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    Chapter 1: Even Invisible People Dream of Becoming Magical Girls

    

    
      Warm sunlight penetrated through thin clouds, spreading a gentle golden glow across the clean asphalt road. The black-haired girl walking toward school unconsciously lifted her head, gazing at that overly bright sky.
    

    
      On both sides of the road, carefully cultivated flowers exhaled refreshing fragrances, while birds flying across the sky left behind crisp chirping that echoed long in the girl's ears.
    

    
      The faces of passersby wore identical peaceful smiles, as if every corner of this city was saturated with supreme happiness.
    

    
      The girl gently stepped aside, making way for a man helping an elderly person with grocery shopping. The expected "thank you" never came, and the girl, already accustomed to this, quietly watched them walk away.
    

    
      Just in that moment of distraction, her back received a light but noticeable impact, causing her to stumble and nearly fall to the ground.
    

    
      After steadying herself, she silently bowed to the confused stranger who had turned around, seemingly puzzled about whether they had bumped into something. Then, keeping close to the left side of the road, she quickened her pace toward school.
    

    
      As expected, she was late again.
    

    
      In the classroom, the teacher's roll call was nearing its end. It seemed the latecomer would find it hard to escape their "fate."
    

    
      "Nagayasu Megumi!"
    

    
      The girl whose name was called immediately sprang up like a spring, her face blooming with a 100% energetic smile: "Here~!"
    

    
      The female teacher on the podium pushed up her glasses, nodded with satisfaction, and praised:
    

    
      "Good! Very spirited. Next!"
    

    
      Just then, the door handle turned. The late girl walked boldly through the sight lines of all her classmates, heading straight to the empty seat next to Nagayasu Megumi. She pulled out the chair and sat down almost simultaneously with Megumi, who had just taken her seat.
    

    
      Megumi was completely oblivious to this, only breathing a sigh of relief, nervously wiping away the nonexistent cold sweat from her forehead while tucking several strands of unkempt blue hair behind her small ear.
    

    
      This is bad... I battled that 'Game Console Monster' until dawn last night. If I fall asleep in class, I'm doomed...
    

    
      Megumi wailed internally, reminiscing about the strange and exhausting experience of playing video games all night with the monster after transforming. A sudden inexplicable chill crept up her spine, and her hands instinctively moved down from the desk surface, quickly pressing down the hem of her uniform's short skirt.
    

    
      Thanks to the desk's concealment, only she could see it—her skirt had been lifted by an invisible force, revealing a small section of tempting white absolute territory and a glimpse of light blue fabric edge.
    

    
      Was it the wind again...?
    

    
      Megumi instantly dispelled all drowsiness, gripping her skirt corners tightly with both hands, her cheeks slightly puffed out, those beautiful water-blue eyes vigilantly scanning the surroundings... However, as always, she found nothing.
    

    
      "So strange... I get 'blown by wind' every morning..."
    

    
      Megumi muttered quietly, carrying unresolved confusion.
    

    
      The roll call finally ended, and the teacher surveyed the classroom with satisfaction.
    

    
      "Very good, it seems everyone is here! Now let's begin class!"
    

    
      She put down the roll call book and clapped her hands, completely unaware that there were twenty-four desks neatly arranged in the classroom while she had only called twenty-three names. On the roll call book, the twenty-fourth name "Nakana Tsuan" was clearly visible, yet it seemed to have never entered her sight.
    

    
      Is it like this again?
    

    
      The black-haired girl sitting beside Megumi—Nakana Tsuan—curved her lips into a barely perceptible, slightly bitter arc. Today's attempt had once again ended in failure.
    

    
      Everyone still can't see me.
    

    
      She turned her head to look at Megumi beside her, whose energetic face now appeared somewhat cute and confused due to drowsiness. Tsuan quietly apologized in a volume only she could hear.
    

    
      "Sorry..."
    

    
      After all, no one would hear it anyway.
    

    
      She had been living this kind of life for who knows how many years. It wasn't simple invisibility, but a more complete "non-existence." Her name, her image, her actions—none could leave any trace in others' consciousness. If dusty objects in corners had an existence value of "1," then Nakana Tsuan's sense of presence was a complete and utter "0"—even dust couldn't be bothered to visit.
    

    
      "Nagayasu Megumi! Please answer the third question on page twenty-two of the textbook!"
    

    
      Megumi was suddenly startled awake, like a frightened fawn, her hands helplessly wringing together under the desk, her mind completely blank, having totally forgotten that the answer was printed right there in the textbook before her eyes.
    

    
      Just then, a gentle voice, like a small stone dropped into stagnant water, created ripples in her frozen mind.
    

    
      "Right here."
    

    
      Consider this... compensation for lifting your skirt just now.
    

    
      Tsuan silently pulled out Megumi's textbook, skillfully flipped to that page, and lightly circled an option with Megumi's pen.
    

    
      Megumi's gaze was immediately drawn to that circle of black ink marks. Like grasping a lifeline, she happily clapped her hands, beamed a lively smile at the teacher, and loudly answered:
    

    
      "This question is choice A!"
    

    
      Sorry, teacher! I'll definitely listen carefully from now on!
    

    
      "...This is a fill-in-the-blank question. Nagayasu Megumi, please go stand in the hallway until class ends."
    

    
      "Eh?!"
    

    
      Tsuan hurriedly flipped Megumi's book to the cover—oh no! This wasn't even the textbook for the current subject!
    

    
      Sorry... Megumi-san. Next time, next time I'll definitely point you to the right answer... probably?
    

    
      Tsuan playfully stuck out her tongue tip at the air, her crimson eyes carrying a hint of apology as she watched the dejected Megumi leave the classroom. The little bit of spirit she had just mustered also quickly dissipated with Megumi's departure.
    

    
      She was absolutely certain that even though she had directly "caused" Megumi to be sent to stand in the hallway, Megumi would never realize her existence, and might even immediately forget how this "accident" had occurred.
    

    
      Tsuan had long grown accustomed to this "zero sense of presence" life. No matter what she did, it was like throwing a stone into a bottomless abyss—it couldn't stir up any response.
    

    
      Do good deeds? No one would know, let alone reward her. Do bad things? Similarly, no one would pursue it, and it wouldn't even be defined as "bad things"—just like when she ate a tomato, in others' eyes, only the independent event of "a tomato disappeared" would occur.
    

    
      As for "who ate it"? This concept simply wouldn't arise. She was like a completely deleted ghost character in the world's operating rules—no matter what she did, the system couldn't detect her existence.
    

    
      Tsuan tilted her head and let out a small yawn. Perhaps... this wasn't too bad? At least she could still do little, harmless "pranks" without worrying about consequences? Like... lifting the skirt of that energetic girl next to her every day?
    

    
      She savored the soft sensation that remained on her fingertips from touching through the fabric, contentedly lying down on her desk. After adjusting to the most comfortable position, she took out her somewhat old phone, plugged in earphones, and randomly clicked on a video she had bookmarked.
    

    
      On the screen, magical girl Luna in her gorgeous ice-blue magical outfit raised her shining ice crystal staff, channeling her magic into the fierce blizzard accumulating at the staff's tip, instantly freezing the evil monster.
    

    
      Then, amid the cheers of the rescued hostages, the battle ended perfectly. The scene was paused at the moment Luna playfully turned toward the camera and waved, with her flowing blue hair, brilliant star-like blue eyes, and that dreamlike blue battle dress.
    

    
      Tsuan slightly narrowed her eyes, pressed pause with her index finger, then gently slid the screen to the left, and pressed play again to watch Luna's heroic battle stance once more.
    

    
      So beautiful... absolutely dazzling! Magical girls are really wonderful...!!
    

    
      She pressed her lips together, couldn't help but close her eyes and begin fantasizing... If she were magical girl Luna, what would it feel like to be watched, encouraged, and praised by everyone...
    

    
      Just then, Luna's gentle voice shattered her fantasy.
    

    
      "Magical girls are symbols of hope, bridges connecting miracles! No matter what, we will never abandon anyone! So... if you encounter difficulties, don't be afraid!"
    

    
      Luna showed the camera a smile that Tsuan believed she could never imitate, her crystal-clear eyes hiding gentleness capable of dispelling all gloom.
    

    
      "Please boldly seek our help~ Whether it's me or my other companions, we will never abandon any soul yearning for light!"
    

    
      No soul will be abandoned—this is the promise magical girls give to... everyone who needs protection.
    

    
      These words, along with Luna's direct gaze into the camera, illuminated the depths of Tsuan's heart.
    

    
      As long as you ask me for help, I will definitely extend a helping hand.
    

    
      This was why she loved magical girls. And not just Luna who protected this city, but magical girls from other cities, with different styles, shining with different lights.
    

    
      She collected their posters, learned their stories, and was willing to believe in the power of love and justice, friendship and bonds that they symbolized.
    

    
      Because if even magical girls were helpless against her situation... then what... what else could she do?
    

    
      The terrifying thought flashed by, and Tsuan immediately chose to escape that frightening reality through fantasy.
    

    
      Maybe... maybe the reason I'm ignored by everyone is precisely because I have some mysterious connection with magical girls?
    

    
      This was her most favored explanation for her current state.
    

    
      So is it possible... that I might become a new magical girl?
    

    
      The crisp sound of the class-ending bell awakened Tsuan. Only then did she realize her earphones weren't plugged in properly and had been playing out loud the whole time... but it didn't matter anyway.
    

    
      After all, no one could hear it.
    

    
      After Megumi returned to her side, she immediately pulled out the textbook for the next class from her bag, then instantly collapsed onto her desk like she'd had her bones removed. She had to seize every second to replenish her completely depleted energy—she seemed to have gotten distracted again watching cherry blossoms falling outside the window, and the teacher had reminded her to pay attention to rest.
    

    
      Tsuan patted her shoulder somewhat guiltily, then stood up and skillfully avoided the teacher as she walked toward the restroom.
    

    
      Cold water flowed with a rushing sound as she carefully washed her hands, her gaze naturally falling on the reflection in the mirror.
    

    
      Black hair cascaded like a waterfall to her waist, crimson eyes clear and bright like the finest gems. Her features were so delicate they seemed like a carefully carved doll, and though her figure wasn't provocative, it carried the innocent charm unique to young girls.
    

    
      Sigh... what a pity. Such a cute beautiful girl has been ignored by the whole world for so long.
    

    
      She gently poked her own cheek and imitated a magical girl's signature smile in the mirror.
    

    
      Huh... it's okay! As long as I find magical girl Luna, or any other magical girl... they'll definitely help me!
    

    
      Maybe... maybe...
    

    
      The girl in the mirror's cheeks quietly flushed with a light blush, her lips unconsciously curving into a smile full of longing, almost dreamlike.
    

    
      Maybe my current state is itself some kind of precursor to a magical contract? Or... a trial I must go through to become a magical girl?
    

    
      So... so it's definitely possible! I, Nakana Tsuan, definitely have the possibility of becoming a brand new magical girl... right?
    

    
      Tsuan felt the temperature in her cheeks rising and hurriedly cupped cold water to splash on her face, trying to cool that burning expectation. At the same time, she began silently reciting the "Magical Girl Code of Conduct" that she knew by heart:
    

    
      Primary Principle: Extend a helping hand to those trapped in hardship and danger, upholding fairness and justice in the world.
    

    
      Power Precept: Magic is the torch of hope and must not be misused. Even when facing countless difficulties, courage and wisdom must come first.
    

    
      Bond Oath: Never betray companions, always trust partners. The power of bonds surpasses countless magics.
    

    
      Merciful Heart: Do not inflict irreversible severe harm on monsters. If harm is caused by mistake, sincere apologies must be offered, along with consolation gifts. After defeating monsters, guide them to recognize their errors, learn how to integrate into society, and compensate for the damage they caused.
    

    
      Tsuan shivered slightly, admiration flowing through her heart like a warm current.
    

    
      Magical girls... they even save and guide monsters who have harmed others?
    

    
      Really so great...!
    

    
      "So, as long as I can find a magical girl! Everything will get better!"
    

    
      She clapped her hands somewhat happily, tilting her head slightly to let her silky hair sway in the mirror.
    

    
      But unfortunately... the possibility of implementing this plan was almost the same as directly going to outer space to watch meteor showers—it was 0.
    

    
      Because all magical girls' identities were secret, she simply couldn't make contact with them, so how could she ask for help?
    

    
      It was said that two magical girls in the neighboring city were livestreaming and even had their own fan meet-and-greets... maybe she could try this approach?
    

    
      But it was troublesome and dangerous.
    

    
      Tsuan left the restroom, carefully avoiding a female classmate who was walking straight toward her.
    

    
      No one could see her, which was fine in school and on sidewalks... but once she stepped onto roads, the danger level would multiply several times, or even far more.
    

    
      So she had to abandon this plan and instead search for magical girls in the city where she lived.
    

    
      Generally speaking, there would be two magical girls taking turns on duty in a city... if it was a large city, there might be three to four.
    

    
      The black-haired girl skipped and hopped to avoid a mop swinging toward her shoes, making it back to the classroom just in time before class started.
    

    
      "Really troublesome... how exactly can I find Luna or Amber..."
    

  
    Chapter 2: Illusion

    

    
      Tsuan casually pulled out a sheet of white paper and a ballpoint pen from Megumi's side, beginning to draft her new plan.
    

    
      She had long grown accustomed to this kind of "borrowing"—Megumi's drawer was like an inexhaustible free stationery library to her.
    

    
      Initially, she still felt a bit of theft-like uneasiness, but Megumi's reaction—simply discovering that white paper was being consumed too quickly, then bringing over a whole stack of fresh A4 paper to stuff into the drawer and sticking a "Public Use" label on it—completely dispelled her concerns.
    

    
      Perhaps in Megumi's eyes, her behavior had already been naturally attributed to some classmate needing to use white paper. As for who this classmate was...
    

    
      It didn't matter.
    

    
      The pen tip touched the paper, making a soft rustling sound that seemed especially clear in the quiet classroom... of course, this was only for Tsuan.
    

    
      "Plan..."
    

    
      A plan to find magical girls... hmm, it should start like this, then...
    

    
      Black lines flowed from the pen tip as if they had life, first outlining a rounded facial contour, then waterfall-like smooth long hair. The pen tip wandered, carefully depicting curved eyebrows and eyes, a small nose, and finally slightly upturned lips with a playful curve.
    

    
      'Hehe... I can't think of anything anyway... might as well just draw~'
    

    
      Looking at her "masterpiece" from most of the class period, Tsuan couldn't help but laugh softly, her previous irritation completely swept away. She lifted the white paper in her hand and proudly waved it up and down in the air.
    

    
      Just then, an indescribable... weak sensation like static electricity swept across her consciousness.
    

    
      She instinctively turned her head sideways, habitually ignoring the gaze from beside her, because that gaze always passed through her to fall on the wall behind her or the scenery outside the window.
    

    
      Megumi looked at the empty seat beside her and blinked in confusion.
    

    
      As a magical girl, she felt a clear sense of 'discord,' like suddenly tasting an extremely weak, hard-to-catch sweet and sour flavor on her tongue while eating a blueberry bread.
    

    
      It seemed like strawberry jam, but more like... tomato? But this strange taste disappeared without a trace like a drop of water falling into the ocean before she could savor it carefully, leaving no trace to be found. She even suspected it might be an illusion caused by staying up late playing games last night.
    

    
      "Well, better focus on class for now..."
    

    
      After all, she didn't want to stand in the hallway again.
    

    
      Tsuan didn't mind this small incident—she had long grown accustomed to this feeling of 'being penetrated.' Looking up at the clock hanging at the front of the classroom, the minute hand was already approaching the number indicating class dismissal. Her heart suddenly jumped—lunch time! Crisis immediately replaced the joy of drawing.
    

    
      This time point, nearing the end of class, was her only opportunity window to 'safely' obtain lunch.
    

    
      Once the dismissal bell rang, classmates would immediately rush toward the convenience store and cafeteria, and she... might very well be directly squeezed flat in the chaos.
    

    
      If she waited until after the crowd dispersed to go...? Then the store would only have empty packaging bags and cold shelves left, meaning... she could only spend the long afternoon on an empty stomach.
    

    
      So, time was food!
    

    
      Tsuan didn't hesitate for a moment. She quickly stuffed the drawing into her desk, then like a silent ghost, lightly left her seat.
    

    
      At this moment when all the classmates and teacher were focused on the class content, she brazenly opened the classroom door in front of everyone and slipped out.
    

    
      The hallway was empty, with only her own footsteps echoing in the silence. She began to run, enjoying this privilege of being the only one 'running in the hallway' in the entire school.
    

    
      Wind swept past her hair tips, bringing a brief sense of freedom. However, this freedom didn't last long. A sharp and piercing special bell suddenly rang out, like a cold command, instantly changing the atmosphere of the entire school!
    

    
      "Emergency notice! Emergency notice! A new monster has appeared near the school! Please remain calm, students and teachers, quickly leave your classrooms and proceed to the area near the school gate on the playground in an orderly fashion according to evacuation drill requirements! Repeating..."
    

    
      The broadcaster who received notification from the police opened the microphone, calling for everyone in the school to quickly run to the area near the school gate according to evacuation drill requirements.
    

    
      Tsuan knew that large crowds would soon appear in the hallways, so she quickly changed direction and hid in the restroom, leaning against the somewhat cold tile wall and waiting for the dense footsteps to gradually fade away.
    

    
      Monsters wouldn't put ordinary people in life-threatening danger, so when everyone gathered at the most conspicuous area near the school gate, it was actually the safest.
    

    
      After all, seeing so many people here, the monster might choose to go somewhere else to cause trouble out of fear of harming them.
    

    
      After most of the footsteps had moved away, Tsuan cautiously poked her head out from the restroom, looking left and right to confirm that teachers and classmates had all gone to the playground before breathing a slight sigh of relief.
    

    
      But... what about lunch?
    

    
      Going to the convenience store now would probably be too late, since the aunt who ran the store had likely already left... Taking food without permission would be no different from theft.
    

    
      'I can't do such a thing.'
    

    
      She said to herself, her voice soft but carrying unquestionable firmness. The magical girl code of conduct was deeply rooted in her heart—even in this moment when no one knew and she was starving, she couldn't violate her inner principles.
    

    
      Looks like I'll have to wait until dinner to eat together...
    

    
      "Hmm... what should I eat tonight? Tomato pasta? Or tomato beef stew? Or... tomato scrambled egg rice bowl?"
    

    
      Tomatoes, which could be called both vegetables and fruits, were her favorite.
    

    
      But just as she was trying to fill herself with spiritual food, a series of hurried footsteps approached from far to near, barging into Tsuan's world and forcibly pulling her back to reality.
    

    
      The blue-haired girl who had finally convinced her friends that she had something very important left in the classroom ran up the stairs in a few steps. Then she rushed directly toward the restroom where Tsuan was, stepping hard on the girl who couldn't dodge in time.
    

    
      Before Tsuan could see clearly which classmate was so rude, she heard the sound of a stall door being locked.
    

    
      "How mean..."
    

    
      She gave up on demanding an apology aloud, but this didn't mean she wasn't angry.
    

    
      Tsuan gently wiped the physiological tears from the corners of her eyes, then walked to the sink, took a paper cup to get some water, and threw it directly over the stall door.
    

    
      But the scream she expected didn't occur—instead, a strange light shone through the door crack onto her.
    

    
      Nagayasu Megumi, who had locked the stall door, raised her right hand, and the gemstone bracelet that appeared decorative to others emitted bright white light.
    

    
      "Magical Girl Luna, transform!"
    

    
      The delicate school uniform was covered by holy light, along with hair accessories and shoes, all undergoing transformation. The blue hair that originally only reached her shoulders was extended to her hips, held by a magical butterfly bow that contained cleansing magic for her entire body. Cute silver earrings also appeared on her earlobes for communication with other magical girls.
    

    
      The magical outfit that would automatically adjust size with Megumi's changes couldn't possibly be ill-fitting. The pure white top was adorned with countless blue threads flowing with magic power, which could help Luna adapt to cold or hot environments.
    

    
      The blue short skirt that just covered her thighs provided Megumi with special storage space, allowing her to hide many tools in the skirt to catch enemies off guard. The white and blue long boots provided Megumi with special magical protection—ensuring she wouldn't easily fall.
    

    
      Although she didn't know why there was such a design, Megumi quite liked this outfit. Because it looked very cute while also being convenient. No need to worry about cold or heat, and no need to worry about battle soiling her clothes.
    

    
      But Tsuan would worry.
    

    
      The black-haired girl instinctively wiped her wet cheeks with her fingers. She hadn't expected her paper cup to be directly bounced back, landing squarely on her own head.
    

    
      And what she hadn't expected even more was...
    

    
      After the unlocking sound, Magical Girl Luna in her magical outfit brushed past the wide-eyed Tsuan carrying her staff. The distance was so close that Tsuan could even smell a fresh fragrance.
    

    
      It wasn't until she rubbed her eyes and confirmed that the magical girl opening the window and preparing to leap outside wasn't her hallucination that she realized what the light she had just seen meant.
    

    
      Magical Girl Luna is actually my classmate?!
    

    
      Just as Luna left the stall, she looked toward Tsuan's position, making eye contact with Tsuan.
    

    
      Tsuan even thought for a moment that Luna could see her, somewhat nervously raising her palm to wave up and down in front of her.
    

    
      But Luna didn't blink like in movies—instead, she continued staring at Tsuan's position.
    

    
      This action was like a basin of cold water poured over Tsuan's head, washing away the excitement of her first close encounter with a magical girl.
    

    
      Even... Magical Girl Luna can't see me?
    

    
      The red eyes that had just been shining with admiration no longer dared to meet Luna's gaze, looking straight down at the ground, and her body obediently moved toward the other side of the wall to avoid blocking Luna's path.
    

    
      First step, Luna frowned.
    

    
      Second step, Luna clearly sensed... something.
    

    
      Just as Tsuan was about to take her third step, a lively voice that sounded incredibly familiar to her made her pause.
    

    
      "Please wait!"
    

    
      Even though Tsuan knew she wasn't calling to her, she still turned her head with some expectation to make eye contact with Magical Girl Luna again.
    

    
      "Although I don't know why I can't see you... my feelings tell me that you're here, and... you need my help."
    

    
      After transforming into a magical girl, Megumi was naturally more sensitive to magic power. If her earlier feeling about Tsuan was like a fleeting sweet and sour taste in blueberry bread, then now she could clearly distinguish whether that sweetness was strawberry jam or tomato sauce.
    

    
      Although she still couldn't find the source of the taste, she was certain this taste really existed!
    

    
      Helping people in difficulty was a magical girl's code—no magical girl would turn a blind eye to those in distress, without exception.
    

    
      After looking around with some worry and expectation and confirming that there was only her alone in the vicinity, Tsuan's anxious mood vanished in an instant.
    

    
      That meant, although Luna couldn't see her, Luna could sense her existence!
    

    
      The hope that had just been extinguished was reignited. Tsuan couldn't help but approach Luna, nervously opening her mouth to try to speak.
    

    
      But she immediately discovered that no matter what she said, Luna couldn't hear her... As for lifting Luna's skirt like she had done with Megumi's during class...
    

    
      The moment this thought arose, Tsuan's cheeks instantly flushed red! She shook her head vigorously, as if trying to shake off something dirty.
    

    
      'How could I do such a thing?!'
    

    
      She severely scolded herself in her heart...
    

    
      'To do such a thing to the magical girl I admire... it's too rude! Too blasphemous!'
    

    
      This option was instantly and completely rejected.
    

    
      However, this wasn't difficult for a magical girl. Luna clearly felt Tsuan getting closer to her, so she raised her eyebrows with some joy.
    

    
      She extended her soft, tender palm toward Tsuan's direction. Although the direction was somewhat off because she couldn't see Tsuan, it was enough.
    

    
      "If... if you're willing, you could try... holding my hand. Maybe... I might be able to help!"
    

    
      Time seemed to freeze at this moment. Tsuan stared blankly at the tender palm before her, her fingertips hanging at her sides twitching slightly.
    

    
      Holding that hand... could end all of this...
    

    
      Perhaps because Luna's smile was too bright, perhaps because Luna's attitude was too gentle, Tsuan really felt the impulse to hold Luna's hand and confide everything to her.
    

    
      Her somewhat pale fingers were lifted, then moved bit by bit toward that hand radiating sunshine, but just as they were about to touch...
    

    
      "I can sense magic power fluctuations near the shopping district!"
    

    
      The familiar floating beside Luna anxiously interrupted this delicate atmosphere, its little paw pointing toward the window.
    

    
      "Luna! The monster might be causing trouble! We need to go stop it quickly!"
    

    
      Luna's hand stiffened slightly, the gentleness on her face instantly replaced by a sense of responsibility.
    

    
      "Ah! Right! I almost forgot the important matter!"
    

    
      She looked toward Tsuan's direction again with a hint of apology.
    

    
      "Sorry, I need to deal with the monster first... see you next time?"
    

    
      Luna's outstretched hand toward Tsuan was ultimately withdrawn.
    

    
      Before the words finished, Luna no longer hesitated. She turned and lightly leaped onto the windowsill. Before leaving, she looked back once more at Tsuan's position, her water-blue eyes carrying a trace of unanswered curiosity.
    

    
      'Maybe it was just my imagination...? Well, I'll come back after dealing with the monster!'
    

  
    Chapter 3: What Kind of Self-Destruct Switch Is This?!

    

    
      Tsuan watched Luna leave the school building through the window, flying all the way into the sky until she disappeared from view, before finally lowering her arm that had been frozen in front of her.
    

    
      The magical girl patrolling the sky around the school looked at the familiar floating beside her.
    

    
      It was a white rabbit with some blue fur, named Ruby.
    

    
      "I can sense magic power fluctuations near the shopping district. Let's go defeat the monster quickly?"
    

    
      It urged Luna once again.
    

    
      Luna, who was waving hello to classmates who noticed her, stuck out her tongue, then rode her staff toward the shopping district near the school.
    

    
      Although she could fly without using her staff, she still felt this looked more cool.
    

    
      The Cream Monster feeding the shop owner endless cakes in the pastry shop sensed a large amount of magic power rushing through the air.
    

    
      It gave up continuing to feed the female shop owner who kept shouting "I'm on a diet!" and instead created even sweeter, more delicious cream out of thin air to use as ammunition and weapons for battling the magical girl.
    

    
      Luna, who had locked onto the cake shop using the monster's magic power fluctuations, kicked open the door and aimed her staff at a large puddle of human-shaped white cream.
    

    
      "Cream Monster? Why are you causing trouble again? Have you finished paying for the damages you caused at the gymnasium last time?"
    

    
      The Cream Monster, which hadn't yet grown a mouth to answer her, proudly put its hands on its hips and puffed out its chest, seeming to inform Luna that it had already completed compensation through its own hands.
    

    
      "Whatever, take this! Blizzard!"
    

    
      Unlike her enthusiastic and kind personality, all of Luna's magic was 'ice-cold.' It was perfect for solidifying cream.
    

    
      To prevent itself from turning from a Cream Monster into an Ice Cream Monster, it hurriedly sprayed more cream toward Luna through its hands, beginning to face off against Luna.
    

    
      But after a brief standoff, the Cream Monster fell into a disadvantage, and it looked like Luna would soon achieve another victory...
    

    
      It should have been like that.
    

    
      After the magical girl was caught in the Cream Monster's desperate charging embrace and failed to break free, she gave up using magic, since she certainly couldn't be frozen inside ice cream to become a cream filling.
    

    
      The Cream Monster, thoughtfully leaving her space to breathe, successfully captured Magical Girl Luna and quickly transferred her to a specially prepared prison cell. Incidentally, it quietly slipped a pastry shop flyer into her hand.
    

    
      The magical girl, who had just regained her freedom of movement, pounded forcefully on the tightly closed door, but the special building materials here prevented her from easily using magic, so her plan to forcibly break down the door with magic was completely ruined.
    

    
      "Hey! Let me out quickly!"
    

    
      'What's going on? Why would the Cream Monster suddenly commit such a terrible act of kidnapping me?'
    

    
      Ruby, who had been hiding nearby, nuzzled her soft neck, then used its fluffy paw to point at a special symbol on the prison door.
    

    
      A purple moon.
    

    
      "It's those bad guys from the Dark Moon Society causing trouble!"
    

    
      Luna, who understood the situation, regretted her underestimation of her defeated opponent the Cream Monster, and sat down huffily on the super-soft large bed in the center of the room.
    

    
      Then she picked up the prepared sweets from the table and put them in her mouth to chew, while opening up a brand new game console to pass the time.
    

    
      "Really, when will they let me out!"
    

    
      And just beyond the wall from her, in the corridor, a silver-haired girl wearing a mask was severely criticizing the Cream Monster about its unauthorized act of bringing the magical girl back during class time.
    

    
      After all, it just had to cause trouble at this time, preventing both herself and the magical girl from studying properly.
    

    
      The magical girl, still thinking about how to escape, heard the sound of the door handle turning and picked up her staff, preparing to rush out in one go.
    

    
      But the silver-haired girl obviously knew her thoughts, so she used her own body to block the door gap, making it impossible for Luna to escape without hurting her.
    

    
      "Hello... Magical Girl Luna."
    

    
      The masked girl tilted her head slightly, her smooth hair reaching her shoulders swaying in the air.
    

    
      "Hello... wait! Who are you?"
    

    
      Luna wasn't sure if she was a hostage, so she began asking directly.
    

    
      "I'm one of the executives of the Dark Moon Society. You can call me Enoki."
    

    
      She shrugged her shoulders and pointed at the game console in her hand like a host treating a guest.
    

    
      "If you need anything, you can tell me. Just dial the phone on the desk to contact me."
    

    
      Luna huffily tapped the desk.
    

    
      "So you really are a bad guy... when will you let me go?"
    

    
      "We will release you by 6 PM at the latest."
    

    
      "Can't it be earlier?"
    

    
      The only response she got was "no."
    

    
      The two stopped communicating, and aside from knowing that the executive was a girl called 'Enoki,' Luna gained no other information.
    

    
      Although the facilities in the prison were extremely luxurious, Luna couldn't stay here until 6 PM.
    

    
      She was a magical girl who needed to protect everyone. Now that she was stuck here, what would happen if other monsters went to cause trouble in the city?
    

    
      Could she rely on Amber? But Amber has been very busy lately! Moreover, there are far more monsters than magical girls...
    

    
      She had to find a way to escape!
    

    
      Meanwhile, the executive miss complained about the Cream Monster causing her to skip class to accompany the magical girl, while chewing on the sweets it created to vent her anger.
    

    
      She also opened her phone to connect to the nursing home surveillance to check if the Cloak Monster doing volunteer work there had caused any trouble.
    

    
      "So why is the magical girl's prison so luxurious, while I don't even have a table!"
    

    
      A black cat obsequiously brought over her name tag, then jumped onto her head to lick its paws.
    

    
      "Because our Dark Moon Society is a public welfare monster organization, so of course our limited funds should be used in more appropriate places."
    

    
      The silver-haired girl put on the name tag reading 'Enoki Reiko' and grumbled irritably.
    

    
      "So why be so nice to magical girls? Aren't they enemies?"
    

    
      The black cat patted her head, correcting her wrong thinking.
    

    
      "Even if they're enemies, you can't do anything too excessive, okay? This is an agreement between the magical girls and us."
    

    
      "Huh? Why do monsters need to make agreements with magical girls?"
    

    
      The black cat helplessly jumped down from her head and pushed a can of cat food in front of her.
    

    
      "Because this is the best and most peaceful way to handle things, meow~"
    

    
      Reiko opened the can for it and put her homework to one side.
    

    
      "Because without such an agreement, many monsters might be killed by magical girls right after being born, meow. And magical girls might also get injured or die in battle..."
    

    
      She nodded silently, listening to the black cat continue explaining.
    

    
      "And if monsters hurt humans, then magical girls who harbor hatred toward monsters would be born among humans, meow. At that time, everyone would shed even more blood, meow..."
    

    
      The black cat ate a couple of bites, found the taste different from what it expected, and disappointedly started rolling on the ground.
    

    
      "So we made this kind of agreement with the magical girls, meow. Although we don't know why monsters are born, we all know that monsters need 'presence' to survive, meow."
    

    
      The Cream Monster, with no facial features on its head and looking like a big piece of milk candy, applauded in agreement, though the collision of two pieces of cream made no sound at all.
    

    
      "Monsters without presence all disappear silently, meow, and the way to create presence for yourself is also simple..."
    

    
      Enoki Reiko curled her lips.
    

    
      "Just cause destruction?"
    

    
      The Cream Monster raised both arms, making an exaggerated gesture to show it was very strong now, successfully making the executive miss laugh.
    

    
      "Cheer up, meow. The original intention of establishing the Dark Moon Society was to spread this peaceful concept to every newly born monster, meow. Like this... after more than ten years of our efforts, meow~ no more monsters or magical girls will shed blood!"
    

    
      Reiko blinked and raised an objection.
    

    
      "If that's really the case, why don't you cooperate directly with humans? If all humans would like monsters, then magical girls wouldn't be born anymore, right? When the last magical girl retires, monsters would never be in danger again, right?"
    

    
      The black cat licked some cream and pointed at her with its paw.
    

    
      "Then as a human, why did you join the Dark Moon Society, meow?"
    

    
      Reiko answered without thinking.
    

    
      "Because I hate magical girls."
    

    
      "Even cute and beautiful magical girls who fit human aesthetics can be hated by some humans, meow, so how could relatively uglier monsters be liked by humans, meow."
    

    
      That makes so much sense...
    

    
      "Speaking of which, why do you hate magical girls, meow?"
    

    
      The black cat tilted its head in confusion, letting her knead its fur.
    

    
      "Because I just don't like that high-and-mighty attitude of magical girls."
    

    
      'I see, meow, you just like doing bad things, meow.'
    

    
      The black cat obsequiously licked her palm.
    

    
      Meanwhile, Luna opened the somewhat small window. She discovered that although she couldn't squeeze through, she could try calling for help outside!
    

    
      Shouting loudly definitely wouldn't work—it would attract that girl called 'Enoki'... so she needed to change methods... like... paper airplanes!
    

    
      But obviously, the Dark Moon Society had clearly thought more thoroughly—there wasn't a single piece of writing paper anywhere in the room.
    

    
      Luna looked around and found the flyer that the Cream Monster had stuffed into her hand lying on the floor.
    

    
      So she excitedly picked it up and held it in front of her... only to discover when preparing to write on it that... it was covered with a thick layer of frozen cream, and her ballpoint pen couldn't leave even the slightest mark on it.
    

    
      And this cream had deliberately left out part of the flyer to form text...
    

    
      [Money for dirtying the gymnasium last time is being paid in installments >_<]
    

    
      Ruby gently patted her partner's cheek, reminding her there was still one more option...
    

    
      Luna threw Ruby out the small window and wished her partner a safe journey.
    

    
      She was also thinking about whether, if Ruby really found a new magical girl companion, she would become a senior?
    

    
      After becoming a senior~ would she be looked at with admiring eyes by a super cute junior?
    

    
      Hehe~ just thinking about it makes me super happy!
    

    
      'Right! Let me finish my homework while I'm at it~ then I can spend tonight researching new magic!'
    

    
      With a little more effort, she could chill drinks bare-handed without transforming! What practical magic~
    

    
      "Eh... I don't think I brought my homework..."
    

    
      Unlike her calmness, Ruby was very anxious at this moment.
    

    
      Although it knew where Amber went to school and even where Amber lived, it was too far away! A familiar separated from its magical girl simply couldn't fly that distance!
    

    
      This also meant that in this situation... the captured magical girl could only use special rescue magic to call for support. But Luna's current position... made it completely impossible to use magic to contact the outside world.
    

    
      "There's no choice! Looks like I can only go to the school to search for suitable children!"
    

    
      Ruby opened its magic vision and quickly scanned through girls of appropriate age in the sky.
    

    
      Girls without magic power in their bodies appeared as black human shapes in its eyes. What it needed was to find a white human figure with magic power in their body before its own magic was completely exhausted.
    

    
      Just like when it had found Nagayasu Megumi before, to find the next child with talent.
    

    
      Unfortunately, it failed. A familiar away from its contractor had very little magic power. After just a few minutes, it lost the ability to fly and could only jump to the ground, using its last bit of magic to maintain its magic vision...
    

    
      Eh?!
    

    
      It hadn't seen this from above, but there was a very suitable child here!
    

    
      "This way! This way!"
    

    
      Tsuan, who had been wondering which classmate was Luna, didn't notice she was being called by the familiar.
    

    
      After Ruby discovered it was being ignored, it ran in front of her like an ordinary little rabbit, continuously waving its front paws trying to get Tsuan to notice it.
    

    
      "Ruby...?"
    

    
      Although she wasn't sure how Tsuan knew its name, there were more urgent matters to attend to now!
    

    
      Ruby closed its eyes and condensed its last magic power into a small white glowing orb above its head, which floated into Tsuan's body... hoping she could transform into a new magical girl.
    

    
      But unfortunately, it failed. Or rather... she failed.
    

    
      How could it fail?! Megumi-chan had transformed just like this before...?
    

    
      Tsuan, who showed no external changes, covered her head. She didn't notice that Ruby had already disappeared.
    

    
      In that instant just now, a large amount of information had continuously slashed through her mind like knife cuts, forcing her to spend a long time organizing her thoughts.
    

    
      First, Magical Girl Luna had been captured.
    

    
      How could such a thing happen... what can I do?
    

    
      Second, I am a new magical girl.
    

    
      Then! Then my exclusive magic, my beautiful magical outfit, my cute familiar, and my magical tools...
    

    
      Magic: Death Rattle... upon death, all remaining magic power explodes at once.
    

    
      Third: My magic is to self-destruct when I die.
    

    
      This, this is my magic? Can this kind of thing even be called magic?!
    

    
      No... I should still have magical tools... potions or anything usable would be fine! Even if they're useless, that's okay!
    

    
      She quietly looked at the only magical tool that had appeared on her—a red button in her palm.
    

    
      Fourth, my only tool is a switch for suicide... pressing it will cause death, followed by revival in a safe place.
    

    
      Looking on the bright side, at least I can use magic now... hmm...
    

    
      What a joke!
    

  
    Chapter 4: Blood Mist

    

    
      "Ruby! What is... happening...?"
    

    
      Tsuan looked around left and right, trying to find the rabbit familiar that had just helped her complete her transformation and should have belonged to Luna. Although her heart had prepared for the worst-case scenario, a glimmer of hope still struggled within.
    

    
      Maybe... Ruby just made a mistake?
    

    
      Those clear, water-like red eyes carefully scanned the surroundings, finally extinguishing all hope completely. Ruby had vanished like vapor, and no matter how she called out, she received not even the slightest response.
    

    
      No accompanying familiar, no cute magical outfit, no brilliant magic, no useful tools.
    

    
      Tsuan found it hard to accept—that she had become such... a magical girl who couldn't be "called a magical girl."
    

    
      'Could it be that I just fell asleep in the classroom?'
    

    
      Right, right? I must be dreaming... I must be!
    

    
      Tsuan let out a dry laugh and stretched. She prepared to find somewhere to sleep until she woke up.
    

    
      However, a light "pat" sound mercilessly shattered her fantasy—an object slipped from her pocket and fell onto the grass. That red switch lay there quietly, its cold, smooth surface seeming to carry a hint of mockery as it gazed at its owner.
    

    
      When she bent down to pick it up, those explanatory words appeared once again: 'Suicide switch, press to die, then revive in a safe place.'
    

    
      Her red eyes, like a startled rabbit, blinked blankly. She raised her free hand and, with the last hope of proving "this is a dream," pinched her cheek hard.
    

    
      "Uu... so painful!!!"
    

    
      Tears instantly welled up in her eyes. Tsuan knelt on the ground and frantically rubbed her smooth long hair as if venting her frustration.
    

    
      'So... I really became a magical girl? But, but why…'
    

    
      She closed her eyes tearfully, and that "magic" belonging to her surfaced in her mind once again.
    

    
      The glaring characters 'Death Rattle' still hung prominently above.
    

    
      There must... there must be other ways, right? Besides dying...
    

    
      Perhaps... after transforming, my strength became particularly great? Even without using magic...
    

    
      She opened her eyes unwillingly and, imitating magical girl Amber's style, carefully swung her fist to strike the stone beside her.
    

    
      "Uu... damn!"
    

    
      Fortunately, she had subconsciously accepted the reality of "having no power," so she didn't hurt herself badly from using too much force and roll around on the ground. She just rubbed her reddened fingers and silently accepted this cruel proof.
    

    
      "Ruby...?"
    

    
      She placed her last hope on the mysteriously disappeared familiar rabbit, but... the surroundings were eerily quiet, as if only she existed as a living being.
    

    
      Finally giving up completely, Tsuan reached out to pinch her cheek and barely mustered her spirits.
    

    
      After all, Ruby is Magical Girl Luna's familiar, not mine.
    

    
      I have no magical outfit, no familiar, no magic. But I am still a magical girl...
    

    
      She took out her only tool, that red button.
    

    
      Suicide switch.
    

    
      "Press to die, then revive in a safe place."
    

    
      The girl's soft voice read word by word the explanation she saw.
    

    
      Will revive... so if I press the button, I'll die... then activate that 'Death Rattle' and detonate all remaining magic power in my body?
    

    
      This at least proves I do have magic power in my body... but I don't know how to use any magic at all. What's the point of just having magic power...
    

    
      Moreover... if I explode in a crowded place, wouldn't that cause big trouble for others?
    

    
      She imagined the scene of herself suddenly exploding in front of everyone's eyes.
    

    
      'Uwaa! That would definitely scare people to death!'
    

    
      And... what about my "body"? It would trouble the janitor!
    

    
      Her warm, soft fingertips unconsciously caressed the cold, smooth button surface, thinking about how to deal with her own "remains" after using this "magic."
    

    
      As if sensing her distress, a brief explanation appeared at just the right time:
    

    
      'After revival, the remaining body will transform into harmless, pollution-free tomatoes.'
    

    
      After reading this, Tsuan swallowed lightly and breathed a sigh of relief—trying hard to ignore the glaring word 'death,' she finally understood the meaning.
    

    
      'So basically... after pressing the button, it won't cause trouble for others?'
    

    
      And... after dying, my body will become tomatoes! My favorite vegetable and fruit... I wonder what they taste like?
    

    
      The fear of death was actually diluted by more than half by this absurd fact of "becoming my favorite food."
    

    
      Right... why would Ruby leave Luna to find me?
    

    
      Tsuan scratched her smooth long hair in confusion. Ruby leaving Luna... this had never happened before...
    

    
      A familiar voice suddenly interrupted her thoughts.
    

    
      "Amber! Amber! Can you hear me?! I'm trapped here! Come save me quickly!"
    

    
      It was Luna's voice! She was using the "rescue magic" mentioned in interviews—transmitting information to distant companions through magic power.
    

    
      Tsuan, who had been depressed about not being able to use magic normally, instantly bit her lip excitedly.
    

    
      She could hear this! This meant... she had become Luna's 'companion'!
    

    
      The question deeply buried in her heart about whether she truly counted as a magical girl found its answer at this moment. She was about to cheer, but suddenly realized—Luna was calling for help!
    

    
      And... Luna was imprisoned?
    

    
      But she's so strong, how could she possibly be imprisoned? Could there be some monster powerful enough to defeat Luna?
    

    
      Then I... I definitely have to go save her!
    

    
      "Magical girls will never abandon their companions!"
    

    
      The newly appointed miss magical girl, somewhat excitedly shouting out one of the magical girl principles, prepared to go to the location Luna had just sent to rescue her companion.
    

    
      Even though her companion didn't know her yet, even though... she couldn't fly at all and could only run there on foot or take the train...
    

    
      But no matter what, today, tomorrow, or even longer! I am a magical girl!
    

    
      Moreover, after becoming a magical girl, couldn't she directly contact Luna or other magical girls? Wouldn't that end her life as an 'invisible person'?
    

    
      "This is my duty as a magical girl! Whether it's saving companions or stopping monsters from harming civilians, these are all magical girl duties!"
    

    
      Tsuan, who seemed completely absorbed in this, patted her cheeks, then followed at the end of the queue to board the tram.
    

    
      However, even if there were seats on the tram, she didn't dare sit down easily, since others might very well ignore her and sit directly on top of her.
    

    
      This was also why she didn't like taking trams, but she couldn't worry about such things now...
    

    
      Standing in a corner to avoid being stepped on, Tsuan heard Luna's voice again.
    

    
      "Uu... Amber, why aren't you responding? Don't tell me you fell asleep during class again? If you don't come save me soon, I won't have time to do my homework tonight!"
    

    
      Since she felt it would be rude to suddenly interrupt Luna and Amber's conversation, she remained silent. But Amber's continued offline status gave her a bit of courage.
    

    
      A precious bit of courage.
    

    
      "I'll be there soon... Luna?"
    

    
      According to reason, she should also be able to communicate through the exclusive magic frequency between magical girls, so she tried to convey what she wanted to say to Luna.
    

    
      But she failed. That sentence without any magic power slowly dissipated into the air.
    

    
      However, since Tsuan had already failed too many times today, she didn't feel regret and somewhat numbly followed the crowd off the train.
    

    
      After carefully avoiding several adults who might step on her, she crossed the crosswalk. Finally, following the address, she stood in front of a building marked with a purple moon, with even a donation box and wooden sign placed outside the door.
    

    
      "The Dark Moon Society and monsters thank you for your contribution!"
    

    
      The address Luna sent... was this place. Not only because this small villa marked with the Dark Moon Society logo was the most suspicious building in the area, but also because she could faintly 'see' wisps of light blue magic power floating in the air.
    

    
      'So besides those terrible "magics," I have new abilities! Like... sensing the magic power fluctuations of other magical girls?'
    

    
      The magical girl facing "battle" for the first time had her heart pounding. She took another deep breath and stepped through that unguarded door, following the light blue magic threads up the stairs.
    

    
      The expected guards didn't appear, and she safely reached the second floor.
    

    
      No one guarding?
    

    
      A glimmer of hope that "maybe I won't need to fight" flashed through her mind. She carefully poked her head out from the stairway.
    

    
      Hmm... there's only one masked silver-haired girl as an enemy, and a... black cat playing with a ball of yarn?
    

    
      That black cat seemed to sense something and suddenly looked up, its sharp gaze shooting toward Tsuan's direction. It caught a trace of weak magic power fluctuation, but after repeated investigation, confirmed there was nothing there.
    

    
      "Amber doesn't seem to know invisibility, meow." 
    

    
      It nuzzled Reiko's cheek.
    

    
      "Amber would probably just charge in and smash the door," the executive miss put away her homework and stood up, patting her skirt. "Even if she knew invisibility, she'd probably be too lazy to use it." 
    

    
      She prepared to take out her phone to rest a bit and check if the Cream Monster had caused any trouble.
    

    
      Seeing her stand up, Tsuan in the corner instantly tensed up, her palm holding the button breaking out in sweat. Luna's continuous chatter and urging in the "channel" invisibly added enormous pressure on her.
    

    
      "Uu... Amber, why aren't you responding? Don't tell me you fell asleep in class again? If you don't come save me, I won't finish my homework tonight!"
    

    
      It's okay, wait a bit more... when that girl leaves, I'll...
    

    
      Her fingertips gently caressed that only "weapon."
    

    
      'Press to die.'
    

    
      Will die.
    

    
      It's okay, I'll revive. The feeling of death... is probably like taking a nap?
    

    
      She tried to hypnotize herself, anxiously watching the executive who started playing on her phone.
    

    
      Why isn't she leaving yet? This bad guy finishes homework then plays on her phone?!
    

    
      Maybe... I should just escape? Wait for Amber...
    

    
      But if I go... I'll die...
    

    
      Will die.
    

    
      The fear of death and the impulse to save her companion fought fiercely. A few seconds later, the latter prevailed.
    

    
      ...It's okay!
    

    
      I am... a magical girl!
    

    
      Never abandon companions!
    

    
      She finally convinced herself and, taking advantage of this hard-won courage that was rapidly fading, decided to act!
    

    
      Confirming the plan one last time: walk to the door, press the button, use the magic explosion to blast open the door, and save Luna!
    

    
      Tsuan took a sharp breath, left her cover, and walked straight toward the black cat and executive.
    

    
      "Hmm...?" Reiko seemed to sense something and looked up in confusion.
    

    
      But it was already too late.
    

    
      The crimson button was pressed hard by her fingertip. In an instant, Tsuan appeared out of thin air before them.
    

    
      —Boom!!!
    

    
      A deafening roar tore through the air. The massive magic power in Tsuan's body was frantically extracted, compressed, and then released all at once.
    

    
      The explosion's shockwave first slammed hard into the tightly closed door. The specially made solid anti-magic door panel twisted and shattered like paper! The metal parts of the door lock scattered with clanging sounds.
    

    
      Reiko, who was closest to her, only felt an irresistible tremendous force rushing toward her face. The mask on her face shattered immediately, revealing the handsome but instantly bloodless face beneath.
    

    
      Warm, sticky liquid with a strange sweet metallic smell splashed all over her. A blinding crimson completely covered her entire field of vision.
    

    
      "What...?!"
    

    
      She instinctively raised her hand to wipe, trying to see what had happened.
    

    
      But her palm touched the sticky substance on her face—soft, slippery, warm.
    

    
      She instinctively shook her hand, and a crimson, vaguely shaped "thing" fell with a "pat" onto the expensive carpet at her feet.
    

    
      The neat carpet was quickly soaked and stained by large patches of crimson. The white wallpaper was splattered with indescribable pinkish substances.
    

    
      Her brain went completely blank. Bodily instincts took over everything, her legs became heavy and weak as if filled with lead. She didn't want to think, didn't dare think about what those splattered things everywhere were. But her thoughts uncontrollably slid toward that terrifying answer.
    

    
      The sense of time disappeared.
    

    
      A few seconds? Or a few minutes? The executive miss futilely tried to move her feet to escape this hell, but her weak legs simply wouldn't obey.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      In her panic, her clean little leather shoes tripped over a somewhat long, cylindrical object with some kind of fractured curve. She lost her balance completely and fell heavily to the ground—landing squarely in a pool of warm, sticky crimson chunks that gave off a rich sweet metallic smell!
    

    
      "Ah!" The ultimate terror nearly suffocated her. Get up! Must get up!
    

    
      The wet, slippery ground made her feel like she was trapped in a swamp. Her hands flailed wildly, desperately trying to grab something solid as a support point.
    

    
      She had no time to think about what could still serve as a "support point" at this moment.
    

    
      Finally, on the verge of complete breakdown, her fingers touched something cold, round, with a bone-like texture...
    

    
      Like grasping a lifeline, she used all her strength, using all four limbs to struggle and crawl up from that terrifying crimson pool, stumbling backward until her back hit the cold wall before stopping. In her gasping breath after surviving the ordeal, a trace of rationality returned with difficulty.
    

    
      However, just when she thought the most terrifying moment had passed, she unconsciously looked at her right hand covered in sticky liquid—
    

    
      In her palm, she was firmly gripping a round object with hollow eye sockets.
    

    
      It was a head.
    

    
      And on it, two eyeballs that had lost their life's luster, with dilated pupils, making "eye contact" with her.!
    

  
    Chapter 5: Companion

    

    
      The executive miss finally realized what exactly she was gripping in her hand.
    

    
      While throwing away the human head she was clutching, she instinctively curled up her body wanting to scream, but a sweet and soft foreign object remained stuck in her mouth, turning her cries for help and venting into whimpers.
    

    
      The young executive, who had finally gradually recovered from the numbness of being frightened, naturally realized this as well.
    

    
      Although she was already trembling all over from fear, fortunately the tongue is the most flexible muscle in the human body, so she just needed to push it casually... and it would...
    

    
      The thing stained with some girl's saliva fell with a "pat" onto the already unrecognizable carpet.
    

    
      It was a short section of finger that was still dripping blood, and she could even see a section of white finger bone through the pink muscle.
    

    
      A few meters away, Magical Girl Luna, who had no idea what Reiko had actually seen, was startled by a loud bang, then immediately discovered that her anti-magic room had been blown open with a big hole.
    

    
      She then naturally assumed this was the trace left by Amber coming to rescue her, so she put aside the still-running game console and walked out of the room.
    

    
      "Hehe~ I'm out!"
    

    
      She was preparing to properly teach the monster that had imprisoned her a lesson together with Amber, summoning her staff and vigilantly searching for enemies in the surroundings.
    

    
      Unfortunately, she only saw a silver-haired girl lying on the ground constantly dry heaving, and a large puddle of tomato juice that had dirtied the carpet and walls.
    

    
      She completely didn't realize that this girl was the evil organization executive who had been negotiating terms with her through the wall just now, only thinking she was an ordinary hostage who needed her help.
    

    
      The executive miss, helped up by Luna, couldn't stop her body from trembling, her beautiful purple eyes also dilated from fear.
    

    
      Although Luna was very curious about who had used so much tomato juice to play such a prank and dirty the carpet and walls, someone needed help right now, so she could only put away her staff and help Reiko to rest on the side.
    

    
      Reiko bit her lower lip hard, as if not wanting to embarrass herself in front of the magical girl who was her enemy, forcibly suppressing the urge to dry heave and making herself calm down.
    

    
      She also reached out to cover the name tag soaked and covered by red liquid, avoiding Luna realizing she was the executive miss who had been composed in front of her just moments ago.
    

    
      But the aftereffects of seeing such a terrifying scene up close weren't something an ordinary girl could easily handle.
    

    
      Honestly, she was already using all her strength just trying to hold back from crying.
    

    
      But something she couldn't understand happened... she discovered that Luna's current expression, aside from worry and confusion... surprisingly didn't have even the slightest trace of fear.
    

    
      Could this guy not be afraid after seeing such things? How is that possible?!
    

    
      "Are you okay? Do you need me to call a doctor?"
    

    
      The magical girl's gentle, sweet voice made her shiver.
    

    
      Could it be... magical girls don't have any reaction when they see such things?
    

    
      "No, no need... let me rest for a bit, I'll be fine in a moment."
    

    
      Luna nodded, opened the window, and used simple cleaning magic to help Reiko clean up some of the tomato juice on her clothes.
    

    
      "Amber, Amber~ thank you for coming to rescue me, but I need to go find the Cream Monster first. I'll treat you to ice cream next time!"
    

    
      Although she wasn't sure why Amber did good deeds without leaving her name, even deliberately pretending not to hear to act cool... but thank you anyway, Amber!
    

    
      Ah, almost forgot that ordinary people can't hear this.
    

    
      "I'm very sorry, I need to go find the Cream Monster. So I'm afraid I can't stay here to accompany you anymore, okay?"
    

    
      Seeing Reiko nod to indicate she was fine, Luna stepped onto the window and leaped away from here.
    

    
      The executive miss also relaxed her body and collapsed on the ground again after confirming she had left, and only after a long while did she muster the courage to want to look at that 'corpse' again.
    

    
      After all, if she didn't find a way to deal with it now, if other timid monsters saw this later... if they got scared away, it would take a long time to find them again.
    

    
      Reiko cursed magical girls for being truly cold-blooded in her heart while trying hard to squint her tightly closed eyelids into a slit, but when she saw the floor that should have been a mess, she froze.
    

    
      The walls and carpet stained with flesh and blood were soaked by unknown red liquid, and the nauseating bloody smell in the air was also replaced by a plant's fragrant aroma.
    

    
      Pat.
    

    
      She stepped on something.
    

    
      Her petite body, remembering what was lying at her feet, suddenly trembled and slowly lowered her head.
    

    
      Moving aside her leather shoes that Luna had cleaned, what came into view wasn't the human tissue she had expected, but a—tomato.
    

    
      And it was a tomato that looked quite good, but couldn't be eaten because she had stepped on it.
    

    
      "Are you okay, meow?"
    

    
      The black cat that had been hiding in the corner since earlier reappeared, examining the surroundings while approaching Reiko.
    

    
      "I felt danger so I escaped first, meow~"
    

    
      It sniffed the tomato juice with plant fragrance on the wall.
    

    
      "I can feel a little residual magic power... but it's not Amber, meow. Should be a new magical girl, meow?"
    

    
      What...?
    

    
      A new... magical girl?
    

    
      "Heh... hehe..."
    

    
      She violently threw the tomato in her hand on the ground, though the splashing red juice made her fearfully retreat several steps.
    

    
      Connecting the corpse that suddenly turned into tomatoes, the unfamiliar magic power the black cat had just sensed... and the huge hole in the wall before her.
    

    
      She reached a conclusion.
    

    
      'That newly appeared magical girl is a bastard! To actually, to actually use such a prank! I will never forgive her!'
    

    
      Tsuan, who would never be forgiven by Reiko, slowly got up from the bed.
    

    
      She stared blankly at her own tender white hands.
    

    
      Then once again reached toward her pocket to confirm... this wasn't a dream.
    

    
      That hard sensation was still there.
    

    
      After pressing the button, her body exploded in an instant, but Tsuan didn't feel pain—rather, she felt... the sensation of consciousness and body disintegrating in an instant was particularly relaxing.
    

    
      Before consciousness disappeared, she could see the entire world spinning continuously before her eyes.
    

    
      This feeling was somewhat indescribable. Although there wasn't the slightest bit of pain, she could equally feel the numbness and cold belonging to death rapidly occupying every part of her body.
    

    
      At the same time, the feeling of magic power accumulated for who knows how long being released all at once from her body was like drinking a cold beverage in forty-degree summer heat, making her unusually comfortable.
    

    
      But no matter what, it couldn't change... the fact that she had lost a life.
    

    
      Tissue wiped across her fingertips, bit by bit cleaning the water droplets on them. The black-haired girl, not wanting to recall that strange feeling just now, patted the hard 'magical tool' in her pocket through the fabric with some disgust.
    

    
      The girl in the mirror looked lively and cute, her gem-like bright red pupils filled with joy at successfully transforming into a magical girl—even though this kind of magical girl was completely unreasonable.
    

    
      'But no matter what, I'm also a magical girl now! So... I should smile more happily!'
    

    
      She showed the mirror a lively, cute smile, then bounced onto the sofa, pulled out the remote control, and relaxed her body to enjoy the reward time after battle.
    

    
      The TV model was somewhat old, seemingly a popular model from several years ago. The first thing it did after being turned on was emit noise.
    

    
      Tsuan habitually waited a moment, then the full-screen static gradually changed to normal images.
    

    
      She skillfully switched through several news channels dedicated to reporting on magical girls, watching to see if any new incidents were about to happen while silently reciting in her heart... the name of the person she had tried to help with magic for the first time.
    

    
      To her disappointment, even though she had already switched through every magical girl channel, she couldn't see any news about Luna.
    

    
      Tsuan sighed with some disappointment, then wrapped herself tightly in a blanket, leaning on the sofa and using random thoughts to combat the passage of time.
    

    
      From what to eat for lunch tomorrow to how to meet other magical girls in the future. But no matter how Tsuan thought, in the end she would involuntarily think about... the same thing.
    

    
      Did Luna... escape? Where is she now, is she safe?
    

    
      A trace of worry showed in her crimson eyes, unease and fear lingered around her, making her couldn't help but shiver.
    

    
      Growl...
    

    
      Tsuan gently patted her flat, soft stomach and discovered the source of her unease.
    

    
      "Ehehe... after all, I forgot to eat lunch today~"
    

    
      No wonder it feels chilly. But the urgent matter is to go to the kitchen and make something to eat first!
    

    
      The black-haired girl habitually turned up the TV volume before turning to enter the kitchen. After simply washing her hands, she opened the refrigerator door, ignored the constantly flickering small bulb due to malfunction, then reached out to take the last can of tomatoes.
    

    
      Optimists would say there's still one can, pessimists would say there's only one can left.
    

    
      But Tsuan would say...
    

    
      "I'm going to eat a whole can at once!"
    

    
      It seems not eating lunch really had a big impact on her.
    

    
      "So first... I need to open the can! Then add all the tomato soup to the pot... then crack in an egg..."
    

    
      Tsuan thought for a moment, then turned to take two eggs from the refrigerator. After gently tapping them on the pot edge, she broke the shells and watched the yellow yolk gradually get submerged by red.
    

    
      Tsuan put on an apron, then added one... two small handfuls of noodles, then turned on the stove and waited a bit.
    

    
      This would give her a pot of nutritionally balanced, steaming hot tomato egg noodles!
    

    
      Tsuan held the spatula and constantly stir-fried in the pot—this way the tomatoes wouldn't stick to the pot and become difficult to clean... but since she had poured an entire can of tomato soup today... each time she stirred the spatula required more effort than usual.
    

    
      After a few minutes, she began gasping slightly while wiping sweat from her forehead. But the aroma produced after heating the tomatoes perfectly motivated her to continue persisting.
    

    
      Finally, after what she considered 'a while' had passed... the somewhat chewy noodles were scooped out by her, and part of the cooked eggs mixed in the soup took her quite a while to piece together into half an egg.
    

    
      She certainly didn't understand things like using hot or cold water to cook noodles, waiting for water to boil first, or adding more side dishes for nutritional balance—after all, no one had taught her how to do it... right?
    

    
      The girl carrying a big bowl full of noodles walked to the dining table and sat down. Through the rising steam, you could clearly see the joy on her face.
    

    
      "Time to eat~"
    

    
      Tsuan put her hands together in devout prayer, then reached for chopsticks. The joy of eating delicious food made her temporarily forget her troubles, throwing herself wholeheartedly into this bowl of noodles, finding happiness in the taste of her favorite tomato soup.
    

    
      After Tsuan ate everything in the bowl clean, she put down her chopsticks and gently patted her small stomach.
    

    
      "Delicious!"
    

    
      She licked the remaining red soup at the corners of her mouth, completely ignoring the fact that she seemed to have eaten twice her normal amount of food in one meal.
    

    
      Although this kind of canned food was very cheap and suitable for someone financially strapped like Tsuan to buy... she had no income, so no matter how much she saved, she would eventually spend all the little money left on her bank card...
    

    
      The last time she had income... seemed to be a long time ago... oh well, keep eating.
    

    
      After pouring the last bit of warm tomato soup from the pot into her bowl and drinking it all, she began washing the dishes. The steel wool scrubbing the iron pot bottom created a somewhat pleasing 'rustling' sound, and dish soap for cleaning grease precisely fell into the bowl.
    

    
      The girl who had been concentrating suddenly heard a familiar voice from the TV in the living room. She unconsciously lightened her action of scrubbing the pot with steel wool, making the TV sound clearer.
    

    
      "Miss Luna, what do you mean by... 'being saved'?"
    

    
      Tsuan somewhat anticipated Luna's answer, and somewhat feared Luna's answer wouldn't match what she thought... but fortunately, that lively, cheerful voice didn't disappoint her.
    

    
      "Because I was careless and got captured by a monster... but it's okay, I've already escaped~"
    

    
      Tsuan successfully caught the key information of 'escaped' and, after confirming her safety, completely relaxed. The worries she had deliberately ignored completely vanished at this moment, but were immediately occupied by new worries—the unclosed faucet was continuously adding water to the iron pot placed beneath it.
    

    
      The cold tap water had already filled the iron pot and flowed along the pot edge to touch Tsuan's fingertips.
    

    
      Although she was somewhat flustered, she quickly cleaned all the dishes. Finally, she untied her apron, squatted in front of the nearly full trash can to tie a knot on the plastic bag, and lifted the garbage bag almost full of empty iron cans with tomato logos.
    

    
      "~"
    

    
      Luna successfully escaped, she herself became a magical girl... and she ate something delicious too!
    

    
      The joy and relaxation produced by three good things combined made Tsuan, carrying the garbage bag toward the door, softly hum a tune.
    

    
      With her footsteps, the TV sound also became clearer. No need for careful identification to hear everything clearly, like right now...
    

    
      "I was rescued by another magical girl companion~"
    

    
      The black-haired girl's steps paused as she turned to look at the TV screen. Luna's sunny smile happened to appear on screen, seeming to shine directly into Tsuan's heart.
    

    
      "Thank you, you must have spent a lot of thought... to successfully rescue me using that method, right?"
    

    
      Thank you.
    

    
      Luna's sunny, warm voice made Tsuan's cheeks flush slightly. The black-haired girl, not even daring to continue making eye contact through the TV screen, awkwardly bent down to put on her shoes, but her constantly rising mouth corners proved her mood was even better than before.
    

    
      The satisfaction and happiness from being publicly thanked by the magical girl idol she admired made Tsuan momentarily not know what to say. She wanted to share this joy but belatedly remembered she had no one to share it with.
    

    
      But that's okay too~ anyway... this happiness is enough for me to enjoy alone...
    

    
      "Amber!"
    

    
      She froze behind the opened security door, somewhat bewildered as she turned to look at the TV again.
    

    
      Luna's smiling face tore apart her last bit of fantasy.
    

    
      "Thank you~ Amber! I'll treat you to ice cream next time we meet, okay?"
    

  
    Chapter 6: Stop Crying!

    

    
      "Thank you~ Amber! I'll treat you to ice cream next time we meet, okay?"
    

    
      The sweet voice pierced Tsuan's heart like a steel needle and stirred wildly within it.
    

    
      Those clear, transparent red eyes reflected the lively, cute magical girl on the TV, and beside her ear once again rang the gentle consolation from when they were alone together a few hours ago.
    

    
      -If... if you're willing, you could try... holding my hand. Maybe... I might be able to help!
    

    
      If I had held that hand at that time, would it not have...
    

    
      -Sorry, I need to deal with the monster first... see you next time?
    

    
      The moment the memory of that graceful figure stepping on the window and flying away without looking back overlapped with the magical girl in her sight, various emotions tangled together and were ultimately all hidden deep in Tsuan's heart.
    

    
      "Anyway, as long as Luna is safe..."
    

    
      Everything else is secondary... mm.
    

    
      The black-haired girl reached out to tie her long hair into a ponytail, took one last look at Luna's smile on the TV, then picked up the garbage bag, closed the security door, and walked out of her residence.
    

    
      Clang.
    

    
      The thin garbage bag was torn by the sharp can edges, and the sound of several iron cans falling to the ground and rolling around urged Tsuan to quickly clean up—if she didn't want to cause trouble for others.
    

    
      Why... is it like this?
    

    
      The girl bent down to pick up an empty can and then threw it into the trash bin.
    

    
      I clearly became a... companion in Magical Girl Luna's words, clearly rescued Luna from danger. Aren't both of these things very happy?
    

    
      Eyes the color of tomatoes stared at the iron can continuously colliding with the inner wall of the trash bin until it could no longer make any sound, then she withdrew her gaze and searched for the next can that had rolled around.
    

    
      Why... did it turn out this way?
    

    
      Tsuan felt some inexplicable moisture at the corners of her eyes, but all she could do was raise her fingers to gradually wipe away the increasing tears.
    

    
      The second can was thrown into the trash bin by her. After a few crisp sounds, it lost its last bit of voice, just like losing all traces of having existed.
    

    
      Why am I still like this even though I clearly became a magical girl?
    

    
      The question that Tsuan hadn't had time to think about due to Luna's urgent situation surfaced in her mind.
    

    
      I don't have dazzling magic, nor do I have a familiar to accompany me, I don't even have a proper magical outfit. All of these, I can grit my teeth and accept...
    

    
      Because Luna is safe, and that was my original goal, wasn't it?
    

    
      She bent down to pick up the last bit of garbage she had scattered.
    

    
      "But why..."
    

    
      Why... after I became a magical girl...
    

    
      Tsuan choked up as she covered the trash bin lid.
    

    
      Can still no one see me?
    

    
      Warm tears wet her eyelashes and blurred her vision, also making her ignore the silver-haired girl not far away who was looking at her and seemed to be thinking about something.
    

    
      Anyway... even if she wasn't crying, she would still ignore that gaze.
    

    
      After all, that gaze would definitely pass through her and focus somewhere behind her, wouldn't it?
    

    
      Tsuan felt the gaze passing through her from behind and couldn't help swallowing. She quickly walked away, wanting to escape that gaze that proved 'she wouldn't be seen by anyone.'
    

    
      She could not care about such things, except when she was in a bad mood.
    

    
      The silver-haired girl's complexion was somewhat pale, but the nameplate on her chest, which had been wiped abnormally clean and tidy, even with some pathological brightness, was engraved with a few shallow characters.
    

    
      The first line read: Forest Moon Girls' Academy Student Council President
    

    
      The second line was her name: Enoki Reiko
    

    
      Although she shared the same name as that publicly known human executive of the Dark Moon Society, although she had the same build as that executive, and they both had identical shoulder-length silver hair.
    

    
      But because she always wore a mask when engaging in organizational activities, no one would associate her with the monster organization.
    

    
      How miraculous.
    

    
      Reiko shook her head, deleting and tearing up the scene that had unconsciously flashed before her eyes again.
    

    
      Although Luna had helped her clean up all the... mm... tomato juice that had 'extraordinary' meaning for her, Reiko still threw away her clothes and changed into a new outfit.
    

    
      If it weren't for the fact that there was only one nameplate...
    

    
      She wanted to take out tissues again to wipe the bright white nameplate on her chest, but worried whether this action would seem abnormal to others and gave up the idea.
    

    
      Reiko forcibly endured the discomfort and her disgust for that rookie magical girl, taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling.
    

    
      "Now, time to handle some proper business."
    

    
      That girl.
    

    
      She watched Tsuan walking faster and faster and decisively lifted her foot to chase after her.
    

    
      That girl... actually...
    

    
      Some seriousness and earnestness appeared in her purple eyes, as if she were an investigator who had discovered some criminal evidence and was preparing to arrest the perpetrator.
    

    
      She actually threw out garbage at night!
    

    
      "You can only throw out garbage before 8 AM every day! Doesn't this guy even understand such basic things?"
    

    
      Although Reiko was an executive of the monster organization, she was also an excellent student council president, so naturally maintained a zero-tolerance attitude toward such violations.
    

    
      Unfortunately, after experiencing what had just happened... her thighs were still somewhat numb, unable to run and chase, so she could only walk quickly behind Tsuan, gradually shortening the distance between them...
    

    
      Her plump, full leg flesh stretched the thin black stockings, and the taut stocking surface showed Reiko's effort.
    

    
      But Tsuan walked faster and faster. When Reiko discovered she was about to be left behind by the figure ahead, she finally couldn't stand it anymore and loudly commanded Tsuan.
    

    
      "Hey! Stop right there!"
    

    
      As soon as she finished speaking, Tsuan's steps paused in front of a shop window, her attention drawn to the magical girl merchandise dolls neatly arranged on the shelves.
    

    
      As for that "stop"?
    

    
      It had long been filtered out of Tsuan's world. Her eyes were now full of the small, cute magical girl dolls in the window that looked fluffy and would definitely be warm to hold.
    

    
      Want to buy one.
    

    
      The most simple and pure desire made her think about going in to make a purchase, but the small remaining balance on her bank card made her helplessly swallow.
    

    
      She carefully looked at the shop owner behind the counter who was squinting and smiling, somewhat pitifully fantasizing...
    

    
      If the shop owner could see her and know she was also one of the magical girls protecting the city, would she... would she give her that small doll? Or at least give her a smile, a "thank you for your hard work"?
    

    
      Somewhat childish thoughts appeared in her mind, then were personally rejected by herself.
    

    
      Even Luna couldn't see her, so what could the shop owner do?
    

    
      Her warm fingertips touched the window, gently tapping in front of Luna's doll. The white mist left on the window from her body temperature blurred the doll's features and also blurred Tsuan's vision.
    

    
      The heavy button in her pocket constantly emphasized its presence, making Tsuan unable to resist taking it out.
    

    
      She looked at the smooth, bright button in her palm and couldn't help recalling the long numbness and cold of approaching death.
    

    
      Disgust surged like a tide, urging her to throw this unlucky button to the ground and stomp on it several times to vent her anger, but reason also consoled her to stay calm at this moment.
    

    
      After all, no matter how terrible this button was...
    

    
      This was also the only medium connecting her, Nakana Tsuan, with magical girls.
    

    
      As long as this button was still there, she was still a magical girl... still a companion in Luna's words, still... had a chance for Luna to help her...
    

    
      'But... would Luna pay for me?'
    

    
      The answer was of course yes, but only if she could find Luna.
    

    
      A tear fell down her cheek and dripped onto the button, making the dark red surface reflect weak light.
    

    
      This feeling was even more unacceptable to Tsuan than the numbness that had quickly spread from her chest to her limbs after pressing the button not long ago.
    

    
      She had given up one of her lives but couldn't even get a small doll.
    

    
      Her sacrifice was unknown to anyone, and she had nowhere to pour out her grievances...
    

    
      Tsuan lowered her head and stared at the figurine of her 'companion' in the window, not noticing that Reiko had been standing beside her for a long time.
    

    
      "Hey! Are you listening to me?"
    

    
      The silver-haired girl had chased after her breathlessly, only to find that Tsuan was completely ignoring her without any politeness.
    

    
      Even a well-mannered student council president couldn't help but have some violent thoughts, but ultimately endured under the crystal tears at the corners of Tsuan's eyes.
    

    
      Magical girl dolls?
    

    
      She somewhat disdainfully glanced at the plush toys placed in the window and defined Tsuan in her mind.
    

    
      As expected, someone who watches magical girls will eventually become stupid.
    

    
      However, in order to communicate with this fool... to make her stop throwing garbage at night in the future...
    

    
      She walked into the shop and casually picked up a cartoon Luna doll that Tsuan wanted...
    

    
      She looked at the somewhat silly smile on the doll's face... casually picked up another identical one and went to pay.
    

    
      Then when walking out of the shop, she hid the extra one in her backpack, confirmed that Tsuan still hadn't left, and returned to her side.
    

    
      At the same time, something fluffy brushed against Tsuan's shoulder.
    

    
      Tsuan still had tears in the corners of her eyes and instinctively thought she was blocking someone else's way again, so she quickly moved two steps in another direction.
    

    
      But that thing patted her shoulder again.
    

    
      She dodged again to make way, but Reiko chased after her once more.
    

    
      "What exactly are you doing...?"
    

    
      "Here."
    

    
      The silver-haired girl stuffed the doll in her hand into the arms of Tsuan, who had turned around, then observed Tsuan's expression—mainly observing her eyes.
    

    
      The clear, transparent red pupils were filled with obvious bewilderment and suspicion, but the thick sadness from just now seemed to disappear without a trace in an instant.
    

    
      It seems she really likes this kind of doll and was immediately cheered up.
    

    
      Reiko nodded with satisfaction and began preparing to lecture about garbage collection methods and the principle of not ignoring others in interpersonal relationships.
    

    
      But Tsuan had no intention of listening. She first pinched her arm to confirm she really wasn't dreaming, then quickly hid the suicide button back in her pocket, looked around to confirm there really was no one else around her, then stood there at a loss.
    

    
      She can see me?!
    

    
      Tsuan didn't believe it and extended her free arm that didn't need to hold the doll, waving it up and down in front of Reiko.
    

    
      And through her gradually tilting head to express confusion, she confirmed that guess.
    

    
      "I'm not a deity who grants your wishes."
    

    
      Reiko's reminder made Tsuan nod vigorously.
    

    
      "Then you must be a magical girl!"
    

    
      After all, the last person who could sense her presence was Magical Girl Luna... so it made perfect sense for Tsuan to think this was a magical girl she didn't know who hadn't transformed yet.
    

    
      Moreover, no one would dislike magical girls! Even if she wasn't a magical girl, saying this was praising her for being as beautiful, cute, and just as magical girls!
    

    
      In any case...
    

    
      "What are you talking about?! I'm not a magical girl!"
    

    
      Reiko realized she had responded somewhat inappropriately, coughed twice, then awkwardly made eye contact with Tsuan.
    

    
      "Sorry... may I ask, can you see me?"
    

    
      Reiko's mouth twitched slightly.
    

    
      "Watching magical girls until you open your mouth talking about magical girls and close your mouth fantasizing about having invisibility magic... magical girls really are harmful."
    

    
      Although she wanted to say this and then advise Tsuan to study properly, after all, their relationship wasn't good enough to casually say such things.
    

    
      "Of course I can see you."
    

    
      Reiko casually answered, not thinking about what effect this sentence would have.
    

    
      Of course I can see you.
    

    
      Of course... I can see... you...
    

    
      Feeling the sudden soft warmth rushing into her arms, Reiko widened her eyes and instinctively wanted to push her away, but the hasty wetness and heat on her shoulder made her forcibly endure.
    

    
      The fingers placed on Tsuan's shoulder, ready to push her away forcefully, also gradually relaxed, and after a while, stroked Tsuan's head gently to comfort her.
    

    
      "Have you cried enough?"
    

    
      Tsuan's trembling shoulders gave the answer: not enough.
    

    
      Reiko, who had originally only planned to lecture this guy about paying attention to garbage disposal times, looked at the occasional glances from passersby around them. To avoid this guy continuing to cry endlessly, she had to first pull her into the shop to find a corner to discuss other matters.
    

    
      The good news was that the shop owner kindly let Tsuan, who had lingered in front of her shop window for quite a while, and her enthusiastic 'friend' use her break room.
    

    
      The bad news was that this guy was still crying and had been continuing for at least five minutes with no sign of weakening at all.
    

    
      "I say... can you let go of me first?"
    

    
      Reiko's somewhat helpless voice passed through the black hair and entered Tsuan's ears, awakening the girl whose heart was full of joy that 'she was seen.'
    

    
      "Sor... sorry..."
    

    
      Tsuan apologized while choking up, making Reiko, who had just wanted to scold her for wetting her clothes, sigh with an unpleasant expression.
    

    
      The feeling of her shoulder being completely soaked by tears wasn't pleasant, whether psychologically or physically.
    

    
      I'll throw away these clothes when I get home.
    

    
      After Reiko made up her mind, she reached out to poke Tsuan's cheek.
    

    
      "So why exactly are you crying... don't, stop crying! Can't I just not ask?!"
    

  
    Chapter 7: Being Seen

    

    
      Reiko looked at the red-eyed girl in front of her with a lifeless expression and took out tissues from her pocket to hand to Tsuan.
    

    
      In her imagination, what should happen next was Tsuan accepting the tissues, wiping away her tears, then properly confessing what kind of difficulties she had encountered, and then the two of them overcoming difficulties and growing together...
    

    
      But the first step of this plan was directly rejected by Tsuan—Tsuan completely didn't understand the meaning of Reiko's gesture of handing her tissues. She just sat blankly on the break room sofa, staring at Reiko with those red eyes.
    

    
      "Have you forgotten even basic social etiquette?!"
    

    
      Even though she had already roared like this in her heart, to avoid making this crybaby continue shedding tears, Reiko had to swallow her rage once again and bend down to gently wipe away the tears from the corners of her eyes.
    

    
      Teardrops hung on her swaying eyelashes, reflecting several tiny "Reikos" in the silver-haired girl's view from this angle.
    

    
      The used tissue was crumpled into a ball by Reiko. When she was about to find a trash can to throw it away, she discovered there was no such "garbage disposal device" prepared in this room at all.
    

    
      From trash cans to garbage bags, there was nothing!
    

    
      Only two paths lay before Reiko. First: litter randomly.
    

    
      This wasn't even within consideration for the silver-haired girl who was student council president, so... her only choice was the second path...
    

    
      Throw the trash into a trash can outside.
    

    
      But the problem that followed was also obvious—so obvious it was almost blocking Reiko's vision.
    

    
      "Can I leave you alone in the shop owner's break room?"
    

    
      The somewhat bewildered expression on Tsuan's face made Reiko shrug helplessly.
    

    
      Leaving this fool who looked like she would cause trouble by herself, the consequences could be quite serious...
    

    
      Anyway, I'm throwing away these clothes when I get home... mm... it should be okay to trouble them a little...
    

    
      Reiko put the tissue in her uniform pocket, then cupped the culprit Tsuan's cheeks with both hands and kept rubbing.
    

    
      "Stop crying! It's all because of you!"
    

    
      The words at her lips ultimately became...
    

    
      "If you keep crying, I'll hate you."
    

    
      Super effective.
    

    
      Tsuan nodded vigorously and stopped her tears in an instant. Perhaps because she also felt ashamed, she simply hid her eyes in her black hair and tried hard to cooperate with Reiko.
    

    
      She was just short of saying... don't hate me.
    

    
      Although Reiko wasn't quite sure what was going on, seeing Tsuan go from drilling into her arms and crying non-stop to now barely entering a state where they could communicate... especially under her comfort!
    

    
      The sense of achievement from successfully coaxing a crybaby made even the corners of her mouth slightly upturn, and her tone became much lighter.
    

    
      Indeed, even if she's a crybaby... she's still better than those monsters and terrible magical girls.
    

    
      "So can you explain to me now?"
    

    
      Worried that Tsuan wouldn't understand, Reiko even thoughtfully gave her a hint.
    

    
      "For example, why throw garbage outside the designated time?"
    

    
      This was the main business she had originally chased Tsuan for, but to Tsuan, this question was somewhat difficult to understand... but to avoid making Reiko hate her, she still decided to answer this question seriously.
    

    
      But before that, she had to figure out...
    

    
      "What is the designated time?"
    

    
      Reiko's gaze took on some investigative meaning. She wasn't very sure of her guess... what was the possibility that Tsuan wasn't lying, wasn't evading her fault, but simply, purely didn't know there was such a rule?
    

    
      Reiko thought it was less than 0.01%.
    

    
      After all, humans are social animals. Unless this person was completely disconnected from society, otherwise... it was impossible...
    

    
      Reiko carefully observed from head to toe the black-haired girl who seemed to be blaming herself for not answering the question properly.
    

    
      Her hair tie wasn't a popular style, her shoes weren't either... the most fashionable thing on her was this school uniform.
    

    
      That wasn't right either. If she attended school, how could she possibly...
    

    
      "The rule that you can only throw garbage before 8 AM every day—you never knew about it?"
    

    
      The black-haired girl shook her head, but Reiko didn't think she was telling the truth.
    

    
      Just as she was about to continue questioning, a rumbling sound echoed in the small break room.
    

    
      On one side was Tsuan who had eaten a big bowl of tomato egg noodles, on the other was Reiko who had only eaten a few cream pastries to fill her stomach. So who made that sound?
    

    
      The president miss blushed and coughed a few times, then looked at her phone to check the time and glared somewhat reproachfully at the fool who had wasted so much of her time and caused her to embarrass herself.
    

    
      "What about your father and mother? They couldn't possibly not know either, right?"
    

    
      Tsuan opened her mouth but ultimately gave up answering. This made Reiko, who had waited quite a while, start worrying that continuing to converse with Tsuan like this would ultimately waste the shop owner's time and put her in the same predicament as herself... so she simply reached out to grab Tsuan's wrist and forcibly pulled her up before walking out of the room.
    

    
      "Thank you very much!"
    

    
      While bowing, she reached out to pat Tsuan's back and forcefully pressed her down too.
    

    
      The shop owner reached out to pat Reiko's head.
    

    
      "It's okay. Girls who like magical girls are all good children~ If you need help, you can still come find big sister, okay?"
    

    
      Reiko unconsciously increased the force of gripping Tsuan's wrist.
    

    
      "You, you misunderstood! I don't like magical girls... it's all, it's all because she likes them so I..."
    

    
      So I bought her 'two' dolls, right?
    

    
      The shop owner's somewhat amused gaze made the executive miss feel somewhat ashamed, so she forcefully pulled Tsuan in front of her as a shield and prayed she hadn't noticed what the shop owner had just said.
    

    
      A warm palm touched the top of Tsuan's head, gently brushing through her smooth hair before using her thumb to wipe away a glimmer of tears that appeared at the corner of Tsuan's eyes.
    

    
      She had naturally noticed this figure who had lingered in front of the window for a long time. Through Tsuan's behavior, she roughly understood Tsuan's love for magical girls... and her possibly tight allowance situation, and also...
    

    
      "With such a good friend accompanying you, why are you still crying?"
    

    
      She opened a drawer and took out a pack of tissues with Magical Girl Amber's portrait on them, stuffing them into Tsuan's pocket.
    

    
      "If you're always crying, the friendship magic between you two will quickly lose effect."
    

    
      Reiko was about to forcefully press Tsuan down to bow in thanks again, but found she had already bent down on her own.
    

    
      "Thank you! I... I'm very grateful to you! Really, really very grateful, very grateful...!"
    

    
      Her voice carried some crying tone, but Reiko could still hear the irrepressible joy within it, immediately feeling somewhat jealous as she looked toward the shop door.
    

    
      It's just a pack of tissues, why are you so happy about it?
    

    
      I had to coax you with a doll for ages...
    

    
      "It's okay. If you want 'friendship magic' in the future, you can always come to big sister~"
    

    
      Before she finished speaking, Tsuan forcefully pulled Reiko out of the shop door, making the shop owner blink in surprise.
    

    
      "Such a good relationship..."
    

    
      But Reiko definitely didn't think so.
    

    
      Thanks to that 'terrible magical girl,' her legs were still going numb in waves. Being pulled by Tsuan like this, the resulting pain was imaginable.
    

    
      Eh, it seems like she's not pulling me, but I've been holding on and not letting go, so...
    

    
      The black-haired girl, whose heart was focused only on verifying whether she had returned to normal and could be seen by everyone, brought the worried Reiko along for a jog.
    

    
      Without a destination or goal, just wanting to try whether other people's gazes would focus on Reiko or pass through her to look behind her as usual.
    

    
      But as she ran... after tasting the feeling of being seen, she couldn't help wanting more.
    

    
      So she ran farther, ran until she was out of breath, ran until she was laughing while gasping...
    

    
      Finally, Reiko, unable to bear it anymore, forcibly stopped Tsuan who was feeling the gazes.
    

    
      "So now do you believe it? I can see you, and not just me—everyone, every person, can see you!"
    

    
      Reiko rubbed Tsuan's cheeks, completely ending her strange behavior.
    

    
      Incidentally...
    

    
      "Your physical fitness is too poor. How do you get through PE class?"
    

    
      Tsuan completely ignored Reiko's question, or rather, even if the national prime minister came to visit Tsuan at this moment, she wouldn't pay attention either.
    

    
      Reiko moved Tsuan to a chair and looked at the fool slumped on it, sighing helplessly for who knows how many times.
    

    
      She really had no way to deal with this guy. She felt like this guy simply wasn't from this world—either she had severe chuunibyou or she had been deliberately playing with her all along.
    

    
      Reiko instinctively didn't believe the latter, since this guy looked stupid and didn't seem to have any malicious intent.
    

    
      How should one deal with chuunibyou?
    

    
      Reiko sat beside Tsuan and took out her phone to search.
    

    
      "Should meet with the guardian..."
    

    
      She looked at the search results on the browser and reached out to poke the girl beside her whose face was full of happiness.
    

    
      "Hey, can you still hear me talking?"
    

    
      What answered her was a quite forceful...
    

    
      "Mm!"
    

    
      The pleasant coolness of sweat from running quickly evaporating in the evening breeze, Tsuan's mouth corners kept rising again and again and ultimately turned into a string of laughter.
    

    
      She didn't know how to explain this kind of thing to Reiko, or even whether she should explain it.
    

    
      If earlier she had been suffering because she had made the sacrifice of dying once but couldn't get even a bit of kindness in return... then now her heart was full of joy.
    

    
      Because she felt she had received much more than she had given.
    

    
      The life of not being noticed by others was over...
    

    
      In its place was a normal life, normal social interaction...
    

    
      And on this foundation!
    

    
      She unhesitatingly reached out to gently pat through the fabric the tissues in her pocket... and that button.
    

    
      I even became a magical girl!
    

    
      The happiness of having multiple wishes fulfilled at once made Tsuan completely abandon thinking about that question.
    

    
      Even if these were exchanged for one life, it was definitely worth it!
    

    
      Next, next she could go make friends with other magical girls... couldn't she?
    

    
      Then, then she could get in contact with the magical girls... everyone could be together...
    

    
      "You! This! Guy!"
    

    
      Reiko grabbed her ear and shouted loudly, forcibly pulling her out of her fantasy, but couldn't interrupt the happy smile at the corners of her mouth.
    

    
      "I'm talking to you! Can you stop ignoring me!"
    

    
      Having been pranked by a magical girl, then encountering this guy, wasting time and missing dinner, and then being ignored by this guy—under multiple grievances, Reiko's anger was easily aroused.
    

    
      Even the most good-tempered person couldn't possibly still smile when treated like this!
    

    
      "Sorry~"
    

    
      Tsuan stretched, not caring at all about exposing a section of her soft, tender belly.
    

    
      This attitude naturally further provoked Reiko's anger. Originally she hadn't wanted to do a home visit to Tsuan, but this guy was really too infuriating...
    

    
      "If I let you continue like this! When no one wants to be friends with you, let's see what you'll do!"
    

    
      Before she finished speaking, another rumbling sound rang out.
    

    
      Fortunately, Tsuan had already digested most of her joy by this time, otherwise she probably would soon see a red-faced Reiko.
    

    
      "Sorry, um... my name is Nakana Tsuan. May I ask..."
    

    
      She looked carefully at Reiko's nameplate for the first time.
    

    
      "Reiko-san? Is there something wrong?"
    

    
      Is there something wrong?
    

    
      Something wrong?
    

    
      Wrong?
    

    
      Wrong?
    

    
      Tsuan felt a tremendous force on her shoulder. When she opened her eyes again, she could see the silver-haired girl whose nose was almost touching hers.
    

    
      "Take me to your house."
    

    
      Reiko pulled her up from the chair.
    

    
      "Now, immediately, right away."
    

    
      There was no emotion in the girl's soft voice, not even any change in tone, but Tsuan still instinctively sensed a trace of danger.
    

    
      "Does Reiko-san want to come to my house for dinner?"
    

    
      A sharp pain in her shoulder made Tsuan's somewhat confused expression become somewhat twisted before stopping.
    

    
      "So what if I do?"
    

    
      Reiko had also learned how to communicate with her. After abandoning all social etiquette, looking at her pained expression finally produced a little pleasure.
    

    
      The black-haired girl gently tugged at her sleeve.
    

    
      "In that case... I need to go buy some ingredients first..."
    

    
      Buy some ingredients? Can you actually cook?
    

    
      Tsuan read the expression on Reiko's face and scratched her head somewhat embarrassedly.
    

    
      "Probably... I can cook a little bit?"
    

    
      Her position in Reiko's heart, which had almost approached that terrible magical girl's level, finally rose somewhat.
    

    
      "Then cook for me. I'll accompany you to shop."
    

    
      Anyway, you absolutely can't get away with this so easily today!
    

    
      But the name Nakana Tsuan is so strange... it seems like I've never heard it before? But I have a little impression of it...
    

    
      Reiko, still thinking about where she had heard this surname before, was pulled into the convenience store by Tsuan, completely unaware that she had made the intimate gesture of holding hands with Tsuan.
    

    
      After all, even if she had noticed, she wouldn't care, since Tsuan seemed to her not like a girl of similar age at all.
    

    
      But rather like a fluffy, stupid puppy.
    

    
      But even so...
    

    
      "Are you, are you sure this stuff... tastes good?"
    

    
      Reiko watched Tsuan stand on her tiptoes to take down two tomato cans from the highest shelf and even continue reaching, tilting her head in surprise.
    

    
      Because this 'stuff'... was a product of her father's company...
    

    
      Reiko could swear to heaven.
    

    
      This stuff tasted terrible.
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      "Are you sure this stuff tastes good?"
    

    
      Tsuan continued standing on her tiptoes to reach for cans from the top shelf without looking back.
    

    
      "It's very delicious! Sweet and sour, and it has the fragrance of tomatoes! Regular canned food doesn't have this kind of taste, you know?"
    

    
      Reiko had nothing to say about this, since everyone's taste was unique... it's just that this stuff was really too... mm...
    

    
      If Reiko absolutely had to find a way to describe it...
    

    
      She recalled that afternoon when her father had opened the can with expectant eyes and fed her a taste.
    

    
      "Maybe this stuff dad made will come in handy in future nuclear wars?"
    

    
      "Is it because it's delicious and cheap and easy to store?!"
    

    
      Her father had happily prepared to invite employees to a party together, only to be sunk by one sentence from Reiko.
    

    
      "Probably because it tastes so bad that no one would steal it, and even if it spoiled, it would probably only get more delicious, so it's 'easy to store,' right?"
    

    
      The sound of rummaging through the freezer interrupted Reiko's process of thinking about how exactly Tsuan would cook this stuff.
    

    
      An arm reached over Tsuan's head to help her take down a tomato can.
    

    
      "Do you need me to continue helping you get more?"
    

    
      A wave of warm breath rushed into her ear canal, making Tsuan's earlobe hidden under her hair slightly flush. But three cans... weren't enough, she should get two more.
    

    
      And... the feeling of being helped by others was very novel!
    

    
      "Thank you... I need two more!"
    

    
      A few strands of flaxen hair brushed past Tsuan's cheek, bringing her some fragrance mixed with a tingling sensation.
    

    
      The tall figure, half a head taller than Tsuan, easily took down the cans placed on high shelves and handed them to Tsuan.
    

    
      "What about besides this? Is there anything else you need me to help you get?"
    

    
      Her warm voice carried a trace of anticipation, her orange-yellow eyes full of the exact same happiness as Tsuan's. Obviously, she had also encountered something like Tsuan's that made her very happy.
    

    
      Although the two very happy people didn't know each other, they could still coincidentally sense each other's joy. Rounding it off, it could also be considered sharing their happiness with each other.
    

    
      A palm touched Tsuan's shoulder as Reiko pulled her behind herself, separating her from that girl who obviously had no sense of social distance.
    

    
      "Thank you, but I'm her friend."
    

    
      Reiko looked at the other person's crystal-clear eyes and reached out to poke Tsuan's neck.
    

    
      "If there's nothing else, we'll be going first?"
    

    
      Because I'm really hungry, so I want to pull this guy home early to cook for me.
    

    
      "See you next time then!"
    

    
      Amber waved at them, then returned to the side of the girl searching for ice cream by the freezer.
    

    
      "Megumi! Did you find it?"
    

    
      Luna—who should now be called Nagayasu Megumi—who had just finished an interview and went to find Amber, shook her head.
    

    
      "That strawberry-flavored ice cream from last time seems to be sold out... there's only grape and blueberry flavored left... which one does Amber want to eat?"
    

    
      Hinata Amber, also known as Magical Girl Amber, scratched her head.
    

    
      This question was really somewhat difficult, comparable to a trolley problem.
    

    
      Choosing either one would ultimately leave the other unselected food behind in the freezer, which wasn't fair to them!
    

    
      The girl who directly used her own name as her magical girl codename closed her eyes.
    

    
      Then she reached out to choose back and forth between the two packages, ultimately having one of them forcibly stuffed into her hands by Megumi under the excuse that it was about to melt.
    

    
      "What a pity... mm... this one is also delicious!"
    

    
      Megumi knew how easy her partner was to coax, so she very confidently paid the bill and pulled Amber, who was eating the popsicle, toward the shop door.
    

    
      "Alright, alright, if this one is also delicious, I'll treat Amber to other flavors next time, okay?"
    

    
      The hard sensation of the ground under her feet was suddenly replaced by something soft during one step. Megumi quickly lifted her foot and discovered she had accidentally stepped on a girl's foot.
    

    
      "I'm very sorry! Um, I've caused you trouble...!"
    

    
      Reiko forcibly endured the pain of being accidentally stepped on and weakly shook her head, then glanced at Amber beside Megumi, who was wholeheartedly savoring her popsicle.
    

    
      There really are so many fools in this world.
    

    
      Megumi also unconsciously looked at the black-haired girl beside Reiko who was thinking about what other ingredients to buy to entertain her friend. Honestly, she really felt this cute girl looked very familiar, but just couldn't remember where she had seen her...
    

    
      The two pairs of good friends separated like this at the convenience store, one pair walking toward school, one pair walking toward the residential area.
    

    
      "Megumi really loves studying!"
    

    
      Amber bit down on a mouthful of cream and made unclear sounds while chewing, seemingly praising her companion.
    

    
      "Ahaha, um... it's all the Cream Monster's fault! Otherwise I would have finished my homework long ago!"
    

    
      Megumi worried about her homework problem while also praising her partner who had rescued her.
    

    
      "Thanks to Amber! Specially rushing to save me, otherwise I probably would have just been released now..."
    

    
      After Amber finished the last bite of her popsicle, she licked the popsicle stick while looking for a trash can, incidentally nodding to acknowledge her contribution.
    

    
      "Then I'll go up first! Amber just wait for me here, don't go with other people, okay?"
    

    
      Amber threw away the popsicle stick and leaned against the school wall to begin waiting.
    

    
      At the same time, seeing no pedestrians passing by... Amber's familiar poked a small fox head out of her backpack.
    

    
      "Stupid Amber!"
    

    
      One sentence made her unhappy.
    

    
      "Why are you calling me stupid? You're the stupid fox!"
    

    
      Her familiar, Yoko, wanted nothing more than to bite her master's neck.
    

    
      "Then let me ask you, what were you doing this afternoon!"
    

    
      Amber answered without thinking.
    

    
      "Of course I was sleeping!"
    

    
      Yoko moved close to her master's ear and asked her master word by word.
    

    
      "Then since you were sleeping, how did you go save Luna? Speak!"
    

    
      Orange eyes with some grievance blinked and belatedly nodded.
    

    
      "Right... how did I save Luna if I was sleeping the whole time?"
    

    
      Yoko thought she had successfully convinced her master and had just returned to the backpack when she heard her master's earth-shattering counter-question.
    

    
      Then... if I didn't go save Luna, why would Luna lie to me?
    

    
      Could it be because... Luna just wanted to treat me to ice cream?
    

    
      After thinking for a while, Amber discovered she simply couldn't think of an answer, so she directly threw the question to her external brain Yoko to solve.
    

    
      "Are you suspecting Luna of lying? Yoko! You really disappoint me!"
    

    
      Yoko bared her teeth at her master's ear, but gave up the idea of using force to persuade her because she was afraid she couldn't win.
    

    
      "Then if you were sleeping at the time, who went and saved Luna!"
    

    
      Amber tilted her head.
    

    
      "Luna said Amber saved her! So it was Magical Girl Amber who saved Luna!"
    

    
      Yoko was so angry her vision went a bit dark.
    

    
      "Then who are you?! If the person who saved Luna was Magical Girl Amber, then who are you?!"
    

    
      Amber somewhat strangely patted the fox's head.
    

    
      "I'm Magical Girl Amber! Is Yoko too tired? Do you want to rest a bit?"
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      Yoko flicked her fox tail and showed her master a brilliant smile.
    

    
      Then she directly burrowed back into the backpack.
    

    
      "Amber is right, meow. I was wrong, meow. Sorry, meow~"
    

    
      However, just when she thought Amber was about to let her off, several fingers reached into the backpack, found Yoko's fox tail, and gave it a thorough kneading.
    

    
      "When did Yoko become a kitty! So cute!"
    

    
      This ultimately ended with a shallow bite mark suddenly appearing on Amber's index finger.
    

    
      Megumi, who had run back to the classroom to look for her backpack, witnessed the entire interaction between Yoko and Amber through the window sill. She sincerely sighed about how good their relationship was, then... suddenly felt like she had forgotten something...?!
    

    
      "Ruby?!"
    

    
      Megumi's panicked shout startled the backpack that had been placed in the corner of the classroom by someone unknown. Her companion, who was more important to Megumi than the backpack, struggled to poke her head out of the bag.
    

    
      "I'm here..."
    

    
      Ruby, who couldn't maintain invisibility magic because her magic power had been completely exhausted, chose to burrow back into Megumi's backpack to sleep and rest to avoid being seen by others.
    

    
      As for why the backpack was on the ground...
    

    
      Probably because the little rabbit who had lost her magic power couldn't jump onto the chair.
    

    
      "Thank goodness you're okay~"
    

    
      Otherwise I really wouldn't know what to do...
    

    
      Megumi bent down to pick up the backpack from the ground, then held Ruby in her arms and habitually reached out to smooth her gray-white fur.
    

    
      The gem bracelet that served as Magical Girl Luna's transformation device glowed with a gentle light, and soft magic power nourished the fur inch by inch.
    

    
      Accompanied by Ruby's comfortable purring, the gray fur on her body visibly turned into beautiful blue-white bit by bit.
    

    
      "Hah... wuu~"
    

    
      The rabbit's ears curved slightly, supporting an arc in the air, then feeling the abundant magic power in her body, she used invisibility magic again.
    

    
      "Ruby really won't go back into the backpack? Didn't you say that constantly using magic like this would be very tiring..."
    

    
      A rabbit paw blocked Megumi's mouth.
    

    
      "It's okay, just keep holding me, Megumi! Invisibility magic doesn't have such high consumption..."
    

    
      The blue-haired girl nodded somewhat puzzledly. Although she instinctively wanted to ask more questions, since Ruby didn't say directly... then she might as well not pursue it further!
    

    
      Ah, right!
    

    
      "Thanks to Ruby, I was rescued~ So I'll buy carrots for Ruby for dinner~"
    

    
      Rabbits don't actually like eating carrots, but Ruby isn't a rabbit, so she loves them.
    

    
      "Yay!"
    

    
      Although she wasn't sure how she had rescued Megumi, if there were carrots to eat, then everything was fine~
    

    
      "I want to eat steamed carrots, roasted carrots, stewed carrots, boiled carrots..."
    

    
      Megumi listened to the familiar beside her ear starting to list dishes and helplessly gave a few perfunctory "okays," since every time in the end...
    

    
      "So hard to choose... might as well just eat raw carrots!"
    

    
      She would always end up sneaking bites while cooking, causing Megumi to eventually just skip the kitchen step after repeatedly only being able to cook air.
    

    
      Megumi shouldered her backpack and held Ruby, preparing to hurry home to finish her homework and avoid being lectured by the teacher tomorrow.
    

    
      When she reached the classroom door, she discovered that because the alarm had gone off while they were in class today, so... the blackboard was covered with the teacher's chalk writing.
    

    
      "If we clean it up tomorrow, there might not be enough time..."
    

    
      Megumi picked up the blackboard eraser she found on the podium and began carefully cleaning the blackboard.
    

    
      As for why not use cleaning magic?
    

    
      Because... the Magical Girl Code of Conduct clearly stipulated power precepts: Magic is the torch of hope and must not be misused. Even when facing countless difficulties, courage and wisdom must come first.
    

    
      So helping others should be done through personal action first! Using magic directly wouldn't let you experience the joy of being thanked after helping others!
    

    
      However...
    

    
      Ruby, whose mind was focused on how to eat carrots, looked up at the blackboard covered in colorful chalk dust that Luna was wiping. Her rabbit paw lifted slightly, and after a flash of white light, the blackboard had already been magically cleaned.
    

    
      Megumi had finally found a wet towel and was preparing to wipe the blackboard again when she looked up and discovered Ruby had used magic without permission again.
    

    
      "That's a code that regulates magical girls, not a code that constrains us familiars..."
    

    
      Megumi knew she just didn't want to wait longer, and moreover... what Ruby said did make sense, so she could only accept this reality.
    

    
      After all, Amber and Yoko were still waiting for her at the gate...
    

    
      The blue-haired girl, worried that her companion would get lost, returned to the window to look toward the school gate once more.
    

    
      Sure enough, Amber was still there, looking around waiting for her.
    

    
      "Let's go quickly~ otherwise they'll get anxious!"
    

    
      The little rabbit whose mind was full of carrots began urging again. Megumi looked at the windows in the classroom that hadn't been closed properly, as well as her homework that she wasn't sure if she had put in her backpack, and shrugged helplessly.
    

    
      "If Ruby really can't wait, go find Amber first!"
    

    
      Before she finished speaking, Ruby had already floated out the window.
    

    
      After Megumi watched her land safely, she closed the window and returned to her seat, searching through the books in her backpack while reaching into her desk to look for her unfinished homework...
    

    
      But she only felt one piece of paper.
    

    
      Megumi looked up in surprise and only then realized she had sat in the wrong place, sitting at her deskmate's spot.
    

    
      But what made her even more curious than that was... when did she get a deskmate?
    

    
      Maybe it was a transfer student who just arrived today?
    

    
      Thinking of this, Megumi quickly pulled her hand out.
    

    
      She couldn't just go through other people's things, and moreover... if it was a transfer student, she didn't know what their personality was like! If they were going to be deskmates, maybe they could become very good friends!
    

    
      But that piece of paper still followed Megumi's palm and popped out of the desk, falling to the ground.
    

    
      "Sorry! I... I didn't mean to..."
    

    
      Megumi put her hands together to apologize to her 'never-met' deskmate, then bent down to pick up that... drawing?
    

    
      The blue-haired girl tilted her head slightly, looking at the smiling girl in the center of the picture.
    

    
      Short skirt and top... long hair and long boots... these were all secondary.
    

    
      Her blue eyes stared intently at the magic staff held in the girl's palm in the picture... the five-pointed star at the tip.
    

    
      That was the highly distinctive magic staff that belonged exclusively to Magical Girl Luna.
    

    
      In other words... just based on this, one could determine that this drawing...
    

    
      "So it's a drawing of me?! Thank you! I love it very much~!"
    

    
      Megumi held up the gift from her deskmate and spun around in the classroom. All her previous worries about whether this new classmate would be difficult to get along with completely disappeared and transformed into anticipation of having another good friend in the future.
    

    
      "The new classmate is really wonderful!"
    

    
      She put the drawing directly into her backpack, then returned to her own seat, took all her homework, and left the classroom.
    

    
      She even remembered to close the door when leaving, bouncing down the stairs and joining Amber, who was watching Ruby and Yoko argue.
    

    
      "I dare to lie in Megumi's arms and sleep, do you dare?"
    

    
      Ruby directly pounced into Megumi's arms, nuzzling while provocatively shaking her head at Yoko.
    

    
      The little fox, who naturally understood what this guy meant, deliberately pretended not to understand, tilted her head in confusion, then also pounced toward Megumi's chest.
    

    
      "Why wouldn't I dare?"
    

    
      But having said that, to avoid being kicked down by Ruby, she still gave in and gave Ruby a look.
    

    
      Megumi had no choice but to use one arm to hold both familiars while using her other hand to hold Amber's hand so she wouldn't run around.
    

    
      "Hmph~ Why don't you go let Amber hold you?"
    

    
      Ruby smugly kicked Yoko's tail, earning a glance begging her to keep it down.
    

    
      "Amber's strength is too great, I'm afraid it'll hurt... and if Amber heard, she'd be sad again..."
    

    
      Ruby contentedly adjusted to a comfortable position in Megumi's arms.
    

    
      "How unfortunate then~ Yoko~"
    

    
      Although her tone carried some schadenfreude, she did indeed control her volume according to Yoko's request.
    

    
      Although Amber, who was being led by the hand behind Megumi, didn't hear a single word, Megumi, who had been holding both of them, heard everything clearly and could only show a somewhat awkward smile while continuing to walk Amber home.
    

    
      And Ruby kept showing off to Yoko how good Megumi was to her, making the little fox bare her teeth in anger.
    

    
      "Speaking of which, didn't you used to especially like flying around the village?"
    

    
      Yoko finally found a pause in Ruby's chatter and immediately seized the opportunity to ask seemingly casually, then patted Megumi's arm with her tail to signal her to let go.
    

    
      "It's okay, Megumi! We'll just fly in the sky for a bit, otherwise you'll probably get very tired, right?"
    

    
      Yoko deliberately emphasized the words "very tired," forcing Ruby to notice the crystalline sweat on Megumi's tender white arms...
    

    
      "No... no problem!"
    

    
      So they each returned to their master's shoulders, floating along following their masters through levitation magic.
    

    
      But as time passed... Ruby gradually felt she couldn't keep up.
    

    
      She started trying to sit on Megumi's shoulder to rest, but how could Yoko give her that opportunity.
    

    
      "Oh my, oh my? Ruby couldn't be tired, could she? Didn't you used to float around the village all day?"
    

    
      Amber followed Yoko's gaze to look at the already panting little rabbit and patted Megumi's shoulder with some concern.
    

    
      "Who said I'm tired! I'm not tired at all... rather, hah... if Yoko is tired, beg me to rest a bit..."
    

    
      The rabbit who was only stubborn all over was worriedly gathered into Megumi's arms after her abnormality was discovered.
    

    
      "Why is Ruby so tired? Did you run out of magic power? I'll give you some more..."
    

    
      Yoko looked somewhat enviously at Megumi, who cared so much about Ruby, then continued to add insult to injury.
    

    
      "Oh my, Megumi! This is a serious problem. Ruby used to fly in the sky all day and never get tired!"
    

    
      Before...
    

    
      Megumi suddenly remembered when she first met Ruby... that rabbit who had run around her bedroom ceiling for eight hours and was still energetic... now she was already exhausted after floating for less than eight minutes...!
    

    
      "Ruby really could float for a long time before! Now how..."
    

    
      Yoko smugly flicked her tail and looked up to nuzzle Amber's cheek.
    

    
      "Ruby~ Do you need me to help hide your condition?"
    

    
      So, under the worried gazes of Megumi and Amber, Ruby lay back in her master's arms listlessly like a wilted carrot.
    

    
      Yoko was also worried she had taken the joke too far, so she simply explained for Ruby.
    

    
      "This guy is purely because she's been eating too well at Megumi's house, compared to when she was in the village~"
    

    
      Two rabbit paws covered the rabbit's ears.
    

    
      "She's gained several pounds~ so she can't float anymore!"
    

    
      Yoko looked at Ruby's attitude of escaping reality, then remembered her smug expression just now, and couldn't help but snicker.
    

    
      Megumi blinked, then reached out to tug Amber's sleeve.
    

    
      "Maybe... Ruby should eat fewer carrots from now on..."
    

    
      Amber reached out to hold Ruby and weighed her.
    

    
      "Ruby is almost heavier than a backpack!"
    

    
      Megumi made up her mind.
    

    
      "Indeed, today's carrots should be cancelled!"
    

    
      The little rabbit who had been looking forward to it for so long hung listlessly in her master's arms like an abandoned stuffed toy, making Yoko laugh continuously.
    

    
      But... after laughing...
    

    
      Who exactly saved Luna?
    

    
      The little fox narrowed her eyes and looked at Ruby, who didn't care about this matter at all.
    

    
      If this guy had made a contract with another girl, she shouldn't be so indifferent...
    

    
      Maybe it was a passing magical girl.
    

    
      However, at this very moment, that 'passing magical girl' was facing an unprecedented predicament.
    

    
      She was currently leading Reiko around the block where her house was located, going in circles continuously.
    

    
      This wasn't because Tsuan wanted to extend the time with her friend and deliberately pretended she couldn't find her house, nor was it because Tsuan was deliberately playing with Reiko... although it certainly looked that way.
    

    
      When Reiko saw the building at the street corner for the third time, she suddenly stopped. This caused Tsuan to stop as well, turning back with a ingratiating smile, trembling with fear...
    

    
      The reason was simple, only because...
    

    
      "Do you actually hate magical girls?!"
    

    
      The silver-haired girl openly nodded in acknowledgment.
    

    
      "If it weren't because you like them, I would never visit that shop in my lifetime!"
    

    
      Then Reiko began oral gymnastics targeting various problems like magical girls abusing magic making themselves lazy, attacking bad people indiscriminately causing panic, and so on.
    

    
      On one hand, Tsuan wanted to defend her beloved magical girls, on the other hand, she thought from her good friend's perspective... ultimately, aside from awkward nodding and smiling... she could only continue going in circles with Reiko.
    

    
      Just wait a bit longer, until it gets completely dark... Reiko's family will definitely come looking for her! Just drag it out until then...
    

    
      The black-haired girl swallowed lightly.
    

    
      Her house was full of... things related to magical girls, from posters covering her bedroom walls, to photos stuffing her drawers... and various collectible merchandise...
    

    
      If it weren't because she didn't have much money left... she would probably buy even more.
    

    
      No, that's not the point!
    

    
      Tsuan shook her head.
    

    
      The point is how to avoid Reiko coming home with me and seeing those... things. Reiko would definitely get angry, right?
    

    
      Crimson eyes secretly looked at Reiko's delicate profile.
    

    
      That won't do, of course she can't... make her friend angry...
    

    
      "So, Tsuan-san."
    

    
      Reiko moved close to Tsuan's side and found that small ear hidden in the black hair.
    

    
      "Can you explain to me."
    

    
      Warm breath hit her ear, but Tsuan only felt a chill rising from her spine.
    

    
      "What exactly is the situation now?"
    

    
      Inviting me to your house for a meal... is this kind of thing very difficult?!
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      "Uwaa..."
    

    
      Tsuan covered her ears and looked up with watery eyes at the silver-haired girl who had just been shouting in her ear.
    

    
      The other party obviously felt somewhat guilty about this and proactively took the plastic bag of ingredients from her hands.
    

    
      "So, you..."
    

    
      Reiko raised her arm, holding the plastic bag up to the same height as the sunset on the horizon, looking into the distance through the sunlight and the bag's surface.
    

    
      "Why exactly can't you take me home?"
    

    
      The black-haired girl's fingers gently poked together in front of her, then she suddenly bowed in apology.
    

    
      But she didn't explain, nor did she take Reiko home... instead, she walked ahead two steps away, trying to continue leading Reiko in circles.
    

    
      She still believed the delaying tactic was useful! Just, just delay a little longer and...
    

    
      But she hadn't considered one problem: that was... how could Reiko, an honor student and student council president, not see through her purpose?
    

    
      Moreover, she was hardly concealing it at all.
    

    
      And Reiko's patience with her had already been completely worn away by these maneuvers.
    

    
      Originally, she had just wanted to teach this girl the specific time for throwing out garbage, but ended up buying her dolls, having her dinner delayed by wasting time, then getting stepped on by some fool attracted by this fool for no reason.
    

    
      In the end, she wouldn't even give her a single bite of hot food.
    

    
      Reiko had never experienced this kind of feeling before.
    

    
      Her hand not carrying the bag reached into her pocket to take out her phone, skillfully unlocking it with one hand and beginning to dial a number.
    

    
      The black-haired girl still trying to buy time ahead heard Reiko's completely unguarded words, as if she were deliberately speaking for her to hear.
    

    
      "I'm having dinner at a friend's house today, no need to worry about me."
    

    
      Seeing Tsuan's sneakers suddenly stop seemed to make Reiko's tone somewhat rarely cheerful.
    

    
      "Okay~ I know~ Don't worry~"
    

    
      After hanging up, she bounced over to Tsuan's side and intimately wrapped her free arm around Tsuan.
    

    
      "Did you hear that~?"
    

    
      She gradually tightened her arm.
    

    
      "My parents agreed~"
    

    
      She spoke word by word, seeming to remind, yet also like threatening.
    

    
      'Don't try any tricks with me!'
    

    
      The purple eyes reflected Tsuan's somewhat fearful expression. Reiko satisfyingly pinched her soft slender waist.
    

    
      "Don't worry."
    

    
      She added.
    

    
      "I won't tattle to your parents. Just treat it as inviting me for a meal you cooked...?"
    

    
      Why would your family make you cook?
    

    
      The president miss who had just been feeling triumphant suddenly noticed a problem she had never paid attention to, but Tsuan didn't give her time to continue thinking.
    

    
      "Sor... sorry!"
    

    
      Tsuan looked toward her house door not far away, re-weighing her actions in her heart.
    

    
      To prevent Reiko from seeing that I like magical girls... to prevent Reiko from hating me, so I... knowing that Reiko hadn't eaten dinner... kept going in circles.
    

    
      The doll in her arms that Reiko had given her made eye contact with those flickering red eyes for a moment.
    

    
      Never mind magical girls... even as an ordinary person, treating a friend like this is too much, right?
    

    
      So now I must properly make up for it!
    

    
      "Please, please follow me!"
    

    
      Actually, Reiko just felt she had lost too much face and needed to do something to get it back, but it didn't matter now!
    

    
      She held her head high and followed Tsuan into the apartment building, even specifically looking at the nearby trash bin to confirm Tsuan hadn't gone wrong.
    

    
      So this girl was indeed deliberately stalling for time! When I meet your parents later, I'll definitely complain heavily!
    

    
      "Make them take away all your allowance..."
    

    
      Tsuan didn't hear her muttering clearly and made a somewhat confused "eh?" sound.
    

    
      "Nothing, nothing, hurry up and open the door~"
    

    
      Reiko habitually arranged her clothing to make herself look as elegant and proper as in the school office~
    

    
      Then the moment she entered the front door, she bowed and greeted the empty sofa.
    

    
      "Uncle, Auntie~ Good evening~ I'm Tsuan's friend~ We..."
    

    
      Tsuan bent down to pick up her slippers and placed them beside Reiko's feet.
    

    
      Her house only had two pairs of slippers, and the other pair was obviously much larger than this one—it wouldn't be comfortable to wear.
    

    
      As for other things... like what Reiko said when entering, she didn't care about that at all.
    

    
      After all...
    

    
      "Reiko, please rest on the sofa for a bit? I'll go cook something for you!"
    

    
      After all, Reiko hasn't been able to eat properly because of me.
    

    
      Tsuan picked up the plastic bag that had somehow fallen to the floor, smiled at Reiko, then walked step by step toward the kitchen wearing the ill-fitting slippers.
    

    
      She completely didn't notice that Reiko's gaze had become somewhat dazed and... self-reproachful.
    

    
      The president miss bent down to check the shoe cabinet, confirming there wasn't a single pair of slippers inside, only a few pairs of shoes Tsuan wore daily.
    

    
      Because their sizes were almost identical... so...
    

    
      Where did this girl's guardians go?
    

    
      How long have they left this fool alone at home?!
    

    
      Reiko maintained her bending posture and gradually put on the slippers, took a deep breath, then carefully stepped onto the floor that was somewhat old but still clean.
    

    
      The sofa... she told me to sit on the sofa for a while...
    

    
      Reiko's gaze naturally swept across the living room and paused for a moment on the sofa facing the TV.
    

    
      The TV seemed to still be playing something, but Reiko didn't have the mind to distinguish what it was.
    

    
      She only wanted to know one thing now, which was...
    

    
      "Tsuan...? Can I look around your house?"
    

    
      Tsuan's answer was almost drowned out by the sound of her opening cans. To Reiko, it seemed to carry a bit of reluctance.
    

    
      "Of course... after all, it's Reiko."
    

    
      Having received the owner's permission, Reiko immediately walked toward the bathroom without hesitation.
    

    
      There would usually be some important clues there... like shampoo and such things, which could often be used to judge through quantity and variety...
    

    
      Reiko slid open the bathroom's glass door.
    

    
      Thank goodness...
    

    
      Judging by quantity... if there wasn't a situation of sharing toothbrushes, then probably two people lived here...
    

    
      But...
    

    
      Reiko gently poked the dusty toothbrush.
    

    
      The person living with her, that is, Tsuan's guardian, probably left a long time ago!
    

    
      What reason, what purpose, where did they go, when will they return?
    

    
      These weren't that important to Reiko.
    

    
      The only two pairs of slippers in the shoe cabinet and the two toothbrushes here... mutually proved one thing.
    

    
      Two people had once lived here together.
    

    
      Only two.
    

    
      Reiko gently bit her lip...
    

    
      -I definitely won't tattle to your parents~
    

    
      No...
    

    
      -My parents agreed to let me eat at your house~
    

    
      Don't...
    

    
      -Uncle, Auntie~
    

    
      Reiko gently slid the glass door shut and returned to sit properly on the sofa Tsuan had designated for her.
    

    
      Sorry... I...
    

    
      Not taking me home, were you afraid I would... know about this?
    

    
      Various clues rapidly connected in the president miss's brain, ultimately fusing into a somewhat sad story.
    

    
      However... there was still one thing: why did Tsuan act so abnormally after discovering I could see her?
    

    
      'The urgent matter should be confirming... what exactly happened to Tsuan's guardian.'
    

    
      Maybe they went on a business trip, maybe they...
    

    
      But no matter what, leaving Tsuan to live alone was really too terrible!
    

    
      Reiko glanced through the door crack at the black-haired girl who was cooking noodles.
    

    
      This behavior was even more disgusting than that magical girl!
    

    
      The girl still thinking about how she should help Tsuan heard the sound of a bowl touching the table surface, along with Tsuan's somewhat excited voice.
    

    
      "Reiko~ Dinner is ready!"
    

    
      Dinner is ready...
    

    
      "Mm! I'll go wash my hands first~"
    

    
      No matter whether the bit of cheerfulness in her words was real or fake, to Tsuan's ears it was tremendous encouragement. After all... this was much better than Reiko's terrifying voice along the way.
    

    
      Tsuan had been somewhat worried about whether Reiko would get angry because she liked magical girls, but now...
    

    
      'Hmm~ The feeling of personally making delicious food for a good friend to taste... is really wonderful.'
    

    
      Tsuan looked at the super large portion of tomato egg noodles with three whole eggs that she had added, and happily clapped her hands.
    

    
      In the bright red soup base, bits of green would occasionally surface—those were the freshly bought vegetables that she normally wouldn't add for herself.
    

    
      Because vegetables were still too expensive compared to canned vegetables.
    

    
      Although simple, she still gave everything she could to her new friend as much as possible.
    

    
      And this directly led to...
    

    
      Reiko gently swallowed the somewhat sticky noodles in her mouth, forcibly holding back the tears that were about to burst from her moist eyes, and lightly shrugged her shoulders.
    

    
      "It's delicious! Thank you... Tsuan!"
    

    
      The forced cheerfulness became listless under the rising steam, and anyone could hear that the emotion within had already changed.
    

    
      But Tsuan couldn't tell.
    

    
      But she could see.
    

    
      The president miss, still trying hard to hold back tears and choking, felt several fingers brush across her eye corners, just like she had done at that doll shop before... wiping away those tears that couldn't help but fall.
    

    
      "Reiko...?"
    

    
      The rising steam carried the fragrance of tomatoes, and the tender, soft eggs lay quietly in the soup.
    

    
      To Tsuan, this food was very delicious... it definitely couldn't be because it tasted too bad...
    

    
      "Ah, it's okay! It's delicious... really delicious!"
    

    
      The president miss put down her chopsticks and openly displayed her slightly red eyes.
    

    
      "It's just too hot, the steam got in my eyes... so I feel like crying a bit. Tsuan doesn't need to worry about this~"
    

    
      Reiko slightly turned to the side, using her hair as cover so Tsuan couldn't see her expression and judge whether she was... crying.
    

    
      Because she was about to break down.
    

    
      She chewed Tsuan's somewhat sticky noodles from her rough cooking skills, occasionally drinking a sip of the sweet and sour soup.
    

    
      Mm, as expected.
    

    
      She tried hard to control her somewhat heated eye corners.
    

    
      Dad's company's canned products were still so awful.
    

    
      Hunger really was the best seasoning; otherwise, she couldn't possibly force herself to eat all the noodles in the bowl—just the noodles.
    

    
      "I'm full~ Thank you for the meal~"
    

    
      She suppressed her twitching throat and used chopsticks to pick up an egg glowing with tomato red, bringing it to Tsuan's lips.
    

    
      "Although it's indeed delicious, I don't really like eating eggs~"
    

    
      Reiko's movements trembled slightly.
    

    
      "So please help me eat it, Tsuan~"
    

    
      She looked at the black-haired girl in front of her who showed a happy expression while chewing the egg, and couldn't help but reach out to touch Tsuan's wonderfully textured hair.
    

    
      There were three eggs total; she might as well give them all to Tsuan for nutrition.
    

    
      And also...
    

    
      Does this stuff really have nutrition?
    

    
      The purple eyes reflected the thick red soup at the bottom of the bowl... it looked a bit like...
    

    
      Red... sticky liquid, tomatoes... tender, juicy tomatoes...?!
    

    
      No, it couldn't be... don't think like that!
    

    
      Before the terrible thought could form, Reiko cut off her thoughts.
    

    
      But that terrible scene still flashed before her eyes for an instant.
    

    
      Although it was only for an instant, although she knew perfectly well it was just a terrible prank, but...
    

    
      Warm liquid adhering to the body surface, soft and elastic tissue surrounding the body, angular limbs dripping with 'tomato juice' twitching slightly before her eyes...
    

    
      "Ah!"
    

    
      Her wrist feeding Tsuan suddenly shook, and half an egg fell back into the bowl, splashing soup.
    

    
      Although she immediately covered it up by saying she was a bit tired, and Tsuan, who wouldn't suspect her friend, didn't pursue it, she was still somewhat worried about this fool.
    

    
      After all, Tsuan's situation had only appeared in textbooks...
    

    
      Current social consensus and laws clearly stipulated that this kind of situation was not allowed and should not happen.
    

    
      So after finishing the meal, while naturally taking the bowls and chopsticks from Tsuan to wash them, Reiko casually extracted information from the unsuspecting black-haired girl while pretending to be casual.
    

    
      Tsuan, bringing a friend home for the first time, naturally didn't understand guest etiquette either, and was fooled by Reiko's casually made-up reason of "needing to help wash dishes when eating at a friend's house." She quietly stood beside her watching her wash dishes.
    

    
      "Speaking of which, Tsuan~"
    

    
      Reiko put down the chopsticks and turned around, using fingertips still carrying water droplets to poke her cheek.
    

    
      "Have you always lived alone?"
    

    
      Her tone was very relaxed, as if it really was a casually raised question.
    

    
      Tsuan's answer was also very relaxed in tone.
    

    
      "Mm! I can't remember how long it's been like this... anyway, it's been a very long time!"
    

    
      Can't remember how long... anyway, it's been a very long time?!
    

    
      Then, then her guardian left a very long time ago?!
    

    
      Her fingers gripping the ceramic bowl suddenly applied force, and the bowl bottom knocked against the iron sink with a crisp sound, reminding her to control her emotions and not scare the small animal.
    

    
      "I see... mm, then where does the money Tsuan uses for daily life come from?"
    

    
      Rather than wanting to know if Tsuan had any financial difficulties, she just wanted to know if Tsuan couldn't buy the dolls she wanted because of lack of money, and... could only buy these cheap canned goods as food.
    

    
      This kind of thing absolutely could not be allowed.
    

    
      "Umm..."
    

    
      Don't want to answer? It's okay... I can...
    

    
      "There's a bank card at home... before, money would often be transferred into it..."
    

    
      Reiko caught the key word: before.
    

    
      "What about now?"
    

    
      Tsuan smiled embarrassedly.
    

    
      "The last time was already a long time ago..."
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      "The last time was a very long time ago..."
    

    
      Tsuan's awkward laugh was interpreted by Reiko as... a 'forced smile' she was putting on to avoid worrying her new friend.
    

    
      This also made Reiko realize that her own expression might not have been very kind, so she quickly grabbed Tsuan's wrist and pressed her down to sit properly on the sofa, while adjusting her somewhat dark expression to a smile like one would use to coax a small child.
    

    
      "Does Tsuan remember specifically when the last time was?"
    

    
      If there was a specific time... combined with bank information, they should be able to find that irresponsible guardian who had abandoned Tsuan and left!
    

    
      When that time comes...
    

    
      Reiko gently patted Tsuan's somewhat messy little head.
    

    
      She must make them swear to never leave Tsuan on their own again!
    

    
      "Mm... about three years ago? Though, it might have been more recent..."
    

    
      Three years ago?
    

    
      Left for three years... no, that's not right!
    

    
      Three years ago was the last bank transfer... which means Tsuan's guardian had already left before then... this would also explain why Tsuan couldn't remember clearly who that person was.
    

    
      But... after three years, would the bank records still be preserved?
    

    
      Her palm once again unconsciously caressed Tsuan's wonderfully soft little head, sliding back and forth repeatedly, feeling the subtle tickling sensation of hair strands brushing against her skin.
    

    
      Mm, first... like this...
    

    
      "It's okay, it's okay~ Let's be good friends from now on, Tsuan~?"
    

    
      Children lacking companionship need good friends the most, and as Forest Moon's student council president, she naturally had the duty to provide help to Tsuan who was in a difficult situation.
    

    
      Moreover... Tsuan herself was already quite pitiful.
    

    
      "Mm! So we're good friends starting from now~?"
    

    
      Tsuan had no suspicion whatsoever, happily looking up to ask before resting her chin on Reiko's shoulder and nuzzling against her like a spoiled child.
    

    
      She didn't know what good friends should do together; she was just mechanically copying what she had seen those close friends... do with each other on the street.
    

    
      But this was already enough.
    

    
      "Mm mm~ So Tsuan-chan~?"
    

    
      Reiko still used the tone of coaxing a child.
    

    
      "Can you tell me~ does Tsuan have enough pocket money to spend~?"
    

    
      Tsuan felt somewhat embarrassed to answer this question, but couldn't refuse to answer either... after all, they were 'good friends' now, so she had no choice but to...
    

    
      "If I only buy food and clothes, it can last for a very, very long time..."
    

    
      When the last remittance arrived three years ago, the funds Tsuan had saved for a long time were completely sufficient for her to live until high school graduation.
    

    
      But...
    

    
      "Only buy food and clothes?"
    

    
      Reiko's mouth corners slightly turned down, and her purple eyes carried a trace of obvious irritation.
    

    
      "What about books, snacks, and... money spent on happiness? Doesn't Tsuan need any of these?"
    

    
      Doesn't Tsuan need any of these?
    

    
      Both of them knew the answer...
    

    
      The girl who had stood outside the doll shop window crying and staring blankly had no right to deny it.
    

    
      "So, how much money is left? Don't lie."
    

    
      Reiko frowned slightly, thought for a moment, then looked at Tsuan who was still somewhat resistant to this question and added another sentence.
    

    
      "If Tsuan doesn't tell me, I'll be very sad."
    

    
      Mist rose in the clear red eyes, but Reiko had to know the answer to this question, so she could only force herself to ignore Tsuan's resistance.
    

    
      Mm... next she would have to... threaten Tsuan using this friendship, saying if she didn't tell, they wouldn't be good friends anymore.
    

    
      The executive miss who had dealt with many monsters naturally knew how to handle children who didn't want to talk, but... when the words reached her lips, they ultimately became softer sentences.
    

    
      "If I'm sad, I might not like Tsuan anymore..."
    

    
      The effect was still remarkably significant, at least successfully getting Tsuan to report that number.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Reiko sighed and reached out to once again patiently wipe away the water droplets clinging to Tsuan's eyelashes.
    

    
      "Really... I didn't lie to Reiko!"
    

    
      Tsuan nervously gripped her friend's shoulders, trying to show that she hadn't lied. But this behavior appeared especially pitiful in Reiko's eyes.
    

    
      Just a few hours... and you already like me this much?
    

    
      Reiko didn't think she had that kind of magic power. Rather than believing it was because she was too likeable that caused Tsuan to become like this, causing Tsuan to value her so much...
    

    
      Reiko preferred to think it was a problem with Tsuan, this little fool.
    

    
      "Tsuan... do you usually have friends?"
    

    
      She placed her arm on Tsuan's shoulder blade, once again pulling her into her embrace to gently comfort her.
    

    
      "Not my kind of 'good friend,' just the kind who can... mm... know what Tsuan's name is, that kind of 'friend'?"
    

    
      The student council president, who had already noticed that Tsuan's understanding of friendship had become quite distorted, chose to use this... relatively more ambiguous concept of friendship to search for people in daily life who might help Tsuan.
    

    
      She didn't think there wouldn't be such people around Tsuan, after all...
    

    
      As long as Tsuan was willing to ask for help, anyone on the street... would definitely help her...
    

    
      A financially struggling girl living alone should receive extra care from neighbors by all logic, how could it be possible...
    

    
      How could it be possible...
    

    
      She watched Tsuan's head shake slightly to indicate refusal and widened her own beautiful glass-like eyes.
    

    
      "Tsuan? You..."
    

    
      Could it be that no one lives around here?
    

    
      Reiko would rather believe that there wasn't a single person living around here than believe... that Tsuan wouldn't even have one person she could turn to for help.
    

    
      But the reality was just that.
    

    
      "There isn't anyone..."
    

    
      Tsuan tried hard to mask the sadness in her voice with cheerfulness, but Reiko still easily detected her emotions.
    

    
      "Everyone, whether it's... the old lady living across the way, or the drivers behind the crosswalk, the passersby I encounter on the street..."
    

    
      Tsuan's resigned expression concealed some helplessness, but she quickly suppressed it in her heart.
    

    
      "Everyone can't see me."
    

    
      But...
    

    
      What's the point of talking about all this now?
    

    
      Thinking of her current situation, the corners of her mouth couldn't help but turn upward.
    

    
      Becoming a magical girl, saving the senior she admired, and then... being able to be seen, and even...
    

    
      She gently grasped Reiko's small hand that was placed in front of her.
    

    
      "But Reiko appeared at this time too!"
    

    
      The silver-haired girl, who was still trying to understand what "everyone can't see me" meant in such abstract terms, was pulled back to reality by the sudden warm, soft sensation in her palm.
    

    
      Looking at the sincere smile on this fool's face before her, she smiled along with some helplessness and some fatigue.
    

    
      "Alright, alright, then... should Tsuan rest for a bit?"
    

    
      She reached out to poke Tsuan's cheek, thinking of a brilliant plan.
    

    
      If Tsuan couldn't explain clearly...
    

    
      She could go knock on doors and ask Tsuan's neighbors, couldn't she?
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      "Eh? Is Reiko... going home?"
    

    
      Tsuan's somewhat reluctant expression combined with fingers that tugged slightly at Reiko's sleeve delivered a critical hit.
    

    
      The student council president, who indeed hadn't thought about staying overnight, coughed lightly twice then patted Tsuan's head to indicate she should let go, before taking out her phone in front of Tsuan and calling her parents again.
    

    
      "Mm mm! Anyway, I need to stay here temporarily for today."
    

    
      Reiko very considerately didn't ask for Tsuan's opinion, avoiding the possibility of Tsuan reluctantly refusing out of 'not wanting to trouble Reiko.'
    

    
      The black-haired girl who had been listening to the phone call blinked, then suddenly looked at Reiko.
    

    
      Reiko is going to stay here?
    

    
      Stay at my house?
    

    
      Today?!
    

    
      Doesn't that mean... until tomorrow morning when we go to school, I can see Reiko the whole time... the whole time?!
    

    
      "Ahaha, the situation is quite special... and if you drive directly here to find me, that would probably be even more troublesome, right?"
    

    
      Reiko looked with satisfaction at the happiness in Tsuan's eyes and reached out to smooth her head once again.
    

    
      "Anyway, that's about it... mm, tomorrow Dad can drive over to take us to school."
    

    
      Tsuan's entire mind was focused on the question of how to spend a night with her good friend, so she naturally overlooked Reiko's other 'small talk' with her family.
    

    
      First... there's still one pillow at home that can be used, and then... we can share the same blanket, that's fine too!
    

    
      The black-haired girl swallowed and nervously stole a glance at her good friend who had just hung up the phone, only to be caught red-handed.
    

    
      "Don't worry, I'll... stay at your house tonight to keep you company, okay?"
    

    
      But this nervousness seemed to be understood by Reiko as something else...
    

    
      "I'm going to buy some toiletries now. Can Tsuan wait at home for me to come back?"
    

    
      Tsuan couldn't wait for her to leave quickly and immediately agreed, which also relieved Reiko who was worried she might be too clingy.
    

    
      The two peacefully waved goodbye at the door...
    

    
      "How long will Reiko be away?"
    

    
      Tsuan poked out her little head and called to the silver-haired girl who was preparing to go downstairs.
    

    
      "About... half an hour or so~ After all, I need to go to the convenience store to buy things, so I might be away a bit longer?"
    

    
      Reiko was worried that Tsuan might be scared, so she thoughtfully shortened her outing time.
    

    
      Tsuan, however, was worried that Reiko would return too quickly, leaving her insufficient time to act.
    

    
      Both simultaneously showed each other a smile, and then...
    

    
      The moment the security door was closed by Tsuan, the composure on Reiko's face disappeared instantly, and her leisurely pace accelerated to a run—she had to buy toiletries within half an hour, and then without Tsuan knowing...
    

    
      Ask the neighbors about Tsuan's situation.
    

    
      On the other side of the security door, Tsuan's expression also instantly became tense—when she realized that Reiko would sleep in the same bed as her, in the same bedroom, she realized what Reiko, who disliked magical girls, would think if she saw her room full of magical girl merchandise.
    

    
      She must, must solve all of this in the limited time...
    

    
      ""Solve all of this!""
    

    
      Two girls caring for each other began a race, with only one opponent—time.
    

    
      Reiko ran downstairs, then adjusted her breathing while randomly grabbing shampoo and a toothbrush from the shelves, not even having time to see their brands clearly before being forced to run to the checkout queue.
    

    
      The few people in line naturally noticed Reiko's urgency, so they kindly offered her the priority to check out first.
    

    
      "Thank you!"
    

    
      The student council president who bowed in gratitude took out her wallet from her pocket, and her gradually calming heart rippled again.
    

    
      Indeed... everyone helps those who need help!
    

    
      So...
    

    
      How exactly did Tsuan manage it? To have absolutely no one who could help her?!
    

    
      This was obviously not right!
    

    
      Tsuan, who was struggling to carefully remove posters one by one to clear a section of wallpaper, panted and wiped away the sweat that had appeared on her forehead.
    

    
      It was really too exhausting...
    

    
      Each of these posters... she had carefully removed each one, and while none were damaged, the cost was that her arms were already sore and beginning to tremble.
    

    
      Posters, hide them... and then...
    

    
      She opened the wardrobe, only to find it already packed full of plush dolls of every magical girl, and she had even collected plush dolls of each magical girl's familiar...
    

    
      Then, the drawer!
    

    
      She pulled open the drawer, only to find it completely filled with photos of the magical girls.
    

    
      The girl trying to hide the posters in her hands into her school bag didn't hear Reiko's deliberately quieted knocking at the door.
    

    
      Thanks to everyone's cooperation, Reiko had saved quite a bit of time, which gave her the opportunity to knock on the door of the 'old lady' across from Tsuan with a more composed demeanor.
    

    
      If one ignored the slightly sweat-dampened school uniform, her bearing now was no different from a student council president sitting in an office.
    

    
      Although she had some leeway, the silver-haired girl who still felt pressed for time knocked on the door with slightly more force.
    

    
      "What is it?"
    

    
      A young voice, obviously not possibly an 'old lady's,' gradually approached Reiko outside the door and opened it while she was puzzled.
    

    
      "Who art thou? What dost thou seek of me?"
    

    
      Reiko looked at the girl before her who was slightly taller than herself and couldn't help but tilt her head...
    

    
      "Huh...?"
    

    
      This is the old lady that Tsuan mentioned?
    

    
      The girl completely wrapped in red and white shrine maiden clothing slightly turned her body to indicate that Reiko should follow her inside for a detailed conversation.
    

    
      After both sat down at the table, the shrine maiden skillfully took out a fortune-telling stick container from under the table and handed it to Reiko.
    

    
      "Thou must first draw a fortune to divine the gods' will."
    

    
      This...
    

    
      "I wanted to ask about..."
    

    
      The expressionless shrine maiden interrupted her, her tone still calm yet unquestionable.
    

    
      "Draw a fortune."
    

    
      The student council president's mouth corner twitched slightly. She looked at the expressionless yet unusually determined shrine maiden before her and helplessly shook the stick container randomly.
    

    
      A bamboo stick fell on the table surface, with several characters clearly carved on it.
    

    
      The shrine maiden snorted coldly, caught the container with one hand and pinched the bamboo stick with two fingers of the other hand, displaying it to Reiko without even glancing at it.
    

    
      "Your request is not virtuous, why pray to the gods?"
    

    
      Huh? I, I... I'm not virtuous?
    

    
      Reiko read it out word by word, then watched as the shrine maiden's expressionless pretty face gradually became disdainful.
    

    
      "Since thou art thus, why not..."
    

    
      The silver-haired girl, having reached her limit, forcefully snatched the fortune stick container from the shrine maiden's hands and dumped all the bamboo sticks onto the table surface.
    

    
      Although the shrine maiden organized the sticks very quickly, she still clearly saw... at least seven or eight sticks with the same phrase written on them.
    

    
      "Your request is not virtuous, why pray to the gods?"
    

    
      The shrine maiden, who seemed completely unable to feel embarrassment, hid away the fortune container after cleaning up the table surface, then calmly gazed at Reiko, successfully making the other party feel embarrassed for her.
    

    
      "So can you answer my question now!"
    

    
      The shrine maiden held up five fingers.
    

    
      "Thou hast learned the gods' will and must pay five hundred yen."
    

  
    Chapter 13: Sigh, Can We Reconcile?

    

    
      "Thou hast learned the gods' will and must pay five hundred yen."
    

    
      Reiko was shocked by the other party's shamelessness.
    

    
      "You're saying the gods' will is a container full of identical bamboo sticks?"
    

    
      She had thought this would make the shrine maiden feel at least a little ashamed, but she had far underestimated the other party's thick skin.
    

    
      "This is the gods' will, beyond what you or I can comprehend."
    

    
      Beyond what you or I can comprehend...
    

    
      I...
    

    
      Inhale, exhale.
    

    
      The silver-haired girl reached out, grabbed the shrine maiden's collar, and pulled her toward herself.
    

    
      "Have you seen the girl living across the way?"
    

    
      The shrine maiden glanced at Reiko's clenched fist and very cooperatively nodded her head.
    

    
      This made Reiko's furrowed brow relax slightly.
    

    
      "Who does she usually live with?"
    

    
      The shrine maiden's eyes lit up.
    

    
      "Five hundred yen."
    

    
      This girl...
    

    
      This amazing willpower successfully moved Reiko. Considering the time constraint and the energy completely exhausted today because of Tsuan... Reiko ultimately chose to pay, hoping this would save her some trouble.
    

    
      The coin flipped back and forth between her fingers. The shrine maiden, satisfied, led Reiko into the inner room, where a crystal ball sat on a table in the center of the room.
    

    
      The physically and mentally exhausted silver-haired girl sat across from the shrine maiden, watching her manipulate the crystal ball while calculating the remaining time in her mind...
    

    
      And... does this thing actually work?
    

    
      Just as she was considering whether to drag the shrine maiden directly to the police station, the crystal ball suddenly flashed with an abnormally bright light, drawing back all of her scattered attention.
    

    
      "The one thou seekest..."
    

    
      The one I'm looking for...
    

    
      "Hair black as ink, eyes red as blood. Dark tresses like clouds, crimson pupils reflecting the moon."
    

    
      ...?
    

    
      Mm...
    

    
      Reiko seriously pondered the shrine maiden's description... then...
    

    
      Black long hair... red eyes... a girl...
    

    
      "You're talking about Tsuan, aren't you?!"
    

    
      Really is a con artist, I should immediately call the police and have this person arrested!
    

    
      As if reading Reiko's thoughts, the shrine maiden immediately stepped forward two paces and grabbed her fingers that were dialing the police.
    

    
      Then she stared at Reiko's eyes with a pitiful expression...
    

    
      "Sigh, though the divination is not auspicious, Heaven's heart is merciful..."
    

    
      Can we reconcile?
    

    
      "Refund the money."
    

    
      The shrine maiden shook her head.
    

    
      "No refunds."
    

    
      But to prevent Reiko from calling the police, she still explained her divination results... free of charge, of course.
    

    
      "Ahem, so the person thou seekest is... like this..."
    

    
      Almost identical to Tsuan...?
    

    
      Reiko narrowed her eyes, seemingly considering how credible these words were.
    

    
      To be fair... mm, it wasn't impossible... because if Tsuan's guardian was her relative...
    

    
      Then how could her relative leave her alone? Could it be...
    

    
      "500 yen, I'll help you test whether she's still around."
    

    
      The shrine maiden saw the veins bulging on Reiko's forehead.
    

    
      "I'll help you test for free, okay? As long as you don't call the police, anything..."
    

    
      Con artist.
    

    
      Living right next to Tsuan, probably hasn't missed... deceiving that fool.
    

    
      But that's not right either. Didn't Tsuan say it was an old lady? Could it be...
    

    
      "You actually pretend to be an elderly person to commit fraud?! Do you have even a shred of social morality?!"
    

    
      Using other people's sympathy to commit fraud—this was no ordinary con artist. Heavy punishment was necessary.
    

    
      "I'm a legitimate shrine maiden! How could I do such things?!"
    

    
      Words are useless.
    

    
      Reiko picked up the crystal ball, pretending to throw it on the ground and smash it.
    

    
      "That's very expensive!"
    

    
      What the fuck are you saying?
    

    
      "Do you know the girl across the way or not?"
    

    
      If you dare say you don't know her to shirk responsibility, I'll smash this and then call the police.
    

    
      Reiko's smile was bone-chilling, but the shrine maiden's answer made her frown.
    

    
      "Hasn't the place across always been uninhabited? Where would a girl come from?"
    

    
      Play... playing dumb?
    

    
      Reiko held the crystal ball in her hands and continued interrogating.
    

    
      "When did you move here?"
    

    
      The shrine maiden, afraid that Reiko might not hold it steady and cost her a lot of money, hurriedly answered.
    

    
      "I've always lived here? The shrine is behind the mountain, I..."
    

    
      The cold touch of the crystal ball transmitted through her palm. Reiko felt her temples throbbing. The shrine maiden's testimony was like a cold needle, piercing through her nerves that had become fragile from exhaustion.
    

    
      Uninhabited... uninhabited...
    

    
      Before her eyes seemed to appear again that girl who had cried while embracing her.
    

    
      -Can you see me?
    

    
      Reiko closed her eyes, feeling for the first time the irritation that this world was completely different from her previous understanding.
    

    
      'I really don't understand…'
    

    
      Why, why not just say it directly?
    

    
      'If what you're saying is true, and what she's saying is also true... then doesn't that mean the one who's lying is me?!'
    

    
      Sweat born from tension and anger emerged from her palm, inadvertently staining the smooth crystal ball with droplets.
    

    
      'Calm down... calm down…'
    

    
      Having encountered too many unexpected events within a single day, Reiko's nerves had become extremely fragile, especially... Tsuan was the point among her tense nerves that she was constantly concerned about.
    

    
      Her fingers gripped the now slippery crystal ball with force, continuously applying pressure, venting her frustration with force, until it slipped from her hands and crashed heavily onto the floor.
    

    
      The expected crisp sound didn't occur. Instead, there was the shrine maiden's panicked shouting and a strange sight that suddenly appeared before her eyes.
    

    
      She saw a black-haired girl holding a katana that looked extremely dangerous just by looking at it, while her other hand was holding... that was...
    

    
      She tried to identify that figure but found... its image was rapidly disappearing, and at the last moment, it made eye contact with Reiko outside the crystal ball.
    

    
      Those clear, innocent red eyes revealed her identity.
    

    
      "What, what was that? Can I see it again?! How much money? I want to see it again!"
    

    
      She had thought this money-grubbing shrine maiden would directly quote a price, but she... guessed wrong again.
    

    
      "Thou..."
    

    
      The shrine maiden organized her words.
    

    
      "Our divine lord won't allow you to see it again... sorry."
    

    
      Won't allow me to see it again? But, but...
    

    
      Reiko clenched her fists unwillingly, but the scene she had just witnessed through the crystal ball also proved... this girl wasn't a con artist, just greedy.
    

    
      Her phrase "Hair black as ink, eyes red as blood. Dark tresses like clouds, crimson pupils reflecting the moon" really wasn't nonsense...
    

    
      Then there's no choice but to
    

    
      "I'll visit the divine lord again another day."
    

    
      It was about time.
    

    
      Thirty-two minutes and nine seconds.
    

    
      A little longer than the promised half hour, but it should... be harmless?
    

    
      "Tsuan?"
    

    
      She knocked forcefully on the security door.
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      Reiko was somewhat worried... that a certain fool might be searching for her on the street because she came home late.
    

    
      But the hurried footsteps behind the security door made up for this well.
    

    
      "Wel, welcome!"
    

  
    Chapter 14: Reiko Understood Everything

    

    
      Tsuan's footsteps were unusually hurried. To Reiko, it seemed like she was afraid... whether coming late would make her good friend angry.
    

    
      So she quickly replaced the trace of disdain for the money-grubbing shrine maiden on her face with a kind smile for her good friend.
    

    
      The door lock made a turning sound, and the door opened outward to show her the interior space.
    

    
      "Reiko~ Welcome home!"
    

    
      The somewhat shiny sweat beads on Tsuan's neck didn't attract her friend's attention. After placing the shampoo, toothbrush, and towel in the bathroom, Reiko collapsed on the sofa, forcing herself to suppress the urge to yawn so as not to worry Tsuan.
    

    
      Her silver hair was somewhat matted, seemingly from having just run... the sweat-dampened clothes gradually transmitted a cold, sticky sensation through her skin...
    

    
      Her slightly closed purple eyes looked toward the black-haired girl sitting restlessly beside her.
    

    
      "Tsuan?"
    

    
      Tsuan was still thinking about how to distract Reiko so she could continue hiding things. Caught off guard and already feeling guilty, she couldn't help but shrink her neck.
    

    
      "I... I'm here! Reiko~? What's the matter?"
    

    
      A bit strange...
    

    
      But she couldn't worry about that now.
    

    
      "I need to borrow the bathroom first... is that convenient?"
    

    
      The bathroom...?
    

    
      "Convenient! Very convenient! Please use it as you like, Reiko. No matter how many hours you want to use it, it's all fine~"
    

    
      Reiko instinctively sensed something off from Tsuan's excessive enthusiasm, but she still gave up on thinking deeply about it.
    

    
      After all, how could Tsuan harm her?
    

    
      She reached out and touched Tsuan's head.
    

    
      Tsuan is so cute, so much better than that tomato magical girl.
    

    
      "Then, excuse me~"
    

    
      Reiko opened the bathroom door, and Tsuan went to find a set of her own clean clothes. Fortunately, although their figures didn't differ much... at most it would just make Reiko feel a bit tight in the chest.
    

    
      The silver-haired girl stood under the showerhead, feeling hot water gradually flow over her skin, washing away the exhaustion covering her body and mind. She couldn't help but stretch contentedly, moving her waist that had become stiff from sitting for more than ten minutes at the place across the way.
    

    
      Mm...
    

    
      Foam covered her entire body's fair skin. Reiko completely buried her head in the hot water, seeking that trace of warmth and relaxation... and Tsuan's matters.
    

    
      Although somewhat exhausted, she still wanted to help this fool live well.
    

    
      That meant she couldn't escape from that disappeared guardian...
    

    
      Reiko cupped a handful of hot water.
    

    
      Who was that girl? Tsuan's mother? But she looked very young... age-wise... should be Tsuan's sister.
    

    
      So what was Tsuan's sister doing three years ago? And why did Tsuan's sister leave her?
    

    
      Questions emerged one after another, but Reiko didn't have the ability to find answers for them.
    

    
      What she could do now was select the most important question for the present from among these questions—where is Tsuan's sister now?
    

    
      She gently washed her wrists.
    

    
      If Tsuan no longer had any relatives, what should she do?
    

    
      The companionship of family... is incomparable to friends... Tsuan.
    

    
      The pattering sound of water gradually became distant. Reiko looked at the glass door that had developed a layer of white fog due to the indoor heat and couldn't help but reach out to slide gently on it, drawing some meaningless patterns.
    

    
      Circles, squares, triangles...
    

    
      Whatever was easy to draw, she drew, since for her this was just entertainment.
    

    
      Mm...
    

    
      First draw a big circle, then draw two small circles on top... then a line... a triangle for a nose...
    

    
      A sound of metal colliding with the floor pulled her out of her creative space.
    

    
      Maybe something fell to the ground?
    

    
      The girl who had wanted to continue bathing heard Tsuan's cry of pain. Worry spread like wildfire to Reiko's heart in an instant. Too late to prepare properly, she wrapped herself in a bath towel, opened the bathroom door, and walked barefoot quickly toward the kitchen that was still continuously emitting sounds.
    

    
      "Tsuan? What happened... you? What's wrong with you?!"
    

    
      The black-haired girl was collapsed under the dining table, one hand supporting herself on the floor, the other holding her head, with her back to Reiko so she couldn't see her expression at all.
    

    
      But none of this was enough to make Reiko react like this.
    

    
      What really made her voice tremble and almost unable to stand steady was the tomato soup can she had used for cooking that still had half remaining—more precisely, the can that was still rolling on the ground, and the viscous red liquid staining every strand of Tsuan's black hair.
    

    
      "Are you okay?!"
    

    
      The black-haired girl, still thinking about how to handle the tomato soup on her body, felt herself being embraced in a warm but wet hug.
    

    
      Her attempt to answer that she was fine was blocked by Reiko covering her mouth.
    

    
      The familiar tomato fragrance that made Reiko's whole body tremble slightly, combined with this scene of red all over the floor, successfully made her cover her mouth.
    

    
      The scene she had worked so hard to forget appeared before her eyes once again, and so... vividly?
    

    
      "Reiko? I'm fine, you know? I can clean this up myself~ No need to trouble..."
    

    
      No need to trouble...
    

    
      Tsuan was directly pulled up from the ground by the dark-faced Reiko and forcibly brought into the bathroom without any explanation.
    

    
      "Take off all your clothes and put them outside to be cleaned later!"
    

    
      Reiko could only barely hide the fact that her calves were trembling by acting strong, but fortunately Tsuan didn't notice these things.
    

    
      She undressed without any inhibition in front of her friend, threw the clothes into the plastic basin for dirty laundry, and was pushed under the showerhead by Reiko.
    

    
      Seemingly aware that her behavior was a bit forceful, the silver-haired girl tried to suppress her trembling voice and asked in a calm tone:
    

    
      "How could you be so careless?"
    

    
      If seeing that scene at first glance made Reiko fearful because it reminded her of that bastard magical girl, then after she realized that what was on Tsuan was just tomato soup...
    

    
      Her fear turned to anger—unclear, inexplicable anger, just like her action of directly embracing Tsuan tightly—unclear, inexplicable.
    

    
      "Do you know how dangerous can edges are? What if your carelessness caused them to hurt you?"
    

    
      Tsuan obediently curled up in Reiko's embrace, gently nodding in response.
    

    
      "If you get cut, you must first clean the wound and then go to the hospital, understand?"
    

    
      No, saying it like this won't work...
    

    
      Reiko buried her head in Tsuan's neck, inhaling Tsuan's hair fragrance mixed with plant aroma.
    

    
      When someone feels fear, a warm, soft embrace can always provide enough comfort.
    

    
      Especially an embrace that's not only cute to look at, but also fragrant and soft...
    

    
      Mm...
    

    
      Her trembling calves gradually returned to calm. The sense of security from holding Tsuan in her arms dispelled the gloom shrouding the depths of her memory.
    

    
      And... holding Tsuan really feels so comfortable...
    

    
      Tsuan heard the breathing by her ear gradually become relaxed, holding back...
    

    
      "Reiko...?"
    

    
      The silver-haired girl's closed eyelashes trembled slightly, then opened a small crack.
    

    
      "Too tight... a bit... can't breathe..."
    

    
      The arms around Tsuan's neck suddenly contracted, then quickly released her.
    

    
      "Sorry! I, I..."
    

    
      Reiko bit her lower lip, looking at Tsuan in front of her who, although breathing painfully, was still trying to smile at her...
    

    
      At this point, saying something like "I was actually holding you because I was scared" was already impossible to say.
    

    
      "Let me help you clean your body first, okay?"
    

    
      Skipping the part that needed explanation and directly doing what originally needed to be done—maybe this counted as being cunning?
    

    
      But... whether cunning or shy.
    

    
      Her fingertips traced over Tsuan's delicate collarbone, applying slight pressure to wipe away the remaining stickiness, returning the fair skin stained by crimson to its original color.
    

    
      Mm... fortunately, no wounds appeared. Otherwise...
    

    
      "If..."
    

    
      Tsuan tilted her head slightly, her beautiful clear red eyes looking toward Reiko whose tone had suddenly changed.
    

    
      "If Tsuan gets hurt at any time, please be sure to immediately..."
    

    
      Go to the hospital.
    

    
      But when the words reached her lips, they once again became...
    

    
      "Contact me immediately."
    

    
      Reiko gently swallowed to relieve her nervous mood. This kind of confession-like statement not only made her feel ashamed but also made her worry about Tsuan's reaction.
    

    
      The two girls embraced closely, feeling each other's body temperature. The sound of water and faint heartbeats temporarily occupied this bathroom and the two girls who remained silent.
    

    
      Indeed... am I still being too inattentive to distance?
    

    
      In a blind spot where Tsuan couldn't see, Reiko self-mockingly curved her lips, gently twisted a strand of long hair, and placed it in her palm to gradually wash away the stains on it.
    

    
      Because she wanted to care for Tsuan too much, she ended up saying such things... it must be very troubling for her...
    

    
      "Tsuan, I'm sor..."
    

    
      "I'm sorry! Reiko!"
    

    
      Both spoke almost simultaneously.
    

    
      The more cunning silver-haired girl patted Tsuan's head, indicating she should speak first.
    

    
      The fool who had never suspected her friend turned her head to look seriously at her best friend.
    

    
      "I don't have Reiko's contact information, so... so I can't do it at all..."
    

    
      Don't have... contact information...?
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      So she was silent because of something like this?
    

    
      Tsuan, you fool...
    

    
      "I'll exchange Line with Tsuan later. For now, let's finish cleaning your body, okay?"
    

    
      Because she had turned her head, Tsuan and Reiko's noses lightly touched.
    

    
      "Okay~"
    

    
      Really... fool.
    

    
      The showerhead was aimed at the head covered with soup, then Reiko adjusted the water flow to maximum.
    

    
      She thought this would quickly wash away the sticky tomato soup clinging to Tsuan's hair, but she hadn't considered that this soup was originally cooking ingredient meant to be added to hot water, so...
    

    
      The white tiles were constantly polluted by the flowing waves of bright red liquid. The slightly raised patterns on the tiles, under this rendering, looked like...
    

    
      Reiko shook the showerhead up and down, controlling her gaze to avoid looking at the floor.
    

    
      Feeling like vomiting again.
    

    
      But no, Tsuan is here.
    

    
      Reiko's free palm explored between Tsuan's hair strands, continuously gently scratching her scalp. This not only accelerated the washing speed but also made her comfortably close her eyes.
    

    
      "Reiko..."
    

    
      The smell of tomatoes permeated the bathroom. Reiko was certain that the tomatoes she had seen today were almost exceeding the total amount of tomatoes she had seen in this entire year.
    

    
      "What is it?"
    

    
      The black hair strands gradually revealed their original luster. Reiko blinked with some relief.
    

    
      "Thank you..."
    

    
      She raised her head, looking at her own reflection in the purple eyes.
    

    
      "Thank you for seeing me!"
    

    
      Fool.
    

    
      "No need to thank me. Tsuan who can finally be seen by me..."
    

    
      Reiko's somewhat dismissive answer made Tsuan feel some dissatisfaction. She puffed up her cheeks and stared up at Reiko's eyes.
    

    
      Completely unaware that this action, combined with the hand washing her long hair on top of her head... from a certain angle looked exactly like she was being grabbed by the head by Reiko.
    

    
      Very unfortunately, Reiko was positioned at this mysterious angle.
    

    
      At first, the executive miss only felt this scene had a chilling familiarity to her.
    

    
      So familiar that she couldn't help but keep recalling... when exactly this scene had occurred.
    

    
      Was it some childhood dream, or some period of childhood memory?
    

    
      "Alright, alright, I understand~"
    

    
      When exactly had she had such a dream? It was so hard to guess...??!
    

    
      The showerhead slipped from her palm and, with the help of the water pipe, traced an arc and crashed hard into the wall. The sound echoing in the small bathroom passed through her eardrums repeatedly but received no response.
    

    
      She finally knew why she always had that vague feeling that Tsuan looked familiar.
    

    
      The girl who had helped Tsuan wash her hair clean changed into Tsuan's clothes and, after barely comforting Tsuan that she wasn't feeling unwell, followed behind Tsuan into the bedroom that had been "cleaned up with absolutely no contraband."
    

    
      "Tsuan..."
    

    
      The black-haired girl, thinking her friend was angry because she hadn't hidden something well, instinctively stood at attention.
    

    
      But she only heard a somewhat comical question.
    

    
      "Are you a magical girl?"
    

    
      I...
    

    
      Tsuan wanted to nod and admit it, because she thought this was something glorious.
    

    
      But Tsuan didn't want to lose her Reiko because of this.
    

    
      "I..."
    

    
      Should I lie?
    

    
      Tsuan looked down at her feet. The guilt of deceiving her friend and the fear of losing her friend entangled her heart that wasn't very strong to begin with.
    

    
      "I..."
    

    
      Reiko cupped her cheeks and carefully examined her facial features.
    

    
      "Very cute."
    

    
      This was one necessary conclusion. Besides that, there was also...
    

    
      Reiko forced herself to endure the nausea and gradually recall the scene of "making eye contact" with that magical girl, struggling to find commonalities between that head in her hands and Tsuan.
    

    
      "It's okay, I know you're not a magical girl..."
    

    
      Reiko gently pinched her wonderfully soft cheek.
    

    
      How could a magical girl possibly live like this? They probably live in praise all the time.
    

    
      "Also..."
    

    
      Reiko forced herself to endure the churning feeling in her stomach to confirm that Tsuan's face had ninety-nine percent similarity to that magical girl.
    

    
      And the fundamental reason she was willing to make her face pale and force herself not to vomit by biting her lower lip...
    

    
      Was precisely to confirm this matter.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Reiko drank two mouthfuls of water to suppress the liquid churning in her throat.
    

    
      Found it.
    

    
      Everything made sense now.
    

    
      Being a magical girl really could turn people into this ghostly state.
    

    
      How disgusting.
    

    
      She turned her head away and pointed Tsuan toward the living room. Then, when she went out, she hugged the trash can and vomited all the food churning in her stomach into it.
    

  
    Chapter 15: Sharing a Bed

    

    
      "Reiko? What's... wrong?"
    

    
      Tsuan poked her little head out from the doorway, looking at her good friend who was sitting on the bed continuously dry heaving.
    

    
      "Are you feeling unwell?"
    

    
      She tried hard to think of solutions, but the fever-reducing medicine usually kept at home probably couldn't solve Reiko's symptoms.
    

    
      What should I do...
    

    
      The black-haired girl anxiously bit her lower lip, while Reiko's words from earlier in the bathroom echoed in her ears.
    

    
      Must go to the hospital immediately... or contact me.
    

    
      I...
    

    
      "Should we... go to the hospital?"
    

    
      Tsuan mustered her courage, looking at Reiko who was still coughing with her back turned, carefully suggesting what she thought might be helpful.
    

    
      Although such places had no meaning for her existence, since no medical staff would ever help her, but...
    

    
      Reiko was different.
    

    
      "Should we go now?"
    

    
      Her humble tone with a hint of pleasing stabbed at Reiko's heart.
    

    
      The student council president was actually just thinking about a very serious problem... that is...
    

    
      Whether or not to tell Tsuan the 'truth.'
    

    
      Although she hadn't seen anything related to magical girls in Tsuan's bedroom, just the fact that Tsuan could stare at that window display of dolls and cry... was enough to explain this problem.
    

    
      Tsuan liked magical girls, and very likely liked them very much.
    

    
      Reiko slightly turned her head and waved at the fool who was poking half her body through the doorway, indicating that she was fine.
    

    
      Because the real problem wasn't 'here' at all.
    

    
      Known fact: Tsuan has an older sister.
    

    
      The girl holding Tsuan's hand in the crystal ball appeared before Reiko's eyes again, still gripping that long sword that looked like it absolutely shouldn't appear anywhere except as a movie prop.
    

    
      Tsuan's sister left Tsuan and completely 'abandoned' Tsuan three years ago.
    

    
      Reiko comfortingly patted Tsuan's head.
    

    
      Tsuan's sister became a magical girl, which for Tsuan who liked both her sister and magical girls must be wonderfully good news that couldn't get any better.
    

    
      But...
    

    
      Reiko stiffly shrunk her neck a bit.
    

    
      If Tsuan knew her sister had become like that... probably, no matter what...
    

    
      She wouldn't be able to be happy about it! This kind of vile behavior that was equivalent to directly tearing apart someone's admiration should really be thrown in prison for reflection!
    

    
      That's right, the executive miss would rather believe that Tsuan's sister who had been missing for years had reappeared and become a terrible magical girl, than believe that the cute girl beside her who was like a small animal could be that bastard.
    

    
      Emotions really can make people blind.
    

    
      "It's okay, it's okay~ But I'm a bit tired today..."
    

    
      Reiko half-genuinely yawned, then slid from Tsuan's shoulder to the center of the mattress.
    

    
      "Tsuan... can we rest early today?"
    

    
      Reiko hadn't expected her somewhat unreasonable request to be agreed to at light speed. Only when Tsuan turned off the lights and got into bed did she realize she could go to sleep early.
    

    
      "Oyasumi nasai."
    

    
      Reiko found a comfortable angle, said goodnight, and closed her eyes, entering dreamland in Tsuan's soft embrace.
    

    
      "Oya... sumi..."
    

    
      Tsuan became an important part of Reiko's 'comfortable angle.' She instinctively felt some resistance to this feeling of being held in someone's arms.
    

    
      This intimacy was too unfamiliar, so unfamiliar it made her feel afraid.
    

    
      But...
    

    
      That's Reiko... Reiko who has helped me so much, so I must...!
    

    
      Moonlight scattered on Reiko's silver hair, carrying a hint of softness and warmth.
    

    
      Just thinking that... it's Reiko...
    

    
      Tsuan covered her mouth, suppressing the whimper in her throat.
    

    
      The hot, steady breathing by her ear spoke of Reiko's exhaustion, and Tsuan clearly knew... how much of this exhaustion had appeared because of herself.
    

    
      But...
    

    
      "Ha..."
    

    
      Some moist, hot air rushed into her ear canal wave after wave following the steady rhythm. Initially she could barely endure it... but soon, Reiko seemed to dream of some delicious pastry, and her mouth began to chew slightly in her dreams...
    

    
      This tormented Tsuan who was forced to endure these strange sounds.
    

    
      The sticky, wet sounds accompanied by her friend's exhaled hot air... continuously invaded her ears. Her body, which had already begun to soften, instinctively began struggling to wake Reiko up.
    

    
      The purple eyes blinked confusedly before seeing clearly the black-haired girl in her arms who was covering her mouth, her eyes full of misty moisture. Only after seeing the bright red, hot earlobes did she realize what she had done.
    

    
      "Sorry..."
    

    
      Such a cute Tsuan...
    

    
      "No problem..."
    

    
      The two snuggled together, only this time Reiko deliberately avoided Tsuan's ears.
    

    
      Oyasumi nasai...
    

    
      Meanwhile, Megumi, who had been delayed quite a bit due to being captured by the Cream Monster, finally completed her homework.
    

    
      "Ha~ Finally finished before bedtime!"
    

    
      Ruby, lying on the bed beside her and listless from not getting any carrots, moved her ears.
    

    
      "Congratulations."
    

    
      The insincere congratulation made Megumi stick out her tongue and apologize embarrassedly.
    

    
      "I'll give Ruby carrots tomorrow, okay?"
    

    
      Now, there were more important things to do~
    

    
      The joy of completing homework, combined with her fingers gradually exploring into her school bag and the friction sensation when her fingertips lightly touched the smooth paper surface, mixed together to make the already sunny Megumi show an irrepressible smile.
    

    
      "Ruby, look! A new classmate drew me a picture!"
    

    
      She wanted to share this joy, and Ruby responded in time.
    

    
      "It really is a drawing of Luna..."
    

    
      It stared at Luna's signature star staff in the center of the picture to confirm that Megumi hadn't taken the wrong thing... wait a minute?
    

    
      "When did we get a new classmate?"
    

    
      I don't remember this happening today?
    

    
      "Should be... someone who came to visit the school today? Maybe they'll enroll tomorrow?"
    

    
      Megumi touched her gem bracelet and transformed into Magical Girl Luna in her own room.
    

    
      "So? You're just taking someone else's things without permission..."
    

    
      After all, they don't know you're Luna...
    

    
      "It's okay~ Nagayasu Megumi really likes this drawing, and Magical Girl Luna likes it just as much~"
    

    
      Luna condensed her magic power into a blue ballpoint pen, responding to Ruby's question while leaving a line of text at the bottom of the drawing.
    

    
      "Thank you, it's very well drawn, I really like it!"
    

    
      The ballpoint pen with magic power as ink disappeared as Luna canceled her transformation, but the text it left continued to shimmer with bright blue light on the paper.
    

    
      "Mm mm~ Like this, it's perfect~"
    

    
      Megumi held up the drawing paper, then gently shook it in front of her. Only after confirming that her magic power had 'frozen' it and it wouldn't run around everywhere did she feel relieved.
    

    
      "That new classmate will definitely be very happy when she sees this, right?"
    

    
      Ruby quietly undermined her.
    

    
      "Maybe she'll just think you took her things without permission..."
    

    
      Megumi tugged at its ears.
    

    
      "No way!"
    

  
    Chapter 16: Tsuan's Weakness♡

    

    
      The moonlight scattered among Reiko's silver hair gradually weakened, replaced by a trace of warm sunlight that made her hair take on a golden hue.
    

    
      Her good biological clock maintained by healthy sleeping habits prompted Reiko to wake up early after comfortable sleep. She affectionately nuzzled the girl she had held all night before realizing this wasn't a stuffed toy on the bed.
    

    
      Her purple eyes, still carrying some sleepiness, squinted, then opened... carefully confirming that the girl in her arms hadn't awakened before feeling relieved.
    

    
      This is too intimate, it would make Tsuan feel uncomfortable.
    

    
      Although they were already sleeping together, Reiko could still use this excuse to deceive herself into maintaining distance.
    

    
      She gently released Tsuan, then walked to the window to draw the curtains properly, blocking the ray of sunlight that had awakened her outside the window to avoid disturbing the child who was still in dreamland on the bed.
    

    
      However...
    

    
      Reiko remembered Tsuan's soft gasps when she couldn't endure it last night, and those completely red earlobes...
    

    
      The one who affected her the most was obviously myself.
    

    
      She carefully opened the bedroom door and went to the bathroom to start washing up, while Tsuan felt somewhat cold due to losing the embrace... and the strange sensation beneath her.
    

    
      The girl, not knowing what had happened, only felt waves of unbearable tingling continuously entering her mind through her ears. Even though Reiko had already left, this feeling hadn't disappeared at all, still stubbornly affecting her sleep quality.
    

    
      "Haw..."
    

    
      Tsuan didn't understand what was wrong with her. She just felt somewhat uncomfortable, along with a strange sense of shame. She needed to quickly change into new clothes...
    

    
      Reiko, who had already finished washing up and started making breakfast, didn't appear in the bathroom to witness all this as everyone might have imagined.
    

    
      "So why is everything tomato canned food... this stuff tastes terrible."
    

    
      Cold water washed away Tsuan's sleepiness. When reaching for her toothbrush, her fingers touched another toothbrush with obviously different texture from her own—because she usually put the brushing end into the toothbrush cup.
    

    
      So she couldn't possibly touch...
    

    
      The still moist bristles.
    

    
      Reiko really didn't leave me...
    

    
      A trace of weak happiness appeared in the girl's heart. She brushed her teeth while searching around the house, successfully hearing the range hood working when she reached the kitchen doorway.
    

    
      Thank you...
    

    
      Tsuan rinsed her mouth, spat out the foam, then changed into her school uniform... then immediately took out the magical girl posters from her bag and stuffed them under the blanket—since Reiko and she were about to go to school, they wouldn't return here!
    

    
      So, this was the safest place!
    

    
      Safety aside, Reiko had tried her best to successfully make breakfast while completely avoiding an entire refrigerator of tomato canned food.
    

    
      Although there were only a few fried eggs and two bowls of sweet porridge with sugar, at least she didn't have to touch those tomatoes again...
    

    
      Mm, next time she should buy some vegetables and meat to put in Tsuan's refrigerator.
    

    
      She carried the plate out of the kitchen, set it on the dining table, then untied her apron while going back to the bedroom to wake Tsuan up. Both very tactfully didn't mention Tsuan's ears that were still red even now.
    

    
      "Is it good?"
    

    
      Reiko picked up some egg with her chopsticks, felt it was pretty good, then looked at Tsuan who was burying her head in the porridge.
    

    
      "It's good~"
    

    
      Good is fine... though she'd probably say anything I make is good.
    

    
      Reiko glanced at the time, found it was almost time for school, then looked out the window and indeed saw her family's car there.
    

    
      Reiko's father, a middle-aged man wearing sunglasses, was sitting in the driver's seat, waiting for his daughter to get in the car, and also...
    

    
      "Hello, Nakana-san!"
    

    
      Reiko protected the black-haired girl who was startled and trembling by his sudden loud voice behind her, kindly reminding her father not to be so excited.
    

    
      But she clearly underestimated her father's enthusiasm.
    

    
      "Ahahaha! Nakana-san!"
    

    
      The head that let out a hearty laugh turned to stare directly at Tsuan, not just sizing up his daughter's newly appeared good friend, but also because...
    

    
      "I heard from Reiko that you really like eating the tomato soup canned food our company produces?!"
    

    
      This kind of canned food usually appeared as props in prank shows on TV, rarely did anyone actually consider them food, let alone like them.
    

    
      Although it was somewhat profitable, when he heard that there really was someone, even a young person, who liked eating his company's products, he immediately became so excited he could barely contain himself and was even prepared to give all employees a day off.
    

    
      "So that was produced by Uncle's company?"
    

    
      Her fear of strangers was diluted by her favorite food. Tsuan looked at Reiko beside her and found she had already embarrassedly looked out the car window.
    

    
      "That's right, that's right! How is it, do you really like eating it!"
    

    
      Reiko's father was full of expectation, waiting for this loyal customer to give him praise... even praise on any level would be fine...
    

    
      "Mm mm! Because it's really cheap, even spending just a little money can buy a lot!"
    

    
      Tsuan cleared her throat somewhat uncomfortably to maintain her politeness.
    

    
      "Thank you Uncle... for selling it so cheaply."
    

    
      Reiko sitting beside them couldn't help but undermine this, crossing her arms and continuing Tsuan's words without good humor.
    

    
      "Because if they don't sell it at a price that's almost giving it away for free, no supermarket would stock this kind of thing."
    

    
      "Reiko, don't say that! This is still..."
    

    
      Reiko's father somewhat embarrassedly changed the subject, and Reiko and Tsuan arrived at the school gate amid the cheerful atmosphere.
    

    
      "If anything happens, you must tell me first. If you're unhappy, come find me too. And if you're bullied, you can also come find me..."
    

    
      Anyway, no matter what happens, you can find Reiko.
    

    
      "Mm!"
    

    
      Tsuan tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear and waved at the first good friend who had spent a full day with her.
    

    
      What a pity.
    

    
      Reiko watched Tsuan walking farther and farther away through the car window and couldn't help but sigh softly.
    

    
      If only we were at the same school, then...
    

    
      I, why am I always thinking about Tsuan! This isn't right, we're good friends... no matter what, I should leave some space for her!
    

    
      Mm...
    

    
      She opened her phone, refreshed Line, and looked somewhat disappointedly at the tomato avatar that had no new messages flashing.
    

    
      Tsuan habitually tried to avoid Megumi walking toward her, but Megumi made the same decision—the two faced each other in the narrow hallway, then Megumi smiled and stepped aside to make way for Tsuan.
    

    
      "You go first~"
    

    
      This was Tsuan's first time experiencing this kind of feeling. She nodded somewhat uncomfortably, then walked into Megumi's classroom in front of Megumi, and under Megumi's sparkling gaze, sat in that—
    

    
      —'empty seat' next to her.
    

    

  
    Chapter 17: Reiko: Please Enter Text

    

    
      Tsuan hung her school bag on the left side of her desk, then took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.
    

    
      This feeling... had never existed before.
    

    
      Not just Megumi beside her, not just the few classmates around her, but everyone.
    

    
      Every person around her was staring at her.
    

    
      Tsuan didn't really like this unfamiliar feeling, but... when others' gazes converged on her as a single point, rather than passing through her to look at something behind her...
    

    
      This feeling of 'being seen' compensated for the discomfort brought by others' burning gazes.
    

    
      She could hear classmates not far away whispering about her... although most were meaningless words praising her cuteness, but...
    

    
      So happy!
    

    
      The corners of her mouth couldn't stop turning up, her ruby-like eyes filled with smiles squinted slightly, her gaze sweeping over every classmate who looked at her and meeting their eyes at a single point.
    

    
      "Hello everyone! I'm Nakana Tsuan~"
    

    
      Megumi quietly took out the drawing signed by Luna from her bag and placed it in Tsuan's desk compartment.
    

    
      "Nice to meet you, please take care of me!"
    

    
      Although it wasn't really the first meeting, but... in a certain sense it really was the first time meeting.
    

    
      Whether for Tsuan or for her classmates.
    

    
      The black-haired girl smiled brightly as she said hello to every classmate, enjoying the welcome and enthusiasm brought by her cute appearance, not noticing Megumi's small actions at all, since this belated happiness was really too alluring.
    

    
      Even just one taste would make it difficult to break free.
    

    
      "Tsuan-san's hair is so long, you must have been growing it for a long time, right?"
    

    
      Several girls carefully reached out to touch Tsuan's black hair that fell to her waist. The soft, lustrous texture made them reluctant to let go.
    

    
      "Mm... I've been growing it for a very, very long time!"
    

    
      Tsuan stuck out her tongue tip and made a face at them.
    

    
      After all, no one at the hair salon could see me, so this is all I could do.
    

    
      Just as Tsuan continued enjoying her wonderful school time, her teacher climbed onto the platform along with the ringing class bell and opened the attendance book.
    

    
      Then while casually chatting with several students, she learned of the existence of 'transfer student' Tsuan from their mouths.
    

    
      The teacher's kind gaze made the black-haired girl, who was somewhat nervous about whether she would be called on, feel slightly at ease. After waiting three minutes to confirm no students would be late, the teacher began taking attendance.
    

    
      Accompanied by loud "Here!"s, one name after another was marked present by the teacher.
    

    
      Soon, she reached the twenty-third name... which under normal circumstances would be the last name.
    

    
      "Nagayasu Megumi!"
    

    
      Sweat appeared in Tsuan's palms. During the brief time when the person beside her stood up and sat down, she offered a prayer.
    

    
      "Here~"
    

    
      Megumi's beautiful eyes kept scanning over Tsuan. She sensed her new friend's unease but didn't know what was causing this unease.
    

    
      Therefore, she didn't know how to eliminate this unease, but her keen intuition as a magical girl still reminded her to take action.
    

    
      The teacher hesitated whether to continue calling this suddenly appearing name. She hadn't heard anything about a transfer student in her class from the principal, somewhat suspecting this might be a small prank.
    

    
      And Tsuan was gradually losing hope in this hesitation...
    

    
      The teacher saw my name... will I be treated as some suddenly appearing weirdo or something?
    

    
      Her gaze involuntarily slid down to the floor on her body's left side, but her palm suddenly felt a warm, soft sensation, and the next second even the gaps between her fingers were filled with this warmth and firmly clasped.
    

    
      Megumi gently raised their tightly clasped hands and gave her a playful wink.
    

    
      "There's also a new classmate, Nakana Tsuan!"
    

    
      The teacher closed the attendance book, then walked to Tsuan's side indicating that everyone should welcome this transfer student who had appeared for unknown reasons with applause.
    

    
      The friendly and enthusiastic atmosphere continued until the teacher returned to the platform and began recording on the blackboard.
    

    
      Megumi also gently released her deskmate's hand at this time, instead taking out tissues she carried with her. When the students and teacher were all focused on the blackboard with no time to spare for the new student, she gradually wiped away the tears that had overflowed from the corners of Tsuan's eyes.
    

    
      "Thank you..."
    

    
      Tsuan's soft thanks with a slightly nasal tone earned Megumi's brilliant smile. Although she didn't know why Tsuan was crying, she could feel that there was no sadness left in Tsuan's heart now.
    

    
      This also meant...
    

    
      Magical Girl Luna had once again successfully helped a good friend!
    

    
      However... for Tsuan, being seen might really not be a good thing.
    

    
      Before, she could browse her phone during class and then sleep directly, or simply leave early to go to the supermarket to buy lunch, but now...
    

    
      She looked at the simple, easy-to-understand writing on the blackboard, her arms habitually moving to the desk surface, positioning themselves as a pillow specifically for sleeping... then this instinct was forcibly suppressed by reason.
    

    
      I need to study properly!
    

    
      But... but I'm so sleepy... should I sleep a little? The teacher won't notice...
    

    
      Megumi naturally also noticed her deskmate's lack of motivation, so she condensed a trace of cool magic power at her fingertips, then lightly touched Tsuan's cheek.
    

    
      Successfully helping Tsuan dispel her drowsiness, seeing her alert appearance looking left and right, Megumi felt a sense of accomplishment.
    

    
      But she also hadn't forgotten the gift she had carefully prepared last night—that drawing she had put back in its original place with a magical signature attached.
    

    
      Although Ruby had complained several times yesterday that her signature might just look like some special pen's markings to ordinary people, not leading them to think about magic power at all, Megumi firmly believed...
    

    
      Her new friend wouldn't let her down.
    

    
      For this, she had even made a bet with Ruby wagering next month's entire allowance.
    

    
      Ruby applied invisibility magic to itself, then poked its head out of the bag and activated magic vision to scan Tsuan beside Megumi.
    

    
      Mm... magic power storage is quite a bit stronger than ordinary people, but it's only stronger than ordinary people. Without active guidance, it's impossible to...
    

    
      It smugly burrowed back into the bag to continue sleeping and began enjoying the happy life of eating carrots every day next month.
    

    
      Tsuan's shoe tip was lightly kicked. When she turned her head, she found Megumi winking at her while gently pointing to her desk surface... no, further down...
    

    
      What's... here?
    

    
      She put her fingers into the desk compartment, then remembered the 'art homework' she had left due to boredom during yesterday's class.
    

    
      But why did Megumi...?
    

    
      Tsuan immediately saw a blue signature that had appeared below her not-very-detailed drawing.
    

    
      Ruby, who was rubbing around in the bag, appreciated its master's not-very-skillful acting.
    

    
      'Could this be someone using some blue pen... pretending to be Luna writing it?'
    

    
      Hmph, looks like Megumi-chan just simply wants to feed me carrots... then I'll also be magnanimous and let Megumi-chan only pay ninety percent of her allowance...
    

    
      'This is... magic power?'
    

    
      Tsuan, also being a magical girl, was naturally not an ordinary person. This strand of magic power that was identical to the magic power used for calling for help outside the Dark Moon Society's prison gave Tsuan a sense of familiarity.
    

    
      "And it's Luna's magic power! It really is Luna...!"
    

    
      The somewhat surprised voice made Ruby immediately stick its head out of the bag and bare its teeth at Tsuan. Although she couldn't see it under the invisibility magic, Megumi could.
    

    
      "Ha!"
    

    
      Ruby avoided its master's finger reaching toward it, then accused them of conspiring together to bully it, a little rabbit.
    

    
      After all, this kind of thing looked too abnormal no matter how you looked at it! How could a normal person think in the direction of magic power...?!
    

    
      Ruby blinked under Megumi's somewhat sympathetic gaze, then activated magic vision again, closed it and opened it again... after repeating this several times, it realized it probably hadn't seen wrong...
    

    
      'Why would the magic power in her body increase so much in such a short time?'
    

    
      If Tsuan's magic power was just slightly stronger than an ordinary person just now, then now her magic power quantity was already close to two ordinary people.
    

    
      Although still far from a magical girl's level, this growth rate still made Ruby feel strange. However, the fact that it would be completely unable to eat any carrots for an entire month next month was more important to Ruby, so it also gave up on investigating further.
    

    
      'I told you we have great chemistry, right?'
    

    
      To save its carrots, Ruby burrowed back into the bag to continue sleeping and escape reality while agreeing with its master's question.
    

    
      'Megumi-chan is right, meow. You two really have great chemistry, meow.'
    

    
      Tsuan turned her head to look at Megumi who was smiling at her, carefully placing this drawing into her bag... then...
    

    
      "Thank you for reminding me... otherwise, I wouldn't have known that Luna had discovered my drawing!"
    

    
      This was an important clue.
    

    
      Previously, she had already known the clue that Luna was a student at this school... although at the cost of being stepped on, it was worth it.
    

    
      But the range of all students in the school was still too large, and she couldn't go ask each one individually... but now it was completely different.
    

    
      She once again scanned every classmate in the classroom.
    

    
      Luna was probably in her class and the two classes next to it. Only this could explain how Luna discovered this drawing.
    

    
      Who could it be... but, it doesn't matter!
    

    
      She hummed a tune softly with a smile, completely throwing the question of who Luna was to the back of her mind.
    

    
      After all, it doesn't matter who it is anymore~ I, Nakana Tsuan, am now Luna's new companion!
    

    
      Luna-senpai will come find me on her own, right~
    

    
      Right?
    

    
      Megumi looked at Tsuan beside her who had been coaxed into this state by just a few words from her, and tore off a note to throw over.
    

    
      Of course, this time without magic power.
    

    
      "Tsuan-san really likes Magical Girl Luna!"
    

    
      "Of course! Not just Luna... there's also Amber, and Bo'ai from next door, and also..."
    

    
      Megumi looked at Tsuan writing names on the note and also began writing names competitively.
    

    
      The two wrote different magical girls' codenames and magic on the small note, completely oblivious to everything else.
    

    
      This focus even made the teacher who walked to their side feel embarrassed. Fortunately, the class bell rang in time, rescuing the three people who might have faced super awkwardness.
    

    
      Megumi had written to the extent of bringing out all the seniors and juniors she knew, and Tsuan was about the same... nearly losing in this 'magical girl quiz competition.'
    

    
      "Megumi-san... is really amazing..."
    

    
      "Just call me Megumi... and! Tsuan-san is also super amazing!"
    

    
      She's just like a real magical girl.
    

    
      Both had this thought simultaneously, then both erased it.
    

    
      Just like that, the two exchanged names in confusion and became friends in one step.
    

    
      Although Tsuan still felt somewhat embarrassed about always lifting Megumi's skirt before, since Megumi was completely unaware...
    

    
      It's better not to mention it.
    

    
      "Speaking of which~ what kind of sweets does Tsuan-chan like to eat?"
    

    
      Tomato sauce.
    

    
      Tsuan waved to several classmates passing by her.
    

    
      "French fries~ They're delicious!"
    

    
      They'd be even more delicious with tomato sauce.
    

    
      Tsuan felt the friendship sent by the cute girl in front of her whose eyes had curved into crescent shapes, and unconsciously thought of the first person who had given her friendship.
    

    
      I wonder how Reiko is doing...
    

    
      -If anything happens, you must tell me.
    

    
      Mm... then, making a new friend...
    

    
      Tsuan opened her phone, preparing to share this with Reiko, when she suddenly realized that no matter how she described Megumi's enthusiasm, it wouldn't be as good as taking a photo of her for Reiko, since pictures are always stronger than words.
    

    
      Acting on this thought, she quietly raised the camera, aiming at Megumi who was staring out the window in a daze.
    

    
      Then, the screen showed Megumi turning her head and making a peace sign with a cute expression.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan~ what are you doing! If you want to take photos, how about we do it together?"
    

    
      Eh... together?
    

    
      The black-haired girl who wouldn't be seen by others even if she appeared in photos neither nodded nor shook her head.
    

    
      And in Megumi's eyes, this was already enough. Her water-blue eyes curved into crescents again, filled with pure excitement and the joy of sharing.
    

    
      Before Tsuan could react, Megumi had already moved like an affectionate kitten, her soft, warm cheek pressing against Tsuan without explanation.
    

    
      "Wueh?!"
    

    
      The smooth, delicate touch, carrying the slightly sweet breath of just-drunk strawberry milk and the warm body temperature belonging to a girl, pressed tightly against Tsuan like a half-melted candy.
    

    
      "Don't move, don't move~ Tsuan-chan is super cute like this!"
    

    
      She held the phone high with one hand, trying to find the best angle, while her other hand naturally went around Tsuan's shoulder, pulling her a bit tighter into her embrace.
    

    
      Tsuan was trapped in her arms, forced to feel the faint, ethereal cool fragrance emanating from Megumi... mixed with her own sunshine-like warmth, forming a wonderful and reassuring scent.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan will be even cuter if you smile~ Like this~"
    

    
      In Tsuan's red eyes looking at the phone camera, Megumi's smiling face was clearly reflected for the first time, also reflecting her own slightly forced... timid smile.
    

    
      "Click!"
    

    
      The phone's shutter sound rang out crisply, freezing this warm and cute moment.
    

    
      Reiko, who had already sat in the office preparing to enjoy lunch, opened Line and immediately saw the message Tsuan had sent.
    

    
      [Met a new friend!]
    

    
      Mm, I knew someone so cute would definitely find friends.
    

    
      Reiko opened her lunch box with one hand while typing congratulations to Tsuan on the screen with the other.
    

    
      Picture.
    

    
      Reiko deleted the congratulatory text she had just typed.
    

    

  
    Chapter 18: Read but Not Replied

    

    
      Time seemed to have an accelerator pressed, for Tsuan... this was probably the fastest school day of her life.
    

    
      Perhaps, happy times are always stingy.
    

    
      No incidents, no commotion. No monsters trying to disturb the campus tranquility, no magical girls on duty whimsically scattering candy from the sky, and no crises hanging overhead that seemed ready to overturn the world at any moment.
    

    
      For Megumi, today's most special gift was simply having a super cute good friend.
    

    
      And for Tsuan, she had merely gained Megumi's friendship—something that to others might seem insufficient to make an adolescent girl feel so fulfilled and wonderful.
    

    
      Yes, every corner of this world, every day should rightfully be filled with such happiness, beauty, and joy. Today was just another ordinary page on the calendar.
    

    
      But it was precisely this taken-for-granted 'ordinariness'...
    

    
      Tsuan looked at herself in the mirror, at the corners of her mouth that had learned to smile without needing to be forced up. She gently shook her head, a few strands of disheveled hair scattering with the movement, gently brushing past Megumi's shoulder beside her.
    

    
      This 'normalcy' that she had once been unable even to imagine... today, for the first time, showed her its gentle undertones.
    

    
      "It's all Megumi-chan's fault, always touching my hair and such... now it's all messy! Megumi-chan needs to take responsibility, okay?"
    

    
      The blue-haired girl naturally didn't have the habit of carrying a comb, but this couldn't stump her. After all, only miracles used when needed could be called magic!
    

    
      She pretended to reach into her bag searching for a comb, actually just rubbing Ruby's ears twice before using magic power to condense a small, light blue comb.
    

    
      "Of course I'll take responsibility... silly Tsuan-chan!"
    

    
      The cool comb passed over Tsuan's scalp, bringing a slightly itchy, comfortable sensation, straightening out each strand of long hair that Megumi had messed up.
    

    
      "Although I'm a bit sorry to Tsuan-chan... but it really feels super, super comfortable to rub~"
    

    
      She put the magic-condensed comb in her pocket, trying to disguise it as an ordinary item, but this disguise had... absolutely no effect in Tsuan's eyes.
    

    
      But so what?
    

    
      Why Megumi had magical items, what relationship Megumi had with magical girls...
    

    
      What meaning did such questions have?
    

    
      She turned to look at Megumi who was choosing hair accessories for her, remembering how she had actively pressed close during the photo...
    

    
      "Hehe~"
    

    
      She approached Megumi step by step from behind, until the distance shortened enough for her to clearly smell the candy fragrance on Megumi's body before she stopped restraining herself.
    

    
      "Take this~"
    

    
      Two bodies full of youth and vitality pressed together, intimate like good friends who had played together since childhood... but here
    

    
      "Lisuansheckack!" (Tsuan-chan sneak attack! Meanie!)
    

    
      Tsuan cupped Megumi's cheeks and kept rubbing them, making her voice hard to understand.
    

    
      "Hehe~ It's because Megumi-chan was too silly that this happened~"
    

    
      The two who started chasing each other on the street were stopped by a patrolling police officer and lectured about road safety regulations.
    

    
      "Did you hear clearly? Chasing and playing around on the street like you two is very dangerous!"
    

    
      The police officer clapped his hands forcefully, making the two magical girl human forms who were stealing glances at each other look at him simultaneously before making promises.
    

    
      "We promise we won't—"
    

    
      Tsuan joined Megumi's voice.
    

    
      "Do this kind of thing again—"
    

    
      Megumi gently took her good friend's soft palm.
    

    
      "Please trust—"
    

    
      Tsuan accepted the fingers inserting between hers, gripping back with slight force.
    

    
      "Us, Mr. Police Officer!"
    

    
      The police officer was quite helpless with these two troublemakers, but could only let them go. After all... educating them again next time they did this wouldn't be too late.
    

    
      "Yes~ Thank you, Mr. Police Officer!"
    

    
      Megumi properly pulled Tsuan to the sidewalk beside them, walking forward step by step steadily and slowly.
    

    
      Just like a truly well-behaved good child, but Tsuan still sensed from Megumi's softly hummed song... a hint of mischievous cuteness.
    

    
      The warm, soft sensation together with Megumi's relaxed demeanor made Tsuan's slight nervousness vanish completely, transforming into the same warm, reassuring feeling as Megumi's.
    

    
      Is this... the life I should have?
    

    
      She looked back at the police officer watching them.
    

    
      Everyone is so gentle... so gentle to me... if I won't again...
    

    
      Megumi led Tsuan around the corner, and after confirming the police officer couldn't see them, she playfully stuck out her tongue. The hand holding Tsuan's palm wasn't released by her; instead, as if afraid she might get lost, she gripped even tighter.
    

    
      "Mr. Police Officer is really nice, he didn't scold us~"
    

    
      "Mm..."
    

    
      Tsuan responded softly, looking down at their clasped hands.
    

    
      Megumi's hand was warm and full of vitality, like a little sun, continuously transmitting heat and reassurance. And this feeling of being cherished... being held firmly, was as foreign as a miracle to her.
    

    
      She couldn't help but gently squeeze back with her fingertips.
    

    
      Feeling Tsuan's subtle response, Megumi's smile grew even brighter, as if she had received tremendous encouragement. She shook their connected hands, her voice becoming more excited and cheerful.
    

    
      "Hey hey, Tsuan-chan!"
    

    
      Megumi's voice was like honey, carrying the intimacy of sharing secrets.
    

    
      "Today was really super—happy! Meeting Tsuan-chan was so wonderful!"
    

    
      I also... want to say that!
    

    
      "Meeting Megumi-chan was so wonderful too!"
    

    
      Megumi felt this chemistry with Tsuan again and paused slightly, as if thinking of some particularly great idea. Her blue eyes suddenly lit up, like the sparkling star on her staff.
    

    
      Just now with Mr. Police Officer, Tsuan-chan and I had great chemistry! Maybe we're not just good friends... but also...?!
    

    
      Megumi slightly turned, leaning close to Tsuan, mysteriously lowering her voice but unable to hide her enthusiasm.
    

    
      "So! Such a wonderful thing must be shared with Amber!"
    

    
      "Amber?"
    

    
      Tsuan unconsciously repeated the name, a hint of curiosity and confusion flashing in her red eyes.
    

    
      This name sounded somewhat familiar, but she couldn't remember where she'd heard it... after all, magical girl codenames naturally had certain disguising properties, plus Tsuan wasn't thinking in that direction at all...
    

    
      "Mm mm! She's my good friend!"
    

    
      Megumi nodded forcefully, her blue medium-length hair bouncing playfully with her movements.
    

    
      "She's one of my super—important good friends! Although she's always lazy, always looking for places to sleep, and often gets called out by teachers to stand in class..."
    

    
      Megumi made exaggerated dozing and standing poses while talking, making Tsuan couldn't help but purse her lips and laugh softly.
    

    
      "But she's really amazing! And as long as you prepare ice cream, she becomes very, very easy to get along with~ Though it seems like there's no difference even without preparing it..."
    

    
      Megumi introduced her old friend to her new friend while planning to have Tsuan meet Amber, since her intuition told her—
    

    
      This could multiply their sweetness several times!
    

    
      The sunset gradually stretched their shadows... seemingly symbolizing their friendship would never separate.
    

    
      Tsuan took the popsicle Megumi handed her, somewhat clumsily tore open the packaging, and began tasting the cool, sweet flavor.
    

    
      "How is it? Does Tsuan-chan like this flavor?"
    

    
      I like it, and... being with Megumi-chan, I like any flavor of popsicle.
    

    
      Megumi raised an eyebrow and bit into her ice cream. She casually put Amber's portion in her pocket, using a bit of magic power to maintain the temperature so it wouldn't melt in the packaging.
    

    
      "If Tsuan-chan can come play at my house in the future~ I'll let Tsuan-chan try~ ice cream I made myself!"
    

    
      Although using magic power directly instead of waiting for the freezer might cause some difference in taste, it's still delicious~
    

    
      At least~ it can make Amber eat it all!
    

    
      "Mm!"
    

    
      They made promises under the sunlight, as if everything... was heading toward happiness.
    

    
      A sudden, unprecedented dizziness rushed into Tsuan's mind, making her legs go weak while being quickly supported by Megumi.
    

    
      "Careful!"
    

    
      This feeling came fast and left fast. It only stayed for a brief moment, seeming like... some kind of warning.
    

    
      But for Tsuan, none of this mattered. Because she was beside a good friend, about to meet many, many cute, caring, gentle good friends.
    

    
      Such things should be put aside for now.
    

    
      "Thank you~ Megumi-chan~"
    

    
      Her clear red eyes reflected her companion's smile, as if nothing had happened, Tsuan continued following behind Megumi, being led step by step toward Amber's residence.
    

    
      But along the way... Megumi became increasingly silent.
    

    
      The continuous "Let me tell Tsuan-chan..." sentence patterns had completely disappeared, replaced by... a feeling Tsuan didn't want to describe or understand at all.
    

    
      "Megumi-chan?"
    

    
      She tried calling to her companion, worried something had happened to Megumi.
    

    
      "If there's something urgent... I...?"
    

    
      Megumi... didn't turn around.
    

    
      Their pace didn't slow even by a second.
    

    
      "Megumi-chan...!"
    

    
      She called her friend's name again. Fortunately, this time Megumi responded.
    

    
      The blue-haired girl who was always smiling turned her head searching for the source of the voice, made eye contact with Tsuan for a while, then looked forward again.
    

    
      Splat
    

    
      The ice cream that Tsuan had only bitten twice fell to the ground. The eerie familiarity, the old life she wanted to escape forever... crept up her body bit by bit to her ears.
    

    
      'No... it won't!'
    

    
      Tsuan gripped Megumi's palm forcefully.
    

    
      "It won't be like that... everyone can see me, everyone can see me!"
    

    
      She rejected the speculation in her heart, denying the truth in her subconscious.
    

    
      I won't go back, I absolutely won't go back...!
    

    
      She swallowed saliva that still tasted of ice cream, staring fixedly at their tightly clasped hands.
    

    
      Megumi, Megumi is just angry! Or, or there's something more urgent!
    

    
      She clenched the hand that couldn't hold the popsicle, raising her head to look again at Megumi's beautiful eyes... which not long ago had brought her warmth comparable to sunlight...
    

    
      But now...
    

    
      All that remained in those water-blue eyes was confusion and... something that made Tsuan feel chilled to the bone—unfamiliarity.
    

    
      We... we clearly had such great chemistry just now...
    

    
      No, it won't be like that!
    

    
      'I must have done something wrong, so Megumi-chan is angry... right?'
    

    
      She knew the answer to the question, but she was still struggling.
    

    
      Because her good friend...
    

    
      Still hadn't let go of her hand.
    

    
      Several female students passed from the other side of the road. A sharp-eyed classmate recognized Megumi's profile and ran to her side to greet her.
    

    
      "Eh~ Is Megumi going to play with friends?"
    

    
      The blue-haired girl blinked somewhat hesitantly.
    

    
      "Suddenly forgot what I was going to do~ But because this road to my friend's house is very familiar, I feel like I should be going to find her...?"
    

    
      Tsuan bit her lower lip, feeling Megumi's warmth again before... mustering courage.
    

    
      Verifying whether the answer was right or wrong only required...
    

    
      "Hello! I'm Nakana Tsuan..."
    

    
      The girl looked at Megumi's hand hanging at her side, asking somewhat puzzledly.
    

    
      "What is Megumi-chan... holding? Keeping this pose with empty hands... looks a bit strange!"
    

    
      Megumi checked the feeling in her palm upon hearing this... then looked back at her action of gripping empty air...
    

    
      Tsuan gently relaxed her fingers, waiting for her to let go, to ignore her... letting everything return to... before yesterday.
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      Megumi's firm answer made her heart jump.
    

    
      "I... I feel like I'm holding my friend's hand."
    

    
      She tried hard to explain the vague feeling in her mind, gripping this friendship that was about to disappear even tighter.
    

    
      "Is that so? Well, see you tomorrow, Megumi-chan?"
    

    
      "See you tomorrow~"
    

    
      Megumi waved goodbye with her other hand, continuing to pull the stunned Tsuan toward Amber's residence.
    

    
      It seemed... a miracle of friendship was born and played its role.
    

    
      But...
    

    
      Tsuan could feel it.
    

    
      Megumi's fingers were gradually letting go of her, this friendship... the last bit of connection was also on the verge of breaking at this moment.
    

    
      They were getting closer to their destination, but the distance was also getting farther.
    

    
      When the last bit of bond wore away completely, Amber opened the door and directly reached out both hands to give Megumi a hug.
    

    
      Megumi's arms also naturally lifted, responding to her companion's enthusiasm.
    

    
      The hand she had released also dropped at this moment, falling to a position... that Megumi could never touch no matter what.
    

    
      "Megumi-chan~ Will you treat me to ice cream today too! I love Megumi-chan the most~"
    

    
      Amber's soft voice made Tsuan shudder. She recognized this was... the one who stepped on Reiko yesterday at the convenience store...
    

    
      Reiko...
    

    
      Reiko?!
    

    
      -No matter what happens, you can tell me.
    

    
      Tsuan opened her phone like finding a savior, leaning against the wall beside her. Although she lost the chance to enter Amber's house, but...
    

    
      Edit message.
    

    
      [Reiko!] Unread
    

    
      [I miss you... I want to be with you!] Unread
    

    
      The cold wall reminded Tsuan this wasn't a place to stay long; staying longer might make her sick, but... she still had Reiko!
    

    
      Although Megumi-chan and Amber can't see me anymore... but Reiko will definitely...
    

    
      'Because she was the first to appear by my side…'
    

    
      She didn't know who she was speaking to, her fingers swiping down to refresh again and again, praying that the cold 'unread' would change to read.
    

    
      ...
    

    
      Unread
    

    
      ...
    

    
      Read
    

    
      But no reply.
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      If that glaring red "unread" could still preserve a trace of weak flame in Tsuan's heart—
    

    
      'Maybe Reiko is just too busy and didn't see it. As long as she sees it, she'll definitely…'
    

    
      Then at this moment, the word "read" burned into her retinas like a brand was like a basin of bone-chilling ice water, instantly extinguishing that last flickering hope.
    

    
      This world had just shown her the beauty of gentleness and harmony, yet was so stingy that it wanted to take back all the warmth it had briefly bestowed upon her, along with that false sense of belonging.
    

    
      The sun sank into the horizon. Tomorrow it would still rise as usual, coating this city with happy golden light.
    

    
      The last traces of warm-colored afterglow fell futilely on Tsuan's lowered head, like silent pity.
    

    
      Amber and Megumi's carefree laughter leaked through the closed door crack, clearly surrounding her ears, echoing in her empty chest cavity, over and over, coldly reminding her.
    

    
      You don't belong here.
    

    
      The cool evening breeze gently brushed across the street, rolling up a few fallen leaves that spun and drifted down beside Tsuan's feet.
    

    
      The streetlights lit up at the right time, their warm yellow halos gently enveloping the pedestrians heading home, also falling on Tsuan, as if silently urging her.
    

    
      Now, it's time to go back.
    

    
      "Mm, go home."
    

    
      Tsuan softly echoed the advice, though it sounded more like she was talking to herself. Her voice was as light as a feather, weightless and emotionless.
    

    
      She took one last look at that tightly closed door. Warm light leaked from the windows, and she could still faintly hear Amber's clear laughter when she was amused, and Megumi's vibrant, sunshine-warm voice responding.
    

    
      Those voices wove together into a sweet home of friendship, a small world she could only see but could never touch no matter what.
    

    
      They were so real, so beautiful, yet no longer had anything to do with her.
    

    
      She turned around, not looking back again.
    

    
      This is how it should be, isn't it?
    

    
      Her smooth black hair slid down from beside her ears, covering half of the girl's cheek, but couldn't hide the hot liquid continuously falling.
    

    
      She comforted herself that this didn't matter... because it had been like this before. For such a long time... hadn't she persisted on her own?
    

    
      'It's just... that they can't see me, right?'
    

    
      I've long gotten used to this kind of thing!
    

    
      She showed a sunny smile to the puddle by the roadside and gave it a few teardrops, wanting to exchange them for a smile... like Megumi-chan's, one with comforting qualities.
    

    
      Even if it could just make me a little happy...
    

    
      The puddle accepted the tears but only returned a few ripples that shattered the reflection.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Well, so be it.
    

    
      After all, it's always been like this.
    

    
      Megumi had brought her to an unfamiliar neighborhood, then completely forgotten her.
    

    
      But this didn't stump Tsuan.
    

    
      Her phone had navigation, and...
    

    
      She probably wouldn't come to this area again anyway, so she wouldn't get lost again.
    

    
      Her bulging pocket made the process of fishing out her phone somewhat difficult. The already irritated girl grabbed forcefully at the thing taking up over ninety percent of her pocket space.
    

    
      The fluffy texture made Tsuan freeze, then... the magical girl doll Reiko had given her yesterday was pulled out with one hand.
    

    
      Its smile appeared especially brilliant under the streetlight's illumination, like a real magical girl, reminding Tsuan of the beauty and happiness of this world.
    

    
      But at this moment, accompanying Tsuan besides this doll... was only the elongated shadow on the ground.
    

    
      Shadow Tsuan was also holding a shadow doll. Tsuan crouched down and gently poked her.
    

    
      She poked back.
    

    
      At least this way, she could feel like she still had a friend.
    

    
      "How many times have I told you, there's a meeting today, a meeting! Why didn't you come again? You never come every time! Are you working overtime again?"
    

    
      The familiar voice made the girl who was entertaining herself tremble all over. She looked up and around but didn't find the student council president anywhere. She followed the voice to search... finally confirming that a car slowly driving along the roadside was the source of the sound.
    

    
      The driver was going very slowly, so much so that Tsuan could easily keep up. Through the half-open car window, she confirmed.
    

    
      Her good friend was inside.
    

    
      Reiko was talking to someone, seemingly not getting the answer she wanted, and finally hung up the phone, puffed up her cheeks, and leaned back against the chair in sulky frustration.
    

    
      Originally hesitating about whether to open the door to... take a look at Reiko, or sit beside Reiko for just a little while.
    

    
      But her friend's disappointed tone became a high wall blocking her path.
    

    
      The fingertips that had already reached the car door handle were withdrawn by Tsuan. The tears that had just stopped once again filled those red eyes.
    

    
      "Keep it up, Reiko."
    

    
      The phone with navigation turned on vibrated slightly, prompting Tsuan to turn left ahead.
    

    
      But Tsuan still wanted to look at Reiko one more time, so she ignored the navigation's prompt and tried hard to look into the car window.
    

    
      "Don't be so angry, meow. She's a big star, being busy is normal, isn't it, meow?"
    

    
      Tsuan's steps suddenly stopped, causing her unprepared body to stumble and nearly fall.
    

    
      So Reiko was also with other good friends...
    

    
      Ah, ah...
    

    
      "Goodbye! Reiko!"
    

    
      Not wanting to disturb Reiko, Tsuan no longer followed the vehicle, quickening her pace to part ways with her friend at the next intersection.
    

    
      "But how long has it been since she came? Every time, doesn't she leave all the organization's work for me to do?"
    

    
      The black cat waved its paw at her.
    

    
      "You worked hard, meow, but she's really busy, meow."
    

    
      Yes, yes, yes, she's busy to death! I'm not busy at all...
    

    
      The executive miss who was only complaining about her colleague on the surface reached up to tidy her hair, making herself look less childish before opening the video call.
    

    
      A few seconds later, the other party answered the call. But the camera showed nothing.
    

    
      "Invisibility Monster, you can show yourself now."
    

    
      As the words fell, a tall figure slowly seeped out from what looked like a pure white wall in the center of the screen, gradually taking shape.
    

    
      It was covered in a huge black cloak that completely swallowed its body from head to toe. Not a single trace of limb contour could escape that profound darkness and be exposed to Reiko's view.
    

    
      Only that patch of pure black announced its existence while firmly hiding its true nature.
    

    
      Just like the Grim Reaper in movies.
    

    
      But Reiko just raised an eyebrow and continued asking.
    

    
      "Weren't you a ghost last time? How did you become the Grim Reaper this time?"
    

    
      The cloak swayed a few times as if embarrassed, then turned around, using the air to 'pick up' a whiteboard marker and write on the 'wall' behind it.
    

    
      "Because an old lady got scared by me last time."
    

    
      "Isn't this outfit even more frightening?!"
    

    
      That said, Reiko's purpose wasn't to complain, so the topic quickly returned to normal.
    

    
      "Ahem, currently speaking... the volunteer work you're doing at the nursing home has made many grandfathers and grandmothers very satisfied, so the organization is rewarding you with double pay this week."
    

    
      Reiko took the survey forms from the black cat's paws while praising it.
    

    
      "They said they always feel like there's an invisible child helping them with housework."
    

    
      The Grim Reaper on the other end of the phone began floating around in the air to show its joyful mood.
    

    
      Reiko also continued flipping through the comments page by page and reached a rather miraculous conclusion.
    

    
      "You actually don't have a single bad review?"
    

    
      Reiko carefully looked through the questionnaire again, her tone carrying a trace of barely detectable amazement.
    

    
      This was simply a miracle—a monster that could only turn invisible had become the star volunteer at the nursing home.
    

    
      Following her usual routine, she picked up the drink bottle she had bought recently, took a sip of warm milk tea, then continued with the main topic.
    

    
      "Well then, Invisibility Monster... next time you should wear a mask. That way I'll not only know where your face is, but I can also call you Grim Reaper directly."
    

    
      She lifted her chin toward the writhing dark cloak on the screen.
    

    
      "If you don't want to continue shining brightly at the nursing home—though I think the grandfathers and grandmothers would really miss their 'invisible child'—the organization has many other positions that need 'special monsters' like you."
    

    
      As Reiko expected, Mr. Grim Reaper... er, Mr. Invisibility Monster only listened halfway before frantically writing rejections on the whiteboard behind him. It seemed like he really enjoyed working here.
    

    
      "Mm, the organization understands your thoughts. Well then, let's leave it at that... mm... next is personal request time."
    

    
      After seriously announcing that Invisibility Monster could continue working at the nursing home, she changed the subject.
    

    
      "Recently, a new magical girl has appeared in this area."
    

    
      Invisibility Monster immediately wrote on the whiteboard behind him.
    

    
      "I can't fight."
    

    
      Reiko quickly told it to calm down to prevent this guy from forgetting to turn invisible and running out to scare the elderly.
    

    
      "It's okay, we don't need you to do anything... it's just that this magical girl... is special."
    

    
      Reiko searched for appropriate wording while seriously looking toward... the position she thought was most likely to be eyes under this cloak.
    

    
      "She might also be able to turn invisible like you, so if you discover any clues, please report to me immediately..."
    

    
      Slightly trembling characters appeared on the whiteboard, showing Invisibility Monster's fear of combat, but it didn't refuse this task.
    

    
      'Understood.'
    

    
      Understood...?
    

    
      "Let me add that this magical girl is very malicious. If you encounter her, please make sure to run away first no matter what, prioritize ensuring your own safety, then report to me."
    

    
      Very malicious...?
    

    
      Reiko thought it would be scared, so she added that it was okay if it didn't want to do it, but it just used the still-trembling pen to write words Reiko couldn't understand at first.
    

    
      "Will she bully old ladies?"
    

    
      If this magical girl was Amber or Luna, then Reiko had already given the answer.
    

    
      But this one...
    

    
      No matter how Reiko described her, it was hard to remove the 'bastard' label from her, so she could only respond with silence.
    

    
      "I understand..."
    

    
      Invisibility Monster left text on the whiteboard one last time, then bowed to Reiko—it would have been better if it didn't look like a black plastic bag being blown away by the wind.
    

    
      "Ensure your own safety no matter what... mm, when necessary you can seek help from other magical girls... that's it, goodbye."
    

    
      The call ended. Reiko, who had actively thought of that person, began feeling nauseous again.
    

    
      Fortunately, she had tissues in her pocket... but why were they used?
    

    
      Could it be that I used these to wipe something at some point and forgot to throw them away?
    

    
      "What's wrong, meow?"
    

    
      "No, that's not right! How could I forget to throw away trash in my pocket!"
    

    
      This must be someone else's prank...!
    

    
      Who could it be?
    

    
       Don't let me catch you, annoying person!'
    

    
      She stopped the driver, walked to a nearby trash can, and threw all the used tissues from her bag that had been soaked with Tsuan's tears into it.
    

    
      'This kind of joke is really annoying! 
    

    
      It was as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      That girl who had stood in front of the shop window, whose hand was held by Reiko for comfort, whose tears were gently wiped away...
    

    
      Actually didn't exist.
    

    
      The cold key turned in the lock. The moment the door opened, Tsuan seemed to have exhausted her last bit of strength, sliding down along the door frame and finally collapsing softly on the cold floor of the entrance.
    

    
      She didn't turn on the lights.
    

    
      The city's light from outside barely outlined the blurry contours of the interior.
    

    
      Absolute silence wrapped around her, heavy enough to almost suffocate.
    

    
      There wasn't Megumi's energetic voice here, there wasn't Reiko's meticulous care, and there definitely wasn't the warmth produced by the friendship when they accompanied her.
    

    
      There was only her own heavy, suppressed breathing, which sounded particularly harsh in the empty room.
    

    
      Tears rolled down her cold cheeks, gathering at her chin, then smashing onto the smooth floor, leaving dots that quickly spread and quickly dried.
    

    
      The feeling of loneliness—that icy seawater she had once forcibly suppressed with numbness and habit—now completely submerged her.
    

    
      She had just tasted the sweetness of friendship. That brief but real warmth was now like poisoned honey, the toxicity of its backlash a hundred times more violent.
    

    
      Megumi holding her hand... Reiko combing her hair...
    

    
      Those scenes flashed madly in her mind. Every detail was terrifyingly clear yet distant like being separated by a thick glass that could never be penetrated.
    

    
      She was isolated outside, like a ghost looking at the warm feast inside a shop window. No matter how much she longed, no matter how hard she pounded, she couldn't attract anyone's attention inside.
    

    
      "Why... is it me... why is it me?!"
    

    
      Broken gasps leaked from between her tightly bitten lips, carrying heavy nasal tones and desperate trembling.
    

    
      "Clearly... clearly they all saw me... clearly they all smiled at me... clearly they all held my hand..."
    

    
      She curled up, both arms tightly hugging herself, her fingernails almost embedding into the flesh of her arms, as if this could resist that bone-deep cold and emptiness.
    

    
      "Megumi-chan... Reiko..."
    

    
      She repeated her friends' names over and over. Every syllable was like a dull knife, repeatedly cutting that heart that had just been warmed by hope but was now riddled with holes.
    

    
      She didn't know how much time passed. Her body trembled slightly from the cold and the spasms of crying.
    

    
      She needed a fulcrum, anything that could prove this friendship truly existed.
    

    
      In her confusion, she unconsciously fumbled in her pocket. Her fingertips touched that fluffy, warm existence—the magical girl doll Reiko had given her.
    

    
      She gripped it tightly like grasping a lifeline. The doll's brilliant smile appeared exceptionally glaring in the faint light filtering through the window.
    

    
      It reminded her of this world's 'beauty,' but this 'beauty' shut her out.
    

    
      In another pocket was her phone, still with quite a bit of battery. A thought drilled uncontrollably into her mind: maybe... maybe look one more time?
    

    
      Maybe Reiko... saw it.
    

    
      With an almost self-torturing desire, she tremblingly unlocked the screen.
    

    
      Faint blue light illuminated her tear-streaked face. Her finger hovered over the Line icon for a long time, finally pressing down with desperate determination.
    

    
      ○
    

    
      A photo occupied the entire screen.
    

    
      The selfie of her and Megumi.
    

    
      In the photo, Megumi smiled with curved eyes, her blue hair flying in the wind. One hand intimately wrapped around her shoulder, one hand holding the phone, her cheek pressed tightly against hers.
    

    
      And she, Nakana Tsuan, was slightly tilting her head, wearing a somewhat shy but genuine smile. Those red eyes were filled with pure happiness and peace of mind, the upward curve of her mouth was unprecedentedly natural and relaxed.
    

    
      Sunlight had given them a warm golden edge. The background was the cherry blossom tree outside the campus window. Everything overflowed with the beauty of youth and the sweetness of friendship.
    

    
      Tsuan's breathing suddenly stopped.
    

    
      All the self-deception, all the "getting used to it is fine," all the pretending to be strong—everything was completely shattered before this photo.
    

    
      The girl with the brilliant smile in the photo, and her at this moment—collapsed on the cold floor, drowned in tears, forgotten by the whole world...
    

    
      Are the same person.
    

    
      "Wu... uwaa!"
    

    
      The pain accumulated to its peak finally broke through the blockade in her throat, erupting into a heart-rending cry. She could no longer bear this enormous disparity, this despair of being gently embraced by the world only to be cruelly pushed into the abyss.
    

    
      She suddenly pressed the phone screen tightly against her chest, as if wanting to brand the warmth and smile from that photo into her cold body, but the cold screen case only brought deeper chill. Her other hand gripped the smiling magical girl doll even tighter, her knuckles turning white from excessive force.
    

    
      She curled up on the cold floor, her body continuously trembling from violent sobbing. Scalding tears like a burst dam rushed down her cheeks, soaking her clothes and wetting the phone screen pressed against her chest.
    

    
      That photo that had frozen brief happiness became blurry under the tears' soaking, just like her now fragmented world.
    

    
      Only that irrepressible crying filled with endless grievance, pain, and feelings of abandonment echoed in the empty, dead silent room, over and over, telling of sorrows no one could hear.
    

    
      Until...
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      That thing appeared before her.
    

    
      The only evidence that could prove she was a magical girl, that... red button.
    

    
      The switch that had started all of this.
    

    
      Self-Destruct Switch.
    

    

  
    Chapter 20: The Last Hope

    

    
      Click.
    

    
      A slight crisp sound, not from some corner, but from her own pocket—or rather, from that symbol of 'magical girl' identity she had almost forgotten.
    

    
      That thing was small and cold, its surface smooth and red, like a tomato sauce-colored button. It had somehow slipped from her pocket, bounced once on the floor, and finally stopped before her blurry, tear-filled eyes.
    

    
      [Self-Destruct Switch]
    

    
      Those cold words, under the reflection of faint light from outside the window, emitted an ominous yet tempting red glow.
    

    
      Tsuan's crying stopped abruptly, as if an invisible hand had strangled her throat. Her body was still trembling slightly from violent sobbing, but all her attention was firmly captured by that small, deadly object on the ground.
    

    
      Her red eyes stared fixedly at it. Tears continued pouring out, washing over her vision, making that button twist and magnify in the tearlight, as if it had become the only coordinate point in this lonely world.
    

    
      A thought, a somewhat... unsettling and frightening thought, instantly wrapped around her heart that had just been torn apart by despair like shackles.
    

    
      'Being seen...'
    

    
      This thought sharply pierced through all the pain and sorrow.
    

    
      Megumi saw her.
    

    
      Reiko saw her.
    

    
      Classmates saw her.
    

    
      The police officer saw her.
    

    
      Those classmates... at that moment, they all saw her!
    

    
      Memory fragments rapidly rewound in her chaotic mind, just to find that cruel truth.
    

    
      Starting from yesterday when Reiko found her? Was it because of Reiko?
    

    
      But why... can't Reiko see me now either?
    

    
      It's not because of Reiko... before Reiko... I...!
    

    
      The scene before Reiko grabbed her forced itself back—when Reiko appeared, she was already being seen!
    

    
      Earlier than that... was...!
    

    
      On the way when Ruby appeared and told her to save Luna...
    

    
      She was bumped several times by invisible bodies on the crowded train... meaning the truth she was looking for was after this...
    

    
      Then...
    

    
      Her tear-filled eyes trembled slightly. She had already thought one step ahead to the last possibility.
    

    
      She walked into the Dark Moon Society's sinister stronghold, her footsteps unnoticed by anyone.
    

    
      She stood before the prison door holding Luna, her figure unnoticed by anyone.
    

    
      She faced that executive miss... whose gaze penetrated through her, as if staring at nothingness.
    

    
      After that...
    

    
      She pressed that button.
    

    
      To save her companion, she pressed that button for the first time.
    

    
      After that explosion that blasted through the prison...
    

    
      Everything changed, right at this moment, right at this instant, right when...
    

    
      The button was pressed, her body was torn apart... the instant her consciousness gradually disappeared.
    

    
      After that, Reiko and Megumi could see her.
    

    
      Could hear her.
    

    
      Could touch her.
    

    
      Could smile at her, could hold her hand, could include her in their world.
    

    
      That 'daily life' she had dreamed of but could never reach, that world filled with warmth and friendship... opened its doors to her after she pressed the button.
    

    
      And the time...
    

    
      She closed her eyes and estimated the time she had pressed the button yesterday... finding it completely matched the time when Megumi let go just now.
    

    
      Only... one day.
    

    
      Twenty-four hours.
    

    
      The switch was right before her eyes.
    

    
      Like Pandora's box, flickering with tempting red light.
    

    
      Her logic gradually formed into a clear and terrifying path in her despair.
    

    
      Press button = cause explosion = be seen by the world = gain friendship and warmth.
    

    
      No... it shouldn't be like this! Magical girls can't... use this method, can't... friendship can't...
    

    
      She wanted to deny her desire for friendship, but she couldn't deceive herself no matter what.
    

    
      Another path took shape in her mind with timing.
    

    
      Don't press button = friends all forget her = eternal loneliness = being abandoned by Megumi and Reiko.
    

    
      This equation started from the beginning over and over in Tsuan's chaotic brain, leading to the ending.
    

    
      "So... it's like this..."
    

    
      Her voice, hoarse from crying, was like cut tomatoes scraping across a cutting board.
    

    
      In her red eyes, the desperate sorrow was covered by an almost obsessive clarity.
    

    
      It's this thing... this so-called 'self-destruct switch,' it's not just a weapon for fighting... or rather, not only that!
    

    
      It... it's also a key!
    

    
      A key that can open the door to a world where she's loved by friends, where she's happy, where she won't be abandoned!
    

    
      Every time she pressed it, it was like paying an admission ticket to this world... using one life to exchange for one day...
    

    
      This idea was absurd and terrifying. It was completely at odds with this beautiful world, but in Tsuan's current understanding, it became the only 'truth' that could explain this earth-shattering change.
    

    
      She tremblingly reached out her hand. Her cold fingertips hovered above that red button. Her fingertips could feel that cold, smooth, deadly tempting texture.
    

    
      Just press it down...
    

    
      Just press it down one more time...
    

    
      Just self-destruct one more time...
    

    
      Would Reiko be able to see her again? Would she be able to remember the time they embraced each other? Remember every word she said when helping her wash her hair dirtied by the can...?
    

    
      Would Megumi run away from Amber's side and, like after school today, intimately hug her shoulder and call her 'Tsuan-chan' with an energetic voice?
    

    
      Would Amber also smile and greet her, instead of making joyful laughter through the door that isolated her outside?
    

    
      Those warm touches, those caring gazes, that real friendship... could they... all come back?
    

    
      Yes, they could all come back.
    

    
      Then... what was the price?
    

    
      Explosion... harm... destruction... or... death?
    

    
      This thought stabbed into her consciousness like an ice pick, making her suspended fingers suddenly curl up.
    

    
      But immediately, deeper despair and longing drowned out that weak fear.
    

    
      Harm? Destruction? Death?
    

    
      So what?
    

    
      I...
    

    
      The corners of her mouth couldn't help but turn up. Before her eyes appeared once again that only magical explanation for herself.
    

    
      After pressing, she would die, then resurrect in a safe place.
    

    
      I... will survive.
    

    
      If even 'existence' itself couldn't be confirmed, if even being 'seen' by friends, being 'remembered' by them was a luxury... then what difference was there between this kind of 'living,' this kind of life, and being directly dead?
    

    
      At least... in that brief... one day after pressing the button. She was... alive! She was real! She was accepted by this world!
    

    
      She looked at that photo on her phone screen that was blurred by tears... the selfie of her and Megumi. Her own genuine smile in the photo was like a red-hot branding iron, burning on her heart.
    

    
      That kind of smile... that kind of warmth... that kind of life...
    

    
      She wanted it!
    

    
      She wanted it so much she was about to go crazy... even if only for an instant! Even if the price was a life!
    

    
      "Just... just press it one more time..."
    

    
      She murmured to herself, her broken voice carrying a reckless determination. Her red eyes stared fixedly at that red button, no longer burning with pure sorrow, but with a mixture of despair and longing, and a pathological obsession with friendship itself.
    

    
      "Press it one more time... Megumi-chan... Reiko..."
    

    
      Her fingertips, with desperate trembling, slowly and firmly... touched that self-destruct switch emanating ominous red light.
    

    
      "You'll all come back, right?"
    

    
      Her fingertips had already felt that cold, smooth curved surface. She just needed to apply gentle pressure, press down... just needed an instant of decision...
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      A loud noise came from the security door, causing the button to slip from her hand and fall.
    

    
      Sound...! Someone, someone came to find me...!
    

    
      Almost instantly, she bounced up from the ground, frantically opened the door, wiped away the crystalline tears from the corners of her eyes, trying hard to show that she was in good condition...
    

    
      After all, outside very likely was
    

    
      Was it Reiko or Megumi-chan? Maybe they came together...
    

    
      "Megumi-chan! Reiko! You both... came to find me."
    

    
      A girl wearing shrine maiden clothes was carrying two full bags, seemingly because she needed to unlock the door, so... accidentally made a sound similar to knocking.
    

    
      "You came~"
    

    
      Tsuan gradually closed the door properly, then slid down with her back against the security door... collapsing on the ground.
    

    
      "Mm, long time no see. How about we eat hot pot today?"
    

    
      Ah...
    

    
      "Great~ Since you're paying anyway, anything is fine!"
    

    
      Ahhhh...
    

    
      "Well, who told us we're childhood friends?"
    

    
      The black-haired girl picked up that button amid the cheerful laughter behind the door.
    

    
      Just by pressing it down, she could also have friends like that.
    

    
      But...
    

    
      Her thinking interrupted by that loud noise made her slightly more clear-headed, and also made her remember... what the slight 'side effects' were besides being able to be seen.
    

    
      If she pressed this button now... in this narrow apartment... what would happen?
    

    
      Yesterday's explosion at the Dark Moon Society stronghold was powerful enough to blast through thick prison walls. If she pressed the button here... could this not-very-sturdy apartment building... or even this building... withstand it?
    

    
      She seemed to see everything that would appear after she pressed the button.
    

    
      Explosion, shockwave, collapsing floor slabs, flying debris.
    

    
      And also... this included...
    

    
      "Come on, come on, let's eat hot pot~"
    

    
      Ordinary people.
    

    
      Innocent ordinary people.
    

    
      Who would be in danger because of her actions.
    

    
      She couldn't do this, not just because she was Nakana Tsuan, but also because...
    

    
      She looked at the button she held in her hand.
    

    
      'I am a magical girl.'
    

    
      Even if no one knows, even if I remain forever unknown, I am still a magical girl.
    

    
      I am also everyone's companion.
    

    
      The button slightly lit up, as if responding to her conviction.
    

    
      What do magical girls... exist for?
    

    
      Luna's voice, as if crossing time and space, rang weakly but clearly in her ears.
    

    
      "We magical girls exist to protect this beautiful world, to fight for the smiles on everyone's faces!"
    

    
      Protect... smiles...
    

    
      Not create disasters! Not bring death!
    

    
      Much less bring destruction upon innocent people!
    

    
      "No... I can't do it here, I can't press it!"
    

    
      Tsuan curled up on the floor, both arms tightly hugging her knees, burying her face in them. Her slender body shook like autumn leaves in the wind.
    

    
      The sense of responsibility as a magical girl, like the last solid dam, firmly blocked her just before she was about to fall into complete madness.
    

    
      To be seen, for that brief warmth, should she sacrifice innocent people's lives and safety? Should she violate the magical girl code of conduct?
    

    
      "Magic is the torch of hope, not to be misused. Even in the face of countless difficulties, courage and wisdom should come first."
    

    
      She softly recited the Power Precept she had memorized by heart.
    

    
      Magic is the torch of hope... but I—
    

    
      The only thing related to hope around her had been clutched in her hand from the beginning.
    

    
      No matter what... I can't, do it here.
    

    
      She put the button in her pocket, supported herself against the wall to stand up... step by step walking toward the bathroom.
    

    
      It's okay, it's okay.
    

    
      Cold water droplets slid across her body, bringing clarity more painful than loneliness.
    

    
      No Reiko's hair fragrance, no Megumi's smile.
    

    
      That's okay too.
    

    
      She closed her eyes, casually wiped her wet long hair twice, then walked into the bedroom and collapsed on the bed.
    

    
      The good news was that her body, having not eaten dinner, didn't feel hungry.
    

    
      The bad news was that the hunger was covered by even more unbearable loneliness.
    

    
      Tomorrow, find a place with no people.
    

    
      Such places are too hard to find. Let's just find a place that won't affect others.
    

    
      She had already made her decision.
    

    
      The next day, before dawn, she was already awake. Or rather, she might not have slept at all.
    

    
      The entire night, she lay in bed like a broken doll, eyes open, staring at the old, yellowed light bulb on the ceiling. Her empty stomach cramped intermittently, reminding her of everything that had happened last night.
    

    
      Eat something?
    

    
      No.
    

    
      She looked at the 4:08 flashing on her phone screen and plugged in the charging cable.
    

    
      A few more hours, and she could press that button.
    

    
      If it weren't for the fact that late at night... might wake other people up, she would have already gone out.
    

    
      Cough...
    

    
      Time passed so slowly, really so slowly.
    

    
      She wanted to eat something, but eating it... seemed like a waste.
    

    
      There wasn't much money left in her bank card. She might have to find a way to work part-time later... but working part-time would consume that already precious time.
    

    
      So hard to choose...
    

    
      Over and over, she counted those magical girls she admired, saying their magic in order, then repeating.
    

    
      Like counting a thousand sheep, counting all the magical girls she knew.
    

    
      Relying on this to pass the final time.
    

    
      "Where should I choose?"
    

    
      Her hoarse, tired voice revealed a trace of anticipation, as if she were a little girl who had seen a beloved gift, her eyes shining as she surveyed the surroundings.
    

    
      Stay away from the construction sites still being built nearby.
    

    
      She walked to the overpass, looked at the gradually increasing vehicles below, counted for a while before leaving with satisfaction.
    

    
      Stay away from transportation~ avoid traffic accidents~
    

    
      The bouncing black-haired girl lightly touched the clear lake water with her toes.
    

    
      Stay away from water sources~ avoid pollution~
    

    
      Continue walking forward~
    

    
      The rising sun gradually rose behind her, stretching her lonely shadow long then short. She drifted like a wandering ghost on the silent streets, her red but hollow eyes scanning everything around her, yet seeming not to see anything, her brain containing only one thought.
    

    
      Choose the endpoint.
    

    
      Until... that familiar building outline appeared in her field of vision.
    

    
      School.
    

    
      The place where she and Megumi became friends, where her friendship with Megumi began, and also... the most ideal place to meet Megumi.
    

    
      Her footsteps involuntarily stopped.
    

    
      A weak but stubborn spark suddenly burst in her dead heart lake.
    

    
      Want to see her.
    

    
      Want to hug her one more time before pressing the button.
    

    
      This thought was so strong that it instantly overwhelmed all considerations about choosing an endpoint. Like a weak but unavoidable electric current, it struck through her despair and drove her tired body into action.
    

    
      Reason? No need for complex reasons. A simple, even somewhat laughable excuse was enough.
    

    
      She looked down at her empty hands.
    

    
      "My... my student ID... seems to have fallen in the classroom."
    

    
      She spoke to the air, to herself, murmuring.
    

    
      Her voice was dry and weak, but carried an unquestionable certainty.
    

    
      This excuse was so clumsy that it didn't need anyone to believe it—because no one would see her, would question her.
    

    
      This was just giving herself a tiny step to enter the school gate.
    

    
      Enough.
    

    
      She took a deep breath and hesitated no more.
    

    
      Mixing among the scattered students going to school, she entered the school building.
    

    
      No need to think at all; her body instinctively walked toward their classroom.
    

    
      Megumi wasn't in the classroom. It seemed she had come early.
    

    
      But that was okay.
    

    
      She just wanted to... hug her.
    

    
      She quickened her pace, almost running. Passing through the increasingly lively corridor, sweeping past the empty stairwell, with an extremely clear goal—the staircase entrance Megumi must pass through when entering the classroom.
    

    
      Megumi and Amber's clear laughter gradually rose from below, accompanied by increasingly close footsteps. They were discussing something, their voices full of carefree happiness.
    

    
      This laughter had once been the background music of her brief heaven, but now it was like tiny needles, pricking her heart full of holes. But she couldn't care about that anymore.
    

    
      That figure suddenly appeared in Tsuan's eyes.
    

    
      Blue medium-length hair draped smoothly over her shoulders, shimmering with warm luster in the sunlight. Her profile carried a relaxed smile, exactly the same as in her memory.
    

    
      Right now.
    

    
      Tsuan reached out both hands and gently hugged Megumi.
    

    
      Without using force, without lingering, just for an instant...
    

    
      "Mm...?!"
    

    
      Her cheek pressed against Megumi's warm neck, her nose surrounded by that familiar, reassuring candy fragrance from Megumi's body.
    

    
      Enough.
    

    
      "Megumi-chan... Megumi-chan..."
    

    
      Tsuan buried her face in that warmth. The last drop of scalding tears wet Megumi's uniform.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      She loosened her arms and gently stepped back two steps to clear the path.
    

    
      This was her friend, the happiness she had briefly possessed.
    

    
      Also the only thing she could grasp at this moment.
    

    
      After the initial stiffness, Megumi's body seemed to relax somewhat, but that confusion didn't disappear. She looked around somewhat bewildered.
    

    
      "Strange... it felt like something hugged me?"
    

    
      Megumi muttered confusedly, her voice carrying a trace of barely detectable... unease?
    

    
      "Amber, did you feel anything?"
    

    
      Amber also looked around bewildered.
    

    
      "Nothing? All the windows are closed?"
    

    
      Tsuan took one last deep look at Megumi's profile showing confusion, that friend who was still warm but could no longer touch her.
    

    
      No lingering, no hesitation.
    

    
      ○
    

    
      There was lingering, and there was hesitation.
    

    
      But Tsuan still turned around, like smoke blown away by wind, silently walking toward the top floor of the school building.
    

    
      Destination—the rooftop.
    

    
      The fully risen sun dyed the edges of the rooftop golden.
    

    
      The wind was stronger, blowing up her black long hair and uniform skirt, rustling loudly.
    

    
      She stood at the edge of the rooftop, overlooking the classrooms below that were gradually beginning classes. Everything was so warm and bustling, yet had nothing to do with her.
    

    
      She opened her palm. That red button lay quietly in her palm.
    

    
      This is the torch of hope.
    

    
      This time, no neighbors, no innocent people, no companions.
    

    
      She slowly closed her eyes. The corners of her mouth actually curved into a nearly relieved arc.
    

    
      The shockwave from the explosion would scatter in several directions from here. The remaining tomato here would become food for birds. That deafening sound...
    

    
      Would probably be mistaken for fireworks.
    

    
      "This time, can you please not forget me?"
    

    
      I like you all.
    

    

  
    Chapter 21: Terrible Magical Girl?

    

    
      The edge of the rooftop was cold and hard, pressing against the soles of her shoes.
    

    
      The wind was getting stronger, carrying the coolness of dawn, wildly lifting her black long hair and school uniform skirt... fluttering loudly, as if it wanted to sweep away her frail figure directly.
    

    
      Several pigeons were startled by her appearance and flew up, cutting through the azure sky, leaving behind a few falling feathers. The air was filled with the unique smell of the rooftop, mixed with dust and the scent of concrete baked by sunlight... and a faint, elusive candy fragrance.
    

    
      Perhaps left behind by some students who liked to eat lunch here, but it didn't matter anyway.
    

    
      She reached toward the blazing sun overhead, but no matter what, she couldn't shake off the bone-deep chill.
    

    
      Bright sunlight could dispel dark clouds, but it couldn't dispel the cold born from loneliness.
    

    
      This place was spacious enough, high enough. The explosion's impact would spread upward and in all directions, not harming the innocent.
    

    
      As for whether it would frighten people? Whether it would dirty the ground?
    

    
      She walked around the rooftop and finally found a suitable spot.
    

    
      Below was hard concrete ground with no pedestrians, just the edge of a designated, untrafficked green belt.
    

    
      Perfect.
    

    
      She opened her palm. The suicide switch lay quietly in her palm, reflecting weak light in the morning sun.
    

    
      Her fingertips were no longer trembling, leaving only a numbness close to calm.
    

    
      This was the torch of hope... this was the only method she could find with all her courage and wisdom.
    

    
      This time, there were no neighbors, no innocents, no companions.
    

    
      Only her, and this key to brief happiness.
    

    
      She slowly closed her eyes, the corners of her mouth actually curving into an arc of near-liberation.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      The iron door on the rooftop that she had closed was suddenly slammed open by brute force, making a tremendous noise that instantly tore through the silence of the rooftop and interrupted Tsuan's action of pressing the button.
    

    
      "Yoko! So why don't you use invisibility magic to hide both of us? That way we wouldn't keep getting chased and asked which school we're from!"
    

    
      A lively voice with a hint of laziness splashed in like sunlight.
    

    
      Amber, with her somewhat messy flaxen long hair, rushed onto the rooftop, casually closing the iron door she had just burst open, seemingly hiding from something.
    

    
      She wore a completely different style of school uniform from Tsuan's, and one that never seemed to fit properly. Her fair cheeks were slightly flushed from running, and her orange eyes were filled with the joy of not having to attend school.
    

    
      "Nonsense! You can't rely on magic for everything! And you idiot, why did you run to the wrong school today?!"
    

    
      A small fox emerged from Amber's pocket, directly scolding its brilliant master in front of Tsuan. It hadn't used the invisibility magic it normally employed to avoid appearing before ordinary people, since this place seemed empty to it.
    

    
      Tsuan's mind went completely blank. Her finger resting on the suicide button froze completely, forgetting to apply pressure and forgetting her original purpose.
    

    
      Her gaze locked onto that speaking, intelligent little fox—Yoko. This was definitely not some high-quality toy; this was a living... familiar companion of Magical Girl Amber!
    

    
      Then, the person who could be so intimate with Yoko, even being called by name and scolded without courtesy by it... this girl wearing another school's uniform who had carelessly burst onto the rooftop...
    

    
      Was the Magical Girl Amber she had been searching for!
    

    
      Tsuan held her breath, her heart pounding wildly in her chest, almost breaking free from its constraints.
    

    
      She forgot about the cold button in her palm, forgot about the void beneath her feet, forgot about that desperate plan.
    

    
      She just instinctively listened to every word, every sentence between them.
    

    
      Her will, which had become like dead ashes, was ignited again. She gradually extended her arm toward Amber, trying to... ask for help.
    

    
      But Amber saw nothing. Her eyes were full of righteous confidence and pride in Yoko.
    

    
      'Didn't Megumi-chan say yesterday that she wanted to introduce me to a new friend…'
    

    
      She stretched lazily, her ample chest swaying twice in front of Tsuan before gradually approaching.
    

    
      "Besides, Megumi-chan was captured by the Cream Monster yesterday! If I had been there too, wouldn't everything have been fine?"
    

    
      Every word, every syllable Amber spoke hit Tsuan's eardrums like cold stones, abnormally clear, carrying an undeniable sense of reality.
    

    
      Megumi-chan... Cream Monster... capture...
    

    
      These words exploded instantly in Tsuan's mind! The Megumi-chan in Amber's mouth was precisely the magical girl—Luna—who had been captured by the Cream Monster and whom she had risked her life to save!
    

    
      This realization struck like thunder, splitting apart Tsuan's chaotic thoughts and bringing a dizzying blankness.
    

    
      The magical girl she had admired for years... that Luna who shined with light on screen and whom she regarded as a symbol of hope...
    

    
      Was actually Nagayasu Megumi?
    

    
      She had always... been right beside her?!
    

    
      Before Tsuan's eyes seemed to appear again the scene in the bathroom where Luna had extended her palm, inviting her to hold her hand and ask for help.
    

    
      At that time, she hadn't had enough courage to grasp that hand.
    

    
      But now...
    

    
      It wasn't too late...!
    

    
      Going now, grasping Megumi-chan's hand... it wasn't too late! There was still a way to fix everything!
    

    
      Hope that had already been extinguished appeared once more in her heart. Tsuan turned around, preparing to return to the classroom, to ask for help from her blue-haired deskmate.
    

    
      But she hadn't expected... her body had become somewhat sluggish from standing rigid for so long.
    

    
      Her sneakers, worn for a long time and with somewhat worn soles, suddenly slipped.
    

    
      Tsuan felt the entire world suddenly start spinning. She didn't even have time to cry out before her body completely lost balance.
    

    
      Wind screamed shrilly in her ears, filling her mouth and nose.
    

    
      The sensation of weightlessness instantly captured her, her heart seeming ready to burst from her chest.
    

    
      The red button in her hand seemed to... automatically light up for a moment as it slipped from her grasp.
    

    
      All that remained in her vision was that increasingly distant... increasingly small, azure yet cruel sky.
    

    
      Until her vision went black and her entire body was wracked with severe pain, her arm that had been desperately trying to touch the button finally dropped.
    

    
      She... had failed.
    

    
      A tremendous crash instantly tore through the morning campus tranquility. Amber, whose legs went weak from the sudden violent tremor beneath her feet and who had clumsily fallen onto the cold concrete of the rooftop, hadn't yet reacted.
    

    
      When she heard wave after wave of panicked shouts from below and the teeth-aching sound of glass windows gradually shattering.
    

    
      A second later, fragments poured down from above like a torrential downpour, refracting countless points of blinding cold light in the sunlight, clattering as they crashed onto the flowerbeds, ground, and parked bicycles below.
    

    
      "Wow, what's happening?"
    

    
      Amber clung to the edge of the rooftop, looking down. But due to the height, she could only see a field of dazzling glass shards reflecting red light.
    

    
      But students on relatively lower floors... weren't so lucky.
    

    
      A downpour composed of viscous, warm liquid with a strange sweet-bloody scent washed over the classroom windows.
    

    
      If the windows were still there, it should have looked like this.
    

    
      But unfortunately...
    

    
      The bloody water invaded through the broken windows, leaving spots on books and then soaking the sleeves of several students who couldn't dodge in time.
    

    
      Panic spread rapidly with the girls' cries. The teacher, as an adult, tried to stabilize the situation, and at that moment, reassuring broadcasts also sounded.
    

    
      "This is just a monster attack that came too suddenly to warn about!"
    

    
      The broadcaster's voice calmed their panic.
    

    
      "Please stay away from the windows, protect yourselves, and wait for the magical girls' rescue!"
    

    
      Of course, saying just this wasn't enough.
    

    
      "The principal has just issued instructions that school will end early today, and no homework will be assigned!"
    

    
      The sobbing sounds noticeably decreased.
    

    
      "Including the weekend starting tomorrow, there will be no homework at all!"
    

    
      The panicked emotions disappeared without a trace in an instant, replaced by cheerful applause.
    

    
      Megumi, who had already sensed something was wrong, had asked the teacher if she could go to the infirmary because she wasn't feeling well just as the broadcast began.
    

    
      Then under the teacher's instructions to be careful, she ran out of the classroom to transform, then jumped onto the rooftop in a few steps—compared to comforting students who had already calmed down, her companion's safety was more important.
    

    
      She burst onto the rooftop, confirmed Amber's safety, then stepped forward two paces to look down at the bottom of the school building together with her.
    

    
      Then both gave up trying to see clearly what was happening below. Amber's small nose sniffed hard at the strange sweet-bloody scent spreading through the air.
    

    
      "Mm..."
    

    
      She tilted her head, her face showing pure curiosity, even with a hint of innocence.
    

    
      "Luna, did you smell that? This scent... is a bit strange, but..."
    

    
      She took another deep breath, like she was tasting some novel candy.
    

    
      "It seems... kind of sweet too? Like... spilled strawberry syrup? It smells so good!"
    

    
      Before Luna could answer, Yoko kicked its master in the face.
    

    
      "So why aren't you transforming even at a time like this?!"
    

    
      Amber scratched her head embarrassedly, then touched her hair clip. After a flash of light, Magical Girl Amber made her sparkling transformation.
    

    
      "Ahem, Luna~ did you notice anything unusual?"
    

    
      Luna habitually ignored the harmonious scene between Yoko and her companion just now, shook her head in denial, then prepared to go to the first floor with Amber to check the damage caused by this "sudden incident."
    

    
      Just as the two were about to leap down directly, Ruby floating beside Luna called out to them.
    

    
      "There's a large amount of magic power dispersed in the air around here, especially below... you should prepare for battle before going down."
    

    
      Yoko nodded its tail in agreement, then habitually followed Amber who jumped down without listening.
    

    
      Golden light cut through the air, landing precisely in the center of the chaos on the school building's first floor. Luna floated behind her, repairing windows and cleaning remaining tomato sauce while comforting students that this was just an accident.
    

    
      The sense of security from two magical girls appearing simultaneously made the students forget their fear and begin cheering, cooperating with the teachers' instructions to clean the stains in the classroom.
    

    
      Everything looked so harmonious, except the battle scene Amber had anticipated didn't appear.
    

    
      There were no snarling monsters, no pervasive evil aura, only a shocking expanse of crimson and an intensely thick, sweet-scented bloody smell in the air.
    

    
      Where she had landed was the core area ravaged by the explosion's shockwave.
    

    
      The hard concrete ground had been smashed into a shallow crater, with spider-web cracks spreading in all directions.
    

    
      The center and edges of the crater were covered with large patches of viscous, semi-solidified red substance, as if a giant container filled with tomato sauce had been violently smashed and splattered from a great height.
    

    
      This "Tsuan sauce" glittered with blinding luster in the sunlight, clinging to shattered glass, twisted metal window frame fragments, and even some... red-stained... pieces of school uniform fabric.
    

    
      "Uwaa..."
    

    
      Amber let out a short exclamation, instinctively taking half a step back, but her feet felt a sticky sensation like stepping in syrup.
    

    
      She looked down to see the edges of her boots had already been stained with that blinding red color.
    

    
      "What... what is this? So... so sticky..."
    

    
      Yoko poked out its head, sniffing the rich magic power in the air, vigilantly checking the surroundings before leaping onto Amber's shoulder.
    

    
      "It's jam or something like that, and..."
    

    
      "And it's filled with an enormous amount of magic power..."
    

    
      Luna, having repaired all the windows, landed beside Amber. The two prepared to continue cleaning up this mess at their feet.
    

    
      "Was it left by a monster?"
    

    
      Luna waved her staff, freezing the viscous tomato sauce covering the ground into powder. Amber snapped her fingers at the cracked concrete road, restoring it.
    

    
      "Not sure... maybe...?"
    

    
      The two girls and two pets discussing in low voices simultaneously heard an extremely faint, suppressed crying sound.
    

    
      Amber and Luna exchanged glances before rushing toward the source of the sound—a petite girl in middle school uniform was curled up on the floor in a corner, with her back to them, her shoulders shaking violently.
    

    
      She hugged herself tightly with both arms, her head buried deep in her knees, making heart-wrenching, utterly suppressed whimpering sounds.
    

    
      "Are you okay...?"
    

    
      Amber spoke first, her voice carrying a hint of urgency and comfort, trying to approach and console her.
    

    
      "Can you open your eyes? If you see us, maybe you won't be afraid anymore?"
    

    
      Megumi tried to persuade the girl to open her tightly closed eyes, since she and Amber being present together... should be enough to comfort people.
    

    
      But the crying girl still kept her eyes tightly shut, not daring to relax even a bit. Even though she wanted to respond to Luna and Amber, she could barely catch her breath from sobbing.
    

    
      On the floor in front of her, illuminated by weak light, there appeared...
    

    
      "Don't cry, it's just some spilled tomatoes? No one will blame you, okay?"
    

    
      Amber's voice made her feel a moment of confusion.
    

    
      The girl thught. Tomatoes? How could it be... tomatoes?
    

    
      What she saw wasn't anything that should appear in an art classroom.
    

    
      A slender... belonging to a girl, wearing half a sleeve of familiar school uniform... severed arm, lying on the cold floor in an extremely twisted... extremely unnatural position.
    

    
      Its skin showed an abnormal, deathly gray-white color, yet was covered... soaked by a layer of viscous crimson.
    

    
      On several slender fingers, she could even see remaining soft pink matter.
    

    
      And what made her even more horrified was...
    

    
      Beside this severed arm, right next to her toes, there were also scattered...
    

    
      A small piece connected to several strands of red-stained black hair, covered with the same viscous red substance.
    

    
      Several torn pieces of school uniform fabric, also soaked through with crimson.
    

    
      And... an eye that had lost all luster, with dilated pupils... yet whose shape could still be recognized... crimson red.
    

    
      It lay there alone on the floor, staring emptily at the girl.
    

    
      The white part was covered with crimson sticky fluid, and the depths of the pupil seemed to still retain a trace of solidified final... bewilderment? Or relief?
    

    
      These fragmented, distinctly personal "parts," like roughly dismantled doll remains, scattered around her, made the girl who had come to paint collapse in terror. If no one came to help... she would probably cry herself to sleep like this.
    

    
      However, to Amber and Luna, these things were completely inexplicable. All they saw were several... tomatoes still retaining large amounts of magic power, and a ground full of tomato sauce...
    

    
      Tomato sauce...
    

    
      Luna's eyes suddenly brightened. She seemed to have seen this scene somewhere before.
    

    
      "When I was locked up last time, there seemed to be a lot of tomato sauce too!"
    

    
      And also.
    

    
      "Not just tomato sauce, but... there was also a girl who got scared!"
    

    
      This kind of thing had happened once before, and now it was happening a second time.
    

    
      "Eh! So that's how it is?! Was it done by a monster?"
    

    
      Amber, who was cleaning the floor, turned to look at her companion upon hearing this, while Yoko also brought Ruby aside for a conversation.
    

    
      "No, it's not... If it were a monster, it shouldn't attack the Dark Moon Society... and!"
    

    
      Luna crouched down and gently touched the crying girl's head.
    

    
      "This kind of prank is really too terrible! This kind of monster should be caught and educated by us right away!"
    

    
      Comforting magic power entered the girl's body through her palm, gradually giving her courage to open a small gap and look around...
    

    
      Then the girl opened her eyes wide.
    

    
      The hellish scene around her had been replaced with several plump, round tomatoes still covered with water droplets!
    

    
      "There, there, don't be afraid~ This is just a... prank~"
    

    
      Luna handed her tissues and waved to her friends waiting outside the art room, indicating they should come take her away.
    

    
      "Make her feel better, okay~"
    

    
      Luna waved goodbye to them. At the same time... Amber had also cleaned up all the damage caused by the "unknown monster" and was preparing to cancel her transformation when the two little ones who had been whispering finally reached a conclusion.
    

    
      "So... the one who went to save Luna that day, wasn't Amber?"
    

    
      "So... the one who went to save Luna that day, wasn't me?"
    

    
      Two voices sounded simultaneously, but the more important part was yet to come.
    

    
      "That's right, and..."
    

    
      Ruby flicked its ears.
    

    
      "This was probably done by a new magical girl."
    

    
      Because it only now remembered that it seemed to have... indeed made a "failed" contract with some student when Luna was in need.
    

    
      But if combined with Luna being mysteriously rescued soon after, and this scene now identical to the one back then...
    

    
      I seem to have caused trouble... released an unmanaged bad guy as a magical girl...
    

    
      "This is too bad! This kind of prank is going too far. We must find her as soon as possible!"
    

    
      The two who had cancelled their transformations made plans for the next step, but before that...
    

    
      Tsuan trembled as she climbed up from the ground, the bone-deep severe pain seeming to still linger in her body.
    

    
      The feeling of falling to death wasn't pleasant at all.
    

  
    Chapter 22: Orange Juice?

    

    
      If the first time she pressed the button, Tsuan experienced the cardiac arrest-like sensation of consciousness being instantly stripped away, the void and relief—as if her soul was gently extracted by invisible forces, leaving only the drowsiness of the world rapidly entering darkness...
    

    
      Then this time, when that button slipped from her hand and eerily lit up with a spot of crimson in midair, like a demon's wink avoiding her fingers.
    

    
      Everything in her vision—the azure sky, Amber's profile, the cold edge of the rooftop—all twisted, stretched, and deformed wildly!
    

    
      The air was no longer a gentle medium but became a viscous... malevolent fluid. It violently tore at her hair, uniform, exposed skin... making suffocating shrieks, filling her mouth and nose, depriving her of any last possibility of breathing.
    

    
      Wanting to breathe...
    

    
      She opened her mouth, trying to snatch a bit of oxygen from the air, but only managed to make faint gasping sounds in vain.
    

    
      Soon, even this last bit of sound could no longer be made.
    

    
      Her internal organs were pierced by broken bones, blood overflowed from her mouth and nose taking away the last bit of warmth, survival instincts were triggered by pain, but in this situation only increased Tsuan's suffering.
    

    
      Unable to breathe, unable to move, unable even to blink.
    

    
      The feeling of her body being roughly crumpled into a ball and then thrown into a shredder to filter out her soul was roughly like this.
    

    
      Fortunately, it didn't take long before her fragile heart completely stopped beating.
    

    
      Only then did Amber hear that tremendous crash... it seemed her magic still understood flexibility.
    

    
      Probably.
    

    
      The blanket was like a heavy yet fragile cocoon, wrapping Tsuan tightly. The house was very quiet, with only occasional vague sounds from outside the window, and her own overly clear... slightly hurried heartbeat.
    

    
      Thump, thump, thump.
    

    
      This sound should have proven vitality, but now it was like some cold countdown, reminding her that she had just completed a "payment," reminding her that now was the time she could be seen, reminding her... not to waste it.
    

    
      She could clearly feel the softness of the mattress beneath her, could sense the warmth of the air in the blanket, could even distinguish the faint shampoo scent that belonged to herself... remaining on the pillow.
    

    
      But something was missing.
    

    
      Her right arm, which had already been crushed, lifted to stroke her sweat-dampened forehead. Her left arm supported her body as she carefully jumped down from the bed, moving her body while waiting...
    

    
      Looking at the empty Line, Tsuan irritably tugged at her long hair.
    

    
      Can Reiko and Megumi-chan see me now?
    

    
      If they can both see me and remember me... why, why haven't they asked how I'm doing even now?
    

    
      Tsuan had thought that after dying, she would immediately receive care and companionship from her good friends, at least not being completely ignored like before.
    

    
      But reality cruelly reminded her that this life hadn't bought her what she wanted.
    

    
      Isn't Megumi-chan Magical Girl Luna? Doesn't she talk about friendship and bonds every day? Why, why have I been missing for so long, yet she still hasn't asked about my safety?
    

    
      Perhaps because the price paid this time was really too "expensive," Tsuan felt no joy at all, instead constantly complaining.
    

    
      Complaining that this payment wasn't worth it at all, complaining that Megumi and Reiko didn't care about her and weren't really good friends, complaining that Amber had caused her to slip and fall from the sky, complaining that this world used happiness as bait to devour her life.
    

    
      But she had no choice.
    

    
      The black-haired girl sitting on the sofa hugging her arms, wanting to find something to do but not knowing what to do, suddenly had a good idea.
    

    
      'Anyway, anyway I... can be seen by others now.'
    

    
      She gritted her teeth and reached up to comb her disheveled hair.
    

    
      'If Megumi-chan and Reiko don't want to find me, I'll go find other people to be friends with... it doesn't matter! Then we'll see who can't live without whom!'
    

    
      Tsuan slammed the door shut with a muffled "bang," as if wanting to lock the suffocating feeling and cold loneliness inside as well.
    

    
      She stood on the clean, tidy street, looking down and forcefully tugging at the hem of her jacket, the action carrying a hint of venting, as if even this outfit had offended her.
    

    
      A female student wearing the same uniform as her walked past, kindly waving to greet her.
    

    
      This one isn't as cute as Megumi, no good!
    

    
      Tsuan smiled in response while removing her from her friendship plan.
    

    
      This one isn't as gentle as Reiko, no good!
    

    
      This one's smile isn't as pretty as Megumi's, no good!
    

    
      ○
    

    
      She walked and stopped like she was patrolling her own territory, repeatedly sizing up the girls constantly passing by, then finding reasons in her heart to reject their friendship applications—even though they had no idea whatsoever.
    

    
      Her physical strength was rapidly depleting. Each step forward required more effort than before, but Tsuan didn't care at all.
    

    
      Her body, which hadn't eaten anything for nearly twenty hours, was already at its limit. She found a bench to sit and rest briefly, completely ignoring that someone had already occupied the other side of the bench before her.
    

    
      She still habitually assumed others couldn't see her.
    

    
      Her already weak anger gradually diminished under the breeze brushing her skin, replaced by increasingly obvious emptiness and hunger in her stomach.
    

    
      If Megumi-chan and Reiko were... beside me now...
    

    
      Before her eyes, groups of two or three girls wearing the same uniform as her kept passing by, but Tsuan never saw Megumi's figure.
    

    
      The phone screen lit up again. Her expectant fingers skillfully swiped across the screen, finding that messaging app and immediately tapping it.
    

    
      Just... just acknowledge me now! And I'll forgive you.
    

    
      But unfortunately, still... nothing.
    

    
      Her conversation with Reiko stopped at yesterday's photo, and her conversation with Megumi also stopped... at that group photo.
    

    
      Maybe... to them, I'm not important.
    

    
      Several strands of long hair danced in the wind, covering Tsuan's expression while also brushing across the hand of the person sitting on the other side, giving her a slightly itchy sensation.
    

    
      That person turned her head, looking at Tsuan's lonely figure... thought for a moment and decided to pretend not to see.
    

    
      She wasn't so bored as to mind other people's business.
    

    
      But the passersby around were very bored.
    

    
      "Eh? Those two people... what's going on?"
    

    
      A female student nudged her companion with her elbow, lowering her voice but keeping her eyes locked on Tsuan and her.
    

    
      One pressed close to the left armrest, one pressed close to the right armrest. To others, they looked like a pair of good friends who had quarreled but were both waiting for the other to apologize first.
    

    
      And her companion... was precisely Tsuan's classmate, so she only needed to look carefully at those distinctive red eyes to deduce her identity.
    

    
      And her speculation about the girl beside her.
    

    
      "Maybe it's Tsuan-san's older sister?"
    

    
      Whether sibling conflicts or friend conflicts were harder to resolve could be set aside for now.
    

    
      Tsuan could ignore this kind of discussion, and the girl beside her could too.
    

    
      This silent confrontation game ended the moment Tsuan wiped the corners of her eyes.
    

    
      "Tsuan-san is crying... should we go comfort her?"
    

    
      "Isn't her sister right beside her... this kind of thing shouldn't be our turn to do, right?"
    

    
      The girl beside Tsuan felt the crowd watching them growing larger. To avoid some fool being blocked by the crowd and unable to see her, she reluctantly walked into the nearby convenience store.
    

    
      The black-haired girl who was almost unable to resist calling Reiko suddenly felt a cold, hard sensation on the back of her hand.
    

    
      Looking up, she noticed someone sitting beside her.
    

    
      And this person was placing a bottle of chilled orange juice by her hand.
    

    
      Their eyes met for the first time, then separated.
    

    
      "For you."
    

    
      As if afraid Tsuan wouldn't understand, she specifically added a "friendly reminder."
    

    
      "Thank you..."
    

    
      As she accepted the glass bottle, the watching crowd finally began to disperse. It seemed in their eyes, this pair of sisters had reconciled.
    

    
      Tsuan once again tasted the flavor of kindness from a stranger, only this time it was much more... delicious than the previous times.
    

    
      The sweet and sour, cool orange juice slid down her throat, quickly filling her hungry and cold stomach, lifting her spirits.
    

    
      Sugar flowed into her tired limbs, dispelling the gloom shrouding her heart. The occasional pulp she bit was crushed between her teeth, releasing richer sweet fragrance.
    

    
      This simple beverage, enhanced by hunger, almost pushed tomato juice down from her favorite drink.
    

    
      In this sweetness and the companionship of others' kindness, her blurred, tearful eyes refocused and stubbornly displayed the happiness of this world.
    

    
      The last sip of orange juice was poured down her throat. She placed the empty glass bottle in the trash can beside her.
    

    
      Tsuan's happiness was missing just the last, simplest puzzle piece.
    

    
      Tsuan looked at the stranger girl beside her who had shown her kindness... trying to continue her friendship plan.
    

    
      But her neat, handsome short hair paired with those alert eyes made Tsuan abandon this idea. She lowered her head to refresh Line again... but still no messages.
    

    
      The atmosphere between them returned to silence again, until... a particularly lively voice broke this quiet.
    

    
      "Mayumi! So you're here~"
    

    
      A cherry-pink girl skillfully took the hand of the girl she called "Mayumi," then stuck out her tongue when she remembered that she was the one who had made her friend wait here.
    

    
      Tsuan reached up to gather her long hair, trying to pretend she couldn't see this scene.
    

    
      But that intimate, lively voice still drilled into her ears again and again, mocking her pitiful situation of still having no one to pay attention to her...
    

    
      No, it wasn't that no one cared.
    

    
      She opened her mouth, wanting to thank her again. But found she couldn't insert herself into this pair of friends' conversation at all.
    

    
      Maybe because they were from two different worlds to begin with.
    

    
      Watching this pair of girls walking away, Tsuan raised her arm and gently waved at Mayumi's retreating figure.
    

    
      But unexpectedly, the other party also turned back at this moment and nodded at her.
    

    
      Only...
    

    
      That gaze passed through Tsuan, focusing behind her. In other words... this kind sister was greeting someone behind me?
    

    
      As soon as this thought appeared, her eyes were covered, and a familiar voice accompanied by warm breath entered her ear canal.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan~ Guess who I am?"
    

    
      Amber watched Megumi frantically comforting Tsuan and went to the supermarket to buy four ice creams.
    

    
      One for new friend Tsuan, one for good friend Megumi-chan, and I'll eat two.
    

    
      Delicious.
    

    
      Tsuan, who had finally recovered from her grievance, raised her head and left a faint tooth mark on Megumi's neck as revenge.
    

    
      "Uwah!"
    

    
      Although Megumi didn't understand, she didn't struggle free from Tsuan's restraint, still holding her like this, as if embracing a small cat afraid of being abandoned.
    

    
      "So what's wrong with Tsuan-chan? Why did you take leave today... are you sick?"
    

    
      Amber swallowed the cool, pleasant cream and consoled the pouty Tsuan somewhat unclearly.
    

    
      "Come eat ice cream quickly~ Tsuan-san!"
    

    
      If you don't eat it soon, it'll melt.
    

    
      However, if at this time... any of the three magical girls had maintained their transformation state, they probably wouldn't have missed... a special magical power coming from the neighboring city.
    

    
      ○
    

    
      "This world is black and white... and I am the embodiment of justice."
    

    
      The crisp tinkling sound seemed abnormally harsh in the dead silent battlefield. The pink and white lace skirt brushed past blood-stained rubble, pure white knee-high socks beneath small leather shoes stepped on scorched earth, leaving clear marks.
    

    
      That face which should have belonged to a magical girl's innocent romance was now frozen with a cold, almost inhuman obsession.
    

    
      She surveyed the surroundings. Broken corpses scattered everywhere—there were no more monsters here.
    

    
      Victory should have brought joy, but in her eyes was only an empty... burned-out ember.
    

    
      Her gaze swept over the twisted demon remains, like she was checking off items on some list that had to be completed.
    

    
      However, her sight finally fixed on the edge of the battlefield—what lay there wasn't monster limbs, but a figure in ordinary civilian clothing, caught in the explosion's shockwave, half buried under rubble.
    

    
      Already devoid of any signs of life. Just an unfortunate... ordinary person caught up in the battle.
    

    
      The pink and white figure suddenly stiffened.
    

    
      "No... that's not right..."
    

    
      Her voice began to tremble.
    

    
      "I am the embodiment of justice, I am the hero who saves the world... I am the nemesis of evil..."
    

    
      Her fingers dug into her arms wrapped in lace sleeves, her knuckles white from the force, the magic-covered fabric wrinkled deeply in her grip.
    

    
      "Then he... is he 'evil'?"
    

    
      She stared fixedly at that corpse, as if trying to squeeze out an answer she could understand.
    

    
      "He... he stood at the battlefield's edge... he... he didn't dodge in time... he... he..."
    

    
      Her logical chain began to tangle frantically. The simple worldview of black and white collapsed thunderously before this gray death.
    

    
      "Ah... ahh..."
    

    
      A suppressed whimper squeezed out from deep in her throat.
    

    
      Immediately after, this whimper suddenly rose in pitch, becoming a sharp, tearing scream:
    

    
      "Ahhhhhhh—!!!!"
    

    
      This scream seemed to ignite a fuse.
    

    
      She suddenly grabbed her head, her fingers frantically clawing at what should have been smooth pink long hair. The pretty heart-shaped hair ornament was torn off, falling miserably into the blood and dirt.
    

    
      Those hollow eyes were instantly filled with chaos and extreme pain. Her pupils contracted rapidly, reflecting no scenery, only the internal raging tempest.
    

    
      "Why... why is it like this?! I was born to defeat those evil villains!"
    

    
      She screamed hysterically at the air, at the corpse, at this devastated battlefield. Her voice cracked from overuse, carrying a heartbreaking sob.
    

    
      The pink and white dress twisted and deformed with her violent movements. The pure white knee-high socks were covered with stains. Her carefully arranged cute image was completely gone.
    

    
      "Does this world not need me anymore?! No... it can't be... I'm a magical girl..."
    

    
      She staggered backward, stepped on the monster's viscous bodily fluid, slipped slightly and nearly fell, but then stood straight as if whipped by an invisible lash, continuing to spin frantically in place as if trapped in an invisible cage.
    

    
      "I am the chosen magical girl... I am the savior..."
    

    
      Her magic power began to overflow uncontrollably bit by bit. The pink light was no longer a symbol of warmth and healing but transformed into violent, tiny lightning crackling around her, tearing the air and grinding the rubble beneath her feet to dust.
    

    
      "You are all evil... I must eliminate you...!"
    

    
      She raised her magic staff and aimed it at the cheering civilians around her.
    

    

    

  
    Chapter 23: Azure Star?

    

    
      "You are all evil... I must eliminate you...!"
    

    
      The magical girl's hysterical scream tore through the air. The pink energy at the tip of her magic staff swirled and expanded like a whirlpool, condensing into a rotating halo in the air, its surface crawling with flickering spell runes.
    

    
      Her lace skirt danced wildly without wind, her hair tangled and flew in the violent magical turbulence. She was like a broken doll, abandoning all principles of justice... preparing to pour destructive magical power onto everything around her.
    

    
      The onlooking crowd still cheered wildly for what they saw as a righteous hero, completely unaware that catastrophe was brewing...
    

    
      "Stop this instant!"
    

    
      A voice synthesized from electronic sounds erupted from a bouncing camera. Using its tripod, it hopped with a "pat-pat-pat" to stand before the magical girl who was relievedly and skillfully applying cleansing magic to herself.
    

    
      "What kind of garbage are you filming?! How could a magical girl harm civilians? This is blasphemy! Blasphemy! Which third-rate director wrote this fourth-rate script? I'll make him and the T-Rex..."
    

    
      The increasingly shrill synthesized voice was cut off by the magical girl who could no longer stand it—she nimbly removed the battery and stuffed it along with the camera back into the arms of the dumbfounded cameraman nearby.
    

    
      "So much nonsense! How else could I lure you out without performing this terrible act! Movie Monster!"
    

    
      Like a dueling declaration, the magical girl revealed the monster's name.
    

    
      As if to respond to this 'reciprocity'—or simply to recreate classic scenes from movies—the studio lights overhead began flashing violently, flickering on and off.
    

    
      The huge green screen behind the magical girl instantly became a bizarre stage. The fierce dragon that carried off the princess, the brave knight sworn to slay it... several classic images that had been passed down for decades flashed rapidly across the gray-white backdrop, moving and causing thunderous applause from the watching film creators.
    

    
      Perhaps the applause worked, or perhaps worried about audience fatigue, when the spotlight suddenly stabilized, the Movie Monster finally made her sparkling debut at the center of the screen!
    

    
      This time, she had transformed into the elegant image of a fairy tale princess—also her usual daily appearance.
    

    
      "Magical Girl Azure Star!"
    

    
      Completely contrary to her image, she passionately accused Azure Star, this magical girl.
    

    
      "Such terrible taste! Actually performing earnestly for such garbage script! It simply disgusts me! Enough nonsense!"
    

    
      Azure Star impatiently interrupted it, but her tone carried a strange turn.
    

    
      "I still have... something to ask of you. Please, pull me into the movie, thank you!"
    

    
      That crisp "thank you" made the 'princess' tilt her head in surprise. She had thought Azure Star was here to pick another fight. To avoid the possible one-sided physical exchange that might occur in a few seconds, she unhesitatingly activated her ability, instantly drawing Azure Star into the movie space.
    

    
      Then she closed the lens, cutting off the curious gazes from outside—after all, getting beaten up in someone else's body was also quite embarrassing...
    

    
      The princess looked at the magical girl in front of her who was crouching on the ground, pulling hard at a giant mushroom, and sighed helplessly. She gracefully sat on the mushroom cap, indicating it was a stool.
    

    
      Incidentally, she asked with full confidence:
    

    
      "I've been well-behaved lately, what do you want with me?"
    

    
      As long as she hadn't done anything bad, she was fearless.
    

    
      "This... I... am moving."
    

    
      Azure Star looked up, and for the first time, those beautiful golden pupils clearly reflected concern for the enemy before her.
    

    
      "And I'll be staying at a friend's house for a while."
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      The princess was stunned for a moment, then became even more righteous:
    

    
      "Wouldn't it be great news for me if you left?"
    

    
      The magical girl shook her head, her azure hair tied in twin tails drawing arcs in the air.
    

    
      "Precisely because I'm leaving, so next... a magical girl senior will come to replace my position."
    

    
      This time, the Movie Monster caught undisguised sympathy from the depths of those golden pupils. This strange feeling made her think of villains' dying words in movies—usually clues for new villains in sequels.
    

    
      But at the end of the day, aren't all magical girls the same?
    

    
      "So what?"
    

    
      She pouted.
    

    
      "If I don't do bad things, won't everything be fine?"
    

    
      Azure Star reached out, her fingertips extremely gently brushing through the princess's lustrous long hair, then looked at her deeply.
    

    
      "I hope when we meet next time, you can still say those words so easily."
    

    
      The deathbed gift-like prophecy left the Movie Monster completely confused. However, she would soon understand its deeper meaning...
    

    
      Azure Star's figure disappeared from before the screen. After nodding to the crowd who had voluntarily helped lure out the monster, the magical light scattered. Immediately after, she reappeared in her untransformed state—middle school student Hoshino Amane.
    

    
      Thanks to magical protection, no one could connect this slightly immature girl with the radiant warrior from just moments ago.
    

    
      Even though they looked exactly the same.
    

    
      She opened the memo she carried with her, her fingertip sliding across the name at the bottom of the list—Movie Monster.
    

    
      The last one... finally... she could pack with peace of mind and go find Amber.
    

    
      According to the rules, magical girls' identities should be kept secret from each other... but that fool Amber...
    

    
      She had directly revealed everything to other magical girls at the time! The result was... not just me, probably Luna and the others also exchanged real identities with her, right?
    

    
      Hoshino Amane wiped away the thin sweat on her forehead. While looking for drinks in the convenience store freezer's cold air, her gaze was attracted by Amber's favorite ice cream brand. Though that girl seemed to welcome any ice cream.
    

    
      However, in midsummer... having one wouldn't hurt.
    

    
      The cool, sweet flavor melted on her tongue, evoking distant memories. She seemed to see Amber-chan from childhood again, like an excited big dog, dragging her to run through streets and alleys.
    

    
      Hoshino Amane licked the refreshing ice cream, her thoughts drifting far away, with a hint of helplessness in her soft whisper:
    

    
      "I hope you haven't caused too much trouble for Luna..."
    

    
      And the girl she was silently worried about was currently tightly holding her new friend Tsuan's hand, energetically pulling her toward her own home.
    

    
      Tsuan, who had spent most of the time from last night to this morning sobbing, was finally somewhat comforted by the ice cream her companion had handed her.
    

    
      After all, no matter how she evaluated Megumi internally, at least... when being gently held in Megumi's arms, when she only needed to tilt her head slightly to bury herself in Megumi's smooth hair and nuzzle affectionately...
    

    
      That sense of security and dependence was real.
    

    
      Real enough to make her temporarily compromise and allow... returning to yesterday's intimate way of addressing each other.
    

    
      "Why did Tsuan-chan take leave today? Are you feeling unwell?" Megumi's voice carried concern.
    

    
      Tsuan looked at the street scenery that had become familiar yesterday, feeling the reassuring warmth and strength from Amber's palm, and listlessly made up an excuse.
    

    
      "I overslept."
    

    
      Having not slept all night, in a way it could be considered oversleeping.
    

    
      She wasn't slow-witted. Megumi's matter-of-fact attitude had already made her guess how her disappearance and reappearance was explained in Megumi and Reiko's eyes—she had 'taken leave.'
    

    
      This could be considered... saving the trouble of explaining why she disappeared and reappeared. After all, she had personally heard these two discussing that...
    

    
      'Magical girl who pranked people and made them cry'
    

    
      "Good thing Tsuan-chan took leave and didn't come today~ Otherwise you would have definitely been scared by that bad guy too!"
    

    
      Megumi patted Tsuan's head with lingering fear, completely unaware that the person in front of her was...
    

    
      Tsuan forced out a smile and nodded in agreement.
    

    
      Absolutely must not expose her identity.
    

    
      Otherwise... probably...
    

    
      She'd be treated as an enemy, right?
    

    
      But! But but but! Didn't Ruby see me that day? What if it tells...?!
    

    
      Tsuan had wanted to secretly glance at Megumi's profile, but her gaze unexpectedly collided with Ruby, who was poking its head out of Megumi's bag and silently observing her.
    

    
      Although she immediately put on a 'saw nothing' bewildered expression on her face, the tension in her heart still made her stumble, nearly knocking Megumi to the ground.
    

    
      'How strange…'
    

    
      Ruby clung to the edge of the bag, turning to look at the thoughtful Yoko.
    

    
      'Her magic power recovery speed is ridiculously fast... two or three times faster than Megumi and Amber, right?'
    

    
      Yoko didn't answer, just silently retreated deeper into the bag. Its keen nose once again caught that faint tomato fragrance, exactly the same as at school.
    

    
      Just like this, Tsuan, caught between two magical girls without knowing it, walked with her head slightly lowered, her gaze drifting to fall on the constantly retreating gaps between floor tiles beneath her feet, as if concentrating on counting squares as she walked.
    

    
      The continuous warmth and vitality from Amber's palm flowed like a warm current, temporarily dispelling her fear of identity exposure.
    

    
      However, that heavy secret still pressed on her chest like an invisible boulder, making it hard to breathe.
    

    
      If... I'd be treated as an enemy...
    

    
      I'd rather never... be seen by you.
    

    
      Tsuan looked at Amber taking out keys to open the door ahead, then unconsciously, with a hint of dependence, gently tugged at Megumi's hand, who was showing her a brilliant smile.
    

    
      "Dad, Mom~ I'm home~" Amber called out cheerfully.
    

    
      Tsuan imitated Megumi, politely bowing to Amber's parents and saying she was intruding... putting on slippers and carefully stepping onto the clean floor, following Amber into her room.
    

    
      Then...
    

    
      She fell into brief silence, watching Amber and Megumi cheer and almost simultaneously pounce onto the soft big bed, rolling together without any image.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan come too~ My bed is super—big!"
    

    
      Amber poked her head out from the blankets, her smile pure and innocent like soft candy.
    

    
      Looking at that smile without any shadow, Tsuan couldn't help but curve her lips into a small arc, but still waved her hand in refusal, quietly sitting on a chair nearby, watching these two girls who seemed... exhausted from her morning heroics, contentedly rolling with the blankets.
    

    
      "Ahh... this morning's incident was really exhausting..."
    

    
      Megumi buried her face in the pillow and complained in a muffled voice.
    

    
      "Cleaning up all those glass shards and sticky tomato sauce was simply deadly..."
    

    
      I'm so sorry.
    

    
      Tsuan sincerely apologized in her heart.
    

    
      Just then, because she was distracted, her wrist was nimbly grabbed by Megumi. When she came to her senses, she had already been pressed down on the bed by an irresistible force.
    

    
      Did I get exposed?!
    

    
      Alarms rang in Tsuan's mind! She instinctively swallowed and looked up resignedly at Megumi's towering... eyes that carried a hint of mischievous smile, then tightly closed her eyes.
    

    
      The expected questioning or attack didn't come. The next second, she only felt her body sink into an embrace full of soft fragrance.
    

    
      Before she could open her eyes, Megumi had already tightened her arms around her waist and started rolling on the bed with her. The warm sensation from her waist and the dizzying feeling of being spun reminded her of her current situation.
    

    
      But the little selfish thought deep in her heart that craved the soft sensation of Megumi's embrace took over. Tsuan gave up struggling, and in Megumi's clear, bell-like joyful laughter, dizzily spun several times before they both tumbled into the fluffy mattress together.
    

    
      "Ha... ah..."
    

    
      On the other side, Amber hugged her pillow, drowsiness rising. She was already starting to doze off in a daze, completely not noticing the two people here. She even... seemed to have forgotten Tsuan was still in the room.
    

    
      "Megumi-chan~"
    

    
      Amber's sweet... voice heavy with sleepiness rang out without warning right by Tsuan's ear, making the girl's jade-white earlobes instantly blush with a faint pink.
    

    
      "So troublesome... super troublesome..."
    

    
      Amber mumbled with her eyes closed.
    

    
      "That magical girl this morning... is really a big bad guy..."
    

    
      Megumi's pupils suddenly contracted! She looked at the bewildered Tsuan in her arms, trying to change the subject:
    

    
      "Amber! You..."
    

    
      But Amber didn't hear at all, continuing to complain on her own:
    

    
      "I'd rather fight ten monsters! Than clean up so much glass... I'm exhausted!"
    

    
      Perhaps because repairing shattered glass required far more magical power than other items, or perhaps simply because Amber was confused from sleepiness, she completely didn't care about the need to keep magical girl identities secret.
    

    
      In any case, she had clearly and unmistakably exposed her secret. And moreover, she said it to her companion Megumi, who was also a magical girl, and Tsuan, who knew but was trying to pretend she didn't!
    

    
      This almost open-book hint made Megumi's smile freeze instantly, and also made Ruby look in shock at the still-invisible Yoko—it just watched Amber blow her own cover like that?!
    

    
      "...Ahaha, that..."
    

    
      Megumi's forehead broke out in cold sweat as she awkwardly scratched her head and smiled at Tsuan:
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan... can you pretend you didn't hear what Amber just said?"
    

    
      The black-haired girl obediently nodded.
    

    
      Snap!
    

    
      At that instant, Yoko dispelled its invisibility technique.
    

    
      It lightly bounded a few times onto Tsuan's lap, its fluffy fox tail carrying a hint of probing and undeniable meaning as it gently swept across Tsuan's delicate chin.
    

    
      Megumi immediately held her breath—she could clearly sense that Yoko had dispelled its invisibility! But Tsuan knew nothing about this; she had no familiar, so naturally lacked this perception.
    

    
      Thus, she crashed headfirst into Yoko's carefully designed trap.
    

    
      Yoko's tail continued with a certain coercive meaning, constantly sweeping across Tsuan's sensitive, delicate collarbone area.
    

    
      Tsuan felt somewhat uncomfortable from this sudden... invisible harassment, instinctively raising her hand to touch her neck.
    

    
      Megumi's expression instantly changed from embarrassment to extreme shock!
    

    
      Tsuan, seeing the dramatic change in Megumi's expression, belatedly realized—all her efforts to pretend she couldn't see Yoko had completely collapsed at this moment! She was exposed!
    

    
      Yoko jumped into its master's arms, forcefully pushing her awake, then turned to Tsuan, its voice carrying unprecedented seriousness and scrutiny:
    

    
      "So, Nakana Tsuan-san,"
    

    
      It asked word by word.
    

    
      "Who exactly are you?"
    

    
      The air seemed to freeze instantly! Both Megumi and Amber clearly knew that only two types of beings could see through Yoko's invisibility magic: magical girls, or... monsters!
    

    
      There was no third possibility!
    

    
      If Tsuan's abnormally fast magic power recovery had only aroused Yoko's vigilance before, then her deliberate act of pretending not to see Yoko now was irrefutable evidence!
    

    
      "I..."
    

    
      Tsuan opened her mouth, her voice somewhat trembling.
    

    
      I'm also a magical girl...
    

    
      How much she wanted to frankly tell these two magical girls this secret she had hidden for who knows how long. She had fantasized about this moment countless times:
    

    
      Perhaps meeting after fighting side by side in fierce battle, perhaps encountering by chance at some coincidental location... but definitely not, absolutely not like this...
    

    
      "You're the magical girl we encountered today, aren't you?"
    

    
      Yoko's voice was decisive, carrying thick hostility.
    

    
      "That bad guy who likes pranks and made many people cry?"
    

    
      Megumi widened her eyes, looking at Tsuan in disbelief:
    

    
      "Yoko, what are you saying? How could Tsuan-chan..."
    

    
      "Like pranks so much?"
    

    
      Yoko ignored Megumi's questioning and continued pressing Tsuan:
    

    
      "You scared so many innocent people and caused such big trouble... owu?!"
    

    
      Before she could finish, Amber suddenly pushed away the chattering Yoko! Her sleepy body burst with unexpected strength, directly approaching Tsuan whose eyes had already turned red with tears swirling in them.
    

    
      Then, under Megumi and Yoko's astonished gaze...
    

    
      Then, she opened her mouth and bit down on what seemed to her like a tomato fruit filled with magical power, lightly biting to tear open the skin and exploring the flesh to suck the sweet and sour magical juice overflowing with power.
    

    
      At least now, Amber could put Amane at ease.
    

    
      After all, she really hadn't caused any trouble.
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      Tsuan instinctively reached out both hands to push against Amber's shoulders, but somehow the other's arms had already wrapped around her waist, carrying the undeniable strength of a magical girl and firmly fixing her in her embrace.
    

    
      The girl who had just been made restless by Yoko's questioning instantly received her own 'punishment.'
    

    
      "Slurp... mm..."
    

    
      Subtle... satisfied sounds rang out at extremely close distance, mixing with both their equally rapid breathing, sounding particularly clear in the suddenly very quiet room.
    

    
      Whether it was Megumi, or Yoko and Ruby, or even Tsuan who was being held and nibbled by Amber... at this moment, none could squeeze out a syllable from their throats.
    

    
      Until Amber seemed to have tasted something sweet and loosened that piece of tomato, then vigorously nuzzled against the deliciousness in her arms.
    

    
      "So... so sweet..."
    

    
      She seemed completely immersed in her own world, her cheek gently rubbing against Tsuan's like a small animal that had found a water source, greedily taking what she wanted.
    

    
      Megumi remembered that this kind of... directly intimate contact to absorb magical power essence from another magical girl was called 'mana transfer.'
    

    
      It was a term that had been forgotten by the times.
    

    
      Not only because the process itself brought... face-reddening embarrassment—especially when completely unprepared. More importantly, in this current era, it had almost lost any necessity for existence.
    

    
      Monster attacks, for current magical girls, rarely reached the tragic extent of needing to drain all magical power. Even if extreme situations of magical power depletion really occurred, there were countless more convenient and dignified alternatives.
    

    
      For example, Megumi could freely create ice cream condensed with cool magical power, or carefully prepared magical power potions by Ruby and the others...
    

    
      Mana transfer, this ancient and direct method, had long been sealed in history's corners, regarded as a nearly lost secret art, or... a legend with ambiguous undertones.
    

    
      However, at this moment, under everyone's shocked gazes, Amber was using the most primitive... most jaw-dropping method to once again practice this 'mana transfer' approach.
    

    
      In a sense, this behavior happening under Megumi's nose even... had considerable educational value. If this scene were recorded and edited into instructional videos to send to other magical girls... it would probably cause a 'learning' boom? After all, this was a rare standard procedure live demonstration.
    

    
      Of course, this course value was established on the premise that Tsuan wasn't desperately struggling in Amber's arms.
    

    
      But... with little effect.
    

    
      Magical Girl Amber, who was originally known for her strength and destructive power, even in her detransformed state, wasn't an existence Tsuan could easily resist.
    

    
      However, Tsuan wasn't alone.
    

    
      "Amber! What are you doing?!"
    

    
      Megumi and Yoko finally tore through this eerie silence. They awakened from their initial petrified state, their voices distorted from extreme shock and some indescribable panic.
    

    
      Megumi rushed forward, trying to pry apart Amber's arms wrapped around Tsuan's waist. Yoko jumped onto its master's shoulder to pull forcefully, but even adding the desperately struggling Tsuan, they couldn't budge Amber an inch.
    

    
      The tongue tip licking the flesh even leisurely stirred the tomato juice twice, making the black-haired girl in her arms tremble before she bit down hard in unbearable frustration—
    

    
      "Wu!"
    

    
      Perhaps the pain worked, or maybe she had already absorbed enough magical power. In any case, Amber opened her misty eyes under the sharp pain, then...
    

    
      Those golden pupils blinked, seeming to take some time to connect this cute face before her with 'Tsuan-chan' in her memory.
    

    
      Then, her gaze slowly moved down, landing on Tsuan's lips that had been licked wet and glistening with tempting moisture. The traces she had just left remained there.
    

    
      A belated, enormous confusion and some indescribable satisfaction simultaneously surged into Amber's heart. She licked her own lips, as if savoring the... peculiar taste of some sweet magical power source she had just tasted.
    

    
      It was indeed delicious.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan..."
    

    
      She murmured, her voice carrying the hoarseness of just waking up and a hint of intimacy she herself hadn't noticed.
    

    
      "You... taste like..."
    

    
      She tilted her head, seeming to search for appropriate description...
    

    
      "...delicious tomato jelly."
    

    
      She completely didn't realize that saying such things now was no different from being a pervert, still immersed in the wonderful magical power she had just tasted—even temporarily forgetting something.
    

    
      Why would she taste magical power from Tsuan?
    

    
      But now there was no point in considering this.
    

    
      "Amber! You idiot!"
    

    
      Her head was directly pressed down by Yoko's bristled tail, and her body also naturally knelt on the bed, facing Tsuan whose eyes were hidden by long hair and whose expression couldn't be seen, in a standard and embarrassing dogeza posture.
    

    
      Megumi didn't even know how to comfort the sobbing Tsuan, only able to carefully pull this... suddenly transformed 'new companion' away from Amber's side to settle on the other side of the bed.
    

    
      She herself stood like an awkward yet firm barrier in front of Tsuan—this was the only protective measure she could think of at the moment.
    

    
      For a time, the room fell into suffocating dead silence.
    

    
      Megumi froze in place, unable to squeeze out an appropriate word even after racking her brains. Amber buried her head in the blankets, her brain obviously still trying to reboot, attempting to understand what exactly she had just done.
    

    
      As for Tsuan, who was protected behind Megumi... her mood was unexpectedly calm at this time, even with some secret joy—after all, this situation where everyone was embarrassed was better than what was about to happen just now...
    

    
      The silence of three people with their own thoughts wove together this extremely bizarre quiet in Amber's bedroom.
    

    
      Yoko glanced at the black-haired girl firmly protected by Megumi, showing no aggressive intent. After confirming safety, it decisively extended its claws and pinched Amber's ear tip, not too lightly or heavily.
    

    
      Amber, completely awakened by this action, finally managed to piece together the memory fragments from just now with difficulty.
    

    
      She had actually directly stolen magical power from her new companion's body... so bad...
    

    
      Guilt and anxiety instantly overwhelmed her, making her like a large pet dog that had committed a grave mistake, burying her entire face deep into the fluffy mattress, only making muffled... heavily nasal apologies.
    

    
      "S-sorry... Tsuan-chan... I... I didn't mean to..."
    

    
      Her voice was as quiet as a mosquito, full of bewildered panic.
    

    
      This serious meeting that should have been led by Megumi and Yoko to interrogate 'suspicious magical girl' Tsuan was thus completely ruined by Amber in a truly catastrophic way.
    

    
      After all, it was really hard to judge at the moment whether Tsuan's tomato sauce prank that made several people cry was more heinous, or Amber's... primitive to outrageous mana transfer behavior that was almost 'robbing' magical power from Tsuan's body was more heinous.
    

    
      This subtle silence actually made Tsuan quietly feel an inappropriate... secret joy.
    

    
      Although she seemed to have lost something very important in confusion, like a large amount of magical power and some indescribable dignity, at least...
    

    
      This was better than being treated as an enemy and completely opposed...
    

    
      She took a deep breath, trying to suppress the choking in her throat. Her arm, trembling with some weakness, reached over Megumi's determinedly straight back in front of her, gently landing on the head of the girl who had buried her face in the mattress, radiating thick regret.
    

    
      The moment her fingertips touched the soft hair, Tsuan's voice rang out, carrying obviously suppressed hoarse crying, actually comforting this 'perpetrator':
    

    
      "It's okay, Amber."
    

    
      And... thank you.
    

    
      She paused, as if finally laying down the burden of disguise, weakly yet clearly echoing Yoko's previous accusation.
    

    
      "After all... the culprit who made Amber and Megumi-chan consume so much magical power to clean up the mess..."
    

    
      That voice, somewhat lacking in vigor due to magical power being forcibly absorbed, frankly admitted the fact they had already guessed.
    

    
      "Is me."
    

    
      "——!"
    

    
      Megumi suddenly covered her small mouth, her water-blue twin tails swaying lightly in the air from this violent movement. Those eyes usually full of gentleness and smiles were now wide open, filled with disbelief.
    

    
      Although she had already guessed the truth, as long as Tsuan shook her head in denial, she would unconditionally believe her good friend... but...
    

    
      The fact was, her good friend was the bad magical girl who had wantonly squandered magic and casually created panic at school.
    

    
      Exactly the same as the possibility she least wanted to believe in her subconscious.
    

    
      Amber finally lifted her head from the mattress, resuming a kneeling position. She blinked those clear golden pupils that seemed to reflect the sky.
    

    
      She seemed to completely fail to understand the undercurrents in this complex situation, only catching the most important question for her.
    

    
      "Then..."
    

    
      She looked at Tsuan carefully, with some apprehension.
    

    
      "Are we... still friends now?"
    

    
      In her world, logic was as simple as a straight line.
    

    
      Tsuan did bad things, she also did bad things. Although the nature seemed different? But since both had done it, as long as the result... everyone could still be together, then wouldn't it... be fine?
    

    
      She looked at Megumi and Yoko with somewhat pleading eyes, hoping they wouldn't make too cruel a decision.
    

    
      The little fox was choked by this overly simple question, momentarily speechless.
    

    
      Megumi's eyes moved complexly between Tsuan and Amber, opening her mouth but not knowing how to define this chaotic relationship at this moment.
    

    
      Ruby? Well, it was still thinking about seventy-two ways to eat carrots.
    

    
      Thus, the right to answer this question was ultimately returned to Tsuan by fate.
    

    
      She looked at Amber's eyes full of hope and without any shadow, and felt Megumi's tense posture in front of her, still trying to protect her.
    

    
      A warm current mixed with strong determination suddenly dispersed the weak fatigue and remaining shame.
    

    
      "Of course!"
    

    
      Her voice suddenly rose, carrying an undeniable decisiveness, even bringing a hoarse choke from the effort, as if declaring an inviolable iron law.
    

    
      "We are of course friends!"
    

    
      On this point, Nakana Tsuan absolutely, absolutely would not accept even the slightest doubt or refutation!
    

    
      No matter who it was, it wouldn't work...
    

    
      Even if... every day I need to pay a price once...
    

    
      It doesn't matter.
    

    
      Her answer was like sunlight dispelling gloom, completely melting the stagnant embarrassment and unease in the room.
    

    
      Megumi's water-blue eyes, originally filled with shock and complex emotions, were instantly lit up by pure joy and relief.
    

    
      Her tense shoulders suddenly relaxed, her face blooming with an extremely brilliant smile, as if the previous clouds had never existed.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan!"
    

    
      She almost immediately turned around, opening her arms, using a gesture full of protectiveness yet incredibly gentle to firmly embrace the still somewhat weak Tsuan.
    

    
      Her hug was so forceful, carrying the relief of something lost and found and full of tender love. The familiar candy fragrance instantly enveloped Tsuan.
    

    
      "So good... really so good..."
    

    
      Megumi buried her face in Tsuan's soft hair, her voice muffled, carrying a nasal tone of pure joy.
    

    
      Pranks and such, could be discussed later!
    

    
      As long as Tsuan-chan was still Tsuan-chan, still her friend, that was enough...
    

    
      At the same time, Amber let out a spirited cheer, like a large dog that had finally received its master's forgiveness and was excited to the extreme, immediately bouncing up from her kneeling position.
    

    
      "So good——!!!"
    

    
      She completely ignored the subtle relationship between the two, and couldn't care about any restraint. She directly opened her arms, carrying irresistible enthusiasm and recklessness, pouncing from the side.
    

    
      While happily shouting that Tsuan-chan was the best!, she used her warm and energetic body to firmly sandwich Tsuan in the middle together with Megumi.
    

    
      The three magical girls hugged tightly together on Amber's soft big bed. Sunlight streamed through the window onto them, outlining an almost unrealistically warm picture.
    

    
      All barriers were dissolved by the pure, warm embrace. Only the relief of something lost and found remained, and a new... unbreakable bond quietly growing.
    

    
      Yoko looked at the scene of several people hugging together in front of her, sighed helplessly, and lightly flicked its fluffy tail before finally choosing to land on Megumi's leg.
    

    
      Although it really wanted to continue questioning Tsuan's identity and the purpose of her pranks, but...
    

    
      Asking at this time would be too impolite. Later... we'll talk about it later.
    

    
      Anyway... it glanced at Tsuan's tear-stained but obviously relieved profile, then looked at its master who was stupidly hugging and nuzzling people non-stop.
    

    
      The result wasn't bad.
    

    
      "I feel like I'm forgetting something..."
    

    
      The next second, Amber's room door was knocked.
    

    
      "Dad and Mom? What's wrong?"
    

    
      Amber, who was preparing to open the door, heard a voice that obviously didn't belong to her parents.
    

    
      "Amber-san, I'm Enoki Reiko, student council president of Forest Moon."
    

    
      Yoko remembered what that thing was.
    

    
      "Why didn't you go to school today?"
    

    
      Game over.
    

    
      And it wasn't just one person who was doomed.
    

    
      If Reiko knew who was all in this room, she would probably leave immediately and call to apologize.
    

    
      But it was too late now.
    

    
      "Ah, ah... President-san, I..."
    

    
      Amber faced the tightly closed bedroom door, her face full of embarrassed awkward laughter, her tongue seemingly tied in knots, completely unable to make up a reasonable explanation for her outrageous behavior of going to the wrong school this morning.
    

    
      Megumi also felt a wave of guilt surge up... after all, she was the one who suggested Amber accompany her today—although she originally meant after school, but regardless, the current situation seemed inseparable from her.
    

    
      However, the uneasy atmosphere in the room wasn't only due to Reiko's questioning outside the door.
    

    
      Tsuan's gaze moved away from her two flustered companions beside her, landing on that door that was once again knocked by Reiko's knuckles. That tapping sound seemed to knock on her heart with each strike.
    

    
      An indescribable emotion silently rose and swelled in her chest with her breathing.
    

    
      Amber just didn't go to school... and Reiko personally came to find her.
    

    
      What about me...?
    

    
      From yesterday morning... until now, we haven't had any contact at all... why?
    

    
      "Megumi-chan."
    

    
      Tsuan's voice was very light, carrying a strange calm. Megumi instinctively turned her head, crashing into Tsuan's red pupils that seemed particularly silent at this moment, as if covered with a layer of shadow.
    

    
      "What's wrong...?"
    

    
      Megumi's heart tightened slightly. Tsuan's current expression made her feel uneasy.
    

    
      "Amber and... Enoki-san."
    

    
      Tsuan paused, her gaze sweeping over that door again.
    

    
      "Are they good friends?"
    

    
      "Probably... not?"
    

    
      Megumi tried hard to recall, with some hesitation.
    

    
      "I've never heard Amber mention her? Maybe... just acquaintances?"
    

    
      She tried to give an appropriate answer, but inadvertently made the already fragile Tsuan's mouth corners droop.
    

    
      I see...
    

    
      So in Reiko's view... we don't know each other.
    

    
      "I say, can you let me in?"
    

    
      The student council president, who had been waiting at the door for a full three minutes, barely suppressed bulging veins on her forehead and reminded Amber to open the door.
    

    
      Then... her gaze swept over the awkwardly smiling Amber, the embarrassed Megumi... and... the black-haired girl who was hugging her arms with her back to her.
    

    
      Reiko frowned.
    

    
      "So it was you who stepped on my foot at the convenience store that day."
    

    
      She casually broke the awkward atmosphere with this comment, then naturally sat down beside Tsuan.
    

    
      Reaching out to touch her head...
    

    
      Then
    

    
      Her hand was dodged.
    

  
    Chapter 25: Senior?!

    

    
      A few strands of flying hair ends, carrying a hint of coolness, gently swept across Reiko's outstretched wrist and cheek, leaving a slightly tickling sensation.
    

    
      Tsuan dodged Reiko's outstretched palm, and the atmosphere that had just eased froze again.
    

    
      Reiko's hand stiffened in mid-air, the surprised expression on her face from discovering Tsuan was here also slightly stagnated.
    

    
      She looked at Tsuan's profile in bewilderment—the other stubbornly hugged her arms, her spine straight as a rod, her gaze firmly nailed to the wall opposite, as if for her... the floral patterns on Amber's wallpaper were more attractive than Reiko.
    

    
      Megumi immediately keenly caught this eerie atmosphere and the... sharper low pressure emanating from Tsuan than when facing Yoko's questioning earlier.
    

    
      But... she didn't understand what had happened, so she could only urge Amber to go get some snacks first.
    

    
      Tsuan's fingers hidden in her arms gripped her uniform skirt hem tightly, her nails almost leaving marks on it.
    

    
      Reiko's comment meant to ease the atmosphere—'So it was you who stepped on my foot'—completely ignited Tsuan's resentment toward her.
    

    
      Her knuckles were slightly white from the force. Noticing this and fearing she might hurt herself, Reiko reached out to hold her hand, but was slapped away.
    

    
      Tsuan's crimson eyes were filled with undisguised anger. She opened her mouth, seeming to want to question... but didn't know how to begin.
    

    
      With Amber and Megumi-chan both here, she... could only speak in her heart, with her eyes, with her slightly heaving chest expressing the suppression and grievance in her heart.
    

    
      You were the one who pulled me from that world where no one cared, dragged me into this warm and happy world!
    

    
      You were the one who let me taste for the first time what it meant to be truly "seen" and cared about!
    

    
      You were also the one... who personally said: you can come to me for anything!
    

    
      But what was the result?
    

    
      I couldn't find you at all! Even if that was fine...
    

    
      Megumi gently held Tsuan's sweaty palm, trying to get her to relax... but it was useless.
    

    
      The anger in Tsuan's eyes intensified.
    

    
      She just didn't understand why Amber just didn't go to school for one day, and Reiko could visit to look for Amber?
    

    
      She just didn't understand why she had already... gone over thirty hours without any contact with Reiko, yet she wouldn't even ask a single question on Line?
    

    
      She just didn't understand why, after doing so many things with Reiko that only good friends could do together...
    

    
      In Reiko's heart, she was still inferior to Amber who had stepped on her foot at the convenience store?!
    

    
      And then, and then now... now using that... that attitude of treating cats and dogs, reaching out her hand as if nothing happened... wanting to pat my head?!
    

    
      Reiko... what do you take me for? A pet that needs comforting?!
    

    
      She stared at Reiko's eyes, her slender shoulders trembling slightly with anger, almost writing "I'm very angry" directly on her face...
    

    
      Grievance, sourness... and a hint of anger at being looked down upon, wrapped around her heart like vines, making her unable to breathe, let alone accept that hand carrying "strange" warmth falling on her head.
    

    
      Tsuan bit her lower lip hard, tasting a faint metallic flavor, barely suppressing the sourness surging in her throat and the impulse to question.
    

    
      She wanted an answer, but didn't want to ask... this kind of question that would make her seem somewhat strange.
    

    
      So in the end, she could only look away under Reiko's shocked gaze.
    

    
      Only a suffocating... pin-drop silence remained in the room.
    

    
      Reiko's suspended hand finally, with a trace of barely perceptible stiffness, slowly...
    

    
      Fell on Tsuan's trembling shoulder.
    

    
      Then, with force
    

    
      Pulled her into her embrace.
    

    
      "Sorry, Tsuan-chan... that, I'm really sorry."
    

    
      Her voice, which had been somewhat stern when questioning Amber about skipping school, became soft and gentle, exactly the same as the tone Tsuan was most familiar with.
    

    
      After initial stiffness and symbolic struggle, Tsuan's body rapidly softened as if her bones had been removed.
    

    
      She no longer tried to struggle, but instead like a small animal seeking shelter, buried her face deeper into Reiko's neck which carried a familiar fragrance, leaving only a fluffy little head, her shoulders trembling slightly, as if silently urging Reiko.
    

    
      Continue apologizing... I'm listening...
    

    
      But Reiko had no idea why she was angry, so she could only... gently hold her and comfort her. After all, at times like this, it was better to say nothing than risk making things worse by saying the wrong thing.
    

    
      Initiative often belongs to whoever can't hold their composure first, whoever speaks first... loses it.
    

    
      Reiko could certainly hold her composure—as student council president, what she was best at was waiting for the other party to show their weakness first. But Tsuan couldn't do it.
    

    
      Why did Reiko suddenly stop talking?
    

    
      Why didn't she continue... apologizing?
    

    
      Silence wrapped around Tsuan's heart like invisible threads, inch by inch. She began anxiously twisting her fingers, and all those grievances that had seemed so justified moments ago now turned into bubbles of self-doubt.
    

    
      "...Reiko?"
    

    
      She finally couldn't hold back, tugging at Reiko's sleeve with some trepidation, her voice as quiet as a mosquito.
    

    
      Am, am I... being too willful?
    

    
      The force in her fingertips betrayed her inner panic, as if afraid the other party would truly get angry and ignore her the next second.
    

    
      Reiko was completely unaware that just one embrace... had already returned Tsuan from her bristling state to normal. She was secretly celebrating the change in topic and began imperceptibly collecting intelligence.
    

    
      "I'm here, don't worry."
    

    
      She comfortingly squeezed Tsuan's palm, then changed the subject.
    

    
      "But... didn't Tsuan-chan take leave today? Why are you at Amber-san's house?"
    

    
      Her fingertips lightly tapped Tsuan's soft hand, her tone
    

    
      Gentle yet carrying unavoidable inquiry.
    

    
      "If you're not feeling well, it's better to rest at your own home."
    

    
      Take leave...?
    

    
      Tsuan's mouth corners slightly drooped. This light word just erased the abnormality of her disappearing for over thirty hours.
    

    
      Although it was indeed convenient, not needing much explanation... it also made her somewhat unable to accept it.
    

    
      "I guess... nothing's uncomfortable."
    

    
      She responded vaguely, her fingertips unconsciously scratching the fabric of Reiko's uniform.
    

    
      Megumi timely joined the conversation, beginning to explain why Tsuan was here—and this explanation inevitably involved...
    

    
      "Mm... I understand."
    

    
      Reiko took the hot coffee Amber handed her, and immediately gasped from being burned after just one sip.
    

    
      "So... hiss... you all... ha..."
    

    
      She awkwardly stuck out her tongue, her dignified image as student council president instantly crumbling.
    

    
      Fortunately, Tsuan quickly scooped up some ice cream and handed it over, making Reiko reflexively take the spoon in her mouth. The cool, sweet sensation made her squint, her tongue unconsciously licking the cream from her lips—this action made Tsuan's ear tips slightly red.
    

    
      "Encountered a magical girl who loves pranks."
    

    
      Reiko finally regained her speaking ability, her fingertips lightly tapping the cup rim.
    

    
      "And she single-handedly made your school dismiss early?"
    

    
      Amber and Megumi nodded in sync, while that magical girl... was currently sitting awkwardly beside Reiko.
    

    
      If it were before, Reiko would definitely scoff at this explanation.
    

    
      Because there were only two magical girls here, Luna and Amber, and neither was the type to play pranks.
    

    
      On this point, as an executive miss of the Dark Moon Society, she absolutely trusted both of their characters.
    

    
      But before was before, now was now.
    

    
      Her fingers holding the teacup were trembling slightly, because that prank-loving magical girl had already personally visited her once.
    

    
      And in a way she would never forget for the rest of her life.
    

    
      "Can you tell me exactly what happened? Megumi-san, and Amber-san... this... involves many things."
    

    
      She needed to know all information related to that magical girl, after all... in her eyes, this involved Tsuan's only living relative in this world.
    

    
      Moreover, for the Dark Moon Society, this was also very important intelligence that must be taken seriously.
    

    
      "Ahaha, about this..."
    

    
      Megumi glanced at Tsuan beside her who was pretending to be absent-minded, suddenly not knowing how to begin explaining.
    

    
      Fortunately, Amber was still here.
    

    
      "She just suddenly appeared, then suddenly disappeared!"
    

    
      Amber put down the ice cream she had eaten half of, raising both hands to gesture in front of Reiko, seeming to recreate the scenes she and Megumi had cleaned up that morning.
    

    
      Just suddenly appeared then suddenly disappeared?
    

    
      Really was... her 'combat style'...
    

    
      "Then, after she disappeared, did she leave anything behind?"
    

    
      Reiko suddenly grabbed Amber's shoulders, leaning forward slightly, quickly glancing sideways at Tsuan to confirm she seemed to be absent-mindedly playing with her skirt... only then daring to shake Amber forcefully.
    

    
      She lowered her voice, yet it carried an unbearable pain of terrible memories.
    

    
      "So after she disappeared... did she leave anything behind?"
    

    
      Reiko's gaze sharpened, as if wanting to penetrate Amber and face her inner heart directly.
    

    
      "Like... that red! Sticky! Stuff that makes everything around a complete mess... that won't wash off?!"
    

    
      Her previous subtle disdain for Amber's truancy had now been completely replaced by intense sympathy and lingering concern.
    

    
      After all, only having personally experienced that hellish scene could one understand what an absolutely outrageous crime scene it was!
    

    
      This incredibly precise description instantly lit up Amber's golden eyes, making her nod vigorously in response.
    

    
      "Yes! President, yes!"
    

    
      She immediately waved her arms excitedly, her voice rising several octaves, completely forgetting that Tsuan, the 'culprit,' was sitting right beside them.
    

    
      After all, for her, being able to hold back and not reveal her and Megumi's magical girl identities in front of Reiko was already exceptional performance!
    

    
      "Megumi-chan and I! We two were responsible for cleaning up that red... jam? Or something else? Anyway, that red, sticky stuff she left behind! It was everywhere! Couldn't wipe it clean! We were exhausted!"
    

    
      Reiko's gaze swept over the awkwardly smiling Megumi beside them, her tone full of sincere emotion and relief.
    

    
      "You two really... worked hard..."
    

    
      Good thing, good thing they only cleaned up, didn't witness that... just imagining that scene made Reiko shudder involuntarily.
    

    
      She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, as if trying to suppress that nightmare-like memory, then slowly exhaled...
    

    
      Then, opening her eyes, those beautiful purple pupils burned with raging fury, her voice suddenly rising, carrying the seriousness of a student council president reading... a disciplinary notice.
    

    
      "That bastard magical girl! Simply lawless! Wanton and reckless! Trampling public safety and others' feelings underfoot! This kind of terrible behavior..."
    

    
      The more Reiko spoke, the angrier she became, her fair cheeks flushing red with anger.
    

    
      "Should really be arrested by police! Thrown in prison! To reflect for a lifetime!"
    

    
      Her resounding judgment echoed in the room.
    

    
      However, during this righteous accusation, Tsuan sitting nearby had an expression that seemed covered by an invisible layer of frost, cooling down bit by bit... bit by bit.
    

    
      Initially, she just lowered her head slightly, her fingertips unconsciously twisting Megumi's clothing corner, trying hard to maintain a calm facade of 'this has nothing to do with me.'
    

    
      But as Reiko's accusations against the 'terrible magical girl' became more and more specific, that forced smile at the corners of her mouth completely disappeared.
    

    
      "Reiko really hates her."
    

    
      Tsuan finally slowly raised her head.
    

    
      That small face that always carried a hint of shyness or grievance now had no expression. Those beautiful crimson eyes no longer held the previous dependence and grievance—they had vanished without a trace.
    

    
      She quietly looked at Reiko who was passionately denouncing herself, her gaze as indifferent as if looking at a stranger.
    

    
      The air seemed to freeze in the aftermath of Reiko's angry words and Tsuan's cold stare.
    

    
      Megumi keenly caught this plummeting atmospheric pressure, instantly breaking out in cold sweat. She hastily nudged the still-indignant Amber with her elbow, frantically signaling with her eyes.
    

    
      Only then did Amber belatedly follow Megumi's gaze to Tsuan, then... was startled by the unprecedented, completely cold calm expression on her face, instantly falling silent.
    

    
      Reiko also finally noticed the strange atmosphere. She followed Megumi and Amber's gazes, looking at Tsuan with confusion...
    

    
      "Of course I hate her."
    

    
      Reiko's tone was righteous, completely not feeling she had said anything wrong.
    

    
      "After all, she did that kind of thing at Tsuan-chan's school?"
    

    
      Tsuan was stunned, then felt a soft, warm caress on the top of her head.
    

    
      "I don't want her doing that kind of thing to scare Tsuan-chan... of course I don't want to scare Megumi-san and Amber-san either... so I'm very angry, you know?"
    

    
      Reiko's finger gently tapped at the corner of Tsuan's mouth.
    

    
      "Even if she's a magical girl, she should be punished for doing wrong things. We can't like her regardless of right and wrong just because she's a magical girl..."
    

    
      The student council president, thinking Tsuan was only angry because she was criticizing a magical girl, gently brushed aside the black hair covering Tsuan's forehead, then carefully planted a light kiss there.
    

    
      "Mm! I understand~"
    

    
      Tsuan's bright smile warmed everyone present, and Reiko was incredibly grateful she had taken leave today... otherwise...
    

    
      If Tsuan had seen the same thing as me...
    

    
      No, that's not allowed!
    

    
      That kind of thing, absolutely not allowed no matter what!
    

    
      Meanwhile...
    

    
      The Movie Monster finally understood the meaningful look in Azure Star's eyes when she left, and the cold implications behind that warning...
    

    
      However, everything... was too late.
    

    
      Riiip—!
    

    
      A teeth-grinding sound like a tomato being brutally torn directly pierced through her carefully constructed screen world.
    

    
      A gleaming long blade suddenly stabbed through the mirror-smooth movie screen. The sharp blade tip brutally tore open a hideous gash against the bizarre imagery background!
    

    
      "Have you run enough?"
    

    
      She had been chased like this for who knows how long. Every time she ran into a new movie, this magical girl would immediately follow, using that sword to brutally hack open an opening!
    

    
      "I haven't done anything bad at all! Why... why do you have to hunt me like this?!"
    

    
      The Movie Monster fled in panic through the bizarre movie scene fragments while screaming in despair with a crying voice.
    

    
      She just wanted to quietly help a director polish a script, immersing herself in the world of light and shadow she loved. She completely didn't understand where this catastrophe came from.
    

    
      But she dared not stop to question, because...
    

    
      "Why ask so much... just die obediently, wouldn't that be fine?"
    

    
      The magical girl's cold voice without a trace of emotion penetrated spatial barriers like the Grim Reaper!
    

    
      It was precisely this pure killing intent, unmixed with any emotion, that made her not dare stop for even a second!
    

    
      "Ah ya, I'm scared to death!"
    

    
      The Movie Monster, completely overwhelmed by fear and despair, finally exhausted all her magical power at some broken ruins that looked like they came from a black and white old movie.
    

    
      She suddenly stopped, both hands clutching her head as she crouched down, letting out a breakdown wail:
    

    
      "Please! I beg you! Magical Girl Azure Star! Save me!"
    

    
      Just as she gave up resistance and closed her eyes waiting for death—
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      A dull sound of a sharp weapon hitting the wall appeared above her head like heavenly music.
    

    
      The expected severe pain didn't come. The Movie Monster carefully opened her tearful eyes with lingering fear...
    

    
      Only to see a familiar figure radiating pink light, standing firmly in front of her like the strongest barrier!
    

    
      Azure Star's signature heart staff was now being held in front of her to provide a protective shield, firmly blocking that long blade about to strike down.
    

    
      "Senior..."
    

    
      She looked at the confusion in the black-haired girl's eyes and carefully reminded her.
    

    
      "You can't randomly attack monsters... at least, at least only after they do evil!"
    

    
      Good thing Amber didn't answer my call... otherwise if I had come late...
    

    
      The consequences would be unthinkable!
    

    
      The magical girl 'senior' who had originally just wanted to rob some money tilted her head.
    

    
      "Then listen well."
    

    
      Her tone like a death-demanding ghost made the Movie Monster tremble all over.
    

    
      "If I see you dare cause trouble..."
    

    
      Before she could finish, Azure Star pushed her aside.
    

    
      "Senior! Really, why do you have to be like this!"
    

  
    Chapter 26: Reiko is Approaching the Truth

    

    
      Azure Star turned back, confirmed that the Movie Monster wasn't injured, then forcefully pushed the senior away. But the black-haired girl's eyes burning with hatred still locked onto her.
    

    
      As if the moment she dared have any evil thoughts, the next second, that blade would chop her into pieces.
    

    
      Only when those bright red eyes were pushed completely out of sight by Azure Star did the Movie Monster dare to completely relax, collapsing in the ruins and wailing loudly.
    

    
      Only the inappropriate cheerful background music from some unknown movie fragment accompanied her.
    

    
      She cried for who knows how long before her voice gradually lowered to suppressed sobbing. The fear hadn't completely faded, instead settling into a deeper, bone-deep chill.
    

    
      'This place... can't stay…'
    

    
      The Movie Monster struggled to sit up, tears still on her face, but her eyes were filled with unprecedented terror and determination.
    

    
      She looked around this familiar yet bizarre 'home' constructed by her magical power—the flickering projections, broken screens, and furniture cut in half scattered on the ground... all now became props reminding her this place wasn't safe.
    

    
      That magical girl... since she could chase here once, she could definitely chase here a second time!
    

    
      "Move! Must move immediately!"
    

    
      She almost used hands and feet to bounce up from the ground, ignoring the mess, frantically searching through the rubble for videotapes that could still play.
    

    
      "Good... this one still works! And this one..."
    

    
      She muttered incoherently, directly extending her arm into the videotape. Immediately the scene it was playing appeared before her eyes, her fingers advancing through the barrier-free space until she grasped the progress bar.
    

    
      Relying on vague memory, she roughly pulled the progress bar forward until a silver-gray sedan froze on screen. After releasing the progress bar, she aimed at the car and grabbed hard, forcibly pulling it from the false image into reality.
    

    
      The car body that should have been made of steel trembled slightly in the air, making unstable humming sounds, as if it could fall apart at any moment. After all, things from movies were all fragile as paper in reality.
    

    
      But at this moment, how could she care about such things?
    

    
      The Movie Monster grabbed several barely intact pieces of furniture, roughly stuffing them back into the videotape serving as a temporary suitcase, then shoved it into her pocket, packing all her belongings.
    

    
      The next second, her figure twisted and reshaped like water waves, transforming into a cold-looking, efficient agent.
    

    
      After all, agents must all know how to drive...
    

    
      She pulled open the car door, smoothly sliding into the driver's seat. The engine let out a harsh roar, carrying this traumatized 'agent' away from this nightmare, speeding into the distance.
    

    
      Only...
    

    
      "What do you mean this movie is called 'Mr. Bean: The Agent'?"
    

    
      "Eh? Haven't you heard of 'Johnny English,' President?"
    

    
      Amber smiled as she reached out, her fingertip lightly poking Reiko's cheek, but was slapped away with a "pa."
    

    
      "This is a super—interesting comedy movie~" She drew out the word, with a hint of smugness.
    

    
      Megumi, who often watched various comedy movies with Amber, immediately nodded in agreement, turning on the TV while pulling Tsuan to sit beside her in the best viewing spot.
    

    
      "What about Tsuan-chan? Have you seen it?"
    

    
      Megumi turned her head, her eyes sparkling.
    

    
      "I guarantee it'll make you laugh non-stop~"
    

    
      The movie's opening music played cheerfully. Tsuan sat on the softest cushion in the middle, her body slightly relaxed, her crimson eyes curiously watching the screen.
    

    
      Amber had already sat cross-legged nearby, smiling as she prepared to comment at any time, but Reiko still stood in place, arms crossed, her face carrying a hint of student council president dignity and scrutiny, as if evaluating whether this movie was qualified.
    

    
      "Ahem."
    

    
      She cleared her throat, her gaze seemingly casually sweeping over the absorbed black-haired girl.
    

    
      "Although this kind of... mm... slapstick comedy usually doesn't meet my viewing standards..."
    

    
      She paused, as if searching for a perfect reason. Amber and Megumi both tactfully remained silent, just exchanging a knowing look.
    

    
      "...But."
    

    
      Reiko finally thought of a noble excuse, deliberately softening her voice with a hint of undeniable concern.
    

    
      "Considering Tsuan-chan took leave today and needs to relax, as her friend, I have a responsibility to... mm... watch with her."
    

    
      While speaking, she extremely naturally, with an air of taking things for granted, sat down in the empty spot beside Tsuan, even smoothing her skirt.
    

    
      "Oh~ It's for Tsuan-chan~"
    

    
      Amber drew out her words, mischievously winking at Reiko.
    

    
      Reiko immediately put on a stern face, glaring back.
    

    
      "Amber! How can you watch movies without popcorn? Go get some, the... caramel flavored kind."
    

    
      Fearing they might start arguing again, Megumi quickly gave Amber a new task.
    

    
      "Yes ma'am!"
    

    
      Amber jumped up with a smile, running to the kitchen with practiced ease.
    

    
      Soon, a large bucket of popcorn emitting rich sweet fragrance, hot and golden, was carried back by Amber. The sweet, creamy aroma quickly filled the living room.
    

    
      "Come come come, movie essential!" Amber placed the popcorn bucket in the center of the carpet, first grabbing a big handful to stuff in her mouth.
    

    
      Megumi also smiled and reached out, then stuffed a piece of popcorn into Tsuan's mouth.
    

    
      "Thanks, Amber."
    

    
      Reiko hesitated, seeming to feel it wasn't quite appropriate to grab with her hands like they did, but seeing Amber and Megumi eating happily beside her, and looking at Tsuan who was chewing quietly while staring at the TV, apparently already absorbed by the plot.
    

    
      She finally reached out, carefully picking up a few pieces of popcorn.
    

    
      Just then, the movie's protagonist made an extremely exaggerated, clumsy yet coincidental movement, stumbling embarrassingly and bringing strong comedic effect to the audience.
    

    
      All the girls without exception burst into laughter. For a moment, the small living room was filled with the girls' overlapping... intertwining laughter.
    

    
      Reiko secretly glanced at Tsuan's bright smile beside her, and that excuse about accompanying Tsuan-chan seemed to become less important.
    

    
      But... there was still one thing.
    

    
      "Hey, Tsuan-chan."
    

    
      She imperceptibly leaned over, her warm breath faintly brushing across Tsuan's slightly red, particularly sensitive earlobe in the dim light.
    

    
      Her voice was extremely low, like a feather sweeping past, ensuring those two movie-watching fools couldn't hear their whispers.
    

    
      "Earlier... why were you angry?"
    

    
      She paused, her tone carrying a trace of barely perceptible unease.
    

    
      "Did I... make you unhappy somehow?"
    

    
      Asking now was safest. Reiko knew well that if she had touched this nerve during Tsuan's anger earlier... the consequences were something she didn't even dare imagine.
    

    
      She held her breath, closely watching Tsuan's reaction.
    

    
      Thus she successfully saw that slender body tremble violently like a startled small animal, and the blush at her ear tips rapidly spread.
    

    
      But Reiko didn't pull back, instead moving closer, her soft lips almost touching that burning earlobe, her hot breath brushing there.
    

    
      "Sorry, asking like this might be difficult for you... but..."
    

    
      Her voice became even softer, carrying an almost pleading inquiry:
    

    
      "Can you tell me? What exactly... was the reason?"
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      You, you still have the nerve to ask why?
    

    
      Reiko's concerned and careful inquiry now sounded to Tsuan like sparks igniting a fuse.
    

    
      She didn't say a word, just glared fiercely at Reiko with those beautiful eyes. Then forcefully, almost with venting force... took out her phone from her pocket.
    

    
      With slight trembling, quickly tapping on the screen, unlocking, opening Line, precisely clicking on the chat window with Reiko.
    

    
      Then, without a word, she thrust that lit screen directly under Reiko's nose like presenting irrefutable evidence!
    

    
      The screen clearly showed the last message was the photo with Megumi she had sent over thirty hours ago.
    

    
      Below was blank.
    

    
      No red dots indicating new messages.
    

    
      There was even a glaring "read" mark, like silent mockery.
    

    
      A full thirty-plus hours!
    

    
      Do you still need to ask why I'm angry?
    

    
      Those crystal-clear purple pupils clearly reflected the glaring blankness on the phone screen and the silence of over thirty hours.
    

    
      Then, those beautiful purple eyes suddenly widened, carrying shock that hadn't fully faded and caught-off-guard panic, directly crashing into another pair of eyes close at hand.
    

    
      Those beautiful crimson eyes now misty with grievance and accusation were clearly questioning her...
    

    
      —Why won't you acknowledge me?
    

    
      Reiko wanted to deny it, but this was the fact.
    

    
      She had actually... completely forgotten about Tsuan-chan?
    

    
      Not even... thought of her once?
    

    
      This thought instantly tightened around Reiko's rationality, making her feel an unbelievable absurdity.
    

    
      No...
    

    
      That's not right!
    

    
      If she had really been ignoring Tsuan-chan all along... if her memory contained no trace of Tsuan-chan...
    

    
      Then how did she know... that the black-haired girl currently looking at her with grieved eyes, waiting for her answer...
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan?"
    

    
      Reiko suddenly raised her head, her amethyst-like eyes filled with confusion as she stared at Tsuan, as if trying to find traces of answers on her face.
    

    
      "If we haven't been in contact... how did I... know..."
    

    
      Her voice tightened slightly with surprise and doubt.
    

    
      "That you took... leave today?"
    

    
      This sudden question also stunned Tsuan, a flash of bewilderment in her crimson eyes.
    

    
      But Reiko had no time to consider her reaction. She forced herself to calm down and began searching every corner of her memory from the past thirty-plus hours.
    

    
      From opening her eyes in the morning to falling asleep at night, every scene, every thought, every person she spoke with, even every document she had processed...
    

    
      The result chilled her spine.
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      No images involving Tsuan-chan.
    

    
      No sounds mentioning her name.
    

    
      Not a single moment of thinking about her.
    

    
      Tsuan was like being completely erased from her life trajectory these past two days by some invisible force!
    

    
      However, the fact that 'Tsuan-chan took leave today'...
    

    
      Stood like a lonely, indestructible lighthouse in her memory, crystal clear and undeniable!
    

    
      How was this possible?
    

    
      A person she had never thought of, yet she firmly remembered the other's leave status today?
    

    
      This intense contradiction crashed madly in her thoughts, making harsh grinding sounds!
    

    
      All conventional explanations seemed pale and powerless at this moment. She had fallen into a cold, eerie logical dead end that completely defied common sense.
    

    
      Unless the explanation was placed... on magic.
    

    
      She took a deep breath and took Tsuan's palm, interlocking their fingers and gripping tightly, feeling the other's unique soft warmth, trying to carve this sensation directly into her heart.
    

    
      She seemed to understand why Tsuan, when first meeting her... had actually asked her
    

    
      —Can you see me?
    

    
      This question that had seemed hilariously amusing to her at the time now made the silver-haired girl's skin crawl.
    

    
      These thirty-plus hours...
    

    
      Starting from the moment she saw that damn photo!
    

    
      Tsuan-chan... she really... completely, silently... disappeared from her world!
    

    
      Not forgotten.
    

    
      Disappeared.
    

    
      As if erased by an invisible hand from her perception, her memory, her world... wiped away!
    

    
      The impact of this realization was far more suffocating than the blank record on the phone. It pointed not to negligence, but to something... beyond understanding, explainable only by magic.
    

    
      Moreover-
    

    
      Reiko had no way to predict when Tsuan would disappear again next time... she didn't know how long it would be until Tsuan appeared again next time!
    

    
      "Reiko...?"
    

    
      The silver-haired girl forcefully pulled her into her embrace, reaching out to gently pat her back, not knowing if she was comforting her or herself.
    

    
      Tsuan-chan... was originally living alone.
    

    
      This cruel reality stabbed at Reiko's heart like a sharp sword, making her feel suffocated.
    

    
      The blood that had just frozen from discovering Tsuan would disappear was now melted and ignited by an even more burning emotion.
    

    
      She suddenly clenched her fists, letting her nails dig into her palms, bringing slight pain far less than the overwhelming self-blame and panic in her heart.
    

    
      Clumsy, only liking canned food, needing help washing her hair...
    

    
      Living alone, no family, no friends...
    

    
      She glanced at Megumi and Amber.
    

    
      Even if there were any, they would forget this person just like herself when the time came.
    

    
      But she was different!
    

    
      I promised that if Tsuan-chan had any problems, she could come directly to me...!
    

    
      But what about now?
    

    
      When she needed me most, when she might have just needed me to glance at my phone, send a good morning or good night message
    

    
      I completely, totally forgot about her.
    

    
      Would Tsuan be very sad, would she... always be trying to ask me for help, but I completely ignored it all?
    

    
      Or...
    

    
      Had she already gotten used to it?
    

    
      Reiko bit her lower lip.
    

    
      This feeling of helplessness was more painful than any scolding. Her sense of responsibility and perceptiveness seemed so pale before Tsuan's eerie and cruel disappearance.
    

    
      "I... I..."
    

    
      She tried to open her mouth, but her throat seemed blocked by something, only managing broken gasps.
    

    
      She didn't even dare look at Tsuan's eyes that carried worry and a hint of fragile dependence. She was afraid of seeing disappointment, seeing wounds of being abandoned once again.
    

    
      "Sorry..."
    

    
      She could finally only squeeze out these few pale, powerless words, her voice hoarse and dry, carrying heavy nasal tones and undisguisable trembling.
    

    
      "I... I actually... knew nothing... I couldn't help... I..."
    

    
      She couldn't continue. An unprecedented sense of enormous powerlessness seized her. She hated herself for forgetting Tsuan, and even more hated her current helplessness facing this eerie phenomenon.
    

    
      Should I...
    

    
      Ask other monsters for help... this could...?
    

    
      The warm, sweet taste interrupted Reiko's thoughts, her self-blaming eyes focusing... on Tsuan's face less than a few centimeters away.
    

    
      Tsuan withdrew her tongue.
    

    
      "Reiko?"
    

    
      Her free hand gently cupped Reiko's cheek, wiping away the liquid that had inadvertently fallen.
    

    
      "I'm here."
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      "It's okay, Tsuan-chan."
    

    
      Tonight I need to hold a small meeting to ask if other monsters have any solutions.
    

    
      Tsuan's phone, which had been untouched for so long it had dimmed and was about to lock, suddenly vibrated. A ringtone unfamiliar even to Tsuan rang out, but fortunately those two people's attention was still on the movie, so they didn't notice what was happening behind them.
    

    
      "...Hello?"
    

    
      This was the first non-advertisement call she had received in years, very collectible... only...
    

    
      "Who are you?"
    

    
      The voice on the other end was completely unfamiliar to her, and also...
    

    
      "You're the one who made the call, why are you asking who I am...?"
    

  
    Chapter 27: Big Sister?

    

    
      "You're the one who made the call, why are you asking who I am...?"
    

    
      Tsuan frowned slightly. 
    

    
      The condescending scrutiny and undisguised hostility in the other party's voice made her instinctively uncomfortable, but she still tried to respond with a peaceful tone.
    

    
      After all, her phone rarely rang... each time had a bit of commemorative significance.
    

    
      The person on the other end obviously hadn't expected her to counter-question like this, falling into brief silence. In those few seconds of quiet, the background seemed to faintly carry a weak siren wail, making the atmosphere even more tense.
    

    
      "This number..."
    

    
      That cold female voice rang out again, speaking rapidly and urgently, carrying the oppressive feeling of interrogating a criminal.
    

    
      "Where did you get it from? Who gave it to you? Or..."
    

    
      Her voice suddenly lowered, each word like an ice-coated blade:
    

    
      "Whose phone did you 'pick up'?"
    

    
      Her crimson pupils suddenly contracted. The implication in the other party's words was like steel needles, viciously stabbing into Tsuan's body... that person was suspecting this number came from illegitimate sources... even... accusing her of theft!
    

    
      This groundless and evidenceless accusation made Tsuan instinctively glance at Reiko beside her.
    

    
      Although the student council president couldn't hear the specific content, she keenly caught the malicious intent from Tsuan's suddenly tense body and cold expression.
    

    
      Those violet eyes locked onto her, filled with worry and silent inquiry.
    

    
      Then she moved close to Tsuan's side, slightly tilting her head against the phone case. While feeling Tsuan's body temperature, she listened to the other party's questioning.
    

    
      The black-haired girl immediately turned her head away, avoiding Reiko's gaze, refocusing all her attention on the cold receiver.
    

    
      "Pick up?"
    

    
      She repeated this word, her voice calm without a trace of ripple, but her fingers gripping the phone turned white from the force.
    

    
      "I didn't pick it up."
    

    
      Brief and clear, carrying undeniable certainty.
    

    
      "Then who are you?!"
    

    
      The other party's voice suddenly rose, filled with fury from being contradicted and deeper suspicion.
    

    
      "Don't play tricks! Answer me immediately! Where is the owner of this phone now? What's your relationship with him?"
    

    
      A barrage of aggressive questions crashed down like hail. Tsuan pressed her lips tightly. The other party's unreasonable arrogance and deep-rooted suspicion scraped at her heart like sandpaper, irritation churning in her chest.
    

    
      She hated this feeling of being interrogated like a criminal.
    

    
      "Mine."
    

    
      Tsuan clearly uttered two words, her voice several degrees colder than before, carrying an inviolable meaning. She paused, seeming to gather strength, then declared word by word with decisive firmness:
    

    
      "This number is mine. Always has been mine."
    

    
      At least, in all the memories she possessed, this number had never changed.
    

    
      "Then who are you?"
    

    
      The question seemed trapped in an endless loop. But this time, the loop was abruptly severed by Reiko.
    

    
      The silver-haired girl, with undeniable authority, snatched the phone from Tsuan's ear. Without even looking at the screen, she directly placed the receiver to her lips, issuing a warning to that hostile stranger on the other end.
    

    
      "You don't even know who she is, so why are you making this call?"
    

    
      She gave the other party no chance to react or explain, her voice like an ice-coated blade, carrying long-suppressed fury pouring out.
    

    
      "Who gave you the right to speak to her in that tone of interrogating a criminal?"
    

    
      Reiko knew full well—this absurd situation was entirely because of Tsuan's 'disappearance'! The other party had forgotten Tsuan's existence, yet remembered this number today and called.
    

    
      This meant they were formerly acquainted, but so what?
    

    
      This was absolutely no reason for the other party to wantonly hurt Tsuan-chan!
    

    
      At this moment, Reiko only wanted to smash all the... helplessness toward that eerie phenomenon and anger over Tsuan's mistreatment onto this unlucky person who had hit the muzzle of her gun.
    

    
      She took a deep breath, straightened her spine. The student council president's dignity perfectly merged with the burning fury of the moment.
    

    
      Her voice clearly penetrated the receiver, each word resounding with undeniable declaration:
    

    
      "I am the student council president of Forest Moon Girls' High School—Enoki Reiko!"
    

    
      She even raised her volume slightly, carrying a nearly provocative coldness.
    

    
      "If you have any problems, feel free to come find me!"
    

    
      The other end maintained suffocating silence, as if truly intimidated by Reiko's presence.
    

    
      However, reality was quite different...
    

    
      Magical Girl Azure Star, also known as Hoshino Amane, was currently standing in the somewhat crowded reception area of the police station, embarrassedly bowing and apologizing to a fishing monster carrying a fishing rod, soaking wet and covered in water plants... with a fish head for a brain.
    

    
      "I'm really sorry! Senior... she didn't mean it! That money, we'll definitely find a way to compensate..."
    

    
      The fishing monster was currently pitifully hugging its empty fishing basket, its voice heavy with nasal tones.
    

    
      "Wuu... I fished all day and didn't catch a single fish! Just broken bottles, plastic bags... finally cleaned up the riverway, hoping to use that reward money to buy new bait..."
    

    
      Its eyes were full of fear, timidly 'glaring' at the black-haired girl still on the phone in the distance.
    

    
      "But then that magical girl robbed it!"
    

    
      And the magical girl being accused—that stranger who had called Tsuan—was currently gripping her phone with white knuckles, her cheeks flushed red with anger.
    

    
      She was rapidly moving her lips at the receiver, her expression fierce, obviously outputting a series of extremely intense words.
    

    
      But strangely, except for her slightly trembling shoulders from excitement and the bulging veins on her forehead, no one in the entire police station could hear any sound from her.
    

    
      Those curses, questions, and even profanity that should have been loud were completely filtered and silenced by some invisible barrier.
    

    
      Only the number belonging to Tsuan that she had just dialed continued flashing silently on her phone screen. While Reiko's angry warning and self-introduction from the other end... echoed clearly in this magical girl's earpiece.
    

    
      This undoubtedly added fuel to fire, making her even more furious as she madly ranted at the air.
    

    
      But ultimately everything would become inaudible "beep——"
    

    
      Hoshino Amane secretly glanced at her senior's silently raging back, performing like a mime, then looked at the still-sobbing fishing monster beside her and the police officer handling the case, feeling even more overwhelmed.
    

    
      "Enoki Reiko, right... F*** you, I'll F*** your 
      , 
      you F***
      .
      "
    

    
      The black-haired girl, immersed in her own world and unable to extricate herself, had her phone snatched away by the exasperated Amane, who hung up, ending this farce.
    

    
      Anyway, this senior was a repeat offender. The police officer was fed up with her but helpless. After Amane paid the compensation from her own pocket and apologized repeatedly, the police station finally let them both go.
    

    
      Just after stepping out of the police station, Amane couldn't help but grab her senior's sleeve, her brow furrowed, her voice full of exhaustion and confusion:
    

    
      "Senior! Why do you keep doing this? Those monsters... many of them haven't done anything particularly bad, so why chase and beat them, and rob their things?"
    

    
      She looked at her senior's clothes stained with dust and unknown substances, completely unable to understand.
    

    
      The questioned girl suddenly turned around. That face extremely similar to Tsuan's now rarely showed pure incomprehension.
    

    
      She blinked, seeming to seriously consider Amane's question, then after a few seconds answered in a tone that confused even herself:
    

    
      "Because they're monsters."
    

    
      She tilted her head, her eyes somewhat vacant.
    

    
      "But didn't senior promise me and the other seniors that you wouldn't attack monsters randomly?!"
    

    
      The black-haired girl nodded proudly.
    

    
      "That's right! Otherwise I would have *** their *** off and then *** them and ***... how could I have only robbed that little money?"
    

    
      The more she spoke, the more it seemed reasonable to her, her voice getting louder, as if convincing herself.
    

    
      "Anyway, they're not human, what use are they in this society? Wouldn't it be better to just hide in sewers and get completely *** by us?"
    

    
      Amane had no idea what she was talking about, only vaguely sensing that her senior harbored serious instinctive disgust toward all monsters, and would even, if possible, without hesitation...
    

    
      Seriously injure monsters... this, this isn't allowed!
    

    
      "Senior?!"
    

    
      Amane wanted to ask more, but saw the other party had already impatiently shaken off her hand, and with a flicker, directly used magic to teleport and disappear before her eyes.
    

    
      "Again!"
    

    
      Amane stamped her foot in frustration, once again helplessly activating tracking magic. The magic threads extended out, finally leading her to a brightly lit convenience store at the street corner.
    

    
      Through the convenience store's glass window, Amane saw her senior standing at the checkout counter, holding two cans of beer, arguing with the clerk with obvious displeasure.
    

    
      The young clerk pointed at the ID she handed over, firmly shaking his head.
    

    
      "Miss, the birth date on your ID shows you're still a minor. We can't sell alcohol to you."
    

    
      "Huh?!"
    

    
      The senior's voice came through the glass, full of incredulous anger.
    

    
      "What kind of joke is this! That date is definitely wrong! I told you I'm an adult! I've drunk countless times!"
    

    
      She irritably grabbed her hair, seeming completely unable to understand this simple refusal.
    

    
      "Isn't it enough to just say 'I'm a magical girl'..."
    

    
      The last sentence was almost an irritated mumble, so quiet that even the nearby clerk didn't hear it clearly.
    

    
      The black-haired girl, pulled away by Amane, reluctantly looked back at the beer on the shelves. As the store door closed, this last bit of hope was completely severed.
    

    
      Whatever, not being able to drink doesn't matter... anyway, everything in this damn place is different from her memories!
    

    
      She irritably tugged hard at her somewhat disheveled long hair. The slight stinging sensation from her hair roots helped her chaotic thoughts barely clear up a bit.
    

    
      That phone number...
    

    
      She forcefully closed her eyes, trying to capture a trace in her chaotic memories.
    

    
      The result was nothing—complete blankness. She couldn't remember who this number belonged to, didn't even remember why she had saved it, much less remember what the person who should have answered looked like or what their name was.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      A more primitive, stronger impulse, like an instinct branded into her bone marrow, kept surging from the depths of her heart.
    

    
      That person was important.
    

    
      That person... was very important!
    

    
      This recognition had no reason, no traceable source, yet was as real as a heartbeat, as natural as breathing.
    

    
      It overcame the frustration of failing to buy alcohol, overcame the resentment of being scolded by police, even overcame the sense of incompatibility with this place.
    

    
      I have to find her.
    

    
      The black-haired girl looked up at the faint galaxy in the sky.
    

    
      "It's getting late... Tsuan-chan, Megumi-chan, and Reiko-san should head home first?"
    

    
      Amber held up her phone, jumping and waving at the three of them, seeming to have inexhaustible energy.
    

    
      "Then we'll meet at the movie theater tomorrow afternoon~"
    

    
      Megumi naturally took Tsuan's left hand, somewhat worriedly adding to Amber:
    

    
      "Amber must rest early today! Otherwise tomorrow..."
    

    
      Before she could finish, Amber, who had absorbed who knows how much magical power from Tsuan earlier, immediately nodded in agreement, interrupting her casting preparation.
    

    
      Really...
    

    
      Megumi and Reiko each took one of Tsuan's hands. They tacitly decided to take Megumi home first.
    

    
      Only... the abnormally silent Tsuan and Reiko, who didn't know what she was thinking, together formed a wall of silence that made the blue-haired girl, unable to bear this atmosphere, declare it unbeatable.
    

    
      "Hey, I say..."
    

    
      Her lively voice became somewhat pitiful, trying to start a conversation.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan and Reiko-san should also rest well."
    

    
      Tsuan remained silent. Reiko absent-mindedly added that she would too, then continued contemplating, completely crushing Megumi's expectations.
    

    
      "We'll part ways here. Thank you... Megumi."
    

    
      Near Tsuan's house, Reiko noticed Megumi's low spirits and proactively dropped the "san" suffix, making their relationship slightly more familiar.
    

    
      As a reward for cheering Megumi up.
    

    
      Also...
    

    
      "Eh? Tsuan-chan lives here?!"
    

    
      The voice that had become lively again from her initiative to close the distance carried a hint of confusion... as if she had no idea where Megumi lived.
    

    
      "Megumi doesn't know where Tsuan-chan lives, so why were you leading the way?"
    

    
      Good thing this girl didn't lead us to some other place...?!
    

    
      "It's fine, anyway Reiko would help me and Tsuan-chan~ Eh?"
    

    
      Megumi looked at the girl who had directly collapsed into Reiko's arms and fallen into deep sleep, couldn't help but exclaim. Seeing her slender body slightly tilting from being pulled, she finally released her left hand.
    

    
      Why did Tsuan-chan... lean in that direction...
    

    
      "Reiko and Tsuan-chan have such a good relationship~"
    

    
      Ah, indeed... quite good?
    

    
      Reiko was already somewhat shy from Tsuan suddenly burrowing into her arms, and being pointed out by Megumi in this tone...
    

    
      The silver-haired girl's cheeks turned red. She hurriedly said goodbye and picked up Tsuan, who hadn't slept all night and had large amounts of magical power drained, quickly walking toward her residence.
    

    
      The problem she had just been thinking about—how to prevent Tsuan from silently disappearing—was instantly thrown to the back of her mind.
    

  
    Chapter 28: Reiko's Personal Chapter

    

    
      Reiko held Tsuan with one arm around her waist and one under her knees, quickly walking toward that familiar, slightly aged apartment building.
    

    
      The evening street was silent, with only their footsteps echoing... perhaps because it was Friday, everyone was discussing with family how to spend the weekend.
    

    
      The moon and streetlights lit up simultaneously, the warm yellow light stretching and shortening their shadows.
    

    
      Weekend... how should it be spent?
    

    
      Reiko entered the apartment's somewhat narrow entrance hall. The motion sensor light turned on in response. She stood at the stairs holding Tsuan, thought about which floor she lived on, then climbed the steps one by one.
    

    
      The silver-haired girl's gaze fell on the quiet sleeping face in her arms. Long eyelashes cast small shadows in the light, thin lips slightly parted, allowing Reiko to hear breathing slightly louder than a heartbeat.
    

    
      Perhaps Reiko's rhythm of walking while holding her was too slow, making her feel somewhat impatient in her dreams. Or perhaps the thin school uniform really couldn't resist the night's cold, making her instinctively seek warmth...
    

    
      The deeply sleeping girl in Reiko's arms moved without warning. Her small, delicate chin rested against Reiko's neck and rubbed lightly, like a small animal seeking shelter, making a vague sound with a hint of grievance.
    

    
      Then, she seemed to find a more comfortable position, her warm forehead dependently resting against the sensitive skin on Reiko's neck side, warm breath faintly brushing past.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan..."
    

    
      A mixture of protectiveness and inexplicable sourness spread in Reiko's heart.
    

    
      Why, why must you... be treated like this by this world?
    

    
      No family, not even friends... even if there were... they'd forget in a few days...
    

    
      Reiko lightly sniffled, forcibly suppressing her emotions to avoid disturbing Tsuan's rest.
    

    
      She couldn't imagine what kind of life that was, but she was determined to help her no matter what.
    

    
      Because they were friends.
    

    
      Her shoe soles repeatedly stepped on the dusty steps, finally reaching the floor where Tsuan's home was located.
    

    
      Reiko carried Tsuan to that familiar door, then encountered a difficult problem—no key.
    

    
      She didn't know... or rather, couldn't remember whether Tsuan had told her where the spare key was. Maybe under the doormat... but there was no doormat at Tsuan's door.
    

    
      Helplessly, she gently brushed aside the hair by the girl's ear in her arms, leaning close to the round, white earlobe and gently blowing out a breath of hot air.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan, where's the key?"
    

    
      The crimson eyes slightly opened a crack, 'looked' once... perhaps Tsuan recognized Reiko just by scent, so she pointed to her pocket, then adjusted to a more comfortable position in her friend's arms to continue resting.
    

    
      Learning the key's location, the student council president carefully shifted Tsuan's body weight to one arm for support, her free hand somewhat unfamiliarly reaching into Tsuan's jacket pocket.
    

    
      Her fingertips successfully touched cold metal and plastic—the key.
    

    
      She fumbled to take out that key ring, which only had a single door key and a somewhat aged tomato charm hanging on it.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      The door lock opened in response. Reiko used her shoulder to gently push open the door, holding Tsuan as she entered sideways.
    

    
      The entryway was narrow and dark. Reiko groped for the switch based on memory, the lights came on, illuminating the living room with a hint of life before her.
    

    
      Just that the air was permeated with a scent of long-unventilated... tomato fragrance?
    

    
      She carried Tsuan straight to the old sofa in the living room. Gently placing the girl in her arms down, then taking off her own jacket, carefully covering Tsuan with it.
    

    
      "Good night..."
    

    
      The silver-haired girl straightened up, her gaze sweeping over this familiar yet strange space. Still the same—a low table, a TV, a projector, several videotapes... then the dining table in the distance... further away were the bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen.
    

    
      This place seemed more like a temporary lodging than a... 'home.'
    

    
      The kitchen was small, with only simple stovetop and sink. Reiko habitually wanted to open the refrigerator to see if there was milk or something to relieve fatigue, but when she pulled open the refrigerator door, she suddenly remembered.
    

    
      In this girl's fridge, except for eggs and a bit of vegetables, everything was tomato cans and noodles.
    

    
      The refrigerator's internal light came on, illuminating the contents inside.
    

    
      Sure enough, it was no different from what she had seen when making breakfast yesterday morning.
    

    
      Four unopened tomato cans, twelve eggs, two unopened packages of noodles, and the quantity of vegetables was also...?
    

    
      Reiko disbelievingly pulled open the freezer door.
    

    
      But there was only a thin layer of ice covering the inner walls, no trace of any food, not even the most common frozen foods or ice cream boxes.
    

    
      The refrigerator's food storage was exactly the same as yesterday morning—not a problem at all... like hell!
    

    
      Had this girl eaten nothing from yesterday morning until now?!
    

    
      No, she had eaten—she ate some popcorn...
    

    
      Reiko's heart felt like it was being viciously squeezed by an icy hand, even her breathing stopped for a moment. Her fingers gripping the refrigerator door trembled slightly from the force.
    

    
      She closed the refrigerator door, that dull collision sound particularly harsh in the quiet kitchen. Reiko leaned back against the cold refrigerator door, slowly sliding down to sit on the floor, tightly hugging her knees.
    

    
      Tsuan-chan didn't even have the mood to eat... ?
    

    
      The problem seemed to have gotten a bit more serious. But...
    

    
      It didn't matter anymore.
    

    
      Tsuan's even, weak breathing was particularly piercing in the quiet environment. Reiko took a deep breath, stood up from the floor, wanting to make something... for Tsuan to eat.
    

    
      What to make? After not eating for a long time... it would be better to give Tsuan-chan some porridge.
    

    
      The student council president, barely regaining confidence, lit the stove, added water to the pot, then... realized
    

    
      Tsuan's house didn't even have rice~
    

    
      Tsuan-chan couldn't even afford rice~
    

    
      The Dark Moon Society executive miss was almost completely broken by this fact.
    

    
      She closed the kitchen door tightly to avoid waking Tsuan, then called and gave orders to the monster on the other end in a low voice.
    

    
      "Buy lots of food, anything... preferably vegetables, meat, and such... and milk... anyway, anything works!"
    

    
      After estimating her savings, Reiko added:
    

    
      "I'll reimburse you, deliver directly to this address."
    

    
      Less than a minute after hanging up, Reiko heard someone tapping on the window. Just as she turned to look...
    

    
      "Splurt..."
    

    
      A soft sound with a slippery, sticky quality came from the window.
    

    
      A small puddle of pure white cream emanating faint sweet fragrance was 'flowing' in from under the door crack like it was alive. That puddle of cream quickly condensed and took shape, becoming a mini cream monster only knee-high with a giant head in a few seconds!
    

    
      It still had no facial features and couldn't speak, only waving at Reiko as a greeting.
    

    
      "Cr... Cream Monster?"
    

    
      Reiko lowered her voice, surprised and puzzled.
    

    
      "Didn't I tell you to knock on the door?"
    

    
      She instinctively glanced toward the living room, afraid of waking Tsuan.
    

    
      After all, letting Tsuan-chan see her alone with a monster would probably frighten her...
    

    
      The mini Cream Monster couldn't answer this question, but it immediately produced several bulging shopping bags from its flowing body like magic.
    

    
      The bags fell on the kitchen floor with dull sounds. It pointed at the bags with its round cream finger, then at Reiko, then proudly put its hands on its hips and puffed out its chest...
    

    
      Although it had no obvious waist, Reiko still understood what it wanted to say.
    

    
      "I did something good!"
    

    
      Reiko frowned, with doubt and a hint of wariness, carefully opening one of the bags to look inside.
    

    
      Several boxes of freshly made vegetable porridge and seafood porridge still steaming hot came into view... but this was far from what she had asked the Cream Monster to buy.
    

    
      "Whatever, you wouldn't know how to shop anyway... well done."
    

    
      Reiko took out several thousand yen from her wallet as pocket money reward, then began unpacking.
    

    
      Her worry about Tsuan made her ignore the fact of how the Cream Monster had arrived here and bought things within one minute.
    

    
      The 'Cream Monster' with other things to do took the money, waved goodbye to Reiko, then returned the same way, squeezing back out through the window crack to merge with the 'cream' it had left outside.
    

    
      "This ability really isn't bad."
    

    
      It turned into a puddle of cream and began sliding across the ground at ultra-high speed. Although it forced several cars to stop, it didn't care.
    

    
      After all, no matter what, the magical girls in this place must be better than that woman.
    

    
      The 'Cream Monster,' or rather the Movie Monster, returned to the new home it had just found in a few breaths—a fairly bustling movie theater.
    

    
      Then it drilled into the screen, returning to its cold, simple, somewhat shabby space.
    

    
      "Hey, I finished your job for you. Here's your pay."
    

    
      She threw the yen bills Reiko had given her in front of the real Cream Monster... a glass bottle filled with cream.
    

    
      A few seconds later, the Cream Monster emerged from the glass bottle, took the 'pay' and proudly flexed its arms, then was kicked out by the Movie Monster.
    

    
      "Take the money and get out quickly. Also... don't tell anyone about today."
    

    
      Little Movie—the new name she gave herself—was already full of resentment from being forced to move and work for free, now warning the Cream Monster to be smart and not cause trouble for her.
    

    
      "If you don't want to be locked up forever, keep your mouth... uh, keep your... your... keep your cream under control!"
    

    
      The Cream Monster saluted her, indicating compliance, then quietly found a crack to slip away through.
    

    
      "Really, just looking at it makes me angry!"
    

    
      Little Movie stomped her feet hard twice, venting that anger with nowhere to go.
    

    
      She could only imprison one person at most at a time, and could only use that person's body to move around outside during that period.
    

    
      But even so, she was a powerful monster that had existed for over ten years! She had fought countless magical girls, sometimes even teaching novice magical girls how to use their specialized magic...
    

    
      Since then, no magical girl had ever treated her with that woman's attitude!
    

    
      She still used the fairy tale princess's body, aggrievedly hiding in the castle's big bed in that movie, whimpering.
    

    
      She had clearly washed her hands of it long, long ago. Her hobby was just watching movies and helping other third-rate directors revise scripts... this hobby had even become work that could earn her money!
    

    
      This kind of happy life... was completely shattered by that inexplicable woman!
    

    
      Little Movie thought of that cold blade roughly tearing open her front door, then charging in for a wild rampage, and then threatening her with her life...
    

    
      "What gives her the right?!"
    

    
      Even the most good-tempered person couldn't endure this level of bullying.
    

    
      Moreover, she was a powerful monster who had once given several magical girls headaches. How could she just sit and wait for death?!
    

    
      "I'm so angry so angry so angry!"
    

    
      She had nowhere to vent her fury, only taking it out on the flowers by the window, petals being viciously plucked off one by one, then... having to be cleaned up by her later.
    

    
      Little Movie really couldn't stand this kind of frustration. She immediately made a decision.
    

    
      "If that magical girl dares appear before me again, I'll..."
    

    
      She shuddered.
    

    
      "I must get revenge on her..."
    

    
      "I'm going to steal away everything around her that she cares about!"
    

    
      She wasn't clear what price this would cost her in the future, but at least...
    

    
      This anger must be vented!
    

    
      ○
    

    
      Reiko was wiping away rice grains remaining at the corner of Tsuan's mouth. Soon she would also be responsible for giving Tsuan a bath, then holding Tsuan together...
    

    
      She swallowed.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan, are you sleepy?"
    

    
      Only Tsuan's even breathing answered her.
    

    
      So Reiko had to help her wash up in advance, change into pajamas... then carry her to bed and tuck her in... then like that day, also get into bed and tightly hold Tsuan's soft, slender waist.
    

    
      Everything before her overlapped perfectly with that day... every detail strictly recreating the past.
    

    
      This exact similarity brought no comfort, instead making Reiko feel bone-deep panic—she clearly knew... if things continued exactly the same, then the next step would be...
    

    
      Waking up to find Tsuan completely evaporated from her world.
    

    
      Even with that slender figure close at hand, Reiko couldn't touch that familiar warmth even a little.
    

    
      She wanted to prevent this, but she had no way.
    

    
      She wasn't a monster, nor a magical girl... she was just an ordinary person.
    

    
      A somewhat excellent ordinary person, so... she knew nothing about magic.
    

    
      Those monsters willing to help her lacked sufficient power. Those with sufficient power were too busy to help her.
    

    
      Several strands of smooth silver hair quietly slipped down with her movement, inadvertently brushing across Tsuan's black hair scattered on the pillow.
    

    
      Two different colored hair strands lightly collided and intertwined, bringing a subtle yet clear tickling sensation, like feathers scratching Reiko's heart.
    

    
      She carefully picked up a strand of her own falling silver hair, then extremely gently separated a thin strand from Tsuan's thick black hair.
    

    
      With barely perceptible trembling in her fingertips, she tried to wind the two hair strands together. The two colored threads intertwined in her fingers, then... became a knot tightly wound around each other.
    

    
      She extended her fingertip, extremely carefully touching that small knot, feeling the real sensation of both hair strands existing together under her fingertip.
    

    
      "This way... it's good."
    

    
      "Even if... even if I wake up tomorrow and my memory is blurred again... even if I can't remember who you are for a moment..."
    

    
      She gently tugged, feeling that slight but undeniable stinging sensation across her head.
    

    
      As long as I feel this, I'll definitely remember... I'll definitely be able to find you...
    

    
      The girl, knowing this was like trying to stop a chariot with mantis arms before magic, gently held her friend tight.
    

    
      This was the only mark she could make.
    

  
    Chapter 29: I Shall Attack in Little Brat Form!

    

    
      Sunlight silently pierced through the gaps between curtains, splashing onto the two girls sleeping in each other's arms on the messy bed, coating them with a layer of warm halo.
    

    
      Awakened by it, Reiko's violet eyes gradually opened like being pulled by invisible threads, carrying some physiological tears. She immediately raised her hand to touch beside her pillow, her fingertips urgently exploring into the smooth hair.
    

    
      Searching for that knot she had carefully tied before falling asleep, connecting her and Tsuan.
    

    
      However, what she touched was only her own silky hair, and... Tsuan's soft black hair. They naturally intertwined, carrying the warmth of sleep... yet empty.
    

    
      No knot.
    

    
      No connection.
    

    
      Nothing at all.
    

    
      As if last night's clumsy ritual was just a dream she had.
    

    
      She hadn't been able to hold onto Tsuan—not last time, not this time either.
    

    
      Her heart felt like it was being viciously squeezed by an icy hand, instantly sinking to the bottom. Enormous disappointment and familiar fear surged like a tide, almost drowning her.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan has... disappeared again?"
    

    
      However, just as the shadow of despair was about to completely swallow her, a clearer, sharper thought struck through the gloom like lightning.
    

    
      Wait...
    

    
      Her movements suddenly froze.
    

    
      If Tsuan-chan had really disappeared... then why was her first thought upon waking, her first action... so precisely reaching to touch that place where the knot should have been?
    

    
      Why would her fingertips so naturally, purposefully explore among her silver hair?
    

    
      Disappearance... wasn't like this!
    

    
      She gradually turned her head... seeking traces left by the person beside her pillow.
    

    
      Disappearance would be like an eraser, silently wiping away all traces, including the markers set up to fight forgetting itself.
    

    
      A completely forgotten person, along with all memories about her and everything related, would disappear without a trace.
    

    
      But this time was different.
    

    
      She remembered to touch that knot, and she also remembered where the knot should be, and she still remembered who it connected to!
    

    
      This clear 'remembering' was itself the most powerful evidence!
    

    
      Joy transformed into a warm flood, instantly breaking through the dam built of fear.
    

    
      Reiko held her breath, urgently yet carefully turning her head, then raising it.
    

    
      What came into view was Tsuan's face, close at hand.
    

    
      The black-haired girl had awakened at some point and was quietly lying beside her, those beautiful crimson eyes gazing at her without blinking. There was no confusion or distance in them, only a gentleness familiar to Reiko that belonged uniquely to Tsuan.
    

    
      Morning light leaked through the curtain gaps, dancing on her long eyelashes, coating her fair skin with a layer of soft golden edge.
    

    
      Then, under Reiko's joyful yet incredulous gaze, Tsuan's lips slowly but clearly curved upward.
    

    
      She didn't need to speak aloud or do anything to comfort Reiko. Because this smile, and the fact of her peacefully existing here, was the perfect answer.
    

    
      Reiko opened her mouth but found she couldn't make any sound, yet her eyes uncontrollably warmed first.
    

    
      She suddenly reached out, not to touch the non-existent knot, but to firmly, tightly grasp Tsuan's hand resting beside the pillow.
    

    
      Warm, soft, truly existing.
    

    
      Tsuan-chan's...
    

    
      The black-haired girl felt the force and slight trembling transmitted through her palm, the smile in her eyes deepening. She gently squeezed back, her fingertips consolingly tapping lightly on Reiko's hand.
    

    
      "I'm here."
    

    
      Her voice was as light as a sigh, yet clearly fell into Reiko's heart.
    

    
      Reiko squeezed back forcefully, deeper, as if wanting to etch this existence permanently into her soul.
    

    
      The sunlight gradually brightened, illuminating the intertwined silver and black hair on the pillow, more gently illuminating the quietly growing, silently spreading intimacy between them.
    

    
      Just as Reiko was immersed in this hard-won intimacy, even leaning forward slightly with a hint of hazy desire to get closer, wanting to feel that more private softness, wanting their breaths to completely merge, wanting to taste that unique scent belonging to Tsuan so close at hand—
    

    
      Hiss!
    

    
      A sudden, clear pulling sensation came sharply from the top of her head, even accompanied by undeniable stinging pain.
    

    
      As if an invisible thread had suddenly tightened, forcibly dragging her from the romantic clouds back to reality! Though the pain was subtle, it was like a cold needle tip, precisely piercing through all the ambiguity and rising temperature of the moment.
    

    
      Reiko didn't even have time to react. She only felt her vision blur, and Tsuan so close at hand... that pretty face with hazy affection, like a water reflection shattered by a thrown stone, instantly twisted, blurred, and finally broke apart.
    

    
      Disappeared?!
    

    
      Before the enormous panic could explode in Reiko's heart, her vision suddenly darkened, as if the scene had been forcibly switched.
    

    
      She instinctively blinked hard, trying to dispel this strange dizziness.
    

    
      When she opened her eyes again—
    

    
      Tsuan was still before her, only this time... no longer the intimate appearance of smiling and nestling in her arms just now, but...
    

    
      Tsuan was glaring at Reiko with puffed cheeks, her fingers still tightly gripping the knot on her own hair that had been tied into a complete mess by her.
    

    
      She had originally wanted to quietly solve this problem herself, then go to the bathroom without waking Reiko... but not only did she fail to untie it, she made it tighter, creating this stubborn knot.
    

    
      Embarrassed and annoyed, she simply gave up and yanked the stubborn hair knot forcefully twice, dragging Reiko's hair along with it and forcibly waking her up.
    

    
      "Tsu... Tsuan-chan?"
    

    
      Reiko was sleepy-eyed, her purple eyes full of confused mist, not yet fully awake from the beautiful dream just now, when Tsuan unceremoniously grabbed her arm and pulled her to sit up from the bed.
    

    
      "Hurry up and untie this for me!"
    

    
      Tsuan's soft voice carried obvious annoyance and a trace of barely perceptible embarrassment.
    

    
      She had thought she could solve this problem herself, but now not only was the problem unsolved, it had become serious enough that she had to swallow her pride and wake up the culprit.
    

    
      "I really don't know what Reiko was trying to do!"
    

    
      Tsuan muttered quietly, her cheeks flushed red from embarrassment and annoyance.
    

    
      "Ah, sorry... Tsuan-chan."
    

    
      Reiko sighed helplessly, fully awakening. Looking at this little animal before her who was bristling because her hair had been held hostage by her.
    

    
      She resignedly leaned close, her fingertips carefully exploring the tangle of silver and black hair. Her movements were gentle and skillful, carrying a hint of apology, quickly untying the stubborn knot that had left Tsuan helpless.
    

    
      With the restraint removed, Tsuan didn't even glance at Reiko, still carrying her not-yet-completely-dissipated embarrassment and annoyance, heading toward the bathroom without looking back, her footsteps slightly heavy, and shut the door with a bang.
    

    
      Reiko looked at that tightly closed door, rubbing her painfully pulled scalp, her lips involuntarily curving into a helpless arc.
    

    
      Well, at least...
    

    
      Tsuan-chan really hadn't disappeared, right?
    

    
      And... that 'Tsuan-chan' in the dream who smiled at her, nestling obediently...
    

    
      Reiko unconsciously raised her hand to touch her own lips, as if she could still feel the warmth of that desire to get closer in the dream. Her cheeks uncontrollably flushed red again, even more than before.
    

    
      The sound of rushing water came from the bathroom. Reiko leaned against the headboard, listening to that sound, the heat on her face gradually fading.
    

    
      Mm... tonight... I need to take Tsuan-chan to the supermarket.
    

    
      Reiko leaned against the headboard, listening to the sound of water from the bathroom, her thoughts already drifting to tonight's arrangements.
    

    
      Vegetables, meat... she silently calculated the shopping list, the 'empty' scene of the refrigerator with nothing but canned goods, eggs, and noodles appearing in her mind again.
    

    
      She couldn't let her continue eating such things.
    

    
      Just as this thought settled, a more realistic and somewhat troubling problem emerged:
    

    
      But... could Tsuan-chan actually cook?
    

    
      Reiko could almost immediately imagine the scene: Tsuan standing at the stove, holding a gleaming kitchen knife, her crimson eyes full of bewilderment facing unknown ingredients, possibly even with some... wariness toward those flames?
    

    
      Maybe the next second she'd clumsily cut her hand or set the oil pan on fire!
    

    
      This imagination made her temples throb.
    

    
      It seems...
    

    
      Reiko sighed lightly, but her lips involuntarily curved into a helpless smile.
    

    
      I'll have to personally teach Tsuan-chan how to cook...
    

    
      But in the future, it probably won't be just Tsuan who needs cooking lessons... there's also…
    

    
      ○
    

    
      "Alright, alright, I know, geez, can't you avoid bothering me so early with such trivial matters!"
    

    
      The Movie Monster, just awakened from the princess's big bed, reached out without looking to extract the item the Cream Monster had delivered into the screen.
    

    
      It was a quite officially printed "Monster Identity Registration Form."
    

    
      The form's fields were clear and specific:
    

    
      Name
    

    
      Age (or duration of existence)
    

    
      Birthplace/Place of origin
    

    
      Current address
    

    
      Current occupation/source of income
    

    
      Little Movie held the pen, her gaze lingering on this for a long time. As one of the powerful monsters, she completely didn't need to join this kind of charity organization and seek their help.
    

    
      Rather, in most cases, this kind of organization would need their help, so it would be very troublesome...
    

    
      Just as she was slightly frowning at the blank fields, thinking about how to word things, a clean, soft tissue was pushed next to the form by a round hand made of fluffy cream.
    

    
      She looked up in surprise at the Cream Monster beside her.
    

    
      The white head without facial features leaned forward slightly, seeming to indicate she should look at the tissue.
    

    
      Then, its other cream arm reached over, its fingertip condensing a bit of pure white cream that emitted sweet fragrance, with delicate texture, like the smoothest piping bag, beginning to silently write on the tissue.
    

    
      The cream glided across the tissue fibers, leaving clear and round handwriting:
    

    
      "If you don't have work, you can receive unemployment benefits from the Dark Moon Society! (๑•̀ㅂ•́)و✧"
    

    
      What does this mean? Provoking me or insulting me?
    

    
      "I don't need such things. Considering that yesterday I both ran errands for you and gave you your wages without taking a single cent..."
    

    
      The 'princess's' gentle features gradually became distorted, then transformed into a knight wearing cold, hard armor in front of the Cream Monster.
    

    
      "Please, have some basic self-awareness, okay?"
    

    
      The Cream Monster, who had only wanted to help this new friend, stood dumbly in place. That round, rolling cream head representing its simple happiness visibly drooped down.
    

    
      The Cream Monster's dejected figure almost melted into the shadows of the movie theater corridor. That slowly moving white outline, seemingly having lost all sweetness, radiated silent grievance. Just as it was about to disappear around the corner—
    

    
      "Hey! Wait!"
    

    
      A somewhat stiff voice rang out behind it.
    

    
      The Cream Monster stopped. That drooping round head extremely slowly turned back a little, not completely lifting, just looking sideways at the Movie Monster who had called it back, now having canceled her knight form and returned to princess appearance.
    

    
      She avoided the Cream Monster's invisible yet seemingly emotion-transmitting 'gaze,' her eyes falling on the blank "Monster Identity Registration Form" on the nearby desk.
    

    
      She pointed at the form:
    

    
      "This thing... is it related to the magical girls' side?"
    

    
      She was afraid this thing would also file a case with the magical girls' side. If that were the case, that crazy woman could track her down anytime...
    

    
      Just then, a black cat appeared from nowhere, walking between the two and lazily stretching, licking its paw, answering for the dejected Cream Monster.
    

    
      "Of course it's related, meow."
    

    
      The black cat jumped onto the form, lightly tapping the paper with its tail tip.
    

    
      "After the Dark Moon Society registers the information, we'll also send two copies to the Magical Girl Association and the police station, meow."
    

    
      "The purpose of doing this, meow, is to let those magical girls protecting the city know you, know that you're a registered monster member with an 'identity,' meow."
    

    
      The black cat's tone became serious.
    

    
      "This official registration is the basic guarantee for everyone to coexist peacefully, meow. If you don't fill it out, you might be considered as causing trouble by magical girls while walking down the street, thus encountering many unnecessary problems, meow~"
    

    
      A dilemma was placed before the Movie Monster. Fill out the form, and the Magical Girl Association would clearly know her location, then be hunted by that woman.
    

    
      Don't fill it out, and she might be hunted by that woman while just walking down the street someday.
    

    
      She'd never signed this thing before... except for that woman, no one had done anything to her...? Maybe?
    

    
      "What if magical girls still attack me directly after I sign?"
    

    
      The black cat shook its head.
    

    
      "As long as you don't actively do bad things, magical girls would never attack you proactively, meow~ The premise is, you have to fill it out... meow?"
    

    
      To completely escape that fear, the Movie Monster created a new identity for herself:
    

    
      "I'm the Movie Monster's little sister, Little Movie~"
    

    
      After filling out the form, she felt that still using the princess image wasn't enough to prove she wasn't the Movie Monster... so she could only use magic power to transform into human form between the black cat and Cream Monster.
    

    
      "My job is helping big brothers and sisters revise scripts to earn money~"
    

    
      About ten years old, with a slender build. Fluffy silver-white curly hair tied in twin tails, with butterfly bows embedded with miniature film gear clips in her hair.
    

    
      "Nice to meet you all~"
    

    
      Her screen-like gray eyes blinked, occasionally showing one or two threads of scattered light in the depths of her pupils.
    

    
      Small fry.
    

    
      "Hey~ If there's nothing else, I'll head home first?"
    

    
      After saying goodbye to the Cream Monster, she drilled back into the screen, feeling proud of her wisdom.
    

    
      Since both signing and not signing would cause trouble, might as well sign a fake one!
    

    
      Anyway, no one had seen this version of herself...
    

    
      "Pupu~ Didn't expect them to believe I'm a new monster~"
    

    
      Perhaps only in human form could she show her true nature...
    

    
      "Small fry, small fry~"
    

  
    Chapter 30: The Last Happiness

    

    
      Tsuan quickly finished the simple breakfast Reiko had prepared—warm milk, bread slices that were newly bought but still heated by Reiko, and two fried eggs with crispy edges.
    

    
      The warmth of the food transmitted through her fingertips, like a ray of sunlight melting the last bit of dissatisfaction in Tsuan's heart. She unconsciously took Reiko's hand, her soft fingertips gently stroking the lines in the other's palm, as if memorizing her touch in her heart.
    

    
      The two tacitly returned to that old sofa. Tsuan relaxed her body, sinking into the soft cushions, her forehead with a few drooping strands of black hair naturally resting against Reiko's shoulder.
    

    
      The warmth from the silver-haired girl's neck and the faint scent of shampoo made her slightly close her eyes.
    

    
      Reiko didn't mind this level of intimacy either. She reached out encouragingly to gently rub Tsuan's neck. This feeling of being depended on... especially being depended on by Tsuan, made her heart repeatedly soften.
    

    
      Sunlight streamed through the window, allowing them to see tiny dust particles floating in the air, flipping and falling bit by bit... like observable time, reminding Reiko that time was passing.
    

    
      Tsuan's nose was surrounded by the fresh yet familiar light fragrance from the other's hair. A nearly luxurious sense of security quietly enveloped her. Her fingertips unconsciously slid across her phone screen, opening and closing irrelevant interfaces, but her thoughts weren't on that cold reflection at all.
    

    
      Her gaze gradually shifted from the phone screen to the gradually clear and bright sky outside the window. They didn't speak, just quietly nestled together, feeling each other's steady breathing and heartbeat, like two tomato vines supporting each other in the morning light.
    

    
      "How much longer until noon..."
    

    
      The left tomato vine asked.
    

    
      "About two more hours? If you don't want to wait, should we call them now to invite them out early?"
    

    
      Two more hours, and the sun would rise to the center of the sky, spreading its radiance across the world. That was the mark of noon, and also the meeting time Amber had arranged with them yesterday.
    

    
      But...
    

    
      Tsuan gripped Reiko's palm tightly, a trace of hesitation flashing through her red eyes... then once again reflecting the time advancing second by second on her phone screen.
    

    
      Calling them out early would seem very rude... after all, the agreed time was the agreed time... changing it arbitrarily would...
    

    
      While worrying whether Megumi and Amber might develop ill feelings toward her, Tsuan had to face another question.
    

    
      How much time did she have left this time?
    

    
      She could clearly perceive Reiko's gaze falling on her profile, gentle as if tracing a treasure. This feeling of being truly watched by Reiko, peacefully accompanied by her, was already a luxury for Tsuan.
    

    
      She slightly turned her face, letting her hair naturally brush past Reiko's neck, almost greedily absorbing this skin-to-skin contact that brought enough reality to drive away all loneliness.
    

    
      Honestly speaking, what Tsuan sought really wasn't much.
    

    
      At this moment, being embraced by Reiko's warm arms, thinking of Megumi and Amber's vibrant smiles waiting not far away, realizing she was truly being seen... needed and even cared about by these three people.
    

    
      This seemingly ordinary daily life was already the most generous gift life could give her, a miracle she hadn't dared look up at for even a second while in the boundless abyss.
    

    
      Even if this miracle wasn't without cost, for Tsuan... it was already enough.
    

    
      A barely perceptible shadow passed through her crimson eyes.
    

    
      Even though maintaining this miracle required her to pay the price of a life... it didn't matter.
    

    
      Whether it was cardiac arrest, consciousness being instantly stripped away, or gradually, gradually walking toward death in pain throughout her body, it didn't matter.
    

    
      She unconsciously buried her body deeper into Reiko's embrace, as if wanting to draw some courage from this warm nestling.
    

    
      Even though this was already the third time, she was still... afraid.
    

    
      Even though she would resurrect soon, she still felt fear from instinct.
    

    
      Was this really worth it? A cold voice sharply questioned her in the depths of her heart, asking whether paying the 'price' every twenty-four hours was too frequent.
    

    
      That voice asked Tsuan if she wanted to slow it down to every two days, or even three days.
    

    
      Almost instantly, Tsuan gave her answer.
    

    
      Her gaze fell on Reiko's delicate jawline. The other turned her head to show her a warm smile, completely dispelling the gloom in her heart.
    

    
      Worth it.
    

    
      As long as she could continue to have this warmth every day, continue to be illuminated by their gazes, even if she had to struggle back from the edge of death's cliff every single day, she would gladly accept it.
    

    
      After all, paying this cruel price was the only way she could obtain happiness.
    

    
      After all...
    

    
      She mischievously planted a light kiss on Reiko's soft cheek.
    

    
      She could no longer live without this warmth. That night... the sorrow that was enough to directly drown her could return anytime, anywhere, dragging her back into the abyss of loneliness.
    

    
      Rather than that, she would prefer to...
    

    
      Die.
    

    
      So...
    

    
      She lifted her head, meeting Reiko's purple eyes that flickered with emotion, which reflected her own slightly pale face.
    

    
      Tsuan tried hard to curve her lips into a lively smile... attempting to dispel the emotion in Reiko's eyes that she couldn't understand but still categorized as 'worry.'
    

    
      Then she stood up... her footsteps carrying a deliberate lightness toward the bathroom.
    

    
      The glass door gently closed behind her, shutting out Reiko's gaze.
    

    
      Tsuan leaned back against the door panel, taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling.
    

    
      The mirror in the bathroom reflected her own image. In the depths of her crimson pupils, that barely perceptible tension finally emerged without concealment.
    

    
      She reached out her finger, unconsciously stroking across the mirror surface. The coolness from her fingertip made her slightly tremble.
    

    
      Twenty-four hours...
    

    
      This cold number struck at her heart like a heavy second hand.
    

    
      It had been almost exactly a day since she woke up in bed yesterday after falling from the building. That cardiac arrest-like void, the coldness of consciousness stripping away, the agony of broken bones...
    

    
      All the sensations she used to exchange for happiness were surging like tides in the depths of her memory as this time point approached, silently reminding her—
    

    
      The next payment was close at hand.
    

    
      The time that had been lively and light beside Reiko became especially thick and heavy behind the cold door panel of the bathroom.
    

    
      She leaned against the door, her crimson eyes fixed on the time displayed on her phone.
    

    
      Every imperceptible movement of the second hand was like a heavy hammer striking her taut nerves.
    

    
      Yesterday when she woke up, it was around 10:20.
    

    
      And now... 10:19:58... 10:19:59...
    

    
      Rather than pressing the switch here and scaring Reiko as well as blowing up the bathroom, Tsuan decided to wait until the time came, then quietly find a place to detonate, then use the resurrection feature to return to bed, perfectly timing it to go out with Reiko.
    

    
      10:20:43
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Absolute, suffocating silence echoed in the bathroom, making Tsuan uncertain whether she had already 'disappeared.'
    

    
      The somewhat too-loud heartbeat in her chest due to the quiet reminded her to go do what needed to be done.
    

    
      Thump... thump... thump...
    

    
      She counted one hundred heartbeats, then opened her phone again.
    

    
      The time clearly showed: 10:22:08
    

    
      Mm, already two minutes overtime... she should have disappeared by now.
    

    
      "Reiko?"
    

    
      She softly called her friend's name, and after waiting three seconds, resignedly took out the self-destruct switch, preparing to find a good place when...
    

    
      "I'm here, what's wrong, Tsuan-chan? Did you run out of shampoo?"
    

    
      Reiko's response left Tsuan somewhat incredulous. She looked down at her own hands, fingers curling and extending, skin warm, touch real. She even forcefully pinched her own arm—clear pain came through.
    

    
      "I'm... still here?"
    

    
      Before she could think about what her current situation was, whether divine mercy had extended the time she could exchange, or... some unknown change had occurred.
    

    
      Knock knock knock.
    

    
      A series of crisp knocking sounds broke the suffocating silence in the bathroom.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan?"
    

    
      Reiko's voice, carrying a trace of barely perceptible worry, came through the door.
    

    
      "Are you okay? You've been in there for a long time. Megumi and Amber are already downstairs, urging us."
    

    
      Megumi and Amber... were already here?
    

    
      "Wasn't it supposed to be twelve o'clock...?"
    

    
      Tsuan's confused voice received Reiko's more helpless answer.
    

    
      "Because they felt waiting was too boring, so they came early to find us... anyway, that's what they both said."
    

    
      Megumi-chan and Amber came too? And... came early to find me?
    

    
      But I should have already disappeared by now!
    

    
      She stood like a lost child, bewildered looking at that door that separated her from her friend.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan?"
    

    
      Reiko's voice came closer, carrying worried probing.
    

    
      "Should we go down? Or make them wait a bit longer?"
    

    
      Go down? To see Megumi and Amber? In this state... where she wasn't sure why she existed?
    

    
      Tsuan's brain was in chaos. She wasn't prepared to face this accident.
    

    
      She had prepared to pay with her life and then meet her friends with twenty-four hours of existence...
    

    
      But now like this... this feeling of 'overstaying' left her at a loss.
    

    
      Fear, bewilderment, and a trace of weak... hope she dared not think deeply about kept churning in her heart.
    

    
      The sound of the door handle turning rang out. Seeing her prolonged lack of response, Reiko was ultimately somewhat worried and gently pushed open the door.
    

    
      What met Reiko's eyes was Tsuan leaning against the door panel, her face pale to near transparency, her crimson eyes filled with bewilderment and confusion that was about to overflow.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan!"
    

    
      Reiko's heart tightened, immediately stepping forward and cupping Tsuan's cold cheeks with both hands.
    

    
      "What's wrong? Are you feeling unwell somewhere?"
    

    
      Her eyes full of anxiety and concern awakened Tsuan.
    

    
      The black-haired girl opened her mouth but couldn't make any sound. What could she say? That she should have disappeared but didn't?
    

    
      That she was now like a game bug, lingering in this world?
    

    
      Or that she was now questioning whether she needed to press the switch?
    

    
      "No, nothing... that, Reiko..."
    

    
      She stepped back, forcing a lively smile for Reiko, then gently closed the glass door.
    

    
      "I'll wash my hair first!"
    

    
      Hot water flowed across her scalp, streaming down her hair, finally pooling on the floor.
    

    
      Accompanied by the pattering sound of water by her ears—
    

    
      I'm still here, time's up, I didn't disappear...?
    

    
      These words finally connected coherently, penetrating her confusion and bewilderment, igniting a weak but real light in her heart.
    

    
      Just then, Amber's energetic voice that could completely penetrate walls came from outside the door.
    

    
      "Tsuan-chan! Reiko! Come down quickly! The movie's about to start!!!"
    

    
      Immediately followed by Megumi's lively, soft voice:
    

    
      "Don't listen to this girl's nonsense! There's still a very, very long time. Tsuan-chan and Reiko can rest a bit more~"
    

    
      The voices of two friends, who were also magical girl companions, were close at hand, crystal clear.
    

    
      And she was only separated from Reiko by a door.
    

    
      The fact that all three friends could now see her was self-evident.
    

    
      It's true! I haven't disappeared.
    

    
      I'm still here... I can go see them, right now, immediately!
    

    
      "Re... Reiko..."
    

    
      Tsuan's voice, carrying a faint crying tone, was filled with joy at being able to enjoy happiness overtime.
    

    
      "I... let's go down quickly, don't keep them waiting!"
    

    
      She pulled Reiko's hand with her wet long hair, her footsteps carrying a kind of lightness like surviving a disaster and urgency, rushing toward the door...
    

    
      Then was caught by Reiko and dragged back to dry her hair.
    

    
      But that didn't matter either...
    

    
      She forcefully hugged the student council president in front of her, her wet little head mischievously rubbing all over her.
    

    
      Sunlight had never shone so brilliantly in the stairwell, nor had it ever shone so warmly into Tsuan's crimson eyes.
    

    
      When she appeared at the staircase entrance with still somewhat damp long hair, out of breath, seeing Amber's overly brilliant smile and Megumi's water-blue eyes in the sunlight, a new feeling filled with endless hope exploded in her chest.
    

    
      She was still here, she hadn't been forgotten, hadn't been erased. Her payment seemed to have... paused?
    

    
      Or... extended, allowing her to enjoy a bit more?
    

    
      This thought brought such wild joy and disbelief that she temporarily forgot to investigate the cause, only wanting to tightly grasp this happiness that was lost and regained, or rather... never lost.
    

    
      She released Reiko's hand, like a little bird finally breaking free from an invisible cage, with an unprecedentedly bright smile, rushing toward the friends waiting for her.
    

    
      "Amber! Megumi-chan! I'm here!"
    

    
      No matter what, right now... everything was happiness.
    

    
      Even though a few hours later, Tsuan would press the switch again and again, tirelessly paying with her life.
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