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      9


      A curtain of mist moistened the grains’ green leaves like blessing rain.


      The hour was still blue, when only a faint glow bled into the sky, but it was still too soon for the sun to emerge and banish the morning fog. It was at this time that Belle chose to set out, hidden by the mist and moonless dawn, and took the earliest tumbler from Central East Town to Lower East Town. Once she got off the bus, she left the streets and walked toward the fields.


      Belle crossed a vast stretch of farmland before entering a woodland path, where the greenery was thicker. Rows of lyre oaks stood like spires, dotting the right side of the afforested hill. Many had holes bored in their trunks, as they were used to make iron strings for agricultural instruments, but the amount taken from them was calculated to ensure the trees didn’t wilt, leaving winged mice to make nests in the hollows. In the time it took the trees to regrow enough iron to be harvested by the string craftsmen, these holes served as seed plots for the flying creatures. There they waited until summer, when their babies grew into their ash-colored wings. The craftsmen, for their part, weren’t callous enough to banish them until the young were old enough to leave the nest.


      As Belle made her way through the forested path, a winged mouse—too young to have grown wings yet—peeked out of its nest. Its sand-colored eyes observed the girl with great curiosity as she walked proudly through the trees, a green sleeveless cloak shielding her from the cold mist and the massive form of Runding on her back.


      She was headed for the chapel, which served as a gathering place for the Farm Symphonists. During festival times, the altars used for selecting the crops were adorned in the color of their offerings while bustling stalls were set up nearby. Belle had a somewhat negative recollection of these celebrations. When she was little, she had studied instruments here in the chapel, helped out with the harvest, and set up for these festivals—but it was those same moments when she’d felt the most haunted by feelings of inferiority over her appearance.


      Belle emerged from the forested path. At the end of a road running through tall grass, on the other side of the fog, she could see the chapel. Small, milky white droplets hung in the air, and trees lined both sides of the road. The sound of a flowing river came from nearby. In the distance, she could hear the chirping of some birds that had woken up early and flown off in search of fresh drinking water.


      She entered the garden of the chapel. It was spread with white gravel, and tags were attached to the walls of the assembly hall marking the crop, its condition, and the date it was harvested. Belle went around the building, searching for who she’d come here to meet.


      There they were—but it wasn’t a person. Her eyes went wide. The giant turtle was serenely grazing on the grass. It was a squeezer flower turtle, meant for carrying crops. A large, clumsy creature, yet blessed with great strength.


      “Is that you, Belle…?”


      A figure stirred atop the turtle, calling out to her.


      “Yeah… It’s me.”


      Even after the fog revealed them both, the man on top of the squeezer didn’t look her way. Instead, he turned a triangular ear in her direction.


      “Good morning, Belle.”


      “Morning, Benet,” she replied cheerfully, before timidly climbing onto the cart attached to the squeezer.


      Looking over, she saw Benet was carrying an instrument in one hand. He was using it to play for the turtle. Seeing Benet—the very image of a refined Park City Mermaid—performing for a hulking squeezer that normally lugged crops was an unusual sight.


      “That suits you, you know?” Belle giggled, taking a seat in the cart.


      “Why thank you,” Benet said in a calm, slightly joking manner. “I asked if I couldn’t borrow a more appropriate ride, but sadly our strategist insisted this wouldn’t stand out as much. So I had to learn how to play for this creature. I’m becoming quite multitalented thanks to that man.”


      Benet glanced over his shoulder, both eyes closed, his triangular, fishlike ears twitching restlessly. Belle forced herself to maintain her smile, sensing that her prediction had come true. This was the first time she’d met the male Benet after bidding the female Benedictine farewell.


      “That said…,” Benet continued. “The way I am now, I don’t really know what this thing looks like. I have a general grasp of its shape and size based on how the wind hits it and the air flow when it moves, but it sounds like there’s thunder coming out of its feet. I have no idea when it might shake me off, and that makes me too nervous to play.”


      “That’s the kind of complaint I’d expect from you, Benet. I’m counting on you, though. You’re the only one who can play for it.”


      “I’m the only one, huh…?” He cocked his head, looking a bit bewildered. “That’s nice to hear. Especially coming from you, Belle. Coming from our tactician friend, on the other hand, it sounds an awful lot like extortion. Anyway, you seem to have cheered up. Have your wounds healed from that last battle?”


      It was a good-natured response. Belle felt a huge sense of relief at seeing Benet had learned how to reassure the people around him. He wasn’t brooding over what had happened, contrary to her expectations.


      “Yeah. Thanks to you,” she said openly. “You sacrificed your other self for me, so I had to make sure I cheered myself up, no matter what.”


      Belle’s tone was matter-of-fact.


      “Really?” Benet murmured, a twinge of happiness in his voice. “This version of me doesn’t know exactly what happened between us. But it satisfies me to hear that it helped you when you needed it most.”


      How far will you go to put others at ease? Belle wondered. She felt the corner of her eyes tremble.


      “Benet… I’m grateful to you.”


      Benet’s face turned toward Belle, as if searching for her. He regarded her with a gentle smile.


      “And I’m not sorry it happened.”


      He nodded at Belle’s sincere words. She could see Benet’s clouded-over eyes underneath his cracked-open eyelids. The light was lost to him. When the female Benedictine had departed to the World of Restoration, Benet had lost his most damaged organ—his eyes—as recompense. But even if he’d lost something more directly related to his survival, like his lungs or his heart, rather than a sensory organ, the Mermaid would have helped Belle all the same.


      I’m sure of it…


      Belle felt that conviction like a weight in her chest, especially now with Benet right in front of her. Still, she had to wonder…


      How…?


      She didn’t ask. She accepted it purely as fact, even without voicing the question aloud: How could he calmly appear before her like this while carrying that burden?


      “Belle…”


      “Yeah?”


      “I was sure you’d say that. I have no intention of saving someone with no hope of salvation.”


      “Yeah…”


      “That’s why I’m grateful to you, too.”


      Belle hung her head, biting her lip.


      “I told myself I wouldn’t cry.”


      “Mm.”


      “And that I wouldn’t apologize.”


      “You don’t have to, Belle.”


      Benet’s gentle smile soothed her. Belle grinned back, but the Mermaid couldn’t see it. The man she was looking at was no longer able to see her face, and she had no idea if he could tell what expression she was making. Yet even then, she smiled. She wanted to answer his sacrifice appropriately. To believe that no matter what intentions this man had for saving her, she was brave enough to meet them in kind. And so she smiled.


      “Here he comes.”


      Benet angled his head, and a figure emerged from the morning mist in that direction, gradually coming into view—Guinness, the one-armed Conductor. The left sleeve of his coat hung limply, and he walked hunched-over, contemplating something with a stern face. If you asked Benet, though, that was how Guinness always walked. He seemed completely lost in thought, as if he wasn’t aware of where he was walking, but upon noticing them atop the squeezer, his expression turned to one of surprise.


      “Heya, Guinness,” Belle greeted him.


      “Oh, Belle. Good morning. You’re up early. And you’re here too, Benet?” Guinness said vacantly. “Ugh, I hate mornings. I haven’t even sobered up yet. Benet, make sure this guy goes slowly, okay? I want to clear my head before we get to the funeral. You know the meetup spot, right? And, Belle, it’ll be up to you to serve as his eyes. I’ll be sleeping.”


      Still mumbling, Guinness climbed up into the squeezer’s cart. He took off his coat, lay down, and spread it over himself.


      “It looks like alcohol poisoning could kill you at any second,” Benet murmured, sounding genuinely frustrated. Guinness only answered with a snore. Belle exchanged a look with the Mermaid and chuckled.


      “We’re off, then.”


      Benet vigorously plucked the string, and the squeezer responded, stepping forward on its mighty legs. The cart wobbled, making Guinness roll from one side to the other. He bumped into the edge and woke up with a yelp, which earned roars of laughter from the other two.


      Belle glanced at Guinness (who seemed to insist on staying asleep more out of spite than anything else) then raised her eyes to the dawning sky, which was beginning to dispel the morning mist.


      I’m glad I have friends like this.


      The feeling seemed to suddenly swell up inside her.


      As she rode in the comfortably swaying cart, Belle thought about what she could do to help them.


       


      Guided by the playing of Benet’s six-string lute, the squeezer carrying the three Solists left the forest as the sky grew brighter. It appeared to follow the Yellow Brick Road, but at some point the turtle strayed off the path, cresting a large hill and coming back down its gentle slope. A river flowed in the distance, its winding stream forming a wetland area. The marsh and forest ahead made this region difficult to use as farmland.


      This separated the Lower East and Lower West parts of Park, effectively serving as a border between the outside and inside, top dogs and underdogs. No matter how one tried to circumvent it, they had to pass through this region to get here, and a squeezer carrying a group that was clearly made up of top dogs wouldn’t be allowed to cross into Lower West town. All the more so since they were Solists.


      From the perspective of the underdogs, a group of top dog Solists entering their town without permission from the king was nothing short of a provocation. They could meet on the battlefield in accordance with God’s order, but if they were to clash here, it would cause a major dispute. That was especially true now, since these Solists’ names were beginning to spread among the people, both inside Park and out. There was no telling who might come from where, or what they might plan to do.


      What a pain… Belle thought to herself as she heard this explanation. All they had to do was go from the castle at Park’s center and head east—in other words, go outside. The truth was that non-Solists conducted business along the banks of the river dividing Park’s east and west without regard for top dogs and underdogs. They could mingle with these merchants and very easily cross over to the western side.


      Guinness, however, believed it wasn’t that simple. When crossing the river, they’d have to go through a checkpoint whether they were using a bridge or a ship. And cutting west over the castle grounds without permission from the nobility would require passing through several town walls. All of that combined would make for an even more troublesome journey.


      Benet’s explanation reminded Belle of the commotion that had taken place when she first took up Runding, and since she wasn’t in any position to press the matter, she simply nodded in agreement. Besides, being able to ride this turtle and enjoy the view didn’t make for an unpleasant trip. She snacked on some of the breakfast she’d brought with her and enjoyed the leisurely journey through the spring scenery, not urging Benet to go faster.


      It wasn’t just Belle; none of them were really itching for a fight, and while there was no harm in being vigilant, they weren’t particularly wary of any underdog interference. And indeed, it seemed their unusual good faith was rewarded, as they reached their destination without incident.


      They arrived just as the time was shifting from blue to green. Belle, Benet, and Guinness got off the squeezer.


      “So this is the meetup spot…?” Belle whispered, gazing out at the large lake stretching before them. Her tone sounded more satisfied than questioning. The ground was quite damp; with every step she took on the grass, she felt her feet getting wetter. The scenery was covered in brushwood and, being the border area, offered a view of the roads coming from both east and west of Park. As such, once a person made it here and crossed the lake, they could enter either part of the city. They only needed to convince one of the fishermen raising the fish flowers blooming in the lake to be able to freely travel between east and west Park.


      Guinness himself had used this route a number of times to come and go from inside and outside the city. He sat on one of the nearby shrubs as if he’d done it many times before, while Benet instructed the squeezer to return.


      “If you play it one song, it goes back the way it came… Just don’t forget to leave the fee for its owner in the wagon,” Guinness muttered sleepily. He covered his face with his one hand and started nodding off.


      “Got it,” Benet said, following the instructions.


      Belle stood behind the two men, observing the vast lake before suddenly squinting to look at the rising sun. The scenery around her made an unexpected memory spring to mind.


      That seed…


      The negroni she’d defeated. Belle had kept one seed from the fight, which she’d later deposited in a creek. Could a life that was only capable of surviving in salt water sprout and bloom in this foreign body of water? The emotion stirred her heart.


      I’m sure that small seed has already drowned and died… Or maybe it’s still alive and slumbering, waiting for when its body can adapt to the waters of the creek… Waiting to be born.


      That memory reminded her of what had happened soon after, when she had parted ways with her Meister. It was an empty thought that at this point carried no emotion, like the shell of a seed left discarded after it had sprouted.


      She had lost someone who had raised her and protected her up until that point of her life, and in overcoming that loss, she had managed to make it as far as she had—to this distant place. Belle remained still for a long moment, basking in that sentiment.


      Eventually, a shadow surfaced on the water. Gliding on top of the lake, which was still thick with morning mist, it approached the three Solists, the contours of its hull laid bare and the faces of the people upon its deck coming into focus.


       


      “Now this is unheard of,” Mist called out from atop the ship.


      She was referring to the fact that the three of them—Belle, Benet, and Guinness—had come all the way here to mourn Ginbuck after his death. She sounded both surprised and impressed. Her sincere face, always changing to express her true feelings, was an odd mixture of sarcastic and grateful.


      “We owe the renowned Conductor a great debt of gratitude. I don’t tell anyone this, but I proudly consider myself his final apprentice.”


      Guinness boarded the ship. He still looked half asleep, but the words flowed eloquently from his lips.


      Mist grinned at him and ordered the Froggies to prepare a spot for him to sleep. After greeting them with a word or two, Guinness lay down without any reservations.


      Ahh. Belle nodded to herself as things clicked into place.


      Apparently, Guinness had been traveling back and forth for two reasons. One was to meet Mist, which Benet often teased him about, but the other had apparently been to study under Ginbuck. It seemed to stoke the Froggies’ pride to know that a top dog from inside the city came all this way to ask for the tutelage of the old Conductor they looked up to, so they had kindly accepted not just Guinness but Belle and Benet as well aboard their ship.


      This indicated a friendship that ran deeper than just the camaraderie they had cultivated fighting together in the Battle for the Catacombs. It spoke of a brotherhood-in-arms, a mutual, unspoken respect for their respective pride and abilities.


      The top dogs and underdogs were locked in conflict by God’s order, and while they rarely developed such unshakeable feelings of hatred or sorrow for one another, it was also rare for them to regard each other with such friendliness.


      The ship they were on was fashioned from a stemgrass shell, its hull and mighty oars inscribed with painstakingly drawn spells. Some of these Froggies even lived aboard the vessel. It held a special place in their hearts, and they knew its workings inside and out, treating it as they would their family home. The ship was an invaluable asset to the Froggies, so the act of allowing the new arrivals aboard spoke to how close they felt to the three Solists.


      Was this trust Guinness’s true talents at work? Perhaps this was the unusual ability of the perpetually middle-class Conductor currently snoring in the cabin.


      These thoughts drifted through Belle’s mind as she sat at the ship’s stern, where she had been asked to go due to Runding’s weight. Mist suddenly approached her.


      “How’s the wound? All better?”


      Belle knew the Froggie woman was asking about the injury she’d suffered during the tough battle they had fought against each other not long ago.


      “Pretty much… Sorry you had to see that side of me.”


      “It sure was a miserable battle. You smashed ten people’s swords. Some people came out with broken bones, as well. Honestly, you’re a monster.” Mist said that last sentence looking at Belle with an expression of mild surprise. “Not that I mean that in a bad way, you know. I think you’re amazing. Okay?”


      Her expression made it clear she was worried she’d truly offended Belle.


      “Yeah.” Belle smiled back. A look of admiration flashed through Mist’s eyes at seeing her smile, not teasingly or modestly but with real composure.


      “You know,” the Froggie continued, “I’ve been thinking this since the first time I met you, back in the Catacombs…but you’re really cool.”


      Belle let out a burst of laughter. “Gimme a break.”


      “It’s true, as much as I hate to admit it. You got really hurt, didn’t you? So how can you still stay like that?”


      “What do you mean? Like what?”


      “I mean, the way you are now. Calm. Collected. I wish I could keep it together like that. I’m a mess. I get angry and feel pressured all the time.”


      “Hmm.”


      Belle thought that Mist probably looked cute even when she was angry, but she didn’t say it aloud. She looked at the Froggie, who stared at the boundary between the lake and the sky with a stern gaze. Mist’s long black hair was tied up, and one thin strand danced in the wind, the color standing out against her pale neck. This hairstyle was typical among mature but unmarried women of her race.


      Froggies had green fingertips, blue outlines around their eyes, and red tips to their pointed ears. These shades were close to pure, primary colors, and the patterns on Mist’s reddish-brown skin shone in the sunlight. The young Froggie woman wasn’t allowed to simply grieve at the news of Ginbuck’s death. Having lost such a key figure, she had many responsibilities to attend to as the new head of the clan. It was a different battle from Belle’s with loneliness but grueling all the same.


      Belle didn’t know what burdens Mist had to shoulder. Feeling it wouldn’t be right to make light of those responsibilities, and thinking it inappropriate to bring up her grievances, she naturally said what had been on her mind for some time now.


      “Back then…when we fought in the Catacombs and I cut down Tiziano, I thought the battle ended then and there. But you guys were out there fighting even after that, and I was none the wiser.”


      “And what? If you’d known, you’d have come to fight?” Mist’s direct gaze bore into Belle. “For which side?”


      “…I’m not on either side. I don’t even know what I’m capable or incapable of cutting anymore until I actually try to cut it. When I fight, it has to be to cut down someone who really needs to be stopped. I follow the howls of my sword, not which side someone’s on.”


      Personally, Belle thought she would’ve wanted to fight on the side protecting the Catacombs, but even if she were to say that, her position necessitated that she side with the top dogs. Caught between the two, this was the best answer she could come up with.


      “That’s that Nomad curse thing, huh?” Mist replied. Her tone didn’t criticize Belle for her indecisiveness. In fact, she sounded envious of her way of being.


      “You know about that?”


      “Guinness told me. Should he not have? He’s pretty chatty…but he knows how to keep the most important things a secret.”


      Mist said it with a sigh that held a hint of emotion, but something else caught Belle’s interest.


      “You see him that often?”


      “Well…yeah.”


      “Hmm?”


      “I—I mean, he kept coming to visit Sir Ginbuck, and I kept escorting him there, so…we’d chat a bit…”


      “About what?”


      “About…stuff.”


      “So tell me…”


      “What?”


      “Do you have feelings for him?”


      For a second, Mist looked startled, but then her expression turned serious.


      “Yeah. He… I’ve been thinking I want us to be on the same side, whether that means he becomes an underdog or I become a top dog. I thought that if that happened, I’d probably realize I’m in love with him. No idea what I see in him, though.”


      Mist said it in a way that made it sound as if she thought that day would never come.


      “…Hmm.”


      “So I don’t see it that way yet. I can’t, or else I’ll want to cling to him… I don’t wanna see myself become like that, and he probably wouldn’t like it, either.”


      Mist said it indifferently, but something about it left a deep impression on Belle.


      “You really are just a girl.”


      Mist flashed an astonished yet slightly amused sort of smile.


      “Hey…”


      “What now?” Mist asked warily, so Belle brought her lips to her ear and whispered.


      “Did you do it already?”


      “…Do what?”


      “I mean, you know. With Guinness…”


      Mist cut Belle off with a wave of her hand and pressed Belle with a question of her own.


      “Did something happen to you?”


      “Huh? No, not really… Nothing major.”


      “That other guy who was with you… Adonis, was it? I didn’t ask when you got on the ship, but why isn’t he with you? He didn’t die. And Guinness told me you promised to go on a Journey with him.”


      “Gah, you know that much? Damn it. Yeah, that happened, but when we made that promise, we didn’t mean anything deep by it…”


      “What do you mean, anything deep? Anyway, forget about that. Did something happen between the two of you?”


      “I’d appreciate it if you answered my question first…,” Belle said, shrinking back.


      A dubious look crossed Mist’s face and her eyes flitted through the air. She nodded a few times, then returned her gaze to Belle.


      “Hmph…,” she muttered with what sounded like resignation.


      Seeing the curious look Belle was giving her, Mist cracked a smile and then slowly gave a single large nod.


      “Yes.” Belle made a sound as if she were impressed, and Mist forcefully added, “But not often or anything.”


      “Well, good on you.”


      “I’d like a detailed explanation on what exactly you mean by that… So what happened?”


      “He forced himself on me.”


      “That guy did…?” Mist instantly became deadly serious, which made Belle snort with laughter. “What, it’s something to laugh about? I mean, there’s no way he could’ve overpowered you. So how’d it happen?”


      “Well, at the time…I felt like if I resisted, I’d end up killing him in the heat of the moment.”


      “You…”


      “I dunno if there were other reasons as well, but I couldn’t lift a finger. And just when things got really bad, Kitty, the brother of that Rabbitia who’s staying at my place, showed up and cut the tension, saving me.”


      Mist sighed with relief. “This is so exhausting. First Guinness, now you—what is it with you guys and scaring people? So that’s why you were bent out of shape during our last fight? You always wear your heart on your sleeve. I take it that means you broke up with him?”


      “I don’t know if I’d say we ‘broke up’… I’m not sure we were ever really together in the first place. Either way, he went missing. Even if I wanted to meet up and talk to him, I dunno where to find him.”


      “Just forget about that idiot. He’s pathetic. He’s probably hiding because he knows you’ll cut him up if he shows his face.”


      It had been a while since Belle last heard Mist’s sharp tongue, and she couldn’t help but let out a chuckle. “Yeah, probably. I’m definitely planning on taking a swing at him the moment I find him.”


      “Then you’re feeling a lot calmer now?”


      “Yeah…” Belle considered telling her about Benedictine but decided against it. “I was down in the dumps for a while, but I managed to pull myself out of it.”


      She left it there out of a desire to keep that secret to herself. Belle felt as if telling someone would somehow lessen the feelings she felt toward Benedictine.


      “That’s why I wanted to ask,” Belle said, returning to their previous topic of conversation. “I’d never felt that scared before… What’s it like for you, Mist?”


      “Well, it’s not like this is the first partner either of us have had. Eventually, you’ll find someone you won’t have to worry about in that way. Just relax. When it comes to that sort of thing, you really are… How do I put it? You’re just like Guinness described.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “You’re scary.”


      “I am?”


      “Yeah.”


      “How?”


      “You’re like a sword that gets stronger or more brittle depending on who’s holding it. Pure steel that reacts acutely to whoever touches it. You can be so sharp that seeing the moment you shatter feels all the more tragic.”


      “A sword, huh…? If you put it like that, then I’m the sort of sword that’s not gonna let itself be held by anyone else.”


      “Right. That’s probably for the best. No matter how painful it may be, I get the feeling you’ll end up happiest that way. Sorry, I… I’m telling you all this when I don’t really know anything. I got carried away. Please, just forget what I said.”


      Mist raised her face and looked in the direction the ship was headed.


      “There’s the shore.”


      She swiftly got to her feet and called out to a room at the gunwale of the ship. To someone who would normally have been there.


      “Gin—”


      Mist’s voice quickly trailed off. She clenched a fist and lightly rapped it against her head, her pursed lips tightening into a pained smile.


      “Some habits are hard to shake,” she murmured with embarrassment.


      Mist looked incredibly sad. She had been calling for Ginbuck, only to stop herself short. It was only then Belle realized she hadn’t seen Mist’s twin brother, Cloud. Not since their last battle, in fact. She was afraid to ask why the Froggie lieutenant wasn’t here.


      “The shore’s in sight, so get ready, everyone. The tumbler should be waiting. And don’t forget to pay the fishermen their fee for cutting across them. Don’t rush; take your time drifting. We don’t want them complaining later. How’s it looking, helmsman? Watch out in case some idiot docked their ship on the wharf we rented, okay? Sit tight a little longer, we’re almost there.”


      Mist walked about the ship, calling out loudly, and eventually knocked on the cabin where Guinness was resting, waking him up. She was answered with a groggy groan from the other side of the door.


      Belle, seated at the ship’s stern, turned her smiling face toward Benet as he approached.


      “That young lady’s as energetic as ever.” Somehow, despite his blindness, he seemed to know Belle was there because he casually sat down beside her. “I see you two are getting along.”


      “You were listening?”


      It was probably easy for Benet with his keen hearing, but he shook his head in denial.


      “For someone like me, the only thing as important as knowing how to listen carefully is knowing how to keep my ears shut. Otherwise, the noise would torment me all day long. I heard you two talking about something, but I didn’t try to listen in.”


      “We weren’t talking about anything I would’ve minded you hearing.”


      “Oh, no, I wouldn’t want you to get the wrong idea. Even I get tired of listening in on other people’s conversations when I don’t have to. And it tires me out even more when it’s something that infringes on their privacy. So I don’t want to listen and try not to.”


      Belle knew Benet was being truthful, but this was something most people would be hard-pressed to believe. Anyone who knew of his abilities would become suspicious of Benet if he so much as glanced at them when they were talking about something they felt guilty about. That was reason enough for him to get caught up in pointless disputes. It was an ability he’d been born with, but it was standing out more now and becoming stronger, creating a new burden Benet had to shoulder.


      “You really have it rough, too, don’t you?” Belle sympathized.


      Just then, Mist returned with hurried footsteps. “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot to tell you. Can you do something about your sword? Where we’re going, there are top dogs and underdogs all mixed together, but there aren’t really any Solists… If you have your sword with you, it could end up causing unnecessary arguments…”


      Even though Mist looked apologetic, this was one request Belle couldn’t agree to.


      “That’s not happening…”


      “Let’s just hide it with a cloth or something,” Guinness said, emerging from his cabin with a big yawn. “We could get a hooded cloak to hide her face, too. Do we have anything that might fit Belle?”


      “I have one she can use, if that works,” Mist said. “But then I won’t be able to step in to help if there’s trouble.”


      “Oh, and that would be bad. You’re our only hope,” Guinness said nonchalantly, as if he wasn’t counting on her at all. “More than any of us, it’s Belle who’s going to draw the underdog Solists’ attention. I’m sure some of them will ask her to duel. That’s partly why we moved the day of the funeral.”


      Guinness sounded as if he regretted that, and he yawned again.


      “If you do end up relying on me, I’m the one who’s going to be in trouble. I mean…I’ll try to help but no promises. Even if I wanted to, I can’t. The way we are now… You know what it’s like.”


      Hearing the frustration in Mist’s voice, Belle felt for her.


      “Don’t worry, Guinness,” she said. “Everyone’s already done so much to help, I can look after myself for the rest of the time.”


      Benet chuckled. “Honestly, Belle, this is just how these two banter. Don’t take it seriously.”


      “It is?” Belle asked, surprised.


      “Would you stop interpreting everything that way?!” Mist hollered at Benet. “Belle, don’t take what he says seriously.”


      “Yeah, Benet. If you treat Belle like one of your usual girls, you’ll end up in a bad way.”


      “You should take things a bit more seriously, too!”


      “I’m totally serious. So serious, in fact, that I can’t think about what comes next without a drink. Say, Mist, is there a pub on the way?”


      “What was that?”


      “Guinness, you can’t drink this early,” Belle interjected. “You really will get alcohol poisoning.”


      “Oh, Belle… You should learn to tell when people are joking,” Benet chastised.


      “Oh, no, I couldn’t have been more serious,” Guinness argued.


      “See, that’s what’s scary about you. You say things seriously that should be jokes.”


      “It works the other way around, too. The more seriously I work, the more my Editors tell me my scripts read like jokes. Even though I’m always serious.”


      “Enough already!” Mist exclaimed, silencing Guinness and Benet’s bickering. Belle naturally fell quiet as well. “You know what, fine, I don’t care. Do whatever you want, and whatever trouble you find yourself in, I’m not helping.”


      With that said, Mist stormed off toward the helmsman.


      “Ah…! Mist, wait…,” Belle called out, but she was stopped by Guinness and Benet, standing on either side of her.


      “She should have just said that to begin with. That’s not like her,” Guinness whispered.


      Benet nodded. “A man who was like a father to her passed away. She feels like he’d have been able to handle all this, and all the emotions she felt toward him are weighing her down unnecessarily.”


      “But knowing her, she’ll get used to it soon enough and won’t need me to support her.”


      “When that happens, you’ll have to worry twice as much about her getting rid of you.”


      “Don’t say something awful like that.”


      “That’s just how relationships are.”


      Their exchange was as flippant and hard to grasp as always.


      “You two…”


      Belle didn’t know what to say. Despite their tendency to get carried away, Benet and Guinness were the sort of people who would proclaim their support for someone with a completely different background and way of life. She looked at the two men—who she knew so well and so little about at the same time—and compared their faces, feeling overwhelmed with emotion.


       


      Dressed in a thick, hooded cloak and carrying a cloth-covered Runding on her back, Belle stood out like a sore thumb—especially compared with Mist and her clan, who were lightly dressed. The overly secretive way they were trying to sneak Belle across the wharf only made her look even more suspicious and automatically drew attention, marking her as a stranger. More than one person turned to stare as she passed by.


      “Genius. If a guard asks us who we are, just say, ‘We’re not suspicious at all,’” Guinness cackled irresponsibly, looking between their group and Belle, who was walking at the center.


      “This was your idea! You need to take this seriously!” Mist yelled into Guinness’s ear, fed up.


      But the more stern-faced she became, the more Guinness and Benet seemed to joke around. Mist’s clan members were trotting along the wharf, looking not only completely nonplussed by the situation but as though they sympathized with Guinness. Some of them were even suppressing a chuckle.


      Belle, on the other hand, felt troubled under her hood. Absurdly walking in the center of the group like she was being protected made her feel like people were fussing over her and leaving her out.


      “It’s hot…,” she muttered, but no one heard.


      Above all else, this entire situation fed into Belle’s preexisting complex about her appearance, reminding her that she had to hide because of how she looked. The only reason she was just barely keeping her emotions from crossing into outright annoyance was likely thanks to Guinness and the others’ ruthless joking and laughter. In that sense, the absurdity of the whole situation actually helped Belle.


      Still, she couldn’t help but feel ostracized. However, before that feeling had a chance to develop into outright alienation, the group reached the vast town square and their destination.


      Sitting at the side of a wide road lined with stalls was a large tumbler turtle grazing on some grass. The driver, a Froggie man, waved at them, and Mist’s expression visibly relaxed with relief.


      “Hurry up and climb on.”


      Mist had Belle get on first, as if it was only natural. It struck Belle that she must look completely ridiculous, but she silently boarded the tumbler, thinking the sooner she could get out of these clothes, the better. Once she was in, Belle laid her sword across the back row of seats and undid the fabric wrapped around it.


      “I can’t take this anymore,” she said under her breath to Benet, who was sitting beside her.


      Belle looked around the tumbler again and was surprised. It was modified so the seats were symmetrical on the left and right, and the windows had panes of water glass with holes that could be adjusted and closed to accommodate its passengers. The interior was also fitted with crystals of hot and cold air that adjusted the temperature inside, and the floor was carpeted.


      The turtle quickly set off, but even as the scenery outside the window changed, it didn’t feel like they were being jostled up and down. Only a very well-trained tumbler that had been raised with care could provide such a leisurely ride.


      “Wow,” she whispered into Benet’s ear.


      “It’s their tribe’s pride and joy, I hear,” Benet replied indifferently.


      As a high-ranking Solist, he was used to such luxury, but to Belle, this was proof that Mist’s clan was flourishing… Yet now, with the death of their only elder, that prosperity was about to wane. That was how it felt to Belle. Watching Mist staring gravely out the window at the scenery was like seeing a shining, brilliant object clouded over with darkness.


      Guinness, on the other hand, painted quite the contrasting picture, napping next to Mist as he was. He showed zero concern over the prosperity of her clan. Belle couldn’t help but feel somewhat impressed. Unlike the luxury of the bus, his attitude seemed to calm Mist, and Belle felt she understood a bit of why the woman felt drawn to the middle-class Conductor.


      The playing of the driver’s lyre eventually guided the tumbler through Lower East Town, and Belle caught glimpses of familiar sights passing by. They were traveling the same streets she’d gone down when she first arrived at Park, but in the opposite direction. Just as they entered the town, Belle saw a familiar inn move from the left to the right across her vision, flooding her heart with a sense of nostalgia. A brand-new sign stood in front of it:


      THE AMARETTO ARBOR, NEWLY RENOVATED


      The inn soon drifted out of sight, leaving Belle with a bittersweet smile. Thinking back, the altercation she’d gotten into there was the first time Belle had drawn her sword in Park City, and the moment she’d realized her Nomad’s curse.


      Haggis… That was the owner’s name.


      How had the good-natured innkeeper used the denari she’d paid him for damaging the place? He’d probably spent it right away, not wanting to keep a hold of coin he’d gotten like that. The idea that he’d put it to good use made Belle feel a bit better about the whole affair.


      As Belle’s mind wandered, the tumbler left the town behind and began following the Yellow Brick Road. Eventually, it left the path and kept walking toward a hilly area, a direction Belle didn’t know.


      At some point, it seemed Belle had taken a leaf from Guinness’s book and drifted off to sleep, because she was suddenly woken by Benet’s voice. The bus had reached its destination. Belle stretched, then climbed down from the turtle, feeling almost wistful.


      She rewrapped her sword but didn’t put her hood up. Mist also seemed to deem it wasn’t necessary anymore because no one told her off. Belle was relieved, frankly, because she didn’t want to walk around wearing an almost comical outfit like that ever again. Little did she know this would later bring disaster down upon her.


      Belle and her friends were currently in a place called the Spada Farm. It also went by the name Spada Tomb, the Graveyard of Swords. Here, shattered swords were buried so they could sprout into new steel trees. Their seedlings were curated by type and raised with care. The nearby workshops were abuzz with the incessant clanging of metalworking, and the entire area was surrounded by a fence, making it look like a village.


      Exchanging a brief greeting with the Farm’s guards, Mist led Belle and the others into the sword tree orchard. The steel of the trees even extended to the leaves, but the purity of the metal varied in quality. For the fruit, only the highest quality was harvested. Everywhere she looked, steel fruit bloomed in different colors. It was clear why this place was a key stronghold for the underdogs. This land produced many high-quality swords, which allowed them to challenge the top dogs in battle.


      Wasn’t it dangerous, then, for them to bring top dogs like Belle and her friends here? She whispered the question to Benet, who said, “Oh, not really. We fight Solists, not swordsmiths. Yes, destroying this place would be a bitter blow to the underdogs, but it’d hurt the top dogs just as much.”


      Many of the swordsmiths inside the city purchased the steel fruit raised here, so losing the Farm would mean striking a blow to the top dog’s supply of swords, too. No one stood to profit from that. For better or worse, the God Tree only rewarded denari for battles between Solists. So long as there was no divine proclamation ordering them to burn down this garden of unripe steel to strike a blow against evil, there was no profit to be had from doing so.


      For better or worse, it’s in accordance with God’s words…


      It only made sense, then, that the guards here didn’t press anyone about their identity. They were only wary of thieves. Never in their wildest dreams did they imagine that top dogs would dare attack this place.


      “Well, I’m not sure about that…,” Guinness suddenly whispered, his tone oddly grim.


      Belle turned to look at him. His expression, which had been relaxed and sleepy just moments ago, had suddenly turned stern, to one of deep contemplation.


      “What do you mean?” Belle asked, surprised.


      This made Guinness revert to his usual, flippant expression and shrug. It was an elusive gesture that seemed to communicate that he would tell her when the time was right.


      Yeah, I bet that frustrates Mist, too.


      As Belle thought about pressing Guinness for an explanation, Benet’s triangular ears perked up and he looked around warily. Belle wanted to ask what was wrong, but instead she followed his example, scanning their surroundings, and felt Runding react against her back.


      “I’m getting the feeling someone beat us here,” she whispered.


      Benet nodded wordlessly.


      Guinness looked around carelessly and kept on walking, not bothering to call out to Mist or the other Froggies ahead of them.


      Mist suddenly came to a stop, as did her clanmates. A figure emerged from the trees and stood in their path. At the same time, other forms emerged from both sides—first one, then a second, quickly growing into a group of seven or eight. They all carried swords as they carefully formed a ring around Belle and her group, yet no one circled around behind them. Noticing this, Guinness glanced the way they’d come, the look in his eyes saying they could always turn back. Belle didn’t feel like the situation was that serious, though. There was almost no bloodlust coming from any of them.


      “What do you want? Get out of our way,” Mist snapped.


      By that point, the number of people had grown to twenty. They stood lining the road, which made for an intimidating sight. At the same time, however, they looked too clumped together. If they were to try to draw their swords, they’d just hurt one another, which undercut the foreboding atmosphere.


      A Minotaurus man took the lead and stepped forward. He carried a swordax with the edge facing up, indicating he had no intention of attacking. Not right here and now, at least.


      “Belle Lablac, right?” he asked in confirmation.


      The Minotaurus didn’t so much as glance at Mist, and Belle saw the Froggie girl become incensed. Mist placed a hand on her sword and stood in front of Belle, blocking the man’s view.


      “…Are you trying to smear our names in the mud?” she said, glaring at him sharply. “These people are here to mourn our chief. Same as you lot. That makes you both our guests, and if you did anything stupid, we’d lose face.”


      He looked back at Mist with a dubious expression. Two other Minotaurus men flanked him. Their faces were all very similar, which probably meant they were siblings. In all likelihood, the one at the front was the eldest brother and the leader of the group.


      Belle suddenly realized they all looked familiar. And if they knew her name, she must have introduced herself to them at some point.


      Oh, right.


      Belle nodded, smacking her palm with a fist, then whispered in Benet’s ear, “I broke these guys’ swords.”


      These were people whose swords Belle had broken while trying to protect her foster parents or in another of the countless fights she’d been through. Taking another look at the group, she recognized the Sheepeyes youths she’d fought in the Amaretto Arbor. The expressions on their faces were much calmer than when they’d been shouting and trying to cut down Kitty the Nothing. They also didn’t give off the kind of bloodlust one would expect from people who’d come here to attack her.


      “All of them…?” Benet murmured, taken aback.


      He wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or aghast that Belle had defeated so many people she couldn’t remember them all without trying.


      “Probably,” Belle replied. “What do you think I should do?”


      “No idea. I tend to let our trusted tactician handle things like this.”


      Guinness, however, didn’t seem to be taking the situation seriously at all. He stifled a yawn, hardly acknowledging Mist and the Minotaurus man glowering at each other.


      “This has nothing to do with you,” the man growled at Mist. “Step aside.”


      “Excuse me?!”


      The Minotaurus ignored Mist and looked at Belle. “We’re here to demand a match.”


      Belle found herself slightly taken aback. A match wasn’t the same as a duel. It was a simple contest of sword skill, without one’s life on the line, and a common, everyday occurrence in Schwertland. But that was the word the man had chosen to use.


      “Our swords were once shattered, but now we wish to test ourselves against you once more. That is all. I promise this is not Schwertmusik born of anger and resentment.”


      But before Belle could say anything, Mist stepped right up in front of the man, looking like she was about to draw her weapon on him at any second.


      “How dare you treat me, Mist of the Froggies, with such contempt. What you’re saying is petty nonsense. You claim to seek a match yet come at her in a large group? What, do you think you can only beat her by ganging up on her?”


      “No. We only seek a pure contest of Schwertmusik and have no intention of helping one another.”


      In response to Mist’s combative stance, the man naturally lowered the blade of his swordax, preparing to fight if need be.


      Something seemed strange. Belle tilted her head in confusion, staring at Mist’s back. The man’s words were reasonable. True, saying something like that after gathering a large group to block her path seemed menacing, but it wasn’t as if they’d surrounded her and attacked all at once. If they really did want a match as he was claiming, she would only have to fight a few of them, and the others would act as witnesses to the Schwertmusik. So long as they didn’t make any moves to all take up their weapons to fight her, it didn’t seem like a fight would break out immediately based on Belle’s response. They could have their match whenever.


      Yet despite all that, Mist seemed incredibly hostile toward the men, and they seemed awfully dismissive of her, making for a volatile situation. If things continued getting any worse, people who had no intention of fighting would have to draw their blades.


      As Belle was trying to come up with a plan, the Minotaurus man’s voice cut through her thoughts.


      “Mist, your stubbornness causes needless pain at times. Ginbuck is already gone from this world.”


      The implication being that Mist had no right to get involved.


      Oh no.


      Belle sensed danger. That was the wrong thing to say to Mist right now. Belle felt like she understood what this situation was really about: It was a matter of pride for Mist. She thought back to what Benet had said to Guinness aboard the ship, that their late leader would have been able to do what Mist couldn’t… And having that fact pointed out now, when she was feeling stubborn, was bound to rub Mist up the wrong way even more than it normally would.


      Shing. Belle gasped as she heard the harsh metallic sound of a sword being drawn. Mist gripped her silver sword, the weapon she’d fiercely raised with the spell EVREN along its blade, which etched itself vividly into the surroundings. It was a spell that meant courage and cowardice—but Mist’s actions had crossed the line into foolhardiness. Her clan members had no choice but to stand by her side and draw their weapons as well.


      “Oh, that reminds me,” Guinness suddenly said in a loud voice.


      Every set of eyes bulged as they turned to look at the Sheepeyes man. Just what could be so important that he had to say it now?


      “I had my sword shattered once, too. By Mist,” he said with a straight face.


      “Oh, how dreadful,” Benet chimed in dramatically. “A sword is a Solist’s life. Something like that is unforgivable.”


      “Given the situation, it’s clear who our allies and our enemies are and whose side we should take.”


      “Very true. Then let’s go give them some backup.”


      No sooner had they said this than Benet and Guinness walked over to the underdog Solists’ side.


      “H-hey, Guinness!” Mist cried out in shock, but the two men called out, ignoring her.


      “Hey, everyone, let us in on the fight.”


      “We understand how you guys feel so bad it hurts. Standing with you all, who find pleasure in performing with the sword, is more important than staying on the side of the just.”


      “No…we don’t…”


      The Minotaurus man leading them seemed like he had something to say, but when Benet removed a tall warbow from his back, the hulking man fell quiet in awe at the weapon’s size.


      “That reminds me, Benet, didn’t Belle break your sword once, too?”


      “Oh, come to think of it, yes, she did. I guess I’m even more angry now.”


      As soon as the words left his lips, Benet nocked a water crystal to his bow and pulled back the water-steel string. He did it casually, swiftly, and too quickly to stop.


      “You two are unbelievable!” Mist exploded, her face flushed with anger. She no longer even acknowledged the Minotaurus’s swordax and looked just about ready to slash at Guinness. “What is this?! What are you playing at?! What am I supposed to do if you go over to their side?!”


      “You should come and join us,” Guinness said casually. “I mean, Belle’s beaten your friends black and blue, too, hasn’t she?”


      “What…?!” Too stunned for words, Mist’s shoulders slumped. The whole situation was so bizarre it seemed she’d blown past anger and gone straight to exasperation.


      “So what? I’m the only bad guy?” Belle muttered. Even then, her expression remained serious. Mist’s clanmates chuckled at Belle’s shock.


      “Come on!”


      Guinness suddenly let out a shout, and the Solists’ hands all twitched. They very nearly drew their swords on reflex but stopped. Guinness shouted again, egging them on.


      “With this many people on our side, we’ll definitely be able to take revenge on Belle Lablac! Let’s show the sword-shattering girl who defeated Tiziano, terror of the Catacombs, and who cut down Kir, one of the four Arch-Solists, just how stubborn we are!”


      Hearing that, the evil Solists all went pale.


      “She cut down Kir…?”


      “The red-haired demon?!”


      “Hang on, I thought she didn’t kill her opponents in battle.”


      “You idiot. That’s not important right now. We’re in danger here!”


      “I just came to see the match…”


      As the Solists murmured among themselves, Guinness shouted again.


      “Those who live by the sword will one day die by the sword! To be scared of that is to lose face as a Solist! Benet!”


      “I couldn’t agree more. Let this shot from my bow be the signal for us to defeat all such people!”


      “W-wait, we haven’t even—”


      The Minotaurus hurriedly tried to stop them, but Guinness cut him off with a strange, high-pitched cry.


      “Striiiike! So that revenge might be taken! Let us learn from Kir who was cut in half, sword and all, and stand brave!”


      “…Seriously?” Belle responded tiredly.


      Guinness’s actions practically amounted to sarcasm directed at Mist. The evil Solists didn’t hate Belle that much; they were simply doing what was expected of them. Mist, however, had taken that as a threat and used it to channel her pride. She had tried unnecessarily hard to save face for her clan at the expense of these opponents.


      Glancing at her, Belle could tell Mist had also realized this. She was sulking as she watched the commotion Guinness was causing. Seeing her like that, Belle felt a twinge of frustration. The look on Mist’s face wasn’t one Belle could make without having allies she trusted and the feeling of being supported.


      “Tch.”


      In that regard, Belle was always all alone. It hurt, and she gave a self-derisive smile.


      Belle casually undid her sword strap. The metallic ring clicked open, and the sword came away from her back. Before its tip could sink into the ground, she caught the grip and swung Runding in a wide arc. The cloth covering it flapped in the air, slipping off the outstretched blade.


      The size of the massive sword struck the evil Solists and Mist into silence. Belle smirked wordlessly, ferociously. If this is how it’s gonna be, I’ll play along, she thought to herself. Frankly, she wished she could send one or two of them flying. But for all the people there, she didn’t feel like cutting any of them or breaking their swords.


      “Belle…!” Mist hurriedly tried to stop her, but Guinness’s voice drowned her out.


      “She finally drew it! Benet! Now!”


      Raising his voice in a battle cry, Benet answered by drawing his bow as far as it would go, making the steel creak. The evil Solists tensed up where they stood, matching the tension of the string.


      “Wait…”


      A few of them shouted for Benet to stop, tentatively reaching out toward him.


      Ting. The water crystal let out a high-pitched ring as it was fired, and the evil Solists drew their swords without question. Guinness’s wordless shout rumbled through the air.


      “Raaaah!”


      The underdog Solists had all drawn their swords, but miraculously, no one was hurt. Everyone pulled back to defend themselves, rattled by the mental image of Belle charging at them. It was chaos. People bumped into one another in a hectic flurry, tumbling over and grabbing onto the legs of others trying to flee, while still more faltered midsprint or bumped into those running ahead.


      Meanwhile…the water crystal fired into the sky came falling back down, and Belle easily caught it in her fingers.


      “Wh-what…?”


      Confused as to what had just happened, the Solists got up, caught between bewilderment and relief they were safe. Standing before them was a sullen Belle. She looked over the Solists and tossed the crystal over to Benet, her sword already safely secured on her back.


      “They’re nice swords,” she said, the admiration clear in her voice.


      Belle could tell from a glance that the swords and swordaxes in the Solists’ hands were all of good quality and had been well-raised. Everything, from how they took advantage of the traits of their respective steel, to the sheen of their surfaces and the aura they gave off, all matched their wielders perfectly. Not a single one of them seemed needlessly sharp or heavier than it had to be. They were still infant swords, but one could easily envision how they would look as mature weapons in the hands of their owners.


      “No ordinary swordsmith could make them. They’re swords worth raising.”


      “Y-yeah… It’s, uh…thanks to you shattering our swords that we got these. I guess you never know what might cause you to get your hands on something better,” said the Minotaurus man, patting his swordax with an expression that seemed to say he wasn’t too displeased with the outcome.


      “Hmm. I’m glad you’re not holding a grudge. I’m grateful to this swordsmith, too. It looks like we’ll be able to have a proper match.”


      “Then you’re willing to fight us?”


      “Some other time. Just keep it a secret from Mist,” Belle said, raising a finger to her lips.


      The men flashed apologetic smiles.


      Wearing a smile of her own, Belle examined the swords. It seemed they’d all been crafted by the same swordsmith, as the blades’ shapes were imbued with the same sort of charm.


      Just then, Belle heard the voice of someone behind the men.


      “Come on, guys; this is embarrassing.”


      It sounded like the speaker had been watching the whole series of events unfold from afar. Belle turned around and smiled at the familiar-sounding speaker.


      “Hey, Cloud.”


      But as she saw him totter over, Belle’s smile stiffened. The young Froggie man had a walking stick in his right hand, which he was using to prop himself up. His entire body swayed with each step.


      “Your leg…”


      “Hmm? Oh, yeah. I just got it reattached, but it’s better than nothing,” Cloud said indifferently, tapping his right leg with the walking stick. He’d never be able to stand on the battlefield again.


      Benet, Guinness, and everyone else there already seemed to know of his condition. Belle furrowed her brow in an apologetic look.


      “The Battle for the Catacombs…?”


      Cloud nodded. “Don’t worry about it. I think this suits me better anyway.” He gestured his free hand toward the Solists, surprising Belle.


      “By that, you mean…?”


      “I made their swords. I’m modifying spada and cultivating the seedlings.”


      Belle stared at him, stunned, and Cloud smiled happily.


      “Heh-heh. I’ll take that as a compliment.”


      “What are you on about?” Mist asked with an angry frown, having walked up right beside Belle. She glared coldly around at the rest of the crowd. “Are you done with this farce? Then get going. What do you think we’re here for?”


      With that brusque remark, she stormed down the road to the garden.


      Watching her go, Cloud whispered to Belle, “She’s just being stubborn. I’m like this, and Sir Ginbuck passed away. Things can’t go back to the way they were.”


      Even though she didn’t know everything Cloud and Mist had been through in the past, those words weighed heavily on Belle’s heart.
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      Belle stared in disbelief at the large building looming past the garden road, through the trees. It was a rectangular building of white chalk that looked like a temple built into the cliff face. It reminded her of the Celestial Graveyard, the stage for the final clash in the Battle for the Catacombs. With its tall, imposing pillars and solemn, closed doors it almost looked like a fortress.


      When Belle said as much to Guinness, he replied with a nod.


      “You’re pretty much exactly right, Belle. About everything.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “You’ll see once we’re inside. Just now, I finally confirmed my suspicions were correct.”


      Looking at Guinness’s pensive face with confusion, Belle entered the fortresslike temple.


      “It feels like the castle…”


      That was her first impression setting foot inside the structure.


      “Yeah, it does. Though, I can’t really say what it is about it that makes it feel that way…,” the sightless Benet whispered.


      Indeed, it was hard to define how it felt similar to the castle in Park. In terms of atmosphere, the way the pillars and the floor had been built, as well as the vast, windowless space, gave off the impression that the structure was housing something, keeping it under strict guard. That aspect of it was just like the castle.


      Their group moved through a hall lined with pillars, their many footsteps echoing against the tall ceiling, and eventually reached the door at the back of the room. It was a lot like the entrance to the Throne Room. Similar in its magnificence and opulence, of course, but also in the way it stood closed, as if it had been placed in front of them to hide something.


      The doors opened. A part of Belle expected that familiar chamber to be on the other side, but all she saw was deep, sinking darkness. It looked cavernous, like the more one delved into that black expanse, the more their body would melt into the gloom, so deep and bottomless was the darkness looming before them.


      Mist gave an order, and a few men moved along the wall. Looking over, Belle saw the darkness clear a little. That thick, almost viscous gloom faded so easily. Belle once again looked over the walls, surprised. They were covered in the faint white glow of lights, revealing a series of interconnected spells. Carved stones that controlled the spells were embedded in the wall every so often. Surrounding these were countless fluorite lamp stones written with strange spells the meaning of which was lost on Belle.


      “Let’s go,” Mist said curtly, and their group, which had grown to forty people, began moving slowly down the seemingly endless staircase.


      Belle noticed there were corridors branching off, paths other than their own that were unlit and fully submerged in shadow. Seeing these pockets of darkness like gaping holes in the wall, Belle realized something: The passage they were in must wind around like a maze, and this light served both to dispel the darkness and guide them down the right path. If one operated the spells at the entrance differently, the light could lead them to an entirely different destination. The underground space they were heading into was that vast, deep, and twisting.


      “The Catacombs…,” Belle whispered, finally realizing.


      “Yes. This is the priests’ hidden fortress, the castle of the Collins family,” Guinness said gravely. “Finally, the time is upon us. I waited for news of Sir Ginbuck’s passing so we would be invited to the Catacombs to meet the Collinses.”


      “Guinness…?”


      “I sent many missives to the Catacombs for that purpose. Yet no response ever came…so I simply waited for this day. This is what today is really about.”


      Guinness’s voice gradually grew softer, as if sinking into his body, until it had reduced to a raspy whisper. Belle looked at him with a frown, but suddenly, Benet tapped her on the shoulder.


      “It’s our tactician’s bad habit. You don’t have to go along with it, Belle.”


      There was a troubled note to Benet’s voice, and Belle fell quiet with concern.


      As they walked in silence, Mist finally announced that they had arrived, and the group emerged into a vast, open space. It was exactly as Belle had imagined. All around the room, she could hear the cawing of birds and sleek, inky wings flapping as they soared through an open shaft in the ceiling. They were surrounded by a vivid garden of raven flowers. Belle had seen this exact scene before, just once, during the Battle for the Catacombs. The sight of it going up in a sea of flames was still fresh in her mind.


      Glancing to the side, she saw Guinness staring at the scene, eyes wide and wearing an expression of someone stunned into deep, contemplative silence. Belle couldn’t imagine what emotions this sight conjured in his heart.


      As their group passed through the garden of flowering trees—which were said to use the dead as seedlings to sprout—they saw a corner where a great many people were gathered. Many of them appeared to be old, and they were all presumably acquaintances of Ginbuck. Belle recognized a familiar face among them. The Sheepeyes man recognized Belle as well. Despite the nerves she showed, he smiled under his magnificent golden beard and casually approached her.


      “Haggis…” The man smiled in response to hearing Belle say his name.


      “You remember me, do you? Thank you, Lablac. I hear our youngsters caused you some trouble again. So how were they? Have they gotten a little stronger?


      Belle smiled, her heart seizing up with emotion.


      “They asked to have a match with me, but we put it off until later. Their swords are great, though, and they all looked really focused. I’m sure they’ve gotten stronger.”


      Belle glanced up at Haggis like a teen who’d still retained some of her childish youthfulness.


      “Maybe one day… Sorry…”


      “Hmm? I should be apologizing to you. I didn’t have the presence necessary to stop our youngsters. That was my fault, Lablac. You got thrown in jail afterward, didn’t you? I was sad to hear that.”


      “Well, yeah…” Belle sounded apologetic, and Haggis’s expression soured.


      “I’m sorry, Lablac… At the time, I couldn’t afford to shelter you.”


      “It’s fine. It was because of that I made it inside the castle,” Belle said in a rush. “And I got out of prison on my own, thanks to this guy…”


      Belle gently clasped Runding’s grip over her shoulder, and a look of surprise crossed the Sheepeyes man’s face.


      “Impressive…”


      Haggis let out an amused laugh, but he stopped suddenly as someone approached Belle, pushing past him. It was an incredibly muscular Minotaurus, but he lacked the usual sense of presence such a large man usually gave off. It seemed he was purposely hiding it. The man could likely give off such oppressive pressure if he wanted but was being considerate.


      “You’re Belle Lablac?” he asked in a hushed voice.


      Belle nodded and eyed the man curiously. It was rude to stare so openly, but she couldn’t be faulted given how he looked. Despite being a Minotaurus, there was a certain elegance to him. His body reminded her of that of a Mermaid like Benet’s, albeit much more muscular. The man even had triangular ears, as well as long, graceful legs and palms reminiscent of a Froggie. His forehead and the back of his hands were hard, as if embedded with gemstones, like a Reutelite, and growing from under his golden hair were the two large horns of a Minotaurus.


      Yet despite this mixture of traits, none of them felt out of place. It was as if all these features were harmoniously balanced in one body. Belle couldn’t help but stare at the man, who seemed to be the product of many different races coming together to produce a new pureblooded species.


      “My name is Colonel Collins. I am the priest who will be leading the funeral.”


      “Oh… It’s nice to meet you. Collins, as in, the Catacombs’…?”


      “Correct. As the head priest of the Hall of Taurus, I welcome you and your friends here, Belle Lablac.”


      “The Hall of Taurus?”


      “Yes. That is the name given to the land on which you now stand, one of the Catacombs’ Four Stalwart Halls. The section of the Catacombs you fought and graciously protected is another: the Hall of Aion.”


      Colonel’s golden eyes brimmed with a mysterious sadness as he continued.


      “The battle for Aion took place at a time when the Rhizome Pathways were closed, so we of the Collins clan were unable to send reinforcements.”


      “They were closed…?”


      “The Catacombs are connected by the Rhizome Pathways. These passages are a series of living caverns which are continually changing shape, reverting between being open and closed.”


      His words surprised Belle. “So that’s why the Collins have the power to navigate darkness so well…”


      “Yes. The Stalwart Halls are so called as they are in fixed locations within the tunnels, never changing place or moving. They surround Park City, serving as gardens for raven flowers… However, during certain periods of time, the Halls are out of contact due to the Rhizomes’ shifting. The previous fight took place during one such period, so all we could do was summon the Froggie clan with blood ties to us, as well as some other Solists. Belle Lablac, as a representative of the Collins clan, allow me to convey my deepest gratitude for your assistance in the battle…”


      Belle adamantly shook her head, stopping Colonel from bowing to her.


      “It’s fine… We were only fighting to survive, ourselves… And besides, I was fighting as a top dog…”


      “No, you fought transcending the distinction between top dogs and underdogs, embodying our ideal.”


      Belle turned to Haggis, frowning with confusion. Never before had someone thanked her with such courtesy. It felt both nice and uncomfortable all at once, and she couldn’t make sense of her emotions.


      Haggis smiled sympathetically, understanding how she felt. He simply shrugged, not wanting to cut Colonel off. It seemed Haggis and Mist held the Collins clan in very high regard.


      Suddenly, Guinness chimed in from the side, interrupting.


      “No, Belle is quite right. All we did was fight to defend ourselves.”


      Colonel’s eyes scanned Guinness, taking in his missing arm.


      “You…are the one called Guinness, are you not? Ginbuck told me much about you before he passed.”


      “Yeah, that’s me. Though people have recently started calling me Fuzzy Navel because of my big mouth. Anyway, I’m glad I got the chance to meet you, Colonel Collins. As the one who set fire to the Catacombs in that battle, I wanted to meet you in person.”


      Belle was stunned by Guinness’s last remark. It might be true, but that was no way to phrase it. His combative tone was contrasted by his laid-back attitude that made him hard to read.


      “We understand the circumstances behind that…” Colonel narrowed his eyes, looking at Guinness. It wasn’t a look of anger; he was simply trying to gauge the Sheepeyes’s intentions. “You are not at fault for what transpired. We are grateful to you and hold no resentment over that tragedy.”


      “I’m really glad to hear you say that. As a Libretto of the castle, I record and keep all scripts of my battles. Should the divine proclamation order the just Solists to attack the Catacombs again, I’m sure they’ll check my scripts for reference on the most effective way to burn down a garden of ravens… And as they go over them, the Spell Symphonists will no doubt put their efforts into researching spells to raise dead soldiers. If you don’t hate me despite all that, then I truly am grateful. After all, I was the first person to turn your garden into a blazing inferno—”


      “Guinness!” Belle cut him off angrily. His words contained far too much of a provocation. Belle had no idea what he was thinking, but she grabbed him by the shoulder, driven by nerves and irritation.


      Guinness turned to look at her with feigned surprise, then looked around at Colonel, and at Haggis and the others, who watched him with raised brows.


      “Oh, my apologies for venting like that. Forgive me, Colonel Collins.”


      Venting?!


      Belle was just barely able to keep herself from raising her voice. She had no idea what was going through Guinness’s head, but she was distressed by his attitude and his attempt to write off all those provocations as “venting.”


      Guinness showed no awareness of Belle’s feelings, but simply smiled at Colonel.


      “By the way, Colonel Collins, I sent your clan many letters through Ginbuck. I hope they reached you.”


      Once again, his words seemed to contain some implication to them.


      “They did, yes.” Colonel nodded deeply and eyed Guinness. “They made for very interesting reading.” He seemed to answer something unspoken, and his tone implied that there was nothing more to say.


      Guinness’s eyes took on a sharp glint, which soon vanished. He gave a lazy bow, as if to say “You’re welcome,” and quietly studied Colonel. By then, Colonel’s gaze had turned elsewhere.


      “Make the preparations,” he called to his followers. “Now then, let us begin the burial.”


      Colonel’s voice hushed what little chatter there was around them, and everyone followed him in reverent silence. Guinness alone remained standing in place, left behind by the group.


      “Guinness?” Belle called out anxiously. Despite looking calm, the man’s eyes were fixed on Colonel’s back.


      “Then there’s a chance…,” he whispered to himself with a smirk, completely ignoring Belle.


      As Belle watched him, stunned, Benet appeared at her side.


      “I advise giving him as much space as possible when he’s like this, Belle. There’s no telling what you might get caught up in.”


      He said this with a joking shrug to soothe Belle, but his expression was completely serious.


       


      Surprisingly, Belle recognized the tombstone as Ginbuck’s the moment she laid eyes on it.


      She had been told about the tree whose trunk was growing around the stone monument where Ginbuck was buried. Naturally, no two trees grow in exactly the same way, but that is particularly true for those from which ravens bloom, as the flowers take on the traits and personality of the deceased. Looking at these trees gives an impression of the departed, though it’s hard to explain how one arrives at that conclusion.


      In that tree, Belle sensed the vestiges of Ginbuck. Of the funny, tiny Conductor who, having been through hundreds of battles, had always treated everyone—friend and foe alike—with dignity and affection and had led those under him while shouldering the burden of responsibility with ease.


      He really is gone…


      Looking at the tree made Belle feel as if she were looking at Ginbuck himself. Yet her heart felt heavy with the undeniable reality of his death.


      “You sure are one wild child, you know.”


      She could almost hear his laughing voice coming from the shade of the tree. That laugh reminded her of how he had deftly led their mixed orchestra of oddballs in the Battle for the Catacombs. She’d first heard it when they fought as opponents, a second time when they had joined forces, and now, the third time, as the illusory voice of a dead man speaking to her as if he were somehow still alive.


      So far, the news of Ginbuck’s death had felt unreal, but now that it was truly sinking in, Belle became keenly aware of the deep sorrow digging into her heart. Hot tears prickled the back of her nose. Why was the world so full of encounters that end poorly? That feeling ballooned in her chest like a wave of heat.


      Everyone else stood similarly beneath the raven flowers, silently dwelling on the emotions they felt for the dead man. Speaking on their behalf, Colonel Collins stood before the tree and began to chant a funeral hymn.


       


      
        Tonight, we have come once again to ask after a missive of death.


        To lay our brother and friend to rest in this holy land.

      


       


      As he chanted, Colonel directed the children following him to pick up buckets and begin scattering ashes upon the tree, as if they were watering it. Young members of the Collins clan stood holding up bladeless swords used for such rituals, which they used to draw blue lines of light as Colonel spoke. These spells of peace and reverence, of farewell and blessings, hung in the air and left behind a glow as they faded.


       


      
        We ask, bathing in the Earthshine.


        Bird flowers of death, pride of this land,


        Which through these remains take root and bloom…


        We ask after that which no one can decide,


        That which no one can determine.


        Of life and death, we humbly ask.

      


       


      Mist looked upon Ginbuck’s grave marker with a gaze that seemed to challenge the dead old man. Swallowing her grief, she questioned him, challenging him to explain how she could truly inherit his place. Guinness glanced at Mist, at the shadow hanging over her eyes. He wordlessly placed his hand over her clenched fist. Without sparing him a glance, Mist let out a held breath and closed her eyes. Her features overcast with sadness, she looked up to the sky like a crying child. The shadow on her face lifted slightly, and Guinness’s single hand lovingly caressed Mist’s, then he let go.


       


      
        We come to remember a noble warrior.


        To mourn the death of our comrade.


        To reverently tell of his exploits.


        To offer up the sword he swung,


        And with it, to sever old grudges.


        For the battles he won,


        We, too, are his descendants…


        For the battles he ended,


        We, too, are his descendants…

      


       


      Colonel’s prayer echoed throughout the room, then faded away. Eventually, his followers silently guided everyone to form a single line. Those with swords led the march holding their weapons, while others were given ceremonial swords by the attendants. Each blade was sprinkled with water from a jar, which emitted a glow. Those whose professions prevented them from carrying a sword dipped their hands directly in the water, their fingers taking on an azure light.


      The person at the head of the column swung their sword over the grave marker. The glowing water flowed from the tip of the weapon, lighting up the spell of mourning in the air and spilling over the tree’s leaves before fading. They then bowed to the grave marker and walked away, allowing the next person in line to draw their condolences for the deceased in the air.


      One by one, people used their own weapons, ceremonial swords, and their fingers to draw the spell of mourning. The pale specks of light splashed like rain over the grave marker, and when Belle swung Runding, the spell she drew was larger than the others, scattering the luminous liquid over the black leaves of the raven tree.


      Those who finished drawing their spell and paying their last respects to the deceased stood beside the grave and waited for everyone to conclude the ritual. The last one to stand before the grave was Guinness. His one arm shone with a blue glow. Apparently, he’d chosen to face Ginbuck as someone who held no sword.


      It was at that point that Belle noticed something was strange about Guinness. As he stood before the grave marker, he didn’t raise his hand but simply watched Ginbuck’s tree in silence. From his expression, it looked like he was peacefully mourning the man’s death, yet his gaze burned with a dark fury that sent a shiver through Belle.


      “What seems to be the matter?” Colonel asked, standing calmly beside Guinness. He peered into the Sheepeyes’s face, which had gone completely still, and gestured for him to draw the spell.


      “It’s ironic. Don’t you think, old man?” Guinness suddenly whispered.


      He didn’t so much as glance at Colonel but gazed at the stone monument entangled by the tree as he spoke.


      “To protect ourselves and defeat our enemies, we set flame to the Catacombs’ flower garden. And now you’re laid to rest here. Are you saying this absolves you of that sin, old man? Or is this land like the castle, which refuses to let you even acknowledge your own sins? You’re lying there, becoming a tree and blooming with flowers, but I’m still alive in this purgatory called reality. It’s not fair. You leave me with all the blame. Seriously, it’s so unfair…”


      Guinness’s tone was strangely clear, and surprisingly, his words didn’t confuse any who were standing there. He’d all but interrupted the ritual, but Colonel kept silent, allowing it. The whole time, Guinness didn’t turn his attention to Colonel and solemnly spoke to the grave marker.


      “I was always just a mediocre Libretto, but you still stood by my side in the Catacombs, letting me do what a man like you should have done. You made me into the clown I am now, someone who questions how people should be in the future.”


      He spoke as if Ginbuck had just given him orders from within his grave. These words were an admission that Guinness accepted Ginbuck’s will as his own—an admission directed at everyone present.


      Belle intuitively sensed that. And the moment she did, Guinness’s tone changed subtly.


      “You told me that a Conductor is someone who lights the way—a fitting turn of phrase for a Reutelite of the firefly tribe. And as Conductors light the way for their allies, they must also allow that light to shine on their foes. That’s the single most important thing, you said. Having your allies walk in the light is to hide your foes in the dark, leaving them unable to enjoy combat. At the same time, shining a light on where your enemies are while keeping your allies in the dark, out of sight, leads to irrevocable hatred and murder. The fear and lack of understanding one directs at an enemy shrouded in darkness eventually gives birth to resentment that detracts from the joy of the fight… And so, Conductors shine a light equally on the field of battle to expose everyone to that joy. Meanwhile, the Catacombs shroud everything in darkness, seeing that as peace.”


      Colonel didn’t react to that last remark. He looked at Guinness with admirable serenity.


      “The Catacombs shroud all in darkness, likely because they hide some sort of secret.” For the first time, Guinness turned to face Colonel. “A Solist called Tiziano committed the atrocity in the Catacombs as a result of their madness. But is that really all there was to it? Why did Tiziano come to the Catacombs? Why did the divine proclamation include the Battle for the Catacombs in its preordained harmony? It’s because something here goes against God’s Thema. Two things are clear to me now. Two reasons why the castle views the Catacombs with hostility, explaining why the entrances to the Catacombs are so closely guarded and why many of them aren’t made public. Those two things are the raven flowers and your way of being that rejects the distinction between top dogs and underdogs.”


      Colonel said nothing but simply watched Guinness without interrupting.


      “Normally, all people are offered up to a place called the Rootgrounds under the castle when they die. That’s something I only learned for the first time when I became a Conductor. People don’t typically have the right to handle the deceased. When someone dies, the blue-mantled Chronicler priests of the Throne Room grant the dead their rights and bury them, where they become part of the God Tree’s roots… And in our discussions, Sir Ginbuck and I surmised that to be the source of sacred ashes. If that really were the case, the castle would be even more opposed to the ravens. They take away God’s dominion over death and shake Park’s established order. Except…what even are these raven flowers? Bird flowers that sprout from the dead without sending missives, with their own personalities, don’t bloom anywhere in any country. So where did those flowers come from? And why do they only bloom in the Catacombs? Sir Ginbuck and I tried to cultivate raven flowers many times, but we realized that without soil from the Catacombs, they’ll simply bloom into ordinary messenger birds and won’t relate the will of the dead. Who was it that made the raven flowers seem so natural? And who first proposed the Catacombs’ stance as outsiders that don’t distinguish between the just and the evil?”


      “What meaning would there be to answering that now?” Colonel asked, speaking for the first time.


      So far, he’d listened patiently waiting for Guinness to finish, but now he’d cut the other man off. This proved that what Guinness had said struck right at the heart of what the Collins clan stood for.


      Belle understood that from watching their exchange. And perhaps because of her keen intuition, she’d picked up on the deeper meaning hidden beneath it all.


      Benet suddenly sighed beside her.


      “I can tell you’re curious about their conversation… It’s even more obvious without my eyesight.”


      The look on his face was one of extreme confusion, as if he was hoping Belle wasn’t taking too much of an interest in what Guinness and Colonel were talking about.


      But before she could ask why, Guinness spoke up again.


      “I am here now to appeal to you and seek an answer to that question, Colonel Collins.”


      “An appeal…?”


      “Yes. Rather than asking you a question, what I’m really doing is appealing to everyone here. The Catacombs hold the wishes and hopes of many. It’s the only place that presents a new possibility for the people. A traveling Rabbitia I fought alongside in the Battle for the Catacombs called it a Paradise Shift—a change in the world. The Catacombs are the place that controls Schwertland’s Paradise Shift. I am willing to put my life as a Libretto—and as a Conductor—on the line to bring about a new order. Nothing else could absolve me of my sins. To properly pay for my crimes, I wish to make that my life’s wish.”


      “And to that end, you would have us reveal our secrets and give up the Catacombs’ peace by bringing the light of conflict to this place?”


      “If you don’t, it will simply be forever buried in darkness, forever unknown… Even if the people of Park never find this place, God will eventually destroy the Catacombs. Your people know that better than I. That’s how valuable the secrets you hold from us are. Do you wish to remain shrouded in darkness, where you’ll be destroyed for no reason? Is that what the people here wish for? For both top dog and underdog to be forbidden from praying to the dead and simply take our positions at the end of our lives as sacrifices to the God Tree? The God Tree has already begun to lose all Reason to claim ownership over our deaths; the fact that most people cannot directly hear God’s voice proves it. That is the Paradise Shift.”


      Guinness’s voice was frank and clear—too peaceful to be a declaration, yet filled with a passion that shocked those who heard it, sending ripples through the depths of their hearts. It reminded Belle of the woman from On the Rocks, whose songs created nothing yet resonated in the hearts of all who heard them.


      “Colonel Collins, I…”


      But Colonel suddenly raised a hand, cutting Guinness off. “It makes us proud to hear your feelings toward the Catacombs, and we graciously accept your words. You said you wished to make an appeal, but I will need some time to be able to provide an answer. I’m afraid I cannot make it of my own discretion.”


      “Then…”


      “You must make your claim to all four of the Stalwart Halls that form the heart of the Catacombs. I have heard you here, in the Hall of Taurus. There is also the Hall of Aion, where you once did battle and whose current priest, Sandy Collins, succeeded the late Tom Collins. The remaining two Stalwart Halls are the Hall of Scorpio and the Hall of Sadalmelik. Only after those members of the Collins clan are gathered and we have heard your declaration and a concrete plan of action will we enter into discussion.”


      “Are you saying you’ll gather the other members of the Collins clan, then?”


      Colonel shook his head, saying no. “There are certain conditions.”


      He held out a hand to one of his followers and the grip of a huge sword was placed in his palm. Colonel wrapped his fingers around it and drew the sword, leaving the scabbard in his follower’s hands.


      “That sword…,” Belle murmured in surprise.


      “What is it?” Benet asked, unable to see.


      “It looks just like Gaff’s ‘Kingdom’ sword, EMOCLEW,” Belle whispered. “Come to think of it, Tom Collins’s sword felt a lot like that, too…”


      Guinness also seemed to notice this. He stared at Colonel’s sword with an expression of surprise, or maybe nervousness that something he’d expected to see had appeared right before his eyes.


      ECNES


      The spell was etched onto the beautiful imperial topaz blade.


      “This is the treasured sword of the Hall of Taurus. It houses the spell Ecnes—sympathy toward both life and death.”


      “It can’t be. That’s…”


      Colonel stopped Guinness’s words with a serene smile. It was a look that seemed to challenge Guinness to use his own two hands to claim the right to say the rest of his sentence.


      “After the battle in the Hall of Aion, top dogs attacked when you left and took the Hall’s treasured sword from Tom Collins’s hands. You must reclaim that sword and return it to us… That is my condition for allowing you to make your appeal.”


      Colonel handed the sword to another follower, who doused the blade with shining water before using it to draw a glowing spell in the air.


      TIXE


      The spell floated over Guinness’s head.


      “This is the spell passed down in the Hall of Aion, and the Reason the Catacombs and the kingdom—EMOCLEW—form a pair. Young, hopeful Conductor Guinness, you must claim the sword with the spell of TIXE. Do so and we will welcome you as the one to guide the Catacombs down a new, yet unexplored path.”


      The tension visibly drained from Guinness’s face. “I accept, Colonel Collins… I’ll do it…no matter what…”


      Looking on the verge of breaking down into tears, Guinness turned to face Ginbuck’s grave marker and drew the spell of mourning.


      It was the very picture of a student bidding his teacher farewell.


       


      Night fell, and the Earthshine shone down upon the land, accompanied by sparkling starlight. Runding whooshed noisily through the air as Belle’s challenger, a Minotaurus, swung his swordax.


      A loud clang split the air. The other Solists watching them murmured, but the man crossing swords with Belle was the most surprised of them all. He’d never known he could produce such Schwertmusik. With a look of pure joy and excitement, he clashed blades with Belle again. This was a pure match, with no grudges for defeat or distinctions between the just and the evil. Schwertmusik simply for the pleasure of it.


      After Ginbuck’s memorial service, they had all returned to Lower East Town and stopped in at the Amaretto Arbor. A feast was held, and they ate and chatted. At some point, Guinness disappeared with Mist, and Benet shared a seat with a few underdog ladies while Belle kept her promise of a match outside the Amaretto Arbor.


      The innkeeper Haggis joined the crowd of onlookers that had formed in the street around Belle and her opponent. Unlike the first time she was here, Belle now had her dog tag marked with the name Lablac—the Unusual—attached to Runding’s grip by a chain. She could fight to her heart’s content, and once one person drew their sword, more and more challengers appeared. Belle crossed blades with them all.


      “Where does she get all that stamina? Does she just not get tired?” Haggis muttered with his arms crossed, watching Belle smile brightly as she dueled an underdog Solist.


      “It’s got nothing to do with strength,” Cloud said in a carefree tone. “She’s moving mostly out of sympathy with her sword. She could keep swinging all night long.”


      Cloud approached all those who had finished their match with Belle and wrapped their swords in cloths soaked with amniotic fluid. The liquid was full of all the nutrients steel trees require, and feeding it to swords allowed the metal to heal and recover. The more intense combat was, the more the memory of that battle was ingrained in the sword, which allowed the weapon to mature. By dousing it in the fluid overnight, the sword would emerge in the morning clean of impurities and with the blade sharper than ever before. By repeating this hundreds upon thousands of times, swords matured rapidly and increased their resonance with their wielder.


      Solists didn’t usually look after their swords this religiously, but being a fledgling swordsmith, Cloud felt an attachment to the blades he had created and gave them that extra bit of care.


      As he worked diligently, Cloud felt both gratitude and joy to see others swing the swords he’d made as they clashed with Runding.


      Others listened to the clashing of the steel from afar. On the second floor of the Amaretto Arbor were the guest rooms, where Belle and Benet would both stay that night. Guinness and Mist currently occupied the corner room, which faced the opposite side of the building, away from the main street. Yet despite being so far away, the clash of swords still reached them.


      “What a sweet sound… I’m almost jealous. Makes me want to pick up my sword and go out there,” Mist whispered wistfully.


      “If that’s what you want, go ahead,” Guinness whispered back.


      Mist put her face closer to Guinness’s head, her naked, slender limbs tangled around his. She softly kissed his curled horn, the sign of a young Sheepeyes.


      “I think I’ll stay here a little longer. Just a bit…until things calm down.”


      Lying on his back, Guinness responded by wrapping his left arm around Mist’s shoulder. That was the arm missing everything from the elbow down. He narrowed his eyes unconsciously.


      “It’s times like these that I truly feel like I’ve lost something valuable.”


      “What…?”


      “My arm. Being able to hug you.”


      Mist chuckled. “You already have your other hand full gripping that sword.”


      Guinness closed his eyes. Wearing an expression that neither affirmed nor denied Mist’s words, he lightly swung the sword held in his right hand. It made a whoosh as it cut through the air, even though he hadn’t swung it that hard. As he did, Mist’s sword, resting in the corner of the room, trembled softly and let out what sounded like a howl.


      Guinness opened his eyes with a look of wonder. With no opponent in front of him, he gazed out into thin air.


      ERALF


      That was the spell carved along his baton sword.


      “It’s really well made. It almost feels like it directly communicates its will to its wielder. With this, I feel like I could lead any choir to victory. So much so that I keep asking myself if I should really be the one to have this sword.


      “It’s okay. I had my doubts, too, but it’s what Sir Ginbuck wanted.”


      Gently holding the grip, Guinness slid his thumb over the base of the blade. Through the pad of his finger, he could feel the touch of the ERALF spell—illumination, a symbol of all the teachings he had received.


      A Conductor is one who sheds light upon others. Not just on his allies but also his foes. A Conductor’s greatest role is to bring battle and conflict into the light.


      “In all honesty…I planned to give you Sir Ginbuck’s sword only if you joined the underdogs. But it felt like you might go away somewhere if I wasn’t paying attention… So I gave it to you today. I hate the fact I did, though. A part of me considered throwing it away.”


      “Mist. I…”


      “I hate this.” She gave him a smile. “All the people that need me, that have expectations for me, the pride of leading my clan—I wish I could cast it all aside. I wish I could be all alone and just…go somewhere. Like Belle. If only I could…but I’m stuck with EVREN, wavering between courage and cowardice.”


      Still smiling with her eyes full of tears, Mist furrowed her brow.


      “The reason your clan welcomed Sir Ginbuck, even though he’s a different race, was because…”


      “Like us, he couldn’t stand to lose things. Our parents, who were the clan chiefs at the time, died in battle. And around the same time, Sir Ginbuck lost his own family and the clan he led. We ended up meeting by chance—a clan without a leader, and a leader without a clan—so we decided to stick together… But now, that’s over, too.”


      She heaved a deep sigh, wrapping her arms more tightly around Guinness’s neck.


      “No more playing at being a family,” Mist continued in a whisper. “I kept running from loss…but I can’t do that anymore. I’ll carry out my role as chief. I’ll lead the Solists and support their families.”


      “You’re not alone, Mist…”


      “I’m not? Well, I guess I won’t be at some point. I do plan on marrying. Someone from my own race. I’ve had enough of feeling like this.”


      “Mist…”


      “What about you? Don’t tell me you plan on being with me for the rest of your days.”


      “Well, yeah… I want to fight with you by my side.”


      “That’s dumb.” Mist flashed a sad smile. “You really are an idiot. When I fight, I have to consider the good of my clan. And what I want is different from what you do. A Sheepeyes that strayed from his flock… Don’t you miss your clan? Even Haggis and the rest formed a group after coming to Park.”


      “No, I don’t regret casting aside my flock to come to Park. Meeting Belle and the others made me sure of that. And learning under Ginbuck, I found it—a place where I can make a name for myself. To do that—”


      “I won’t wait for you.”


      “I have a chance to succeed.”


      “I won’t keep waiting for you, all alone…”


      “Many of the castle’s Solists have questions about their own death, and many of the Farm Symphonists and Construction Symphonists wish to be buried in the Catacombs. There are more people who support this than I ever even imagined. And above all else…”


      “Idiot.”


      Mist’s voice was cutting, but she nuzzled into his chest. It was as if she was saying this could be their last time. Guinness used his right hand, still gripping the sword, to embrace her.


      “The Paradise Shift.” Guinness’s hug tightened. “The traveling Rabbitia told me about it in that strange pub. About a change in the world. How, in the distant past, it was impossible to imagine people of different races having a child together. It opposed God’s Thema and was practically impossible. But today, even if the castle’s nobility places significance on blood purity, we take that fact as a given. He told me how the arrival of Nomads and the existence of the Dearth March herald the changing of the world. But what surprised me more than anything else was what he said about the birth of magic.”


      Mist sighed within Guinness’s embrace. “…You’re not thinking about me at all, are you?” The words came out in an exasperated whisper, a faint smile tinged with sadness across her face. But Guinness carried on, not paying it any attention.


      “Think about the word magic. It’s anti-Thema. A Reason for power that directly opposes God’s Thema—that’s what magic is. In the past, everyone heard the voice of God and was able to gain divine power when they wished for it. They didn’t need to learn magic like we do now to summon fire, make light, grow crops, or make buildings. But little by little, only those of certain races became capable of hearing God’s voice and that divine power got further away. Magic came into being to fill that void and take the place of God’s power. In the era when it first came into use, those who wielded it were punished severely, but that’s unthinkable to us now. I didn’t even know that term, ‘era,’ until the traveling Rabbitia taught it to me in the context of the Paradise Shift.”


      “So you want to sacrifice yourself for your so-called ‘era’? You’re even willing to get me caught up in it?”


      “Mist, we live in the same era. Like a school of fish swimming through the same stream.”


      “Heh… Fish who can barely keep swimming through today. And that matters a lot to me. I have no intention of going through life relying on something that may or may not be real. I’m sorry, but I can’t see it ever happening, this Paradise Shift of yours.”


      “No. It’s not something we can make happen. We live within the greater framework of the world, a framework that’s changing—”


      “Hey…” Mist cut him off, her voice losing some of its strength. It sounded as if she was crying softly. Guinness went silent and stroked her back.


      “Are you sure you can’t become an underdog?” Mist asked in what was almost a whisper.


      “…You’re not going to become a top dog, are you?”


      “No, because you don’t really want that.”


      He could hear tears in her voice.


      “I… Mist, listen. I’m trying to build a new way of life for us, where things like top dogs and underdogs don’t matter. A way outside all of that. To do that, I—”


      “God won’t allow it. Lots of Solists will raid us… Are you going to oppose God with just me and my clan? You think we’ll survive in this country if we do that?”


      “That’s how much hope the Catacombs hold. Things are only peaceful now because everything’s shut out by darkness, but if we use that to take over the Paradise Shift, we can win in the end. I’m sure of it.”


      “You… You’re not seriously thinking of becoming the king of this country, are you?”


      “Of course not. I’m just searching for a future for this country…for my own way of being. That’s all. And, also, for you…”


      “What?”


      “For a place where we can truly be together…”


      “Idiot.” It was a word she’d already used a lot today, but it came out in a heartfelt whisper. “You really are a helpless idiot. You should have started with that. Why do you need all these excuses? I don’t get it.”


      “Mist…” Guinness looked at her with a strained smile.


      “I’m not going to sit by and wait. I’m not devoted or unburdened enough to wait only for you.”


      Guinness let Mist push him away. It was only then that the pair finally glimpsed each other’s faces. Mist was sobbing, while Guinness wore a wry smile.


      “Involve me in all this. Tie me up in your script. Me, my clan, all of us. If you can manage to do that, Mist of the Froggie tribe won’t reject you.”


      She glared at him, her eyes trembling, then suddenly frowned as if embarrassed. Mist bit her lip, trying to hold back the emotions welling up inside her, but fittingly for the expressive Froggie woman, she eventually burst into sobs of joy.


      “If I have to die in battle, let it be by your script.”


      “Okay.”


      The couple pressed their foreheads together.


      “He’s dead.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Sir Ginbuck finally took his last breath in my heart. All this time…” Mist raised a hand to her chest. “There was something stabbing into me right here.”


      Tears dropped onto her hand. As she cried with heaving sobs, Guinness pulled her closer, hugging Mist’s supple, naked form with as much strength as his one-armed body could muster.


      “You’re not alone.”


      The pale glow of the Earthshine spilled over the two of them.


       


      “Ahh, that was fun.”


      Belle settled onto a bench with Runding in hand. She was covered in sweat.


      “It really was something. A delight for my ears. You’ve improved,” Benet said, handing her a wet towel. Belle took it, then looked at the Solists still dueling one another in the main street.


      “What about your lady friends?” she asked, her eyes still fixed on the fighting Solists.


      “I told them I’d be right back. I wanted to talk to you. Having to sweet-talk people all the time does get tiring.”


      “Hmm. Well, I already knew you’re a huge skirt chaser.”


      “Oh, come now, that hurts. I’m simply looking for genuine emotional connection,” Benet said shamelessly, to which Belle smiled and nodded.


      “You’re here to talk about Guinness?”


      “Sharp as always.”


      “Tch, he didn’t tell me anything beforehand. You knew everything though, didn’t you?”


      “More or less. It turns out listening half-seriously to what our tactician friend says is exactly the right amount.”


      “What’s going on with you?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “You didn’t want me to listen to what he said, right?”


      “…Drat. You’re so sharp it scares me sometimes. Yes, you’re right. I didn’t want you to hear that.”


      “What, because I’m going on a Journey? Is that…why you didn’t tell me?”


      “Yes, Belle,” Benet responded in a dreadfully kind voice.


      “I… I always act like I want to go on a Journey, but that doesn’t mean I’m not prone to loneliness. Even I’m ashamed of it…”


      “I know. You’re a kind girl.”


      “…Hey, don’t try to sweet-talk me, too.”


      Benet smiled and shrugged. It was hard to get a read on what he was thinking, maybe because his eyes were closed. Belle returned a strained smile.


      “It was probably the right call.”


      “You think so? Either way, I didn’t want you to get involved in this. I mean it.”


      “But I’m not going on my Journey yet. I think there’s something important I’m missing, one last thing I need before I go. And I feel like whatever Guinness and you are trying to do…it’s trying to teach me something. Like…about Moonwork.”


      “Moonwork…?”


      “It’s the spell carved into the Key to Journey. It means pretty much what it sounds like. That things like Cateyes’ pupils, Mauti’s teeth, and the colors of the O’crock are always changing and returning to their previous state… It’s still too hard for me to grasp, but I think it has to do with me being here—and now, with me trying to depart on a Journey. What Guinness said felt the same way to me.”


      “You…” Benet seemed unusually hesitant.


      Belle silently looked at him, then patted his hand, urging him to go on.


      “I thought…you might be trying to return the favor.”


      “Returning the favor…?” Belle shook her head as she said it. Even knowing Benet couldn’t see, she couldn’t shake the habit of making nonverbal gestures during conversation. “That’s probably part of it, especially when it comes to you. But more than anything, this is… I have this kind of feeling toward this country, a feeling you get for where you were born and raised… I guess you could call it homesickness.”


      “Homesickness…?”


      “Do you and Guinness love this country? Or I guess…not just the country but the fact that you’re alive and where you live?”


      Benet looked a bit taken aback but then gave a pensive nod. “Well, yes. Though some of that is probably because I don’t know any other place.”


      “Right, because you have nothing to compare it to. I agree with that. But I don’t mean what the country is like; I mean more about actually living here. I still feel like there’s something I need to do, right here and now, where I am at this point in time. It’s like something’s influencing me. I hate it, and I wish I could break through it. Hearing what Guinness said makes me think maybe I can cut down the God Tree…”


      “Dear me, that’s awfully dangerous.” Benet’s tone indicated he found this thought seriously daunting. “You shouldn’t say something like that so carelessly. I’m already shaking in my boots because of what our tactician friend is talking about.”


      “Sorry. Still, it made me feel like I should do it. In fact, I can’t know what my sword is capable and incapable of cutting until I try it. So I figured I could ask the God Tree directly about my curse—and if I can do that for my friends, then all the better.”


      “We don’t actually intend to destroy the castle, you know,” Benet said, firmly reminding her.


      “I know,” replied Belle. “I just feel like I might be allowed if it’s something like that. Even if it means my curse will get heavier. So, Benet, tell me: What exactly are you trying to do?”


      “Our tactician friend is planning to approach the king soon and request that the Catacombs be made a neutral zone. It’s pretty obvious how that will turn out, though. The speakers of the castle will never allow it. So he’s trying to find something we can use as leverage.”


      “Hmm. Let me help with his request, then.”


      “Belle…”


      “I can talk to Gaff personally. Help smooth things over.”


      “That may be true… I feel like we shouldn’t get you involved in this…but I’m sure it will make Guinness happy.”


      “Paradise Shift…” Belle echoed the words. “I’m interested in it, too. My intuition’s telling me it’s something deeply connected to me. Someday, this entire country will undergo Moonwork… I’m curious about that. I’m sorry, Benet. And thank you.”


      Belle rose from her seat and planted a kiss on Benet’s cheek. She did it just as she often did to Runding—and as she’d once done to Adonis—with affection and gratitude. Benet looked like he didn’t understand what had happened for a second, but then his face jerked in surprise, and he almost fell backward.


      “I’ll go have another match, then.”


      By the time Benet got to his feet, flustered, Belle had already hurried over to the terrace. A smile played over the Mermaid’s lips.


      “Good grief… She just keeps getting the jump on me.”


      Hearing the sounds of Belle being greeted by the Solists and the clanging of swords, Benet slowly got up and made to return to the Arbor when his feet stopped.


      “A Paradise Shift. The one who planted that dangerous term in our heads never showed himself…”


      He turned around, looking at the main road. News of Ginbuck’s death should also have reached Kitty the All. The fact that he hadn’t come today could mean he’d departed on a Journey. On the way there, Belle had said that he definitely would have come otherwise.


      “Our mysterious traveling Rabbitia… Thinking back, meeting you was a curious coincidence. I’d hoped to see you again, so you might lend us your wisdom as to where this path may lead us.”


      As the wind snatched away his whispered words, Benet returned to the Arbor, putting on a smile for the ladies waiting there for him.

    

    
      11


      The azure glow of Earth in the night sky washed over the red branches of the trees submerged in deep darkness. From among the sound and scents of the running river, shining blue in the light, there came a voice.


      “Oh, bother. I’m late as it is.”


      There was the click of a pocket watch’s lid closing. A pair of long, white ears stood on end as the speaker took a large hop back. It looked almost effortless, as if he’d vanished from one point and emerged in another. The air whirred sharply as the spot he’d just left was cut through with a blade—followed immediately by a series of thrusts, as furious as if they were trying to scorch the air. The sword’s tip extended to an incredible length.


      “Hmm…”


      Sparks flew before Kitty the All’s eyes. The calculations swirling around his body sprayed particles of light as they were torn through. As Kitty just barely evaded the sword pursuing him, the damaged calculations followed like a firefly’s tail, leaking particles of light.


      “Unbelievable… My formulas are being shattered.”


      His red eyes peered into the dark. Reflected within those eyes—profound and deep as an all-consuming abyss, keenly gauging everything about his opponent—was a figure standing in the dark.


      “That man… He set quite the ferocious wolf loose on me,” Kitty said with frustration, displaying none of his usual composure. “And gave it some nasty fangs…” He glanced at the man’s swords, a nervous sweat forming on his brow. “May I ask you one thing, Adonis?”


      Answering Kitty’s call, his opponent emerged from the darkness. The Cateyes man’s red bandana stood out against the Earthshine, looking as if it were soaked in blood. His features were fixed in a cold bloodlust, frozen under the Earth’s blue glow as he stared at Kitty with an icy gaze.


      Adonis’s eyes were filled with a lonely light. With his hands encased in hard leather gloves, he wordlessly kept his sword pointed at the Rabbitia.


      “For what Reason do you raise your sword against me?” Kitty asked, almost teasingly.


      “Ask my blade. With your flesh…,” Adonis replied with disinterest, a hint of irony lurking beneath his words.


      Kitty let out an exaggerated sigh, but his red eyes remained fixed on Adonis at all times.


      “In Denariland, from whence I hail, we call your sort Shura.”


      “Hmm.” Adonis’s lips curled into a thin smile. “That has a strangely…pleasant ring to it.”


      With that, he took a step forward, slowly closing in on Kitty.


      “It is a word for those who try to find the entirety of their own Reason through battle. The appropriate word in this country’s tongue would be a berserker… Or perhaps, a Nidhogg. But you are aware of your tragedy. And so, I choose to call you Shura, the name of a great yet pitiful warrior.”


      Kitty’s amicable tone and gestures were as confident as ever. He punctuated his words with a joking smile, trying to divert his opponent’s intense bloodlust.


      Adonis, however, cut through all those facades, charging forward with his sword raised. At the same time, Kitty swiftly deployed his formulas, which lit up to produce heat.


      The screeching of a ghastly slash shook the night air of the riverside. A band of fire danced at Kitty’s side, blocking Adonis’s slash.


      “Ngh…”


      “Flames with mass… And they’re about to become even heavier.”


      As he said this, Kitty made an elaborate sign with both hands, as if the positioning of his fingers themselves wrote out the spell, manipulating his formulas with blinding speed. The flames immediately let out a white-hot glow, making Adonis’s pressing blade quiver and release sparks. The fire pushed against his sword with heat and an incredible weight, propelling both Adonis’s weapon and his arm away and slowly forcing him to his knees as he tried to fight back. Yet all the while, the structure of the flames stopped him from being able to pull away, coiling like serpents around the blade.


      Flames singed the tips of Adonis’s hair as the sweltering heat slowly closed in around him. The two figures stood close enough to see their reflections in each other’s eyes, and a smirk rose to Adonis’s lips. He swiftly changed his grip on the sword and flipped the blade.


      “Oh-ho…” Kitty raised his voice in wonder.


      NOWHERE


      The terrible spell was laid bare before Kitty’s eyes. The blade trembled, wailing. Filled with sympathy toward its owner, the sword rapidly decayed Adonis’s gloves, causing the rotting, tattered leather to catch fire from the heat. The strips of burning leather fell, revealing white hands that looked almost graceful and beautiful. At the same time, the sword’s steel vibrated, warping, undulating, and changing form as it took on the color of rust.


      The blade was consuming Kitty’s formulas. That was the only way to describe what was happening. The flames coiling about the sword turned to specks of green and violet, letting out a harsh, offensive stench of decay. Kitty stared in disbelief, his red eyes taking in the scene as the numbers were broken down. His formula collapsed around Adonis’s sword and the fire turned to mist that drifted away.


      Kitty repaired his formula, a desperate expression across his face. Realizing this was an exercise in futility, he changed his plan of attack, leaving the flames wrapped around his right hand.


      “Nrgh!”


      With his left hand, he swiftly drew another formula and smashed it against the flames, causing an explosion. Steam billowed between Kitty and Adonis, overflowing and hiding the Rabbitia from view. The weight of the flames pressing on Adonis’s sword vanished, and an intense chill overcame him. The air pressure condensed, freezing the sweat on his brow.


      “Enough tricks!”


      Adonis slammed his sword against the air pressure, dispersing the cold air, only for each particle to condense again.


      “Shapeless crystals…”


      Following his opponent’s voice in the fog, Adonis swung his sword, only for it to bounce back with a hollow sound.


      “Can you cut me?”


      The mist cleared, revealing Kitty fleeing in the opposite direction from where his voice had come from. Adonis turned around to give chase, slashing at his opponent, but the blade was deflected inches away from the Rabbitia as if it had hit an invisible wall.


      Adonis realized he was surrounded in every direction by an invisible force. It felt like he’d been placed in a transparent glass case. He felt suffocated. With an intense pressure, the invisible walls began to close in and press down on Adonis.


      “Tch!”


      He tried to swing his blade, but he was running out of space. The walls pressed against him from every direction, threatening to crush him where he stood.


      NNNOOOWWWHHH…!


      His sword let out a fierce wail. The blade extended and writhed eerily, its tip twisting like a bared fang. Adonis relentlessly swung his sword against the walls, repeatedly thrusting into the same spot—until he heard a faint crack.


      With another thrust, the air shattered. The crystallized air pressure shattered with a sulfurous stench, and he thrust his sword in farther. But his sword was stopped, caught between walls of air pressure. The blade screeched and groaned.


      “You won’t escape!” Kitty shouted.


      A furious expression on his face, the Rabbitia drew spells with his hands, deploying more formulas to crystallize the air pressure from within. Adonis’s sword bent and warped, its tip shattering.


      Gah…


      Adonis grimaced. The sword’s pain was directly transmitted to his body through their sympathetic bond. The broken tip of the sword fell outside the wall. Still grimacing in pain, Adonis curled his lips upward into a smirk and let out a roar. He gripped the sword in both hands and unleashed the full fury of their resonance.


      “Whoa…!”


      Kitty was stunned. The shattered tip went flying through the air and rushed toward him. There was no time to dodge—and with a wet, heavy thud, the sword fragment lodged itself into the back of Kitty’s right hand. His formulas shattered into particles of light, and the pressure pinning Adonis lifted. He took a deep breath.


      As the decay rapidly started to spread from the wound, Kitty quickly pulled the fragment from his body. Blood dripped onto the grass. The Rabbitia looked up at Adonis, his face covered in thick beads of sweat.


      “Well? What’s your next trick?” Adonis taunted, glaring at Kitty with a gruesome expression.


      “Behold,” Kitty murmured, the amicable tone not lost from his voice.


      The next moment, the Rabbitia’s body was snatched up by a whirlwind. Adonis raced after him, but the shattered sword fragment suddenly went flying toward its owner instead.


      “What?!”


      It didn’t move as quickly as when he’d used his resonance with the sword to propel it, and Adonis was able to swiftly catch it between his fingers, but he still didn’t know what had sent it flying. Looking ahead, he saw a red formula floating in the air—Kitty’s blood. The moment Adonis realized this, he heard a click, and an equal sign formed on the bloody formula, completing it.


      He hurriedly threw the sword fragment away and jumped in the opposite direction, still following the Rabbitia with his eyes. Kitty let the wind propel him and was blown back with unbelievable speed.


      Just then, the sword fragment Adonis had discarded let out a bright glow.


      “Shadowless light…,” Adonis heard Kitty whisper in the sky. “And silent wind.”


      Kitty had landed back on the ground—but where was he? Adonis doubted his own eyes and ears. His surroundings were awash with white light, intense enough to blot out all color. There were no shadows, only vivid outlines. Although he could clearly hear Kitty’s whispers, he couldn’t tell where they were coming from. It didn’t sound far away; Kitty should be right there in front of him, but he couldn’t gauge the distance. Even if he tried to run, there was no telling how far he would get. Adonis felt as if he’d suddenly been thrown into a completely flat world.


      “Agh…!”


      Adonis stood still and closed his eyes. He suddenly realized he felt water against his legs. Water streamed past his knees. He must have wandered into the river without noticing.


      “I assume you’re after these trial ashes I’m carrying, yes…?”


      He could just make out Kitty’s frivolous voice, but the direction was still a mystery.


      “I’m afraid the rapid nature of a Shura’s tragic karma is already set in stone. I shall have to be the one that delivers it upon you.”


      Adonis’s closed eyes shot open with alarm. Still primed to thrust, he listened to his sword. The blade was thick with an abyssal, dark hue of decay. Gripping the sword with his right hand, he placed his left on the blade and slowly turned around. Then Adonis fixed his gaze on the black steel and lifted it to his ear.


      The blade extended, its tip dipping into the river. He heard water. The sword relayed it to him with a clear sense of distance, and the black of the blade reflected a figure over the water. Kitty was somehow using his formulas to stand atop the rushing current. It supported his weight without sweeping him away, reflecting the light of the Earthshine and that of Kitty’s own calculations formulas to surround him in a defensive luminescence.


      The Rabbitia held up a hand, still drenched in blood. Using it to deploy complex formulas, he spoke in a strained breath.


      “A glimmer with infinite mass!”


      At his shout, the sound of the water turned into a roar. The river went completely still, and the waves disappeared, forming a surface as flat as a mirror. The light reflected against this watery plane, which rapidly turned into a whirlpool that moved toward Adonis, intent on tearing him apart.


      “Tch…!”


      Adonis thrust his sword into the riverbed to brace himself, but the muddy bottom soon overturned, dislodging the blade. It was a strange sight. It didn’t appear as if anything was tugging on him, but the swirl of light running across the water’s surface was unmistakably pulling him toward the center.


      Before he knew it, Adonis had lost sensation from the knees down. His lower half was beneath the water, but it felt as if it had been trapped in another dimension, with his upper body still upright in this one. Fruitlessly trying to pull his legs free, his upper half slid across the flat water in an arc as it was pulled into the whirlpool. His body gradually sank until he saw a sphere of light in the center.


      “Graaah!”


      He yanked hard on his unmoving sword, trying to pull it out. The blade twisted, revealing its true nature as a collection of rusted over strings, and it tore apart with a loud splitting sound. The sword came free. Adonis clenched his teeth, shining blue in the light, and as his body trembled from the pain of his sword, he brought the black blade up to his eyes, glimpsing Kitty’s position.


      He supported his sword against his eyes, one hand holding it in a backward grip and the other resting on the blade. Standing as if he were throwing a spear, he charged his sword with such an unbelievable amount of resonance that it was visible to the naked eye. Then with a mighty roar, the rusted strings once again melted together, forming into a sharp tip.


      “Impossible…!” Kitty exclaimed.


      The next moment, Adonis hurled his sword, which rocketed through the air toward Kitty. The Rabbitia rapidly calculated countless formulas, casting them around himself, but they were all instantly shattered, crumbling into specks of light as the blade buried itself into Kitty’s chest.


      Kitty gritted his teeth, blood spilling from his lips. The sword dug deeper into his wound of its own volition, crushing his ribs and tearing into his lungs. Kitty coughed up blood and looked at the sphere of light. By now, Adonis was mostly submerged by it.


      Suddenly, the world regained its color. Shadows stretched and a normal distance separated them again. The formula at Kitty’s feet crumbled away, and waves appeared on the water’s surface once more. His crimson eyes were wide open with surprise, locked onto Adonis’s hateful blue gaze.


      “Not yet…”


      Kitty produced a pocket watch stained with his own blood from his pocket. But the lid wouldn’t open. Kitty mustered the last of his strength to clench it tightly in his fist, but the watch remained closed—as if it had a will of its own and was rejecting his fingers.


      “Curse you…” Kitty’s voice was filled with regret, and his body keeled over.


      The sword began decaying Kitty from within, spreading to his red waistcoat. Its fibers unfurled from his left breast, fluttering down into the rushing water.


      Kitty’s formulas scattered into the air, surrounding him in specks of light as he fell into the water with a loud splash. A second later, the sphere of light swallowing Adonis vanished. With his body suddenly freed, Adonis twisted and turned as he sank into the water, desperately trying to swim. Eventually, his head bobbed above the surface, and he saw he was the only one who had floated to the top.


      After waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dark again, he sluggishly swam to the riverbank. He was breathing hard, his drenched body shivering as water dripped from him.


      “Come back to me, Rusty Nail…,” Adonis murmured affectionately, holding out a hand. “My sword…”


      A pillar of water surged from the surface of the lake, and the weapon flew back to him, cutting noisily through the air. As he caught it, Adonis noticed something was trapped between its serrated tip, like a hound returning with prey in its jaws. He placed a hand on the blade and the fangs naturally parted, then the twisted, unnatural sword returned to its usual elegant shape.


      Adonis’s eyes flickered to the river. There was no sign of Kitty floating to the surface. Searching through the tattered remnants of the Rabbitia’s waistcoat, he removed a small bottle nestled within one of the pockets. Adonis held it up to the Earthshine to see it was full of glittering, powdery ash.


      “Hmph…”


      Still drenched, Adonis curled his lips into a smirk.


       


      Still dripping with water, he walked along the riverbank in search of Kitty’s body until he spotted a figure standing there watching him.


      “Sian…” Adonis’s eyes narrowed as he called out to the man.


      “How did it go?”


      “I got this.” Adonis showed off the bottle in his hand with a hint of pride.


      “Good work.”


      Upon hearing Sian’s praise, Adonis flashed a smile that was equal parts sarcastic and embarrassed.


      “It was a harder fight than I imagined.”


      “Hmm. The fact you walked away from a fight with a traveling Rabbitia with so few injuries is impressive. Did he open his watch, by the way?”


      “His watch? Not that I saw…”


      “I see,” Sian murmured, as if putting his own thoughts in order. Adonis knew that at times like these, this man was always elusive about what he was thinking, so he didn’t bother asking. By the time Adonis directed his gruff smile toward the older man, it was clear he didn’t need to think about it any longer.


      “In the castle, you’ll find someone who has reached the limit bathing in these dying ashes, having merged with God to the point where they are just able to maintain their own personality.” Sian’s smile took on a different cast. “Go and douse him with enough to push him over that limit.”


      It was a smile tinged with both grief and anger.


      Adonis inadvertently blurted out the part that Sian had left unsaid.


      “You mean your real brother?”


      “Yes,” Sian answered instantly.


      Adonis fell silent, then whispered, “So it’s people like you that end up being Nomads.”


      “Hmph…”


      Sian averted his eyes from Adonis, focusing instead on the dazzling castle reflecting the night’s glow. Adonis followed his gaze, staring at God’s perfect miniature garden.


      “We’ll be striking at God’s blind spot. Lure God’s princess and the next Fortuné with words until they swallow your poisonous doubts.”


      Adonis nodded and glanced at Sian, who breathed out a puff of illusory smoke while gazing off into the distance as if reliving old memories. His was the face of a man trying to ascertain something far away—a lonely face forever out of reach of others.


      “Go,” Sian ordered.


      Adonis nodded again. But despite that, he remained standing beside Sian awhile longer before eventually giving a self-deprecating smile and saying, “I’ll be waiting. Waiting for you to come and be killed by me.”


      With that, he walked past Sian. He didn’t see how the older man reacted to his words but assumed it was probably with a composed smile. Sian wasn’t the kind of man who would be shaken by a statement like that.


      If nothing else, though, Adonis was successful at getting Sian to turn his eyes toward him.


      Feeling the man’s gaze on his back, Adonis began his silent trek toward God’s miniature garden.
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      “Cut down the God Tree, eh…?” Guinness murmured with complete indifference.


      They were in Central East Town. Guinness and Benet sat on the riverbank, with Belle slightly farther down the slope hugging her sword to her shoulder. The trio looked out across the training ground.


      A peaceful atmosphere surrounded them. Anyone watching from afar would have no idea Guinness had just said something as dangerous as he had.


      “Hey, now…” Benet jerked his head in surprise. “It gives me the chills when you say that. Are you serious?”


      “It’s not unthinkable. At least, not in theory. But there’s no need to do it just yet.”


      “Give me a break. Honestly… Belle, you’re not taking him seriously, are you?”


      “About cutting down the God Tree?” Belle smiled and turned to look back at the two men, sitting level with their knees. Seeing them like that, Guinness and Benet looked so mismatched she couldn’t help but laugh.


      “Shhh.” Benet hushed her, raising a finger to his lips. “You’re too loud, Belle.”


      “She only sounds loud to you. A needle dropping is like thunder to your ears,” Guinness teased, and Benet shrugged with a smile. Despite acting frightened by the Sheepeyes’s every suggestion, Benet actually looked quite amused.


      “That aside, I do want to ask you something,” Guinness said to Belle. “What would you do if the God Tree got in your way? Would you swing Runding around like you always do?” The tone in his voice made it sound like it would actually be helpful if she did.


      “I guess,” Belle replied casually. She returned her gaze to the training grounds and narrowed her eyes. “The form of my curse will decide how things end up. I can’t really tell what I can or can’t cut.”


      “My, my… That is different from my plans, then. It’s fascinating, truly.” Speaking in a way that made it hard to tell if he was serious or joking, Guinness the Fuzzy Navel glanced at the Solists training in the grounds with an earnest expression. “Anyway, now we have our members. Not all of them, but…”


      “You’re talking about that man?” Benet muttered, his triangular, finlike ears twitching. Belle kept her eyes fixed on the scenery, silent and still, but the Mermaid kept going with a slightly surprised look on his face. “Do you have any idea where he is right now?”


      “None… Well, no, maybe I do have one guess.” Guinness turned to Belle, who remained perfectly quiet. “But I can’t say for sure right now, so we’ll have to keep things moving without him. It’s still a loss, though. Adonis is the successor to Aion, the Stalwart Hall we fought for. By tradition, succession in the Collins clan goes to the youngest child.”


      “On the other hand, Adonis not being there means you get to move freely, Guinness. It would be hard trying to convince him,” Belle said with a mischievous smile.


      “Sharp as always,” Guinness responded, proud and undaunted.


      That attitude reminded Belle of Kitty the All.


      All our members, huh?


      Kitty was another comrade they had fought beside in the Battle for the Catacombs, and she felt certain he would cooperate if she asked him. But that wise traveling Rabbitia was nowhere to be found, so she could no longer rely on his help. Belle assumed he must have departed on a Journey, which made her feel a bit lonely.


      “Anyway, we want to take the path with the best odds of success. These three are the ones we should reach out to. Understood? I’ll have Belle arrange for our meeting with the Arch-Solist… How go the outfits for the occasion?”


      “I’ve sewn them,” Belle said with a sly smile. “At least, I did as much as I could. The rest I had to ask the designer to take care of. They should be ready by tomorrow. Heh-heh… See, that’s what I find so interesting about you guys. Nobody’s gonna expect us to show up in the castle with the same outfits we wore in the Battle for the Catacombs.”


      “It’s called black humor. It can be a very useful method at times. The outfits used by soldiers to destroy the Catacombs in God’s name are now being used to side with them—used to question God for the true Reason He wanted the Catacombs destroyed. To question the people for the Reason we, races who once heard God’s voice, must now obey the castle’s nobility. That’s what we’re using it for. Strategy and visuals,” Guinness said with a nasty smile.


       


      After a day filled with worshippers coming to have their work weighed upon the scales, the Throne Room closed its doors when the hour turned red, leaving only silence within. The only ones left in the room were the two-faced king, his body inhabiting the God Tree, and the many blue-mantled priests lining the spectator seats. The priests retreated to the side of the stage, slinking away like blue shadows, as the king made to return to the Tree.


      That was when it happened.


      Footsteps sounded against the sapphire path leading up to the throne. The blue-mantled priests stirred and turned as one in the process of making their way off the stage. More blue-masked figures appeared with a harsh clacking sound. Tension hung in the air.


      Feeling the blank gazes of the masks upon him, Adonis finally smirked and theatrically turned to face the king.


      “King, wait a moment before you return to the world of the departed within God. Remain in the material world awhile longer and converse with me.”


      As Adonis spoke, the elaborately carved spells of Bamboo’s fangs suddenly disappeared under his feet.


      The king’s two faces calmly gazed at him and asked, “Have you remained hidden in the womb of another dimension all this time? For what?”


      Adonis didn’t answer. Instead, he began making his way down the path to the throne with that same sarcastic smirk on his face. The blue priests silently followed him from all sides, but he showed no sign he’d noticed. It seemed they wouldn’t draw their swords until Adonis dared do something, but their numbers soon increased to the hundreds, and the ocean of blue mantles gave off an intense pressure as it closed in around him.


      Yet none of this seemed to faze Adonis. As he climbed the stairs to the stage, completely surrounded by blue priests, he stared up into the faces of the king.


      The king spoke, his two voices resonating in unison from deep within. “Do you come stubbornly, intent on calling this country into doubt once more? Adonis Question.”


      The endless crowd of priests all seemed to chant as one. They bore down on him from every direction. The overwhelming pressure seemed to stab all the way through him, and an annoyed expression creased Adonis’s face.


      “I merely came to complete a duty I must attend to before I can become the next Prince Minor.”


      With that, Adonis took a bottle out of his pocket. He held it up to the king’s face, revealing the specks of glowing ash within.


      “Dying ashes…”


      “Yes. The same substance I once received in exchange for sacred ashes and was ordered to bring to Solists whose swords were broken. Through some twist of fate, a traveling Rabbitia came into possession of these, so I went to reclaim them. I am returning them to their rightful place as the final responsibility of the one who should become Fatale, who rules over the deaths of the people, and as the first act of the one who should be King Minor.”


      Suddenly, the king’s twin faces regarding Adonis took on different expressions.


      “I was told that trial ashes sate the hunger of God by making death itself die.”


      With that, Adonis dropped the bottle he held to the floor. It fell awfully slowly, and just as it seemed it would shatter at Adonis’s feet, it silently vanished. Where had it gone? The shadows curling at Adonis’s feet suddenly thickened and seeped across the stage floor like water having fallen from a great height.


      “You were told…,” the king’s dual faces whispered as Adonis’s shadow surged toward him. None of the priests showed any intention of stopping him. The darkness passed under their feet without a sound.


      “I see… So finally, you too…”


      The king looked slightly surprised, realization lighting up in the eyes of his faces representing chaos and order.


      “You have become the blessed child of the one questioning this country’s Reason… But it was those of the dark who found you first…”


      “A king must grasp everything of his subjects… Is that it?”


      Adonis held out his hand courteously, and with a movement so casual no one could have known what to expect, he produced a sword from thin air.


      The blue-mantled priests stirred, but they didn’t display anything approaching hostility toward Adonis. He silently held up his sword to the king and presented it with a bow, displaying the side of the blade etched with the spell.


      NOWHERE


      “So you gave yourself to the darkness.”


      “I offered myself up willingly. Along with this entire country.”


      “You… In a place unknown to you, you intend to offer up even your comrades, who work to liberate your land of origin, to the dark? Even the Girl of Reason, for whom you yearn…?”


      “You mean the Catacombs? Belle? You think you can sway me with that? It’s too late. Too late for anything. It’s only when things are too far gone that the world extends a hand to me, and I am sacrificing everything to the darkness of eternal recurrence. Is that not a fitting Thema for the Prince Minor, who governs over the death of the people? King, you are the vessel of God’s domination, but put another way, you’re nothing but a mechanism of ruin that expresses the sobbing of Deus Ex Machina—a clockwork God that failed to attain true divinity. Isn’t that right? I was already told everything by that man and the woman who survived a fierce battle with God, one not a soul in this castle knows of.”


      As Adonis spoke, almost chanting the words, red lines suddenly ran across his face. Beads of blood surfaced from the lines, dripping down his face like tears. With a ghastly light in his eyes, he held his sword out to the king as if he were making a legitimate claim to the throne. This time, the king’s two faces twisted in alarm.


      “You… What did you carve upon your face? Upon your body…? Did you take on a spell of vengeance against this very world?”


      Adonis sneered. “This is God’s blind spot. The darkness brewing in those you wished to destroy but couldn’t. Vengeance is too light of a word for it.”


      His features twisted in irony and his brows furrowed like he was in pain as tears of blood rolled down his cheeks, revealing a spell of lamentation on his face.


      “King, I come bearing a message from the previous Prince Minor. The worst, most terrible words you’ve awaited. Great King Major, Fortuné… By the time you forsook your body to the God Tree, this country was already treading on the path to ruin. And now, with your remains as its seedbed, a new flower will bloom—feeding on you. Surely you won’t dare protest now? Of course, that flower will be one of the darkness of eternal recurrence, brought about by me and that woman.”


      “Skeptic…” The king’s resonant voice contained an endless grief. “Tell Sian this: It was my fault for not acknowledging my Prince Minor’s sins for what they were.”


      At that moment, Adonis’s shadow seemed to stab into those of the king and the God Tree. From somewhere in the overlapping darkness there came a sharp crack. Specks of light danced over the shadows and began to fade, as if the king’s body was absorbing the glowing ashes.


      “…I will convey your final words.”


      Adonis lowered his sword, placing it inside Bamboo’s open jaws. He then raised his alabaster palm, which had gripped the sword thus far, and brushed it across his face from right to left, making the bloodied spell on his face disappear.


      He casually turned on his heel, and the blue-mantled priests retreated.


      “Hmph…”


      Sneering at the priests, Adonis regarded the king’s two faces one last time and said in a whisper, “Reason will be called into question… But before that, I will carve my doubts into God’s remains.”


      The king’s faces twisted in a mix of alarm and agony. Adonis watched him, as if confirming something, then turned his back on the king.


      “I will show you…what divine hunger is like.”


      He descended from the stage, and all the Priests along the path quickly moved out of his way, as if they’d been forcibly pushed aside. Adonis walked out of the Throne Room with the king’s two sets of eyes open wide and fixed to his back.


      The king let out a loud, ringing scream of madness, and the many curtains hanging before the God Tree fell one by one. Before long, the king’s visage and his agonized voice were hidden by the endless expanse of blue fabric. The priests left the room one by one, moving into an unknown space on the side of the stage to vanish into the calm blue ocean.


      It covered everything—and made it disappear.


      All that remained in Adonis’s wake was the heavy sound of the door closing, which echoed heavily in the air.


       


      Kitty the Nothing appeared in Belle’s room just as the hour was turning red.


      “Where were you all this time?!” Belle raised her voice in a flurry the moment she saw him.


      He was covered in mud, like he’d fallen into a puddle, and his tattered clothes were dripping. It was hard to tell with the black fabric, but it looked like his chest was red—what was clearly blood. His right paw was even worse. It was horribly torn, like a blade had cut into it, and a mixture of blood and water oozed from it.


      Belle had assumed this silent Kitty would come back sooner or later for food, as he always did, but she hadn’t been at all prepared for this. Still, it wasn’t the first time Kitty had shown up in Belle’s room covered in wounds. She could never decipher what the doll-like child was thinking when his expression was so completely devoid of emotion, but he would often return to her hurt.


      Belle put it down to Kitty’s gaze. His button eyes reflected those who looked upon them without interpretation or sympathy, showing people who they were without falsehood or embellishment. Having the parts one most wants hidden laid bare for all to see destroyed a person’s desire to be seen by others. When people looked into Kitty’s eyes, they saw themselves as monsters like they’d never known themselves to be. The fear it caused drove them to violence.


      Belle presumed that this was probably a curse laid on Kitty himself. Kitty the All, with his abundance of wisdom, had affirmed as much—that this other Kitty made the world his enemy, and with his foolish gaze, forced everyone to properly look at themselves.


      “You’ve got it rough, too, huh?”


      In a way, she’d gotten used to this. At first Belle had angrily looked for those who hurt the little Rabbitia, but once she realized this was his Nomad’s curse, she felt like it wasn’t her place to meddle. What’s more, even if she did find whoever did it and tried to set them straight, Kitty wouldn’t say anything in reply. And so, unless she caught someone in the act of hurting Kitty, she couldn’t do much.


      As one of the few things she could do to help, Belle decided she should get Kitty out of his clothes. As well as being hurt, he’d get mud all over the room if she left him like this. Once that was done, she’d be able to wash him and tend to his wounds, which looked worse than usual this time.


      But without a care for his muddied outfit, Kitty hurried to the dining table and started eating the food there right away, as he always did. He gnawed and chewed and swallowed without distinguishing between the food, the utensils, and the table itself. Belle watched him, exasperated.


      “Your food isn’t running away, you know. Give me your clothes…”


      But as she reached for his coat, her eyes widened in disbelief.


      As she watched, the tattered sections slowly repaired themselves. The dripping water quickly dried, the mud flaked off and crumbled away, and new fabric began to appear from beneath the waistcoat. It was like the more Kitty ate, the faster he healed.


      “You…”


      Kitty suddenly turned to look at Belle. Or maybe he simply happened to turn, and Belle was there. Either way, his indifferent red eyes reflected her. Not minding it, Belle shrugged.


      “That’s a pretty useful trick you’ve got.”


      It was all she could think to say.


      Kitty faced the table again with disinterest. Despite having thought there was little either Kitty could do to surprise her anymore, Belle was a bit taken aback by this and sat at the table again.


      “But… Oh well. Eat up, okay? We still have a lot of the stuff Benet—Benedictine brought us. Heh-heh. Is it good? My cooking’s improved, you know.”


      With an air of total indifference, not paying the slightest attention to Belle, Kitty the Nothing continued eating.
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      “You’re appealing for the Catacombs to be made neutral ground…,” Gaff murmured, his tone as cautious as ever.


      As Belle sat beside him, idly watching butterfly flowers, she glanced over to see what expression he was making. The wise, sturdy warrior always said the bare minimum. With his duties as Arch-Solist, Belle couldn’t imagine all the responsibilities he had to deal with, but she didn’t try to prod him or steer the conversation. She was well aware there were things her brother apprentice could allow and some things he couldn’t; all she could do was ask and put her faith in him.


      Eventually, Gaff’s clear, bright eyes turned to Belle.


      “All I’m able to do is abide by formality, allow you to make your entreaty to the king, and guide you to him.”


      Belle grinned. That was all she needed. Just having an Arch-Solist’s introduction went a long way. But then, Gaff clarified with an apologetic expression.


      “Once the king acknowledges the message, the castle’s speakers and representative Solists will hold a meeting with the Conductors to deliberate on the matter. I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.”


      “That’s fine.”


      “…I’m sorry. You came to me asking for help, and I can only do this much.”


      “What do you mean? That doesn’t sound like you. This is plenty of help.”


      Belle smiled, and at that moment, a butterfly flower opened its wings and flew off the branch. It fluttered through the air, showing off its colors before growing tired and hurriedly landing on Belle’s shoulder. The sunlight shone through its black and blue wings, casting a faint pattern of light onto the floor.


      Moved by the butterfly flower, Belle’s eyes narrowed into a smile. They were in the garden—a part of the castle where many colorful flowers bloomed proudly. It was a place meant to show off the prosperity of the castle’s nobility, but the life of the small insect perched on her shoulder felt much heavier than any of that. The lovely brittle life tried its hardest to flap its wings, despite death being so close at hand. That alone felt like a great weight on her shoulders.


      “But, Belle…”


      “Mm?”


      “What are you expecting?”


      “Me…?” She turned to look at Gaff gently, so as not to jostle the butterfly flower on her shoulder. “What do you mean?”


      “What expectations and intentions do you have for siding with this? That appeal will likely make for a very tumultuous deliberation. Are you sure this is what your brothers-in-arms want…? It all seems very precarious to me. At worst, they could be labeled paradogs for opposing God’s Thema…”


      “Paradogs…?”


      Belle’s Guidance immediately began explaining, but so did Gaff.


      “It would mean having their rights as both subjects and Solists revoked, and being forced to serve their time in prison until God pardons them.”


      “Hmm…” Belle responded with a shrug but quickly stopped herself. The butterfly flower had almost rolled off her shoulder, but it clung on tight. “Well,” she said, the corner of her lips curving in a smile, “if it comes to that, we’ll figure something out. Guinness probably considered prison, too. Besides, I’m used to being locked up. It’s not going to change my objective of departing on a Journey.


      “Tough, aren’t you…?” Gaff said with a strained smile. “But I don’t want to have to see you humiliated as a prisoner. As students to the same Meister, I want to avoid that, at the very least.”


      “Well, both of us have our own concerns. You’re becoming king; I’m departing on a Journey. It’s not like jail scares me anyway. Compared to how some villages out there treat their criminals, it’s not that big of a deal, as punishments go.”


      “Hmm. I just hope that optimism doesn’t end up getting you in trouble.”


      “Don’t worry.”


      The flower butterfly suddenly flew off. Indifferent to its previous perch clinging to Belle, it flapped its vibrant multi-colored wings as it disappeared into the trees. Another butterfly bloomed, then another, taking off before Belle’s eyes. Watching them glisten in the air like a flurry of living gemstones, she murmured, “Don’t worry. I know the Reason behind my feelings: It’s to go out on a Journey. My resolve to do that is unshaken. This entreaty is one thing I have to see through if I’m going to depart. That’s how I feel. So I’m not getting into trouble and putting myself in danger on a whim.”


      “I see… Then I have nothing more to say. I hope this works out for you all.”


      Gaff could see Belle’s face flush with joy.


      “Thanks, Gaff. Besides, it would just cause you pain if I kept relying on you. As a student to the same Meister, I wouldn’t want you to go through that.”


      Gaff nodded, looking a bit lonely.


       


      “By the way, Belle…”


      Gaff’s tone turned serious, but a voice suddenly called out from the other side of the garden.


      “Shandy? Are you there? Your wounds might have healed, but you still shouldn’t be moving around…”


      Gaff jerked at the sound, and Belle peered into his face. He cleared his throat, then quickly resumed his usual air of royalty.


      “Oh, so there’s someone else who calls you by name, huh?” Belle said with a smirk, before adding, “And that’s the current king’s only daughter. You can’t correct her on her manners.”


      A sullen look overcame Gaff’s face. If the voice’s owner were to overhear what Belle had just said, she’d be quite hurt.


      “Hey… That’s coldhearted. Don’t let Sherry hear you.” This time, Gaff was the one to smile. “Don’t worry, we care about each other. But I’m glad you’re concerned for her.”


      “Oh, is that right?”


      The brazen way he admitted it left Belle a bit discouraged.


      The owner of the voice, the Songstress of the castle, appeared among the flowers. Her steps and gestures were quite lovely, matching the blooming butterfly flowers. While Belle was impressed all over again with this incarnation of charm approaching them, Sherry stopped a short distance from them, surprised.


      “Hey there, Sherry.” Belle waved sunnily at the princess, who stood stock still and wide-eyed, her hands cupping her cheeks as was her usual habit. “Been a while. Glad to see you’re doing well.”


      “Yes, Belle… You haven’t changed, either…,” Sherry said, approaching Belle slowly. With every step, her eyes grew a little more damp, and by the time she stood across from Belle, she had outright burst into tears.


      “Sherry…?”


      “I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry, Belle. I’ve done something so cruel to you…” Sherry only barely managed to say that between sobs; the rest Belle couldn’t make out. She didn’t have the time to tease Sherry for being so close with Gaff. All she could do was hurriedly console her, but she didn’t understand why the Songstress was crying. She turned her gaze to Gaff in confusion, seeking an explanation.


      “She means the Schwertmusik you played recently,” he said briefly.


      That was all it took for the rest to click into place.


      “You mean when I fought Kir.”


      All Sherry had done back then was fulfill her role to speak God’s divine proclamation. Her closeness with Belle didn’t mean she had to feel guilty over the battle. But Sherry clearly didn’t feel that way. For the first time in her life, she had made a friend from outside the castle—but then ended up nearly driving her to her demise.


      From Sherry’s perspective, it was a miracle Belle had emerged victorious. How could she call herself Belle’s friend when she’d put her in such danger? Sherry had dreaded Belle would hate her and feared losing her presence in her life.


      “Sherry, don’t beat yourself up over it,” Belle said sheepishly. Never in her entire life had someone clung to her in tears like this.


      “But, Belle… Don’t you hate me?”


      “Both Kir and I are Solists,” Belle said resolutely. Those felt like the only words Sherry would accept. Yet Belle wasn’t strictly a Solist. She wielded Runding and played Schwertmusik as a living, but she wasn’t attached to this country’s Solist culture, its duties, or its concepts of pride. Conversely, it was the fact she carried a sword but didn’t slot into the country’s order as a Solist that was Belle’s Reason. But Belle put all of that aside; right now, she only wanted to comfort Sherry.


      “It was a duel conducted with pride,” Gaff said as he looked at Belle, understanding her feelings. “Honestly, it’s enough to make me envious.”


      That was how he truly felt. To Gaff, Kir was a long-time brother-in-arms. But despite having very mixed emotions, Gaff had put all of that aside to reconcile with Belle in his own way.


      “He’s right, Sherry. I take pride in my duel with Kir, so I wouldn’t resent you for this. If anything…I’m grateful to you.”


      “Oh, Belle… Ah…” Belle wiped the tears from Sherry’s cheek, who timidly clasped her hand. “I’m such a coward…”


      Belle felt a twinge of guilt and surprise. She knew Sherry could tell what she was thinking. Having been raised as the Head Songstress of the castle, Sherry was incredibly sensitive to the hearts of others.


      “I’m making you say these things…”


      “Sherry… It’s all right.”


      “I can never truly apologize to you… Forgive me, Belle.”


      “You don’t have to. Just hearing you say that is enough. Thank you, Sherry.”


      Gaff suddenly turned his eyes toward the trees. All he did was avert his gaze and look to the distance, but there was an unmistakable shade of pain in his expression. Belle silently sensed the hurt these two royals felt. Sherry couldn’t truly apologize to Belle, because as the one who received the proclamation, she wasn’t allowed to deny God’s words. This was why she was so terrified of Belle holding a grudge. Because of their roles, both Sherry and Gaff had ended up losing many potential friends and pushing away those who were companions.


      If only the Oracle didn’t speak… To those who could not shake this feeling, the way Gaff and Sherry affirmed God’s proclamation made the pair of them subjects of hate. And were it just that, it would have been one thing, but while subjected to all this hatred and accumulated grudges, they also had to lead unimpeachable lives that the majority of people would accept. It was the cause of their solitude, as they were closest to the God who governs over all pleasure and desire than anyone else but, at the same time, had to live their lives while stifling their own will.


      “It is all my burden to carry…”


      Words the king once told her echoed tragically in her ears.


      “Sherry, listen. I’m honestly happy I get to be friends with you. Even if things had ended up taking that tragic turn…I believe in you. And what happened with Kir…”


      Suddenly, Belle paused, realizing something. She gently stroked Sherry’s back, deliberating carefully as the young woman clung to her emotionally.


      “That reminds me…” Belle licked her lips, then asked casually, as though it was part of her attempt to soothe Sherry. “What happened to Kir’s remains? I’d like to pay my respects.”


      “As is tradition, the blue chronicle priests buried him…,” Gaff answered, looking slightly suspicious. As a general rule, Solists were only allowed to be mourned when their bodies were taken around their village before burial.


      “And they’re buried in that place…the Rootgrounds?” Belle asked, trying to sound as innocuous as possible.


      Sherry twitched. She looked up at Belle, her eyes wet with tears.


      “…How do you know that?” Gaff asked, his voice cautious.


      “Guinness told me. He said I should never go there.”


      “The one-armed Conductor, huh? Hmm… Well…only a limited few among the nobility and royalty are allowed to set foot on those grounds.”


      “Right. So did you mourn Kir, Gaff?”


      “Yes.”


      “And you, Sherry?”


      “No, I… I never went there. I’m not allowed to yet…”


      “It’s not a place I can enter whenever I wish to, either,” Gaff said. “…Belle?”


      “No, it’s fine. I just thought maybe I should pay my respects to the man. You know, before I depart. But if that’s not possible, I understand. I’ll just have to dedicate a bout of Schwertmusik to his memory. I’m not going to burden you two over it.”


      Gaff and Sherry looked relieved by Belle’s frank tone.


      “I’m sorry.”


      “It’s all right,” Belle grinned, but deep down, she was confused by the emotion welling up inside her.


      Death, huh…?


      Monopolizing control over even death felt like it was part of exerting control over all living subjects. It was as if the very idea of death was buried, kept out of the people’s sight—an idea that Belle felt opposed to.


      It was at that moment that Guinness’s desire to protect the Catacombs became much more real in Belle’s heart. What was a vague thought until that moment took on a clear, distinct form.


      Kir died fighting me, but I don’t know the Reason it came to that. What made Kir act like the way he did and fight me? And why was he not allowed to leave even a trace after dying?


      Her heart screamed out.


      If I die…I want to be mourned like Ginbuck was.


      These emotions clearly solidified within Belle, but she knew she couldn’t express them to the two people before her. Not at all. At least not now.


      “It’s fine, really. I’m not that serious about it,” Belle said, emphasizing her point with a calm smile. But somewhere, deep down, she had to ask herself: Whose influence was making her do that?


       


      Belle chatted with Gaff and Sherry for a while, but the two of them had very little down time due to their many duties, so Belle chose to say goodbye without waiting for the hour’s color to change.


      “I’ll walk you to the exit,” Gaff casually offered.


      Belle laughed dismissively. “Come on, really?”


      Gaff knew well enough that Belle wouldn’t be happy about being escorted out.


      But Belle caught on to his intentions.


      “…Right. See you, Sherry. I’ll be taking Gaff off your hands for a bit,” Belle said teasingly, and the two Solists left a smiling Sherry behind as they walked down the garden.


      “Something you don’t want Sherry to hear?’ Belle asked quietly as they walked.


      “It would make her anxious.”


      “Did someone come demanding a duel?”


      “You catch on quick.”


      “That’s the thing that would make Sherry the most anxious.”


      “You know her well,” Gaff said openly. There was a composure to him that was different from Guinness or Kitty the All.


      Belle shrugged and urged him to continue.


      “I would like to avoid a duel if possible.”


      “Who’s it with?” Belle asked.


      “Before we get to that…there’s one concerning matter I’d like to share with you.”


      “What is it?”


      “Adonis appeared in the castle yesterday.”


      Belle stopped with a start and turned to look at Gaff.


      “…Someone saw him?”


      “Yes. A few of the maids caught him leaving the Throne Room. He likely came in secret to have an audience with the king.”


      Belle felt her brow unconsciously furrow. Hearing that gave her a bad feeling, but unable to explain what exactly it was, she asked Gaff the important question.


      “Why are you telling me this?”


      “He didn’t mention it to you?”


      Belle cocked her head, confused.


      “He and I are in a disagreement over a certain sword,” Gaff explained.


      “A sword…?”


      “A treasured sword, passed down the clan that governs the Catacombs. A sword that should be in the possession of the head of the Collins clan. I won that sword in battle against the man called Tom Collins. I defeated him, as you are aware, but more importantly, the divine proclamation gave me a mission to take the sword from him. Though, I don’t know why… Regardless, I obtained the sword and considered handing it over to Tom Collins’s youngest son, Adonis.”


      “Then why not just give it to him?” Belle asked, desperately trying to stop her pulse from racing.


      “That is my intent. But I have a condition. I want him to relinquish all the swords he’s stolen.”


      “What?!” Belle exclaimed. “He’d never agree to that!”


      Gaff glanced at Belle, his eyes seemingly asking why she’d say that. Eyes that wondered if she knew the Reason behind Adonis’s sword stealing. Perhaps the doubt showed on her face and Gaff picked up on it, because he simply watched Belle without pressing her for more questions. Instead, he said something else, something more pertinent to his goals.


      “So long as he doesn’t accept those terms, he will not be permitted inside the castle.”


      “But…”


      “He will never be allowed to become the King Minor and rule this country at my back…”


      “King?!”


      “That’s right. When one rises high enough in the ranks of Solists, they are eventually ordered to join the castle as nobility and serve the country as King Minor. Such is the way of things.”


      Gaff said this with a hint of annoyance in his voice.


      “Adonis, king…?” Belle muttered, her carefree tone contrasting his. “And you’re the King Major. That would make him…like a younger brother to you.”


      “Those are simply the traditional names for the positions; there’s no particular need for real brothers to take up the roles. But as a Solist, a subject, and one standing in the most important position of this country, stealing the swords of others and working only to earn denari is unacceptable.”


      “Hmm… So that’s what this is about.”


      Gaff spoke quite forcefully, but Belle was lost in thought by his side, the various meanings of the words Adonis had thrown at her before his departure swirling around her head…


      “As such, we need to resolve this matter urgently,” Gaff continued.


      “And you want me to persuade him?”


      “It’s to ensure he survives. Eight people turned up dead during the last Day of Respite. All eight of them held grudges against him over their swords.”


      “And you think Adonis killed them?”


      The smell of blood drifted through Belle’s thoughts—a smell she’d once caught a hint of as if it were a dream. She’d smelled it on Adonis when he visited the Throne Room to play the Key of Journeys.


      “If he goes on like this, he’s going to make an enemy of the majority of top dog Solists.”


      “I know,” Belle said. She let out a sigh. “I’ll talk to that idiot…”


      “Please. I don’t want to bring needless conflict to the castle.”


      “Hmm. It’s just…things happened between me and him. We’re not exactly on good terms right now…”


      “Belle…?” Gaff’s expression clouded over.


      Belle gave a wry smile and waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, no, it’s nothing you need to worry about. It’s minor, really. Just… All right, I’ll do what I can to get ahold of him and talk to him about it.”


      “I’d appreciate it. He could end up challenging me to a duel.”


      “I can imagine. By the way…that treasured sword? Does it have any distinctive features? I mean, it’d make it easier if I knew more about it.”


      Gaff stopped still, prompting Belle to do the same and look at him. With a metallic clink, he drew his sword.


      EMOCLEW


      The ancient spell for Kingdom was etched onto the vivid imperial topaz blade.


      “The blade looks a lot like this. I was quite surprised when I first saw it myself.”


      Gaff thrust the sword’s tip into the ground and used it to slowly draw something.


      “…And it had this spell on its blade.”


      With a hand on his chin, Gaff said the word aloud, as if reminding himself.


      TIXE


      The same spell was written on the ground. Belle nearly exclaimed. That was it—the name of the sword the Collins clan had given Guinness in the Catacombs as a condition to make his appeal. She had discovered its whereabouts so easily… And while she had no idea what to do now that Gaff had it, Belle suppressed her impatience and nodded casually.


      “All right.” She took a deep breath to contain her excitement. “I’ll remember that. I’ve been wanting a chance to talk things over with him anyway, so this works out well.”


      Belle was being completely truthful.


      “He’s the kind of guy who hurts himself whenever he meets someone… Worse yet, he’s the kind of idiot that doesn’t even recognize his injuries as wounds. So I want to explain it to him—what pain is. If you’d like, I could duel him in your place. The way I am now, I feel like I can do it.”
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      Belle and her two friends proudly walked their way up to the castle, clad in their tattered combat uniforms. They’d had the damage from the battle repaired and redesigned as part of the pattern, the blood spatters now adorned with gold and silver thread and made to accentuate the camellia design of the fabric.


      As the castle’s Construction and Meteoric Symphonists walked by with instruments in hand and servants and maids milled about busily, they all stopped to look at the three Solists and whisper. The story of how the three of them had led the vanguard in the Catacombs, survived the miserable battle they had no chance of winning, and snatched victory by slaying Tiziano was still fresh in everyone’s minds.


      And now, rumor had it that they came to bring some major entreaty before the king. The gossiping people looked from the shadows, their gazes unabashedly fixed on the trio.


      “Reminds me of that time we rode a turtle in these uniforms,” Belle whispered, staring back at the onlookers.


      “That stemgrass was where the three of us first met,” Benet said nostalgically.


      “Memories of those days are a touch too bitter for me. Until that battle, I’d spent my days stewing in my own misery and stifling my emotions. It’s strange how much one can change,” Guinness said, acting the fool as always.


      Benet nodded in agreement. Though it seemed the two were half joking, they weren’t just lamenting the past. The looks on their faces made it clear they didn’t miss their old selves whatsoever.


      “Heh-heh.” Belle grinned. “I’ve changed, too. Can you tell?”


      Guinness and Benet looked at her quizzically.


      “Hmph, you can’t tell by looking?” Belle held up an index finger teasingly.


      “Whatever are you talking about?” Guinness cocked his head left, then right. Benet did the same.


      “I got taller,” Belle said, a truly joyful smile spreading naturally across her face.


      “Oh.”


      “My, my.”


      Guinness and Benet both pretended to clap. Picking up on their teasing, Belle sullenly added, “The designer even said I got taller when she was sewing my outfit.” Her tone took a prideful tone, and she arched her back. “And that I got bigger around the bust, too.”


      “Oh-ho.”


      “Well, well.”


      This time they really clapped, with Guinness tapping his one arm on his knee. Belle pouted.


      “Idiots.”


      She covered her body with both arms and stuck out her tongue. Benet’s ears were angled toward her, since he used his finlike ears to sense the environment in place of his eyes. This reminded Belle of how the townspeople had watched them back when they rode the stemgrass in these uniforms, which made her feel really awkward. She got the impression Benet’s ears could trace the outline of her body better than the naked eye.


      “You’re an idiot, Benet,” she said grumpily. No other word could do him justice.


      Benet shrugged and turned his ears away. “Oh, my apologies.” As he spoke, he gave Guinness a meaningful look and a nod.


      “Oh?” Guinness looked back at him, impressed.


      Belle ignored their teasing and stormed off, the two of them following her remorsefully. Before long, they reached a guest room, and a voice called out to Belle from the hall. Glancing at the direction of the voice, she saw the Head Songstress Sherry modestly making her way toward them.


      “Hey, Sherry.” Belle waved at her.


      The violet-mantled priests trailing behind no longer bothered nitpicking about the way Belle talked to the princess. They were all women, and they all had their masks up on top of their heads like strange hair ornaments, revealing faces filled not with curiosity toward Belle’s appearance but with longing. And the person who most looked at Belle like that was none other than Sherry herself.


      “How dashing. You all look lovely.”


      She praised the three Solists, her cheeks flushed and her face full of wonder.


      Belle grinned. “You look pretty, too. That’s the Song band’s outfit, right? It really suits you.”


      As the two women immediately began chatting, Guinness whispered his impressions to Benet.


      “A brave Solist and a graceful Songstress. What a picturesque pair. Like something out of the Solist tales sold in the paper stands. If Belle were a man—”


      “Then I’d be in trouble.” A heavy voice cut into his words.


      It wasn’t Benet. In fact, Benet was quite surprised himself, since he hadn’t noticed the other new arrival until he spoke. The man had been completely silent, but once they noticed his presence, it was overwhelming in its intensity.


      “Sir Gaff…!” Guinness was shocked, looking up at the hulking Arch-Solist who had appeared before them without warning. Given that his usual retinue of ivory priests were a short distance away, it was clear Gaff had commanded them to stay back. But for what?


      “Hmm, they really do make a striking couple,” he said. “Like loving sisters, or even perhaps lovers. If Belle were a man, I’m sure the papers would enjoy writing stories about us fighting over the castle’s Songstress.”


      The Arch-Solist said it in a light tone with an expression of supreme calm, and Guinness couldn’t tell if there was some deeper meaning hidden there. The man was probably laughing at his own poor joke. His smile seemed to imply as much as he looked to Guinness with a gaze that made it seem like he was looking for agreement.


      “I see. Well, if that were the case, Benet and I would surely be deemed guilty for supporting your brother apprentice, Belle. As often happens in Solist stories,” Guinness replied flippantly.


      A cheerful smile crossed Gaff’s face. “So that makes you Belle’s loyal brothers-in-arms, then.” His tone sounded both teasing and questioning.


      “Yes, we’ve entrusted our backs to each other more than once in battle,” Benet replied, apparently still smarting over his failure to notice Gaff’s presence ahead of time. His tone was uncharacteristically combative.


      “Really now.” Gaff nodded. This was, it seemed, the reason he’d had his priests stay back: to approach Guinness and Benet. Belle was his precious sister apprentice, and he was concerned the two of them were using her to make their entreaty. He couldn’t speak his suspicions openly in Belle’s presence, however, so he’d tried to probe for the answer through casual conversation. Benet and Guinness had swiftly picked up on his intentions, and their keen, firm attitudes left Gaff chagrined.


      “It’s like the rumors say. You’re a bit peculiar, but your resolve is admirable. It seems I stuck my nose where it was neither wanted nor warranted. My apologies.”


      The Arch-Solist—a leader of a band of top dogs Solists—apologized quite frankly, leaving Guinness and Benet flummoxed. Maybe that was a part of why he’d apologized. Gaff’s attitude was so totally composed they couldn’t help but think that.


      “Hey, Gaff. Thanks for arranging today,” Belle suddenly called out, and the Cateyes man turned around nonchalantly to face her.


      “Nonsense. I must say, you’re wearing quite the gaudy outfits,” he said, a smile in his eyes. “They do suit you, though. I envy you, truly. Were I only a little younger…”


      “Hey, what are you saying?”


      “Honestly. I never thought an Arch-Solist would be so self-effacing. In which case, allow me to bring up the fact we’re all wearing matching colors,” Guinness said in good humor.


      Gaff cracked a wry smile. “Come now, don’t tease me so.”


      “Really? Then I would like to join in as well,” Sherry chimed in. “Could you, Conductor Guinness? Please.”


      “Sherry… What will people think?” Gaff said with a frown.


      Belle couldn’t stop herself from smiling. A calm, friendly conversation was forming among their group. Thinking about it, she realized this was the first time all these people had been together in the same room. Belle looked over their faces. She couldn’t sense any opposition or tribalism between them. All she saw was pleasant chatter, with no one causing conflict.


      “The time has come,” Gaff said, looking to the guest room door.


      The door was inlaid with countless O’crocks, all of them dyed in the yellow hue of afternoon. As Belle looked at them, they let out a clear chiming sound.


      Ring, ring.


      The group approached the door with silent understanding as a group of priests in ivory mantles drifted over from the sides, placing their hands on the Throne Room doors. With a clear, heavy rumble, the doors pushed open, and Gaff led Belle and her group inside.


      There were no spectators. Since this was just a simple audience, there was no need for such. No matter how unusual it was, the people would later hear of the contents of their entreaty once it entered deliberations, so no one was inclined to come and watch even if they were curious about it.


      Instead of spectators, all around Belle and her group were priests of three different, distinctive colors: the blue-mantled priests of the Throne Room; the yellow-mantled Pianist priests of the Hall of Swords and Scales; and the violet priests of the Ballroom. They each followed Gaff and Sherry.


      “Looking good. Eventually, the entire castle will react to us,” Guinness muttered to Benet, looking around at the priests.


      “Can you stop with those dangerous wishes of yours?” Benet chided him, but he had a similarly composed smile.


      Walking behind the two, Belle watched as the ivory and violet priests walked through the familiar sapphire glow of the room, taken aback by how unique it felt—especially since she wasn’t here for a duel or to take on a trial. It all felt very peaceful.


      They walked down the path to the throne, climbing up to the vast stage, and Gaff stood at the side, inviting Guinness to come forward. Guinness nodded. Taking a step, he looked at the heavy curtain covering the God Tree. A heavy silence hung over the room, and Guinness’s composed voice echoed out clearly.


      “Guinness—Solist band, midranking Conductor! I stand before you with the permission of Arch-Solist Gaff to make a humble plea. King Rawhide, please, show yourself!”


      However, all that returned was anticlimactic silence. Guinness frowned, but there was still no reaction. It seemed the blue priests couldn’t open the curtain without the king’s explicit permission, and though they stood at the sides of the curtain and tried to pull it up, nothing happened.


      “King!” Guinness called once more, beckoning the name of the God Tree’s occupant, but the curtain didn’t budge. Eventually, Gaff decided to call out instead.


      “King Rawhide! Please, let those present here—your people—hear your voice!”


      But even then, the king didn’t emerge, and the curtain didn’t stir. Guinness cocked his head, taken aback, and turned a confused look on Gaff.


      Then it happened—they heard a voice. Benet was the first to notice, his triangular, finlike ears twitching. His expression tensed, but a moment later, all the Solists there sensed the unusual atmosphere.


      Something lurked behind the heavy, thick curtain. Its presence was intense, eventually becoming so overwhelming that even those who didn’t have Benet’s keen hearing could sense its distinct voice.


      The voice groaned in agony—only to be quickly replaced with shrill laughter. The faint sounds were joined by sobbing murmurs and angry screams. Everyone exchanged looks of disbelief.


      “How many…? What untold hundreds lie beyond this curtain?” Benet asked with a shudder.


      The stage trembled ever so slightly. The thick blue curtain swayed and rippled. Something massive was pressing toward them from the other side, transfixing everyone and freezing them where they stood. The curtain hiding it from view made the terror all the more paralyzing and inexplicable.


      Another tremor—this time stronger, more tangible, more pressing. Belle heard Sherry whimper and crumple to the floor. She let out a high-pitched scream that shattered the paralyzing terror gripping everyone.


      “Sherry?!” Gaff shouted, but the Songstress didn’t answer. Her eyes stared into space, pained, as if she’d seen what lay beyond the curtain ahead of everyone else. Her face filled with horror.


      Another tremor.


      Gaff and Belle hurried to her side to pick her up, the violet priests right behind them. Sherry clutched her head, staring at the curtain, her teeth chattering. Something was clearly happening to her, but Gaff seemed to guess what it was and looked at Sherry expectantly as the tremors continued.


      Then Belle realized.


      “A divine proclamation…”


      Gaff nodded, his eyes still on the Songstress.


      Another tremor. Everyone present looked between the swaying curtain and Sherry as seconds stretched into what felt like hours.


      “…As divine priestess…I speak.”


      Her face pale with terror, Sherry spoke with a trembling voice, incapable of escaping the fetters of her role.


      “There is, in this castle…a Nidhogg…who threatens the people…”


      “What?!” Gaff exclaimed.


      Everyone’s expressions tensed, every face reflexively turning to the curtain. It was clear that if danger was going to come from any direction, it would be there. But Guinness, standing closest to the curtain where he could speak to the king, couldn’t hear Sherry’s thin, fragile voice.


      The Sheepeyes frowned.


      “What did you say…?”


      “He resides within God, but now that his evil has been exposed, he seeks to break those shackles…”


      Hearing Sherry breathe out those words, Belle reached over her shoulder, gripping her sword in alarm. “Don’t tell me the Nidhogg is…!” Her eyes darted around the room as if she was hesitating.


      “What’s going on…?” Guinness regarded them, confused, turning his back to the curtain. Then came another tremor—stronger than all the others.


      “This is bad!” Gaff leaped up in alarm.


      “Its name is—” Sherry’s face contorted in pain.


      “Guinness, run!” Benet shouted, louder than Belle had ever heard him speak before. He swiftly drew his bow from the back of his uniform and nocked a crystal to the water-steel string. The moment he pulled the string, the sound was drowned out by a massive crash.


      Something exploded behind the curtain. Multiple layers of the thick, hanging curtain were instantly torn apart, sending blue fabric flying everywhere, and a huge form suddenly emerged from the other side.


      Benet fired his water crystal at it, but it did nothing to stop the threat.


      “Aaaagh!”


      The sound of Guinness’s scream was drowned out. The stage creaked, dust blowing into the air—and then it appeared.


      “Guinness…!”


      Belle and every other occupant of the Throne Room looked up, speechless. But no matter how far their eyes roamed, they couldn’t see the full outline of its form.


      What they saw was a mess of flesh covered in metal. Its monstrous form, shining with countless spells, made it impossible to discern where flesh ended and metal began. The mass twitched and twisted and crawled, pulsating at spots and leaking mucus that glowed with a strange metallic luster.


      “Is that…the king…?” Belle asked in disbelief.


      All over the metallic flesh, faces surfaced. They were laughing, wailing, yelling, sobbing. Smaller faces sprouted from them, forming an unsightly mosaic of the king’s twin faces. It was as if his faces had divided and split countless times over, each one expressing a different emotion or mental state, and all of them shouting out at once.


      The metallic viscera trembled and twitched disgustingly, then cried out. As one, all the faces howled to the heavens.


       


      URGHOOHAAAAAAAAAHHH…!


       


      The cry contained every single emotion—fear, anxiety, pain, pleasure. As the faces’ scream shook the Throne Room, what looked like hands spewed out of their mouths. Dripping with metallic ooze, they groped the air as if seeking something, only for more appendages to emerge from the mouths. Legs, wings, scales, and horns, along with lumps of flesh that reminded Belle of leeches, all spilled onto the stage, crawling between Belle’s group and the God Tree.


      “Benet!”


      “Belle, it’s Guinness! That thing ate Guinness!”


      The metallic viscera hid Benet from sight as he shouted. It was so massive even Belle couldn’t easily jump across it, and it crept across the ground in front of her letting out a cacophonous howl.


      “Damn it…!” Belle gripped her sword and stepped forward.


      “Belle, wait!” Gaff reached out to stop her.


      Everyone looked at the monster, helpless to act or move. Only Sherry was allowed to speak.


      “…As God’s voice, I speak His divine edict. Through Sagittarius, defeat the maddened vile king… That one shall never…stop…”


      “What does that even mean?!” Belle shouted in irritation at Gaff.


      “The song’s name! It’s a reversal of construction music, a song that destroys structures!”


      As Gaff explained, Sherry continued, her voice trembling.


      “The name of the singer is Sherry… Divine Songstress and Queen Major…”


      Sherry collapsed, falling limp, and Gaff again caught her before Belle could. Belle and Gaff then each jumped in opposite directions—right as the ground where they had just been standing was crushed by the lump of metallic flesh. A number of blue priests who’d failed to escape in time were flattened.


      “Gaff, Sherry!”


      Belle made to jump away again, but a violet-mantled priestesses hugged her legs, trembling. Another mass of living steel, too misshapen to see its proper shape, came swinging down toward her, the faces covering it screeching and snarling.


      “Tch!”


      Belle reflexively gripped Runding and swung it hard. First came a crunching sound as the sword severed flesh, bone, and metal alike, followed by a rumbling thud as the mass of flesh hit the ground. Fluid that reeked of rust filled the air.


      “Get up! Run!” Belle shouted at the violet priestesses, sending them running off the stage in tears of panic. A few of them, however, hurried toward Sherry.


      “The princess…!”


      “I’ll handle it!” Belle chided them, shooing them away.


      The whole time, she swiftly dodged, jumped, and used her sword to beat down more lumps of metallic flesh swinging down on her from every direction like massive trees.


      “Sherry!”


      But just when she spotted the two of them…


      “Little One…!”


      She saw a familiar face surface in a nearby lump of flesh.


      “King Rawhide…?” she said, carefully holding up her sword.


      But though it didn’t answer her, she recognized it as the face of the king. At the center of a large mass of viscera, scattered across the floor like a collapsed pillar, was a chaotic sludge of facial features—eyes, noses, and mouths—which glowed with the fluid that smelled of rust. The face was calling out to her.


      “Cut me…down…,” said the king. “You mustn’t let me leave these chambers… You mustn’t let the people…see me like this. Cut me down…”


      Coughing up fluid, the king begged Belle with a look of agony. Pain shot through his expression, and several talons began to grow out of the king’s face. The talons stabbed into his face and began tearing it apart.


      “AAAHHHUUUGHOOOH…”


      The king tried to relay something else to Belle, but it was like some other part of his heart was trying to get him to stop, manifesting talons that had torn through his face from the inside out like clay.


      “Ah… Ahh…”


      Even Belle had to shudder in fright. This was all too strange, too unusual, and too cruel and repulsive to behold. It made her stomach churn and an acidic taste fill her mouth. She covered her mouth with a hand, using the other to keep her sword up and pointed, her teary eyes fixed on the king’s familiar but now-torn face.


      “Cut me…down…” He spoke, his mouth full of blood from his ripped tongue. “And tell…Sian…”


      Belle felt tears fill her eyes. She couldn’t hold them back. The mention of Sian’s name felt both familiar and foreign, but in this moment, it didn’t matter.


      “That it was all…my…fault…”


      And with those last words, the king’s face was torn to shreds. In its place a new group of faces grew, smirking maliciously, glaring with hatred, and sneering at Belle.


      “Aaaah!”


      Belle shouted, her hands just barely gripping the sword, which let out a fearsome howl as she swung it up in a rage. An explosion sounded, and the metallic viscera were blown to bits, the momentum of her swing severing the limbs growing out of the stump. In seconds, her surroundings were covered in rusted fluids that could be blood—or something else.


      “Belle!” Gaff’s voice pulled Belle out of her rage. At some point Sherry also appeared by her side. “Priests, draw your swords!”


      At Gaff’s order, the ivory priests reached for their weapons and gathered around the trio, protecting them.


      “Sir Gaff, our swords…!” exclaimed one of the priests. The chains on their swords were still tightly connected and wouldn’t come off, despite Gaff’s order. As they struggled with the chains, the fleshy mass rushed toward them from every direction, leaving the priests only able to shield the trio with their bodies. One was swiftly smacked from the side and sent flying. The screeching faces turned to look and crept closer. It felt like a massive leech was crawling toward them.


      “Sherry!” Gaff shouted, trying to urge her to do something. Belle turned to look at her.


      “No…” Sherry shook her head in grief and fear, her hand unconsciously gripping Belle’s sleeve.


      “The song! Hurry!” Gaff called out—but in vain. Sherry was too terrified to speak properly, let alone sing. She wasn’t just afraid of their current situation, either; there was another, more emotional, fear gripping her.


      “Father… Father… No… Father…!”


      “Sherry! This is to put your father out of his suffering!”


      “No…!”


      During their brief exchange, unnatural screams and crashing sounds boomed around them, the situation teetering ever closer to calamity. Still gripping Belle’s sleeve, Sherry fell to her knees, trembling, and started sobbing.


      “I can’t…! If I do that…I…I’ll never be able to sing again…”


      “Gaff!” Belle shouted, her gaze sharply moving from Sherry’s sobbing face to Gaff’s. “I’ll do it!”


      Placing a hand on Sherry’s, she used the other to fill Runding with all the emotion and sympathy she had, the sword’s base burning with a feeling that was both anger and sorrow. How had this happened? Why had it come to this? She didn’t know, but the pain she was seeing now and the king’s own request for her to end him gave Belle a clear direction to follow.


      “You can’t! It would go against the proclamation!” Gaff shouted at her roughly.


      The next moment, a metallic lump of flesh slammed into him, and Gaff stepped out to defend Sherry alongside the priests, the metallic claws and fangs tearing into him.


      “The king spoke to me! He told me to cut him down!”


      “…Which face?! Which of the king’s faces said it?!”


      Belle squeezed Sherry’s hand reassuringly, then pulled her hand away. Turning her back on the princess’s heartbroken gaze, she gripped her sword with both hands.


      “…The face of the king I know!”


      She raced past Gaff, who tried to block her with his body.


      “No! Someone, stop her!”


      The ivory priests swiftly formed a wall in front of Belle.


      “Out of my way!”


      She jumped, landing on the priests’ shoulders and using them as footing to jump even higher. The reddish-black lump of metallic flesh sprouted massive hands and feet before her eyes. Underneath her, Belle saw the king’s countless faces screaming and howling as their gazes followed her trajectory. The fleshy arms extended like whips to impossible lengths, their talons opening in preparation to skewer her midair. The palms of those hands had gaping mouths squirming with teeth, and eyeballs were growing out from between their thumbs, tracing Belle’s every movement.


      As a hand swooped in and tried to grab her feet, Belle kicked against it to swiftly change direction. She flew in an arc through the air and swung her sword, slashing through the swarm of hands closing in on her. She kicked against the creature’s body again to jump away, swinging her sword as she soared like a bird flower. Without ever landing back on the stage, she hopped over the monstrosity, looking for a vulnerability where its life could be extinguished.


      Damn it…


      Belle clicked her tongue in midair. This was such an unusual foe the Guidance couldn’t come up with any advice. It was hard to tell which part of its body was which. The king’s massive twin faces were now a mass of countless snarling and screaming heads, while its torso was like a leech, too slime-like and viscous for its shape to be discernible.


      Guess I’ve got no choice…


      Still shuddering, Belle turned her sword’s resonance toward the creature. Rather than look with her eyes, she used the weapon’s sympathy with her enemy to find where it was most vulnerable.


      “Ugh…”


      She felt like she was going to vomit. It was a melting pot of thoughts that could only be described as “madness.” Each person’s sense of self had been torn apart to create this mangled form. The faces all had a will of their own, devouring what they had once been to rapidly mature. Driven by a swirl of countless fragmented memories and emotions mushed together like soup, it still recognized its environment through its maddened consciousness and sought to destroy and devour everything.


      The sheer terror of this creature brought tears to Belle’s eyes, but she didn’t let up as she probed through its abnormal emotions. Her sword’s howling grew louder. Finally, she seemed to have touched its core. The blade shone silver, growing sharper and more graceful, as if to contrast the monster’s hideousness.


      Just then, right beneath her, she saw Benet nocking his bow. He stood still, the string pulled back, but his finlike ears were tensed up in attention. Even when the creature swung down on the stage, rocking the stone floor, he dodged it using as few movements as possible. Pebbles scratched and nicked his face, but even with a thread of blood running down his forehead he remained calm and still, listening carefully. Suddenly, his expression changed, and he moved his head in a certain direction.


      “Belle, Guinness is still alive!” he shouted, having long since sensed Belle in the air.


      Belle clicked her tongue, cleaving through the monster’s hands. In the midst of such destruction, Benet had picked up the sound of Guinness’s heartbeat. He suddenly fired his water crystal, which flew in an arc like it had a will of its own toward one spot on the monster.


      Part of the monster burst, and as it did, the water crystal scattered a catalyst for a barrier. For a moment, it looked like white smoke hung over the spot, only for a beautiful ice crystal to erupt from the monster’s wound.


      Belle was stunned. The moment the shot hit its mark, Belle’s sword also felt a sympathetic reaction completely different from the monster’s. She looked at the creature. The ice projectile was buried into the base of its tail, which was extending toward the God Tree.


      It’s there…


      For a moment, an intense resonance filled her sword. By this point, Runding was nothing more than a mass of glowing silver light. Belle landed on the monster. Under her feet, she felt the strange sensation of the faces undulating. She raced across the surface, fiercely swinging her sword and using the propulsion of each swing to drive herself forward. Wherever she passed, everything was blown aside in her wake. All around her, appendages raged—hands, legs, and everything in between, like a swarm of the dead raging against the living. It would have almost been desperate and pitiful, had it not been so disgusting. Shearing away the limbs one by one, she made a beeline for the guide marker Benet had put there for her.


      She saw it: the pillar of ice she’d spied from above. Eyes wide, Belle swung her sword up with a scream. She swiftly switched her grip on the sword, using her right hand to hold it in a reverse grip and her left to grab the pommel.


      Runding let out an even louder howl. Belle planted her foot in one of the monster’s faces, crushing it, and jumped. The swarm of hands followed, swarming the space she’d just occupied. Pointing the tip of the sword downward, she imbued the sword with all the resonance she had and slammed the blade into the monster’s tail.


      A loud scream filled the room. The swarm of faces let out a howl unlike the ones it had made before. Then everything around Belle went black.


      Damn, did I put too much emotion into it…?!


      She felt something coil about her body. One of the monster’s arms had caught her—but her combat uniform was armor and wouldn’t be penetrated easily. The moment she realized it, the limb holding her was gone. All she’d done was grip her sword and push it against the arm, yet Belle had felt force flood her senses, producing an explosion from the blade that repelled the coiling appendage.


      She heard someone call out.


      “Why…?” the tragic voice of a child cried out.


      Belle looked up in alarm. All around her was darkness, the thoughts of the monster and illusory noise whirling above her, but a form stood in the midst of it all.


      “You’re…”


      It was a face she knew all too well but had never clearly recognized before. Black hair and eyes, a smooth face. It was a featureless child, carrying no racial traits, standing before Belle where she kneeled with her sword thrust into the monster.


      “Me…?”


      Yet somehow she knew this wasn’t really her. This Belle was a little girl—a child so short that even while squatting, Belle would still be taller than her.


      “Why did you open your eyes…?” asked the younger Belle, her childlike voice echoing in the dark.


      “What…?”


      “You could have stayed asleep…forever within the stone…”


      “What are you…?”


      Suddenly, the child Belle reached out her small hands, hugging Belle’s head. Belle watched her, dumbfounded, letting her do as she wished. The girl held Belle’s gaze, her black eyes trembling with grief and boundless hatred.


      “Because you exist, we…”


      But then, suddenly, the younger Belle’s voice cracked.


      “…Survivor confirmed. Initiating shutdown…program… Life support…measures… Physical…reinforcement…to ensure survival of long-term cold sleep… Prioritizing…plant preservation program…”


      “Ugh… Aaah…”


      Belle’s eyes filled with terror. She couldn’t make sense of any of this. The voice with which the child had just spoken was unlike anything she’d ever heard. It was a hollow voice containing no semblance of life—yet she’d heard it somewhere before. She was sure of that, somehow.


      Yes, this voice reminded her of something distant and lost. That was what had struck true terror into her heart.


      The girl continued.


      “…Proceeding to…convert all theme park…management devices…to organic plants…and set all function maintenance systems to perpetual motion. All theme park…amusement facilities…will have their shutdown program extended indefinitely until the survivor’s intentions…are confirmed… All theme park facility…will begin…producing an…environment that enables…survival…”


      The child Belle’s eyes swiveled in their sockets, revealing the whites as she continued to speak with that empty, high-pitched voice of someone possessed.


      “…All…theme park facilities…”


      “St-stop…”


      “…Will release proof of…life…and create an environment for evolution… All management mechanisms will…prepare organic plants…”


      She couldn’t take any more. Belle screamed, her mind rejecting it all. She clung to Runding, swinging the sword to banish this inexplicable enemy inhabiting her mindscape. The blade flashed—and the child Belle’s eyes returned to normal.


      “…We desig…nate this…individual as our purpose…for being…setting all organic plants to…”


      And with those final words, the darkness cleared. Everything went back to feeling real and the girl vanished, along with her voice.


      Aaahh…!


      A scream suddenly reached Belle’s ears—her own scream. But even after realizing that, she couldn’t stop herself. She drew her sword in a daze, blowing back the monstrous hands coiling around her with a hateful glare, and kept screaming for as long as her lungs would allow.


      Suddenly—


      “Girl of Reason…”


      She heard a whisper beside her. Runding instantly swung in the direction, howling loudly and letting out a silver glow. At this point Belle didn’t even know what she was trying to cut anymore. All she could do was swing her sword about with a fierceness that bordered on ecstasy. She felt an impact. The atmosphere was split with a slash, and a moment later, air flooded in where she’d struck.


      “It’s all because you…awakened…”


      The child Belle was split in half before her eyes.


      “Why…?”


      With that final word, the girl vanished. The moment she did, Belle felt the surface beneath her tremble. Her footing lurched, and in the moment she looked away, the child was nowhere to be seen. The monster collapsed to the stage floor and Belle tumbled off its back.


      Belle hit the ground hard on her back. For a moment, she couldn’t move—but not out of pain. Her head was spinning.


      “Belle…!” Benet hurried over to her. “I… I’m…here…”


      “Belle?”


      “No… What… What happened…?”


      She turned around to look at the monster, dazed. And what she saw shocked her even more than she already was.


      “Did I do this…?”


      As Belle looked on, stunned, the creature’s large frame began to shrivel. All its monstrous faces stopped screaming, and the limbs jutting out from its grotesque form lost their strength and fell limp, wilting away. The tail extending into the God Tree snapped off with a rustle, then scattered and crumbled to pieces like dead leaves.


      It was well and truly dead.


      But where had Belle cut it to kill it like that?


      “What…? What did I cut…?”


      “Belle?”


      “I…”


      Her heart fluttered restlessly. What had just happened? She’d asked the Guidance to identify the source of the illusion, but it hadn’t answered. A part of her figured that made sense. The Guidance could only teach Belle about things of this world.


      Of this world…


      “What did I cut…?” Belle whispered again in a daze. But the more she asked the question, the further away the answer seemed to get.


      “Guinness!”


      Benet took off in a hurry. Belle went after him, shaking her head as she ran, forcing herself to sweep aside the doubts and inexplicable unease gripping her.


      “Hey, are you all right…? Guinness, are you breathing…?!”


      Benet picked up Guinness, who was sleeping so calmly it looked like he’d just dozed off. But his expression suddenly turned to a grimace. Guinness started thrashing as if he was possessed by some terrible horror, before falling limp again.


      “Guinness?! Hang on! We’ll get you to a healer…!”


      “Don’t worry,” Belle said, not even realizing the words had left her lips. “He’s just dreaming.”


      “Dreaming?” Benet turned to face Belle dubiously, Guinness in his arms.


      “Yeah… The dream the God Tree sees. The dream I saw in the stone egg…”


      What was she even saying? Belle’s head throbbed. She placed a hand against her temple and turned around unsteadily. It felt like she’d go mad if she tried talking to anyone about any of it.


      Belle walked away, looking tired, putting some distance between herself and the murmuring voices. She gazed around the hall, where the marks of destruction were still vivid. The enormous monster was gone without a trace, save for a few black remnants lying around the destroyed Throne Room.


      Suddenly, Belle spotted someone collapsed on the floor at her feet.


      “Whoa!”


      She was stunned. It was a man—an adult Cateyes, nearly an elder in age. She hadn’t seen him in the square before. She thought he might be a priest, were it not for the fact that he wasn’t wearing anything. The naked man was lying on his side, and for some reason, his face seemed both familiar and unfamiliar to Belle.


      “Wait…”


      She reached out to the man, a bit nervous about touching a naked person, but then, her hand stopped.


      He was dead.


      Gaff approached from behind her. He glared at Belle severely, demanding an explanation but then fell quiet. His gaze met Belle’s, then settled intently on the dead body.


      “Impossible…”


      The shock and awe were clear in his voice.


      An anxious Sherry approached the two of them, but upon spotting the man, she hurried next to Belle and gasped.


      “It can’t be…” Her whisper sounded like she was releasing an emotion kept tightly in her heart. “Father…”


      “What?!” Belle looked at Sherry in disbelief.


      Gaff slowly approached the man and draped an ivory mantle over his remains.


      “This is King Rawhide,” Sherry affirmed. “I never imagined he could regain his body after giving it up to the God Tree…” She looked at the corpse with disbelief and then turned her eyes to Belle. “Did you do this?”


      “Huh? No, I… I just…cut it down… I mean, I managed to cut that monster down, and then…” Nondescript words even she couldn’t make sense of spilled from her lips. She didn’t know how to answer Gaff’s suspicious gaze. However—


      “Ahhh… I got to see the father I knew one last time… Thank you, Belle… Thank you…”


      Only Sherry seemed to accept what she was seeing as real and could justify it as such. Being thanked in this frenzied situation left Belle feeling horribly self-conscious.


      “I really didn’t do anything…,” she said, shaking her head.


      Just then, a voice they all recognized filled the room.


      “You sublated his existence.”


      Gaff turned around, followed by Sherry, looking in the direction of the voice. Belle alone froze, her back still turned.


      The voice continued. “As expected of you… You extinguished his very existence without cutting what remains of the vile. That is what determines your curse, the moment your curse turns into a blessing.”


      The voice had a distinctive ring to it—a tone of wonder, but with a cynical hue to it.


      Belle’s heart beat faster. She took a deep breath and turned to look at the speaker.


      When—where had he come from? This Cateyes man, wearing a red bandana over his silver hair…


      “Adonis…” Belle whispered the name, taking a silent breath as if to accept that he was really there.


      Adonis’s lips curled up into a strange, self-deprecating smile, and his eyes narrowed in a way that looked both cynical and forlorn.


      “Though, if he were to become vile at this point, he wasn’t fit to govern over Reason to begin with.”


      “What…? What are you saying?” Gaff asked with a frown.


      Everyone was baffled by Adonis’s presence. He looked around at the people staring at him in amazement.


      “The divine proclamation isn’t over yet.”


      He snapped his fingers—and just like that, as if it was some sort of signal, Sherry’s body stiffened.


      “Sherry?!” Belle looked at her in surprise.


      “B-by authority of divine order…I hereby make a p-proclamation…” Her jaw trembled and clenched, cold sweat dripping down her neck as she looked up in despair. “The one who went against divine proclamation…and swung a sword of atrocity…shall be branded a paradog…and incarcerated…”


      With pained, tear-filled eyes, she shuddered and looked at Belle.


      “And those who composed a blasphemous entreaty to reject God’s Order shall be branded likewise… The three to be tried are… Ah! Belle… Aaah…!”


      Sherry lost consciousness. Gaff caught her limp, slender form in his strong arms. Some sort of terror seemed to grip the princess; her cheeks were tense and pale even while unconscious.


      “There’s no mistaking it…,” Gaff muttered morosely.


      Sherry hadn’t been able to finish the proclamation before she passed out, but her words had ordered certain people to be taken prisoner. And it was clear to everyone present who she had been referring to.


      “What? Hold on, just w—!”


      Belle was cut off by a sound like chimes. The chains on the ivory priests’ swords had been released, and they all drew their blades.


      “Hey! Gaff…!”


      He didn’t turn to face her. “I’ll figure something out, Belle. Just bear with it for now…” That was all he said. It sounded like he was pleading with her. Gaff wrapped an arm around Sherry and turned his back on Belle, hidden from view by the ivory priests standing in front of him.


      “Oh, come on…” A short distance away, Benet let out a sigh, carrying Guinness on his shoulder as the priests formed a ring around him. “Was this in the script, too?” he murmured to Guinness, who was still unconscious.


      He looked at Belle with exasperation.


      “Are you joking?!” she howled.


      Despite being held in check by the swords pointed at her, Belle’s sharp glare displayed a will to fight that made the row of priests tremble.


      “Belle, don’t. Come along peacefully…!”


      “Don’t point your swords at me!”


      Belle moved. A moment later, a few of the priests went flying, her slash like a flash of light. The blades were held up at close range and completely enclosed Belle, but the moment she moved, it couldn’t contain her any more than a cage made of papier-mâché could. The priests attacked her, but Belle was overwhelmingly faster and quickly shattered their ranks, becoming a one-woman whirlwind of steel as she sprinted past them.


      “Gaff!” she cried out, chasing after him.


      But her brother apprentice said nothing. He didn’t even turn to look at her, just silently left, holding Sherry in his arms.


      “Look at me, Gaff!”


      Belle swung Runding, driven by an indescribable sense of anger and regret. She knew this was out of Gaff’s hands, but couldn’t he at least look at her? He wasn’t even sticking around to see the priests capture her on his orders. The king was dead… Why? Why had Sherry, his own daughter, been the one who had to kill him? There was no way Belle was going to let herself get captured with all these questions hanging over her head.


      Belle kept running out of sheer fury, swinging her sword—but something else, greater than all of that, raged inside her.


      When she killed the king…


      What exactly had I cut?


      The doubt kept gnawing away at Belle, filling her with anxiety and impatience, and it was with this current of emotion, this sequence of events, that caused her to raise her sword toward Gaff.


      For a second, time felt like it had ground to a halt. Gaff didn’t stir, and Belle thought he was willing to take her sword head-on. But she couldn’t stop her swing now. The blade was inches away from Gaff’s body.


      Will I be able to cut him…?


      The doubt crossed her mind, only to be drowned out by a metallic clang. Something had stopped Belle’s attack.


      “Adonis…”


      The surprised voice belonged to Gaff.


      Adonis stood there protecting the Arch-Solist’s back. He held an elegant, single-edged sword Belle had never seen before, which he had used to block with. The supple blade fended off Runding with clinking sounds, killing all momentum from Belle’s slash. It didn’t divert any of the force from Runding but blocked it head-on, like it was drawn to it—as if it was seeking Belle and her sword out. As their blades locked, Belle looked at the unfamiliar weapon with wide eyes.


      “That sword…”


      There was no spell carved into it. It was well made, elegant, and flowing—but something about it was off. Belle couldn’t put her finger on what that was. If she had to say, the sword felt young and immature, yet at the same time old and wilted.


      Adonis’s lips curled into a cruel smile. “Rusty Nail…” That was the sword’s name. Hearing it sent a cold shiver down Belle’s spine and caused every hair on her body to stand on end.


      “Gaff, the proclamation didn’t specify who is to do battle with her,” Adonis murmured, his back to the larger man.


      “Adonis, you…” Gaff hesitated.


      “Order me to do it,” Adonis said indifferently, looking at Belle’s stern, stiff expression. “Do it as a member of the castle’s ruling family! Hurry up!”


      Their swords separated with a cling, and Belle hopped back, looking at Gaff and Adonis with utter disbelief. Gaff examined Adonis’s expression, as if trying to grasp his intentions, before he finally made up his mind.


      “Adonis… Take care of Belle.”


      “By your will, King Major.”


      “Gaff! Adonis!”


      Belle cried out, but by the time she did, Gaff was already walking away from the younger Cateyes. With the priests closing in around her, Belle gritted her teeth and stared at Adonis, who was standing across from her.


      “Belle…” The smile left his face. “Will you cut me down?”


      In place of an answer, Runding whirred heavily through the air.


      “Out of my way.”


      Adonis switched his grip to a sharp thrusting posture. It almost felt like the sword’s tip could plunge into her heart at any second—that was how palpable the tension filling Adonis’s body was.


      Belle was silently in awe. It was such sublime sword technique. Had he been working on his sword skills the whole time he was gone? That was how obsessed he was with death. His stance said as much.


      Adonis was completely unlike how he used to be, yet he didn’t feel like a different person. He simply felt sharper and more complete. His cold, chilling bloodlust was much more apparent now, but it felt like that coldness had also become more concentrated.


      “You… Do you know why we’re here, what we’re trying to do?” Belle asked, in a tone that indicated she wasn’t trying to stop the battle but was honestly trying to confirm his intentions.


      “The Catacombs… The king said something about that when he was on the verge of death,” Adonis replied coldly.


      So you know. Then there’s nothing else to do…


      Belle didn’t say it aloud because she sensed that Adonis was hiding something unfathomable. The man suddenly gave a slight smirk, as if hinting at those terrible depths.


      “It’s too late. It’s all too late. I saw to that.”


      “You…,” Belle groaned, just barely keeping her sword from trembling. “You did this…?” She was convinced of that, her intuition tearing into her very heart. “You actually caused this…this mess…?!”


      Adonis’s only response was a cold, heartless grin.


      “You idiot!”


      Belle’s anger exploded out of her. Her sword howled furiously, like a drawn bow, and yielded to the sharp tension. Normally, she’d have swung it by now. The only reason she hadn’t was because her opponent was far too skilled for a foolhardy charge.


      “…Was that strange illusion your doing, too?!” Belle asked, though the answer didn’t matter to her. She just said it to gauge the distance between them.


      “Illusion? Heh… You must have seen something between God and the vile. Something only you can see, Girl of Reason.”


      It felt like everything that had happened between them so far was condensed into this one moment. From the day they’d first met, to when they’d learned to sympathize with each other, to when they’d survived deathly peril together only to eventually build insurmountable walls between them. All the moments and memories that pulled them together lingered and simmered between the pair until finally—they burst.


      They both moved, breaking into a sprint at the same time, swiftly entering each other’s attack range and swinging their swords like they were drawn to one another. They clashed with a deafening rumble, creating a shower of sparks.


      The surrounding priests exclaimed in wonder, taking a step back in awe. There was no stopping the two of them. Exchanging overwhelming blows, they moved as if they were dancing. The air around them whirred in a swarm of sword slashes as they moved about the stage. It felt like even attempting to reach into their range would result in severed fingers.


      “Tch!”


      “Aah!”


      Exchanging vicious blows, they used the recoil to pull away from each other. They simultaneously leaped from the edge of the stage and ran diagonally, launching themselves off the backrests of the spectator seats. With their eyes locked onto one another, they descended to the path leading up to the throne. Belle and Adonis swung their blades, which clashed, producing a shower of sparks that lit up the sapphire path.


      They drew an arc with their blades, preparing to strike each other from the side, then clashed again. A second slash, a third thrust, and still neither of them gained ground or were pushed back. Their blades continued to clang against each other with an intensity that would shatter any ordinary sword, tearing apart the seats beside them.


      He’s strong…!


      Belle’s eyes widened in disbelief. She could tell both of their swords struck with a level of resonance they’d never reached before. How had he learned to draw such power from a sword in so short a time?


      Words she’d once said to him came to mind.


      “You’re not strong enough, Adonis!”


      These sword swings were his answer to that. Which meant Belle had to respond in kind…


      “Can you cut me down…?”


      Could she answer the question he’d asked that night?


      “…Let our swords settle this,” Belle whispered with resolve, her voice drowned out by the clanging of their swords.


      Belle pulled back the tip of her blade, and in that brief moment, she charged her sword with all the resonance she could muster. Runding swiftly turned into a mass of glowing power. Adonis’s expression visibly tensed as his eyes widened and teeth clenched. He pulled back his sword slightly, guarding himself.


      But seeing this, Belle realized that Adonis’s hands were bare. Exposed. He wasn’t wearing his usual thick leather gloves but was gripping this slender sword with his bare palms. Belle’s lips formed a smile. She felt like she’d just overcome something. It surged within her, turning to excitement that swiftly filled her sword swing. The tip of Adonis’s blade swerved, and a savage expression appeared on the Cateyes’ face. Both smiled with an almost ghastly pure will.


      The two Solists crossed paths, as if they’d just phased through each other’s body, then they stomped on the path to the throne before turning around, their swords crashing into one another with a deafening clang.


      A clear sound echoed through the hall, and something went flying. Adonis’s blade snapped, cut through like a puddle of water, and spun through the air, stabbing into a spectator seat.


      Adonis fell to his knees.


      I cut him…?


      Belle breathed out heavily, staring at Adonis’s hunched over back—when suddenly, the shattered sword’s tip filled up with a new resonance. It sprang from the seat it was embedded in and went flying toward Belle. Belle, however, was still alert and primed to fight, so she was able to instantly respond. She swung Runding at it with all her might and, this time, shattered the sword tip to pieces.


      “Huh…?!”


      Feeling an unknown sensation, Belle looked down at Runding in shock. Her sword had lost its elegant shine, reverting to a dull, heavy lump of steel. The silver glow of its surface gave way to aging lily-white as its overflowing might waned.


      No…


      As a cold feeling filled her, Belle turned to look at Adonis, who slowly got to his feet and met her gaze. He only gripped his sword with his right hand, his left hanging limply; the bones must have broken from the impact of the blow. That much was visible even over his clothes. Combined with the pain of the blade shared though his resonance, the maddening physical and mental torment should have rocked him from within.


      Yet despite that, Adonis’s pale face was curled into a vicious smile.


      How…?!


      Belle looked at Adonis’s sword in disbelief. The shattered blade had returned to normal, as if nothing had happened.


      “A forever-wilting sword…,” Adonis whispered, looking at Belle with bloodcurdling eyes. “No sword exists that can shatter a Postfestum blade.”


      Belle felt every hair on her body stand on end. The terror filling the pit of her stomach was instinctual. Now she realized what had happened.


      It ate it…!


      That was the only explanation. Somehow, when her sword’s overwhelming strength had shattered it, that sword had been able to devour Runding’s power.


      Clink…


      And suddenly…


      Crackle…


      Crack…


      An unpleasant and hard sound, like the groaning of countless insects, emanated from Adonis’s sword.


      EEE…


      Runding, too, began to howl sharply, like it was resonating with Adonis’s sword. Its form instantly sharpened and converged, the blade glowing silver.


      “Runding…? No, that sword, it’s…”


      As if to mock Belle’s terrified words, Adonis’s blade began to warp and contort.


      “Adonis, you…!”


      She couldn’t finish her sentence. Something so self-evident it actually reverted all the way back to being indistinct gripped her. Instead, Adonis approached her, his broken left arm dangling at his side.


      “Swords made by the same maker resonate… Your Antefestum sword is drawn to mine, their emotions like an endless swirl of love and hate.”


      His voice trailed off and vanished, and the next moment, he moved faster than Belle imagined a man with a broken arm ever could. He swung his sword with just his right hand, and Belle jumped back to avoid it, driven mostly by fear.


      “Damn…!” She scolded herself internally, feeling like she’d just swallowed an icicle, then clenched her teeth and raised her sword. She knew that trying to withdraw again would just make Adonis close in on her even faster, so she held her ground firmly on the sapphire path. The floor creaked under Runding’s full weight, further amplified by its resonance. Belle held her sword aloft and jumped, driving her sword forward.


      With an awful, hollow clang, the blades collided and came together. Belle shuddered. Adonis’s blade kept wiggling and contorting, taking on the color of decay and rusting over. The blade unfurled like a spiral talon, looking less like a sword and more like a giant sickle.


      “Is this the truth of your curse?! I guess you finally found a sword that suits you!”


      Belle was enraged—and afraid. Her intuition told her Adonis was hiding something truly inexplicable.


      “It’s also the form of my blessing,” Adonis answered coldly.


      Despite only having his right hand to swing with, his left also contorted and twisted, the fingers tightening around the grip. For a second it looked like it had been healed, but no—countless metallic wires stretched from the grip, wrapping around his arm. They dug into the flesh of his already injured arm, tearing skin and drawing blood. The blade itself wasn’t allowing him to let go.


      Belle felt something bitter fill her mouth. This terrible sword was supposed to be Runding’s sibling?


      Yet for all its malignant differences, it was.


      As the blades clashed, their falsely similar wills of steel intertwined, devouring one another. They were twins born from different wombs—an impossible pair. They were too different, which in turn made them inextricably drawn to each other.


      Suddenly, the malformed sword gave off a completely different resonance. Or perhaps it was caused by the pair’s tight bond, stemming from something fundamental in Belle’s origin. But then, once again, Belle saw a phantom image appear.


      Ugh… Ah…


      A face was reflected in Adonis’s blade—the childlike Belle’s face. It looked at her with sad, imploring eyes, as if it was waiting for Belle to strike…but then, its eyes rolled back into its skull. It was a bizarre scene, completely lacking in reality, yet she couldn’t deny what she’d seen.


      “That’s a dirty trick!” Belle snarled, sensing this was Adonis’s plan.


      She swung her sword wide, opening herself up to attack. But as she’d expected, Adonis didn’t take the bait, and Belle took the chance to retreat.


      “Mm…?”


      Adonis retracted his own blade, like he’d just noticed it, too. The child Belle’s outline grew gradually clearer, taking on a more definite form. She had been semi-transparent at first but now appeared to become more tangible, as if taking on a physical body. She stood between Belle and Adonis as the two faced off.


      “Why…?” the young Belle asked, clear and definite enough for Adonis to hear.


      “Oh, I see…” Adonis smirked. “So that’s the form of your curse.”


      Adonis pressed Belle for an answer, even using his crushed left arm to swing his sword despite the agonizing pain coursing through him.


      “My curse?” Belle frowned.


      Again, cold fear filled her chest, but Belle ignored it and glared at Adonis.


      “You’re not making sense. But I guess this isn’t one of your tricks…”


      That said, Belle had to wonder…


      What in the world did I cut back there…?


      She felt terror at the memory of cutting down the king’s monstrous form.


      “The only thing I can say for sure is that I hate this thing to death!” Belle said, deliberately raising her voice in a howl.


      The child’s eyes reverted to normal and looked at Belle between narrowed eyelids.


      “…So much that I want to cut it down. Along with you!”


      No sooner had she said that than Belle furiously lunged at Adonis. Wherever she stomped on the sapphire floor, cracks formed, shattering it to bits. Unlike last time, she had plenty of time to charge her sword with resonance. If she unleashed her blade now, she’d send her opponent flying, torn to bits—and shatter her own arms in the process. That was how much power Runding contained in its swing.


      EEEERRRREEEE…!


      The tremor of the sword’s howling filled the room. Adonis moved again, looking like he was sliding.


      “Can you sublate me—my existence, Belle?!”


      Belle heard his words, and without acknowledging their meaning, swung her sword, clashing it against Adonis’s. The childlike Belle turned to ash between the two swords and blew away from their pressure. Fragments of whatever she had been scattered into the air, giving Belle the impression she was being showered in the girl’s flesh and blood.


      Belle hopped aside, producing a cloud of dust, but the moment she landed, a shiver ran through her. She was exhausted to the point of shaking, sweating profusely, and her breathing was ragged. Looking down at herself, she saw her combat uniform—created to be harder and more durable than armor—was in tatters, the camellia fabric now speckled with reddish black splotches. She must have been injured in her exchange with Adonis without even noticing it. None of these were fatal wounds, but they weren’t shallow cuts, either.


      She carefully held up Runding and looked around for Adonis. There he was. On the other side of the dust cloud, she saw a figure moving. Her grip on her sword tightened…but then Belle noticed she couldn’t feel her left hand. Looking down, she saw the water-steel gauntlet had shattered, and her pinky and middle fingers were bent in unnatural directions. Her hand couldn’t withstand the impact of her slashes.


      Clicking her tongue, she used her numb hand to wipe away the blood oozing down her forehead. The figure swayed, moving slowly. Belle held her sword at the ready, ignoring the fatigue tormenting her.


      Suddenly, Belle realized she was searching for the tip of her sword. The realization hit her like a shock straight to the brain.


      “Huh…?”


      There was no tip. Along Runding’s aged, shabby, and lily-colored steel ran a deep crack, and about a quarter of the sword, from the tip down, was shattered. It was painful to look at. Runding now looked like a wilted sword.


      “Ah… Aaah…”


      She was too shocked to speak.


      “As expected…,” came the voice from the other side of the dust cloud.


      The scent of blood filled Belle’s nostrils as Adonis emerged from the dust, his entire body covered in slashes and cuts. Belle backed away from him, as if repelled by some force. Despite his injuries, Adonis’s cool, penetrating eyes remained fixed on Belle, lingering on Runding’s crushed tip.


      “Overcoming the husk of our sword…is the future entrusted to us wielders by the sword’s maker.”


      His words rasped in the air before vanishing. In their place, he spat out blood.


      Rusty Nail wailed quietly. It was damaged as badly as Runding, cracks running across its entire length from tip to grip. But slowly, the blade unfurled into rotting, rusted strings that coiled around Adonis’s body, sucking up the blood seeping from him. The blade warped, maturing until it formed a spiral reminiscent of a fractured moon, yet it seemed to weigh nothing. With his sword a symbol of all things returning to death, Adonis spoke through bloodied lips.


      “How can you hope to sublate God…if you can’t even do it to me…?”


      The flesh of his right hand tore, binding itself to the blade’s grip. At this point, both his arms were damaged. Yet even then, the sword controlled its wielder—like the blade itself wished to be used. It aimed its tip at Belle, as if to reach out to her.


      “Aah…”


      Seeing Adonis prop up his sword while injured made Belle’s heart throb. Not out of excitement, or even fear; it was the expectant trembling of absolute, decisive loss that comes when seeing the advance of an unstoppable force.


      “You’ll die…,” Belle said.


      Who will? asked some other self inside her. Or rather, what will?


      The sword. Swung to cut—


      Death…


      A shock ran through Belle, a terrible premonition that shook her to her core. Her head was numb. She couldn’t think. She had to do something. What if she lost it? The despair would kill her. She thought about this once before, hadn’t she? When was that…?


      Adonis inched forward. She couldn’t stop him. The sword howled.


      It can’t take it. Any more and it really will break. And so will I…


      “Girl of Reason!” Adonis let out a throat-tearing roar, his sword howling along with him.


      Everyone—from the priests surrounding Belle, to Gaff, who was still watching their battle with a bitter expression from the door to the Throne Room—all shuddered. The resonance the sword emitted was that intense.


      “Belle, run!”


      Someone shouted. Who was it? Benet. She could tell without even looking in his direction. His scream was so urgent. But run? Where to? Was he telling her to flee from this man?


      Suddenly, something dripped from Adonis’s face. Blood, but not from a wound.


      “What…?”


      Belle shivered…because she saw something completely different from a wound on his face. She reflexively gripped her sword and felt a sensation that wasn’t quite pain in her numb fingers. She stared at her opponent’s face in disbelief. Beads of blood surfaced on Adonis’s face, drawing a spell of lamentation.


      Seeing that, Belle understood everything. Where Adonis had disappeared to. Where he’d found that sword and the power over it. It was said that Runding’s swordsmith had disappeared after creating it…into the swarm of shadows that lost all pleasure and desire in the world.


      The Dearth March. The name surfaced in her mind with scorching heat.


      Adonis smiled.


      A Journey…


      Move, some part of Belle’s mind screamed.


      Together. On a Journey…


      Hurry. The sword.


      “Adonis!!” she roared with pure anger.


      She didn’t know when or how she charged her sword with resonance. The urge was inexplicable. Runding’s perishing blade momentarily let out a silver glow, like its blade wasn’t damaged at all.


      Belle and Adonis shouted and charged at the same time, slashing as if they were each reaching out to take the other person’s hand. It lasted only a moment. Both stood close enough to feel their opponent’s breath, and their eyes met.


      They played Schwertmusik. It echoed around them, their flesh and blood seeming to pass through each other.


      A definite emotion silently flowed between them, then vanished. Nothing was left behind except for the sound of its implications, which spread far and wide around them as the pair stood there with their backs turned to each other.


      The path to the throne shattered to bits under Belle’s feet, fragments of sapphire flying to the air with a granular glitter that glowed with specks of silver. A beautiful corpse flew through the air, casting Belle’s heart into boundless grief.


      She felt the strength abandon her body and slowly crumpled to her knees, her sword falling to the floor with a hollow thud. Sinking to the ground, she went limp, doubting she could ever get up again.


      Time slowed to a crawl, and the man covered in wounds whispered something behind her back, after which the ivory priests surrounded Belle and thrust their swords at her.


      Belle sluggishly looked at her hands. At the sword’s grip. And then, at Runding’s shattered blade. The sword’s weak growl turned to a whimper that melted into the air and vanished. Belle looked up, following the echo of that howl. She groaned, unable to breathe properly. Her teeth chattered. By the time she realized that this was what defeat felt like, everything had gone white, and she erupted with a scream unlike any sound she’d ever made before.


       


      Less than half an hour later, Belle and her two friends were prisoners.
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      1


      “I ask, on the weight of this sword! Is anyone resolute enough to claim the lead role?!”


      The Arch-Solist Shandy Gaff’s voice boomed in the heavily damaged Throne Room, which was filled with spectators. Most of them were Solists; the rest were high-class Symphonists and Storytellers. They all watched the stage while avoiding the ruins around them, earnestly attending the ritual.


      Atop the stage, Gaff looked out at the spectators. A row of ivory priests stood silently behind him, their masks on. Gaff took a moment to look around the audience in a formal, dramatic manner, then drew his sword, confirming everyone could see him. The resonant sound of steel being drawn—an encore—tore the silence.


      “Is anyone resolved enough to claim the title of king?!”


      Gaff’s call was met with loud cheering. Spurred on by the noise, the Solists all got up and nervously reached for their swords. It only took a moment for hundreds of swords to be drawn before Gaff, but none of them were pointed at him. As he held up his brilliant imperial topaz sword of the kingdom, all the Solists aimed their swords down, or otherwise aimed at their chests and stomachs, with the grip offered up to the stage. Silence fell over the room as Gaff looked over the swords.


      …It’s almost funny, how quick it is. Gaff thought to himself.


      There were traditions to follow. The king was decided ahead of time by God’s preestablished harmony, and there was no need or place here for anyone who would object to it. However, the tradition was for a few Solists to take to the stage and cross swords with the king, so as to demonstrate the new sovereign’s strength to the people. This was why the four strongest Solists of the castle were given their titles: to engage the coming king in Schwertmusik, proving his mettle and serving as witnesses.


      Yet two of the strongest Solists were already dead, and Adonis wasn’t there, gravely wounded as he was. Since the last one was Gaff himself, an exception had to be made to find the right witnesses, which was why this ritual had been arranged swiftly.


      It feels so hollow. Kir, Tiziano… Crossing swords with the two of you here would have made us all proud…


      Even so, Gaff looked over the audience, seeking four new Arch-Solists. Their swords were still held out as proof of their loyalty.


      There’s no other choice…


      With his sword raised, Gaff moved around the throne. His steps naturally became sluggish. He hoped someone would challenge him, but as he arrived behind the throne, he gave up on that thought.


      “This sword has decided the worthy king!” Gaff declared from where he stood behind the throne, and the Solists in the spectator seats all retracted their offered swords and sheathed them. The sounds of their swords sliding back into their sheaths shook the room like applause.


      “The old king is dead!”


      Gaff’s sword swung up, as if to burn the heavens. With a single stroke, his sword—charged with as much resonance as he could muster—split the throne in half.


      The king…is dead… The words repeated in Gaff’s heart. Likely killed, just like this.


      He retracted his sword. There wasn’t a single dent on it, of course. He held up his firm, vivid blade and exclaimed with the dignity of the sovereign:


      “I am now king! Prepare a new throne for me, right here! I, too, shall follow God’s predetermined harmony and come to reside within the God Tree!”


      The spectators had at some point each picked up their instruments and begun to play them, while those without instruments called out or stomped their feet. Everyone assembled had become a single musical instrument playing in harmony.


      In the middle of it all, in the center of these passionate cheers, Gaff observed his people with the boundless gaze of a ruler. All was according to established tradition, without any variation.


      This is the castle. This…is order, Belle. He naturally directed those words to his sister apprentice who was now so far away from him. After this, we’ll inform the people of the king’s death. The castle’s Storytellers will gather and have the news spread through the papers… But there will be no details as to how the king died. Only that he fell when a Nidhogg appeared and left ruin in its wake, after which it was safely defeated… The castle will spread that story. No one will know the truth, which will live on only as a rumor.


      The truth will be left to God’s branches, with the people none the wiser. So long as the castle’s justice keeps the country balanced, no one will suspect a thing. The wave of good news will obfuscate the news of the king’s death and eventually bury it…


      Belle… Your heroic acts will also be buried in the dark. Both I and this castle that administers order and justice will see to that.


      The cheering voices still rang out, and as Gaff continued the ritual, his heart brimmed with many different, conflicting emotions.


      I wish I could have shown you this, too. I know you never would have accepted it, but I wish I could have told you, at least you, the real reason I’m standing here.


      His feelings for his imprisoned sister apprentice filled his heart like an agonized whisper.


      Belle… Keeping order is about acting. And acting means playing the part allotted to us by God. I will put my whole being into my God-given role of king. Everyone in this paradise world follows their role; you aren’t exempt from that. You cannot allot yourself the role of freedom.


      Gaff closed his eyes. Standing in darkness, he kept his sword held up, willingly accepting the pressure of the voices washing over him. His body was flooded with a mournful, almost intoxicating emotion.


      The stage that is order is made up by the predetermined harmony of the roles allotted by God and the mettle of those acting them out… And we were allotted the role of ruling over the people. Thus, God rules over us truly, and we, as people worshipping God, are promised a world filled with the will for pleasure by preestablished harmony. The moment those workings begin to unravel, when the will for pleasure is lost and we forget to play our God-given roles, is when absolute order takes the form of violence and attacks the people…


      Slowly, he opened his eyes, having reaffirmed his way of being. Sherry stood at the corner of the stage, leading the singers and the violet priests as they watched over the ritual. She stood there in a pose of blessing, her face lacking any expression but her stance showing her pain and grief as she silently stared at Gaff.


      Sherry…


      It was her role, as the one standing in the interstice between God and the people, to someday speak the divine proclamation that would shepherd Gaff into the God Tree. It was an act of sending a sovereign subject of God away as a sacrifice. At that moment, Gaff would die and be reborn as a new existence within the God Tree, and the throne he was to occupy would, in truth, be his grave marker. As one for whom death had died, the king stood for the way all people should obey God.


      Belle…the king is a slave. It is the title given to the greatest slave in service to God. One who is aware of the loneliness and privilege he is given. This slave’s mentality is the only way of life afforded to the king. I will live on as a slave from which order is born… As a king.


      Gaff moved his eyes away from Sherry to the spectators. Just below his eyeline, the ornamentation of the shattered throne littered the floor, the O’crocks inlaid in the pieces glinting a sandy yellow as they let out a rueful chiming of ring, ring.


      The most precarious thing in the world is our order, which insists upon being true justice. I must protect this order… Someone must protect this order, lest it turn to violence exacted upon the people…!


      Gaff gritted his teeth and held up his sword to the people, a savage smile on his lips.


      Belle…why do I so ardently wish that someone like you will change their heart and obey order as a lone Solist? As long as you don’t, you will forever remain imprisoned. So at least for now…at least until you can play the Key to Journey, obey this sense of order. Your God-given role has already been decided. Serve as the other queen, by my side, but more importantly, by Sherry’s…!


      The divine sword and scales—that is the symbol of everything. Personal justice that goes against divinity and applies only to oneself will never be recognized. Belle…do not make me cut you down…!


      After one more look over the crowd, Gaff turned to the God Tree to conclude the ritual. All of a sudden, he felt an inexplicable shock running within his body. Unable to understand what it was, he felt his feet naturally drawn to the God Tree.


      What…?!


      No one else had noticed it. They all watched their new king, expecting the end of the ritual. Gaff stared up at the God Tree, wide-eyed. He felt a greater will and many differing emotions rushing into him. His legs stopped moving. Looking up at the massive tree before him, his eyes filled with awe.


      “As God’s diviner…” The words slipped from his lips as if they weren’t spoken by his will. “I relay…His divine will… My task as the new king…is to find it…”


      Find what?! Gaff wordlessly shouted.


      “The Key to Journey…”


      It was drowned out by the cries of the people, and only Gaff just barely heard it.


      I received a divine proclamation… But that means…


      It was such a weak, pitiful whisper. Feeling more of the divine proclamation was about to leave his lips, he looked to Sherry and was stunned. The princess looked completely at peace. It didn’t seem like God’s words just now had reached her at all. That shocked Gaff even more. A divine proclamation that didn’t reach Sherry? This meant that Gaff alone had been accepted as a worthy ruler. But just then…


      “Destroy it…,” Gaff clearly heard the divine proclamation say in his own voice. “The Key is in the black hour, in the black direction… Only one who finds it will be granted the Throne and become King Minor… As will he who destroys it…”


      The black hour, in the black direction? What does that mean? There’s no hour or direction like that… But this means… Belle…


      Overlapping thoughts clashed in Gaff’s heart, sending sparks racing through him like lightning.


      “Destroy it… Destroy the Key…”


      His feeble whisper had definitely said those words. Gaff slowly walked away from the God Tree and turned around to look at the audience, dazed. None of them, not even the ivory priests standing beside him, seemed to suspect something was wrong with how he looked.


      Thus, Gaff completed the ritual, feeling as if he’d just been dropped into a boundless abyss.
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      A crackling sound came from the flame of a fire spell-marked candle. It was placed by the door to her jail cell and wouldn’t go out until the time came. The sound of its burning reached her faintly from the peephole of the firmly sealed metallic door.


      Belle squatted on her bed, hugging the heavily damaged Runding with her face buried in her lap. All she could do was listen to the sound of the flame as her heart ached.


      This was what prison was always like. Whenever she tried to go somewhere of her own will, someone came to either hurt her or protect her, shutting her away in a cell as she bemoaned her injuries.


      Her first time, when she’d found Runding, Belle had waited for someone to come for her. The second time, she’d broken the door down herself and earned the right to become a Solist. And this the third time…Belle simply lingered in the dark. The emptiness in her heart spread, her emotional scars sinking in the darkness.


      Much to her surprise, her wounds had been healed, clothes and food had been prepared, and her cell had even been set up like a room in the barracks—all the handiwork of the violet priests. The peephole was closed from the outside now, but a beautiful strip of violet fabric hung over it from the inside. One of the priests had torn her own mantle and put it there to keep Belle hidden from her jailers, and since this was a priest’s garb, they weren’t allowed to remove it.


      The violet priests’ hospitality didn’t stop there, either. They showed themselves to Belle during their duties, looked after her needs, and treated Belle like she was royalty. The violet priests were all women and belonged to one of the chambers of the Public of Justice, the Ballroom. The reason they treated her with such reverence was because of the events in the Throne Room. Belle had spared Sherry from the fate of having to kill her own father. It wasn’t out of defiance to God but a way to lessen the heartache of the Songstress they served.


      Having seen Belle’s valiant fighting in the Throne Room, they had worked to make her cell more hospitable despite knowing it would worsen their standing among the other priests. What’s more, they did it—despite being shouted at—not just for Belle but for Guinness and Benet, who were likewise incarcerated.


      Every meal they delivered was handmade, and they washed the imprisoned Solists’ clothes and had their camellia-red grasswear combat uniforms cleaned spotlessly, carried into their cells, and placed neatly on their desks in defiance of the jailers.


      Belle almost felt as if she could leave the room whenever she wished or was being allowed to rest here as long as she wanted.


      And yet…none of their kind attempts at encouragement reached Belle’s heart. She had too many wounds tormenting her, and Runding, her constant companion, had been savagely destroyed, meaning she couldn’t break the door as she once had. All she had left was this darkness to wallow in. She lost track of how long she’d spent like that…


      Suddenly, a single stone was cast into her silent darkness.


      Belle’s eyes opened in surprise. It took a second for her to realize that she’d woken up to the sound of the lock clicking. Her attention moved from the shadows hanging over her heart back to reality.


      Creak… The door opened, revealing a man standing there. Belle hugged her knees tight and looked at him expressionlessly. Her pitch-black gaze was full of so many mixed emotions that it was impossible to read.


      “Adonis…,” she said in a sharp, heavy whisper.


      Adonis eyed Belle, keeping the door open. Belle gazed back at his slender features with a look of condensed, cold indifference. His features hidden behind his red bandana were, despite his youthful appearance, wrinkled like a middle-aged man.


      “Refusing to let go of your sword’s remains. Seeing you like this tells me everything I need to know.” Adonis’s indifferent whisper, neither questioning nor admonishing, filled the cell. “That’s why you lost to me. The only prison holding you is one of your own creation, having sealed your power and hidden it from your discerning gaze.”


      Belle narrowed her eyes. Warm sunlight spilled in from the side window between the two of them, but the faint light only cast shadows that obscured Adonis. The bandages wrapped around his arms alone stood out in their paleness, looking ominous as he drew closer to her.


      “So what?” Belle breathed out menacingly, the hairs on the back of her neck upright. “What are you here for?”


      Adonis silently walked over to Belle. Something cold ran down her spine, making her entire body feel on edge. He approached her like an ominous shadow—the darkness of his figure broken only by the white of the bandages on his arms—and touched her with a total lack of emotion. But then, suddenly, his hand flicked back, as if he’d been stung, and an intense howl filled the room. It rattled the furniture, and Belle’s hands were filled with a power strong enough to send everything in the room flying.


      “Don’t touch me!” Belle stood on the floor.


      Runding, which had looked like a wreck until now, emitted a silvery glow despite its damage, taking on its sharp, graceful form to intimidate Adonis into stopping.


      “Neither me nor Runding is dead yet!” Belle shouted fiercely.


      “…Eventually you will completely wither away. It’s just a matter of time,” Adonis retorted coolly.


      Belle angrily glared at Adonis as Runding’s howling grew more high-pitched. Yet despite that, Adonis’s cruel whisper still stung Belle’s ears.


      “Unleash the power from this husk.” Adonis carefully kneeled down, took something out of his pocket, and with movements lacking any emotion or warmth, placed it on the floor. “This…is my first task as King Minor.”


      Having said that, he stepped away. With her howling sword still in her grasp, Belle looked down at the small bottle and schematic he placed on the floor, then up at Adonis’s cruelly expressionless face. She felt like crying but gritted her teeth to hold it back. Anger and sorrow raged within her in equal measure.


      “What are you thinking, Adonis?! Why did you bring this here?!”


      Silence was his only answer, Adonis reached for the door. He was always like this. Belle felt like screaming. This man always kept the most important things secret, not knowing how much it hurt Belle.


      “You idiot…”


      That was the only thing she was able to get out in her frustration.


      Seeing that Adonis wasn’t getting any closer to Belle, the sword’s howling calmed down.


      Out of nowhere, Adonis suddenly whispered, “I’ll be waiting for you…”


      Belle was shocked. It felt like Adonis’s voice had returned to the one she knew, but by the time she tried to say something back, the door had already closed, and the sound of the jailer sliding the lock in place struck her eardrums.


      Adonis’s footsteps receded, and Runding’s howls stopped. Belle slowly looked down at the bottle placed on the floor and the schematic under it. Inside the bottle were specks of transparent, glowing ash.


      The sound of the flickering flame hissed loudly in Belle’s ears.
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      Gaff went around the castle with quick steps, leading the ivory priests.


      “You still haven’t found it?” he snapped at a different group of priests coming from the opposite direction, an uncharacteristic impatience clear in his voice.


      For some time now, he’d been having the priests in charge of the Hall of Swords comb through the castle, mainly focusing on the three rooms of the Public of Justice.


      “Have all the ivory history priests handle this task, save for the ones handling Schwertmusik.”


      “Yes, my lord!”


      “We must find it before the king’s funeral is held.”


      “Understood!”


      The priests replied swiftly and scattered. A few others were escorting Gaff, but he gave them orders to split up, as well.


      “The black hour, the black direction…,” Gaff whispered gravely as he made his way to the Throne Room.


      He’d already sent dozens of priests there, since that was the most likely place for it to be hidden.


      “We live in this castle. I can’t believe we’re having such a hard time finding it…,” Gaff muttered between clenched teeth as he entered the room, the doors having been left open for repairs. “But I will find it, no matter what…”


      The proclamation specified the king alone would be able to find it—implying this was Gaff’s final trial for him to take on the title of king.


      But what do I do after it’s found…?


      Standing on the sapphire path leading to the throne, he looked around the room as it bustled with repairs, lost in thought.


      Am I to destroy it…? For what purpose?


      It would be tantamount to destroying his sister apprentice’s greatest wish. He couldn’t see himself ever doing that. Still, denying the divine proclamation would be the same as denying his right to be king.


      For now, I have to find the Key… That’s the first step.


      His feelings were so hazy and unclear that Gaff hadn’t even told the priests serving closest to him that he was working on the orders of divine proclamation.


      But…will I hear them again, one more time…? God’s words…?


      Gaff’s gaze, drifting in confusion, suddenly found Sherry as she led the Singer band on the stage. It was only then that Gaff realized he’d been listening to a song. It almost felt like he’d come here for that exact purpose, to hear the construction song of Libra. It was the counterpart to the song of Sagittarius—a song of ruin used by God to give His orders when the king went mad. The song of Libra prompted the memories of objects, returning them to their previous state like life forms being healed.


      The Construction Symphonists were working tirelessly to the rhythm of that song. The pleasant tune surrounded Gaff, but suddenly he felt a terrible ache in his chest. He could tell Sherry was singing with her heart closed off. This song was erasing the marks of Belle’s actions when she’d fought in Sherry’s place, so she sang this song denying Belle’s existence with an expressionless sense of sorrow. Hidden in her voice as she guided the other Symphonists was the heartbreaking fact that she was obligated to find pleasure in this song despite what had happened, and Gaff felt a ripple of emotion across his heart.


      Am I really to destroy the Key once I find it…? Gaff whispered internally in misery. Belle…


      “I see you’re as busy as ever, Arch-Solist,” a voice called out behind him. Gaff couldn’t tell if it sounded courteous or rude. The man sounded much calmer than he once had, but something about it also felt colder now, as if he was mocking the person to whom he was speaking.


      “You can move already?” Gaff asked, turning around.


      “I’m still only half healed,” Adonis said, his voice cool and curt. He raised his bandaged arms to illustrate.


      Gaff felt as if Adonis—like Sherry—had coldly closed off his heart to play his God-given role. Thinking that, Gaff held himself back from trying to dissuade either one of them. Any attempt would just come across as coercion, and they would simply endure it and agree to put their hearts and souls into the roles God had given them. And in doing so, they would accept an irreversible coldness into their hearts.


      That would never have happened in my generation…


      Thinking about Kir and his peers in the back of mind, Gaff said, “I leave handling Belle fully in your hands. I know I forced a hard role on you…”


      “Don’t let it worry you. If anyone has to defeat Belle, I want to be the one swinging the sword.”


      “You never change.”


      Adonis gave a slight smirk. “It’s the same as when we attacked the Catacombs. If someone has to cut down my family, let it be me. On that point alone, you and I are the same.”


      “…Hmm.”


      “You find it unpleasant being called the same as me?”


      “In a sense. There’s one part of you that I can’t acknowledge as a Solist.”


      “I know.” Adonis gave a thin, evasive smile, and looked around the room. “By the way, why are so many of the history priests from the Chamber of Swords here? The violet memorial priests of the Singer band I can understand, but not them… Did something happen?”


      “I can’t comment on that at the moment. I don’t know for certain,” Gaff said flatly.


      “Don’t let it worry you,” Adonis said with a sardonic smile, following this up with something Gaff hadn’t expected. “Say, Gaff, could you bring that treasured sword from the Catacombs to the king’s funeral?”


      “…Oh?” Gaff smiled, a stern, fearless cast to the expression. “I hope you haven’t forgotten the condition I set for it.”


      “Of course not. If you bring the sword, I’ll declare myself King Minor.”


      “You’ll declare it…?”


      “Yes. I’d have to do it sooner or later anyway, right?”


      “And you intend to return the swords at that point? All the swords you took?”


      “That’s certainly a possibility. It all depends on you. That will be my final chance to express my doubts about this country.”


      “Express your doubts? You really think I’ll permit that?” Gaff’s gaze took on a menacing glint.


      “You place such importance on order because you feel it is being threatened,” Adonis said with a smirk.


      “…”


      “As King Minor, I shall accept that danger with my doubts, the things lurking in order’s shadow. Basking in the glory of its light will be left to you. That’s what I’m saying.”


      “What arrogance.”


      Gaff suddenly smiled. It was the first time he’d chastised Adonis for his attitude, as well as the first time he’d ever felt anything like trust in the man. Gaff didn’t realize that sense of affinity stemmed from the fact that they both shared a sense of guilt at having betrayed Belle.


      Adonis regarded Gaff with a sharp gaze and meekly said, “Say, Gaff… I can’t hear God’s proclamation directly.”


      “Hmm…”


      “Can I still serve as King Minor? Will I ever hear God’s words?”


      “You must accept that God-given role into your heart,” Gaff said gravely, sounding more like he was trying to remind himself of that. “In so doing, you will truly become part of this castle’s royalty.”


      Adonis nodded, unusually docile. He then bowed to Gaff. “I believe you’ll bring the sword to the funeral,” he said, then walked away.


      Sherry’s song abruptly wound down. The Singer group took a break, and the resulting silence made Adonis’s receding footsteps all the louder.


      “Adonis,” Gaff called to him.


      Adonis stopped, his shoes squeaking against the sapphire floor.


      “I need to ask you something.”


      “Yeah…?”


      “Why aren’t you raising a sword of your own?”


      “Up until now, I’ve been grappling with a curse that is myself,” Adonis replied without hesitation. “But from now on, that won’t be the case.”


      Seeing Gaff nod, he turned his back again and walked down the path to the throne. Weaving past the Construction Symphonists, he approached the stage.


       


      Glancing back, Adonis saw that Gaff was already gone.


      “The king is a surprisingly trifling role, isn’t it…?” he whispered to himself.


      Adonis continued toward the throne, eventually reaching the side of the stage where the singers were currently resting.


      “Princess Sherry.”


      Sherry went still with shock and looked at Adonis.


      “I imagine you’re tired after performing construction songs these past few days. As a subject of this country, I offer you my thanks.”


      His tone was courteous on the surface, yet incredibly insolent, and the nearby violet priests turned to look at him angrily.


      “It is all right. Stand down,” Sherry said, stopping the priests.


      Her voice was calm, offering no argument. It was quite unlike Sherry’s usual demeanor. Adonis gave an impressed look. Still gazing at Sherry with doubt in their eyes, the priests backed away.


      “I have some time before my next duty. Let us go someplace where we can talk in leisure,” Sherry said, unsmiling.


      As the singers were scheduled to disband for a while, Sherry had the priests leave for the time being. She and Adonis left the hall and stepped out into the garden. With summer approaching, the garden was in full bloom, with butterfly flowers flying about. Adonis held up a hand as one flower passed, allowing the butterfly to perch on his bandaged finger.


      “You don’t decay, do you…?” he murmured with a smile.


      “Did you say something?” Sherry asked, confused.


      Adonis grinned and flicked his finger, sending the butterfly flying. “Just talking to myself. I have so many regrets, they slip from my lips before I know it,” he said honestly.


      “Those who become royalty are no longer allowed to harbor any regrets.”


      “Gaff told you?”


      Sherry nodded. She was referring to the possibility of Adonis becoming Prince Minor.


      “Do you regret fighting Belle?”


      “Did Gaff tell you about that as well…? In some ways I do. In others I don’t.”


      “Why did you fight Belle?” Sherry asked, the scorn clear in her gaze.


      Adonis furrowed his brows under his bandana at the unexpected direction the conversation had taken. “Because I’m a Solist.”


      “But why was it necessary for you to volunteer to have Belle imprisoned?”


      “Are you saying I should have let Belle and her friends get away?”


      “…No, I…”


      “Just chase them around the country? Belle is trying to depart on a Journey, and the Key to Journey is in the castle. She would have to return here either way, so she would have ended up in prison sooner or later. If anyone had to imprison Belle, I’d rather it be me. I won’t let anyone take the role of being her opponent away from me.”


      “I cannot understand the way you Solists think! Why did you have to fight Belle?”


      Adonis’s mouth gaped in shock. There was a pause, then he burst out laughing. Sherry looked at him, surprised.


      “Ah-ha-ha… You’re a lot like me,” he said.


      This time, Sherry was the one who froze up in shock, which was quickly followed by a flare of anger.


      “Do not try to avoid the question! Have you considered how Belle feels?! What with your attitude, the way you always seem to mock people! Poor Belle!”


      Adonis couldn’t take it anymore. He roared with laughter, and seeing Sherry tremble with anger only made him laugh even louder. He caught his bandana as it slipped off his forehead, still laughing like a child.


      “Ah-ha-ha-ha… Ahh, I can’t breathe…”


      “Wh-what are you thinking?! Why are you laughing at me?!”


      “J-just give me a minute. My sides hurt…”


      “What…?!”


      Sherry glared at him in speechless outrage.


      “Seriously… When was the last time I laughed this hard? It feels like forever.”


      Adonis hid his face with the bandana, his shoulders trembling. It almost looked like he was sobbing. But then, suddenly, he looked up at her, real tears running down his cheeks.


      “…I feel bad doing this, knowing how much you hate to cry, but… Ah-ha-ha-ha, I just can’t stop it. Really, how can you say things like that? Ha-ha… Ah-ha-ha-ha… I’m not going to apologize for letting you see me like that, that’s just the kind of man I am… Ah-ha-ha-ha…”


      Having said that, Adonis fell to his knees, tears of laughter in his eyes. Sherry looked at him, baffled, and timidly reached out and patted him on the back anyway.


      Silently, gently, Adonis brushed her hand away. The moment he did, Sherry snatched her arm back in alarm. The bandages around Adonis’s hand were stained red. He’d clenched his fist so hard it had made his wounds open and his fingertips bleed.


      “Adonis… Do you…regret fighting Belle?”


      “It would be so much easier if I could regret it and weep over it.” Adonis wiped his face with his bandana and smirked. “Crying over the fact that I’ve entrusted my feelings to God or His Thema in a place where regret isn’t allowed might not be that bad. But sadly, this is neither. The deeper one’s despair runs, the less of a difference there is between laughing and crying.”


      “What you just said…I feel like I understand it, but also, in a way, I don’t. I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me at all. You laugh and cry however you please, and the way I see it, none of it has any meaning. If you have nothing else to say, I would like to be excused.”


      After her display of anger earlier, Sherry curtly rebuked him. Adonis shook his head with a smile. Wiping his tears away, he couldn’t bring himself to put his bandana back on and instead let his surprisingly long hair hang loose as he sighed at Sherry’s cold gaze.


      “You’re substituting your misgivings toward God for your doubts toward me and Belle, and now you’re lashing out at me,” Adonis said.


      Sherry went very pale. “Are you saying I have doubts toward God?”


      “Yes.”


      “Wha…?”


      “When I said you and I are alike, I meant the way you question things. Both of us accept God as someone to doubt, despite our questions. Our doubts do not undermine order. All doubts eventually become lonely, pitiful cries, meant to keep one from being abandoned from order, for to doubt is to confirm you’re still involved with the world.”


      “E-even if that may be true for you, there’s no reason for you to say I’m the same.”


      “Are you sure about that?”


      “What are you…?”


      “Then why are you the only one who speaks the divine proclamation?”


      “What does that have to do with you?!”


      “I fought Belle following the divine proclamation you spoke.”


      “But…”


      “Are you, perhaps, the only one in the castle who can speak the divine proclamation?”


      “I—I…”


      “If the royalty of the castle were to hear of that, they would be quite annoyed. Because none of them can hear God’s voice at all, just like the underdogs living Outside.”


      “That’s not true!” Sherry shouted, losing her temper. “God has given me the duty of divine proclamation in the name of order’s harmony!”


      “Then why only you? What about Gaff? Has he ever heard God’s voice?”


      “Silence! I do not wish to speak to you about this any longer!”


      Having said that, Sherry made to angrily turn her back on him, only for Adonis to suddenly grab her arm and pull her closer. Despite being startled by the blood-drenched bandages on his hands, Sherry stoutly glared at Adonis all the same.


      “Let me go. Or I will call for someone.”


      “My hands are stained with blood—and not just my blood; I’ve drenched them with the blood of many other Solists. I’m sure my touch disgusts you. And if you were to know the other secrets about my hands, you would never let me so much as lay a finger on you again.”


      “…”


      “But there are things only I, with my hands cursed like this, can do. Sherry, I want you to share your doubts with me…”


      “I have no idea what you’re talking about…”


      “I can tell. You hold a doubt great enough to make you feel like this entire country can fall for all you care. And I want you to entrust it to my hands.”


      “What are you saying…?!” Sherry twisted and tugged, resisting his pull, but Adonis refused to let go of her arm. She glared at him, her eyes filling with tears. “What are you trying to achieve?! Why do you go this far to disgrace me?!”


      “Because I can’t give up on questioning things.”


      “…Let go of me!”


      “Doubt does not undermine order. The doubts of those like us are all too easily swallowed, and we are always placed on the stage most suitable for us, regardless of our will. Yet even so, we cannot stop questioning. We can’t be like Gaff or Kir—those who accept divine proclamation as their own will—any longer. We are too far removed from God’s will for that. And we do not believe in something confidently enough to be able to resolve that gap.”


      Sherry was being visibly cornered and beaten back by his rush of words.


      “Even if that is true, what do you expect me to do…?!” She shrieked before collapsing into a sobbing mess.


      “As Fatale and King Minor, I will accept the shadowed half of order,” Adonis whispered. “I will gather our people’s doubts into these hands of mine and devote my entire being into speaking my doubts to God. So He can become a God in the truest sense.”


      “Let go of my hand,” Sherry sobbed, her head hanging low.


      “I’m sorry.”


      Adonis let go of Sherry’s arm, leaving a faint mark on her skin.


      “Are you saying…you will sacrifice yourself?”


      “That is simply my Reason. However you interpret it is up to you.”


      “Is that the same as you fighting Belle…?”


      “Yes.”


      “I…” Sherry rubbed her arm, not wiping away the blood clinging to it. The gesture was mostly unconscious. “I have my doubts over whether God loves the people.”


      She said it almost as if she was whispering to herself. Her face was contorted with something between fear and hatred, but she continued serenely nonetheless.


      “Does the God of this country truly love the people…? I do believe that the reason people find happiness when predetermined harmony is achieved is because God loves them. However…personally, I could feel no love in the way Belle and her friends were imprisoned. Nor could I feel any love in everything that has happened to them up to now… It is almost as if…”


      “In other words…you being the only one in the castle who can hear the divine proclamation isn’t because you’re particularly loved by God. That’s what you suspect.”


      Sherry nodded, tears in her eyes.


      “You can never tell Gaff that. In fact, as the princess of this country, you can never share it with anyone… How painful.”


      She nodded again, her voice coming out in feeble, fragile squeals.


      “I will ask your question. I will accept your doubt, and bring all questions before God.”


      “But how…?”


      “The king’s funeral. That’s the only chance. During the funeral, we enter the Rootgrounds to mourn the king, and I’ll approach God’s deepest reaches. But to do that, Princess Sherry, I need your help.”


      “You do…?”


      “Yes. Please, grant me the chance to bring my doubts before God. As King Minor and one of the people, I ask for your help as Head Songstress.”


      Adonis’s striking blue eyes pleaded with Sherry, who looked terribly torn.


      “Give me the chance to know my own Reason…”


      His agonized voice made Sherry unconsciously rub her arm once more, where the marks of Adonis’s bloody plea were written on her skin.


      “Okay…,” she said, nodding repeatedly.
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      Look at the black…


      A deep voice echoed from the depths of the darkness.


      Guinness stood in sandy soil that was a mixture of gold and silver, shouting out into the darkening sky. It felt like he’d fallen into a deep well. The well was mostly dry, and all around the glittering sands, what little water remained rippled, beckoning Guinness into a deeper abyss.


      Guinness was in a daze, looking up at the sky and searching for any messenger birds. The voice resounded once more.


      Black is a color that coincides with no direction and no hour. Conversely, this means it can be applied to any direction and any hour. White exists behind all colors, forever present, yet always unseen—a metaphysical color, in a sense. Black, meanwhile, is its counterpart that dictates the return of color…


      Guinness’s hand brushed against something. The carcass of a bird was sticking out from the sand. His one hand desperately cleared away the sand around it. Soft, with cold flesh and dull, white eyes, it had been unable to take root in the sandy soil. Scrawled in small handwriting upon its wings was a message, but Guinness couldn’t read it.


      Guinness’s hand stopped digging through the sand.


      “Aah, so this is the corpse of a letter…,” he said in a daze. The way the words came out was unnatural, spoken without any regard of his internal voice, which screamed it didn’t know what those words meant. “It’s too much for me. Too much to grasp and contain. Not with this arm…”


      Suddenly, the bird’s eyes glittered blue and morosely turned to Guinness. Its great wings spread, covered in faint silver and gold, and it flapped up into the dark sky.


      Guinness wanted to shout at it to wait, but more and more massive birds emerged from within the sand. All of them spread their wings, spilling gold and silver sand as they flew away and directing innocent gazes at Guinness. He struggled, batting at them with his one remaining hand, unable to grab onto any of them.


      Once again, that voice that didn’t sound like a voice echoed.


      Black is the color that forms silence, which signifies the endings and beginnings at the end of all recurrence. The king alone knows its ritual, and can discern the black direction, the black hour…


      “Why me? Why does it have to be me?!” Guinness shouted when suddenly, his right hand grasped something.


      Black is God’s blind spot—


      “I…”


      The warmth of a bird’s head filled his palm. He inadvertently tightened his grip, and the moment he did, it snapped noisily in his hand.


      You must find the Key. Before God seeks to destroy it, for it is His blind spot…


      “Are you telling me to live with nothing to rely on but this knowledge…?!”


      Its head limp, the bird’s eyes turned from blue to a color he couldn’t comprehend.


      King-to-be.


      “No…!”


      The bird’s wings suddenly bloomed, like they’d caught flame. The countless signs of knowledge that formed this abyss wrapped around Guinness as if they really were aflame, their texture a blaze, and with them Guinness felt something approach him.


      “Why…?


      The Ritual of the King.


      “Why me…King Rawhide?!”


       


      It sounded like his own scream was echoing inside his ears, but in truth, he hadn’t spoken a word. A numb throbbing filled his head. Guinness looked around with dazed, sleepy eyes.


      “Huh…?


      He touched his clothes, which someone had changed him into at some point, and saw his camellia-colored grasswear uniform folded on a table. He was confused for a moment at this unfamiliar bed and unfamiliar room, but then he realized where he was.


      “Hmm? A cell?” he said, sounding bored as he patted his knee.


      Guinness stretched and frowned, surprised that the room didn’t look at all like a prison cell. But then he remembered something and gazed out the window. A crisp sound rang out, as if to acknowledge his gaze. His attention on the door, Guinness reached out.


      “Oh, I see. No wonder it doesn’t feel like a cell.”


      Seeing the violet fabric covering the peephole explained everything. His hand grasped the object tossed in through the window, its touch giving him a sense of déjà vu. Was it a dream? He got a feeling that after much struggling he’d grasped something, but he wasn’t sure what it was.


      Instead, he looked at the reality before his eyes. It was a small water crystal. Despite being spherical, it was actually an earphone, woven with strands of long hair and thrown into his room in the prison tower from some other cell. The hair was wet and had traces of a barrier spell that allowed one to freely manipulate water.


      Guinness inserted the crystal sphere into his right ear, hair and all. He ground his teeth together, and the vibrations of his teeth and jaw reached the crystal.


      “What a sound…” Abruptly, the crystal in his ear spoke. It was Benet’s voice. Guinness smiled.


      “Hey. It seems everything pretty much went as we planned.”


      “Indeed. Goodness… Did you only just wake up?”


      “Yeah. How long was I out for? My joints are aching, and I’m starving. Is the memorial priestesses’ cooking any good?”


      “…You’re so quick to catch on it’s infuriating. I guess you don’t need an explanation?”


      Guinness smiled and gritted his teeth again at Benet’s exasperated response.


      “Stop that. It makes my skin crawl.”


      “Are the messages according to schedule?”


      “Just about. But gathering the Solists right now would be dangerous.”


      “Worse comes to worst, I’ll contact Mist’s group and have them help us. Once we get out of this town, we’re in the clear.”


      “Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re reckless or meticulous…,” Benet said with a sigh.


      Just then, Guinness remembered.


      “What is it?”


      “No, it’s just…” His hand unconsciously reached for the scar on his severed left arm. “I had the strangest dream…”


      But his fingers touched something. Guinness’s eyes widened, and he quietly pulled his hand away. It was like feeling something terrible and inexplicable creep up on you from behind. Guinness gazed down at his hand.


      There, slowly, sluggishly…something was moving under his dangling sleeve, creeping at the tip of his elbow and gradually extending in a certain direction.


      Guinness let out a scream-like whimper. His eyes widened, transfixed by the sudden transformation going on under his tied sleeve. Before his terrified eyes, the tip of his sleeve filled up. Something was trying to undo the knot from within.


      He saw fingers—his own fingers, which, in and of themselves, looked completely normal. Except that those lost digits pushing open the sleeve seemed to have a will of their own.


      “That’s…”


      Guinness’s palm was unrecognizable. It was covered in wrinkles and creases that were somehow familiar—and one of them suddenly opened in a horizontal seam. There was no pain, no blood, just a tingling sensation in his elbow.


      It looked just like a plant blooming. The wound opened on its own, and within it surfaced a white sphere, which suddenly swerved. Guinness felt every hair on his body, every cell, on edge. An amber-colored eye was looking up at him quizzically from the center of his palm.


      “What’s wrong, Guinness?” Benet’s voice pulled him back to reality. His face shot up, surprised.


      “Nothing…” He looked back down at his left arm, which was once again missing and severed, its sleeve flapping idly. The hand and the large eyeball inside it were nowhere to be seen. “It’s just…strange.”


      “What is?”


      “I know.”


      “What…?”


      “I know what that was, and why it appeared… But I’m not ready for it yet. Even though it won’t wait, not ever.”


      “What are you on about?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “…Guinness?”


      “It’s strange.”


      Guinness brought his hand to his forehead and tiredly pinched the bridge of his nose. He pressed his palm to his eyes, and when he opened them again, he could see the left hand in his sleeve once more. Seeing it made a shudder run down his spine, but he put up with it. This time, the hand that appeared out of nowhere had lips instead of an eye. They were curled up in a solemn smirk and began speaking to Guinness with a voice that produced no sound. And then…


      “So you’re inhabiting my impairment…” A voice that was something between surprise, resentment, and criticism slipped from Guinness’s lips. “And without my permission, at that.”


      His left hand whispered something—not in a voice but as an image projected directly to Guinness’s mind.


      “This is…terrible. I… I’m supposed to…?!”


      His face filled with fear and anger. His body trembled, and he eventually slumped his shoulders, trying to calm himself.


      “I know… I don’t wish to become king. Which is why you chose me. Yeah… As an outsider…”


      “What…?” Benet’s confused voice filled his ears. “Why are you being modest now? It’s gross coming from you, Guinness.”


      But his words didn’t reach Guinness in his current state.


      “No… That’s now how I see my incarceration.”


      The left hand pursed its lips, correcting Guinness.


      “The prison is another of God’s blind spots. It attempts to use violence in its predetermined harmony and seal revenge—a fortress that’s a desperate attempt by a God who cannot justify His existence by killing His people. Right now, I am treated as someone who does not exist in Park anymore. That is, at least for as long as we don’t exhibit some kind of awareness of this situation.”


      “Guinness, what are you on about…?”


      But then, the lips on his left hand parted again, expressing some kind of concern.


      “The reason I’m here is to wield the sole power God can’t lock away. A power to establish an ideological existence…and being held prisoner is what allows me to exhibit this power. Ideology is borne of fantasy, after all.”


      “What…?”


      “My ideology is finally about to reach its conclusion here. And it will naturally be spread to many Solists and Symphonists who sympathize with me.”


      “Guinness…? I already told you the message was sent out…”


      “Try to imagine it like this. Put simply, we have too much of God’s existence to bear. That’s because we tried to possess God as something that exists. To possess God is to see things from God’s perspective and act from God’s position. What we need to do now is break free of the yoke of God’s influence on our lives. To revert Him to a transcendent existence that oversees the incidental, invisible, absolute workings of fate. That is when the power of fantasy will be required. To treat God as a transcendent being. So that someday, we will be able to fully relinquish God’s existence!”


      “You don’t have to shout, Guinness, I hear you. Is someone there with you?”


      “Such ideology is not befitting of a ruler. But someone must be the counterpart to the king and sing this song. We found God within the grinding of mechanical gears. In all likelihood, this very ideology called God is the greatest spell passed down to us from the Holy Star’s age of legends. But we were far too undeveloped as personality existences to properly put this spell to use, and so we had to seal the magic called God within the framework of a clock. As the ruler of Park’s Thema, God was locked away within the curses of Refrain and Variation. Both God and the people lost the fact of their originality, and forgot to encounter coincidence. The means and the method became fixed, and… Ahhh, yes, that’s the word… Moonwork was sealed away, even though it is the very origin of this world we live in. The first Key through which our world started…”


      “Guinness, can you hear me?!”


      “Yes, I hear you.”


      “…Is someone there with you? Is it Gaff?”


      “No, Benet. There’s no one here but me. If there was, it would be the remnant of the living, lingering on as the Guidance. Right now, I’ve grasped a fragment of that great existence… That forces an even more painful decision on me.”


      “Hey, what are you…?”


      “Everything was done to drive oneself to incarceration… Or perhaps to escape order by becoming an exile… Yes, like the moment one King Minor who, at the end of much pained ideology, succeeded in playing the Key to Journey…”


      “Hey, how am I supposed to get out of this if you’ve lost your mind? Get a grip, Guinness.”


      “I’m fine. Things are mostly moving as I predicted… No, perhaps this is all according to your ideology. I can’t distinguish between the two anymore.”


      His left hand smiled solemnly, as if to say, “That will do.”


      “Yes. That’s right. I can more or less come up with a prediction for that man as well. And when he makes his move, that will also be our chance—”


      “What are you talking about? What man?!”


      “If things continue like this, it will certainly come to that. As proof, the voice has died down since that man appeared in the castle—the voice of the other, despicable exile. At this point, we should regard its existence with trust built on high expectations.”


       


      Benet took a water crystal fragment out of one of his ears.


      “The only thing I trust and have high expectations for is that you’re going to get a grip on your sanity as soon as possible, Guinness,” he whispered at the crystal in resignation. “I’ll let you know if anything changes from the plan. Until then, I’m going to let my ears rest.”


      He sighed and tossed the crystal away. Dangling off a string made of several strands of his own hair, it rang out right underneath the peephole.


      Benet closed both eyes and furrowed his shapely brows, his finlike ears twitching in rapt attention. He realized his keen hearing, sharp enough to pick up any sound, had failed to hear something anyone else could—voices. It became clear to him when it died down and gave way to silence.


      “The voices of the Dearth March are gone…?” His ears dropped flat against his head, and he shuddered. “I swear, Guinness, you Fuzzy Navel… What are you trying to achieve by threatening me?”


      His expression unperturbed, he shrugged and languidly lay down on the bed. Given the situation, he couldn’t exactly be called well-dressed, but the way he laid with his legs crossed and his arms under his head was the very picture of composure. His lightless eyes peered out slightly from beneath their lids as he rested his ear against his arm and put his other hand into his pocket.


      “Belle…,” Benet whispered, taking out the other earphone water crystal sphere he’d prepared. “You…won’t accept this. I know you’ll get out of there without relying on anybody’s help… My other self’s sacrifice made you stronger. And lonelier…”


      His grieving expression filled with solemn emotions, Benet dropped the crystal to the floor without another glance. It shattered with a ringing sound, its small, water-containing barrier breaking and scattering clear water onto the dry floor.


      “This is it. Where we part ways…”


      He listened carefully, his ears standing up. The guilt showed on his face, but he buried it until it disappeared.


      “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”


      He opened both his ears.


       


      Benet already knew of Belle’s situation. Namely, he knew Adonis had visited her cell, given her something, then left. And that right now, Belle was holding whatever she had been given and was stifling a sob as she applied it to Runding.


      He heard the sound of something shattering with a loud crash! He heard Belle’s hands tap on the bottle, then spread the ashes within it on her damaged sword. She paused a few times, apparently reconsidering, but eventually decided to spread the ashes according to the schematic she’d been given.


      Then Benet heard a cracking sound.


      “You idiot…” Belle’s suppressed voice tore into his very heart. “What else am I supposed to do? What other choice do I have?” Tears fell over her hand where it gripped the bottle. “This could save you. You’re dying. If I don’t do something, you’ll die!”


      Another crack.


      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to turn out like Kir did. So long as you’re alive, I…I’ll be fine. So let’s…Let’s do this together, okay…?”


      The sword still exhibited its glowing, curved blade, but its damaged form was painful to witness. It deflected the specks of glowing ash—its own way of resisting—to the bitter end.


      “Damn it, Runding!!” Belle raised her voice in irritation, and the sword responded with a savage howl.


      EEERRREEE…!


      The sword’s proud will made the room shake and vibrate, the tremors even reaching Benet’s room on another level of the prison altogether.


      “This is awful…”


      Benet sat up, his ears perked, and hugged his shoulders. He was getting goose bumps from the sheer emotion of it. The sword’s will was that palpable. Tense and alert, he turned his attention back to Belle’s cell.


      This time, he heard a wordless scream. Belle swung her hand at the bottle, and a moment later it shattered hard against the blade. He could hear the crashing of the glass, and the faint scratching sound of ash fluttering.


      EREHWON


      The moment the spell was covered by the ashes, everything—even the glass and ashes—was blown away with the sound of raging flames, which pierced all other noise. It sounded like an explosion. The sword had unleashed an incredible amount of resonance without even being held by Belle, yet despite that, Belle’s body was completely untouched. It had protected Belle to the bitter end.


      Belle lowered her hands, which she had used to shield herself, and let them hang at her sides. She slowly approached the sword and kneeled next to it. The ashes and glass were reduced to a fine powder that clung to the floor under the sword’s massive pressure. Belle’s fingers scratched weakly at the ground. The schematic, torn to shreds, now clung to the floor. Belle looked at the sword with tired eyes.


      “Grant me my rightful status…” The firm voice keenly expressed the sword’s will. “Give it to me. My rightful place within you…”


      Just like it had once before, when they’d first met.


      “Durchbohren—drill through the world!”


      It was the undeniable will of the steel, just like when that idea had been expressed to Belle. This living metal given the form of a sword was expressing its thoughts and ideas with all the passion of a confession of love.


      “You idiot…”


      As gravely damaged as it was, the blade still shone silver and howled, calling out to Belle. The Guidance whispered to Belle’s mind, but Benet couldn’t hear that.


      “So what am I supposed to do?!”


      Benet could only listen, heartbroken, at the sound of Belle embracing her sword in bitter tears. His elegant lips breathed out a sigh of relief and grief, then curled into a smile.


      “My presence doesn’t even register compared with your blade… How I wish I could have been your sword, Belle.”


      With a line so pretentious it would have made Guinness cackle if he’d been there to hear it, Benet silently closed his ears.
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      Both the sunlight and Gaff’s patience grew thin.


      “After all this time, I still haven’t found it…,” he whispered, standing on the stage of the Throne Room. His face blank with suppressed emotion, he was barely staving off despondent resignation with his pride.


      “Shall we continue the search into the night?” asked one of the ivory history priests.


      “No…” Gaff sternly shook his head. “We cannot afford to visit the Public of Justice…and especially the Throne Room at night, disturbing the silence.”


      “Then…?”


      “Leave. For now, we must prepare for the funeral.”


      “Yes, my lord!”


      “I’ll stay here alone for a while longer.”


      “As you wish…!”


      The ivory priests left the Throne Room, holding back their concerns, and Gaff heard the heavy sounds of the doors close behind him. He looked up to the God Tree.


      “I wanted to find it in time for the funeral and question God…,” Gaff said, his whisper fading into the blue, abyssal silence of the room.


      As the dark room fell into a state of complete quiet and Gaff stared at the God Tree, the sounds of something too faint to be a physical presence stirred from all around him. With the sound of lifeless, artificial clicking or the sound of a mantle’s fabric rubbing, it gradually faded into reality. Gaff slowly turned around to look at the spectator seats, where something wavered ever so slightly.


      Standing there were countless blue mantles. Gaff turned his eyes to the vacant chronicler priests that had appeared from out of nowhere, with eyes that were both alert and filled with a certain dread.


      “Past kings…and heroic spirits inhabiting God’s mental landscape. Forgive me for breaking discretion and speaking to you directly.”


      Gaff’s apology was met with an indifferent swaying of the priests’ cloaks and the turning of their cold blue masks toward him. However, having confirmed that he was able to summon them, he spoke to the forms, awed but not daunted, with the dignity of a young ruler speaking to those straddling the border between this world and God’s.


      “Heroic spirits…offer me guidance so I may find the right way. My misgivings are difficult to shrug off… The only choice left to me is to speak to you directly.”


      Gaff reached for a sword sheathed at his waist. He picked up one of the two hanging there and held it up within its sheath.


      “For what Reason did this sword come into my possession?”


      At that, he drew the sword from its scabbard, the imperial topaz glow standing out vividly against the room’s sapphire backdrop. At first sight, anyone would assume this sword was Gaff’s one and only sword and instrument, EMOCLEW, but upon closer inspection, it was clear it was slightly thinner than Gaff’s. What’s more, his sword was double-bladed, while this one was only sharp along one edge and was shaped like a rapier, as was favored by Mermaids.


      But above all else, the most distinguishing feature was the spell etched into the blade:


      TIXE


      An ancient word from the ages of the Gods, the meaning of which was unclear to Gaff.


      “For what reason did God’s proclamation command me to steal this sword from the Catacombs? What meaning does this sword hold? I am to give this sword to the man who will become the castle’s King Minor. Those were the conditions I set for that man, and I intend to carry them out in good faith. But can I really give this to him? To that man, a descendant of the Catacombs?”


      Gaff asked in a voice filled with grandeur, but the priests gave no answer, nor did they indicate anything. They simply kept their masks turned to him coldly as his questions echoed blankly through the hall. Still, he pressed them for answers.


      “What is the Key? Where is it hidden? I’ve searched every nook and cranny of the castle, but it is nowhere to be found. What does it mean…?”


      It was then that one of the priests spoke.


      “It only stands to reason you wouldn’t know.”


      Except, no… Gaff turned to look. A man was seated on a spectator seat, his blue cloak donned haphazardly, simply pretending to be one of the priests staying in the dim dark.


      After he spoke those words, Gaff heard him exhale. A puff of purple smoke blew through the air and then vanished. The man held a pipe, using it to blow out illusory smoke.


      “Sian…”


      That was his name, this man who had once occupied the seat of King Minor, only to play the Key to Journey and venture out to find the world’s Reason. His teacher.


      Sian stepped onto the path toward the throne, silently casting his gaze at Gaff.


      “It’s been some time, Gaff.”


      “Meister…,” Gaff replied, his voice and gaze charged with emotion.


      “You don’t look very surprised.”


      Gaff’s voice trembled. “During the Battle for the Catacombs…someone asked a traveling Rabbitia to protect Belle. That was when I knew for sure. Only you could have done it… It was then…I knew you were alive.”


      “No more alive than any of the ghosts standing here,” Sian said with a carefree expression, looking at the swaying priests around them. “However, I am free. Never before have I been so aware of my Reason.”


      “You…”


      “There was a time I wished for the sins I committed in this castle to be acknowledged, so that a worthy king might raise his sword against me. For the next King Major to bring his blade to bear on me. But now, I am free of even that.”


      “You mean my brother? What are you saying?! Are you implying that I resent you?!”


      Sian smiled bitterly. He was speaking of when he’d killed the next Prince Minor with his own hands, an unforgivable transgression for an Enola.


      “I know how you feel… And it is for that reason precisely that I feel this way.”


      “You really never change, do you…?” Gaff said with a faint smile, the smile of a man knowing that someone they admire is right in front of them and, at the same time, forever out of reach.


      Sian accepted this smile with irritating self-composure. Gaff sheathed the sword in his hand and returned it to his waist.


      “So you finally heard the proclamation?” Sian said casually, despite knowing how terrifyingly close to the home his question hit. Met with Sian’s casual attitude, Gaff nodded wordlessly.


      “Then what you need to do should be clear to you. You don’t have to expose yourself to these ghosts.”


      “No, Meister… Nothing is clear to me.”


      Sian smiled kindly. “What are you saying? You have finally found freedom in this castle by becoming king.”


      “Freedom by becoming king…?” Gaff echoed, dumbstruck.


      “That’s right. And why are you concerning yourself with this sword when you have your own? Hmm. So you are wearing it. Then there’s no reason for you to waver.”


      “S-Sian… You can only say things like this because you’re no longer imprisoned by this castle. Are you saying this on purpose, knowing my position…?”


      Gaff had unintentionally said something quite pathetic, not even realizing he’d started calling Sian by his name.


      Sian held up his blue cloak. “The king is the very balance between God and the people. It is not the king’s duty to blindly follow divine proclamation. But that said, I must admit I have a hard time imagining you inhabiting the God Tree. You did mature into quite the handsome man. I imagine poor Sherry will cry bitter tears. What say you? Will you become the first king of this country who rules without inhabiting the God Tree?”


      “Sian! It was you who taught me that only the greatest slave to God can be king to the people!”


      “There’s no need for my teachings to haunt you anymore, now that you’ve become king.”


      Gaff was stunned.


      “…Don’t tell me you appeared before me just to tell me that.”


      “That’s right.”


      Sian remained as nonchalant as always, and Gaff groaned despite himself. This man was in the habit of affectionately pushing away those who tried to cling to him. He was terribly cruel, yet at the same time warm and welcoming. A man who always betrayed someone.


      “You come now, of all times, to tell me you will no longer be the support I need?!” Gaff roared. He felt miserable. It felt like going back to his youth, when he’d begged Sian for tutelage.


      “I am but a source of doubt for you,” Sian said sternly. “Be honest with me. Why are you so fixated on that proclamation?”


      “Because I…”


      “Yes?”


      “Because I’ve never heard God’s words before!” Gaff finally—painfully—shouted. He shouted it with relief. With joy. It felt like he was finally able to cough up the misery burning within him, strong enough it made him feel like it would choke him.


      “I’ve never so much as felt God’s presence before! Sian, I wanted to touch God the same way you do! No matter how painful it may be, I can’t be me unless I do! If I can’t do that, what was I even born in this castle as royalty for?!”


      “How sad,” Sian whispered. His quiet voice carried throughout the room, mingling with the echo of Gaff’s shout.


      “The sole, fatal misery of one born and raised to be the prince blessed with happiness, Fortuné…”


      The whisper failed to reach Gaff’s ears, nor did Sian answer his shouted words.


      “But not anymore!” Gaff yelled. “Now I have finally become who I was meant to be! I have truly earned the right to be king! Through this, through the divine proclamation, I have…finally…! It is for this reason I have wielded my sword, for this reason I have endured misery! Sian, my Meister…! Give me your teaching one more time! What is the Key, and how do I find it?!”


      His yell echoed through the room, then faded away. Gaff realized the blue priests were vanishing one by one, until Gaff and Sian were the only ones left in the room. They stood across from each other, separated by a great distance.


      “Gaff, I could never treat you as an Enola would until the very end,” Sian said. It sounded like he was saying farewell, and Gaff gritted his teeth helplessly. “Blessed child. I now free you from the yoke of my teachings.”


      “Sian, don’t…”


      “The shackles of fate that bind you will one day be severed by another who will come in my stead. Remember that.”


      Sian looked away from Gaff, staring up at the God Tree. His eyes were unfocused, as if he was gazing at something far in the distance.


      “By now, many people live in Park without hearing God’s voice and make their homes here without residing in the city. Think deeply on that. Of your people…for you are king.”


      For you are king. The words cut deep into Gaff’s heart, severing something. Naturally, what they severed was the heartache he’d felt until now. Gaff was a lonely king.


      “Sian… Why? Why now, after all this time?”


      Sian suddenly turned his gaze to Gaff’s face.


      “A ghost appeared here, driven by sentimentality. That’s all.”


      He said it with a fatherly expression that was somewhere between a smile and a look of grief.


      “Farewell, Gaff.”


      In that moment, Sian faded from sight, as if he really had been a ghost all along. Gaff stood frozen in place, unable to stop him as Sian’s blue mantle fluttered through the air until it eventually fell soundlessly to the sapphire floor.


      “I am the king…,” Gaff whispered mournfully. That was all he could say.

    

    
      6


      The hour shifted from red to violet, and a faint darkness descended over the foliage and butterfly flowers in the garden. Cast in those shadows, Sian turned his back on the grand castle. With each step, the light grew more distant behind him, but no matter how far he went, his body never sank into the darkness. Such was his path. He didn’t lament it, though, but in fact seemed to enjoy it as he walked, blowing puffs of illusory smoke into the night sky.


      A gust of wind suddenly whirled over his confident, composed self. Sian stopped in his tracks, calmly pocketed his pipe, and reached for the sword at his waist. His gaze followed the person who had descended into the dark, but then a bitter smile creased the corners of his eyes.


      A doll-like youth had appeared from nowhere. He stood there blankly, his milk-colored fur and red waistcoat standing out in the dark with his long ears drooping behind his head. Even though they were pointed in Sian’s direction, it was hard to tell if his buttony red eyes were really focused on anything. The more Sian looked into those eyes, the clearer they became, until he saw his own reflection in them. It filled him with a strange feeling of anxiety, as if the image he was seeing reflected in them was about to warp into something terrible and ominous.


      Exposed to this strange gaze, Sian muttered to himself, sounding exasperated. “Good grief. I didn’t get away fast enough.”


      He looked like he’d just been caught red-handed in the middle of a prank. He faced Kitty the Nothing with his calm, nonchalant attitude.


      But just then—Kitty’s ears perked up, and his face gradually began to reveal a clear intention.


      “…Once, long ago, you told me to ‘lock the bird in a cage without letting it chirp,’” Kitty said.


      His voice had a half hazy, half intelligent tone, as his body changed within the dark, revealing a different form. “You said that is the only way to quell conflict in my country.”


      His red eyes were fixed clearly on Sian at this point.


      “But this, in turn, gave the Rabbitias a newfound ambition in the form of world domination. The enigma you unraveled will eventually cast this world into chaos… That is how you always do things. Whether you intend for it or not, you always scatter the sparks of calamity.”


      “One could say that bemoaning fate this way is the privilege of man, good prince.”


      Kitty’s eyes widened. Dusk passed, and with the faint light of the Holy Star shining down on them, Kitty the All directed the cold blade of his gaze—capable of analyzing everything about those he looked at—toward Sian.


      “Ridiculous!” he shouted scathingly. “Because of your insolent actions, I very nearly died!”


      “An eye for an eye, then? Is that your Reason, wandering prince? If so, I have nothing else to say.”


      Sian laughed, his tone paying no regard to Kitty or his intense anger. It was unbearable.


      “Y-you…” Kitty smiled stiffly, and the soft light of calculations formed around his hands. “You have finally begun to sow calamity willingly! You have accepted your place as a snake that threatens the bird!”


      With that shout, he thrust his right palm forward. The air tore apart as blades of condensed air pressure arced through the air. They mowed down tree branches, causing a swarm of sleeping butterfly flowers to fly away.


      Sian seemed to float as he moved and drew his sword with flowing motions, its blade shining the color of lapis lazuli. He blocked the blades of air pressure and dodged others, keeping the tip of his sword up as he took a step back, then suddenly lunged at Kitty.


      “Tch!”


      Wind swirled around Kitty. The next moment, Sian, who had slipped through the countless invisible blades, moved in on the Rabbitia. Sparks flew. Mathematical formulas appeared and formed barriers, but Sian’s blade swiftly shattered them. The formulas broke apart into particles of light, and Kitty immediately dodged to the side. Sian’s blade tore through the air, just inches away from him, and leaped off the ground in pursuit.


      However…


      “Oh…”


      He swiftly stopped, seeing the swarm of butterflies flying right toward him. Sian whipped his hand through the air, grasping a single butterfly in his fingertips.


      “That’s quite clever,” he said, looking at the formula deployed on the butterfly’s wings. Just as the equal sign was about to form and complete the formula, Sian crushed it in his hand. The shattered wings of the butterfly and remnants of the formula spilled between his fingers.


      “You’ve improved.”


      “…You wield a sword? As an instructor?”


      “The form of my curse forces me to do so.”


      “You are truly an Enola. After all this time, you still let me try my newfound strength.”


      Sian looked a bit surprised. “Oh. So you do know.”


      His carefree attitude made Kitty’s unusually serious eyes flare up with anger.


      “…My discerning eye finally sees you as a threat. You set up the stage for my newly discovered power. I have not fully gained the right to open the watch! By you! And since that right is secret, I now permanently possess it! Knowing everything follows the script of your scheming angers me to no end!” Kitty howled, looking as if he would start stomping the ground angrily at any second.


      “Is all that boasting the product of your Nomad’s curse?” Sian asked dryly, sounding fed up. He scratched his ear with his free hand. “Very well. Come at me.”


      Sian raised his sword, holding it in just his right hand. He faced Kitty, looking careless but overwhelming in his presence.


      “Are you telling me to butcher you with my own hands?!” Kitty yelled, just barely restraining the urge to charge at him. “You always push that duty on to your students! Knowing full well that is when you will betray them!”


      It was uncharacteristic of the Rabbitia to yell like that. He was trying to spur himself on.


      “Then I will comply! I have the right. For I, too, am your student from Denariland!”


      Suddenly…Sian narrowed his eyes. Not in response to what Kitty had said but at seeing his hand plunge into his pocket and take out a gold wristwatch. A sharp glint filled his eyes.


      Kitty grimaced. The watch’s lid opened with a click. It ticked—tick, tick, tick—the delicate clockwork marking the passage of time in his hands.


      Kitty held up the watch face, biting his lips. “With this unpleasant power of God, I shall give you your final trial. And I will finally grant you the wish you so deeply long for: to be killed by your student!”


      Greater formulas than he had ever cast before coursed through Kitty’s body. A circle formed in the ground around him, and countless variables ran across his body with a faint glow, creating a complicated, winding formula with Kitty at the center. It grew, stretching to the watch, and like plants sprouting from a bud, reached up to the heavens, unfurling into something with a defined sense of presence.


      “Oh…,” Sian murmured. “It’s just like a flower.”


      He silently placed his empty left hand on the grip of his sword. His body filled with a supple tension as he calmly observed the power swirling about Kitty.


      “The flower of calculation spreads to the ancient skies of the gods…” Kitty’s low whisper contained all the anticipation of one awaiting the descent of a huge being. Something bloomed from within Kitty’s hand. The two hands on the clock rapidly rotated, the formula expanding like a bird spreading its wings, awaiting something else.


      “O, Wings of the Sun! I am right here! Held up by my hands is the receptacle for your glowing blood! Gods who govern the light and heat wandering the heavens since times ancient, bring down a droplet of your divine flame!” Kitty chanted loudly, his eyes fixed on the watch held aloft and the formula blooming from within it. The clock’s hands aligned together with a loud click as the equal sign formed. With intense anger and sorrow in his eyes, Kitty gazed at Sian.


      “A messenger bird without a recipient, set loose by God, has now answered me…,” Kitty whispered, his voice drowned out by a loud rumble.


      Sian’s body jumped away.


      “Hngh…”


      He landed, his body bent, surprised by the fact he’d jumped. He’d done it unconsciously, out of something like instinct—a result of the intensity of the power coursing through Kitty. Sparks popped in the air as the convoluted formula creaked, trying to contain all that energy. It truly felt like something terrible was being called down into the world.


      “The Rabbitia really are impressive…,” Sian involuntarily murmured in amazement.


      Kitty answered with a sharp glare. “Thanks to you, my country is beset by constant pointless conflict over the ownership of this power!”


      Light crackled in the air like thunder. An incredible power descended on the watch as the formula perfectly wrapped itself around Kitty’s body, making his fur stand on end.


      “Only the Girl of Reason can do it!” he shouted, eyes wide and teeth clenched from the strain of this great power. “Only she can wipe out the needless fighting and stagnation in my country…in all the countries in the world. I need that fledgling who governs our return to the source! I require Belle to bring ruin to all Gods! I wish of her to make the power of all Gods fade forever and eradicate conflict from Denariland!”


      But all of a sudden, the force that had applied such an intense power around Kitty faded. He crumpled where he stood, the glow of the calculation scattering about, and the lid of the watch snapped shut.


      Kitty fell to his knees, his head drooped low. Silence filled the air, save for the fluttering of butterfly wings and the rhythmic ticking of the watch.


      “…It is coming,” Kitty said, his head bowed.


      Sian’s eyes were open wide. Every muscle and bone in his body throbbed, but he couldn’t find a chance to jump anywhere. It took only a second. A completely invisible, foreign presence filled Sian’s field of vision. A terribly inorganic, overwhelming force raged, bearing down on him. Its speed was beyond perception. Sian let out a wordless scream, his sword cleaving through the air before him.


      An explosion rang out.


      “Ah! Hah!”


      Sian’s sword tore deeply into the force, scattering invisible blood. The blood rained over the blade, revealing itself and producing heat and sparks. Sian’s fur stood on end as his two hands gripping the sword were burnt, blood spurting from between his fingers.


      In that one brief moment, the thing Sian’s sword had cut rapidly stopped in midair, the formula deploying and slamming Sian into the ground like an animal pinning down its prey.


      “Gaaah…?!” Crawling on all fours, Sian groaned from the unusual pressure. His hand had just barely rested on his blade but was now too covered in wounds to grip it.


      “How does it feel?” Kitty said, slowly getting up.


      The watch’s lid once again opened, the visible power emanating from it and keeping Sian pinned in place. As it noisily ticked away the seconds, Sian’s anguish only grew.


      “Behold the legacy of the ancient gods! This Electore leaves you unable to move within this box of formulas. You will be burned within and blown to bits!”


      He stood over Sian as he crawled on the ground, looking down on him with a cold gaze of suppressed anger and grief. Sian slowly got up. His burnt hand gripped his sword as he savagely swung at Kitty—but the sword stopped before Kitty’s eyes with a dull clank. An invisible wall had stopped the attack, and now it slowly closed in on Sian and pushed him back, even as he held his sword.


      “Can you break through the power of the Gods? You, who entrusted everything to the Girl of Reason?” Kitty asked, his cold gaze fixed on Sian despite wanting nothing more than to look away.


      But then…


      “We’re the same,” Sian whispered.


      Kitty looked at him in alarm. Sian smiled ferociously, which made a cold sweat run down Kitty’s back, despite him holding the advantage.


      “What did you just say…?”


      “I said we’re the same. The way you, good prince, wield the power of the very Gods you vowed to destroy, is the same as me exposing Reason to crisis.”


      Kitty heard something chip and crack. Little by little, Sian’s blade furiously—vainly—thrust toward him. Every nail on Sian’s fingers was torn off, spurting blood. His fur stood on end, singed, and his eyes and mouth contorted in pain and heat, blood and smoke rising from them. Crimson beads surfaced on his skin, only to flick off and evaporate.


      “So this is the pain of feeling one’s bowels burn…”


      Blood spurted from his mouth as his lips and tongue frothed from within. Yet his lips curled into a smirk, and he grinned viciously.


      “But it doesn’t feel like I’m experiencing this for the first time.”


      He continued furiously thrusting his sword forward. Kitty’s face contorted in fear—and at the same time, formulas surfaced all over his body, like tattoos. His ears, the only part of his body not covered in formulas, stood on end.


      “Sh-shatter this sword! Flames of Electore!”


      Holding up the watch in his right hand, Kitty used his left to furiously deploy formulas. His expression desperate, he tried to push Sian and the sword he was brandishing away. And yet—


      “It’s no use,” Sian whispered through bloody froth. “A single woman fated to fight God crafted this sword as a letter with no recipient…”


      “Wh-why are you so…? Why go so far…and keep betraying people…?!”


      The sound of glass rubbing together filled the space between Kitty and Sian. Each time Sian imbued the tip of his sword with more power, the sound of cracking and creaking rang out, as if it was trying to drown out the ticking of the clock. Glowing cracks began to form in the invisible wall.


      “It’s simple, really,” Sian said with a burning voice. “God, the people, Reason—all of them must be denied at their core before they can truly achieve sublation.”


      Another cracking sound—and then all the formulas on Kitty’s body lit up, as if they were screaming.


      “In that case! I will wield this power wholly to affirm my beloved, the Girl of Reason!”


      A furious flash formed between the two. There was the sound of shattering, and then, as the formulas shattered into particles of light, a bloody mist blew through the air.


      The sword thrust forward in a straight line, and at that exact moment, a great mass of power exploded between them. The wind raged and billowed, sending butterfly flowers higher as they tried to flee. The white-hot flash gradually died out, and each butterfly fluttered off in search of a branch to rest on as the silence of the night returned.


      A few of the butterflies flew confusedly over the burnt grass, but upon seeing there was no one there to disturb the silence anymore, they flew off into the branches—into the faint darkness illuminated by the Earthshine.
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      His face lit up by the pale-blue light of the Earth, Adonis cast his gaze out the window. A dirtied curtain swayed slowly by the window as it basked in blue darkness. He was in his room in the barracks, black raven petals dancing through the air.


      It’s quiet…


      He sat on the half of the cleaved bed that had been knocked toward the window, hugging one knee as he silently turned his face to the night outside. He wasn’t wearing the red bandana he always wore; instead it was tied around his left wrist, the wounds under the half-undone bandages still vivid and painful.


      On nights like these, I always feel like I could die at any moment…, Adonis thought to himself with the deeply contemplative face of one resting.


      Looking forlorn, he hugged his sword to his body…only to realize the person he was expecting had appeared at his side.


      “Dranvi…”


      Adonis cast a long shadow against the Earthshine filtering in through the window. From within that shadow appeared a woman, her face cast from velvety darkness. She held out her willowy hands to him, embracing Adonis from behind with her sweet fragrance.


      “I felt it. The sword…,” Adonis said, still hugging his knee. “Through this one, I felt the sword you forged for Sian being wielded. But I don’t know who he was against…”


      He could feel Dranvi nod against his ear. Her cold voice whispered into his ear with a shocking allure.


      “It was a Rabbitia… One you once fought alongside.”


      “Impossible. I killed him.”


      “His Nomad’s curse,” Dranvi replied. “That one is divided in two… One, a fool who only lives in the day; the other with the gaze of a sage, who lives only in night… The sage cannot die no matter how much pain is inflicted on him, and the fool returns whatever pain is dealt to him upon the one who inflicted it.”


      Adonis smirked, not just at Kitty but at Sian, who had failed to mention any of that, and Dranvi, who’d only chosen to tell him about it now. His expression was somewhat frustrated.


      “Well, this time, I’ll be sure to kill both.”


      “The moment you do, you will die.”


      “What…?”


      “Anyone who harms the fool will end up hurting themselves to the same degree by his gaze… So when he is killed, it will inflict the same pain on the aggressor, killing them.”


      “…So it’s the kind of curse that suits a Rabbitia, then. What is he trying to achieve by going that far…?”


      “The same as us… He wishes for God’s ruin.” Dranvi’s whisper sweetly tickled Adonis’s ears. “However…he himself will never be able to do it on his own. He lacks the power to do so…”


      “So he entrusts Belle with that wish?” Adonis asked. “Why is everyone so fixated on her…?”


      “We are not. Not necessarily.”


      “I know.”


      Adonis hung his head, and Dranvi’s willowy fingertips gently caressed his neck.


      “But if nothing else, Runding won against the dying ashes God entrusted me with. Rusty Nail told me as much. The sword you left in the castle at the very end finally won.”


      “A first victory—that must lead to the final triumph.”


      “Yes… I will clash with her… That will be my last chance to reach her.”


      “Are you crying?”


      Adonis curled up his body, hiding his face in the darkness. Dranvi’s shadowed hands slipped inside, but he shook his head.


      “I don’t even feel like crying. It just hurts.”


      Dranvi embraced Adonis, her body moving with the fluidity of a Mermaid. Adonis felt himself intoxicated to his very core. Drunk on the silence of the night, he lingered on the feeling of emptiness.


      “Death approaches. It feels like something deep inside me just…died.” He spoke his emotions openly. “Why did I do it…? It felt a lot like when I realized my sin. My Motif. The realization of my sin at the time, and the fact I’ll never be able to touch on it again. But I’m sure… There might not have been anything important there to begin with.”


      At that moment, he felt his sword tremble.


      “Oh… Sian is fine,” Dranvi whispered with astonishment. She moved her head closer, nuzzling her cheek against his.


      Mingled in her sweet, feminine scent was the smell of blood. Her filmy, indigo dress was faintly covered in blood around the stomach. One of the countless spells she had carved into her body during her battle with God seemed to have reacted to the sword’s power. Adonis could tell it was the same spell carved onto Sian’s sword.


      “Dranvi…”


      “Worry not. A power involving the Gods was employed against that sword. A sword I made… But that power will never be able to shatter my sword…”


      There was something ecstatic to her cold remark. Dranvi caressed the bleeding spell lovingly over the fabric of her dress.


      Adonis kissed the woman on the cheek.


      “Dranvi,” he whispered. “I’ll present it to you. I will defeat Sian and bring you his corpse…so the two of you can be together forever…”
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      Despite the Throne Room still undergoing repairs, the path leading to the throne was already fully restored and gleaming with sapphire gemstones. The half-transparent blue floor, emblazoned with an impressive relief, contained miniature images of messenger birds and various swords flowering from trees displayed beside the country’s emblem.


      It was along this path that the coffin containing King Rawhide’s remains was carried.


      The red hour was at its brightest. For nearly half a day, the coffin had been carried around the primary districts of Park City, and it had finally been returned to the castle in the central district when the hour turned red.


      The room’s symbolic color was blue, the color that stood for morning, the east, and the color in which the sovereign lived. Both the seats and the floor were different hues of blue, but the path to the throne glistened the brightest of all. Naturally, the coffin being walked down it was also blue.


      King Rawhide’s remains were covered in a smooth blue cloak and were visible through the nearly transparent, gleaming sapphire casket, with even his white fur seeming to have a serene bluish cast to it.


      The coffin was carried into the Throne Room with quiet solemnity, as if even the presence of the dead blended into the blue filling the room. There were no spectators. Any real rituals had already been performed by the time the throne was split in two. King Rawhide’s body was carried over silently, secretly, and furtively—as if they were trying to bury his existence out of sight.


      Indeed, in most cases, the king’s funeral was conducted with an empty casket. One only truly became king after they offered up their body to the God Tree, and with their death, their body was fully subsumed by God, with only a few fragments left on the stage unconsumed. It was those pieces that would be gathered, placed in the coffin, and taken around the city to inform the people of the king’s passing.


      But that was only customary. There were exceptions. And this time, a whole and complete dead body was being led solemnly down the path to the throne by priests in ivory masks and mantles. They were the ivory history priests who managed the Hall of Blades, and at their sides were the violet memorial priests who managed the Hall of Dance, their masks raised like hair ornaments. Their masks were off so they could sing and comfort the dead body—in other words, to stave off decay.


      Gaff and Sherry led their respective priests, followed by high-class representatives as they walked down the path to the throne. The ones clad in green mantles were the Construction Symphonists and the Farm Symphonists. The indigo priests were the Meteoric Symphonists, and the pure white mantles were the Storytellers who managed the history and administration of the castle. Lastly came the Arch-Solists and Singers, who followed the two groups of priests.


      Gaff led the procession, with Sherry leading the right wing and a solemn Adonis, having been raised to the rank of Arch-Solist, leading the left.


      The group reached the stage, which was now empty with the throne removed. The stage was, in fact, not part of any of the three chambers, but part of the God Tree Itself. Part of the tree’s roots were cut and fashioned into a flat, circular surface, an altar of sorts. And for the castle’s royalty, setting foot upon this stage was the true ceremony.


      Finally. I’m here…, Adonis internally murmured.


      These were his only thoughts after half a day of following this group around Park. All around the stage, the Symphonists were stopping in their designated spots. They were followed by Solists and Singers, who lined up on the stage in a fan-shaped formation. Lastly, the Storytellers stopped, leading just the final line, with Gaff, Sherry the priests, and Adonis, the Arch-Solist.


      Where are we even going? he wondered.


      Gaff raised a hand, signaling everyone else to stop at the base of the God Tree. Sherry alone kept walking and stood in front of Gaff. Their gazes met for a moment but soon separated. Being in public, the exchange came across as extremely cold.


      Sherry took a deep breath. She parted her lips in song magic, a mixture of chanting and a call that resonated through the chamber. Adonis let her song honestly permeate his spirit. While the violet memorial priests continued their song, Sherry’s voice overshadowed theirs, expressing her sorrow at her father’s passing, which was the only honest expression of emotion in this formal ritual.


      But then, to everyone’s surprise, the God Tree’s trunk, looming before them all like a cliff, suddenly resonated with the song, its metallic form unraveling.


      It’s…just like a door…, Adonis marveled. So this is what it means. Reason only gouges out God’s shadow. And at the same time, he secretly considered his plan. And my doubts too, atop this stage, only gouged out God’s shadow. But that won’t happen again. You’ll regret trying to swallow me…


      With a rumble, a massive hollow opened in the base of the tree. Gaff raised his hand again in a wordless signal, and with everyone else waiting behind, his group marched through the open door.


      Inside, Adonis saw a massive staircase extending into the dark underground. Gaff led their descent down the stairs, followed by Sherry, then the priests. Adonis marched at Gaff’s side, while everyone else stayed behind and watched in earnest prayer as their party descended.


      Adonis peered into the dark depths. The hollow extended so deep it gave one the impression there was no coming back from it.


      But that would be good, too… He was already steeped in eternal darkness, so he no longer feared the dark. I have nothing to miss behind me. Adonis smirked under the veil of shadow. I’m a worm gnawing away at God’s bowels. A seedbed worm seeking to propagate within the dark of God’s body…


      Before long, his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, and Adonis saw its contours surface in the gloom.


      “Hngh…” he failed to hold back a groan.


      Before his eyes was a staircase, wide enough for four or five people to walk abreast, which spiraled even farther down. To the left was a wall; to the right was a terrifying chasm. And stretching in directions within the hollow were massive steel roots…


      “This place…”


      “The Steel Bowels. God’s roots,” Gaff answered in a hushed voice. As the person overseeing this ritual, a different expression filled his face: awe…and a look as if he were withstanding a great pressure.


      His face, just like Adonis’s and that of many others present, was turned to their surroundings. All around them were metallic roots, flickering with countless spells that gave the place a faint, pale-blue illumination. There was a silence and pressure to the place that made it resemble the ocean depths.


      The metal roots were reminiscent of what the king looked like when he went mad. True to their name, they looked just like intestines, except the metal of the massive roots was much more ancient and wound about like real bowels. The endlessly multiplying spells flickered like the throbbing viscera, a sight that overwhelmed any who looked upon it.


      Adonis looked on in stunned disbelief at the metal’s machinelike structure, unable to parse what it meant.


      “What kind of steel is this…?” he asked with a shiver.


      “I can’t even understand where it starts…,” came Gaff’s whispered answer. “Such metal is borne of countless alloys. It’s said all steel from the ancient Age of the Gods takes this form here in time, manifesting as memory. That was a secret of the royalty…but now, it’s a secret we rarely see.”


      He descended the steps, uncharacteristically awestruck. The abyss grew vaster the more they descended, with the other side growing further out of sight. All the metal was brimming with a lifelike presence that bore down on those descending the stairs with a palpable pressure. Everyone’s faces were marred with profound fear and awe.


      “A cave of living metal…,” Adonis muttered, catching a whiff of the wind rising from the chasm. “It reminds me of the Catacombs’ winds.”


      Gaff glanced at Adonis, his eyes sympathizing with his words. The biggest difference was how oppressive the wind felt. No one said it aloud, but all of them sensed God’s presence here.


      Adonis, however, simply shrugged. While everyone else had tensed up, Adonis alone showed off a sense of flippant indifference. Gaff, standing beside him, noticed this and regarded him with a bitter expression but said nothing.


      Suddenly, as if he’d just remembered to ask, Adonis said, “Gaff, what about the Catacombs’ treasured sword…?”


      Gaff glanced at Adonis again. “One of the priests has it. I would tell you not to worry…but depending on your choices, I may choose to shatter it here.”


      “How violent. And very unlike you.”


      “I have my concerns about that sword…and my feelings that I may be better off breaking it are growing stronger the deeper we descend into the Steel Bowels.”


      “You hate the Catacombs, don’t you?” Adonis whispered cynically. “Very well. Everything will be as you wish, King Major.”


      Gaff frowned and looked at Adonis but continued his silent steps. His eyes were full of a suspicion he could hardly explain.


      “It’s dark,” Adonis whispered again. “Can’t someone use a glowstone?”


      “The use of all magic is forbidden down here.”


      “I see. This is a divine chamber, and the use of heretical magic is forbidden…”


      Adonis’s voice sounded both understanding and mocking. Gaff looked at him severely but decided to say nothing else. Now wasn’t the time. The darkness grew pale, and an overwhelming force pressed down on them from all sides, like they were under the ocean’s depths. Adonis’s chatter actually served to alleviate some of their tension, and this staircase was far too long and far too dark to keep walking in silence.


      Eventually, right as everyone got to the point of becoming terrified of advancing down this long staircase, the group finally reached the bottom. Moving away from the stairs, they were greeted by a chill in the air and the smell of soil.


      “It’s cold down here…,” murmured Adonis. “What’s this? It smells like water…”


      “Oh…” The priests stirred, their voices low.


      A massive lake spread out before their eyes. They hadn’t been aware there was water here until now, so the moment their eyes saw it, it gave the impression the lake had appeared from out of nowhere. The underground body of water seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see, with countless of God’s roots dipping below the surface. It was like the metallic forest was submerged in the water. The spells on the metal flickered, casting a faint glow that reflected off the still, velvety surface of the lake.


      “This is one of the Ponds of Calm…,” Gaff said. “There’s one right beneath the God Tree. The rest are under the chambers, a lake under each one.”


      “The darkness as a comfort to God…?” Adonis whispered. He looked around. “But what is this place trying to calm?”


      “The flame blood…”


      Sherry suddenly tilted over. Even in the dark, it was clear God’s influence over her was too powerful, and her face was as pale as wax.


      “I’m fine,” she said stoutly brushing away Gaff’s extended hand. Gaff said nothing and pulled back. Adonis smirked within the dark.


      Pushing away the violet priestesses escorting her, Sherry looked around with firm eyes. In response, blue mantles appeared dotted around the area—the chronicler blue priests of the Throne Room. Six of them appeared, surrounding the group, their mantles swaying and flapping. Everyone tensed up, but the other priests, Gaff, and Sherry all took on a praying posture to pay them due respect.


      “They’re just ghosts…,” Adonis muttered under his breath while kneeling respectfully, too.


      Gaff couldn’t ignore this.


      “Do not speak thoughtlessly. More than once, those who descended these depths for a funeral never returned.”


      Gaff took a step forward and faced the blue-cloaked group, his virile frame giving off the dignity of a young king.


      “Brave spirits, we have come to bring our king to rest. I ask that you recognize us as the new order in place of our deceased sovereign.”


      The blue-mantled priests silently turned their backs on them and began to move away. Following them with his eyes, Adonis saw the priests were leading to the railing of a bridge. A single bridge led to the center of the lake, cutting between the roots of God spread out over the water. At the end of the tourmaline bridge was a large, cold shrine.


      “This is looking more and more like the Catacombs.,” Adonis said, his lips curling. “I remember Tiziano using a shrine just like this one to toy with the dead. Is this to mean the royalty are doing the same?”


      “Adonis,” Gaff admonished him, but the younger man showed no remorse.


      “The ghosts are beckoning us.” Adonis jerked his chin in the direction in which the blue priests were moving.


      Still looking at him nonplussed, Gaff grumbled. The group followed the priests across the bridge and reached the shrine.


      Looking up, the roots were descending from above, like the sunlight filtering down had frozen over. All around them was a forest of steel. The lake was silent and still, reminding them that they were very much in the bottom of an abyss.


      Inside the shrine was a large triangular hole. A chain dangled down from the ceiling and into the opening, like a well, and under Gaff’s orders, the ivory priests tied the coffin to the chain, suspending it in midair.


      Four blue priests stood around them, and within the hole they could see the waters of the lake. Faced with those depths, they felt like they truly were on the cusp of a place of no return, and they performed the ritual saying only a few words.


      “Offer up the king to the embrace of God’s roots,” Gaff ordered in a deep voice.


      The ivory priests answered by pulling the chain. The heavy sound of metal being dragged filled the darkness, and the king’s coffin began to sink into the depths. The chain intermittently produced a heavy sound while Sherry and the violet priestesses continued comforting the king with their song. As the coffin touched the water, their singing wound down.


      The chain’s end was removed with a dull sound and the clasps of the chain were undone one by one until the coffin finally lost its support and was sent falling into the water with a splash.


      “Aah…”


      As the coffin sank into the transparent water, Sherry spoke in something that wasn’t song for the first time since coming here. Under the light flickering from God’s roots, everyone got the impression they had just glimpsed the countless dead offered up to these waters. They could hear the heavy thud of the coffin hitting the bottom of the water. A ripple spread through the vast lake, only to then melt away and fade.


      At the same time, the flickering of the steel roots at the bottom of the water enveloped the coffin. They could see it clearly from the hole in the lake. A shiver ran through Sherry, one of awe…or dread.


      No one said it out loud, but everyone uniformly understood this. In that moment, the king had truly been eaten by the God Tree. And they were the ones who had offered his body up as sacrifice. A heavy silence hung over them, both out of wonder toward God and an odd sense of guilt.


      As they watched, a blue light began to spread from the shrine—from the spot where the lake had swallowed up the coffin. The God Tree’s flickering sped up, repeating like a heartbeat and giving off a strange sense of some massive presence. As the hazy flickering filled the bottom of the lake, they could see thousands upon tens of thousands of skeletons entombed below them, half assimilated into the roots, their empty, hollow eyes seeming to gaze up at the ones looking down at them.


      “It’s like they’re luring us in. Telling us to come to them…,” Adonis whispered.


      Sherry and the violet priestesses shrunk back in fear. Everyone looked terrified.


      “Even their deaths are stretched out into eternity…,” Adonis continued.


      “Cease your nonsense,” Gaff cut him off sternly. “Sleep in the embrace of God’s roots is full of peace and repose. The peace of this Lake of Calm proves it.”


      Gaff saw a light smile play over Adonis’s lips. His sarcastic gaze seemed to question if he truly believed that.


      “Then why don’t we ask God what the truth is? That would be faster.”


      Gaff glared at Adonis, his expression turning progressively grimmer.


      “You’re behaving more and more suspiciously…” But the moment his eyes met Adonis’s, Gaff’s expression changed. “You… Don’t tell me you’re serious.”


      He was stunned. How he wished Adonis would say no, but his eyes burned with resolve. He hadn’t expected Adonis to be serious, and Gaff felt a chill run down his spine. The blue-mantled priests standing around them looked ready to strike at this fearless worshipper.


      Adonis sneered at Gaff. “Here, I will bring my doubts before God. If you find that suspicious, I advise you to leave this place now.”


      “Adonis…!” Gaff couldn’t hold back his feelings and shouted. But Adonis didn’t waver.


      “I told you, Gaff. I’ll take on all the things lurking in the shadow of your glory. And I don’t intend to let the framework of the Prince Minor dominate me.”


      “But… What are you thinking? What do you stand to gain by causing all this trouble?”


      “The next Queen Major already agreed to open the way for me to do it.”


      “What…?!” Gaff turned his eyes to Sherry in shock. Sherry nodded resolutely, which only deepened Gaff’s surprise. “Adonis, what are you…?!”


      He was in disbelief at how meticulous Adonis had been. This was so incredibly well-planned it somehow felt fake, but he couldn’t quite explain why.


      With Gaff speechless, Sherry spoke up clearly. “Gaff, I too intend to entrust my heart’s shadow with this one. So that one day, when the time comes, I can convey my love to the people. As Queen Major. And as one of them.”


      Gaff looked at Sherry in disbelief. Her eyes remained fixed on him. Was this the face of one expressionless with sorrow? No. He was stunned. Sherry’s was a face full of will, one striving to achieve something. Both Gaff and the priests were blindsided by this shocking change, which showed an almost complete transformation in Sherry.


      But that was a good thing. While surprised at Sherry’s change, Gaff was overjoyed. This was wonderful news, marking an improvement from when she was entirely crushed by grief. Though even that served to make him more suspicious of Adonis…


      The more this talk continued, the less Gaff felt inclined to stop Adonis. It felt even more precarious. The situation was, in fact, quite simple. All he had to do was leave Adonis here and lead the priests back. This wish belonged purely to Adonis; Sherry was just lending him a bit of a hand. Gaff would simply need to take her out of here before danger befell her.


      However…


      Adonis pressed further.


      “Past here is a Rhizome leading deeper into God’s depths.”


      Slowly, with the expression of one terribly confused, Gaff looked at Adonis.


      “And the only one who can open the path is a Songstress or Solist capable of hearing God’s proclamation… God chose the Head Songstress.”


      Not you. That’s what it sounded like to Gaff. It felt like being stabbed by a sword. All the words with which to answer drained from Gaff’s mind, leaving nothing but a raging sense of danger.


      “You can’t…” A horribly raspy voice left the young king’s lips. He sounded like he’d been backed into a corner.


      “That can’t possibly be allowed…”


      The priests that had been standing behind him thus far visibly tensed up. Only upon seeing this did he realize that he’d reached for his sword. He did it mostly unconsciously. But even if he did draw his sword, whom would he bring it down on, exactly?


      “Shandy,” Sherry called out to him.


      Gaff’s hand trembled. Adonis watched the two of them with a thin smile, but while keeping his cruel grin just barely seen, his gaze met Sherry’s.


      “I will sing.”


      Sherry gently pulled away and turned her back to Gaff. It almost looked like he was about to slash at Sherry’s back. Inexplicable doubt smoldered within him. The priests could only stand back, tense and wordless. The whole time, Adonis watched on curiously, a faint smirk on his lips. Yes. Everything clicked into place in Gaff’s mind. His smile, why was it so cold? It was like the mocking sneer of a man who knew more than those around him.


      “Adonis! What are you laughing about?!” Gaff shouted at him, his eyes wide with anger.


      He drew his sword mostly on reflex. Adonis moved, grabbing something out of empty air. The toothy grin he showed shook Gaff to his core. He attacked without another thought.


      Gaff’s Kingdom sword clashed savagely against Adonis’s Rusty Nail, letting out a sonorous clang. He felt the vibrations in the air on his skin. Something rumbled in harmony, and in the same moment, Sherry’s song reverberated through the underground lake.


      Just then…everyone stood transfixed in place, feeling a massive will approach them from below.


       


      “Hngh…?!”


      “Haah!”


      Gaff and Adonis cried out simultaneously as their swords came together.


      The flickering of God’s roots quickened, stirring. The lake’s bottom surged up under the shrine as God’s roots extended from every direction, rising up and forming a hollow. The air popped noisily around them. His fur stood on end, and the feeling of the wind rubbing against his skin strangely irritated Gaff.


      Suddenly, Sherry’s singing stopped. God’s roots surged up from the edge of the shrine, opening it up like the jaws of a giant snake. Within it was a deep darkness, like a bottomless abyss. There opened an entrance that indeed fit the description of a Rhizome. But what stopped Sherry’s singing was surprise and fright at the door that appeared before them. Terror, even. Because the passage within the Rhizome was lined with countless skulls. At the entrance’s edge, corpses were half coiled in God’s roots, like strange decorations, staring blankly into the air. Some of them weren’t fully reduced to skeletons yet—especially the body they had just recently lowered into the lake, King Rawhide’s, which was being torn about by the rumbling of God’s roots, joining the unsightly collage of the Rhizome. Its head drooped against the roots, turning to look right at the entrance of the Rhizome. Its eyelids half-open, its eyes stared blankly into his daughter’s.


      A feeble yelp left Sherry’s throat. Trembling in fear, she stepped back, away from the door she had just unveiled. But it was then that Adonis rushed her from behind with a call of jubilation.


      “It’s open!”


      Deflecting Gaff’s sword, he hopped back, dodging a follow-up attack. Sherry turned around in alarm, finding Adonis right next to her. Throwing a cold glance at Gaff, he wrapped an arm around Sherry’s shoulders and smirked. Seeing his cold grin from up close made Sherry shudder.


      “Now is the time to cross all of God’s barriers and touch on His true nature!” Adonis shouted, showing off the way he embraced Sherry to Gaff. “I’ll tell you, Gaff. The reason I laugh is the same reason people mock their own past foolishness. Because seeing everything flow according to fate is laughable to no end!”


      “You fool, you think yourself to be God?!” Gaff shouted, sword in hand.


      Sherry’s body was right in the way of Gaff’s blade, so he couldn’t move. His face contorted by anger, he directed a bloodthirsty glare at Adonis.


      “You fooled us with honeyed words while conspiring against us?! What kind of scheme would make you go as far as tarnishing the title of King Minor?!”


      “I told you already. I am putting my very being on the line to bring my doubts before God!”


      “Enough nonsense!” Gaff cut him off with a shout. “The way you act goes far beyond anything a man seeking an answer would ever dare!”


      The air between them popped. It was like the atmosphere in this lake was rumbling and becoming thicker with mass. Meeting Gaff’s dreary look with a smirk, Adonis spoke, “Well done, King.”


      Gaff’s rage reached boiling point. The shrine swayed from the lake’s rumbling, and seeing Adonis lose his footing for a moment, Gaff took the chance to charge in. He moved faster than Adonis expected from his imposing physique, but the moment he tried to unleash a fierce swing, something restrained Gaff’s body. Stopping his sword with precise motions, he swiftly stepped back.


      “Huh…?!”


      Adonis looked at Gaff, his smile taking on a different shade. “You truly are an exemplary Solist.”


      As Adonis spoke, something swiftly rose from his feet. Shadows… Innumerable shades, squirming and wiggling, rose from beneath Adonis, pursuing Gaff as he tried to retreat. Sherry let out a choked scream. Adonis laughed. Gaff and the priests behind him all looked on in disbelief. The ground rumbled, as did the water, and as God’s roots flickered violently, a lamenting cry filled their ears.


      NNNOOOWWWHHH…!


      EEERRREEE…!


      “Raaaaah…!” Gaff roared in grief and fury. “How could you?! Adonis, what have you done?!”


      “Do you see it, Gaff?! This is what I—what the world looks like once skepticism and doubt have been taken to their logical extremes!”


      The shades crawled ever closer, creeping up on him like a gigantic swarm of black insects.


      “Lord Gaff!” The priests reached for their swords, awaiting Gaff’s order.


      But he, flaring up in anger, stopped them.


      “Stay back…!”


      “Lord Gaff?!”


      “Everyone… Stay back!”


      The priests were puzzled, but they noticed his agonized expression and realized Gaff was under some kind of control. The shades drew closer, emerging from the shrine.


      “Princess!” The violet priestesses called out in helpless grief to Sherry, who was inside the shrine.


      “Lord Gaff, what happened?!” The violet priestesses clung to Gaff in a panic.


      Gaff directed a look of rage at Adonis, and moved his eyes to Sherry, who was right next to him. Sherry was pale in the face and trembling. Her eyes were fixed into space, like she’d just seen something terrible there.


      “Y-you mustn’t!” Sherry let out a loud, pained call at the shade’s backs. “A-as God’s Priestess, I—I implore you. Y-you mustn’t lock blades with these shadowy ones! These are the untouchables, those who have shirked God’s pleasure. Should you engage these ones and act without pleasure, you will forever be exiled from God’s way, and be marked as paradogs!”


      The priests all jolted. Gaff turned around and grit his teeth, glaring at Adonis and Sherry.


      “Shandy…” Sherry looked at him with tear-filled eyes. She reached toward him but then shivered, her body falling limp. Adonis caught her, his cruel smile filling Sherry’s field of vision. As her consciousness faded and everything grew distant, a weak whisper slipped from Sherry’s lips.


      “A devil…”


      Adonis laughed, his expression almost innocent.


      “No. The devil’s blessed child.”


      And that smile was all Sherry saw before she lost consciousness, tears running down her cheeks.


       


      “Well, Gaff?!” Adonis exclaimed, holding on to Sherry. The swarm of shades emerging from his feet, he took a step back into the opened Rhizome. “There’s only one thing you can do now that your sword has been sealed! You know what to do!”


      With anger in his eyes, Gaff sheathed his sword. “Ooh, Adonis!”


      One of the charging shades swung a rusted sword at him.


      “Lord Gaff!” shouted a priest.


      Dodging the blade, Gaff grabbed his attacker by the head, shattering his skull with his bare hands.


      But as the shade crumbled to the ground, more emerged to take his place. Darting away, Gaff spotted one of the priests screaming as the shades swarmed him. The moment he saw them steal the sword at the priest’s waist, Gaff was overcome with anger. He beat the shade to death without mercy, stole the sword back, and shouted:


      “I have the sword you want right here, Adonis!”


      Through the swarming shades, he could hear Adonis’s mocking laugh.


      “It’s only a matter of time before it’s in my hands! Let me tell you one thing: All the swords I gathered until now, I shattered with my own two hands. I fed them all to this sword!”


      “You fool… What depths will you sink to…?!”


      “And next, I’ll feed it the Catacombs sword, your Kingdom sword—all of them! Sustenance for Rusty Nail!”


      With that shout, Adonis vanished into the Rhizome with Sherry in his arms.


      “Lord Gaff, it’s dangerous!” shouted the priests as Gaff refused to back down. “Lord Gaff!”


      Gaff didn’t answer. He beat another shade out of sheer rage, only for more of them to emerge. Only then did he swiftly pull back, gritting his teeth.


      “Send a runner to the castle prison!” he shouted angrily.


      “Yes, Lord…?” The priests were confused.


      “By high interdiction, I order you by the sovereignty of my title as King Major! Send a runner to the prison, now!”


      “Yes, my lord…!”


      The violet priestesses also turned to look at Gaff with despair and urgency.


      “Release Belle Lablac and her friends, and order them to exterminate the Dearth March!”


      “B-but…the Dearth March are…”


      “That is exactly why!” Gaff shouted with anguish and anger, startling the priests into action. A few of them turned around and took off. They didn’t hesitate to take swift action anymore.


      “Run, we must protect the castle!” Gaff ordered them to act, his shout echoing over the swarming shades.

    

    
      9


      At this point, even the sound of the candle sizzling didn’t reach her anymore. Imprisoned, Belle sat in darkness. Silent, comfortable darkness. She was in something akin to a meditative state. Lying sprawled out on the bed, she had Runding placed next to her, like she was cuddling with it. Her breathing was calm and orderly, giving the impression she was fast asleep.


      Of course, she was wide-awake. More awake than she’d been in a long time, in fact. And yet, she was basking in a floating state of something akin to sleep. When had she reached this state? Belle couldn’t even tell anymore. Lying in bed like a child crying herself to sleep, she’d just ended up like this. Thoughts swirled through her mind, and before she knew it, many nondescript ideas had crossed paths. These thoughts were like fish wading through the shapeless, primordial sea of her memories. Within that sea, Belle’s consciousness floated, and she blankly watched those fish swim by.


      At that point, Belle realized that she’d been eyeing one fish in particular with interest. As it swam gracefully through the dark water, its shadow gradually took on the form of a person.


      The figure sprinted through the dark at full speed, its steps betraying no hesitation despite the terrible darkness around it. Belle followed it with her gaze, listening to the words it spoke.


      “Sensing the wind or searching for flowing water are fine ways of tracking, but those methods aren’t always reliable in the underground’s darkness. And when that happens, all you can rely on is your own sense of being, born of the connection that surrounds and binds you to the earth…”


      Its voice ringing out, the figure turned to look at Belle. A mature Cateyes stood there, graceful and smiling peacefully. It was then that Belle realized the origin of and reason for this memory.


      “Close your eyes and look within yourself. Sense the earth’s presence to find your direction. Believe in the vision you glimpse within your heart, for it is an invisible intent of sorts that guides your existence—”


      Aah…


      Belle heaved a soft sigh and nodded. She heard those words in the Catacombs at one time. Tom Collins, as he was when he ran ahead of their band at that fierce battle, was now before her eyes. Adonis’s father, a member of the Collins clan and warden of the Catacombs, raced through the dark with a brilliant Imperial red topaz sword in hand.


      TIXE


      This mysterious spell that stood for “escape.” The moment her eyes fixed upon it, Belle felt heat surge inside her.


      “Grasping the power to see the invisible things that lie far within the darkness is difficult,” Tom Collins continued, “but I believe it is not a power unique to any race. Everyone is capable of it, and we all do so on some unconscious level.”


      His visage then turned to that of a fish again, floating lightly in the dark before swimming off somewhere. Unable to keep it in her sights, Belle raced through the dark. With her first step, she looked at the direction her breath was leading her. With her second, she saw the view behind her back grow distant, only to realize she was the one who was moving away. The word she heard thrice over gnawing at her heart, Belle ran, darkness enveloping her from all sides.


      This escape—she was running from herself.


      The darkness wrapped around Belle like the sea, and she became as one of the fish, her sprinting turning to swimming. The sea had become a world in and of itself, resonating with Belle as she waded through it. Her consciousness tumbled, filling with emotion.


      She had escaped from herself.


      She had resonated with herself.


      In carefully, gracefully mixing these two things together, Belle had been given a chance—and awakened.


      EEE…


      The howling of her sword returned Belle to reality. Runding resonated, keenly sensing her thoughts. With her eyes closed, Belle caressed her sword. Her fingers clearly felt the damage it had suffered, but the sympathy and resonance between the two of them was vividly clear. Was this the howling of a sword teetering on death’s door? Or was it that, just like Belle took in and withstood her heartache, the sword had developed new power through withstanding its damage?


      That’s right, Belle thought to herself.


      And sure enough, that was the case. The trial ashes Adonis gave her only served to awaken the sword’s will more than it had ever been. It was like the shape of the metal was determined to make it so.


      Still, Belle had to ask herself: What would she do if she ended up losing the method that was this sword? Would her goals change should that day come? The meaning of freedom could change. If she were to falter at the possibility of her Reason for holding this sword changing, how could she seek freedom? Even if it meant a great loss, was that not worth taking a step forward from there?


      It was difficult to believe she could beat Adonis with her sword as damaged as it was. But was it not worth confirming how her curse and blessing would change if her sword truly shattered?


      That thought formed in Belle’s heart, and she was surprised at herself—surprised at her ability to think of this.


      I came to know…myself.


      It was a feeling like slipping away from something. Like she’d truly achieved something decisive…


      Ring. The O’crock chimed.


      Belle opened her eyes. Her fingers were gripping that special jewel.


      “It’s red…,” she whispered, and a sigh left her lips. “What is this feeling…?”


      With her eyes on the stone, she whispered to Runding next to her. The sword nestled against Belle with a howl that felt almost gentle.


      “Oh… Right.” Belle suddenly got to her feet. She floated with the weightlessness of a feather fluttering through the air, then bent her knees, softly stood up, and landed on the bed with a light thud.


      “Moonwork…”


      A strange feeling came over her. Turning around, it felt like she could see an empty shell that was the old her, sitting there curled up. Getting off the bed, leaving her sword behind, she turned ever so slightly. It was like this illusion of her past self, sitting there hugging its knees, was really there. But then, its eyes filled with red, reflecting something.


      “What…?”


      Belle reflexively reached for Runding, but she didn’t have to level her sword at anyone. Before her shocked eyes, the illusion spread its large wings. It was a bird with crimson, flame-like wings and the face of a woman. It belonged to a mature lady with black hair and eyes—the same abyssal blackness as the Key to Journey. Her face was featureless, clear of any racial distinction.


      “An adult…me?”


      Even as changed as the figure was, its face alone was clearly discernible.


      One who has awakened to true power. What scares you most is knowing the Reason behind your power, the bird’s voice boomed directly in Belle’s ears. Stand light and swift with your own strength, conqueror. You have conquered thyself, and in so doing, are on the cusp of emerging victorious at a great feat…


      “The Guidance…!”


      It clicked into place. Suddenly, inexplicable joy filled her heart. With a face that understood Belle’s feelings all too clearly, the Guidance spoke with no voice.


      In accordance with the Successor’s mind, I shall indicate broader, deeper wisdom. So that its history may be examined.


      Then with a flap of its red, burning wings…it vanished. Belle was left all alone. The candle’s flame sputtered out, and the sound of the cell door opening filled her ears.


       


      “The true intention of the interdiction order is clear!” Guinness howled. “This time, we shall be imprisoned as sacrifices for order, and should we be made to serve, we would be sent to smite the vile wherever they appear. But therein lies our advantage!”


      “I swear, hearing you sound so pleased almost makes me forget the mess we’re in,” Benet said, shrugging him off.


      Belle chuckled. “This is my second time here. It’s not too bad,” she said, tapping on the cage carrying them.


      It was a goblet turtle—a massive creature that had the shell on its back fashioned into a cage. Walking at its sides with swift steps were violet priestesses.


      They were carried in this cage directly from the prison tower to the castle and watched in surprise as the priests hurriedly escorted them. All three of them were in their camellia grasswear, and had they not been behind bars, one could believe they were marching into glorious battle.


      “So even prisoners have their use,” Guinness said, looking about in curiosity at the people along their path.


      “Make your opposition your ally,” Benet said in a mocking mimicry of Guinness’s voice.


      “I’d assume that’s what this is about. So what do we do? Leave them be and watch the castle fall apart from within? It’s not our problem to solve, at any rate.”


      Hearing Guinness’s bold remark, the priests running at the sides of the cage all jolted, and Benet smirked.


      “This country, flawed as it is, has value worth protecting in our eyes. Besides, having what we’re trying to achieve turn to nothing like this wouldn’t be any fun.”


      “True. So how goes the plan?”


      “I already sent word, and the others know the situation. Now let’s see how many we can gather to our side.”


      “You sent word…?” Belle asked, baffled.


      “Yes, Belle. Everyone is dancing to the tune of our dear tactician, the Fuzzy Navel.”


      “Haha, I see.”


      “That’s rude, Benet. They choose to dance of their own will.”


      “And yet they dance to your tune all the same,” Belle said with a smile.


      “Of course they do. After all, I guarantee they’ll enjoy the dance. What say you, Belle? Will you perform one more dance for us?” Guinness asked softly.


      “I…”


      Guinness and Benet fell quiet. All three of them knew this was a crossroads. Even if they overcame this current predicament, it didn’t mean they would share the same future and ideology. Belle’s eyes drifted over the city’s scenery before turning back to her two friends.


      “I’m going to grant my sword its rightful status,” Belle said, her eyes peacefully looking between Guinness and Benet. “And to do that, I’m going to wield it. That’s all. It doesn’t matter if it’s the Dearth March or God on the receiving end.”


      The priests once again seemed to jolt at her last remark but said nothing, seemingly focused on hurrying ahead for the time being. The trio shrugged jokingly at their nervous reactions.


      “Besides…” Belle smiled. “Adonis is waiting for me.”


      She placed a hand on Runding, which rested on her knees. Its damage was still painful to see, yet at the same time, the sword gave off a powerful presence that differed from the way it looked when it was whole. Indeed, the two men were surprised, feeling a certain awe toward the weapon.


      Benet in particular found himself cocking his head at Belle gripping her sword.


      “Adonis really did something foolish, didn’t he?” he mused sympathetically.


      “I’m not losing this time,” Belle said with a calm expression.


      “Well, our path is set, then. We’re up against the Dearth March! And while we’re at it, we’ll take the fight to God!”


      The priests cast offended looks at Guinness for his blasphemous words, but it was then that the goblet turtle crossed the line into the castle and walked right inside.


      “Wow,” Belle said, impressed.


      In front of the turtle, lined up near the entrance to the castle, were a large number of Solists. They were a mixture of races. Some were Cateyes, the primary race of Park City, with the fewest among them being the strong Centaurus. The rest were groups of races Belle knew: a few Reutelites; a band of Froggies; and a smattering of Minotaurus, Mermaids, and Sheepeyes.


      They all had different backgrounds and bearings as Solists, and included men and women, young and old, making for a very mixed band.


      All of them exclaimed as they saw the approaching turtle.


      “Finally, our Conductor is here!”


      “Well, this is quite the extravagant welcome.”


      “Hey, hey.”


      “Come on now.”


      The twenty or so Solists all drew their swords and welcomed them from the cage.


      “I didn’t think this many would come,” Guinness said, waving back at the Solists, impressed. “This is amazing. Almost everyone showed up.”


      “The ones who aren’t here did as you instructed and are securing our escape route at the checkpoints and gates. Only a handful of the ones invited made any concerning moves, and we have them in custody.”


      “Good, thank you. Oh…” Benet nodded at the report as Guinness excitedly got up and kept waving back.


      “Everyone wishes for this. They want a new form of Schwertmusik. Look at this, Belle. They were all disinherited or otherwise didn’t wish to take over their families. They’re strong. People like them aren’t even daunted by the idea of fighting the Dearth March. They accept fighting us as their idea of pleasure. Look at this, Belle, just look at this.”


      Belle narrowed her eyes with a smile. “Good.”


      Her answer was brief, but that alone spoke to all the emotions she felt. It was thanks to Benet and Guinness that she could experience friendship so keenly. Just seeing this made her feel that swinging her sword had been worth it.
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      The caverns spanned and twisted like a spider’s web. Spells flickered faintly on the walls, dimly casting the shadows of those walking past.


      “Ugh… Ngh…” Adonis groaned from the pressure bearing down on him, awash with cold sweat. By contrast, Sherry, whom he carried in his arms, had her eyes closed, sleeping peacefully.


      The pressure is intense, even with the darkness of the Dearth March cloaking me… He silently muttered under his breath, clenching his teeth against the pain. But this is proof. God—I’m coming. Right now, I’m coming to bite out your bowels.


      With an expression worthy of his obsession, he continued down the passage. Suddenly, Sherry stirred awake in his arms and turned a vacant look at Adonis. His eyes met hers, and he stopped in his tracks. Sherry’s gaze focused.


      “God’s portrait…” she said in something close to a whisper before jolting awake.


      In surprise, she brought her hands to her cheeks and looked around, and then up at Adonis’s pained face. Finally realizing the situation she was in, Sherry resolutely rejected his help.


      “Put me down. I can walk.”


      Adonis did as she asked and carefully lowered her to the ground. His hands were covered by hard gloves, as always. As Sherry pulled away from him, he drew a sword that materialized out of thin air, aiming its sharp tip down, which revealed its spell.


      NOWHERE


      Sherry curiously eyed this spell of lamentation.


      “Are you planning on using this sword to force me to obey?”


      “That’s up to you,” Adonis said with a cruel smile.


      There was something terribly pained and twisted about that cool smirk, but despite that, Sherry regarded him calmly.


      “So this is the resistance you royals are said to have…,”Adonis said, glaring at her. “I guess that’s what I’d expect from the sole Songstress in the castle who can hear God’s proclamation. Even pressure like this doesn’t faze you.”


      “It does,” Sherry said flatly. “I feel it. God’s will, stronger than ever before… Like it is manifesting within me… I feel myself touching on it more vividly than I’ve ever experienced.”


      Leaning his back against the wall, Adonis heaved a sigh of disgust. “But you look just fine.”


      “God has yet to order anything of me. But depending on what you demand I do, He may issue a new Oracle.”


      “So you’re going to obey me until He does?”


      “No.” Everything about Sherry’s response was curt. “I am here of my own will, for I wish to see what waits beyond.”


      Adonis looked impressed. His lips curled into an amused smile, but the intense headache kept his face otherwise contorted into a scowl.


      More…, he whispered silently, teeth clenched. Let me soak in it…


      As if in response, something rose up from his back against the wall and his feet, enveloping Adonis.


      Sherry keenly observed this, then said, “Unlike you, I will not submerge myself in darkness. My doubts toward God and this country are not the only reason I stand here.”


      “Then why are you trying to bear witness to what lies beyond?”


      “To believe.”


      Adonis let out a breath, then burst out laughing. The color had returned to his face.


      “What, did you conspire with God in your dreams?”


      “Who’s to say? I do not know for sure.” Her response made it unclear if she was serious or not. “However, what I can say for certain is that in singing for the door to this Rhizome, I have managed to overcome it.”


      “Overcome what…?”


      Sherry frowned, at a loss as to how to explain. “For instance, that which you might call a shell of a body.”


      “…Ahh.” Adonis’s eyes sharply fixed on Sherry. “Then you understand what lies ahead.”


      “Ruin,” Sherry replied curtly.


      Finally, Adonis noticed something had changed about the princess. He couldn’t put his finger on what, exactly, but it felt like she was possessed by someone else. This attitude of hers was clear and full of a strange conviction.


      So this is God’s priestess…, Adonis thought to himself, a shudder running down his spine. This Songstress’s existence might be an unexpected miscalculation, Dranvi, Sian…


      “While to you it is a cry of despaired freedom, the wailings of the Dearth March weave a song of ruin,” Sherry said, both ignorant to and caring nothing for Adonis’s intentions. “But unlike you, I hate neither this country nor God… Just by standing here, I feel many wills. Both the ones filling this place, and those coming from outside.”


      “…What?”


      “And whatever happens, we won’t all be ruined. Neither this country nor God will be ruined. Its branches are eternal, always greeting the next lives to come, always aiming to become a higher form of divinity. This is not ruin for the sake of ruin but a seedling meant to guide us to a new future…”


      Adonis scowled and cut her off. “Do you know it, Princess Sherry? The Reason for the Dearth March?”


      Sherry shook her head but somehow gave the impression that she did, in fact, know. Adonis understood why.


      “Or did God’s knowledge, filling this place, tell you…? Hmph. Then does this mean that God is desperately trying to dissuade me through you?” He pointed the tip of his blade at Sherry with a mocking smirk. “But it’s all wasted effort.” With a wave of his sword, he prompted Sherry to keep moving.


      “I do not know which way to go.” Sherry, on the other hand, wore an accusatory look.


      Adonis had expected her to cry or tremble, so this outcome was disappointing.


      “We already have a guide. Look carefully.”


      Sherry did as he said. The spell’s glow flickered as, at the end of the hall lit up by this faint illumination, a small figure appeared. It was instantly clear it was a Cateyes, and a young girl at that. She was still too young for her tail to have been removed, so it dangled from a hole in her skirt.


      “Oh my.”


      Sherry approached without caution, probably thinking the young girl adorable. But when she got close enough to see her face clearly, the princess came to an abrupt stop, her expression stiffening in fear.


      As Sherry retreated, the girl turned to look their way. Her eyes were closed, and she couldn’t open them even if she tried. Her eyelids were sewn in place with silver thread, and even stranger still, a spell indicating the word “eye” was carved onto her eyelids, drawn like some sort of caricature.


      “She’s one of the Dearth March,” Adonis said, walking over to them. Sherry started and looked from one Cateyes to the other.


      “She saw too much. She saw what lies beyond the wall, what’s pictured in the hearts of man. Or perhaps she saw what’s in God’s heart. Having seen so many—too many—primordial things, she lost her heart and was accepted into the darkness of the Dearth March. To a girl like her, who’s seen too much, darkness is a comfort.”


      Sherry’s gaze was fixed on the girl’s height. “But she’s so young.”


      “Age doesn’t matter for those who join the Dearth March.”


      The girl turned around and walked off with light, girlish steps. It looked like she knew exactly where to go, and the only times she stopped were to contemplate the quickest way to get there. Indeed, it seemed the girl could see everything.


      “So the Dearth March is a source of comfort to such people…,” Sherry whispered as she followed the girl. “But then, why do they appear before us as such a despicable foe?”


      “Order is a singular existence, and the Dearth March is the shadow cast by it. This causes a conflict of existence. Those of the shadows are regarded with terror, which soon gives way to hatred. At least, that’s the theory.”


      “But we could have all come from the same place at first.”


      “Generally speaking, all things come from the same source. But based on what those things are, they gain different freedoms. And because of that, they deny each other’s existence…” Adonis trailed off for a moment. “That’s what he says.”


      The image of that man who always blew illusory smoke came to mind. Where was he now, and what was he doing? Was he already in this Rhizome, hiding somewhere? Surely God’s pressure did nothing to faze a Nomad.


      Suddenly, Sherry placed both hands against her cheeks.


      “Good… I can rest easy, then.”


      Frowning under his red bandana, Adonis twitched his ears.


      “What do you mean…?”


      His eyes were dubious, if not outright questioning Sherry’s sanity.


      “I mean I can believe in the Dearth March,” she said with a grin.


      “What?!” Adonis was stunned.


      “The Dearth March, too, exists as a place of comfort, does it not?” Sherry nodded like this was all self-evident. “I do not deny that. In fact, I am inclined to believe it. You have your own ideals, and those ideals do not blindly hurt people.”


      Adonis listened to her in exasperated disbelief. This was not at all the kind of conclusion the castle’s Songstress could reach. What changed this woman in such a brief period of time?


      “I don’t think what I said is that strange.” Sensing Adonis’s apprehension, Sherry raised a finger admonishingly. “I believe that God has love for the people. And in the same way, I believe the Dearth March has love and brings comfort to them, too. Perhaps…in God’s eyes, discarding His love for the people was an act of love in its own way…And the Dearth March sacrificed their love to protect something. To bring themselves closer to true love.”


      Adonis carefully examined Sherry’s expression and attitude, like there was something new to her. Until now, he would have mocked her naïveté—but he wasn’t anymore. There was something strange about this woman.


      “I believe all things will be able to live together someday,” Sherry said, quietly yet firmly. “We may not be mature enough for such comfort, but the day will surely come… To see that it does, I must make for God’s place with you.”


      “The only time all things will be together is the moment of their ruin. When all things fade into the dark,” Adonis replied coldly.


      Sherry’s words were too idealistic to take seriously, yet they carried too much strength for him to ignore. Sherry looked at Adonis with a reserved smile.


      “Is ruin a victory for the Dearth March?”


      “Yes.”


      “Then I will believe that your victory is but one step toward greater victory. That when you come to ask God for ruin, a new world will be born as the answer.”


      Adonis’s expression froze over.


      “Are you talking about Belle?”


      His hand clenched over his sword with a hint of bloodlust. But Sherry smiled all the same, brushing off even this show of hostility.


      “Oh, I see. So that’s what you believe in. You think Belle is coming to defeat me.”


      Sherry said nothing. Her expression turned to one of innocent wonder, like she herself was confused by that answer. Adonis clicked his tongue despite himself, his mood spoiled.


      “I will bring her to ruin.” Adonis looked away from Sherry and whispered savagely. “I will bring her to ruin.”
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      After giving the order to hunt down Adonis, Gaff immediately evacuated the attendees of the king’s funeral and closed off the Throne Room.


      “Hold on! Protect this door to the death!”


      At Gaff’s cry, the Solists and ivory priests made to draw their swords, but every blade remained firmly in its scabbard. Forbidden from crossing swords, they were helpless as the shadows spilling out from the Rootgrounds pounced on them.


      “Nngh!” Gaff smacked away a shadow with his sheathed sword, only for more shadows to emerge from the fallen shade.


      More of them showed up, their black mantles scrawled with spells. It was like trying to kill mold by punching it; the harder he tried to crush them, the more they scattered all over the place. Even so, Gaff continued calling out to rouse the soldiers, using his sheathed sword to defend himself. He was already covered in wounds, and although none of them were deep, the hand he was gripping his sword with was slippery with sweat and blood.


      None of the shades were particularly skilled, which was the silver lining that made it possible to fend them off. But suddenly, that changed.


      “What in the world is that?!” someone shouted—no, screamed.


      Gaff turned to look with a start. The shadows were swarming all over a man’s body, his sword clattering to the floor. The scabbard shattered to pieces, the blade peeking out. In this state, gripping this sword would be a violation of God’s will.


      “Curse you!” Gaff furiously beat off the shades clinging to the man. “Are you all right…?”


      The collapsed man’s extended hand reached into blank air. Etched in bleeding wounds onto his face was a strange spell.


      LET IT O


      Despite it being partially illegible, the strange spell was clearly ominous.


      “Get sacred ashes! Hurry!”


      Gaff had one of the priests treat the man, and after confirming his sword’s scabbard was still whole and undamaged, he bravely turned back to face the shades—but at that moment, something else changed.


      Another group appeared behind the shades, letting out a different sort of wail. Their mantles were darker than the other shades’ and looked bloodstained. However, everything about these figures was on a different level. The weapons they carried were clearly more lethal and their physiques were far more muscular.


      “It can’t be…”


      A terrible premonition crossed Gaff’s mind. The shades backed away, and the new arrivals charged forward down the stage, climbing onto the path to the throne.


      NNNOOOWWWW…!


      HHHEEERRREEEE…!


      The scream receded like a wave, giving way to a different, more savage and aggressive shout.


      “LET IT O…! LET IT O…!”


      “LET IT O…! LET IT O…!”


      The repetition of it was terrifying. It sounded like a battle cry. A few of the Solists screamed. They clashed with the raging shades, but the next moment, those terrible weapons tore into their flesh, and the Solists fell to the floor, dead.


      “Dearth March Solists…!” Gaff held up his sword, his anger winning over his horror.


      Just then, something happened to the sword that was discarded earlier.


      “Lord Gaff, look…!” The priest healing the man shouted in disbelief.


      “Unbelievable…!”


      Gaff was in shock. Before his very eyes, the spell on the man’s sword melted away. And then, Gaff felt an unusual sensation in his hands—or rather, in the sword he was gripping. The priest healing the man beside him noticed the same change.


      “Aaah!” The priest let out a yelp of fright unbecoming of one in his position and backed away.


      Gaff’s judgment was swift.


      “Fall back!” he shouted, realizing the change he’d felt in his blade. “Don’t turn your sword on them! Don’t let it sympathize with their voices! Fall back!”


       


      “What’s this grating voice?” Benet grimaced as he pulled a water-steel string on his beloved bow. Their impromptu choir had formed with Guinness as the Conductor, and they now stood in front of the door to the Throne Room, eagerly waiting to enter combat.


      “Hmph…” Guinness cocked his head, the baton sword he had received as a memento of Ginbuck in his hand.


      Surprisingly, he was sitting cross-legged in the goblet. The cage had been unlocked a long time ago, and the coachman was one of the Solists Guinness beckoned. They were using the goblet turtle as a stemgrass—in other words, using the cage as the palanquin.


      “It seems to be magic we’re unfamiliar with,” Guinness said, his eyes fixed on his severed left hand, like he was expecting to see something there that might explain the situation.


      “Magic? That’s magic?” Benet asked, his disgust written clear on his face.


      The voices emanating from the Throne Room must have been awfully grating to his sensitive ears. He was kneeling atop the goblet turtle, above Guinness, with his bow at the ready, prepared to shoot at any second.


      “Yes, that is magic. A nasty sort, though,” Belle answered, standing across from the goblet with her eyes fixed into empty air, just like Guinness was.


      Suddenly, the Conductor’s gaze drifted to Belle. She too looked at Guinness with surprise, and their gazes met. The two nodded in understanding.


      Flying in the space right next to Belle was a bird with a woman’s face, her crimson wings spread. Guinness, on the other hand, had found his lost left arm suddenly regrown, with a pair of lips on his palm that opened and spoke to him.


      “King Rawhide…”


      “Indeed. And you were given yours by King Minor Sian, weren’t you, Belle?”


      “The form a Guidance takes differs from person to person. Just like a Nomad’s curse,” Belle said calmly, and Guinness nodded back from his perch within the cage.


      “Imbuing one with an invisible being that grants wisdom. That’s the secret art of castle royalty. In other words, this is a divine feat, an incredible power. And as we inherit that power, we must overcome it.”


      “Guinness? Belle? What are you talking about?” Benet asked curiously from atop the cage.


      “Oh, we’re just discussing that magic,” Guinness said indifferently.


      Benet shrugged. “You call that magic? What kind of principle does it work on?”


      “Excretion Magic. Rest Room,” Belle said, her hand on her sword.


      She eyed the door to the Throne Room with a frown. As it came into view before Guinness and the choir, it became clear that it was falling apart. Its hinges were off, and the O’crocks inlaid into it were falling to the floor one by one. Even the stones cast to the ground were oddly cloudy and blackened.


      “Magic that rejects meaning and saps all other magic of its potency,” Guinness said aloud, so the other Solists could hear. “Sympathizing with those voices will result in your swords’ spells being eaten. Be careful.”


      But despite how severe the warning was, his tone and expression were laid-back. Guinness flicked his baton sword, which cut through the air. Touched by the baton’s sympathy, the Solists’ swords trembled with a soft howl. This was a sympathy that relayed his command directly to the swords, its will too great to effectively leave any room for them to resonate with the voices inside the Throne Room.


      “The moment the doors shatter is the moment the hostilities begin! Prepare to draw your weapons!”


      At Guinness’s command, the Solists reached for their swords and glanced at each other, confirming their positions. They watched the doors to the Throne Room in a state of fragile tension.


      “This is the first choir in history to carry a prison! An image of tactics unlike any other! It will go down in the history books!” Guinness gleefully called out from inside the goblet turtle with another flick of his baton.


      “Couldn’t you find us a better feat to be remembered by?” Benet retorted offhandedly, perched atop the cage.


      “Those history books won’t be written until much later. We don’t have time to think about them now,” Belle said.


      The Solists snickered.


      “Here they come!”


      Guinness gracefully swung his baton through the air, and Belle and the choir all picked up their swords. An encore of metal being drawn issued from both wings of the choir, two dozen blades noisily yet solemnly preparing for battle.


      “Cut in!”


      In that moment, fearless smiles appeared on every Solist’s face as they valiantly raced toward the shattering door.


       


      The first one to charge into the room was the giant turtle, knocking back the shades trying to break through the doors. The shades stopped midrun, turning to face the mixed choir that had arrived to oppose them.


      “They made it…!” Gaff shouted impatiently.


      Gaff and the priests around him all showed signs of the fierce fighting on their bodies. They had taken a lot of casualties. Mangled corpses littered the floor. Of course, some of the shades were also lying still on the ground. A violent battlefield had manifested in the middle of the otherwise gorgeous castle.


      As soon as the goblet turtle stormed in, Guinness swiftly cut through the shades near the door and moved the formation toward Gaff and the priests to prevent more of them from being injured.


      “Having received word from the Public of Justice, we have come to heed your missive, Arch-Solist!” Guinness called out from within the cage—his idea of self-deprecating humor. “Our enemy is clear. Leave the rest to us!”


      Gaff simply nodded, indicating he was counting on them. Still gasping for air, he ordered the Solists and priests to disengage. Having fought for this long with nothing but their firsts and sheathed swords must have been unbelievably tough.


      “Conductor Guinness, you must heed one thing,” Gaff gasped from behind the goblet turtle. Bleeding from the forehead and desperate for air, he clung to the cage.


      “About Princess Sherry?” Guinness answered without a hitch. The messenger had mentioned that Adonis had taken Sherry. Gaff, however, shook his head, a complicated mixture of emotions playing across his face.


      “The sword. The sword was stolen.”


      “What sword?” Suddenly, Guinness directed a sharp gaze at Gaff.


      “The Catacombs’ treasured sword. These damnable shades Adonis unleashed on us stole it. I can’t quite explain why, but it feels terribly ominous.”


      He was speaking as if he’d forgotten all about Sherry, but Guinness quickly noticed the agony Gaff was going through. His duty as royalty prevented him from openly worrying about his betrothed. He nodded, picking up on Gaff’s feelings, and tapped his hand, still gripping his baton sword, against his chest.


      “Understood, Arch-Solist. We will fight to the death to do away with these scoundrels and reclaim the treasured sword. We promise to return peace to this castle.”


      Gaff nodded again and let go of the cage, then left the room.


      Benet had been carefully listening in on their conversation from atop the cage, as had Belle leading the choir’s charge. Guinness’s intention was clear: to reclaim the treasured sword. In his eyes, that was this battle’s primary objective. Once he stole the sword back, Guinness had no intention of handing it over to Gaff.


      Guinness flicked the baton sword with a nonchalant expression. For now, they had to defeat the enemies before them. And to do that, according to Guinness’s ideology, they needed to drag both friend and foe onto the light. Through this battle with the Dearth March hiding in the shadows, Guinness was intent on deploying his ideology as a weapon.


      The shades were deployed mostly on the stage, spilling onto the spectator seats in a fan-shaped formation as they closed in on the choir.


      “LET IT O…! LET IT O…!”


      “LET IT O…! LET IT O…!”


      Incessantly letting out their wails laced with Rest Room magic, they clanged their strange weapons together, their black frock coats covered in stains that looked like blood.


      “NO… NO… NO…!”


      “NONE… NONE… NONE…!”


      “NOTHING… NOTHING… NOTHING…!”


      Their screams echoed through the construction magic holding the walls and floor of the room together, damaging them and making the ceiling rain crumbled plaster and O’crocks. The meaning-sapping magic threatened to eat away at the Solists’ swords, too, but the resonance with Guinness’s baton sword and the firm will of their wielders was successful at fending it off.


      Perhaps realizing they were going up against opponents they couldn’t so easily overcome, the shades didn’t blindly charge at them. The choir deployed its formation well, with Belle leading the charge alongside sturdy Minotaurus wielding mighty poleaxes and flanked by agile Centaurus. The left and right wings stood like separate choirs, with Cateyes, who excelled in swordsmanship, Froggies, who were mobile and capable of hopping into the thick of battle at any time, and Sheepeyes, who were proficient with swarm tactics, forming a firm defensive perimeter.


      Guinness called out to the Reutelites, who had transcribing magic prepared to cast beside the goblet.


      “Are the preparations complete?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Everything’s going smoothly.”


      The Reutelites and a few Mermaids nodded confidently.


      As the shades approached, everyone reflexively tensed up…but then, Guinness flicked his baton, finding the perfect opening.


      “Fire!”


      At Guinness’s command, Benet unleashed his shot from atop the cage. A few Solists with proficiency with the bow likewise fired after him. At the same time, the Reutelites and Mermaids standing next to the goblet turtle drew a complex transcribed spell into the air.


      The room instantly filled with light. Several glowing masses floated near the ceiling, and under their luminescence, the front lines of their formation charged in, cutting into the waiting swarm of shades.


      At the same time, the two wings broke away from the choir, working separately. As the choir’s movements grew complex and disparate, Guinness commanded them more skillfully than ever before. As Belle furiously swung Runding, she was flooded with the same elation and excitement, the feeling of being part of a whole, she had felt in the Battle for the Catacombs.


      EEERRREEE…!


      Despite being so visibly damaged, all it took was a single swing for the sword to unleash its howl and silver shine. The blade took on a sharper form like the tip of a giant spear, its greatly increased reach allowing her to cut down the charging shades from much farther away.


      Runding’s slashes were more than just sharp—they truly cut through everything. Black coats fluttered through the air, cut in two or three, with blood splatters following a second later. Even so, the amount of time it took Belle to go from one slash to the next was extremely short. Her attacks cleaved through the shades with blinding speed.


      The shades’ charge wavered ever so slightly, and Belle saw it clearly. She raced down the path to the throne, establishing her footing. The half-destroyed spectator seats were now covered in the bodies of shades, but this time there were no more emerging from the shadows cast by them. This was because the light shining down on the Solists did not produce shadows. The shots Benet and his archers fired weren’t loaded with water crystals but light crystals—accumulations of pure crystallized light that let out a brilliant glow that seeped into every shadow but never dazzled one’s sight. What’s more, the Solists had crushed glow stones—normally used for lamps—into powder and applied it to their swords, shutting down the magical voice emanating from the dark and quite literally cutting through the shades’ strange magic.


      “I see…,” Belle whispered to herself as she relentlessly swung Runding about. “This isn’t Schwertmusik.”


      From every direction and angle, shades were swooping down on her, some armed with gauntlets and talons like animals, others blowing darts and wielding massive scythes and circular saw blades connected with chains, and still more crawling across the floor with bizarre contraptions.


      They looked incredibly strange as well. There were shades wrapped in dirty bandages covered in unusual spells, some with metal rings of different sizes all over their bodies, while others had nails driven into their bodies or chains wrapped around their limbs. There were spells carved into flesh, brands made from hot irons, and tattoos. Several had the stuffed heads or animals or limbs of other species sewn directly onto their bodies. But within that gloom was a sort of charm that startled and chilled the Solists leading the charge.


      “NO… NO… NO…!”


      “NONE… NONE… NONE…!”


      “NOTHING… NOTHING… NOTHING…!”


      Leading the choir, Belle charged along the path to the throne. Her sword’s resonance and the will of the baton sword ordered her to do so.


      “These shades all obey a greater shadow! Crush the enemy’s head! We don’t have time to squander on breaking their fangs one by one!” Guinness shouted. Somehow, this insane Conductor had a way of always staying at the very center of the choir, no matter how fast or how fiercely they moved.


      “Instead we must crush the maw these fangs are lining, then,” Benet said sharply, firing his bow after switching back to his usual water-crystal shots. “Between the light crystals and rubbing glowstone on our swords, I get the feeling you know everything about the Dearth March. Don’t tell me you’re working from experience here.”


      “Not at all!” Guinness smiled and glanced at his severed left arm. “I’m merely borrowing the knowledge of someone who does. That’s all it is, I’m sure.”


      Having so far sat boldly within the cage, Guinness suddenly leaned in toward the stage. Swinging his baton, he hastened the goblet turtle’s steps while drawing the choir’s two wings back toward the main force.


      “There’s your maw right there,” he whispered.


      His eyes were fixed on the stage, where Belle and the other members of the vanguard had just arrived.


       


      Belle raced onto the stage and leaped forward, soaring above the shades lurking atop the steps and cutting them in midair. The heads of three, then a fourth were sent flying, their torsos falling over and washing the steps with blood.


      Belle landed lightly. The nearby shades all stood on guard, facing down the shining silver sword. Its damaged appearance only made it seem more raw and filled with an overwhelming pressure as Belle held it up. As she stood there, the rest of the choir’s vanguard followed her up to the stage, their feet splashing on the crimson carpet she’d laid out for them. They all raised their weapons, confident that this girl’s sword would guide them to victory.


      “Let’s go!”


      Belle jumped forward with all the strength of a seasoned Solist, her sword swinging furiously like a maelstrom of steel. A few of the shades were instantly cut down, their thick armor sliced through like paper. Although damaged, her blade bloomed beautifully, and each time the sword gracefully extended its reach, it cruelly and accurately cut an enemy down.


      This was all too furious and intense to be played with the will for amusement and pleasure. The shades and their terrible magic and weapons were much too fearsome and destructive, but there was something isolated to them that consumed both life and death equally. Tension lined Belle’s face, taking all the joy and anger and grief of combat and condensing them into pure resolve.


      It was for this very reason that so many Solists stood by her side and followed her charge, proudly drawing their weapons for her.


      “Such beastly beauty!”


      “As gallant as life itself!”


      Many of them shouted compliments, using the same words they had once used to disparage Belle’s savagery to praise her as they swung their swords toward victory.


      “Belle Lablac, the Unusual! Behold the very figure of our victory!”


      “Belle Lablac, the Small! See where our swords take us here!”


      They all roared, as if to drown out the Rest Room magic the shades were chanting. A song of their victory, with Belle’s name acting like some kind of special spell.


      Unable to restrain herself, Belle flashed a daring smile. Something in her sword heralded their coming success. This wasn’t just about defeating the enemy; on some level, deep down, it felt like those standing there with weapons in hand were fated to win a victory so ferocious it was dazzling. That was precisely what Belle foresaw for herself. She felt that, in granting her sword its rightful status, she would experience a triumph different than just a desire for Schwertmusik overflowing from her hands as they gripped the sword.


      “I will grant my sword its rightful status!” Belle shouted excitedly, feeling as if she were breathing fire. “Durchbohren—drill through the world! Even with my sword shattered and my body injured, my howl will pierce the very world. The flower named me will bloom!”


      As she delivered slashes laced with her sword’s howls, the ranks of the shades visibly flinched. But then, something was tossed at Belle with incredible force. She reflexively aimed her sword’s tip at it, batting it away with her blade. Runding connected with the object with a dull thud.


      The object slid down her sword and crumpled to the floor. It was a Solist. Not one from her choir but likely one of the attendants of the king’s funeral who had been caught up in the Dearth March’s assault. Belle didn’t need to call out to him—he was visibly dead and almost certainly had been when he was thrown at her. His head was caved in so badly it was half crushed into his shoulder. The wound made it clear he had been beaten by some kind of cudgel.


      “Tch…”


      Clicking her tongue, Belle stepped over the mangled corpse and looked at the one who had flung it at her. Seated there was a hulking figure.


      “So you’re leader of these shadows,” Belle quickly discerned before simply saying, “Sorry, but I’m going to beat you.”


      The hulking figure swayed ever so slightly. Apparently, it was laughing.


      “Aren’t you a lively one…” It spoke with a low, hoarse male voice.


      He had a hood on, and from under it stuck out the distinctive snout of a Minotaurus. The man was seated cross-legged on the stage, situated behind the shades, and next to him was a huge pile of Solist corpses surrounded by a pool of blood. Resting against his shoulder was a surprisingly long, thick metal rod. With his other hand he picked up a corpse and—incredibly, still seated—flung it at Belle. The throw didn’t look like it had much strength to it, but the corpse whirred through the air.


      Belle blocked with her sword, and the body slammed against the blade with a wet noise. Blood splattered over her sword.


      “How could you…?!”


      Runding had been needlessly covered in blood. He was using those corpses like toys. Belle was enraged by both of those facts, but the man’s unusual presence kept her from acting recklessly.


      Her opponent got to his feet. He was so huge and hulking, it was like seeing a mountain stand up. The shades retreated, and with the choir facing him, the man rose and gazed at Belle from under his hood.


      She—as well as everyone else—was shocked. With such a large body, his eyes were naturally massive, as well. His eyeballs, as large as Belle’s fists, were wide open, reflecting Belle perfectly as they swiveled to face her.


      “I see… So you’re the Blessed Child of Light that one spoke of… I am not to underestimate you, then,” the man said, a terrible rasp to his voice. He raised the steel cudgel with his right hand, using his other to slowly pull back the hood on his head. “I am one of the Redrum…the Dearth March’s fangs. I…have long since discarded my name.”


      Dark-red hair hung over his now exposed face.


      “Guh…” Belle groaned in disgust.


      It became clear why the man’s voice was so hoarse. Nails roughly the size of Belle’s fingers had been driven into his jaw and throat. They were painted an assortment of colors, and spells with different meanings were etched into the heads of the blue, yellow, and green nails. Between that and his large, glass-like eyes, the man gave off the eerie impression that he had driven those nails into his head with all the innocence of a child.


      The most prominent nails were the red ones, which were deeply embedded in his two large horns. They wrote out a spell:


      REDRUM


      Belle looked up at the man, aghast. It wasn’t just his head; he had nails driven through the back of his hands and the tops of his bare feet. What’s more, each finger was completely covered, all the way to the very end, and his fingernails jutted out, pierced by the sharp metal tips.


      The man stomped his foot at Belle. He cast no shadow thanks to the light orbs shot into the air, but if he had, it would have fully enveloped Belle. She had to crane her neck to look up at him, and each of his arms were longer than both of Belle’s combined.


      “If you wish to pass through here, let your sword sing…with slaughter. Embrace the lion…girl.”


      “With how you look, I didn’t take you for a poet.” Belle grinned. “You mentioned someone earlier. You called them ‘that one.’”


      The man nodded, and he blinked his large eyes. Every gesture was oddly, eerily demure. Belle looked up at him, her eyebrows raised.


      “Were you talking about Adonis?”


      “The King of the Redrum, who the Dearth March finally got their hands on…”


      “Huh? Him, a king?”


      “He is the Blessed Child of Darkness. This…is a good opportunity. I will present the Blessed Child of Light’s head…to my king.”


      “Keep yapping.” Belle’s body suddenly surged with something like anger. It was intense enough to make the nearby Solists shudder. “I’ll take him down.”


      Needless to say, even the shades were watching Belle’s confrontation with the man. But at that moment…


      Hold thy breath…


      A voice echoed in Belle’s mind.


      Right now, you face another conqueror.


      She could hear a bird flapping. A single red feather fluttered down in front of her eyes, as if to say there was a message written upon it.


      Behold, ye who faces the brave, resolute act of conquering oneself. Know that such conquest is divided into kingship and dominion. Dominion is to expose the discarded carcasses in your way to the winds. See that there are those who stand atop their own carcass, who subject themselves to their own tyranny…


      Needless to say, this was the Guidance. Having taken the mental image of a crimson bird with an adult Belle’s face, it flew above her, speaking in a voice without sound to guide her with its knowledge.


      “You don’t have to fret over me like this…,” she whispered under her breath. “Is that the influence of the man who gave you to me?”


      Letting the end of that sentence melt into a breath, Belle suddenly lunged forward, her sword moving in a dizzying maneuver. With a single turn of the wrist, she changed her grip, preventing her opponent from reading her movements. This required exceptional skill, and her sword moved at speeds the average Solist couldn’t even perceive.


      Brute strength alone couldn’t explain this technique. Being able to so freely control Runding’s great weight spoke to how completely united they were. This was only possible because she knew exactly how this metallic life fashioned into the form of a sword wished to be wielded.


      This one attack would instantly decide the match. All the Solists watching this duel were confident of that. The two powerful masses of steel crashed into each other noisily—and then, something surprising happened.


      Belle, who had charged in to attack, was knocked back with great force. Her sword was soundly deflected, sending a numbing shiver down her arms. Even Belle, as brave as she was, opened her eyes wide in shock.


      What was that?!


      She just barely managed to hold her ground. She could see the choir behind her, staring in disbelief. And then, the gigantic man barreled toward Belle, his steps blindingly fast.


      “Get out of the way!” Belle shouted as the man’s nail-riddled arms swung his strange weapon aloft.


      It took the Solists a second to recover from the shock. If Belle were to dodge, the Solists behind her would be caught in the man’s attack, and so she decided to block the weapon head on.


      A deafening shock wave ran through Belle’s body. Runding let out a creak. She felt the stage bend under her feet, cracks running through the floor. The attack was that powerful.


      “Aaaaaaah!!”


      Belle cried out. She herself didn’t realize she’d just let out a scream of agony. All she could do was shudder as she stared into the man’s large, round eyeballs, her jaw clenched.


      Such resonance…!


      She groaned. Right above her head was Runding, which was letting out an abnormal creaking sound as it clashed against the man’s swung weapon. It turned out the weapon was a sword, though it looked more like a cudgel due to how long, thick, and blackened its surface was. It lacked a proper blade, too, making it look no different than just a lump of metal. But what was this intense resonance emanating from this weapon?


      It’s…dead…?


      She didn’t mean the man but the sword. It all started making sense, and as it did, an unbearable sense of vertigo and nausea overcame her. Desperately fixing her grip, Belle mustered her strength and jumped away. The Solists around her had mostly scattered, but she didn’t have the time or mental capacity to confirm their status.


      With an earthshaking boom, the man fiercely stepped toward her. Holding Runding in her right hand, Belle used her left to nimbly spring back and avoid the man’s swing. The moment she landed, she breathed out, only for the man’s large frame to once again fill her field of vision, his malformed sword swinging through the air.


      A follow-up attack, too quick for her eyes to follow. She didn’t have the time to counter and was too preoccupied with trying to figure out the meaning behind the intense resonance the man’s sword was giving off. His blade just narrowly missed Belle’s head, the wind pressure alone tearing off a few strands of hair before it smashed into the ground. Belle hopped back as the section of floor she’d been standing on a split-second earlier was blown to bits.


      A cloud of dust hung in the air as a third and fourth attack came down on her head. She couldn’t keep hopping out of the way at this point. His slashes were clearly trying to keep her in check and prevent her from jumping, and though she was successfully dodging his attacks, the repeated impacts of air pressure near her head nearly made her black out.


      Belle kept running, practically creeping away with her head held low as the man followed in hot pursuit. He swung his sword down a fifth time, then a sixth, smashing the stage’s floor. Belle dodged them all, but she was having trouble catching her breath. His swipes were too quick and didn’t give her a moment to rest. Any ordinary Solist would have lost consciousness by now.


      Suddenly, the stage’s terrain surfaced in Belle’s mind, overlapping with her attempts to understand his sword. She had been too occupied to look at it until now, but there was a wall nearby. It dawned on her that she was being backed into a corner, and at that exact moment…


      Even unto death, the steel retains its will…! the Guidance called out shrilly, prompting Belle to look at the man in alarm.


      He swung his weapon a seventh time. Belle jumped away, her back slamming against the stage wall. As the man brought his sword down upon her, Belle held up Runding with a silent motion.


      A cloud of dust blew into the air as a cacophonous crashing sound filled the hall. A huge chunk was blown out of the wall behind Belle, leaving a large gaping hole. As the cloud of dust settled, a frozen silence echoed in its wake. The Solists watched on in fear, only to then let out a cheer.


      The man’s blackened, bladeless sword had been completely blocked by Belle’s Runding. There hadn’t even been the sound of the swords clashing; she had perfectly canceled out its momentum to ward off the sword’s attack and resonance altogether.


      “Oooh, Lablac…!”


      “How…?! There isn’t a single wound on her!”


      The Solists all muttered, unable to contain their excitement. Belle was, indeed, unharmed. The wall behind her and the floor beneath her were shattered, but it was like the impact had slipped past her harmlessly, with only Belle and her sword remaining there, unstirring.


      “Haah…” Belle let out a deep breath. Finally she breathed, her lips curling into a smirk.


      The man’s large, beady eyes widened. There was a loud, strange snapping noise, followed by the sound of something metallic slamming into the stage’s floor. A thin jet of blood spurted from the man’s shoulder—and in quick succession, the nails driven into his shoulders, elbows, and knees were sent flying out of his body by more crimson jets, creating a fountain of blood.


      “Grahrahrahrah!!” the man howled savagely but managed to retain his posture as he swung the sword down, his steellike muscles drawing tight to stop the spurting blood. “That was…truly a pleasure,” said the man as the final nail in his neck flew off in a jet of blood. “Such pain…wins over my past…errors…”


      His bleeding stopped, and Belle raised her brows in surprise. The next moment, a trickle of blood flowed from Belle’s right nostril, drenching her lips red.


      “Hmph.”


      Belle licked it away. A metallic taste filled her mouth, which joined with the remnants of his sword’s resonance to leave behind a bitter aftertaste. Belle spat out that spreading bitterness, hitting the man’s sword. Such a display of contempt was unusual for Belle—that was how disgusted she was by his sword.


      Instantly, both swords regained their suppressed powers. Belle turned right, the man turned left, and the two jumped away, holding their swords at the ready.


      “Ugh, it hurts. And that creeps me out.”


      Thrusting Runding in her right hand at the man, she waved her left in exasperation. A numbing shudder lingered in her fingertips, but above all else, she said it to tease the man’s sword.


      The man, by contrast, narrowed his eyes happily. “Pain is…when taken to its extreme…a problem of the heart. A truly conquered mindscape feels no…pain. No sin. No disgust.” No sooner had he said this than the man brought the sword to his mouth.


      “Stop, you idiot!” Belle called out.


      But the man ignored her, lapping up the bloody saliva Belle had spat on his sword. “Ugh, damn it, you asshole. What are you doing?!” She stomped on the ground in disgust.


      The man gulped loudly, then said, “How much of your blood must I suck, how much of your flesh must I gnaw on to imbue myself with your strength…?”


      “Hell if I know, idiot!” Belle hollered, holding back tears. “That’s your past error, isn’t it? That’s why your sword resents you. Because you stole it from someone you ate!”


      Hearing this, the Solists muttered in shock.


      “The Scavenger Solist…,” one person whispered in disbelief.


      “Impossible…”


      “I thought he died!”


      Hearing their mutterings, Belle was a bit confused. The man’s large, beady eyes lit up with a gross smile. “You know me!” he exclaimed, pointing his sword at one of the Solists.


      The Solist nodded. “It’s a famous story in Park. A man who used to be a high-ranking top dog Solist was committing atrocities in secret. The Scavenger Solist…”


      It wasn’t just that one Solist who’d heard the story, either. Members of all the different groups of the choir all held up their swords in disgust for the man, and a few shouted out.


      “He’s the cannibal who killed and devoured so many promising Solists!”


      “He wields the swords full of the grudges of the Solists he killed as if they were his own…!”


      “They had to gather all the high-ranking Solists in the castle to capture him and finally brand him with a sin! But that was decades ago!”


      That last remark startled Belle.


      “…I’m almost too scared to ask how old you are.”


      The man’s large eyes blinked in what almost looked like bashfulness. “Within the Dearth March, there is no…light. No ticking away of the clock… One can return to eternal darkness. When I was imprisoned in a cold cell in the dungeon, branded with these nails of sin and left to die…I found the dark.”


      The man then held up his sword with smooth motions that ill befit his hulking size.


      “And eventually, the dark…granted upon me…a new sword. A sword branded by one of the Noses of the Dearth March, the swordsmith Dranvi the Appraiser… A sword made of…the carcasses of all the swords…I stole… A Scavenger Sword… And I awakened…as one of their Fangs.”


      “Hmm. You get awfully poetic when you talk about this,” Belle said dismissively.


      At this point, she cared little for the man’s past or that of his sword. All she felt was hostility. Pure malice toward this man who was willing to wield dead steel filled with resentment as his sword.


      “I don’t know or care about how you ended up like this.”


      A gradual howl rose from Runding. This went beyond just disgust or hatred. Never before has Belle so purely wanted to fully extinguish the existence of another. However, she didn’t let that feeling consume her. The sword in her hand had taught her too much for her to do so.


      Belle raised her sword aloft. She took a breath and let it out, pressing her forehead against the grip. Her eyes still fixed on the man, she slowly rested the sword against her shoulder and brought her lips to the sword’s spell in a gentle kiss. And then, she let out a shout.


      “Speak the reason you desire power, with that dead sword of yours!”


      Hearing this, as if to answer the growling of Belle’s sword, an ominous spell surfaced on the man’s blade.


      “LET IT O…! LET IT O…!”


      A chant of Rest Room magic rose from the sword, with all the shades in the room calling out in chorus. The Solists instantly began to fight back. Shouts filled the room as the Solists in the vanguard vigorously swung their swords, but the man’s roars drowned them all out.


      “COLLAPSE! COLLAPSE! COLLAPSE!


      “FOLLOW! FOLLOW! FOLLOW!


      “DESTROY! DESTROY! DESTROY!”


      Belle jumped, barreling toward the man like a loosed bullet with her sword at the ready. The man calmly intercepted her. Their two swords clashed heavily, followed by a swift exchange of blows.


      Once she grasped the truth about his sword, brimming with resentment that afflicted the mind and body of anyone clashing with it, the way of handling its destructive resonance became self-evident. Belle shrugged off its grudges, cutting through them and deflecting them. With each clash, a nail came flying from the man’s body. Every time Belle deflected his resonance, it ended up flowing back into his body.


      “This is pleasure! She who embraces…the lion!” the man shouted.


      Belle smirked at him, as if in confirmation. Surprisingly, the clanging of their swords produced violent Schwertmusik. The next moment, Belle moved to her next attack, slashing the man horizontally a second faster than he could respond.


      But the man turned his wrist, using a single arm to hold his sword and block Belle’s attack with a reverse grip. No opponent Belle had faced until now had ever blocked her sword like this, and even if someone tried, their arm—and probably even all the bones in their upper body—would have been shattered along with the sword. But this man was merely flung back by the momentum of the blow, hitting the stage wall and creating a large hole in it before getting up with a delighted grin.


      “I wield my sword to discover my Reason. Isn’t it the same for you?” Belle asked, her voice falling silent as she watched the man’s reaction.


      “Girl who…embraces the…lion. That is the shadow, the unsightliness that all Solists…step upon. Blessed Child of Light… I, too, merely fight…to put my very being…on the line. Just as you do…”


      “That right?” Belle regarded him with a relieved smile. “I could have turned out like you, and you could have ended up like me… It only makes sense looking at you gives me the creeps.”


      “That is…true…” The man wobbled where he stood facing Belle. Both filled their swords with all the resonance they could muster, preparing to unleash it all in one slash. “Girl who embraces the lion… You make me…want to use the name I discarded…so long ago…”


      “Say your name.”


      Those were the last words they shared. The man snorted, his large, beady eyes filling with a smile as he held up his sword. His body sprang into action, swiftly and silently as a shadow. Belle swung her sword, slashing ahead. Not like she had until now, with an outpouring of destructive power, but to truly cut through her target. She, too, moved as the man did, like a shadow with substance. She didn’t do it consciously but as an unconscious manifestation of all the techniques she had learned until now.


      Both Belle and the man swung their swords diagonally down toward each other’s shoulders. The two passed each other by as though they were in a dance. Standing back-to-back, sparks flew between them and the sound of clashing swords rang through the air as the pair danced atop the stage once more, turning to point their swords at each other.


      The shoulder of Belle’s grasswear tore, the threads of water steel under the fabric neatly ripped through, and the camellia-red outfit darkened a deeper crimson.


      As he swung his blade, the man’s fangs flashed in a toothy grin. His large left horn angled down, then soundlessly fell to the ground, as all the nails exploded out of it.


      A shower of blood burst from the top of his head—but even then, he didn’t stop. Both Solists had their right hands thrust forward, their swords fixed on each other as their battle led them to perform the exact same attack.


      A shine reflected in Belle’s eyes, a vision brought on by the silver glint of her blade. For a second, it looked like Runding’s shattered edge had truly been restored to its former glory. On one point, at the very tip of the blade, was the pure explosive power condensed between the two of them. Runding’s life force resonated with the dead sword’s power, creating a mighty howl.


      The man’s hand, gripping his sword, was crushed with a crunch. Something had pierced the man’s palm from within, something different from one of his nails—a shard of metal. A crack ran through the man’s sword as the bent metal started popping noisily, then it exploded. That was the only way to describe what had happened. Yet strangely enough, the fragments all flew toward the man instead of scattering. All the resentment and malice accumulated within the sword had burst forth and been unleashed upon the man, tearing his body apart before Belle’s eyes.


      Even after being peppered with shards like a pincushion, his large eyes remained unharmed, blinking at Belle. But by the time they did, Belle had already delivered her final blow. The silver blade cut deep into the man’s body, sinking into his flesh. She could feel a howl emanating within him, but he didn’t let it out. He rejected the idea of expressing all his anger, sorrow, and emotion to Belle, instead allowing Runding to tear into his body.


      The slash carved through him with a crunch, starting at his upper arm and slicing across his torso to cleave him in two. His top half fell to the ground near Belle, while his legs still stoutly stood atop the stage. A black shadow, dark enough to consume even the light of the glowstones, swirled under him, sucking up all the surrounding shades.


      “It’s over now…”


      The man’s large eyes stared up at Belle from below, blinking in a way that she thought felt almost childlike. But then, the man’s body sank into his own shadow and faded away. The shades carried him back into the darkness, and nothing was left in his wake.


      Belle let out a deep breath.
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      “Let’s take a short break and have the head of the army scout ahead as the Prelude!” Guinness called out excitedly from within his cage. “Vanguard, keep your swords’ resonance high! Anybody injured, come to the barrier weavers for healing!”


      He directed the goblet turtle to walk over to Belle, reverting from the expression of a Conductor to that of a friend.


      “That was amazing, Belle.”


      Belle wiped her face off with a wet cloth. The bleeding from her nose finally stopped, and she returned Guinness’s gaze, looking relieved.


      “He was…pretty incredible,” she said earnestly. His skills had been impressive, but the strangeness of the man still shocked her. She pressed a cloth against the wound on her shoulder and the pain faded. The water in the cloth had sacred ashes mixed into it. “I guess once you take out their leader, the shadows all disappear.”


      “That’s the law of the Dearth March, apparently. They need that kind of layered structure to encroach on this world from the mental realm. The fact they’re a hive-like existence is their greatest weakness.”


      “What about the sword? The one from the Catacombs.”


      “That treasured weapon is too steeped in divine power to embrace the Dearth March’s darkness.”


      “So we…?”


      Guinness nodded.


      “For now, we keep going, no matter how far. Even if that means intruding on a sacred precinct even royalty are forbidden from entering. We need to keep our heads down—but we’re going in.” He punctuated his last remark with a playful smirk, which remained on his face. “Belle, won’t you leave the vanguard from here on?”


      Belle regarded his casual request by cocking her head. “Are you telling me to stay back?”


      “Yes. Offensively speaking, that is. You’re free to do what you want. Or you’re free to stay under my command.”


      “Well… I don’t mind, but…” As Belle answered vaguely, a realization dawned on her. She looked at Guinness, surprised. “Wait, you mean…?”


      He was doing this to give Belle an excuse to act as she pleased, not to keep her in the back line. She wouldn’t be of much help as a scout. Having her would only make sense if she actually fought, and he was simply giving her a moment to consider it.


      “This was your Thema in this choir to begin with,” Guinness said, his words more a conclusion than a suggestion. He was saying that even if Belle were to decide to fight with this choir, her objective and Guinness’s could, depending on the situation, not allow for it. “And you know that very well. That’s your Reason.”


      Belle couldn’t come up with a response right away. “I…” Gazing at Guinness’s face, she whispered. “I like it. This choir. I do want to fight in it.”


      That was something she wanted to express, if nothing else.


      Guinness nodded slowly, encouraging her.


      Not long after that, the choir began its march into the dark hollow in the God Tree.


       


      There was a strange blue hue to the darkness.


      The spiral staircase was eerily illuminated by the pale-blue flickering of the God Tree’s roots.


      “This terrain is awful…” was Guinness’s first response upon leading the choir into the Rootgrounds. He looked around at the ethereal scene with cold, disinterested eyes. Neither the pale-blue flickering of the steel viscera nor the way the God Tree’s massive roots seemed to extend downward into the darkness of a seemingly endless abyss evoked much interest in him. The only real thing on his mind was how to carefully progress down this spiral staircase built into a wall—what was effectively a massive cliff.


      The staircase was spacious enough that even after the goblet turtle stood upon it, there was enough room for two Solists to walk on either side of it, each step downward sloped and extending deeper into the depths. Even while trying to stand upright, one tended to pitch forward, granting the chilling impression they were being dragged into the dark.


      Putting his own feelings aside, Guinness sensed the dread the Solists felt toward this darkness. And so, to quiet their fears and instead use them as a driving force, he had the Prelude scouts lead the group, deploying the choir in a wide formation geared toward fighting large groups of enemies. This instilled in the choir a sense of elation, like the darkness they were facing was in itself the army they were up against. Belle, who on his instructions followed right behind the head of the group, was impressed with Guinness’s skillful command.


      They didn’t encounter a single enemy on the staircase leading into the belly of the earth. This was the perfect place for the Dearth March to intercept them, and they were also haunted by guilt at breaking the taboo of entering the castle’s hallowed ground, making this terrain disadvantageous to the choir both physically and psychologically.


      But Guinness wasn’t one to let his choir lose because of something like that.


      First, he framed the darkness they were walking into as an army, deploying the Solists in a way that they cut into the dark and setting up a barrier that made their drawn swords vividly striking, accentuating their might.


      There were four barrier weavers walking on the sides of the goblet turtle: two Mermaids on the right and two Reutelites on the left. Benet, the Director, was issuing orders. While they were partially independent of Guinness’s direct command, they still acted out his will. They were the ones that protected and encouraged the Solists from within.


      The barrier weavers held a sword in one hand and a light orb in the other. This was what set Benet’s spell weavers apart from the rest of Guinness’s choir; they were both Solists and barrier weavers, making their rank hard to determine, and as such they were normally excluded when it came to Schwertmusik. The crystals they carried were catalysts, with each of them setting up a slightly separate barrier to form a multilayered defensive wall that was difficult to breach.


      Above all else, the act of constantly maintaining a barrier over a set range while on the move was an exceptionally difficult feat. The fact Benet was able to assemble and deploy such a challenging barrier at all times spoke to his exceptional skill.


      I can’t let these two outshine me, Belle thought.


      She couldn’t imagine leaving this choir. Even though she was given the free position of launching a raid, this group was too much of a match for Belle’s nature. If a battle were to break out, she wouldn’t think twice. If an enemy showed up, she would instantly fight as part of this choir. That was her intent, at least for now, at this point in time.


      Belle squinted into the gloom. They were definitely a group of lights, cutting into this darkness. Her eyes focused on the ones leading the choir—the four orbs of light. They rolled ahead of the Prelude scouts, lighting the way. Each was produced by one of the four barrier weavers, who resonated with the crystals in their hands as they protected the choir. As the orbs rolled silently, they served as a secondary catalyst for the barriers. They protected the choir from the front and back, with one floating in the ceiling and another moving like a magnet along the left wall of the staircase. The orbs shone bright as they descended, banishing the darkness creeping about the choir. And within that light, the scenery gradually began to change.


      Something surfaced on the endlessly descending spiral staircase, reflecting the light: ice. The air about them was becoming terribly cold—freezing, even.


      It’s like we got thrown into a frigo…


      Belle shuddered, trying to maintain her warmth. The other Solists did the same. Everyone cursed into the cold air.


      “It’s freezing,” Guinness said aloud.


      It was both in Benet’s nature and role to respond at once. He wordlessly waved a hand at the barrier weavers, signaling to them to shut the cold air out of the barrier. The Solists sighed in relief.


      Their exhaled breaths instantly turned to white puffs of air. The coldness was suffocating, and, looking around, they saw the scenery itself had turned icy. Everything in sight, including even the walls, was frozen over, with large, thick icicles dangling from the ceiling.


      This sheer cold was beginning to penetrate the barrier.


      “This cold is unbelievable…,” Benet whispered in awe.


      The Solists were in no state to respond. Only by filling their hands with resonance were they able to maintain sensation in their numb extremities. Letting out voices that bordered on screams of complaint all the while, the choir followed the orbs of light.


      But at some point, the light started to dim.


      “Whoa, what’s going on…?” Belle asked, stopping in her tracks.


      The Prelude scouts suddenly came to a halt.


      “What’s wrong? Guinness asked.


      “It’s frozen…,” one of the Solists muttered.


      It was hard to believe, but the light orb rolling ahead of the choir was frozen in place. And then, suddenly, it shattered into pieces.


      “Gah!” one of the barrier weavers cried out in pain.


      The light weakened, and darkness rolled over the choir.


      Something was clearly wrong.


       


      “What’s going on?!” Benet exclaimed angrily.


      “Our barrier… It’s being eaten!” One of the barrier weavers answered, his voice full of suppressed pain.


      That was the only way he could describe it. The orbs of light shattered one by one, the light itself crystallizing and freezing in the cold air. This was a phenomenon the likes of which they’d never seen.


      “H-hurry! We’re being surrounded”


      “Gauge their range, read their catalysts! Try to guess at the enemy’s numbers!”


      “Th-there’s some kind of barrier over the entire staircase!”


      “They have that many catalysts?! How many are there?!”


      “Not many. I don’t know for sure…but not many at all!”


      The Solists couldn’t wrap their minds around what was happening. All they knew was the shouting between Benet and the barrier weavers was the only thing staving off the cold.


      “Dearth March barrier weavers…!” That was Benet’s conclusion. “We got caught unaware in their barrier!”


      Guinness’s response was instantaneous. “Huddle together!” he shouted with a flick of his baton. He pulled their formation back into a firm defensive position. But as they tried to move…


      “Our legs…!” exclaimed the Solists.


      Their shoes were frozen on the stairs, unable to move. They had to noisily tear their feet off the ice, meaning they couldn’t stay standing in this condition. Guinness quickly gauged the situation.


      “Benet!”


      Benet said nothing, instead giving the barrier weavers an order.


      “Scatter!”


      With that single word, the four of them all jumped away. They hopped over the Solists’ heads, landing outside the four corners of the formation, and began deploying a barrier with blinding speed. The light orbs shattered by the ice lit up with a blinding glow again, staving off the dark and slightly alleviating the cold. Using this brief moment, Benet began giving out orders.


      “Don’t worry about the intensity of the barrier! Dispel this cold!”


      The barrier weavers raised their swords with one hand, filling it with their resonance, and gripped the light orbs with their other hand to illuminate them. Droplets of light dripped from the tips of their swords, which they used to draw spells transcribing grammar magic into the air. More of the cold was lifted, and the ice binding the Solists’ feet began to melt away with the smell of clear water.


      “Read their catalysts! Find where this barrier is originating from! Given the force of this barrier, there has to be more than one!”


      But it was then that a strange presence swooped diagonally in on them from above.


      “Ngh!”


      Benet’s reaction speed was truly a cut above the rest. Before the other Solists even realized what was happening, he’d fired his bow into the air. They were giant icicles, large enough to look like a spear of frost. Each one matched the goblet turtle in size, and several of them fell down at the choir from above. Even the brave Solists had to shudder in alarm.


      At that moment, the icicles burst in midair. Benet’s shots collided with them, and the two barriers canceled each other out. It was truly an impressive feat. By the time the Solists even realized they were in danger, the icicles had dispersed, leaving only an icy mist lingering in the air.


      “Keep your wits about you, it’s freezing!” Benet exclaimed, small ice crystals surfacing in the scattered water. The barrier weavers quickly dispelled it, and it snapped. The air popped here and there. The two barriers clashed together, through internal and external pressure, like a clashing of swords. There was a momentary struggle between the two, and then the choir’s barrier was deflected.


      “Here they come!”


      More icicles came flying toward them. It was clear this was an attack, as the icicles fell from an angle that would never occur naturally. They were clearly being fired from afar—something the choir had never expected. The Solists moved ready to clash with another army, so they were helpless against a method where the enemy never presented themselves.


      This time, not just Benet, but all the weavers erected barriers, forming an invisible wall above the Solists that deflected the icicles. Knowing that if even a single fragment got through, it could melt to create more ice, they made sure to destroy them all completely. Their furious weaving of the barriers was astounding to behold.


      “Ugh…”


      Suddenly, one of the barrier weavers fell to one knee. It was a Reutelite man, the one whose light orb had been the first to freeze. He had collapsed and started vomiting, blood spilling from his nostrils. His vomit also had blood mixed in, but even so, he continued to focus on shattering the icicles hurtling toward them.


      However, a single speck of ice fell down the stairs and melted. The nearby Solists shuddered—just as the entire area was swiftly flooded, drenching their clothes. In the blink of an eye, they were all frozen.


      “Gaah!” the barrier weaver let out a strange squeal. Blood spurted from his hand gripping the light orb. The blood began to draw a spell on its own, creating red spell Grammar. The freezing slowed down and then lifted. It took the Solists a moment to understand the man had just used the sword to cut his own wrist. Using one’s own blood was the strongest catalyst possible for a barrier, and this was the only thing potent enough to stop the freezing.


      Oh, wow…!


      Belle was shocked by the man’s actions. Even in the heat of the moment, that wasn’t an idea one would come up with. But then—


      “Look for their catalyst! This time you have to discern it! We can’t let them create any more ice!”


      Benet started barking orders, without sparing a word for the injured man. And the man, too, while busy with stopping the bleeding, began weaving a new barrier.


      These guys are really something…


      They were like living shields. It wasn’t a role someone with a normal sense of resolve could handle. Had Benet been in the man’s shoes, he’d have done exactly the same thing, which scared Belle a little. But at the same time, she understood why they were being so aggressive.


      This is a battle between barriers…


      They couldn’t stand to see barrier weaving done like this. Having to touch on this frozen scenery filled all the weavers with anger. This act of distorting a barrier meant to protect people into a tool for encroaching on others was an affront that any barrier weaver would abhor, a line that was not to be crossed. That was what this battle was really about.


      “This water makes for a fine catalyst… Where are they getting this much from…?” Benet said, sniffing the misty air.


      “There’s a lake under here. A sacred lake for calming God,” Guinness answered.


      “Then the enemy is using all the water in that lake as their catalyst,” Guinness said plainly. “It’s enough to fight a massive army.”


      What he didn’t say out loud but was painfully clear was that they weren’t able to fend off something like that.


      Guinness, however, smirked. “I see… A massive army.” This would be when his command truly showed its worth. With a flick, his baton sword tore through the air.


      “Cut in!”


      Following the baton sword’s resonance, the head of the army formed a triangular formation. The barrier weavers who were spread around the army naturally gathered in the back, beside Belle. Both flanks advanced, huddled together, and the main army and the rear force broke into a charge, like they were being tugged along.


      The Solists following these orders were more shocked by this formation than anyone else. Just a moment ago, they’d had their formation, designed for facing a large army, outmaneuvered by a ranged attack using barrier magic. And now, Guinness’s plan was for a smaller force to charge into an even larger army?


      But achieving amazing results in situations like this was what defined their Conductor.


      To counter the choir’s movements, the freezing attacks had to be exchanged for another icicle barrage. Spears of ice grew out of the stairs, ceiling and nearby walls and lunged toward them. But compared with formless icicles, this was no different than a sword swipe. Solists who so far hadn’t been able to contribute to the battle now swung their swords passionately, cutting down the icy barrage.


      The barrier weavers melted the ice spears in midair, while the Solists shattered them with their weapons. Their swift charge decreased the effect of the freezing attack, and they had essentially broken through the situation where the air around them was chilling from every direction.


      “We’re nearing the catalyst—it’s close!” shouted one of the weavers. The ones leading the charge could feel it through the resonance of their swords, too. There was something inexplicable there, tangible enough even for the Solists to detect.


      “What’s that?!” barked one of the charging Solists.


      The space just in front of them had frozen over—the entire area, from the stairs to the ceiling, was covered in dense ice. The question burned in their minds: Do we shatter it? There was no stopping the charge, and above all else, no stopping the trembling of their swords.


      But then, the baton flicked, and Guinness’s order came in. The rear and main formation dropped their speeds, while the two flanks held their ground. But the vanguard was different. They raised the speed of their charge. By now they were like a bullet set in motion. The force attacked the wall of ice with their swords, the tips gouging into the ice and unleashing resonance every which way. The ice barrier crumbled, and a single savage slash was loosed upon it with a howl.


      It was Belle. Charging in like a hammer, she crushed the ice filling the space.


      “That’s so satisfying,” she said, stomping over the crushed fragments of ice. The other Solists smiled in agreement.


      The weavers began hurriedly rebuilding their barrier, sealing the ice. The ice crumbled off the walls, only for something terrifying to roll off instead. The Solists exclaimed in fright, one burly Minotaurus shirking away. Seeing it, all the Solists in the vanguard went pale.


      Encased in the ice were three of the castle’s Solists—each one missing their limbs. They hadn’t been cut off but severed by the freezing temperatures, leaving wounds that looked like animals had bitten their arms and legs sealed shut by the ice. Their bodies were covered in strange bandages, and their faces—particularly their eyes, mouths, and ears—were covered by bandages with strange spells drawn on them.


      “Is this…?!” Belle whispered in disbelief, trailing off.


      She took a step forward, wondering if there was a way to help them, but the state they were in was clearly abnormal, meaning the place they were sealed in was suspicious as well. There was no telling what would happen if she were to touch them.


      In truth, they were effectively living bombs. Ice haphazardly grew out of their bodies, like it was their lost limbs extending outward. Spears of ice burst out of their eyes at an explosive rate.


      Belle and the Solists swung their swords on sheer instinct. The fangs of ice shattered, and in the momentum of the attack, one of the bandages attached to a man’s face was torn off.


      They heard a scream unlike anything they’d heard so far, a piercing shriek of terror. The Solists’ swords felt the resonance in that voice clearly, and they all shuddered.


      What is that?!


      Belle backed away, also stricken by a sudden pang of nausea.


      It was terror, pure and simple—the horror of having one’s limbs stolen, one’s eyes, ears, and mouth sealed, that had crystallized inside the man’s body. The next moment, ice spread from the mutilated Solists, swiftly moving to fill the space again.


      A barrier weaver suddenly called out, drowning out the screams.


      “It’s there! The catalyst!”


      This was already far beyond the Solists’ capacity to grasp.


      “There’s three of them, three mental image barriers, based on the fear and pain of the catalysts!”


      Benet’s order came swiftly. “Destroy them!”


      As one, the arrows were loosed, and a deathly silence surrounded them. The screaming man’s head had been crushed. Soon after, the heads of the other two mutilated Solists ruptured as well from Benet’s crystal shots.


      The barrier weavers hurried over to the corpses, drew their swords, and pierced the bodies. They then held the light orbs over the bodies and chanted, drawing spells to seal the freezing.


      The surrounding ice crumbled away, melting into water that was bright red. It was a disgusting color.


       


      “Hey…”


      The Solists snapped out of their shock and looked up the stairs. Belle spotted it first. Looking away from the mangled corpses, she saw someone step out of the gloom.


      For some strange reason, Belle immediately knew it was a woman. She was dressed in a frock coat, and her entire body was covered in belts of different colors. Even her face was covered in bandages, which made Belle wonder if she was another victim, but her presence was too eerie for that to be the case. For one thing, she was grinning. That much was obvious even through the bandages covering her face.


      Her crimson hair spilled out from under the bandages, swaying in the draft rising from the ground. She made her way out in front of the choir and looked at them, her eyes a similar shade of red. Even her lips were colored a vivid crimson as they curled into an almost cherubic smile.


      The woman came to a stop, her footsteps making a hard clicking sound against the floor. Her arms were stuffed into her coat’s pockets, and she looked up at the choir with a broad grin.


      “That’s our enemy, it seems,” Guinness whispered from the back line, his eyes narrowed and fingers gripping the baton sword. Belle could hear the sound of a water-steel thread stretching above his head.


      “Just one…?” Benet wondered aloud, his eyes glaring luridly. This wasn’t the sort of expression one could explain as mere anger or hatred—it was the face of someone fully intent on extinguishing the existence of another.


      “A Mermaid…?” Belle asked herself quietly.


      Those were definitely the triangular, finlike ears of a Mermaid on the sides of her head. They twitched in a way that almost seemed eager. With madness. That was the expression with which she regarded the choir.


      No one said another word. The Solists all silently caught their breaths, looking at the woman as she narrowed her eyes against the soft breeze flowing through the underground. The situation felt explosive. Guinness’s hand stirred ever so slightly, an unconscious, natural movement as he gauged the perfect time to swing his baton sword.


      Swish. The baton cut through the air, ordering the Solists to move through its resonance. The choir fanned out, the tips of their swords forming a wall. The two flanks moved to fortify their position. If the woman didn’t move, they could launch a preemptive attack; if she did, they’d be ready to intercept.


      In the end, she made the first move—but not in a way anyone expected. The woman fell to the ground and began slithering across the stairs, moving swiftly and dodging the vanguards’ swords. In response, the flank tried to thrust their blades at her, but that only made her jump like a spider, moving high above their heads. It caught everyone by surprise, and they lost sight of her for a moment. Only one of them, Belle, was able to jump after her.


      Their shadows overlapped in midair. The woman’s red hair fluttered around her face, her eyes glinting with a mad glee as she looked at Belle’s severe glare.


      At that moment, Belle glimpsed something in those crazed red eyes. Her sword howled, the massive blade shining silver as it drew a glowing arc through the air toward the woman’s body. The blade connected with a crunching sound, and the woman was sent spinning through the air.


      It looked like her body would slam into the floor, but instead, she landed face down and crawled away. Despite taking a direct hit from Runding, she moved quickly as if she was completely unharmed.


      Belle landed a moment after her. She jumped over the heads of the Solists but then turned around, feeling a chill run through her.


      What?!


      She twisted her body midleap, dodging in a way that was something between being pushed away and evading the impact striking her. Something was wrong. The woman’s unbelievable actions had flashed across her eyes before she could even register what had happened.


      The Mermaid woman had fallen right between the vanguard and the head of the main army, and the Solists had swiftly drawn their swords on her from every direction. But rather than dodge, she had simply held up her sword against the blades hurtling toward her.


      A clanging resounded around them—and something horrific happened. Hands emerged and the blades were all caught by their palms. They were covered in bandages—some with gloves beneath the wrappings—held in place by belts of leather and cloth. The hands had all emerged from under her frock coat, so numerous Belle couldn’t tell how many of them there were. They clutched onto the swords, refusing to let go.


      Other Solists attacked the woman, swinging their swords, only for yet more hands to emerge from her body to intercept them. Eight arms had sprouted from the woman’s one body.


      And it didn’t stop there. As more swords swung at her, she caught them with her legs, from which more arms extended. By now, she looked like a massive insect with a Mermaid’s face.


      “Is this some race we don’t know?!” Belle couldn’t stop herself from shouting. It was a natural question to ask.


      The woman’s arms lifted her off the stairs. Supported by the swords in her many hands, she swung herself over the top of the Solists. At some point, the limbs had grown abnormally long.


      This long-legged spider raced toward them, its crimson hair swaying. That was the only way they could describe her. Worse yet, each of her arms deployed a barrier with fearsome skill. That was her weapon.


      “Gah!” One of the Solists whose sword she was grabbing onto did a somersault as he fell over.


      Half his body froze over in an instant, charring the bare skin under his clothes as if he’d been burned. It was severe frostbite. One by one, the other Solists also collapsed. Those who lost consciousness were the lucky ones—those who just barely held on had to witness the terrible wounds inflicted on them.


      They had each lost an arm. The flesh had immediately frozen and dropped off like it was rotten. The pain and bleeding were both delayed because of the cold, so it took the Solists a few seconds to actually realize they were missing a limb.


      The woman hopped away, the arms she stole from the men gripped in her hands as she clung to the corner between the ceiling and the wall. She rubbed a Solist’s arm against her cheek lovingly and started screaming madly.


      “LET IT O…! LET IT O…!”


      Her roaring of despicable excretion magic overlapped with the screaming of the Solists, who raised their voices in indescribable pain.


      “Curse you!” The other Solists swung up their swords in desperation, but they couldn’t read the woman’s actions. Their blades only cut through air or were otherwise caught in her hands.


      Just then, Benet fired a shot.


      “A Mermaid, huh…?” the archer whispered under his breath, in stark contrast to the woman’s shrill screams.


      The sound of the shot rang out, and the woman’s laughter suddenly stopped. The crystal didn’t hit her—she’d caught it in one of her hands—but it burst from the impact and released its water catalyst. As the liquid spilled out, it formed into blades that flew at high pressure, skewering not just the woman’s hand that had caught the shot, but all the arms on the right side of her body.


      The shock of Benet’s attack made her drop the severed arms she was holding. As long as they had those arms, the injured Solists could be healed using sacred ash. Their brothers-in-arms swung their swords in place of their injured comrades, trying to reclaim the lost limbs.


      To their surprise, the woman skittered along the wall, dodging their attacks. She moved fast enough to even race upside down on the ceiling, evading shots and slashes as she charged at the center of their formation. It was clear she was going after Benet, who’d fired at her.


      But Belle caught up to her. She leaped toward the spider woman as she raced along the walls, accurately predicting her movements. Hearing Runding howl, the woman turned around, her triangular ears twitching. She seemed to read the sword’s trajectory and jumped away from the wall, but Belle’s technique allowed her to change direction in pursuit even midswing.


      Belle flipped in the air, bringing Runding’s blade down on the woman’s shoulder. She cut her—she was sure of it—but as soon as that certainty filled her mind, a strange sympathy crushed it.


      What the hell?!


      In the blink of an eye, the woman’s body was knocked out of the air and sent rolling down the stairs like an insect. The impact of the collision tore off the woman’s arms, scattering shards of flesh every which way. Belle landed right next to the woman, who glared up at her with a dirty look. An unhinged scream left the woman’s lips, and Runding felt her extreme hatred, which dulled Belle’s swing.


      A new understanding dawned, and Belle was taken aback with surprise.


      I can’t cut her!


      There was something buried within the emotions the woman gave off, something that forbade Belle from hurting her. Sensing Belle’s hesitation, the woman lunged to attack.


      An arm burst out of the woman’s shoulder, tearing through her coat. It took a second to recognize it as an arm, though, since it was made of ice. The beautiful, transparent, frozen limb extended to grab Belle, who wasn’t able to react in time.


      But just then, a strange impact ran through her sword, and a second later, the woman’s arm was blown to bits. Once again, Benet’s crystal shot had destroyed the woman’s arm. Firing with such pinpoint accuracy in a confined space seemed impossible, but he’d managed to hit Runding and ricochet off it to hit the woman.


      By the time Belle realized what happened, the woman had produced a new arm and thrown herself off the stairs. The Solists took off after her, only to see her creeping down the steep cliff face.


      “Bring the injured to the goblet turtle!” Guinness scolded the stumped Solists, bringing them back to their senses. “Prepare the sacred ashes! Don’t let them lose their arms!”


      His voice was filled with anger. Guinness was furious at seeing his Solists hurt, or perhaps recalling the pain of his own missing arm. As that thought crossed Belle’s mind, he called her name.


      “Belle, look at the woman’s arm!”


      With a start, she looked down at the shattered limb. “It’s ice!” she called out in surprise. The Solists all murmured in disbelief. Wrapped within the bandages and belts was a block of ice. With the barrier’s effect lost, it melted away, leaving only soggy bandages in the shape of an arm clinging to the staircase, like a discarded shell.


      Belle hurried back to the goblet turtle, where Guinness was swiftly issuing orders. Belle was expecting them to start moving again at once, but it looked like they were going to wait. Guinness intended to intercept her here.


      Belle walked over to the side of the goblet turtle and called out to Benet. “Hey, so, that woman, is she really a Mermaid…?” she asked, having trouble getting the words out.


      “Yes,” Benet replied curtly, a sharp coldness underlying his tone.


      Belle continued, feeling a bit overwhelmed.


      “Uh… All her arms were made of ice. What’s up with that?”


      “She’s a limbless.”


      “What’s that?”


      “A Mermaid born without limbs. Very rarely, children like that are born in our race… It’s said to happen because they take in too much psychological taint.”


      “So she has no arms or legs…” It all clicked into place. Belle shouted in a daze, confident that she was right. “All she wants is for someone to touch her!”


      The Solists were gathered around the goblet turtle, and upon hearing Belle’s exclamation, the entire choir stirred.


      “I couldn’t cut her!”


      Belle’s words made no sense to the Solists, and they all stared at her, confused. But Benet and Guinness understood, and the Mermaid’s expression turned cold.


      “Is that all you have to say, Belle?”


      “Eh…?”


      “That Mermaid is a woman,” Benet said clearly.


      Despite being hermaphroditic, Mermaids are said to all be born male. Taking on feminine form meant moving beyond the childhood phase of their life, and being a woman carried many meanings to them. Yet that multitude of meanings made it hard for Belle to figure out just what that word meant to them.


      No matter what Reason she had for committing them, the woman’s sins were beyond forgiveness, or maybe she was too pitiful to be left alive. Either way, in Benet’s eyes, that one word seemed to explain everything.


      “I see her, Guinness,” Benet called out to the Conductor, ignoring Belle.


      Guinness replied promptly, likewise ignoring Belle’s stunned silence.


      “You can use all the barrier weavers. Take her out, no matter what.”


      His orders disregarded the defense the barriers granted them, with the Solists protecting the barrier weavers and not the other way around.


      Belle was stunned. Were they really about to use everything they had to take down this woman?


      Benet pulled on the water-steel bowstring, making a noise as he nocked it. His triangular ears twitched busily as he pinpointed the woman’s position, where she crept through the dark.


      “Sometimes, touching something is no different from stealing it,” Benet suddenly said.


      This was the only attempt at justification he made for Belle. For a second, she thought to respond, but she reconsidered.


      Under Guinness’s orders, the other Solists moved to defensive positions. Benet instantly gave off a sharp presence, radiating cold bloodlust without a shred of pity. It was so intense that it revealed a facet of Benet’s personality Belle hadn’t been aware of.


      This isn’t right…


      Belle shuddered. For one thing, being a barrier weaver wasn’t a role someone with a normal degree of mental fortitude could handle. A barrier weaver’s single mistake could cost lives, and if the need called for it, they had to put their own life on the line to protect their choir. Barrier weavers were living shields, sacrificing their very lives to create defensive barriers.


      Thinking about it from that perspective, the way this woman used barriers was an affront and an insult to her calling.


      That thought helped Belle finally calm herself. She had no way of knowing if she could cut someone or not until she tried. Even if it had been impossible earlier, maybe this time she would be able to.


      She wants to touch… To touch someone.


      The moment Belle had hit her with Runding, she’d felt the woman’s emotions. That much she was sure of, even if doing it had been incredibly painful.


      Benet just wouldn’t understand.


      The pain of being the strange, ostracized one, the one not allowed to interact with others. How would he know? It made her angry, really. But would saying that now achieve anything? Would it make what the woman did, stealing other people’s arms, any easier to overlook? What of the Solists who’d had their limbs taken and been turned into live explosives?


      An arm…


      A thought raged in her head: Would letting that woman steal one of her arms allow her to finally cut her? It left a bad taste in her mouth.


      “Tch…” Belle clicked her tongue and instinctively spat out that bitter thought. “What a stupid idea,” she whispered with a low voice.


      In the end, this was a problem with Belle’s own feelings of indebtedness. Giving up her arm would do nothing to solve this. To this woman, injuring another was her way of touching on them—and right now, that was putting Belle and her friends in danger.


      “Don’t forget this isn’t Schwertmusik. It’s not a duel, either…,” she muttered. Belle had been talking to herself, but someone tapped her on the shoulder.


      It was a Centaurus from the head of the army. Belle looked at the man, who wordlessly regarded her with an encouraging smile.


      “Thanks…,” Belle said, grinning back at him.


      The pair returned their gazes to the direction in which their swords were aimed. Just a simple thing like that had filled her heart with warmth, and Belle felt as if she’d gotten a glimpse into what it was that woman truly lacked.


      The Solists split into two wings that faced the darkness of the cliff. The barrier weavers walked between the two groups, their swords sheathed and short bows in their hands. These were collapsible bows that they carried on their backs. Depending on how they were assembled, they could be used to fire either arrows or crystals. Right now, under Benet’s orders, they were prepared to fire water-crystal shot. Apparently, he intended to settle this fight with archery.


      Benet’s bow was large, much bigger than one would expect such a slender man to handle. But of course, he wasn’t relying on brute strength to wield it. Water-steel strings were used by charging them with resonance. The string had a firing hammer attached to it, which was part of the mechanism that allowed the bow to fire crystal shots. Archers aligned the grip and bullet with the sight, and when they released the string, the firing hammer struck the crystal shot, propelling it into the air. As that happened, the resonance imbuing the water-steel string transferred to the crystal shot, making the crystal function as both a bullet and a barrier catalyst.


      The bows were more curved than usual, with the top half larger than the bottom—the ideal shape for firing crystal shots. Shaping the weapon this way was only possible thanks to the strength and flexibility of water steel.


      As Benet nocked a crystal shot in this specialized bow, the barrier weavers prepared to fire into the dark. Everyone tensed up. At some point, their surroundings had begun to freeze over again, and spears of ice launched toward them from every direction from within the surrounding darkness. Apparently, the woman was deploying her barriers around God’s roots.


      Now it was the Solists’ role to defend against her. They cut down the icicles, using the resonance charged in their blades to resist the ice, only possible due to the slower rate of freezing. With her catalyst lost to her, the woman’s powerful barrier weaving was greatly hampered.


      The barrier weavers awaited Benet’s command, their bows at the ready. Responding to Benet’s resonance, they carefully adjusted their sights, and—


      “Fire!”


      The moment Benet gave the order, the four barrier weavers fired their crystal shots. Benet fired his own bow, his shot chasing after the others in a blaze of resonance. A high-pitched sound rang out in the dark cliff face—the sound of the crystal shots colliding in midair. It rang out a second time, then a third, the attack traveling faster than the eye could follow. Predicting that the woman would try to dodge their shots, the crystals rebounded against each other, changing their trajectories at blinding speed.


      The collisions cracked the surface of the crystals, unleashing the water catalysts within, and the weavers skillfully deployed barriers using this water.


      It was obvious to everyone watching that their opponent was swiftly being cornered in the dark.


      “Fire again!”


      They fired a second volley. These shots flew in a curve, and moments before hitting the woman, they collided together and scattered. At their center was Benet’s shot, hidden by the other four and charged with stronger resonance than before.


      There was no escaping it. No matter which way the woman moved, she would be hit by an attack. The woman’s icy limbs were swiftly torn off, and Benet’s shot drilled right into her chest.


      The woman let out an agonized scream and then fell silent.


      “I shot her in the heart,” Benet said, succinctly reporting the result.


      In truth, the battle had been decided once they isolated the woman from her catalyst. She was a skillful barrier weaver but not a warrior, so she didn’t know enough to see she’d already been cornered. In a sense, that’s why she’d died. Belle felt bad for her.


      The ice around them was visibly melting away, but the Solists still stood at the ready. Just as everyone started to relax, Benet’s ears suddenly perked up.


      “Above us!”


      Just as he said that, something terrible came falling from the ceiling. It looked like a gigantic centipede. It had several stomach sections, each the size of Runding, with hands of different sizes growing out of them. If its arms were made of ice, then so was its torso. Each arm deployed a barrier, and the Solists who were hit by it let out screams.


      “Hngah!” someone called out next to Belle. The Solist who had tapped her on the shoulder earlier had been grabbed by an icy hand. Even over his clothes, Belle could see his body freezing over.


      “Damn it!” Belle howled and swung her sword on reflex. It was a slash delivered with all her might and no hesitation whatsoever.


      She shattered the icy hands and split the centipede’s body in half. She couldn’t tell if her attacks were really cutting into anything or simply crushing a solid. One part of the severed torso scattered water from the melted ice, while the other sections produced new frozen arms.


      Belle jumped, landing on the back of the rampaging centipede, where she caught a flash of red hair from the corner of her eye. Sitting atop the centipede’s head was the woman from earlier. Belle raced across the centipede’s back toward her.


      The centipede swiftly kicked away the Solists and bore down on the goblet turtle. It lunged right into the heart of the choir, not minding its suicidal charge and giving them no time to get back in formation.


      “LET IT O…! LET IT O…!”


      In the midst of this frenzy, the woman’s maddened Rest Room singing rang out.


      “ROB! ROB! ROB!”


      “OCCUPY! OCCUPY! OCCUPY!”


      It sounded like screaming. Standing atop the goblet turtle, Benet faced the woman directly. He stood still, his bow drawn and aimed at her.


      “Don’t—just run!!” Guinness shouted, but Benet fired his bow.


      The woman did not dodge. The bullet tore right into her stomach, but it didn’t stop her. Several icy hands extended to grab Benet. One grasped his left arm, holding the bow, while others seized his shoulders, legs, and hand. However, his body didn’t start freezing right away. The crystal shot embedded in the woman’s body served as a catalyst to activate his barrier magic, which prevented him from freezing.


      The woman’s arm started to turn red, as if there was blood flowing through the ice, but Benet couldn’t see that. Her crimson, glinting eyes stared into his, longingly. His eyes widened, his clouded-over eyes gazing blindly back at her. And suddenly, her shrill voice died down.


      “I don’t resent the Mermaid’s fate…,” Benet whispered.


      As he did, he reached for his free right hand and drew his sword. The tip of the blade shattered the icy arm gripping him. He then flipped the blade and thrust it down into the woman’s throat, only for it to stop right next to her jaw.


      “You…,” Benet gasped in surprise.


      At that moment, Belle swooped down on the centipede’s back. She could see the woman had been pinned in place by the goblet turtle, and as she raced down the centipede’s head, she noticed that a red blot was spreading over the woman’s back—her frozen blood.


      The woman’s back was right in front of her. Her coat was torn to bits, and the countless bandages and belts covering her flesh were tattered and peeling off. Her back in particular was more damaged and torn, likely due to the wound inflicted by Benet’s attack.


      Even her heart is frozen over at this point…


      Belle’s hands filled with both strength and resonance. Her legs kicked hard against the centipede’s back, her sword aloft. The blade shone in blinding silver as it let out a howl.


      “Hraaaah!” Belle shouted, but the moment she made to swing the sword down—


      “Belle, don’t!” a voice snapped.


      Overcome with shock, Belle stopped her blade in midair, somehow managing to kill her momentum. Then suddenly, her footing gave way. The ice centipede was melting. Still confused over what had just happened, Belle jumped off the centipede’s back. Hopping against the floor of the staircase, she landed beside the goblet turtle gripping her sword.


      “Benet?!” He was the one who’d stopped her. “What are you—?!”


      But Belle’s question was cut off by the sound of flowing water. Like a sudden downpour, the centipede’s torso melted and disappeared, leaving Benet and the woman above the goblet turtle.


      A single red arm extended out of the woman’s shoulder, grabbing Benet by the chest. He, on the other hand, used the arm he was holding his sword with to pull the woman’s body closer in what looked like an embrace—as if he was trying to hide her body—exposed in all its limbless state now that the bandages had been torn off—from everyone’s eyes.


      “Benet…?” Belle called as the Solists wearily gathered around the goblet turtle.


      “She’s already gone,” he muttered.


      The woman’s body suddenly sank into Benet’s chest—or more accurately, her own shadow swallowed her up. The red arm snapped loudly and crumbled away into specks of ice. Fragments of the woman’s frozen blood vanished into her own shadow. The woman’s crimson hair was sucked into Benet’s chest, finally vanishing from this world.


      “You won’t leave your name nor a single drop of blood in this world…will you?”


      Benet brushed a hand over his chest. His clothes were dry, with not a speck of blood on them.


      “That’s the Dearth March’s Thema,” Guinness said plainly from the goblet turtle beneath him.


      Belle felt a mixture of mercy and anger. Adonis’s face came to mind. She wasn’t going to let him get away with vanishing into the darkness. She’d never tolerate such a frustrating conclusion from him. Belle swore that to herself.


      The sound of Guinness sneezing loudly yanked Belle out of her thoughts.


      “My word, barrier wielders, can you dry everyone up? Having to be out in this cold is terrible. Apply sacred ashes to anyone who needs them, and keep your guards up. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


      After giving out orders, Guinness sat cross-legged in the cage. The choir erupted into noise, using this brief reprieve to tend to the wounded. But amid the clamor, Belle heard an exchange.


      “Guinness,” Benet whispered. “I could have just given her one of my arms.”


      Belle looked at the Mermaid in shock and disgust, but neither he nor the Sheepeyes seemed aware of her gaze.


      “That’s too bad, Benet,” Guinness said with a mischievous smile. “But so long as you’re under my command, your arms are mine to wield.”


      Benet smiled wordlessly and sheathed his sword.


      What the hell? she thought, choosing not to say it out loud.


      Seeing Benet’s peaceful expression, she couldn’t help but be impressed by him. Guinness as well, because while Belle couldn’t understand Benet’s attitude, Guinness seemed to understand just fine.


      In the end, to the two of them, that woman’s grotesque form wasn’t her sorrow. It was a disorder she had been born with, a hardship she needed to overcome—and in mastering barrier weaving, she’d already proven herself able to conquer it. That wasn’t something to pity. At the same time, whatever sorrow she may have harbored had been taken with her when she disappeared into the shadows, never to resurface. That was all it was to them.


      “Tch.”


      Belle frowned and turned her back on the two men. It had gotten terribly cold. The underground wind brushed against her damp clothes, sapping her body heat. Placing her sword on her back, Belle shrugged and walked over to the barrier weavers.
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      Walking down the steps, a large lake stretched out before them. Interlaced overhead were countless, massive roots of God, descending into the water like a submerged forest. Innumerable spells flickered on the roots, casting a pale-blue glow over the entirety of the lake.


      A bridge extended into the coldly glowing lake, leading to a shrine. But what stood wasn’t just the shrine. Right next to it also stood a hollow, just like the one in the God Tree’s trunk they had used to get here, only formed by the roots.


      “That shrine… It’s the deepest entrance, leading into God’s furthest reaches,” Guinness said in solemn conviction.


      “But why there?” Benet asked from above him. “There’s already a cave right here.”


      Indeed, not just around the lake, but wherever they looked, there were entrances into caves and tunnels. Guinness, however, seemed to know exactly where to go.


      “The path into God’s depths is changing now, as we speak. This is a cave of living metal. The path closest to God is the one over there.”


      “Adonis and Sherry definitely passed through here,” Belle said. “The Catacomb sword, too. That’s where we’ll…”


      She trailed off. Thinking of that sword had made Runding, gripped in her hand, keenly sense its presence. Hearing its howl, she raised the tip of her blade.


      “The sword…!” Belle shouted as Runding’s tip fixed on its target.


      The choir members all turned to look, their expressions confused or irritated, as if they’d just had a trick played on them.


      “You’re right…,” Guinness whispered.


      The sword was indeed there, sticking out of the bridge just in front of the entrance to the shrine. The choir members walked over to it, awaiting Guinness’s orders, but something this obvious was a terrible trap.


      “Shoot,” Guinness said.


      A few Reutelites lit up their surroundings with levitating glowstones, and a buzz ran through the air. Sparks flew around the floating lights, making the choir feel as if the very space around them was vibrating. Something crumbled away and fell from the air—the glowstones, crushed to bits.


      “Is it the Dearth March…?” asked a Reutelite trying to get a light working.


      Guinness shook his head. He looked around, checking something, and said, “This is God’s hallowed ground. It denies all manner of magic.”


      “That would mean the Dearth March would be barred from using magic too, right?” Benet asked from above, but Guinness shook his head.


      “The Dearth March is one of God’s few blind spots.”


      “Well, that’s just awful.” Benet shrugged, his ears twitching restlessly. “I hear something…”


      The other could hear it, too—a rattling sound. They were a few steps away from the sword thrust into the ground, and all they had to do was order the Solists at the head of the choir to pull it out. Guinness, however, ordered everyone to stop. Something was approaching them from all directions making that strange jangling sound.


      “This feels…,” Benet muttered hesitantly.


      The Solists swiftly formed a formation around the goblet turtle. Belle held up Runding at the ready, its silver shine and the flickering of the God Tree making the approaching form visible. It walked over God’s roots, which covered the ground like a carpet of spells.


      “Well, tactician…,” Benet said in a joking tone, his lips curling. “To me, that looks like a toy, but what’s your impression of it?”


      “Agreed, my barrier-weaving friend,” Guinness replied dryly, as if to say that was a bad joke.


      It was a child’s toy, made up of wood and tin, the kind often used by children playing pretend as Solists.


      “It’s walking on its own and coming this way,” Belle added, and Benet nodded in understanding.


      “Conductor…” The Solists looked at Guinness in confusion, awaiting orders.


      Guinness didn’t stir. Watching the doll move, he brought his hand, still gripping the baton, to where his left arm had been severed. From out of the darkness they saw more dolls—just large enough to fit in one’s palm—surround the choir. They were fashioned in the likeness of different races and carried all sorts of weapons including swords, swordaxes, and even bows. There were Centaurus clad in mighty helms, Minotaurus wielding axes, Mermaid warriors, and a huddled group of Sheepeyes holding hands. The dolls’ small faces all looked up at the choir, cherubic and expressionless.


      A terrible pressure transfixed the Solists in place. Something about this army of tin soldiers, armed with nothing but toy weapons and the empty gazes of dolls, struck fear into their hearts.


      Suddenly, the toys all fell over and began sinking into the ground. As they came into the light, they began submerging into their own pale shadows. And in their place, another shadow stretched from the opposite direction, revealing a figure that emerged from within.


      “Ugh…” Belle frowned as she stared at it.


      “Ooh…”


      “Unbelievable…”


      A shudder of disbelief ran through the Solists. The dolls fell into their own shadows, and in their places appeared people identical to each doll in every way, from race to physique to demeanor. Or perhaps they were modeled after the dolls, given their lack of expressions and the odd, jerky doll-like movements with which they held up their swords and faced the choir.


      They were clearly taking up arms to oppose them, but the Solists felt no bloodlust or hostility coming from any of the forms. It was like they were facing an army of soulless toys.


      “What’s with these people…?” Belle wondered.


      But then she saw it: The toy soldiers were all bound by golden glowing chains.


      “What people? Who are you talking about?” Benet frowned. “There’s no one there. Wait…”


      The toy soldiers moved, their chains clinking noisily. Their bodies trembled in stilted motion as they fell into formation. It was reminiscent of the shades from earlier, except these felt completely, terrifyingly lifeless. It really was like they were toys. Or rather…


      “They’re dead,” Guinness said, tapping on his lap.


      The sound of the tap felt so out of place it made the Solists jerk, snapping them out of their fear.


      “Oh, I see,” Belle said with the disinterested tone of someone who’d seen through a magic trick as she held up her sword again. The experience of fighting many dead soldiers in the Battle for the Catacombs granted the three of them a great deal of courage, which in turn calmed the other Solists.


      “Yes, I guess that’s one way of doing it…,” Guinness whispered, delicately holding his baton sword aloft. “I wish they could teach the magic Symphonists who’ve been struggling to develop spells that control the dead. Benet, who’s controlling these things?”


      As the Solists deployed and the goblet turtle slowly changed its bearing, Benet spoke from above.


      “You can’t see them?” he asked calmly.


      This was followed by chuckling. It was the voice of a child. Upon hearing it, Guinness flicked his baton, signaling Benet to attack. The crystal shot went flying, sending sparks into the air. A moment later, a puff of mist, like small specks of ice, appeared. Unlike mist, however, these specks glittered, refracting the light. It looked like a glowing curtain. The air itself seemed to tremble, as if it was resonating and reacting to magic to make the light spread, revealing the person underneath.


      It was an exquisite barrier weaved with a skill and precision to match Benet’s, but no one reacted to its expertise. Instead, everyone was taken aback—even Benet, who perceived the figure through his hearing. Everyone had to wonder if this was some kind of mistake.


      Standing there was a boy. Giggling, he spread out his arms with eyes that seemed to expect something. Both hands had their fingers cut save for the thumb and little finger, with rings bored into the joint of the fingers to which golden chains were attached. At the end of the chains were strange golden keys fashioned after the spell for “Finger,” each of them extending in a different direction.


      The chains jangled and clinked as they moved and touched, and each time that grating sound rang out, the dead bound by the golden chains stirred. It was like the child was adjusting his toys’ positions, looking for the right way to line them up.


      In fact, that seemed to be exactly what he was doing.


      “Is he trying to compete with me in commanding armies, I wonder?” Guinness said leisurely. Yet his calm facade was betrayed by his baton sword, which trembled with intense emotion.


      “Guinness…?” Benet twitched his ears in surprise.


      “I heard a story once. About a certain flock,” Guinness said, his indifferent tone hiding something terrifyingly dangerous. “An entire flock of Sheepeyes went missing in a single night. Rumor has it they were swallowed up by the Dearth March… It seems that was true. They all were led to their dooms by one no-good child… And he wasn’t satisfied with just that—he sacrificed people of other races too, all to stock up on toy soldiers.”


      The boy’s gaze met Guinness’s. They weren’t the eyes of a young boy but of an old man, as if the weathered heart of an adult resided within this small body.


      “An eternal child…?” The expression drained from Guinness’s face. “We have no choice but to kill him.”


      He said it with an incredibly ruthless yet calm voice. The baton sword flicked, and the Solists all synchronized their breathing and moved in. At the same time, the toy choir also began its march. It was a battle between two choirs pitting each side’s peculiar tactics against the other.


      “LET IT O…! LET IT O…!”


      “LET IT O…! LET IT O…!”


      As the army of toy Solists approached with that cry, the child vanished into the dark. From afar, they could hear the jingling of metal chains, and the toy soldiers forced to fight beyond death obeyed that noise, their mouths opening in hollow screams.


      “AGONY, AGONY, AGONY!”


      “JOKE, JOKE, JOKE!”


      “POX, POX, POX!”


      The boy’s formation was, in fact, quite impressive. The most mobile race, the Centaurus, led the charge to encircle the enemy, while the Froggies used their superior jumping in tandem to swiftly attack. The Minotaurus, gifted with incredible destructive power, were left to guard the back lines, while the Cateyes flanked the Sheepeyes, who ran a little way behind. It was a plan designed to whittle down the enemy’s formation and only then bring things to an exchange of blows.


      Their plan was promising, but Guinness’s criticism of it was scathing.


      “Such dull direction,” he muttered, still swinging his baton sword.


      As the Centaurus charged in, Guinness ordered the head of the army to part and let them through. Just as it seemed they had a straight line with which to swing their swords at the goblet turtle, the Solists in the wings swooped down on the Centaurus. They had switched places with the ones leading the army without a hitch. Furthermore, the Solists mercilessly aimed for the Centaurus’s legs, which left even these powerful cavalry helpless.


      “Split up in the front and take your positions! Left wing, advance from the left flank to the rear guard! Right wing, advance from the right flank to the vanguard! Keep your distance from the main force! And always watch for any signals!”


      Once the toy cavalry was wiped out, the Froggie toys swooped down on them from above, but they proved to be easy targets for archers. Guinness had predicted that, after luring the Centaurus in and wiping them out, the Froggies would try to attack from above, and he’d used that tactic against them.


      Most importantly, however, Benet wasn’t stationed atop the goblet turtle simply to protect Guinness, their Conductor. He was there to guard against attacks from above. Solists skilled with the bow were stationed at the rear guard, too. The toy soldiers were all dispatched in midair and helplessly smacked into the ground, unable to land properly.


      Guinness glanced at the fallen soldiers. The chains binding their bodies snapped, and their bodies lay crushed on the ground before sinking into the shadows. In their place resurfaced the dolls, their crushed remains littering the ground.


      “Discarded and unneeded, are you?” Guinness muttered, flicking his baton.


      His face was severe and dark, quite unusual for the man. It was an expression that spoke to how he felt—that this was one opponent he wasn’t going to lose to, and if he was going to win, it would be by thoroughly crushing him. This child sickened him.


      The head of the army switched places with the soldiers in the wings, once again gathering at the center to strike at the enemy, anticipating the toy choir’s movements. The choir moved forward and, huddling together, swiftly cut through the toys’ encirclement. The terrain, which was initially an obstacle, ended up being used to bolster their attack.


      As Belle swung her sword, she had to marvel at how ruthless Guinness’s command felt. It felt almost showy the way he read the opponent’s next move and nipped it in the bud, like it was demonstrating just how vast the difference in their skill levels were.


      This seemed to anger the boy, because the enemy forces moved in violently. At the same time, a dozen toy soldiers emerged from the dark, increasing their numbers.


      “He’s upset someone else is breaking his toys,” Guinness whispered.


      His eyes scanned the darkness, contemplating something. And without noticing, he smirked. The enemy ranks were already pushed to their rear line, their wings separated from the main forces, only to be isolated and defeated.


      Guinness counted the number of toys they originally saw—twenty-six, the same number as Guinness’s choir. But now, the enemy was charging with double that number. This was, perhaps, their idea of a surprise attack.


      An amateur would have their discerning eye blinded by the simple logic of superior numbers, but Guinness laughed it off. The child likely deployed the same number of soldiers as Guinness’s choir out of some idea of a game, with the intention of playing fair. But now, he’d lost himself to anger and increased that number. This wasn’t done out of any kind of strategy; he was simply attacking blindly, throwing a tantrum. Yet Guinness had already discerned the outcome of this battle without a hint of fear.


      “A commander must never go against the Thema they established for themselves.”


      He was mostly speaking to himself, but there was something truly savage behind his peaceful tone. Benet, sitting above him, shuddered hearing him say that.


      “Over there…” Guinness’s solution was an unexpected one. “Front line, draw back, swiftly and efficiently! Both flanks, follow and move with the rear guard!”


      He spoke, flicking his baton. This was a signal for Benet’s shots and the movements of the Solists in the main force, ordering a swift change.


      “We’re moving…?”


      “Is he telling us to turn around?!”


      From the perspective of the Solists, they only realized what they were doing once the baton’s command had already ordered them to do so. A moment later, they realized—or rather, were outright told—what Guinness’s intent was. There was no time for hesitation.


      “Belle, jump!” Guinness shouted.


      Where to? She didn’t even need to ask—his goal was already planted in her mind. She jumped high above the Solists’ head and, staying mindful of anyone swooping in from midair and any arrows or weapons launched in her direction, landed far behind the goblet turtle.


      “Well, I’ll be damned…,” Belle muttered, holding her sword against the dark.


      The Centaurus from the head of the army caught up with her, leading the rest of the Solists, who all watched on in disbelief.


      Standing before them were the enemy forces, swarming in huge numbers.


      Generally speaking, a formation always marched forward. Yet they had instantly pivoted so that the head of the army and the command post faced away from each other. Those who stood in the front had instantly moved to the back of the formation, making for an astounding maneuver that had revealed a force trying to hit the choir from behind.


      “Rear guard, protect the front of the command post to the death! Main force, charge forward! The enemy Conductor is hiding there!” Guinness shouted, his back turned to Belle and the head of the army.


      Even Belle was impressed. Just when had he picked up on this? Despite the enemy bolstering their numbers on the front line, Guinness had stationed his main force in the back, which had turned out to be the correct play. The enemy’s plan had been to take the choir unaware and strike down Guinness, putting an end to the devilish Conductor.


      For a second, it seemed the enemy hesitated at Belle’s and the others’ presence, but then they charged in furiously, more out of self-abandonment than anything else.


      “AGONY, AGONY, AGONY!”


      “JOKE, JOKE, JOKE!”


      The toy choir charged in, crying out their hollow excretion magic. They moved in with a forceful, violent assault, the Centaurus and Minotaurus leading the charge with the Cateyes close behind. It spoke to how skewed and childish the enemy Conductor’s—the Sheepeyes boy’s—view of Solists was. Put simply, he was trying to bash his shiniest, strongest toys against them.


      However, these weren’t just toys, but dead soldiers the boy was controlling. It only made sense Guinness would look so utterly repulsed, Belle thought to herself as she fought. To Guinness, it must have felt like fighting a shadow version of himself. A Conductor, puppeteering around Solists like they were toys on a game board. Somewhere deep down, that was how he saw people. And perhaps, he was taking command now so as to completely quash these emotions.


      Feeling this from his baton sword, Belle swiftly blew away the toy soldiers, cutting them down or cutting through the toylike golden chains binding them.


      In the end, the dead all sank into the shadows, leaving behind only shattered toys in their wake. Belle was overcome with pity for this boy controlling the dead. How lonely he must have been to have developed or been born with such a power. He must have had no one there to alleviate that loneliness and bravely tried to make friends of his own in whatever way he could. These friends-turned-playthings were perhaps the only family this boy ever had.


      Tch…


      Belle frowned bitterly at Runding’s keen resonance. The sword’s howling projected the boy’s emotions as they were directly into her heart. The despairing loneliness the boy felt sank into her being, to the point that a bitter taste physically filled her mouth. She brandished her sword, swallowing that bitterness. The boy had to be killed. Guinness had said as much—but even that, in its own way, had been said out of mercy.


      Just then, Belle’s eyes landed on a certain weapon—the treasured sword from the Catacombs. It was still standing there, thrust into the ground. They had suspected it was a trap, but by now it was effectively theirs for the taking. Guinness’s command was clearly focused on getting it.


      So without a doubt in her mind, Belle sprinted toward it. She crushed any toy soldiers in her way, making a beeline for the weapon. In the same moment, something was thrown at Belle from a different direction, spinning out of sight in the air—a group of men and women bound together by a chain. They were all Sheepeyes, and Belle could tell at a glance they weren’t Solists but farmers.


      Belle pulled back her sword. She didn’t hesitate, nor did she swing her sword. The people—men, women, children, the elderly—all swooped down on Belle, using their feeble power to get in her way.


      They did have power—the strength of the dead, caring nothing for safety or survival in a relentless, abnormal form of violence. Carrying clubs and hoes and instruments, they swung at Belle. But they were weak. Belle didn’t need to swing her sword at them; she dodged their swipes with ease. After all, they weren’t attacks but simply blind violence. The head of the army soon caught up to Belle and moved to cut down these new toys.


      “Idiots!”


      Who was she shouting at? Even she couldn’t tell, but Belle moved in, faster than anyone. One plain-looking dead farmer was sent flying from a slash by Runding, his limbs severed. He sank into his own shadow, leaving behind a broken, scattered toy.


      “…Tch!”


      A furious breath blew from between her clenched lips. Belle took out the toy soldiers alongside the other Solists. They were toys, in a literal sense of the word, not even corpses at this point. Belle looked around for the boy, driven by anger. Then she heard it, in the dark—the harsh jangling of chains. Belle aimed her blade in that direction…


      Suddenly, she ground to a halt. A terrifying, shrill sound pierced the air, freezing every Solist in their tracks. A small figure feebly walked toward them. The boy had appeared from within the gloom, letting out a loud screech. Belle was taken aback, as were the other Solists, because they saw who stood by the boy.


      “Guinness!” Belle shouted.


      But the Conductor didn’t look at her. His body was hunched over lower than the boy’s height as he rammed his shoulder into the smaller form, and the pair staggered in a strange dance.


      Suddenly, the child pulled away from Guinness. He looked at him, his face contorted in pain. The young boy cradled his stomach, a torrent of blood gushing out between his fingers.


      “Guinness…!” Belle called out again.


      His gaze flicked toward her—the assured, unwavering eyes of confidence and conviction. But after a moment, those eyes returned their attention to the boy. The baton sword in his hands dripped with the boy’s blood. His other arm was severed and gone, and the illusory hand that granted him knowledge had no tangible presence, leaving him unable to wipe off the blood.


      Belle tore her eyes away from the boy, who’d fallen on his backside. The goblet turtle approached sluggishly. The toys were all gone by now, lying crushed on the ground. She realized that moments after assembling the army, Guinness had already disembarked the goblet. The Conductor those dozens of soldiers were rushing at had seen through their plan and leaped to the ground on his own.


      This wasn’t so much a display of some novel tactic but rather Guinness acting impulsively. The Conductor had left his choir unattended, even if it was to finish the battle. Normally, a decision like that would be unforgivable, but no one present thought to criticize him.


      Before she knew it, Belle returned her gaze to the boy.


      “AGONY, AGONY, AGONY!”


      “POX, POX, POX!”


      The boy repeatedly shouted out the words. Guinness ordered the Solists to stand down and approached him. The boy’s golden eyes looked up at Guinness venomously. They were red and swollen, but it was out of pain. It wasn’t as if he was weeping for another reason.


      Suddenly, the chains on the boy’s fingers moved. Six keys clinked, swinging through the air toward Guinness. The boy was still shouting shrilly.


      “Guinness!” Belle shouted a third time, swinging Runding, but Guinness held a hand up to stop her.


      The blood-drenched baton sword swished through the air, ordering all the Solists to halt. At his feet, a golden chain crept up, passing through his shadow, and his feet began to sink into the ground.


      Even then, Guinness remained standing. The boy smiled, gleefully, like a proud flower, his craned neck smooth and unblemished. He smiled through bloodstained lips, but as he stirred in agony, a single doll fell from the boy’s pocket.


      The boy’s smile froze. Flustered, he moved his chain fingers to try and catch it. Guinness’s feet stopped sinking, and in the same moment, he took a step toward the boy. The doll slipped from the child’s metal-covered fingers and toward Guinness, and as it fell, a woman appeared. It was a mature Sheepeyes woman, clearly a Farm Symphonist who performed for the land. There was a very motherly cast to her face.


      The woman stood before Guinness, throwing up her hands to block his path. Her body was bound by golden chains, but there was a clear will to her movements. The boy clung to her leg feebly, begging and cowering. Her hand brushed the back of his neck soothingly, and she squatted down and hugged him. The boy started sobbing, then coughed up blood and went limp.


      As Guinness and the choir watched them, the boy and the woman sank into the shadows, leaving silence in their wake.


      “Phew…”


      Guinness let out a carefree sigh that broke the tension. He stood in the spot the child had disappeared and looked at what remained there. Two Sheepeyes dolls—one a woman and the other a boy. The child was hugging her tightly, his head buried in her chest.


      “She must have been his mother,” Belle said, approaching and looking down at the toys.


      “Probably,” Guinness said.


      Then grasping his baton sword, he smashed the toys to pieces.
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      “Secure the sword.”


      At Guinness’s order, the head of the army moved to pick up the Catacomb sword, but the moment they did, the sword vanished before their eyes. Someone had rushed in with dizzying speed and snatched the weapon away.


      “Who’s that?!” shouted the Solists.


      Belle’s eyes widened as she spotted a familiar figure. It had bushy, amber-colored fur that bobbed as it ran, and a strange body consisting of only a head, limbs, and a tail, with two large eyes that looked in different directions.


      Bamboo—Adonis’s shell and familiar. He hopped away, the sword in his mouth, and slipped through the Solists’ outstretched hands before swallowing the blade entirely. His large fangs, marked with the Rest au Rant spell, appeared as he stowed the sword in the dimensional space within his stomach and proceeded to eat himself, disappearing into thin air.


      Belle swiftly caught up to him.


      “Cut through!”


      With a shout, she ran Runding’s blade through the space Bamboo had just occupied. A vivid slash tore through the air. She had cut him—she was sure about that—and a moment later, something clambered out of the empty space. The Solists hurried out of the way as chairs, tables and shelves tumbled down from above. Furniture crashed all over the passage, as if to mark where Bamboo had fled.


      Belle chuckled. This furniture was from Adonis’s room inside Bamboo’s stomach. But unfortunately, the sword didn’t come out.


      “Tch. I missed.”


      Belle looked over in the direction of the furniture. These oversized footprints led past the bridge, heading straight for the shrine and the tunnel revealed there.


      “I can’t believe it… She cut through Rest au Rant Magic,” Benet told Guinness as he climbed back onto the goblet turtle, releasing the bow he’d drawn to take aim at Bamboo. “I’m starting to become very afraid of what Belle and Runding are capable of.”


      “In coming here, these two are trying to obtain a different kind of power compared to what they’ve had so far. A power on an entirely different level from us. And once she completely veers off our level, we will have a mighty obstacle in our path…”


      “Guinness, are you…?”


      The Conductor silenced Benet with a flick of his baton.


      “It seems with that last battle we’ve dispatched the Dearth March’s Redrum for the time being. But we can’t let down our guards, for the Dearth March could still be lurking in the dark, watching us. Keep your swords alert. Once the injured are tended to, we move.”


      The Solists lined up, obeying Guinness’s words. They sheathed their swords, which were still full of resonance, and used the sacred ashes the priests had given them before they’d returned to the castle to tend to the wounded.


      “We’ve finally made it this far…,” Guinness said keenly, looking at the shrine.


      Standing in the center of this sacred scenery was the gaping opening to the tunnel. It felt like it was sucking in the surrounding darkness.


      But a sudden shout split the air.


      “Stand down, Conductor Guinness!”


      The choir turned around as one.


      “Gaff?!” Belle shouted.


      She frowned at Gaff as he descended the steps toward them, followed by rows of priests. She had a bad feeling about what he was about to say. His call to stop seemed to deny the battles they’d been through thus far.


      “Oh, if it isn’t the Arch-Solist. Have you come all this way to applaud our fierce fighting?” Guinness turned to face Gaff calmly within the cage.


      Gaff shook his head imposingly. The priests lined up at his sides, which gave the impression Gaff’s and Guinness’s camps were facing each other down.


      “Well done, Conductor Guinness,” Gaff said. “Now lower your swords at once. We will handle things from here on out.”


       


      A small figure marched through the dark passage.


      Its long white ears flickered with a faint glow, and its red waistcoat cast a shadow. He toddled along, occasionally falling on his backside and staring vacantly at the wall. Then he got back up, walking ahead aimlessly before sitting back down.


      Kitty the Nothing wandered the tunnel in his usual way that made people wonder whether there was anything actually going on in his head. His red, unfocused eyes stared at the walls, and where his vacant gaze landed, sparks scattered across the surface. Steel branches unraveled, revealing a tear in the wall, which split down the middle and gradually opened like a door. The sound of ticking issued from Kitty’s pocket, making the air tremble and the entire chamber shake.


      Kitty himself was as expressionless as ever, squatting blankly in the middle of the shifting scenery. Formulas surfaced all over his body like tattoos, letting off a complex glow. But despite covering the rest of his body, the formulas didn’t extend to his ears, which drooped idly behind his head.


      A sudden silence enveloped him. Kitty stared expressionlessly into the newly revealed tunnel. The formulas on his body blinked out one after another, eventually vanishing as if they’d seeped into his fur, and he sluggishly rose to his feet. Then walking with his knees slightly bent, he shuffled off into the cavern.


      After a short while, his form vanished into the darkness only to appear in the same spot. His white silhouette immediately melted into the shadows again, only to reappear. Kitty continued walking like that, as if flickering in and out of existence…


      Eventually, he came to a stop. Something was approaching him from up ahead. A strange beast flower, skittering and scurrying along. It only had a head, tail, and limbs, with no torso to attach them to, and its large eyes swiveled in different directions.


      Bamboo.


      His twisting, turning eyeballs landed on Kitty, and he froze in panic. A strange silence hung over the pair as they looked at each other, their stares so blank it was dubious whether they were even aware of the other’s presence. Whatever Bamboo was thinking, he suddenly grew scared of Kitty and backed away, his fur standing on end and large eyes darting about in confusion.


      Out of nowhere, Kitty’s ears stood on end, and his deep, bottomless eyes lit up with consciousness. His mouth moved, and the breath leaving it suddenly formed words.


      “…Hmm. The Nothing giving chase to that man… Is being in the presence of the final God’s roots causing our consciousnesses to mingle?”


      The one to speak those mysterious words was Kitty the All. He directed his intelligent gaze, which bored into whomever he looked upon, toward Bamboo. The creature’s fur stood on end in fright.


      “I see. I finally awaken, and this is the situation in which I find myself?” Kitty said with a charming smile. “That’s not too bad.”


      Bamboo couldn’t take it anymore. He turned around and made a beeline in the direction he’d come from. He also opened his mouth, revealing his fangs to swallow himself, but—


      “Don’t even think about it!”


      Kitty wove a spell with both hands, drawing some kind of formula that wrapped Bamboo’s body in a spark-emitting glow. Bamboo gave a barking yelp. With his tail puffed up and fur standing on end, he bolted away from Kitty.


       


      “What are you doing, Gaff?!” Belle lashed out sharply.


      She stood at the head of the army, face to face with him. Her hand gripped Runding. She wasn’t in a hostile stance, but she was ready to attack at a warning’s notice if need be.


      Gaff looked around the choir, his golden eyes moving to Belle and then Guinness.


      “You heard me, did you not?”


      “We did, Arch-Solist,” Guinness nodded easily enough. He got to his feet within the cage and spoke while raising the baton sword high up. “And we are willing to comply right away if you would place all the swords that fought here upon the scales.”


      Benet chuckled from above. Gaff’s gaze bore into the two men.


      “Upon the scales…?”


      “Yes. Is it not normal to place a sword upon the scales after Schwertmusik? If we don’t do that, why, we’ll have no chance to speak of our battles or earn denari for our actions. That is the established order of Schwertmusik, is it not?”


      “You will do no such thing.”


      “Oh, goodness. And why not?”


      Guinness’s coy question was met with suppressed laughter from the choir.


      They all know… Belle thought, a smile playing over her own lips.


      Swords that fought the Dearth March would never be allowed to be placed upon God’s Scales. Everyone present here would have to be marked as paradogs and swiftly imprisoned in the castle.


      “It seems the vile Nidhoggs truly do reside in the castle.”


      “What…?”


      “The only reason we embarked on this forbidden Schwertmusik is because you, the king, ordered us to do so. And those same orders are what branded us as paradogs to be imprisoned. What can one call such an act if not vil—”


      “There is but one way to avoid branding you as paradogs,” Gaff said severely, cutting Guinness off.


      It was as if he could sense that Guinness and his band were about to jump to conclusions and elect to oppose order despite not knowing anything. But Guinness, too, seemed to predict what Gaff would say, and brought his sword to his chest.


      “By discarding our swords, right?”


      “That’s correct.”


      The choir stirred. Some of them in anger, others sneering at Gaff’s remark. But sure enough, if Solists wished to continue making a living from Schwertmusik, they had no other option. In discarding a sword that had embarked on forbidden Schwertmusik, they pinned their sins on the sword while obtaining a new one to be reborn as Solists. There was no other way.


      Yet they all seemed confident they were going to keep living as Solists while keeping their accused swords.


      “As a fellow Solist, I understand the grief of discarding one’s sword. But as paradogs, you must consider returning to your rightful position as Solists above all else, and there is no other way to do so.”


      Gaff tried to keep his apprehension from showing on his face. This band wasn’t behaving like any Solists he knew. When had they started acting like this? Ever since his interdiction order? Or since they suggested designating the Catacombs as a neutral zone? Either way, they were trying to get out of this situation using a method he didn’t understand.


      “I’m afraid we can’t do that, Arch-Solist,” Guinness eventually said. “We did not fight just to discard our swords. We do understand what you’re saying, of course. What you’re suggesting is the most reasonable way to maintain peace and order.”


      “Then why won’t you obey?”


      “We have conditions.”


      “What…?”


      “Firstly, that you consent to the entreaty we previously made. Specifically, that you formally recognize the Catacombs’ independence and neutrality, and their battles as Schwertmusik. Secondly, that you return the Catacombs’ treasured swords to their rightful place. All in all, our conditions are very simple.”


      Guinness’s tone was completely carefree. This wasn’t the tone of someone dreading the stigma of becoming a paradog. It became visibly clear that Gaff’s apprehensions and caution were finally boiling over into anger.


      “Have you all lost your minds?”


      “Have we?”


      “Know that the interdiction and this battle are your last chance to return to rightful, legal Schwertmusik.”


      “Oh, goodness.”


      “Conductor Guinness! Do you intend to involve all these promising Solists in your chicanery?!”


      “Promising, you say…?” Guinness looked around the Solists, who all laughed out loud.


      They all knew they were powerful. But their power was unrelated to their family inheritance, so no matter how much they polished their skills, they never would have risen in the ranks.


      “Yes, they’re all very promising. Which is why I asked them for their help.”


      Guinness’s words were vague, which was why they felt so threatening to Gaff. Much like Adonis, he eluded Gaff’s understanding while also possessing a quality he couldn’t quite grasp.


      “There’s no room for discussion! Those who follow my orders, promptly leave this place or be branded the stigma of paradogs as my sword rends your flesh!”


      Gaff finally reached for his sword, stopping Guinness from any more sophistry. But someone moved to meet him—Belle.


      She stood before Gaff and the choir, her sword held up almost casually. Runding’s might made Gaff and the priests standing behind him tense up.


      “Belle…,” Gaff called out, his royal demeanor wavering.


      She thrust Runding’s severely damaged blade at Gaff’s pleading expression with what felt like anger and extreme outrage.


      “I will grant my sword its rightful status! So I’ll never just throw it away because you told me to! Someone who doesn’t even have the freedom to fight according to his heart doesn’t get to tell us what to do!”


      Following Belle’s words, Guinness swung his baton, prompting the choir to move as one. They instantly took formation with their swords raised. The priests all reached for their chained swords, awaiting Gaff’s orders and expecting the Arch-Solist to take this chance to show off his superior abilities. Everyone present was gripped by fierce excitement, their swords raging with emotion.


      “So the interdiction order was of no help…!” Gaff shouted, his voice full of anger and pain. “You, too, threaten this country, Belle! Now I understand God’s intentions, the reason He ordered to shatter the Key to Journey!”


      Gaff took a step toward Belle, solemnly drawing his “kingdom” sword, which shone with the color of imperial topaz.


      “Remember what I told you once?” Belle said with a smirk. “Your sword is the one weapon I wouldn’t want to be cut by.”


      Runding howled in response. Belle faced Gaff with a savage look on her face. The way they stood, primed to pounce at each other, mirrored the way the choir and priests stood ready to clash. If any side tried to back down, the other would storm in on them.


      “Is this what we want, Guinness?” Benet whispered, his bow at the ready.


      “We can’t lay a hand on them,” Guinness said casually, stopping that line of thought. “This battle’s spotlight shines on these two alone. We merely follow, regardless of if Belle retreats or charges in.”


      “You’re having her lead the choir? You think anyone would follow her?”


      “Benet…” Guinness raised his head, looking into the Mermaid’s face.


      “In coming here, she’s about to sprout a power beyond our understanding. My ears can hear it clearly. And if it’s as you say…”


      “Stop it, Benet. If your bow is trained on Belle’s back right now, then you’re diverging from my orders. For the moment, we stand to gain nothing by doing that.”


      Benet’s lips curled into a strange smile. “…For now, eh?”


      The water-steel string slackened with a soft sound.


      And then—the two moved. Gaff lunged forward, his large body moving with impressive agility and speed. All Belle did was hold her sword horizontally, reading Gaff’s motions.


      It happened in the blink of an eye. Gaff unleashed a mighty strike from straight ahead, like he was trying to shatter Belle’s sword and cleave her in half. Their blades clashed, the sound of their collision shaking the air as a shower of sparks lit up the dark.


      Belle didn’t move in the slightest. She had no intention of dodging. All she did was block the sword. The echoes of their clash rumbled through the air, and the two stood with their blades crossed, as if time had frozen around them. Something silver flaked off and fell to Belle’s shoulder. Under Gaff’s blade, fragments of Runding chipped off. But even then, the sword retained its graceful silver form in Belle’s grip.


      Gaff let out a groan. His eyes went wide, and his heart trembled with astonishment. He wasn’t alone, either; the choir and the priests were just as shocked by Belle, who had not only perfectly blocked a strike from Gaff—the king—but even sealed his movements. If he were to act recklessly, Belle’s blade would quickly descend on him. To resist that fate, he would have to match Belle’s movements and pull back his sword. However, Belle was resonating not just with Runding, but with his own sword as well, and the look on her face said she was in control of this duel.


      “That sword… It was fashioned from the God Tree’s steel,” Belle muttered.


      The two blades rang out, locked against each other, and Gaff gritted his teeth as he glared at Belle.


      “In other words, you have God in your hands.”


      “What…?”


      Gaff was shocked. The realization washed over him: Belle was listening to the voice of his sword’s will, and at depths Gaff himself had yet to reach. It was a shock that rattled the very foundation of his identity as king.


      “And yet you don’t listen to your sword’s voice at all. I’m surprised.”


      Belle grinned. It was an expression that was far too vibrant for one locked in a duel. A smile that crushed Gaff from within.


      “I’m going to grant my sword its rightful status.”


      Belle silently withdrew her blade. Suddenly pushing against nothing, Gaff nearly lurched forward, but he was able to keep his footing.


      “Your sword wants that, too.”


      He looked at Belle in disbelief. She turned her back, like she’d given up on fighting him.


      “Gah…”


      Gaff groaned. His hands, hanging by his sides, grew numb. The slash he’d delivered with all his might had been deflected with a blow several times stronger. This spoke to Belle’s overwhelming control with the sword, worthy of being called a power in its own right.


      Without either falling back or pushing forward, Belle had stopped Gaff in his tracks.

    

    
      15


      “Cut in!”


      Guinness swung his baton sword without a moment’s delay, and the choir moved. They weren’t walking toward the priests but straight across the bridge to the center of the lake. To the shrine built at the bottom of God’s roots—and the tunnel that had been opened there.


      “Arch-Solist, in order for our choir to reveal its true power, we ask that you lend us a Pianist!” Guinness shouted. “What say you?!”


      Gaff, however, stood wordlessly in front of the priests. As before, the man was in a state of blank amazement and only responded to Guinness’s words by directing his gaze toward him. Guinness immediately picked up on his state of mind.


      “Very well, then we’ll simply do without and return with good news!”


      With this, the goblet turtle began crossing the bridge with firm steps.


      The priests, unable to raise a finger without Gaff’s direct orders, could only watch them walk away. Belle followed as part of the choir but turned to look at Gaff. The sight of her brother apprentice’s dumbfounded gaze made a twinge of anguish tug at her heart. She recalled the visage of Gaff standing all alone in the rain when they had locked blades during the funeral shower following the Battle for the Catacombs.


      This man always tried to live according to God’s rules—a God he would never be allowed to touch himself. That had been clearly revealed to her when Runding and his sword had resonated.


      Belle forcefully looked ahead. Leaving Gaff behind, she fixed her gaze on the path forward. Her feet stomped against the stone bridge, taking a firm step as if to confirm her existence.


      “You’ll be fine…,” Belle whispered firmly to her brother apprentice. “You’ve come this far without blaming anyone else for your loneliness. I’m sure you’ll keep doing so…”


      With that, the choir filed into the tunnel.


       


       


      To be continued in Volume 4.
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