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IV.
Brutality—That Which Is Glorious




1

The rain fell.

It was a Memorial Shower—a ritualistic rain meant to cleanse the scars left in the wake of a great battle. Innumerable droplets rained down from the sky, beckoned by the timbre of the Meteoric Symphonia’s performance to wash away all the blood and enmity. Down on the ground, soldiers drenched in those clear raindrops swung their swords as a final farewell.

It was a training grounds in Central East Town, the same place where bands were formed and trained to conquer the Catacombs. In the midst of this mournful shower, each and every one of the countless Solists endeavored to strengthen their swords, silently performing practice swings or taking part in training matches with their legs covered in mud.

To them, this was the most fitting form of mourning and of celebrating their survival.

Belle was among them.

Gaff, her opponent.

The two Solists’ swords clashed, making a particularly loud sound that was heard by everyone in the training grounds.

Belle Lablac, the lead performer in the recent battle against Tiziano, and Gaff Shandy, an Arch-Solist of Schwertland. Schwertmusik performed by two such distinguished Solists was bound to draw a crowd. It wasn’t a betting match, so there was no loud cheering, but every time their swords clashed, onlookers let out gasps of admiration.

Their swords were not simply hunks of metal; each one was a life grown to take the shape of a weapon, the entirety of it a single flower. It was said that a Solist earned the right to wield their sword when they became able to grasp the numerous images that resonated in the sound it played. Or putting it in more general terms, when they could hear the voice of the metal.

Those witnessing Belle and Gaff’s Schwertmusik were filled with awe at the depth of the music they were playing. Even simply listening to such exquisite Schwertmusik was a way for them to refine their own prowess as Solists.

But the performance came to a sudden stop.

“You’re injured,” Belle said, sounding surprised.

She was talking about Gaff. The audience stared on in amazement; none of them had noticed anything off about him. However, Belle was extremely good at reading the images that echoed from swords clashing. In reading those sounds and becoming one with her sword, she could grasp the mental and physical state of her opponent.

“It hardly hurts anymore. I didn’t think you’d be able to tell,” Gaff said, rubbing his abdomen over his training garb. He seemed quite surprised himself.

“I didn’t notice until just now,” replied Belle. “How’d it happen? Did you fight someone? I don’t know too many Solists good enough to cut your dominant hand, then stab you in the stomach.”

Belle had not only determined where he was hurt, but even correctly guessed how his injuries had been sustained. It was truly a remarkable talent that spoke to the depth of her unity with Runding.

“…That battle polished your skills even further,” Gaff grumbled.

He seemed to sense that it was futile trying to keep secrets from Belle, because he lowered his sword and walked over to whisper in her ear.

“I faced the warden of the Catacombs. Tom Collins. He was a tough opponent.”

Gaff had said it casually, but his words made Belle feel as if she’d just been hit over the head with a hammer. She stared up into his face, wet from the rain, unable to believe what she’d just heard.

“Why…? The battle was over,” she said, her voice raspy. The sight she’d seen while exiting the cave flashed vividly through her mind.

By the time Belle and Adonis had made it out of the crimson confines of Tiziano’s stomach, Kitty had already left. They’d parted ways with the underdog Solists, then Adonis had guided the four remaining members of their band out of the cave: Adonis, Belle, Guinness—who’d lost his left arm—and the one-eyed Benet who was carrying him on his back.

When the four of them emerged, the looks on the faces of the worn-down Solists who’d been fighting that whole time to hold the cave entrance had changed instantly. Every one of them praised the quartet’s survival, and the Director, who’d given his all to keep the Catacombs safe, personally came to greet them and offer them healing. That was how moved they were by the sight of the four Solists returning from battle injured and maimed.

There were no grudges anymore; everyone shared in the pain and sorrow, caring for their injured comrades. It was only when she touched on that realization that Belle truly felt for the first time that the battle was over.

All that remained was for them to receive their reward money and report the events that had transpired inside the cave.

And yet…

“It wasn’t over. At least, it wasn’t at that point,” Gaff said, a hateful firmness in his voice. “Everything about the battle, down to the final band, was in accordance with the king’s divine proclamation.”

“What happened to Tom Collins?! Don’t tell me you…”

“I slew him.”

His voice was completely flat.

Belle was speechless. Thoughts flew noisily through her mind and anger flickered in her eyes. Something warm ran down her rain-wet cheeks.

Gaff was acting like he’d done nothing wrong. As if his actions were the obvious, right thing to do. That thought shook Belle to the core.

“…Your sword is the last thing I’d ever want to die to.”

The world around Belle seemed to blur. Only Gaff’s sword remained clear.

A flicker of anguish passed across the man’s face.

EMOCLEW

That pure, harsh blade, clear like rose-colored imperial topaz, was etched with a spell meaning “Kingdom.” Carved directly from the God Tree, Gaff’s sword signified his status as a top dog Arch-Solist and his position in charge of the ivory priests who managed the Hall of Blades.

“…Even with the final band, the Catacombs didn’t fall. As was predicted. However, regardless of the circumstances, I cannot draw my blade in opposition to the king’s divine words. I am permitted to wield my sword in the place of my many comrades who become priests and sealed their own.”

Gaff spoke in a tone Belle had never heard from him before. It felt like a mixture of pain and pride from having to endure something.

“Please understand, Belle. This is my fate, as royalty born in the castle.”

Seeing Gaff plead with her for the first time, Belle realized with a start how she was gripping her sword. Her blade was fixed on Gaff, and Runding howled with rage. Belle shook her head violently. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hands, then glared at Gaff.

“…The only thing I understand is that a guy like you is going to become the king of Park.”

Gaff nodded firmly. The EMOCLEW spell was given to those who would succeed the throne.

“That is why I’m in this country. To try to live by my own sense of justice. That was why I couldn’t follow your teacher, or the one who forged your sword.”

…He’s the same, Belle thought.

Gaff’s words just now had the same quality as Belle’s oath to depart on her journey and Adonis’s goal of questioning God.

But at that moment, Belle didn’t have it in her to listen to him. She coldly returned his gaze and shook her head sternly.

“I don’t know why you’d go so far as to offer yourself up to the God Tree.”

“Belle…”

“Sorry, but I don’t feel like sparring with you any more today,” she said curtly, turning her back on Gaff and striding away. But after a few steps, Belle stopped and turned around. A stab of pain had gone through her heart.

The sight of Gaff standing all alone in the Memorial Shower made him feel so awfully far away.

“…Let me know when your wounds heal.”

Gaff smiled sadly at her in response.

 

Belle walked hunched over with her head hung low, but her steps were swift. Because of this, she ended up bumping into someone as she turned a corner. Looking up in surprise, Belle saw an unfamiliar woman sitting on her backside covering her face with her hands.

Blood trickled from the gaps between her fingers. It seemed like Runding’s pommel had struck her in the bridge of the nose. As Belle stood there, stunned, the woman looked up at her with teary eyes.

She was a Cateyes, and a dainty one at that. Running into her had felt like swiping a hand at a butterfly drawn to a lamp. She had that kind of fragile charm to her, which made Belle feel all the more apologetic.

“I’m sorry… It was an accident,” Belle said.

She offered the woman a hand, feeling ashamed that she hadn’t noticed her there. Belle had been so lost in thought after what Gaff had said.

I betrayed them…!

Emotion surged up within her, and she was helpless to stop it. Belle hadn’t actually done anything, of course, but while she’d been complacently thinking that the battle was over, the people who’d fought beside her had kept on fighting. She had simply been ignorant of it all. That pain and regret kept eating away at her.

“The city certainly is a place overflowing with pain, isn’t it?” the woman suddenly said.

Belle was shaken. It felt like the woman had just read her mind. But a person she’d never met before couldn’t have such insight into her feelings. The woman was simply ruminating on the pain she’d just felt.

“Yeah, sorry. It’s my fault for spacing out and not looking where I was going. Can you stand?”

But rather than take Belle’s hand, the woman stared at the blood on her own hands with curiosity. The white fabric of the gloves, which looked remarkably soft, was stained with blood. Then, for whatever reason, she licked the blood.

“It tastes of iron,” she said, looking up at Belle with a carefree smile.

It was the happiest expression Belle had ever seen on someone bleeding from their nose. She could only stare at the woman slack-jawed, unsure of what to make of any of this. The woman was still sitting on the flagstones.

“I suppose I’m just not used to walking around town. I’ve been falling over nonstop, you see. Bumping into people, tripping down stairs… But this is the first time I’ve been injured. That really surprised me! Who knew blood could come out of a person’s nose like that?” She put a hand to her cheek and giggled.

The woman lowered her hand. Her fur, a lotus-pink color fringed with pearly white, was dirtied with mud in a weird pattern.

She was so incredibly unconcerned by everything. The woman suddenly seemed to notice Belle’s outstretched hand and, with her muddy gloves, took it in both of hers, pulling herself up.

…I don’t think she did this to get even with me, Belle thought, looking at her hand, which was now spattered with mud.

“Goodness, what a large sword you have! You must be a Solist. You don’t much look the part, though,” the woman said, her innocent smile intact.

“Are you all right? You’re not hurt anywhere else, are you?”

Belle ignored the woman’s inquisitive gaze and took out a handkerchief. She wiped off her hand, then used it to clean the woman’s face of mud and caked blood. The blood, in particular, took some effort to get off. The woman just stood there, obediently letting Belle wipe her face, making Belle wonder who in the world she was. She wasn’t just being submissive or meek—it was more like she thought it was only natural that someone should wipe her face for her.

Is she royalty…?

She was probably from a wealthy, noble family, the likes of which had handmaids to look after their every need and practically never left the castle to venture into town. And because of that, she’d ended up as a person blissfully devoid of common sense.

“You on your own? Where are you off to without an umbrella?” Belle asked.

The woman looked at Belle, enthralled, apparently quite taken by her rough tone. She nodded excitedly.

“I was permitted to go outside for the first time. Walking around town all on your own is lovely, is it not? I was given an umbrella when I left the castle…but I didn’t know how to open it, so I threw it away.”

Belle was aghast. She didn’t even know how to open an umbrella? Belle couldn’t comprehend how the woman didn’t know something like that. Did she not know how unusual that lack of knowledge was? But even if Belle pointed that out, it’s not like it would get the point across.

Hearing that, Belle was positive: This woman had to be the daughter of some noble. Probably one of the members of the Art Symphonia who defended the castle. A sheltered noble lady, as it were. And considering how incredibly innocent, careless, and unconcerned she was, she had likely been given some sort of important position in the castle. Otherwise, they wouldn’t raise her like a bird in a gilded cage.

Feeling a bit fed up, Belle looked around. With Runding’s help, she used her naturally sharp senses to the fullest of their abilities to confirm that there were indeed people nearby, hiding and watching over the woman’s every step despite the rain pouring down. The young lady was the only one under any illusion that she was walking around town alone.

They’re not going to arrest me, are they…? On the charge of giving her a nosebleed?

Belle was seriously concerned. She was in a bad mood as it was, and if she ended up being blamed for something so trivial, she wasn’t sure she’d have the patience to retain her composure.

“Um, Madam Solist…?”

“What?” Belle replied in a high-pitched voice that surprised even her. “Call me Belle. That’s my name.”

“Oh!”

The woman put her hands over her mouth, leaving a new smear of mud on her jaw.

Is she stupid? Belle wondered as she sighed and wiped it off again. The woman looked at Belle as if she knew her.

“You’re Belle Lablac, aren’t you?”

Belle nodded. Apparently, she’d become more famous than she realized.

Come to think of it, the woman hadn’t reacted at all to Belle’s appearance, which didn’t coincide with any race. Instead, she just eyed her curiously—an action that rubbed Belle the wrong way. Having a woman who was the very picture of beauty stare at a strange-looking girl like her made her feel incredibly self-conscious.

However, the woman put her hands to her chest, visibly moved.

“You’re incredible!” she exclaimed with wonder.

Belle’s eyes bulged in their sockets.

“Wh-what…?”

“So gallant and noble… And you must be very strong. You’re every bit the person Shandy said you are!”

This time, Belle’s mouth hung open with shock. She almost felt like she was being made fun of, but the woman seemed far too guileless for that, like a single bright flower blooming in an empty field.

“Achoo!”

Suddenly, the woman sneezed loudly, bringing Belle back to her senses.

“You’ll catch a cold if you stay out here. Go back to the castle and ask them to show you how to open an umbrella,” Belle said, sounding half concerned and half sarcastic. Even Belle wasn’t sure which one she had intended.

The woman, however, narrowed her eyes and shook her head.

“I’m fine,” she said firmly.

Maybe she was more stubborn than Belle had assumed.

“I just feel a bit odd because I bumped my nose,” the woman continued. “This rain would never consider making an enemy of me. After all, it was my singing that beckoned it.”

Belle made a noncommittal sound and just bobbed her head amicably before the meaning of those words sank in.

“Wait… Your singing did?”

The woman nodded in affirmation, leaving Belle shocked once again. Apparently, her “sheltered young lady” guess had been right on the mark.

Memorial Showers were an important ritual performed by several groups, including the Meteoric Symphonia, the Farm Symphonia, and the Art Symphonia.

However, it was also a dangerous, elaborate performance that, with just a single mistake, could deal a crippling blow to Park City’s agriculture. For that reason, the castle Singer who oversaw the ritual was required to have transcendent abilities capable of making nature itself heed their call and the skill to incorporate all the Symphonies’ music into their own song.

And this woman had just said it was her voice that did that. It was an arrogant-sounding statement that only made sense if it came from the lips of the one leading the castle Singers.

“No way. Don’t tell me, you’re…”

It was only then that Belle registered the name of the Solist the woman had mentioned.

“Wait. By Shandy, you mean…?”

The woman’s eyes widened, as if she’d just remembered something.

“Oh, bother. That’s right. I came here to meet Shandy.” She looked around the streets anxiously, then turned to face Belle with a pleading expression. “Why, I’ve gotten completely turned around. Could you tell me how to get to the Solists’ training grounds?”

Belle was sure she was right about the woman’s identity. But she still needed to confirm it.

“I’ll walk you there to make up for bumping into you. In exchange, could you tell me your name and who you are to Shandy?”

The woman gasped, “Oh,” and clapped her muddied hands to her cheeks in embarrassment.

Belle didn’t even have a chance to stop her.

“My apologies for not introducing myself earlier. My name is Sherry. I came here to see Arch-Solist Gaff Shandy,” the princess said casually, unaware of the muddy handprints on her cheeks.
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Belle had been right: The woman she’d bumped into was the princess.

Sherry, King Rawhide’s beloved daughter, who had been a songstress since she was a young girl and currently stood at the head of all other Singers.

That same woman was currently in Benet’s house.

“I can’t believe you just showed up here and dropped this troublesome situation right into my lap…,” the one-eyed archer said exasperatedly, looking very much put on the spot.

“Where else could I have gone?” Belle asked. “Gaff wasn’t around, and you’re the only person I know with clothes that’ll fit her.”

Most clothes for Mermaids were androgynous. Benet had a particularly large number of feminine clothes, though, since he’d spent a relatively long time as a female.

“What do you think would happen if rumors spread that the princess is wearing my clothes…? Just thinking about it makes me feel sick. I have my reputation to consider, Belle.”

Benet’s words were met with a burst of laughter. It was Guinness, smiling cheerfully with a glass in his hand, day drinking.

“In your case, it’s a bad reputation, Benet. Maybe people would buy it if she was a town noble, but who’s gonna believe you’re in bed with a member of royalty? You’ve only got yourself to blame for having no standards.”

In other words, Benet’s romantic exploits were so widely talked about that people thought he would sleep with just about anyone.

“Shut up, you drunk. You don’t know the hardships that come with being a Mermaid who can only live in a man’s body.”

Set on the table were food and bottles of liquor for two. Benet and Guinness had mostly been finished with their meal when Belle and Sherry got there. They had been venting their dissatisfaction with the castle and the top dog Solists and making fun of their hypocrisy, when Belle had arrived on their doorstep with the very symbol of the kingdom—Princess Sherry. Benet had looked at her with pity in his eyes, while Guinness had laughed out loud. It turned out the pair made for a maudlin drunk and a merry drunk.

Sherry was currently washing off the mud and warming up her cold body. But even getting her into the bath had been an endeavor.

Belle had come seeking help from the female Benedictine, only to find a pair of drunk men. She’d forced them into one corner of the house and forcibly occupied the bath, the section of hallway leading up to it, and a small room.

It was then that Sherry had opened her mouth again, dropping the bombshell that she didn’t know how to take off her clothes by herself. Even though her dress was quite elaborate, Belle thought there was no way she couldn’t remove her own clothes and left her to her own devices… Only to be rendered speechless when Sherry let out a yelp a couple minutes later, having been caught up in her muddied dress like a spider tangled in its own web. For a second, Belle had wanted to just cut the clothes off her with Runding, but she’d restrained herself and helped Sherry out of the dress.

When the princess stood in the bathroom, her translucent skin completely exposed, Belle couldn’t help but stare at her in amazement. It was the first time she’d ever looked at another woman and thought that she was beautiful. Sherry’s physique was markedly different from a Solist like Belle’s. She wasn’t curvy—but slender, soft, and willowy. In a word: refined.

Just then, Belle had heard a murmur of appreciation from behind her.

“Hey, stop that,” she whispered menacingly, turning around to glare at the men.

The two of them ran off at once. Belle had followed slowly, standing in the room and staring daggers at the drunks.

“I’m warning you. If you go into that room, you better be ready for—”

But before Belle was able to finish her sentence, the pair’s expressions had melted into improper grins.

“Say, Belle, what is this for?”

Belle put her hand to her head tiredly. Sherry was standing next to her, fully naked, holding a water crystal sealed with hot water. Benet and Guinness were leering shamelessly. Sherry had always been dressed by her handmaids, and her everyday actions were bound by social protocol and rules. With none of those influences present at the moment, she didn’t have a lick of common sense.

“You’re supposed to break it,” Belle had said, pushing her back into the bathroom. “When you do, hot water comes out…”

“Oh, so you break it?”

She didn’t have a chance to stop her. By the time Belle realized what she was doing, Sherry had smashed the water crystal, filled with enough hot water to fill an entire bathtub, on the floor. This particular crystal also had a piece of a bubble flower mixed into it, and in no time at all, the room had filled with steam, water had seeped beneath every door, and the entire house had filled with white citrus-scented bubbles.

Benet was speechless. The water crystal had been expensive enough by itself, but the carpet decorating the living room floor had been as high-quality as the one furnishing Adonis’s space inside Bamboo’s stomach. Yet it had only taken a single broken water crystal to ruin it beyond repair.

The shock of it all had sobered Benet up in an instant. Guinness, on the other hand, simply rolled around on the floor laughing.

“Is this not enough water to fill the bath?” Sherry had asked, confused.

Belle had been at a loss for words.

“You better take responsibility for this, Belle, and teach her how to do it. This is all clearly a mistake,” Benet said, looking as if he was moments away from bursting into tears.

“Oh… Sherry?”

“Yes?”

“Let’s go in together.”

Sherry nodded, looking absolutely delighted by the idea. Her smile was radiant, and Belle was completely at its mercy.

After another flurry of Sherry’s seemingly endless eccentric behavior, Belle had found herself sitting at the table with Benet and Guinness. She was wearing a shirt and pants she’d borrowed from Benet, her skin still flushed from the hot water and steam. Catching the two men sneaking glances at her, Belle felt a rising exasperation at how incorrigible they were.

Sherry, the most incorrigible of them all, was still in the bath. Belle had gotten out, unsure of what the point of being in there for long was, and Sherry had watched her with a sad look on her face, then said she’d stay in the bath for a bit longer.

“Anyway, I’ll tell Gaff. Directly. I don’t want to draw the attention of an Arch-Solist over this. You go wait with her at your place,” Benet said firmly to Belle.

“That’s real rich from someone who was peeking at her,” Belle retorted. “I don’t get why you were so curious. You’re half female.”

Benet shrugged, and Belle suddenly regretted saying that.

“There isn’t much I can do about that,” he said regrettably.

Ever since the battle in the Catacombs, Benet had lost the ability to change at will into a woman, forcing him to live as a man. It must be a painful blow for any Mermaid. He’d constantly have to grapple with it, like a disability of sorts.

“I’m still the same Benedictine, though,” he said, a hint of sadness in his expression.

It was possible that Benedictine the woman had truly died back there, along with his left eye. The thought filled Belle with sorrow. She wasn’t even sure why, because all her interactions with the female Benedictine had been negative and filled with abuse hurled at Belle.

“Is that your excuse for not being able to tell the difference between love and lust lately?” Guinness teased, letting out a laugh.

Benet frowned. “That’s a real sharp tongue you’ve got there. You’re one to talk, completely infatuated with that underdog girl. You’ve even picked up her foul-mouthed habits recently.”

The image of that cheerful Froggie girl flickered across the back of Belle’s mind.

Suddenly, Belle found herself unsure whether to bring up the battle in the Catacombs with these two. While they’d all thought the battle was over, the underdogs had still been fighting for their lives.

But then Sherry came out of the bath.

“Look, Belle. I managed to dress myself.”

She was standing there wearing the outfit Benet had provided, looking genuinely happy.

 

It seemed Kitty the Nothing was walking around outside in the rain, because he wasn’t in Belle’s room when she got there.

“Oh! You have the same furniture set as Shandy,” Sherry said the moment she walked in, wistfully running a hand over Belle’s desk.

“He lent it to me. Gaff’s been a lifesaver, honestly.”

“Well, you have been quite helpful to me, too.”

Belle was a bit surprised to hear her say that. She thought the princess would take the idea of people assisting her for granted.

“I wish I could do something to repay your kindness…”

Sherry spoke with a tone that gave the impression that she was some terribly powerless figure. Certainly not what one would expect from the Head Songstress.

“Sing me a song,” Belle said casually, sitting down on the bed.

“A song…?” Sherry asked, looking surprised.

“Yeah. I want to hear you sing.”

“What should I sing, though? Nothing in this room is broken, and the pillar looks quite sturdy… And I can’t stop the rain.”

Belle snickered, recalling the time when she’d said something similar to Kitty the All. In response, Kitty said that the woman they were listening to had just sung for the sake of singing.

“That’s fine. I’d like to hear any song you want. Even if it produces nothing.”

Sherry cocked her head, trying to make sense of Belle’s words. Eventually, she seemed to come to an answer she was satisfied with. Standing in the center of the room, she straightened her back and closed her eyes.

Sherry’s voice transformed into song. It was a dramatic moment. What was a speaking voice just moments earlier reverberated as a melody, countless sounds delicately and intricately weaving together. At times quiet, at others intense, her beautiful voice resounded through the room. It was an incredible performance, the likes of which impressed upon Belle that this was the power of the divine priestess who stood at the top of the castle Singers.

Something was stirring. The movement wasn’t visible to the eye, but objects seemed to take form and manifest at the guidance of Sherry’s voice—the wood that made up the desk, the threads of the carpet, the dimly lit surface of the glowstone lamps. Belle’s sword and the O’crock hanging from her neck trembled, resonating with the song, while her complexion improved, and her hair shone.

All things with form, retrace the memories of your original nature and be reborn.

That was the meaning of the song. The invisible will behind the shape of things, of the nature of wood and stone and flesh, was given form and allowed to manifest. At that moment, joy and sorrow mingled together, with the song drawing out the emotions of those materials.

In so doing, aging, decaying matter was allowed to be reborn by the will of its form. Yet this didn’t mean that the items reverted to their past state. Strangely, even though the scratches on the table faded away, even at a glance, you could tell they’d been there. The furniture reverted to being practically brand-new, but it remained old at heart. The contrast created a complex, pained atmosphere that spoke to the memory of how those wounds had been inflicted.

Belle listened to the song, engrossed. The din of the rain outside melted into the melody, blurring and twisting together, and when the song finally faded, only the pattering of raindrops lingered in her ears.

As the room settled into silence, the princess let out a tired sigh.

“Thank you,” Belle said. “That was wonderful.”

“It’s the first time someone has ever asked me to repay a favor with song.”

Sherry shrugged, smiling, and seeing this made Belle pity her for some reason. The words left her lips before she knew it, so spontaneous that, at first, Belle didn’t realize that she’d been the one to say them.

“Your singing sounds so pained.”

In an instant, Sherry’s expression changed. She looked frightened, as if Belle had just thrust a sword at her. Face-to-face with her, Belle was rendered speechless.

“Sherry…?”

Seeing Belle’s reaction, Sherry quickly gave her a smile. It seemed incredibly forced.

Overcome with anxiety, Belle got to her feet. She was worried the other woman might burst into tears or even faint. Sherry retreated half a step.

A knock at the door sounded, breaking the tension that had formed between them.

“Shandy…!”

The door opened, and an impressively built Cateyes man stood there. Belle’s shoulders dropped in relief. She wasn’t quite sure what she was so relieved about, though.

“There you are, Sherry. I never would’ve expected to find you here, at Belle’s place…”

“Forgive me. I imposed on her. But she’s just as you described: strong, gallant, and…” Sherry turned to face Belle. “Deeply empathic. Frighteningly perceptive.”

Belle could sense that behind her smile was a hint of genuine fear.

“Sorry, Belle,” Gaff said. “For all the trouble…”

“It’s fine.” Belle waved a hand and tried to keep her tone as cheerful as possible. “I’ve given you my fair share of trouble as well. If anything, I should be the one apologizing.”

“Thank you…”

Gaff put his arm around Sherry’s shoulders. In that moment, Belle realized even more acutely that the person she’d just been spending time alone with truly was the royal princess of the kingdom.

The two exited Belle’s room while nuzzling up to one another.

Left alone, Belle sat on the bed. She reached out for Runding almost unconsciously, pulling the sword into her embrace.

She heard a chime. Ring. The O’crock marked the time, turning the hue of the violet hour. Seeing that heather-colored stone made Belle feel terribly forlorn all of a sudden, as if she’d been left behind.
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On that rainy evening, a lone figure stood without an umbrella under the cold, clear droplets. Despite that, his body wasn’t wet whatsoever. He was covered in formulas from top to bottom, meticulously calculated to keep the raindrops away.

Kitty the All.

His crimson eyes were coldly fixed on one corner of a wall surrounding three towns.

NNNOOOWWWHHHEEERRREEE…!

Wails of lamentation echoed incessantly in the dark. There, in that gloomy area where the sun didn’t reach, shadowy figures gathered to raise their voices in phantasmagoric howls.

They were those who had turned their backs on the world’s greatest Thema, pleasure, and rejected all light in their hearts, instead choosing to writhe in the dark. They stood outside the walls, calling to those who would become their comrades.

“How many will be beckoned by the dream of purgatory…?” Kitty mused. Just then, he sensed a presence behind him. “My word. You do have a penchant for appearing behind people’s backs, don’t you?”

Kitty turned, his icy red eyes reflecting the image of a mature Cateyes man. The man was dripping wet all over, from the top of his head down to his fingertips. He held a pipe to his lips, which curved in an indomitable smile as if he relished the chilly rain lashing down on him. The smoke he blew out was a magical illusion. He hadn’t actually smoked in a long time.

Kitty glanced at the sword hanging from the man’s waist. It was no poorly made weapon, but a powerful blade, the sharpness of which was visible even sheathed in its scabbard.

“I can’t draw this sword quite yet,” the man said, following Kitty’s gaze. “I will need your help a little while longer, wandering prince.”

“Do you ever truly intend to draw it? I was put through quite the predicament in those caves of the Catacombs, I’ll have you know. Albeit, I did get to grow closer to the Girl of Reason as a result.”

“There must be a Skeptic to Reason. A time will come when such a presence is necessary,” said the man, as if thanking Kitty for carrying out his mission during that battle.

Hearing the man’s cryptic-sounding response, Kitty’s crimson eyes glinted in the darkness and rainfall. His shapely harelip curled into a smile that was charming at first glance but, if one looked at it too long, it could come across as incredibly cruel.

“Now, then… The Girl of Reason has but one task left for her divine symphony. What shall it be?” Kitty asked in a whisper.

“Deus Ex Machina always craves Solists who seek to abandon it.”

“Hmm… Much like how the gods of yore left Earth behind and shattered their own bodies in the process?”

“Indeed. However, Yggdrasil seeks to achieve this using dying ashes.”

“Dying ashes, you say? Well then… What if I were to tell you that I have some on me?” Kitty said, suddenly placing a hand on one of the pockets of his red waistcoat.

“I don’t know how you came by them, but I hope you’ll give them to me before long,” the man said.

“Now, what would you do if I were to determine those who desire them to be ja?”

“Ja… I haven’t heard that in a long while. A word from Denariland. Here we call such evil Nidhogg, those who gnaw at the roots of the God Tree attempting to destroy it. And those who perish at the hands of Nidhogg, gaining eternity through never-ending death, are the Deus Ex Machina, wandering prince.”

Leaving himself defenselessly exposed to those red eyes, the man turned his gaze to the shadowy figures. His guard looked full of openings, yet at the same time, he was infuriatingly intimidating.

Kitty turned to look at the shadows as well. “You want to include those things in the Paradise Shift to bring about the coming era…?” he whispered.

“And yet,” the man continued undaunted, “it is ja and Nidhogg that lay waste to Deus Ex Machina, is it not? You know that the first recorded Paradise Shift gave birth to the Anti-Thema—to magic. It is by summoning Nidhogg that the world brings about change and reform. And if it’s to achieve that purpose…I will gladly betray even the Reason I raised.”

“But you called the Girl of Reason your hope, did you not? So why?”

“Why, indeed…? Perhaps my duty as Enola is compelling me to do so,” the man said with a carefree smile. “Hope is a flower that blooms in the swamp of despair. One that will be blown away when the wind comes, like a messenger flower.”

“A bird flower that carries the corpse of your words…?”

“Precisely. And one day, it will herald in the Paradox, who will turn their back on God’s Words. Whether they want to or not…”

“You’re an eccentric one. I struggle to grasp your ways.”

“That’s for the best,” the man said with a nod.

A fearless smile was painted across his face.
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Belle felt troubled.

The world was incredibly dull. Yet she couldn’t quite put her finger on why it was dull. All she knew was that she’d been in this mood ever since Sherry had visited. The moment she’d seen Gaff put his arm around Sherry’s shoulders, Belle had felt something. She didn’t know what that feeling meant, though, and it left her extremely depressed.

It was the first time she’d ever felt like this.

Once the king revealed her final mission, Belle assumed her mood would instantly change and she’d focus on that. Unfortunately, however, the entire castle was currently in the middle of the memorial ceremony, which would continue for a while.

There were battles going on every day, but according to Gaff, Belle would only be selected for a major battle. That meant she spent her days avoiding spending time alone in her room, hanging out with Guinness and Benet instead. So naturally, they were the first people Belle turned to for advice.

“You’re in love,” Benet concluded right away, his voice firm.

Holding her head in her hands, Belle sighed. “You think I’m in love with Gaff? No way. I’d know if I was.”

“Uh-uh. Thinking you know when you actually don’t is part of being in love… Right?” Guinness said, turning to face Benet, who nodded gravely.

The two of them were drunk—and on Belle’s tab.

They were at On the Rocks. Belle had introduced them to the place after the battle in the Catacombs, and the pair had quickly become permanent fixtures. Kitty and Adonis joined the group every now and then, and Belle sometimes sat with them, but most of the time it was just Benet and Guinness.

Between the one-armed Guinness, one-eyed Benet, and featureless Belle, their table looked like a group of ostracized, injured soldiers licking their wounds. Losing an eye or an arm was certainly a career-ending injury for a soldier, but these two didn’t feel that way. To Benet and Guinness, while their impairments made life harder, they didn’t feel as if they’d suffered some great misfortune.

Belle didn’t know how hard or pained their days had become since the battle in the Catacombs. That said, when she sat there with them, she got the feeling she didn’t need to know. They were brimming with the will and determination to overcome any obstacles.

The one-armed Libretto, Guinness, had further honed the skills he’d displayed in the Catacombs and was gradually gaining a reputation for his tactical brilliance. Rumor had it that the day when his sword would be replaced for that of a Conductor was fast approaching. A Libretto being promoted to a Conductor was akin to a Solist being promoted to an Arch-Solist. Conductors’ swords could be swung in one hand, and this one factor had been the catalyst that caused Guinness’s tenacity and genius to blossom. It was hard to imagine that same man was currently drinking himself silly here.

The one-eyed archer Benet, on the other hand, was polishing his own talents as a Director, doing away with his former pretentious ways and developing his barrier skills. His once-average barriers were now steel walls that guarded the lives of Solists. At this point, Benet was also the only Director who could keep up with Guinness’s tactics. His barriers were ferociously strong and so natural that they could instantly adapt to whatever strange and sudden changes in formation the situation called for. Rumor had it that with Benet as Director, even battles that were doomed to fail ended up with fewer than half the casualties they would’ve had otherwise. Furthermore, rather than using his eyes, Benet relied on his keen hearing to aim, which allowed him to shoot opponents hiding in the dark or through walls.

People so well regarded as these two would by no means be considered ostracized, injured soldiers. Seeing the two of them drinking merrily, teasing Belle for coming to them for advice, honestly pleased her. They were all proud of having survived the battle for the Catacombs and had a firm resolve after what they’d lost. This was by no means a group of wounded soldiers licking their wounds and drinking to try to chase away the darkness.

Belle had been going to pay anyway, as an apology for Sherry ruining Benet’s room, but it seemed the two men were determined to drink so much she’d even have to pawn Runding off for some denari.

“I guess this is a tough problem even for a master tactician like you,” Benet joked.

“Now then, a script that would happily bind Arch-Solist Gaff with our brutish princess Belle…” Guinness put his hand to his forehead and hummed pensively for a moment, then noisily slammed the table. “It’s not impossible!”

Benet applauded him excitedly.

“Give me a break…,” Belle said with a sigh. She couldn’t remember how many times she’d said that today.

She knew they weren’t serious; they were just happy to have someone to joke around with. And teasing Belle in particular was Benet and Guinness’s favorite pastime when drinking. The two of them were ruthless.

They had been ribbing her the entire evening, but Belle wasn’t offended. After all, it just showed how fond of her they were. While she was grateful for that, of course, it did mean they were of no help to her when it came to actual advice.

The way Benet and Guinness saw it, whatever emotional turmoil Belle was going through, they were confident she could work it out on her own. By poking fun at her, they would teach Belle to laugh off her problems.

Since Belle couldn’t quite put her finger on what troubled her, though, she couldn’t laugh without a care in the world. It was unreasonable to ask the two men to help her figure that out, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself from trying.

And so the day after she went drinking with Benet and Guinness, Belle made her way to Adonis’s room. Even a day later, she still felt that strange sense of loneliness, which had only grown stronger.

“You’re asking why you feel so lonely…?” Adonis whispered, pondering the question seriously.

He was still for a long moment, glaring into space like Belle had just hit him with an incredibly difficult question. To this man, the very act of someone asking another person for the reason behind their emotions was baffling. Even so, the fact that he furrowed his brow earnestly trying to come up with an answer was evidence of his friendship with Belle. This man was surprisingly frank and sincere.

Belle had recently learned that Adonis was honest to a fault. He was not good at lying or concealing the truth, and for that very reason, he was especially protective of things he felt he had to keep secret—to the point of removing them from the world altogether, if need be.

Adonis was currently sitting on his bed, his red bandanna resting on his lap, and he grumbled briefly. He and Belle were inside Bamboo’s stomach. He had let Belle visit the place several times already, so she felt very relaxed. It was a ticklish sort of feeling that warmed her heart, as if the very loneliness and unease she’d come to ask him about were alleviated just by being there.

“That princess…,” Adonis finally said, picking his words carefully. “Do you think the reason you feel this way isn’t because of Gaff, but because of her instead?”

“You think I’m in love with the princess?” Belle asked dubiously.

It felt like a wild conclusion to arrive at. Adonis scrunched up his face and waved his hand dismissively.

“Could you move on from the whole being-in-love idea? What you just said gave me the weirdest mental image.”

“…Feel free to keep that to yourself.”

“Trust me, I don’t want to talk about it, either… Listen, the way I see it, you’ll never be like that princess,” he said in a manner that somehow felt scathing.

“What do you mean?” Belle asked.

“You’re featureless,” he replied curtly.

That clarified what he meant—with all the swiftness of a dagger to the ribs. He was trying to say that Belle felt so uneasy because she disliked the way she looked. It didn’t feel altogether wrong, honestly. Standing next to Sherry’s beauty had made Belle more keenly aware of how abnormal her own appearance was. Even if it didn’t fully explain the reason behind her feeling of isolation, it did feel like one factor behind it. Still, it was a bit cruel of Adonis to say it outright.

“You don’t have to say it like that. Choose your words a bit more carefully, would you?”

“Don’t complain. You’re the one asking for advice,” Adonis replied coolly.

Belle had no comeback for that.

“Tch. I’m not the one judging people by how they look. It’s always men who do that.”

“Don’t take it the wrong way. I like the way you look.”

“You do…?” Belle chuckled dryly, but her heart did skip a beat.

“Sometimes I wish I could shave my ears, nose, and beard so I could look like you.”

“That’s kinda scary, you saying something like that.”

“It’s just what I think.”

Adonis smiled suddenly. It didn’t look self-derisive—oddly enough, it seemed bashful.

“Still, only going out on her own for the first time when she’s halfway through her youth…,” Adonis murmured, folding his arms.

He was talking about Sherry. Most people outside the walls started working when they were still children. Belle couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to be raised as a sheltered princess.

Suddenly, Adonis’s blue eyes turned to Belle. “How old are you, by the way…?” he said, sounding like he’d only just thought to ask.

All Belle could do was shrug. She knew how many years it had been since she came out of the stone egg, but a person’s age depended on their race. And since there wasn’t anyone else like Belle, she had no way of knowing how old she was. In other races, age was indicated by fur growing, ears standing upright, tails detaching, or webbing disappearing between fingers, but none of those could be applied to Belle.

“But you’re past your red age, right? Or not yet?”

The red age was when a woman’s body matured enough to birth offspring. Adonis’s expression was serious, though, so he wasn’t asking out of some vulgar sense of curiosity. Still, his way of asking was too blunt, and Belle frowned and glared at him.

“I mean, I am… But don’t ask a woman that directly, idiot!”

“Really? It’s important, though.”

“Important how, exactly? It’s got nothing to do with you!”

The edges of Adonis’s lips curled up into a faint smile.

“What do you think about having my children someday?” he asked, perfectly composed.

For a moment, all of Belle’s thoughts screeched to a halt.

“Wh-wh-wha…?”

She couldn’t form a complete word and instantly lost sight of Adonis’s true intentions. Belle felt like her knees were buckling, and her heart thumped loudly in her ears. Her entire body was on fire, yet her mind was so calm it seemed completely barren.

Silence followed. It was similar to the hush that had settled over them before the battle for the Catacombs, yet also somehow different. A strange atmosphere, both quiet and loud at the same time.

Adonis’s voice cut through the silence.

“If you do…maybe my kids will end up looking like you.”

By that point, Belle had regained enough composure to speak in complete sentences.

“Wait, what? Is that what you meant by wanting to look like me? It’s not like your children are you, you know!”

Belle’s voice naturally took on a scathing tone, but Adonis brushed it off with an unbothered expression.

“Of course I know that. I’d like both a son and a daughter.”

When members of different races had children, the boys typically inherited the father’s race, and the girls often took after their mother.

“I’m saying I want to bed you,” Adonis said frankly.

“…What’s prompted all this?” Belle asked.

“I’m not saying it just to look good or on a whim.”

“If you were, I’d be furious.”

Belle glared daggers at him, but Adonis just chuckled. That calmness of his was infuriating.

He jerked his chin, urging Belle to answer.

“…If there’s love there, sure,” Belle eventually managed to reply.

She didn’t mention who would love whom, but Adonis nodded, seemingly satisfied.

“Truth be told, I’m not exactly sure what made me say that… But I’m serious,” he said with a wide grin. It looked like he was really enjoying himself.

Come to think of it, Adonis had been in a good mood since she’d arrived.

He wasn’t normally the type of guy to readily give people advice. There were so many things in his heart he tried to lock away and keep suppressed that he had no room left for other people’s problems or concerns.

But today, for once, he was unguarded and frank. Although they were in Bamboo’s stomach, which had no doors or windows, the windows of his own heart were wide open. Ever since they’d returned from the battle in the Catacombs, the shadow that seemed to hang over him had cleared.

Something good must have happened. Something significant. And whatever it was, it had pushed Adonis to confess.

This was it. That was what her intuition was telling her. If she let this moment slip away, Belle couldn’t be sure she would ever have another chance to get a glimpse into Adonis’s feelings. And before she could think it through any further, she spoke up.

“Listen, there’s something I want to ask you. About your swords…”

“My swords…?” Adonis looked at her, baffled.

Belle nodded seriously, only for his expression to become more puzzled.

“What about them?”

“You can’t raise a sword, can you?” Belle asked straightforwardly.

It was a question that had been on her mind ever since she met Adonis, and the moment she asked, it felt like a weight was pressing down on her heart. Adonis, for his part, stared at Belle as if he was surprised. By the look on his face, he seemed to wonder why she’d want to ask about a strange thing like that.

“Oh yeah,” he eventually murmured.

“Huh…?”

“Now that you mention it…”

“Wh-what? If you don’t want to answer, that’s fine…”

“No, it’s not like that,” Adonis said with a wave of his hand. “It’s just, I realized I never said anything about it.”

“Huh…?”

“I sort of feel like I’ve told you everything at one point or another.”

“What?!”

“But come to think of it, I never had the chance… I just feel so relaxed around you. You really are strange, you know that?” Adonis nodded solemnly with a broad smile.

If anyone’s strange here, it’s you, Belle nearly said out loud, but instead she simply shrugged. Her nerves from their earlier discussion had dissipated, leaving her too tired to say much more.

“Well, if you feel like talking about it now…,” she muttered, her expression sullen.

Adonis laughed out loud. It was an incredibly unusual sight. Once he’d settled down, he reached for the wall. Belle could see in his eyes that he was resolved to tell her everything.

“Bamboo.”

There was a sudden clang, and a peg holding a sword appeared on the wall next to the bed.

It was a young sword about as long as an arm with a pale blue blade. The metal looked supple, and depending on how it was tempered, it could grow into an outstanding weapon. Adonis’s Question mark was carved under its original spell, a reminder of his reputation as a sword thief.

Adonis picked up the sword. His skin was in direct contact with the hilt, having taken off the glove on his right hand.

“This is my curse. I’ve carried it since the day I was born.”

EEE…

Runding, resting besides Belle, let out a faint howl.

Suddenly, Belle heard a scream. It was coming from the man’s sword. The metal in Adonis’s hand let out a silent cry of agony that reverberated through Belle’s mind.

“How is this possible…?” Belle asked, dumbstruck.

The sword was wilting. The blade gradually clouded over and cracks formed on the surface as it grew into a warped shape. Adonis’s multitude of emotions transformed into a single red-hot current, which surged into the sword through his hand. It was a ferocious response. The weapon was quite literally turning into a part of his body, causing it to be directly exposed to this abnormal power from which there was no escape.

Belle recalled what Kitty had told her in the Catacombs: that the stronger Adonis’s feelings were, the faster and more intensely the object he held decayed and broke apart.

As the metal decayed, Adonis’s hands—or rather, his claws—also began to change. The more he seemed to react to the sword, the more his claws took on the color of rust. His five rust-red nails dug into the sword’s grip, and he appeared pained. He’d been seated on the bed the whole time, and now his gloved left hand was sunk deep into the flesh of his thigh, gripping it hard.

Adonis swung the sword through the air, and it snapped halfway down the blade with a clear, hollow sound, the tip flying off toward the wall. Fragments crumbled to the floor. It was incredibly fragile. What had been the smooth, supple metal of a young sword just moments ago had wilted entirely. The sword’s will had dissipated, leaving a corpse in its wake.

“It’s just like you said: I can’t raise a sword. This is the reason why,” Adonis said matter-of-factly.

He tossed away the shattered sword, which vanished along with the broken fragments, presumably disposed of by Bamboo. Would that sword, now just a wreck, be abandoned somewhere Belle couldn’t see? Just the thought of it sent a chill down her spine.

“How did this happen to you…?” Belle asked.

Goosebumps covered her skin, and her ears were still ringing from the sword’s silent scream.

“A Nomad’s curse.”

Belle’s eyes went wide as saucers, unable to hide her shock.

 

The Catacombs were a neutral sacred ground that transcended the boundary between top dogs and underdogs. The underdogs only happened to be more familiar with the structure of the caves because they were outsiders themselves. Anyone, even underdogs, who infringed upon the sanctity of the Catacombs was struck down by their wardens, the Collins clan. Likewise, anyone, including top dogs, was welcome to come and pay their respects to the dead laid to rest there.

One day, an elderly traveler visited the Catacombs. He wasn’t from a race native to Schwertland, and the Collins clan recognized him as a Nomad on sight. The man had sensed his death was fast approaching, and upon meeting the wardens, he told them he’d come there seeking a place to die and asked them to bury him.

The reason he had picked the Catacombs in which to die was because of the raven flowers. They sprouted as many flowers as the number of relatives a person had left and took flight to their homeland, to which they would never return, to inform loved ones of their passing. This was the end Nomads, who lived and died on the road, sought for themselves.

In exchange for his burial, the Nomad proposed to spend his last remaining days helping the Collins clan with their business. The Collinses agreed, and for a time, the Nomad fought off intruders to the Catacombs.

Everything about that man was unknown. Even now, Adonis knew nothing about him save that he was a man. He did not speak his name, his race, or his place of origin—only that he was a Nomad.

He used a special, nameless weapon to protect the graves, and just before his time was up, the man died in combat. Maybe that was how he preferred to go.

Adonis’s father, Tom Collins, who had been fighting in the same area at the time, discovered the man lying stabbed and bloodied in the dark caves. The Catacombs were divided into several areas, and ‘Collins’ didn’t refer to a single bloodline but was the title common to the protectors of those areas.

To Tom, the Nomad who had fought to protect the same area as him was akin to a member of his clan. His death brought him sorrow. All around him were the bodies of many Solists, and this brave man had held his ground alone against so many. The knowledge that he had done so much just to repay the debt for his burial stirred Tom’s heart.

This man was his brother-in-arms, so he decided to try to nurse him back to health. But as Tom tried to pick him up, the man looked at him and said something peculiar:

“You mustn’t touch my blood.”

Unfortunately, by that point, he was already cradling the man’s bloodied body in his arms. Having fought fiercely himself earlier, he was covered in wounds, too.

Tom shuddered. He could feel something flowing into his body from those wounds. That feeling that caused him to shudder ultimately saved Tom Collins’s life. The Nomad’s blood brought upon a curse—and with it, a trial. In conquering and accepting his fear, Tom didn’t experience the curse’s effects.

“A Nomad’s curse…,” the man said, his voice morose. “A Nomad’s curse is passed on by blood. Tell them to believe. That one day this curse will become a blessing…”

He didn’t specify to whom. And with that, the man expired in Tom Collins’s arms.

As promised, he was buried, and raven flower seeds were scattered over his grave. The flowers that bloomed from his remains flew off to the many people he had met over the course of his journey.

Adonis was born a few years after that. At first, no one noticed his abnormality. Everything he touched wilted. Withered. Decayed. Although deep down everyone thought it was strange, not one of them let it rise to the forefront of their mind.

In truth, Adonis knew something was wrong ever since he was little, even though he himself didn’t think there was anything unusual with his hands at all. Everyone treated him normally, so he never spoke of it to anyone.

His abnormality became apparent when he started learning how to wield a sword. Ironically, it was his unusual talent with the blade that illustrated the way his curse manifested. When he held a sword, his claws turned rust red, and the sword visibly started wilting and decaying.

When he saw it, Adonis’s father, Tom Collins, became dumbfounded.

“The Nomad’s curse…”

That must have been what the Nomad’s dying words indicated.

Adonis grew from a child into a youth and his tail naturally came off. He underwent the trial to rise to the status of top dog, which would allow him to live inside the castle, and successfully cleared it. He did it under Tom Collins’s instructions.

It almost felt like fate, Adonis becoming a top dog. His first reason for doing so was because he wanted sacred ashes. If there was anything that could cure the abnormality in his hands, that was it. However, the ashes failed to cure Adonis’s hands, indicating that it wasn’t a physical malady but a curse.

A curse was another dimension’s order, a price one takes on to escape God’s clutches. It could also be described as a Thema that applied to a single person and them alone. It wasn’t something that could be healed, but it had to be accepted. Accepted and overcome.

Accept it…but to what end? That was Adonis’s second goal and another thread of his fate, so he set out on a journey. To Adonis, who had been born with the Nomad’s curse, the only way to turn that curse into a blessing was to knock upon the Door of Journey and open it.

“I was born to become a Nomad, though I didn’t know what journey I’d go on, or why… I climbed the ranks of the hierarchy to knock on the Door of Journey, and without knowing why I was doing it, I made everyone fear me as a sword thief to keep them from realizing I have this curse. As I spent every day fighting meaningless battles, I realized no one knows why they’re alive. Still, I lived on, never opening that door, until eventually I started questioning why Yggdrasil seeks to live for eternity…”

Adonis said all this in a very dispassionate tone of voice, but it only conveyed the intense emotions that simmered within him every day. This was the reason he questioned everything.

His eyes reminded Belle of those of the pops—round and clear, questioning everything, and marveling at the world around them. They showed Adonis’s curiosity as to why he was born, why he had to be there, and why he had to depart on a journey.

None of those questions had any answers. They were curses in and of themselves, but not ones he would willingly accept.

It was at that moment Belle finally realized.

She felt her loneliness melt away. Watching Gaff hug Sherry around the shoulders had made her aware of it, but the truth was that she’d always felt it deep down inside her. And now she understood clearly what that feeling was:

I’m planning to go on a Journey…

Guinness’s and Benet’s faces came to mind. And Kitty’s, too. Belle wasn’t on her own. The way things were now, she was by no means alone. She had friends, irreplaceable brothers-in-arms. And Belle was about to leave them all behind.

I’m not alone. I had no idea how much that could hurt…

Belle remembered what she had told the king when he asked her reason for departing on her journey: “I…I want to find my roots! I want to meet others of my kind! I…I want to interact with the world!”

Those were her reasons for being alone—or so Belle had thought. But now that she wasn’t alone, was her resolve to set off on her journey wavering?

No.

If anything, it had only grown stronger. Up until now, she had wanted to set out on her journey because she was emotionally repressed, but now her will was firmer and more resolute. And it wasn’t that she felt obligated to go on a journey though she didn’t need to anymore. Through joy, sorrow, and her resolve, Belle had become aware of the meaning behind her desire to set forth and explore.

“Let’s go on a journey, Adonis,” Belle said.

Adonis looked at her with surprise.

“Open the Door of Journey with me.”

She spoke without even thinking, her tone unintentionally commanding and firm. Suddenly, Adonis narrowed his eyes and smiled softly.

“…What?” Belle asked. “If you don’t want to, just say so.”

“That’s not it.”

He gazed at the ceiling, looking as if he were trying to perceive something invisible.

“Ever since I was born, I haven’t been able to find any meaning to my curse. It was always just there. All this time, I was starved for a reason for my journey. A reason for me.”

Adonis’s voice was dry and dispassionate, but it was that quality that made it feel genuine and evoked sympathy. His blue eyes focused on Belle.

“But when you showed up, something changed.” He chuckled, like he’d just remembered something. “Remember those pops? When I saw you feeding them, I didn’t know what to make of you. Why feed them if you weren’t going to keep them as pets? Or more to the point, why feed pops meant for training at all? Seriously, why did you look so happy when all the pops were doing was sitting on your lap? Why…even though you were cursed, were you trying to go on a journey…? I felt like one of the pops. Like I was asking all these questions in their place. And before I knew it, I was stupidly getting myself beaten up in their place by the people who were trying out their swords on the pops.”

A momentary silence hung in the air.

It was followed by Adonis’s emotion-filled words.

“…If I’m with you, even after we depart on our journey, I’m sure lots of interesting things will happen,” he said with a bright smile.
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After that, Adonis explained the reason behind his good mood.

“You’re awfully chipper today,” Belle teased, prompting him to explain. Not that she was pressing him for an answer.

“There was something I had to check, which I did. Surprisingly, that was all it took to put my heart at ease.”

And with that, Adonis launched into his story.

He’d been in a room with no chairs. This wasn’t to say that the place had been neglected—in fact, it was quite the opposite. The room was clean and free of anything unnecessary, and just by sitting there, one could feel a pleasant tension spread across the chest. It was a suitable home for a Solist. Although it was different from Gaff’s room or Bamboo’s stomach, it still gave off the impression that a top-ranking warrior lived there.

The room’s owner was one of Schwertland’s four Arch-Solists, Kir Rowal.

Kir was a Centaurus, and with his four-legged, equine body, he didn’t require a chair to sit. He simply bent his knees and rested directly on the floor, which was covered with rows of rectangular mats of woven rushes.

“What a powerful blow,” Kir had said, unable to hide his incredulity.

He sat before a black table with Adonis sitting across from him on the other side. Resting on the table was a sword cleaved cleanly in two. The spell LEGNA was just barely visible on the wilting surface of the blade. The Envoy—Tiziano’s mark.

“If this is Belle Lablac’s handiwork, then I’m no match for her anymore. Or at least, I can’t beat her now that I’ve lost the sword I raised.” His tone was rueful, yet clear and without pretense, just like the man himself.

Although he’d just said he couldn’t beat Belle, it was evident that Kir was racking his brain to come up with a way to best her. That’s just how it was for someone who lived by the blade. Even if his sword was shattered, Kir would pick up the fragments and fight to the very end trying to win. It wasn’t vindictive tenacity, but the sincere pride of a Solist. That tenacity had been cleanly cut down to size after fighting Belle twice—or so he had told Adonis.

“…Which reminds me,” Kir had said abruptly, as though he’d just remembered. “There’s been no end of awful rumors going around about you since your last fight. Did you know that?” His voice had held a hint of warning.

“Beats me. People have been spinning bad rumors about me ever since I became a top dog,” Adonis had answered with a bitter smile. That man, with his hard gloves and red bandanna, always hid his emotions from others, yet he ruthlessly picked up on other people’s true thoughts.

“You were born in the Catacombs, right? To the Collins family?” Kir had asked.

“…Yeah.”

“The rumors say that we lost that last battle because of your connection to the Collins family.”

Hearing this, a callous smile creased Adonis’s lips. It was clearly tinged with mockery—or perhaps one could call it pity.

“Would you really have fought your own flesh and blood?”

“It’s a courtesy to one’s family,” Adonis had replied sharply. “The task of cutting down my father and siblings falls to me. I wouldn’t let anyone else do it. I was serious about fighting them. The sole reason we worked together was because it was determined that Tiziano was our only enemy. And once Tiziano was dead, we had no more reason to fight.”

His smile was all but gone, replaced by an expression that firmly rejected anyone who tried to peer into his heart out of a foolish sense of curiosity.

Kir had slowly shaken his head as he silently observed Adonis.

“You’re so pure.”

He hadn’t been mocking the other man, nor admiring him. Instead, his tone was sympathetic.

“You would’ve come to the same conclusion if you were in my shoes,” Adonis said.

“Perhaps,” replied Kir, “but I wouldn’t wield my sword in such a sterile way.”

“Sterile…?”

“It’s the only word I can come up with to describe it. By that, I mean how hard it must be to swing your sword while rejecting the touch of everyone else.”

Like before, there was no mockery in his voice, nor was he upset by the other man’s disrespectful attitude. Kir wasn’t reprimanding him, either. He simply faced Adonis with a slightly troubled expression, unsure of how to handle the young man.

Maybe by looking at Adonis, he recalled himself in his younger days. There was a hint of nostalgic longing to his eyes, something Adonis has never seen in him before. Adonis could only speculate that the older man’s gaze had taken on that cast after his sword was shattered in the battle with Belle.

“These are words of a man haunted by his own ghosts until only recently,” Kir had said solemnly. “Keep them close to your heart.”

It was strange how funny the Centaurus man’s overly serious expression had looked. Adonis had snickered, cracking the first carefree smile he’d made since entering the room.

“You’re laughing?” Kir had asked with an embarrassed smile.

“…All your resentment has gone, hasn’t it?”

“Indeed.”

“Wiped away by Belle Lablac?”

“She truly is a blessed child. Crossing blades with her made me start doubting myself.”

“How so?”

“I began to wonder just who this person standing there was…” Kir’s words had trailed off and turned into a sigh. “That was the true battle. As I locked blades with her, my past self clashed with my present self. My younger self was destroyed, followed by my present self, leaving behind only the person I will be for the rest of time.”

There had been frustration in his voice, as if Kir knew that no matter how hard he tried to put his emotions into words, he couldn’t fully express how he felt to Adonis.

“A clash with Belle…”

Hearing this, Adonis genuinely envied Kir. The emotion had flared up inside him, and before he knew it, he’d reached for his red bandanna. A lock of his silver-white hair fell across his eyes.

“It feels like there’s a war going on inside me. I need to confirm something with you.”

Kir’s expression immediately tensed up. He knew full well that Adonis was about to bring up the main reason he’d come there. The older man remained appropriately serious and didn’t so much as lean in. He didn’t urge Adonis to speak, and after a moment of silence, Kir watched the red bandanna quietly slip from his fingers to the floor, like a mask removed.

“Have you heard of people called Examiners?”

Kir had nodded, confusion shining in his gray eyes. “I’ve heard of them. They’re messengers of the king who visit people whose swords are broken.”

“Exactly. I’m currently serving in that role.”

Kir’s eyes had widened in surprise.

“I want to tell you everything,” Adonis had said.

He’d told Kir that he couldn’t raise his own sword and how this was the result of a Nomad’s curse. It was a shocking revelation about an Arch-Solist at the top of the hierarchy, but Kir had listened silently, letting Adonis finish his story without interruption. It was truly an impressive feat.

“In exchange for receiving the sacred ashes, I had to agree to be the king’s Examiner,” Adonis had admitted.

This was the real reason he’d visited that day.

“The other condition was that I could only use the sacred ashes on myself and my family. I was also given another type, similar to sacred ashes called trial ashes, and told to visit people whose swords were broken and put their sense of good and evil to the test.”

“What do you mean, put it to the test…?” Kir had asked, finally speaking up.

“When a broken sword is reborn, it tests its wielder. The role of Examiner has been vacant for a long time. Before me, a man called Sian took up the mantle, but as you know, that man fled from any yoke that tried to bind him.”

 

“Sian…?”

Belle cocked her head, and Adonis peered into her face.

“You don’t remember him?” he asked, sounding surprised.

He likely already knew Belle’s situation, though. Adonis nodded and then explained.

“Sian was your Meister. He was originally castle royalty, holding the position of King Minor. He was a priest, but he escaped the priesthood by becoming an Enola, then escaped the country altogether by becoming a Nomad. That is the name of a man who was by far a bigger skeptic of this nation than I…”

Still, none of it felt real to Belle. Only vague fragments of memory floated in the depths of her mind, far beyond where the light of consciousness reached.

Adonis continued his story.

 

“So now the Examiner is here to see me…?” Kir had whispered, mostly to himself. “Then it must have been you who restored Tiziano’s sword after Gaff broke it…”

“That’s right. As Examiner, the reason I chose you as well was to confirm something about Tiziano’s sword.”

“A Nidhogg…”

Kir’s eyes were fixed on Tiziano’s sword sitting on the table.

Nidhogg were neither good nor evil, yet they were slain as enemies of the God Tree.

“Tiziano’s restored sword was what corrupted them and made them become a Nidhogg. It was during the battle for the Catacombs that I became convinced of that—and skeptical of it.”

“What do you mean?”

Kir had returned his gaze to Adonis. His expression looked less doubtful and more like he wanted to fully understand what Adonis was getting at.

“I mean, as part of its test. Does a restored sword test whether its wielder is a Nidhogg? That is to say, does the sword become capable of corrupting its wielder…? I always thought it was the other way around—that swords tested the true heart of their wielders, and in failing that test, the wielder is corrupted and becomes a Nidhogg.”

There was an audible pang of guilt in Adonis’s voice. If this was true, then he had unknowingly sent Tiziano tumbling down the path to delirium. It was a thought that hung heavily over the young man’s heart. He couldn’t erase that doubt. The weight of it still bore down on Adonis, even after he’d fought his hardest to defeat the Nidhogg Tiziano and save their true self. So when the Throne Room’s priests had handed down his next mission as Examiner, Adonis had become determined to confirm the truth.

“I will now restore your sword, along with Tiziano’s. That was the order the priests gave me,” Adonis had said, his tone calm yet echoing with a pained resolve. “If I determine that a restored sword corrupts its wielder and turns them into a Nidhogg…I will shatter it right away and demand an explanation from the priests. If it comes to that, I ask that you forgive me for breaking it again.”

Kir had been quiet. The look on Adonis’s face made it evident that he was being honest, which made Kir feel sorry for the young man.

“How painful,” Kir had murmured.

If this was confirmed, Adonis would single-handedly bear the blame for what had happened. Tiziano’s madness, all the tragedies that had brought with it, and the countless painful losses in the Catacombs would be mercilessly etched into the young man’s heart. The way Adonis saw it, not knowing the consequences of his actions wouldn’t absolve him of the role he’d played.

“Adonis, every battle follows the predetermined path to God’s words. It only makes sense to assume this also includes evil swords that give birth to Nidhogg being loosed upon the world. God’s will dictates all, so there’s no need for you to feel guilty over what happened.”

Kir’s words had been both an attempt at comforting Adonis and an admonishment not to overthink things. But Adonis had quickly shot him down.

“If I don’t hold on to this guilt, I’ll just be another puppet dancing to God’s tune, like those priests.”

Mental anguish was proof of having individual will. That was what Adonis was saying.

“What I want to ask is: What will you do if that does happen?” Adonis asked Kir.

“If the king’s divine proclamation bids it, I shall gladly take up my sword, no matter how evil it may be,” Kir had declared firmly.

Wielding the blade was Kir’s source of pride, and being bestowed an evil sword was proof that he had been chosen by God. If so, let him be corrupted. That same divine proclamation would see Kir become an enemy of God and let him fight in His name. For that was the true path of the Nidhogg.

“No!” Adonis had exclaimed vehemently, his expression contorted with rage. “You can’t. There’s no way I’ll let you do that. At least, so long as I’m involved, I’ll never let that happen. More than anything else, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself!”

His words had melted into the air, their pained echo lingering.

“So you’ll shatter it…?” Kir had looked at Adonis with sympathy.

If his restored sword became an evil weapon that produced Nidhogg, Adonis would be forced between two terrible choices. It would pain him to break the sword, just as it would to ignore the situation. And yet it was only in making that choice that Adonis could confirm that he was his own person, capable of acting of his own free will.

Who wouldn’t pity the young man?

“Fine,” Kir had eventually said. “You were the one who witnessed Tiziano’s final moments. Out of respect for that, I will do as you say.”

Using Tiziano as his excuse was an act of kindness on Kir’s behalf. In so doing, he took a little of the burden off Adonis’s shoulders. Kir had agreed to his blade being shattered out of respect for Tiziano, who had been controlled by an evil sword. He wouldn’t let himself be weighed down by the sins of the dead.

However, what neither of them realized was that, one day, this decision would become an inescapable trap for the both of them.

Kir rose from the table. He’d returned a few moments later carrying his broken sword and sat back down. The two broken, wilted swords had rested side by side on the table.

Kir’s LIVED—the Survivor.

Tiziano’s LEGNA—the Envoy.

Both spells had been shattered by Belle’s sword, and Adonis subconsciously felt that implied a bond of sorts between them—a vague connection that could almost be described as the will of God. But this wasn’t something he could actively think about at the time.

Adonis took several small bottles out of his pocket. Until then, the priests had only given him one bottle at a time, but this time they’d given him several. In addition, he’d also received a diagram with a spell circle drawn on it. This wasn’t grammar or mathematics magic, but a unique type of spell syntax called examination magic.

“I was told to spread the ashes according to this diagram.”

Adonis had kneeled down so his upper body was leaning over the table, then drew a line over the broken swords with the ashes. He followed the priests’ instructions, carefully tracing the diagram with the ashes, to create a pattern with the two swords intersecting the lines of the magic circle.

The ashes were similar to sacred ashes, but different—something that was obvious to the two Arch-Solists. Unlike the pure, refined impression sacred ashes gave off, what he now spread over the swords and the diagram looked rougher, like some sort of raw material.

Once he’d emptied a second bottle, Adonis put on his red bandanna to keep his hair and sweat from interrupting his work. That was how delicate a procedure it was.

As Adonis drew a clear pattern with the ashes, Kir watched on in silence. Suddenly, his gray eyes widened in surprise.

As the ashes were scattered over the diagram, the two men could feel an invisible force begin to take effect. As Solists, they had both learned the basics of magic, so they could tell when the steel and the examination spell began to resonate with each other.

“The song of restoration…,” Adonis had said as if deciphering the diagram, still spreading the ashes.

All things with form, retrace the memories of your original nature and be reborn. That was the meaning of the song that had been intricately woven into the diagram’s complicated pattern. It was the most fundamental song practiced by the castle Singers.

“But there’s more to it than that,” Kir had whispered, so as not to disturb the ashes. “It’s like it’s using the song of restoration to remake them into something else…”

He’d suddenly trailed off. An even more shocking phenomenon was occurring.

The two swords had begun falling apart. One by one, the cells of the steel seemed to flake off and crumble, only to move along a pattern of the diagram like they had a will of their own. Adonis hadn’t stopped, and as the swords melted away, he scattered more ashes over them, fixing the line and the spell. It was like he was silently singing to the swords. That soundless song he drew with the ashes disassembled the dead, lifeless swords and, in the process of reassembling them, imbued them with a new will, different from before.

Adonis emptied the final bottle. He’d used up all his ashes, and the diagram was complete. Adonis and Kir had watched the strange spell activate.

By then, the two swords had completely lost their shape. The lines of steel cells were eaten away as the cells formed clusters that took in the ashes spread over the diagram. As they did, the diagram changed accordingly, shrinking and converging as it shifted between forms. It seemed to bloom like a flower, then wilt, then bear fruit.

“Look, the spells…!” Kir had gasped.

The two swords’ spells, LIVED and LEGNA, were taken apart and reconstructed.

The transformation had quickened, and the two shattered swords had merged into one, their steel cells writhing in a strange dance. There wasn’t a single speck of the ashes left. The ashes, scattered to guide the steel cells to form a certain shape, had been fully absorbed by the metal, giving it a new will.

““How is this possible…?”” the two Arch-Solists had whispered in disbelief.

Before their very eyes, the two blades were reborn into a single sword.

It was heavy and thick, huge and long. A fearsome weapon that radiated with a terrifying sharpness. The pitch-black surface of the blade seemed to suck in the soul of any who laid eyes on it, and carved into it was a glowing crimson spell:

DILLEGNAVE.

The LIVED and LEGNA spells had been reassembled, forming an unknown word. Kir had extended his hand toward the sword, as if drawn to it. Adonis didn’t even have a chance to stop him. He’d come to his senses and been about to say something to Kir when the words on his lips transformed into an exclamation of amazement.

“Whoa…!”

Both men had cried out in delight.

The sword had reacted with a howl. It had released an explosion of power strong enough to make Kir, who gripped the sword, suddenly throw back his head. The two swords had been reborn into a new blade, which seemed to be crying out in joy like a newborn.

“Dillegnave, the Gospel-Bringer… A word in the dead tongue from the Age of the Gods,” Kir had said, understanding the meaning of the spell.

Both men were astounded. A sword manifesting its own spell and revealing the meaning to its wielder was unheard of. That alone attested to its unbelievable strength of will. Holding the weapon, Kir had seemed practically intoxicated by it.

“Do you really think such a wonderful sword could be evil?”

He gently placed it on the table, where the weapon settled with a sound like a beast’s fangs biting into something. At the same time, the thick table was cleaved cleanly in two and both halves noisily collapsed to the floor. The blade had cut through the table with its will alone. Just how sharp was it? Adonis had been so amazed that the fur on his body stood on end.

“It seems you were wrong,” Kir had said with a smile.

This wasn’t a sword that would turn its wielder into a Nidhogg. It would grant Kir unlimited power as a Solist and could never be corrupted. One might even call it innocent, strength of will incarnate.

In which case, Tiziano’s madness hadn’t been caused by their sword. As Adonis came to this tragic realization, he had shuddered and teared up. His doubts were gone, leaving behind only grief.

“Just now, Tiz finally died within me…” Adonis had grasped at his chest with a gloved hand, his voice trembling. “Along with my uncertainty.”

Kir had given him a gentle smile. “You have truly grieved the death of a comrade and, in the process, given me a new sword to replace the one I raised and lost. This was all a result of your brave decision. You have my thanks, Adonis.”

Adonis’s shoulders had slumped with relief, hearing the older Solist’s sincere praise. It looked like all the strength had drained from his body. A flicker of envy had crossed his mind seeing Kir hold that sword, but it also put his heart at ease.

 

“So that’s what happened…”

Belle couldn’t mask her shock. She’d had no idea Adonis felt so isolated until she heard his story. At the same time, Belle couldn’t believe how tumultuous his life had been—though she wasn’t one to talk.

“Kir probably intends to challenge you to Schwertmusik again soon,” Adonis said nonchalantly.

Belle crossed her arms and let out a groan.

“Swinging that sword seems like a monumental task, but I’m sure Kir will manage it,” he continued. “There’s a good chance you’ll also see that blade by the time the Memorial Shower ends.”

“It’s really that impressive?” she asked.

“It’ll give your sword a good run for its money. It’s certainly not something any ordinary Solist can wield.”

Belle cracked a smile. He was treating her like some kind of monster. She put a hand on Runding beside her and the sword let out a soft howl, like it was excited over what they’d just been talking about.

“We won’t lose.”

It was bound to be a pure dance of Schwertmusik.
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Belle was at On the Rocks when the O’crock turned violet.

She was with the people she’d fought alongside during the battle for the Catacombs, as well as an unexpected guest. Seated at Belle’s table were Guinness and Benet—the two of whom were regulars there at that point—Adonis, who oddly enough had been the one to invite Belle, and Kitty the All. They were the members of the first band who had played the leading role in the battle.

Joining them was none other than Sherry, King Rawhide’s beloved daughter and the greatly admired songstress who led the castle Singers.

Sherry was there because of Belle. That day, the rain had begun to subside as the yellow hour rolled in, and by the time the O’crock was red, it was no more than a drizzle tapping at puddles.

Sherry had shown up at Belle’s place just as the O’crock was changing from yellow to red. She had come alone, holding an umbrella in her right hand and the clothes she’d borrowed from Benet neatly folded and wrapped in a satin cloth in her left. With a hint of regret in her voice, Sherry told Belle that she’d really wanted to wash the clothes herself but had been so bad at it that, in the end, she’d had to get her handmaids to do it for her.

“I see you learned how to open an umbrella, though,” Belle teased.

Sherry, however, nodded very seriously. “Yes. Shandy taught me. It was quite difficult at first.”

Even before Belle could ask her what was so difficult about it, Sherry cheerfully told her.

“It takes quite a bit of force to open an umbrella, it seems. It also isn’t easy holding it up straight. And fending off the buffeting wind and the pressure of the rain makes my arm go numb. But I’m trying really hard!”

She told Belle in great detail about how the umbrella kept slipping in her grip and that the pressure was too much for her at times, making it all sound like a grand feat. Belle had gotten used to Sherry’s behavior, and soon found it charming. It was only their second time interacting, but in no time at all, Belle opened up to the princess and talked to her like an old friend.

Belle secretly found it strange, but the more they talked, the more familiarly she spoke to Sherry. She wasn’t being presumptuous or simply didn’t care about holding back, but she felt a natural affection for the other woman. Belle wondered why that was, when their stations in life were so different, but even that doubt soon faded from her mind in the face of Sherry’s innocence.

However, halfway through the red hour, a dark shadow passed over Sherry’s expression. They had been talking nonstop for all that time. Kitty the Nothing was also there, which brought him up as a topic of conversation, but he suddenly disappeared when the rain ended.

“Actually…I wanted to see you, so I could ask you something,” Sherry said, visibly tensing.

Belle could immediately tell she’d had to work up a lot of courage to say that. Whatever Sherry’s question was, she couldn’t just laugh it off. Her expression hardened at once.

“When I sang in your room the other day…you said it sounded pained, remember?” Belle nodded with a tight smile. She was smiling mostly to help Sherry relax. “No one has ever said that to me before… Singing means everything to me. I’ve been singing since I was little, for both the castle and the people. If I couldn’t sing anymore, no one would ever spare another look at me. So when you said it sounded pained…”

Her words seemed to tremble in the air as Sherry trailed off, plunging them into silence. Belle thought she looked incredibly hurt.

Belle couldn’t tell why, but she suddenly felt very angry. No—not angry. But she couldn’t name the feeling.

“What’s wrong, Belle?” Sherry asked in a raspy voice, her gaze filled with concern.

That one word, pained, said offhandedly by Belle, had shaken this talented songstress to her core. It was a thought that horrified Belle and made Sherry seem all the more fragile.

She had to answer Sherry’s question, no matter what. It was a strong feeling Belle had based purely off intuition. The princess couldn’t turn to anyone around her for an answer—it had to be Belle. But how? What answer could she give? Was there even an answer? Why was a trivial thought that had crossed her mind so important to Sherry?

Formless thoughts raced through Belle’s head.

“Belle…?”

Sherry’s voice snapped her back to reality, and Belle looked into the princess’s anxious eyes.

“You have a guest?”

For a second, Belle didn’t quite grasp what Sherry was saying.

When she went to the door, sure enough, someone was there: Adonis. Belle looked at him in surprise, and beneath his bandanna, his face creased in an awkward smile.

Adonis glanced around the room. “I see there’s already someone here… Well, uh, I just thought you might want to grab a bite to eat at that inn,” he said with an apologetic tone, before adding as an excuse that Guinness and the others were probably there.

But Belle was too busy thinking about something else to notice Adonis’s awkwardness.

“That’s it!” she exclaimed.

For the second time that day, she was following her intuition. Adonis had mentioned On the Rocks, and therein lay the answer. Belle had the feeling that if they went there, then at the very least, she’d understand why she thought Sherry seemed so pained.

Ignoring Adonis’s confusion, she called out over her shoulder.

“Sherry! I think I’ve found our answer!”

Then she turned around to face Adonis again.

“Good job, Adonis!”

And just like she usually did to Runding at a crucial moment, Belle planted a kiss on his cheek. She did it completely without thinking. Adonis was left as dazed as if she’d just smacked him over the head, and he stumbled back to slump against the wall.

By then, Belle had already disappeared inside her room. A second later she reemerged, pulling Sherry by the hand.

“What a woman…,” Adonis whispered, overwhelmed.

On the way to the inn, Adonis and Sherry introduced themselves properly to each other, and after walking and chatting for a short while, Kitty the All appeared from out of nowhere. When Belle told him they were going to On the Rocks, Kitty happily tagged along.

When they arrived at the inn, they found Guinness and Benet already there, as expected. Spotting Belle, they waved her over to their table.

“You brought Princess Sherry with you?” Benet asked, surprised, but he gladly arranged a seat for her. He and Guinness weren’t timid around anyone, be it a member of royalty or a traveling Rabbitia, and before long, they were all chatting pleasantly.

Sherry didn’t eat much. She didn’t have a big appetite to begin with, but she was also forbidden from eating or drinking anything that might impede her singing. She had been told flower tea was bad for her throat, strong spices were forbidden, she didn’t drink alcohol, and her body couldn’t tolerate fruit milk. All she had was a bowl of soup and a few pieces of breadfruit.

Belle was shocked—Sherry was eating like a bird flower. Sitting next to her made Belle look like a glutton. Regardless, she didn’t hold back and ate her fill, while Sherry watched with astonishment.

“You have so many lovely friends,” she suddenly whispered to Belle.

Her voice was filled with unfathomable envy, like she was watching the merrymaking from afar and it was well out of her own reach.

She looks so sad… Belle felt a flicker of an emotion akin to anger.

“It’s up to you, but everyone here can be your friend as well,” she said bluntly.

Belle’s tone was by no means kind, but Sherry stared at her, wide-eyed. Her face was flushed. It almost looked like she was in love. At a loss for words, the princess eventually managed to will her trembling lips to move.

“Thank you…”

Everyone at the table saw her wipe the tears from her eyes, but no one said a word about it. They kept chatting as if nothing was out of the ordinary. They could all see now why Belle had invited the lonely princess to join them. Supported in ways she couldn’t see, Sherry had found what she most desired. Though it could also be said that it was only once Sherry found the support that she realized how much she’d been longing for it.

“There she is, Belle…,” Kitty said, tugging on her sleeve.

Finally, Belle thought, eagerly turning around. She’s here.

Belle called over a waiter and requested a song. She handed the man a denari, which he accepted with a nod, then walked off.

“I just ordered a song,” Belle whispered to Sherry.

The Swallowtail woman glanced at their table. Sherry turned around and their eyes met. The woman’s clear eyes fixed on Sherry from across the room, drawing her in. She read in Sherry’s eyes the song she desired. Belle now understood that was her power.

The chatter among the group stopped. And then—

Lone…

The woman gently strummed her instrument, and a hush fell over the entire inn. Everyone watched expectantly, focused on the Swallowtail woman, yet she ignored them completely and simply started to sing.

Her voice reverberated throughout the space. It was a song of journey, different from the one Kitty and Belle had heard her sing the first time, directed at those gathered in the inn. All who live in this world have a fundamental reason for their journey…said the lyrics, as the melody shifted between joy and sorrow.

The song filled the room, producing nothing. However, for that very reason, it drew out something else within the hearts of those who listened. Hearing it, Belle finally understood why Sherry seemed so pained, and why she had been driven to bring the princess there.

Everyone seated at their table had spent far too much time alone.

Some were considered inferior by virtue of their race, so they’d had to suppress their true abilities and stand in the shadows of others. Some had treated their heart as a reflection of the hearts of others and lost themselves in the process, unable to find happiness as, even in a group, they always felt alone. Some were always hostile to those around them, trying in vain to make their presence known and only succeeding in making themselves even more lonely.

Either out of resignation or anger, the truth was that they were all alone for a multitude of reasons. They accepted that loneliness was their lot in life, their natural pitch, and they were resigned to that fate. They had overcome it, understanding both the importance and sorrow of being alone.

That was the common thread that tied them all together—people of different races and standings, with varied goals, skills, and desires. They were anomalies who were proud of their solitude and, rather than reject it, embraced it as something that was only to be expected. It felt so normal it was hard to see, yet they still tried to understand it.

The traveling Troubadour sang. They would always be alone. They gathered there as solitary people to share a drink to their goals and desires, so that someday, they could set out alone again. So they could take the meaning of their journey and what they’d learned over the course of their travels to discover themselves. Such is the journey we call life. Even without setting out on a journey, as patrons of this inn, they were already Nomads. Because they were here, at On the Rocks, the watering hole for Nomads. Such was the song’s message.

Belle, who was on the verge of leaving on her journey, and Kitty, who had already set out on his—their presence reinforced the fact that everyone at their table was a Nomad in their own right. Some would be sent away, others had been welcomed home, and some were in the middle of their journey, but they were all Nomads who continued to seek out and defend their own natural pitch.

Living in Park City, under God’s Thema of Pleasure and the order it offered, while trying to slip away from it was a perilous state of mind to be in. Even so, they refused to give their pain and sorrow to Park’s Thema, instead deciding to shoulder the burden on their own. It was a song that praised their dangerous, proud way of life.

But what kind of talents are needed to lead such a life? Belle pondered that perhaps such a way of life was inevitable. But was any kind of Thema necessary for them to be there? Everything is nothing, and nothing is everything. To live as one’s true self, it was necessary to consume one’s false self, and there was nothing wrong with doing so. Belle felt this way whenever she listened to the songs in this inn. But then again, perhaps the fact that Belle thought so from the bottom of her heart was why people called her beastly.

The final plucked string of the instrument quavered and the song faded into the air, coming to an end. Applause erupted around the inn. Even though the song had no physical effect, it caused a ripple that stirred the hearts of its listeners, inspiring them to show their appreciation. As Belle clapped, she wondered what message Sherry had taken from the song. It couldn’t be the same as Belle’s, and even if Sherry were to put it into words, Belle likely wouldn’t understand. And yet in that moment, Belle longed for them to share their feelings with each other.

Looking over at Sherry, Belle saw that the princess was crying, large tears rolling down her cheeks. Too distracted to even applaud, she seemed confused by the tears spilling between her fingers as she shamefully covered her face, trying to hide from the Nomad Troubadour who was standing right next to her seat.

“I hate crying… It’s cowardly. I don’t want to cry to make myself feel better,” Sherry said, her voice as clear as a ringing bell. But the tears ran silently down her face all the same.

The Troubadour raised her glass to Sherry, then tossed back her drink. Her eyes were so translucent it was startling, and the Nomad woman smiled at her. She was silent, which made Sherry more puzzled.

“She can’t speak unless she’s singing. She’s deaf, too. It’s her Nomad’s curse,” Kitty explained offhandedly.

Hearing this, the floodgates opened, and Sherry broke down sobbing. She couldn’t stop it. Just how much emotion was swirling through that dainty body of hers? She just trembled silently, weeping profoundly.

“I’m a coward,” Sherry whispered as she watched the Troubadour leave.

“Why do you say that?” Adonis asked in a whisper.

His tone wasn’t appropriate for talking to royalty, but Belle knew that right now he was doing it to be kind to Sherry.

Sherry turned to Adonis with a vulnerable look in her eyes. “I mean, that lady doesn’t cry. I hate myself. As another Singer, I envy her and feel so frustrated and pathetic… But it makes me very happy to think I’m still capable of crying…”

Guinness snickered, earning him an elbow to the ribs from Benet.

“She said crying’s cowardly,” Guinness said.

“How foolish. That’s completely wrong. Depending on the reason, it can take a great deal of courage to cry,” Benet retorted dryly. After all, he himself had a habit of being a weepy drunk.

“What do you mean, ‘depending on the reason’?” Adonis asked, holding back laughter. “You mean like how you cry to get any woman you meet to do whatever you want?”

“I take offense to that. And this coming from you, who has a surprising crying habit.”

Belle giggled, watching the two of them bicker like children.

Sherry wiped her tears and smiled.

“…That reminds me, Belle,” Kitty remarked. “You cried the first time you heard a song here, too.”

Belle glared at him in alarm, and the expressions on the men’s faces suddenly changed. They all homed in on Belle, having found a new target to tease.

“If that was enough to make Belle cry, then of course the princess would fall into the same trap.”

“When Belle starts crying, she probably doesn’t stop until she’s cut down a few people.”

“I’ll lend you my shoulder to cry on—that is, as long as you put your sword down first.”

The three men each said their piece, their roasts merciless.

“There’s nothing wrong with crying, you numbskulls.” Belle cut them down, fed up with their taunts.

Sherry immediately reacted to Belle’s words, looking surprised.

“You cry, too…?” she asked, wide-eyed.

Belle was so taken aback she ended up smiling. “Sure I do. I get mad and cry whenever I feel like it. If I didn’t and just left someone else in charge of my feelings, who knows if I’d ever get them back, you know? Like with God or the general populace.”

It was a display of bravado and partly a joke—but not to the princess. To her, they were heart-piercing, earth-shaking words.

“You wouldn’t be able to get your feelings back…?” she mused quietly.

Even Belle could tell how seriously Sherry was taking it.

“Sorry. I think I got a bit carried away,” she said.

But Sherry grabbed Belle’s hands, clinging to her.

“I want to be needed. When people cry, they need someone, don’t they?”

Belle glanced around the table, and everyone shrugged, saying it was up to her to answer. She nodded subtly, then squeezed Sherry’s slender hands.

“If you do that, you’ll end up forgetting that you need people,” Belle said in a tone that bordered on casual. “And that would hurt, right?”

“…Yes.”

“But I don’t think you’ll have to be in pain for much longer.”

“Okay.”

“Er, I think I went too far again. Sorry.”

“That’s all right.”

“Ah, what I’m trying to say is that we want to be needed, too. You get that, right…? Sherry?”

Belle loosened her grip on Sherry’s hands, and the other woman immediately threw her arms around Belle in a hug. The princess, already halfway through her youth, clung to Belle’s neck sobbing like a child.

“Thank you, Belle.”

She said it over and over, and each time, Belle felt a strange weight to Sherry’s embrace.

Even if she doesn’t know herself at all, she’s still so sweet…

Who would ever call the princess’s tears unsightly when she was so earnest in her innocence?

She wouldn’t tell Sherry, but in that moment, Belle did envy her. She was painfully aware of how strange and foreign she looked compared to the other woman’s beauty. Belle was also aware that she felt joy and pity—and even a sense of superiority. Her emotions toward the princess were so varied and complex it almost felt like they belonged to someone else.

All of a sudden, the memory of leaving her foster parents flashed through Belle’s mind. She’d had to swallow her anger, accept the fact that she was different, and face her loneliness… That was what Belle had thought at the time, frustrated by her greed at simply wanting to stay there.

But now, as different as she was, Belle had people who relied on her, and she knew the hardships of trying to accept others and be accepted in turn… That idea stunned her, and when Belle thought about how lonely she’d feel leaving on her journey, Sherry’s body suddenly felt incredibly heavy.

Friends, huh…?

Summing it all up with that one word wasn’t as simple as she’d thought it would be. As she mulled over that, Belle stroked Sherry comfortingly on the back.
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The days passed uneventfully, until, one day, Belle woke to find a letter bird had arrived for her. It was from Sherry, thanking Belle for the other day and inviting her to a ball in the castle. The message had bloomed into a bird flower the same lotus pink color as its sender.

Belle placed the flower on the table as she considered what to do, immediately prompting the Guidance to start narrating from its vast well of knowledge.

…The Ballroom is one of the three rooms that make up the Public of Justice. Located in Upper West, it presides over the Violet Hour Soiree, where Symphonists—primarily those from the castle—sing for rain and agricultural prosperity. This ball is also where the Divine Symphony is held, which supports Park City in tandem with Schwertmusik.

“Hmm.” Belle nodded to the voice in her head.

Recently, Belle had gotten so used to hearing it she’d even started actively asking it questions.

“What’s a ball, though?”

To someone who’d never heard the word before, it was an incredibly strange-sounding word. The other self inside Belle transmitted the exact information she’d asked for into her mind.

A ball is an event where Symphonists, as well as many other performers, play a Divine Symphony to celebrate the strength of the castle and the stability of Park City. A Solist being invited to such an occasion is tantamount to being promised a position as a high-ranking Solist. Many people also see it as a place to meet and become romantically involved with royalty.

“Well, knowing Sherry, I doubt she had that in mind.”

With that question answered, Belle left her room to see if the others had also received a similar invitation. She headed to Benet’s place first, still thinking of him as a member of the same sex. But Benedictine wasn’t a woman any longer.

Instead, she found Guinness and—surprisingly—Adonis there, talking to Benet about the invitations they’d all received. Adonis had become much more cheerful of late, and he seemed to be the one steering the conversation.

“We’re thinking of going in the same uniform we wore during the battle for the Catacombs,” Adonis said, before asking what Belle wanted to do.

Apparently, the three of them had come to this decision together. Hearing that, Belle couldn’t help but smile.

The torn sections of their uniforms had been patched up in a way that kept the shape of the rip, creating a pattern out of the scars left behind by the life-threatening battle. Areas stained dark by their own blood and that of their enemies were bordered in gold, which Belle considered gaudy and tasteless. However, one look at the men’s faces told her they were serious. These outfits served to criticize the king, but even more importantly, appealed to their sense of humor.

And if they were going to put on airs like this, a place full of royalty and nobles would be the best place to do it. Just the fact that they were mere Solists invited personally by the princess would be enough to earn them the ire and envy of the people there, so they’d decided to use that to their own ends.

Adonis aside, having the one-armed Guinness and the one-eyed Benet wear those uniforms would show off the intense bloodbath they’d made it through, creating a silent pressure that intimidated everyone around them. People would think that making a wrong remark would result in a sword being drawn on them, and that impression suited the trio just fine.

It was a joke of sorts. A prank. Just boys being boys. Their uniforms would stick out like a sore thumb worn somewhere so far removed from the battlefield like the Ballroom. That alone was reason enough for them to do it.

“I guess what we’re saying is that we want to put ourselves in your shoes and see what it’s like to be treated as a beastly brute,” Adonis said with a smile.

“Idiot,” Belle retorted with an exasperated look.

Deep down, she envied them, though. It seemed they’d gotten a different invitation from Belle’s regarding their outfits. Sherry had said that Belle’s dress for the ball would be prepared for her, and that she should come to the castle in ordinary clothes. It could be interpreted as a backhanded comment about how she didn’t expect Belle to have anything appropriate to wear, but Belle knew Sherry hadn’t meant that at all. She wanted to give Belle a dress as thanks for bringing her to On the Rocks, but more than that, she was simply doing it out of a sort of sisterly affection.

“With that princess as the host, you dressing like a man would make you stand out, wouldn’t it?” Adonis said with another smirk.

Belle never had been good at getting herself all dressed up.

“It’s not like I try to dress like a man. It just suits me better,” Belle said, slightly offended.

“I understand how the princess feels, though,” Benet said with a sigh. “If I were her, I’d certainly want to try…playing dress-up with you.”

“Yeah, I totally get that,” Guinness agreed with a laugh.

“I don’t even want to know what goes on in those minds of yours,” Belle said.

The way Benet was wiggling his fingers at her made Belle feel like she was actually being touched, which gave her goose bumps. She stuck out her tongue and crossed her arms, as if to say there was no way she’d let them touch her anyway, and everyone laughed.

These guys sure laugh a lot, Belle thought, chuckling as well.

But then she found her eyes drawn to their uniforms from the Catacombs.

Do they know the truth…?

That the battle had kept going even after they’d finished their own fight in the Catacombs? Belle worked up the courage to ask them but had her own question directed back at her.

“You knew…?” Adonis said, looking both surprised and relieved.

Guinness and Benet reacted the same way, looking disappointed that she already knew.

Belle was shocked.

“We thought you’d be better off not knowing…,” Adonis said by way of justification.

Come to think of it, of course Adonis would know. Even if he was prone to shutting himself away inside Bamboo, he was still an Arch-Solist who was kept up to date on such things.

“Seriously? So I was the only one worried over this?” Belle asked.

“S-sorry.”

“I know it looks like we weren’t being honest with you, but it’s not like that…”

“It’s our bad, Belle.”

The three of them apologized, and Belle enjoyed it so much she let it go to her head a little.

“Oh, right,” Adonis said, purposely changing the subject. “Gaff sent a message saying he needed to tell me something about that…”

Belle visibly tensed up.

“Belle, did Gaff tell you anything?”

“Maybe… It might be better for you to hear it from him,” Belle said, trying to stay composed despite her racing heart.

She was almost certain Gaff was going to tell Adonis about what had happened to his father. About how he had fought and killed Tom Collins.

So he doesn’t know about that…

Belle was confident of that. It was such a precarious situation, but she wasn’t in any position to tell him or do anything about it. All she could really do was pray that the tension between Gaff and Adonis didn’t turn violent.

I just hope neither of them says something they shouldn’t…

Adonis and Gaff had very different beliefs and values.

But if he’s going to ever tell him, now’s the time.

Adonis has been in a good mood recently, but that didn’t mean he was impervious to a tragedy like this. He was prone to mood swings, after all, so if his talk with Gaff went badly, he could end up becoming that much more depressed. He might even become manic.

Perhaps sensing Belle’s inner turmoil, Guinness said something that made her jolt.

“Gaff, huh…? You think two Arch-Solists can fight in the Ballroom, Adonis?”

“Hmm. He’ll make for a good opponent.”

They both sounded amused by the idea.

“Stop that. Do you want to ruin Sherry’s good name?” Belle said with a grim expression, her tone stern.

But what Benet asked next made it clear that none of the men were listening to her.

“If they do end up fighting, who will you cheer for, Belle?”

“Idiot,” Belle said in a low voice.

Why are all men children? They have no idea how other people feel. If it really comes down to it, I’ll have to discipline them with my sword.

Sensing the dangerous aura surrounding Belle, the trio shrugged like kids being scolded for a prank. But each man smiled.

They never learn.

Belle let out a deep sigh.

 

When the O’crock changed from red to violet, the doors to the Ballroom opened.

It was a wide, open space, but unlike both the Throne Room and the Hall of Blades, it had no spectator seats. There were some benches at the edges for people to rest on, but the center of the room consisted entirely of a spacious dance floor. Gigantic chandeliers hung from the ceiling while spells and O’crocks glittered on the roof, walls, and pillars, creating a sight for which even the words dazzling and gaudy seemed to be understatements.

There were two levels to the stage, the higher of which was a terrace where the Symphonists were already lined up singing reverently about the country’s justice. The princess wasn’t there yet, though. With their odd outfits, Adonis, Benet, and Guinness drew the attention of the crowd, who whispered words of praise and scorn in equal measure.

Meanwhile, Belle was in the antechamber with Sherry. There, however, she was the subject of even more praise and scorn than her three friends.

It had all started when Belle had shown the petals with the princess’s mark on them to the priests standing at the doors to the Ballroom.

“Belle Lablac. I am here at the invitation of Princess Sherry.”

She spoke with the tone of one called to the battlefield, causing the priests to flinch behind their violet masks. The Ballroom’s priests were all dressed in violet gowns and mantles. Incredibly, they were all women. This was why their reactions toward Belle were torn between the two extremes of hostility and praise. For both men and women, it’s easier to express one’s uninhibited feelings toward a member of the same sex.

The first priest Belle called out to looked like she was still a girl. She removed her mask to examine Belle’s face closely, revealing herself to be a Cateyes still too young to have had her tail cut off. Belle grinned at her, which made the girl flush and put her mask back on.

“The princess is right this way. Please, come in…”

The priest motioned for her to follow, and Belle walked behind her. All the way until she entered the antechamber—and after it, in fact—pairs of eyes were fixed on Belle. The obscenely large sword on her back generally did draw attention.

Belle always had Runding on her. It was her inseparable partner, a part of who she was. She paid no attention to the incredible pressure from the stares of everyone around her.

As soon as they entered the antechamber, another woman rebuked the young priest, who instantly drooped.

“How many times must I tell you not to let people in without waiting for me to say you can?!”

The woman had an awfully shrill voice, the kind Belle hated. It seemed she was a senior priest. The woman took off her mask and put it on her head like some sort of hair ornament. Perhaps violet priests had more freedom to remove their masks than the priests of the other chambers.

“And who are you?” she said coldly, turning to Belle this time. “Do you even know where you are, barging in here like this?” She didn’t even try to hide the mockery in her voice.

Belle wordlessly held up the petal with the princess’s mark on it. Apparently, this didn’t sit well with the woman, because she arched her brows angrily.

“That is not something a ruffian like you should have. Why don’t you try explaining just how it is you got your hands on it?”

She was treating Belle like a thief. Maybe this woman did know who Belle was and didn’t like her despite her private invitation from the princess—or perhaps because she had it. Belle got the feeling that the priest was taking advantage of this opportunity to chew her out, and that once it was clear her invitation was valid, she’d simply pretend nothing had happened and wouldn’t apologize. She’d probably even turn it around on Belle and say she was just doing her duty.

The older Cateyes priest glared at Belle.

“Enough!” Belle exclaimed.

Both young and senior priests took a step back in shock, and the whole antechamber immediately went quiet.

“Let me see Sherry. That’ll clear up everything.”

She intentionally called the princess by her first name, without any titles. The older woman’s eyes bulged and her lips trembled.

“How beastly…”

“You’re right; I’m a brute. And I may be crass at times and rough around the edges. But that does not make me a bad person. You’ll do well to remember that,” Belle said, almost at a yell.

The truth was, Belle had intended for everyone in the antechamber to hear this. She was used to this kind of obnoxious envy and knew better than to let it bother her every time it happened. She knew how to talk to people in Park.

“Thanks. For showing me in,” she said to the girl.

Belle gave her an extremely courteous, dashing bow. The girl froze up for a second, and Belle could hear a gasp behind her mask. Then she quickly separated herself from the two priests.

“Sherry?! Are you here?!” she called out loudly as she walked around.

It was incredibly disrespectful in a place like this, but her entire attitude expressed the idea that Belle herself would choose who deserved her respect. This is what had separated everyone in the room into the two extremes: praise and scorn. Belle didn’t care either way.

“I’m over here,” a voice called out, accompanied by a giggle.

Belle turned around to see Sherry standing there wearing a gorgeous dress. How did she manage to look so innocent and demure even wearing such an extravagant outfit? That was Belle’s first thought.

Sherry waved and ordered the priests serving her to give them some space.

“You were so loud when you called out my name, I got all happy. So happy, in fact, that I considered hiding from you so I could hear it a little while longer.”

“What? That’s so mean! You knew I was here the moment I first walked in, didn’t you?”

Sherry stuck out her tongue impishly and shrugged. It was such a natural gesture, so devoid of any ill will, that it came off as incredibly cute.

“Hee-hee. Come with me, Belle. I have some dresses for you to try on. There’s no way I’m letting you get out of this.”

Sherry made a face as if she’d just read Belle’s thoughts, then took her by the hand. She dragged Belle into the Symphonists’ changing room almost as if she were bullying her, not taking no for an answer.

The moment the two women vanished, the antechamber filled with laughter and praise, criticism and spite, as emotions bloomed like a multitude of flowers in various hues.

“You want me…to wear this…?” Belle asked, aghast.

She was standing in front of a large mirror with a white dress held in front of her, covering her from the bust down. The woman holding it up was a Mermaid designer. Belle thought she looked familiar, then realized it was the same woman who’d sewn her uniform for the battle in the Catacombs.

Talking to her, Belle found out that she’d also repaired Adonis’s, Benet’s, and Guinness’s outfits for today. She said that having them wear their uniforms for such a special occasion filled her with incredible pride as a designer.

The woman nodded as she held up one dress after another.

“The length is perfect, but I think this might go better with it…”

“It’s lovely, but don’t you think this is nicer?” Sherry chimed in.

“Hmm… But, Princess, given her hair, wouldn’t this color be best?”

“Oh, you’re right!”

The two of them buzzed around her, switching between pensive frowns to excited smiles. They made Belle try on many different pairs of gloves, as well as all sorts of different types of jewelry, shoes, and hairpins. They painted her nails, applied rouge to her cheeks, and put lipstick on her, working their way through a mountain of different tools.

Pressed between the pair, Belle was rooted in place like a scarecrow. While she stood there, dazed, they swiftly dolled her up. She didn’t even have a chance to interject and could only respond weakly to Sherry’s words.

“This is a dress I used to wear a lot when I was your age. I think it looks lovely on you.”

“Thanks.”

“Oh, don’t you just love it? It really suits your hands. And this ring will go perfectly with it.”

“…Yeah.”

“Your hair is so pretty. I’m sure some silver will make it stand out. Let’s have your earrings match it, too.”

“…Sure.”

Runding had already been taken off her back and carefully placed in the corner of the dressing room. It was her precious sword, so Belle asked for it to be placed on a bench, but Runding’s incredible weight caused it to cut through its resting spot and sink into the floor. It had effectively remade the bench into a perfect sword rack.

Had the sword fallen, it would have caused quite the riot. No one but Belle could lift it up or even move it, and if it had landed on the dainty legs of one of the Symphonists, it would no doubt have crushed their bones. Considering that, a bench was a small price to pay, and resting on it effectively sheathed the weapon, putting everyone in the dressing room at ease.

“Perfection,” the designer eventually said, satisfied with her work.

“You really do look so beautiful, Belle. Like a swan flower,” Sherry said admiringly as she looked at Belle’s reflection in the mirror.

By this point, Belle was speechless. Mainly because she was so exhausted. She’d never known standing in one spot could be so tiring. But seeing how she looked now, even Belle had to admit all the work had been worth it. She looked so good, in fact, that it made her feel like anyone could shine in the right outfit.

“I guess I do feel like a bird,” Belle said. “My legs feel like all light…”

This was her way of saying she wanted her sword on her back, but it was lost on Sherry.

“Being light on your feet is important at a ball. Go out there and have fun tonight.”

Suddenly, the priests called Sherry over. They’d been calling her for a while, but Sherry had been so focused on dressing Belle that she’d almost entirely tuned them out. As the leader of the Symphonists, she was a busy person. Much like Gaff, she didn’t have time to focus on a personal matter at a time like this.

“Go on, Sherry. I’m satisfied,” Belle told her.

Sherry frowned wistfully. Just moments ago, she had been dressing up Belle like an elder sister, but their roles had suddenly reversed and now Belle was the one coddling Sherry. She gave Belle a smirk, then, realizing this, flushed a little.

“Belle, you know the priest you shouted at earlier…?” Sherry whispered. “She always nags me to practice singing. And no matter how much I sing or how loud, she never lets me stop. It’s probably because I don’t do it on my own. But I’ll follow your example from now on.”

She giggled, then turned around with a swish of her dress and left the room.

Belle smiled wryly. Looking at her reflection in the mirror, as elegant as a pure white flower, she very nearly laughed again.

It felt like a bad joke. Like she was a wolf running around wearing the feathers of a white swan.

 

As soon as she entered the Ballroom, Belle started feeling an awful floating sensation. Her feet seemed to lift off the ground, and she recalled the ground’s weak hold on her. She felt so out of place. She’d feel more at ease having Adonis by her side, but she was denied even that.

Adonis was slightly tipsy.

“You look like a bird flower. Delicious.”

This tactless remark was his reaction to seeing her, and Belle’s reaction was to sink a fist into his ribs. A moment later, Gaff came to say hi, then dragged Adonis away.

Guinness and Benet caused a stir in their own right, each man surrounded by a small crowd of women. Guinness, having only one arm, nimbly rested a plate on his knees, happily eating and drinking his fill. But even with his left sleeve dangling empty, he didn’t give off the impression of hurt fragility. Instead, he was bright and cheerful. Guinness naturally drew in Solists and nobles with an interest in warfare, who sat with him eating, drinking, and sharing stories about their own scripts.

Benet, on the other hand, did give off an air of melancholy over his missing eye, using his tearjerking story to draw the attention of women attracted to such vulnerable men. He told them in bits and pieces about how he was injured, clearly trying to tug on their heartstrings. The women were probably aware and went along with it anyway. At least, that was the impression Belle got when she thought about the feelings of the women surrounding Benet.

Both of them were incorrigible, just going around and doing whatever they wanted. Left all alone, Belle sulked a little and wandered around by herself.

Surprisingly, quite a few men approached Belle. She was invited to dance or take part in a toast; one man even asked her if she wanted to step out onto the terrace to get a breath of fresh air. You should really put a little more thought into choosing a partner, Belle wanted to warn them. At first she politely turned them down, but ruder men gradually started to turn up. Still, she was used to those sorts by now.

“Oh, so you’re the girl with the hulking sword I’ve heard so much about. I hear they call you the Sword Breaker. I find the rumors hard to believe, seeing how scrawny those arms of yours are.”

One man suddenly grabbed Belle’s arm and pulled her closer, a smile blooming across his face like a flower. He held her close enough that Belle could feel his breath on her face and made to pull her into his chest, his expression warping into a careless leer.

Men. Every single one of them really is such a child.

Belle gripped the hand holding hers, and within moments, the man’s face went very pale. His eyes widened in intense pain, and he tried to pull himself free from Belle’s grip, but she wouldn’t let go. Eventually, his wrist started to make a creaking noise. If she kept hold for much longer, she’d crush the bones in his hand.

The man was gripped by terror, but Belle maintained her sweet smile. Just as the man was on the verge of screaming, she suddenly let go of his hand. The man stumbled back a few steps, just barely keeping himself from falling on his backside.

“If you touch me, you better be prepared to lose an arm. I’ll tear it off with my teeth,” Belle said, her tone saccharine.

Countless men in the past had either frozen up at this threat or taken Belle at her word. Just as many had disparagingly called her a beastly woman. Here in the Ballroom, as well, Belle got both extremes. There really was no middle ground.

Ugh, what a drag.

But Belle just shrugged it off. The men who approached her likely did it out of idle curiosity. Be it due to her appearance, her unusual origins, the large sword she wielded, or her tumultuous life, Belle had had more than enough of being treated like an oddity. And even if she did agree to dance with someone, it would probably just become the topic of some vulgar conversation. Whatever sweet-talking these men might try, it paled in comparison to the intricate tactics that came with wielding her sword on the battlefield and was all too easy to see through. Simply put, it felt foolish.

Belle didn’t want to let anyone catch on to the fact that she felt like she was floating. It would be showing them a weakness they could take advantage of, so she kept to herself while she waited. What she was waiting for, Belle didn’t know for sure. She was just waiting. Waiting for Sherry to explain why she had called them here.

Belle had an idea what it was about, though, and when she saw Sherry climbing up to the terraced top stage with the other Symphonists in tow, she was sure of it. Sherry stood above the castle Symphonists and Meteoric Symphonists, with her back to the God Tree’s imposing figure.

“Glory be upon us! May God’s branches bring glory everlasting to our noble Public of Justice!”

Sherry’s hallowed words carried the same might as the king’s divine proclamation.

Everyone exclaimed in amazement. The murmuring in the hall suddenly became much louder as anticipation swept over the crowd. Sherry raised a hand to silence them, and the noise gradually subsided. Then, just when it seemed like the room would become completely silent, the song began, its timbre low and soft. The Symphonists gathered in the Ballroom began their performance, until eventually their chanting filled the room.

A chill ran down Belle’s spine and goose bumps prickled across her skin. It was overwhelming. Over a hundred Singers and Symphonists matched Sherry’s every action, playing the song. It was a wonderful performance, but Belle just couldn’t believe that the person standing there leading them in song was the same woman who had wept on her lap at On the Rocks.

Sherry’s visage, so fair and beautiful, looked divine in that moment, and Belle felt her heart skip a beat. But what tugged at her heartstrings even more was the song. It had a rich tone that was truly pleasant and reverberated solemnly throughout the room, emanating the intent for enjoyment. The grim resolve Belle had unconsciously started to feel at some point practically disappeared, and she almost seemed to shine.

This is it…, Belle thought, tears glistening in her eyes.

This was what Sherry had wanted to show her. By that, Belle didn’t mean Sherry had wanted to show off her position as the leader of the Singers and Symphonists, or the majesty befitting her status as princess. Having realized the reason for her anguish, Sherry wanted to answer Belle’s words to show she was no longer going to live her life in pain.

You really worked hard.

It was like if Adonis, Guinness, or Benet had been suffering day in and day out without Belle knowing and hadn’t shown so much as a hint of that pain when they saw her, then sheepishly told her that they were capable of something like this. Even with Sherry standing upon the grandest of stages, Belle still felt that level of intimacy and affection.

Partway through the song, Sherry’s eyes fluttered closed, absorbed in her performance. But even then she could faintly feel Belle. She leaned on Belle’s presence for support and soon forgot it was even there, singing her heart out from the center of the framework she’d been given.

Belle was so overjoyed, and even envious, that she started to tear up.

I can’t let you one-up me…

That restlessness that made her feel suspended like a bird in midair grew ever stronger, and a competitive spirit almost like jealousy flared up inside Belle.

In the end, I’m just a wolf running around on the ground wielding the fangs that are my sword. A bird’s graceful flight and song aren’t my domain. So long as I’m here, I’ll never be able to compete with Sherry.

Belle didn’t feel this way out of any pretentious sense of pride. Both she and Sherry were aware of their weaknesses and wanted to treat each other as equals. She had no doubt that was what they both wanted.

Sherry kept going, singing a second song, then a third, praising the kingdom and God in her magnificent, majestic voice. She went quiet after that, letting the performers take over and the dancing resume.

Belle figured there was no point in her being there anymore, so she turned her back to the stage and started to leave. Some men persistently reached out to Belle, inviting her to join them, but she nimbly danced around them as she made her way to the door. But before she could get there, someone slipped in front of Belle.

“Good evening, Belle Lablac. You look quite lovely tonight. The dress suits you wonderfully.”

The short figure wore a tuxedo, his shapely harelip curled into an adorable smile.

“You always appear from out of nowhere, Kitty the All,” Belle said with a smile.

She had thought he’d been invited as well and would decide to come.

“Oh my, it appears you’re leaving, dear child. And just when the festivities were really starting to kick off,” Kitty said, almost as if he was talking to himself.

There was disappointment in his voice, but his long ears were standing up straight and he looked at Belle with a mischievous twinkle in his eye.

“There’s no reason for me to stay any longer,” Belle said.

“Oh, I think you’ll find you’re being hasty with your conclusions. Reason always trails after you like a shadow,” he said playfully.

Belle laughed, and Kitty grinned at her.

“Back in Denariland, we would call one such as you kuu. Empty.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“If you wish to know the meaning behind it…” Kitty offered his milky white hand to Belle with a very smooth, fluid gesture. “…I must ask you to dance with me.”

“…The last time I danced was when I was little, back at the Farm’s harvest festival.”

Belle meant it as a refusal, but she took Kitty’s hand without realizing it. Something about Kitty’s movements made her feel like it was the natural thing to do.

“Even flowers dance and animals frolic, so why would you be any exception, dear girl? You’ve come all this way and dressed up for the occasion, so I can hardly let you leave without experiencing the joys of a ball.”

With each word, he pulled Belle back to the center of the room. That action already made it feel like Kitty was leading her in the steps, and soon enough, they were dancing like flowers blown in the wind, like animals stalking their prey. Kitty made it seem innate, dancing with the same ease with which he’d shown casting his barriers in the Catacombs.

“You do not know the reason for the lightness you possess. Since birth, you have been partially freed from gravity’s yoke. I envy that with all my heart,” Kitty said with a smile.

As he spoke, Kitty strode around the dance floor, guiding Belle in the dance step by step. Everyone who had noticed Belle before then was gawking at them, but Kitty didn’t seem to mind. He just kept talking and swaying both himself and Belle in time with the music.

“So what’s the meaning behind kuu?”

“Free and unfettered,” Kitty said plainly. “Those who know who they are and are unbound by it. They escape all bonds, restrictions, and constraints, eventually overcoming the very idea of escaping.”

“And that’s being empty?”

“Everything is empty. All living things are originally free in the truest sense. Those who realize this, in particular, we call kuu.”

At some point, Belle had started to move in time with the music. It was like Schwertmusik, like a duel, yet also different from both. She was flying, dancing.

“The steps happen by chance, yet they are inevitable,” Kitty said in a whisper. “You cannot be born unless you take that first step forward, but in taking that step, you move closer to death. Kuu is everything. It frees you from everything and simultaneously binds you to everything. There is no resentment, no desire. Flowers flutter and dance, animals hunt, simply moving, going with the flow.”

Kitty’s words overlapped with the sound of Belle’s steps clicking against the floor, light and flowing. Her movements were so graceful it almost felt like she wasn’t the one dancing, so light it seemed like her body wasn’t really there.

She twirled and danced, letting go of his hand and taking it again, smiling, her hair billowing, her dress transforming into wings, elated and exhilarated. In the midst of it all, Belle started to feel like she was about to lift off the ground.

But just then, although it had been distant up until that point, the hand of gravity reached out as if it missed Belle. It gently wrapped around her body, then let go—and while surrounded by those flickering lights and the sinuous music, a thought suddenly crystallized inside her heart:

One day, I’ll even have to say good-bye to Runding…

Belle went pale with sorrow. Words hidden deep inside her spilled from her lips.

“No… Right now, at least, that kind of freedom doesn’t feel like freedom. No way. It’s too lonely… The solitude would make me lose my mind.”

Kitty smiled. He didn’t say another word, just guided Belle’s steps, drifting along with the music. Belle did the same, singing with her whole body as she flew across the floor.

In that moment, Belle knew the joy of being a bird. True, she’d already been feeling like a bird, but she hadn’t enjoyed it. It had just felt wrong. Imagine, for example, what a wolf that had run on the ground its whole life would do if it was suddenly stripped of its fangs and powerful legs and given wings instead. It wouldn’t know what to do with them, and the wings would probably feel so unnatural that it would try to tear them off with its teeth. It would be fundamentally wrong to assume that, having lost its purpose as a wolf, it would want to soar freely through the sky. In losing oneself, they would end up losing their desires.

But for the moment, Belle was a wolf with wings, singing and dancing with her entire body even though she was a Solist, not a Symphonist. She was a wolf who had held on to what it was while still flapping its wings.

The many emotions imbued in the word nimble became intimately familiar to her. Joy and unease, sorrow and anger, superiority and envy—all those feelings combined, solidifying into that one word like amber. It was why everyone avoided Belle. As well as why everyone admired her. Belle realized that now.

At some point during the dance, her steps had become lighter. The song flowed through her, its rhythm reaching a peak, before it seemed to disappear into the dark of night and melt into the atmosphere, fading away.

The song ended. The performers took a short break, and other members went to fill in for them to keep the music going for the people still dancing. Anyone who wanted to keep going could.

However, Kitty stopped moving his feet, and Belle came to a stop with relief. This was as far as the wolf who’d just learned to fly could go this time. Understanding how Belle was feeling, Kitty gave her a deep bow and gestured toward an empty bench.

Suddenly, Belle realized people were applauding. The noise had sounded distant until then, but it had gradually gotten closer. It was only now that it thundered in Kitty’s and Belle’s ears that she realized it was directed toward them.

“Bravo! What beastly beauty!”

“A traveling Rabbitia and the sword-shattering Solist… That dance was truly a sight to behold!”

“Did you see how calm and composed she was? She looked as if she’d just shattered the proud customs of our ball!”

There were some odd statements being thrown in the mix there, but that just made it clear that the praise being showered on them was genuine. Yet while half the crowd applauded them, the other half glared and whispered scornfully. The men Belle had brusquely turned down earlier were divided between the two groups, raising their voices with the rest of them.

Watching the Ballroom split in half put Belle in an incredibly good mood. It was nice, the way they were divided right down the middle. Being loved and hated in equal measure felt just right to her.

As she politely sat down on the bench, she spoke those thoughts aloud.

“It’s a scale. In the end, there’s one inside every person.”

As Kitty approached carrying two glasses filled to the brim, his eyes narrowed slightly in response. His harelip twitched nervously, but he then smiled, trying to cover it up. It looked like he’d decided to shrug off her remark.

Belle noticed his reaction but didn’t say anything. Being particularly sensitive to these things, she could tell Kitty wasn’t just interacting with her because he liked her. He was expecting something from Belle, or worse, trying to use her for something. That was the impression she got. But whatever his intentions were, Kitty said nothing, and Belle wasn’t going to ask. She just accepted the glass he gave her without a word and gulped it down.

 

Two Arch-Solists stood on the terrace, both of them Cateyes. One was a dignified middle-aged man with golden fur and a sturdy physique, and the other, a slender youth as sharp as a water-steel rapier with silver fur.

“I’ve taken the spot someone else should be standing in. Forgive me, Adonis.”

“You mean Belle? There’s no reason for you to apologize over something like that,” Adonis said, accepting Gaff’s words as coolly as the night breeze. He raised a glass to his lips, which curved into a sarcastic smile.

Gaff smiled, as well. He stared at Adonis, perhaps weighing the man to see if he was worthy of his sister apprentice. Such was the look in his eyes.

Adonis suddenly smiled. “More importantly, don’t you think some people might read too deeply into the reason you called me out here?”

The terrace was a spot where lovers exchanged words of affection, as well as a place for collusion and political scheming. In fact, Adonis had used this very location for such purposes more than once in his ascent to the rank of Arch-Solist.

He’d climbed the ranks purely because he found it interesting. He didn’t want power, so much as something he could focus on and completely lose himself in—what was largely a selfish Motif. The fact that Adonis managed to reach the coveted rank of Arch-Solist essentially for fun must have been incredibly frustrating and a source of great resentment. This was one of the main reasons why he was so hated by the majority of other Solists.

“You should tell those people that what you truly want is different.”

“That’s absurd. It’s not like they’d understand if I did tell them. And it’s not like I really want them to understand.”

“You’re the same as always.”

“Arrogant?”

Gaff shook his head. “In your shadow, I see a glimpse of my younger self…and perhaps also Tiziano.”

Kir had said something similar once. Regardless, it didn’t sound as if Gaff was teasing him.

Adonis’s smile faded. His eyes glinted below his red bandanna, trying to see through Gaff’s intentions.

“…You were the one who first broke Tiz’s sword, weren’t you?”

“It seemed to me like they wanted their sword shattered,” Gaff muttered.

“Because you wouldn’t sleep with them?”

“Yes,” Gaff said concisely and without pretense.

“You knew Tiz loved you, didn’t you?”

“Weren’t the rumors that you and Tiziano were lovers?” Gaff asked. He’d answered the question with one of his own, which was uncharacteristically indirect for him.

Adonis gave a pained smile. “In the end, Tiz always treated me like a child. I was the one who was comforted in that relationship.”

A sudden grin spread across Gaff’s face. “As for me, I already had my heart set on another woman.”

“I know. Tiz knew that, too, and so did everyone else. It’s not unusual for Mermaids to fall in love with someone who’s unavailable. I think Tiz was just…lonely.”

“Is that so…?”

“Yeah.”

“I couldn’t understand their sorrow. And in the end, that’s why I couldn’t save them. It’s unfortunate…”

Gaff never spoke of Tiziano as an evil Nidhogg. Even now, he saw them as a friend—a comrade—and regretted the fact that shattering their sword hadn’t been able to save them. Adonis knew all this, and his expression unconsciously softened below his red bandanna.

“That’s pretty passive for an Arch-Solist. You shattered their sword, and I restored it. Neither of us was able to save Tiz.”

His tone came out as more encouraging than he realized. He’d always been on guard around Gaff, so this was quite the departure.

“Is this what you brought me out here to talk about?” Adonis asked with a bemused smile.

“It’s not entirely unrelated. Your father…Tom Collins. I slew him in the Catacombs,” he said simply.

The words carried a weight like iron, but Adonis calmly let them blow past him with the nighttime breeze.

“I know.” The corners of his lips hinted at a quiet smile. Beneath the soft blue light of the Earthshine, the sound of the ice melting in Adonis’s glass filled the air. “The ravens told me.”

“I see…”

“I’m sure it was my father’s greatest wish to die defending the Catacombs. And to fall facing one of the castle’s Arch-Solists? It’s a much better way to go than choking on the miasma of death.”

A lull fell over them, broken by a nuanced smile from Adonis.

“You’re not the sort of guy to ask the relatives of someone you fought for forgiveness. What is it you really want?”

“Sharp as always,” Gaff murmured. But Adonis just ignored him, waiting. “…His sword.”

“What?”

“Your father left me with his sword.”

Adonis’s eyes narrowed, his gaze fixed on the melting ice instead of Gaff. It was a cold look that refused to understand the feelings of another.

“…What do I need to do to get that sword?”

“My condition is that you return all the swords you took from the dead to their bereaved families,” Gaff said.

“Is that your judgment as an Arch-Solist?”

“…Yes.”

“Then as a Solist, I request a duel with you.”

Adonis suddenly let go of his glass, dropping it to the floor, where it shattered and scattered across the terrace along with the ice. For a second, a pale violet light spread at their feet—the wine in the glass, red like blood. Adonis stepped on the ice melting into the red liquid, crushing it beneath his feet.

“A duel to take the sword from me?”

“So long as you hold it, I’ll never let go,” Adonis swore.

It was only then that he looked at Gaff. He fixed his frosty gaze on the other man’s kingly eyes.

“If we can’t resolve this with words, then I’m happy to resolve it with the blade… But why?”

“What do you mean why…?” Adonis asked.

“Why do you collect swords, even when it brands you as a sword thief? I just don’t understand…”

“There’s no way I’d tell you,” Adonis said, grinding the glass and ice under his foot. “Bamboo!”

He drew a sword, manifesting it out of thin air. The tip of the blade glinted with a cold bloodlust.

Adonis always fought to kill his opponent. That was why he never engaged in pointless duels that wouldn’t make him any denari, no matter how much he was beaten and taunted. There was a clear, bloody determination to his actions.

But Gaff didn’t so much as flinch. Instead, several ivory shadows swiftly ran up the steps to the terrace—the ivory priests of the Hall of Blades, who guarded Gaff’s person. They stood in Adonis’s way, shielding their charge and allowing no opportunity for attack.

Their hands rested on the grips of their chained swords, waiting for Gaff to command them to cut down the offender by order of divine proclamation. One of the priests threw back his cloak, blocking the entrance and stopping anyone from going out onto the terrace, leaving Adonis completely isolated. Another priest offered Gaff his sword, reverently holding it out hilt first.

“Looks like we’re the entertainment for the evening,” Adonis said coldly. “Arch-Solist, as a fellow warrior, I ask you to take up your sword.”

“I have no intention of entertaining your request for impromptu Schwertmusik. Try again another day…”

The end of his sentence suddenly tapered off. Gaff’s wise eyes turned to the staircase leading up to the terrace, where the priests had emerged from earlier.

A voice called out.

“What is this, you two? A duel?”

It was followed by the clicking of hooves on the stairs. Keeping the priests in his range of sight, Adonis followed Gaff’s gaze.

“Kir…”

With an amused smile, the red equine Solist came to stand between the two men. Both Adonis and Gaff were shocked by his odd appearance. Kir was dressed in a sleeveless, water-steel cloak like those Mermaids typically wore into battle. It was dyed black on the outside and lined in a fiery shade of oxblood red, under which he wore ornate Centaurus armor. Although both of his arms were hidden inside the cloak, he had a strange, dangerous atmosphere to him, as if he were gripping his sword beneath it unsheathed. All four legs were covered in metal greaves.

Kir was clearly dressed for battle. His entire body exuded an air of brutality that was in stark contrast to Adonis’s and Gaff’s good humor from earlier, ominous in its grandeur.

Yet he was smiling brightly as he looked at each of them in turn.

“You’re going to fight here? There are no spectators, no witnesses. It would be a waste.”

“No, Kir… We’re not,” Gaff said, exasperated.

He looked over Kir’s appearance with a face that seemed to say he should act his age.

“What? You’re not going to fight?”

“We’re not done talking yet.”

“Adonis has his sword out, though.”

“I, however, do not. It’s not your place to interrupt us.”

“You won’t draw your sword…?” Kir asked, cocking his head.

He was still smiling, but the look in his eyes abruptly changed.

“Then die.”

The slash came all too suddenly.

Both Gaff’s and Adonis’s eyes widened at once. Kir’s black cloak flapped open, its crimson lining tearing through the pale evening light of the Earthshine. In that moment, a blade even darker than night was loosed from the shadow of his cloak, savagely arcing toward Gaff.

Having sensed the strange atmosphere around Kir well in advance, Gaff stepped back far enough to dodge the blade. But just as he raised his voice to scold Kir for his audacity, something unusual happened.

A sound followed the path the blade had just carved. It was a vicious noise—like fangs sinking deep into flesh—that lingered in the air, and before anyone knew what was happening, an invisible blade had pierced Gaff’s chest.

“Hngh?!”

The mighty Arch-Solist fell to his knees, dripping vibrant crimson. He groaned, coughing up blood, and his voice left him. Although he’d been taken by surprise, the fact remained that he’d been rendered unable to stand with just a single blow.

The ivory priests bravely moved in to guard Gaff. They awaited his command, hands on their chained sword, but he wasn’t in any condition to speak. One of them took out a bottle of sacred ashes to treat Gaff.

But then—ting. The chains on the priests’ swords came undone with a sound like the chime of a bell. Gaff hadn’t given them any orders yet, which meant that God Himself wished for the priests to draw their blades. The priests were more shocked than anyone, but they let out a cry, practically a roar, of joy, and drew their swords as one.

With that, the Schwertmusik began.

Adonis was frozen to the spot. The moment he saw Kir gripping his sword, he was assaulted by an overwhelming sense of terror. He couldn’t move. He trembled violently. He could only watch in a daze as a massacre unfolded before his eyes.

It was an unusual, completely one-sided battle. The priests of the Hall of Blades had skills on par with Arch-Solists, yet with every flap of Kir’s cloak, he mowed them down with ease.

With each swing of his sword, Kir definitively cut down their number. He shattered them like a child breaking toys, sending them flying with severed limbs, their ivory mantles tearing like balloons full of blood and viscera. All the while, he howled with laughter. There was almost a sort of innocence to it. Drenched in the blood of his victims, the outside of Kir’s cloak became even blacker—and the inside, even more red.

There was that same noise, and something invisible sliced through the air. It was the sound of Kir’s intangible blade. Some of the priests tried to deflect his sword, but the moment they did, their bodies were cut in half. Another tried to jump out of the way, and it briefly looked like he’d managed to dodge it. But just as the man held up his sword again, his severed arms fell loudly to the floor of the terrace.

Through whatever magic he used, wherever Kir swung his sword, an invisible, intangible blade followed. There was no blocking nor escaping it. The moment a priest tried to attack him, they found themself hewn instead, and in the end, they all died even before they could cry out in pain.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the magnificent window, the festivities continued. No one noticed the massacre taking place out on the terrace. Only a single pane of glass stood between the bright ballroom and this dark scene of carnage.

“Pathetic.”

Finally, Kir turned around and faced Adonis, grinning. He wasn’t even short of breath. His hooves clicked against the floor, splashing drops around him with each step. The entire terrace was covered in blood, and the only survivor, Gaff, panted painfully in its center.

“So what do you think? It’s quite an impressive sword, don’t you think? Mastering it took quite the effort,” Kir said, his tone casual and carefree. The Centaurus’s wise, mature countenance was twisted into a boyish smile.

“Agh… Kir… Aaah…” Adonis struggled to get his words out through his grief. The stench of blood was suffocating. “How…? How could you…?”

He pointed at Kir’s hands with trembling fingers. The man’s right hand was engulfed by the weapon, and it was already impossible to tell where flesh ended and steel began. The blade, dark even against the night, glowed bright red with that cryptic spell:

DILLEGNAVE

That word from the lost age of gods now seemed to sneer at Adonis. The Gospel-Bringer—the one sent to spread God’s word. The sword had told its wielder the meaning behind the spell, but it was clear now that it was trying to spread the word of the God Tree by offering up its owner as tribute.

“How could you do this…?” Adonis said, his fingertips trembling.

But Kir read another meaning into his words. “What? This country has no need for someone who can’t wield a sword. I don’t know what happened between you and Gaff, but do as you please with him. Feel free to kill him however you’d like. Think of it as my thanks to you.”

It was absurd. It sounded like Kir was saying he’d just butchered the priests for fun. Seeing Kir standing there, filled with such innocence after his evil actions, Adonis felt his hackles rise.

Still trembling violently, his features transformed by grief, Adonis readied his sword. It was mostly instinctive. A shudder ran through the tip of the blade, and his trembling stopped. Adonis’s entire body tensed up like a spring, his fear and sorrow enveloped in a cold bloodlust, all doubts left behind.

A cry tore from his lips.

“Raaah!”

Adonis attacked swiftly, his blade skimming over the floor as he aimed for Kir’s equine body, trying to cut his legs and sever his right arm. But Kir flicked his wrist, making that same sound again—and Adonis’s sword cut without him feeling any impact.

He instantly drew another sword from Bamboo, but the moment he gripped it, that invisible blade shattered it from the base up. As Adonis made to draw a third sword, that intangible blade caressed his face. His red bandanna was slashed through at his forehead, and Adonis slipped backward, falling onto the blood-soaked floor. His silver hair spilled over his face, a bead of blood oozing from the shallow cut on his brow, dripping down to his jaw. He’d been planning on taking the fight to Kir but, instead, had been driven into a corner in seconds.

If he moved, he’d be slain. Adonis was consumed by bloodlust, yet he couldn’t even lift a finger.

“Child’s play.” Kir smiled, lovingly caressing the black blade consuming his arm. “Isn’t this sword wonderful?”

He’ll kill me…

As Adonis prepared to put his life on the line and unleash one last strike, Kir suddenly turned around and calmly began walking toward the ballroom.

“Wait, where do you think you’re going?!” Adonis cried out, his voice strained. He had his arms crossed, ready to draw a sword in either hand at any time.

“Belle Lablac is waiting for me,” Kir said gleefully. He sounded like a groom on his way to the altar—and at the same time, an inescapable grim reaper.

Adonis knew he couldn’t let Kir go into the ballroom. No matter what. But just as he was about to swing his sword, prepared to die if it meant taking Kir down with him—

“This is all thanks to you, Adonis. If it weren’t for you, this sword wouldn’t exist.”

The words shackled Adonis in place. Terror and sorrow coursed through him, causing every hair on his body to stand on end, and his expression turned to one of desperation. Yet still, Adonis couldn’t lift a finger.

Frozen stiff in the bloody puddle, Adonis could only watch in despair as Kir sauntered off toward the ballroom.
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The singing suddenly trailed off.

It happened without warning. The other Symphonists stopped playing, and the people dancing all stopped in their tracks and went silent. The entire hall was enveloped in an eerie silence as everyone looked up at Sherry onstage, trying to keep their confusion from showing on their faces.

Sherry trembled, her face drained of color. Just moments ago, she had been singing and smiling, when all of a sudden she’d frozen up as if doused with icy water. Fear filled her eyes, as if some sort of terrifying sight was right in front of her. And indeed, Sherry was seeing something. She sensed its presence and heard a silent, wordless will.

The will of God, the absolute ruler. Sherry’s song conveying His word halted as she understood the message of His divine proclamation, trembling in alarm.

“No…!” Sherry shouted.

But her voice came out as a single, raspy breath, a pitiful excuse for a scream.

She was overcome with sorrow. Devastated, Sherry looked over the vast ballroom and spotted Belle in one corner. A helpless, desperate look filled her eyes.

Belle realized something was wrong right away and prepared to run up onto the stage if need be. But Sherry began to speak, almost deliriously, her gaze still fixed on Belle.

“I shall convey God’s divine proclamation in my own voice. Tonight, a Nidhogg who gnaws at the roots of God has been born into this world alongside an evil sword. He intends to swing his sword at this ballroom.”

The way her voice echoed throughout the silent room truly made it sound as if she was speaking God’s Thema.

Tension ran through the room, but Sherry carried on, her voice dry and devoid of emotion.

“The name of this Nidhogg is Kir Rowal, an Arch-Solist who grew intoxicated on his power… He shattered the swords of the priests who serve as God’s branches and raised his sword against fellow Arch-Solist Gaff Shandy in an attempt to take his life.”

The sorrow in Sherry’s eyes overflowed, and a single tear ran from each eye down her cheeks. But no more followed.

“I hereby decree that a duel will be held. Strike down the Nidhogg Kir Rowal and give him death. The one to fight in this duel shall be she who knocks upon the Door of Journey, Belle Lablac!”

Sherry trembled. For a second, Belle thought she looked tragic and vulnerable, like a butterfly caught in a spiderweb. Like a woman who, ever since birth, had been bound in threads of fate from which she couldn’t escape or untangle herself.

“Belle Lablac alone, no one else!” Sherry proclaimed loudly.

The moment those words left her lips, she was freed from God’s hand, which had gripped her from within. Sherry began to waver, unable to support her own weight anymore. She leaned against the railing of the stage, collapsing to her knees. The incredible mental strain had left her with a pounding headache. The violet priests quickly hurried over to support Sherry, holding her up as if they were handling fragile glass.

“Run!” But Sherry shook off the priests’ hands and shouted at Belle, her face drained of color. “Run, Belle! Run!”

The violet priests lifted their masks as one, their eyes wide. God’s divine proclamation was the absolute truth that made up the foundation of Schwertland. However, it had just been rejected by none other than the very person who had spoken it into the world. Doubtful of Sherry’s sanity, the priests were trying to calm her down, holding her in place like she was hysterical.

Belle, meanwhile, had no idea what any of this meant. All she could grasp was that God had just ordered her to fight Kir, but seeing Sherry’s reaction, the situation clearly wasn’t as simple as that.

She spun around toward Kitty.

“What’s a Nidhogg, and why do I have to run?! Am I really being told to fight here?”

She shouted at Kitty as if he was God Himself, urgency in her voice.

“The divine proclamation gave you your final task before you may depart on your journey.” Kitty hadn’t lost his cool, but he spoke quickly. “In this case, a Nidhogg would be one unhinged by God’s—”

But before Kitty could finish, screams erupted in one corner of the ballroom, drowning out his voice. They came from a married couple who, until now, had been chatting diagonally across from the bench on which Belle and Kitty were seated. Positioned where they were, close to the entrance of the terrace, the couple had finally noticed the massacre that had taken place behind them.

The woman’s shrill screech warned everyone of the presence of a murderer, and panic broke out as the message spread throughout the hall. The glass doors to the terrace swung open, and a Centaurus appeared from out of the darkness, prompting more screams.

Their reactions were completely natural. The man looked like a grim reaper, wearing a black cloak with crimson lining and a magnificent set of armor that was completely covered in blood. He looked around with an eerie smile, as if he was calmly choosing the next person who should die.

As Kir walked straight into the ballroom, he knocked over one woman who was frozen to the spot, unable to do anything but scream. Kir looked like he’d just walked through a shower of blood, and the sticky redness clung to the woman’s clothes and hair, causing her to shriek even louder. She couldn’t stop.

Kir’s gaze fell on the screaming lady on the floor, looking like he’d just realized for the first time that there was someone other than him in the room. His cloak flapped as he freed his right arm, holding his hand out to the woman. For a moment, it looked like he was offering to help her up—but then the tip of a blade cut through the air, sinking toward her bosom.

The thrust produced a terrible noise that drowned out the woman’s scream.

She fell silent.

“Cheers,” a smug voice said over the body of the unconscious woman.

It was Benet. He’d taken hold of the woman from behind, a glass in his other hand raised toward Kir as if spilling the drink inside. Somehow, he had been able to block Kir’s sword with the glass, using the liquid within as a catalyst to erect a small barrier that stopped the tip. That barrier, formed from such a tiny amount of liquid, had been enough to block Kir’s heavy, hulking sword.

Glass thrust forward, Benet’s eye was closed, as it often was in battle. He’d formed this strong barrier faster than one could blink, using his powerful sense of hearing to accurately pinpoint the location of the sword and position his glass accordingly.

Even Kir seemed shocked. But then he smiled with joy.

“So you’re the one-eyed archer everyone’s been talking about,” he murmured, swiftly withdrawing his sword.

The half-frozen liquid in the glass leaped after the blade. It grew rapidly like a vine, coiling around Kir’s sword and climbing up its length. Once it got to the hilt, the tip of the liquid turned into a sharp arrow that flew directly at Kir’s face. It was a surprise attack so swift and unexpected that even Kir had no chance to dodge it.

But just then, Benet heard a sinister noise. With his eyes closed, he could make out the presence of that fang all the more clearly. Benet’s keen hearing saved his life. The moment he sensed the danger, he jumped away to the side, still holding the woman in one arm. Something bit and crunched through the spot he’d occupied just a split second ago, and the ice coiling around Kir was cut to pieces, scattering droplets of wine in the air.

Mingling with the aroma of the wine was the strong scent of blood. Guinness had sneaked behind Kir and opened the window to the terrace, revealing the brutality there. Grimacing at the bloody sight, he picked up an unbroken sword dropped by one of the priests, securing a weapon.

Suddenly, he spotted a survivor.

“Adonis…”

But the man was frozen in place, his eyes fixed on Kir’s back.

“Hey, Adonis, are you okay? Ah, Sir Gaff…”

Guinness’s voice drew Kir’s attention, prompting him to turn around. Their eyes met.

“W-wait a second…” Guinness rested the priest’s sword on the shoulder of his one good arm. “According to God’s words, I’m not the one you’re supposed to fight…!”

The moment the words were out of his mouth, Guinness flung the sword at Kir, then immediately turned and ran. Kir easily dodged the sword and silently swung his own blade at Guinness’s fleeing figure—but before he could, he was attacked from behind.

It was Benet. Guinness hadn’t been throwing the sword at Kir, but instead he passed it to Benet, using himself as a decoy. Kir quickly turned around and deflected Benet’s attack, only for Guinness to pick up a sword and attack him as well.

“Impudent whelps!” Kir howled.

Even without using his invisible fang, he was easily able to knock the swords out of their hands. A blade held by someone who hadn’t raised it had no attachment to them.

“Adonis!”

Unarmed once again, Guinness shouted at the Cateyes man, scolding him. Adonis jolted and, dazed, turned to Guinness. It looked like he had no idea what was happening.

Seeing that, Guinness immediately removed Adonis from the scope of the battle. It shouldn’t even be a battle in the first place, as the divine proclamation had decreed that Kir was to duel Belle. If Kir withdrew his sword, Guinness and Benet would also have to back down, but at the very least, they had to keep this deranged Solist occupied until Belle could get her hands on Runding. And maybe, by then, they might be able to figure out a little bit about the properties of Kir’s mysterious sword.

Kir swung his sword savagely at Guinness, as if mocking that idea.

But just then—

“Kir! I’m over here!” Belle shouted without a hint of hesitation.

She picked up the bench she’d been sitting on and flung it at Kir. As the bench soared through the air, making its way toward Kir, it suddenly caught fire. Kitty had swiftly deployed a carefully calculated formula, turning the bench into a flaming battering ram.

Kir swung his sword violently, the sound of Belle’s voice making him grin with savage glee. Once again, the noise made by that invisible fang filled the air as the bench split in half, shattering the split glass doors. The glass fragments cut through the formula, disrupting the calculation, causing the spell to fizzle out into particles of light. And with it, the fire vanished.

“He severed my Mathematics…,” Kitty said in alarm.

It was a fearsome sword, on par with Runding. Anyone who faced Kir understood that his sword unleashed some kind of invisible fang, and they were all desperate to unveil the mystery of it.

Kir didn’t have eyes for Guinness or Benet at this point. His hooves clicked as he approached Belle. No one could stand in his way. All the guests scrambled to get out of Kir’s way, forming a path between them like the aisle of a wedding.

“Where’s your sword, Lablac? Get it, now. You’ll die if you don’t!” Kir shouted like a child throwing a tantrum. “Or are you telling me to kill you unarmed?! Will you betray me, Lablac?!”

He hardly sounded sane at this point.

“That’s no way to ask, is it?” Belle said, exasperated.

She didn’t need Kir urging her on—she’d been waiting for a chance to get her sword. However, it was possible that the moment she turned her back to go for it, Kir would fly into a frenzy and attack her, and he clearly wouldn’t listen if she asked him to wait.

“To hell with this!” Guinness suddenly shouted.

He picked up a sword, declaring his refusal of God’s divine proclamation. Benet followed suit. They were about to charge at Kir’s back, when the one person who could stand in his way stopped them.

“Allow me to keep you company until your proper opponent in this duel retrieves her weapon.”

It was Kitty. As soon as he said that, he deployed formulas over the floor and began calculating. As a traveling Rabbitia, Kitty was allowed the privileges given to all Nomads, meaning he could act in opposition to the divine proclamation.

Guinness swung his sword in salute.

“Out of my way!” Kir bellowed.

He charged ahead, only to be held back by Kitty’s calculations. At first, Belle thought flames were rising from the floor, but in fact, the spell used the flagstones as a catalyst to create a wall blocking Kir’s path, while daggers of ice rained down on him from the ceiling.

Seizing this chance, Belle took off to get Runding—but before she could, Kir’s blade blew away all Kitty’s calculations in a single swing.

She stared dumbfounded at Kir’s hand, which clutched that sword capable of producing intangible fangs.

“His arm…”

Why…?

Thoughts raced through Belle’s mind: Adonis’s smile when he’d talked about Kir’s sword; Tiziano’s tattered body. Tiziano hadn’t died no matter how many times they were cut down, yet their body was devoured from the inside out by a sword—an image that dominated Belle’s mind.

“Belle!” Kitty scolded, causing Belle to snap out of her thoughts with a jolt. “The divine proclamation chose you! This is your final trial before you can depart on your journey!”

He cried out with his back to her, continuously deploying more formulas. His voice lacked its usual composure.

It was only then that Belle finally grasped the situation. Until now, she’d thought that Kir had just stormed in and indiscriminately started attacking people, but Kitty’s words hammered home the importance of the duel.

“Get your sword while I keep him occupied!” Kitty yelled.

Belle turned around, her dress fluttering, and the crowd parted to open a path for her. Even those trying to escape through the narrow doors followed suit and got out of her way.

She started running.

 

The antechamber was empty. Runding was there, lodged inside that bench that served as a strange scabbard for it. Belle looked at the giant sword in surprise.

She was having jamais vu. It felt like she was meeting the sword for the very first time. Runding stood there just like it had when she’d found it that day now far in the past, shackled and left to wither in the castle’s treasure vault. The intense emotions she’d felt at their first meeting filled her heart, but it wasn’t a sense of nostalgia that moved her. This was a surprising new feeling.

EREHWON

Utopia. That spell from the ancient age of gods, the meaning of which had been lost, transcended the long years since they’d first met. It looked back at Belle, revealing its meaning for the first time in that very moment.

“So that’s why…,” Belle whispered, holding out a hand to Runding. “It’s not you who changed. It’s me.”

The sword howled, responding to Belle’s hand. The moment she touched the spell, the dark surface of the blade suddenly shone lily white. The bench creaked as the sword revealed its sharper, elegant form.

It was like the sword was forged of unripe steel, yet to bear fruit, that was being born anew before her eyes by the second. It howled, brimming with seemingly bottomless power.

Belle’s fingers slid over the surface of the blade toward the hilt. The sword trembled, its grip jumping toward Belle’s hand. She wrapped her fingers around it, then placed her other hand on it and picked up the sword like a wolf baring a vicious set of fangs.

An ecstatic smile played over her lips. She felt no more doubts or confusion about Kir’s change, just a resolve to wield her sword. She was determined not only to fight, but to knock on the Door of Journey. All her senses and emotions were focused on that wish, converging until they burned white-hot inside her. But despite that, Belle’s smile was the epitome of calmness.

“Let’s go, partner,” she quietly murmured. “Our audience is waiting with bated breath.”

Belle felt like she was finally whole again, just like when she’d visited the Hall of Blades with Gaff. Every part of her—her legs in stride, her hands gripping the sword, each individual cell in her eyes—was brimming with power and in perfect coordination.

As she left the antechamber, the wide ballroom spread out before her. But the whispers of the crowd, the sound of her own footsteps, the clashing of swords, and the shouts of her comrades were all drowned out by Runding’s howl.

“Fall back, Kitty the All! He’s mine!”

Kir turned to face Belle even faster than Kitty did.

“Belle, his fang!”

As Kir confidently turned his back to him, Kitty used that opening to chant a mathematics spell, raining fire on the Centaurus. Kir’s blade easily cut through the formula, leaving Kitty momentarily defenseless in the face of his invisible fang.

But Belle knew Kitty had done this on purpose, intentionally making it look like he’d fallen for Kir’s blatant taunt.

The sound of fangs sinking into flesh had filled the room as part of the formula was torn apart, vanishing. In so doing, the flames exposed Dillegnave’s invisible fang, which bit deeply into Kitty’s shoulder.

“The sword is imbued with the power of Rest au Rant—consuming magic! It’s a sword that tears through dimensions, meaning no shield can block it!” Kitty shouted as he tried to cast more formulas to defend himself.

He was gasping for breath. In the brief time Belle had been away from the ballroom, Kitty had become even more winded than she’d seen during their battle in the Catacombs. The fact that Kitty was in such a bad state spoke to just how fearsome Kir’s power was.

Belle swiftly raced through an opening in Kitty’s formulas and stood in Kir’s way, guarding the Rabbitia. It was a reversal of what had happened just minutes ago.

“Thanks, Kitty,” Belle said slightly bashfully, her back still to him. “It seems I really am useless without my sword.”

Belle took a step forward out of the formula, and Kitty quickly undid the spell. Behind them, Guinness hurried over carrying a bottle of sacred ashes. Benet stood beside them, watching over Belle and Kitty as the Rabbitia was treated.

Belle moved forward, close enough that she could cover the distance between her and Kir in a single bound.

I guess this is fate…, Belle whispered internally.

She silently faced down Kir, whose expression was one of unabashed joy. The crowd looked on fearfully, but as Belle steeled herself to fight this lonely battle, she found her heart was oddly calm.

Gaff once told me that I share a bond with Kir since the first time I took this sword…

Belle suddenly saw an illusory door, huge and heavy, standing behind Kir. It looked a lot like the door she’d run through all those years ago, trying to escape the castle with Runding in hand.

…I fought Kir for the right to knock on the Door of Journey. It was in the Hall of Blades…the place that governs over the yellow hour. Back then, the majority of my power came from my loneliness and anger.

Kir slowly raised his sword. He had no hand to grip it with, because everything from his elbow down was fused with the weapon, steel and flesh devouring each other.

A battle in the yellow hour—matinee…

“This will be a clash of swords,” Kir said abruptly. “You understand that, don’t you?”

Belle held Runding at the ready, silently staring at Kir.

And a battle in the violet hour—soiree…

Sorrow filled her heart.

Now, at the violet hour, here in the Ballroom, I will fight Kir, who has changed in body and mind like night and day… No. I’ve changed just as much as he has.

Belle got the feeling that she was the reason behind Kir’s current state. Thinking back, Kir’s life had been thrown off-kilter ever since she’d first broken his sword. Meeting Belle, fighting her, and having his sword shattered was what had driven this man to a breaking point.

But with that sad thought, the other Belle—the Guidance—chided her.

You must not aimlessly bask in sorrow.

Belle smiled a sad, forlorn smile, like a flower wet with evening dew.

The rain of sorrow will freeze you in place and starve you out.

“I know,” Belle answered loudly after a few moments of ruminating on the many feelings coursing through her.

Kir nodded, satisfied, and his expression filled with savage bloodlust. The two silently stared each other down from across the ballroom. They stood there, swords at the ready, for only the briefest of moments.

Against the expectations of her three friends watching on behind her, Belle and Kir charged at each other head-on.

“Heavens…!” Kitty’s eyes widened.

The two Solists shouted, hands gripping weapons, swords trembling as they collided, neither falling back a single step as the blades clashing against each other like music. The clash from that singular charge made the room shake violently.

Kir blocked Belle’s heavy blade and tried to cut it, but to his surprise, Runding deflected the invisible fangs and even kept them from reaching Belle’s hand with its incredible width.

“My dear girl, not only were you able to stop the sword that tears through dimensions, but you also even managed to cut it…,” Kitty whispered, his voice drowned out by the clanging of the swords.

As the two Solists blocked each other’s swords, they tried to outflank their opponent, changing positions before attacking again. They parried, then struck again. Kir, clad in armor as his hooves thundered against the floor, and Belle, her pure-white dress fluttering around her, looked like they were dueling and dancing all at once. They attacked, defended, deflected, dodged, jumped, swung their swords. Their skills honed to perfection, the two beasts—one, a horse person, and the other, a winged wolf—howled liked animals as they produced beautiful Schwertmusik.

The crowd watching their duel was both entranced and filled with fear. They could feel it against their skin that this battle was so intense, the attacks so sharp, that if they reached out too far toward it, their fingers would be cut off.

Belle didn’t shy away from throwing herself into her attacks and putting her life on the line, evading and diverting Kir’s attacks by the skin of her teeth. It was certainly risky, but that was how intense fights like this were. That was something the Catacombs had taught her—the resolve to live when one was on the edge of death. By accepting her mortality, Belle was able to stoke her desire to survive even hotter than before. It filled her with an intense energy combined with the tranquility of death, which made the heat inside her burn brighter—giving the cold a bitter edge.

“This is the sword you’re so proud of?! Is it really that much stronger than your old one?!” Belle shouted as they locked blades.

Kir’s expression turned furious. They had both discerned the nature of their opponent’s sword, and all that remained was to pit them against each other.

“Your old sword was incredible, and you replaced it with this?! Did it devour your soul as a Solist, too?!”

This was Belle’s honest impression. Even if she was cut down by Kir’s sword, she wouldn’t approve of this weapon. She felt no excitement fighting it, no joy. Only sorrow. Each time they exchanged blows and their Schwertmusik rang out, a sinking grief filled her heart. It made her slashes sharper and more merciless, which only made her sadder.

“Say something!” Belle cried out. “Is your sword incapable of speaking?!”

Growing desperate, Kir howled as he swung his sword, and Runding told Belle exactly what that sound meant. It was a string of single words, repeated harshly.

Hunger. Hunger. Hunger. Stronger, even stronger. It was a maddening lust for power. Devour. Devour. Kill. Kill. Pleasure. Glee. Joy. I want to bathe in blood. There’s no need to think. Just swing my sword as I please. That’s right. Whenever I want, wherever I want. After all, no one can stand against me.

His thoughts were bloodcurdling, innocent on the surface yet brimming with malice. Within that complicated mess, at its very core, Belle found the one firm idea that came from the sword:

I am Dillegnave—the Gospel-Bringer.

Belle’s mind raced.

Gospel means to spread the word of God…

DILLEGNAVE

That glowing red spell etched on the black blade reflected in Belle’s eyes, and in that moment, she realized who her true opponent in this duel was.

“Kir!” Belle shouted, blocking a blow that would have instantly killed her otherwise. “Kiiiiiiiir!”

But the Kir that Belle had once known was no more. All that remained was a pitiful Solist and the sword that had devoured his soul. In his efforts to entertain God and amuse himself, Kir had been consumed, body and soul, by that very same weapon intended to please God. It was so cruel Belle couldn’t come to terms with it.

“You bastard! Solists aren’t your prey to do with as you please!”

Grief and anger sped up Belle’s sword. She charged toward her foe, fully exposing herself to attack. Her dress was already in tatters and blood seeped from her wounds. Every one of the cuts was shallow, but even if they had all been deep enough to reach bone, Belle would have kept on fighting. She charged in again and tore through the invisible fangs with ease. With just one more tiny push, it seemed the balance of their duel would tip—and just when it seemed Kir would tear Belle apart, he rushed his strike ever so slightly, causing the tip of his sword to miss.

EEERRREEEHHH…!

Honed to perfection, Runding let out a high-pitched howl as it took advantage of this opening, racing forward to run Kir through. So far, all of Belle’s attacks had been aimed at Kir’s body, but this time she caught him off-guard by striking at his sword. There was no way to dodge it.

So instead, Kir raised his left arm, guarding his sword with his own flesh. Everything from the elbow down was severed and sent flying, rolling along the floor toward the crowd, who shrieked at the gory sight.

Belle looked at him with a savage expression.

“…Looks like I can cut you,” she murmured. But it was drowned out by the clashing of blades.

Kir, now fighting with only one arm, continued to swing his blade at Belle without showing any pain. She could only pity him. A bit of blood dripped from his severed arm, and something oozed and grew from the wound, flickering like a branch of the God Tree.

Seeing this deepened Belle’s sorrow. She didn’t want to hurt him any more than she already had. Her mind was solely focused on shattering that sword as quickly as possible.

She would cut off Kir’s right hand holding the sword. That determination, however, only put Belle at a disadvantage. With her sights fixed on the sword, her attacks became predictable and easy to block. Kir was able to read her intentions two steps ahead, and Belle was gradually pushed back.

As Belle exchanged blows with Kir, she dodged the invisible, dimension-cutting blade. Although she couldn’t see them, her deep connection with Runding allowed her to accurately pinpoint the slashes. The number of blades was gradually increasing as well, showing just how fast Kir was attacking. Every slash produced a dimension-cutting blade. The real blade and shadow blade attacking from another dimension came at her from either side, which Belle responded to by imagining she was fighting two opponents. But Kir’s slashes came so fast that he started to produce a shadow blade before the previous one had time to disappear—then another. By the time that shadow blade vanished, his real blade swung again. Belle had to guard and dodge against three or four attacks at once, with any of them capable of claiming her life.

Dealing with this flurry was incredibly difficult, and seeing an opening, Kir charged at Belle, unleashing the two types of blades. Belle swept her sword, but it only cut through air—a fatal miss. Kir thrust his real sword at Belle, the black blade plunging toward her chest.

Belle couldn’t dodge the attack unharmed. In a split-second decision, she threw up her left arm, sacrificing it to guard her vitals. Bright red blood spattered through the air. Kir’s blade cut Belle’s forearm open, followed immediately by his invisible blade arcing toward her throat.

But instead of retreating, Belle stepped into the attack, the only way to avoid death, and the invisible blade swept through the air just above Belle’s head.

Belle was so close to Kir now that Runding’s huge blade was pressed between their bodies. They thrust their swords forward at exactly the same time, and Belle’s left arm was cut to ribbons, while Runding tore through the chest piece of Kir’s armor, crushing it. Miraculously, Belle’s arm was still attached. Kir’s attack hadn’t gone all the way through the bone, but she had lost all sensation below the shoulder.

Her arm was burning. The pain was so intense it felt like her arm was on fire. Everything went white, and within that white world, Kir’s black form alone stood out.

Belle gripped her sword with just her right hand, her bloody left arm hanging limply by her side, her white dress, gloves, and rings all dyed crimson. But despite all that, her consciousness was sharpened to a keen edge, and a singular resolve hardened in Belle’s heart. She waited for the moment in which she could unleash the incredible power contained in Runding—and the moment she did, there was a good chance Belle’s right arm would be blown to bits along with Kir’s sword. Belle was fine with that. It was a sacrifice she was willing to make. There was nothing else she could think to do. She just stood there as a blazing heat swirled through her body.

The crowd cried out in despair, assuming Belle would be slaughtered in the next exchange, with some even giving voice to this nightmare scenario. Sherry had watched the battle in silence thus far, but suddenly she reacted violently.

“Somebody save her!” She shook off the priests holding her back. “Save Belle! Someone, please save her…!”

Kir reacted to the sound of her voice. He suddenly swung his sword in a wide arc, keeping Belle in check, and leaped backward to put some distance between them. Then, shockingly, he turned to Sherry with a furious expression.

“Don’t tarnish this fight!”

As he yelled, Kir took one huge leap toward the stage. The power in his jump was incredible. He soared over the crowd and swung his sword through the air in Sherry’s direction.

Belle leaped after Kir, but she was too late. She wouldn’t make it. And Sherry wasn’t making any attempt to flee. Her face was screwed up in terror, but she stood her ground, opening herself up to Kir’s attack.

Sherry was fully prepared to sacrifice herself to give the priests a chance to cut down Kir. The moment Belle realized this, she moved out of reflex, switching Runding to a backhand grip and hurling it through the air toward Kir.

EEERRREEEHHHWWWOOONNN!

With a mighty howl, Runding closed in on Kir with ferocious speed. Still in midair, Kir swung his sword to block Runding—but the moment he made contact, an explosive power was unleashed in his direction.

Kir’s hooves struck the floor, leaving cracks where he landed. He’d withstood the attack. Propelled backward with incredible force, Kir slid diagonally toward the front of the stage, still holding up his sword as he had to block Runding’s attack. All four of his hooves made a screeching noise against the floor, leaving a trail in their wake, and when he got to the edge, his back hit the stage railing, breaking it. The handrail was carried into the air by Kir’s momentum—and with it, the entire front of the stage collapsed. Kir let out a furious roar devoid of grief as he fell off the ballroom’s second floor along with Runding. And just as Kir was knocked off the stage, Belle landed on it.

“I’m all right, Sherry.” Belle turned around and gave Sherry an encouraging smile, the blood dripping from her wounds clear for the princess to see.

“Oh, Belle… This is awful…” Sherry covered her face with both hands, her eyes peering out between her fingers fixed on Belle’s shredded left hand. The sight of her white dress drenched in red was nearly enough to make Sherry faint on the spot.

This doesn’t really suit me, does it…?

Belle pressed her hand to her cheek, a quirk of Sherry’s. Realizing that she’d done it without thinking, her eyes clouded over for a moment. She held her hand out over the edge of the stage to call Runding—another action she did unconsciously by now.

She had to finish this. That much was clear to Belle, even as her world burned with pain and her thoughts grew hazy.

“Today, when you were singing, you looked like you were really enjoying yourself,” she whispered, and Sherry let out a whistling sort of sob.

The violet priests were saying something. Runding returned to Belle’s hand without anyone touching it. As if following its path, Kir jumped up onto the stage, his entire body covered in wounds.

He leaped over Belle’s head, landing behind her. By now, his cloak was in tatters and his armor smashed. Cuts covered his body, but they didn’t bleed. Instead, something grew out of them, flickering like the God Tree.

Kir stood with his back to the real God Tree. This massive tree pulsed with spells that seemed to constantly multiply and repeat, and the ceiling above the throne was open, exposing it to the sky. This was where the Meteoric Symphonists performed to the heavens, similar to the Celestial Graveyard in the Catacombs.

Countless shapeless thoughts swirled through Belle’s mind.

What was the God Tree trying to say? It had no flowers to spread its words. Only swords for its flowers and the bodies of Solists as its seedbeds to make cancerous swords go through uncontrolled growth.

The God Tree perpetually continued to grow and wilt, containing within it a God that ruled over all through His invisible will. The king was permitted to live inside it, and it consumed the bodies of the finest Solists in the country.

Is that God? Is something like that really this country’s God?

Weren’t Nidhoggs flowers that conveyed the word of the God Tree? In which case, did they try to eat away at the God Tree because it could only convey its message to itself?

Belle thought she could hear the voice of the Guidance in the gaps between her thoughts, but right now all she could think about was the battle with Kir. These vague thoughts simply filled Belle’s heart with a great sorrow. But from those thoughts, a singular conviction rose up, stirring Belle to perform her final piece of Schwertmusik.

Even now, the God Tree isn’t looking at me.

It doesn’t look at anyone.

Only itself…

Kir let out one final howl. He charged at Belle, holding his black sword aloft. Having lost one of his legs, his body tilted precariously to the right. Belle charged as well, flowing across the ground as she raced forward. She was also listing to the right, owing to burning pain in her left arm.

Sherry screamed. The priests murmured. The crowd held its breath.

Belle’s and Kir’s paths crossed atop the stage for just a moment, the Schwertmusik of their clashing swords ringing all the way to the heavens, before they slipped past each other.

As the echoes of their clash lingered, time froze. Belle and Kir stood still, their backs to each other and their swords outstretched. Surrounded by a silence like sinking to the bottom of the deep sea, Belle looked up at the God Tree. She stood there, sword raised, looking like she’d just cut through the tree.

And then, everything was washed over with red. She heard a snap as the hair clips on either side of her head split in two and fell to the ground, undoing her arranged hair. Blood flowed from her forehead over her eyelids, and crimson droplets bounced off her eyelashes.

Runding made a dull thud against the floor, still gripped in Belle’s hand. She’d collapsed, falling to one knee. Sherry let out a feeble scream and started to rush over to Belle, only to stop in her tracks.

Belle heard Kir’s voice.

“…You’re strong.”

Still on one knee, Belle sluggishly looked over her shoulder. She saw the hard lines of Kir’s back as he stood there emanating a sense of pride.

Suddenly, silently, Kir’s right arm separated from his body. The spell carved into the black blade shone crimson, then emitted what sounded like a dying scream as it shattered to pieces and fell to the floor.

“Don’t have any regrets,” Kir said, his back still turned.

Pride filled his voice. Perhaps Kir had taken up this sword knowing he was fated to become a Nidhogg. He looked over the hall, the light already gone from his eyes. Kir’s upper half slowly slid off his body, falling to the floor. His lower, equine half still stood on the stage, balanced on three legs.

Belle had cut his body in half, sword, right arm, and all. Kir’s upper half hit the floor with a wet thud, and his tattered cloak fluttered down, covering his remains beneath the red lining.

“Belle…”

Sherry timidly approached her. The moment she got to Belle, Sherry screamed out urgently ordering for a priest to come and treat her wounds, her face filled with fury and sorrow reflected in Belle’s eyes. Still sobbing, she apologized in a voice that was nearly inaudible.

“I’m sorry, Belle… Look at you… I’m so sorry…”

Sherry pled with Belle as a princess, as a priestess of God, and as a woman, and Belle replied by mustering what little strength she had remaining to smile. Her vision became blurry, but before everything went dark, she caught a glimpse of Kir’s body.

As the darkness settled over her mind, Belle continued to stare at Kir’s corpse, the top half of his body so neatly severed, as if trying to take him with her into her dreams.

The act of cutting someone down felt terribly lonely. Terribly cold.








V.
Silence—The Key That Does Not Play
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The drizzle continued. Droplets fell from the clouds like the lingering echo after a funeral, forming a mist that gently covered the earth.

The sun had long since set. A white figure walked beneath a row of streetlights, appearing and disappearing in the patches of light and dark.

It was Kitty the All, his face fixed into an uncharacteristically serious expression.

He was walking along the wall on the outskirts of Lower East Town. As he stopped on a hill, he heard eerie wails beat loudly against his eardrums. A swarm of shadowy figures wandered among countless tents, incessantly crying out in grief.

The Dearth March. Their numbers had steadily grown since first arriving in Park, like black mold growing on the fruit that was the city.

Here, in this corner full of shadowy figures, atop the high ground that offered a view of the area, someone awaited Kitty. A mature Cateyes man, his white hair wet with rain. He looked out over the swarming silhouettes like someone gazing at the flowers in their garden, then exhaled a puff of illusory smoke and spoke without turning to face Kitty.

“Once again, you’ve helped me out, wandering prince.”

Kitty shrugged indifferently, standing next to the man and looking down at the shadowy figures.

“I did very little, truth be told. My dear daughter asked me to withdraw from the fight, barring me from doing much more,” he said, a tinge of sulkiness in his voice.

“That does sound like her,” the man said. He let out a laugh, then casually changed the topic, moving to the main issue at hand. “It appears the Reason called into question finally completed her trials.”

“Yes, the three Divine Performances. All that remains is for her to play the Key…”

“The Key won’t allow her to play it, though. Her soul is not yet mature enough to be engraved with the spell of adventure. And before it is, Deus Ex Machina will attempt to weave her soul into its predetermined harmony.”

Kitty’s crimson eyes glanced over at the man’s face.

“It won’t try to erase her…?”

“That God’s will is to dominate, not to erase. It will always choose to shackle something rather than remove it. Killing the people would make It lose Its purpose as a god, and that girl has already become too much a part of this country for God to erase her. So now, He is creating a preestablished program to dominate Reason and make her a part of this country forever.”

“So will this country’s God destroy the Key…?”

“No, I don’t think that’s likely. Even if the Key were right in front of Him, He would not be able to see it, nor hear it. From His perspective, a Nomad is someone who no longer exists in this world. After all, they should never have existed in the first place.”

“Hmm. By that, I assume you’re referring to the Paradise Shift, which the false gods are unable to interfere with. What kind of harmony does this country’s God seek to establish, then…?”

“The Four Rulers,” the man said, turning to look at Kitty for the first time. “The ideal form of this country’s monarchy should have a King Minor in the shadow of the King Major, and a Queen Minor in the shadow of the Queen Major. Light and darkness. The unfortunate prince as the fortunate prince’s shadow, and the unsightly princess as the beautiful princess’s shadow. Marrying elder to elder with younger to younger—Major with Major, Minor with Minor—is the natural state of the monarchy.”

“Well, well,” exclaimed Kitty. “Things are much the same in Denariland.”

“The structure of the false gods’ rule is similar in all countries. I once escaped the role of King Minor, while the one who likewise escaped the role of Queen Minor is now among those shadows.”

“Truly…?”

“The only way to contain and control Reason is to make her the Queen Minor. As proof, they’re trying to force that whelp Skeptic into the role of the King Minor. Right now, the King Major cannot reject God’s intentions. God would crush those children’s attempts at resistance one by one, and it’s only a matter of time before He starts planning to destroy the Door of Journey… However, so long as the King Major accepts the Door of Journey, the situation will remain unchanged, for better and for worse. The question is what the next King Major decides to do… That’s what we must ascertain.”

The man’s words, like a whispered soliloquy, melted into the darkness.

“…It’s a strange twist of fate. The Girl of Reason, who wields the sword of the former Queen Minor, is set to be made the current Queen Minor. I, the former King Minor, spurred her to become a Nomad, which led her to encounter the tragic youth set to become this age’s King Minor and sparked in him the desire to depart on a journey himself. The Guidance within her is always reporting to me… Such is her fate.”

“Fate, you say…,” Kitty murmured. “For one such as I, who was sent to observe Reason, that word is forbidden. My role is to keep watch over her… If ‘fate’ were to befall her, I would throw my life in the balance to prevent it.” His crimson eyes stared down the man. “I no longer protect her because of your request.”

The man smiled. “Among all the Rabbitia, who plot to rule this world in place of the gods, you might be the only one who can put a bird in a cage without making it cry, Your Highness. However, we cannot return that bird to its cage without questioning this world’s Reason. Until her longing for home shatters this world—”

Kitty cut him off with a severe expression.

“You, my good sir…are dangerous. You adhere too closely to that word fate and are willing to sacrifice too much for the sake of your hope. You do not reflect on your actions at all, and if you deem it necessary for your hope, you would kill hope itself. You…deserve death.” Kitty’s fur stood on end. His eyes were wide and his ears pointed straight up, as if shocked by his own words. “…Good sir, you will die cut down by the Girl of Reason.”

Kitty gritted his teeth, looking like he hadn’t said that of his own volition, his face filled with sadness.

“If you deem it so, Your Wandering Highness, then it must be true,” the man said, his voice almost gentle. “I’m a ghost. An actor who already died upon the stage yet continues to meander following fate. Nothing more.”

Kitty shook his head with a pained expression, but the man flashed a fearless smile.

“I have nothing else to say…” The man pointed at Kitty’s red vest. “Next time we meet, I’ll take those trial ashes.”

With that, the man walked away, surrounded by the Dearth March’s wails of grief that filled the rainy night.
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Adonis had disappeared.

Ever since the night Kir took leave of his senses, he’d shut himself away inside Bamboo and refused to come out. No one knew where he’d gone, so they had no way of knowing what he was thinking.

Belle sat on the cold, dry bed in Adonis’s empty room. Silent, sullen, she frowned and looked up at the dirty ceiling, her sword resting against the side of the bed. Black petals floated in through the window, and Belle suddenly realized that the only reason Adonis kept it open was to let the raven flowers in.

“…This is too extreme, idiot.”

She had called out to Adonis many times already, knowing that if there was anywhere her voice could reach him, it was in that room. No other place came to mind. Every now and then, she got the feeling that Bamboo was straining its ears to listen, but he didn’t show himself.

Her wounds from Kir’s sword were mostly healed, all thanks to the sacred ashes. Soon even the faint, nearly indiscernible scars left would also be completely gone.

Belle had spent almost her entire convalescence waiting for Adonis in his room. There was so much she wanted to tell him about Kir’s sword and about departing on their journey.

“…Let’s leave on our journey together,” she called out into the empty air again, only to get no response.

Every time Belle mentioned leaving, something welled up deep inside her. It almost felt like lovesickness. Most of it came from a sense of victory. She was an outsider, someone forced to always be at odds with the world, but her moment of triumph was approaching. It wouldn’t be long until the king guided her to the Key to the Door of Journey.

The moment that thought went through her mind, Belle got the urge to scream. The sorrow of parting melded with the joy of departing on her journey, causing her to tremble. All of those emotions had converged and crystallized into a single shining light, and she needed to share them with someone who understood her.

Her usual conversation partner, Kitty, had been gone for a while, leaving only Kitty the Nothing. Gaff was bedridden from the injuries inflicted by Kir. His wounds had been severe enough to kill him, but he’d survived by drinking water with sacred ashes mixed in. The first time Belle had gone to see him after the battle, he hadn’t been in any condition to speak. The second time, Sherry had been by his side and Belle hadn’t been able to bring herself to enter the room.

The princess had been holding Gaff’s hand, sobbing softly.

“…I’m sorry,” she said, her voice terribly thin and forlorn. “My tears rusted your sword. I knew that, but somewhere deep down, I hoped it would keep you out of harm’s way…”

Stumbling to a stop in the doorway, Belle overheard Sherry’s complicated feelings. To the princess, Gaff was like a lifeline tying her to the castle and keeping her alive.

“It almost feels like the castle is trying to take away my joy of singing, so that I take away your joy of sword wielding. I don’t know what to do anymore… It feels like I’m making a grave mistake just by talking about this… Aaah, I wish I could see Belle. I wish she was here to share some of her strength with me. But I’m scared, Shandy… I forced Belle into that cruel battle. What if she resents me for it…?”

Gaff, who had remained silent up to that point, suddenly spoke up.

“…Sherry, until now, we’ve both craved being needed by people. We’ve relied too heavily on that necessity. My Meister, the previous King Minor, said that to be seen as necessary, one must exert control over those they’re needed by. It has only been recently…since Belle came here and became my guest, that I’ve come to understand what that means.”

Gaff gently placed his other hand on Sherry’s.

“We’re afraid of needing someone… That’s why you’re in so much pain, Sherry. Be brave…”

“Oh, Shandy…” The tremble in Sherry’s voice took on a different tone. “You always make me feel so brave.”

Hesitating in the doorway, Belle felt the two of them were about to convey their love for each other. Something about it made her feel like she’d been left behind.

I’ll go home…

Belle had made for the exit, believing she’d have been better off if she’d gone sooner.

As she walked away, a thought flickered through her mind:

I’d never say anything like that, even if my life depended on it…

And yet somehow, she also felt like she’d been thoroughly defeated by Sherry.

Belle hadn’t seen Sherry since. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to go and see her. Sherry wanted the two of them to need each other, while Belle wanted her to know how happy she was to leave on her journey. Those two things just didn’t align.

Belle saw Guinness and Benet fairly often, but both wanted to remain in Schwertland, which made it hard for her to bring up leaving.

So all she could do was wait for Adonis. She spent most of the day sitting curled up in his room in the barracks, her thoughts washing over her like waves. Her journey wasn’t the only thing on her mind; she also ruminated on what Adonis and Gaff had talked about on the night of the ball and whether it was related to why Adonis had sunk into despair now. The need to know grew stronger in Belle by the day.

There were a few things she was sure of. One was that Adonis was still in the country. It was said that in order to become a Nomad, a person needed to have an invisible spell carved upon their soul. Without that, they couldn’t pass the many barriers set by God, something the Guidance within Belle had explicitly told her.

She also knew there were beings that were the opposite counterparts to Nomads—the Dearth March. Since Adonis was so desperate to flee the country, there was the possibility that his despair would lead him to lose all pleasure in this world and he would be swallowed by that swarm of shadows. But Belle rejected that idea outright. Adonis wasn’t the kind of man who’d be easily swallowed up by the Dearth March, and he wasn’t in such despair that he would willingly cast himself into the shadows.

The reason Adonis cooped himself up inside Bamboo was because he was fighting a battle against himself and his own fastidious nature that prevented him from involving others in that fight. Those feelings just unnecessarily added to his pain. If he was simply lost in misery, nothing would hurt anymore, and he likely would have come out of Bamboo long before then.

What’s more, Belle was confident that if Adonis were to appear, it would be here, in his room in the barracks. Maybe that was just wishful thinking, though. Adonis had never told her about anywhere but here, but if he did have another hideaway…

Just imagining it made her stomach churn with anger.

That’s not fair, you oaf.

She hadn’t known Adonis for very long, but in their brief time together they’d fought side by side, survived, cheated death, and grown close enough to talk about leaving on a journey together. So why was he being so distant?

Keep running from everyone else for the rest of your life if that’s what you want. Idiot.

Adonis’s cursed hands came to mind. Alluring hands. She recalled those claws turning the color of rust and the sword in his grasp wilting away.

But his hands were only a source of his problem. Adonis’s real problem was that he couldn’t accept his curse, and it made him afraid to touch others and be touched in return. He rejected people, thinking that he wouldn’t have to worry about his hands if he was alone. He kept trying to go back to his childhood, to the days when he’d thought his hands were normal, but it always failed. That was Belle’s read on Adonis’s mental anguish.

If you keep dwelling on it, your only option will be to cut off your arms.

Not that that would solve anything.

At this point, the sight of Adonis wielding a weapon struck Belle as tragic. When he swung a sword, it seemed like his only thought was to kill his opponent and wipe them from the face of the earth. There was no joy crossing blades with someone like that.

One couldn’t duel that type of person. A battle in which both sides simply tried to reject each other’s existence was the furthest thing from pleasure. It was nothing more than a warped form of amusement and a means of earning coin. Couldn’t he at least have the courage to love the swords he wilted, if only for a brief moment?

Coward…

Belle’s pity turned into irritation, which soon gave way to anger. She felt bad for Adonis, but at the same time she was upset with him, and the root of that anger was the feeling that Adonis was rejecting her.

I guess, in the end, it’s just my own pride…

Belle realized that while she couldn’t grasp the extent of Adonis’s torment, she was furious for self-centered reasons. But now, in this moment, she allowed herself to feel that way.

 

Belle was no one. She was transparent.

Having finished her three tasks, she had no reason to participate in duels or Schwertmusik. That meant she wasn’t a Solist anymore, either. Just a featureless figure in the crowd with Runding on her back. She lacked features from any race and had no blood ties to anyone. There was nothing to distinguish her for who she was. Just as the curse on Adonis’s hands had no name, Belle became a nameless, transparent, featureless presence.

But now, for the first time, she was hoping she could become someone. Her body trembled with expectation. She was going to become a Nomad, and she felt that if she had Adonis by her side, it would take on real meaning. Though why she thought that, Belle couldn’t say.

A messenger bird flower arrived at Belle’s room. It was from Gaff, summoning her to the castle before the red hour on a certain day. Since she had completed her last task, the king was waiting with the Key to open the Door of Journey, where she would undergo the final trial. Once Belle cleared that, no one would be able to restrain her or treat her as an outsider anymore. She would gain her own personal Thema and become a full-fledged Nomad.

She could almost feel Gaff’s joy through his written words. He was as happy for her success as if it were his own.

The message went on to say that no one would accompany her, nobody was allowed to bear witness to this trial, and ended with an apology from Gaff that he couldn’t come to tell her in person, since he was still recovering.

He’d sent a similar letter to Adonis’s room, but incredibly, even that wasn’t enough to bring Adonis out of Bamboo. Even the day before the trial, he still hadn’t shown himself. Belle could hardly believe it.

“Come on, it’s tomorrow. What are you doing?”

Her pity and even her fury had become exasperation. She stood in Adonis’s empty room, talking to him and reading out the letter from Gaff over and over, unsure if he was even listening.

“I hope this isn’t just you being stubborn,” she whispered with a bitter smile.

It was then that Belle made up her mind.

Having gotten to this stage, she was going to sit there and wait out of sheer stubbornness. She’d wait right up until the time of the trial, or even past it if it came to that, all to show Adonis that she wouldn’t undergo the trial if he wouldn’t show himself. At this point, it felt like she needed to bully him out of his isolation. To forcibly remind Adonis of Belle’s presence and make him stop wallowing in his own problems.

“So long as you don’t come out, I’m not doing my trial. How do you like that, you big idiot?” Belle said provocatively at the empty space.

She went back to her own room to get a change of clothes, where she found Kitty the Nothing sitting idly. The meal she’d prepared for him was gone—eating utensils and all.

Belle nodded, satisfied. “Looks like you ate it all. Now, don’t just eat anything that’s on the table. Or the table itself, for that matter,” she added, pointing to one edge of the table that was missing a small chunk.

As always, Kitty’s expression remained blank as he looked at Belle. He said nothing, but by now Belle could tell that this didn’t mean he didn’t understand what she was saying.

“I won’t be home tonight, so don’t go out without locking the door.”

She got the feeling his bottomless red eyes flickered for a moment. Taking that as a sign that he understood, Belle packed up her things and left.

Still, though, Belle thought along the way. Why am I so fixated on Adonis? When did I start caring about what other people do?

There was no reason for her to care for the Rabbitia, or to go so far as to make it meals, but doing so did give her a sense of satisfaction. Maybe this was that same sense of pride, or maybe she did it out of loneliness. She couldn’t tell. Either way, this was a change Belle never would have believed she was capable of back when she first came to Park.

I guess a person’s heart can change, after all.

Still, it didn’t feel real.

Returning to Adonis’s room, she prepared a meal and sat on the bed to eat. The room had no chairs, so the bed was the only piece of furniture to sit on.

Belle had washed the sheets on the bed and swept the dust from the floor. She’d tidied up the desk and dining table and bought a few vases with flowers to decorate the place as she saw fit. She’d also washed the faded curtain—for what good it did—and cleaned the window. There was no wiping away how empty the room felt, but at least it felt lived-in now.

Belle hadn’t been planning on doing it; she’d simply needed a distraction. She had started tidying things up, bit by bit, and before she knew it, she had cleaned the whole place. She might have said it was necessary given the state of the room, but that would’ve been a bit brash.

Belle had also cleaned the bath, which looked like it had never been used. So once she finished eating, she broke a water crystal she’d bought on the way back from her place to fill the bath with hot water. As steam filled the bathroom, Belle suddenly turned around to look back into the main room. It felt like an invisible pair of eyes was watching her, which annoyed her a little.

If he peeks on me, I’ll cut him down no questions asked.

She was serious about it, too.

Belle closed the door to the bathroom and slowly took off her clothes. The wounds inflicted by Kir’s sword were mostly healed and she had countless other older injuries of varying degrees that had already healed. She traced the faint scars and remaining wounds with a finger, but they didn’t ache.

Suddenly, the thought occurred to her that maybe this healing was a sign of change—not just an emotional one but a physical one as well. She was maturing. As a living being or perhaps as a woman. She would grow taller, her bones would become harder, her muscles stronger and more supple. One day, her soft bosom, still childish as it was, would grow bigger.

She would bloom like a flower.

That thought made the idea of that change feel more real, even if ever so slightly. With a twinge of loneliness, feeling like she’d progressed past something important she could never return to, Belle sank into the tub. For a second, she had the urge to cry, but the moment soon passed.

Belle liked plopping a bubble flower into the tub directly. Enveloped by the faint smell of citrus, she stared up to the ceiling, and another irritating thought came to mind.

You’re the one who said you wanted to bed me.

Not that she had any intention of giving him her body, but Adonis made no sign of appearing now, either. The O’crock’s violet hue grew deeper, and it was completely dark out the window. After stepping out of the bath, Belle changed into her pajamas and climbed into bed. Hugging Runding with her right hand, she curled up her jacket into a pillow and pulled the blanket over herself. She reached out to the dial on the fluorescent stone lamp and switched the spell from aur to glacé, and a moment later, the light went out.

Darkness filled the room. As her eyes grew accustomed to it, the gloom faded, and she could make out the contours of the furniture. The silence felt heavy, and the moment she stopped moving, all the sound around her grew unnervingly distant.

All of a sudden, Belle felt like her very being was fading into the dark. It was different from her usual feeling of weightlessness. She gripped Runding tighter and heard the sword howl faintly, making her smile.

Suddenly remembering that this wasn’t her own room, she whispered, “I might just take this place for myself.”

The room, in its silence, told her in Adonis’s place to go ahead and claim it.

“Come on, it’s tomorrow. What are you going to do? Don’t tell me you don’t want to go on the journey anymore…”

This time, not even the silence of the room responded. Only the faint stirring of the wind seemed to answer. There was no rain, and the pale Earthshine filtered in through the windows, wrapping Belle and the darkness enveloping her in its pale-blue glow.

Belle waited, and waited, and eventually closed her eyes, falling fast asleep. One of her strengths was that no matter how anxious she felt, she could always bring herself to eat and sleep when need be. As time passed silently, the faint beams of light coming in through the curtains changed their angle.

How long had she been asleep? Belle didn’t know. She woke up to the sound of a howl from Runding, so faint she wouldn’t have been able to tell if she hadn’t been touching it. She awoke fully but an odd unease kept her eyes closed and her breathing rhythmic and slow, as if she was feigning sleep.

There was someone there, in the dark.

Confusion flooded her thoughts. She didn’t know where she was. When she realized she was in a certain man’s room, she realized she’d lost track of how long she’d been asleep. It felt like only a moment had passed since she’d dozed off.

She could hear fabric shifting, as someone gradually approached. The sound took on a sense of presence, soft footsteps marking its progress. Belle’s heart thumped in her ears, getting louder as the figure drew closer. But she kept her eyes squeezed shut, which made the sounds of her pulse echo through her entire body. Praying the figure wouldn’t hear it, she became acutely aware of her position on the bed.

She was lying face up, her right arm hugging her sword, her chin tilted up as she took in shallow breaths. All of a sudden, Belle got the feeling that what she’d done was incredibly brazen. This wasn’t her room, after all. The thoughts she’d had before going to sleep came swinging back like a pendulum, many times heavier than when they’d first crossed her mind. The shock of it made her lips tremble and her breath catch.

She could hear the footsteps stop in shock, stumbling a step or two. Did it notice her? Something between relief and frustration filled her. No more acting like a sleeping beauty, it seemed. Despair toyed with Belle as she thought the figure might fade away and leave—only for it to come closer than before.

It took her completely by surprise. At first, all she could feel was breath against her skin, and then a pair of soft lips brushed against her forehead, leaving her with a heat that spread through Belle’s body. She felt like she was burning up.

With her eyes still closed, she tried to make out what was going on past her eyelids. The image of the man kissing her was all too vivid yet had a fragility to it that made it seem like it would shatter at the slightest touch. He was enveloped in shadow to hide that fragility, meaning that even though he was close enough to touch, Belle couldn’t make out his features. His eyes alone shone blue under the Earthshine, full of emotion and doubt he refused to express.

Looking at him, Belle suddenly remembered someone else. It was a faint memory, like seeing the continuation of a dream.

Silver-white fur. Blue eyes. A collage of features that sank into the bottom of her consciousness, never to surface, with only bits and pieces drifting up.

This man looks just like him, Belle thought. But who is he…?

Lingering, soothing, the man’s lips traced the bridge of Belle’s nose and then moved down.

For the first time, Belle truly panicked. Her thoughts pulled away from fragments of memory on the cusp of unlocking, returning her to the situation she was in. She had never expected to be in this position. That on its own felt like a dream, and rather than fear or sweetness, unease and confusion were the most prominent feelings. It was like she was swimming through a still lake, only for it to suddenly start flowing, pulling her in an unexpected direction.

She felt resistance toward this, something on an instinctual level, but some other part of her thought that a kiss mattered little.

She was torn between intense embarrassment and a dry, cold emotion, equal parts wanting to embrace this person and to push him away and curse him out. Either way, her pulse was racing loudly, and as the heat of that person’s lips nearly touched her, an impulsive panic surged up from some deep part within her. She couldn’t predict what she’d do next—words were climbing up her throat, and before she could even understand what they were, they tumbled from her lips.

“I haven’t fallen in love with you yet, though.”

It was only once the words were out of her mouth that Belle realized what she’d said. It happened just as his lips were about to meet hers. Why did he stop there? Why did his warmth immediately turn cold? And why did she feel lonely, like she’d been left behind, when she was the one who’d stopped him?

The figure pulled away, slowly, like he was offended. He’d said nothing the whole time, and Belle kept her eyes closed. She heard the curtain sway as a soft breeze crept into the room and the presence retreated into the darkness.

Belle opened her eyes. Tilting her head, she looked for him in the deep blue of the night.

She felt a twinge of sorrow at the realization of what had occurred. That she’d pushed him away. It was only then that she finally saw him out of the corner of her eyes.

“Adonis…”

Adonis looked at her wordlessly. She couldn’t make out his expression, much like someone sitting in the light can’t see the face of someone in the dark. But she could tell from his posture that he was hurt.

“…At first I thought I walked into someone else’s place,” Adonis said in a whisper. “I was surprised at how warm the floor felt. A room can really feel different based on who’s living in it.” Suddenly, he added almost bashfully, “I’m not good at living. I always feel like everything to do with life is oppressing me…because I was born half dead.”

Belle silently looked at him and tilted her head questioningly.

“And so that someday I can be completely dead…I reject everything that lives, spending long years with these hands that wilt everything they touch, only alive by virtue of not being dead, waiting for the day when death will set me free… That’s the kind of life I’ve given myself.”

Belle shook her head. She could see his figure, enveloped with the blue glow of Earth.

“How can I learn to be as alive as you are?” he asked with a tone of complete acceptance.

Belle was suddenly flooded with annoyance. She was sad. She hadn’t waited here all this time to hear Adonis say something like that. The loneliness made her curl up into a ball.

“Just be reborn,” she whispered, looking at his silhouette. Her voice was calm, hiding her frustration. “I’ll help you be reborn.”

Deep down in her heart, Belle rebuked herself for her arrogant, insolent words. Her intuition was telling her that she’d regret it, but she hadn’t been able to stop the words from coming out of her mouth. If she didn’t say it, then she would never be rewarded.

“So…let’s go on a journey, Adonis. Together. If we do, then you’ll also be able to…”

Belle trailed off. This time, Adonis shook his head.

“At least until tomorrow, when I play the Key…”

He shook his head again.

“There’s something I still need to check,” Adonis said. “I can’t make any promises until I do.”

Whatever he needed to make sure of, his tone made it clear that he was fully intent on doing it, no matter what. And maybe, whatever that thing was that he had to check would mean he never left on their journey. Regardless, there was nothing Belle could do.

“Will you come tomorrow…?” she asked.

“That was always my plan.”

“…You’re not going to ask why I’m here?”

“Any room looks better with you living in it than me.”

“You think?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re a real idiot, you know that?”

“If you’re saying that, then it’s probably true.”

“You have to come. Tomorrow, for sure.”

“I will, but you don’t have to wait up. Go on ahead without me.”

“If only you should be so lucky, idiot. I don’t need you to tell me that.”

For some reason, Belle felt like crying, but she grinned impishly instead to hide it. She didn’t know why she felt that way.

Adonis smiled within the shadows. Why did Belle feel like the more she expected from him, the more he would just betray those expectations?

“…I’m sorry, Belle,” Adonis said.

The next moment, the door of Bamboo’s fangs appeared under Adonis’s feet and swallowed him up.

He was gone again.

Belle hadn’t even been able to follow him. She felt like she had an unlimited amount of time or number of opportunities to do so, yet this also illustrated the depth of the divide in their perceptions of life. One of them rejected the idea of understanding that divide, that difference, while the other wanted to understand it. And because of that, both ended up feeling betrayed. Even though neither of them had actually done anything to betray the other.

Belle remained completely still, feeling like she’d been left all alone to wallow in her loneliness in the dark of night.

“…I’m so stupid,” she whispered with a sigh.

Ring, the O’crock chimed, marking the hour. The sound freed Belle from the spell binding her in place.

“The hour’s already so blue.”

Belle stared at the stone for a long while before whispering again.

“I really am an idiot.”
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The hour changed from yellow to red.

The Throne Room, which was usually open to the public and full of worshippers, was completely empty. Not a hint of a whisper, not a single footstep could be heard. Belle stood in front of its doors, feeling as if the entire castle had fallen silent.

On this day, at the start of a season when Earth disappeared in the sky, all the Farm and Construction Symphonists stopped playing and the castle settled into a silent state of rest. This was the only day when the scales blooming from the God Tree didn’t weigh anything—the one day that everything was in a state of total, undisturbed equilibrium that made it seem as if time stood still.

Swords were sheathed in their scabbards, and with that sound everything went quiet as both good and evil rested.

It was on this day that those seeking to become Nomads played the Key.

It’s almost like whoever does it just disappears…

There was no audience to watch over the proceedings, no one to bear witness. People of Park City left on their journey as if they’d just suddenly vanished.

The meaning of that dawned on Belle.

…Freedom.

Passing through the doors from this side to the other freed someone from something and left them open to becoming someone else. Being liberated from Park’s Thema to take on your own.

Kitty talked about this. Knowing who I am and not being bound by it. Trying to explore it further without being trapped… That strange word of theirs: kuu…

Maybe this was Kitty the All’s way of inviting her on a journey, just like Belle had done with Adonis. Not out of a fear of loneliness, but so they could both acknowledge one another as individuals. Both shouldered curses that kept them from understanding others and pursued a wish, wanting to ring out freely like a single clear sound.

Belle turned to look at the castle. As she scanned the halls and the landings to the stairs, she thought she could see Adonis even though he hadn’t arrived. It wasn’t just him, either. Her foster parents and all the other people she’d met thus far—even the shadows of Tiziano and Kir, who’d died by her hand—were there watching over her.

They were all people on this side of the door. In opening the door and passing through it, Belle would bid them farewell and meet them anew. As silence descended over her, the countless shadows appeared on the other side of the castle’s pillars, walls, and stairs, then faded.

“I will become a Nomad…,” she said aloud.

Her gaze wasn’t confirming the ones she was speaking to weren’t there, but rather seeing them despite their absence. Before long, Belle was all alone, but she came to a sudden understanding as to why she had invited Adonis along on her journey.

With a serene smile, she turned back to the door and placed both hands on it.

It was a lot like a door she’d seen once before. A door that always gave her a hint of the endless possibilities spreading beyond it, but always felt too distant, taunting her with how it was always out of reach. Right now she was reaching out to that door from her earliest memories, encouraged by the idea that she was about to open it.

I’m leaving. I don’t know where I’ll go, but it won’t be here…

That thought had remained ever since she’d first laid hands on Runding. It urged Belle on, alongside a sense of elation.

The slow, heavy grinding sound of the door opening broke the silence, and the Throne Room was revealed to her, surrounded by blue spectator seats. King Rawhide was already standing on the God Tree’s stage, his two sets of eyes fixed on the door, acknowledging her at last.

“Ye who enter the Throne Room, forgoing this day of repose. Speak thy name.”

“Belle Lablac. That is my name.”

As she identified herself, Belle stepped onto the passage leading up to the stage. The images of countless bird flowers in flight were chiseled into the sapphire floor, giving the illusion that the birds were soaring through the air in the transparent blue stone.

“Named one, for what purpose do you forgo repose to come to this Throne Room?”

“I come to leave Park and cross the border of the country demarcated by God. My reason for being here is to obtain the Key.”

As she walked down the sloping sapphire flower path to the stage, Belle felt something within her go quiet, like it was resting. The Guidance. Whenever Belle asked it a question, internally or externally, it would answer loudly in her thoughts. But today it said nothing.

Just what was the Key? What was the final trial before someone departed on their journey? She had no way of knowing until she saw it for herself.

“For what purpose do you wish to depart this country, refusing to rest to come here to this throne room?”

“To become a Nomad.” Belle stopped walking. “Everything I do, I do to learn who I really am.”

The steps up to the stage were already before her eyes, and at their end was that austere throne, which looked like a grave marker. Standing far above that was the God Tree and the king, whose two faces looked down on Belle.

Belle was under an intense pressure, greater than anything she’d felt on her first visit to the Throne Room. She didn’t resist it, though, and instead accepted it calmly and let the awe and fear become part of her heart.

Suddenly, Belle heard the door behind her, at the other end of the stone path up to the throne, slowly close shut. The moment the door fully closed, the entire hall trembled with a low rumble, followed by a complete and total silence the likes of which Belle had never heard before. Even so, Belle didn’t turn around or falter. She kept her chin up and her eyes on the king’s twin faces, her lips curled into a gentle smile even she wasn’t aware of.

She had nothing left to fear. Never before had Belle experienced being so alive, so whole, nor had she ever known she could feel this way. This complete silence taught her, through the sound of her heartbeat and the many pulsations within her, that so long as she lived she was a vessel, a living musical instrument in and of herself.

In that moment, with Belle and the king facing each other, they were the only two sources of sound in this silent, transparent blue world.

One, residing in the eternal sword tree, stood closest to God and ruled over the people, governing the balance of the scales. Embodying the Motif of ruling over every race in this country, he had the traits of each species. The sounds he created were that of a being both singular, yet all-encompassing, whose voice cut through the silence of the resting castle. The king.

The other, standing all alone, didn’t know her origins and lacked all racial traits. A featureless. She had appeared in this world seemingly as if she were the template all races were based on and was now trying to escape God’s control, a similarly unique yet empty, hollow sound.

Both were abnormal, and their strangeness shook the world. Suddenly, blue-mantled figures appeared between the two. Masked priests. It was like the blue space between the two suddenly came to life, and they all turned their masks, each with a subtly different design, to Belle.

She was slightly taken aback by their presence, eyeing them carefully. It was like a ghost story, as if they were hidden behind some kind of blue curtain or had been hiding in the walls somehow.

“Ye who tread upon the shadow of repose, what name dost thou wish to be called by this Throne Room?” the king’s two faces asked solemnly in unison.

The top face seemed to grow more handsome with time. It had the small, sharpened ears and nose of a Cateyes and the beautiful, water crystal–like blue eyes of a Mermaid, full of order and grace. The bottom face, by contrast, morphed and grew unsightly with time. It seemed to be wilting, melting. Its eye colors didn’t match and it had sharp, serrated teeth—a face of chaos.

And both are within God’s palm…, Belle thought, surprisingly curious.

Maybe this was Kitty the All’s influence rubbing off on her. Looking upon the king and the God Tree that struck inexplicable awe into the hearts of the people, Belle climbed up the steps to the stage. She walked step by step, eventually passing by the throne to stand in the center of the vast stage.

“I want to become a Nomad. That is my wish—and the most fitting name for me!” she announced loudly.

The moment Belle said that, the king’s body shook violently. Or maybe it just seemed that way to Belle, giving her the impression she had enraged him, but she soon relaxed, realizing that wasn’t the case. Belle wasn’t confident in her words anymore without the Guidance to advise her with precise information, but she was confident she’d said the right thing and knew that even if it wasn’t, there was nothing she could do. She felt she simply had to face up to this final trial no matter what. At worst, she wanted to respond to the king’s question with an answer she was satisfied with. And for now, that seemed to be bearing fruit. Belle wanted to praise herself for that.

Honestly, did you really have to surprise me like that…? Belle murmured silently, startled by the king’s reaction. But she soon managed to compose herself.

The king continued swaying and trembling, not seeming to notice Belle’s feelings in the slightest. What looked like countless arms, legs, and other appendages Belle couldn’t discern were growing out of the God Tree. One by one, the blue-mantled priests silently began to move, as if it had ordered them to bring something.

Still the king continued to shudder. Belle got the sudden impression that some huge, invisible creature was thrashing around behind him, and the king was trying his hardest to keep it in check while ordering the priests to hurry up and do what they needed to. Seeing that, something suddenly clicked in Belle’s mind.

The king is like an advocate for those leaving on journeys… An advocate against God.

The God Tree silently bellowed, not wanting to let any of its people leave the land, and the king struggled physically to keep it at bay. The mental image struck Belle as somewhat amusing.

That’s just overbearing, Belle thought with a wry smile. God’s just being selfish. People can go wherever they want.

As that carefree thought crossed her mind, the king finally spoke.

“In that case…play the Key, Little One. Whichever method you pick will suffice. Show the timbre of your soul. In so doing, a spell to cross all of God’s barriers shall be carved within you.”

With that, the priests brought something from the side of the stage. It approached with the rumble of rolling wheels, and as it got closer, it resolved into what looked like a single black mass, far exceeding all of Belle’s expectations. It reminded her of a large tube—or perhaps a seedling block used for agriculture.

In fact, it was a musical instrument.

It had taken several priests to push it, but the instrument itself stood like the very image of silence. The black box was supported by three legs, each equipped with a wheel at the end. It slowly made its way to the stage with a low rumble.

The instrument was placed before Belle, between her and the king. The priests adjusted where everything was, positioning the rectangular box so that one side of it curved toward the spectator seats.

On the side of the instrument was what looked like a long, thin desk, set to face the left side of the stage. Next to it was a small, backless bench with a red cushion. Once that was in place, the priests moved away with a flap of their blue mantles, their movements oddly stiff and unnatural as they retreated to the sides of the stage and vanished like ghosts.

“This…is the Key…?” Belle asked, overwhelmed.

How could she even describe it? Belle scrutinized the large box from every direction but couldn’t understand what was going on. What was it? What should she call it? How would she use it? She didn’t have the first clue.

“King Rawhide, what is this…?” Belle asked, confused.

“This is the Keyboard Vessel. The true Key to a journey, Little One,” the king said admonishingly. “Sit upon that bench and face the Key. Should it acknowledge you, the method of playing shall come to you.”

Still baffled and furrowing her brow in confusion, Belle started to take the sword off her back to sit on the bench. It clearly wasn’t designed to support Runding’s great weight. But as she did, the king spoke.

“There is no need to remove your sword.”

Belle looked up at the king, surprised.

“The Key accepts those who play it in their entirety.”

“You’re telling me to sit like this?” Belle confirmed as she carefully settled onto the bench, Runding still on her back.

They better not disqualify me from the trial because the chair broke or something…

Resting her full weight on the chair, Belle was genuinely surprised. Even with the sword’s full heft, it didn’t so much as creak. It simply supported Belle and her sword as if they weighed nothing at all.

“Wow…”

This is convenient…, Belle thought, as inappropriate as it was at a time like this. Given the trouble she’d had daily with the issue of Runding’s weight, however, it was only natural she would feel this way. Nothing save some special magic could make a seat this durable. Examining the spell engraved on the bench, she could only tell is that it was very old magic, drawn very delicately.

But as Belle was preoccupied with the chair, something opened noisily. Two lids unfurled before her like a seed suddenly sprouting. One opened over what she thought was the desk and the other seemed to be a curved lid that covered the entirety of the box. As it opened, a rod rose up, supporting the open lid and holding it in place.

“Ah… The Key recognizes that one who shall play it has approached and acknowledges their touch,” the king said, his voice full of wonder.

But none of this made the situation any clearer to Belle. Inside the larger lid she could see the instrument’s many strings, and what she’d thought was the desk was lined with beautifully cut black-and-white objects in a row like teeth. Each of those teeth was connected or attached to one of the strings through some mechanism, and there were several pedals at her feet.

She could tell each tooth was somehow connected to a string, meaning that pressing on a tooth would make its string play. But even knowing that didn’t mean she knew how to play it. Belle thought carefully, warning herself not to be careless, then touched the instrument, gently running her fingers over it.

“The black-and-white keys you see before you are the reason it is called a Keyboard,” the king explained. “Even I do not know how to play it. You are free to do whatever feels right.”

“That doesn’t really help much…”

Suddenly, Belle noticed there was something inscribed on the back of the lid. It was hidden in the dark black of the box so she hadn’t noticed it, but as she looked at it, it became clearer.

It was a strange spell:

MOONWORK

“What’s this?”

Belle had never seen a spell as strange as this and didn’t even know how to read it. She could hardly tell if it was even a spell at all. The Guidance was still silent, and Belle herself knew very little about such things.

Instead, the answer came from beside Belle, spoken by the king’s twin faces.

“Moonwork—an ancient spell from the Age of the Gods, Little One. It means to do as the moon does.”

“Moonwork…” Mouthing the word, Belle felt a strange nagging feeling.

A “moon” was a spiral shape that spread outward while also infinitely falling inward. It stood for expanse and return, to continually grow while holding on to one’s center, a spiral that always had an ending.

Moonwork, or “as the moon does,” seemed to refer to things like the cycle of the seasons, the shifting of the constellations, the waxing and waning of Earth, and the state of life in the world passing from birth unto death. Things changing from one second to the next, constantly expanding yet reverting to their original state even though they were no longer the same, like the shifting colors of an O’crock, the eyes of a Cateyes, or the way a Mauti’s fangs are said to keep growing even after death. The change that comes with the passage of time. That was the meaning of Moonwork.

“The moon…,” Belle murmured. The word felt strange, and she was unable to grasp its significance on its own. “What does that even mean?”

Belle looked up at the king, her lips forming the question. She wasn’t asking for an answer, but to confirm that there wasn’t one.

“…It is a mystery from the Age of the Gods, unknown to all by now,” the king replied, confirming Belle’s suspicion. “It was passed down as a meaning for a spiral as a way to explain the nature of the world. However, its original, true meaning from the Age of the Gods is lost to us.”

“A word from the Age of the Gods…”

Looking at the spell carved into the black instrument, Belle repeated the king’s words, imprinting them in her mind.

Normally, this wouldn’t be something she’d worry over, but not only was the word carved into the Key to the Door of Journey, but it had also left a shocking impression on Belle’s heart, stirring a deep-rooted emotion within her.

It can’t be…

It was similar, somehow. She couldn’t put her finger on how, but there was something about the sound of that word—and maybe something more fundamental about its very existence…

I knew the answer when I was just born… The language I spoke, without anyone having taught me…

When Belle had first been born from the stone egg, it was said she spoke a strange language. It was perhaps a sign of her origins, known to her when she’d first come into this world.

What is this feeling…? It’s like when I met Runding. It’s strange but oddly comforting, like I somehow just know…

It was similar to her first encounter with the ancient word carved into Runding’s blade—a mythical spell no one knew the meaning to. That profound emotion had touched on something fundamental inside her.

What was it called? This unrestrainable emotion surging up within her.

Homesickness…, she said silently to herself, recalling the name given to that feeling.

When…did I start calling it that? A long time ago, so distant from now… At the time, I knew what that feeling was called, and what it meant. A feeling toward one’s home, a yearning for utopia, the pain of a heart that can’t love where it is now…

Belle couldn’t remember who had taught her that, and she never would. Even so, she tried her hardest to recall, her heart trembling.

Slowly, it led her to a singular conviction:

I wasn’t wrong…

In this situation where nothing was clear, this was the one thing she knew for sure. That emotion made her want to shout out loud.

Going on this journey, meeting Runding, coming to Park—none of them diverted me from the path of knowing myself. I wasn’t wrong to do all that. Not at all…

This was an anxiety that always lurked deep in her heart, even if it never rose to the surface. But holding on to the belief that following the Guidance or her own intuition would lead her to heal her homesickness was what had pushed Belle to come this far.

Had she made mistakes along the way? Was she wrong? Even if she held those doubts, she had no way of knowing. The only thing she could do was keep believing, and that faith was what supported her.

But now, for the first time, Belle felt a firm sense of vindication.

This was the right path to take…

And with that conviction, Belle faced the black instrument, spurred to make her choice to use the Key to open the Door of Journey.

Belle extended her fingers toward the keys, the index finger on her right hand floating over the two white keys in the center of the board. When she’d touched it earlier, Belle had realized that each individual key was inscribed with countless small spells, and touching it now, she could tell just how many spells had been painstakingly, intricately woven into each key. The entire instrument was a living thing without a pulse that tested those about to depart on their journey.

Belle went along with it, relinquishing herself to the reactions of the spells and coming to understand the meaning they contained.

I’m free…

The king’s words from earlier swirled in her head as Belle slowly, carefully pressed down on the key.

Dum…

She played the first decisive note.

A tremble, like a gust of wind, passed Belle as she sat at the instrument, creating an invisible spiral throughout the room. A shudder ran down Belle’s spine, and her hair stood on end. It was much like the song of the Swallowtail woman from On the Rocks, that was so different from the symphonies performed in the country. Music that produced nothing.

This black instrument had no intent whatsoever. It didn’t play to the earth or the sky, nor heal the body of illness. But that was because this was an instrument that beckoned rather than produced. It didn’t create or wither but stirred the hearts of those who heard it, causing them to eventually reach a different state of mind that they’d not experienced before.

Belle understood all that in just a moment.

And at the same time, she became more confused than ever. She took her finger off the key, unable to do anything else.

“The Key hails you, playing the ancient magic of Journey…”

Though Belle was dumbfounded, the king’s twin faces spoke from above. “It will bring upon the spell that will allow you to depart on the journey, God’s Anti-Thema. It is also known as the Final Spell, Little One.”

“The final spell…?”

“Yes. Since the age of the great Paradise Shift, it was this Anti-Thema that was accepted by the kings of all countries as an outside force between gods and their people. That is the Key to the Door of Journey…”

The king was trying to convey something to Belle. His tone sounded less like he was attempting to persuade her and more like he was speaking out of excitement. This gave Belle a sense of premonition for what he was about to say next.

Eventually, the king’s top face—the one that stood for order—spoke.

“That which is necessary to play the Key is already within you, and it is by channeling that which influences you from without that the Key is played. This is what is called coincidence.”

“Someone has said that to me before, as well. Does this mean that whether I get to go on my journey is decided by chance?”

“Not so, Little One. However…in a certain sense, you could say that.” The king carried on, his tone grave. “Coincidence refers to the things we can only describe using that word, like the progression and reversion of Moonwork. If it was inevitable that you would depart on a journey, then it would have been naught but a refrain and a variation of the Thema of Park, yet another part of the place you reside in now. But that is not what departing on a journey means. If God’s Thema for Park is harmonized to be an inevitability, then to escape it, you must believe in coincidence and encounter it by chance.”

“So…if I were to encounter this coincidence, would I naturally be able to play the Key?”

“Not quite, ye without race,” replied the lower face, the embodiment of chaos. “And yet…in a sense, one could say that it is. The name of that which you must find to do so is ‘means and method.’ Without this, no one can play it.”

Even his voice was like a group of instruments of different registers playing a dissonant harmony. Yet at the same time, it felt strange, like a multitude of voices speaking one after the other.

“What do you mean?” Belle frowned at the lower face. “You’re saying that if I have this ‘means and method,’ I’ll be able to coincidentally play the Key?”

The king’s lower face scoffed at her loudly, his low rumbling voice turning into a beautiful tone. “A means is but a tool to manifest that which is within. A method is but a way to accept that which is without. A means is a road to the method, a manner with which to achieve your goal. That is what brings up the curse of those who exist outside the gods—and what turns that curse into a blessing… Without that, one cannot so much as reach the Key.”

“If that’s the case, then I already have this ‘means and method.’ I mean, I’m sitting in front of the Key right now, and I played the first tone…”

“But you must know what it is, in and of itself,” the top face said. “Otherwise, you will not know where your path will lead you and will wander forever, unaware. That is what we call humanity.”

“Humanity…?”

It was a completely unfamiliar word to Belle.

“Humanity refers to all things that possess gestalt, a shape to their heart. It can refer to anything, even trees and rocks. All things that possess gestalt—or in other words, all things with a personality—are considered part of humanity.”

Belle thought back to the time she was attacked by a gnome in the Quartz Forest, where O’crocks are produced. The guardian spirit of the forest didn’t have a proper body, but it changed its physical form according to the shape of its will.

“…Humanity,” Belle said, still confused. “So what you’re saying is this: In understanding humanity, I’ll be able to find the means and method, which I can use to meet coincidence… And after all that, the Key will play…?”

The more she talked, the less sense it made. But oddly enough, she wasn’t annoyed.

I think the king is trying to convey one major, fundamental thing, but he can’t say it directly. So he keeps alluding to it and burying it underneath everything else, hoping I’ll get the gist of it…

Feeling that this explained the king’s behavior, Belle made an effort not to get annoyed with the dizzying flurry of words and terms, and she just put up with them.

But then the lower face brought up another term.

“However, hear this, ye without kin. To understand humanity, you must first grasp its nature—something called ‘Now Here.’”

There’s more…?

But as Belle whispered that to herself, exhausted, something clicked into place. Her eyes lit up as she waited for the king to keep going.

“Now Here is the name of the Spell of Journey. In exiling yourself from God’s law, you take on a grand curse, condemning yourself to believe that it will one day become a blessing. Wherever you go, the spell will force on you the loneliness of being here and now—”

“Durchbohren—drill through the world!” Belle shouted, cutting off the king. “Howl out in my own pitch… When I do that, I’ll carve out a hole in the earth. I will carve the spell that is my name into the world. Only then will my existence truly bloom. This is what my sword taught me. Ah, so this is what you meant… It’s a lot like what you’re saying, King Rawhide.”

This time, the king went silent, awaiting Belle’s words. But Belle, too, went speechless, realizing what conclusion her words had led her to. Belle was confused and unusually flustered, and she turned her eyes to the Key, like she was asking for help.

The black instrument stood silent, as if indicating what she must do next.

Belle bit her lip.

“But I… I don’t know what that is yet… No. I get the feeling I shouldn’t understand…”

And only once she said that did Belle realize the situation she was in. It was too early. The instrument she was now touching was asking her what that silence meant, and Belle only had a vague understanding. Yet in it, Belle sensed a deep abyss that made her unconsciously pull away from the question. In the face of that abyss, she felt like all she could do was stand stock-still in fear.

“When I first played the Key, I thought the instrument was playing on its own. And it probably was. All I did was place my fingers on the Key… No, not even that; I only wished for it. If I truly wanted to, even me swinging my sword down on this instrument would have made this instrument play itself. The Key permits everything… But even so…”

Despite this, Belle couldn’t play the Key any longer. She couldn’t bring the Key to play and express who she was.

“I can’t… Not yet…”

This was the vast solitude she learned of when she had danced with Kitty the All during the ball. It was a definitive sense of who she was, a despairing loneliness brought upon by the fact that her existence was independent and isolated from the world.

“Right now…I can’t see the freedom this instrument offers as ‘freedom.’ It’s lonely… So lonely it would make me lose my mind.”

In that moment, she realized the Key had gone completely silent.

“In that case, Little One, do you forfeit this trial…?” the king’s two faces asked solemnly.

The hint of disappointment in his voice hurt Belle, but even so, she couldn’t do anything different.

“Well, I mean…”

With doubt and dread—as well as a certain resignation—Belle pressed her finger down on the keys. But the only sound it made was a hollow clunk, like a stone thrown into a still lake. The noise was soon swallowed by silence, scattering meaninglessly into the air.

Such a heavy sound…, Belle thought, feeling it in its entirety.

It was the shock of having to contain the endless possibilities hidden within the abyssal silence inside her one body—a shock so inexplicable that Belle came to the realization that this was far too premature for her. That depth of possibility was the melody of the spell that would be performed by the Key, and at the same time, it was Belle’s life. And no matter how multifaceted and nigh infinite that life may have been, Belle would be all alone.

Just her, singularly, contrasted against infinity—her existence, diminutive to the point of being nearly null. The comparison weighed heavily on Belle’s heart, leaving her terrified. But despite that shock, she wasn’t one to simply give it all up for Park or God or a Thema. She knew she had to bear that weight on her own. Leaving on a journey meant being sustained by one’s own Thema, and so long as that was her aspiration, no one but her could bear the weight of the silence that was her life.

In a sense, that weight was her mental preparation, the conviction of where her soul was. And unable to support this weight she had picked up, Belle chose to give up and put it down.

I get the feeling this has been happening to me a lot lately…, Belle thought, letting out a deep sigh.

Opening this door again didn’t strike her as completely impossible—but it would be terribly hard. If nothing else, she couldn’t do it as she was now.

She turned a reproachful gaze at the Key, but the black instrument simply stood there indifferently, tacitly implying that not playing this was also a part of freedom.
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“Since you have forfeited the trial, does this mean you intend to reside permanently in this country…?” the king’s twin faces asked serenely.

He sounded like an Enola asking a student for an answer they already knew the answer to. The king’s kind, solemn voice suddenly made Belle recall a shadow she saw cross the king’s face once. It was a sudden sense of déjà vu.

A calm, mature atmosphere; bright blue eyes; teasing gestures; white fur. But all those features failed to form a complete memory, floating fragmented within the bottom of her heart.

Why…?

Shaking off that thought, Belle refuted the king.

“No, I’m not, King Rawhide. I just want to wait for my next chance. I still have that right, don’t I?”

“…Yes, Little One. But know that many have said this before you, only to end up abandoning their journey and choosing to live under Park’s Thema. And the longer they continued to aspire to journey, the worse their life and position become.”

“But surely some didn’t.”

That’s right. Something within Belle strongly believed that. She would learn from those who hadn’t given up and continue working toward departing on her journey.

“I’ll try to figure things out by the start of next season. And if I still haven’t, then someday, for sure, I’ll—”

“Little One,” the king’s upper face said, gently cutting Belle off.

“Ye who bring about howls,” the king’s bottom face said ironically.

He sounded like he was trying to point out something to Belle that she’d never noticed before. She’d honestly never heard anyone call her that.

“I bring about howls…?”

“Yes,” both of the king’s faces said as one. “Should you depart on your journey, you will cause many people great concern. The howl—the rund—your existence gives off speaks to your nature as a person, even when you are silent. In leaving, you would remove yourself from your normal pitch, the places where you belong. Perhaps you hate the curse and blessing of lightness. You long for it, you love it, and yet you reject it, seeking it while simultaneously loathing it… Indeed, in ways you do not see or understand, many residents of Park loyal to this country had to confront a great shock in facing your howl, as they were filled with concern and confusion. To them, it is nothing but a curse… They are bound together merely by the fact that you are here, resolved to depart on your journey.”

“What do you mean by that…?” Belle frowned dubiously. “Are you saying…I’m a bad influence on the people who care about me?” she asked, responding to the king’s tone that sounded like an accusation, choosing each word carefully.

All of a sudden, something felt awfully suspicious to Belle. The king’s attitude had changed radically. It felt like the moment he confirmed Belle would give up on playing the Key, the king had been trying to gently restrain her.

“You simply do not know,” the king said slowly, trying to persuade her, “that what you bring about shapes a singular destiny, just by you being there and believing. Do you seek a world where all things raise their voice in a howl…? No, things will eventually come to that either way… You turn your back on a world at rest, standing for a Thema where all people are not able to understand one another, wishing to bring about a conflict of noise…”

“King Rawhide, I—”

“God’s Tonality does not wish for this,” the king said flatly, cutting off anything Belle may have said. “And many people would not accept it, either. Little One…your chance to play the Key will eventually come again. But in my eyes, any attempt to resist God, no matter how small, is not permissible. No matter how inevitably the world may try to shift, I cannot allow the banner of savagery to be raised. I cannot acknowledge the existence of this abandoned instrument, the only thing God cannot perceive…”

Emotion filled his voice, then the king slowly trailed off.

Seizing her chance, Belle got to her feet and spoke up.

“You’re calling me an abandoned instrument…?”

She didn’t really care, though. Belle only asked as a way of resisting this one-sided verbal barrage. She didn’t wait for the king to answer, not realizing this question brought her closer to the secrets of the world. Without letting his words carry her away, she thought back on what he had just said and instead carried on, brushing off his words.

“King Rawhide, listen. Even with all the things I did to depart on my journey, no matter how much they entertained God, I refuse to be subjected to Him. That’s the one thing I won’t stand for. And even if others mock me, call me abandoned, tell me I’m a fool who escaped God’s watchful eye, I would still—”

“’Tis not that, Little One. The God within this sword tree will never abandon you. To do so would be for God to forsake His own role. God always resides here and uses the sword tree to whom I offer my flesh to see everything in this country.”

So it’s like a precious treasure. But who’s in charge of whom in this relationship…?

Belle left that question unsaid. She could tell, through her natural intuition, that verbalizing it would distance the king from her and create tension between them.

But why is it like that? The thought filled Belle’s mind suddenly, silent like a whisper. Is it because God is the ruler? Or is it because the people let themselves be controlled by God?

That question, in and of itself, felt blasphemous to ask.

“Little One, should you realize you won’t play the Key, then you would be wise to remain in Park… No, in this castle.”

For a second, a feeling of intense aversion ran through Belle. The offer reeked of a desire to maintain strict control over her. This was God’s will expressed by King Rawhide, but Belle rejected it with her whole body.

EEE…

Runding let out a faint howl against her back, and Belle’s body tensed up like a spring. In that moment, Belle became fully alert and capable of shifting in any direction, her body tense yet firm and supple.

However, the one to stop her at that moment was none other than the king, the sole, absolute mediator between God and the people. King Rawhide turned the gazes of his two faces toward Belle, cautioning her from translating the tension that overtook her into action. If he hadn’t, she may well have drawn her sword on the God Tree and attacked it. That was how palpable her aggression was in that moment. Compared to when she aimed her sword at the king and the God Tree during her first audience, this was much more savage, more assertive of her presence, and the king’s gaze was sterner to match.

It’s so…sad…

His blue eyes were full of cold, forlorn emotion.

“I…” Belle repeated the question the king asked her. “If I do that, I may…I may end up bringing a curse onto this castle. You said so yourself earlier, that I bring about a negative influence. Not that I know exactly what that means, but… If it’s true…”

“All of that”—the king’s voice took on a horribly saddened tone—“will be my responsibility to bear, Little One. Such is the responsibility of a king.”

He looked far into the distance, beyond Belle.

“God preordains the harmony of the people, and he will not mark going against that as sin… Even if in shouldering that sin, you are rewarded and saved, that will all return to God’s Harmony… When you live in the castle, you needn’t worry about anything anymore. Worry and concern will, in turn, only call great disaster upon you.”

Confused, Belle looked at the king’s faces in apprehension.

He’s almost talking like…he actually saw someone try to carry sins like that, people who couldn’t help but worry and be concerned in the castle… No, based on his tone, he definitely did. I don’t know what happened to them…but it must have been a terribly tragic end.

Belle felt all the tension from earlier leave her body. The king who stood so much taller than her suddenly felt smaller and more pathetic than he had a moment ago.

“King Rawhide…” But Belle’s answer wouldn’t comfort him. Belle had called out to him knowing this full well. “I’ll consider it. But I’ll still go on my journey. I made up my mind that I would. This isn’t the homeland I should be living in, so I have to set out and find that. Even if I can’t play the Key, I’ll resist God’s barriers on my own. And if I’m unlucky, I guess I’ll just die. That’s all there is to it.”

It was a philosophical take on the problem, tantamount to a declaration of war against God’s Tonality.

The king didn’t nod showing he understood. He just silently closed his eyes, as if still holding something back.
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At the same time, in the early afternoon…

On the road leading from Central East Town to the noble area in the center of the city, a tumbler raced through the streets with speed that didn’t match its hulking size. It was a type of carriage flower—a gigantic eight-legged turtle with room for twenty people, guided by the playing of a string Symphonist coach driver.

This particular tumbler had been modified with a specially made roof set on the shell and simple seats in rows underneath it. Sitting there were Solists and Symphonists of various races, along with their instruments. Among them were young girls who, free from their studies owing to the Day of Respite, were chatting and considering where to go out that day.

One passenger, however, was a man wearing strange attire. He hid his expression beneath a red bandanna and, despite not carrying a sword, gave off the sharp air of a Solist.

Adonis.

He was in his formalwear, but it was unbuttoned, he’d removed his tie, and it looked unkempt on the whole. It was the same uniform he’d worn during the battle for the Catacombs, woven from water steel and dyed in camellia colors, repaired so as to incorporate the damage he’d taken during the battle into the design with the bloodstains surrounded in golden thread. It bordered on distasteful, but it did suit him, mostly because his body was tense and his figure was naturally supple and lithe. Yet he always carried himself in a way that seemed carefree, like he never engaged with anything unnecessary, so this distinctive attire seemed to highlight his good points.

That said, it did stand out like a sore thumb.

The tumbler came to a stop, and the coach driver’s song fell quiet. Adonis silently got to his feet, and the moment he stepped off the shell, people started whispering about his attire.

“How pretentious…”

“Did you see his eyes? He looks dangerous…”

“No way. If he’s a Solist, then he’s really trying to show off…”

Adonis could hear them, but he didn’t really care. He walked out of the mercantile area, which was silent on the Day of Respite, and passed by the pubs, which by contrast were incredibly lively. He crossed the plaza and training grounds, where many Solists were resting on their day off.

His clothing naturally drew attention, and he could hear people wondering about why he was so overdressed, but it was the scent of a stir, not their voices, that made his nose twitch nervously.

It was within that stir, and between the people refocusing on their time of repose, that he suddenly noticed another presence.

Them again…

Adonis’s lips warped into an eerie smile. As he walked casually through town, there were people who spotted him in the crowd and followed him. They exchanged glances, nodded, and then moved with swift steps. Adonis could feel their movements, sense their faint presence on his skin.

One… Two…

Adonis counted under his breath, hiding his expression beneath his bandanna. The bandanna had turned a shade redder since Kir had cut him, and it stood out against his silver fur and clear blue eyes. More than ever before, Adonis’s expression was sharp like freshly whetted steel, and his gaze was so chilling it made it seem unlikely that there was any emotion within him at all. His hands, covered in rough gloves, hung loosely at his side. He didn’t carry any weapons on him, so he didn’t look threatening, but instead terribly defenseless. It was the behavior of prey that, while expecting to be hunted at any moment, was completely unguarded.

The way he was looking around while unarmed gradually drew more attention, and he could feel additional gazes on his back as time went on.

Four… Five… Six…

That unnerving smile spread on his face.

Adonis continued walking silently down a tree-lined path leading up to the castle.

He strolled carelessly between the trees, and whenever he hit a fork in the road, it looked like he’d pick a direction at random, eventually leading him to a dim, extremely unpopulated area.

The sound of footsteps against the flagstones disappeared. Adonis got off the road and trod on the lawn, heading toward a lush, forested area. A gentle breeze blew past his path, the sound of the leaves rustling softly filling the area, and the wind toyed with his hair.

But then Adonis suddenly ducked, as if to hide himself from the wind. He raised his head and leaped forward nimbly. The next moment, something swept violently across where Adonis had just been standing—a sheathed sword. The grip was tied with a thread, and it was swung hard through the air, without drawing the blade.

The hand holding the hilt of the sword appeared from behind a tree, while a second man stood where Adonis had been just seconds ago. A black-furred Cateyes with a scary expression turned to look at Adonis—and spat in his direction.

With this as their signal, other Cateyes and Centaurus men emerged from the nearby trees and surrounded Adonis. There were eight of them, and they all had swords. Their stances suggested Solist training.

“It’s a day of rest, you know,” Adonis said.

The men let out low chuckles. That noise sounded far too menacing for this to be the usual level of harassment. It was clear what they were after: They wanted Adonis to return swords that belonged to their families, but at this point, they had no intention of talking things out.

Adonis looked around at the men, his expression unchanged.

“It’s not like you guys need to steal swords from me.”

The men were all holding swords, and even sheathed, it was clear that they were honed, matured weapons.

“What are you saying?! If you’d just hand them over, we wouldn’t have to go through all this trouble!” the black-furred man howled, swinging his sword through the air in a show of force. The sheath had been crafted with a layer of water steel wrapped around it, making that in itself a blunt weapon of considerable heft.

“And since you showed your face…I’m gonna assume you’re prepared for what’s to come.”

The man drew his blade viciously, like a wolf licking its chops. The fact that Gaff was injured and wouldn’t be coming to stop them probably emboldened them, or perhaps they really were that incensed with Adonis, who hardly ever showed his face in public. They closed in on him, believing their superior numbers would help them win.

Adonis glanced around the group and said with complete indifference, “Fine. Give me the names of the spells of the swords you want.”

The black-furred Cateyes man frowned, his triangular ears twitching. He tapped his sheathed sword against his hand, exchanging a glance with the other men. His gaze moved from Adonis to his cronies and back again, filled with a mixture of suspicion and disappointment.

“The spell was…”

Still eyeing Adonis with suspicion, the man told him the spell of the sword he wanted.

“Bamboo…,” Adonis called out, and a sword appeared out of thin air. Grasping the hilt, he told the man, “I don’t have a sheath for it, so you’ll have to arrange that yourself.”

With that, Adonis threw the sword halfway between himself and the man. The tip embedded itself into the ground, and the man gingerly picked up the weapon. He didn’t react to the Question mark on it but simply leveled a cold, distrustful look at Adonis.

“What else?” Adonis asked, turning to face the others.

The men listed the spells they needed, and Adonis went around calling up the swords and thrusting them into the ground.

“That’s some weird magic you’ve got there… No wonder we couldn’t find where you were hiding them,” one of the men said, his gaze shifting between his newly recovered weapon and Adonis.

Familiars like Bamboo were a type of beast flower rarely found in Schwertland. It had been bequeathed to Adonis when he was still a young boy by a Nomad who’d visited the Catacombs, having brought Bamboo with him when he came to Park. The very same nameless Nomad who had met Tom Collins and asked to have the news of his death delivered, inadvertently passing his curse to Adonis—or rather, on to Tom, the effects of which revealed themselves solely in Adonis. Everyone in his life had taken it in stride. However, the men surrounding Adonis now didn’t know or care about it. They only saw that Adonis was strange and thought that his strangeness meant they could abuse him all they liked without the public’s reproach. On top of that, they had the luxury of outnumbering him.

“Looks like we’re done here,” Adonis said. He made to walk past the leader of the group, but the black-furred Cateyes stood in his way.

“Yeah, that’s not gonna happen.”

The man grinned viciously and aimed the sword he’d just reclaimed at Adonis. Compared to his sheathed sword from earlier, it was of much higher quality, and clearly a lot of time and effort had gone into training it. Even without looking at him, Adonis could tell the man was smirking. The others did the same, holding up their swords and glaring menacingly at Adonis.

“All the swords you’re hiding, spit ’em out now. And pay us their weight in denari. Also, get rid of this thing you carved into our swords,” he demanded, tapping a finger on the Question mark on the blade.

“You want me to hand over all of them?”

“That’s right.”

“And what are you going to do with them?”

“That’s a stupid question. I’ll take the position you rose to. No matter how bad they are with a sword, any other Solist is more worthy of being an Arch-Solist than a thief like you.”

“Like you could ever,” Adonis said, slipping past him.

It took a second for the man to process what Adonis had just said. The moment he did, he turned on him in a rage and tried to run Adonis through from behind, shouting something.

But his shout quickly turned into a full-bodied scream.

The sword dropped from his hand, followed by a number of smaller objects that scattered across the ground—the man’s severed fingers.

A sword with the Question mark had appeared in Adonis’s hand. As the man turned to attack him, Adonis had chopped off the fingers on his sword hand, leaving only the thumb. It was a blindingly swift slash, faster than the eye could follow.

“You son of a—!” the black-furred man shrieked.

Severed fingers could be reattached with sacred ashes, meaning he wasn’t outraged by the injury, so much as screaming out of frustration and fury. He picked up his sword with his other hand and charged at Adonis.

But Adonis moved several times faster. He passed by the man again, adroitly dodging the attack, his sword not moving to intercept the slash but flashed through the air like the wind. The other men’s eyes widened in shock as they stood there frozen to the spot. They couldn’t believe what just happened. Their leader stumbled, only to stop dead still where he stood. A sword was protruding from his back.

The man turned, dumbfounded. The arm that should have been holding his sword was gone—instead, dangling in front of him, his hand clenched around the hilt of the sword thrust into his chest.

Blood gushed out from between his clenched teeth. His mouth fell open, unable to stop the torrent. He coughed up his guts, a raw stench hanging in the air.

“Hrrrk…”

A moist sound left the man’s lips—just as his body suddenly burst into flames. The sword’s spell had activated. The other men were too stunned by what had just happened to do anything. It should be impossible for a sword to turn on its wielder. Even if he’d only just reclaimed it, it was originally his family sword, bound to him by blood. It was inconceivable that it would harm him.

Yet standing there, watching their burning friend, they couldn’t say that. Even if the man wanted to draw a weapon, his arm and fingers had already been cut off. He screamed and floundered on the ground, burning painfully, but the more he thrashed and convulsed, the faster he lost what remained of his strength.

No one helped him. No one was in a state of mind to even consider it. Having moved past the leader, dispatching the man with astounding skill, Adonis swiftly twisted his body and stabbed another man deep through the stomach.

How had he done that so quickly? Of course—when Adonis had gone around giving the men their swords, he’d gone in order of the men who surrounded him, positioning them along the gentle slope. They tried to surround him again, but Adonis raced between the thick trees too swiftly, and none of them could catch up.

“I knew it would turn out like this,” Adonis said, stabbing another one.

“I knew someday things would end up like this. Today just happens to be that day,” he whispered to a fatally wounded man he’d just cruelly cut down.

Ultimately—or in fact, to begin with—Adonis had shown his face in town for this exact reason. The men understood this and became enraged. Yet even then, they couldn’t help but dance to Adonis’s tune. He brutally killed them, one by one, and the more of them that died, the more panicked and afraid the rest became.

They hadn’t underestimated Adonis’s skill with the sword. That was why they had confronted him with so many people and tried to surround him. But they hadn’t expected him to be this good. It was a fact they realized far too late, and it sent a shiver down their spines. Adonis was on a whole other level. He had been born with a talent for the sword and grown up in the Collins family, the wardens of the Catacombs, learning their intricate sword techniques.

He wasn’t like them, who’d only become Solists because it paid well. Adonis differed from them by his very nature. In their eyes, he looked like an aberration. Normally, being able to freely wield another person’s sword without a bond of blood connecting them to the wielder required a high level of resonance with the sword. For that reason, the emotion Adonis harbored for these swords was what scared them the most.

The greater one’s resonance with a sword, the greater their pain or shock was if they lost their sword or it became unusable. It would leave a scar on their heart. But this young man, with his heart shut off to the outside, had blocked that emotion.

Adonis hardly ever sparred with or fought fellow Solists. He didn’t trust the swords enough. The fundamental idea of Schwertmusik was to let the swords ring out and play music with one another. It was only by crossing blades, by clashing with other swords, that they could be used as both a sword and an instrument. Only in doing so could the weapons and the Solists who wielded them grow.

Adonis’s fighting style completely disregarded that. He didn’t try to raise the swords he wielded, instead using them as disposable objects. He saw them not as subjects to empathize with, but tools to kill.

He accepted this loneliness, which isolated him even from the swords he held, like it was perfectly natural—no, at this point, he didn’t even feel that. His heart was so shut off it had become like a machine, discarding any will for pleasure. All he sought was to tear into his opponents and end their lives, with the only change in Adonis’s expression being a twisted, gleeful smile.

This ghostly visage and his bold way of living that seemed to acknowledge he was no longer a person struck fear into them. But there was no escaping anymore.

Even so, one of them turned around and tried to run away—and the moment he did, he was gripped by a terror several times stronger. He ran, crying with regret at having turned his back, but still, Adonis’s blade pierced him where he was most vulnerable.

The man screamed, and Adonis moved swiftly, flinging the sword in his hand. He didn’t just throw it, though; the sword reacted violently, leaping out of his hand like an arrow. It struck the man dead in the back of the head, pinning his face to a tree trunk.

The sword then exhibited the effect of its spell, vibrating violently and tearing the man’s head apart from the inside out using air pressure. His skull and brain spattered against the tree, having burst apart like overripe fruit.

With his head crushed, the man’s body slumped to the ground, sliding against the tree, spasming in its death throes. The sword stuck into the tree had also been affected by the spell’s effects and was heavily damaged. It cracked, then shattered, scattering fragments over the corpse’s back.

Adonis didn’t even turn to look at it. Activating a spell with the sword skewered into an opponent’s body was a skill that took a great deal of resolve in the first place. The powerful effect of its spell could severely affect the sword itself, and even the wielder. But Adonis discarded his swords and sometimes even broke them himself, injuring and destroying his blades just as he did to the body of his opponent.

The sword’s silent, wordless scream, and the agonized howl of the fatally wounded Solists on the ground echoed around him, stirring the treetops. Leaves and grass were dyed in red, and that suffocating stench of blood hung in the air, riding the wind to spread through the woods as more and more Solists were slain and left to die.

It was a picture of hell. A war of swords—brutal, utterly devoid of pleasure, where he killed people for the sake of murder and maimed people just to inflict pain. And throughout the massacre, not a single drop of blood fell on Adonis.

When he was the only one left standing, a strange cry echoed through the trees.

It was his own voice.

The emotion Adonis had been holding back thus far released like a dam breaking. His stone-faced expression collapsed, his glistening eyes became almost perfect circles, and his mouth opened so wide it looked like it would tear his jaw off as he screamed with his fangs exposed.

The lone survivor, a Minotaurus man, went pale from the terrifying sight. In one moment, Adonis was laughing and crying, gripped by rage and drunk with glee. His emotions exploded, and the sword in his hands screamed. By now, his gloves were tattered and falling apart, and his ten clawed digits had turned that eerie rust-like red as they gripped the hilt. Held in his bare hand, the sword rapidly dulled, a dark stain spreading across it. The blade contorted, the tip split apart, and the grip twisted into a hideous shape.

“I knew this would happen!” Adonis howled. “Ever since the day I first came to Park! Since the moment I became a Solist!”

The Minotaurus man jolted, freezing up. He knew that he would be killed for sure should he turn around, so with his last bit of tragic resolve, he held up his ax and shouted back.

“You think we’d ever consider you a Solist?! You’re a monster! A devil lower than any beast—!”

Adonis slashed the air with his sword. The warped, bending sword whistled like a broken instrument—and the man’s words trailed off.

“What is a Solist?” Adonis asked in a low, muffled voice as he took a step toward the man. “What is a sword?”

Another step.

“Who are you? What are you? What creature? What do you live for? What would you die for? Show me.”

Dying like this would be nothing short of absurd. Adonis’s voice, expression, and posture grew colder with each step, a frosty edge to his bloodlust. He was like the frozen, sharp edge of an icicle, rejecting anything he touched, tearing and destroying all that tried to hurt him. He had no clear goals, with only the question spell burning bright as the original letters decayed and distorted.

“I knew it would turn out like this. I knew I’d be forced into this. But I never fought back, trying to put it off for as long as possible. But the one thing I learned is that, in Park, even pain feels like an illusion. None of it feels real to me,” Adonis said in a low whisper.

He approached the man, all pretenses put aside. As soon as he was within striking range, the man’s thick arm swelled with flexed muscle and he let out a roar, whipping it toward Adonis.

Adonis took the attack head-on, defending against it by raising his left arm.

He wore this outfit for combat for a reason. The finely woven water steel threads were pliant and blocked the man’s blade, while enchanted metal fixings he’d had installed when it was repaired easily resisted the attack.

A deep disappointment filled Adonis’s eyes. Grinding his teeth, he closed in on the man resentfully.

The man let out a ragged scream. As he tried to pull back, one of his arms was severed. The warped sword dismembered the limb—everything below the elbow, leaving a jagged slash like an animal had bitten off his arm. That was the last thing the man ever saw.

His head flew from his body. His torn wound spurted blood and emitted an intense stench. Adonis was bathed in blood, and his sword shattered. He quickly discarded the weapon, as if he didn’t want to hear its final cries.

The Centaurus man’s body crumbled to the ground with a thud. Adonis turned and looked around.

“I knew this would happen…”

Standing there all alone, he quietly murmured those words, as if trying to convince himself.

“I finally did it,” he whispered in resignation—and resentment. This was why he avoided personal battles. The result before his eyes spoke for itself.

The more he polished his skills, the worse it became. The more his swords became nothing but tools of murder, which Adonis himself resented.

All he had to live for was the sword. Yet those swords were like fireflies, luring him into a mire of personal resentment. They led him toward gloomy potential murder scenes to create those scenes of bloodshed and death with his own two hands.

Now that he’d crossed that threshold, there was no going back. He would either have to keep killing Schwertland Solists who flocked to him for revenge, or eventually succumb to their attacks himself. He wasn’t cornered to that extent yet, but the situation would eventually reach that point. He was certain it would.

And for that precise reason, Adonis burned with elation, a sense of deep-seated achievement. For the first time, he was able to come to terms with the despair of being a killer, and in the embrace of that despair he found pleasure that burned within him like fire. That fear—the dread killers feel toward what they would become—had been replaced by despair that eventually transformed into a burning pleasure. He’d felt it vividly in the midst of battle.

Yet now, with everything silent and the scenery dyed with bloodshed and death, Adonis was overcome with a deep, muddled, unendurable emptiness. The void left in the wake of that momentary rush of glee washed over him like a deluge of water.

Adonis stared at the sight, his eyes wide. His body was trembling, and he was overcome with intense nausea.

“Bamboo… A sword… Any sword I can use. And a new pair of gloves.” He managed to give the order despite the irritation in his heart.

He covered his hands in a new pair of leather gloves. Leaving behind the littered remains of swords and Solists on the ground, Adonis, now an impassioned murderer, walked away with unsteady steps. Thankfully, no one had noticed the battle yet. There was nobody nearby, and feeling a deep loneliness, like he’d been left behind by everyone, Adonis trembled as he continued down the road to the castle.

“I knew this would happen… I knew it would eventually turn out like this… And that something would come to an end when it does. That the pain would end. That I would end. What should I do? Let myself be killed? Or try to survive? Which should I wish for? Should I scream, asking for someone to end my life?”

Adonis wandered around like a man who’d lost his way, shaken, biting his lip as his eyes darted about.

“I knew this would happen. I have to calm down. Or am I already calm? It’s only the beginning; I just got started. Shit, I need to figure this out. Am I alive? Or am I about to be killed? Can I go to anyone for help? Damn it, I have to check, to make sure…”

Just then, Adonis realized that he’d emerged from the woods and come out into a garden. The canopy of trees above him was gone, and now in their place was the towering castle, inlaid with the finest O’crocks.

Adonis stopped in his tracks, and his body stopped trembling. His expression automatically tensed up, and a gruesome smile spread across his lips. His eyes were wide as he looked at the castle ravenously.

“I knew this would happen…,” Adonis whispered softly, heading toward the castle as if something was luring him there.

 

Adonis glanced around, then entered the castle with light steps.

He used short, quick strides. His eyes were downcast, making it hard to read his expression, and his shoulders were raised as if he was shrugging or upset at something. It was difficult to deduce what he might do next.

It was clear that today would be a turning point for Adonis. At least, that was what he’d expected when he left Bamboo and came to the castle. No matter how challenging life was in the outside world, he couldn’t spend the rest of his days shut inside Bamboo until he shriveled up and died. He knew that.

However, he could feel that no matter how much he tried to resist it, he’d end up caught in someone’s—or rather, God’s—preordained harmony. Adonis had climbed to the rank of Arch-Solist, and until then, he’d felt as if he was under the yoke of God’s Thema. The fact that he had grown wealthy, gained influence, and risen to the highest rank simply meant that he, the heretical outsider that he was, was adapting and therefore subservient to Park City.

And maybe that would have been fine. But the problem was that he didn’t feel the slightest bit like he belonged there. All he had was closed-off solitude with no refuge. He’d never had a reason to oppose Park’s Thema in the first place. If Adonis had to say, he’d only done so because that was a fundamental part of who he was. His doubts had deepened by the day, until at some point he’d vaguely realized that he felt some sort of antagonism toward God, the king, and the city itself.

The many battles he’d fought opposing God had produced no defeats or victories. Adonis had always felt compelled to fight. It was just the way it was, producing results with no real significance.

He was scared. He wasn’t actually seeking or pursuing anything, and he lacked the capacity and drive to seek or pursue his own goals from the very start. Deep down, he felt a debilitating fear.

To confirm this and to beat that dread, he had to act, to leave Bamboo behind and step out into reality. He understood this, but for what? What was he even acting against? What was he meant to do? And once he was finished with this, what would he do then? Could this action actually yield an outcome of substance?

He was trapped in a vicious cycle of one doubt leading to another. And that in itself—making those doubts his goal—was the only way for him to harmonize with the world.

He was a skeptic of the world, and on that point alone, he wasn’t fully detached from it, nor was he truly alone. If nothing else, he at least had a target for his uncertainties, even if that target was a nameless, shapeless city…

He had no other choice. He didn’t believe he could do anything else. This was much more preferable and comforting than foolishly fighting a goalless battle against reality.

At least, it was until now. Until he met that girl.

She said, all too easily—almost indifferently—that she would set out on a journey, firmly accepting fear for what it was, shining with life.

She’s completely, truly alive…

It was only when he’d met her that Adonis had felt for the first time that maybe he could truly seek something out. The cursed child of a grave keeper clan, who had abandoned his family and been cast out into this world without meaning or purpose felt, for the first time, that he was drawn to someone.

If only he could grasp what he was seeking, he could live on even without Bamboo. If he could understand that, even a half-dead man like him could really live. Looking at her gave him that impression, and it pushed Adonis to assertively attempt this cruel clash with reality.

He had never engaged in personal fights, but today he’d endeavored to, been despaired by it, and dragged himself out of it, coming here. And now, Adonis finally stood before the door to the Throne Room, where he saw that person who was like life itself.

Belle. So close he could touch her if he just reached out. She stood with both hands on her waist, like she was waiting for him to show up. Her expression was sterner than usual, carefully watching Adonis.

But then, suddenly, a relieved smile flickered across his lips. It really was a relief, seeing her. The tension drained from his body, making him feel lighter. Just by having this completely living being stand there, looking at him, filled Adonis with genuine relief.

Belle, on the other hand, looked taken aback by his smile. After failing her trial, she’d waited for Adonis for half an hour. There was a lot she wanted to say to him—most of it insults and complaints. Like how their talks always seemed to get off track, or how the way he feels and acts is unhealthy and how she wants to change that.

But above all else, she wanted the situation between them right now—this awkward state where she didn’t know what to say—to change.

And in the midst of all that, he started grinning at her like an idiot. It caught Belle off guard, like everything she was thinking was inconsequential.

She was also a bit mad at herself for smiling back at him.

“Did you already do your trial?” Adonis asked hesitantly.

He stood a short distance away from Belle, looking oddly ill at ease, bashful even, so it was hard to make sense of how he felt.

Belle, on the other hand, nodded indifferently. “I failed. I can’t open that door yet,” she said with a laugh.

Adonis looked at Belle with a hint of surprise. In truth, he was a bit relieved. The fear that she had already opened the Door of Journey and was about to leave him behind had been lurking deep in his heart. He found that surprising, along with Belle’s open admission of failure. Based on how calm she was, she seemed to be very much at peace with it.

“Knowing you, you’ll open it in no time,” Adonis said.

He wasn’t placating her; he believed it with all his heart.

“Honestly, hearing you say that helps. I’m feeling pretty lost right now.”

Belle’s tone was cheerful, and she grinned at him, her expression the furthest thing from despair. Adonis wordlessly drew closer to her, smiling back. She stood before the door, and he pressed his body against Belle’s, nestling into her like he was seeking her warmth. Belle’s expression reflexively hardened, which made Adonis stop. For a second, he looked hurt, but Belle didn’t notice it. Something else had caught her attention.

“You reek of blood…,” Belle said, pinching her nose.

“I’m a Solist,” Adonis said by way of answer.

He didn’t intend to hide anything, and some part of him wanted to flaunt what he’d done.

“You smell a bit like blood, too,” he added teasingly.

And indeed, he was teasing her. Belle’s body did seem to give off a faint scent of blood, but it wasn’t a gruesome stench. It was the clean, pure scent of life.

Belle’s expression clouded over, which, to Adonis, looked like she’d been offended. They both knew Belle wasn’t one to linger on things like this, but she’d been reminded that the scent of blood that naturally clung to Solists contained within it the grief they directed toward those they defeated. That was all.

“I’m not sure why, but in your case, even the smell of blood is pleasant,” Adonis said, touching Belle’s hair. He moved his face closer, to sniff it.

His hands were covered in thick leather gloves as always, but Belle could tell he was trying to connect with her in his own way.

“Doofus.” She laughed, his touch tickling her.

Adonis’s eyes met Belle’s, and he drew closer. The scent of blood grew stronger, which Belle assumed was because it was clinging to his clothes. This was, after all, the same uniform he’d worn in the Catacombs, so it was covered in bloodstains, painting the fabric’s camellia-red color even darker.

Still, somewhere deep down, Belle had an ominous feeling. It was like a premonition, a signal warning her of something dangerous. But before she could fully grasp what it was, Adonis’s face had gone out of sight. He had moved even closer, his head right next to her cheek. Adonis bent down, stopping just short of wrapping his arms around Belle. All she could see was his shoulders—which were surprisingly broad.

A different sort of heat filled her, overtaking the premonition, numbing Belle’s body in seconds like a fever.

“It hurts… A lot…,” Adonis whispered into her ear. “Before I realize what’s happening, everything around me goes dark. I can’t touch anything to figure out where I am. Did you see the Key? That magic? To me, it looks like nothing but a tool for exiling yourself. Not to any one place, but simply to drive yourself away from where you are now. Without purpose… If I play that, it’ll be like executing myself, like losing everything I have. That’s all I’ll find there.”

It was clearly a cry for help. Belle had seen this once before, during the Battle for the Catacombs, and it made her feel driven to comfort him. But this time, she couldn’t tell where or to whom his gaze was directed.

“The suffering you’re feeling now will someday be your lifeblood,” she told him.

Her voice had come out raspier than she’d expected. Why was that? Feeling oddly flustered, Belle tried to act as cheerful as she could.

“Your father…Tom Collins told me this. You have to believe you can see in the dark, to entrust yourself to that blackness, to become the darkness itself. And if you let yourself be pulled along with it, you’ll find something to guide you. You’re his son, so I know you will…”

Belle tried to comfort Adonis and, at the same time, hoped to get a read on Gaff’s situation by mentioning Tom’s name. After all, Gaff had defeated and killed his father in the Battle for the Catacombs. But halfway through her sentence, she’d realized Adonis sincerely wanted to hear what she had to say, so she stopped prying unnecessarily.

This, however, made Belle go quiet. She didn’t know what to say. She felt that somewhere inside her were the words that would help console Adonis, but a part of her deep down was telling her she mustn’t say them.

“Why?” She couldn’t ask because it would only validate Adonis’s solitude and risk-taking. It would encourage him to shut himself off in Bamboo and tell him that the fighting style she’d seen him use in the Catacombs, focused solely on killing, was correct. Belle didn’t want to say it. She couldn’t.

Adonis remained still. He waited for Belle’s words, but at some point he seemed to forget he was waiting and simply nestled against her. But even standing so close together, his hands never touched her. The pair stood, listening to each other’s breathing, near enough to feel one another’s warmth.

Belle was grateful for that moment, but she was also frustrated. It seemed like such a contrast to the situation that had put a wall up between them.

“Thank you,” Adonis whispered. He pulled away from Belle and looked at her with a relieved smile.

“Adonis—”

“I can’t be like you,” he said, cutting Belle off. “So in my own way, I’ll try to fight back.”

“…You won’t turn out like me.”

Was this menial attitude an attempt at reassuring her? Belle couldn’t tell. Adonis nodded and smiled, looking at ease.

“It’s my turn,” he told her.

Belle walked past him, never taking her eyes off his face. The imposing doors to the Throne Room towered before Adonis. As she watched him step up to them, Belle suddenly felt that maybe it was Adonis who would end up going ahead and leaving her behind. That didn’t necessarily mean he’d leave on a journey, but something was clearly about to happen. Belle’s intuition told her as much. And whatever it was would surely spur her to action, as well.

That was the feeling she got.

That was how intense Adonis’s smile was—even if he wasn’t aware of it.

Adonis placed his hands on the doors and pushed them open. Before Belle could call out to him, he crossed over to the other side. The doors closed behind him with a heavy grinding sound and a thud that shook the palace, and at that exact moment, the sword on Belle’s back let out a faint howl.

“Runding…?”

Belle’s hand jumped to the sword’s grip in surprise. The sword’s howl soon died down, regaining its equilibrium. Belle trembled, an inexplicable chill running through her. With the doors closed, Belle wouldn’t hear a thing no matter what happened in the Throne Room. The trial to play the Key didn’t allow any companions.

“Adonis…” Belle looked at the door for a moment and eventually shook her head, as if to shrug something off. “I’ll be waiting in your room.”

She knew her voice wouldn’t reach him, but she still said it.

Belle resolutely turned around and left the palace.
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The moment the door closed behind him with a heavy thud, Adonis’s expression transformed. His eyes glinted sharply, and he looked up at the stage with his fangs bared. Atop the stage, the king had emerged from the God Tree, his two faces looking upon the one to take the trial with appraising eyes. Glinting black beneath him like crystallized silence was the Key, situated directly behind the throne.

In a departure from Belle’s trial, two blue-mantled priests approached him from both sides with swaying steps. The king remained silent, asking nothing, and the only sounds disturbing the quiet were the priests’ faint footsteps.

Perhaps the priests had emerged ahead of time because the king somehow knew of Adonis’s actions. But that didn’t matter to Adonis. The two priests stopped beside him, flanking Adonis to restrict his movements. Both were covered in blue from head to toe, their masks glinting. Their masks each had different shapes, and their mantles were also slightly different shades of blue.

The king turned to look at the two masked priests, confirming something, and at that moment—

“Bamboo!” Adonis roared, and a slash tore through the silence. The masked priests’ heads separated from their bodies and were flung into the air—still masked—before landing with a wet thud. Their bodies crumbled to the sapphire floor, blue robes besmirched by red, and the two masked heads rolled off the stage toward Adonis.

A river of vibrant crimson flowed in their wake.

Adonis stepped into the pool of blood.

“King, let me ask you now!” he bellowed.

Droplets of red spattered his legs as he raced toward the stage, his sights set on the throne. In both hands, Adonis wielded swords engraved with Question marks. A group of priests promptly emerged from the spectator seats and hurried toward Adonis from all directions.

Cling. A sound like the chiming of a bell echoed around the room as the divine chains holding the priests’ swords sealed came undone. They drew them as one, a forest of azure swords.

Adonis’s charge didn’t stop. As he tried to run through them, the priests pointed the tips of their blades toward Adonis like the jaw of a gigantic blue monster and leaped forward. With the steps to the stage right before him, Adonis clashed with the priests.

Adonis’s movements were agile, and any sword that came his way he blocked, parried, or dodged with frightening accuracy. He raced up the steps, but just as he reached the top, priests ambushed him there as well. He flung his swords at them, unleashing them with all the resonance he could muster. They hit the priests like catapult bolts, crushing their limbs.

By that point, Adonis had jumped high into the air, soaring ahead. Tucking his knees into his chest in midair, he somersaulted, landing spectacularly past the priests that had been rushing toward him. He drew two more swords, swinging with all his might to cut down the group of priests behind him before they had a chance to turn and face him. Two more priests tried to intercept, but Adonis gave them no chance to regain their bearings and stabbed them through their chests, twisting the blades.

“Can you see these skeptical blades?! Now is the time for you to answer their questions, King!”

Swords engraved with Question marks pierced the priests’ backs, aimed at the king.

“What are trial ashes?! What are those who have their swords shattered tested for?!” he shouted sharply, letting go of the swords.

Faster than the stabbed priests could hit the ground, he’d already drawn new swords out of thin air. In one fluid motion, he cut down another two priests, the swords rapidly wilting, only to be swiftly discarded and replaced by new ones. The thick gloves on his hands were tattered, decaying rapidly.

“What are sacred ashes?! Where do they come from?! How are they related to trial ashes?!”

Releasing a barrage of questions, Adonis cut down more and more priests using sword techniques he had wished he’d never have to use. He shattered his swords, throwing them, sacrificing them, while intentionally targeting the priests’ most vulnerable spots. He secured the most beneficial footing against his opponents, never exchanging blows but only deflecting their swords to narrowly avoid the tips, striking to kill—denying the priests’ very existence.

He wasn’t doing this to arrogantly boast about his strength. No, this was the brutal desperation of a man driven into a corner.

“What are swords?! What is the meaning of Solists?! For what reason would God have us wield swords?! You say it’s dictated by the Thema, but what even is that?!”

As Adonis shouted, every question was punctuated by an overwhelmingly swift slash that cut down a priest. His attacks no longer seemed like normal techniques, and the wounds inflicted by his warped, decaying swords looked like the bite marks of a wild animal. The sound of the slashes cutting into the victims’ flesh produced unusual popping sounds, like balloons bursting. His gloves crumbled away to ashes, revealing the red, tainted claws underneath. With every blow, his swords would quickly wither and crumble away.

“What are cancerous swords?! Why do they drive Solists to delirium?! What are Nidhogg?! Why does God create them?! Why did Tiziano have to lose his mind?! And Kir?! Why did you have me go around spreading the trial ashes?! Can you hear my skepticism, King?!”

It was practically a wail. Each time Adonis swung his sword, another priest was torn apart. The steps leading up to the stage were covered in blood now, with corpses piled on top of each other. But then one of those dead bodies suddenly rose, grabbing on to Adonis’s knee. Near his waist, the priest’s mask flew back and blood gushed out of his neck. Adonis had driven a sword deep into his back.

Still, the priest wouldn’t let go, and one by one, more joined in. For a moment, it seemed like they’d completely stopped Adonis’s movements, when one of them hurtled away from Adonis. His chest was black, like it had been burned—but it wasn’t fire. Adonis’s bare left hand grabbed another priest by his mask, and a dark stain moved over it, charring and distorting it.

The priest shuddered. With Adonis’s grip on his mask, the man’s hands fell limply to his sides, and his body twitched as he crumbled to the floor. Adonis did the same to the other priests. His rust-colored claws swept them away, causing flesh, cloth, and metal alike to decay.

He roared. Adonis let out a cry that erupted from his throat, which was losing the ability to form words. Within that desperate, guttural howl, he spoke his final question.

“What is God—Deus Ex Machina?!”

At that moment, everything suddenly went completely silent. The priests said nothing, not even screaming as he cut them down. The only one making noise, screaming and producing cruel tearing noises, was Adonis.

The king, too, remained silent, observing Adonis the whole time. It was as if he was trying to discern what drove Adonis, what stood at his back, pushing him to do this. But when Adonis asked his last question, that changed.

“Skeptic…,” whispered the king’s two faces, followed by the sound of the God Tree stirring its branches, ordering the priests to stop moving. They all retreated at once.

“Finally feel like answering me, King?” Adonis bellowed.

His breathing was heavy, his shoulders rising and falling as he climbed up to the stage. He was engulfed in emotion, the mental pressure of being before the king threatening to crush him.

“King, is me being here today—me doing this—part of God’s preordained harmony, too?!”

The king’s faces suddenly narrowed their two sets of eyes. Maybe it was his expression of pity at this inconsequential young man driven to his limits with doubt.

A gruesome expression came over Adonis’s face, fangs bared, every strand of fur on his body standing on end, silently demanding an answer.

“Perhaps…it is, Skeptic.”

“What…?!”

“All is within harmony preordained and contains the entirety of tonality, at the center of which sits God and the Sword Tree He occupies. Your doubts do not stray from the Thema. Behold, can you not see the aftermath of what your sword hath wrought behind you?”

The king’s words rang out sonorously, melting into silence. Adonis’s expression stiffened. He stood frozen to the spot with that gruesome grin still fixed to his face, his glinting, glaring eyes turning back to look behind him, bit by bit. His breathing was haggard, but by the time he had turned completely around, he choked up.

There was a pause. And then a wheezing, stifled laugh spilled from his lips.

There was nothing there.

No trace of that hard, bloody battle, none of the dozens of corpses he’d cut down, no spatters of blood, no shattered masks. It was all gone, simply lingering in Adonis’s mind as a baseless delusion. The only thing left were the remains of the swords Adonis had used, littering the ground in their warped, broken forms.

“No way…,” Adonis murmured, holding back laughter. “There’s no way…”

Filled with desperation, Adonis had chosen to resist and wage war on God, but now all traces of his struggle were gone. He hurriedly patted down his clothes. He’d bathed in blood on his way to the throne—he should be drenched in it. But there wasn’t so much as a drop. The dry fabric seemed to whisper that there was no way Adonis could ever have rebelled against country, king, or God.

“Surely you already know,” said the king’s top face.

“That the reason for your doubts is but another affirmation of the Thema,” finished the lower face.

“Trial ashes are spread so that the God Tree may expand Its branches and support Its seeds.”

“It begins as lethal ashes and, by ravaging the body of a Solist, becomes sacred ashes.”

“Cancerous swords are steel cells that propagate endlessly…”

“They bring death to death itself, producing an eternal being.”

“You have been an outsider since birth, owing to your curse.”

“Such outsiders are granted a great aptitude to rule from God and are raised to a higher tone.”

“Thus, the Examiner.”

“Thus, the King Minor.”

Adonis’s face drained of color. “King Minor…?”

“The king is the greatest servant to God, who, through that role, is allowed to rule over the people.”

“Yet two tones are needed to assume the position of king.”

“A king to be the visible face of God, reigning over the lives of the people…”

“A king to be the hidden face of God, reigning over the deaths of the people…”

“Are you joking…?!” Adonis shouted, wrapping his arms around himself and gripping his own shoulders as if in agony. His fur still stood on end, and his teeth were bared at the king. “That wasn’t what I wanted…!”

“What is it you seek, then?” the king asked, his voices solemnly speaking in unison.

“Well…”

“Behold, for what you seek is already within the harmony predetermined by God,” the king demanded with grave conviction.

Adonis followed the king’s gaze once more, looking up at the spectator seats above the stage. A blue shadow near a set of closed doors was descending the steps toward them. A priest. He carried in his hands a set of blue robes, a mask, and a sword. When he reached the stage, the priest held them up like tribute, standing across from Adonis.

“Are you saying this is what I was searching for…?!”

Facing the priest and seeing what he carried, Adonis let out a groan.

With trembling fingers, he picked up the mask.

“Impossible…”

Even holding it in his bare hands, it didn’t rust away.

“This can’t be…!”

The mask crashed against the floor with a shrill noise, shattering into pieces. Adonis noticed some of the fragments showed faint signs of darkening and decay, and a desperate smile spread on his face.

“I’ll be the one to decide what I’m looking for! No one else decides for me!”

He called for Bamboo in a howl, drawing a sword out of thin air and attacking the priest before his eyes with a slash too fast to follow with the naked eye. He cut the priest’s head with the sword, then drove it down into his chest, at which point the weapon couldn’t withstand the decay and shattered at the base.

The priest collapsed to the ground face up, blood pooling around his body. Adonis flung the sword’s remains, then kicked the priest’s split mask, sending it flying. The two halves fell off the stage with a hollow sound.

But Adonis didn’t hear it. The blood had drained from his face, and all the fur on his body stood on end. The face of the priest lying at his feet, glaring up at him with eyes long dead, was Adonis’s own.

“What kind of magic—?! What kind of a trick is this?!” Adonis screamed at the king, his entire body trembling.

Even he couldn’t tell if it was out of anger, terror, or a hopeless premonition of what was to come.

“No magic, much less a trick. It is a métier created by God’s Thema.”

“Huh…? What do you…?”

Adonis trailed off, because there was no longer anything in the direction he was pointing, save for the remains of a decayed sword.

“What you just saw was your own form as a tone,” the king’s upper face said.

“What you just touched was your own form as a machine,” the king’s lower face said.

“One’s toned form is the aspect they take after they offer themselves to the God Tree as an objective symbol of God’s people.”

“One’s mechanical form is the presence on the scales capable of being weighed, having discarded all attributes and become an abstraction.”

“A result of your agreement to become a tone…”

“A result of your agreement to become a machine…”

The king’s two faces looked up to the heavens, then back down at Adonis before solemnly saying in unison, “Under the God Tree, you will become a record in God’s history.”

“A record…?”

“God’s history discards all memories, turning everything into a record. And all records have their death continue to die for all eternity, serving as the blue priests of the chronicles, existing alongside God as the roots of the God Tree.”

It was then that Adonis suddenly felt an intense presence form behind him. It didn’t feel alive at all, but like something inorganic had been built up into a mound, exuding intense pressure on its surroundings. Adonis stumbled forward, his back pushed by that pressure. His expression became pained. He didn’t want to turn and look at the spectator seats any longer, but he had to. Even though he knew it would defeat him and leave him in despair.

“Help me…”

Adonis seemed to hide in the shadow of the throne as his gaze was dragged toward the spectator area. Lining the countless seats was a startling number of blue priests. Blue figures, wherever he looked. Hundreds upon thousands of them—a sea of blue mantles and masks.

And then—

“…!”

That sea of masks turned to face Adonis as one. They stared at him, clanking mechanically, mantles rustling, eerily inorganic in every way.

“Help me…,” Adonis cried out as if in agony. “Belle, help me…!”

But the king’s voice thundered over him mercilessly.

“Behold, the forms of those who have been copied after offering themselves up to God’s history by your own hand.”

A number of the priests rose from their seats and stepped onto the stage. It was at this point Adonis realized all the priests were the same height and build. They were slightly taller than Adonis and had broad shoulders. But the reason he had realized this was because the ones who had stepped forward had undergone radical changes in their appearance. Before Adonis’s eyes, their bodies under the blue garb began changing, taking differing forms. One of them slowly took off their mask in the process of that change.

“No…”

A red-haired Centaurus. It was Kir. He had masculine features and looked at Adonis expressionlessly, but then it changed again. The priest’s body warped and twisted with the sound of bones cracking, taking on the form of Kir when he had been afflicted by the cancerous sword and, without a weapon, had sprouted a flashing, steel branch of something that looked like the God Tree.

Beside Kir, Tiziano took off their mask next to him. Under their blue mantle, their slender limbs contorted hideously.

“Stop it…”

All Adonis felt at this point was horror. As he watched on, all the color drained from his face. The nightmare continued to unfold. The third figure took off their mask, revealing the face of the black-haired Cateyes Adonis had slaughtered in the garden looking straight at him. Then a fourth: the Minotaurus whose head and right arm he’d severed.

“I’m begging you, stop…”

The fifth: a man stabbed through the back of his head, his skull shattered. One after the next, they all did the same, until he was surrounded by ten men he’d killed. The dead no longer wanted for anything or begrudged anyone. Their gaze was a void. And it was inviting Adonis, telling him to come to that side. Telling him this would be the easiest and best choice. Adonis shook his head and stumbled back.

“You cannot escape…,” said the king’s top face.

“You have no means to…,” said the king’s lower face.

Adonis’s back stumbled into something. An instrument—the Keyboard Vessel to unlock the Door of Journey. Adonis’s own frightened visage was reflected in its sleek surface. He let out a cry, then sat urgently in front of it.

He roughly opened the lid, and a groan escaped him. It was incredibly heavy, as if it was made of lead. The black surface behind the lid reflected his face, and he could see nothing else. No words, no salvation to be found; everything was cast back at him by that black. That was how he felt, and he knew he wasn’t imagining it. He could feel cold sweat on his forehead. All around him, the ten dead wordlessly surrounded him with a flap of their blue cloaks.

Adonis’s hands hectically wandered over the Keyboard. After floating back and forth over the black-and-white keys, he finally decided to press one.

Clack.

All it did was let out a hollow sound, as if mocking Adonis’s frantic actions. He tried another white key, but that one just made the same noise, somehow even more damning than the last. He tried a black key; nothing. He ran his fingers along the keys from one side to the other, but none of them worked.

Adonis screamed.

He hammered at the Keyboard in a rage, eventually slamming his fist down on it. He smacked the lid and hit the instrument all over, eventually letting out a shriek before he slumped in place, exhausted.

“I don’t have one…,” he said emotionlessly. “I could never have a reason to go on a journey…”

His dry voice echoed loudly through the room. The ten dead moved slowly, closing the ring around him, raising their hands, inviting him somewhere. In their other hands they cradled their masks, as if they were the reason for their existence.

“…Once, there was a man in the same position as yourself who spectacularly opened the Key. His name was Sian Lablac. A man you know. You must either take after him or choose to remain in the country and someday reside in this castle. The decision is your own.”

The king made it sound like it was a choice. But in the end, he was just providing Adonis with a platform so he could stand on the brink and leap off into the abyss of despair.

“And when the time comes that you realize that you will never play the Key, you may swear to become the foundation of this country, Skeptic. This is where your eternal peace shall…”

The king’s voice suddenly trailed off. The flickering branches that formed an inexplicable appendage of the king stirred like they were being shaken by the wind.

Hmm…?

The king’s two faces contorted in alarm, and the dead blue priests stopped in their tracks. It was like an invisible wall had formed in front of them, and they slowly retreated, expanding their circle.

Still facing the Keyboard, Adonis hadn’t noticed what had happened. And then something appeared, emerging from the shadows coalescing at Adonis’s feet.

It’s not possible…

It lacked a physical mass of its own and couldn’t affect the physical world. Like a shadow, it was only cast there by something much greater, and it raised its nonexistent voice in a cry.

NNNNN…

OOOOOOWWWWW…

HHHHHHEEEEEE…

It was a rueful, phantasmagoric wail that seemed to seep deep inside a person through their ears and erode the very core of their soul.

Adonis kept his head low, mumbling to himself. Clearly, the king and the ten dead standing like wraiths were the only ones who had realized something was wrong. The dead priests were gradually being forced back by the cry, eventually reaching the point where the circle around Adonis broke and they scattered from the stage as if something was chasing them.

I see…, murmured the king, but much like the voice rising from Adonis’s shadow, it wasn’t a real voice woven from sound. So even you have found your way back here… Raising the banner of recklessness, you have come to pass judgment on Divine Tonality…

The king’s body flickered countless times. The branches stirred and wavered, and as if in response to that, the blue priests moved silently at once. Oddly enough, they were being battered back and vanishing from the stage. Some hid at the edges, while others silently stepped down and faded away, as if they were melting into the boundary between reality and illusion, or perhaps as if they weren’t real to begin with.

All the blue shadows disappeared before Adonis knew it, and silence returned. None of the priests were left sitting in the spectator seats, either. They had dispersed as if it had all been a dream.

“I don’t have a reason left… Not a one.”

As Adonis continued muttering, the king looked at him for one long moment. He eventually lost interest, though, and his body suddenly shrank, flickering as he slowly returned to the God Tree.

When he was left alone with the silent instrument, Adonis’s half-crazed, haggard form was finally granted stillness once more.
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It was dark red on the O’crock when the sky suddenly clouded over.

“It’s going to rain…,” Belle whispered nonchalantly, looking up. Wind blew in all directions, forming a whirlwind. Just as she had the passing thought that the clouds were moving quickly, she felt the light drizzle suddenly grow heavier.

Solists rarely used umbrellas, as they were trained to battle in any weather conditions, even torrential rain. If Belle was wearing her cape or cloak, she could cover up in that, but even when she didn’t, she didn’t mind the rain lashing against her. In that regard, she was very much a typical Solist, so she walked undisturbed under the pouring rain.

She was in Central East Town, just strolling around aimlessly. It was only when the rain started that she had remembered she’d been on her way to Adonis’s place. Now headed there again, she thought back to what she had experienced just a couple of hours ago.

So I’m both the key and the door…

That’s what had dawned on her when she faced that black instrument, and it was only after walking this far that she’d found the words to express it. It was a truly deep-rooted emotion.

The key that is me shall open the door that is me… But the door is fearing that key. Rejecting it. A part of me wishes to open the door while another doesn’t, and I’m torn over which of the two I am.

She let out a sigh that was from a place somewhere between resignation and self-deprecation.

I was confident I could take any trial head-on, but this…

In the end, what occupied Belle’s thoughts was the realization that she herself was her own final trial. No matter how strong an opponent stood in her way, she wouldn’t have been afraid of them or rejected them. However, she also hadn’t wanted the sort of battle filled with violence and enmity, an endless living hell where she drew her opponent in with tricks.

She considered herself to be someone who knew how to settle things in battle and was also aware that, given the flow of a fight, sometimes that conclusion was delayed or took a while to achieve. And as disappointing as that was, she knew not to lose heart.

But what if that opponent was herself? She could come to any conclusion she wanted to or put it off in perpetuity. The chilling thought struck her that she might be swept around in a whirlpool of her own thoughts until the end of time, unsure of what to do, never to surface.

Honestly…

She didn’t know anything for sure yet—when would she be able to play the key or how to make it happen. She wasn’t fretting over it or racking her brain to come up with answers, but simply toying around with several thoughts to figure out where she stood. And her conclusion was—

Well, I’ll figure something out.

As she came to that determination, new thoughts started racing in all sorts of different directions. Mulling things over, Belle walked to the Solists’ farm, where she headed straight for a lodging house in one of the corners and boldly entered the room.

She had gotten used to the room by now and felt comfortable there. Belle put her sword on the rack on the wall, fixing it in place. She was instantly overcome by her usual weightlessness, feeling like she was being pulled away from the ground.

Actively resisting it, she clung to the bed’s backrest, wondering what Adonis was doing at that moment.

A gust of wind blew through the room.

Belle paid it no mind but did hear the creaking window, which she’d left wide open. Something crossed her field of vision, and watching it absentmindedly, Belle paused with a start.

A black flower petal had just fluttered past her.

“No…”

Turning around, she saw a raven flower silently announcing a death. The bird flower’s feet had already settled into the hard floor, its sharp roots spreading as far as they could, as if to protest the lack of soil.

Its feathers turned to flowers, blooming an ominous black, and Belle got to her feet in alarm, as if it was a message addressed directly to her. She approached the bird flower gingerly, watching as it bloomed at her feet, and just when the text was about to reveal itself—

“My eldest brother died.”

Hearing this sudden voice behind her, she jolted and spun around.

“Adonis…”

Don’t startle me like that! she’d been going to say, but the words got caught in her throat.

Adonis looked the same as always, with his red bandanna covering his ears and brow and his expression unreadable. Yet for some inexplicable reason, Belle went speechless with alarm when she saw him. At the same time, she shuddered. Adonis looked incredibly weak and defeated. His eyes were cold and dry, wavering with an unstable light.

“The price of being a warden of the Catacombs. The miasma of the dead eats away at the body, eventually killing them. Using sacred ashes would probably prolong your life, though…,” Adonis explained with indifference, as if it had nothing to do with him. It was the tone of someone who had long since lost the sensitivity required to mourn the dead, cold and dismissive, yet missing something important.

Another petal fluttered past. The fragment of a black flower fell at Adonis’s feet. He slowly lifted his leg, raised it over the petal—and stomped on the black bird beyond it.

The sound of the flower shattering felt familiar to Belle. Maybe it was the sound of Adonis’s heart, caving under its own weight. Belle bit her lips unconsciously. Some part of her, deep down, feared having Adonis’s blue eyes directed toward her.

“Belle… I couldn’t do it…after all,” Adonis said, his gaze fixed on the flower under his feet.

“…Okay.”

Belle tried to say it as brightly as she could, but even she could tell how forced and stiff her smile was. She swallowed loudly.

What happened…?

But just as she was about to force the words out, Adonis’s frozen blue eyes looked into Belle’s, and a shiver ran through her.

Bloodlust…?!

For a second, she really felt it emanating from Adonis’s gaze. She reflexively glanced at Runding, propped silently against the wall diagonally to the side of him.

She forced a smile and looked at Adonis.

“Belle…,” he whispered.

His voice was begging for help. This made Belle confused, because his blue eyes looked just as cold and sunken as they had before, reflecting a beaten-down, defeated heart like a stomped flower.

And with those same eyes, Adonis pleaded like a lost child.

“Save me, Belle… I need you to tell me…”

“Save you? What do you mean…?”

Adonis suddenly moved toward her. His large, dark shadow hung over her for a second, then before Belle even had time to register her surprise, Adonis embraced her, and she was enveloped by the young man’s warmth and scent. Surrounded by his body heat, she could swear she heard his heart racing madly in his chest.

“Adonis…?!”

It was so sudden Belle didn’t know how to process any of it. Save him from what? What did he want her to tell him? Was it about him failing the Key’s trial? His brother’s death? He said nothing specific, just clung to her for dear life, and all she felt from the trembling of his arms, the rising and falling of his shoulders, was raw emotion.

Adonis was shaking. At first it was weak, but gradually it grew stronger, eventually turning to outright tremors of fear as he clung to Belle.

“You…”

She suddenly realized that Adonis’s hands were clenched into fists as they held her back. He didn’t have his gloves on, it seemed, but even now, Adonis refused to open his hands as he touched her. No—he’d covered her with his entire body because he couldn’t touch her.

Belle suddenly felt annoyed for some reason.

Her hands, halfway around his back, fell at her sides. All the fear and pity she’d felt toward Adonis earlier dissipated, leaving only anger at this man trying to one-sidedly cling to her.

“Tell me, why… Why am I the only thing these hands won’t wilt?” Adonis said, trembling. “Why do my hands always reject the living, yet spare me, a half-dead man?”

As he spoke those words in a low moan, Adonis seemed to regain his cool—or maybe he was just frozen solid. Like a man freezing to death being unable to get any colder once their blood froze.

“When I was born, my mother died. These hands killed her from the inside. I knew it, and so did my father and siblings. But they never said anything. They just silently drove me out.”

There was no resentment in his voice because the people he could have resented were already dead.

“I was born…by rejecting my mother’s life. So I never knew…a mother’s warmth. I don’t know how to even describe warmth… It’s all so cold.”

Belle vaguely noticed her breath catching in her throat. The fear and irritation she’d felt earlier had melded together into some other emotion, and blood rushed to her cheeks, making her woozy. But even that soon faded.

All that remained was the strange heat swirling inside her, having her body covered by his, and an odd numbness in her limbs.

“I am…a half-dead man. Never fully alive, only living out the long seasons so I can die one day. And today…I saw what becomes of those who die. Being taken in by those for whom even death has died…accepting me into the place I most belong. And that…is the one place I never want to be dragged into, no matter what. But I can’t resist it anymore… This world always shows me the things…the places I deserve the most swallowing up all the doubts and questions within me…”

The shoulders in front of Belle’s eyes that had been rising and falling were calm at this point. Belle felt like all his words passed right through her, vanishing into some unknowable void. For the first time, her anger toward Adonis won over any pity she felt for him.

“And there’s nothing I can do for you—is that what you’re saying?” Belle said into his chest. Contrary to her words, her tone seemed to push him away. “I—”

“Belle.” Adonis suddenly tightened his hold on her. “Can you cut me down?”

Belle’s eyes widened. Sorrow ran through her. It felt like he was betraying her. Adonis continued to make her feel betrayed right up until the very end.

Still struggling to clearly figure out why she felt that way, Belle said, “You know I can’t.”

She had wanted to say it angrily, but the words came out with much more pity than she’d intended.

“Belle… Duel me.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. The back of her nose prickled, and tears threatened to spill down her cheeks.

“Why?”

There was a short pause.

“The Door of Journey isn’t wide enough for both of us…,” Adonis said, his answer sounding like an excuse.

It was a different sort of why. What Belle had wanted to ask was why Adonis had said that. She’d wanted to know his feelings. Was he really that desperate, saying something that showed how little he cared for his own life? She wanted to hear the reason.

His answer implied that he’d realized he wouldn’t be able to open the Door of Journey, and since he couldn’t, he at least wanted to get in the way of someone who had that potential. He was seeking death in doing so.

Belle gritted her teeth. She couldn’t take it anymore. Her breath burst out of her in a scream.

“I don’t want this, Adonis! Don’t force me into your stupid charade!”

The way you are now…, she almost started to say, but stopped herself. The words flew from her lips like daggers, purposely chosen to cut at his heart and hurt his pride.

Why was he doing this? Why now, when they were so close to each other? Anger and grief washed over her. Adonis was drifting away from her, and Belle was also starting to turn her back on him. She suddenly got a sense of déjà vu. This wasn’t the first time she’d felt this way. In her mind she saw a shadow of a man, his features indiscernible to her. Even when he walked away, that man was forever a silhouette…

Why…?

But then Belle felt Adonis’s arms on her tighten in a different way. She should have been able to shake him off had she resisted, and yet for some reason, she couldn’t do that now. Maybe it was out of hope they could still reach an understanding.

It happened before Belle understood what was going on, yet it was such a slow, sluggish movement. The world tilted, and her back hit the soft bed. Belle found herself looking up from the bottom of a dark valley in the sheets, Adonis pinning her arms from above with his elbow. If she wanted, she could have pushed him away at any time.

A hollow feeling overcame her as she realized.

He’ll never touch me with his hands.

It was a realization that saddened her. His hands were forever covered in the gloves of his curse.

“Stop it.”

Belle glared at him severely. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t have been able to hold back the tears.

Adonis peered silently into Belle’s eyes.

Is he trying to possess me with his cold eyes…? she wondered.

The lonely patter of rain reached Belle’s ears.

“Are you scared?” Adonis asked, his voice so chilling it cut into Belle’s heart.

Adonis’s eyes were full of the same frigid darkness she saw when he’d trampled the black petals earlier.

“Do my hands scare you?”

A bloodcurdling aura hung over him when he asked her that question, as if to say that, depending on her answer, he might use those same hands to choke her. Belle thought that if he did try to reach for her neck, she would have to start resisting for real. She had the brute strength to lift Runding, so she should easily be able to snap Adonis’s arms and strangle him instead.

It made her feel wretched. Everything about it filled her with sorrow.

“I ain’t scared of you!” she said, her words brimming with genuine anger—enough to want to kill him right then and there. Yet even so, a lethargic pain spread throughout her whole body. Her hands were going numb, like she couldn’t muster any strength.

“Then…”

“I don’t love you,” Belle said.

“What…?”

“We’re not in love yet. I don’t love you, and you don’t love me.”

For a moment, Adonis’s expression warped in pain.

“…I don’t care. I never had a Motif like that for as long as I’ve lived.” Adonis’s bare hands slowly moved down to Belle’s collar. “I never even considered it. Is there anyone—”

“Adonis!” Belle growled, low and rebuking.

But it was drowned out all too easily by Adonis’s scream.

What…?!

It took Belle a moment to realize what she’d just heard.

There had been the sound of fabric tearing, followed by Adonis’s voice:

“Is there anyone else but me who’d see you as a woman?!”

It felt like burning tongs had just been thrust into her ears.

What just happened…?!

Her eyes widened, and something fluttered through the air, reduced to tattered shreds. A chilly breeze touched her skin. The youth’s—the man’s face had disappeared from her field of vision, and she was looking up at the filthy ceiling.

Is this…pain…? What is this…?

The man’s smell seemed to melt together with a sour stench, filling her nostrils. In an instant, Belle was overcome by a feeling like her sanity was hanging by a thread, ready to snap at any moment. But where had it come from?

She was too nervous to even lift a finger. It felt like if she so much as stirred, something awful would pounce on her. Yet despite that, her mind felt terribly numb, which then spread to the rest of her body.

Everything’s falling apart…

Some part of her heart appeared now, after the fact, to whisper if there was any reason to feel this hurt.

You already knew this. That’s right. It’s only natural…

Smooth. Lacking any racial signifiers. Other. Featureless. In both her face and her body. Only ever seen as a curiosity at best.

That’s who I am…

A voice rose in her mind, teasingly calling her “Featureless.” She couldn’t remember who had said it or when. The image of a beautiful songstress flashed through her mind. Who was that beautiful woman?

Oh. It’s so quiet…

Adonis suddenly put his cheek close to Belle’s face. He’d already let go of his grip on her arms. Belle’s dazed silence, however, stood for neither resistance nor acceptance. Adonis one-sidedly took it as consent, though, and brought his forehead closer.

Belle bit her lips unconsciously, and Adonis’s lips traced her closed ones in vain. They then crawled down to her neck, and from there, lower.

The singed smell in her nose suddenly grew stronger. For a fleeting moment, Belle saw her clothes decay out of the corner of her eye. The fabric dried, unraveled, and broke apart, revealing her supple bosom. The absent thought that she, too, had breasts, crossed Belle’s mind like it was all happening to someone else.

Her nipples stood upright, exposed to the cold air, their pink hue symbolizing they were indeed a part of her body. The man pressed his red lips to them softly, toying with them. His pointed, rough tongue—a characteristic of his race—slipped out from between his lips, slowly licking the entirety of her breast.

Each time he licked her, a stabbing pain went through Belle’s mind, accompanied by an emotion she couldn’t define. But even that soon melted into her fading consciousness, and she felt nothing.

Some part of her mind whispered that he knew women. That he’d touched many women before, not out of any goal, but to quench a thirst. And now he was doing the same to her.

And I feel nothing…

He dragged his tongue across her body, kissed her neck, then moved down to her shoulders, her chest, and her stomach. As he did, Adonis tore apart the bedsheets and covered his hands with them.

It struck Belle as a horrifically obscene act. He touched Belle’s arms through the fabric of the sheets, tracing her shoulders before roughly grabbing her breasts, only to suddenly let go. As the sheets crumbled away, he wrapped a new piece of cloth around his hand and sluggishly resumed probing Belle’s body.

Oh, Belle thought. He’s touching me with his lips because he’s afraid of touching people with his hands.

She felt like her tears would leak out any second now.

That’s the only reason he has…for kissing me.

It constantly felt like her body had just remembered the discomfort it was in and was about to scream out in agony. Each time Adonis moved over Belle, the strange image of countless silver needles flying about crossed her mind. It made her body squirm and jolt, but she was powerless to even stop that, and all sensation was gone behind the haze of numbness hanging over her. At this point, there wasn’t any clothing left to cover Belle’s body.

Adonis’s other hand, wrapped in the sheets, rubbed Belle’s lower half, reaching her crotch, then began caressing her deeper.

What is he…? What is this…? I…

Belle bit her lips, and the taste of iron filled her mouth, spreading down her throat. Some of it spilled from her lips. Blood pooled at the corner of her mouth, trickling down her face in a thin stream. But before it could reach the sheets, Adonis lapped it up with his tongue. With his thick, shapely lips curling oddly, he sucked on the blood pooling at Belle’s mouth.

In that moment—

I’ll kill you.

—a fierce, firm sense of will rapidly filled Belle’s mind and exploded. The next moment, an intense pain shot through her abdomen. The strange pain made her entire body ache. She went limp, her every muscle stiffening and screaming out.

Her lips finally separated, but the taste of iron was still distinct. She tried to force her fingers open, but a horrible pain and numbness washed over her nonstop. Belle moaned, her back arching up as she tried feebly to pull her waist out of his reach and escape. But the man’s hands grabbed her, pinning her down.

Belle raised her jaw. She gritted her teeth, pushing herself up with her elbows, trying to force her stiff body to shake the man off with all her might—but then another jolt of extreme pain ran through her.

“Aaaaaah…!”

A cry tore from deep in her throat. Tears pooled in her eyes. The man’s shadowed form pinned her down with overwhelming weight. As she breathed heavily, he lifted his head, his lips mouthing something. What had he said? But before Belle could even ask, Adonis leaned forward, and the meaning of his words came to her.

“You’re warm…”

Just then—

Thud!

Abruptly, a loud sound split the air and the world tilted. The bed lurched, making Adonis roll off Belle. Before either of them could grasp what had just happened, the sheets were forcefully pulled from the bed, tossing Adonis off, while Belle banged her head against the headboard. The shock of the blow made Belle partially regain her senses.

She was completely nude and exposed, looking around in a daze. One of the legs of the bed—no, one of its corners—had disappeared entirely. And the one who gnawed it off was now slurping in the tattered sheets.

His red eyes met Belle’s.

Kitty the Nothing.

He swallowed with a gulp, the sheets sucked into his mouth. As always, it was impossible to tell what the Rabbitia was thinking as he lacked any facial expression, but his eyes suddenly turned to Adonis. Kitty’s gaze displayed no interest, no sympathy, and no understanding; all it did was perfectly reflect whatever it was directed at. And right now, those eyes were fixed squarely on Adonis.

“Hrgh…” Adonis hurriedly fixed his garments and let out an animalistic growl.

His face was full of inexplicable terror. In his right hand was a sword he’d drawn out of thin air the moment he saw Kitty. But the man simply stood there without moving a finger, the tip of his blade fixed on Kitty the Nothing. The sword clattered, trembling in his grip, and eventually his hold slipped and the weapon fell, lodging into the floor. Adonis stumbled away from Kitty, like he was faced with some horrible monster.

Suddenly, Kitty turned to face the floor. Scattered there were the raven flower feathers Adonis had trampled earlier. Kitty tottered over to them, pinched a feather with his fingers, and put it in his mouth.

Deep, bottomless darkness that consumed everything equally peeked out from between his lips. Consuming magic—Rest au Rant. It swallowed the feather, disregarding both Belle and Adonis, walked over to the corner of the room, and squatted down there.

Adonis let out a breath. The fear finally drained from his face, only for him to turn to look at Belle with a tense expression. Belle did the same, looking at Adonis. But her eyes swam, unfocused, staring at Adonis in that same partially dazed state.

Her body was covered in blue bruises from where Adonis’s decaying hands had scratched and torn off her clothes. Belle stirred slightly, and an intense pain immediately lanced through her stomach. That physical pain soon gave way to emotional anguish, which swirled in Belle’s heart, producing a single droplet filled with anger and sorrow.

One by one, tears began running from Belle’s dazed eyes. It didn’t feel at all like she was crying; it was as if her eyes had started weeping of their own accord. Tears brimming with frustration ran down her cheeks in burning trails.

Adonis looked like he was about to say something, but before he did, he left the room. The sound of the rain intensified when he opened the door, quieting as soon as he closed it behind him. The soft din of the rain sounded like it was coming from somewhere far away.

Kitty the Nothing had disappeared without Belle realizing. She had no idea how he left. Everything felt vague, like it had all been a dream. None of it felt real. The pain alone remained, brewing in Belle’s body and making her feel dull and heavy.

She traced the pain with her fingers. The depths of her abdomen throbbed. She looked at the red that had stuck to her fingertips, and when she rubbed it, it flaked off like dry mud.

An inappropriate yawn escaped her lips. Belle sluggishly wiped away the tears, but it did nothing to stop them. At this point, she didn’t care. It felt like she had thrown away the part of herself that wept. She tried to hug her knees, but the pain in her abdomen made her give up, so she only hugged one knee and looked blankly out the window.

The cold rain outside spread, darkening the sky. Her head still felt quite numb, rejecting the very act of thinking. She couldn’t put together a single thought. It felt like her heart was shattered to pieces, and suddenly, a thought crossed her mind.

It was a good thing Kitty the Nothing—not the All—had seen her like that.
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“It’s already so dark…”

Adonis looked up feebly at the black sky, cold and wet. He appeared exhausted, and yet his legs kept moving automatically.

Where to…?

He had nowhere left to go, but his legs seemed to move detached from his will. Adonis eventually walked outside the city, finding himself in Lower East Town. He continued a long way farther, and eventually a small hill came into view.

He heard something on the other side of the hill. It was beckoning him… And for some reason, Adonis accepted it naturally, following it. It wasn’t new, either. It always called to Adonis, guiding him. Something had sprouted within Adonis, making him feel this way, and spurred his battered heart to keep going.

It wasn’t long before he was standing at the top of the hill. A choir of thundering voices echoed mysteriously. Lamenting voices. With the sound of the howling wind, the swarm of shadows raised their voices in maddened howls.

NOWHERE…!

A childlike grin played over Adonis’s lips. The carefree, relieved smile of a lost boy who had finally found a parent to take him home. Tears ran down his cheeks along with the rain, flowing into the mud by his feet.

He stepped into that mud. In front of him was the horde of darkness-clad shadow figures, dancing madly. The closer Adonis came to them, the more maddened their undulations became and the louder their cries of lamentation. They wore tattered cloaks, their hands, legs, and faces covered in bandages that had inexplicable spells that flickered occasionally drawn all over them.

The innumerable silhouettes danced around Adonis as he approached, using the fire irons in their hands to poke at Adonis’s shadow, playing rusty instruments and clanging old, chipped swords together, beckoning Adonis deeper into the edge of darkness.

Adonis was slowly swallowed inside it—and eventually disappeared from this world.








VI.
Standoff—A Wish Made on Tiptoe




1

The swarm of silhouettes blacker than darkness were clamoring in a frenzy. Within their screams of sorrow, now louder than ever, was the young man who had lost all pleasure and vanished from the world. And watching them was a pair of red eyes.

“So your doubts led you to chant despair…,” Kitty the All whispered softly. “You hoped Reason would counter the Skeptic…?”

It seemed less like an observation of the situation and more like a solemn admission that the inner workings of the youth’s mind had exceeded Kitty’s expectations.

Kitty slowly looked up at Park City. His red eyes, so clear they hardly glittered, spotted the massive building there. The castle containing the God Tree—the unyielding, infallible symbol of God’s enclosed paradise.

“So…you’re locking the bird in a cage without making it chirp?”

Kitty’s eyes suddenly moved—an action even he wasn’t aware of. His crimson, sagacious gaze fixed on something without him even intending to, and a moment later, the image became clear.

It was a Cateyes man.

He was cloaked in the darkness, standing there paying no attention to the storm around him, walking straight toward the Dearth March.

Kitty kept following him with his eyes. His night vision clearly made out the pipe in the man’s hand. He blew out a puff of illusory smoke, and as it vanished so, too, did the man’s form, fading into the darkness. By the time it fully registered in the Rabbitia’s mind, he was nowhere to be found.

It came across as an ostentatious way of vanishing, like he’d only chosen to disappear because he felt Kitty’s gaze on him. And indeed, despite the poor visibility of this rainy night, Kitty did sense that the man had spotted him from afar right before he vanished.

“My word, you’re even more theatrical than I am…,” Kitty said with a mixture of sentimentality and sarcasm. “What manner of Reason will the bird you put your hopes in bring to this city…? It is now that you and I will truly have to judge that…”

Kitty’s enigmatic words were drowned out by the noise of the shadows. And with that, the Rabbitia surrounded by calculations that shielded him from the wind and rain also disappeared into the night.
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He was in the midst of a coiling darkness—a darkness so deep he couldn’t even see where his hand was, reaching out in front of him. It was like this darkness melted away his own form, flooding into everything with a roar.

He could see nothing. Hear nothing. Everything felt distant and numb, like he was sinking into an abyss akin to death, his limbs disintegrating, and even his heart fizzling away. Pain, sorrow, desire; every feeling, every passion swirled inside him, dispersed, then became part of an even greater maelstrom. Within that whirl was every emotion Adonis could imagine, reaching toward a single great impulse at its core, which undulated and spread and drifted.

Hunger…

That was the primal, driving force at the center of this dark whirlpool. It was like a single great will, a heart of darkness made from the souls of countless others blending together, and the lone form of the man called Adonis broke apart into droplets of blood that flowed from his heart.

It’s warm…

Waves of ecstasy too basic to be called thought were breaking Adonis down, transforming him into splashes of blood that burst from his heart. At the end, the sole remaining emotion—hunger—swirled with the other hearts there, and the storm of starvation named Adonis melted into the greater heart made up of countless others, two whirlpools of longing overlapping. The great, ecstatic wave of death gave what remained of Adonis that feeling.

But then, suddenly, that great wave pulled away from Adonis. Or perhaps, the remains of what was once Adonis was pulled away from that great dark heartbeat, the pieces of him regaining their shape.

He heard a voice. Someone was calling for him. Just when he had been on the brink of fading away, someone called his name, pulling him back, keeping his consciousness from fully dispersing.

Who…?

This question, full of both disappointment and relief, echoed in Adonis’s redeveloping heart. And those two echoes became the two sides shaping the form—the gestalt—of Adonis’s heart, which made the question of “who” become a foundation upon which to form his ego.

The darkness washed away. Adonis realized that he was somewhere lying on a cold, blue tourmaline floor. As he got up, he saw his own reflection in the beautiful, polished surface. This made his consciousness even more focused, by affirming that the face he was looking at was his own. The vivid emotion roused his spirit.

“What is this place…?!”

Still half dazed, he managed to get to his feet and look around. He was shocked—the blue, striking stone floor seemed to continue into infinity. It was such a barren sight. He looked up, trying to find the ceiling, but all he saw was a deep, bluish-gray infinity above him, as if he was submerged underwater.

“Welcome to my womb,” someone suddenly said.

He turned around to see that a woman had appeared there. Her cold features didn’t seem to hide a hint of either pity or amusement; she simply smiled at him.

“A Mermaid…,” Adonis whispered, noticing the woman’s triangular ears.

All her other racial features were hidden under an indigo mantle. That mantle, woven of water steel, reminded Adonis of the ones worn by the castle’s priests. Given that Mermaids tended to wear revealing clothes regardless of gender, she was remarkably covered up.

The woman said nothing, walking along the blue floor and settling into a seat.

“The stomach of the Dearth March is made up of countless spaces known as wombs formed by Rest au Rant. This is one such space. This is my castle…,” the woman said sweetly.

Running a hand through her luscious indigo-blue locks, she poured ice-cold golden ale into two glasses on a nearby table. The table and chairs hadn’t been there a moment ago but seemed to have manifested out of the ether.

“I welcome you, Adonis Question. Please, take a seat.”

Adonis settled into the seat offered to him, and a sweet aroma filled his nostrils as the woman offered him a cup. He took it and, while staring at the woman’s glass, smelled the icy ale.

“Welcome to the Dearth March.”

The woman sipped her drink, as if trying to get Adonis to relax. Her hair, eyes, and garb were all indigo, but the difference in their hues produced a beauty that seemed to enchant and calm the heart. Adonis stared at the woman before eventually giving in and sipping on the ale. It felt like the icy liquid flowing into Adonis’s body had a will of its own. The aroma was sweeter and clearer than he’d expected, and as it settled in his stomach, it filled him with a spreading warmth.

“It tastes strange…,” Adonis said, his eyes widening slightly.

“It’s made from squeezing the seeds of a special fruit. A drink meant to ask if one is interested in joining the Dearth March…”

“A drink that asks…?”

“Depending on what flavor and scent one perceives from this Seed of Calamity, a person’s position within the March is decided… And if one tastes nothing, they do not belong here.”

“I…”

“You needn’t say a word, Adonis Question. This means that my appointed role was to serve you this drink. I have no duty to ask you… This flavor, this aroma, they will naturally decide your role within you.”

“Just…who are you? Were you the one who called out to me earlier?”

“Indeed I was. If you had kept descending into the swirl of the Dearth March, only your shadow would have passed through it, and then you would have been spat out into the physical world again. I know not how many years or decades it would have taken, though. So before that happened, I served you the Seed of Calamity, to formally induct you into the March. That was my role…to wait for you.”

“You were…waiting for me…?”

“I was. As was the sword over there.”

“What sword…?”

The woman put down her glass and tapped on its stem with something. It produced a clear chime, and the reflected glint of a dull gray-silvery metal caught his eye. At first sight, Adonis couldn’t tell what kind of steel it was, or what tree it might have been harvested from. It was a beautiful sword, with ripples that ran through its complex gray color, and so well-made that even Adonis, who’d handled hundreds of swords, held his breath in admiration of its beauty.

It was a thin, single-edged sword—a rapier, the kind Mermaids favored. Its long, flexible blade had a vivid white line running along it. The more he looked at it, the more it became clear to him that it was a truly magnificent weapon, but something about it was strange…or perhaps ominous, indicating there was more to it than met the eye. Adonis couldn’t gauge it, though.

The oddest thing of all, however, was the fact that despite being crafted with such skill and attention to detail, it was still an infant sword. Yet it seemed strangely old, on the verge of wilting, as if decades, if not centuries, had passed since it was forged.

“What is this…?” This alarmed response was what eventually came to Adonis after observing the sword long enough.

Before he knew it, his bare fingers reached for the sword’s grip, like it was calling out to him. When he felt the cool touch of the hilt, Adonis jolted with a start. He hesitated to touch it any longer but couldn’t bring himself to let go of the weapon. This was the first time he had ever experienced anything like this. Anxiety filled him, a feeling that if he let go of the sword now, he would lose it forever.

“My hands…” Adonis looked at the woman, intent on explaining his curse.

But the woman just nodded slightly, as if she knew everything. And then it happened—the hairs on his hand gripping the sword stood on end as its claws morphed into the color of rust. At the same time, the sword cried out.

It started off as a murmur, then intensified until eventually it sounded like the clicking, squirming sound of insects, which gradually increased in volume until it became a scream. The air shivered and trembled as the steel screeched.

NNNOOO…!

WWWHHHEEE…!

RRREEE…!

The sword was wailing.

Nngh…!

Adonis let out a visceral scream, but his arms wouldn’t do what he wanted them to, holding on to the sword with all their might, refusing to let go no matter what. His voice grew louder and louder as the red color spread across his claws. Adonis trembled, feeling like the rust was spreading from his fingertips to the core of his body.

And then, suddenly, with a loud cry, the sword warped violently. Its silver-gray blade took on a dark red color toward the hilt and a dark blue color toward the tip, clouding over and wilting. The sword’s surface turned speckled with green and violet, a startling gradation of decay and rust covering the entire weapon. The hilt bubbled, stretched, and bent, sprouting countless rust-colored talons.

It was like the sword was growing and wilting all at once.

Adonis screamed. Countless feelings flowed directly into his heart as he resonated with the sword. A warped will that begrudged, lamented, and bemoaned something that had wilted in the distant past made even Adonis’s heart turn rust red.

“This is…!”

“Your sword, Adonis Question,” the woman said, finishing his sentence. “Even I, who forged this sword, could not discern its true form, but it is drawn to you to determine its shape.”

Adonis turned to the woman, who looked upon him with a smile. He shuddered. It was a terrifying smile, swirling with madness, full of glee and sorrow. A chill ran down his spine. Yet he also felt an affection toward the woman, almost as if he’d met her long ago, that felt like some sort of premonition. In his confusion, one clear thought came to Adonis’s mind:

This sword was made for me…

It was a conviction he had that was vague yet firm.

“You forged it…? Who are you…?”

Shuddering from his resonance with the weapon, Adonis found he couldn’t let go of it. He felt like he already knew the answer to his question, but part of him denied that possibility. He had heard rumors in the castle of one who could fashion steel harvested from the trees into such strange, indecipherable swords. Someone who was so enthusiastic about the craft of making swords that no one could understand how they had lost all pleasure in the world and left Park City.

That person’s name was…

“I am Dranvi.”

Adonis’s eyes widened in disbelief.

“Dranvi, the Worthy, forger of Runding…,” she continued.

“I knew it…”

As they spoke, the sword continued crying out in agony, morphing into a terrible, unsightly form. The split, gigantic blade had turned into a spiral; at that point it could no longer be called a sword. Adonis tried to suppress what he was feeling inside his own body, but it reacted as if to pry him open by force. The feeling he harbored for the weapon crystallized, violently warping its form.

“What is this…? What is this supposed to be?! I’ve never seen or heard of steel like this…!”

“Your sword was forged from the strings of instruments that rusted and died.” It was such a shocking statement, but Dranvi said it so calmly. “Guided by the purpose of becoming a sword with you as its performer, many pieces of decayed steel returned to their original, decrepit forms and, in so doing, gained a new power… This is a weapon that withers eternally, without end. The power of death.”

“The power of death…”

Adonis unconsciously tightened his grip on the weapon.

He got the feeling he’d glimpsed something. The sword’s clear will, its desire. Countless instruments abandoned and rusted over. Each full of grudges and lingering pain, gripped by warped memories of the joy they once brought with their timbre, singing out in maddened agony. Many of them only played tunes of enmity, helping certain crops mature while making all other forms of life wither.

These instruments that played such melodies had wilted from their own songs, taking on the grudges of the lives they had denied, only to be cast away as cursed, unwanted items. The steel’s own withering had become entangled with innumerable other deaths, which imbued it with a will that violently, mercilessly rejected all other life.

It was in this form that it had been fashioned into a sword and become the Dearth March’s motif:

Hunger…

A dark will that bordered on resentment had given it form, and Adonis now felt it flowing into him directly through the sword.

An animalistic groan filled Adonis’s throat. His lips twisted into a gleeful smile. But what was he happy about? He felt that joy like the burning pleasure that comes from standing on the edge of dark despair, more certainly than he’d ever felt about anything before.

“This…is my sword,” he said, his expression a mixture of a joy and grief. “This monstrous sword is for me. For the first time in my life, I have a sword that’s mine, and mine alone…”

The desire to raise it himself—a feeling he’d sought for so long, only to have it betrayed over and over—now filled his heart for the first time. A precious memory of contact that all Solists experienced at the start of their path…

As he felt this and the realization sank in, the sword slowly returned to its original form. The woman watched Adonis as his expression froze. Hesitantly, as if he was afraid that the sword would be taken away from him if he showed a hint of carelessness, he placed the sword on the table. His hand was still gripping the hilt, and his claws returned to their usual, translucent color.

“Just who are you, really? Why did you make this sword…? No, why do you even know about me…? Wait…”

He had a mountain of questions and didn’t know where to start, but the more he asked, the more they seemed strangely self-evident. He felt silly for even inquiring. Confused by this strange sensation, Adonis kept interrogating Dranvi.

But the mysterious swordsmith answered none of them. She remained silent, then turned her eyes to something behind Adonis.

He heard a creaking and turned around immediately. Just as he did, a door that had appeared from out of nowhere closed shut. A man stood before it. He was a mature Cateyes, or for all Adonis knew, maybe he was even an elder. His skin was dark and discolored, his fur was dry, and his features were covered in wrinkles. But the air about him felt youthful, and because he came across as so strong and healthy, it made him look younger, too.

“Hmph. Give me a reason to raise him,” the man said bluntly.

He faced Adonis with a pipe between his lips, openly staring in a way that seemed to appraise the young man.

“Because you’re the only one who can,” Dranvi said with a hint of amusement on her face. “I ask that you do this job with your dignity as an Enola on the line.”

The man shrugged indifferently. He took his pipe from his mouth, then moved to stand beside Adonis and blew out a small puff of smoke. Adonis pulled away from him with a cold expression, but the smoke vanished before his eyes. It was only then that he noticed the spell on the man’s pipe. It was illusory smoke, produced by magic.

The moment that thought went through his mind, a powerful impact struck him in the cheek.

A Solist of Adonis’s level had been taken entirely by surprise. It took him a few seconds to process that the man had just punched him without warning.

The second he hit the ground, Adonis rolled backward. He crawled along the ground, growling, “What are you doing…?!”

His sword was still in his hand. He pointed the sword—his sword, the first sword that had ever been truly his—at the man as he got to his feet. He wasn’t used to its nature yet, but more importantly, the swift punch had made it clear this man was exceptionally skilled.

“When I saw your face, my hand just slipped,” the man answered, sounding completely unfazed.

He swung the hand he’d punched Adonis with and turned to the woman, the look on her face giving the appearance of a child trying to hide a prank. Dranvi still wore that beautiful smile as she gave the man an accusatory look. But the man just ignored it and glanced at Adonis.

“He’s got the face of a snot-nosed brat. He’s a hundred years too young to lay a hand on my daughter.”

“What…? Who the hell are you…?” Adonis asked, baffled.

The man answered, looking amused at the boy’s confusion. “The name’s Sian Lablac.”

“What?!” Adonis’s eyes widened.

“If you already know my name, then that’ll make this quick. From now on, you obey me.” Sian gave him a vicious smirk and blew out a puff of illusory smoke. “I’ll teach you how to use that sword.”
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Ring came the chime of the O’crock.

Having been sitting stupefied on the bed in the barracks for quite some time, Belle suddenly jerked. She reached for the stone around her neck and found it was already deep blue. She let it go, and it dangled morosely. Her eyes half-open, Belle looked out the window in a daze. She leaned against the headboard of the now-tilted bed and looked at the violet sky outside.

It was light out. The rain had receded when dawn came, and a chilly, damp breeze blew into the room. Belle sluggishly stood and discarded her torn, tattered clothes. She spat on the floor, trying to do away with the bitter taste filling her mouth.

Her mind felt strange, simultaneously wide awake and numb. The cold wind blowing in through the window felt like it was cleansing her body, but the unease clinging to her skin remained, and the crisp air only hurt her, making the purple bruises on her shoulders, neck, and chest ache. Her lips hurt, too. The bitter taste of blood was still on her tongue.

The clothes she’d taken off and thrown on the floor the day before yesterday should still be lying around somewhere. As she looked for them, Belle, still naked, walked up to the rack where Runding was hanging.

Suddenly, the touch of those rot-spreading hands on her skin flashed in her memory, and she felt like ants were crawling all over her. The moment that sensation reached the bruises on her stomach and crotch, Belle’s consciousness grew distant, and she violently snatched the sword.

The sword’s tip whirred through the air. Belle wasn’t sure what she was doing at first. The bed snapped in half right down the middle, shattering into wooden fragments. Splinters scattered the room, raining down on her. A cloud of dust blew up, and a strong breeze blew through the place.

Belle sneezed. Her entire body got goose bumps, and that bitter taste filled her mouth. Belle spat again and put on her spare clothes. Her limbs were heavy and wouldn’t move. It was like there was a disconnect between her mind and body. She was gritting her teeth without realizing it. When her eyes fixed on something, she could tell that she was looking at something but had no idea what it was.

I have to get back fast, Belle thought. I have to get away. Nobody will come here anymore. There’s no reason for me to stay here in this dump.

Belle absentmindedly headed home. She couldn’t remember where she went or what turns she took, but when she got back to her room, she slept like a rock, hugging her sword. The Guidance seemed to have been whispering in her head the whole time, saying something, but not a single word of it had reached Belle.

She just slept.

 

A few days passed.

Belle spent that time feeling oddly peaceful. It was a dry sort of serenity. Some damp feelings lingered in her heart, but they were enclosed in the dry shell of her thoughts. So long as she was like this, she could get by without having to risk any needless emotional turmoil.

Somewhere deep down, her mind was constantly numb, and every now and then she got terrible headaches. Owing to that, she got very sleepy, and once drowsiness overtook her, she couldn’t muster the strength to do anything.

During slumber, she was able to retreat into herself, cover up her heart and hide from the world, plug her ears and bite her lip as she slept.

But it was in the depths of slumber that the biggest threat to her emotional state lurked. Her heart stirred, and she woke up with a start. Her clothes were cold and sticky with sweat, the sensation of the fabric clinging to her skin waking her up. She would wash up in the bath and get back in bed, only to wake up again in the same state. Over and over.

If Kitty the Nothing didn’t show up to share a meal with her, she’d go to sleep without eating anything. The number of bubble fruit and water crystals she had was running low. Her clothes weren’t faring much better, either; at first she cared enough to have them washed, but eventually she just left them on the floor.

After a few days passed in silence, Belle finally wandered out of the room. One reason was that she’d run out of food, but the urge to swing her sword around after days of doing nothing spurred her on. Until then she just spent her days sleeping and bathing, and she got tired of living like she was infirm.

When she stepped out of the room, the warm air of the end of spring felt like it was scolding Belle for spending so long inside. So much of the season was already gone. It had slipped by without her even feeling it. Like it or not, she had to admit that at least. It felt like she’d been silently cast out into the real world, and she wasn’t sure if she could do anything. Or maybe the part of her that did feel like it could do something had gone into hiding.

Why do I feel so powerless? she asked herself.

She’d become keenly aware of this for the first time over the last few days but had tried not to think about it too deeply. She whispered the words softly in her mind, like she was careful not to call attention to the powerlessness she felt, conscientiously burying the words in the mire of her heart so as to not create any ripples. With this, the words wouldn’t threaten her anymore.

The Guidance was saying something, but Belle ignored it. It felt like it was clamoring about something important, though.

Belle walked through the townscape, hurrying to her destination. She was on her way to meet Guinness but was headed for Benet’s room. She assumed Guinness was crashing there, like he always did, and Benedictine’s female form flashed through her mind.

“Oh, it’s been a while. You’ve been keeping to yourself recently, but I knew you’d drop by sooner or later… Come on in. Belle…?”

However, of course, it was a male Benet who greeted her. He smiled softly, ushering Belle inside, but she was overcome with disappointment…and resistance.

“I couldn’t do it,” she whispered, standing at the front door.

The room went quiet. It was suffocating. Guinness and Benet both quietly took in the meaning of her words.

“The Door of Journey seems like a tough customer,” Guinness joked. “I mean, if it took one look at you and said no, Belle…”

There was some relief in his voice, Belle thought idly. She had forgotten why she’d come there in the first place.

“I was wondering what happened with you, but you didn’t show up. Though I did think there was nothing to worry about, knowing you,” Benet said. Belle was still standing at the door, and he gestured for her to come in. “Anyway…I’ll make you some flower tea. I have those maisen leaves you like, and I’ve some of that dried flower one left. Thank God, I’ll finally have someone to talk to other than this braggart of a tactician.”

“Oh, trust me, I’m tired of hearing about your dirty love stories…”

“Um, actually, sorry…” Belle waved a hand apologetically. “Rain check, okay? I…feel kinda sick today.”

“Belle…?” Benet drew closer, and she took a step back and averted her eyes.

“I have a favor to ask. Of you, Guinness.”

“Me…?”

“The next battle… When is it?”

“Soon. I’ll be putting the finishing touches on the script, and the first formation should be setting out in three days. It’ll be a heavy, two-layered composition, so in six days the rear formation will be setting out, and I’ll be with them. We’ll be departing from Lower East Town to the agricultural area and lake in Five Fingers…”

“Add me to that battle.”

“You, Belle…? Well, I could. But why…?”

“Just do it, Guinness,” Benet said suddenly, butting in. “Right now, you have the authority to make that call.”

He sent Guinness a signal with his eyes, then spoke in a kind, soothing voice.

“Listen, Belle, Guinness already went through most of the qualifications to become a Conductor. He pretty much has the authority to command. While you were away hiding, we made progress in our own fields. Any requests? He still has plenty of time to change the formation.”

“Thanks. No requests in particular. I just…need to swing my sword around. That’s all. I don’t care about anything else…”

“Yeah, I get that. You’re a Solist, after all. And we’d be glad to have you fighting by our side after all this time. Right, Guinness?”

“Yeah. With you, our victory is pretty much assured.” Guinness raised a glass with his one hand and gulped down his ale, almost too eagerly. “I’ll make up a reason in the Editor meeting. That you’ll be our symbol of victory or something. But why now…?”

“Because she’s a Solist. Right, Belle?”

“Y-yeah.”

“Well, with that decided, let’s revise the formations. Our members didn’t have enough offensive power, so having you will make things easier. Do you want to help?”

“No, I…”

Benet nodded casually. “The day after tomorrow, Belle. Come to the training ground at the yellow hour. And watch your condition until then.”

Benet was unaware of how much his words affected Belle. Why? Even she could tell how jerky and awkward she was being. She wanted to leave as soon as possible.

Belle turned around and left in a hurry, trudging back to her room with tottering steps, like she was hurt.

 

“Did you see how pale she was? And talking about swinging her sword in that condition…?” Guinness mused, looking at the ale in his cup with a bitter expression. “You already have some idea what’s wrong with her, right, Benet?”

Benet turned to look at the other man with a slightly sulky expression. “More or less. As do you.”

“Well… Yeah. If it’s something you’d catch onto, it’s gotta be something between men and women… That kind of intimate relationship.”

Benet shrugged, his sole eye fixed on the door Belle had just left through. He walked around the room for a moment, then said restlessly, “Why did she make that face? Why would you feel bad, Guinness? You have that Froggie girl.”

Guinness peevishly glared into Benet’s one eye.

“I mean… She’s special.”

Benet sighed. “We can’t tell how old she is, and she has no racial features. I’ll admit: I’m jealous of her. Beauty, ugliness, she’s above all that. And she’s so strong in a fight, too, but she’s not a typical Solist. I couldn’t fathom what formation to put her in, Guinness. The stronger I get at weaving barriers, the more unsure I am of how to protect and support her.”

“But look at her now… She’s hurt, like anyone with a heart. In terms of maturity, she’s probably still a youth. You can tell, can’t you, Benet? She’s always wavering, balancing on top of a huge set of scales. If I was treated like her, the world would have driven me crazy by now.”

The two fell silent again, sipping on their drinks wordlessly.

Eventually, Guinness spoke up. “Last Day of Respite, I got news that eight top dog Solists turned up dead. As if it was the sort of trivial news that even a middle-class conductor like me would receive.”

“What feels like an everyday event for you might be a major omen that heralds the fate of the world. So? What of those eight dead Solists…?”

“They died in a duel. On the Day of Respite. I looked into it, but their remains were carried to the Throne Room and buried in the Rootgrounds by the blue chronicle priests.”

“The Rootgrounds…?”

“I only heard about it when I became a Conductor. It’s a cathedral under the Throne Room for mourning the dead. Traditionally, that’s where royalty is buried, as God’s roots are there. Along with most Solists who died in Schwertmusik. Not even close relatives are allowed to go there to mourn them, so I don’t know what kind of injuries those eight died from, honestly. That’s just what the castle speaker said. But anyway, the last Day of Respite just happened to be the day Belle and Adonis went through the trial to play the Key.”

“And…?”

“The eight Solists who died all went after Adonis for the swords he’d collected. The reason they had their swords on them on the Day of Respite was because they heard Adonis was spotted in the lower city.”

“I see… It’s not often he shows himself outside the castle. If I had to guess…”

“He showed himself on purpose and killed those eight people. But from everything I’ve heard, Adonis has never done anything like that before.”

“He hates trouble more than most people, after all.”

“Trouble doesn’t even come close this time. Among the eight Solists who were killed, some of them are from families with blood ties to castle nobility. They won’t be able to refuse a chance to fight Adonis. Their family customs don’t allow it. A sword must be repaid with a sword…”

“So eventually, he’ll have to die… I guess that’s the outcome of everything he did so far. That would explain Adonis’s Motif.”

“Not entirely. I read this on the news. Apparently, there was a meeting among the castle nobility, and it’s being proposed that Adonis be named King Minor.”

Benet’s triangular, finlike ears stood on end. He must have been very surprised. His amethyst eye widened as he stared at Guinness in shock.

“Well, that’s…very strange.”

“Not as strange as you’d think. Doing this would stabilize the castle’s image of the king. The former King Minor vanished from the castle along with the former Queen Minor, and the former Queen Major died from illness, leaving only the King Major… But now they can finally fill all those vacancies.”

“But wait, the position of Queen Minor is still vacant…”

“There’s Belle.”

“What?!”

Benet was stunned. What Guinness had said defied belief, yet he’d said it with complete indifference. He knew Guinness to be a show-off, but it was exactly because he was the one who’d said it that made Benet likely to believe him.

This hopeless former Libretto may have proved good enough to be qualified as a Conductor, but since he spent all his wits on things that didn’t matter, he would always stay mediocre. And since it came from Guinness’s lips, the absurd statement somehow seemed believable.

Benet cradled his forehead like he was suppressing a headache, and Guinness smirked.

“The best way to deal with an outsider is to make them one of your own. The problem is: She’s too good to fill that role. At least, that’s what I would say if I was one of the castle speakers.”

“But isn’t she going to depart on a journey?”

“What if Gods from another country order our country’s God to do this?”

“What…? What are you talking about?”

“I’m just saying that if I was our God, or another country’s God, that’s what I would do,” Guinness said, completely nonchalantly. “If it was me, and there was someone like Belle who didn’t fit into my system of law and order, I’d use that as my reason to shackle her forever by any means. Killing her would be unacceptable. I mean, if she died in Schwertmusik it would be one thing, but… Anyway, that’s the Motif behind what’s happening here, as far as I can tell. The question is whether Belle heard about this news, but all things considered, she probably didn’t.”

“It’s the first I’m hearing of it, too. I swear, you’re such a blabbermouth. And you attach facts to your story, too. You’re never going to get promoted, I can promise you that.”

“Thanks. What’s your read on it, then? You’re emotionally closer to Belle and Adonis than I am, so you can do much more for her.”

“As you know, what she wants is a companion. Not a brief, fleeting romance,” Benet said with a hint of resentment. “What she really seeks is a companion for her journey. A comrade that will obey her and be there to support her unconditionally, one-sidedly. No man wants that. At least so long as it’s conditional on setting out on a journey, none of us will stand with her… We feel that way, and so does she. And that’s her Motif. Even she doesn’t know what percolates deep down in her heart, so I’m not going to presume that I do.”

“Adonis has a big weight to shoulder. What about him, then?”

“I don’t know. He hardly reveals himself, both emotionally and physically, so I wouldn’t know. But I believed that, at least in this country, he could save Belle. That’s why I backed down. Speaking of, where is he right now? If things are going down like this, I wish I had a way to give him some guidance.”

“I think Adonis is too cold to accept serious love advice from you. I’ll try to find out where he went as soon as I can, though. I do want to ask what he’s thinking.”

A moment of silence—then Benet’s expression suddenly changed. He carefully peered into the other man’s face and asked him in a grave tone, “Guinness… Are you going to tell her about that plan?”

“Yeah, and Adonis,” Guinness answered without a hitch. “I mean, they really are the best candidates for those roles. Don’t you think, Benet?”

“But…”

“The day I met Belle and sympathized with her howl was the day my luck ran dry.”

“…Yeah.”

“And there’s the bird-headed singer we listened to at On the Rocks… That’s the one thing I wish I’d never heard. It produces nothing, but because of that, it shakes the hearts of all who hear it. Hearing her sing knocked me out of a normal pitch of resting and the pleasures God provides. Fare thee well, days where I can sleep easy… Aaah, before this, I could get by just by giving people what they want. But now, if I don’t obey the ideals my selfish heart keeps coming up with, no sum of denari is enough, no food tastes good, and no amount of ale can cloud my thoughts.”

“Well… I feel the same way. But I’m going to insist on this. She’s going to depart on her journey.”

“But she hasn’t left yet,” Guinness said with a glint in his eye.

“Oh…”

Benet stared at this usually mild-mannered Sheepeyes’ face, taken aback. He was stunned, namely by Guinness’ eyes. That part of his face alone occasionally had the strong shine of tempered steel. It soon went away—or rather, was deftly hidden—but that glint in his eye overwhelmed Benet on some instinctive level. And he became convinced that whatever those eyes saw had to be something major. Something bigger and more important than Guinness himself manifested in his gaze, striking shock into the hearts of whomever it met. And whenever this matter was spoken aloud, it compelled people to listen to Guinness.

“Whenever you have that look in your eyes, it never means anything good…,” Benet grumbled feebly. He couldn’t get used to being the one who had to rein Guinness in.

Guinness flashed a carefree smile, but his gaze was still just as intense. “You need to understand, this is all I can really do for Belle. All I can do is show her. Whatever’s driving me is compelling me to prove it to the world. And it’s because I saw those flames. The flames that filled the catacombs, burning the souls of the dead. I composed them, I wrote them into my script, and they were made real. Using this plan, I’m going to take that place that’s free of the concept of top dogs and underdogs and establish a commune there. That’s…all I can do anymore. Those flames…told me that.”

Guinness’s eyes looked like he was still peering into that fire. Benet trembled, a hint of sarcasm in the action. He had to, lest he get carried away by Guinness’s nightmarish impulses, even if the other man was trying to keep it suppressed.

“You do know why she doesn’t talk to us much about her journey, right?” Benet said, a strong bitterness in his tone.

“If that woman is searching for a partner who will be her counterpart, I want to show her the possibility. I think this plan has that kind of potential. That while staying in Park’s framework, people can still become something like a Nomad and win their freedom from God. And you’re the only one who’s close enough to Belle to get through to her in the state she’s in now, Benet.”

“…Yes, sir, Mr. Conductor. After all, it’s my job to always protect other Solists,” Benet said, hanging his head. “So long as you go along with this plan, I’ll follow you. Even if all that is in store for me is unfulfilled love. But if you end up doing this for your own petty interests…”

Benet closed his eye.

“I will shoot you dead from behind.”

The one-eyed archer, capable of shooting by relying on his hearing rather than sight, spoke without a trace of mercy.

“I’ll be counting on you.”

The slightly tipsy braggart, Guinness, nodded at him with a grin.

 

His brand-new baton blade swooshed through the air.

Countless swords were drawn at once, flashing in the sunlight. Guinness sat atop a small stemgrass, overlooking the army following his orders. The top dogs’ vanguards moved exultantly, and both wings of the army followed, racing across the wetlands to meet their enemies, the underdogs.

The two armies clashed. And then the ranks broke. The top dogs’ army failed, and it had only taken a moment.

“Aw, this isn’t going to work.” Comparing the two armies fighting over the wetlands, Guinness whispered inappropriately, “Why’s it always the ones who come from traditional homes that end up being the worst Solists? The logic doesn’t add up.”

“Should you really be asking yourself that right now? What are we going to do?” Benet, who was likewise riding a stemgrass, looked at him with exasperation.

“The ones fighting on the vanguard are Solists from families of pedigree, and what they care about is making a show of themselves. Let them fight until the enemy brings out their reserves.”

“You’re joking. You know it’ll be me who has to clean up any messes this causes…,” Benet grumbled.

“I trust you as my kind, dependable barrier constructor,” Guinness said, waving his baton the whole time.

“And what good has ever come from earning your trust…?”

Benet immediately ad-libbed with his bows, matching Guinness’s commands. As he deftly created barriers, he occasionally shot his water-crystal projectiles that flew past their vanguard, keeping the underdog troops in check from an impressively long distance.

The precision with which the two of them commanded their ranks impressed even the Pianist who stood behind them, watching over the battle.

“You two…”

He looked like he had something to say but was eventually rendered speechless by their impressive performance, falling silent beneath his ivory mask.

“You really can see,” Guinness said, commenting on Benet’s precise marksmanship.

“I can.”

With both eyes closed, Benet flapped one of his triangular ears to illustrate. But then he turned his face to the enemy, sensing a change in their formation. Their vanguard, which had been spread out so far, was becoming more organized, with their main force and back lines joining in.

“She’s here.”

“I know.”

As the two spoke to each other, a voice from afar cut into their exchange.

“Today we settle the score!”

There was an incredible power behind that voice, which easily reached the pair. Looking ahead, they saw a group of Froggies had stepped out of the enemy ranks. It was honestly baffling that the voice had reached them from such a distance. They pressed Guinness’s forces back, fiercely cutting ahead.

Among these Froggies, one stood out with her supple limbs and viciously matured lily-white sword. It was Mist, a Froggie girl they’d once fought alongside against Tiziano’s dead soldiers in the battle for the catacombs. Her twin brother, Cloud, was nowhere to be seen. Froggie culture usually had women leading the armies, which was why Mist was bravely, single-handedly leading their unit, both giving all the orders and wielding her sword on the front lines.

“No running away now, Guinness! If you do try to run, I’ll chase you down to the ends of the earth and slit you open!”

EVREN

Mist pointed her sword, marked with a spell standing for both courage and cowardice, in Guinness’s direction. But although it looked like she was boasting at first, her swing immediately connected into an attack that ran through one of the top dog Solists. Even from afar, Guinness could see Mist’s brave, defiant smile.

The sword she wielded had once been Guinness’s, but even from a distance he could see Mist had tempered it in a most unusual manner.

“Oh, brother.”

A startled expression covered Guinness’s face. Mist’s rampaging, unrestrained fighting style swiftly broke any order and organization in the top dog vanguards’ ranks.

“I didn’t plan for her to emerge from the rear guard. I mean, she is going after me… I guess that explains why the enemy’s vanguard is so stable.”

“You two are still making these crazy bets of yours?” Benet asked in annoyance as he skillfully wove a barrier to help protect the troops in their vanguard.

“Pretty much. If I lose this fight today, I’ll have to become an underdog tomorrow.”

“Then just make it so if you win, she has to join the top dogs. You have the authority and funds to make that happen.”

“I can’t do that… She has her position as the leader of her clan to consider,” Guinness muttered with a voice lacking confidence. “How did things get to this…? Damn it. I can’t afford to switch sides now…”

It seemed Guinness and Mist had an agreement that whoever lost had to go over to the winner’s side—a bet that very much spat in the face of Park City’s established order. The Pianist priest gave him a dubious look—or rather, a dubious retort, since his face was hidden behind a mask. “You two aren’t colluding with the underdogs, are you?”

But Guinness met the priest’s solemn chiding with a completely sober, serious tone.

“Rest assured, I am not holding back here. She’d kill me if I did.”

He swung his baton, ordering the soldiers in the crumbling front lines to withdraw, silencing the priest who still looked like he had something to say.

As Guinness’s baton whooshed through the air, Benet fired water crystal shots that issued orders for the frontline soldiers to fall back, and in their place the back lines, made up mostly of low-ranking Solists, stepped up to fight with practiced steps. Some of them spoke to Guinness and Benet atop the stemgrasses with friendly voices.

“Conductor, I’m hoping to earn a lot today.”

“Yeah, I’ll try to move the formation to accommodate that.”

“We’re grateful, ya know. It’s thanks to your command that we get to see action.”

“And we’re counting on you, Editor. I’ll be cutting loose today, so I’m counting on your spells to keep me standing.”

“Those guys call themselves Solists? How the hell are they ranked higher than us?”

“Eh, don’t be like that. They probably think they really put on a good show out there.”

“Definitely.”

“And we get to make some denari while we clean up after them.”

“Counting on you, Guinness.”

“We can feel safe with you watching our backs, Benet.”

“Here they come. Let’s go!”

“Aye, sir.”

“Yeah!”

They marched onto the battlefield with the composure of those confident in their prowess but without any negligent carelessness. Benet and Guinness exchanged some friendly jabs and remarks with the low-ranking Solists and watched them talk badly about the vanguard who, although they had been miserably forced to retreat, had at least carried out their duty as high-ranking Solists. Seeing Guinness and Benet approve of the Solists criticizing those outranking them, the priest muttered another word of complaint, but it was ignored.

After all, this well-known pair lent out their blades to give the priests a taste of what battle was really like, knowing that they can’t draw their own swords without direct orders from God. Many priests were fed up having to watch others fight day in and day out and took them up on their offer for a change of pace. This also had the effect of the priests stopping commenting on their conduct.

So while the priests didn’t like the way they ran their mouths, they knew that insisting on making comments would just drag them into the battle instead. And as priests who suppressed their desire for battle, many would end up falling for it even if they knew they were being talked into trouble.

And so the priest standing behind Guinness and Benet on the stemgrass knew better than to say anything thoughtless.

As if to indicate that he knew what the priest was thinking, Guinness ostentatiously raised his voice from atop the stemgrass, replying to the Solists. He leaned in with forced cheerfulness, as if he’d been waiting to respond. This, too, made the priest scowl under his mask, but he held his tongue.

“Sorry, Belle, I’m sure I’ve kept you waiting!”

“Well… Yeah.”

Contrary to her concise response, Belle raced into battle with a ferocious expression. Gripping her massive sword with her unique style, she raced onto the front lines in a way that felt conspicuous, which made the surrounding Solists look at her with expectant eyes. Some spoke to her in friendly, familiar voices, to an extent that baffled Belle a little.

Unsurprisingly, every one of Belle’s exploits so far had drawn her all sorts of attention. Especially for Solists who were marked as low-ranking for no reason other than their lack of pedigree, her achievements were worthy of the highest praise. They saw Belle as much more worthy than any of the high- or medium-class Solists, who had powerful swords from two or three generations ago but absolutely no skill to back it up. What’s more, Benet and Guinness went around telling others that Belle had a calm, cool, and collected approach that cared little for class or pedigree, which made her even more popular among her peers than more prominent Solists.

The back line switched place with the vanguard, and the fighting resumed, with neither the top dogs nor the underdogs seeming to hold the advantage. Guinness’s forces clashed with Mist’s. For a moment, the two sides were locked in a stalemate. Metal clanged against metal in a loud, sonorous chant as both armies rapidly secured ground, Schwertmusik ringing out as the battle ebbed and flowed.

Belle gradually moved out of the rear guard’s right wing, sprinting through a strip of the wetlands unoccupied by either side yet. Her body had been so sluggish before, but it had regained its resilience once the Schwertmusik started. She ran, holding up her sword.

Several rivers had once run through this area, but it had been converted into a wetland when farmland was expanded. Belle managed to find her footing despite the mud and swept through the enemy’s main force. After making sure that Benet’s barrier had frozen the surface of the muddy ground, she advanced farther in.

The enemy instantly tried to flank Belle from both sides. Belle’s sword smashed into a force moving in from one side, easily knocking them away. None of them were actually cut, instead having their swords and arms crushed by the impact, or otherwise launched all the way into the air.

Seeing Belle knock out multiple enemies with one blow, the Solists on her side cheered loudly. In the blink of an eye, Belle had set out again, securing more ground for her side—but she didn’t stop there. She raced deeper into the wetlands, something within her body writhing with heat, spurring her on. Some part of her mind felt numbed, rejecting all thought. The faster her movements became, the more tantalized and impatient she felt.

My body’s duller than I expected… That’s all this is…

All of a sudden, her sword felt heavy. The enemy charged at her. Belle swung her sword about like a bludgeon made of steel, and despite her lack of sympathy with the blade at that moment, the sword successfully swept through the enemy Solists, brushing them away, bones crushing and snapping.

Yet not once during this battle did her sword howl.

At some point, Belle had run into the enemy barrier on her own. Her body felt weighed down. The slime-like mud coiled around her legs, dragging her in, but Belle pushed through, dragging herself forward.

She had the distinct feeling she’d once fought a battle just like this.

Wandering into the dark, on and on, without end…

The moment she remembered the atrocity at the start of the battle for the Catacombs, her mind went numb again. Something terribly hot and unpleasant brewed in the pit of her stomach. Her thoughts couldn’t keep up with her emotions, and Belle’s expression turned pained and wretched.

Suddenly, her legs became very light. Looking down, Belle saw that a sheet of thin ice had formed over the swamp, serving as a bridge. It was Benet’s barrier, and it carried her along. Belle swung her sword, which felt awfully heavy. Her arms and legs felt so sluggish. And then her body lurched. Even the ice produced by the barrier couldn’t withstand Runding’s weight, and it shattered under her feet. The bog once again wound around Belle’s ankles, deeper than it had been last time.

She felt heavy. Vexed. She couldn’t understand where this lethargy was coming from. She screamed out, trying to resist it, a roar of something that was an indistinct mix of anger and sorrow erupting from her throat, and like an animal, she howled and thrashed and struggled.

Can I cut…?

Those words suddenly flashed sharply in Belle’s mind.

Is it okay…if I cut…?

Belle’s eyes glinted with a manic light.

“Yes, you can cut them!” she bellowed.

Belle had smashed every enemy she could lay eyes on—but not one of them had been cut. It was like her sword had been reduced to a metal bludgeon.

Cut…!

All she had been doing was shouting those words, like she was delirious with a fever. And yet what object was she holding in her hands? For what purpose was she swinging this lump of metal around?

Why do I feel so powerless…?

The Guidance, which she had stashed away deep within her heart, explained what was happening. Her sword had forgotten Belle’s resonance and was trembling with sobs. It wasn’t a howl.

I need strength! Power…!

If she only had that, she could resolve any problem. She keenly felt and believed this. And without grasping the answer to what strength really was, she kept cutting her way deeper into the enemy’s ranks. A few of the troops were forced to retreat, overwhelmed by Belle’s charge, but she caught up and smacked them from behind, sending them flying, regardless of whether she hit their swords or their bodies.

Then she paused, looking around. Her allies were nowhere to be seen. She couldn’t tell which way she’d come from. A flurry of arrows whistled through the air, raining down on her, which she promptly blocked with her sword, but a few of them landed in the bog right by her feet.

She could see the enemy archers in the back lines and lunged toward them, gripped with anger. But she couldn’t jump as far as she usually could with her sword weighing her down. Upon landing, Belle crushed a few of the archers’ swords and instantly tried to hop away. It was too dangerous to stay there.

Shit. What the hell am I doing? Belle thought in confusion.

The next moment, as Belle looked down in a daze, she saw an arrow pierce her right leg. One of the archers whose swords she’d shattered shouted in anger and fired another arrow. For a second, Belle’s mind failed to register what had just happened to her, before she hurriedly tried to dodge. An arrow skimmed her left shoulder, tearing into flesh. Everything went white. The pain sent Belle tumbling deeper into a frenzy, but some oddly sober part of her marveled that she could still move at all. It whispered uncomfortably in Belle’s heart, asking what had happened to her. But the thundering clashing of swords served to drown out the whisper.

She dragged her leg, her hands drenched in blood, smashing into the underdog Solists charging at her. But at the same time, an enemy sword grazed Belle, tearing her water steel uniform from the top down. She kept defeating her foes, reliably driving herself into danger. There was nowhere to run anymore, no choice but to let rage guide her hand in combat.

Before she knew it, there was an archer in front of her. As he lay in the mud, the man’s eyes were wide open, a mixture of fear and disdain on his features as he waited for Belle to land the finishing blow.

“I’ll kill you!”

A snarl left her lips, a violent curse unlike anything she’d ever heard herself make. The archer’s face twitched with anger and fear, and a person’s features reflected in his pupils—Belle’s own face, ugly and distorted. She looked so hideous in that moment that Belle felt the urge to shatter her reflection. She swung her sword overhead—

But then pain shot through her side. Her sword thrust into the boggy ground right next to the archer in a spectacular splash of mud.

Covered head to toe in mud, Belle stared blankly at the desperate face of the Solist who had run her through with his sword. The blade had been stopped by her uniform’s durable steel threads but still managed to penetrate dangerously deep into Belle’s stomach. Blood dripped down her enemy’s sword, and as it did, she felt the strength leave her body. Disappointment washed over her. She felt stupid ending up like this and let out a self-deprecating chuckle.

The Solist looked terrified. Mustering her strength, Belle swung her sword, crushing the man who had stabbed her and snapping his sword. The archer at her feet curled up, pale in the face. Surrounding them were enraged underdog Solists who were shouting something.

Belle looked around blankly, a hollow laugh spilling from her lips as she swung her sword in every direction. A few of the Solists raced at her with sword in hand. One clashed his sword against hers, only to get knocked down, but as Belle swung at another, her body pitched forward, and her sword swept through the air at an awkward angle.

Her knees had sunk into the mud, and she couldn’t find the energy to raise any part of her body anymore. Her sword was like an inanimate lump of metal, not howling at all. All Belle could feel from it was a sorrowful tremor reaching her hands through its grip.

Belle closed her eyes in grief.

But then as the Solists cautiously approached Belle, swords at the ready, something struck them from the side, crushing them.

“Watch out! It’s the one-eyed archer!” shouted one of the underdog Solists.

Belle lethargically cracked her eyes open, seeing Mist proudly leading her forces, a silver sword in her hand. For a moment, her eyes met Belle’s, and she flashed a sarcastic smile.

“Never thought I’d get the chance to find you looking like this, wild child!”

With that, Mist withdrew her forces and had them move to engage the enemy elsewhere. Belle turned around slowly to see a stemgrass barreling toward her. Sitting on its shell was Guinness, who was shouting at the coach driver, and Benet, who was firing water crystal projectiles in every direction.

“Are you all right, Belle?!” Guinness shouted from atop the stemgrass, his voice alarmed and tense.

He swung his baton, directing the top dog forces to move in from the flanks. Masterfully controlling the flow of battle, he quickly pulled Belle up onto the shell.

“Use sacred ashes on her! hurry!” Guinness shouted at the priest.

“You fool… Going off script and moving the formation like this…”

“We’re still very much on script; now hurry up and treat Belle! Benet, let’s finish this. Use the trap!”

“You got it!”

“Belle, over here.”

Benet aimed his bow in a completely different direction from the battlefield, and then—

The top dog Solists muttered in excitement as an enemy group broke off from the main force and tried to charge at them. Through her fading consciousness, Belle saw Mist and her group use their superior jumping abilities to cover the distance and pressure the stemgrass.

The top dog Solists quickly caught up and tried to fight them off, but Mist slipped through their blades, landing on the carriage atop the stemgrass.

“You’re not getting away this time!” she yelled, swinging her blade at Guinness.

The sound of clashing metal rocked Belle’s eardrums. Sitting in a daze atop the stemgrass’s back, she watched the battle unfold. Guinness’s brand-new baton sword was snapped in half, and Benet promptly nocked his bow. He fired a water crystal projectile at Mist from point-blank range, but Froggies were among the most nimble and agile of races, and she effortlessly evaded the attack. She then held her sword up at Guinness and victoriously declared for all to hear that the top dog’s Conductor had fallen.

“I win this one, Guinness,” Mist said proudly.

Why didn’t they have the stemgrass pull away from the frontlines sooner? Belle thought in frustration.

All they’d done bringing it out to the front lines was make a target of themselves—but then Belle keenly realized they’d done it for her. Belle’s grip on her sword tightened. For a second, she forgot all about her injuries.

Before she knew it, she leaped up into the air. The sacred ashes had only just been applied to her wounds, but it was enough to relieve the pain. Belle jumped over the stemgrass and tried to swing her sword down on Mist from above.

She heard a soft but certain howling, and Runding became lighter in her hands, like the life had returned to it. Belle’s swing, which was powerful enough to deflect arrows in flight with the wind pressure it produced, left Mist with no choice but to hop out of the way and land on the stemgrass’s wagon.

“Wild child…”

Mist eyed Belle—who’d fallen to one knee on top of the carriage—with confusion. Blood dripped from Belle’s body like drops of rain, and Mist narrowed her eyes, her expression pained. She then looked around the battlefield in alarm.

“Guinness…”

Her fair features frowned in frustration. She gritted her teeth.

“I can’t switch sides to the underdogs that easily,” Guinness said apologetically. “Same as how you won’t become a top dog…”

He then jerked his chin impishly. Belle saw it through her dazed, fading consciousness.

But then a deluge of water cascaded toward the battlefield with a mighty rumble. It traced the path ancient rivers had carved into this land long ago, pushing the swamp away as it rushed toward the evil Solists. The just Solists had all gathered around the stemgrass, ignoring the water behind what had once been an embankment.

“But I snapped your sword. How did you give the signal…?”

Mist trailed off, glaring at Benet. The water crystal shot she’d dodged had served as the sign to breach part of a nearby lake and direct the water here.

“As always, you write your scripts and don’t care for the damage they cause. You ruined the farmland.”

“The river will continue downward from here. It won’t affect your towns in the west.”

“Hmph…”

Mist put away her sword, looking rather displeased by the whole affair. She turned to look at the rushing water, then shouted, “Retreat! That one-armed crook got us good. Fall back!”

At her word, the Froggies blew war horns, relaying the retreat order to the rest of their forces, and moved to secure their way out.

“See you some other time, Belle. You got weaker,” she said, before hopping toward the flowing current of water. “I dunno what happened, but make sure you fix this, Guinness!”

With that, Mist hopped away atop the water with the rest of the Froggies. They likely used a barrier momentarily to create footing for them, but even so, it shocked her how nimble they were. To Belle, this was a terribly irritating sight. She couldn’t believe she’d ever be able to jump as gracefully as Mist could.

“Belle, are you all right…?” Benet called out, climbing on top of the carriage roof.

It was at this inopportune moment that the priest decided to find fault with Guinness’s exchange with Mist. She could hear the coach driver desperately playing his instrument, spurring the stemgrass to swim against the current.

“I’m sorry, I…”

“It’s all right, Belle. Come this way. Let me take a look at your wounds…”

Benet reached out to her, but she pulled back, shaking him off.

“Belle…?”

“I’m sorry…”

“It’s fine…”

“I’m sorry.”

“…”

Belle hung her head, gritting her teeth, and embraced Runding, bearing the pain of her wounds.

 

“It’s like a storm raging silently,” Benet said.

For once, he was downing his drinks just as quickly as Guinness.

“Runding’s gone completely silent. My ears can’t hear its howling at all. This is worse than I thought, Guinness. That isn’t Belle; it’s like she’s wearing a mask. The real Belle sunk deep down, where she’s holding her breath.”

“And given time she’ll die down there, and this will become the real Belle. Right?”

“Exactly! Where do you get off acting all calm, cool, and collected? What are you expecting me to do about it at this point? You’ve seen what she’s like; she won’t even let me lay a hand on her.”

Benet vented his frustrations on Guinness. His eyes were closed, like he was just barely restraining the anger, but his triangular ears were standing upright.

Guinness, by contrast, was completely calm, cool, and collected.

“Benet, can you still see with your eye?”

“Huh? What are you talking about? Yes, I can see through it… Barely.”

He opened his good eye and glared at Guinness. Benet nodded, then carried on, talking to himself more than anyone else.

“This is just a thought…but Mermaids and all Undines are basically guardian gnome spirits linked to the spiritual world that mirrors our physical world. That’s why you reflect the personalities of others. And it’s why Mermaids can access both sexes…”

“But how does that help me? I’m a failed Mermaid, doomed to spend his life as a man. You just…can’t grasp how terrible of a suffering that is.”

“Don’t be so sure, Benet. But the thing is: I was thinking about the scar on your eyes. What wounds—emotional and physical—mean for a Mermaid, and how it relates to your gender.”

Benet visibly calmed. His finger traced the scar extending from above his left brow down his cheek. His clouded eye trembled under it.

“You think I can…?”

“Only you can do this, Benet. And you’re right; as you are now, you could never do it. I mean, you understand the reason Belle came to your room, right? The rest is up to you. You need to make a choice. And I—or anyone for that matter—can’t force you to do it. But if you ever end up losing the light, I will assume responsibility for it, and I am prepared to plan for the future.”

With these mysterious words, Guinness the braggart looked directly at Benet. Heat brewed within them, the memories of a true, literal inferno, of great guilt at burning away all the raven flowers. It drove him to action—always, even now. But no matter how much he sought judgment for that, God’s closed-off garden, Park City, would not grant it to him.

But without losing heart, Guinness maintained his composed demeanor, his eyes alone glinting like tempered steel as he looked at Benet. His expression transformed into a mischievous smile.

Benet let out a deep sigh. “Light, you say…” He let out a pained groan and downed the cup in his hands. “All right… I’ll try,” he murmured, sounding like he’d made up his mind.
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She said the sword’s name was Rusty Nail.

“That is the name I gave to the steel I shaped… The steel worthy of your timbre…”

Dranvi had a way of talking as if she knew everything about Adonis. He learned not to question it anymore. The more he touched on this mysterious swordsmith’s abnormal thoughts, the more questioning anything he did felt like an exercise in futility.

Or perhaps he’d already entrusted everything about him to Dranvi the moment he picked up this sword. Adonis got the feeling this was the case on some level. And unlike when he let his battered heart yield to the Dearth March’s darkness, it felt like this time he was actively, soberly, being guided down a clear path. To Adonis, his own free will was the most important thing. Earlier, he’d felt that he had forfeited that, but this made him feel like he’d been acting of his own accord.

Right now, taking this sword and making it his own was all he wanted. Nothing else mattered. For the first time in his life, he knew what it was like to raise a sword, and no matter how warped and unsightly it was, it allowed Adonis to finally touch on the many things missing in his life.

What are swords? What are Solists? What does it mean to wield a sword?

Adonis had finally regained the things all those aspiring to be Solists feel at the very start of their path, highly masterful in some regards but awfully unpracticed in others. As such, Dranvi—who was both a Nomad and part of the Dearth March—had asked Sian, the unconventional Enola, to teach him.

“Start by spitting out all the swords you pilfered,” Sian said, ordering Adonis to hand over all the weapons he’d taken, which had earned him the title of sword thief.

Bamboo revealed the swords’ grips one by one, and Adonis drew them out of thin air.

“This is taking too long. Thrust them there. The floor is made of Dranvi’s magic, so it won’t be you or me who’ll have to fix it,” Sian said. He wore a displeased expression but punctuated his words with a mischievous, indomitable smile that Adonis found oddly captivating. It was like the smile contained, in its austerity, the harsh but brilliant life his Enola led.

“What are you staring at me for? Do as I say. And as for your familiar, don’t use it again until I give you my explicit permission. We’re in the pit of the Dearth March’s stomach, so the two spaces could cause disturbances in each other… Besides, don’t you think your familiar would want you to spend your days cooped up here? If you do that, it’ll be immortal so long as you, its master, lives. And if I’m going to teach you, I can’t afford to have you run away and hide. Got that? …Damn, how many swords do you have in there?”

“Nearly three hundred.”

“I’m surprised you gathered that many. Goes a long way toward explaining why so many people hate you.”

Sian watched in disbelief as the hundreds of swords were thrust into the tourmaline floor, creating a forest of steel. It was hard to guess at the value of this treasure trove, but the fact that all of them were emblazoned with Question marks spoke to the depth of Adonis’s tenacity, making for an overwhelming sight.

Sian, however, calmly picked up one of his swords, not even regarding the one sheathed at his waist.

“Come at me,” he said coolly, sword in hand.

He thrust the sword’s point toward Adonis and stood with an almost insulting degree of carelessness. Adonis was excited at the prospect of using his own sword for the first time ever but realized he couldn’t use the same tactics he had until now. And if he just charged in, it wasn’t likely he’d find a chance to win. The way Sian stood there with the sword in hand, on its own, was that imposing.

Seeing Adonis hesitate to attack, Sian smirked.

“Begin by questioning your own doubts. There you will find your Reason.”

“What…?”

“I am telling you to use the sword in your hands to shatter all the swords you have, with your own two hands.”

“You’re going to attack me with them?”

“That’s right. No need to lose heart. The way you are now, you’d never be a match for my daughter.”

That last remark shocked Adonis. He moved despite himself, charging in, swinging his malformed sword that was neither a sapling nor an elder, and thrusting it out in front of him. Sian tilted his head to dodge it, not losing a hint of his composure. The thrust cut through the air by his cheek, leaving behind a burnt smell. Adonis then immediately retracted the sword and swiped at Sian’s neck.

Rusty Nail’s blade raced through the air with frightening speed. For a moment, it looked like he really would cut Sian’s throat in two.

“Hey.”

A menacing voice from directly below Adonis’s field of view.

“What?!”

Adonis shuddered. By the time he’d raised his sword to guard himself, Sian had swung his own sword with light, casual movements. It was a more powerful blow than Adonis could ever imagine—on par with Belle’s attacks.

He started worrying that clashing with such an opponent might shatter his sword. Or that his Enola might break right through Adonis’s sword and body in a single stroke. Either way, Sian saw this moment of fear and used the sword in his hands to unleash an intense burst of flames into the air.

Adonis was stunned. Sian had never handled this sword before, and it was branded with a Question mark. But with just one swing, he’d handled the sword skillfully enough to release the power of its spell. The sheer magnitude of it all dawned on him: This was the strength of an Enola.

“Whoa!”

It felt like Adonis had cast aside pride, thoughts, and everything else. Tensing every muscle like a spring, Adonis leaped away from Sian, focused on getting as far from the man as possible. But Sian matched his speed, jumping at almost the same time and catching up to him. It was like he could read Adonis’s every move. The Enola landed in front of Adonis, as if he intended to lock blades with him.

Adonis pulled back his sword, unable to withstand the heat of the flames. At that moment, he thought he managed to push Sian away ever so slightly, but then the man attacked Adonis with a vertical slash. Adonis felt his hands go numb from the powerful impact.

Adonis’s eyes widened. The sword shattered halfway along its length, its fragments crumbling to the floor with a hollow sound. His knees gave way and he sank to the floor, the breath escaping his lips in shrill whistles that soon became a scream.

“Th-the sword! M-my…my sword…! Aaah! Aaaaaaah!”

He shouted in sorrow, his face twisting in a grimace and his fingers covering his ears. Sian, however, carried on, ignoring his outburst.

“Stop screaming, you idiot. Look at it.”

“Ah…”

Adonis stared at Rusty Nail, still gripped in his hand, in disbelief. The shattered blade was reverting to its unbroken form like a mirage. He looked around in a daze for the shattered fragments of the blade that had gone flying, and sure enough, they littered the glowing tourmaline floor. Adonis looked up at Sian, wondering what all this meant.

“Didn’t Dranvi tell you? This is a sword that keeps wilting continuously. Don’t let a bit of wear and tear fool you. This is your sword; you ought to understand it properly.”

Adonis’s expression lit up with understanding, his lips curling into a pitiful expression. It wasn’t filled with bitterness but genuine relief, as if he’d just woken up from a terrible nightmare.

Adonis rose to his feet, his knees still shaking. “Just now…I think I felt the sword smile at me.”

“Good for you,” Sian replied. Adonis couldn’t tell if he was being serious. “You understand the pain of seeing your sword shatter. Now, hold on to that feeling and come at me.”

Adonis’s face curved into something resembling a smile, before once again freezing with enmity. He charged forward, his ten claws coating over with the color of rust.

NNNOOO…!

His sword wailed.

 

“That’s one sword down,” Sian said in a careless tone.

The sword in his hands was rusted and crumbling. As it clashed with Adonis’s Rusty Nail, the sword had seemed to gradually lose its shine, until it had gone from ordinary, unblemished steel to decayed and dying. It was like the insatiable hunger contained in Adonis’s sword gnawed away at the life of whatever it struck.

Still gripping this inexplicable, fearsome sword in his hands, Adonis was lying face up on the floor, gasping for breath. He was covered in shallow cuts, head to toe—albeit none of them serious—but by contrast, Sian didn’t have a single scratch on him. Adonis was sure he’d fought Sian as seriously as he could and was confident that at some points he’d moved faster than he ever had before. But his Enola had dodged every blow, avoided every swipe, broken every attempt at attack. Even calling him “fearsome” or “skilled” wasn’t enough; he was orders of magnitude stronger than Adonis. There was no beating him.

Adonis gritted his teeth, glaring up at Sian. Even as he lay still, his body was overflowing with intense bloodlust focused on the man. But Sian stood beside him, entirely unconcerned by the boy looking up at him like an injured animal trying to scare away a predator and thrust the rusted sword into the floor. The force of the motion made the rusted blade crumble away, along with the spell punctuated with the Question mark.

“This is probably the most I can expect at the very beginning, but we’ll up the pace as we go. This should do for today. Get something to eat and rest. We’re starting early tomorrow.” Adonis said nothing in response. As Adonis ground his teeth, Sian grinned at him indomitably, then swung his leg and kicked Adonis hard in the side. “You got that?”

As Adonis curled up and coughed, Sian turned his back on him and left through a door that materialized from the ether. By the time Adonis managed to raise his head with some effort, the door and Sian were both gone. He must have left through this space created by Rest au Rant.

“…I’ll kill you someday,” Adonis groaned as he got to his feet.

A table appeared out of nowhere, already covered in food. Dragging his legs to the seat, Adonis sat there, covered in wounds, and began ravenously devouring the meal. Even the inside of his mouth was cut, it seemed, which tainted whatever he ate with the taste of blood.

This kind of a life is good, Adonis thought. Living like an animal. I don’t need to worry about anything, just swing my blade. I like it.

When he finished eating, he made to call out to Bamboo but stopped himself. Oddly enough, Adonis didn’t feel much displeasure at having been forbidden from doing so.

Just as he was wondering if he’d need to sleep on the cold floor, he felt something behind him.

Hearing a creak, Adonis turned around and saw an open door had appeared there. Adonis gulped down the remainder of his soda water and went through the doorway.

Inside, he found a simple bed. The rest of the room was fogged over by a veil of indigo darkness. He couldn’t tell how big the room was, but from the airflow, it didn’t seem that spacious.

The door behind him slammed shut, followed by another door manifesting in the darkness. The new door opened, revealing a bathroom behind it. It seemed they had a bath prepared for him, but Adonis instead chose to fall onto the bed still wearing his bloodstained clothes and clutching his sword. That sword was the one thing he felt he couldn’t let go of no matter what.

The weapon let out a soft wail, as if it sensed his emotions. Adonis smiled and, just like that, fell asleep.

He awoke overcome with a feeling he couldn’t explain, then realized his head was resting on something very soft. The sweet fragrance of cinnamon tickled his nostrils, along with another sweet scent mixed into it. He was resting on someone’s lap.

He looked up, eyes wide, and met the gaze of Dranvi, who greeted him with a cold yet lascivious smile.

“You should take a bath before you go to bed.”

The bath had special medicine in it, which healed wounds and recovered his stamina. But rather than respond to Dranvi’s advice, Adonis kept his head on her lap and asked suspiciously, “Just how much…do you know about me? About my hands…?”

“I knew everything when you appeared here. That you were the one I had fashioned my steel for…,” Dranvi replied in a voice that seemed to draw him in.

What made his doubts deepen wasn’t her answer but her tone. She was speaking to him like a mother talking to a child.

Above all else, he loathed the way his mind was thinking rationally. He wanted to never have to think of anything again, to just swing his sword like an animal. But there was no restraining his heart. The way she seemed to know Adonis would come here, the reason behind why she gave him this sword and so many other things. The question of what it was that was trying, ever so often, to touch his heart other than his sword.

He could clearly feel the collective will of the Dearth March trying to consume him, and he wasn’t rejecting that outcome. But even so, it didn’t fully consume him.

“At first it felt like the Dearth March was swallowing me, but now it doesn’t…,” Adonis whispered, his head still on Dranvi’s lap.

The question of why he was doing this was perhaps his biggest doubt. Why was he letting this woman see him this vulnerable?

“The reason you cannot become a part of us is because you’ve only been drawn by your sword’s voice and lack something that could answer the Dearth March’s call,” Dranvi explained softly. “But you have already swallowed the Seed of Calamity… Worry not. The time will come.”

“Why did you give me my sword if you didn’t know who I was?”

“All I do is express the shape of the future through steel.”

“The future…?”

Dranvi nodded. “Steel becomes the conduit for the blade known as the future. The sword calls to its wielder, seeking to become a form suitable to be used. Seeking out one suitable to give it that form… Dranvi, the Worthy.”

“I…don’t quite understand. Is her… Is Belle’s Runding also like that? Did you know someone like Belle would come to be in this world?”

Dranvi smiled faintly and silently shook her head. It was a gesture that made it hard to tell if she was actually saying no. Her Mermaid face, graced with the beauty of both masculinity and femininity, looked almost grief-stricken. Adonis could imagine that Dranvi was trying to express something he couldn’t grasp. And just as he was starting to doubt she would ever explain things properly, she said:

“…For now, take a bath and sleep. If you wish for a lullaby, I shall tell you one tomorrow.”

She patted Adonis on the shoulder, urging him to go.

“I want to ask you one thing first. Why doesn’t this sword have a spell?”

“It does have a spell… You just haven’t discovered it yet.”

With the sword in his grasp, Adonis sluggishly rose to his feet and walked over to the door to the bathroom. He turned to look at the room enveloped in indigo-blue darkness.

“When people speak of mothers, they must mean someone like you,” he murmured.

Dranvi narrowed her eyes kindly. Then, still smiling, her visage faded away. She seemed to melt into the darkness, eventually vanishing from sight, presumably having moved to another space.

Fully clothed and holding his sword, Adonis plunged into the bath.

 

“A devil,” Sian said with a smirk.

“If God’s counterpart is the Devil, one who shakes the established peace and order, then without a doubt that is her true name.”

Such was Sian’s answer when Adonis asked him who Dranvi was.

Right at that moment, Adonis was lying pitifully at Sian’s feet, his stomach wet with blood after being run through the abdomen.

Just moments ago, as he writhed on the ground coughing up blood, Sian had told him, “Your skills are superficial, lacking in pride. I pity your sword.” He’d punctuated this scathing criticism by tossing a bottle of sacred ashes at the younger Cateyes. “We’ll resume shortly. Hurry up and heal yourself.”

They certainly weren’t the sort of words you’d direct at someone with their stomach cut open. But Adonis hadn’t argued back or pleaded for more time. Instead, he’d asked about Dranvi.

“What, did you fall for her?” Sian teased, his tone making it clear that couldn’t possibly be the case.

“No, it’s just…she’s mysterious, is all.”

Much like when he was with Gaff, Adonis didn’t show any reluctance talking to Sian. And similar to Gaff and Kir, Sian didn’t seem to care much for his tone. He shrugged casually.

“Mysterious, you say…” Sian looked like he was gazing off into the distance. “She’s ahead of her time. Her greatest tragedy was that she was born into this era and not a hundred years from now. Were it not for that, she wouldn’t have been controlled by God as the country’s Queen Minor.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like I said: She’s a devil.”

Smirking, he kicked Adonis in his newly healed stomach, urging him to get up. Adonis got to his feet, groaning in pain.

“That’s right; don’t think you have the free time to dawdle because of wounds this shallow.”

Adonis held up his sword and frowned. “…What are you trying to do to me?”

Sian’s smoldering sword swept through the air, arcing toward Adonis. The sound of the weapons clashing boomed through the space.

“To turn you into a devil, too,” Sian said, looking amused.

 

Within the closed space, there was no concept of night and day.

In this scene, where time seemed to hold eternally still and the blue tourmaline floor and ash-gray ceiling stretched as far as the eye could see, stood three hundred swords. Sian had yet to pick up most of these swords, all of which had Question marks on them.

Sian’s teaching style wasn’t simply to have Adonis shatter the swords emblazoned with his own mark, but to use the young Solist’s own sword techniques against him. He avoided direct clashes with Adonis, instead choosing to strike at his most vulnerable spots. And while he didn’t treat the swords as if they were disposable, Sian gave off the air of being willing to throw them away at any time.

It was a training method akin to Adonis fighting and smashing his own mirror image. And to add insult to injury, Sian would use Adonis’s fastest, most powerful techniques with indifference and ease, then say:

“What shallow swordcraft.”

The casual criticism was relentless. He wasn’t so much teaching Adonis as he was breaking him apart and piecing him back together from scratch.

“I’ll kill you someday…” Adonis would tell the Enola, his eyes blazing, but Sian looked completely unfazed.

That day as well, Adonis had eventually managed to shatter only one sword, after which Sian left the space with an indifferent demeanor. Adonis wolfed down his food, bathed, and changed into a fresh set of clothes that appeared from out of nowhere.

Indigo-blue clothes. The color that represented the hour of midnight blue.

Since he couldn’t call for Bamboo, Adonis couldn’t access his belongings, save for his red bandanna. Even his sword was something he’d received here.

He splayed himself across the bed and tried to doze off, but he opened his eyes when, once again, he felt himself resting on someone’s lap. His heart raced with fear as he felt someone holding his hand.

“You shouldn’t touch my hands,” he said, silencing the unease gripping his heart.

“That is because you have fixed your curse into such a form.”

“What…?”

“It is for this reason that this sword’s spell is still invisible to you.”

Adonis pulled away his hand with a start. It was like something important he’d been protecting in his heart had been agitated, flooding him with anxiety.

“Weren’t you going to sing me a lullaby?” Adonis asked defensively.

He tried to move away from her lap, but it was too warm and he was too tired to muster the strength.

“Yes…,” Dranvi responded curtly, then began speaking quietly. “A long time ago…I first came to Park to find my other self. That was when it all started…”
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Long ago, a boy walked along the road to Park.

The path he found himself on was the Yellow Brick Road, which had many paths all around Schwertland, all of which led to Park City. The boy took a seat at a roadside bus station, and soon enough the scheduled tumbler had arrived. The boy paid in denari and got on top of the turtle’s shell.

That was when everything began.

The boy was a Mermaid. His youthful face stood out in its beauty, drawing the gazes of the other passengers. As he sat down, the man sitting on the seat across from his called out to him.

“Sure is unusual to see a Mermaid taking the bus.”

It was a frank, easygoing Minotaurus man. He was incredibly muscular, even by Minotaurus standards, to the point where having him sitting there inside the bus made it feel so much more cramped.

“Really?” the boy said calmly.

“Don’t you mind sitting with other races?” the man asked, his friendly expression feeling quite strange given his martial physique.

“Not really… My peers at the marshlands often call me strange, but I don’t feel that way myself.”

“Heh, that right? What brings you to Park, then?”

“I came to meet my other self,” said the boy.

“What does that mean?”

“I still only know my masculine self.”

The man frowned, but then he recalled the unique physiology of the Mermaids and nodded. “Oh, so that’s what you mean.”

“Why are you going to Park?” he asked the Minotaurus.

“For this.”

Opening his bag, the man took out a massive poleax. It might have been one he’d made himself. It looked incredibly strong, heavy, and rough—a good fit for this man, who seemed to regard it with affection.

“I’m here to test this baby out.” The man grinned, flexing his arm, which was as thick as both the boy’s legs combined. “You going to live in Park all alone?”

The boy nodded.

“What are you gonna do for a living? How are you going to eat?”

“I used to weave water steel in my village in the marshlands.”

“Huh. At your age…?” the man asked, looking genuinely surprised.

Water steel was extracted from a special steel fruit that wilted easily if mishandled. This made refining water steel an extremely difficult feat, requiring both experience and talent from weavers.

“Yes. So I was thinking I could make musical instruments.”

“Ah, I see. In that case, you should probably go to a smith’s house. If you do well, it’ll keep you fed. Especially since Park is always in need of more instruments. What kind of instruments are you thinking of making? Farm instruments, or…?”

“Well, for example, something like the one you’re holding.”

The man blinked in surprise.

“Sword instruments…? Well, aren’t you confident in your abilities.”

“No, I only picked it because that’s an easier shape.”

“The shape…?”

“Yes.” The boy paused, trying to come up with a way to explain it. “Basically…I give shape to what I seek, entrusting it with the steel. It’s like it shows me that this sword’s worthy wielder will come to take it. Like a vision of the future.”

The man nodded pensively, looking lost.

“So what you’re saying is that you only sell your creations to their worthy owners?”

“You can think of it that way.”

“Being picky with your clients at your age, huh? That’s the sign of some real confidence right there.”

“I wouldn’t call it ‘being picky’… It’s just the only way that guides me forward…”

The man stared at the boy trying to explain himself.

“It’s my first time speaking to a Mermaid kid… I wonder if other kids are all as mature as you.”

“I only look like a child because I haven’t become female yet. Mermaids only reach maturity when they turn into a woman…”

The man nodded. “I feel like…I asked you all sorts of unpleasant questions.”

“Not at all.”

“Well, I’m sure this meeting means something. How about next time, you make me another poleax?”

The boy giggled and nodded. A moment later, the strumming of the coach driver’s instrument announced that they would arrive at Park City shortly. The boy later went to the castle with the man, where they stood in line for the audience hour, when they would be placed on the scales that would decide if they were just or evil.

There, the two were recognized as top dogs and allowed to live in Lower East Town.

 

“The man’s name was Gibson… Until I made my name as a swordsmith, I lived with him, and he helped me. I think we both had a premonition of sorts. Maybe it’s because Mermaids and Minotaurus have always been seen as highly compatible races… I think I was hoping Gibson would help me find my feminine self someday. And it went both ways…”

Dranvi peered into Adonis’s face.

“I’ll tell you the rest of the story another time…”

Adonis was dozing off, and the woman’s face was fading out of focus.

“A Mermaid…,” Adonis whispered softly but soon forgot he even said it as a deep sleep claimed him.

 

“Listen to the voice of your steel! And respond to the call you find there!” Sian shouted, taking Adonis’s strike head-on. “Think of that sword as your fated partner, not as a mere tool!”

Sian’s blows grew more powerful by the day, and he beat Adonis down with reserves of strength that seemed bottomless before forcing him back to his feet. True enough, when it came to teaching another, Sian’s strength was boundless, and the more Adonis tried to catch up to his level, the more the older man pulled away from him.

It wasn’t just limited to his skills with the sword, either. While swinging his sword, Sian used an assortment of spells, knocking down Adonis’s desperate charges.

“Have you never considered why spells are etched only on one side of the blade?”

With his usual indomitable smile, Sian used a finger to draw grammar magic on the side of the sword that didn’t have a spell on it, applying different effects to the spell and doubling its strength.

“Compared to long ago, Solists have become solely focused on their swords. There are positives and negatives to performing such roles.”

He cast techniques Adonis hadn’t even tried before with perfect precision. Compared to that, Adonis’s swords techniques—which so far had been considered extraordinary among the Solists—looked like the savage flailing of a brute.

That day, Adonis failed to shatter a single sword for the first time before taking a powerful blow from Sian that left him unable to move.

As Adonis trembled, coughing up blood, Sian wordlessly tossed him a bottle of sacred ashes. Adonis pathetically crawled after the small bottle rolling on the floor.

“Pain must be a new feeling for you. Savor it. Savor power.”

Unable to find the strength or presence of mind to answer Sian’s teasing, Adonis reached the bottle and desperately tended to his wounds.

“Kill me…” He groaned under his breath in agony. “Someday, I’ll come to kill you. So kill me while you can. Kill me…”

Sian smirked, looking like he could tell this was just Adonis’s way of dealing with the pain, and kicked him without reservation.

“The stronger you get, the greater the power I can unleash. So hurry up and start entertaining me.”

Still coughing, the boy glared up at Sian. An intense gaze, but not one of hatred…

“Hmm…” Sian blew out a puff of illusory smoke and narrowed his eyes, his voice unusually full of emotion. “A blessed child, eh?”

“What…?”

“I’ve never had someone like you among my pupils. But it does bring back memories… Maybe it’s because I haven’t taught anyone in a while.”

“…”

Adonis didn’t know that, in that moment, Sian was remembering the intense emotion that had spurred him on. A fierce sense of indignation that at this point almost felt wistful to reminisce about. He didn’t feel it anymore, but the memories of how that emotion had once burned in him at all times surfaced clearly in his mind.

How long ago was that…? Sian wondered.

He had been a blue-mantled priest and the King Minor ever since he was born, meaning he hadn’t been allowed to wield his sword of his own will. Despite that, his skill with the sword was even greater than the King Major. He was indeed the strongest Solist in Schwertland.

Sian’s days were spent shackled to his servitude to God, and his only way of escaping that was to become an Enola. Teaching was the sole occasion where he was allowed to freely wield his blade. With the students he raised, he performed Schwertmusik with reckless abandon, the kind not meant to entertain God.

But doing so filled him with regret and self-loathing. In the end, he only fostered his students to comfort himself… Yet in his frustration, he didn’t even notice that this emotion was only meant to mask the terribly cold attitude he maintained toward his pupils. He could tell something was constantly urging him on, but he couldn’t tell that it was his own feelings.

And with Sian still oblivious to the cause of his anger, the situation kept tumbling toward the point of no return. It was only when he had slain one of his students—an immature, inexperienced pupil—that Sian understood.

The pupil had been a Cateyes boy who had only just reached the age of youth. He had brilliant golden fur and looked like he had a promising future as a Solist—and it was this potential that distracted Sian. No matter how promising, the truth was that the boy wasn’t that strong yet.

The sight of another boy hugging his pupil’s dead body was what finally revealed to Sian the error of his ways, condemning the perverse, guilty pleasure he gained from teaching. The two boys had been brothers, likely set to shoulder the kingship of the next generation.

The King Major and the King Minor. Two mirror images: the Joyful Prince and the Sorrowful Prince. Sian couldn’t help but wonder if he saw his own image in that of the next generation’s Sorrowful Prince unconsciously guiding his hand to slay the boy. Was there any meaning to spending a life shackled by the position of King Minor? In his anger, Sian had forced an answer upon a question no one could decide.

What good would telling the next generation’s Joyful Prince about this do?

When had he suffered a wound too severe for sacred ashes to heal?

Sian couldn’t remember. His heart rejected the very idea of remembering it.

He turned his back on the boy cradling the dead body. The boy’s face was filled with the resolve that came from a pained decision. It was an expression that frightened Sian.

“I will inherit your teachings, both for my sake and his. So please…”

The boy had resisted any emotion from entering his voice, which shocked Sian into silence.

“Gaff…”

Without meaning to, he called out the boy’s name.

But the young man tacitly rejected the apology that would follow. To him, Sian was an irreplaceable mentor, incapable of erring. Nothing he could do was a mistake, even if Sian himself saw it as one. Gaff simply viewed it as one more lesson imparted on him by his mentor.

It was all so foolish, but he didn’t see it as something to reject or resist.

“Please, Meister. Continue instructing me,” the boy said.

Now that Sian thought about it, maybe that was the moment when monumental gears had begun to turn.

At the time, Sian’s elder brother, Rawhide, had already assumed the throne, and his precious daughter, Sherry, was maturing. But his wife, the Queen Major, had passed away while giving birth to the child who would serve as the next Queen Minor. There were only two prospective candidates to inherit the positions of the four pillars that would support the country. And now the system of control was trying to force Adonis and Belle to occupy these empty spots.

Back then, however, Sian didn’t know that. Slaying the Prince Minor meant that he had lost his own successor, and worse yet, he’d done it to satisfy his own urges. To please himself, he’d robbed the country of a person of great importance. Was someone who did that worthy of being an Enola?

Sian blamed himself for what he’d done, but many tried to defend him, instead blaming the dead boy, saying he wasn’t worthy of becoming Prince Minor if he perished in such a way. That was King Rawhide’s judgment, as well as Gaff’s. Gaff truly suppressed his feelings, as if he’d felt that this was the first trial he had to overcome to become King Major.

And that only made Sian feel worse. It made being an Enola feel like a curse. But he couldn’t leave the position now, and he would go on to be praised for his teaching as an Enola, which only pushed the guilt he felt to a level that was unbearable.

No one would acknowledge his sin, meaning he couldn’t absolve himself of the guilt that continued to fester within him. And so to lighten this pain, Sian began questioning the nature of this country.

Why had he killed that boy? Sian finally remembered that it was because somewhere, deep down, he’d felt in the moment that the boy was better off dead. Until then, the pain in his heart had barred him from remembering this. But once he clearly remembered what he felt in that fateful moment, the swirl of deep-seated doubts in Sian’s heart began to drag him under.

What is a king? What is this country, really? What is an Enola? Why was he unable to use his sword as he desired? Why had he killed that boy?

At the end of all these questions was the existence of God. Who was this God, said to rule and manage all the races since time immemorial?

At the end of great suffering, Sian arrived at this doubt, but his heart was in too much pain to act on it. He had lost his strength of will, become pessimistic, and refused to see others. He’d taught many students, but with the indifference, ennui, and fatigue of one performing their duties out of a sense of obligation. There was nothing he could do in this state.

Sian longed for power, for a symbol of salvation he could devote all his heart and efforts to.

And the voice of steel had called out to him.

After all his incredible pain, a sword appeared before Sian. Perhaps it was Sian who had drawn forth the sword, or that both were drawn to each other. The shape of the future contained within that blade became a reality.

“What is this sword…?” Sian had asked, unable to tear his eyes away from the weapon.

He was in the streets of Lower East Town, having slipped away from a group of acquaintances to wander around, when he’d suddenly heard a strange timbre. His legs had carried him to it unconsciously, and when he stopped, he was a good distance away from the castle.

It was a place where a group of swordsmiths were selling their sword instruments together. The man working the counter told Sian the sword wasn’t for sale—but Sian didn’t care. He was sure this sword was calling out to him. The steel, containing a firm will, resonated with Sian. There wasn’t a spell carved into the blade yet, but just then, as if reacting to Sian’s gaze, something began appearing on it.

It felt like he was moments away from figuring something out.

The shopkeeper called for someone in alarm, and another person appeared from the back of the store. Sian remained rooted in place, his eyes not budging from the sword. The person who emerged from the back approached Sian, their countenance reflecting in the polished lapis lazuli surface of the blade. Looking back at Sian in that blade was an androgynous-looking Mermaid. And then he saw it. A spell appeared on the surface of the blade, overlapping the Mermaid’s visage.

Responding to Sian’s gaze, it became visible to everyone else.

“Can you read it?” the Mermaid behind him asked.

Sian nodded.

ENOLA

He read aloud the spell for the Instructor.

Sian turned around, stunned. The Mermaid smiled at him softly with tears in their eyes.

“I have been waiting for you. For such a long, long time.”

The tears ran down their cheeks. Sian was confused, unsure, and—above all else—felt his heart tremble. He was flooded with a sense of premonition. The Mermaid stepped forward, picked up the sword, and held it out for Sian to take.

“It is yours…”

Feeling drawn to it, Sian gripped the weapon—and in that moment, his premonition became conviction. He could tell this would be his salvation. He could break his curse as Enola by cutting away his pride as an instructor. This sword spoke to the desire for such salvation.

“Did you make this sword?” he asked.

The Mermaid met Sian’s eyes and nodded. A thousand questions suddenly burned in his mind. Why had this Mermaid just said they were waiting for him? What was this sword? Was it even possible for a spell to simply appear out of nowhere? But oddly enough, Sian couldn’t put any of those thoughts into words.

“The answer is in your hands,” the Mermaid said suddenly, as if reading his thoughts. “Even if I were to put the answer into words, it would be incomplete.”

The Mermaid’s tears were gone, and a note of concern echoed in their voice. They were trying to explain something Sian couldn’t possibly understand.

“This is a wonderful sword,” Sian said. This much was certainly clear. “If you’re this skilled…I would love to have you in the castle.”

Since Sian was the Prince Minor, having his own personal swordsmith live in the castle was something he could very easily arrange. The question was whether this Mermaid would agree to it. But oddly enough, Sian was confident they would. The real issue was whether Sian had been able to put it into words.

After a long moment, the Mermaid nodded.

“There, I shall fashion steel into the shape of the future.”

With those mysterious, indecipherable words, the Mermaid followed Sian to the castle.

One cog after another began to spin. Yet this wasn’t something intentionally set in motion by any one person in particular. Even the Mermaid didn’t know what kind of future the shape of the sword they fashioned would bring forth until it happened.

The news of the mysterious swordsmith Sian had brought in shook the castle. The Mermaid’s presence lifted Sian’s spirits after he’d been gloomy for so long, so his pupils and friends greeted them with open arms.

But above all else, the Mermaid proved to be talented in their craft. They fashioned swords that felt like they were made for the hands of Solists who had waited their entire life to meet that particular sword. Word of that talent spread throughout the castle, and King Rawhide personally gave them the great honor of fashioning a weapon of steel cut from the God Tree for his own personal use.

“Depending on the steel being used, the shape of the future given to it can lead to an even greater future,” the Mermaid said, accepting the offer from Sian.

A newcomer receiving a personal request from the King Major was unheard of. A crowd formed in the Throne Room to catch a glimpse of this swordsmith. In the presence of many watching eyes, the Mermaid faced King Rawhide, rose to the stage at his invitation and touched the God Tree with their own hands.

As the Mermaid stood there firmly, a shudder ran through them. And then…

The Mermaid’s expression turned to one of surprise, and a strange whisper left their lips.

“You too… You’re waiting, too.”

At that moment, the Mermaid had felt the God contained within the sword tree.

“Waiting…for the Reason.”

The king’s two faces widened their eyes in disbelief, and this unusual sight made every hair on Sian’s body stand on end. No one in the audience noticed anything out of the ordinary.

The ceremony continued without a hitch, and the king’s two faces announced that the Mermaid was inducted into the castle as a swordsmith. Sian, however, shuddered as he saw the Mermaid standing there. It was a reaction that came from the fact that, in a way, God feared them. Sian could never grasp the essence of the God residing in the sword tree, but this Mermaid had instantly been able to intuit it.

Sian didn’t know why, but it made Sian feel like he should take the Mermaid and flee the castle as quickly as possible. He felt like if he didn’t… What would happen? He didn’t even know, but he definitely felt a sort of terror at the thought. But since Sian couldn’t escape the Thema of the castle, he couldn’t possibly flee. There was no way to escape this country’s God.

Through sensing this danger, Sian came to understand the form taken by God’s will to control. God expressed that it wished to keep the Mermaid in the castle by making her the Queen Minor.

It was the form of total domination.

 

“Dranvi was a woman who appeared and gave form to the idea of Paradise Shift,” Sian said. “But it was all too quick, too soon. The world was still gripped by the dreams of the present, far too infantile to accept the possibility of awakening to the future. No one understood her true techniques or sympathized with her desires.”

He smirked, looking down on Adonis who lay face up on the floor.

“And you are a blessed child enchanted by that devil.”

And with that, Sian left.

It was the first day Adonis had failed to shatter even a single sword wielded by Sian. Biting his lip, Adonis got up with Rusty Nail in hand. He ate as always, took a bath, and got into bed, hugging his sword. The blade still hadn’t revealed its spell to Adonis. He could tell there was something written there but couldn’t clearly read what it was. The sword wasn’t yet his.

Suddenly, he felt a warm sensation beneath his body.

“That sword will not become a part of you so long as you reject it,” Dranvi whispered, appearing before him again.

“I’m afraid,” Adonis whispered back, his eyes on the sword. Dranvi’s hands gently brushed his hair. “I’m afraid of accepting it. Afraid I might lose it after letting it in. Afraid of the emotions that would torment me when I do. I’m always a victim to my own feelings.”

At some point, Adonis’s manner of speech around Dranvi had become frank and carefree. When he realized that, he felt incredibly frustrated. But even so, Adonis couldn’t find it in himself to move off her lap.

Changing topics, Adonis smirked sarcastically and raised his eyes to look at Dranvi.

“I never knew my mom. Are you trying to play the part of a caring mother toward me?”

Dranvi smiled wordlessly, a gesture that neither confirmed nor denied his question but invited Adonis to interpret it however he pleased. In other words, her goals were set higher, and she would take any means to make them happen. Dranvi wouldn’t hesitate to put on a motherly act for Adonis if it meant achieving her goals faster. That was what her smile communicated.

Adonis could tell he was being taken in by her smile. The thought that he was falling for her act crossed his mind, but it hardly seemed to concern him.

“I want to hear it… The rest of your story.”

“Men always try to learn from the past,” she said teasingly. “I was always one to anticipate the future but not pursue it…”

 

The Mermaid hugged Gibson. The man they had met on the road to Park, lived with ever since, and whom they both had hoped would be the one to help them awaken their femininity.

“I hope you find happiness,” Gibson muttered in good-bye.

Their words were brief and contained little emotion, with neither expressing the full range of their feelings toward each other. Hoping to part while they were both still smiling, the Mermaid on the cusp of femininity turned their back on the man and left, so the future could bloom.

Turning around once, they found Gibson standing there all alone and waved.

“Are you sure?” Sian asked, standing at the Mermaid’s side.

They couldn’t stop their tears, but they nodded. “I always knew the day would come when I would have to betray either the person I love the most or the feelings I cherish the most.”

After leaving Lower East Town, they turned around once again. The landscape of the city the Mermaid had lived in for so long stretched out beneath them, expanding out into the same Yellow Brick Road they’d once arrived on.

Sian gently embraced them from behind. Their body was swinging between masculine and feminine, slowly beginning to take on a more womanly form. They peered into the future by giving shape to steel, yet this was the one moment the Mermaid always thought back on.

“Take me away from here. To where I will give shape to the future.”

They felt Sian nod against their ear. Yet even the Enola hadn’t realized the truth of what the Mermaid was gazing at.

Heresy.

That single word had taken root in their heart, and they couldn’t live any other way. Who they were now, the feelings they harbored—all those contained the seeds of the future within them. All they could do was plant and grow these seeds, having faith they would someday bloom and entrust everything to the strength that lies in giving form. That was all.

In a sense, it truly was a sort of predictive sight—or the power to draw forth a specific future. And at its core, this was a power everyone had, but this Mermaid understood it on a deeper level than most—as well as the Reason for his misery.

Soon after entering the castle, the Mermaid dubbed themself Dranvi. This was a pseudonym as a swordsmith—and the Mermaid’s farewell from their masculine self.

Dranvi, the Worthy. As the name implied, all the swords she created were guided, or perhaps drawn, to those worthy of being granted them. They caused the seeds of the future strewn across reality to sprout and, in blooming, to form new futures.

But no one around her truly understood that was what she was doing. They merely exalted her swords as wonderful weapons of the highest caliber.

The ever-beautiful Mermaid swordsmith Dranvi was as celebrated as the famed Enola and King Minor Sian Lablac. But her name would soon become taboo, for no other reason than the Dearth March.

A swarm of shadows that lost sight of all pleasure in the world and escaped God’s grip were soon tied to Dranvi’s name, which lingered in the memories of everyone who’d known her. Her name was lost to the darkness, with no one in the castle knowing the true reason why.

In truth, it was the work of the God Tree.

When her skills were recognized and admired, Dranvi had received a personal request from King Rawhide and arrived at the Throne Room, where she first touched the God Tree. And what she’d seen there had shaken her. In the form of the future revealed by the God Tree, Dranvi had seen certain ruin. But no—it had been more than that. It was ruin, but at the same time, creation. It wouldn’t simply be destroyed but sacrificed, becoming a seedbed for new flowers to bloom.

And the one who would reveal that form clearly rejected being sacrificed. However, no matter how much they rejected that form and matured, they would find themselves back to walking the path of that future. Each time they would change a little bit, and reality would adapt to become that altered future.

Who is it waiting for…?

Dranvi clearly saw what the God Tree was waiting for. That which occupied the tree shuddered, and it was in that moment that Deus Ex Machina decided that it would consume this mere swordsmith by dominating her.

“The Girl…of Reason.”

Dranvi had clearly seen this existence within the countless spells flickering in the tree. King Rawhide’s two sets of eyes had widened, and the fearsome trembling of God had struck terror into the castle’s royalty—Rawhide and Sian—and sent a silent ripple through the harmony of the world.

But at the time, Dranvi—perhaps even God himself—could not have possibly sensed what it was that shook the world’s harmony so.

Soon enough, God’s will placed its first shackle on Dranvi: the position of Queen Minor. Nothing could be a more fitting vessel within which to contain this heretical swordsmith. When Sian told her she had been offered this position, she accepted it without question, believing it signified their union. It seemed the two of them would spend their days in bliss from now on. But in truth, on that day, their paths diverged.

An incident took place. A member of the top dog Solists had his soul devoured by his sword, becoming a Nidhogg, and died after a fierce battle.

Dranvi had received word of his death before Sian told her. Through her swordsmith intuition, she’d sensed her sword had been broken. She couldn’t believe it.

The one who had become a Nidhogg wasn’t given a funeral service, and the blue priests whisked away his remains to an unknown place. The Solist’s name was Gibson—the friend with whom Dranvi had spent her early days in Park City, when she was still a boy.

“Let me see it! Gibson’s sword!” Dranvi pressed Sian.

Her anger was palpable, uncharacteristically so—a sign of how frayed her composure was.

“I made that sword, and you tell me it violated Gibson’s soul? Sian, are you telling me to question my own work as a swordsmith? And then go on and forge more swords?”

Knowing that no lies would convince her, Sian secretly dug up Gibson’s poleax and showed it to Dranvi. The moment she saw it, she screamed like she’d lost her mind. Sian held her in his arms, desperately trying to soothe her, but Dranvi had shaken off his grip, grabbed Gibson’s warped, malformed sword, and run away.

“Gaff!” Sian shouted.

Gaff, who stood nearby, instantly caught Dranvi, and together the two of them were able to restrain her. Dranvi struggled so hard to get free that her legs were covered in bruises.

“The Tree! The God Tree! It’s distorted just like this, Sian!” she shrieked.

Sian swiftly struck her in the back of the neck, and she fell unconscious. The workers of the castle gathered there, curious about the commotion, and with all the attention, Sian forbade even Gaff from following him and carried Dranvi back to their chambers.

When Dranvi came to, Gibson’s sword was nowhere to be seen, but there was no recovering from the fact that Dranvi already laid eyes on it. After many accusations and questions, Gaff gave up and told her about the Examination with the trial ashes. Had she not been Queen Minor, this was something Sian would never have shared even with Dranvi.

“So you did this,” she said, her face haggard.

It wasn’t a question, nor was she accusing Sian. She simply said it to confirm the facts. Sian nodded wordlessly.

“I see…,” Dranvi whispered feebly. Yet what he’d just admitted to was horrifying. “So that God’s true power is to erase the future. And I, fool that I am, was ignorant of it all this time.”

This was effectively Dranvi’s declaration of war toward God. From that point on, all the swords Dranvi created became abnormal ones. Swords no one could wield, spells whose meanings no one could grasp, made with intentions that escaped all understanding. Those were all Dranvi’s ways of waging war with God.

In her attempt to create strong swords that would reveal a life and future that would never be subject to any God, she eventually began picking the strangest, most unnatural steel. Dranvi extracted steel yet unborn, before its fruit ripened—an act akin to extracting a fetus from a mother’s womb—and used it to make her swords. At other times, she pieced together the strings of rusted instruments, creating a sword that was neither a newborn nor old. Others perceived these actions to be utterly ridiculous.

Dranvi went on to carve the spells she placed on her creations into her own body, at times taking a blade to her own flesh, at others branding herself with hot metal, achieving a unity with her creations that bordered on dangerous. And whenever God distorted and corrupted those words, it rocked Dranvi’s body with terrible pain. Seeing her do this made even Sian—who knew Dranvi’s Motif was to fight God—shudder with dread.

But among all those strange swords, she forged a single one that was clearly normal. A sword carved from the steel of the Sword Tree and branded with the spell for “kingdom,” to be presented to the next King Major.

“May this sword allow your inner sense of justice to ascend to its proper station,” Dranvi said as she presented the sword to a confused Gaff.

Even so, most of her works were seen as abnormal and strange by others, and bit by bit Dranvi lost her status as a master swordsmith. With this, she also lost her place in the castle, a location which did not suit her invisible war with God.

Just like Sian once had, Dranvi grew tired, haggard, and lonely, her heart ailing. But it was then that she began to hear it. It was a sound much like the voice with which steel beckons its worthy wielder when Dranvi gave it form. But it was much louder and more complex, like a large mass of voices.

The Dearth March appeared in Park City. The blessed children of hollow darkness wailed—calling out to Dranvi.

 

“Hunger at the future failing to manifest,” Dranvi whispered. “Hunger for that which has not yet come lured me into the dark. Despair at the reality I live in, perhaps… Or eternal hope for the future… And you—”

“To me, darkness is warmer than light,” Adonis said, cutting off Dranvi. “That’s the entirety of my Motif. Your story was…interesting. Thank you.”

Adonis curtly rested his chin on his chest, closed his eyes, and let sleep claim him. He did this both because he sensed Dranvi wasn’t going to speak anymore and because he was scared by how much he felt like he was being drawn to her.

When Adonis woke up, he found Sian standing among the swords emblazoned with Question marks, blowing out a puff of illusory smoke as he waited for Adonis.

“Did you sleep well?”

Adonis didn’t bother answering and launched right into a question of his own. “Why are you teaching me?”

“I was asked to,” Sian replied indifferently. “Or maybe it’s because I’m an Enola.”

“Even though you became a Nomad?”

“The form of my curse compels me to do this.”

“Did your curse compel you to raise Belle, too?”

Sian narrowed his eyes. For a second, he gave off a dangerous air.

“Ah…”

It was so intense Adonis thought the man’s bloodlust became palpable enough to wash over him, but realizing it hadn’t, Adonis broke into a sweat of relief.

“When I first laid eyes on Belle, I was filled with bloodlust,” Sian said indifferently.

“Why…?”

“Everyone longs to know the reason for their existence, but when they do, they seek to deny it. Because otherwise, they will forever lose the word future.”

Adonis’s eyes widened. He was surprised. The bloodlust he’d just felt must have been the emotion Sian had felt when he’d first set eyes on Belle, emanating out of him intensely as he recalled it. Even after all this time, the depth and vividness of that emotion remained unchanged—a fact that stunned Adonis.

“But even so, I made up my mind. I would raise the Girl of Reason because she was waiting for me. Just like Dranvi’s swords waited for their fated wielders. I taught her so she wouldn’t have to wait for anyone anymore. I entrusted with her my hope for the future.”

“What is the Girl of Reason? What drives a man like you to go this far…?”

“Reason exists all over the world. It brings the old order to ruin, ushering in a new world. That was why I decided to set out on my Journey.”

Sian had first heard that term when Dranvi touched the God Tree, but even she herself didn’t know the meaning—or even remember whispering it, for that matter. And soon after, God’s desire to control had begun to greatly manifest on Sian, King Rawhide, the other royalty of the castle, and Dranvi.

What made God and His sense of Harmony shudder so much? Sian was afraid of the way God seemed to react violently to those words but, at the same time, felt a strange sense of elation, for within those words he found the key for his doubts toward the kingdom.

The second time he ran into that term was in a certain tavern where Nomads gathered—On the Rocks. There, he met a Rabbitia that told him of the Girl of Reason. The Rabbitia didn’t explain what the Girl of Reason was but simply said she was one of the greatest mysteries of Denariland.

It was there that Sian came to another revelation. The Door of Journey was the only way to escape God’s Thema. In opening it, one became a Nomad who could be free of this country.

Until that point, Sian had been critical of Nomads. He’d considered them as the wretched and lonely who shunned God’s blessings. Honestly, he even found it uncomfortable to go to On the Rocks because of that. He went there for lack of a choice, so he could receive the Rabbitia’s counsel, but once he did, he realized being a Nomad was the way to make his ideal a reality.

That was the moment Sian’s and Dranvi’s paths truly diverged.

No matter how much Sian tried to coax and persuade her, Dranvi wouldn’t leave on a Journey. He went to On the Rocks with Dranvi several times, trying to show her the splendors that would come of going on a Journey, but any hint of interest she might have shown soon faded away, her expression making it clear she’d already decided they would separate.

It was around that time when word in the castle began to spread about how strange Dranvi’s work had become and the Dearth March appeared at the outer walls of Park City.

Both could feel the end coming, to the point there was no need to even bring it up.

One day, Sian made one last attempt, taking Dranvi to On the Rocks. The pair sat with Gaff, and the trio shared a meal, not thinking overtly about how this was their last supper together, but well aware that it probably was. Their conversation went from how they had met to their life together thus far, their voices fading into the atmosphere of the room. They spent their time together pleasantly and chatted jovially like new friends who’d only just hit it off.

Sian skillfully snapped a match stone, producing small flames in the air. He used it to light his pipe and take a puff. It tasted good, and he knew for certain he would never experience this flavor ever again.

Sian cast away his future. That’s what determining one’s own view of the world meant. He decided to live in the present while always shouldering the past. To not depend on an uncertain future, but live where he stood, no matter how much his body and soul would change or how his position or standing could shift.

He decided to become a Nomad.

Sian was not one who waited for things to come to him. He was one who sought and pursued—and set out with sword in hand.

 

“At the end of my long Journey, I learned of the Girl of Reason. I solved that mystery, raising it myself,” Sian said, peering directly at Adonis. “That enigma was called the stone egg. In Denariland, they call it the Stein der Weisen. The Philosopher’s Stone.”

Both men were already on their feet, facing each other with swords in hand. Adonis wasn’t confident he could shatter his sword, though. Sian’s overwhelming sense of presence pressured Adonis, beating down his spirit. Trying to resist that, he asked:

“Don’t tell me the Girl of Reason is God’s…?”

Sian flashed a brutal smirk. “In the ancient Age of Gods, they believed in one true God who ruled over one true paradise and was behind sending out Deus Ex Machina. The rest of it you will have to discover on your own. Or else, die here.”

All emotion drained from Adonis’s face, and he charged forward, swinging Rusty Nail.

 

How long had it been? Adonis couldn’t tell in this place where day and night had no meaning. He fell to the floor, Rusty Nail gripped in his fingers. A strong stench of blood filled his nostrils, and his left arm was numb with pain.

He was in so much pain that at this point it all came across as hot numbness. Looking at his arm, he saw it had been half torn off and was still holding on to the sword’s hilt. Lying face up, Adonis heaved a deep sigh.

“Of all the children I’ve taught thus far, you are by far the most moody and stubborn,” Sian said. He also let out a sigh as he began to heal Adonis’s arm.

Strangely, Sian actually approached to apply the sacred ashes and bandages himself, but Adonis shuffled back, rejecting him.

“A child of yours…?” Adonis sneered.

The next moment, everything went white. Sian punched him, no questions asked.

“If I didn’t feel for you like a parent, I wouldn’t even bother punching the likes of you.” Saying this, he finished treating Adonis’s arm, then smacked it over the covered wound. “Did that hurt?”

Adonis wasn’t capable of uttering a single word anymore. All he could do was shake and roll around in pain. But the whole time, he never let go of his sword.

“Hmph. The pain goes to show you’re still alive. Relish it,” Sian said with a smirk, before turning his back on Adonis and walking toward the door that had appeared before him.

Pushing past pain and agony, Adonis got to his feet, intent on stabbing Sian in the back. Unfortunately, he couldn’t find any openings to attack, though. The man’s guard was constantly up. Sensing Adonis’s intentions, Sian briefly turned around to look and flashed a smirk.

“I’ll kill you someday,” Adonis whispered as the door closed shut and then dematerialized.

Somehow managing to stand upright, Adonis downed the meal that appeared before him and dragged himself to the bath, covered in bandages. A terrible pain shot through his body as he slipped into the water, but apparently the bath had sacred ashes mixed into it, because as he slipped into the water with a groan, he saw his wounds heal rapidly.

A miracle cure made using the corpses of Solists as a seedbed…, Adonis thought, recalling what he knew of sacred ashes.

He bit his lip. The memories of the days he’d spent spreading the ashes of the deceased filled his thoughts. A jolt of pain ran through him—he unintentionally picked at his wounds over the bandages.

“It hurts…” The words left his lips unbidden.

He let go of the wound, watching his blood dance within the water. Pain was just an illusion, and a stark reminder that interacting with others only brought misery and anguish. It was vexing.

Gripped by such bitter emotions, Adonis felt like he couldn’t stay there another second and rose from the bath. A new set of clothes had been prepared for him at some point. The clothes he was getting every day gradually changed in color. The shade this time was between yellow and red.

Dranvi was probably doing it to alert him to the passage of time. Maybe the color of the clothes was changing in accordance with his progress in the training, or perhaps it simply reflected the time of day. And although there was no way of confirming the time in this closed-off space, Adonis was oddly content as he put on the clothes.

He got in bed, his sword still gripped, and closed his eyes. Suddenly, he opened them again and lay on his side, leaving a gap behind him. He craned his neck forward, like he was searching, waiting for something. With a wry smile, he closed his eyes and waited for sleep to claim him.

Just as he was about to fall asleep, he felt a soft warmth under his head. Dranvi was sitting in the spot he’d left for her. He could tell it was her from her smell. Adonis grinned again, feeling a prickle of heat in his nose.

He couldn’t believe himself. He teared up. The intense emotion was scary, but it didn’t hurt. He wasn’t sure what to call this sensation that filled him up, thawing out his frozen heart. After a moment’s hesitation, Adonis simply decided to call it warmth.

His tears rolled down his cheeks, dripping onto Dranvi’s lap. She noticed he was crying, but that didn’t bother Adonis anymore.

“This is like some kind of pretend family…”

Dranvi’s hands brushed through his hair.

“I really am hopeless if playing house is what’s going to save me…”

His voice trembled. To try to settle himself, he curled up his back and clenched his grip on the sword. Resting his head on her lap, he took quiet breaths. Warm darkness enveloped Adonis.

“…I want to see it, too. The future you entrusted Runding with when you forged it…”

“I made that sword to be an Antefestum. An imperfective sword,” Dranvi whispered. “Steel not yet born… A sword forever in a state of constant birth.”

“Oh… So that’s the secret behind that sword. It’s seen so many battles, but it feels like it hasn’t matured at all.”

“Because that sword does not mature. It is born.”

“I think I’m starting to understand…why you want me to use this sword.”

Dranvi’s fingers softly touched the back of Adonis’s hand where it held Rusty Nail.

“I made this sword to be a Postfestum. A perfective sword.”

“Ah.”

“Steel that rusted over… A sword that is forever in a state of withering.”

“Ah, I see… I think I understand your intentions now. You want me to take this sword and… God… Then Belle…”

His words melted into the dark. It was indeed the form of a future that remained indiscernible until it fully appeared. Adonis blinked, trying to clear away the thought. His tears had already stopped.

“You shouldn’t touch my hand.”

“I told you. It was you who determined this was the form of your curse.”

As he tried to brush away Dranvi’s hand, Adonis’s eyes opened wide.

“Why…?”

“Your curse comes from within you… That’s the true form of that which fills the world with enmity and hatred.”

Adonis was stunned. Despite his injuries, he sat up and stared at Dranvi. Both looked at each other, close enough to feel each other’s breathing, and he trembled.

“You don’t mean…?”

His trembling hand touched Dranvi. At first, he felt her mantle crumble away, rotting. It was almost a relief. But it soon stopped. As his palm pressed against her bosom, all Adonis could feel was her warmth.

A pained smile played over Adonis’s lips. “Really…?” He laughed feebly.

“It was…really that simple?” He wept, laughing all the while. “The world always reaches out to me in reconciliation when it’s too late…”

He hung his head, his sword in hand. Dranvi wrapped her arms around him in an embrace.

 

With a mighty swing, the sound of shattering metal filled the space.

The next moment, Adonis was flung back through the air. He wasn’t sure where he’d been hit, but he coughed up blood as he went flying and then tumbled to the floor.

“Finally, a bit of progress,” Sian said indifferently.

Looking up, Adonis saw Sian discard the broken sword in his hand. The blade, half of which had been cleaved through, was completely wilted, and the impact against the floor was enough to shatter it to pieces.

Sian then pulled another sword out of the floor but, seeing that Adonis was lying there, unable to get up, thrust it back into the tourmaline.

He approached with sacred ashes and bandages in hand. Adonis bared his teeth at him like a cornered animal, so Sian kicked him in the jaw to silence him.

“You better find your spell fast. Otherwise, all this will be for nothing.”

After waiting for the pain in his jaw to pass, Adonis muttered, “Can I call you by your name?”

“I don’t mind.”

“I’ll kill you someday, Sian.”

“Who do you think you’re talking to, whelp?”

This time, the older man kicked his wounds. Adonis grabbed onto his leg, moaning in pain.

“You don’t wither…,” he whispered, his face contorted in a way that almost made it look like he was simultaneously offended and hurt.

“Idiot.”

Without shaking off his grasp, Sian leaned in and poked Adonis on the head.

“You sure run your mouth. If you’ve got enough strength left to talk, you might as well lick my boot.”

Adonis smirked bravely. “…That doesn’t suit you, idiot.”

“…It doesn’t, does it?”

“You really are an idiot.”

Sian chuckled and, after finishing treating Adonis’s wounds, got to his feet. Looking up at him, Adonis narrowed his eyes.

“I just realized something…”

“What?”

“Belle takes after you. When I first met her, I thought she was trying to pass herself off as a man. I thought she was just really conscious about how she looked and tried to keep the fact that she’s a woman out of other people’s minds, but… That wasn’t it. The way she talks, the way she laughs…and the way she wants to go on a Journey. She takes after you in all of those things… Even now, when she forgot you.”

“…Hmph. Someday, she will go to places even I can never reach,” Sian replied, driven by emotion.

It was odd, seeing him like that. Adonis interpreted his behavior as being bashful in his own way.

“What’s so funny?”

Before Adonis could answer, Sian kicked him in the chest.

“And that goes for you, too. I’m pinning my hopes on you here, so hurry up and get good enough to at least keep me amused.”

Glancing at Adonis groaning in pain, Sian left through a door.

“Nngh… I-it…hurts…”

Lying on his back and looking up at the grayish-blue ceiling, so reminiscent of a lake’s surface, Adonis whispered over and over.

“It hurts… It hurts… It hurts…”

He felt like by doing this long enough, he could make the pain his own, too.
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As he teetered on the edge of sleep within the darkness, Adonis suddenly jerked awake, feeling Dranvi take her usual position. It seemed that, at around this hour, Dranvi was able to slip away from the Dearth March’s collective consciousness and regain her own identity.

“I had a thought…,” he muttered.

“Let’s hear it,” Dranvi urged him softly.

“…There’s something I’ve always lacked. I…” Adonis’s voice faltered. “When I was born, I lost my mother, so I grew up never drinking my mother’s milk. I never got enough…warmth.”

Suddenly, he felt bashful. What was he saying? He was mortified to hear how she would react, but Dranvi keenly picked up on what Adonis meant. And without saying anything, she undid her tie.

“Go ahead…” Her voice was followed by the sound of sliding fabric.

Adonis looked on with astonishment. He got to his feet and turned to face her. The tie fluttered away, undoing the priest garb she wore—more coverage than typical for a Mermaid—which soon made the reason behind her words apparent.

It was gruesome.

She had the smooth, alabaster skin typical of Mermaids, with indigo-blue scale bones shining on her neck and elbows. And all over her body, there were bumps and swelling sticking out of her flesh. Places where her skin had been cut up and burned.

She stood bare, the spells of the many swords she’d created carved into her naked body. The ones that were tattoos were one thing, but others were carved into her skin with blades, or burned onto her, leaving unsightly scars all over her body.

A gasp escaped Adonis’s lips. Her body was toned, well-endowed, and symmetrical, which only made the contrast even more gruesome to behold. But in Adonis’s eyes, it was still a thing of beauty. Those scars were marks of Dranvi refusing to back down from her war with God, standing as proof of the grand battle she was fighting even now.

In her, Adonis saw the visage of the holy mother residing in the darkness. Having accepted each and every stigmata just made her more sublime. There stood beauty and unsightliness in perfect unison. Grisly marks adorned alluring curvature, the beauty of her body accentuated by how repulsive the scars were.

With one hand, Adonis gripped Rusty Nail while gingerly reaching out to touch her bare form with the other. He could feel the shape of the scars, the warmth and smoothness of her skin, the rhythm of her breathing. It all stood out, alabaster and pure in the darkness, and in the face of this sacred sight Adonis felt a tightness in his chest.

And before his eyes, one of the Spells carved into her flesh shone red—or so it seemed. In truth, beads of blood leaked from it, like it had just been carved into her flesh to greet him, with a single strand of blood streaking down her bosom.

NOWHERE

Spurred on by her nod and gentle smile, Adonis leaned in and kissed the blood-drenched spell. It tasted sweet, like iron, reminiscent of the Seed of Calamity he drank when he first met Dranvi. The flavor filled his mouth and spread into his body, beckoning Adonis far away to the edge of an abyss.

The blood dripping from the spell shone red in the dark. Dranvi’s bosom bounced, paleness disrupting the darkness, and Adonis’s lips and tongue suckled on it, like a child breastfeeding on the blood of their mother.

“Aaah…” Dranvi let out a passionate sigh, embracing Adonis gently and caressing his head like he was a newborn child.

Adonis brought her bloodstained nipple between his lips, his eyes filling with sorrow. They sparkled in the light, which turned to droplets that spilled forth, running down Dranvi’s chest before vanishing into the profound darkness around them.

Adonis wept, his voice muffled—and soon it turned into fierce sobbing.

Like the first cries of an infant.

 

Within the dark, having lost his sense of time, Adonis stood alone once again. Holding up his sword, he closely examined its silvery-gray glow. Slowly but surely, the sword was starting to respond to him.

He didn’t need to be coddled. No matter how pathetic or childish it may have seemed, he hadn’t been able to move forward unless he’d gone back to that moment and conquered it. But eventually, at the end of precise, painstaking emotional labor repeating for what seemed like countless times…

It appeared.

 

When Sian arrived, he was greeted by an exhausted Adonis, the younger man’s face emaciated like he hadn’t had a wink of sleep.

“I found it,” he said briefly.

“Oh?” Sian flashed an amused smile.

Of the over three hundred swords thrust into the floor, Sian pulled out a short one. Adonis eyed the Question mark on its blade with a strangely serene gaze.

“I’ve fawned on others too long. But thanks to that, I feel like I can finally stand on my own.”

“How about you hold up your sword before you start talking big?”

Adonis raised his sword silently, without any hint of boasting or showiness. On the left side of the base of its blade was etched a spell, one Sian could see, too:

NOWHERE

This was his spell, one form of a future Dranvi saw.

“I think I understand now. Why I’m the one to wield this sword.”

“Heh.” Sian pointed the tip of his sword at Adonis in amusement. “Come at me.”

Adonis approached calmly. His stance looked terribly defenseless, his limbs straight and his footwork quick. In contrast to how he fought before, this time he moved straight toward his opponent. Sian motioned his blade ever so slightly, inviting an attack, but even with his eyes fixed straight on the weapon, Adonis kept his charge as it was. Despite that, his movements were loose, not stiff, and he entered attacking range in the blink of an eye.

There was whistling in the wind, followed immediately by clanging metal. The swords clashed in a sonorous, proud tune, reminiscent of Schwertmusik. One blow, two, three.

“Mm…,” Sian growled, his expression still composed but his eyes full of something between delight and surprise.

A moment later, this pure, fair exchange of blows was disturbed. Sian’s blade began to rapidly take on the colors of rust and decay. With fewer than ten blows, the spots where the blade had been struck were dotted with black stains, the skin of the metal splintering. The sword began bending out of shape and cracks ran through it.

And then with a clear, crisp sound, the Question mark shattered to bits, the blade breaking down the middle.

Within less than a second, Sian drew another sword with blinding speed, with movements several times faster than when Adonis drew his swords from Bamboo.

Adonis was pleased. He didn’t want to change the trajectory of this battle now. He wanted to clearly see the things he was bound to see if he kept on this path.

He shattered another sword, and Sian drew a third. Right now, Adonis’s technique was orthodox and refined, suiting Rusty Nail and drawing out its properties. The blade twisted, extended and coiled like it was lashing out with its fangs, its tip like a talon. With the color of decay reaching as far as the grip in his hands, the blade extended. As the sword’s shape warped and changed, Adonis’s technique naturally shifted to match it, resulting in a style that, while refined, reflected the unusual developments the sword went through.

The third sword shattered along with its hilt. Sian drew another; avoiding direct clashes, he held up the blade to carefully deflect his opponent’s swipes. Just like Adonis had done within the red confines of Tiziano’s womb, he flexibly, easily deflected blows, thrusting at the enemy’s weakest spots.

But to Adonis, this was like shattering his former self. Launching blow after blow, he gradually cornered Sian. The Question mark sword began to visibly wilt, like its life was being drained, and the moment a blow connected with it directly, it shattered in a shower of rusted fragments. Had Sian been even a second late to jump away, the slash would have carved his body in two.

He drew a fifth sword. Adonis’s weapon was now shaped like a spiral scythe, the sound of its swings a faint wailing that peculiarly resembled a real voice. This beautiful whistle placed a listener under the strange impression that they ought to offer up their neck to the blade.

And as the sword swung through the air, a strange voice could be heard overlapping the whistling.

NNNOOO…!

WWWHHHEEE…!

RRREEE…!

Sian’s fur stood on end. Adonis’s Rusty Nail screeched out an overwhelmingly strange wail. Adonis’s claws shone the color of rust, he appeared intoxicated, and his eyes glinted. There was no stopping his sword. It was like it became faster and sharper the more he swung—and perhaps it really did. The fact that Sian had to hop back to gain enough time to draw a sixth sword stood as proof. Adonis charged ahead with speed that defied belief.

Sian quickly drew a sword and hastily wrote a grammar spell on the blank side of the blade. He swung the sword and it clashed against Rusty Nail. His sword’s defense was boosted by grammar magic, and the blade became enveloped in flames. But it didn’t just produce fire—the flames spread using the wind and rushed Adonis from all directions.

Adonis faltered ever so slightly, and then moved faster than ever before. It was like his sword showed Adonis the right path to take, clearing away the flames with movements only made possible because of its current shape. It was like a dance, its motions sucking up even the false life of the flames unleashed in midair. The fire soon vanished, and the defensive spell applied to Sian’s sword was rapidly failing. The sword rusted over and shattered.

Sian drew another, but that was only a feint. He shattered the sword the moment he pulled it out, using that opening to fully grasp another sword.

At this point, it was hard to keep count of how many swords he’d gone through. Finally, Rusty Nail, with its warped blade, was consuming the Question mark swords one by one. It used a magical effect to attract the shards of their metal and absorb them, quite literally devouring them to mature its rusting to new levels.

The way it operated was like the Motif the Dearth March lived for personified in a weapon, and this sword of darkness full of eternal hunger let out a true cry of lamentation in Adonis’s hands.

“A blessed child…,” Sian whispered with a tone of wonder, but the screeching of Adonis’s sword drowned out his voice.

The song of his Schwertmusik spoke thus:

There is no meaning to questioning and doubting!

The sword, and Adonis with it, shook the air with their empathy.

There is no need for Reason! All questions in this world long to be engulfed by the darkness of inquiries and be torn apart by the blade of skepticism! Those called to question by this sword will have their very existence brought to death! They will simply be consumed by a future of darkness given form as eternally wilting Postfestum…!

 

Enveloped by indigo-blue darkness, Adonis sat on the bed, hugging the sword against his shoulder. The usual smell soon tickled his nostrils, and the bed creaked under his weight as a warmth materialized behind him.

“There’s no need for this anymore,” he said, his expression firm and his eyes fixed on the darkness before him.

His gaze was sharp and frozen, but unlike before, when he’d been falling apart from shutting himself off from the world, there was an air of strange boldness to it all that inspired a sense of awe in those who saw him.

But then his expression turned into a soft smile, and he faced Dranvi.

“Because I’d just…want you to coddle me again.”

Dranvi nodded back with an alluring smile. She took Adonis’s hand with an air of limitless patience.

“I shall grant you the Dearth March’s fangs,” she whispered, sensing what Adonis must do next. “You were born into this world with a Nomad’s curse, living while doubting the kingdom of God. The Blessed Child of Darkness… In accepting you, the Dearth March’s Thema will be made stronger.”

“The Dearth March’s Thema…”

Dranvi nodded, not explaining what it was. It wasn’t something that could be put into words. Adonis knew that much.

It was then that a few presences materialized in the darkness. Adonis turned around automatically, squinting to make out their forms. They appeared out of the shadows, stepping out of another space, like Dranvi did, all of them strange and peculiar.

A Minotaurus with countless nails driven into his proud horns; a Mermaid woman with her body wrapped in bandages covered in grammar and mathematics magic, as well as indiscernible spells; next to her, a Cateyes girl, her eyelids sewn shut with silver thread, with the symbol for eye tattooed over them; a Sheepeyes boy, all his fingers missing save for his pinkies and thumbs, and in place of his missing digits, three golden chains dangled out of the flesh and bone of his hand, with keys with the symbol for finger jingling at their ends.

There were many others there, from infants to the elderly. Many of them were from races Adonis didn’t recognize. Most people would cower from their terrifying, strange presence, but most scary of all was the irresistible seductive beauty that came with their exaggerated gestures. All of them had individually become a caricature of their own Reason, becoming denizens of darkness in devoting themselves to the Death March.

They all wore what looked like black mantles, or otherwise wore bandannas like Adonis or were covered in bandages with the same spell written on them. Some differed slightly in dialect, but all were written in the grammar magic common across the world and stood for the word Fang.

Adonis looked upon them without fear or apprehension, instead feeling a certain affinity and familiarity. In truth, looking upon them made his heart churn as he wondered how they’d become so disfigured and warped, but he did find them beautiful. It was just like when he’d seen Dranvi’s body covered in spells.

They were all, for different reasons, both excluded from the Themas of their countries and forced to live under their absolute dominion. And in their attempt to fight back, they had tired of life and lost all pleasure in their existence, only to be invited into the darkness where they found this Motif. There was heartrending courage in them.

“They shall reside in your shadow and be as your limbs… The ones who will serve as the Dearth March’s Fangs.”

Saying this, Dranvi gently removed Adonis’s bandanna. Revealing his pale, smooth forehead, Dranvi planted a kiss on it, leaving behind a dot that shone like flames.

“So this makes me one of you now…,” he whispered with a smile of relief.

Closing his eyes, he let Dranvi do as she pleased, and she took his hand. She put his middle finger into her mouth, sucking on the digit and covering it with saliva. As she closed her eyes, Adonis noticed the nail of that finger was turning the color of rust. She lifted Adonis’s hand to his forehead and gently, silently, ran his nail over the spot she’d kissed earlier.

He didn’t know how she did this, but his nail had become as sharp as a razor and cut into his forehead. Pain shot through him, strong enough to make him believe she’d cut through flesh and reached as deep as bone. But Adonis accepted it ecstatically, letting her draw something into his face.

Blood ran down his forehead, wetting his eyelids and dripping off them like tears. She moved his finger down from his forehead, descending to his nose to cut his cheek and the bone under his left jaw.

The pain from where Dranvi had initially cut him was receding, the wound closing with a strange, sweet sensation. As it did, Adonis felt the spell carved onto his features seep into the inside of his face.

“Darkness was warmer than light…,” Adonis whispered in the throes of pain and pleasure. “That’s the entirety of my Motif.”

The taste of the Seed of Calamity filled his mouth. Its crisp sweetness coursed throughout his being, melting Adonis in both heart and body into the dark.

The surrounding Fangs all raised their voices in lamentation.

NNNNNN…

OOOOOOWWWWWW…

HHHHHHEEEEEERRRRRR—

Their strange call was like a celebration of someone’s birth. They held up their fire irons, waved their broken swords, and enthusiastically strummed their rusty instruments as they surrounded Adonis and Dranvi in grave but boisterous celebration.

Raising his bloodstained face, Adonis slowly opened his eyes and looked around. He appeared entranced. Dranvi hugged him gently from behind, and the sweet flavor and scent of the Seed of Calamity hung in the air.

And so the Blessed Child of Darkness was inducted into the Dearth March.
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A knock on the door pulled Belle back to consciousness.

She looked around, confused.

Where am I…?

She was in her room, in Park City’s Central East Town, in the eastern Solist barracks. Incoherent thoughts boomed inside her head.

Why am I here…?

Her room was a mess. The windows and curtain were closed shut. Sunlight filtered lazily into the dim room. The hour was shifting from yellow to red. The light was crimson—an hour that struck her as extremely unpleasant for some reason.

What? What am I thinking? I shouldn’t be thinking this…

She shook her head slowly, dazed, but numbness still clung to her mind. She could tell she was on a bed. Just how long was she like this, hugging her sword against her shoulder…?

Cut…

Curled up and hugging her knees?

Her backside hurt, so she tried moving her body a little. It relieved the pain, but that only made her more lethargic. Where had Kitty the Nothing gone? She couldn’t remember the last time she saw him.

The thought of Kitty the Nothing instantly made her think of eating. Food. Maybe she’d overslept because she hadn’t eaten much. She turned her eyes to the dining table. Through the open door, she could see the dining room floor, where plates were scattered haphazardly.

I’ve got to clean those up, Belle thought. She wondered why her eating utensils were on the floor in the first place. Cut. Eating utensils on the floor. She noted that there was hardly any wind today.

Can I…cut…?

She realized there was no wind because the window was closed and decided to start from there. By opening the window, and…

I can’t cut…

Pick up the sword and…

Where was I trying to go…?

She had to clean up the plates. She tried to recall the last time she had anything to eat. Her skin was sticky with sweat, and she didn’t have an appetite. Opening the window—

Another knock on the door yanked Belle out of the swirl of her thoughts. She sluggishly turned her eyes to the corridor leading to the front door. The door was wide open.

“Who’s there?” she asked.

“It’s me. Do you have a moment?”

Belle didn’t feel like she actually spoke, and had the reply not come, she wouldn’t have been sure if she’d said anything. That was how disconnected her speech felt from her thoughts.

“Who…?”

“… It’s Benet, Belle.”

His voice sounded hurt, but it felt like the voice came from a great distance.

Her mouth seemed to speak of its own will.

“What, do you need something?” Belle asked in a voice that grew louder as she listlessly looked down at her clothes. All she had on was one long shirt, nothing else. She wasn’t sure where her clothes were. She glanced at the dresser, examining the wooden texture. It was covered in countless ripples. She followed one line on the wood, which connected to another, then another. She wondered why she was doing this.

Opening the window. She’d start from there, and then…

Cut…

She gripped her sword tightly, causing the leather wrapped around the hilt to make a dry, crumpling sound. With no target to use it against, Belle’s eyes blazed savagely, darting around in search of one.

“Belle…?”

She regained her senses again. A sigh left her lips. Her body relaxed from the tension that had filled it. Someone was saying something on the other side of the door. Who? She slowly remembered.

“I came to check on you, Belle. Could you let me in? I have those maisen tea leaves you like and some of the dried flower one. Or would you prefer hop ale? I brought both.”

“What?”

She got out of bed sluggishly. With her right hand gripping her sword, she focused on the door.

“Hop ale, Belle. I know you don’t like alcohol, but you did like this one…”

“No, I don’t mean that. Why did you bring this stuff? Did I ask you to?”

Dragging her sword along, she walked to the front door, the tip of the blade scraping along the floor.

“I came to see how you were. I brought some pease fruit flesh, too. I got some quality ones. All sorts of other things, too…”

“Why?”

“Pease are in season right now. It’s around this time of year their leaves change color. I bought some that were picked from the fields just this morning.”

“What are you going on about? Why did you come here? To check on who? What are you here for?”

“You… You’ve spent half the season shut up in your room. Haven’t you? So I thought—”

“Half a season? What are you talking about?”

What am I…?

“You participated in that battle… Remember? You asked Guinness for it.”

“And it’s been half a season since then?”

Cradling her head with her left hand, she leaned against the wall. She could tell by Benet’s voice that he was getting impatient. Her other hand naturally clenched. It was grabbing something. A sword.

Can I cut…?

Belle had dragged her sword all the way there—but she wasn’t sure what for. Her eyes moved regardless of her will, glaring at the door. She shook her head. She didn’t know why she looked like this.

There was no wind because the window was closed. She’d start by opening the window.

She picked up the sword.

“I’ll cut.”

“—Belle, what?”

“No…nothing. So what do you want?”

“I’m here to check on you, Belle. You look like you’re sick.”

“Sick? No, I’m not. Why would you…think that?”

“Because you’ve spent half this season… Never mind. I brought you all sorts of things. Things I don’t typically take out, but I thought you must be wanting for some variety with your diet.”

“Don’t do that. Stop it. What’s wrong with you? I’m fine. Yes, I do feel…a little under the weather…but I’m fine.”

“Can you spare me a bit of your time, then? There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“Talk…about what? I’d rather not. Please.”

“You just look so depressed recently…”

Benet’s voice finally trailed off behind the door. He could sense Belle’s state even without seeing her. But Belle just couldn’t find the words to describe how she felt, to an extent that was just as shocking to her. She was clearly not her usual self. She never imagined stumbling over her words like this.

Do it like you always do…, Benet thought, holding back from speaking those words. Gently, come now. Like you’re whispering…

“So I thought I’d come visit…”

But then he became alarmed. His triangular ears stood up, twitching in apprehension. His one eye was wide as it stared at the door sorrowfully, like it could see through it.

Through the subtle changes in the air, he could feel bloodlust on the other side of the door. He could tell Belle had lifted her sword. His right eye, which was his only functional one, already saw everything hazily. After losing his left eye, the other was bound to deteriorate from overexertion. And the last thing it would see was—

This is terrible, Benet! The other Benet, hidden deep in his heart, screamed in a panic. Don’t; stop! You don’t need to do this. What is it about this girl that drives you to go this far…?!

Through the door, he could tell Belle had raised her sword. What for? Against whom? He had to say something—or else…!

Like a storm brewing silently.

Yes, his ears could keenly pick up on it.

Only you can do this, Benet.

He remembered Guinness saying that.

This is a Mermaid’s fate, Benet.

The light you’re losing… Even sacred ashes can’t heal it.

It doesn’t matter. This made me stronger. I’ve become stronger, gained much, freed myself from the curse of my heart. I…!

Are you sure? You really will lose it. You can still turn back now—

If I don’t do this now, what did I grow stronger for? I did it for this, this moment… Otherwise, this strength is meaningless!

Swallowing up the conflict storming within him, Benet slowly closed his eye.

“Belle…”

Even from this side, he could sense Belle tensing up and preparing to lunge with her sword, her face screwed up into a dangerous glare. Her arms were trembling.

Why do I feel so powerless? Why am I trying to cut him down with this sword?

“I’m here to check on you.”

Something got blown away with a loud thud—the slash was unleashed with intensity, faster than her thoughts could catch up to it. She felt like she could cut him down now. She was absorbed in it, completely, but the sword in her hand was nothing but a lump of metal. There was no resonance whatsoever between her and it. She understood that. In a droplet of time, briefer than a moment, everything within Belle lashed out, hating how powerless she was. But what else was she to do? Simply swinging the sword—that was the symbol of power.

“Belle!”

For a moment, she had no idea what had happened. Her sword stopped in its tracks. Exhibiting her natural strength, she’d been able to stop the sword in midair. The tip of the sword had just barely sunk into the door, and Belle noticed dust falling over her. Looking up, the sword’s tip had cut through the ceiling in an arc when she’d swung it.

Slowly, she turned her eyes to the door. A different voice and presence reached her from the other side.

“Who’s there…?”

She asked with a trembling, fearful voice. She gently pulled the sword’s tip from the door, her eyes nailed to the wood like she had trouble believing what was there. Her hands tensed, but unlike earlier, she knew this time she was clinging to her sword in both fear and anticipation.

She heard an intentionally loud sigh.

“It’s me, you know,” said a haughty voice. “Open up already. I’ve got a lot in my hands, and I’ll drop it if I stay like this much longer.”

“Who are you?”

“What are you saying? I brought all sorts of things. The kind you like. You’ve got good taste, you know? If only you weren’t such a glutton. Oh, but I prefer demitasse tea to maisen tea. Especially during this season. I should have brought that instead.”

“Why…? Why are you doing this?”

“Oh, stop that. I went out of the way to see you. Come on, open the door already.”

“But I…”

“You’re hurting. Hurting so much you feel like you’ll lose it if you don’t suppress your heart.”

The sword’s tip hit the floor with a thud, sinking into the wood. Her right hand still held on to the hilt, while her left hand slowly reached out to unlock the door. She removed one chain, then unlocked the door and fearfully turned the knob. Light seeped in, overflowing as it opened.

“The window…”

Belle stammered, unsure of what to tell the woman standing in the blinding light. Finally, she found an excuse.

“I was going to open the window.”

The other person smiled cynically. It was a showy expression, but strangely not unpleasant, because beneath it Belle could see there was kindness.

The woman brushed back her hair, the sun glittering against the scale bones on her elbows and neck, typical of her race.

“You look terrible.” The woman jerked her chin at Belle with a scowl, appalled by her appearance.

Belle still only wore her long shirt, with nothing else under it. She really did look awful. Her mostly bare skin was covered in scratches. Glancing at them, she spotted blue bruises that looked like lashings from a whip, running along and across her skin. The woman’s gaze raked over those as well, and she stared straight at Belle with a provoking look that spelled out that she had indeed seen it. Her two amethyst eyes met Belle’s frightened black ones.

“Your eye…,” Belle whispered.

“I brought all sorts of things.” She cut Belle off and strode into the room, then— “Look at the state of this place!” she screamed. “My word… Fine, I’ll clean up for you, so just rest there. Ugh, see, this is why I can’t stand visiting the sick… Go on, shut the door. Your hair is a mess, too; I can’t stand to look at it. How did you get like that? Are you dense?”

“Wh-what’s gotten into you, all of a sudden? Why are you here?”

Belle locked the door like the other woman had asked and tried to direct a disapproving look at her but failed. Her voice faltered.

The woman placed the bags she was carrying on the dining table and looked around the room without making any effort to mask her shock. She walked up to Belle, who stood dazed in the hall, put her hands on her hips, and cocked her head arrogantly.

“Don’t just stand there. Get in bed. You’ll catch a cold, the way you’re dressed.”

“I… I thought you died.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I mean…”

The woman narrowed her eyes. Two eyes. There was still a scar running from her left brow down to her cheek. The eye under that scar should have been all white and injured beyond the healing powers of even sacred ashes. And in most cases, losing one eye means the other eye becomes strained and its sight also gradually fails, leading to blindness. But it hadn’t impacted her day-to-day life thanks to the traits of the Mermaid race, allowing their triangular ears to perceive the world through sound.

Yes, this woman was a Mermaid. A hermaphroditic race, containing both masculinity and femininity within one body.

“I thought you were dead. Ever since your masculine self appeared… Benet, all this time, I thought you died…”

Benedictine neither denied nor confirmed it. She smiled sarcastically, raised her hands from her waist to rest them on Belle’s shoulders, pulled her closer to relieve her tension, and hugged her gently.

“I still need to get back at you, after all. For cutting down Gordon and my sword…”

Her tone was mischievous, making it hard to tell if she was serious, but within it, Belle felt like she heard something forlorn and tragic. Why? The moment she asked herself this, she felt a stuffiness fill her nose as hot tears welled.

Benedictine’s hand brushed Belle’s back soothingly. “I’ll pour you some tea. Maisen tea is fine, yes? And we can take our time and talk. You can tell me what made someone as cheerful and reckless as you become like this.”

“I… I-it’s my fault.”

“Is it, though?”

“I mean, I…”

“You can take your time and explain it however you please. I’ll go make us tea. I’m quite parched. And I can’t eat everything in those bags on my own.”

The whole time, Benedictine kept rubbing Belle’s back soothingly, holding the girl against her warm, well-endowed bosom. Belle realized that she’d started crying at some point. It felt like the opposite of something that had happened before. Benedictine was the one clinging to Belle, though fed up with having to tend to a bawling woman, and she never let go of her.

Remembering that put her at ease. Belle wailed, sobbing openly.

 

“You did nothing wrong,” Benedictine concluded firmly. “But if feeling like you’re at fault makes it any easier for you, go ahead and feel that way.”

Benedictine answered while cleaning up the room, which made her responses come across as casual, but it only made Belle feel more comfortable. Lying sprawled out on the bed while hugging her sword, she whispered her uncertainties.

Her eyes traced the spots where the ceiling’s plaster was painted over, vertical and horizontal. Lines at right angles to each other. That’s what their exchange was like the whole time. But which was horizontal and which was vertical, she wondered.

Belle tilted her head, and the vertical lines became horizontal, and vice versa.

See? she whispered to herself.

It was just like their words. Or like Adonis and Belle. Or conversely, like Belle and Benedictine.

“Is that how it works?”

“It is, but looking at the state of this place, I’d say it didn’t put you at ease at all,” Benedictine said, sounding both amazed and as if she was teasing Belle. And so still grumbling, she went around the room, briskly cleaning up the place.

This Mermaid woman had basically stormed into her house, mouthing haughty complaints, while soothing and reassuring Belle. She let Belle lie in bed while she cleaned, opened the window and curtains, and put the clothes littering the floor in the laundry.

The room really was in a bad state. It wasn’t just dirty or cluttered; the whole place illustrated Belle’s silent screaming. Clothes lay discarded on the floor in heaps, drenched with sweat. The bath was also covered in puddles from when she was in cycles of sleeping until she got sweaty, took off her clothes to bathe and then went back to sleep until she got too sweaty again.

The overturned tableware, the fruit left rotting in the fridge, the vomit on the floor, the broken dishwasher, and the tipped-over chairs and the scratches on the walls: It all spoke to the cycle of mental anguish and stress she had been going through in a direct manner that was perhaps typical of Belle.

Benedictine rinsed and scrubbed each of those things thoroughly and carefully, while making exaggerated exclamations and comments to hold Belle’s attention. She cleaned—or in Mermaid terms, purified—the room.

“It’ll go cold,” Benedictine said, approaching Belle.

“Hmm…?” Belle raised her head, still groggy, looking at the cup of maisen tea Benedictine had left on the table earlier. It smelled nice, which incentivized her to reach for it.

“This is expensive, isn’t it?”

“Not really. I’m considered a top Solist, you know. Unlike you, I make a decent living.”

Chuckling, Belle took a sip. The murky surface of the tea rippled, distorting her reflection.

“Um… About earlier, Benet. I’m not saying it’s my fault just to make myself feel better. It’s just… How do I explain it? It’s one way you could look at it. And I’ll admit I got a little fixated on that one side…”

“Oh, but why? I’d very much like to hear why you think you’re at fault,” Benedictine said with a dissatisfied expression.

After cleaning up a little more, she brought a chair to Belle’s bedside table and sat on it, giving her a view of Belle’s face, and started peeling some of the pease fruit she’d brought. The smell of fruit milk pleasantly tickled Belle’s nostrils, but the sweetness of that memory brought with it a twinge of sadness, reminding Belle of the pops. The way their beady eyes looked up at her, the brutal circumstances of their life and death; it all naturally connected to Adonis and her differing feelings toward him. Thoughts she kept shut out and pushed away rushed into her mind, flowing in smoothly like all the sediment weighing them down was gone.

“I couldn’t understand his suffering. And I feel like I can’t understand,” Belle said. “But I tried to get him to understand me… To fill up his heart with just me.”

“And he was much the same, except what he did was much worse,” Benedictine retorted, exasperated.

But there was a question hidden in her tone: How did the two of you get like this? This was the real reason Belle kept her thoughts buried deep down in her heart, and undoubtedly where her memories of betrayal and injury stemmed from.

Benedictine curtly—or maybe that’s just how she tried to make it seem—reaffirmed Belle’s thoughts, soothing her and spurring her to realize this on her own. Belle could sense this intention physically on her skin, which went to show that her intuition, the keen empathy she felt toward the world, was recovering.

“I like Adonis when he’s strong,” she muttered.

Her reflection in the cup wavered again. She waited for the ripples to stop before she continued.

“Seeing him weak makes me anxious. He can’t save me when he’s weak. Instead, it spurs me on. I feel like understanding Adonis when he’s weak will make me lose Adonis when he’s strong. So I rejected it; I didn’t want to understand him. I’d sooner let him kill me than see that happen.”

“Well said. So what were you expecting out of this strong Adonis, then? What did you want from that bigoted, cowardly man? Isn’t that the issue?”

“A Journey…”

Belle trailed off.

“Say it,” Benedictine snapped at her scoldingly. “What’re you holding back for? It’s sickening. Just say it. Well, what do you want?”

“For him to go on a Journey with me,” Belle said, then looked away from Benedictine nervously.

“You hopeless girl,” Benedictine said with a smile, looking as if she really felt this way. “I already knew that. You’re…going to leave on a Journey.”

“I…”

The tea in the cup was splashing in her grip. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Benedictine gently took the cup and placed it on the table. She picked up a piece of pease fruit and popped it into her own mouth.

“Delicious.”

Benet turned her eyes to Belle, like she was offering her some, too. Belle wavered for a moment, then nodded, prompting Benedictine to poke some of the fruit with a fork and lift it to Belle’s lips. The sweet, sugary fragrance of fruit milk filled Belle’s nostrils. She bit into it, and Benedictine beamed at her like a child.

Belle was surprised she could make such an expression. As she chewed the expensive fruit, she realized tears were running down her cheeks. Sweet and sour mixed in her mouth, and she saw Benedictine cock her head, watching her.

Horizontal became vertical; vertical became horizontal.

“I like you when you’re weak.” Benedictine sipped on her tea. “Deep down, I think you deserve it. It makes me feel good.”

Belle cracked a pained smile as she wept. She accepted the cup Benedictine offered her wordlessly, taking a sip to wash down the rich flavor of the pease fruit. She returned the cup, which was unquestioningly placed back on the table. It was all casual, natural, no questions asked, like they were two sisters who got along well. The air between them could indeed be called familial.

“I think I understand why I wanted to see you all this time even though you’re so mean,” Belle said to the Mermaid.

“Oh? Well, go on. Why?” Benedictine chuckled, her eyes moving from the plates on the table to scanning over the room and eventually stopping at Belle.

Her eyes seemed to ask if Belle still had complaints after all the kindness she’d been shown. There was a certain sarcasm to it, but it was also charming, as if to ask, “Who else would treat a woman like you as sweetly as I do?”

And she’s right.

This arrogant woman, as mean and jealous as she was, had contrasted with Belle since the moment they first met. She was effectively the first fellow woman Belle had interacted with. All of Belle’s peculiarities—her unusual birth, her abnormal powers, the way she was isolated from the land—all of it made Benedictine react in a utilitarian, knee-jerk reaction of envy. “Who do you think you are, standing out more than me?” it seemed to say. “I’m much more famous around town than you are.”

It was a plain, easy-to-understand emotion. Benedictine liked being compared to others, felt joy at coming out on top. And she treated Belle that way, just like she did with any other woman.

There stood another person, clear in their contrast, on the other side of Belle. They competed in all the same areas, acknowledging each other in the same aspects. She was the first person to give Belle the feeling of sharing the same line of thought, something akin to empathy.

“Standing next to you makes me feel like I’m a fine woman after all,” Belle said.

“Huh? What does that mean? You think I’m just here to make you stand out? Me?” Benedictine seemed to take genuine offense to this, pouting adorably at Belle.

“Ah-ha-ha-ha. I mean…it makes me feel like a normal woman, just like any of the races here. It feels like you’re looking at me in this deep, fundamental way that goes beyond race. It can be annoying and sometimes it makes me feel bad, but thanks to that…sometimes I feel at ease. Do you get it? …I can’t really explain it.”

“Well. I never knew you could be so vicious with your words. Belle, listen. You’re pretty.”

“Huh…?”

That remark left Belle speechless. Benedictine, however, pointed at her with annoyance and started ranting like she was spewing out all the resentment she’d bottled up so far.

“You’re free is what you are. Free from beauty and ugliness. Any race has its own idea of these, and men and women all base their standards on that. But you… If you want to become beautiful, you can be beautiful as you are, and you can become ugly just the same. You’re so weightless. Light. Free. You have strength and weakness within you. And people like Adonis and me, who can’t help but be drawn to you, we all want to find a way inside you. So we cling to your appearance. We try to break you or protect you. We want to touch what’s within you. That’s how big an influence you have on the world just by being here. It’s frustrating. But you’re like a flower to be admired; you go around, smiling selfishly without a care in the world for what the people watching you think. And with flowers like that, you have to see them wither before you’re satisfied.”

“Oh, come on…” Overwhelmed by Benedictine’s outburst, Belle was almost in tears. “It’s hard on me, too. I don’t know how to react to hearing that.” Her tone turned fawning and displeased.

“I know that.” Benedictine jerked her chin away peevishly. “But if there’s one thing I have to tell a woman like you, it’s that being validated by a man isn’t the only way to be a woman. You have so many reasons to be a woman hidden inside you, but you never try to use any of them. So you can… You can put them to use while still being yourself, and it won’t hurt you one bit.”

“What’s wrong…?” Belle asked, confused. “I don’t understand why you’re getting angry.”

“I’m not angry.”

“Yes, you are.”

Benedictine pointed at Belle fixedly with a very sober gesture. “Anyway, it’s not your fault,” she said, reaffirming her earlier conclusion.

“But…”

“I don’t know why you have such a hard time forgiving yourself, but this is one point I just won’t agree with. To be brutally honest, this pure, naive act you’re putting on is annoying. If you’re the victim here, at least act the part.”

This made Belle frown. “That’s awful, what you just said. You’re just twisting the knife.”

“Well, serves you right. Because that’s what you’re doing.”

“You’re the worst.”

Belle hung her head, sulking, then bit her lips and frowned, trying to restrain an emotion surging up inside her. Benedictine looked straight at Belle, then gently—and oddly enough, warmly—enveloped Belle in her arms.

Belle tried to say something, make a joke, but nothing came out. Her throat trembled, and like a sob, her voice got caught in her throat.

“I told Adonis to go on a Journey with me…”

“Yes.”

“And he said that if it was with me, a Journey would be fun.”

“Yes, I imagine it would. Absolutely.”

“And because I was lonely…I hated feeling that loneliness and wanted to run away, so I ended up sacrificing Adonis.”

“That’s not true.”

“No, it is. If I’d have gone on a Journey with Adonis, I’d have ended up dominating and killing him. I’d have done as I pleased. I’d have been just like that God, driving Adonis to do whatever I wanted.”

“That’s only because you’re too attentive to other people’s feelings. Even if he did think that way about you, it’s not your fault. If he couldn’t do it, he could have just said no to begin with. I swear, that guy…”

“Adonis came to me for help.”

“Yes, he did, but…”

“But I never came to check what tormented him so much…”

“So what? That makes it all your fault? And even if it’s not your fault, you think that justifies him trying to have sex with you? I swear, I don’t know what to do with you. You’re like a child when it comes to this. It’s mind-boggling. You just said it yourself, you know. The real reason.”

“…What real reason?”

“If real is a bad choice of words, I’ll say it whichever way you want. The true reason. The other reason. The reason you wanted to go on a Journey with him?”

“I…”

Belle fell silent again. The feelings flooded her heart so much it felt like they might tear her apart. And for the first time, Belle truly faced that feeling. She raised her voice in a shout, overwhelmed by the rush of emotion. She felt like she would lose it if she didn’t, but what came out was a pained whimper. Benedictine reached out, placing a palm on Belle’s cheek. The scales on the back of her hand glittered silver in the sunlight, the tears streaking down Belle’s cheeks dripping one by one onto her hand as she nodded, prompting Belle to go on.

“I’m lonely.”

“Yes.”

“I’m so lonely it drives me crazy. I feel like I’ll die from loneliness.”

“Yes.”

“I’m scared. It hurts. I’m all alone. No one’s there to help me. Why…? Why isn’t there someone, just one person who’ll be my support? Why can’t someone save me? Why am I so alone? Why can’t I ever—”

How could she describe it? The state of her heart. What had she been told that one time?

“That unrelenting feeling inside you is something I’d call…”

What took form in her heart were words someone irreplaceable to her once said, a word she was finally about to draw on.

“—do something about this homesickness?” Benedictine softly caressed Belle’s cheek and patted her head encouragingly, as if to praise her for being able to say it. “Someone somewhere told me this once… To think of home, to long for utopia, to be unable to love both myself and the place I’m in, to keep wandering, lost…”

“It’s not your fault.”

“Unable to open the Door of Journey…because if I would open it, I’d just be lonely forever. Why? Why is it every time I try to know myself, I have to be so alone? I’m always lost, and alone, and even though I know that so many people try to help me, it’s never enough…”

“It’s not your fault.”

“I’m just…”

“Come now. Say it.”

“I…”

“Go on.”

“It’s…not my fault?”

“Yes, that’s right. Go on, say it right.”

“It’s not my fault.”

Belle whispered, and then her hand naturally reached out, grabbing Benedictine’s arm.

“It’s not my fault! Because I…I…!”

“Yes, that’s right, that’s absolutely right. And where are you headed?”

“I…I’m going to search, for my real Reason…”

“Yes.”

“To do something about this homesickness, I’m going to…”

“That’s right. You’re going to go on a Journey. You’ll become your own individual, following your own Thema. Right?”

“Yes. Exactly. That’s right.” Belle nodded over and over, clinging to Benedictine. “I have to do it. Doing that…is the only way I can live.”

“I know.”

“I’m going on a Journey.”

“Yes, you are.”

“I’m…going to become a Nomad!”

At that moment, the hard, dry shell encasing Belle’s heart cracked open and shattered. Things she didn’t want to see and emotions she didn’t want to feel flooded back into her. She groaned. Sucking in a lungful of air, she spat out the words, sobbing all the while.

“A Journey…!”

“That’s right. Go on, Belle. We have no choice but to stay and live in this land… But we, too, believe and pray for what you’ll find at the end of your Journey. So one day, we’ll be able to share them. Stories of our respective journeys,” Benedictine murmured calmly, holding Belle in a soothing embrace.
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The hour turned from red to violet. After many moments of pain, forgiveness, and regaining a path once lost, the sun finally began to set. Benedictine switched the spell on the bedside lamp from glacé to aur, causing the glowstone’s shell to crack and release a ball of light into the air, banishing dusk’s gloom from the room.

Glowstone lamps were expensive magic items, used only by the castle’s royalty. This was, in fact, the first time Belle had seen one in action. It was impressive; it cast a glow that wasn’t blinding and produced no heat, lighting up the room just like it was daytime.

“Well?” Benedictine rested her hands on her waist. “I told you, despite appearances, I’m a high-class Solist. Just having wealth isn’t enough. Some of the nobility have these stones but no knowledge in magic, so they can’t put them to use.”

Benedictine spoke boastfully, and Belle could only nod, impressed.

“Heh-heh… You can’t make this ball of light float in the air, either. And if you don’t know how to turn it off, it could stay glowing for ten days. Doing this isn’t something someone like you, who’s focused only on the sword, could do.”

Her words were quite irritating, but Belle wouldn’t be able to sleep if this thing kept the room lit up, so she continued to nod obediently, so as not to annoy Benedictine to the point of refusing to put it out.

Realizing that expecting any honest praise from Belle was pointless, Benedictine said nothing more and decided to start putting some food on the table before the sun set completely.

As she settled into her seat at the dining room table, Belle realized, to her wonder, that the ball of light hardly cast any shadows. She understood that magic was what controlled this lamp, but she had to wonder how it worked. She had no understanding of it whatsoever, which was admittedly frustrating, but the food being placed on the table soon drew her attention away from that.

“I did what I could to suit the meal to your tastes, but try to compromise, all right? Making the flavor too rich can make it inedible. With the strong flavors you love, I have to wonder if your sense of taste works right.”

Benedictine sat at the dining table, her tongue still lashing into Belle.

“This looks great,” Belle said, this time honestly.

The food was mostly cooked using lotus fruit, which was the primary diet of Mermaids. Belle instantly reached out with her spoon to one of the dishes, which Benedictine explained was called a lotus bee—boiled fruit with honey squeezed onto it. It was eaten by other races as well, so she’d chosen to bring this, thinking it would suit Belle’s tastes.

It looked like a simple enough dish, but once Belle put it in her mouth, she realized how diverse its flavors were. It had the texture of flower meat and a mellow sweetness, with crushed chili pods sprinkled in for flavor. The fruit was punctured with holes, like a honeycomb, which were filled with fragrant herbs Belle couldn’t recognize. There was also some kind of fruit flesh stuffed inside, creating a taste that was surprisingly complex yet refreshing enough that she didn’t feel the need to wash the flavor down with soda water.

Next she reached for the stalk soup, then the leaf flesh dumplings wrapped with lotus leaves.

“This is good. Like, really good. I should’ve known. You really went all out.”

Belle much preferred this to the glowstone lamp. Raising her voice in praise, she took a bite of every other dish on the table. It almost felt like a waste, eating it, and she glanced around the room relieved that Kitty the Nothing wasn’t there for this. She’d be in quite a bind if he got used to dishes like these and started ignoring Belle’s plain cooking.

“Even you can make something like this,” Benedictine said, looking exasperated. “When it comes to a healthy appetite, though, you’ve got everyone beat. Listen, the way you make this…”

She started explaining the basics of cooking lotus, like she was trying to smooth over something. The way she became modest as soon as someone heaped praise on her was one of this woman’s negative traits, but at the same time she became bashful, which was charming in its own way. Belle nodded actively, listening to her lecture.

The whole time, Belle gluttonously devoured the meal, after having not eaten properly in so long. By the time Benedictine was halfway done with her first plate, Belle had already cleared several of her own.

Once she was done eating, Belle went to the washroom and brushed her teeth. This was her habit after every meal. She took cactus ashes and ran them over her teeth, rubbing a pinch of mint as well, and rinsed her mouth out with water. She then repeated this a second and third time.

After wiping her clean teeth with a handkerchief, Belle laughed loudly and thanked Benedictine.

“You really took care of everything for me. Sorry, and thanks. I’m really grateful.”

This was the first time she had expressed true, sincere gratitude since Benedictine had appeared at her door. Her cleaning the room had made Belle feel like all the sediment in her heart was being washed away, and the meal had brought her so much joy.

“Well, that’s a pleasure to hear. I wish you’d be as thankful for everything else,” Benedictine replied curtly.

“But I am thankful!”

“Oh, really? Well, let’s leave it at that. But there’s still one more thing you need to do.”

“There is?”

“This.”

Benedictine politely put away her fork and pointed at Belle’s hands.

“…Oh.”

Belle instantly understood. She wore a thin silk robe over her shirt that just about hid it, and she barely managed to eat. She hoped that by covering it up, she could simply forget about it. But under the robe, her body was covered in black-and-blue bruises, which she wasn’t sure would ever heal. And above them, over her heart, were gashes and claw marks crossed over each other. No matter how much she tried to keep her mind off them, the scars wouldn’t disappear on their own.

Benedictine hung her head, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“We need to hurry…,” she murmured. “I don’t think there’s much time left, so I’ll have to get it ready.”

“Get it ready…?”

“Yes. You can just lie in bed. I’ll clean this up and be on my way, so just wait.”

She rubbed her eyelids, like her eyes hurt, then blinked a few times.

“…All said, you really cleared your plate,” she said jokingly, rising to her feet.

Fearing her anxiety might show on her face and unsure what to say, she shooed Belle away into bed and started washing her own dishes. Lying in bed, Belle listened to Benedictine go about her work: the sound of parchment being wrapped around the remaining ingredients, and then the chilling container opening and closing; the clanking of the dishes and a water crystal shattering and producing water; the sound of a sponge fruit being used to rinse them as Benedictine hummed to herself.

All of it sounded oddly painful and wistful to Belle. She unconsciously reached out, pulling the sword closer like she was hugging it as she waited for Benedictine to finish. The humming eventually stopped, and the Mermaid glanced at her.

“It’s like you’re lovers,” she said, teasing Belle for the way she nestled against Runding.

“Is it? I wouldn’t know what lovers are like.”

“Don’t give me such a serious answer, would you? It gets scary when you take nonsense like that too seriously. Which reminds me, have you heard this silly story? One Solist was asked by his lover, ‘Who do you love more, your sword or me?’ So the Solist went to the Throne Room and asked the king for permission to place his lover on the scales.”

“Hmm. So which was heavier?”

“…Honestly. You think that was the point?”

“It isn’t?”

“You really can’t take a joke, can you? That side of you scares me, seriously,” Benedictine said in a way that didn’t sound entirely like a joke.

“Even if you say that to me…I don’t really get it,” Belle retorted, pouting.

Benedictine shook her head like she was at a loss, then held out her hand over the ball of light. She swiftly drew a spell into the air and pressed her palm against the stone’s shell, and the light quickly went out.

Belle didn’t know light produced sound, but it went out with a little buzz. And as it did, she heard a whisper.

“Someday you’ll understand just how cruel you are. And that will probably be when you understand what emotions will give form to your curse.”

That whisper faded into the silver stone, along with the ball of light.

With only the faint pale glow of the lamp lighting up the room, Benedictine silently placed a light crystal on the table. She took two crystals out of the bag she’d brought and carried them over to Belle, standing over the bed. Benedictine looked down at her meekly with a smile.

Belle’s heart raced. It was almost scary. The woman’s smile was so clear and ethereal, it reminded Belle of a ghost story where a woman’s ghost came to inform her beloved she was dead.

“This reminds me of a boring lecture I heard from my village elders, back before I found my femininity. It was a horrible lecture, full of the hopes and ideals of what it means to be a Mermaid…”

Saying this, Benedictine rested a knee on the bed. She held the crystal balls in both hands—the one in her right was crimson and the one in her left colorless—like she was offering them up to Belle. Her contours stood out in the pale glow, her scales shining faintly, along with her faint smile and supple, endowed body. It all mystified Belle, coming across as oddly divine.

At Benedictine’s urging, Belle let go of her sword.

“Take off your clothes… And relax. Like you’re going to sleep. In fact, you can sleep, if you’d like.”

Belle complied. While hiding her body with both hands, she tossed her shirt over the sword, then followed Benedictine’s direction, lying down while relaxing her body and timidly moving her arm away.

Belle’s supple body, wavering between boyishness and womanhood like a young Mermaid’s, was covered in terrible scars, like she’d been whipped. Benedictine swiftly looked over the bruises and undid her own clothes.

Belle felt her cheeks flush for some reason, but she simply remained silent as Benedictine straddled her. Belle’s frightened black eyes met Benedictine’s clear amethyst jewels.

Benedictine let out a mischievous chuckle.

“All Mermaids are born of the great Sea of Spirits, pass through the current to the World of Restoration after tainting their hearts, and eventually return to the depths of Limbo… Or so they say.” Benedictine imitated the tones of the elders she once heard. “Hence our mastery of barriers… They always used to say that. Just remembering it makes me retch a little. I was a boy who preferred offensive barriers, and no one in my age group could match me. Even after I learned how to become a woman, the thought of weaving a barrier to truly protect someone never occurred to me. It was always to hurt someone, or otherwise take others into my heart, like I did with Gordon… The thought of me healing another’s heart is laughable…”

She chuckled, not out of self-deprecation, but because she truly found it strange. Belle looked up at Benedictine, confused.

“Forgive me, but it really does feel strange. I’m the one who said we don’t have much time, and here I am, bringing up the past… Come now, let’s get started. Let me start off by saying that the red one in my right hand contains sacred wine meant for healing. It shouldn’t get you tipsy, but you’re a very light drinker, so you’ll probably get drowsy. If you do, don’t be shy and go to sleep. It’ll make things easier for me. But do tell me good-bye before you do.”

That last remark made Belle gulp.

“Good-bye? What do you—?”

Mean—? Before she could finish that sentence, a high-pitched sound cut her off. It looked like Benedictine waved her hands, then shattered the crystals. It was a breathtakingly clear, beautiful sound, but perhaps the crystals’ shells were too sturdy, because the crystals didn’t fully break, only cracking where they had struck each other and releasing fine fragments into the air.

Benedictine spread her hands out wide, then struck them together again—except she wasn’t gripping the crystals. They were floating in the air and following her hand movements, just inches away from her palms. They clashed against each other, and their crisp sound reverberated through Belle’s body like transparent light, particles of light forming like a mist that sprinkled warmly over Belle.

The mist of red sacred wine and steam fluttered over the bed, forming a dome-like barrier. Its interior was full of a clear, warm, pleasant aroma. Belle sighed in amazement. Taking a lungful of the thick scent, she felt her body heat up, like she was being cleansed from within. The mist fell on them in droplets, and as Belle’s body turned damp with it, she felt something moving across her skin.

It was akin to a caress—not unpleasant. The mist condensed over Belle, clinging to her body droplet after droplet and flowing down. It soon formed a pattern, and within moments, a mystical red spell surfaced all over Belle’s body.

It’s like the songs Undines sing to purify rivers and lakes…

And as soon as she thought that, a voice spoke up in Belle’s head.

They all shoulder a fate they cannot escape from. An essential fate that requires them to rely on others for their personalities, to act like parasites on the thoughts of others to construct their own heart.

It was the Guidance—the being that governed the information she was once given, that unlocked deeper knowledge as she matured—and the only connection she had left with her lost Meister.

Oh, I see.

Belle was flooded with gratitude at the realization that the Guidance’s voice took shape within her again, while at the same time feeling grief for the strange image its words drew. And finally, she felt her emotions stirred by Benedictine, her beauty and warmth, as she sang the song and scattered the mist that formed countless spells over Belle’s body.

The Sea of Spirits, which stands as the mirror image of this continent of reality…, said the Guidance. From there burst forth the pure, untainted droplets that make up the perfected forms of the Undines.

The image surfaced clearly in Belle’s mind, overlapping with the reality before her eyes. She sighed from the bottom of her heart. She felt like she was drifting in the waves of a fathomless sea. And from within those depths, transparent fragments of souls overflowed, like they were falling toward the sky. Those images passed through Belle, rising to the water’s surface like they were ascending into a snowy sky, reaching the heavens that looked like they were flooded with light, and from there descending to the material world.

And they all take in the impurities of the real world, washing it into the river leading to Limbo, where they are forgotten and dumped into the Sea of Spirits. There starts their second journey. They guard the Sea of Spirits, and to maintain its purity, clear those flaws and flow into the river known as the World of Restoration…

The World of Restoration was a place of eternity that went beyond ordinary space and time. It was far from the real world, and it contained within it every passing second and moment that ticked by in reality. The more one reached out toward it, the farther away it became—and gave the impression that its infinite expanse spread within oneself.

That place now appeared within Belle and through Benedictine, who was right before her.

Looking ahead, Belle saw the last pieces of the crystals in Benedictine’s hands scatter into the air. Once she was done with them, her hands began caressing Belle’s body, covering her scars while softly singing the song for the Spells on her, the Mermaid’s lips running over the spells and softly sucking them up, healing Belle.

Memories of pain vividly surfaced all through Belle’s body. Spurred on by Benedictine, Belle willingly set the painful memories of her assault free. Benedictine’s supple fingers and thick lips slid over Belle’s body, healing the pain of those wounds, as if to take them on herself.

Serenity and warmth and a sweet numbness filled the air washing over her body, and at the same time Belle felt it seep into her, overflowing. Her bare body trembled, feeling like it was melting into the air, glistening with a faint light. She found herself closing her eyes, tears running down her cheeks, her limbs moving about as she opened herself up to Benedictine.

“Your defilements and purities, pain and rapture… You will lose nothing.”

As she was feverishly drunk on the mist of sacred wine, she heard Benedictine whisper. The whispers grew distant, only lingering faintly in her ears.

“Those dregs shall simply…return… Only I know of it… With you…”

Benedictine’s voice was like a ripple from afar, her words wavering, reverberating. Belle fought off the sleepiness and opened her eyes, urgently trying to keep her eyes fixed on the Mermaid.

“I’ll go…with you, too… To those depths…”

A feverish tone. Perhaps it was her own voice speaking. But then everything flashed white behind her eyes. A sensation filled her up in both heart and body, making her throw back her head and breathe out hard. Her body twitched and her back arched from the intense wave surging over her, leaving Belle trembling in a burning afterglow. A sizzling wave rushed through her insides, washing away what remained of her consciousness and leaving behind only hazy fatigue.

“So that someday…we will tell each other of our respective journeys…”

Belle’s throat clenched, trying to respond, but all that came out was a groan. Not yet, she thought. I haven’t said it yet. I haven’t said good-bye yet.

“Farewell, Belle.”

As Benedictine was about to fade from the world, Belle clung to her for dear life. And she was able to say the words. The words of good-bye that she’d never forgotten, that she had known since the day she was born…

“…Bye bye, Benedictine.”

With a boundlessly transparent smile, Benedictine expressed that she understood their meaning. And with that final image, Belle’s consciousness was snatched away by intoxication and drowsiness, fading into darkness.

 

Ring…

The O’crock chimed, marking the lime-green hour. Belle awoke, enveloped by the scent of freshly laundered sheets that had hung in the sunlight for a long time to dry. It had been quite a while since the last time she felt wide awake as soon as she opened her eyes.

She sat up, looking around the room. She glanced at Runding, which had fallen off the bed and sank into the floorboards, and noticed the long shirt that was hanging off its grip. She looked down at her body.

Her skin was unblemished.

It was just like what she’d heard in Sherry’s room once. All things with form retrace the memories of their original nature and are reborn, regaining a youth and an innocence without losing the experience and memory they accumulated.

Her skin was as smooth and untouched as that.

And then she caught a whiff of the smell of purifying sacred wine from the sheets. Belle looked around again. The tea set on the bedside table was gone, as was the lamp on the table. The crystals Benedictine had carried were nowhere to be seen, and the bedding was dry and spotless, as if they’d been cleaned and purified like Belle’s body.

Belle put on the shirt hanging off Runding and hopped toward the dining room, feeling refreshed. The cutlery had been washed and placed near the sink. The cactus ashes she used to brush her teeth were closed in their box, too. The dining table had nothing on it, of course.

Belle stood there for a moment, resigned, but then remembered. She awkwardly bent over in front of the fridge and opened it, finding a few bundles of parchments, and broke out in laughter.

She undid one, finding it was full of lotus fruit. Besides that, there were bundled stalks, a tuft of pease fruit, lotus bee honeycomb, and assorted herbs. Each and every one had been wrapped with care. Belle chuckled.

“That girl… All she left me was food.”

Some spiteful part of her thought that was definitely something Benedictine would do.

If only you weren’t such a glutton, she heard from a voice coming from somewhere. Even you can make something like this.

“…I’ll try,” Belle whispered into the void as she closed the fridge.

She then drew every curtain in the room and opened the bedside window wide. Squinting in the bright light, she stretched, feeling the pleasant breeze.

“Thank you.” She smiled softly. “I really am grateful.”

She lingered on the feeling surging up within her. For the first time in her life, Belle had a friend. A friend with whom she’d only spent a short time, with which she exchanged barbs and sympathies and a deep understanding, and a friend who had given her life for her. She had sensed her—this maiden of water—this Mermaid’s fate to rely on others for her personality, willingly accepted that fate, and drunk the dark poison in Belle’s stead before leaving this world.

She was a true friend, and that clear conviction filled Belle’s heart with warmth. A pure, relieved sort of sorrow filled her heart, like what she went through purified even the painful guilt she would have normally felt.

A rightful position is given through wrongdoing…, the Guidance whispered within Belle, as if profoundly affirming this feeling. The justice within one’s heart gains its rightful position and, in attempting to avoid duty in vain, embraces wrongdoing…

Belle gripped the O’crock hanging over her chest. Outside her window, there was a blue expanse so wide she felt like she could dive into it. It was just like a sky she’d once seen before. She sat there, letting time pass by. She shed no tears. They remained brimming in her eyes, drifting to the bottom of her heart.

So that someday we will tell each other of our respective journeys…

Benedictine had said this in prayer, before departing to the inner world. And so long as Belle hung on to those words, she wouldn’t doubt herself even after she departed on her own Journey. Confirming this with herself, Belle spent that day in peace.

After noon, Kitty the Nothing finally appeared in the room, and Belle took the chance to try cooking the lotus fruit just like Benedictine had taught her. She couldn’t get the same complex flavors, but it turned out well enough. Belle ate it, feeling a sense of wistful nostalgia, while Kitty chewed on it with his usual expressionless face. She usually had to doubt if he could tell the food apart from the utensils it was served in, but—

“Delicious, isn’t it?”

When Belle asked that, Kitty looked down at his meal with what appeared to be agreement. Maybe he just happened to look down at that moment and meant nothing by it, but Belle was happy just the same.

Belle herself was used to this inexplicable little guest and quite fond of him. He was a strange guest who always seemed to disappear somewhere come nightfall, only to return with the sun.

And so a few days passed. Peaceful, tranquil days. Just as Belle thought Guinness or others might come check on her, it appeared.

They usually arrived during mornings or dusk. While Belle looked out the window, she saw an unexpected bird flower had landed, blooming on her windowsill. She instantly froze up. She hadn’t even read the contents of its letter but stopped in her tracks when she saw its black wings.

“A raven flower…?!”

It sat there, a short message wrapped in its black petals, waiting for Belle to pick it up. Belle read the message in a daze. It spoke concisely of the death of an old, veteran Solist. His name: Ginbuck. The underdog Conductor Belle had worked alongside when they fought Tiziano in the battle for the Catacombs.

 

To be continued in Volume 3.
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