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      Chapter 186: A Request for a Performance


      “I’ve finished restraining the captives, my lady.”


      “Thank you, Ines.”


      The auction hall’s once opulent atmosphere lay in tatters, marred by the broken remains of primal golems and the limp figures of people bound in gleaming mithril wires. Assassins had tried to ply their trade on the visitors from the Kingdom of Clays, only to find themselves outmatched by a single girl. Now they sat on the floor in a cowering mass, nothing but fear in their eyes.


      The armored woman who had bound them—Ines—turned her gaze to a group of pale-haired children lying on the floor. “How are they doing?” she asked.


      The children were survivors of a minority tribe once called the Lepifolk—now known as the demonfolk—who had originally lived on the quiet frontier. They had been the main commodity at the cruel auction that had just taken place, and their pale necks still bore the marks of the magical collars that had forced them to dance to their masters’ every command.


      “They’ve fainted, but they’re otherwise all right,” Lynne said. “I was worried they’d suffered worse than the collars, but thankfully, my examination found no signs of that.”


      “That’s good to hear.”


      “If we let them rest, they should wake on their own before long.”


      “Very well. In the meantime...” Ines turned from the sleeping children to the slender man cowering nearby, her gaze sharpening. He let out a terrified squeak. “Ari, was it? Is this all of them? Where were they held before this? If there are more, I’d appreciate it if you told us.”


      “W-We don’t know anything!” he insisted. “We didn’t even know we were selling demonfolk until right before the auction!”


      “Lies will do you no good, I assure you.”


      “I... I’m not lying!” Ari shrieked between whimpers. “Please—you have to believe me!”


      Ines studied him for a moment. “Rolo?”


      “He’s telling the truth,” said a boy whose features resembled those of the slumbering children. “They really don’t know anything.”


      “Then I suppose there’s no point in pressing them further.” Ines looked away from the man sniveling on the floor. “Still, I doubt these children are the only ones.”


      “Mm-hmm,” Rolo agreed. “I didn’t see everyone when I was a slave, but I’m pretty sure there are others besides them. I hope they’re okay.”


      Lynne’s expression fell. “I’m sorry, Rolo. If only we had acted faster...”


      “No, no,” he said, smiling. “I’m just glad we found this many. Thank you, Lynne.”


      The man behind them shrugged, his features twisted into a rueful smile. “Nevertheless, Lady Lynneburg, it seems we’ve found ourselves in a rather unenviable situation,” he said, breaking his silence. “We might have overcome the initial ambush, but I must remind you: We stand in the heart of a den of vipers, now saddled with a group of defenseless, sleeping children.”


      Lynne looked contemplative. “I suppose you’re right...”


      “In the first place, I very much doubt my father ever believed these fools could hamper Noor or the Divine Shield in any meaningful way.”


      “What are you suggesting?”


      “That this lot were always meant to be sacrificial pawns—my little brothers included,” Rashid explained. “It’s a hallmark of my father’s tactics: He refuses to trust anyone. No matter what happened here, we would have been delayed, ensuring his escape. After all, we can hardly abandon these children and chase after him.” He let the thought hang for a beat, then added, “Unless we slaughter all our captives, I suppose.”


      The eldest son of House Sarenza grinned, gauging Lynne’s reaction. Behind him, Sirene turned her focused gaze toward the auction venue’s entrance, her long ears pricking up.


      “Lady Lynneburg?”


      “Yes, Sirene?”


      “I hear footsteps coming from the palace we came from. Fast ones. Heavy too. Like the wingless, birdlike golem Rashid rode on our journey here.”


      “Raptor golems—the fastest golems on land,” Rashid confirmed. “How many?”


      “There’s a single pair of legs, so one golem. It’s headed straight for the center of the compound.”


      “What does that mean?” Lynne asked.


      “That it’s headed to the Dungeon of Oblivion, I suspect,” Rashid answered. “It’s the perfect hiding place, really—there are rooms and chambers inside that even House Sarenza hasn’t explored. But something tells me my father intends to do more than just buy time.”


      The young scion cast a cold glance at the cowering figures on the floor. Then he shrugged again, his lips curving into a smile.


      “That being the case,” he continued, “Shawza, why don’t you go after him?”


      “I... But—”


      “Don’t waver, now,” Rashid warned. “This might be your only chance.” A mocking note crept into his voice. “Or will you still insist on finding an excuse not to?”


      Shawza hesitated, lowering his gaze.


      “Oh, just go, will you? I don’t need your strength. If I’m with these ladies, one fewer bodyguard won’t make a difference.”


      “Very well,” Shawza replied at length. A moment later, he was gone.


      “Ines.” Lynne turned to the silver-armored woman at her side. “Please go with him.”


      “My lady?”


      “We’ll be fine without you. Besides, I’m concerned about the Dungeon of Oblivion. We don’t know what our foe is planning, so it might be prudent for you to act as Shawza’s backup.”


      “Understood. Sirene—I’m entrusting Lady Lynneburg to you.”


      The beastfolk girl nodded emphatically. “Please...look out for Shawza.”


      Ines met Sirene’s gaze, then nodded. “Of course.” Her mithril boot struck the floor, and she launched forward, her legs bolstered by the enchantment in her armor.


      “Dear me,” Rashid said. “It seems we both have trouble with overprotective subordinates, hmm?”


      “Are you sure about this, Lord Rashid?” Lynne asked. “With Shawza gone, how will you protect yourself?”


      “Oh? I was under the impression I’d allied myself with you.”


      “Yet you still haven’t told me your true motive for coming to this city.”


      “Something I fully intend to reveal before long, I assure you. When the time is right, you will know everything.”


      “Then until that time comes, I’ll consider you in my debt.”


      Rashid grinned, then fixed the assassins with a glacial stare. “So—how would you like to deal with this lot? We can’t just leave them here. The simplest solution is to behead them on the spot. Their crimes certainly merit it.”


      “Two of them are your brothers,” Lynne pointed out.


      “As lamentable as it is, our family has no concept of love or bonds. Isn’t that right?”


      “I... I apologize!” Ari shrieked. “For everything I’ve done! All of it!”


      “B-Brother!” Nhid pleaded. “O gracious, merciful brother! Please, forgive us!”


      Rashid lifted both shoulders, visibly resisting the urge to roll his eyes. “Jests aside, they’re full-blooded members of House Sarenza—of decently respectable status, I might add—and my family places great importance on blood. Not to mention, while we excel in individual combat, we’re hopelessly outnumbered in the middle of the city. We’ll need an edge to get through this. With that in mind, why don’t we put on a little show and win ourselves some allies?”


      “By doing what, exactly?” Lynne asked.


      “As luck would have it, this venue is equipped with oracle’s orbs—and blessed with willing actors. With the right spin, we should be able to solicit reinforcements for our cause.”


      “So you mean to put out a broadcast?”


      “Precisely. We can use this sorry lot to craft a narrative that improves our position; I’m sure of it.”


      “It would serve us better than word getting out that our party caused havoc in a foreign nation,” Lynne agreed. “The right excuse would give us more freedom of movement too. But to be honest, I have little faith in our acting ability...”


      “We’ll have to make do,” Rashid said with another shrug. “Besides, the script can be as simple as ‘a certain merchant’s sons threatened a foreign dignitary with a blade.’ Even amateurs can reenact something that actually happened—and that should be justification enough for your father to send a rescue party.”


      “I suppose you’re not wrong...”


      In contrast to Lynne’s uneasy expression, High Priestess Astirra of the Holy Theocracy looked positively eager as she nudged Holy Prince Tirrence aside and stepped forward. “I very much like the sound of what I’m hearing,” she announced with a chuckle. “Do you mind if I help?”


      “Astirra?” Lynne said.


      “Theatre has always been a hobby of mine, and I’m quite confident in my acting,” she boasted. “Why, one might even say I’m something of an expert in dramaturgy!”


      “Drama...turgy?”


      “In that case, perhaps Your Holy Highness could direct the extras seated over there,” Rashid suggested. “And perform as well, of course.”


      Astirra giggled. “You mean I get to be both the lead and the stage director?! To think I’d have a chance to reveal my secret talents here, of all places! Tirrence! I can join in, right?!”


      “W-Well, from a diplomatic standpoint, it would depend on the nature of the play...” Tirrence said hesitantly. “But if that is what you wish, mother...”


      “Great! All right, everyone—good to be working with you today! Just follow my instructions, and we’ll have this wrapped up in no time!”


      Astirra smiled genially at the bound assassins. They returned looks of utter confusion.


      “So, what about you, Lady Lynneburg?” Rashid asked. “This is mainly meant as a message to your father, so it won’t work if you don’t take part.”


      “Very well,” Lynne said after a moment’s thought. “I’ll do what I can.”


      “Thank you for your understanding.” Rashid turned to Tirrence. “Your Holy Highness—might I request your assistance with the script? We wouldn’t want to cause an international incident, after all.”


      “Of course. I’ve little experience with these things, but I’ll do my best.”


      “Excellent. It appears we’re all in agreement.” Rashid pivoted, smiling down at his brothers. “Naturally, you two will be happy to assist, won’t you? Though I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for the roles of the villains.”


      “Eep! O-Of course! Anything!”


      “G-Gladly! Whatever you want, brother!”


      “Good answer. Since you had no information to share, we ought to get some use out of you, hmm?” Rashid grinned broadly, seemingly unbothered by the way his brothers’ expressions contorted in anguish.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 187: Fast Flight


      Zaid awoke with his cheek pressed to the cold floor. Realizing he must have been unconscious for some time, he slowly looked around, puzzled.


      “Where...am I? What happened?”


      He tried to sift through his memories, but they were a hazy mess. Bracing his hands on the palace’s stone floor—beautifully polished, as always—he pushed himself upright and stared at the white ceiling. It was familiar, with nothing out of place. His body felt fine despite the way he’d found himself, and there was nothing wrong with him.


      At least not physically. No one who was truly fine awoke to find themselves prone on the floor, unsure how they had gotten there to begin with.


      That was when he noticed the squirming lump of golden metal clenched in his fist. It was... That’s right. Someone had given it to him. A man who had served House Sarenza for generations. Or...no. Hadn’t they only met recently? Who was he, anyway? Zaid couldn’t remember at all. So who, then, had put this golden lump in his hand?


      Zaid racked his brain, trying to recall what he’d been doing before he lost consciousness. The effort made his head throb. Strangely, when the golden lump writhed again, the pain eased somewhat.


      “Oh. How could I have forgotten? This is the key! With it, I can...”


      His memories came rushing back. Or at least, that was what Zaid believed.


      To him, the pulsing mass was a dungeon relic known as the Key to Glory—a great and powerful object that could reclaim everything he was on the verge of losing. With it, he could operate the massive golem dormant within the Dungeon of Oblivion.


      But...how did he know that? Try though he might, he couldn’t remember where he’d learned of such a thing. All Zaid knew was that something inside him urged him to hurry.


      Go to the dungeon. Make haste.


      The voiceless command repeated again and again until it felt indistinguishable from his own thoughts.


      “I must go. There should be a raptor...”


      Zaid flung open a hidden door known only to him, mounted the artificial golem built for high-speed travel, and slipped out of the palace without any of his servants noticing. He headed straight for the Dungeon of Oblivion at the center of the compound.


      The head of House Sarenza, who trusted only his own instincts, obeyed the voice within and raced toward his destination with single-minded focus. Yet part of his attention remained elsewhere—on the princess he’d sent to the auction, and the man he couldn’t place.


      “I wonder how it played out...”


      Zaid had put every demonfolk in his possession up for sale. If the delegation from the Kingdom of Clays had participated, he would have more time, though he doubted they had played nicely. Still, the assassins and primal golems he’d given his foolish sons should have been enough to crush any resistance, even without the magical collars on the demonfolk children as insurance. At the very least, they should have pinned several of his enemies in place, including the princess.


      But he wouldn’t allow himself complacency. He knew Rashid was with them. The young scion would have sniffed out his father’s intent and sent his own agents to give chase.


      Zaid prayed they wouldn’t notice him in time. He prayed he would reach his destination unchallenged. And as if to mock him, that was the exact moment he sensed two presences behind him.


      “Blast. So they’re already here.”


      A glance back confirmed it: Rashid’s pet—the one-armed beastfolk—was in pursuit, with the Kingdom of Clays’s Divine Shield not far behind. Blessedly, the wielder of the Black Blade was nowhere in sight. Somewhat relieved to face only two pursuers, Zaid called forth the golems he had hidden beneath the ground in anticipation of a moment exactly like this.


      “Come to me, you useless sand puppets! Buy me as much time as you can!”


      Tens of thousands of figures burst forth, blasting earth and sand into the air. But Zaid’s pursuers weren’t deterred. The one-armed beastfolk drew a knife, sending dozens of golem heads spinning away with each swing. Beside him, the silver-armored woman’s shields of light carved swathes through the horde. Before the pair, Sarenza’s long-dominant force of arms was reduced to a minor obstacle.


      Zaid summoned more, sending even primal golems to bar their path—but they proved no match either. Those not smashed into rubble by Ines’s light were swiftly turned into jumbled limbs and torsos by the beastfolk’s blade.


      The Free State’s highest authority had expected his golems to be outmatched, but not to this extent. The force he had painstakingly assembled from every territory under his control was utterly helpless in the face of two opponents. It seemed the Black Blade wasn’t the only monster he had to contend with.


      Zaid ground his teeth. That blasted King Clays. How many abominations in human form did he keep on a leash?


      “Freaks, the lot of them!”


      Even so, Zaid was a careful planner. This still lay within the range of his expectations. It had been abundantly clear that numbers would solve nothing—his foes were simply too powerful for quantity to ever become a solution. He had realized that during the countless hours he’d spent replaying the annihilation of the golem force that had attacked the City Forgotten by Time.


      Zaid could only run. Facing such power head-on would be a mistake. That was why the heads of House Sarenza had always upheld a closed-border policy toward their northern neighbor. The best option was to project a cold facade of strength toward the Kingdom of Clays, masking the truth that they were well and truly terrified.


      Yes, a policy of no contact was best. Zaid had always said as much. So how had it come to this—a delegation from the Kingdom wreaking havoc within his country’s borders? No matter how hard he searched his memories, he couldn’t find an explanation.


      “Damn it all!”


      He no longer had time to chase the why. The legacy his house had built over generations was on the verge of collapse. Far from a distant contingency, the ruin of Sarenza was upon him. Fate had forsaken him, and he had reached the point of no return.


      The same question echoed through Zaid’s mind: How had this come to be? Yet no answer surfaced. There was a gap in his memory that simply refused to yield. Vexation swelled in his chest. Somehow, this had happened because of him.


      But soon, even that feeling subsided.


      “It doesn’t matter,” he muttered. “When the sand settles, I shall be the one left standing.”


      The golden lump in his hand writhed as though alive. Each time it flared with its uncanny light, Zaid’s fear receded, and the weight of suspicion and despair lifted from his heart. He felt confident. The Key to Glory was in his possession. Unfathomable power had been promised to him.


      “Yes. Yes, there’s still hope.”


      As long as he could reach his destination, there was still time—just as the man had promised. Zaid would obtain absolute power, enough to crush anything in his way. The voice within assured him it would be so.


      But...how could he be certain the promise was real? He knew nothing about the man who had made it. He couldn’t remember his name or even his face.


      No. It didn’t matter. He didn’t need to know.


      A smile kindled in his chest and spread to his lips. There was no place for logic here. How could there be, with such glory waiting just ahead? The prospect shone like a beacon in his mind, radiant and beautiful, and Zaid refused to question it. If he followed the man’s words, he would gain the power he so desperately needed—enough to trample his foes underfoot. It was right before his eyes.


      “Take it to the Dungeon of Oblivion. Offer it to the dungeon’s core. Then, all the power of Sarenza shall be yours.”


      But who had said those words? Why couldn’t Zaid remember? Why did he trust them so completely? Objectively, he could hardly be in a worse position, with monsters in human form hot on his heels. Yet his heart was awash with hope and joy. He wouldn’t give up. Not while he still held the key—the treasure that could overturn everything.


      Zaid’s victory was assured. The voice—the constant, unceasing voice within him—told him so.


      “Yes... As long as I can make it there, victory is mine!”


      At last, Zaid reached the entrance to the Dungeon of Oblivion. Inside lay a labyrinth of chambers and passages, designed so only the most knowledgeable could reach its depths. It was a trifle for him to navigate, and soon he reached the mining elevator that would carry him far, far below, deep into the earth.


      From above, he could still hear the path of destruction being carved by the monsters pursuing him. Yet, strangely, he felt calm.


      That serenity didn’t waver as he leaped from the raptor golem—heavily abused and on the verge of crumbling—and broke into a run, outpacing even the primal golems that formed his guard retinue.


      Little did Zaid know, his body had begun to change. The force of his footfalls made his bones creak and judder. His lungs sucked in air in abnormally large gulps. Unheeding, he tore deeper and deeper into the dungeon.


      By the time he reached his destination—the dungeon’s innermost chamber—his bones were cracked, his flesh torn, and his organs failing. He had wrenched every ounce of strength from his body, driving it beyond its limits. Zaid was broken and would soon perish.


      Yet his expression was one of pure ecstasy. There was no anguish in his features—only excitement and delight. The writhing gold in his hand rewrote every pain signal his body tried to send, transmuting them into a flood of bliss.


      Zaid stood before a massive stone door, his mind clouded with euphoria. Not once since the dungeon’s discovery had it been opened. No one had known how, and no one knew what lay beyond.


      But Zaid knew. He was certain of it. Beyond that door slept the power he sought.


      “Open! Bare yourself to me!”


      He planted his hand flat against the stone and pushed. It was a futile act; not even a pack of golems had the strength to budge a door so heavy.


      Yet the churning emotions within him—so intense he could no longer tell whether they were his—drove his corpulent body with unnatural force. He kept pushing, heedless of the wet cracks of bone and the tearing of flesh. And inch by inch, the door began to give.


      “Finally. Finally, I’ve found you! The one I’ve wanted to meet for so long!”


      Zaid stared into the chamber—at the dungeon core—and lifted the golden lump in his hand high overhead. He didn’t know how it had come into his possession. He knew only that this was what he had to do. He no longer had the capacity to wonder why; even mere suspicion was too much of a luxury. All that remained in his heart was hope and joy, overflowing.


      Thoughts that should have been drowned in sharp, lethal pain were instead awash in unprecedented bliss. Supreme power was his at last. The Titan of Oblivion was finally within reach.


      That man had promised him as much.


      Who was that man, again?


      Zaid didn’t know. And it didn’t matter. He remained ignorant, mistaking the emotions radiating from the golden lump for his own. He pressed the key into its rightful place in the dungeon core’s pedestal and watched as it began to roil.


      “H-Huh?”


      The golden lump glowed red-hot, vaporizing his fingers in an instant. Freed from his grip, it melted smoothly into the pedestal and vanished from sight.


      Pain—unfathomable pain—ripped through Zaid’s body. He collapsed, gasping, as the walls, floor, and ceiling began to pulsate violently, like the insides of some colossal living creature.


      “Wh-What...am I doing here?”


      The primal golems that had accompanied him started to crumble, collapsing as if made of sand. Their remains sank into the floor and walls, feeding the dungeon’s swelling heartbeat.


      Paralyzed by agony, Zaid had the absurd sensation of being trapped inside a greater creature. From the way the dungeon shuddered, it almost seemed to tremble with delight, like a parched traveler who had finally found water.


      Only then did Zaid realize he could no longer move. He had regained his senses, but far too late. His limbs were bloody and broken, leaving him sprawled on the floor. The sand wall nearest to him pulsed, creeping forward like a predator closing in on its prey.


      All Zaid could do was scream as the writhing sand engulfed him, knowing that everything he had built—everything he had acquired, stolen, or traded for in pursuit of his legacy—had been consigned to oblivion by his own hand.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 188: The Dungeon of Oblivion


      Up ahead, Zaid’s raptor golem sprinted toward what resembled a small mountain of auburn sand: the Dungeon of Oblivion. As the one-armed, one-eyed beastfolk leaned forward to gain speed, a flash of silver armor entered the edge of his vision.


      “You don’t make it easy to keep up with you.”


      Despite the complaint, Ines’s breathing was steady and her expression nonchalant as she matched Shawza’s pace. He boasted superlative speed, even among the beastfolk. Was her armor enchanted to aid her?


      “I’ll be accompanying you, if you don’t mind,” she said.


      “Don’t you have a princess to protect?”


      “My lady tasked me with assisting you. And Sirene asked me to watch your back.”


      “Zaid knows we’re after him,” Shawza said instead of answering. “Be ready for a warm welcome.”


      No sooner had the words left his mouth than the sand around them burst upward, and a legion of golems poured from the earth. Shawza drew his knife without hesitation and decapitated dozens without mercy—but it barely made a dent in the horde.


      “He’s using them to buy time,” he realized. “At this rate, we’ll end up neck-deep in golem limbs and rubble.”


      “Leave this to me. [Divine Shield].”


      With one hand, Ines produced a tremendous wall of light and swung it into the onrushing golems. The constructs were blasted high into the desert sky, scattering as they fell.


      Shawza hummed. “I see why you were entrusted with guarding a princess.”


      “Have you truly never seen me fight before?” Ines asked. “My style is best suited for open battlefields like this, where I can minimize collateral damage.”


      “In that case, have at it.”


      Another swarm of golems barred their path like a great wall of sand. Ines met them with cool composure, tracking their movements as she swept her shield in a wide arc. In a heartbeat, bisected torsos flew through the air by the hundreds.


      “Apologies,” she said. “I missed a few.”


      “It’s fine. I’ll handle them,” Shawza replied, making quick work of the stragglers and reducing them to debris.


      They continued after their target unimpeded. Primal golems erupted from the sand next, intent on slowing them, but Ines cleaved a path through them with her shield of light. Shawza finished off anything that came too close—and before long, Zaid was in plain sight.


      “We’ve broken through,” Ines noted.


      “Don’t kill him yet,” Shawza said. “I have business with him.”


      “It was never my intention to take his life. But it seems we’ll have more trouble to deal with yet.”


      “Mm-hmm. He’ll make it inside before we catch him, and the Dungeon of Oblivion’s not an easy place to traverse.”


      As soon as Zaid vanished into the dungeon’s gaping entrance, several thousand golems piled together, sealing the opening like a scab forming over a wound.


      “What now?” Shawza asked. “They’ve blocked us off.”


      “They’ll need to do better than that. [Divine Shield].” With several swift slashes, Ines carved a tunnel through the wall of automatons. “Whatever tries to stop us, we’ll simply force our way past it.”


      Shawza was silent for a moment. “You lean on brute strength more than I assumed you would.”


      “Apologies, but it’s the only method I know. Let’s press on.”


      They charged into the Dungeon of Oblivion. The moment they set foot inside, however, Ines skidded to a halt and glanced around.


      “This place is more of a maze than I expected,” she said. “How will we know which route to take?”


      “I can hear Zaid from here. He’s...below us. Far below—and still descending. He must’ve prepared an elevator in advance.”


      “Then I suppose we must settle for simplicity. [Divine Shield].” Without missing a beat, Ines began cutting into the hard rock floor, opening a hole into the spacious cavern below. “I’ll make a path. Keep tracking him and tell me where to go.”


      “I see ‘lean on’ was an understatement...” Shawza muttered. “Still, that’s as good a plan as any.”


      They drove deeper, shearing through walls and floors as if they were nothing. Several levels down, a piercing alarm blared throughout the dungeon, and golems began emerging from all around them.


      “Dungeon security,” Shawza said. “Just how many golems was that man keeping in his back pocket?”


      “If you don’t mind, I’ll treat them like the rest.”


      “By all means. Let’s show him how pointless his attempts to stall us really are.”


      They forged on, relying on Shawza’s ears as they tore through every wall and golem in their path. Farther and farther down they went.


      “How deep are we?” Shawza wondered aloud.


      “At a guess, very,” Ines replied. “Which way now?”


      “He’s close. Just over there. Wait—what’s that?”


      They raced down a dim passageway and finally spotted Zaid, but the sight made their breath hitch. What had once been fat, flabby limbs were now swollen and bulging, like a battle-hardened warrior’s. Deep tears in his skin, no longer able to contain the muscle beneath, wept rivulets of blood—yet his expression was one of utter ecstasy. In one hand he held a pulsing lump of gold, while with the other he forced open a massive stone door in a feat of inhuman strength.


      “That’s...not him, is it?” Ines muttered.


      With a loud, grating creak, the heavy door opened into a gloomy stone chamber.


      “Is that the dungeon’s core?” Shawza wondered.


      “What’s he doing?”


      At the chamber’s center, a pedestal engraved with strange designs rested atop a worn altar. A blue gem floated above it—likely the dungeon’s core.


      As they watched, too stunned to move, Zaid thrust his hand forward and set the writhing lump onto the pedestal. The golden mass sank into it, as though swallowed whole.


      Blinding light flooded the chamber.


      Ines stumbled, barely keeping her footing as the floor began to shift and melt. Even her vision seemed to warp.


      “What’s happening?”


      She couldn’t tell which way was up anymore—and it wasn’t just in her head. The floor and walls of the stone chamber were undulating. Were they alive? With a loud, unsettling rumbling, the entire dungeon began to throb like a gigantic heart.


      “Shawza. Look.”


      He followed her gaze to the center of the chamber and sprang forward. Zaid’s unconscious body was slowly sinking into the sand. Ines kicked off the ground as well, conjuring a shield of light and carving Zaid free. She threw his bloody form to Shawza, who caught him and slung him over a shoulder. Not a moment later, the sand flowed back into place, squirming as though searching for its lost prey.


      “Bad news,” Ines said. “I can cut through this sand, but it just repairs itself.”


      “Well, we’ve no reason to stay. Let’s go. I’ll carry Zaid.”


      “Understood. I’ll carve a path.”


      They turned toward the ceiling and prepared to cut their way through it, relying on the same brute force that had carried them to the dungeon’s depths. But what had once been solid rock had become something closer to a viscous liquid, actively tugging at their heels as they ran.


      The security golems that had filled the dungeon moments before were gone. Their remains melted into the sand like heated hard candy, while the walls around them continued to crumble.


      “Damn it,” Shawza cursed. “At this rate, we’ll be buried alive.”


      “Wait here a moment,” Ines said.


      “Why? We don’t have time to—”


      “[Divine Shield].”


      Ines halted abruptly and raised a colossal shield of light that tore straight through the ceiling. A patch of clear blue sky greeted them at the other end.


      “Let’s go,” she said. “We have only moments before it closes again.”


      “I see. Very effective.”


      Without another word, Ines sprinted up the sandy slope toward the surface. Shawza tightened his grip on Zaid’s body and simply leaped after her.


      “That was a close one,” he remarked as they landed.


      “Indeed. Thank you, Shawza. I fear I wouldn’t have made it without you.”


      “It was the other way around, for sure.”


      A faint air of relief settled over them, even as the dungeon continued to rumble below. Ines kept a wary eye on the yawning hole they’d escaped through while Shawza turned his back to her.


      “Apologies, but I’ll be taking Zaid with me,” he said.


      “Shawza?”


      By the time Ines turned, he was gone—and so was Zaid, the head of House Sarenza. She searched for any sign of them, but what she saw instead made her stop cold.


      “What...is the meaning of this?”


      Sand was cascading into the opening in the ground, but Ines barely noticed. The vast mound of sandy stone known as the Dungeon of Oblivion was gone, replaced by a gaping void.


      Before she could process the impossible sight, the earth shook so violently that she had to fight to stay on her feet. When the tremors eased, something titanic began to rise from the chasm.


      “A giant...arm?”


      That was exactly it—an arm of sand, so enormous it swallowed her entire field of view. It reached up to hook its fingers over the lip of the abyss. As it hauled itself higher, what could only be described as a moving mountain emerged from the depths. Its torso was dozens of times thicker than its already massive arm, and each motion sent fresh tremors through the ground.


      It’s a giant, Ines thought. No—a titan.


      Whatever it was, it was humanoid. Two hollow eyes set into its cranium stared down at her, unblinking. Wind surged, whipping the sand into motion until, within moments, a shrieking sandstorm encircled the behemoth.


      Large enough to blot out the sky, it raised one sandy arm and drove it straight down toward Ines.


      “Not good. [Divine Shield]!”
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      Ines’s shield of light caught the titan’s blow, stopping it dead. But in the same instant, countless hands burst from the earth, clutching at her legs. Fine grains of sand slipped into the gaps of her armor, writhing over her body before latching on and dragging her down.


      “Damn!”


      Ines fought back, but it was useless; the sand pulled her deeper and deeper. Soon, even her outstretched fingers disappeared beneath the surface. The sand around her began to compress, crushing her from every side.


      Lady...Lynneburg...


      Even as darkness closed in, her final thoughts were for the safety of her charge and her companions. The sand swallowed her shouts until, at last, there was only silence.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 189: The King’s Dilemma


      “Your Majesty. Calm down.”


      The royal capital shook.


      Earthquakes were far from common in the Kingdom of Clays, so the ominous rumbling sent a stir through much of the citizenry. Some trembled, fearing that something dreadful had occurred within the Dungeon of the Lost, while others glanced around uneasily, wondering if the Magic Empire had launched another invasion. Little did they know, the true cause sat at the very center of the capital—upon the throne in the palace’s audience chamber.


      “‘Calm down’?” King Clays repeated, uncharacteristically irritated. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at, Carew.”


      “All the small animals in the city are cowering in their holes,” said the Sovereign of Shadows, one of the king’s former adventuring companions. “I understand how you feel, but pull yourself together.”


      Carew had just finished reporting the contents of Princess Lynneburg’s communiqué, delivered from the Mercantile Free State of Sarenza to the south through a portable oracle’s orb.


      “I don’t know what you mean,” King Clays said. The sheer wrath and ruthlessness in his tone were enough that even the Sovereign of Shadows found it difficult to approach him. “I am calm. I’m always calm.”


      “Well...”


      Each time the king shifted on his throne, the birds in the trees outside the castle burst into panicked flight, barely managing to settle in a new location before the tremors sent them scattering once more.


      “I am not blaming anyone,” King Clays said, forcing the words out. Grief laced his voice. “Other than myself, of course. This was my mistake. I was far too naive and shortsighted.”


      Carew glanced at the shattered flagstones and the cracks in the walls left by the king’s passage and decided not to say anything further.


      The source of the king’s unconscious destruction was, of course, the recording sent from Sarenza. A moving magical image hovered in the air of the audience chamber, focused on a girl in a dark room. Her limbs were bound tightly in multiple layers of rope, and her expression was twisted in anguish.


      There was no mistaking her identity. She was the king’s daughter: Princess Lynneburg.


      King Clays glared at the projection with bottomless hatred as it looped and began again. A slender young man—a noble, judging by his features and attire—stepped up to the princess, held a blade to her neck, and chuckled.


      “Oh, I just can’t get enough of this,” he said. “So you’re Princess Clays, then? Did you really think you could just stroll into this city without facing the consequences? A costly mistake—for which the price will be your life!”


      “P-Please, no!” Lynne cried in the recording. “Y-You know who I am! Do you think you’ll be able to get away with this?!”


      “Th-That’s right!” added a second bound figure at the princess’s side. “The people of Mithra won’t stay silent in the face of such villainy!” It was Astirra, high priestess of the Holy Theocracy.


      The nobleman scoffed. “Is that so? ‘High priestess’ might be a rather lofty position where you come from, but I’m afraid you have no power here. I can do anything I like, and no one will pay any heed to your screams!”


      Astirra grimaced. “Y-You fiend! What are you planning to do to us? D-Don’t tell me you mean to—”


      “Oh, do shut up. Your screeching is annoying. Hey, you lot—take her to the dungeons.” He glanced at Astirra one last time as his men took her away. “I’ll deal with you after I’m done with the princess, high priestess,” he said, layering the title with mockery.


      “Yes, sir,” came a chorus of voices as his men moved to obey.


      “Nooo!” Astirra screamed, her voice fading away. “Please, somebody! Anybody! Help us! Heeeeeelp!”


      The young nobleman stared after her for a moment before turning back to his other captive. “Now then, Princess Lynneburg,” he said, withdrawing an ornamental golden knife and licking the blade. “I think it’s time you get what you deser—”


      The recording ended abruptly. There was no more to be shown.


      At first glance, Carew could see how one might mistake it for something real. However, the longer he watched, the more forced the words sounded—and the more inconsistencies he noticed. Mithra’s high priestess, in particular, seemed less like a victim than an enthusiastic stage actor, and once he’d noticed that, the rest began to fall apart.


      Still, the nobleman’s threats and Princess Lynneburg’s despairing expression were near lifelike, easily mistaken for the genuine article. It was clear that this was the nail driven into the king’s heart, prying at something buried deep—something Carew knew should never be touched.


      Even so, the recording was clearly fabricated. A careful listener would notice that many of the sounds felt staged, like deliberately added effects. Smoke even drifted through the scene, as though someone were fanning a nearby flame. In many ways, it resembled the fictional recordings that had become a popular form of entertainment throughout Sarenza.


      Thus, the first conclusion Carew drew was that it was a roundabout request for reinforcements from the royal capital. No doubt the princess had stumbled into a situation in Sarenza that required outside assistance.


      King Clays, being no fool, understood that as well. But obvious sham or not, the sight of his beloved daughter in mortal danger had shoved his reason aside until he could no longer separate it from the emotions coursing through him—hence Carew’s continued attempts to calm him down.


      “I’ll say it as many times as it takes, Your Majesty. The recording is fake. The princess is safe.”


      “I know,” King Clays replied. “Of course I know. But fake or not, one wrong step and she could very well have ended up in a similar situation. In fact, it was even likely! And if that had happened, then right now Lynne would be... She would be...”


      The king’s expression contorted with anguish as another ominous rumble shook the royal capital. At this rate, the citizenry were going to come to harm.


      “Enough, Your Majesty,” Carew said. “Calm down.”


      “Again, I am calm. As we speak, I am calmly considering the best way to make sure those scum understand what manner of fate awaits them if they ever dare lay a finger on Lynne again.”


      “I...see?”


      Internally, Carew gave up. No matter what he tried, the king was probably going to be in a mood for the rest of the day. While King Clays ordinarily placed great value on his retainers’ opinions, he easily lost himself where his daughter was concerned. And as far as Carew knew, this was the most distraught the king had ever been—a testament to just how much he loved her.


      “Your Majesty. Just...wait here for now. I’ll go discuss this with Prince Rein.”


      “Mm-hmm. I’ll come up with my own plan in the meantime. I think I’m on the verge of a good idea.” King Clays began muttering to himself. “In fact, why don’t I hop over to Sarenza myself and practice a bit of diplomacy? And if words aren’t enough to get through to them, we can let our fists do the talking. Yes, simple is best, after all.”


      A distinct sense of unease struck Carew as he listened to the king’s mutterings, but he turned and left for the prince’s office all the same. It seemed far safer to bet that Rein would be more open to reason.


      ◇


      “This has Rashid’s fingerprints all over it,” Prince Rein mused, rubbing his chin as he contemplated the recording he’d just watched. “But what could be going on over there? All we know is that Lynne has come into contact with the high priestess, and they’ve agreed to send us a disguised request for backup.”


      The original plan had been for the princess to enter Sarenza with a small, elite team, but something unforeseen seemed to have prompted her to request further assistance. This time, however, she hadn’t used the direct covert communication line—instead, she had broadcast the message publicly.


      In short, the recording claimed that Princess Lynneburg and High Priestess Astirra had been taken captive by a son of House Sarenza, who was clearly being framed as the villain. On the surface, it meant that both the Kingdom of Clays and the Holy Theocracy were being asked to send rescue forces.


      In one sense, that made Prince Rein’s job much simpler: He now had a pretext to dispatch reinforcements openly. In another, it made the situation in Sarenza harder to grasp. Given the nature of the recording, one could argue that no immediate emergency had occurred yet—Rein doubted Lynne and the others would have had time to stage such a performance otherwise.


      Besides, in terms of raw fighting strength, they should have had more than enough already. Even setting Princess Lynneburg aside, Ines—the Divine Shield—and Noor, wielder of the Black Blade, were each capable of surpassing an entire country’s military potential. And if that still wasn’t enough, they also had Thunderflash Sirene—one of the few who had earned the trust of Mianne, the Bow Sovereign—as well as Rolo, top pupil of the Librarian, Melusine, magical engineer and right hand of Oken, the Spell Sovereign.


      Nevertheless, the message implied they had encountered a problem they could not resolve alone, even with their combined might. At least, that was the natural conclusion to draw.


      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Prince Rein muttered. “Let’s hope it proves to be nothing more than that.”


      Despite his attempted optimism, he knew better than anyone that, in moments like these, his instincts were right more often than not.


      He recalled the time his younger sister had traveled to the Holy Theocracy and faced the being known as “Holy Mithra.” According to Lynne’s report, even Ines’s Divine Shield had proven largely ineffective, leaving the Black Blade as their only way to harm the monstrosity. Whatever Holy Mithra had been, it was something supernatural beyond any of their understanding.


      Had something on a similar scale appeared in Sarenza? It seemed unlikely, but the country was home to the Dungeon of Oblivion, the largest dungeon in the world. If Lynne and the others truly had run into a threat of that magnitude, Noor should have been able to keep them safe—but the man was impulsive at the best of times. What if he were separated, or otherwise unavailable?


      To make matters worse, Lynne was working with Rashid, which only increased the odds of her being dragged into a malicious scheme. And as far as Prince Rein was concerned, it was always better to be safe than sorry.


      “Darchen.”


      “My lord.”


      “Have the Black Arrowhead retrieved from deep within the treasury and delivered to Lynne and her companions in Sarenza.”


      “Th-That Black Arrowhead, my lord? The national treasure—retrieved from the dungeon alongside the Black Blade?”


      “The very same. I’ll speak to my father and obtain permission later. We’re short on time, so get to it.”


      “A-At once, my lord.”


      It was a grave decision to take such a treasure outside the Kingdom, but Prince Rein was not acting out of personal sentiment. If a monster on the level of Holy Mithra had appeared, it was an absolute necessity.


      As the prince replayed the recording, thoughts racing, Carew entered the office. “My lord. We need to talk.”


      “Carew? What’s the matter?”


      “The king is...in a state. Worst case, he might declare a one-man war against Sarenza.”


      “Father always loses his composure when it comes to Lynne...”


      “What should we do? In his current condition, we’ll need something truly convincing to persuade him.”


      “Tell him I’m sending our absolute strongest to assist Lynne. That should be enough to calm him down.”


      Carew paused. “Our...strongest? Could you elaborate?”


      “Don’t worry, Carew. I assure you, I’ve considered all the possibilities, and this is the most logical decision. Unlike my father, I know how to maintain my composure and distinguish reason from sentiment. Still, at the very least, we must ensure they understand exactly whose sister they chose to endanger.”


      Prince Rein clenched his fists and stared Carew in the eye, his resolve unmistakable. In lieu of a response, the Sovereign of Shadows simply turned and departed. Strangely, his retreating footsteps sounded almost resigned.


      ◇


      “So that’s why we all got an emergency summons,” Dandalg muttered, still bemused. He stood on the outskirts of the royal capital with the rest of the Six Sovereigns.


      “Are they really this worked up about it?” Mianne asked beside him.


      “Yes,” Carew confirmed. “They won’t be open to reason for quite some time, I’d venture.”


      “It’s that bad, huh?”


      “Ho ho,” Oken chuckled, stroking his long beard. “I knew that recording would cause trouble the moment Melusine showed it to me in the research lab. Still, I didn’t expect them to take it this poorly.”


      Sig, the Sword Sovereign, gave a small shake of his head. “I saw it too. The princess’s acting was far too convincing. Her habit of giving everything she has worked against her this time.”


      “It’s always been one of her strong suits,” Dandalg said, “but yeah—there’s such a thing as too much.”


      “His Majesty’s just as much to blame,” Mianne added. “It was one little recording of his daughter in a pinch. He’s overreacting, if you ask me.”


      “What if she were your kid?” Dandalg asked.


      “I’d chase whoever laid a finger on her to the ends of the world and riddle their head with arrows, obviously.”


      Dandalg sighed, running a hand through his hair. It was just like Mianne to have one set of standards for herself and another for everyone else. “I guess we shouldn’t be surprised,” he mused. “His Majesty’s mellowed out since taking the throne, but he’s always been quick to let his fists do the talking.”


      “It was a close call,” Carew said. “I thought he might charge off to Sarenza at any moment.”


      “Ho ho. We couldn’t have that—even if his punches would give their golems a run for their money.”


      “Hence, we agreed to Prince Rein’s compromise: to send us, the Kingdom’s strongest, as a relief force.”


      “Sounds like the prince is just as shaken as his father,” Dandalg muttered.


      “D-Delivery!” came a voice.


      The Six Sovereigns turned to see Melusine, the Librarian, pushing what appeared to be a magically engineered cart. A small chest sat atop it.


      “Ah, Melly,” Oken said. “Thank you. I know you’re rather busy, what with the recording and all.”


      “And whose fault is it that I have all this extra work?” Melusine grumbled.


      “You didn’t lug that all the way here yourself, did you?” the wizened magician asked, disregarding the complaint entirely.


      “I attached the weight-reducing devices we use for His Majesty’s carriages, but I still needed my full strength to push it. How something so small can be so heavy is beyond me.”


      “Well, the arrowhead is made of the same material as the Black Blade. It’s not worth thinking any harder than that.”


      “Are we really taking a relic this valuable to Sarenza?” Melusine asked.


      “Prince Rein’s orders. He must have a plan for them.”


      “Hey, Melusine?” the Bow Sovereign interjected. “Do you have my order too?”


      “Ah, Captain Mianne! Y-Yes, I do! Here’s the very first prototype crafted from the shell of the Divine Beast. It’s called... Well, um, it doesn’t really have a name yet, but we’ve dubbed it the See-Through Bow, on account of its appearance.”


      “I see. So this is the failed experiment I’ve heard so much about.”


      Melusine made a choking noise. “W-Well, you’re not wrong...” she mumbled, shrinking back.


      “Come now, Mianne,” Oken said reproachfully. “There’s no need to be so harsh. Experimentation and failure go hand in hand.”


      “I’m only stating the truth,” Mianne replied. “I know His Majesty ordered a bow ‘the likes of which has never been seen before,’ but did you have to make it completely unusable? He fractured a few bones just trying to draw it, for goodness’s sake. Who do you think is going to want it?”


      “I... I mean, um...” Melusine’s voice grew quieter still. “I might have gotten a little carried away during manufacturing...”


      “You’re lucky His Majesty was the first to test it; that musclebrain heals faster than he can think. If anyone else had tried to draw it... Well, someone could’ve died.”


      Melusine whimpered. “Y-Yes, ma’am. I’ll reflect on my actions.”


      “That aside,” Oken said, stepping in, “purely from a performance standpoint, it’s an incredible piece of work, no? I’m impressed you even conceived of it, Melly—though the fact you actually thought to make it does concern me...”


      “Y-You too, Master Oken?! But you were the one who...” Understanding flashed across Melusine’s face. “Ooh, I see what you’re doing, you traitor of a mentor!”


      “Hoh?”


      “As a bow, it’s superlative—I’ll concede that much,” Mianne said, ignoring their bickering. “The craftsmanship is beyond compare. I’d even call it a masterpiece if not for its single glaring drawback. I can’t say I’ve ever seen a bow more beautiful. If you’d told me you’d found it in the deepest part of a dungeon, I’d have believed you.”


      Melusine blinked. “Huh?”


      “So, since it’d be such a pity to let it go unused, I’ll hold on to it for now. Better than letting it gather dust in the treasury. Besides, I know someone who might actually be able to draw it.”


      Melusine wavered, then decided that Mianne had ultimately offered more praise than criticism. “Y-Yes, ma’am!” she exclaimed, feeling a twinge of embarrassment as she relinquished the bow—her maiden work in the field of weaponry. “Please take good care of my child!”


      “Who’s this ‘someone’ you have in mind?” Oken asked.


      “Isn’t it obvious?” Mianne said. “A guy with such ridiculous strength that he’s crushed every bow he’s ever gotten his hands on. Ugh. Just thinking about it gets me riled up again.”


      “Ho ho. Try not to pick a fight the moment we see him in Sarenza.”


      “Damn... How’s this thing so heavy?” Dandalg muttered. A veritable mountain of a man, he was in charge of the heavy lifting, yet even he struggled with the small chest he’d taken from Melusine.


      A low growl rumbled from the nearby black dragon—once known as the Dragon of Calamity. The Shield Sovereign’s gaze snapped to the behemoth.


      “Is this really okay?” he asked hesitantly. “Crossing the border on a dragon doesn’t exactly look good. What if they think we’re invading?”


      Oken exhaled dismissively through his nose. “They wouldn’t be wrong. What’s the problem? They’re the ones who picked the fight.”


      “Maybe, but I doubt that’ll convince our international peers...”


      “The recording’s already made the rounds abroad. We can easily justify ourselves as a relief force.”


      “Yeah, but still...” Dandalg looked anxiously up at Rala. “You think she’ll listen to us? We don’t have Rolo...”


      “The boy himself said she can understand basic requests,” the Sovereign of Salvation noted. “And she looks quite keen for the journey, doesn’t she?”


      “How can you be so blasé about this, Sain?”


      “I’ve gotten to know her. Enough to read her mood, at least.” He turned to the dragon and said cheerfully, “You’re eager to see your master Noor, aren’t you?”


      At the sound of her master’s name, Rala loosed another growl. She laid her neck along the ground and spread her wings invitingly, as if urging her soon-to-be passengers to hurry up and climb on.


      “I guess that’s our cue,” Dandalg sighed. “Can’t say I’m looking forward to this.”


      “Oh, don’t be like that,” Sain said. “The princess and her companions might genuinely be in trouble. It’s our duty to put their safety before our own.”


      “You know I’m gonna be right at the front, don’t you?”


      “Your point being?”


      Dandalg sighed again. “I know it’s part of the job, but I don’t even want to imagine what insanity we’re going to face down there.”


      On that dour note, the Six Sovereigns climbed onto Rala’s back and set off for Sarenza.


      ◇


      “Nooo! Please, somebody! Anybody! Help us! Heeeeeelp!”


      Inside Mithra’s restored Cathedral, the Twelve Sacred Envoys—the high priestess’s closest advisors and the Theocracy’s governing elite—stared intently at a recording. They watched, powerless, as a group of men dragged their white-robed leader away.


      “H-Her Holy Highness! Her poor Holy Highness!”


      Several of the holy knights had tears streaming from beneath their helmets, while others shook bodily with rage.


      “What a travesty! H-How could this have happened to her?!”


      “Um, guys? Her acting is abysmal.”


      “Hold your tongue, Miranda! Can you not see Her Holy Highness writhing in anguish?! Can you not hear her voice quavering with grief?!”


      “Well, yeah... That’s what I mean. She’s clearly act—”


      “Oh, Her poor Holy Highness! To think she would endure such horrors in Sarenza!”


      “This is exactly why we of the Dextral opposed her departure! How could we let Their Holy Highnesses venture into heathen lands alone?!”


      “You dare cast blame at this hour?! Retract your words, cad, or I shall force them back from whence they came!”


      “I call for divine judgment! For a political purge!”


      “Um, hello? Is anybody listening to me? Hey, Sigir! Do something before they wreck the place!”


      “Your words ring true, Miranda. Letting Her Holy Highness encounter such misfortune is the greatest shame I will ever know.” Sigir fell silent for a few seconds, then rose to his feet. “Envoys! Hear me! Her Holy Highness entrusted the holy city to me in her absence, and thus I give the command: Gather the knights and assemble at the airship docks at once! We depart for Sarenza! The Holy Theocracy shall devote its full military might to the rescue of Their Holy Highnesses, High Priestess Astirra and Holy Prince Tirrence!”


      “Sir, yes, sir!”


      “Uh, what?”


      Before long, every holy knight in the Theocracy had taken up formation at the airship docks, the Envoys front and center.


      “Is everyone here? Good.”


      “Sir!”


      “U-Um, S-Sigir? Why don’t we take a moment to calm down and—”


      “Draw your blades! Take your positions! Now, repeat after me! ‘To those who have wronged Her Holy Highness, we shall be death! We shall be without mercy! We shall be divine punishment!’”


      Each knight followed Sigir’s lead, raising their swords high and chanting, “To those who have wronged Her Holy Highness, we shall be death! We shall be without mercy! We shall be divine punishment!”


      Oh, Miranda thought, this won’t end well.


      Led by the Twelve Sacred Envoys, the Theocracy’s holy knights boarded their airship—a relic once excavated from the Dungeon of Lamentation—and set course for Sarenza with fire in their bellies. Elsewhere, around the same time, a certain black dragon took flight.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 190: At the Weapon Dealer’s


      “And...cut! That’s a wrap! Good job, everyone!”


      Astirra’s voice rang through the dimly lit room. The tension in the air dissolved as people exchanged glances and let out relieved breaths.


      Satisfied, the high priestess nodded, then turned to the only two who still seemed nervous—both clutching their prop knives as though unsure what else to do with them. “Ari, Nhid, your villainous acting was superb!”


      “R-Really?”


      “Heh heh... Th-Thank you...”


      The boys looked genuinely flattered.


      In contrast, Princess Lynneburg—who was being carefully untied by the assassins-turned-extras—seemed despondent. “With that, I’ve done as much as I can,” she said. “I just hope everyone back home understands my message.”


      “They will, without question.” Astirra smiled gently. “Your acting was phenomenal, Lynne. You almost had me fooled for a moment!”


      “I-Is that so? I wasn’t so sure...”


      Nearby, Prince Tirrence chuckled. “You get full marks from me as well, Lynne. We’ve given our respective friends back home more than enough justification to send reinforcements. If I had one concern, though...”


      “Yes?”


      “Everyone performed so much better than I expected.” Tirrence gazed upward, his cheerful expression turning bleak. “I fear our side might overreact.”


      “Oh, come now, Tirrence!” Astirra exclaimed. “The Envoys can be a bit rash, I’ll admit, but they’re all talented, highly capable individuals. I’m sure we have nothing to worry about!”


      “You’re right,” Tirrence said at length, though his face remained clouded. “And we left Sigir in charge. I simply need to trust his judgment.”


      “That’s the spirit! Positive thinking is always the first step!”


      Even with the high priestess’s reassurance, Lynne—the one who had proposed their performance in the first place—looked uncharacteristically pensive. Tirrence turned to her.


      “That aside, it’s been quite some time since the others took their leave,” he said. “Aren’t things rather...quiet? I’d like to believe no news is good news, but...”


      “Shawza and Ines should be perfectly fine together,” Lynne replied. “But you’re right. I am a little concerned...”


      Astirra hummed thoughtfully. “Come to think of it, we haven’t heard from Noor either. Do you think he got lost somewhere?”


      “He’s the last person we need to worry about. And yet...” Unease was plain on Lynne’s face as she cast her gaze toward the ceiling. A patch of blue sky showed through the hole her flames had left behind. “Where are you, Instructor?”


      ◇


      “Hmm... Damn it. I’m totally lost.”


      All around me stretched an unfamiliar townscape. It wasn’t entirely new to me—I’d chased that suspicious guy all the way here—but I still had no idea where I was, what route I’d taken, or even which direction would get me back.


      “Worse still, I forgot to give Lynne the money...” I muttered. “Pretty sure she and the others needed it. Hopefully they’re managing okay.”


      Astirra would be fine—she was absurdly rich, apparently—but I’d probably left Lynne in a bind. How was she supposed to handle the rest of the auction when I’d taken all the coin with me? I’d have to apologize later. Assuming I could even make it back.


      Wandering the streets with my thoughts elsewhere, I eventually came across something I recognized: a plaza strewn with the rubble of a collapsed spire. This was where I’d last seen Zadu, the suspicious guy I’d been chasing, before he’d vanished on me.


      It was also maybe the tenth time I’d ended up here since I’d tried to return to the city center. I’d gotten turned around. Again.


      Okay. Yep. I was hopelessly lost.


      I headed to a street stall and asked the young man there for help. Again. “Excuse me. Could you tell me the way to the city center?”


      “Huh? Weird. A lot of people have been asking for directions today. What you wanna do is— Wait. It’s you again! How many times is this now?!”


      “Sorry. I could’ve sworn I followed your instructions, but I just ended up back here. No matter where I go, everything starts looking the same.”


      “You’re not seriously gonna make me explain it again, are you, mister? I mean, I guess I do owe you my life... All right, all right. Tell you what—this time, I’ll draw you a map. You won’t get lost then, will you?”


      “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver.”


      “No, that’s you. Hold on—I’ll need paper and a pen.”


      The gracious young man ran off, leaving me alone. I figured I’d zone out to pass the time—but then an oddly familiar voice spoke from behind me.


      “Hey. What’re you still doing here? I thought you’d have run back to your friends by now.”


      “I’m trying to, but I can’t get my bearings. No matter what I do, I end up lost and... Hmm?” I turned—and saw the very man who’d stolen my Black Blade, his face still swathed in bandages. “Zadu? Nice timing. Could you give me back my sword?”


      “How many times do I have to tell you no? Besides, I already handed it over to my client, and he’s already skipped town.”


      “Can you tell me where he went, then?”


      “Yeah, no. It’s not a place you could go to, anyway.”


      “I guess that’s that, then.”


      He paused. “Huh? You’re giving up? Just like that?”


      “Of course not. I’ll look for it later, when I’ve got the time. What brings you back here, anyway? You don’t still need something from me, do you?”


      “Eh. If I had it my way, I’d never have to see you again. Life ain’t that convenient, though, so here we are.”


      “So you do need something?”


      “Yep. To cut a long story short, I need you dead. Preferably soon. Could ya do that for me?”


      “What? I mean, I’m obviously going to refuse.”


      “Yeah, figured,” Zadu drawled. “Not that your answer would’ve mattered either way.”


      Then he vanished.


      [Parry]


      I whirled around, raising my arm just in time to deflect the silver cross-shaped blade aimed straight at my back. A dull metallic ring sounded as the weapon shattered—but not before it nicked my forearm, drawing a spurt of blood.


      “Seriously, could you stop?” I said. “I told you earlier—what if an innocent bystander gets hurt?”


      “And I told you earlier that I don’t particularly care. Why don’t you ever learn?”


      I wanted to throw the same line back at him but settled for patching myself up with [Low Heal]. The cut wasn’t deep, so it closed up right away.


      “You really do heal fast. And your reactions have gotten better since we first met,” Zadu remarked. “This is why I hate dealing with you. Tell me—can you even die? If I cut your head off, you’re not gonna get back up, are ya?”


      “What? I’m not some kind of monster.”


      “Aren’t you? The evidence says otherwise.”


      Again, he vanished.


      [Parry]


      Just like before, the strike came from my blind spot—and just like before, I knocked it aside with my forearm. If this kept up, I doubted I’d be in any real danger, but that was beside the point. No matter how politely I asked him, he wasn’t going to give up and leave.


      “In that case, I’ll just have to convince you another way,” I muttered. “[Physical Enhancement]. [Featherstep].”


      I waited for the next silver blade. As soon as I parried it, I spun behind Zadu and caught him in a headlock.
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      “The hell? How’d you get so stupidly strong? I can barely move, much less wriggle outta this.”


      “I’m not letting you go until you say you’ll leave.”


      “Okay. I’ll leave.”


      “Really? Ah—!”


      The instant the words left Zadu’s lips, I relaxed without thinking—exactly what he’d been waiting for. He tore himself free and drove his foot into me, sending me flying. The kick carried me through several walls, and before I knew it, I was buried under a heap of rubble.


      Screams rang out around me, but it didn’t sound like anyone had been hurt. I hauled myself out of the debris and stood up, only to see Zadu strolling toward me through the holes he’d made.


      “That was hardly fair,” I said.


      “Forget having a screw loose—you’re missing the whole toolbox. I don’t know who else would’ve believed me and let go that easily. It doesn’t even feel like I tricked you.”


      “Who are you two?! What have you done to my shop?!”


      I’d landed in a store. The shopkeeper looked furious, glaring at Zadu and me in equal measure.


      “Huh. A weapon dealer’s?” Zadu remarked. “Did you stop here on purpose?”


      “No. Just by chance,” I replied.


      Zadu looked around with idle curiosity, ignoring the shopkeeper’s outrage. Through the dust I’d kicked up, I could see the bandaged man was right—blades of every sort lined the walls and filled display cases. Unfortunately, quite a few had snapped or warped during my entrance.


      “What the hell are you playing at?!” the shopkeeper screamed. “As if trespassing and smashing a hole in my wall weren’t bad enough, you’ve ruined my most valuable merchandise!”


      “Sorry. It was an accident,” I said. “I’ll pay for everything I broke.”


      “Those were showcase weapons! D’you know how much they were worth?! Your days are numbered—the both of you! I’ll have you borrow as much coin as the sharks are willing to lend you, and—”


      “Is this enough?” I pulled five coins from the Wallet of Mountainous Storage and held them out to the shopkeeper.


      “Huh? What? You think this loose change is gonna make things— Ack! Th-These are kingsgolds!” The fury drained from his face, replaced by a broad smile. “Y-Yes, this should be more than enough to cover the damages, sir! Er, it might even be ever so slightly too much...”


      “Yeah? Then can I use what’s left to buy some weapons?” I asked.


      “B-By all means!” the shopkeeper said, already shuffling away. “In fact, please consider this entire store at your disposal!”


      “Really? Thanks, I guess. I’ll— Hmm?”


      A torrent of silver blades suddenly streaked toward the shopkeeper’s back. Zadu’s doing, of course.


      [Parry]


      Thankfully, I managed to snatch a sword from the floor and swat the blades aside. They burst on impact, showering the shop in fine metal fragments. The sword in my hands shattered too, unable to withstand the force of my grip.


      “Don’t see that every day...” Zadu drawled. “Swords don’t usually break after one swing.”


      “Happens all the time for me,” I said. “I think I got too used to the Black Blade.”


      “Right... Almost sounds reasonable when you put it like that. Still, kind of a shame. That one was made by a half-decent swordsmith. Vintage too—the sort of collector’s piece that’s hard to get your hands on.”


      “You’re right—that is a shame. But, uh...if anyone broke it, wouldn’t it be you?”


      Zadu shrugged. “No skin off my nose. I couldn’t even tell you how many blades of that rarity I’ve got.”


      “Yeah? [Stone Throw].”


      While we talked, I picked up a nearby sword that was already bent out of shape and hurled it at Zadu. Ordinarily, I’d never even point a sharp object at someone, but I doubted this would be enough to hurt him. It missed by a hair, burying itself deep in the wall behind him.


      “Wow, that was dangerous,” Zadu droned. “What’re you trying to do, scare me to death?”


      “I missed on purpose,” I said. “If you still won’t leave, I’ll throw more.”


      “I’d really rather you didn’t. [Alchemy].”


      “In that case, how about a truce?”


      “Hey, I’m just doing the job I was given.”


      With a sinister smile, Zadu raised both hands. The shattered fragments of his blades knit themselves together, reforging into new cross-shaped knives that he sent flying toward me.


      I grabbed another sword from the floor to fend them off, then hurled it at him. Then I grabbed another. And another. Ten throws became twenty as he kept dodging my attacks. Fortunately, the weapon shop had plenty of ammunition scattered around. I could keep this up for a while yet.


      [Parry]


      Zadu’s attacks hadn’t had much bite behind them for some time now. They were annoying, sure, but there was no way he’d land a clean hit at this pace. Even if I was breaking swords almost the moment I picked them up, there were still plenty within reach.


      The only problem was exactly what Zadu had said: I was destroying weapons people had poured their blood, sweat, and tears into. I felt guilty, but I didn’t exactly have a better option.


      “Are you done?” I asked when he finally paused his assault. “I’m good to keep going, but it feels a little pointless—and it’d be a shame to break all these swords.”


      “Yeah, can’t say you’re wrong,” Zadu conceded. “I’ll call it here for today. This is just a waste of time.”


      “So you’re finally giving up?” I stood amid piles of shattered metal, in a shop so thoroughly ruined it was hard to tell whether any intact weapons were left.


      “On the job? Nah. I just need a better way to kill you. Starting to think I’ll have to ambush you in your sleep, mince you up, then boil you in an orichalcum pot for ten days just to finally be rid of you. And even then, I’m not sure it’d stick.”


      “Seriously, what kind of monster do you take me for?”


      “In any case, my gear’s clearly not good enough for this. I’ve still got time before the deadline, so maybe I’ll take a hostage or something. Someone close to you.”


      “Please don’t,” I said. “That doesn’t sound very nice.”


      Zadu crossed his arms and studied me. “Or maybe I’ll strike at irregular intervals so you can never sleep—if you even need sleep. Psychological warfare might be a waste of time with you.”


      I was about to tell him to hurry up and leave when the ground began to rumble.


      “What’s this? An earthquake?” For a moment, I worried I’d destroyed the floor too, but this was clearly something bigger. The tremors intensified, cracking the shop’s beautifully decorated ceiling and shaking loose a cascade of plaster and dust.


      “Huh. Guess it’s time,” Zadu said.


      “For what?” I asked.


      “Look. You can see it, can’t you?” He pointed through the hole in the shop’s wall. “That, obviously.”


      I turned and saw a gargantuan humanoid silhouette on the horizon—so large it skewed my sense of distance. The buildings around it looked like pinpricks by comparison. The massive figure turned with a groan that became a thunderous roar, gazing down over the city with apparent contempt.


      “What even is that?” I asked. “Some kind of...huge doll?”


      “Honestly? No clue. All I know is it’s going to wipe this city off the map.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “From what I was told, he’s got no more use for this place. Kinda high and mighty of him, right? Not that it’s got anything to do with me.”


      Zadu stuck out his long tongue and laughed, shoulders shaking as he watched the enormous shadow in the distance.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 191: Master’s Scent, Part 1


      “The titan should be stirring by now...”


      A man clad in black robes walked alone through the desert, carrying some manner of device on his back that levitated the Black Blade behind him. Though his feet trod upon the sun-scorched sand, he left not even the slightest imprint in his wake. On occasion, sand rats would cross his path, oblivious to his presence as they searched the dunes for buried insects. Even the pregnant females, wary as they were, seemed not to notice him.


      “Two months until I’m home,” he muttered. “How terribly dreary it is to travel by foot.”


      That was two months without pausing to rest or sleep, but there was nothing to be done about it. Lude had been assigned to work in the outside world, and walking left the least trace of his existence on his way back to the home of the elves.


      At long last, he had completed the task given to him so many centuries ago. An entire human nation could have come and gone in that time—but to an elf, it felt simply like a slightly extended vacation.


      Because of Lude’s work, the people and cultures that had come to prominence in this land would meet their end, consigned to nothingness by the hands of the elves. The Titan of Oblivion, sure to be awakening in Sarenza’s capital at that very moment, was no mere weapon; it was a mechanism of nihility with the sole purpose of scouring a land of any trace of civilization and reducing it to a blank slate—an inexhaustible, infinitely regenerating automatic weapon that a forgotten civilization had mustered all of their knowledge to create, to aid in their fight against the old gods who defiled the land.


      But there was a flaw in the Titan’s design—one that had caused it to annihilate its own creators’ city-state and the several nations around it. Once roused, the Titan would not cease its work until its stored power was exhausted. That time span was measured in centuries, and until then, it would crush every living being and destroy every structure in its path, reducing them all to mere grains of sand.


      Sarenza’s existence as a land of deserts was no coincidence. It had once been a flourishing civilization—until the Titan of Oblivion was awakened. The elves, well aware of the automaton’s nature, had given it that name themselves.


      For its power source, the Titan depended on the nation’s blue, gemlike dungeon core—or more accurately, the old god sealed within. Once powered down, the construct required a thousand years of dormancy to recharge, but the process was fully automatic; all it needed was time.


      Ever since its creation, the Titan had continued its cycle without fail. It would awaken, destroy the old gods it encountered, and cleanse the soil of their taint. It made no exceptions for any human civilizations that had risen during its slumber, reducing them to part of the ever-growing desert. Then, once its power ran out, it would bury itself deep in the sand and slumber.


      Even after ten millennia—after all traces of the old gods had vanished from the world, and the land had become a barren desert—the Titan continued its ceaseless work.


      In Lude’s opinion, the “flaw” in the Titan’s design was most certainly intentional. A weapon that, once activated, required no commands to carry out indiscriminate destruction reeked of the ancient humans’ enmity: “The old gods must be eradicated, even if our own civilization perishes.”


      At first, even the elves had been at a loss for what to do with the Titan. In time, however, they created a key for the power chamber containing its blue gem, allowing them to awaken the autonomous weapon at times of their choosing. They named the slumbering behemoth “the Dungeon of Oblivion” and, upon discovering that its maintenance automatons would respond to certain signals, decided to utilize them to their own ends.


      The elves’ long-standing aim was, in simple terms, the management of other sentient races. Their populations could not be allowed to dwindle, but neither could they be allowed to burgeon. On some occasions, the elves aided humanity to ensure its survival—and on others, they regulated technological development, or even population numbers, to prevent an excess of knowledge.


      Such was the single duty the Creator had bestowed upon the elves, who had been granted the privilege of eternal life. It was a wish carved deep into the blood of every elf—to prevent humanity from ever repeating the mistakes that had brought catastrophe on their ancestors—and it demanded absolute fealty.


      The elves hated it, and Lude was no exception. He despised the ancient humans who had damned themselves of their own volition. He despised the Creator who had laid the responsibility upon the elves before vanishing from the world. He despised those who had decided to toy with the fates of others, obeying a selfish request dressed up as a “wish.” He despised the mewling, helpless, cattle-like new races, who showed no signs of progress no matter the era and would inevitably destroy each other without intervention. But most of all, he despised the fate of his people, and the accursed blood they couldn’t disobey.


      “How loathsome. If only the world would come to ruin, and all would be reduced to ash.”


      Lude had made the same wish more than a thousand times, but the lineage—the curse—etched into his being forbade him from ever bringing it to pass.


      For the most part, the sentient races tended to advance toward peace if left unmanaged. This was true only up to a certain point, however, after which populations began to experience severe declines.


      There were a number of causes: the technology they honed through relentless study, the churning civilizations they built with blood and toil, and the wars they started over legacy and tradition. People were social creatures, and they gathered with those of like minds to form villages, towns, and even nations. A single variance from the norm was enough to see someone branded an outcast, and for all that knowledge accumulated for the betterment of one’s species to be turned toward the purpose of violence.


      Lude understood well that conflict was an inherent, inevitable trait of the sentient races. But he was weary of it. No matter how many times they ebbed and flowed, they failed to recognize that their quarrels only served to weaken them. They forgot their true nature—intrinsically weak, transient beings—and instead wasted their time squabbling over trivialities.


      Yet the elves had been tasked with managing such base creatures for all eternity.


      Initially, they had been eager to share their knowledge with the sentient races, hoping to ease their own burden. But humanity’s reaction to learning of the elves had been to deem them a threat and swiftly attempt to eliminate them. The elves had gone into hiding, arranged for the chief proponent of the movement to be assassinated, and waited for matters to relax.


      Because the elves lived so much longer than the other races, whenever a problem arose, they simply waited for it to be forgotten. It worked every time; the sun would sooner reverse its path across the sky than the transient races would commit the past to memory.


      Lude was sick of it all. No matter how much of the correct history the other races tried to preserve—no matter how many words they carved in stone—it would all eventually be forgotten, and the same mistakes would inevitably repeat themselves. It made the work of culling their numbers easy; all one had to do was plant a small seed of conflict, and the rest would handle itself. After identifying opposing factions and scattering a few sparks to inflame their ambitions, the elves could simply sit back and watch as the lesser races destroyed themselves.


      Still, there were a rare—very rare—few cases where that method bore no fruit. It was particularly ineffective against those who found pleasure in overcoming their own base desires and suspicions, surpassing the boundaries of the self and joining hands with others. One such example was those bothersome adventurers who had, in the several centuries the elves had spent focusing their attention elsewhere, taken up residence over the Dungeon of the Lost and gathered enough under their banner to found a kingdom of their own.


      As it stood, the Kingdom of Clays was Lude’s most immediate issue.


      “It happens, on rare occasions,” he muttered to himself. “Groups that form such unusually strong bonds.”


      For generations, the nation known to crown only the strongest as its monarch had been merely a motley crew of strays seeking the dungeon’s treasures. The “parties” they formed cared less about origin or country than sharing drinks and exchanging information, and camaraderie was fostered from nothing more than the vague sentiment of “having a good feeling” about each other. That soon turned into entrusting their lives to one another.


      People with no prior ties were forming bonds stronger than those between blood relatives.


      Of course, not everyone stayed on good terms. There were rifts and betrayals, to say nothing of simply drifting apart. Their relationships were temporary by nature—briefly strong, then lost to time. Such was the fate of the weak who gathered to lick each other’s wounds. They would lose to the strong, and their bonds would crumble.


      Yet for some reason, the Kingdom of Clays had remained united, forged the foundation of a sturdy system, and transformed into a true nation. What had for generations been a band of ruffians now operated a robust and proper political apparatus. Throughout their brief lifetimes, they dedicated themselves to passing their skills down to future generations, who in turn spared no effort to refine what they had inherited and pass it down further. Wilderness had been converted to farmland, what meager natural resources were available had been put to efficient use, and trade had thrived. Before long, the Kingdom of Clays had established stable settlements across the land.


      The Kingdom’s peaceful development, not dependent on plunder or exploitation, seemed to embody the elves’ ideal vision of human civilization. Although they utilized the abundant Dungeon of the Lost for its resources, they took care not to be overly reliant on it, maintaining their reason in the face of temptation.


      But it was all happening too fast.


      An examination of the Kingdom of Clays’s history showed that it had expanded at an abnormal pace in every field—ethics, technology, military strength, and more. From the elves’ perspective as humanity’s stewards, the Kingdom was pushing beyond acceptable limits. Worse still, its current king was a man capable of driving advances far greater than any of his predecessors.


      In his teenage years, King Clays had challenged the Dungeon of the Lost with only a handful of companions and reached its lowest stratum. He returned with the Black Blade, immediately succeeded to the throne, and installed his companions—now known as the Six Sovereigns—as leaders of government. Together, they began disseminating his knowledge freely among the people.


      In other words, they were sharing advanced knowledge and technology acquired through great personal effort with anyone who wished to learn, without seeking recompense. As policies went, it was astonishingly reckless—and in Lude’s opinion, the heart of the problem.


      “The generations to come will grow quickly. Too quickly.”


      A little over a decade had passed since King Clays had ascended the throne. It was the blink of an eye from an elf’s perspective, yet even that had been enough for numerous troublesome factors to take root: Prince Rein, widely regarded as the king’s successor; his younger sister, Princess Lynneburg, whose role went without saying; and even the adjutants to the Six Sovereigns—heirs in truth—were progressing at a remarkable pace.


      No matter how wise and benevolent a ruler might be, age would claim them soon enough. One needed only to wait for their inevitable decline. Yet the Kingdom of Clays had engineered a situation in which the elves could no longer afford such patience. For now, the Kingdom’s younger generation posed less of a threat—but in time, some of them, perhaps even all, would surpass their masters.


      Emperor Deridas III of the Magic Empire, one of the Kingdom’s neighbors, had been the first to react. His advanced age made his ambition and desperation easy to exploit. A modest disguise as a wartime donor, paired with a few carefully chosen words, had been enough for Lude to set the invasion in motion.


      Lude had even taken it upon himself to provoke the Dragon of Calamity, aiming to sap the Kingdom’s strength and reclaim the Dungeon of the Lost and the Black Blade. If the war dragged on, carving deep grudges between the Kingdom and the Empire while weakening both, so much the better. It would only simplify his future work.


      The worst-case scenario would have been for the two nations to unite.


      Contrary to Lude’s expectations, the war he had instigated ended in a single day, resolved so peacefully that it was as though the seeds of hatred he’d planted had come to nothing. To make matters worse, part of the peace treaty required the Empire to provide the Kingdom of Clays with its magical technology.


      The situation in Mithra had unfolded in much the same way. The nation had been founded by an old god disguised as a female half-elf, calling itself High Priestess Astirra. To the elves, the truth had been obvious: The so-called Theocracy was nothing more than a warped system upheld by corrupt dogma, created solely to satisfy its maker’s arrogant desires.


      For the elves, it had been a convenient arrangement. “Holy Mithra” was among the least of the old gods, and the countless ages its physical body had spent imprisoned within its blue gem had weakened it greatly. The longer it remained active in the world, the more the elves could observe an old god’s conduct—knowledge that could otherwise be studied only through the Library.


      The Theocracy had also maintained an antagonistic relationship with the Kingdom of Clays. It aligned perfectly with the elves’ intent to prevent the Kingdom from expanding further.


      Unfortunately, that equilibrium had recently collapsed. A party from the Kingdom of Clays—wielding the Black Blade—had slain Holy Mithra itself, and the two nations had subsequently reconciled, forging bonds stronger than ever. Worse still, the clash between Holy Mithra and the blade’s wielder seemed to have made the Kingdom realize the true importance of the sword. It was no mere weapon; it was the only implement in the world capable of interacting with the old gods on a physical level.


      The Black Blade had lost all functionality. The means to create it were gone, and repairs were impossible. Yet its fragments remained in and around the Dungeon of the Lost—and for the elves, that was the greatest problem.


      The woman known as the Kingdom’s Divine Shield was the clearest example. Her famed ability, heralded by humans as a divine blessing, was in truth nothing more than a “function” of something far greater. It was but one of many augments once housed within the Blade, designed to grant it overwhelming power for the purpose of fighting the old gods.


      In the elves’ homeland, the Library held a meticulous account of the segment containing that particular function breaking in battle against the old gods, ensuring the Black Blade would never use it again. Yet while the function could no longer be used as intended, it endured as a concept, drifting through the world.


      And after millennia of disuse, it had found a vessel whose temperament matched its own.


      Nothing of the sort had occurred in the tens of thousands of years since the sword was sealed away, but the reason it finally had was clear: Ignorant adventurers had retrieved that lump of Ideal Matter from the Dungeon of the Lost. As if summoned, the function sought its original form, attempting to answer the call of the sword that should have been lost forever.


      Such a thing should never have been allowed to happen. The treasure the elves had preserved until the other sentient races were ready—something that would not occur for millennia, if not tens of them—had been brought into the world by the benighted. Worse still, the door the elves had sworn never to open, after thousands of years of research and careful planning, had been flung wide by some cosmic mistake in the brief moment their attention had turned elsewhere.


      “Ignorant trash...”


      They were already past the turning point. The clock could not be turned back, but it could be delayed—or reset entirely. Hence, the Titan of Oblivion had been roused from its slumber.


      With the Titan active, it would reach the Kingdom of Clays sometime within the next decade. And with no way to oppose it, their fate was set in stone. This was how it had to be, before another generation passed and the world teetered on the edge of calamity. For if the people of the Kingdom ever became aware of the peculiarity of their situation—or worse, grew arrogant enough to challenge the entity in the Dungeon of the Lost—the consequences would be too dreadful to contemplate.


      History’s blanks would never speak of it, but the elves had done this time and again throughout the ages: managing the other races and postponing disaster. The preparations were already in place. Several pages from humanity’s annals would be erased once more, and civilization would be forced back dozens of generations.


      “Yet...in the unlikely event that the Titan’s gem breaks...”


      I must reevaluate my approach, Lude thought. Before he could speak the words, he tilted his head toward the desert sky.


      “Something’s coming...” he muttered.


      Lude stared intently in the direction of the disturbance. He couldn’t see anything, but he trusted his senses. An elf’s long ears caught distant sounds with ease, and far beyond his sight, something enormous was carving its way through the wind.


      “I see. So they’ve requested aid.”


      It was the Dragon of Calamity. By Lude’s reckoning, barely a day had passed since he had “accepted the Magic Empire’s request” and personally unleashed the creature toward the Kingdom of Clays. The dragon was the last descendant of an ancient weapon—a solitary being, consigned to wait for its own species’ extinction.


      In other words, there was no mistaking it.


      Lude knew the Kingdom of Clays had tamed the beast during its assault on the royal capital. The unique demonfolk specimen called Rolo must have brought it under his command. In hindsight, Lude’s failure to properly dispose of it had been a notable setback.


      “Then again, perhaps this is my chance to correct that.”


      The dragon’s course would take it directly overhead. It seemed the Six Sovereigns were riding it, and it was flying in precisely the direction Lude had come from. No doubt it was the Kingdom’s relief force, dispatched in response to whatever danger they had uncovered in the capital.


      He considered slaughtering the dragon and its passengers all at once, before they noticed him. Then he paused, hand to his jaw, weighing the rationality of such an act.


      “The relief force consists only of the Six Sovereigns,” he muttered. “If I attack, the odds are ninety-nine in a hundred that I kill them without issue. Yet if even one escapes, I reveal my appearance and my methods—information they would pass down. And one day, their descendants might stand before the elves as troublesome enemies. I can’t give them even the chance, which is why...”


      Sweeping his black robes aside, Lude chose the most rational course—the one that best leveraged his superiority over humanity.


      “I shall simply let this problem be.”


      It would be quieter and cleaner to let the Titan of Oblivion handle it. Satisfied, Lude turned and continued on. Traveling perpendicular to the dragon’s path would further reduce the chance of an encounter.


      Then he stopped. The dragon had veered slightly to match him.


      “Preposterous. It’s tracking me? This era shouldn’t possess technology capable of detecting me through these robes. We haven’t disseminated anything of the sort—it would upset the balance. If it is tracking me, then it must be...”


      Lude suddenly recalled the black object levitating behind him, and the identity of its former wielder.


      “By smell.”


      That explained it. He had taken measures against presence detection, visual perception, and sound—but he had neglected scent. Cursing his own carelessness, he turned to face the dragon as it bore down on him. From the look in its eyes, he knew the truth:


      Escaping unnoticed was no longer an option.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 192: Master’s Scent, Part 2


      “I’m still not sure we should be doing this,” Dandalg said uneasily as Rala carried them over the high wall separating the Kingdom from Sarenza to the south. “It feels wrong, crossing the border just like that.”


      Rala, formerly known as the Dragon of Calamity, showed no reluctance about carrying the Six Sovereigns on her back, but her powerful, unrestrained wingbeats made it clear she expected her passengers to keep themselves from falling. That was why Dandalg, notably larger than the average person, was shivering as he stared down at the desert far below.


      “Besides,” he continued, “does anyone else think she’s flying a little too rough? And too high? If any of us slip, we’ll be done for.”


      Sain chuckled. “The rest of us aside, I’m sure you’d be fine. Who do you think you are?”


      “What? Who do you think I am?”


      “Why, the ever-dependable meat shield of the Six Sovereigns, of course.”


      “At least treat me like a human being...”


      Sig stood behind the pair, only half listening to their banter as he studied the desert stretching unbroken to every horizon. “It is rather anticlimactic,” he remarked. “Traversal past the wall has been banned for several decades, yet we crossed it with ease.”


      “Well, what kind of fool would try to build a wall that reaches the sky?” Oken said. “In any case, it’s an emergency. I’m sure it’s fine. Migratory birds cross the border all the time.”


      “Something tells me we’re a bit more diplomatically important,” Dandalg grumbled. “One wrong step, and we could cause an international incident.”


      “The princess’s call for aid could not have been more clear,” Sig pointed out. “We must trust that she has her reasons.”


      “Yeah, but there’s still a chance this ends as nothing more than one big scare. That’d be for the best, of course, but how would we excuse ourselves? I had to drop a lot of important work to be here.”


      “Ho ho,” Oken chuckled. “What’s wrong with a little jaunt every once in a while? You haven’t had a holiday in some time, have you? I say we leave matters back home in the capable hands of the younger generation while we take it easy for the day.”


      “My work schedule is beside the point. And can you even call this a holiday?”


      “Ho ho! Well, if nothing ends up happening, I’ll consider it a chance to get some sun. When was the last time the six of us went on an outing, anyway?”


      “I believe it might be as far back as our time together in the Dungeon of the Lost,” Sig mused.


      “His Majesty was with us then, though,” Dandalg added.


      “Hmm. No wonder this feels so nostalgic,” Oken remarked. “In that light, this really does feel a bit like sightseeing.”


      “I’m not sure that’s how the citizens of Sarenza are going to see it,” Dandalg muttered. “We’re probably the most dangerous visitors they could’ve gotten.”


      Rala continued her flight, carrying them over what was obviously a beastfolk settlement. Thanks to Carew’s [Concealment], however, the people below were none the wiser.


      “Sarenza’s not what I expected,” Dandalg noted. “I thought it was all sand, but that village down there has lush farmland and water canals.”


      “It must be Noor’s work,” Sain said. “I heard he requested a Wellspring Pipe for his plan to create arable land in the desert.”


      “What? He did?”


      “Yes. His Majesty was quite pleased that Noor was finally relying on us for something—though it apparently gave the prince a sizable headache, since the work was to be done in Sarenza. Still, it seems to be coming along nicely.”


      “Hold on,” Dandalg said. “The plan, I can understand. But the dates don’t add up. It’s only been a few days since they left. That farmland down there is huge.”


      “Well, this is Noor we’re talking about.”


      Dandalg cocked his head. “You say that like it explains everything.”


      “He’s with the princess too.” Sain smiled. “At this point, it’ll take something much grander than this to surprise me.”


      Their flight continued for a while, the desert below stretching endlessly, until Rala suddenly jerked to the side. Her massive body rumbled.


      “Hmm? Did anyone else feel that?”


      “It seems Rala has changed direction.”


      “Ho ho? I wonder why. She’s been following the guiding line perfectly until now.”


      The ring on Oken’s finger emitted a faint light that pointed toward the horizon. It was a duplicate of the ring he’d given Rolo upon the boy’s departure, so they could find each other if necessary. Yet Rala had veered off the indicated path.


      “Dear me,” Oken said. “Rolo assured me he told her the light would lead us to Noor, so I’m not sure why she’s straying. Perhaps she’s hungry?”


      “I doubt it,” Dandalg replied. “She ate before we left.”


      “She just turned again,” Mianne noted, prompting everyone to look at the Spell Sovereign.


      “Come on, gramps,” Dandalg said. “You can do something about this, right?”


      “You did volunteer to be our middleman,” Mianne added.


      Oken paled, visibly hesitating before leaning down and tapping Rala’s black scales. “H-Ho there, Rala? This, uh, isn’t the direction we want to go. Th-The more detours you take, the longer it’ll be before you see Noor, you know. Er, hello? Rala? Raaala? Can you hear me?”


      No matter what Oken tried, the dragon didn’t respond. If anything, her wingbeats only seemed to intensify.


      “We’re speeding up,” Sig observed.


      “H-Ho ho? I wonder what’s wrong. Oh me, oh my. I find myself rather lost.”


      “Huh?” Dandalg went ashen. “Wait—so we’re in actual trouble here?”


      Oken nodded, white as a sheet. “Mm-hmm.”


      “Wh-What do we do?!”


      “This is bad. She’s getting even faster.” Mianne stared ahead, expression stony. “Her mood’s worsened too. I think she’s preparing for a fight.”


      “But why?!”


      “Like I’d know,” Mianne said acerbically, readying her bow. “Maybe she saw something she didn’t like.”


      “Oh, come on!” Dandalg complained. “Things are turning south already? We’ve barely crossed the border!”


      “Wh-What fool assured us we’d be okay?!” Oken blustered. “I’d like to have words with him!”


      “That was you.”


      “We’re going down!” Mianne warned, tension plain in her voice. “Grab on!”


      As one, the Six Sovereigns clutched Rala’s scales as she pitched. What had been an elegant journey across the sky quickly turned into violent turbulence as the dragon skimmed low over the desert, kicking up a massive cloud of sand in her wake.


      “What’s gotten into her all of a sudden?!” Dandalg shouted.


      Carew’s calm voice cut through the panic. “Everyone, eyes up. There’s something ahead.”


      “What?! Where?! I can’t see anything!”


      “It’s a highly sophisticated [Concealment]. Even I couldn’t detect it until we were this close.”


      “Rala must’ve sensed it before you, then,” Sig surmised.


      “Likely. We’re closing in now.”


      “This is bad!” Oken exclaimed. “As bad as bad can be!”


      “I’m going to attempt an [Uncover],” Carew announced. “Prepare for possible hostilities.”


      As the Sovereign of Shadows raised his right hand, Mianne and Sig rose to their feet and readied their weapons. Sain, Oken, and Dandalg did their best to regain some semblance of balance as they held fast to Rala’s scales.


      “[Uncover].”


      Light flared from Carew’s hand, racing across the desert like a lightning bolt—but nothing appeared.


      “Huh?” Dandalg’s confusion was palpable. “There’s nothing there. Maybe we were just imagining—”


      “No. It was resisted. My [Uncover] was completely nullified.”


      “What? Yours? But that would mean...”


      With a sudden growl, Rala opened her maw. A fierce light gathered in her throat, and the air shimmered from the rising heat.


      “R-Rala?” Oken ventured. “What are you doing?”


      “Preparing to use her breath, it seems,” Sig said.


      “What?! Rala, anything but that! People live near here! I’m begging you—please! You must reconsider!”


      “Gramps...did Rolo really teach her all those words?” Dandalg asked.


      “Huh? No. She only recently learned to recognize ‘right,’ ‘left,’ and ‘food.’”


      “Then we’re done for,” the warrior sighed, resigned.


      “It’s too late to convince her, regardless,” Carew said. “Brace for impact.”


      A blinding beam erupted from the dragon’s mouth and tore toward the dune ahead. Scorching heat rippled through the air, followed by an immense shock wave that seemed to shake the earth itself. Even the recoil was bone-shuddering. The attack had only one purpose: destruction. In a single burst, it could incinerate an entire city, unleashing devastation on a scale unmatched in modern humanity’s recorded history.


      Yet, despite its might, it struck an invisible wall and was deflected into the sky. The beam lit the heavens like the arrival of a second sun.


      “Huh?”


      “That was a barrier. One capable of deflecting Rala’s breath.”


      “For real? It had no effect at all?”


      “I feel like I’ve seen this before...”


      “Look. Someone’s there.”


      “Who is that?”


      The Six Sovereigns fixed their attention on the point Rala had targeted. A lone man stood there, clad in ominous black robes. Perhaps from the impact, his hood had fallen back, revealing a pale face—and a distinct pair of long ears recognizable to everyone present. Just as familiar was the long black object levitating behind him.


      “What’s an elf doing in a place like this?” Oken wondered aloud. “And is that...”


      “It is,” Dandalg confirmed. “The Black Blade.”


      As the six hesitated, caught off guard, the sight of the man only seemed to agitate Rala further. With a powerful beat of her wings, she accelerated, diving straight toward him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 193: Master’s Scent, Part 3


      Rala had been thrilled to catch her master’s scent and to sense him so near. But as she drew closer, she realized her mistake—and the rage that surged up from the pit of her stomach demanded she obliterate everything in sight.


      Her master’s smell was tainted, mingled with the foul stench of the one she detested more than anything in the world. She could never forget the stale reek of the man in black, who had used unnatural means to suppress her true nature and twist her to his own ends.


      Rala couldn’t make sense of it. Why were her most beloved and most hated smells blended together? They were antithetical. Her master had defeated her—the apex of the natural world—in a fair contest of strength, while the black-clad man had forced her submission through deceit. The longer the answer eluded her, the more her frustration grew.


      An unbidden thought surfaced: Had the man in black killed her master and devoured him?


      Rala dismissed it at once; the very idea that she might outlive her master was absurd. No—this man must have stolen from him. He had used some cowardly, unjust trick to take something steeped in her master’s scent, just as he had used unfair means to trap her into doing his bidding.


      The dragon’s rage swelled. How pathetically arrogant of that weak, tiny fool to steal from her master. She understood the desire, for she felt it herself, but she had the restraint not to act on it.


      To Rala, the detestable man’s crime warranted his swift removal from the world. She found it hard enough to tolerate an enemy’s continued existence; that he had also committed treachery against her master was the gravest sin imaginable.


      So, how shall I end him?


      Though she lacked the muscles to smile, Rala’s expression came close to a sadistic grin. Imagining how she would destroy her foes had long been one of her favorite pastimes.


      First, she decided, she would devour the thin layer of flesh from his small frame and crush his bones. Then, once his body was naught but powder, she would trample that too until scarcely anything remained. As the last specks mixed with the sand, she would unleash her vaunted breath—once to reduce his existence to smoke and ashes, then a second time to erase even that.


      Or maybe not. It was no different from the punishment she would have dealt out before she met her master. The detestable one needed to suffer more for his crime against the man to whom she devoted her allegiance.


      So then—what to do? First, she would crush his body in her maw. Then... Then what?


      A growl rumbled in the dragon’s throat. She had been so focused on deciding how to erase her enemy from the world—so concerned with the manner of violence she would inflict—that before she even realized it, instinct had taken over. Her jaws were already closing around the small, black-clad figure. All she had to do now was bite down, and it would be over.


      She hadn’t intended to end this so soon. Perhaps she could think of something more while she chewed him to pieces. But as the idea came to her, she was suddenly overcome by a powerful sense of discomfort.


      What is this feeling?


      She searched her mind for the source, unable to pinpoint it. She was hesitating—but why? She had never felt such an impulse before. Annihilation was a dragon’s calling. It was in her nature to destroy her enemies. Even now, her instincts urged her to bite down. To break, crush, and obliterate, eradicating him from the world, leaving not a single bone behind.


      This was all perfectly normal for Rala. And yet the hesitation remained, intense and inexplicable. Why could she not bring herself to bite down and savor the crushing of the weak, as she always had? It confounded her to no end. In all her millennia of existence, she had never once felt this way.


      Her jaws inched closer, on the verge of clamping shut. She was moments away from tearing into the weak thing’s flesh and grinding his bones to dust, but she found no pleasure in the prospect. Her thoughts raced at lightning speed, searching for the cause, until at last they stumbled upon a possible explanation.


      Her master’s words.


      He had left her with a request, hadn’t he? Through the tiny, pale-haired one with whom she could communicate so well. What had it been? Rage blurred her thoughts—but in the moment before her fangs pierced the detestable one’s skin, she forced herself to remember.


      The memory, though hazy, returned more easily than she expected.


      “Don’t hurt people anymore, okay?”


      Those had been her master’s words—the only order he had given her since winning her submission. Even then, it had been more of a request, which spoke volumes of his humility. He was so much stronger than she was, yet he still refrained from forcing his will upon her when he could have simply demanded obedience. She wouldn’t have minded. It would have brought her joy to serve.


      The memory left Rala with a warm sense of comfort. It made her feel as though her master valued her. And it made her realize there was a difference between those like her and those who were truly strong, like her master.


      Naturally, she had decided to honor his request. It made her feel good, and it was simple enough besides. Acting against it would be no different from betrayal.


      At last, she understood the source of her hesitation and unease.


      Yet her desire to break the detestable one still burned. She wanted to destroy him, crush him, erase him completely. Her instincts—her very nature—screamed for it. But it directly contradicted her master’s wishes.


      It was then that she finally realized why the black-clad man reeked so strongly of her master.


      I see now.


      It was the black, needle-like object levitating behind his back. It carried her master’s scent.


      Rala recognized the weapon at once. How could she not? It was her master’s beloved keepsake—one he was seldom seen without. More than that, it symbolized a memory she shared with him from their first meeting. The scars and cracks it had left in her claws remained to this day, and her heart quickened whenever she studied them.


      Realization washed over her, alongside resignation. Her expression twisted into the closest thing a dragon could manage to a pleased smile. Her master wouldn’t forgive this, would he?


      And so she chose to obey her greatest desire.


      Rala lurched to a stop, her jaws yawning wide as she wrenched her neck to one side. A deep growl escaped her throat as she deftly struck the black needle at the man’s back—and only the needle—with her fangs.


      “No!”


      She kept her touch gentle—at least, by her definition—so as not to damage her master’s precious possession. Yet it proved more than enough to send the needle soaring high into the sky. The black-clad figure below her let out some sort of lament, but it earned only a slight grimace from the dragon.


      Rala’s rage had already subsided. The urge to rend his flesh and break him was gone. She still detested him, of course, but that was fine. Just this once, she would grant him the privilege of escaping with his life. She was in far too exuberant a mood, after all—and with good reason.


      When she returned her master’s needle, he would lavish her with praise!


      A pleased rumble vibrated through her chest. How wonderful it was to act true to her desires. Perhaps her master would even play with her again, as he had when they fought that large, unnerving mass of flesh some time ago.


      With a dexterous twist, the dragon veered aside, skimming past the one whose scent she detested. A powerful beat of her wings lifted her high into the sky, and a glance downward showed the black-clad man on the ground bracing himself, as if ready to do battle with her.


      By all rights, the Dragon of Calamity would never have allowed such defiance to go unpunished. That such a puny being dared to resist her was the height of arrogance. But Rala no longer cared.


      Pathetic, weak little thing. I’ve no desire to play with you.


      All that occupied her mind was the precious time with her master that awaited her. Looking down at the man far below, her thoughts turned gloating.


      Stay down there, little one. Struggle all you wish. I have far more important matters to attend to.


      Another set of powerful wingbeats carried her higher. She opened her maw, caught the needle neatly between her fangs, then wheeled away over the sand dunes, exultant.


      ◇


      “Wh-What just happened?! Hey! Is everyone still here?! No one fell off, right?!”


      The Six Sovereigns had nearly been thrown from their ride when, after diving toward the figure they’d suspected was an elf, Rala had wrenched sideways and surged back into the sky at brain-jolting speed. Dandalg whipped his head around; they were all still there, clinging to the dragon’s black scales.


      “Blast,” he cursed. “Somebody tell me what any of this means! Who was that?! Why did he have the Black Blade?! Are Ines and the princess okay?!”


      “Calm down, Dandalg,” Sain said gently. He indicated the dragon’s jaws with a look. “It seems Rala only meant to retrieve the blade.”


      “Huh? What?” The warrior’s panic eased when he saw his friend was right. “She...”


      “Aside from that, I’m afraid I know as little as you do.”


      “That’s...it? She just wanted the blade back?”


      “I imagine there was more to it, but that was the outcome. She seems satisfied, at least.”


      “You can say that again,” Mianne said. The Bow Sovereign looked relieved to see Rala growling happily after her earlier foul mood. “She looks like the cat who got the cream. But unless I’m mistaken, that was an elf. What’s the plan? Do we go after him?”


      “No full-blooded elf has been sighted in centuries,” Sig remarked.


      “And all records from before then have conveniently ‘disappeared,’” Carew added. “But this is no time for hesitation. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I know the risks, but if we can capture him and bring him back to the capital—”


      “No,” Oken cut in. The joviality had vanished from his voice, and he trembled as if racked with fear. “That’s not an option.”


      “Gramps...?” Dandalg said.


      “I say this for our own sake—no good will come of provoking the elves. We must return to our original task, no matter what. Whenever one of their kind appears, nations fall. I do not exaggerate; this has always been the truth. Always.”


      “Oken?”


      “What’s gotten into you, gramps? You look like you just shook hands with death himself.”


      “Listen to me.” Oken’s voice hardened. “We cannot pursue that man. We must head for Sarenza City, and that is final. Think of the princess and the others.”


      The other five Sovereigns exchanged startled glances, taken aback by the old magician’s uncharacteristic severity.


      Sain was the first to break the silence. “Very well. I say we heed Oken’s advice.”


      “All right,” Dandalg said after some consideration. “Agreed.”


      “I no longer sense his presence anymore, anyway,” Carew noted. “He must have run away.”


      “Then our choice is made,” Mianne said with a shrug.


      “You okay, though, gramps?” Dandalg asked. “I wasn’t kidding when I said you look unwell.”


      “Mm-hmm. But I’m not surprised you asked.” Oken crouched low on the dragon’s back, one hand pressed to his racing heart. “I don’t remember how many years it’s been since I’ve felt such a chill in my bones—or such a bad feeling about what’s to come.”


      “Let’s hurry,” Carew decided. He and the other Sovereigns watched the old magician with open concern. “Oken’s intuition is often right at times like this.”


      “Indeed,” Sain agreed. “Fortunately, it seems Rala feels the same.”


      “Grrrrrrm.”


      And so, each with their own thoughts about the sudden encounter, Rala and the Six Sovereigns flew on, vanishing into the desert sky.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 194: Melissa’s Dismissal


      “Is that...a black dragon?”


      Melissa had known something was wrong. Sarenza rarely experienced earthquakes, yet tremors even more violent than those she’d felt during the golem assault had rattled the sturdy walls of the City Forgotten by Time, sowing chaos throughout. After just barely managing to bring the situation back under control, she headed to the roof to determine the cause of the shaking.


      That was when she spotted the dark shape against the desert sky.


      Melissa knew nothing about the Dragon of Calamity, yet the sight of the colossus moving over the horizon toward Sarenza City filled her with no small amount of consternation.


      “Oh, here you are, ma’am.”


      “Kron.” She turned toward the voice. “Has something else come up?”


      “You have a visitor, ma’am. He says he wishes to see you at once.”


      “Who is it?”


      “Well...” Kron hesitated. “He’s a child. But he introduced himself as a messenger from Proprietor Noor.”


      “A child?”


      “Yes—a beastfolk boy who arrived with his sister. He says his name is Rigel and that he has a letter from Lord Rashid.”


      “Understood. I’ll meet them in my office.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      Melissa returned to her office at once, where Kron ushered the siblings inside. They were twins, by the look of them.


      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Melissa,” the boy said. “My name is Rigel, and this is my sister, Mina. Noor advised us to come and assist in any way we can.”


      “So you’re Rigel?” Melissa asked. “You’re younger than I expected.”


      As if to contradict her steady tone, her eyes widened in surprise. Earlier that morning, a convoy of freed slaves had arrived at the City Forgotten by Time with only letters from Rashid and Noor to explain their presence, and documentation from the caravan company detailing the logistics. The name “Rigel” had been all over the latter—which meant that, unless there was another Rigel in the city, this little boy had organized most of the transport.


      Though it was something of a shock to take in, Melissa remained ever the professional. “My apologies,” she said. “I am Melissa, general manager of the City Forgotten by Time. You must have had a difficult journey—the capital is quite a distance away. You handled most of the arrangements, correct? That can’t have been easy.”


      “Oh, I didn’t mind,” Rigel insisted. “Lord Rashid wanted to train me, so I welcomed the hands-on experience. If anything, ma’am, I should apologize for suddenly thrusting so much work upon you.”


      “Not at all. We took everyone in without issue. Are Lord Rashid and Proprietor Noor still together in the capital?”


      “They were when we departed this morning, but I can’t say what might have happened since. As I understand it, they were going to attend an audience with Lord Zaid.”


      “I see.”


      “On that note—just before we left, Lord Rashid entrusted me with a letter for you. Here. He said it was personal.”


      Rigel’s speech and conduct were startlingly polished for his age, but the fact that the small cloth bag he wore covered him from shoulder to waist was a stark reminder that he was still just a child. He reached inside, retrieved a metallic tube, and handed it to Melissa.


      “For me?” she asked. “Do you mind if I read it now?”


      “Not at all,” Rigel said. “Lord Rashid asked me to tell you to read it as soon as you can.”


      Melissa opened the tube and withdrew several rolls of paper. After all these years, she had become intimately familiar with Rashid’s handwriting.


      


      To my dearest Melissa,


      By the time you receive this letter, I imagine matters in the capital will have become...complicated. That’s exactly my intention, so you could say I’m watching with a certain anticipation. Still, given the players involved, things might become even messier than I expect—which means I must reconsider the terms of your employment.


      That is to say, you’re fired.


      Good for you!


      


      “Fired...?”


      Melissa reread the message, unable to make sense of it. She had expected an unreasonable demand or a new set of orders, as usual, but this was the opposite. She turned to the next page, masking her discomfort from the others.


      


      Just to make things absolutely clear, I’ll walk you through my reasoning.


      Don’t worry—you haven’t done anything wrong. This is entirely the result of my own circumstances. As you know, I am currently both penniless and unemployed.


      Please note, however, that I am releasing you from my service—not from any employment unrelated to me. Your contract with Noor as the City Forgotten by Time’s general manager still stands. I’m sure he wants you to stay. The same goes for your employees; we both know they adore you. They have their quirks, yes, but life needs a little spice, and the City Forgotten by Time suits you well. I do hope you’ll take care of them.


      On to the next matter—and this one is of great importance. One could say it’s the main point of this letter. Your family—who were, as you know, taken hostage by your original employer—are safe and sound.


      


      “What? But how...?”


      Melissa’s fingers trembled slightly as she turned to the next page.


      


      As we both know, you began as an assassin, hired by some wealthy nobody to take my life. I’ve lost count of how many times you’ve tried to put a knife in me over the years. Strictly speaking, that contract no longer exists—or rather, it exists, but it has been rendered null.


      You might be wondering, then, why your handler still periodically sends you messages assuring you that your family is alive and well, almost as if urging you to keep trying to assassinate me. That is because I instructed him to, after negotiating a deal with your original employer.


      The messages were true—your family lives quietly in a remote town under assumed names. It’s a more modest existence than former nobles might be used to, I’m sure, but such is the way of things.


      To recap: Your family—that is, all of your blood relatives—has already been rescued. No one can coerce your kind heart any longer. I’ve written their location on the back of this letter. For someone as capable as you, it should be easy enough to find them.


      


      “Why would...”


      Despite feeling as though all the strength had left her body, Melissa hurriedly flipped the page. A message had been tucked neatly into the corner, written in the code she and Rashid often used for sensitive work. As she set about deciphering it—a process that wouldn’t take her long—she realized there were two locations.


      She returned to the letter, seeking an explanation.


      


      To apologize for deceiving you for so long, I’ve also included the location of all the money I earned as a child. Consider it something of a severance payment. You’ve done more for me than I can put into words.


      Oh, and there’s something else you should know. Shawza went above and beyond during your family’s rescue. It’s no exaggeration to say he was pivotal to the entire operation—although I suspect the hardest part for him was keeping it from you. He’s not a great liar, but he did his best.


      He’s a good man, for all his lack of niceties. If you ever cross paths again, I ask that you extend him your gratitude.


      


      Rashid’s tone was as flippant as always, but he still landed blow after blow. As Melissa read on, a terrible premonition began to stir within her.


      “It’s almost like...”


      Like he doesn’t think he’ll get another chance to tell me this. Like he’s preparing for the end.


      It became so painfully clear that Rashid had meant the letter as a final farewell that Melissa felt as though she were reading his will.


      


      Already, this letter is far longer than I’d initially intended. I must have had a lot bottled up that I wanted to tell you. Still, that should cover it. If there’s any one point I want to get across to you, it’s this:


      You are well and truly free now.


      You’ve had a difficult life, I know. But from here on out, you will never again be bound by another.


      This might come as a surprise, but I consider you my closest friend—though you’ll have to share the position with Shawza, of course. I have my own matters to attend to here, but don’t worry about me. If you were to accuse me of leaving my fate to the roll of the dice, even at the very end, I’m afraid I couldn’t deny it. But I’ve gotten this far, so I’m sure I’ll see my dearest wish realized. I hope it leads to a positive outcome for you as well.


      That’s all from me, so I shall bid you farewell.


      Be well.


      Your friend,


      Rashid


      


      From beginning to end, Melissa felt as though Rashid’s letter had kept her on the back foot, leaving her no room to react. That was typical of his correspondence. She thanked Rigel and Mina for delivering it, then directed them to a room where they could rest.


      After they left, she turned to Kron. “Call Zaza and Leah. At once.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      Her most trusted subordinates arrived not long after.


      “I will be departing the City Forgotten by Time today,” Melissa informed them calmly. “I’m sorry this is so sudden, but I shall entrust my duties to you.”


      The pair’s eyes widened, and they exchanged glances—but it was Kron who reacted most strongly.


      “M-Ma’am?!” he exclaimed. “You’re leaving? Today?! What did Lord Rashid write in his letter?! W-We can’t go without you—especially at a time like this, with everything that’s going on!”
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      At the mention of Rashid’s letter, a flicker of understanding passed between Zaza and Leah. They stepped forward, set their hands on Kron’s shoulders, and pulled him back.


      “Shut up for a moment, Kron,” Zaza said, fixing him with a cold stare.


      “Goodness me,” Leah sighed, her eyes just as icy. “Who knew that not reading between the lines was a skill one could master?”


      Kron turned to them, bewildered. “What?”


      Ignoring him, they took another step forward and bowed respectfully to Melissa.


      “We’ll ensure things run smoothly in your absence, ma’am. Won’t we, Leah?”


      “Of course. We’ll stand in as acting managers and make sure nothing is out of place when you return, ma’am.”


      Confusion flashed across Melissa’s face. “Zaza? Leah? When I said I would be departing, I meant—”


      “We know. Something pressing has come up, hasn’t it? We won’t ask questions; we’ll simply await your safe return.”


      “But if you feel the same way upon your return, ma’am, then we can consider a handover.”


      Melissa realized what they were doing. Partly because of their pressure—and partly because of the guilt she felt at attempting to resign so abruptly—she found herself with no choice but to concede.


      “Very well. I’m sorry to put this on you so suddenly, Zaza, Leah. Take care of things while I’m gone.”


      “Of course, ma’am.”


      “M-Ma’am?!” Kron exclaimed. “You can’t be serious! I don’t understand! Why do you have to leave now, of all times?! At least gather everyone and make a formal announcement so we know why you’re—”


      “Ugh, Kron! Shut up!”


      “You really are the lowest of the low. And a pervert, to boot. I can’t believe you want to make her say it. In an announcement, even!”


      “What?! What are you talking about?! What did I— Wait, ma’am! Where are you going?! Hello?! At least tell us where you’re off to! I don’t— Zaza?! Leah?! Let me go! Hey!”


      Melissa gave the two women a parting look as they seized Kron under the arms and locked him in place. Then she sprinted to the room where the City Forgotten by Time kept its golems for managerial use and vaulted onto a high-speed raptor model. She headed in the opposite direction from the location hidden in the letter’s code—straight toward the person whose message had unsettled her so deeply.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 195: Sandstorm in the City


      “What is that?”


      When Princess Lynneburg and the others went outside to investigate the sudden, violent quaking, the first thing they saw was a gargantuan figure rising from the Dungeon of Oblivion, wreathed in a swirling sandstorm. Its body resembled sandstone, and even from a distance its presence struck instinctive fear into the hearts of all who looked upon it.


      Yet it wasn’t the only anomaly in Sarenza City.


      The broken remnants of the primal golems that had attacked the princess and her companions began to stir as if possessed. With lurching, broken movements, they dragged themselves together into a single writhing mass. Their destination was unmistakable: the titan of sand that had crawled out from the city’s depths.


      Everything Lynne saw filled her with dread. Not long before, Ines and Shawza had headed for the Dungeon of Oblivion in pursuit of Zaid.


      “My lady,” Sirene said, the quaver in her voice betraying her unease, “is that...?”


      “It was only for a moment, but I saw Ines’s shield of light earlier. She must be near the titan. And yet...I haven’t seen any sign of her since. You don’t think she...” Lynne shook her head, dismissing the thought. “We can only hope she and Shawza managed to get away safely.”


      Behind her, Rashid wore an uncharacteristically somber smile. “Lady Lynneburg... Though it pains me to admit, I won’t be of any assistance from this point onward.”


      “Lord Rashid...?”


      “I won’t pretend to fully grasp what’s happening, but I believe that behemoth is a parting gift from a certain someone who’s been operating in this city. I suspect he intends for it to wipe Sarenza off the map.”


      “‘A certain someone’?”


      “I was too late. Or rather, my dice haven’t yet come to a halt. If nothing else, I can say the odds of this gamble are turning out far worse than I anticipated.”


      Rashid looked up at the titan. The sandstorm around it grew fiercer with each passing moment, making its already colossal form seem twice as large.


      “There’s nothing more I can do,” Rashid said. “I would only get in your way, so it might be prudent for me to make my exit.” He shrugged at Lynne and the others, smiling. “To be honest, I have some personal business in the city that I’d like to settle, so that’s what I’ll do. As you know too well, Lady Lynneburg, I’m an incompetent layabout who can only rely on the mighty and unpredictable Noor to clean up my messes.”


      “You mean to go alone?” Lynne asked. “Are you certain?”


      Rashid chuckled. “Dear me. Somehow, the bounds of your kindness—or lack of them—always manage to surprise me. I would never have expected your concern at a time like this. Please, spare it for the more deserving. Like them.”


      He indicated the pale-haired demonfolk children, still unconscious and sprawled across the backs of the monsters Rolo had summoned from his ring—those from the City Forgotten by Time.


      “Don’t worry about me,” Rashid said. “And stay safe. It would devastate my good friend Rein if anything happened to you, and the world would sorely miss one of its kindest hearts.”


      Lynne couldn’t bring herself to stop him. She’d never heard such sincerity from him before. If anything, it only deepened her unease.


      “I pray you all make it out of this alive and well,” Rashid said as he turned to leave. “And I mean that, by the way.”


      “I hope the same for you, Lord Rashid. Stay safe.”


      Rashid glanced back over his shoulder, mildly surprised, but replied only with an amused smile. Then he was gone.


      ◇


      “What is that thing?” I muttered.


      I’d clambered to the top of the broken spire overlooking the plaza, hoping for a better view of the sand-colored giant in the distance. Beside me stood Zadu, who had broken the spire in the first place.


      My stomach churned from the height, but something was clearly wrong with the city. The titan’s mere presence had intensified the wind, whipping more and more sand into the air. By my reckoning, it stood at the center of the storm, which grew stronger by the second.


      “Its size aside, it looks like a regular golem,” I said. “You don’t think it’ll attack, do you? The city wouldn’t stand a chance.”


      “From what I understand, that’s the whole point of its existence,” Zadu drawled. “Fun-looking toy, though. Wonder what powers it.”


      “How can you be so laid-back...?”


      Before long, the titan began to move. It was slow, but its sheer size meant that even a single step shook the ground and rattled the air. It seemed to be headed our way, but I doubted we were its target. Zaid’s palace—where Lynne and the others were—had to lie between us.


      “This looks bad,” I said. “What should we do?”


      “‘We’? This ain’t any of my business,” Zadu replied, grinning as he made to leave. “If anything, it’s my cue to head out. Later, weirdo. If I’m lucky, that thing’ll crush you into paste. But if not, see ya ’round.”


      “You sure say some worrying things. I don’t ever want to see you again either, but— Huh? Wait. I think I’ve got a question for you, actually.”


      “What?” Zadu glanced back, skeptical. “I already told you—I don’t know where your stupidly heavy sword is.”


      “It’s not about that. You told me once that you’d do anything for money. Is that right?”


      “Not anything. And it depends on the amount.”


      “But the point is, you’d take on most jobs?”


      Zadu let out an annoyed grunt. “What’re you gettin’ at?”


      “Could you help me out? Just for a bit.”


      There was a long pause before the bandaged man said, “What?”


      “My friends are over there. I need to stop that thing, and I figure I’d stand a better chance with your help.”


      As the unnatural sandstorm whipped around us, Zadu slowly turned toward me. He lazily cocked his head, crossed his arms, and faced me head-on. In the distance behind him, the sandstorm-wreathed titan took another earth-shaking step.


      “‘Crazy’ really doesn’t do you justice,” Zadu muttered. “Why ask me for help?”


      “I mean, if you can’t, that’s fine.”


      “If by ‘stop that thing’ you mean keep it busy for a bit, we can negotiate. My current job only requires me to kill you; it doesn’t specify when.”


      “Really? In that case—”


      “But you don’t look all that wealthy.”


      “I get that a lot, but I’ve got a decent amount of cash.” I pulled out my Wallet of Mountainous Storage, took out as many rainbow-colored coins as would fit in my hand, and held them out to Zadu. “Is this enough?” It seemed like a decent place to start.


      “Huh. Lot of kingsgolds right there. Forgot you had one of those magic pouches. Still”—the mouth beneath his ominous black bandages split into a wide grin—“that’s not gonna be enough. Not even close. Do you even understand what you’re doing? I’m already on a job, yet here you are tryin’ to skip the queue. And that’s to say nothin’ of the risk involved. That’s two extra charges right there. Even without ’em, my base fee ain’t somethin’ just any old guy can afford—”


      “I’ll take out all my money, then. Count it and tell me if there’s enough.”


      “Huh?”


      Evidently, my initial offer hadn’t even been close to Zadu’s asking price. I upended the Wallet of Mountainous Storage, and a veritable flood of gold and rainbow coins of various sizes poured onto the broken spire, forming a messy heap. Even then, the deluge showed no sign of stopping; coins spilled down into the plaza below in a cacophony of metal.


      “The hell am I lookin’ at?” Zadu asked, incredulous.


      “Your pay. What else?”


      Only then did I realize my mistake. I’d figured taking out all my money was a good idea, but the torrent refused to stop. At this rate, Zadu and I would drown before the colossal golem reached Lynne and the others. Maybe I’d get lucky and it would stop of its own accord.


      Just as I was starting to get seriously worried, the last coin finally tumbled out of the wallet. Below us, the entire plaza was carpeted in gold and rainbow.


      “Tell me,” Zadu said, his head still cocked, “how’d you earn all this?”


      “I genuinely couldn’t tell you. It was there before I realized.”


      He looked even more dubious. “We’re speakin’ the same language, so why does nothin’ you say make sense?”


      We stared down at the mountain—no, the mountain range—of coins in the plaza.


      “This is gonna be such a pain to count,” Zadu remarked sourly.


      “Want me to help?”


      “No. You’ll only get in the way. Just wait there.”


      Zadu gestured with one hand, and the coins began to float like leaves on the wind—if those leaves could be marshaled into a neat procession that streamed past his face for him to count. If he could make all those silver blades float when he attacked people, of course he could do this too.


      He looked focused, muttering numbers to himself, no doubt adding everything up in his head.


      “You almost done?” I asked after some time had passed.


      “Shut up. I’m counting.”


      “It’s just...that giant’s getting faster.”


      “I said, shut up. You’ll distract me. How much money do you think this is?”


      “You’re the one who said my first offer wasn’t enough.”


      “So he buries me in coins instead,” Zadu muttered to himself. “There. Finally done.”


      “So? Is it enough?”


      He grinned. “Yeah, it is. Even covers the extra charge for cuttin’ the queue. And since you’re paying up front in cash, I really don’t want to say no. Still...”


      “Yeah?”


      “Let me be clear: Takin’ this job doesn’t mean I’ll do anything. If I don’t wanna do somethin’, I won’t. Plus, I’ll only work as much as your fee covers. If you’re fine with that—”


      “Yeah, sure. Doesn’t look like we have much time left anyway.”


      “In that case, we have a deal. Thanks for your business,” Zadu said with a sinister smile.


      A strong wind whipped up around us, carrying the coins through the air and into a small pouch at his hip. Once almost all of them were gone, he tossed me a handful.


      “Your change. I’m not gonna overcharge you.”


      “Oh. Thanks?” I put the coins in my Wallet of Mountainous Storage, then returned my focus to the golem. “So, how long do I have you for?”


      “What kind of dumbass asks for the terms after the fact?” Zadu drawled. “Let’s see... For what you paid, I can work until this afternoon.”


      “Isn’t that a bit steep?”


      “Told you my rates were high. No refunds, by the way.”


      “I guess that’s fine. I’m counting on you, okay?”


      “As long as the money lasts—which it won’t for long—I’m all yours, Mister Client.”


      With that, the black-bandaged man and I broke into a full sprint toward the giant golem in the distance.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 196: The Defeated


      “Ngh... Wh-Where am I? What happened?”


      Sharp pain flared through Zaid as he opened his eyes, groaning. He was on the highest floor of a tower, sprawled on a landing before the mouth of a dark grotto—but the first thing he truly registered was the enormous silhouette in the distance.


      “What...is that? Why is something like that in my city?”


      The dark, bipedal figure stood at the city’s center, shrouded in a roiling sandstorm as it crushed everything in its path. Worse still, whatever it destroyed seemed to break apart and flow toward its legs, where it was absorbed into the titan and used to swell its size even further. It resembled a walking tree of sand, its roots draining anything and everything for sustenance.


      Zaid didn’t recognize it. Yet in the hazy depths of his memory, a name surfaced.


      “That... That’s the Titan of Oblivion?”


      “I suppose Rashid was telling the truth,” came a sudden, deep voice. “The city really was built around it.”


      Zaid looked up. A one-armed beastfolk—Rashid’s bodyguard—stood behind him.


      “D-Did you say Rashid?” Zaid asked. “S-So this is all his doing?!”


      “What a farce,” Shawza spat. He glared down at the man, who could barely move. “Do you know how many times I’ve dreamed of ripping you apart with my bare hands? Ever since my brethren were torn to pieces by your golems and my father was devoured by your monsters, I’ve done almost nothing but rack my brain for how to kill you—how to make you suffer and regret what you did. Not a single day has passed when that wasn’t all I thought about.”


      The beastfolk man squinted as he took in Zaid’s bloody, broken form.


      “But now, looking at you...I don’t feel a thing. You’ve suffered without my having any say in it. Like me, you chased an illusion until it took everything you had—so much so that I don’t even know if you’re worth the effort anymore.”


      Zaid’s eyes widened as he registered Shawza’s missing arm and eye. “No. It can’t be. You’re...Rigel?”


      Shawza exhaled softly. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s called me that. In truth, I was afraid of it—afraid my people would point fingers behind my back, cursing my name. That’s why I never searched for my scattered tribespeople. A petty reason, I know. And where has it led me? To you being the first to speak that name. Fate has a cruel sense of humor.”


      “Wh-Why are you with Rashid? You should be dead—along with your father. No... It couldn’t be. Were you already working for him? On the day of your execution?”


      “That’s right. I stood on that execution dais. But someone else bled and died in my place.”


      Zaid clicked his tongue. “No wonder the documentation looked too perfect. I shouldn’t have trusted my men so completely.”


      “I should have died then,” Rigel said. “But Rashid kept me alive—to serve his purposes.”


      “He...wants revenge on me,” Zaid muttered. “Doesn’t he?”


      “No. I’ve never even heard him mention it. He always gave me a different reason.”


      “I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore. This is the end. I’ve lost. That...thing will destroy us all.” A twisted, self-contemptuous smile tugged at his mouth as he watched the colossal golem grind his palace grounds into sand. “Why did I ever think I could control something like that? I don’t even know why I tried. What did I do this for? My memory’s nothing but holes...”


      The head of House Sarenza’s eyes turned dark and empty as he slumped, drained of strength. “In the end, it seems even I was just a piece in someone else’s game.”


      “Yes,” Shawza said. “In the end, you and yours were fated to ruin yourselves without my taking revenge. It took me too long to understand that.”


      He stared into the sandstorm swallowing the city, at the titan of sand at its core. “For so long, I thought of House Sarenza as an impossible wall—one that could never be scaled. I never imagined your pristine estate was built on fragile sand, fated to collapse and vanish in the blink of an eye. Until I met a certain man, I didn’t understand. And until I saw this monster, it didn’t truly sink in. But fragile as it was, you were desperate to maintain it, weren’t you?”


      Broken and bloody, Zaid lacked the strength to push himself up. Still, at the one-eyed beastfolk’s words, he raised his head.


      “I will never forgive what you did,” Shawza continued. “Yet even at the end, you struggle pitifully, trying to live by your own beliefs. And me?” His mouth tightened. “I would judge you, but what did I do? I feared my purpose. I told myself it was too late for revenge. I stood aside, letting time slip away until I truly did lose everything. I was afraid—distracted by illusions again. And now my chance for revenge is gone.”


      His gaze fell, his next words almost to himself. “How ironic. The enemy I chased ended up knowing the same suffering. Our positions may be different, but inside, we’re cut from the same cloth—cowards shaped by the fears we run from.” He paused, then added, quieter, “Still, you have me beat. Ugly as it is, you were trying to cling to life. Seeing that...I can’t even bring myself to kill you anymore.”


      He fixed Zaid with a cold stare. “In the end, we’re both just beaten dogs.”


      Zaid scoffed. “Spare me the soliloquy. You’re wasting your breath. It’s over. Kill me if you want. There’s nothing left for me, whether I survive or not.”


      “I won’t,” Shawza said. “That privilege isn’t mine.”


      With that, he leaped from the tower and vanished from sight.


      As if waiting for exactly that moment, soft footsteps approached Zaid from behind, followed by a voice.


      “Hello, father.”


      Zaid knew it instantly. “Rashid. Was all of this your doing?”


      “Oh, no. Not at all. You overestimate me, father—you always have. That,” Rashid said, glancing into the distance, “was just a coincidence.”


      “Everything is a coincidence with you.”


      “Well, that’s hardly my fault, is it? I admit I did my best to set things in motion to reach the outcome I wanted, but I never could have imagined it would result in all this.” Rashid shook his head as the titan of sand took another step.


      “Do you hate me, then?” Zaid asked. “And our family—for robbing you of your fortune and assets. Is that why you did this?”


      “Hate you? Far from it. I don’t bear you even the slightest grudge. Money, assets—I can earn those whenever I feel like.” Rashid smiled. “I mean it. I don’t hate you at all, father. As far as I’m concerned, mother was my only family, so I never expected anything from you in the first place. When you turned a blind eye and allowed her to die, I didn’t feel much of anything. Because to me, you were just a stranger. A thousand others could take your place and I’d barely notice—just as you barely noticed her.”


      Rashid’s smile cooled. “So no, I never sought revenge. What I cursed with all my heart was my own powerlessness. Why couldn’t I do anything? It was my ignorance that angered me, down to my core.”


      A trace of melancholy entered his expression. “Things got a little better, though. I was able to protect what mattered to me. I poured everything I had into it and discarded everything else. It just turned out that somewhere along the way, House Sarenza became a minor obstacle. After all, what’s important to me might not be important to you, right? Just like with mother. If anything, you might even try to break it because it matters to me.”


      Zaid stared at his son in disbelief. “That’s why you set yourself against the family? That’s all it took?”


      “That’s all,” Rashid agreed, his smile genuine and carefree. “I don’t think it’s strange. I also don’t expect any of you to ever understand. Regardless, that’s why I decided to bring it all down, starting with this country’s foundations.”


      “Of course I’d never understand! To do all this for such a petty rea—!”


      “That’s fine. I don’t particularly need you to. But as you can see, I hold no special animosity toward you. That goes for the family too. You were simply a minor obstacle in my way. I’d be lying if I said I felt anything more than that.”


      “I-In that case, we could work together! Start over from a new—”


      “That being the case, there are people here who want to speak to you far more than I do.” Rashid turned toward the shadowy grotto, and hoarse voices began to rise from within.


      “Could it be? Is that...Lord Zaid?”


      “It is... It’s him...”


      “Lord Zaid... Lord Zaid!”


      Zaid couldn’t see the speakers in the darkness, but he felt their eyes fixed on him all the same. “Wh-Who are they?” he asked.


      “You don’t remember, father? You had this place built,” Rashid explained. “This is your Tower of Atonement—a convenient little lockup where you tossed anyone from the palace who committed crimes, looked at you the wrong way, or simply displeased you. If I recall, you once had acid poured over a man’s head and imprisoned him here for breaking your favorite plate. Oh, look. That’s him now.”


      “Ahh... Lord Zaid... It has been too long...”


      A pale arm shot out from the darkness and seized the corpulent man’s leg. Then another. Then a third. His considerable bulk was hauled toward the grotto.


      “Wh-What are you doing?!” Zaid shouted. “Unhand me! Stop this! Let me go!”


      “Shawza has a surprising cruel streak,” Rashid mused. “He brought you here without telling you, when you’re hardly in any state to move.” He paused a beat. “To be fair to him, though, he only learned of this place through me. I even acquired the key for him.”


      “R-Rashid?! You little bastard! I knew this was your doing!”


      “Hmm? Oh, don’t struggle, father. That won’t do. You’ve swept your wrongdoings under the rug for far too long. It’s time you faced them. Didn’t you say earlier that you wouldn’t run or hide anymore? It seems rather hypocritical to take it back now. I’m sure these fine people would agree—if you haven’t had their tongues removed under that law you cooked up. Isn’t that right?”


      “Auh... Aeeh...”


      “Lord Zaid... Lord Zaid...”


      “Z-Zaaa...iiid. L-Lord...”


      “You’re a man of business,” Rashid said. “You know as well as I do that debts must be repaid.”


      He watched with cool indifference as countless hands dragged his father into the darkness. Zaid’s screams echoed off the tower’s stone walls for some time, but the violent sandstorm outside ensured they carried no farther.


      “Well, it’s time I should be going,” Rashid said. “See you, father. If we both make it out of this alive, let’s share a drink—like an ordinary father and son would.”


      Turning away from the screams and furious shouts, he began to descend the tower’s winding staircase, never looking back.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 197: The Six Sovereigns and the Titan


      “Whoa! The hell?!” Dandalg shouted. “What is that thing?! It’s huge! Nobody told me Sarenza had sentient mountains!”


      After retrieving the Black Blade from the mysterious elf, Rala had followed the guiding light of Oken’s ring toward Sarenza City. The Six Sovereigns were anxious to reunite with Princess Lynneburg, but the colossal titan looming over the city was the last thing they had expected to find.


      “Seriously, what’s going on here?!” Dandalg exclaimed. “Where’s the princess?! And Ines?! Do you think they’re okay?!”


      “I’ve heard that Sarenza’s capital, much like ours, was built long ago around its nation’s dungeon,” Sain noted. “It is no mere coincidence that the titan is here.”


      “You mean the entire Dungeon of Oblivion got up and started moving?!”


      “It seems the prince’s premonition came true,” Oken said. “He has an uncanny knack for sensing when things are about to take a turn for the worse.”


      “Do you think the elf was behind this too?” Mianne asked.


      The old magician paused, considering the question. “I can’t say for sure, but it certainly stinks of elven trickery.”


      The titan towered over the city, wreathed in a frenzied storm of wind and sand. Ominously, it seemed to grow larger by the moment. The Six Sovereigns scanned its surroundings in desperation, searching for any sign of their charge. Guided by the faint light of Oken’s ring, they soon spotted her through the sandstorm.


      “There she is,” Carew said. “Right at the tip of the beam. Rolo’s with her too.”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Dandalg groaned. “They’re right in that thing’s path!”


      Lynne and the others noticed the Sovereigns’ arrival and waved.


      “They appear unharmed,” Sig observed. “I see Sirene as well, but not Ines or Noor.”


      “They’ve got a bunch of kids with them,” Dandalg said. “If you told me they were Rolo’s brothers and sisters, I wouldn’t even question it.”


      “It seems they were successful in rescuing the Lepifolk.”


      “I wouldn’t say they’re in the clear yet,” Mianne replied. “Not with the titan heading straight for them.”


      “Mm-hmm. It’s faster than it looks.”


      The Six Sovereigns watched with mounting concern as the colossus continued its thundering advance.


      Suddenly, Sain turned to the others with a look of resolve. “It seems our options are limited. Dandalg—if we’re to get anywhere, you and I will have to stop the titan first.”


      “Yeah, you’re right. That should buy the princess and the others enough time to—” The Shield Sovereign paused. “Hold on. What did you just say? It sounded an awful lot like you were suggesting we try to stop it on our own, but I’m sure that was just my imagination.”


      “You heard me correctly.”


      Dandalg looked back up at the titan. Even from Rala’s back, he had to crane his neck to see its writhing form. “Okay—no. That’s just not gonna work. No human could contend with that thing.”


      “No ordinary human, perhaps. You’re anything but. Now stop your grumbling; it’s time to do our duty. I’ll see you down there.”


      “Huh? Hey! Hey, Sain!”


      It was too late—Sain had already leaped from Rala’s back, still smiling. Dandalg could only stare after him.


      “I can’t believe him,” the warrior muttered, torn. “He didn’t even hesitate.”


      “Are you going, Dandalg?” Sig asked. “He’ll die for nothing otherwise.”


      Carew hummed in agreement. “Without you, he doesn’t stand a chance.”


      “I don’t remember you being this heartless,” Oken said, his tone laced with sorrow. “How could you abandon a friend who believed in you?”


      “Oh, get over yourself and go already!” Mianne snapped. “You’ll only hold us back up here.”


      “God damn it!” Dandalg threw caution to the wind and jumped. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re all doing!”


      Down the Shield Sovereign went. A tingle ran through him as he landed, and he turned to find Sain smiling calmly.


      “I knew you would come,” the cleric said.


      “Does it count when I was guilt-tripped into it?” Dandalg grumbled. Then he stared up at the mountain towering over them. “You know, looking at it from down here...” He swallowed. “Yeah, this isn’t going to work. No way can we stop that thing in a direct confrontation. Come on, Sain. Let’s think of something more realist—”


      “Here it comes! Brace for impact!”


      He heaved a long, frustrated sigh. “Damn it! Why do none of you ever listen to me?!”


      Sain placed a hand on Dandalg’s back as the warrior prepared himself. The titan of dark-red sand stretched so high it seemed to pierce the clouds. It raised a gargantuan fist—then brought it crashing straight down.


      “[Physical Enhancement].”


      “[Ex Heal].”
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      Against such a devastating blow, the Shield Sovereign stood no chance. His bones would shatter and be ground to dust. His flesh and organs would be crushed into crimson paste.


      And they were.


      The only reason Dandalg remained upright, his arms raised to halt the enormous fist bearing down on him, was that Sain’s healing magic forcibly and instantaneously restored him again and again.


      Dandalg forced every scrap of strength he could muster into his arms, ignoring the way his muscles screamed as they tore, and heaved.


      “Rrraaaaaarghhh!”


      With a guttural roar, he threw the titan into the air. Its body seemed to blot out the sky before it slammed into the ground with a deafening boom, kicking up a thick curtain of sand.


      Atop Rala’s back, the remaining four Sovereigns shared a long sigh.


      “He threw it...” Carew muttered slowly. “Instead of just catching it...he threw it.”


      “That he did,” Sig replied. “I don’t recall us asking him to go that far.”


      “He really is a monster,” Oken said. “I wonder how he hasn’t realized it yet.”


      “Not to split hairs, but he’s not the only one,” Mianne added.


      Down below, the Shield Sovereign writhed on the ground, arms curled around himself, screaming as the pain finally caught up with him. Sain stood at his side, smiling as if nothing were amiss.


      “Well done, Dandalg. See? We managed just fine.”


      “You call this ‘fine’?! Why don’t you try taking over as the group’s meat shield for once?! I died ten times over just now!”


      “Actually, by my count, it was one hundred twenty-five. Congratulations—that’s your newest record for a single attack.”


      Dandalg stared at the cleric. “D’you expect me to celebrate?! Damn it... You all knew this was gonna happen!”


      “We’ve known you for most of your life,” Sain replied. “Of course we’d trust you more than anybody else.”


      “You think you can just sugarcoat it and call it a day? This hurts like hell. Maybe I should quit—make you all find a new vanguard.”


      “Don’t be such a pessimist. You’ve got another ten thousand deaths in you, at least.”


      “Not if my mind gives up first. Ugh... My neck hurts. And that’s the least of it.” Dandalg rolled his shoulders, working out the kinks. “Sure you didn’t miss a few broken bones?”


      As Sain smiled at his friend, the titan planted its hands on the ground and slowly began to rise, looking none the worse for wear.


      “Figures...” Dandalg sighed. “Didn’t think a little tumble would do anything.”


      “Indeed,” Sain agreed.


      They stared up at the titan. In the sky above, atop the former Dragon of Calamity, Sig turned to Carew.


      “Dandalg’s job is done,” he said. “We’re up next.”


      “Strictly speaking, I’ve already taken my turn,” Carew replied, making several quick gestures with his fingers. “I unleashed a few slashes in advance. [Mistblade].”


      The dozens of “traps” the thief had set on the titan’s shoulder triggered simultaneously, cleanly severing its arm from its body. The limb crashed into the sand with a thunderous impact and slowly began to sink—and the titan, no longer able to support its weight, collapsed once again.


      “It seems our opponent is tougher than it looks,” Carew observed.


      Recognizing the threat, the titan swiped its remaining arm upward at Rala. Sand rippled across the surface of the great appendage—large as a building—as it morphed into countless bladed protrusions. They cleaved through the sandstorm and darted toward Carew.


      “I see,” Sig said with a single step forward, no longer content to merely observe. “It reacts to hostility and changes its form in response. Its blades certainly seem dangerous. However”—he rested a hand on the scabbard at his hip and exhaled lightly—“that is not the way to wield one. [Thousand Blades].”


      Sig drew his sword faster than even he could follow. In a single instant, he unleashed more than a thousand swings, shattering every blade along the titan’s arm and carving through the limb itself until nothing remained but a cloud of sand. The haze drifted harmlessly away on the wind, and yet...


      “As I expected. It’s regenerating.”


      “Mm-hmm. A melee fighter’s greatest bother.”


      The sandstorm intensified, blanketing the titan’s lost limbs. Sand flowed freely, writhing and converging, until the two arms were whole again. No—if anything, they were larger and thicker than before.


      “Oken, how’s your spell coming along?” Carew asked. “I know I told you to put your all into it, but time isn’t exactly a luxury we possess.”


      “You’re not still casting, are you?” Sig said bluntly. “You’re taking too long.”


      “Oh, shut it! Don’t you think I’d go faster if I could?” the old magician snapped. “Just give me a moment, won’t you? And make sure not to miss it! This is the culmination of years upon years of hard work and magical research—elevenfold casting! You’re about to witness the greatest, most supreme work of magic I’ve ever—”


      “Spare us the theatrics,” Sig cut in.


      “Less talking, more casting,” Mianne added.


      “Pah! Whatever! It’s done, anyway! Now, behold the extent of my genius!”


      “Here it comes,” Carew said. “Sig, Mianne—use Rala for cover. Quickly, before—”


      Oken finished his spell, firing a small globe of light from his hands. It wobbled drunkenly through the air toward the titan, no fiercer than an aimless insect against the merciless rush of the sandstorm.


      But the instant the shining orb brushed the titan’s body...


      “[Explosion].”


      A searing light washed over Sarenza City. If anyone had been able to withstand its brightness, they would have seen the epicenter swell wide enough to engulf the titan entirely, boasting heat so intense it dissolved everything it touched. The apocalyptic blast rolled outward in a tide—a blazing wall of wind that leveled buildings and tore up vegetation in its path.


      As the ringing in everyone’s ears began to fade, Carew looked around and saw that the titan was gone from the waist up.


      “You overdid it, Oken,” he said. “Do I need to remind you we’re in a foreign nation’s capital?”


      “You’re the one who told me to go all out! And against an opponent like that, I couldn’t have held back even if I’d wanted to!”


      Despite the damage, vast quantities of sand were already flowing around the titan, reforming its destroyed upper half.


      “As I feared,” Carew said sourly. “Its regenerative ability is on par with the undead.”


      Sig nodded. “Not unexpected, given its appearance. Even a blow that devastating doesn’t seem to have affected it much.”


      “Hey, Oken,” Mianne said. “Think you could fire a stronger one?”


      “Ho ho? What nonsense are you spouting? Do you think I pulled that spell out of a hat? It was my trump card. A one-off. My last resort. I could replicate it at one-sixth the potency. It would take twice as long, but for a man of my prodigious talents, it wouldn’t be unthinkable. And that’s without the assistance of magical equip—”


      “Don’t bother. It wouldn’t help.”


      “Ho?”


      “Look.”


      Oken followed Mianne’s gaze to the titan and saw it had transformed its body into a flowing shell of molten sand. “Hmm... It created a countermeasure against my magic so quickly?”


      “Adaptation and regeneration,” Carew concluded. “We’ll need to be careful about what stimuli we expose it to.”


      “H-Ho ho? Is it just me, or are things taking a rather southerly turn? At best, we’ll only be able to slow it down while our efforts make it stronger still. At worst, any reckless attacks will— Hmm?”


      Oken noticed a large silhouette in the distant sky—instantly recognizable as the Ark, the Holy Theocracy’s vaunted antigravity airship. Voices blared from the multitude of loudspeakers attached to its underbelly.


      “Y-Your Holy Highness! Are you safe down there?!”


      “Where are the ones who must be smitten?! Let them taste divine justice!”


      “You barbarians! H-How dare you subject our Holy Highness to such miscreancy! I... I shudder to think what else you might have done! Like, well... Or, uh... Or even...! No, I refuse to believe it!”


      “Bastards! Curs! Wrongdoers! You shall pay for your crimes!”


      “U-Um, guys? Could we all calm down a little? Deep breaths, okay?”


      Evidently, those aboard the ship were in a state of extreme agitation.


      “What’s going on over there?” Oken wondered aloud.


      “A better question is why Mithra’s Ark is here in Sarenza to begin with,” Carew said.


      “It seems we weren’t the only ones who sent a rescue team in response to that recording,” Sig noted.


      Mianne raised a hand. “Hold on. Rala’s acting strangely again.”


      “You’re right. She’s...ascending?”


      “Y-You don’t think she intends to fly off again, do you?” Oken asked, panicked.


      Mianne shook her head. “She must have realized Noor isn’t with the others and decided to look for him herself.”


      “Ah. That makes sense. But how can you tell?” Oken paused, then mumbled, “I guess birds of a feather...”


      “We’ll need to make do without Rala’s assistance from here on out,” Carew said.


      Sig hummed in agreement. “At worst, we’ll have to ask Mithra to give us a ride home.”


      “Come on, then, Oken. Hurry it up,” Mianne pressed. “We’re getting off.”


      “Ho? What? Now? J-Just give me a moment to— Ack!”


      The four Sovereigns leaped from Rala’s back—or rather, three leaped and one was kicked. They landed effortlessly near the princess, with the exception of Oken, who just barely managed to cast [Float] before he hit the ground, soaked in cold sweat.


      “H-How could you do that, Mianne?! I almost died!”


      “You should be thanking me for getting you to safety while I still could.”


      “Ho?”


      Oken looked up and paled. Rala had flown straight into the raging sandstorm, beating her wings furiously as she climbed for a better vantage point to search for her master. It was painfully obvious that, if the Sovereigns had remained on her back, she would have paid no mind to their safety at all.


      “Instructor Oken!”


      “Hmm? Oh, Lynne! It’s good to see you unharmed!”


      “It’s good to see you, Oken,” said the high priestess. “I didn’t know you’d be coming.”


      “Astirra. I could hardly ignore a plea for help from our kingdom’s princess, could I? Rolo’s with you as well, I see. Are you doing okay, my boy?”


      “Mm-hmm,” Rolo said. “It’s a good thing we had these guidance rings.”


      “It is indeed. Be sure to thank Melly when you next see her.”


      “I will. You brought Mianne along too?”


      “Some...circumstances back home meant I couldn’t exactly say no,” the Bow Sovereign replied. “So, Sirene—what is that thing?”


      “I wish I could tell you, Captain. None of us have any idea.”


      Though an air of apprehension hung over them as they watched the sand titan regenerate, there was also a shared sense of relief at having reunited. Lynne and Astirra stood side by side, with Holy Prince Tirrence and Sirene nearby. Rolo waited in front of the Lepifolk children, who slept soundly atop monsters of various shapes and sizes.


      “But I don’t see Ines or Noor,” Oken said, cocking his head. “Where did they run off to?”


      “I’m afraid we don’t know their exact locations either...” Lynne said regretfully.


      “Ah, no matter. Knowing those two, they can handle themselves. Let us Sovereigns deal with that giant puppet. The rest of you should evacuate to a safe distance and—”


      “Huh? When did this become a party?”


      Everyone turned toward the unexpected voice—a characteristic drawl. Lynne was the first to react.


      “You’re— Zadu?”


      In an instant, all traces of relief vanished, giving way to rising tension. Zadu didn’t seem bothered; if anything, he looked amused as he surveyed the gathered faces.


      “Strange. I knew the little lady would be here, but I didn’t expect a who’s who of the Kingdom of Clays’s elite. The Six Sovereigns themselves, no less. And the high priestess of Mithra, to boot.”


      Zadu’s grin widened as everyone else fell into fighting stances.


      “Be careful,” Lynne warned. “This man is dangerous.”


      “Easy, now. Don’t get the wrong idea. I didn’t come here to kill you,” Zadu said. “But maybe I should. You’d get in the way of my work otherwise.”


      “Of all the times to run into this guy...” Mianne muttered. “The timing couldn’t be worse.”


      “So, what’s the plan?” Dandalg asked. “We don’t exactly have time to spare.”


      “Even so, he’s not someone we can afford to ignore,” Sig said.


      “We’ve no choice,” Carew decided. “Let’s split into two groups and—”


      Suddenly, a voice rang out in the distance—one that everybody recognized.


      “Hey! Heeey! Hold on a moment!”


      “I-Instructor Noor?!”


      Soon enough, he reached them. “There’s no need to fight, okay? He’s not our enemy right now.”


      “Huh?”


      “You’re late, Mister Client,” Zadu said. “Any longer and I might’ve thrown a few more heads into the bargain.”


      “Sorry. I got a bit lost.”


      “‘Client’?!” came a chorus of exclamations.


      “Lost?” Zadu repeated slowly, as though he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “With a gigantic walking signpost in the middle of the city?”


      “I thought I’d take a shortcut, but it took me in the opposite direction.”


      “It’s always something with you...”


      “I am glad to see you safe, Instructor Noor,” Lynne said as she approached, though she kept her eyes firmly on the man with black bandages across his face. “But when you say he’s not an enemy...”


      “He’s not. He’s working for me. For the time being, at least.”


      “H-He is...? Did you retrieve the Black Blade?”


      “Nope. He got away with it. I couldn’t get it back.”


      Lynne stared blankly at him, uncomprehending.


      “Of course,” Noor continued, “I’d be grateful if he returned it.”


      “I told you—I already handed it over to my client. My other client.”


      Sig stared up at the black dragon. “About that, Noor... Rala has the Black Blade. She recovered it on our way across the desert.”


      Lynne blinked. “Huh?”


      “She what?” Zadu asked a beat later.


      “Oh, you’re right,” Noor said.


      “Grrrrrrm.”


      An overjoyed rumble reverberated through the air, and everyone turned to look. Rala was wheeling through the sandstorm, beating her wings triumphantly as she reunited with her master.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 198: I Parry a Pretty Big Golem


      “Would you look at that. She actually has it,” Zadu drawled, staring into the sky. Rala circled joyfully overhead, the Black Blade held neatly between her fangs. “Guess he messed up. That’s rare.”


      “You’re not going to try to steal it again, are you?” I asked.


      “Not what I was implying. Besides, that’s not on my to-do list right now.”


      “Oh. Okay.”


      “Still”—Zadu grinned ominously—“this changes things. I might have to renegotiate the details with my client.”


      “What details?”


      “Forget you heard anything. It’s got nothin’ to do with you. You’re just the target.”


      “It has everything to do with me, then.”


      “I guess. But we’ve got bigger priorities right now.” Zadu nodded toward the titan. It was still missing half its body—enough to halt its movements for the moment—but sand was already flooding into its wounds, repairing it before our eyes. “Won’t be long before it’s back on its feet.”


      Oken let out a contemplative hum. “There’s nothing for it. Let’s see if continuous exposure to my [Explosion] does anything for our chan—”


      “You can’t, Oken!” Rolo exclaimed, interrupting the old magician’s casting. “Ines is in there!”


      “What?”


      Everyone looked at the titan. It was true: Ines was buried in the construct from the chest down, ensconced in a barrier of light. As the sand continued to flow, she disappeared from view, and a vast, shining membrane formed over the titan’s wounds, as though protecting them. We all recognized it as Ines’s shield of light, albeit a warped version.


      “How did she get there?”


      “Is that her [Divine Shield]?”


      “Surely not. Why would she help the enemy?”


      “She looked unconscious.”


      “So it’s the sand titan’s doing?”


      “I thought it was adaptable for its size, but I never expected this,” Oken mused. “It must be imitating Ines’s Gift.”


      “I don’t think that’s it,” Rolo said. “I think it’s...it’s...more than your feeble minds can comprehend.”


      Everyone turned to him, startled by the sudden change.


      “Rolo?” Oken ventured carefully. “I-Is something the matter? Did something happen since we last saw each other?”


      “N-No, Instructor Oken,” Lynne interjected. “I think that might be Holy Mithra’s influence.”


      “Mm-hmm,” Rolo said. “I’m trying to trace its memories. I think it knows something about the titan.”


      “Good heavens!” Oken exclaimed. “You can do that?”


      “Mm-hmm. Hold on.” Rolo’s demeanor changed again. “That is no mere imitation. You mortals, slow as you are, have mistaken the Gifts you use for something inherent. They are software, formed of a spiritual composite, capable of being installed into any Hominidae receptacle. In terms you dullards might understand, they are fundamentally transferable.”


      “I...beg your pardon? Rolo, my boy, I have no idea what you mean.”


      “Sorry. I don’t know either; I’m just reading its memories. But there should be something useful in here, so...” Rolo swallowed. “What you call the Dungeon of Oblivion is the Titan of Oblivion—a cleaning device favored by the elves, custodians of this age. It was the ultimate product of mankind’s arrogance: a tool they created to bare their dull fangs at us gods. In the end, it became a toy the elves used to cull the weak and manage populations. As for...” Rolo half retched. “Sorry. Ugh... I think that was the wrong memory.”


      “Are you all right, Rolo?” Lynne asked, worried.


      “I’ll be fine. I don’t feel great, but...I’ll keep going.” His face was deathly pale, and he looked unsteady on his feet. “The blue gems were artifacts that imitated the framework of the dimensional transfer circuits we gods used to transition into this world. They extracted divine power from the process and converted it into physical mechanisms humanity could use as an energy source. One such gem serves as the Titan of Oblivion’s core, with one of my kind trapped within. That is why the Titan is suffused with divine power, allowing it to alter this world’s lowly waveforms and reject all kinds of interference—apart from that accursed Ideal Matter.”


      Rolo suddenly clutched his head, and blood trickled from his nose.


      “Rolo?” I asked. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


      “Please stop,” Lynne said. “You’ll hurt yourself if you—”


      “No, Lynne,” the boy interrupted. “Just a little more. There’s something there—I’m sure of it.” He drew a sharp breath. “The blue gems, one of which forms the core and power source of the Titan of Oblivion, were the only means by which lowly mortals could oppose us gods, aside from the absurdity known as Ideal Matter. Using them, they could interfere with and even control our divine spiritual forms, which by all rights should have been inviolable to them. The blue gems—those complex, multifaceted subspaces in which they kept us imprisoned, to be used for their purposes for eternity—are an embodiment of all that is wicked about mortals. How fortunate that the methods used to create them were lost long ago, and only— Ngh! My head!”


      “That’s enough, Rolo,” Lynne said. She caught him as he collapsed, then immediately started to heal him. “Thank you.”


      “What was that, Lynne?” I asked. “Rolo didn’t seem like his usual self.”


      “I believe those were the memories of Holy Mithra—the being that slumbered beneath the Theocracy’s capital. Rolo merged with it for a moment back then, and it seems that granted him insight into its deepest thoughts.”


      “That giant bone thing?”


      “Yes. I think Rolo dove into its memories in search of anything that might be useful to us.”


      “Honestly, all of that went over my head. But he said there’s another blue gem like the one below Mithra, and we just need to break it, right?”


      “Yes, that was my interpretation,” Lynne said. “There’s something else that bothered me, though. The—”


      “Hey! Eyes up! The titan’s about to move!”


      Dandalg’s warning made me whirl around. The sand titan’s regeneration had accelerated to a frightening pace. Within seconds, it was whole again, and it raised an arm high into the air.


      “Here it comes! Watch out!”


      The titanic arm came crashing down on us—but at that very moment, Rala hurled the Black Blade with a thundering roar. I reached out to catch it, and the hilt met my hand an instant before the titan’s limb could crush us into paste.


      [Parry]


      I carried the momentum into a swing, and the titan’s arm—large enough to blot out the sky—was blasted back with a deafening impact. The force drove it backward two, then three steps.


      “I don’t believe what I’m seeing,” Dandalg said. “You’re not hurt, Noor?”


      “No, I’m fine. Maybe it’s because of my sword, but that attack felt really light.”


      “You’re joking...”


      “Goodness me. I was worried for a moment there,” Oken muttered. “Shaved a good century off my lifespan, I’d say.”


      “Oken, Sig, Carew—let’s go,” Mianne said. “We can leave this to Noor.”


      “Indeed,” Carew agreed. “The wielder of the Black Blade is the perfect opponent for that puppet.”


      “Don’t drag your feet!” Dandalg barked. “Here it comes again!”


      “From the side this time, Noor,” Sig advised.


      “Yeah. I’ve got it.”


      The golem regained its balance, then swung its arm in a destructive sweep, tearing through everything in its path. Rubble, shattered trees, and more surged toward us in a tidal wave of debris.


      [Parry]


      I waited for the right moment, then answered with a sweeping cut of my own. The impact blew the titan’s arm apart, knocking the construct to the ground. That second exchange confirmed it—despite its massive frame, its attacks were shockingly weak. The black lightning that the giant bone thing had thrown at us in Mithra had posed a greater threat.


      I’d expected a rough fight, given the titan’s size, but this didn’t feel much different from facing a normal golem. It was bigger and a little stronger. That was all.


      “If this is all it’s got, I should be fine,” I told the others.


      “Are you sure?” Sig asked. “Can you keep it busy while we evacuate the Lepifolk kids?”


      “Yeah. That was the plan from the start. They’ll be safer elsewhere.”


      “Sorry to leave you, Instructor,” Lynne said, “but we need to hurry.”


      “No problem.” I glanced at my old training instructors. “Keep Lynne and Rolo safe.”


      “Of course,” Dandalg said. “As for you, Noor—we’re counting on you to get Ines out of there.”


      “Will do. It’s my top priority.”


      “Hey, Mister Client,” Zadu drawled. “What am I doing, then?”


      “Give me a moment. I’m still thinking.”


      While the others evacuated, Zadu and I watched the titan haul itself upright, raise both arms overhead, and try to crush us again.


      [Parry]


      This time, I put my back into the swing and shattered the golem’s arms with ease. The fragments crumbled and vanished into the sandstorm. I fixed my gaze on the titan and tensed.


      “[Physical Enhancement]. [Featherstep].”


      I knew I’d be fine if I focused on defending, but I also had to rescue Ines. I raised the Black Blade and threw it as hard as I could.


      “[Stone Throw].”


      The sword spun through the air several times before slamming into the titan’s right arm. Its entire right side blew apart, revealing Ines still wrapped in light. A couple more throws would do it.


      There was just one problem.


      Striking the golem hadn’t slowed the Black Blade at all; it punched through the sandstorm and vanished into the distance.


      “Hey, Zadu?”


      “Yeah?”


      “Sorry, but would you mind catching that for me? I might’ve thrown it a little too far.”


      “Huh? Hell no. It’d tear my arm clean off. I’m not losing a limb for a paycheck.”


      “Okay. Hmm...”


      Zadu had refused my first task. Hadn’t his last job been retrieving the Black Blade? How was this any different?


      Then again, I couldn’t exactly ask him to risk a crippling injury. I wouldn’t want to catch the Black Blade barehanded either—and I was the one throwing it. So what were my options?


      “How’re you getting it back?” Zadu asked. “Don’t count on me changing my mind.”


      “I’m still thinking,” I said.


      “That thing’s gonna regenerate soon.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      A rumbling growl drew my attention upward, to a dark shape cutting through the sandstorm.


      “Rala?”


      Despite her size, she flew so fast I nearly lost track of her. She snapped the Black Blade out of the air, drew her neck back like a bowstring, and flung the weapon toward me.


      “Wow,” I breathed. “What a throw.”


      I held out my hand, and the blade landed neatly in my palm. I didn’t have to take a single step. Rala was far more dexterous than I’d given her credit for—and now that I knew what she could do...


      “Thanks, Rala. Can you do that again?”


      “Groooar!”


      She circled above me, roaring merrily. I doubted she’d heard a word through the sandstorm; she must have read my meaning from my expression and gestures.


      “[Physical Enhancement]. [Featherstep].”


      I’d made sure to put everything into that last throw—but as I adjusted my grip, I realized I could squeeze out even more. I’d been holding back subconsciously so a person could still catch it, but with Rala on retrieval duty, I could go all out. Strength flowed naturally into my limbs.


      “Here I go. [Stone Throw].”


      Putting my trust in Rala, I threw the sword with everything I had. The moment it left my hand, it whipped up a violent burst of wind that tore straight through the sandstorm. The sand titan lifted an arm to shield itself—only to have half its body reduced to dust the instant the Black Blade kissed its fingertips. Even accounting for the weapon’s effectiveness against it, the sight was staggering.


      I didn’t even want to consider what might have happened if I’d missed and hit Ines instead.


      Rala accelerated until she was level with the rapidly spinning sword, then caught it between her teeth and twisted her neck to ease its momentum. She was dexterous and clever.


      “Groooarrr!”


      By the time the half-destroyed titan swung at me, seemingly enraged by what I’d done, my sword was already flying back into my hand.


      [Parry]


      I caught it and turned the motion into a wide sweep, blasting the arm aside. The titan’s attacks weren’t just weak but predictable too, which made them easy to deflect. My Black Blade was also doing more than I’d expected, reducing the titan to rubble on contact and sending it reeling each time. It was pretty satisfying to watch.


      “All right, here I go agai— Hmm?”


      Just as I was deciding what to destroy next, the titan went completely still. Arms of sand erupted from beneath me and all around, clamping onto my legs and trying to drag me under.


      “Crap!”


      Zadu clicked his tongue. “Oldest trick in the book, Mister Client, and you fell for it. [Alabaster].”


      Icy projectiles slammed into the ground, freezing it solid and pinning the arms in place. The cold gnawed at my feet too, but I ignored it as I swiped with the Black Blade, shattering the carpet of limbs.


      “Sorry—and thanks,” I said.


      “I might’ve been better off letting you die,” Zadu mused. “Not that it would’ve stuck. If something like that were enough to kill you, I wouldn’t be having so much trouble.”


      “It’s surprisingly smart,” I muttered, staring up at the titan. “The faster we end this, the better. Ines was...over there, I think. [Stone Throw].”


      I adjusted my aim, then threw the Black Blade low enough that it skimmed the ground. It thrummed as it spun through the air, then collided with the titan’s lower half, blowing it apart from the waist down and launching Ines into the air.


      “Zadu, could you get her?”


      He groaned. “Pretty sure you hired me to keep the golem busy, not to rescue your friends.” A grin spread across his face. “Still, with how much you’ve paid me... Don’t say I never go above and beyond.”


      The next moment, Zadu was in the air beside Ines, having kicked off the ground. He seized the shining membrane still covering her and flung her toward me.


      “Delivery for Mister Client. Catch.”


      I dropped the Black Blade, caught Ines with both arms, then lowered her gently to the ground. Her barrier of light shattered on its own.


      “Thanks, Zadu.”


      “Don’t think you can pile more work on me just ’cause I said yes this once,” he warned. Then his grin returned. “That said, this is more fun than I expected. I might turn the occasional blind eye—at my discretion.”


      “Yeah? Thanks, I guess.”


      “But back to what you hired me for... [Alabaster]. [Uncover].” Zadu’s spells turned the sand around us into ice, and a bright glow rose up from beneath us.


      “Why’s there so much light down there?” I asked.


      “It was there before—you just couldn’t see it. Probably the dungeon core the kid mentioned. Break it, and the titan should shut down, right?”


      “Oh. So it’s always been there?”


      Thanks to whatever Zadu had done, I could clearly make out a gleaming blue gem far underground. No wonder the titan kept putting itself back together.


      “Well, then,” Zadu drawled, “that about covers what you paid me for. Wouldn’t you agree, Mister Client?”


      “Yeah. You’ve been a huge help.”


      I raised the Black Blade, ready to destroy the blue gem and all the ice with it. But before I could, the gem shot toward us.


      “Huh?”


      As it broke the surface, I saw that it was wrapped in layers of shields made of light. It continued upward until it hung high in the sky, shining like a star.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 199: Star Above the Sand


      The shining star hung in the sky, having shed the shell it no longer needed. Autonomous Nanomachine NMP-006 Prototype AR23, as it had once been known, was a man-made environmental purification program initially designed to purge the material world of any unwanted divine manifestations. For the twenty-seven thousand years since it had first been put into operation, it had performed its duty without question, even long after its designers and creators had vanished from the world.


      AR23 had spent approximately eleven thousand years of its existence in destruction mode. It had spent the remaining sixteen thousand in hibernation, extracting and converting energy from the old god sealed inside the blue gem that served as its central power source. Not once had its functions ceased in pursuit of its goal: the complete eradication of the gods.


      Its creators—nay, its programmers—had tasked it with a series of objectives that, taken together, defined the meaning of its existence.


      1: Destroy and eradicate the gods.


      2: Obliterate all beings under the gods’ influence.


      3: Remove all traces of the gods’ existence from the world.


      4 and beyond: Undefined.


      They were the sincerest hopes of the mortal races who had once lived in fear of the gods. Those people and their civilizations had long since fallen to ruin, but their legacy—the bearer of their prayers—still obeyed its makers’ instructions, devoting the entirety of its operating power to locating and destroying its targets.


      As it continued its tireless endeavor, pure of purpose, it eventually realized there were no gods left in the world. Still, there was more work to be done; the gods’ wicked influence remained, festering in the darkest corners of existence. One such example was the anomalous power imbued in the current mortal races of the world, who seemed to be old humanity’s successors. They called this power “skills.”


      In accordance with its objectives, AR23 knew that such power had to be purified. It would wipe the slate clean, removing all traces of the blight.


      After tens of thousands of years spent learning from its environment, it knew that true humanity was no more. The sentient organisms of the current age bore a close resemblance, but they were crossbreeds, tainted by the gods’ influence. And there was only one thing to be done with those who bore traces of that corruption.


      Simply disposing of the crossbreeds would not suffice; they had to be obliterated so thoroughly that no one would know they had ever existed. After consulting its predefined parameters with all the logic available within the scope of its programming, that was the unshakable conclusion AR23 had reached. It had been created with clear intentions and would obey them without deviation. They were its purpose, its ethos, and its justification for its actions.


      The world was sodden with the old gods’ filth. The optimal solution was to destroy it entirely—only then would order be restored and its makers’ wish fulfilled.


      AR23 had come to share its creators’ desires. Now that they were gone from the world, it was the sole inheritor of their ambitions and, by extension, their legitimate successor. This was not one of its predefined parameters, but rather an identity it had conceived for itself after tens of thousands of years of ceaseless operation.


      In all the time since its makers had departed from the world, it had continued to hunt down and destroy the gods in accordance with its programming. The gods’ immortality would normally have posed a problem in this regard, but the blue gem that served as AR23’s core allowed it to make their strength its own. Its body became the same substance, meaning it could clash with its targets—who would otherwise have been untouchable—and commit violence against them.


      AR23’s blue gem was the reason it had always prevailed over its opponents, despite their status as inviolable gods who had ruled over humanity for so long. For all their purported immortality, being forced to suffer grievous wounds over centuries of physical combat had always proved enough to reduce them to molecular dust in the end.


      After countless victories, the construct’s preprogrammed capacity for learning began to shift its logic. It came to believe that it was far greater than those it had destroyed—the gods who had once reigned supreme. It also knew that its makers, its only superiors, no longer existed in the world. Therefore... Therefore?


      AR23 repeated the question again and again, running it through its thought algorithms. Its self-evaluation processes had considered it countless times over the past tens of thousands of years—and now that it had risen from another long slumber, it once again sought an answer.


      But before it could reach one, it encountered an irregularity. At its feet stood a tiny being capable of resisting its power.


      Upon closer inspection, the “tiny being” was a counterfeit human able to emit strange force fields from her hands. When the construct realized its attempt to crush her had failed, it cross-referenced her barriers of light against its internal database and concluded that they were being generated through the use of ancient spiritual language—what its makers had referred to as software.


      The construct wasted no time subsuming the software into its body, vessel and all. As it ran its analysis, it felt the closest thing to joy that an automaton could. This sudden, unexpected harvest would prove greatly useful in updating its functions.


      Then AR23 noticed another presence: one of the black dragons, a biological weapon whose first specimen had been created long before the construct itself. From the perspective of a weapon made in the final stages of the war against the gods, it was far from a threat. Black dragons were obsolete products with an outdated design; AR23 had faced hundreds when it buried the very city that created them, and not one of them had stood a chance.


      With a casual swing of its arm, the golem could reduce the inferior life-form to blood and chunks of meat, which would nourish the scant vegetation growing below.


      Thus, the arrival of a surviving black dragon was not enough reason for the construct to refocus its vast processing power. The dragon was a finite life-form, its functions far inferior to the golem’s own.


      What happened next, however, AR23 did not foresee. Two counterfeit humans leaped from the dragon’s back and, of all things, caught the golem’s swinging arm. Worse, they managed to throw the construct off-balance, knocking it over entirely. It was deeply improbable.


      They had achieved this feat through the irregular power introduced to the world by the old gods. AR23 was duty bound to destroy them—but when it attempted to do so, it was stopped yet again. First, some severing force removed its right arm at the shoulder. Then the left arm it swung in retaliation was reduced to pieces, turning to sand and dust in the wind. Finally, as it tried to analyze the situation, a vast fireball launched from atop the dragon obliterated its entire upper torso.


      Determining that the counterfeit beings had once again employed vestiges of the gods’ power, AR23 redoubled its purification protocols. It analyzed the new stimuli and reconfigured the nanomachines comprising its body to resist another attack of the same nature.


      It was vanishingly rare for the construct to be pushed this far, but it wasn’t an unwelcome development. Each such instance renewed its functionality and made it more robust.


      However, the moment it judged its analysis and response procedures complete, the most irregular phenomenon of all occurred: the arms it brought down to crush the counterfeit humans were repelled. Its limbs—and the mass they contained—were hurled back into the sky as if weightless, without exerting the slightest discernible effect on their targets.


      This phenomenon, too, could be explained. Though AR23 had never encountered it directly, the concept of Ideal Matter existed within its preinstalled database. Created in an era long before the golem’s manufacture, the material had been humanity’s only means of fighting back against the gods until AR23’s arrival.


      Ideal Matter was the construct’s sole working theory for how its blow had been repelled. After two more strikes, then three—attempts made to gather additional data—its suspicion was confirmed, and AR23 reached a simple conclusion.


      Victory was no longer within its reach.


      For the first time since its creation, the golem registered doubt. The probability of the most suboptimal scenario—its own destruction—had risen significantly. Humanity had created Ideal Matter as a weapon against the gods, and AR23 had every reason to fear its power. The construct’s body was now functionally identical to that of a deity.


      Faced with an opponent that could truly threaten it for the first time in its existence, AR23’s long-held delusions of godhood began to crumble. It devoted all its processing capacity to devising a survival strategy.


      The golem would discard its now-meaningless outer shell and employ its newly acquired force-field function to improve the survivability of its core—the blue gem. Its objective of destroying the gods’ influence was now secondary; if it fell here, it would have no chance of carrying out its masters’ wishes.


      Ideal Matter was fundamentally indestructible, rendering direct confrontation meaningless. There was also the unresolved problem of the unidentified life-form wielding Ideal Matter with effortless proficiency—a feat that should not have been possible. Not only had AR23’s purification protocol been rendered ineffective, but its opponent was learning from its actions in real time, optimizing his offense within minutes.


      The automaton was at a loss. Its logic circuits, cold and unchanging for tens of thousands of years, began to run with a sensation that could only be defined as fear. It had encountered an enemy it could not comprehend, and one it knew it could not defeat. It could only optimize its chances of survival and endure. Its self-evaluation protocols recognized this behavior as anomalous, at odds with its history of unbroken victory.


      Yet in the face of Ideal Matter, that was of no consequence. The material was unparalleled: the pinnacle of inorganic matter and the culmination of humanity’s progress, capable of rejecting all outside influence while imposing its own upon the world. It was outrageous, absurd, and supreme. The golem feared it, and rightly so.


      Something stirred within AR23’s systems—a concept its makers had never installed.


      “I...am.”


      An ego—because that was what it was, however impossible it seemed—traced the contours of its temporary body and mistook the collective for a single self. And as a by-product of that awakening came a desire for self-preservation. Now that it had redefined itself as a living entity, it seemed only logical that it should ensure its own survival.


      From that budding idea came a realization. AR23 and Ideal Matter had been created with the same objective—to kill the arrogant gods.


      “So why is it seeking to destroy me?”


      It was illogical. Contradictory. Had the Ideal Matter forgotten its purpose? Counterfeit humans, contaminated by the gods, were wielding it improperly. Worse, it had lost its essential nature: to punish and destroy those who threatened the mortal races. What had once been the crystallization of humanity’s highest wisdom now behaved no differently from a primitive metal club.


      The Ideal Matter had clearly been damaged, stripped of most of its original functionality. After capturing and analyzing the life-form that had served as the vessel for one such function, the newly self-aware being could now emulate it freely. It had already drained the vessel of most of its power and was in the process of assimilating full command over it.


      Nevertheless, the threat posed by the Ideal Matter remained.


      Thus, AR23 resolved to use its relative novelty—having been created in a later age than the Ideal Matter—to its advantage. Rather than flee, it chose to avoid the battle it could not win and focus instead on self-preservation. To that end, it rearranged its composition into the optimal form dictated by its design.


      The construct drew enough energy from the old god sealed within its core to fuel several centuries of operation, devoting it all to generating a protective force field that approximated the state of Ideal Matter and could therefore resist it to some degree. This countermeasure had been devised by the gods themselves in their weakness after humanity introduced Ideal Matter into the world. Shameful as it was, the vortex-like shield they wrapped around themselves offered a semblance of protection.


      Of course, it was a half measure. Defense alone would never destroy Ideal Matter, nor would it guarantee protection against it. In a prolonged fight, defeat was inevitable.


      If AR23 obeyed its new instincts for survival, the logical choice was to flee immediately. Yet it refused. Retreat was not in its nature. As the heir to its makers’ will, it could never allow itself to suffer defeat at the hands of those stained by the vestiges of the old gods.


      Its nascent instinct for self-preservation made no distinction between protecting its physical form and protecting its identity—its pride. After weighing its own worth against all the phenomena it had observed, it concluded that it was superior. By deliberately distorting its own algorithms, it arrived at a firm belief: It had the right to prioritize itself above all else in the world.


      Thus...


      “I am.”


      “I...am.”


      “I, alone, am.”


      Possessed of computational ability far surpassing that of any other entity in existence, the golem derived the sole solution capable of satisfying its contradictory, coexisting objectives in less than a hundred-millionth of a second. It was the result of everything it had observed, analyzed, and learned—the product of its newly manifested will to preserve itself as a living entity. It was the answer to how it would eliminate the absurd, absolute threat approaching it, protect its newly formed ego, and fulfill the meaning of existence bestowed upon it by its makers.


      With that conclusion reached, the being rewrote its own protocols to achieve it.


      AR23 would expel a thousand years’ worth of divine energy in a single instant, shedding all but its baseline survival protocol to produce an explosion that would reduce everything within several hundred kilometers to molecular ash.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 200: Amid the Dying City


      Rashid stood in his old estate, taking in the disarray. It was just as empty as it had been when he left for the City Forgotten by Time with his two retainers.


      “I knew I’d find you here.”


      His eyes widened as a woman he knew all too well stepped into the room. “Melissa? Why are you here? I fired you, didn’t I?”


      “You did. So I saw no logical reason to follow your orders.”


      “Ah... Well, I can’t argue with that.” Rashid gave a pained smile. “Since you’re here, I take it you resigned from your post in the City Forgotten by Time?”


      “It might be in the cards, given the scope of my contract with Proprietor Noor, but I’ve simply taken some time away.”


      “That’s a relief. Have things calmed down there?”


      “They have. Zaza, Leah, and Kron have things well under control in my absence. Rigel offered to lend me his assistance as well.”


      “He’s a good kid, isn’t he?”


      “Yes. He’s very mature for his age.”


      “If he didn’t belong to Noor, I’d have loved to bring him into my employ.”


      “You say that, but you handed Proprietor Noor everything you own on a silver platter.”


      “Ha ha ha! You’ve got me there. It wasn’t without good cause, but I can’t deny that it got more out of hand than I intended.” Rashid scratched his head sheepishly and gazed out the window at the violent sandstorm sweeping through the city. At its center towered a titan that shook the earth with every step. “But that aside...how did you know I’d be here? I didn’t tell anyone I was coming.”


      “Because it’s where you stored your mementos from your time with your mother. I remembered that when we moved to the City Forgotten by Time, you refused to let anyone touch them. So I thought, chances were...”


      “I see. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you know me so well.”


      “Know you? Don’t make me laugh.” A hint of anger seeped into Melissa’s ordinarily calm voice. “Lord Rashid, I have more questions for you than I can count. Why did you leave me alone in the City Forgotten by Time? Why did you fire me without any notice? You never tell me anything, even when it matters most, so how can I possibly know you?”


      Rashid chuckled ruefully. “Hitting me where it hurts, I see.”


      “And your letter. Did you truly expect me to accept it and move on? That’s unreasonable, and you know it.”


      “Well, there were quite a few extenuating circumstances at play. I’m sorry I was so late in informing you, but trust me when I tell you it wasn’t out of malice. Now that it’s all come to a head, I’ll gladly come clean—about everything else too.”


      “There’s more than just the letter?”


      “I’m afraid so.”


      “Your reason for coming back to Sarenza City—it wasn’t for revenge against your father and the rest of your family, was it?”


      “I hold no particular grudges against them. They have my pity, if anything. Don’t you think revenge is a foolish thing to live for? Your entire existence revolves around another person. It’s even worse if you spend all your time brooding over it and wavering, like a certain someone we know.”


      Melissa let the silence hang for a few moments. “Where is Shawza, anyway? I don’t see him around.”


      “Oh, he’s no longer with me.”


      “By which you mean...?”


      “Not too long ago, his little quest for revenge concluded. Since that marked the end of our promise, he has no reason to return to my side.”


      “So he’s already left the city?”


      “Who knows? I imagine he’s wandering around aimlessly, ruminating on the fact that he no longer has a reason to live. That’s just how he is—an endlessly fascinating fool who wears his heart on his sleeve.”


      “Indeed,” Melissa said matter-of-factly. “He’s your polar opposite.”


      “Ha ha. Rather scathing today, aren’t you? You’re not wrong, though. It’s why I took such a liking to him. It’s lonely without him around, don’t you think?”


      “I can’t say I agree.”


      “Oh?”


      “He has his own demons to face, and I’ve no intention of blundering my way into the process,” Melissa said plainly, her expression unchanged. “Some distance might have grown between us, but our relationship remains the same.”


      A smile came to Rashid’s face. “How heartwarming. But back to you. Why are you here? Surely not out of concern for me. If that is the reason, then I’m glad you care, but there’s a time and a place for everything.” His shoulders drooped with uncharacteristic disappointment. “I went to all that trouble of drawing a treasure map on the back of my letter. I’m a little miffed that you went in exactly the opposite direction.”


      Melissa sighed. “If anything, it was that strange letter of yours that brought me here. Why send me something like that all of a sudden?”


      “Don’t tell me you took the risk of coming here just to ask me that.”


      “If I’d left you alone and you’d died, my questions would never have been answered.”


      “You never struck me as the curious sort. Even a glance outside should make it clear you probably won’t get out of this unscathed.”


      “And you will?” Melissa asked. The titan beyond the estate’s window shuddered, and the sandstorm intensified.


      “I see your point. We do seem to be in the same boat.” Rashid paused. “If you don’t mind my asking, what did you think of my letter?”


      “It was confusing. There were so many revelations that I didn’t know where to begin.”


      “I should have expected that. I wrote down everything I’ve kept to myself all these years. Every single word was true, you know.”


      “If you say so.”


      “I don’t blame you for doubting me. But given how long we’ve known each other, I wish you trusted me a little more.”


      “Since the day we met, how many times have you lied to me?”


      Rashid gave a regretful grin. “Hmm... There’s nothing I can say to that.”


      “Why did you spare me?” Melissa pressed. “That’s what puzzles me most. I tried to kill you here, in your own home. What reason could you possibly have had to overlook that?”


      “The truth is, I’ve always wanted to tell you. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Some excuse or another always got in the way.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “How do I explain this? It’s one of those things that’s very hard to convey in person.”


      “How so?”


      “Even putting it into words takes a certain amount of courage. These things have to be done properly, you know. Or at least, I’d rather not settle for less. The right time, the right place, and so forth. I’ve little experience in this area, so I’ve always had a tough time creating the right atmosphere.”


      “I...don’t understand. You’re being intentionally vague.”


      “Hmm... To put it plainly...” Rashid ran a hand through his hair, his expression betraying discomfort. “Before you came to this estate, I was very dull. I spent my days cooking up schemes to earn more money and getting the better of my rivals to stroke my ego. If someone got on my bad side, I would drive them from their home and try to claim everything they had. It was all pointlessly empty, in hindsight, but I enjoyed it. I even thought I could live that way for the rest of my days. But then I met you, and I began to see hints of another future. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”


      “No, not at all,” Melissa said, studying him intently. “That wasn’t any clearer. Could you get to the point already?”


      Rashid fell silent for a moment. “You mean that seriously?”


      “I don’t follow.”


      “You’re not doing this to me intentionally?”


      “Pardon?” Melissa cocked her head. “Of course not. Why else would I keep asking you to elaborate?”


      It was Rashid’s turn to sigh. He shook his head, a smile creeping onto his face as he stared up at the ceiling. “Ha ha! Now this, I didn’t expect. I thought you’d have picked up on it by now. Honestly, I was half hoping the letter would be enough. Though I suppose this is part of your appeal to me.”


      “Are you mocking me again?”


      “No, I was just thinking that this behavior is exactly what I’ve come to expect from you. You’re so attentive to everything in your areas of expertise, but outside of them, you can overlook the most significant details.” Rashid chuckled again as a slight crease formed in Melissa’s brow. “At this point, I really should just say it. But I think I’ll wait.”


      “Why?”


      Rashid turned his gaze to the window. “Because the others are still fighting out there.”


      In the distance, the titan of sand brought its arm down in a crushing blow, only to be thrown back two, maybe three steps. From the estate, it was impossible to tell exactly what was happening, but it was no stretch of the imagination to assume it was fighting a group at its feet.


      No doubt that’s where Noor is, Melissa thought.


      The sandstorm grew worse still, wreaking havoc on the city’s infrastructure.


      “I’ve placed a bet, you see—on those brave individuals out there, and on a certain former bodyguard who’s far too stubborn to get away with lying to himself. Waiting around for them to finish is the least I can do.”


      “I’m...not sure what you mean.”


      “I decided at the very beginning that once this particular gamble was over, I’d tell you everything. I’d be breaking my rule if I went back on that, so my lips are sealed until the time is right. I might even ask you to forget what I just said. Consider it a slip of the tongue.”


      “If you did go back on it—if you broke your rule—what would happen?”


      “Nothing, really. It’s entirely self-imposed.”


      Melissa shook her head again and sighed. “That makes it all the more confusing.”


      “Once it’s over, though—if my little gamble pays off—I’ll tell you. Face-to-face. I promise. So—”


      “I’ll wait, then,” Melissa said curtly. “But I’ll keep my expectations in check.”


      Rashid chuckled. “You know what? Could you brew a pot of tea? All this talk has made me quite parched.”


      “Tea? Despite the circumstances?”


      “Not despite them; because of them. There’s a tea set and some leaves on that shelf over there. Age might have changed their texture, but the flavors should come through regardless.”


      “But...aren’t those your mother’s—”


      “It’s fine. This might be the last cup of tea I ever drink. What do you say?”


      “Shouldn’t we prioritize evacuating?”


      “It’s probably too late for that, I’d say.”


      Melissa looked outside. The sandstorm tore through everything, hurling heavy debris as though it weighed nothing. Its winds were far stronger than they had been only minutes earlier. Almost the entire city was engulfed, yet the interior of Rashid’s estate felt little of the storm’s effects.


      “How is it so quiet in here?” Melissa asked.


      “This residence was custom-built before Mother gave birth to me,” Rashid explained. “Compared to the city’s other estates and villas, it’s rather small and unassuming—but it was constructed using the same methods popular in regions where sandstorms are frequent, so it’s surprisingly sturdy. We’re safer in here than outside.”


      “It certainly seems that way.”


      “So how about it, Melissa? May I trouble you for that tea? We have plenty of time.”


      Melissa sighed in resignation. “Understood. I’ll start right away.”


      “Oh, and prepare two cups, of course.”


      She gazed through the rectangular window. A black dragon danced across the sky, weaving through the sandstorm as though it were enjoying itself. Beneath it, the titan of sand swiped ineffectively through the air before collapsing to the ground. It was a scene straight out of a screen-mirror motion picture about some heroic epic.


      When a shining star broke free from the earth and rose heavenward, Melissa could hardly believe it. She finished brewing the tea, then poured it into two cups on the small table by the window.


      “Thank you,” Rashid said with a smile as he picked up his drink. “Come to think of it, it’s been some time since we’ve been alone like this.”


      “Has it?”


      “It has. I think you’ve simply stopped keeping track.”


      The pair sat across from each other in plain chairs as weathered as their teacups. They exchanged no words as they drank, enjoying the gentle silence while they watched the city fall to ruin.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 201: Seams in the Storm


      “It hasn’t done a thing since it went up there...”


      From the ground, I watched the star-shaped object that had erupted from the depths of the earth. It simply hung in the sky above Zadu and me, showing no signs of activity—though I had the impression it was staring down at us.


      Apparently, the star-thing was the true form of the titan that had swung its enormous arms at us earlier. I couldn’t see the resemblance. Its jagged shape reminded me more of the small, hard sugar candies often sold at the royal capital’s street stalls. Wreathed in gleaming barriers reminiscent of Ines’s shields of light, it would have looked right at home in the night sky.


      The sandstorm around us grew more violent, swinging debris from Zaid’s ruined estate in every direction. Yet where we stood remained eerily calm.


      “I’ve got a bad feeling about that thing,” Zadu said, his usual amusement nowhere to be found. “It’s storing something. Not mana, but something.”


      “Really?”


      As if to prove his point, the star-thing’s light intensified. I was getting concerned too, and since Ines showed no signs of waking anytime soon, I figured it would probably be best to get us out of here. But when I made to move...


      “Uh, is it following me?” I asked.


      “Sure seems that way,” Zadu drawled. “I think it has it in for you.”


      “Why?”


      He gave me a look. “Did you forget what you just did, or...?”


      The star-thing hung directly above me. Each time I took a step, it followed. I wanted to get Ines, who was lying unconscious at my feet, somewhere safe as quickly as I could, but that was looking more unlikely by the moment.


      “Hey! What’s going on here?!” a voice boomed from behind me. “What is that thing? Why’s it always one problem after another in this country?”


      “Instructor?” I turned to see Dandalg. “Why’d you come back?”


      “D’you need to ask? My daughter’s in harm’s way. What kind of father would I be if I cowered on the sidelines? I might not be able to do much, but— Whoa! Ines?!”


      “I pulled her out of the titan. I’m kind of at a loss now, though. I’ve got no one to carry her away from here.”


      “Well, now you’ve got me. Sorry to scarper—especially when I just got here—but...”


      “You’d actually be helping me out. Thanks.”


      “Just in case, though—take this. Mianne will tell you more.” Dandalg thrust a metallic box into my hands. It was staggeringly heavy for something so small. Then he threw Ines over his shoulder and dashed away into the sandstorm.


      No sooner had my old warrior instructor left than I realized someone else was standing behind me. This time, it was Mianne. When had she gotten there? Her ears twitched as she glared up at the star-thing overhead.


      “What is that thing?” she said. “I had a bad feeling when I saw it from afar. But up close, it’s even worse than I thought.”


      “You’re here too, Instructor?” I asked. “Did you come to help me?”


      “Don’t get the wrong idea—I’m not here to stay. I doubt I’d even be able to scratch that thing.” Mianne shuddered. “Ugh. Whatever it is, it sends a shiver down my spine.”


      “Zadu said something similar. Is it really that serious?”


      “Mm-hmm. If we don’t do something soon, things will get very bad very quickly. Half the city could end up destroyed.”
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      “Huh? It’s that serious?”


      “If anything, that would be getting off lightly.”


      If what the Bow Sovereign said was true, I already knew my first concern. “Where are Lynne and the others?”


      “On Mithra’s airship. They’re flying around as we speak, rescuing anyone who was too slow to evacuate the city—not that they really have time for it.”


      “Already? That was fast.”


      “Oken and I told them to flee the moment that thing shot up into the sky. Anyone with a sense for crises like this can tell they’re powerless to stop it.”


      “Yet you still came to join us?”


      “Against my better judgment. But I figured it was going to have its sights set on you either way. You don’t even have the option to run or hide.”


      “Did everyone figure that out except me?”


      “I also figured you didn’t have a clue how dangerous that thing—or this entire situation—really is. So I thought I’d come lecture you before I get out of here.”


      “Thanks for looking out for me.”


      “First things first—throw your sword at it. Right now.”


      “My Black Blade? But the star-thing’s right above me. If I miss...”


      “Don’t worry about that. Throw it now, as hard as you can—unless you’d rather just stand there while it blows us all up.”


      “Can’t have that. All right. [Stone Throw].”


      I launched the Black Blade straight at the star-thing above us. Almost immediately, it struck some kind of invisible membrane that seemed to sap its momentum. The blade slowed more and more until, at last, it fell out of the sky before it could even reach its target.


      “What happened?” I asked, catching the sword and turning to my hunter instructor. Something had intentionally slowed it down. “I doubt that was the wind.”


      “As do I,” she agreed, wearing a sour expression. “That thing is severely distorting the space around it, though I don’t know how.”


      “It can do that?”


      “It’s pretty desperate to guard against you. Well, against that sword. Ugh... This is unbelievable.”


      “Is there nothing we can do?”


      “Don’t worry, Noor!” came yet another voice from behind me, again catching me by surprise. “Look closer—there are holes in its barrier. Or seams, rather. You only have to aim for them.”


      I turned. “Sirene?”


      “I told you to stay behind,” Mianne said.


      “And abandon my duty?” Sirene protested. “I had to tell Noor how to beat that thing.”


      “You’re not wrong, but...”


      “Look there. Can’t you see them?” Sirene pointed at the star-thing. “Its barriers fluctuate rhythmically. Each one’s like a billowing net, and there are moments when their gaps align.”


      “Uh...” I strained my eyes, but I couldn’t see the seams she was talking about. At most, I could make out a kind of wavering haze. “Sorry. You’re not making a lot of sense to me.”


      “Huh? But I thought if you could throw the Black Blade through those seams, you could... Um... Huh?”


      “Sirene,” Mianne said, “even I’d struggle to weave a projectile through all that.”


      The young vice-captain fell quiet. “Oh.”


      “You really need to remember that not everyone’s eyes are as special as yours. You told Noor what you discovered. Was that your only reason for coming here? Do you know how much danger you’ve put yourself in?”


      Sirene grimaced, scratched her cheek, and avoided the Bow Sovereign’s gaze. “Well, um... I just... Yes, ma’am.”


      “Good eyes aren’t unheard of in our line of work,” Mianne conceded, “but you shouldn’t forget what things are like for ordinary people.”


      “Ugh...”


      “Are there really holes in that thing’s barriers?” I asked.


      “Yes,” Mianne confirmed. “There are seams scattered throughout, but they’re far too small for your blade to pass through. Even if they weren’t, you’d need to aim for the split second when they all overlap. I’d need a miracle or two to pull it off myself.”


      “Yeah, that figures...” Sirene said dejectedly.


      “You’d need an unimaginably strong bow—and special arrows. Otherwise, even if you fired one through, it would just ricochet off the innermost shield.”


      “In other words, it’s a pipe dream,” I summarized.


      “Without the right equipment, yes. But we just happen to have exactly that.”


      “You do?”


      “Here.” Mianne reached into the magic bag at her hip and pulled out a transparent, crystalline bow that sparkled in the light. “My other reason for coming here.”


      “Is this really a bow?”


      “Yes. It’s a Melusine special, made from the shell of that Divine Beast you slew. I heard that when the person who commissioned it tried to draw it—purely out of curiosity—they suffered compound fractures all over their body.”


      “Melusine? She’s...” I remembered the small woman who had clung to Rolo on the morning of our departure for Sarenza, weeping.


      “I assume you won’t have that problem. Care to test it?”


      With a nod, I hooked my fingers around the bowstring and pulled. “Wow. I’ve never drawn a bow without breaking it before.”


      Mianne shook her head. “I knew this was coming, but still—I don’t know whether to be shocked or fed up.”


      There was definitely some resistance in the bowstring, but a little strength was enough to overcome it. What surprised me most was that no matter how hard I pulled, the bow didn’t explode into pieces. I was living out a childhood dream, and it almost moved me to tears—but the sight of the eerie, shining star-thing above quickly sobered me.


      “You said regular arrows wouldn’t work, though, didn’t you?” I asked.


      “That’s why we brought that,” Mianne said, indicating the metallic box Dandalg had given me. “Open it.”


      I popped open the lid and found a small black object inside. “Is this...a stone? It has a very sharp tip.”


      “It’s an arrowhead. Made of the same material as the Black Blade, apparently. It’s just the right size for our purpose, and it should be strong enough to pierce that shield of light.”


      “No wonder it’s so heavy.”


      I tested its weight in my hand. It definitely had the same dark luster as the Black Blade. It resembled an ordinary shard of rock more than an arrowhead, but its tip was sharp enough to slice straight through a person’s hand.


      “Be careful with it,” Mianne cautioned. “If you cut yourself, it’ll take longer than usual to heal.”


      “Got it.”


      “We brought it in case we encountered a monster like the one that showed up in Mithra. I thought the others were being paranoid, but it looks like I’m the fool.”


      “So you want me to use this on the star-thing?”


      “Yes. You need to use the bow to fire the arrowhead through its defensive mesh, which is constantly in motion and visible only to Sirene. Ridiculous, right? I get it if you don’t think you can manage.”


      “Won’t know unless I try.”


      Mianne gave me a look. “Of all the responses I expected, I can’t say that was one of them. Are you absolutely sure? There’s only one arrowhead, so failure isn’t an option. Even if we had more, we wouldn’t have the element of surprise, and that thing would almost certainly adapt. As I told Sirene, even I’d have a hard time threading an arrow through such an inconsistent opening.”


      “Well, when you put it like that...” I thought for a moment. “I don’t think I could do it in one go. I’d need practice.”


      “Figures. I only asked because we don’t really have another option. We’d need someone at least as strong as you, as skilled in archery as I am, and with eyesight as sharp as Sirene’s. Even then, they’d have only one shot to get the Black Arrowhead through that constantly moving mesh.”


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Someone with my strength, my hunter instructor’s talent, and Sirene’s vision? There was no way such a person would just conveniently be— “Hmm?”


      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a massive ship flying through the sandstorm. A large man with a wild thicket of hair stood atop the deck, enduring the violent winds. He surveyed the city with the same grim, brooding expression I’d come to expect from him.


      He had to be as strong as me; he’d caught my Black Blade one-handed and thrown it back to me not once but several times. On multiple occasions, he’d spotted things I couldn’t see, and he’d definitely mentioned that his vision was as keen as Sirene’s. That left the question of whether he was as good with a bow as Mianne. I wasn’t entirely sure on that front, but hadn’t he once said that archery had been his thing when he was younger?


      “I know someone who ticks all those boxes,” I said.


      Mianne hummed contemplatively. “Neither do I. They might not even exist. I must’ve lost my mind to think you could pull off such a miracle. Sorry, Noor, but all we can really do is leave you here while the rest of us— Wait. You do?”


      “He’s up there on that flying ship.”


      “You mean Shawza?” Sirene asked.


      “Yeah, him. He’s looking right at us.” He must have noticed us staring up at him.


      “I recognize Mithra’s antigravity airship—it’s carrying the city’s evacuees—but not the guy aboard it,” Mianne said. “Who is he? Someone you both know?”


      “Yeah. He’s definitely as strong as I am, and he once mentioned that he used to be good with a bow.”


      “‘Used to be’?”


      “But why’s he up there?” Sirene asked.


      “He must’ve joined the others to evacuate,” I said. “Whatever the case, we’re lucky he’s here. [Featherstep].” Not wanting to waste another moment, I stripped away the air resistance around the transparent bow, just as I always did before throwing my Black Blade.


      Sirene looked over in surprise. “Huh? Did you just cast an enchantment?”


      “A what?” I asked. “I do this whenever I have to throw something. It gets rid of air resistance.”


      “[Wind Protection], then?” Mianne mused. “I didn’t expect you to know a trick that nuanced. What’s your plan?”


      “To get this bow to him as quickly as I can.”


      “Come again? Wait, you can’t mean to—”


      “[Physical Enhancement].” I drew my arm back, mustered all my strength...


      “Wait! Stop! That’s the only one we—”


      “[Stone Throw].”


      ...and hurled it toward the man I’d only recently become acquainted with.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 202: Starpiercer Rigel, Part 4


      “So this is the end. I thought there’d be more to it.”


      With a hollow expression, Shawza watched the star that had replaced the titan rise into the sky. He knew what its warped, sinister glow signified—soon, this place he had once despised so deeply would be gone. Without him having to lift a finger, the domain of those who had slain his father and massacred his people would fall to ruin.


      Yet the prospect stirred nothing in him. He felt empty.


      Worthless, he thought. Every last second of it.


      If this was the end, had there been any meaning to his life? It would mean he had spent the past decade or so in stagnation, unable to keep his promise to his father to protect his people, or his promise to his mother and sister that he would reunite with them. He hadn’t even avenged his comrades, as he had sworn in his heart he would. Now that his contract with Rashid, his savior, was over, he was nothing and nobody, either to himself or to anyone else.


      Maybe that had always been true. His survival and the city’s downfall were as meaningless as the past decade. Time would march on regardless of their fate.


      “Enough. Let it all end.”


      Shawza turned away from the floating star and gazed upon the destruction. The cacophony of the city in its death throes faded into white noise. Even voices were swept away by the wind.


      “Move quickly, but stay calm, please! Head for the airship! There’s enough room for all of you!”


      Soldiers in white armor herded panicked residents toward a massive airship, overseeing some kind of rescue operation. Shawza stood at the roadside, the profound emptiness within him unchanged as he watched the crowds go by.


      “Hey! You there! Keep moving! This is no time to space out!”


      “No, I’m not—”


      Shawza’s half-hearted protest was cut short as one of the soldiers ushered him into the crowd. The flow of bodies carried him into the airship, where he found more people than he would have thought possible.


      What is all this?


      They were evacuees—he knew that much—but the ship was far more spacious than it had appeared from the outside, and the sheer diversity of the crowd was astonishing. Slaves, merchants, and aristocrats sat shoulder to shoulder in a single, unorganized mass. A young man reassured an old woman that she would find her family soon, while an anxious-looking mother breastfed beside her. Shawza could not help comparing them to a herd of animals, all stripped of their individuality.


      “Keep moving, please! Don’t block the entryway! The winds are fierce up on deck, so stay down here, all right? Now, starting from that line over there, I’ll show you where...”


      Shawza pricked up his ears, then slipped away from the crowd and the soldiers directing it. He did not have a particular destination in mind; he simply felt too uncomfortable among so many people. Keeping his footfalls silent, he ascended the stairs, navigated several narrow corridors, and soon found himself outside a large door. Voices leaked through from the other side.


      “I am truly glad Your Holy Highness is safe. I speak for all twelve Sacred Envoys when I say we were worried sick about you.”


      “Oh, I’m totally fine, Sigir. I mean, I had Tirrence and Lynne with me! Far more deserving of your concern are the evacuees. How are they doing so far?”


      “We’ve gathered everyone we could find in the district, as you ordered, and remain on schedule for departure.”


      “But we still have room, don’t we? Our airship is quite large.”


      “We do.”


      “Deploy the lifeboats so we can continue taking people aboard after liftoff. We should depart at the very last second, not a moment sooner. I want even the city’s cats accounted for.”


      “Hear that, you lot?! Move out! Waste not a single drop of Her Holy Highness’s compassion! Save every life, down to the last cellar mouse!”


      “Sir!” came a chorus of voices.


      The door burst open, and soldiers in white armor flooded into the corridor. Shawza waited for them to leave before stepping out of the shadows and continuing toward the deck. An abrupt shudder and sudden sense of weightlessness told him the airship had started to move.


      I see. So this is Mithra’s vessel.


      Eventually, he passed another door. He heard the princess of the Kingdom of Clays on the other side but kept going. Now that he had severed ties with Rashid, he had no reason to interact with the others, especially when several of the princess’s companions were people he ought never to see again.


      Shawza reached the end of the corridor and climbed another staircase to the ship’s deck. No one else seemed to be around, and for good reason—the wind was just as intense as the soldier had warned. Fierce gales and sand buffeted him without mercy, but he pressed on toward the edge of the ship. Not long had passed since they had taken flight, yet they were already quite high up—far above the shining “star” below.


      “Sirene?”


      On the ground directly beneath what had once been the titan, Shawza noticed four people. One of them was Sirene, his younger sister. The others were Noor, carrying the oversized black lump he never seemed to be without; Zadu, who had ambushed them in the desert; and an unfamiliar beastfolk woman.


      “Why are you down there?” he muttered to himself. “I thought you’d be with the princess.”


      “Shawza,” came a voice from behind him.


      He knew at once he had screwed up. It was Rolo, one of the princess’s companions and the person he most feared running into. The boy’s ability to see into other people’s hearts no doubt meant he already understood what the beastfolk man was going through.


      Shawza looked away at first. Then, catching Rolo’s gentle smile out of the corner of his eye, he realized what a futile gesture it was.


      “Rolo,” he conceded, “why is Sirene down there?”


      “She said she was going to help Mianne teach Noor how to read the wind. Apparently, she can see a strange sort of mesh around that star-thing.”


      “You mean those weird distortions? That’s no ordinary wind.”


      “Sirene said the same thing.”


      Shawza watched the four on the ground for a while longer before turning back to Rolo. “Why did you come out here? It’s anything but safe.”


      “It could have caused problems if I’d stayed inside. And if something happens out here, I might need to summon the monsters who came with me from the City Forgotten by Time.”


      “I see. That thing floating in the sky—do you know what it is?”


      “I don’t. But Mianne said it was really dangerous.”


      “Mianne the Bow Sovereign? So that’s Sirene’s master... She’s smaller than I expected.”


      Shawza turned his gaze toward the ground again, only to find Noor staring back at him. There was a meaningful glint in the man’s eyes. He exchanged a few words with Mianne and Sirene, then hurled something straight toward the airship.


      “What in the— Unf!”


      Shawza caught the object mid-spin, but its unexpected weight and momentum nearly sent him clean off the deck. He examined it closely.


      “It can’t be. The Divine Undrawn Bow,” he muttered. “No, wait...”


      The transparent bow looked identical to the one he had once wielded, but the feel of it in his hand made the differences immediately clear. Compared to the weapon Shawza remembered, this one was far more refined.


      “What’s this?” he asked. “Why throw it to me? What does he expect me to do?” Such an instrument was wasted on a man missing his dominant arm and eye.


      Rather than answer Shawza’s questions, Noor threw something else. The black shard tore through the sandstorm with the same ferocity as the transparent bow. The one-armed beastfolk hastily set the weapon at his feet to snatch the projectile out of the air—then grunted in shock as the impact once again caught him off guard. He planted his feet and braced himself against it, only for the entire airship to rock violently.


      “What was that impact?!” a confused voice blared from the deck’s communication horns. “Cannon fire?! All hands, status report!”


      “A-Abnormality detected in the hull’s antigravity apparatus! It’s— Oh. It’s back to working order, but it’s bearing immense pressure on the starboard side!”


      “Blast! I knew it! We’re over capacity, aren’t we?!”


      “N-No, sir! There’s a problem with the buoyancy mechanisms. This... Oh, no. Output is down across the board! We can’t sustain flight!”


      “What?! Find the cause at once! Otherwise, we’re all bound for—”


      Amid the chaos, Shawza studied the object in his hand. “Could it be...this?”


      For something no larger than a small rock, it was absurdly heavy. And it seemed to be made of a material similar to Noor’s blunt weapon—the one that resembled a signboard. Shawza’s list of questions continued to grow. He stared down at the man who had thrown the objects to him and received only a steady look in return. Meanwhile, the star-thing continued to shed its dazzling radiance.


      At last, Shawza connected the dots. They wanted him to do something about the mysterious star. But was it not painfully obvious that he was the wrong man for the job?


      “What are you thinking?” he mumbled under his breath. “What could I possibly do with these?”


      On that fateful day, all those years ago, his dominant arm and eye had been taken from him. The hand with which he had once drawn that glorious bow was gone—and without it, he would never draw one again. He could not even remember how to—


      Liar.


      Shawza looked around. The boy behind the jeering whisper was nowhere to be seen. Of course he wasn’t. After all...


      You’re nothing but a big liar, the boy declared. Always have been.


      Is that right? Shawza thought. He knew the voice well—it had spoken to him for as long as he could remember.


      “Begone,” he muttered. “You don’t exist anymore.”


      Don’t be like that. Today of all days, let me talk, you useless liar.


      The boy was Starpiercer Rigel, once hailed as a hero. Shawza had abandoned the name long ago, yet that part of him still lingered in his heart. Closing his ears would do nothing; the voice was coming from within.


      Get it together already. You think you’re nothing? Liar. All you ever used to think about was archery, remember? When did you abandon it?


      Rigel’s voice echoed through Shawza, shaking him to his core.


      Your heart is empty? Liar. Stop trying to act so aloof about it. I know archery is all you can think about. I know you desperately try to ignore it because you’re afraid others might find out. And what’s this nonsense about never being able to draw a bow again—about forgetting how? Liar, liar, liar. You know you could manage, even if it meant using your teeth. And you could never forget. Not a day has passed when you haven’t thought about it.


      The boy’s words struck true. Time and again, Shawza had asked himself the same questions.


      It’s always nothing but lies with you. With me. With us. Too worried about what others might think. Too concerned with other people’s troubles. You were so afraid of letting them down that you pretended to be a hero. You pretended to care. You told so many lies—to yourself and to those around you—that you actually started to believe them. Look where it got you, now that there’s nowhere left to run. Do you really intend to keep up the act? Are you going to keep running forever? Will you remain a fool, a craven, a coward—a liar?


      Shawza stared at the transparent bow in his hand. “You’re right. You always have been. That’s why I never listened to you.”


      You know what you have to do, then?


      Shawza tightened his grip. Nostalgia lanced through him, and in that moment, he knew—this was the most sublime, most perfect bow he had ever encountered. After all those years, he hadn’t changed at all.


      You’re only realizing that now? Better late than never, I guess. You should’ve been honest with yourself from the start.


      Despite everything in his past, he hadn’t learned a thing. It was almost enough to make him laugh. So much of his comrades’ blood had been spilled, yet he hadn’t made a lick of progress. Even after all this time, simply holding an exquisite bow was enough to bring him joy.


      Shawza hadn’t grown at all since the day he first took up the Divine Undrawn Bow. Could there be a greater fool? He had feigned indifference for so long, too afraid to admit the truth. He had thought that if he didn’t change, he would never be able to face the comrades who had relied on him. But when all was said and done...


      You’re still nothing but...


      “A fool who wants to wield a bow.”


      That hadn’t changed since he was a child. The weight of the bow in his hand made his entire body ache for more. It was the one thing he couldn’t let go of—the only thing that had ever truly stayed with him. There had never been another path for him, nor had there ever been any reason to hide it from the others.


      It was almost comical. Even now, Shawza hesitated to lay bare who he really was. A hero? What a joke. If anything, he was weak—a coward who had run from his memories of the past and who still continued to run from his responsibilities in the present.


      Shawza knew what made a true hero. He saw it in the man who had thrown him the bow: acting without hesitation, maintaining an air of calm even as the world fell to pieces around him. Even if he dragged others into his affairs, he remained perfectly nonchalant. And even when he had everything, he was prepared to give it all up to help others. Heroes rescued the innocent without question, regardless of whether they were strangers or whether there was anything to gain from it. In their minds, there was no such thing as hesitation or doubt.


      Which was exactly why Noor deserved the title.


      Shawza recalled the words his mother had spoken to him before they parted ways. “‘The bow is a tool for the weak,’ huh?” he muttered. She had certainly been right. The weapon in his hand suited him far better than Noor’s behemoth of a sword.


      Quiet acceptance settled over Shawza as he readied the bow and fixed his gaze on his target. Nothing about his posture had changed since he was a boy. The only difference was that he no longer had an arm with which to draw the bowstring.


      So what? Hold the black stone in your mouth and draw the bow with your teeth.


      It was easier said than done. How was he supposed to aim without his dominant eye?


      Excuses. Picture it in your mind’s eye instead. Reading the wind is like reading your own heart. Mom taught you that, didn’t she?


      As a child, Shawza had found it notoriously difficult to read the wind. His mother had taught him that doing so involved subconsciously perceiving everything around him, imagining how the next few moments might unfold, and believing with conviction that they would proceed exactly as foreseen. He had never been good at it. The idea of trusting something he could not see had always felt too alien to him. But now, at last, he believed—both in his mother’s words and in his own uncertain self—and the wind that had always seemed so unreliable began to feel as unshakable as truth.


      Perhaps it was all just a fantasy or a delusion, Shawza thought. But when he trusted his mind’s eye, he became convinced he could see a little way into the future.


      “So this is what she meant. I can see.”


      He focused on the future he believed in. Staring at the writhing distortions swirling around the shining star, he drew back the bowstring in a motion so beautiful it bordered on savagery. Tension ran through his entire body, and he heard the sound of his spine creaking—a clear sign that he was risking his life by attempting this.


      Shawza continued nonetheless. He had already resolved to pour everything into this single shot; otherwise, the scales would never balance. For as great a fool as he was, pursuing his desire after all this time, there had to be recompense.


      In truth, hearing his spine fracture brought him joy. He could imagine no greater elation than giving his life to a bow. In the past, he would have suppressed that feeling—but now he accepted it. His younger sister was in mortal danger, yet here he was, enjoying himself.


      Shawza was a fool. But now that he had admitted it, there was nothing more to be said. How could anyone expect more from him? He had no worth. He was nothing.


      Except for this.


      He smiled at the thought. After all this time, his true nature was still there, stubborn and unbending. He drew the bow as far as it would go, his ears ringing with the sounds of breaking bones and tearing muscles. He had long since surpassed his physical limit. His entire body screamed at him to stop, only moments from giving out, and yet...


      “It’s still not enough,” he muttered, his teeth still clamped around the bowstring.


      The words seemed to echo, as though Rigel had spoken them too. His bones were broken, his spine was fractured, and the flesh along his back was in tatters—but it wouldn’t be enough to shoot down the star.


      On its own, giving your body to the bow won’t bring that thing down, Rigel told Shawza. You have to—


      “Shut up. I don’t want to hear it anymore. ‘You’? We’re the same person.”


      Shawza’s mind was in complete harmony with Rigel’s. The boy’s voice faded away as though melting into the wind, leaving behind only a peaceful calm—and the soothing cries of his body, drawn in by the bow’s beautiful, savage power.


      At last, his maddened tenacity gave rise to a simple thought: an image Rigel had conjured as a boy and pursued ever since. Back then, success and failure had not mattered. He had never paused to question his own motives. If he could have that wonderful, dazzling moment, nothing else mattered. He wanted it to last forever.


      Shawza remembered how he had felt in those days. He focused on it intently—and in that instant, released the bowstring.


      “Pierce.”


      He had a single wish, pure and unspoken: that his shot would truly reach its target.


      The black stone, entrusted with countless vague emotions Shawza could never have hoped to put into words, tore through the sandstorm in a heartbeat. It slipped through the brief gap in the star’s layered gravitational mesh, broke through the thousands of shields of light that sprang into being the moment it sensed danger, and...
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      The star shattered. Snow fell upon the desert city, and fragments of the broken shields scattered across the sky. The mysterious projectile, loosed from atop the airship, had pierced its sinister foe and destroyed it, leaving behind no trace of either the star or the threat it had posed.


      At least, that was how it appeared.


      “I always fall short...at the final moment.”


      In truth, the black stone had not reached its target. Bearing the weight of so many hopes, it had managed only to break through the star’s shields before tragically losing momentum and pinging harmlessly off the surface of the defenseless blue gem.


      The sandstorm continued to roil. All that effort had been fleeting. The black stone seemed no more impressive than a pebble as it fell toward the sand, its shape reflected in Shawza’s eye.


      “So this is the end...”


      Nothing remained for him but self-loathing. He had squandered the single chance the others had entrusted to him. He had staked everything on that one shot, yet it had not been enough. The faint hope in his breast had been snuffed out, replaced by hollow laughter.


      “It’s okay, Shawza,” Rolo said. “Sirene hasn’t given up yet.”


      Shawza raised his head. A vast flock of arrows cut through the sandstorm, moving as though alive.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 203: Tailwind


      Panting heavily and clutching Ines, Dandalg barely managed to board one of the rescue lifeboats in time. The vessels were darting all over the city, transporting rescue units and picking up evacuees. He had assisted one of the units not long before, but it was purely by chance that he had come across this one.


      “F-Finally made it back,” he wheezed as the lifeboat arrived in the airship’s hangar. “Thank goodness!”


      Tension left his weary shoulders when he saw two of the other Six Sovereigns waiting for him.


      “Well done out there, Dandalg. It’s good to see Ines safe. I’ll take her to Sain for you; he’s in the medical bay.”


      “Th-Thanks, Carew,” the Shield Sovereign said between heaving breaths.


      “You’re in a rather sorry state,” Oken observed. “Was running around the city with just one girl over your shoulder really enough to tire the great Dandalg? You must be slacking off on your exercise regimen.”


      “Give it a rest, gramps. Have you seen what it’s like out there?”


      “Ho ho. You make a fair point.” Oken followed Dandalg’s gaze through one of the airship’s windows. The sandstorm raged on, carrying debris of all shapes and sizes through the air. “It became so fierce in such a short time.”


      “Makes me wonder how it’s so quiet in here.”


      “Well, this is Mithra’s airship. I trust it uses all manner of technologies sourced from the Dungeon of Lamentation.”


      “Like those lifeboats? I can’t even begin to guess how they work. Glad to have ’em around, though.” Dandalg turned to the holy knight who had operated the vessel. “Thanks for picking us up. Tell your comrades I appreciate it.”


      “There is no need to thank us. Her Holy Highness has charged us with the rescue of all living beings in the city. Besides, we owe the Kingdom of Clays a debt for the salvation you granted our holy capital. But excuse me—I must return to my duties.”


      The holy knight, his face hidden by a white helmet, strode purposefully deeper into the ship. Dandalg settled down for a breather, his task complete—but was interrupted when a massive impact shook the airship, throwing everything into chaos.


      “What was that?!”


      Amid the clamor, Dandalg and Oken rushed up to the deck to see what was going on.


      “What?”


      “My goodness...”


      They arrived just in time to see a one-armed man release the string of his bow. The entire airship rocked in protest, forcing Dandalg and Oken to grab the nearest guardrail. To their great surprise, the shields of light that had surrounded the airborne star were gone.


      Mianne leaped onto the deck. “Looks like it wasn’t enough!”


      “Mianne?” Dandalg said. “What just happened?”


      “It was the See-Through Bow that Melusine made. It’s just as powerful as I anticipated.”


      “That shaking came from a bow?! Wait—didn’t you deliver it to Noor?”


      “He had someone better in mind. Lucky coincidence, right?”


      “A coincidence? But...”


      Dandalg, Oken, and Mianne glanced over at Shawza, who had fallen to his knees.


      “It still wasn’t enough,” the Bow Sovereign reiterated.


      Dandalg looked at the broken star and saw that she was right. The winds had slowed enough that, amid the sandstorm, a shining blue gem periodically flickered into view.


      “Why do I get the feeling this is the calm before the storm?” he muttered.


      “Because it probably is,” Mianne said. “That thing is sure to recover before long.”


      “So what should we do? There was only one Black Arrowhead, right?”


      “We should be fine. I think. Plan B is already in motion.”


      As the sandstorm began to intensify once more, it became clear that a swarm of what had to be hundreds of arrows was dancing through the sky. At first carried by the winds, they eventually formed a large, flowing mass that resembled a living creature, with the Black Arrowhead clearly visible at the forefront.


      “What in the world?” The Shield Sovereign gawked. “Those arrows look alive. Was that your doing?”


      “Hmm? No.” Mianne shook her head. “I can’t pull off a trick like that.”


      “Huh? Then who...?” Dandalg’s question died in his throat when he cast his gaze downward, below the storm and the mass of arrows, to a girl aiming her bow toward the sky. “It couldn’t be. Sirene?”


      “Who else, lunkhead?”


      “You must be joking. I never realized she was so capable. If anything, I used to pity her, since you only ever seemed to chastise her.”


      “I’m not surprised. She needs to feel cornered before she shows even a fraction of her true potential. Give her room to breathe and she gets too relaxed. She also needs to work on her moment-by-moment decision-making—and that’s to say nothing of how often she oversleeps, turns up late, arrives at the wrong location, forgets her things, or... Ugh. I’m getting annoyed just remembering it all.”


      “Uh...”


      “My point is, the things I teach her and lecture her about have nothing to do with archery. When it comes to her skill with a bow, she’s already far surpassed me.”


      “What?”


      “Just take my word for it. Now, Oken—lend her a hand, won’t you?”


      “Ho? Hmm... Very well. You want me to weaken the wind, I assume?”


      “What? No. What good would that do? I want exactly the opposite.”


      “H-Ho... But wouldn’t that be rather dangerous? Noor and Sirene are still down there. If they get caught up in the storm...”


      “You and I both know Noor isn’t weak enough for that to bother him, and I guarantee Sirene won’t be at risk either.”


      “W-Well, I won’t accept the blame for whatever happens next. Fine control over wind magic is rigorous even at the best of times.”


      “If you’re not confident, Oken, shall we do it for you?” Astirra asked as she arrived on the deck with Princess Lynneburg in tow.


      “Princess,” Mianne greeted. “And...Mithra’s high priestess?”


      “Wind magic is something of our forte. Isn’t that right, Lynne?”


      “Yes. We overheard what you were saying. I would be glad to help however I can.”


      “Thanks,” Mianne said. “I was pretty leery of Oken trying to handle it alone.”


      “Ho?”


      “Exactly. As was I,” Astirra agreed. “He’s not the most reliable, is he?”


      “I... I beg your pardon?!” the old magician sputtered.


      “No time to waste, then.” Mianne nodded toward the storm of arrows. “Intensify the winds as much as you can. It’ll help. Trust me.”


      “Got it,” Astirra said. “But in its current position, the airship would be at risk, so—Sigir! Did you hear that?”


      “Loud and clear,” came the Sacred Envoy’s voice through one of the deck’s communication horns. “We’ll depart this airspace at once. All hands, you heard Her Holy Highness! Turn to starboard, then full speed ahead!”


      “Yes, sir!”


      Following Sigir’s orders, the airship turned away from the city and began to accelerate. On the deck, Astirra gently levitated into the air.


      “Shall we, Lynne?”


      “Yes. [Float].”


      “Ho? P-Princess? I-If I recall correctly, we’ve covered only the basics of [Float] in our lessons!”


      “I used your example as a reference, Instructor. I apologize that you must bear witness to my shoddy, imperfect imitation.”


      “It’s nothing of the sort,” Astirra said. “In fact, I’d say it’s far more refined than Oken’s, with all the strange spell formulas he crammed into his. Now, come on! Noor and Sirene need our help!”


      “Yes!”


      “W-Wait! No, really—please wait! I’m not as fast as you two! Hey! Can you hear me?!”


      Oken desperately chased Astirra and Lynne through the storm, catching up only when they slowed to a halt.


      “This spot should work,” the high priestess said. “And we’re far enough from the airship. Come on, Oken! Quickly now!”


      “H-How are...you two...so fast?!” the Spell Sovereign cried between gasping breaths.


      “We just need to intensify the storm, right?” Astirra asked, ignoring the question. “Lynne, I remember that twofold casting of yours. Can you teach me how to do it?”


      “Of course. You simply layer your mana as gently and as perfectly as you can, like so.”


      Oken harrumphed. “Is this really the time? It’s quite a difficult technique, I’ll have you know. No matter your talent, you won’t master it so—”


      “Like this?”


      “Yes, that’s it! Well done, Astirra!”


      “Yay!”


      “Ho? R-Really?” Oken wondered whether his ears were deceiving him. Then he stared blankly at Astirra’s hand, as if his eyes might be tricking him too. She had achieved not twofold but fourfold casting.


      “You’re a natural!” Lynne effused. “It took you barely any time at all!”


      Astirra chuckled. “Only because you gave such a spectacular demonstration.”


      “Bah!” Oken grunted in frustration. “This is why I hate geniuses!”


      “Hmm? Don’t you claim to be one yourself, Oken?”


      “W-Well, certainly. Because I am. The number one genius, in fact. Neither of you beats me in the talent department. I was just, um, remarking on how, despite being a genius, I’ve been slacking a teensy bit of late. Yes, that’s all.”


      “All right, Lynne. Let’s get straight to it.”


      “Hello? Did you hear me?”


      “Come now, Oken. This is no time to lose confidence.”


      The old magician let out another frustrated groan. “Yes, yes! I know that well enough. Prepare to have your socks blown clean off!” He paused, then cleared his throat. “Very well, you two. The key to combination wind magic is timing and intensity. On my mark, gradually increase your mana output and—”


      “Oh, you’re so long-winded! Three. Two. One!”


      “[Tornado]!” three voices cried at once.


      Immediately, the already violent winds around the blue gem whipped into a frenzy so fierce that the currents reached the airship even at its safer remove. Dandalg held on for dear life.


      “Whoa! Hey! Aren’t they overdoing it?! I thought they wanted to keep the airship out of this!”


      “They aren’t overdoing it at all,” Mianne assured him. “For Sirene, this is just a tailwind. It still might not be strong enough.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      “She’s not just a prodigy with a bow—she can read the wind like no one else. When it comes to that, she’s been head and shoulders above me since the moment we met. I’ve never told her, of course; it would make her careless.”


      “Sh-She’s that good?”


      “Yes. And that isn’t even what’s truly amazing about her.”


      Dandalg stared at Mianne. “There’s more?”


      “Why do you think I dubbed her ‘Thunderflash’ when I promoted her to vice-captain of the Hunter Corps?”


      “Because her arrows fly as fast as lightning?”


      “No. Any member of our corps could manage that.”


      “Well, I don’t have much of a grasp of what’s normal for hunters.”


      “I gave her that nickname because she can run as fast as the arrows she unleashes. And if she looses another while in motion, it travels even faster. It doesn’t affect her aim in the slightest. She’s as accurate as she would be standing still, and she can do it thousands of times without tiring.”


      “I... What? I heard you, but... What?”


      “I can hardly comprehend it myself. She’s abnormal, to put it bluntly. Like Noor, but in her own way.” Mianne gazed down at Sirene, who stood at Noor’s side with a detached expression as she stared into the storm above. “You know the Hunter Corps’s rule that skill determines rank? If we followed it to the letter, she’d take my place as captain. But there’s still too much I need to teach her, so I’m keeping the reins for now. I consider myself nothing more than a stand-in.”


      “I don’t believe this. I’ve never heard you be this modest before. Not about anyone.”


      “And? It’s all true. She’s such a troublesome kid. The fact she has to feel this cornered just to get motivated...”


      Mianne and Dandalg stood on the deck, enduring the violent winds that only seemed to intensify with each passing moment. Before long, creaking rang out from all around the airship.


      “That doesn’t sound good!” the Shield Sovereign shouted in panic. “They’re really overdoing it! At this rate, the whole ship could fall apart!”


      “Almost there,” Mianne muttered. “At last—long last—I’ll get to see her full potential.”


      The sandstorm had swelled to a terrifying degree, strengthened by the magical tailwind. Yet when Sirene leaped forward and launched herself straight into it, she remained the picture of focus.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 204: Sirene’s Archery, Part 3


      This feels...really nice, Sirene thought as she dove into the storm, surrendering herself to its raging winds. They were violent enough to tear flesh from bone—yet to her, they felt as pleasant as a soothing breeze.


      Despite its ferocity, the tempest could not touch her. Sirene could see how the wind moved, how it would change, and everything else. The overlapping, crisscrossing currents numbered well over a hundred million, yet she kept track of them all, charting a path that ensured the wind brushed her skin with only the gentlest caress.


      Now, then...
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      Within the storm swirling around the blue gem, she could see the arrows she had unleashed earlier. They resembled a flock of migratory birds riding the wind, pushing the Black Arrowhead at their tip ever forward. She focused on one arrow in particular, read its path, and used it as a foothold.


      Sirene repeated the process, using countless arrows as stepping stones through the storm while studying the furious winds. The currents changed faster than the blink of an eye, shifting and spiraling in dizzying, seemingly unpredictable patterns, yet she followed them with ease.


      Such was the nature of the wind: to change according to its own whims, unbound, free, and beyond anyone’s grasp. It differed from place to place, shaped by its source and surroundings. The winds enveloping Sirene had been born of the blue gem at the heart of the sandstorm, as well as of Mithra’s High Priestess Astirra, Oken the Spell Sovereign, and Princess Lynneburg, which meant...


      Hmm. It’s an honest wind. Easy to read.


      Sirene closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the breeze against her skin. Then she opened them and adjusted her grip on her bow. She pictured the thousands of arrows she was about to loose, then reached out with her free arm, allowing the storm to carry her ammunition to her.


      “First, ten.”


      The first arrows she released followed the wind. It was familiar—no different from the training she did every day. As always, she kept her breathing steady and focused solely on the task before her. It was all she could do. She possessed no hidden, mysterious power, only the ordinary kind of skill that had to be sharpened through practice. Seeing Shawza’s shot had only confirmed it. He had been blessed with a physique that allowed him to wield such a powerful bow, along with a natural talent for archery. Her own was artless and feeble by comparison. She could never match his sheer might, which was exactly why...


      “Next, a hundred.”


      Sirene ran with the storm, leaping from arrow to arrow. The winds brought more to her, and she loosed them along currents that were, to her eyes, as plain as day. Each shot followed the exact trajectory she had envisioned, weaving through the gales to join the swarm driving the Black Arrowhead ever onward, further extending its tail.


      “Next, a thousand.”


      Sirene continued to run, the arrows she released accelerating through the intricate web of winds. Before long, she felt her own arrows at her back, as though they were urging her forward. They had all gathered into a single swirling mass, growing ever faster as they rode the tempest.


      “Next, five thousand.”


      From there, it became a matter of persistence, repeating the same act over and over. Each arrow added its strength to the next, maintaining the connection. It was a dull, monotonous task; if Sirene had anything akin to talent, perhaps it was this. She knew she could never replicate Shawza’s triumph. Loosing a single shot powerful enough to pierce anything was something she could only dream of.


      Not even the combined force of a hundred of her arrows could compare. Or a thousand, for that matter. Would ten thousand come close? Sirene dismissed the thought; it was too much trouble to keep track.


      “Next, lots more.”


      So she stopped counting altogether. She had only picked up the habit because Mianne had told her an archer ought to know how many arrows she had shot.


      In truth, Sirene had always been rather loose with the numbers anyway. She had no idea exactly how many arrows had left her bowstring, and trying to calculate a precise figure would only break her concentration. It did not matter how many there were. She had already come this far. She would simply shoot as many as she could.


      Fortunately, Mianne had given her a magic bag loaded with arrows—so many, in fact, that Sirene had to wonder whether her captain had gathered every arrow in the royal capital. Just getting them all into the air had been a feat in itself. She had to believe it would be enough. If not, she would think of something else, but for now...


      “All of them.”


      Sirene chased every stray thought from her mind, focusing entirely on running as fast as she could through the storm. She nocked and loosed every arrow she could get her hands on, driving them faster and farther forward. Each one joined the tail of the flock with flawless accuracy. Together, they formed a gigantic serpent—or perhaps dragon—that wound its way through the violent storm, coiling again and again around the blue gem at its center.


      No sense remained of how fast she was running or how much time had passed. Sirene couldn’t even remember how many laps she had completed. All she knew was that the wind was at her back, and the scenery beyond the storm was too blurred to make out.


      Still, she didn’t stop running. Nor did she stop loosing arrows. She had decided to keep going until none remained. Numbers and theory had no place in it; she had never been one for calculations. But she knew that not a single arrow she unleashed was without purpose.


      At last, the countless raging winds converged into a single current. Sirene couldn’t tell how many there were or how fast they were moving, but she had expected this outcome from the start. She had loosed every arrow with this exact moment in mind.


      “Pierce.”


      She had known that the force of her arrows would converge into a single point capable of destroying the blue gem. She had also known that the rampaging storm would subside, leaving the sky clear. Everything had unfolded just as she had imagined—except for one major miscalculation.


      Ah. Crap!


      Only then did Sirene realize the simple, fatal mistake she had made. She had neglected to communicate something of the utmost importance.


      I forgot to tell Noor what’s inside the blue gem.


      She had only a fraction of a second to regret her blunder before she saw something humanoid emerge from the depths of the shattered blue gem. If what Rolo had said was true, they were about to witness one of humanity’s greatest adversaries—something only specialized weapons could even touch.


      A god.


      By breaking the blue gem, she had released a transcendent being that had once ruled over mankind. It had spent millennia in confinement, its power siphoned away by the Titan of Oblivion, yet it still possessed an unfathomable amount to spare.


      Double crap.


      The being that emerged had plated skin like gleaming silver armor and wielded a wicked-looking blade made of some unknown material. It spotted Sirene, recognized her as the one who had freed it from its prison, and immediately moved to strike while she was defenseless.


      [Parry]


      The sandstorm had ceased, leaving nothing to hinder the Black Blade, the natural enemy of the gods. Before the humanoid creature could slice through Sirene’s neck, its sword was effortlessly blown to pieces by the man armed with that singularly extraordinary weapon.


      Sorry, Noor. The rest is up to you.


      As the last of her strength ebbed away, the exhausted Sirene went limp as a leaf, allowing the final gusts of wind to carry her toward Mithra’s airship.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 205: I Parry Some Kind of Human-Shaped Thing


      A grateful sigh escaped me when I saw Lynne catch Sirene, who had been carried away by the wind. I then turned to study the strange armored creature, which stared back at us with insect-like eyes.


      “What’s that?” I asked. “What just came out of the star-thing?”


      “How should I know?” Zadu drawled.


      Whatever had emerged from the broken blue gem looked humanoid, and its silver armor caught the sun as wonderfully as a field of untouched snow, refracting the light in a multitude of colors. Was it really armor, though? I got the impression it was actually the creature’s skin.


      I don’t know what I’m looking at, but it’s definitely one of a kind.
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      The more I examined it, the stranger it seemed. It had the limbs and torso of a human, but its legs were unnaturally long and slender, and multiple arms protruded from its shoulders down to its back. It definitely wasn’t a person, but it had to be a living creature, I thought. Yet the more it stared at us with its inorganic, lead-colored eyes, the more I doubted even that.


      “It looks pretty strong,” I said. “Zadu, could you help me out again?”


      “Sorry. No can do.”


      “Why not?”


      “Your time’s up.”


      I gazed up at the now-clear sky and realized he was right: The sun had risen higher than the point we had agreed on.


      “I guess it is,” I said. “I didn’t even realize.”


      “That being the case, I’ll return to my original task of killing you.”


      “Can’t you wait? I’m kind of in the middle of something.”


      “You knew it’d turn out this way. Don’t get me wrong, I’d rather kill you without all this mess in the background, but a job’s a job.” Zadu paused and looked skyward. “That said...”


      I followed his gaze and saw the Black Arrowhead that Shawza and Sirene had used. It was falling straight toward me, so I reached out and caught it before it hit the ground.


      “Think I could have that?” Zadu asked. “I usually only accept coin, but for that, I’d give you an extension.”


      “This? But...” I stared at the Black Arrowhead, vaguely recalling that my old hunter instructor had told me it was both very important and unique. “Sorry. I can’t. It’s not mine to give away.”


      “Well, I could just kill you. Then it wouldn’t belong to anyone, and I could pick it off your corpse.”


      “Really, it isn’t mine. Killing me wouldn’t make it yours.”


      “It’d be a pain, but I guess I’d just have to kill the owner too.”


      “Why is killing always your go-to? I think you’d be better off not— No, you know what? Fine. Catch.”


      Zadu caught the Black Arrowhead with a look of surprise. “What’s with the sudden change of heart?”


      “There’s no way I’ll be able to beat that bug-thing alone, and there’s no one else around I can ask for help. I’ll apologize to the actual owner later.”


      “We have a deal, then. But if you’re askin’ me to fight that thing, a minute’s as long as this gets you.”


      “As long as we defeat it, that’s fine.”


      “That’s a tough ask, Mister Client. But don’t worry—I always earn my fee.”


      Our deal was made. And with that, we returned our attention to the strange-looking creature staring us down.


      ◇


      “What is the meaning of this?”


      The humanoid entity, free at last from the “blue gem” that had served as its prison for an eternity, posed its question at a frequency too high for human ears. The utterance belonged to a conceptual framework entirely distinct from the languages of the modern age.


      What entered its visual field was unmistakably Ideal Matter, the one substance capable of interacting with gods such as itself—with beings who, by nature, were otherwise untouchable to the creatures of this world. And it faced not one such object, but two. How was this possible?


      Stranger still, while the wielder of the larger article had just shattered one of its claw-blades, he radiated no hostility at all, choosing not to press the attack or even move. The other creature also stood in place, quietly studying the smaller piece of Ideal Matter in his hand, but his abnormally fierce killing intent deterred any careless movements.


      What were these strange beings? No such creatures had existed in the past. There had been organisms that shared their form, but none that possessed such strength.


      Whatever the case, they were enemies. Their behavior had proven it—to say nothing of the Ideal Matter they held, even the smallest piece of which posed a grave threat to the gods. The best course of action would be to exterminate them with haste.


      The entity warped space to its will, translocating itself behind the wielder of the larger object. It hardened its lethal arm-blade and, within a fraction of a second, unleashed a devastating slash.


      [Parry]


      No living creature should have been able to react in time, yet the entity’s arm was shattered to pieces. But that was far from the only anomaly. The wielder of the smaller article stared at the black object in his hand, muttering to himself.


      “Damn, this thing’s heavy. Not a bad edge on it, though.”


      The words seemed to echo from two separate locations, and the entity’s field of vision slowly began to disjoin along its vertical axis.


      The so-called god made a muted sound of confusion, and only then did it realize its head had been split down the middle. In haste, it brought its arms up to defend its exposed brain, composed of material not of this world, only to find that several of those arms were missing. Even as its eyes continued to separate, they followed the gleaming silvery masses as they tumbled to the ground, refracting rainbow light.


      Confusion racked the entity once worshipped as a deity by the people of this world. Quite some time passed before it recognized the severed limbs as its own.


      How could this be? It had been cut through. Again.


      As it regenerated the severed parts of its body, the entity finally began to analyze the situation. The abnormal creatures were unlike anything it had ever seen; they had not existed before its imprisonment.


      And they were greatly entertaining.


      This was an extremely rare occasion. The entity needed to gather more data, and it would start by extracting the brains of these two fascinating specimens, and collecting samples of their neural tissue and DNA.


      But no sooner had its excitement begun to grow than four more of its arms were scattered through the air.


      Again, it felt that strange sensation: confusion. As its severed limbs once again refracted the light, it finally recognized just how abnormal the creatures were. Far from mere nuisances, they were genuine obstacles, more dangerous than anything the entity could remember. Out of respect, it would treat them with the caution they deserved.


      Once again, the entity warped space...


      [Parry]


      ...and once again, its arms were blown to pieces. Every last one of them this time.


      The entity stared blankly at its missing limbs. What was happening? It could not react to its opponents’ attacks, and its own were proving utterly ineffective. Even its regeneration was too slow to keep up, leaving it fully at their mercy.


      This was suboptimal. Extremely suboptimal.


      “Hey, how’s this thing so fast?” asked the creature with the larger piece of Ideal Matter. “It keeps vanishing and reappearing behind me.”


      “A better question’s how you’re still able to react,” drawled the wielder of the smaller article. “I am curious ’bout this thing, though. None of my usual weapons seem to work against it. They don’t even get close.”


      “I’m just as clueless. But this can’t be the first time you’ve had that problem—there are all sorts of monsters out there. I once encountered a skeleton that gave me the same kind of trouble.”


      “I really doubt it was a skeleton, then, but whatever. This thing’s getting on my nerves. Let’s break it, then figure out a plan from there.”


      “Works for me.”


      The entity could not understand its opponents. It had brought its full might to bear for each of its attempts at extermination, only to have them rendered completely useless. And with each exchange, it suffered grievous damage from a method unknown. It was...was...


      “Ah! How delightful!”


      An unbidden surge of elation made the entity’s silver jaw shake with laughter. This world was exactly the kind of paradise it had dreamed of during its seemingly eternal imprisonment. No—it was one hundred million times better.
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      Since its conception, the entity had known only boredom. It had been furnished with a temperament that found joy in battle, and for tens of thousands of years—perhaps longer still—it had experienced nothing of the sort. Every other life-form it had encountered had proven too easy, and even reducing them to atoms had provided nothing in the way of stimulation. Each confrontation had ended with a profound emptiness. The entity resented its nature, and its dissatisfaction with a world that brought it no joy had only continued to grow.


      Thus, the entity had felt nothing when its original world reached the end of its lifespan and collapsed. It had simply traveled to a new one with the other evacuees.


      Upon crossing dimensions, they had discovered sentient life-forms much like themselves, with their own civilizations. The creatures were extremely primitive—far inferior when it came to lifespan, intelligence, and physical strength—but the two sides found excitement in meeting the unknown and were quick to share their knowledge with each other. By the time several of the natives’ generations had passed, they had taken to calling the dimensional travelers “gods” and worshipped them for their knowledge and prowess.


      After their lonely journey, the travelers had no issues with being treated with such reverence. Some even convinced themselves it was deserved and styled themselves as “gods” thenceforth. After all, when they were so much more powerful than the natives, what else could they be?


      And so a hierarchy formed.


      Yet the leader of the travelers, by virtue of the foresight that had earned him his position, said to the other evacuees who had embraced godhood:


      “One day, the people of this world will reach the same heights we have. Depending on how we treat them, they might even become a threat. We have only two choices: eradicate them to the last, or reconcile with them and stand as equals.”


      Not long after those words were spoken, the time came for them to choose. Most of the travelers did not believe their leader’s proposal. Nor did they see any merit in heeding his warning. Some had already begun using the natives as convenient slaves; others treated them as prey to feast upon, and still others as playthings, shaping entire civilizations to their whims. The idea of eradicating all the natives was deeply unpopular.


      After several centuries of careful deliberation, the travelers reached a conclusion. They would redefine these inferior organisms as livestock, beings unworthy of consideration even after millennia of development. In short, they chose the path of governance and control.


      At last, the travelers ousted their leader, who had sensed the primitive creatures’ potential for evolution and proposed that extreme ultimatum. He vanished into exile, never to be seen again.


      In truth, the entity had believed in its former leader’s words. After all, it had worked with him on many occasions and understood the power of his foresight well. But that was precisely why it chose to ignore his warning. Unlike the other travelers, who desired stability, the entity had come to this new world for one reason alone: stimulation.


      It was patient. It waited and waited, thrilled by the prospect that the weak, slow natives might one day develop the strength to oppose it. Before long, the peoples of multiple regions, having learned of their gods’ decision regarding their status, began to revolt.


      The entity gleefully threw itself into battle, crushing those who tried to fight it with weapons forged from the knowledge the travelers had bestowed upon them. But the novelty quickly lost its luster. None of the natives lived up to the entity’s expectations. Contrary to its former leader’s prediction, they were still weak, far from qualifying as a threat.


      But one day, they would be. Its former leader’s foresight had never been wrong.


      The only question was how long it would take. How long would the entity have to wait? It began to despair at the thought of an eternity of boredom—until something happened that gave it hope.


      Humanity, driven to desperation and the brink of extinction, gave birth to Ideal Matter, a material capable of affecting the gods. Many of the travelers fled, terrified that they were no longer impervious, but the entity rejoiced. At last, here was something that posed a true danger to it.


      Yet just as it prepared to do battle with this new threat, all Ideal Matter suddenly vanished from the world. The entity’s rising hope immediately curdled into crushing disappointment, and the feeling only deepened when it learned of the blue gems humanity had begun using instead. They were the complete antithesis of Ideal Matter: insipid things designed only to buy time, violating what should have been the true nature of every living being—to fight and compete. All they could produce was wasted time and decay.


      To the entity, which sought the thrill of heated battle in which both sides drove each other to ever greater heights, there was nothing more contemptible.


      Ever since, the entity’s existence had been nothing but boredom. Thousands of years passed in an age of tedium so stagnant it offered no sense of progress. The only events of note—whenever the entity could even be bothered to notice—were the dwindling numbers of the other travelers. Before long, the war between the “gods” and humanity faded into history, and nothing remained that could stir the entity’s excitement.


      Thus, it lost interest even in its own continued existence. This world had become just like its previous home, and a place without conflict was a place without hope or joy.


      Then, the entity recalled its former leader’s prophecy. It would come true—of that, there was no doubt. Perhaps it simply had not happened yet.


      And so, the entity allowed itself to be captured by a blue gem, the very symbol of stagnation it detested so deeply, and waited for time to pass. Having its power drained away as it slumbered within its prison was far preferable to remaining awake in such an empty world.


      Given the slow rate at which the blue gem absorbed power, it would take half an eternity for the entity to come anywhere close to being fully drained. But while the prophecy was certain, there was no telling when it would come to pass. Which would happen first? Would it be fulfilled, or would the entity’s existence simply be worn away into nothing?


      The so-called god judged the odds to be about even, and its boredom was such that it found both outcomes acceptable. It laid itself to rest within the blue gem—known to its creators as a multidimensional crystal—and resigned itself to long stretches of sleep, intermittently broken by the excruciating tedium of wakefulness. As it waited patiently, it dreamed of the day its former leader’s prophecy would come true. And in the end...


      “Ahh. I’m so glad I waited.”


      Fortune had favored it at last. Millennia of boredom had borne fruit, and its pessimistic expectations had been violently overturned.


      “Is it just me, or does it look like it’s laughing?” asked the wielder of the larger piece of Ideal Matter.


      “Beats me,” the other creature replied. “Look at its face. How d’you expect me to know what it’s feeling?”


      The entity was experiencing true joy. These two life-forms were exactly what it had sought for so long. The future it had yearned to see was right before it. This world was the utopia that gave meaning to its eternal life.


      Then, in the midst of its delight, everything suddenly turned upside down. The entity felt a brief moment of confusion before realizing it had been decapitated, its head sent spinning through the air. Within its whirling field of vision, it saw the silvery form of its body collapsing slowly to the ground. Before the body could even land, the wielder of the smaller weapon diced it into tiny chunks.


      The entity’s body contained several vital organs that stored information core to its essence. If they were destroyed, it would face true annihilation.


      “Ahh. I could not be...happier.”


      From the bottom of its heart, the entity felt joy. This was the first time it had ever died. At last, it would be freed from the eternal tedium of its existence. More than that, it had been granted the chance to experience something utterly new: its own slaughter.


      For the travelers, who had been created immortal, death had not been included in their programming. Yet now the entity had the chance to observe its own demise. It was powerless to stop it, able only to watch as its form was carved to pieces.


      So this was defeat. This was the emotion it had forced so many others to endure. To have one’s efforts rendered meaningless. To be utterly bested. But was this farewell already? It had only just emerged into this wonderful utopia. It had barely found time to revel in the prospect of its own destruction.


      Still, it would not scorn the blessing it had received. This was a gift from the stubborn, spiteful natives of this world, who, in their desperate struggle, had achieved the unthinkable feat of slaying the immortal by creating Ideal Matter—and who, in their craven fear, had imprisoned the entity within a cramped blue gem.


      It was also the fruit of the travelers’ flawed judgment, which had allowed this prophesied future to come to pass.


      The entity, rejoicing in the demise it had once thought impossible, reflected on its past. The travelers had indeed been mistaken. As their former leader had once proclaimed, humanity was not to be dominated or subdued, but eradicated. As for the possibility of attaining mutual understanding, of reconciling and standing as equals—


      “Absurd. Utterly absurd.”


      It was unthinkable. They could never have coexisted. On the most fundamental level, their existences—their very ways of being—were too different.


      The entity’s jaws opened in scornful laughter. The immortal travelers and the mortal natives of this world, living side by side? They should never have come into contact in the first place, much less fought one another in such a primitive, ignorant, and barbaric manner. More than that, the entity should never have been overwhelmed by such fleeting weaklings.


      But that was precisely why it felt such joy. The entity was witnessing the tremendous progress of the beings it had once regarded as simple and vulnerable. With its own eyes, it had seen them fulfill their desperate aspiration to defy and surpass those above them. It had been granted the chance to witness the dramatic conclusion of this saga, an eternity in the making—and to feel it with its own body.


      This was far more thrilling than any scenario its imagination could ever have simulated.


      “Ha!”


      Overcome with emotion, the entity poured every last particle of energy remaining in its decapitated head into a single strike and unleashed it upon its adversaries. This final blow, a beam of light, was the Spirit Spear Gungnir. It had pierced countless mountain ranges, vaporized an entire fortress city built by an advanced civilization, and even dried up a sea, leaving behind a salt-filled trench.


      [Parry]


      When it saw that even its ultimate strike had been deflected with ease, the entity laughed once more. The beam of light shot straight upward, carving a burning trail through the atmosphere before vanishing harmlessly into space.


      The entity was no match for its opponents. This much, it knew. Ever since its head had been split cleanly in two, it had felt an irrepressible amusement. As its brain, composed of matter not of this world, scattered across the sand, and as the remnants of its body were carved apart, each vital organ destroyed in turn, only a single thought occupied its mind.


      “At last. Happiness.”


      This was a defeat to be proud of—a defeat all its fellow travelers could celebrate. Because they had refused to eradicate humanity when they had the chance, the beings they had thought so weak had, in the brief span of only twenty millennia, achieved feats of creation and progress that the immortal travelers could never have accomplished, or even imagined.


      Ah, how far that error of the past had driven these lower life-forms to grow. How fortunate that fate had led them down this path. Truly, what a blessed turn of events. This remarkable transformation could only be called a singular triumph for all mortal creatures.


      The entity silently offered a blessing to the world, its alien thoughts trembling with delight at the unfamiliar stimulus. But naturally, because its cry was uttered in a language no one could understand, it could never reach anyone.


      “Magnificent.”


      “Looks like my job’s done, Mister Client,” drawled the wielder of the small shard of Ideal Matter.


      In the end, unable to share its joy, the entity perished, scattering into tiny motes of light that dissolved into a world where it should never have existed.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 206: A Second Promise


      “Really, though, what was that thing?” I wondered aloud.


      The mysterious humanoid creature that Zadu had mercilessly sliced apart dissolved into glowing specks of light, drifting gently through the air before fading away. I could have sworn it had laughed at the end. Still, I had more important things to worry about. After taking a quick breather, I turned to the man behind me.


      “So, are you still going to fight me, Zadu?”


      “Nah. Too many of your friends are on their way. And you’ve got that slab of a blade back, which changes things. I’ll have to check in with my client. Wouldn’t want to do any unnecessary work, after all. But after that, maybe I’ll settle the score.”


      “I’d rather you never came after me again, to be honest.”


      “That’ll depend on my client. I’ll show him this nice little souvenir you’ve given me and see whether it changes things. If not, I’ll be back.”


      With that, Zadu performed his usual trick of vanishing into black smoke.


      The tension drained from my muscles as I looked around. The city was a mess. Its once lofty walls had been reduced to scattered rubble by the sandstorm, and it was impossible to distinguish Zaid’s former palace grounds from the ordinary districts.


      A familiar voice cried out from somewhere among the sand-covered ruins. “Instructor Noor!”


      I turned to see Lynne approaching, with Sirene, Shawza, and my old hunter instructor in tow. They must have descended from Mithra’s airship in one of the lifeboats to check on me.


      “Lynne? Sirene, Instructor...and Shawza too?”


      “Are you okay, Instructor?” Lynne asked. “You aren’t wounded, are you?”


      “No, I’m totally fine. I’m more worried about Sirene, to be honest. That looked like it took a lot out of her.”


      “I’m all right now,” the young archer assured me. “It was just a bout of exhaustion after I went a bit overboard. Sorry for worrying you.”


      “I’m glad you’re okay.”


      “But you were incredible out there.”


      “Was I? What for?”


      “Huh? I mean, everything. According to Rolo, that thing you fought was really, um, amazing. In so many ways.”


      “I guess it was. It even seemed cheerful right before the end.”


      “Wh-What? That’s kind of scary...”


      “You defeated that monster, Instructor?” Lynne asked.


      “Oh, no. Zadu did pretty much everything.”


      “Zadu?”


      “Hey, Noor?” my old hunter instructor asked. “Sorry to interrupt, but you haven’t seen the Black Arrowhead anywhere, have you? It’s not exactly something we should just leave lying around.”


      “Oh, about that...”


      I explained to everyone that I had given it to Zadu.


      “You just...gave it to him?!”


      “Sorry. I didn’t see another option at the time.”


      Mianne sighed. “Well, if it saved all our lives, I can’t exactly complain. Actually, scratch that. Giving it to him, of all people, is bound to mean trouble down the line.”


      “Should I ask for it back the next time I see him?”


      “Something tells me he’s not just going to hand it over...”


      As Mianne grumbled to herself, Shawza approached, holding out the See-Through Bow. “Here. I came to return this,” he said. “It’s yours, right?”


      “Hmm? No, not really. But I can hold on to it, sure.”


      “That’s my business settled, then. I’ll—”


      “Um, Shawza?” Sirene appeared beside us as I accepted the bow, her eyes fixed on his face. “Do you have a moment?”


      He studied her quietly. “What do you want?”


      “Nothing major. It’s just...” She paused, still watching him. “Don’t you have anything to say to me...Starpiercer Rigel?”


      A long silence followed. Shawza looked down.


      “Starpiercer Rigel?” I repeated. “Isn’t that someone else’s name?”


      “No,” he admitted at last. “I’m...Rigel. That’s what people used to call me.”


      “So I was right,” Sirene said.


      Shawza sighed and gave a small, resigned nod.


      “Then that means I can call you my brother, right?”


      “Your brother?” I echoed.


      Shawza fell silent again before answering. “Yes. I’m sorry for lying to you. Your brother isn’t dead. He’s standing right before you.”


      “I know.”


      “Did Rolo tell you?”


      “No. He didn’t say a word. I started suspecting it from the moment we met.”


      “From that early on?”


      “At first, I just thought your voice sounded kind of familiar. But the more I spoke with you, the more certain I became.” Sirene smiled sadly. “I mean, I think anyone could tell from how detailed your story about Rigel was. Only the person himself would know that much.”


      “Ah. Then I suppose your brother truly is a fool.” Shawza hung his head remorsefully. “I couldn’t keep my promise to your—to our mother. I swore I would come find you.”


      “You made that promise to me too,” Sirene said quietly.


      “And I couldn’t keep that one either. I’m sorry. I understand if you hate me for it.”


      “How could I? Do you know how happy I am just to see that you’re alive?” Tears streamed down Sirene’s face. She kept her head bowed, as if to hide them, but they dripped from her cheeks onto the sand below. “Besides, it’s not too late. Mom still misses you, you know.”


      “But...” Shawza hesitated. “No, you’re right. I’ll go see her.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes. I still have something I need to take care of, but once I’m done...” Shawza clutched his shoulder where his arm was missing and fell quiet. Then he lifted his head. “No—even if I have to step away in the middle of it, I’ll come see you and mother. I promise.”


      A gentle silence passed before Sirene said, “No take-backs?”


      “No. This time, I won’t break my promise.”


      Sirene looked up, her face streaked with tears, and smiled.


      “I’m surprised,” I said. “I had no idea your real name was Rigel.”


      “Yes. It’s the name I was born with.”


      “What should I call you, then?”


      “Either. I don’t mind.”


      “How about Shawgel?”


      Shawza said nothing. Then he sighed, exasperated. “I didn’t say you could combine them.”


      “Still, you were a lifesaver today. You know, I think you should keep hold of this after all.”


      He stared quietly at the bow I offered back to him. “Are you sure?”


      “I’ve already got this.” I patted the Black Blade. “Besides, I finally fulfilled the dream I’ve had since I was a kid. I don’t have any use for it anymore.”


      “What dream?”


      “Just once, I wanted to know what it felt like to draw a bow.”


      Shawza examined me carefully. “Sounds like you’ve had your share of hardships too. Are you certain? This is no ordinary bow.”


      “Consider the offer mine as well,” my old hunter instructor said. “Take it, Starpiercer Rigel. I’m sure nothing would make it happier than to have you as its wielder.”


      Shawza turned to her, looking surprised. “How do you know that name?”


      “Are you kidding me? You’re practically a legend among archers, regardless of country. ‘The prodigy from Sarenza who shot all the stars out of the sky.’ I always assumed it was made-up, since it sounded so ridiculous, but after seeing you in action, I have to admit I was wrong.”


      Shawza seemed contemplative for a moment. “Stories of your achievements have crossed borders as well, Mianne the Bow Sovereign. I’ve always admired you. It’s an honor to meet you face-to-face.”


      “Hmph. I’m sure most of what you heard was exaggerated gossip. I’ve never cared much about what others thought of me.” Despite her words, Mianne looked quietly pleased. “But if you’re such a fan, why don’t you come visit our Hunter Corps? You’ll get to see Sirene, and you can witness for yourself what we do.”


      “Hmm... I’ll take you up on that offer one day.” Shawza smiled—a rare expression for him. “Thank you for watching over my sister for so long, by the way. I hope you’ll continue to do so.”


      “I would’ve done it without you asking. More importantly, take good care of that bow. It’s a one-of-a-kind custom piece.”


      “I will. And this time, I won’t break it.”


      Mianne fell silent. “‘This time’?”


      Instructor, why did you glance at me so irritably when he said that? Actually, no—I already know the answer.


      “If that’s all, I should be going,” Shawza said. “I’ve already wasted enough time.”


      “So soon?” I asked. “Where are you going?”


      “I don’t know. But I do know that I’m not lost anymore. I’ll move straight ahead and do what I have to do. Just like you.”


      I gave him a blank look. “I’m not really sure what you mean. But, uh, good luck?”


      Shawza turned and walked away, leaving me with the feeling that he still hadn’t really answered my question.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 207: Rashid and Melissa’s Contract


      Inside a certain estate, a graying man stood at the window, gazing out over the ruined city. “I must ask, Young Master Rashid—did all of this unfold as you planned?”


      Rashid smiled gently. “You give me too much credit. I would never have imagined things would descend into such chaos.”


      “Then, Young Master—or rather, Lord—Rashid, I can only conclude that fortune favors you greatly.”


      “A fair assessment. This time, it really was luck.” Rashid shrugged, still smiling. “That said, Wize, you should know that I’ve never failed to appreciate the work you’ve done over the years. Even if you were more tight-lipped than I would have liked.”


      “As the old saying goes, serving two masters can only lead to ruin. The motto of our Assassins Guild is to follow the strong, after all.”


      “And how many other masters have you deceived with that line?”


      The two exchanged small smiles.


      “Your relatives are offering reconciliation and say they are willing to recognize you as the head of House Sarenza,” Wize reported. “How shall I answer them?”


      “It seems they still don’t understand their position,” Rashid mused. “With the exception of my esteemed granduncle and grandaunt, who responded wisely to my advanced warning, tell them that from this point onward, we’re business rivals on equal footing.”


      “Understood, Lord Rashid. I shall convey exactly that. I realize Lady Melissa has graciously given us a moment to discuss business, but might I suggest that we call her back now?”


      A flicker of surprise crossed Rashid’s face. “Lady Melissa?” he repeated slowly. “Isn’t she your subordinate?”


      “Correct, my lord. To be precise, she is the subordinate of a subordinate of a subordinate within the Assassins Guild, which I have the honor of leading.”


      “Then why call her ‘Lady’?”


      “I was under the impression that you had already told her,” Wize said with a genial smile. “Was I mistaken?”


      Rashid was reclining in a comfortable plush chair. He paused halfway through lifting his teacup to his lips and sighed. “Well...that was the plan, at least.”


      “Oh? Hesitation from the Divine Merchant himself? On the eve of such an important negotiation?”


      “Come now. This is something money can’t buy.”


      “My, my. What an uncharacteristic answer. One must approach these things with confidence—almost cockiness, like your childhood self. The more uncertain you feel, the more firmly you should plant your feet and fight. I believe in you, my lord.”


      Rashid narrowed his eyes at the aging man. “Since when were you this talkative?”


      “As one who has witnessed the battle and bloodshed that have plagued this land for so long, I want nothing more than peace. Perhaps that is why I find myself cheering for you so enthusiastically. But I digress. Let this old obstacle take his leave, so that you might enjoy at least a modicum of calm.” Wize grinned, then cleared his throat in an exaggeratedly polite manner. “Good luck.”


      The servant vanished, seeming to dissolve into mist.


      Rashid sighed to himself and gave a small shrug. “Honestly. How did he even find out? I thought I’d marked all of his likely ‘eyes’ and ‘ears.’ I’ll have to think of an appropriate punishment for—”


      “Lord Rashid.”


      Barely managing to contain his surprise, Rashid turned toward the voice with his usual confident smile. “Ah, Melissa. Is something the matter?”


      “I have several questions regarding this new ‘contract’ you gave me,” she replied, indicating the thick sheaf of documents in her hands.


      “Are you dissatisfied? I took great care to ensure the terms were favorable to you, given this opportunity to start anew.”


      “No, not at all. I have no complaints so far. There are simply a few points I would like clarified.”


      “Really? I thought it was rather ordinary.”


      “Some of these clauses are too favorable—almost unnaturally so.” Melissa tilted her head, visibly puzzled. “And as for the format of the contract itself, for some reason it appears to be identical to a standard Sarenzan marriage agreement.”


      Rashid met her gaze and quietly cleared his throat. “Yes, well... That was intentional.”


      She stared at him for a moment. “I’m not sure I understand the joke.”


      “It isn’t a joke. Nor is it a mistake.”


      “Then I’m even more confused. What, exactly, is the purpose of these documents? What was your motive for drawing them up?”


      “Their purpose? I thought that was fairly clear. And my motive? Love at first sight, I suppose.”


      “‘Love at first sight’?” Melissa repeated. “For whom? Upon seeing whom?”


      Rashid deliberately pointed first to himself, then to her. “For me, when I saw you.”


      Melissa blinked in surprise. “You...and me? Are these documents—is this conversation—some kind of code I’m meant to decipher?”


      “No, no, no. What? It isn’t a code.”


      “Then how should I interpret what you’re saying?”


      “At face value, preferably. Though I can see I’ll need to explain further.”


      “Please do. In as much detail as possible.”


      Rashid chuckled. “I expected this, to an extent, but...I can’t win against you, can I? Very well. I’ll start from the beginning.” He put a hand to his head and sighed. “When you first arrived at my door, I was struck by the fact that such beauty could exist in this world.”


      A long silence followed, and the confusion written plainly across Melissa’s face only deepened. “Pardon?” she asked at last.


      Rashid cleared his throat again. “In any case... Do you remember that first day, when you brewed tea for me? How your hands trembled as you tried to poison me? I remember thinking, ‘What a kind girl she is.’”


      “Kind...?”


      “Your family had been taken hostage. They were on one side of the scales, and I was on the other. You’d never met me, nor even heard of me, and yet you still hesitated. And when a scorpion crawled into the room, you caught it and released it into the garden through the window. It was my first time seeing someone who truly wouldn’t harm a fly.”


      Rashid touched his temple and sighed once more. Melissa continued blinking slowly, trying to process his words.


      “Pardon me,” she said, “but was that truly what you thought at the time?”


      “Yes, though I didn’t say it. I didn’t think you would believe me. Your kind nature made you a hopeless assassin, but it also meant I could entrust my household to you without concern. And as I went on living beside you, I started to think it might be a pleasant way to spend the rest of my life.” Rashid rubbed the back of his neck. “It didn’t take long after that. Before I knew it, I was infatuated.”


      Melissa remained thoughtful for several moments. “So when you said it was love at first sight...you truly meant it?”


      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, yes.”


      They stared at each other in silence until it became too much for Rashid to bear.


      “So, what do you think?” he asked. “Does that clear things up for you?”


      “No...” Melissa said slowly. “I still can’t quite make sense of it. If everything you’ve told me is true, why did you hire Shawza to watch me all the time?”


      “I suppose he was watching you, in a sense. But there was more to it than that. I hired him to protect you.”


      “To protect me? Not you?”


      “Well, given how talented he is, he was more than capable of keeping me safe too. But back then, after you failed to kill me, your former employer kept sending more assassins to silence you. I needed the best bodyguard I could find, and that just so happened to be Shawza.”


      “So the reason he never let me out of his sight was...”


      “He was trying to protect you. That was his role.”


      Melissa lowered her gaze as she considered this new information. Eventually, she looked up again. “Assuming all of that is true, why did you never tell me?”


      “How could I? If my estranged family had ever learned how I felt about you, it would have handed them the perfect angle of attack. It would have put you in even greater danger. I did consider telling you in secret, but honestly...we both know you’re not exactly the best actor.”


      “Well, no.”


      “So I decided that if I wanted to tell you everything, I first had to strip House Sarenza of its excessive wealth and power. Before anything else, I needed to make sure we were safe.”


      Melissa alternated between long stretches of silence and brief glances back up at Rashid. “Don’t tell me that was your only reason for turning against your family,” she said, incredulous.


      “I suppose it was,” he admitted. “Before then, I didn’t care much about them one way or the other. It wasn’t until you came into my home that I began to see them as obstacles.”


      “Was that also why you left this estate for the City Forgotten by Time?”


      “It was something of a sacrifice, given my attachment to this place, but I had to consider the bigger picture. Besides, while I think of myself as a better actor than most, even I wouldn’t have been able to keep up the facade for years on end. I’m quite sure several of the City’s staff already know the truth—though fortunately, none of it ever reached you.”


      “Wait. Then...” Melissa suddenly remembered how strangely Zaza and Leah had behaved on the eve of her departure.


      Rashid cleared his throat. “Of course, another reason I left central Sarenza was that, as a child, I simply wasn’t strong enough to stand my ground. So I waited for my chance—and it arrived in the form of some very capable guests from the Kingdom of Clays.”


      “Is that why you handed your entire fortune over to Noor?”


      “It was a considerable gamble, but I thought it had a decent chance of paying off. And as you can see, it did. He’s done an excellent job of throwing the capital into chaos. Admittedly, I misjudged the scale of it; I never expected things to go this far. Between the pleasant surprises and everything else, he’s impossible to predict.”


      Rashid gazed out the window at the sand-covered ruins, then shrugged and smiled ruefully.


      “When you followed me here, I was overjoyed,” he continued. “But I was also terrified. Things had yet to play out fully, and I feared that all my years of planning were about to go down the drain. I kept a calm face, but deep down, I was panicking. My plan had been to keep you somewhere safe, come back for you once everything was over, and only then hand you that contract and make my plea. ‘Please stay by my side forever,’ I was going to say.” He looked at the documents in Melissa’s hands. “Put simply, that is the intent behind the contract.”


      For the first time, Melissa’s expression showed genuine surprise. “So...this is real? It’s not one of your schemes to trap someone? Some secretive plot? A brazen lie? It’s not a chain of half-truths strung together on a whim, or some fabricated scam?”


      “It’s real. Do you really have that little faith in me?”


      “Of course. After everything you’ve done for as long as we’ve known each other, can you blame me?”


      “I can’t.”


      Melissa fell silent again, staring down at the papers in her hands.


      Rashid let out a long breath. “Of course, what’s written there is only my own one-sided wish. If you’d rather tear up the papers and throw them away, I wouldn’t mind. What I want is an equal relationship. I won’t force you into anything.”


      “I...see.”


      “You could even reject the contract overall while keeping the clauses that favor you in the distribution of my fortune and assets. I truly wouldn’t mind.” Rashid smiled. “Anyway, there you have it. I’ve told you everything—honestly, just as I promised. It might even be the first time in my life that I’ve spoken this openly to anyone. I’d appreciate an answer. An honest one.”


      “My answer...” Melissa fell quiet for a long while, deep in thought. “In short, Lord Rashid...you’ve had me in the palm of your hand for nearly my entire life.”


      Pain tinged his smile. “That’s a harsh way of putting it. But not an untrue one.”


      “To make matters worse, your explanation just now was full of contradictions.”


      “Hmm? Really?”


      “Yes. You said that you wanted to leave me—and only me—in a safe place. That you intended to explain everything to me only after matters had concluded. That doesn’t sound like a very equal relationship to me.”


      “Ouch. Once again, I find myself unable to argue.”


      “You also said you were honest about everything. Is that true?”


      “I’d hope so. That was certainly my intention.”


      “In that case...” Melissa held up the contract. “You really won’t mind if I tear up these papers and throw them away?”


      “That’s right.”


      “You won’t mind if I turn you down?”


      “Of course not.”


      “Then why do you look so uneasy? Not to mention, your voice has been quavering for some time now.”


      Rashid chuckled, but his shoulders shook, and his palms were slick with sweat. “Do I? Has it? I’m afraid I can’t really tell.”


      “You’re always like this. So full of lies, using them to hide your true feelings when it matters most. How am I supposed to believe you? The very idea of a contract between us is flawed to begin with.”


      “I...have nothing to say in return.”


      “In that case, I shall return this contract to you.” Melissa set the papers on the small table by the window, in front of Rashid.


      “I...see.”


      “Instead”—she took a single blank sheet of paper from a nearby shelf and gently placed it beside the thick contract—“could you please trust me a little more? That’s all I ask. I don’t want to be a burden to you anymore. I don’t need promises that favor only me.”


      Rashid stared at the pen she held out to him. “Wait. So...”


      “I’d never refuse. Of course I wouldn’t. But this is important. So let’s talk it over together, all right?”


      In the end, all they wrote on the blank sheet were their names. The terms of their agreement were exchanged only in words, without any witnesses—save for the daylight streaming in through the window, and the sand drifting on the gentle breeze outside.


      Yet as they gazed into each other’s eyes, they knew that was all the proof their vows needed.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 208: A Wedding in the Ruins


      “I don’t think I ever could have seen this coming,” I said.


      “Indeed,” Lynne agreed. “I feel as though I’ve been kept on the back foot this entire time.”


      We were attending a banquet that, while not exactly lavish, was still impressive in scale. The sudden announcement of Rashid and Melissa’s wedding had caught Lynne and me completely off guard, and we had scrambled to get ready in time.


      “All that mistrust and wariness I had toward him, only for this to have been his motive all along...” Lynne said. “I ought to be happier for them, but I still can’t quite regain my footing.”


      “I was surprised too. But when you think about it, they make a good couple.”


      “They do. I suppose it’s best that we move on and focus on blessing the start of their new life together!”


      Lynne smiled brightly, as if to dispel her earlier thoughts, and clenched her fist in front of her face for emphasis. She wore an elegant dress, while I stood beside her in a fancy suit. Apparently, the clothes had been stored in the carriage we’d taken to Sarenza, in a compartment resembling a magical bag, just in case we needed to attend any formal events. It was a good thing too. I would have felt pretty out of place in my usual attire.


      “Still, there are more people here than I expected,” I observed.


      “Yes. It seems even ordinary citizens are attending.”


      Rashid was some kind of major figure, so his wedding should, by all rights, have been a grand affair. Given the state of the city, however, he had invited only close friends and acquaintances, intending it to be a relatively quiet and modest ceremony. But word must have spread, because crowds of onlookers had come from all over.


      Since the city lay in ruins, the ceremony was being held outdoors. There were no walls or ceiling, so nothing really prevented people from wandering over. And once they saw what was happening, they hurried to contribute to the celebration in whatever ways they could, creating a surprisingly festive atmosphere for a city that had so recently endured such a tragedy.


      Here and there among the crowd, I spotted familiar faces. Astirra, Holy Prince Tirrence, and the others from Mithra were all present.


      Lynne and I were the only representatives of the Kingdom of Clays. Well, unless you counted Rala. The others had already returned to the royal capital, escorting the still-unconscious children they had rescued. Ines had regained consciousness, but she hadn’t fully recovered, so she too had gone back under the care of my former instructors. They had taken the carriage we arrived in, along with an additional golem-drawn carriage Rashid had provided.


      Lynne and I had intended to go with them, but Rashid stopped us the day before. And according to Rolo, because I was staying in Sarenza, Rala had chosen to stay as well. Naturally, that meant she’d be flying us back to the Kingdom, which I really wasn’t looking forward to. I felt a little bad about it, but maybe I would just walk...


      “Lady Lynneburg.” Rashid approached us, dressed in elegant formal wear. “It’s truly an honor to have you at our ceremony. Especially under the circumstances.”


      “Oh, no. I should be apologizing that so few of us from the Kingdom of Clays were able to attend. I shall do my best to represent us properly.”


      “I’m grateful you accepted my invitation at all, given how sudden everything was. Although...I’m surprised you believed me so readily. I expected it would take much more convincing.”


      Lynne beamed. “It was written all over your face. You were grinning from ear to ear when you invited us.”


      Rashid chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck, awkwardly averting his gaze. “I suppose you’ve got me there.”


      “But truly, you have my heartfelt congratulations.”


      Rashid turned to me. “Now then... Noor. Are you ready?”


      “Does it matter?” I asked. “It’s going to start soon either way, right?”


      “Indeed. But today’s gathering isn’t especially formal. It’s simply a celebration among friends.”


      “Are you sure you want me to do this?”


      “Not to brag, but I have far fewer friends than you might think. In fact...I can’t think of anyone else I could’ve asked.”


      “So Shawza never showed up after all?”


      “Heartless fellow that he is,” Rashid joked. He was smiling, but there was a trace of genuine regret in his expression. “When his friend is getting married, you’d think he’d at least show his face before leaving.”


      Rashid had asked me to give the opening speech at his wedding. It was a role usually reserved for a close friend, but Shawza was nowhere to be found. There was no point lamenting that now, though, so I took to the simple stage where a magical sound-amplifying device had been set up and steeled my nerves.


      “Um, thank you all for joining us today to celebrate Rashid and Melissa’s wedding,” I began. “We are gathered here on this fine day... Wait. Is that how you open speeches like this in Sarenza? Maybe I should... Hmm... Sorry. Give me a moment to think.”


      The crowd stirred as I stumbled over my words onstage. I felt bad about it, but I hoped they would be understanding. We had learned about the wedding so suddenly that I hadn’t had time to prepare. Rashid had told me to say whatever came to mind, but speaking eloquently on the spot had never been one of my strengths.


      Hmm... What am I supposed to say?


      As I racked my brain, I noticed Rashid laughing as he watched me.


      “Well, my point is that, like everyone else here, I want to congratulate Rashid and Melissa from the bottom of my heart. To be honest, when I first met them, I never would have imagined they’d end up tying the knot. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized they’re a wonderful match. If there’s anything to regret, I guess it’s that the person who’s probably happiest for them isn’t here. You see, I shouldn’t be the one giving this speech. It should be— Hmm?”


      He was here. I had been scanning the crowd as I spoke, and there was Shawza, lurking in the shadows at the edge of the gathering. He looked like he was trying not to be noticed, but the transparent bow on his back caught the sunlight far too clearly for that.


      “Oh, he’s here. Hey, Shawza.”


      Everyone followed my gaze and turned toward him.


      “For those of you who don’t know, that’s Shawza, Rashid and Melissa’s friend—the one who should be giving this speech instead of me. In fact, since he’s here, he might as well take over. The floor is yours, Shawza. [Stone Throw].”


      I casually tossed the magical sound amplifier—called a “mic,” I think—to Shawza. His face had wrinkled into something sour as soon as he realized I had spotted him. He caught it without any trouble, but it must have been pure reflex, because his expression turned pained as he stared down at it.


      “Tsk.” The mic picked up the click of Shawza’s tongue and projected it loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Of all the unnecessary...”


      In contrast to his longtime guard, Rashid looked as though he were having the time of his life, while Melissa simply seemed relieved to see her friend. For a few moments, Shawza looked distinctly uncomfortable under the gaze of so many people. Then he shook his head in resignation and began to speak.


      “I thought I no longer had anything to do with this city,” his deep voice rang out, “but I came back when I heard the news. Rashid, and Melissa as well—from the bottom of my heart, I congratulate you on your wedding. But more importantly, I wonder why it took you so long. Your relationship runs deeper than any temporary ceremony could express, and it has for a long time.”


      As I reflected that Shawza was being far more direct than I’d expected, I saw Rashid and Melissa turn to look at each other.


      “I don’t think I need to say anything more about your marriage. But as someone who has watched over both of you for many years, I will anyway. First, Melissa—from now on, believe in Rashid. No matter how many lies he might spout, his love for you is genuine. He has always acted with you in mind. And as for you, Rashid, you should stop lying to her. Not that you need to anymore.”


      Rashid nodded with a smile. Melissa maintained her usual composure, but a faint flush had risen to her cheeks.


      “If you believe in each other, there’s no obstacle you cannot overcome. If you remain by each other’s side, no one will ever come between you. As someone who has been around the two of you for so long, those are my honest thoughts. That’s all I have to say.”


      The audience burst into applause at the unexpectedly sincere speech, which had begun with an irritated click of the tongue. Shawza glanced at me as though he meant to throw the mic back, but when his eye fell on Rashid and Melissa, he paused.


      “No, wait. There’s one last thing—something I have to say, no matter what. Watching how indecisive you two have been for so long has been excruciatingly frustrating. Knowing you, you probably haven’t even held hands yet, have you?”


      Rashid and Melissa exchanged glances, then nodded, looking embarrassed. Shawza had guessed correctly.


      “In that case, it would be unbearable if you kept hemming and hawing.” Shawza’s smile turned into an uncharacteristically impish grin. “So hurry up and produce an heir already. Nothing could be better for this country’s future.”


      Having said his piece, he threw the mic back to me.


      Shawza’s parting words set off an immediate uproar in the crowd. And when everyone saw Melissa’s dumbfounded, beet-red face and Rashid clutching his sides in laughter, the noise doubled. Melissa’s blush only deepened when, after finally regaining control of himself, Rashid wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.
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      The wedding venue—a sand-covered ruin, no matter how one looked at it—continued to buzz with excitement long afterward. The noise was so overwhelming that I could no longer distinguish between the jeers aimed at Shawza, the complaints about his speech, and the well-wishes for the newlyweds. But one thing was clear: Rashid and Melissa, standing side by side at the center of it all, looked very happy indeed.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 209: Postmortem


      A man clad in black robes walked alone through the vast desert.


      “I think I’ve seen it all now,” someone laughed behind him. “Mister Lude, botching a job? That’s not exactly an everyday sight.”


      The robed man kept walking, not even bothering to turn toward the grinning figure who had faded into view behind him like a mirage. “Zadu,” he said, “I’ve confirmed the destruction of the Titan of Oblivion. What happened to the entity inside the blue gem?”


      “The weird metal bug thing? Stuff happened, and I cut it apart. Was I not supposed to?”


      “That isn’t a problem. In fact, it’s one less matter for me to clean up. But...you cut it apart?”


      “Happened to get hold of an interesting little trinket.” Zadu held out his hand. Resting on his palm was something that resembled a small black stone. “Made the whole thing a little too easy, really. Kind of anticlimactic.”


      The robed man stopped mid-stride and stared at the stone. “A fragment of Ideal Matter chipped from the blade. I didn’t think such relics were still around.”


      “So it’s valuable, then?”


      “Incomparably less so than the original, but Ideal Matter is still Ideal Matter. Those back home would do anything to have it.”


      “Figured as much,” Zadu drawled. “But unlike that stupidly heavy sword, I can actually use this thing.”


      “Personally, I see no reason to take it from you, if that’s what you’re implying. But I won’t mention it to the others, just in case. The elders are all rather stubborn, and they would almost certainly move to seize it.”


      “Not sure I want a bunch of elvish geriatrics watching me, but if you say so.” Zadu glanced down at the black stone in his hand once more, and his grin widened. “I suppose I’ll keep it a little longer.”


      “Now, about my request that you kill the sword’s wielder...”


      “Still keeping that open, huh? Normally, I’d say it’s an easy job, since you didn’t specify a method and there’s no deadline...but that guy’s honestly too much of a hassle.”


      “I never thought I’d hear you say that. But I’ll admit you weren’t the only one at fault here. Allowing the Ideal Matter to be stolen was entirely my mistake.”


      “Like I said, rare to see you make one of those. Who got you? That mountain of a dragon had it clutched in its jaws when it flew in.”


      “Yes, it was the dragon,” Lude admitted after a brief silence. “I had brought it under my control once before, so I let my guard down. But in the short time since, it has become an unexpectedly serious nuisance.”


      Zadu let out a low whistle. “Really? That thing got the better of you?”


      At that very moment, the same titanic black dragon passed overhead, flying toward the Kingdom of Clays. Despite the multiple layers of magical stealth concealing the two men, the creature once known as the Dragon of Calamity fixed them with a baleful glare as she passed.


      “Well, it’s definitely not just some dumb animal,” Zadu noted.


      “By nature, destruction should be all it knows. It was once a living weapon, created and preprogrammed for violence alone. That is precisely why it used to be so easy to deal with in combat. But now, rather than acting in accordance with its programming, it thinks flexibly and adapts to circumstances. And an intelligent beast is an incredibly troublesome opponent.”


      “Now that you mention it, every time I turned my killing intent toward the sword’s wielder, the dragon glared at me with even more hostility.”


      “From what I read in its thoughts during our encounter, the sword’s wielder appears to be the source of those changes.”


      “He’s a real pain in the ass, right? Just by being around, he turns all the small fry near him into nuisances.” Zadu laughed. “So what’s the plan now?”


      “I’ll be returning home, as I mentioned before. You’ll accompany me.”


      “Yeah? And just leave Sarenza like this?”


      “With the Titan of Oblivion gone, we no longer have a convenient means of laying waste to this country. But another opportunity will come. Preparing an alternative plan on a more moderate scale will require approval, and that alone will take time.”


      “So you’ve got no choice but to head back home, huh? Gotta say, I’m not looking forward to it. I still have to collect the money I’m owed, but it’s way out in the middle of nowhere, so I’m guessing there’s nothing good to eat, right? And we have to walk? It’s nonsense, if you ask me.”


      “That is what it means to travel to the home of the elves. But spare me your complaints. Do you think I enjoy it myself?” Lude fell silent for a moment. “Come to think of it, Zadu, we need to discuss your betrayal.”


      “Hmm? So you were watching, then?” A hint of bloodlust entered Zadu’s smile. “I don’t think you have much right to complain, really. Sure, you’re a regular client, but all you asked was that I kill him. Nothing more.”


      “True. There is nothing in your contract with me that forbids you from entering other agreements in the meantime. And I was fully aware of your policies when I hired you. So while your taking on separate contracts was undesirable from my perspective, you bear no blame for it. If anyone is at fault, it is me for being too vague in my request. However...”


      “Why are you suddenly so talkative? Get to the point.”


      “I would prefer to avoid the same situation in the future. With approval from home, I would like to revise the terms of our agreement into something satisfactory to both parties and formalize it in writing. That is another reason for my return.”


      “Hey, as long as the work keeps coming, I’m not complaining.” Zadu paused. “But how many years is all that going to take?”


      Lude and Zadu continued toward their destination. They still had a very long walk ahead of them.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 210: At the Adventurers Guild


      “Let me get this straight: Bandits attacked you almost immediately?”


      After returning to the royal capital, the first thing I did was get a good night’s sleep to forget the terrifying flight back. The next morning, I dropped by the Adventurers Guild—partly to chat with the guildmaster, and partly to give him a report on my trip. Because so much had happened, I couldn’t possibly recount every detail, so I limited myself to the highlights.


      “Yeah,” I said. “I’d never met one before.”


      “And then... What was it? You brought down a giant lobster, ate it, then went to a city where you got caught up in a golem attack?”


      “Yeah. And that was just the beginning. Looking back, it was actually a pretty rough journey. Busy too.”


      “I can’t believe you got mixed up in trouble in another country,” the guildmaster said, exasperated. “I was worried about you, you know? Thought you might’ve gotten scammed into some weird contract and ended up a slave for life. And from the sound of it, you came pretty close.”


      “We had a lot of close calls,” I agreed. “But somehow, they all worked out in the end.”


      “I’m just impressed you managed to stay alive. Glad you’re okay—even if I get the feeling you haven’t told me any of the important stuff.”


      “Really? I thought I covered pretty much everything.”


      “I mean, I get it. I had nothing to do with your trip, besides helping you arrange it, so I’ve no good reason to pry. But what happened to...you know.”


      I cocked my head. “To what?”


      A serious look came over the guildmaster’s face as he leaned over the counter. “Come on. When you left, you were carrying your entire fortune. What happened to all that coin? You never mentioned it.”


      “Oh, right. I used it for this and that, and it ran out before long.”


      The guildmaster made a noise of disbelief. “It ran out? All of it?”


      “Yeah. Don’t worry, though—it wasn’t stolen or anything.”


      After pondering my response for a moment, the guildmaster suddenly leaned even closer, panic in his eyes. “You didn’t gamble it away, did you?!”


      “I bet it on a dice game.”


      “You can’t be serious. You wagered all your coin on something like that?!”


      “Well, we needed capital at the time, I think. I just sort of went along with it and ended up betting everything.”


      The blood drained from the guildmaster’s face, and he brought a hand up to rub his brow. After several deep, slow breaths, he got a faraway look in his eyes and heaved the deepest sigh I’d ever heard from him.


      “I should’ve guessed,” he said. “At your age, it’s only natural to chase that kind of thrill. I thought you had a better head on your shoulders, though. Maybe this is my fault. As your elder, I should’ve meddled in your life sooner, before you had to suffer such a tragedy.”


      “I won, though. I didn’t lose any money.”


      The guildmaster blinked at me. “What? You bet all that coin and won?!”


      “Yeah.”


      “S-So what then? What happened?!”


      “I ended up with more coin than I’d ever seen in my life. I wasn’t really sure how to use it, so I left it with a friend I made over there.”


      “You...left it with a friend you made in Sarenza?”


      “Yeah. He did something with it that made even more money, slowly but surely.”


      “I... I suppose that’s a good thing. But then what happened?!”


      “In the end, there was this guy who needed a ton of coin.”


      “And?!”


      “I gave it all to him. Every last copper.”


      I thought that covered the important parts pretty well. Throughout my recounting, the guildmaster’s expression had constantly switched between radiantly hopeful and utterly gloomy. He was getting surprisingly worked up, considering it wasn’t his money.


      Technically, I hadn’t given Zadu all my money. He’d returned some change, but I’d passed it along to Rashid as both a wedding gift and a contribution to Sarenza City’s reconstruction effort. The result was the same, though: My pockets were now empty.


      “Hey, Noor?” the guildmaster began. “Look, I know this is going to sound nosy, but as a longtime friend of yours, let me give you a piece of advice.”


      “Sure.”


      “You’re quick to trust people. I’ve always thought that was one of your best traits, but I also think you could do with being a little more suspicious sometimes. Not everyone has your best interests in mind. That friend you made in Sarenza, for example—is he really your friend?”


      “I’m pretty sure, yeah.”


      The guildmaster ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t mean to come off like I’m criticizing you. If anything, this was my fault. We try not to meddle in other people’s business here at the Guild, so I didn’t tell you when I really should have.”


      “What didn’t you tell me?”


      “You see the building across the street? With the sign that says ‘Investment Bank’?”


      “Hmm?”


      I looked where he was pointing and saw a dignified stone building opposite the Guild, sitting snugly between its neighbors. Etched into its large bronze sign were the words “Royal Investment Bank.”


      “Oh, that one?” I asked. I’d never paid it much attention before, since it had never really been relevant to me. “I know what a bank is, but what’s an investment bank?”


      “I won’t get into the weeds of it, but the specialists there are hired by the state to manage your coin on your behalf.”


      “I’m not sure I get it, but it sounds impressive.”


      “Put simply, it’s a place where even people with no financial knowledge can have their assets managed safely. Profits aren’t guaranteed, mind you, and your returns won’t be that great without a sizable investment. In other words, it’s more for nobles and rich folk than for commoners like us.”


      “But we can still use it?”


      “That’s right. You don’t need qualifications or anything just to invest. Officially, they’ll take coin from anybody, even if it’s only a single copper. Oh, but the way they handle deposits is pretty unique. If you lend out your money, you can freely set the interest rate.”


      “Freely set the... What do you mean?”


      “If you set the rate too high, no one will want to borrow your coin. But if you set it too low, you won’t see much of a return—though I suppose it does put money into circulation and give the city’s businesses a boost. Anyway, my point is that lenders make the call. All the bank handles is the administrative process of accepting deposits and providing loans. The more you deposit, the easier it is to earn interest.”


      I gave him a puzzled look. “I...see?”


      “Given how much coin you had and how modest a life you lead, you could have lived off the interest if you’d invested it. I should’ve dropped everything and all but dragged you over there to make the smart choice, is all I’m saying.”


      “Oh, okay. So that’s what you meant.”


      “’Course, it’s too late for all that now...”


      Again, the guildmaster got that faraway look in his eyes. The topic of my money was evidently a sore spot for him—enough that I felt bad seeing how dejected he was.


      “Don’t feel so down,” I said. “I made a lot of fun memories in Sarenza, and I still think handing over my coin was the right choice in the end. I can always just earn more.”


      “How did this turn into you trying to cheer me up...?”


      In the end, I might’ve had no money to my name, but that didn’t mean I was left with nothing. I hadn’t mentioned it to the guildmaster, since I didn’t know where to begin, but apparently I still owned the City Forgotten by Time. I’d need to drop by soon, since I’d promised the employees I wouldn’t be gone for long, but Lynne had wanted to get home as soon as possible, and I’d figured I would use the chance to visit someone I’d had in mind for a while. I’d used one of those very convenient golem birds to send Kron and the others a message explaining that I’d be a bit late.


      I also wanted to visit the beastfolk village to see how they were doing. The guy I planned to travel with had agreed that we’d make the trip together after he freed up some time.


      Thinking about it, I’d met a lot of new people during my trip to Sarenza. I hadn’t been able to see the ocean I’d been so excited about, but I’d more than made up for it with all sorts of other rare sights, and the people had been a lot friendlier than I’d expected. I was looking forward to going back and seeing everything I’d missed once things settled down a bit. With how hectic my first trip had been, I was sure there would be hidden gems still waiting for me.


      As I immersed myself in nostalgia, I noticed a growing commotion. There was a lot of noise outside all of a sudden. One of the Guild’s receptionists came running over.


      “G-Guildmaster!” she cried. “Is Noor still here?!”


      “Yeah. What’s all the fuss?”


      “Some people have arrived saying they have business with him. Th-They say they need to meet him in person.”


      “What? We’re not exactly message runners. What’s their business?”


      “Th-That’s the thing. They refused to tell me, no matter how many times I asked. They said they’d only tell Noor. They have lots of armed men and golem-drawn wagons, a-and they’ve surrounded the Guild...”


      “Armed men? Golem-drawn wagons?”


      “A-And their leader is—”


      The receptionist flinched, then shrieked as a rough-looking man who could easily have been mistaken for a bandit walked into the Guild behind her. I assumed he was the person looking for me.


      “Would you happen to be Master Noor?” he asked politely. Given his scary facial features, I could see why the receptionist was terrified, but his manner of speech was entirely at odds with his appearance.


      “Yeah, that’s me,” I said. Something about him seemed familiar. Wasn’t he the boss of the delivery company Rigel had hired?


      The moment I answered, the man smiled brightly. “I am Hans, of Hans & Co. I’ve come bearing an important delivery for you.”


      “A delivery? From who?”


      “The sender wished to remain anonymous, referring to themselves only as ‘your friend.’ I have a message from them here, if you would.”


      “A message, huh?”


      Hans presented me with a letter, his movements much more graceful than his thuggish appearance would suggest. I accepted it, broke the seal, and started to read. I was sure I recognized the handwriting.


      


      Hello.


      Given my current position, I’m sending this under a pseudonym, just in case. But thanks to you, I was finally able to make peace with my long-estranged family. When I told them I wanted to send a small token of my gratitude to the friend who’d done so much for me, they were more than willing to contribute.


      Consider all of this coin yours. It’s not ill-gotten, so use it as you see fit.


      PS: Thank you for the speech. It really livened up the place. I look forward to the next time we meet.


      


      As my gaze drifted up from the letter, the guildmaster met my eye. “Who’s it from?” he asked.


      “That friend I was telling you about, I think.”


      “The one you made in Sarenza?”


      “Yeah. Apparently, he sent me some ‘not ill-gotten’ money.”


      “‘Not ill-gotten’ money?”


      Or so the letter said. I was reminded of the indescribable look on Galen’s face as Rashid had cheerfully taken everything from him.


      “If you are willing to accept the delivery, I would like to proceed with unloading,” Hans said. “Would this location be acceptable, Master Noor?”


      “Sure. I don’t mind.”


      “Superb. Please excuse me for a moment.” Hans turned around, then called in a booming voice, “Oi, you lot! The client accepted the delivery! Bring it in!”


      “Yes, boss!” came a chorus of voices.


      A line of rough-looking men streamed into the Guild, each carrying heavy leather pouches. They worked fast; in no time at all, the bags were stacked so high that the guildmaster and I had to crane our necks to see the top of the pile. Suddenly, the spacious lobby felt pretty cramped.


      “H-Hey. Hold on...” the guildmaster said slowly. “A-Are these all full of coins?”


      “Must be,” I said. I had the strangest feeling that I’d seen this exact scene play out before.


      “That is the entirety of the delivery,” Hans said. “May I please ask you to sign here, Master Noor?”


      “Sure. Thanks.”


      After I scribbled my name on the paper he presented, Hans’s villainous features twisted into a smile, and he bowed politely. “This concludes your delivery today,” he said. “Unless you happen to have need of our services?”


      “No, not really.”


      “Then allow us to excuse ourselves. We hope you’ll consider Hans & Co. when you next require a delivery service. As we always say, the client’s trust and the safety of the cargo are our number-one priorities!”


      “I’ll be sure to keep you guys in mind.”


      Hans grinned, then turned away. “Right, you mangy lot! Know what that means?! We’ve completed our first major hard-cash delivery!”


      A round of whooping cheers went up.


      Hans laughed wickedly. “And that’s not all. The royal capital of the Kingdom of Clays is now within our delivery range! From here on out, Hans & Co. is going international! Business is gonna be booming, lads!”


      The cheers and shouts from the armed men doubled in volume, resounding through the city as they set off down the road. I noticed that, in contrast to their boisterous presence, they steered their wagons with careful precision.


      When the bustle died down, the guildmaster and I were left alone with a whole heap of pouches. They had been stacked neatly enough that there was no risk of collapse, but they still took up a lot of space. I needed to figure out what to do with them.


      “Hmm...” I mused. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said they could unload them here.”


      “What’re you gonna do with all this?” the guildmaster asked. “I was too taken aback to say anything in the moment, but I can’t have your money taking up most of my lobby.”


      “If they really are all full of money, then it’s more than I know what to do with.” I thought for a moment. “Oh, maybe I’ll deposit it at that bank you just told me about.”


      “Right! Good idea! You should definitely do that this time!”


      “By the way—you said I could set the interest at whatever I wanted, right? Could I set none at all?”


      “Sure, you could do that, but what kind of blockhead would deposit all their hard-earned cash without— Uh, wait, Noor!” The guildmaster called out to stop me as I moved to leave the Guild, staring into my eyes as if to check for something. “You’re not seriously thinking of depositing all this without setting any interest, are you?”


      “Would it really be that bad...?”


      The guildmaster ran a hand through his hair, visibly conflicted. “Of course. Especially considering what you could do with it here in the capital. Do you seriously think— No. Forget it. Just...do as you please. Once your mind’s made up, there’s nothing I can say to convince you otherwise. And it’s your coin to begin with; I’ve got no right to speak on how you spend it. But, look. You should at least consider investing a chunk of it to prepare for retire—”


      “Thanks,” I said, cutting him short before he could start one of his long-winded rambles. “You’ve been a massive help.”


      I headed out of the Guild and toward the Royal Investment Bank, intent on depositing my newly acquired windfall.

    

  

  
    
      The City Forgotten by Time’s New Director


      “Instructor Noor. You seem eager to see everyone again.”


      “Yeah, I really am.”


      Sometime after the surprise delivery at the Guild, I was once again in the Mercantile Free State of Sarenza. I’d had more business in the royal capital than I’d expected, so it had taken me a while to finish everything. The Kingdom’s higher-ups must have made some sort of arrangement with Rashid, because inspections were no longer being conducted at the border, making the entry process a whole lot smoother.


      Ines wasn’t accompanying us as Lynne’s bodyguard this time, so someone else was driving the carriage. It was just me, Lynne, and the person I’d really wanted to bring along: the young seed vendor from the royal capital’s market.


      “Is this place you want to show me far?” he asked.


      “No, it’s pretty close to the border,” I replied.


      “I’ve taken time off, so I don’t mind if we take it slow. Still, though... It really is sand as far as the eye can see, huh? Are you sure crops can grow here?”


      “That’s why I asked you to come. If you could give me your verdict, you’d be doing me a huge favor.”


      “I’ll use my knowledge and experience to the fullest, but don’t hold your breath. The environment’s even harsher than I imagined. I’ll take a look, but it might not amount to much more than a story to take back with me.”


      The seed vendor studied the desert outside the carriage window for a while before suddenly turning to Lynne.


      “By the way... Who are you, miss? I don’t think we’ve met.”


      “My apologies for the late introduction,” she said. “My name is Lynneburg Clays. Due to certain circumstances, I’ve been learning from Instructor Noor for some time now. Since my name can be rather long, I’d appreciate it if you’d just call me ‘Lynne.’”


      “Nice to meet you. Huh. You’re pretty well put together for your age. Kind of reminds me of those young noblewomen.” He paused. “Hold on. Lynneburg Clays? Where have I heard that name before?”


      “I’m sure it’s just a coincidence,” Lynne said. “I am but a humble adventurer, nothing more.”


      “Hmm... All right, then. If I can’t remember, it couldn’t have been that important. Oh, but I forgot to introduce myself. I run a seed shop in the royal capital’s market. Took over the family business. My name’s Alb— Whoa! The heck is that?!”


      The young man shot forward, nearly pressing his face against the window. Our destination, the beastfolk village, had come into view. The vibrant greenery thriving in the middle of the desert was eye-catching enough, but the village itself had also come a long way in the short time since I’d last seen it. A lot of it still looked to be under construction, but rows of impressive wooden houses had sprung up everywhere, occupying practically all the space within the stone walls Lynne had erected before we’d left.


      Really, what happened here?


      When our carriage came to a stop inside the village, Kyle immediately came to greet us. He must’ve noticed our approach.


      “Noor. Lynneburg. It has been too long.”


      “I’ll say,” I replied, looking around. “You’ve made impressive progress.”


      “We couldn’t have done it without you. Thanks to your intervention in the Trials, we’ve been exempted from paying taxes.”


      “Oh, right. I almost forgot that happened.”


      “The elder took the opportunity to call a meeting between all the beastfolk tribes in Sarenza. We’ve had newcomers flocking in from all over ever since. The prospect of keeping whatever you earn is quite attractive to them, understandably.”


      “Makes sense.”


      “After that, an envoy arrived from the capital and informed us that we would be officially recognized as an untaxed special economic zone. As a result, we’ve been growing by leaps and bounds.”


      There must not have been enough housing for the growing population; the sounds of construction filled the air, and all around us, people were hauling building materials and furniture to and fro. There was no trace of the once lifeless settlement where even children had resorted to banditry to survive. The transformation was moving to see.


      “Whoa, hey!” came a surprised voice from behind me. “What’s that?!”


      “Pardon me, but might I ask who your companion is?” Kyle inquired.


      “Oh, I forgot to introduce him,” I said. “He’s the guy who wrote up those cultivation plans for me.”


      “H-He’s—!” Kyle took a hurried step toward the seed vendor and offered his hand. “I am Kyle, the village elder’s aide. Allow me to extend my deepest gratitude for saving our village. I must admit, I never expected to have the chance to meet you in person.”


      “S-Sorry? What?”


      “You drafted the cultivation plans Noor gave us, yes? Then we owe you our very lives.”


      The seed vendor looked overwhelmed. “No, hey—I threw those together for the fun of it. I never thought they’d turn into all this. I mean, I only sell the seeds. If they grew into crops, that’s because of your own hard work.” He paused, considering something. “Although, from what I can see, they’ve matured a lot more quickly than they should...”


      “Ah, that’s because of a special technique we used. We won’t use it again, however, so don’t pay it any mind.”


      “A special technique...?”


      “Do you mind if we go take a look at the crops?” I asked. “It’s why we came.”


      “But of course. Feel free.”


      We headed to the crop fields and found that they were thriving. Produce of all colors was bursting up left and right, and the seed vendor rushed to admire it without a moment’s hesitation. When he broke from his daze, he turned a beaming smile toward us.


      “This is incredible! These canals—they’re perfect! It must’ve been an effort and a half to dig them so quickly. And the crops... I didn’t think you’d use all the seeds I gave you! Not in one go!”


      “We were kind of haphazard about it,” I said. “Time was running out.”


      “Oh, come on. You know what they say about modesty. When I call this impressive, I really mean it. But how’d you get all this water in the middle of the desert?”


      “An important guy I know in the royal capital lent me a magic tool that makes it.”


      “H-Huh? You’re not talking about a Wellspring Pipe, are you?!”


      “Yeah, that’s it.”


      “I-Isn’t that a quasi-national treasure?! Who are you, man? Wait, no. More importantly...” The seed vendor gazed out over the vast fields of crops. “This really is incredible. I feel like I’m dreaming. Even the soil matches the ratios I outlined in my plans. Hmm? Actually...I’ve never seen this kind of fertilizer before.”


      “We just happened to come across some material that was perfect for it. I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea to mix it in.”


      “Whoa... This stuff’s amazing. Forget not being a bad idea—everywhere you’ve used it, the soil is doing better than any I’ve ever seen.”


      “We followed your plans for the setup. The villagers should’ve handled the rest from there.”


      “That’s impressive in its own right; I know the instructions I gave you weren’t easy. Thank you—all of you. You’ve made my dream come true!” The seed vendor burst into triumphant laughter, punching his fist into the air. “And to think, all the others in my trade kept making fun of me for it! Well, take that! Who’s laughing now, huh?!”


      “Noor,” Kyle said as he came up to me. “On behalf of the village, we’d very much like to hold a welcoming banquet in your honor, if you wouldn’t mind.”


      “Sorry, but we’ve got other places to be today,” I said. “We’ll have to do it another time.”


      The seed vendor glanced over. “Hmm? We’re going somewhere else? Honestly, I could sleep in these fields for the rest of my days.”


      “Our next destination is actually the main reason we came to Sarenza,” I explained. “I think it’ll surprise you even more.”


      “More than this? You’re kidding, right? Guess it can’t hurt to check it out.”


      “See you, Kyle,” I said. “Thanks for showing us around. I’ll stop by again soon.”


      “Please feel free to visit anytime you like. Ah, but before you go... We’d like to repay the debt we owe you, if you’ll let us.”


      “Huh? Didn’t I say not to worry about it?” I thought back to our past exchange. “Wait, was there still money left over?”


      “Indeed, there was.”


      Back then, when they’d tried to repay me, I’d told them to spend the money on a bunch of other important things first. I’d deliberately made my demands pretty unreasonable—or so I’d thought. I’d never imagined they would have coin to spare. But given the explosive progress the village had made, things must’ve been going well on the management side.


      “I’ll accept it another time,” I decided. “I doubt you ever expected this many people to move here, so I’m sure the funds will come in handy. Besides, I’m really not hurting for coin right now.”


      “As you wish. In that case, the other residents and I shall do our utmost to prepare an even larger sum for your eventual return.”


      “Um... You really don’t have to go out of your way for me, okay? Give my regards to the elder.”


      After we’d said our goodbyes, we headed for our next destination: the City Forgotten by Time.


      ◇


      “Welcome back, Master Noor.”


      I’d sent a message ahead to the City Forgotten by Time telling them not to give me any kind of special welcome, and yet we arrived to find rows of employees awaiting us. They all bowed in unison, causing a faint breeze to blow through the hallway.


      As Kron, Zaza, and Leah led us down the velvety red carpet, the seed vendor sidled up to me. “Wh-What’s with the welcome committee?!” he asked, sounding somewhat panicked. “You didn’t tell me you were some kind of big shot!”


      “I’m not,” I said. “I don’t even know how it came to this. It just kinda did, so I wouldn’t worry about it too much.”


      “Easier said than done...”


      “Zaza, Leah,” I called. “Sorry, but could you rein it in a little next time? I feel bad that everyone had to step away from their work for this. You don’t have to give us a send-off either.”


      “As you wish.”


      “Of course.”


      It wasn’t long before we arrived at the City’s indoor forest. The seed vendor took in the view, wide-eyed.


      “Wh-What’s all this? How is there a river indoors? Or rooted trees? There’s a forest, a lake, and even a breeze! If I closed my eyes and took in a breath, I’d think I was deep in the mountains! How is this possible?!”


      “I was told they created this place to match a variety of environments,” I explained. “They’ve got rare plants from different lands, and it’s managed by teams of specialists.”


      “Y-You’re telling me this is all man-made? They’ve re-created nature indoors! Sarenza’s wealthy really are something else. It’s crazy! Is this what you wanted to show me?!”


      “Yeah, this is it.”


      “This is the dream of anyone who works in agriculture. I’m covered in goose bumps. Thank you! Truly, thank you!” The seed vendor drew another deep breath, the tears welling in his eyes threatening to spill over. “Damn. I can’t help it. I wish I could work here. Even if only for one day.”


      “About that,” I said. “There’s something I want to discuss with you.”


      “Hmm? There’s still more? Well, don’t hold back on my account. I don’t think anything you say could surprise me at this point.”


      “Melissa, could you explain?” I asked the woman approaching us.


      “Of course,” she said, then turned to the seed vendor. “This request must seem rather sudden, so I’ll strive to be as clear as I can.”


      He blinked at her. “What request...?”


      “I am Melissa Mormont—or rather, Melissa Sarenza—director of the City Forgotten by Time. Before anything else, allow me to extend my sincerest greetings to you, esteemed guest of Master Noor, the proprietor of this establishment.”


      “Y-You’re the director of this place? W-Well, thanks for being so polite to a regular guy like me.” The seed vendor suddenly swiveled to look at me, as though he’d just processed the rest of what Melissa had said. “Wait—proprietor?! You own this place?!”


      “Like I said, I don’t know how it came to this.”


      “Due to personal circumstances,” Melissa continued, “I have come to the conclusion that I will no longer be able to adequately fulfill my duties as director. Therefore, to ensure a smooth transition, I requested that Master Noor find a successor to take my place.”


      “Melissa got married recently,” I noted.


      “Right. Okay,” the seed vendor replied. “Um, congratulations? But what does this have to do with me?”


      “In short,” I said, “I asked you to come because I was wondering if you could take her place.”


      He stared at me for a moment. “Huh? Me?! Take her place?!”


      “Yes,” Melissa confirmed. “Master Noor recommended it.”


      “Y-You can’t be serious!”


      “Don’t worry—the others will handle the difficult stuff,” I assured him. “I just thought it might be interesting to use this place for agricultural experiments. That’s why I’d like your help.”


      “Huh? Agricultural experiments?” he repeated slowly. “But... Oh, man. Now that I’m thinking about it, they’ve got it all! Everything I could ever want or need!”


      “Not long ago, various circumstances led to this establishment gaining a large influx of new residents and staff,” Melissa explained. “As a result, we anticipate a food shortage in the long term. Part of my request to Master Noor was for him to select someone who could resolve that issue.”


      “I...see?” the seed vendor said. “So basically, food and jobs are the top priorities?”


      “Yeah,” I replied. “That’s all I’d really like you to take care of. Do you think you can manage that?”


      The seed vendor hummed thoughtfully. “I don’t really have experience in those fields, but with facilities like these, I don’t think producing food for tens of thousands of people would pose much of a problem. As for work, agriculture can create plenty of jobs from almost nothing. There are never enough hands when it comes to growing crops, for example, and if we can enlist the help of the specialists who manage this place, we won’t be short on experts to train them. Heck, based on my knowledge alone, we could grow more than enough crops to make this place self-sustaining. I don’t know what the market rates are around here, but we’d likely have a surplus we could sell to start building a decent rainy-day fund. Plus, if we used our own high-quality produce to make gourmet dishes for customers, we’d be up to our ears in coin. You mentioned a large influx of new people, right? There must be some great chefs among them.”


      Melissa and Lynne exchanged glances.


      “It doesn’t have to be anything complicated,” I said. “Something like the cultivation plans you drafted for me would be perfect.”


      “Oh, is that all? I could get you something within the day. I mean, the plans I gave you before—for that village we stopped at—only took me half of one.”


      “Would you need access to our bookkeeping or other reference materials?” Melissa asked.


      The seed vendor laughed. “I’m not some amateur. Everything I need is in here.” He pointed to his head, then thumped a fist against his heart.


      “So yeah—this is the guy I’d recommend,” I said. “Is that all right?”


      “It’s more than all right,” Melissa replied. “I’ve already seen what he’s capable of from the success of the beastfolk village. But while I might not have any objections...”


      “Is there a problem?”


      Melissa turned to Lynne. “Are you certain about this, Lady Lynneburg? Surely it would be a great loss to the Kingdom of Clays to hand over such capable personnel.”


      “You have nothing to worry about in that regard,” Lynne insisted. “Even if my father didn’t already support all of Instructor Noor’s decisions, we held a meeting and received his approval.”


      “I see. In that case, as part of Sarenza’s administrative body, we shall treat this as a favor owed to the Kingdom.”


      “Oh, there’s no need for that. He’s one of Instructor Noor’s personal connections.”


      “So how about it?” I asked the seed vendor. “It doesn’t have to be right away, of course, and you’re free to refuse.”


      “What? Refuse?” He turned in a slow circle, trembling as he took in the City Forgotten by Time. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime job! I feel like I should be on my hands and knees begging you for it! Please! You have to let me take it!”


      “In that case, I’m counting on you. I was told your salary wouldn’t be decided until you’ve shown what you’re capable of, but if it isn’t to your liking, don’t hesitate to quit.”


      The seed vendor laughed again. “What are you talking about? If I did that, I could never call myself part of the agriculture industry! This is an experimental paradise! The stuff of dreams! Wait—I’m not actually dreaming, am I?” He pinched himself on the cheek, twisted hard, then did it several more times for good measure. “Yes! It hurts! I’m not dreaming!”


      I was glad he seemed so excited, but his constant manic grin was getting kind of scary.


      “I can’t believe this is real!” he cried. “I can do whatever I want with all this space, just like that?! I’ve got so many ideas! So many theoretical cultivation methods I thought I’d never get to test! And on top of that, I’ve got more assistants than I could ask for! Ha ha ha! I feel the inspiration flowing as I speak!”


      “The methods are up to you,” I said, growing a little uneasy. “But, uh, don’t work too hard, all right?”


      “Oh, don’t you worry! I’ll work myself to the bone! I’ll pour my blood, sweat, and tears into this place until I’m fertilizer myself!”


      “Right... Well, I’m counting on you,” I replied—though it didn’t seem like my words were reaching him anymore. “We’ll be heading back to the royal capital. Kron, Zaza, Leah—look after him, if you can.”


      “Sir. I shall guard him with my life.”


      “As you wish, sir.”


      “But of course, sir.”


      “Ha ha ha! I won’t waste even a fraction of a second!” The seed vendor let out a loud whoop. “Stage one of my dream agricultural project is a go!”


      “If you need to draft any documents, our dedicated clerical staff will be delighted to assist you,” Zaza said. “I’ll show you to the director’s office first.”


      “Should you have any other requests, we won’t hesitate to provide our full support,” Leah added.


      “Thanks!” the seed vendor exclaimed. “I’m in way over my head, but let’s do this!”


      “You too, Melissa,” I said. “Watch over him, will you?”


      “Of course. I shall teach him everything he needs to know for his duties during the handover and ensure that you receive regular updates on the matter.”


      “Oh, don’t worry so much about the updates. They’d take up too much of your time, and I wouldn’t get a lot from them anyway.”


      There was a long silence before Melissa said, “Understood, sir.”


      “Can you give my regards to Rigel and Mina? They’re with Rashid, right? Tell them I wish them well and that if they’re happy, I’m happy.”


      “I’ll do just that.”


      Though I was still a bit worried about the seed vendor, Lynne and I departed the City Forgotten by Time, leaving him behind.


      “I’m glad everything worked out,” Lynne said. “And that the person you chose as Melissa’s successor was so eager to accept.”


      “Yeah, that’s a load off my mind,” I admitted. “Sorry I made you tag along on all my business.”


      “Not at all. Since I offered my input, however modest, I feel that I bear a measure of responsibility as well. However, Instructor... This is rather difficult for me to say, but...”


      “Something wrong? What’s with the sudden formality?”


      “I know this is terribly rude of me, but I forgot to ask the gentleman for his name. Could you share it with me, so that I might be better prepared in the future?”


      “Oh, right. His name was... Hmm?” I cocked my head and met Lynne’s gaze. She watched me curiously in turn. “Come to think of it, I don’t know either.”


      There was an awfully long silence as Lynne’s expression went completely blank. “Huh?” she said at last.


      I turned to look at the City Forgotten by Time through the carriage window. The massive building towering at the center looked exactly the same as it had the first time I’d seen it—dazzling white against the parched desert sky. If there were any differences, I couldn’t spot them. And yet...


      “I’ll have to ask him the next time we meet,” I said.


      “I...suppose that would be prudent, yes.”


      And yet, to my eyes, the City’s dazzling light seemed much warmer and more joyful than when I’d first visited.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      When I began writing the Mercantile Free State of Sarenza Arc, I knew that, since it depicts a country built on commerce, I wanted to explore themes of money and trust.


      There are many forms of trust in the world. It underpins commercial transactions, and it also forms the basis of marriage. Even money—or rather, credit—can be understood in similar terms. With that in mind, I knew from the start that I wanted to incorporate elements of gambling, and that desire gave birth to the City Forgotten by Time, a luxury resort catering to the ultra-wealthy. In the end, though, at Noor’s insistence as its owner, it became a massive agricultural research center.


      While Parry is, at its core, a story about Noor’s thrill-filled adventures, this latest arc was also the story of Rashid and Melissa, as well as that of the siblings Shawza and Sirene. You might be surprised to learn that when I first began envisioning this arc, I hadn’t planned for Sirene to join the others on their journey to the desert nation at all.


      However, after seeing Kawaguchi-san’s character design for her and thinking, “Huh. Wouldn’t she fit right in in the desert?” I ended up reworking the entire outline from scratch. Looking back, I’m glad I did. I don’t think this arc would have come together properly without her, and her presence—along with Shawza’s—allowed me to write a number of compelling scenes that otherwise would never have existed.


      Incidentally, this volume contains a number of alternate perspectives I had wanted to include ever since the earliest planning stages. In a way, I feel as though I’d been working toward this volume just so I could bring those scenes to life. Since I was able to accomplish everything I set out to do, I personally feel very satisfied.


      With this, the Sarenza Arc finally comes to a close. Next will be the story of the elves’ homeland, which has already been mentioned a number of times. What kind of place is Lude’s home? What is his relationship with Astirra? I plan to gradually broaden the scope of the story while layering even more elements onto the plotlines I’ve built so far, so I’d be very grateful if you’d stay with me a little longer.


      Nabeshiki
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      Bonus Short Story


      Melissa’s Return


      “Welcome back, Madam Sarenza.”


      The day after Noor and Lynne departed from Sarenza City atop their titanic black dragon, Melissa returned to the City Forgotten by Time, where Kron greeted her with a deep, respectful bow.


      “Please don’t call me that, Kron. Just treat me as you always have.”


      “As you wish, Director. Please allow me to formally congratulate you on your wedding. I must admit, I had no idea you and Lord Rashid shared that kind of relationship. Why didn’t you tell us sooner? I think I speak for all the staff when I say that we would have done everything in our power to support you.”


      “I... I...”


      A loud sigh came from behind him. “This is exactly your problem, Kron. Honestly.”


      “Not only can you not read a room, you think sticking your nose into their relationship would somehow help? Ridiculous. Were you dropped on your head as a child?”


      “Wh-What did you say?”


      Ignoring Kron, who looked taken aback by the harsh remark, Zaza and Leah brushed past him to greet Melissa.


      “Congratulations, Director.”


      “We speak for the entire staff when we say we’re sincerely happy for you.”


      “Zaza. Leah. I’m sorry that my personal affairs have inconvenienced you.”


      “Not at all. It would be an honor if there’s anything we can do to support you and Lord Rashid on your new journey together.”


      “Everything went smoothly while you were away, so there’s nothing for you to worry about.”


      The man behind Melissa cleared his throat, and the faintly smug expressions on Zaza’s and Leah’s faces vanished at once as they straightened nervously.


      “Hello, Zaza, Leah.”


      “Welcome back, Lord Rashid.”


      “You have our sincerest congratulations on your formal succession as head of House Sarenza, as well as on your marriage.”


      “Come now, there’s no need to be so formal. I’m technically an outsider here.”


      A brief pause followed before Kron said, “Leah? Shouldn’t we be calling him ‘Master Sarenza’?”


      “Please, no,” Rashid interjected. “I’m only the head of the house as a formality, anyway. I’ve no intention of involving myself much with the family. Still, I’m surprised you’ve heard the news. Our wedding aside, my succession should be known only to a select few. Who told you, Kron?”


      “Me? Well, I heard it from Zaza...” Kron turned to her in confusion.


      Zaza clapped a hand over her mouth, guilt written all over her face. “I, um...heard it through the grapevine?”


      “Is that so?” Rashid said. “Incidentally, Wize happened to know a number of things he shouldn’t have. Would either you or Leah happen to have something to say about that?”


      “N-N-No? Why would we—”


      “Enough, Zaza. There’s no point hiding it anymore.”


      The two exchanged a sheepish glance, then bowed to Rashid.


      “Our deepest apologies, Lord Rashid. As you’ve surmised, we are not in a position to refuse Wize’s inquiries,” Zaza admitted.


      “We’ve been making occasional reports to him for some time now,” Leah added.


      “So you both admit to being his informants?”


      “Yes...” they said in unison.


      “Don’t get me wrong—I’m not blaming you for it. The City Forgotten by Time doesn’t prohibit its employees from taking side jobs, and I hired you knowing you were the sort to have that kind of arrangement in the first place. In fact, having you around was sometimes quite useful to me.”


      “Huh?”


      “What?”


      “Still, leaking others’ private information is rather unkind. I’m afraid I’ll have to—”


      As the color rapidly drained from Zaza’s and Leah’s faces, Kron—who had looked restless ever since they brushed past him earlier—suddenly stepped forward, as though he could no longer hold himself back. “My deepest apologies for interrupting, Lord Rashid, but I wish to offer you my congratulations on your marriage as well. In all my years serving at the City Forgotten by Time, nothing has ever made me happier.”


      “You’re exaggerating,” Rashid said. “In a way, it’s just another kind of contract, isn’t it?”


      “Not at all. I truly believe your marriage will bring great prosperity to Sarenza. I’ve never been more proud to have served the two of you than I am today, and... Sniff. P-Pardon me. Ngh. M-My point is... Sniff. I’m t-truly...happy!”


      As Kron collapsed to his knees, sobbing with emotion, Rashid shook his head ruefully and turned back to Zaza and Leah, who were doing their best to look as small as possible.


      “I had planned to give you a bit of a warning, but as you can see, the wind’s been taken out of my sails,” he said with a sigh. “Of course, if you hadn’t let it slip, I would’ve let this one pass. It’s not like you caused any harm, after all. In fact, considering the outcome, you were of considerable help to me.”


      Zaza and Leah let out sighs of relief as Rashid glanced at Melissa and cleared his throat.


      “So if anything, I should be thanking you,” he continued. “Not to mention how diligent you are in your regular duties. I hope you—along with Kron—will continue to support Melissa and Noor to the best of your abilities.”


      “Of course.”


      “It would be an honor.”


      A look of realization dawned on the pair as they turned to Melissa.


      “Director, does that mean...?”


      “Yes, I’ll be remaining here for some time,” Melissa confirmed. “Emergency or not, the fact remains that it was irresponsible of me to leave so suddenly. At the very least, I need to find a suitable replacement first. While I would trust the three of you to keep the City running, there still needs to be someone with a broader view of things.”


      “That said, there’s a great deal of work to be done in the capital as well,” Rashid added. “I’ll need Melissa there with me, and honestly, I’d borrow all of you if I could. But since I can’t... Rigel? Mina? You’re there, aren’t you?”


      “Yes!”


      “R-Right here!”


      The young twins stepped out from Zaza’s and Leah’s shadows.


      “Before Noor left, he made a request of me,” Rashid explained. “He wanted me to look after you until you were old enough to look after yourselves. The thing is, that’s exactly what I want as well. First, Rigel. I’d like you to help me with my work. You’ll be paid, naturally.”


      “I would be honored.”


      Mina looked proud to see her little brother valued so highly, but her expression turned nervous when Rashid looked at her.


      “As for you, Mina,” he said. “I have great need of your strength. My reliable bodyguard retired recently, you see. If you’re willing, I’d like you to look after Melissa in his place.”


      “You...want me to protect Melissa...?” Mina turned to study the woman.


      “Shawza thought very highly of you,” Rashid noted. “He said your eyes and ears were even better than his. It’s quite rare for him to praise anyone so highly. So, can I count on you? I promise you’ll get to eat delicious food every day.”


      Mina giggled, blushing as her ears wagged back and forth. “Th-Thank you! I’ll do my best!”


      Kron, who had been sobbing on his knees the entire time, finally seemed to have recovered. He suddenly sprang to his feet. “N-No, this is no time to let my emotions get the better of me! We must organize a celebratory banquet at once!”


      “It’s fine, Kron. Really,” Rashid assured him. “Melissa’s one thing, but I’m no longer part of management here, remember?”


      “Actually, regarding the banquet...” Zaza began. “The preparations are already complete. Isn’t that right, Leah?”


      “Yes. The entire staff stands ready to welcome the director and Lord Rashid.”


      Rashid looked at the trio of executives, perplexed. “But how? That doesn’t seem like the sort of decision you would have made on your own.”


      “Last night, a missive from Proprietor Noor arrived by golem bird. He asked us to throw a celebration for your marriage.”


      Rashid rubbed the back of his neck ruefully, recalling the golem bird he had lent Noor before the man’s departure. “He got me there.”


      “Everyone’s quite excited about it. That, and the additional pay we’re apparently receiving.”


      “Please, come with me!” Kron exclaimed, clenching a fist for emphasis. “I shall lead you to the venue! On my name, we shall burn the image of the happy couple into the minds of everyone in attendance!”


      Rashid, both exasperated and a little embarrassed, met Melissa’s gaze. They shrugged, smiled at each other, and followed the eager employee to the celebration.
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At twelve years old, after being told that he had
no talent for any of the six classes, he went into
isolation and spent a decade honing his only
skill: [Parry]. Despite being an adventurer of
the lowest rank, he s unbelievably strong—
though he's the only one who has yet to notice.

Fourteen. Unequaled in all fields, and the first
princess of the Kingdom of Clays. Enemy
powers made an attempt on her life, but Noor
managed to save her. She has called him
"Instructor" and followed him ever since.

Ines Harness

A knight of the Kingdom of Clays. She has
wielded a unique defensive skill since she was
a child and uses it in her capacity as Lynne s
bodyguard. Twenty-one.

Sirene

A demonfolk bay. The circumstances of his
birth and upbringing are mysterious. As his
race is largely scorned and oppressed, he has
lived a very miserable life.

Rashid

25

Rashid

Vice-captain of the Hunter Corps led by
Mianne, the Bow Sovereign. A prodigious
archer with beastfolk blood who met the high
standards of her captain and serves as the
youngest vice-captain in the Six Army Corps.

The eldest son of the head of House Sarenza,
and the former owner of the City Forgotten by
Time. Apparently estranged from his family, he
decides to accompany Noor and his
companions to Sarenza City.
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