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      Prologue


      “Oh, good morning, Sora.”


      When I woke up and left my bedroom, I was greeted by Mia holding a dish piled high with food.


      I thought I smelled something nice, I thought, finding my stomach growling. So that’s what it was.


      “Morning, Mia. Is everyone else still sleeping?” I asked.


      “Actually, you’re the last one up,” she laughed. She explained that the others had gone for a walk while they waited for me to wake up, then began bringing out dishes of food, humming to herself.


      I moved to try to help her, but she told me to just sit there and wait, so I obediently sat down and watched Mia work while I thought back on the first time we’d met.


      I’d first met Mia in Holy Capital Messa of the Holy Kingdom of Frieren. She had been trained to serve as the Saint there and had been set to officially take the title during the Advent Festival. Instead, though, a demon disguised as a cardinal had arranged for her to be slandered as a fraud and tried to have her killed. I’d saved her in the nick of time, and she’d ended up traveling with me as a result.


      Once all the food was on the table, Mia and I chatted for a while until I suddenly heard raucous voices just outside. The others had made it back.


      “Ah, master’s up.” The first person to speak as they entered the room was the dark-haired girl Hikari.


      She wore a collar around her neck with three silver stripes, marking her status as a special slave. Hikari had been a spy for the Kingdom of Elesia sent to monitor me, until I’d liberated her from the Slave Mask that kept her under their control. She’d been traveling with me ever since.


      Two girls entered the room after her.


      “Hey, he really is up.”


      “No kidding.”


      The first speaker of the two was the twinblade fighter Rurika. She’d had my back during my short stint as an adventurer in Elesia, in those disorienting early days just after my arrival in this world. She’d kind of been like a teacher to me.


      Walking in beside her was the cat beastfolk Sera. Sera was Rurika’s childhood friend, and she had gone missing after the Vossheil Empire invaded their town. Rurika had mentioned she was searching for her when we’d first met, so I’d found her in the Frieren slave market and gotten her out.


      Sera had spent a lot of time as a war slave fighting in the monster-infested Black Forest, and she was a far better fighter than any of us as a result. She’d saved us any number of times on our travels.


      “Hikari, come here. You’re all dirty from the road.”


      The last person to enter was Rurika’s partner, the mage Chris, who had also done a lot for me in Elesia. Despite looking human, she was actually an elf. She had previously used a spell to change her appearance, but she now had a magic item called the Secht Necklace to do it instead.


      The younger girl came running over at Chris’s call, and Chris cast a Cleanse spell on her. Hikari’s body was wreathed in a warm light, and a moment later, her dirty clothing had become clean.


      “Thanks, Big Sis Chris,” Hikari said.


      Just then, a fluffy white creature came floating in and plopped down on Hikari’s head. The creature, who looked a bit like an angora rabbit, was actually the spirit Ciel, with whom I’d formed a contract. She was very cute and mostly served as a kind of team mascot, but she had a hidden power that had made several miracles happen before.


      She spent most of her time in a hedonistic cycle of eating and sleeping, but her true abilities actually defied imagination.


      “Anyway, come and eat,” Mia called to them.


      The girls all sat down, and we began eating together.




      Once the meal was over, we left the building we were in and began walking through the empty shell of a town.


      We were currently in Lukos, the town Rurika, Chris, and Sera had grown up in. But the war had rendered it uninhabitable, and the survivors had moved to the present town of Nahar.


      As we left the city limits, the girls stopped briefly to look back. There was no way to tell what they were thinking just then.
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      “All righty, let’s go!” Rurika finally said.


      Her cheerful proclamation got us moving again, and we left Lukos behind.


      Our next stop would be the town of Mulgarry, where we’d restock on food and other necessities. From there we’d move north, then pass through the town of Arconitt to finally enter the Empire. Our eventual destination was the Black Forest, which lay inside imperial territory. The Dragon King had told us that there was a town in the forest inhabited by those who couldn’t live elsewhere for various reasons.


      We were going there to look for Chris’s big sister, Eris, who had gone missing during the war with the Empire, like Sera. Searching for the two of them was actually the reason Rurika and Chris had left the Eld Republic in the first place, to travel all around the different nations of this world.


      Thinking about how I might never have met them if not for the war left me feeling conflicted... Though, actually, I’d recently learned that the war was what had sparked the Demon King’s revival in the first place, so without that, I likely never would have been summoned here at all.


      I called up the lupine golem Shade (golem core type: shadewolf) and pulled our wagon from my Item Box. I used my Transformation spell to change Shade’s appearance to that of a horse, hitched the wagon to him, and used that to get us moving.


      The road from Lukos to Mulgarry was badly run-down from disuse. But although the ground was uneven and overgrown, the wagon I’d created traversed it without issue. The wagon, which I’d made with Alchemy, had originally been very susceptible to rough terrain, but I’d enchanted it with the Absorb skill to strengthen it further.


      The golem could keep pulling the wagon as long as he had mana, so we kept traveling day and night. Thanks to that, a trip that would have taken a week was done in half of that time.


      “Sora, it’s time to swap,” Chris suddenly called to me.


      I’d been sitting in the coachman’s seat holding the reins, but at Chris’s call, Mia and I went back into the wagon while Rurika and Chris took our places. Hikari and Sera were already asleep inside, so we were careful not to wake them as we lay down ourselves.


      By tomorrow morning—well, today, since it was past midnight at that point—we’d be near Mulgarry. We’d need to get out of the wagon and walk the rest of the way, then stay there for a day before moving on. We’d been resting in the wagon for the last few days, but we wanted to get a proper rest at the inn.


      I stole a glance at Ciel, who was squinting in pain from Hikari’s tight embrace, then checked my automap. There were no signs of people or monsters along the road, so I called up my stats and checked out their current status.




      Name: Fujimiya Sora / Job: Sorcerer / Race: Otherworlder / Level: None




      HP: 680/680 / MP: 680/680 (+200) / SP: 680/680


      Strength: 670 (+0) / Stamina: 670 (+0) / Speed: 670 (+0)


      Magic: 670 (+200) / Dexterity: 670 (+0) / Luck: 670 (+0)




      Skill: Walking Lv. 67


      Effect: Never get tired from walking (earn 1 XP for every step + α Bonus)


      XP Counter: 1,839,238/1,990,000


      Steps since last check [41,703] + Exp bonus [48,543]


      Skill Points: 2




      Learned Skills


      [Appraisal Lv. MAX] [Prevent Appraisal Lv. 7] [Enhance Physique Lv. MAX] [Regulate Mana Lv. MAX] [Lifestyle Spells Lv. MAX] [Detect Presence Lv. MAX] [Sword Arts Lv. MAX] [Dimension Spells Lv. MAX] [Parallel Thinking Lv. MAX] [Boost Recovery Lv. MAX] [Hide Presence Lv. MAX] [Alchemy Lv. MAX] [Cooking Lv. MAX] [Throwing/Shooting Lv. MAX] [Fire Spells Lv. MAX] [Water Spells Lv. MAX] [Telepathy Lv. MAX] [Night Vision Lv. MAX] [Sword Tech Lv. MAX] [Resist Status Effects Lv. MAX] [Earth Spells Lv. MAX] [Wind Spells Lv. MAX] [Disguise Lv. 9] [Engineering/Construction Lv. MAX] [Shield Arts Lv. MAX] [Provoke Lv. MAX] [Traps Lv. 8] [Mountaineering Lv. 7] [Shield Tech Lv. 6] [Attunement Lv. 7] [Conversion Lv. 8] [Reduce MP Consumption Lv. 8] [Farming Lv. 4] [Transformation Lv. 5] [Smithing Lv. 5] [Memory Lv. 6]




      Advanced Skills


      [Appraise Person Lv. MAX] [Detect Mana Lv. MAX] [Enchant Lv. MAX] [Creation Lv. 9] [Mana Enchant Lv. 8] [Conceal Lv. 9] [Light Spells Lv. 6] [Analysis Lv. 7] [Time Spells Lv. 8] [Absorb Lv. 6]




      Contract Skills


      [Holy Spells Lv. 7]




      Scroll Skills


      [Teleport Lv. 7]




      Title


      [Spirit Contractor]




      Blessing


      [Spirit Tree’s Blessing]




      It hadn’t been long since the last time I’d checked, so there were no major changes there. Mostly just increases to the levels of my Light and Time Spells skills.


      One of the things I was mulling over now, though, was my job.


      Once I changed it, I wouldn’t be able to alter it again until after my Walking level went up. I thought that while we were in the Black Forest, it might be best to be a Scout, which offered bonuses to search and detection skills. At the same time, I had several skills whose proficiencies I couldn’t increase without a lot of MP, so the bonuses bestowed by the Sorcerer job made me want to stick with that for now.


      Then there was the question of my skills.


      I had two skill points at the moment, and I was trying to decide if I should use them to learn Duplication, a skill I’d been wanting to learn for a while. Having spare skill points could be useful if I needed a new skill in a pinch, but skills generally weren’t very effective when they were first learned. Since they got stronger the more they leveled up, it might be better to learn the skill now so I could get started on that early.


      Duplication was a skill that let me temporarily duplicate a selected item. The duplicate would disappear after a certain amount of time had gone by, but the higher my level, the longer it would last. Since it was an advanced skill, it cost two points to buy.




      NEW


      [Duplication Lv. 1]




      After waffling over the decision for a while, I eventually chose to buy it. Some advanced skills were harder to level up than others, and we probably wouldn’t be able to travel by wagon in the Black Forest, so I’d have plenty of chances to get steps in there.


      I quickly tried out my new skill and saw a list of items I could duplicate appear before my eyes. Potential targets seemed to include anything I’d touched. It looked like I could duplicate potions too, but would potions made that way actually be effective?


      I decided to pick something from the list and try it. A moment later, I had a duplicate throwing knife in my hand. It felt just like the real thing. I watched it for a while, and it soon disappeared.


      About three minutes for a throwing knife, then? I checked my stats and saw that my MP had gone down, so it must have counted as a spell.


      After duplicating a few other things to confirm that they all lasted for different lengths of time, I decided to get some sleep. Mia and the others would be mad at me if I didn’t rest up.


      I closed my eyes and fell into slumber.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude 1


      I looked out at the view from the castle balcony. Lined up before me were ranks of the knights of the Kingdom of Elesia, clad in their finest armor.


      The knight captain gave the order, and they began to march in lockstep. They departed from their position in front of the castle and headed north down the main avenue, passing through the noble quarter. The knights would meet up with the adventurers waiting at the north gate and head to the Fortress City together.


      I could hear the cheers of the townspeople who had gathered to watch their departure. Normally we wouldn’t have needed these kinds of theatrics, but it was important this time to reassure the lower classes. Though things were still peaceful here in the capital, merchants had continued bringing word of monster attacks in and outside of the kingdom, and the rumors had traveled fast.


      “Are the otherworlders in place?” I asked.


      “Yes, my liege. Everyone but the Saint is already waiting at the north gate.”


      I nodded in satisfaction.


      Their departure on the Demon King hunt had been delayed due to the time needed to prepare equipment for the otherworlders. We’d gathered first-rate blacksmiths, but the equipment made with dragon materials had proven particularly difficult.


      The otherworlders weren’t the only ones to whom we’d provided equipment made from the dragon materials either—we’d had equipment made for our kingdom’s proud special forces, as well as the knight captain and other commander-class warriors.


      I wished we’d had more to work with, but we’d had to give a great number of the materials to the lord of Pleques in the Magic Nation of Eva. He really had been impossible.


      However, the fact that we were able to keep the Saint here, as planned, was a great boon to us. The Fencer King had apparently objected to this, but the Hero and the Paladin had managed to persuade him—partly because Frieren’s pope had sent so many holy magic users to make up for his failure.


      What mattered was that the Saint could stay here and erect a barrier over the area while the Sacred Sword was gone. Demons would still be a threat, but their power here would be greatly reduced as long as the barrier was in place.


      This was why our royal capital city had never been attacked by demons, even though it was where otherworld heroes were summoned.


      Once the battle was over, the Saint would have other uses as well.


      “I wonder how many of them will come back alive this time...” I hoped that at least the Hero and the Paladin would return.


      The Sorcerer King could be used for breeding, too, but I’d placed her with the decoy team. Flashy displays of magic were the best way to draw their attention, after all, and they’d be fighting monsters in addition to the Demon King and its demons. The monsters got stronger and more plentiful the deeper into the Black Forest you went, and the Sorcerer King was perfect for that job.


      In that sense, the loss of our Shaman and her area-effect spells to the demons had been a terrible loss. They might try to interrogate her, but she had no information about our kingdom to give. That was one of the reasons we made sure our summonees never learned anything about our kingdom or the wider world.


      “And...how is the other set of preparations coming?” I asked next.


      “Moving smoothly,” I was told.


      We had two goals in the Demon King hunt this time around. One was, of course, to slay the Demon King. The other was to strip more power away from the Empire.


      Their recent war had ruined their reputation with other nations as well. When the adventurers’ guild was recruiting personnel to join the hunt for the Demon King, most of the volunteers had chosen to rendezvous in the Kingdom. I’d heard reports that, when they’d asked people to gather in the Empire for the sake of balancing the numbers, many had said that they’d rather drop out altogether.


      Thanks to that, the Empire had allowed us to send some of our own people there under the guise of “reinforcements.” Ideally, they would hinder the Empire’s soldiers and facilitate monster attacks on their towns, villages, and capital. We could then annex some of their lands on the pretext of driving out the monsters and gain dominance over them without any blow to our reputation.


      “Things are about to get busy,” I murmured.


      I was already forming plans in my head for the days after the Demon King’s defeat.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1


      Two days had passed since we’d left Arconitt, and it was wasteland as far as the eye could see.


      From what I could tell from my automap, we were getting close to the border between the Eld Republic and the Vossheil Empire. Rurika had told us that the closest town, Doloth, had lookout towers that kept watch over the border, so in order to avert suspicion, we could no longer leave our wagon running overnight.


      “Hey, Mia. Are you sure you’re okay going to the Black Forest with us?” I asked.


      It might have been a bit late to ask that, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d seen in Yutaka’s book in the ruins. It had said that if the Demon King wasn’t defeated, the goddess could manifest in this world—that her advent would take a holy magic user as a vessel, and that after she left, the vessel would die.


      I had no desire to defeat the Demon King anyway, and besides, my contract with Ignis meant that I couldn’t do them any harm.


      “Where did that come from?” Mia asked in confusion.


      “O-Oh, well... I was thinking about Adonis, the demon that tried to kill you in the capital,” I lied.


      Mia grimaced, probably remembering the events in the holy capital. “I did hear that demons live in the Black Forest,” she said after a moment. “But it’s all right. You’ll protect me, won’t you, Sora?”


      I honestly didn’t know what to tell her. I’d fought a lot of monsters, been to the dungeon, and gotten loads of experience in my time here, but I still didn’t know if I stood a chance against Ignis, let alone the goddess.


      I didn’t even know the specific conditions that would trigger the goddess’s advent. If she possessed the holy magic user who was nearest to the Demon King, then we could avoid it by giving them a wide berth. But there was no guarantee that that was the case, and I didn’t know what kinds of powers the goddess had either.


      In the end, I decided to reassure Mia no matter what. “Of course I will,” I said. If the demons went after her, I’d do everything in my power to stop them. Given all the skills I’d learned with Walking, I could probably handle a purely defensive battle, anyway.


      My words brought a smile to Mia’s face.




      Over dinner, we talked about our plans moving forward.


      We’d keep following the main road and enter the Empire’s territory, after which our first stop would be the city of Doloth. Traveling north from Doloth, we’d reach the town of Astuth, and from there we could go northwest to reach Defense City Knov or west to Imperial Capital Heil. Our plan was to head for Astuth and go north from there to enter the Black Forest.


      We arrived at Doloth four days later.


      “Destination?” One of the gatekeepers looked us over with a skeptical, appraising eye as we showed him our guild cards.


      But another of the gatekeepers was even worse, especially in regard to Hikari and Sera. Sera in particular was greeted with a mocking smile that he didn’t even try to hide. The first gatekeeper seemed embarrassed by his colleague’s behavior, so at least it seemed to be a personal failing rather than a systemic thing, but it still wasn’t pleasant.


      “I’m planning to deliver potions to Defense City Knov,” I told him. “These girls are my bodyguards...a-and my wife.”


      Mia blushed deep red as I spoke the words.


      Rurika had had one major concern as we entered imperial territory: Mia’s identity.


      I had my merchants’ guild card, and Hikari and the three adventurers could pass as my bodyguards, but Mia only had a standard ID. Having a single civilian among us might look suspicious as we entered the towns of the Empire.


      Chris had agreed with Rurika’s concerns, so we’d decided to pass Mia off as my wife.


      At my explanation, the gatekeeper said nothing and just quietly examined our group a little longer. I felt my heart pounding like a drum in the silence.


      “Go on in,” he said at last, and he waved us through.


      I wanted to let out a sigh of relief, but I resisted. Rurika and the others were clearly smiling, though. However, it wasn’t because they were relieved about being let in—it was because they were holding back laughter.


      The reason for that was my face. I wasn’t currently wearing my mask for fear that the gatekeepers in the distrustful towns of the Empire might give me a hard time about it, but I couldn’t just show my own face, so I’d used my Transformation spell to change my features.


      The main changes were the color of my hair and the shape of my eyes. Apparently my eyes now appeared turned up at the corners, and they said that made me look funny, even though it had been their idea in the first place.


      “Why did that take so long?” Mia asked poutingly once we were far enough away from the gate. She looked decidedly unhappy about it.


      “I remember the entry procedure taking a long time for us the first time we came here too.” Rurika let out an aggrieved sigh as she thought back on the experience.


      They’d told us in advance what the Empire was like, but the treatment we’d gotten so far had been even worse than I expected.


      Still... I looked out over the town again.


      As befitted a town close to the Republic, it had high walls and tight security. There were a number of watchtowers, and my automap displayed the signals of what must have been watchmen on top of them, as well as people spaced at regular intervals along the wall.


      The town itself, by contrast, was practically dead. Detect Presence confirmed the scattered presence of people around us, but nothing close to what you’d expect from a city of this size.


      Our first move was to stable our wagon at the station beside the gate. Before we left, I touched Shade to infuse him with more mana. We’d be setting out in two days, and as long as nothing went wrong, he should have enough mana now to carry him through until then.


      Hikari patted Shade’s head as we left, and Ciel waved her ears to say goodbye.


      “Next, we need an inn,” Rurika said. “Chris and I know a place.”


      “Yeah, I hope the proprietress is doing well,” Chris added.


      They both seemed to fondly remember the woman who had looked after them during their last visit to Doloth. Apparently she was the one who had taught them the basics of cooking.


      “Sounds good to me,” Sera said.


      “Yeah, can hear your old stories,” Hikari added.


      Rurika’s and Chris’s expressions tensed up at that, and I wondered for a minute what they didn’t want us to hear.


      We followed Rurika’s lead and headed for the inn. Among the buildings were notable homes made out of stone like the ones in Frieren and Eva, but these were painted all in black, which gave them a depressing aura. The town’s depressed state might have contributed to that as well.


      There were shops lined up along the main thoroughfare too, but many of them were closed, and the few open ones seemed vacant. The people in all of them came out to watch us as we passed by.


      “The building at the center of town is the barracks for the imperial soldiers. They run the place,” Rurika said. She explained that the region had its own lord as well, but as the lords tended to live in the imperial capital itself, they often sent high-ranking imperial soldiers to handle the day-to-day operations.


      As Rurika was explaining the town’s political structure, we turned off the main road. We took a few more turns until we arrived at the inn that was our destination.


      “This is where we stayed back then. The adventurers’ guild is close by too,” Rurika said, then added in a nostalgic whisper, “It hasn’t changed.”


      The towns we’d been to before tended to have the guilds and other major institutions on the main thoroughfare, at the center of town, or near the entrance. But here, it was tucked away in a corner.


      Chris said that most cities outside the capital were set up in a similar fashion. “The imperial soldiers stationed out in the towns see guilds as their competition, especially the adventurers’ guild.”


      In the Empire, a person’s status was the most important thing, and you could advance through the ranks through personal achievement. But when a soldier was stationed in the outer reaches of the country, this was seen as a demotion, as it robbed them of their ability to distinguish themselves.


      Because of this, Chris explained, the disgruntled soldiers resented the adventurers’ freedom of movement, and they tended to take out their frustrations on the townspeople.




      The inn was silent as we entered, making the sound of the door opening seem unusually loud.


      “Welcome.” The proprietress must have heard us, because she came out from the back room. “Customers?” she asked as she looked at us.


      “Yes. Do you have room for six?” I asked, stepping forward.


      “Absolutely. As you can see, we don’t have any guests.” The woman smiled sadly, then opened her eyes wide a moment later. “Chris and...Rurika?”


      “Yes.”


      “We’re back.”


      The two of them smiled brightly at her words.


      “Well, well. You’ve both grown up and gotten so pretty. Your companions aren’t here today?”


      I wondered for a minute what she meant by “companions,” but I soon caught on. She was talking about the Rank B adventurers—Barotta’s party—who had also joined us on the water search in the Lost Woods.


      Apparently they’d been quite the topic of conversation for some time. “A group of grown men protecting two young girls, you know?” the proprietress went on. “There were rumors for a while that you two were some kind of noblewomen. I also heard about some young people who tried to make passes at you and got dragged off.”


      Chris and Rurika must not have heard about that part, because they both looked surprised.


      Barotta’s gang seemed like such funny, laid-back people when we were with them, I thought. What in the world were they up to?


      “So, how would you like your rooms?” the proprietress asked after reminiscing for a while.


      “Could we have one big room?” Rurika answered.


      “One big room? We’re otherwise empty, so we can split you up if you like...” She looked over at me.


      “We’re escorting him for a quest,” Chris said, and she explained that I was a merchant. I nodded along faithfully.


      The proprietress seemed to accept that explanation. Then she went to cook our dinner, so we decided to relax in our room in the meantime.


      “This town is so...claustrophobic,” Mia said with a sigh.


      “Yeah. Being watched,” Hikari agreed.


      I understood what she meant. The people watching us didn’t seem to mean us harm, but it was kind of unsettling to be stared at.


      “It’s probably my fault,” Sera said apologetically.


      “That’s not true,” Rurika insisted. “Anywhere you go in the Empire, you’ll get those same looks unless you’re a known face.”


      “It’s true,” Chris agreed.


      Since our wagon could now handle bumpy conditions, we’d initially considered traveling off the main road while we were in the Empire and avoiding the towns. But Rurika and Chris insisted that would just make us more suspicious, and if we were caught, we’d definitely be taken into custody.


      The Empire had patrols constantly running, mainly on the main roads. These patrols weren’t designed to protect travelers and merchants, but to weed out suspicious elements. The Empire having a philosophy of human supremacy might make it sound like a nice place for humans to live, but in fact, only a select few powerful and strong people saw the benefits of its systematic structures, while the weak were exploited. Because it was also a meritocracy, though, you at least had a better chance of improving your station there than in some other parts of this world.


      “Which means even among the adventurers, the people here tend to be the most brutal you’ll meet,” Rurika had said.


      “Yes, you won’t get as many in the boonies, but there were a lot of them in the capital,” Chris had agreed.


      I rested, thinking back on those conversations until the proprietress finally showed up to tell us that dinner was ready.


      The food turned out to be very good, but the proprietress still seemed unsatisfied with it.


      “I just wish I could have made you something more substantial,” she said. She explained that food prices were currently very high in Doloth, and both quantity and selection were lacking. “As you can see, we’re not getting a lot of guests either.”


      Usually, the rooms would be packed with adventurers and merchants, but most of the adventurers were currently away from town on quests, and while the remaining adventurers and soldiers did their best to hunt the local monsters, it wasn’t enough to keep the larders stocked.


      “But we’re at least getting the bare minimum of what we need,” she said, adding that it was, ironically, because there were fewer people there.


      After dinner, we didn’t immediately go back to our room but instead talked for a while with the proprietress and her husband. They asked how Rurika and Chris’s travels had gone and talked nostalgically about their time as adventurers here. The girls must have opened up to them about their greater mission, because when they learned that Sera was one of the people they’d been looking for, the innkeeper couple looked shocked and delighted.




      The next day, after breakfast, we headed for the adventurers’ guild. The atmosphere inside was subdued, with very few people present.


      The people who were there stared at us as we entered, but they looked away again after a single glare from Sera. She wasn’t the only one they were curious about, but because she was a beastfolk she still got the majority of the attention.


      “We’ll ask about what’s going on. Sera, you stay with Sora and the others,” Rurika said, probably trying to be sensitive to her situation.


      While Chris and Rurika went to talk to the front desk, the rest of us went to check out the quest postings. There were a lot of hunt quests—all offering to pay a premium for meat—as well as a call to participate in the Demon King hunt. Even here, you could choose what country you wanted to act out of, but participating from the Empire gave triple the pay of what we’d seen in the Republic.


      I can understand Elesia paying lots of money to recruit the Empire’s adventurers, I thought. But...does that mean they weren’t getting many people recruited here? It even says they’ll accept Rank Ds... I looked around the guild again. Was the lack of adventurers here not because they were all out on quests, but because there weren’t many to start with? That would explain why the inn was empty too...


      “We got the lowdown.”


      After Rurika and Chris came back, we headed straight back to the inn. The first thing we did was go over what they’d learned at reception.


      As the proprietress had said, most of the adventurers were currently out of town for the Demon King hunt. Though the adventurers’ guild typically operated independent of the country it was headquartered in, the guild receptionist had explained that over half of the adventurers who’d taken the quest had been bribed by the imperial soldiers to do so.


      They didn’t have any proof of this, but even people who said they wouldn’t take the quest had abruptly done so, so there was little other explanation. A rumor going around that soldiers gained merits for recruiting people to the Demon King hunt helped fuel their suspicion.


      “The Demon King hunt, huh?” I murmured. Its outcome might change how we approached things moving forward.


      Our best move for now was probably to keep heading for the supposed village in the Black Forest on the chance that we might find Eris there, then move on as soon as possible no matter what we found. I certainly hoped she’d be there, but we wouldn’t know until we went.




      “Please stay well, ma’am,” said Rurika to the proprietress as we left the inn behind.


      “Thank you for all your help,” Chris added.


      “It was nothing,” she told them. “I hope you come back sometime after things have settled down. I’d love to cook a real meal for you then.”


      We left the inn under her watchful eye, picked up our wagon, and left town. Since Doloth was near the border, the defensive wall stretched far past it on either side, and there was no road that went around it. The only way to go north was through the town.


      As we headed for the north gate, Hikari and I sat on the coachman’s bench with Mia and the others inside. We got a lot of looks as we traveled through the town, and I could read all kinds of emotions in the eyes of the watchers.


      Before we left the inn, Rurika, Chris, and I had discussed leaving a small supply of provisions with the proprietress, but she’d said she didn’t want them. She said she would feel guilty taking food when no one else in town had any, and it might make things complicated if the imperial soldiers found out about it.


      Maybe a lot of the people in the town...rather, in the Empire, are like her, constantly walking on eggshells, I thought. And since these aren’t normal times, it’s just even more pronounced.


      When we arrived at the north gate, we presented our ID cards and left the town. We rode in our wagon until it got dark, then stopped on the roadside and set up camp.


      I checked my automap and saw the signals of ten people on the road to Astuth. I told the others that they were coming our way.


      Rurika responded that, given the numbers and their speed, it was very likely a patrol. She said that patrols moved on horseback, and these were definitely moving faster than a standard wagon.


      “We’ll probably run into them tomorrow around noon,” I said, and we decided we should probably eat lunch a little early in that case.


      After dinner, we each spent a little time doing our own thing. Hikari, Rurika, and Sera got some exercise fighting mock duels, while Mia and Chris did some sewing. I focused on walking and increasing my skill proficiencies.


      “Master, show it again.”


      I’d walked for about two hours and then returned to the wagon, at which time Hikari asked me to show her my Duplication skill.


      The first thing I copied were her mithril daggers—both of them. One was the one I’d made before learning the Smithing skill, and the other was one I’d created after.


      After doing so, I used Appraisal to check their information and saw that there was a countdown displayed for both copies. When the timer hit zero, the item disappeared.


      I noted that the time limits differed by item, as well as the amount of mana channeled into them. However, there seemed to be a hard upper limit on the timer that couldn’t be increased no matter how much mana was used. But I could tell that this maximum would also go up as I raised my skill level.


      “Wow.” Hikari picked up one of the copied mithril daggers and made a noise of astonishment, turning it over to examine it from all angles.


      At first, I’d been working on raising my Duplication proficiency by myself, but after Hikari had seen me at it and started making requests, it had become a part of our daily routine. Mia and the others watched her with warm smiles.


      “All right, let’s get some sleep,” Rurika proposed at last. “Can you handle watch duty?”


      “There are no people or monsters around, so I think I’ll leave it to Shade and X,” I decided.


      I called up the guardian-type golem core, X, then used my Transformation spell to make him roughly my height and change him to look like an adventurer. I also put a Shield spell over the wagon to guard against the first hit of any surprise attack that might come for us.


      Once that was done, I left watch to the two golems and went to sleep, though I made sure to keep Detect Presence running with my Parallel Thinking skill.


      The next day, we had lunch early and were riding leisurely along in the wagon when we ran into a patrol. Rurika and I were on the coachman’s bench at the time.


      Rurika had said they’d quite likely want to interrogate us, and as expected, they ordered us to stop. We did as they said, and they asked us our destination. When I told them I was going to Knov to sell potions, their suspicions eased up immediately and they waved us along.


      “What was that all about?” I asked once we were out of earshot.


      “Maybe they were afraid that if they were rude to you, you’d rat them out at Knov?” Rurika said the fact that we came from the Republic to sell items probably played a major role in it.


      I guess the trade situation in the Empire really is that bad...




      After that, we didn’t encounter any more problems before finally arriving in Astuth, five days after we’d left Doloth. If we’d let the wagon run overnight we could have arrived quicker, but we’d decided to pace ourselves and make sure we got there in the number of days it would take for an ordinary wagon.


      The first thing we saw as we approached Astuth was farmland.


      “What’s wrong, you two?” I asked Rurika and Chris when I noticed their reactions.


      “I’m just surprised. This wasn’t farmland the last time we came here,” Chris said.


      “That’s right. It was all grassland,” Rurika added.


      The last time they’d come, they explained, it had just been a normal town surrounded by a defensive wall. But right now it felt more like the South Gate City in Elesia, with farmland all around the city itself. The main difference between them was that there was no wall, or even a fence, around the farmland here, which would leave them defenseless in the event of a monster attack.


      I looked closer and noticed that the farmland seemed to be a recent expansion, so maybe they just hadn’t had time to build the defenses just yet.


      “I also see what look like small houses along the outside walls. Maybe people live there,” Chris said.


      “Ah, you’re right,” said Rurika.


      As we rode along the road toward the gate, looking at the farmland, we could see a line of simple abodes lining the outer wall. We also noticed the people working the fields: most of them were wearing slave colors, and some of them were beastfolk.


      “Sora, what is it?” Rurika asked, noticing my surprise.


      “I’ve just never seen so many slaves working before.”


      “Yeah, you probably wouldn’t in other countries. I saw some in Eva, but the Empire has too many,” Rurika agreed. She said she hadn’t seen any in Majorica, but there had been quite a lot of slaves in the other dungeon city, Pleques.


      “There’s probably more slaves out there than you’d think, Sora,” Sera said with a rather distant look.


      She’d probably seen a lot of them in her time as a war slave. Even if the slaves’ safety was supposedly guaranteed and their masters were prohibited from directly harming them, their actual working conditions were apparently abysmal.


      Once we arrived at the entrance, we went through the entry procedures. When Sera showed her guild card, the gatekeeper opened his eyes wide. “Sera?” An expression of shock appeared on his face, and when their eyes met, he began looking her up and down intensely.


      A brief flash of disgust appeared on Sera’s face, but she seemed to refrain from saying anything out loud.


      “You can go in,” the gatekeeper finally told us after a long wait.


      We entered without any problems, hitched the wagon up in the stable by the gate, and let Rurika and Chris guide us to an inn.


      This would be the last town we’d get to stay in before we finally ventured into the Black Forest, so we’d decided to stay for two full days to rest up, gather information on the area, and decide which route we’d use to enter the forest. Though we might have been a little too far away to learn anything too useful, I wanted to find out if there were any bandits or monsters we would need to be wary of when we left the main road.


      There were other people staying at the inns here, but we still managed to get a room. The other customers, mostly merchants and their escorts traveling to the capital, looked at Rurika and the others with appraising eyes.


      “It’s really not pleasant,” Rurika complained as we entered our room.


      “Not at all,” Mia agreed.


      They were probably referring to the way the merchants and adventurers in the dining hall had tried to chat them up. It would’ve been fine if it were just normal conversation, but they were annoyingly persistent in hitting on them. They wouldn’t stop bragging about what amazing merchants they were.


      Sera silently sat down on the bed and looked out the window. She seemed to be staring, brow furrowed and eyes narrowed.


      Is she really mad about all that? I wondered, and I spoke up worriedly. “Is something on your mind?” Taking a closer look, I noticed that she seemed to be searching for something.


      “I’ve just got a bad feeling,” she responded.


      “A bad feeling?”


      “Yeah,” she said after a moment. “I can’t forget the way that gatekeeper looked at me. And since then I feel like... I can’t explain it.” Sera went on to say that she could feel eyes watching us, different from the looks we’d gotten while we were in Doloth. She said she was also worried about how surprised the gatekeeper had been to see her.


      “For now, let’s get some sleep,” I proposed. “We can talk about it with everyone tomorrow.” I cast a glance at Hikari, who was already struggling to stay awake.


      Sera couldn’t help but smile at the sight. “Yeah, let’s do that.”
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      I stood up, got into my own bed, and lay down. I called up my automap and used Detect Presence and Detect Mana. It revealed human signals as well as mana signals. From the streetlamps, probably?


      I watched the human signals and how they were moving. Even though it was dark, there still seemed to be people out and about. The moving ones were probably people looking around the city.


      What about this one standing still, though? Position-wise, they were close to the inn...in a place where they could see its door. Are they watching us?


      I couldn’t be sure, but I used my Memory skill to memorize the signal, then activated Parallel Thinking to keep Detect Presence going while I slept.


      ◇Marcus’s Perspective 1


      I’d heard the news from one of my men assigned to the gate.


      Incredible. I never thought I’d meet her in a place like this...


      That incident had been my disgrace, the reason for my exile from the capital to Astuth. The cause of the meager conditions under which I’d had to live for all these years...


      No longer.


      I touched my cheek with my right hand. The scar didn’t hurt as much anymore, but each time I looked at it, I felt my rage boil anew.


      Perhaps I could have cured it with a high-quality potion, but my father had stopped me from doing so. His reasoning was simple—he didn’t want me to forget my failure.


      No... It was a warning to my other brothers. I remembered how they had looked down on me. What else could you call it but humiliation?


      According to the gatekeeper, their party was heading to Defense Town Knov to sell potions.


      So she’s finally been freed and become an adventurer...


      It would be hard to come up with a pretext to arrest her in town. My current superior was as stubborn as they came, and if I did something that attracted any more unwanted attention, he’d surely put in a complaint to the capital.


      If father were to hear about that...


      I shook my head. What should I do, then? To get rid of her without anyone knowing...


      I was currently assigned to one of the patrols. I’d wait for them to leave town and follow them.


      I wasn’t on deck for the next one, but someone would surely be glad to let me take their spot. Everyone considered leaving the city a chore. I preferred to avoid it as well when I could.


      Their party apparently traveled in a private wagon, but our patrol’s powerful horses could easily catch up with them with the right encouragement.


      We could wait until they were a fair distance from town and attack. I’d slaughter that beastgirl’s comrades before her eyes.


      I’d heard that they were quite the band of beauties. Hearing them cry, scream, and beg for mercy would surely be satisfying.


      I’ll teach her just who she defied that day!


      I gave an order to one of my lackeys. “Get the men together,” I said. For the plan to work, I had to find out when they’d be leaving town.


      I’d also need more people. I’d heard that she was a Rank C adventurer now, as were her comrades, which meant the official patrol numbers wouldn’t be enough.


      Thinking of a certain group of people who were currently in need of money, I silently rose to my feet.


      ◇◇◇


      When I woke up the next day, I saw a new signal in the same place the other one had been last night. I memorized the look of this signal with my Memory skill too, then shared the news with everyone before breakfast.


      Before I did, I used the Silence spell to keep our voices from being heard. I couldn’t see any mana signals outside the room, and I wasn’t sure if this world had anything along the lines of listening devices, but I wanted to be cautious.


      The only human signals I saw close by were the inn’s staff, the merchant guests, and their escorts.


      “I can’t believe it...” Rurika said.


      “Yeah. Do you think we should leave right away?” I asked. “Or should we wait a little longer and see what they do?” If we really were being monitored, I reasoned, it might be better to leave town quickly. Even if they came right after us and used trained patrol horses, I doubted they could match Shade’s speed.


      “Let’s wait a little longer,” Rurika decided. “We should probably know for sure if we’re really being monitored. Once we do, we can figure out how to handle it.”


      “Yeah, I agree,” Chris said.


      “Master, I got this,” Hikari proposed, offering to keep an eye on our potential watchers.


      “No, I memorized the signals, so I’ll handle it,” I told her. “Should we go to the guild today, then?”


      Rurika responded, “Let’s save that for tomorrow and spend today holed up in the inn. I think the staff here would understand that we’re tired from our journey.” Then she smiled at me knowingly. “Sorry to deny you a chance to do some walking, Sora.”


      The others laughed at her comment in an equally knowing way. I was pretty sure Rurika was just trying to relieve some of the tension, though.


      We ended up spending the day resting. I kept an eye on the signals I’d memorized on my automap as I worked on increasing my skill proficiencies. Mia and Chris did some sewing, and the others played with Ciel. It was pretty much the same stuff we did to pass time in the wagon.


      Suddenly, Sera cried out. “I just remembered! I’ve seen that gatekeeper guy before.” She explained that she knew him from her time as a war slave in the Black Forest—the gatekeeper was one of her slave master’s lackeys. Then she told us more about the time she’d spent in the Black Forest as a war slave.


      Apparently, it had been a nightmare environment. Slaves there had been treated as subhuman, as pawns to be sacrificed when necessary. Their masters wouldn’t always use healing potions to save injured slaves; sometimes they’d declare it a waste of resources, let them die, then use their bodies as bait to lure out monsters. It was a constant stream of inhuman behavior.


      There were also times when the slave master would leave them alone for days in the Black Forest with nothing but a skinning knife, for no other reason than that he was in a bad mood.


      “Sera, you okay?” I looked at Sera’s hands. She had described it all casually, but her fists had been clenched the whole time, and I could see now that they were bleeding.


      “He’s right. You don’t have to talk about it if it’s hard.” Mia eased Sera’s fists open and cast Heal on her.


      “Thanks, Mia,” Sera said.


      Mia nodded firmly in response.


      “But that means the guy himself might be here.” Rurika frowned and folded her arms.


      “That would explain why we’re being watched,” Sera agreed. “He probably really hates me.”


      I’d been told back at the slavers that Sera had injured her former slave master in self-defense. Normally this could have been a death sentence, but as she was already being kept in violation of the ceasefire agreement with the Republic to release their war slaves, they’d sent her out of the country rather than risk more trouble.


      According to Sera, she’d almost killed her slave master at that time, which was certainly the kind of thing you’d hold a grudge about. Given that he was a noble, I had to assume he had a lot of pride too.


      “Would he attack us while we’re in town?” I asked.


      “I don’t think so,” Rurika mused. “But the question is what his actual position is. Is he part of the Imperial Army, or is he here as part of some unaffiliated group? That’ll affect a lot.”


      “If his lackey is working the gate, he’s probably either Imperial Army or in a government position here,” Sera suggested.


      In that case, I thought, he might try to use his position to have her arrested on false charges. Part of me wanted to look into it further, but we didn’t want them to know we were on to them. Maybe our best option is to lead them into a trap?


      “If they attack us, what would you want to do?” I asked Sera, looking into her eyes. I thought that might make her uncomfortable, but it was her call at the end of the day. Rurika and Hikari would surely propose violence if I asked them. They’d been openly outraged by Sera’s story.


      Of course, our main goal was reaching the town in the Black Forest as we searched for Eris. But it seemed best to decide while we were still in town what we would do if we were attacked.


      “I... I want to avenge my friends, if I can.” Sera looked straight back into my eyes in reply.


      I nodded. “Rurika, Chris, can I ask you guys to gather info at the adventurers’ guild tomorrow?”


      “Sure thing, and we’ll ask for the scoop on what’s going on in town. What will you do, Sora?”


      “I’ll go to the stables and enchant Shade with more mana. While I’m there, I’ll happen to mention our planned departure date.” I’d originally told the stable master we’d be staying for two days, but he’d said that if we wanted to extend our stay, we just had to come in and let him know.


      “I guess we should casually drop that info at the guild too, right?” Rurika said, reading my mind.


      After that, we discussed the best time for us to leave the town and passed that info on to the people at the inn.




      The next morning, Hikari and I went to the stables, while Rurika headed to the adventurers’ guild with Chris, and Sera stayed behind with Mia.


      I was alert to the possibility of someone accosting me while I was walking around, but I also wanted to see how they would react. While I was on my way to the stable, I watched the movements of the familiar signals on the automap and didn’t see anything of note.


      When I got there, I let the stable master know our new departure date and paid him the extra fee.


      Hikari and Ciel had been playing with Shade while I worked that out. As I was about to leave, I also patted him on the head and recharged his mana.


      In that same moment, I telepathically told him, If anyone attacks you, drop your transformation and run away. But if they’re just messing with the wagon, you can ignore them.


      If they tried to sabotage the wagon, I could always see and repair it in advance, but the real problem would be if they attacked Shade himself. Not that he himself would be at any real risk, but it would make bigger trouble if he killed them fighting back.


      “Okay, Hikari, let’s head back.”


      Hikari nodded, patted Shade on the head one more time, and ran back to me.


      We made it back at the inn without incident, but Rurika and Chris weren’t back yet when we arrived. Mia seemed to be holding a sewing class in our room, with Sera struggling with a wulf hide in hand.


      “Oh, Sora, Hikari,” Mia called out when she noticed us.


      At the sound, Sera let out a big sigh and looked back at us. She looked completely exhausted.


      Sera wasn’t great with that sort of detail-oriented work, so the time at the inn must have been hard for her. I knew Mia was probably just trying to help, though. Sera had been at her wit’s end with worry, and focusing on something else would help her forget that she was being watched.


      Not long after, Rurika and Chris came back and shared what they’d learned at the guild. They’d asked in a roundabout way about the imperial soldiers stationed in town, and the former slave master was mentioned as one of them.


      “It sounds like he’s a bit of a problem child, and the people at the guild don’t like him either.” Rurika explained the various things she’d heard—that they’d been stationed in Astuth for quite a while now and had already caused a number of problems. That had been dying down lately, though, possibly since they’d been put on more patrols that took them out of town.


      “Which means they’ll most likely attack us after we leave town,” I said.


      The others nodded in agreement.


      As expected, our watchers kept up their surveillance, but nobody made any big moves. Perhaps the fact that we’d barely left the inn since we’d arrived in town played a role in that.


      Since we’d said we were heading to the Defense City to sell potions, it would look suspicious for us to be lazing around for so long, so I’d told the inn staff that Mia was under the weather. That meant she had to stay in the room, but she didn’t seem to mind and spent the time patching up clothing that had worn out on our long travels, making blankets out of hides, and things like that.


      Ciel spent a lot of time sleeping on her lap, and Rurika and the others would keep her company doing things like equipment maintenance in their spare time. Mia liked this, claiming that it reminded her of her time as the Saint, though it was even better now that she could do it with us.


      At one point I was watching her chatting happily with the others when she said, “Oh, Sora, could you get me a lot of water? I’d like to make holy water while we have time to spare.”


      We left Astuth three days later, just as we’d told the people at the guild, the inn, and the stable.


      Naturally, once we were far enough away from town, I removed the transformation spell I’d cast on myself. I’d gotten used to it after so many dealings with other people, but it was nice to be back to normal.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2


      “Any sign?” Rurika asked me that night.


      “They’re still in town, but I’d say it’s pretty likely they’ll come after us,” I told her while looking at my automap. I could see the signals I’d memorized moving around busily on it. “Where do you think they’ll catch up to us?” I asked her.


      There were two routes by which you could get to Knov from Astuth. One was a direct route, and the other went through the capital. The direct route would send us north before switching to a westerly path along the mountains.


      “They won’t want to attack us near a city, so I’d say around this area,” Rurika said, estimating the location on the diagram I’d drawn based on my automap.


      Chris, watching, nodded in agreement.


      At the pace we’re going, that should happen about three days from now, I thought. The fact that they tried to sabotage us means they might think they’ll catch up earlier, though.


      “In that case, maybe we should leave the road just before that point and cross the wasteland heading for the forest?”


      I was proposing a third route, one that would let us enter the Black Forest without going through Knov at all. It was too far away to see from here, but if we went straight through the wasteland that stretched out to our right, we’d eventually reach the forest.


      “True,” Rurika agreed. “I wouldn’t want to risk being seen from the main road while we’re fighting, and I’d rather finish things in the Black Forest as planned...assuming they pursue us that far, at least. What do you think, Sera?”


      “He’s a persistent bastard. I think he’d come after us even if it’s a completely crazy thing to do.”


      We decided that if they came after us and seemed likely to follow us into the Black Forest, we’d settle things there. Pursuing us that far would suggest a fanatical obsession with Sera that we’d need to deal with eventually no matter what.


      The others had also been enraged by the way Sera had described her former slave master’s actions—even the usually affable Chris had been shaking with anger. Ciel must have been angry, too, because her eyes narrowed to slits and she began swinging her ears around as if she were beating the man up.


      After the meal and discussions were over, I did some maintenance on the wagon. They hadn’t attacked Shade, but they had tried to sabotage the wagon itself—another reason I was predicting that they’d come after us.


      They’d made a subtle cut on one of the wheels, and if nothing were done the fissure would eventually spread until it collapsed completely a fair distance from the city. That was probably why they had rigged it to break down over time rather than immediately.


      I had learned about this when I noticed one of the signals I’d memorized head to the stables on my automap. I’d used Attunement with Shade to watch them do it.


      Back in the present, I removed the sabotaged wheel, then created a new wheel and stuck it on instead. There, that should do it. Then I took my shift on watch and lay down to rest.


      Before I went to sleep, I called up my stat screen.




      Name: Fujimiya Sora / Job: Sorcerer / Race: Otherworlder / Level: None




      HP: 690/690 / MP: 690/690 (+200) / SP: 690/690


      Strength: 680 (+0) / Stamina: 680 (+0) / Speed: 680 (+0)


      Magic: 680 (+200) / Dexterity: 680 (+0) / Luck: 680 (+0)




      Skill: Walking Lv. 68


      Effect: Never get tired from walking (earn 1 XP for every step + α Bonus)


      XP Counter: 762,117/2,050,000


      Steps since last check [497,380] + Exp bonus [415,499]


      Skill Points: 1




      Improved Skills


      [Transformation Lv. 6]


      (Advanced Skills)


      [Analysis Lv. 8] [Duplication Lv. 4]




      It had been over twenty days since we’d left Lukos, but all the wagon travel and subterfuge had meant I hadn’t been able to do a lot of walking while in the Empire, so I hadn’t gotten many steps at all. But even despite that, my Walking skill level had managed to go from 67 to 68.


      Partly in anticipation of the imperial soldier attack, I wanted to change my job to Scout for the Black Forest. Doing this would make me lose my MP bonus, so I wouldn’t be able to use my skills as often or raise my levels as fast, but that couldn’t be helped. Safety first.


      I promptly switched my job from Sorcerer to Scout.




      The next day, while I was increasing my proficiencies in the wagon, I noticed movement on my automap.


      “They’re on the move,” I told Rurika and Sera, who were sitting on the coachman’s bench.


      “Later than I thought,” Rurika said, surprised.


      We’d assumed they’d set out first thing in the morning, but it was already past noon. Maybe they thought they’d have plenty of time because of our broken wheel...but they seemed to be moving a bit too fast for that.


      “Sera, could you speed us up a bit?” I asked.


      “Got it. Is this about right?”


      “Yeah, that should be fine,” I responded, estimating that they wouldn’t be able to overtake us like this.


      If they failed to catch us in the place they’d planned, they’d probably overwork their horses to catch up. The idea was to make them panic and lose their cool.


      As a result, we spent the whole day running our wagon while they were running their horses, and they failed to gain on us at all.


      I spent that night keeping watch on the coachman’s bench. The temperature went down fast once the sun was down, but I didn’t feel the cold thanks to Chris’s spirit magic. She was apparently using a fire spirit spell to generate heat and a wind spirit spell to keep the heat from dissipating. I could use Detect Mana and sense a dome of mana over us.


      Chris had said it felt less like casting spells and more like asking the spirits for help. She said this was another thing she’d been able to do as a result of the Spirit Tree’s Blessing and the aid of the advanced water spirit Lumice, who lived in the cave in the Lost Woods we’d visited in the Republic.


      “What are they up to?” asked Chris, my partner on watch duty tonight.


      “They’re resting. I think they have a couple of people standing watch.” I could see signals moving on the automap now and then, and I assumed that was probably what it was.


      “There are thirty-three of them, right?”


      “Yeah, that’s the number of signals I see.”


      “The patrols are usually groups of ten. There may be exceptions, but it still feels like too many. They’re definitely going to attack us...attack Sera.” She was visibly angry, which wasn’t a side of her I saw often.


      “You really want to take them down, huh?” I asked.


      Chris nodded firmly. “Everyone taken in the war should’ve been released after the ceasefire. Not only did they break that agreement, they treated them all so horribly...”


      That said, the Empire was now facing some poetic justice in the form of the Demon King hunt quest. Nearly everyone who took the guild’s quest had wanted to do so in the Kingdom, and they’d been forced to increase the reward they were offering.


      “But Sora, is something wrong?” Chris asked suddenly.


      I tilted my head, not sure what she was referring to.


      “I’ve seen you looking at Mia a lot lately, so...you know...” Chris said that she’d noticed it ever since we left the ruins in the Republic.


      I felt my heart leap into my throat. She was probably right. I tried to respond, but nothing came out. Maybe I could’ve told Rurika, but this wasn’t something I could confide in Chris about.


      I couldn’t help but think of what I’d learned from Yutaka’s book that we’d found in the ruins—about what happened to the people who learned the truth behind this world, especially long-lived races like elves. What might I be condemning Chris to if I tell her?


      “Sorry. I can’t explain,” I said simply instead.


      Chris looked sad for a moment, but she didn’t press the issue.


      The atmosphere around us was suddenly heavy and awkward. I needed something to change the subject.


      That’s right! There was something I wanted to ask her. “H-Hey, Chris, do you mind if I ask you a question about magic?”


      “About magic?”


      “Yeah, I want to learn more about dark spells.”


      Since I learned about the goddess, I’d done a lot of thinking. We tended to associate divine beings with the “holy” attribute, and since the goddess would advent inside holy magic users, that seemed like a correct association. The things she’s doing seem as far as you could get from pure and innocent, though... I thought ruefully.


      I didn’t want to fight the goddess, but I wanted plans in place in case I ever had to. That was what had gotten me thinking about dark magic.


      I couldn’t actually learn it right now—at least, it hadn’t shown up on my potential skill list—but an investigation with Analysis had told me that it might become possible later. A closer look had brought up a bubble that read “Requirements not met.” When the time came, it would also cost three skill points to learn.


      While I was reflecting on that, Chris began her magic lecture. “I don’t know much about dark magic, and I don’t think Granny did either.” She explained that since not many people used it, it still had a lot of mysterious aspects. “Granny said that even people who do have dark magic tend to hide it.”


      Apparently dark spells tended to be things that affected the mind or controlled people. Because of that, its users were shunned, and at one time they were even kept under strict surveillance.


      “There are also theories that slave collars were created as a result of research into dark magic,” Chris added.


      Then I asked Chris if there were dark magic attack spells, and she said there were quite a few.


      Chris’s passion for talking about magic was so powerful that the atmosphere soon returned to normal. I felt a little bit guilty, but also relieved.


      From there, we continued discussing magic as our time standing watch passed by.




      Five days had passed since we’d left Astuth.


      To our left were the mountains—though they looked less like mountains and more like sheer, towering cliffs. Any rocks falling from there would do serious damage. I looked at it with my Mountaineering skill to see if it was possible to climb them, and it seemed it could be done with the right tools.


      “How’s it looking, Sora?” Rurika asked.


      “It looks like they kept their horses running late into the night last night,” I said.


      Maybe their inability to close on us had made them panic, because they’d done that both last night and the one before. But we’d seen that and done the same with our wagon, maintaining the distance between us.


      “But they might start gaining ground moving forward,” I added. I’d investigated the wasteland to our right and learned that it was bumpy terrain, so we wouldn’t be able to move the wagon very quickly, though it was at least possible thanks to the Absorb skill. If they decided to pursue us into the wasteland, depending on how fast they were able to go, we might have to keep the wagon running overnight.


      “I’d actually rather have them within visual range. We wouldn’t want them getting discouraged and turning back,” Rurika said with a grin. She was angry.


      The sight of it set Ciel trembling in fear, which immediately had Rurika flustered.


      The next day, just after noon, we changed our course. As we switched from the road to the wasteland, the wagon immediately began rocking side to side. The impacts were mostly being absorbed, but it still gave us motion sickness, like a boat rocking on the waves.


      I ordered Shade to slow down enough to stop the rocking.


      “Master, too slow.”


      “Yeah,” I admitted. “We’re traveling less than half as fast as when we were running along the main road, and they’ll catch up to us soon enough.” I’d have to find out how well their horses could run on bad terrain, or if they’d even leave the road to follow us. “We’ll need Shade to do a lot of work tomorrow.”


      “Yeah. Shade’s got it,” Hikari agreed.


      Her encouragement almost made Shade increase his running speed, but I made sure to hold him back. I didn’t want to get complaints about the bumpy ride again.


      I checked the automap that night and saw that they had indeed gained on us. Judging by their speed so far, they were set to reach the place where we’d left the main road before noon the next day. If they had a magic item that let them see from a distance, they might realize even sooner that we’d entered the wasteland.


      “Still...” What surprised me the most was the apparent endurance of their horses.


      I thought back on the patrol we’d encountered on our initial way to Astuth. They were certainly bigger than standard horses, with determined expressions and lots of vigor. Even though they must’ve been pushed hard for a long time now, I didn’t see any sign on the automap of them slowing.


      “Should we set a trap for them, maybe?” I thought as I closed my eyes.


      ◇Marcus’s Perspective 2


      “Can we see them yet?!” I shouted.


      The man with the magic telescope quickly confirmed, for the third time today, that we couldn’t.


      We’d been out of town for three days now and should have caught up to them by this point. It was all because of my incompetent superior, who’d intentionally undermined me by sending me out on completely unrelated tasks the morning I’d planned to set out.


      Even then, I assumed it would be no great loss since my men had reported successfully sabotaging their wheel, but after all this time we still hadn’t caught them. Perhaps they’d been lucky, or perhaps the sabotage hadn’t been executed properly... I’d have to find out once we finally caught them. I needed to make sure my men knew what would happen to them if it were the latter.


      Before...when I’d first come to Astuth, my lackeys hadn’t been like this. Day by day, their behavior had changed. They might have thought they were hiding it, but they couldn’t fool me. I’d heard that they complained about me behind closed doors as well. I had someone to report all that to me on the sly.


      The problem was that I wasn’t the one they were serving. It was because I was the first heir to that house. But they also knew that even if they got away from me, they’d have nowhere to go.


      I would use that beastfolk as a scapegoat for their rage.


      I’d also heard the merchant she was guarding had potions to sell at Knov. It was a long trip to come here from the Republic, so I suspected they would only come this far if they sensed a rare opportunity. Stealing the sale could be well worth my while—or maybe I could keep the potions for myself to gain favor with my superior. They never had enough supplies, after all.


      When I mentioned this possibility during one of our rest periods, I could see the look on my subordinates’ faces change. The fact that they hadn’t thought of that before now was honestly disappointing, but I didn’t show it. At least their stupidity made them easy to manipulate.


      Starting then, we spent more hours of the day in pursuit. We used special potions to cure the horses when they started getting tired. They came with side effects, but we ignored that for now and prioritized the chase. They just needed to last until we got back to town, after all.


      The tactics must have paid off, because we soon began gaining on them.


      “They’re riding over the badlands?” At first I thought it wasn’t possible, but after taking the magic telescope myself to confirm, I really did see a wagon moving across the badlands.


      For a minute I thought it was a different wagon, but the beastfolk was definitely on it. I wondered what they were after but quickly realized that it could be to our benefit.


      They’d said they were heading to Knov, yet they left the road to enter the wasteland? That plainly suspicious behavior alone was all the pretext we needed to apprehend them.


      “Right. Let’s go!” I shouted, and we spurred our horses on once more.


      The time had come. I let out a long breath, trying to keep the anger rising inside me at bay.


      ◇◇◇


      “Master. The enemy?”


      I was sitting in the back of the wagon with Hikari when something came into view in the distance. I’d known it from my automap already, but Hikari had picked up on it the minute they were visible. It was a truly incredible feat, since they were still the size of ants.


      They had indeed entered the wasteland to pursue us.


      The information Rurika and Chris had gathered, as well as what I’d heard in town, suggested that imperial soldiers had a strict hierarchy and were diligent about the rules. The fact that they’d take such a brazen action spoke to the anger and persistence of our pursuer—Sera’s former slave master.


      “Yeah, that’s them,” I told Hikari.


      “Right.” She nodded back, causing Ciel to slide off of her head. Ciel bounced off Hikari’s lap as she fell, but Hikari caught her just before she tumbled out of the wagon.


      Ciel looked disoriented about the whole thing, which suggested she’d probably been asleep.


      We were on a course heading northeast from the main road into the badlands. The idea was to enter the Black Forest as far away from the Defense City as possible.


      “What if they don’t follow us into the Black Forest?” I asked Sera.


      I didn’t know the levels of all the people pursuing us, but there didn’t seem to be anyone particularly powerful among them. Of the dozen or so I could confirm, at least, not one of them could hold a candle to Sera. I had my doubts that such weak people would be willing to enter the monster-ravaged Black Forest to begin with, but...


      “That probably won’t come up. I think they’ll follow us,” Sera said firmly.


      The next day, the huge forest finally came into view before us. It had a different atmosphere than the Lost Woods.


      “So that’s the Black Forest?” Mia asked breathlessly.


      The sun was out and there were no clouds in the sky, but it was already dark amid the trees. It was an eerie thing to look at—almost as if it were night in there while it was day out here.


      I could also feel powerful mana coming from the forest, though I couldn’t be sure if it would be present throughout the woods as a whole. I checked my automap and, like the Lost Woods, the whole area was blacked out.


      That night, I used alchemy to make another wagon. I made it look similar to ours and didn’t forget the broken wheel. I returned Shade to his golem core form as well.


      Tomorrow we’d be heading for the Black Forest on foot. We’d discussed what to do with the wagon when we entered, and we decided to make it look like it had broken down and we’d abandoned it. It felt like a waste to throw away the luxury wagon I’d created, and I didn’t want them taking it either, so I’d made a new, disposable one instead.


      One reason I’d done it was to make them think that we’d had our mode of transportation cut off and it was possible for them to catch us. I doubted they’d turn back after chasing us this far anyway, but I wanted to be sure.


      “Ah, feels good to be walking again,” I found myself saying. Mia and the others giggled at this, but I shot back at Mia, “You look pretty pleased too.”


      “W-Well, the wagon does make things easier, but it still means we’re sitting down all day...” Normally during a trip, we’d have things like mock battles during the rest periods to get some exercise, but for this trip we’d had to refrain.


      The sense of liberation had us chatting enthusiastically, but we also kept our guard up. Of course, the badlands were quite sparse, so an ambush was unlikely. Also, the only signals I could pick up were the pursuers behind us, who wouldn’t reach us until after we entered the Black Forest.


      “Should we go inside and see what it’s like?” I proposed as we arrived at the Black Forest just around sundown. I couldn’t sense any monsters just inside, so we could probably camp in there.


      But at soon as we stepped inside the forest, the temperature dropped. Our breath came out white.


      “There’s no way you could get through here on horseback,” I commented.


      Near the entrance, the trees were packed close together, and it would be hard to navigate with a horse. There might be spaces you could pass through if you looked for them, but there were a lot of roots jutting up from the surface too. Even on foot, it would be easy to trip if you weren’t careful.


      “There are places in the forest where the trees are tightly packed together like this,” Sera told us, putting a hand on a tree in front of her. “It makes it hard to move, but it also keeps out the big monsters, so they’re used as safe zones.”


      With a distant look in her eyes, Sera explained that in practice, the Black Forest presented in a variety of ways. There were places like this where the trees were very dense, as well as more open places. There were places that were hot and places that were cold. The forest was like a dungeon, where crossing certain thresholds resulted in huge changes in the environment.


      “Do monsters move between the thresholds?” I asked.


      “I think they do. And no matter how many you hunt, their numbers never decrease.”


      “Are there a lot of different types?”


      “We saw lots of wulfs and orcs. And we never ran into them ourselves, but I heard stories about people meeting trolls and undead too.” Sera said that she could go on forever naming all the kinds of monsters here.


      Hikari looked slightly ill at the thought, but her eyes were shining.


      “Hikari, why do you look so happy?” Rurika asked her.


      Hikari answered, “Maybe we’ll fight new monsters!” She explained that new monsters meant new kinds of meat.


      When Ciel heard that, her eyes began to shine too, and she started looking all around her.


      C’mon, Ciel, there’s no monsters around us now... I thought with a sigh.


      Mia smiled and said, “Well, that’s Hikari for you.”


      Nobody argued with her. We were all thinking the same thing.


      “So, where should we camp out?” Rurika asked.


      “Why don’t we leave tracks at the entrance and make camp in the forest? There don’t seem to be any monsters in this area.” I wanted to leave tracks behind to make it clear where we’d entered. Once that was done, then we could look for a good place to set up an ambush.


      I called up X and Shade to see if they worked here and was relieved to see that they did, unlike in the Lost Woods. I decided to keep them out as we walked through the forest.


      It was basically already like night all around us. The branches blocked out the sky above so that no light could get through. Everyone started using the Night Vision magic items they’d deployed in the Majorica dungeon.


      “How about here?” Chris asked.


      We’d walked for about thirty minutes when we finally reached an open clearing. It was on the small side, just a little larger than a wagon, so we cut down a few trees around it to make it bigger.


      Though we hadn’t walked for very long, everyone was already getting tired—probably the influence of the Black Forest itself. Even with no monsters nearby, it still felt stifling.


      I cut down trees with Sera, then built a house with earth spells. I decided to make a kitchen, a dining room-slash-bedroom, and a bathing area. A hot bath seemed like the best way to get rid of our exhaustion. Other adventurers would have been bowled over by the idea of such luxuries in the Black Forest, but there was no telling when we might get a real rest in the future, and it was important to take breaks while we could.


      I asked Shade and X to keep watch, then surrounded the house with a Shield. I would let Chris and Mia handle restocking the golems’ mana, since I’d lost my MP bonus after job-changing to Scout, and building the house had consumed quite a lot of MP.




      “Is that the pass the Dragon King mentioned?” Chris asked me.


      After eating, we’d taken turns in the bath, and then I’d pulled a wooden box out of my Item Box. I’d opened it to find a pendant inside, like a small tube at the end of a chain. Alzahark had said that channeling mana into it would lead us to a certain town in the forest.


      I channeled mana into the tube as a test, which made it take on a faint glow. After a moment, the glow projected in one direction in a straight line. The line was pointing north...right into the wall of the house. I looked in that direction, and...


      “Master, what is it?” Hikari asked.


      At first I didn’t understand what she was asking, but then I understood. “You can’t see the light coming out from the pendant?” I asked.


      Everyone, including Chris, nodded.


      Apparently, only the person channeling mana into the pendant could see the light. And though it only consumed a small amount of mana, you had to channel into it continuously.


      Having figured out how it worked, I returned it to my Item Box for now.


      “So did you decide what to do about the people chasing us?” I asked.


      I’d decided to leave their fate to Sera. Her story had filled me with anger, but she was also his main victim, so I felt like it should be up to her. And since we were fighting humans, I was personally hesitant about doing anything myself.


      “Hmm, well...” Rurika cast a glance at Sera.


      “I was thinking I’d give them a taste of what they did to my comrades. And...I’ll finish it myself.”


      Sera didn’t want to directly kill her former slave master and his lackeys. But in a way, what she actually had in mind felt even harsher than simply killing them.


      The next morning, I turned our magic house back into soil. We left remnants of our campfire so they’d know we’d camped here, then set out, being sure to leave tracks behind. I took the lead as we walked through the forest, searching for a good place to set our traps. We also made sure to travel in a direction other than the one the light from the pass had pointed us in yesterday.


      After an hour’s walking, we came upon a small clearing. The trees here were more widely spaced than those at the entrance, so multiple people could pass through at once. This was true only on the side we’d come from, though—the trees lining the other three sides were so dense that even our more slender members like Rurika could just barely slip through. For larger men, it would be an effective corral.


      “How about we lure them in here?” I asked.


      “Good idea. I can sense monsters nearby too,” Rurika said. “What do you think, Sera?”


      “This’ll work,” Sera agreed.


      Now that we had our location, we started setting up our traps.


      The girls had asked for traps that would render our opponents powerless, but not dead. I set them up using materials we’d picked up in the dungeon and in our travels, as well as those harvested from monsters. I made snares out of vines and mines that spewed poison from poison mushrooms. It reminded me of my time running away from the shadow wulf in the dungeon in Majorica.


      “It feels weird to say this since we’re the ones who asked you for them, but...you really seem to like making those traps,” Rurika said as she watched me.


      I had to agree. The grim nature of what I was creating aside, I really enjoyed making things.


      “We’re ready here too.” Chris had used her magic to turn part of the clearing into a swamp, which Mia and the others covered up in dead leaves they’d collected.


      “What are they up to now, Sora?” Rurika asked.


      “They’ve entered the forest,” I told her. “I thought they might leave some people on watch outside, but they’re all coming in together.” The only signals that remained outside the forest were horses; all the humans had come inside.


      “Convenient for us,” she replied.


      “Yeah, and they’re passing right through the area we went through yesterday. They might have someone with a skill for that...” I could see them stop every so often, but they always ended up choosing the right path to follow us. I made a mental note to check my skill list some time so I could see what kind of tracking skills there were.


      “So they’ll be here soon,” Rurika said. “But if they’re too cautious, they might not fall for the traps.”


      “Right,” Sera said. “I’ll play the decoy and lure them here.”


      “Master, I’m going too!” Hikari declared.


      I was a little hesitant, but I eventually relented. “Okay. Good luck,” I said. I had been worried about Sera going alone, and Hikari’s ability to jump through the treetops made her best suited to travel through the forest.


      “Sure, I got it! Big Sis Sera, let’s go!” Hikari ran off, dragging Sera behind her.


      For some reason, Ciel followed them as well. She looked back at me briefly and swung her ears hard with a serious expression as if to say, Don’t worry! I’ll watch over them!


      The first thing I did as we watched them go was to call out X and Shade. Then I used Transformation on X to make him look like Sera and positioned him at the back of the clearing. I also set Shade on standby in a tree with a thick trunk. I thought he could use his long-range shadow attacks to support us if things got out of control.


      Once that was done and everything was in place, we hid behind the trees and waited for Sera and Hikari to lure our targets back to us. I made sure to call up my automap and keep Mia and Chris updated on the situation so that they wouldn’t worry. Rurika, with her search skills, could keep up well enough on her own.


      We waited about two hours. Then, at last, there was movement.


      “Here they are,” Rurika said.


      Indeed, I could see Sera and Hikari running through the forest with Hikari in the lead. They were gradually slowing down as they neared us, probably to allow their pursuers to keep up. If it had just been the two of them, it wouldn’t have taken more than ten minutes, but they ended up arriving after thirty.


      When they entered the clearing, Hikari leaped straight into a tree, while Sera ran toward us. The moment Sera was back with us, I used my Conceal skill to mask her presence.


      Entering the clearing soon after were ten men in patrol uniforms and twenty-three dressed as adventurers. As soon as they saw the disguised X, they let out a cry and charged him.


      They seem pretty upset. Did something happen out there? It looked like their eyes were bugging out in fury, enough that they probably wouldn’t have noticed us even without Conceal.


      I looked over at Sera and saw her smiling uncomfortably.


      Ah, Hikari must have done something, I deduced. It was clear enough from Ciel’s smug attitude as she watched them. I looked closer and noticed that some of the men had soiled clothing.


      In something like a berserker rage, Sera’s first pursuer plunged into Chris’s swamp face-first, producing a splash followed by a moan. Those behind them tried to stop, but they were moving too fast—some tried using the fallen before them as stepping stones to cross the bog, but they just ended up triggering the fine threads that set off the next set of traps.


      Logs came swinging into them, vines strung them up in midair, poison powder exploded and left them writhing in pain. As Rurika had requested, some of the traps only made loud noises to scare them. Any who tried to run away were thrown back into the bog—specifically, by Shade’s shadow lashings.


      For the first thirty minutes or so, the clearing echoed with curses and shouts from the men, but they soon seemed to get tired of that and focused on extracting themselves from the bog instead.


      But as Sera walked up to them, they stopped, and their eyes turned to her. Her posture was confident and fearless. Once she was close enough, she stopped and swung her axe. “Let’s finish this.”


      With that, one single imperial soldier managed to get to his feet and raise his sword.


      ◇Marcus’s Perspective 3


      “They abandoned their wagon?” I echoed in disbelief.


      That was what the man with the telescope had told me, adding that they were proceeding on foot.


      Our persistence was worth it, then, I thought triumphantly. I snatched the telescope away from its user and had a look for myself, confirming his claim.


      We’d been riding all day and had indeed managed to close the distance, but there was still something I was less than happy about. As we’d ridden through the badlands, I’d gotten a vague feeling that had only grown stronger and stronger.


      They were heading for the Black Forest.


      I thought back on my own time there. My father had ordered me there to build a frontline base for the upcoming Demon Lord hunt, and I’d used slaves to speed up our progress. It had been very satisfying indeed. The moronic beastfolk would buy whatever line I fed them, and it was wonderful to watch them die. There was just one thing that had brought the whole enterprise down.


      Yes. It was all her fault.


      Black Forest? It’s nothing! I told myself dismissively, feeling my scar itch and burn. I have to get her...get her...get her!


      “We’re really going in there?” Several of my men looked nervous when they realized where she had gone.


      Fortunately, I knew just what to say to the complainers. “I’ll report that you went AWOL in the face of suspicious activity.” That would give them no choice but to obey. “Besides, you can do whatever you want to her party. Won’t you enjoy that?”


      Hearing that brought lecherous smiles to their faces.


      We’d heard that she’d been traveling with a lot of pretty girls, and since we’d be in the Black Forest, there would be no one to come to their aid. Once it was over, we could either kill them or take them as slaves as punishment for their suspicious activity.


      That beastfolk, of course, I will simply kill.




      The day after they entered the Black Forest, we arrived on its outskirts. Unfortunately, we’d have to go on foot from there.


      I left my horse for someone else to tie up, then addressed the adventurer with the tracking skill. “What do you think?” I asked. He wasn’t one of my lackeys, so I’d had to pay him to join the chase.


      “Yeah, I can handle it,” he said. “So are we going right after them?”


      His choice of words felt disrespectful, but I decided to overlook it. I needed him to get the job done, after all. Actually, that’s probably why he feels so comfortable mouthing off to me, I thought viciously. The man knew his own worth.


      Once the horses were tied up, we headed into the forest.


      As usual, it was a depressing and unsettling place. Still, my previous experience there had prepared me for it. But it was clearly intimidating for the first-timers, which made it hard for us to move along at any speed.


      “Was it always this dark, though?” one of my men asked.


      He was right—it was like night in the forest. I recalled some amount of sun breaking through the canopy the last time I’d been here. Maybe because we’re in a different spot now? Still, we’d managed to obtain magic items that would let us see even in pitch blackness, so as dark as it was, we still managed to make progress.


      “Hey, look at that.”


      We found the remains of a campfire and kept moving, but my sense of time was completely scrambled at this point. I felt like I was getting hungry, but couldn’t tell how long it had been since we had last eaten.


      Just as I was thinking that, a figure came into view.


      The animal ears and tail—that’s her!


      A surprised expression appeared on her face when she saw us, and she immediately whipped around and started running.


      “After her!” I cried, and we all took off.


      As we followed her, something came flying at us. I just managed to dodge it, but I heard the others around me shouting, “It stinks!” and “It hurts!” Did I hear a click of the tongue as well?


      “Get her, dammit!” came an infuriated cry, and the men ran after her as fast as they could. I hurried to keep up, praying that this could be the end of it.


      She had ended up running into what looked like a dead end. There she stood, looking helpless.


      The fool. She ran into her own doom! This unexpected turn of good luck had left me even more excited, and the others clearly felt the same way...


      But we had all been mistaken.


      The men running in the lead fell forward, and those behind them were hit with log traps and sent flying. Vines tangled around others and held them in place, while some strange black force twined around me and kept me from moving.


      I looked at her as I struggled, and then her form suddenly changed. It wasn’t her. It was some strange black creature. The moment I saw that, I knew—


      This was all a trap.


      As I slumped over helplessly, the real her appeared. The glint in her eyes was like ice.


      There was no question about it. She came here to kill me...to kill us.


      If I didn’t fight back, she’d kill me.


      Despite the weight on my body, I tore myself into a standing position and drew my weapon.


      ◇Sera’s Perspective


      Marcus stood in front of me, alone. Shade had gone easy on him compared to the others, probably because Sora had told him to.


      “Y-You... I bet you think you can get away with this, don’t you?!” he stammered. “Th-The Empire will have your head for this!”


      I ignored his words and swung my axe down at him. He tried to block it with his sword, but the moment it made contact, the sword went flying into the distance.
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      He can’t even hold a sword properly, huh?


      I looked at Marcus again, getting his measure. He’d been looking down at his hands with a dumbstruck expression, but when he realized I hadn’t moved, he looked up at me. His face was twisted in horror.


      He opened his mouth to say something, but before he could, I hit him with the flat of my axe and sent him collapsing onto the ground.


      “P-Please spare us. Marcus ordered us to take the job. We didn’t have a choice!” begged one of the patrolmen, his lackeys.


      “H-He just hired us for money!” one of the adventurers insisted.


      I had no intention of forgiving them, though. They may have been hired hands, but they must have known what they’d been hired to do.


      I took in a deep breath.


      My old friends...they’d all been kind people. Maybe they’d hate me for what I was about to do. Maybe they’d say I shouldn’t do it for them.


      But...that kindness was why I couldn’t let what these men had done to them slide. These men deserved to experience an ounce of the terror they’d put others through.


      I put away my axe and pulled a dagger from my belt. It was one I’d borrowed from Hikari.


      “Y-You won’t get away with this, beastfolk!” the patrolman suddenly shouted.


      “Y-Yeah, once we get out of this, we’ll be back to kill you!”


      It was funny how they did a total about-face the minute they knew I wasn’t going to show mercy, but it was stupid of them to think I would spare them in the first place.


      “You’re not getting out of here alive,” I told them. “But you might survive for a while, if you get very lucky.”


      I went around and cut each of them with the dagger. One of the early ones tried to fight back, but I punched him in the face and knocked him out. He seemed to have trouble breathing with all the blood coming out, but I wasn’t about to help him.


      Marcus glared at me at first, but his expression went pale as he started to realize what was happening.


      “This dagger triggers a paralysis effect on the people it cuts. It lasts about three days,” I told him, repeating what Hikari had told me. “I won’t kill you myself, but the monsters might not be so nice.”


      The paralysis must have kicked in, because they’d even stopped arguing; they were just moaning instead.


      Three days like this, in the Black Forest, unable to move—that was real terror.


      It was the same terror he’d put us through time and time again. We’d huddle together, waiting for the night to pass, only to feel that relief when you finally saw the sun again...


      We’d been through that day after day as I lost one friend, then another.


      I’d buried so many of them. I still remembered how, no matter how painful it had been, they always passed with an expression of ease in their final moments. In a place like that, the only peace we knew was death. In that moment, I knew what they were all thinking—At last, I’m free.


      I looked over at Marcus and saw him struggling to plead with me. The others were doing the same thing. Some of their expressions were really pathetic.


      But I didn’t mind if they could move their faces, as long as they were trapped in place. I’d kept the paralysis just restrained enough that they could still breathe, so maybe not all of their bodily functions were paralyzed.


      I took their weapons and armor and threw a few knives in the ground nearby. The ones who could see what I was doing watched me with the last of the hope draining out of their eyes, probably remembering what they’d done to us.


      “Is that enough?” Rurika asked me as I came back to them.


      “Yeah, it is. They’re as good as dead now,” I told her.


      We weren’t very deep in here, but monsters would still appear all the time. That was just the kind of place the Black Forest was. The smell of raw blood would draw them even faster, and they would finish them off for sure.


      But in the meantime, they could experience a taste of what they’d put all of us through.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude 2


      We’d left the royal capital of Elesia on the Demon King hunt and arrived in the Fortress City.


      It was full of knights and adventurers, easily over ten thousand of them, all hard at work. There were so many of them that they couldn’t all fit inside the town, so they’d built a temporary camp outside.


      “Are you tired, senpai? Are you okay?” I asked Kaede, the paladin.


      She nodded. I assumed she’d probably look all right if I could see her face, but I couldn’t right now. She was wearing a mask.


      It wasn’t just her either. Shun the Fencer King and Shizune the Sorcerer King were wearing masks too. So was I.


      I reached up and felt the mask on my eyes, thinking back to how they’d given it to me when I’d gotten off the wagon in the Fortress City. The other three had come in separate wagons, and when I met up with them again, they’d been in masks too.


      “Why masks?” I asked a knight.


      “To hide your identities, Swordmaster,” the knight answered. “Since the demons attacked you, it’s best to assume they know what you look like. We don’t want them singling you out. They’re also special magic items that will enhance your physical abilities.”


      When I’d put it on, I’d definitely felt my body grow lighter.


      I wish they’d given these to us earlier, then, I’d thought at the time. The sudden increase in my physical abilities made all my movements feel a little bit off. It wouldn’t make problems in day-to-day life, but it could get us killed in a battle.


      “I’m very sorry,” the knight had apologized when I’d voiced that idle complaint. “We only just managed to get them finished in time.”


      I let out a sigh, then snapped out of that train of thought and looked around at my companions.


      We, the four otherworld summonees, were here with the captains of the First and Fourth Orders of Knights, the head sorcerer of the Mage Corps, and eight men in black who were wearing masks just like ours.


      The captain of the Second Order would usually be around too, but he’d apparently been taken off this mission because he’d lost so many of his people in the demon attack.


      It seemed they’d brought us together to explain the plan moving forward.


      “Lady Sorcerer King, as you were told earlier, you’ll go with the Fourth Order and the adventurers along this route,” the First Order’s captain explained as he unfurled a marked map and traced a route across it.


      The Sorcerer King, Shizune, would be taking the direct route from the Fortress City to the place where they thought the Demon King’s castle might be. I knew she was powerful, but I was still worried.


      “Leave it to us,” the captain reassured me. “The Fourth Order will protect the Sorcerer King with our lives! We’ll be accompanied by high-ranked adventurers as well, so don’t worry.”


      “Really, it’ll be fine,” Shizune chimed in. “It’ll be easier for the rest of you to act if I’m attracting attention.”


      “She’s right,” Kaede agreed. “You remember what we’re here for, don’t you?”


      Something about it felt off. Kaede wouldn’t have said something like that in the old days. She’d have been against anything that felt even a little bit dangerous, and she certainly wouldn’t have approved of the summonees being separated.


      I felt like their tones were a little different too. Or maybe they’re just nervous about the Demon King hunt?


      Everything had changed that day—the day of the demon attack.


      Kotori the Shaman had been kidnapped, and Miharu the Saint had been injured and was still being treated. By the time we’d made it back to the capital, Kaede had been voicing her regrets every time we met. Soon enough, those words had come to be tinged with anger.


      “Don’t you?” Kaede prompted me again.


      “Of course he remembers! We’re here to kill the Demon King!” Shun interrupted angrily, pounding the table so hard it broke in half.


      “Lord Fencer King, please calm down. And Lord Swordmaster, this is the best way to keep everyone alive. We ask that you please help us.” The knight captain bowed to us, as did my three companions.


      While I just sat there dumbstruck, they continued explaining the plan. While Kaede went with the adventurers, the rest of us would go with the men in black along a different route to the Demon King’s castle.


      “Remember, our job is to get Lord Fencer King, Lord Swordmaster, and Lady Paladin to the Demon King’s castle in the best possible condition.” With those words, the knight captain dismissed us.


      Then, the next day, we entered the Black Forest.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3


      “Okay, let’s get going,” Sera said, looking radiant. That whole thing must have been weighing on her, and she seemed refreshed now that she’d cast off the burden.


      Rurika and Chris both smiled at the sight.


      Marcus and his men must have been attacked by monsters that very same day, as I’d seen their signals blip out on my automap before we went to sleep. Shade and X stood watch, but the monsters never came in our direction. Once all the signals were gone, they just went off somewhere, perhaps back to their dens.


      I dismissed our shelter and then handed the pendant to Chris. We’d talked it over and decided that she should be in charge of the pass—she was the one with the most mana to spare, after all.


      We proceeded through the forest, following her instructions. From here, the real search would begin—the search for a town in the Black Forest.


      The forest really did have all kinds of faces.


      “Master, what’s that mushroom?” Hikari asked as we walked along.


      “Oh, that white one? Don’t eat it. They taste good, but they’ll make you break out in unstoppable laughter for a few hours straight.”


      Ciel perked up at the “taste good” part, but her expression saddened when she heard about the side effects. Her body began to tremble, as if she were fighting against her own urges.


      “It seems like you can eat the pink ones, though. But their smell is pretty strong, so you have to boil them first.” The color put me off a bit, but my Analysis and Cooking skills combined to show me just how to prepare them. My explanation seemed to raise the others’ expectations as well.


      Sometimes we walked along while gathering ingredients like that, and sometimes we ran into monsters. We encountered wulfs, ogres, and orcs along the way. We even fought tiger wulfs, which had once seemed so imposing, but we had yet to meet any monsters that could slow us down in our current state.


      The monsters here did feel stronger than the usual ones we fought, but they still weren’t enough to give us trouble. Our enhanced mithril weapons let us make short work even of the ogres; even Hikari’s dagger could tear through their thick hides and deal lethal blows.


      Even so, this was the Black Forest, and we were regularly encountering the kinds of powerful enemies we’d met only on the lower floors of the Majorica dungeon.


      The hardest of all were the saber tigers. They were an advanced version of tiger wulfs, and Chris had said their fangs could even pierce through metal plate armor. I was impressed that she’d read about that in a book. She really did know so many things.


      Their attack power wasn’t the real trouble, though; it was their defense. Their hide was so tough that even our mithril weapons couldn’t damage them easily. On top of their natural durability, they could channel mana into their hides to strengthen portions of them before they took the hit, so you had to wait until their mana ran out to hurt them.


      “I guess we still have a long way to go,” Rurika said, heaving for breath after we finished off our first saber tiger.


      “Good thing it was alone,” Chris agreed, wiping her brow.


      She was right that more than one showing up at once would have made the battle even harder. But our experience fighting this first saber tiger should make the next one that much easier.


      “Master, can we eat it?” Hikari asked.


      It was a general rule of this world that the stronger a monster was, the better it tasted, though there were some exceptions. In any case, Chris twitched when she heard this.


      Is there a problem there? I wondered, looking over at her.


      Chris looked at Hikari and explained. “I read in a book that saber tigers can taste very good, but they’re hard to prepare.” Their meat was very tough, she went on, so you couldn’t just fry it up and eat it on the spot. She said she also didn’t know what you were supposed to do to make it edible.


      Hikari said she still wanted to try it, so we fried some up that night. I took a bite and... Yeah, that won’t work. I even felt like it might damage my teeth.


      “Hurts...” Hikari and Ciel were both on the verge of tears.


      But if there was a book that said the meat could be tasty—assuming the author wasn’t just lying—there must have been a way to make it edible.


      With Analysis activated, I used my Cooking skill to examine the saber tiger’s meat.


      I see... That definitely won’t be easy...


      You apparently had to stew it at a consistent temperature for over thirty hours just to get it basically edible. But to make it even better, you’d have to stew it for over fifty hours.


      That would be a real challenge. Unlike in my old world, there were very few tools here that could keep something at an even flame for an extended period of time. Magic items for cooking did exist, but I wasn’t sure how long you could leave them running. I’d heard they consumed an insane number of magistones too.


      At the same time, I had to marvel at the ingenuity of people who loved cooking. They must have put a ton of effort into learning how to make saber tigers edible.


      “Hikari, I think I can cook this, but it’ll take a long time.”


      Hikari wiped away her tears. “Really?” she asked. Her head was tilted, but there was a guarded, suspicious look in her eyes.


      “Yeah.” I heated a pot up over the fire and put the meat in. Following the instructions of my Cooking skill, I seared it until it browned, then added water. That finished the first stage. From there, I just had to keep it at a set temperature and add the seasonings at the right time. Of course, this was all easier said than done, and normally you’d need a kitchen to prepare it instead of the woods.


      Fortunately, I had a secret weapon—I could store the food in my Item Box when it wasn’t being worked on. Time would stop there, and I could just pull it out and resume cooking it later under the same conditions as before. By combining my Cooking and Memory skills, I could always perfectly re-create the previous temperature. The only problem was...


      “Master, when’ll it be done?”


      ...the sight of Hikari and Ciel, gazing at the pot with tremendous anticipation. I wished I could satisfy their hopes by cooking it even faster.


      Wait, could I use a time spell to make that happen? I typically focused on its ability to make everything but me move slower in a certain area, but what if I could do the opposite? I’d never needed to make things go faster, so I’d never thought about it.


      I checked my skill, and...it was indeed possible. Maybe it had become available since I’d leveled it up? But speeding up time would use up even more MP than usual... Ah, it’s because I need to combine it with Conversion. Conversion would let me swap the slow-down effect for a speed-up one.


      As a test, I selected the pot and used my time spell. Yeah, the “time until completion” countdown is going down faster...


      I ended up doing that again and again until I ran out of MP. There was still over half the time remaining until it was done, but I could still probably finish it sooner than expected.


      “I can’t do it right away, but just wait a little longer,” I told Hikari.


      “Okay. Got it.”


      The girl and the rabbit nodded faithfully in response.




      It was our sixth day following the light through the Black Forest. Even though we’d been fighting monsters all the way, we’d come quite a distance.


      “Ah, it goes in there,” Chris said at last, pointing at a large rock. She said the light extending from the pendant went right into it.


      The rock itself blended into the surrounding scenery, but as we approached it, something felt off. I used Detect Mana and felt a powerful signal around the rock.


      When I touched it, though, it just felt like a normal boulder—hard and unyielding. It felt the same to Rurika and the others. But when Chris touched it, the pendant glowed, and the space beside the rock began to distort.


      There was a tree there, but when I reached out to touch it, I found my hand passing through. I wasn’t sure if the pendant had triggered it, but we had X take the lead with his shield at the ready, followed by Sera and Rurika. After they confirmed it was safe, Hikari and the others entered, with me bringing up the rear.


      As soon as we moved past the tree...my automap disappeared. I tried to call it up again, but the message “Action failed” popped up. I’d had sections of my automap black out before, but I’d never had it refuse to appear entirely.


      “What’s wrong?” Chris asked when she saw me looking confused.


      I told her what’d happened. There were trees around us as far as the eye could see, so I assumed we were still in the Black Forest, but still...


      Suddenly, Detect Presence and Detect Mana, which I’d left on just in case, both triggered. Something was approaching. It was far away for now, but it was moving toward us at incredible speed.


      Hikari and Rurika both must have sensed it, because they quickly readied their weapons. Seeing that, Sera and the others also went on their guard. I stood next to X, while Shade moved to guard Chris and Mia.


      Eventually, we saw the arrival of two demons, dropping through the branches of the canopy toward us. They were holding weapons, but they didn’t attack us right away. I could tell they were both scowling in vague confusion, though, and I imagined that our own expressions were similar.


      It all happened so suddenly that both parties just stood there, motionless, weapons in hand. The demons didn’t seem hostile, but until I knew their intentions, I couldn’t afford to relax.


      I looked back at the two demons, staying firmly on guard. They both had dusky skin and faces similar enough that I wondered if they were twins—the only difference was that one had a horn growing from the left side of their head and the other from the right. Suddenly...


      “Master!” came Hikari’s panicked cry.


      It snapped me out of my stupor. I’d been so focused on the demons in front of me that I hadn’t noticed the new signal rushing toward us at high speed. This one stopped in the air high above us, and I looked up and saw a two-horned demon there.


      “I received a report that someone came in through the secret route. That pendant looks familiar... Where did you get it?” The demon remained in the air, glaring down at us.


      The sheer hostility radiating from him made me take a step back. Mia and Chris must have been completely overwhelmed by it, because they both fell to their knees. Rurika and Sera both gulped and froze, and Hikari was trembling too.


      I had to keep extremely focused to avoid losing my cool entirely. I clenched my fists and met his eyes. He didn’t look much like Ignis, but he had the same aura about him. His narrowed eyes seemed to be scrutinizing our every move.


      “We’re on a journey to find someone,” I shouted, as if to force down the prickling malice scraping against my skin. “The pendant was given to us by Alzahark, King of the Lufre Dragonlands. He said it would lead us to a certain town in the Black Forest.” I’d decided it would be better to just be honest about why we had come.


      “Al... The old man, eh? So he’s the one who gave you that...” the demon whispered, sounding intrigued as he slowly descended toward us.


      As he did, the twin demons changed their posture, still clutching their weapons and looking even more nervous than they had when we’d first met.


      The moment the demon touched the ground, all the hostility radiating out from him vanished in a flash, and I found myself exhaling instinctively. I couldn’t let my guard down, though. The demon’s posture was relaxed, but I could tell he was still completely guarded.


      This feeling... It reminded me of Ignis. Like his power was bottomless.


      “It does look familiar,” the demon continued. “I doubt you could’ve swiped it from the old man, so your story must be true. I’m Geed. Would you be Sora, then? Ignis told me about you. And that would be the Sa—er, and you’re the elf?”


      Was he about to say “Saint” just now? I wondered.


      Mia also seemed to notice what he’d almost said, and she began to tremble, probably remembering Adonis.


      Chris reacted similarly when he mentioned that she was an elf. Her fingers tightened around her staff. The transformation spell should still have been in place...


      Or does Geed have eyes that can see through the spell? It was possible. Ignis had known I was an otherworlder, so it wouldn’t be unusual for Geed to have an appraisal-type skill. I’d given Chris a magic item enchanted with my Prevent Appraisal and Disguise skills, but it wasn’t a guarantee.


      The twin demons had also seemed surprised to hear these things.


      “Wh-Why do you think I’m an elf?” Chris asked, unable to hide her trembling voice.


      “B-Because there are powerful spirits here,” Geed said, almost seeming to panic for a moment. “Ah, right, and Ignis told me that Sora had an elf in his company.”


      Does that mean Ignis has been keeping tabs on us? I wondered. Is that why he knows about Mia too? Why haven’t the demons come after her, then? Did Adonis go rogue? New questions began flooding into my mind. It was so much information that I couldn’t keep up, even with Parallel Thinking. But Geed can sense the presence of spirits... I can also sense mana to a certain degree, so is that how he knew?


      While I was thinking that, someone else expressed interest in what Geed had said—Ciel. She flew right up to his face and stopped there, making funny faces and swinging her ears to assert her presence. Maybe she liked the idea of meeting someone else who could actually see her. Everyone she’d met like that in the past had only been sweet and kind.


      Unfortunately, Geed didn’t react at all. Even when she swung her ears around harder, he didn’t seem to notice. Rurika seemed upset when she saw it.


      Ciel, just because he can sense spirits doesn’t mean he can see them, all right? I told her telepathically.


      Ciel must not have thought of that, because she seemed surprised by this revelation. But after confirming that Geed wasn’t going to react to the movements of her ears, she regretfully sank down onto Hikari’s head.


      “So what are you going to the town for?” Geed asked, changing the subject. “You said you were searching for someone, right?”


      “Y-Yes. That’s right. I’m looking for my older sister,” Chris told Geed as she picked herself unsteadily back up.


      “An elf, eh? I think there’s at least one there...”


      “Really?! My sister... Her name is Eris!” Chris said, immediately trying to stride up to him.


      Rurika had to grab her to hold her back. It was true that these demons had been willing to hear us out and seemed familiar with our activities, but we couldn’t be sure they were trustworthy just yet—especially since they knew Mia was the Saint. They weren’t showing any hostility now, but you never knew when they might turn on a dime and attack you, like Adonis.


      Maybe they were thinking the same thing about us as well, but the way Geed looked at Chris suggested that wasn’t the case. “I don’t know the names of the elves in the town,” he said. “I don’t actually live there myself. But the old man seems to trust you, so...” He turned to the twins. “All right, you two. Show them to the town. I’ll pass the information along on my way back to the castle.”


      “A-Are you sure?” asked one of the twin demons.


      “It’s fine. It looks like they have friends there too. Just...” Geed cast a glance at me and whispered something to them.


      The demons looked between me and Hikari, seeming to realize something.


      “I hope we’ll meet again sometime. I’d love to do some sparring then.” Geed thrust out a fist at the twins as he spoke, and for some reason it set them trembling. Then, without another glimpse of the hostility he’d originally shown, he flew off.


      After he was gone, we could only stand there dumbfounded at first, until...


      “Sh-Shall we?” one of the demons asked us, and we found ourselves nodding along.


      They were basically telling us they’d take us to our destination. Of course, I wasn’t about to let my guard down.


      The two demons introduced themselves as Ilu and Lui.


      It seemed like a potentially confusing naming scheme, but I didn’t say that out loud.


      Ilu was the older sister and Lui the younger brother. I’d thought they were both men at first, but I’d been mistaken on that.


      Though both sides were on guard at first, talking as they guided us along soon broke the ice.


      Apparently, half of the demon population lived in the town we were heading toward, and half lived in the Demon King’s castle. Geed was part of the latter group. The town demons tended to be of a comparatively younger generation, it seemed.


      “The older generation are the people with two or more horns,” Ilu explained. Then she told us more about the town itself, including that it was inhabited by people of all races. This meant humans, beastfolk, dwarves, and demons—and elves, as well. “We’re very grateful to the elves,” she added.


      The reason for their gratitude was the environment of the Black Forest.


      Their town’s location allowed them to pick fruit and nuts from the trees and hunt monsters for meat. Vegetables, though, had to be grown, and because space for fields was extremely limited, they normally wouldn’t be able to produce enough for everyone in town.


      The elves’ spirit magic had solved that problem.


      Elves and spirits... Sounds like Fisui in the Republic, I thought.




      “If we could fly, we’d be at the town straightaway,” Lui said with a sigh.


      We were taking a rest after making preparations for camp. We’d encountered monsters along the way, but the main reason we were camping early was the twins’ stamina.


      “I mean, we don’t usually walk for so long. Do you even get tired, Sora?” Ilu complained.


      I didn’t, of course, but only because of my Walking skill. Then, when I used magic to build up our house for the night...


      “What the heck? A house? And are those golems?!” Ilu was absolutely shocked by the sight and reached out to cautiously touch the golems I’d called out too.


      On foot, it would probably take a few more days to reach the town. The twins didn’t know how many exactly, because they didn’t usually walk on their long-distance ventures from the town. They said that it was about half a day’s travel by air, but they added that you had to be careful when doing that, because there were flying monsters too. That was why they went in pairs.


      “Unless you’re really strong like Lord Geed, of course,” Lui added. It sounded like he admired Geed a lot. He explained that they had found us immediately after we arrived because they’d felt the mana surge while they were already out on patrol.


      “Why were you so far from town?” I asked.


      “Monsters have been growing more active around here lately, so we’ve been sending patrols to keep an eye on them. We’ve also heard reports from the castle that the humans are getting ready to make their move.”


      I’d heard that demons used monsters as their minions, but it seemed like they didn’t have a particularly friendly relationship after all.


      “If the humans attack the castle, will you fight them?” I asked.


      “We won’t be fighting,” Ilu said. “Not unless they attack the town itself. The Demon King doesn’t want us to fight, either, which is why we’re staying in town.” She said that the Demon King’s castle was far to the west of the town, and there was a deep valley on the way that most people would have a hard time crossing.


      I asked if it was possible for fliers like them to get across.


      “Dragons live in the valley, so we’ve been warned to stay away our whole lives,” Ilu said. Because of that, she explained, humans marching on the Demon King’s castle never got anywhere near the town. But they couldn’t entirely rule out the possibility, so they still had to be on their guard.


      There were also places in the Black Forest where mana tended to accumulate into reservoirs, and monsters tended to gather in those places, so it was necessary to patrol around them. Sometimes the demons would even hunt the monsters.


      Generally, demons like the twins handled the patrols farther from town, while humans and beastfolk handled the ones closer in. The rest of the adult population focused on farming and other labor, and they generally all worked together to make lives for themselves.


      “By the way, does your town have a name?” I asked.


      “A name? Not really... Oh, but someone who visited a long time ago said something like ‘This must be the last town in the world’ or something.” She said that since it was the only town in the Black Forest, it didn’t really need a name.


      “The last town in the world”... I can see why a visitor might call it that. Most people wouldn’t even imagine a town existing this deep in the Black Forest, and we certainly wouldn’t have known if Alzahark hadn’t told us.


      The twins answered any number of our questions, but they remained tight-lipped about the elves, refusing to tell us their names or how many there were no matter how many times we asked.


      “Hearing about demons and seeing them with your own eyes are two different things, huh?” Rurika said.


      “Yeah, gotta say, I’m really coming around on them,” Sera responded.


      The twins’ lively and easygoing manner seemed to be changing the girls’ ideas about demons. They seemed so completely at ease around us, even sleeping around us without setting a guard, as if the idea of suspecting us never even entered their heads.


      But while Rurika, Sera, and Chris seemed to warm up easily, Mia and Hikari appeared less certain. Mia had been treated horribly by Adonis, while the fight with Ignis surely still loomed large in Hikari’s mind.




      Four days after our first meeting with the twins, we arrived at what looked like a large clearing. I thought we’d made it out of the woods at first, but I could see more forest in the distance.


      But as we began to cut through the clearing, the scenery suddenly changed, and we found ourselves face-to-face with a wall. When we stopped in surprise, the twins shared a look and a smile, as if they’d been expecting this.


      “Okay, this way.” And with that, they led us around the wall to a gate.


      “Lord Geed told us the situation,” said the gatekeeper. “So they’re the ones?”


      The twins nodded, and we were let into town without even an ID check. Still, outsiders seemed to be uncommon enough that we earned some glances as we walked around town. Their gazes seemed more curious than suspicious, though.


      “So where are we going? Will Eris be there?” Rurika pressed them.


      “Rurika, calm down. We’re heading toward the elves’...to Lady Suiren’s house. It’s where all the elves and children live,” Ilu said, offering information about the elves for the first time. She added that there were currently ten elves living in “Last Town,” and that they all lived together in one big home.


      It seemed the elves looked after the children who were alone in the world for various reasons, and they also watched and taught the ones whose parents were busy with work.


      As I absorbed these explanations, I had a look around the town.


      There were six towers around the town limits linked together by walls. The walls were over five meters tall and mounted with weapons—I could only see the tips so I couldn’t be sure, but it did look like there were some kind of arrowheads. That made me guess they were ballistae of some sort.


      I could also detect powerful mana emanating from those towers. When I asked about it, I was told that there was a barrier over the town that made it seem invisible from the outside.


      That explains why the scenery changed so quickly after we arrived. I hadn’t even realized there was a town here until we were right on top of it.


      As we arrived at our destination, Ilu turned back to face us briefly. “This is Lady Suiren’s house. Don’t offend her, all right?”


      “Heh, hearing little tomboy Ilu say that really makes me appreciate how much time has passed,” came a voice back at her.


      “L-Lady Suiren?!”


      “No need for ‘Lady’ now,” said the new arrival—Suiren, apparently—who looked over at us in confusion. “And who might these people be?”


      I could tell at a glance that Suiren was an elf. The distinct pointed ears made that obvious, and Appraisal confirmed it.


      “These are our guests. Didn’t Lord Geed fill you in?”


      “I heard he came to town, but he didn’t talk to me. I wish he’d stopped by if he was going to be in town,” Suiren complained.


      Ilu smiled uncomfortably in response. “I’m sure he was being considerate in his own way.”


      “Geed, considerate? That’s hard to imagine.” She turned back to us. “Sorry, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Suiren.” Then she looked at Chris in surprise. “That young lady there...she’s one of us, but I assume she’s not fleeing the outside world?”


      “Er, right. My name is Chris. I came here looking for my sister.”


      “Your sister? Well, let’s not just stand around out here. Come on inside. It’s quiet right now, at least. And Ilu and Lui, you go back to your homes. Your families have been worried.”


      The twins seemed a little uncertain about this, but they eventually bowed to her and left.


      If they were only supposed to have been out on patrol, it made sense that people would be worried about them after a few days, even if Geed had filled them in on the situation.


      “Right this way, everyone.” Suiren led us into her house, which was certainly quiet inside.


      “Now, er...” She led us to a room in the house to talk, and we began by introducing ourselves. Chris was the only one who had done that so far, after all.


      “I see, so you’re Sora...” Suiren said, looking me up and down.


      I wondered how she knew my name, but before I could figure out how to respond...


      “Oh, excuse me. Now, Chris, what is your sister’s name?” She quickly apologized and then turned to Chris.


      “Her name is Eris.”


      “Eris, ah... I’m sorry. There’s no one by that name in this town,” Suiren said apologetically.


      “I... I see,” Chris said, visibly deflating.


      We’d come here thinking that this had to be the right place, and it turned out to be just another failure. The fact that it had felt like our last ray of hope made the blow hit even harder.


      Rurika and Sera were just as deflated. I thought there might be other towns and villages like this one that we didn’t know about, and mentioning that might be a way to encourage them, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it.


      For a while, we just sat there in silence, with Suiren watching the three of them closely.


      Then, all of a sudden, I heard a cacophony of voices. They stopped for a moment in front of the room we were in, and then the door burst open.


      The door had been opened by a child younger than Hikari, who shouted, “Mom! We’re back!” and ran up to Suiren the minute she saw her.


      “Welcome back. But we have guests. You need to be a little bit quieter.” Despite her stern warning, Suiren broke into a smile and patted the head of the little girl.


      “Sorry. I just wanted to show you this right away, mom!” The child apologized obediently, then pulled something from the bag on her back.


      A daikon radish? I thought as I looked at it.


      “What about it?”


      “I harvested it,” the girl said. “Like uncle taught me.”


      “I see. That’s very impressive.”


      While Suiren was talking to the one child, the others flooded in, also holding vegetables. A few elves entered as well, holding the hands of the younger children.


      “Come on, now, it’s not good to run around the house while you’re still dirty,” Suiren scolded them.


      This earned a cheerful “Yes ma’am!” from the kids.


      “I need to speak with our guests a little longer, so if you please...”


      Just then, someone else interrupted.


      “B-Big brother?!” A girl with dark hair and dark eyes pointed straight at me from the crowd.




      “She said be quiet, Kotori!” one of the kids shouted in response.


      “Yeah, quiet!”


      This kicked off a new wave of scolding from the children at the girl, apparently named Kotori. Her eyes filled with tears, and she looked at me for backup.


      I didn’t know what to say. Though I had been called “big brother” a few times since I came here, I didn’t have a little sister...


      But this girl... Have I seen her somewhere before? I wondered. Dark hair and eyes tended to stand out in this world, and I probably wouldn’t have forgotten her after seeing her... I traced back my memory and suddenly froze.


      Her demeanor had changed since we’d first met. She’d grown taller and her face had filled out, but I did remember her.




      [Name: Kotori / Job: Shaman / Level: 80 / Race: Otherworlder / Status: —]




      The fact that her race was “Otherworlder” confirmed my suspicion. “Were you summoned here too?” I asked.


      “Y-Yes, I was. I was with you that day!” She smiled at first, then suddenly looked abashed.


      “All right, all right, just keep it down for now,” Suiren said. “Let’s get you cleaned off and put the vegetables in the kitchen.”


      Suiren and the other elves used the Cleanse spell to clean off the children, who then thanked them and started doing as they were told.


      “I’m sorry about all the commotion. It’s such an isolated community, having new people arrive is just so exciting to them. Kotori probably plays a role in that too...in a good way, of course,” Suiren said as she watched Kotori be led off by the children.


      “Um, can I ask a question?” I asked, realizing that Suiren had probably looked me over when we met because Kotori had told her about me.


      “What is it?” she asked.


      “How long has Kotori been here?” After I left the castle—or rather, was kicked out—I’d had no idea what had happened to the other people like me. I’d just assumed they’d stayed in Elesia, preparing to fight the Demon King. I never dreamed I’d run into her again in a place like this, so I started wondering if the other summonees were here too.


      Suiren quickly filled me in on the situation—that a demon had attacked them, captured Kotori, and taken her away from the others.


      “I can’t believe it...” I breathed. Was it because I asked Ignis to look after the other summonees?


      “I’d like you all to stay in this house for tonight,” Suiren told me. “We don’t have any inns in town, you see.”


      It certainly didn’t seem like the kind of place where travelers showed up on the regular. We didn’t mind camping out, but we decided to accept their hospitality for the moment.




      “Master?”


      I was resting in my room when there was a knock at the door.


      “What is it, Hika—” I opened the door and was surprised to see Kotori there with Hikari.


      I wasn’t surprised because they were together. I was surprised because Hikari had her dagger pointed at Kotori’s neck.


      Kotori was trembling at knifepoint with tears in her eyes. She looked at me pleadingly.


      “Um, what’s this all about?” I asked.


      “Acting suspicious,” Hikari accused her. “Gonna attack master.”


      Kotori began shaking her head so wildly that I was afraid she would pull a muscle.


      “It’s okay, Hikari. Kotori probably just wants to talk.”


      I’d noticed Kotori looking at me since dinner. But since Chris and the others were already feeling down, and I’d had to deal with all the children’s questions, I’d been in no shape to respond. If not for the elves and Mia keeping them entertained, I’d probably have already been asleep from exhaustion.


      “That it?” Hikari asked.


      This time, Kotori nodded as hard as she could.


      I really hope she doesn’t give herself whiplash, I thought, then said aloud, “Well... Want to come in?”


      Suiren had given me a solo room, so Kotori seemed hesitant about coming in. But Hikari entered without a care in the world, and she headed right for the spot where Ciel was dozing off on a pillow.


      She was probably afraid it would be dangerous for us to be alone together. Or maybe she just wanted to play with Ciel.


      “Excuse me.” Seeing that, Kotori also stepped in hesitantly, and she twitched at the sound of the door closing behind her.


      “Well, I’m glad to see that you’re...maybe not safe, exactly, but I’m glad to see that you’re well,” I said as we both sat down. The only furniture in the room was a bed, so I’d spread out one of our camping tarps and we’d sat on the floor facing each other.


      “I’m glad to see you doing well too, Big Brother Sora. And I’m sorry... I didn’t know what they’d done to you.”


      Kotori’s first act was to apologize. I asked why she was sorry, and she said it was for not doing anything when I first got thrown out of the castle.


      To my mind, though, she’d had no way of knowing what was going on at the time, and there was nothing she could have done to stop it either. If I’d been in Kotori’s position, and someone else had been taken away, I probably wouldn’t have had time to think about it either. I’d have been too focused on keeping my own head above water.


      “But do you know why I got thrown out?” I asked, though my hopes weren’t high. I doubted the people of Elesia would have told Kotori anything that could later be used against them.


      “Ignis told me most of what I know,” she said. She explained that after they arrived here, they’d spent most of their time training for the Demon King hunt, fighting monsters to increase their levels, and conquering a dungeon. “That was our first time visiting another country,” she said about that last part.


      I was surprised to hear that they’d been in Eva too—specifically that they’d been in Pleques, the other dungeon town there, at the same time that we’d been working on conquering the one in Majorica.


      That must have been why Syphon’s party was kept out of that dungeon just then. Apparently Elesia, hoping to hide the existence of the summonees, had been keeping witnesses to an absolute minimum.


      Then Kotori explained that after they’d beaten the dungeon, they’d been attacked by demons, including Geed, on their way back, and that they’d taken her away. She said that during her temporary stay at the Demon King’s castle, Ignis had told her about me.


      “And the Demon King was kind,” she added, explaining that they’d had tea together during her stay.


      I was surprised to hear Kotori bring up the Demon King, and even more surprised by her description. A kind Demon King? I wondered.


      “Oh, but I should mention...”


      Before Kotori could say it, a loud sound rang out from the area of the bed.


      “Are you okay, Hikari?!”


      Hikari had fallen off the bed. “Yeah. Okay. Just went too hard,” she said. Then she stood up, looking completely unfazed.


      Ciel breathed a sigh of relief at the sight. It looked like they’d been playing together, but what could they have been doing to make her fall off the bed?


      “By the way, big brother, who is that little white one?”


      “Oh? Kotori, you can see Ciel?” I asked.


      “Her name is Ciel?! She’s adorable, like a bunny rabbit!”


      Ciel blushed pink at the praise.


      Of course. Kotori’s a shaman, I thought. It makes sense that she can see spirits. I remembered that Suiren and the other elves seemed able to follow Ciel with their eyes as well.


      “Eh? If you can see spirits, big brother, are you a Shaman too? Huh? But...Hikari can see Ciel too? What’s going on here?” Kotori seemed extremely confused.


      “Just calm down for a moment. I’ll explain everything.”


      “R-Right. Oh, and would you mind telling me what you’ve been up to since coming to this world?”


      She’d told me about her exploits, so I saw no issue with returning the favor. I explained how I’d become an adventurer after I was thrown out of the castle, then met Ciel, Rurika, and Chris. I also told her about Hikari and Mia, though I fudged the truth a little bit there.


      Kotori listened to my story very intently, looking sometimes worried, sometimes envious. When I mentioned that Hikari was a slave, her gaze turned threatening, but it softened when I explained the reason for it. Hikari defended me too, which was helpful.


      It seemed that Kotori and the others had been given anything they might ever want, except for the freedom that I’d received.


      “So Ciel made a pact with you, big brother? And Hikari, you’ve really been through the works! What the Kingdom has done... It’s just awful!” Kotori seemed furious about what Hikari had endured, especially since the demons had apparently revealed that their memories had been tampered with too.


      It was chilling to me, too, realizing that the same thing would have happened to me if I’d stayed at the castle.


      “And so you’re looking for that elf girl... Ah!” Kotori exclaimed.


      “What is it?”


      “Um, well, I think I met an elf in the castle in the Kingdom. She taught me about spirit spells and how to make a contract with a spirit. I think she was an elf, anyway.” She explained that the person had pointed ears.


      “Really?!” I asked suddenly, grabbing Kotori’s shoulders.


      “Keep your voice down at this hour. You’ll wake up the other childre—” Mia opened the door at the worst possible time, rubbing her eyes and scowling. When she saw us, her half-closed eyes gradually opened wider, then narrowed again. Would it be more accurate to say that she was glaring? “Sora, what are you doing at this hour?”


      Her ice-cold voice gave me the shivers. Kotori also began stammering, unsure of what to say.


      “Huh? Big Sis Mia? What is it?”


      Just then, we were saved—Hikari, who had dozed off, woke up.


      Seeing her there, Mia looked at me, then Kotori, then back to Hikari. “J-Just don’t stay up so late, all right?! I know you’re both tired from the long trip!” she said, then turned bright red and left the room.


      ◇Mia’s Perspective 1


      The first thing I did the next morning was apologize to Kotori. I really had scared her.


      “Do you love big brother?” Kotori asked me.


      I could feel my face flushing a deep red. I’d never been asked that directly before. I felt a little bit embarrassed about it, but I admitted that I did.


      From there, we really started opening up to each other, giggling and gossiping. I’d never had anyone in my life I could talk to about romance before; the only men in the temple had been much older than me, and I’d been too busy to worry about any of it anyway. My position as the Saint had also kept me at a distance from everyone around me.


      “Do you have anyone you like, Kotori?” I asked her as we were cleaning up after breakfast.


      She shook her head after a brief pause. I knew she had come here from another world, like Sora, so I wondered if there was someone she liked back home.


      Later, Kotori and the children left the house to show Sora and Hikari around the town. They’d invited me along too, but I’d been too worried about our three troubled party members, so I’d stayed behind.


      Several of the children had worked themselves into such a frenzy over the visitors yesterday that they’d taken ill as well, so I also wanted to stay and help look after them.


      I asked Sora if he thought we should tell Rurika and the others about the elf Kotori said she had met in the capital, but he wasn’t sure. I understood why he was hesitant—telling them might cheer them up in the near term, but they would also know that the presence of an elf didn’t necessarily mean she was Chris’s big sister.


      The disappointment from yesterday would surely make it even worse. They wouldn’t have any reason to assume the elf was her.


      At the same time, I was worried that they would need some ray of hope to avoid sinking fully into despair. They had been searching for Chris’s big sister for four years, after all. What would I do in their position?


      I changed the damp towels on the feverish children’s foreheads and wiped off their sweat. Then, around lunchtime, I made some nice light soup they could enjoy even while they were ill. It was important for them to eat right, even when they were sick, and Sora had left me a number of vegetables to use.


      Time passed swiftly while I worked. I could see the sky gradually getting darker out the window.


      Suiren had told me that the skies above this town would normally be as black as they were when we’d first entered the Black Forest, but one of the amazing demons in the castle had developed a magic item to create an illusion of a sun and moons here in town, like in a dungeon.


      “Lady Suiren! Lady Suiren!”


      I was thinking back on our conversation when I suddenly heard a voice calling out to Suiren. They sounded panicked, and I heard rushed footsteps in the hall.


      I went to see what was going on and saw a bloodstained figure lying on a stretcher.


      “Can you save them, Lady Suiren?” a wolf beastfolk was pleading with her.


      “I’ll try,” Suiren said, looking at the person on the stretcher with a pained expression on her face. She raised her staff and began to chant, calling on a spirit and entreating them for aid.


      As she finished the chant, the tip of the staff began to shine. The light enveloped the injured person and then...vanished. Suiren’s body pitched forward limply.


      The beastfolk ran forward and managed to catch Suiren, but her breathing was strained, and her face was pale. “One more time...” Suiren tried to stand up but couldn’t. Her eyes were still focused on the person on the stretcher.


      “You aren’t feeling well, are you, Lady Suiren? You shouldn’t overexert yourself,” the wolf beastfolk said.


      “But...” Suiren’s hands tightened around her staff in frustration.


      She clearly wasn’t feeling well, and I agreed that she shouldn’t push herself any further. So...


      “Move out of the way.” I took action instead.


      I knelt down and checked on the person’s condition. Their breathing was shallow, but at least they were still breathing. That meant it wasn’t too late for me to help.


      I pulled my beloved big staff from my item pouch and held it out. I could do this without the staff, but having it seemed to make the spell more effective.


      I’d used the spell so many times now, it was like a part of me.


      “Heal.”
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      Light flowed from the staff and enveloped the person on the stretcher. It was hard to see with all the blood, but I knew that it had worked. The wounds had healed.


      I’d been thinking lately that my Heal spell seemed to do much more than it used to. Not just Heal either... All of my holy spells seemed to be more efficient than they had once been. Maybe my levels had gone up from all the monsters I’d fought?


      After the light faded, the pain seemed gone from the person’s face, and they looked to be at peace.


      I let out a sigh of relief.


      But a moment later, I met Suiren’s eyes and realized that her expression had hardened.


      Was she angry because I hadn’t healed the person right away? That idea flashed through my head, but I couldn’t actually say I’d fully healed him. I’d seen many people die of blood loss even after their wounds had been healed.


      What should I do?


      I remembered the blood replenishment items that Sora had used once.


      “I’ll get Sora...” I said, then realized something.


      I didn’t know where Sora had gone.


      I told her the situation, and she agreed to start a search for him.


      As I watched the others run off, the only thing I could do now was pray.


      ◇◇◇


      “Hikari, hurry up!”


      “Hikari, this way!”


      “Hikari, hold my hand!”


      Hikari must have been a very adaptable person, because she was already blending in with the town’s children. I was always struck by Mia’s ability to get along with children she’d just met, but Hikari had proven just as capable in that department, and probably not just because of the similarity in ages.


      While I was thinking about that, the children dragged us along by the hands, and I didn’t try to fight them. My experience in this world so far had taught me that resistance was useless. I just couldn’t bear to see the disappointed looks on their faces...


      “So where are you taking us?” I asked.


      The answer was a resounding “Everywhere!”


      Normally I’d have wanted to bring the rest of my party along, but I didn’t have a choice in this case. Mia had wanted to tend to the sick children, and Chris and the others had been despondent even at breakfast, so I couldn’t find it in myself to invite them. They were trying to hide it so that we wouldn’t worry about them, but I’d known them long enough to tell.


      We ended up spending the day being dragged all around town by the children. I doubted we’d really be able to see everything, of course; I could tell from the locations of the six towers that the town was large, and many of the kids were very young. If they pushed themselves too hard they’d get sick, and Suiren and the others would have to deal with the aftermath. Mia would probably be mad at me too.


      I wished I could’ve used my automap, but it still wasn’t working.


      “Kotori, this way!”


      “Kotori, hurry!”


      “Pick me up, Kotori!”


      Kotori was popular too. She’d told me she hadn’t been in this town for very long, and she’d been so overwhelmed by the children’s enthusiasm that her early time here had been a dizzying experience.


      At noon, we ate the lunches Suiren and the others had packed for us. The smaller children could be unpredictable, so even having lunch wound up being a bit of a trial. Sometimes the things they did were charming, but it quickly got frustrating when they wouldn’t lay off.


      I gazed up at the sky while I ate. The sunlight, which I hadn’t seen in the Black Forest before now, sparkled in the sky above.


      The twins had told us yesterday that that sky was a fake created by a magic item. I’d have to see if something like it appeared on my Creation skill list sometime.


      “So, where should we go for the afternoon?” I asked.


      “Where mom is!” the children insisted happily, but we didn’t know where that was.


      “I think they mean the fields. They like to help out and play in the mud,” Kotori explained in response to my confused expression.


      In most towns with farmland, the fields would be near the walls in a corner of the town, but here they were divided up into several plots. The kids took us to the one in the center of town. The elves were farming there, along with a variety of other races—humans, beastfolk, dwarves, and others, most of them women.


      As the children approached, they called out, and some of the adults paused in their work when they heard them arrive. There was an elf in the middle of the workers who had introduced herself the night before as Tanya. She spoke an incantation and caused rain to begin falling from the heavens.


      “Tanya’s pacted to spirits of water, wind, and earth. She’s amazing.” Kotori explained that the ability to pact with multiple spirits wasn’t common. She had pacted with two herself, and she seemed rather proud about it.


      Chris had pacts with multiple spirits as well, so I hadn’t thought much of it, but apparently that was very impressive.


      After that, the children started joining in on the work, so we took part as well.




      After a while, some people called out for us to take a break, so we stopped what we were doing and lay down to relax. All that bending over really did make the back ache. I massaged my aching muscles and looked over at the spot where the children were gathering, apparently around Tanya.


      I’d been told that the elves here were all at least three hundred years old. They had a big house where the ten elves including Suiren and seventeen young people including Kotori lived—twenty-seven in all. A lot of the children were still young, which was why dinner had been so raucous yesterday. Kotori seemed to be the oldest of the non-elves living there.


      Just then, I realized that all the elves were wearing matching bracelets. It was a simple design in a dull silver color, but that color changed in response to mana. When Tanya was using her spirit spells, her bracelet had turned blue.


      Hmm? What is it, Ciel?


      Ciel had been lying quietly on Hikari’s head before, but now she was suddenly looking around. When I called to her, she tilted over and shook her ears left and right. Then she stuck one out abruptly, flew toward me, and began pounding me with her ears.


      Seriously, what is it? I asked telepathically.


      She thrust her ears in a certain direction.


      You want me to go that way?


      She nodded several times to confirm my suspicion.


      “Sorry, everyone. I need to run over there to check something out.”


      The kids seemed confused, but Tanya and Kotori, who could see Ciel, nodded.


      Hikari wanted to come along, but I told her to stay with the kids. She looked at them and nodded firmly.


      If Hikari came with me, the kids would follow suit. Although we were probably safe as long as we were in town, Ciel’s behavior made me think that time was of the essence.


      I patted Hikari on the head for being a good girl, tucked Ciel (who was still trying to hurry me along) into my hood, and started to run.


      Normally I walked everywhere, so it had been a while since the last time I ran. My level had gone up and I had the Enhance Physique spell, so it felt easy, and the scenery streaked along past me.


      Soon enough, I saw a beastfolk running toward us, looking just as panicked. When she saw me, she screeched to a stop and waved me over. I wanted to keep going, but she seemed so desperate that I stopped.


      “Thank goodness,” she said as I came to a halt. “Sorry to ask you, but I need you to hurry to Lady Suiren’s house. The girl who uses healing magic is calling for you.”


      Mia? I wondered. The fact that this woman knew Mia could use healing spells suggested that someone was injured. I didn’t know why she needed me, then, but I decided to hurry.


      Mia’s Heal spell was powerful, and it could cure most wounds. It was frankly much better than my own Heal spell and on par with the top-quality potions, if not better. So what do they need me for?


      As I wondered about that, I arrived at Suiren’s house in no time.


      “Oh, Sora. Thank goodness,” Mia said as she saw me. “This person’s lost a lot of blood.”


      I immediately understood why she’d called me. I appraised the person and saw that they were anemic.


      I pulled the universal hematopoietic from my Item Box and made the person drink it. The color returned to their face immediately. I used Appraisal to check and saw that their “Anemic” status was gone. “That should do it,” I said.


      Mia slumped to her knees.


      “A-Are you okay?” I asked her.


      “Yes, I’m just relieved,” she said, and I was glad to hear it.


      That was when the beastfolk who had called to me earlier finally arrived. “My goodness, you’re fast! You really can run, sir. I thought I was fast, but I couldn’t keep up with you in the slightest. How did it go?”


      “It’s okay, but they should probably rest for a while. And they’ll need something nutritious... Here, take this.” I pulled a few different foods from my Item Box and handed them over.


      “I appreciate that. Oh, and my name is Hirulk. I’m one of the people in charge of town security. By all means, let me know if you ever need anything!” Then the wolf beastfolk called Hirulk left, carrying the wounded person back with her other companions.




      “Oh, how awful...” After Tanya and the others came back, we told them what had happened.


      Rather than going back to the fields with Hikari, I’d stayed behind to help Mia. It was partly because I was worried about them and partly because Suiren seemed to be in bad shape.


      “I can’t thank you enough. You even made dinner...” Tanya bowed to us after we explained the situation.


      Suiren had also told us why her health was poor. Suiren’s pacted spirit was a spirit of life—an unusually powerful spirit. Its major trait was that it could use healing spells, which was especially valuable in a town where nobody else could do so.


      “We’ve had a lot of people injured lately, and it’s been a serious burden on Suiren,” Tanya said.


      “Is that the Demon King’s influence?” I’d heard in my adventurer days that monsters tended to become more active as the Demon King’s power grew stronger.


      “Well, I guess so. But there’s nothing to be done about that. Without the Demon King...” Tanya put a hand on her left bracelet.


      “Um, does that mean there are other injured people who need healing?” Mia asked.


      Tanya nodded.


      In response, Mia said, “I see,” and went silent.


      After dinner, I went back to my room by myself. Hikari had been led away by the other children because she’d promised to have a sleepover with them.


      I lay down in bed and turned my eyes to the pillow. Ciel wasn’t there at the moment. She’d originally come back with me, but she must have been concerned about Chris and her friends being so dejected, so she’d gone off, waving her ears behind.


      I turned my eyes to the ceiling and thought about what Tanya had said: There were no holy magic users in the village.


      I couldn’t help but think back to the book Yutaka had left behind. The demons also knew the conditions for the goddess’s advent.


      “Is that why there are no holy magic users here?” I wondered aloud. Then why did they let us in? They must’ve known that Mia was the Saint...


      Was it because Alzahark had given us that pass? Because Chris was an elf? Or... No, stop that, I told myself. My thoughts tended to take a turn for the pessimistic when I was by myself.


      I also thought of Mia’s face just then...


      A knock at the door interrupted my spinning thoughts. It was Mia.


      “Hey, Sora...” she said. She told me she’d come because she wanted my advice on something.


      It turned out to be just what I was expecting, and she was serious enough about it that I knew there was no way to stop her. “Okay, let’s talk to Hirulk tomorrow,” I proposed.


      “Right! Thanks, Sora!” She beamed.


      At that moment, a thought entered my mind. I have to do whatever I can to protect that smile.


      The best way would be to get away from the Demon King...but Mia would most likely refuse to leave this place until all the injured were healed. It would also probably be too dangerous to travel back through the Black Forest with Rurika and the others in their current state.


      I wondered if I should tell them about the elf in Elesia’s capital. I’d asked Kotori not to tell them, but it might have to happen sooner or later...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4


      “This way, big brother.”


      The next day, we said we wanted to see Hirulk, and the boys offered to show us the way.


      Going off on the expedition were me, Mia, Chris, Hikari, and Sera. Rurika had stayed in because she wasn’t feeling well. Chris had offered to stay with her, but...


      “I’m just a little tired. I’ll feel better after some rest,” Rurika said, and she asked me to look after Chris.


      I was surprised that Rurika seemed even more down about recent developments than Chris.


      “Rurika was the closest to Eris out of all of us,” Sera told me later, adding that she admired her too.


      I was also worried about Rurika’s listlessness, so I asked Ciel to look after her. I knew Ciel would help keep her out of danger.


      I’d assumed the boys would be taking us to Hirulk’s house, so I was a bit surprised when they ended up leading us to a building near the town’s west gate. It looked a lot like the one near the southeast gate that we’d come through when we’d entered, and it seemed to be one of the barracks for the town security forces. Hirulk’s house was nearby, though, so that would be our next stop if we didn’t find her here.


      Fortunately, we saw her just as we entered. “Hey, you’re the ones from yesterday. How can I help you?” she asked.


      “Um, Tanya told me about what was going on... Does anyone here need healing?” Mia asked.


      Hirulk looked surprised, but she collected herself immediately. “Yes, that’s correct.”


      “Could I see them?”


      “Yes, certainly. Come along.”


      “Is there a sparring area?” I asked her. “Hikari here would like to hold mock duels with the children.”


      “Yeah, gonna show off!” Hikari proclaimed.


      Apparently the children had begged Hikari to tell tales of her travels, but they hadn’t believed her when she’d described her exploits in battle, so she wanted to prove what she could do.


      Hikari had grown a lot, physically, but she’d always been on the smaller side. It was hard to project an intimidating aura when you were slender and quick.


      “All right. The children know where it is, so feel free to use it,” Hirulk granted us. “Then, Miss...?”


      “My name is Mia.”


      “Come right this way, Mia.”


      “Sora and I will go with Hirulk,” Mia said. “Chris, Sera, can you look after Hikari and the children?”


      “Yes, of course,” Chris said.


      “Will do,” Sera added.


      Hikari was pulled away by the children, accompanied by Chris and Sera.


      “You don’t need to go with them, Sora? Or are you worried about Mia?” Hirulk said half jokingly.


      I couldn’t deny that that was part of it, but I added that I could also use the Heal spell.


      Hirulk’s eyes went wide at this, but she also nodded in understanding when she saw Mia turn red from the teasing.


      Hirulk led us to the next building over. It seemed to be set up as a medical bay, and there were about twenty people there. “None of the injuries are very bad, but...”


      “You don’t use potions?” I asked.


      I could see arms, legs, and heads wrapped in bandages. Some of the injuries were the type that would take a long time to heal naturally.


      “Potions are a precious commodity, so we use them sparingly. This last time was really rough, though...” Hirulk explained that they’d encountered a horde of monsters when they were investigating a mana reservoir. While they were fighting them, another horde ambushed them and caused severe damage.


      The reason potions were so precious was apparently that the herb patches tended to spawn near the mana reservoirs. No matter how many times they tried, they hadn’t managed to cultivate healing herbs in town.


      “Master Geed...the demons at the castle do give us potions. But they don’t have many either.”


      “Can’t you buy them in towns outside the forest?” I asked, thinking of Adonis.


      “That wouldn’t be easy. Outsiders don’t know about our town, and I’ve heard rumors that they’ll kill you if they realize you came from the Black Forest.”


      Last Town was populated by people who couldn’t make a life in the outside world for one reason or another, after all. Hirulk had been born in this town and was curious about what lay outside the forest, but that way of thinking was apparently uncommon here.


      At any rate, it took us less than ten minutes to cast Heal on all of the wounded, though I was only on my fifth patient by the time Mia finished up everyone else.


      “Are there any other locations in need?” Mia asked, referring to the barracks by the other gates.


      “No, Lady Suiren took care of them,” Hirulk said. Apparently there had been more injured people elsewhere, but Suiren had spent the last few days healing them all personally.


      So that’s what pushed her so close to her limit that she collapsed... I thought.


      Maybe it was bad luck that so many of them had ended up injured at once, but the same thing could very well happen again. We could alleviate Suiren’s burden while we were here, but she would probably be overloaded again after we left. The best way to alleviate that burden would be potions...but we’d have to discuss it as a group once Rurika was feeling better.


      ◇◇◇


      We’d been in town for about a week before Rurika was more or less back to her usual self. Then, as if they’d been waiting for that moment, Hirulk and Ilu approached us.


      They explained that they’d spotted multiple hordes of monsters appearing around a mana reservoir. The hordes were made up of goblin, ogre, and wulf-type monsters, with some advanced subtypes in the mix as well.


      “Would you be willing to help us hunt them?” Hirulk asked.


      We agreed immediately—I was the one who’d asked them to tell me if they found a mana reservoir, after all. I’d told the rest of the party my ambitions as well, including about the healing herbs.


      Most of the people taking part in the hunt were beastfolk like Hirulk, but there were humans and demons too, including Ilu and Lui. They told me that the beastfolk battalion would be the main fighting force, while the demons were there to send word quickly back to town if need be.


      “All right, let’s go,” Hirulk said. We left the town together, formed ranks, and began moving. The scouts took the lead, with demons taking shifts flying through the air.


      “Man, never thought I’d get to eat hot food outside.” After we’d spent some time together, even Hirulk—who’d been politely distant with us at first—finally relaxed. Ilu had mentioned how strangely she seemed to be acting around us, so apparently that wasn’t her usual manner.


      “See, Hirulk? Just like I said, right?” Ilu bragged.


      “You don’t have to brag, big sis,” Lui scolded her. But he still nodded in agreement with Hirulk.


      The others did too. They’d all acted surprised when I’d first mentioned cooking outside. They seemed to have a small number of bags of holding that let them carry ingredients and other supplies out of town, but they still tended to eat jerky and dry bread on their missions.


      This had to do with the nature of the Black Forest’s trees, which apparently didn’t burn well. This wasn’t necessarily true near the entrance, but the trees deeper in the forest had anti-fire properties that made them hard to use as firewood without processing them first.


      In order to burn the logs, you first needed to pour mana-infused or holy water over them, then you had to wait for them to dry out. This meant that they rarely burned firewood even in town, and they used magic items to cook and keep warm instead. These magic items consumed a lot of magistones, so as troubling as the monsters were, they were a necessary part of the ecosystem.


      They’d also said that all of the magic items used in the town were made at the Demon King’s castle. Whoever was behind them was an amazing craftsman. In a way, the entire Black Forest town owed its existence to their skill.


      “So, what were the monsters up to?”


      “Unfortunately, it looks like the orc hordes have united into one larger force.”


      “Should we withdraw for a while, then?” Ilu asked, then stopped. “Actually, I guess it could be more dangerous not to nip them in the bud now...”


      Hirulk seemed to think hard on this question. The orc horde was now a hundred and fifty strong, and while the Last Town security forces weren’t particularly low-level, the monsters who appeared in this area were consistently powerful. Even the monsters we’d met on the way to the village, despite coming in singles, had frequently been as tough as advanced subtypes.


      “Could we set traps and lure them in? I have an idea for how to do it.” I called up my golem Shade as I spoke.


      “What’s that?” Hirulk asked.


      “He’s a golem, and he’s probably faster than anyone in the group.” I patted Shade, who held up his head proudly.


      “I think...I’d like to hear more about that,” Hirulk prompted me.


      I nodded and started laying out the kinds of traps I could make. A few present grimaced as I described the binding trap I’d used on the imperial soldiers.


      “All right, we’ll go with Sora’s suggestion,” Hirulk said at last. “But we’ll need to hammer out the specifics.”


      We promptly started talking about where to fight the monsters, what routes to lure them along, and where to set the traps.




      We were currently facing off against the monsters’ muscle—ogre and orc-type monsters. The goblins and wulfs had been caught up in the traps already because of their speed.


      We were currently split into two groups: the main fighting force and a flying column sent to finish off the monsters caught in traps.


      The traps were just meant to be disabling, not fatal, which was why someone had to go around and finish the job. They also had to be quick, since the monsters would eventually escape if they were given enough time. Because of that, the flying column was made up of swift beastfolk and demons.


      I was at the head of the main fighting force, shield at the ready, with a couple of burly bear beastfolk at my sides.


      The orcs had an orc general in their numbers, and they were moving under its orders in excellent coordination. The ogres seemed to be trying to coordinate their charges with the orcs, but they weren’t actually in sync with them. We used this to our advantage—despite their greater numbers, the ogres were actually hindering the orc general by disrupting his carefully planned attacks.


      Hirulk’s forces split up to chip away at their numbers, and Rurika, Sera, and Hikari followed their lead. Chris and the mages cast attack spells, while Mia used holy spells, mostly for support. I used my shield to deflect attacks that came in our direction, and after knocking opponents off their balance, I finished them off with my sword.


      “Keep going! Push them back!” Hirulk cried to encourage us.


      But then a new type of monster appeared: saber tigers.


      There were nine of them. This hadn’t been in the report.


      “What are saber tigers doing here?!” someone shrieked.


      The saber tigers ran in all directions, tearing through friend and foe alike. Their disregard for their own allies made their movements even harder to predict.


      “Ngh!” A bear beastman blocked a body blow from a saber tiger with his shield and went flying backward.


      It was about to pounce on him when I interposed myself between them, using Teleportation to bridge the gap in an instant. Though it might have looked like magic to an outside viewer, the distance was short enough that I could probably play it off as an optical illusion.


      Then I twisted around to the saber tiger’s mana-weakened flank and stabbed into it with my mana-infused mithril sword. The creature collapsed—one down.


      “Sora!” Mia cried desperately.


      Thankfully, Detect Presence had already told me about the incoming attacker. It wasn’t always easy to sense enemies at a distance when you were in the forest, but this one was close enough that it was obvious.


      I quickly used Conversion to refill my MP, and as soon as the saber tiger entered my detection area, I used my time spell to slow its movements. I slipped around to its side and executed a Sword Slash technique at its neck. The mana-infused technique lopped off its head in a single strike.


      I was finally able to catch my breath and had a look around me. The saber tigers had thinned out, and only four remained. The ogres were completely defeated as well, and the orcs’ numbers were also vastly reduced. It was only the general’s leadership that allowed them to keep their formation hanging on by a thread.


      Unfortunately, our side was in bad shape as well. Shade the golem was using his shadow skill to bring the injured to Mia, but she couldn’t keep up. She had to focus if she wanted to heal people, and the monsters were hindering her ability to do that.


      But before I could run to support her...


      “You focus on healing. I’ll block any attacks coming your way!” a bear beastfolk said, taking a position in front of Mia.


      “Right!” Mia was about to raise her staff to cast Heal, but then she stopped and placed the end on the ground instead. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes in concentration.


      I could sense her mana suddenly rise, and then...


      “Area Heal!” The moment she spoke the words, the wounds of all the people around her healed at once.


      “Thank goodness...” When she saw that it had worked, Mia slumped onto her staff. She looked like she might collapse, but Shade held her up.


      The healed people looked surprised, but they immediately returned to the battle lines.


      Their return turned the tide of battle quickly—our numbers overwhelmed the remaining orcs, and multiple fighters were able to gang up on a single saber tiger.


      Once we’d defeated all the monsters in our area, we split up, with most of our fighters going off to help finish off the monsters that were caught in traps.


      I was one of the small group that stayed behind, mostly to gather up the monster corpses. The others’ bags of holding didn’t have much carrying capacity, so they were shocked when they learned that my Item Box could hold all the monsters.


      Once I finished that up, I caught up with Hirulk and the others, but they’d already finished the job by the time I arrived.




      “Is that a magic item for absorbing the mana in the reservoirs?”


      Once the monsters were all defeated, we regrouped and headed to the mana reservoir itself. Hirulk had pulled out a crystal-tipped staff, which could apparently be stuck into the ground to absorb and neutralize the mana in the reservoir. They could then use the mana they absorbed to help power the town.


      Draining the mana reservoir would take about a full day, so we split into groups: one to watch the area until the process was complete and another to pick herbs nearby. Hikari and I joined the herb-picking team, while Rurika, Chris and Sera stayed behind along with Mia, who was starting to look tired.


      The people staying behind would be stripping down monster bodies, so I gave them some of the monsters I’d stored in my Item Box. I’d been worried that the smell of blood might attract monsters, but the others explained that monsters would come no matter what as long as the reservoir was there, so they might as well do it now.


      “Is there a healing herb patch nearby?” I asked.


      “Technically,” Ilu said, “but you can only pick healing herbs there until the mana from the reservoir runs out. They die right away after it’s neutralized.” She added that the patches also tended to have a lot of false healing herbs, and it was very hard to tell the difference. That was another reason they tended not to collect many.


      Ten minutes after we started moving, we found a small clearing that contained herbs.


      “Oh, is that the herb patch? We got lucky this time,” Ilu said. She said that sometimes they grew in areas with denser trees, so this was a good pull.


      I didn’t love the idea of picking herbs out from in between tree roots, so I shared her sigh of relief.


      “C’mon, let’s start picking!” Ilu said excitedly, and we split up again into a gathering team and a lookout team.


      I joined the gathering team and quickly turned on my Appraisal skill.


      With it, I could see that most of the herbs there were healing ones, with vigor and mana herbs less common. About 60 percent of the patch was also false healing herbs, and it was definitely hard to tell the difference at a glance. Analysis informed me that the length and number of veins on the leaves were how you told the real ones from the fake ones, but it was a subtle difference for sure. I could tell them apart easily with my Appraisal skill, but that didn’t make it less of a hassle to pick them.


      It took us about thirty minutes to pick all the usable herbs from the patch. At first, the others didn’t trust that I could really tell the real ones from the fakes, but after checking, they were surprised to learn that my whole haul was genuine.


      “Master’s a professional gatherer!” Hikari declared proudly, and Ciel nodded in agreement beside her.


      “Are there any other patches around?” I asked.


      “Sometimes multiple ones do get generated, so let’s go around and check,” Ilu said.


      We ended up finding six different patches, though we probably spent more time on the search than we did on the harvest.


      “I think we got ten expeditions’ worth of herbs just today,” Ilu said as we were wrapping up.


      Indeed, Hirulk and the others were incredibly surprised when we returned and revealed our bounty. Ilu and the others promptly started helping with the monster bodies, while I checked in on Mia, cooked, and consulted my Creation skill list for the ingredients needed to make bags of holding.


      But I seriously need to get that saber tiger meat ready soon... I thought idly. I could feel Hikari and Ciel burning holes in the back of my head.


      When the others asked what I was cooking, and I told them it was saber tiger, they looked at me like they didn’t believe it. The consensus in Last Town seemed to be that saber tiger meat was inedible.


      Regardless, I left the pot to simmer while I started making bags of holding. Really high-quality bags tended to invite questions, so before now I’d mainly used Enchant to make simple ones. Here in the Black Forest, though, it probably wouldn’t be a problem to make the best ones I could.


      Still, I didn’t have an infinite supply of materials, and could only make five with what I had on hand.


      “Mia, is it okay for you to be up?” I asked as she came by to help.


      “Yes, I think so. I’m sorry I caused so much trouble.”


      “You didn’t. You’re the reason everyone’s safe now,” I said. We really wouldn’t have been able to slay all the monsters so quickly without her healing.


      “So what are you up to, Sora?”


      “Making stew and bags of holding, I guess?”


      Mia seemed to realize what I meant by stew. “Is it almost ready?”


      “We’ll be able to eat it tonight.”


      The moment I said that, Ciel rocketed through the air in my direction, then screeched to a halt right in front of my face, her eyes sparkling.


      Mia and Chris smiled at her enthusiasm.




      The saber tiger stew was finally ready to eat that night, so I handed it out to Hikari and the others. I hadn’t been able to do much cooking since we arrived in Last Town, so this felt like a serious accomplishment.


      I asked Hirulk and the others if they wanted some, and they violently shook their heads no. Understandable, of course—but when they saw how much Hikari enjoyed it, they all asked for a taste as well. When they tried it, their eyes opened wide, and they promptly gobbled it down and asked for seconds. But Hikari denied them, saying she wanted to make sure the kids in town got some.


      The security team slumped over in disappointment but relented. The despair only lifted from their faces when I told them I’d teach them how to prepare it themselves.


      “We have the ones we hunted today too,” I added casually, “so I can prepare them when they’re ready.”


      This set off a scramble to break down the tiger bodies immediately, and I had to talk them down. I said we could strip down the bodies after we got back to town, but there probably wouldn’t be enough to feed everyone. This presented a challenge, but it would be up to them to figure out how to divide it up.


      Once that was worked out, I handed over the new bags of holding I’d made to intense sounds of gratitude. Then we took care of various other chores, and before long we’d made it safely back to town.


      With that, the monster hunt was over.




      We’d been back in town a week after the monster hunt had concluded. In a way, the day we got back was the busiest of all, thanks entirely to the saber tiger.


      All houses had a cooking magic item, but they couldn’t be used for extended periods of time, which meant I was forced to do all the prep work myself. I spent another day borrowing the lawn behind Hirulk’s barracks so I could keep all the pots simmering.


      Ciel stared at them intently—or at least, she tried to, but she often ended up dozing off.


      “What are you up to, Sora?” Chris asked as she approached me.


      “Chris? Same old, same old. Cook, cast, walk, repeat.”


      Chris smiled in amusement, but I really had gotten a lot of steps thanks to my routine, and my Time Spells and Light Spells levels had gone up.




      Name: Fujimiya Sora / Job: Sorcerer / Race: Otherworlder / Level: None




      HP: 700/700 / MP: 700/700 / SP: 700/700 (+100)


      Strength: 690 (+0) / Stamina: 690 (+0) / Speed: 690 (+100)


      Magic: 690 / Dexterity: 690 (+0) / Luck: 690 (+100)




      Skill: Walking Lv. 69


      Effect: Never get tired from walking (earn 1 XP for every step + α Bonus)


      XP Counter: 1,841,149/2,110,000


      Steps since last check [1,168,731] + Exp bonus [1,987,589]




      Skill Points: 2




      Improved Skills


      [Traps Lv. 9] [Conversion Lv. 9] [Reduce MP Consumption Lv. 9] [Farming Lv. 5]




      Advanced Skills


      [Creation Lv. MAX] [Light Spells Lv. 7] [Time Spells Lv. 9] [Absorb Lv. 7] [Duplication Lv. 5]




      Scroll Skills


      [Teleport Lv. 8]




      My Creation skill had finally maxed out. Time Spells had also leveled up again, and its proficiency was already halfway to its next level. I’d been using a lot of Time Spells lately, but I never thought I’d get to level it up so much just by cooking saber tiger meat. But that was kind of appropriate to our group, in its way...


      “Here, today’s lunch.” While I was checking my stats, Chris handed me a lunch box.


      “Thanks.” I accepted it and took a seat next to Chris.


      Ciel abandoned her watching of the pots to approach us, and she began slapping her ears on the ground, begging me to open the lunch. Clearly, food that she could eat right away was more important to her than food that wouldn’t be ready for a while—even food she craved as badly as stewed saber tiger meat.


      Chris dutifully laid out Ciel’s dishes, and the little spirit began to happily gobble up her food. The sight warmed my heart as well, and today’s lunch turned out to be a truly delicious one.


      “But seriously, Chris, how are you holding up?” I asked her after we’d finished eating.


      “Oh... You mean about my sister?” Chris didn’t appear to understand what I meant at first, but she seemed to intuit it after looking at my face. “I mean...I’d prepared myself for this possibility. It’s not like this is the first time it’s happened. We’d been to so many cities in so many nations, and with each slave market we visited it sank in a little further...that we might never see her again. At the same time, I kept moving because I felt like the Spirit’s Talisman was telling me she was okay, you know?” She shook her head. “I almost broke down so many times, but then we heard from Sera...and at first I didn’t believe it. But it really was her, and that gave me new hope.”


      As I listened, Ciel seemed to get interested too. She looked up and rubbed her sleepy eyes.


      “But our visit to the Dragonlands meant she wasn’t in any of the six nations...so even though the Dragon King told us about this town of elves, I’d already half given up. I mean, after everything I’d been through... But part of me thought that if there really were elves there, it might be possible...but then she wasn’t here. So it wasn’t that big a shock when I heard it...” She paused, tears welling up in her eyes. “That’s terrible, isn’t it?”


      Seeing the state she was in, I swallowed down my first instinct to say that it wasn’t. Instead, I just held her as she broke down crying.


      Ciel also looked restless and worried.


      “I’m sorry to fall apart like that,” Chris said at last. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her face was sodden and red.


      “It’s understandable. But do you feel a little better now?”


      It was a moment before she responded, “Yes.”


      I hoped that getting it out had eased the burden on her a little bit. It wasn’t good to keep things locked up inside, after all, and she probably couldn’t tell anyone how she was feeling. The fact that the person she’d usually confide in, Rurika, had taken it all even harder had probably made it worse.


      “So what will you do next, Chris?”


      “I talked it over with Rurika, and we’ve decided to go to Elesia.”


      “But Syphon hasn’t reported much in the way of progress, has he?”


      “Yes, but we’d like to go there and see for ourselves.”


      As I gazed at the firm determination in her eyes, I decided not to tell her what Kotori had told me. The hope might just be more of a burden, and I could always tell her after we got there.


      If Kotori had met this elf in the castle, there was a good chance she was somewhere in the noble quarter, where security would be high. That meant we’d have to be in the capital before we could form a plan anyway. Hikari might know something as well, so I’d have to talk to her sometime.


      “Um, Sora, will you go there with me?” she asked.


      “Sure, of course. Syphon might still be there, and there are a few other people I’d like to see again. I guess I’ll have to mask my identity, though...” I was wondering how the stall vendor Grey and the adventurers’ guild receptionist Michal were doing.


      Chris smiled at my quick answer.


      “Should we head out soon?” I asked.


      She laughed. “Well, you’ll have to finish cooking first.”


      That was a good point. They might send a mob after me if I tried to leave town before it was done.


      But that meant we’d still be here a few more days. I might’ve been able to finish today if there’d been only one pot, but there was too much to do.


      After our conversation was over, Chris and I talked and watched the meat cook while I made some potions with alchemy. When I’d given half of the healing herbs I’d harvested to the townspeople, they’d mentioned that they made all their potions by hand.


      I’d also used Creation to make a tool that would help them gather healing herbs and given it to Hirulk to use after I was gone.


      The item was called Vegetation Glasses, and making it required a treant branch, a treant trunk, a treant magistone, a monster eye, another kind of magistone, and a sample of the plant it was meant to identify. The monster eye could be from any kind of monster, but the stronger the monster, the greater the distance at which you could identify healing herbs.


      The interesting thing about this magic item was that by adding more treant magistones to the construction, you could allow it to identify more plants. One treant magistone would let you identify one kind of plant; two would allow you to identify two. Of course, you also needed to have one of the objects you wanted to appraise on hand as well, and as the name suggested, it could only be used for plant materials.


      When I told her the conditions, she asked me for five copies of the kind that could only identify healing herbs—those were the most in demand, after all—and one that could also identify mana and vigor herbs as well. I hoped this would at least help them separate the real ones from the false ones more easily.


      “Should we head back, then?” I asked Chris.


      It would be sundown soon, so we decided to pack it up. I returned the pots to my Item Box as Ciel watched with longing eyes.


      When we arrived at Suiren’s house, we found a bit of a commotion inside. The children were always a little unruly, but today their voices were even louder than usual. I shared a look with Chris, then headed for the dining hall where the voices were coming from.


      When I saw it, I flinched. My body remembered.


      The person the children had surrounded was the demon Ignis. They were chattering on and on at him while he merely listened impassively.


      Then, when there was finally a break in the conversation, he said, “We can talk another time” and began heading my way. “You seem well,” he told me.


      “R-Right.”


      “I’m not here to harm you. Geed told me you were here. I’ve come on someone’s request.” Ignis spoke with a voice free of emotion.


      “Request?” I echoed.


      “It appears...the Demon King wishes to meet you.”


      Was there a pause there, or did I just imagine it? And...the Demon King wants to meet me?


      “I’m sure Kotori’s informed you of the situation and can vouch for the fact that you won’t be harmed.”


      I did remember Kotori mentioning that she’d had tea with the Demon King. “Just me?” I asked after a moment’s hesitation. I was mainly worried about Mia.


      “No, with your five traveling companions and Kotori.” He spoke lightly, in a way that suggested I had no right to refuse.


      Yutaka’s book had written that the goddess would advent only if the Demon King hunt failed, so there should still be some time left. I hoped so, anyway. My more immediate concern was what he might do if I turned him down.


      “I’d like to consult with my companions,” I said after a pause. “I don’t have an issue with it personally, but if they don’t want to go, you won’t force them, right?”


      “As you wish, but you are all wanted there. The Demon King wants to hear the stories of your travels.” Ignis cast a glance at Chris as he spoke. In that moment, for the first time, I felt like I saw a glimpse of emotion on his face.


      Then Ignis left the house, telling us he’d return for us tomorrow.


      ◇Mia’s Perspective 2


      “Thank you, Mia.” The one-horned demon bowed and expressed his gratitude.


      After what had happened with Cardinal Ado—Adonis—I’d felt a powerful anathema toward demons. But interacting with the ones in this town had changed my opinion of them a great deal. They were just like people, in fact, and most of them were kind and friendly.


      In fact, so far I felt much more comfortable here than I had in those two towns in Vossheil.


      After I finished healing everyone, I decided to go see Sora instead of returning to Suiren’s house. I could still see him back at the rooms, but other than that, we were mostly operating separately these days. He was a very busy person.


      “Heh, but to think he’d be busy cooking...” I laughed to myself. The fact that he was spending his time cooking saber tiger meat because Ilu and the others had asked for it was certainly a Sora-esque reason. Surely no one else would have agreed to go to all that trouble.


      I really admired how Sora solved problems for so many people in all the towns we’d been to. In Majorica, they’d asked him to beat the dungeon; in Altair, to heal the Spirit Tree; in the Republic, he’d helped with the hunting of those mutations and the rebuilding of Nahar. He really had done so much.


      He had saved me too. Frieren was all I’d ever known before, but now I was traveling to all these places I never thought I’d see. It had been hard at times, but having Sora, Hikari, Ciel, Chris, Rurika, and Sera there had brought so much joy to my life.


      “Oh? Hey, Mia. What brings you here? Did Hirulk ask you for healing?” I ran into Ilu while I was walking along, lost in thought.


      “No, I just finished up, so I was taking a walk to clear my head, I suppose.”


      “A walk, huh? You’re a lot like Sora,” Ilu said with a smile.


      Maybe that’s true, I thought.


      “Hey, did something good happen to you?” she asked me.


      “Hmm? What do you mean?”


      “You’re smiling...like you’re enjoying something.”


      I remembered what I’d just been thinking about. Maybe it naturally brought a smile to my face? Because of that, I told Iru about some of the things I’d seen and heard on my travels. Of course, I couldn’t talk about everything. I’d just made so many memories.


      Ilu listened earnestly, sometimes voicing admiration. “That sounds like a lot of fun. And Sora’s really always like that, huh?” she asked.


      Talking about it had made me realize something—I’d met a lot of new people in my travels and said goodbye to just as many. And since we hadn’t found Eris here, our journey would continue. That meant we’d be saying goodbye to the people here soon.


      And when I found myself giving voice to that fact...


      “I see. I guess that’s true, though we’d love it if you and your friends could live here with us.” Ilu, who knew what Chris and the others had been through, really did sound disappointed about this.


      Seeing Ilu’s expression of regret, I found myself wondering if we could come back here after we found Eris.


      ◇◇◇


      “The Demon King, huh?” Rurika crossed her arms skeptically when she heard the proposal.


      “I haven’t seen the Demon King in a long time either,” Kotori said eagerly.


      The difference in their level of warmth seemed to be the difference between someone who had met the shadowy figure and someone who hadn’t.


      In the end, we agreed to go out of a sense of uncertainty of what might happen if we refused the invitation. But Kotori assured us with a pout that the Demon King would never hurt us.


      “Let’s go, then.” The next morning, Ignis came to get us and held out his hand. It felt like we had no option to refuse.


      One of the rings Ignis was wearing lit up, and something that resembled a black curtain appeared in midair. Even without Detect Mana, I could feel powerful mana emanating from it.


      “We pass through here?” I asked.


      “Yes.”


      “Got it,” I said after a moment. “Let’s go.”


      I was the first one through. As I passed under the black curtain, the scenery around me suddenly changed. I experienced a sensation that felt like teleporting, or moving through that spot in the Black Forest.


      Kotori was the last one of our group to pass through. “It really is a weird feeling. I’ve been through this once before, and I still can’t get used to it.” As she spoke, all eyes fell on her.


      She seemed a little surprised by the reaction, but we were all thinking that if she’d done this before, she really could have given us a heads-up.


      First, though, we had to focus on the sights around us.


      We were currently standing inside a building. Before us was a door almost five meters tall, beside which stood a stone statue. The statue was incredibly lifelike, so much that I almost expected it to come to life at any moment. Mia was so startled by it that she grabbed on to me.


      I felt a happy sensation pressed against my arm, but with so many people nearby, I couldn’t let it show on my face. Become void. Empty your mind, I told myself.


      Ignis was the last person through the black curtain, and it disappeared behind him, its role complete. “The Demon King is up ahead. Mind your manners,” he said, and he proceeded to walk forward.


      He stepped up to the door and touched it with his hand. It opened, slowly and silently.


      As I looked around the room, one thought pervaded my mind: The castle had none of the dangerous aura I had been expecting. It was also in better shape than I’d assumed it would be. I was sure it had been turned into a battlefield during previous heroes’ attacks on the Demon King’s castle, yet I saw no signs of damage at all.


      Did the demons spend the years before Demon King conflicts repairing it? I wondered. Or did the fight itself happen somewhere other than the castle? I tended to think of Demon Kings in games as reclining on a grand throne, waiting while the battle was fought in the throne room before them. Not that my thoughts on the subject were particularly relevant.


      Once the door was open, we began to walk in, with Ignis in the lead. A long red carpet ran through the room, and at the end, almost fifty meters away, was a throne.


      A suspicious-looking person sat on the throne, dressed in a black robe. They wore a low hood that concealed their face, but the closer I came, the more I could see that they seemed smaller than I expected. Is it just because they’re sitting? They seem to have feminine proportions as well...


      I looked around as I approached and saw four...statues of some kind, placed in inconspicuous locations around the room, patterned after sword, staff, shield, and armor.


      But what got my attention even more were the nearly twenty demons lined up along the end of the carpet. The one that stood out the most, though, was stationed beside the throne. He had a deeply wrinkled face that made him look like an old man, and three horns grew from his head. The fact that all the others looked young made him stand out all the more.


      The old demon looked at us with a scrutinizing expression.


      I tensed up, looked over at Mia, and saw her looking uneasy as well. The atmosphere in the room seemed to be stifling to her—maybe it reminded her of the demon that had tried to kill her.


      These demons were on another level from the ones living in town. I felt like if I let my guard down for a second, I might collapse from the pressure alone.


      When I saw how nervous Mia was, I stopped, and the others went still as well. Ignis seemed to have realized that we’d stopped, but he kept going himself, continuing to walk until he reached the throne.


      “My king, I have brought them,” he intoned.


      The Demon King nodded in response to his words. I couldn’t see her expression because of the hood, but I felt like she was looking at us.


      Once Mia had calmed down, we walked up to join Ignis. We were now surrounded by demons, and the pressure was truly intense. The others seemed just as nervous as Mia. They knew logically that the truth was more complicated, but they’d still had the idea that demons were humanity’s enemies hammered into them from an early age.


      I wasn’t sure whether she realized that or it was just a coincidence, but the Demon King raised a hand and the demons stepped back. The demons seemed hesitant at first, but all of them except the old one and Ignis eventually did as they were told.


      I could hear a sigh of relief echo out all around me.


      “Welcome to the Demon King’s castle,” the figure on the throne said at last. “And...I am happy to see you again.” She spoke the words as lightly as could be, yet they somehow seemed full of emotion as well.


      Kotori’s the only person here she’s met before, though. Is it Kotori that she’s happy to see?


      While I was wondering about that, the Demon King removed her hood.


      Silver hair flowed down her back. Her face was pretty, and I couldn’t help but feel like I’d seen it somewhere before. But the most eye-catching aspect was her ears—they came to fine points in a way that humans’ didn’t. She was an elf, and she regarded us with bloodred eyes.


      I heard gasps all around me, and suddenly, a figure passed by me like the wind—it was Rurika. The movement made all the demons around us tense up, but the Demon King held up a hand to stop them from interfering.


      As Rurika reached the Demon King, she threw her arms around her and started to cry.


      “Big Sis Eris...” she wailed.


      When I heard that name, I looked at Chris and Sera. They were both standing stock-still, their eyes open wide. That was when I realized where I’d seen the face of the Demon King before.


      That’s right... She looks just like Chris.


      ◇Rurika’s Perspective


      We’d arrived at the town in the Black Forest, but Big Sis Eris hadn’t been there.


      My whole body had seemed to go numb. I’d felt that same emptiness so many times before. Every time we’d gone to a slave market and been told she wasn’t there, it had added up inside of me a little bit more.


      So when we’d arrived at the place that was pretty much our last hope, learning that she still wasn’t here made the tension inside of me sort of snap.


      I lay down in bed that night, realizing I had no idea what to do next. We still had other leads on elves. Syphon’s party were still following up on what Sora had learned from his friend at the slave market. They hadn’t reported having any more luck the last time we checked at the Vossheil guild, but if there was a chance, no matter how small...


      But what if that’s wrong too? I mused. What if there are elves there, but Eris isn’t one of them?


      It was a terrifying thought, but I had to keep moving forward. I had to take responsibility.


      Soon after, a demon came to visit us. His name was Ignis—a name Sora had mentioned before. He said the Demon King wanted to meet us and took us to the king’s castle.


      “Welcome to the Demon King’s castle. And...I am happy to see you again.”


      My heart skipped a beat. Why did that voice sound so familiar? Then I saw her face, and I knew.


      It was her. She still looked the same way—her eyes were a different color now, but the kindness in her gaze was just how I remembered it.


      I found myself running toward her. My mind had gone blank, but my body still moved.


      I threw my arms around the Demon King. “Big Sis Eris...” I whispered. My tears wouldn’t stop.
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      That day—the day our village was attacked—I had run away with Big Sis Eris.


      It was my fault that the imperial soldiers found us. I’d run as hard as I could, but I was a child. There was no way I could have outrun them.


      The only reason I managed to escape was because Big Sis Eris had led them away.


      After that day, every time I looked at Chris’s face, I was reminded of that. Every time Chris looked sad, I felt something wrench in my heart. It wasn’t the imperial soldiers that attacked our village who were making Chris suffer—it was me. If it hadn’t been for me, Chris would still be with Eris.


      I’d begun thinking more and more about how I was the reason they’d been torn apart, so I hid how I really felt and told Chris I would go searching for Eris. Our best friend Sera was also missing, so I said I’d find both of them.


      I didn’t have the courage to tell you the truth. I’m sorry, Chris.


      I did tell Granny. She kindly admonished me and reassured me that I didn’t have to do this, but I refused to back down.


      Granny taught me a lot to help me, but then she disappeared and never came back. Was it my fault that she was gone too? I never got my answer before setting out on my journey.


      I traveled around all kinds of countries and met all kinds of people. Chris started smiling more often. It began to become a natural expression on her face.


      We eventually reunited with Sera, and at long last, we reunited with Eris too.


      I’m so glad.


      Thank you for being alive.


      Thank you for saving me that day.


      ◇◇◇


      Rurika had cried her eyes out until she finally fell asleep.


      “Someone come here,” said the Demon King—Eris—and a demon in a maid’s uniform appeared and carried Rurika off in her arms.


      I hadn’t sensed the maid’s presence before that moment. Had she been in another room?


      “Don’t worry,” Eris told the other demons. “These girls are my family. Return to your stations and continue the preparations.”


      In the end, only the old demon and Ignis remained. Eris seemed to want them to leave as well, but perhaps she realized this wouldn’t be possible, and so she said nothing more.


      Ignis, in particular, made the Demon King’s safety his top priority, and he didn’t want anything to happen when he wasn’t there.


      “Is that really you...big sister?” Chris said.


      “Yes, it’s me. You’ve really grown, Chris. You too, Sera.”


      “So have you, Big Sis Eris, but I’m so glad you’re safe. Though Rurika, um, really surprised me there...”


      I had been a little surprised by the way she’d acted myself. The demons could have attacked her.


      Eris looked down and bit her lip. “She really shouldn’t have tortured herself over me. She’s just such a sincere girl...” She noticed the two demons looking at her worriedly and said, “I’m all right. More importantly, can you introduce me to your friends?” She turned her gaze to me, then Mia, then Hikari. Her eyes communicated extreme interest, though her facial expression didn’t change.


      We introduced ourselves and gave a brief summary of who we were.


      “I see... It seems you’ve been through a great deal. In particular, we’ve caused a lot of trouble for Mia, and I wish I had been able to stop that. Please forgive me.” Eris apologized to Mia, perhaps having already heard about what happened in Frieren. “But Sora, you have been a great help to Chris, and I’d like to thank you. What do you desire?”


      “Well, if I hadn’t met Rurika and Chris after I came to this world, I probably wouldn’t be alive right now. So I’d say you don’t have to thank me at all.”


      “I see... Ah, and I need to return this to Sera.” Eris seemed to remember something. She stood up, took something from around her neck, and handed it to Sera.


      “Wait, is this...?!” Sera began.


      “Yes, it’s your Talisman. It had blood on it when it was given to me, so I assumed you were dead. I was so happy when Ignis brought word of your survival, and I’m glad I can finally give it to you.” But despite her emotional words, Eris’s expression remained blank.


      It was the Spirit’s Talisman. Is that why Chris and Rurika felt Sera was safe even though she’d lost it? I wondered. Because Eris still had it?


      “Well, I’m sure you have a lot to talk about, so we’ll give you some space,” I said. “That’s what you want, right, Chris? I know this has been a long time coming.”


      “Yeah. Big Sis Chris, get lots of head pats,” Hikari told her bluntly.


      Chris turned red and seemed embarrassed, but her smile made it obvious that she loved the idea.


      I never thought they’d find each other in a place like this. I was truly glad to see them all so happy.


      That was why I had forgotten for a moment...


      What it meant for Eris to be the Demon King.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude 3


      “We’ll camp out tonight,” the man in black said.


      Our retinue quickly began making preparations for camp. Preparations didn’t mean setting up tents, though; it meant setting traps around the area we’d be camping in.


      “Lord Fencer King, Lord Swordmaster, Lady Paladin, please rest. We’ll keep lookout.”


      We did as we were told, and I pulled some rations from my bag of holding. They were honestly terrible. I wished we had hot food, but there was no one here who could cook.


      It had been over a month since our departure from the Fortress City. The men in black said it was taking so long because we’d taken a big detour and were trying to avoid monsters. He must have been right, because we had only encountered monsters once since we’d come here.


      Shizune and the others were drawing the monsters to them to ensure we had a safe route forward. The men in black were also clever and skilled, and they dealt with what monsters we did encounter before we even had to draw our weapons.


      Even so...the air was so heavy in the Black Forest. It hadn’t felt this stifling the last time we were here. The stifling feeling got stronger the farther in we went, and I wondered if it would be like this the whole time. Early on, we’d had to take frequent breaks because of it, so we’d moved slower than expected. But though it still felt hard to breathe now, my body must have gotten used to it, because it wasn’t as bad as before.


      “Are you all right, Kaede?” I asked her, but as usual, her only response was a nod. Shun was the same way.


      We’d talked a little bit more when we’d first set out, but they’d grown more and more silent as time went on. Now, all they did was give minimal reactions, including nods. At first I’d assumed they were just nervous, but I’d started to think there was more to it.


      “How much longer until we reach the Demon King’s castle? Is this even the right way?” I asked the man in black, waiting for my moment.


      “If the reports are accurate, we should arrive in about ten days,” he told me in a casual tone. “And this is definitely the right way. I know because of this.” He removed his glove to reveal a jet-black magistone implanted in the back of his hand.


      I wanted to ask what it was, but I decided against it. Instead, I shook my head, trying to find other thoughts to distract myself with.


      Ten days left... I thought back on the plan we’d formulated at the Fortress City. The knight captain had said the three of us would be entering the Demon King’s castle along with several of the men in black. There were over fifty others with us, but nearly half of them were decoys meant to lure away the demons’ defense force so that we could rush in quickly.


      “I guess it’s about time...”


      On the way back from the Pleques Dungeon, we’d fought a demon for the first time. Its power had been overwhelming. We’d managed to drive it away, but it had done catastrophic damage, and we’d been unable to do any serious damage to it.


      If I hadn’t awakened as the Hero then, we might not be here right now.


      So while Shun and the others were making their equipment, I’d been training to use my Hero powers and sparring with the knights. Fighting that demon had taught me the importance of fighting other humanoids. I’d gained confidence that my body would do what I wanted it to do...but...


      I cast a glance at Kaede. We’d been given new equipment and magic items to improve our physical abilities, but I didn’t know if Kaede and Shun were at a level where they could beat a demon yet.


      No... It doesn’t matter. It’s actually better for them to be where I can see them. If we run into danger, I can keep them safe.


      There’s only one thing I have to do, I told myself. Defeat the Demon King and save this world.


      For myself...and to go back to our world with Kaede and everyone else, I will defeat the Demon King.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5


      Our group split up as Chris and Sera followed Eris into a room.


      “The rest of you, this way,” said the demon maid, Marina, and she led us into a separate chamber. “We’ll prepare food and drink. Wait just a minute.” Then she bowed and left.


      “Wow, I can’t believe the Demon King was actually Chris’s big sister,” Kotori said as she sat down in a chair.


      “You didn’t notice?” I asked. It was surprising to me, as I’d spotted the resemblance the minute I saw her.


      “No way. I mean, I’d never even heard the Demon King’s name. And I knew Chris was an elf, but her eyes and hair are a different color... Um, I guess maybe I thought their faces looked similar, but...”


      Chris must have told Kotori that she was an elf, but she’d never taken off the Secht Necklace around her.


      “Kotori is slow. Bad girl,” Hikari scolded her.


      Her merciless appraisal must have stung Kotori deeply, because she clutched her heart in pain.


      “But I’m still really glad for them. They were obviously so upset,” Mia said.


      “Yeah. They seem happy.” Hikari nodded in agreement, and Ciel swayed happily back and forth.


      Just as our conversation was dying down, there was a quiet knock at the door, and Marina returned. She pushed a tea trolley into the room and poured tea for us with quick, practiced movements. “Do take your time,” she said as she left with a bow.


      We were all impressed by her professionalism.


      “Let’s drink it before it gets cold,” Kotori said, and we partook of the tea and various sweets.


      My first thought while I ate was that the flavor seemed familiar somehow.


      “These taste like the sweets we had in the Republic,” Mia said.


      That was it. The shape was different, but the flavor was similar... Did they re-create these for Eris? I wondered.


      Ciel must have liked them, because she asked for seconds. Fortunately, I didn’t have to indulge her myself, because Hikari and the others did it for me.


      Eventually, another knock came on the door. This time it was the elderly three-horned demon.


      “Oh, sir,” Kotori said as she saw him.


      “It’s been a while,” he said to her. “How have you been?”


      “Well, I missed the Demon King, but Suiren and the others were very kind, and the children... Well, some of them were a bit mischievous, but I enjoyed my time with them.”


      “I see, I see. Very good. The Demon King was worried about you as well.”


      I was surprised that the two seemed to be so friendly.


      Kotori explained that out of everyone in the castle, this demon was the one whom she’d been most friendly with, after Eris. “He seemed very curious about our world, and he often came to ask me questions about it.”


      “I’m an engineer, hard as that may be for you to believe. I like to learn about other worlds. Can’t think of a better way to get ideas for new magic items.”


      “Magic items?”


      “Yes. I made most of the magic items you’ve seen here and around town.”


      Shocked, I asked him about the sun rig-up and the illusion over the town.


      “Yes, that was one of my masterpieces,” he responded. “Are you interested in such things?”


      When I nodded without a second thought, the demon invited me to his laboratory with shining eyes.


      “Why don’t you just go? I can tell you want to,” Mia said.


      Still, I was hesitant.


      “I understand that you’re worried,” the old demon said, perhaps noticing the nervousness on my face. “But nobody in this castle would dare attack friends of the Demon King’s sister. You have my guarantee. They’d meet the wrath of the Demon King herself.”


      “Well, maybe I’ll go, then,” I said, reassured. “Ciel, what about you?”


      Ciel looked between me and the sweets on the table and opted to stay. She seemed to be trying to assert that it was because she was worried about Mia and the others, but... Well, I guess I’ll believe her.


      I began to walk through the castle, following the slow-moving demon. When we’d first been brought here, I hadn’t really had time to take in my surroundings, but now I could.


      The hallways reminded me of the castle in Altair, and while there wasn’t much in the way of decoration, it was all meticulously cleaned. There wasn’t a single crack in the walls, nor were there spiderwebs anywhere. It was also brightly lit by copious magic lamps.


      I’d pictured a Demon King’s castle as a place full of traps and creepy statues that would attack you out of nowhere, but there was none of that here. Through the large glass windows, I could see nicely tended lawns peppered with all colors of flowers. The sky was clear—at least, in the immediate area. When I looked at the distant sky, I could see a clear line after which it got dark again.


      “Are you surprised?” the old demon asked.


      “You could tell?”


      “Most otherworlders who come here for the first time are surprised. It’s not what they imagine.”


      “That’s part of it, but also...there’s going to be a battle here, right? I always assumed I’d see more scars from the past. Do you guys fix it after it gets destroyed?”


      “Ah, I see. We don’t fix it ourselves. There’s a sort of self-repair system in place.” He went on to explain more about the castle—that even if it were damaged, the throne would supply mana and automatically rebuild what had been destroyed, including the region around the castle. These repairs were carried out most efficiently when the Demon King was present.


      “What makes it work like that?” I asked. It seemed completely unreal. If it was some kind of technology, surely the authorities of the various kingdoms would want to get their hands on it.


      “Afraid I don’t know,” the demon admitted. “All I can say is that it’s always been that way. I’ve looked into it, but I’ve never been able to figure it out... Ah, here we are.” The demon led me into a room.


      As soon as I entered, I saw another familiar face.


      “Ah, you’re here too,” the older demon said.


      “What do you expect? I don’t deserve to be there...and they said Saint Mia was here as well.”


      It was Adonis—the demon who’d tried to kill Mia in Frieren. I found myself clenching my fists.


      “Easy now, Sora. Ado here regrets what he’s done. Isn’t that right?”


      “Yeah, the Demon King told me off about it. I don’t want to do things that she doesn’t like.”


      “You heard him. So please, be calm.”


      I took a deep breath and loosened my grip. I didn’t know whether it was true, but none of the demons here or in the town had ever done anything to threaten Mia. I’d stay wary, but it seemed unlikely that they would do anything to hurt us, especially since Eris was against it.


      “Ado, go apologize to the Saint. That’s a better way to clear the air than anything we could do here.”


      Adonis nodded obediently and left.




      Once Adonis was gone, I took a proper look around the room. The floor was so cluttered that there was no place to step. Books were stacked high in precarious towers.


      “Go on, sit there.” He pointed to a chair, and I gingerly made my way through the room.


      The demon sat down across from me, but there was only one chair, so he sat on a...crate.


      “Mind if I use Cleanse?” I asked, noticing the dust all around me.


      “If you must,” he said, bristling slightly.


      I finally sat down, looked up at the demon...and realized that he had been staring at me. It was like he was scrutinizing me, as if he could see right through me...


      “Um, is there a problem?” I asked.


      “Ignis told me about you,” he said after a moment. “He was unusually excited about meeting an otherworlder, as it was hard to believe they would throw one out like they did. I was hoping to meet you as well, given the chance.”


      Ignis, excited? I thought. It seemed hard to believe.


      “Now then, let us see. We should begin with some introductions. I am called...the elder. As you can see, I’m something of a recluse. Focused as I am on devising my magical contraptions, I leave the protection of the Demon King to the young ones.”


      What did he just say? I thought. Before I could stop myself, I whispered, “The elder? Did Yutaka...”


      “Hmm, that’s a name I haven’t heard in a while.” The elder’s eyes flashed with interest.


      I waffled over whether to deflect or tell him the truth. Working Parallel Thinking to its limits, I tried to devise some excuses, but none came to mind. Hearing “Yutaka” next to the elder’s name was too much of a coincidence for him to buy that I was talking about someone I knew from my world.


      In the end, I just told him the truth, mainly because I thought it would let me get some more information out of him. A lot of time must have passed since Yutaka wrote his book, and the elder had to know a lot more than he did about how the world worked.


      “Hmm, I see. He’d mentioned he was writing a book, but I didn’t know it was about all that. What did you think when you read it?”


      I paused. “At the very least, I want to save my friends,” I told him. Particularly Mia and Chris, who seemed like the ones most likely to be affected.


      “Would you be willing to help us, then?” he asked after a pause.


      “Help you?”


      “Yes. To kill the goddess.”


      Kill the goddess? I wondered. A divine being? Is that possible? I remembered reading in Yutaka’s book that the demons and Demon King were trying something like that, but...


      “I understand your hesitance, but it is necessary. After all, the Demon King is related to one of your comrades. As long as the goddess lives, her life will always be at risk, and that Saint of yours may also be sought as the vessel for her advent. She will not stop until the Demon King is killed.”


      The elder was right about that. Mia wasn’t the only one who might be targeted; Chris, as someone with a strong connection to Eris, was in danger too. It was the same reason Lorna had sent Yutaka away.


      “Ah, I see that look in your eyes,” the elder said. “You understand what I’m saying. Killing the goddess will free the Demon King, so in order to save them both, the goddess must die.”


      “You...want me to help you fight the goddess?”


      I thought back on Ignis, Geed, and the demons from the throne room. I hadn’t appraised them, but they’d all inspired in me the same sense of dread that Ignis gave me the first time I met him. At the time, I’d been unable to do anything but feel bowled over by his presence, and all of my travels and experiences since then let me see how powerful he truly was.


      I couldn’t imagine them possibly needing my help. No matter how much the other summonees had grown, I couldn’t conceive of them winning that fight. I felt like you’d have to be superhuman to even stand a chance.


      “I’m not telling you to fight the goddess directly,” the elder said after I’d stewed in my thoughts for a while. “There are two things we want to ask of you.”


      “Two things?”


      “Yes. One is for you to protect the Demon King’s sister. The other... If you’ve read Yutaka’s book, does that mean you have his materials?”


      “There were a lot of things in the room with the book.”


      “Were there?!” the elder asked, leaning forward in excitement. “What about adamantite, then?”


      “Y-Yes,” I stammered. “That was there.” I’d gotten blum ore, orichalcum, and other materials and magic items from the shelf. Adamantite was one of them, and I’d stashed it in my Item Box with the rest.


      “Do you have it now?” he asked.


      I nodded again and produced it from my Item Box at his request.


      He took it happily in both hands, his face softening into a triumphant, satisfied smile. Then he cleared his throat as he noticed me looking at him and managed to calm down. “Ah...you see, there’s a magic item we’ll need for the fight against the goddess. Adamantite was the only material I couldn’t obtain.”


      The elder explained that he’d had some in the old days, but he’d used it all up making magic items for Last Town. It was only some time later that he’d realized he would need it for his magic item to fight the goddess. He’d tried to go to the dungeon in the Empire where he’d gotten his original supply, but for some reason, the demons had been unable to enter it.


      Adamantite was only available on the lowest floors of the dungeon, so most people didn’t make it that far. No one to harvest it meant it never showed up in markets either.


      It didn’t seem like much mining was done in the dungeons. Until we’d found mithril in the Majorica dungeon, it had been neglected there as well.


      “So, may I use it?” the elder asked, indicating the adamantite in his hands.


      It didn’t seem like a situation where I could refuse. An item that helped them defeat the goddess would help us protect Eris. B-But it does seem like a shame to give up such a rare and precious mineral...


      “Ah, thank you.” The elder laid it on the table and then handed me a ring, saying, “I’ll also give you this.”


      “What is it?” I asked.


      “A magic item that’ll hide the Saint from the goddess’s sight. Her holy magic level is extremely high, but putting this on will hide her level—her mana value as the Saint. It’s difficult to explain, but it should make it impossible for her to be chosen as the goddess’s vessel.”


      I took the ring and appraised it.




      [Ring of Esqua] Deceives the world.




      Unfortunately, even Analysis didn’t reveal anything more.


      “You see? I have one too.” Maybe the elder had noticed my suspicious expression, because he showed me that he was wearing a ring of his own. He was probably trying to prove that it was safe.


      It was slightly different in design from the one he’d given me, but I appraised it and it also said “Ring of Esqua.”


      “Would you like to see what it does?” the elder asked.


      He removed his ring, and I instantly felt the mana swell from his body. I used Appraisal and Analysis and saw it rising from 100, 200, 300... Even as it topped out over 1,000, it still didn’t stop.


      “Well? Do you see?” His voice snapped me out of my trance.


      All I could do was nod in agreement and clench the ring he had given me tightly in my fist.


      “That should complete our negotiations. But there was something else I wanted to discuss with you, for my own personal reasons. Since Geed told me you were coming to town, I have been most excited. The Dragon King gave you some interesting materials, did he not?”


      “The Dragon King?”


      “Yes, Ignis told me. I believe it was...a fang and a scale?”


      How did he know that? As far as I was aware, the only people who knew were my party members and Marse, who had taught me smithing in Nahar. No, there’s one more, I realized. The Dragon King himself.


      The Dragon King knew about the Black Forest, and he’d given us the pass to get to the town here. It was natural to assume he’d have connections among the demons—and from the way the elder spoke, I sensed that they knew each other personally.


      “Yes, but...”


      “Ah, I see! Mind if I have a look?” the elder said with a bright smile.


      Once again, I felt like I couldn’t refuse. The pace of the conversation was completely under his control.


      I pulled the scale and fang the Dragon King had given me from my Item Box.


      “Hmm... You do have the Creation skill, yes?” the elder asked.


      I felt my heart skip a beat as he said the skill’s name. Creation hadn’t been listed in the skill guides I’d seen at the Magius Academy or Altair libraries, and based on how much it could do, I’d assumed it was a rare or possibly unique skill.


      “Let me tell you first that the reason I know you have the Creation skill is because someone else told me—someone who can see the skills of others. Not one of the demons, though; it was... Ah, Ignis got her permission to tell you and earn my trust, though I’d ask you not to share it with anyone. It was the young lady Reese.”


      Reese? Where have I heard that name before?


      “I think you’d know her as the guild master of the Majorica adventurers’ guild.”


      Of course. That’s it.


      “And one other thing. The reason I told you all this is because I want you to use your skills to make things for me. First, I’ll give you this book.”


      “What is this?”


      “A record...left by someone else who had the Creation skill.”


      I looked down at the book he gave me. Flipping through the pages revealed some familiar recipes, and once I started, I couldn’t stop. Just looking through it added new entries to my list, and not only that—it began filling in the names of components as well.


      “Long ago, they told me that Creation could make higher-quality items than Alchemy,” the elder said as I looked through it. “I used it as reference for my own magic item design, with a few alterations of my own. But there’s still only so much I can do. I was hoping you’d be able to make some of the items listed in the pages there.” He stood up and brought some materials from his shelves—the only things in the entire room that were nicely organized.


      One of the materials he brought was a pitch-black horn, like a demon’s horn, that emitted a sense of power. Just looking at it made me uneasy. Another was a crimson feather that looked like it was on fire. There was also mithril and orichalcum, as well as dragon magistones which he laid unceremoniously onto the table.


      I appraised the horn and the feather.




      [Demon* Horn] The horn of one who brought demons into the world. Dangerous to touch?




      [Phoenix Feather] The power of fire, eternally reborn. Toxic to humans.




      As usual, I had to wonder who thought up that descriptive text.


      I called up Creation and checked my list again. Dragon* Fang and Demon* Horn together with orichalcum, holy water, and a magistone could make “God-Slayer Dagger,” while Dragon* Scale and Phoenix Feather plus orichalcum, mithril, and a magistone would create “Shield of Lexion.”




      [God-Slayer Dagger] Pierces any and all. Take care when using. Picky about who uses it?




      [Shield of Lexion] Can be reborn endlessly after destruction.




      Using Creation ran the risk of losing the items if the process failed, but it could also make incredibly powerful things. The God-Slayer Dagger, in particular, seemed like a weapon that could be used against the goddess—assuming the name wasn’t an exaggeration. Since I’d recently raised my Creation skill to MAX level, it seemed worth a try, though I was worried about the sentence about it being picky with its user.


      “If I fail, we’ll lose the materials. Is that okay?” I asked to be sure. I didn’t want him billing me for the losses later.


      “Of course,” the elder said happily, his eyes shining with interest.


      I felt like I’d seen that look somewhere before. He looked just like Chris when she talked about magic.


      Before I used Creation, I wanted to make a few preparations to increase the success rate. But when I brought up my job list to change my job to Alchemist—which gave a bonus to item creation—I noticed that a new job had appeared there.




      Maker: MP +150. Magic, Dexterity, and Luck +100. Gives a positive modifier to the use of Alchemy, Creation, and other maker skills.




      These bonuses seemed similar to the ones associated with the Alchemist job. All right, then, let’s change it up, I decided.


      I also drank an MP Boost Potion and an EX mana potion. The book he’d given me had told me about a stat bonus potion, but I couldn’t make that right now—I’d just had to infuse as much mana as I could into the Creation skill.


      Once I had everything I needed, I put all the items necessary to create the God-Slayer Dagger in one place. I was hesitant in reaching for the Demon* Horn at first, but nothing happened when I touched it.


      “Here goes nothing,” I whispered to myself, then activated Creation. A glow surrounded the items, and they began to come together.


      “My, my...” I heard the elder whisper in appreciation.


      The result was immediate. In place of the materials lay a...dagger? It seemed awfully long for a dagger, though, at around seventy centimeters. But I appraised it and it read “God-Slayer Dagger,” so at least it wasn’t a failure. A failure wouldn’t have produced anything at all.
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      I let out a deep sigh and watched my stat screen, waiting for my MP to recharge. Once that was done, I activated Creation a second time, and once again, it worked. I appraised the completed item and saw that it was called “Shield of Lexion.”


      “Hmm, very impressive indeed. So that’s Creation, eh? Thank you for showing it to me.”


      “So what do we do with them?” I asked. I wasn’t entirely sure what the shield was for, but I assumed they needed the dagger to fight the goddess.


      “Well, let me see. I wonder who can use the dagger...” The elder reached for the dagger...and his hand jerked back immediately. Blood dripped from the hand, and it looked like he’d suffered a burn.


      “The ‘picky about who uses it’ part?” I asked.


      “It did say that, didn’t it?” The elder’s words made it clear that he had an appraisal-type skill.


      I used Analysis to investigate further and saw users listed as [Creator and ****].


      At the very least it means I can use it, I guess... I tentatively reached out and took hold of the hilt, then told the elder what Analysis had told me.


      “Hmm, you’ll just have to take it with you, then,” he responded, looking regretful. The “and ****” part suggested there were others who could use it, but there was no safe way to find out who. The wound he’d suffered was bad enough, and it probably would have been much worse if he weren’t a demon.


      But does that mean he’ll need me to help them fight the goddess? I wondered.


      “I just want to know what it does. We can’t test the shield here, but could you show me what the dagger can do?” The elder set down a rock of mithril on the table. “Go on, strike it,” he said, looking at me expectantly.


      “With this?”


      He just nodded, his eyes locked on the God-Slayer Dagger in my hand.


      The rock he’d placed on the table was a large clump of mithril, enough to make five swords with Alchemy. If sold, it would fetch a price of... No, better not think about it, I thought with a wince.


      I picked up the God-Slayer Dagger and lightly swung it at the mithril. The blade cut through it like butter.


      “Hmm, now this, though it’s a bit small.” He lay out a rock of orichalcum, about one-tenth the size of the mithril.


      Are you serious? I thought. I’d gotten some orichalcum from Yutaka’s room, but I’d never seen it for sale. I’d learned at the academy library that it was a more rare and expensive ore than mithril. But when I looked at the elder, he nodded again.


      I looked at the orichalcum...and struck once more. It cut through it easily again, with both halves of the orichalcum dropping onto the desk.


      “Incredible. I thought the name might be an exaggeration, but the abilities live up to it. I see why it’s picky about who wields it.”


      That was very true, but I’d also have to be careful how I used it. An overly sharp blade was dangerous in its own way.


      “Now, you’ve satisfied my curiosity, so could we talk a while longer?” the elder proposed. “I’m sure you have many questions for me as well.”


      “Right. In that case...” I stored the dagger and shield in my Item Box, sat up in my chair, and asked the elder several different questions.


      When I asked about Reese, he explained that she was a human who had grown up in Last Town, then gone out into the world at Ignis’s request because of her appraisal skill. He told me that there were a number of people spread out across the world acting as secret agents for the demons.


      He probably felt free to tell me this because, as someone who knew that Eris was the Demon King, I wouldn’t use it against them. I also couldn’t be entirely sure it was true—he might have been feeding me false information to make me nervous.


      I talked with the elder for a bit longer, and he ended up letting me read quite a few books, which taught me even more.


      “An elixir can raise the dead?” I murmured as I paged through one of them.


      “Hmm? Is that all it says? That’s a mistake,” the elder responded. He took the book from me and began scribbling a correction into it, adding the phrase Only if used on the dead person immediately.


      “Have you tried it?” I asked.


      “Yes, twice, long ago. Back when we could use the dungeons, we got one from a treasure chest and tried it. The first time failed, and the second worked.”


      So the demons used the dungeons at one time too? I wondered. Are there dungeons that demons beat?


      When I’d read about elixirs in the Magic Academy library, it had said that you could restore lost body parts, but not that you could raise the dead. An item that could bring back the dead seemed like something that the world’s kingdoms would surely want. But if they didn’t work unless you used them right away, you’d have to keep them in stock before you needed them.


      “This doesn’t have anything about ‘Holy Tree fruit,’” I pointed out.


      “Oh, the material to make the elixir? I’ve never seen it before either.”


      So the elder doesn’t know about it either? But if it’s displayed as a material to be used in Creation, it must be available somewhere... I thought. A dungeon, then? But if you can get it in treasure chests, I would rather just get the elixir itself...


      The books the elder had given me had increased the number of items on my Creation list, but it had taught me something else. In the past, I could have made things even if I didn’t have all the materials, as long as I had enough MP to compensate. But with some of these new list items—including the God-Slayer Dagger and Shield of Lexion I’d made today—you absolutely had to have all the materials.


      My conversation with the elder ended up lasting until Marina came to tell us that dinner was ready. The whole time, he didn’t ask me to help them slay the goddess even once.


      ◇◇◇


      “Hey, Ciel. Where have you been?”


      Ciel had come back while I was resting after dinner. She must have heard Hikari, Mia, and Kotori talking about the food we’d been served and been shocked to learn what she’d missed out on, because she was glaring at me now. Still, it was her own fault for not being there. To be honest, I’d thought it was strange that she’d missed it.


      Instead, the four of us had had dinner together. We were originally going to eat with Chris and the others, but they turned us down just for today, hoping to spend more time enjoying their long-awaited reunion with their childhood friend.


      Still, the food we were served was utterly delicious. I’d never expected that we’d get to eat dragon meat.


      I closed my eyes and thought back on the memory. The juice that filled your mouth with every bite, the aroma—just thinking about it had me drooling again.


      When she saw my expression, Ciel furiously began to slap me with her ears. Part of this was from anger, but I suspected that it was more about regret.


      “Calm down, Ciel. Made sure to save you some,” Hikari said.


      Ciel stopped suddenly and turned to face Hikari, who was holding a plate with a thick steak on it.


      “For Ciel,” she said. “Master made sure.”


      Hearing that, Ciel bowed to me several times in gratitude, then flew over to Hikari.


      Hikari stuck a fork into a piece of the cut meat and offered it to Ciel, who took a bite. Her expression immediately turned to one of bliss, and she began rising slowly, as if ascending to heaven.


      I left Ciel to Hikari and pulled the Shield of Lexion from my Item Box.


      “So that’s the shield you mentioned earlier?” Mia asked.


      “You made it, big brother?” Kotori asked.


      “Basically,” I answered, though it was only because the elder had lent me half the ingredients and the book.


      “Can I hold it?”


      “Sure, but it’s heavy,” I told her. I meant it too.


      “Ugh... Wow, you weren’t kidding,” Mia said as she tried it.


      “He really wasn’t,” Kotori agreed.


      They both seemed surprised by how heavy it was. It looked thin at a glance, and it was smaller than the shields used by the knights we’d met in the past, so it seemed lighter than it was.


      Because it would slow you down so much in a fight, it would be a bad fit for Rurika or Sera. Chris and Mia wouldn’t be able to move at all if they were using it, so it seemed best cut out for either me or X.


      I took back the Shield of Lexion and appraised it. The detailed analysis revealed that it had a core like a golem, and it could revive itself infinitely as long as the core remained intact. The time it took to recover seemed to depend on how bad the damage was.


      Perhaps because of the materials I’d used to make it, it also had good resistance to both fire and water, and channeling mana into it would both erect a defensive barrier and increase the sturdiness of the shield itself. Personally, I hoped I’d never have to use it, but it didn’t take up any space in my Item Box, so it wouldn’t hurt to keep it around.


      “Oh, right. There’s something I wanted to give you, Mia,” I recalled. I put away the Shield of Lexion and pulled out the Ring of Esqua instead.


      “A ring?”


      “Yeah, the elder...asked me to make it. It’s enchanted with a kind of interference spell, I guess?”


      The elder had asked me not to tell her that he’d made it, so I said I’d made it myself. He’d said he was afraid she wouldn’t take it if she knew it was a gift from a demon. When I’d gotten back, Mia had said that Adonis had apologized to her, and she didn’t look particularly bothered about the demons, but I did understand the concern.


      Mia took the ring from me and quickly put it on.


      Kotori shouted, “Wait, is that...?!”


      I didn’t know what she was getting at. The main thing I felt as I watched Mia put the ring on was relief.




      The next morning, we had a meal together. Eris was with us this time, giving brief, polite responses to what Chris and the others were saying. She reminded me of Hikari in the old days.


      “What is it?” she asked curiously as she noticed me looking at her. Kotori had said she’d been even more expressionless when she’d first met her, which seemed hard to imagine.


      After the meal was over, Eris said she was returning to the throne room.


      “Big sis, can we come visit you later?” Chris asked.


      “Yes, then you can continue your stories from yesterday,” she agreed, and then she left.


      Once she was gone, Marina led us all on a tour through the Demon King’s castle. Ignis had come by before breakfast; because he had business with Eris, he’d told Marina to show us around the castle in the meantime.


      “Feeling better now?” I asked Rurika as we walked side by side.


      She nodded with a self-conscious look.


      She must have felt embarrassed about crying in front of everyone. I’d been surprised to see that side of her, but showing emotion after getting something you’d wanted for so long didn’t seem like anything to be ashamed of.


      “What did you guys do yesterday?” she asked us.


      “Apparently Sora spent some fun time with the elder,” Mia said before I could respond. “You know, that three-horned demon from the throne room?” She added that I’d made an item for her.


      Rurika giggled. “Sora really never changes.”


      We got to see more of the castle and even got to watch the demons holding mock duels. Normally someone in our party would’ve chimed in about wanting to participate, but after seeing the demons in action, nobody stepped up.


      Marina said they were sparring, but it looked as intense as a fight to the death. Strikes with their weapons produced real sprays of blood, and the spells they cast made direct contact and exploded. The demons must have had powerful regenerative abilities, because their wounds quickly healed, and they were perfectly healthy within minutes even after taking spells head-on.


      “They can be that intense because we’re in the Demon King’s castle. The regeneration wouldn’t keep up outside of it,” Marina said when she noticed how we were grimacing.


      The tour of the castle took about three hours, and we surely didn’t see everything there was to see. There were probably places that were still off-limits.


      “I believe it’s time for lunch. The Demon King wishes to dine with you, so I will show you the way.” Marina said.


      She’d tilted her head unnaturally before she began to guide us away, like she was talking to someone we couldn’t see. Telepathy, maybe? I wondered.


      “Um, were you talking to someone just now?” Chris asked. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed.


      “I was talking to a colleague. I heard that you’ve been to the Majorica dungeon—think of it as similar to the cards you used there.” Marina added that the elder had created the devices they used.


      The elder had mentioned before that he and his colleagues used to explore a dungeon, though he hadn’t said which one. Assuming all dungeons let you communicate like the one in Majorica, maybe he had studied their communication devices then.


      Looks like I have another question to ask the elder, I thought as I followed Marina with the others.


      ◇◇◇


      “Yes, another fulfilling day.”


      I’d stopped by the elder’s room again after dinner with a lot of questions to ask about magic items. The elder didn’t seem put off at all as he answered them, and I answered his questions to the best of my ability as well.


      One of the things we discussed was the lack of bags of holding in Last Town. When I told him I could mass-produce them with my Creation skill, he gladly gave me the materials I’d need. Hirulk had said they often had to throw away materials they couldn’t carry back, so this would prevent a lot of waste.


      On the way back from the elder’s room, I ran into Eris. She was standing in the hall, looking outside.


      “Have you finished your talk with the elder?” she asked as I approached. “Mia was worried because you were gone for so long. So were Chris and this little one, of course.”


      Ciel was lying in Eris’s arms. Is it just my imagination, or does she look exhausted? Ciel, in the middle of being petted, opened her eyes and saw me, then leaped hard at me and hid in my hood as if she were running from Eris.


      What happened to you? I asked telepathically, but she only trembled in response.


      “Miss Eris, were you heading back to your room?” I asked her.


      After a moment she answered, fixing her bloodred eyes on me in a way that made me nervous for some reason. “I was waiting here. I wanted to talk to you. And you may call me Eris.”


      “All right. You can call me Sora, then,” I responded.


      Eris nodded, then told me to follow her. For some reason, she led me to the throne room.


      “This is where I feel most calm,” Eris said, turning back to me, then sat down on her throne.


      I sat down on a seat opposite her, which had apparently been prepared in advance. Sitting face-to-face with her like this had me feeling a bit anxious. Or maybe it was because it was just the two of us.


      “First, Sora, let me thank you. Chris and the others told me everything you did for them.”


      “They’ve done a whole lot more for me,” I said sheepishly, and I meant it. “Like I said yesterday, Chris and Rurika are the reason I’m still alive.” Without them, I might never have gotten out of the capital, let alone the kingdom.


      “I see.” Eris nodded and trailed off.


      Silence fell over the room. There was something unsettling about it, though it might have been entirely one-sided on my part. Because even if she is Chris’s sister, she’s still the Demon King, right? I thought. Or is it because...


      “I really wasn’t sure if I should meet them or not,” Eris said at last. “Ignis told me that you know a little bit about the Demon King...” She seemed to mean something more than the common knowledge about her role—the things that were written in Yutaka’s book. “But I thought they might not stop searching the whole world over, burning Rurika’s and Sera’s short lives just looking for me. So—no. I’m sure that’s just an excuse. I truly...wanted to see them for myself.”


      She explained that until just recently, she’d assumed they were dead. This was apparently because of the Spirit’s Talisman she carried—a demon who had found it in the Black Forest had recognized it as similar to the one Eris had. When he brought it to her, Eris had immediately recognized it and jumped to conclusions about what it meant for it to have been in the Black Forest.


      “It wasn’t damaged, but there was blood on it. So I assumed they’d been captured by the Empire during their attack on our village and sent into the Black Forest as slaves...” Her expression remained as impassive as ever, but I could sense anger in her voice and see her hands on her lap clench into fists.


      Sera had said that many of the people from the Republic who’d been captured in the war had been sent to fight monsters in the Black Forest as war slaves. There were exceptions like Tia, whom we’d met in Altair, but they were a very small number. Maybe Eris had known that as well. The demons must have told her what was happening in the Black Forest.


      “In the end, it was the weakness of my own heart that led me to choose to see them, even though the memories of the previous Demon Kings told me it was best not to see Chris...”


      “You have the memories of the old Demon Kings?”


      “Not all, but part... Fragments. Sora, you... Yes, I believe Lorna is the name you would know.” Eris went on to explain that she had received some memories from the previous Demon Kings when she had taken on the role herself. Tears began streaming down her cheeks, though she didn’t seem to realize it as she continued on impassively.


      Hearing the name Lorna reminded me of Yutaka and his fate. The Demon King Lorna had forced him out of the castle for his own safety. If Eris had those memories as well...did she feel guilty over getting her old friends involved, over her inability to keep them at arm’s length?


      “I don’t agree,” I said. “Because of what I know and what I saw. I saw how Rurika and Chris were looking everywhere for Sera and you. I saw how they slumped over in disappointment each time they didn’t find you. So I’m really happy you found each other again. Seeing how relieved Chris looked made me think, ‘At last, it was all worth it.’ I’m sorry, it’s hard to explain.” I was trying to speak from the heart, but it was hard to put my feelings into words. I wasn’t entirely sure why I was doing it, but it just felt like I couldn’t let her statement go unchallenged.


      “Thank you,” Eris said after a pause. “Hearing you say that makes me feel better.”


      She smiled for the slightest moment, and though she immediately returned to her usual blank expression, I thought that I’d never forget how she’d smiled just then.


      “I’m going to rest now,” she finally said, and so I left her behind in the throne room.


      As I left, I found Ignis waiting for me.


      “You seem to be finished talking,” he said.


      I nodded.


      “Let’s talk a bit, then,” he offered.


      As I walked after Ignis, I realized I had a question for him. “You seemed to be waiting outside. Was it all right to leave me alone with Eris?” I obviously didn’t mean her any harm, but I’d assumed the demons who prioritized the Demon King’s safety would have wanted to avoid the risk. I’d also heard that there were always maid demons in attendance when she was with Chris and the others, and that Kotori had never been alone with her even when they’d had tea.


      “She’s family to your companion. I don’t think you’d try to harm her,” he said. “Besides, you can’t actually do harm to the Demon King because of the pact we’ve forged, remember?”


      I blinked in recollection. I’d completely forgotten about that.


      “I see you don’t,” he said, as if he’d read my mind. He sounded slightly exasperated. “No matter. I have a request for you, Sora.”


      “A request?”


      “Yes.” He nodded slightly, then bowed to me. “I want you to fight with us to defeat the goddess.”


      “The goddess? Me?” It was all so sudden, I couldn’t help but be shocked.


      “I can see from your reaction that the elder didn’t ask you. He thinks we demons should solve the problem by ourselves—but I think we should get all the help we can to better our chances of stopping...of killing the goddess. And I believe you have a reason for wanting to fight her too.”


      A reason for wanting to fight her... I found myself thinking of Mia and Chris, and of Eris’s face a few minutes ago. Now that Eris was the Demon King, the goddess would never stop trying to kill her. The humans would be after her too, but from what I’d seen of the demons’ mock battles, the goddess would be the real threat. Yutaka’s book had mentioned that she’d appeared to personally slay the Demon King multiple times as well.


      “I have conditions,” I said at last, steeling my determination.


      “Conditions?”


      “Yeah. I want Chris and Mia taken somewhere safe while I’m fighting her.” As long as there was a chance that the goddess could choose Mia to be her earthly vessel, my priority had to be getting her out of here.


      “The elder told me about that. You have some knowledge of the goddess?”


      “Yes, I... Oh, right! Do you have any details on when exactly she manifests? Yutaka’s book only mentioned it happening when the Demon King hunt failed.”


      “Well... I can only speak to what I’ve seen, but she’s never appeared as long as the Hero, the wielder of the Sacred Sword, still lived.”


      Could we take that person alive, then? I thought. Make something to restrain them, maybe? I could put something together out of things in my Item Box, but if I wanted the strongest option, I would need the best materials possible. I’d have to talk it over with Ignis.


      “All right. And I want to save the summonees who arrive here, if it’s at all possible.” I didn’t remember anyone who had the job Hero, but Kotori was also worried about them, so I wanted to find a way to spare them if I could. We weren’t especially close or anything like that, but they were victims in this too, in a way. “And...I want you to help me think up a reason I’m staying behind.” If I said I was staying, the others would want to stay too, so I needed a reason only I should.


      “Very well,” Ignis eventually said. “Regarding the other summonees, there’s a very good chance that they’ll be brainwashed. The best way to save them would be to temporarily restrain them, then have the Saint cure them in town.”


      Cure them... If “brainwashed” counts as a status effect, would Recovery do the trick? If that were the case, maybe I could cure them too. “Got it,” I said. “Then there’s one last thing I’m wondering about. Do you mind?”


      Ignis nodded, so I went on.


      “You fight the humans every time the Demon King is born, right? Have you ever thought about just leaving this place and going into hiding to protect her...to protect Eris?” After all, everyone seemed to know that the Demon King’s castle was in the middle of the Black Forest, so it felt like they’d be safe if they just moved somewhere else. But then, I’d heard about something like a prophecy about the whole thing, so maybe they could track them down even if they ran?


      “The Demon King is bound here,” Ignis answered gravely. “The moment one becomes a Demon King and sets foot here, they must remain until they die. They cannot maintain their life otherwise.”


      So that’s the situation... I asked what would happen if the Demon King never came here, and he said they would eventually die on their own.


      “Becoming the Demon King fills one’s body with incredible levels of mana, more than even an elf can withstand. The Demon King’s castle eases that burden. It is most stable when they’re sitting on the throne, in particular. That is why the Demon King spends more time there than anywhere else.” As Ignis spoke, he looked back at the door that led to the throne room.


      Eris had said earlier that she wanted to rest. I assumed that had meant she’d meant she’d rest a while and then return to the throne, but it seemed possible that she actually slept there.


      ◇◇◇


      We’d been staying at the Demon King’s castle for about a week when Ignis came up to our group and said, “We think you should go back to the town for a while. It’s bad for the health of anything but demons to stay here too long.”


      “Yes. I think Ignis is right,” Eris agreed. “You should take some time there—another week, and then return. We’ll send someone to fetch you. Suiren and the others are worried about you too. You should see if they need your help for anything.”


      Rurika seemed less than enthused about the idea, but Eris convinced her to go.


      Kotori’s testimony contributed to the decision as well. “I do remember feeling a little worse every day when I was staying in the Demon King’s castle. And that I felt better after I went to town.” This was actually a lie, a suggestion that the elder had put into her mind using dark magic—we actually just wanted to get them away from the threat that was now approaching the castle.


      “But I’m afraid Sora has to stay,” Ignis continued. “We’d like to ask him for help in one matter.”


      “What matter is that?” Mia asked, and all eyes turned to me.


      “They want me to make them some potions in exchange for materials.” As I spoke, I handed Mia ten bags of holding. “These are full of potions made from herbs we collected in the Black Forest. Could you give them to Hirulk and the others?”


      “Will you be all right staying here?” she asked me.


      “Apparently my Resist Status Effects skill is keeping me safe. I’ll follow you once I finish making the rest of what I need, so could you wait for me on the other side?”


      Mia hesitated, but she eventually agreed. “All right.”


      The others agreed to return to town without a fight—everyone except Hikari.


      “Master stays, I stay.” She hugged me tightly and wouldn’t let go. It felt like the time she’d refused the removal of her slave collar.


      Ignis looked over at me for guidance.


      “Okay,” I eventually said. “Hikari, you stay here and help me.”


      Hikari nodded.


      “You’re too nice to Hikari, Sora,” Rurika teased me. “I feel better having her here than leaving you on your own, though. Hikari, how are you feeling?”


      “Just fine. How about you?”


      “I do feel a little under the weather, I guess,” she said, presumably under the elder’s dark magic influence as well.


      Eris hadn’t originally liked the idea of using dark magic on Rurika and the others, but she wanted to get them away from the castle just as much as we did, so she’d yielded in the end.


      The reason I’d let Hikari stay behind was that I could tell with Appraisal that the suggestion didn’t work on her, and because I wanted her help dealing with the summonees.


      Sera was the strongest of us in general, but Hikari was the most skilled at fighting other humans. Her paralyzing dagger was also perfect for disabling people, assuming they didn’t have resistance. Ignis had given me materials to create live capture traps, but it would be best to have as many cards in our hand as possible.


      “All right, Hikari, look after Sora for us. You too, Ciel.”


      “Yeah. I got it,” Hikari said. Ciel waved her ears as if to declare that she also had it well in hand.


      Then, led by Ignis, the rest of them returned to Last Town.




      After watching them go, I returned to the throne room, where I told Eris about my Walking skill and explained to Hikari why I had stayed behind.


      “You have that many skills?” Eris was surprised.


      “For Big Sis Mia and Big Sis Chris?” Hikari asked.


      “Yeah, and I want to save the other summonees if I can. Kotori was worried about them too.”


      “Got it. Gonna help master.” Hikari nodded, and Ciel nodded with her.


      After that, I started up Alchemy and got to work making potions. I’d meant it when I’d said I was staying to make them—it was the way demons healed themselves, so it would be best to have as many as possible. I also made binding materials and live capture traps.


      First came the binding materials. Their official name was “Bracelets of Binding,” but they looked like handcuffs to me. To make them, I needed blum ore, a dragon bone, and a magistone. They sealed the abilities of whoever you put them onto.


      Next, a live capture trap called a Capellio’s Cage. When it was triggered, tentacles would reach out to bind around the target. To make it, I needed a treant root, an ogre eye, silk from a spyder-type monster, and a magistone. The strength of the monster I took the silk from would affect how well it held; in this case, I used sword spyder threads.


      Eris was shocked by the sight of my Creation skill at work, and at some point the elder came running over to watch.


      Then, three days after Mia and the others returned to Last Town, the battle with the hunters began.


      ◇Chris’s Perspective


      I’d found my sister.


      I was so happy she was alive. Part of me had given up on ever seeing her again, after all.


      We’d talked and we’d talked, as if to get back the time we’d lost while we were apart.


      I’d told her how Rurika and I had walked around all the continent looking for her. Sera talked just a little bit about the Empire.


      She listened to our stories quietly.


      I could tell she was a little different from the way I remembered her. Was it because she was the Demon King now? We couldn’t spend very long with her in a single day, but we made as much out of that time as we could.


      But then, a week after we’d met her again, we were told to go back to town. It seemed that non-demon creatures couldn’t stay there for long.


      My heart sank at the thought of leaving her.


      She said she’d send for us again after a week, and when she’d mentioned Suiren’s name, Mia had looked worried. Sora wanted us to deliver potions to them too, so we’d agreed to return to the town for the moment.


      When we arrived, I saw what looked like relief on Suiren’s face, and Hirulk came to request healing from Mia the moment she heard we were back, so a lot of people must have been hurt. She was surprised to see all the potions Sora had made, but she also said she was grateful.


      Once we were back in town, we spent our time helping with the children and aiding with hunts against any monsters who got close to town. Some people also went to hunt monsters at the mana reservoirs, but our group stayed close to town so we would be together when word came for us to return to the castle.


      A day passed, then three, and then a week. Sora and Hikari remained absent all that time, and nobody came from the castle for us. I didn’t know how many potions they’d asked him to make, but I naturally began to get worried after three days without a word. Since we had no way of contacting him, though, we just had to wait.


      But then, after a week passed with still no word, I began to think something was truly wrong. Mia was worried too.


      That was when it happened.


      The voice came to me suddenly.


      “Who is that?” I found myself saying.


      I looked around, but no one was there.


      “Just my imagination?” I had just dismissed it and started walking again when I heard the voice once more.


      Are you sure this is all right?


      It was a woman’s voice speaking directly into my head.


      If nothing is done, your sister is going to die, you know?


      I felt my breath catch in my throat. It was a horrible thing to say, and yet...


      The humans are attacking the Demon King’s castle right now, you know?


      I let out a small gasp. Is that why Sora hasn’t returned? Why nobody has come for us?! I wondered.


      That’s right, the voice responded. If you don’t do something, awful things will happen to the people you care about.


      The Demon King was considered humanity’s enemy. She was my precious sister, but the rest of the world didn’t feel the same way. There was a hunt quest out too—I’d seen them recruiting for it at many of the guilds.


      Was that army attacking the castle right now? Were they trying to kill my sister? And if Sora and Hikari were at the castle now too...


      “Wh-What do I do?” I asked frantically.


      Run away with her. The role of the Demon King is tied to the castle. If she can escape it, she’ll be free, the voice whispered to me.


      I didn’t believe it. If that were true, it would mean history as we knew it was a lie.


      It is a lie. One told by politicians to keep the world in their thrall.


      The voice rang in my head as if to answer my doubts.


      That is why you must hurry. Hurry, or it will be too late. If you go now, you can still make it in time.


      I was just thinking I had to run and tell Rurika and the others when...


      Are you sure about that? You’d be exposing them to danger as well... the voice argued.


      Suddenly, I had second thoughts. That’s right. When we finally found Eris, Rurika said she’d been blaming herself for it all. She was wrong, though. We were searching for her because I wanted to see her.


      That wish was what had tormented Rurika for so long.


      In that case...I should go alone. If the hunting party was attacking, it would be dangerous. I couldn’t get them dragged into this. But there was still one problem.


      “How do I get to her?”


      The Demon King’s castle was far away from here. There was no way I could get there by myself.


      Don’t worry. I’ll open a path.


      Suddenly, something resembling a white curtain appeared before my eyes. It looked a lot like the one the demon Ignis had used to take us to the castle before. The only difference was the color.


      Now, pass through. Save the Demon King... Save Eris.


      Spurred on by the voice, I dove into the white space in front of me.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude 4


      “Father, you called?” said Euini.


      She, Sark, and Sahanna now stood before me. This might have been my first time calling all three children to the throne room at the same time. Perhaps that was why Sark seemed especially nervous.


      “Yes, thank you for coming. Let us begin,” I said. “Sark, I am yielding my throne to you.”


      “F-Father... Where is this coming from?” Sark said, looking understandably surprised.


      “It’s not so very sudden. I’ve been thinking about it for a while now. But you are still young, and so Euini will serve as your aide until you come of age. Are you all right with that, Euini?”


      “Yes, father, if that is your wish.”


      Perhaps it would be more stable for the kingdom if Euini were to reign as queen, but I couldn’t allow that. It would be too big a burden on her. And Sark, in his time outside of Altair, had had so many experiences and grown so much I barely recognized him. It seemed that he’d met someone he liked as well. I wished I could send Sark’s feelings to her...but that would be difficult. Best to wait and see how things would progress on their own.


      “Now, Sark, don’t look so fearful. You’ll be fine,” I reassured him. “Have more confidence in yourself. And Sahanna, be a good adviser and help him.”


      “Yes, father.”


      “Good. Then that is what you will do.”


      I was pleased to see the three of them agree. It almost made me wish I had given up my throne sooner, in fact.


      Eventually, Euini asked, “So...where are you going, father?”


      “I have some business I must finish. I’ve watched over this kingdom for a long time, but that can’t last forever. I don’t know when I’ll be back, so I thought it would be best to pass on the reins now.”


      “Yes, father. Sark, Sahanna, say goodbye,” Euini urged them.


      “I’m...honestly really very nervous, but father, I promise I’ll protect my sister and Sahanna!”


      “Big brother, make sure you think about the people too,” Sahanna reminded him.


      “Yes, I’m leaving it in good hands. Don’t forget your determination in this moment.”


      “Big brother, you’re grinning. I can tell you’re pleased by father’s praise.”


      I couldn’t help but smile at Sahanna’s words. They were harsh, but Sahanna knew Sark best of anyone.


      “Take it easy on him, Sahanna,” Still, I thought I should still give her a word of warning. She was a smart girl, but she could sometimes be too hard on Sark.


      “Yes, father. Now, big brother, let us go.”


      “I’m sure there’s nothing for us to worry about, but father, please take care. Come back to us safely,” Euini said.


      “Yes. Once I do what must be done, I’ll return.” I didn’t know if that would be possible, but I agreed nonetheless.




      “Are you sure about this?” said Alfried as I prepared to depart.


      “Yes. I must go there to put an end to all of this.” The demons had told me about the current Demon King...and about their plan.


      “I see.”


      “Alfried, I’m sorry about this, but please look after the children.”


      “I will. I love them too, after all.”


      “Do you think they will resent me?”


      “I don’t know. But she... Arcia did not resent you, I believe. She knew how much you suffered.”


      It was my fault that my wife Arcia had died, and so I had remained on the sidelines for a long time in order to protect her children. Euini, in particular, would have been a prime target.


      But that had to end today. Maybe I no longer had the power to oppose her, but... “I see” was all I said aloud.


      “Most of all, I’m worried about the children. Does it have to be now?”


      “Yes. It may be our only chance.”


      “Because of that otherworlder boy?”


      “Not just him. I’ve heard that the demons’ preparations are complete as well. That’s why I think it’s now or never.”


      “Then I’ll say nothing further,” Alfried said at last.


      “I’ll ask you to handle the rest, then...dear sister-in-law.”


      With that, I left the throne room and took off into the sky, looking down at the Lufre Dragonlands. I burned the sight into my brain and flew to the north.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6


      The battle with the armies of the Demon King hunt began three days after Chris and the others had returned to town. Hikari and I spent the first two days on standby in the castle, but large numbers of injured demons started coming in soon enough, so we moved out to the field to help them.


      Individually, the demons were physically superior to humans, but the hunters had numbers on their side—not even demons could fight constantly without rest, and they were being harried at a great distance as well by powerful spells.


      Another factor in the demons’ suffering was that half of them had stayed behind in the throne room to guard Eris. We couldn’t discount the possibility that the enemy’s main force was there to act as a diversion while a flying column went after her directly.


      We’d been placed on the back lines, focused on treating the demons who’d been wounded severely enough that they had to retreat. The lightly wounded got Heal, while the heavily wounded received potions. I was right in the middle of some healing when Hikari, who had gone to watch the battle lines, came back with a report.


      “Master, demons are moving weird,” she said.


      “Really?”


      “Yeah. Looking tired.”


      I felt like I was healing them more often as well. The constant activity must have been taking its toll.


      I had to stay put, and Hikari remained on standby near me. Ciel...had been off somewhere for a while now. It’s not unusual for her to go flitting off somewhere, and maybe she’ll come back by mealtime tonight?


      I’d summoned the golems Shade and X to support the demons, but if the situation continued at its current rate, it seemed unlikely that the line would hold. It had only held so far because of reinforcement from the castle demons and the enemy’s fear of the magic-enchanted throwing weapons I’d handed out. But the thrown weapons were one-use-only, and so they clearly wouldn’t last forever.


      “Hm?” Hikari said suddenly, perking up.


      “What is it?”


      After a second, she said, “Sensed Big Sis Chris nearby.”


      Chris? She was supposed to be in Last Town at the moment. Her spirit magic was powerful and might even be enough to turn things around, but she shouldn’t have been here. Eris would want to keep her sister as far away from here as possible.


      I used Detect Presence and didn’t spot Chris’s signal...but Hikari’s words still worried me. She certainly had a wider search area than I did.


      “Sorry,” I said to a nearby demon. “I need to step away for a bit and check on something. I’ll leave Shade, X, and some potions here.”


      I telepathically ordered Shade and X to keep working with the demons on the front lines and had Hikari lead me away.


      “Is this the right way?” I asked as we went.


      “Yeah, felt Big Sis Chris’s signal near the castle for a second.”


      I was following Hikari back toward the castle, but as we came to the wall, I stopped. The front gate was smashed in, and the statues nearby had been reduced to rubble.


      A breach? I wondered. Was there really a flying column like Ignis and the others were on the lookout for? With that in mind, I began to move again. If Chris was heading for Eris, she might run into the enemy, who would surely mark her as a suspicious element and might even kill her.


      I ran through the hall and up the stairs, taking the shortest route to the throne room. I saw open doors on the way, possibly the work of the intruders. I ignored them, kept on running, and arrived at my destination within ten minutes.


      As the door to the throne room came into view, I saw that it had been broken into just like the front gate. “I’ll go in first and draw their attention; you take your time sneaking in after,” I told Hikari. “What you do then is up to your own judgment.”


      I didn’t know exactly what was going on in the throne room just then, but we’d probably find ourselves in a fight once we got in there. I raised my shield and rushed in on pure momentum, taking in the lay of the land as I went.


      Eris and the demons were there, Ignis and the elder among them. There was a group of men in black facing off against them, wearing masks that resembled slave masks.


      But out of everything there, I found my attention most drawn to Chris...and Ciel?


      Chris was on the ground, at the feet of one of the men in black, who was swinging his sword down at her.


      I moved before I could even think, dashing across the floor. There was a sound of an impact, and a burning pain ran through my body, but I endured it. My eyes were fixed on the sight of Chris ahead of me.


      I used my skill—Teleport!—and landed in the spot I’d determined in advance. The man in black was right before my eyes, his sword raised. I could tell he was surprised to see me, but his sword came down nonetheless.


      I activated my Shield Tech and ran straight into him, sending him flying back. Then, keeping an eye on him out of my peripheral vision, I scooped up Chris in my arms. I heard knives whizzing through the air, flying right at us.


      Shield...wouldn’t be enough. There were too many knives, and I also wouldn’t know where I could safely teleport to.


      In that case... I used Time Spells and slowed the flow of time around me. The knives got slower as they entered the spell’s range around me. I used the time I’d gained to look around and locate my attackers, then picked a landing spot and used Teleport again.


      Suddenly, I was beside the throne itself. I locked eyes with Eris, who was clearly surprised to see me. I could hear the knives make an impact in the place I’d been standing moments ago.


      There was a moment of silence so profound that I almost thought time had stopped, but then...


      “Now! Take them down!” someone shouted, and the demons leaped back into action as one.


      When I saw that, I looked down at Chris in my arms. No major external injuries. That was a relief, at least.


      Chris met my eyes. “Sora, thank you. And, um, please put me down,” she said with a blush in her cheeks.


      Eris seemed relieved as well.


      “So you’re all right?” I asked her.


      “Yes. Ciel protected me,” Chris said. The little spirit was lying limply in her arms.


      I was wondering where she flew off to. So she came here... And Chris said she’d even blocked the sword swinging down at her to protect her.


      “Ciel, thank you for protecting Chris,” I told her.


      Ciel’s eyes briefly opened, but then they closed again.


      “Master, Big Sis Chris is safe?” Hikari asked.


      “Oh, Hikari. Yes, Sora saved me, so I’m fine now,” Chris said. “But Sora, that knife...”


      Only then did I remember the burning pain from moments ago. I grimaced, and Chris quietly pulled out the knife and used a potion on me.


      Still, we couldn’t really rest until we’d beaten the men in black. I had a lot of questions for Eris as well, but we had to get the situation under control first—especially with the fight still raging outside.


      With that in mind, I looked over and saw the men in black giving the demons a surprisingly good fight. Almost unbelievably so, given what I knew the demons were capable of.


      “It’s the effect of the Sacred Sword,” the elder said, snapping me out of my reverie. He was currently appraising the situation along with me, Hikari, Chris, Eris, Adonis, and another two-horned demon.


      “Sacred Sword?” I asked.


      “It’s being wielded by the one Ignis is fighting. It generates a field of mana that’s designed to hinder the powers of demons, and it seems to share a strong affinity with its current user. I’ve never felt such a powerful mana field before.”


      I looked at the person Ignis was fighting and saw that he wasn’t just holding off Ignis, but two other demons as well.


      There were quite a few other humans involved in the melee, but two of them particularly stood out—one was a man and one was a woman. The man fought with sharp fencing strikes, while the woman wielded a shield and a spear with aplomb.


      I appraised them, and the display read:




      [Name: Naoto / Job: Hero / Level: 90 / Race: Otherworlder / Status: —]




      [Name: Shun / Job: Fencer King / Level: 91 / Race: Otherworlder / Status: Controlled]




      [Name: Kaede / Job: Paladin / Level: 87 / Race: Otherworlder / Status: Controlled]




      So the one with the Sacred Sword is...the Hero? I’d thought he was the Swordmaster before. Had that changed?


      The other thing that caught my attention was the label “Controlled.” After using Analysis to see more, I understood. All three were wearing masks, but those two specifically were wearing Slave Masks.




      [Slave Mask+] Robs the wearer of their free will, turning them into a loyal puppet. Also raises physical abilities past their limit. Extracts a price later on.




      The particular version they were wearing was one that had been improved for the worse. It wasn’t just Shun and Kaede either—the men in black were wearing the same kind. It looked like the Sacred Sword wasn’t the only reason they were doing well against demons; the masks were playing a major role as well.


      Another factor was that Ignis and the other demons seemed hesitant to fight at full strength. Was it because I’d asked them to help the otherworlders? Whenever one of the men in black got in trouble, one of the other three would rush to support them, making it harder to push the attack.


      “Elder, would Naoto’s...the Hero’s Sacred Sword lose effect if we took it from him?”


      “The effect might remain, but it would likely weaken.”


      Which meant, as the one unaffected by the mana field, I’d be the best candidate to fight him... If he’s in his right mind, maybe I could reason with him? But the fact that he was here meant he was committed to slaying the Demon King, and there was a chance the Elesians were using the two missing summonees as hostages.


      Besides that, I could sense Naoto’s open hatred for the demons. His anger too.


      To prevent the goddess’s advent, I was hoping to take him alive, but was that even possible? Doesn’t matter, I told myself. I have to do it anyway.


      “Nullifying the sword comes first, then. Hika—”


      I was about to tell Hikari that we’d take him on together when I heard a demon’s cry of distress. I looked over and saw the other two demons collapse. Shun was standing in front of them. Then, without giving the demons at his feet a second glance, he charged us. He was fast.


      He’s after Eris?! I darted in front of Eris and raised my shield.


      Shun didn’t even slow down as his sword collided with my shield. Sparks flew, and I could hear the sound of rending metal. I instinctively sensed the danger and leaped back.


      “No way...” If I’d withdrawn a moment later, he could have taken off my shield arm as well.




      [Dragon Blade] A sword strengthened with dragon materials. Can even cut through steel.




      High-quality weapons they gathered for the Demon King hunt, then? Maybe the others have similar top-notch equipment?


      As I was thinking about that, Shun pressed the attack, stepping in and slashing at me again.


      Not even going to give me time to think, huh? I thought ruefully. I quickly pulled the Shield of Lexion from my Item Box, feeling its oppressive weight in my hand.


      The sword collided with the shield and was deflected, sending Shun off-balance. Normally this would’ve been where I’d press the attack, but he righted himself before I could. The weight of the shield made quick follow-ups hard. That wouldn’t have been a problem against a standard enemy, but Shun was frustratingly fast.


      Shun lashed out at me again, this time planting his feet to put more weight into his flurry of strikes.


      Because I deflected his last attack, maybe? I blocked his blow with minimal movement. Though his attacks were fierce, the Shield of Lexion was unfazed. The problem was that I couldn’t mount a counterattack.


      Hikari, can you sneak an attack in? I asked telepathically. If I couldn’t do it myself, maybe we could do it together.


      Hikari responded with a nod, then concealed her presence.


      I’ll make you an opening, I added. Watch out for Shun’s weapon. Don’t try to block with your own.


      Keeping a close eye on Shun’s fast and variable movements, I waited for my moment. His attacks were fierce, but the mask’s effect also made them simple. He was almost like a robot, reacting with a predictable pattern to anything I did. The Memory skill was helping me there too.


      And then...there!


      Now! I told Hikari.


      This time, when Shun lunged, I returned my shield to my Item Box. Dropping its weight meant I could move more quickly, so I leaped back without being hindered.


      Shun swung his sword down and took a big step in to bridge the gap, but the motion sent him off-balance. I telegraphed a counterattack with my sword, leading him to assume a defensive posture.


      That was when Hikari slipped in with her dagger. She only managed to graze him, but it would be enough to hit him with the paralysis effect.


      The only potential wrinkle was if he had some kind of resistance to that. Fortunately, it seemed to have worked—it wasn’t perfect, but it clearly slowed him down.


      Soon enough, we were able to restrain him, and I managed to lock him down fully with the Bracelets of Binding. He raged and struggled to break free, but since I’d made these restraints out of the dragon materials Ignis had given me, he didn’t stand a chance.


      On top of that, the elder approached and cast a dark spell on Shun. His struggling gradually pacified until he finally fell still.


      “I merely put him to sleep,” the elder said.


      “Elder, look after Shun. I’ll stop the Hero. Hikari, you protect Chris.” I gave Hikari her assignment before she could ask to join the fight with me. I’d built a friendly relationship with the elder and the others, and they surely wouldn’t let any harm come to Eris’s little sister, but Hikari was far and away the person I trusted most.


      “Yeah. Got it.” Hikari nodded, seeming to grasp my thought process.




      “Ignis,” I called.


      Ignis, who was still fighting with Naoto, flew back. I threw one of my knives at Naoto as he did, but he calmly deflected it with the Sacred Sword.


      “Are you all right?” I asked Ignis, looking at the two demons who had been fighting Naoto with him. Ignis didn’t seem badly wounded, but they did.


      “Sorry. We’re trying to restrain him, but he’s a strong foe. Watch out for that sword. It doesn’t just weaken demons—it also strengthens its user.”


      It looked like they were genuinely honoring my request to try to help the summonees. That was probably also why Eris hadn’t intervened. I didn’t know how strong she was or how exactly she fought, but she clearly had the highest mana of anyone present. The spirit that was always near her seemed powerful as well.


      “Got it,” I said. “Either way, those two are badly injured, so get them back and healed up. Ignis, I want you on her.” I looked over at Kaede.


      Ignis nodded and went to engage her. His two comrades retreated back toward Eris, while I stayed to face down Naoto.


      “You’re human? A human aiding the demons? And have I... Have I met you somewhere?” Naoto asked cautiously.


      “I’m aiding them to stop you from killing the Demon King.”


      “Why?! We have to kill the Demon King! And...”


      “You think killing the Demon King is the only way to get back to your world?” I asked.


      Naoto was surprised. “How do you know that?”


      “It’s all a lie. Summonees like us are just pawns to them!” I shouted.


      Just then, a knife came flying at me. I deflected it with my sword and saw three men in black appear behind Naoto. “Don’t listen to him. He’s just trying to shake you,” one of them said.


      “But...”


      “Your comrades might not survive if you don’t slay the Demon King as soon as possible,” the man in black responded. Then he changed his sight line a little.


      He was looking at Kaede, who was currently surrounded by four demons, including Ignis.


      Naoto swallowed. “All right. The rest of you go help senpai. I’ll deal with this one.”


      The atmosphere between us changed. Naoto’s hesitation vanished, replaced by open hostility. When they saw that, the men in black ran toward Kaede. I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d isolated her on purpose to motivate Naoto.


      “I won’t listen to your rotten lies!” Naoto shouted, closing in on me. His attacks were just as fierce as those of Shun, the Fencer King. But unlike Shun’s, his movements were highly motivated.


      I parried his attacks with my mana-infused mithril sword. The blows hit hard. Just straining against them caused my arms to cry out in pain.


      Still, in terms of pure sword skill, I was the better fighter. Syphon and Gytz had taught me the fundamentals, I’d sparred with the training-obsessed Hikari and Rurika over the course of my journey and had mock duels with countless people I’d met along the way. That experience, combined with my Sword Arts skill, had made me the better fighter. The longer we crossed swords, the clearer that became.


      The only reason I wasn’t dominating was because of the skills Naoto kept using. Whenever I tried to go on the attack, he’d unleash a skill to stop me. Maybe because he was a Hero, the power, speed, and effectiveness of those skills outstripped those of my Sword Techs.


      Then there was his stamina. Despite being in constant motion, he never seemed to slow down.


      “Why are you working with the demons?!” he finally demanded of me.


      “Because I have something I want to protect.” I answered with a swing of my sword.


      Naoto’s movements slowed for a moment, but my swing still missed him. He’d pulled back to regroup.


      Breathing heavily, I took his measure.




      [Nameless Sacred Sword] A unique sword gifted by the Goddess. Can only be wielded by the chosen one.




      After using Appraisal on the sword, I used Analysis, confirming what Ignis had said about its wielder gaining incredible healing and skill buffs. The Sacred Sword itself contained a demonic element, which was what seemed to let it emit the field that weakened demons and, apparently, a certain subset of monsters as well. It also seemed to be the reason for Naoto’s endless stamina.


      Then I analyzed the mithril sword in my own hand. It hadn’t broken because it was enhanced with my mana, but its durability had gone down. I reforged it while considering my next move.


      I didn’t like to think about it, but the best way to get the sword away from Naoto would be to sever his arm. Another option, if the secret of the sword’s strength was in its mana, was that maybe I could limit its powers by stealing the mana away. But to do that, I’d first have to hold Naoto in place.


      His super healing factor suggests status effects are a nonstarter, so maybe I should bind him in a trap?


      I crouched down and pulled out a Capellio’s Cage, obscuring it with my body while using Disguise as well as Conceal on it. Then, as I launched into my next attack, I dropped it at my feet. I couldn’t see it once it was on the ground, but my Traps skill would let me know where it was at all times.


      I didn’t bother with a feint as I slashed at Naoto, who dodged easily. Nevertheless, I kept slashing at him. When my flurry of slashes was over, I positioned myself so as to leave myself open for his attack.


      He slashed at me as expected, and I called out the Shield of Lexion and blocked it. I could feel his surprise through the shield, but my plan wasn’t over yet. I stumbled back, acting like he’d pushed me, and as he came after me he stepped on the trap.


      Instantly, the tentacles—though they looked more like vines, perhaps because I’d used treant roots to make them—snapped out to snatch Naoto’s legs. Then they twined around his whole body and held him in place.


      Now that he was locked down, I returned the Shield of Lexion to my Item Box, reached out with my free hand, and took Naoto’s hand holding the Sacred Sword. Then I activated Absorb to start draining its mana away.


      Naoto struggled, but he was bound too tightly to move. The more time passed, the more the tentacles grew and the more tightly they bound him. All the while, I kept using Absorb, but I was having trouble draining mana from the Sacred Sword. Because I’m absorbing it through Naoto? Or through the hilt?


      After a moment’s hesitation, I grabbed the blade directly.


      It sent a burning pain shooting through my hand and up my arm. Naoto started in shock, but I held on and continued absorbing directly from the blade, experiencing a far more intense mana surge than before.


      This is... I gritted my teeth and used Regulate Mana to channel the mana I absorbed into my mithril blade. But the mana from the Sacred Sword was pouring out in such a torrent that I couldn’t channel all of it, and the more the mithril sword filled up with mana, the less I was able to divert.


      The mana soon had nowhere else to go and just began tearing through my own body. I felt nauseous. My head was splitting. I wanted to just let go and end the torment, but I had a chance now, and I had to take it.


      While channeling what little I still could into my sword, I decided to start casting spells to burn through the excess. First, I used Time Spells to slow Naoto’s movements and reduce the risk that he’d break free. Then I tried using Teleport to steal the sword away, but I realized it would teleport Naoto’s body with the sword, so that wouldn’t work.


      But even after I deployed Parallel Thinking to cast simultaneous instances of Time Spells, I couldn’t use up all the mana I was draining. The chain of skills, Absorb plus two instances of Time Spells and Regulate Mana, just increased the pounding in my head. The mana I’d absorbed was raging even harder in my body now, feeling like a hammer in my brain.


      Then, just when I thought my body would rip apart, the effect of my time spell changed. Naoto’s breathing, which I’d been able to hear before, stopped. The flow of mana from the Sacred Sword...didn’t stop, but the pain in my head did go away.


      I looked at my stat screen and saw that my Time Spells level had maxed out. I looked at my MP and saw it fluctuating back and forth. I also felt like the flow of mana from the Sacred Sword had slowed a bit.


      That led me to switch up my approach.


      My first priority was to get rid of the Sacred Sword, and if my mithril sword really was full of all the mana it could hold, its attack power should be at its highest point possible. Hypothesizing that the Sacred Sword should also be breakable in its current state, I swung my mithril sword at it, but the mithril blade snapped like a twig the moment it made contact.


      I appraised the remnants of the sword in my hand and saw its durability had hit zero. I didn’t know why that had happened, but I could think about that later.


      The mithril sword won’t work, then. What else do I have? The God-Slayer Dagger? It had cut through that orichalcum like butter, and now that time was stopped around Naoto, I wouldn’t need to wield it with any particular skill.


      With that in mind, I returned my mithril sword to my Item Box, drew the God-Slayer Dagger, and sliced it at the Sacred Sword.


      It cut right through it without resistance.




      The Sacred Sword’s blade hit the floor with a clang.


      I returned the God-Slayer Dagger to my Item Box and pulled out a spare mithril sword. Naoto wasn’t my only enemy here, after all.


      Time started moving again. Naoto looked at the now-broken Sacred Sword in his hand and stopped struggling.


      After that, the fight wrapped up very quickly. Naoto, Kaede, and the men in black were restrained. They’d resisted to the end, and over half of their number had died.


      “You used it, did you?” the elder asked.


      Eris and many of the other demons had been surprised when the Sacred Sword snapped, but the elder and Ignis, who were aware of the situation, weren’t among them. The elder simply looked curiously at the broken sword, while Ignis just nodded and began giving new instructions to the demons under his command, who left the throne room immediately.


      “I sent them to check on the situation outside.” Ignis told me, noticing my curiosity.


      I wanted to go with them, but I still felt ill from draining all the Sacred Sword’s mana. The sensation was a lot like running out of MP. I felt a little nauseous from the feeling of mana pulsing through my body.


      Chris and Hikari were both worried about me.


      “Sora, are you all right? You look pale,” Chris said.


      “Yeah, master. Sit.”


      There was nothing I could accomplish at the moment anyway, so I obliged them and sat down. This was the rare time when walking didn’t do anything to lighten my fatigue.


      “So, what do we do now?” I asked the elder, looking at Naoto.


      “Ah, well. We should put the bound ones in a cell. We can try treating them, but...” the elder said.


      I remembered that Ignis had known about the Slave Masks, so maybe the elder did too. When Ignis had taken the Slave Mask off of Hikari, he’d said there was a chance it could kill the wearer. I wondered how he was intending to treat them.


      “Would Recovery work?” I asked. The issue stemmed from a “Controlled” status effect, after all.


      “Ah, well...it might be worth a try,” the elder said.


      “I’ll try it.” Adonis was the one who spoke up.


      A demon using holy magic? I was surprised. Then again, Adonis had served as a cardinal in the Holy Kingdom of Frieren, so maybe it made sense?


      Adonis approached one of the men in black and took a deep breath. “Recovery,” he intoned.


      Light wreathed the man, and I heard a clanking sound. The mask had fallen to the ground in front of the man, who swayed on his feet and then collapsed. I appraised him and saw that his status had returned to normal. A nearby demon told me that he was alive but unconscious.


      I remembered that Hikari had also passed out from the recoil of being released from the Slave Mask.


      While I was thinking things over, Eris called out to me. I stood up, casting a glance over at Adonis. I saw him gritting his teeth in pain, yet I heard him cast another Recovery spell as I approached Eris.


      “Big sister, what’s wrong?” Chris asked her.


      “I need to ask you, Chris. How did you get here?”


      “I... I heard a voice. It said you were in danger,” Chris answered hesitantly. “It said the humans were going to kill you because you’re the Demon King. Then a white curtain appeared. It looked like the one we took here the first time, and when I passed through it, I was here.”


      Chris’s story made Eris’s eyes widen, while the elder standing beside her scowled.


      I listened as well, wondering about the voice that she had heard and the extraordinary power it would take to create a gate to teleport her here. Who would be capable of that? The goddess? If that were the case, then she must have already known about Chris’s relationship to Eris.


      Then my heart skipped a beat as I realized something.


      Does she know about Mia too, then?


      A cry rang out through the throne room. Looking over, I saw Adonis standing in front of Kaede and clutching at his chest. He took a few stumbling steps, then looked up. I could see his eyes wandering, unfocused, his expression contorting in pain.


      At last, he saw Eris...and smiled. And then he whispered something.


      Eris took a step toward Adonis, who was clearly in pain, but the elder raised his staff to block her advance. “Elder?!” Eris cried.


      “Ready your weapons,” the elder said, ignoring her.


      In response, all the demons took fighting stances, their eyes focused on Adonis.


      I knew what had happened.


      The goddess’s advent?


      Didn’t Ignis say that she wouldn’t manifest as long as the Hero still lived? Adonis does meet the condition of being a holy magic user, though...


      While I watched in confusion, something else happened. Adonis was bathed in a shower of light and turned his face downward, his body twitching.


      Eventually the light vanished, and when he raised his face again, I saw blood trailing from his eyes.


      ◇Adonis’s Perspective


      It was only by chance that I overheard the elder’s plan, but I still wanted to be useful.


      I told the elder my idea. He was reticent at first, but eventually he gave his permission. A recognition of my determination, perhaps.


      “You want me to wear this?” I asked.


      “Yes,” he said after a moment. “But I want to be perfectly clear. Are you absolutely certain? This will most likely kill you.”


      “That doesn’t worry me,” I insisted. “The plan is more likely to work if I’m the vessel, isn’t it? And then the Demon King won’t have to suffer anymore?”


      The elder handed me a bracelet of a plain, simple design. He explained that it had two effects: It would seal the power of the manifested goddess, and it would disguise the wearer as the Saint.


      But the disguise effect would only work on users of holy magic.


      Holy magic—it was a power demons typically never had. I was the sole exception.


      I’d forgotten how long ago it had happened, but I remembered watching one of the Demon Kings killed before my eyes, and then suddenly, I knew how to use it. It caused me pain to do so, but I was glad it could make me useful in this way.


      There was one other reason I volunteered to act as the vessel: Our demonic properties were toxic to the goddess. My very nature would weaken her, torment her, and pave the way for her defeat.


      Indeed, this turned out to be true.


      It was agony when the goddess manifested in my body, but I could tell that she was in pain as well. She struggled at first, trying to flee my body, but she couldn’t. Her pain continued.


      Yes, I really might be able to avenge the Demon King now.


      The thought put a smile on my lips.


      “Serves you right,” I whispered.


      The next moment, I felt my consciousness being overwritten. It made me sad to think I might not be able to talk to the Demon King anymore, but if this would destroy the goddess, it was worth it.


      Elder, Ignis, you handle the rest. Protect the Demon King. Destroy the goddess.


      ◇◇◇


      “Wh-What did you do?” Adonis hissed, his voice in a different tone than usual.


      “You’ve just manifested inside the body of a demon.” The elder’s voice resounded through the silent room.


      “The body of...? Impossible...” Adonis looked down at his hands, then stopped when he saw the bracelet on his right wrist.


      “It went just as I expected,” the elder boasted. “I also cast a disguise spell on your obligatory vessel, the Saint.”


      I looked at the elder, stunned by his words. He seemed to notice my eyes on him, but his manner didn’t change. I’d thought the goddess needed a holy magic user to manifest in, but was that wrong? Was the Saint really her designated vessel instead? And the goddess had now manifested in Adonis’s body?


      “And you sold out your comrade...a member of your own race...to do it?” Adonis croaked.


      “In the interests of killing you? Yes. I believe you’re well aware of our intentions.” The elder’s fists clenched tightly, as if he were holding back stronger emotions. “Aren’t you, Elizabeth?”


      Elizabeth. Is that the goddess’s name? I wondered.


      Adonis—Elizabeth—sneered at the elder. She really did seem to be in pain. “Very well. I suppose I’ll spare you this time. Enjoy this slight extension of your life.” Still, she took a look at Eris, then turned her gaze slowly to Chris. The corners of her mouth curled upward.


      I could see Eris tense up in response. The elder and the others stayed poised for battle.


      “Let us meet again, then,” Elizabeth said, and then...


      Nothing happened.


      “Wha... Why can’t I go back?!” she shouted in surprise.


      “Didn’t I tell you? We’ve done all this in order to kill you.” The elder smiled, his eyes on the bracelet.


      I appraised the bracelet as well.




      [Bracelet of Hope] A bracelet created only to trap the goddess. Disguises the wearer as the Saint.




      Before the elder could finish speaking, Ignis and the demons charged at Elizabeth.


      In response, she twisted and leaped and rolled along the ground, trying to avoid their attacks. But her efforts were limited, and Adonis’s body took on more and more wounds.


      “Elder, he—” Eris started.


      “That’s no longer Adonis,” the elder reminded her. “He died the moment he became the goddess’s vessel.”


      “No...”


      “Demon King. You know this, I know you must. If we don’t destroy her now, the next Demon King might be...” He turned his eyes to Chris.


      Eris pursed her lips and clenched her fists in pain.


      “I realize it’s difficult to accept. I know that if you hadn’t heard your sister and her friends still lived, you would have readily given up your life to save the world. But we also wish for you to live, and we want your help to destroy her, because you are the only one who can.” The furrow in the elder’s brow deepened. “He... Adonis felt the same way.”


      “Because I am the Demon King?” Eris asked.


      “Because you are an innocent woman, pointlessly forced to shoulder humanity’s debts.” There was clear anger in the elder’s voice. “If they were truly divine beings, they could simply purge the ignorant rabble from this world. Instead, they twist their aims for their own benefit.”


      The elder struck his staff against the floor. Shadows extended from the ground at Elizabeth’s feet and twined around her body. She struggled to free herself, but it was fruitless.


      Ignis and the others quietly approached. I could see anger in their eyes, as well as sadness and some other emotion they seemed to be holding back. Perhaps it was pity for Adonis, who had willingly made himself a vessel so the goddess could be slain.


      “Wait. I shall bear this burden as well,” Eris said suddenly.


      “Demon King?”


      “I have made up my mind. At least let me end this myself.” Eris extended her hand toward Adonis. Her fingers were trembling. But she took a deep breath, and the quivering stopped.


      At the same time, I could sense a powerful mana signal emanating from her.
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      Elizabeth’s eyes opened wide at the sight, and she began struggling against her bonds even harder. Ignis and the others stopped and backed away.


      “Please, lend me your power.” There was the briefest of pauses, and Eris clenched her hand into a fist.


      The air around the spot where Elizabeth was standing warped, then disappeared. It left a perfectly hemispherical cavity in the floor that reminded me of the craters I’d seen in the town of Lukos.


      Elizabeth didn’t even get to say a word. In an instant, she was gone.


      I slowly turned to look at Eris. There was sweat on her brow, and she clenched a hand to her chest in pain. The demons looked at her worriedly, but Eris dismissed them and kept her gaze turned forward, looking at the place where Elizabeth had been.


      Is it over now? The goddess who defeated so many Demon Kings, gone just like that? Is this the power of Demon King Eris? I couldn’t help but tremble in the face of such might.


      Everyone else seemed to think it was over, but suddenly, a voice rang out.


      “I really thought you had me back there. If you’d been a bit faster on the attack, you really might have done it.”


      We turned toward the voice and saw Elizabeth standing there, looking whole except for her left arm, which was now severed at the elbow.


      Eris reached out to her again, but Elizabeth smiled triumphantly. “It doesn’t come easy for you, does it? Could it be that you’re afraid to kill someone?”


      Eris twitched and paused.


      Elizabeth giggled. “I see I was right on target. Maybe I’ll torture you more, then. If you can’t kill this boy, what about your sister’s dear friend?”


      Elizabeth smiled widely, and then suddenly she exploded.


      Self-destruction? I thought for a second, but Elizabeth flew out of the smoke a moment later, her body bleeding and her clothing torn.


      I tried to remember what she’d just said. It had shaken me so badly that I couldn’t react.


      But Ignis reacted immediately and slashed at her from behind. There was another spray of blood, but Elizabeth didn’t stop. She was heading for the throne room entrance.


      Is she trying to escape?! I wondered. The elder also swung his staff, but he was too slow. The other demons pursued as well, but it was no use.


      Elizabeth arrived at the door and said in a singsong voice, “Oh, here they are.”


      As if on cue, a group of people entered.


      “Mia!” I shouted.


      Rurika, Sera, and Mia were there, as well as Shade and X. When I saw them, Elizabeth’s words finally snapped back into my mind.


      Chris’s friend... She’s after Mia?!


      Rurika and Sera were surprised to see Elizabeth appear right in front of them. Though they immediately readied their weapons, a single sweep from Elizabeth’s arm sent them flying. Shade and X tried to fight back, but they met the same end.


      In an instant, I used Teleport to get between Elizabeth and Mia. Using the skill sent pain shooting through my body, but I endured it.


      Elizabeth laughed. “Quite an unusual skill you have, but it won’t work. Get out of my way.” She thrust out a hand and sent me flying like a rag doll.


      I didn’t know how she had so much power in those skinny arms of hers, but she threw me back into a wall. I felt pain running down my sides, and the taste of blood filled my mouth. Sparks flew in my vision, and the force of the hit had driven the air from my lungs.


      The pain in my sides spread further. I hadn’t fully recovered from the effect of draining the Sacred Sword’s mana, and using Teleport had taken everything I had in that moment.


      “Sora!” Mia shouted, and she tried to run toward me.


      But Elizabeth stopped her, snatched up Mia’s hand, and laughed. “That ring was hiding you, wasn’t it? I appreciate you coming so close, though.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I couldn’t return to the other side, but at this distance, I can at least jump to you.”


      And then, the body which used to belong to the demon Adonis collapsed to the floor.


      ◇Mia’s Perspective 3


      “What happened to you two?” I asked in surprise.


      I was on my way back to Suiren’s house with Kotori and the children when we found Rurika and Sera standing there, dumbstruck. They opened their mouths to speak, then closed them, then eyed my companions warily.


      “Kotori, look after the children,” I said, picking up on their suggestion. “I’ll rejoin you after I speak with my friends.”


      Kotori didn’t quite seem to know how to take this, but the children dragged her away.


      “Well, what is it?” I asked them again.


      Rurika and Sera explained that Chris had disappeared in front of their eyes. They’d run right over to the place where she had been standing, but they’d found no sign of her. They said the place where she had gone missing was the spot we were now standing in.


      I looked around. It was a wide-open space with nowhere to hide. It would have been obvious if she’d gone off somewhere.


      When I looked back at Rurika and Sera, I could tell they were deeply upset. It certainly would be a shock to see someone disappear into thin air—and a friend, at that.


      I turned my eyes back to the open field around me and realized that something felt wrong. There was a powerful sort of mana signal nearby. It felt a bit like...the holy magic I knew so well?


      “What’s wrong, Mia?” Rurika asked.


      “There’s something here...” I murmured. I turned away again and focused on the mana sensation.


      It was faint, but I thought I could see something coming into view. I’ve seen this somewhere before, I thought, reaching out hesitantly. Instantly, a shining white curtain appeared before my eyes. It looked like the curtain we had taken to the Demon King’s castle, just in a different color.


      I turned back to the others and asked, “Is Chris through there?”


      “She might be. That’s where she disappeared,” Rurika said.


      “But where does it lead?” Sera asked warily.


      At the same time, she drew one of her axes, while Rurika unsheathed her sword. It didn’t matter to them where it led. If Chris was in there, it was where they had to go. That was all that mattered.


      I drew my staff and cast a few support spells on both of them. “Let’s go.”


      “Mia...” Rurika seemed like she was going to say something else, but she stopped herself and just said, “Thank you.”




      When Rurika, Sera and I passed through the curtain, we found ourselves back at the Demon King’s castle. It looked different than it had a week ago, though—the outer wall had been breached, and there were dead bodies on the ground around us.


      As we stood there, shocked by the sight, the golem Shade came running up to us, along with one of the demons. The demon looked surprised to see us, but when we told them Chris had gone missing, he informed us that Sora and Hikari had gone into the castle looking for her too.


      We were about to go in right away, but he urged us to wait. Rurika clearly wanted to go in regardless, but we soon saw X coming our way and realized he wanted to accompany us.


      “Lord Ignis and the others are in there, so it should be safe enough, but I don’t know the situation inside the castle right now,” the demon cautioned us. “Be careful.”


      I nodded, then let Shade lead the way as we ran into the castle. I had given him one order: “Take us to Sora.” It seemed like the best way to find Chris would be to find Sora and Hikari.


      As we ran through the castle, I felt a powerful surge of holy magic. Sora? No, that’s not him... At first I thought it was Ciel, but it didn’t feel like her either. It was similar to the holy power I sometimes picked up from her, but far, far stronger.


      Then it happened—I heard a voice in my head.


      Hurts...have to bear it...must avenge...


      The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it. It was also hard to make out, but hearing it spurred me on.


      I began running faster and even told Shade to hurry. Rurika and Sera called out to me in surprise, but I couldn’t stop running. Faster, faster, faster! I have to get there! I told myself.


      We ran up the stairs and down the hall. We were heading for the throne room, the place where we’d first met Eris. By this time, Rurika and Sera had stopped objecting, and they’d even overtaken me to run at the front of the group.


      Soon, the throne room came into sight. The doors had been broken in, but we couldn’t see inside. Then, as we passed through, we found ourselves face-to-face with Adonis.


      I could tell that something was wrong. Blood streaked his face, his eyes were bloodshot, and his left forearm was completely gone. Rurika and Sera raised their weapons immediately, but he sent them both flying. Shade and X moved to protect me, but then they both disappeared. I was paralyzed by shock.


      Adonis took a step forward. For some reason, I couldn’t move. He moved forward once again, and then...


      Sora appeared in front of me. I was so relieved to see him, but then he was gone as well. I heard a slam and looked over to see him pinned against a wall before falling to the ground below.


      I didn’t know why Adonis was doing this, but I knew I had to heal the others, so I started to move.


      Just as I did, Adonis grabbed my arm. I tried to shake him off, but he held on tight.


      I looked at him just in time to hear him say, “At this distance, I can at least jump to you.”


      And then, something began entering me. It was overwriting my consciousness.


      I’m scared. I’m scared. I’m scared. The voice I’d heard before played in my head again. I recognized it now—it belonged to Adonis.


      I tried to call for help, but I couldn’t. Neither my body nor my mouth would move.


      My eyes turned to Sora. He was just lifting his head. His eyes shone with tears...


      And a moment later, my consciousness sank, then disappeared.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7


      “What a terrifically close call. If I’d noticed her just a little bit later, I might really have died... I’m truly in awe of all the preparations you made.”


      Elizabeth, having transferred into Mia’s body, removed the Ring of Esqua and began inspecting and playing with it. “I see. Yes, I see it all now...” With a note of finality, she crushed the ring in her hand. “Now, then... Hmm, yes. I managed to take the Saint’s body at last, but some damage remains. How very troublesome.”


      Elizabeth looked around the throne room until she spotted something and smiled. Though it was Mia’s face, there was none of Mia’s usual kindness in that smile. I used Appraisal and saw...




      [Name: Mia (Elizabeth) / Job: Saint / Level: Immeasurable / Race: Human (Goddess) / Status: Possessed]




      The demon closest to Elizabeth, wielding a longsword, sprang into action.


      In one leap, he closed the distance between them and swung down his weapon. It whipped through the air but stopped just short of Elizabeth’s face—she’d caught the blade between her fingers.


      The demon strained against her, but the sword wouldn’t budge.


      “Under the circumstances, I suppose I’ll take it,” Elizabeth whispered.


      She reached out toward the demon. The barest touch of her palm sent him flying back, and though he managed to right himself in midair and land, he clutched his chest in pain.


      It was hard to believe this was the same person they’d been overwhelmingly beating before. Is that how much it hurt her to advent into the body of Adonis the demon? I wondered in amazement.


      “A sword... Not really my specialty.” Before Elizabeth even finished speaking, the sword in her hand began changing shape. The next instant, it was a polearm. “Yes, that’s more like it,” she whispered approvingly. “Now, I can obviously kill the Demon King, but I don’t think I have enough power to defeat this many demons.”


      In an instant, Elizabeth was in front of Kaede. She was so fast that no one could stop her—we just couldn’t react quickly enough.


      Elizabeth crouched and put a hand on Kaede’s chest.


      “Wh-What are you doing?” asked Naoto, whose hands were still bound behind his back.


      “As I said, I don’t have enough power to do what I need to do, so I’m supplementing it. She’s a paladin, a holy knight, so I’m taking her skills...” Elizabeth said merrily. “Oh, don’t worry. It won’t kill her, though it may break her mind a bit.”


      Naoto was dumbstruck by her words and tone. “Y-You can’t do that!” he eventually sputtered. “No one’s going to allow that!”


      “But I can, and they will,” Elizabeth taunted him. “Besides, the people of the Kingdom don’t care whether her mind is intact. All they need is her body, after all.”


      “What are you even...?” Naoto said, horrified.


      Elizabeth laughed. “Oh, that’s right. You still don’t know what they have planned for you after the Demon King is defeated. I might as well tell you: You’ll be used to create powerful warriors. Otherworlders are hardier than people of this world, you see. The women are especially prized.”


      “So what they said...about getting back to our world by beating the Demon King...”


      “It was never going to happen,” Elizabeth said immediately. “It would’ve been one thing if I’d summoned you, but you were carried here by mortal hands.”


      A shadow of despair passed over Naoto’s face, but it immediately turned to anger. His body began to tremble and then glow. “You can’t...you can’t...you can’t!” Naoto screamed. The glow soon encased his whole body, and a second later, the bindings around his hands blew away and he was free.


      Naoto leaped to his feet and readied his sword—not the broken Sacred Sword, but one similar to the blade Shun had been wielding, likely drawn from the bag of holding on his belt. He ran at Elizabeth before she could stand up and slashed at her.


      His timing was perfect, and for a minute I thought his strike would land true.


      But Elizabeth simply watched Naoto’s approach, not even trying to dodge. There was no fear in her eyes whatsoever, and a moment later, I saw why.


      The sword stopped just before her eyes. The timing was so perfect that for a second I wondered if Naoto had stopped the blow just in time. But when I saw the expression on his face, I knew that wasn’t the case. His eyes were contorted in anger, and his face was bright red. I could see his hands straining on the hilt of the blade.


      “Why?!” Naoto screamed.


      Elizabeth just laughed. “Wonderful! Ah, at the time I really didn’t understand what he was talking about, but now that I see it before my eyes, it truly is delightful.”


      Elizabeth picked herself up and looked closely at Naoto.


      “Did you really think you’d be able to hurt me? You did, didn’t you? I can see it in your eyes... But too bad. You summonees can’t hurt me...nor can you hurt the people who summoned you. There’s a spell preventing it.”


      All I could do was watch as Elizabeth went on jovially.


      “I was skeptical once, myself,” she said. “The royal family begged me, ‘Please, can’t you make it so they can’t hurt their summoners?’ ‘Why not just make it so they can’t disobey you? Why not just make them obedient to you from the start?’ I wondered. After all, I’m sure they were asking because of the time the summonees harmed their summoner...”


      Is she talking about Yutaka’s generation? I wondered. He’d written that they’d tried to fight back when they learned the truth.


      Elizabeth went on. “But then he told me his reason... ‘I want to savor the despair on their faces when they realize they can’t defy me.’ And now that I’ve seen it, I must admit it truly is delightful.”


      Naoto’s face filled with pain and frustration.


      “Still, I can’t have you getting in my way. I have far too much to do, you see.” And with a brief swing of the spear in her hand, Naoto went flying. “All right, that’s all done. Shall we continue?” Elizabeth said, turning back to face Eris with a beaming smile. “Demon King, can you attack this body? Or perhaps before we find out, I’ll give you a little present. You Demon Kings inherit the memories of your predecessors, don’t you? Then I’ll show you what happens if you defy me, and you can carry it on to your next incarnation.”


      Elizabeth’s eyes slowly turned away from Eris, now following Chris, who had left Eris’s side to start running toward me.


      “Chris!” Eris cried.


      Elizabeth took the cry with great satisfaction, then thrust out her spear. The demons rushed up to attack her, but they bounced off an invisible barrier.


      Mana collected at the tip of the spear.


      My body was aching, but I forced myself upright. Just the slightest movements caused an ache in my side. I used Heal, which proved much less effective than usual, but the pain did recede.


      Can I make it in time if I teleport over to Chris now? But just as I reached her...


      “Estray,” Elizabeth’s voice intoned, and a beam of light fired from the tip of the spear.


      It was flying straight for us. I took Chris’s hand and tried to teleport...but failed. The mana in my body was still raging out of control, making it hard to use my skills. The pain surged back with a vengeance. I barely managed to resist the urge to fall to my knees.


      If I leaped back right away, I might just dodge it in time. But I knew instinctively that leaping back with Chris would make success far less likely. Should I go off by myself? The idea arose in my mind, but I rejected it. I’d already lost Mia; I would never forgive myself if I lost Chris too.


      I planted my feet and readied my shield—the Shield of Lexion.


      The spell hit the shield head-on, and its sheer power almost bowled me backward. I could feel the force of it through my hands. Working my core muscles to stay upright aggravated the pain, but I managed to hold fast.


      I clenched my eyes shut, my body in agony but enduring. Even then, I felt like I might not make it.


      Just then, I felt a hand on my back. “Sora...”


      “Chris...run away while I’m blocking the spell.”


      After a moment, Chris said, “I can’t.”


      At first I thought she meant she didn’t want to leave me behind, but when I opened my eyes, I saw it: The magic hitting the shield didn’t vanish, but simply parted and streamed past us on either side. That meant we were surrounded with nowhere to run. Which meant I’d just have to endure it until the spell ran out of power.


      I sensed movement on the other side of the mana wall, and I could hear the sound of metal colliding with metal. The demons attacking Elizabeth? I wondered. So she can maintain the spell even when she’s engaged in combat? She’s that much stronger than them?


      Just then, I felt the sensation against my hands change and heard a strange sound. I looked closely at my shield and saw a crack beginning to form. If this kept up, it would be broken through in no time. And once the shield broke...


      A chill ran up my spine. I had to do something, or we were both dead.


      While the unpleasant sound continued to ring out in my ears, I got my skills ready. I’d been having trouble using them because I hadn’t expelled all of the Sacred Sword’s mana from my body. So, I decided, I should probably start burning some of it off.


      The shield shattered before my eyes, revealing for an instant the blinding light of the spell I had been blocking. That same instant, I activated my skill.


      “Duplication!”


      The broken Shield of Lexion was immediately reborn in my hands, while the shattered remains of the one I’d been using fell to my feet.


      The duplicated shield still blocked the spell, but it also broke faster than the original. The duplicate disappeared when it broke, but I just duplicated it again at the same instant.


      I went through that cycle over and over, assuming that the shield on the ground would revive at some point, but it didn’t seem to be happening. Maybe the damage was just that bad?


      I used Duplication again and again, hoping each time would be the last, and the longer I went, the longer the duplicates began to hold up. Each use of the skill also eased the pain in my body and stabilized my internal mana. That was a good thing, but it also created a problem—I was burning through incredible amounts of mana, and fast.


      The more my condition stabilized, the more MP each use of Duplication consumed. If this kept up, I’d run out of MP soon enough. I was drinking down MP boost potions and EX mana potions, but it only felt like prolonging the inevitable.


      I watched the flow of the mana attack, hoping to find a way out, but I could tell it was impossible. I’d thought I could probably teleport now that my mana was stable, but being surrounded by Elizabeth’s spell seemed to be scrambling the mana around us, and I was afraid that I might teleport directly into the stream.


      “Sora, are you all right?” Chris asked.


      “Yeah, and thanks.”


      Chris was the other reason I’d managed to keep my head above water. Maybe it was because she’d shared her mana with me at the Spirit Tree and the ruins, but she was able to channel her mana into me to supplement mine. I definitely couldn’t have lasted this long without it.


      “I’m sorry. This is all my fault,” she said.


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      “No, I fell for the goddess’s deception. And because of that...not just you, but Mia...”


      I could hear the deep sense of guilt in her voice, and I knew that even if I told her she had nothing to feel guilty for, she wouldn’t listen. Her sense of responsibility was just that strong.


      I tried to think of something else to say, but nothing came to mind. I would have liked to use Parallel Thinking at a time like this, but even two of me working at once probably couldn’t find the right words.


      As I thought that, I found myself smiling.


      “Sora?”


      “Nothing. Let’s just stand our ground for now and keep Eris safe.”


      Just as I said that, I sensed a powerful mana signal swell in front of me, racing toward us.


      “Chris!”


      “Right.” Chris also sensed the incoming mana and increased the amount she was channeling into me.


      I infused the duplicate Shield of Lexion with mana as well—during the cycle of recreating the shields over and over, I’d learned that I could strengthen them by channeling more mana in. The fact that it was made from the Dragon King’s scale probably played a role there. The appraisal text had also mentioned something about it revealing its “true power” that way.


      The feel of the impact against the shield changed. It had previously been a consistent stream, parting at the shield and flowing behind me, but now it was a clump of mana pressing against the shield and channeling all of its energy into it. The more time passed, the more twisted and chaotic the mana became.


      I had a hunch, and I was right—suddenly, the mana ball exploded. I grabbed Chris with one arm and sheltered her with my body. As she looked at me in shock, the explosion sent us both flying back.


      Through my one open eye, I could see that we were flying at the wall. I managed to position myself in the air to shield Chris from the impact, but it never actually came.


      Shade had used his shadows to catch us.


      I tried to stand but felt my body go limp and fell to my knees. Chris did the same.


      Still, we’re alive. I took a moment to appreciate that, then looked around to size up the current state of play.


      A number of demons had collapsed on the ground, while Elizabeth held both her polearm and the Sacred Sword, one in each hand. Eris, the elder, and Ignis were all fine. There were a few other demons still on their feet as well, but all except Eris and the elder were bleeding and seemed badly hurt.


      “I can’t believe you actually blocked that,” Elizabeth said to me. “Aren’t you the mistake they kicked out? I’ll warn them about that for next time. Hmm, but even with all your growth, how did you—” She stopped, and her gaze settled on the broken Shield of Lexion. “Ah, so he helped you. Even after the way he cried and begged me... Ah well,” she laughed. “Another thing to enjoy.”


      Then Elizabeth looked at Eris.


      “I’m starting to get a bit tired, so I think I need to end this now. I’ve gotten to see some interesting things too, so... Oh, I know. If you end yourself right away, Demon King, I’ll spare your little sister. What do you think? I’ll spare the girl too.”


      When she heard that, Eris’s gaze wavered.


      “Do not listen to her, Demon King. She cannot be trusted,” Ignis interrupted, then turned to the elder. “Are you ready, elder?”


      “Yes, sorry for the wait.” The elder raised his staff, then unleashed the pitch-black mana that had gathered around the tip in Elizabeth’s direction.


      “Pathetic,” Elizabeth muttered distastefully as she watched the blast scream toward her. She swung her spear through the air to whip it aside, but she hit nothing.


      The black mana had split up into four parts before it reached her, and each of them flew to one corner of the room. The mana was absorbed into four statues placed at those corners, and the air in the room abruptly changed. They were generating a magical field the inverse of the one created by the Sacred Sword—a field of darkness rather than holy power.


      Elizabeth started. “Eh? What have you—”


      “What do you think? It’s one of the tricks I prepared to kill you,” the elder boasted. “Your power’s limited while you’re in this room now, you see? Go on, fight back!” he commanded the demons.


      Immediately, Ignis did as he was told. The fallen demons stood up and followed his lead.


      Before now, Elizabeth had easily been able to block the demons’ attacks, then blast them away with a single swipe. Now just defending herself seemed to be taking everything she had. The demons tore into Mia’s body again and again, sending blood flying.


      I clenched my fists at the sight. I knew it was Elizabeth inside her, but the sight of Mia’s body being torn at made my breath catch in my chest.


      “Sora...” Chris said to me worriedly.


      I know, but it still hurts, I thought.


      In that same moment, Hikari and the others came running up to us. “Master...” Hikari’s face was contorted as if she might cry at any minute.


      “Hey, what’s going on? Is that...” Rurika was staring at Mia—at Elizabeth—as the demons tore into her. She must have logically understood what was going on, but she still couldn’t believe it.


      I told Rurika and Sera what I’d read in Yutaka’s book, and they both fell silent.


      “So there’s no way to save her?” Sera finally asked.


      I shook my head—no way that I knew of, at least. Yutaka’s book had said that the goddess’s vessel would surely die.


      What about the elder? I realized. Would he know a way to save her?


      I looked over at the elder, but his eyes were locked on the battle. He’d looked calm and collected before, but now I realized that his mana was weakening little by little. I looked around at the four corners of the room. He was maintaining a field that severely tamped down on a goddess’s power, so it was no surprise that it took an incredible amount of mana to maintain.


      Would he run out of mana first, or would Elizabeth fall first? I turned my gaze back to Elizabeth.




      “I really never thought you would make it this far...”


      The melee had gone on for twenty minutes now. Though the demons had the field working in their favor now, only Ignis and two demons remained standing. The elder was also on his feet, but there was sweat on his brow. Eris also hadn’t made one attack since Elizabeth took over Mia’s body.


      Elizabeth was also in terrible shape. She was out of breath, and her previously white clothing was now stained red.


      “This will end it...” Ignis’s sword became charged with an aura of deadly mana, as did the swords of the other two demons.


      Elizabeth must have taken the threat seriously, because she tossed away her spear. The weapon rolled along the ground and stopped in front of them.


      “What are you doing?” Ignis asked, holding his weapon.


      “I’ve decided to give up on killing the Demon King. It’s been a long time since I’ve had so much fun, after all—truly, it has. But I don’t want to just go back empty-handed. So, you see...”


      Elizabeth twisted around to face us. The moment our eyes met, I knew she was smiling.


      She’s after Chris! She still hasn’t given up?!


      Rurika and Sera caught on the same moment I did, and they quickly readied their weapons. The demons also realized what was going on and tried to stop her, but before they could move, the spear Elizabeth had dropped before exploded. She sprang into action at the same moment...


      But just before she could reach us, she stopped.


      She was standing right in front of us, motionless. The blade of a sword protruded from her stomach. It was the same sword Ignis had been holding before.


      Elizabeth stared down at her stomach, then looked behind her.


      As the smoke cleared, we could see Ignis there. He was crouched on his knees, blood pouring from his forehead as two fallen demons lay beside him.


      Elizabeth pulled the sword out of her body, but then she spit up blood and collapsed. If I could have reached out I would have caught her, but I couldn’t.


      At the sight of Elizabeth’s fall, Ignis tried to stand, but he collapsed instead. The elder, too, could only barely stay on his feet with Eris holding him up.


      “So...ra...”


      I heard a voice coming from Mia’s crumpled body.


      “Mia, is that you?” I asked.


      “Yes,” she croaked.


      I gasped at the sound. Did the goddess release her? I appraised her and...




      [Name: Mia / Job: Saint / Level: 52 / Race: Human / Status: Massive Blood Loss]




      The “Elizabeth” marker was no longer visible in her profile.


      I was about to run up to help her when I heard a voice in my head.


      Don’t be deceived.


      I stopped short in surprise.


      Who is this? I asked.


      It’s Ignis, the voice replied.


      Ignis? Thinking about it calmly, I realized it did sound like his voice. Telepathy?


      Say nothing. Just listen, the voice urged me. And don’t do anything unnatural. She’ll get suspicious.


      Who will get suspicious? And is this telepathy? I asked him.


      Something like it. Our voices can reach each other because of our pact, he said, referring to the contract we’d forged the first time we met. And, he added, Elizabeth is still alive.


      Alive? I asked. But Appraisal said...


      She’s just hiding. She’s waiting for you to come close.


      Me?


      Yes, she’ll steal your skills to heal herself, he warned me. But this is also our chance. She must be truly weakened if she’s resorting to this. I can’t move, so you’ll have to be the one to finish her. The God-Slayer Dagger should do the trick...


      Me... Kill Mia? I wondered to myself. But Mia’s consciousness is still there... Shouldn’t there be some way to save her, to restore her?


      She’s just reading Mia’s memories and playing a part, Ignis responded, as if he were reading my mind. And you know as well as I do, don’t you? The person the goddess possesses cannot be saved...


      I thought about what I would have to do. I can’t do it, I told him. Besides, I can’t attack Elizabeth. She’d said that the summonees couldn’t attack the goddess.


      You can. The spell she placed on you no longer applies. It should have lost its effect when my restriction on you was dissolved.


      Your restriction was dissolved? I echoed.


      You didn’t notice? I believe it’s related to your Resist Status Effects skill... When I first met you, I made my restriction override the one used by the Kingdom. You shouldn’t have been affected by the cursed negative energy since then either. So you can attack the goddess, and you can also harm the Demon King...


      My heart skipped a beat. If the restriction really was gone, it negated the promise I made to Ignis. And yet he’d let me be alone in the room with Eris.


      I... I hesitated. Killing Elizabeth meant killing Mia, and I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t run a sword through Mia.


      Are you sure? Ignis asked, reading my mind again. You’ll lose your chance to save the Saint.


      Do I have a chance to save her?


      It’s extremely small, but yes. You learned Dimension Spells, didn’t you, Sora? The storage one?


      Yes...


      Use that, then. The moment you kill her, wall her off in the pocket dimension where time has stopped.


      I picked up on what Ignis was suggesting right away. An elixir? I asked. The Item Box could preserve her at the moment immediately after death, and then...


      I can’t be absolutely certain, but she’ll die soon enough either way. Why not take the chance?


      I couldn’t fully escape the feeling that he was manipulating me, but it was the only way I could think of as well. No...there’s an even more reliable way. If the important thing was stopping time at the moment of her death...




      “S-Sora? I’m cold. Save me...” Mia’s voice came again.


      I took one hesitant step forward, then hurried to her side. “Mia, are you okay?” I wrapped my arms around her and helped her sit up.


      As I did, I happened to notice that the sword wound was now healed. She sounded exactly like Mia, but I already knew this was Elizabeth. Appraisal hadn’t revealed the disguise, but Analysis did. Using it once again showed the now-hidden “Mia (Elizabeth)” label.


      Ignis had been right.


      Then there were the words themselves. The words Elizabeth spoke were infused with mana, putting a charm on the listener, though it didn’t work on me due to my maxed-out Resist Status Effects skill.


      “Sora, I have to ask you something. I can’t move anymore... Please, touch me one last time. Take my hand.”


      For Elizabeth to steal a skill, Ignis had said, she needed to touch their body directly with her hand.


      “Okay. Wait just a minute.” I moved my hand into Elizabeth’s blind spot, and from there I pulled the God-Slayer Dagger out of my Item Box.


      Plunging it through Mia’s heart should kill Elizabeth, but I put an enchantment of Dimension Spells on it while it was in my hand. That should put the person I stabbed with it into a state of suspended animation—effectively stopping time for them.


      “Mia, I’m sorry. It’s goodbye for a while.”


      Elizabeth’s eyes suddenly opened wide and fell on the dagger in my hand. But although she was surprised, she didn’t struggle. She was counting on the fact that summonees like me couldn’t hurt her.


      So, when the tip of the dagger didn’t stop but plunged into her heart, her mouth could only fall open in shock.


      I knew I was doing what had to be done, yet it was still painful to carry it out. Tears fell from my eyes.


      Even if I’d done it to save her, I had killed a person for the first time. One of my dearest friends, at that. A woman I loved.


      A voice sounded in my head.


      Condition fulfilled.
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      ◇Mia’s Perspective 4


      “Mia, I’m sorry.”


      I could hear the guilt in Sora’s words. The dagger was in his hand, and he brought it down...


      Elizabeth was in control of my body. She was surprised when the blade actually went in.


      I’d already lost all sensation, and only a fragment of my consciousness remained. But as soon as the dagger hit me, I knew...


      Ah, I’m going to die now.


      There was a detached feeling to it, as if it were someone else’s body.


      But I was also relieved. She couldn’t use my body to hurt anyone else.


      Still, my heart ached.


      I’d made Sora kill me. I knew that he hated killing, and I hoped this wouldn’t haunt him.


      I also couldn’t be with Sora, or any of our friends, anymore.


      And that’s the saddest part of all.


      That was the last thing I thought before my consciousness vanished.


      ◇◇◇


      The moment I’d stabbed Elizabeth’s—Mia’s—body with the God-Slayer Dagger, I could sense something like mana pouring out of it. Someone who didn’t know might have thought she was sleeping, but she’d actually stopped moving completely. No breath, no heartbeat, nothing.


      I appraised her and saw...




      [Name: Mia / Job: — / Race: Human / Level: 52 / Status: Near Death/Suspended Animation]




      Analysis confirmed it.


      “Damn you, damn you, damn you!”


      The voice above me came just as I was breathing a sigh of relief.


      I looked up and saw a translucent female form. Her face was so beautiful that for a moment, I could only stare. But rage was filling her eyes, and she glared at me with pure hatred.


      “You’re very stubborn. Even that sword didn’t kill you?” came another voice.


      The woman looked over immediately to see who it was, and she stared. I followed her gaze and saw Ignis standing there. He looked pale, though, and in no condition for a fight.


      “I’m going back for now,” Elizabeth said after a moment, seemingly evaluating her position. “But I’ll make you pay for this. Demon King, I’ll make you regret this foolish decision of yours!” She smiled triumphantly.


      “There won’t be a next time.” This time it was the elder who spoke, and a black mist quickly began to collect around Elizabeth. It gradually narrowed in scope, enveloping her body.


      “That won’t work,” Elizabeth laughed. “An attack like this can’t possibly—” she started, but then her voice was cut off. She let out a scream like a death rattle, and then...


      When the black mist lifted, she was gone.


      “Did you get her?” Ignis asked.


      “I didn’t feel the release, so I don’t believe so,” the elder responded regretfully. “I thought killing her host might be enough, but that is apparently not the case. We have to target her true self.”


      “But then—”


      “Let’s first get everyone back in fighting shape. Demon King, take the throne,” the elder urged.


      Eris did as she was told. The moment she was on the throne, mana welled out from her and spread out through the room. It gently enveloped the fallen demons and began to heal their wounds, and soon, they started to stand up again. The demolished throne room entrance also began restoring itself.


      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of any help,” Eris said from where she sat.


      “No one would hold you at fault,” the elder consoled her. “The Demon King’s power is simply too great.”


      “Yes,” Ignis added. “If you had involved yourself in the battle, you would have damaged the Saint’s body irreparably.”


      His words sent a shiver through Eris’s body.


      “Big sis, are you okay?” Chris asked worriedly.


      “Big Sis Eris, you don’t look very good...” Rurika said.


      Sera didn’t say anything, but she looked worried about Eris too.


      “Master, is Big Sis Mia...” Hikari started.


      “She’s not dead yet,” I said after a moment.


      “Huh?”


      “She’s in suspended animation,” I said, then explained Mia’s situation to Hikari.


      “Got it,” Hikari said with a nod after taking it all in. “Gonna save Big Sis Mia.”


      She was right, and we’d need an Elixir to do that. But first, we had to deal with Elizabeth.


      “Elder, what do we do now?” I asked him.


      “We finish this, of course,” he declared. “I know just where she’s gone.”


      “You do?”


      “Yes, that spell just now was meant to finish her off, but I added a component to track where she went in case it failed. I did this, knowing what the Demon King was capable of,” the elder explained.


      At this point, Eris told me what her pacted spirit did.


      Eris’s spirit controlled dimensions—it could shave away at them and connect them together. This wasn’t easy to do, though; you needed certain conditions in place, and it also cost a great deal of mana. However, she was able to do it here thanks to the Demon King’s castle and the spell the elder had developed.


      “Demon King, we intend to go after her the moment preparations are complete,” Ignis said. “When they are, I’ll ask for your help.” He added that it wouldn’t be immediate, though. There was a good chance that Elizabeth would be somewhere that hindered the demons’ power, and they’d need to take countermeasures against that.


      The elder added that he would analyze the Sacred Sword and create a magic item just for that purpose.


      “All right, everyone,” Ignis concluded. “Before then, your number one priority should be healing up.”


      All of the demons in the throne room nodded in response.




      I’d assumed the preparations would take a long time, but they were actually ready the very next day. Just before noon, thirty demons assembled in the throne room, the elder and Ignis among them.


      “Demon King, if you please,” Ignis prompted her. The elder had told her the coordinates of Elizabeth’s location.


      Eris nodded. “But I can’t maintain it long. Are you sure? What if...”


      “That won’t be a problem,” the elder insisted. Ignis nodded strongly in agreement.


      When she saw that, Eris began intoning the words of her spell. Mana started collecting around her, eventually shaping itself into a set of doors. Eris knocked on them, and they parted in the middle, creating a space that they could walk through.


      It seemed that passing through the door would take them to another dimension, but like the staircases in the dungeon, you couldn’t see what lay beyond until you were through.


      The demons bowed to Eris and then began to dive in one after another.


      I watched them go.


      The elder went through last, and then the doors slowly closed.


      ◇◇◇


      I was back in my room.


      I’d spent all my time since yesterday treating Naoto and the summonees as well as the surviving men in black, healing them and freeing them from their slave masks. I was working with Adonis, who’d miraculously survived, but the elder had said that his holy spells could be toxic in his current state, so he was using potions instead.


      The elder had advised that once the patients were a little more stable, we should take them to Last Town and ask Suiren to look after them.


      The first thing I’d done when I got back to my room was flop into bed. Frankly, I couldn’t work up enthusiasm for much of anything. The only reason I’d helped with the healing work was because I’d known it was what Mia would have been doing if she were here.


      “Mia...” I whispered. I knew there was a chance we could still save her, but I still felt restless. I was definitely angry at Elizabeth, but I didn’t have the courage to go after her like the demons did.


      Eris had said there was no guarantee that they’d make it back, after all.


      “Huh? Ciel?” I must have fallen asleep at some point, because I woke to find Ciel stroking my ear with her cheek.


      She showed me the tip of her ear, and I saw that it was wet. I touched my cheek and realized I’d been crying.


      “That’s no good, huh?” I joked weakly, then asked her a question I knew she couldn’t answer. “Ciel, what should I have done? What should I do?” Maybe I just wanted to get out what I was feeling to someone else, so I could stop it from rattling around in my head.


      But this time, there was a response.


      Want to go.


      “What?” It was a voice I’d heard long ago. A voice that I could never forget. “Ciel?”


      Ciel nodded. After the demons...want to go...there. That was all she got out before slumping over, though at least she didn’t disappear like she’d done before.


      I looked at her...and a thought came to mind. It’s better to take action than regret not acting later. And there was an action we could only take if we acted now.


      I wiped my eyes and checked the contents of my Item Box. Then I called up my stat screen again and evaluated my situation. My level had gone up, so I was now at 70. I had three skill points available.


      I looked at my learnable skill list...and saw that a new skill had appeared there. I was shocked by the sight of it, but I selected it immediately.




      NEW


      [Dark Spells Lv. 1]




      It was a skill that let me use dark-attribute magic. Most of its arsenal was made up of support spells, and the attack spells might not be useful until I’d leveled up more, but it could let me enchant weapons with the dark attribute.


      But why did Dark Spells suddenly appear on my skill list? I wondered.


      Then I remembered a voice saying something like “Condition fulfilled.” The condition is killing a person? I realized in horror, then wiped the thought away. All that matters is that I was able to learn it.


      It had cost three skill points to learn, though, so now I was down to zero.


      Once that was done, I headed to my destination—the room where Mia had been laid to rest. It would’ve looked like she was asleep, if not for the God-Slayer Dagger still piercing her chest.


      I wanted to take the weapon with me to fight Elizabeth, but pulling it out would make time start moving again. The only way to prevent that would be to put Mia in my Item Box and... No, I need to leave her here, I told myself. If I don’t make it back, they could still find an Elixir and bring Mia back to life without me.


      “Mia, once you wake up, let’s continue our journey,” I whispered instead, touching Mia’s shoulder.


      Ciel laid her ear on top of my hand, then looked up at me. I nodded and headed for the throne room.


      Eris was sitting there alone on the throne. Her eyes flicked open as we approached. “What is it, Sora?”


      “Please open the door.”


      Eris blinked. “Are you sure? If you go, you might never—”


      “Yeah, I’m okay with that,” I said firmly.


      After a moment’s hesitation, Eris agreed. She slowly stood and called up the door. She was just about to touch it when the doors to the throne room burst open.


      “Master!” It was Hikari, who bolted straight to me and threw her arms around me. “Master, going?” she asked.


      “Yeah,” I said.


      “No!” Hikari shouted, emotions written plainly on her face.


      Ciel seemed at a loss, and I just stood there silently.


      “I’m coming with you!” Hikari added to fill the silence. When I told her she couldn’t, she shook her head rapidly and held me even tighter.


      I placed a hand on her head. Then, once she was calm, I looked into her eyes and said, “Hikari, you need to stay. I need you to look after Mia.” I reminded her that she could also bring Mia back if she found an elixir.


      Hikari was about to say something in response, but I kept going before she could.


      “Besides, I won’t be able to come back unless you’re here.”


      Hikari looked confused, so I touched her neck with my finger—the collar with three silver stripes.


      “This collar links us together,” I went on. “So if I get lost, I can follow this back home. With the teleportation skill, you know?”


      I didn’t actually know if that was possible. I’d just made it up on the fly to convince her to stay. At the same time, the moment I said the words, I began to think it might really be true.


      Hikari stared hard at me but gave a slight nod. “Okay. I’ll wait. Promise.”


      “Sure,” I said.


      “Ciel, look after master. Gonna miss you, though.” Then she said the same thing to me about Ciel.


      “We’ll be going, then,” I said.


      “What about Big Sis Chris and everyone?”


      “Well, I won’t be gone forever. Just cover for me when they get mad at me, okay?”


      “Can’t promise that, master.”


      “Gotcha.” I smiled weakly and patted Hikari’s head. Then she petted Ciel one last time.


      “I’ll open the door now, then,” Eris said. “Please take care.”


      The two of them watched me go as I passed through the door.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude 5


      I’d flown at top speed to the Demon King’s castle.


      The demons came rushing out to see me. It seemed that the hunters’ army hadn’t attacked the castle yet.


      Careful to give the demons enough space, I landed, then returned to my human form.


      “Lord Dragon King?!”


      I saw a few demons I knew, but I was surprised they still recognized me. I looked so different than I used to.


      “It has been a while. How are the elder, Ignis, Geed, and the others?”


      The demons shared an uncomfortable glance, then led me to the throne room.


      Along the way, I asked what had happened and received a startling answer. I was surprised that they’d beaten Eliza, but the most shocking revelation of all was that they’d gone to that other world.


      Is that even possible? I wondered. If it is...then I...


      I found two girls waiting in the throne room. One of them I recognized—she was the girl Sark cared for. The other was the Demon King.


      “Dragon King?” Hikari asked, bewildered.


      “That’s right,” I told her.


      “How come you’re here?”


      I couldn’t tell her that I’d come to aid in the fight, only to find it already over. “Is it true that I can pass through your door and go to Eliza’s world?” I asked instead.


      “Yes,” the Demon King replied in confusion.


      I certainly could feel the presence of a powerful spirit near her—surely one of the strongest in existence. If it were to turn its power against me... I speculated, in my current state, I might not stand a chance.


      “Can you open the door for me?” I asked.


      “If you go there, you might not return,” the Demon King said hesitantly, with a worried glance at Hikari.


      “That’s all right,” I said. I’d entrusted my kingdom to my children already. If there was a way back there, I had to take it.


      I’ve spent so long looking for a way back to that world... I’d lost hope that it was even possible.


      If I’d been able to go back sooner, I could have saved her.


      “Please do, then,” I told her.


      And so the Demon King opened the door.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8


      I passed through the door Eris created and came out into something like a plaza.


      There was a large round table in front of me, surrounded by twelve seats. The table was cracked and collapsed inward, and all but one of the seats were broken. I looked closer and saw that the seats were all of different sizes, with the largest big enough to hold a colossus.


      “Ah, Sora. You’ve come to join us?”


      The elder was nearby, along with some other demons—about half of the thirty that had originally left.


      “What are you doing?” I asked. They’d been gone for half a day, so I was surprised to see them still waiting so close to the entrance.


      “Ignis is off scouting with the others, and we’ve erected a barrier so Elizabeth can’t pass through the gate,” the elder explained. “And we’re waiting to grow accustomed to the dimension, I suppose? We’ve been here for two hours and just finally getting— Hmm? What’s that look of surprise, now?”


      I explained that it had been over half a day since they’d left.


      “So time flows differently here?” the elder responded, stroking his jaw.


      I looked around the area unobtrusively for myself.


      Thirteen paths led out of the plaza, twelve of which were narrow roads to what looked like houses. Like the chairs, the houses were of all different sizes and shapes, and even from a distance I could tell they were run-down.


      “You’ve brought an interesting creature with you,” the elder told me while I was scanning the area. He was looking just past my face.


      At first I didn’t understand what he was looking at, but then I remembered that Ciel was tucked away in my hood. “You can see her?” I asked.


      “Yes, a small white creature. On the other side, I occasionally saw a curious mana signal in your vicinity. Would that be she?”


      Ciel looked a little self-conscious about being analyzed so closely. It wasn’t just the elder staring at her, either, but all the demons there.


      “But why can you see her now?” I wondered.


      “Ah, it’s most likely the world we’re in. The energy here is hard on us, but it seems a good match for your little friend.” As the elder had feared, demonic abilities were apparently repressed in this environment.


      “Are you guys okay?”


      “We’ll be fine. I prepared a magic item to help with that very thing. It will only work for a limited time, but it should be enough for what we need to do.”


      Having a time limit would mean they’d want to keep the battle short, though.


      “What about you?” he asked. “If you’ve come here, you must have steeled yourself to the potential consequences. Did you bring the God-Slayer Dagger?”


      “I left it at the castle. I’ll be fighting with this instead.” I drew my mithril dagger and channeled mana into it—mana with the property of darkness.


      “Hrm, very clever. Can you use other elements the same way?”


      I nodded.


      “Good thing those Elesian fools were so incompetent,” the elder said with a shake of his head. “I don’t know what we would have done if we’d had to face you as an enemy.”


      Surely he was exaggerating. Having seen what the demons were capable of, I couldn’t imagine ever standing a chance against them in a fight. Not to mention Eris’s powers, which would erase me in an instant. “I can just use a few more skills than most people,” I insisted.


      “It’s true that even Reese was surprised to see how many skills you had, but that’s not what I mean. It’s the way you use them—that’s what makes you incredible.”


      I was taken aback by the elder’s unabashed praise, but the demons around us nodded in agreement.


      I glanced over at Ciel and noticed her expression. Why are you acting so smug about it? I thought with a scowl.


      Just then, I felt several signals approaching.


      “Oh, it’s Sora?” It was Ignis, returning with his team. “By himself...but with an odd creature.”


      Ciel didn’t seem to like being called “odd.” Her expression turned angry, and she began swinging her ears at him like whips.


      Ignis pushed her back with one hand, and she tumbled away through the air. “I didn’t expect you, but I’m glad to have you,” he said to me, then began describing what they’d found on their search.


      Ciel was still upset as she made it back to us, but I offered her a skewer and she calmed down to eat it. Her cute antics distracted some of the demons, which made the elder yell at them.


      According to the demons who’d gone on the search, there was nothing particularly noteworthy down any of the smaller paths, but they’d found a building down the wider road from the plaza.


      “Yes, it might be best to head there first,” the elder judged. “Let’s get moving, then.”


      At that, the demons started walking toward their destination.


      “I hope you’re not walking because I’m here,” I said out of concern.


      “We’re doing it to conserve stamina,” Ignis admitted casually. “Just flying consumes mana in this place.” He didn’t seem to be lying.


      On the way, we didn’t see anything significant. Ciel even let out a yawn of boredom.


      The path was made of paving stones, but they were often cracked, and some had even been torn out completely. Grass and trees grew around us, but most of it was dead, and some of the trees were even snapped through the middle—most of them, actually. Some were only hanging on by a thread.


      If I were to sum this world up in a word, I would probably say...decaying?


      I talked to the elder as we walked, and he asked questions about my skill, Walking. I asked him about the magic item he’d mentioned earlier, the one nullifying the debuff to demons in this realm. I guess I could call it...the Divine Realm? I thought idly.


      The elder responded that he’d based it on his analysis of a fragment of the Sacred Sword. With more materials, he said, he could’ve brought even more demons, but Ignis argued that bringing any more would leave the castle too undefended. In fact, he would have preferred to leave that magic item to Geed and his demons if possible.


      It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Geed since our first meeting. Was he doing something important in the defense of the Demon King?


      Then the elder explained to me his goals in coming to this world. His primary objective was the destruction of Elizabeth, but if that wasn’t possible, he’d want to either seal her or do something to ensure that she couldn’t interfere in our world.


      About three hours after leaving the plaza, we finally reached the building Ignis had mentioned. My first thought when I saw it was that it looked like a temple. Like a fully restored Parthenon, maybe?


      We took a brief rest, then readied our weapons and entered. The elder explained that he’d made the demons’ weapons by effectively creating an inverted version of the Sacred Sword’s element.


      I was amazed that he’d done so much in such a short time, but he said he had help from a few apprentices who were also skilled in the creation of magic items.




      Our footsteps sounded out as we walked the simple, straightforward path through the temple. There were paintings at regular intervals, eleven of them in all. Each one depicted a different subject, but one of the pictures in the middle was what caught my attention.


      “It looks like him...”


      It was a picture of a dragon, and it looked extremely similar to the Dragon King’s dragon form. Of course, I hadn’t met any other dragons, so maybe it was just a coincidence...


      The elder also stopped at the sight of a certain picture—and not just him, but Ignis and the others as well. The demons besides the elder seemed almost perplexed when they saw it, and some of them even shed tears.


      It was a picture of...a demon? He had a kind smile and a charming air.


      “Blasphemous creatures. How dare the people of Alka come this far!”


      I immediately felt a strange presence in the temple corridor. It was like fury made tangible—my body was trembling, and the pressure from the voice alone brought me to my knees. I looked around and saw that some of the demons looked pained as well.


      “Calm down now.” The elder’s voice rang out, and he struck the floor with his staff.


      The pressure I was feeling vanished, as if I’d woken up from a dream.


      “Let’s go,” the elder said. Ignis nodded in response and continued walking at the head of the group. I followed the demons, bringing up the rear with the elder.


      We came out of the temple passage into a large room done up all in white. Elizabeth was there, glaring at us balefully, as if we were guests who had just tracked mud through her house.


      Behind her was a large transparent box, filled with glowing things of various shapes and colors that seemed to float and sink within it. It reminded me of an aquarium. But what really caught my attention was that each of the things was emitting something like mana, some more powerful than others. Occasionally, one of the things moved through a tubelike appendage into another box.


      “Very well. After I deal with you, I’ll have to find out how you came here. But I will truly regret what I’ll have to do. Especially...” Elizabeth trailed off, looking first to Ignis, then the elder—“breaking these beloved toys of mine. Truly, I will regret it.”


      Elizabeth placed a hand on the aquarium behind her and smiled. A few of the things inside drew up to her, vanishing when they got close to her hand. At the same time, the pressure she was emitting grew stronger.


      “No sizing up. Just attack!” the elder shouted at the sight, then cast a spell at her.


      The rest of the demons took that as their signal to charge. Most of them, including Ignis, rushed at Elizabeth, while the remaining eight split out into four directions in groups of two.


      “I can see you’re planning something. Whatever it is, it won’t work!” Elizabeth held up her hand, and a spear of light appeared in it. She used it to strike at the groups of two, but Ignis and the others harried her.


      “All right. Let’s begin.” The preparations must have been completed while the others were distracting Elizabeth, because the elder raised his staff and unleashed a torrent of mana. The demons who had split up did the same thing in response.


      The room darkened, filled with a black mist.


      This feeling... It was like what had happened in the throne room.


      Indeed, Elizabeth’s expression twisted in a scowl, but it immediately returned to one of confidence. “Resorting to the same trick twice? How boorish. I’ll have to liven things up—dance for me!”


      I saw Elizabeth’s eyes flash—it definitely wasn’t just a trick of the light. Then I heard a cry and saw two demons collapse to the ground.


      Their signals disappeared?! I thought in shock. They’d been run through by two of their own allies, who now stood over them, their eyes hollow and unfocused.


      I heard the clashing of weapons around me and looked to see all the demons fighting each other. Elizabeth, meanwhile, folded her arms with a satisfied expression. Had she cast a spell of some kind when her eyes flashed?


      “Sora! Move!”


      Reacting to the call, I dodged just in time for a slash to pass before my eyes. One of the traitor demons stood in front of me. He swung his sword as I landed, but I parried it on the upswing, sending out sparks.


      I had the better position, but he was definitely stronger. I had no choice but to move with the momentum of his strike, leaping back to gain some distance. Still, the demon came after me aggressively.


      I avoided crossing blades again and focused on dodging instead, evading each blow by a hair’s breadth. At a glance, I probably looked like a master of the craft, but it actually just reflected how fast his attacks were.


      While I was dodging the demon’s attacks, I sized him up. His eyes were definitely unfocused, and his movements felt mechanical, just repeating the same simple attacks. That was why I could keep dodging, but...




      [Name: Winza / Job: Royal Guard / Level: 101 (+4) / Race: Demon / Status: Marionette]




      That was the status revealed when I appraised him: Marionette. Then there was only one thing to do...


      “Recovery!”


      When I cast my spell, Winza’s eyes returned to normal...for a split second, then became hollow again.


      “Recovery, Recovery, Recovery!”


      I cast it again and again, but the Marionette status never stayed gone for long.


      “It’s pointless, you know,” Elizabeth said with a laugh. “That doll won’t stop until it’s dead, and you certainly can’t cure him.”


      Sora, kill him. If you don’t, he’ll kill you, Ignis told me telepathically. I looked over and saw that three demons now lay at his feet, their signals extinguished.


      I bit my lip. A second signal was coming my way, and there was no way I could deal with two against one. But do I really have to take them down? To kill them? If I acted now, I could execute a counterblow. But I...


      While I was stewing over that, I felt Ciel fly into my hood.


      Ciel? It’s not safe here!


      I’ll help. I’ll heal, she answered me.


      You want to help? I asked, remembering Ciel’s mysterious power that had saved people before.


      I felt her nod.


      Got it, I responded. Let’s do it, partner!


      “Recovery!” I cast the spell, and a powerful light engulfed Winza’s body. After one...two...three seconds, the status effect disappeared.


      Winza stood in front of me, dumbstruck. I kicked him down with my right leg and dropped him out of my sight line, just in time for a spear to thrust through the place where he’d been standing. The demon coming up behind him had meant to stab him through the back so he could get both of us.


      I knocked the spear out of the way with my sword and cast Recovery again as he passed.


      Great! Even after time has passed, he hasn’t gone back to the “Marionette” status, I thought, glancing back at Winza. Ciel, I couldn’t have done it with—


      “What have you done?!” Elizabeth interrupted as she charged at me, her visage twisted in gruesome displeasure.


      I moved away from the formerly possessed demons, who were still acting dazed, to face off against her.


      As Elizabeth thrust at me, I slipped to the side, got around behind her, and swung my sword. Though my timing was perfect, Elizabeth yanked her spear back and blocked my blow with the shaft. I was keeping the battle close, so she shortened the length of her spear’s shaft to match.


      This eliminated my close-range combat advantage, but it also meant she was now within the range of my time spells. Stopping time completely consumed a lot of MP, and normally I could only maintain it for a very short time. But with my current abilities, I thought it should be enough...


      But just as I was about to cast the spell, Elizabeth leaped back.


      “You’re plotting something, aren’t you?”


      Her instincts were incredible.


      Now on her guard, she moved her spear back to its original length and resumed her attacks again, making sure to keep her distance. I couldn’t even get in range, let alone hit her with a single attack. For her part, she wasn’t just using her spear, but sending spells flying every which way.


      I tried a few spells of my own, but Elizabeth didn’t even try to dodge them—anything that got close to her just disappeared. Even dark magic, her supposed weakness, did nothing. Is my skill level just too low?


      I was clearly the one who would tire out first at this rate. My breathing was growing more labored, and I could feel the sweat beading on my forehead. I prayed it wouldn’t get in my eyes as I swung away, but just then, reinforcements appeared.


      But even though the attack came from Elizabeth’s blind spot, she dodged it easily. “Finished already?” she asked her attacker with a smile.


      Rather than answering, Ignis continued to press the attack. Five other demons followed his lead—the two I’d saved earlier among them—but the signals of the others were gone. So many losses in such a short time...


      “Interesting. You’ll even kill your own kind to achieve your goals? I respect that,” Elizabeth teased.


      She was trying to provoke them, but none of them took the bait. They just swung their weapons silently, their minds focused purely on the mission to kill her.


      What surprised me, though, was that they were fighting on even terms.


      “That’s strange. How did you become so strong, now?” It seemed Elizabeth was as curious as I was. But before anyone could respond, she suddenly whipped around and threw her spear, aiming at the elder and another demon.


      The spear pierced through the demon’s body and continued on its course toward the elder. The elder used a barrier to slow the spear down, at which point he managed to dodge it. This caused it to collide with the aquarium just behind him, but it didn’t even leave a mark.


      Elizabeth let out a grunt. I looked back at her and saw a demon had landed a slash on her from behind. “But yes, I see. So that’s your game.” She held out her hand, and the spear reappeared in it. “How heartless of you. Sacrificing your own comrades to gain power... I really do appreciate you.”


      Ignis and the others remained silent, while I was just confused.


      Elizabeth noticed my confusion and looked at me with a smile. “Since someone here is in the dark, I’ll explain. These demons... They’re absorbing the power of their dead comrades. See how much stronger and faster they are?” she trilled, then leaped away and unleashed a spell at one of the demons stationed at the room’s four corners—the ones maintaining the barrier.


      The demon failed to dodge it, and as the spell consumed him he disappeared without even leaving his body behind. As that happened, a glow appeared around the other demons’ bodies. I used Appraisal and saw that their level modifiers had gone up.




      [Name: Winza / Job: Royal Guard / Level: 101 (+12) / Race: Demon / Status: —]




      I remembered the modifier had been there when I’d used Appraisal before, but now it was even higher.


      Sora. Ignis spoke to me telepathically again.


      Ignis, is what Elizabeth said true?


      We can discuss that later. While we’re keeping her busy, I want you to meet up with the elder.


      I tried to say more, but...


      The goddess clearly didn’t like them approaching that box of hers. There must be something to it, he added.


      I tried to ask more, but he didn’t respond, so I gave up on that and ran up to the elder, looking out for attacks from behind all the while.


      “You okay?” As I got close, I noticed that the elder was injured.


      “Yes; it’s merely a scratch. How are you doing?”


      It was indeed a light wound, so I used Heal to cure it. He thanked me, then asked why I’d come to him.


      “Ignis told me to come over here,” I said.


      “Hmm, he must have sensed its significance as well. I believe it’s the source of the goddess’s power.”


      Indeed, Elizabeth had tried to keep them away, even risking hitting it herself. I’d felt attacks coming from behind me as I ran this way as well, but nothing actually reached me—Ignis and the others must have blocked those too.


      “Can you destroy it?” the elder asked me. “Magic doesn’t seem to do the trick.”


      I knew there was no point in asking how he knew that and just assumed he’d tested it somehow. Did that mean I’d have to break it with a weapon?


      “We can keep you safe while you try,” he told me.


      I’ll have to try it, then. I channeled mana into my mithril sword, used Appraisal in the hopes of finding a weak point, and saw...




      [Box] Vessel for ***. Protected by the power of the goddess.




      Nothing particularly useful. Adding Analysis didn’t change the result either.


      I channeled as much mana as I could into my mithril sword and swung it down. I felt an intense hostility directed toward me as I did, but the attack never reached me. Instead, something else happened: Another signal disappeared.


      The attack I lashed out with bounced back at me just as hard. I hadn’t made a dent.


      “You can’t destroy it, you know,” Elizabeth taunted.


      I swung at the box again in an attempt to prove her wrong, but the result was the same. This just wasn’t going to do the trick.


      While I was failing to destroy the aquarium, I noticed that the elder had started acting strange, like it was hard for him to stay on his feet.


      “Taking in the souls of the dead does make us stronger...but it also poisons us. One vessel can only hold multiple souls for so long.”


      I just stared at him, dumbstruck.


      “We did it to kill her,” the elder said plainly. “We would do anything to achieve that; Adonis felt the same way.”


      Another of the signals disappeared, and now there were four demons fighting Elizabeth. They still had her pinned down, but that might not last for long. Each time one of the demons maintaining the barrier disappeared, the black mist around us got thinner.


      I recharged my mana with a potion and focused. If I couldn’t break the box with my mithril sword, I would need to hit it with something better. I didn’t have it with me, but I could duplicate it here.


      “Duplication!”


      Mana flowed from my hands, a feeling I hadn’t felt even when I was using this trick with the Shield of Lexion. It felt like the mana could easily escape my control, so I clenched my fists to focus.


      Now there was a blade in my hands—the duplicated God-Slayer Dagger.


      I swung it down immediately. I knew the minute it appeared that I could only maintain it for a few seconds.


      When its blade struck the side of the box, rather than the active resistance I’d felt when I used my mithril sword, I heard the terrible sound of scratching against glass. But by the time I could check what I’d done, the blade was already gone.


      The result—it hadn’t even left a mark.


      What could do it if not that, though? I fretted. What do I do? I thought it over and remembered. My earlier appraisal had said it was “protected by the power of the goddess.”


      I restored my MP with Conversion, then duplicated the God-Slayer Dagger again. As soon as the duplication was complete, I imbued it with a dark attribute and swung it down.


      This one felt better. I looked and saw a clear crack in the surface, but I felt like I was about to pass out. My MP was running dry.


      “Stop it! Don’t touch that!” Elizabeth’s furious shout made the whole room tremble. But there was clearly panic in her voice as well.


      She charged toward me, her face twisted with fury, while Ignis and the others desperately tried to hold her back. In fact, she was so focused on me that some of their attacks actually managed to land. Nevertheless, Elizabeth kept her eyes locked on me and batted the demons aside with a sweep of her arm.


      Is she panicking? I thought. That confirmed that this thing was important to her.


      I used Conversion to recover my MP again and drank an MP boost potion and EX mana potion to boot. I also changed my job to Sorcerer. The more MP I had, the longer I could maintain the God-Slayer Dagger.


      “Elder, I’m going to focus my attack.”


      “Understood,” the old demon said after a pause. “We’ll keep you safe.”


      I nodded and activated Duplication one more time. The slash earlier had felt effective, but the size of the crack made me think that slashing wouldn’t do the job. I’d have to drive my dagger right into the glass.


      I braced myself to assume a striking posture and began the motion before the dagger had even manifested, hoping to drive it in as deeply as I could for as long as I could.


      As my hands moved toward the crack, the duplicate God-Slayer Dagger formed...


      And ran through Elizabeth’s chest.


      She had thrown herself in front of the aquarium to protect it.


      I met Elizabeth’s eyes and was surprised to see a smile on her face. She looked like she was at peace.
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      Blood trailed from her mouth as she slowly began sinking down to the floor. The God-Slayer Dagger I’d run through her stomach disappeared as she did, allowing the wound to bleed.


      Everyone else stood and watched in silence.


      Ignis and the others, who’d run after her in an attempt to stop her, frowned as they watched her lie limply on the floor. At last, Ignis spoke up. “What’s going on here?”


      It was surely the question on everyone’s mind, and I was no exception. If she just wanted to stop me, why didn’t she attack me instead of throwing herself in front of the blade?


      Elizabeth laughed softly. “What a shame. I intended to kill you all, but I ended up getting killed myself.” Her tone was one of such delight that I wondered whether she realized what was happening to her.


      “You seem very calm. Do you realize that you’re dying?” the elder asked.


      But all Elizabeth said in response was “Oh, yes.”


      It didn’t seem to add up.


      I didn’t understand why she’d protected the box either. I remembered she’d absorbed something from inside it to grow more powerful, but if all she wanted from it was power, it didn’t make sense that she’d sacrifice herself to protect it.


      Elizabeth’s body had gradually begun to break apart and dissolve. Her legs were already gone up to her knees.


      I wonder... I looked into the aquarium. Maybe she’ll keep coming back as long as this thing exists? Maybe this won’t end until I destroy it? I was about to duplicate another God-Slayer Dagger when someone stopped me.


      It was the elder, who gently touched my arm. “It’s all right. She won’t revive again,” he said.


      I took him at his word and stood down. Elizabeth’s expression had been seized with fear for a moment, but she let out a sigh of relief as I lowered my arm.


      “Do you have any final words?” the elder asked her then.


      This didn’t add up either. They’d just been trying to kill each other, so why was his tone so gentle now?


      “Ah, let me see. The only thing that comes to mind is... ‘I wasn’t expecting to see such an old familiar face here.’”


      I didn’t understand what she was talking about for a second, but then I realized she was looking past us. I turned and saw the Dragon King, Alzahark, standing near the entrance to the room.


      Alzahark slowly approached us and looked down at Elizabeth with narrow, evaluating eyes.


      “Hello, Al,” Elizabeth said. “Did you come here to kill me?”


      Alzahark silently glanced at the box, then looked up at the ceiling. He whispered something, but I couldn’t hear what it was. All I could tell was that he looked very sad.


      Through all of this, Elizabeth’s body had continued to dissolve. There was nothing we could do to stop it. We could have ended it faster by striking a finishing blow, but nobody made a move to do it.


      “Not going to finish me off, hmm? Very bad taste.” Elizabeth laughed in amusement as we all just stood and watched her. Now her smile was like that of a person liberated, a truly benevolent expression befitting a goddess.


      “But I had fun,” she continued. “I really did have fun. And...” Her torso was gone now. All that remained was her head. Yet she spoke without a hint of pain. “With this...”


      Those were Elizabeth’s last words before her face turned to dust. She was gone.


      The particles that stayed behind seemed to carry traces of mana in them, and they slowly moved toward the aquarium.


      But just as I thought they would be absorbed, Ciel did something surprising.


      Everyone present opened their eyes wide and stopped what they were doing.


      “Ciel... Did you...”


      Ciel had opened her mouth and devoured the particles of Elizabeth’s body as if she were scarfing down a meal.


      ◇Ciel’s Perspective


      The moment he’d stabbed the Saint, a powerful shock wave had run through us.


      In that instant, we remembered everything clearly. We knew exactly who we were.


      That’s right. We were born from the wishes of the Saints who died after being taken as the Goddess’s vessels.


      That was why I had pushed him along whenever he felt hesitant.


      We had used his feelings to make our wish come true.




      I think it was a coincidence that we ran into him. We saw him, took a liking to him, and began to follow him.


      I hadn’t known why we’d been drawn to him at first, but now I did.


      He has infinite potential.


      We’d never seen someone with so many skills. That was why we had decided he could make our wish come true.


      The reason we could help to heal him when he was almost fatally wounded in Elesia, why we could help him heal the girl turned to stone in Majorica, why we could release the children bound by slave crests in Lufre—it was all because of our knowledge and power as Saints.




      That woman had looked very peaceful when she realized she was going to die. In a way, it was what she really wanted. All I could do was look at her.


      But...is this really for the best?


      We had all died by her hands, it was true. And yet, we did not really hate her.


      Because we knew... Because we could not help but know.


      When the goddess manifested inside of us, we received a portion of her memories, of her true heart. We were forced to wonder what we would have done differently in her position.


      Her soul was about to be taken in by the recirculator. If it did, her mind would be lost. Her sense of self would be gone forever.


      Is that really, truly for the best?


      It all seemed too sad. She had been in pain, after all. Somewhere within herself, she had always regretted what she’d done. But she had stifled her conscience to harden her heart.


      Let’s take a chance, then.


      Let her heart remain, as ours do.


      For the sake of our wish... Our wish to save her.


      So her mind might reawaken someday.


      Until then, we will safeguard her soul.


      We will travel the world with him and talk to her as she sleeps.


      We will show you the beauties of the world you protected and tried to destroy.


      And with that, I swallowed her soul.

    

  

  
    
      Elizabeth’s Reminiscence


      I awoke together with my eleven companions.


      From that very first moment, we knew who we were and what we were there to do.


      Our duty was to watch over a world in another dimension and deal with any abnormalities that arose—though, of course, we didn’t know what “abnormalities” meant yet.


      That world had only just been born, and so many things had happened already.


      The beings that lived there looked like me, so I felt a great kinship with them. I knew what they were—people. Humans. More precisely, that knowledge already existed in our heads.


      It occurred to me then that my other eleven companions all had distinct appearances. There were even those who could transform between bipedal and quadrupedal forms.


      We called the world where our people lived Alka, and we watched over their lives.


      There weren’t many of them at the start, but they gradually began to propagate, learn new things, and produce. Sometimes they fought, but despite our worries, the conflicts remained small and were used to fuel further growth.


      As their numbers increased, they broke into different tribes, and each tribe’s region gradually expanded into nations. Along the way, they began to wage larger wars. Nations were crushed and born again, but no war ever grew large enough to destroy all of humanity.


      And then, one day, one of my fellow gods made a statement.


      “Aren’t humans interesting? Yes, they truly are!”


      That god went away, and around that same time, a new race appeared on Alka. The new race looked like that god, with tails as well as ears on the tops of their heads. These people were called beastfolk.


      We knew exactly where they had come from.


      Years passed, then decades, and we never saw that god again.


      Perhaps that was the start of all of it.


      The other gods began disappearing one after another, and with each one that went away, a new race appeared on Alka. Meanwhile, wars were becoming more frequent, and many people died.


      Twisted creatures called monsters also began to appear, and their existence led to great suffering.


      At that time, we were down to four gods of the original twelve: Demon God Kehel, Dragon God Alzahark, Spirit God Eliana...and me, the goddess Elizabeth.


      The four of us worked tirelessly to deal with the rapid changes on Alka. Somehow, we knew that the world would break down completely if it took any further strain. But where there had once been twelve gods to manage Alka, there were now only four, and it had become home to races that had never existed on it before...


      While we scrambled to deal with everything, we became haunted by the fear that we might fail to fulfill our mission.


      That was when Kehel created something—a device. It would collect the souls of those who died on Alka, convert them into energy, and send that energy back to the planet. He called it the soul recirculator.


      This cycling of energy fixed the strain that Alka had been suffering under, and for a while, the problem seemed solved.


      But it didn’t last long.


      “Alka is doomed unless something is done.” Those were Kehel’s last words.


      “Goodbye, Harry, Eliza. I’m going to do the best I can.” Eventually, Eliana left as well.


      As one of two left behind, I became engulfed by despair. The destruction was all but inevitable now—that was why the other two had given up on Alka. They had seen what was coming and abandoned their duties. I hated them for that and kicked myself for my own helplessness all along.


      Then, in the depths of my despair, I saw that two new species had appeared on Alka. I thought that this would make things even worse, but it actually seemed to bring Alka to a new stage of stability.


      The new peace lasted for ten, twenty, a hundred years. I had almost forgotten what it was like to see such peace and kindness. I hoped that it would last and that the lost gods would return.


      Was that self-serving wish, that moment of weakness, the reason for what happened next?


      I was too late to notice the change—far too late.


      The land of Alka cracked, volcanoes erupted, and a massive cataclysm occurred. None of the beings on Alka were spared, not even those powerful monsters.


      Amid that terrible darkness, Alzahark, too, seemed to flee at last.


      I was left entirely by myself.




      How long did my solitude last?


      Many times over, Alka had faced the threat of destruction, and yet it remained. The longer the stretches of peace lasted, the happier I should have been, but instead I found my heart growing cold.


      I was lonely by myself. There were so many people on Alka, and yet I was alone...


      Every time I saw the smiles on the faces of Alka’s people, I felt pain in my heart. I would lie against the soul recirculator that Kehel had built and gaze up at the empty sky.


      I was tired of thinking. I didn’t even know what I was doing anymore.


      A thought came to mind. Perhaps I, too, could go to Alka...


      I dismissed it. I had to protect this place in case they returned.




      It started with a minor conflict. By the time I realized the upheaval it was leading to, the world was already too far gone for anyone to stop it.


      The first war in centuries stemmed from the most trivial of quarrels. Then it expanded from cities to nations and finally to all of Alka. The fighting was constant and everywhere, and life on Alka began dying out at a tremendous rate. It was a more violent war than any I’d ever seen, and there was no end in sight.


      Normally, these things would settle on their own from exhaustion, but that wasn’t happening this time. It was as if something had come over the people of Alka, and they simply refused to stop fighting.


      “Is it going to...fall apart?” I trembled in fear and tried to think of what to do.


      I remembered Kehel’s words from long ago.


      How do you stop a war? Give the people a common enemy.


      A common enemy... I thought up a plan and used the soul recirculator to produce one.


      That was the moment the Demon King was born.


      The Demon King’s presence sent such fear into the populace that they all stopped fighting each other and worked together to take down the new threat.


      From that point on, every time a conflict grew out of control, I created a new Demon King.


      Directly creating a Demon King with the soul recirculator would expend most of its energy, so instead I chose someone already on Alka with powerful mana of their own. The one who became the Demon King would do as they were told and turn the people of Alka against them. Their defeat would then become the basis for a new era of peace.


      And so Alka entered into a new cycle. A Demon King would appear, the people would work together to defeat them, and then time would pass, they would forget, and begin fighting again. The fact that nothing was ever learned was the saddest part about it.


      Then, one day, the soul recirculator began to act up.


      Kehel had taught me a great deal about it, and I’d kept it quietly maintained all these years, but it had gradually lost efficiency in its recycling of souls. Soon, the balance between collection and return would break down, and the world of Alka would end.


      Meanwhile, as if to rub salt in the wound, Alka was facing a new problem.


      I had named a Demon King in response to a huge war, but they proved to be too strong. The various champions of humanity fell in their wake, and one country after another fell into ruin. Alka’s people once again began dying out in droves, and things seemed on the verge of collapse.


      For a moment I thought that my fate had caught up to me and that perhaps it would finally all come to an end. The soul recirculator was already nearly empty, and even if I used all the power inside of it, it wouldn’t be enough to defeat the Demon King. No, even if it worked, the result would be the same—using all the power in the soul recirculator at once would mean the end of Alka.


      But it turned out that fate had other plans.


      At first, I didn’t know where he had come from. He simply appeared in a small nation and, with overwhelming power that left me trembling, halted the advance of the monsters and slew the Demon King. In time, he married a princess from that small nation, and the Kingdom of Elesia was born.


      I looked into the man’s identity and origins, and I found that he had come from another world.


      Travel between worlds—I studied the phenomenon, curious if it might be possible to freely travel between Alka and my own realm, but in the end I learned that I could only summon people from that world—the otherworld—and between here and Alka, I could only transfer souls.


      The technique for summoning people from the otherworld was passed down among the royals of Elesia. From that point onward, each time I created a Demon King, the Elesians would summon new champions to fight them.


      After a few cycles of this, it became clear that the summonees could not return to their original world unless they were summoned by me personally. Still, I didn’t forbid the Elesians from doing what they did. I had learned that when otherworlders died in our world, their souls supplied a great deal of energy to the soul recirculator.


      And so I looked the other way while the Kingdom of Elesia summoned otherworlders for their own purposes, kept them as slaves, bred them into conquerors, and expanded the borders of their kingdom.


      Even descendants of otherworlders still produced more energy than Alka’s native people, after all, and there was nothing more important than the preservation of Alka.


      That said, there were some among the otherworlders who piqued my curiosity. The power that they wield... I found myself wondering if some of them might even be strong enough to threaten me. But I decided the question was irrelevant and forgot about it soon enough.


      I’d found something new to enjoy.


      Having learned through my investigation of otherworld summonings that I was able to transfer souls between here and Alka, I realized I could use this technique to move my own soul into the body of a Saint. By doing so, I could kill the Demon King with my own hands.


      I can’t describe the ecstasy I felt the first time I did this. It was a joy I had perhaps once known, but I hadn’t felt it for ages.




      When I first laid eyes on him, I thought my heart might stop.


      “Is that...Al?”


      He looked like the Dragon God, Alzahark, and yet I felt none of his power.


      After I first saw him, I spent more of my time watching him. I saw him enjoying his life on Alka and felt the anger grow inside of me.


      Around the same time, one of the races of Alka began to cause trouble—demons. At some point, they’d begun to serve the Demon King.


      The sight of them reminded me of Kehel. Was it because they were the race that was born after Kehel left our realm? They seemed to be a long-lived breed, and they spent years studying and learning and concocting a charming little plan to kill me. They seemed to hate me for killing the Demon King.


      I watched them and thought, It’s never going to happen. I knew for a fact that there was no one on Alka capable of hurting me.


      Yes, the only ones strong enough to do that were the empowered otherworlders.


      But since they’d gone to so much trouble, I decided to put that matter aside and fight them. It seemed fun, in any case, and there was a chance it might work.


      I hadn’t forgotten Kehel, after all. He was always surprising us by thinking up the most outrageous things.


      That went on for a while until something new happened.


      Alzahark married a woman from Alka and had a child.


      The sight of it caused a cold hand to take hold of my heart. Seeing Alzahark so happy made hatred boil up inside me. It was a betrayal of me, the one who had worked so desperately and tirelessly to keep Alka running.


      And so I made up my mind—I would kill Alzahark’s beloved. I would teach him a lesson for forgetting our mission.


      I think that was around when my mind truly began to break down.


      I turned Alzahark’s partner into the Saint, used her to kill the Demon Lord, and then killed her. Perhaps that jogged Alzahark’s memory of my existence, because he apologized to me and begged me to spare the rest of his family.


      Seeing him grovel made me realize that he no longer had the same power I did. And that, having lost his power, he could not kill me.


      Even more time passed after that. One day, another war broke out on Alka, and I searched for an appropriate Demon King. My preferred choice was a bit too young, but I still decided to go through with it. She was going to die soon either way, so I gifted her the Demon King’s power.


      Years passed, and the Kingdom held the otherworld summoning to defeat the Demon King. One of the summonees had a skill I’d never seen before. At first, it intrigued me, but I quickly realized he was weak and lost interest.


      I never imagined he would be the one who would end up confronting me.


      I made up my mind to tell the people of the Kingdom that they shouldn’t immediately reject people with unusual skills in the future; they should keep them under observation instead...


      But I would never actually get to tell them that.




      Something unexpected had happened.


      I never expected the people of Alka to make it into my realm. At first I felt offended by the audacity of it, but I soon forgot all about that.


      I had fun. This was my first time fighting in my own body, and it offered a different ecstasy than fighting in the form of another.


      So much fun. So much fun. So much fun!


      I was swept away by the feeling.


      But at the same time, the clearheaded part of me was thinking. One part of me wanted to continue my mission to watch over Alka, and the other wanted to end it all. My heart had been left dry after such a long period of loneliness.


      But now, all these fresh new occurrences had brought those long-dormant feelings flooding back.


      And so I decided to leave my choice to fate itself. If I could beat them, I would go back to watching over Alka. And if I was beaten...


      As the battle came to its climax, they tried to destroy the soul recirculator.


      I knew what would happen to Alka if they succeeded, and a part of me wondered how they would react when I revealed they’d destroyed the world with their own hands.


      And yet, my body moved on its own.


      I saw a crack form in the soul recirculator and, fearing its total collapse, I threw myself in front of it to protect it.


      When the otherworlder stabbed me, I felt the same pain I’d felt as the Saint. That was how I knew I was going to die.


      I was relieved that I’d protected the soul recirculator, but at the same time, I knew that the action had consigned Alka to its doom. There was no one to take care of it now, after all.


      Still, the power it had saved up might maintain it for another few centuries. If it absorbed my soul, maybe that would give it even more time.


      Maybe one of them will come back before then... I thought, then I found myself laughing. Why was I getting my hopes up? None of them had ever come back before.


      And then, in defiance of my expectations, Al appeared.


      I see. The people of Alka came here, after all. It’s not so surprising that Al would come too.


      But by now it was too late.


      Al looked at me, his face drawn with pity.


      I looked back at him, then closed my eyes. I knew my death was nigh.


      Yet I wasn’t afraid. My heart felt light. Now I was free.


      With closed eyes, I thought back on the joy of those early days. Back when my eleven companions and I had watched over the fate of Alka.


      I wish I could go back to those times...

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      “The gate is gone?”


      That was what the Dragon King had told us, at any rate, and Ignis and Winza promptly flew off to check. I was a little worried, since I wasn’t sure if their wounds had healed yet.


      After the battle with Elizabeth came to an end, the black mist in the temple cleared, and particles of light flew out of the bodies of Ignis and the other demons to be absorbed by the aquarium. The elder explained that those were the souls of the dead and that the black mist had the effect of letting them possess the bodies of their kin. Slowing down Elizabeth was just a side effect of that.


      I appraised them and confirmed that the modifiers to the demons’ levels were gone.


      But did the souls of the dead return to the aquarium? I remembered the same thing had happened with Elizabeth’s. It feels strange being able to see souls... Is it just an effect of being in this place? I’d seen many people die in the world we’d come from and had never seen anything like that.


      While I was thinking that over, I glanced toward the elder and the Dragon King, who were standing near the aquarium together, talking as old friends.


      Then I looked down at Ciel, who was sleeping blissfully in my arms. I’d been shocked when she swallowed the goddess’s soul, but fortunately it didn’t seem to have affected her.


      Ciel had saved me yet again. She had also rescued those two demons by snapping them out of the goddess’s control.


      I gave her an appreciative pat and heard her sleepy voice say, Can’t eat any more...


      I’d heard her voice when she’d saved the demons too.
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      But...even if I had come here prepared for the chance that I might not make it back, I was still deeply shaken to learn that the door home was now closed.


      I quickly snapped out of it, though. My Teleportation skill might still offer a way back. Even at MAX level, I wasn’t sure if it would let me transport between worlds, but I had to at least give it a try.


      I’d restored my MP and was about to start working on raising my proficiency when the elder and the Dragon King approached me.


      “You don’t seem particularly panicked that the door has disappeared,” the elder chided me.


      “Neither do you,” I responded.


      “I came under the assumption that this would be my final resting place,” he said. I had to assume the other demons felt the same way; maybe the reason they’d gone to check was more for my sake, to size up the current situation.


      “So you two know each other?” I asked, and the two of them nodded. Then I asked the question that was weighing on my mind. “What made you decide to come here, Dragon King?”


      I wanted to know why he’d come despite the risk of being trapped here, and I was surprised by what he told me—that he was the Dragon God, and this place had once been his home.


      Is that why I couldn’t fully read the name of the fang and scale he gave me? I wondered. And the horn the elder gave me to make the God-Killer Dagger...was that the Demon God’s horn? Surely not...


      “I hesitated for a long time, you see,” the Dragon King went on. “At the end of the day, we share responsibility for how Eliza ended up. I just couldn’t stand to see her compound her crimes any longer.” He shook his head. “But by the time I reached the castle, the battle was over, and they told me that the elder and Ignis had gone after Eliza... I couldn’t believe it might actually be possible for me to come back, but here I am now. To think such a method could exist...”


      Alzahark explained that it was only after descending to the other world, Alka, that he realized he had lost his power and couldn’t return. He also told me that the twelve seats and houses near the entrance were remnants of the place where the twelve gods of this realm had once lived.


      “They were in much better shape in my day, though,” he added. “And...it seems the land of Alka is suffering from awful fatigue.”


      He told me that the aquarium was the creation of Demon God Kehel. It retrieved the souls of those who’d died on Alka and returned them to Alka, which had staved off the world’s destruction.


      “It’s because there are so few gods here now. The reason Eliza only visited Alka by possessing the Saint’s body was because she realized that, like us, she might not be able to return.”


      Alzahark went on to say that Elizabeth was an honest and responsible person at her core and that the departure of the entities who were meant to manage Alka had been what accelerated its destruction. That was part of why the Dragon King had been so passive about dealing with her earlier.


      “I expect I couldn’t beat her by myself, anyway, with my powers weakened as they are,” he added.


      “Can I ask a question?” I said after a moment.


      “What is it?”


      “Is it okay for that box to be damaged like that?” I’d only put a crack in it, so I assumed the damage wasn’t too severe, but still...


      “Yes, that’s nothing it can’t recover from in time,” he reassured me, and I was very glad to hear it. He also explained that Alka itself wouldn’t be collapsing anytime soon.


      I was curious how long it would take, then, but I was too scared of the answer to ask.


      “Now, Lord Dragon King, can you release the Demon King?” the elder asked him.


      “I believe that I can, but...” Alzahark hesitated, then shook his head. “No, it is the right thing to do.” With that, he approached the aquarium and started moving his fingers in the empty space there. It looked like he was manipulating something.


      While he was doing that, Ignis and the others returned and confirmed that the door was now gone.


      Alzahark nodded in response and began moving his fingers again. “It’ll consume a bit of energy, but not enough to be a problem,” he said when he’d finished whatever he was doing. “I’ll open the gate so that you can go home, and I’ll stay here. Eliza protected this place all this time, so I’d like to keep it safe for her... And Sora, I’ll give you the last of my divine power. You should be able to handle it in your present state.”


      Alzahark placed a hand on my chest, and I could feel something warm flowing into my body.


      “The only problem is, you’ll need a signpost to guide you back to Alka...”


      A signpost... I thought of Hikari. We were linked together by the slave contract, and if I willed it hard enough, I could feel the connection. I’ve never been able to do that before. Is it because of the power Alzahark gave me?


      “Yes, that should do it,” Alzahark concluded. “I’ll open the door now, then.”


      At that, a set of doors appeared before my eyes. They looked just like the ones that Eris had summoned.


      “Dragon King...” I said.


      “No need to worry, now. Your kind can’t stay here for long anyway,” he assured me. “And Sora, I heard what happened to the Saint. I don’t think you can acquire an elixir on Alka in its present state, so you’ll have to go to the Altair Castle Dungeon. You’ll find what you need beyond the seventh floor. And when you go there...I’d like it if you’d bring Euini with you.”


      Does he mean... I was about to ask Alzahark more when Ciel suddenly popped into the air in front of him. She swished her ears broadly and extended one to the old king.


      Alzahark just stared at her, seemingly unsure how to respond.


      “I think she’s saying goodbye,” I suggested. “She wants you to touch her ear.”


      Ciel nodded firmly in response. It would be like a handshake in my old world.


      “Ah, I see. In that case...” Alzahark reached out and touched Ciel’s ear.


      A moment later, his eyes opened wide and tears began to spill from them. It was so sudden that both the elder and Ignis were taken aback.


      Darling...thank you, I heard Ciel say. I didn’t understand what it meant.


      But the Dragon King nodded to her happily, with an expression like sunshine coming out from behind the clouds.


      We passed through the door while the Dragon King watched.


      In the world beyond—Alka—Hikari and the others would be waiting for us. Once we made it back, we’d have to discuss what to do about Mia.


      But apart from that, we also had the Demon King hunters to deal with. Eris may no longer have been the Demon King, but the hunters would probably still be trying to kill her.


      There was also a good chance that the Elesians might try another otherworld summoning once they heard that the Demon King hunt had failed. We might have to go there ourselves and prevent that from happening.


      To make sure that there would be no more victims like us.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Good to meet you, or to see you again. I am arukuhito.


      Thank you for picking up Isekai Walking 7 ~Demon Kingdom Arc~.




      I got a new laptop to write the seventh volume!


      I’d gotten a lot of use out of the old one, but the keyboard finally gave up the ghost. I was using an external keyboard with it, but it wasn’t very convenient for carrying around. So I went to a certain electronics store a few times and got a lot of advice from the salespeople before making my purchase. I’m very appreciative of their patience and everything they taught me.


      In the end, I wanted something light so I could work in a lot of different places, and it would be no exaggeration to say that this new laptop is the reason I managed to finish writing this draft. At home, it’s hard to focus, so it’s really helpful when I can do my work elsewhere. I was sitting there clacking away among kids studying for entrance exams! I hope I didn’t annoy them.


      Well, I’ve talked about myself long enough, so let’s talk a bit about the story for once.


      The selling point of the seventh volume is that Rurika and the gang finally...well, you know. But there’s big news for the spirit Ciel too, I think? She’s an original character for the published version of the story and wasn’t in the online version, so adding her in forced me to think a lot about the setting. I finally got to put those ideas down here.


      The reason Sora learned Holy Spells after contracting with Ciel, and the source of her mysterious power... I felt personally relieved that I finally got to write about it. I was also happy that I could get a chance to show she was more than just a happy-go-lucky character who eats and sleeps all day.


      I also wasn’t quite sure if it was okay to save that one character, and the online version of the story has a very different result.




      Let’s make sure we do the usual message.


      Magazine Pocket is serializing the manga adaptation of Isekai Walking by Kei Ogawa. It’s doing really well, so I hope you’ll check it out.




      Now, at last, the thank-yous. To my editor, O-shi, who was constantly there to consult with me; to Yu-nit, who drew those amazing illustrations; and to everyone who proofread, thank you once more. The reason I was able to put this book out is because of all of you. I am truly grateful.


      And to you, the reader, who picked up this book and read it to the end, as well as to everyone who always reads the online version, thank you. I hope you’re satisfied with it.


      I hope we’ll meet again in the next volume.


      arukuhito
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      Current Stats


      Fujimiya Sora


      Job: Sorcerer / Race: Otherworlder / Level: None




      HP: 710/710 / MP: 710/710 (+200) / SP: 710/710


      Strength: 700 (+0) / Stamina: 700 (+0) / Speed: 700 (+0)


      Magic: 700 (+200) / Dexterity: 700 (+0) / Luck: 700 (+0)




      Skill: Walking Lv. 70


      Effect: Never get tired from walking (earn 1 XP for every step + α Bonus)


      XP Counter: 479,002/2,180,000


      Steps since last check [339,435] 


      + Exp bonus [447,729]




      Skill Points: 0




      Learned Skills


      [Appraisal Lv. MAX] [Prevent Appraisal Lv. 7] [Enhance Physique Lv. MAX] [Regulate Mana Lv. MAX] [Lifestyle Spells Lv. MAX] [Detect Presence Lv. MAX] [Sword Arts Lv. MAX] [Dimension Spells Lv. MAX] [Parallel Thinking Lv. MAX] [Boost Recovery Lv. MAX] [Hide Presence Lv. MAX] [Alchemy Lv. MAX] [Cooking Lv. MAX] [Throwing/Shooting Lv. MAX] [Fire Spells Lv. MAX] [Water Spells Lv. MAX] [Telepathy Lv. MAX] [Night Vision Lv. MAX] [Sword Tech Lv. MAX] [Resist Status Effects Lv. MAX] [Earth Spells Lv. MAX] [Wind Spells Lv. MAX] [Disguise Lv. 9] [Engineering/Construction Lv. MAX [Shield Arts Lv. MAX] [Provoke Lv. MAX] [Traps Lv. 9] [Mountaineering Lv. 7] [Shield Tech Lv. 6] [Attunement Lv. 8] [Conversion Lv. 9] [Reduce MP Consumption Lv. 9] [Farming Lv. 5] [Transformation Lv. 6] [Smithing Lv. 5] [Memory Lv. 7]




      Advanced Skills


      [Appraise Person Lv. MAX] [Detect Mana Lv. MAX] [Enchant Lv. MAX] [Creation Lv. MAX] [Mana Enchant Lv. 8] [Conceal Lv. 9] [Light Spells Lv. 7] [Analysis Lv. 8] [Time Spells Lv. MAX] [Absorb Lv. 8] [Duplication Lv. 7] [Dark Spells Lv. 3]




      Contract Skills


      [Holy Spells Lv. 8]




      Scroll Skills


      [Teleport Lv. 8]




      Title


      [Spirit Contractor]


      [Slayer of Gods]




      Blessings


      [Spirit Tree’s Blessing]


      [Dragon God’s Blessing]
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