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      Prologue: Divinity


      The World Tree was a gargantuan arbor that rested in the center of the star. The ley lines ran beneath the ground like veins conveying mana material to the World Tree, which would in turn eventually disperse the arcane energy across the world.


      However, an obsidian shrine of countless towering pillars and cracked murals was now digging its way into the heaven-reaching tree. Built to exalt and ensconce an aberrant primordial god, this was both a shrine and a castle awaiting its king. Shrine of the Effluent God was a product of the mana material that accumulated within the World Tree. It was the calamity that would reset the world. If the Explorers’ Association were aware of the vault, they would probably designate it Level 10.


      In the deepest reaches of the vault sat an altar. Lined up in front of it were masked phantoms. Phantoms were re-creations of the past, beings bound by different principles than creatures of the current world. The ones here varied in form, resembling dogs, horses, dragons, and other monsters and animals, as well as humanoids wearing ceremonial robes and armor. Their one commonality was that they all wore masks.


      The phantoms served the masked god. It was their faith in their accursed sovereign that manifested them here. A transcendent being that once ruled the world was now a long-forgotten disaster. His name, appearance, powers, everything about him was now entirely forgotten.


      Kayraa the Masked God. Even after drawing upon the same power that once made him a god, his manifestation wasn’t yet complete. Still, the divinity was gradually gaining sentience through the faith and tributes of his thousands of servants and followers.


      The altar was carved from smooth black stone and covered in intricate engravings. Directly atop it was darkness. What at first glance looked like fog was in fact Kayraa’s spirit. The divine egg had not yet regained his flesh, but he was capable of thought and was aware of what went on in the confines of the shrine.


      From a vague, slumber-like state, the egg floated up an inch. He had detected something wrong—his servants had disappeared. The army of phantoms had engaged some sudden intruders and fought to a draw. Normally, this would be insignificant. The servants in that fight were only a small fraction of the shrine’s total forces. They could be replaced over time, and their loss inflicted no pain or discomfort.


      The problem was that the intruders had appeared suddenly. If they had walked in, Kayraa would have known. The shrine and its environs were already a part of him in a manner of speaking. Likewise, they could have flown in, and he would have been aware of it. However, they hadn’t done either. They had abruptly appeared from beyond the god’s range of awareness. They had gone undetected until their appearance. It was possible someone could remain unnoticed for a few seconds, giving them the time to close in. An immense horde, on the other hand, was much harder to sneak through.


      Thus far, nobody had warranted Kayraa’s concern. Near the shrine were some intelligent beings with advanced magic capabilities as well as some elementals that could almost be considered demigods, but none of them posed any threat. Though not fully revived, Kayraa was a god. And with so many followers, few could threaten him.


      However, fellow divinities were a different matter. The ability to traverse great distances in the blink of an eye could only be done by a god or something very close to one. With so little power restored, Kayraa was unable to challenge someone of his own class. That would have to wait.


      Only a second was needed to reach a decision. Kayraa issued an order, a divine mandate to the servants nearby. They would have to buy some time. Immense power was flowing into Shrine of the Effluent God. Though a full recovery was far off, he would regain flesh soon enough.


      ***


      Now, what am I gonna do?


      My friends and I walked through the lush green streets of Yggdra. We saw profusions of flowers and houses built in thriving trees. With the sky being an idyllic blue and rays of sunlight warming us, I would’ve been perfectly comfortable even without Perfect Vacation. And yet no good ideas were springing to mind.


      One week had passed since the petrified Luke had gone charging off into the treasure vault. The situation hadn’t changed since. The man known as Krai Andrey was never much of a thinker to begin with. Some people referred to me as the Thousand Tricks of preterhuman artifice, but none of my decisions had ever proven to be good ones.


      “Damn, Luke’s always doing one crazy thing or another,” Liz remarked.


      “I can only wonder how he managed to move while petrified,” Sitri replied, just as exasperated as her sister. They were awfully calm considering their friend had charged into a vault while in statue form.


      We had chosen to stop and see what Adler’s gang, the treasure vault, and Luke would all do. There was no such thing as too much caution when dealing with one of the world’s few Level 10 vaults and bandits with the power to command monsters. Grieving Souls, Starlight, and the imperial princess of the legendary city of Yggdra gave me more combined might than ever before, but we were up against foes even greater. I felt like our challenges were progressively getting stronger and stronger, but maybe it was just my imagination.


      Watching situations unfold was one of the few things I was good at. I kept thinking Luke might come back on his own, only now it looked like things wouldn’t be that simple.


      “Isn’t it about time we made a move, leader? If he hasn’t come back after a week, I’d assume he needs our help.”


      “Yeah, you’re right...”


      I promised Selyn and everyone else that we’d spend a week watching and waiting. That week had now passed, and my friends had recovered from their mana material intoxication. It was about time we took action.


      Sitri’s hand shot up. “Lucy’s right. I think we’ve given Luke more than enough opportunities!” She smiled as though we weren’t facing a global crisis. “Please, let me go next! I don’t get to show you the fruits of my labor enough!”


      “Oh, all right.” I couldn’t stop myself from nodding along and going with the flow. I could never resist that shining smile of hers.


      “Due to the...dangers associated with the mana material manipulator, I couldn’t perform many experiments,” Sitri continued rapturously. “However, our calculations were perfect. I even simplified the construction process in case an emergency like this came up! White Wolf’s Den proved that the device works. However, this time, we’re weakening, rather than strengthening, a vault, which I’ll admit is different. There’s also an astronomical difference in the quantity of mana material being moved around here. But I’m certain we’ll succeed! I’m sure you’ll find my work satisfactory!”


      “Siddy, maybe you should spend some time in the slammer?” Liz suggested. “Don’t you think so, Krai Baby?”


      I refrained from commenting or agreeing with Liz. There wasn’t a whole lot I could do besides trust in Sitri. Someone with her talents might be able to save the day here. I just hoped this was good Sitri, not bad Sitri, with us.


      I think you’re going a bit far, Liz. Sitri gets a bit carried away with her research, but she’s never done anything to warrant being put in the slammer. I think.


      I looked over to Tino. She was our youngest member and had basically been duped into coming along with us. Something about what Sitri had said was making her blanch. Our eyes met for a split second before she looked away. Perhaps Sitri’s plan entailed some danger that Tino was aware of and I wasn’t. I didn’t really know what sort of risks accompanied Sitri’s proposal. But I knew we were in another tight spot. Losing the Luke statue might have, if anything, made our situation worse.


      Once again, there was nothing I could do. However, that was all the more reason I needed to assuage their concerns by putting on a confident, hard-boiled demeanor. That was one of the few jobs I had to do as the leader of Grieving Souls.


      I put on a smile on par with Sitri’s and looked around at my friends. “Fighting a Level 10 vault and a phantom god are rare opportunities. Since Sitri seems to have so much confidence in her work, I’ll put her in charge. All I can do is support you from the back, so give it your best.”


      Well, if Sitri’s plan does somehow fail, then I still have a secret weapon—I’ll make Liz dash back to the imperial capital and call Ark over.


      The imperial capital was far off, and there was no guarantee he’d be there, given his busy schedule. There were many ways my plan could go wrong, but this was a god we were dealing with. All I could do was send another god after it.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: Desiccator


      Selyn’s mansion was located in the center of Yggdra. There, everyone was gathered in a vast living room that was now serving as an operations room.


      Our team consisted of Selyn Yggdra Frestle—the imperial princess, a post long tasked with protecting the World Tree, as well as Yggdra’s most capable Magus.


      Starlight—a party of superb Magi. While their average level may have been middling, they had nonetheless earned a name for themselves in the imperial capital.


      Grieving Souls—an infamous party with exceptional talents and a thirst for battle. They traveled the world in search of high-level treasure vaults and boasted a quest completion rate of nearly one hundred percent.


      The pitiful Tino—a promising young hunter from First Steps.


      Though we were a bit skewed towards magic, this was a solid lineup that could take on just about any treasure vault out there. Yet a forbidding mood hung over us. The attempt to break Luke’s curse had taught us just how fearsome Shrine of the Effluent God was. Then I had ordered us to sit back and wait a week. Now, I wouldn’t have really minded if they had done something without me, but I guess top-tier hunters were too disciplined for that.


      “Hmph. I wondered what you were waiting for,” Lapis said with her usual hauteur. “Now an empty week has passed. I take it this is rare for you?”


      “Well, it wasn’t for nothing,” I replied. “Though I get that waiting probably isn’t easy when you want to get out there and stop the rampant World Tree.”


      Also, there’s nothing rare about my choosing to remain on standby.


      “No. It bothers me not,” Selyn said. “Not as long as it leads us to victory. Methods aside, the truth is that you defeated that swarm of phantoms. Our victory here takes precedence over my personal feelings.”


      I thought I had made it perfectly clear that it wasn’t me but Nocturnal Parade that had defeated those phantoms at Shrine of the Effluent God. Selyn, apparently, didn’t think that mattered.


      There were dark rings under the imperial princess’s eyes. She was supposed to have been idle this past week, yet she looked exhausted. She must have kept working while I had been taking it easy. A simple clan master like myself couldn’t understand the weight that bore down on this princess’s frail shoulders, but she looked like she was going to collapse. Evidently, I had more of a talent for resting than she did.


      “I’ll bring everyone up to speed,” Eliza said with a weary sigh. Even during the break, she had gone several times to scout the vault. “To put it simply, Shrine of the Effluent God in its current state cannot be entered through the front.”


      “No two ways about it, huh?”


      Eliza had surveilled the vault repeatedly before we went to heal Luke, yet she never outright declared frontal entry impossible.


      Eliza looked at me and continued in a slightly reproachful tone. “Its security was bolstered in the days following the curse-breaking operation. Getting close enough to even see the vault has become difficult. Those phantoms are too coordinated to sneak past.”


      “Yeah, that sounds like a shrine-type,” Liz said with admiration. “Even the phantoms are a special breed.”


      This caused Tino to glance around restlessly.


      While you might see humans or monsters coordinate, it was a rare sight among phantoms. As they were re-creations of the past and not living beings, they had no drive to preserve their species, little fear of annihilation. Due to the unnatural circumstances of their birth, they also rarely had any sense of belonging.


      The tendency among phantoms to operate as individuals was part of what allowed hunters to make their way through treasure vaults. There was an exception in which highly intelligent phantoms worked together to drive out an intruder. However, those coalitions rarely exceeded a dozen or phantoms, even if there were many more nearby. Entire armies of phantoms simply didn’t exist.


      “Cae, I’m almost certain those phantoms were formed as a group, not as individuals. This can’t be explained as simple coordination. They’re intelligent and are clearly anticipating an attack from a foe, which would be us. But that’s not why I think entering the shrine will be impossible.” Letting out a deep sigh, Eliza directed her captivating eyes at me. “When I checked today, I found a powerful barrier surrounding the vault. It was the sort that could easily withstand an all-out attack from Lucia and Starlight.”


      Selyn’s eyes widened. I gasped at the unexpected news. It wasn’t unheard of for a treasure vault to have a sturdy barrier, but those typically didn’t cover the entire perimeter, nor were they the sort that could withstand an attack from someone of Lucia’s or Starlight’s caliber.


      “If I’m correct, that barrier was formed by something beyond the scope of our modern magic,” Eliza elaborated. “It seamlessly surrounds the treasure vault, and I believe even a Noble Spirit will need time to analyze the spellwork. I don’t think the barrier is sturdy; it simply doesn’t let spells pass through. It’s probably occluded from the outside.”


      Spatial occlusion. That wasn’t good.


      “Spatial occlusion?” Lapis muttered. “Hmph. We can manage that for a second, but if it’s been up a while, then Eliza’s right—it can’t be from our era. If they’re keeping a barrier like that up constantly, then they have powers we can’t even imagine.”


      “It likely uses the same method as Yggdra’s Godtree Guideway,” Selyn said grimly. “I assume it’s converting the energy that flows into the World Tree. That should give them an endless supply.”


      “We can take this as a sign that they’re wary of us,” Eliza said. “That barrier won’t let anyone pass.”


      Whatever was in the vault didn’t let their strength drive them to complacency. If they were that smart and not at all pleasant like the phantoms of Peregrine Lodge, then I definitely didn’t want to fight them. Maybe Luke would have the same thought and come back? Probably not, seeing as the barrier only just went up today.


      We all sank into a silence which was broken by Kris of all people.


      “What are you planning to do? Sir?” She spoke with a fervent look in her eyes. “Why did you wait until they put up a barrier?”


      “Hm?”


      I waited until they put up a barrier? I did? Why would I do that?


      I couldn’t believe this. A treasure vault surrounded by a spatial occlusion barrier was unheard of. How could I anticipate the moves taken by a remnant of the past?


      “Haven’t I told you that if you have a plan, you need to let us know? Sir?” Kris said through pursed lips. “You think you can do whatever you want because you’re the leader, but that only makes everything harder for us! Sir!”


      “What? This is according to his plans?” Selyn stammered. “I heard the phrase preterhuman artifice, but this...”


      Man, Kris sure has a high opinion of me.


      Selyn was completely fooled by Kris’s complete faith in the existence of some plan. If they just thought about it for a moment, they’d realize nobody would ever come up with a plan that involved waiting for the enemy to fortify themselves. I glanced at Liz. She gave them a look of exasperation and an exaggerated sigh.


      “C’mon, you should know common sense doesn’t apply to Krai Baby,” she said. “You think anyone normal or lacking support could get to Level 8 at his age?”


      “Master is god!” Tino recited.


      Hold on. I only got here because you guys did all the hard work.


      “I’m just going to do what I can,” I said with a mild smile. “Focusing on the basics is generally a good idea.”


      In other words, there’s no point trying to do what you can’t.


      After giving me a few furtive glances, Selyn spoke up. “Y-Yggdra does, to a degree, have a spell for circumventing spatial occlusion.”


      I didn’t mean to make her so flustered.


      Taking a deep breath, she gave me a serious look. I saw dark bags beneath her long, transparent eyes. Despite her obvious fatigue, she was remarkably beautiful. Even compared to the members of Starlight. She looked determined, or perhaps cornered, depending on how nice you wanted to be. The god’s revival was still at least a century away, yet she had been making this face for who-knows-how-long.


      Clearing her throat, she placed a hand on her chest. “Yggdra has an esoteric spell that enables instant transportation. With this spell, we should be able to send people past the barrier and to the World Tree. However, it’s not a spell that can be used repeatedly...”


      Instant transportation. That was a legendary sort of magic known only by a few people. Not even Lucia could use it. But it was too early to celebrate. Anything that powerful had to have some drawbacks.


      “The downside,” Selyn said, “is that it’s incredibly exhausting. Even if I were to muster my full strength, I would be unable to send more than one person per cast. A single cast would leave me temporarily incapacitated.”


      “Yeah. Not happening.”


      Selyn was stunned. “What?”


      I couldn’t let this happen. It was so bad that even I could tell this was a terrible idea and felt the need to point it out. Being able to send only one person was a complete disqualifier. My friends were the only sort of people who might be excited to get thrown in a vault like that solo, and even if they did manage to extract the Luke statue, then who would break the curse if Selyn was incapacitated? If she were willing to risk collapsing, I’d rather she use that power to send me home.


      I heaved a sigh and put on a hard-boiled veneer. “Listen, Selyn, it pains me to say this, but you need to broaden your horizons. Why do you think we spent so much time sitting back and watching? You need to let off some steam if you want inspiration to strike.”


      Not that I had suggested the rest for Selyn’s sake, but I digress.


      “Hm?! L-Let me remind you that I’m Yggdra’s final imperial princess. As the caretaker of the World Tree, I have a responsibility to resolve any aberrations.”


      Her cheeks were flushed, and she spoke in a quivering voice. Honestly, if anyone needed Perfect Vacation, it was her, not me. With disaster still a hundred or so years away, nobody could hold a few years of rest against her.


      “If that’s how it is, then as a clan master, I have a responsibility to manage my clan.”


      Selyn looked absolutely baffled.


      The problem with my argument was that I was always idling away while making Eva and other people manage those responsibilities. I had never done anything expected of a high-level hunter, leaving me to think there was something wrong with the people who put me in this position in the first place. If you combined my sense of responsibility with Selyn’s, then divided by two, you’d get just the right amount.


      Despite her extraordinary magic talents, I wasn’t expecting much from her. The Magi of Yggdra had devoted themselves to this problem for hundreds of years, yet came up empty-handed.


      However, I knew from experience what it was like to be dragged into something you couldn’t fix. Since I didn’t have the skills to save the day, I couldn’t possibly tell Selyn to leave it to me, but I believed I could at least ease the burden of her stress. I’ve said it before, but at times like these, it’s important to look confident, no matter how uncertain you feel. Nothing good comes from trembling in fear.


      “Look, we can’t send more than one person in, and I think you need some rest,” I said, killing my fears. “You’ve got dark bags under your eyes, so why not sleep for a bit? We might need your help later.”


      If you forgot how to rest, I can lend you Perfect Vacation. Sure, that’ll deprive me of perfect comfort, but I’m used to feeling nauseous.


      Selyn was momentarily stunned before a wave of red came over her face. “Y-You would suggest that I, the imperial princess of Yggdra, am of no use?!” she yelled. “And am I to assume you will be?”


      No, that’s not what I’m— Wait. Did I say that?


      “I’m saying someone else will be playing the lead role,” I said with a grin and completely baseless confidence.


      If there was one asset I had, it was being well-connected; I had friends who wouldn’t break under any weight. That was as far as my role went. With that taken care of, I figured I might as well become a scarecrow.


      I turned to Sitri, eliciting a blossoming smile from her.


      “Indeed,” she declared in a clear voice. “I’ll play the lead role!”


      Selyn recoiled.


      During our conversation, I had noticed something—Sitri had been staring at me with glimmering eyes. Everyone should have a reliable childhood friend. Feeling like my job was done, I sat back and watched her begin her effusive presentation.


      “Considering an eventuality like this, I’ve spent a long time researching how one might manipulate ley lines and mana material. In light of Krai’s proposal, I believe one product of my research is perfect for this occasion. It’s known as the mana material manipulator.”


      Oh, in light of my proposal, you say? This is news to me. What did I say again? As much as I tried to remember, nothing came to mind. But if Sitri said I had proposed, then I guess I had.


      “By digging into the ley lines, this device can stir up mana invisible to the naked eye, as well as increase or decrease the flow!” Enthused to put her invention to the test, Sitri’s cheeks were flushed, and she spoke with ebullience. “While the device is yet to be properly tested, it has successfully altered one treasure vault. With this, a spatial occlusion barrier will prove no obstacle to us. By stifling the mana material flowing to the World Tree, we should be able to— No. We will be able to weaken Shrine of the Effluent God!”


      “Wait. Aren’t you breaking the law with that? Madam?”


      Kris’s objection brought the room to silence. Everyone looked directly at Sitri’s grinning face.


      Breaking the law. Huh. Yeah. Yeah, that is breaking the law!


      Merely researching mana material manipulation was one of Zebrudia’s ten capital crimes, and most other nations also had some similar prohibition. Is this what Liz meant when she mentioned putting Sitrin in the slammer?


      No, let’s think about this calmly. Sitri’s a talented girl and not the sort—I don’t think—to do potentially illegal research. She wouldn’t do anything that breaks the law. Probably.


      Even if she did stick her nose where she shouldn’t, she had lots of connections and was in good standing with a variety of organizations, namely the Primus Institute. I was sure she had special permission or something.


      “C’mon, Kris, calm down,” I said. “Sitri would never run prohibited research without permission. Besides, even she would have trouble doing something like that by herself in secret.”


      “She’s committing one of the ten capital crimes. Sir. Where in this godforsaken world did she find someone willing to okay that?”


      That was a very good question. I had no idea.


      Kris looked at Sitri like she was some shady figure.


      “My permission, of course,” our Alchemist said with complete and utter confidence, “came from Krai!”


      What sort of authority are you putting on me?! And I don’t remember giving you permission.


      Kris looked at me in amazement. Nothing about Sitri’s demeanor suggested she was lying, as if she genuinely believed from the bottom of her heart that I had granted her permission. Seeing that expression from someone with such a good memory and quick wits made me feel like I was the one mistaken. Maybe I really had given her the go-ahead and forgotten about it?


      I sat in silence, unwilling to trust even my past self. Furrowing her brow, Kris opened her mouth, but Selyn cut in.


      “Wait, please. Now is no time to be concerning ourselves with laws. Have you forgotten the peril facing our world?!”


      “It’s a hundred years at worst,” I said.


      “Indeed! A mere one hundred years! I’m resolved to take a risk or two.”


      Well, that’s not quite what I meant.


      However, if Sitri’s plan didn’t work, we didn’t really have a backup. Would Ark be able to cut through the barrier if we called him over?


      Moved by Selyn’s words, the Starlight hunters all began to back her up.


      “Princess Selyn is right. We shouldn’t be worrying about rules made up by humans.”


      “We can’t just quietly watch a god take form. This will hurt humans too, y’know?”


      “W-Well...” Kris trailed off.


      That was when Lapis decided to settle the argument. “It’s not just that. Hmph. What are you so worried about, Kris? This is the Thousand Tricks, the man who stuck his neck in so many messes and solved them all. You’re the one who told us he could be trusted.”


      “Huh?!” Kris sputtered and looked at me. “I-I never said that! Madam!”


      I felt like she could benefit from a bit more caution. As far as I could recall, I had only ever made her life more hectic. I was a person who barely trusted myself, but if she was willing to put so much faith in me, I didn’t see what else I could do but try to live up to it. Either way, my path remained the same.


      With a shrug, I said to my patiently waiting childhood friend, “Looks like we’ve reached an agreement. The stage is yours, Sitri.”


      “Leave it to me! And Kris, you have nothing to worry about.” Sitri clenched her fists, sparkles in her eyes. “In theory, this should absolutely work. I don’t have any manipulators on hand, so I’ll have to construct some. Fortunately, I remember exactly how to do that! Though it won’t be easy!”


      In theory, huh? And you’ll have to construct them...


      Kris bringing up the law brought me back to my senses, and I was starting to think this wouldn’t be so simple.


      “Krai Baby,” Liz whispered, “Siddy’s getting a little too excited. Are we going to be okay?”


      I couldn’t really tell if we had good Sitri or bad Sitri with us this time around.




      And so we began our plan to use the mana material manipulators to weaken the ley lines.


      “It will require a bit of time, but it should still be far easier than fighting a god,” Sitri prefaced before explaining her simple and straightforward plan.


      The World Tree was the central point of the ley lines coursing through our star. Shrine of the Effluent God, a Level 10 vault produced by an excess of accumulated mana material, was maintained by the immense flow of energy that passed through the ley lines. Energy was needed to preserve a treasure vault, meaning that if you somehow cut off the flow of mana material, then the vault would weaken and eventually disappear. While it was exceedingly rare, it was possible for a major natural disaster or other catastrophe to shift the position of a ley line.


      “Research has revealed a few facts regarding treasure vaults,” Sitri continued. “When enough mana material to form a high-level vault suddenly stagnates, the vault crumbles very rapidly. What’s more! When a vault loses its source, it will often convert phantoms back into mana material. Though Shrine of the Effluent God appears to have been accumulating mana material for a long time, if it were to be deprived of its energy source, it should quickly lose its ability to sustain phantoms. In theory! Right, Krai?”


      “Yeah, in theory.”


      “Mmm...”


      Hearing Sitri repeatedly use the phrase “in theory” drew a groan from Ansem. In sharp contrast to Sitri, Selyn was growing increasingly uncertain, but this was the only good idea we had. If she didn’t like Sitri’s plan, she would have to come up with another one (I was getting desperate).


      “This device, developed at a former laboratory of mine, influences mana material flowing through the ley lines. Those sorts of shifts normally only happen after extreme catastrophes. This plan has two phases. During phase one, we will have to construct the devices and survey the field.”


      Phase one, huh? We’ve got a long road ahead of us. Give it your best shot, team!


      “The devices won’t serve any purpose if placed haphazardly. In fact, it might do the opposite of what we want. I’ll do the calculations, but determining the exact positions will require field surveys near the vault in order to understand the high and low flows, as well as the structure of the ley lines.”


      Surveying a forest teeming with phantoms didn’t sound easy. Selyn brought in a map that showed the World Tree and its environs. The great arbor was in the center of a vast sea of trees. The mana material in there would be dense, and the sightlines short. There would also be mythical beasts and monsters. I knew Noble Spirits were accustomed to exploring forests, but I was sure they had their limits.


      It didn’t help that our forces were limited to just Starlight and Grieving Souls. Before our attempt to heal Luke, I was certain we could take on anything. Even though they were always getting stronger, our expeditions always went inexplicably wayward.


      “I believe we should split into teams: a field survey team and a construction team. I’m the only one capable of building the devices, so that team will consist of me and Lucy, whose support I would appreciate. Due to the large area we need to cover and the dangers involved, I’d like to designate as many hands as possible to the survey team.”


      Hearing this, Lapis glanced at her party, then looked down at the map. The World Tree was utterly massive. I didn’t know the exact range of our surveys, but whatever it was, it wasn’t going to be easy to do while fending off mythical and magic beasts.


      “So everyone else is on survey duty?” she said. “But we don’t have enough people to cover so much ground.”


      “How do you even measure the power flowing through ley lines?” Liz asked. “Like, I can tell when it’s really a lot, but I assume you want something more specific than that. This might not be easy for T and me.”


      “Actually, it won’t be easy for us Noble Spirits either. While we can see mana, mana material is invisible to us.”


      “This won’t require terribly precise readings. Hmmm. I suppose all I need is a good idea of where the thickest ley lines are.”


      “And what about monsters? Madam? Anything that appears in such dense mana material isn’t exactly going to be a breeze.”


      I sat like an ornament and watched the group talk about this and that. While we had quickly figured out what needed to be done, the tension from earlier had eased up a bit. Discussing matters is how you find a solution. Thank the heavens I had such capable friends.


      Now, of those two teams, I guess I’m on the construction team.


      I couldn’t fight, nor could I see the flow of mana material. Heck, I barely had any sense of direction. There probably weren’t many hunters less suited for surveying than I was. Granted, all I could do on the construction team was offer moral support.


      Needing to go to the bathroom, I stood up. Though I felt bad leaving in the middle of our discussion, I wasn’t participating in any of the debates, and my presence didn’t serve any purpose.


      “Excuse me for a minute. I’ll be right back.”


      With quick steps, I made my way to the bathroom, which wasn’t far from the entrance. I had already been in this building several times since arriving in Yggdra. Being located in the branches of a large tree, Selyn’s mansion wasn’t as large as the noble residences in the imperial capital. Humming to myself, I arrived at the bathroom and reached out—when the front door suddenly flew open.


      “Looks like we’ve kept you waiting, Thousand Tricks.”


      The banging sound stopped me dead in my tracks. Slowly, I looked towards its source. There I saw faces I recognized and had been hoping I would never see again. There were three of them, and at their front was a woman dressed in feral garb. She carried a spear on her back, had a razor glint in her eyes, and lips painted black. It was the bandits who, one week ago, had appeared out of nowhere in front of the shrine, fought the phantom army, then disappeared.


      Adler’s eyes narrowed as she grinned. “Ohoho, what a treat.” Holding up a small mirror, she yelled, “You’re gonna be my mentor!”


      ***


      It had been some time since the members of Starlight first set forth from their home forest. Nothing was guaranteed in the treasure hunting business. Hunting was a series of encounters with the unknown. While low-level vaults could feasibly be brute-forced, phantoms became too strong and environments too treacherous for a simple approach to work on the higher-level vaults.


      The most valuable skill a high-level hunter could have was adaptability. It was in nigh helpless situations where a hunter’s abilities were truly put to the test. By that metric, the group that had come to Yggdra was no doubt first-rate. Of course for Grieving Souls, one of the strongest upcoming parties in the imperial capital, that went without saying. However, Starlight also had plenty of completed quests, of which they had every right to be proud.


      Yet now they all stood perplexed before an antiquated map of Yggdra. The World Tree was in the center, with Yggdra and its surrounding areas to the side. It wasn’t a very detailed map, but it conveyed the size of the World Tree and the broadness of the area they were to survey.


      Though Sitri’s plan was straightforward, it contained several hurdles they had to overcome. While the prowling monsters and mythical beasts were a problem, not to mention the phantoms were now keeping an eye out for hunters, there was something more immediate.


      “Hmph. This won’t be easy,” Lapis said. “Discerning ley lines is tricky, even for us.”


      Furrowing her brow, Sitri glanced at the imperial princess. “And we only have one Selyn...”


      The most pressing issue was their lack of people who could discern the state of ley lines. Surveying would require individuals who could fight their way through the monsters near the World Tree, as well as people with the power to understand the fluxes in mana material flowing through the ley lines. The former was no problem, but the only person who fit the latter was Selyn, who possessed special eyes found in all members of the Yggdran imperial family.


      Noble Spirits had the power to see mana, but mana material was a different matter. While mana material was the base form of mana, it still differed from mana. Though it might have been feasible to identify ley lines based on fluctuations of mana, that would take too much time to be practical in a forest teeming with monsters.


      No matter how many people they had, if none of them could discern mana material, then Selyn would be forced to constantly run about checking the ley lines. That wasn’t a realistic option. How had Sitri intended to solve this problem when she first proposed her plan?


      “You see,” Sitri said, intuiting Lapis’s question, “I thought Yggdra might have the necessary information. It seems the Yggdrans possess a much greater understanding of mana material than we do, and I don’t see how they could have made the Godtree Guideway without knowing where the ley lines are.”


      The Alchemist turned to Selyn, who let out a sigh.


      “We can tell you where they were five centuries prior. However, I’m afraid the density of ley lines around the World Tree means the flow of energy is prone to frequent changes.”


      “Hmm. How about I run around with you on my back?” Liz offered.


      “D-Don’t be ridiculous! Madam!” Kris interjected. “If you ran at full speed, Selyn would fall apart!”


      “It’s perilous near the World Tree,” Eliza warned. “Even for the Stifled Shadow, running with someone on your back is impractical.”


      Though Starlight had made sure they were prepared for their journey to Yggdra, they certainly hadn’t done so anticipating something so dire. Of course, the same was true even for Sitri, the renowned Alchemist.


      “Investigating every vein in the vicinity would be difficult,” Sitri muttered with a sigh. “And how many accurate readings can Selyn take on her own? The more precise our numbers, the better a spot we can find.”


      “That reminds me, what happens if we put it in a bad spot? Madam?”


      “Well, I can see a few possible outcomes. I suppose the worst would be that the World Tree might accumulate mana material faster.”


      That made everyone’s eyes bulge. Accelerating the god’s formation was the exact opposite of what they were trying to do. Everyone began suggesting ideas on how they might make even the slightest increases in their precision.


      “What if we checked from the sky? We have Carpy—I mean, master’s Flying Carpet.”


      “Mmm...”


      “I’m not sure about that one. It’s all forest out there, and those trees will obscure the ground. Not to mention anyone flying around would be spotted immediately. They would be putting a target on their back.”


      “If we really have to, perhaps we can just burn the forest down?”


      “L-Lucia, that’s a joke, isn’t it? Madam?”


      “H-How could you consider such a thing?”


      Selyn, not making any suggestions of her own, looked at Lucia like she was some sort of barbarian. After getting funny looks from everyone, including Kris, Lucia blushed as it dawned on her what a wild suggestion she had just made. Perhaps she wasn’t as rational as Starlight assumed.


      “Besides,” Sitri said, clearing her throat, “the phantoms might take notice and do something if we started burning the forest. I can’t say it would be a wise idea.”


      “Darn.”


      A number of ideas were put out, but Lapis didn’t see any of them going anywhere. Considering they were still in the early stages of this plan, it was clear they had a brutal road ahead. At the moment, they were focusing on how they might investigate the ley lines with just Selyn. However, simply walking near Shrine of the Effluent God was dangerous. While a lone Thief might be able to get away with it, bringing along more people would only make discretion harder. They also didn’t know how much protection would be necessary. Their problems weren’t a matter of strategy or knowledge, but something much more fundamental.


      Eyes darting back and forth, Tino raised her hand. “Ummm. What if we start over once master gets back?”


      “T, you mustn’t say that! Besides, anticipating Krai’s thinking will be a good experience for you!”


      “You’re not gonna get any smarter relying on Krai Baby for every little thing!”


      Tino shrank back. “S-Sorry, Lizzy...”


      The man useful in precisely these sorts of situations had left the room, saying he’d be back in a minute, and still hadn’t returned. He had been quiet and unreadable as ever, all while leaving the exposition to Sitri. Still, there was no doubt he had a hand in this. In which case, he should also be aware of the wall they were hitting.


      “She has a point,” Lucia said thoughtfully. As the sister of the Thousand Tricks, she knew him better than anyone present. “He’s brought a much larger supply of Relics than usual, which may suggest he has some solution in mind.”


      “The human weakling definitely has lots of weird Relics. Madam. He showed some of them off when we were escorting the emperor.”


      “I struggle to see how a mere Relic could change our situation. Hmph. He’s a collector, correct? Is there a chance the right combination of items might be the key?”


      If they did, by chance, have a Relic that enabled a normal person to see mana material or check on the ley lines from a distance, that could very well give them a fighting chance. As far as Lapis knew, there was no such Relic...


      Before she could finish that thought, the Thousand Tricks returned. As usual, he had a completely unremarkable demeanor. His eyebrow twitched when everyone turned to him at once.


      “Welcome back, Krai.” Sitri clapped her hands together. “What were you doing?”


      The Thousand Tricks sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “Hmm. I went to the bathroom. And I came with an, uh, apprentice?”


      “Hm?! An apprentice?”


      Lapis was thrown for a loop. What was this human talking about? While she tried to piece it together, three figures appeared from behind the puzzling man.


      “Hey, don’t mind if we join you? Looks like you’re up to something interesting.”


      “Krai Baby, what’s going on?!” Liz shrieked.


      Following the Thousand Tricks, like they had every right to be there, was Night Parade, the group they had engaged on the journey to Yggdra. At the front was Adler Dizraad, the woman who introduced herself as the Monster Lord and commanded a primeval centipede. Behind her was the guy who got knocked out by Liz, and a young girl in a white robe resembling the sort worn by Magi. On the road, they had been accompanied by hordes of monsters, but Lapis saw only humans now.


      While the trio still came off as powerful even without their monsters, the hunters here could most likely apprehend them if they wanted to. Nocturnal Parade’s strength lay in their armies, whereas the hunters relied on their own powers. None of these facts could have been lost on Night Parade. The members of Starlight got up, ready for whatever might happen.


      The explosive tension was cut by a deep breath from Selyn. “Would you be so kind as to explain?” she asked the Thousand Tricks.


      “Yeah. These guys attacked us on our way here. They’re bandi—uh, Nocturnal Parade. I don’t really know why, but they want me to be their mentor. They’re pretty strong, so I thought they might come in handy.”


      “Pretty strong?” Adler chuckled, but her eyes were mirthless. “Pretty strong? God, try not to oversell us.”


      If anyone here was baffled, it was the hunters. A measly twenty minutes had passed since the Thousand Tricks left. How had he made Nocturnal Parade his disciples in such a brief period?


      “Brother?! Did you simply agree to some request to mentor them?!”


      “I mean, I ran into them near the entrance, where they ambushed me, telling me to be their teacher. What was I supposed to do? Also, I was scared.”


      “I-I don’t understand, master...”


      That wasn’t something you could do out of sheer generosity. Nocturnal Parade were bandits. Taking a bunch of potential backstabbers under your wing was obviously playing with fire. And scary? Lapis doubted her ears. A Level 8 hunter who had slaughtered a horde of phantoms was scared of these three?


      With a savage grin, Adler strode up to the table, almost as if she weren’t surrounded by enemies. “I heard you’re looking to take on some phantom god?” Her voice carried well, and she was charismatic in a way. “We want in on your plan.”


      Sitri asked the obvious question. “For what purpose?”


      It was incomprehensible. Anyone who battled phantoms should know what a phantom god might be capable of, as well as the sort of recklessness needed to challenge one. A direct engagement would still be too much for a Level 8, like the Thousand Tricks. While the forces Adler had used to fight Starlight and Grieving Souls were both numerous and powerful, they most likely still fell short.


      Yet Adler showed no hint of fear. Perhaps she was foolhardy, or maybe she knew some way they could win. She licked her lips and said, “There’s a phantom god I’d love to have...but I guess that honor should go to the Thousand Tricks. We’d just like to see the battle when it happens.”


      “Human weakling, you really know how to find the weirdos. Sir.”


      “I don’t find them; they come to me. And I don’t remember there being other weirdos.”


      “There was Kecha. Sir.”


      “Ohhh. Krai, there’s also Krahi.”


      “Okay, you’ve got me there. But still, they said they would help, so why should we turn them down?”


      Silence filled the room. Everyone was probably thinking the same thing: No, no, no, there are plenty of reasons to turn them down. These were deadly bandits. Lapis was still trying to understand what he could have said to befriend the ruffians they had thoroughly beaten down earlier.


      “S-Still,” Astor said, attempting to maintain a neutral voice, “if we had their monsters on our side, that should solve our lack of fighting power? Shouldn’t it?” Ever since he had saved Selyn, Astor had been rather deferential to the Thousand Tricks.


      “Hm. Hate to say it, but our forces were almost entirely decimated. Yuden, the astrovorous centipede, will also need time to regenerate. Even if we’re just making up for losses, remaking such a big force will be backbreaking.”


      “Oh. I see...”


      Lapis wasn’t sure, but it sounded like they’d had a nasty fight on their way here. Perhaps it was a good thing that the bandits had lost so much of their forces? No, what use could these three be now that they had lost their armies?


      Stifled by the tension, the young girl in white behind Adler twitched uncomfortably. Evidently, it was only their leader who had a screw loose.


      Ignoring the frigid atmosphere, Adler looked at the map and nodded with fascination. “I see. So this thing in the center is the World Tree. Uuno mentioned this. This is where the Godtree Guideway gets its power. I sure as hell didn’t think I’d one day be looking at a legend like this.”


      How did this human get here in the first place? The very name “Godtree Guideway” was supposed to be known only among Noble Spirits. Even if they did know of it, they couldn’t have arrived without a Cynosure— Oh. So that’s it.


      Before entering the Godtree Guideway, Lapis’s group had run into a bit of trouble. The Thousand Tricks had handed his Cynosure off to someone else. Did this mean he had intentionally brought them to Yggdra? But for what purpose? Lapis furrowed her brow, perplexed.


      Meanwhile, Adler pulled out what appeared to be a small mirror. “Now, how about we take a look? Manifest Mirror, show me the god deep within the World Tree!”


      “Wha?!”


      ***


      A glow emitted from the old mirror held up by Adler. A haze flowed across the surface before giving way to an image. Among the hundreds of Relics I had come across, I had never heard of anything like this.


      “This,” Sitri mumbled, “certainly isn’t what I expected, Krai.”


      I was too entranced by the mirror to pay much attention. The reflection showed a pitch black altar. It was a malign thing covered in bizarre, uncanny engravings. Countless phantoms stood nearby, and some sort of swirling black haze floated above it.


      “Is that...” Lapis gasped. She gazed intently at the mirror. “It can’t be. Is that inside the World Tree? Is that Shrine of the Effluent God?”


      “The manifest mirror reveals whatever its owner requests of it,” Adler said, like it was nothing.


      A mirror that showed what you asked to see. I figured there must be some limitations, but if Adler was telling the truth, this thing was priceless. Merchants, knights, hunters, everyone would be spilling blood trying to get their hands on it.


      This was a utility on par with Mimicky, a treasure chest-type Magic Bag that could store an entire town. It had become common to say that discovering a powerful Relic was enough to make someone a champion. These bandits not only had the terrifying ability to tame monsters, but they were also holding on to such a powerful Relic.


      I hadn’t been left with many other options when I accepted Adler as my apprentice. Without any friends nearby, I couldn’t really stand up to bandits that had been able to escape Grieving Souls. I didn’t think Adler had something like this hidden up her sleeve.


      “How about it, Uuno?” Adler said to the girl in white behind her.


      They had all introduced themselves when demanding my mentorship. This was Uuno. Uuno Silba, Holy Spirit Master and the girl who’d snatched my Cynosure through masterful deception. She stared in shock at the mirror, a faint, mysterious light in her eyes.


      “I can see an astounding torrent of mana material—of energy. It’s terrifying. I’ve never seen such a binding of mana material.”


      “Human, you can see mana material?”


      “Uuno’s got special eyes.”


      “Eyes that can discern mana material from a distance,” Sitri mumbled. “I guess this means we have everything we need.”


      I didn’t know what she meant, but I took it as a sign I had made the right decision bringing these three here. Well, if we were going to be challenging a treasure vault, we could always use more people. The fact that those people were bandits might prove an issue, but we could worry about that later.


      I looked at the final member of Adler’s group, a black-haired young man about the same age as me. Though he was about my height, he was muscular and had a sharp gaze. Quint Ghent was a general of Night Parade. He was also the Swordsman Liz had knocked out during that first encounter.


      I cleared my throat and said to the thus far silent man, “So what do you bring to the table?”


      “Sh-Shut up.”


      Ah. Okay. I’m sorry.


      Glaring, he shoved me to the side and stood next to Adler. I didn’t hold his apparent uselessness against him; I was in the same boat. Though maybe that wasn’t quite right, since Liz was of the opinion that he was a capable Swordsman. That wasn’t the same boat as mine.


      That he had battled those phantoms at Shrine of the Effluent God and was still standing was evidence enough that he could hold his own. If Luke were here, he would’ve gleefully started swinging at Quint. Good thing Luke wasn’t here.


      Don’t let me down next time we get into a scrap.


      Though I couldn’t see it, I suddenly felt an indescribable aura coming from the mirror. I didn’t give it much thought, since I probably wouldn’t be able to make sense of whatever it showed. I just put on a self-deprecating smile and let out a small sigh. Just as I let my gaze drift downwards, I heard a small groan from Adler.


      “Wh-What?!”


      Even I could tell something was going on. Everyone’s expressions began to shift. An unidentifiable pressure exerted itself over the room. Adler and everyone else looking into the mirror took a cautious step back.


      Then there was a cracking sound.
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      The mirror’s glow began to fade. The frigid tension thawed. Uuno wavered and fell to one knee. Adler slammed the mirror on the table. She had gone pale, her eyes opened wide as they could. It had only been a few seconds since she spoke, yet cold sweat drenched her.


      I blinked, utterly baffled. What happened?


      “Damn. Our eyes met. He saw us,” Adler said in a low, trembling voice. “I didn’t think he’d notice the manifest mirror was looking at him. Shouldn’t’ve thought that. I don’t know how he did it, but that man over there did, so of course a god could.”


      Large cracks had formed in the mirror, now resting on the table.


      It’s old, but those cracks weren’t there a minute ago. When did they—


      “So that’s our enemy?” Lapis lacked her usual arrogance, and sweat plastered her bangs to her forehead. “I didn’t sense any hostility, but...”


      Selyn looked ready to fall over at the best of times, but now she seemed like she could die. “That it would be conscious before fully manifesting...”


      Finally, I began to put the pieces together.


      The god saw them, huh?


      My friends, all treasure vault veterans and no strangers to brushes with death, made faces carved from stone. I guess I was the only one who hadn’t looked in the mirror. I had probably dodged a bullet that way, but I still sort of felt left out. Everyone was dead silent. A few moments passed, and nobody seemed any more inclined to speak up. Since nobody would, I cleared my throat and got the ball rolling.


      “I’m not sure what to say. That was really something.”


      “Th-That’s your impression? What will take that dopey look off your face? Sir?”


      “Wha?”


      While she spoke like her usual self, Kris was clearly frazzled. Her breathing was unsteady, and unless I was mistaken, her cheeks were sunken. It was similar to how she had looked in Peregrine Lodge.


      “I-I believe that was a spiritblight,” Lucia struggled to say. “We’re lucky we suffered nothing more than a slight shock. An ordinary person might have lost their mind.”


      “This is a tad worse than anticipated.” Sitri took a deep breath to regain her senses. “That god was dead certain he was being watched. It’s a bit late now, but I’d suggest we don’t use that mirror to look at him again. Where do we go from here, Krai?”


      Sitri was capable, but she was one of the least combat-oriented members of Grieving Souls. Hence her dedication to evaluating and adapting to a situation. She was the party’s brains, and for good reason.


      Everyone was focused on me. Getting a good look at them, I realized they were all in a similar state (though I couldn’t be sure about Ansem, with his armor). If just being seen (I think?) through a Relic was enough to affect a bunch of high-level hunters so deeply, then I felt pretty bad about being the only one who didn’t take a look. Yeah, I know, most people would normally take the opportunity to look into the magic mirror.


      I brushed my hand against the cracked mirror, then lifted it. The fragmented surface quietly reflected my unexceptional face. Relics were echoes of the past. Being formed from mana material, they had an otherworldly quality. They were sturdy and almost invincible. Should one be damaged enough to lose its powers, it would fade without a trace. Though I had never heard of this “Manifest Mirror,” I didn’t see why it would be an exception to the rule. I just took it as a lucky break that the damage wasn’t worse than a few cracks.


      Where did they find this thing? What era was it from? As a Relic collector, I was always interested in unknown items. I’d have to ask them about it later.


      With a nod, I smiled and turned to Sitri. “We’re good, it’s still usable. What’s the next step, Sitri?”


      Momentarily taken aback, she kept her eyes on the ground while answering. “Hmm. Perhaps you would be better suited to taking charge of the next step. If my estimates are accurate, this phantom god has already regained a considerable amount of power. If nothing else, it’s conscious. Intelligent. I don’t think I’m up to this task.”


      Seeing the god thing through the mirror must’ve shaken her confidence. Still, requesting that I take over was just asking to get us killed. If Sitri’s plan was insufficient, then there sure wasn’t anything I could do. I had to do whatever I could to get her back at the helm. I tried to think of how to do that, but nothing came to mind. So I started by trying to cheer her up.


      “Here, if anything goes wrong, I’ll take responsibility and grovel, so go ahead and take a swing at it. I’m not proud to say it, but my grovelling has proven effective against the divine.”


      Peregrine Lodge could attest to that. While our opponent here had probably been prayed to before, he probably hadn’t been grovelled at. Of course, I’d rather flee before it came to that, but if things really took a turn for the worse, then I was ready to get on my knees.


      Had I gotten through to Sitri that I absolutely could not be allowed to take charge? She appeared momentarily stunned before taking a deep breath and giving herself an invigorating slap on the cheeks.


      “Very well. I can’t let you do something like grovel before the enemy. And now that we’ve put this much effort into the operation, I shouldn’t simply write it off.”


      “Yeah, uh-huh. I’ll help you if you need it, so let’s give it our best shot. Just be sure to tell me if it really looks hopeless.”


      Bringing Ark over here will take time.


      Sirti’s smile was nervous, her voice cheerful but forced. Regardless, I knew she was a top-tier hunter experienced in pulling herself out of tight spots. I believed in her.


      Returning to her seat, Sitri cleared her throat and resumed her explanation. “Well, thanks to Adler, it would appear surveying the ley lines is now in the realm of possibility for us. While being seen by the god has put us in further danger, I’m hoping we may be able to use the manifest mirror to investigate from a distance. Uuno’s ability to see mana material should lessen the burden placed on Selyn. While the survey team is at work, I’ll prepare the manipulators and work out the details. The more of Yggdra’s knowledge of mana material that I can obtain, the greater our chances of success will be.”


      “That’s a better Relic than anything a bunch of bandits should be holding on to. You’re gonna hand that over to Krai Baby once this is over.” Liz wasn’t hiding her irritation. She wasn’t a fan of working with people who had previously tried to kill her.


      While treasure hunters used all five senses to detect traps and adversaries, they still relied heavily on sight in particular. In the right situation, something like the Manifest Mirror could be a game changer. Among my hundreds of Relics, I didn’t even have anything similar to this. Lucia’s magic, likewise, couldn’t emulate its powers either. Letting bandits hold on to that mirror was asking for trouble.


      “Relic. Relic, you say?” Adler knit her brow with clear displeasure. “I’ll have you know that the manifest mirror is no mere Relic. It’s like the treasure chest that follows your leader around.”


      “Hm? Oh, you mean Mimicky. Yeah, I’d say that mirror might be on par with Mimicky.”


      I guess they had seen Mimicky at some point or another. Because of his mind-boggling abilities, I was trying to keep him a secret as much as I could, but there wasn’t much I could do to stop distant spying. Still, they were right. Mimicky and the Manifest Mirror were no mere Relics—they were pretty wild Relics. If anything, it was almost rare for a mirror-type to not do something crazy.


      Adler glared at me like she didn’t care for what I had said. “I don’t want any misunderstandings between us, so let me be clear. We’re obeying you for now, Thousand Tricks. After all, we went to you for knowledge. While I’m sure you’ve already got this figured out, there’s no hierarchy among us. I can tell you know what you’re doing. We’ve never met a kindred soul that could match us. But that Mimicky, is it? He’s powerful, but not better than our manifest mirror.”


      “Oh. Okay.”


      Where’s this coming from? When did I ever look down on these people?


      Was I wrong, or did this woman have the wrong idea of what an apprentice was? Was that any way to talk to your mentor? And what did she mean by kindred soul? Being called that by a bandit was a little shocking. Gosh, I didn’t even know what she hoped to gain by becoming my apprentice. She had said something about seeing my skills up close, so was I supposed to show her how to grovel or something?


      Seeing her leader act so defiantly around a bunch of previous enemies, Uuno quickly tried to mollify Adler. “Now, now, Lady Adler. Let’s caaalm down. After all, it seems like Krai is a bit more advanced than us.”


      Oh yeah, I know what it’s like to have a party of overpowered oddballs.


      Adler shrugged, but she didn’t look any less severe. “I guess so. Back to what we were talking about. You can use my manifest mirror in your plans. It’s alive, so those cracks will heal soon enough. Just one problem.”


      Problem? And what was that about it being alive? Presented with new information about the Relic, I leaned forward.


      “This manifest mirror is nifty, but it’s not perfect,” Adler continued in a conspiratorial whisper. “It can only be commanded by people with powers like ours and the Thousand Tricks’s. Also, it can only project a target.”


      “Target? What do you mean?”


      “There are limits as to what the mirror can reflect or be directed at. While it can reflect people or a god deep within a treasure vault, it can’t do the same for a spot on a map. We can use the mirror for your surveys, but the mirror will need someone it can target.”


      That answered Sitri’s question.


      It was normal to prioritize understanding a Relic’s capabilities, but I was still impressed. Since this wasn’t the sort of power you could trust with any old appraiser, they must have tested it themselves. I knew what that was like.


      That was when something occurred to me. Given the Manifest Mirror’s powers, the bandits must have been watching us for a long time if they had followed us to Yggdra. If they called me a kindred soul, did that mean Adler was a Relic Master? Maybe they were using a Relic to command those monsters. Now that I thought about it, I had heard rumors of items like that. It was far easier to believe than the idea that they tamed a bunch of monsters themselves.


      I began to understand why Adler had been displeased with me a moment ago. She must not have cared to hear her prized Relic compared to Mimicky. I was a fairly well-known Relic collector in the imperial capital. If it was Relics Adler wanted to know more about, maybe I could teach her something. Not that I really wanted to. I didn’t spend all that time studying so I could teach bandits how to use their Relics.


      “So then what’s the point?” Liz clicked her tongue. “In the end, someone still has to go. Krai Baby, do you really have to make her your apprentice?”


      “The Manifest Mirror has nothing to do with why I agreed to teach her.”


      “I can only assume it’s still safer than bringing Selyn directly to the ley lines,” Sitri chimed in. “Now that the enemy recognizes us, there’s no telling what might happen. It would be dangerous for someone to travel with dead w—personnel unaccustomed to combat.”


      Phantoms in high-level treasure vaults weren’t stupid. If they had harnessed the ley lines to deploy an advanced barrier, there was a very good chance they would do something worse. There was no such thing as too much caution against a phantom god.


      “Because I’ll be focused on planning and constructing manipulators, Lizzy, I’d like it if you could lead the survey team. Let’s sort into teams, keeping Adler’s group in the survey team. Though I don’t think my group will require many people.”


      “I guess that’s that. It’s not every day you’re really put to the test. If one of us Thieves goes out there, the mirror can target—”


      “Wait,” Adler cut off our dyed-in-the-wool Thief. She turned to me. “I’m your student because I want to see you in action. I’m not opposed to working separately, but I want to know what you plan to do. You are going to do something, aren’t you?”


      Were you listening to me? I said I was putting Sitri in charge!


      Utterly baffling that she could spend so much time watching me through the Manifest Mirror, yet still have such high expectations of me.


      “Adler, Krai said he was trusting me with this operation,” Sitri said, so I didn’t have to. “Besides, we’re still in the preparation stage. Krai never plays his hand until peril is imminent. That’s still a while off.”


      What? I have to do something if we face imminent peril? What about Ark?


      “Given the phantoms in that vault, I think it’ll be too late if we get to that point,” Uuno remarked. “Those are a biiit beyond the monsters we have at our disposal.”


      “We’ve shown you some of what we can do. It’s not fair if only you’re allowed to keep secrets.”


      We had a crazy team of hunters, a crazy team of bandits, yet these phantoms were somehow crazier. I was in a madhouse.


      What was I going to do? I never told Adler I’d show her my powers to begin with. I folded my arms and began to think. Really, I had a lot of options. The obvious solution was to send out our three Thieves and have the Manifest Mirror target them. Or perhaps Lucia could dispatch the elemental at her command, or Ansem could make himself too small to notice and run around like that. Heck, I was willing to take a wild swing and place the manipulators based on centuries-old information.


      Here. As much as I’d normally like to avoid raising anyone’s expectations of me, I’ve got an idea. If Adler is a Relic Master, then shouldn’t I use a Relic?


      “I guess I don’t have much choice.” Sighing, I gave her a hard-boiled smile. “I’ll show you what I can do.”


      Honestly, I wasn’t too excited about having her as an apprentice. As a hunter, and just as a person, training a bandit was pretty inexcusable, so I was looking for the soonest possible chance to cut her loose. As luck had it, I had lots and lots of Relics with me. Making a good impression was one thing, but making a bad impression was easy. I just had to make the worst selection possible in this case. Though it would hurt my pride to be seen as an inferior Relic Master, Adler and her friends were way too dangerous for me to worry about that.


      As for which Relic, I already had one picked out. With a click, I removed the Relic dangling at my side and placed it atop the table.


      “I’d say this would be my first pick,” I said.


      “That?” Uuno said under her breath. She looked at the item with wide eyes. It was one of the oldest in my collection—Hounding Chain.


      The chain wriggled, taking a canine form, just as the name suggested. The dully shining links ended in a copper tip. I could still remember how I felt when I held it for the first time. My Hounding Chain was initially unruly, just like Mimicky and Carpy were. It was only thanks to Lucia’s discipline that the chain became my loyal servant. With a snap of my fingers, the Hounding Chain stood up on its hind legs. As much as I wish I could say it looked cool, its small stature made it cute if anything.


      Hounding Chains were typically only used for binding enemies. Also, for making them pose with a snap of the fingers. While Living Chains were widely known and not particularly rare, I was probably one of the few so versed in their use. They weren’t the most powerful Relics out there.


      Shocked, Adler took a step back. Clearly, she needed no more than a second to understand the sophistication of my decision. If she really was a kindred spirit, then she was sure to understand how much time it took to master this Relic. Such a degree of proficiency with a Hounding Chain wasn’t necessary for our objective. I had no idea how much time I had wasted to attain these skills. There’s pleasure in doing the pointless, which is to say, Relics were nothing more than a form of pleasure for me.


      It wasn’t just Adler and her pals that were taken aback. Selyn and the members of Starlight were all frozen as if caught completely off guard. But I didn’t see what else I could have done. I suppose you could interpret this as me trying to attain the biggest benefits I could from the lowest amount of risk.


      Not that I actually needed to use my Hounding Chain.


      I cleared my throat and proudly declared, “I think we should have this fellow run along the ley lines and watch it with the Manifest Mirror. What do you think?”


      ***


      With the strategy meeting concluded, the Thousand Tricks cheerfully strode out the door. After it closed, Adler spent a few minutes in contemplative silence. Once more, she looked at the chain left atop the table.


      “A Hounding Chain,” she said. “Why?”


      The other hunters remained, yet none of them answered her question. She looked at Sitri, the main strategist, but the Alchemist refused to meet her gaze. The chain on the table resembled a dog and moved like it was real, but it was still very different from the monsters commanded by Nocturnal Parade. It was a Relic. It was a Living Chain of a variety so famous even Adler knew of it.


      When activated, a Hounding Chain could move and pursue targets as if imbued with life. The canine turned its head—if you could call it that—to Adler and sat down. It was indeed a doglike motion, and rather endearing. Though it moved as if alive, it was not by any means a living creature.


      Adler was aware that the Thousand Tricks was a hunter whose strengths lay in conniving. Yet these last few minutes of consideration hadn’t made it any clearer why that man intended to use his Hounding Chain here.


      Relics generally weren’t very flexible, and Living Chains were no exception. They could act as if they were alive, but they couldn’t carry out complicated orders. It was, on the one hand, true that if they targeted the chain with the mirror, they wouldn’t suffer any great loss if something went wrong. However, that simply meant that this Living Chain didn’t contribute much to the war effort to begin with. Hounding Chains weren’t intended for scouting in the first place; they were meant for restraining. It wasn’t even clear if this Relic could fulfill its role.


      For what it was worth, Adler wouldn’t have chosen to use such a Relic if she were in the Thousand Tricks’s position. Their adversary was a being that could, if nothing else, detect the manifest mirror’s spying.


      The mirror had revealed a black altar deep within that treasure vault. While staring at the dark fog above the altar, a large eye had suddenly formed and looked straight at them. There was no way to chalk that up to mere coincidence. This was a transcendent being, but not a fearsome warrior like the astrovorous centipede—this was a sliver of some malignant god.


      When Adler asked the Thousand Tricks to show her his powers, she had essentially been asking to see his secret weapon. To a Guiding Hand, monsters could be both a weapon and a trump card meant to be kept hidden. Though a powerful monster should normally be kept up one’s sleeve, Adler had, in the name of cooperation, shown them the manifest mirror and divulged details regarding it. It would have been proper for the Thousand Tricks to reciprocate and show them a secret weapon of his own. He should have shown them some powerful monster under his command.


      That he didn’t was unexpected. Yes, it was true that the manifest mirror made the surveying possible, and that the man’s powers weren’t necessarily required here. Nonetheless, Adler hadn’t expected him to be a coward and hide whatever he had up his sleeve. Her bafflement slowly gave way to irritation. Next to her, Uuno looked similarly discontent.


      The girl blinked. “Lady Adler,” confidence infused her voice, “perhaps something necessitates that he use a Relic. I have no doubts that the Thousand Tricks has a wide range of options available to him, yet he opted to use that Living Chain of all things.”


      “And why might it be necessary?”


      “Well, that I don’t know. But Relics and phantoms are both composed of mana material. Maybe that god won’t register a Relic as an enemy?”


      “I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Quint said. “You got any evidence?”


      “Nooo.” Uuno glowered at him. “But I can’t see why else he would use that Hounding Chain.”


      The girl had a point. Adler had asked the Thousand Tricks for his mentorship so she could become a better Guiding Hand. Seeing as he should have been aware of that, there had to be some good reason his first move was to use a Relic, something that had nothing to do with a Guiding Hand’s powers. If she had to speculate, maybe a Relic could be used to tame phantoms? That man had been the only one unaffected by the chilling gaze of the god in the mirror. Surely, that implied the Thousand Tricks had some means of defeating him.


      Feeling like she was being watched, Adler looked up. The Thousand Tricks’s comrades were all looking at her and her companions. The infamous Grieving Souls and a party of gorgeous Noble Spirits. Adler knew firsthand just how capable these hunters were. Though maybe experience wasn’t necessary; their bearing was enough of a hint for her. Either way, she was in too deep to reconsider her apprenticeship, even if it brought her before former enemies. This was no place to show weakness.


      “Hmph. This is getting interesting.” She licked her lips and grinned. “I’m gonna watch your leader’s every move.”


      “The three of you don’t understand the first thing about Krai.”


      The sheer emotion in Sitri’s voice caught Adler off guard.


      “What’s that mean?”


      There was elation, fear, and ironclad conviction. Sitri’s eyes showed complete faith in her leader. No, there was some uncertainty mixed in there, but she was devout at her core.


      Clapping her hands together, Sitri smiled. “Krai never makes mistakes. That’s why we’re willing to accept your presence here. It’s impossible for a normal person to follow Krai’s line of thinking. For now, we should simply do as we’re supposed to.”


      “You three still haven’t learned to fear him,” said the girl with ribbons in her black hair. She pointed a finger at them as if to intimidate. However, she looked far more terrified than anyone else present.


      ***


      Treasure vaults were worlds of the unknown. Their hazard level was generally proportional to their density of mana material, but after a certain point, it became hard to challenge a vault without thorough preparations and scouting. Clearing a vault could sometimes be compared to solving a puzzle. At times, very high-level vaults required going through the motions in a specific order. By slowly increasing the difficulty of the vaults they challenged, hunters polished their noncombat skills.


      While Grieving Souls had many members who thought the best force was brute force, Sitri Smart excelled at the cerebral side of treasure hunting. Shrine of the Effluent God was certainly not a typical vault, but their experience with it was sure to benefit them in the future.


      For this operation, Sitri had the teams split into two groups. Put simply, there was Team Liz, in charge of investigating the ley lines as well as Shrine of the Effluent God, and Team Sitri, in charge of constructing and placing the tools necessary to weaken the treasure vault. Naturally, I was on Team Sitri—the one that looked less dangerous. Using the Hounding Chain removed some of the risk for Team Liz, but I didn’t want to be in the same space as Nocturnal Parade.


      Liz and the rest of the survey team had gathered by the entrance to Yggdra. The team consisted of our Thieves: Liz, Tino, and Eliza; Nocturnal Parade; and the very fickle Starlight. I had a bit of trouble believing these people would get along.


      The tension! It’s unbearable!


      “Right, that should do it. The rest is in your hands. Now, I’m gonna go help Sitri’s team.”


      “Wha— Hey! Krai Baby!”


      I activated my Hounding Chain, ordered it to go survey, then headed for Sitri’s group, ignoring Liz’s calls.


      Sitri had made an outdoor workspace for her arcane experiments. There, she, Lucia, Selyn, and Ansem were getting set up. I knew I had made the right decision in choosing to be with this group. Nearby was a magic laboratory that also served as a hospital and was said to house all of Yggdra’s arcane knowledge.


      “These are gems reserved for use as a magic catalyst. Though I’m afraid we’ve already used up the higher quality ones...”


      “No, this is plenty! I’ve heard Noble Spirits possess power gems, but— Lucy, look at this!”


      Sitri was more than happy to receive the colorful gems Selyn offered her. With cold eyes, Lucia looked them over before letting out a sigh.


      “That’s because these aren’t your average gemstone,” she said. “I can’t think of a better catalyst than a spiritstone formed from elemental power.”


      “Hey there, Lucia, Sitri. Everything going well?”


      They were incredibly busy working to determine the fate of the world. I figured it was the least I could do to sound cheerful as I entered the workspace. Nocturnal Parade had kept Liz and the others on edge, but this bunch was their usual selves.


      As the ley lines connected to the World Tree were thick, a product of the immense power they ferried, I had heard Sitri’s devices were also going to be pretty big. She said they were about to begin construction, yet I couldn’t see anything that looked like building materials.


      “Good morning, Krai!” She greeted me with her usual blossoming smile. “Did Lizzy’s team have everything in order?”


      “Yeah. I mean, there was a bit of tension, but I’m sure they’ll be fine.”


      Working together with unknown or antagonistic parties required caution; betrayals were not unheard of. There were plenty of stories of hunters being stabbed in the back during a fight, or being abandoned in the face of monsters. Caution was all the more necessary given that the survey team included bandits, not just hunters.


      Except I didn’t see that happening since we were leaving the scouting to my Hounding Chain. I first threw out the idea of using the chain Relic without really thinking about it, but maybe I was on fire after all?


      “Yet once again, you had to be weird and left the scouting to Silver.” Lucia, the one who’d first trained the Hounding Chain, didn’t seem happy with the decision. “That pup isn’t terribly bright, you know?”


      Silver, by the way, was the name Lucia had given to my Hounding Chain. Apparently, she’d done it because the chain is silver. Very straightforward.


      “Ha ha, I know that. Still, I’m sure it’s all fine. That chain was trained by you after all.”


      “Yet I can’t share your confidence.”


      Despite the fame of the Living Chain series, not many people knew that they could be taught to do tricks. After Lucia’s devoted training, Silver had become pretty smart by Hounding Chain standards. That dog was definitely capable of a few laps around the World Tree. Its small size gave it a low profile, and it could run fairly fast, so I thought it met the minimum requirements for this mission. Even as I recalled the look of disbelief I had received from Adler when swinging by the survey team this morning, I didn’t regret my decision. If I kept on letting her down like this, surely it wouldn’t be long before she decided she didn’t want to be my student.


      “More importantly, though,” I said, “how are you guys? Will you be able to make the manipulators?”


      “We will! We’ve overcome our one bottleneck, the catalysts, just as I expected. With such fine stones, large manipulators will be no problem. It’s all thanks to you, Krai!”


      “What? I didn’t— Eh, sure.” As always, Sitri gave me more credit than I deserved. I just brushed it off. “So, how are you going to make the manipulators? I can’t do much, but is there anything I can help with?”


      I figured I may as well ask. They were probably planning to drag me into this if something came up.


      “Constructing the devices will be delicate work.” I smiled and tried not to think too hard as Sitri launched into her explanation. “Fortunately, unlike something such as Akasha, these can be made with just a few Magi, so long as you have the ingredients. Ease of construction is a valuable trait, and these were designed so they could be adjusted even in a treasure vault! And now they can finally be put to the test!”


      “B-Brother, please keep an eye on Siddy, okay?”


      Lucia was so shaken that she was calling me “brother.” I will admit, I was getting the impression these devices were pretty dangerous. I wanted to believe that Sitri wouldn’t do anything illegal, but there were plenty of unscrupulous Alchemists out there.


      Hmm. Well, she’s working in our interests, so let’s roll with it. Besides, there’s nobody around to report her.


      Sitri looked at Lucia curiously. “What are you talking about, Lucy? You’ll be the one making the devices.”


      “P-Pardon? Why should I— No, how...”


      “Listen, I don’t have enough mana. But don’t fret. I know the necessary spell, and I can take care of size and other parameters. There shouldn’t be any problems.”


      Sitri’s smile didn’t falter in the face of Lucia’s scowl. These two really got along well. Selyn was getting left out.


      “Beyond what I brought,” Sitri said, “the only materials we need are the gemstones to be used as catalysts, and glass. The gems provided by Selyn should be sufficient, so now all we need is a large supply of glass to make the bodies of the manipulators.”


      A large supply of glass. Glass, huh? Then I realized something. Is there any glass in Yggdra?


      We could easily get a load of glass if we were in the imperial capital, but as far as I knew, they didn’t use glass here.


      Thinking the same thing as me, Selyn began to look perplexed. “Glass. Glass, is it? I’m sorry to say it, but glass is seldom used here. We might be able to provide a small amount, but...”


      I knew this wasn’t going to be easy. While I might have been able to provide a bit, even my exceptionally high inventory didn’t have much glass. Yet, for some reason, when Selyn gave us her bad news, Sitri turned to me knowingly.


      “Don’t worry, I have a good idea as to where we might be able to get some glass. Right, Krai?”


      Huh?




      A roaring campfire illuminated Sitri’s profile. Standing in a street at the center of an abandoned town, she gave her orders in a booming voice.


      “It doesn’t matter if it gets cracked, just be sure we get a lot!”


      “Kill, kill...”


      “Mmm...”


      With thunderous footsteps, Killiam and Ansem ran to the buildings. We had come to the town inside Mimicky in order to collect glass. This settlement was expansive, and while I wasn’t sure what era these buildings were from, they had glass windows.


      Ohh, I get it now.


      Unsure whether to be impressed or exasperated, I watched them work. The glass from all these buildings had to be more than enough for our purposes. That said, they could’ve been a bit more delicate in their work. The people who built this place had pretty fine taste.


      “To tell you the truth,” Sitri chuckled, “I’ve had my eyes on this town since I first laid eyes on it! I was sure it could be used for something! So when I realized we would need the mana material manipulators, this place immediately came to mind! What do you think?”


      “Yeah, uh-huh.”


      Had she been wanting to pick this place apart that long? I had been here a few times, yet I never thought of using it for materials. Now it looked like this place was going to be full of empty lots. Liz had mentioned in passing that she wanted to explore this place someday, but I was pretty powerless to stop the ongoing demolition.


      I should mention that before we started breaking panes, I had tried asking Mimicky to give me any glass inside him, but no such luck. I had no idea what the limits of that feature were.


      The glass gathering didn’t take long thanks to the bottomless stamina of Ansem and Killiam. Once they had broken up what seemed like a good amount, we left, and I ordered Mimicky to expel the glass near the workspace. A mountain of shimmering shards appeared, looking like some sort of bizarre gemstone. Sitri nodded with satisfaction. Lucia heaved an unenthusiastic sigh.


      “So,” Lucia said, tapping her staff on the ground, “what do you want me to do? You said I’d be doing the construction...”


      “There’s a diagram, a spell for making the manipulators. After all, alchemy is an art for everyone. The diagram is designed so you can freely change size and capabilities by altering certain parameters.”


      “I don’t know where you developed this, but it’s utterly baffling.”


      Lucia appeared put off, not at all like she was looking at her best friend. Perhaps if I had the brains to understand the gravity of this, I would’ve made the same face. Whether in magic or alchemy, the truths of our world were too much for me to process. Also, my god, there were so many dangers lurking right outside of my vision.


      After slowly removing a piece of chalk, Sitri licked her lips and began drawing on the ground. I watched in wide-eyed confusion as my childhood friend got to work putting down an unidentifiable geometric pattern. With fluent motions, she drew in the center of a large circle countless eerie glyphs that I had never seen before.


      “Is this a magic circle?” Lucia’s eyebrows twitched. “When you said a Magus could make it, did you...”


      “We devised a magic circle that would allow materials to be magically altered into manipulators. However, the documentation has already been disposed of, so the spell remains only inside my head.”


      The Church of the Radiant Spirit had used a hefty magic circle when attempting to purify Marin’s Lament. To put it simply, magic circles were like arcane diagrams. I wasn’t too familiar with these sorts of things, but I was told magic circles had been created so anyone could reliably cast a complex spell.


      Any meaning behind the complicated patterns of Sitri’s magic circle was lost on me. Though some of it appeared to be a script, I couldn’t understand a word of it. The thought that a drawing like this could be used to make a spell reminded me just how amazing Magi were.


      Sitri gave me an immense smile when she saw me nodding along. “Oh, you understand, Krai?! You can tell that a cutting-edge spell resides within this circle?”


      “Yeah uh-huh. It’s very cutting-edge.”


      Truthfully, I was so lost that I just sort of started smiling. If Sitri was beaming with pride, there was no way it wasn’t cutting-edge. So I agreed, pulled along by that grin of hers.


      “Siddy?” Lucia said in a fearful voice. “If I’m right, this magic circle requires five people to activate it. Look, there are five different forms at the base.”


      “Indeed! You’re quite right! This circle is meant for five Magi! Assembling the materials requires simultaneously channeling five different elements. I know gathering five Magi—and skilled ones at that—isn’t easy, but I couldn’t get that number any lower no matter what I did.”


      Ritual spells, those that had multiple Magi working in tandem to create one greater spell, were one of magic’s more advanced points. It only made sense that some cutting-edge effect couldn’t be achieved through a normal spell. I was sure Sitri had cooked up something beyond incredible.


      That’s right, this is the first time in a while I’ve seen Lucia cast outside of a battle.


      “Well, don’t keep us waiting, Lucia!”


      “If you would, Lucy!”


      My sister twitched. “D-Did you two hear a word I said? This magic circle requires five people to activate.”


      “Hm? But you’ve got more than five people’s worth of mana, don’t you?” I argued.


      Lucia was a magic prodigy. Not only had she been invited to join Starlight and Hidden Curse, but she had also been scouted by dozens of research and academic institutes. She had an astronomical mana pool and precise spell structuring. If there was a spell she’d come across, she’d learned it eagerly, while also developing new ones. The word savant was made for people like her.


      “I don’t think I need to remind you, but mana capacity has nothing to do with it,” she said, a wrinkle in her brow. “If I had to describe it, using two different spells at once is like writing with both hands at the same time.”


      “But aren’t you ambidextrous?”


      Lucia had always had acute senses. The only time she acted obtusely was her reticence towards our family after we adopted her from a distant relative. I don’t know why she acted like that. We were family.


      “And? You’re right, brother, I am ambidextrous! Maybe I can cast two spells at once, but I’m afraid to inform you that I don’t have five arms!”


      “Oh yeah, that’s true. Now that you mention it.” I couldn’t argue with her now. I didn’t recall ever having a five-armed sister. Putting on a hard-boiled veneer, I sank into contemplation. “Hmm...”


      Just being able to manage two spells made Lucia a consummate Magus. Besides, we had Selyn with us, and we could call Starlight over. It seemed like Sitri had high expectations of Lucia for some reason, but there was no need to make my sister do everything. In fact, I couldn’t think of any reason Sitri was putting the burden solely on her. We could’ve just asked Starlight to handle it, since they were already used to working together.


      “Ahh! Okay! Fine!” Lucia yelled, sounding at the end of her rope. “I get it! If you want me to do it, then I will!”


      “Wha? You sure?”


      “I’ll manage. This isn’t the first time you’ve given me an absurd request.”


      If it’s absurd, then you don’t have to do it? Do you just live for new challenges?


      I looked at her with concern, but she was already focused on the task. Scrunching up her face, she looked down at the spell, muttering to herself. When she got like this, there was no getting through to her for the time being.


      “If she manages a five-fold cast,” Sitri said, looking oddly satisfied, “Lucy will barely be human anymore.”


      Please don’t call my sister barely human. Hmm. So, a five-fold cast is that extraordinary?


      When I stopped to think about it, it wasn’t me, but Sitri making the absurd request. Given their friendship and tendency for banter, it wasn’t rare for Lucia to get roped into helping with Sitri’s inventions.


      Selyn then cleared her throat and spoke up for the first time. “Is there anything I can do to be of assistance, human? I have some confidence in my skills as a Magus.”


      “Not right now. The construction requires a fire spell, which I know Noble Spirits have little affinity for. Besides, this is a trial Lucy must overcome. Here, would I be able to see the old information regarding the ley lines?”


      “O-Oh. Certainly.”


      Selyn seemed hurt that Sitri only wanted her to fetch information. I guess she didn’t like that everyone except her had something to do. I was just fine being idle, but she was the diligent type.


      “You may as well relax, Selyn,” I said. If I just let her be, she was liable to let it eat away at her. “At times like these, it’s a leader’s job to sit back and trust in their comrades.”


      “I-I see. Trust one’s comrades.”


      “If something comes up, they’ll say so. I know it’s easy to get restless with the end of the world over the horizon, but there’s not much a single human—Noble Spirit, I mean—can do in the face of a god.”


      “Though in my case, sitting back and trusting my comrades to challenge the vault simply resulted in the loss of Yggdra’s warriors.”


      Yeah, just bring out the tragedies, why don’t you?


      Evidently, the members of Starlight weren’t the only courageous Noble Spirits.


      Hanging her head, Selyn fell silent. She really took everything hard. As beautiful as she was, seeing her sad all the time was starting to bring me down too. Looking despondent wasn’t going to bring back any of Yggdra’s warriors. If anything, being so glum was going to affect her health.


      Treasure hunting was a job that involved regular brushes with death, and plenty of people did indeed lose their lives. So hunters learned not to dwell on the deaths of their comrades. Being weighed down by sadness only increased your own chances of peril. Instead, we carried on their will, walking onward with our heads held high. Too bad, I didn’t think hearing that from me would be of any comfort to Selyn.


      “That’s right,” I said, remembering something that had been on my mind, “I’ve got the perfect Relic for you! I’ll let you borrow it.”


      “Hm? A Relic?”


      “It’s called Perfect Vacation.”


      “Perfect? Vacation?”


      Perfect Vacation was a shirt-type Relic I was very fond of. It had the power to force perfect comfort upon its wearer. Naturally, that went for external factors such as temperature, humidity, mana material, hostility from monsters, etc., but also for internal factors like sadness and anger. You were protected from any and all sources of discomfort, which were replaced with perfect comfort. It was a good Relic for hunts, and a perfect one for taking a break.


      Right now, there was no better Relic for Selyn. Sure, giving it to her would deprive me of my comfort, but I could live with that—I wasn’t going to be fighting or doing much of anything. I had also worn this shirt when we tried to break the curse on Luke, but I guess Selyn had never heard the name before.


      Just as an aside, I had tried on several occasions to get my friends to wear this Relic. While it was super useful, I guess they just really didn’t care for its aesthetics. Yeah, it was a bit garish, but I dunno, I thought it was pretty snazzy.


      “This is just what you need, Selyn. Here, you can try it right now. Sitri, I’m leaving the construction to you.”


      To tell you the truth, I really wanted someone else to experience the effects of Perfect Vacation. It’s not like I was doing anything, nor was Selyn. In which case, I thought it right that I do what I could to help the imperial princess relax!


      “C-Certainly,” Sitri said, lacking her earlier enthusiasm. “I’ll leave that end in your care.”


      What’s she leaving in my care? Eh, it’s fine. Now, let’s get Selyn into this.


      Perhaps I had a new Relic pal. Giving a confused Selyn a light push on the back, I eagerly put the workspace behind us.


      ***


      The forest was lush with foliage that almost entirely blocked out the sunlight. It was a sea of trees said to have existed since ancient times, one that not even the resident Noble Spirits knew in its entirety. It had a unique ecosystem of monsters, mythical beasts, and elementals.


      Phase One of Operation Shrine of the Effluent God consisted of preparations. Looking to gauge the state of the ley lines, Adler and the others stared into the trees reflected in the surface of the manifest mirror.


      To be precise, it wasn’t the trees they were looking at. They just couldn’t see the real object of their interest. The power flowing through the ley lines made the flora grow to gigantic proportions. The real target of the manifest mirror, the diminutive Hounding Chain, was completely hidden by the tall grass. The scenery changed rapidly enough for them to be sure the chain was sprinting along, but all they could see was the rustling of long stalks.


      Less than an hour had passed since the Hounding Chain had set forth. So far, nothing had gone wrong.


      “What a good runner,” Uuno remarked as she watched the mirror with her special eyes. “I never knew a Living Chain had a hidden function like this.”


      “Yeah, but I can’t see any use for it,” Adler replied. “There are lots of monsters just as small and way smarter.”


      “That’s right,” Quint agreed.


      This was certainly going better than Adler had anticipated. However, all that meant was that there hadn’t been any problems yet. A Living Chain that could obey commands was interesting, but nothing more. There were plenty of faster, smarter, and stronger monsters out there. The only reason this Living Chain could be useful in the first place was because of the manifest mirror. There was no reason to use a Relic in this situation.


      “Shut it!” Standing behind them like an overseer, Liz clicked her tongue. “Krai Baby would never take the easy route. If you’ve got time for whining, you’ve got time to do a better job!”


      She watched them like a hawk, making it clear that she wasn’t taking any chances around them. That was a smart move. Nocturnal Parade weren’t on the hunters’ side; they were just cooperating with the Thousand Tricks because it was to their benefit. If anything, they’d be underwhelmed if the hunters were overly friendly with them.


      “So. Can you see the ley lines? Madam?” asked one of Starlight, a party equally wary of Nocturnal Parade.


      “Just fine,” Uuno answered. “Not only that, even this far from the treasure vault, the mana material is inordinately dense. Figuring out the high and low points might be a biiit tricky.”


      There was a high density of ley lines around the World Tree. Adler and her party were tasked with identifying the highest point with the highest mana material concentration. That would be wherever they converged into one large vein. According to Princess Selyn, who possessed eyes similar to Uuno’s, the density should be so high, they’ll know it when they see it.


      “I notice we haven’t seen any animals,” the black-haired girl said timidly. Tino was her name. She stared as if trying to drill holes in the mirror. “Yet the mana material here is so dense...”


      “Hmph. There’s a good chance that’s exactly why there are no animals,” Lapis said with a shrug. “Any powerful or intelligent mythical beast knows when danger’s coming. They would be able to tell when the food chain has changed.”


      She was right about that. There was clearly something unusual going on in the forest. Whereas a trained Thief or one of Nocturnal Parade’s monsters would have been unsettled by it, the Hounding Chain pressed on obliviously. Fear causes one’s sense of caution to well up. Not feeling that fear had both benefits as well as major drawbacks.


      “There were a few, last time we searched the forest,” Eliza mumbled while watching the mirror. “Now there’s not so much as a corpse.”


      There was definitely something out of the ordinary going on.


      “Even if all the intelligent mythical beasts have left, that’s not enough to explain this silence. If I had to say, it’s more likely they were chased out.”


      Adler’s common sense had already been turned on its head multiple times, which really struck her as something a top-level treasure vault would do.


      She thought back to the army of phantoms the Thousand Tricks had commanded outside the vault. In retrospect, it seemed possible that it might have been a trial of sorts, one meant to determine if Adler, a fellow Guiding Hand, was worthy of standing at his side. Fighting those phantoms to a draw most likely made for nothing more than a passing grade. She couldn’t think why he would accept her as an apprentice if she had failed the test.


      Test or not, Adler was currently without an army. She didn’t plan on engaging the phantoms that had put her in this spot in the first place. If nothing else, she wanted to wait until Yuden had recovered and she had a new army—


      “The little chain, it’s deviating from the route.”


      Her thoughts were cut off by Eliza’s dubious voice.


      Panicking, Adler returned her gaze to the mirror. The Hounding Chain appeared to be moving straight forward. With their repetitive scenery, forests were never an easy place to navigate. The image reflected by the mirror never would have tipped Adler off, but if a high-level Thief said so, then it must be true.


      The Thousand Tricks had shown his Hounding Chain the route by tracing it along the map. Adler harbored doubts as to whether or not the chain could handle even such a simple order. Now, it seemed those doubts were being validated. If the chain kept deviating, the survey attempt would be for nothing. This never would have happened if they had sent one of the Thieves. Adler furrowed her brow. Honestly, why had that man chosen the Hounding Chain?


      “Lizzy, I hope I’m wrong about this,” Tino said, tense and tremulous, “but isn’t the pup headed to the treasure vault?”


      “Huh? Where the hell have you been, T?” The Stifled Shadow shrugged like she couldn’t believe this girl. “You’re making me repeat myself: Krai Baby would never take the easy route!”


      The Hounding Chain gave no indications that it realized it was on the wrong path. If they let it go on like this, it might make things worse. However, the manifest mirror could only observe. It didn’t give them a means to convey orders to the target.


      Adler turned to Liz. “Call the Thousand Tricks. You can’t expect me to believe he anticipated this.”


      Guiding Hands used many different methods of commanding their monsters. For instance, Quint could issue precise orders just by whistling with his fingers. Unable to whistle like him, Adler had no way of ordering low-intelligence monsters from a distance.


      There wasn’t much she knew about the Hounding Chain’s abilities. That it could do scouting had been news to her; for all she knew, it could also receive commands over long distances. Or maybe the Thousand Tricks had something in mind when he sent it off with such simple instructions.


      Yet Liz and the others didn’t give her the reaction she was expecting. The Thief trio exchanged peculiar glances before letting out sighs. Adler was flummoxed. What brought out that reaction?


      Tino, the one who had said those ominous words yesterday, cleared her throat and said, “Of course he anticipated this. You’re underestimating the preterhuman artificer. He even anticipated the Hounding Chain getting lost. There’s no need to call him.”


      “Huh?”


      He saw this coming? What?


      “He even anticipated this, did he?” Uuno said, just as doubtful as Adler. “And what exactly is he hoping to accomplish by letting the chain get lost? If he wanted to survey a different section, why didn’t he just say so?”


      “Ordinary people can’t begin to grasp the way master thinks and moves. That is to say, master is god.”


      Adler had no idea what Tino was talking about, but the young Thief’s expression gave her pause. The girl looked grim, as if facing certain doom. That was not the sort of face you made when talking about an ally. She looked as if she were speaking of some uncontrollable fiend.


      Good leadership was a necessary trait for any monster-commanding Guiding Hand. Adler had assumed the Thousand Tricks’s reputation for preterhuman artifice was a product of skills as a Guiding Hand, but Tino’s expression made her wonder if that had been a bit naive. Either way, she figured it would be best to wait and see what happens.


      “If you say so. I guess this means I can expect a nice show.”


      “It won’t be nice at all. Madam,” one of the Noble Spirits whispered fearfully. This was the one they called Kris. If memory served, Starlight was part of the same clan as the Thousand Tricks. There was nothing odd about being feared by one’s enemies, but allies were a different matter.


      Suddenly, after watching the mirror in utter silence, Eliza’s expression faltered. Her eyes bulged. “Something’s coming!”


      Everyone gathered around the mirror. At the same moment, the rustling stopped—the Hounding Chain had come to a halt. A Relic like that shouldn’t have had any feelings. So what made it pause? There were no footsteps, but an eerie wind was blowing. Though they were only watching through the mirror, everyone held their breath. The pressure was strong yet unidentifiable.


      Then, as everyone stared, a looming figure appeared from beneath a tree.


      The first thing they saw was a mask black as night, which absorbed all the light of the sun. Its design was similar to that worn by the phantoms in Shrine of the Effluent God, but the color was different. The phantom was humanoid, slender, and clad in a long black robe. While the humanoid that had given Adler’s party so much trouble had been a knight, this was clearly a Magus. Despite its refined and serene movements, the phantom managed to feel overwhelming even through the mirror.


      A dark Magus hidden behind a malefic mask was clearly something commanding caution. There was a good chance this phantom was of the same caliber as the knight that had cleaved Yuden in two. Adler was sure of it, regardless of mask colors. She felt genuine relief that she hadn’t run into this phantom back in the vault.


      A Guiding Hand’s true strength was overwhelming numbers. A knight worth a thousand monsters was something to be feared, but a Magus of the same grade was Nocturnal Parade’s worst nightmare. Something like this could very well wipe out their entire army with a signal area of effect spell. Worst-case scenario, the Guiding Hands themselves could be erased as well.


      I want it, said a sudden voice inside her head.


      Sure, she coveted the phantom god, but Adler’s army also had very few Magi. Monsters capable of using magic were worth their weight in gold. If they could tame this phantom, new heights would be attainable for Nocturnal Parade.


      Adler barely managed to keep her expression from shifting. She had seen a phantom appear, that was all. She didn’t have the first clue how she might go about bringing a phantom under her command. Had the Thousand Tricks dispatched his Hounding Chain in an attempt to find a phantom? That diverged a bit from the original objective, but it would explain the use of the Relic.


      Guiding Hands treasured their powerful monsters. There was no need to throw one away, not to mention a living creature would have refused to get anywhere near this phantom. A Relic, however, wouldn’t fear a phantom, and a new one could be purchased if destroyed. It had never occurred to Adler to try something like this. Perhaps she could try finding a similar Relic for herself.


      But before she could pursue that thought any further, something lowered itself down from above the phantom. It was a gray orb. For a moment, Adler thought it was a massive balloon.


      What...is this?


      It was completely unfamiliar. Still, she felt a chill down her spine when she noticed the air warping unnaturally around it. A sideward glance revealed Uuno, her eyes nearly bulging from their sockets. Did her special eyes see something invisible to Adler?


      On unsteady feet, Lapis walked up to the mirror, slamming her hands on the table. “I don’t believe it. That’s an elemental.” Her voice quivered. “A top-tier elemental, the same sort as Yggdra’s guardians—as Milesse!”


      Elementals. Amalgamations of energy. Nature with a will. Nocturnal Parade had traversed many of the world’s most secluded spaces and come across only a few of these beings. The strongest elementals were worshipped and said to possess godlike abilities. If Lapis was right, then they were in danger. Adler wasn’t confident she could beat a dominant elemental even if her forces had been at full strength.


      The mysterious elemental floated near the phantom, almost as if protecting it.


      “I-I’ve never heard of an elemental siding with a phantom! Madam!”


      Liz clicked her tongue. At least she could tell this was a bad match for her. “We’ll have to figure out a plan for this—”


      “It won’t work,” Eliza warned her. “You’ll be down before you can get anywhere near it.”


      The phantom Magus alone was more than they could handle; the higher elemental just made things worse. The phantom slowly waded through the tall grass. That alone caused the nearby plants to fade and wither—almost as if it were draining the life from them. Neither of them appeared to be doing anything. Perhaps this was the phantom’s powers, or maybe the elemental’s; either way, it was clear that something was inflicting decay with only its presence. A terrifying power, particularly deadly for an army like Night Parade, which relied on swarming tactics. They probably wouldn’t have survived if caught off guard by these two.


      Uuno looked like she wanted to say something. Adler gave her a brief nod before looking over the others. As powerful as these creatures were, they could be dealt with now that the survey team could see them coming.


      “That’s one nasty ability they’ve got,” she said. “But Uuno’s ripper can cut open rifts that we can travel through. With that, we can get the jump on them from behind. If we can take them down in one blow, it won’t matter what sort of powers they have.”


      “The scissors are currently worn down, so it will be a biiit more time before we can use them again.”


      Uuno’s holy spirit, the ripper, had a power ideal for ambushes. With a pair of scissors that could cut through space, it provided them a sort of quasi-instant transportation, which had helped Night Parade multiple times in the past. They had used it to great effect, both running away and going on the offensive.


      A Magus’s weakness was their frail body. That should remain the case even for a phantom. Even someone like Liz, who could knock Quint out in one blow, was weak if attacked from behind. What’s more, that ability to wither plants should still take more than a second or two to take down a high-level hunter.


      Eliza was clearly thrown for a loop. “You can cut across space?”


      “The ripper is veeery special.”


      “I sure as hell don’t want to rely on bandits, but I guess we have to. Now’s not a good time to screw up.”


      “That’s right, Lizzy. The world is at stake here.”


      Evidently, even Liz had the capacity to work with people she hated when she needed to. And if she were to turn on them, she would at least strike from the front, rather than stab them in the back.


      Adler was planning to do everything she could to make this plan work. She didn’t want to consider how many phantoms like this one might be in that vault, but she would probably fight at least a few before this was over. Cooperation was the only road to survival. Grieving Souls and Nocturnal Parade would share the same fate, for better or for worse.


      “Uuno, how much longer until we can use the scissors?”


      “Hmm. Three days should give us one use...”


      Three days? We’ve been pushing that spirit too hard.


      “By the way,” Tino said suspiciously, “how many people can be transported with a single use of those scissors?”


      “Hm? It’s not a matter of people, but more the size of the path. What matters is how much space is cut open.”


      “L-Lizzy, this bunch might be of more use to us than Selyn.”


      “You can’t just say stuff like that, T. Not that I think you’re wrong...”


      Though it would have to wait a bit, there was more to this operation than surveying. Once they knew the correct destination for the devices, the team would have to go out and place them. That wasn’t going to work if they tried to ignore this phantom in the mirror. Though they had run into a problem right off the bat, it was probably better that they had learned of it sooner rather than later. Luckily for them, if its ignorance of the Hounding Chain in the grass was any indicator, this phantom appeared to have poor detection skills.


      Despite its immense power, the phantom walked with an unsteady gait. Wobbling along, it passed the Hounding Chain by a few meters. Perhaps it had a patrol route? Adler hesitated, but switched the manifest mirror’s target from the chain to the phantom. This should give them an idea of where it was headed and why. Was it looking for something? Or just guarding the environs of the treasure vault? Adler was hoping for even the tiniest bit of information.


      Straightening her back, she watched intently, until a loud rustling in the grass split the silence.


      “Wh-What?!”


      The Hounding Chain darted out from the grass. The silver links shone dully in the sunlight as it made a fluid, valiant (perhaps) charge at the phantom, ramming into it.


      “Huh?! Wha?!”


      Tino squealed. Liz and Krisboth went bug-eyed.


      Upon impact with the phantom, the Hounding Chain undid its canine form, reverting to a simple chain, tightening itself around the phantom’s body. The phantom was jolted by the sudden attack from behind. It tried to shake the chain off, but with little success. It was almost hard to believe.


      “Was he planning to restrain the phantom? But how...”


      Adler couldn’t contain her shock. Sure, binding targets was a popular use for chain Relics. And it was easy to believe that a Relic might be willing to dive headlong at a phantom. The puzzling part was that the Thousand Tricks had only ordered the Hounding Chain to go scouting. Not to mention this canine wasn’t suitable for restraining such a high-level phantom.


      This couldn’t have happened without multiple overlapping circumstances. Was this all part of that man’s machinations? No, that idea didn’t quite hold up. Though Magi lacked pure physical strength, that didn’t make them weak. Being fettered did nothing to reduce a Magus’s strength. Just as Adler suspected, the phantom began to glow faintly, breaking off the Hounding Chain and sending it flying. Releasing a surge of mana from one’s body was a simple form of barrier magic. Any decent Magus could pull it off.


      The Hounding Chain regained its form in midair before disappearing into the grass.


      “What’s it doing?”


      While the chain had managed to hide, the situation had changed. Even if the phantom had poor detection, it should know a few means of searching for enemies if it knew one was in the vicinity. The phantom turned in the direction the chain had gone and silently extended its right arm. With that simple action, a wave of decay spread out, withering and shrinking the grass. It was far faster than the earlier desiccation they had witnessed. The rot spread onward, causing a healthy tree to instantly lose its color and collapse with a light snap.


      All that remained was the unchanged phantom and the now exposed Hounding Chain. Did the withering effect have a radius of a few dozen meters? Or could it go even further if the phantom so desired?


      Being a Relic, the Hounding Chain was unaffected by the spell, but it was still in a hopeless spot. It didn’t have any way to strike in the first place; all it was meant for was restraining targets. And yet, as hopeless as it seemed, the Thousand Tricks must have known this was going to happen if he had sent the Hounding Chain after the phantom.


      Adler gulped as she watched the situation unfold. The chain stood silently before the phantom Magus. Then it leaped into the air, turned around, and ran off.


      “Wha?”


      The Hounding Chain left the area withered by the phantom, disappearing among the untrampled grass. Adler blinked a few times, but the scene in the mirror remained the same. For a moment, she wondered if that was part of some plan, but the Hounding Chain didn’t reappear.


      “It...ran?”


      What was this? If it just planned to run, then what was the point of revealing itself in the first place? If the Hounding Chain had attacked, it was only fair to assume that it had been ordered to. A Relic like that couldn’t take on a phantom from a Level 10 vault, so there had to be some other reason it had been sent after the Magus. Adler sat in confused silence as she tried to untangle the Thousand Tricks’s line of thinking, but got nowhere with it. Try as she did, she couldn’t imagine this might somehow result in the phantom being tamed.


      “M-Master,” Tino said in a hoarse voice, “is this your Trial?”


      Trial?


      Hearing such an unfamiliar word, especially in such a situation, Adler looked at Tino. The girl’s face was pale, as if she were on her last legs. She turned back to the manifest mirror just in time to see the phantom resume its advance. It stumbled along in the same direction the Hounding Chain had run off in.


      “My legs are telling me to run,” Eliza groaned, “and I’m not even there.”


      “He’s going this far?!” Kris clenched her hair.


      At last, the meaning of Tino’s words dawned on Adler. In her spine, she felt an eerie tingling that could have been either excitement or horror. Sure enough, Liz had said the Thousand Tricks wasn’t the sort to take the easy route.


      “You’re kidding. Does he plan to bring it over here so we can fight it?! The phantom and the elemental?!”


      That was without a doubt the sort of bold, terrifying stratagem a Level 8 would come up with.


      ***


      The phantom walked through the forest with the intention of carrying out the high priest’s orders—to eliminate external threats. It had no strong will of its own. It tramped through the forest, following after the chain that had assailed it out of nowhere. The phantom didn’t know when it had manifested, nor when it had started working alongside the elemental next to it. Its job was to remove external threats.


      For a long time now, patrolling around the vault had been its job. This was the first time it had been sent outside. It felt no joy at the new role, nor anger at being attacked. The phantom contained nothing but emptiness and some lingering dark feeling deep within. That, and a pitiful smidgen of faith for the god in the shrine. That was most likely the reason the phantom had been sent outside the shrine despite its powers. In there, nothing was more important than faith.


      This would be the phantom’s first fight, but it felt no trepidation. It knew how to fight, and it knew how powerful the elemental at its side was. It felt oddly at home in the forest. Though the chain had disappeared from its view, it somehow knew just how to track the thing. It was the most natural thing in the world, like breathing.


      No. It knew this path. It recognized it. With each step, it had flashbacks of this supposedly unfamiliar territory. There was a faint nagging in the back of its head, one that didn’t necessarily have anything to do with its orders to protect the shrine. Nonetheless, it couldn’t afford to tarry here.


      ***


      The entire survey team headed to the operation leader, Sitri, to report that a phantom was on its way to Yggdra. Sitri’s reaction was startlingly mellow. Even after Adler made it abundantly clear that this had been caused by the Hounding Chain released by Sitri’s leader, she carried on as if nothing was wrong.


      The manifest mirror still showed the strange Magus with the black mask walking through the forest. It wasn’t especially fast, but it moved with purpose. It must have had some means of tracking the Hounding Chain. It was only a matter of time before it reached Yggdra.


      The more Adler looked at the phantom, the more uncanny it seemed. Humanlike phantoms were generally on the stronger side, but there was more to it than that. The phantom knight that had killed Quint’s precious cyclops, Zork, and cut Yuden in two was powerful, but there was something different about this one.


      Looking thoughtfully at the phantom in the mirror, Sitri nodded to herself. “Hmm, so that’s what we’re doing this time. Not quite what I expected. Though I suppose that’s perfectly normal, in a sense.”


      “Sitri. You’ve grown numb after all these years around the human weakling.”


      “Well, at least this time Krai Baby said something before getting to it.” Liz sighed and shrugged.


      Evidently, happenings like this weren’t rare when dealing with the Thousand Tricks.


      Near a mountain of glass and some gemstones, surrounded by the unique tools of an Alchemist, Lucia grimaced at the sight of the phantom. “And we’re not even close to finishing up on our end. Damnit. If it wasn’t already bad enough, that’s hardly your average elemental. Between that and the phantom, we might manage if we fight tooth and nail. But I guess that’s perfectly normal. In a sense.”


      Ansem groaned in agreement.


      The ability to accurately assess the gap between one and one’s enemies was necessary for any hunter or Guiding Hand hoping to live a long time. This time, they were facing a phantom from a Level 10 vault and a higher elemental; they needed more than a modicum of skill if they were going to have a chance. Adler considered retreating, but Lucia, if nobody else, appeared ready to fight.


      Arms folded, Lapis snorted. “This won’t be a walk in the park, but that doesn’t mean we can abandon Yggdra.”


      “By the way, where did the human weakling run off to? Madam?”


      “If you’re looking for Krai, he left this project to us and went somewhere with Selyn. As always, he has his own tasks. Probably.”


      Kris responded with a deflated look.


      Phrases like “as always” kept coming up, making Adler wonder just what in the world a normal hunt looked like for these people.


      Sitri spent a few moments observing the phantom before clearing her throat and turning her attention to the rest of the group. “We’ll fight without him. It’s only one phantom, and we have a bit of time before its arrival. As far as I can tell, this isn’t anything worth bothering Krai over. I think. Probably.”


      “Well, we can’t just ignore it,” Adler said. “Do you have any plans?”


      If this phantom was on the same level as the one that killed Zork, then it was too risky to fight them head-on. However, unlike frontline fighters such as knights, there were no broad principles for dealing with Magi. Spell casters were diverse. They could wrap themselves in stalwart barriers, fly, manipulate the elements, and more.


      As one Magus could vary drastically from another, they couldn’t find any openings until they knew what sort of spells this phantom specialized in. The one thing they knew for sure was that this one could dessicate its surroundings, but even that was a power entirely novel to them. They didn’t have enough time to search for a weakness. Now that the phantom was on its guard, even ambushing with the ripper would be difficult.


      Hearing Adler’s question, Sitri made a quaint expression, before a mellow smile formed on her face.


      ***


      The masked Magus reached Yggdra. Though it traveled much slower than the Hounding Chain, it had some means of tracking the Relic. The alchemical workspace in which Adler and her cohorts stood was in the center of the city. While that put them some distance from the entrance, she still felt the air come to a halt.


      Phantoms formed from immense mana material and monsters of incredible strength both had remarkably strong presences. This phantom’s body may have been on the smaller side, but it radiated more power than many dragons. It exerted a greater pressure than Adler had ever experienced. Through the manifest mirror, she saw wisps of smoke rise from the phantom’s footsteps and foliage near the city’s entrance wither and die. The gray elemental floated lazily alongside it.


      The phantom paused as though awaiting something, but eventually took a slow step into the city. Thousands of years old, Yggdra had powerful barriers meant to hold back both enemies as well as the mythical and magical beasts that lived nearby. The phantom’s leg slowly crossed the barrier, planting its foot on the other side.


      And nothing happened.


      Astor gulped in wide-eyed shock. “The barrier didn’t activate?”


      “Th-That can’t be.” Uuno leaned forward in disbelief. “That’s a formidable barrier. We never would have gotten in here without the ripper. It didn’t even force its way; it just passed through.”


      The Hounding Chain appeared to have already returned to Yggdra. Showing no pain or discomfort, the phantom stumbled through the empty streets. It didn’t strike at the city, but its desiccation powers were in full effect. The residences of Yggdra were built into trees. Though their size meant they wouldn’t fall apart immediately, they wouldn’t last long either.


      Yet Sitri didn’t seem to be in any hurry. With a small laugh, her lips twisted into an alluring smile. “I accounted for this possibility. After all, the phantom being stopped by the barrier would be quite underwhelming. And Krai is never underwhelming.” She sounded oddly certain of herself.


      The phantom reached a square. Just as it approached the center, it became encircled by pillars of light. Ansem Smart the Immutable, one of the foremost Paladins in Zebrudia, had cast a barrier.


      The unexpected effulgence brought the phantom to a momentary halt. The elemental floating next to it was suddenly pierced by a long rod. The balloon-like body of the elemental was torn and blown apart by the impact.


      The rod had been hurled from outside the barrier by Liz. Being able to throw knives was a basic skill for a Thief. Except that what she threw this time wasn’t a knife, but a rod of anti-mana metal prepared by Sitri. With it, she managed a direct hit on the elemental’s core. Anti-mana metal was a precious metal that almost entirely cut off the flow of mana. Adler had only given half her attention to the explanation behind it, but she was surprised to learn that something as it existed.


      However, the elemental hadn’t actually been killed, just dispersed. Still, that was enough. With the elemental stopped, all that remained was the lone phantom.


      Through the mirror, they heard Liz’s voice. Though she landed a hit just as the plan required, she sounded less than satisfied.


      “C’mooon, I wanted to really get in there!”


      “Lizzy, get back!”


      Tino grabbed Liz, pulling her back. Then the mirror went white. A low rumble shook the air. Even far removed from the battle, Adler and the others felt tremors and a sudden breeze. Lucia Rogier, the Avatar of Creation, had gone on the attack. It was like a meteorite had been dropped from above. This was definitely stronger than anything she had cast at Nocturnal Parade.


      Generally speaking, offensive spells that targeted a specific point tended to be more powerful than those that hit wide areas. The barrier set up by the Immutable wasn’t designed to stop incoming attacks—it was to contain the destruction. It was there to confine both the phantom’s desiccation powers and the energy from Lucia’s spells. It still wasn’t enough to fully prevent any collateral damage, but it was better than nothing.


      “There’s no need for a plan,” Sitri said. “Relying on a plan holds us back. Unless Krai says otherwise, we engage our enemies forthright, not from the shadows. This phantom is something for Lucy to deal with.”


      “What about that was forthright?” Quint’s cheek twitched. To his eyes, that was a thorough and flawless ambush.


      “Compared to what Krai comes up with, this can hardly be called a plan.”


      Just how clever was that man?


      The dust settled, revealing a large crater, the phantom Magus in its center. Above it, a black dot formed. It rapidly grew bigger, taking the form of the elemental. No blood emerged from the cracks in the Magus’s body. The openings quickly closed.


      “Oh my.” Uuno watched the mirror with wide eyes. “Mana material covers its body like armor.”


      “Mana material armor,” Sitri mulled. “That’s certainly something only a phantom could do.”


      The spell must not have breached the outer layer, as the phantom showed no signs of injury. A perfect ambush, and this was what they had to show for it. As expected, a phantom for a Level 10 vault wasn’t going to be simple. No monster in Nocturnal Parade would have been able to withstand that attack.


      “Wh-What are we going to do?” Uuno looked at Sitri restlessly. “The phantom looks unharmed.”


      “Well, we’re going to attack until it’s defeated. What else is there? This phantom doesn’t have the same Absolute Barrier that Krai has. And it’s not as though Lucy’s attack did nothing. Her spells aren’t something you can endure in succession.”


      “Hm?!”


      “Besides, Lucy still hasn’t gotten serious. I doubt she thought that spell would be enough to bring down the phantom. She hasn’t fought a better Magus than her in some time. Taking it down in an ambush would have been a waste.”


      There was a sudden frigid breeze. The air glimmered as countless arrows took shape. Unreserved magic in the face of a powerful enemy. The floating icy projectiles were ethereal, exhibiting her cold hostility. Standing just outside Ansem’s barrier, Lucia Rogier brought down her enormous staff. All at once, the arrows of ice rained down on the Magus. Faced with a volley so dense they left nowhere to run, the phantom chose to intercept them.


      “Hm?!”


      Everything shimmered as the Magus instantly formed a fan of ice arrows to block those unleashed by Lucia Rogier. The countless missiles collided, breaking cacophonously. Adler shivered when she felt the cool air and heard the distant rumbling. The broken fragments fell to the ground, surrounding the phantom. Not one of Lucia’s arrows had found its target.


      “They all collided?! They canceled each other out?!” Adler trembled in horror.


      Deflecting with a wall would have been one thing; deflecting every arrow with another arrow was practically the work of a god.


      “No, not quite,” Sitri said, impressed with what she saw. “I never thought it would use the same spell as Lucy and still come out on top.”


      Lucia’s volley of arrows may have depleted, but the phantom’s hadn’t.


      “Urgh...”


      Several arrows flew at Lucia, only to be blocked by the barrier put up by Ansem. While the phantom had come out on top in their exchange, it had only been by a small margin. Lucia was stunned for a brief moment before regaining composure.


      Looking dour, she gripped her staff. “Hmm. Fascinating. Raw power, accuracy, and cast speed. Simple compared to what I’m used to, but if that’s what we’re doing, I’ll bring my all to bear.”


      Just as she was about to bring down her staff, a voice called to her from behind.


      “Wait, Lucia.”


      Behind her were Starlight, with the exception of Astor, who had stayed behind to protect Adler and the others. The Noble Spirits stood at Lucia’s flanks, Lapis holding her arms crossed.


      “Hmph. Not to interfere with your fight, but we’re short on time. We’ll have your back.”


      “By all means, don’t hold back on my account.”


      Lucia thrust the bottom of her staff into the ground. Her long black hair floated gently. The air in front of her swirled, forming a massive lance a few meters long. It was a simple response; if she couldn’t win with quantity, she’d win with quality. And now she wasn’t alone. Seeing the razor-sharp lance, the hunters of Starlight also began preparing spells.


      “We’ll follow your lead, Lucia.”


      In an instant, an iridescent array of arrows formed before five Noble Spirits with an aptitude for magic. Magic arrows were a basic part of offensive magic and generally considered a reflection of a caster’s skill. Numbers, firepower, projectile speed, and accuracy could all be altered. They weren’t suited to taking down large swathes of enemies, but a hit to a critical spot could easily bring down a monster, and they could be used to restrict an opponent’s movement.


      Not only was a small projectile convenient, but a talented Magus’s magic arrow could match the firepower of any higher spell. With multiple Magi readying arrows at once, they could ready a variety of arrows: water, wind, thunder, and earth. There was no fire, as Noble Spirits struggled with that element.


      Without needing a signal, the arrows all set off simultaneously. With a blast like that of a cannon, Lucia’s giant lance fired forward. Starlight’s arrows flew in curving arcs towards the phantom. Uuno gasped in awe at the technical expertise behind the fantastic scene.


      “They’re incredible. I know Noble Spirits are renowned for their magic, but it takes genuine skill for so many to cast and interfere with each other.”


      These Noble Spirits were first-rate casters. Needless to say, so was Lucia Rogier. Normally, it would be inefficient for multiple Magi to cast simultaneously at the same target because the spells would lose efficacy if they collided. In order to prevent spells from canceling each other out, the Noble Spirits had fired in arcs rather than straight lines.


      There was also a reason they had chosen a variety of arrows. It was harder to defend against multiple varieties, and how the phantom protected itself could reveal its specialities.


      Unleashing a powerful combination attack rarely seen, Lucia watched to see what her opponents—one of whom had already tanked one of her hits—would do next. The reformed elemental didn’t move. Seeing the incoming arrows, the phantom once again raised its hand.


      Eyes wide, Lucia let out an awestruck gasp. A strong wind blew, fluttering the phantom’s hair. Right in front of its eyes, an immense lance of ice took form. And it didn’t stop there. Following that up, multiple arrows formed in quick succession around the Magus. They were identical to those used by Starlight.


      “You’re kidding me. Multiple simultaneous casts. Or was that feasible for some past civilization?”


      Adler was no Magus, and even she knew that casting multiple offensive spells at once was the pinnacle of difficulty. Not only that, so many casts were most likely impossible for any living person. The hunters of Starlight were all baffled by spellwork unlike any they had ever seen.


      Two volleys of arrows collided, creating a split-second firework show. The phantom’s ice lance hit Lucia’s dead-on, fragmenting both projectiles. Sure, the fight was an even match, but one side consisted of six Magi, including Lucia.


      Once again, silence reigned. Perhaps taking a moment to evaluate the situation, or perhaps for some other reason, neither the phantom nor the elemental made another attack.


      “Those invaders have the magical upper hand. But this isn’t just about raw firepower. With physical attacks, they can turn this around. And a Paladin’s defenses are best against magic.”


      There was still a shot at victory. Lucia and Starlight weren’t the only game changers here. The deciding factor would be whether or not the phantom could handle Liz Smart’s lightning speed. That was the phantom’s weakness.


      “They should wrap this up before that phantom gets serious. That’s what I’d do, anyway.”


      Liz Smart was faster than any Thief Adler had ever seen. There couldn’t be too many hunters capable of knocking Quint out in a single blow. That sort of speed was almost impossible to react to if you didn’t know it was coming. Liz could make her kill in the second it took the Magus to ready a spell, before it could detect her. If she used the anti-mana metal, the attack should pay off.


      Sitri blinked, nodding as though coming to a realization. “Ahhh. So that’s what they’re doing...”


      Uuno looked at her. “Hm?”


      In the mirror, Lucia had a look of peculiar discontent. Her focus had shifted entirely from the phantom to the palms of her hands. “So that’s it. It’s not a matter of lining spells up; it’s about delaying them? You set up sequential spells with delayed activation. Even if it’s not truly simultaneous, that would explain how you might cast in tandem. With a bit more time, I’m sure I would’ve hit upon this myself...” She almost sounded pouty.


      Lucia looked up at the phantom. At the same time, a row of arrows formed around her. It wasn’t just ice arrows either. Water, fire, ice, earth, wind, a rainbow of different elements appeared around her. They were slow to manifest, but it was still a re-creation of what the phantom had just done. Surrounded by hovering projectiles, the Avatar of Creation thrust her staff forward and let go.


      “This concludes the shoving match. These will go off in ten seconds. That should be enough time for a decent spell. Please, brace yourselves.”


      “Why is she going out of her way to warn the enemy?”


      Sitri looked like she couldn’t believe what Uuno was asking. “She’s not speaking to the enemy. That was directed at Lapis’s group.”


      “Wha?”


      Lucia’s arrows shot forward at almost the exact same moment. The phantom held up a hand before the incoming volley. Lucia then chanted an incantation.


      “HIGH GRAVITY FRAME!”


      The air creaked and groaned. Standing around Lucia, the hunters of Starlight fell to their knees, shocked as they let out cries of agony. The phantom crumpled to the ground as if being crushed from above. Then Lucia’s arrows hit its defenseless back. Water and fire interfered with one another, creating a blinding cloud of steam.


      “Wooow. Is that gravity magic?” Uuno sounded both impressed and exasperated. “That’s pretty rare. But even her allies got caught in the line of fire.”


      “Lucy learned gravity magic after Krai asked her to. Don’t worry. They won’t die. Besides, there’s very little you can do with magic if you let yourself worry about hitting teammates,” Sitri said bluntly.


      Ever since they attacked her without warning during their first encounter, Adler had suspected this party was a bunch of maniacs. Apparently, that impression wasn’t off the mark.


      Lucia’s spells were perfectly timed. By using a gravity spell to remove the phantom’s ability to resist, all her attacks hit their target; an attack would erase a normal phantom. Still, Lucia looked grim as ever. Paying no mind to the friendlies she had brought down, she stared intently into the steam.


      A speck of black appeared in the billowing white haze. It gradually expanded, droplets falling to the ground. Then the steam cleared.


      “You’re finally getting serious about this.”


      The elemental stood protectively in front of the face-down phantom. Cracks much larger than the previous bunch covered the phantom. Yet not a drop of blood spilled out from the quickly resealing fissures. It seemed that what Lucia had done still wasn’t enough.


      “It’s weakened,” Uuno gasped. “I can tell, but...”


      It was too late to fixate on the phantom. The black droplets continued to fall. From a spherical body of some viscous liquid, two eyes opened, staring directly at Lucia. What sort of elemental could this be? The black droplets ate into the ground, releasing miasma. Though its eyes were endearing at a glance, this creature no doubt surpassed the phantom Magus.


      Just as Lucia said, things were at last getting serious. Trickles of cold sweat down her cheeks were the first break in her placid veneer. She removed a vial of water from her robe and opened it up. The liquid floated out, forming a thin protective band around her. That was her water elemental.


      Commanding elementals was one of the most advanced techniques a Magus could learn. So this girl still had something hidden up her sleeve? That was admirable, but she was still very much the underdog in this fight. The bracelets at her wrists—her Relic staff—started to shine.


      And so the battle began.


      The next exchange made the previous look like child’s play. The world’s temperature plummeted as it froze over, countless blades of ice charged at the phantom and the elemental, and even as they were evaded, they plunged into the ground, encompassing it in massive pillars of ice.


      At some point, snow had begun to fall in thick clumps, turning the ground pure white. The cool air permeated not only the battlefield but all the way to where Adler was standing. These Magi were no longer toying with each other. They had stopped trying different spells and were now simply dying the world with shades of white and silver.


      “An Ice Magus...” Adler muttered.


      “Mostly because Lucy was given Telm’s Relic,” Sitri informed her. “Water spells were always her strong suit, and lately she’s been awfully fixated on them.”


      No way was this the result of a mere “fixation.” A talented Magus could focus their studies solely on ice magic and still not attain this sort of mastery. Unlike the single-target spells Lucia had been using earlier, she was now throwing around enough mana to alter the land.


      “L-Lucia, are you out of your mind?! Madam?!”


      “Let’s fall back. We’re just going to be collateral damage here.”


      Ice encompassed everything. Lucia was showing even less regard for her allies than she had with the gravity spell. Spells of that sort were typically off the table for hunters. Released from High Gravity Frame, the members of Starlight all got to a safe distance. Where in that thin, frail body of hers was the power to reshape the very land?


      Something caught Adler’s eye. Lucia Rogier had grown fox ears. And a tail.
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      “She’s not human? Is she a monster?!”


      Could she be another monster under that man’s command?!


      She had appeared human, but she was displaying powers that were anything but.


      “Krai puts more work on Lucy’s shoulders than anyone else’s. And Lucy doesn’t like to give in. Well, I suppose it’s not as though she had the option.”


      A blizzard and innumerable icicles bore down on the two intruders. Being hit from all sides by unavoidable attacks, the phantom retreated for the first time. Then, a black spot once again appeared in the air. Some spells harnessed powers of darkness, but this was clearly something else. Nor was it a physical attack, nor was it some destructive energy. Still, the icicles were swallowed up, and the blizzard was consumed by darkness. Lucia unleashed another attack, but only a fraction of it got through. Was this some magic from a bygone era?


      Uuno blanched and took a step back from the mirror. “The mana’s being consumed. That’s not an attack—it’s a pit, one that swallows up and destroys everything!”


      The raining blades of ice, the icicles shooting up from the ground, the freezing air, it was all pulled in before the elemental. In return, umbral arrows flew at Lucia. She attempted to block with a thick wall of ice, but the arrows ate away at the mana-enhanced barrier until it crumbled. Just barely, Lucia was protecting herself. Meanwhile, some, though not all, of her attacks were getting through. Except she was exhausting herself faster than they were. Normally, it would take more than some small arrows to demolish a dense wall.


      “So they’ve got divine powers? Guess that settles this.”


      As strong as Lucia was, that elemental was magnitudes greater. It was aberrant. Those dark powers were both a spear capable of tearing into any barrier as well as a shield capable of absorbing any offensive spell. The only way around the darkness would have been to ambush the elemental before it could protect itself. However, it was a little too late for that.


      Lucia’s spells weren’t reaching the phantom. The previously inactive elemental had now joined the fight. Or perhaps it had simply acknowledged Lucia as a threat.


      In the span of a breath, she formed a dragon of ice and brought it down on the elemental. It seemed she still had mana to spare. Still, she couldn’t keep up this resistance forever. Perhaps she could bet on the phantom having less mana than her, but she was clearly burning through her supply faster. Her back was up against the wall, death closing in.


      “Hmmm.” Sitri grew perplexed as she watched the battle play out. “It’s possible this is a bit much for her. Granted, Lucy’s the type to fight even when she doesn’t have any hope of winning. I don’t see what else she can do but use Milesse. Fight higher elemental with higher elemental.”


      “Milesse?” Hearing that name, Adler searched her memories. “Right, Selyn mentioned that name. One of Yggdra’s guardian elementals, or something.”


      “She’s an elemental with godlike powers. Certain circumstances have forced her into seclusion, but I’m sure a little use won’t hurt. The only problem is that Milesse is inside Mimicky and the only one who can command her, Selyn, isn’t here.”


      “Let’s check. Manifest mirror, show me Selyn!”


      Selyn had gone somewhere with the Thousand Tricks, and she couldn’t have picked a worse time for it. Why was Adler doing so much work when the Thousand Tricks was supposed to be showing her what he could do?


      The mirror’s image changed. For a moment, Adler forgot about the battle. She saw Selyn, now wearing a garish shirt. It was the blue shirt with the gaudy floral pattern, the same one the Thousand Tricks had been wearing earlier. For some reason or another, he was begrudgingly carrying Selyn on his back through the streets of Yggdra. That alone was a sign something unusual had happened, yet it was Selyn’s expression that shocked Adler the most.


      In a complete reversal of yesterday’s dignity, her eyes were drowsily half-closed. She leaned against the Thousand Tricks, letting out an occasional yawn. From what Adler had seen, Selyn was a Noble Spirit with a strong sense of duty. Not a trace of that remained in this current figure.




      “This is bad. Did you hear that noise? I’m glad you’re perfectly comfortable, but I need you to pull yourself together.”


      “I care not. The world will perish either way. I’ve never felt so nice in my life, and I’d ask that you not interfere with that.”


      She sounded devoid of any motivation, drawing out a sigh of exasperation from the Thousand Tricks.


      “I’ve heard that too much perfect comfort has turned some people into layabouts. I guess this is what happens when a responsible person suddenly has all their burdens lifted at once. Listen, there was noise over there, so let’s get going.”




      “Wh-What is that man hoping to do with Selyn in that state?”


      He appeared to be heading in the direction of Lucia’s battle.


      ***


      All Selyn had done was put on the gaudy shirt Krai had handed to her. Its effects were miraculous. It was as if a veil had been lifted from her eyes, as though the world had changed. She felt lighter, like she had just removed a heavy suit of armor. To be precise, though, she wasn’t actually any lighter than she had been earlier. The most likely explanation was that she had been relieved of the pressure bearing down on her.


      According to the Thousand Tricks, Perfect Vacation was a shirt Relic that made its wearer feel perfectly comfortable, and nothing more. However, for Selyn, the change was extraordinarily vivid. The anxiety constantly lurking in the back of her head, the stress accumulated after so many restless nights wondering what to do, all of it had dissolved, making her finally realize just how restless she had been.


      After enjoying some proper leisure, Selyn was hit by a wave of sleepiness. The Relic offered comfort—it did not erase fatigue. In her normal state, Selyn would have suppressed the urge to rest and continued with her work. She should have felt there was no time for rest when the world was facing a crisis. Her thinking had since changed. Relieved of pressure, she was in a new state of mind. No longer stifled by extreme pressure, her head started working smoothly.


      She began to space out when she heard a knock, followed by the door opening. Krai entered, shocked to see Selyn slumped in her chair.


      “Oh, you look perfectly comfortable. Like you’re a whole new person. Except I don’t think I changed that much when I first wore it.”


      “I harbored my doubts when you first handed me this Relic. I’ve since come to understand why you gave it to me.”


      The Relic belonged to the human. Selyn had felt some reservations over borrowing it from him, but following his orders had proven the right choice. Under tension, the brain doesn’t work as it typically does, and the mind can affect the flesh. Surely this irresistible drowsiness was proof that the body demanded sleep. Selyn didn’t want to move. All she wanted was to let her body rest. She exhaled.


      “When I wear this Relic, everything feels so trifling. Even the World Tree’s rampancy.”


      “Yeah, uh...huh?”


      Krai looked at Selyn as though she were insane. Borrowing the Relic and being freed from her shackles had granted her enlightenment. Everything felt like more trouble than it was worth.


      Still, she forced herself to say, “The World Tree’s rampancy is an inevitable part of nature’s course. That we, Noble Spirits who have faithfully lived and died among nature, would attempt to stop the rampancy is nothing short of absurd. We never had anything to fear in the first place. After our greatest efforts had proven meaningless, we should have resigned ourselves to our fated destruction. There is nothing we can do but spend these last one hundred years showing our gratitude to the world and living in peace.”


      There was nothing the Noble Spirits could do against the laws of the world. Even if they stopped it once, who was to say they could stop it next time? They would be wasting their time. Perhaps it was also the will of the gods that a surge of mana had driven one of the guardian elementals, Milesse, to lose control and attack Selyn.


      Krai blinked and tilted his head. “I know you’ve got that shirt and all, but I still think your heart’s changed a bit too much. Well, okay, I know we’re talking about the world a century from now. Hold on. In that case, what are you going to do about Luke’s petrification?”


      She remained silent.


      “At least say something.”


      She had completely forgotten. Of course, Selyn had done everything she could to break the curse on Luke, but that was nothing more than one step in the plan to solve the World Tree problem. Besides, what could they do for him now that he was deep within the treasure vault? Nobody in Yggdra had challenged Shrine of the Effluent God and returned.


      Selyn took a deep breath of cool air. “Well, these things happen when you live so long,” she said comfortingly.


      “But humans don’t live as long as Noble Spirits.”


      “I’m feeling quite sleepy right now. I’ll think on it more later.”


      “I’m starting to think that Relic has some defects. I didn’t have the same problems, but man, I didn’t realize it could do this. Could you take it off?”


      You want me to abandon this perfect comfort?


      That caused Selyn’s half-lidded eyes to fly open, focused directly on Krai. It was his Relic, so she would have to return it eventually, but she had only just put it on.


      “Just try and remove it, if you dare. But be warned, you’ll be cursed if you touch me.”


      She was still feeling the lingering effects of her stress. If this human had given her the Relic with her condition in mind, then it still hadn’t finished its job. Telling herself that excuse, Selyn clung to the chair. Krai furrowed his brow, then pulled out a small slab from his pocket as if something had occurred to him.


      There was a mysterious clicking sound.


      “What’s that sound?”


      “Nothing. I just thought Lapis and her party might want to see.”


      What was he talking about? Though it piqued Selyn’s curiosity, she was tired of thinking. All she wanted to do was give in to comfort. She knew she was making a disgrace of herself. However, that Noble Spirit pride of hers no longer meant anything to her. Comfort had stolen her pride. She simply sank into her chair, looking up at Krai.


      “Now that I think about it,” Krai said, sheepishly scratching his cheek, “this is sort of how I felt when Sitri first invited me to her house. I never thought Perfect Vacation could have a defect.”


      No, this relic was flawless. While Selyn did appear undeniably slovenly, that was because her previous attitude had been mistaken. Her current state was the proper one. She felt neither hot nor cold, not the slightest pain, and anything and everything that might worry her was shut out. Or rather, it wasn’t shut out, so much as it was there, just not disrupting her perfect comfort. In this state, she could remain unperturbed even in that treasure vault.


      Just then, she heard a harsh sound in the distance. The room trembled slightly. Judging by the sound, it had probably come from somewhere within Yggdra. Apparently, something was going on. With senses unique to Noble Spirits, Selyn detected signs of powerful spells being used. Could they be under attack? As far as she could tell, the barriers hadn’t activated.


      Profuse mana material had turned the environs of Yggdra into a hazardous land, yet this would be the first time any monster had ever entered the city. Yggdra’s barriers fended off threats by harnessing the powers of the ley lines, just as the Godtree Guideway did. A breach in the barriers was a big deal.


      To make things worse, it appeared the breach hadn’t been done by force. Even someone with divine powers wouldn’t be able to easily slip past the barriers without Selyn knowing it. Perhaps equally surprised by the attack, Krai was frantically looking around.


      “It would appear we have an emergency,” Selyn said. “To think something could break through the barriers of Yggdra. I can’t imagine how they may have done it. Perhaps instant transportation.”


      Knowing the cause wouldn’t change anything. It was thanks to the help of many friends that Selyn had thus far managed to keep Yggdra running. While she was the imperial princess, that didn’t mean she had any capacity for preterhuman artifice. After all, she was just one Noble Spirit.


      “That’s pretty bad, isn’t it? But you don’t seem to care.”


      “Panicking will do us little good now. I suppose if this had happened before I donned this shirt, I would be causing quite a fuss.”


      Freed from her stress, nothing scared Selyn anymore. Nothing but the thought of losing this perfect comfort. She slid out of her chair, sprawling on the ground.


      “Honestly, I really didn’t think this would happen. So what are you going to do?” Krai asked with a sigh.


      “What do you mean by that?”
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      “What do I mean? Something happened, right? We should check it out.”


      Indeed. The human was quite right. As imperial princess, the future of Yggdra rested on Selyn’s shoulders. Though it vexed her to do as this human said after he had already sent her running this way and that with his preposterous behavior.


      Resisting the urge to sleep, she looked up at Krai through glassy eyes. “You’re right. Though I can’t imagine there’s any way I might be of use. Here, human, you should take care of it. I’ll leave Yggdra entirely in your hands. I grant you rulership of the Yggdrans and unfettered access to our land and spells. Nothing like this has ever happened in our land’s grand history.”


      Krai looked baffled.


      This was a fine idea. As imperial princess, Selyn had the greatest powers of anyone in Yggdra, but she lacked experience. Though Krai was a frail human, his fragile body had made it through plenty of gauntlets. Not only that, Starlight, all fellow Noble Spirits, seemed to trust him and had already agreed to cooperate with his plans. Thrusting—no, entrusting Yggdra to him wouldn’t actually change much.


      All the while, the rumbling continued intermittently. Selyn felt strong mana distortions, suggesting there was an intense battle somewhere nearby—one that involved consummate Magi. Going off the mana, one of them was Lucia, a member of Krai’s party. The other was strange in that it felt both familiar and foreign. Was this one the intruder? There was one thing she was certain of, and that was that fights between Magi didn’t last long.


      “If you don’t leave soon, you’ll be too late,” Selyn said. “Though all that really changes is how soon you perish.”


      “Yeah, but it’s not like there’s anything I can really do. I guess I’ve got no choice.”


      What are you planning to do?


      Letting herself sink into fluffy reverie, Selyn watched as Krai removed a sword from Mimicky. It was beautiful, practically ornamental. The unsheathed blade was, to her surprise, transparent. Clearly, this was no ordinary weapon.


      “Do you intend to threaten me? It’s no use. I’ve become a stranger to fear.”


      “Not quite. Noble Spirits are lighter than humans, but that doesn’t mean they’re easy to carry. Honestly, why do I have to do this? Is this what they mean by no sense of caution?”


      Krai sheathed the blade and tied it to his waist, then reached under Selyn, hoisting her up with ease.


      ***


      “I’ve heard that too much perfect comfort has turned some people into layabouts. I guess this is what happens when a responsible person suddenly has all their burdens lifted at once. Listen, there was noise over there, so let’s get going.”


      Y’know, this isn’t the first time in recent memory I’ve carried a Noble Spirit on my back.


      Grumbling internally, I headed in the direction of the commotion. Under the influence of Perfect Vacation, Selyn offered no complaints despite being carried on my back. Noble Spirits were light compared to humans. However, they were about the same size as us, so they still weighed a fair bit. It was all thanks to Silent Air, a weight-manipulating Relic, that a weakling like me could carry Selyn.


      She was dainty, her skin just a bit cold, and her hair hung down and tickled my cheek. There was something odd about carrying a body that felt light as a feather. With her chest pressed against my back, I could feel her heartbeat. Carrying someone to the battlefield like this wasn’t supposed to be part of my job.


      “Human,” she whispered in my ear, “why are you so determined to fight even after I, the imperial princess, have told you there’s no need?”


      Who’s determined to fight?


      I couldn’t help but snort. Not for a second had I ever wanted to fight since arriving in Yggdra. Or before arriving in Yggdra. I was only carrying Selyn to the battlefield because I didn’t know what else to do. Putting Perfect Vacation on her was my crime. I didn’t change at all when I wore the Relic, so I was completely caught off guard to see what it did to someone diligent. I got a stomachache just thinking what Starlight might say if they were to see Selyn like this.


      But there was still hope. Perfect Vacation only made its wearer perfectly comfortable; it didn’t remove their compassion. If I brought her before the enemy, she should revert to her usual self. I thought she might revert. I hoped she might revert.


      Hearing Selyn’s misguided question, I put on a hard-boiled smile. “Why fight? Because I’m a hunter, why else? That’s all the reason I need.”


      It goes without saying, but I will anyway: There was nothing I could do against our enemy. I was just saying words. All I amounted to was a single fool who wasn’t even perfectly comfortable.


      The sounds of battle were still going strong. I didn’t know what was going on, but there was no way my friends would sit back and let some intruder in.


      “Besides, I might’ve said there’s nothing I can do, but there’s something you can do, Selyn.”


      She didn’t respond.


      Selyn was a Noble Spirit, a race known for their magical prowess, and their princess at that. If even the Noble weaklings of Starlight had made waves in the imperial capital, I could barely imagine how strong a Noble not-weakling was. On the other hand, she hadn’t been able to break the curse on Luke.


      Unlike me, you’ve got some competence, so go give ’em hell. Everyone else is doing their best, so go show them what you’ve got.


      Selyn remained silent as I carried her towards the noise. After a bit more walking, I began to pick up on signs of battle. Chilling wind. Light tremors. My senses were too dull to detect mana material, but I was willing to bet they were really going at it.


      I stopped a good distance from the battlefield. I had realized where that cold air was coming from. In the distance, I could see snow falling in clumps. This wasn’t nature’s work. Clouds swirled, wind blew, turning one corner of Yggdra into a wintry landscape. Amid a thin layer of snow and a raging blizzard, a dragon of ice and a dragon of obsidian exchanged blows.


      The ice dragon had to be Lucia’s, which meant the obsidian one had to be the enemy’s. As was so often the case, fights between Magi were a spectacle in a manner very different from melee fighters.


      The ice dragon flew in a large spiral, only to be grabbed by the obsidian dragon, creating a black decay that ate away at it. From above, a pillar of light pierced the ice dragon, causing it to explode. The fragments of ice rained down as far back as my position. Something told me Lucia didn’t exactly have the upper hand.


      “Are those...” Selyn said in a low voice, “Could those be Phinisse’s desiccation powers? Why is Phinisse...”


      “You know that thing?”


      Was this some mythical beast that lived near Yggdra or something? I started to get my hopes up. If Selyn knew its name, then she might know its weaknesses. If we could get that info to Lucia, that would surely open up new options for her.


      “I do,” Selyn answered calmly. “I don’t just know them. That’s one of Yggdra’s renowned guardian elementals. Annihilator Phinisse, presider of death. The last I saw of him was when he left with some of our comrades who were headed to the treasure vault.”


      That took me by surprise. Once again, she had said something grand and important like it was nothing. If this was a guardian elemental, that meant it was the same class as Milesse, the one that had swallowed her up and withstood a combined assault from Grieving Souls.


      “Does he have any weaknesses?” I asked.


      “None. Phinisse is an elemental with few peers. We couldn’t possibly defeat him in a direct fight, and needless to say, neither could you humans. Truly unfortunate.”


      What’s unfortunate is that my sister is currently in a battle to death with that thing. I’m going to have to confiscate Perfect Vacation.


      “Can’t you do something?”


      Selyn let out a long breath. “I will try. He appears to have lost his sanity, just as Milesse had, so I doubt there’s anything I can do.”


      That was a delayed answer.


      Since she was going to try something, I let Selyn down from my back. Wobbling as her feet touched the ground, she let out a long sigh and turned towards the battlefield. Catching a glimpse of her expression, I could barely believe my eyes. There wasn’t a trace of the dignified visage she had worn this morning. Her features were the same, but I got a lesson in just how much an expression could change a face’s effect.


      She had been pretty lax when I put her on my back and had somehow slackened further in the meantime. Any Yggdrans who knew her well would probably be astounded if they saw her like this.


      I really didn’t think perfect comfort would do this to you. I guess I owe you an apology.


      Eyes closed, Selyn took a moment to gather her strength. Slowly, she opened, revealing irises as clear as before she put on the Relic. Her lips, the same as ever, opened.


      “Phinisse, return to your senses.”


      What are you doing?! At least raise your voice. Look how far they are!


      “Speak up a bit. He probably can’t hear you.”


      “You ask a lot of me, given the vanity of our efforts. Very well. I’ll get closer.”


      “Be sure to get close enough that he can hear you.”


      I know the shirt changed her and all, but she’s really not trying here. How did she get this lazy?


      After giving her a push on the back, Selyn began a sluggish walk, sighing for the umpteenth time. Unlike me, she had no Safety Rings, yet didn’t hesitate as she approached the dueling dragons. With slothlike footsteps, she was wholly devoid of anything resembling courage or determination. Just watching her made me anxious.


      While we had been having our dumb exchange, the battle grew more intense. Ice spells flew every which way along with blinding lights, all of it very loud. I couldn’t tell who was casting what or how many spells were in play, but it was clearly too many for a one-on-one. Still, there was nothing I could do.


      “Ooh. It’s getting chilly.”


      With a big yawn, I sat down. I figured I may as well at least cheer Selyn on.


      ***


      Annihilator Phinisse had served as one of Yggdra’s storied guardian elementals for a long time. Born from the concentrated powers of the World Tree, Phinisse had the power to usher in the end, making him incredibly powerful, even compared to other guardian elementals. Several years ago, Phinisse and some warriors from Yggdra had challenged Shrine of the Effluent God and hadn’t been seen since.


      He had the power to decay. Even within Yggdra, many people reviled his ability to drain the life of any creature, phantoms and monsters included. Typically, a Magus might borrow an elemental’s power in order to cast greater spells, but Phinisse was an exception. Nobody in Yggdra was capable of commanding Annihilator Phinisse. It was simply a matter of poor compatibility.


      Thus, he had been sent off along with some of Yggdra’s best Magi. Though nobody could command him, they could fight at his side. Such a powerful elemental could muster plenty of strength even without a caster.


      Selyn had long since given up on any hope of his survival. An apex elemental was more than just a living being, coming closer to something divine. Though it shouldn’t be easy to kill one, she had been forced to accept reality after going years without seeing him.


      And yet the raging obsidian dragon Selyn saw in the distance was undeniably something created by Phinisse’s powers. He looked a bit different, but Selyn would never mistake a friend she had fought alongside for so long. This would explain why Yggdra’s barriers hadn’t activated, as those were designed to let allies pass freely.


      If she hadn’t been perfectly comfortable, Selyn might have been staring in disbelief at her friend. Instead, she had no trouble coming to terms with what she saw. After Milesse had lost control and swallowed up Selyn, there was nothing strange about Phinisse turning against Yggdra.


      Just as she had told Krai, her words did nothing to stop Phinisse. Besides, stopping the elemental through force was impossible, and if he was sane enough to listen to Selyn, then he wouldn’t be rampaging in the first place. Phinisse was very much aware of the dangers his powers posed to the forest.


      Walking closer, Selyn sighed. “What terrifying powers. Lucia Rogier’s, that is. Well, and that of her foe.”


      Selyn’s eyes bore a special power passed down through the imperial line. With a high aptitude for magic to make up for their low mana material absorption, the Yggdran imperial family was capable of seeing the energies swirling through the world. By looking at flows and colors, they could determine a Magus’s skills and what spell they were about to cast.


      Lucia was powerful and steady, like an immense river. She wasn’t lacking for cast speed or firepower, so much that only a handful of Yggdran Magi could match her. On top of the considerable enhancements she received from mana material, she must have trained considerably. Her glaciating powers were practically inhuman.


      Still, her foe was remarkable as well. This wasn’t referring to Phinisse—it was referring to the consummate Magus with him. Its powers were grand and devoid of any emotion. Any spells cast by a living being were affected by the current circumstances and mental state of the caster. Selyn was capable of seeing those distortions, yet none were to be found in the Magus Lucia was facing off against. If Lucia’s mana was an immense river, then it was like steel.


      This phantom most likely came from Shrine of the Effluent God. As if that weren’t bad enough, it was also wielding the powers of Annihilator Phinisse, something nobody else in Yggdra had managed to accomplish. The elemental alone couldn’t have produced that obsidian dragon. Born from the power to decay, the dragon ate up Lucia’s spells and extinguished any support offered by Starlight. Nobody but Phinisse could have done that.


      Now, I said I would give it a try. What am I to do?


      If they could do something about Phinisse, then the Magus alone should be manageable. However, defeating Phinisse in a direct confrontation wasn’t possible. Selyn could go all out and still not be a match for him. The only way to overcome Annihilator Phinisse was with another guardian elemental. If they had Milesse—Originator Milesse—they would have a good chance even against Phinisse at full strength.


      However...


      “That won’t work. There’s no use bringing forth Milesse.”


      Selyn rejected the idea welling up in her head. As a member of the imperial family, making two guardian elementals fight one another was unthinkable, not to mention Phinisse was the superior combatant of the two. Forcing the two to battle could be catastrophic. If their demise was inevitable, Selyn wished that at least Milesse might survive.


      In the end, all she could do was try to change Phinisse’s mind and pray for a miracle. Now that the battle was only a few dozen meters away, she once again looked up at the savage battle and raised her voice.


      “Phinisse, return to your senses.”


      She put a bit more force into it, but Phinisse wasn’t stopping. She had hardly expected anything else; if words were enough to put an end to this, they wouldn’t be fighting in the first place. What did that human expect her to do? If he were some preterhuman artificer, he should’ve given her some suggestions.


      The elemental was nature’s might. Yggdra had never been able to control their guardian elementals to begin with. They protected the city because they wanted to. With a deep sigh, Selyn sat down and hugged her knees. She knew it was odd, but she still felt perfectly comfortable despite it all. She could still feel the intoxication that had flooded her body when she put the Relic on. If she had a mirror, she would surely see a mellow face looking back at her.


      Listening closely, she could hear Krai cheering her on, shouting, “Go on! You can do it, Selyn!” She appreciated the gesture, but what a ridiculous man he was. If he was able to cheer for her, he could’ve used that effort to stop Phinisse. That’s right. Just like how he had returned Milesse to her senses and saved Selyn on the Godtree Guideway. And that’s when it occurred to her.


      “Does he expect me to attack Phinisse, thereby draining his energy and restoring his sanity?”


      Indeed. If Phinisse regained control of his mind, he might be able to resist the phantom’s commands. Except that would never work. Even in hindsight, it still felt like a miracle that Krai had been able to restore Milesse’s sanity. After asking Starlight about the principles, she was tentatively willing to accept that it had worked, but the circumstances were too specific.


      Even with her ability to see mana material, Selyn had no idea how much longer they would have to wear Phinisse down before he came to. She wanted to know how that human had been able to pull off such a plan with Milesse.


      Lucia’s battle with the phantom was only getting more intense. The destructive spells had left Yggdra’s streets in ruin. Almost everyone had already been evacuated, meaning there was no need to worry about casualties, but repairs would take some time.


      Another sigh escaped Selyn. She just wanted to retire already. She had done what she could, and she had done it for so long.


      And then she heard a frigid voice.


      “Now, it’s time to end this.”


      It was Lucia Rogier’s voice. At the same time, her tempest of mana swelled to even greater proportions. She was readying a massive spell. Fights between Magi involved exchanging spells, and unless something minor finished it, they gradually progressed to bigger and bigger spells.


      Silence returned. The howling blizzard had stopped, and sunshine broke through gaps in the clouds. Large spells created moments of silence, quiet pauses between casts. Aware that the next spell would be the greatest, the phantom had come to a halt. Mana twisted and turned through the air, thrashing as it forked in two.


      A powerful Magus could control even the mana that permeated the world. Just as Lucia had announced, she was planning to put everything into her next barrage. Her previous attacks must have made it clear to her that anything half-hearted would be struck aside. This next one would decide the battle.


      Narrowing her eyes, Selyn examined both Lucia and the phantom. Naturally, the scales were tipped in the phantom’s favor, but the gap was surprisingly small. Even after letting loose so many massive spells, Lucia still had mana to spare. Given that she was up against Phinisse, that was an exceptional feat.


      Lucia had sprouted animal ears and a tail, from which Selyn could detect abnormal amounts of mana. Their power was so great as to surpass even the monsters that prowled about the World Tree.


      Taking a raging torrent of mana into herself, Lucia Rogir purified it, making it her own.


      I see. So that’s what she’s been hiding. But no matter how much mana she possesses, there are limits to the power a human can harness through a spell.


      Though even Phinisse couldn’t just drain any and all life in the blink of an eye, Selyn couldn’t conceive of how a human might wield more power than a guardian elemental. She knew better than anyone the might Phinisse wielded.


      Once more, Selyn let out a sigh and examined each side’s plans. Lucia Rogier appeared to be borrowing the power of an elemental and planned to strike with a tornado spell of some kind. In the very palm of her hand, a small twister formed, which grew bigger and bigger as it absorbed the moisture in the air. She was using a different element now; water instead of ice.


      This was very likely her specialty. Not that any of her previous attacks had lacked refinement, but this spell was seamless, formed with perfect efficiency. She seemed to be taking advantage of every bit of power her elemental offered so as to designate precisely how big the tornado would get and where it would go.


      Meanwhile, the phantom was focusing on raw power. Phinisses’s abilities had always been geared towards attacking wide areas. Pinpointing targets was one thing he didn’t do well. The elemental on his own was plenty powerful and became capable of even more when commanded by a Magus. By having a caster take control, spells elaborate and immense became possible.


      Phinisse produced swords, ones reminiscent of gravestones. They were shaped like crosses and imbued with the power to decay. At a glance, they appeared weaker than the black dragon, but that would be a false assumption. The mana was much denser in these blades. Surely, this was the greatest spell in the phantom’s arsenal; a mere brush would be enough to drain the life of anything alive.


      The swords were aimed at Lucia and Starlight’s members. The power of desiccation drained life, bringing annihilation to all. How much resistance would Lucia be able to muster?


      And what could Selyn do?


      She waited for the immense accumulations of mana to be released. Resting her head on her knees, she closed her eyes for a few seconds, fortifying her resolve. Lifting her head up, she called out in the loudest voice she could, “Phinisse, return to your senses. The imperial princess of Yggdra will suffer no further attacks from you.”


      She was surprised at what a small voice it was. Something within her whispered that surely this must be perfect comfort, overwriting her anxiety. If she couldn’t actually feel threatened, she couldn’t muster the will to stand up to it. She was calm and collected, but had lost the passion necessary to take action.


      In all likelihood, that human was exasperated with her. As a result of her perfect comfort and dispassion, she had given up on everything. She could barely muster more than a limp voice, much less do anything to aid Lucia. No matter how quiet the battlefield got, nobody would be stopped by a command barely audible.


      Hanging her head in a sigh, Selyn suddenly felt someone looking at her. She looked up. Not far off, Phinisse floated in the air opposite Lucia. The riptide tornado in front of her was growing bigger and bigger. Behind the phantom, the blades of concentrated power waited to be released. There would be no mutual cancellation here—in less than a minute, this battle would be decided.


      Amid the tension, Selyn focused not on Lucia or Phinisse, but on the phantom. She stared at the masked phantom Magus standing beneath Phinisse. Using powerful spells required delicate mana control—it required concentration. That was true for humans, Noble Spirits, and phantoms alike.


      A Magus’s efficacy was affected by the present circumstances. Complete focus was indispensable in order to become a first-rate Magus who could cast in any situation. And yet the phantom that hadn’t shown the slightest emotion now had distortions in its mana. Selyn didn’t know what could be behind this. Though the mask had no eyes, she felt as if their gazes had met. She detected no hostility from it—just surprise.


      And that created an immense opening.


      A small mana disruption wasn’t enough to stop a spell, but Lucia Rogier knew better than to overlook an opening. Borrowing the power of her water elemental, she formed her spell with practiced hands and perfect control. Then she let it go.


      “Hailstorm River!”


      Unleashed, the gathered water expanded, glittering in the sunlight as it flowed about. It made no more noise than necessary. Despite its size, the cyclone of rapid currents was devoid of redundancies and shockingly quiet. Hailstorm’s perfection closed in on the phantom. Every drop of water was brimming with mana, their flow controlled so perfectly to the point of being unnecessary. The intricately woven tornado stabilized, pulling nothing in. Anything that came in contact with it was sure to be inhaled and shredded to bits.


      The phantom Magus fired a spell at the incoming Hailstorm. Though unleashed in a panic, the dull, desiccating blades still hurled forward with more than enough speed. Phinisse the apex guardian elemental may have lost his sanity, but not his might. His powers of decay ate away and annihilated any and all life. Potential collateral damage to the environment prevented him from using his power more than sparingly, but now that power had just been used to create a swarm of blades.


      They were poorly directed, perhaps because of the phantom’s uncertainty, yet they still managed to pierce the gigantic tornado headed their way. Even against a magic spell, the powers of decay proved effective. The tornado was dyed black. No matter how immense or stable it was, it couldn’t last long against the ability to rot and desiccate. Even trying to hold off the attacks was unfeasible. Trying to fight Phinisse was ultimately a futile endeavor.


      Just as Selyn let out a small sigh, Lucia thrust out her staff.


      “I GET IT!” she roared. “IF I CAN’T HOLD THEM OFF, I’LL JUST SEND THEM BACK!”


      Dozens of blades ate into the tornado, all of them twisting and spinning as they swirled about the cyclone currents. Then they were ejected, and Selyn finally understood the reason Lucia directed her spell so precisely. If all she wanted to do was slam a tornado into her foe, there was no need for such perfect control. If anything, that energy would’ve been better put to use increasing the spell’s destructive power.


      Lucia was controlling her spell so she could send the blades back in an instant. Because the decay would destroy the tornado if given enough time.


      Flung by precise currents, the blades hurled in the phantom’s direction. Selyn felt her heart beat just once. The shock she felt was enough to override the perfect comfort granted by the Relic. What remarkable mana manipulation to produce a Hailstorm that took into account the angle, speed, and power of those blades. Selyn was certain that this was one of the greatest shows of spellcraft she had ever seen in her long life. It was a work of art.


      Yet if the phantom’s spell had been without flaws, the blades might have evaded the tornado, and if not that, then they could have avoided being ejected from the current. However, it had already lost control over them. A dozen or more swords of desiccating obsidian punctured the phantom and Phinisse, floating nearby.


      It made no sound. Those weapons caused something more than mere destruction. Sturdy flesh and stalwart barriers meant nothing to the powers of Annihilator Phinisse. The world shook. It was probably a cry from Phinisse. His body rapidly shrank until it disappeared entirely.


      Cracks formed in the phantom’s body. With each puncture, they spread further and further, eventually reaching the mask that hid its face. Its body wilted, the mask flew off.


      Lucia won? I know she took advantage of a lapse in concentration, but I can barely believe a human defeated Phinisse and a Magus capable of commanding him...


      As the phantom crumpled, Liz, having watched the battle from a distance, whistled. “Woo, way to go, Lucy!”


      “It’s not gone yet!” Lucia replied through heavy breaths.


      Formed from mana material, a phantom disappeared if they were damaged past the point of being able to sustain itself. Due to the high mana material in the area, it could take a long time for this phantom to fade. Though it looked defeated, they couldn’t get ahead of themselves. While Phinisse had lost his form, it was entirely possible he was still alive.


      “Don’t worry, you were perfect out there. Here, if you’re still worried, I’ll make sure they stay down!”


      Twirling the rod of anti-mana metal, Liz ran up to the phantom. With ease, she lifted it up by the hair. Seeing its face, she blinked.


      “Hm? This phantom. It’s not a phantom?”


      And that was when Selyn froze, her perfect comfort completely wiped from her mind.


      The broken mask revealed a face. Pale skin that was nearly transparent. Handsome features. Dark hair that was uncommon for Noble Spirits. Selyn could never forget that brash visage; it was one of her friends who had left with Phinisse for the treasure vault two hundred years ago.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: Phase Two


      In the center of Yggdra, the mana material manipulators were being constructed in a workspace built next to a magic research facility. Within the facility, Selyn clenched her fists as she looked at her bedridden comrade. Next to the bed, Ansem, one of the finest magic healers in Zebrudia, grimly examined the Noble Spirit.


      A person appearing from within a phantom was unheard of. Yggdra had experienced a previous World Tree rampancy and collapse of civilization, yet even their records didn’t mention anything like this.


      Each second felt a minute or ten. After examining Selyn’s comrade, Ansem nodded. “Mmm. He’s weakened, but otherwise perfectly fine. He’s simply unconscious and should awaken shortly.”


      “Th-That’s a relief.”


      “He doesn’t appear to have suffered any external interference. His flesh and spirit are indisputably those of a Noble Spirit.”


      The magic research facility was one of the safest places in Yggdra. This building resting within the cavity of a large tree was itself a work of the arcane, and it served as a hospital as well. The building enhanced Noble Spirits’ healing capacity, allowing them to recover from even a serious wound in just a few hours.


      Hearing Ansem’s report, Selyn sat down on the spot. The earlier comfort had faded at some point or another; perhaps Perfect Vacation was out of charge. At this point, she no longer felt like recharging it. This Relic was a dangerous one. When she put herself in its care, her perfect comfort had come at the cost of something valuable.


      The comrade recovered from the phantom was one who had stayed fresh in her memory since his disappearance. He was an extraordinary Grand Magus, even by Yggdran standards, and had gone with Phinisse, the guardian elemental, to challenge Shrine of the Effluent God.


      The first signs of the World Tree’s rampancy had appeared roughly three centuries prior. While the current degree of degradation was a recent development, many people had gone to the treasure vault. The talented, the courageous, they all disappeared. The bedridden man before her had been among the first to join the fight. Though not to the degree of Selyn, he, too, had imperial blood in his veins.


      Selyn said a name she hadn’t uttered in a very long time.


      “I had long since presumed you dead, wise one. Luin Seyntos Frestle.”


      She got no response as Luin remained asleep. She could, however, feel his heart steadily beating.


      Only the formidable had gone to brave the treasure vault, and they had all been prepared to die. With the pride they took in their conviction, it would have been rude to lament that they never returned; that would have insulted the choice they made. Therefore, Selyn never shed a tear over their deaths. But seeing that familiar face before her caused her to choke up with emotion. Mere hours ago, she hadn’t even hoped for a miracle such as this.


      After watching in silence, Sitri then clapped her hands. “Now then, would you be so kind as to fill us in?” she asked with a smile. “Though we watched the events through the manifest mirror, we’re not entirely certain what happened.”


      Selyn was hoping for an explanation just as much as they were. All she had done was follow Krai Andrey’s suggestion to enter the battlefield, then call out in a small voice. She hadn’t used any magic. She hadn’t even summoned any courage. She, of course, had never imagined that Luin might be inside that phantom.


      “I don’t know anything,” she said. “However, Luin was one of the warriors who challenged the treasure vault long ago. Once the intruding phantom was vanquished, he appeared from the cracks in its body. Now that I look back upon it, the phantom must have been able to slip through the barrier because it was no ordinary phantom.”


      In retrospect, that was unnatural. Even the phantom of a Level 10 vault shouldn’t have been able to simply walk through the barrier. When she learned that one of the intruders was Phinisse, Selyn had presumed that was the reason the barrier hadn’t done anything. She hadn’t considered that there were two trespassers. If the phantom had been a typical one, it would have been denied entry. It was because both of them were allies that they had been allowed into Yggdra.


      “He couldn’t have been alive. Luin has been missing for more than two hundred years. We may be long-lived, but unlike Phinisse, we’ll die if we don’t eat or drink.”


      “We saw through the manifest mirror how Lucy defeated the phantom by hitting it with its own attacks. I was already appalled when our reckless, stubborn Magus took the bold step of utilizing the enemy’s power. To think that a living being would then emerge from a defeated phantom. Precedent really has no meaning when dealing with a Level 10 vault.”


      Blushing ever so slightly, Lucia looked the other way.


      Indeed, this was unprecedented. It was also an unexpected blessing. Luin’s expertise surpassed Selyn’s in a number of fields. Though he wasn’t yet awake, he would surely be a valuable companion in the coming days.


      “This changes things,” Eliza said calmly, speaking up for the first time. “What’s important is that Yggdra’s warriors might still be out there, only as phantoms.”


      Selyn looked up, startled. Eliza was right. Why hadn’t this occurred to her earlier? Luin wasn’t the only one who had challenged the treasure vault, and not a single corpse had been found. This suggested that there could very well be Yggdrans still held captive by the vault.


      She understood that their current top priority was stopping the World Tree’s rampancy. However, Yggdran warriors were all first-rate Magi. Having more of them would mean more hands able to help with Sitri’s plan.


      With a wolfish grin, Liz pressed a fist into her palm. “Now this is more like it. So what? We just gotta bash them down, and they’ll come back? I just let Lucy have all the fun for herself, and this sounds like a nice little game.”


      “L-Lizzy,” Tino said, “how can you treat such high-level phantoms like a game? Oh, never mind actually...”


      A fitting opinion for a hunter that feared not even a god. Evidently, this one wasn’t intimidated by a powerful foe. Though in light of the previous battle, Selyn couldn’t imagine this would be simple. As she wondered whether to be grateful or to put a stop to the hunter, one very grim Uuno shivered.


      “There’s a very good chance it will take more than simply defeating the phantoms,” the young girl said. “After the Avatar of Creation stabbed the phantom with its own blades, the mana material composing its body was altered. This is only my suspicion, but I think those phantoms are partially fused with the people inside them.”


      Everyone listened closely. Selyn had been on the scene, yet she hadn’t noticed that. The power of decay was actually the power to absorb. To wither plants by draining their life. To erase a spell by draining its mana. To kill a phantom by draining its mana material. She had no trouble believing what Uuno had said. Indeed, that was certainly possible for Phinisse’s powers.


      “I’m certain that Phinisse’s powers are capable of limiting their damage to the phantom portions. I’ve seen it erase phantoms before.”


      This wasn’t the first time they had vanquished a phantom from that vault.


      Selyn felt conflicting feelings of hope and despair. If Uuno was right, saving her companions wouldn’t be easy. There were two issues. The first was that if they wanted to save all the warriors, only a portion of their team could defeat the phantoms. Those who dealt mainly in physical attacks, such as Liz and Eliza, wouldn’t be of much use on that front. To add to that, if they were to prioritize the warriors, they would have to delay their plans to weaken the treasure vault, as they didn’t know what would happen to the trapped warriors once the vault faded.


      The second issue was the more fundamental, and that was that the power to desiccate was unique to Phinisse. It was considered taboo in a sense, and there weren’t any similar spells to be found even in Yggdra.


      “I’ve never seen or heard of anything like that spell.” Lucia grimaced. She had fought Phinisse up close and expertly used his attacks against him. “Recreating it might take some time.”


      “There’s also the issue of locating those phantoms.” With a sigh, Eliza placed a hand on Tino’s head. “The majority of the phantoms are supposedly lurking in the vault, and we don’t even know which ones contain someone inside. Right now, there are too many things we don’t know.”


      Seeing Selyn frozen with uncertainty, Sitri clapped her hands and said, “In any case, we can continue as planned. We don’t have time for delays, and if we’re unprepared, we won’t be able to manage any problems that might arise. We must not forget that our top priority is stopping the World Tree’s rampancy.” Her gaze told Selyn that she might have to give up on saving her friends.


      The vault was currently protected by a barrier. They would have to lure them out or break in. What were they to prioritize? Selyn’s heart was pounding. For as much as their situation had improved, the possibility of regaining all that she had lost made her nervous more than it pleased her. This glimpse of hope might disappear depending on what they did next.


      She certainly couldn’t ask Sitri to prioritize saving her friends. If she did that, her pride as the imperial princess of Yggdra would prevent her from ever again showing her face in front of her friends.


      “Siddy, now that I know the trick to simultaneous casting, I’m going to get started on the manipulators. You need a lot, don’t you?”


      “That I do. We need to find Luke sooner rather than later.”


      “I take it that means we should get back to surveying? We’ve got the gist of it now, so we don’t need the Relic anymore. If you see a strange phantom on your search, lure it behind you! Whoever gets the least is the loser!”


      The members of Grieving Souls swiftly got to work. What had been a series of surprises for Selyn was to them not even worth slowing down for. If she had been alone, she would have come to a halt. How grateful she was to have people she could fight alongside. Until now, there had always been someone protecting her.


      It was time to strike, now that she saw a glimmer of hope. She was concerned for Luin, but now wasn’t the time.


      “In that case, I shall attempt to replicate Phinisse’s powers. Nobody understands the guardian elemental’s powers better than we do. I believe there is also documentation.”


      It was said that certain spells were actually based on the feats of elementals. Though nobody had ever attempted to re-create the powers of Phinisse, it was worth trying. If they learned how to bring decay, perhaps that could allow them to erase the barrier surrounding the treasure vault.


      She believed two dots had just connected. Now it was a race against time. The longer she took, the stronger the vault would get, making it harder to spare the resources to save her friends. Just as she was about to stand up, reinvigorated, she heard footsteps in the hallway.


      Bumbling into the room was the young man nobody had yet mentioned.


      Krai Andrey, the Thousand Tricks. The reason they had found themselves in this situation in the first place. Eliza had said there were too many things they didn’t know, but there was one thing they could be certain of. Sending the Hounding Chain out on the survey, having Selyn wear the Relic, and sending her to stop Phinisse, it had all been a result of this man’s decisions.


      Though his orders had been incomprehensible when he first gave them, Selyn realized in retrospect that they had all led to their current circumstances. She still didn’t understand why she had had to wear Perfect Vacation, but maybe that, too, had some significance?


      Perhaps the reason nobody had mentioned his name so far was that it was simply too frightening to think that everything that had happened was a result of his preterhuman artifice.


      “Good work,” he said in a tired voice after casting a glance over them. “It looks like everything went pretty well. I’m glad to see it.”


      Grieving Souls displayed varied reactions to the sudden sight of their leader. Liz and Sitri smiled, while Tino shivered. Lucia furrowed her brow.


      “Brother, are you getting better at this? You didn’t need to do that. I would’ve figured out concurrent spells on my own with a bit more time.”


      “Where were you?! Sir?! We were busting our asses out there!”


      “Sorry, sorry. I just had something to take care of.”


      Selyn could recall Krai cheering her on for a bit after sending her off, but once Luin appeared from within the phantom, she had been too flustered to spare any thoughts for the hunter.


      Luin had gone missing before Krai’s birth. This had to be their first meeting, yet the hunter didn’t seem surprised in the slightest. His face betrayed no hints of just how much was in line with his predictions. Selyn peered at him, hoping to understand his true intentions. What did those eyes of his see? And what was it he had had to take care of?


      “Th-That’s right, where did Phinisse go?” he asked in an uncertain voice.


      “Hm?”


      Selyn was caught off guard by the frank question. Phinisse had disappeared after being hit by the blades Lucia had redirected. Elementals were not living creatures. Though death had little dominion over them, those powers of desiccation were an elemental’s worst nightmare. Those blades of decay must have been fatal even to Phinisse. When she saw Luin, Selyn had completely forgotten about the elemental.


      “Phinisse was obliterated by his own—”


      Before she could get any further, her Noble eyes caught a flow of mana. The floating shade gradually grew bigger and bigger, taking on a humanoid shape about as large as the palm of one’s hand. It was dark brown, like a dead branch. The figure lacked eyes, a nose, or a mouth, as if it were just a shadow.


      It was Annihilator Phinisse.


      Though his powers were far diminished from the Phinisse Selyn remembered, it was him without a doubt. Not only that, he had regained his sanity, as Milesse had. Was this a result of his powers being shorn away by the desiccating blades?


      Could he have been nearby this whole time? She hadn’t noticed. Not even a Noble Spirit could uncover an elemental that truly wished not to be found. How in the world had a mere human noticed Phinisse was nearby? As Selyn watched dumbfounded, a small mouth formed on Phinisse’s head. However, before the elemental could say anything, Krai let loose a torrent of words as if this all made sense to him.


      “That’s one cute form you’re taking. No need to thank me, I didn’t do much. It’s all thanks to Selyn’s hard work.”


      “I didn’t do—”


      “By the way! Who’s that person?”


      She gave a delayed “Mmm.”


      There were a number of things she wanted to make sure of. She also had questions to ask and just an ounce of gratitude to express. Yet the human continued to babble on in a loud voice, almost as if trying to stop her from saying anything.


      “I’m glad nobody’s hurt. Now then, I’m busy, so I’ll be going. Oh, right, Selyn. You don’t need Perfect Vacation anymore, do you? If you don’t mind, I’ll come pick it up later.”


      After rapidly saying his piece, he made a quick departure. Thus far, he had maintained his composure, yet now he moved like a whirlwind. Selyn didn’t have a chance to say anything. Everyone, Liz, Sitri, Lucia, Ansem, the members of Starlight, all watched with wide eyes.


      “Even the human weakling is on the move. Though I have no clue what’s got him in such a hurry.”


      “D-Don’t worry, master will save us just before things get really bad. I think. He’s only tempering us. In other words, master is god.”


      “Hmph. Tempering, is it?” Lapis said with a foul-tempered snort. “Being able to trust one’s comrades is part of being a leader.”


      Was Selyn supposed to take comfort in that? With the end of the world approaching, how could any sane person think now was a good time to be tempering people? Still, she had better things to be doing than complaining. She had her doubts, but she knew that now wasn’t a good time to be getting in the human’s way.


      His reputation as a preterhuman artificer had proven to be true. What Selyn had just seen appeared to be nothing more than coincidences on top of coincidences, but it may have all seemed inevitable to him. If he was in such a hurry, it could be that he was making moves the rest of them couldn’t see. If she got in his way and ruined his plans, that might be the end of them.


      “I have decided to place my faith in that human,” she said. “I believe our fallen warriors and allied elementals would all align with this decision.”


      She glanced idly at Luin, just in time to see his eyelids slowly open. His skin was almost deathly pale, his eyelashes long. Two crimson eyes—a rare color among Noble Spirits—blinked, then settled on Selyn. Her heart skipped a beat. She felt as if time had stopped. She had been reunited with a friend she once thought dead. A flood of things she wanted to say crashed through her mind. What was she to say first?


      In silence, his gaze slowly lowered. After a few seconds of staring at Selyn, still clad in the garish shirt, he spoke in a raspy voice.


      “Selyn...what are you wearing?”


      ***


      Yggdra and the Zebrudian capital had different geography, cultures, and climates, but the inside of a bed was the same here or there. A house had been arranged for Grieving Souls to stay in during the duration of our stay. Lounging in bed by myself, I lamented the impermanence of our world.


      I had spent most of yesterday in various states of panic. Perhaps in part because I hadn’t been using Perfect Vacation, my body felt wearier than usual. Of course, the source of my anxiety hadn’t been the World Tree’s rampancy, nor our attackers. Those weren’t exactly new experiences for me. I couldn’t make it as a Level 8 if I let those get to me.


      Letting out a yawn, I reflected on yesterday’s events. “I never thought Perfect Vacation would turn Selyn into a good-for-nothing Noble,” I whispered.


      Then I had gotten cold and went to the bathroom, only to find that everyone had left in my absence. That had freaked me out. It wasn’t rare for everyone to leave me behind without my noticing, but I never got used to it.


      Well, it looks like everything was taken care of, so I guess it doesn’t really matter.


      Though I once again didn’t have a clue what was going on, it seemed the operation was moving along smoothly. That battle happened for reasons I didn’t understand and was concluded before I could figure out why. While some people were hurt, nobody was killed, so there was nothing to worry about! I came dangerously close to having another guardian elemental shove some chore off onto me, but I managed to stop them before they could say anything, so I had nothing to complain about.


      I have to say, though, even from a distance, Lucia’s magic was incredible. I was surprised she had learned at some point or another how to turn everything into ice, but I really wasn’t sure that was something she should just use near a bunch of houses. I suppose that just goes to show how powerful the enemy was. Level 10 vaults were really something else.


      There were no Level 10 vaults in the imperial capital’s vicinity. Even Grieving Souls had never faced a vault like the one we were up against now. Lately, all the nearby vaults had begun to feel a little underwhelming for the party, so maybe this was, in a sense, just what they needed. Not that I’d ever call this a stroke of good luck. But Luke...was very unlucky. More than anyone, he was always looking for tougher enemies to fight.


      As I lay around doing nothing, I heard loud footsteps outside my room. They grew closer until the door opened without so much as a knock. In came Adler, leader of Nocturnal Parade. She had a long spear and spiky hair. I was never comfortable with people who had hawkish eyes like hers. Even without her monsters, I had no doubt she was stronger than me. Any attack from her would mess me up, but if she were going to attack me, she would have done it long ago.


      “What’s the matter?” I asked calmly so as not to incite her wrath.


      “Nobody knows. This is getting under my skin, Thousand Tricks.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      Don’t think I have any sort of comprehension skills. If you tell me ten things, I’ll understand five and misunderstand two.


      I blinked as Adler went on at a rapid pace, an odd fervor in her voice.


      “I saw. Everything. I kept watching the manifest mirror after Lucia defeated the phantom. Selyn and the others think you’re doing some secret investigation.”


      “What? No, I’m not doing anything.”


      I had exchanges like these almost daily.


      Yesterday, when I told them that I had something to take care of, I really meant I had been searching for them after they had left the battlefield. Besides, if I were going to do anything, I would’ve asked someone for help. I didn’t have anything to hide, yet nobody seemed to notice that because everyone but me was talented and always preoccupied. Nobody had time to pay attention to me.


      For some reason, Adler nodded as satisfied with my answer. “That’s right. You’re not doing anything. It’s impossible for someone to make a plan like yesterday’s and guide it to success with just a little bit of information.”


      “Hm? Yeah, uh-huh?”


      I thought she had come here to harangue me for my incompetence, yet I didn’t detect any complaints from her.


      And what plan are you talking about?


      I didn’t have any affection for bandits. Arnold and his crew, who chased me all over during my vacation, were technically hunters, and Sora, the priestess from Nine-Tailed Shadow Fox, was something of a funny girl, so I could give her a pass. Nocturnal Parade, however, was actually a bunch I didn’t want to mess with.


      Bandits had made my life all sorts of hell. While these three were cooperating with us for the time being, I had no idea when they might turn violent again, and I didn’t want them getting anywhere near me.


      Adler smiled, unaware of what I was thinking. “I’m impressed, Thousand Tricks. I had my doubts when you first used that Relic. I thought hunters were the same, no matter how high their level was. But you’re different, you’re above them. I haven’t figured out if you’ve got special eyes like Uuno, some unique power, or if this is the work of some monster you command, but don’t think you can fool me forever.”


      She’s really getting excited.


      Plenty of people had held me in high regard before. The label of Level 8 was evidently enough to make even a fool like myself appear talented. To be fair, I also assumed any Level 8s I saw were crazy. Still, I was always attracting attention from the worst people.


      Why? Can’t you tell just by the way I’m lazing around in bed here?


      Ignoring what Adler had just said, I let out a yawn. “Sorry, but I’m not planning to do anything more here,” I told her, since I had failed to convince her of my incompetence. “There’s nothing more I need to do.”


      “What?”


      So saying that only made her more suspicious, did it? Honestly, it’s a tough world when a man has to work just to prove his idiocy.


      I could get away with being a bit confrontational with Adler. After all, she thought highly enough of me that she asked to be my apprentice, and it was hard to slack off where she could see me.


      “Okay, to be precise, there’s still one or two things left. If you’ve got time to be bothering me with this nonsense, how about you go help Sitri or something? Yuden or whoever is about to finish regenerating, right? I’m sure that’ll be better for you.”


      I gave her a vague number to sound more believable. Since we still had to break the curse on Luke and return to the imperial capital, it wasn’t totally wrong to say I still had two things left to do.


      Adler watched my every movement. At the end of the day, I was pretty grateful for the fighting power they offered. If I let Sitri manage them, I was sure she’d find a good use for them.


      “I wonder what I’ll find if I rip away that complacent veneer,” Adler said. “I can’t wait to find out.”


      “Hmph. Don’t just assume you’ll find anything there,” I said with a grin, not really sure what I was saying.


      What did Adler see that made her think I had some unique powers? I couldn’t recall doing a single productive thing since coming to Yggdra.


      Adler gave me a provocative smile before leaving. Even from a distance, I could hear her footfalls.


      ***


      “How’d it gooo?”


      As she left the room, Uuno and Quint took position at Adler’s flanks.


      Adler shrugged. “I tried prodding him, but I don’t expect much to come of it. He didn’t even flinch.”


      “But we gotta find something sooner or later,” Quint said.


      “I can’t detect any traces of monsters,” Uuno added. “It appears I was also wrong regarding Lucia.”


      As they chatted, they walked through the mana material-dense streets of Yggdra. They had already gotten one chance to see the Thousand Tricks at work, but Adler hadn’t been able to figure out anything regarding his abilities.


      He had produced results, and they had a good idea of what he had done. Only, they were completely lost as to why he had chosen the methods that he did. Able to reveal secrets of all sorts, the manifest mirror was an ideal monster for information gathering. Never had they used the mirror so generously, yet still come up so empty-handed.


      At this very moment, Uuno held the mirror in her hands, and its surface showed Krai. He was lying in bed, yawning. Adler thought a little provocation would rouse him, but he hadn’t even gotten out of bed.


      Recalling their earlier conversation, Adler clicked her tongue. If they had time to bother him with nonsense, they should instead be helping Sitri, should they? Those were the words of someone looking down at you from distant peaks. Though she had asked to be his apprentice, it rankled her to hear that from a hunter when she had killed so many of his sort. That and the large gap between them, it all got under her skin.


      “Has Yuden finished regenerating yet?” she asked.


      “Just a biiit more. After all, they lost everything but their head. Even while absorbing the energies of the land, that doesn’t come back quickly.”


      “Tsk. Not our lucky day.”


      The Thousand Tricks had suggested Yuden was about to finish regenerating, but that wasn’t actually the case. This implied that Adler’s trump card, Yuden the astrovorous centipede, an ancient creature once revered as a god, did not meet Krai Andrey’s expectations. Conventional thinking would suggest he was just taunting her. There was no way the Thousand Tricks could know much about a primeval monster like the astrovore. However, there was no telling how much that man knew.


      Adler wanted more than just his ability to tame phantoms. If she knew the secret behind his preterhuman artifice, she would become even stronger.


      “Lady Adler, please calm down. I’m sure that wasn’t our last chance.”


      “We still haven’t seen his true powers as a Guiding Hand,” Quint said with a sigh. “For now, I don’t know what we can do but follow his orders and help with the operation.”


      If nothing else, Sitri’s operation felt relatively fair. She wasn’t disregarding them, and she seemed to have a much more normal personality. Adler didn’t care for it, but Quint was right in asserting that their best option was to do as they were told and watch things play out.


      “You’re right. If that phantom god really gets serious, even that man will have to get more directly involved. Depending on what goes down, we might have to make our own calls.”


      Adler’s goal was to see the Thousand Tricks tame a phantom and learn his methods. She wasn’t helping out as a volunteer. If the operation or this vault business didn’t give her the results she wanted, Nocturnal Parade might have to take matters into their own hands.


      ***


      After a sleepless night, Selyn dragged herself out of bed and headed to the laboratory where Sitri was. Though it was still early in the morning, everyone was already there by the time she arrived. Lucia was constructing the devices, and Sitri was in charge of the general operation. Lapis and the rest of Starlight were also present. Neither Ansem nor the Thief team of Liz, Tino, and Eliza was present because they were focused on bolstering defenses and surveying ley lines.


      Yggdra’s warriors had all been quite capable, but they wouldn’t move unless ordered to by Selyn and the rest of the city’s upper echelons. That was proof of their loyalty and a result of their willingness to put protecting the World Tree above all else, but Selyn still found it somewhat irksome.


      Grieving Souls were different, though. They possessed the skills and determination to think for themselves and adapt without fear of failure, even without orders from their leader. Perhaps with their backs to the wall like this, independent movements might be more useful than coordinated actions. The only problem was the Thousand Tricks’s decisions consistently left Selyn dumbfounded.


      After uttering one sentence, Luin had fallen back into unconsciousness and was yet to reawaken. That he was alive was a miracle in its own right. He was probably quite drained. The one thing he said to Selyn had left a critical wound, one she still hadn’t recovered from. Why had she been dressed like that? That’s what she wanted to know. True, she had accepted the Relic, but not for aesthetic purposes.


      Putting on a calm facade, Selyn entered the lab.


      “Good morning, Selyn.” Sitri greeted her with a bright smile. “I see you’ve stopped wearing Perfect Vacation.”


      “I-I was not wearing it with any enthusiasm,” she protested, red to the ears. “I donned it because that human told me to.”


      Selyn was now in her usual robe befitting an Yggdran imperial princess. Made from plants abundant in mana material, this robe had been imbued by her predecessors with protective spells, giving it the power to keep disaster at a distance. Of course, these effects did her no good if she took it off.


      It had been a mistake to be fooled by that casual suggestion to wear Perfect Vacation. She couldn’t help but worry about what Luin might say once he had recovered. He had been something of a mentor to her when it came to magic.


      Sitri smiled and brushed Selyn’s protests to the side. “We’re just about to begin constructing the manipulators. There’s not much time left, so we’re going to have them all ready by the end of the day. We have mana potions, so I’m confident we’ll manage.”


      “I-I see...”


      Before a magic circle drawn in a special pigment, Lucia Rogier closed her eyes and took deep breaths. The members of Starlight stood nearby, observing her. Selyn could tell Lucia’s mind was growing clearer with each breath. Concentration was a vital part of magic. Yesterday’s events had already made it clear that Lucia’s powers surpassed most Noble Spirits’, but Selyn was once again impressed by the immensity and seamless flow of her mana. She excelled in every way you could ask from a Magus.


      Lucia exhaled, bringing her senses into focus. She held her staff in front of her, releasing multiple concurrent spells as she knocked it against the ground. One after another, five magic lights floated upwards before coming to a halt. The very next moment, they were sucked into the circle on the ground. The lines glowed, and flames engulfed the materials set atop it. Wind, water, earth, and fire obeyed the commands of the circle and combined into one spell.


      Kris let out a sigh of appreciation. “Lucia, you really know what you’re doing. I know you got a hint and all from the human weakling, but it’s still insane how quickly you picked up concurrent casting.”


      “He’s always asking the impossible of me. If I can’t keep up, it’ll only create more headaches.”


      Lucia said it like it was nothing, but any Magus could understand the sort of technical prowess this required. Typically, Magi couldn’t cast more than one spell at a time. Someone particularly savvy would be pushed to their limits by two simultaneous casts. In light of that, the phantom Luin’s technique of using delay timers to create a sort of quasi-concurrency was revolutionary, but not something the average Magus could quickly learn.


      Magic didn’t just create whatever phenomena the caster desired. In the name of practicality, some aspects of spells were set to be controlled. However, setting a delay between a spell’s formation and its activation required making alterations on the fly. That Lucia could pull that off was proof of not just her talents, but also her daily studying.


      If nothing else, Lucia’s ability for detailed manipulation surpassed Selyn’s. If she had been an Yggdran instead of a human, she might have become a superior Grand Magus.


      “That’s right. They said you’ve developed several new spells. At the request of the Thousand Tricks.”


      “If you want to learn them, I can teach you. But, I’ll have you know, they’ve all got their share of problems. I can’t imagine you’d gain anything by learning them.”


      As they chatted, the manipulators continued to form. The melted glass twisted and turned as it took shape. It was generally believed that making items with magic was viable only if you weren’t concerned with details. However, by using a magic circle, they were able to fine-tune every little movement with extreme precision.


      By shutting out external influence, inserting the raw materials, and channeling the spells, a manipulator was complete. The magic circle was an accomplishment of dozens of calculations. Even Selyn, who knew very little about the devices they produced, could tell that this was a product of arduous research.


      The device took less than an hour to construct. It was shaped like an inverted circular cone with a spiraling glass tube. At the bottom was what appeared to be a small cavity to place something. Sitri had prepared a considerable amount of glass, but the final product was about a meter tall.


      “It’s done.” The light from the circle had faded, and Lucia was breathing heavily. “Not only does it require concurrent casting, but it also takes a lot of mana.”


      “Nicely done. I mean, you are casting for five people. Oh, and that’s not a magic circle you can use repeatedly, so bear with me. Now, this is the fruit of my research, the mana manipulator. While this one is a scaled-down test model, once we inlay its power source, a manastone, it will be complete.”


      Noble Spirits had an instinctual aversion to metal, which was said to be because their companions, elementals, didn’t care for the material. While they had no particular issues with glass, the manipulator struck Selyn as sinister and uncanny. She didn’t know how the device worked, yet something about it gave her the same impression as when she saw through the mirror that altar deep within Shrine of the Effluent God. Was this her Noble instincts warning her of danger?


      What terrible device have these humans created?


      She only barely stopped those words from escaping her lips. Perhaps in order to oppose a phantom god born of nature’s wrath, a man-made device of equal malignancy was required. This was their only hope of saving Yggdra. Of saving the world.


      “They’re powered by manastones? I happen to have one on me.”


      Manastones were spiritstones and gemstones altered to serve as magic catalysts. Selyn happened to be wearing a pendant made with one such stone.


      Steeling her nerve, Selyn approached the device. But just as she reached out, Sitri cut her off.


      “Wait!”


      “Hm?!” Trembling, Selyn turned around.


      “We can’t place it yet,” Sitri said in a low, ominous voice. “The nature of mana material is inordinately complex and still largely beyond our understanding. There’s no telling what might happen if we activate the manipulator in the wrong spot. The world could be destroyed before that god even gets the opportunity.”


      “M-My apologies. I understand now.”


      Clutching the manastone, Selyn took a few steps back. It silently glimmered in the light. It was said that Devil Swords beguiled their users. Perhaps she had been similarly affected by this aberrant device.


      With a sigh, Lucia folded her arms. “Quite scaring her, Siddy,” she chided. “You deliberately saved your warning until Selyn approached the device, didn’t you?”


      With wide eyes, Selyn stared at Sitri. “Hm?”


      Sitri clapped her hands and spoke as if Lucia hadn’t said anything. “We’ll go forth with the plan immediately once Lizzy’s team gets back and we have the device locations determined. Until then, let’s continue production.”




      Even with an immense mana capacity that allowed her to defeat Phinisse, constructing the manipulators was tough work for Lucia. Making the magic circle required five different spells, and activating them at the same time required concentration. It could drain her mana in the blink of an eye, and minor disruptions could appear even in a seamless flow.


      Selyn and Starlight would have liked to help out if they could, but Magi all had their various strengths. This magic circle required five different spells, and one of those was a fairly powerful fire spell. On the whole, Noble Spirits struggled with fire magic, and that was without the burden of concurrent casting. Selyn couldn’t use fire, and the only member of Starlight who could was Kris Argent.


      Instead, they were altering gemstones into the manastones which would be used to power the manipulators. Without them, the devices wouldn’t work. It required delicate mana control, though not to the same degree as the manipulator construction.


      By the time Lucia had used up all the glass and Selyn’s group had prepared the stones, the sun was well below the horizon. Such nerve-racking work had left everyone, including Selyn, exhausted. The only person with energy to spare was Sitri, the one giving orders. However, Selyn did not appear gloomy. She had hope now. They had rescued Luin, and that one seemingly coincidental victory had boosted their spirits.


      Just as they were finishing up, the members who had been searching for ideal manipulator spots returned. The Thief trio of Liz, Eliza, and Tino had been surveying outside Yggdra, while Adler’s team had been watching them through the manifest mirror and making notes on the map. The survey entailed a very possible risk of phantom attacks, but none of them appeared injured. Yet the shadow over Liz’s face was a bit darker than usual.


      Lucia, still regaining her breath after the construction process, furrowed her brow. “Welcome back. Did something happen?”


      “Nah. We didn’t have any phantoms after us today, or any real trouble. It’s just, it felt like something was watching us the whole time. Something bad.”


      “I felt something’s gaze,” Tino added with a shiver. “It was there the moment we entered the forest, and never went away.”


      The vault’s barrier had already indicated they were growing cautious, but if they had eyes out there, then things were getting serious. As Selyn was no god, she had no way to know how this might play out. All she knew for sure was that the wheels were turning. Not just theirs, but the vault’s as well.


      “So you see,” Liz grumbled with a click of her tongue, “it was getting to me, so I tried getting close to the vault, and found a bunch of phantoms watching me from inside the barrier. They all had black masks. I tried to get a rise out of them, but they didn’t go outside, and I couldn’t find any seams in the barrier. The fuckers.”


      “You went close to the vault?” Lapis asked. “Hmph. You never change.”


      Liz spared her a glance, then gave the ground an irritated kick. “Not a lot you can learn from a distance. Ahh, those eyes. They piss me off. Luke might’ve been able to cut the barrier if he had been there, but he’s never around when I need him!”


      The experience must have really gotten to her. Her fighting spirit was commendable, but Selyn felt she had a bit too much to spare.


      Lastly, Eliza, sleepily wobbling and letting out a tired yawn, said her piece. “Though it seems they’re staying quiet, they are keeping an eye on us. I think they might attack us if given the chance.”


      The phantoms of Shrine of the Effluent God were powerful. Though Luin was a cut above the rest, it didn’t change the fact that none of Yggdra’s warriors had come back from the vault. Even if Selyn were to join in the fight, their fighting power would still be dwarfed by that of the phantoms.


      Sitri grew perplexed and said something that reinforced Selyn’s uncertainties. “Well. That’s another thing to worry about. Once we place the manipulators, it will take time for them to take effect. Not to mention we’ll have to activate several at once.”


      Hearing this new concern, Liz snorted. “Well, there’s no telling until we actually have a go at them. Adler, you three need to help out more!”


      “I’d like to ask why you’re singling us out, but I get it. We need to show the Thousand Tricks that we’re not useless,” Adler said with a wicked smile.


      With Krai in mind, Selyn tried to imagine what the upcoming fight might be like, but her effort was in vain. She didn’t know anything. She didn’t know what the phantoms were thinking, how many there were, how strong they were, or even how strong her own allies were. Fights could be swayed by luck, and it was impossible for any human or even a gifted Noble Spirit to not only predict outcomes but also control the flow of battle.


      Krai Andrey was still nowhere to be seen. Where was he and what was he doing? Or was everything somehow still in accordance with his plans?


      “Ellie, um, I’m sorry if this is rude to ask, but are your legs telling you to run?” Tino asked in a dispirited whisper.


      “Yes, ever since we got started,” Eliza replied grimly. “This is a losing battle. Or it normally would be. The gap between our enemy and us is simply that large.”


      “I-Is that so? I thought it might be another one of those times.”


      “But there’s no running now that we’ve come this far. Our only option is to have everyone who can protect the manipulators.”


      As Selyn had suspected, even the veteran Thief didn’t see much hope of them winning. Still, Eliza was right; hope or not, forward was the only way they could go. For Selyn and her kin, this was their last chance to redeem themselves for having thus far failed to halt the World Tree’s rampancy.


      The one thing they had to avoid at all costs was being abandoned by Grieving Souls. If that happened, they would be helpless, even if Starlight decided to stay and fight. The Thousand Tricks’s cooperation was of particular importance.


      Glancing at everyone’s face in turn, Selyn mustered as much regality as she could. “I am Yggdra’s imperial princess. While I may be lacking experience, if I borrow Milesse’s powers, I’m sure I can aid in the fight against the phantoms. Similarly, I have no doubt Luin will be at our side once he reawakens.”


      Grieving Souls had come here to save their friend, and there was no debating which was easier, breaking Shero’s curse or stopping the World Tree’s rampancy.


      Sitri reacted with a thin smile and a chuckle. “Oh, you don’t need to worry. We won’t abandon you. That is, unless Krai orders us to withdraw. Uuno, have you learned anything regarding the ley lines?”


      “I have. I couldn’t do anything too detailed, but I think I got all the spots with overlapping ley lines. I don’t thiiink I missed anything.”


      Uuno unrolled a map of the region. At the center was the World Tree, now connected to a number of red lines. She had made this by using the mirror to watch Liz and the other scouts investigate the forest.


      Sitri accepted it, then compared it with a map Selyn had unearthed from Yggdra’s archives. “It generally matches this map from five hundred years ago.”


      “That’s because they just did a lap around the woods,” Uuno argued. “I drew what I saw, but I can’t make any guarantees. I’m sure I could get a more accurate map if they went around a few more times.”


      Selyn didn’t know anything about the principles behind the mana material manipulators, nor the circumstances necessary for them to work. Though the Yggdrans had a superior understanding of the ley lines, they had never considered something as insane as trying to move them.


      After a few moments of thought, Sitri shook her head. “No need. For now, I’m going to try calculating the positions based on this data. I wouldn’t want to waste my chance to test the devices. If Lizzy and the others were being watched, then we don’t have much time. Selyn, I’d appreciate your input here. Our success will decide the fate of the world.”




      As the name suggested, the mana material manipulator was a device made to disrupt the flow of mana material. Sitri compared the ley lines to rivers, mana material to water, and the devices to an obstruction. With the manipulators, they could stop the water’s flow and gather more in one place than would occur naturally.


      Mana material didn’t flow smoothly like water, and there were several fundamental differences between a river and a ley line, but what was important here was that the devices would dam up flows of mana material and that the device could be used to strengthen a treasure vault by increasing the mana material gathered in one spot.


      Sitri Smart intended to use the devices and take advantage of the nature of mana material so as to make a fork in the river. It was a strategy without precedent, only proven to work on paper.


      “Ley lines are mana material thoroughfares. In which case, if we make an artificial route for the energy to pass through, we may as well call it a ley line. It’s just like excavating a tributary...”


      Yggdra had repurposed the mana material in its ley lines for a variety of projects, including both the barrier around the city and the Godtree Guideway. Compared to the humans, who restricted such research, the Noble Spirits were fairly advanced in this field.


      Selyn had been told the functions of the mana material manipulator. To what she could tell, Sitri’s plan wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility. However...


      “Yes, while we have strengthened treasure vaults, we have never weakened one. But I am certain it is possible. In theory!”


      Clenching her fist, she spoke with fiery passion. Lucia’s willingness to continue fighting against Phinisse’s grim powers had been a sight to behold, but Sitri was taking it to the next level. The end of the world was closing in before their eyes, yet she was willing to use a device in a way she never had before.


      She was right to keep on using the phrase “in theory.” This was unambiguously an experiment she was conducting. Not only that, they would need to place the devices in some very difficult spaces. Sitri had said they would need to place them in proper locations, but it was uncertain if any proper locations really existed in the first place.


      The structure of a ley line depended on where it was situated. The manipulator sites were selected based on very broad theories, and they wouldn’t know if they had picked right until after the devices had been activated. While Selyn had given this plan her approval, she hadn’t thought it would contain so many uncertainties. Though they were indeed facing a crisis, it was awfully bold of the Thousand Tricks to entrust everything to Sitri, all while (probably) being aware of the gaps in her plan.


      “Placing the devices will require some time. They will also need to be guarded until they have the desired effect. While we can’t anticipate what degree of resistance Shrine of the Effluent God will offer, we will have to allot our strength so each device can be protected.”


      Sitri pulled out a map showing several marks. These were the points where ley lines from all over the world intersected, particularly areas with high mana material. She must have been fairly strict in her criteria. There were plenty of intersections, but she had only marked the ones with an exceptionally high number of lines.


      Liz looked at the map skeptically. “Siddy, I only see marks on the southern intersections, but aren’t there ley lines crossing up north too? Are we leaving the north alone?”


      “I thought we should narrow our focus, since we’re short on manpower. If our efforts in the south succeed, that should reduce Shrine of the Effluent God’s power by fifty percent. If we need to, we can try the north later. What do you think, Eliza?”


      Many Desert Nobles were more suited towards the work of a Thief than a Magus. Eliza pondered Sitri’s question for a few moments before giving a resigned answer.


      “I think we put off the north for later.”


      “Your legs aren’t telling you to run?”


      “They are, but there’s danger no matter where I go. I’ve accepted that. We’ll make this work.”


      Able to instinctively pick up on signs invisible to the eye, Eliza’s ability to avoid danger had allowed her to work as a solo hunter. However, it didn’t seem like those skills would do her much good here.


      Selyn had nothing but gratitude for Eliza. She had already returned Shero, and now she was choosing not to run from the rampant World Tree. If they got through this, Selyn would have to reward her properly.


      “Phase Two of the operation will involve dedicating all our efforts to emplacing and protecting the manipulators. We’ll start by placing devices in the south and gauging their effect. Creating a channel for the mana material to escape through will require activating the devices simultaneously. Protection will have to be provided by as few people as possible.” Sitri ran her finger beneath the World Tree, tracing a horizontal line spanning a few kilometers. “We’ll disrupt the flow of the southern ley lines, sending the mana material eastward.”


      Hearing her say it like that made the plan sound unbearably haphazard.


      “Can we really do this?” Uuno looked at the Alchemist doubtfully. “When you say the southern ley lines, you mean half the entire world’s mana material, don’t you? That also doesn’t solve the problem of where to dispose of the redirected energy.”


      Her ability to see mana material made her keenly aware of how great a deluge of energy they would be dealing with. The Godtree Guideway had been made to use as much energy as possible, yet its upkeep still left plenty of mana material flowing into the World Tree.


      Sitri cleared her throat and addressed Uuno’s concern. “The diverted mana material will be sent to an outward-flowing ley line. This shouldn’t pose any problems for the time being. While the theory behind my plan is solid, there may be, frankly, unforeseen consequences. However, our first priority must be Shrine of the Effluent God.”


      It seemed they would have some problems to work out once the vault had been taken care of.


      “Our issue lies in where we place the devices. Per my calculations, there are at least eight points at which we absolutely have to set manipulators.”


      Eight points. The room fell silent. They were up against phantoms from Shrine of the Effluent God. There was also the possibility of attacks from monsters and mythical beasts. Eight was too many.


      Not counting Selyn, their battle-ready members consisted of six from Grieving Souls, Tino, six from Starlight, and three from Nocturnal Parade, for a total of sixteen. Not all of those were particularly combat-oriented.


      “There’s no need to defeat the assailants,” Sitri assured everyone amid the silence. “You just need to ensure the devices are unharmed.”


      “Sure, but that’s still a lot of phantoms, and we’re not sure just what they’re capable of. Hmm.” Adler licked her lips and pointed at one of the marks near the center. “No point thinking about it. Nocturnal Parade will take this spot. It probably won’t be much longer before Yuden is back up, so this should suit us.”


      Selyn wasn’t sure just how powerful Adler’s band was. She had heard they could command monsters, but had never witnessed it in person.


      “Very well,” Sitri said with a smile. “Locations will be first-come, first-serve. I think it makes sense we entrust the center to Adler’s team, who can check the other stations through the manifest mirror.”


      With that said, Grieving Souls and Starlight began talking among each other. Having balanced teams would be important. If nothing else, the Magi needed to be grouped with frontline fighters.


      “So Grieving Souls has three Thieves, Ellie, T, and me; one Alchemist; one Magus; and one Paladin. I guess we can do five if Lucy, Anssy, Ellie, and I each take one, and T and Siddy take another?”


      “L-Lizzy?! That’s asking a bit much!”


      “It won’t work. We also need firepower.”


      “We could also have one team protect two devices if they’re nearby.”


      They said absurd things and berated each other in turn. Starlight, on the other hand, looked like they had tough decisions to make.


      Perplexed, Lapis looked at her allies. “From a coordination perspective, we can split into two groups of three. Anything less strikes me as too risky. No point in smaller teams if it means we can’t protect the devices.”


      “Unlike Grieving Souls, we don’t have anyone who can fight solo. Madam.”


      “We could try making teams of our Magi and their Thieves.”


      “It’s hard to imagine all the devices will get hit at the same time. The dangers are the fringes, which will be hard to follow up on. We may need to put our strongest members on these two points.”


      Sitri’s manipulator sites were allotted based on ley line intersections, so they weren’t necessarily equidistant. As Starlight had said, the most dangerous points were the eastern and westernmost points. They were in a precarious spot; close to the vault and far from their neighbors, meaning it would be hard for their defenders to call for backup.


      Taking a deep breath, Selyn pointed to the easternmost mark. “I will guard this manipulator.”


      “Will you be fine?” Sitri blinked. “I didn’t factor you into my calculations.”


      Selyn was momentarily irritated by the condescending words, but quickly got over it. The fact was, she hadn’t been of much help so far. As imperial princess, Selyn Yggdra Frestle symbolized Yggdra. Until now, she had barely ever left the shadow, as her death was something that had to be avoided at all costs.


      “Don’t worry,” Selyn assured her, “should this operation fail, I won’t have another chance to redeem myself.”


      “Understood. Right now, we need as many combatants as possible. However, I believe this will be our fiercest battle. Would you like to have a team with you?”


      Selyn narrowed her eyes. She was by no means incapable of fighting. She hadn’t joined the fight, all while possessing the ability to. Though that had been out of necessity, it had also been painful to endure.


      “You underestimate me, human,” she proudly declared, arms folded. “I’m worth ten fighters. I have Milesse on my side.”


      Originator Milesse, the guardian elemental. Though she had indeed gone mad and swallowed Selyn up previously, her powers were extraordinary. Phinisse had her beat in sheer offensive power, but that was simply a matter of different skill sets. While the elemental was one of Yggdra’s warriors, Milesse had chosen to stay behind to ensure the safety of the imperial princess.


      “All right. I won’t doubt the word of the Yggdran imperial princess. Now, that leaves six points to be—”


      “Five points.”


      That voice was one very familiar to Selyn. She felt her chest tighten. Everyone else turned in the direction of the unknown voice. Standing there was a Noble Spirit in a jet black robe she had seen many times before.
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      There weren’t many Noble Spirits who cared for black clothing. And there was just one who had odd red eyes like blazing flames. A Shaman, once considered one of the greatest Magi in all of Yggdra.


      Eyes narrowed and clutching his head as he entered the room, the Higher Noble swept his gaze over the occupants before speaking. His voice was husky and pleasing to the ears.


      “It seemed like I had one very long dream.”


      “Luin! You’ve come to!”


      “That I have, Princess Selyn. I’m glad to see you in good health. My memories are vague, but I can clearly remember returning to Yggdra. It seems I came back in the nick of time.”


      Two centuries hadn’t changed him in the slightest. Though he had been fused with a phantom, it hadn’t hindered his ability to move. Selyn was pleased to feel his mana again, some of the most tranquil of any Yggdran.


      Unbothered by the curious looks, he strode into the room and pointed with a small staff at one of the marks on the map.


      “I know you might have your doubts since I just woke up, but you can leave the west to me. To Annihilator Phinisse and me.”


      Where’s this coming from?


      Too shocked to say the words out loud, Selyn watched as droplets the color of dead grass began to fall. In an instant, they pooled together, forming a circle identical to Milesse. It was Phinisse.


      “Looks like Phinisse is ashamed as well. He says he can’t show his face in front of you, Your Imperial Highness. Never thought Annihilator Phinisse could get embarrassed like that. But like him, I can’t just sit and do nothing, not when the imperial princess is joining the fight.”


      “Luin, are you saying you’ve learned to use Phinisse’s powers?”


      “I am. It seems the contract we formed while I was being controlled by that mask still holds.”


      Selyn could barely believe it. No Noble Spirit had ever been able to form a contract with Phinisse and harness his powers. As if guided by fate, things were improving. The tides were turning in their favor. Conquering Shrine of the Effluent God was beginning to seem possible.


      Seeing Sitri’s perplexion, Luin pointed his chin at the door he came through. “I asked him to tell me where we’re at. Do you think he’ll mind my joining the fight?”


      “Heya, good morning.” Talking in his usual limp tone, the Thousand Tricks appeared from the shadow of the door.


      Since he hadn’t been at the strategy meeting, Selyn had been wondering where he was. So he had been with Luin. Or could it be that this man had also foreseen Luin’s awakening?


      “Krai...”


      “I got the impression he wanted to know what was going on, so I told him the basics. He said he wanted to fight. That’s fine, isn’t it?”


      He sounded so nonchalant, not at all like they had a brutal mission ahead of them. It was possible some of them might not make it—no, it was possible all of them might not make it. Yet his voice betrayed no uncertainty, just his usual lack of passion.


      “Wha? But Krai Baby,” Liz pouted, “isn’t it unfair that he gets to just show up and take the best part for himself? T and me want to get our share of the phantoms!”


      “Hm?! I-I’m fine, really...”


      Tino’s quiet voice trailed off, but Liz wasn’t listening. She loudly pressed her case to her exasperated leader. “And I can lose my share, but you’re gonna lose yours too, you know? Yeah, Princess Selyn can get the east, but isn’t it wrong that Luin gets the west, which is just as dangerous?”


      “Hmm, if that’s how it is, I’m fine with not taking the west,” Luin conceded. “I’ll give it my best, no matter where I’m assigned.”


      Could it be that this human wasn’t just a tactician, but also a capable fighter? Just what you might expect from the man in charge of Grieving Souls.


      The Thousand Tricks looked around before letting out a theatrical sigh. “W-Well, if you insist. Luin can have the dangerous west point. I’m not too attached to it...”


      “That’s right. Thousand Tricks, I think it’s time you show us what you can do,” Adler said. “We’ve been talking, but as the leader, I’d say you have some right to choose which point you guard. How about it?”


      While Sitri had proposed this plan, Krai was the one who had allowed her to go forward with it. The leader should at least have some say in where he goes. Being Level 8 supposedly indicated that Krai Andrey had been acknowledged as a champion. He was also Lucia’s brother, and she had conquered Phinisse. Though his demeanor didn’t hint at any strength within him, Selyn wouldn’t be surprised if he chose to protect one point by himself, just as she had.


      Nobody objected to Adler’s suggestion. Sitri handed the marked map to the Thousand Tricks. He contemplated it for a bit, then turned back to Sitri.


      “They all look great, but we’ve gotten this far thanks to you guys, and I don’t want to take your work from you.”


      “Well, your involvement would make this too easy,” Sitri said.


      Selyn couldn’t believe her ears. Easy. Did she really just say that?! Was she speaking in terms of strength or strategy?


      “E-Easy?” the human replied, utterly baffled. “N-No, that’s not what I meant, and I don’t think it’s true at all. Sitri, do you get what I’m saying? I don’t plan to pick any of them.”


      “I see. I understand now, Krai.”


      Not pick any of them?


      It was Selyn’s understanding that they would need all the help they could get. Success might entail defeating a god, but defeat would mean the end of everything. Here they stood to gain it all or lose it all, yet he was saying he would remain in Yggdra and work his schemes? Thinking the same thing, Adler’s group and Starlight both looked at him as if he were mad.


      “You don’t intend to pick any of them.” Sitri’s jubilant voice broke the silence. “Which is to say, you’ll take the north, correct?”


      “Yeah, uh-huh! ...Huh?”


      Now, everyone was agape for a very different reason than before.


      Taking the north? Did she say he would take the north?


      There were almost exactly as many ley lines on the north as there were on the south. Though the manipulator sites hadn’t been calculated for the north, it would most likely require a similar amount. They had just been discussing how to somehow fortify their defenses in the south. To hear that one man would defend as many devices in the north sounded like a joke. Even with Phinisse at his command, that wouldn’t be possible for Luin.


      That is, unless he has some reason to believe the phantoms won’t attack?


      Still, even if he had some means to reduce the number of assailants, this was absurd. After all, Shrine of the Effluent God was vast. There was simply too much space to cover.


      “What are you planning this time, brother?” Lucia’s expression was taut. Perhaps even the human’s longtime companions found his decision odd. “This is too much for one person to cover. Instead of making such a dumb move, I’d prefer you fight with us instead.”


      “Fight?! H-Hold on, I’m not sure I want to fight anything. Well, here, uh, I’ve got something I’d like to do. I don’t want to oversell it, but, well, I’m not sure you’d call it defending. Here, I think I can at least buy you guys some time. Does that work?”


      Everyone relaxed a bit at the mention of buying time. It was a much more credible idea than him mowing down phantoms. Even still, keeping a large swarm of phantoms off the manipulators long enough for them to activate was a formidable task.


      Taking note of each word the human said, a knowing smile crept onto Adler’s lips. “Heh, I like it. No wonder you’ve spawned so many legends, Thousand Tricks.”


      “However, we’ve only prepared enough manipulators for the southern end.” Clapping her hands together, Sitri grinned. “But I’m sure drawing away the northern phantoms will increase our chances of success.”


      “I dunno, I’d say it’s just the sort of crazy thing Krai Baby would try,” Liz said, sounding much happier than she had earlier.


      Selyn didn’t know how he planned to buy them time, but this was the same human who had controlled the situation without lifting a finger. Perhaps he once again had something arranged.


      Taking a deep breath, Selyn kept her voice in check. “Human, I know I’m in no position to be saying this, but I have one request to make of you.”


      “Huh? There’s still more?” He blinked, mystified.


      The Thousand Tricks would be handling the north all by himself. Putting aside the feasibility of such a task, it would put them much closer to their ultimate goal of stopping the World Tree’s rampancy.


      There was just one issue.


      “It’s just, if possible, I would prefer that you not vanquish the phantoms, and instead bring them here. I won’t ask that you bring all of them, but, well, if there’s any possibility they contain a lost Yggdran...”


      If Uuno’s suppositions were correct, saving the warriors would require using the powers of decay to erase only the phantom portions. They didn’t know how many of those phantoms were out there. Perhaps Luin had only been able to be saved because of his exceptional fortitude and the others were a lost cause. However, Selyn couldn’t bring herself to give up on them.


      Between buying time without killing phantoms, or with killing them, it was no contest which was the easier option—the latter, and by a serious margin. Evading a foe bent on killing you wasn’t easy unless they were greatly inferior to you. In drawing away the phantoms, the Thousand Tricks was putting his life on the line. Selyn would have no right to protest if he got angry and told her to screw off.


      She shrank back, hanging her head, but the Thousand Tricks just smiled and said, “Oh, that? Sure, no problem. Yeah, I get it, some of those might have people inside them. Don’t worry, nobody’s better than me at not killing stuff. Honestly, I wasn’t planning on taking anything down in the first place.”


      The frank response left her speechless for a moment.


      “Y-You have my thanks!”


      A hunter would know better than anyone the dangers of luring a phantom without killing it. How much confidence could permit someone to so readily agree to this? He hadn’t batted an eye at Selyn’s selfish request. If anything, it suggested he had planned this from the start.


      Despite everything he had done, the man still managed to seem unremarkable. But now that empty smile of his was reassuring. Until recently, she had never thought she might find a human so reliable. She had always treated humans as selfish creatures meant to be feared, but perhaps if this all went well, she ought to consider initiating contact with them.


      “Well then, if you guys will take care of the rest. I’ve got stuff to do.”


      What sort of stuff could he be talking about? Still smiling, he rushed out of the room the moment he finished his sentence.


      ***


      I didn’t fully get what was going on, but darn if it hadn’t turned into a lot of work. Scratching my head, I left the laboratory. All I had meant to do was show Luin the way there, yet somehow ended up with more work on my plate. Something about me attracted requests no matter where I went. I got requests from Gark, I got direct requests like I had this time, and sometimes I found myself set to do something before I even realized it. Apparently, the world was full of people looking to foist labor onto high-level hunters.




      I ran into the Noble Spirit Luin after the allure of sunlight had tempted me into leaving my room for a walk. They were a Noble Spirit of uncertain gender, with short black hair and eyes red as flames. It was the first time any Yggdran besides Selyn had approached me.


      According to Selyn, the only people who had remained in Yggdra were those who couldn’t fight, and the majority of them had evacuated. It was rare for me to run into anyone in the streets, and when I did, they always ran away. As a result, I could never strike up a conversation with anyone, which was why I felt inclined to chat with Luin.


      They approached me, hoping I might know what was going on. Apparently, they had just woken up and were headed to meet with Selyn. It didn’t take me long to realize that Luin had something to do with Sitri’s operation.


      This Noble Spirit had been held captive by one of those masks and turned into a phantom. They didn’t know when it happened, but they had lost their will and remained in Shrine of the Effluent God. Then, just yesterday, they had been driven by instinct to attack Yggdra, which resulted in a fierce battle that ended in their being freed from their bonds. It was after hearing all that I finally realized this was the same person I had seen in the hospital bed.


      Luin Seyntos Frestle was said to be one of the best Magi in Yggdra. Though they had been controlled by some mask, I didn’t have any doubts about their skills if they had been a match for Lucia.


      As much as I hated drudgery, if the task wasn’t dangerous, didn’t take too much time, and benefited my friends, I was willing to lend a hand. I didn’t know much about Sitri’s operation, but I could at least tell that they needed all the help they could get. So I saw no reason not to explain the situation to Luin, then show them the way to Selyn.




      “Honestly, what the heck were they thinking?”


      I never should have gone outside. Grumbling to myself, I put the room behind me. Sure, I can’t say I had had the purest intentions in showing Luin the way. I thought the Magus might be able to help with Sitri’s operation. If anything, Yggdrans such as Selyn and Luin were the ones in charge of stopping the World Tree’s rampancy, while we were just cooperating. So why did they take it for granted that I would help?


      It was a bit of a stretch, but I could accept that my friends were joining the fight. They wanted to save Luke, and their constant pursuit of improvement made high-level quests a source of enjoyment for them. I just wished they hadn’t made me part of it. If I could have been of any help, I would’ve loved to. But I couldn’t! I would just get in the way! I would be a hazard! I had complete confidence that they were better off without me.


      Sighing, I sat down on my bed. I had only been in that room a few minutes, yet I was totally drained. Though I had managed to avoid it, I had come dangerously close to being forced to battle phantoms. If not for my ample experience with dangerous missions and terrible ordeals, I’m sure I would have ended up tossed before a phantom.


      That was a close one. Instead, I signed up for buying time, I think?


      I just had to accept that I got off lightly. This job was a hundred times better than being a combatant. They hardly needed to ask that I didn’t kill any phantoms; I couldn’t, even if I tried. Meanwhile, though I was weak as hell, I was somewhat confident in my evasion skills. My Safety Rings weren’t for nothing, and those were far from the only Relics I had brought along. I could even hide inside Mimicky.


      I might not have had any aptitude for hunting, but I was sure I could serve as bait. It wasn’t just phantoms and monsters; I regularly attracted the ire of bandits and hunters, and even lightning, a natural phenomenon, had it out for me. Though that was probably just a coincidence, when something keeps happening, it’s still inevitable, coincidence or not.


      Looking down at Mimicky, resting next to me, I sighed. “May as well try and prepare.”


      But what does that even involve?


      My Safety Rings, practically a second skin, were all charged up, as was most of my collection. About all I really had to do was get Perfect Vacation back from Selyn. Choosing Relics was one thing I knew how to do, except I unfortunately had no idea what would be necessary.


      “North. I’m going up north to buy time...”


      I tried whispering it, but I had nothing better than a rough idea of Sitri’s operation. Though I had volunteered to buy time for everyone, that was only because it seemed fighting was the alternative.


      The next step was placing the mana material manipulators, but Sitri had said they didn’t have any to place up north. So I guess I just needed to run around with a bunch of phantoms behind me? In which case, I needed something to slow them down.


      Just running around would buy some time, but it would be even better if I could scare them off. While I’d normally take someone along for protection, it seemed like there was a shortage of hands, so that idea went in the bin. If I made someone come along with me and then the operation failed, I’d be too ashamed to show myself around my friends.


      Now, what to do? If these were phantoms from Peregrine Lodge, I could detain them by starting some stupid conversation.


      A few minutes of thinking didn’t get me anywhere, so I whipped out my Smartphone.


      “If you want to know how to hold back phantoms, better ask a phantom.”


      The message was addressed to Little Sister Fox. I thought she might at least be able to give me a hint, since she was also from a shrine-type vault. I wrote: “I’m going to have to hold off some phantoms soon. Do you have any good ideas?” My reply came immediately. I had heard of this—they called it Smartphone addiction. With practiced hands, I opened up the message. It was just two sentences.


      “Don’t message me. We’re not friends.”


      What a cold response from a phone phriend. But messaging isn’t a job for the easily deterred. Humming to myself, I tapped away.


      “Can’t you do something?”


      “Give me fried tofu.”


      “I want to keep them back for as long as I can.”


      “If you want something from me, tofu first.”


      Did she have a fried tofu addiction? I mean, if I wanted to stop her, I could just dangle a cut of fried tofu in front of her.


      Seeing that this was a dead end, I put my Smartphone away and gave the issue some serious thought.


      I bet projectiles from Shooting Rings might slow them down. Then again, they barely did anything against the wolf knights in White Wolf’s Den. I know I’m not trying to kill them, but I still want a bit more firepower.


      The only problem was that my Relic lineup didn’t have any proper weapons. All I could really use was Aspiration Manifest, stocked with one of Lucia’s spells, except that was a one-and-done deal.


      Did I really have nothing? Ideally, I wanted something that I could use, was fairly powerful, and didn’t have a usage limit. If it attracted attention, it’d be perfect, and if I could use it from a distance (like the Hounding Chain), then I couldn’t ask for anything more.


      The next moment, a certain item floated up in the back of my mind. A cool item that I could use, was powerful, had no use limits, worked at a distance, and even stood out. The problem was that it was fairly risky, but I couldn’t let that stop me.


      My mind resolved, I reached into Mimicky and withdrew the item—a cursed stuffed bear with a pendant dangling from its neck.


      ***


      Noble Spirits had much longer lifespans than humans did, and Higher Nobles simply did not die of old age. Nonetheless, time flowed equally for everyone. Desired or not, conflicts would arise.


      Before major battles, Yggdrans would visit an auspicious spot and bring their minds into focus. Just outside of Yggdra, Selyn and Luin waded in a spring, where they carried out a prebattle ritual. Luin had gone missing two hundred years ago. There was so much for them to talk about, but there were things they needed to discuss before the battle.


      After hearing about the events between the arrival of Grieving Souls and today, Luin laughed. “Krai Andrey. What a fascinating human. If you’re right, Princess Selyn, and this truly is in accordance with his predictions, then that would mean the Thousand Tricks has Kayraa the Masked God dancing in the palm of his hand.”


      Kayraa the Masked God. The name of the malign god opposing them was one of the few things Luin had learned from his time in Shrine of the Effluent God. By placing masks on them, Kayraa was capable of making creatures bend to his will. By being bound and forced to wear a mask, Luin had been turned into a phantom. There was a very good chance the other warriors had suffered a similar fate.


      That was more or less the extent of Luin’s knowledge. Though he had been a phantom for two hundred-some years, he had been in a vague, dreamlike state of consciousness, and virtually nothing within the vault had changed during that time.


      Kayraa was a name absent even from Yggdra’s records. It was most likely the name of one of the countless malign gods that ruled in ancient times. If this primordial deity was attempting to reform in the center of the world, then as the guardians of the World Tree, they had to stop him.


      “There’s hope, Princess Selyn. Have faith. That human’s tactics turned me back into a proud Noble Spirit. If it paves our road to victory, I’ll follow any plan of his, no matter how preposterous it might seem.”


      Luin’s tone was serious, but mollifying. Hearing it brought back old memories.


      Suddenly, Selyn recalled something that had been bothering her. “That’s right, Luin. Why did you come to a halt in the middle of your battle with Lucia? It seemed you caught sight of me and stood still. Had you returned to your senses at that point?”


      She needed an answer to this. Some phantoms had been spawned as such, while others were Yggdrans who had been turned into phantoms. If the latter type all stopped and regained their memories when seeing Selyn, then they could maybe use that as a means of identifying former comrades.


      Luin was silent for a moment. “I would be lying if I said I had fully regained consciousness,” he said in a slow, deliberate voice. “As a phantom, I had some recollection of Yggdra, albeit vaguely. When I returned here, I felt a sense of homesickness and felt that for some reason, I shouldn’t be attacking this place.”


      Selyn recalled what Sitri had said. According to the Alchemist, who had watched the fight from the beginning, Luin’s movements had been dull, almost as if he had been trying to make sure of something. This continued during the fight against Lucia; he started out mainly on defense, attacking sparingly.


      Even after being forcibly turned into a phantom, his Yggdran spirit had remained. This made Selyn proud. Now that she thought about it, not a single phantom from Shrine of the Effluent God had attacked Yggdra since the vault’s formation. She had assumed the barriers had kept them at bay, but perhaps it was because somewhere deep down, the phantoms still held on to their memories as warriors of Yggdra.


      Luin let out a sigh and gave Selyn an unreadable look. “However, the reason I stopped, the reason I faltered, was because I saw the proud imperial princess of Yggdra appear in a terrible state of dress and complexion. I felt like I had taken a blow to the head. My hazy mind suddenly sharpened. Having once served as your mentor for a time, I thought I might die of agony.”


      “Wha?! Ah! Auuugh!”


      Such candid words spoken so courteously. Taken by surprise, Selyn became red to her ears.


      How rude. How unfathomably rude.


      She had worn that shirt because Krai had given it to her. Luin had been gone for two centuries, and barring that one occasion, not once had she dressed in a manner unbefitting her status. It was only natural that the first thing out of Luin’s mouth after waking up was a remark about the shirt. Could it be that that was precisely why the human had given it to her?


      “Perhaps,” he muttered uncomfortably, “if you dress like that again, we might be able to discern who among the phantoms are our former allies.”


      “You must be joking! I won’t do it. Why should I parade myself like that before our valiant allies?! Augh! I’d sooner die!”


      Her stance remained. In that moment, Selyn, hunched over with agony, swore to herself that she would never forgive that human.


      ***


      The manifest mirror reflected a restless horde of masked phantoms within Shrine of the Effluent God. There were perhaps thousands of them, varied and diverse in appearance, all of them undeniably powerful.


      Treasure vaults generally hosted several varieties of phantoms. Castle-type vaults were famous for having phantoms that formed enormous armies, and it seemed there was some truth to the notion that shrine-type vaults were a direct upgrade from castle-type vaults.


      Adler always got excited when the odds were overwhelmingly against her. A shrine-type vault was a new sort of challenge for her. She had lost the vast majority of her herd, she was allied with hunters (something she normally didn’t do), and one such ally was the Thousand Tricks, who said he would take on half the phantoms by himself. She felt it in her bones—this battle would be engraved in the history of Nocturnal Parade.


      In an empty park on the fringes of Yggdra, Adler smiled as she envisioned the approaching battle. “This could be fun,” she said with a chuckle.


      “Yeah, but it’s been a long time since we’ve fought with so few.”


      Sitting with his legs crossed, Quint looked uncertain. Standing before him was the small, armored card soldier—his only remaining unit. Nocturnal Parade’s tactics generally involved using large forces to crush a foe; the majority involved securing a numerical advantage. They weren’t used to challenging large forces while outnumbered.


      Taming new monsters would also require that they already have some power at their side. Quint, in particular, was the only one of their trio to have lost a trump card—Zork the dark cyclops, in his case. The card soldier was his only remaining unit after the battle with the phantoms. It was by no means weak, but it was a monster made to fight in groups, meaning there were very few things you could do with a single one.


      “Adler’s got Yuden, and Uuno’s got the ripper, but I’m a general. I can’t call myself that with just one unit.”


      “It’s been strengthened by mana material, hasn’t it? And it also helped take care of Yuden. Thanks to the card soldier, the astrovore will be able to recover in time.”


      “My army isn’t for caretaking!”


      Though the astrovorous centipede had exceptional regenerative capabilities, there wasn’t much it could do as just a head. While the Guiding Hands had been serving as apprentices to the Thousand Tricks, the card soldier had been looking out of the resting centipede. Though Yggdra was rich in mana material, if the card soldier hadn’t brought food and water, made medicine from boiled herbs, and done other small tasks, then the astrovore most likely wouldn’t have regenerated fast enough.


      If the operation had been just a bit further off, they might have been able to use a recovered Yuden to rebuild their forces, but just any old monsters wouldn’t have done them much good against the phantoms of Shrine of the Effluent God.


      “Well, we’ve still got the ripper, so maybe we’ll manage,” Uuno said. “Quint, if you have nothing more than a card soldier, then maybe you can take up a sword and fight with it?”


      “It’s just that they took my sword from me,” Quint shot back.


      Quint was a fairly capable Swordsman. Soldier monsters didn’t obey weak generals, so he couldn’t afford to neglect his daily training. As a single fighter, he was the strongest in Nocturnal Parade—not counting the monsters, that is. He had been in possession of a sword until not too long ago, until it was stolen during their initial skirmish with Grieving Souls.


      “Then go get it back!” Uuno exclaimed. “The Thousand Tricks is on our side now, so I’m sure he’ll return it to you if you ask.”


      “Oh! That’s right!”


      “If we don’t go into this prepared, we won’t be able to tame what we should.”


      Licking her lips, Adler watched the phantoms through the mirror. Evidently, only the god could detect the mirror’s gaze. As long as they didn’t look at the altar, they didn’t need to worry about being seen.


      They still didn’t know how to tame phantoms, but this operation was their chance to give it a go. She didn’t see why they should continue to sit around quietly and wait for the Thousand Tricks to do something. If phase two succeeded, the vault would be weakened, and the phantoms would disappear. Adler wanted large numbers, and this was her only chance.


      Luin had given them some information about the treasure vault. There were two types of phantoms: those that were originally Yggdrans and those that had manifested as phantoms from the beginning. As a Guiding Hand, Adler had already figured out how to sniff out which ones were which.


      “It’s the color of their mask. When that man got into a brawl with them, those phantoms had masks in every shape and size, but they were all gold! Luin’s was black! If those masks are used to show reverence for the god Kayraa, then the color must show the phantom’s origins!”


      Though they were phantoms, these were intelligent. Learning to follow a monster’s line of thinking was the first step of becoming a Guiding Hand. It wasn’t a coincidence that Kayraa had assigned Luin and Phinisse to go scouting—coincidences can’t be anticipated. It was exactly because he was able to anticipate such a move that the Thousand Tricks successfully lured the phantomized Yggdran back to the city.


      Luin had been sent outside the vault because his faith in Kayraa the Masked God was lacking compared to those who had always been phantoms. Sure enough, when Luin had attacked Yggdra, he faltered, which hindered his strength.


      Adler was watching the entrance to Shrine of the Effluent God, but that was enough to make something clear to her. The black-masked phantoms were on the outside, while the gold-masked phantoms were on the inside. The former vastly outnumbered the latter, and the closer you got to the altar, the more apparent that became.


      “Let’s let him have the ones with the black masks. All the phantoms following the Thousand Tricks have been wearing gold masks. I’m sure normal phantoms are chump change to him by now, and Selyn only wants the ones with her comrades. Our interests aren’t mutually exclusive.”


      “Y-Yeah, but Adler, how are you going to tame them?” Quint asked, crossing his arms. “We still don’t have any idea how that works.”


      He made a very good point. Since becoming apprenticed to the Thousand Tricks, the hunter hadn’t once tamed a phantom. Yet Adler addressed him with a grin.


      “You see, I’ve got some ideas about that. There have been hints scattered about.”


      Uuno looked at her with wide eyes. “Reaaally?!”


      A few days ago, Adler had been just as lost as Quint and Uuno, so of course, the girl was thrown for a loop by the sudden shift.


      “I’ve never heard of anything like it. It’s stupid but simple. Hear me out, Uuno. Yesterday, I was watching the Thousand Tricks through the manifest mirror. That’s when I saw it.”


      Adler hadn’t been able to believe it. But it made sense. The minds of phantoms were structured differently from those of monsters. As phantoms had no fear of death, it was only logical that they couldn’t be subjugated in the same way as monsters. At the same time, however, phantoms were intelligent.


      “I saw it! The Thousand Tricks used a communications Relic to contact a phantom! We’ve never seen the Thousand Tricks fight since coming here. That’s where the answer lies! I’m almost entirely certain that phantoms are tamed through spoken negotiations!”


      Uuno and Quint were blown away.


      “That’s insane,” Quint said. “Or is it? I guess it’s true that we’ve never talked to a phantom before. They’re not living beings!”


      They had probably never considered the possibility. Adler sure hadn’t. They had simply needed to look at things from a different angle. Its simplicity was why they had overlooked it. Only someone with a few screws loose would even consider attempting to negotiate with a phantom powerful enough to have the capacity for language.


      However, in coolheaded retrospect, everything they had seen since arriving in Yggdra pointed to this conclusion. It was a good thing they had set their sights on Zebrudia, and even better that they had run into Grieving Souls. Otherwise, they would have remained ignorant of what was truly possible.


      “I’d say it’s worth a shot, wouldn’t you two? Today’s the beginning of a new chapter in our lives as Guiding Hands!”


      They had traversed obscure and treacherous lands, encountered powerful and beautiful monsters, fought, and conquered. But this would be their first visit to a Level 10 vault. Just how mighty would a phantom god, something feared and despised by hunters throughout the world, be? And with what sort of methods did the Thousand Tricks plan to oppose it?


      Scared and expectant, Adler gave a small smile. The deciding battle was near.


      ***


      A jet-black altar rested deep within Shrine of the Effluent God. This was a place built by mana material, shaped by the star’s memories. There, Kayraa the Masked God awoke.


      Gods used tremendous amounts of energy just by existing. Having not yet regained his flesh, still unstable, Kayraa’s awakening placed a major burden on the treasure vault. Noticing that their god was conscious, the nearby priests opened their eyes. The awakened consciousness, the malign energies, spread throughout the entire shrine.


      It was then that Kayraa understood why he had woken. His divine senses warned him of an ominous premonition. Something smelled off. This premonition wasn’t something that could be put into words, nor did he have any specific evidence. However, it was more than enough to justify mobilizing his servants.


      Protecting the shrine was of the highest importance, and he wasn’t lacking for servants. However, constantly remaining on the defensive would slowly erode their advantage. The source of this foreboding was something outside. Several intelligent life-forms existed in the vicinity of Shrine of the Effluent God. While any resistance had long since given way, they might be planning something.


      Kayraa had been content to leave such insignificant beings alone, but that would have to change if they planned to attack the shrine. He had already allotted a portion of his power to emplacing a barrier. They couldn’t enter from the outside, and the shrine was equipped with countermeasures to prevent teleportation. Still, he issued orders to further protect the shrine.


      He sent a portion of their forces outside so they might exterminate the threats. The majority of them were phantoms that had recently joined his ranks of his disciples. Even if they were to perish, it would be no loss.


      Everything was as it should be. Kayraa’s flesh would return, given enough time. After giving his orders, the god once again sank into a deep slumber.


      ***


      The day of the operation arrived before I could brace myself for it. I wasn’t sure how many times I had headed off to major battles. If you counted the ones I had been sucked into, none the wiser, then definitely more than ten.


      Waking up in a pristine bed, I resisted the urge to vomit as I got ready. I washed my face, ate a meal that had been set out for me, then got dressed.


      For Relics, I had my Safety Rings and the rest of my go-to set. This time, I wouldn’t be wearing Perfect Vacation. While Selyn’s transformation had given me a delayed lesson in the dangers of the shirt, the main reason I wasn’t wearing it was that I had forgotten to get it back from her.


      Though I had plenty of other Relics, I wasn’t using any of them because I was just trying to buy time for the other teams. I thought it would be better to travel light, and I’d have Mimicky at my side anyway.


      Walking with my treasure chest, we headed to Yggdra’s entrance, where we had arranged to meet up. By the time I arrived, everyone else was already there. Unlike during the attempt to break the curse on Luke, none of our members were bedridden. We had Grieving Souls, Starlight, Nocturnal Parade, and the Yggdran Magi. They buzzed with that excitement unique to the moments preceding a battle.


      I had spent the morning in bed, but everyone else had spent it making their various preparations. For a group about to attempt a perilous operation, everyone looked awfully eager. Everyone here (besides me) was indisputably a genius. Under normal circumstances, one might feel honored to fight alongside them, but after being volunteered against my will despite my utter lack of talents, I couldn’t muster any real excitement.


      “You didn’t have to wait for me. I’m not going to be doing anything important,” I said, halfway meaning it.


      I had heard in broad strokes the outline of Sitri’s plan. My job was to hold the phantoms’ attention while the other teams activated their mana material manipulators. It was obviously a risky task, but just running around with a bunch of phantoms at my heels was still a hundred times better than having to carry some device I wasn’t even sure I could operate. Running around, on the other hand, was a regular part of my life.


      “Good morning, Krai!” Sitri greeted me with great enthusiasm. “Don’t say such sad things. At least let us fight with you during the initial stage. I’m sure having you at our side will bolster morale!”


      I really wanted to know what contrivance let someone like me offer a morale boost. I’ll admit everyone looked ready to go, but I didn’t think that had anything to do with me.


      A tinge of uncertainty formed on Sitri’s face. “By the way, you aren’t carrying a mana material manipulator, are you? It wouldn’t be unfeasible for us to spare one for you.”


      It seemed Sitri just really wanted to give me more work. I couldn’t stop myself from sighing. Even if they gave me one of those dangerous things, I didn’t know how to use it, and I was under the impression they had too few to begin with. She wouldn’t be doing me any favors by shoving one onto me.


      “No, I don’t need it. I’ve got my own way of doing things, and I’ve made my preparations. And wouldn’t giving me one of those devices just screw things up on your end?”


      “I managed to make an extra, just as a precaution. If you’d like, please feel free to use it.”


      “Thanks. Well, I don’t need it, but I’ll take it in case something turns up.”


      “Use it even if nothing turns up. Sir. You can’t just do whatever you want, human weakling!”


      Ah, she went and made one for me. This would be way better off in their hands, but no point arguing about it.


      “Brother, just to be certain, if you’re handling the north by yourself, it’s because you have a plan, correct? Again, are you sure you wouldn’t rather fight with us?”


      It wasn’t often I saw Lucia so worried. Perhaps my task was more dangerous than I realized. But I definitely wasn’t going to fight! Even if it was dangerous, buying time was still better than being a combatant. Besides, I did have a plan for once.


      “Don’t worry. After making a very heartfelt request, I got some help.”


      “Hm? R-Request?”


      It’s amazing how useful groveling can be. You might even call it my ultimate move.


      “Listen, you don’t need to worry about me. You guys can just focus on your job! The operation rides on your success. Though I’m going to do everything I can, I can’t guarantee my idea will work, so you should go in assuming I’ll fail. Remember, I’m doing nothing more than offering a bit of support.”


      “Assume you’ll fail? Hm. If you say so.”


      I made sure she kept her expectations low. Circumstances forced me to go out there, but I would’ve preferred to avoid that if possible. Though I reminded myself that Yggdra wouldn’t have been any safer had I remained here.


      “Now then, everybody,” Sitri said, looking over the group, “please, stick to the plan!”


      “Except nobody told me the plan.”


      “Oh? Krai, you’re free to move as you see fit. You’ve got a different zone, and we’ll adjust according to your movements as we always do, so don’t hold back on our account!”


      Hold back? I don’t have anything to hold back in the first place. I want someone to carry me on their back.


      I shrugged. Now that I had warned them so thoroughly, I didn’t have to worry about my incompetence getting in their way. For the time being, I just put on a hard-boiled smile.




      We formed a line and marched down a narrow forest path. The leaves already blocked out most of the sunlight, making the gloom on a cloudy day like this one feel downright eerie. With just a slight upward tilt of my head, I could see the World Tree. We would hit our destination well before we got close to the gargantuan arbor.


      We had all been given a chance to see the map, which had our objectives marked. There were eight, each with a team assigned to it. They ran in a horizontal line pretty far south of the treasure vault. I assumed these marks would form the new path that the mana material was to follow.


      There was nothing written on the north side. They were entrusting that half entirely to me. If I wasn’t going to be of any use, I at least wanted to not get in anybody’s way.


      As we walked, there were no conversations, just an electrifying tension. I could only assume the lack of monster attacks was some sort of quiet before the storm.


      Our first destination was a somewhat open area with few trees. I didn’t know how defensible it was, but at least the visibility was good, and there was a clear spring nearby. It struck me as a good place for a water elemental.


      “Thousand Tricks, I require Milesse.”


      “Krai, please get the devices out!”


      “Hmph. Leave it to me!”


      With Mimicky, couldn’t I just be the equipment manager? That seemed like the most useful thing I could do. The only issue with that was that anyone could use the chest. Responding to Selyn’s and Sitri’s requests, I had Mimicky remove Milesse and the devices.


      The mana material manipulator was the most bizarre device I had ever seen. It looked like a thin, spiraling glass tube. It was narrow at the bottom and wider at the top, like a funnel. The base was a glass box with a spot for placing a power source. It was mystifying to think that a device with the extremely hazardous power to manipulate mana material was the grand culmination of Sitri’s research. It was maybe two meters tall and a meter wide, nearly too big to fit inside Mimicky’s mouth.


      Milesse had lost some of her color since I last saw her. She had evacuated inside Mimicky so she wouldn’t again be inundated with mana material and driven to insanity, and now she seemed to be doing pretty well. She was round like a sweet bun, glittering and transparent, and with two large eyes now focused on Selyn. Apparently, she and Milesse would be defending one of the devices. Facing the guardian elemental, Selyn looked so dignified it was hard to believe what perfect comfort had done to her.


      “It’s good to see you again, Milesse,” Luin said warmly. “Thank you for protecting Yggdra. It’s an honor to fight alongside you once more.”


      Seeing Luin, Milesse made a sound like a bell. It was elementalese, and I still didn’t understand a word of it.


      A brief shadow passed over Luin’s face before they said in a strained voice, “I don’t know. This operation will likely be our biggest. We’re facing an immense foe. However, this time it isn’t just us Yggdrans, but also friends of a different race and kinsmen we had once been separated from. We even have a plan, and we’ll fight till our last breath. On my pride as a Noble Spirit, please, grant us your aid.”


      I didn’t know what they were talking about, but Luin sounded really hyped up. I couldn’t muster that sort of excitement for something still a century away. And it, well, it was Luke out there.


      Luin’s tranquil, fiery red eyes suddenly turned my way. Following that, Milesse floated up to me. She made some bell-like sounds, and some lights blinked inside her. I felt a breeze. Even my dull senses could tell what an immense presence was before me. This transcended any normal elemental. I had heard that those with exceptional powers were sometimes regarded as gods.


      I smiled and nodded along, but didn’t feel like keeping it up until the end. Looking back on it, I felt like this whole mess began with Milesse losing her mind. I wasn’t going to complain, of course, but wasn’t it pretty awful of her to get my consent after saying things I couldn’t understand? But I’m the one who nodded along anyway!


      When the bell chimes ended, I smiled and said very frankly, “Ha ha. I have no idea what you’re saying.”


      Milesse’s vertical swaying came to a halt. Luin, Lucia, and some others gasped. Evidently, Magi were capable of parsing elementalese.


      “Well, either way,” I continued, “no matter what happens, all we can do is give it our best shot. We’re thoroughly prepared, and Sitri’s plan is (probably) perfect. I’ll be doing my part the best I can, so I hope you can look after Selyn!”


      Anyone who hunted long enough eventually ran into a situation in which they were forced to brace for whatever might come. Then there was me, regularly finding myself in certain-death scenarios. This time, though, we had people who could fight and Sitri, a dependable commander. I can’t overstate how much I preferred that to being thrown to the wolves by myself.


      Now that I think about it, I never did call Ark over. The impact of seeing Selyn perfectly comfortable made me forget all about him. I guess there’s no guarantee he would come either way.


      “Well, my brother does have a point. There are too few known cases of shrine-types being conquered. Nothing we can say will change the fact that we have to go into this prepared to die.”


      Ansem grunted in agreement.


      “S-Same! I believe in master!”


      Tino, please be a bit more skeptical of me.


      “Hmph. There’s hardly any need for apologies at this point,” Lapis said to Milesse and Selyn. “If the World Tree is in danger, the rest of the world is in danger. It’s only natural that we fight. But let me just say this. Should we pull this off, there needs to be proper compensation. For Starlight, this is a personal matter, but not for Grieving Souls. I don’t want the Noble Spirits to be disgraced any more than they already have.”


      They say Noble Spirits are softer on their own kind, but Lapis gives everyone the same treatment. Also, I guess this means Milesse was apologizing to me.


      Lapis was right—there was no need for apologies. There was no turning back the clock, and even if Milesse hadn’t lost her mind, there was a very good chance we would have ended up here regardless. I was unlucky that way.


      “I understand. The people of Yggdra never forget their debts. Once this incident has reached its conclusion, I’ll grant whatever request they ask of me.”


      Offering to grant any request was generous, but for hunters, risk and reward were two sides of the same coin. Great rewards only came with great deeds, and having something so big on the table only increased the pressure on someone as useless as me. I needed to draw a cautionary line.


      “No need for payments,” I said. “People help each other out when things get rough. Besides, we might not make any major contributions.”


      “Human, you truly...” resignation entered Selyn’s shocked expression, “you truly have no desires, do you?”


      Kris and her friends were all at a loss, but Lucia and everyone else used to dealing with me just looked exasperated. It’s not that I had no desires; I just didn’t want to take responsibility for anything. If I were going to accept a reward, that would place a burden of responsibility on me. If I worked for free, I could just use that as my excuse if I botched something.


      Sitri, the one in charge of Grieving Souls’s finances, nudged my shoulder with a troubled expression. “Goodness, there you go again, Krai. Well, I’ll admit this will be an experience hard to get anywhere else.”


      Regardless of what I said, Sitri would probably ask for some compensation if it proved necessary. My party wasn’t prone to mistakes, which let me confidently say whatever I felt like.


      Refocusing, Sitri began her explanation. “Normally, I’d prefer to have the devices buried, but due to the likelihood of interference from phantoms, we’ll opt for speed and place them aboveground. Should the devices activate and affect Shrine of the Effluent God, I’m sure the enemy won’t simply sit and watch. I can’t say for certain how long it will take for the manipulators to affect the treasure vault, but the phantoms will be playing into our hands if they attempt a counterattack. The phantoms will fade sooner if we force them to use their energy when there’s not enough to go around.”


      So we don’t know how long it will be until the vault is affected? This could take a while. Well, I’m just being a diversion, so I’ll just hop inside Mimicky.


      Sitting on the ground, the manipulators looked like they shouldn’t stay upright, like some work of art.


      “I’ll determine if our plan has worked or not,” Sitri said after giving her devices a satisfied look. “We’ll commence the operation at ten o’clock. That’s when you will activate your devices! Simultaneous activation is imperative if we’re to redirect the immense flow of mana material heading to the World Tree.”


      Everyone gave her their full attention. From a bag, she pulled out what looked like a large blue gemstone and held it before us.


      “I believe you already know this, but this is a manastone. These will power the devices. Setting it in place will activate the manipulator. I’ll hand them out now.”


      “Oh, thanks. I’ll use it if the situation calls for it.”


      So I just have to set it in, and the device will work? That’s simpler than I thought. Even I can do that.


      “We’re going to hand out the necessary items. While the devices are built to be sturdy, they’re still made from glass. Please handle them with care. Any of them breaking will jeopardize the mission!”


      We removed the items from Mimicky and distributed them. A mana material manipulator, a watch, a set of potions for combat, and a manastone. The manipulators came in varying sizes, but there were eight in total.


      With all the supplies handed out, Adler examined her manastone. “If that’s all, we’re gonna start getting ready. I’d like to get a good look at the spot we’re defending.”


      “Okaaay, Quint, carrying the manipulator will be your job.”


      “I know, I know!”


      A card soldier about a meter tall picked up the device and followed behind him. I didn’t know where he got that thing, but it was pretty strong despite its frail appearance.


      Quint turned and looked at me. “Right, Thousand Tricks. Could you return the sword you took from me?”


      Oh yeah. Liz stole his sword.


      “I guess I have to. You can’t fight without a proper weapon.”


      I didn’t actually want to give it back, but I didn’t see what else I could do. While there was no getting around the fact that these guys were bandits, they were currently part of our operation. Since their job was much more important than mine, I couldn’t just let them be defeated. Though they had managed to escape from Grieving Souls once before, that had been with an army on their side. I still didn’t know how well they could fight on their own.


      “Adler, how’s the centipede?”


      “All healed. Thanks for asking. Yuden!”


      The moment she said that, the ground began to shake. The dirt swelled, and pincers protruded upwards, followed by the surface parting to reveal crimson plating. Letting Adler atop its back, the immense centipede lifted its body and let out a fierce roar.


      It was the first time I had seen it since the battle at the treasure vault, and it was as big as ever. Too big, really. I had seen more than my fair share of insectoid monsters, but never one this size. They called this a primeval, right? If they had bugs like this slinking around in ancient times, then I can’t overstate how grateful I was to have been born in the modern era.


      Arms folded, Liz watched Yuden intently when something caught her eye. “Did this thing get shorter? Is it all right?”


      “That’s just what happens when you lose everything but your head,” Adler answered. “Don’t worry, Yuden can still fight. With all that mana material, it’s actually gotten stronger.”


      That thing was already strong enough to reach a draw against a bunch of phantoms from a Level 10 vault, and now it’s stronger? I guess that’s reassuring, though I’m still not sure how to feel about it.


      Uuno hopped atop Yuden and gave us all a wave. “If anything happens, we’ll be in touch. Goood luck out there.”


      “Thousand Tricks, I’ll be watching you through the manifest mirror. Don’t let me down!”


      Even if they were bandits, it was hard to stay angry at people so agreeable. With a sigh, I waved back to the departing group.


      Lapis stood up and swept her gaze across her party, riling them up. “Let’s be off then. We don’t want to be outdone by Nocturnal Parade.”


      They sure were motivated. I began to worry that if I stayed with them, I’d get caught in the flow and end up fighting alongside them. I had what I needed and had been told the plan. Now I needed to get out before anyone started to think I might do anything.


      “Well then, I’ll be going as well. Let’s do our best, everyone. We’re busy people, so let’s get this over with quickly.”


      That’s when I remembered one small problem. I wouldn’t be able to reach the objective on my own. Looking at everyone in turn, I spied Tino, standing around like she didn’t know what to do. I needed a Thief, and if she could control the Carpet, then all the better.


      ***


      The human hadn’t shown the slightest nervousness before he left for the forest. His bearing wasn’t remotely intimidating, his smile just slightly pathetic. Even though he would soon be going off to fight an immense foe, his gait suggested no stress.


      If anything about him had changed since Selyn first met him, it was perhaps that he was no longer wearing Perfect Vacation. It only made sense that he would consider this a dangerous time to use that Relic, but what amazed her was how he managed to remain calm without it. The look of despair Tino wore as she departed spoke immensely of his abnormal character.


      “For such a weakling, the human weakling still hasn’t learned that a bit of tension will do him good. And what’s Tino thinking? She should’ve told him to fly his own damn Carpet!”


      He had so very casually said, “Hmm, I need a Carpet pilot. Right, Tino, you’re up!” Though Selyn wasn’t one of her kind, the girl’s pitiful expression still evoked deep sympathy within the imperial princess.


      “Hey, Siddy,” Liz said. Both sisters looked less than pleased. “Don’t you think Krai Baby’s been putting too much on T’s shoulders lately?”


      “Hmm. Maybe this is the final stage of her training. Well, I would imagine she would benefit much more from working with Krai than with us.”


      Clutching her head, Lucia let out a very deep sigh. “If he’s going to take on a Level 10 vault, he could have at least given the matter a bit more thought.”


      They were headed into an extremely risky operation. Sitri’s plan was the best they could ask for, given their lack of information, but they were still going in with many questions unanswered. In the human world, there were reportedly next to no incidents of shrine-type vaults being conquered, nor had the mana material manipulators ever been used to weaken a vault. With such a small force, as well as imperfect intel and calculations, luck was almost certain to play a role. It was only because they were faced with imminent peril that they had been willing to move so decisively.


      Their plan was so uncertain that it almost definitely would have been rejected had their circumstances not been so desperate. They didn’t know how large the enemy force was. They hadn’t gathered as many fighters as they could, but there was a decent chance they were no match for the might of Shrine of the Effluent God. Not only that, in order to defend the eight mana material manipulators, they were forced to divide their already small numbers.


      Yet that still wasn’t anything compared to the monumental task the Thousand Tricks was attempting.


      As far as they could tell, the topography north of the vault was the same as the south, as were the number of ley lines and their thickness. In other words, simple calculations to be believed, that human was going to be taking on by himself as many phantoms as the rest of them combined. Of course, if he were placing fewer manipulators, then fewer phantoms would come after him, but it would still be an inordinate amount.


      She thought there might be something behind his decision. Some method to handle large numbers of phantoms, or some secret weapon he had kept hidden. Even something as unreliable as confidence or determination would have been fine. Selyn would have been just a tad more at ease if he had shown something that might indicate his success.


      “Will that human truly be all right?”


      “Hmph. We wouldn’t have let him go through with his idea if we thought otherwise,” Lapis said dispassionately. “You’re still underestimating him. Setting aside his personality, if you know his strength and accomplishments, you’d see there’s no need for concern.” Her lack of emotion only lent her words more credence. “If anyone will need to fight for their lives, it will be us. We’re not Level 8.”


      The title of strongest in Selyn’s group went to the two guardian elementals. She didn’t think that a hunter, high-level or not, could possess greater might than Milesse or Phinisse. But could it be that might alone wasn’t enough to match him?


      With a glance from Lapis, the other members of Starlight began incantations. The ground displaced by Yuden’s arrival began to writhe and form humanoid figures. The nearby foliage began to uproot itself like lumbering giants, while the spring water rose with unnatural grace and assumed the shape of beasts. This was the power to make warriors out of nature.


      “If we’re fighting an army, then we’ll have to make our own.” Lapis shrugged. “They can’t take precise orders and don’t offer much power, but numbers are one thing we’re short on. We don’t normally use these spells, but they can at least form a wall.”


      “That’s...a fine idea.”


      Units born from nature were generally weak. The phantoms of Shrine of the Effluent God would tear through them like paper, and the mana required for them to form made them less than efficient, but they weren’t half-bad as a means of buying time. If they were destroyed, their materials could be used to build barricades.


      Selyn looked at Milesse, floating next to her. Borrowing the elemental’s powers, she cast a spell. She could feel a bridge connect them, flooding her with energy, which she transposed into phenomena.


      Milesse’s and Phinisse’s powers corresponded to each other. Whereas Annihilator Phinisse commanded the power to decay, Originator Milesse wielded the ability to create. As long as you looked beyond just combat, neither elemental was superior to the other.


      The ground shook with tremors far greater than any caused by Yuden. As if crawling up from the bedrock, soldiers began to form from the dirt.


      “They’re Milesse’s creations. She can cultivate flora, raise earth, and manipulate water.”


      Her creations vastly outnumbered those of Starlight. No matter how weak they were, a crushing wave would be impossible to shake off. With Milesse’s powers, the only thing limiting how many they could make was the availability of materials.


      “It would be challenging to restrict the phantoms entirely, but the more warriors we have, the better we can limit their movements. We could very well make a cage.”


      “Creation and control, all at your fingertips. Leave it to an Yggdran elemental to throw up an army in the blink of an eye.”


      “Milesse specializes in defense; breaking past her is no simple feat. She can’t block attacks from Phinisse, which is to say, we’re quite fortunate that he returned to us before this operation.”


      Had Luin attacked them during the operation, they would have been in serious trouble. While Yggdra had one more guardian elemental, whose whereabouts were unknown, that one was no better at offense than Milesse was. Even if they had gone to the enemy’s side as Phinisse had, it shouldn’t pose too much of a problem.


      “Hm. Just don’t forget,” Lapis said, “that our lives come first. I get that you want to bring your comrades back, but that can’t happen if we get killed because you only tried to hold them back.”


      “If only lightning would stop them like it would most creatures. Madam.”


      “You have my thanks,” Selyn said after a pause.


      While everyone in Starlight was a formidable Magus, it wasn’t clear how long they could detain phantoms from a Level 10 vault. Selyn had never planned to ask them to put their lives on the line. She simply wished for them to believe in the plan and give it their very best.


      With Phinisse following close behind, Luin looked up at the World Tree and said, “Once the attacks on us subside, we’ll head that way. We’ll try and draw as many eyes as we can.”


      Luin, already one of Yggdra’s greatest Magi, was in peak condition. With Phinisse’s powers at his beck and call, there were very few phantoms capable of besting him.


      We can win. It should be possible, no matter how vast the enemy might be.


      “We will win,” Sitri assured Selyn, sensing her unease. “If this fails, I’ll be too ashamed to show myself in front of Krai.”


      “Got that right,” Liz chimed in. “Not often you get a chance to fight phantoms from a Level 10 vault, so we may as well enjoy it.”


      “I’ve had nothing but danger since joining Grieving Souls. I’m supposed to be a Thief...”


      “Actually, Eliza, we’ve slowed down since you joined,” Lucia said with a long sigh. “Though I suppose that’s in part because my brother started working with us less.”


      Ansem nodded vigorously. “Mmm, mmm.”




      With the units produced by Milesse, Selyn arrived safely at her designated position. Mana material bolstered creatures of every sort, and vegetation was no exception, something made clear by the gigantic plants that grew around the World Tree.


      The two were surrounded by trees of prodigious years, though maybe not as many as the World Tree. The area initially appeared no different than the rest of the forest, except that looking downwards showed that the mana material flowing through the ground was notably dense here.


      This was one of the spots in which inbound ley lines overlapped. Thinner lines connected and formed larger ones that linked to the World Tree. Though not even Milesse could shut off the flow of mana material, doing so would reduce the amount of energy headed to the World Tree, weakening Shrine of the Effluent God.


      Selyn eyed Sitri’s mana material manipulator as the earthen warriors carried it over. It was around two meters tall and one meter wide. The bizarre glass device sparkled in the sunlight. It still struck Selyn as a terribly perverse creation, and now she began to feel it was much too unreliable to entrust with an immense torrent of mana material, and by extension, the fate of the world.


      The earthen warriors set the device down and formed a perimeter. There were a few hundred of them. As they could easily be remade if destroyed, their forms could be altered as necessary. While complex orders were beyond their abilities, they could at least charge at a foe.


      All that was left was to set the manastone when the time came, then protect the device until it could take effect. With nothing more to do, she checked the watch Sitri had given her. It wouldn’t be long before the operation commenced. It was only now that she became too nervous to breathe.


      Selyn, imperial princess of Yggdra, had very little experience with large-scale battles. Adler had used the manifest mirror to observe the phantoms inside the barrier around the vault. Would they attack once the device was activated? How many of those would come for her? Milesse wielded extraordinary might, but some of those phantoms were once Yggdran warriors, all of whom had more combat experience than her. She had little confidence that she would last long or that she could fight in a manner befitting the imperial princess.


      However, those concerns were probably the exact reason that the human had given her Perfect Vacation. Shaking off her doubts, Selyn closed her eyes and brought her mind into focus before looking up at the World Tree and praying for their success. Perhaps thinking the same thing, Milesse silently gazed at the World Tree—at her homeland, now corrupted by Shrine of the Effluent God.


      “It’s almost time.”


      The forest was currently at peace. Milesse used her magic to order the earthen warriors about. They were, in a sense, her arms, eyes, and ears. If any monsters or phantoms got close, they would know immediately. They had all agreed to raise the alarm if anything happened, meaning the other teams most likely hadn’t been attacked.


      I can only hope it stays that way.


      Bracing herself, Selyn took the bright red manastone she had received from Sitri and placed it in the manipulator. There was a small click. The sensation in her fingers was surprisingly light. The stone’s mana went up the spiralling glass tube, and the device began to silently vibrate.


      “G-Goodness...”


      Her heart pounded, and she couldn’t contain that trembling utterance. The device’s activation did nothing to change the scenery. The ground didn’t shake, nor were there any lights or noises. Anyone without Selyn’s eyes would probably struggle to understand what was happening.


      The mana material manipulator was very aptly named. The device was redirecting mana material, sucking it up from the land, moving it up the circular tube. After being ejected at the top, the energy rapidly dispersed, unlike mana material in the ground, which flowed in one direction just as a river would. It reminded her of an erupting spring.


      While the dispersed mana material spread in every direction like a ripple, a closer look revealed that it tapered into a thin line headed in the same direction as the end of the glass tube. Sitri’s plan entailed all the flows of dispersed mana material connecting and forming a new current.


      If only it were so easy. Selyn could see mana material, but anyone who couldn’t was left without a means of confirming if their device was working. She was again reminded that these manipulators were being utilized in a way they weren’t intended for. Using these to warp a flow and weaken a treasure vault required precise calculations.


      Examining the device showed that it was specifically designed to disperse mana material, then hold it in place. In which case, while it was designed to strengthen vaults, it wasn’t impossible to use it to weaken instead. While she didn’t understand how the device itself functioned, she believed whoever thought it up had to be a genius or insane. Perhaps both. The Ygddrans had methods of harnessing existing ley lines, but the idea of alteration had never occurred to them.


      The manipulator scooped up a majority of the mana material passing through, noticeably decreasing the current. So long as the other teams had correctly activated their devices, they would stifle the flow of energy from the south, halving the amount that reached Shrine of the Effluent God.


      The vault should have already noticed something was wrong. The phantoms would no doubt begin a search for the source of this anomaly, which would lead them to Selyn and the other teams. While keeping an eye on the manipulator, she watched for phantoms.


      Milesse, hovering not far off, let out a series of bell-like noises, reporting to Selyn.


      “Seven bestial phantoms?”


      It was five wolves, and two of the lizards Eliza had previously engaged. They moved silently, but there was no getting past Milesse’s eyes. The wind, the earth, the plants, all belonged to her. Selyn and the guardian elemental were connected by an invisible bond. Her enhanced senses informed her of encroaching phantoms. They made no sounds, had no presence, and moved rapidly.


      If this were an ambush, she might’ve been finished before she could do so much as notice them. Even the strongest Magus was helpless if struck before they could cast a spell. However, Selyn was on her guard. Her lack of combat experience didn’t matter here. The forest was an ally to Selyn Yggdra Frestle.


      “Milesse,” she whispered as she gripped her beloved staff.


      There was no need to issue orders; the elemental could accurately intuit her intentions. The ground shook, raising her higher than even the trees of the forest. Moving as one, the earthen warriors headed in the direction of the incoming phantoms.


      Looking down, she could see the mana material being shifted around by the device. She had raised her platform too much; the canopies of the trees blocked her view of the phantoms. On the other hand, however, she could draw attention from a distance like this. The phantoms weren’t infinite. The more she drew to her, the less of a burden would be placed on the other teams.


      She furrowed her brow upon receiving another report from Milesse. “An additional fifteen, all animals. We’re being underestimated.”


      She was relieved to know that all the phantoms were of the animal sort—there were no beasts among the ranks of Yggdra’s warriors. She did not need to restrain these. They could be simply gathered up and crushed.


      The phantoms’ pace slowed. They had quick wits. If Selyn was right, they were planning to surround her, then go in for the attack. She, however, had no reason to wait for that to happen. Planting her staff at her feet, she yelled, expelling her fears with it.


      “GO FORTH!”


      The ground rumbled as hundreds of earthen warriors all charged forward at once.
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      Without raising a single cry, the phantoms responded to the sudden counterattack. Leaving their hidden positions, they advanced, brushing aside and crushing the earthen warriors. Selyn’s minions failed to pierce the phantoms’ tough skin, while one swipe from a phantom was enough to disintegrate a warrior.


      This was all to be expected. These warriors weren’t powerful as individuals. In fact, it wasn’t accurate to call them warriors at all. They had limbs and heads, but no fatal points. They were being controlled by Milesse. With the ability to bend the land to her will, these units were nothing more than lumps of dirt. A coordinated attack from them was more like a wave of pure earth.


      Selyn formed more units. She increased their production speed, reusing the dirt from those decimated. The phantom beasts found their legs encased in mud as they tried to advance. The more they attacked, the more they added to the pile. They began to twist and thrash. By the time they realized the dangers of their efforts, it was too late.


      “Return to the land.”


      With a painful crunch, multiple phantoms vanished in an instant. The dirt had been packed in, crushing them with intense pressure. Though they were sturdy and survivable, they would break with enough force.


      A few of the reptilian phantoms forced their way out of their entrapment and leaped for Selyn. She was impressed that they could jump so far when the ground was covered in mud. All at once, the phantoms unhinged their jaws.


      “Hm?!”


      Light gathered in their mouths, then shot forth at her. Yet not one blast found its target, instead hitting a thick wall of dirt that had erupted from the ground. The wall glowed red, and the nearby temperature shot up, but none of the attacks broke through. Turning the tide, Selyn brought the wall down, crushing the phantoms with it. Their signals gradually lessened until they were gone entirely.


      Silence returned. The battle had lasted a mere five minutes. Leaning on her staff, Selyn regained her breath. She wiped away the sweat on her brow. She hadn’t even noticed it until now.


      She was fine, but didn’t rejoice in her victory. Being able to withstand Milesse’s powers for even a second made those phantoms formidable. While the other members had more experience than Selyn, she didn’t think they would last long against so many attackers. There was also the possibility of a third party arriving.


      What of the manipulator?


      Selyn checked the ley lines and was stunned by what she saw.


      “The dispersed mana material. It’s returning?”


      The device was still working fine. However, the dispersed mana material seemed to be getting sucked back into the ley line it had just been pulled from. From her elevated position, she could see it clearly. It was like a tributary rejoining the main current further downriver. This meant the amount of mana material reaching the vault would remain unchanged.


      Did the phantoms do something? No, that’s not it.


      Selyn spun her head in the direction of the neighboring team’s manipulator. They were showing the same result. The device was successfully lifting up mana material and spreading it out. What it failed to do was form a new current.


      The dispersion was insufficient. In order for the mana material to ignore the existing current and create a new one, the energies from every single manipulator had to connect. Mana material had a tendency to gravitate to strong concentrations. This was the reason life-forms could absorb the arcane energy, the reason the displaced energy was now returning to the ley lines, and the reason Sitri’s operation required that the devices be activated at the same time.


      “Did she miscalculate? Are the devices too small? No, there were too many unknown factors from the start.”


      The operation had failed. Protecting the devices no longer served any purpose. Not only that, Selyn could see the mana material of the phantoms she had just defeated being pulled back into the ley lines. It was a dismal amount, but it was returning to the lines, where it would eventually feed into Shrine of the Effluent God.


      She had told herself she was braced for the possibility of failure, but this was the worst. She had to quickly alert everyone, or else they would remain locked in meaningless battles against immense foes.


      Milesse alerted her to a distant pack of phantoms closing in, but now wasn’t the time for them. Selyn lowered her elevation position back to the ground. Taking a deep breath, she calmed her nerves. They were on the right track. If they tried this with even slightly more powerful manipulators, they were sure to succeed.


      There was a sudden clinking sound. Struggling to keep her wits about her, Selyn turned towards the sound. A small crack had formed in the glass of the manipulator. Right before her eyes, the crack expanded.


      “How?!”


      The device shattered into fragments, the manastone tumbling across the ground. Things couldn’t get any worse. What she had assumed to be the worst possible scenario had just degraded even further. It didn’t help that she didn’t understand why this had happened. Hit with multiple occurrences that tested her capacity, Selyn froze.


      Then, in the distance, a red light shot into the sky. It was the signal to collect the manipulators and retreat. Forcing her trembling body to work, Selyn managed to commence her withdrawal.




      She reached Sitri’s manipulator site, which served as the operation headquarters and was where the light had been fired from. By the time she made it there, just about every other team was already in attendance. Arriving at the same time was Luin, who had been at the opposite end.


      Like Selyn’s site, this spot showed deep battle scars. Though maybe not as many as hers, a considerable number of phantoms must have attacked. Sitri’s aberrant monster with the paper bag on its head was carrying phantom corpses. And that wasn’t the end of them. Multiple animal phantoms were approaching. Their numbers were modest, but only because they were trying to assess the hunters. That would change with time. While Ansem had placed a barrier, it wasn’t likely to last long.


      Sitri grimaced. The moment Selyn saw that, she blurted out, “What’s the meaning of this?! The device shattered into pieces!”


      She knew she needed to stay calm, but she couldn’t keep the words out of her mouth. This operation would decide the fate of the world.


      Sighing, Sitri held up a device with a meter and needle. “The operation was a complete failure. It was because the quantity of mana material in the ley lines greatly exceeded my expectations. Though the manipulators worked as intended, they were unable to create a new current.”


      They were in a precarious situation. As phantoms closed in from all sides, Sitri calmly continued her explanation.


      “This is a mana material gauge we developed alongside the manipulator. Do you see how the needle is all the way to the right? This means that the ley lines here contain far more mana material than we thought possible. To put it simply, the manipulators are unable to withstand the amount of energy flowing through these lines. I suppose I can’t deny that we may have been naive, but there are so many unknown factors when it comes to ley lines. That’s just how it goes sometimes.”


      Sitri’s manipulator hadn’t yet broken. Evidently, there was less mana material flowing through here than there was at Selyn’s position. Hers had also been working fine initially. Perhaps it had just barely taken more than it could endure. The cracks formed right after she defeated some phantoms, so it was possible the mana material released during their deaths had been what pushed the device over the edge. Whatever the cause, it didn’t make a difference now.


      “B-But you’ll do something, won’t you?!” Selyn cried desperately. She was sure Sitri had said the parameters of the magic circle could be altered to change the device’s size and abilities. “You said the devices could be adjusted during creation—”


      “That won’t work,” came Sitri’s cold response. “For one thing, we’ve already used up the vast majority of our glass while making the strongest manipulators we could. I didn’t see any point in trying to conserve glass if it risked endangering the operation. Likewise, I believe constructing the devices drained Lucy’s mana considerably.”


      “Indeed. I thought that was quite taxing for something any Magus could supposedly make,” Lucia said bitterly.


      How could they be so calm under these circumstances?


      “Hmph. That explains it.” Lapis, not looking at all happy, turned to Sitri. “So, just to be sure, the devices can’t be remade?”


      “Not anytime soon. I’ll have to redo my research, and my original cohorts are all in jail— Oh, never mind that. Though they appear simple, those devices are the result of several first-rate researchers working together.”


      Selyn understood the difficulties associated with mana material research. Even Yggdra had taken a considerable amount of time to develop its defensive magic. She wanted to cry, but it wasn’t the time for that—it was time to retreat. Whether they wanted to change their plan or stick with the current one, they had nothing to gain from sticking around. They needed to pull out before they wasted any more resources here.


      Perhaps because they had all gathered in one spot, a large swarm of phantoms was rapidly coming towards them. She could send the earthen warriors at them, but that wouldn’t even be a deterrent. Milesse was not invincible. She grew tired; she couldn’t attack without letting her own defenses down. While she had just won one battle, they could be crushed if surrounded by hundreds of phantoms. Magi were brittle; fighting a horde of monsters that could shred Selyn in one swipe was hardly a smart decision.


      “We’ll...withdraw. We can consider what to do next once we return to Yggdra.”


      This is going very poorly. Or maybe it’s just that everything else has gone too well.


      They still had another one hundred years before the god awoke. That was certainly enough time to improve upon the manipulator. Their best option was to fall back and take a defensive stance. Selyn was just worried that this failed attempt might have made the situation worse.


      “I heard your quest completion rate is one hundred percent, but I see even the Thousand Tricks can fail.”


      After seeing him return Milesse to her senses and bring Luin back, she became too willing to place her faith in him. That man was human. She should have considered the possibility of him failing. Still, she felt he shared some of the blame, given how he constantly maintained that flippant attitude. Perhaps that unconcerned veneer of his would break once he learned what had happened.


      Sitri blinked, exchanged glances with the other Grievers, then looked at Selyn curiously. “No, Krai doesn’t fail. The error rests with me, not him.”


      “Hm?”


      Selyn looked around just to be sure and saw that he hadn’t come back yet. Likewise, she didn’t see Nocturnal Parade anywhere.


      A shadow dropped from a nearby tree. With a quiet landing, Eliza Beck said, “Sitri. The phantoms seem to be running. Or rather, they’re moving like they found a new target.”


      ***


      Flying like the wind, we deftly snaked through the forest. Tino had, at some point, gotten even better at flying Carpy. At high speed, she dodged between the irregular trees. As she was sitting in front, she knocked away any incoming branches, so I wasn’t even touched by a single twig. Carpy was still pretty fast while carrying Tino, Mimicky, and me. Had Carpy been willing to let only me on, I might’ve slammed into a tree.


      Seen from the side, Tino looked like she was under a lot of pressure. The whole curse mess had also been nothing but trouble for her, so it was only natural that she made that face. But I think running around with me was preferable to being subjected to Liz’s brutal regimen.


      “Their presence is overpowering! And this is while taking the long way around! Master, I feel like we’re being watched. So this is the Level 10 vault experience!”


      “Yeah, uh-huh.”


      Though she sounded downright terrified, her body had stopped trembling. She must have come to terms with her fate. It’s when faced with true peril that a hunter’s skills become apparent.


      I don’t feel at all like we’re being watched. But I’ll just keep that to myself.


      Maneuvering the Carpet, Tino continued onward, occasionally adjusting our direction. Who would possibly believe the girl in front of me had lived a peaceful life only a few years ago? I was losing to her at Relic usage, the one thing I was good at.


      I knew taking Tino was the right decision. Every bit of the forest looked the same as the rest, so I wasn’t even sure I could have made it northward without her.


      “Master, um, what am I supposed to do once we arrive? I’m ashamed to admit it, but though I’m going to give it my all, I’m not sure I’ll be of much use against phantoms from that vault.”


      “Yeah, uh-huh. But don’t worry. We’re only here to buy time, and I have a plan for dealing with the phantoms. If you want, you can take cover inside Mimicky.”


      I’ll probably end up hiding down there as well. Man, Tino’s a brave soul if she’s willing to give it her all against those phantoms.


      After taking a few deep breaths, Tino turned around, determination in her voice. “No. You chose me for this duty, so I’m not going to disappoint you! I’ll never become a great hunter by hiding!”


      “W-Well said, Tino. I’m very proud of you.”


      She had an odd amount of enthusiasm, but her words stung. Since I was always hiding, that meant I’d never become a great hunter. Tino never disappointed me. Even now, she was handling the Carpet better than I thought she could. Honestly, from navigation to driving, I was leaving it all to her.


      “Y-You flatter me, master.” Tino said, slightly red in the cheeks. “Oh, we’re entering the northern half. Where should we land?”


      We’re up north now? I hadn’t noticed at all. Seriously, this is why I don’t like forests.


      We came upon a slightly open spot. There was room for the manipulator, so it seemed fine to me. Sitri had kept telling me to do as I wanted. Their team was the real star of this show. If I could draw even a small number of phantoms away from them, then I’d be hitting above my weight.


      “All right, let’s go down here.”


      “Hm? H-Here?!”


      Tino looked at me with complete disbelief, but still did as I said. Now it was a battle against time.


      “I’m going to get set up, so you keep an out in the direction of the vault!”


      “K-Keep an eye out? It’s right over— Never mind. Understood.”


      “If any phantoms make their way here, keep them busy. You can kill them if you have to.”


      “Bwah?!”


      What a funny noise she made.


      I wasted no time approaching Mimicky and asking him for the device. He spat out the mana material manipulator, an item large enough to need both arms to carry. The more I saw it, the more it unsettled me. The construction was simple, but I didn’t know how something like this could manipulate invisible energies. The world is full of mysteries. Well, I wasn’t really interested in its mechanisms anyway. All I needed to know was how to activate it.


      While Sitri had told me to do as I saw fit, I still thought I might as well synchronize my activation with the others. Checking my watch showed that it wasn’t quite time yet, so I decided to get out the secret weapon.


      Tino kept on giving me furtive glances. She probably wanted to know what I was up to.


      “Mimicky,” I commanded in a hard-boiled voice, “get me the cursed items I put in recently.”


      “Cursed items?!” Tino sputtered, much to my satisfaction.


      None of the Relics in my collection would have much effect on a phantom from a Level 10 vault. However, if you went beyond Relics, then I had something. They were among the sources of trouble in the recent curse calamity. Vile curses made by human hands, threats that had been a match for a group of super high-level hunters that included Ark. Malign items that just so happened to end up in my hands.


      Hearing my request, Mimicky coughed up items. A cross pendant, a stuffed bear, a blade in a pitch-black scabbard, and a long, twisted, black staff. All I actually wanted was the stuffed bear and the pendant, but that was my fault for wording it poorly.


      Setting aside the evil sword and staff, I placed the pendant on the item I was really after, the bear—Marin’s Lament.


      “Is that...” Tino was dumbfounded. “That’s not quite how I remember it.”


      “It was all battered, so I patched it up.”


      When I got my hands on Marin’s Lament, the bear had been worn and tattered. The fur was blackened, falling apart at the seams, and missing an eye and an arm. I assumed it had always been like that, as opposed to the damage being from a battle. Sure, Marin had briefly made my life hell, but I wasn’t cold enough to neglect a beat-up stuffed bear—a cursed bear. After some vigorous application of a purification potion popular among hunters, I stitched up the tears. I had also replaced the inner stuffing and even gave the bear some clothes.


      Take a good look. It’s like a brand new bear. (Or maybe it’s a different bear now.)


      “Patched up?! You patched up a cursed item?! Wait, wasn’t Marin’s Lament destroyed by an attack from Shero?”


      “That’s what you’d expect, right? A curse certainly won’t go away just by being left alone.”


      Our first contact came after I fixed the stuffed bear. It was in a dream, and while I can’t remember what sort of dream it was, it was probably to thank me for the repairs. It seemed Marin’s ire towards humanity had resided, but that didn’t necessarily mean she would fade immediately.


      Now, I guess Marin was still something of a hazard, but in the end, she had protected me from Shero, and I didn’t get the feeling she despised me all that much. I set the bear on the ground. If I didn’t know any better, I never would have thought this thing contained a curse too strong for the Church of the Radiant Spirit.


      I waited a minute, and the stuffed bear remained still, almost as if that’s all it really was. There was supposed to be a black knight inside the pendant, but he wasn’t coming out either. The other day, they assented when I got on my knees and begged for their help, so were they seriously going to cancel on the big day? If so, we could just fly around on Carpy instead.


      Are they really not coming out? Oh, I’ve got it! You need to place an offering in these situations.


      Surely they would appear if I showed some reverence. I reached into my Magic Bag. Unlike Mimicky, this was a defective item that could only hold chocolate. Pulling out a bar, I placed it atop the bear’s head. I placed a second and a third, and when I was about to place the fifth, a hand snatched it up.


      I don’t know when she appeared, but there was a lone girl clutching a stuffed bear to her chest. Standing like a statue next to her was an obsidian knight.


      Marin’s Lament. A girl transformed by tragic circumstances into a curse. Only now she looked much more agreeable than when I first saw her. Her dress still had its scorched appearance, but her head and limbs no longer resembled those of a rotting corpse, and instead looked much more human. Her face was also displaying emotions besides hatred; she gave me a slightly dejected glare.


      Well, that’s to be expected. When I asked for her help, she agreed, but wasn’t exactly jumping up and down. At least she doesn’t seem bent on killing me.


      Putting my hands together, I picked up the sacrificial chocolate bars off the ground and held them out to her.
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      “Help me out here,” I said. “I’ll power up that stuffed bear for you.”


      “S-Stop it...”


      “A-Are you really going to sic Marin’s Lament on the phantoms?! Master?!” Tino cried. “And wait, she can talk?!”


      Not a bad idea, right? Weaklings have their own ways of fighting. Also, if Shero could talk, then why can’t Marin?


      “Don’t call it ‘siccing,’ I’m just having her help out a bit.”


      I didn’t feel great about sending a girl into battle, but I knew how powerful Marin was. While she hadn’t been a match for Shero, I thought she could still manage the phantoms from Shrine of the Effluent God. Besides, she wasn’t tethered to that body, so I didn’t need to worry about her dying, and she had the black knight with her.


      And I’m only just remembering this now, but curses have their own advantages.


      “Go on, take the sword and staff,” I said, pointing to the ground. They were the very items that had wreaked mayhem on the Sword Saint’s dojo and the Zebrudia Academy of Magic.


      They looked in silence.


      Yep, that’s right. Curses can use other cursed items and remain unharmed.


      Generally speaking, cursed items offer unique benefits not found in normal weapons in exchange for significant trade-offs. The staff I wasn’t sure about, but the Devil Sword had already demolished part of the Sword Saint’s dojo. Giving them to Marin and the black knight was like handing out weapons to bandits. Or Relics to me.


      Even without any cursed items, these two had been a match for the Church of the Radiant Spirit and a team of veteran hunters that included Ark. If armed, they could very well be stronger than a swarm of phantoms.


      Marin and the black knight both picked up a weapon. Then Tino spun around, looking towards the forest.


      “M-Master. They’re out there. Phantoms, coming fast!”


      “Oh, thanks. That time already?”


      I haven’t even activated the manipulator yet, yet they’re showing up early. Not that I can sense whatever Tino is picking up.


      I checked my watch and saw that the time had come quicker than I realized. This was all because Marin had been so slow to appear. The other teams had probably already activated their manipulators, so I saw no reason not to activate mine.


      Pulling out the manastone I got from Sitri, I placed it in the hole. The glass tube silently vibrated. I thought there might be, like, a bit more noise or some lights or something, but what I got was pretty bland.


      Is this thing really working?


      “I can hear them. I can sense them,” Tino said. Her eyes were wide, her voice trembling. “They’re trying to move quietly, but I can tell. Th-There are so many of them!”


      I tried listening closely, though all I picked up was the wind. Even for a Thief, a class that specialized in reconnaissance, Tino’s detection skills were freakish. Or perhaps after being thrown into so many disasters, her mana material had started to enhance her ability to detect danger.


      “Hmm. So about how many are there?” I asked.


      “A ton of them. Too many for me to count. It’s probably because we’re closer to the vault than Siddy or any of the other teams.”


      Huh. So it looks like we’ll have no trouble fulfilling our role as bait. They’ll never suspect that Sitri’s the real threat.


      Also, this spot is close to the vault? Oh. I didn’t know that.


      I got close to Mimicky in case I needed to flee at a moment’s notice. Then I checked my Safety Rings. I didn’t know just how powerful those phantoms from Shrine of the Effluent God were. Though I had seen them clash with Adler’s army, I had been pretty spaced out at the time. Besides, you need to be decently powerful yourself if you want to assess people. Not that knowing their strength would make me any better equipped to fight back.


      Eh, I’ve got my Safety Rings; I can survive a few attacks.


      “Tino, over here.”


      “Hm? C-Certainly...”


      Staying wary of the trees, Tino jogged over to me. In my experience, if I stood near anyone else, I would become the first target. Should they try any area of effect attacks, my Safety Rings would protect us both, and if we at least knew how the enemy liked to attack, Tino should be able to do something about them.


      Tino’s profile was solemn, nervous, but unflinching. It was reassuring to know she could stay composed when she had just said there were a ton of phantoms incoming. As I fell back, the black knight took a dispassionate step forward. Marin followed suit, standing idly at his side. She gripped her staff and grimly watched the forest.


      Hold on. I just realized—a bit late, I know—but is Marin a Magus?


      “Th-They’re coming!” Tino said in a hoarse voice. A line of sweat trickled down her pale cheek.


      And then I realized we were surrounded. While I had chosen a fairly open spot, there were still only a few meters between us and the dense woods. Above large verdant trees and in the shadows of trunks too big for my arms to wrap around, lurked humanoid phantoms wearing jet-black masks.


      There had to have been upwards of a dozen of them. When had they gotten so close? The phantoms weren’t hiding themselves. If they had, it was very possible I might not have noticed even at this range. I took this as a sign of how eager they were to take us down.


      “Master, there are Magi and Thieves,” Tino said, breathing heavily. “They’re all accustomed to fighting in forests!”


      I heard a branch rustle. A black shadow moved atop a tree. They were remarkably quiet, remarkably fast. But what scared me the most was that they still hadn’t attacked. They were smart and organized, probably to ensure we were annihilated. Tino stood perfectly still, perhaps in terror of the phantoms, but her breath was ragged.


      “Didn’t Selyn say not to kill these?” I said.


      Sucking in her breath, Tino took a stance. She carried no weapons, armed only with her fists.


      Looking back, I feel like Tino generally doesn’t carry weapons. Even Luke uses a wooden blade, and Liz sometimes arms herself. Maybe Tino’s actually the biggest musclebrain— Stop, now’s not the time. I don’t plan on letting her fight.


      In the same instant, the black knight drew his sword and sprinted forward. With expert steps, he covered several meters in the blink of an eye. However, his efforts ended in failure. From above branches and beneath trunks, arrows rained from every direction, faster than the knight could move. He cut away at the incoming storm, creating a shrill cacophony.


      It was quite a feat. The arrows flew like a hail of gunfire, appearing like a series of lines to my eyes. The noise of them being deflected was almost one continuous sound. I watched as one unfathomable technique was met with another.


      “They’re fast! I can’t move!” the knight grunted. “I’m pinned!”


      Arrows generally lacked the projectile speed of firearms. Yet it didn’t seem like the storm would let up anytime soon. It was as if hundreds or thousands of people were firing at once. The impact of the arrows gouged a hole in the ground, almost like there had been an explosion. Bows weren’t a popular weapon, but they weren’t at all weak. Sven, for one, had managed to earn himself a title while making the bow his weapon of choice.


      Every arrow was capable of delivering a killing blow. Devil Sword in hand, the knight cut down the missiles with breathtaking dexterity, yet he was unable to advance a single step. In fact, he was slowly being pushed back. These phantoms were insane. I guess the only reason we hadn’t been targeted was that they planned to kill us one at a time.


      Steeling her resolve after seeing the black knight fighting so desperately, Marin stepped forward. She looked saddened and uncertain. She partially opened her mouth and emitted a shrill scream that shook the quiet forest. Marin’s Lament was named for the fatal, physically destructive wail she could create. With powers that had rocked the Church of the Radiant Spirit, the lines of arrows trembled for a moment.


      “M-Master,” Tino said in a shaky voice, “they’re not very strong, are they?!”


      “Yeah. You’re right.”


      This was odd. Not at all what I thought might happen. This Marin was way different than the Marin I saw back at the church. There, she had been capable of freezing your soul, knocking you unconscious if you weren’t protected, just the sort of thing you might expect from a grandiose curse. Yet the wail I saw here was a mere scream. It wasn’t completely ineffectual, but it was still nothing like what the fight at the church had led me to anticipate.


      Right. Back then, Marin made the knight, like, a shield and stuff out of some sort of black flames. What happened to those?


      Under attack, the phantoms changed targets. Some of the arrows were now directed at Marin as she desperately unleashed another wail. They pierced her small body, tossing her backwards, the cursed staff tumbling across the ground. Perhaps distracted by this, the black knight took a direct hit, which knocked him off his feet. He bounced a few times across the ground before smashing into a tree trunk. It was a grand tree with deep roots, yet it shook from the impact. Who knew an arrow was capable of such tremendous force?


      The attacks stopped, and silence returned.


      If that had been me, I would’ve died instantly. But those two aren’t like me.


      “M-Maybe, um,” Tino stammered, “their enmity is starting to fade? They were already acting pretty human if they were willing to listen to you!”


      “Y-Yeah, that sounds like it could be the case.”


      That had completely slipped my mind. Curses were a manifestation of powerful emotions elevated by magic rites. If their anger dissipates, then so will their power. I should have seen this coming when I noticed they were so calm despite being unsealed.


      This is bad. I didn’t realize this might happen. I thought I could make Marin do all the work. Now what?


      Knocked back, Marin soared through the air, landing near us. While she had been weakened, it seemed she was as hard to kill as she had been back at the church. An arrow was stuck in her dead center, yet she had no wounds. Her face, however, was riddled with fear and confusion.


      “Wh-Why?” she said in a raspy, bewildered voice.


      That’s what I wanted to know. Evidently, she hadn’t realized either that her powers had lessened. In which case, it seemed the black knight had similarly faded. Being swallowed up by Shero for a bit probably hadn’t done them much good, and my gentle treatment might have reduced their lingering hatred. Incredible that they could be so strong as my enemies, yet so weak as my allies.


      I wish they had said something earlier. This isn’t the sort of thing you want to learn after being attacked by phantoms.


      “W-We’re just getting started,” I said desperately. I didn’t actually have another plan, but never mind that.


      Marin looked at me in disbelief.


      My original plan was to run if Marin turned out to be ineffectual and incapable of buying us time. However, after seeing the speed at which those arrows flew—a storm as fast as some of Lucia’s spells—I wasn’t so sure running would actually work.


      An advanced Archer was said to be capable of hitting a target from over a kilometer away. Phantoms from a Level 10 vault would surely have excellent eyesight. I felt like an arrow could nail us from any direction.


      The barrage had come to a stop, yet the phantoms hadn’t withdrawn. Quietly, eerily, those masked faces watched us. The battered black knight wobbled back. His armor was full of dents, and there was a large hole in it, but, luckily, he could still move. Though he held up his sword protectively in front of Marin, I wasn’t sure that would do much when the projectiles were coming from every which way.


      “Master, there are also Magi among the enemy.”


      “Why do you think they aren’t attacking?”


      “I-I think they’re sizing us up, so they can be sure what they’re dealing with. Hunters do the same thing when encountering monsters for the first time. Or maybe they’re waiting on allies.”


      I see. That’s something you’d only see phantoms from a high-level vault do. Maybe they’ll do us a favor and stay this way...


      While still watching the phantoms, I slowly picked up the staff at my feet. “Tino, get inside Mimicky.”


      Marin and the black knight were strong. Sure, they weren’t as strong as before, but curses couldn’t be defeated through normal attacks. And while I had my Safety Rings to offer me some assurance, Tino couldn’t say the same. Though I didn’t have a plan for what we’d do after feeling inside the chest, it would be better than fighting here.


      Tino drew her lips in a straight line and looked up at me. Her beautiful black eyes looked like they could burst with tears at any moment. “N-No,” she said in a quivering voice. “I’ll fight with you!”


      “Hm?”


      “I know I’m not strong enough. I’m always—always—being protected by you, and I can’t let it stay that way! I’m training because I want to fight alongside you!”


      By the end, the tremors had disappeared from her voice. Tino’s piercing gaze was settled on the phantoms. Her voice had been brimming with determination. Even Marin and the black knight seemed surprised.


      I was planning to make my escape once she was in the chest, but now I can’t really tell her that.


      Seeing my hard-boiled smile, Tino told me in a quiet voice, “These phantoms are cautious. They’re still appraising our abilities. There should be some gap we can take advantage of. There’s nothing I can do if I don’t close the distance. I’m going!”


      What? Didn’t you see the concentrated fire that the black knight took when he tried the same thing?


      “They can’t ignore being charged, even if it’s from me. I’ll create a diversion, and then you can strike, master!”


      “Will you be fine with those arrows?”


      “If the three of us charge, their power will be divided. I can evade their arrows,” she clenched her fist and sounded more like she was talking to herself, “if I put my mind to it.”


      It was so reckless, I smiled. Still, that recklessness—no, that courage—was undoubtedly something she had learned from my friends. I was sort of responsible for this change in her.


      You don’t have to do this. We can run; you don’t have to push yourself so hard.


      If we were to go through with this, our roles were all screwed up. I was all but completely useless in a fight, which made me a bad pick to be our only main attacker.


      With a sigh, I gripped the shoulder of my valiant junior hunter as I stepped forward. “You’ve got courage, and a hunter needs that, Tino. But don’t forget what our objective is.”


      I had a feeling I had said something similar back in White Wolf’s Den.


      “Our...objective!” Tino looked at me, wide-eyed.


      That’s right. Our objective isn’t to slay phantoms.


      Sending Marin and the black knight into the fray had been nothing more than an attempt to buy some time. To go even further, we didn’t even need to protect the manipulator.


      The phantoms were still observing us. Sitri had said that they would fall apart if the vault were weakened, though I had no idea how long it might take for them to disappear.


      It’d sure be nice if they faded right now.


      “I have a plan,” I boldly declared. For the time being, I just wanted Tino to do as I said and hide inside Mimicky.


      “Hm?!”


      There was a sudden crushing sound, almost as though something had exploded. My mind went blank. Glimmering shards of glass falling from above, I spun towards the sound. The mana material manipulator had been partially destroyed. Black arrows were lodged in what remained of it. While I hadn’t heard anything, the phantoms must have attacked the device.


      You weren’t supposed to know about that thing. What a smart bunch of phantoms you guys are.


      “Master!”


      “C-Calm down, Tino. We don’t need the manipulator.”


      What was important was our lives. It seemed we didn’t have time to wait for the phantoms to be weakened. Then, out of the blue, one of my Safety Rings activated. An arrow bounced off, informing me that I was being attacked. Those arrows traveled too fast for me to track, much less try to dodge.


      The black knight knocked down arrows with his blade, and Marin used her powered-down wail to intimidate the phantoms. Looking ready to die, Tino let out a short breath and swung her fists while I just stood there. Several arrows impaled the ground, making me think they had been deflected. What sort of beast could just redirect arrows with her bare hands when I could barely even see them?


      “M-Master! The Magi are preparing something!” Tino yelled.


      I guess they were done sizing us up. There was a crackling sound, like lightning. Looking up, I saw lights gathering amid the heavens. The greater a spell’s scope, the longer it takes a Magus to cast it. And this was a ritual spell—a grandiose spell formed by multiple Magi working in tandem. They planned to pin us down with their arrows, then erase any trace of us.


      Eh, but I’ve got my Safety Rings. I’ve still only used one, so I’ve got breathing room.


      “M-Master, what are you— Eek!”


      Tino tensed as I pulled her close to me. Though Safety Rings were generally meant for a single person, it was possible for two people to press together and share one barrier. As for Marin and the black knight, well, they’d manage without any protection. They were curses and whatnot.


      God, this staff is heavy. I can’t lift it.


      Looking down, I saw that the edge of the staff was stuck in the ground. No, that wasn’t quite the right way to describe it. The roots growing from the staff’s tip had planted themselves into the earth. The tendril-like roots were visibly writhing as they crawled across the surface. I tried as hard as I could to pull them up, but it didn’t work.


      This is one weird staff.


      Noticing what was at her feet, Tino froze. Then, the roots abruptly changed course. They were now headed upwards, towards the destructive energies culminating in the sky. Dozens of roots brushed against the lights, only to be knocked back. Around half of them burned and fell to the ground, giving off a burning stench. And yet the staff didn’t give up. The countless roots forked, creating further branches, which charged at the light, heedless of the resulting damage.


      The ground shook beneath me, then tore open, and something black erupted forth. I looked down. It was a tree trunk, one the same shade of black as the staff. It must have grown while buried in the ground. I quickly grabbed the staff to keep myself upright. Mimicky extended his arms and latched on to the trunk. I laughed out of sheer bafflement.


      “Th-This is the Black World Tree!” Tino shouted.


      That caught me off guard. The Black World Tree was the name of the curse that had nearly demolished the Zebrudia Academy of Magic. That had ultimately been turned to ashes by Lucia and one Level 8 hunter named Rosemary Purapos, the Abyssal Inferno. Using those ashes, they had created the staff I was holding on to. I had forgotten all about that. I mean, it’s not like I had been involved in making the thing.


      “It’s still alive after being turned to ashes and remade. That’s pretty scary.”


      The light made by the phantoms dimmed just a bit more each time one of the roots touched it, until they eventually swallowed it entirely. That’s when I recalled something written in that curse encyclopedia—the Black World Tree was based on the World Tree. Whereas the World Tree grew so immense by sucking up power from the ley lines, the imitation fed off the mana it gained by actively attacking living beings. Back at the academy, it had consumed spells from many Magi and grown into something bigger than the building itself.


      Except now the Black World Tree seemed to be growing even faster than it had back then. In an instant, I found myself looking down from an elevated spot. It was like an obsidian giant had ripped open the ground. I desperately held on to the staff, which still retained its original shape, so I wouldn’t be flung off the head of the colossus. Luckily for us, the tree seemed to have no interest in Tino and me.


      The phantoms all attacked at once. Arrows like the ones they had shot at us, and newly formed spells, all struck the trunk. We were rocked violently from side to side, but the Black World Tree remained standing. It was already too big to be toppled by something like arrows. Any gouges healed faster than they could be made.


      “M-Master, is this thing taking mana material from the ley lines?!”


      “Huh?”


      “I-I did some studying after the first event. The Black World Tree has no mana material, so it’s forced to steal mana.”


      Holy shit.


      I thought we had been pulled out of a tight spot, but we might have just revived a tremendous threat. Compared to the mellowed out curses of Marin and the black knight, the tree was going on a savage rampage, maybe even worse than it had back at the academy.


      “Th-This never occurred to me! Master! Master!”


      “Yeah, huh.”


      It didn’t occur to you? Yeah, it wouldn’t occur to anyone!


      The phantoms cautiously put some distance between themselves and the tree. Had they given up on attacking? They must have taken some pretty bad hits. I gulped as I watched from my perch when the ground suddenly shook. I got an aerial view of what looked like a world-rending cataclysm. Vast swaths of earth crumbled, and black roots sprang up from the fissures.


      Attacks from below were a rare breed of ambush. Thousands of roots moved fast and struck hard, as if directed by skilled lancers. Left with nowhere to run, the phantoms became ensnared. Though they tried to cut the roots, there was nothing they could do when any spells they cast were absorbed, and any gaps they sliced were immediately healed. Not even the phantom Thieves and Magi of Shrine of the Effluent God could break free from this.


      Clinging to the growing trunk, our curse friends were just as astounded by the tree’s rampage as we were. That said, maybe this was a stroke of good luck. If nothing else, this tree didn’t seem as intent on murdering us as the phantoms were. Sure, I wouldn’t be able to keep the promise I made with Selyn to kill as few of them as possible, but we’d just have to accept that.


      A forest dense in power as this one was had to be a feast for the Black World Tree. The trunk pulsed as it continued to grow. Though it was an imitation, anything that resembled the World Tree was bound to be impressive.


      While we weren’t being targeted, we risked being crushed if we were to slip and fall. Just as I was worrying about that, a tangle of vines encasing a phantom writhed, then discarded its catch on the ground. When she saw what it was, Tino, also holding on to the staff, leaned forward.


      “It spat out a Noble Spirit?!” she exclaimed. “Is that what happened?!”


      Seriously?!


      Man, you’re in high spirits for someone in the same boat as me.


      I squinted, but the ground was just so far below us. While I didn’t think my eyesight was that bad, I still couldn’t see it very well. I knew that there were Yggdrans who had been turned into phantoms. Similarly, I had been told that Phinisse’s powers could save them by erasing the mana material around them. With that in mind, it made sense that if the Black World Tree could absorb mana material from the ley lines, then it could do the same to a phantom.


      One after another, it tossed aside phantoms, almost as if saying it had no further use for them. The discarded phantoms—Noble Spirits, that is—were still, but I had a good feeling they weren’t dead. Supposedly, nobody had died during the academy incident either.


      “It’s so fast. Look how many there are.” Tino looked down at the battlefield with wide-eyed excitement. “Master! This tree works faster than Phinisse! I never thought the Black World Tree could do this. Ah! M-Master, was all that chaos with the curses back in the capital a rehearsal for this?!”


      I struggled to wrap my head around how she managed to reach that conclusion. I’m not proud to say it, but not a single thing was going how I thought it would.


      “Damn, how many people got turned into phantoms?” I muttered under my breath.


      While I grumbled to myself, the forest grew quiet. Not a single attack came our way—this fight was completely one-sided. Affinity really makes a world of difference. I hadn’t thought there could be anything impervious to phantoms from a Level 10 vault.


      Having feasted on most of the treats available, the Black World Tree came to a halt.


      If you’re satisfied, I’d really appreciate it if you could go back to being a staff. I want to make sure those people down there are okay.


      After growing nonstop, our tree now stood taller than the others in the forest. How much mana material had it inhaled if it had started as nothing more than a small staff?


      However, it was still nothing compared to the true World Tree. The real tree was right in front of our eyes. Actually, it was more like a few kilometers away, but seeing it from so high up made me realize how stupidly big that thing was. Feeling a cool breeze, I shivered.


      Then the Black World Tree slowly started moving—in the direction of the true World Tree. Apparently, this curse wasn’t satisfied with the mana material it had drained from the phantoms.


      “M-Master, our friend is taking us to the treasure vault!” Tino frantically reported.


      “Well, that’s not good.”


      Any living creature would instinctively understand the dangers that doing so would involve, but I suppose this tree had no such instincts. Even if this curse was ideal for defeating these phantoms, charging into the den of a phantom god wasn’t something I wanted to be present for. Should the tree come out victorious by some miracle, its growing any further would come with its own share of problems.


      We must have succeeded in buying time for the others. With the manipulator destroyed, there was no need to remain here, and Sitri and the others could probably figure out what to do about the Black World Tree.


      “Here,” I said. “Let’s bring it over to Sitri and the other teams.”


      “H-How would we do that?!”


      “Well, that’s, uh, here. Y’know how they dangle a carrot in front of a horse...”


      The Black World Tree had attacked the phantoms first, which meant heading to Shrine of the Effluent God couldn’t have been high on its priorities.


      “B-But what are we going to use as a carrot? It doesn’t seem to have any interest in us.”


      “Yeah, you’re right. Let’s see, they said that it had targeted Magi back at the academy.”


      In other words, the tree was attracted to mana and mana material. Perhaps it wasn’t chasing Marin because she was a fellow curse, or maybe because she didn’t have any mana or something. If we could lure it with something, then surely we could guide it elsewhere. This would be no big deal if the tree reacted to Relics, but it didn’t seem to care for them. Those were technically packed with mana, so I didn’t really understand the basis for what it chose to attack.


      With a brief sigh, I said half-heartedly, “Mimicky, give me something that’s packed with mana, and isn’t a Relic.”


      I had a solid grasp on Mimicky’s features. While he was about as good a Magic Bag as anyone could ask for, he still couldn’t cough up what he didn’t have in the first place. Yet without a moment’s delay, he spat out a cloth bag. It was a completely unremarkable sack, one that I thought I had seen before.


      The lumbering footfalls of the Black World Tree came to a stop. Blinking, I braced myself, opened the bag, and peered inside. Inside were threads of gold and silver. Thin and lustrous, they were cool to the touch. No, they weren’t threads. Taking them out, I gave them a close look, then handed them off to Tino, who was frozen in shock.


      What I had found was hair. Hair from Astor and other members of Starlight thrust onto me after we rescued Selyn. Hair from Noble Spirits, a race with a high aptitude for magic. These locks were a powerful magic catalyst, something they valued only after their lives and their pride. These tresses hosted the same powerful mana found in Noble Spirits.


      Tino was taken aback. Black branches were rapidly springing up on both sides of her.


      “Tino,” I said before she could get caught, “take Carpy and lead the tree away from here.”


      ***


      Despite having lived for centuries, Selyn utterly failed to comprehend what she was seeing. A pitch-black giant she had never seen before was making its way through the forest. It towered over the other great trees populating the forest, and thousands of tendril-like things protruded from its body.


      No, this was no giant. It was a plant.


      Selyn had spent her life in Yggdra, surrounded by a forest and cared for flora of all kinds, yet she had never seen a black tree like this. It was a strange thing that used its roots like legs and its branches like arms.


      Ahead of the myriad branches was Tino, the girl who was supposed to be with that human. Maneuvering the Carpet, she frantically dodged swipes from every direction.


      The titanic black arbor was teeming with mana and mana material. No, that wasn’t quite right. Selyn managed to circulate her thoughts before her confusion could bring them to a stop.


      “It’s absorbing mana material?”


      What drew her attention the most was what the great tree left in its wake. The mana material in the air poured into the tree like water flowing downwards. It was sucking in mana material. The energies that had previously been pulled up by the manipulators were also being inhaled by the tree. How quaint that it was doing what Selyn and the other teams had been trying to accomplish.


      “That’s...” Lucia said, bug-eyed. Yet that was the extent of her words. It was clearly the reaction of someone who knew what this was.


      While Lucia watched with a taut expression, the other Grievers chimed in.


      “Krai Baby likes a spectacle.”


      “Mmm”


      “Ah. Ah. Ahhh. I-I see. So that was an option. Though not something I could ever attempt!”


      “I don’t get it. How has the human weakling not been arrested when he’s always pulling stuff like this?”


      “Hmph. Maybe humans are more open-minded than we realized.”


      Selyn sent Milesse to check. Apparently, that human was on top of the black tree. In which case, this was what Sitri had been talking about, a scheme by the Thousand Tricks.


      The plan involving the mana material manipulators was something Selyn never would have considered. This plan, however, simply baffled her. Having seen what the Thousand Tricks intended, Sitri’s proposal now seemed quite mild.


      Desperately maneuvering the Carpet to avoid the tree’s attacks, Tino let out a scream.


      “SIIIDDY! HELP MEEE!”
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      “T! Do you remember where the manipulators are set?! Follow the line!” Sitri shouted back.


      Sitri had no way of knowing the state of the mana material in the area, but what Selyn had said must have tipped her off. She was planning to ensure their success by using this tree.


      “Wh-What for?!”


      “Just do it, T! If you won’t, then give me the Carpet!”


      “I-I’ll do it!”


      Though the tree’s swipes weren’t particularly fast, they came in great numbers. It wasn’t clear what might happen to Tino should she be caught, but surely it would be nothing good. Seeing her previous self in the girl’s blanching face, Selyn averted her gaze. Unfortunately, she couldn’t demand that the girl stop running away. There was nothing Selyn could do.


      But then the tree came to a sudden stop, ceasing its pursuit of Tino. Its outstretched branches stopped clawing at her. The forest grew silent.


      Kris, equally as stupefied as Selyn, looked up at the tree. “I-It stopped? What are you planning?! Sir?!”


      “We don’t even know what it is we’re looking at. Is it something that can be controlled?”


      Given the lengths Tino had been forced to go to avoid getting swatted, it was hard to think the tree could be controlled. Selyn took another good look at the stationary beast. Its trunk and leaves were all dark enough to inhale the sunlight. Its roots were big enough to transport its immense body, its trunks wider than those of trees as old as Yggdra. Staring at it discomforted her in some indescribable way. She felt some instinctual feeling of disgust. A tree that could absorb the limitless mana material in the air needed to be kept away from this forest.


      “What a deplorable tree.” Luin looked at it with a strained expression. “Even Phinisse, a guardian elemental of Yggdra, is unsettled.”


      Above him, Phinisse the desiccator trembled as if in fear. This was the first time she had seen such an expression on her calm and reliable friend. Luin was also seeing the tree for the first time, apparently. Selyn had told herself she would be willing to swallow poison if it meant saving the world, but perhaps she had been speaking prematurely.


      Frozen by her brother’s insane plan, the blood drained from Lucia’s face. “W-We need to run!” she screamed. Her voice was filled with terror, more than it ever was during her battle with Phinisse. “That thing targets powerful mana!”


      “Huh?!”


      “It’s hesitating because it’s found so much prey!”


      The tree began to move once more. Those rapid, whiplike branches tore through the earthen warriors and came for Selyn. Seeing them up close, they moved faster than she had realized. She dodged by leaping to the side. The forest was taking on a hellish appearance. It seemed the tree had decided to go for all of them at once.


      “Urgkh. R-Run!” cried Lapis’s dignified voice. “Don’t let yourself get caught!”


      “Gotta be kidding me! Stupid, stupid human weakling!”


      Everyone in Starlight dashed off at once. The branches were already reaching for them. After a second’s delay, Luin sprinted away, and Selyn followed suit. The branches weren’t extraordinarily fast, but still quick enough that she had to be careful. If she didn’t run at full speed, she was sure to be caught.


      The branches were targeting Starlight, as well as Lucia, Luin, and Selyn. Though Lucia pounded the tree with arrows of ice as she dodged its attacks, the great arbor didn’t slow for a moment. Liz, who wasn’t being targeted for some reason, ran off with Lucia.


      “Please try to move in the same direction!” Sitri, not among those being targeted, called from the shadow of a tree. She almost sounded as though she was enjoying herself. “You remember where the manipulators were set, don’t you?! Please try to redirect the flow of mana material!”


      And so began a brutal game of chase, one in which being caught had to be avoided at all costs.


      ***


      Their first meeting had been a coincidence. Finding out that the Thousand Tricks was a kindred spirit had been both startling and exciting. After being defeated by his phantom army, she had been both bitter over their defeat and elated at the prospect of new possibilities. Seeing him rescue Luin had been chilling, yet also provided her the opportunity to discern how to tame a phantom.


      And yet, what Adler now saw through the manifest mirror shocked her more than anything else she had seen him do.


      “So this is the preterhuman artifice of the Thousand Tricks,” she said with a chuckle. “They said his quest completion rate is perfect, but this—this is unbelievable!”


      She felt no joy. Her hopes for the future, her drive to one day surpass the Thousand Tricks, had all been decimated. Between them existed a vast gap that could never be closed, no matter what great monsters she might someday tame.


      Strategical know-how was important to a Guiding Hand, but not a top priority—or so she had thought. She had thought that a Guiding Hand’s top priority should be traveling the world and gathering powerful monsters.


      However, she would never, not in a million years, win against these talents. Truly, preterhuman artifice was the domain of only those who surpassed the bounds of humanity. What he had hidden up his sleeve, his ability to control situations, and even his exceptional courage. Her assumption that she understood the gap between them was nothing more than an assumption.


      Closing her eyes, she could vividly recall a segment of what she had seen through the manifest mirror. That man had ridden some carpet with Tino, then landed near the World Tree. He summoned a ghost and a black knight. Then that staff grew to enormous proportions and, finally, it returned the phantoms to Noble Spirits.


      “I never thought he’d try to save ’em all. How’d he lure out only the ones that had been Noble Spirits?”


      “That tree is also quite the enigma. I don’t know if it’s a monster or not, but he doesn’t appear to be controlling it.”


      “It must have been resting while in that staff form.” Quint clenched his fist. “It didn’t occur to me that he might use a monster he can’t control. Is this one of those goddamn dragon gambits?” he said with disgust.


      A dragon gambit was a tactic with a long history. It was a highly risky move that entailed controlling the movements of a dragon, a monster of tremendous power, to break through an opponent’s otherwise overwhelming advantage. Adler had once looked down on this tactic. Such risky measures were for weaklings. Besides, to a Guiding Hand, powerful monsters were something to be conquered. If you couldn’t handle a creature, that simply meant you needed more training.


      She had apprenticed herself to the Thousand Tricks so that she might absorb his skills and one day surpass him. But now, Nocturnal Parade had lost in their hearts before their battle could even begin. Just like Adler, neither Uuno nor Quint had any remaining will to fight.


      That man was blinding; he was unconstrained. He maintained constant composure, not even flinching after looking into the eyes of a god. The chasm between them was too wide for Adler to so much as dream of ever crossing it. Now she stood in fear of the Thousand Tricks. It was the same fear that hunters and armies would feel when coming face-to-face with Yuden.


      Guiding Hands didn’t use magic or anything of the sort when commanding monsters. Charisma was what drove monsters to obey. And so Guiding Hands were obligated to be indomitable. Monsters wouldn’t follow a sovereign who no longer appeared as such or one who showed weakness.


      Adler figured that man would do something about the World Tree’s rampancy. In fact, she was sure he would put a stop to it. However, even if they made it out of this alive, Nocturnal Parade would be done for unless she acted fast. This was a bad spot to be in. Someone defeated emotionally could never become a sovereign. She had to do something to change the situation. Only, the Thousand Tricks was just too powerful. Adler had lost to him even with her forces in peak condition.


      “That tree wasn’t strong enough to directly suck mana material from the ley lines,” Uuno said gravely. “That’s probably why the Thousand Tricks recommended the simultaneous use of the manipulators, so the tree could absorb the energy dispersed by the devices. And that let it grow. Lady Adler, I believe that that tree may be capable of defeating Shrine of the Effluent God.”


      Her imploring gaze wanted to know what Nocturnal Parade would do next. Uuno Silba was a clever girl. She understood what was happening.


      “A champion, is he?” Adler muttered.


      That man would someday make history. She was sure of it. What Adler chose to do would determine how history would one day regard Nocturnal Parade. It wouldn’t be long before the Thousand Tricks reached their post. They needed to decide where they wanted to stand in all this.


      If they were to rendezvous with the Thousand Tricks as they currently were, they would become nothing more than a group defeated by him, subordinated to him, taken under his wing. To be remembered as neither his friends nor his foes would be pitiful.


      However, fighting him would be a death wish. Yuden had been bolstered by mana material, and the ripper was still capable of opening rifts, but those powers had already proven ineffectual against the Thousand Tricks.


      Hold on. If it’s that man we’re talking about, then even if he can tame the phantoms of that vault...


      “No, we’re not out of this yet. There’s still one way we can beat that man.”


      “Hm?!”


      Without realizing it, her spear hand had started shaking—a result of the terrifying plan that had just dawned on her. “Revelation” was a fitting term for it. It hit her like a lightning bolt. Her heart was going off like a bell. The tips of her hands and feet felt frigid. Struck by a wave of vertigo, she gripped her spear. It was a stratagem she never would have thought up even a few hours prior. That such an absurd idea ever occurred to her must have been a result of the Thousand Tricks’s influence.


      Steadying her breath, she considered the feasibility of her plan. Adler, ruler of monsters and enemy of many nations. The way she had been going, even if she hadn’t gotten involved with Grieving Souls, it wouldn’t have been long before her name was known throughout the world. That future, however, had now been cut off from her. But if she pulled this off, she would be an enemy to all of humanity. No, she didn’t need everything to go well. She just needed her revenge, even if it was just a small taste.


      There was no guarantee what might result. The risks were astronomical. And she needed Uuno’s cooperation. Taking a deep breath, she looked at her comrades. Her plan was a dangerous one. Without proper determination, anxiety could get the better of them.


      “Uuno, Quint. We’re Nocturnal Parade. Losing without putting up a fight is not how we do things!” she shouted.


      With a twirl of her spear, she slammed it into the mana material manipulator. She did it once, twice, and a third time, shattering the glass tube, sending fragments flying. Uuno and Quint silently watched.


      “I mean what I said. To surrender would be as good as dying! We’re no longer that man’s apprentices. Nocturnal Parade is going to take that man on! Are you two coming with me?”


      “Oh, I suppose I have to. But do we reaaally have a chance of victory?”


      “Shit. I’ll go along. I can’t show myself in front of Zork if I don’t get back at that guy. Let’s do this!”


      Neither of them showed any hesitation. Uuno was calm and collected, and Quint still had plenty of courage in him. Nocturnal Parade wasn’t over yet. With a genuine smile, Adler began explaining her plan to her comrades.


      ***


      The Black World Tree walked like it owned the expansive forest. Atop the flat surface of its head, I clung to the last vestiges of the staff as I gazed at the towering form of the true World Tree.


      The situation down below appeared to have changed again. After being lured by Tino to Sitri’s position, the Black World Tree had started chasing Lucia and the other Magi. I should have realized this would happen when I saw how the tree reacted to the hair from Starlight. That staff really was a menace if it could feast on so many phantoms and still want more energy. Any new phantoms that appeared during the rampage were equally helpless against the monstrous tree, to the point that I found it amazing they ever stopped this thing back in the imperial capital.


      “I’m not gonna forget this! Sir!”


      “Can’t you stop it, brother?!”


      It was totally quiet up on the tree’s head. Beyond the very faint traces of Kris’s and Lucia’s voices, all I could hear was the wind. I didn’t have the luxury of paying any mind to those distant shouts. I was being rocked from side to side. I felt like I might vomit. Not rushing to get Perfect Vacation back from Selyn was proving to be a huge mistake. While the movements weren’t that intense, enduring the sensation for an extended duration had made me nauseous. Protracted, gentle swaying attacks were one of the few attacks Safety Rings couldn’t protect against.


      Looking at the World Tree, I calmed myself. No matter how many times I laid eyes on it, that tree, with its massive falling leaves and never-ending branches, struck me as grandiose and bizarre. Even after looking up to the sky, I still couldn’t see past the top of the trunk. How much mana material did it need to grow this big?


      The Black World Tree would probably need thousands of years to attain a similar size. After outgrowing the great trees of the forest in a matter of minutes, it had stopped getting any bigger. I was willing to bet that it could only grow so rapidly at the start. From here on, it would have to slowly expand over years and years.


      Next to me, Marin (and the black knight) were clinging on for dear life, just as I was, and looking at the World Tree with confusion.


      “Good work out there,” I said. “You’ve really done a lot for me, so you can go home now. I’ll make sure to really enhance that stuffed bear.”


      “I’ll kill you,” Marin shot back. Glaring at me spitefully, she shoved the bear off onto me, then disappeared. The black knight did the same before I realized it.


      I put the bear inside Mimicky, so I wouldn’t lose it. Though they weren’t as strong as I had expected, they still surpassed me, and I might need them again someday. I had to be sure to stay on their good side.


      Hit with another wave of nausea, I set my eyes back on the World Tree. And then I realized something. The downpour of leaves from the tree had lessened just ever so slightly. The plan seemed to be working, and of course it was—it was one of Sitri’s. Unlike me, she didn’t just go stumbling around in the dark.


      Just as my nausea and helplessness were really starting to get to me, the Black World Tree came to an abrupt halt. The staff grew a bit before sprouting a small bud that blossomed into a purple flower. It was similar to what had happened at the end of the rampage at the academy. The tree remained still. Perhaps it was satiated. I gently plucked the flower and let out a sigh.


      Finally, a break. Man, I’m tired. Never go lending out powerful Relics.


      After putting the flower in Mimicky, I decided to lie down for a bit. I wasn’t a big fan of high places, but the unobstructed sky was delightful. I could think of what to do about this tree once Sitri and the others arrived.


      Once I was standing on something stable, my nausea had eased up. I was letting out a yawn and rubbing my eyes when Tino arrived with Carpy.


      Just the person I wanted to see. I was thinking it’d be nice to get down from here.


      With my Safety Rings, I could’ve gotten away with jumping down, but I preferred something gentler.


      “Good work, Tino, and perfect timing. Sorry, but could you help me down?”


      Tino’s complexion was awful. Her austere determination had faded; her cheeks were now pulled taut. Clearing her throat, she looked at me with the eyes of a timid critter. “M-Master, um, there’s a lot I’d like to say, but for now, is it all over?”


      How the heck should I know?


      With nothing to say, I simply smiled. Tino smiled back, though she looked ready to cry.


      When we reached the ground, I saw that the Black World Tree had wrought less destruction than I had expected. I guess that despite its size, those pliant roots it used for feet lessened its impact. All that really got battered were my allies.


      “I-I thought we might perish,” Selyn whispered. Shoulders heaving, she held a hand against a tree. “Our offensive spells had no effect...”


      “Hmph. I don’t know how you led that thing by the nose, but you’re pragmatic as ever.”


      “Hey, human weakling. I’m not gonna be petty, but there’s something I want to know. Sir. Was it really necessary for us to get chased around like that?”


      I could’ve been imagining it, but Lapis’s voice seemed coated with more disdain than usual. Kris, meanwhile, had tears in her eyes. Similarly, the other members of Starlight seemed to be losing the respect they had developed for me after we rescued Selyn. While Noble Spirits were known for their ability to navigate forests, having the Black World Tree on their heels must have pushed them to their limits.


      I don’t think it was necessary. Sorry about that.


      “That tree was much more lively than it was at the academy,” Lucia grumbled. “What a nightmare!”


      “Hey, Krai Baby, is this thing done moving?” Liz asked while rapping a fist against the tree. The way she casually touched a cursed object that had just been wreaking mayhem reminded me of how dulled her sense of danger was.


      How should I know if it’s gonna start moving again?! Who do you think I am?!


      Given how it had already revived once after being turned into ash and remade into a new staff, I thought it was totally possible that it might start moving again. In which case, maybe it would be smart to incinerate it again.


      That was when Sitri jogged up, Eliza and Killiam following behind. I assumed these three hadn’t been targeted by the cursed tree. Sitri looked at the Black World Tree, standing still as if it really was a mere tree, then at Lucia and the others, then finally at me.


      “Wonderfully done!” she cheered. “That plan took me by surprise, Krai! It looks like that tree served as an exceptionally powerful mana material manipulator, and though I feared you might keep it going forever, you stopped it over here!”


      “Wha?! Oh. Yeah, uh-huh. No way I would let it go on that long.”


      Overwhelmed by her smile, I agreed. I was pretty sure the tree couldn’t go on forever. Besides, saying I had kept it going wasn’t even true. I hadn’t controlled it; it had walked around on its own.


      “I was stunned! Embarrassingly, it seems I was blinded by my fixation on the manipulators. Well, I’ll admit I could never use this tree the same way you did, though perhaps I could have made a Sitri Slime. Those are also capable of absorbing mana material.”


      Please stop, you’re going to get us all killed. By “stunned,” do you mean you got hit in the head?


      Gathering her breath, Selyn moved off the tree she had been leaning against. “Is this the end?” she asked imploringly, her eyes fixed on me. “It would seem a new current has been established.”


      Liz, Selyn, Tino, why did everyone think I had these answers? Normally, I’d tell them whatever felt right, but not this time. I was concerned about what might happen if I got it wrong.


      With a grin, Sitri answered for me. “I believe we’ve bought some time, at the very least. I don’t know exactly how capable the Black World Tree is of absorbing mana material, but even a temporary decrease in incoming mana material will weaken Shrine of the Effluent God. Likewise, the god should go back to sleep. I’m sure even a divinity would be surprised to see the ley lines altered.”


      Sitri always spoke with so much confidence. Sitri was the only person I could count on.


      “Yeah, uh-huh!”


      For some reason, my enthusiastic agreement caused Sitri to look at me uncertainly. “Um, if we have the time, we can also enhance the manipulators. If we take the time to survey and further influence the ley lines, I’m certain the treasure vault will disappear. That’s how I understand it, anyway. What do you think, Krai?”


      Does she think I’m some bringer of bad luck? We’ve done well thus far, so I’m sure we’re fine.


      “Don’t worry, Sitri, you’ll do fine. This plan went off without a hitch. You should be proud.”


      “Urk...”


      “That’s brutal, Krai Baby...”


      I didn’t know why, but Liz looked as though she was witnessing an atrocity, and Sitri stood in silence. I just tried to offer her some encouragement. What was wrong with that?


      “For the time being, my one concern is Adler’s team, who have vanished,” Sitri said. “Their device was destroyed, and I can tell it wasn’t the work of the Black World Tree. Because they’re Krai’s apprentices, I put more faith in them than I should have.”


      “Hm? Adler’s group went missing?”


      “Why do you sound so happy? Sir?”


      At last, they had had enough of my incompetence. I couldn’t really stop myself from being happy when nothing good came from having bandits for apprentices. But they were good people. We could’ve been friends had they not been bandits. And maybe it was too early to be celebrating.


      “Wait, we don’t know for sure,” I said. “Maybe they abandoned their post and returned to Yggdra.”


      “It takes guts to antagonize people who can spy on you from a distance. Sir.”


      I forgot about that. It’s easy to forget when it’s such a rare power.


      “Right.” I clapped my hands and tried to sound as cheerful as I could. “There’s no need for us to hang around here any longer. The operation was a success, so let’s get back to Yggdra.”


      ***


      In the deepest reaches of Shrine of the Effluent God, in an altar chamber containing the world’s greatest concentration of power, Kayraa the Masked God awoke once more. The shrine trembled at the resurgence of his mind. The top-ranking priests, those kneeling nearest the altar, all prostrated.


      Kayraa had not meant to awaken. He immediately began to investigate the cause. The first thing he checked was the minute distortions in the priests’ prayers. As the divinity was yet to fully manifest, the management of the shrine was being left to the priests, all intelligent beings. In the altar chamber, the priests permitted to be the closest to Kayraa offered up their prayers, their everything. They were his truest disciples, those who were entrusted with his divine mandates and will until the god regained his body.


      However, those prayers that were supposed to continue ceaselessly were now showing the slightest distortions. In the presence of the divine, only a considerable emergency would unnerve the top-ranking priests—the top-ranking servants.


      Kayraa didn’t need to extend his consciousness beyond the shrine’s perimeter to understand the cause of the priests’ uncertainty. The roaring current of mana material entering the shrine had slackened. Mana material was necessary for any treasure vault. Kayraa and his servants learned the importance of mana material long ago, before his demise. They also knew that mana material was even more important now.


      This certainly qualified as something worth waking for. It was through mana material that the treasure vault was composed, the phantoms were born, and Kayraa would be revitalized. This shrine was not a physical object. If the inbound mana material decreased, it would directly weaken the vault. Without power, the many traps and weapons found in the previous shrine would be unable to reform, servile phantoms would not be created, and Kayraa’s rebirth would be delayed.


      The shrine burned through a tremendous amount of mana material just by existing. If this reduction in energy continued, Shrine of the Effluent God would be erased sooner or later. Kayraa was a god, but one still lacking a body. If he were to regain his flesh, he could survive for a period even if the flow of mana material stopped. However, there was nothing he could do as just a dim consciousness.


      He spoke to the minds of the priests so that he might understand the situation. But they didn’t know the source of this emergency. All they knew was that they had faithfully carried out Kayraa’s divine will. There was panic and confusion evident in their reports. They respected Kayraa, and they feared him. They were highly intelligent and proud, and though they weren’t going to betray their god, their reports could be biased.


      Or perhaps they truly did not understand what was happening. Was it man-made or natural? Was there something they could do to fix it? Still, moving on his own was something Kayraa needed to avoid more than anything else. He was not omnipotent. He could use only a fraction of his power, and his thoughts were in disarray.


      The biggest problem, however, was that awakening even in such a fragmentary state placed a large burden on the vault. His mere consciousness used up the same amount of power as one hundred of his top servants. Using more power would accelerate the shrine’s collapse.


      He made his decision in an instant. Ascertaining the situation would be left to the priests. Sinking out of consciousness would at least remove any chance of the shrine’s immediate disappearance.


      The powers of this tree were marvelous. Once the buildup of mana material resumed, it wouldn’t be long before Kayraa could regain consciousness once more. To a god, a century or two was nothing more than a brief nap.


      Just as Kayraa was about to return to his slumber, there was a crack in the air. Unwanted intruders. From the rift appeared a giant centipede and three humans. Because of Kayraa’s awakening, the vault had been unable to maintain the barrier cutting it off from the outside.


      On pure reflex, he used his powers to ascertain the intruders. This was the trait that made him Kayraa, the malign god that had died fighting the world. He sensed their powers, feelings, their natural state, the glimmer of their souls. He caught the stench of monsters exuding from their souls. What’s more, he could tell that these were the people who had peered at him earlier.


      The elite priests all angled their staves at the rude intruders. But Kayraa ordered them not to attack. There had to be some reason these humans had come to him. He was certain it wasn’t another god that had brought them here. He had witnessed their arrival up close and could tell that their spatial leap wasn’t the work of a divinity but instead some mutation. The world liked to play these sorts of tricks from time to time.


      They exuded great excitement and fear. Their powers were nothing remarkable, but if they could brush against Kayraa’s mind once and still dare to stand before him, then they were no doubt among the most extraordinary people this era had to offer.


      With fiery eyes, the black-haired woman at the front opened her mouth. “Pleasure to meet you, divinity. I don’t have much time, so I’ll get right to it. We’re Nocturnal Parade, this era’s lords of monsters. Not sure if you know or understand this, but your back is up against the wall. I’d like to make a deal.”


      What a brazen woman she was if she wanted to attempt a deal with a god. Kayraa stood far above any human. True, this woman was strong. Humans must have evolved, as her powers greatly surpassed those of Kayraa’s era. But it wasn’t enough. He had no reason to bargain with someone of her might. He stared at her, saying nothing.


      “It was one of this era’s champions that caused these circumstances,” the woman said with a big smile. “I’ll give you information. In exchange, I’d like some troops—an undefeatable army.”


      Fascinating. He had planned to sleep, but now he changed his mind. Deep in that woman’s eyes were flickers of fear. But it wasn’t Kayraa she feared—it was that champion or whoever.


      Making deals with a human was typically beneath his consideration, but that changed if someone more fearsome than a god was lurking out there.


      Let us see what this champion is capable of.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: Battle of the Gods


      The Noble Spirit homeland of Yggdra was hidden away deep within a vast forest. While it inspired awe as a beautiful, sylvan city, it had also come off as a lonely, nearly deserted place. But that same city was now teeming with life. The evacuated residents had all come back, and previously desolate streets were now being readied for a feast.


      Noble Spirits didn’t care for fire. Instead, they brought color to their festivities with water, wind, and flora. Though the decorations weren’t too lavish, the Noble Spirits were all as beautiful as their reputation suggested. I felt like I had wandered into a fairy tale. Of all the places I had been to since becoming a hunter, none were quite like Yggdra.




      It was shortly after the Black World Tree had stopped and we had made our way back to Yggdra that the first of the missing warriors began to show up. A steady stream of them flowed in one at a time. These were the people who had been drained of their mana material and then cast aside by the Black World Tree. We hadn’t been able to confirm if they were all right, but it looked like we had nothing to worry about.


      With that and the good news that the treasure vault had been weakened, Yggdra was bursting with joy. It was enough to change the minds of folk who had seldom shown themselves around us, said nothing when they did, and generally disdained humans. Just as I had thought when Astor showed a change of heart, these people went way too fast from one extreme to another.


      Selyn narrowed her eyes as if she were staring into a light. “It’s a miracle. Human. Before us is a miracle,” she said, watching the brilliant ambience of Yggdra. “I won’t say I’m not baffled, but I have family among those warriors who have now returned to us. To think that every single one of them would return. Words can’t express my gratitude.”


      “I just got lucky,” I said with a laugh. “If you want to thank anyone, you can thank the Black World Tree.”


      I mean, I didn’t do anything, so I’m pretty baffled too. But all’s well that ends well. Everyone’s smiling again, and that’s what’s important. You don’t need to thank me. No, I mean it.


      “The Black World Tree.” Luin folded his arms and sighed. “That’s one ominous name. Nothing but misfortune can come from copying the World Tree. That’s something I normally wouldn’t turn a blind eye to, but seeing as it saved us, I’ll keep my anger to myself.”


      “Let’s not concern ourselves with any more details. Thousand Tricks, not discarding Eliza’s letter, and placing my faith in you, has proven to be the right decision. In not even a month’s time, you’ve solved all our problems. We of Yggdra will undoubtedly never forget this debt we owe you.”


      Wait. Did I solve anything? Well, looking purely at results, everything went well. But, scarily enough, I don’t recall doing a single productive thing. Give your thanks to Sitri.


      “I mean, it’s not like everything’s been solved yet...”


      For now, it seemed we had successfully shifted the ley lines and the lost Yggdrans had returned. However, the World Tree’s rampancy hadn’t necessarily been resolved, and while the world’s destruction was still a matter of the distant future, we still didn’t know how to solve the most important problem, which was breaking the curse on Luke.


      Wait, did Liz and everyone forget about Luke? Or maybe they’re just trusting that he’ll be fine.


      “Indeed.” Selyn nodded gravely. “I also worry what Nocturnal Parade might be attempting.”


      “Nah, you don’t need to worry about them. It’s not like we need their help anymore.”


      They must have either gotten scared or disillusioned with me during the battle and run off. I didn’t really care.


      Actually, now that I think about it, we should have used that Manifest Mirror to search for Luke. Whoops.


      “If that’s how you see it, human, then it must be so. For the time being, we ought to partake in a meal and rest while we bolster our spirits. Now that our warriors have returned, our ranks have been strengthened. Every one of them is of exceptional might, and will all obey your orders.”


      Awfully high praise considering that every last one of them went missing. But I didn’t plan to give them any orders, nor was I going to say anything I shouldn’t.


      “Yeah, uh-huh. If I need their help, I’ll take you up on that.”


      “If there’s anything else besides fighting that we can do to help, please let us know. I’ve had a number of people ask me if there’s anything they can do to repay this debt.”


      “Yeah. Hmm. There’s nothing in particular.”


      If I had to say, then permission for the Explorers’ Association to set up a branch here would make Gark pretty happy, but asking such from a place as reclusive as Yggdra just seemed disrespectful. Sitri, Lucia, and the others had already been given access to the Noble Spirits’ restricted texts and the like, and there wasn’t anything else they particularly wanted. Saving Yggdra had nothing to do with why we came here in the first place. My chest prickled from the guilt and the undeserved praise.


      That was when Liz and Eliza’s scouting team returned with the rest of the treasure vault survey team. What had started as just Tino, Liz, and Eliza had expanded considerably.


      “Krai Baby, the barrier’s gone!”


      “The oppressive feeling has lessened, though I don’t think we can expect the vault itself to disappear yet. We also spotted very few phantoms, meaning entering the shrine should be feasible.”


      So the treasure vault really did weaken. Sirti’s so amazing.


      I was glad to hear that the barrier had gone away. There was nothing we could do to help Luke until we got him back. We could deal with the phantoms if there were just a small number remaining. The only problem was the phantom god everyone but me had seen.


      “Eliza, do you think the phantom god is still there?”


      “There’s a high chance it’s disappeared. If there isn’t enough mana material, the boss is quick to disappear. But...”


      “But what?”


      Looking troubled, Eliza ran a palm along her exposed leg. “But...I have a very bad feeling.”


      Eliza’s bad feelings always proved to be correct. We had already gone through so much since arriving in Yggdra. Was there still more?


      I just wanna go home already.


      “Krai Baby, we’re ready to hit the vault whenever. T’s raring to get in there, and we can even go tonight. If we’re going to conquer the vault, shouldn’t we make our move before anything happens? Right now, they’re probably still recovering from their confusion.”


      Well, that’s one way of looking at it. But if you go now, that’ll leave you less time to get ready.


      I was the leader of Grieving Souls. Though I had pretty much stopped going on hunts with my party at this point, when I was around, the final decision still sort of fell to me.


      “What about Sitri?” I asked.


      “She said she’ll follow your lead.”


      This was bad. Liz, Tino, and the Yggdran warriors were all waiting for my decision. A choice with no good options was still a choice. When I was forced into these spots, I generally tried to put off making any decisions. With everyone still celebrating the return of the missing warriors, I had trouble believing we really had to charge off immediately. We would need to make preparations, and I wanted to rest. Not that I was actually going to take part in the infiltration.


      “Hmm, I see. No, let’s do it tomorrow. The situation might improve in our favor if we give it some time. We also need to make sure we’re fully prepared in case anything goes wrong.”


      It’s not like Liz had any solid basis for suggesting that we strike immediately.


      “Understood!” Liz said cheerfully, not doubting me for a second. “By the way, you’re going to give me a shot at the action, aren’t you? Right? Even during that mess with all those curses, I was the only one who didn’t get to do anything. Isn’t that kind of unfair? Even T’s been at your side a lot.”


      “L-Lizzy, that’s not...”


      Why was she so eager to get thrown into the fray? The way I saw it, her scouting and whatnot had given her plenty to do, but I guess she wasn’t satisfied with that. It’s not like I didn’t want Liz at my side or anything. It’s just that she was always on the front lines, and I was always at the back, making us incompatible.


      I placed my hand on Liz’s head and gave her a hard-boiled smile. “Well, I’ll have you cut loose tomorrow. Look forward to it.”




      The feast in Yggdra began quietly and went on until sunrise. The food wasn’t extravagant nor was there any real bombast. Everyone enjoyed a quiet meal while chatting with friends and family. It was the sort of thing you’d only see from a culture that valued harmonizing with nature. Liz, always a party-lover, looked pretty underwhelmed, but we still had some fighting left ahead of us, and it was good to take it easy from time to time.


      In just a few hours, the people of Yggdra had shifted to treating me like an old friend. Not only did I have people constantly approaching me, but the rest of my party and Starlight were being flocked to as well.


      Talking to them, I got the impression that the denizens of this city weren’t that different from those of the imperial capital. It seemed they were actually quite fascinated by their first human visitors. I found myself answering questions regarding human culture, where I was from, quests that Grieving Souls had previously done, and all kinds of other things. Perhaps Gark’s hopes of putting an Association branch here weren’t a pipe dream after all.


      I was wandering around and enjoying a (nonalcoholic) beverage I had received from some Yggdrans, when Sitri approached me, face flushed.


      “Are you enjoying yourself, Krai?”


      “Yeah, how about you?”


      “I am! Everyone is so nice, and I’ve had so many insightful conversations! Interacting with other civilizations is one of hunting’s underrated pleasures.”


      No matter where, Sitri was always looking to learn new things. That sort of diligence was what made her such a good Alchemist. Since I was technically our leader, I should have had at least one productive conversation, but I just wasn’t feeling it.


      “I made a number of blunders during the mission, but it was a very educational experience. I’ll do my best to ensure that I don’t burden you next time!”


      “Hm? I wouldn’t say you burdened me. It’s not like you gave me any extra work. If anything, I feel bad for always depending on you.”


      Though it’s a bit late to be saying that. At this point, these incidents have gone past the point of being solvable by me. I’ll probably continue to give everyone, not just Sitri, trouble going forward. God, I want to retire.


      “No, not at all,” Sitri protested. “That’s right! What should we do regarding our payment? Seeing as Selyn’s come to understand how terrify—amazing you are, I’m sure we can ask for just about anything.”


      I’d love to know how she learned how amazing I am when I just sat around doing nothing.


      “Hmm. Payment, huh? Nothing really comes to mind. I bet Yggdra’s a treasure trove of information to you, but you know how I am.”


      I didn’t even have the basic knowledge necessary to understand what those books might say. Being surrounded by first-rate hunters had brought me into contact with all sorts of lessons, but nothing ever stuck. Sadly, my talents were far below theirs.


      Sitri’s face remained momentarily frozen in a smile. “Krai,” she said in a hushed voice. “In that case, you don’t have to ask for a thing. How about, for instance, a wife? You would get lots of respect if you came back with a spouse from the mysterious land of Yggdra.”


      You say some crazy things sometimes.


      “No, no, that’s like human trafficking—”


      “Yggdra’s in your debt, Krai. Right now, you could have your pick of any comely girl. You’d be surprised how passionate Noble Spirits can be, you know? I’m sure Selyn wouldn’t attempt to stop you.”


      I looked around and saw Noble Spirits, men and women, old and young, all beautiful. I had met very few of them on account of their tendency to avoid human settlements, but I couldn’t think of a better place to find a spouse than among these people. Their immense pride and tendency to look down on humans were part of the appeal, so there was a lot to understand about them.


      In just a quick look around, I met eyes with several Noble Spirits. Some of them even smiled at me. Just as she had said, it seemed some of them had taken a liking to me. Even though just a few hours ago, they would have refused to even make eye contact if I ran into them in the street.


      A Noble Spirit wife... I was looking around some more when I saw Sitri looking sullen. Wait, I’m not actually going to marry one of them! I started looking because you put the weird idea in my head.


      “W-Well, I guess I’m not interested. Here, look, I’ve still got things to do...”


      “Though it seems they’re quite interested in you. Even my brother has his share of admirers.”


      Of course he does! Ansem’s strong, smart, and a nice guy!


      As much as I wanted to say that to her, Ansem was much too big. It was quite rare to see him surrounded by so many strangers.


      All this talk reminded me that some Yggdrans had been paying close attention to me, really listening to every word I said. I hadn’t noticed at the time, but after talking to Sitri, the reason dawned on me. I was happy to know that they were taking an interest in me, but it put me in an awkward spot. I had been totally oblivious a few minutes ago, but now their gazes started to bother me. Though I might’ve been overthinking it, escaping still seemed like the best option.


      After saying bye to Sitri, I got up and left. I started to walk through Yggdra, sticking to the lonelier places. Though I had no particular destination in mind, I ended up on the fringes of the city. It was one of the city’s most auspicious spots, the same place where Selyn had meditated before we attempted to break the curse on Luke.


      The air was cool, and I could hear the quiet sounds of water. There were no street lamps nor any other souls in this verdant spot. Just in case, I turned around to make sure nobody had followed me. With a sigh of relief, I turned back around.


      And for a second, my heart nearly stopped.


      I don’t know when they had appeared, but three silhouettes stood right in front of me. They hid their faces with masks and wore black coats, but their outlines and weapons gave them away. Through my confused mind, I managed to get some words out.


      “Adler. So you’re alive.”


      Nocturnal Parade, the team that had gone missing during our attempt to weaken the treasure vault. Sitri was of the opinion that it was Adler who had destroyed her team’s mana material manipulator. I had been sure they had gotten sick of their mentor and abandoned their post, but this suggested otherwise.


      The Yggdrans who had been turned into phantoms had lost memories from before and after their transformation. It wasn’t clear how the process worked, but I knew about those masks that changed people. Shrine of the Effluent God was ruled by a masked god. Those masks were most likely what turned people into phantoms. Given that their general outlines hadn’t changed, maybe they were in the middle of their transformations.


      After they had more or less coerced me into being their mentor, I had been constantly hoping they would disappear. But that didn’t make it any less sad to think that they had fought until the end and ultimately been turned into phantoms.


      They stood there silently. It was three on one, and nobody else was around. While this was a dire situation, I still had my Safety Rings, and we were within Yggdra. If I yelled loud enough, someone was bound to come running.


      As they showed no signs of attacking, I began to wonder if they were struggling against their phantom instincts.


      “It’s sad to see you like this, Adler,” I said with just a touch of sentimentality. “You three chose the wrong path.”


      From the beginning, using their unique ability to control monsters for evil was a mistake. If they hadn’t become bandits, they never would have battled Grieving Souls, and they never would have found themselves this deep in the forest. They wouldn’t have had any brushes with death, nor would they have been turned into phantoms. So I guess you could say they had what was coming to them? Though that didn’t explain why the Yggdrans and I had it so bad when we never did anything.


      Adler slowly raised a hand and touched her mask. Then she removed it without the slightest difficulty. I was at a loss for words as her black-painted lips formed a smile.


      “That’s the first thing you have to say after seeing us like this?” she asked with a chuckle. “Yeah, we’ve learned a lot. And it hurts hearing that from you. But you wouldn’t understand what it’s like to yearn for power.”


      Hm? So maybe they haven’t become phantoms?


      Quint and Uuno removed their masks just as Adler had. Their eyes glimmered in the pervasive darkness.


      “Thousand Tricks. Someone with your preterhuman artifice would never understand why we’ve done what we have, would you?”


      How the hell was I supposed to? I didn’t even understand what was going on. I was really sick of hearing “preterhuman artifice this” and “preterhuman artifice that.” Calling me a preterhuman artificer would only sully the term.


      I had lost any sense of sentimentality. With a sigh, I said what seemed like the most appropriate thing. “Is it revenge or something?”


      Perhaps angry that I was an incompetent mentor, they had come to strike me down before departing Yggdra? Or something like that. But surely even Adler wouldn’t give such an absurd reason.


      “Heh. Revenge, you say? Yeah, in a sense, you could call this revenge.”


      Wait for real?


      What a crazy trio Nocturnal Parade was. Their anger was completely misplaced if they were getting angry that they didn’t learn anything after forcing me to take them in as apprentices.


      With a twirl of her spear, Adler pointed its tip at me. Quint drew his Relic sword while Uuno angled a staff at me. While I couldn’t see Yuden, I figured the centipede was somewhere underground. Utterly baffling that so many people wanted to kill me, a man in absolutely no way worth killing. Even without a single monster at her command, I didn’t stand a chance against Adler.


      Since there was no use resisting, I put on a hard-boiled smile and said, “I don’t plan to fight you. Sorry, but I’ve got a big day ahead of me.”


      “You’re really confident for someone going to fight a god the next day. Apologies, but you owe me a dance!”


      What are you talking about, you dolt? You might not know this, but the plan to weaken the vault was a success. Its barrier is gone, and there’s no way it can sustain a god.


      Faster than lightning, Adler thrust with her spear. It was so fast, I couldn’t even flinch. What I had assumed to be a ceremonial weapon was actually a very practical weapon. By pinning the shaft for wide sweeps and thrusting, she chained together a series of attacks. With swift, sharp sounds, the black speartip tore through the darkness.


      Adler the Monster Lord was also quite good with a spear. With just that weapon, she could’ve done well as a hunter. Her attacks connected fluidly, almost like a demonstration. She lunged, thrust, and swept.


      Then she came to a sudden halt, the speartip right in front of my eyes. “Even after all this,” she said with disgust, “you won’t budge an inch? I’ve spent some time sharpening my skills. This just hurts my pride.”


      That’s my line.


      Her thrusts had scraped against my clothes several times, yet surprisingly, not one of my Safety Rings had activated. I had just stood there the whole time because I really didn’t know how to react. However, my rings hadn’t gone off due to Adler just barely missing me with each strike. I’m pretty sure that required more skill than actually hitting me.


      “You’ve been underestimating Kayraa, the god in the vault.” Adler looked at me with eyes sharp as her speartip. “That’s not your average phantom. He’s not at full strength, yet he’s still strong. Stronger than any monster or phantom we’ve ever fought. You might be a Level 8, but I don’t see you commanding him.”


      “Hm? Don’t tell me you tried to command a god?”


      “Wha? What?!” Quint looked at me, dumbfounded.


      Though they could command monsters, wasn’t taming a phantom god a bit rash? Honestly, how overconfident can you be? I wish I knew where they got it (not really).


      “Really, you guys need to draw the line between what you can and can’t do, and what you should and shouldn’t do.”


      Just because they wanted to command a god was no reason to think everyone had the same idea.


      Adler was frozen, as if shocked by what I had said. I didn’t have the slightest clue what had happened or why they had come back here, but I didn’t really care. I had things to be doing, so I wanted to finish our conversation before she decided to launch another attack.


      “Well, we plan to breach Shrine of the Effluent God tomorrow. We’ve got our own objectives here.”


      “Kayraa’s strong,” Adler said in a strained, passionate voice.


      Hold on, Adler. Is there any chance you didn’t understand the purpose of Sitri’s operation?


      Even I understood the plan to a degree. Maybe Adler was dumber than I realized. Honestly, what did she think we were stifling the flow of mana material for?


      “I know that,” I said with a confident snort. “That’s why we’re going to get rid of him before he can put that strength to use.”


      ***


      The Thousand Tricks walked off, his demeanor no different than it usually was. All Adler could do was watch absentmindedly. It was anyone’s guess how long they sat there.


      “There he goes,” Uuno said in a raspy voice. “Goodness, what a failure this was. We never thought that Krai didn’t actually plan to tame Kayraa.”


      “Got that right.”


      Kayraa the Masked God. The god they had attempted to bargain with had power far greater than imagined. Had they known even a fraction of what he was capable of, they never would have considered trying to use him. In retrospect, it was likely that man knew of Kayraa’s powers from the start. That’s why he didn’t flinch when they all saw the god through the manifest mirror. And Adler had to admit, the Thousand Tricks had the right idea.


      It might’ve been convoluted, but the plan to weaken the treasure vault was a success. The amount of mana material flowing into Shrine of the Effluent God had dropped off severely, and Kayraa, in his half-recovered state, should be asleep once more.


      Or he had been, until Adler and her crew had attempted to make a deal with him. The Thousand Tricks had come up with a perfect plan, but its most genius element was that it hadn’t set the shrine into a state of alert. The buildup of mana material happened naturally; if the rate slowed or accelerated, it was generally the result of some natural disaster or similar phenomenon. Had Kayraa noticed the decrease, he still wouldn’t have considered making any considerable effort to fix it.


      However, Nocturnal Parade had changed that.


      Blood oozed from the wound she had received during their battle with the god. She had given it some emergency treatment, but swinging her spear with so much force had reopened it. She had been careful not to let the pain show on her face, though she was sure it had been completely obvious to that man.


      That god could have easily killed her in an instant. The only reason she made it out with just a wound was thanks to Yuden. Her centipede had shielded them while they used the ripper, allowing them to get out with their lives intact. However, they had paid an immense price. Yuden, who once lived among ruins and was feared as a godlike being, hadn’t been able to get so much as a scratch on Kayraa. That god was a true fiend.


      “We’re an enemy to the entire world.”


      “We always have been, Lady Adler,” Uuno said. “You’re the Monster Lord, after all.”


      “And what can we do? That’s the fate of a Guiding Hand,” Quint said. “Isn’t that right?”


      Commanding monsters came instinctively to a Guiding Hand. Their powers were not something that modern society would accept. These three had done nothing more than choose to be the antagonizers, rather than be the antagonized.


      But what they had done here was a complete failure. Adler had thought they could negotiate. With the slower flow of mana material, Kayraa’s revival was far off, which should have meant he would need partners who could work at any given time. Then they went and woke him up. Typically, an ancient god like that should have been asleep once more.


      What they hadn’t anticipated was the power he wielded. It was neither magic nor any fighting technique. It was a unique power that had made Kayraa, once a mere human, into something divine.


      “Outward Sense. Who would’ve thought a power like that exists?”


      The three of them had approached the Thousand Tricks so they wouldn’t be left with any regrets. Their attempt at a deal had failed. Now that they had been unable to secure a supply of phantoms and suffered serious wounds, they had no chance of defeating that man. But to not challenge him would have shattered their pride as Nocturnal Parade. In the end, he didn’t even give them the time of day, but they still felt as if a weight had been lifted from their chests.


      “Heh. Looks like that man saw it all coming, our moves included.”


      The Thousand Tricks saw them and chose not to ask a single question. From the beginning to the end, they had been doing nothing more than dancing in his palm. From the moment they became his apprentices to the moment of their sudden rebellion against him. In all likelihood, that man had used them to revive Kayraa.


      Outward Sense was a powerful ability. It was akin to the sudden mutation that gave Guiding Hands the ability to tame monsters, but this one was magnitudes more powerful. Adler didn’t regret battling Kayraa. When their deal was unilaterally rejected, they knew a fight was inevitable. However, as the leader of Nocturnal Parade, it was her responsibility to have knowingly engaged a formidable threat and been ruthlessly routed.


      That man probably wouldn’t have found himself in such an ignominious position. She was strangely confident in this belief, though she didn’t actually know what sort of tactics he might employ.


      Adler let out a small sigh. Her body felt heavy. Everything that had happened since coming here—no, everything since her first battle with the Thousand Tricks—had been a series of blindsides. There was the legendary city of the Noble Spirits, the terrifying phantoms of a shrine-type vault, and a god revived from antiquity. And then that man who had the same power as them yet used it for different purposes.


      Nocturnal Parade had so far never questioned the road they walked, but this might prove to be a turning point in their history. Would they continue to lead their lives as lords of monsters? Or would they do as the Thousand Tricks did and use their powers to help people?


      Adler had shed too much blood. If she wasn’t careful, she might pass out. Her body was growing cold. Uuno and Quint were probably in a similar situation. Her life was draining from her. She didn’t know if she would survive, but she could escape.


      Adler looked at the ripper, sitting atop Uuno’s head. The holy spirit’s scissors had large cracks and were showing signs of decay. It was actually a mystery how they hadn’t fallen apart already. After one more use, the scissors would probably crumble to dust. Whether or not they would regenerate after that was unknown even to Uuno, the holy spirit’s master.


      “But before we run,” Adler said, “let’s watch and see if a human can beat a god.”


      That man planned to fight Kayraa, the fearsome god that had butchered Yuden and proven to be vastly superior to Nocturnal Parade. Typical thinking said no human could win against a god. However, the Thousand Tricks was also quite the fiend.


      He had said Kayraa would disappear before the god could put his powers to use. But that god had already regained enough power to slaughter Yuden. Had that man envisioned this too? And what sort of bizarre scheme did he plan to use to take down a peerless god?


      Adler had spent a few minutes enduring her pain as she spitefully watched the Thousand Tricks walk away. Eventually, she wearily stood up and stumbled into the darkness.


      ***


      I had a dream. I was in a grassland that looked like something from a shadow puppet play. A crescent moon hung in the sky. Everything was dark. The black plain went on forever. A humanoid figure stood in the center; humanoid, not “human,” because they had an air about them that was entirely inhuman. High-level hunters all had a certain atmosphere, a distinct aura. What surrounded this figure was unlike anything I had ever seen on a hunter.


      If I had to say, the closest thing I could recall was the phantoms of Peregrine Lodge. This was no dragon, demon, or mythical beast. This was what was once called a god, a transcendent being. Even a civilian with a poor nose for danger would immediately feel an oppressive weight from this figure.


      His body was small, but that was irrelevant. His face was covered by a gray mask. Mysteriously, his history was suddenly transmitted to me. This was Kayraa the Masked God. Born with a unique power neither magical nor martial, he was an ancient warrior who had become a god by killing a god. The mask over his face was crafted from the bones of a god.


      Slowly, he raised a hand and pointed a finger at me. An eerie breeze blew. The grass shook like waves on the sea. All of a sudden, the ground beneath me crumbled, forming a hole. It was such a vivid dream that I could even feel the wind brush my skin. Yet I didn’t fall into the hole. For as real as it felt, this was still a dream.


      Suddenly, an almost exasperated voice echoed in my brain.


      “Such dull senses this man has. My attacks pass right through. His receptors are too weak. Is this truly a champion?”


      It seemed I was being insulted. I stood there vaguely as Kayraa continued to speak soundlessly.


      “That was a splendid move, interfering with my shrine. Kneel and swear fealty to me, and I shall grant you clemency. Weakness is a sin; strength is what I teach. I bargain not with the defeated.”
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      By that reasoning, there was nobody more worthless to this god than me. For a god, maybe he had a pretty bad eye for these things? This was, however, a dream. Maybe things would be different in reality, but I wasn’t going to try to butter someone up in a dream.


      “I don’t make deals with the likes of evil gods,” I said. I put on my hard-boiled veneer, even though nobody was watching. “Besides, if you’ve been vanquished before, that makes you one of the defeated.”


      “Are ignorance and audacity as tragic in this era as they always have been?”


      He raised his arm in my direction, then turned his palm upwards before coiling his fingers into a fist. With just that simple motion, the air around me grew hot and oppressive.


      Kayraa’s power was known as Outward Sense. It was neither magic nor martial, and of course, it wasn’t any sort of curse. It was a unique ability innate to those of his clan and polished over many generations. With some invisible sensory system absent in the rest of humanity, they could manipulate the world just as easily as we could use our hands to grab, our legs to run, or our eyes to see.


      But I wasn’t taking any damage. Everything seemed so exceedingly real, yet I felt no pain or even a jolt, which proved this was a dream.


      So this is a god, huh? Sure, it only made sense that a vault full of mask-wearing phantoms would also have a boss who wore a mask, but it felt too, I dunno, straightforward? More than that, isn’t he kind of small? I’m willing to accept that he’s got a humanoid shape, but I think he could look a bit more powerful. I’ve got a really bland imagination.


      “Runt.”


      “You knave!”


      The ground thrashed, and pillars of fire shot up. Lightning struck, countless stakes pierced my body, and ice enveloped me. It seemed I had angered him, which I guess was fine since I wasn’t actually being hurt. What a terrible dream this was. I had just had a number of worries lifted from my shoulders, so why couldn’t I have seen something more pleasant?


      The attacks stopped, and I heard the voice in my head once again.


      “In this world, my attacks are for naught? Ready yourself at once, champion of this era. We shall convene in the waking world ere long.”


      I could’ve done without the ominous words. After giving what sounded like a declaration of war, the god blinked out of sight.




      I woke from my slumber. In a room filled with sunlight, I sat up in bed and let out a long yawn. I felt refreshed. Sleeping deeply was one of the few things I excelled at. Especially with all that had happened lately, my body had needed a good rest.


      Still, what a strange dream that was. I always forgot my dreams immediately, yet I could remember this one clearly. It was definitely because Adler had said all those odd things to me the previous night. Honestly, all that talk about commanding gods, then not commanding gods, and in the end, I wasn’t even sure what they had come to me for. What a nuisance.


      Thanks to Sitri, Shrine of the Effluent God was on the verge of collapse. All we had to do was recover Luke while keeping an eye on the vault. After that, I’d have nothing to worry about. That the World Tree would likely turn rampant again someday was an issue I could leave to the smart people. The breaching of the shrine was being led by Liz and some others, so there was no need for my preterhuman artifice.


      But, given my bad luck, I should think of some countermeasures for that god.


      Maybe countermeasure wasn’t the right word, since there was nothing I could do. I had very few Relics that could be used in combat, and sending Marin and the black knight after a god was asking a bit much of those two.


      Once again, I had no choice but to rely on my friends as I always did. I had Grieving Souls, Starlight, Selyn, Luin, and all those Yggdran warriors that had just returned. I also had the cooperation of Phinisse and Milesse, elementals with powers that were just a hair’s breadth short of a god’s. My only regret was that I couldn’t call Ark over, but this was still an immaculate team.


      Just as I told myself there was no use worrying, an idea hit me, and I pulled out my Smartphone. If you want to know about gods, it’s best to ask a god. I tried calling Little Sister Fox. Lately, I had been getting the impression she didn’t care much for me, but she picked up almost instantly.


      “Yoo-hoo, sorry about the sudden call.”


      “Your apology is insincere.”


      “There’s something I’d like to check with you. I’m about to fight a god, so do they have any weaknesses or anything?”


      “Hm?!”


      The progeny of a god would surely know more about gods than anyone else. Little Sister Fox was a phantom from the Level 10 vault Peregrine Lodge. Peregrine Lodge had been around long before Shrine of the Effluent God had formed. Mother Fox had to be in the same league as that masked god.


      The phantom I had on the phone was Little Sister Fox, who wasn’t a god, but rather a god’s chowhound progeny. That gave me some reservations, but I figured asking her was still better than doing nothing.


      “I think you have the wrong idea,” she grumbled. “I’m not your ally, Mr. Caution. Why should I tell you what we’re weak to?”


      For all the times I had fed her, she still hadn’t grown any fonder of me. I couldn’t think of a single reason she was acting so acerbic.


      You should bark more, like a fox.


      “Ahhh. No, I’m going to fight a different god. We’ve weakened them to the point of near-death. It looks like we should be able to finish them, but I was thinking it’d be nice to have another trick handy or something.”


      She made some very confused sounds before eventually saying, “Gods don’t have any weaknesses.”


      “Oh? They don’t?”


      You’re full of weaknesses, aren’t you? Yeah, you can fight, but you’ve also got some serious restrictions.


      I started to think she wasn’t up for talking about it, but then she spoke up after a brief silence.


      “If I had to say, gods are weak to other gods. A divinity would never lose to one of your kind. But in the rare—extremely rare—case that someone uses this opening to defeat a god, that someone can obtain a portion of the god’s power. Like how you took one of mother’s tails.”


      “Hmm, I see.”


      As I recalled, we had survived our encounters with Peregrine Lodge thanks to luck. We hadn’t fought a single phantom, and if we had, I’m not sure we’d still be alive. We didn’t know how powerful Kayraa was. If a battle were to break out, it would be our first real fight with a god.


      It looked like we had a brutal challenge ahead of us. Though Little Sister Fox had said she wouldn’t tell me what gods were weak to, her words and the strained voice in which she said them contained a hint.


      Gods wouldn’t lose to a mere human. They were only weak to other gods. And we already had in our possession a portion of a god. The fox god, who served as the boss of Peregrine Lodge, had thrust onto me Fox God’s Final Tail, an item of incredible power. It was a clump of infinite mana. Such a power was indeed godlike, something no Relic could emulate. Lucia had it at the moment.


      In other words, if we do get into a fight, Lucia will be our key to victory.


      “I see. Thanks for the info, it’s a big help. With it, I think we’ll be able to figure something out.”


      “Hm? Ah—”


      I ended the call and put away my Smartphone. I hadn’t learned any specific weaknesses from our chat, but I hadn’t expected to. I just hoped we didn’t need to worry about weaknesses in the first place.


      Without wasting another moment, I got changed and headed outside. Today was the big day. We were going to find Luke. If possible, I hoped we could break the curse on him while there were still so few phantoms around. If we didn’t wrap this up quickly, there was a chance some other problem might pop up.


      None of my friends were in their rooms. I figured they must be making preparations, just like I had asked them the previous day.


      Damn it, Luke. If we get this curse solved, I’m going to have some choice words for you. Honestly, none of this would have happened if you hadn’t started swinging at Shero like that. What a mess this has turned into.


      And then I had a revelation.


      What if we just asked Shero herself to break the curse on Luke?


      If Marin hadn’t yet dissipated, then there was a high chance that Shero hadn’t either. While Shero might not do it if I asked, she might do it if the request came from Selyn, since those two were supposed to be relatives and all. If nothing else, it didn’t cost anything to try.


      God, why hadn’t I thought of this earlier? If this had occurred to me sooner, we could’ve avoided this whole maelstrom. Some preterhuman artificer I was. But it wasn’t too late. If Shero were to do it, she wouldn’t just carry out a normal breaking; she would sever the curse at its roots, in which case, we might be able to save Luke without even needing to get close to him. This would be much safer than looking around in some hazardous treasure vault.


      Though they would have to go to the vault either way, I ran to find Selyn.


      ***


      In not even a month, the situation had shifted dramatically. One night had passed since the feast. Selyn let out a sigh of admiration upon seeing all the warriors gathered at her mansion. It had been quite a while since the last time they had held a feast like the previous night’s. The warriors went missing long ago, and there had been nothing in Yggdra to rejoice over. Most of those incapable of fighting had been forced to evacuate, leaving the city desolate. But now, Yggda was shining with hope.


      While the weakening of the treasure vault was partially responsible for this optimism, the main reason was that the missing warriors had returned alive. Having undergone harsh training so that they might halt the World Tree’s rampancy, they were Yggdra’s pride and hope. Even those who had reached the city in a state of total exhaustion had regained their will to fight after being reunited with their families.


      Not a single one of them had refused to partake in the upcoming battle. They could have said their objective had already been achieved. The treasure vault had been weakened before its god could fully manifest, and the missing warriors had returned. If Sitri’s mana material manipulators were enhanced, the vault might disappear, and perhaps the World Tree could be prevented from growing any further.


      The hunters of Grieving Souls were more magnificent than Selyn had expected. Thus far, she and her people had constantly been on the receiving end of their kindness. This time, they would repay the favor. They would find the statue of Luke Sykol, and this time, for sure, she would break the curse on him.


      The treasure vault would be dangerous. Though the Black World Tree had reduced the inbound mana material, some phantoms would still remain. But if all of Yggdra’s warriors went in there, they were sure to find the statue.


      Selyn could see the determination in all the warriors gathered before her. None of them paid any heed to the relationship between Noble Spirits and humans. When Selyn mentioned this, one of the soldiers nodded.


      “I was as good as dead back there,” they said. “I have no reservations about using this life for the benefit of our new friends.”


      The other warriors signaled their agreement.


      “That reminds me,” one of them said. “That statue, I remember it, albeit vaguely. The phantoms were making a commotion over some intruder in the shrine. That’s right, I believe the statue was carried into the treasure room.”


      “Oh? You have memories from when you were a phantom?!”


      “That isn’t to say I can recall every—”


      “I care not. Please, tell me more.”


      Selyn listened to what the warriors could remember and compiled the information. It seemed their memories from that time were quite fragmented. While some of them could easily recall events from the past few days, others could recall next to nothing. Yet she was grateful for even these scraps of information. By patching together their various testimonies, she was able to make a rough map of Shrine of the Effluent God, as well as identify their destination.


      A number of warriors could recall the intrusion of a statue, which suggested that it must have been quite a remarkable event. It seemed the statue of Luke Sykol had made it about halfway through the shrine before he once again became unable to move, at which point, some phantoms picked him up and brought him to the shrine’s treasure room. Said room was in the deepest reaches of the vault, not far from the altar.


      “Near the altar holding the divine egg. The supply of mana material may have been stifled, but I imagine some phantoms persist.”


      “Those ordered to intercept us might be gone, but these phantoms are still pawns incapable of feeling pain or discomfort. They’ll also be more familiar with the interior of the shrine. We should expect a fierce battle.”


      They didn’t have time to wait for the phantoms to dissipate naturally. That petrification curse was a powerful one. If they didn’t break it soon, they might never be able to. Selyn and the rest of the Yggdrans were prepared. They could go whenever the order came.


      That’s when Krai showed up, almost as if waiting for this exact moment.


      Unlike Selyn and her kin, he was dressed lightly, not even carrying a staff. Following behind him was Mimicky. His bearing was completely unimpressive, his body utterly devoid of mana material. If she hadn’t known any better, she would never have assumed this man was a great hunter. But no one doubted his abilities any longer. The Yggdrans would tell tales of him for years to come.


      “Human, the people of Yggdra are ready for battle. As fortune had it, testimony from our returned warriors has given us an idea as to where the statue is located. Rest assured, this attempt to break the curse will be a success!” Selyn said vigorously.


      Though he wasn’t showing it on his face, surely this human was concerned for his petrified friend. If Selyn had succeeded in her first attempt, her savior would have never had to feel such uncertainties.


      “Oh, about that,” the Thousand Tricks said with a grin. “We don’t have much time and all, so what if we tried negotiating with Shero to break the curse?”


      “N-Negotiating?” Selyn repeated without meaning to. Her mind had gone blank.


      Negotiating was one of the most fundamental elements of breaking curses. No matter how talented one might be at removing curses, it was always less painful to simply have the original caster remove the curse themself.


      “D-Don’t tell me you never tried that at the outset?” Luin, Selyn’s mentor in both magic and curses, asked.


      “I-I was so certain that Shero was already gone...”


      Besides, if these humans could have broken the curse through negotiations, they wouldn’t have needed to ask for Selyn’s help.


      “You should have at least given it a shot. Shero is our kin. Though she might not listen to any humans, there’s a good chance she would listen to Imperial Princess Selyn. Well, we already have the shame of knowing that the reigning imperial princess failed to break a curse. Has a lack of practice dulled your skills?”


      Selyn’s ears hurt. Luin was so correct that there was nothing she could say in opposition. Only, why was the human bringing this up now of all times? He should have raised the idea after their first failed attempt. Selyn and her warriors were ready to risk their lives in an attempt to pay back his kindness; bringing this up here was worse than pulling the rug out from under them.


      It wasn’t just Luin—all of Selyn’s kin were looking at her with shock.


      “Human. You should have said this earlier. Why did you wait until now?”


      “Ahhh, well. I mean, I thought it would be for the best if you successfully broke the curse.”


      He scratched his cheek awkwardly. His answer wasn’t really an answer, but after hearing it, Selyn had no choice but to apologize. Just as she was about to bow her head earnestly, she recalled how the human had facetiously praised Sitri after the manipulator operation. The thought brought her to a halt.


      Receiving many confused looks, Selyn forced her mind to work. The Thousand Tricks’s plan, which had been carried out separately from Sitri’s, had been perfect. There should have been no need for Sitri’s plan, yet the human had assigned her a leadership role and let her carry out her own operation.


      The Thousand Tricks was exceptional, even in his own party, which consisted of nothing but the best. Whether it was Liz, Sitri, or Lucia, or whoever else, they were all incredible. But she couldn’t even wrap her head around Krai Andrey. Surely, it would have been easier for him to take charge himself rather than entrust commanding and strategizing to someone else.


      Yet he hadn’t done that. Most likely, he wanted to allow his teammates to grow. A single champion ahead of the pack would impede the growth of his allies. Taking the easier option wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but taking it every time could come to bite them in a desperate situation.


      In fact, Yggdra’s dire straits had come about in part because they had depended on a mere portion of their citizens. They had quickly lost their warriors, and as a result, the city had been left helpless, though not eliminated. In that state, the noose had been slowly tightening around their necks, slowly weakening them, until they would eventually fall to the phantoms.


      While they had been able to overcome the crisis, that was thanks to the outstanding skills of the Thousand Tricks, not the work of Selyn or any other Yggdrans. And that human wouldn’t remain in Yggdra forever. The next time such a crisis arose, they would have to solve it without him.


      Could it be that the Thousand Tricks had refrained from suggesting negotiations with Shero because he wanted Selyn to grow? It was a strange idea, but it would explain quite a lot. Had they taken this route at the onset, the curse on Luke probably would have been broken without incident. They wouldn’t have gone to the treasure vault, and perhaps Selyn—once in a state of near-resignation—wouldn’t have been invigorated as she currently was. She and her comrades were willing to do this precisely because it was for someone they owed a debt to.


      The Thousand Tricks stood to gain nothing by delaying Luke’s healing. Surely this was all calculated so that Selyn and the people of Yggdra could move forward.


      And now that plan was entering its final stages.


      Selyn didn’t bear the human any ill will. However, at this point, she had no desire to negotiate with Shero. The late queen was a very uncomfortable subject for the Yggdrans, not to mention that there were obstacles to negotiating with her.


      Selyn cleared her throat. “Let’s make that our last resort,” she said to her mean-spirited savior. “The curse placed upon Luke is a severe one. I can’t guarantee negotiations will succeed, and let us not forget that the statue is deep within Shrine of the Effluent God. If he’s released from his stone form in there, he could be in danger.”


      The human’s eyes went wide with admiration. “Ohhh, you know where the statue is?”


      He spoke so casually, but that made his words all the more suspicious. This was the man who had carried out his own plans in the shadow of Sitri’s. It wasn’t hard to imagine that he was already aware of Luke’s location.


      Selyn believed her argument at least made sense. Negotiating with Shero really did entail risks, and now that they had come this far, entering the treasure vault and directly breaking the curse was a small matter.


      Yet the Thousand Tricks appeared contemplative. “Hmm. But this is Luke we’re talking about. And we don’t have much time.”


      “Not much time? Were you not the one who decided today would be the day we breached the vault?”


      They could have done this yesterday. It was the Thousand Tricks who decided that they would do it today. What he had said made little sense. Did he still have some machination he was keeping hidden?


      Just as she was about to say something, some of her allies came charging in, visibly panicked. They were among the troops assigned to surveil the vault.


      “Princess Selyn, we have an emergency. Shrine of the Effluent God is showing signs it might collapse.”


      “Hm?”


      Hearing something so unbelievable, Selyn couldn’t help but stare at her comrades.


      The Black World Tree had indeed stifled the flow of mana material. However, they had only restricted the flow in the southern ley lines, and treasure vaults didn’t collapse for no reason. Sitri’s operation was done with the intention of weakening the vault, but nobody had anticipated it falling apart.


      When treasure vaults ran short of mana material, they would sustain themselves by reclaiming the energy that had been used to form phantoms and Relics. Even if their energy intake hit zero, treasure vaults didn’t up and disappear.


      Breaking into the treasure vault and finding Luke no longer seemed so simple.


      “I will go and see what is occurring at Shrine of the Effluent God. All units, ready yourselves for combat. Thus far, Yggdra has been unable to do anything regarding the World Tree’s rampancy. There’s no telling what might happen now.”


      That the vault was collapsing was undeniably good news. If it were so bereft of mana material that it was rapidly deteriorating, then the phantoms and buildings should also be disappearing.


      She quickly turned to see what face the human was making. It hadn’t changed at all from its usual state. There was no tension or panic, almost as if he didn’t understand what was going on. Of course, that couldn’t be the case. Had he anticipated this as well?


      “Really? The treasure vault’s collapsing,” he said nonchalantly when he noticed Selyn’s gaze. “That’s earlier than I expected. Talk about luck.”


      Impossible. The vault can’t collapse. It can’t.


      Yet Selyn couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud. With a slight tremble, she stood up.


      ***


      The report from the vault surveyors had Yggdra in an uproar. In less than an hour, our battle-ready members, including many armored warriors from Yggdra, had all gathered. Standing with Selyn and some others, I casually watched it all unfold.


      The treasure vault was collapsing. That was a rare event that usually only happened when a calamity or something similar caused a major shift in the ley lines. I had seen lots of uncommon things, but never the collapse of a treasure vault.


      Going off of Sitri’s explanation, the vault was supposed to have been weakened and the barrier dispersed, but she must have come up with something really terrifying if the vault was being destroyed. If this research were to become known to the public, I’d probably never sleep well again. The ability to control a vault at will was way too dangerous.


      “How strange,” Sitri whispered with a hint of confusion. “I don’t see how Shrine of the Effluent God could crumble so easily. All the more so since it relinquished its barrier, which required tremendous amounts of power. I wonder if there’s something inside that’s siphoning its resources.”


      Not even Sitri had seen this coming. Either way, really, the vault was a problem for us. I couldn’t think of anything better than seeing it disappear.


      “Maybe this is just a reward for all our good deeds,” I said.


      “I don’t get human humor. Sir,” Kris said, glowering at me.


      Except I hadn’t been joking.


      I felt like I was looking at the aftermath of a festival. If the vault was going to disappear, then so were the majority of the phantoms. This also meant we didn’t have to worry about the world ending for the time being. At the very least, a new god probably wouldn’t manifest in the next century or two. All we had to do was retrieve the Luke statue and let Selyn break his curse, then we’d finally have achieved what we came here for.


      I want to get back to the imperial capital and take it easy in my office. And then I can have a word or two with Ark, who wasn’t around despite the impending apocalypse.


      Yeah, that wasn’t fair to Ark.


      A soft sensation suddenly pressed against me from behind. I felt someone’s warm skin, and my cheek was brushed by a strand of hair.


      “Krai Baby!” Liz said in a saccharine voice. “The vault’s going away? And what about my bad guys?! You promised, didn’t you?!”


      “L-Lizzy?!”


      Oh, right, I said something about that. But I didn’t promise anything. I just said I was going to have you cut loose.


      Liz was good about listening to what I said, but knowing she was holding back on my account told me I should keep our promise. If I gave her a careless answer, someone else would feel the consequences, namely, Tino.


      “I did say that,” I agreed while patting her warm arms. “But Liz, aren’t you jumping to conclusions? Are you sure the destruction of the vault means you won’t have a chance to go wild?”


      Her constricting arms loosened just a bit. Her breath tickled my cheek. I was getting stabbing looks from Lucia, Sitri, and many of the Yggdrans, so I really wanted her to stop.


      “Hmm, maybe you’re right? But if the treasure vault breaks down, then there’ll be fewer phantoms. I don’t want that. All I’ve been doing is recon. This is a Level 10 vault. If I go home without even one good fight with a phantom, I’ll be a failure of a hunter, y’know?”


      It seemed like Liz had a lot of pent-up frustration. Hadn’t she fought some phantoms while defending the manipulators? I guess not. Though she was a professional, she was also prone to doing whatever she pleased. She never abandoned her duties, but she would go off on her own once she had done what was necessary. Like how she went back on her own while the party was clearing Night Palace.


      After a moment of thought, I decided to buy time.


      “Liz. Quality over quantity. Don’t worry. You’ll get your chance.”


      “Love ya, Krai Baby.”


      Got a “love ya.” Love ya too, so calm down.


      Feeling better, Liz separated herself from me. In a complete turnaround, she started cheerfully humming to herself. That would last for a while, until the end of the day at least.


      Selyn quietly approached me and asked in a quiet voice, “Human, what is this fight you speak of? Is there something coming?”


      Ahh, please don’t ask that. Liz has insanely good hearing.


      “There are some scary remnants. But it’s fine. I’m certain we’ll take care of them.”


      Even a ruined treasure vault would have a phantom or two lurking about. If we really didn’t run into a single fight, Liz’s shattered expectations would put her into a horrific mood, but we could cross that bridge when we got to it.


      I just want to go home, not deal with more shit.


      Eliza wobbled up to me. Her usually placid face was unusually ghastly. “Cae. My legs are telling me to run.”


      “Yeah, they’re always telling you that. The World Tree is supposed to have calmed down.”


      She was too eager to flee for someone a hundred times stronger than me (and that’s a conservative estimate).


      Stand tall! We’ve already got one coward in the cast!


      She grabbed my arm and looked more grave than ever before. “Cae. Can I run? I’m not sure why, but something is very wrong.”


      “Well, with everything finished, I guess we can manage without you. But where are you going to run?”


      Eliza didn’t take to the spotlight much, but she had put in serious effort for us. The tasks of a Thief were among the most risky parts of hunting. While they tended to avoid combat, scouting out unpredictable treasure vaults wasn’t easy. I couldn’t fathom why she was talking about escape now that the treasure vault was collapsing.


      Eliza looked at me with wide eyes before eventually slumping her shoulders. “There is nowhere to run. That’s how it always is when I’m with you.”


      “But my intuition is telling me there’s nothing wrong.”


      “Your intuition’s gone rotten.”


      Huh, it can do that? That’s news to me. Man, Eliza’s being awfully harsh today.


      In the end, Eliza went with us. While we were walking, I thought back to the first time we went to the World Tree, on our mission to heal Luke. We had been a fairly sizable group then, and now that we had the Yggdran warriors with us, we were practically an army. With such a force, and Phinisse to boot, we could dispatch a few phantoms without difficulty.


      Selyn appeared much more relaxed than before. Though we had enjoyed several coincidences overlapping in our favor, the salvation of both these Yggdrans and the world had been a product of Sitri’s efforts. The technology at play was too dangerous to let the world find out about it, but I was proud of what my friend had accomplished.


      Mingling with one of the groups, we walked for about an hour before I finally noticed a change in the distant World Tree. The leaves, once ceaselessly raining down, were no longer falling. There wasn’t a trace of the foliage carpet that had previously covered the ground.


      They had said that the falling leaves were a result of the excess mana material absorbed by the World Tree. Had Sitri’s operation not only destroyed the treasure vault, but its very cause? Had she cured the tree’s rampancy?


      “How strange that the World Tree’s leaves now stay upon their branches,” Selyn said next to me. She looked up grimly. “Is this the power of the Black World Tree? No, it couldn’t be...”


      “And yet the energy, the mana material that is, around the World Tree has drastically lessened.”


      Both Luin and Selyn were being weird. The situation was improving, so why were they scowling? Sitri had maintained that she was speaking theoretically when talking about the effects of the mana material manipulators. She had never used them before, so maybe they had just worked better than anticipated. Sitri was very good at what she did.


      After walking for another half hour, we arrived at Shrine of the Effluent God. The Yggdran warriors at the front moved to the sides, clearing the way for us. I gasped at what I saw. There was the World Tree, the center of the world’s proverbial veins, the ley lines. The treasure vault that surrounded its trunk was now in a state of ruin. The seemingly endless black walls were now about half as high as I remembered them.


      What still remained seemed to be steadily deteriorating as if worn down by elements. When rubble fell, it disappeared midair without leaving a trace. When treasure vaults manifested, they instantly altered their surrounding scenery. However, it seemed collapsing was a slower process. Perhaps we had just made a new discovery?


      Selyn’s eyes bulged. “The treasure vault,” she said in a hoarse voice, “it’s crumbling.”


      “Oh. That’s really something.”


      The Yggdran Warriors, the members of Starlight, and my friends all stood in place as they stared at the landscape. Once they were sure there were no phantoms nearby, we moved forward. Almost nothing remained beyond the walls. I was sure if we had come earlier, we would have seen some semblance of Shrine of the Effluent God.


      I didn’t at all like the dangers of the treasure vaults, but I didn’t have anything against the places themselves. Though I hardly acted like it, I had once aspired to be a hunter. It wasn’t often you got the chance to see a treasure vault without risking your safety.


      The reliefs carved in bizarre patterns from a past civilization, the pillars built in worship of a strange god, they were all disappearing. I opened my eyes as wide as they could go and burned the scenery into my brain.


      “Is it your impression that man is no more permanent than a dream?”


      “Yeah, I’d say so. I wanted to get a chance to look around here. But that’s just how it goes.”


      “Indeed. A shrine is the abode of a god. Absent a god, a shrine can not be.”


      Wha?


      At some point, the air had changed. There was no sound or wind. An unknowable pressure ran across my skin.


      “Cae. Get back,” Eliza said, struggling to control her voice.


      Hearing that, I finally noticed the figure who had materialized. He was about a head shorter than me and dressed too lightly for combat, just like me. From his sleeves protruded pale limbs that looked like they could break at any moment. A gray mask concealed his face.


      “To consume one’s own limbs is folly. Naught could be less efficient than erasing the shrine I spent so long establishing. Yet how else was I to regain my flesh?”


      He extended a hand towards some rubble, which then crumbled like dust. His voice showed no enmity or hostility, and yet, for some reason, it terrified me in a way I can’t quite describe.


      “I don’t believe it,” Selyn whispered almost deliriously. “He’s retaking—regaining the energy of the shrine. How could a phantom destroy the vault that birthed them?!”


      “Phinisse!” Luin barked.


      In the same instant, a black arm slashed the figure. Phinisse had the power to cause decay in anything. His abilities didn’t result in physical damage, but he could absorb anything, including walls, mana material, and even life.


      Yet the figure was unperturbed by the powers of the godlike elemental. Phinisse’s umbral attack vanished just before the figure, as if stopped by an invisible wall.


      “Rejoice,” the figure said as if nothing had happened. “No ordinary champion could impede a god’s slumber.”


      Could it be that this is Kayraa? He looks just like the figure I saw in my dream.


      Kayraa looked only at me. There were plenty of other people here, all full of mana material, yet I was the one he was dead set on.


      “I’ll give in to the provocation. Show me the strength of this era’s champion.”


      “C-Cae, what did you do?!”


      It looks like that wasn’t an ordinary dream.


      Whether they be prophets, fortune tellers, priests, or whatever, our world had lots of people who could communicate with transcendent beings via dreams. Maybe I had always had powers like that hidden within me. Though they picked the worst time to appear.


      “Looks like I’m not so bad after all...”


      “Brother!” Lucia cried.


      At the same moment, the attacks began. Following Luin, Starlight and the Yggdrans all unleashed offensive spells. Kayraa was assailed by enormous volleys of wind, ice, and light.


      He exhaled. “An insufficient opening act. Are you not aware of my power?”


      The Yggdrans gasped. My eyes popped. The attacks were all stopping inches in front of Kayraa. They weren’t being deflected or redirected.


      “Is that not magic?” said a voice. It was Selyn’s.


      The detained spells all turned around and flew back at their casters. I heard a brief scream, and before it was over, Liz appeared behind Kayraa. Despite knowing so little about her opponent’s capabilities, she didn’t hesitate to go in for a preemptive strike. Her face burned red and flames shone in her eyes. Her Relic-clad legs became a blur, and she politely expressed her gratitude.


      “Thank you, Krai Baby!”


      I couldn’t see anything, but in all likelihood, she had gone for a kick—one fast as lightning. There was the heavy sound of shifting air and Kayraa flew upwards.


      “You got him?!” Tino called out.


      “I whiffed!” Liz yelled back.


      “Fool.” His exasperated voice reverberated everywhere. “Did you think a kick would have any effect?”


      Kayraa twirled through the air before coming to a stop. There wasn’t a scratch on him. More importantly, how did he fly without wings, magic, or a Relic? No, the answer was obvious: he had the inordinate powers of a god.


      “That’s Outward Sense, the power that killed a god,” I said. The term I learned the previous night naturally came to my lips. “It’s horrifying.”


      “Krai Baby?! You know about this?!”


      Sorry. You could say that I do, you could say that I don’t. I’m not even sure how much of that really was a dream.


      Fragments of the shrine crumbled, then turned to dust and disappeared. With dozens of sets of eyes on him, Kayraa remained undaunted. He didn’t confirm or deny my guess, but I think I had the right idea.


      “Don’t let him absorb more power! Milesse!”


      “Phinisse! Once more!”


      The ground folded and spears of earth flew at Kayraa. Phinisse hurled arrows of decay in hopes of erasing the god. As I expected, their attacks stopped just before reaching their target. There was a crackling distortion. Kayraa’s field and the two spells clashed, then faded. He had taken a simultaneous attack from Milesse and Phinisse, yet remained unharmed. He probably hadn’t even nullified the spells; he was simply vastly more powerful than the elementals.


      “The line between myself and the world was always blurry,” Kayraa continued in a disinterested voice. “From birth, the world was always part of me. Everyone called it a delusion or an ailment. Until they learned I could command everything around them as if it were part of my flesh.”


      As I had learned during my dream last night, he had an enhanced sensory organ. To him, the world was just another part of him that he could naturally manipulate. What’s more, he had used his powers to kill a divine being and take their place as a god. Indeed, he had come from a tribe inflicted with an unknown disease and become a transcendent being.


      Boasting of his powers and experiences had been his primary way of gaining followers. Even the Radiant Spirit worshipped by Ansem’s church became a god through gathering followers. In which case, with his comparable powers and leagues of devotees, how could anyone dispute Kayraa’s godhood? It must have been a matter of course in the age he had been born in.


      Light emanated from Ansem. With a sword in one hand, he charged forward. He was in charge of our party’s defenses, but his physical strength surpassed that of anyone in Grieving Souls. His sword, enhanced by the power of the Radiant Spirit, collided with Kayraa’s invisible powers. The impact rent the ground, at which Kayraa laughed.


      “What power you have. Channel more of it, human. And then come crashing down. To kneel to a god of this era can’t be any different than to kneel before Kayraa.”


      Hmm. Maybe he has a point?


      It seemed Kayraa was more open to discussion than I expected, so maybe there was a chance for a peaceful resolution. That would definitely be preferable, as he was just a bit too strong. He had dealt with all our attacks and looked like he could keep it up for a long time. Not even the hunters who had conquered shrine-type vaults had ever defeated the boss in a direct confrontation.


      Kayraa, however, killed a god long ago. By himself, most likely. He was a fiend, practically a mutant. His powers were extraordinary and far beyond anything mana material might provide. Yet could Grieving Souls really surrender to a phantom? Before I could decide, I heard Ansem shout.


      “Preposterous! Grieving Souls will never be subjugated by force!”


      He’s really galvanized. He doesn’t have to be. At times like these, he can just say “mmm.”


      He swung with single-minded devotion, his blade crashing into the ground. Ansem wasn’t particularly great with a sword, though he could muster a degree of force that even Luke struggled to manage. He was a berserker in control of his senses. When Luke saw how he fought, our Swordsman quickly gave up on teaching him how to use a blade. The Immutable’s strength came from his faith, his belief in protecting his party members and anyone else he could. Aside from his tendency to indulge his younger sisters, my childhood friend was a perfect Paladin.


      Dodging an earth-shattering swing by the slimmest of margins, Kayraa looked at me. “Foolishness. Though I do enjoy it. You’re of the same mind as him, champion?”


      “Well, I don’t see any other option.”


      If Ansem said something, then I would of course go along with it. If I had to pick between the world and a god, I might pick the god, but if I had to choose between my childhood friend and a god, I’d take my friend. That was the way of the Thousand Tricks, Level 8 hunter.


      Kayraa exerted a considerable amount of pressure, but Ansem overcame it with a roar as he went in for a savage attack.


      “He still has weaknesses!” Eliza shouted, encouraging our allies who had stopped attacking. Her usually subdued voice was now filled with fire. “If he was invincible, he wouldn’t need to absorb energy! We still have a chance!”


      “Everyone attack!” Sitri added a resonant voice. “The world will be saved if we defeat Kayraa! Our opponent is nothing more than a phantom!”


      The battle was grand, like something out of a legend. My body shook, from excitement rather than fear. With massive swings, Ansem kept the god on the defensive, while Liz and Tino (man, had she gotten tough) chased after him as he tried to dodge. Using Ansem as cover, Eliza, the Yggdrans, and Starlight all provided support.


      They didn’t offer him the slightest bit of breathing room. As someone who had given up on being a hunter, the brilliance of it burned my eyes. None of them feared death. It was loud and windy. Sand flew everywhere. The air crackled with battle fervor.


      And yet, this band of champions had no effect on Kayraa’s bearing.


      “Indeed, my current state of existence is still brittle. Even with Outward Sense, power isn’t easily restored.”


      He moved his hand. Something unseen blew away the airborne dirt. What absorbed the mana material of the treasure vault, deflected the spells of the Yggdrans, evaded Liz’s kicks, and casually stopped Milesse’s and Phinisse’s simultaneous attacks was his eyes, ears, arms, legs, his sword, his staff, the very world itself—all was his divine organ.


      We were hit by an immense force. Ansem staggered backwards and the Yggdrans about him were scattered like insects. Even the Magi hanging further back felt the impact. If not for my Safety Rings, I’m sure I would’ve died. Countless leaves fell from the sky. Even the World Tree, sturdy as a fortress, trembled.


      Kayraa gave a small shrug and laughed. “Behold. In my current state, I can’t even snap a single tree.”


      Just a single attack. That was all he needed to shake a gargantuan tree bolstered by copious mana material. If he could do this in his incomplete state, it wasn’t hard to think that he could destroy the World Tree once he returned to full power.


      This is the apocalypse. This is a god.


      Now I understood why Little Sister Fox was so certain a human could never defeat a god. His shield blocked any attacks, his sword shook the World Tree. People are no match for the miracles of a god.


      “I...can’t believe it. How...”


      The Yggdrans had unshakable faith in the World Tree. Seeing it defiled by the powers of a god, Selyn blanched and stepped back. And it wasn’t just her. Our side had lost its momentum. Even I could understand how mournfully outmatched we were. Very few of us were still standing. That shock wave had been enough to force Ansem back, and some, such as Tino and Liz, had been hurled through the air. Perhaps it was to be expected, but gods must be truly beyond compare if Kayraa could inflict so much damage with a single move.


      Suddenly, his head turned my way. A smoldering voice echoed from a mask carved out of the bones of a god. “A mysterious power defends you, champion. You’re a strange man. Not even Outward Sense can gauge you.”


      Oh, yes. That mysterious power. That would be my Safety Rings. Not to brag, but my life will last for fourteen rings.


      Since it looked like my Safety Rings would work as they would anywhere else, I stepped forward. Seeing no point in running, I was better off advancing so I could be a distraction. Ominous clouds had blanketed the sky at some point or another. Droplets of rain began to fall. The sky had been clear not too long ago, but as they say, when it rains it pours.


      My smile was growing strained, self-deprecating, when I realized something.


      Rain. Water. Clouds that formed unnaturally fast. Is Lucia building up that massive spell she casts with the tail?


      Lucia was a very competent younger sister. Even if I didn’t say anything, she always did what she was supposed to. Though conventional attacks probably wouldn’t get past Outward Sense, Lucia had a piece of a god in her possession. If there was going to be a miracle, it would have to come from that tail.


      If that was her plan, then I needed to buy time. I was going to have to draw Kayraa’s attention until she could release the spell. With a hard-boiled smile, I stood before the god. No attacks came. He was trying to appraise what lay within me. Too bad there was nothing there.


      “Kayraa, I’ll admit that you’re strong. But unfortunately, while you might have been the greatest long ago, you aren’t anymore. I know your weakness. You see, well, in the human world, preterhuman artifice goes a long way.”


      He said nothing. I simply felt some tremendous force press down on me. If I had known this was going to happen, I would have brought Perfect Vacation. I still hadn’t gotten it back from Selyn, so it’s not like I had the choice, but, I dunno, I wanted to barf.


      Hurry. Hurry up and slam him, Lucia. I can’t keep him here forever!


      “The truth is, I, uh, I saw your revival coming and have been preparing for it. Outward Sense is a really powerful ability and all. There’s a lot of people in this world, like Adler, who have unusual powers, but yours is especially strong. Yeah, I really had to work my brain to come up with a way to beat you.”


      “Fascinating, champion. Tell me more.”


      Still? Are you still not ready? Just a bit more, Miss Lucia?


      I took a deep, drawn out breath, and said bitterly, “Ahh, about that. Here. It’s weird to say, and I’m sorry if this makes you feel bad, but, uh, right. I, too, have a special power.”


      I didn’t have any powers, much less special ones, but to hell with it. Kayraa didn’t so much as flinch when he heard my deluge of lies. My comrades watching from a distance, however, became restless.


      “Y-You do?! Sir?!” Kris exclaimed with zero regard for the mood.


      “My Outward Sense tells me otherwise. There’s nothing within you.”


      Look, even Kayraa’s staying calm. And wait, there’s nothing in me? Really? You guarantee it as a god? Take a better look! And Lucia, speed it up! You’re usually itching for a fight!


      “Something can be true while remaining beyond comprehension. Nobody understands my powers. They’re unfathomable. If you go to sleep right now, you won’t have to see them. But what do you say? I’m not exactly unbiased, but I think it’s a pretty crazy power.”


      I’m so screwed. I’m so goddamn screwed. I’m so screwed I’m going to barf.


      “B-Brother, what are you doing?!”


      That’s funny. I feel like I just heard Lucia’s voice. Am I imagining things? She can’t say anything if she’s in the middle of an incantation.


      I took a furtive look at the god. We would win so long as we made him retreat, even if we did so with a bluff.


      “I sense deep fear in you,” Kayraa said placidly. “Fear and some inexplicable complacency. You still think you have a chance, champion. As do your comrades. Your bonds are quite strong. I’d be curious to know how they came about.” He didn’t seem remotely afraid of me.


      This god is insane. I’ve never met such a calm bad guy.


      “Very well,” he said in a level voice. “I’ll permit you the first turn. Show me this ‘crazy ability,’ or whatever it is you have.”


      “I-If you insist. I really wanted to avoid this.”


      He took a deep breath and spread out his hands. Of course, I didn’t have any special power, but I was just trying to keep him busy. I had capable allies. They were my longtime friends who had learned to read my thoughts. Though I couldn’t tell them anything with words, if I gave them enough time, I was sure they would do something about the god.


      I looked at Kayraa sternly and said, “Your weakness is gods. And my special ability, True Victor’s Dance. That’s right! If your powers! Come from a divine organ! Then mine! Are an equation! To overcome all odds! Once you’ve watched this dance for at least five hours, you will perish.”


      (Really grasping at straws.)


      “Hm?! What?”


      “Now, relax and stay until the end!”


      It might surprise you, but there was a time when I wanted to become a dancing bard (part of my embarrassing past). In the end, I quit because I didn’t care much for singing or dancing.


      Kayraa was clearly caught off guard. Perhaps not even a god could have anticipated what I had said, or simply because I had announced that I was going to dance at him for a long period.


      Now I had to step into hell. The foxes of Peregrine Lodge were bound by what they said; it was possible Kayraa had a similar quirk. If he said he would let me take the first turn, then he probably wouldn’t attack while I was dancing. Now we waited until I collapsed from exhaustion, Kayraa reached the end of his patience and attacked, or Lucia or someone took care of him for me.


      Now let’s have a proper duel!


      I threw my arms up in the air and faced Kayraa. I wasn’t giving any thought to choreography. All I needed to worry about was moving slowly to preserve my stamina.


      Take this! The preterhuman artifice of the Thousand Tricks!


      That’s right, I started by moving like a jellyfish. Powerful flashes of lightning illuminated the world. Taking on the mindset of an invertebrate, I lowered my arms and wriggled around.


      Then something white struck Kayraa, sending him flying.


      “Wha?!”


      There was a loud boom. Kayraa’s small frame bounced across the ground several times before he righted himself midair. The cause of his tumult through the air was something white, bushy, and thick.


      Wait a moment. That’s a tail—a pure-white fox tail. But it’s not Lucia’s.


      “This presence—it’s divine. What have you done?”


      Having been distracted by my dancing, then sent spinning through the air, Kayraa sounded dumbfounded for the first time.


      With a rustle, the tail lying in front of me slinked back. There, I saw a diminutive figure even smaller than Kayraa. Little Sister Fox had appeared at some point. She had her white fox mask, and white ears extended from her head. From her lower back sprung a large tail and a small one. I assumed it was the larger one that had bashed Kayraa.


      I was left speechless.


      Did she decide to come save me after our conversation?! I thought she hated me, but I guess this phantom is strict about decorum.


      “Black clouds.” Amid the pounding rain, Selyn stared blankly at Little Sister Fox. “A calamity will be stopped by one cloaked in silver light and a storm...”


      Now that she mentioned it, there was a prophecy like that, wasn’t there? Who would’ve thought that was referring not to Ark, but to Little Sister Fox?


      Small flames silently formed around the small fox phantom. As I watched in quiet amazement, she looked at me. “Liar,” she said in a voice so cold I thought my heart would freeze. “You said they were weakened to the point of near-death.”


      Looking closely, I noticed her shoulders were shaking. Right, I did say that, didn’t I? Sorry about that.


      Kayraa alighted on the ground. As far as I could see, he was unharmed. “You choose to make use of a feral divinity, champion? It seems I won’t be left dissatisfied.”


      He switched to an offensive stance. With a sweeping motion, he assailed Little Sister Fox with an invisible force. She used her tails to shield herself. The attack made the air crackle, but my Safety Rings protected me.


      “Huh? Use? Mr. Caution is using me?”


      Though I had seen Little Sister Fox fight during the Supreme Warrior Festival, watching her bat down an attack from a god gave me the impression she had gotten stronger. Last I saw her, I’m pretty sure she had only one tail.


      “I simply. Came to. Snatch. Mr. Caution’s. Weakened prey!” she shouted in a shaky voice.


      So she didn’t come here to help me. Well, that’s fine.


      “Okay, if that’s it, then I’ll let you have him,” I said, giving her a thumbs-up. “Good job!”


      “That’s not what I wanted to hear!” She slapped her tails against the ground in protest.


      If she told me what response she did want, I’m more than sure I could’ve given it to her.


      “You’ve underestimated me. I’ve grown stronger, you wretched specter. I know your weaknesses.”


      Kayraa put his power to use. The ground was torn up, clumps of dirt floated into the air, then were molded like clay. A gun began to take shape. It was a long, slender hunting rifle. A normal gun couldn’t possibly have any effect on a phantom of Little Sister Fox’s tier. And yet she flinched when she saw the weapon. Kayraa shouldered the rifle in a familiar manner. A single shot rifle would be insufficient even for most monsters.


      “As an incarnation of a beast, you fear the lead bullet. I think I’ll enjoy a long overdue hunt. This mask is no longer necessary to me. I’ll cast off these bones and make a coat from your pelt.”


      “How rude. You bastard man turned god. You’re nearly as rude as Mr. Caution.”


      Her voice trembled with humiliation. Her tail puffed out and the fires floating about her intensified. The sky was dark and the wind had grown stronger. Dancing amid the endless rain, those spectral flames unnerved me. While they weren’t particularly big, it was clear they were no simple flames.


      Have I really done anything that rude? I never tried to make a coat out of her.


      “If you win this, there’s inarizushi in it for you!” I said, egging her on.


      “Incredibly rude!”


      Demonic faces formed in her flames before they were hurled at Kayraa. All he did in response was pull the trigger. There was a single gunshot, and that alone dispersed all the flames. In an instant, Little Sister Fox extended her tail before her to shield herself. Conventional thinking would say that a single rifle shot couldn’t pierce a tail that had already blocked one of Kayraa’s attacks.


      It was nothing more than bad luck that drove me to move. I’m a coward, and this time I didn’t even have a Relic to keep me perfectly comfortable. I had nearly collapsed in fear from the constant surprises. And on top of all that, I had grown too used to having Safety Rings, which made me cover for people on reflex.


      With all those circumstances lined up, I put myself between the collapsed fox and her tail.


      “Hm?!”


      Her expression contorted. Her outstretched tail swept into the air. Blood splattered and I heard a small groan of agony. The bullet had pierced her tail. Without losing any velocity, the projectile continued on towards her heart. My arm darted to stop it. The Safety Rings would protect even my fingertips. Nothing could break through their barriers.


      I’m not going to make it.


      For one thing, I wasn’t close enough, but my hand was also raised too high. I didn’t have time to curse my mistake as the bullet passed by without even grazing my arm. There was no excuse for such a screwup.


      Passing my defenses, the projectile connected with Little Sister Fox’s chest. And then she disappeared as if she were a mirage.


      With my excess momentum, I stumbled onto the ground. Kayraa didn’t even spare my idiotic antics a glance. He simply stared at the spot that should have held a fox.


      “So she escaped? A formidable beast if she can escape my detection so swiftly.”


      It seemed she wasn’t dead. Damnit, if she could escape, that meant I hadn’t needed to cover her. Not only that, I now knew that the progeny of a god was no match for an actual god. I wasn’t even capable of scratching a phantom from Peregrine Lodge, and my abilities hadn’t changed at all, which meant there was some serious villain inflation going on. It’s anyone’s guess how the world hadn’t been destroyed yet.


      I wondered what I was going to do now. I stood up and held out my palms at Kayraa, when a voice rang out.


      “I’ll have you know, you antiquarian god reborn, that we don’t have to run. We have no desire to fight you, but turning a hunting weapon on us? Well, that we can hardly permit.”


      It was a strange voice, one that carried well despite the pouring rain. It was also a voice I recognized. Flames began popping into existence once more. Only this time, they vastly outnumbered those summoned by Little Sister Fox.


      “You’ve been used again, foolish child. I thought I told you to never again involve yourself with him. Not only did he drag you to a place like this, he even aided you. It’s the greatest failure in the history of Peregrine Lodge.”


      “Mr. Caution lied, and that’s against the rules. And he didn’t aid me. The bullet never hit him.”


      Like the dancing, floating flames, phantoms appeared. They all donned fox masks. They were denizens of Peregrine Lodge, the legendary treasure vault that traversed the world. It wasn’t just one or two of them, it was far more than I could count. They stood in two lines, down the center of which walked a tall phantom I had spoken with before—Big Brother Fox. Next to him was Little Sister Fox, who I thought had just been shot.


      “Humans are liars,” he said chidingly. “We’ve always known that. And you must have really let your guard down if you also knew there was a god here. You shouldn’t have come on your own. Even if he hadn’t made it in time, it’s quite problematic that he covered you.”


      Little Sister Fox looked down, sulking.


      “I didn’t lie!” I said, coming to her aid. “Neither did I help her.”


      “Quiet, Mr. Caution.”


      “Oh, certainly.”


      His voice was cold, entirely unlike how he spoke to the younger fox.


      It looks like my role is finished here, so let’s pull back. I wonder if I can just go home like this.


      “My Outward Sense, it tells me nothing.” With so many progeny of another god before him, Kayraa sounded dumbfounded. “There should be nothing here.”


      “You can tell that much, can you? A divine organ that sees through everything, and interferes with anything. Truly a fearsome power.” Sounding impressed, Big Brother Fox held his hands in his sleeves and nodded. “An ancient god spawned among the world. Perhaps you were once stronger than us.”


      Kayraa moved his arms in a wide motion and clenched his fists. The air warped and all the phantoms of Peregrine Lodge, Big Brother Fox included, went flat as if crushed by something.


      “If you can define your powers by your divine organ,” the fox continued, still flattened, “then you might say our mother’s power is to fool this very star. What you say is true. There’s nothing here. However, the world is under the assumption that we are here.”


      A fire formed above what had been Big Brother Fox, then floated up. The other crushed phantoms all turned to flames. They had formed a path.


      “It’s for you,” Big Brother Fox said to Kayraa, who was standing still. “Mother is in quite a foul mood now that her daughter has once again been fooled by a human. At this rate, she very well may eat someone out of sheer anger. Provide her as much entertainment as you can, human divinity.”
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      Ah, this is bad.


      My heart and soul felt frantic, erratic. I didn’t need to be Eliza to understand who was about to descend and the scope of such an event. It seemed they were bringing the entire treasure vault. They must have been up above in those black clouds.


      Turning to my allies, who were all entirely out of the loop, I waved my hand, giving the signal to withdraw.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: Let This Grieving Soul Retire, Part Ten


      Mana material occasionally produced terrible fiends. A dragon that brought multiple nations to ruin, a king of monsters that came within arm’s reach of conquering the world, even a god worshipped by an ancient malevolent cult. Perhaps there was some truth to the theory that a number of the civilizations reflected in treasure vaults had been wiped out by mana material-induced disasters. If that were true, maybe we were very lucky that our own society was still standing.


      The storm that had arrived with Peregrine Lodge continued for a full day. Even after making it back to Yggdra, we still heard constant thunder and felt occasional tremors. Although I hadn’t realized it, the fight among gods had startled the elementals of the forest. The clashing energies were dispersed over many kilometers, even all the way to Yggdra’s barrier.


      After what had been a sleepless night for everyone, the storm lessened up and the shaking stopped. I watched the sky from a window while Lucia—who had already lectured me a number of times since getting back—said, “I can’t detect any more clashes. Their fight must be over.”


      “Who do you think won?”


      If Kayraa won after all this, we’d be absolutely done for.


      After fleeing back to Yggdra, I had been thrown into an inferno of lectures. Most of it came from Lucia and Kris, but Selyn and Luin were also quick to have their say. Many other Yggdrans let me have it too, even though I was supposed to be their savior. In the end, even Ansem gave me a scolding. The incompetence of Krai Andery was tragic indeed. I tried arguing that I hadn’t done all that on purpose, yet nobody believed me. I guess it was a helpless battle, given that Little Sister Fox only came because of my call.


      “Who knows?” Lucia replied after giving it some serious thought. It seemed that her exasperation gauge drained over time. “At their level, affinities and present conditions can sway the outcome. It blows my mind to think that that had once been a human.”


      “We’ve gotta do our best as well.”


      Except my life would be much harder if Lucia got to their level. I’d utterly lose any authority I had as her older brother.


      “However, with such extraordinary powers, he’s practically a different sort of being than us.” Sitri had wasted no time analysing our foes. “After all, Lizzy’s and Anssy’s attacks proved completely ineffective against him.”


      “That invisible thing caught me off guard.” Liz tsked with irritation. “Sure, there was nothing I could do! But it pisses me off!”


      “Mmm,” Ansem agreed.


      For someone who had seemed so joyful during the fight, Liz was in a terrible mood now.


      “What’s got you so pissed off?” I asked.


      “Me! Because I couldn’t live up to your expectations! I can still remember that disgusting feeling! That shit’s hard to describe, but I felt like I was hitting something that was hard and soft, light and heavy! I need to think of something next time Kayraa appears!”


      That so? And you think we’ll survive if he shows up a second time?!


      “He blocked spells, kicks, blades, punches, and everything else,” Sitri remarked. “Shock waves didn’t reach him either. When Lizzy or Anssy attacked, Kayraa moved to evade them, which suggests physical attacks are more effective than magic, but if he stopped them without taking a scratch, the difference must be negligible.”


      “That god’s offense and defense were flawless, as if he had eyes and ears everywhere. I’d bet that the only way to get through would be with enough force to overwhelm his Outward Sense.” Eliza, an expert in identifying weaknesses in phantoms, provided a succinct evaluation.


      When she says overwhelm, that means something stronger than Ansem, right? That can’t be easy.


      Tino, meanwhile, was completely silent. If the foxes had lost their fight, we would’ve found ourselves tangling with Kayraa again.


      Now, what to do—


      Before I could finish that thought, I pulled out my Smartphone. Right. I didn’t have to be afraid; I could just contact Little Sister Fox and ask how things went. I selected her from my list of contacts. Just as I was about to call her, I heard a voice very close.


      “Don’t contact me without good reason.”


      “Hm?!”


      In a second, everyone was in a fighting position. I quickly held up my hand, halting my bloodthirsty friends.


      I looked at Little Sister Fox and gave her an amiable smile. “You’re an elusive one, you know that?”


      She was always appearing one moment and disappearing the next. Considering what Big Brother Fox had said, this must’ve been some sort of illusion. Though I had just barely kept my friends from striking, they were very much on their guard.


      Honestly, these people...


      “So you beat Kayraa. Way to go.”


      “Don’t make fun of us. Mother would never lose in a fair fight.”


      Despite what she said, Little Sister Fox looked fairly beat up. Her exposed tail was dyed red and her white robe had gotten dirty. I watched her idly, then looked up and saw that Big Brother Fox had appeared next to her.


      Don’t surprise me like that. Though I guess we are used to things popping up out of nowhere.


      “He was quite strong. That was a god forged through battle.”


      “Yeah, uh-huh.”


      “He was forged very differently from us. I can hardly believe despite having just manifested, he still took three of mother’s tails. You and yours still aren’t enough for him, Mr. Caution.”


      “Yeah, uh-huh. You’ve really helped us out. Thanks for coming!”


      “You really know how to rile someone up. Had you not protected this little one, I would have been prepared to rip you to shreds, knowing full well it would invite my own ruin. However, as much as it pains me—as much as it truly pains me—returning favors is fundamental to who we are. I can’t seek revenge. Attacking you would constitute retaliation, and that is something I cannot do.”


      Evidently, even the tremendously powerful phantoms of Peregrine Lodge had their own difficulties. But man, giving a heartfelt thanks and getting such a disdainful look in return really hurt.


      Retaliation, you said?


      Covering Little Sister Fox was more of a coincidence, and it’s not like I actually accomplished anything in the attempt. I was the one who ought to be grateful. And who was to say this would be the last time they saved us?


      “Returning the favor?” I said. “You don’t need to do that. I’m the one who should be thanking you. Here, I can’t do it now, but sometime soon, I’ll get the whole clan together and we’ll make some really good fried tofu!”


      While her face was half-hidden by a mask, Little Sister Fox’s tail began sweeping side-to-side. I know how it sounds coming from me, but boy did she like fried tofu.


      “Mr. Caution, are you by any chance making a fool of my sister? Well, it would hardly be the first—”


      “Huh?”


      “Letting you use us any further will lessen our divine status. The debt we owed you was canceled out when we exterminated that god. Now, go on.”


      With a light shove, Little Sister Fox stumbled forward. She silently looked up at me for a moment before suddenly pointing at the Smartphone in my hand.


      “You were tricked.”


      In the blink of an eye, my Smartphone turned into a shiny bit of paper. It was slightly sticky to the touch and smelled of fried tofu.


      “Very good,” Little Sister Fox said with a sigh and a nod.


      “What was that for?! Turn it back!”


      “It was always a scrap of paper! You never understood! You’re too dense!”


      “There you have it. It’s almost impressive how you managed to use a tool made from garbage for so long. The illusion was supposed to wear off over time.”


      I don’t get it. Give me back my Smartphone.


      “Now everything is back to normal.” Seeing me frozen with shock, Big Brother Fox sighed. “The damage wrought was too much for me to call this a good experience, but so it goes. A chance to dispose of that god now was a pleasant surprise. Mother’s powers will eventually recover, and a century or two is a mere moment to us. Farewell, Thousand Tricks.”


      Little Sister Fox lightly waved her hand. “Bye-bye.”


      The two blinked out of sight before I could say anything. It was such an abrupt departure. The only hint of them was the paper that had once been my Smartphone.


      Thinking about it, isn’t this from the tofu I gave her a long time ago?


      “They sure left in a rush. I even said I’d make them fried tofu.”


      “I got the impression they were pretty fed up,” Lucia groaned, breaking her silence.


      Well, I might’ve done something bad. And here I thought we were finally starting to get along. But life is a long road and goodbyes were an inevitable part of being a hunter. Fate permitting, we might meet again someday.


      “That’s it!” I said, snapping my fingers. “I remember her number, so I can just put her in my contacts if I get another Smartphone.”


      “Brother, aren’t you forgetting that those are phantoms from a Level 10 vault?”


      “Only way to put down a god is with another god. Isn’t that right, T?”


      “Master has been a god for a very long time.”


      Little Sister Fox was pretty likeable, and seeing as how Kayraa had initially tried to make me one of his subjects, I wondered if maybe the phantoms of these top-level vaults were actually pretty open to negotiations.


      I shoved the paper that had once been my Smartphone into my pocket. Selyn and her comrades had been up all night monitoring the fight with Kayraa. I needed to hurry and tell them what had happened.




      Arriving at Selyn’s mansion to tell her the results of the battle between Kayraa and Peregrine Lodge, I found it packed with Yggdrans. I guess there wasn’t much separating the imperial family and the common folk, perhaps because there weren’t that many Yggdrans to begin with.


      Selyn’s pallor was just as bad as it had been when we first met. After she had finally relaxed for a bit, it was a shame to see that yesterday’s battle had reset her.


      I gave the report where everyone could hear it. I told them that in the fight between Kayraa and Peregrine Lodge, the latter had won. The foxes had returned from whence they came and peace had been restored. I thought it was all pretty good news, yet I didn’t hear a single cheer. Instead, Selyn sighed very deeply.


      “I can no longer find the proper words, Thousand Tricks. Starlight and Eliza told me about you, but it seems you truly have a plethora of varied experiences. That you called another god to the World Tree was simply absurd. In fact, how did you even do such a thing?”


      “Karma?”


      “Human weakling, do you think we’re stupid or something? Sir?”


      “I’m much more interested in that special power or whatever it is that you have.”


      Lapis gave me an icy glare. I was hoping she would just forget about that. Yet another humiliating memory had been engraved into my shameful life as a hunter. But considering that my dancing had allowed the foxes to arrive on time, that was probably the most useful thing I had done on this trip.


      I could tell them the truth, though I bet they wouldn’t believe me.


      I put on a hard-boiled smile and said, “I think I’m gonna keep that a secret for now. There’ll come a day when I tell you about it.”


      “Hmph. Secretive as always, I see. Have it your way. However you did it, it’s plain as day that you saved Yggdra.”


      No, it wasn’t plain as day. It wasn’t me; the foxes had saved this place, and it was Starlight, most of Grieving Souls, Selyn’s friends, everyone but me, who had kept us alive until that point. Apparently that didn’t matter.


      “I had my doubts when you first formed your clan,” Lapis said in her usual frigid tone, “but setting aside the matter with Lucia, joining you has paid off. Be proud of yourself. You’ve done us Noble Spirits a favor we’ll never be able to repay.”


      Despite her grumpy tone, what she said was admirable. Though I hadn’t tried to do them any favors, there was nothing I could say to change their minds. After spending years building a clan with them, I knew all too well how stubborn they could be.


      “Lapis is quite right. Let us set aside petty details. You returned Shero to us, rescued our missing comrades, felled a god, and saved the World Tree. Our tasks are complete. Grieving Souls, Starlight, Yggdra owes you a debt we will never be able to repay. Though your lives may be short, human, we will for many generations to come remember your courage and what you did for us.”


      “You don’t have to remember it, it’s not like I did anything major.”


      “Excessive modesty is a form of arrogance, human,” Astor scolded me. “It’s not often Noble Spirits owe a debt to a human. You should be proud.”


      The other Starlight members nodded in agreement. To think they had once been so hostile to me. What a strange bunch.


      The tension in the room had eased up, perhaps because Lapis’s remarks had made it clear that it was over at last.


      “We should be capable of cleaning up the aftermath. Truly, thank you so much. Though we haven’t been able to hold a proper celebration, please, take as long as you need to rest your bodies. We can arrange whatever you require. Human, though you’re of different blood, you are without any doubt welcome among us.”


      Why are these people so quick to just say whatever?


      Sitri’s eyes were sparkling. She was planning on wringing out whatever she could from Yggdra. In my heart, I applauded her.


      “So is Krai Baby gonna hit Level 9 now?” Liz asked. Her irritation was finally starting to subside. “I get the feeling Mr. Branch Manager really has his hopes up.”


      “No way, Level 9? That’s still far off. Not to mention the imperial capital has plenty of hunters better than me.”


      Please, spare me.


      If being Level 8 dragged me into all sorts of nightmares, there was no telling what Level 9 might bring. God, this sure had been a brutal ordeal, but now it was finally over. There had been several battles and unexpected twists. I had planned to have the god Ark take care of it all, but instead, the fox god came charging in. Despite my constant apprehensions, nobody had died and everything was more or less taken care of.


      Yggdra was a nice place. There had been too much on our plates to make time for leisure, but I hoped I could return for a vacation someday. Letting out a sigh, I looked at my friends.


      Then I remembered I was forgetting something very important.


      Ah! Luke!


      ***


      He hadn’t let himself get complacent. He had used every means at his disposal, and it hadn’t been enough. A pure white aberrant fox with eleven tails. A magic being that lived long enough and accumulated enough mana material to attain divinity. Generally, the more tails a bestial incarnation had, the stronger they were.


      That god had more tails than any actual beast Kayraa had ever fought. He had known at a glance what a powerful creature it was, but coexistence was out of the question. Lead bullets were certain to incur the wrath of a divinity that had once been a beast. Besides, gods refused compromise. In this world, gods put their territory on the line and sheared away at each other’s existence. That was what it meant for divinities to fight.


      Kayraa lonesomely stumbled through a desolate land. The vicious battle had left his newly formed flesh filled with cracks. His strength wouldn’t last. He could feel the mana material leaving his body.


      His abilities were superior to those of the fox, but she was more powerful by magnitudes. She must have descended upon this world a very long time ago. Though Kayraa had blown off three of her tails, she had inflicted a wound upon his soul, an injury that would never fade in this lifetime.


      The aberrant fox’s words were intractably seared into his mind. She had been considerably weakened through the loss of three tails, yet remained no less imposing.


      “I shall spare thee, defeated god, foolish human. Never shall that wound fade. Live on forevermore, obscure to the world, and bearing thy humiliation.”


      Another hundred years. Just another hundred years, and he would have been able to blow away just about all of those tails. At the very least, he would have been able to fight to a draw. He was certain of it. Kayraa hadn’t been omnipotent. He had consumed his shrine, his servants, even a portion of the World Tree’s power, yet perfect strength had remained distant.


      He didn’t regret choosing to fight, but it vexed him that he fought such a mighty being before he could reach full power. That was what he needed—power. Fortunately, this was the world’s focal point. If he rested near that central tree, he could heal his wounds, but not erase them. Just as that aberrant fox had said.


      He was currently unable to use his divine organ at will. That divine tail and devilry had done the impossible and addled his powers. Even with Outward Sense, this hit to his soul would likely never recover. Not until he killed that aberrant fox, that is.


      Kayraa walked through a land thrown into disarray by tails, foxflames, and his own powers. That champion’s scheme had decreased the amount of mana material flowing into the World Tree, but it would still suffice. He reached the tree and placed a hand on it.


      Just as he was about to sit down, he noticed something standing nearby. It was that statue. The one of the Swordsman, the one so realistic it looked like it might start moving at any moment. His eyes were open wide and he held a sword in his hands.


      Until the previous day, this tree had been subsumed by Kayraa’s shrine. Unless someone had moved it, this statue should have remained within the shrine’s storeroom. He had converted Relics, phantoms, and everything else from the vault into mana material and then absorbed it. Why did this statue remain? One of his disciples might have held the answer, but at the time, Kayraa hadn’t been at liberty to confirm every detail.


      Then he looked at the sword held by the statue.


      “This sword. Wasn’t this stored within my shrine? Why wasn’t it reverted to mana material?”


      Outward Sense was capable of breaking down and absorbing objects. He had forcefully dissolved the shrine building, the phantoms, the Relics, and everything else. So why wasn’t this included? Mana material had a tendency to take in desires and information. Even with Kayraa’s powers, reverting it into energy was an arduous task. That’s why, in all likelihood, he was unable to transmute a weapon being wielded. However, this wielder was nothing more than a statue.


      His injuries had left Kayraa’s mind scattered. Somewhere deep down, a faint alarm bell was ringing. After somehow managing to activate his divine organ, he touched the statue. That was when he heard a voice from within the statue.


      “—fair—me fight...”


      Had this statue once been human? Kayraa knew of powers that could turn living creatures into stone. He had witnessed it, cured it, and done it himself. But if that were the case, then what was this voice? Why was a petrified creature able to speak? How could it? Kayraa used his abilities to learn more. This wasn’t some pseudo statue that was only stone on the surface. A great curse had turned even this man’s innards to stone. It was only his soul that hadn’t been petrified.


      “Let me—rai—rghh...”


      If he was voicing his will with nothing more than a soul, then it must have been of an indomitable nature. Summoning the rest of his power, Kayraa listened to the inner voice. The man wore a simple outfit. His eyes blazed. Drawn in by those irises, Kayraa took a step forward, and that’s when the fragmented speech became whole.


      “This isn’t fair! Let me fight! Let me at ’em, Krai!”


      “Hm?!”


      That wasn’t the voice of a soul—that had been said out loud. Cracks began to form in the stone, quickly covering the entire body. His soul was overcoming the curse. Mana material was known to respond to desires, but breaking a curse through sheer will? That could very well be described as a miracle.
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      “Impossible.”


      “RAAAUGH!”


      The petrification had been undone. The fiery roar of a voice reborn shook the World Tree. Kayraa had lived many years and ascended to godhood, yet never seen anything like this. For a moment, his mind came to a halt. The last thing he saw was the glimpse of an unsheathed blade swung without remorse.


      ***


      “So that’s the end? That was a shocking...spectacle.”


      Having witnessed the Thousand Tricks’s plan in its entirety, Adler let out a sigh. No longer reflecting the distant ruins of Shrine of the Effluent God, the manifest mirror lost its glow. It must have used the last of its energy. She could hardly blame it; nothing but a battle between divinities could match that bout between Kayraa and the fox god summoned by the Thousand Tricks.


      When she first met Yuden, she had been under the false impression that the centipede was the strongest creature out there. Evidently, the world was much more vast than Adler had realized. Her fellow spectators, Uuno and Quint, were both exhausted.


      They were in a small rural town very far from Yggdra. They had used the last of the ripper’s powers to make their escape, getting as far from the World Tree as they could. Being far removed from Zebrudia as well, not even rumors of the Thousand Tricks reached this place. No matter what anyone said, this certified their defeat. Not that it even mattered.


      “Wooow. Who would’ve thought he might send one phantom god after another,” Uuno remarked. “The rumors really don’t do him justice.”


      “There’s no way that guy ever needed to join up with us,” Quint said in a tired voice.


      Adler agreed with him. They never should have gotten involved with him. Or maybe it would be better to say they should have done so before he became so powerful. Now that they knew what he was capable of, they would never stand against him.


      Quint looked at Adler. “What are we gonna do now?”


      “Good question...”


      Just about every monster at their command had died. Nocturnal Parade was almost powerless. Of course, they could replenish their ranks. They could strive to get back on their feet. While the Thousand Tricks might have been a freak, she was confident her party was stronger than the majority of hunters out there.


      However, after thinking about it for a bit, Adler scratched her head and said, “I’m kinda tired. Maybe we can try helping people.”


      “I mean, I get where you’re coming from, and maybe that’d work for Uuno, but do we look like the helping sort?”


      “Don’t say that. With some changes to her clothes and hair, even Lady Adler could become a good samaritan. It might feel too late, but strength goes a long way these days. I’m suuure there’s a lot we could do.”


      Evidently, neither of these two planned to continue on like they always had. Unfazed by the sudden suggestion that they completely change their lifestyle, the two began a lively debate, which Adler watched with a sigh.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: Level 9


      The Explorers’ Association had branches in just about every nation, and the one in the imperial capital of Zebrudia was among the largest. In the branch manager’s office, Gark Welter was once again tackling an immense workload.


      Being in charge of an Association branch was a busy job. Hunters were capable of contending with phantoms and monsters of preternatural capabilities, and they also brought back Relics and materials that couldn’t be replicated by modern technology. The Association, which consolidated hunters, was an important entity for nobles and merchants, and being a branch manager entailed a schedule packed from early in the morning to late at night. There were meals with nobles, sharing information with knights tasked with culling monsters, securing trade routes for Relics and materials harvested from monsters, as well as directing investigations into lawless hunters.


      To top it off, hunters had no appreciation for all these tasks done behind the scenes. Having gone from a moniker-bearing hunter to the imperial capital’s branch manager, Gark found his current work much more troublesome than any hunt he’d ever gone on. Of particular frustration was the imperial capital branch, whose size meant they received many more requests and brought in much more money. It also meant there were plenty of problematic hunters.


      Hunters going about their work with gusto could, to an extent, be left alone, but there were those who, despite being quite capable, needed some intervention in order to even reach their quota. For many reasons, Gark couldn’t just set these hunters aside or take his eyes off them.


      After checking over some documents from a subordinate, Gark asked his right hand about recent events.


      “Kaina, has Krai still not come back from Yggdra?”


      “Correct. We have people stationed at the gates and his clan house, so I’m all but certain. We haven’t been contacted either.” She chuckled. “If anything comes up, I’ll be sure to inform you.”


      “I’m counting on you. That bastard will come back and not bother reporting to us, but only if we let him get away with it.”


      Folding his arms, Gark leaned back in his chair, furrowing his brow as he let out a sigh. The legendary city Yggdra. A month had passed since the Thousand Tricks had left for the Noble Spirit city said to bar entry to humans.


      After sending off Krai Andrey, a central figure to the series of curses that had rocked the imperial capital, Gark had spent the last month being buried in complaints and work. He would, depending on the situation, give people the evil eye, invite commiseration by pretending to be another person tossed around by a Level 8, simply bow his head, or throw work off onto another high-level hunter. He was doing it all in hope of establishing contact with Yggdra.


      Yggdra was unfamiliar territory. It wasn’t just hunters who had tried to establish relations, but also nobles and merchants. However, seeing as none of these attempts had succeeded, the Yggdrans must have been awfully wary of outsiders. Not only were theYggdran Noble Spirits notoriously reclusive, the location of their city was unknown, and it was said that it was impossible to enter without an invitation.


      The city was believed to be highly advanced, possessed a unique culture, and was ruled by an imperial family of Higher Nobles. Gark could barely even imagine the profits to be had if they were to somehow set up an Explorers’ Association branch there. And, of course, if humans established contact with the Noble Spirit imperial family, that would help decrease the animosity between the two races.


      All of this depended on a young man just barely in his twenties. Krai Andrey was an extraordinarily talented hunter. He had beaten out Ark Rodin to reach Level 8 faster than any hunter in the capital, and had single-handedly solved a number of incidents that had shaken the city. However, this young man was also the most fickle person around, and wouldn’t be swayed by coin or authority.


      Establishing relations with Yggdra would be a great achievement, one at which nobody else had succeeded. If that young man made a genuine attempt at it, he could more likely than not put humans and Noble Spirits on better terms. Right now, all Gark could do was pray that he was feeling up to the task.


      “I’ve taken on all this drudgery to give him more time. If he doesn’t take this seriously, he’ll get more than a slap on the wrist.”


      “What do you have in mind?”


      “I’ll lower his level, what else? Ah. He’d enjoy that, wouldn’t he?”


      Dropping the level of a titled hunter wasn’t something that could be done without good reason, but that man wouldn’t even be saddened by the greatest dishonor a hunter could receive. He was incorruptible, would not bend to intimidation. It drove Gark mad when hunters didn’t respond to the carrot or the stick.


      Just as he clicked his tongue in an attempt to cover up his uncertainty, a bright light flashed right before his eyes. Sensing a surge of mana, he instinctively moved to cover Kaina. Being the office of the Association branch manager, this room was a common target, so security was fairly tight.


      If nothing else, it seemed this spell wasn’t an offensive one. As he grew increasingly wary at this unfamiliar sight, a figure appeared from the light. It was a woman of uncertain age and unbelievable beauty. She had a slender outline and wore a circlet of flora. Her ears were pointed and she bore all the other distinguishing features of a Noble Spirit. Next to her was an equally beautiful cohort of indeterminate gender. That these two were no ordinary Noble Spirits was immediately apparent. Even in the bustling imperial capital, there were few of their kind.


      “Teleportation magic? Impossible.”


      Teleportation was a highly advanced form of magic. Simply transporting to a set spot with an already engraved spell pushed the bounds of modern magic. Even that was a rare skill in the imperial capital.


      Luckily, these two didn’t seem like they were going to hurt anyone. Hearing Gark’s question, the one with the circlet stared at him and blinked her finely shaped eyes.


      “Is this the place that that human spoke of, the imperial capital?” she said. “I am Selyn Yggdra Frestle, of the great Yggdran imperial family. This is my guard, Luin. Are you a figure of authority?”


      “What?!”


      Yggdran imperial family?!


      Gark cast a glance at Kaina, who stood in wide-eyed awe.


      This Noble Spirit had burst in suddenly, without an appointment, and announced herself. Gark typically wouldn’t believe that she was who she said she was, but her beauty and use of teleportation magic lent her a certain credence. More than that though, Yggdra was where the Thousand Tricks had gone. Anything could happen in such circumstances.


      “It’s an honor to meet you. I’m Gark Welter.” He chose his words carefully, trying not to agitate her. “You could say I’m a figure of authority. By the way, I’d like to know, did Krai pay you guys a visit?”


      The name “Krai” visibly startled her. It seemed she wasn’t too good at concealing her emotions. Could she really be from the Yggdran imperial family? It certainly seemed so.


      “Looks like he did. So tell me, what brings you here all of a sudden? If we’re going to be here a while, I can arrange a meal and a table for us.”


      Could she be here to file a complaint? If that man was involved, it’s absolutely possible.


      A sense of dread slowly overtook Gark. That man had a gift for hunting, and for angering people without meaning to. With great anxiety, Gark waited for her response.


      The self-proclaimed imperial princess put a hand to her chest and let out a sigh of relief. “We come with business concerning just one matter,” she said in a sonorant voice. “That human has done us a tremendous favor. Our debt to him is so great, we will never be able to repay it. On behalf of Yggdra, I implore you, grant that human the rank of Level 9.”


      That bastard, what did he do this time?

    

  

  
    
      Side Story: The Future of the Noble Spirits


      “I believe it’s time that we, too, should change.”


      Everything had been resolved and I was hanging around in my room killing time until I had to head home, when the Yggdran imperial princess, Selyn Yggdra Frestle, suddenly approached me and made her proclamation.


      I had no idea what she was talking about. Hoping for some help, I darted my eyes around the room, but sadly, there was nobody around. Everyone else had gone to survey the forest.


      Yggdra and its environs had long been off-limits to humans. Now that the World Tree’s rampancy was taken care of and Luke had come back to us, it was inevitable that my friends, dyed-in-the-wool treasure hunters that they were, would shift their focus to exploring the forest. If that would help them grow as hunters, I had no reason to stop them. If anything, I was just glad they hadn’t roped me along with them. Luke’s petrification had just been undone, yet he was already bursting with energy.


      I couldn’t think of a single reason for Selyn to suddenly pay me a visit. While Yggdra had been nearly deserted when we first arrived, the evacuated residents had returned, as had the warriors turned into phantoms, so the place abounded with life. As the head of these people, Selyn shouldn’t have had any spare time on her hands. I could understand if she at least called me over, but instead she had come to me.


      “Sorry, Sitri’s out right now. How about you come back later?”


      “Entry into Yggdra had been restricted so that we might halt the World Tree’s rampancy,” Selyn continued, ignoring every word I had said. “And in the end, we were unable to impede or preclude said rampancy.”


      “Hey, I’d say you guys gave it a fair shot.”


      “As the imperial princess, it was a shameful failure. However, we have a prime opportunity before us. The people of Yggdra now have a much better opinion of humans. Now is our chance to head out and establish connections with humankind!”


      I seem to attract bad listeners or something.


      And connections with humans, you say?


      Seeing as how she had invited us into Yggdra, then went along with Sitri’s plan, Selyn was proving less conservative than I had expected. As for me, I had no reason to oppose her idea.


      “Though they don’t have the highest opinion of humans, Noble Spirits exceed humans in many facets. I’m certain any Yggdran can thrive in their society!”


      “Yeah, that sounds nice. After all, Lapis and her bunch are getting by without any problems.”


      To be a bit more precise, they were actually a source of trouble, but their problems were never the fatal sort, and that was close enough. Besides, it’s normal to struggle when you first start something.


      In contrast to my languid replies, Selyn spoke with determination.


      “Though we may have stopped the World Tree’s rampancy, there’s no guarantee some other threat will not descend upon us. We must not make the same mistake. This incident has been a very informative experience. As imperial princess, I shall carry out my duties to ensure a better future for Noble Spirits, and of course, for humans as well.”


      “Yeah, uh-huh. If anyone can do it, you can! If there’s anything I can do to help, I will, so go! Give it your all!”


      God, she was a hard worker. We had just solved one huge problem, yet she came all this way just to tell me this? Her cheeks flushed and she gave me a captivating smile, then said something I wasn’t ready for.


      “I had a feeling you might say that. Your cooperation is appreciated, human. I’m not terribly familiar with human society, therefore, your counsel would benefit me greatly.”


      In human society, what I just said is referred to as a “pleasantry.” As I sat there, stunned, Selyn began spreading documents across the table. This isn’t good.


      If Sitri were here, I could’ve made her be Selyn’s consultant, but the princess had come the one time everyone else was out. The fact was, I was the worst possible man to go to for advice. How could I take care of other people’s concerns when I couldn’t even manage my own life? I guess there was no point trying to convince anyone. Those rumors of preterhuman artifice really didn’t do me any favors.


      “The incident with Shero has improved your people’s reputation, even within Yggdra. However, some of us remain apprehensive of humans. I would like to improve that.”


      “That sounds like a fabulous idea.”


      And if I didn’t have to be involved, then all the better.


      “Surely, there can be no better way to acclimate to human culture than through personal experience. As such, I’m considering sending several of our own to various human countries. The denizens of Yggdra are all of good character and much more capable than any human, so I don’t imagine there will be any serious problems. It’s just that there is the matter of personality and fields of expertise. I hear there are lots of human countries, so I would very much appreciate your opinion on who I should dispatch where.”


      So basically, you’re dumping all the work on me? Not half bad. Even I wouldn’t pull a move like that.


      There was no way I would have an inkling as to who should go where. Sure, I knew more about our lands than Selyn did, but I was still pretty ignorant of the world. And good character? Everyone in Starlight was of good character, yet they were misunderstood all the time back when they first joined the clan. To put it bluntly, they had been a constant source of headaches.


      They still were a nuisance, but not as often once they’d acclimated. The people of the imperial capital hadn’t become used to Noble Spirits—Starlight had become used to living among humans. And it goes without saying, but the road there was a very stressful one (the most stressed were Eva and Gark).


      To be honest, there would be problems no matter who was sent where. Our cultures were different. Of course, I couldn’t just say this to Selyn, someone who valued her people above all. The only Noble Spirit who never caused trouble was the chronically relaxed Eliza!


      I cleared my throat and tried to change the subject. “This is just an idea, speaking in theoretics, but while visiting human lands is good and all, why not invite people here?”


      “Oh! Tell me more.”


      Human settlements weren’t always the safest places. Noble Spirits were still an uncommon sight for us, and Starlight wasn’t actually to blame for about a third of the incidents that involved them. Given that, it seemed prudent to first invite humans into Noble Spirit territory.


      Most people strong enough to make it this far were generally good people, and—I was only just now remembering this—Gark had told me to ask about getting an Explorers’ Association branch set up here.


      Selyn looked grim. Yggdra was a city of legend and a very special place for Noble Spirits. There were lots of problems that came with inviting humans, a group they held in low regard. Hence why it was just an idea. If it seemed impossible, then that was that. Not getting an Association branch here was no skin off my nose, and you could say I at least made an effort. You could also say I didn’t try very hard.


      “If you invite humans here, the Yggdrans will get used to them and people around the world will learn that your opinion of us has shifted. There might be some incidents, but establishing an Explorers’ Association branch will take care of some of those. You see, I was asked about that before I came here. If you don’t mind, Selyn—”


      “Certainly. If you want one of these Explorers’ Association branches, you shall have it. As for your idea, I think it’s feasible.”


      Her answer was immediate. She made her decision so quickly it left me baffled.


      It’s actually scary how fast that was. C’mon, give it some more thought. That’s when Selyn’s expression grew dark. She had just said it was fine, but maybe now she was having second thoughts. Yeah, uh-huh. Don’t agree because I said it, think before you decide anything. That’s the worst possible way to decide something.


      I started to grin, when Selyn sighed and said, “We can invite humans all we want, but will they come? The journey entails crossing a forest teeming with monsters, and I assume our culture of living in harmony with nature will strike many humans as boring.”


      Where’s that worry coming from?


      “You got the World Tree, don’t you?”


      “That’s true. The World Tree is indeed grand. However, it’s difficult to say, but if I must, I’ll remind you that it is a tree.”


      An unexpected remark. I mean, put to it, it was a huge tree. But it was one managed by the people of Yggdra, so you couldn’t just call it that.


      Selyn’s a strange person. No, let’s think of this as proof she’s thinking really hard about this.


      “Don’t be so self-deprecating. Yggdra’s a nice place. It’s stunningly beautiful and the food is good.”


      “Anything more?”


      More?


      “Everyone here is pretty and your magic is advanced.”


      “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and I don’t believe humans could comprehend our magic. Besides, if Sitri’s magic circle is any indication, we’re not much more advanced than the outside world. That doesn’t strike me as a good reason for a human to come here.”


      Oh, you’re making this difficult. Aren’t you taking this too seriously?


      She didn’t have to worry. There were lots of people who wanted to come to Yggdra; this was a place of legends.


      Selyn clenched her fist and looked at me with upturned eyes. “Human, please answer sincerely. Would you like to come back here some day?”


      “If it’s within walking distance.”


      I mean, this was a remote place. I never ventured too far to begin with. If I could help it, I never left my office, so it wasn’t like this place was at fault.


      After a brief silence, Selyn said in a strained voice, “What sort of Yggdra would you like to come back to, over and over again?”


      “Well, at the moment, there’s no lodgings or anything because this place has forbidden visitors.” Making the long journey here and then not even having a place to stay would be pretty rough. “That reminds me, I went to a town hosting a fighting tournament not too long ago, and that place was flooded with people. They were also selling souvenirs and stuff.”


      I started to really think about it. The tournament in question, the Supreme Warrior Festival, was really famous, and the town’s size and location weren’t comparable to Yggdra’s, but bringing in lots of people still seemed like a lot of work.


      “I see.” Selyn looked deep in thought. “I understand. Let us hold a fighting tournament.”


      “Huh?!”


      “That leaves lodgings and souvenirs. Thankfully, Yggdra’s forests contain a diverse range of resources. Though we don’t have any famous wares at the moment, making appealing souvenirs should be within our skills. Now that I think about it, if there’s something we don’t have, we can just make it!”


      Selyn was saying some ridiculous things. Her eyes were shining, but I felt like she had missed the mark a bit. Maybe she had fallen into that perfect comfort stupor because there was something wrong with her, rather than the Relic.


      “A fighting tournament isn’t the most civilized choice, but beggars cannot be choosers. With the aid of the elementals, preparing the city should be simple, and I’m certain we’ll be able to bring out the unique qualities of Yggdra! We should also consider the roads that lead to the city, but we must not cut off the spell maintaining the Godtree Guideway. What if we were to enlist the mythical beasts of the forest to receive and see off guests? That should bring lots of humans. Hmm. That’s it!”


      I trembled at the sudden exclamation.


      “We should contact Noble Spirits all around the world to bring in guests! Now is our chance to make Yggdra’s wonders known to the world! Noble Spirits are all very capable and I don’t see what’s stopping us from making a city more resplendent than any made by humans!”


      The idea I had just casually thrown out there had ignited a fire with Selyn. If Kris found out about this, I was sure she’d have a few choice words for me.


      With all this talk of guests, she was losing sight of her goal. I knew her thinking was flexible, but this was too much. At this rate, she might someday lift the ban on metalworking.


      “Human! Do you have any materials that tell of outside cities?”


      “If you’re fine with sightseeing guides.”


      I was always tossing stuff into Mimicky. For someone who couldn’t easily leave their city, sightseeing guides were one of the best forms of leisure.


      “I imagined as much! Those are exactly what I need right now!”


      I think you should really reconsider that statement.


      But saying that out loud would have complicated things, so I simply gave her what she asked for. I felt bad for the people of Yggdra, but Selyn was their princess; if they wanted her to stop, they would have to stop her themselves.


      Holding the guidebook, Selyn’s eyes sparkled as she looked over the color printed binding. “So this is the outside world!”


      “Does that interest you?”


      “Managing the World Tree has always dominated my time. However, as leader of the Noble Spirits, I must develop a multifaceted perspective. Eventually, I’ll have to see the world for myself.”


      Man. The Noble Spirits have a long road ahead of them. Well, her being excited and frenetic is better than if she were downcast.


      “Hot springs,” she muttered, staring intently at a pamphlet. “Do you suppose we could dig one of these here?”


      “There can be dangerous things underground, so be careful.”


      Cave People, for instance.


      For now, Selyn’s focus had shifted entirely to the pamphlet. I had a feeling I might have done something bad, but I was just glad I had diverted her attention.


      “Should we dig up a hot spring and hold a fighting tournament, that will allow us to surpass two towns.”


      “Yeah, uh-huh.”


      Putting those things together would be— Eh, I’ll keep it to myself.


      She looked like she was enjoying herself, and it was only because peace had returned that she had time to think about these things. I was sure that given a bit of time, she would approach this with a much cooler head. Also, Luin would probably put a stop to anything too harebrained.


      Whichever direction she chose, she was in charge of Yggdra. Change was coming to the Noble Spirits. Perhaps I was witnessing a turning point in their history. Though I was going to be headed back to the imperial capital soon, I wished for nothing but the best for these people who had fought alongside us.


      I watched her gleefully read a pamphlet, when she suddenly looked up at me. “Now then, human. I’m entrusting you to decide who will be sent where. I will be developing plans to transform Yggdra into a leading sightseeing destination.”


      “Wha?! N-No, weren’t you going to bring people here—”


      “We can do those things concurrently!”


      “Oh, all right.”


      Having said what she wanted to, Selyn glided out of the room. All that was left was me, who had caved to her enthusiasm, and a list of Yggdrans she had brought with her.


      Turn Yggdra into a leading sightseeing destination? When did that become our goal?


      I spent a few minutes vaguely looking at the list, but just looking wasn’t enough to make it go away. Selyn sure looked like she was having fun. Maybe considering what sort of place to turn Yggdra would be fun, but did I have to be the one saddled with all the unfun work?


      After some fruitless considerations, I gave up. These people could just go anywhere. Besides their tendency to cause trouble, Noble Spirits were capable folk. Making Starlight among the first members of First Steps had brought us lots of attention, so I could see the Yggdrans growing used to the outside world, given enough time.


      If I gave them letters of introduction asking my acquaintances to look out for them, they’d do just fine. This would require a number of people, but there weren’t very many Yggdrans, and, luckily, I knew several good candidates. Eva, Gark, and Ark were the obvious go-tos. Captain Franz was a noble, so he would probably be a good pick. Now that it was on my mind, I recalled hearing Touka mention that Knights of the Torch was hoping to recruit a Noble Spirit. Lord Gladis and Éclair wouldn’t say no, not after I had helped them out.


      If Selyn wanted to host a fighting tournament and open a hot spring, we could send people to Kreat, the town of swords and chivalry that hosted the Supreme Warrior Festival, as well as Suls the hot spring town. Given the recent incidents in those places, the Yggdrans should be treated well if they gave my name. Man, there were a lot of places you could say that about.


      Now that we’ve made up our mind, no time like the present.


      Humming to myself, I started writing letters.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      It’s been some time and it’s an honor to see you all again. The author, Tsukikage here. At long last, Let This Grieving Soul Retire has hit double-digit volumes. Now that it’s been five years since Volume One, I realize I’ve been writing this series for a long time now. If you include the manga adaptation, this series has sold over one million volumes. As its author, it makes me happy that so many people are enjoying my work. My passion for writing the adventures of Krai and his friends is only growing, so I hope you’ll continue to enjoy them.


      Volume Ten is the latter portion of the curse incidents that started in Volume Eight. The antagonist in their way is an ancient god with a unique power, making him the strongest villain thus far. As we hit the milestone of Volume Ten, the gradually increasing scale has also reached a high point.


      As usual, I’ll refrain from sharing details about the story, but the hidden theme of this volume is fighting cooperatively. There’s cooperation with allies, antagonistic groups, and former enemies. This is a series with a large cast, and after ten volumes, we’ve even got a fair number of villains and side characters. Some of them have only appeared for a single volume, and there are some I’d like to bring back in the future (the only problem is whether the readers will remember them).


      It wasn’t much, but I think I accomplished what I wanted to with this volume. Krai’s special power makes its appearance! This was another fun volume to write, so I would be delighted if you all find it fun to read.




      Now then, the battles have been slowly ramping up in scale, but this volume ties up a lot of threads. We’ve had our characters up against curses and gods as of late, but those aren’t necessarily what a treasure hunter contends with. I’m thinking about writing a different sort of battle for this next volume, so please look forward to it!


      ***


      Last, we’ll finish up with the customary gratitude.


      Our illustrator, Chyko-sama, thank you so much for always providing wonderful illustrations that match the events in the book. I love Selyn’s expression on the cover! Here’s to more illustrations in the future.


      My editors, Kawaguchi-sama, Takahashi-sama, and everyone at the GC Novels editing department and other companies. I’m certain that it’s all thanks to you that we’ve reached our tenth volume. Truly, thank you so much. I’d like to keep writing fun novels for people, so I hope we can continue working together!


      And my greatest thanks are for the readers who have stayed with me all the way to the double-digit volume. Thank you so much! (On the acknowledgments page, there’s a QR code to a survey that offers a short story upon completion. Please give it a look!)


      Note: QR Code not available in the English edition.


      Tsukikage, April 2023
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      Bonus Short Stories


      Let This Grieving Soul Adventure (cont.)


      For treasure hunters, going up a level was cause for celebration.


      With branches in towns, villages, and every other variety of settlement throughout the world, the Explorers’ Association handled all administrative duties relating to hunters, including working to improve their statuses.


      From its advent one thousand years ago to today, the Association’s level designations maintained a high degree of trust. Set in ten stages, levels marked the degree of faith placed in a hunter, and a high level indicated the Association had deemed them both capable and of good character. High-level hunters were trusted by people they had never met and generally granted meetings with nobles and powerful merchants. This was thanks to the efforts of the Explorers’ Association and the hunters that came before.


      In keeping with this, the Association kept a close watch for any hunters not living up to their level. They brought the hammer down on any hunters that committed serious crimes, and there were several hurdles that needed to be overcome just to take the tests for higher levels. One could only hope to advance to Level 4 with nothing more than accomplishments and simple tests.


      Grieving Souls, who burned through quests like firecrackers, were no exception. Several years had passed since we first came to the imperial capital. The clan we established, First Steps, was on a steady track, and Grieving Souls’s new member, Eliza, had more or less acclimated to the party. It was becoming increasingly rare for me to accompany my friends on hunts.


      We had some promising hunters in our clan, and more were joining. With things going this way, all I had to do was lie low for a bit and the all too widespread name “the Thousand Tricks” would fade from people’s tongues.


      Luke must’ve had some spare time on his hands, as he and I were in my office taking it easy, not doing much of anything.


      “Hey, Krai,” he said, suddenly furrowing his brow. “Lately, my level hasn’t gone up at all, has it?”


      “Oh, yeah,” I said after a long pause.


      I struggled to respond to such an abrupt statement. I would’ve preferred he not bring up odd subjects out of the blue.


      It was true that his level hadn’t gone up recently. But at the higher levels, promotions grew further apart. Relatively speaking, he wasn’t behind or anything (in fact, his skills meant he was progressing faster than average). Still, I knew the reason his level wasn’t going up.


      “I don’t get it. I work hard at my training and I’m doing quests.”


      Don’t get it? Well...


      “Is it because you’re always cutting people?”


      Levels weren’t an indicator of power, but of reliability.


      “Whaddya mean, Krai? Shouldn’t that increase my level?”


      Perhaps if he limited his targets to enemies, but Luke had proven more than willing to cut his clients as well. To be fair, in most of those cases, the client was partially at fault. Had Luke used a real sword instead of a wooden one, he could’ve received a demotion, to say nothing of a promotion. If not for the efforts of Gark and Eva, Luke would’ve been punished more severely. (Which made it all the more wild that Sitri, who hadn’t cut anyone, got leveled down.)


      Regaining lost trust takes a long time. You could say it was only natural that the Explorers’ Association was so reluctant (not that they were actually reluctant) to raise his level.


      Luke banged his hand on the table and shouted, causing me to flinch.


      “It makes us look bad when you’re Level 7 and I’m still at 5! Right?!”


      “Y-Yeah.”


      “Liz, she’s still at 5! And Sitri got taken down. Do you think I haven’t cut enough people?”


      What a crazy notion. His absurd strength had actually forced Gark into advancing him. Luke’s skullduggery normally would’ve kept him at a lower level. It was just that 4 was low enough to give some hunters the false idea that they could pick a fight with him, leaving Gark little choice but to put him at 5.


      “Ansem and Lucia are making good progress, aren’t they?”


      “Wha?! Ansem and Lucia are capable people, so of course they’re leveling up! I don’t need you to tell me that! I already knew that when I started asking for your advice!” Luke slammed his hand on the table.


      Oh, so you’re aware you’re less than capable? No, hold on. You’re not incapable. If anything, you always go too far!


      For all the troubles Luke had resolved, he was also a frequent source of them. If anything, the fact that he had cut so many people yet could still casually stroll around outdoors made me feel like some power was at work (though I don’t know what that would be).


      I seriously had no idea why he wanted to raise his level. There weren’t many benefits besides being able to take on more difficult quests. Really, I’d be happy to give him a few of my levels.


      For once, though, it looked like I was in a position to help Luke out. It was his tendency to go overboard that prevented him from leveling up. If we took care of that problem, it wouldn’t be long before he got a promotion. In fact, Gark had been saying that he wanted to raise Luke’s level at least one more time, because there were still people who tried to pick fights with Level 5s.


      Putting on airs, I folded my arms and said, “For now, Luke, how about you stop carrying a sword?”


      “Hm? I’ve already stopped carrying a real sword. You think a wooden one is also off the table?”


      “Yeah, uh-huh. There’s a reason your level isn’t going up. Do you know what that is?”


      Besides, even though you lost your real sword, you’re still slicing people with a wooden one.


      If he wasn’t getting promoted because he kept cutting people, all he had to do was simply stop cutting people. Surely even Luke would cut people less if he didn’t have a sword. If he calmed down for a bit, we could say he had learned his lesson, and Gark would be able to bump up his level. Not that it would solve the fundamental problem!


      With his mouth bent in a frown, Luke groaned. After a pause, his eyes flew open, as if something had occurred to him. “That’s it, Krai! I’ve finally got it!”


      “Y-You have?”


      Luke slammed his wooden sword onto the table and stood up. I know it was in the name of leveling up, but I had never thought it possible to completely disarm Luke the sword-lover. Maybe I had some real talent after all?


      “It’s been in the back of my mind,” he clenched his fist and wore a savage smile, “but I can’t really fight unarmed.”


      “Y-Yeah?”


      “I didn’t think I’d need to because I’m a Swordsman and all, but if my level’s not going up, the Association must’ve seen through that naive assumption! I can’t just sit around here, I’ve gotta fix my training!”


      “Ah, wai—”


      Before I could argue, Luke dashed out the door. Left in the dust, all I could do was blink.


      Ohhh. So you can’t fight unarmed. Never woulda thought so. I thought you were doing plenty of hand-to-hand training.


      I gave it some time, but Luke showed no sign of returning. Honestly, he was way too quick to jump into action, and he never listened to anyone.


      Eh, it’s fine.


      He could stop cutting people, but I doubted it would make any difference if he started hitting people (Liz’s stagnant level attested to that). That said, this was better than letting him go around with a sword. Though it might not result in any promotions for him, it was certainly an improvement. Even if his level didn’t increase, Luke was still Luke. Besides, I couldn’t really blame the Association for not wanting to give the Man Cutter a high level.


      I let out a long sigh. With the satisfaction of having done my job, I kicked back and put my feet on my desk.


      That was when the door flew open.


      In came Liz, cheeks flushed. “Krai Baaaby!” she said, clinging to me. “My level’s not going up either! Tell me, what do I gotta do?”


      It seems she had run into Luke. This time, I had to make myself clear. Still leaning back in my chair, I cleared my throat.


      “For starters, maybe you should learn some etiquette?”


      ***


      And so began a new phase in Grieving Souls’s quest for improvement. Now that he was better in unarmed combat, Luke had become even harder to take down, forcing Gark to bump him up to 6. Liz caused a brief stir when suddenly starting speaking politely. Then it became known that I was behind these changes. Putting those two on a better course earned me some praise, which became my first stepping stone into Level 8, but that’s another story entirely.


      The Thousand Tricks’s Guide to Monsters


      Monsters: humankind’s nemesis. The term generally referred to any living creature not considered a person which accumulated mana material within its body. The history of humankind was the history of their battles with monsters. On plains, in forests, oceans, the skies, and in treasure vaults, people had fought against monsters of every sort imaginable.


      Typically stronger than people and blessed with a vast array of powers, monsters were a threat to us, while also being essential to the advancement of civilization. Materials taken from monsters, namely skin and bones, supported our crafts, and certain monsters could be trained to suppress their animosity to humans and perform valuable labor. And battles against highly intelligent and social monsters have even strengthened the bonds among humankind. One of the reasons treasure hunters were held in such high regard was because of monsters.


      Though they were too dangerous to be considered friends, human civilization would be in jeopardy without monsters.


      The umbrella term monster didn’t do justice to the sheer variety that existed. It was very possible we had only scratched the surface of what was out there. Treasure hunters traveled the world and thus frequently encountered monsters. I, too, had come across many in my time. They varied in breed, form, and abilities, yet they were all beautiful and piqued my curiosity. They were also dangerous.


      Monsters and phantoms were believed to account for around half of all hunter deaths. Lasting a long time in this field required that you didn’t forget the nature of monsters and the threat they posed. The basics were best learned from books, and the Explorers’ Association had plenty of information to offer.


      However, the world of monsters was complex and unpredictable. Some of them possessed great intelligence, and blindly following the information in texts could prove a costly mistake. Even monsters regarded as weak were best approached with caution. To put it bluntly, monsters were called such because they were an enemy to mankind.


      Here, the Thousand Tricks—that would be me—will share some experiences I’ve had with monsters.


      ***


      Goblins belonged to the ogre tribe and the ogreling family. They were one of the most recognizable species of monsters throughout the world. With habitats everywhere, there probably wasn’t a single hunter who hadn’t heard of these creatures.


      They stood around a meter to a meter and a half tall, though some exceptions grew upwards of two meters. They were bipedal, humanoid monsters that were fairly intelligent and civilized, with a habit of forming packs. What’s more, goblins sometimes manifested as phantoms and were said to be among the oldest species in the world.


      They settled in grasslands, forests, deserts, caves, and anywhere else. Many a hunter’s first fight with a monster had been against a goblin. Hunters considered them to be one of the weakest monster species. Individually, they weren’t particularly strong; they were comparable to a human lacking any mana material.


      With just a bit of combat training, a grown man would have the advantage against a goblin. Put the other way, anyone who struggled against a goblin either lacked training or talent, and therefore ought to give up on being a hunter. In a sense, it might have been fair to say goblins were a touchstone for hunters.


      However, their weakness was no reason to let your guard down around them. Their strength lay in their social nature and their intelligence. While they were weak on their own, goblins never went out unaccompanied. They were also smart enough to use tools, so it wasn’t rare to see them armed or even setting traps. Their diversity of skill sets was even comparable to humans. Some researchers insisted that goblins had killed more humans than any other monster. Though I think that’s going a bit far, even Grieving Souls has had our share of trouble with goblins.


      Can you imagine it, my friends? A swelling horde of goblins as far as the eye can see, commanded by a single savant. They had found and analyzed discarded human weapons, from which they had produced their own unique armaments. They had ranks of bestial monsters they had tamed. Imagine them going on the attack. Roles were distributed just as hunters would; some of them had learned the skills of Magi, Saints, and Thieves.


      According to the Explorers’ Association, goblins seldom formed such large hordes, but seldom didn’t mean never. What I just described is something my party has in fact encountered. It’s painful to say, but while we came out the victors of that grueling battle, we might have lost under even slightly different circumstances.


      There’s something about all this that’s been bothering me. Goblins were regarded as weak because their innate abilities were on par with those of humans. But was that really a weakness? Only a very small portion of people absorbed mana material and learned how to fight. For anyone who didn’t lead the life of a combatant, goblins were certainly a threat to be taken seriously.


      This was why I think the Explorers’ Association shouldn’t have made them synonymous with weakness and instead made their dangers better known. If they did that, then we’d have fewer pitiful cases of people getting a big head thinking that even they would be able to kill a goblin, only to then have a very scary experience.


      Finally, this is completely unrelated, but I’d like to add that it’s possible to hear reports of goblins appearing within treasure vaults when it is actually occupied by ogres and cyclopes. While goblins weren’t weak, I shouldn’t have to tell you that they weren’t as strong as ogres and cyclopes.


      The next monster I’ll be introducing is one commonly found in the vicinity of the Zebrudian imperial capital—the sand rabbit. As their name implies, sand rabbits had light brown fur and resembled bunnies, but they were most definitely monsters. They dug burrows in the ground and munched on grass and tree roots. With rapid propagation and a habit of forming small herds, many leporine monsters had fearsome traits such as the ability to control lightning or use their ears to attack the jugular. Sand rabbits, however, had none of these special abilities.


      Sand rabbits were one of the few monsters near the imperial capital that were weaker than goblins. Monsters that resembled beasts were known as manabeasts, and sand rabbits ranked among the lowest of the manabeasts. There were many capital residents who knew of sand rabbits, but weren’t even aware that they were monsters. In fact, nobody had ever been killed by one of these creatures.


      They could be killed for their pelts and meat, though they weren’t very large and couldn’t be sold for much. With meat that wasn’t even particularly good, they were benign creatures not even worth hunting.


      However, that was no reason to let your guard down around them. Though they were cute, docile, and lacked any special abilities, sand rabbits still hosted mana within their bodies. They were fast and had powerful legs, which they could use to leap into a powerful body-slam. A direct hit from one of those could knock a child down. While docile, they were feral manabeasts; if you attempted to pet one of them, they would deftly get the better of you, and if you persisted, you would get a stark reminder of your weakness and their fangs.


      In fact, very few monster species were prone to actively attacking humans. But just because some were docile, that didn’t mean they cared for humans. In that sense, sand rabbits perhaps did a fine job clearly illustrating the relationship between humans and monsters.


      Finally, I’d like to mention that sand rabbits were unique to Zebrudia and there was a peculiar research group that specialized in these monsters. They were fans of these stiff-furred creatures, and spent their days and nights lurking outside the city in hopes of witnessing some new facet of sand rabbits.


      They weren’t bad people, so there was no need to be alarmed if you came across one of them. Supposedly, they would treat you to a sand rabbit butter sauté if you befriended them. Apparently, that was their favorite way to cook them, though it never made its way to any menus in the capital.


      ***


      And now I’ve introduced you to two varieties of monsters; one being among the most well-known, and the other being nearly harmless. Both of them lived near human settlements, so even normal people could easily come across them. Monsters generally got stronger the further you went from human civilization, so you could consider both species among the weakest of monsters.


      Nonetheless, I chose to start with these two and share tales of the dangers they posed because I don’t want anyone forgetting that monsters were terrifying things. For those who spent their daily lives within safe towns, monsters could feel entirely alien. To add to that, hunters who frequently fought against monsters were likely to grow less weary around those like the two I introduced here. However, these creatures were always on the lookout for an opening to take advantage of.


      I’ll say it again: Lasting a long time as a hunter requires that you don’t forget the nature of monsters and the threat they pose. Anyone not looking to bear the dishonor of being killed by a sand rabbit ought to go prepared into any fight. It is my hope that you, my friends, will now know how to form a good relationship with monsters.
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