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  Chapter 1:
Growth


   


  MY NAME IS SHION. TWO YEARS HAVE PASSED, and I’m now ten years old.


  My age left me fairly frustrated, being among the shorter of the boys. At only four foot five, I wasn’t growing very quickly. This frustration felt like some kind of loss of childhood innocence. Besides that, I mostly looked the same.


  Thick woods surrounded me, but even in groves where rays of sunlight dappled the ground through the foliage, there was not a trace of comfort to be found. I carefully examined my surroundings, then took a deep breath.


  Three goblins snarled and bared their fangs at me. They each possessed the strength of about fifty kobolds. Their opponent: a single human with the Spark Gauntlet as his lone ally.


  I struck a fighting stance, kicking against the dirt and sending mana to both of my hands. My right hand aimed for the goblin on the right, and my left for the one on the left. The spell of choice? Flare.


  Activate. 


  From my multiple years of magical training, I could manipulate the amount of magic I emitted from my hands at ease. I released about twenty points’ worth of mana from both hands and used Flare.


  Flames scorched the goblins’ eyes. They screeched hideously, howling and rampaging madly. No longer able to see, they blindly began thrashing out at one another. 


  Having gained a moment of leeway through my enemy’s newfound confusion, I used the rest of my mana to activate a Twin Flare, aiming it for their backsides. I sprinted around their bodies toward the back, their blind spot, leaving them unable to find me and fully occupied with battering and beating their own comrades.


  Five seconds passed. My mana was ready to reload. I combined it and shot it toward the Twin Flare that was already split seconds away from colliding into them. It made contact and exploded.


  A huge bang let off and fire wrecked the air. There was a fierce light, then flames roared and raged, blinding and burning all. The goblins were blackened to a crisp.


  That was the fearsome Double Bomb Flare. The technique took a long time to pull off, which made it rather impractical in most situations. Blinding the goblins had bought myself ample time, so I was able to use this technique to its absolute fullest. 


  I still hadn’t grown in terms of my mana ejection capacity, which probably maxed out at around a hundred points. It may have been impossible to increase it any further, so I was stuck with a hundred or so mana for all of my attacks. It was enough in most circumstances, excluding a long, drawn-out fight.


  Gazing through the smoky air, I suddenly sensed a presence behind me. I ran as fast as I could, just as gigantic claws raked the ground where I had been standing. I turned and saw a monster a whole size bigger than the goblins. It was a hobgoblin, and it seemed to be this goblin group’s leader.


  Hobgoblins were powerful enough foes that even trained swordsmen struggled to take them down. I doubted anyone my age would be able to defeat one. Of course, my situation was rather different, since I didn’t bother with regular weapons. I was a mage.


  Now, I thought, time to test out my new spell.


  I gathered a sphere of mana about three feet in diameter. That left the mana not particularly dense, but it would be sufficient. Then, I started to gather the wind.


  On guard, the hobgoblin stayed put, but that was its worst move in this position. It obviously had no idea what I was doing, so it couldn’t have reacted any other way. It just saw me kill the other goblins and wanted to be cautious.


  Five, then ten, seconds passed. My opponent still didn’t move. It must’ve been somewhat puzzled that I had not made a move, either. It still looked indecisive, but eventually it snarled and started to charge at me. 


  Too late.


  I stuck my hands out before me and a great wind howled. The massive hobgoblin took my Blow head-on and flew backward. Living creatures didn’t stand a chance against the powerful winds of storms. Of course, most of the time, wind could never summon this much force, but Blow was an insurmountable burst of wind. 


  After getting thrown backward by Blow, a fierce whirlwind caught the hobgoblin and lifted it up in the air. A few seconds passed, then the monster plummeted to the ground, landing flat on its face. It rolled and twitched for a while, but eventually stopped moving. Even fierce monsters couldn’t withstand such a high fall, either.


  This was my first time using Blow in battle and I had to say, I wasn’t displeased with the results.


  “It just takes far too long to activate,” I muttered to myself. “And for all that time, it’s not as strong as Double Bomb Flare. Still, it may have situations where it comes in handy. I guess it won’t be one of my primary attacks, though.”


  As I was thinking, I heard a rustle in the bushes. I went back to my stance, assuming there was another enemy, but when I saw what came out of the bush, I relaxed.


  “Sister,” I said.


  “Shion. Are you all right?”


  It was my sister, Marie. Unlike me, she had grown up quite a lot. She was twelve now and was clearly going through puberty. Compared to two years ago, she was a different person. We were about the same height, but she was starting to develop the curves of an adult woman. She still had a certain childishness in her face, but I could also tell that she had a newfound maturity. She gave off a mix of cuteness and stark beauty. They always say that girls grow up quickly, and it really felt that way. I had gotten taller, sure, but Marie had changed far more than me.


  She wore two swords on her hilt. For the past year, Marie had wielded two blades, judging that it was more effective for her in battle, so now she mostly used a dual wielding fighting style.


  I only had the Spark Gauntlet as my weapon. Currently, we were on the third generation model. I had to dispose of the first one because my hands outgrew it, but the second one got worn out from too much use. 


  “So, the gang is all back together, I see,” called a voice from behind. It was Rose. She had also grown quite a bit over the past two years. She was twelve, same as Marie. She wore a thin sword, which was quite the weapon. Still using the speech patterns and mannerisms of a noble, I often forgot that she was an ordinary villager.


  While Marie was more cute and charming, Rose was the composed beauty of the pair. Compared to the carefree Marie, Rose was calm and mature. Her restrained disposition came through in her appearance as well, or so it seemed. I couldn’t help but notice that, in terms of the chest department, Rose was growing more quickly. She was probably way above average for her age. 


  Er, not that I said that, or was even looking. Got it?


  The pair of them also had developed more mana over the last few years. I could see it glimmer around their bodies far more clearly than before. I had honed my ability to perceive mana over the years, so I could now tell at a glance if someone or something had it or not, even if they weren’t using Magicoat.


  It took a long time to learn, but it’s not just kids that have mana. Adults can have it too. Everyone I noticed so far had still been relatively young, but I’ve seen people in their twenties with it. I still had no idea why some people had it and others didn’t, though. Incidentally, Marie and Rose couldn’t perceive mana in this way.


  “We literally just found each other,” I said. “How were things?”


  “Absolutely no issue. I think that should be all the goblins in the area,” Rose said.


  “No problem for me, either,” Marie said. “And from what I saw just now, you did a good job yourself, Shion.”


  “Yeah, I think I took out ten, plus three hobgoblins.”


  “I felled eight, plus two hobgoblins.”


  “Guess that means I win,” Marie grinned. “I took out twelve, plus five hobgoblins!”


  Rose and I sighed in disappointment. 


  “I’ve been defeated again?” Rose shook her head. “You are having quite the streak, Marie.”


  “Right? I dunno, I still think magic’s most effective against a group,” I said.


  “Yeah, but instead, you have limited options for fighting. And your attacks all take time to work.”


  Each individual magic attack packed a lot of punch, but also took more time to use, depending on its power. Magic was the only fighting tool at my disposal, so I had to buy time by evading attacks until I could activate my mana. From that perspective, it made sense why Marie finished off more monsters.


  Or does it? Surely it was more difficult to kill the goblins with a physical weapon. You had to deal multiple blows. That meant that there was currently a major gap between Marie and myself. She had a lot more strength despite being just two years older than me. Almost freakishly so.


  To be clear, Rose and I had also gotten much stronger. 


  “How’s the wind magic looking?” Marie asked.


  “Not too bad, but a bit rough to use,” I replied with a shrug. “Compared to my other spells, it’s a lot of work.”


  Yup, that was my new Blow spell. Technically High Blow, I should add. When you gather mana—in other words, use Magicluster—and make it touch air, it becomes Air Magic. Air Magic is pointless on its own, as it doesn’t do anything but exist there. However, by making any phenomenon touch mana, impressive changes could be enacted. And I could do more: By making mana ­attach to the components within the air, I could divide up those components. 


  This was a major discovery I made two years ago, but that wasn’t all. I’ve learned a lot more since then, too. Due to the results of my magical research, I figured out how to gather all the wind that touched my mana. Specifically, I could do this by increasing the air pressure with my left hand and reducing it with my right. I was basically creating pseudo-high and low air pressure systems. Doing this on such a small scale didn’t seem to create much change around me, but that might have had to do with the nature of mana itself. 


  When the air pressure dropped, an upward draft occurred, naturally gathering wind into my mana sphere. When the air pressure rose, a downward air current occurred, and it flowed to a different location. Since wind flows from high pressure to low pressure, it naturally flowed toward my right hand, where I could gather it in my mana sphere.


  Normally, nature worked the opposite way, like when you heat up the air in a hot air balloon and it rises, making the air pressure drop. Then when the air cools, you get a downward air current, and the air pressure rises, making the balloon drop. So, changes in the wind current cause changes in atmospheric pressure, and not the other way around.


  What I was doing, though, was forcibly changing the air pressure itself to generate wind without any temperature changes. What I was doing was by no means a natural occurrence, not that I thought that any of that mattered. I wasn’t here to study atmospheric sciences.


  Still, I had a problem on my hands. Even when I followed the procedure I just outlined, only a little wind blew out. I clearly needed to find a way to increase the force. With further research, I discovered that I needed to make five different uses of my mana. 


  I needed mana to cause high pressure, mana to cause low pressure, one more for high pressure, one more for low pressure, and mana for a sphere where all the gathered air connected with my mana. After that, I needed to maintain the sphere while I turned the gathered air into something resembling wind magic. Are you with me?


  I could issue commands to my mana so long as it was in contact with my body. I could also supply new mana to anything I was touching, generating further changes to that substance. In other words, I could hold actually on to this sphere for a grand total of ten to fifteen seconds while casting further spells, as long as I didn’t exhaust the actual mana I could emit at one time. Basically, I could keep pumping in more mana into the sphere until I ran out. 


  The total amount of mana I could emit before needing to recharge was ninety points. That was the sum total from both my right and left hands. Then, I had to wait five more seconds before I could release more, like a classic cooldown from a video game. 


  When it comes to compound mana, I could hold it in for about ten seconds total. Of course, doing so drained my own mana. Think of it like this: If I could hold the position for ten seconds, that meant I was expending nine mana points per second. That meant after a five second cooldown, I’d be able to generate mana again, adding ninety fresh mana to what didn’t exhaust in the five second pause. So, after six seconds, my sum total mana at hand would be sitting at thirty-six. If I combined this with a fresh ninety, it’d give me one hundred and twenty-six points. I could repeat that several times to slowly but surely increase the total amount of mana. 


  I also found that while using the Spark Gauntlets, I could activate Flare in my hand without needing to actually project it outward. Of course, I wasn’t fireproof, so I had to be careful while handling this flame. But by keeping myself wrapped in a mana membrane that prevented the mana from touching anything else outside of my own body, I could maintain the mana in a single position. Of course, that required a greater amount of mana, so in the case of Blow, I needed to keep up this “continuous mana supplement” in order to get it to activate at all. All that means is that it took some time.


  I was quite confident that making use of this technique would allow me to cast even more powerful magic than ever before. Getting this far wasn’t easy. Plus, it turns out there’s a limit—I couldn’t break past the one hundred and fifty mana points mark. That was after about three repetitions of compound mana supplements. Obviously, I couldn’t use any other types of magic in the interim. It took twenty whole seconds, and it only allowed me to use about one and a half times my total mana capacity. 


  When wind circulates, its velocity naturally increases. Were I to release that air directly, you’d think I’d fly backward. I remained safe as I found that magic didn’t affect anything that was touching its mana directly. 


  In other words, at the point when I released mana, anything that was touching the mana that made up the magic spell—in other words, my hands—was unaffected by the technique. If I let go of my mana, then the wind would swallow me, but I just needed to hold on to the mana and remain inside of this safety zone. All of this cumulatively allowed me to increase my mana and wind time and again until I unleashed a powerful gale.


  In all truth, I wanted to unleash gusts so powerful that they could cut skin, but that seemed impossible. It was dubious as to whether winds that strong even existed in the first place. I couldn’t create something that didn’t exist, even with magic. At least for now, that is.


  At its core, magic reproduced, altered, and strengthened preexisting phenomena. Not in mysterious ways, but in rather scientific ones. Though not strictly scientific, obviously.


  At the very least, we had completed our quest. We collected the goblin ears and put them in a bag. This would be a hefty reward.


  “Now, let’s get going.”


  We made our way back to Istria, chattering about this and that, leaving a pile of goblin corpses behind us.


   


  ***


   


  The Istria Adventurers’ Guild was a place overstuffed with burly dudes. The vibes were faces full of scars, arms as thick as logs, and well-worn weapons and armor. It wasn’t the easiest place for a few kids to stroll into, and yet we did exactly that.


  At first, gazes were cast our way, then quickly dispersed. Their looks screamed, Oh, it’s just those same kids.


  We initially went monster hunting with Dad and the blacksmith Graste, but starting one year ago, Dad gave us permission in the form of an official document that we could go on our own. Ever since then, we’ve been monster hunting once every few days. Most people didn’t want us going out on our own at first, but as soon as we started getting results, trust followed.


  A quick glance at the bulletin board revealed even more postings than this morning.


  “There really are more monsters nowadays,” Marie said.


  “Yeah. Apparently, the number of monsters everywhere is going up.”


  “It’s very strange to see so many monsters so close to town,” Rose said. “Yes, if they were kobolds, I would understand, but…”


  “Yeah, since there are so many more kobolds in general, and they live closer to human settlements, unlike goblins,” I said. “You shouldn’t be able to find many, even way out in the countryside.”


  We turned over the goblin ears to the receptionist, collected our reward, and left the guild. 


  I stroked my horse who had been tied up outside the guild. We each had our own horse now, bought with Graste’s help using the rewards from our monster hunting. We weren’t after the money, but before we knew it, we’d saved up an impressive amount, and we decided to spend it on horses. 


  We mounted our horses and got back on the road.


  “Should we drop by Graste’s?”


  “Yeah, sure. You okay with that, Rose?”


  “It is fine with me.”


  We proceeded slowly through the crowded town. There were a few squatters on the side of the road who eyed us. There weren’t many young people around, much less any riding horses like we were.


  “Nowadays, there’s an awful amount of vagrants,” Rose said, looking troubled.


  “Definitely more than a few years ago,” Marie agreed.


  The difference compared to my first visit to Istria was obvious. There was clearly something off about the town floating in the air. Not to mention the rise in monster populations too. What was happening in the world? Could it all just be an unlucky coincidence?


  We eventually arrived at Graste’s shop. It was currently open, so we went inside and heard a familiar voice.


  “Welcome, wel—oh, it’s you lot. All right, get in here. Had so few customers today I was about to close up anyhow.”


  “Do you mind?”


  “Get in here, get in. Don’t get many new customers nowadays, and I’m not expectin’ any regulars.”


  Graste’s store didn’t get a lot of customers. That wasn’t because he was a bad blacksmith; rather, his store had a poor location. He could only attract a limited number of passersby off the beaten path where he was. Lately, he’d been saying he wanted to relocate in order to attract more new customers. To that end, he needed to save up money, and was staying open longer as well as selling Thundercite goods. For the past two plus years, I’d been assisting with that. 


  Seeing Graste flip over the “Open” sign was a familiar sight. Then we followed him inside, past the shop and the living room, over to his forge.


  “Do you want to do some forging today?” I asked him.


  “No, don’t worry about it. And I’m thinking we might be good with all that for the time being. You know, since we’re the only ones who can forge Thundercite, we’ve got an ironclad monopoly over the market, which means the Merchants’ Guild’s got their eye on me. At this rate, could run into a few issues with that. So, I think it’s ’bout time to leave all that behind. I’ve saved up some solid cash, so maybe it’s best to open up my new store, ya know?”


  The Merchants’ Guild. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that they controlled the circulation of commerce, on top of running the world economy. They had authority and influence at the level of a sovereign nation, and even kingdoms couldn’t exert control over them—or, at least, that’s what the rumors say.


  “So how’re things going?” Graste asked. “Seems like you’re all even busier than ever.”


  Marie giggled. “Yeah. We’re gonna be ranked silver soon!”


  “Silver?!” Graste widened his eyes. “That’s impressive stuff. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of kiddos your age reaching silver!”


  “But I was absolutely convinced that you and Mr. Gawain reached such a rank at an even younger age,” Rose said. As a general rule, Rose called all adults “Mr.” and “Mrs.” She had only stopped calling Graste “Mr. Graste” to his face at his request. 


  “Nah, we weren’t even registered at the guild,” Graste said. “We were just huntin’ monsters. Not as many people were members back when we were youngsters.”


  “Oh, really?” I asked. “So did you and Dad grow up together, then?”


  “Yeah, we’re from Adon. We were both nobles, matter of fact.”


  “You? A noble?” Rose raised an eyebrow.


  “All right, no jabs, eh? Not exactly proud of it m’self. But ya know, gotta say, Gawain’s the one who acted the least noble of all of us. He was worse than me… Actually, think I’ll stop talking there. Your dad’ll kill me.” Catching a distasteful look on Marie’s face, Graste deflected while maintaining a bright and cheerful disposition. He had a childlike quality about him, so none of us could really get upset with him.


  As Rose and Graste continued talking, I noticed Marie staring at something off to the side. Her gaze was pointed at the Thundercite stored in the corner of the forge.


  “Hey, Shion,” she said, keeping her eyes in the direction of the Thundercite.


  “What is it?” 


  “You know how you can use magic for all sorts of things. What are you going to do when you can use it even more?”


  “What am I… Well, I’ll use it even more, right?”


  “No, I’m talking about even more. Like, really a lot. Is that enough for you? To just keep doing magic?”


  “Well…” I had never thought about it. Of course, I wanted to use it for self-defense and to protect others. I’d felt that way ever since the goblin attack. So, I had an objective with my magical research beyond my simple personal interest.


  I supposed Marie was asking for my true goal with my magic. Let’s say I never needed to use it to protect myself or anyone else. Would I keep using it just for my own satisfaction?


  “You were the only reason we could come up with the Electerns and all. And without magic, we would’ve been killed by the goblin. Magic really saved us,” Marie said. “And of course, we needed you to be able to discover magic in the first place. Oh, I’m not trying to praise you or anything. I know that you wanted to use it, so you should just keep doing that. But…I dunno. I just wonder what else magic could be used for, since it’s so amazing.”


  “What else it could be used for?”


  “Well,” Marie said, “Like with helping other people.”


  I couldn’t help but snort. Marie was just so pure. 


  Of course, she frowned at my reaction. “What are you laughing at me for?”


  “I’m sorry. You’re right, there should be other uses. I think we are using it to help people, even now.”


  Marie nodded. “Magic is very useful, but also dangerous. I think you should figure out the best way to use it. That’ll let you help the biggest number of people, right?”


  I looked at her. “You sound just like Dad, you know.”


  She laughed. “Maybe. Of course, you can do whatever you want. But as your sister, I just feel like it’d be a waste not to aim higher.”


  “But we can’t just spread magic around.”


  “Yeah, that’s true. We don’t know what others will say or how they will treat you when they learn about this special power. It’s not very simple, of course, but we’ll figure something out! And…”


  She tapped my shoulder with a smile. Either Marie saw how confused I was, or she just wanted to cheer me up.


  I would never forget what Marie said to me next. Her words sounded somehow impossibly sad, even as she said them to me with a cheerful smile. 


  “It’s still most important that you do what makes you happy,” she said. “It was just a thought I had. Don’t take it too seriously.”


  “Yeah, I know.” I fell quiet. It was simply something that I had never thought about before.


  I felt strangely touched by her words. It was a vague, unsettled feeling, but without question, some sort of flame of doubt had been kindled inside of me. It wasn’t unpleasant—maybe, I thought, it was even a good thing. 


  For that reason, I made sure to smile at Marie, signaling to her that I appreciated her thoughts. Her anxiety cleared, and her expression returned to its usual sunniness like clouds leaving the afternoon sky.


   


  ***


   


  Dust danced in the air. Goosebumps ran all over my skin as I swung around as fast as I could. I widened my stance, leaping backward as I unleashed my magic.


  Compound magic was powerful and had many advantages over regular spells. That didn’t mean regular magic didn’t have its own benefits—namely, in this case, the ability to unleash different techniques at the same time, or with a slight lag, with both hands.


  When I did so, each of my hands carried forty-five points of mana. I cradled Flare in my right hand while I activated fresh mana simultaneously in my left. Then I stacked my palms together to use Bolt just moments after—a new double spellcasting method.


  Sure, Bolt wasn’t as powerful as compound magic. When I typically used it, pressing my hands together would use up all the mana from both hands. If I used Flare first, then Bolt only took what was left over. This made the attacks weaker, but it was good to be able to use a second attack after the first, to buy some time during the mana recharge. 


  For fighting with magic, the time between attacks was everything. You wanted to do everything you could to make use of that cooldown. However, the attack couldn’t deal a fatal blow to an opponent because of its lower power. Its main use was to blind an opponent, like I had done to the goblin the other day. 


  Magic is mostly effective for a surprise attack, meaning that once an opponent witnesses it, they become fairly capable of defending themselves against follow-ups—especially given that both Flare and Bolt have motions I have to make that the enemy can identify. While fundamentally magic can only be seen by others that possess mana, anyone can follow the movements of my hands. 


  I didn’t see why this had to be the case. There was nothing about the mana that demanded my hands move. I knew for a fact that I could put mana into my head, my shoulder, my feet, wherever. 


  Even so, I discovered that it was quite difficult to focus my consciousness on parts of my body other than my hands. This was probably because I had a strong general impression that using something required me to move my hands. My right hand especially, since that was my good hand, which made it really difficult to learn how to use magic with my left. Mana required a highly focused intention, so activating it anywhere other than the hands was a real challenge.


  This problem bled over into the commands I issued to my mana. I could technically emit mana without extending my hands, but not moving them made it far more difficult and the result less powerful. I wanted to figure out in the future how to cast magic without these initial hand set movements, but that was off the table for the time being. 


  With that very long interlude aside, you can probably guess that I was currently in the midst of a battle, casting my magic to take down an opponent. In this case, the opponent facing me down was none other than my own father. Naturally, this opponent knew all my magical techniques very well, and so, he easily evaded Flare.


  I took the remainder of my mana in my left hand and stuck my hands together. This activated the Spark Gauntlet and unleashed electricity, allowing me to cast Bolt. I shot the thunderbolt in Dad’s direction, but he dodged this attack, too. I had two more seconds to kill. I’d say that was pretty good, all things considered. 


  Dad was barehanded. He lunged toward me. He probably thought he had me good.


  I didn’t have any mana to use. That didn’t mean my entire reserve was depleted. It would be inefficient and difficult to use my mana from elsewhere in my body, and doing so would use some from my total store…but yes, I could still use it.


  I concentrated on the mana I had saved up in both feet. Bending to my left, I unleashed the Blow that I had been charging up around my legs all this time, and kicked it into the ground. I only had about twenty mana points worth, so it wasn’t much force, but the extra oomph of wind allowed me to move much faster than normal. This was a new spell I had been hiding from Dad: Jump. It was an attack I’d developed from Blow, having made some minor modifications.


  Dad grunted in surprise, and it was all I needed. The new move had earned me precious time and space and had opened up about ten feet between Dad and me—even more than I expected, to be honest, so I was happy to call it a success. I quickly struck a fighting pose.


  I turned away from Dad and ran at full speed. It looked pathetic, to be sure, but this let me move as fast as possible. As I ran, I took the thirty mana points I’d been charging up in my right hand and palmed the ground.


  “Nngh!” A pile of dirt lurched up under Dad’s legs, throwing him off-balance. A pocket of air burst along the ground, suddenly shooting up dirt. You guessed it—I had cast Air Magic into the ground.


  Air Magic was made up of air itself. Since mana allowed you to manipulate a natural phenomenon, I could also use magic to make air swell. So, the new technique was to send the air along the ground, softening the earth to make a mini pitfall. I called this move Fall. 


  With only thirty points of mana, I couldn’t pull off much. The best I could do was a hole about knee-deep. That was all I needed for this round.


  I ran to Dad as he stumbled and touched his back.


  “My win,” I said.


  “Dang! I wasn’t expecting that.”


  In our matches, I won if I managed to touch Dad on the back, and lost if his hand or wooden sword touched my body. Of course, such conditions wouldn’t exist in a real fight, but since one blow from him with a real sword would finish me, it made sense. There was no such substitute for a metal sword like a wooden one when it came to magic, though. I couldn’t actually use it on him. The only real defense he could equip against me was fire- or electricity-proof armor. He could also simply continue to dodge my attacks, but who knows when he would simply fail to do so. 


  With a sword, there were all manners of defense, such as receiving the blow, deflecting it, and blocking it, but I didn’t have any equivalents. A blow by a sword would kill me, so the best practice for me was to learn how to beat opponents with my magic while exclusively dodging attacks.


  From my Dad’s perspective, he would be a goner if I managed to get into his blind spot and attack him with magic from there. Even with the recharging time, I basically needed the speed and agility to gain the right positioning, and I’d be able to win. It was these considerations that led us to setting our particular rules.


  “I finally did it… I won.”


  Dad pulled himself out of the pitfall and sighed. 


  “Good work by you. You’re leagues better in terms of your movements than when you first started. It’s real impressive, the way you’re learning how to use that quickness and your magic to exploit your opponent’s weaknesses. I’m honestly amazed by how you’re able to come up with new spells and apply them to the battlefield. That Blow technique you just pulled—you really caught me off guard with that one!”


  “Glad you think so,” I chuckled. “But it’s a finicky one—it’s hard to get it to land where I want it to. I need to work on it some more. Hopefully someday, I’ll be able to use it to fly.”


  “Fly? Like a bird?” Dad’s eyes instantly started to sparkle. “Well, that would be quite a feat. That opens things up… Yeah, sure does.” I knew something like flight would get this romantic’s heart racing.


  “If I figure it out, I’ll carry you so you can come with me, Dad.”


  “I’m looking forward to it. Flying, huh… That sounds fun. Yeah, that’d be cool.”


  “Uh, guys. It looks like you’re having a fun discussion, but I wanna take my turn sparring with Dad.”


  From the sidelines, Marie was leveling a glare in our direction.


  “Oh! Sorry, sis.”


  “My bad,” Dad said. “Got lost in thought there. Let’s get started, Marie.”


  Marie sighed. Then she drew her wooden sword and began dueling with Dad. I scampered off to the corner of the garden. I swallowed and watched their fight with bated breath.


  They readied their swords, gripping them with clean postures. Then all at once, the distance between them vaporized. Their body movements were swift, and they darted like butterflies. A thunderous sound rang out. It was far more powerful than you could imagine would come from the clash of wooden swords. I heard the sound again, again, ceaselessly.


  “Mmf!” Dad grunted as Marie took the advantage. This was an unusual development. 


  Whoever had the advantage in a sword fight would be easily able to strike, parry, dodge, and block, eventually throwing off their opponent’s balance and finding a gap to exploit. I knew from watching Dad and Marie that this process represented the fundamentals of a sword duel. Of course, a crude but muscular fighter could overcome this flow with strong enough attacks, but for the most part, you had to parry in order to find your own advantage. That meant that Dad, with his skill and strength advantage, had mostly been able to parry his way to victory.


  But he wasn’t doing that right now. Or more accurately, he couldn’t.


  The carving and weaving of Marie’s blade were those of a sword master. She kept up the relentless strikes.


  “Yahhh!” She unleashed a storm of blades, cutting every which way. 


  Dad blocked each attack with his sword. He wasn’t completely cornered, but I didn’t sense that he held much of an advantage, either, and certainly not as much as before. I didn’t see the gap between an adult and a child, or of a fresh soldier and a veteran commander.


  How was that possible? It didn’t make sense. Obviously, he must have been holding back, but I didn’t see it in his treatment of the fight. 


  Suddenly, Marie leaped up in the air, bringing her blade down toward Dad as she plummeted. Dad dodged her by shifting narrowly out of the way. I assumed she already landed, but then I saw she was spinning in midair to unleash a second attack. She was as agile as a cat. No normal person could move like that. 


  In the nick of time, Dad slipped out of the way, looking surprised. The moment Marie landed, his blade managed to reach out and clip her on the shoulder.


  “Aghh!” Marie crumpled to her knees in frustration, letting her sword clatter away. 


  It was Dad’s victory, but the winner wore a grim expression. 


  “I lost again! I haven’t beaten you a single darn time! Even though Shion can win against you…” Her face twisted in disappointment. 


  “It’s not the same, fighting with Shion,” Dad said. “We’re fighting using the same set of rules. It’ll take you some more time before you’ll be able to beat me, Marie.”


  “It’s not that I think I’m on your level, Father,” Marie said. “But I sure wish I could beat you just one time.”


  “Don’t rush. You’ll be able to win, Marie, before you know it.”


  “I hope so.” Still looking troubled, Marie dropped her gaze. More so than simply being upset, she looked to me as if she were reflecting on the fight and coming up with new strategies for the next bout. Eventually, Marie started to practice her moves, and Dad sat down next to me with the same stiff expression as before.


  Dad had been training us all our lives, so he understood our progress better than anyone else. That meant he, in all likelihood, was thinking the same thing I was.


  “How was the fight?” I asked.


  “Your sister’s remarkable,” Dad said. “She may be reaching the level of an advanced swordsman.”


  “You mean even among adults?”


  “Yes. Among adult, real-world fighters.”


  It made sense with what I just witnessed, and yet it still seemed impossible. 


  Marie and I were on the verge of reaching the silver rank in the Adventurers’ Guild. I hadn’t heard of any other children that were in that position. It was relatively rare to achieve, even among adults, and was reserved for veteran adventurers and battlers. That was the level we would be reaching soon.


  That would mean different things for Marie and myself. I, of course, had magic. It was basically a secret trick that let me fight on the level of adults, even as a kid. It played by a whole different set of rules, giving me unbelievable advantages. By those standards, silver rank was absolutely achievable for me.


  Marie fought with a sword, and somehow, her prowess made her able to go blow-for-blow with full-grown adults. Yes, Marie was a natural prodigy, but even being born a genius, ceaseless training, and an ideal environment had their limits. It didn’t make sense that a twelve-year old girl could overcome the massive gap between her and the strength, skill, experience, and intelligence of adults.


  “Marie’s strength is practically on par with grown-ups, and her agility goes well beyond that. She still isn’t close to beating me, but it goes well above and beyond anything a twelve-year-old should be able to do. I’m just speaking from my own personal experience, but I’ve never seen anything like Marie—certainly not other so-called child prodigies. Being a natural talent and putting in the effort could certainly give you remarkable sword-fighting skills, but that doesn’t explain her muscular strength.”


  I reflected on Dad’s words before speaking up about the thought that had already been weighing on my mind. 


  “I think it’s related to mana.”


  “You think so? I suppose it’s possible. But in your case, Shion, your athleticism is still within reasonable limits for your age. Still, it’s not impossible to consider when it comes to the powers of magic.”


  Mana itself wouldn’t pull off what we were talking about. I had already tried punching a wall with a hand of mana to absolutely no effect. It just hurt like hell. That seemed like proof that you couldn’t use mana to power-up your muscles, but there was so much I still didn’t know about magic. Marie’s extraordinary strength wasn’t a problem in any way, but it was sure as heck unusual.


  “Well, I suppose it’s not worth fretting over,” Dad said. He smiled at me. 


  I doubted that was how he really felt deep down. I’m sure he was both worried about Marie and suspected that mana or magic was involved in some way. But saying so would make me responsible for those concerns, so I sensed that he was just trying to protect my feelings.


  “So Rose isn’t coming today?” Dad asked.


  “No. I’ve heard she’s been busy with chores lately,” I replied. “We do quests at the guild with her sometimes, but not so much recently. I wonder if there’s something going on in the village.”


  “There’s a lot of work needed to run the village beyond just the farming. I thought that they had enough labor to handle it, but maybe I ought to check in on things.”


  “That’d be good,” I said. “Er, I’m not telling you to give her special treatment or anything, though.”


  Dad laughed. “I know. For one, she wouldn’t want to get special treatment. It is a shame, though. She has some serious skills. I think it would benefit her to be able to train as much as possible.”


  “I think so too. Marie and I were actually talking about trying to help her out in the village so she could have more time to train.”


  Dad smiled at me. “What a nice idea. You need to care for your friends. It’s a real treasure to know someone who has your back.”


  “Like you have Graste?”


  “Yeah. Graste’s a bit superficial and can get out of hand, but he’s a good person. I’ve known him for so long, and I suppose that’s part of the reason we can both rely on each other when we need to. Just don’t tell him I told you—he’ll take it to heart.”


  I laughed. “Yeah, I know.”


  Dad did have a point: Friends were important. Both family and friends meant the world to me. I watched Marie swipe and flurry on as I resolved to do what I could to treasure them. 


   


  ***


   


  I was in the courtyard, combining magic research with some training. At first, Dad required that I have someone else present during my experiments at all times. Now that I was ten, I had earned permission to try things out solo. Despite training daily, I was beginning to feel like I was hitting a dead end.


  Here’s the current update. My magic now had two main types of spells: simple magic and complex magic. Simple magic refers to the basic elemental attacks, whereas complex magic is techniques derived from those attacks. I considered Flare, Bolt, Aqua, and Blow simple magic, while Jump and Fall were complex magic. 


  Jump only worked for limited distances, and its direction was hard to freely control. I really hoped to fly, but I wasn’t anywhere close to that. Fall ran air along the surface of the ground that created a pitfall beneath my opponent. At present, I could make a pitfall about two feet deep.


  Then on top of those two, I had compound magic. Here’s the current list of my compound experiments’ results:


   


  Aqua × Flare = 0


  The water simply extinguishes the fire. Instantaneous activation.


  Blow × Flare = Flareblow


  Creates a wind of flame. Small in scope and power, so limited to a short range. Instantaneous activation.


  Bolt × Aqua = Aquabolt


  Creates an orb of water with electricity running through it. Quickly dissipates. Instantaneous activation.


  Bolt × Blow = Bolt + Blow


  Both spells activate without interfering with one another. Instantaneous activation.


  Aqua × Blow = Aqua + Blow


  Both spells activate without interfering with one another. Instantaneous activation.


  (Mana + Mana + Mana + Mana) × Blow = High Blow


  Wind magic with added mana. Large effective radius. Eleven-second activation time.


  (Mana + Mana + Mana + Mana) × Blow × Flare = Flarestorm


  Creates a wind of flame. Long range and high-power, but hard to control. Eleven-second activation time.


   


  I tried a number of other experiments to make use of wind magic. I attempted to make fog using the atmospheric pressure, but long story short, I failed. I thought I would be able to harden the water vapor in the air in order to generate it. Fog results from temperature changes in the air, but, for some reason, I couldn’t even make it to the section of the air that was strictly touching the mana in my hand. Maybe it was due to directly trying to alter the makeup of the air and its pressure, but that alone wasn’t enough.


  I knew that I could change the air pressure because of Blow. I also assumed I could do this because I was delivering commands about the concentration of the air and its particles to the air that touched my mana. Even this was totally different from natural changes in air pressure, because I could only affect the air that was directly touching my hand and its mana. 


  The behavior of magic already didn’t correspond exactly with my knowledge of physics. In addition, I could assume that there was some physics in this world that differed from those on Earth. Basically, there was no point in overthinking these things.


  Next up, I tried altering the air’s chemical makeup. I couldn’t do this, either. I should have known this given how many attempts I had made up to this point. As far as I knew, mana replicated and amplified the existing characteristics of a given phenomenon, turning it into magic. Mana could make fire, but it couldn’t freely transform it.


  At the moment, I was the most excited to work on Jump. Unlike my other spells, this one focused on defense, not offense. The more attacks I had the better, sure, but it was really vital that I could evade my enemy’s attacks. Better mobility would also allow me to use magic more effectively, which would enable me to stand a chance against a superior opponent, or when I was outnumbered. 


  Jump was based on a very simple principle: concentrate mana into my feet and gather wind there. By creating high- and low-pressure systems with each foot and circulating them within a mana-membrane, I could make the wind stronger and stronger, thus unleashing the technique whenever I wanted. At present, I could use it to move about ten feet. Once mastered, I should be able to move about twenty feet in total. A full-speed leap usually only gave me three or four feet, while a quickly activated Jump got me at least double that. It also wasn’t just the distance; it made me move fast, making it a very effective evasion tool. 


  The tricky part was that I had trouble timing the pounce and nailing the landing. Jump didn’t need to charge up as long as High Blow or Flarestorm, but it required quite a few steps, making instantaneous activation difficult. Since I was literally wrapping my feet in pockets of air, it was challenging to get said air to burst off in the preferred direction. Basically, I went the wrong way two out of every five times. 


  To be clear, it definitely didn’t count as flying. The air was only strong enough to keep me floating just above the ground if I stood completely still. Even so, it felt tantalizingly close.


  I spent most of my days practicing Jump. My simple exercise was to stand up a few logs in the middle of the garden and try to weave my way through them, like the slalom skiing technique. Using Jump constantly shot me off the wrong way and I’d fall over. I improved over time, but the spell certainly wasn’t at a usable level yet. I could try it in a fight against Dad, but it was too risky to actually use against monsters.


  “It sure is…tiring…using magic while running around…” I panted after a few Jump attempts in the courtyard. 


  Magic didn’t require physical stamina, but you would suddenly feel fatigued once your magic was exhausted. It was overwhelming and felt like a heavy cloak draped over both your body and mind.


  Stamina and agility were fundamental for a mage. Without them, I wouldn’t be able to fight on my own. In video games, mages often have low stats for physical attributes like strength or stamina, but fighting like that in real life would be suicide. You’d have no chance combating solo, or against multiple opponents, or even in certain settings requiring agility.


  Soaked in my own sweat, I trained for a while longer until Marie passed through the front gate. She had just finished a long training run. We were both gasping for air and as sweaty as we could be.


  She waved at me as she came in, and I returned the gesture.


  “How was it?” I called.


  “Hey. I’m spent,” she said, smiling even as she spoke. 


  For a split second, I heard my heartbeat in my ears. I again noticed how fast Marie seemed to be growing up, revealing the difference between girls and women. Even at twelve, she was starting to resemble a high schooler. I was growing too, just not nearly as fast. I supposed back in Japan, I’d still be in elementary school, so that was to be expected.


  “How are you feeling? Everything good?”


  “Why do you ask? Of course everything’s good. In fact, I’m feeling fantastic.”


  Marie’s growth these past two years had been nothing short of remarkable—both physically and in terms of her sword skills. No matter how you spun it, it wasn’t the growth of a normal person.


  Dad and Mom worried about it, and I noticed it too. As for Marie herself, she didn’t seem to think anything of it. She claimed she was the picture of health. I personally believed it had something to do with magic, but that wasn’t based on any hard evidence. 


  Even if I wanted to examine her, this world didn’t have any medical equipment to do so. Doctors here pretty much only came to you if there was a serious problem, and Marie had no actual symptoms. She was in perfect shape, to be honest, so all I could do was observe.


  If her strength did have something to do with mana or magic, then I should have been affected as well. I didn’t have exceptional strength or agility, but I also didn’t have anything particularly wrong with me, either. I was a normal kid.


  “Shion, I think I know what you’re really asking about, but I’m telling you, I’m fine. There’s nothing going on. And isn’t it good to be strong? It lets me fight, so something like the goblin attack will never happen again.”


  Marie looked determined. I knew that the memories of that day were deeply carved into her mind. That certainly had something to do with it. She wasn’t actively reflecting on it, though. The experience was just there, influencing her life. It was the same for me. Monsters were terrifying. They were the fiends of humankind.


  “Just let me know if there’s anything off, okay? Even just a little.”


  “All right, all right,” Marie said, rolling her eyes. “Everyone around here is such a worrywart.”


  I couldn’t help it. She was my one and only sister. It was only natural that I cared for her. I didn’t want to rant and rave about it too much, but…


  The enhanced glow of mana I saw around her body didn’t seem fundamentally different from before. It was the same quality of shimmer that always emitted from her. I assumed that if there was something wrong with her mana, it would be evident in this aura, but as of now, I saw no change whatsoever.


  I concluded that I was overthinking things. Marie was perfectly healthy, so there was no point in worrying about it any further.




  Chapter 2:
The Death of Ordinary Days


   


  TODAY, WE WERE GOING TO THE VILLAGE TO help Rose with her chores. We traversed the woodland path over to the village. 


  “I haven’t been there in ages,” Marie remarked.


  “Me, neither,” I replied. “Actually, I haven’t been there much at all.” 


  We wore the same gear that we took on our monster hunts. Marie had her swords stashed on her right and left hips, and I had the Spark Gauntlet clipped to my waist.


  In this world, where even villages weren’t safe, it was only common sense to carry around a weapon. Of course, you didn’t want to pick fights you couldn’t win. We had fought plenty of times as adventurers, so we’d picked up the habit of carrying our weapons everywhere—naturally, with Dad’s permission. We could fight, but we were still kids, so it wasn’t up to us to just start carrying dangerous weapons everywhere. We still had to get his permission for most things. 


  All that aside, our family was pretty down to earth when it came to being nobles. I always assumed that noble life meant constantly socializing with other noble relatives and lords and ladies, holding balls and banquets, making formal greetings and bequests, and trying to improve one’s standing with shrewd politics. Marie and I had never been involved with such schemes. Maybe it was because we were on the lower rung of the nobility, or maybe Lystia didn’t have a system like that. It did strike me as a bit strange that we’d never experienced anything particularly lordly.


  Well, at least all that had nothing to do with me. Hopefully.


  We followed the footpath as the village came into view. We saw fields in the distance and villagers working hard in them. The pastoral atmosphere really appealed to me. I always lived in the city in my previous life, so the countryside held a certain charm.


  “Oh, there she is,” Marie said, pointing ahead at Rose’s figure amid the multicolored produce. Rose noticed us and waved, and we waved back as we approached.


  “Good day to you,” she said. “I am so grateful for your trouble.”


  “Don’t even mention it,” Marie said.


  “Yeah, what are friends for?”


  Rose returned our smiles. “It makes a real difference. We don’t have enough help nowadays.”


  A few other villagers were working in the vicinity. Among them I noticed Rhia, the girl who had helped stitch up Mom. If I remembered correctly, she lived with Rose, although I didn’t know what exactly their relationship was.


  “So, what can we do to help?” Marie asked.


  “We wanted to ask you to help exterminate pests. Does that work?” Rose looked a bit apologetic as she asked.


  It wasn’t the most difficult task. I didn’t think there’d be any issue.


  “Definitely,” Marie said. “You’re fine with bugs right, Shion?”


  “Yeah. Let’s get started.”


  “Thank you so much,” Rose said. “Come this way.”


  We followed Rose into the field until we arrived at a row of tall plants. 


  Chemical pesticides didn’t exist in this world, only a mixture of natural herbs. They repelled insects to a certain extent, but not nearly enough, so apparently a lot of insect extermination had to be done by hand, or else whole harvests could be ruined.


  “I’ll explain in detail how we do it. First…” 


  After Rose taught us the procedure, we got straight to work. All we did was search for bugs and then toss them into a box. It was an awful lot of work, but it was important.


  As we worked in silence, I felt the gaze of some of the villagers. Each time I glanced up, they all looked away. Ever since the goblin attack, I felt an uncomfortable distance between me and them. They seemed to have done as my father requested and kept the incident to themselves. To be honest, I didn’t know if they would believe me even if I explained everything about magic to them. But since I didn’t sense any outright hostility or fear from them, I supposed that was good enough.


  “We’re almost done for the day,” I heard Rose call out. I had lost myself in the work, and it was already nearly dusk.


  “Whoof!” Marie huffed, standing and stretching her back. “I’m pooped!” 


  I followed her lead and stretched. Farm work really hits you in the lower back. I’m pretty sure I would’ve been done for if I had my thirty-year-old body from my previous life instead of this ten-year-old one.


  Rhia and the other villagers gathered by the fields. Each family had their own farm, but they also worked together at times. After saying their goodbyes, the villagers headed off to their own homes.


  “E-excellent work, you two. Thank you so much for today.”


  It was Rhia, who had tentatively crept up beside us, giving a small bow. She didn’t look much different from the last time I saw her two years ago. She had freckles and braids, just like how I imagined European farm girls when I lived in Japan. 


  “No problem,” I said. “So, is that the end of the bug work?”


  “I believe it should be,” Rose replied. “But we’ll need to do it again soon. Plus, there’s heaps of work left to do—the harvest, not to mention replanting after that.”


  “Farming’s hard work, huh?” Marie said, to which Rose chuckled.


  “And someone needs to go shopping for the village too, right?” I asked.


  “Precisely. Sometimes, I accompany Lord Gawain to Istria.” 


  As Rose lived with Ted, the village chief, it made sense that she sometimes did work like that. Of course, Rose also went monster hunting in Istria with Marie and me—a matter we made sure not to discuss much in public. Ten and twelve-year-olds doing monster culls stood out too much and would result in rumors spreading throughout the village. That in itself was fine, but sometimes the locals moved outside of the confines of the village, and we didn’t know if word would then get out via chatter at markets. That would be more problematic. 


  Perhaps the extra caution was pointless. We were already openly taking on quests at the guild. Still, the fact that we were the village head and local lord’s children wasn’t public, even at the guild, so it would be best to maintain that cover while we could.


  “By the way, have you heard about the peculiar sickness spreading over in Istria?” Rose asked.


  Marie and I glanced at one another. No, we had just been to Istria and hadn’t heard a word. Maybe people were talking about it, but just not to us?


  “A sickness? What kind?”


  “Well, you know… Hm?” 


  The sky grew dark just as Rose was about to explain. We looked up to see rainclouds shrouding the evening sky. It had been clear weather all day, too. Before I could even think my next thought, rain poured down on us. Small droplets turned into big ones within seconds.


  “Quickly, to my house!” Rose called, and we hurried off. Colds were life-threatening in this world, so it was dangerous to stay out in the rain.


  We followed Rose, moving away from the fields. That’s when it happened.


  I heard a thump behind me. I turned around.


  What was that? It was a simple thought, but what I saw before my eyes was something I couldn’t bear to believe. 


  Someone had collapsed. 


  It was my sister. It was Marie. 


  She lay motionless on the ground. She hadn’t tripped. She hadn’t been running at full speed. She couldn’t possibly have tripped.


  “Marie! Marie! Marie!” I raced back to her, shouting.


  I lifted her up and immediately saw she was unconscious. She didn’t respond to my touch, either. What in the world had just happened? She wasn’t injured, as we hadn’t been attacked. It was just the four of us here, and she had been behind us. 


  Had she suddenly fallen sick? Why? What was this? How could it be? My thoughts froze up in shock. I still hadn’t recovered my senses when Rose and Rhia returned to us.


  “Oh, Marie!” Rose cried. “What just happened? Quickly, we have to move her indoors! Rhia, can you call for help?”


  “O-okay!”


  “Shion, get yourself together!” Rose’s sharp words finally unclogged my thoughts.


  She was right. This wasn’t the time or place to be spacing out. We had to get Marie out of here immediately.


  With Rose’s help, we managed to carry Marie inside. Her body was cold and very heavy. 




  [image: ]




  ***


   


  Outside, the thunderous rain pounded incessantly. My mind was blank as I watched over my unmoving sister laid up in bed.


  “I’ve sent a message to Lord Gawain,” a voice said. “He should be here soon.”


  “Thank you,” I bowed my head.


  The old man before me had white hair and eyes that glimmered strangely. He was the village head, Mr. Ted. I still didn’t know how he and Rose were related as it was never spoken of.


  Rose and Rhia were currently in the room with Marie and me. They were also keeping a close eye on my sister. It was hard to tell that there was anything wrong with her. If you told me she was just sleeping deeply, I would have believed it—that’s how calm she was lying there.


  “I still don’t understand what happened,” I said. I gripped Marie’s hand, feeling my face stiffen.


  Unlike in modern Japan, there weren’t any doctors around to help here. Doctors were exceedingly rare and only found in large cities. You’d never find one in a rustic place like this. 


  Outside, night had fallen and the storm raged on. It was too dangerous to set out now for Istria in hopes of finding a doctor. It wasn’t even an option. The common wisdom in this world was to stay indoors after dusk. That’s when the monsters came out. 


  Above all else, was Marie’s life in danger, or was she merely sleeping? I’d be able to relax a little bit if I knew the answer.


  Then, Marie’s eyes suddenly fluttered open. 


  “Sister! Marie! Are you okay?” I immediately called out to her. My voice came out strange and high-pitched. I didn’t sound like myself at all. 


  Marie blinked, gazing vacantly up at the ceiling. She didn’t seem to hear or notice me.


  “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  She continued to stare up at the ceiling. Despite having regained consciousness, it was like she had lost her soul. Waves of emotion crashed against me as I continued to call out to Marie. She didn’t respond.


  What’s happening?


  As I grew increasingly flustered, Rose hurried over to my side and peered into Marie’s face.


  “You know, this might be Lethargia…”


  “Lethargia?” I asked.


  “I was just starting to talk about it before,” Rose said. “It’s the strange illness spreading around called Lethargia. Those who catch it suddenly succumb to lethargy and basically stop doing anything at all, as if they’ve lost all willpower. They have consciousness, but don’t respond to anything. They just stare at nothing.”


  “S-so you think that’s what my sister has?”


  “I don’t know, but the symptoms sure seem to resemble Lethargia. It’s a brand-new disease, you know, and it’s spreading. They say that there’s been nothing wrong with the bodies of those afflicted, and it hasn’t taken any lives, either.”


  “S-s-so, does that mean we should get her to a doctor?” I stuttered.


  “I’m sorry, Shion, but I really don’t know,” Rose said, wrinkling her brow. “No one knows much about this disease, much less me. Perhaps a doctor could help cure her, or perhaps not. I really can’t say.”


  Lethargia. So it makes its victims completely indolent, as per the name? Marie was staring blankly at the ceiling, just as Rose had described. She seemed like a completely different person. Just moments ago, she had been smiling, and now she resembled a lifeless doll.


  I called out to her, held her hand, and shook her shoulders, but all Marie did was look back at me.


  “Can—can it be cured?”


  Rose paused before responding. “As far as I’ve heard, there haven’t been any cases of recovery. Even the cause is unknown, so everybody is clueless as to what to do about it.”


  You’ve got to be kidding. It can’t really be an incurable disease? 


  Marie was doomed to stay like this for the rest of her life? Did that mean I’d never see her smile again, or get angry or frustrated, or confused, or sulk and pout, or look embarrassed, or even laugh? Ever again?


  No, it couldn’t be true. No. I couldn’t believe it.


  She was perfectly normal just a few minutes ago. She had been smiling and enjoying herself. How had she become like this? 


  They say misfortune can strike anyone at any time. That’s life, sure, but I never, deep down, thought it would happen to me. And yet now, at this very moment, I stood in that exact position, forced into it, unthinking. I’d never experienced anything so unthinkable in my life.


  That’s not true, I thought. 


  In my past life, some unexpected misfortunate struck me out of the blue and I died. They say time and death makes us all equal in the end. That was nonsense. The world was unfair. The world was absurd. Many people die young, despite having done everything right, while others, no matter how much evil they commit, live on and on and on.


  I touched Marie’s hand. It was cold. I barely felt any life in her at all.


  That wasn’t because of the rain. I had dried her off and held her hand, but even the palm of her hand in mine remained cold. She was truly like a statue.


  I gripped her hand harder, trying to sense even a pulse of warmth. 


  Just then, I heard a clamor from the doorway. Loud footsteps thundered and burst into the room.


  “Shion! What’s happening to Marie?!”


  “Marie! Oh, Marie!”


  Mom and Dad and a few other villagers were in the doorway. A sense of relief swept through me. My parents hurried to my side and peered into Marie’s face. 


  “This…is Lethargia,” Dad said.


  “The sickness spreading around Istria lately, right? Oh, Marianne, how could it be…?”


  “Nobody knows the cause of the disease. It’s probably not fatal, but we can’t just sit around and do nothing. Let’s take her to a doctor as soon as possible. Emma, gather Marie’s clothes.”


  “Y-yes.” Mom took out an overcoat and carefully put it on Marie. Mom and Dad wore coats themselves, probably to protect against the rain.


  “I’ll take Marie to town straight away,” Dad said. “Shion, you go back home with Emma.”


  “W-wait Dad! I’ll go with you!” I shouted.


  “Don’t be selfish. You’re a smart kid—you should know what to do in this situation. There are monsters this time of night. The roads are dangerous beyond belief.”


  Dad was right, and I knew it. I had never been out at night before, not even once. But surely this time was different.


  “Shion,” Mom said. “We’ll go to Istria together tomorrow morning, okay?” She put her hand on my shoulder.


  I resisted the urge to give in to her sweet, gentle words. Instead, I took a step forward.


  “It’s not selfishness,” I said. “Dad, you’re planning to take Marie to Istria alone, aren’t you? I know that you’re strong, but it’s too dangerous to ride a horse by yourself into Istria while carrying Marie. What if a monster attacks? Will you really be all right? I’m sure you’d be okay by yourself, but how are you supposed to fight monsters while protecting Marie and the horse?” I tried to stay cool as I spoke. 


  Sure, part of me wanted to stay by Marie’s side, but more importantly, I wanted us to figure out the best way to keep her safe. Alone, Dad’s capabilities would be limited. If the horse became injured for whatever reason, the trip would suddenly take hours, thus wasting precious time. Dealing with monsters on horseback while protecting Marie would be an incredibly difficult situation. He needed a companion.


  The only people capable of really fighting monsters in this village were Dad, Marie, Rose, and me. Some of the villagers had killed monsters before, but that was in a situation where they had grouped up and surrounded a single monster. Not one of them could face down and beat a monster one-on-one.


  “Shion…but you’re—”


  “Yes, I’m a kid. I can still do things! If you’re going to move her by horse, let me come with you.”


  Because I’m a mage.


  Dad could use other weapons besides a sword, but he wasn’t as skilled with them. That, plus there weren’t many weapons that he could wield while carrying Marie. My magic was the perfect solution for this. It excelled at ranged attacks, while also being capable of close combat. I knew that Dad understood all that.


  Dad stared at me for a moment, then narrowed his eyes and sighed.


  “Fine. Emma, give Shion his coat.”


  Mom paused for a while, biting her lip. Then she nodded and took out the coat. The worry I saw on her face panged my heart.


  With Marie already sick, she worried that something might happen to me. I knew such thoughts crossed her mind, but I also felt confident that this was the right thing to do. I put on the coat that Mom handed to me.


  “Ted, handle the village while I’m gone,” Dad said. “And please lend Shion a horse.”


  “Leave it to me,” Ted said. “We’ll prepare a horse at once.” He hurried out of the house toward the stables while Dad lifted Marie up.


  As we walked out the door, he turned to me.


  “We ride. Don’t let your guard down until we reach Istria.”


  “Yeah. I won’t.”


  Dad’s gaze held a certain wistfulness. He seemed to contemplate something far beyond me.


  Was my going with him a burden? If so, then surely he would have shot the plan down. So what was that expression about? 


  Mr. Ted’s voice shattered through both of our thoughts. The horses were ready.


  “Shion, please be careful,” Rose said. “Shion, I…” The words died on her lips, as she couldn’t bring herself to say them.


  I knew what they were: She wanted to come with us. But unlike me, Rose couldn’t defeat monsters with magic, so she couldn’t fight on horseback like I could. She was intelligent, and so understood that she couldn’t help, but she still couldn’t bring herself to put it into words. Having known Rose for so many years, her pathos cut me to the core.


  “We’ll be back soon,” I said, my voice quavering. 


  It wasn’t fear, but the unrelenting uncertainty about my sister. I kicked my feet into the stirrups as if to strike away those fears.


   


  ***


   


  With the Electern in one hand, I spurred the horse on. The visibility couldn’t have been worse. The sky was black and showered large beads of rain over us. With that and almost no moonlight, either, we could hardly see at all.


  The light from the Electern illuminated the nearby area, but it wasn’t nearly as useful as a flashlight. We had traveled down this same road countless times, so we knew the way, but all was dark around us.


  The light from the Electern wasn’t particularly strong, and I had to hold on to it carefully. Glass was fragile in this world. It wouldn’t break when touched, but it would be done for if dropped, and the degree of vibrations on horseback were concerning. Unfortunately, we couldn’t use torches because of the rain, and walking was out of the question of course, so I couldn’t complain.


  The sound of hooves mixed with rain, wind, and electricity crackling. Occasionally, a flash of lightning illuminated the sky. I’d have loved for more frequent thunderbolts, so long as one didn’t land too close by.


  “Shion! Don’t go so fast!”


  “Got it!”


  At full speed, the Electern might’ve shattered altogether, and the horse could stumble if there were an unexpected obstacle. That would expose not just Marie, but all of us, to injuries that could be fatal in a worst-case scenario. That was out of the question.


  I controlled the horse. I would not fail. That was all that mattered. 


  Occasionally, I looked over to see Dad and Marie’s faces in the lamplight. I’m sure Dad’s taut expression mirrored mine.


  Our current speed was dangerous, but there were even more dangerous things out there. As of yet, we hadn’t had any encounters. Maybe we would make it all the way to Istria without one, but just as I had that thought, there was a sudden, unmistakable change.


  I sensed something ahead and instinctively glanced up. Above was a solemn and resplendent curtain of light. It was a gathering of light particles the fantastical color of faded rubies. The cloak of light was an uncanny sight as it wavered and wriggled in the sky.


  “A-aurora…?”


  Taken aback, I couldn’t wrench my eyes off the sky. I had never seen anything like that before.


  “Dad! Wh-what, what is that?!”


  “What do you mean? Is it lightning?”


  “Have you ever seen red lightning before?!”


  “What are you talking about? I can’t see anything that’s red!”


  He couldn’t see it? Only I could? Was it just like mana? If so, then it must have been mana we were dealing with, or something with the same qualities. Was there some sort of creature out there? No—if there were a creature that let off a mana aura that big, it would have to be miles large. 


  I was clueless. What was happening? Was this a sign?


  All we could do was hurry on to Istria with Marie. I’d think about this when I had some leeway—now I had none. 


  But a presence was there. I looked over my shoulder. There was no sound, no sight, and yet the feeling that something was there couldn’t be ignored. All I could do was stare into the dark space behind me. Was it just my imagination? Was I so tense that I was starting to imagine things? That seemed like the reasonable answer, but when I turned to face forward, I finally did hear and see something: Legs. Claws. A crunch.


  At last, I finally saw what we were dealing with.


  “Monster!” I screamed, and Dad whipped around to look back.


  “It’s a pack of bloody wolves! They like the taste of human blood and won’t stop tracking their prey until they catch it!”


  I knew that. It was the difference between the monsters of the day and of the night. Night monsters were far more fearsome and tended to proactively attack humans. The worst monsters were those that worked in groups. Bloody wolves, as their name suggested, roamed the night in search of blood. It was well known that all who encountered them should be fully prepared to die. 


  Dad held the reins in his right hand and an Electern in his left as he spurred his horse on. He’d have to release one or the other to wield a sword. Marie was tied to his back with rope, so she’d be fine, not that anything about this situation was fine.


  After a moment of consideration, Dad managed to pull the reins into the same hand as the Electern. It was an unstable position, and he wouldn’t be able to freely control the horse. It would be too dangerous to leave the fighting to Dad. I’d have to kill the monsters myself. This was what we were prepared for. 


  “Keep going, Dad! Don’t stop! I’ll handle them!”


  “Shion! Don’t you dare overdo it!”


  I shifted my position in the saddle to face backward. Then I spurred the horse on, which bellowed as it broke out into a full speed run. I stared the menace down from my new position.


  They resembled wolves, but with glowing red eyes. They were said to be both crafty and unrelenting. At night, they coordinated in a pack to hunt and slay prey, and after they fed, they moved on to the next target. 


  Magic should’ve been enough to handle them, but I had a big problem. Because of the rain, I couldn’t use fire or lightning magic. Fire magic would be extinguished, and lightning magic would just shock me and the horse. We had to stay stable and running. This left only wind and water magic, plus special techniques like Jump.


  Snarling and growling, the whole pack of wolves suddenly sped up and closed the distance between us. I held on to the mana I had gathered in both of my palms. I was building three pieces of mana. The first were clumps in the shapes of cylinders. To be more exact, they were like bullet shells. I gathered water from the rain to shape them.


  The second piece of mana was Blow. Then the third was an elongated tube that covered the entire mana cloud. It was a little under two inches in diameter, so the water shells floating inside were about the size of real bullets. 


  I made four bullets total. Each one contained about twenty mana points. That wasn’t particularly powerful, but since water wasn’t a temporary phenomenon like fire or thunder, I could hold on to them until I needed to use them. Of course, the downside was that I needed a lot more mana to complete this entire process.


  I held my hands up high and pushed them forward. The four water bullets dashed toward the wolves. There was a pleasant splashing sound as the water raced through the air. Three of the bullets surged forward, while one of them veered off and broke apart. 


  The wolves certainly weren’t expecting this. They didn’t so much as move out of the way, and three bullets made contact.


  “Gyarrooo!” 


  The monsters’ bodies clipped into the air. I couldn’t see what happened after, but I heard the thumps. The bullets ended up being more powerful than expected. They might’ve had the force of a real handgun.


  In my head, I fist pumped in celebration.


  I called this spell Aqua Bullet. I theorized it as a technique I could use in the rain. I was lucky that it actually worked. If it hadn’t, I would’ve had to resort to sweeping the monsters away with Blow, and that would’ve taken some time.


  The theory behind Aqua Bullet wasn’t too complicated. Normally, exposed mana interacted with the air that it touched. Since whatever natural phenomenon touched mana became magic, I could easily gather and concentrate the water in the air—that was Aqua.


  However, a still body of water, like a lake, was a difficult substance for magic to work with. It took a lot of energy to carry since there was so much water to move, and especially because of its weight and elastic force. I solved that problem by drawing water directly out of the air, which didn’t require much energy at all. In that context, rain suddenly became very appealing. 


  Rain falls from the sky, so it could naturally pass through my mana and become water magic. It took some energy to catch it as it fell, but it was better than extracting water from a puddle or lake. Really, collecting water from the rain for water magic required almost no mana at all.


  After that, I’d activate Blow to circulate within my mana and shoot the water as bullets. This mechanism was quite delicate and required a lot of concentration since the wind needed to operate on a very small scale. And as I’ve mentioned, it’s hard to send Blow in a particular direction. That’s where the third tube of mana comes in. It acts like a gun barrel, setting the direction of the bullet. 


  Simultaneously activating all three of these mana types was extremely exhaustive on my mana expense. The whole process was much more tiring than activating a single spell. But it was the most effective option currently at my disposal. 


  Once again, I began building up the three mana pieces and gathering water. Now that I knew it worked, I didn’t hesitate. I launched a series of Aqua Bullet attacks. The wolves slowed their pace, shocked that I had attacked them somehow. That only made it easier to aim. I shot round after round.


  The shots were too fast for the wolves to dodge, so the water bullets landed direct hits. Even so, after one row was toppled, a fresh group appeared again and again. Just how many were there? It was seemingly never ending. I barely had enough time to charge up my mana.


  Next thing I knew, a ring of bloody wolves surrounded me.


  “Shion!” Dad was directing his horse toward me. 


  With his sword in one hand, he dispatched several wolves on the far side of the ring. Still, there were too many. I had several running alongside my horse, closing in on me. They growled and snarled as they increasingly gained ground on me—and then suddenly, for some reason, they slowed down and dropped away.


  What just happened? Now the pack retreated altogether. Was this their hunting strategy?


  I carefully watched their movements, but my worries were unfounded. The wolf pack continued to pull away until they vanished into the night.


  “What—what just happened?” Dad called, as flustered as me. He didn’t know what was going on, either.


  What just happened? No—what was about to happen? 


  All at once, a cold wind blew. I had never actually experienced the phrase “a chill went down my spine” until this moment. Something was there, and I realized that something was approaching.


  “D-dad! Some-something—s-something’s coming!” My jaw chattered uncontrollably. I instinctively switched my position to face front again and gripped the reins.


  “Dad! W-we need to run!”


  “Shion, what are you talking about? The monsters are gone!”


  “I-I dunno! B-but quickly! There’s—agh!”


  Shaking in the bitter cold, I lost grip of the Electern. It dropped to the ground and instantly shattered, flickering sparks of electricity that immediately faded into the distance. There was nothing I could do.


  I felt it coming… Any moment now.


  In a sudden flash of lightning, I saw the thing floating in the sky.


  I screamed.


  “Faster! It’s here!”


  Dad glanced at me with fear in his eyes and spurred on the horse. It was already here. A faint green light glowed within my field of vision. It raced toward us from behind, swaying gently back and forth. It swept through the sky, much faster than the horses.


  It wasn’t a monster. It wasn’t even a physical form, although it was in the shape of a human. But it wasn’t a human. It had eyes sunken in a pallid face. It wore a tattered dress, but I didn’t see any legs protruding underneath.


  Was it a woman? No, it was too thin and bald. The only words I could think of to describe it was “ghost” or “wraith.” Were those classified as monsters in this world? I had never even heard of them here before!


  The disturbing, floating presence above us in the sky cast another bitter wind that chilled my back.


  “Dad! What is that?!”


  Dad whipped around in all directions before turning back to me. “What do you mean? I can’t see anything!”


  He can’t see it! Neither the curtain of light nor the wraith? I didn’t understand why, but I did know of a similar occurrence: mana itself. Only those with mana could perceive mana elsewhere. 


  I could see this wraith while Dad couldn’t, which made it highly possible that we were dealing with mana. But even understanding that didn’t help me much with the fact that a wraith was chasing after us at this very moment.


  “A humanoid monster is on our heels! You might need to have mana to see it! I’m not sure, but that’s my best guess!”


  “Seriously?! I’ve never heard of a monster like that before! Damn, this is bad…”


  While he didn’t doubt me, he seemed to be losing his calm and was muttering words that I couldn’t make out.


  “I’ll try to repel it somehow! Dad, just keep going!”


  “Ah, agh, fine! I can’t even see it in the first place, so you give the orders!”


  It could be tough dealing with an atypical monster. We had information about most monster types, which had enabled us to escape danger up to this point. Dad had never heard of a monster like this before, so I didn’t know how I might defeat it. It is dangerous facing off a completely unknown opponent, something the monster didn’t seem to care about when it began attacking us.


  “Waaahhh!” A high-pitched woman’s scream rang out. 


  The otherworldly treble made me swallow and shiver. Meanwhile, Dad didn’t react at all. Apparently, he couldn’t sense anything about it. Why would he? Those without mana aren’t able to sense any purely mana-based occurrences at all. 


  Assuming this was a mana-made monster, did it still have a will of its own? If it really was a ghost of some kind, then that meant its physical form literally consisted of mana. Or maybe it was some kind of mana manifestation that developed a will of its own? Either way, weapons wouldn’t work on it. I had to fight it with magic.


  I prepared the water bullets. Completely unperturbed, the wraith wavered slightly as it continued to swim through the air. A few seconds later, I shot the bullets out. They zoomed straight at the ghost.


  They made contact; however, the wraith didn’t so much as move out of the way.


  “Did you get it, Shion?!” Dad shouted.


  “No, it’s the worst possible outcome. The bullets passed straight through its body.”


  I was dealing with a transparent enemy. I knew from the start that there was a strong possibility that physical attacks would pass straight through it. And as I feared, the water bullets did just that.


  “Can you use any other magic?!”


  “Besides Aqua, all I have is Blow. Flare and Bolt won’t work in this heavy rain!”


  I knew for certain that Blow wouldn’t work on this opponent. This wraith was not composed of physical matter that could be moved by any sort of wind. I could see from looking at it that it wasn’t affected by air resistance whatsoever. 


  We still had a full hour on the road until Istria. That was way too far to just keep fleeing.


  What should we do?


  The fiend opened its mouth and let out another rending shriek. The three pitch-black holes of its nostrils and mouth stared me down.


  I immediately broke into shivers at the terrifying and intense form. We wouldn’t be able to escape. We wouldn’t be able to protect Marie. Surely it would kill us. Even if the beast only killed Marie, I wouldn’t be able to live on without her.


  I couldn’t think of a solution. Without any other option, I tried Blow and Aqua again, but the wraith was completely unharmed.


  “Shion, let me try! Where is it?!”


  “Straight behind you!”


  Dad raised his dagger and threw it where I pointed. But as expected, it passed straight through the wraith’s body and disappeared into the dark.


  “I-it didn’t work! Physical attacks won’t do anything!”


  “Damn! Then what?!”


  I could tell Dad was not himself. He was being pushed to the limit, as was I. Our family was on the verge of dying.


  The wraith surged closer. It selected me as its target, letting out its terrible shrieks as it pulled closer. We were all going to die.


  With a sharp metallic sound, the wraith’s fingers became as sharp as knives. Hang on—our attacks couldn’t touch it, but would it be able to touch us? At any moment now, the wraith’s attack would reach me.


  Its mouth broke into a leer as it let out a series of quick twitches. It rose higher into the air, aimed at me, and swooped down.


  Think! How could I stop this? My mind started to spin faster and faster. As it spun, a few words popped into my mind. Magic. Goblin. Mana reaction. Etten trout. Curtain of light. Wraith. Lethargia. Inexplicable happenings. My life flashed before my eyes in a whirl.


  Come to think of it, I was probably dying.


  The wraith’s claws were right before my eyes. One touch and I’d be dead. I saw the image of the goblin that attacked our home overlapping with the face of the wraith. Its claws were on me. I wouldn’t be able to grab onto its arm. 


  Without thinking, I raised my right hand, and in the very nick of time, issued a command:


  Right hand, block the claws!


  The tips of the claws rammed into my hand. A pulse of mana flared up and gushed through my entire body. It was a mighty surge that I had never experienced before, and an unimaginable amount of mana was suddenly pouring out of me. I felt the power rise within me to come welling into my right hand. My hand sparkled with a light of blinding intensity.


  In the next instant, the wraith’s claw tore off from the tip to the wrist. It crumbled into ash and was quickly dashed to nothing by the wind. It was like the purification spells of fantasy tales.


  “Keeaaagh!” howled the wraith in a bloodcurdling scream, not of fury, but of lamentation. 


  The wraith swept away from me, clutching its hand to its chest and yelping in pain. The mana didn’t stop purifying it. As it fell behind into the distance, I watched the end of its arm continue to dissolve away, slowly but steadily melting all the way up to the shoulder. 


  It screamed even more furiously. Even as it continued to dissolve to nothing, its overflowing bloodlust surged and burst forth. The wraith suddenly changed direction from me to Dad. It was after him and Marie now.


  “Dad!”


  He understood my scream’s meaning. He looked behind him, but of course, saw nothing. All he could do was look back and forth.


  This was the moment. I needed to kick off of the stirrups and activate Jump to close the distance between us and the wraith and to touch it directly.


  I gathered mana around my foot, the typical preparation, but there wasn’t enough time. I wouldn’t make it. I had to go now, and fast, but how could I fly?


  Even once I got to the wraith, I’d need a fresh mana charge to potentially attack it, but I’d be depleted. If I could somehow keep enough of what I was gathering for Jump, maybe I could hurt the wraith if I got close enough, but I didn’t have enough time for even that.


  I’d just have to leap at the wraith with no magic at all. Even without Magicoat, there would still be mana around my body. I had learned that from my encounter with the goblin. At least I’d stand a better chance against the wraith than Dad, who didn’t have mana at all. Maybe just having mana gave me a natural resistance against its attacks. It didn’t know that I needed to charge up before I could make use of it. There was a chance it might run out of the way if I jumped at it.


  It was now or never. I’d jump off the horse when the wraith swooped low to attack Dad. 


  Dad stared ahead, but what glared into his eyes was not the wraith. Dad could only see within the radius of the Electern that was less than eight feet in every direction. Still, even that was a powerful source of light for this world.


  Midway through the air, the wraith locked eyes with me. It saw me perfectly, even in the black of night. I saw it, too, thanks to the shimmer of mana glowing faintly around its body. 


  It glided through the air. It’s fast! 


  It charged at Dad at full force, maybe because it detected the end was near. 


  Not yet. I had to wait until the very instant of its arrival, when its claws would be at Dad’s very throat…


  Now!


  I lifted my knees and prepared to bring them down on the stirrups with all my strength. The wraith’s body entered the radius of the Electern’s glow. When it did, my dad—the object of its gaze—opened his eyes wide. 


  Dad saw the wraith, and he instinctively stopped moving altogether, frozen by fear. Shrieking wildly and madly, the wraith stopped at Dad’s throat and pulled away, writhing in agony. I had no idea what was happening.


  Six seconds had passed. I activated Magicoat. I sent mana surging around my feet. It had taken too long, and now the wraith would get away. I had to move fast.


  Instead of using magic, I leaped off the horse with the power of my own feet. In midair, I unleashed the air magic flowing around me to push me forward, and when I arrived at the wraith in the path of its retreat, I let the remainder of my mana flow.


  “Aiiieee!”


  The wraith’s cry sounded like a rake scraping against metal. That was its dying scream. The mana that I thrusted into the wraith immediately dissolved its astral body as I plunged toward the ground. The ground whooshed toward me, but I didn’t have enough mana left in my legs to absorb the blow. 


  I’m gonna die! 


  Just as I thought I was going to land, my body stopped moving. Something lifted me up and put me back on the saddle.


  “Shion! Are you all right?”


  “D-Dad, thank you!” 


  Dad had disembarked and caught me at the last moment. My heart galloped in my throat.


  I’m alive, I’m alive! Thank goodness…


  I couldn’t see the wraith anywhere. What in the world was that?


  “We beat it, somehow. It’s not here anymore.”


  “Good to hear, but Shion, you shouldn’t have done that.”


  “I had to…otherwise I couldn’t have killed it. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize,” Dad said. “Without you, I doubt I would have made it out alive. But that thing… You’re right, it was humanoid. I’ve never seen anything like it before, even among the monsters of the night.”


  “So, you did see it!” I exclaimed.


  “Yeah, when it came close enough. So, you were able to see it from a distance?”


  Could he only see it at close range? In other words, he didn’t spot it because of its mana aura. In other words…


  “We need to hurry,” Dad said. “Who knows when another monster will come.”


  I nodded. “Okay, let’s get going.”


  We spurred our horses back and continued down the road. Released from the overpowering tension of the fight, I remembered that it was still raining. The drops rolled down my face.


  We’ve got to keep on, I thought. On to Istria. 


  I looked up at the curtain of light floating in the sky, where the ominous red continued to glow.


   


  ***


   


  The rain was relentless. We urged the horses on, as the wind and rain lashed against our bodies as we advanced. 


  “There! Look, Shion!” 


  Istria appeared in the distance. The torches on the city walls that welcomed our arrival seemed like illusions.


  I glanced at Marie’s face. She was completely unchanged. She was still breathing, but unconscious. We didn’t have a second to lose and needed to get her to a doctor.


  We didn’t slow a beat as we charged toward the city. Once we reached Istria after the hour and change journey, Dad called out to the guard. While almost nobody here traveled at night, emergencies could call at any time. I had never expected to be that very person traveling in such dire times. The guard opened the service entrance gate for us, and we passed into town.


  My jaw dropped, and my mind went blank for a second. 


  “Wh-what is this?”


  My eye fell first on the huge number of people collapsed along the side of the road. Then, I saw others hurrying down the road, carrying their catatonic family members with them. 


  It was the main street at night. Normally, only the city watch would be out this late. Some people would be out in the entertainment district, but there shouldn’t have been any ordinary civilians in this area. And yet, we saw no small number of people loitering around. It had to be close to one in the morning at this point. Were all those people suffering from the same condition as Marie? Could Lethargia have spread so quickly?


  I tried to shake off the despair that fanned within me at the thought.


  “Straight to Dr. Alphonse’s,” Dad said. He was the old doctor who had come all the way to the village to check on Mom after the goblin attack. He was renowned as a skilled doctor, and I saw him from time to time while stopping by the village. 


  I knew that the medical technology in this world wasn’t very good. They knew many herbal remedies, and occult methods were also popular. But someone like Dr. Alphonse, who studied medicine from a scientific perspective, was exceptionally rare. Doctors were advancing in terms of physical injuries, so most skin, muscle, or bone wounds could be cared for. Still, it was nothing compared to the care in twenty-first century Japan. 


  We went off the main road and entered a quiet residential area. Unlike many other shops, medical clinics were located alongside private homes, so they tended to be found in residential rather than commercial districts. We saw people here and there carrying immobile others, just like we were. At this point it was better to assume that Lethargia was a full-on outbreak. I didn’t have the slightest clue as to what the cause could be, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was saving Marie.


  “There it is,” Dad called, returning me to my senses.


  Lamps were lit. A throng of people gathered in front of the medical clinic straight ahead. There were a few dozen people forming a line. 


  “Quickly! Please, please look at my son! He’s not moving!”


  “I’m begging you, save my daughter! I’ll do anything!”


  “Mom’s not moving! Not at all! No, Mom!”


  Every single one of them had an unmoving individual slumped vacantly in their arms. With their eyes half-open, staring blankly into the ground, those bodies were as still and unresponsive as corpses. Their flesh was pale and cold, and they didn’t so much as twitch. You’d believe it if someone told you they were dead.


  Marie was no different. Despite being battered by the rain, she showed no signs of response. She was breathing, but the breaths were so shallow and slight that you had to lean in to notice them. 


  Dad examined the scene. “Looks like there’s a line. We’ll have to wait with everyone else.”


  “B-but Marie!”


  There was no point in us having hurried all this way if we had to wait in this long line. We came in such a rush to try to prevent something bad from happening by any means necessary. We needed treatment as soon as possible. How could I possibly just stand in wait after everything we went through to get here?


  A storm of irritation and anger crackled inside me, when Dad softly touched my shoulder.


  “Everyone’s going through the same thing,” he said.


  Everyone in line here was also trying to save their family members—those people so near and dear to their hearts. They all had the same fears, and they all waited in line like everyone else.


  Yes, I understood all of that, but I only cared about Marie. I couldn’t help being frustrated. Gnashing my teeth, I held back the anger. I only managed to do so for one reason: I noticed Dad’s hand quivered.


  “I’m going to put away the horses. Shion, you wait here in line with Marie.”


  “Okay.”


  Dad pulled Marie down from the horse and left her with me. Then he led the two horses away toward the nearest stables.


  The whole scene felt unreal. I stared at the clinic while Marie’s body rested against my arms. All I could do was stand there and wait.


  Dad returned from the stables and we stared at the clinic together. Patients entered one after another, moving the line fairly quickly. As it advanced, we stepped inside.


  It was full to the brim with people. There was almost no place to stand. There were a few women—nurses or physician’s assistants—that bustled around the room. They gave out towels and spoke to the patients. 


  The building itself was quite large, about the same size as our house. Including the second floor, you could probably fit over a hundred people inside, and dozens of people could stay there overnight. 


  A white-clothed man ran up to us when he saw us enter. He hurried toward us, his beautiful silver hair trailing behind him. He seemed young, but from his bearing and expression, he didn’t look like a complete newcomer, either. His face was strangely composed. Was he a young doctor? Or maybe just a nurse? 


  “We’ll now examine the patient. Is it her?” He said while looking at us with a serious expression.


  “Yes,” Dad said, after a pause. “She suddenly collapsed last night. She’s been exactly like this ever since.”


  “Let’s put her in this chair… Excuse me.”


  Dad watched in concern as the doctor examined Marie. He looked at her face, measured her pulse, and stared into her eyes. After standing there for a moment, he opened his mouth.


  “Wait here for a moment, please. While I call the doctor, please dry her off with this towel. We don’t want her to get cold.”


  Dad bowed to the young man and accepted the hand towel. The man then left, weaving through the crowd until he vanished in the distance.


  We wordlessly removed Marie’s overcoat and wiped her dry. The coat was made of a thick leather, so not very much water got through. Still, we found water on her arms and legs, face, and hair, so we carefully wiped it away.


  She was so cold. That wasn’t because of the rain. Suddenly worried that she had died on the way here, I put my hand over her mouth. She was still breathing. The breaths were shallow, but still there. She was alive.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting, Lord Ornstein,” spoke an elderly man with white hair. 


  He carried a peculiar gravitas—a doctor with a certain aura. I had only met him once before, but he hadn’t changed.


  “Dr. Alphonse, it’s my daughter.”


  “I see. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 


  The doctor leaned over to check her heart, her pulse, and to tap at different parts of her body. He finished the exam in less than a minute, then he sighed.


  “It seems to be Lethargia.”


  “It really is?” Dad’s shoulders slumped despondently.


  I felt just as dejected. I stared at the doctor’s face, still holding on to a glimmer of hope.


  “The origins of the illness are completely unknown. It onsets suddenly, without warning. The afflicted become unable to move, to speak, and barely even move their eyes. They hardly breathe at all, but they can digest and excrete normally, if cared for. But besides those basic, instinctual functions, they become unable to do anything at all.”


  “Is there a method of treatment?” Dad asked.


  Without a change to his sullen expression, the doctor shook his head. 


  “Not that we know of.”


  I lost all strength in my legs. My whole body threatened to topple over. It was all I could do to stay standing.


  No method of treatment? Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no way, no how. How did Marie come to have such a horrible disease? How?


  My mouth opened in shock and disbelief: “A-are you sure? Really, really sure, th-that th-there’s no treatment?”


  “As you can see, my boy, there is nothing we can do.”


  Yes, I easily saw all of the patients gathered here. They were all the same as Marie: on their sides, completely immobile, surrounded by family members that wept for their beloved’s misfortune. 


  “N-nothing? There’s nothing you can do? That’s what you’re saying?” I staggered closer to Dr. Alphonse. “B-but there must’ve been other patients before now. Haven’t you learned anything from them? A-anything at all?!”


  Dr. Alphonse considered my words. 


  “Yes, as you say, we have had an increase in Lethargia cases over the past few months. I am researching treatments, as are other doctors, but there hasn’t been much progress. Past research into other illnesses isn’t useful whatsoever. There are no other symptoms besides the lack of consciousness, low body temperature, and unresponsiveness. I’m sorry, my boy.” 


  The doctor lowered his head. I didn’t want his apologies. I wanted him to save Marie, to save our family. I didn’t need his apologies!


  I gripped on to the doctor’s shirt and pulled with all my strength. 


  “D-don’t doctors save people from illness? Isn’t that your job?!”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “Then, save her! Save her already! My sister—”


  “I’m sorry. It is my own failure.”


  I knew that it wasn’t anyone’s fault. Dr. Alphonse had already done everything he could for us. He was examining patients right now, in the dead of night, and there were so many of them. For the past few months, he’d probably been researching, doing everything he could to better understand and cure Lethargia. But I just couldn’t stop myself.


  “Why?!” I cried, continuing to tug on the doctor’s shirt. “Why?!” 


  Dr. Alphonse only looked at me with sadness in his eyes.


  “Shion,” Dad said. “Stop.”


  “But Marie! Marie did nothing wrong! She was always so bright and hardworking, never complained, and tried her best at everything. She never hurt anyone. She’s a good person. A kind person! She doesn’t deserve this. So why? Why did she…why…?”


  There were so many other people in this world who deserved to suffer. So why did a good person like Marie end up suffering instead? 


  Images of Marie flashed through my mind. I saw her laughing, playing, and pouting. I saw her angry, joyous, and mischievous. I saw her when she was sad, sleepy, exhausted, bummed out, and being serious. We’d stuck throughout this life together every day. I had taken her for granted. Now she… 


  My mind went blank. I could only groan: “Why…Marie…? What did she do to deserve this?!”


  I broke into tears and fell into Dr. Alphonse’s arms. He gently rubbed my back and didn’t speak. From behind, Dad pulled me away. I didn’t resist, and Dad buried my head in his chest.


  “I’m sorry, doctor,” he said.


  “It’s all right. It’s understandable. As a doctor, I wish I could do better. I’ve never begrudged my own powerlessness so much before.”


  I turned to see Dr. Alphonse gripping his fists. How many other families like ours had he spoken to so far, and all he could say was that there was nothing he could do? I started to understand just how painful that was for him.


  Dad must’ve been feeling the same as me. 


  What the heck was I doing, acting like the main character, with everyone else here in this house? Other people were suffering, too. I wasn’t a little kid anymore. No one here was to blame for this.


  I wiped away my tears, sniffled, and faced Dr. Alphonse properly. 


  “I’m…I’m sorry,” I said.


  He looked surprised and shook his head. 


  “There’s nothing to be sorry about. Your reaction is only fair. But now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to examine other patients. Besides Lethargia, there are some patients here who have been injured by strange monsters. Cole, will you please handle the rest?”


  “Yes, no problem,” said the young man from before. 


  And with that, the doctor gave us a short bow and departed.


  “There is very little we know at present about Lethargia. While we cannot treat your daughter, we can manage it. The patients are bedridden and unable to move themselves, so we ask that you move them around once every two hours, so that they do not develop bedsores…”


  We listened carefully to Cole’s instructions. Since there was no cure, the only thing we could do was care for Marie during the illness. It was similar to how you would manage other bedridden illnesses. 


  Within me, my instincts that wouldn’t accept this reality were at battle with my logic that demanded I do so. All the while, I clung to every word Cole spoke. Dad seemed to be listening just as intently.


  I couldn’t keep up with the speed at which my reality was changing. I had to find some manner of balance, or I’d never save Marie. There was no cure, but I could still help her live—even if she wasn’t the same Marie I had known.


  I watched my sister closely. Tears welled up in my eyes. I gripped her hand. It was ice cold, colder than human skin should be. I covered both of her hands in mine to warm her. Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought I saw her expression soften.


  We carried Marie out of the doctor’s office and spent the night in an inn. Dad stayed up to look after Marie. I didn’t sleep a wink.


  Morning came. When the sun rose, Mom and accompanying villagers set out and joined us in Istria. Rose was among them. When we told her about Marie, she broke down into tears. There was no trace of the calm, composed girl I knew so well.


  The news reached Graste, who hurried to the inn. Everyone who heard what happened showed their sadness and empathy. While Dad consoled Mom and her unceasing tears, I continued to hold fiercely on to Marie’s cold hand.




  Chapter 3:
I’ll Find a Cure


   


  WE WERE VISITING GRASTE’S SHOP. THE FURNACE’S smoky smell wafted over from the forge. I supposed Graste worked yesterday. The smell tickled my nose, welling memories of better days within me, if only for a second. Marie had been here too, so many times.


  “Graste, are you sure about this?”


  “Don’t even mention it. I found a good location for my new store, so I’ll be moving there.”


  “Right, you did mention that. That was fast.”


  “I tend to drag my feet finishing off anything if I don’t act quick. Meanwhile, I’ll use this shop as a warehouse. You can use it however you like.”


  After the first night, we made the decision to stay in Istria for a while—that is, Mom and I. Dad, as our village’s lord, couldn’t stay away for too long, and in fact was planning to return today. We considered bringing Marie back home, but decided it was better to stay close to the doctor in case there were any sort of developments with Lethargia. That led us to stay in Istria, and thus Graste offered up his shop for us to stay.


  While the first floor was the shop area, it had a small living room and kitchen in the back. Beyond that was the forge and a small room that used to be Graste’s, but was open now. The second floor had guest rooms. The house’s other areas were prettier than expected. It was my first time visiting the second floor, so it was a fun feeling.


  “I just cleaned it all up. Stay here as long as you like.”


  “Thanks so much, Graste.”


  “We really appreciate it.”


  Dad, Mom, and I all bowed. 


  Graste looked flustered and shook his head. 


  “C’mon, don’t do that. You’ve helped me out so much over the years. This is the least I can do, innit? Gawain, you and your whole family are important to me. So if there’s anything I can do, anything at all…” Graste took a glance at Marie and gulped. “She’s the best girl in the world. I dunno how… Why…”


  How? Why? How was it Marie? Why was it Marie? I asked myself the same question countless times. But the question was pointless. Looking at the situation from the outside, it would’ve been easy to say that it was all a big coincidence, bad luck, or the whims of fate. It was a lot harder to accept that when you’re in the middle of it. When someone you love is suffering so much, how could you possibly say “it’s just bad luck” and accept that? Could you?


  I felt anger, agony, and misery at the outrageousness of it all. It was a pain I now knew all too well. Reality was an inescapable cruelty that stabbed at me now, from which I couldn’t escape.


  “Sorry,” Graste shook his head. “Must be so much harder for you.”


  “No…” Dad couldn’t say any more than that. 


  I’d never seen my father like this before. I saw how he was blaming himself. The pain was spread across his face. Mom was holding back her own tears. There was no trace of her usual gentle expression. And what about me? I couldn’t even guess what my face looked like.


  “Just use the space however you like,” Graste said. “I’ll be busy moving over to the new shop, so I’ll stop by during the daytime.”


  “Of course. Thanks.”


  “Thank me when she’s better, eh?”


  “If you say so. Thank you, nonetheless.”


  “Hey now, what’d I say ’bout thanking me?” Graste tried to smile, then left the room.


  Dad silently laid Marie down onto one of the beds, while Mom started to unpack the bag she had brought into the closet. Mom had brought about a week’s worth of clothes and necessities for me and Marie along with her, so she was prepared for this.


  The other villagers helped bring up some other pieces of luggage. In the middle of everyone’s bustling around, I remained still and spaced out. I was amazed. Everyone else was able to accept the reality and get on with what they were supposed to. Meanwhile, my own feet felt like they were glued to the ground. I couldn’t do anything.


  Someone noticed my dejected, abandoned presence.


  “Shion…” 


  I looked over to see Rose standing next to me.


  I remembered yesterday, when the three of us had been together. Marie was normal. She was healthy. Just yesterday…


  I didn’t have the strength to respond. I just stared at Marie.


  At the crack of dawn, Marie’s eyes fluttered open. I thought maybe she would say something, or become responsive, but she just stared up vaguely at the ceiling. She neither spoke nor moved.


  Rose looked like she wanted to speak, but she couldn’t. I understood how she felt. She wanted to comfort me, but the words wouldn’t come, and so she closed her mouth. I had no response to her kindness. I was just empty.


  At some point, I unconsciously moved and sat down next to Marie to hold her hand again. I just wanted those hands to become even the slightest bit warm.


   


  ***


   


  How much time passed? Maybe it was a few days. I spent every one with Marie. I slept in her room, and as soon as I woke up, went to her side. Mom or Dad did the bulk of the care, but I did everything I could, given my limitations as a kid. Really, that was all I could do. 


  I ceased all my magical training and chores. All I did was care for my sister.


  A full week hadn’t even passed yet. I had no concept of time. My five senses were dulled. Each surreal day simply passed, one after another.


  Mom and Dad started to worry about me. They told me to rest, to go outside, even for a bit, or to go back to the village. They asked me if I was going to practice magic. I shook my head at them, every time.


  I just stayed by Marie’s side.


  “Shion.”


  Someone called my name. It was easy for me to lose track of what was happening. When I looked over, I saw Dad standing there. There was no one else around. Now that I thought of it, Mom was down on the first floor.


  I glanced briefly at Dad, then returned my gaze to Marie. “What?”


  “There’s someone who wants to see you. We’re meeting them, so get ready to go.”


  “Someone to meet? The doctor? Is there a cure?”


  “…No.”


  “Then I’m not going. I’m staying with Marie.”


  I didn’t care about anything else. If it wasn’t someone who could cure Marie, then there was no point in seeing them.


  I continued to stare at Marie’s face. Looking at her featureless, doll-like expression, I felt an intolerable emotion rise inside of me. But all I could do was keep staring at her and holding her hand.


  “Do you remember when we ran into that invisible monster four nights ago?”


  “Four nights ago? Oh, so it’s been four days, huh?”


  “…That night, there were a few dozen reports of people being attacked by invisible monsters. There were several reports of deaths. These happened as far as the capital of our kingdom, Sanostria. I suspect that it was the same creature that attacked us.”


  I didn’t respond, so Dad continued talking.


  “In the past three days, there haven’t been any new reports of attacks, but that doesn’t mean the same thing won’t happen again. That night, somehow, we managed to defeat that monster. So that means we…no, you, Shion, have some way to handle it.”


  “So, what?”


  “Listen, Shion. If we do nothing, more people are liable to die because of the same monster. You’re the only person in the kingdom with magic, a tool that can actually defeat it. Swords didn’t work on it; only your magic did.”


  I remembered how Dad’s dagger passed straight through the wraith. Physical weapons had no effect on it. Mana was the only effective means, and I was the only person who could use it offensively. I might have been the only person in the world capable of defeating the wraith.


  But so what? I thought to myself.


  “I’m staying here with Marie,” I told Dad. “I’m not leaving her side. I won’t let her be alone.”


  Because that was the only way I ever lived. Ever since I arrived in this world, a day without Marie was unthinkable. This whole life would be worthless to me without her. She was an inseparable part of my existence here—something completely foundational. There was no point in anything without her.


  “Are you saying that you don’t care if other people die?” Dad asked. 


  I heard the emotion creep into his voice. Was it anger? Whatever it was, I didn’t take it to heart. 


  “This might be something only you can do, Shion. If you help, we might be able to save lives.”


  “…I don’t care.”


  “Are you saying you don’t care if that monster attacked this town, and killed everyone there? What about our village?”


  “I don’t need to save them! I don’t need to do anything! None of that has anything to do with me! Why do I have to do something like that? I’m staying here with Marie! That’s the only thing I’m doing! Dad, do you even care about her?!”


  “Of course I care about her!” Dad roared. He had snapped. I’d never heard him like this before.


  I looked up at Dad’s face. All I saw was bitter sadness and unendurable pain.


  “She’s my daughter, damn it! I care for her! I love her! I’d be more than happy to switch places with you! Just stay by her side and throw everything else away, all for her—how I’d love to do that! I’d sell my life to monsters if it would save any one of you in this family! But…that’s not an option, not in reality. So…we have to do what we can. All we can do is struggle, fight, resist in any way that we can. If you help, we might be able to save so many lives. You have the power to do that.”


  Dad grasped my shoulders and I looked into his eyes. His intensity and desperation made me speechless. I had trouble reading his expression, but I saw that most of all, he felt conflicted. His hands quivered on my shoulders. My father, who was always so strong and dependable, now seemed weak and frail.


  “Shion, please save lives.”


  In the back of my mind, I saw memories of the past. Days passed happily with Marie at my side. There was one day in particular…


  “Hey, Shion,” she said.


  “What is it?” 


  “You know how you can use magic for all sorts of things. What are you going to do when you can use it even more?”


  “What am I… Well, I’ll use it even more, right?”


  “No, I’m talking about even more. Like, really a lot. Is that enough for you? To just keep doing magic?”


  “Well…” 


  “You were the only reason we could come up with the Electerns and all. And without magic, we would’ve been killed by the goblin. Magic really saved us. And of course, we needed you to be able to discover magic in the first place. Oh, I’m not trying to praise you or anything. I know that you wanted to use it, so you should just keep doing that. But…I dunno. I just wonder what else magic could be used for, since it’s so amazing.”


  “What else could it be used for?”


  “Well, like with helping other people.”


  “What are you laughing at me for?”


  “I’m sorry. You’re right, there should be other uses. And I think we are using it to help people, even now.”


  “Magic is very useful, but also dangerous. I think you should figure out the best way to use it. That’ll let you help the biggest number of people, right?”


  “You sound just like Dad, you know.”


  “Maybe. Of course, you can do whatever you want. But as your sister, I just feel like it’d be a waste not to aim higher.”


  “But we can’t just spread magic around.”


  “Yeah, that’s true. We don’t know what others will say or how they will treat you when they learn about this special power. It’s not very simple, of course, but we’ll figure something out! And…”


  I remembered her next words, words that sounded somehow impossibly sad, even as she said them to me with a cheerful smile. 


  “I think you can save so many people’s lives, Shion. So, when that time comes, please, save them.”


  “Oh, Marie.” The words came to my lips. Dad raised his head to look at me.


  “Marie told me once that I should use my magic to save people,” I said.


  Dad paused. “Did she now?”


  “Yeah. Marie was always putting other people before herself. She prioritized me, without complaint, and worked so hard. She was the kind of person that would tell me to help others.”


  “I believe you,” Dad said. “Marie is such a sweet girl.”


  “Yeah. And I think you’re right. Marie would tell me the same thing now. ‘Don’t just sit there being all grumpy! You’re the type of person who can go out and help other people! So go do it!’ Or something like that.”


  “She’d probably take you by the hand and drag you into doing it.”


  “Yeah, exactly. That’s the type of person she is.”


  I stroked Marie’s cheek. She couldn’t speak now, but I knew very well what she would tell me. I knew who she was.


  My empty heart felt a little replenished with hope. How could it be? Somehow, my drowsiness was gone, and I felt reawakened.


  “If there’s something I can do, I’ll help,” I said to my father.


  “Good. Thank you, Shion.” It looked like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders, but then he quickly grimaced. “I’m sorry, Shion. I should know how you feel.”


  “It’s okay, Dad. I know you waited until you thought I was ready. I was the one acting selfishly.”


  It had been four days. To me, they had passed by in an empty blur. But in reality, someone needed to act. With the possibility of the wraith appearing at any moment, four days was already a substantial amount of time for Dad to have waited.


  I hadn’t heard any details, of course, so I didn’t know exactly what was happening. I tried to stand up. As I looked down at Marie once more, our eyes met for a split second! I rubbed my eyes and looked back at her. But she was staring vacantly at the ceiling, as usual.


  “What is it, Shion?”


  “Mm, er, it was…” I couldn’t quite say “nothing.” Something was off. 


  The moment my mind calmed, an abnormality struck me. I didn’t know what it meant, but there was an indisputable, unshakeable change. How did I not realize this before?


  “There’s no mana.”


  “Shion, what’s wrong?”


  Unable to discern what was happening, I vocalized my thoughts. “Marie doesn’t have any mana. Normally, I can see it shining around her, but now it’s gone.”


  “Is it because she’s asleep?”


  “No, mana doesn’t disappear even when sleeping. It’s always there around her. People with mana always have it.”


  “Did it disappear during these past few days?”


  “No. I think it disappeared right when she got sick four days ago. I don’t think she had mana when we were bringing her here.”


  I’d been unable to think straight with the craziness of the past few days. Now that I was calm again, I remembered that night’s events well. Without question, on the night of the storm, Marie lost her mana as soon as she fell ill.


  “Do you think that has something to do with Lethargia?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe, or maybe not. It is possible that it’s related to not just that but also that red curtain of light, and…the wraith.” 


  Dad and I made eye contact. Neither of us knew what the other was thinking. I didn’t know what I was thinking yet, but the smallest doubts in my mind began rippling outward.


  Was it all a coincidence? It seemed like too many things at once. 


  Without question, Marie had lost her mana. I didn’t know what that signified, or if it was even relevant, but now my mind was skeptical, probing, and ready. Finally, I began to see the bigger picture. 


  At that exact moment, the door slid open. Mom had finished her chores downstairs. 


  “Mom, please take care of Marie!”


  “Shion? Yes, of course.”


  “Dad! Let’s go!”


  “Hey—Shion—wait a second!”


  Dad followed me downstairs and out of the store. I sprinted to the street and looked around at the surroundings. I passed my eye over the passersby, looking for anyone with mana, man or woman, young or old, anyone at all.


  “Just as I thought!”


  Without a moment to lose, I made my way to Dr. Alphonse’s clinic. I hurried inside and looked around.


  “What brings you in today—ah, hey! Wait!”


  I passed by the protesting nurse and entered the interior of the clinic. Due to a lack of beds, patients were sitting in chairs and sleeping on benches. All were afflicted with Lethargia. I gazed at each person, one by one.


  “Excuse me, young man, but you’re disturbing the patients!”


  “Sorry, Miss. Shion, you get out of here!”


  Dad pulled me out of the clinic and back into the street. My mind raced the whole time. It was exactly as I thought.


  “Shion, what on earth are you doing? Did you figure something out?”


  “I did,” I said. “A few things. First off, Lethargia patients don’t have mana. At least, all the ones inside Dr. Alphonse’s clinic don’t.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I didn’t find anyone in the streets with mana, either. I usually see several of them just walking around normally before, but I didn’t see a single person today.”


  It wasn’t enough to draw a conclusion, but I was pretty close to confident that Lethargia patients didn’t have mana. And based on Marie’s state, I could assume the following: When affected by Lethargia, the patient loses their mana. While I couldn’t know for sure, it was highly probable that some of the other patients in the clinic had mana before their illness also.


  For the most part, only young people possessed mana. It appeared that all Lethargia patients were comparatively young as well. There was no one above middle age; the vast majority looked in their twenties at most. This was all based on the limited evidence I had so far. I’d need to conduct a wider survey.


  “I believe that Lethargia only affects people who possess mana,” I said to Dad. “The age group afflicted with Lethargia overlaps directly with the age group that usually has it. I saw for myself that Marie’s lost hers. So, I’m starting to think that the sickness does have something to do with it.”


  “That does sound possible…”


  It all could’ve been a big coincidence, but if it was related, then maybe I could do something about it. The origin and cure for Lethargia remained undiscovered. 


  In that case, I’ll find a cure.


  If it didn’t exist, then I’d have to invent it. It was the same as with magic. I had succeeded with that—why couldn’t I succeed with this, too?


  I’ll save Marie, I thought. With my own abilities, I’ll cure her.


  I couldn’t see the path forward yet, but the fog was lifting.


  “So Lethargia’s outbreak and the appearance of new monsters are all related to magic. And all around us at the start. This is…” Dad trailed off as he furrowed his brows. He appeared deep in thought.


  “Dad?”


  “Shion. Remember I told you that there was someone who wanted to talk to you. I want us to go meet with that person now. Is that okay?”


  “Uh, sure.”


  Dad advanced forward cloaked in a heavy shroud. 


  What is this gloom about him? I thought as I followed. His steps were anything but light. Yet at the same time, something seemed to be pushing him forward. Something was telling him—don’t give up. Advance!


  I could feel my heart replenishing with more hope, and I had the strength to move.


   


  ***


   


  The parlor was elegant. Everything in view was obviously expensive, and I was nervous that I might stain the sofa just by sitting on it. Dad sat next to me wearing an austere expression. I could tell he was nervous, too. 


  In front of us stood a coffee table, and beyond that, a sofa identical to the one we sat on. The far wall was decorated with various paintings and statues, but they didn’t attract my attention. I didn’t even know where we were. All I knew was that the person we were visiting was incredibly wealthy.


  After some time waiting in silence, the door opened.


  A man of robust build entered the room. He was far taller than Dad, likely well over six feet. He was bearded and had short hair. His face was stern, and it had a frightening expression paired with glinting eyes that would scare off most people. We only met eyes for a split second, and I shrank from his gaze. In other words, my first impression was that he was a scary person. 


  He swiftly made his way to the sofa across from us and sat in it. He stared toward us so fiercely you could almost hear his gaze crackle across the room.


  Who was this guy? As we sat there, his gaze continued to shoot unvoiced questions and unpleasantries in our direction. 


  “Duke Vulfe,” Dad said. “I apologize for the sudden intrusion. This is my son, Shion.”


  Was a duke high up in the noble rankings? I bowed in his direction. I didn’t know what was going on, so it was better to stay quiet for now. My manners seemed satisfactory, as the duke remained composed but silent.


  “Now, on to business,” Dad said. “Along with my earlier report, I have confirmed the present situation and arrived with a potential solution. If you recall, I recommended the Electern, which would allow wielders to see the invisible monster in question…”


  Duke Vulfe simply sat and watched Dad in silence.


  Electern? Ah, it all came back. That night, the wraith had retreated when the light of the Electern fell on it. Is that why Dad was talking about it?


  I suspected that only people with mana saw the wraith. But when it got into the range of the Electern, Dad saw it too. 


  Another piece of information came back to me. Dr. Alphonse mentioned that some people were injured by “strange monsters.” Perhaps that referred to the wraith as well. 


  I deduced from Dad’s report that during the last few days when I had been held up, he explained what happened with the wraith to other lords. Was Dad’s boss this Duke Vulfe? I was clueless to how the nobility worked in this world, and I had never really cared. In fact, I didn’t even know what noble rank Dad was at. I knew he was among the lower rungs, so maybe a viscount? I never heard about any gatherings that my parents attended, either. And out of my own lack of interest, I’d never bothered to ask.


  This whole time, Duke Vulfe didn’t move a twitch. Was he angry? When I glanced over at Dad, I didn’t sense any nervousness. Then, a few seconds later, a sudden change occurred. 


  Duke Vulfe’s stern expression began to tremble and shake. Was it a spasm? Was he having an emergency?!


  Faced with this incomprehensible reaction, I was about to speak up, but he interrupted me.


  “Waaagh, I can’t stand this anymore!” Vulfe wailed. “What’s happening? What in the world is happening to my precious Istria?! We’ve got more homeless than ever, Lethargia is striking left and right, and now there’s unknown monsters on top of it all! What the hell?! What the hell is happening? I can’t stand it anymore! No, no, no! I’m going to quit my post as Lord of Istria! You can have the job, Gawain!” 


  All the while he stamped his feet just like a toddler throwing a tantrum. The proper, composed adult had given way to an actual baby.


  I fell completely silent at the spectacle before me.


  What on God’s green earth is going on?


  Like a rusty doll, my neck creaked and cricked until I faced Dad to my side. Dad gave me a dry smile.


  Ah, I realized, so he’s always like this?


  It turned out that Duke Vulfe was a “broken adult.” Now we just had to wait for him to calm down. I fixed my posture and faced forward again, averting my gaze from the lord.


  “Lord Vulfe, please calm yourself,” Dad said. 


  “How could I possibly be calm?! Nooo, no, no! It’s not fair! Being a duke is supposed to be easy! Aren’t you just supposed to be able to shuffle off work onto your subordinates?!”


  “You know you can’t always do that, especially in an emergency. Give up the thought.”


  Vulfe collapsed on to the couch, still crying. He finally calmed down as he stretched out his back. A good look at his face revealed a child’s expression.


  I don’t think this man should be in charge, I thought. This town definitely wouldn’t make it with him in charge! 


  Despite my worries, Dad continued to talk. 


  “What is the current situation, then?” he asked.


  “We’ve gathered Electerns and distributed them to soldiers and the city watch,” Duke Vulfe said. “We’ve also installed them on the city walls. The merchant guild tried to monopolize them, but we managed to get our hands on enough. Not that it was very easy!”


  “Very impressive, Lord Vulfe. You are just as skilled as ever.”
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  “You don’t get anything from praising me, you know!” But he looked pleased as he said it. What a simple man. Seriously, it boggled the mind to think about how a man like this managed to become the Duke of Istria. I would’ve expected him to be surrounded by villains.


  “And what about the reports we’ve received?” Dad prompted.


  “In terms of monsters in general, there are about fifteen fresh reports, you know,” Vulfe groaned. “A number of victims, too. Based on your testimony, we’ve gotten Electerns into the hands of our soldiers, but no one has actually spotted the monster in question. And none of the newest reports are about an invisible monster, either. That particular creature hasn’t been seen in four days.”


  I realized a few things while listening to their conversation. First, Dad had told Duke Vulfe about the wraith. He told Vulfe that it was a monster that people couldn’t see without the Electern. It was a sensible move as the matter concerned public safety, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he mentioned my magic at all.


  “So in other words, we’re still not sure if the Electern works.”


  “Mmm, just so. No changes, essentially. We still don’t know anything about that darn indolent blight. For heaven’s sake! Not even a clue of a cure. We’ve sent word to the capital of Sanostria, but none of the riders are back yet. Maybe these misfortunes have even afflicted the capital! Argh, oh, I just don’t know! Why can’t we just have peace and quiet? I hate all this!”


  “Whining about it won’t do anything,” Dad said. “We’re not out of options yet. We just have to keep monitoring the situation and devise some countermeasures, even if we’re unsure of its effectiveness.”


  “But Gawain,” said Vulfe, “there are no countermeasures. We’re finished, can’t you see that? Our quiet, peaceful life… It’s over! I’m over!” He collapsed into a fresh bout of sobs.


  “Lord Vulfe, it’s far too soon to give up. I have information for you about both the monster and Lethargia.”


  “What did you say?” Vulfe started. “T-truly?! Tell me, tell me already!”


  “My son Shion has the answers that you seek.”


  Vulfe’s face lit up and he suddenly looked serious. 


  “Right, I see. So, this is your son, eh, Gawain…?” 


  Sheesh, does this guy have two faces! 


  I also learned that nobles only referred to each other by “Lord” to a higher-ranking noble.


  “The reason we survived our wraith encounter is because Shion has the power to defeat them.”


  I felt my stomach turn over. Dad was undoubtedly talking about magic. For a long moment, I watched Duke Vulfe hesitate. His eyes rested on me, and then he nodded slightly, as if to say that he believed my father. 


  Dad made me swear not to tell anyone else about magic, and to keep it just between our family and Rose. So why was he bringing it up to Duke Vulfe? Dad never spoke of it to anyone, even those he was closest with like Graste. I guess he felt it was necessary to tell Vulfe.


  “Ah, what you said about…‘magic,’ right? This so-called mysterious and useful power. Shion, I’ve never heard of such a thing before, but Gawain here says you can make it.”


  “Yes, I see.” 


  I cast a questioning glance at Dad. Why did he tell this man our secret? But Dad stayed steady, watching Vulfe. 


  Fine, I thought. That’s not my concern, anyhow. 


  My concern was how to save Marie. And after that, how to deal with the wraiths. I needed to stay focused on that. 


  “It is my understanding that this power can do more than just defeat these unseen monsters, that it can also be used in other various ways,” Vulfe said, starting to smile. “Basically, we need to gather magic users together and we’ll be able to defeat the invisible foe!”


  “Er, I don’t think it’s that simple…” But the moment I said those words, Duke Vulfe looked on the verge of tears.


  “But why?!” he wailed.


  “It takes a long time to learn how to use magic, and right now, most of those in Istria who have mana, the source of magic, are afflicted by Lethargia. The only users who are healthy at the moment are me and my friend Rose.”


  “No!” Vulfe yelped. “Are you saying Lethargia is connected with magic?!”


  “It’s a strong possibility,” I responded. “Lethargia seems to lessen, or erase entirely, one’s mana. I learned this by observing the sick homeless with Lethargia.”


  “Nngh, mmm! Ack! So the homeless also contracted it? I try so hard to stay away from that contemptible lot that I didn’t even notice. I’ll have to start a survey to round up patients and review the symptoms. Some of them may be dead…”


  Most of the homeless people in the city probably didn’t have any family members and had probably been barely scraping by with their lives before they caught Lethargia. It was highly possible that Lethargia was spreading faster through them—although this was purely conjecture. Regardless, I was a bit shocked by the duke’s crude view of them. 


  “This unknown fiend of the night. Lethargia. Both of these threats are connected to the power of magic. Hmm. And you, Shion—it’ll be difficult for you to teach magic to others, you say?”


  “Yes. It would take considerable time to teach others magic to the level where they could defeat monsters. You have to come in close contact with the wraith in order to defeat it with magic, so attempts to fight it would be extremely dangerous.”


  From my experience, you had to directly touch the monster with mana—in essence, “purge” the ghost. It was far simpler than Bolt or Flare, and it actually worked.


  “So, we can’t just send in women and children against the wraith, either.”


  “Right. On top of that, most of the people I’ve seen with mana happen to be children. I don’t think anyone over thirty can have it. So, very few people possess mana to begin with.”


  “Ngh, what am I to do about this?!” The duke let out a sigh. “An unseeable monster… You called it a wraith, right? I suppose we have the Electerns for now. That should stave them off. Not that I feel much comfort.” He shook his head. “And as for Lethargia, the doctors are hardly making any progress at all. So we may as well attack the problem from any angle we can come up with, including this mana thing you speak of, Shion. Right? Ngh, Shion! Tell me! Do you have some sort of idea about how to use it to cure Lethargia?!”


  “I do,” I responded, and Duke Vulfe burst into a glowing smile. I grimaced in response. Honestly, I didn’t want to have to share this at all. But sometimes sacrifices are necessary for the greater good.


  “Tell me, boy! What’s the idea?”


  “Live body experimentation.”


  “Ah, yes, of course, live bo—live body experimentation?! What in the world is that?”


  “When you use too much mana, you run out and become incredibly sluggish, exhausted, and unable to move,” I explained. “It’s a similar condition to Lethargia. I’ve also observed that all of the patients have either lost their mana, or had it critically reduced, and that at least some of those patients possessed mana before they fell ill. I’m unsure if this is causation or mere correlation, but I know for certain some cases exist. In other words, I want to investigate whether the exhaustion of mana is a consequence of the disease, or the disease itself is caused by the exhaustion of mana. There is a possibility that if I supply mana to an affected patient, they will return to normal. The main risk is that I lose too much of my own mana.”


  “Then won’t you catch Lethargia too?”


  “This is all very hypothetical,” I said. “But it’s all I have at the moment.”


  “Hmm…” The duke knitted his brows. “So, what is the live body experiment, then?”


  “I have already conducted a fair amount of research on my own mana, but very little on other people’s mana. I may know how to control my own mana, but I have no idea how to interact with or manipulate others’ mana. In other words, I do not actually know how to supply mana to Lethargia patients. People who do not have mana cannot feel it or see it, so if my mana touches someone without mana, they sense nothing at all. But those with mana can feel something—a heat. If I can make good use of that heat, it’s possible I could figure out how to supply mana to another person. However, since patients are in an unresponsive condition, I might end up giving them too much mana and hurting them, as a result. It’s possible that doing so could even kill them. To avoid that, I need to experiment first with a healthy, mana-possessing individual.”


  I knew well that normal people without mana like Mom and Dad couldn’t feel or sense mana at all. Experimenting with them would have no effect whatsoever. But another person with mana would be able to feel it. 


  I also knew well that mana could be dangerous to such individuals. I was able to “exorcise” the wraith simply by applying mana directly on to it. If I did the same thing to a human, would it harm them? 


  Regardless, I needed someone with mana to learn anything more.


  “So experimenting by supplying extra mana to another person with mana,” Duke Vulfe said. “Is it dangerous?”


  “In all likelihood.”


  “But if we cannot figure out how supplying mana to others works, we may not be able to cure Lethargia.”


  “Maybe,” I said.


  The most indispensable tool for the development of medicine: sacrifices.


  Many have had to suffer and die from an unknown disease in order to save others from it. Just how many unethical experiments on Earth were conducted to save lives? And yet those experiments supported and created modern medicine. Saving lives isn’t always a pretty matter. You couldn’t gain anything without risks and sacrifices.


  I would bear any burden—a soiled name, immoral deeds, any obligation—if it would only save Marie.


  I sensed Dad at my side trying to vocalize something. He closed his mouth, in the end. Maybe he felt the same way as I did.


  Don’t worry, Dad, I thought. I won’t put anyone innocent in danger.


  “At first, I’m thinking to use someone that possesses mana, where it won’t matter even if they die.”


  “As in?”


  “Monsters. I know supplying a large volume of mana to a monster can possibly kill them. There are many monsters nearby here in Istria. Of course, it may not be currently possible to capture a wraith.”


  “Yes, we just need any clue we can get our hands on…” Duke Vulfe squirmed. “Nngh, it’s all rather worrying, but I suppose we have no choice! But I can’t just leave this all to you, Shion. We’ll continue our own investigations. And I’ll let you know if we find out anything. I’ll have a knowledgeable doctor sent to you immediately. And, I don’t know, what else… Someone with a great familiarity of monsters?”


  “Yes, please,” I replied. “I’d have a lot of questions to ask them. A monster expert will also be of great help during the research process.” 


  “Very well, very well. I’ll find the best among the best monster researchers for you. And let me know of any funds, resources, or facilities that you need for the research, and I’ll supply you with them right away. Monsters are dangerous, so I’m happy to lend you mercenaries. Yes, as a duke, I’ve got fortune to spare for this.”


  “Thank you very much,” I said, bowing my head. “I’ll let you know.” 


  I couldn’t decide whether or not to voice the concern floating in my head. I couldn’t bring myself to do it in front of Dad.


  “I suppose that’s everything,” the duke said. “I’ll get back to my own work. Oh me, oh my. Do you suppose the royal capital has finally responded?” Duke Vulfe stood and left the room, still muttering complaints.


  Immediately after, a female servant showed us out. We left the mansion and returned to the street. His residence was located in the center of Istria, surrounded by tall fences. Since we were in the middle of a city, there wasn’t a large garden or anything, but fine greenery was planted all around. 


  A few doubts crept into my mind during my conversation with Vulfe. 


  First, why did Dad tell the duke about magic? 


  Second, why was Dad in close contact with a high-ranking lord like Vulfe in the first place? What was their relationship?


  Third, why did the duke so easily accept everything we told him?


  There were other questions I had, but this last one was the biggest of all: Why in the world did he believe a ten-year-old kid like me?


  I also noticed there wasn’t a maid or butler in the room during our conversation. It was just the three of us. It was as if our conversation needed to be kept secret.


  Had Duke Vulfe known about magic all along? No, he couldn’t have—he didn’t know we were visiting today. Which meant that Dad must’ve told him and asked him to keep it a secret. 


  And yet he didn’t even take the opportunity to be skeptical of me or ask questions. On top of that, he didn’t even confirm with Dad about what I was saying: He just listened to me, and accepted my opinions. Why? 


  If I had been in his position, and a child appeared saying that magic existed, I certainly wouldn’t have believed him without asking more questions or seeing proof myself. No matter how trusting Duke Vulfe was, his reaction simply didn’t make sense. 


  What was going on here?


  “Sorry, Shion,” Dad muttered out of the blue.


  “Huh?” I looked up at him.


  It was as if he knew exactly what I had been questioning. But Dad didn’t say anything else, and all of my doubts remained unaddressed. I didn’t ask the question, either, because I trusted my father. I knew he wouldn’t hide anything unnecessary from me—there had to be some reason for all of this. So I would wait for his explanation until he was ready to tell me, even if that time never came.


  As I tried to strengthen my inner determination, I thought I heard something from him.


  “Shion…”


  It faded away. Within his husky voice, I heard his true feelings. How could I possibly respond to that powerless, terrified voice?


  So I remained silent, pretended I heard nothing, and kept looking forward. Dad looked forward as well. It was time to get going, and to get back to Marie and to Mom. 


  I set out with the conviction that I would overcome these horrors.


   


  ***


   


  The next morning, we were on the first floor of Graste’s house. Don’t tell him I said this, but his house was much smaller than average, even for villagers, and now with the three aides sent by the authority of Duke Vulfe, it was pretty cramped with the four of us gathered together.


  Each one was here to assist me in my research, but I knew that their hearts were full of misgivings. Recognizing that I couldn’t just let the tense atmosphere and awkward expressions last, I broke the silence.


  “Er, ahem, self-introductions, please. I’m Shion Ornstein. I’m investigating the cause and cure for Lethargia at the request of Duke Vulfe. In addition, I was the one who came up with the measures to address the invisible monster that attacked five days ago.”


  No response, but their three faces said it all. One looked cold and indifferent, one looked stern, and one uninterested. I guess I understood where they were coming from, but what else could I say?


  After a brief moment, the young man in the white shirt spoke.


  “My name is Cole Alastair. I work as an assistant to Dr. Alphonse. I came here on orders from Lord Vulfe to make progress in finding a treatment for Lethargia. More accurately, I was told to help a literal child find a cure for an incurable disease that even the best doctors can’t discover. It’s not as bad as a few days ago, but our clinic is seriously understaffed, and for some reason, I’m supposed to be here playing with a little kid. To be clear, this is a waste of time, but I have no choice since it comes straight from the duke. That’s all.”


  This young man who leveled at me no shortage of hostility and outright dislike was the same person who helped us in Dr. Alphonse’s clinic a few days ago. He was probably only five years older than me. He had a clean, symmetrical face that became overly expressive with emotions. With his frustration declared, his expression returned to utter indifference.


  I winced slightly, but I didn’t let his words get to me. His feelings were understandable.


  The young woman sitting next to Cole sighed and addressed him. 


  “Cole, right? Just how impudent can you be? No matter the reason, these are important orders from the duke, and you should fulfill them dutifully. There is a purpose for all things. Even if they lack results, the process itself is important.” The girl gave a simple shrug. Her face and figure looked strangely mismatched with the chainmail armor she wore. 


  Was she being sarcastic, or just an airhead? I appreciated that she was taking my side, but it was liable to backfire. 


  She was far from elegant, but I wondered if she was the appropriate choice for the soldier in our group. She looked about fifteen years old. Her blond hair was tied up behind her head, and she’d almost seem like a teenage boy if it wasn’t for the swell in the chest and the high-pitched voice that signaled her as female.


  She stashed a slim sword on her waist. It was obvious that she rarely used it, which was worrying. I suspected Marie was a far better swordsman just from looking at her.


  Still, I wasn’t a sword fighter myself, nor skilled enough to judge anyone’s abilities. It was possible she was quite strong. She just certainly didn’t give off that impression. She wasn’t very adept at playing the part of the beautiful young girl, either.


  Cole clicked his tongue and pretended to ignore the girl’s words. I only heard it because I was staring straight at him, but his expression was in her blind spot. Since she didn’t hear him make any response, the girl assumed that Cole accepted her words. She nodded heartily at the misunderstanding, which was fortunate, because I really didn’t need any more arguing in this meeting. 


  The girl looked back at me and spoke with a confident voice. 


  “I’m Raphina Schupelle. The legitimate daughter of Alfred Schupelle, Marquis of the Zeppenlast Domain of the Kingdom of Lystia! I am a knight in the seventy-fifth junior guard.”


  Never heard of it. Never heard of her. And never heard of Zeppenlast. Where the heck was it? And who announces the name of their father in their own self-introduction? 


  Is this just how nobles are? I thought. I had never met any other nobles before, so I had no idea. 


  “I’ve heard,” said Cole, “that the seventy-fifth junior guard is just a useless clean-up task force that doesn’t do any real work. You must be a real bottom-rung knight if you’re in that troupe.”


  I saw Raphina visibly lose her cool at Cole’s comment. 


  “Wh-what did you just say?! We’re a respectable troop, I’ll have you know! Look at this blade! It was drawn from the lower levels, I tell you!”


  It came out of the sheath with a clean shink. The shiny blade glinted and glimmered in the sunlight; I could tell she was scrupulous with it. It was valuable as a work of art, but I doubted it did much in a fight. I didn’t know if she knew that or not. Regardless, she snorted at Cole and crossed her arms.


  “Don’t draw your blade while indoors, Lady Knight.”


  Despite the sardonic enunciation of “Lady Knight,” Raphina calmly stashed her sword away and returned to her seat.


  “Hmph. So you finally recognize me, eh?”


  This was going to be one heck of an investigation.


  Sighing, I turned my attention to the final person in the room. She hadn’t raised her eyes from the book she was reading ever since arriving. Bound in hard leather, its title read Practical Knowledge and Extermination Methods Regarding Monster Life Forms. Our monster expert, I presumed. 


  She looked only a little older than Marie. Maybe she was thirteen or fourteen, but she was rail-thin and short, so perhaps she was younger than that. Her unwashed hair was ruffled and so unruly, it nearly hid her eyes entirely from my sight. Immersed in her own world, she hadn’t noticed that we were all looking at her.


  “Excuse me, but could you introduce yourself, please?”


  Her whole body flinched when I spoke. 


  “Bridget Githe,” she said quietly.


  I managed to catch her words, but I wouldn’t have been able to hear her had there been any kind of noise in the background. I waited a moment, then pressed the conversation.


  “Are you also here on Duke Vulfe’s orders?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Are you knowledgeable about monsters?”


  “I know things…about monsters…”


  Well, she was the one. Cole was our medical expert, Raphina was our monster hunter, and Bridget was our monster scholar. All were here at Duke Vulfe’s orders. 


  However, while they were all older than me, I couldn’t help but feel like we were a little short on genuine expertise for solving this seemingly incurable disease. Not only were they all teenagers, but they also didn’t seem particularly exceptional in their fields. Plus, besides Raphina, the other two seemed uninterested in working with me in the first place. That was understandable given they received a summons to drop everything to join me all within the span of a day’s time. 


  Cole and Bridget were probably commoners. It made sense that the average person would struggle to accept that they had to stop doing their jobs to go help a little kid the next day. But since Duke Vulfe was the lord of Istria, no one would dare disobey his direct order. Coming from that angle, I understood what they were going through. And I was grateful to have any help at all. In conclusion, our team was assembled.


  “Thank you all for coming here today,” I began. “Let’s just get one thing straight: This will not be fun and games. There are real, solid reasons why we are working together. I can’t say for certain that we’ll succeed, but I can guarantee that progress will be made.”


  “On what? Finding an antidote for the disease that not even Dr. Alphonse can cure?” Cole snapped. 


  I could tell how much he admired and respected Dr. Alphonse. That didn’t mean I had to take those feelings into consideration.


  “At the very least, we will be able to help him. There’s been almost no progress on researching Lethargia. While it’s done nothing but spread, its cause is unknown. Even expert doctors are at a loss.”


  “Are you calling doctors stupid?! You little—”


  “No, I’m not. I’m not knowledgeable about medicine—I’m a complete amateur—but if the best doctors in Istria can’t find a cure, I think it may be beyond the help of medicine, and that’s where I come in. I don’t have their expertise or skill, so we’re going to approach this problem from a different angle.”


  “Different angle? Psht!” Cole shot. “Don’t tell me we’re resorting to black sorcery? If it’s anything like that, I’m out! I’m not wasting my time with any religious mumbo jumbo!”


  I assumed he was referring to occult sorcery. You know, things like ritual healing or praying to the gods that weren’t based on evidence of any kind.


  “It’s not that,” I said. “I wouldn’t waste our time with anything so speculative. However, there is a method that definitely exists, and that only I can use.”


  I paused for a moment. There was no use in hiding anymore since I’d come this far. Dad gave me permission to speak about it. I had to place trust in my companions. 


  I put on the Spark Gauntlets and activated Flare from my right hand. The three of them watched the blue flame appear in my hand with shocked faces. Even Bridget raised her eyes from her book and stared at the fire in awe. 


  Flare vanished, and there was a moment of quiet.


  “Wh-what was that just now? What happened?”


  “A f-fire…appeared out of nowhere?!”


  “Strange!”


  “What I just showed you is called magic. It is a technique that I invented. Magic comes from a power that resides in the body, and it can amplify and extend existing phenomena. It has the power to create flames, as you just saw, lightning, water, and wind. But more so than creating, it expands.”


  Raphina, who hadn’t regained her cool, darted her eyes every which way. Bridget blinked rapidly. Only Cole remained relatively calm.


  “This…so-called magic,” he said. “Does it have something to do with curing Lethargia?”


  “Magic works by using a substance called mana. Mana resides in the body and mind, so when you use too much of it, you become so tired that you lose the ability to move altogether. Sound familiar?”


  “Like Lethargia.”


  “Exactly. I’ve experienced similar symptoms myself countless times, so I’m sure of it. Besides myself, there are other people out there who have mana, and I’m able to see who they are. One of them was my sister; she used magic a little. Five days ago, she suddenly collapsed with Lethargia. Cole, I’m sure you remember.”


  Cole averted his eyes and nodded. Cole was still a doctor’s apprentice, so I could see the care for his patients in his expression, including Marie.


  “The mana disappeared from her body once she contracted Lethargia. Or more exactly, that was when I stopped seeing it. The symptoms are just like what happens when you exhaust your mana, as far as I can tell.”


  “So you’re saying it’s a similar condition? When you exhaust your mana or whatever, it’s just like Lethargia? Are you suggesting that they’ll heal if we get the mana back in their bodies?”


  “Exactly. Normally, mana is recovered when you rest, but I suspect that people with Lethargia can’t recover their mana. Maybe that’s the true cause behind it. So far, it’s been only people of the typical age that have mana who’ve caught the sickness.”


  At that point, Cole looked at the ground. He furrowed his eyebrows. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking. 


  Then he sighed and slumped his shoulders. 


  “So what? Can you prove that? I understand that there’s this mana thing, but the magic you just showed us seems completely unrelated to the sickness we’re dealing with here. Do you have some way to prove that mana exists, and that it’s related to Lethargia?”


  He was just ragging on the project for no reason at all. But within his eyes, I saw something quivering.


  Ah, I realized. It was his dignity. 


  Even if what I was saying was correct, he wouldn’t accept it so easily. The more serious and dedicated a person was to working on an issue, the harder it would be to convince them to relinquish control and follow another person’s orders. For Cole, that was medicine; for me, it was magic.


  I didn’t gain this power for anyone’s approval. I just worked toward it because I liked it, and it was fun. But now I had to use that power to my best ability to help Marie. That was all that mattered. I didn’t care how we did it, so long as we saved her.


  “I do have a way,” I said. “I plan to show you later. Then, you can decide whether you believe me or not.”


  “All right. I won’t give up so easily. Dr. Alphonse also wanted me to be here.” 


  So he was here on Dr. Alphonse’s orders more so than those of the duke. Yet he still complained this much? I managed to hold myself back with a grimace.


  Raphina remained silent during our back and forth. It was possible that she didn’t understand what was happening. 


  Yep, I thought, that’s quite likely. 


  She realized I was staring at her with a start, crossed her arms, and turned away from me. It was a very serious pose.


  But you’re more than a little late, Raphina.


  After a pause, Bridget tentatively raised her hand.


  “Oh, uh, do you have a question?”


  Bridget nodded and opened her mouth, her lips quivering. “I…thought I was summoned…about the invisible monster? I don’t have anything to do…with Lethargia.”


  “It’s not directly related, but it’s still an important matter. I told you about how some people have the power called mana, right? All monsters have this substance as well, although it seems like they can’t use magic. But there could be some monsters out there that do.”


  Bridget shook her head. Her wild hair swayed with each movement.


  “No…there’s no monster…that can do…such things.”


  “Really? Well, I thought so, but it’s good to know for certain. There’s another reason why I need information about monsters. To find a cure for Lethargia, I need to try giving mana to something. But mana is dangerous and could kill the target it flows into. I’ve used it a few times on monsters, and it reacts with them by purifying and vaporizing them. 


  “Right now, I believe that I might be able to cure Lethargia patients by pouring mana into them, but I don’t know how to do that. So I need to test it out on something else that has mana. When I supply mana, what happens? What changes? When I do that research, I will need a monster expert around to help. Plus, we’re also going to need to do additional investigations on this new night monster, the wraith.”


  “D-did you see the wraith?”


  “Oh, yeah. I saw it.”


  She immediately leaned forward as if to crawl across the coffee table, reaching her hands out toward me.


  Holy crap! It was straight out of a horror movie! Fear slashed across my mind as her writhing black hair closed in on me.


  “Y-you really saw it? What did it look like? When, where did you see it?!”


  “P-please calm down!” I exclaimed. “I-I ran into it just the other night! I managed to fight it off then, but now I’m thinking of other methods to defeat it. We know that Electerns are effective at repelling it, so we’ve already reported that to the duke. But that’s why I need you—someone knowledgeable about monsters!”


  “I-is that so…” Bridget smiled. “A new monster! A new discovery! What a joy!” In spite of her smile, the sight was still terrifying. Just how much did she like monsters?


  I decided to be more careful when bringing up monsters around her.


  “And for fighting and capturing a monster, we brought you into the group, Raphina…I think.”


  “Oh, I see!” she shouted. “A monster foe! Perfect! Bring it on! I have the personal experience of slaying countless orcs! I’m ready for this, Sir Shion!”


  She acted cocky, but I saw the anxiety on her face. Would this really be okay?


  “Th-that so? And please don’t call me ‘sir.’ Just Shion.”


  “Okay,” Raphina said. “Yes, I shouldn’t pay too much respect to those without rank or title. Very well! Then you may simply call me Raphina during the special occasion of this mission!”


  “O-okay, I will. Ah-ha…”


  One of the three looked away with an unpleasant frown, one of them shined a beaming grin, and one of them muttered to themselves about monsters.


  I was a tad skeptical—no, exceptionally skeptical—about the group. It was better than doing it alone, at least. I decided to place my trust in them and communicated this faith by giving them a dry smile.


   


  ***


   


  Ever since our new mission had started, my life had undergone a total change.


  But first, that next morning. Raphina, Bridget, and I set out to the nearby woodlands, plains, and mountains with the purpose of finding monsters to experiment on. Pale light cut through the green leaves. We advanced through the dim, cramped forest.


  Armed with my magic and the Spark Gauntlets, I knew I could stand up for myself. Bridget, at the least, seemed capable of defending herself, as she carried a broadsword on her back. We needed her along with us to be able to identify the response the monster would have to my mana. That, but also because who knew what other strange occurrences there could be, beyond that of the wraiths at night. Bridget was quite the enthusiastic participant ever since she learned about the wraiths. She was welcome to be here so long as she could defend herself. 


  She certainly seemed all right. She had spent a fair amount of time doing field work with monsters, so she had a knack for fighting them.


  Raphina seemed to be the bigger problem.


  “Ha ha ha! A-armor is heavy!” She trailed behind us, gasping for air. 


  Shouldn’t she be the one in the lead? When we set out, she declared something along the lines of, “I’ll take the vanguard! Bring on the monsters!”


  We’d been walking for an hour at that point, and she was in the aforementioned condition. Perhaps chainmail armor was too heavy for a girl her size? But whether out of pride or whatever, she refused to take it off. Was it really the right form of defense to begin with? I didn’t see any other adventurers walking around in similar gear.


  From time to time, Bridget and I paused to let Raphina catch up. Then we continued, paused again, and so on and so forth. We wasted a lot of time this way.


  “I can still…I can still fight!” she shouted.


  Uh, what do you mean, “still”? We hadn’t started yet!


  I sighed and looked up at the trees. We’d been at this for a while, and there were still no monsters. Kobolds were the main monsters close to the region around Istria, with goblins living a bit further afield. Apparently, there were all kinds of other monsters, but none that I had encountered before. Whenever Marie and I took on quests, it was always to fight goblins or kobolds. So basically there weren’t many other monsters besides those. 


  I did have a monster expert here, so I decided I may as well ask. Plus, we had time while waiting for Raphina to catch up.


  “Hey, Bridget,” I said. “Is it just me, or are there not many other monsters besides goblins, kobolds, and orcs?”


  Bridget, who had been practically silent until now, lit up with a smile.


  “Yes, yes. To be precise, those are humanoid species in the humanoid family of monsters. The official term for the goblin is the gobling. They’re a special mutation of the gob species! Kobold and orcs are the others’ official names, though. 


  “Anyhow, those three monsters are unique, and have supposedly existed since the beginning of time. According to one legend, they’re a few of the only species of monsters to survive after the Reguerre War one thousand years ago. We don’t really know if the Reguerre War even happened—it probably didn’t—but we don’t have any other legends or evidence to prove or disprove it.


  “There are other species of monsters, mainly nocturnal varieties like bloody wolves, wingbats, and dark raffleshia. There are some ultra-rare species besides that, and supposedly some still-unknown monsters out there. Those are mostly too weak to survive in the wild. That’s why during the daytime, it’s mostly those three types of monsters that come out, all varieties that cause harm to humans. Discovering the wraith is the first time in hundreds of years that a new, dangerous monster has appeared, you know! The wraith’s very existence has the possibility to revolutionize history! Amazing, right?”


  She talked at a rollicking pace. I barely could keep track of what she said. Basically, my mind went blank about halfway through her response—that’s how exhausting it was to listen to her. But Bridget plowed on, without so much as waiting for my reaction.


  “There may have been all sorts of monsters a thousand years ago! And not just monsters, but intelligent species like the demons. It’s a big debate within the monster scholar community. Personally, I do think there used to be such monsters. I mean that would just be so amazing! Demons, really! I mean, either way, they died off over a thousand years ago. Supposedly they were wiped out in the Reguerre War, that massive conflict between many countries. It was so large-scale that apparently humans and monsters fought alongside one another. But there were just so many more monsters back then. Oh, how I would love to go back to those days!”


  “R-right…”


  My voice sounded way more worn out than I expected. But to my own surprise, I understood what Bridget said. I just needed to be better prepared when I brought up the subject of monsters around her.


  “Phooo! Argh! Where are you, fiends?! They must be too afraid of me to approach! It’s like a dang trap! Isn’t this just completely unnatural?”


  Nope, it was entirely natural. Literally, we were just walking through the woods toward monsters. As Raphina gathered herself, Bridget continued to mutter facts about the history of monsters. 


  While we waited there, I suddenly felt a sense of unease. 


  “Shh!” 


  Bridget covered her mouth. Raphina looked around.


  I heard footsteps. One, two…six of them? 


  Given the area we were in, they were most likely goblins. Kobolds tended to work in packs, but it was rare to see a group of goblins like this. Feeling strongly that something was off, I readied my Spark Gauntlet.


  “It’s a…”


  Out of the brush appeared a hobgoblin. Rather than having dirt colored skin or green skin, its skin was red. It held a greatsword in its hand. Unlike kobolds, goblins didn’t wield weapons. They did carry tools every now and then. 


  In other words, we faced a higher class of goblin: a goblin warrior. About as powerful as ten ordinary hobgoblins, this variety took pride in its strength. Behind it, five ordinary goblins appeared.


  “Ah!” gasped Bridget. “A goblin warrior, here of all places? Normally, they’re only found in large-scale nests! This is an unprecedented emergency!” Her voice was filled with a mixture of excitement and fear. At the very least, she kept her voice low.


  There was a real cause for concern that we had encountered this monster here and now. 


  This is tough, I thought. At this point, goblins were no worry for me, but a goblin warrior posed a real threat.


  “What the heck is that?!” shrieked Raphina. “That’s a real goblin?”


  What was that response? Oh no. Raphina, are you really a knight? Maybe Cole was right and the seventy-fifth junior guard didn’t do any real fighting at all.


  This was bad. Bridget could fight a little, but self-defense could only get you so far. In other words, it was up to me.


  “Giii!” the goblins shrieked. 


  They had noticed us long ago. Of course they did, given how much noise we made. They broke out into a charge, obeying their primal instincts. Our only saving grace was that their movements weren’t coordinated. 


  The goblin warrior seemed unconcerned, loitering back behind them. Its guard was down; that was a major relief. If I could defeat that one, then our victory was all but assured.


  “Stay there, you two,” I shouted. Before they could respond, I started charging up my mana and ran forward.


  The goblins targeted me, and they raced forward. I summoned Blow at my feet and used Magicoat on both hands. As the goblins approached closer, I set off Flare. They shuddered with fear at the bursting blue flame. 


  I had to take advantage of the opening. I used Jump, sending me suddenly ten feet to the side while I shot off mana in the direction of the lingering Flare. The moment the two collided, there was an explosion—Bomb Flare. The goblins that were hit directly burst into pieces.


  When I landed, I couldn’t see the remaining monsters through the smoke. Before the smoke cleared, I saw a shadow move.


  “Giyaaah!” A bloodcurdling shriek rose as a goblin pounded its feet against the ground. One of them was severely wounded, but still alive.


  Raphina, struggling with her heavy sword, started to plod toward it, while Bridget drew her blade and charged the beast. She was more skilled than I expected.


  The goblin screeched again, thrusting its sharply clawed hand in Bridget’s direction. But it failed to reach her. She blocked it with the brunt of her sword and cut off its arm. The goblin lost its balance as it plodded toward her again. Bridget turned to her side, raised her sword, and in the next instant, another goblin arm went flying through the air. Now with both of its limbs gone, the goblin fell to its knees and collapsed once more. It probably died of blood loss, then and there. Before I forgot, I quickly took a closer look at the goblin. The light of its mana disappeared a few seconds before it died.


  Thanks to Bridget, the five seconds I needed for another round of Magicoat passed safely. Raphina was finally standing and ready with her blade.


  “Oh, you felled it, Bridget? G-good work, eh!”


  Not that you helped, I thought. 


  Now just the goblin warrior remained. It had finally started to move. Leisurely, surely, one step at a time. Its attitude was bizarre. Its manner was daunting and menacing.


  Now, what to do about this one?


  “Nnngh, you foul beast! I’ll take you on, you filth of the earth! Ack—I finally got the sword out, but it’s way too heavy to lift! Nnngh!” Behind me, I heard various clanging noises. Raphina was still at war with her armor.


  “Aaaghh! Gosh darn it! Can’t stand it anymore!”


  I looked over my shoulder and saw that Raphina had taken off her armor. The armor had been hiding a shapely body, and her breasts swayed as she moved. I could easily see their shape and size through her shirt. 


  Wow, those are big.


  She still wore the coat from her royal guard, but that was unlikely to offer any defense. Now that she had shed the armor’s weight, she twisted her back and shoulders, apparently stretching and testing her movements.


  “Well, that took you long enough!” I called. “But are you seriously going to attack that thing? You’re gonna die!”


  “Heh heh, just you wait. You’ve never seen a beautiful and elegant and perfectly prideful sweet lady knight such as I!”


  “Er, saying that won’t help you—”


  “I’m going all out!” she announced. “Watch and see, all! I am Raphina Schupelle, the legitimate daughter of Alfred Schupelle, Marquis of the Zeppenlast Domain of the Kingdom of Lystia! I am a knight of the seventy-fifth junior guard!”


  Don’t tell me she does this every time? We really didn’t have the time for this! 


  I activated an electric current to shoot through the mana I held in my hands, unleashing Line Bolt, but the goblin warrior easily dodged the attack. It was fast enough to evade lightning!


  Did it see how I used the spell by stretching out my hands, and it used that information to evade my attack? I was shaken, but I quickly recovered my senses.


  “Magic won’t work on it!” called Raphina. “Leave it to me, Shion!”


  “Raphina, it’s too dangerous!”


  But she ignored my warning and headed directly for the beast. What a reckless charge. Had she not seen anything that’d happened?


  The goblin noticed her for the first time. Given what it saw so far, it didn’t have reason to think she was particularly strong or threatening. 


  Raphina, you’re gonna die!


  I tried to rush, but I also had to wait until I could use Magicoat again. There wasn’t enough time. If only I could re-activate mana faster…


  I remembered the strong sense of discomfort I’d felt all along. That’s it. Light, heat. They were there, right in front of me.


  “Huh?”


  I should’ve had one more second until activation. That was strange. Did the time shorten from five to four seconds? 


  I gathered the water from around the area, building Aqua about a dozen feet over the goblin warrior’s head. It and Raphina were racing straight at one another. At the perfect timing, I sent Aqua crashing down, and the moment the water splashed over the goblin, I unleashed Bolt—Aquabolt. 


  A burst of electricity surged, light flashed and crackled, and the goblin warrior froze. It didn’t make a sound. And then it started moving again.


  Did it not work? No, an attack that strong should’ve at least done something.


  It wasn’t enough backup for Raphina. I built up more mana again. All at once, I was able to recharge my mana instantly. 


  Why? What had happened? Unless it had been this way ever since I saw that red curtain of light the other night…?


  “Yaaagh!” Raphina brandished her slim blade as the goblin warrior swung down its greatsword. 


  The difference in strength was evident and overwhelming. Raphina had no chance against the beast in a straight fight. The two bodies met. I stood back in disbelief, certain of Raphina’s imminent defeat. 


  But long story short, Raphina survived. You’d think that would be enough to give me a sense of relief. However, Raphina’s sword was currently stabbed into the goblin warrior’s neck. It happened so fast, I wasn’t sure what happened. But I saw the result.


  Raphina yanked out the blade and dashed once more at the monster, slipping out of the reach of its weapon with an almost invisibly precise motion, fast and controlled enough to dodge the blow by the slimmest of margins. Her own blade went swinging back, efficiently and effortlessly, slicing the goblin warrior’s throat yet again.


  I was taken aback. With her perfect dodges and seamless swings, she almost resembled Marie. She drew back, wiping clots of blood off her blade with a shake, and sheathed it once more. 


  So she was this fast and precise because her blade was so slim and light. At first, I thought she didn’t know how to use it, but instead she had diced the hobgoblin up in a matter of seconds.


  “How about that, eh? Now you have witnessed my strength! And it’s not just with the blade! I’m a first-class archer, too! Gwa-hah!”


  “R-Raphina, you really are strong,” I stuttered. “So that wasn’t your first time seeing a monster?”


  “Well, it was my first time seeing a goblin. But we have no shortage of orcs in Zeppenlast, so I trained almost entirely on those.”


  Orcs were the strongest of the three species. They didn’t work in groups and were unintelligent, but they had ferocious physical strength. Because of their large figures, they were hard to kill, typically requiring a small party of fighters. If that’s what she trained on, it made sense that she handled the monster so easily. With her experience fighting larger monsters, she knew what techniques would take them out quickly.


  “Without that heavy armor, those monsters would’ve been a piece of cake. Bridget, you’re pretty strong yourself, and I definitely wasn’t expecting all that from you, Shion, but I definitely take the prize for best fighter. Just leave any other monsters to me! Ha ha!”


  Now I understood that she was strong and I could rely on her. It was, in all honesty, an enormous relief. But I’d lost track of our objective here.


  “It’s not gonna be easy to test mana on the monsters,” I muttered.


  If the monster was too strong, we’d have no choice but to just kill it. And faced with numbers, we wouldn’t be able to drop our guards, either. Not many monsters moved around entirely solo, making it very difficult to capture a single specimen. But it was a worthwhile reward to have learned that much. We’d have to move more carefully next time.


  “Now, onward!” declared Raphina. “I’ll leave this armor right here. I’ll send my complaints to the armorer later!” She took a deep breath, then set out in the front.


  “Erm,” Bridget said. “Does she…remember?”


  “Probably not,” I said. The two of us sighed.


  I supposed it was glad tidings that she would be of such use in monster combat. I decided to keep looking through the forest for another hour, then we’d return to town in the afternoon.


   


  ***


   


  Raphina and Bridget went their separate ways, and I returned to Graste’s house.


  “Hi, Shion,” called Rose from the entrance. Her brows were knotted in worry. 


  “Oh, so you came to visit, Rose?”


  “Naturally, I would,” she replied. She had already visited Istria several times since Marie fell ill. Up until now, though, I had been so out of commission that we hadn’t spoken much.


  Rose smiled brightly, then headed into the kitchen. I supposed it was a relief for her to see me in better spirits. 


  I didn’t mean to worry her, I thought to myself.


  I sat down in the living room and Rose came in with some tea. Apparently, Rose had made herself at home here.


  “Where’s Mom?” I asked.


  “She’s upstairs caring for Marie, of course,” she said. “We have to worry about dinner, so I offered to swap with her… But she wanted to stay with Marie for a little longer.”


  “I see.”


  Rose sat down in the chair across from me and took a sip from her mug.


  “I heard you started your research on Lethargia.”


  “Did Dad tell you?”


  “Yes. Although he didn’t exactly seem pleased about it.”


  That was understandable. He had his hands tied with work, so he couldn’t help me with my research. It must’ve been difficult for him.


  Rose looked at me, serious and straight on. “Shion, may I assist you in your research?”


  I figured she was going to ask that, and I wasn’t displeased about it. But I had to shake my head.


  “I appreciate the thought, but I don’t know. You have to keep up with your housework, so it would probably be difficult for you to come here to Istria regularly.”


  “W-well, that may be true…”


  “Not to mention I have a team of three experts, so everything should be fine.”


  Rose looked down at her mug, the tips of her long lashes quivered.


  “So in my best friend’s moment of need, I am powerless to assist her, it seems…”


  “That’s not true,” I said. “There are some things that only you can do, Rose. There is something I wanted to ask you: Could you help Mom now that I have to do my research, and Dad has his work? It’s a lot for Mom to care for Marie alone. There isn’t anyone else who we can trust with Marie. That’s why I need to ask you. Because we know we can trust you and rely on you.”


  Rose glanced up at me, her lips tightening. She placed her hand on her heart in a gallant pose. 


  “O-of course! You can count on me!” 


  “Thank you, Rose. That means the world.” I meant those words from the bottom of my heart.


  Rose shook her head. 


  “It’s for Marie, isn’t it? I’ll do anything,” she said gently, her soft smile warming my chest.


  Her support was invaluable to me. With her aid, the burden on Mom would be much lighter. I knew that Mom would accept assistance from Marie’s best friend, of all people, if only for Rose’s sake.


  After tea, we had lunch. Then I checked on Marie while Rose asked Mom if she could help her with her caregiving. Mom was conflicted at first, but she eventually accepted Rose’s feelings and accepted her assistance. Now I could focus wholly on my research without having to worry about Marie so much.


  After a quick break, I went to drop by Dr. Alphonse’s clinic. From the doorstep, I saw that it was bustling inside. There were more patients than before. Lethargia cases had only increased since five days ago. Apparently, all the clinics were understaffed. I felt small compared to the huge effort of these nurses and doctors, but I had my own part to contribute, no matter how slight.


  I waited for a nurse at first, but then I saw Cole walk by.


  “Go outside,” he said, wrinkling his brow. “You’ll get in the way here.”


  I immediately went outside without a response, and Cole strode out of the building straight past me. I could feel his irritation, even from behind. It must’ve been difficult for him to have to leave patients to go work with me. Fair enough, but I wanted him to do his part properly. Where was he headed anyway? I hurried up to walk next to him. 


  “So have you looked more into the patient’s symptoms and their conditions before they fell sick?” I asked.


  “Yup, I did. For the most part, there are no patients who can do anything on their own, with a few exceptions; mostly from those who were originally homeless, and they’ve been moved over to a public clinic. Some of them are capable of speaking a few words here and there. I’ve requested permission for Duke Vulfe to visit them, and I got approval, so I’m headed there right now. Sound good to you?”


  Well, we’re already headed there before I agreed, I thought, but kept it to myself. It was an important step, regardless. Cole’s attitude continued to vex me, but it wasn’t worth fighting over.


  “Okay,” I said. “Sure.”


  “I also talked to the patients’ families. Not everyone, but most of them, were exceptionally healthy right before they got sick. Apparently, they were much more energetic than usual in the immediate time prior, even the gloomier ones.”


  “Interesting,” I said. “Maybe it has to do with the degree of their mana… I remember Marie being in top condition too, although she’s always been a go-getter. Do you think that was something like a precursor?”


  “It’s possible. There are many illnesses that can affect attitude and personality. Understanding the precursor won’t help us prevent the disease though, much less cure those already afflicted.”


  “At the very least, we might be able to prevent sudden outbreaks,” I replied. “If we make this common knowledge, we can recruit people around town who fit the description and examine them.”


  Cole clicked his tongue. “Ngh! Yeah, that could work, I guess.”


  So he disapproved, but agreed? Surely he didn’t need to be so dour about it. 


  Just how much does he hate me? Not that I cared. Him being this way at least made him predictable.


  “So,” he said. “I’m taking you to the clinic, but do I have to be there the whole time?”


  “You do,” I said. “We need someone who will be able to detect even subtle changes in the patients. I intend to practice supplying mana to monsters first, but I’ll need your help to notice any potential negative reactions to mana by the patients, no matter how small. This may be an unconventional approach, but it’s still all about medicine in the end.”


  Cole paused. “You mentioned how supplying the patients with mana could be dangerous. Surely, you can’t just supply mana without any control over how much you give them? Or do you intend to experiment on patients before you know your limits?”


  I sensed he was ready to snap at me, depending on my response. I saw it in his eyes. I simply shook my head. 


  “I’ll be doing nothing of the sort. I have, though, in the past experimented a little bit with giving mana to others. So at the very least, I do know how much mana is a safe amount. But that is just touching my mana to other people so they feel warmth, and light, and that’s about it. One’s reaction to mana versus a full-out mana donation are different matters. Still, there could be something we learn based on the former.”


  “But this is pointless if the patients don’t have mana, right?”


  “If they never had mana in the first place, certainly,” I said. “But we know that the patients probably did have it, at least before. Still, it could all be pointless. Especially for these patients with lighter symptoms.”


  Cole put his hand to his chin in thought. 


  “You really say nothing but pure logic, don’t you? It’s so irritating. But fine, I’ll go along with it. I’m just asking you to leave me out of it except when you really need me. I want to spend as much time in the clinic as possible. Okay?”


  “Understood,” I said. “There are other things I have to take care of, after all.”


  On one hand, Cole was an emotional guy, but he did have a strong logical side. He had a good lid, and he had to make judgments during stressful situations. I supposed that was to be expected of a medical professional. It seemed like he had slightly softened to me compared to the previous time we met.


  We walked for a while until we made it to the clinic, where a doctor and nurse greeted us. They were so friendly that it was a bit off-putting, but that was better than feeling like a nuisance, I supposed.


  “I’m sorry, but I’d like to be present for all the procedures today,” the doctor said. “It’s important for me to keep an eye on things.” He was smiling, but I heard the thorns in his words: How dare these outsiders do their own thing in my clinic? 


  “Of course,” I replied. “Thank you so much for your assistance.”


  The doctor led us to the sickroom. There were around forty patients gathered in one large hall. It was even bigger than Dr. Alphonse’s clinic. Nurses rushed around, tending to patients.


  “Most of the patients here have light symptoms of Lethargia,” the doctor explained. “Many of them were homeless in Istria. Some of them can speak, but the majority are limited from making a sound at all.”


  When I looked at a nearby patient, I saw him looking back at me. Apparently, he could see. Patients like Marie couldn’t do anything at all, but this one here had some limited motor function. And when I listened closely, he made a sound. Was he conscious?


  “Can I touch him?” I asked the doctor.


  “Go ahead.” 


  When I gripped his hand, I felt some response. His body wasn’t cold like Marie’s, so this was a mild case of Lethargia. 


  I looked at the patient closely and carefully. I saw it: a thin layer of mana encompassing his skin. Rose, Marie, and the Etten trout all had clearly visible mana in the form of light. But the patient’s mana was so pale, it was hard to see. 


  I went around to the other patients. Practically everyone was in the same condition. Without a doubt, Lethargia patients had depleted mana. 


  So they were running low on mana, but due to what cause? The doctor also testified that the patients here were strangely active shortly before they became ill. The amount of Marie’s mana hadn’t changed before she got sick, and she was healthy up until right before she collapsed.


  It was a tempting idea to get right into a full-on mana donation, but I needed to test out the reaction to mana first. I didn’t know if I could donate mana to another person in the first place, for one. Maybe I’d need some sort of tool, like what’s used for blood transfusions, for it to work. Who knew if a setup like that would even be possible in this world. I needed to investigate what means would be available at my disposal for a donation.


  I glanced over at Cole, who nodded in response.


  Remembering the sensation of when I had Marie feel my mana, I activated Magicoat. It was likely that only the patients and I could see this light. I prepared a total mana amount of around ten points in my hand, and touched the patient’s wrist.


  His hand twitched. That was a clear reaction. I looked at his face. His eyes moved slightly. A moment later, the response faded. I was sure that increasing the amount of mana wouldn’t harm him, but I decided I’d better stop there.


  I looked up at Cole to indicate that the procedure was finished. From there, we went around to other patients and did the same thing. After we finished, we stepped away from the other doctor to talk.


  “So how was it?” he asked.


  “The patients here are a bit warmer than the more serious cases, right?” I said. “They also have a little bit of mana. I tried touching my mana to them, but it didn’t change much of anything. What did you notice?”


  “Their pulse quickened a little, and they were responsive. Their eyes also twitched and fingers moved. I don’t know if it helped or not, so maybe the best thing we can do is observe them longer and increase the amount of mana.”


  “Are you saying you think this is a lead?” I asked.


  “Don’t take things the wrong way,” he snapped. “The patients were responsive. That’s it. It doesn’t mean this will lead to a cure. But it may be worth continuing. That’s all I mean.”


  In other words, he thought my approach was a solid lead. We might really be able to use magic to help the patients.


  “Um, how was everything?” the doctor asked.


  “Ah, oh, thank you. We learned a lot.”


  “A lot…?” He gave us a dubious glance, and Cole hurried to respond.


  “Don’t give it a second thought,” he said. “We’ll excuse ourselves now. However, we will ask to come back another time.”


  “Not every day, I hope?”


  “Once a week, at most. And we’ll be sure to contact you in advance.”


  “I suppose once a week is fine.”


  We thanked him again and left. Almost immediately, Cole glared at me sternly.


  “Hey. Don’t go around talking about mana and magic and stuff, or what we’ve learned about Lethargia.”


  “I understand why you’d say that about magic, but why not talk about the disease?”


  “All the doctors out there are doing everything they can to solve this Lethargia business, you know. Everyone is working their butts off to be the one to come up with the cure. The doctor who finds the solution to the disease wracking Istria will become renowned, not just here, but around the whole medical world. There’ll be rewards from the kingdom and a lot of favorable attention. I don’t care about that stuff, but we don’t want other people trying to butt into our investigations, right? We’ve got orders from the duke, so we should be safe, but we don’t want to take a chance on anyone getting mad at us.”


  “That’s troublesome,” I said. “Isn’t curing the disease the only thing that matters?”


  “I agree with you,” Cole replied. “But that’s why none of the other doctors have been informed about mana. We all need to be careful. There are two types of doctors out there: those who care about their patients, and those who care about everything else.”


  “Okay, I got it. I’ll keep quiet.”


  “Please do. You do realize you’re not the most reliable.”


  “Me? People tend to tell me I’m reliable, though.”


  Of course, my added mental years were pulling the brunt of the work there. Although I did recognize I went a bit crazy with all the magic stuff. Cole looked at me with a pinched expression.


  “You’re surrounded with nothing but good folks, aren’t you?”


  “Huh? Ah… Yeah, you’re right.”


  “There are tons of bad actors out there. You should be more suspicious of people. You never know what anyone’s thinking, and that includes the doctor back there.” He let out a heavy sigh.


  I suppose there are bad doctors, too, I thought.


  Cole was right. I was lucky that everyone around me were good, upright people. But Istria had lots of people, and there were bound to be a few bad apples. I should’ve accumulated enough experience in my first life to be aware of that stuff, but I’d let my guard down a lot in the last ten years. I had to be more cautious. I glanced up at Cole.


  “How about this?” Cole said. “Before you tell someone your true thoughts, think about whether or not it’s okay to tell them first. Whether to protect yourself or others, you should never give up your inner intentions.”


  What a tedious lecture, I thought. But during that thought came another.


  “Cole, you’re a good person.”


  “Huh?! Hey! Wh-what are you saying?”


  “Well, even though you don’t like me, you’re looking out for me, aren’t you? And you’re making it as easy as possible for me to understand. I’ve seen how hard you work for the sake of the patients, too.”


  “Get outta here with that! Me, a good person? That doesn’t have anything to do with it! As a doctor, I have to work for the patient’s sake, that’s the job! I’m just telling you since we have to work together, which is also part of the job! That’s not being a good person! How, how idiotic! Are we done? I’m leaving!” His eyes wandered back and forth during the whole rant, and then at the end, he left. As I watched his back as he moved further away, I felt closer to him, for some reason.


  I couldn’t help but to smile. I was beginning to feel like everything was moving in the right direction.
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  Chapter 4:
Keep at It


   


  I WAS BACK AT GRASTE’S HOUSE BEFORE NIGHTFALL. I was usually welcomed by the sound of nails and the smell of charcoal, but there was none of that now. All I found was stillness.


  Graste was in the middle of setting up his new store, but he often dropped by to check in on Marie and the rest of us. He even looked after Marie on occasion. We were all so grateful to him.


  I went up to the second floor and into Marie’s room.


  “Ah, welcome back, honey!” Mom was there sitting on the bed next to Marie.


  “Where’s Rose?”


  “She went home a little bit ago. Thanks to her, I could rest up.”


  So had Mom finally gotten some sleep? Mom had barely stopped moving since Marie had fallen ill.


  “What a good boy you are,” she cooed. “The way you’re dedicated to doing everything you can for Marie, it’s just so amazing. It makes me want to spoil you even more!”


  “Thanks, Mom. And thanks for letting Rose help out. I’m sure it made her happy.”


  “What are you saying, Shion?” Mom giggled. “I should be the one thanking her! I was so pleased!” 


  Still, something was different from the usual calm and kind Mom. I could tell that she was still tired, despite having rested a little bit. Her smile looked half-hearted, and there were bags under her eyes. I understood why she was this way, but she just looked so tired.


  At the moment, Dad visited us once every two or three days, then returned to the village. The whole village had a big problem on its hands—namely the new monster, the wraith, that appeared on the same night as the red curtain of light in the sky had. Now monster activity was on the rise, so leadership from someone like Dad (who could fight to boot) was absolutely essential.


  Things were relatively safe here in Istria, but a place as vulnerable as the village needed to take action for its own safety. Every time a monster appeared, it risked the villagers’ lives. There were no guards or soldiers there, and Dad didn’t have a private army or any mercenaries. Fundamentally, the village solved its own problems. If there was something that required help beyond that, they would call on Istria and Duke Vulfe for support. Since the village was under the domain of Dad’s leadership, his presence was essential. 


  Despite how difficult things were, neither Dad nor Mom had breathed a word of complaint, probably so as not to worry me.


  “Are you okay?” Mom asked. “You should rest more if you’re tired.” She worried over me with a smile despite her own condition.


  “Don’t worry, Mom,” I said. “I’m not tired at all.” 


  I felt a squeeze in my chest. I tried to smile to put her mind at ease. It seemed to have the opposite effect, because the look on Mom’s face was so sad that, for a moment, I thought she might burst into tears, and she grabbed me in a hug.


  “I’m sorry, Shion, I’m sorry. You’re doing so much. Even though you’re just a little kid. I’m so sorry for relying on you this month. I just want you to be free, and…” I felt her body tremble.


  I didn’t know what it was like to be a parent. But I did know what it meant to be an adult. No one wanted to rely on a kid, or cause him worry or stress, or make a child unhappy. Any proper adult would avoid those things. You’d feel pity and frustration. You’d feel pathetic. That’s how I would feel if I was the adult in this situation. 


  I remained calm and patted Mom’s back.


  “I’m not struggling at all,” I said. “I promise, Mom, I’m not tired. This isn’t just me saying so. I’m just happy to do everything I can. I would do anything for you and Dad and Marie… So don’t worry. Everything’s going to go well, Mom. Don’t worry.”


  I spoke slowly and gently, like you would to calm a crying child. This may have disturbed my mother, but I had to do everything I could. After a few moments, Mom gently released me, and I saw that she hadn’t been crying.


  “Thank you, honey.” 


  Mom didn’t scorn herself. Doing so in front of one’s child could only scar them, so she only brushed my cheeks and said nothing more.


  “Time to make dinner,” she said. “Wait here a minute.”


  She left the room before I could say anything else. Her back looked smaller than usual. At that moment, I realized for the first time that one of the most painful things to experience was your own parent’s moment of weakness. 


  I sat down in the chair, watching Marie.


  “I’m going to save you, Marie,” I told her. “Just be patient.”


  She showed no sign of response. When I touched her, she was still cold. Her half-open eyes stared listlessly at the ceiling. Her skin showed no signs of mana.


  I gathered a little bit of mana into my hand and touched Marie’s fingers. But she didn’t react at all. Unlike the patients with mild symptoms, Marie had no mana to begin with.


  Did she not react to it at all? Or could I just not see it? Either way, this much mana wasn’t making a meaningful impact.


  The best I could do was keep advancing my research, one small step at a time. 


  Don’t rush it, I told myself. Don’t overdo it. 


  I needed to rely on my experience developing magic. I needed to hold back my urges and stay on the right track. There are no shortcuts to the most important things.


  I knew all that well. I knew I had to keep stepping forward on my current path. 


  I pressed down on my hand, which had started to tremble. I still felt so nervous. I would never forget the sight of Marie suddenly collapsing. I would never shake free of it. But I needed to. That was the only way to move forward.


   


  ***


   


  “Hiyaaahh!” Raphina roared furiously as she made a series of vigorous stabs. But her current storm of swords was not offensive. Rather, it was to evade, deflect, and defend. Her slashing was swift and fierce, too elaborate for my eyes to track. 


  Her opponent was a war kobold—the kobold equivalent of the goblin warrior. It had the largest stature among the diminutive kobolds. It continued to rampage with drool leaking from its mouth as it gripped rusted red hatchets in both hands. Any blow received from it would be fatal, but Raphina warded off every single one. She’d become much faster ever since shedding that armor. 


  This was our third day out surveying. Unlike the first day, Raphina was equipped lightly. She had reflected on her mistakes and made sure to leave heavy armor behind. The coat she wore now was obviously one distributed to royal knights. It gave her a bit of a regal air, but it didn’t quite seem appropriate for live combat. It looked more like something you’d wear to a ceremony, maybe? 


  Consequently, her fanciful, fighting figure didn’t exactly reek of death and destruction, perhaps because she wasn’t exposed to much risk. There wasn’t a single stain on her uniform yet. 


  We were already down to two enemies. There was the war kobold Raphina was fighting, and then the war kobold I was fighting and almost done with.


  “Garuuu!” The toppled war kobold spat and sputtered a long howl of pain. I continued to unleash mana—the mortal enemy of monsters—directly into its chest. I didn’t exactly feel sympathy for the beast, but it was unpleasant, that much was certain.


  I had already frozen it in its tracks with some high voltage electricity, dispensed in the form of Aqua Bolt. The first attack failed, so I went for some consecutive activation, and got it on the third go. I supposed a monster of its size had some level of resistance.


  Once it toppled over, I pressed my hand to its chest and unleashed a stream of mana into it.


  “That’s ten…fifteen…twenty…twenty-five…”


  I instinctively judged the quantity of mana as I unleashed it, while Bridget made a record by my side. Because of her knowledge of monsters, she would recognize anything unusual about their responses or behavior.


  “Thirty, thirty-five, forty…”


  The kobold screamed. I calmly counted, Bridget took studious notes, and Raphina and the war kobold clashed in vigorous combat. Viewed from afar, it may have seemed like an unusual situation, but we were all quite serious today.


  Incidentally, there was a reason why Raphina hadn’t finished off the war kobold yet. Namely, she was holding back. She was stronger than me, and could’ve finished it off a while ago. But then we wouldn’t have a live subject to bring home to experiment on, so she was simply buying time for now.


  “Forty-five, fifty…”


  The kobold’s chest began to change colors. Smoke burbled and rose as the skin color turned a scorched gray.


  “Grugh, graaauugh…” It groaned in agony. Then the kobold’s chest crumbled into ash. It melted away before my eyes, all in an instant. The mana that I had poured into its body continued to eat away at the unmelted edges of what remained of its chest.


  The kobold expired there on the ground. A vicious odor wafted up from the half of its corpse that remained. It was a bloody smell from the entrails. Bridget and I didn’t mind.


  “Fifty, huh? The regular kobolds and goblins took only thirty, so I suppose the stronger ones really can handle more mana.”


  “Indeed,” Bridget replied. “And it’s clear that when you continue to pour mana directly into their skin…they start to burn ever so slightly, and the skin dissolves to ash…or something like that. It’s almost as if…just like you said…a kind of ‘purification’…or something?”


  “Maybe humans just react differently to mana.”


  “If we could only use a bit more on people… But maybe not a good idea…”


  Obviously, humans were different from monsters and liable to react differently. With about ten mana points, the amount I’d previously used on Marie, I saw the patients with light symptoms respond. But if a mere twenty or so mana points started to melt human skin, we’d have a problem. That went without saying.
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  It was in the realm of possibility, which was why it was still worthwhile pursuing research on monsters. Using human subjects would be the best possible option. But for now, we needed to advance with safety as the absolute priority. Just like how real science uses mice, we needed to find the closest possible substitute for humans. 


  At some point, we would need to move on to human experimentation. I wanted to confirm as many things as I could first. Doing so would improve the success rate later down the line. 


  “This can become the basis for our experiments later,” I said.


  “So much…testing, right? Don’t think more…will be any different…”


  “We must do everything we can. We need to prepare for all eventualities.”


  If you hammer a stone bridge enough times, it’ll collapse. We needed to decide how long to hammer at the problem. This was a pressing matter. Maybe we wouldn’t solve the riddle in time.


  Currently, the population afflicted by Lethargia was still small. It was a brand-new disease that emerged within the last few months. Who knew when the symptoms would change as it could rapidly morph at any moment. We didn’t have the time to sit on our laurels, but rushing could prove risky. 


  The most important matter was to grasp the situation, imagine the best- and worst-case scenarios, and prepare for all eventualities. Think, act, and give our all. We had received official orders to do so, and this was the only way I would get what I so dearly wanted.


  “C’mon! Don’t just leave me hanging here! Can I immobilize it yet?!” shouted Raphina.


  “Oh, sorry. Go ahead.”


  I knew it wasn’t a big deal because of how strong Raphina was. And I mean, strong. She wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but boy, was she tough. 


  I shouldn’t look down on my colleagues, I corrected myself. I should be grateful to all three of them for helping me.


  Magnificently, in a single blow, Raphina immobilized the kobold, keeping it alive. She simply dealt it a devastating wound.


  “How’s that, eh?” She chuckled loudly. “What do you think of my—wagh!” 


  She tripped. Magnificently, in a single step. I looked down and there was nothing there. Just some leaves scattered around. Bridget and I just stared at her, without so much as offering a hand.


  You might think us cruel, but this was already the fifth time today. Up until this point, we’d been helping her up, but we no longer had the will for it.


  Raphina leaped up as if nothing had happened. She silently struck a pose and put her hands on her hips.


  “Heh heh heh! As if kobold traps could keep me down! Those bastards sure have the sneakiest contrivances. You two, watch your backs!”


  Bridget and I let her brush things off without comment. A response was truly pointless. If we were to tell her there was nothing there, she’d scold us for somehow missing the mysterious trap, or draw our attention to some random pebble that was apparently the source of it all. Unlike Cole, Raphina was all about her subjective prejudices, and no voice of reason made the slightest dent on her. That was why the best measure of response was to simply let things be.


  “Now! Off to the next one! I won’t let the dastardly traps snare me. No more, I say!”


  Raphina boldly led the way forward. From behind, Bridget and I watched her stride away.


  “We still need to do the last experiment…” 


  Raphina had completely forgotten the kobold lying on the ground, groaning in agony.


  “…Weirdo…” muttered Bridget, to which I very much wanted to add, you too. 


  The two girls assisting me were weirdos, but at least they weren’t bad people. If we kept this up, the way forward would be clear. I had to keep believing that as I continued the experiments.


   


  ***


   


  Today was Cole’s day off from the clinic. It was the one day of the week when we were allowed to go to the other clinic to examine the mild cases. Of course, it would have been possible to admit some of them to Dr. Alphonse’s clinic, but for whatever reason—accident or design—there were no such patients with him, so we only had one day a week to work.


  Of course, the experiments were always safe, palatable ones. At some point, we’d have to ask the patients’ families for permission to do full-on experiments on them, but we weren’t at that point yet. Before then, I needed to make more progress with the monster research. That would enable me to develop the safest, most productive angle to bring to the mild cases.


  The best-case scenario would be to find a living, healthy human with mana to experiment on. The mild case patients couldn’t explain their feelings or senses in words, so we could only observe their unconscious reactions. That made the experiments more dangerous and the outcomes less certain. A healthy subject would be able to provide valuable information and communication to lessen the risk of something going wrong.


  That sort of subject would be priceless. There was only one potential person I had in mind. I knew it was a path I’d have to eventually tread, but I couldn’t help but hesitate. I wouldn’t mind experimenting on myself—but I suppose that was the easy thing to say. But this was for someone else’s sake…all for Marie…


  At present, I was in Marie’s room. I held her hand and occasionally moved her body. That was all that was needed for now, as Mom and Rose handled the rest. As Marie was a girl and I was a boy, they didn’t want me to do certain things. I’m sure you can understand what I’m talking about, and there’s no need to go on any further.


  I rubbed Marie’s hand, still awaiting any sort of response. There was none, and an inconsolable feeling swept over me.


  I heard a shuffle and a knock at the door, and I answered.


  “Hello there. May I come in?” she asked.


  “Yeah, of course.”


  Rose entered and put down a small bucket.


  “I’ve brought the requested materials,” she said. 


  Inside the water-filled bucket swam four Etten trout. They were what I asked Rose to fetch for me.


  “This was all I could catch,” Rose said. “My sincere apologies.” 


  “That’s perfectly fine,” I said. “Thank you so much.”


  Rose and I made eye contact, and I instinctively looked away. 


  I have to tell her, I thought. The essential and indispensable fact that Rose was a healthy living person with mana. I couldn’t bring myself to say it. With her, I’d be able to test human reactions to mana. I might also even be able to determine why she seemed immune to Lethargia.


  But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. How could I possibly ask her to become a human subject for me?


  “Are you going to do experiments on the trout?” she asked.


  “Yes, to test their response to mana,” I said. 


  Rose sat down in the chair next to me and we looked into the bucket. I watched the trout closely. Other than monsters and humans, they were the only other animal species that I knew of that possessed mana. 


  I hadn’t worked with the trout much ever since first discovering mana. I had never observed their response to mana, either. Now I wanted to see their reaction with various conditions in place. I felt bad for the trout, but use them I would. 


  I’m guessing they’ll just burn up like the monsters…


  The very worst thing I could do, however, was move forward based on preconceived notions. That was dangerous, so I took the trout in my hand and sent mana there.


  “Ten, fifteen, twenty…forty, forty-five…”


  I kept going, the trout still in hand. At forty, the light gathering there was of considerable brightness. Weaker monsters would have already melted away to ash. But not the trout. I was surprised.


  “Ninety,” I said, reaching my maximum mana output. 


  Alive as ever, the trout continued to wriggle in my hand. I dropped it back into the water, gazing vacantly. I hadn’t expected that. A monster would have been “purified,” but the trout was perfectly fine. What did it mean?


  “That seemed like quite the volume of mana,” Rose said.


  “It was. I went to the maximum output I can make, but it didn’t affect the trout at all. I can purify monsters, but nothing happens to them. Maybe everything’s completely different compared to monsters.”


  This was a major discovery. Trout and monsters exhibited completely differing reactions to mana. It was a big boon to my research on mana donation. 


  Would humans be in the same category as monsters? Or the same as trout? Or neither? The answer to that question would change how I approached human experimentation. If the former was true, then proceeding with any research at all would be dangerous. If they were like the trout—meaning no damage resulted, no matter how much I gave—I could input a considerable volume of mana into human subjects. 


  More work was needed to confirm my findings, but I anticipated being able to move forward more aggressively. Regardless of the outcome, I needed to find some way to experiment on a human. The conditions would differ, but it was still the same obstacle to overcome. Still, experiments would prove more successful the more information I had, and that was the surest path to finding a cure for Lethargia.


  Next, I tested the rest of the trout to the same outcome. None of the four trout exhibited any reaction.


  “What do you know,” commented Rose. “So unlike monsters, mana has no negative impact on trout? This means that humans, like trout, might be safe to be exposed to mana.”


  “If that were true…”


  It was far from certain. It was simply one possibility among many. But I had certainly narrowed those down. The next step in the experiment was right here before my own eyes. I had to say it.


  “Er, Rose.”


  “Ah, what is it, Shion?” She smiled brightly.


  Faced with that smile, how could I say anything?


  I needed a healthy, conscious person with magic. If such a person agreed to cooperate, we could make indispensable progress with the research. But how could I possibly put someone, much less someone close to me, on the operating table, so to speak? I just couldn’t manage the words.


  I dropped my head and watched the trout swim and splash about in the bucket.


  “It’s perfectly fine with me,” Rose said.


  “Huh?”


  I hadn’t said a word, but Rose was looking at me with a grin. “In order to further understand human reactions to mana, you will need to experiment on a person. And in that case, they would need to have mana and be unafflicted by Lethargia. Isn’t that so?”


  “W-well…”


  “Then it’s perfectly fine with me, as I just stated. I will do anything, anything I say, to save Marie.”


  Rose saw right into my mind, I thought. 


  Maybe my intentions were legible on my face, or Rose simply understood the situation. Regardless of the reason, she had proposed it of her own accord.


  “But Rose,” I paused. “We don’t know what’ll happen.”


  “I understand. There’s the possibility I might crumble to ashes like the monsters, and a real risk of death, no doubt. But I am certain of this decision.” Her gaze was sincere, straightforward, and held no fear. But her conviction only troubled me. 


  What a truly strong, noble person…


  “Thank you, Rose,” I said. “Thank you so much.”


  “It’s only natural. We’re friends after all. Let’s get started, shall we?”


  Compared to such honor and resolution, I was the one feeling scared and troubled. All I could do was accept it with open arms.


  “Okay,” I said. “Then please, will you cooperate with me?”


  “Most certainly I shall,” she said. “Let’s see what mana does.”


  “Right. So first, I’ll have some mana make direct contact with you. I want you to let me know how your body reacts, as quickly and specifically as possible. If it hurts in any way, let me know immediately. Don’t bear any pain at all. What matters is to learn what sort of feelings or change you have.”


  “Understood, Shion.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Then, please give me your hand?”


  Rose did as I asked, and I touched her hand gently.


  “I’m starting.”


  “Anytime, I say.”


  I began passing my mana through my hand to hers. I started at ten, and then gradually increased the amount.


  I felt heat. It didn’t hurt. It was a rather gentle touch of warmth.


  Twenty. No response from Rose. Thirty.


  “It’s a bit hot, I suppose. But that’s all, really,” she said.


  “Can I give you a bit more?”


  “No problem at all,” she replied.


  “Then, I’ll do so.”


  “Go ahead.”


  Forty. Rose looked like she was focusing on something, but didn’t open her mouth. 


  Fifty. No change in her posture or expression.


  Sixty. No change.


  Seventy. No change.


  Eighty. No change.


  …Ninety.


  “Uh, how is it…?”


  “My hand feels exactly the same,” she said. “My body does feel a bit warm and fuzzy, though.”


  “Any pain?”


  “None at all. Actually, it feels rather pleasant. Is this your maximum mana output?”


  I released her hand. I was spent for the moment.


  “Yeah,” I said. “That was my limit. Basically, we’ve learned that people with mana aren’t negatively affected even at the maximum amount…possibly.”


  “I suppose we don’t know what would happen if you continued to give me more,” Rose said. 


  “Right. This was just a brief injection of mana, and we only observed the surface-level reaction. Maybe we should try giving you a smaller amount of mana over a longer period of time? Still, it’s a relief to learn that people don’t burn up like monsters.”


  With compound mana, I learned how to maintain Magicluster over extended periods of time, enabling me to continuously release a fixed amount of mana. The reason for this, of course, was that I could use magic without needing to recharge since ten days ago. I needed a second at most to cast the next round of magic. Because I was unused to not needing a break, the new problem now was getting a handle on moving into the next technique quickly and smoothly. If I could learn to use consecutive spells seamlessly, I could use powerfully linked magic attacks. However, the one thing that hadn’t changed was my maximum output.


  “Now we continue to supply me with a smaller amount of mana over a longer period?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I’ll keep it to ten mana points, just to be safe. If that seems fine, we can increase the amount after that.”


  “That’s fine with me,” Rose said. “Incidentally, what kind of side effects or negative changes should I look out for?”


  “Burns, or ashy skin, I suppose,” I said. “Mana seems to come directly from your physical life force, so I don’t think there should really be anything to look out for besides that. But if you feel anything at all, tell me right away. It doesn’t matter how small it seems.”


  Rose chuckled. “Worry not,” she said. “I will report anything and everything.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure you will,” I said. “I’m just a little concerned. Given what’s happened to Marie, if anything happened to you, too…” 


  I felt Rose’s hand come to my cheek. I felt a bit flustered.


  “Shion, I’ll be perfectly fine.” 


  I saw my own reflection in her clear, slightly moist eyes. Her empathy and care spread across my whole body, and I unconsciously grabbed hold of her hand.


  “Thanks… Thank you.”


  It was only for a few seconds, but I felt a little embarrassed. I dropped my gaze. My face felt hot, and I heard my heart clamoring in my breast. 


  When I looked up at Rose, I saw that her pale face was blushing red. Her hands were squeezing the seam of her skirt as she looked away. I’d never seen Rose act this way. She was normally so mature, intelligent, and collected, but now she was just a young girl.


  “Oh, yeah, right! So for the next round, we’ll have Cole, the doctor’s apprentice, join us. It’ll be better to have a medical expert here. He can respond to any sort of problem,” I said.


  “Uh-…huh? Oh, yes, of course. Naturally. That would be best for everyone involved.”


  Both of us spoke in a hurried fluster. You can imagine that the next bit of time spent together was awkward, to say the least.


   


  ***


   


  One month later, we concluded our monster trials. I now could precisely control the amount of mana I released from my hands, so there was no longer any need for them. 


  That also meant Bridget was released from her job. Instead, I asked Bridget to research information about monsters not just in Sanostria, but all over the world. I was worried about their general rise in the area.


  Duke Vulfe had been aware of this change for several months, and there was nothing that stood out as particularly worrying. Still, it was worth investigating just in case it had something to do with the wraith’s appearance.


  Since we had finished our monster hunting for the time being, I expected Raphina to return to her usual post, but she decided to accompany me as a guard instead.


  “Someone who can use magic is indispensable in the nationwide battle against Lethargia!” she had declared. “You might be the only person capable of curing the disease. By the time something happens to you, it’ll already be too late! I will protect you, Shion! Until you cure Lethargia for good!”


  It was quite knightly for her to say so, if in fact that’s what she really was. Regardless, now she pretty much accompanied me everywhere, except when I was at home, of course.


  As for Lethargia, not a single patient had recovered. Thanks to Rose’s cooperation, the human experimentation had advanced considerably. I felt that soon we would be ready to begin working with other mild case patients.


  Just as I was thinking through these various matters, I felt a discomfort in my eardrums. There was hustle and bustle and plenty of noise. The whole town was going on with its daily life as if Lethargia didn’t exist. At present, I was walking with Raphina, Bridget, and Cole through Istria’s center. 


  Further wraiths had not been sighted, according to Bridget. As a result, most people now thought that the wraith never existed. The town was currently receiving complaints about having to use the Electerns, which were more difficult to wield than normal lanterns and torches. If the wraith appeared and there were no Electerns around, people would die. The individual guards wouldn’t have to use them if we could get the Electerns posted up on the walls or something like that, but apparently there was no easy way to do that. 


  It’d been a whole month, and no change. No wonder the common people now assumed that the danger had passed.


  “I haven’t seen any Electerns around, have you?” 


  The three of us glanced at one another.


  “Everyone’s assumed that things are safe now,” Raphina said. “It’s as if they don’t even believe you, Shion.”


  “Without more danger…people will still doubt…”


  I nodded in agreement. People wouldn’t simply believe what they were told without ample proof. I needed to demonstrate that to earn trust from strangers. But there was nothing I could do.


  “The wraith won’t necessarily show up again,” Cole said. “And I don’t necessarily believe that Electerns will work against it in the first place.”


  “Cole! Are you doubting Shion’s word as well?” shouted Raphina. “Think of what we’ve seen so far! Haven’t you seen what he’s capable of, all for the sake of curing Lethargia?! The sleepless nights taking care of his sister, assisting his mother, researching Lethargia, fighting monsters—he is unbreaking and unbending, and shows up with results on top of it all! Doctors are powerless to fight this disease, but Shion alone is on the road to a cure! That is no coincidence, I tell you. Think of the effort and the trouble! The pain, the sorrow! The burden! You’ve seen it all from up close, have you not?!” Raphina glared at Cole, her face red.


  Cole accepted the rant with a sullen expression. Bridget remained quiet, but nodded a few times.


  Uh, Raphina… Seriously, what are you going on about?! She was making me out to be some kind of hero. I certainly didn’t want that.


  “It’s nothing like that, Raphina,” I said.


  “Doctors look down and scorn you, but they cannot erase your immense sacrifice! Only because of you have we made it this far. We might actually be able to cure the disease, that’s how far we’ve come! And that’s true for the wraith too. Your magic has made the Electerns possible, a lone solution for a fearsome foe. And yet Cole says he doubts you? How could he say that?!”


  Seriously, why was everyone getting so fired up? Not to mention I could barely get in a word of my own.


  “I’m telling you, it’s not a big d—”


  “Gah! I get it, I get it! I know that our research on Lethargia is making progress because of Shion! No matter what us doctors did, it made no difference. But mana, on the other hand, is having a real impact. The patients are starting to be responsive, that much is clear!”


  In recent days, I’d started to supply mana to the patients with light symptoms—with permission from their families, of course. Thanks to Duke Vulfe’s intervention, we managed to transfer one of the mild cases over to Dr. Alphonse’s hospital, after talking to their family in advance, and now we were working with that patient. 


  Thanks to Rose’s help, I knew that mana wasn’t harmful to humans. But since I didn’t have any subjects besides her, we still needed to handle everything with utmost caution. Nonetheless, I started to supply mana in the tested amounts to the sample mild case patient.


  When I started the donation, it was unclear if it was making a difference until I eventually observed the slightest of changes—emphasis on “slight.” Without question, the patient blinked.


  Even the mild case patients didn’t blink. They would close and open their eyes, but in the same way one falls asleep and wakes up. When their eyes were open, they never blinked. But when I was supplying this patient with mana, he blinked several times. It was the only change we observed, but the response was undeniable. That was how I earned Cole’s approval. 


  “You get it now, don’t you?” Raphina harumphed. “Then what’s the problem?”


  While Raphina seemed satisfied with the outcome, Cole still looked displeased. I understood his frustration. He was a medical professional being led by a total amateur to believe a phenomenon his eyes couldn’t even see.


  Apparently, Raphina and Cole didn’t get along. They constantly bickered. This time it was over me, which left me feeling a bit apologetic. Still, we walked, pressing forward through the awkward atmosphere. I spoke in an attempt to clear the air.


  “So, uh, Bridget. Have you discovered anything about monsters in other countries?”


  “Not besides the wraith…just similar situations, it seems…there are no new monster sightings, just many stronger monsters…so the monster research associations tell me. It seems, without a doubt…”


  “Got it,” I said. “The wraith has only appeared here in this region. I wonder why?”


  “I don’t know…but I did investigate a few things. It’s possible that the wraith is a monster from before the Reguerre War. Among all the ancient monsters…one was similar to the wraith…maybe…”


  “Has it been sighted since then?” I asked.


  “No, I don’t think so… At least not in any direct reports from the monster’s research association.”


  Did I have a sudden encounter with a monster from a thousand years ago? What did it mean? It was all a bit difficult to swallow. 


  Did the wraith spontaneously spawn or become reborn somehow? That could make sense were there other changes in the other monsters. But the wraith—could you even call it a living being? Long story short, the current circumstances were completely murky.


  “Perhaps it’s resting somewhere,” I said. “Since it hasn’t been sighted, not even once. Not to change the subject, but can you tell me more about the Reguerre War?”


  “It was a war a thousand years ago,” Bridget said. “Countries worked together…to fight against the race known as the demons. Up until then, there were many more kinds of monsters… Once the demons were defeated in the war…peace restored…so they say.”


  “So they say?”


  “Didn’t we already talk about this?” Cole said. “The Reguerre War is nothing more than a myth. There’s almost no proof. Remember?” 


  “Is that common knowledge?” I asked.


  “It’s famous enough to show up in children’s books,” Cole said. “We commoners know about it, so why don’t nobles?”


  He had me there. I simply never learned about it.


  “Does ‘Reguerre’ have a meaning?” I asked.


  “Ooh, I know!” exclaimed Raphina who, after pausing for an exceptionally long time, then said, “Never mind.”


  “It’s not just you,” Bridget said. “Why it is called Reguerre…is unknown. Some theorize that Reguerre led the coalition of nations…or was the name of a fallen kingdom…or something else.”


  Apparently, this knowledge was lost to the ages. I’m sure that the history from a thousand years ago, even back in Japan, was far from certain. Historians would make occasional discoveries that literally rewrote all the textbooks. Here, we were talking about a massive war that engulfed the entire world. How did no concrete evidence of it exist? Could such an event really just disappear from human memory?


  The Reguerre War. 


  Reguerre.


  For some reason, I couldn’t get that little word out of my head.




  Chapter 5:
One Man’s Diary: Day 562


   


  ● SITUATION REPORT


  The proceeding is my official report on the developments since the night of the Lethargia outbreak and the appearance of the red curtain of light. For expedience, the red light will be referred to henceforth as the Glowing. Information is primarily based on the eyewitness testimony of Shion, son of Gawain Ornstein. Source names, titles, and personal activities are recorded under a separate entry.


  Reports concerning Lethargia are marked with 【▶】, and reports concerning the monster life form are marked with 【◆】.


   


  ● BEFORE THE GLOWING


  ▶ Homeless population increases. There are a few unidentified cases of illness, likely Lethargia. Later, Lethargia is medically identified and confirmed. After a few months have passed, there are a total of around seven hundred Lethargia cases documented.


  ◆ Monster reports around Istria increase alongside reports of unusual monster numbers around Sanostria. Believed to be a worldwide phenomenon, various countries gather and dispatch culling troops and patrols in response. Increased number of quests are submitted to the adventurers’ guild, leading to an increase in wounded adventurers, mostly on quests from towns and villages. This, combined with Lethargia, creates heavier burdens on doctors across Sanostria.


   


  ● DAY 1: THE GLOWING


  ▶ Surge in new Lethargia patient numbers after a sudden outbreak in the middle of the night. Countless civilians flood clinics in the dead of night, putting even more strain on doctors. Medical facilities in the royal capital also become overburdened as there is no aid available to Istria. Additionally, there are over a dozen reports regarding an unseen menace causing injuries as well as several confirmed deaths. The total number of Lethargia cases reaches three thousand.


  ◆ There is one witness of the invisible monster, known as “the wraith.” Upon his testimony that Electerns proved effective in dispelling it, Electerns are supplied throughout the city.


   


  ● DAY 7: REPORT


  ▶ Lethargia cases steadily increase with no new developments from doctors or hopes for a cure. Mild cases among the city’s homeless population are confirmed. Shion Ornstein begins to investigate the disease using the special technique known as magic. He applies the substance known as mana to mild cases weekly. 


  There are protests to halt his activities. Doctors are distressed over a child receiving priority and funding over them. Shion Ornstein’s activities experience interference and suspicion from doctors. In my personal opinion, it’s all nonsense and illogical complaints. After some communication and negotiations, the doctors’ worries are alleviated, but concern for future activities linger. 


  The steady development of research approach progressed as mild case patients responded to mana. After several days, mana donation experiments commenced. There are concerns over flesh burning and dissolving depending on mana amount.


  ◆ Production of emergency Electerns commenced. Export to Sanostria and several other key locations under consideration.


  Interference by merchants’ guild with concerns over Electerns’ sale and circulation. Merchants displeased with one boy’s monopoly over the production, especially the insistence to distribute for a minimal cost. Conflict likely to continue into the future. Shion liable to insist on their free distribution to protect civilians; he is unconcerned with profit. Negotiations are difficult, and I will avoid direct contact between guild and Shion. 


  Reports of powerful monsters appearing are unconfirmed, leading to new requests to remove Electerns from circulation. Many start doing so of their own accord. They are considered a larger burden on culling troops, guards, and soldiers. Most likely, those responsible do not see effectiveness, and guards are displeased with having to use them. 


  Number of powerful monsters further increasing. Heavier load on fighting forces. Electerns likely to be disposed of in the future. I do not anticipate them being in the hands of culling troops for long.


   


  ● DAY 16 REPORT


  ▶ A new experiment supplied mana to Etten trout, a fish that possesses mana. Fish did not melt or burn; they had no visible response at all. The procurement of a collaborator with mana shows no harmful effect of mana on humans after experiments with increasing the amount and time of mana supplement. Care taken to not place burden on human subject.


   


  ● DAY 20 REPORT


  ▶ Experiments with mana-possessing human subject continues. There are no harmful effects, even when supplied a large load of mana. More observation over extended period of time needed. To that end, I submitted a request to transfer the mild case patient over to Dr. Alphonse’s clinic. The transfer’s purpose was to avoid further interference from outside doctors, but getting the request approved was a serious hurdle. Now, in the event of a cure being found, any official report must label it as an achievement of the “whole medical world.”


  Doctors are flustered, to say the least. They have been made to feel like frauds and amateurs. Trust is falling among the general public—not a favorable outcome for those in the government. Society needs doctors, so there is a need to maintain favorable relations. At the very least, I received an agreement to maintain an offer of a major reward for the individual who finds a cure for the unusual disease outbreak. Contents of that reward may be subject to change.


  Favorable relations maintained in event of future cooperation. Plan to transfer mild case patient, administer mana donations, and observe responses, all confirmed. 


  ◆ Existence of wraith still unconfirmed.


  Many troops have returned their Electerns. Only about 10 percent of initial supply remains. Electerns remain in storage, but this is far from a reassuring situation. It’s not nearly enough for use in a genuine emergency. Continued production is needed. 


   


  ● DAY 31 REPORT


  ◆ Most Electerns now discontinued. Some remain in on-site storage, but the vast majority have been returned. Ultimately, they’ve shipped to the merchants’ guild, who are beginning sales to the general public. Extra Electerns are being exported abroad, reducing the number of them in Istria. The amount needed of Thundercite used to produce Electerns has also been reduced. 


  Unable to supply reliable export load. Presently, there are enough available in Istria, but not enough to supply to Sanostria. Conditions are different in Istria, population 50,000, and Sanostria, population 115,000. Merchants’ guild proposes to ship in bulk, accordingly. Supposedly, one-time foreign exports are too costly. Risks to profit—pirates, bandits, disasters, etc.—rise accordingly. Bulk export of Electerns by sea to foreign nations is under consideration due to cost efficiency. For time being, slightly more Electerns are shipped over to Sanostria, nothing more.


   


  ● DAY 40 REPORT


  ▶ Experiments on human subject continues. There are no ill effects from mana donation. Improvement in condition visible. Subject even stated their own body felt light. A precursor to Lethargia, an elated or hyper-energized condition, are confirmed in mild cases. Similarity to mana reaction? Still under observation. 


  Treatment continues. No visible change. No contact from doctor organizations. I’ve been informed to reach out immediately in case of results.


  ◆ No change. Still no wraith sightings. Most are ready to forget about this invisible monster and leave it in the past. Concerns over Electerns are becoming meaningless, though production of Electerns continues. 


  Merchants’ guild finally presses for production method to be shared. At present, cannot let existence of Shion be known. Rumors are circulating about Lethargia treatment methods, hinting at his presence, but it would be a stretch to connect such a person to the production of Electerns. Some groundwork was established for Electerns’ continued production, no problems at present.


   


  ● DAY 90 REPORT


  ▶ Mana treatment to mana-possessing collaborator results in improved condition. Will conclude treatment once several days have passed in improved condition. Through ten experiments based around trial and error, certain trends in mana amount and time provided were observed. Further experiments needed to confirm findings and establish conditions for treatment. 


  In mild case treatment, immediate reaction to mana donation includes blinking, twitching, and opening mouth. Occasional cases utter short words. 


  Censure of Shion by doctors growing stronger. Blatant cases of open disdain. My personal opinion is to leave matters be, but my candidly criticizing doctors could promote further unwanted pressure. Fortunately, Shion does not show signs of being bothered. I am powerless on my end.


  ◆ No change. No new reports. Fewer monster and powerful monster sightings than previously. Electern production continues.


   


  ● DAY 135 REPORT


  ▶ Experiments on human collaborator officially concluded. Effectiveness and length of mana treatments made clear. Mana continuously supplied to collaborator while in good condition eventually resulted in a lethargic state equivalent to mana exhaustion. Mana treatment halted on account of risks, leading to major discovery—overload of mana donation results in indolent state.


  It’s strongly possible that Lethargia results not from mana exhaustion, but mana overload. That indicates that careful control over mana donation is necessary. Need for caution moving forward. No conclusion on why the subject never caught Lethargia.


  No further contact with doctors or medical associations. They seemed to have stopped expecting results from Shion. Apparently, they were hedging their bets. They simply interfered on the account of being embarrassed, were they to have been beaten to a cure. They consider Shion a mere child and his activities as occult methods.


  Cole Alastair, apprentice to Dr. Alphonse, continues to offer support. Serves as bright light of hope for future doctors.


  ◆ No change. No reports. No increase in strong monsters or monster numbers. Electern production continues. 


   


  ● DAY 201 REPORT


  ▶ Currently treating mild cases of Lethargia with mana. Procedures based on results from experiments with mana-possessing collaborator. Successful results: Those treated became able to move their bodies voluntarily. A major step forward, but patients did not return to full health.


  After a moment of improved condition, they returned to previous state. Due to dangers of oversupply, matters were discussed with families and we settled on continued treatment. Careful observation of process necessary. 


  Full-blown rumors of occult healing methods have spread. Not just among doctors and nurses, but even patients and families have become cold. I have immense respect for Shion for continuing in spite of it all. He hardly fits into the category of a child. A marvelous human he is.


  ◆ No change. No reports. No increase in strong monsters or monster numbers. Electern production continues. 


   


  ● DAY 299 REPORT


  ▶ Treatment of mild cases continues. After initial improvement in condition from mana donation, mana supply continued. Side effects now clear, and treatment can safely proceed.


  Improved conditions last temporarily. Continued mana supply slowly but steadily returns patients to lethargic state. Gradual loss of strength and lapse into lethargy confirmed.


  ◆ No change. No reports. No increase in strong monsters or monster numbers. Electern production continues. 


   


  ● DAY 350 REPORT


  ▶ No advancement in treatment of mild cases. Even a large dose of mana donation does not prevent patients from slipping back into lethargic state. Due to the donations, Shion Ornstein frequently exhausts his own mana. He’s concluded that the problem is not a matter of mana control, but total volume. Now Shion is considering ways to increase his own mana volume.


  ◆ No change. No reports. No increase in strong monsters or monster numbers. Electern production continues. 


   


  ● DAY 380 REPORT


  ▶ No advancement in treatment of mild cases. Shion continues his research.


  ◆ No change. No reports. No increase in strong monsters or monster numbers. Electern production continues. 


   


  ● DAY 400 REPORT


  ▶ No advancement in treatment of mild cases. Shion continues his research.


  ◆ No change. No reports. No increase in strong monsters or monster numbers. Electern production continues. 


   


  ● DAY 562 REPORT


  ▶ No advancement in treatment of mild cases. Shion continues his research.


  ◆ No change. No reports. No increase in strong monsters or monster numbers. 


   


  ● SITUATION UPDATE


  ▶ The medical field has failed to make any progress, or even establish a firm path forward, toward finding a cure to Lethargia. At this point, all we can do is pray for the success of Shion Ornstein, our lone beam of hope in the endless night. But lately, his magic treatment approach has failed to make progress as well, leading to strong opposition and pressure on the budget. I continue to support from my own personal funds. There are few in the medical world who hold a favorable opinion of the noble Shion, the one contributor toward Lethargia’s cure. Most doctors hold him in downright contempt. We must proceed carefully. In spite of it all, Shion presses forward.


  What a brutal, overwhelming burden befalling the young man in terms of both body and spirit. I am wracked with worry. 


  ◆ No current changes in monster activity. We are still unable to confirm the wraith. I recall the prophecy of Reguerre, but not with enough evidence to draw the connection yet. I pray with all my heart for any other outcome.


   


  Lord of Istria


  Augusto R. Vulfe




  Chapter 6:
’Cuz I Want to Do It


   


  I’VE TURNED TWELVE YEARS OLD. I THINK I’VE grown about four inches in the last two years. I’m probably four foot nine, if not taller. I’m still below average for my age in Japan, but if my puberty started soon, I’d get a lot taller. 


  Well, at least I hope so, I thought.


  While whiffing the distinctively unpleasant smell of chemicals and cleansing alcohol, I remained in a tense focus. I was in Dr. Alphonse’s clinic. It was my everyday workplace at this point. 


  Ever since the night of the Glowing, Mr. Bruno here had been suffering from a light case of Lethargia. It’d now been over a year since he was transferred to Dr. Alphonse’s clinic, and each and every day, I had administered magical treatment to him.


  Like always, his wife, Ms. Camilla, watched the treatment from behind me. After I finished the three-to-four minute mana donation, Bruno blinked several times and smiled slightly. He looked toward us, the light of presence swaying in his eyes, but after a moment, returned to lethargy. 


  So far, I observed no change, even after donating ten thousand points of mana. In order to sustain his improved state, I had to keep supplying him mana, but eventually I had to stop, and after that he’d relapse. Nonetheless, I thought the treatment was having some sort of unseen positive effect, something that could result at any time, so I decided to keep up the mana donation process. 


  I was no doctor, but over the last year or so, I’d learned the nerves and pain alike that came with attempting to cure people. This all started for Marie’s sake. Since then, I’ve met others who suffered, and I wanted to help them too. And yet, I’ve failed to make a difference.


  I was glad that Ms. Camilla still had faith in me, despite it all, and would even chitchat with me. I wanted to respond to her with pleasantries, but my lack of progress drew a dismal curtain over it all.


  “Thank you so much, Dr. Shion.”


  I hadn’t done anything deserving of thanks. There was no sign of Bruno’s condition improving. Still, Camilla thanked me, which made me feel something. I couldn’t help but smile and give a slight bow before leaving the room.


  “Shion,” said a voice. 


  Cole and I ran into each other in the hallway. He’d grown a bit over the past two years. He was taller now, and he looked more mature. He was probably almost eighteen years old now. The doctor’s white coat suited him better now as he cast the noble glow of a real medical professional.


  “You don’t look so good,” he said. “Are you sleeping at night? You’re going overboard as of late.”


  “I’ve been sleeping, Cole,” I replied. “I’m resting and eating properly, too. I’m just using too much mana and it’s wearing me out.” That was the truth. No one was pushing me too much, and I wasn’t pushing myself, either. I was feeling impatient since over five hundred days had passed, and there was still no cure. The urge to find an answer as quickly as possible for Marie and the other patients was always present in my mind. 


  Lately, neither the number of Lethargia cases had increased, nor were there severe or alarming changes in the afflicted patients. Everything simply stayed the same. Of course, that was unacceptable, and I was trying to think of ways to change it.


  Cole sighed at my answer. “Don’t shoulder all of the burden on yourself. You’re doing a great job. Don’t even worry about what the other doctors and nurses are saying. They’re just prideful, even though they’re completely powerless.” 


  “What’s with you all of the sudden? I’m getting a little creeped out.”


  “C-creeped out? That’s what I get for worrying about you?! Oi!” 


  Cole had an awkward side and wasn’t the best with communication. But his goodhearted, serious nature always shone through. While he was strict on both himself and others, he possessed a kindness that reached beyond that. He always did his best to help anyone struggling or suffering. I’d learned a lot about him over the last year plus, although we hadn’t directly worked together lately.


  Cole shook his head. “Well, you seem to be telling the truth. Just make sure to get some change of pace every now and then. It’s too much to repeat the same routine every single day. Right? Go home and get some rest once in a while! Eat up! You got it?!”


  “Yeah, I got it. I will.”


  Cole looked like he had more to say, but one of the nurses called him, and he went into a different patient’s room.


  I exited the clinic, crossed through the crowd of people, and made my way for Graste’s. He’d been looking after us all this time, and he visited us frequently to boot. I was starting to feel a bit bad, but I was also very grateful. He always told us, “Stay as long as you like. It’s actually better for me! This way, I feel like I’m paying back what I owe you!” But he’d already done more than enough. At this point, we owed him. 


  The town was lively. There were no sign of wraiths, and the monster culling proceeded smoothly. There were fewer homeless and almost no new cases of Lethargia. Everything was peaceful—on the surface.


  In every world, there are people who suffer. For the ordinary folks whose hands are full with going about their daily lives, they don’t have the mental space to worry about others. So, who could blame anyone for not proactively helping? It was fair enough.


  Taking one heavy step after another, I eventually made it to Graste’s. When I arrived at the front door, I saw a familiar face.


  “Shion, you don’t look so good. Are you okay?”


  “…Hello…”


  “Oh, hi Raphina. Hello Bridget.”


  It was Raphina and her elegant figure. She was two years older and downright sexy. With a beautiful face and body alike, she drew stares everywhere she went, and she was still growing as a woman. But to be very clear, the robust nature of her body did not extend to her mind. She was our beloved dullard knight.


  Meanwhile, Bridget looked exactly the same. Her growth had apparently stalled altogether. Perhaps a favorable outcome in one sense, but she didn’t seem too pleased about it. With a book in one hand, she wore her typical blank expression.


  “Is something up?”


  “Well, Shion, we just thought we’d drop by in between our duties. Things have just been so busy of late! Yes, busy indeed!”


  “…The seventy-fifth junior guard…only does cleaning and menial tasks…so they’re quite free… So free that Raphina regularly comes…over here to kill time…”


  “B-B-Bridget, wh-what are you saying?! Don’t say such nonsense!”


  Raphina’s distress proved Bridget’s accuracy. Bridget and I exchanged a glance.


  “Nnngh! What’s with that look, you two?! M-more importantly, why are you here, Bridget?! Aren’t you busy with school?”


  “With all the changes in monster activity lately…lots of exchanging information… I’ve been busy gathering all of that, plus some other things…but it seems to be going well… Had a break…so coming…to see Shion…”


  Long story short, it seemed like the two of them had come to visit because they had been worried about me. 


  I grimaced. “Cole was worried about me too, but I’m fine, you know.”


  “B-but Shion, you’ve been doing your research on Lethargia for almost two years now, haven’t you? And it hasn’t been successful yet, right?”


  “Curing an unknown disease…is an immensely difficult matter… You shouldn’t be too hard on yourself…”


  They’re really looking out for me, I thought. My heart warmed, and I smiled.


  “Thank you, you two. It means a lot. But I’m all right.”


  “Th-that so? Well, fine then.”


  “If you say so, Shion…can’t press you any further…”


  “I appreciate it. Want to come inside?”


  “Mm, if you don’t mind.”


  “Okay…”


  We entered the living room to the greetings of Rose and my mom. The two girls behind me dipped their heads respectfully. Everyone here had met before, but only briefly. 


  Rose had grown taller and matured as a young woman. She was fourteen now, and I was starting to see her as a woman. Even without deliberately looking, her full breasts were always in sight. Of course, they were nothing compared to Mom’s, but I sensed the possibility of a comparison in the future. 


  Yeesh, puberty, huh?


  Everyone chatted until another presence came in through the entrance. It was Dad and Graste.


  “Oh, there you are, dear!”


  “Yup, I was able to come here early today,” he responded. “I ran into Graste on the way here, so he joined me.”


  “Howdy,” Graste called. “Pardon me. Though I guess it’s my own house!”


  “A very uninteresting joke, Graste.”


  “Sh-shut it, Gawain!” Graste snapped, and the two friends glared at one another. Soon after that, greetings and chitchat were exchanged. A room full of people bustled, looking out for one another.


  If only Marie was here, I thought. 


  I couldn’t stop myself from thinking it. Seeing everyone else, I could only smile sadly. Then everyone’s gaze fell on me.


  “Shion,” Dad said. “How about a little break?” 


  “I’m not particularly tired,” I said. “It’s fine. I’m just running low on mana.”


  “I don’t mean for the day. I mean for a while. Your mother and I have been talking. At this rate, Shion, you’ll collapse before you cure your sister. You’re just a kid. It’s not right for you to carry this load by yourself, and without complaint. You’ve done more than enough. Everyone respects what you’ve done, so it’s time for you to rest, son.”


  There was a pause as Dad’s words resounded across the room. The guests’ faces clouded over. They looked almost in pain. I could tell how worried everyone was about me. 


  “You’ve worked hard for a long time. You’ve devoted yourself, made progress, given your all. It’s enough. It’s been more than enough, for long enough. It’s just…too much.”


  “That’s right, dear,” Mom said. “Please take a break. I don’t want you to work so hard.”


  I felt their sympathy wash over my body. I looked around at the different faces in the room.


  “Do you all think so, too?”


  No one said a word, but their agreement was written all over their faces.


  Mom and Dad came over and hugged me. I felt Dad’s firm grip and Mom’s soft warmth.


  “It’s been so hard, hasn’t it? I’m sorry, my boy. We’ve been relying too much on you. No need to hold it all in. No need to shoulder it all yourself!” His voice was tense and dripping with anguish. I was wrapped in their warmth, and then it softly separated.


  So everyone really thinks so, I said to myself. But then I better say this for myself.


  “I’m really not struggling at all,” I said. 


  Everyone looked back blankly, as if they didn’t understand my words.


  “Wh-what do you mean?” Dad replied. “I told you, there’s no need to do this to yourself.”


  “Honey, please don’t say things like that.”


  “No, but that’s the truth,” I replied. “I’m really doing all right.”


  Ugh, so this really is happening, I thought. 


  I was losing the ability to fight back. 


  Over the past few months, basically everyone around me—not just Mom, Dad, and Rose—asked me how I was, and I always told them I was fine. I wasn’t overdoing it, and I was getting plenty of rest. I was exhausting my mana a lot, and I was occasionally getting tired from too much focus. There were bags under my eyes, so I understood why they worried. But it was just completely unnecessary. They were good people who cared for me, so they started to think that I was overdoing it, even though that really wasn’t the case.


  “I’m fully committed to curing Marie,” I said. “But I also recognize that rushing isn’t going to make finding a result any faster or easier. I’m taking my rest seriously, and if I do hurt myself in the process, that’s only going to trouble you lot.”


  “B-but Shion,” Dad said. “You’ve been working so hard on this for well over a year now. Aren’t you tired from it all?”


  “Dad, that’s not it. Remember how I worked hard at researching magic before this? And then after a lot of effort and time, I eventually figured it out? True, I don’t know if that will happen with the Lethargia cure, but this process isn’t any harder or more painful for me now than when I researched magic then. I’m prepared to spend the rest of my life doing this, if need be. It’s not a burden, not for the sake of curing Marie and the other patients. I really, honestly believe so.”


  Everything I said was from the heart. I wasn’t overdoing it, I wasn’t pushing myself, and I wasn’t stopping. 


  The familiar faces stared at me, taken aback. Bewilderment held the room in an iron grip. 


  “Okay, if that’s how you really feel,” Dad said. “Sorry, Shion. I guess I had the wrong idea.”


  “I’m sorry if we went too far, honey,” Mom said.


  “No, it’s not too far at all,” I replied. “I can see how worried you all are about me, and that means a lot. I’m lucky and happy to have all of you. But really, don’t worry. I’m not overdoing it. There’s no need to worry—I promise. Believe me. I’m going to save Marie.”


  Of course, I had no evidence for that claim. I couldn’t see a clear path forward for the cure. But, I believed in myself.


  I couldn’t save anyone if I doubted myself, criticized myself, or condemned myself. I needed to have self-confidence and a strong will to move forward. I knew all of that was necessary to achieve what I wanted to.


  I knew that because I invented magic in this world.


  I wouldn’t give up. I wouldn’t run away. I would keep at it, keep living.


  The others looked at me. Various emotions rose and fell in their expressions. I couldn’t read all of them, but most of them were in utter shock.


  Amid all that, Dad and Mom came over and hugged me again.


  “You’re a special son, Shion.”


  “Honey, we’re so grateful you’re ours.”


  “Let’s save all this for after I find the cure,” I said with a grimace, as my two parents continued to hug and hold me.




  Chapter 7:
The Glowing Arrives


   


  A FEW NIGHTS LATER, I SAT IN MARIE’S ROOM. I was looking after her, subbing for Mom while she did her usual work. Rose was also around and took shifts with helping out. Soon, she’d relieve me so I could rest.


  The moonlit night cast a light, silvery glow over the side of Marie’s face. Even though she hadn’t moved, Marie’s body had continued to grow. She looked skinny and sickly, since she’d lost a lot of fat and muscle over the past few years. When she got better, she probably wouldn’t be able to move normally.


  I stroked her cold cheek. I’d previously given her extra mana, down to every last drop, but still there was no response. There was one change—the slightest amount of body heat lingered in her hands. It was almost nothing compared to the mild case patients, but mana did have some influence on her.


  The truth was that I just didn’t have nearly enough mana. If I had more, then I’d be able to make progress. But how? I needed to figure something out.


  “I’m not giving up on you,” I muttered, watching her sleeping face. I wanted so badly for her to be herself again. 


  I glanced randomly out the window. The sky was full of stars, but its pale, soft light was changing.


  “Huh?”


  A color was born out of the black. An ominous tone was injected into the dark and murky sky, and it started to glow. A curtain of light—crimson, scarlet, red—undulated in the sky. 


  It was the Glowing.


  Without question, it was the same sight I witnessed that night. 


  How could it be? Almost two years had passed without change. Why today? Why now? I forced myself to stand in the midst of my turbulent thoughts. 


  Danger! The guards! They are no longer equipped with Electerns.


  I grabbed one off the shelf and placed it next to Marie. 


  “I’ll be back, sister,” I said, taking another Electern, and leaving the room.


  “Sh-Shion! The sky!” Rose shouted, running down the hall.


  “It’s the Glowing. It’s the same phenomenon from the night of the wraith!” I called to her as I bolted down the stairs.


  “Shion, where are you going?!”


  “To go tell Duke Vulfe!”


  “I’m coming with you!”


  “No, Rose! Stay here and protect Marie and Mom! Wake up Mom and tell her what’s happening!”


  “But Shion—”


  “The wraith might attack! You have mana, so you can see it, and you can fight it, if need be. I need you to protect them!”


  Rose hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Very well. Leave it to me!”


  “Thank you! Don’t go outside! And keep an Electern in hand!” I called, then opened the door and ran outside.


  No one else would be able to tell. Only people with mana could see the Glowing. Without my report, nobody would even know about it—not until they were attacked by an invisible monster.


  Dad was in the village today, so it had to be me. I sprinted as fast as I could, all the way to Duke Vulfe’s estate. As I ran, the Electern swayed back and forth in my hand. While the sky glowed red, it didn’t light up the town. Just like the light from mana, it existed purely on its own without illuminating anything around it. 


  I have to hurry, I thought. Before someone gets hurt. 


  The midnight streets were practically empty. Only my footsteps broke through the stillness. When I strained my eyes, I could see faint lights ahead.


  It’s the city watch. 


  There were two armored guards up there, walking toward me. One was tall and gangly, and the other was short and stocky. The lights they carried were not Electerns, but ordinary lanterns. They were worthless against the foes lying in wait.


  They might’ve questioned me if I passed them, but I couldn’t afford to detour. I just had to hurry on to the estate. I saw something beyond and behind them. I realized the plan needed amending on the spot. 


  I increased my speed. I poured mana into my legs and activated Jump. I sprang forward, swooshing through the air. Scenery blurred by as I surpassed human speed and bounded ten feet with every step. I leaned all my weight forward so the landing wouldn’t send me toppling over.


  I now saw the guards clearly. They noticed me, and suspicion and alarm crossed their faces.


  I shouted, “Behind you!”


  They immediately did, but looked back at me after seeing nothing. 


  Argh! But it’s there! It’s right there! A wraith!


  The two guards were powerless to see it. They neither had mana nor Electerns. They were perfect prey for a wraith.


  “Halt! What are you doing at this time of night?”


  My shouting only made them more suspicious. I couldn’t afford to stop to respond to them. The wraith was charging the guards from behind. I charged them from the front.


  Am I gonna make it?


  I unleashed a Jump, maxing out the mana in my feet. Shocked, the two soldiers shouted in unison. I was surprised myself, because I had leaped straight over their heads.


  Jump was a magical technique for single-directional movement. I used it primarily for evasion, and it usually sent me up about six or seven feet above the ground. Just now, I easily hit fifteen feet!


  Huh? What? Why?


  While I was flustered at my own strength, the wraith appeared before my eyes. 


  “Giyaaah!”


  Its bloodcurdling, shrieking scream didn’t reach the guards’ ears. I soared through the air toward the wraith. Its claws stretched out toward me. I activated Magicoat. Ever since the Glowing appeared two years ago, I no longer had to wait to reactivate. Now I could do simultaneous activation. 


  Dense, shining magic appeared in both of my hands. I used Magicluster. I couldn’t change direction in midair. I didn’t know if the wraith understood that or not, but it swept toward me, head on, reaching for my throat. 


  Using the remaining mana in my feet, I kicked hard with air magic as I dropped, bouncing up ever so slightly. I twisted up just as the wraith reached out below my body, and my arm struck its head. 


  “Giyaaah!”


  Purify. 


  The wraith writhed through the air, screaming and howling in agony. It didn’t have the strength to fight back.


  “Argh! What the hell is that monster?!”


  “Eeeek! Where’d that come from?!”


  The Electern revealed the wraith to the two guards. No, or was it because I purified it?


  The wraith’s purified body crumbled and dissolved into steam and ash. I landed hard, shattering the Electern. Glass wasn’t particularly strong in this world, or transparent for that matter. It wasn’t even common. Point is—it easily broke. Not just the glass, but the interior structure too. This Electern was finished.


  “Hey, you! Did you just see that?!”


  “Yes,” I rose to my feet. “It was a wraith. That was the monster that appeared over a year ago. Please alert the other guards. Others might appear in town. If you have an Electern, you’ll be able to see it and repel it, but swords and physical weapons won’t work, so be careful and get some Electerns! I’m going to tell Duke Vulfe right away!” I spat it out all in one breath and prepared to break out into a run. 


  “Hey! You! Wait!” The lanky guard gave me his lantern. 


  This wouldn’t help with the wraith. Using Flare would make it visible, but that was only as long as the spell continued casting. Still, I accepted the lantern and ran off.


  “Thank you! Now hurry!”


  “B-be careful!”


  I rose my hand as I swept off down the street. I felt the presence of magic here and there.


  There must be an outbreak of wraiths in Istria. 


  The monsters that appeared with the Glowing really were real. 


  Over the past year and a half, basically everyone had forgotten about them. I even believed that it would never happen again. Boy, was that naïve. I had been so focused on Lethargia that I neglected the wraith problem. The duke had helped me produce Electerns, but they were all in storage. I had to hurry.


  I increased my speed by using Jump again. I saw a few wraiths in the air. As tempted as I was, I couldn’t stop to fight them. I decided to report to Duke Vulfe as quickly as possible.


  A few minutes later, I arrived at Duke Vulfe’s estate. I tried to call out to the two guards at the gate, but they pointed their lances at me.


  “Halt! Who goes there?!”


  “Shion Ornstein! I have an emergency message for Duke Vulfe! The Glowing is here! Tell him right away!”


  “The Glowing? What are you going on about? You shouldn’t be running around at night like this! Come back tomorrow!”


  Of course, few would believe the words of a child appearing at this time of night. Maybe they would have responded differently were I an adult. But what else could I do?


  “There’s no time! It’s an emergency!”


  Unfortunately, the guards didn’t know me. They seemed like newcomers unable to be flexible with their responsibilities. It would be impossible to earn their trust as a strange visitor in the middle of the night. Talking to them was a waste of time. I could tell from the suspicious glances they leveled at me, suggesting that if I took one wrong step, they’d attack. 


  I turned around and went several paces away from the gate. I felt their sighs of relief on my bag. Then I stopped on a dime and turned to face them.


  “What do you think you’re doing? You may be a child, but that won’t stop us from hurting you!”


  I ignored the guards and their ready spears, and I set off on a run. When I was about fifteen feet away, I leaped into the sky. It wasn’t quite high enough, and my legs clipped the top of the gate.


  I yelped and tumbled over. I used Blow just in time to soften my fall, but the impact knocked me into tomorrow. I groaned in pain and rolled over, my body covered in mud. I struggled to my feet. I had to get into the estate to talk to the duke.


  The gate swung open with a clang as I raced to the front door and slammed my fist.


  “Duke Vulfe! It’s an emergency! The Glowing—”


  The door swung open before I could finish. There, Duke Vulfe stood in his sleeping gown, holding a candlestick.


  “What’s all this noi—Shion?! What is it?”


  “The Glowing! The Glowing is here!”


  “Th-the Glowing, you say? Quickly, tell me more!”


  I gave a speedy explanation of what I’d witnessed.


  “I cannot see it, but you can? Nngh,” The duke shook his head. “But if the watchmen saw the wraith for themselves, there’s no doubt. But why does it have to be tonight? Or here at all?! Nngh! If only it were all some big mistake! I guess I have no choice, do I… Man!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Suddenly, an armored knight stood behind the duke.


  “Supply the guardroom, the city walls, and the city watch with Electerns. Gather the watch and pass them out. We have a large supply in the designated warehouses. Use those.”


  “Are you sure, my lord? I thought we decided that we did not need them?”


  “Forget that. I’ll take full responsibility, not that I want to, I’ll have you know. But I shall! Just do it, and now!”


  “Yes sir!”


  The armored man raced off.


  “A-are you sure, Duke Vulfe? You’re not waiting for other testimony?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re the boy who’s actually made progress on the Lethargia matter. Anyone with a right mind would believe you. Shion, I have faith in you.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Now go back home. You have Electerns, right?”


  “It may be presumptuous, but it may be better for me to stay. Even the Electerns won’t necessarily defeat the wraiths.”


  “Shion, that’s very generous, but you shall not bear this burden. We will all do our part without you.”


  “It’s fine,” I insisted. “Most people still don’t believe in the wraiths, so the situation is exceptionally dangerous. If we can get through tonight, I’m sure you’ll be able to take measures to prevent future deaths.”


  The duke looked at me and then nodded. 


  “Very well. I’m sorry, Shion—sorry to place this burden on you. Now then, go meet up with the defense force. I’ll send a message to the commander of the watch, so you can work with him. His name is Rondo. He’s a plain man, but I’m sure you’ll recognize him. Do your best, Shion! Beat those wraiths to a pulp! Now, I have other matters to attend to.” Though his face still looked like he felt uncomfortable with the situation, his voice was stern and commanding.


  “I will!”


  Now the battle against the wraiths begins, huh? I thought. 


  Duke Vulfe worked quickly. Ten minutes later, the defense force gathered in the training grounds next door to the estate. It was located beside a large barracks where ordinary soldiers trained, lived, and worked. 


  Istria had a population of around fifty thousand people. It was a huge number, but only about half of the population actually lived inside the city. Supposedly, there were five to six thousand in the city’s army. 


  This made sense for the era we were in, where nations gathered huge standing armies in order to repel invasions from foreign countries or other forces, in addition to peacekeeping in the city. Although the world here was relatively safe, the domain had increased soldier numbers last year when monster numbers shot up. Long story short, there were about three thousand soldiers on call within Istria. About half of those were active in stations around the city, and about three quarters of the remainder could be ready for battle when summoned. The term “defense force” referred to the total troops summoned in times of emergency. In peacetime, the soldiers had their separate stations and divisions, which they would cast aside in a collective defense force. 


  Many of the soldiers were not personally employed by Duke Vulfe, but instead were granted to him by Sanostria. While they obeyed his orders, they ultimately belonged to the nation. Without any direct orders from Sanostria or the king, Duke Vulfe was their commander-in-chief. However, there was an official directive that “to fight is not merely to obey orders.” I was about to witness its true meaning.


  The troops weren’t even organized when I entered the grounds. At first glance, they looked like nothing but a bunch of slovenly layabouts with armor on. Apparently, there was no strong chain of command. 


  For professional soldiers, they seemed to lack discipline. I assumed they were out of practice. There had been some small conflicts within Istria, but full-out combat was incredibly rare. The soldiers here had neither battled against an invading force, nor against bandits or pirates, thanks to all the monsters out and about. All of their time had been spent simply fighting monsters. 


  On top of that, the town had almost never been directly attacked. That was simply because no monsters attacked a city full of people. Maybe that’s why the soldiers were so lax, and it explained the past few years’ collectively indifferent attitude toward the wraith. Having never fought outsiders or hordes of monsters, the troops had no sense of urgency. Some of them had experience culling monsters, and would be reliable in a fight, but their proportion was relatively low.


  “More of the duke’s games, huh?”


  “He’s saying to gather up the Electerns. Those are so useless!”


  “What’s wrong with lanterns? Hell, it’s not raining. Let’s use torches!”


  A sense of deep unease welled inside me. With these soldiers as they were presently, there was no chance they would be capable of defending the town against wraiths. But they were all I had. 


  I have to talk to Commander Rondo, fast.


  I felt the soldiers’ eyes on me as I looked around the grounds. It was strange for a child to be present at the scene. No one called out to me. Overall, it seemed like they had no clue what was happening, and they were simply annoyed at the nuisance of having been woken up in the middle of the night.


  At the front of the group, I saw him. Despite his gaudy armor, his visage wore no trace of arrogance. He scrunched up his face as he examined the men. 


  Even though what they really need is a rebuke.


  “Excuse me,” I said to him. “I’m Shion Ornstein. Duke Vulfe has sent me to fight with you.”


  The moonlight sparkled on his flashy metal. When he moved, the armor clanged and chafed. I noticed a slight irritation cross his face, but I remained calm.


  “You’re Shion Ornstein, eh? The Electerns weren’t enough for you, eh? You’ve got to cause even more of a mess! Now we’re all gathered here for nothing—to fight these nonexistent ‘wraiths.’”


  Snapping back at snide remarks would get me nowhere. I could understand where he was coming from.


  “Go and join the seventy-fifth junior guard!” He clicked his tongue. “They’re on the outside.”


  I ignored Rondo’s scowl and turned heel, making my way for the small group of people strangely separated from the rest of the troops.


  “Hey there, Shion! What are you doing here?!” 


  I saw Raphina grinning and waving her hand at me. She looked like a dog wagging its tail. I smiled at her. Her eyes widened suddenly and she put her hand down, her expression becoming serious.


  “Raphina, Commander Rondo told me to join the seventy-fifth junior guard.”


  “He did? You?! But Shion, you’re not part of the military.”


  “We’re up against wraiths. Only magic works on them, so I volunteered. But look at the situation.” I glanced around at the other soldiers.


  “Aside from the culling troops, everyone is like this,” Raphina frowned. “Emergency summonses are rare to begin with, and no one sees the urgency. I can understand the reason for that, but still.”


  “They don’t believe in monsters they can’t see, I guess?”


  “Yeah. Nothing has happened since we brought in the Electerns.” 


  This was all predictable, but it was a difficult situation—worse than I anticipated.


  “Where’s the rest of your troop?”


  “Over there,” Raphina said, looking toward two nearby soldiers who turned around at her voice.


  “Huh? You’re that—”


  “We just saw you fly!”


  It was the two guards on patrol from before—the tall, lanky guy and the short, stocky guy.


  “I’m Tillman, but everyone calls me Tallman. Thanks for before!”


  “And I’m Stewie. Everyone calls me Stubbie, but it would be nice if you called me Stewie, please. You really saved us back there. Appreciate it!”


  “I’m Shion. Nice to meet you.”


  “You seem awfully young. We did just see you kill a monster, though, so I guess you’re strong.”


  “I requested permission from the duke to fight tonight,” I explained. “Normal weapons don’t affect that invisible monster, so it’s better for me to be around.”


  “A wraith, right? You put your hand on it and killed it. You got some sort of trick for that?”


  “Er, I’ll get into that later…”


  “Well, I guess we just need to put our faith in ya, eh? Turns out that invisible monster really existed.”


  These two guardsmen actually saw the wraith. With their testimony, we might be able to convince the rest of the soldiers.


  “Did you report that you sighted the wraith?”


  “Yeah, but they didn’t believe us.”


  “Everyone looks down on the seventy-fifth junior guard. It’s often said that the royal guard only goes up to seventy-four troops.”


  “’Cuz we’re always doing odds and ends, ya see.”


  Their expressions showed that this was a bitter pill to swallow. As I had heard before, the seventy-fifth junior guard was mostly made to do menial tasks. But I wasn’t expecting their report to be outright rejected. They were only confirming what the duke already held to be true. It was one thing to be suspicious, but another to not even conduct an expedition or be on guard for danger.


  “Where’s the rest of the unit?”


  “This is everyone,” said Raphina. “We were ten, but we’re down to three. And now—believe it or not—how about this—how about this, Shion! Now, I’m the captain! Me, spectacular me! Praise me! Praise me, praise me!” Raphina laughed and cackled as Tillman and Stewie hid their faces. 


  Tillman leaned over and whispered in my ear, “The other seven quit. Most of them said they couldn’t stand to be in the troop. The captain came down with a nasty stomach bug. Stewie and I didn’t want to be captain, so Raphina stepped forward.”


  “She’s a little too happy about it,” Stewie muttered.


  All the three of us could do was watch Raphina with exasperation until she settled down.


  “Quiet!” called Rondo in a husky voice. “I’ll now issue unit orders!”


  For the most part, the soldiers quieted down, but I could hear whispers here and there. It was like being in school all over again.


  “Each troop will collect the Electerns and dispatch to their assigned districts! Patrol the areas and report any sightings immediately. Move quickly! If there are no sightings for two hours, withdraw.”


  After the last sentence was spoken, a collective sigh could be heard. Everyone was relieved at not having to stay out until morning.


  While the other soldiers started to move, Raphina rushed over to Rondo.


  “Commander Rondo! We don’t have an assigned district! Where should the seventy-fifth junior guard go?”


  Rondo glared down at Raphina with displeasure. She didn’t notice, and continued to smile brightly and confidently at her superior. 


  There’s something wrong with this girl, I thought, or maybe she’s actually just amazing. Perhaps she did deserve praise.


  “Do as you please. You can go back home and get some rest.”


  “That will not do! We cannot rest in times of an emergency! We will exert ourselves to the fullest until the situation is resolved!”


  As Raphina gave a straight-backed salute, Rondo clicked his tongue and walked away.


  He’s doing this so that our troop will disobey orders and be punished, I thought. 


  If the troop went home, it would be seen as abandoning their posts and be suitable for dismissal. Even if the seventy-fifth junior guard claimed that Rondo said so, no one would take our side if he said otherwise. 


  But Raphina had zero intentions of going home.


  “Excellent! Time for action, you three!” 


  “B-but Captain, where are we going?”


  “There aren’t many places in the city that we can cover with just four people,” she said. “And we don’t want to get in the way of the other troops.”


  “Agh, that’s true! But what are we supposed to do, then?”


  Raphina tilted her head, as if in deep thought. But I knew that head of hers was likely not holding a single thought at all. 


  I guess I’ll have to do everything myself. The answer was already clear as day.


  I turned to face the three of them and spoke up. “Let’s run!”


  Raphina tilted her head the other way. The other two looked utterly confused.


  “Run? To where?”


  “I’ll explain while we’re running,” I said. “You’ve completed training, right? So, you should have decent stamina? Let’s go, then! Time’s a wasting!”


  “I see!” exclaimed Raphina. “Brilliant! Off we go!”


  “Eh—uh—wha—ah?! We’re actually running?!”


  “Oh jeez! I’m terrible at running, but I’ll do my best!”


  And so, we set off. We immediately surpassed the other troops, got our Electerns, and broke out into a run.


  “But where are we going?” Raphina asked as she ran at a comfortable pace with me.


  About a minute had passed since we had started sprinting. Anyone out of shape would already be out of breath. But Raphina wasn’t even sweating.


  “All of the troops will make out for their positions after they get the Electerns, so it will take a while. That means we’ll use that time to head for the most important position of all—the front gates! We’ll be able to see the whole town, and I’ll be able to identify the wraiths’ positions. We’ll then meet them head on and defeat them. That’s assuming they don’t move. But first things first, let’s get to the top of the ramparts and the front gate!”


  “Aha! I see your aim, Shion! I see! We can get up to the ramparts right near here—over there! Tillman! Stewie! You hear that? Keep up!”


  “Y-yes, sir!”


  “I—if I don’t die first!”


  Dragging along two obviously exercise-deficient guards, we made our way for the ramparts and watchtower. The city walls had watchtowers that extended out and then up. They didn’t have any particular locks on them, although entry was forbidden to civilians, of course.


  We opened a heavy wooden door to head up a spiral staircase. When we reached the top, we saw another wooden door that led out to the ramparts. We exited and now stood atop the city walls, about three stories above the town streets. 


  As we raced along the ramparts, I looked down and saw faint lights.


  “Wraiths!” I called. “Three nearby! Five further away!”


  “That was fast!” shouted Raphina. “Should we go back down?!”


  “They’re also moving! We won’t be able to catch them! To the front gates!”


  “As you say!”


  I couldn’t hear Tillman and Stewie’s responses behind us. They were exhausted after going up the three-story staircase in their armor. But we couldn’t afford to rest. Praying that they hadn’t dropped their Electerns, Raphina and I continued to run along the ramparts.


  On my other side, I saw more wraiths outside the walls. 


  Do they really break out in numbers like this during the Glowing? I thought. 


  I didn’t remember seeing any other wraiths the last time. Why were there so many? Or had it been like this last time as well?


  Attacked by anxiety, I realized I didn’t have time to get stuck in my thoughts. Before I knew it, we encountered the guards on watch. 


  “What are you doing here?!” They shouted at us in surprise.


  “I’m Raphina Schupelle, knight and captain of the seventy-fifth junior guard! Invisible wraith monsters have infiltrated the city! The defense force has been summoned to cull them!”


  “Invisible monsters? I heard those don’t exist!”


  “They’ll give you the details. Hey, Stewie, can you handle that? Then, follow us once you give the report!”


  Huffing and heaving, Stewie looked both happy and conflicted. 


  “Oh—ah—yes, sir!”


  Raphina, Tillman, and I raced forward. Tillman stayed to explain the situation to the next guards we ran into, and we continued on. It was frustrating, but otherwise the guards might’ve tried to interfere with us. The fact that the defense force had been assembled should’ve been proof enough, so I hoped those conversations would go well.


  I was the only one who could see the wraiths. Ordinary people could only see them within the Electerns’ range. Without question, some of the soldiers would encounter them with this many infiltrating the city. Then, everyone would understand that I told the truth and would finally get serious about the situation. Until that happened, I had to try to limit the number of casualties.


  After nearly a half hour, we made it to the front gates. Below, I saw Electern lights spark alongside the faint, flickering glow of the wraiths moving around the city.


  By this point, Electerns were common household appliances. Not everyone had them, but enough did that it should’ve reduced the danger of civilian attacks. The guardsmen and city watch were at the greatest risk, since they held normal torches or lanterns, making them liable to be attacked. At this time of night, the densest concentration of guards would be at the front gate, which was why I decided to head there first. 


  Duke Vulfe’s estate was located in Istria’s center, meaning it would take the soldiers some time to arrive at the outskirts. That time would only extend if troops encountered a wraith. 


  We finally saw the main gate approaching.


  “There are five wraiths! The guards will be in danger at this rate! Raphina, I’m going ahead!” 


  I used Jump to speed up. I couldn’t just recklessly use mana, or I’d risk exhausting it altogether, which was why I hadn’t used any until this point. But now there was a group of wraiths heading right for the front gate.


  The five wraiths noticed the guard and were moving straight toward him. While he was currently unharmed, he was unaware of what was coming. He would’ve been able to see the monsters had the Electerns on the walls not been taken down. 


  I dashed, wielding the power of the wind. The ramparts curled slowly toward the gate, so using Jump to move in a straight line, I leaped on to a nearby roof quickly. Maintaining my speed, I leaped from roof to roof, rocketing toward the gate.


  This is so strange, I thought as I went. 


  I hadn’t trained with magic lately, and yet somehow the mana flowed exactly as I wanted it to. Before, I frequently stumbled using Jump, falling maybe once every three or four times. Plus, the activation itself required time and focus. But now the wind cradled my legs, boosting my kick each and every time. I flowed with the wind. I mastered it.


  My body was light. I activated my mana continuously, repeatedly using Jump to move as fast as ever.


  I was almost too good with my mana now. Had I just gotten used to using it over time? Maybe all of the mana donation sessions actually acted as training of some sort?


  I leaped from the final roof. I soared over the ramparts and landed on the outside of the gate.


  “Wh-who’s there?!”


  I had alerted the guard by swooping out of nowhere over the gate. But my attention wasn’t on him.


  “Get down! Monsters are coming!”


  “There are no monsters here! Don’t tell lies, strange child!”


  I wasn’t carrying an Electern. I thought it was too risky, given my plans to move quickly. More importantly, there was something I wanted to try.


  Ignoring the guard, I stared down the wraiths flying this way. Looking closely, I saw that each of their bodies were slightly different, be it hair length, face shape, or the clothes they wore. They looked closer to humans than monsters. Were they ghosts? I had no time to ask myself these questions. All I could do was defeat them before they reached the city gates.


  I kicked the ground, boosting my speed with Jump. I fastened the Spark Gauntlet on and kneaded mana in my hands. I used Flare in the right hand, both hands still at ease. Fire burned bright, and crackled around my fingertips.


  “Wh-what the hell is that?!”


  “His hand’s on fire!”


  I heard the guard’s shouts. Fortunately, he didn’t come after me. 


  Facing the wraiths, I released Flare. Then immediately after, I used Flare again, and then again. Each spell cast a bright blue light, illuminating the surroundings.


  I watched as the balls of fire shot forward. When they approached the wraiths—


  “M-m-monsters?!” 


  The shocked guard’s yelp confirmed that my hypothesis was correct: Flare’s light would make wraiths visible to their surroundings. Now it all came together—why lanterns and torches didn’t illuminate the wraiths, but Electerns did. 


  At first, I wondered if it had something to do with the electricity from the Thundercite, but this made more sense. It also solidified my hypothesis that wraiths were essentially made of mana, or something equivalent to that. 


  Before, I considered Thundercite in this world as purely electrical, not magical. So why did the Electerns light up the wraiths? It was through the process of production—as the Thundercite in the Electerns was exposed to mana, it became a magical substance. 


  In other words, materials affected by mana could in turn affect wraiths. If that was true, then the conclusion that Flare could cast a light on them was only logical. That was my thought process.


  The wraiths dodged the fire, changing course. They seemed to have a real hatred and fear of the light. They’re weak to the light of mana!


  I shot off more Flares. One every second; that was my limit now.


  Well, in that case, I’ll alternate hands! 


  Now with two hands at every second, I fired almost continuously. I went all out, launching fireball after fireball. The wraiths weaved through the air, distancing themselves from me. As expected, they moved quicker than before, making them hard to target. 


  I was using Flare for three purposes: first, to confirm my hypothesis that the wraiths were sensitive to the light from mana; and second, to show them to the city guard. The board was set thanks to my third and final aim.


  I gathered up mana to use Bolt this time. Twisting my hands together, the red thunderbolt zapped out from the Spark Gauntlets toward the wraiths.


  “Keeaaaagh!” shrieked the wraiths, as the thunderbolt struck and purified two of them. 


  Bolt worked too! It made sense, given that I knew the Electerns already proved effective at repelling them. I was using Flare just to make the wraiths let their guard down. 


  It was easier to fight them now that I knew their weakness. Without Bolt, they would have been exceptionally difficult to defeat. I shot off two more Bolts, dispatching the remaining wraiths.


  But in the distance, I saw another fleet of wraiths coming my way.


  “There’s no end to them,” I said. “What’s going on?”


  It wasn’t just two or three, but ten of them! One alone was a real threat, and with this many incoming soldiers were bound to die. They were still far off, though. I turned on my heel and raced back to the gate. 


  The guards seemed less suspicious of me after seeing me defeat the monsters. They lowered their spears, puzzled.


  “Wh-what was that? And who are you?” asked the lead guard.


  “I’m Shion Ornstein,” I said. “I’ve joined the defense force on the orders of Duke Vulfe. Those monsters—the wraiths—have infiltrated the town, so the defense force has been assembled.”


  “What?! What now? But I haven’t seen any monsters… No, they’re supposed to be invisible, so I guess it’s possible…”


  Fortunately, the guards accepted the situation readily, probably because they actually saw me battle the wraiths.


  “The lightning magic I just used on them is effective, but I’m the only person who can use it,” I explained.


  This was an all-out emergency. Setting aside whether anyone would believe me, there was no point in hiding magic at this point.


  “M-magic? Ah, well, we used to have those Electerns, but not anymore…”


  Just the answer I was expecting. But I had an answer.


  Next to the gate, a large box held firewood for fuel and torches. I gathered a large ball of flame and fired it there. Instantly, a blazing blue fire burst up.


  “What in the world are you doing?! Is that more m-magic?!” the guard gasped.


  “Yes. This fire here should be effective against the wraiths, like the magic I used before. Light the torches with this and use it to protect yourself.”


  “Weapons won’t work on it?”


  “Nothing except magic,” I said. “I think this fire and the Electerns will be the only things that work.”


  “U-understood. We’ll do as you say.”


  It was a small stroke of luck that the guards here were novices. 


  No, you’d think anyone would change their mind after what he just witnessed.


  “Shion! Are you all right?!”


  “I’m—I’m dead!”


  “Blurrrgh! I’m gonna vomit! V-vomit, vomit!”


  Raphina, Tillman, and Stewie appeared, the latter two huffing and puffing. None of them had Electerns—they must’ve passed theirs off to other guards they ran into on the way. I was grateful for their sound judgment. So long as they stuck with me, they needed them less than the other guards. Maybe Raphina could use her head a little.


  “Where are the wraiths?!” she shouted.


  “I just killed five, but there are a lot more coming. Maybe about a hundred.”


  “One hundred?! There are that many?!”


  In the span of this brief conversation, I noticed more and more wraiths in the distance. Their countless pale, eerie wisps of light covered the horizon. I tried not to let my terror show on my face. 


  This was a dark moment. I was the only one who could kill the wraiths. If I didn’t handle every single one, countless people could die. 


  Marie had been right more than I could’ve ever known. People could and would die without me on the day of the goblin attack, and tonight too. Because of me, we were getting by. But I couldn’t help but wonder—was this all a coincidence? Or was it fate? Was I reborn into this world to save others?


  Despair swept over Raphina’s face like storm clouds. I looked at the three of them.


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll handle them.”


  I said it with as much confidence I could muster. If the others thought I was being extravagant, so be it. This was the only way to dispel my own fear. 


  With a smile on my face, I managed to ease some of the group’s anxiety. I was just a child, but no one else was capable of doing so at this moment. It was the best I could do.


  “I’ll go to the front lines and stop them there,” I said. “You all light torches with the blue fire and guard the perimeter. And one of you needs to go get reinforcements! And alert the other soldiers patrolling town!”


  “We—we’ll go!” the guard said. “We’ll spread out and round up all the night shifts!” 


  It was the right proposition, as the four of us had already spent plenty of time running across town. I nodded my agreement, and the guards rushed back into Istria with blue flame torches in hand. 


  “The three of you, hold the gate!” I commanded.


  “Understood! Leave it to us, Shion!” said Raphina.


  “W-we’ll show them! I can fight!” said Tillman.


  “I-I’m just happy I don’t have to run anymore,” said Stewie.


  With various fires in the soldiers’ hearts and minds, the battle for the front gate of Istria had begun.


  I mentioned before that there were around a hundred wraiths. That wasn’t true anymore. Even more had appeared in the brief time that had passed since then. If I didn’t defeat them, every last person in this town could die. Although the blackness of despair was all around me, I refused to sink into it.


  I’ll protect everyone, I swore. Dad, Mom, and Marie. All the people I’ve met here. All the people who’ve helped me. This is why I’m here, I realized. 


  Now, my heart held steadfast against the darkness. I glared at the oncoming mass.


  “Prepare to meet another dead man,” I muttered.


  Having died once, I knew how terrifying death was. I knew how it could not be resisted. It was fearsome beyond imagination. Once before, I experienced the fear of dying without having achieved my dreams. Right now, the fear gripping me most was that I could lose those most precious to me to the same unconquerable force.


  So I had to fight. I would not run. I would not surrender. 


  I’ve always hated losing.


  I gathered mana into my hands.


  “I’m off!”


  Behind me, the seventy-fifth junior guard shouted their acknowledgment, torches in hand. I kicked the ground. Each step that propelled me closer to death was quick and light, and my spirits rose.


  The most effective spell against the wraiths was Bolt, but I could only use it against those within a close radius. Flare had a big enough impact radius to potentially wound or kill other wraiths nearby. It also helped me see my surroundings better. 


  “Throw torches! Support Shion! Don’t hit him!” I heard Raphina’s voice behind me. She knew well that swords and arrows were powerless against wraiths. 


  The three of them were chucking torches that landed behind me. Soaked in oil, the torches wouldn’t light up the wet grass and would continue to burn for some time. It was a good strategy, especially since it wasn’t raining and the wind was gentle. Torches would impede the wraith’s movements and make them visible, helping the soldiers to coordinate. 


  I continued to sprint, mana kneading into my hands and legs. My Mana Eject was smooth and consistent. It felt like my whole body overflowed with mana. After a few minutes, I stopped in place. Against such numbers, I would die if I charged right into it, no matter how much magic I used.


  I backtracked slightly to find a strong position protected by the magic torches. From there, I started to fire off Flare and Bolt. 


  “Keeaaaggh!” It was the death rattle of the first wraith.


  There were so many of them, I could shoot off spells carelessly and still connect. I decided to switch to Flare and used it as many times as I could. I alternated hands and fired them into the crowd of light barreling toward me.


  Unable to dodge the attacks, the wraiths lit up in flames, one after the next.


  “Aaaghh! Monsters!” 


  I turned around when I heard the screams behind me. There were wraiths moving by the city walls toward the front gate. With a blue torch in hand, Raphina blocked them from getting closer.


  Good, I thought. The torches work.


  From outside her torchlight’s reach, a swarm of wraiths glared leeringly at Raphina. Some of them floated up to attack her from above, but the torchlight warded them off. The seventy-fifth junior guard was safe, for now.


  “Keep close to the torchlight! Hold on to those torches!”


  “Eek! Wh-what the heck are they?! Stay back, stay back!”


  “You freaky freaks! Get away from here!”


  Everyone was still safe, but they couldn’t last like that forever. I had to thin the wraiths’ numbers down.


  The wraiths couldn’t come closer, afraid of the torches surrounding me. Blue light flashed and burned as Flare stormed out of my fingertips. 


  I’ll be able to keep cutting their numbers down like this, I thought. The deciding factor would be what would last longer: the wraiths or my mana.


  But no matter how much I kept attacking, it didn’t make a dent. There were too many of them. At first, there were only a hundred. Now there were more, almost two hundred, in spite of having killed plenty. I was losing ground.


  I still had mana, though. Plenty to spare, in fact, despite using Magicoat over one hundred times. That meant something was different today. As of just yesterday, a hundred uses would have depleted everything. But now I had mana on top of my mana.


  Is it the Glowing? Was the red curtain of light in the sky impacting me, too? If so, did that mean the red light was providing me mana?


  Was I experiencing a mana donation at this very moment from the sky? It was one potential answer. I had excess mana without the effects of exhaustion. The precondition of Lethargia, elation, was from the energy and strength experienced while receiving more mana than you’re consuming. I recalled the response to my mana donations. 


  And if the red curtain of light was supplying mana, then it made sense why Lethargia broke out upon its appearance. I still didn’t understand why Rose and I had remained unaffected, but now I was starting to sense that there was, in fact, an unusual amount of mana swelling in my body. I could tell how it could potentially overwhelm the body if it couldn’t be consumed well. So when you can no longer resist the excess mana supply…


  I suspected that I wouldn’t catch Lethargia when I stopped using magic, but did that mean I would be able to continue casting spells even after I’d exhausted the mana in my body? Regardless of the answer to these questions, everyone would be dead if I couldn’t get through the night. I’d lose track of the real objective here if I got lost in those weeds. I just needed to use every ounce of power that I possessed.


  “Keaaagh!”


  More wraiths screamed like metal scratching against chalkboard. I didn’t break my spellcasting for even a moment. I felt good and energized. That feeling was frightening to me, but I didn’t stop. I put out my hand and used Flare again.


  I killed one hundred, two hundred wraiths. Slowly but surely, I felt my strength start to fade and the pulse of mana across my body weaken. Even this elated state had its limits. I had used magic almost two hundred times.


  Before I knew it, I was gasping for breath. 


  Damn, I thought. Then, I started coughing: “Nngh! This…hurts!”


  My body was heavy. The feeling of mana exhaustion washed over me. If I yielded to it, I’d be done for. I had to keep fighting. 


  The wraiths kept coming. I defeated one after another, and yet they kept coming.


  “Shion! Don’t overdo it! Fall back! The torches are about to go out!”


  The torches on the ground around me were burning low. The wind was calm and the sky still clear, but they’d burn out soon. 


  The battle here can’t last any longer.


  Not a single wraith dared to come into the magic flame’s radius. In that case, I could withdraw to a safe place and recharge my strength. I turned heel and returned to the gate.


  But in that instant, the situation changed.


  “Keeaaah!”


  The wraiths charged into the torchlight, all at once. Despite their hatred and weakness for it, they swooped through it directly.


  “Hit ’em good!” Raphina yelped.


  She and the others chucked more torches, melting numerous wraiths in fresh flame. And yet they kept coming. These wraiths were on a suicide mission—all to kill Raphina and the others, sacrificing their numbers in the process.


  Electerns and magic torches made the wraiths weak, but not enough to fully halt every single one. If they kept pressing like this, they would eventually reach us and kill us.


  I sprang the rest of the way back to the gate with Jump, shooting off Flares as I went. The remainder of the wraiths that had bypassed the torches were purified at once.


  “Th-thanks, Shion!”


  “Don’t mention it. Keep it up!”


  I grabbed a torch. At this point, there were some cases where using a torch would be better than Flare. I tracked their movements by using Flare on the distant ones, and a torch on the close ones. 


  At first, groups of about five wraiths at a time charged at the gate. But the groups were gradually growing larger, and a huge band of ten wraiths simultaneously swooped our way.


  This is crazy, I thought. They don’t care whether or not they even survive. 


  Tillman and Stewie let out frightened screams.


  “Oh, no! We’re done for!”


  “I guess I’m really gonna die here!”


  Resignation was written all over Raphina’s face, as well as the young guard who had returned to his post. 


  Thoughts flashed through my mind. I could use Flare, but that would only take out part of the group charging us. A different vision came to mind.


  I gathered as much mana as I could into both of my hands. It was blinding, brilliant mana, and there was much more than I had ever gathered before. A Blow charging in my legs whipped and whirled.


  “Get down!”


  At my scream, the others instinctively ducked low. I cast Blow at the iron basket of blue flame where we lit the torches. I maintained my web of mana that contained Blow as a membrane of magic energy, and ran Flare along it. The wind of Blow caught fire and lashed into the air. 


  Flarestorm.


  It took time to activate, but it had a devastating impact. It was the most powerful magic attack at my disposal now. It cast a flame-wreathed wind over a large area, devastating its surroundings. Every single wraith burned up before our eyes. The air itself dyed blue. The burning wraiths lit up, one after another, as the wind continuously blew forward, striking monster after monster.


  “Keeaaagh!”


  I winced at the metal-scraping screams of countless wraiths. The wraiths dissolved into nothing, leaving behind them a scorched odor and the remnants of mana. 


  “Nngh… Agh…” I gasped for air. “Did it work?”


  I had fallen to my knees. The attack had zapped away my strength instantly. The force and power of it was beyond belief. 


  Just how much mana was in that attack? What was that? Was that the power of the Glowing?


  “Shion, are you all right?!” Raphina asked.


  “Y-yeah, I think.” Raphina reached out and pulled me up. I felt unsteady, like I’d been running for hours straight. Pain wracked my body.


  “Th-that was incredible!”
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  “You killed all the wraiths! You’re amazing, Shion!”


  I managed a grimace to Tillman and Stewie’s praise. In all honesty, I was approaching my limit. If not for the extra mana supplied by the Glowing, I would’ve been long dead.


  Somehow, we made it through the danger… Or at least, that’s what everyone thought. But reality was cruel.


  “No… No way.” My eyes focused into the distance. 


  There were more lights rising and coming this way.


  “More wraiths are approaching. About the same number as before.”


  “Are you serious?”


  It would take them time to reach here. But still, no more than a few minutes. We wouldn’t be able to handle them on our own.


  “Th-the same number as before? Then…we’re dead! We’ve got to get inside the gates!”


  “Even that won’t let us escape! We’re done for!”


  Despair. How could anyone feel anything but that in this situation? But I had no intention of giving in.


  “I’ll buy you time,” I said. “Throw torches all around the surroundings. Just stay safe.”


  “Sh-Shion, you can’t! You’re already at your limit!”


  “Yeah, I am,” I said. “I’m tired. Everything hurts. Maybe I am at my limit. But I can’t give up now, either. I won’t, not until the end. I need to protect everyone. I need to survive!”


  I started to walk forward. Every step was unsteady, but I couldn’t bear to retreat. I had to fight. There was no escape, no fleeing.


  “Ah—” My leg gave in. I almost fell, but my body remained standing because someone’s hand grabbed me. 


  “Nice work, Shion.”


  I knew that voice. It spoke in an easygoing, comforting tone. I looked up at the face of the person who had caught me by the chest. It was Graste. 


  “The adventurers are here,” he said. “Count us in! C’mon, adventurer scumbags! I don’t care if those freaks are invisible or undiscovered or what, we ain’t frightened!” 


  Graste turned around to face a sturdy group of several hundred adventurers that poured out through the main gates. 


  “Look at what Shion’s done to hold ’em off! Aren’t we the stuff of adventurers? Aren’t we?!”


  “Ayeee!” came a bellowing roar. 


  “Wh-what are you doing here?!” I cried.


  “This little lass was quite the help,” Graste grinned, and Bridget shuffled over in front of him.


  “Hey…”


  “She’s been coming to the guild nonstop of late, telling us about how dangerous the wraiths are. Most of them didn’t believe her, but she wouldn’t give up on trying to convince us, so they all remembered. Then we got the alert from Duke Vulfe, so all the adventurers who remembered that stuff about wraiths responded. All thanks to the little lass. ’Course, it was her running around doing all the alerting.”


  That’s what Bridget had been working on besides her surveys. 


  “O-oh, wow. Thanks, Bridget.”


  “I’ve been…watching you. I saw how hard…you worked…so I wanted to do…what I could.” Though Bridget looked a bit embarrassed, she gave me the best smile she could.


  “What a good friend she is,” Graste grinned despite her shyness. 


  Everything about him was so perfectly normal that I suddenly felt my legs give out from under me. Graste caught me again. 


  “Whoa, buddy, you all right there? You’ve been overdoing it, I guess.”


  “Just a little,” I smiled.


  “Don’t worry. We’re here now.”


  “B-but you won’t be able to kill them without magic,” I said.


  Bridget spoke up. “I had…an idea about that… Especially because we have it right there… Graste, can you do what I told you…”


  “Heck yeah! Hey!” Graste shouted to the nearby adventurers. “Time to do what the little lass suggested! Go for it!”


  A row of archers readied their bows. Before they drew the bows, they dipped the arrows—with tips wrapped in cloth—in the magical fires that were still burning. 


  “Oh!”


  I understood at once what they were doing.


  “Shion, where are the wraiths?”


  “A little too far! In a few seconds, they’ll be in range of the arrows!”


  “Got it! Now, scumbags! Ready your arrows!” he roared, and a few seconds later: “First round. Fire!”


  The adventurers shot the arrows up into the air, and the sky filled with flaming arrows. The arrows fell and struck a portion of the wraiths, although a large number missed.


  “Just as the little lass said! They’re straight ahead! Adjust your aim! Now time for the second round! Fire!”


  Another round of arrows immediately shot to the sky. 


  I see—the first round of arrows wasn’t to strike the wraiths, but rather to approximate their location. And once those few arrows made the wraiths visible to the ordinary eye, the next round of arrows were far more accurate.


  The sky burst with a huge wave of shrieks as countless wraiths were lit in flame and perished.


  “That’s it, men! Keep it up! We’ll fell them in no time with this method! Third round, fire!”


  The adventurers continued to fire arrows according to Graste’s orders. I stared ahead at the scenery unfolding like a fireworks show.


  “Bridget, you thought of this?” I asked.


  “Yeah… I thought that if the wraiths were visible in the Electerns…that maybe other forms of magic could make them visible too… And I knew that your Flare attack was a form of magic…that could be used like normal fire… You told me all these things…”


  “You figured out that fire from my Flare would harm them?”


  “Basically… We had no way to test in advance… I’m just glad it worked…” 


  I was doing stuff off the cuff, but Bridget had prepared a strategy. As a magical researcher, she was aware of monsters’ general weaknesses. She used that general knowledge to infer a strategy using what I had told her to deal with the wraiths. I was lucky to have a reliable companion like her.


  “Looks like we’ll be able to handle things after all,” Raphina said reassuredly as she came up from behind me. She took my shoulder from Graste to help me stay up straight.


  Flickering orbs of light sparkled here and there. It was mana bursting and fading in scorched blue flames. You’d think a sight like that would be pretty to look at. Amid those lights and colors, wraiths were dying.


  “Can you move, Shion?” Raphina asked.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I’m a little tired, but that’s just from using too much mana. I can move if I try.”


  She shook her head. “You’ve been risking your life too much. Don’t try to do everything yourself. We’re all here with you, you know.”


  “Yeah…we’re here…”


  Raphina looked exasperated. Bridget looked earnest. They stayed close by, protecting me. The two of them stood at alert with torches in hand. 


  “Thank you, to both of you,” I said.


  “Don’t think of it… We’re friends, after all…”


  “Wh-what else would a royal knight do?! We’ve been ordered to protect you, you know!”


  I smiled at their words. At some point, the two of them had become precious people to me.


  “Clearly, my training hasn’t been sufficient,” Raphina said. “I must become stronger. Strong enough to cut down wraiths with this blade!”


  “Raphina, that’s not going to work—”


  “Of course it won’t with that attitude! But there must be some way!”


  She was right. Maybe there was. I had already made many impossible things possible, so I couldn’t deny her words.


  “Yeah,” I said. “You may be right.”


  Raphina smiled.


  Still, we couldn’t let our guard down. Raphina and Bridget waved their torches, looking out for wraiths. 


  Thanks to Graste’s leadership, and the group of adventurers he gathered, the battle against the wraiths came to a speedy resolution. A final round of arrows swooped through the sky and crashed to the ground.


  “We did it! We killed them all! We’ve won!”


  The adventurers’ triumphantly hollered in victory. “Hurraah!” 


  Just what would have happened without them? Innumerable people would have died; the whole town possibly destroyed. That future was not to be. Thanks to everyone’s efforts, we protected Istria. There were a few light injuries, but zero deaths. It was a miracle beyond miracles when you thought about it.


  “So it’s finally over, innit?” Graste said. “Shion, thanks, my boy. Without you, we’d all be done for.”


  “Don’t say that,” I replied. “We only managed to win because of you and the other adventurers.”


  “As humble as ever, I see. But the danger seems to have passed. Gotta request a reward from the duke.” Graste turned to the adventurers, grinning. “Listen up, scumbags! Tonight, we celebrate! Drink yourselves dizzy!”


  The crowd of adventurers immediately went into an uproar of celebration. 


  What valiant spirit, I thought. The battle’s barely ended, and they’re already ready to get drunk.


  The tension in my body finally released, and a trace of a smile came to my lips as I thought of how much I trusted these people here this night.


  It was over. The fear melted away. Smiles bloomed like flowers. The front of the gate quickly became a party. 


  “What the hell is going on here?!”


  A loud voice cut through the clamor, and Rondo appeared, leading a troop of soldiers. The two groups of fighters stared one another down. With the wraiths fully annihilated, there shouldn’t be anything left to fear. So, why was Rondo so tense?


  As if to answer my silent question, Commander Rondo screamed through the hubbub: “You suspicious scoundrels! Are you the ones who dressed up as strange monsters and caused a panic in the town?!”


  The words were so beyond anyone’s imagination that no one could manage a response.


  “Schupelle! Don’t tell me you’re with those bastards?!” he said as the defense force came pouring out through the gate, one soldier after the next, all unharmed.


  “They’re adventurers, sir,” Raphina responded. “And they helped us defeat the invisible monsters! Thanks to their aid, we eliminated several hundred wraiths!” Despite her orderly response, I saw the displeasure on her face.


  “Wraiths? You idiot! There’s no such thing! You’re telling me you caused this ruckus, all to justify Duke Vulfe’s blatant lunacy?! They all dressed up as wraiths and caused this whole havoc!”


  “Wh-why would you think that?”


  “Why?! Are you a fool? Look at all those flaming arrows there in the field! And yet not a single wraith corpse to be found! If that’s not reason, I don’t know what is!”


  True, the wraiths had not left any physical corpses behind. Consequently, hard evidence that the battle had occurred beyond the arrows was lacking. It was like how monsters slaughtered in a video game disappeared, so it never occurred to me to question it.


  “Weren’t there wraiths all throughout the city?”


  “There were not! There is no such thing as a wraith!” Rando responded.


  “Perhaps…” said Bridget. “All the wraiths moved…to us en masse. They seem to have a characteristic…to flock to the enemy…so they came to the gate.”


  It was an interesting theory. I didn’t know if the wraiths possessed intelligence, but they at least had the disposition to move in large groups. It was possible that their groups all gravitated toward us.


  Was it truly possible that the defense force didn’t encounter a single wraith because of our fierce rush to the front gate? As a result, Commander Rondo judged that we were merely ruffians causing panic in the middle of the night?


  An uneasy silence wafted. Rondo had already decided that the others and I were culpable. 


  “You’ve got some nerve to say that when it took you so long to get here!” Graste shouted through the quiet, his shoulders quaking with rage. “If not for Shion, the whole city might’ve been destroyed, you dolt! How blockheaded can you get?! There were wraiths here! Every single man here is a witness to that!”


  “That’s right!” an adventurer called. “I saw the wraiths. We fought them!”


  “With so many witnesses, you’ll call every last one of us a liar?!”


  Other adventurers’ voices raised up in response. Rondo was suddenly buried in a wave of angry shouts and jeers. Perhaps he thought that he couldn’t take back his accusation, because he shook his head relentlessly.


  “S-silence, everyone!” he said. “Yes, you’re all lying, of course you are! Soldiers! Capture every last man here!”


  The defense force behind Rondo paused upon hearing those orders. Of course they did, because what person in their right mind—even a loyal soldier—would believe that every single person here was lying?


  “What are you doing?!” Rondo shrieked. “Seize them! Don’t let a single one escape—”


  Then, out of the blue—


  It was impossible to grasp exactly what happened.


  “Urrrk!” Rondo gasped and squealed as his head twisted unnaturally on his neck. His head rotated clockwise until his face was perfectly upside down, then he lost all strength and slumped to the ground.


  Two hands floated in the air—the hands that twisted Rondo’s neck. They were hands reaching out of the dark, hands I could only see to the wrist.


  Everyone fell silent, eyes stolen by the floating hands.


  I, and I alone, raised my eyes to the sky.


  Red. Dark, deep, wine red, blood red—the whole black sky was red. I was seized by a fleeting feeling that this had to be a dream. And yet it was real.


  Then, all in an instant, the entire sky lost its color. In a swarm of blood red drops, the sky’s color poured into the two hands floating in the air. The entire curtain of night was gobbled up and added to the apparition there. A red sky that extended for miles all around us faded into black, swelling and draining away into the floating hands.


  Then the hands moved forward with a twitch. Now there were arms, shoulders, and a face with long white hair, red eyes, and sharp fangs. It wore elegant, regal attire, resemblant of the highest of lords.


  This was not just modeled after a person. It was more humanoid than even the wraiths. But it surely wasn’t human. 


  This man, made from the curtain of the sky, shook the dust off his robes and looked around. Then, he took a deep breath and smiled at us.


  “It’s been some time. At last, I’m out.”


  Everyone stood there, frozen. Rondo was dead, killed by this man who appeared from the void.


  What is he? Thoughts raced through me. The reality was impossible to grasp.


  “Hm? Are you all here to greet me? That’s rather thoughtful, for you ‘humans,’ that is.”


  “Wh-who are you?!” shouted Graste. His face was covered in beads of sweat, wrapped in terror.


  I felt the same, as did everyone else. We all knew that we were facing a horrible danger. And its biggest concern was known to me and me alone: the red particles covering his body.


  That dense light was, without question, mana. That had been the red aura hanging in the sky. All of it came together to form this man standing before us. He was mana itself—mana on a mass scale, miles of it, composed this one man’s body. I couldn’t even comprehend how much mana that must have been.


  Most people had a tiny amount of mana that was a slight amount of light leaking off their bodies. I had a lot more than most people. I could see the mana clearly on my body when I looked in a mirror. It was a coat of light a little under half an inch thick.


  The mana on this man trickled, squirmed, and drifted into the air around him. If my total mana could be quantified as ten thousand, then this man had over ten million! It didn’t matter exactly what he was. That much mana alone made him an unbelievable threat. With so much powerful mana in his body, he would possess terrible strength, and the vitality and life force to match it. 


  He’s a monster!


  “I’ll permit the rudeness,” he said. “Only because I’m in a rather good mood. The name is Einschwarff, the most lofty demon.”


  Apparently, nobody knew the word ‘demon,’ because the entire crowd simply exchanged glances with one another. I remembered Bridget’s mention of them—an ancient race.


  “You’ve never heard of us demons? Ignorant humans. Or has our existence not been passed down?” He chuckled. “Humans truly are fools. That it took a mere thousand years to forget us! Hah. Well, fair enough. Long have we been sealed away. Freedom feels delightful! I’ll kill you kindly for that.”


  Everyone readied their weapons at Einschwarff’s sudden sneer. It was a logical response, but I knew it was meaningless.


  “Run!” I screamed. 


  Einschwarff’s mana writhed like a beast, stretching out around us. And then he snapped his fingers.


  A scorching inferno was born alongside a crack of thunder. A membrane around us alight in flame. I instinctively grabbed Raphina and Bridget and pulled them away. Everyone who remained in the circle caught on fire, screaming.


  “It burns! It burns!”


  “Save me! Somebody save meee—!”


  The scene was instantly transformed into a living hell. Einschwarff’s attack engulfed an entire squadron of soldiers in flames. 


  I had failed to grasp the situation. I previously assumed that the Glowing was just a signal of the appearance of new monsters. Nope. It was nothing more than the augur of the rebirth of a veritable demon. 


  The real fight had only just begun.


  “Ngh!” The three of us spilled and toppled on the ground. I sent us flying with Jump, but couldn’t handle our weight on the landing. There was no time to feel pain, anyway.


  I jumped to my feet. 


  “The two of you, run!”


  “But what about the rest of them?!” Raphina shouted.


  “They can’t win! Nobody can see, but he’s got way too much mana for them to win! We need magic!”


  Goosebumps raised all over me at the thought of taking this monster on. 


  Einschwarff’s spells were invisible to everyone else. He cast out the invisible mana until the very moment of conflagration—a terrifying technique. How could you dodge it? How could you fight it? Nobody stood a chance!


  “Shion!”


  It was Graste, racing toward me. He had safely escaped the blaze, and I sighed out of relief.


  “What is he? Is he using magic?!”


  “I-I don’t know. It’s something like magic, no doubt. His body is overflowing with mana. He’s got a hundred times more than me!”


  “You’ve gotta be kidding. Nrgh!” Graste pounded his fist. “You all go back into the city. I’ll stop him!”


  “No, Graste!” I implored. “He’ll kill you!”


  “He might, he just might,” Graste said. “But we can’t afford to let him into Istria!”


  That’s right. If he got into Istria, he might kill Mom, Marie, and everyone in the entire city. There was no point in fleeing here. That meant I had no choice.


  “I’ll fight too,” I said. “I’m the only one here who can see his mana.”


  My eyes would make it at least possible to evade his attacks. I could also try to follow his mana to anticipate his actions. It wasn’t guaranteed to work, but it was better than nothing.


  Graste clicked his tongue. “Got no choice but to rely on you, eh, buddy? You two ladies! Run into Istria and evacuate the city! Calm everyone down and get a proper evacuation going! That’s the only way to save everyone’s lives!”


  “B-but I…” Raphina shook her head. “Very well. I’ll take the lead. It’s the best I can do.”


  “Do…what I can…” whispered Bridget. “I will…”


  I was still a weak child, but I had magic and could see mana. I had to remain.


  “Be careful, Shion,” Raphina said.


  “Don’t be…reckless…”


  Faces scrunched up in frustration, the two girls ran off. 


  “Shion! Time to go!”


  I nodded. We turned back to Einschwarff, who was burning whole troops of soldiers and adventurers. The terrifying sight froze my feet to the ground. Einschwarff was setting fire to the perimeter, killing man after man. The vile smell reached us at a considerable distance. 


  I had never seen people die before. But I didn’t hesitate any longer. I had already gone through death once. What did I have to fear? I realized that my mind was surprisingly calm.


  “What do we do? Charge him?!”


  It was a very Graste-style plan, but I didn’t think it would work.


  “No,” I responded, keeping my face composed. “Let me take him head on. Graste, you sneak around and get him from behind with a surprise attack.”


  “Hey! You’re telling me to sneak around? And make you the decoy?!”


  “You may not like it, but that’s our best chance of succeeding. Since I can see his mana, I’m the only one who can dodge his attacks.”


  Graste had seen me use magic plenty of times. He should know by now how it works. 


  He grunted. “Fine. Guess that’s the only choice. Damn! All right, Shion. It makes me feel pathetic, but I’ll have to count on you, so I’ll do just that. Don’t you dare die. I’ll never be able to face your family if you do.”


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “I have no intention of dying.”


  For a moment, Graste hesitated, as if there were something on the tip of his tongue. But then he closed his mouth.


  “We’re gonna win this,” he said.


  “Yes. We will.”


  With that, Graste took off, racing through the long shadows cast by the flames.


  I turned back to Einschwarff. I was far enough away that he hadn’t noticed me. But there was no point in trying to hide. Assuming he could see mana, I should be easy for him to spot. 


  “Hah hah hah! How fun! I haven’t squished bugs in quite some time! Yes, give me more! I can kill more, even more!”


  Bloodcurdling screams rose from where human beings—human lives—extinguished in the flames. I couldn’t delay, but I couldn’t be reckless, either.


  I took off at a jog. I wound through the flames, straight toward Einschwarff. I went for him head on with no intention of hiding. 


  I used Magicoat. Einschwarff was about ten yards ahead. I felt his gaze turn to me.


  “Hm? Ah, so you’ve got mana.”


  He can see it, I thought. 


  “Oh ho!” He leered at me. “That red hair. You’re of Reguerre’s bloodline, eh? No one else here has it, though. Why is that? Answer me, child.”


  Reguerre? Bloodline? What is he talking about?


  Einschwarff tilted his head at my reaction. 


  “You know not? Ah, but wait. A thousand years ago, at that time, they… Ah, in that case…” He started to chuckle. “I see, I see. Very cheeky. Those traitors, pulling a clever little trick like that! And yet fools, fools, fools they are! Just how stupid can humans get? They haven’t learned a thing, not a lick! You pitiful child, whipped about by the breeze. Better for you to die while you still know nothing.”


  “I’m not going to die,” I said. “Not here.” 


  I got into a stance and cast Blow around my legs. 


  “So you can use demon arts,” the Demon scoffed. “Rather unrefined.”


  “This isn’t demon arts,” I said. “It’s magic!”


  “The term matters not,” Einschwarff said. “You’ll die either way!”


  The red mana swooped out at me. It moved like a living creature, pouncing forward before my eyes. Einschwarff snapped his fingers. Seeds of flame bloomed all along the mana, exploding toward me.


  But I had read his attack and was already in motion. Shooting off mana of my own, I flew into the air. Evading the flames, I used Aqua, dousing Einschwarff and the surroundings with a water bomb. 


  It was much more than I had ever gathered before. To this point, I had only managed a handful of bombs, but this time it was the size of a boulder. Was it the influence of the Glowing, maybe? 


  I’ll make good use of this extra power! I thought.


  The fires below extinguished, including those on the skin and clothes of the nearest soldiers. The ground was soaking wet.


  “Hm? A rather interesting demon art!” Einschwarff’s expression was half-impressed, half-amused. 


  Dread crept into my heart. 


  He’s enjoying this, I realized. 


  He knew he had the overpowering upper hand. I would only be able to buy time, nothing more. But I knew I couldn’t flee, that much was certain. 


  I’ve gotta go all out.


  He had only used fire magic up to this point. Perhaps water magic would be effective on him? 


  I made that my strategy and continued to charge mana. An elastic, supple power I had never felt before bounded across my body. Feeling that familiar sense of elation, I landed gently on the ground, then immediately used Jump again.


  I kneaded mana and gathered water while leaping and bounding around, drawing an arc with Einschwarff at the center. Twenty balloon-sized bullets of water formed in the air. 


  This must be a thousand mana points alone, I thought. Normally, that much mana would completely exhaust me, especially given how much I used earlier that night, and that I felt the mana around my body had grown thinner. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep this up, but I needed to try.


  I launched Aqua Bullet—twenty of them, each one with the force of a cannonball. It made impact, and the water burst forward at the speed of an arrow, rocketing at Einschwarff.


  I was convinced it would do serious damage, but a moment later, a cloud of steam rose. I couldn’t see him. Did something happen? 


  Before I could even finish my thought, Einschwarff was within mere feet of me. With inhuman speed, he zipped toward me within a blink. 


  So this is a demon.


  Fear seized me by the throat as I used Jump. I gathered mana in my hand.


  “Running away? That’s rather rude.”


  Einschwarff swept after me. His speed was incredible. His fist punched at my throat. 


  Battered by the air, I was thrown back, far into the distance. I blocked the attack with the Spark Gauntlet’s plate, but it wasn’t enough to absorb the blow. My hand exploded with pain. I heard a clear snap—no doubt I’d broken some bones. I wrapped my body in Blow to absorb my landing. 


  Einschwarff still raced toward me while gathering huge balls of flame in both of his hands. 


  So much mana, I thought. It had to be over ten thousand per fireball. I wouldn’t be able to take the attack head on.


  “How about this?!” cried Einschwarff, grinning with ecstasy.


  I quickly charged up Magicoat. There was no time to escape. I didn’t have time to gather water for Aqua. 


  What do I do? I’m done for! There’s no time! It’s going to end this time, for good!


  Am I going to die?


  But I can’t—I have to protect everyone.


  I have to!


  A light flashed. The movement was purely reflexive and required no logic or thought at all. My body reacted, and it unleashed mana into the ground beneath my feet.


  The ground burbled and swallowed me up.


  “What?!” Einschwarff’s shocked howl was muffled by the thick earth. I was sure he had never considered such a use of magic before. It turned out my earth magic spell, Fall, really did have a use—on myself. I originally created it to trip an opponent at a short distance, but I used it to bury myself in a thick lump of earth. 


  The demon’s massive fireballs landed where I had just stood, exploding with furious bangs. The impact shook the dirt around me, but it held, rippling in the impact. Rather than fight the wave, I rode it, kicking the earth once more.


  Einschwarff appeared through the parting dirt. He hadn’t used Magicoat. After those massive attacks, he would need some time to charge up again. My foe had the mana advantage, but I had the advantage in activation speed. 


  I also noticed he snapped his fingers every time he used magic. Right now, he showed no signs of snapping. That meant he needed more time. It was my perfect chance.


  I fired off consecutive magic attacks with two Aquabolts. One after the other, I twisted my arms and zapped a thunderbolt through the balls of water floating before me. This time, I swore I got him. He was only drenched in water, though, and nothing more.


  Small fireballs floated around his body. They vaporized the Aquabolts that had collided with them. They puffed and faded, clearly having protected him from my attacks. 


  Somehow, the fireballs also blocked the thunderbolts. Each lightning zap faded into thin air upon striking them. That’s right—a lightning bolt, charged with mana, was made to disappear. Somehow, air appeared, causing it to disappear by interfering with the electrical current. Had he used the air as an insulator? I knew from my modern scientific knowledge that air could be used that way, but how did a demon know that?


  What was happening? Vaporizing an incoming water attack with a hot flame was understandable. I invented both Bolt and lightning magic with my specialized earth knowledge and experiments on Thundercite. Bolt’s whole concept should have been impossible for people in this world to understand.


  Einschwarff smiled at my obvious shock and confusion.


  “You use rather interesting demon arts,” he said. “But all demon arts have a counter element, including your water, even your lightning. I suppose you’ve come up with those techniques yourself? But compared to me, you’re only at the beginning of the beginning.”


  It made sense that a demon not only could use magic, but did so more easily and fluently than me. He used Flare without a flint, for example. I didn’t know how it was possible, but clearly, he knew more about mana and magic than I did.


  “I see that you aren’t able to use your demon arts without that tool there,” Einschwarff said. “How unrefined.”


  He moved his forefinger close to his thumb. An electric current zapped between them. He stretched out his hand, and the crackling electricity extended out until it surrounded us. Compared to Bolt, it was an overwhelming power.


  “This much is easy,” he said. “If you understand the Fundamentals of the Elements, that is. But you have no hope of that. Your show has been quite diverting, but it’s over now.”


  He gathered a fearsome thunderbolt in his left hand, and a massive fireball in his right.


  So this is despair, I thought. I couldn’t escape now. I was almost out of mana. This time, for sure, would be the end. 


  Just when the thought crossed my mind, I saw something cutting through the air. In complete and determined silence, Graste was behind Einschwarff, bringing down a war axe. The combination of his stealth and his speed should have made it impossible to escape. The axe sliced through the air, and just when I swore it struck the demon’s neck, Einschwarff’s entire body quivered.


  It looked like a buffering video. One moment Einschwarff was facing one way, the next moment he was facing Graste. Somehow, Einschwarff had managed to evade the complete sneak attack.


  “Nrgh!” 


  The blow slammed into Graste’s stomach plate, knocking him into the air. As Graste rolled and spun across the ground, Einschwarff turned back toward me. This time, it was my turn. If I was dead meat either way, I may as well go down fighting and use every last drop of my mana to destroy this fiend.


  Einschwarff grinned. All his bloodlust was aimed at me. Then I heard a high-pitched clang. I turned toward the sound and found the source.


  Dad!


  I didn’t know how, but Dad was here. He swung his sword down at Einschwarff’s neck, and it struck right at the surface of the demon’s throat.


  Dad poured all his strength into the blow, but somehow the neck itself blocked the attack. It wasn’t even wounded!


  “What in the?!” Dad roared. “Argh!” 


  The demon swept him away with a kick, sending him toppling across the ground as he had done with Graste. And just as with Graste’s attack, Dad’s blow didn’t deal a lick of damage.


  Remaining calm and collected, Einschwarff turned toward me once more.


  “You human fools really think your weapons could damage me?”


  He strode toward me, one step at a time, full of confidence. The previous spells he had used were gone, but that brought me no relief. Once he cast again, I’d be done for.


  There were still plenty of surviving adventurers, but they stayed at a far distance. No one dared approach the seemingly invincible monster before us. 


  With no more help, and no more options, my legs trembled beneath me. Facing death once more, the livid fear that took ahold of me was that I failed to protect those who meant the most to me.


  I need to kill him, I realized. Even if I die in the act.


  Einschwarff stopped in front of me and looked down.


  “You’re not bad for a kid. You’re still thinking of a way to defeat me in this situation. I can see in your eyes that you intend to continue fighting. I’d expect nothing less from Reguerre’s bloodline.” Einschwarff chuckled that same menacing laugh. “That mettle, that spirit, that strength—it’s rather impressive. Listen up, boy. I’ll make you my retainer. My vassals can attain remarkable strength and longevity. In exchange, you’ll lose your sense of self and become my personal puppet, but that won’t matter to you. You’ll forget…everything.”


  All of my instincts screamed to run away. The warning signal flashing through me made my legs hit the ground. But he saw it right away.


  Einschwarff grabbed me by the throat.


  “Urk!”


  “No need to be afraid,” he whispered. “It’ll end in a flash.”


  He opened his mouth wide, and I saw his fangs. 


  Is he about to bite me? I thought. He is just like a vampire!


  I struggled feebly in his grip. I wouldn’t let him. I wouldn’t become his slave!


  “Ngh… Let…let me…go!”


  My resistance was futile. I felt pain cut into my neck. His fangs had pierced my throat.


  All feeling faded from my body. I felt like I was paralyzed head to toe. My body wouldn’t obey my commands.


  It was no good. I was powerless.


  I could not struggle.


  I drifted into sleep for a few moments…and then—


  “Gyaaagh! Argh! Eegh! Urgh!” Einschwarff was screaming at the top of his lungs. 


  I fell out of his grip. He gripped his neck, and blood dripped around his mouth as he screamed and howled.


  What just happened?


  “You—nrgh—you lowly louse! You vile worm! S-since when did you have a Fairy’s Blessing? Damn, damn those traitors, still interfering to this very day! Nrgh! Blood! Polluted blood! Entering within me!”


  The blood vessels on Einschwarff’s face bulged and his eyes were red. Exploding with rage, he turned to face me as he charged his mana. 


  My body wouldn’t move. I had to do something, but I couldn’t do anything at all.


  “Rrrgh, now die!” Einschwarff shrieked, thrusting his quivering hand at me and releasing a fireball.


  While smaller than the previous ones, it still had the force to blow me to bits if it struck me. I forced my body to fall to my left. It wasn’t enough distance to take me out of the fireball’s range. But right before impact, my body lashed to the side and yanked away.


  There was a loud bang, and then scorched earth and licks of flame. Something protected me. Nothing hurt.


  “Shion! Are you okay?!” It was Raphina, clinging to me. 


  She had pulled me out of the way, then stood in the way of the shrapnel. It made all the difference in the world. Having evaded this one single attack, I had a new card in my deck. 


  “Lift…my…hand,” I said, my voice quaking with every word. My whole body was numb and could hardly move. 


  Raphina immediately understood my intention. She grabbed my hand and pointed it at Einschwarff. I couldn’t move my muscles, but I could still activate Magicoat.


  “N-no!” screamed Einschwarff, slumping forward, his movements unsteady. “C-curse you, Reguerre!”


  The mana around the demon was unstable, spouting and drifting away from his body. It didn’t look like it protected him any longer.


  I used Magicluster on my right hand. It took longer than usual, and I wasn’t sure it would be enough to kill the demon. Einschwarff activated fresh mana faster, gathering more than the last attack. Twelve-inch fireballs grew in the palms of his hands. 


  It’s not over, I thought. It can’t be. Not like this. 


  Einschwarff poured all of his wrath into the fireballs.


  Out of time. Just gotta do it.


  Right then, a miracle occurred. 


  “Raaaghhh!”


  “Eat this!”


  From behind Einschwarff, Dad and Graste appeared almost simultaneously, bringing down their weapons. It takes a lot of skill to jump and attack with a weapon at the same time, but landing such a blow means deadly force. 


  Einschwarff had blocked them before, but this time was different. Clearly, the demon had lost his cool in becoming desperate to end me. Dad and Graste took advantage of that.


  Graste’s axe slammed into Einschwarff’s right arm. It sounded with a heavy bang of hard metal. Not even a sturdy battle axe could chop through his steely skin. The blow had left the slightest crack. He had dealt damage!


  Less than a second later, Dad’s sword danced through the air, carving into the crack left by Graste’s axe. Einschwarff’s right arm slapped into the dirt. He let out an ungodly scream.


  “Now, Shion!” Dad bellowed as he and Graste sprinted away from the Demon. 


  I fired my attack. I didn’t turn it into magic. It was pure mana.


  “That won’t work on me, you—!” Einschwarff roared at the top of his lungs, shooting another fireball just before my incoming mana shot arrived at him. 


  He doesn’t know, I thought. He doesn’t know what happens when mana hits magic. 


  I realized it earlier when he blocked Bolt with his fireball. He had been raining fireballs all over the place—had he known the simple mana principles that I do, he would have proceeded more cautiously for the sake of his own life.


  Collision!


  The fire magic exploded. He must’ve poured over thirty thousand mana points into the fireball. My mana probably didn’t amount to four hundred. That combination resulted in a massive conflagration all around him.


  “Argh! Argh! Aaauuurgh! What?! Hot! So hot! No…my body! It’s crumbling! Uuurgh! The pain! Why, why, whyyy—” Einschwarff screamed, burned, and crumbled. 


  “So you two were safe…” I muttered. “Th-thank, thank goodness.”


  Leave it to the arrogance of the strong. Einschwarff probably never bothered to deeply understand the workings of mana or magic. My long years of research really had paid off.
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  Amid the inferno, Einschwarff’s red eyes glared at me, festering with hatred. 


  “You scum! You scum! You scuuu—” 


  As he railed away, his body burst and scattered to red dust, leaving not a single trace behind. He self-destructed on his own mana. As he died, the surrounding fires instantly vanished, as did the huge volume of mana swirling around. We were left quivering within an immense silence.


  “Is he…dead?” Raphina whispered, still holding me up straight.


  I heard the skepticism in her tone. It was hard for me to believe myself. And yet, with the help of everyone, we had defeated him. It was a miracle of miracles. I thought I was going to die multiple times. I really did. I ran out of mana ages ago. And now… 


  Oh, no.


  The same thing was coming for me. That thing was coming for me—


  “Death,” I whispered. “I’m…I’m dying. Yes, I’m dying. It’s over. I’m done. I can’t hold on. I didn’t deserve this life. I deserve to be dead, I know I do.” 


  At a massive mana deficit, my mind and body went dark. I couldn’t endure any longer. I let go of Raphina and toppled to the ground.


  “Sh-Shion! Hey! Shion!”


  Amid Raphina’s shouts, Dad and Graste raced over to me.


  The battle was over, and I hadn’t died. Not yet. Shouldn’t that be enough? Shouldn’t that be good?


  I gave my mind over to the lethargy. At once, a powerful combination of peace and loss washed over me.


   


  ***


   


  Heat. My body felt hot.


  What was I doing? Where was I? My mind couldn’t even hold these questions.


  Hot. Hot! Hot!


  Something spread across me, staining my body. It was seizing my consciousness and devouring my body. If I let go, I felt I’d bound away from myself. 


  I couldn’t hold on any longer. It was all too much.


  If I lost focus for a minute, I’d drift away altogether. And that would be the end of me. I had no basis for it, but I was sure of it.


  I couldn’t see. Darkness lorded over everything, but there, right there, I saw a light. It flickered faintly, far away, but moved closer and closer to me. When it arrived before my eyes, I finally realized what it was.


  It was a fairy. It was the same fairy I saved during the monster hunt long ago. She swooped down to my eyes, trailing light particles behind her as she went. She stopped there and sparkled brightly. 


  The whole world flashed white. The heat receded, and the pain faded away.


  The fairy smiled at me brightly, and drifted away again, far away. Left behind her were the vestiges of glowing, shimmering mana.




  Chapter 8:
Just What Am I?


   


  I OPENED MY EYES. I STARED AT THE CEILING above me for some time, sounds clanging against my eardrums.


  “Oh, Shion!”


  I realized that the voice and smell that gently drifted down at me were those of my mother.


  “Mom?”


  “Yes, Shion! It’s me!” 


  She hugged me. That’s when I realized I was safe, and the tension fled my body.


  We were in Dr. Alphonse’s clinic. We were in a private room with wooden floors and walls, and had just one bed and chair. Bright light flooded the world outside the window. Maybe it was right around noon?


  As I felt Mom’s warmth pour into me, the door swung open. 


  “Shion! You’re awake!” 


  It was Cole, looking down at me in surprise. He knelt down and started a physical exam. Mom stood up and backed away, and Cole asked me a few clinical questions.


  “Your condition is normal,” Cole said. “All healthy.”


  Mom put her hand to her heart, and I felt a twinge of pain. I’ve worried her so much, I thought.


  “How long was I out?”


  “One week,” Cole said. “Just sound asleep the whole time.”


  “That long?” That surprised me. Maybe Einschwarff’s bite caused it? I recalled the strange things he told me about my lineage and the fairy’s blessing.


  Fairy… 


  The word tugged at the edges of my consciousness, but nothing came to mind.


  “Everyone’s been awfully worried about you,” Cole said. 


  “R-right,” I said. “Sorry, Mom.”


  “Don’t apologize, love. It’s okay.” A mixture of relief and exhaustion was written all over her face. I could only imagine her pain over the past week. Not just from Marie, but I had been lost to her, too. 


  The despair…the sorrow…


  I was speechless for a moment, wracked by guilt. Then I looked up at Cole.


  “Is everyone from that night okay?”


  “Raphina, Bridget, Graste, and Gawain all got off with light injuries. Tillman and Stewie were unharmed, too.”


  I nodded, feeling relieved. “What about Rose and Marie?”


  “They’re perfectly safe,” Mom said. “Right now, Rose is looking after Marie for me.”


  “Good, good to hear… But what happened after I collapsed?”


  “The monster was defeated, but there were massive casualties. There are about a hundred and twenty dead, and three hundred injured. Things have calmed down, but the whole city was in a panic that night.”


  “So many people died…” Had I been stronger, I could’ve saved them. It was meaningless to feel regret over what-ifs, but I couldn’t stop the thought from coming to me.


  “It’s not your fault, Shion. I heard that the whole city could have been destroyed, if not for you. Don’t even think of being hard on yourself. In fact, I think you should be out there bragging about your victory.”


  Cole must’ve read my feelings. He used to be so cold, but now he was kind. His kindness radiated out to me.


  “What’s happened over the last week?”


  “Nothing much,” he said. “No more wraiths have appeared. The situation with Lethargia remains the same.”


  The second Glowing didn’t cause a fresh outbreak. That was a relief. I was worried that this time, given the more severe wraith raid, that there would be a much worse blight outbreak. Thank goodness it turned out to be an unfounded worry. 


  Oh, I thought, and I looked down at my hands. I closed and opened my fists. There was no pain. That’s strange, I realized. When I blocked the demon’s attack, I was sure that I broke some bones.


  “Cole,” I said, “did I have any broken bones?”


  “Broken bones? No, you didn’t. Why?”


  I could only shake my head. Was my assumption wrong? But no, the pain I felt was unmistakable, and I heard a clear crack. Now, I was clearly cured. Did I heal while I was asleep? No, because Cole would have noticed the bone break when I was brought to the clinic. Had it healed before I even arrived?


  I slowly started to realize something. My body had changed!


  Finally, my mind began turning. There was light all around me. It was coming off my own body. It was mana—the light of mana! It was bright enough to fill the whole room, and it all came from me. 


  I felt great. I felt strong, lively, calm, and vital. Was it from all of this mana? I estimated that I had around one million mana now, or close to it. It still wasn’t what Einschwarff had, but somehow, my mana grew by a hundredfold over the past week. 


  Was it the Glowing? A consequence of Einschwarff’s bite? I shifted my attention away from the mana, and it stopped interfering with my vision. 


  For many years, I trained myself to become an expert on these fundamentals—perceiving mana, sensing its flow within my body, and manipulating its expression outside of my body. I focused on my own body and felt huge waves of mana pulse and flow. The massive volume of it made me nearly tremble with fear.


  “Shion, is something wrong?” Mom asked.


  “No, it’s nothing,” I looked up at her. “Hey, Mom. I’d like to talk to Dad and Duke Vulfe. Can you ask for them?”


  “Y-yes, I’ll call for them right away.” 


  She hurried out of the room. There was no hurry, though. I needed more time to compose my thoughts. I couldn’t rush. I had to calmly assess the situation and reach a conclusion.


  Cole and I waited in the room for some time, and then Mom returned. Behind her were Duke Vulfe, Dad, and Graste. Hardly five minutes had passed. Had they been out in the waiting room?


  “Shion! Are you okay?” Dad yelped.


  “Yes, I’m fine physically.”


  Dad checked me all over and heaved a huge sigh. “What a relief. That night… I set out immediately when I received word of the wraiths in Istria. I can’t believe I made it in time.”


  “I see,” I said. “So, that’s how you ended up there.”


  “Yeah. A bit too late to be useful, though.”


  “That’s not true,” I exclaimed. “I wouldn’t have been able to take out Einschwarff if you and Graste hadn’t cut off his arm!”


  Graste stepped up as Dad grimaced.


  “But that guy, what was up with his body? He was completely invincible the first time I attacked. We were totally powerless against him.”


  “Graste is right. We only defeated him thanks to your magic. Our victory was a stroke of luck. We won’t have that next time.”


  Dad reminded me of how Einschwarff’s mana was thrown off after he sucked my blood. It seemed like his mana had been forming some kind of physical barrier, protecting him. That made sense given everything that happened. It made painful, perfect sense.


  Duke Vulfe, who was waiting behind Dad and Graste, came forward. “Shion, you’ve really climbed the mountain. At one point, you had a horrible fever and were crying out in your sleep.”


  “I guess I made it through. But there were so many things that happened out of the blue: Einschwarff and the wraiths. The battle from a thousand years ago. Reguerre. I don’t understand any of it.”


  The air in the room grew cold as I spoke. The four adults looked at one another. I didn’t mean to kill the vibe.


  “Cole, I’m sorry. Can you wait outside for a moment?”


  “Will do,” Cole said. His expression remained unchanged as he bowed and left the room. As his footsteps receded down the hall, Duke Vulfe turned back to me. 


  “Shion, it’s understandable that you are confused. There are some things I should have told you before, and now it’s clear that the time has come. You are clever enough to already have some idea, I’m sure. Now, I’ll be happy to answer any questions you have.”


  Standing in the room were Duke Vulfe, Dad, Mom, and Graste. That meant they all already knew everything. I had some idea about what was coming—what they knew that I didn’t.


  I still felt uncertain about asking my questions. I had plenty of them. But they came to mind and then faded, and I ended up staying quiet for some time.


  After a while, I arrived at my question.


  “Just…what am I?”


  All four of them widened their eyes in surprise. 


  “When I first learned how to use magic,” I continued, “Dad was opposed at first, but then eventually approved. Same with Mom. At first, I thought it was because you understood how I felt. I’m sure that was a part of it, but it felt too understanding. It didn’t make sense how easily you stood down. And Graste was never particularly surprised by my magic, and I could tell he knew something. Something about me. It wasn’t that I could use magic, but something deeper than that.”


  Deep wrinkles furrowed at the corner of the duke’s eyes. I didn’t know exactly how he felt at this moment, but it seemed grim.


  “My suspicions grew deeper the day I met Duke Vulfe,” I said. “Dad had already told him about me and my magic. At first, it seemed like a reasonable explanation for everything that happened, but Duke Vulfe was too trusting; he believed everything I said too easily. It didn’t make sense that he had faith in my magic without even a demonstration. It felt to me as if…as if you already knew that magic existed in this world.”


  Putting the various puzzle pieces together, I continued to speak. “You not only accepted my magic, but my ideas and words, despite being just a child who spoke about impossible things. If you didn’t know that Lethargia and the wraith outbreaks were connected to me, you wouldn’t have accepted my words so easily. Yes, both were connected to the special power called magic, but that wouldn’t make sense to you if you didn’t have some understanding of what magic truly is.”


  I finished and looked up. I stared into Duke Vulfe’s eyes.


  “That’s why I’m asking: What am I? All of you here know the answer, don’t you?”


  All this time, I thought I invented magic completely of my own free will. And of course, I wouldn’t have been able to use it without the countless hours of research and exploration I poured into it. At one point, Dad even told me to stop my research, and I almost listened to him. So the fact that I could use magic was no one’s scheme, no one’s responsibility, but my own. 


  Ever since I began using magic, things related to it started to appear everywhere. On top of that, people stopped doubting or questioning my abilities. Such powers should be impossible to comprehend or accept. Everything had just gone far too smoothly.


  The expressions in the room darkened. A heavy gloom stretched over us. But I couldn’t take back everything I said. I couldn’t take back that I had the answer.


  Duke Vulfe let out a long sigh, took a beat, then opened his mouth.


  “Sir Gawain. Lady Emma. May I?”


  “Yes,” Dad said. “We have nothing more to hide from him.”


  “We’re both ready for this,” Mom said.


  The two of them were so meek that fear began stirring within me. 


  I didn’t have the exact answer. There were some parts I could guess at, but the core truth—that I didn’t understand. That’s why I was scared. What would the duke say to me now?


  Duke Vulfe looked me in the eyes.


  “You are the descendant of the Reguerre,” he said. “‘Reguerre’ is the name of a clan that battled in the fierce war against the demons a thousand years ago. They had red hair and eyes and wielded mysterious powers known as the ‘demon arts.’ Reguerre defeated the demons and sealed them away, but they left a curse in their wake, and the clan was wiped from the earth.”


  Parts of this I could have predicted. Einschwarff had called me a Reguerre, yes. But I had no idea that Reguerre was the name of a family that used demon arts—that used magic. And so, the Reguerre War came from this family name.


  “Wait, wait a moment,” I said. “If that’s true, then how am I here today? I thought the Reguerres were wiped out a thousand years ago?” 


  “Indeed,” said Duke Vulfe. “But your appearance and powers are no doubt the seed of Reguerre. I do not know how descendants of the family continue to live to this day.” He looked at me once more. “I have been told that one day, a woman appeared before Queen Lakshua of Lystia in the royal capital, carrying you. She said to the queen, ‘This child is the descendent of Reguerre. He will be the sole and shining light to save this world. Please raise him and guide him. Without him, all of humanity will perish.’ And with that, she disappeared. After some deliberation, the queen decided to have the boy raised by a man she trusted.”


  “And that’s Dad?”


  “Yes, just so.”


  I glanced over at Mom and Dad. They were looking away from me. They probably couldn’t bear to look. I could see that feeling written on their faces.


  Thinking back, I didn’t have any memories of just after being born. By the time I came to, I had already been given over to Dad and Mom.


  “I…I see. But what about Marie? Does she know about me?”


  “Marie was too young to remember,” Dad said. “We couldn’t bring ourselves to tell her. We decided to raise you as our true son.”


  “I’m sorry, Shion…sorry that we never told you,” Mom said.


  I shook my head. 


  “It’s okay. To be honest, I knew. One time I happened to overhear you and Dad talking about it.”


  Mom and Dad opened their mouths in shock. A moment later, I saw sadness and pity. Their pain squeezed at my heart.


  “So you’ve been walking on eggshells this whole time?” Dad said. “Sorry, Shion.”


  “Please forgive us, Shion. It must have hurt so much.”


  “It didn’t, Mom. Don’t worry. Even if we’re not related by blood, you’re still my mom and dad. That doesn’t change anything.”


  They struggled with their feelings. They could hardly believe that their son was being so accepting and understanding. But what else would I have said?


  It was easy for me to accept because I had been reborn here from another world. I’m sure a “Shion” without that background would have been shocked beyond belief. No wonder Dad and Mom were struggling with their emotions.


  “Please continue,” I said to Duke Vulfe.


  “Y-yes, very well. A certain degree of knowledge about Reguerre has been passed down within the royal family. The queen was dubious, but she recognized the possibility that real danger could be lurking. With that, she decided to raise the child, but she couldn’t do so publicly. That is why she decided to have Sir Gawain and Lady Emma raise you.”


  “So, Mom and Dad knew I was descended from the Reguerre?” I asked.


  “Indeed,” Vulfe said. “But of course, it’s unacceptable to raise a child so that the child can save the world one day. If not for the incidents over the last two years, I would have never thought we even needed your power. But just as the woman predicted to the queen, countless men, women, and children would have died if not for you. Although it’s still hard to accept.”


  I digested each and every word the duke said, dedicating them to my memory. Who was that woman who brought me to the queen? I wanted so badly to know, but I wouldn’t get that answer here today. I decided on a different question. 


  “Duke Vulfe, you call Dad ‘Sir Gawain.’ Is that normal for his rank?”


  I’d understand if the duke referred to him as ‘Lord’ or something like that, but ‘Sir’ seemed to refer to some position besides the nobility’s specific hierarchy. 


  “Ah, you are very sharp, aren’t you, Shion?” Duke Vulfe coughed. “Sir Gawain and I have known each other for many years, you see. Sir Gawain, up until about twenty years ago, was a famous royal knight of Lystia. I’ve heard that in his prime, he would wordlessly cut down ten foes in a single blow. No one even knew his face, as he always wore his helmet except when inside the castle walls. He followed the way of the knight with impenetrable devotion. I was too frightened to even approach him, to be honest.”


  Knowing Dad, there was another way to look at it: He was obsessed with his knightly fantasy. But no, that wouldn’t be enough to carry Dad that far. He must have truly been a natural, honorable knight.


  Dad looked flustered and his cheeks reddened. 


  “D-Duke Vulfe! No need to go that far! All that aside, the duke and I have known each other for many years! And Graste was a part of my troop. Duke Vulfe and I got acquainted in that way.”


  “I never got along much with the lordly types,” Graste said with a shrug. It sounded like there was more to that story, a lot more.


  Long story short, Duke Vulfe and Dad had known each other since Dad was a famous Lystian knight. There was a lot to dig into, but I decided to not ask any follow-up questions. I could tell by Dad’s face that he didn’t particularly want any. 


  I get you, Dad. You want to leave the past behind, I thought.


  Next to him, Mom smiled to herself like she knew about Dad’s past.


  “So Dad was a knight captain,” I said. “How did you become a lower noble, then? Did he give up his name to join Mom’s family or something?”


  “Duke Vulfe,” Dad said, “mind if we tell Shion about this part?”


  “Go ahead. I don’t know the details myself.”


  “Thank you. Now Shion, the truth is that we’re not actually nobles.”


  “Not actually…?”


  “Well, not typical nobles, to be precise. We’re honorary nobles, without any formal court rank. We are outside the standard court process and instead are entrusted with our station directly from the queen herself. Not having a rank makes things rather difficult for us when we have to announce ourselves—normally, we call ourselves nobility of the lower rank, or something like that. There are very few honorary nobles to begin with, and since we live so far out in the country, we almost never socialize with other nobles, either. Very few even know about us.”


  “So that’s why Marie and I have never actually met other nobles.”


  “Yes. Typically, nobles have to present themselves at all sorts of regular events—teatimes, banquets, parades. But no such chains fetter us. We have no rank, meaning we have no political influence, so such networking holds little benefit for us.”


  “But Dad, don’t you own land? How are you not landed with all of that?”


  “Usually, honorary nobles are not landed, yes, but my case is a special exception. In essence, I rule over the territory, but I am not the landed and titled noble of this particular land. The Etten Region is within the domain officially granted to Duke Vulfe, and I have the authority to rule it, but not the established rights and responsibilities of other regional lords.”


  “So basically, you’re running the territory for Duke Vulfe.”


  “More or less. I’m more of an employee of the nobility than a noble myself. And for my particular position, it was best that my land was a territory practically ignored by all others. The vast majority of our villagers have an upbringing that is…unique, so to speak. We have very little contact with the rest of the world.”


  “Unique?”


  “In various ways.”


  I guessed I wasn’t learning the details there. It sounded strangely ominous: a village made up of people with a particular background, who deliberately never made contact with the rest of society.


  “All of this mess basically is the reason why the village doesn’t even have a name. I’m sure you’ve realized that, Shion.” Dad leveled me with a serious gaze that struck me like a gut punch.


  Right, our village didn’t have a name! I hadn’t even noticed that I’d always just called it “the village.” Of course a village would have a name—but not ours, and it never bothered me. Honestly, I never cared about much besides my magical research. I lacked the curiosity to explore certain contradictions like that.


  “Ah, uh, yes, I had noticed that. I’ve been wondering!” Still a bit shocked, my voice couldn’t contain a quaver.


  I starting to feel in trouble or something. It was time to change the subject.


  “Er, but…does that mean you don’t actually have any prior connection to the village?”


  “Yes,” Dad said. “As you guessed correctly, I became Ornstein by joining Mom’s family and losing my old name. This village has nothing to do with House Ornstein. I simply purchased the land for our house. Emma and I married without even the presence of her parents.”


  “I do come from a noble family, but the house went to ruin, you see,” Mom said. “We still had our court rank, but even those were on the verge of being stripped. I didn’t really have much choice. It was such a scary time for me. If your father hadn’t stepped in, I might have met a horrible fate. But he’s stayed by my side every step of the way. A man unlike other nobles—honest, serious, but clumsy and kind—as perfect as a dream.”


  “H-hey, Emma! No need to retread the old days!”


  Mom chuckled. “What’s the big deal? You’re still dreamy today, you know.”


  Dad coughed to overwrite his smiling cheeks. It reminded me exactly of Marie. I supposed they resembled each other in most ways. I held myself back from laughing and continued the conversation.


  “Basically, the plan was to take care of me in a settlement that had little contact with other regions?”


  “Yes, that’s one reason, I suppose. We couldn’t let the knowledge of your existence come to the public eye. Few know about the Reguerre clan to begin with, but some do, nonetheless. If some came to know that you, Shion of Reguerre, could in fact use demon arts—magic—then they could try to take advantage of you.”


  “But you didn’t stop me from working with Thun­dercite?”


  Graste grimaced. “Yeah, well, that was also me testing you a bit. I wanted to know if you really were Reguerre—couldn’t help myself. The Reguerre was famous not just for their demon arts, but for their intellect and wisdom. You even knew about ‘insulators’ and ‘electricity,’ so I wanted to see what you could come up with. I already knew about magic, but who knows, maybe you could do all sorts of other things.”


  “Did you ever consider the burden you were placing on a small child?” Dad said menacingly.


  Graste quickly raised his hands and shook his head. “Hey, nothing went that far! That wasn’t the main point! It was just a thought I had!”


  But that meant it was part of the point. Dad let out a long sigh.


  “I wasn’t sure whether to go along with Graste’s idea at the time,” he said, “but I had to admit I was curious to see what kind of impact your abilities could really have on the world. If you were really going to save the world, as the woman who brought you to the queen said, then I shouldn’t be trying to contain your abilities. Naturally, we only proceeded with the queen’s permission, and we went to work on the Thundercite from there.”


  “But what about the time when you tried to stop me from researching magic?”


  “Ah…” Dad shook his head. “Maybe I just didn’t want to believe it was all really true. Up until that point, we didn’t raise you thinking that you were Reguerre. You were just our son. I didn’t particularly trust the woman’s words, and I thought it would all be better if they were false, anyway. But you are Reguerre. You can use magic. I would’ve preferred you to lead a normal life, but you discovered the truth of your own desires. There was nothing I could do to stop it. Of course, even if you were Reguerre, that didn’t mean you would be the savior of the world. But it was clear that it could be dangerous to impede you. And as a parent, how could I want you to stop your research once I saw how much joy it brought to your eyes?”


  That explained Dad’s change in behavior. It puzzled me at first, but his explanation made it all fit together. I also realized that I never considered how much pain he must have gone through as a parent. I looked down, ashamed.


  “Don’t worry about all that, Shion,” Dad said. “Rather, there’s plenty for you to be upset with us about.”


  “What could I be upset about? I’m so grateful to you, Mom and Dad. I’ve never been resentful of anything.”


  Mom and Dad looked at me, puzzlement on their faces. 


  “Really? Thank you, son,” Dad said, but the puzzlement remained. 


  What was worrying them? I would’ve thought they’d feel relieved that this secret information was now out in the open.


  “Shion,” said Graste. “There’s something I wanna ask ya. I understand why a Reguerre can use magic. They just can. But what about all that other stuff you know?”


  I hesitated at the question. The answer: I was reborn in this world. I had lived as an adult in another world. I maintained my memory of it. That world was far more technologically advanced than our own. Was it best for me to tell them these things? 


  Today, they had told me so much, without hiding or holding back. Shouldn’t I tell them in return? It felt wrong to lie…and yet. The burden of guilt grew heavier on me…and yet. 


  I didn’t know if it was the right thing to do. They knew that I wasn’t related to them, but they would be incredibly disturbed if they knew that I was actually older than them in mental years. If I was in Mom and Dad’s position, I’d find it hard to accept. Naturally, you’d just get stuck on everything the child does, everything the child says, thinking in the back of your mind: That kid isn’t actually a kid. They would never be able to treat me the same again.


  After a few seconds of thought, I answered.


  “Err, I don’t exactly know myself. I just have that information in the back of my mind. Maybe the woman who delivered me to the queen knows the same things.”


  I avoided it in the end. I didn’t really have any other choice. 


  Dad, Mom, and Graste didn’t look satisfied by my answer. Could they tell I was lying? If so, they decided to let it go for now. Sometimes a lie can be somebody’s savior, as it was for me.


  Wanting to change the subject, I looked over at Duke Vulfe. 


  “Duke Vulfe, is there anything else about the Reguerres you can tell me?”


  He grunted. “Very little is known about them, you see, or about the war in which they prevailed over the demons. Basically, the legend goes that various nations from around the world came together to defeat the monsters, but of course, the true enemy was the demons. Normal weapons didn’t affect them, meaning that only the Reguerres’ power could stop them. With this power, the demons were sealed away. This true history has been suppressed by our modern kings. Fighting against other monsters has been the struggle of countless generations, after all. The current king has opted to keep record of the true history, but for what reason? Out of guilt, perhaps? Only His Highness knows the answer.”


  “Why did the previous generations hide the true history?”


  “Because the Reguerre…possesses the blood of both humans and demons.”


  This revelation didn’t disturb me. In fact, I accepted it more readily than I could have imagined. Perhaps that was because deep down, I already knew.


  “One thousand years ago, demons were the enemy of the entire human race,” Duke Vulfe said. “Meaning that the Reguerres, who descended from both humans and demons alike, were persecuted. They lived hidden lives, as humans refused to accept them, but when the demons attacked, the Reguerres rose up and fought on the side of the human race. Humans accepted the assistance on the surface, but once the demons were sealed away, they turned on the Reguerres and erased all traces of them. As a result, all we know is that the Reguerres were in fact the ones who saved humankind.”


  It was an often-seen trope that commonly known history was a false construction. It presented real complications for the present situation. Whether or not you’re a historian, understanding the truth of the past is a difficult matter. No one today could tell us whether what we know of a thousand years ago was true or not, especially ordinary people. 


  Humans were the type of beings that forget easily. They forget the pain and blessings of the past that erased the existence of others. But presently, there were living humans. Humans who would keep on fighting, keep on remembering, up until the day of their deaths. 


  “That’s…a difficult story,” I said.


  “A horrible one,” Duke Vulfe said. “You don’t have to hide your feelings.”


  I lived as an adult for many years. I learned the terrors of the human race long ago. Humans were not clean, pure beings. That knowledge made this newest revelation disturbingly easy to accept.


  “Besides the four of us here, and a few in the royal capital, no one knows of your existence, Shion. We’ve maintained communication via secret channels, but up until this point, we didn’t believe that there was actually a vital purpose to this all. Now things have changed. We have seen with our very eyes that your magic is key to saving the world.” 


  Duke Vulfe looked at me, narrowing his gaze. 


  “More powerful demons will break their seal and return to this world. The Glowing presages their arrival. They have the power to rule this world again. Mighty monsters will also run rampant. Perhaps Lethargia is a consequence of the weakened seal over the demons.”


  “Are these all things that the woman said?”


  The duke nodded. “Yes, indeed.”


  Who was this woman? How did she know about the Glowing and the demons? And why did she say that my magic was key to saving the world?


  “If her words are true,” Duke Vulfe said, “Demon arts—no, magic—is the only solution. Only magic can fell demons, as we have seen. You used your magic to do just that and save this city. I can think of this as nothing short of fate. I have no choice but to recognize you as a Reguerre—as the savior of the world.”


  “But other people besides me have mana,” I said. “Everyone afflicted with Lethargia has some. Marie doesn’t have much mana, but she could learn to use magic.”


  “Yes, true. According to the record left by the aforementioned King of Lystia, one thousand years ago, not a single human could use magic. If we hold that to be true, something, for whatever reason, has changed over the last thousand years, and now some humans can. Perhaps they are also the descendants of the Reguerre, but that seems unlikely given the number of people out there with mana, as you say. And we know of no other such children with your distinctive red hair and eyes, Shion. Although reddish hair isn’t exactly uncommon, either.”


  It was true that out of most of the people I saw with mana, it rarely seemed like enough to actually make use of magic, at least here in Istria. 


  “Is it fair to say that the only people who can presently use magic are Marie, Rose, and me?”


  “I would suppose so.”


  Were my red hair and eyes a sign that I could use magic, or that I was a Reguerre descendent? The woman who brought me to the queen may have been a Reguerre herself.


  If no humans could use magic a thousand years ago, what had changed since then? 


  “Just to be clear,” I said, “there’s no information anywhere recorded about magic?” I knew the answer, but it was worth checking.


  “All we know is that the Reguerres’ demon arts sealed away the demons. Since you were using this ‘magic’ that you discovered on your own, I never recognized it as the same as the ancient demon arts until now. Had I made the connection, perhaps I could have been more help to you…”


  This information certainly would have made a difference in my efforts to cure Lethargia. I felt a sense of unease. At least this meant that my own invention of “magic” was completely unknown to the world.


  “But I have to ask,” Duke Vulfe said. “It seems that this time, you didn’t seal away the demon, but rather destroyed it altogether. It’s not quite the same as the doings of the Reguerres of yore.”


  “I was curious about that myself,” I said. “I can’t do such a thing as sealing with my current magic.” 


  Einschwarff looked like he had shattered to pieces. Surely that wasn’t the same as sealing him away? It fit together with how curious Einschwarff seemed about my way of wielding mana, even though he identified and called it “demon arts.” My magic, the demon arts of the Reguerres, and then the demon arts of the demons were similar, yet different. Or were they all the same thing? Or not at all?


  It was a major issue, but not something I could solve at present. Duke Vulfe and Dad had no reason to hide information from me at this point, so if they said they didn’t know something, I could only assume that they didn’t know. 


  I guess I’ll just have to find the answer myself, I thought.


  But just having thought about it made my mind trip over itself. This world, the demons, the history, the Reguerres—even the words felt unreal to me. It was too over my head. These new facts, which far surpassed the limits of my imagination, rebelled against my brain. But I forced myself to swallow every last one of them whole.


  Dad, Mom, and Graste had never denied me. They had never mistrusted me. So, I had to place my trust in them.


  I was the seed of the Reguerres, a fallen race of mixed demon-humans who vanished from this world a thousand years ago. Today, the only wielders of magic were Marie, Rose, and me. The former two only used weak magic unsuitable for battle. I was the only one capable of taking on and defeating the demons.


  In the battle against Einschwarff, something strange happened to his mana that allowed Graste and Dad’s attacks to actually land. It was basically a lucky coincidence. From then on, we’d have to fight demons as strong or stronger than him.


  I needed to fight, or everyone I knew and loved would die.


  “This is all sudden and confusing to you, I’m sure,” Duke Vulfe said. “But hopefully the next Glowing won’t come for some time. We don’t know exactly when, but we should have a few years until the next.”


  “Do you know when the next Glowing will come?” I asked him.


  “No, I have no idea. I knew almost nothing about the Glowing before these past few years, but I do know that they do not occur often. Maybe once every few years? Maybe once every few dozen years? I thought the whole thing was a bunch of hogwash. But now I see it is anything but.”


  We might have time before the next one? That, at least, was a small relief. I wouldn’t stand a chance against the next one without some preparation time.


  “We don’t know anything else about the Reguerres, though,” the duke said. “Is there anything else you want to ask?”


  “Just one more thing,” I said. “What do you think I should do next?”


  Duke Vulfe paused. 


  “You’ll likely receive a formal invitation from the queen to visit the capital. It’ll be best to simply go along with that. I’m sure it will also concern your reward for what you’ve done for Istria. I’ve already reported everything about you and what has happened last week to the capital. Of course, I value your own opinion and wishes. I will do what I can to follow them. But…I do not think this incoming invitation is one you can refuse.”


  “Right,” I said. “To be honest, I don’t need any sort of reward. But at least it makes the next steps clear.”


  I was the only person who could use magic. I was the key to saving the world. An invitation and reward from the queen were both certainly understandable.


  “That’s all? Are you sure?” Duke Vulfe looked at me in surprise. “This should all be quite shocking to you, boy. But you accept it all? You don’t find it preposterous that you, no more than a child, should have to face such daunting dangers?”


  “If I don’t do it, everyone will die, right?” I replied. “I don’t want that. I won’t have that. It may sound ridiculous to say that I want to save the world, but I do want to do everything I can.” I realized that my tone sounded like I was making light of the situation. 


  Maybe I should try to be more serious, I thought. 


  But it was too late, and everyone looked at me with concerned expressions.


  “I mean, it is scary,” I quickly added. “I don’t want to be hurt. It sounds like a lot of work. But if I can help all the people I’ve met… If I can help all of you, then I want to do my best at it. It just doesn’t quite feel real.”


  “I’m sorry, boy,” Duke Vulfe lowered his head. “Sorry that we must cling to a child such as yourself. We’ve already relied on you to this degree, and yet there’s nothing I can do.”


  “Don’t say that,” I said. “We don’t know how things will turn out. And, to be clear, I’m not exactly displeased. It’s not bad to use my magic to help other people. I just never imagined that inventing magic for my own enjoyment would lead to this.”


  “Talking to you just feels like talking to a man far beyond your years,” Duke Vulfe said, shaking his head.


  I supposed putting my two lives together, the duke and I weren’t too far apart in years. It must have been a strange feeling for him.


  “While you’re in the capital, Marie will…” Duke Vulfe’s wavering voice was marred with pain and anguish. 


  “Ah, about that,” I cut in. “I may have found a solution.”


  Dad immediately stepped forward, face wracked with emotion. 


  “Shion, what do you mean? You think you can cure Marie?”


  “I’m not certain. But I think I can,” I nodded.


  My body was overflowing with mana. And with this much, just maybe…


  When I first woke up, my mana felt unstable, but as I slowly came to my senses, it circulated calmly throughout my body. 


  It may be enough to cure her.


  I got out of bed. My body felt fine. More than fine—I felt great. 


  “Shion, are you all right?” Mom asked. “Please don’t push yourself.”


  “I’m okay,” I said. “Actually, I feel pretty good.”


  “Well,” Duke Vulfe nodded. “If Shion is feeling better, then I’ll get going now. I’m sorry, my boy, but do your best, if you will. And keep me updated. I’ll be praying for Marie to be cured.”


  “Thank you,” I said, and while waving his hand, the duke left the room.


  I changed into normal day clothes, and then the remaining four of us made our way to Graste’s house.


   


  ***


   


  Dad, Mom, Cole, and I were together in Marie’s room. The others—Rose, Graste, Raphina, and Bridget—waited downstairs since the room was too small. Marie’s little bedroom now felt like a second home; I had been staying here for some time.


  Of course, we paid Graste some rent even though he’d tell us it was no trouble at all. Our only choice was to accept his remarkable generosity. But today, things might finally change.


  In all honesty, I was frightfully nervous. My hands trembled. I calmed my nerves.


  Over the last two years, I had slowly but surely progressed in my research on Lethargia, spending day after day attempting to cure it. It had been a hard two years. It wasn’t enjoyable by any means. I couldn’t afford to give up, so I put up with the struggle and forged on. 


  What if, despite all that, I can’t cure Marie? The thought alone was enough to terrify me. But I had vowed to spend my whole life trying to cure her, if necessary, so my resolve never wavered.


  Perhaps due to the Glowing and my encounter with Einschwarff, I currently had over a hundred times my previous amount of mana. Maybe, just maybe, that was enough to overcome Lethargia. The problem lay in whether my supposition was correct in the first place: that a mana donation could cure Lethargia. At this point, I knew that supplying mana to patients had a positive effect, but not in terms of a volume of mana this large. If my underlying assumptions were incorrect, then all of this would be for nothing. I’d have to start over with a completely different approach.


  Marie laid before us on the bed. I sat in a chair next to her. Dad, Mom, and Cole stood behind us, surveying the situation.


  I gripped my right hand to stop it from shaking. 


  Don’t worry, I thought. It’s going to work. 


  What did I have to fear? If it didn’t work, I’d just start over. I’d find a new approach and continue my research. This wasn’t like what I’d experienced before. Because now, I had magic on my side. Without question, Lethargia had a cure. It did. I needed to believe that.


  “I’m starting,” I muttered. 


  The others were silent as I placed my hand over Marie’s heart. There lay the source of magic. This whole time, I felt the heat generated by the flow of mana emission begin from the heart. I was convinced that human mana receptors were located around the heart. The best mana donation would be administered directly there. 


  Marie was laid out on her back, facing the ceiling, unresponsive.


  I tore through my uncertainty and let the mana flow.


  “Fifteen, twenty, twenty-five, thirty,” I counted the flow of mana as I always did. I judged the flow in units of five, checking each passing unit against the feeling of flow in my own body. 


  “Eighty, eighty-five, ninety.”


  I had come to this point many times before. New horizons arrived, and I was more nervous than ever.


  “One hundred, one hundred and five, one hundred and ten.”


  Slowly, carefully, without any sense of hurry, I pushed more and more mana out. I reminded myself that I would pull back at the slightest sign of danger. I watched her eyes and body carefully as I continued to supply the mana.


  In this room, only Marie and I could see magic. The light in my right hand was gradually growing stronger. When the amount of mana continued increasing, the volume of light stopped growing at a certain point, and instead it became denser. The light would visually seem the same, but you could still sense its rising intensity. 


  “Two hundred, two hundred and five, two hundred and ten.” 


  Nothing unusual so far. No change in Marie. The mild cases would have been pushed into an improved state long ago by this point. But that volume of mana had proven to be ineffective for regular cases such as Marie’s.


  Previously, my total mana volume was ten thousand, and my maximum emission capacity was ninety. Now I had a million mana with maximum emission capacity unknown.


  If even the maximum mana I can emit now doesn’t cure Marie…


  I poured in even more mana, as if to submit that horrible thought into nothingness. 


  “Five hundred, five hundred and five, five hundred and ten.”


  I kept going. Still there was no change, but also no negative signs from Marie. Maybe mana donation was completely ineffective for non-mild cases? I wasn’t giving up yet. I needed to exhaust all possibilities. I had to do my best, and give all that I had. Only then would I give up and turn elsewhere.


  I could still go further. And just as I made that vow to myself, Marie moved. Her eyelids twitched. Her fingers trembled.


  Gasps showered over my back. Then, silence. 


  Marie had responded! Just like with the mild case patients, now I knew that mana was effective for regular cases as well. I just had to keep it up.


  “Nine hundred and ninety, nine hundred and ninety-five, one thousand.”


  Marie’s eyes moved. They looked toward me and blinked. Her fingers moved, and her mouth started to quiver.


  My eyes grew hot, and tears began to cover the world around me. I couldn’t even understand my own feelings. The only thing I understood was that I couldn’t stop doing what I was doing. 


  I gave her more and more mana. 


  “One thousand and three hundred, one thousand and three hundred and five, one thousand three hundred and ten.”


  Marie made a sound.


  “Darling!”


  “Ah…ah!” My parents’ breaths caught in their throats. 


  My hands shook uncontrollably, but I kept the mana flowing. 


  Stay calm, a voice in my head said to me. I put my left hand over my right, pressing it down. With that, I finally gained control over myself.


  “One thousand, four hundred and ninety, one thousand, four hundred and ninety-five, one thousand and five hundred.”


  Marie started to move normally like a healthy person. Beyond her fingers and her mouth, her wrists started to move, too. She looked at me and into my eyes where tears were welling.


  She placed her hands over mine. She moved her hands with her own will. My heart quivered.


  It’s a miracle!


  And then…


  “Shi…on,” Marie’s words fell from her lips.


  Then the light all around Marie started shining with all the force of the sun. It was only for an instant. I narrowed my eyes and the light returned to its normal strength. There hadn’t been any change in the light coming out of my hand. I realized that the light was Marie regaining her mana.


  Marie, who hadn’t a lick of mana a moment before, now was wrapped in the faintest glow. The membrane pulsed gently. It was the flux of mana and the proof of life. 


  Without thinking, I stopped the mana donation. I realized what I had done and tried to resume, flustered, but the thought fizzled out like a dying flame. I didn’t need to supply mana anymore. It rippled all across her body on its own.


  “The mana… It’s back?” I muttered, and Dad and Mom instantly bounded up closer.


  “Wh-what did you just say? Is she better?!”


  “Marie! Oh, darling, Marie!”


  I couldn’t answer them. Marie held my hand tight, gazing into my eyes. I saw the light of consciousness beaming within them. She wasn’t the lifeless doll afflicted by Lethargia. I saw that she recognized me and was reacting to me.


  Her gaze.


  Her thoughts.


  Her warmth.


  With those three things, I knew that she had returned to us.


  “Every…one… What’s…going…?”


  Marie seemed shaken by the situation. Had she lost her memory of the past two years? If so, that was probably for the best. I couldn’t imagine how awful it’d be for her to remember every detail of this time.


  I squeezed Marie’s hand. My tears fell to the ground as various emotions flooded through me. 


  “Sister…sister…sister!” I squeezed her hand again and again, feeling her warmth, feeling it again.


  It hadn’t been for nothing. I hadn’t been wrong. I had cured her. I saved her!


  I had carved a way out of a long tunnel without entrance or exit. But beyond a sense of accomplishment, I felt simply relieved. That was the main feeling seizing hold over my heart and mind.


  Thank goodness. 


  Mom and Dad grabbed Marie’s other hand, holding me from behind as they cried too. I even heard Cole sniffling as he watched over us.


  For the first time in two long years, we could laugh and cry from the bottom of our hearts. 


  I felt it deep in my bones—I’m so happy I can use magic. I never invented magic to save someone, but it proved to be capable of doing just that. The clear realization of it all brought me soaring, uninhibited joy.


  Marie was back! That alone made me so happy that the tears kept welling and wouldn’t stop falling. 


   


  ***


   


  A few hours later, the news that a cure for Lethargia had been found had already spread throughout Istria. This was thanks to the quick work of Duke Vulfe, who arranged a facility where patients were brought to me to work on them with mana. I cured a few hundred blight patients during the course of that first day. Cole and the other nurses helped with moving the patients in, and treating them post-operation. In the end, it took about one whole week to cure everyone. After working nonstop, considerable exhaustion had built up in me. 
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  “Thank you so much! Thank you, doctor, thank you!”


  The family of a Lethargia patient gripped my hand with gratitude, tears flowing from their eyes. The once-packed clinic was now down to its final patient. All the stragglers left the temporary clinic facility to go straight home or to other medical clinics for follow-up care. Because there were so many patients, it made sense to abandon this facility and let the medical professionals deal with the rest. Each patient recovered their mana regardless, so I was confident the cure worked.


  Now that the last patients were gone, an unimaginable silence filled the facility. The nurses finished cleaning and tidying up. It was over. It was really over. 


  Though feeling accomplished, I let out a long sigh.


  I was exhausted, but I had managed to cure everyone. Not just Marie, but every single person who became ill with Lethargia. It may have only been the patients in Istria, but that was still a considerable number of people.


  “So that’s it, Shion, I guess.” I felt a pat on my shoulders.


  “Ah, Cole. Good work,” I smiled as the tension left my body. “That wraps it up for the work here in Istria.”


  “Sure does,” he said. “At least for the time being. Maybe there will be new patients in the future. But I’m sure nothing like what we just went through.”


  “I very much hope we don’t have another outbreak in the thousands.”


  “You never know what will happen.”


  There were countless more patients beyond Istria. I hadn’t received the invitation from the royal capital yet, but before long, I’d have to go there at the queen’s bidding.


  Two weeks had passed since the second Glowing. Since Duke Vulfe sent the message to the capital on the very day after, the invitation should have arrived within a fortnight—in other words, by now.


  I glanced at Cole, who looked like he had something on the tip of his tongue. I didn’t often see him like this. He was usually all business. As I was about to ask him what it was, he smiled and whispered softly.


  “Shion, you’re really amazing.”


  I was taken aback by his words. He almost never praised me.


  “What, what is it all of a sudden?”


  “Nothing really. But it’s true. I figured I ought to say it to you, at least about this current situation. But don’t get all high and mighty, okay? I’ve still got you beat as a doctor.”


  “Of course you have.”


  Cole gaped and his cheeks flushed red. 


  Seriously? Cole, buddy, what are you trying to say? All I could do was tilt my head and wait for his response.


  “Th-that aside! You saved this city. Not just the patients, but us doctors too. Thanks for that.”


  Before I could respond, Cole hurried off. 


  Had he just wanted to thank me? Why all the nerves then? What an awkward guy.


  Thanks, huh? Helping people out isn’t so bad after all. 


  The thought brought a bright smile to my face. I was glad that my exhausting efforts had made a difference in other people’s lives.


  Incidentally, to avoid telling the patients about magic, we just told them that they were cured on their own. Obviously, telling them that touching their chest had magically cured them wouldn’t make sense. And since they clearly were better, they had no choice but to believe us. At first, some of them were skeptical, but before long, when we had cured plenty of patients before them, people started to readily accept the explanation. 


  However, ever since the second Glowing, there was a rumor spreading around town that I used magic. Or not “magic” per se, but a mysterious power, to be specific. I was already known about town for using occult, strange healing methods on blight patients, so the new rumor appended naturally onto the old one. Given how many witnesses there were that night, it was an inevitable outcome.


  Before, Dad told me to never tell anyone about magic, but now things seemed like they would be fine enough. It wasn’t clear exactly what the best course of action was moving forward, but with how many people I had cured from Lethargia, it was only a matter of time before the rumors advanced even further. Duke Vulfe—and surely the queen herself—were well aware of all of this.


  No one told me to hide anything further. It was all rather too late at this point.


  The person who probably would need to deal with this the most was the queen of Lystia. She’d have to take some kind of action, but what? 


  I just need to have faith in her, I thought. 


  Doubts aside, the boulder had already started to roll down the hill.


   


  ***


   


  With my work all concluded, Dad arrived and walked me home to our second residence at Graste’s house, where Mom was waiting outside.


  “Hi, Shion. How was everything?”


  “Hi, Mom. Good. I cured everyone.”


  “Oh, I’m so happy to hear it. What a wonderful thing you’ve done, dear. I’m so proud of you.”


  Mom gave me a gentle hug. I could feel her compassion seeping through it. Neither Mom nor Dad had treated me differently since I heard what was revealed two weeks ago. They never let the fact that we weren’t blood relatives get between our relationship in the first place, so it made sense that things wouldn’t have changed. But still, it made me happy.


  “Is Marie upstairs?”


  “Yes, she’s in her room,” Mom said.


  “She’s been asking nonstop when you’d be getting back,” Dad added with a grimace. “Please go and say hello to her already.”


  I’d ended up staying at the temporary clinic all week because of how many patients had to be cured. I still remembered Marie’s gloomy face when she saw that I was leaving the house.


  While I was gone, Dad mentioned that he and Mom told Marie everything that happened since she fell ill. I climbed up the stairs and made my way to her room.


  Marie’s room. The one I’d visited so many times. Whenever I opened this door, Marie would be lying there in bed. She would be staring up at the ceiling, vacant and unresponsive. The image was seared into my mind.


  As if to try to wipe the memory from my brain, I swung open the door once more.


  “Ah, Shion. Welcome home,” she said from bed as a smile bloomed on her face. 


  The moment I saw her, all the pain vanished from my body, and happiness swept across me in a tremendous wave.


  Everything is okay, I told myself. 


  I’d been so worried these past few days. What if she relapsed? What if it hadn’t actually worked?


  “Hi, Marie,” I said, smiling at her. I sat down in the chair by the bedside.


  “I’ve been…waiting, Shion…” Each word was a struggle for her, but I listened patiently. “You haven’t…been…here.”


  Since Marie had remained virtually unconscious this whole time, she needed to undergo some sort of therapy to get back to herself. But Dr. Alphonse’s clinic almost never had patients who’d recovered from a comatose state, so they didn’t have a regimen. She was probably a little better off than coma patients, since she was able to consume and digest food, and we could make her move around a little bit. But still, the damage was evident in how difficult it was for her to speak. Her voice was scratchy after not using her vocal chords for two years.


  Lethargia patients couldn’t even turn themselves over in bed, which made muscles and joints liable to lock up or spasm. That made round-the-clock treatment and care an absolute necessity until they could recover their ability to move on their own. People who were in a coma for about one year typically required a few years of physical rehabilitation, but Lethargia patients should only require a fraction of that. 


  Lethargia was caused from a loss of mana, though the causation was still unclear. I still believed that the Glowing was the primary cause. When the Glowing came, I experienced an enhancement in my total mana volume and emission. Those people who couldn’t handle the mana overload were forced into a lethargic state as a result of too much mana consumption. The fact that most patients felt a state of elation or energy prior to Lethargia taking over was proof of that. They felt elated because of the high volume of mana, but then it became too much, forcing them into lethargy. Under normal circumstances, resting restored mana to standard levels, but instead their bodies remained just as they were under the influence of the Glowing, consuming fresh mana every time it generated, whether by means of natural rest or a small donation from me. As a result, patients remained in a lethargic state, unable to restore their mana levels. That was, as I saw it, Lethargia.


  The only patients who fell ill before the eve of the Glowing were those with exceptionally low mana levels, so they were able to be affected by the slightest increase of mana in the atmosphere, one that I hadn’t even noticed. 


  Marie, however, was an unusual case. Before she caught the disease, she had strength and agility far beyond her years, all packed into a small body. I now believe that this strength was a sign of the oncoming symptoms. Due to training in magic with me, Marie was able to increase her mana levels by a reasonable amount. That made her body unusually responsive to mana consumption. If all these suppositions were correct… 


  But no, I’ll leave the predictions aside for now, I thought.


  For the time being, even though this world wasn’t particularly advanced in medicine, there was a concept of physical rehabilitation after serious injuries. That had helped Marie improve her condition somewhat over the past week.


  However, she still wasn’t able to move her body on her own. Now that she was conscious, she didn’t need someone by her side twenty-four hours a day, but she did require someone frequently checking in on her. 


  She looked happy, but I saw how difficult it was for her to speak.


  “Did you hear what happened from Dad?”


  “Y-yeah… Two years…p-passed with…me…like this…”


  Just watching and hearing Marie speak brought warmth to my heart. But along with that warmth came an uncomfortable tightness. I just wanted to wrap my arms around her. She was back, she really was back! Tears swam into my eyes, but I managed to hold them in, somehow. I tried to move through my emotions by continuing the conversation. 


  “Y-yeah, they really did. A lot of things have happened since the day you collapsed.”


  So many darn things. And yet we’d managed to overcome them all. At one point, I really thought our misery would never end—the cruel, unfair lot of fate—but I kept moving forward. I never gave up. And we overcame it all.


  Clutching on to the sense of accomplishment and joy I felt, I started to see everything around me as not just ordinary, but extraordinary, precious things.


  “I heard…everything… How much…you…worked…for me… The d-dangerous monsters…”


  For a second, I thought she meant that she heard about my own personal history as well. But then I recalled that Mom and Dad had mentioned that they weren’t telling Marie about my adoption yet. The events of two whole years were already too much to burden her with. Adding my own circumstances on top of that would only be shocking and confusing, and possibly delay her recovery. There were other reasons to hold off on telling her beyond just that.


  “Thank…you…Shion… For doing this…helping…me…”


  “It’s nothing,” I said. “I wanted to do it all. You know how I just do whatever I want to, right? It was the same with the magic research. It wasn’t hard for me at all.”


  “Shion…” 


  Marie’s eyes swam with light. I sat there, utterly captivated by her innocent gaze. We looked into each other’s eyes for some time. 


  At long last, her voice broke through the interminable time and space.


  “Hold…my hand.”


  I nodded and put her hand in mine. It was warm.


  Her body heat was back. Her magic was back. I was so relieved. And then I realized that Marie was just as relieved as me.


  Marie was smiling at me, but she suddenly looked away. 


  “It was all…scary. No…memory…but somehow…kinda. I was shut…away…in a deep…darkness…couldn’t do…anything. But I r-remember…you. Your voice…Mom and Dad…their voices…and so…I could…hold on. Maybe…just a…dream.”


  I felt the slightest squeeze from her weak hand. It was all it took for me to understand just what she had gone through. Just what she felt. I felt a flicker of fear myself. While I couldn’t deny that in her, I could uplift her, care for her, and pray for her to be healthy and safe forevermore. 


  I took her hand in between both of mine.


  “Warm…” Marie said, her eyelids fluttering. It took her such tremendous effort to talk.


  “Don’t push yourself,” I said. “You can rest now.”


  “B-but…” I heard the fear in her voice.


  “I’ll be here by your side. I’m not leaving you till you wake up.”


  Marie smiled faintly at my words, and she closed her eyes. A moment later, I heard the quiet breathing of sleep. I lightly brushed her hair and realized I was crying. I felt so relieved that my hands wouldn’t stop quivering.


  I was surprised by how emotional I was, given that a week had already passed. But even a week focused on curing Lethargia didn’t help me process things. I had held back the tears because I didn’t want to trouble Marie, but now I had to let them loose. 


  It had been two weeks since the second Glowing. A week since my own recovery. There was an official invitation from the royal capital arriving any day now. I would soon have to leave her.


  That day was coming. Rejecting its arrival would mean turning my back on so many others, because I was the only one capable of curing Lethargia. 


  That meant now was my precious time to reflect on everything that happened—and my brief, precious time to spend with my beloved sister.


  I touched Marie’s head. 


  She was my sister, but we weren’t related by blood.


  Ever since I learned that fact, I hadn’t known what to make of it. At first, I never really thought much about it, at least not on purpose. We were family, after all. We were so close to one another that it wasn’t easy to separate out. So I had never intentionally considered whether I loved Marie as a sister, or as something more?


  Her existence to me as a sister was important, no doubt about it. But when I realized for the first time that she might never awake again, the question raised its head in my mind. Was she only a sister to me?


  We had no blood relationship, after all. That severed one connection between us. I couldn’t stop the thought from entering my mind.


  I felt my heart beat faster in my chest. 


  Why did my pulse quicken when I looked at her face?


  I couldn’t answer my own question.


  The next day, we left Istria. Marie and I both asked our parents if we could go home. We had imposed ourselves on Graste for too long, and now we no longer had any reason to stay in Istria. Both of us simply wanted to be able to relax in our own house. Especially since this peace and quiet wouldn’t last for long.


  So we said our farewells to everyone who helped us so much here in Istria, and finally left the city behind.


   


  ***


   


  It was the afternoon after we arrived back home. I sat in the garden, taking a breather. It had been so long. I could finally relax. 


  This place really does feel like home, I thought. 


  I also had time to think. Everything in Istria had always been too busy. There were two goals that I was working on. This time, I was quite confident that both were possible.


  The first goal was to create body-strengthening magic. It was the symptom of physical elation that prefaced the onset of indolence, and what Marie exhibited prior to her own sickness. I was sure that her improved physical strength was a manifestation of magic. Due to excess mana, she possessed greater speed and strength than her young body should have been capable of. However, the outcome of using all that extra mana was Lethargia. The indolence resulted from her not being able to properly control the extra mana coursing through her body. 


  But I was confident about my own mana control. Two years ago, I could only vaguely sense the mana in my own body. I could feel it, but I couldn’t control it well at all. Since working on the Lethargia matter, however, I’d learned to manipulate, extract, and control my mana to a matter of individual mana points. I felt like I had gained a powerful understanding and control over my own mana.


  It’s a bit hard to express into words, but basically, I could keenly sense the flow of mana through my body. This sense allowed me to charge and wield mana faster and more efficiently. And whether it was due to the Glowing or Einschwarff’s bite, my mana volume had grown a hundredfold. I should’ve been able to gain an even keener control over my enhanced mana. 


  I focused my mind. Normally when using magic, I activated Magicoat first, covering myself in a membrane of mana, then I used Magicluster to move it to the designated part of my body for release. But to do this while keeping it entirely within my own body—that was body-strengthening magic. 


  I didn’t need an equivalent to Magicoat, however, since mana was already circulating within my own body. The first step was to be closely aware of that flow of mana. But even this required a very finely tuned sensibility. It was only possible for me now, at this point. I had felt the flow of other people’s mana, donated my own mana, and more, so now it was easy. 


  I focused on the core part of my chest, near my heart, the source of my mana, and followed it down. It circulated throughout my entire body, with traces of it leaking to the outside in the form of light and warmth. The more mana you had internally, the more that escaped to the outside. 


  I turned my attention visually to the amount of mana pouring out from me and saw an aura of over three feet surrounding my body.


  That was my mana.


  Time to get started.


  I turned back inward to the rushing mana stream pouring through my body and tried to keep as much of it inside as I could, letting it flow, letting it circulate. The mana pushed and flowed into my limbs, into my muscles. 


  I kept it there, retaining every ounce of mana I could. There was no light, no heat. But I did sense power. Without thinking, I jumped into the air.


  “Whoa!”


  I bounded well above and beyond my own height. It wasn’t as high as I could get with Jump, but it was, without a doubt, body-strengthening magic.


  It works, I thought. I had it all this time; I just never knew how to use it. I felt relieved but also frustrated.


  I decided to call this technique Boost. It supplied an excess amount of mana to temporarily boost my physical abilities, and it could be directed to any part of my body or be generally circulated to improve my athleticism. I tried the latter, moving my body while letting the mana circulate freely. 


  Normally, I could sprint over three hundred feet in twelve seconds. Boost decreased that time to six seconds. Before, I could jump twelve feet with a running start. With Boost, that doubled to twenty-four.


  I experimented with different things, but in the end, everything at my normal level was basically doubled. But it wasn’t so simple as to consider my physical abilities literally doubled. Still, as a magic user who couldn’t wield other weapons, this level of improvement to my physical specs was a lifesaver. Boost would be a mainstay from now on.


  While Boost was pretty good, I had some other thoughts in mind. Although what I was about to attempt could perhaps not be strictly described as magic.


  If I had to categorize the different spells I’d made so far, Flare, Bolt, and others like them would fit into the box of “conscious magic.” But there was also magic that activated automatically under certain conditions—in other words, “unconscious magic.” In the video games I used to play, they would be called things like “active” versus “passive” skills. 


  Now it was time for me to try unconscious magic. It was something that I didn’t need to deliberately attempt, since I was already doing it. It was already activating now, without me doing anything. But what was it?


  I left the garden and went over to the nearby woods. I found a small tree and stood right next to it. I bent my knees and punched it with a thump. The tree swayed slightly to the side.


  A heavy sensation swelled in my fist. I punched the tree almost as hard as I could. But I felt no pain—only the blow of the impact. I still felt something, but there was no pain or injury. It was the feeling that would typically cause pain in my hand, so it was limited to just that part of my body. 


  “Huh,” I said. “So that’s how it is.” 


  I had nearly predicted this outcome. I reflected on what happened with Einschwarff. Dad and Graste both attacked him full-on, but they didn’t leave so much as a scratch. But after biting me, the mana in his body went out of control into some sort of altered state. So when Dad and Graste attacked him again, they could deal some damage, even though he was still tough as iron. Initially, I thought it was simply a better series of strikes by the two of them, but Dad later mentioned to me that he felt that Einschwarff had somehow gotten softer. That was when it hit me: Einschwarff’s mana was acting as a physical defensive barrier for him.


  I recalled when I discovered mana in the Etten trout and how I managed to manifest it in my own hand. I was so excited about the mana that I tried punching the wall. That time, it hurt plenty. But thinking back on it carefully, it probably hurt less than punching the wall like that really should have—without a doubt, because I punched it while using Magicluster.


  Ever since then, I assumed mana lacked the power to physically strengthen the body, and I hadn’t tried similar experiments since. But that didn’t mean that Magicluster lacked physical effects altogether. 


  Now I knew that strong mana absorbed impact force. In other words, mana could become a defensive “shield.” 


  Up until this point, I never had enough mana to make practical use of this technique—the effect was too minor. Even a child punching a wall at full strength could break through a few dozen mana points of Magicluster defense, leading to almost ordinary levels of pain. But my volume of mana now offered considerable absorptive capabilities. 


  And now, via unconscious magic, I officially had Shield, a natural shock absorber. Shield also had a secondary effect that I like to call “auto-generative healing.” 


  At present, I considered mana to be akin to what’s called “life force” in layman’s terms. After all, it resulted in an elated state when in excess and an indolent state when it was exhausted. And circulating an enhanced amount of it throughout the body results in superior physical capabilities—including facilitating the body’s natural healing functions.


  A few different times, I experimented by deliberately suppressing my mana volume from Shield and giving myself some small cuts. The result was clear: Once Shield was back up and running, the cuts healed in a matter of minutes. That explained why my bone break cured so fast: It was under the influence of the tremendous mana of the Glowing.


  The interesting question about Shield that emerged was whether releasing this internal mana outside of the body was also possible. The short answer was no. I attempted to shoot out clods of pure mana, but they didn’t act as physical cushions absorbing impact or force. Shield only activated when it was accumulated as mana within the body or by being naturally expelled directly from the body, either as aura or Magicluster. 


  My guess was that mana required something like the density of its state while circulating through the body in order to be able to manifest its Shield properties. That also explained why dense mana could act as a physical barrier even outside of Einschwarff’s body. The real requirement was for mana to be physically touching the skin. But Shield had uses beyond purely defensive ones.


  I used Magicluster on my right fist. 


  Just two years ago, my one-time mana emission capacity was ninety points, but now I could do up to ten thousand. It was a massive load of mana, making attempting any spells a dangerous matter. For this attempt, I lowered the concentration to around a thousand points of mana. Then I activated Shield and used Boost, punching the tree before me.


  Along with a loud thump, the tree rocked back and forth, showering a cascade of leaves through the air. My hand didn’t hurt a bit.


  “My hand’s not even damaged,” I said to myself. 


  On top of that, the place where my fist hit the tree was shaved away. That would’ve never happened with a normal punch. It was an abnormal amount of force.


  It probably wasn’t enough to knock monsters out barehanded, but it was a great backup measure to have in an emergency. What an incredible way to make use of my magic!


  “Now this is a fun technique,” I said, grinning to myself. I couldn’t hold in my laughter. “I just might be able to fly at this rate!”


  I turned around and left the woods, chattering to myself as I went. Magic still held so many hidden secrets for me to discover. Perhaps going to the capital would lead to new discoveries, or maybe I’d be too swamped with work to even think about my magic.


  Filled with anticipation, as well as a touch of loneliness, I returned home.




  Chapter 9:
To the Capital


   


  A MESSAGE FROM DUKE VULFE ARRIVED FIRST thing the following morning. A whole party had already arrived and was waiting for me in the garden. I pulled on my backpack in the living room, turning to face my friends and family.


  Rose, Raphina, Cole, Bridget, and Graste were all here to see me off. Dad and Mom stood behind me, looking nervous. Marie sat in a chair nearby.


  “Have you forgotten anything? Should we double check?” Mom asked, anxiety leaking from her voice.


  “Don’t worry. I double-checked already,” I said. It was rare to see her worked up like this. It would be my first time fully away from her, so I understood her concern.


  I hadn’t packed much; just a few days’ worth of clothes, some money, and the Spark Gauntlets. Any everyday objects I needed would be prepared for me in the capital. I also didn’t need to prepare my own food for the journey, as the travel party supposedly had all that, including for the horses. 


  The money I was bringing with me was actually my own. I had saved a considerable amount from the Thundercite production and the Adventurers’ Guild culls. I had also spent plenty of it on a horse of my own and other things, but my money still amounted to around three hundred thousand lyrums. 


  “It takes about ten days by carriage to reach the capital,” Dad said. “There are some mountainous regions in between, so be prepared for monsters. I’m sure I don’t have anything to worry about, though.”


  “Thanks, Dad. Please look after Marie.”


  “Don’t worry about us,” he said. “I’m going to make sure I stay close to home.”


  I tried to imagine what was going through Dad’s mind. Was it the time that the goblin attacked? When Lethargia broke out? The fight with the demon? Dad hadn’t been there for any of those events—although, of course, he did make it in time for the demon fight. Still, not being there to protect his family in those moments must have left him burdened with guilt. He needed to be the one to protect Mom and Marie without me around. I trusted Dad, but it was still a bit worrying. It was difficult to leave. I didn’t really want to.


  Dad had his responsibilities as a lord. Sometimes he had no choice but to leave Mom alone for those duties. He would have to leave her to take care of Marie alone. Marie was in no condition to come with me on a long journey.


  But all of that is why, for better or worse, I was heading out to the capital without my family. 


  Everyone had come to say their farewells. I felt gratitude from the bottom of my heart that so many people came to see me off. I noticed Graste giving a hearty smile. 


  “Shion, it’s a big world out there! See the sights, meet all kinds of people, learn new things, and grow up big!” I don’t know if he read through my anxiety or was just being his usual self. “I’m sure I’ll be blown away by what you accomplish out there!”


  “Mr. Graste,” I said, touched. “Thank you. I appreciate everything you did for us in Istria. It means the world.”


  “It’s the bare minimum, boy,” he grinned. “You could’ve stayed if you wanted to!” And he seemed to really mean it.


  “I’ll make sure to come see you in Istria again sometime,” I said. 


  “You better. The old house will be gone by that point, but drop by the new store.” He smiled and muttered to himself about what a good store it was. I felt bad that I hadn’t had the chance to go see it yet—we’d all been so busy. But next time, I’d visit for sure.


  Raphina, Cole, and Bridget came up to me next. Cole looked serious, and Bridget seemed somewhat downcast, although she was hiding her face. Only Raphina beamed with a sunny smile. I almost felt a little sad that she wasn’t going to miss me more.


  “Shion, don’t be sad! We’ll see each other before too long, I know it!” she said.


  “Well, I know that, but it’s still sad to be away from you and everyone else.”


  “So you need your company, eh, Shion?” Raphina chuckled. “But I’ve got a good reason to not be lonely in the slightest! I—”


  “You…?” I tilted my head at her.


  Raphina knitted her brows and smiled to brush it over. 


  “Ha ha ha! Never mind that! It’s nothing at all!” 


  Nothing at all? There was absolutely something there, but there was no point in pressing her about it. Everything about Raphina—from her self-introduction to the whole armor incident—was a bit off. She was a bit off, but a great person as well.


  “But who knew first impressions could be so wrong?” she said and laughed. “I thought you were just an ordinary noble boy when we first met, but now I’ve no doubt that you are the most impressive, wonderful boy I’ve ever met!”


  “Don’t flatter me, Raphina.”


  “It’s no flattery! You’re far too humble, Shion. Act a bit more proud, won’t you? Severity is indispensable among the lordly class and the duty of those who stand on high!” 


  Was that why Raphina acted pompous from time to time? I supposed if I made light of my lower-noble status, even the commoners would look down on me, and that would reflect on my family and all the people who lived under us. Maybe I did need to act a bit more uppity? At the very least, I took her advice under consideration.


  “Thank you kindly for the sage advice, milady.”


  “Just so!” Raphina nodded. “And feel free to visit Zeppenlast any time you please. I’ll show you around myself, I say!”


  Zeppenlast was far out in the countryside, even more so than Etten. Still, it was a spacious territory, prized for its agricultural productivity. I liked farms and ranches, so that didn’t sound so bad. I’d be happy to visit Raphina’s hometown.


  “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll definitely visit when I get the chance.”


  “Please do! Any time! At your leisure! Ho ho ho!”


  I smiled faintly at Raphina’s booming guffaw. Behind me, I felt an unusually strong presence—Marie, glaring right at us. When I looked back at her, she quickly glanced away. Rose was smiling beside her, but I felt a strange pressure coming from them. I turned back to Raphina, wondering what was going on. I was on the verge of scratching my head, but Cole broke the ice. 


  “You dullard,” he said.


  “Wha—what?”


  “Never mind,” he said breezily. “It’s just the right level of dullness anyhow. Otherwise, you’d never be able to achieve all that you have. Any ordinary person would have given up long ago—actually, they would’ve given up from the start.”


  “Oh, is this more praise?” I said. “Or criticism?”


  “Praise,” he said. “Tentative praise.”


  From the concerned look on Cole’s face, I had a hard time believing him. He had a talent for cracking jokes while making deadpan expressions.


  “Say hello next time you’re in Istria,” he said. “Even if there’s nothing going on, come say hi.”


  “I’ll definitely do that,” I said. “I just don’t know when I’ll visit Istria next.”


  “There’s no rush,” Cole said. “I’m not desperate to see you every day, you know. Friends don’t have to spend every moment of time together. That’s just a surface-level relationship. But we’re deeper than that, wouldn’t you say?”


  My eyes widened in surprise. I would’ve never imagined Cole saying something like that to me. I recalled how cold he was when we first met. I saw something like awkwardness swimming in his gaze. Was he embarrassed? The tips of his ears were red. But his words brought joy to my heart. I had to respond in kind.


  “Yeah,” I said. “We’re real friends. And we’ll still be friends, even when we’re apart, even as time passes.”


  Cole smiled at me, but then quickly dropped his smile and turned away. I felt everyone around us holding back their chuckles.


  There was a tug at my sleeve.


  “…Shion…”


  It was Bridget, as small as ever. Her hair was so long I couldn’t see her face, but she seemed more put together than usual. She always stood with her back curled and her face down, though, meaning I’d never seen her face much before.


  “Thanks for coming, Bridget,” I said. She shook her head. 


  “We’re…friends…Cole, and Raphina too… Of course I came. Shion…” she paused, then gripped her fist and raised it at me. “Do your best.”


  I felt the heavy weight of her brief words. I nodded.


  “I will,” I said. “I’ll do my best.”


  “When you come…back to Istria…let’s all meet… I’ll tell you more…about monsters…!” 


  I gave her my best smile, but it turned out a bit strained. Once you got Bridget started about monsters, she’d never stop, so I wasn’t exactly looking forward to the occasion. Although I did relate to getting overexcited about your subject of interest. 


  “Yes, I look forward to that,” I laughed awkwardly. 


  Bridget nodded, satisfied with my response.


  “So you’re leaving, Shion,” came a voice. I turned and saw Rose frowning. I didn’t feel the strange pressure from before—only the Rose I knew so well.


  Well, not quite. She’d left behind her typical manners and airs, and she now stood before me as a regular childhood friend.


  “I wish I could go with you,” she said. “Although I know it’s a selfish thing to say.”


  “I really appreciate the thought,” I said. “But you have a lot of things to take care of here, right?”


  Rose nodded slowly. The village head needed her help in the home, and I’m sure she had all sorts of other things to do. I didn’t ask what exactly those things were, though. 


  Dad once mentioned that the villagers under us were people who had special circumstances. Rose, I’m sure, was one such person. I never touched on the subject directly, but if Rose ever felt like she could share those things with me, I swore to myself that I’d listen and support her as best I could—no matter what the reality was.


  “The capital isn’t too far,” I said. “Once everything’s finished up there, I’ll come back.”


  “Yes, yes, I’m sure… You’ll be back soon?”


  “Yes. I promise.”


  “Then I’ll be waiting here,” she said. There was a mix of happiness and loneliness in her smile.


  Rose had done so much for me. At some point, I needed to repay her.


  “Sh-Shion…” Marie called me in her raspy voice. 


  I went over to her and bent down. “Sister, I’ll be back soon,” I said.


  “Y-yeah…”


  “Read the notes on magic I’ve left you when you have time,” I said. “You never know if Lethargia will come back at some point, and if it does, we’ll need people capable of using magic.”


  I had used some of the money I earned to buy parchment, and I filled it with information about magic. I explained its principles, methods of use, and so on. Parchment was a huge expense, so that alone burnt through a lot of the Thundercite money. But I recognized that it was essential, so I’d been filling it out as I learned new things. Good thing too, as now it would come in handy.


  “I-I w-will…”


  Marie didn’t say anything further, but instead just looked at me. 


  Did she really have to look at me like that? Those clinging eyes just made me feel lonelier by the second, and my determination to leave wavered. I wanted to stay by her side. I wanted to live in happiness here at home. But I couldn’t. Not anymore.


  I was a Reguerre. I could use magic. I was the only one who could cure Lethargia. Many thousands of people would suffer if I didn’t go to the capital. That’s why I would go.


  I touched Marie’s cheek. Marie closed her eyes, as if tickled, and put her hand on top of mine. For a while there, she kept her eyes closed, feeling my warmth. After a while, her lashes quivered, and I saw tears glistening there.


  “So alone…without Shion…I’m all alone,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry…I’m…trying to be strong…I thought…I would be strong…but…”


  “I’m sorry, Marie.”


  My chest burned. Marie was crying right before my eyes. I was the only person who could stop her tears, and yet I couldn’t. I could stop her tears if I abandoned everything and stayed with her. The thought crossed my mind. 


  But I couldn’t do that. Humans can’t get by on our own, as individuals, or even pairs. There was the broader society in relationships with other people—things that we all needed to do.


  If I went through life selfishly, only thinking about myself, I would be the one to suffer in the end. Throwing away other people is bound to end in regret. And that was why I had to leave—for the sake of myself, Marie, and everyone else here.


  I wiped away Marie’s tears, and she gave me a bittersweet smile.


  “I’m sorry…Shion. I’ll…be all right. I’ll be…fine…”


  I stroked her head. Right now, I felt like the older brother and she was the younger sister. But there were times in my life when it was the other way around. That’s how I had managed to get to this point: with her support and recognition, with her staying close to me. It was the only way we lived.


  I walked to the door. Dad lifted Marie up and followed me out, with the others coming after. We filed out into the courtyard, a familiar sight that I knew so well. But it wasn’t that way this morning. I stopped in my tracks at the scene before me.


  The previously bright green courtyard was covered in gray. There were a hundred—no, several hundred—soldiers lined up in tight formation, with several horse-drawn carriages in the center. More soldiers were lined up outside of the gates as well. 


  “Greet the honorable Shion Ornstein!”


  “Aye-aye!” The air quivered with the chorus of shouts made perfectly in unison. 


  The intensity washed over me. I tried to remain calm in front of the hundreds of eyes placed on me.


  What in the world? I thought, turning to Dad, who shrugged. That wasn’t a very helpful explanation. 


  Then, a fierce-looking soldier standing at the front of the formation stepped forward. His armor sparkled in the light. Was he this troop’s commander?


  “We are here to escort the most esteemed and venerable Lord Shion Ornstein, healer of Lethargia, conqueror of fiends, guardian of Istria! I am unit commander, Gote Falls! Having been astounded by his glorious exploits, I specifically requested to serve Lord Shion Ornstein in this essential mission! Naturally, I was a firsthand witness to the battle in Istria, and what a sight it was! It is the greatest of honors to serve one as great as yourself!”


  Did he prepare this speech in advance? I thought. It was an overly wordy explanation.


  “Er, uh, ah, thank you very much,” I said, struggling to accept the reality.


  During my confusion, I noticed Raphina rushed over to the first row of soldiers and lined up. Raphina grinned.


  “Wh-what?” 


  I looked back at Dad and the others. Everyone seemed to have known about this development, and they only returned grimaces and exasperated faces in my direction. They looked both sorry for me but also a bit amused. Apparently, I was the only one unaware that Raphina would be accompanying me on this journey. 


  Raphina noticed me looking her way, and she straightened her back.


  “Rest assured, Shion Ornstein. No matter what obstacles we may face ahead, we shall clear every danger in your path!”


  “Th-that’s reassuring,” I said. “Thank you.”


  “Men! Salute Lord Shion!”


  Another rollicking chorus: “Aye-aye!”


  This has to be some sort of joke, I thought. But alas, it was not. Commander Falls left his post, and Raphina stepped forward.


  “Now this way, please. Your carriage awaits, Lord Shion Ornstein.”


  Give me a break. She put a whole lot of emphasis on the word “lord.” I leveled her a steely gaze. She just smiled mischievously.


  I turned back to my family once more. “See you soon,” I called.


  “Be careful out there, Shion,” Dad said. “We’ll always be thinking about you, no matter how far away you are.”


  “Love, make sure to write letters,” Mom said. “I’ll be sure to write you some! Every day, even! It’s a good thing to read before you go to sleep!” Both of them smiled brightly at me.


  Marie lifted her hand, reaching out to me.


  “Shion…take…this.”


  I lowered my gaze to the object in her hands.


  “A necklace?”


  “Y-yeah… Isn’t today…your thirteenth…birthday?”


  “Oh, right,” I said. “I almost forgot. I guess I’m thirteen years old now.”


  That meant my mind had experienced over forty years now. I guess living that long had decreased my interest in my own birthdays. Marie suspected this and giggled.


  “Take this…from the three of us. Then you can…always remember us. No matter…how far away…no matter…how lonely.”


  I took the necklace from her and looked at it. It had a beautiful red gemstone on the end. It looked like a ruby, but I wasn’t familiar with the gemstones in this world.


  “Thank you, Dad, Mom, Marie. I’ll treasure it.”


  “P-put it…on?”


  At Marie’s suggestion, I placed the necklace around my neck. It was light, but I felt the love of my family through it. With this, they would always be with me.


  Despite everything selfish I’d done and said, they loved me through it all. Dad was strict, but he always protected me and set a good example. Mom was so gentle and kind. She got mad from time to time, but always for the sake of Marie and me. Marie had saved me countless times. She was my ultimate ally and stuck by my side through and through. And for the first time in my life, I would be away from them.


  To this point, I’d convinced myself otherwise—that it was necessary, that it was reasonable. But I felt it now: how sad and alone I will be. I didn’t want to leave them. 


  The adult inside me told me what I needed to do. I knew it, but I could only repress my feelings so much. I wanted to stay here with my family, but I couldn’t say it out loud. If I did, I wouldn’t be able to move forward.


  Marie reached out and softly touched my cheek. Her warmth seared into me and remained there forever.


  “With your magic…Shion…you can save…no…will save…so many…people. If it’s ever…hard…just remember me. Mom, Dad, and I will…always support you. We’ll be thinking of you…always…always…”


  I had been holding it in, but I couldn’t anymore. Not after hearing those words from my sister. The world clouded over and I could no longer see.


  “Thank you, Marie. Thank…you.”


  The kindness and love of my family overwhelmed me with joy but also loneliness. It wasn’t forever, and yet the very idea tormented me so. This time, Marie stroked my head. I realized it’d been so long since the last time she had.


  “It’s okay…Shion. I know you…can do it.”


  I swallowed my tears and nodded. I raised my head and wiped them away, as if to set myself straight. It was so hard to leave, but the time had come. I shook off the overwhelming emotion one final time.


  “Okay. See you soon.”


  “Shion…take care…of yourself. Be safe…and come…home.”


  “I will,” I said. “I’ll do what I have to do, then come home.”


  I turned away from them. Raphina led me to one of the carriages. It was an elegant carriage for high-ranking nobles, but the inside was cramped. Even three people would be a tight fit. 


  Raphina sat in the seat next to me. Apparently, she was going to ride alongside me.


  “Ha ha ha! I fooled you earlier, didn’t I?”


  “Anything but,” I said. “Your acting was completely unconvincing.”


  “Hmph! I think you’ve just got a case of sour grapes!”


  I decided to leave it at that. There was no reasoning with her.


  “I’ll be serving as your guard,” she said. “My contribution in the previous battle was recognized, so I’ve graduated from the seventy-fifth junior guard. Though leaving a position as captain feels like a bit of a demotion.”


  “Well, congratulations.”


  “Personally, it matters little. I’m just happy to be able to continue to protect you, Shion!”


  I looked into her eyes and blushed. It was incredibly reassuring to have a friend as loyal as Raphina. I had to admit I was feeling a bit forlorn. I had thought I was heading to a new place without a friend in the world. At least she would be there with me.


  The carriage moved forward. I leaned out and waved at everyone. I kept waving until I couldn’t see them anymore. When I couldn’t, my hand fell limply down to my side. I forced myself to wrench my head around and face forward.


  I’ll be back, I thought. 


  On to the capital.


  No matter what lay ahead, I swore to never give up. 


  I’ll overcome anything and everything, I thought, with the power of magic.
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