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The Story So Far

 

SOME TIME AGO, an ordinary high schooler by the name of Oda Akira found himself summoned (along with his classmates) against his will into the Kingdom of Retice, a nation in a world completely separate from his own. Here, he was granted the class of Assassin—yet he was even stronger than his classmate who had been dubbed the Hero. Not one who liked standing out, Akira quickly hid himself in the background, and with a lot of help from Knight Commander Saran, Akira began to develop the strength he’d need to get by in this dangerous world. However, not long after discovering that he and his classmates were being used in a diabolical plot by the king of Retice, Akira was framed for Commander Saran’s murder. Having no choice but to flee the country, Akira hid within a great labyrinth nearby. It was in the depths of this labyrinth that he saved an elven princess named Amelia from the belly of a pitch-black slime, and she became his loyal companion. Then, after defeating the feline boss monster, Night, on the lowest floor, Akira made a pact with the beast and Night became his familiar.

After Night revealed to Akira that the Demon Lord awaits him in his castle, Akira set forth on a journey with his new companions—first to the elven domain, then to the land of the beastfolk. On the elven continent, he helped Amelia reconcile with her younger sister, Kilika, and in the port town of Ur on the beastfolk continent, he and his companions helped stave off a surprise attack by demons. Not long after that, in the town of Mali in the beastfolk nation of Uruk, Akira was tasked with the assassination of the Uruk guildmaster—a man named Gram, who was using the annual beauty pageant as a front to commit horrific crimes. Initially quite conflicted about this job, Akira eventually found the resolve he needed to carry out the hit after learning Gram was the true puppet master behind Commander Saran’s death. And so it was that Akira became an assassin in truth—as this was the first time he’d ever had to kill another sentient being.

Following this, Akira and company made their way through the Forest of Demise, where they met Crow’s mother, Noa, and acquired their ticket into the demons’ territory: an airship, crafted by Noa using her Creation skill. Thus did Akira and our other heroes set forth toward the Demon Lord’s castle for an audience with the Demon Lord himself…


Prologue:
The Uruki Assassin

 

POV: UNKNOWN

 

I WAS AN ASSASSIN.

Or perhaps it would be more accurate to call myself a hit man. I wasn’t super clear on the difference, but since assassin was the class I’d been born with, that was what I preferred to call myself. Most days, I earned an honest living running my aging grandmother’s flower shop in Uruk; she was getting on in years and had become too frail to run it herself. But every now and then, I’d get a client looking for an assassination and have to dust off my natural skill set. It was basically a side gig, for lack of a better term.

As for my methods? Poisoning was a personal favorite, as was stabbing. The majority of my targets were deeply resented by those around them, so as long as I didn’t kill them in a particularly gruesome manner, most were happy to shrug their deaths off as a simple accident or sudden illness. I almost exclusively chose such targets, in fact. Since killing another person was taboo in this world, I couldn’t afford to let my assassination gigs be exposed, lest it cause trouble for my already struggling grandmother. Sometimes, I’d even extract poison from flowers that were set for disposal, which could implicate her as an accomplice. I could only afford to choose targets I knew I could kill without getting caught. Some of my fellow assassins might call me a coward for only picking battles I knew I could win, but they could go to hell for all I cared. I didn’t choose to be gifted with the talents of an assassin; if I could have lived a normal life like anyone else, I would have done so in a heartbeat.

There was an unwritten agreement in my line of work as to what the minimum going rate for a hit should be. If a client wasn’t aware of this, we’d tell them when they made the request. And given that many clients wanted their targets dead so badly that they’d hire multiple hit men as a form of insurance, it wouldn’t do to have some assassins charging less than others and stealing business from the rest of us. Over time, the market had naturally determined what that “going rate” should be—which all but the boldest and most brazen of assassins adhered to.

Clients could also request a specific method of assassination, which might raise the price—as could the estimated difficulty of the hit. Whenever clients like that came my way, I politely declined and introduced them to fellow assassins who could get the job done. By doing so, I broadened my intelligence network, gained the favor of my fellow assassins, and helped make sure the client got what they wanted all at the same time. It was a win-win-win. Granted, I didn’t earn any money from it, but there was a part of me that liked playing the intermediary far more than actually doing assassinations. It would probably be the only thing I ever did, honestly, if it weren’t for the fact that I needed money to afford my ailing grandmother’s medications.

One day, as I was going about my daily tasks at the flower shop, some appalling gossip reached my ears.

“Hey, didja hear?! Ol’ Gram Cluster just got offed! By a single slice, right to the throat, with some sorta dagger or somethin’! I hear the scene was gruesome too—blood sprayed all the way up to the ceiling and everything!”

“Hey, could you not come in here screaming about this stuff while I’m at my day job?!” I shouted. “Wait… What did you just say?!”

The man who’d come running into the shop was an information broker acquaintance of mine who often sold me intel on my targets. He was a good man with quite a bit of influence in the city, and he’d always been very kind to my grandmother and me. His intel had saved me more times than I could count on both hands.

But for him to come in here hollering about such a grisly murder at my workplace, where I was actively trying to conceal the fact that I was an assassin, was beyond the pale. And I would have shooed him out for it—if it weren’t for how utterly unbelievable this particular revelation happened to be.

“I’m tellin’ ya, man!” said the information broker. “Somebody killed Gram Cluster!”

“Say what?!”

Gram Cluster was the nephew of the current king of Uruk, guildmaster of the city’s Adventurer’s Guild branch, and perhaps the single most hated man in the entire world. Countless assassination attempts had been made on him over the years, to no avail. Yet all of a sudden he’d been killed, just like that?

Knowing full well how much he was despised, the man had surrounded himself with an ironclad security force of mutant bodyguards, who were more than enough to deter most assassins from attempting a kill—to the point that the bounty on his head in the underworld had risen higher than anyone else’s. Granted, it wasn’t unusual for heads of state and other political powerhouses to be hated and wanted dead by many, but this had to be the first royal family member to boast such an enormous bounty. I’d even heard rumors that he’d murdered the little sister of Crow, the beastfolk’s pride and joy and a member of the previous hero’s party. I’d heard it said that if anyone would ever succeed in killing Gram, it would likely be Crow. And since Gram had been expelled from the royal family, he probably could’ve gotten away with it without being sentenced to execution too.

He’d been killed in his sleep, apparently. Right in his bedchambers, which you’d think would have been guarded to the rafters against assailants. The cause of death was, according to my informant, loss of blood due to a single massive neck wound.

Given that the weapon was a dagger or short sword of some kind, I couldn’t imagine Crow was the one who killed him. While I knew he was a blacksmith by trade, I’d heard he didn’t use weapons himself.

It also sounded like Gram’s infamous bodyguards had been neutralized with ease. That sent shock waves through the underworld, where the drugs he’d developed to enhance his guards’ physical performance had been selling at a high price on the black market. Prospective buyers were skeptical.

If I hadn’t heard all of this from my most trusted information broker, I wouldn’t have believed it. Why, even I had attempted to plot an assassination on Gram at one point, after learning about the exorbitant bounty on his head—so I knew all too well just how ironclad his team of bodyguards had been. Thankfully, I’d only done a bit of recon to determine how feasible the hit job would be, so I’d managed to get away safely. But one wrong move, and they would have killed not just me but my grandmother as well.

 

For several days following the news of Gram’s assassination, everyone in the underworld was on pins and needles, waiting to hear who had earned the prize on his head. But the killer never came forward, so no bounty was paid out. Several impostors did attempt to claim the prize for themselves, but they were all exposed as fakes through the use of lie-detection skills and executed, after which nobody dared try again. Apparently, it was the royal family of Uruk themselves who’d posted the bounty. I found it unbelievable to think Gram had been targeted by his very own kin; perhaps his tight security was even understandable in light of that.

Over time, I heard a variety of rumors as to who the assassin might be, but none of those theories fully convinced me. Some early suggestions posited it must have been some demon that Gram previously had dealings with—but if that were the case, there would have been large amounts of residual mana at the crime scene to prove it was the work of a demon beyond the shadow of a doubt, so few people bought into this one.

One other possible culprit put forth was the so-called Silent Assassin.

This theory seemed far more credible to me, as it came from a renowned fellow assassin who’d also made an attempt on Gram’s life the night he died. He allegedly recognized the Silent Assassin on sight, having witnessed him in action before—during the recent catastrophe when monsters came flooding out of the Great Labyrinth of Brute. Although he suffered grave injuries from their encounter that forced him to retire from the assassin trade, he laughed it off when he told me this, saying it was an honor to have witnessed the Silent Assassin’s handiwork firsthand. Their clash was over in an instant, according to him. “The work of a master,” he called it. However, considering this all transpired under veil of night and he refused to answer any further questions about it, there were those who doubted his account as well.

In our line of work, when both you and another assassin you weren’t acquainted with got assigned to the same hit job, it typically led to a tense kill-or-be-killed situation. But there was no bad blood about this; ours was a profession where everyone’s livelihoods were at stake, and people generally kept their ears to the ground to avoid this overlap whenever they could help it. Yet it seemed this particular assassin must have borne a deep personal grudge against Gram, given that he deliberately went after the same target as my colleague on the very same night without warning.

That said, who in the world came up with his moniker? The Silent Assassin? Really? How corny could you possibly get? I would never be able to stomach such a title.

 

Not long after Gram’s death, the Lagoon royal family began to crumble.

Princess Lia, who’d been adopted into the royal family for her rare guardian class, was abruptly disowned for unknown reasons. Soon after, a series of scandals involving the royal family surfaced left and right.

Rumors started circulating about how Gram’s many evil schemes were partially orchestrated by royals pulling the strings behind the scenes, using Gram as a convenient scapegoat while they reaped the rewards. If that was indeed true, it would mean the entire monarchy was rotten to the core. Apparently, the royals were trying to use the fact that they were the ones who’d put the bounty on Gram’s head as evidence that they had nothing to do with his crimes. This did little to exonerate them, given that the assassin responsible had yet to show his face, let alone claim the payout from said bounty.

It wasn’t until Princess Lia fled the city that these scandals cropped up, which led some people to believe she—and those around her—had been the ones investigating her family’s crimes. Quite a cunning stunt for an adopted daughter to attempt, assuming it was true.

Incidentally, the Lagoon family sitting on the throne originally ruled the continental capital Adorea, not Uruk. They’d fled to Uruk after the disaster known as the Nightmare of Adorea, effectively ousting the rightful royal family of Uruk and seizing control for themselves. To be fair, the average citizen had no way of knowing what actually happened back then and whether it was a consensual hand off of power—but to us common folk, it sure felt like our then-budding nation of Uruk had been forcibly taken over by outsiders. I did recall there being reports around that time claiming that the Uruki royal family ceded control to the Adoreans for the sake of maintaining peace on the continent, but no one I knew was dumb enough to believe that.

Sure enough, as soon as the cracks began to show in the Lagoon family’s rule, the original royal family wasted no time moving to retake the throne. Even Uruki nobles who’d been loyal to House Lagoon since the Nightmare of Adorea were turning on them in favor of the true royal family of Uruk, and a coup was probably going to happen any day now. I’d considered fleeing to Mali or Ur or somewhere else with my grandmother on the off chance that war broke out, but since House Lagoon now had too few soldiers left to put up much of a fight, I figured they’d just hand over the throne without any bloodshed. A peaceful revolution was the best kind, after all.

“Well, not like any of that has much to do with an average citizen like me…”

As long as this beautiful country and those of us who called it home could live to see another day, that was good enough for me.

“All right… Time to sell some flowers.”


Chapter 1:
Departure

 

POV: ODA AKIRA

 

AS EXCITED AS WE’D BEEN to take to the skies in our shiny new airship, it wasn’t until several hours after receiving it that we were actually ready to take off. We hadn’t anticipated gathering all the materials for it so quickly, so we hadn’t prepared the provisions and whatnot we’d need for the journey in time.

“Y’know, I used to be pretty anti-monster, but they’re actually kinda useful when you think about it,” said Waki as he dried the meat from some monsters we’d hunted. “Their meat tastes great, their hides and other body parts make great crafting materials, and hunting ’em even helps level us up. Not sure where these ones came from, but with this much meat, we should be set for a good long while.”

Beside him, one of the monkeys he’d trained was doing its best to fend off a cat that kept trying to steal a bite of the meat. Meanwhile, the girls in our group were chatting cheerfully as they sorted our luggage for loading.

“Yeah, but you gotta remember we could’ve just as easily been the ones feeding them, if we hadn’t gotten lucky. Law of the jungle and all that,” said Nanase, chuckling as he waved around a cat toy to distract Waki’s cat. This also caught the attention of Night, who jumped down from my shoulder to go after it. It was easy to forget that his feline instincts were strong, considering he was capable of intelligent speech and could even walk on two legs if he wanted.

Kyousuke, who’d been smoking some meat a little ways away, came over to join us. Thanks to his high-level fire magic, we were able to expand our provisions for the trip to include not only dried meats like jerky but smoked meat as well.

“How’s Gilles holding up?” he asked.

During our battle with the orghens, I’d been duking it out with one a fair distance away from Kyousuke and Gilles, so I didn’t know exactly what had happened that made Gilles lose his fighting spirit. All I knew was that he’d taken very good care of his sword and put in a lot of work to maintain it, so it had to mean a lot to him.

“According to Crow,” I said, “he can get it back to its original form, but since the thing got split right down the middle, it won’t ever be usable in combat like that again. But he could also reforge it into a dagger or two, like he did with mine.”

But whether we went into town to find a new sword for him or let Crow work on his current one, neither option would be particularly expedient.

People took good care of their swords in this world, since new weapons didn’t drop from defeated monsters like they did in a video game, but no amount of maintenance could make them withstand repeated bouts of intense combat. I didn’t know it at the time, but I’d come very close to breaking my own sword, the Yato-no-Kami, after using it to take on an entire labyrinth full of physical-resistant monsters—to the point that we’d had no choice but to split it into two smaller blades. I remembered Crow telling me that it was a miracle it hadn’t snapped like a twig and doomed me to die unarmed down there.

“I see,” Kyousuke replied.

It was a good thing that he’d managed to stand his ground against the orghens, but if things had gone just a bit differently, Gilles could have easily died back there as well. It was thanks to Kyousuke that the two of them made it out safely.

“In truth,” he went on, “I’ve heard Gilles mention in passing that his sword was a hand-me-down he got from Commander Saran.”

My eyes went wide. While the term “hand-me-down” was rather diminutive, it could be called a precious memento now that the commander was gone. The same could be said about my Yato-no-Kami, which I’d gotten from him as well.

“You don’t say… Then I guess I can see why he’d be so distraught,” I said. “In that case, it would probably be best to get Crow to reforge the weapon so he can keep using it. But I figure Gilles would prefer to wield longswords over short blades, unlike me…”

Although I’d only seen the two of them interact for a brief period, even I could tell how much Gilles trusted and respected Commander Saran from the bottom of his heart. He’d groan and roll his eyes at the commander’s behavior, yet despite his exasperated sighs, he’d seemed quite happy looking after the old troublemaker.

“Well, I suppose it’s ultimately Gilles’s decision,” I went on. “Plus, knowing Crow, it’s possible he’ll come up with a third option that solves both problems.”

“A third option?” said Kyousuke, tilting his head. “Like what?”

I turned away, looking back down at our large supply of meat. The preparations for our journey were coming right along. At this rate, we might even be able to leave before midnight.

 

POV: CROW

 

“NOW, CHOOSE: Do you want to make it into an ornamental sword or something you can actually use, even if it might be a little unwieldy for you?”

This was my question to Gilles, who cradled his broken sword in his arms and looked down at it, crestfallen.

I was a blacksmith, not a miracle worker. From time to time, I’d get fools coming into my shop begging me to fix their swords, some of which had been snapped in half, and make them good as new again. Yet no matter how fond they were of their old weapons, the most I could possibly do was reforge them into something different.

Yes, it was possible to melt them down and recast them into something very similar, but then it would be a new sword—not the same one they loved, which was the only thing that mattered to most who developed an affinity for a particular blade.

No matter how careful one was with a blade, all true sword wielders knew that if you were using your weapon in actual combat, it was better to think of it as an expendable item that was bound to break on you sooner or later. Had it been anyone else, I would’ve coldly shoved the thing back in his face—except this was little Gilles, whom I had a fair amount of fondness for, and the blade itself had apparently once belonged to my old friend Saran. I was not heartless enough to refuse a job like that, however opposed to it I was on principle.

As Gilles went silent and refused to give an answer one way or the other, I couldn’t help but let out a heavy sigh. “Okay, fine,” I said. “If you still can’t make up your mind by the time we depart, come back and see me again.”

Gilles nodded, and I sent him back to his own room for the time being.

Ever a man of my word, when Gilles still couldn’t make up his mind by the time we were less than thirty minutes from taking flight, I offered him a third option.

“Come with me,” I said.

Now that our airship was complete, I’d entrusted the heroes to prepare and load up the necessary items for the journey ahead. I led Gilles to a room in the old hideout we’d been staying at—one I knew all too well. Chances were we’d be leaving today or tomorrow, so I figured I’d need to get this squared away sooner rather than later.

An observant eye could tell from the dimensions alone that this corner room had a secret chamber. By pushing in a particular book on one of the shelves, you could flip a switch that moved the entire bookshelf to the side and revealed a hidden door. It was a fairly common contrivance.

“What’s this?” asked Gilles, taking a half step backward as he gaped at the newly revealed passageway.

I entered the space and fumbled to turn on the light. This building, which once served as a safe house for myself and the other members of the previous hero’s party, had been remodeled and renovated in many ways since by my mother, who’d settled here at some point after our journey. And while she left the most important rooms untouched, I had to admit the changes she made were fairly clever ones.

This hidden chamber, accessible only through a secret passageway in an empty corner room, remained exactly as it was back then, albeit now covered in a thick layer of dust. But with one press of a button on a nearby device, the dust was instantly cleared away, revealing a veritable treasure trove of swords, daggers, bows, and staves at the ready.

“This armory belonged to the previous hero’s party,” I said. “Everything you see in here, I personally forged for myself and my comrades. And it was the previous hero himself who suggested we leave it all here in case of an unexpected ambush, or for future generations of heroes who’d be leaving from here to fight future Demon Lords.”

I ran my fingers along the scabbard of a nearby dagger. I remembered each and every weapon in this room all too well.

One had originally been for the first princess of Yamato, Aoi Miyako, who preferred a single-edged blade much like the ones Akira and Kyousuke wielded. For her, I’d created a sword that could vibrate at high velocities to cut through even the toughest of foes.

Another had been for the most skilled archer among the elves at the time, a man by the name of Luke Lapislazuli. For him, I’d crafted a set of ten magic arrows that could pierce through any and all enemies, then return automatically to their quiver. Even in the event that one snapped, they could be easily repaired with just a tiny bit of mana.

And for my childhood friend, Ritter Ganador, who’d already had a holy sword bestowed upon him, I’d created a small emergency dagger he could use as a sidearm to block a fatal blow—but only once.

I could wield just about any weapon, and I’d crafted every single type that existed in this world: everything from swords and battle-axes to the more niche and obscure stuff like morning stars and iron-ribbed fans. More than half of them sat here in this room gathering dust, never to be touched by their intended owners.

“If only we’d had these weapons back then, we probably could have all made it out alive,” I said. “And not only did we fail, but now I’m the only one left, living out a disgraceful existence as a crotchety old man. What a joke.”

When I let out a self-deprecating laugh, Gilles opened his mouth to speak—but no words came out, nor even the slightest sound.

“You need to live,” I told him. “We’ll be in demon territory from here on out, and in those lands, any one of us could die at any moment. But I want you, at least, to live on. That’s my one and only wish. I don’t want to make the same mistake again.”

I hadn’t been able to be by my sister’s side when she needed me most. Nor could I be there for my best friend when he was on his deathbed. Many of my pupils had also met their ends due to my rigorous training, Gilles’s mother among them. I’d manipulated a young man by the name of Akira to avenge my sister for me. I wasn’t even emotionally intelligent enough to understand my own mother’s feelings without a third party interpreting them for me. For as well informed as I was, I’d somehow been completely oblivious to my good friend’s death. And these were just a few of my many mistakes and regrets; I’d lived a shameful life, to be sure.

I’d heard that after his sword broke, Gilles had lost all will to fight. He would have died had Akira and Kyousuke Asahina not been there to rescue him. If that had happened, I would have lost the last remaining survivor from among my pupils.

I’d made a lot of mistakes over the course of my long life, and I wasn’t going to let myself have any more regrets. I’d had more than my fair share already.

 

POV: ODA AKIRA

 

AFTER LINKING BACK UP with Gilles and Crow, who’d gone off and left us to finish the preparations for our journey, we were finally ready to depart. Judging by the way Gilles’s mood had done a complete one-eighty from gloomy to downright chipper, I assumed the broken sword issue had been taken care of. I was a bit puzzled to see him carrying far more luggage than the rest of us as we filed onto the ship, though.

Once we were all on board, Noa gave us a detailed explanation as to how the airship flew via mana and which principles of aerodynamics it used. Problem was, she used far too much technical jargon for me to make heads or tails of any of it. Even the hero, who originally told her about the basic laws of aviation, seemed utterly lost at her explanation. When she saw us all tilting our heads in confusion, Noa let out a heavy sigh and gave us a more concise summary in layman’s terms. Basically, the engine and other components that controlled the ship ran on the mana we’d gathered, so as long as we kept it fueled and manned the helm, the ship would handle the rest.

Noa’s class was supposedly martial artist, but with her extremely OP Extra Skill of Creation, I honestly expected her to be a scientist or an all-rounder or something. This was the same woman who’d made an immortality potion for herself, and I’d even seen her talking to Amaryllis about herbs and medicines on multiple occasions. Perhaps it was only natural for someone who’d lived so long to have developed scholar-level expertise in any given field that piqued her interest, though. While combat skills were generally biased toward whatever class you’d been born into, one’s knowledge wasn’t limited in the same way, whether or not it was reflected on one’s stats page. And right now, Noa seemed quite interested in learning more about our world and the magical devices she’d created in order to make us our airship.

We all took turns channeling a bit of energy into the massive mana stone mounted beside the helm (the same one I’d harvested from the Orghen King). Once it was filled with a sufficient amount of mana, the ship began to move. After some initial jerkiness due to the heavy load on its chassis, the airship floated up into the sky. In no time at all, the safe house below shrank to a tiny speck, and I could see the massive branches of the Holy Tree in the elven domain far off on the horizon.

The hero’s retinue let out oohs and aahs as they leaned over the edge of the deck.

“Hey! Is that the elven continent over there?!”

“Dang, look at that massive tree! Is it just me, or is it glowing?”

“Forget about that! Look over there! Gosh, Uruk looks so pretty from above!”

As they all giddily looked down at the distant cityscape, Noa crossed her arms and delivered one last announcement in an icy tone. “You’ll have to forgive me, but since I made this thing in quite a hurry, I didn’t have time to bolster its defenses much, so just be aware of that. Also, while I’ve done my best to windproof it against sudden squalls and so on, I’d recommend not leaning over the edge. At the very least, don’t expect anyone to catch you or come to your rescue if you fall overboard.”

The hero’s group turned pale at this, and they all slowly backed away from the edge to the center of the deck. Although I couldn’t tell exactly how fast we were going, there was no doubt in my mind that hurtling down from this altitude would be fatal. The thought made me shudder like the rest of them.

Cracking a wry smirk at our ashen faces, Noa proceeded to list off a few other important precautions.

“Assuming we don’t run into any issues, we should be able to fly this thing all the way into the heart of the demon realm as planned. However, in the event that unforeseen weather conditions or circumstances force us to take a detour and consume more mana than expected, we could very well be forced to make an emergency landing over the sea. As such, I’d like to ask that those of you who have an abundance of mana to spare replenish our fuel supply at regular intervals, just to be safe.”

Everyone turned to look at Amelia, who nodded firmly in understanding. Her mana stores were as bottomless as the ocean below, so surely she could afford to spare a little to keep our ship’s engine running.

“I don’t mind being the one in charge of that, for the most part,” she said. “But what if I’m incapacitated or otherwise occupied and I can’t get there in time?”

“Incapacitated?” said the hero incredulously. “Just what kind of dangers could we possibly face way up here in the sky that would incapacitate you?”


[image: ]


As if to answer that very question, a roar reverberated through the air. It came from a monster that had just now entered the range of my Detect Presence and Detect Danger skills.

“Did you really think monsters only dwelled on land and in the sea, not in the skies?” asked Noa. “Because look right over there, child. A hungry wyvern comes to fill its belly.”

Through the gaps in the clouds beyond the ship’s magical windproofing force field, a single draconic monster appeared, drooling as though we were the first prey it had come across in months. According to my Detect Presence skill, there were ten or so more headed right for us.

“There’s a basic magic barrier in place around the ship, but it most certainly won’t hold if that many wyverns attack it all at once,” said Noa. “It could probably handle a few, though.”

Hearing this warning, I ran as fast as I could toward the ship’s bow. I had only one attack that could be considered long range—Shadow Magic—and there was no way I could reach them in time with that.

“Anyone with long-range attacks, get over here!” I shouted. “We’ve gotta try to pick as many of them off as we can before they reach the ship!”

Our wind mage, Nanase, came running over at my command. She was followed by Amelia, who carried a bow she’d gotten from Gilles. Shortly after, Night used Shapeshift to take on his dragon form and leapt into the air as Lia put an extra layer of barriers over us all.

 

WYVERN-DRAGON

(HUNGER-INDUCED RAMPAGE STATE)

RACE: Monster

HP: 2000/35000 MP: 46000/50000

ATTACK: 550000 DEFENSE: 50000

SKILLS:

Flight Magic (Lv. 9) Mana Regen (Passive) (Lv. 9)

Rampage (Lv. 6) Intellect (Lv. 5)

Fire Magic (Lv. 7)

 

I could see even more specific information on its stat page than I’d seen for any previous monster, perhaps because my World Eyes skill had leveled up.

Nanase loosed a wind magic spell at the monster leading the pack, and the three wyverns in front tumbled into the ocean below. This did nothing to deter the other wyverns, judging from the bright glow leaking out of their mouths as they channeled their mana for a breath attack.

“Brace yourselves, everyone!”

Amelia loosed an arrow that took out one more wyvern, but the remaining six succeeded in unleashing their fire-magic breath attacks.

“Is anyone hurt?!” cried Noa as she lifted her head, still standing upright despite the violent rocking of the ship. She alone remained on two feet, while everyone else had gotten on their hands and knees to brace against the impact. Just what kind of core strength did she have? Even I had had to grab onto the ship’s railing to not get blown away.

“These are just dregs!” she said, scanning the area. “We should be able to handle them no problem, but there’s no telling what might be coming next!”

Lia’s barrier protected us humans, whereas the projectiles hitting the ship were blocked by the turtlelike monster shells embedded in its hull. We were lucky the attacks hit only shell-reinforced sections, but we might not be so fortunate the next time. Wyverns were intelligent and would likely learn to target the vulnerable sections, leaving us at a distinct disadvantage for this sort of aerial combat. No matter how thickly armored the hull was, it couldn’t hold up forever.

“Damn… If only they were all gathered in one place,” I muttered as the wyverns scattered to and fro.

Perhaps because we’d taken out the “boss” leading the pack, six remaining wyverns now moved independently of one another, making their attacks that much harder and more annoying to predict. Had they still been flying in formation, we could have waited for the opportune moment to strike. Evidently, they were too voracious at this point to care about tactics, and they likely wouldn’t give up on us as prey no matter how many of their kin we killed. Night tried as hard as he could in his dragon form to herd them together like a sheepdog, but even in their frenzied state of hunger, they retained enough intellect to not fall for that.

If only they’d stayed together, I could have waited for them to come within range and swallowed them all up with my Shadow Magic. Alas, there were far fewer shadows to work with up here in the sky than down in the forest, and even if I gathered all the shadows on the ship, they wouldn’t stretch very far. I clicked my tongue with a grimace; it seemed even my most OP ability had its fair share of shortcomings.

The six wyverns flapped about erratically, dodging both Amelia’s arrows and Nanase’s wind magic as they unleashed more flame breath attacks in the direction of the ship. All I could do was bide my time and charge my Shadow Magic, watching and waiting in the hopes that one or more of them would enter my range.

“Wait, so we just need to round them up?!” asked Tsuda. He was protecting Ueno and Waki on the other side of the ship, so there was no way my murmuring had reached his ears. I could only assume the hero or Kyousuke had arrived at the same conclusion. They’d come a long way, working as a coordinated team alongside Gilles. As a unit, they probably had about the same level of combat prowess and experience that I had as a solo fighter.

Between tracking the others’ maneuvers and keeping an eye on the wyverns, I heard Tsuda call my name from afar.

“Oda!”

Despite being in the same class, he and I had hardly ever interacted. I couldn’t recall speaking to him a single time—though maybe we felt a certain kind of kinship, given that we sat in opposite corners at the back of the classroom.

“What is it?!” I shouted back just as loud.

At this, Tsuda abandoned his defensive duties and came running over to me. Gilles took over protecting our noncombatants with a shield even smaller than the one Tsuda carried. But since our enemies were airborne, they’d need someone to defend them from the back as well.

“I feel like you could do a better job of guarding the rear than I could,” Tsuda told me, “what with how strong you are and all.”

He stared at me with such overwhelming directness, I found myself nodding in response. I didn’t have a shield like a knight, nor had I acquired any protective skills, but I should’ve at least been capable of parrying attacks with my Shadow Magic, even in its diminished state.

Still, the look in Tsuda’s eyes threw me for a loop. The Tsuda I knew was a quiet, self-effacing boy who only ever showed a modicum of assertiveness when it came to admiring Kyousuke from afar—so something felt distinctly different about him now. Perhaps the party members he’d been traveling with would be able to put their finger on what that was, but I was totally clueless.

“Great, then I’ll leave it to you,” he said, then turned to Kyousuke and the hero. “I’m gonna lure them in, and then you two can cut ’em to pieces, okay?”

Both the hero and Kyousuke seemed likewise befuddled by this sudden change in Tsuda, but they nodded regardless.

“You sure you can handle taking over for me, though?” I asked, hurling a spare dagger at the wyvern Amelia had been aiming for to take it out once and for all. While I couldn’t mount any major counteroffensive from back here, there was still plenty I could do, like using my mana to attack any wyverns that got close to Amelia or Nanase, or that tried to bite through fragile parts of the ship’s hull.

Tsuda took a deep breath, then gave a dip of his head. “Of course. We’re gonna turn the tables on them, just you watch.”

Hearing the confidence in his words, I decided to leave it to him. More than anything, I knew that trying to handle this situation by myself was a surefire way for it to become a war of attrition. If he had an idea that might help us to take out all the remaining wyverns at once, then I was all for it.

 

POV: TSUDA TOMOYA

 

BACK WHEN WE WERE still training with the knights at Retice Castle, Gilles taught me all about my knight class. According to him, those who’d been born as knights generally fell into one of three categories: The first category was offensive knights, who had high attack power. The second was standard knights, who had a good balance of attack power and defense. The third was defensive specialists, who had extremely high defense. While all three possessed the ability to wield both a sword and a shield, the type of knight you were played a huge role in what strategies you and your party could most effectively pull off. Incidentally, Gilles was a balanced knight with a slight offensive leaning, while I was the defensive type.

Each category came with its own set of specialized skills only that type of knight could acquire. Most importantly, one of the skills I had as a defensive knight was exactly what we needed to break out of our current situation. And so, after verifying that Oda had fallen back safely to my previous position, I used that skill for the very first time since I’d acquired it.

“Defensive Skill: Draw Aggro! Activate!”

I raised my sword to the heavens, then brought it crashing down onto my massive greatshield. The shrill screech of clashing metal rang out, and in an instant, all the wyverns turned their gazes on me. I took a reflexive step back, realizing that the entirety of their malice was now directed my way. It felt almost palpable. Was this how Asahina and the others felt fighting on the front lines all the time?

As the name implied, Draw Aggro was a skill that attracted enemy attention and forcibly redirected all their aggression and enmity toward the user—in this case, me.

“Lia! Redirect the barriers you cast on us to him so he has an extra layer of defense!” Oda called out, presumably expecting the worst.

The next instant, I felt several extra layers of barriers being placed on me—and not a moment too soon, since my original protective barrier was immediately shattered by the force of all five wyverns attacking me at once. They recoiled from the blast and had to fall back. Even with the added security of several extra barriers, I let slip a shriek of terror as they stared me down with their enormous maws opened wide, their sharp teeth glinting in the sunlight. It felt like staring death in the face.

“Tsuda!”

Behind the giant wyverns, Sato drew his sword and Asahina brandished his dual blades right as my secondary barrier layer began to crack.

“Dual Blade Technique: Speed of Lightning!”

“Shadow Magic, activate!”

“Holy Sword Technique: Lightblade!”

A booming roar like a thunderclap cracked through the air, and I watched as the wyverns’ heads were hacked clean off and sent flying in a beautiful arc through the sky. Their bodies were ripped apart by black shadows and then engulfed in a blinding beam of light. After a moment of silence, my secondary barrier softly shattered like a pane of glass, and the final wyvern attempting to sink its teeth into it breathed its last. Once I’d confirmed that every last wyvern was truly dead, I heaved a sigh of relief.

“What were you thinking?!” shouted Satou, grabbing me by the shoulders. “Were you trying to get yourself killed?!”

I hadn’t seen him get this angry since Hosoyama put herself in danger just to activate her Guzzler skill during the battle with that whale in the forest. Only this time, his ire was directed at me.

“S-sorry,” I said. “Asahina, Oda, Lia… Thank you all.”

I knew what I’d done was rash, so I couldn’t help but hang my head. If it hadn’t been for Oda’s quick thinking in getting Lia to cast extra barriers on me, I probably would’ve been in the belly of a wyvern right about now. Even if it was my first time using that skill, I knew what it did, so I should have told the others my plan in advance.

“No, you saved us,” said Oda, waving off my apology. “But a little warning next time might be nice.” His expression remained unchanged, but I could tell he was relieved.

Asahina, too, gave me a quick once-over to make sure I wasn’t injured before giving a satisfied nod of relief. Seeing this, Satou finally relinquished his grip on my shoulders.

“Master has the right of it,” Night growled, still in his dragon form. “Have you never heard of proper communication?!”

Ever since the day he and I got into a little spat, he seemed to have taken a shine to me. We’d been talking more and more, though he spent half the time just venting about Oda and Amelia and the other half lecturing me.

“I won’t make excuses for myself,” I said, “but I felt like it was the only thing we could do. I didn’t realize how effective that skill would be, since I’ve never used it before. Still, I’m sorry for making you worry, Satou.”

A few of the others proceeded to give me a piece of their minds, and I felt genuinely bad about how I’d behaved. Back when Hosoyama acted up, I’d been so nervous that my heart nearly burst out of my chest; I’d never imagined I would do the same thing to everyone else.

“Oh, come now. No need to hound the poor boy,” said Noa, sounding rather unamused. “We’re on the battlefield. Surely you can’t be so naive as to expect everything will go according to plan. Always be prepared for the worst.”

I bit my lip. She was absolutely right. If this little skirmish had nearly killed me, then there was a pretty high likelihood that at least some of us weren’t going to make it out of the bigger battles to come.

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean we should just let people die if we can help it,” Crow murmured as if to pacify her. “Besides, lower numbers will only hurt our morale.”

It seemed Noa had no comeback to this, as she promptly shut up.

 

POV: ODA AKIRA

 

“IN ANY EVENT, I take it you all understand that we’re just as vulnerable to monster attacks up here as we are on land or at sea. And, as I said before, we may very well end up crashing into the ocean if our little princess over there can’t keep the mana stone charged.”

Noa resumed her previous explanation as though the wyvern attack had never happened. It was nice not having to start over from the very beginning, but I had to admit, it rubbed me the wrong way that she brushed off a deadly monster attack like it was a minor inconvenience.

Fighting back the urge to sigh, I offered up my own suggestion. “In that case, maybe we should have someone who doesn’t need to use much mana in combat keep the stone refueled? As in, someone who isn’t one of our casters or healers.”

Hosoyama and Ueno needed to conserve their mana in case someone was badly injured. The hero, Night, Kyousuke, Nanase, Tsuda, and I all needed our mana for combat. This left Crow, Noa, Gilles, Amaryllis, and Waki as candidates. Even Gilles seemed a bit iffy to me, but since Kyousuke, the hero, Night, and I had more than enough firepower to handle things ourselves, I figured I might as well include him.

Amaryllis raised a hand. “Then shall I be in charge of that?”

Although she could be a bit stubborn at times, she was also a timid introvert, so her volunteering naturally made everyone turn to look. Intimidated by the attention, Amaryllis attempted to hide behind Hosoyama beside her—but due to their difference in size, she stuck out like a sore thumb. Meanwhile, Amelia and I used World Eyes to check Amaryllis’s mana reserves.

 

AMARYLLIS CLUSTER

RACE: Human CLASS: Apothecary (Lv. 55)

HP: 1100/1100 MP: 5500/5500

ATTACK: 55 DEFENSE: 66

SKILLS:

Potioncrafting (Lv. 9) Detect Danger (Lv. 2)

Cooking (Lv. 3)

EXTRA SKILLS:

Mystic Eyes (Appraisal)

 

She did have quite a bit of mana to spare, relative to her other stats. Not as much as the hero, but this was likely due to their difference in level. If they were the same level, Amaryllis would have far more MP than he did.

From what I’d heard, making potions only required a small amount of mana, and Mystic Eyes would hardly take any unless you were using it all the time. And since you could also make potions in a cauldron using a bit of magic from mana stones, she probably didn’t use much mana for that on a regular basis. Which meant she was almost certainly the best candidate to support Amelia as our secondary refueler.

“Ah, Amaryllis. I suppose it makes sense that you’d have a lot of mana, yes,” said Noa. That struck me as odd, considering she didn’t have any skills that might allow her to view other people’s stats like we did. Even weirder, Amaryllis practically blushed at the remark as Gilles, Crow, Lia, and Amelia nodded in agreement. Maybe it was just something people from this world could tell in some other way?

“There’s an old saying here about how those blessed with mana are also blessed with beauty,” Night whispered into my ear from his perch on my shoulder. “I never put much stock in old wives’ tales like that, but it’s hard to say there’s no truth to the notion when you look at beauties like Lady Amelia and Lady Amaryllis.”

True enough, the vast majority of people I’d met from this world who had an abundance of mana were attractive in their own ways.

“I wouldn’t even call it a wives’ tale,” said Noa. “Why, in days of old, people would estimate the mana potential of newborns with one look at their faces, and it worked more often than not. The tradition fell out of practice over time, as more and more craven fools began abandoning children they felt were ‘unworthy.’”

Noa furrowed her brow. I could tell she had some fairly opinionated thoughts about this, as someone who’d mothered two children herself.

“W-well, at any rate,” said the hero, steering the conversation back on track before the mood soured completely, “we’ll be counting on you to take over Amelia’s fuel-replenishment duties while she’s in combat, Amaryllis.”

“What if we all contributed a little to help keep it topped up?” I asked, rubbing my chin in contemplation. “Assuming it’s not an issue to overfill it, that is. If we each chipped in and filled it with some of our remaining mana before it’s our turn to rest every day, we could take some of the burden off of Amelia and Amaryllis.” I figured it was safer to keep it filled with an excess of mana than risk having too little.

Noa, who knew more about the airship than any of us, nodded in agreement. “A little extra shouldn’t hurt a mana stone as large as an Orghen King’s, no. But we do still want to be careful not to overfill it too much, or there’s a chance it might crack under pressure. Let’s see here… For now, I’d like to split us into three groups. I expect it will take about three days to reach the demons’ domain, so it would be best if each group takes half-day shifts between watch duty, rest, or what have you. And as you suggested, Oda, when it’s a given group’s turn to sleep, they should fill the ship with any leftover mana before retiring.”

I assumed this three-day estimate only held true if we didn’t run into any more unexpected trouble or bad weather along the way. We needed to stay vigilant up here in the sky, and not just of monsters. In that sense, it was no different than being in a labyrinth or the Forest of Demise.

For our high-level enemy detection skills, Noa, Night, and I were chosen to be the group leaders. Our strongest attackers—Amelia, Kyousuke, Gilles, and the hero—were distributed across each group. We operated on a rotation; while my group was on watch duty, Noa’s would be either resting or sleeping, and Night’s could use their time freely to attend to whatever they pleased. In the event of an attack, Night’s group could drop everything and back us up at a moment’s notice. Every half day, we would change up the shifts.

“Looks like my group’s me, Amelia, Lia, Crow…and Hosoyama, huh?” 

“Yup! Good to work with you, Oda!”

Noa read the group assignments aloud from a sheet of paper she pulled out of nowhere; it seemed she’d been thinking about this ever since the safe house. Night’s group included the hero, Ueno, Waki, and Gilles. Noa’s group had Amaryllis, Nanase, Tsuda, and Kyousuke. I did worry that Night’s group was a bit unbalanced in terms of combat potential, as Night could likely manage on his own for the most part—at least until whatever group was on standby showed up to provide support.

No one seemed to have any objections, so those were the groups we went with.

“Okay, then my group will take first watch,” I said. “If everyone’s okay with that.”

“By all means,” Noa replied. “We’ll leave it to you, then.”

“Godspeed, Master and Lady Amelia.”

Noa’s group would sleep while mine was on watch, and Night’s would be on standby to offer reinforcements if needed. Since we’d be doing half-day shifts, a full rotation would take a day and a half, assuming everything went according to plan.

After watching Noa’s and Night’s groups retire into the interior of the ship, we held our first group strategy meeting.

“I think Amelia and I should split up, with one of us in the front and one in the rear,” I said. “Lia and Hosoyama, you can each go to whichever you prefer. What will you do, Crow?”

Lia mulled it over before deciding to go with Amelia. Seeing this, Hosoyama moved to join me. In all likelihood, Lia was being considerate and thinking Hosoyama would have an easier time talking to a fellow summoned hero. Not that she and I had much in common, so we probably wouldn’t do a whole lot of talking anyway.

Crow watched in silence and then shook his head wearily. “I’ll stay in the middle. Gonna need someone who can alert the other groups if we get ambushed… Just don’t expect much from me combat-wise.”

He knew better than anyone how close he was getting to the end of his lifespan. He probably didn’t have many more fights left in him and wanted to conserve his energy. Lia picked up on this too, it seemed, as her expression clouded with pain. I exchanged a glance with Amelia, who gave a little nod. I’d let her look after Lia for the time being.

“All right,” I said. “We’ll go with that for now. If anyone has any suggestions as to how we can make improvements later, don’t hesitate to voice them.”

Everyone nodded, and we all headed to our respective watch stations.

Standing at the bow with Hosoyama, I broadened the range of my detection skills, Detect Presence and Detect Danger. Expanding it to my maximum range allowed me to cover a good radius around the entire ship, but doing so constantly took far more concentration than I’d anticipated. If we were attacked from both sides, or from the front and rear simultaneously, I might slip up and miss something. It was possible my senses had dulled a bit, since neither labyrinths nor the Forest of Demise required keeping a vigilant eye out in all directions for several dozen meters at all times.

I sighed and scanned my surroundings, wondering if it made more sense to adjust my field of concentration away from the rear, where Amelia stood on guard. That is, until my attention latched on to Hosoyama’s equipment loadout. I tilted my head in confusion. She was carrying her staff for casting support magic and buffs, but she didn’t seem to have any bladed weapons.

“Just out of curiosity,” I said, “do you have any weapons you can actually fight with? Kyousuke told me a little bit about how you handled yourself in the forest, but I’m talking about actual weapons you could use to defend yourself in the event of direct combat.”

When Kyousuke told me about how she’d run out on her own to face a monster that none of the others had put a dent in, I was pretty taken aback. I could see it, though; she wouldn’t have made it this far if she were dead weight who needed others to protect her. That said, I couldn’t condone her for rushing out from behind their shields and putting herself in danger without warning her allies. According to Kyousuke, the hero had chewed her out for that as well.

From a quick peek at Hosoyama’s stat page, I saw that she had the Short Swords skill, even if it wasn’t at a particularly high level. I also remembered seeing her skill with a knife while she was cooking back at the safe house—even if she wasn’t a master chef like Tsuda. Honestly, I was impressed to learn that she wasn’t just some princess who loved to eat and never did any work herself. Although I wasn’t sure how I felt about her weird obsession with extremely spicy foods.

“Yeah, no, I’ve got one!” Hosoyama patted her hip. “Haven’t actually used it in combat yet, though. Just got some training from Noa. Other than that, I’ve got a little magic, but that’s about it.”

It seemed she kept her dagger concealed because her staff was her main weapon.

“Ah, I see. Well, you might want to equip it somewhere you can easily draw it from, then. I’m not very good at protecting others like Tsuda is.”

Hosoyama nodded obediently, then slid the sheathed dagger under the waistband of her skirtlike bottoms. The dagger itself didn’t look special, and I couldn’t imagine it cutting through wyvern hide, but it was better than nothing. Perhaps I’d ask Crow if he could provide everyone with some new weapons during our next rest period.

She gazed up into the vast, open sky with a wistful smile. “Heh… You know, Oda, I never would’ve imagined I’d get the chance to talk to you one-on-one.” Likely a comment on what a recluse I’d been before we were summoned here.

“Yeah, me neither.” Had we not been put in this bizarre situation, I doubted I would’ve ever uttered Hosoyama’s name aloud, let alone spoken to her. The same went for all the others, aside from Kyousuke.

“There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while now,” Hosoyama went on, her eyes still on the sky. “Why is that you refuse to call Tsukasa by name? I mean, I know you used to have a hard time remembering your classmates’ names and all. But ever since we came here, you’ve managed to remember my name and Tsuda’s name, so why not Tsukasa? Er, not that I’m trying to give you flack for it, mind you! Just curious, really.”

It wasn’t an intentional choice by any means, but now that she mentioned it, I couldn’t remember calling the hero by name a single time. For whatever reason, I just couldn’t bring myself to call him anything other than “the hero.” And it wasn’t that I continued to forget what his name was or anything like that.

I racked my brain for the reason but came up empty. It seemed like a purely unconscious habit of mine. “I don’t know, honestly.”

“I see. He’s probably not hurt by it or anything, so I guess it’s no big deal. I was just wondering is all.” She chuckled.

“You pay pretty close attention to people,” I told her, taking the initiative to broaden the scope of our conversation. It was going to be a pretty boring half day with no monsters around, so I figured having someone to talk to would make the time go by faster.

For a moment, Hosoyama’s eyes went wide, as though she was startled that I was actively continuing the conversation. Then she bashfully scratched her cheek. “Mmm, yeah… I wouldn’t say it’s anything to brag about, though. Some people find it creepy, and plenty of times I’m way off the mark as to what’s going through other people’s heads.”

I gave a little grunt of acknowledgment as I reflected on the role Hosoyama had played in our classroom. Even the popular kids had their struggles, I supposed.

 

POV: AMELIA ROSEQUARTZ

 

AFTER PARTING WAYS WITH AKIRA, Lia and I headed to the rear of the ship to begin our watch. Crow came with us partway, then wandered off to do his own thing once we reached the middle of the deck.

People said the aging process for beastfolk happened fast and usually came on without warning. Even I could tell he didn’t have much longer to live.

As a high elf myself, my race had one of the longest lifespans in the world, and I’d already lived longer than the vast majority of races could ever dream to. While Akira and I looked to be around the same age, that wouldn’t last long. There was nothing that made the disparity between elven lifespans and other races’ more evident than building long relationships with them. It was bittersweet, to be sure.

Even in the elven domain, you saw humans or beastfolk from time to time. Rare, but not unheard of. They came to our lands for trade, entrepreneurship, or various other reasons—but it felt like just when you started getting used to them, they disappeared and someone new took their place. I’d heard tales of my fellow elves maintaining a good relationship with the children and grandchildren of humans they once knew all throughout their lives. Why, even I’d had to say goodbye to a few human acquaintances over the years, if only a handful. The thought of bidding farewell to yet another familiar face always left me feeling a bit gloomy.

After a short walk, Lia and I arrived at the rear of the ship. It was larger than the front, with plenty of space to fight, but I had to be careful. Since my Gravity Magic worked by increasing the weight of a target to a crushing degree, we would be fine so long as I sent them tumbling down into the ocean. But if I used it on a target that fell to the deck, it might take the whole airship down.

Akira’s recon skills should have been able to cover the entire perimeter of the ship, but since it would be difficult for him to keep an eye on both the rear and front of the vessel at the same time, we needed to stay vigilant on our end. Perhaps if Lia cast a barrier on the rear of the ship, I could use my Gravity Magic without issue.

As I stood there lost in my own thoughts, Lia spoke to me in a soft voice—which echoed awfully loud, strangely enough, when it was only the two of us back here. “I don’t know why I’m being so weird about this. I’ve known Lord Crow doesn’t have much longer to live for a while now, but…”

Lia clutched her staff tightly with both hands as she hung her head with a pained expression. The spunky girl she’d been back in Uruk was nowhere to be found; her vibrant, ever-changing expressions had faded around the time we entered the Forest of Demise. I missed that version of Lia.

“It’s true,” I replied. “He’s been old for a long time, after all. Why, it wouldn’t have been strange if he’d passed away before you were even born. In that sense, it’s almost a miracle you can still talk to him now.”

While they were both beastfolk, Lia and Crow were more than a century apart in age. Given that many beastfolk only lived for around a hundred years, Crow had lived a fairly long life even by elven standards—though the immortality potion Noa drank while she was pregnant with him surely had a lot to do with that.

I didn’t know how fast the airship was moving, but the beastfolk continent had already disappeared behind us. Now all I could see was the vast blue sky and sea stretching endlessly before my eyes. With no wyverns or other monsters in sight, it felt like we were the only ones left in the entire world. I wondered if I was the first elf in history to ever behold this infinite expanse of blue, considering we typically spent our whole lives in the confines of the forest.

“Does it not scare you too, Lady Amelia?” asked Lia. “What with Akira being human and all. I’m sure he’ll pass away long before—”

I shot her a look to cut her off. When she trembled and bit her lip, I sighed in spite of myself. “You and I are a bit different, I think. I don’t ever want to be apart from Akira, even in death. I’ll do whatever it takes for us to stay together. So if Akira ever reaches a point where he feels ready to die, I’ll gladly die alongside him.”

I would cross worlds to be with him if I had to. Death didn’t scare me one bit. And with my sister, Kilika, next in line for the elven throne, I could die without any regrets in terms of my royal lineage. Not that I had any intention of simply letting Akira die, mind you—I’d use my Resurrection Magic to bring him back as many times as I could.

Belatedly, I realized I was glaring at Lia. “It seems I had the wrong idea about you, all this time. I assumed you gave up your royal titles and left the castle so that you could be with Crow in his dying days, and perhaps even beyond that.”

Was this the extent of her resolve? Had she really come all this way to be with him, yet she wasn’t mentally prepared to watch him go, let alone die alongside him? Just how long was she going to remain wishy-washy about this? The clock was ticking. Another heavy sigh slipped past my lips.

Soon enough, Lia’s eyes welled up with tears. “I just… I can’t bear the thought of him dying! I want him to be happy, you know?! To live out the rest of his life in peace, eating yummy foods and doing whatever he likes until the end of his days!”

“But that isn’t what Crow wants, you understand. Besides, it’s not as though he can do much to extend his lifespan at this point.”

Crow was well aware of how little time he had left. Why, he had been so desperate to get revenge on Gram that he made a deal with Akira to kill the man, since he no longer had it in him to do the deed himself. And now he was living out the rest of his life wallowing in regret for having forced Akira to kill another person. I could sense the depths of his remorse; it was eating away at him, even if Akira didn’t bear any ill will toward him for making him do such a thing. Yet Crow seemed convinced that he deserved to be punished for it, and my guess was that he sought an end that would allow him to repent for that sin, at least in part.

Crow and Lia really were such a pain to deal with. If it were up to me, I’d have half a mind to toss both of them overboard and be done with it. While that wouldn’t do, if things kept going this way, it would become a nuisance to Akira as well. I knew I should try to do something, at least.

“I think what you two desperately need is to sit down and have a heart-to-heart,” I suggested. “Like, have you even tried telling Crow you want him to live a peaceful, happy life for however long he has left? Have you ever once told him how you really feel about him? Does he have even the slightest idea that you’re in love with him?”

“N-no… Or I’ve never told him so, at least. But…”

The two of them seriously needed to learn to use their words. They were at risk of making the same mistake Kilika and I made with our father.

“Well, I’d say spend some time thinking about what you’d like to tell him. During our next rest period, you should go and bare your heart to him. I’ll even create an opportunity for you if I have to. Trust me when I say you’ll regret it forever if you don’t. Remember what I said: It’s a miracle he’s even alive right now. And it wouldn’t be strange at all for him to be dead by tomorrow.”

Lia gaped at me in shock, her face pale. I held my tongue; perhaps I’d gone too far. I tried not to meddle too much in others’ affairs, but Lia was different. She meant just as much to me as Akira and Night did, albeit in a different way.

Ever since I was a little girl, I’d always wanted what other people called a “friend.” Being born into the elven royal family meant that I could never truly be friends with anyone in the traditional, organic sense. Not even a fellow elf. I yearned for that sort of equal relationship even as I resigned myself to my fate as royalty. And yet, after meeting Akira and Night, followed by Lia, Latticenail, and Amaryllis, I’d finally learned what it felt like to have friends of my own—though I’d never called them that out loud.

Akira and Night were precious to me, yes, but so was Lia. As such, I didn’t want her to live the rest of her life stewing in regret.

“I’m sorry,” I said, peering over to gauge her expression. “That was harsh of me. But I meant what I said. I think you two should try to talk things out.”

After thinking to herself for a while, Lia brusquely wiped the tears from her face and then slapped her cheeks with both hands. “Thank you, Lady Amelia,” she said at last. “I feel like you just opened my eyes… You’re right. It is a miracle that Lord Crow is still alive. And I want to cherish every remaining minute we have together. No, I will! No matter what it takes!”

For the first time in a long while, I caught a glimpse of the old Lia in her expression. Even her tail was wagging in excitement.

“Now, would you mind helping me think it over, Lady Amelia?! Like, just for reference, how did you and Lord Akira first start dating?! Who confessed to who?!”

Only when she huddled close, her eyes sparkling, did I realize I’d made a huge mistake. Why was it that girls could get so excitable when it came to matters of love? Though I thought as much, I was a girl myself; I probably would have reacted the same way in her shoes. I also couldn’t help getting curious when it came to other people’s love lives. Still, as glad as I was to see Lia all perked up again, I hadn’t anticipated her putting me on the spot.

I looked up into the vast blue sky, almost hoping a wyvern or something would appear and give me an excuse to brush off her giddy pestering.

 

POV: CROW

 

“CAN I HELP YOU with something?”

Akira was at the front of the ship, and Amelia in the rear. This left me, the old fart who couldn’t fight properly anymore, standing at the center of the ship to play messenger. Then out of nowhere, my mother (who should have been resting, as the leader of the next watch group) came walking out onto the deck.

“Er… N-no, I, uh… I just…”

My eyes went wide; I was taken aback to see her averting her gaze and stammering. I crouched in front of her and peered up at her face. The Noa I remembered always spoke clearly and decisively, and she never once broke eye contact. My childhood friends and acquaintances always pointed this out to me, calling my mother “a woman who could not lie” for her intent, unwavering gaze.

From this perspective, I looked up at her as I had when I was a child. For some reason, this posture calmed me—even if an onlooker might’ve seen me as an older brother trying to get his little sister to open up. Funny, considering we were mother and son. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d stared at her head-on; it must have been more than 200 years ago.

“What’s the matter?” I asked teasingly. “Do you have a stomachache or something?”

Noa threw a fist at me for this jape. She’d always been violent, even if she never hit me like she meant it.

She took a deep breath, as if summoning her resolve, then expressed what was on her mind. “I just figured I should give you the message Alia asked me to relay to you.”

I assumed she was referring to some sort of message she’d received while speaking with the holograms of my late sister and Ritter, the previous hero, using a magical device that the latter had installed at our old hideout.

Come to think of it, I’d only exchanged a few words with Alia back then; I was too preoccupied keeping Ritter on track so he could convey whatever message he had for the current hero. All she really said to me was that she forgave me for what happened—for not having been there for her on that wretched day, during the Nightmare of Adorea. Although it was a brief sentiment, those few words were enough to wash away nearly a hundred years’ worth of regret for me.
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But now that I thought about it, the entire time I’d been speaking with Ritter and the current hero, Alia had been talking to Noa about something or other.

“Can’t imagine what that might be,” I said, having already been told the one thing I wanted to hear most from Alia during our brief exchange.

“Well, the message she gave me for you was a bit, uh…let’s say ‘inappropriate’ for the mood of that particular interaction. Though had it been Ritter, he probably would have just told you on the spot anyway.”

Noa averted her eyes again, seemingly even more uncomfortable now, and I tilted my head in confusion. Then, after clearing her throat in a dramatic fashion, Noa spoke in a high-pitched voice that was clearly meant to mimic Alia’s. “‘Hey, big brother! When are you gonna hurry up and marry Lady Lia already?! Feels like I’ve been waiting for you to man up and make a move forever! You’d better live a happy life with her before you come here to the afterlife, or I’ll send you packing right back to the world of the living!’” Noa paused. “There. Message delivered.”

I clutched my head in my hands, right there in my squatted position. I beg your pardon? Just what had my little sister told my mother to tell me? Noa’s impression of her was so good, it felt like she was standing right here in front of me, pestering me the way she used to when we were kids.

“Erm, I did try to tell her that maybe I should just give you a summary of the sentiment,” said Noa, “but she insisted I convey that exact message to you word for word.”

She sounded almost sympathetic as she patted me on the shoulder apologetically.

“Good lord… Does she not realize just how big an age gap there is between me and Lia? Not to mention, she and I don’t have that sort of relationship at all…”

I was the ripe old age of 295, while Lia hadn’t been born until after the Nightmare of Adorea, which meant she couldn’t be more than a hundred or so, tops. There was a two-century age gap between us. Even for beastfolk, who generally didn’t care too much about age differences because our appearances didn’t change much as we got older, that kind of gap was unheard of. Frankly, it wasn’t even akin to dating someone who could’ve been my child age-wise—it was like dating someone that could’ve been my grandchild. How could I ever love someone like that, especially when I was also her godparent? We were practically related.

“Don’t think that’s gonna happen,” I said.

All other factors aside, I’d feel too bad about making Lia look after an old codger like me once the aging process set in. I shrugged Alia’s suggestion off as simply misguided and then rose back to my feet.

“I wouldn’t underestimate the intuition of a woman who was always thinking ten steps ahead if I were you,” Noa muttered knowingly, though I didn’t hear a word.

“Anyway, if that’s all you wanted from me, I think you ought to go back to your room and get some more rest now.”

Seeing that I’d regained my usual demeanor, Noa let out a sigh and gave me a pat on the butt before returning to the interior of the ship.

 

POV: ODA AKIRA

 

“COME TO THINK OF IT, you said you got some training from Noa, right?” I asked Hosoyama. “Just how well do you think that might serve you in combat?”

To be honest, my general impression of our noncombatant party members hadn’t changed since our first expedition into the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen right after getting summoned to this world—namely, that they were all dead weight in a fight. But even back then, I hadn’t gotten to see what Hosoyama was capable of, so I had no real gauge for her abilities. Merely thinking back to that time, to how scattered and hopeless we all were, was enough to make me feel discouraged.

The only noncombatant I’d really traveled with was Amaryllis. Aside from her unique class and ample mana, she was practically an ordinary person in this world, from a stats perspective. As such, she’d pretty much focused on staying out of harm’s way while we were in the Forest of Demise. And thanks to the combined efforts of the rest of our party, we were able to keep the monsters from giving chase in the direction she fled. On top of that, Lia’s Spirit Barrier skill provided Amaryllis ironclad protection, ensuring that even stray projectiles or shrapnel from our skirmishes never left a scratch on her.

Amaryllis spent most battles gathering herbs on the sidelines, humming a merry tune without a care in the world. Obviously, this was only possible thanks to our specific party makeup at the time, so perhaps we’d need to reassess our strategies before we disembarked from the airship.

I wasn’t entirely sure whether to classify Lia as a combatant or noncombatant; her class generally qualified as the latter, but with her new Inverted Spirit Barrier skill, she could reflect enemy attacks right back at them, which made her a force to be reckoned with in her own right. So it was a little hard to say.

If we were to be attacked by another swarm of wyverns, I had full confidence that I could take them all out myself. But in a scenario where we lacked our defensive specialists, like Lia and Tsuda, I wasn’t convinced I could do that while also making sure Hosoyama made it through unscathed. As Gilles had told me back in the Forest of Demise, my skills leaned too heavily into solo attack power, so I wasn’t good at working with a team or protecting others.

“Mmm, well… I couldn’t say for sure, since I haven’t fought any monsters since Noa trained me. I still doubt I could fight on the front lines with the rest of you, but I think I can probably fend for myself well enough to not be a liability, at least.”

She clenched her fists as if to steel her resolve, which brought a smirk to my face. It was amusing to see her so determined to confront the enemy despite what happened in the wyvern battle. Say what you will about the others in our party, but they never faltered in the face of danger, even when it came to monsters they hardly stood a chance against. It was hard to believe they came from the same peaceful world as I did. An observer probably wouldn’t even begin to suspect they hadn’t been born in this world.

As far as combat instincts went, that was something she’d just have to learn through experience. But what about her stats? I activated World Eyes to take a peek. I’d already checked her skills previously, but this time I focused on the numerical values as well.

 

SHIORI HOSOYAMA

RACE: Human CLASS: Healer (Lv. 65)

HP: 2340/2340 MP: 2210/2210

ATTACK: 1560 DEFENSE: 1300

SKILLS:

Mathematics (Lv. 7) Cooking (Lv. 5)

Healing Magic (Lv. 8) Short Swords (Lv. 5)

Detoxify (Lv. 4) Guzzler (Lv. 3)

Auto-Regeneration (Lv. 2)

EXTRA SKILLS:

Understand Languages

 

Hosoyama’s stats were quite a bit lower than those of us who had combat classes, but definitely a fair shake higher than ordinary people from this world like Amaryllis. And considering she’d only just started training herself to use a dagger, a Level 5 Short Swords skill was high for a beginner. Plus, being able to heal her own wounds on the fly now via Auto-Regeneration was a major boon. It was probably only enough to heal minor scrapes at the moment, but once she got it to Level 9, she could recover from just about any injury, assuming the attack wasn’t an insta-kill.

“I think you should be okay,” I said. “Just remember, we don’t have Lia or Tsuda with us. I can promise to keep you alive, but I can’t promise you won’t get injured. You okay with that?”

Hosoyama smiled and nodded firmly. “I’ve been prepared for that ever since we got summoned to this world…or, well, since we went into the labyrinth. I’m not gonna complain about a few cuts and scratches here and there like a little baby. But enough about me.” She leaned in and peered up at my face with an impish smile. “Y’know, for someone who always acts so distant and broody, you’re actually a pretty nice guy, Oda. And here everyone always thought you were some sort of delinquent… That revelation alone might have been worth the trip to another world. Never good to make false assumptions about your classmates, after all!”

“That’s my line,” I mumbled. “I had no idea you were like this either.”

With her always having been the center of attention in class, I’d only ever seen her squealing and making a racket with her friends, so I figured there was no way we could get along. Maybe I would have interacted with her differently had I known she was a pretty down-to-earth girl.

“Guess we’re in the same boat, then!” she said. “Also, I was wondering: Is something wrong with Crow? I don’t mind taking a look at him and trying to heal whatever it is, if it’s within my power.”

Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t said a word to the other heroes about Crow’s lifespan coming to an end. Not that it was the sort of thing you’d go around blabbing about, especially when Crow himself seemed to be trying to keep it a bit of a secret to those around him. Still, it was only natural that a healer like Hosoyama would notice him slowing down and being less agile, due to the effects of aging.

I proceeded to give her the rundown of what was going on with Crow, all while keeping a sharp eye out for any monsters. Obviously, I left out more personal details like the stuff about his sister and the debacle with Gram.

After hearing all this, Hosoyama frowned and lowered her head. “I see… If it’s a lifespan thing, then I guess even a healer like me can’t do anything about it. Doesn’t sound like Crow really wants to live anymore either…”

Indeed. It was a sad fact of life, but time stopped for no one.

“I don’t know how long he has left,” I said, “but I don’t want to let that time go to waste. And whether he lives to see another day or dies tomorrow is partly up to us.”

I’d said this is in a low voice, mostly to myself—but I could’ve sworn I glimpsed Hosoyama nodding ever so slightly in agreement.


Chapter 2:
The Wyvern Attack

 

POV: NIGHT

 

A HALF DAY PASSED, and my group took over watch duties for Master’s. When we passed each other by, we briefly exchanged intel as to whether there’d been any monster sightings. According to Master and Lady Amelia, there’d been no sightings from either the front or the rear.

“And here I was bracing for more wyverns or something,” said Master. “Almost feels like a bit of a letdown. But I also think this is just the calm before the storm, so stay on your toes and don’t hesitate to call me if something happens.”

His group was due for a sleep shift, but he and Lady Amelia seemed almost unsatisfied that things were going so smoothly. If we hadn’t told them to get adequate rest, they likely would have tried to stay up and join us for the next watch. Naturally, I didn’t want them to do that.

“Understood,” I said. “Good work, you two. Now be sure to rest up.”

“Agreed,” said Gilles. “Can’t have our strongest attackers being too tired to fight if push comes to shove.”

With that, the two begrudgingly retired to the ship’s interior. They seemed almost uncomfortable with the idea of taking it easy—perhaps because they’d been in such tense back-to-back combat situations together for so long—but they needed to learn to rest their bodies and recover their stamina while they had the chance.

“Now then,” said Gilles. “I guess we should split up, like we agreed?”

I nodded. The hero and I would take point at the front of the ship. Waki the animal trainer and Ueno the disenchanter would take the rear, along with our trusty knight, Gilles. This was the setup we’d decided upon during Master’s watch. While it might have looked like we were concentrating too much of our firepower at the front of the vessel, the hero had insisted this was the most logical strategy. And to be sure, it did mean that we could counter any oncoming attacks from the front with ease. I could just as easily shapeshift into a flying monster and lend my aid in the event of an attack from the rear, with Gilles holding them off until I got there.

There was only one small problem with this arrangement: The hero and I did not get along particularly well. Perhaps it was because I took after my master, as Crow had suggested, given that Master wasn’t chummy with the hero either.

An awkward silence ensued—one that seemed to drag on forever.

“So what’s the land of demons like, anyway?” the hero eventually asked, trying to break the ice as he apparently found the silence too uncomfortable to bear.

Unlike Master, the others seemed to only know what little about this world they could learn during their brief stay in the land of beastfolk, as their access to information was quite restricted during their time at Retice Castle. They often asked questions about things that would be common knowledge even to children here. While I understood that they were struggling to survive in this world, especially with so many noncombatants on their team, I had to wonder if they could do anything without being explicitly taught.

Still, chatting with the hero was probably a better use of time than simply waiting around for an enemy attack. Talking things through might even be a good way to put my own thoughts in order.

“Well, I don’t know how much you’ve already heard, so I suppose I’ll just start with the basics,” I said. “The demon realm lies on the continent of Volcano, an inhospitable chunk of earth with a brutal climate that makes it unfit for sustaining life. That goes for demons as well, naturally. It is littered with active volcanoes that make for blisteringly hot weather all year round and covered in fallow soil where no crops can thrive. Nowadays, with the help of magic and magical devices, demons have managed to eke out a fairly comfortable existence there. But in days of old, famine was rampant and starvation by far the leading cause of death among demons. And even with those modern conveniences, humans and beastfolk would likely not be able to survive there long with their much smaller mana reserves.”

I reminisced for a moment about the demon realm of old.

“While our territory has shrunk to less than half its original size, it’s sad that the northern half of the continent was originally quite calm by comparison, with far less volcanic activity and a grand castle and capital surrounding it.”

There was an artist’s depiction of said metropolis in the Demon Lord’s current castle, and it portrayed the former prosperity of our civilization from an aerial perspective in exquisite detail. Had the city not been rent asunder by the first hero, it might very well have been the most flourishing of all the great cities on all four continents. Yes, it was he—and all future heroes, for that matter—to whom the Demon Lords owed their woes.

And now I was a familiar of one such hero, which meant I one day might well have to fight the Demon Lord I once swore allegiance to. I still deeply revered him, so this was a troubling thought—and one I’d need to work through soon.

“Wait, how come your territory shrank so much?” asked the hero.

“Heed my words, boy: You would do well not to broach that subject with any demons or demon allies other than me.”

He was truly oblivious. Legends of the heroes were passed down on every continent in this world, so surely he could have found this out by simply asking at any point after they left Retice Castle. I had to wonder why he’d been so uninterested in learning the history of his own class up until now.

I gave him a dirty look, and he flinched, taking a half step backward. I snorted at this—some “hero” he was—and proceeded to explain.

“While some of the details have been lost to time, it’s a well-known fact that the first hero obliterated the entire northern half of the demon continent using his Limit Break skill. As such, even the word ‘hero’ carries a connotation of catastrophe among our people. A hero is akin to a natural disaster—an existence that comes suddenly and without warning every so often to ravage our lands and slay our kings. We see heroes similar to the way the beastfolk view me after the catastrophe that earned me the nickname of ‘the Nightmare of Adorea.’ Though, of course, there are some major differences between my relationship with the beastfolk and your relationship with the demons.”

Our intrepid hero was smart enough to understand this, at least, judging by the way his face turned pale.

No doubt the beastfolk knew in their bones that they didn’t stand a chance against me. They had never laid a finger on me or my master in our recent visit to their lands, instead passing down my legend as a warning to future generations. But when it came to the hero and the demons, things were different. The demons knew full well that heroes couldn’t defeat them without extensive training to increase their strength, which was why they’d often send agents to kill them before they had the chance to grow stronger, even taking noncombatants hostage in order to do so. And the heroes, meanwhile—especially summoned ones like this fellow—were ever in the dark, with no one to warn them of the demons’ true capabilities from the start. Why, the demons had even slaughtered a number of heroes at birth, and the other races had been none the wiser. This one was only still alive due to a series of extremely fortunate coincidences.

That said, the other races tended to mistake demons for bloodthirsty fiends that lacked all empathy and feeling. In truth, they had families and felt affection for their own kind just like any other race. They were people too, and all they wanted was to live in peace. It was only natural for a people to take action to eliminate a threat to said peace; it just so happened that in their case, that threat was the heroes.

“While no one chooses the class they are born into, it is your responsibility as the hero to strengthen yourself to such a level that you can’t easily be killed by your opponents. But do not resent the demons for it. If you want to blame someone, blame your own sorry luck for being born into the class of hero.”

I personally couldn’t care less about the hero, in all honesty—both as Night and as Black Cat. My only wish was for my current master and my former lord to achieve their wishes without the need for hostility between them. The hero had no place in that, so he was of no concern to me. But since him getting killed might cause my master some amount of distress or inconvenience, I did offer one last warning. “You should know that the current Demon Lord despises heroes more than perhaps any other in history. And his hatred of your kind has inspired a similar bloodlust in his fellow demons, the likes of which I’ve never seen. Any hero who dares to oppose them without the holy sword, and without the ability to use their Limit Break ability freely, would be squashed like a bug under his regime.” I bared my fangs, radiating menace. “So don’t get careless.”

Just as the hero nodded solemnly in understanding, a shadow fell over the ship’s deck.

“We’re under attack!” someone shouted.

It seemed we’d been set upon by another flock of hungry wyverns, all salivating in pursuit of their next meal. I could see no capacity for logic in their eyes—only a primal desire to devour anything that moved.

In the blink of an eye, I shapeshifted back into my dragon form.

“You foolish drakes!” I snarled. “How pathetic it is to see one of the Demon Lord’s proud creations reduced to such mindless beasts of hunger! I’ll devour you whole!”

The wyverns faltered at this bellowing roar from the king of the skies, then moved into attack formation.

 

POV: ODA AKIRA

 

“EVERYONE, brace for impact!”

The hero’s voice boomed across the ship just as my senses picked up something rapidly approaching from above, and I shot awake. Not a moment after I sprang up and grabbed hold of the wooden doorframe, heeding his warning, a violent impact struck the ship. My insides lurched, like the sinking feeling you’d get during a big drop on a roller coaster. Everything that wasn’t bolted down went weightless for a moment, then came crashing back to the floor. The impact was so great that it even upended the bed I’d been sleeping on moments before. If I hadn’t found something sturdy to hold on to, I would have been tossed around like a rag doll. Amid the racket of countless objects falling and breaking throughout the ship, I heard the bestial roars of wyverns.

“There’s a huge swarm of wyverns right overhead! They’re attacking the front of the ship!”

“Tch… Of course now they come out to play,” I grumbled.

The hero’s account matched up with what I could tell via my Detect Presence skill. Night and the others were already engaging the wyverns on deck.

“Akira! Are you okay?!” Amelia cried, rushing over from the room next door. She was followed shortly thereafter by Kyousuke and Noa, who dashed out of their own rooms and headed toward the front of the ship to provide reinforcements.

“I’m fine. Looks like you’re okay too?”

“Yeah. C’mon, let’s hurry and go up there to help them out! This is probably the wyverns’ main force!”

If we assumed the previous flock of wyverns was just a scouting squad, then it stood to reason that this was indeed their main force. With how many there were, Night might have a hard time managing by himself for long. I grabbed Amelia’s hand as she turned to run off toward the deck.

I knew it made sense for Amelia to get there ASAP, since her Gravity Magic was probably our best bet for taking them all out at once and sending them tumbling down into the sea—but something about it had me feeling uneasy.

While I wasn’t picking up anything suspicious with Detect Presence or Detect Danger, I felt unsettled, like something was off. I didn’t have Kyousuke’s Intuition skill, but maybe my combat experience had given me something of a sixth sense for these things. And right now, it was telling me to be wary of the ship’s rear more than anything. As I’d learned in the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen, detection skills could be extremely unreliable in the event that your opponent was of a higher level than you, or possessed concealment skills, so there were times when it was better to trust your instincts.

I still vividly remembered when I first saw Aurum’s stats down in the Great Labyrinth of Brute. If there could be demons lurking about, then perhaps this uneasy feeling of mine wasn’t groundless after all.

“Akira?” asked Amelia.

“Something’s not right. Why are they congregating at the front of the ship? Especially when the last flock was all over the place, acting erratically in their hunger.”

The way this group behaved reminded me less of a pack of wild monsters and more of the way I’d seen them move at their leader’s command down in the Great Labyrinth of Brute. More importantly, when we’d traded shifts with Night’s group, I’d seen him and the hero go to the front of the ship while the other three went to the rear. If the wyverns were starving to the point that they’d become mindless drones, wouldn’t they spread out and attack any prey they saw—or even focus on the rear of the ship, since there were more people back there to eat?

Even assuming they were engaging with Night now because they happened to approach his area first, at least a few of them would have headed for the rear by now. Granted, it was possible that this main force of wyverns wasn’t quite as hungry as the previous one, but they should have still been pretty voracious. Yet when I scanned their movements via Detect Presence, they seemed too coordinated.

Amelia’s eyes widened as it dawned on her. Chances were none of the humans up on deck had noticed, as they were too preoccupied with the battle. Gilles, Waki, and Ueno had already run to support the hero after he shouted earlier. That left no one guarding the rear. It was the perfect storm for a demon to slip in unnoticed.

“All right, I’ll help Night and the others, and you can go investigate,” said Amelia. “You’re better suited to that sort of thing than I am anyway.”

I thanked her with a nod, then made a break for it. Not toward the front, where all the action was, but in the direction of our unmanned rear. In the event that I was making a big deal out of nothing, I could get the rundown on the battle from Night via telepathy and immediately turn around to help out wherever they needed me.

I telepathically told Night the same theory I’d just told Amelia, to which he confidently replied that I could leave the fight in front to him.

“Sure hope it’s just me being paranoid,” I mumbled to myself.

It had only been about half a day since we departed from the land of beastfolk, and it would be another two full days or more before we reached the demon realm, so one would think the chances of a demon showing up this soon were low. Assuming they weren’t riding on the back of some flying monster, that is.

Unfortunately, that phase of keeping my fingers crossed and hoping it was my imagination only lasted so long.

“Oh? And here I didn’t think any of you would be clever enough to see through my diversion. Not that you’ll be able to do much about it all by your lonesome.”

The unfamiliar voice reached my ears the moment I burst out onto the rear deck after running up the stairs. It came from way up on the crow’s nest at the top of the sail. I looked up to see a single person’s silhouette against the bright sun. Their hair was a deep green, reminiscent of the lush forests of the elven domain, and it fluttered wildly in the wind.

“Who am I, you may ask?” said the invader. “My name is Darrion Sinc. I’ve come all the way out here just to save us all some time and kill your little hero before he gets any further. Can’t go letting anyone with his class into the demon realm, I’m afraid.”

He said this was a slight grin, yet his honey-gold eyes were utterly cold. There wasn’t even any malice in them, just a completely natural lack of all feeling. It was enough to make my breath catch in my throat.

“Now, would you be so kind as to tell me where your little hero is hiding?” asked Darrion. “Otherwise, I might just have to go on a wanton killing spree.”

In the blink of an eye, he closed the gap between us, drew the twin blades he had sheathed at his waist, and thrust them right at my throat. The tips pierced the skin, and a trickle of warm blood ran down my neck.

He hadn’t needed even a hint of windup. His moves were so lightning fast, I had no time to react before he had me gritting my teeth with a blade to my throat. I took a slow, measured breath, then placed my hands on the hilts of my own blades, the Yato-no-Kami. It seemed this guy was only concerned about the hero and didn’t consider the rest of us a threat. That didn’t sit well with me.

“Who knows?” I said. “Maybe you’ll find out, if you can kill me.”

“My, you’re awfully cocky for a measly human. Maybe I’ll decapitate you after all, just for the fun of it.” He pressed his blades even deeper into my neck.

“Go ahead and try. I dare you.”

Paying no mind to the blood dripping down my neck, I flashed a defiant smirk and drew my own twin daggers to deflect his before he had a chance to sever my head. Ignoring the numbness in my arms, I swung at Darrion’s neck—but he kicked my right arm away as part of a backflip that put some space between us. Not wanting to let him get away, I ran toward the spot where he was about to land. As he came down to the ship’s deck, the sound of our blades clashing rang out yet again.

Whereas Aurum had been a rigid spear wielder, Darrion was more flexible. He would twist his wrists and contort his body to swing at me from unexpected angles and positions, at times slipping between my own attacks like a slithering snake. He was weaker than Aurum, to be sure, but a more difficult opponent because of his unpredictability.
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“You know, while I consider myself more of a civil servant than a fighter, there are only a few demons out there who are stronger than me,” said Darrion. “Are you sure you don’t want to ask for reinforcements, boy? I’m sure your chances of survival would be a lot higher if you called that little hero of yours over here.”

The sound of metal shrieking against metal echoed over and over.

Darrion’s twin blades were more than twice as long as my Yato-no-Kami daggers, and likely far heavier, yet he swung them with the same ease. This suggested that demons had incredible strength. Again, he wasn’t as strong as Aurum, but it was a blatant lie to call himself a civil servant rather than a fighter. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t graze even a single lock of his deep-green hair.

“Would you shut up about the hero already? I think you’ve got your hands full with me as it is.”

“You’re quite strong for a human, that’s for sure. Still no match for me, I’m afraid.”

We spun around as if in a dance as we took turns dodging each other’s attacks and trading blows with blistering speed, all while continuing our conversation. Since we were both wielding two weapons, this was possibly the most convoluted battle I’d had to deal with yet. And unfortunately, although we were on the same level in terms of speed, the weight of each of his slashes was so much greater than mine. My stamina was bound to deplete before his if I had to keep blocking them.

Meanwhile, Darrion was unfazed. As an assassin, I was also at a slight disadvantage when facing an enemy head-on; had I been able to take advantage of my full abilities, we would’ve been on roughly equal footing. That is, assuming Darrion wasn’t hiding any trump cards of his own.

“I have to say, I’m a tad surprised,” said Darrion. “You don’t really have many thoughts swirling through that head of yours during a fight, do you? Most of you pathetic little humans can’t stop screaming internally about how you don’t want to die or praying desperately for someone to come and save you. Maybe it would have been better for Mahiro or Aurum to come and take care of you after all.”

My hand twitched at the mention of those two. They were the demons’ second- and third-in-command, with whom I’d had a brutal encounter in the Great Labyrinth of Brute after they kidnapped Amelia.

Also, judging from the way Darrion spoke, he could read my mind. I was too focused on the frenetic battle at hand to get a good look at his stats, but I did catch a glimpse of an Extra Skill called Perception, which I assumed must be it.

“Ah, yes. You’ve met Mahiro and Aurum before, haven’t you?” Darrion mused aloud, parrying another dagger strike. “They did mention you had special eyes. It appears you can see more than most of your kind.”

This removed any and all doubt from my mind. The fact that he responded so naturally to my internal questions confirmed that my innermost thoughts were laid bare before him.

“You can try to hide your little hero as much as you like. I’ll still find him in the end. In all honesty, I’d rather just go deal with him instead of you, but you’d catch up to me anyhow. Plus, the Demon Lord did ask me to dispose of you, so I suppose I’d better off you first so I can take my sweet time killing the hero. I know he must be somewhere on this ship, at least.” He punctuated his speech with a smug chuckle.

I clicked my tongue in frustration, then began coiling the shadows I’d gathered during our fierce battle around my daggers.

There was a reason I hadn’t used my Shadow Magic right off the bat. Namely, there weren’t many shadows on the deck of the ship—especially with the sails’ shadows currently angled toward the front of the ship and not the rear—and Darrion hadn’t given me much time to cast it. I couldn’t rely on any large-scale use of Shadow Magic to turn the tables on him like I’d done with Aurum.

“Ah, is that the so-called Shadow Magic you used to draw blood from my friend Aurum? How exciting. Glad you’re finally starting to take this seriously.”

His honey-gold eyes narrowed with delight. His expression reminded me of Aurum. Why were all demons battle-hungry berserkers?

“Well then… I suppose I’ll have to get serious myself, won’t I?” With that, he likewise coated his blades in some sort of magical energy. Judging from the way it shined, I assumed it was light magic—though I’d heard very few demons were capable of using that. “I am Darrion Sinc, the Demon Lord’s fifth-in-command. While a civil servant by day, I am still among the five strongest demons, thanks to my mastery of light magic and my Extra Skill of Perception… Ironic, no? For you to be a master of Shadow Magic despite working for the hero, and I a master of light despite working for the Demon Lord…”

He flashed me a slightly derisive smile, as if mocking himself. I wondered if being blessed with the gift of light magic, which was a highly regarded skill among humans, was considered heretical among demons.

“You think?” I replied. “Personally, I don’t think it matters what kind of magic someone uses. Just because we call something ‘light’ or ‘shadow’ doesn’t mean they can’t be used for good as well as evil. They’re just tools, no different from a knife. Their utility depends entirely on the user.”

Just as a knife could be used as both a weapon and a cooking utensil, Shadow Magic could be used to hurt or help people, depending on how it was used.

This comment made Darrion’s eyes light up, and he grinned in delight. “My, you sound just like Mahiro. If only everyone could learn to think like you two, there’d be no prejudice left in our world. Now, come—enough talk!”

The air around Darrion grew sharper, and we stared each other down for a few agonizing seconds, both bracing for the true duel to begin. We weren’t simply looking at one another; we were each waiting for the other to slip up and create an opportunity to attack. At this point, one false move would spell instant defeat.

“…Hnnh!”

There came a sound like a sharp breath escaping from between gritted teeth, and the next thing I knew, my body lurched into motion. Darrion kicked off the ground at the exact same moment.

Gradually, it felt as if time had slowed to a crawl. I could see every tiny movement of Darrion’s eyes, even the beads of sweat running down his neck, all too clearly. In a flash, we closed the gap between us, and our light- and shadow-clad blades clashed against one another.

 

Then time stopped.

 

“Both of you, sheathe your weapons,” came a thundering voice from above.

It was Amelia’s voice, and it came right as our blades were at each other’s necks. Even a fraction of a second later, and we would have slit each other’s throats—but we’d been frozen in the nick of time. We couldn’t so much as blink, let alone move.

I remembered this sensation from the Great Labyrinth of Brute: the feeling of magic preventing you from controlling your own body. I’d mistaken it for time slowing down due to my heightened senses, but no—something had effectively stopped us both in our tracks.

“What, did you not hear me? I said sheathe your weapons, now.”

Compelled by some otherworldly force, my body moved of its own accord to sheathe my daggers, and Darrion did the same. Judging from his expression, he was as confused by what was going on as I was.

As soon as the Yato-no-Kami were sheathed, I regained control over my body. Both Darrion and I looked up to where Amelia stood in midair. She was not flying or levitating, but standing firmly on something invisible.

“Who are you?” I asked.

It was using Amelia’s voice and body, no doubt, but even without using World Eyes, I could instantly tell that this was not Amelia we were dealing with. Her tone, expression, and body language were all completely different from the Amelia I knew—just like when she’d been turned into a puppet down in the labyrinth by Mahiro’s magic circle. Yet this was different from that as well; it was like her body and voice were being used as a conduit by some higher power.

I could only imagine how traumatizing it was for her to lose control of her body again, assuming she was cognizant of what was going on.

“I am Eiter,” said the voice. “The One and Only God. The last spirit medium has passed away, so I came here to give a divine revelation to the next spirit medium, and what do I find? My creations engaged in a duel to the death?”

Amelia’s eyes narrowed. She’d never looked at me so coldly before, and I shuddered. If I had a choice, I’d never want her to look at me like that again for the rest of my life. At the same time, I was overcome by a horrible sensation the likes of which I’d never felt. It was as if I’d been cast aside by the entire world. The closest thing I’d ever felt was when my mother sometimes looked at me with disappointment in her eyes during one of her scoldings.
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I knew spirit medium was Amelia’s class, but I didn’t know much about what that meant or what spirit mediums did. I was fairly certain that in Japan, shrine maidens were once seen as shamans or espers who acted as mediums to deliver messages from the gods. And while I wasn’t the most familiar with that either, it seemed to be more or less what the title meant here as well.

“Did I not make it clear that I have little patience for wanton savagery?”

Commander Saran once told me that Eiter the Creator grew tired of the constant quarreling among the gods and was disappointed with his creations when they started warring the same way. Apparently, that account was accurate; that abrupt feeling of abandonment was probably a result of Eiter’s disappointment toward us as this world’s one true god.

Much like me, Darrion still seemed very confused by all this. He stared blankly up at the god-possessed Amelia, as if in a daze.

“So be it,” said Eiter. “In any event, I’ve come here today to officially transfer spirit medium duties to this young woman. I’ll save my divine revelation for another time. And if I find you battling with each other again, there will be hell to pay. Understood?”

After that, the divine presence vanished from Amelia’s body. I wanted to run over to her to make sure she was okay and back to her old self, but unfortunately I couldn’t afford to do that with Darrion around.

“Why would Eiter show up here, of all places?” Darrion murmured beside me. “I thought he was bound to the land of Yamato…”

With a start, I reached for my daggers again. Our clash had been postponed due to Eiter’s divine intervention, but we were still in the middle of a duel.

“Oh, I wouldn’t, if I were you.” Darrion waved both hands. “Even I don’t know just how powerful Eiter is, nor how omniscient. At the very least, we’d best not fight again until you disembark from this ship. Don’t worry, I’ll let the other demons know not to meddle with you either.”

Darrion had no intention of continuing our duel. Not only that, but the hungry wyverns seemed to be backing off their attack as well; even they were not exempt from Eiter’s contempt for battle. From the look in Darrion’s eyes, it didn’t seem like he was lying. Perhaps it was safe to take him at his word. It didn’t sit right with me to let him slink off after he’d snuck aboard, but I also didn’t want to engage in a battle so fierce it might sink the whole airship. Had Eiter not shown up to intervene, the vehicle probably wouldn’t have escaped our skirmish unscathed.

“Would you like to chat for a spell until my personal wyvern comes to carry me home?” asked Darrion, sitting on the railing at the edge of the ship.

He gestured for me to have a seat beside him, but how could I do that when we’d been trying to kill each other just moments ago? I paid no heed to his dissatisfaction and instead sat in the center of the deck with my right knee raised. At this distance, I could leap into action if he tried anything funny. This was the same ready posture I’d used when resting in the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen.

“What exactly did you want to talk about?” I asked. “And more importantly, why should I bother listening to the guy who showed up out of nowhere to kill us?”

He was the one who’d taken the violent route right off the bat, leaving no room for us to talk things out. Me, I preferred not to kill people whenever I had the choice.

“Oh, don’t worry. We don’t have to talk about your little hero friend or anything. We’ve already decided we’re going to kill the hero, so there’s no point in chatting about that. I’m more interested in learning about you.”

He sized me up with a relaxed expression. It was the first time I’d ever seen a glint of anything other than animosity in his honey-gold eyes.

“You know, we demons can see things you humans can’t. Only magic-related stuff, mind you. Like, for instance, how you gave that familiar of yours the name ‘Night.’ We can see that name on him, like a brand, no matter what form he’s shapeshifted into. And on that note, there’s a particular word you carry—one that’s been sealed off, unbeknownst to you—that I noticed the moment I first laid eyes on you.”

Was he implying that someone had cast some sort of sealing magic on me? I tilted my head in confusion; I couldn’t recall being hit by any such hex. A quick check of my stat page via World Eyes didn’t show me being under any affliction. Much as I wanted to assume he was just trying to intimidate me, it was too far out of left field for me to believe he was bluffing. What’s more, the way he phrased it almost made it sound like I was the one who’d sealed the word off.

“Yes, that’s right. There’s a particular word you’ve sealed off yourself,” he said. “It’s the name ‘Tsukasa.’ Ring a bell?”

Just then, I heard a crack—like something shattering inside me.

Seeing my reaction, Darrion nodded in satisfaction. “Yes, there you go. Looks like the seal’s been broken now… Your earlier words about my light magic made me feel better about myself. Consider this my way of thanking you for that. Though I guess you’ll have to be the judge as to whether it’s a sufficient show of gratitude. But don’t forget: Next time we meet, it’ll be a battle to the death. You got that?”

His ominous words hanging in the air, Darrion leapt off the railing and disappeared.

 

POV: SATOU TSUKASA

 

WINDING BACK TO WHEN the wyverns first attacked the front of the airship…

“Everyone, brace for impact!”

After spotting a wyvern charging straight for us, I realized Night and I couldn’t fend off this attack alone, so I’d called out toward the ship’s interior. I figured Akira and his team would realize something was up immediately, but the noncombatants would definitely need the warning.

The moment the charging wyvern slammed down onto the ship, my feet left the deck, the force throwing my whole body upward. I’d been so focused on alerting the others that I’d neglected to brace myself.

“Look out! It’s headed your way!”

Even in his formidable dragon form, Night was at a disadvantage in aerial combat against creatures that had been winged from birth. He was still just a cat at the end of the day. While his pedigree as an aide to the Demon Lord allowed him to hold his own and keep most of the wyverns busy, a few slipped through his grasp from time to time. One of them closed in on me now, catching me unprepared.

“Ngh!”

Twisting in midair, I whipped out my sword and parried the wyvern’s open-mouthed lunge with a split-second reflex. The impact from this sent me flying, hurling me away from the ship.

“Oh, crap!”

Now only the sea was below me—but from this height, it would be no different than smashing into concrete. In an instant, I was filled with a primal fear of falling to my death instead of being eaten by monsters, and my face went pale. My breath caught in my throat, and my body froze up.

“Don’t seize up, you fool!” cried Night. “Grab on to me!”

Night had ditched the wyverns to zoom over and catch me. Per his scolding instructions, I grabbed the thornlike spines on his back. His sharp scales cut my palms, but it was a fair shake better than dying, so I held on tight.

“Thanks, I owe you one!”

“Hmph. Master would have been able to parry a weak attack like that and still make a perfect landing without any trouble.”

Even in the midst of battle, he couldn’t help bragging about Akira. Only this time, I was in no position to protest, so I nodded along apologetically. I tended to reflect on and learn from my mistakes, so I wouldn’t let this happen again.

“What do we do now, though? If they keep attacking the ship, the whole thing might go down.”

Heck, they’d already done enough damage to earn us a harsh lecture from Noa. A cold sweat ran down my back as I recalled the demonic expression on her face when she chewed us out back at the safe house. The image was almost as scary as the thought of tumbling to my death in the sea.

“Good question… All right, here’s what we’ll do: I’ll fly up above the wyverns, and you jump down to their backs and cut off their heads.”

He said it so matter-of-factly that I had to take a moment to process it before I blurted out, “Say what?!”

“Come on, hero! Show us what you’re truly capable of!”

His words were encouraging, but even having known him only for a short while, I could tell he was teasing me. He didn’t wait for me to respond before he flew upward, high above the ship’s deck. I had to cling on for dear life to withstand the increase in wind velocity.

“Now, go! Do it, hero!”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Wait a sec!”

Night ignored my cries, grabbed my torso with his dragon claws, and hurled me down toward a nearby wyvern without a second thought.

“Wha—?! Bwaaaagh!”

Bracing against the crushing air pressure from being chucked at high speed, I somehow managed to land on the wyvern’s back. After getting my bearings, I raced up the beast’s impressively long neck and severed its head clean off. Even I was surprised at how easily my blade cut through, like a knife slicing through tofu. It had never cut this well before; perhaps I had the previous hero’s advice to thank for this.

“Have faith in your weapon! One could say that any weapon wielded by a hero possesses holy might! The only reason that blade of yours hasn’t served you well as a holy sword thus far is because you haven’t believed in your weapon or your strength as a hero!”

My conversation with Ritter had been all over the place, whether it was because of his passion or his poor knack for explanations. Crow had been forced to step in to course-correct and clarify things constantly, but I’d still gotten the gist of what Ritter wanted to tell me. I couldn’t let his advice go to waste. Not after he’d used his precious time to share it with me, when he no doubt wished he could’ve caught up with his old friend Crow instead.

Earlier, at the safe house, Noa had also mentioned that my sword was not a holy sword as of yet. Now that I pieced it together with what Ritter had told me, it was clear to me what she’d been trying to say.

While our party hadn’t gone out of the way to seek outside information, we’d overheard bits and pieces over the course of our journey about our respective classes. Especially regarding the hero. As a class that so many in this world looked up to, it only made sense that there would be plenty of legends, anecdotes, and records of previous heroes’ exploits passed down for future generations.

Before our party, there had been four other groups of heroes summoned to this world from ours. Aside from them, there had been heroes born in this world from each of the world’s major races and continents. I was fairly certain that not all of them had used the same type of weapon. Why, I’d even met the previous hero myself, and as a beastfolk, he was a fair shake larger than I was. Even if he had been a sword wielder like me, he definitely would’ve had to use a much larger sword than mine.

There was no holy sword that got passed down from one hero to the next. Rather, whatever weapon the hero wielded became the holy sword of that era. I’d made a false assumption in that regard due to various legends from our own world, like that of Excalibur in Arthurian lore.

My current sword was the one that had been given to me by the Princess of Retice after my last weapon broke in the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen. While I’d gotten used to it by now, it was possible that I had some sort of mental block preventing me from putting my full trust in the weapon, as something that had been given to me by the very princess who’d brainwashed us all.

When that very first wyvern attacked, I thought maybe I could use my sword like I’d been able to briefly when Tsuda was in danger before. Alas, I hadn’t been able to use that Holy Sword Technique again since, no matter how many times I tried. I wanted to master it so I could use it in any situation.

“Things are different now, though,” I told my sword. “I want you to fight with me.”

Just then, I felt like I could see a glint of that same intense light my blade had given off in the Forest of Demise—though maybe it was just my imagination.

“Why are you talking to it like that? It’s a bit creepy, I must say,” mumbled Night, swooping down to collect me as the wyvern fell limply toward the sea. I was in a pretty good mood, so I pretended not to hear it. “Anyway, well done. Let’s go take care of the next one.”

Perhaps he was annoyed by me ignoring him, as he promptly tried to throw me, kicking and screaming, onto another wyvern. While we were busy fending them off, Gilles, Ueno, and Waki had come running from the rear of the ship, with Amelia and Noa rushing out from the ship’s interior to provide backup—so there was no need to toss me around like a rag doll anymore. But as I shouted these protests against the howling wind, Night suddenly came to a halt.

“Lady Amelia?”

The others were too focused on fighting the wyverns to notice, so the two of us in the air were probably the only ones who noticed the change in Amelia’s behavior. Yet she was acting strange, no doubt about it. She’d seemed perfectly fine, if a bit on edge, when we traded shifts earlier. What could have changed since then?

“Night!” I yelled. “I don’t care if you have to throw me down to the deck—go see what’s up with her!”

Since Akira was nowhere to be found, Night was the best choice to go and check on her, as her second closest companion.

Where was Akira, anyway? Surely he couldn’t be sleeping through all this commotion, and if Amelia was already up here, then one would think he would be as well.

“Hmph! That was already the plan! I hardly need your permission!”

And just like that, he tossed me down to the deck and rushed over to Amelia without waiting to see whether I landed safely. Luckily, despite his careless flinging, I managed to land on my feet right where my fellow party members were huddled.

“Hey, Tsuda-kun!” I said. “Can you use that skill of yours to gather all the monsters in one spot?”

“Oh, s-sure! I can do that!” said Tsuda.

I ran my fingers along the length of my blade. “I don’t know about you all, but I’m feeling pretty undefeatable right now.”

 

POV: AMELIA ROSEQUARTZ

 

EVER SINCE I WAS VERY LITTLE—for as far back as I could remember, even—I’d heard a voice in my head. It wasn’t a scary or unsettling voice, mind you. Just the voice of someone who had thoughts and feelings like mine, and who would often share them with me. It was like another me living in my head. Because I had that voice to talk to, I never felt lonely when Father was too busy with his work, or when Kilika and I were fighting with each other.

Growing up, I’d always been under the impression that everyone had voices in their head like me. But whenever I brought it up to Kilika and my father, they never seemed to know what I was talking about, so I eventually realized it was just me. From that point on, I started thinking of the voice as something weird and shameful, and I tried my best to forget it existed. By the time Kilika accidentally brought monsters flooding out from the labyrinth, I’d almost completely forgotten about it, and I couldn’t even hear it anymore.

Until today, I had no idea what it was.

“Why now?”

Our ship was sustaining serious damage from what appeared to be the wyverns’ main force, and I’d been jolted awake from the impact. I was on my way to the front of the deck to lend my aid to those fighting while Akira headed to the rear—when all of a sudden, I heard the voice again.

“Qui…ly, let us swi…over…”

Why was I hearing that voice now, after all these years? It was slightly out of focus, its words echoing through my mind, but I couldn’t quite make out what it was saying. Perhaps that was why I felt a stinging migraine coming on, my ears ringing painfully.

“What is this?” I asked. “What do you want from me, after all this time? Especially since you left me all alone through the hardest years of my life…”

At once, I lost my balance and fell to my knees on the stairs leading up to the deck, covering my ears with both hands.

“Hey! What’s the matter?!”

I felt a hand—probably Noa’s—rubbing my back, but her words were drowned out by the voice.

“Fine, then…be it. Let…take over!”

Only the last two words did I hear perfectly clearly—and not a moment later, something shifted within me, and I lost control over my own body.

It felt a bit like when I’d been possessed by Mahiro’s Marionette magic in the Great Labyrinth of Brute. Back then, I couldn’t even move my own limbs no matter how hard I strained. I let out a shriek of terror at the thought of being forced to hurt Akira again—but unlike with Mahiro, I couldn’t even control my own mouth this time, so I had no way of warning Noa as to what was happening to me.

“Are you all right?” Noa asked as I rose to my feet through no volition of my own. I could still hear her, though.

It was then that I realized the voice that had been tormenting me had fallen completely silent, and the migraine and ringing in my ears were gone.

“You must be Noa the Immortal,” said a voice far deeper than my own. I couldn’t believe it was coming from my vocal chords. “You know, I agonized for over two centuries over whether to make the pursuit of immortality taboo thanks to you. I still cannot comprehend why anyone would be so desperate to bear a child that they would go to such lengths.”

“You’re not Amelia. Just who are you?”

The thing controlling my body did not reply and instead looked to the front of the deck, then the rear, as though it could see through walls and survey the entire battle at hand.

With a heavy sigh, the voice said, “You lot and your petty quarrels… It’s been thousands of years now, yet still you persist in this folly.”

At this, Noa’s eyes went wide. “Wait…you’re not Eiter the Creator, are you?! I thought you couldn’t leave the human continent!”

Internally, I was startled by the name Eiter as well.

Among Morrigan’s four races, it was the elves who revered and worshipped Eiter most of all. Especially the high elves like me, who bore the responsibility of caring for the Holy Tree. This sacred tree was said to be a divine incarnation of Eiter himself, around which our culture conducted various rituals and ceremonies. Most recently, it had been Kilika who performed the sacred sword dance in front of the Holy Tree, but I had done a ritual dance before it with my bow as well, firing off ceremonial arrows throughout.

In spite of this, rumor had it that Eiter never left the Kingdom of Yamato on the human continent of Kantinen and rarely, if ever, conveyed his divine voice to the other races of the world. It was to the point that there were many on the beastfolk continent who, having basically no exposure to him in their daily lives, did not even know that Eiter was the name of the god of our world.

And now that same god had taken control of my body? Did that mean the voice in my head all those years was Eiter’s as well? My mind struggled to keep up with what I was hearing, yet the conversation with Noa continued regardless.

“The previous spirit medium just passed away,” said the voice, “so I’ve come here to make my divine decree that this girl is to be my next spirit medium. However, she seems to be showing rejection symptoms that suggest she was not fully prepared for this rite. Please do give her my apologies once I release her body.”

“Wait, she’s the spirit medium?!” Noa cried, her expression more frantic than I’d ever seen it before. Apparently, she been completely oblivious to what my class was. In truth, I hadn’t fully known what my class entailed, so this was new to me too.

All that was known about spirit mediums in the land of elves was that they were considered an almost legendary class—one that could weave their wishes into being and bend the world to their will. But even when I examined my own class using World Eyes, it didn’t reveal any additional information. I was certain the knowledge of the class my elven ancestors had passed down for millennia was correct. Just fragmented, most likely. Yet despite being a spirit medium myself, I’d never felt like the world was bending to my will. Nor had any amount of wishing on my part helped to improve my situation after I was expelled from the elven domain by Kilika. Thus, I’d come to think of my class as merely a title.

To think it was actually something that bound me directly to Eiter himself… Perhaps the reason I hadn’t been able to perceive this using World Eyes wasn’t because my level was simply too low, but because that knowledge had been sealed away from me by Eiter’s divine power.

“Okay, fair enough,” Noa went on. “But in case you hadn’t noticed, this isn’t exactly a good time for a chitchat. We’re kind of in the middle of an enemy ambush.”

Even knowing that Noa’s faith likely differed from mine, I wanted to frown at the way she was addressing a literal manifestation of God. The problem was that I didn’t have control of my face. Come to think of it, I had to be the only person aboard the airship who was a devout believer in Eiter.

“Oh, come now,” said Eiter. “You think I would stand idly by and watch as my creations engage in meaningless bloodshed? It’s bad enough that some of them are battling those pathetic imitations up front, but in the rear of the vessel, I see a pair engaging in infighting, for heaven’s sake. This place is far too sullied with blood for me to deliver my divine revelation now.”

I assumed by “pathetic imitations,” he was referring to the wyverns. According to elven lore, all the world’s present monsters were mere facsimiles created by the Demon Lord based on creatures originally created by Eiter for the purpose of preventing overpopulation.

I wasn’t sure what he meant by “infighting,” though. Akira was a human, and chances were it was a demon he was battling with. How was that infighting?

“Normally, I would just let them destroy each other for such heresy,” said Eiter. “But for the sake of my beloved child, I suppose I should go and take care of this myself.”

I had no idea who he was referring to as his “beloved child,” but before I knew it, he’d taken my body and made it float in midair without moving a muscle.

Noa gasped at the sight of me levitating. “Hey, what the…?!”

Eiter smiled ever so slightly. “So long as you don’t break my taboos, I can overlook your inhuman actions and behaviors. But the moment you break them…you know what will happen, don’t you? If you think a god like me can’t read your mind, you’re gravely mistaken. I know you tried to bring your daughter back from the dead after she passed—one of my greatest taboos of all… I’d suggest you heed my warning and remember these words well.”

Indeed, there were many taboos in this world, all dictated by Eiter the Creator. Resurrecting the dead, altering the past or future, and crossing into another world were among them.

One would think that my Resurrection Magic put me in violation of these taboos, yet for whatever reason, I’d never faced any penalty from Eiter for using it. Nor had the many elves I’d brought back to life over the years. They were living happily and healthily, to my knowledge. Some elves theorized that certain classes were exempt, or that Eiter was simply more lenient and merciful than we thought. Maybe both of those theories were wrong. If the “beloved child” he was referring to was me, then…perhaps that was the reason.

Noa watched, frozen in confusion, as my body floated up the stairs and all the way to the deck. There, our other party members were gathering in formation with the hero as they battled fiercely against the wyverns. Several of the enemies’ large corpses already littered the deck. Our party was likely having an easier time of it now, since there were no noncombatants like Ueno and Hosoyama to look after.

As I observed the battle to get a sense of the situation, I heard the pounding of Noa’s footsteps up the stairs behind me—followed by a sound akin to something slicing through the wind.

“Lady Amelia?” said Night, looking up at me in bewilderment as he landed on the deck and changed back into his cat form.

“Ah, yes,” said Eiter. “You’re that imitation who once pledged allegiance to the Demon Lord. I must say, it’s quite bold of you to overwrite a contract like that.” He spoke as though he was impressed, but his tone was derisive.

“Wait… Lord Eiter?! What are you doing here?! You know, if you’d put a stop to the Demon Lord a little sooner, it never would have come to this!”

It was rare to hear Night mention his old master nowadays. Ever since he became Akira’s familiar, he’d brought up the Demon Lord less and less. Whether it was out of consideration for Akira’s feelings, because we were getting closer to the demon realm, or for some other reason entirely, I couldn’t say.

“Apologies, but I don’t exist to serve your kind,” said Eiter. “If you ask me, this current state of affairs—including your decision to forsake your previous master, and your very existence at that—is a consequence of the choices both you and the Demon Lord have made.”

Eiter cast an indifferent glance at a now-speechless Night, then swiftly flicked his fingers to the side. In an instant, all the wyverns the heroes had been keeping at bay were sliced into hundreds of tiny pieces. They fell lifelessly to the deck and into the sea without so much as a death rattle.

All at once, the ship—which had been filled with the sounds of raging battle only a moment ago—fell eerily silent.

“Well, that takes care of that. You call yourself Night now, correct? Do you understand the purpose of your existence, creature? You were not made as a pathetic imitation like those other monsters. You were created to serve as a vessel. That you developed sentience at all is a miracle I’m sure even he never anticipated, but you have a part to play in this that goes beyond simply being a vessel. And yet, that is one thing I will never condone. Do you understand me?”

After giving this final warning to Night, whose expression was quite conflicted, Eiter lifted my body into the air once again. I didn’t understand what he was trying to say to Night, though. What was that about him being a vessel?

“Now then,” Eiter mumbled to himself as he floated gracefully through the air. “Just two troublemakers left. The things I do for my beloved child, I tell you…”

If my powers as a spirit medium worked on Eiter, maybe I really was bending the world to my will. He himself said he normally would have let heretics destroy each other—but he knew that would go against my wishes, which was probably the only reason he was going to such pains to simply admonish them instead.

After a few seconds, I could see Akira up ahead, as well as the demon I assumed was our intruder. Just as their blades were about to clash, Eiter flicked his fingers again, and time stopped altogether.

“Both of you, sheathe your weapons.”

 

POV: DARRION SINC

 

“DARRION SINC… Could you repeat that for us, one more time?”

Staring down the long dining table—big enough to comfortably seat dozens—were ten sets of eyes, all pointed straight at me. I was sitting at the end of the table, closest to the entrance—not my usual seat—facing the figure seated at the head. Sitting on either side were some of the most powerful demons alive, whose influence would determine the future of our entire race.

This was the Demon Lord’s castle.

A far cry from the ominous, sinister place most other races in Morrigan imagined it to be, it was the single cleanest and most impressive facility in all of the demon realm, existing solely for the sake of governing its lands and its people.

I remembered seeing an artist’s depiction of what the humans imagined the Demon Lord’s keep to look like; I couldn’t help but scoff at the thought of His Majesty the Demon Lord living in such a foreboding place, where one could scarcely rest, let alone govern properly. It was an experience that reminded me just how prejudiced humans were against demons. And yet, there were some among us who insisted on trying to establish positive relations with the other races. A ridiculous fantasy, as far as I was concerned.

“I told you,” I said. “The little hero gave me the slip. Whaddya want me to say? ‘Whoops, sorry ’bout that’?”

My candid reply echoed through the room, which was deathly quiet despite there being a reasonable number of people in attendance. Though the situation was tense, my mind remained calm as a placid lake. Yes, it was true that the demons’ top priority was to kill the hero. That was exactly why they’d sent me, the strongest demon available at the time, to dispatch him. With my mind-reading abilities, I should have been able to track down the hero no matter where he was hiding by peeking into the minds of his companions. Letting him slip through my fingers was a blunder I could never make up for, even in death—but given the unprecedented circumstances, things likely would have played out in the exact same way no matter who they’d sent. And even if that weren’t the case, I’d always marched to the beat of my own drum; I cared little about what others had to say about my choice of actions.

“H-how can you be so laid-back about all this?! Did we not agree that our best option here was to kill the hero before he even set foot on our land?! You could face the death penalty for this insubordination, you know!”

This comment came from a man sitting closer to my side of the table than most, who also had the shortest temper of those in attendance: the demons’ eighth-in-command, Bryce Otto. His bewilderment no doubt stemmed from how weirdly detached I seemed from his perspective. I knew he wasn’t a fan of me, but it was very like him to be concerned for his comrades regardless.

The others were simply watching the situation unfold, their expressions split evenly between reproach and concern. It seemed I wasn’t as universally disliked as I thought.

“I’m gonna be honest with you,” I said. “I don’t think it would’ve made much of a difference even if Mahiro had gone…or, hell, even His Majesty himself. Because right when I locked blades with that little assassin friend of the hero’s, the elven princess they had traveling with them just so happened to be promoted to Eiter’s official spirit medium. I don’t think any one of us could have possibly been prepared for God himself to show up.”

Eiter was the only deity the people of Morrigan revered as their god, whose omnipotence meant he was watching over our entire world at all times. And while we were powerless to interfere with him, there was one way in which he sure as hell could interfere with us: through the use of his spirit medium, the one person who could converse with him directly and exert his will upon the world.

We demons had been well aware of Princess Amelia’s status as one of the next spirit mediums in line, even when she was still in her mother’s womb. According to Aurum (who’d laid siege to the elven domain several hundred years back by sending a flood of monsters out from the Great Labyrinth of Forest), her powers as a spirit medium had hardly manifested, even after several centuries. We suspected she’d rejected her class somehow, especially after her immediate predecessor from Yamato passed away, and instead of the mantle falling to Princess Amelia, a completely new spirit medium was born to take over the role.

Much like the hero class, there could only be one true spirit medium at any given time. As a result, the demons had long speculated in whispers to one another that Eiter had either abandoned Princess Amelia entirely or simply favored her enough to be willing to tolerate her capriciousness—though most seemed to think it was the former. This was, after all, the same deity who’d seemed utterly unmoved by the massacre of countless elves, which occurred due to Aurum’s meddling, despite their devout worship in his name at the foot of the Holy Tree. Granted, there hadn’t actually been any true casualties that day, as Princess Amelia had brought them all back with her Resurrection Magic—but one would think an almighty deity like Eiter would have stepped in to prevent the tragedy from happening in the first place. It seemed the minds of gods were truly beyond our mortal understanding.

The spirit medium class referred to those chosen few who lent their bodies as conduits for Eiter to convey his divine will unto our world. In exchange for a lifetime of servitude and the occasional loss of bodily autonomy, they were granted just about everything they could possibly desire. For example, if a spirit medium wished to be wealthy, they might find themselves blessed by a sudden windfall—whether by marrying into riches or having their business flourish beyond all expectations. That being said, the money they desired didn’t simply materialize out of thin air; their wishes were always granted through natural means. Even if their wish was something simpler and sweeter, like “I want to spend the rest of my life with the person I love,” a little divine intervention could twist the heart of the object of their affection just enough to make them turn the spirit medium’s way. These powers were far beyond the scope of our abilities—ones that might normally be written off as miracles or the hand of fate at work.

Having realized the great power spirit mediums held, human families that passed down the role for generations made a point of raising those chosen ones in isolation, in the hopes that they harbored no wicked desires or vices. To date, there had yet to be a spirit medium who used their powers for evil, so it was entirely possible that Eiter was selective with them on that front as well. Even we demons generally preferred not to interfere with spirit mediums, given that they could destroy the entire world without a second thought if they so desired.

I couldn’t say how long Amelia had been awakened as a spirit medium, but it would certainly explain why Aurum failed to capture her in the land of beastfolk. Her class was the reason his failure on that mission was not considered a point of shame or retribution upon his return.

From the demons’ perspective, we usually didn’t put too much stock in a god who couldn’t interfere with us without the use of a spirit medium. In this case, it just so happened that the timing of his appearance was extremely poor. Especially given that we’d recently tried to abduct his spirit medium and injured her in the process. If she bore us enough ill will as a result, her sudden awakening as the spirit medium could make me (and every demon, for that matter) the target of divine retribution.

I also knew the Demon Lord and his people were working toward a plan that might cause even a pacifistic god like Eiter to get involved and take action against us. For this very reason, it had been imperative that I made it back to deliver my report about the spirit medium to His Majesty. Even if it meant I had to humiliate myself by retreating in the face of a measly human.

The Demon Lord’s scheme required a nearly limitless supply of mana and Resurrection Magic. Hence his desire to capture Princess Amelia, who possessed both. Unfortunately, now that she’d become a true spirit medium, that seemed highly unlikely. And I’d had to swallow my pride and flee with my tail between my legs to let His Majesty know we needed a new plan.

“I see. Guess that would explain why you ran home as fast as you could, yeah,” said Bryce, obediently sitting down after having risen to his feet in anger.

Directly across from me, at the head of the table, was the Demon Lord’s second-in-command, a demon His Majesty trusted as his proxy to make decisions in his stead: Mahiro Uno. He’d been given the last name Uno despite being second-in-command to denote that he was the first man below the Demon Lord in terms of power and authority.

He stroked his lips as if contemplating something for a moment, then said, “The fact that he performed a divine intervention does suggest that Eiter may try to interfere with our world through Princess Amelia from here on out. Considering our plan was based on the assumption that we could take advantage of her mana and magic abilities, it does appear we’ll have to go back to the drawing board now, yes. Conveying this information to the board was certainly a more urgent priority than killing the hero, I would say. Are we all in agreement on that?”

The majority of those in attendance nodded in deference to Mahiro. It seemed they too had concluded that my failure was inevitable. Why, Mahiro himself had allowed the humans to escape when he went to rescue Aurum down in the Great Labyrinth of Brute, so I figured I wouldn’t be subjected to too harsh a punishment. Nevertheless, it was nice to hear that everyone agreed with this not-guilty verdict.

Following this, my peers’ gazes took a dramatic turn for the sympathetic—though there were still a few detractors who clicked their tongues impatiently at me having gotten off scot-free. As I was a civil servant who’d worked his way up to the fifth-highest rank among the demons, many resented me and my often lackadaisical behavior. But such compatibility issues were only natural in any organization, if you asked me. You couldn’t win everybody over. That being said, I actually found them much easier to deal with than most, since they knew about my mind-reading abilities and therefore didn’t bother hiding their true feelings around me. There was nothing I hated more than duplicitous people.

“Sooo…don’t you have something else you wanna report?” came a high-pitched voice near the head of the table, sitting next to Mahiro. This was the demons’ third-in-command, Aurum Tres. He sat with both elbows resting on the table and his chin on his hands, looking eagerly in my direction with eyes aglow, like a child looking at their favorite toy.

I took a moment to ponder what he might’ve been referring to. “Oh, you mean that little assassin of theirs?” I’d completely forgotten about my skirmish with the boy after the spirit medium encounter.

I’d heard a rumor spreading around the castle that a human had managed to draw blood from Aurum; it didn’t really qualify as a rumor anymore, considering Aurum had confirmed it. Ever since, he’d been almost obsessed with the human who had wounded him.

“Yeah, yeah!” Aurum exclaimed. “Who cares about some dumb ol’ god or the hero? I wanna know about him! How’d it go?!”

I smiled. “Well, for one thing, I’m pretty sure the only reason I made it back here alive is because he didn’t reveal his whole hand.”

This comment elicited a stir from the other demons, who’d been listening in silence.

For whatever reason, the human boy had stubbornly insisted on fighting me head-on despite his class. Had he come at me like any proper assassin should, he might very well have taken me out in a single blow. A chuckle escaped my lips at the thought.

After our bout, I’d leapt from the ship and landed on the wyvern I’d summoned, then ridden it back to the demon realm. Amid the strong winds, I felt a slight stinging on my neck, so I ran my fingers over it—only to find a small cut oozing blood. His blade must have broken the skin a split second before time stopped. My own blades hadn’t reached him at that point. While the fact remained that we would have killed each other had Eiter not stepped in when he did, I would have died a fraction of a second sooner. In other words, I’d lost.

“I think I can see now why you’ve developed such an obsession with him,” I said.

“Oh, no you don’t!” said Aurum, puffing out his cheeks and flapping his arms wildly. “He’s mine, you hear me?! Don’t even think about trying to steal my prey!”

I had no intention of getting between Aurum and the boy, but surely he would permit me another quick taste before he killed him.

“I’ll be looking forward to seeing that one again, most assuredly.”

The hero’s group was headed this way, so it was only a matter of time. And next time, I would make sure my sword was faster than the assassin’s.

“Say, Aurum. If you’re that hungry for battle, would you like to spar with me for a little bit? Just for training purposes, I mean.”

“Wait, for real?! Heck yeah! Let’s go right now!”

Seeing Aurum kick his chair over as he jumped to his feet, the other demons present all got up and quickly but quietly filed out of the room. Those who lacked keen danger perception skills were the first to die in the demon realm—especially when it came to friendly fire.

“Now, now, you two,” said Mahiro. “I hope you’re planning to take care of all your work for the day before you start going around play-fighting.”

“Tch! You’re such a party-pooper, Mahiro!” said Aurum.

“Party-pooper? Please. You’re just a bloodthirsty imbecile who can’t go five minutes without wanting to chop someone’s head off.”

This was pretty much the normal state of affairs: Aurum getting chewed out for trying to skip out on his work under the pretense of training. I couldn’t help but crack a smile, watching them bicker. Say what you will about us demons, but if anyone dared try to destroy the peaceful life we had here, I’d kill them on the spot—be it the hero, or even that boy. If either of them thought I’d let them lay a finger on those I held dear, they were dead wrong.
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Chapter 3:
Taboo

 

POV: ODA AKIRA

 

“WELL, WE’VE CERTAINLY GOT some things we need to sort out.”

Noa’s tone was stern, but it was hard to blame her after assessing the damage caused to the ship’s hull by the wyverns’ kamikaze attacks. We all nodded obediently; the phrase “don’t poke the bear” came to mind.

We’d gathered in a spacious room in the ship, with Night remaining on deck as a precaution against unexpected threats. He’d be participating in the meeting through our telepathic link.

“In terms of damage, I think the airship will still be able to make it to the demon realm if the winds are favorable…but we’re lucky we’re flying, that’s for sure,” said Noa. “Had this been a normal ship, all these holes would have surely sunk it.”

We breathed a collective sigh of relief.

During the attack, our noncombatants like Hosoyama had been running around frantically checking the damaged sections of the hull and making any on-the-fly repairs they could. There was also a chance the kamikaze wyverns might have ripped through to the ship’s interior, but thankfully, they all seemed to have died from the impact and fallen into the sea.

“…I was also asked to give an apology from Eiter the Creator to Princess Amelia,” said Noa. Apparently, she’d spoken to Eiter while he was possessing Amelia. And judging from Night’s uncharacteristically awkward behavior, Eiter had said something to him as well.

After stopping the duel between me and Darrion, Amelia, who was still being controlled by Eiter, suddenly disappeared. When I searched the ship, I found her fast asleep in my bed. Aside from being a little shaken up at the thought of having her body controlled by the deity she’d worshipped for centuries, she seemed otherwise normal and was standing beside me now.

“I saw and heard everything that transpired while Lord Eiter was in control of my body,” she said. “I feel I gained a better understanding as to what being a spirit medium truly entails.”

As Darrion had mentioned, only spirit mediums from the Kingdom of Yamato had served as conduits for Eiter in the past. As a result, the other races had made the false assumption that Eiter could not manifest himself beyond Yamato’s borders.

According to Noa, these manifestations of Eiter were not something that could typically be done without extensive preparations. It required a purified summoning site for his descent, ceremonial attire for the spirit medium, and a special welcoming dance ritual. A long and convoluted process.

Nevertheless, Amelia had summoned him without any preparation or purification whatsoever. Those among us who were natives to this world speculated that this had something to do with Amelia’s immense quantity of mana, which might have compensated for everything else. But the real takeaway was that no one could have foreseen Eiter appearing out of nowhere on the ship—not even Amelia herself. It was an utterly unprecedented occurrence.

It seemed the humans and the elves had differing levels of intelligence regarding the spirit medium class, so we’d need to reconcile that as well. As Amelia told it, while the elves were the only ones who devoutly worshipped Eiter, it had previously been humans who received his divine voice and revelations. This became a point of resentment and jealousy for the elves, which led to them keeping most of their intel regarding spirit mediums to themselves. This didn’t surprise me one bit; I knew full well what a proud people the elves were.

“So, if that demon who attacked us is to be believed, we aren’t at risk of any more monster attacks for the time being?” Noa asked me.

“Correct,” I replied. “Darrion said that he thought it best to save any further fighting until we actually get off the ship, and that he’d command his forces accordingly.”

“I see. Then it sounds like we may not even need to stay on guard against monster attacks for the rest of our journey. There’s a good chance they won’t try anything funny until we disembark, depending on how afraid they are of Eiter’s threat.”

Put simply, we might not need to trouble ourselves with the watch shifts we’d previously implemented.

“What do you suggest we do with the extra time that frees up, then?”

“While it may be a bit late for this now,” she said, her expression stern, “I still think it would serve us well to take some time to make sure everyone’s on the same page regarding things that most in this world would consider common sense.”

Before I had a chance to ask what she meant by “common sense,” she turned to face the others.

“Like, all you kids aside from Akira, for instance—do you even know who Eiter is? How oblivious are you to the culture of our world? Gilles, you were the one in charge of their initial education, were you not? What were you even doing? I’ve never met anyone so ignorant in my entire life.”

Gilles flashed a sheepish grin and evaded Noa’s harsh gaze. I could tell the word “ignorant” had hit the hero where it hurt. “Well, you see…His Majesty King Retice explicitly ordered us not to share any information with the summoned heroes back then. Plus, this was right around the time the knights were busy planning a coup, so…”

As Commander Saran once told me, the knights had indeed been plotting a coup d’état in response to the king’s wicked scheme to resurrect his late wife at the cost of countless innocent lives.

“You’re telling me you stupidly obeyed the order not to enter the library, and you took zero initiative to ensure you’d survive in this world on your own in the event that your summoners weren’t trustworthy? Is that it?”

I couldn’t help but sigh as Noa scolded the others. While it wasn’t really my place to talk, since I’d acted entirely on my own without telling any of them what my plans were back then, there were times when the smart thing to do was to break the rules and not put your undying trust in authority. That being said, they also didn’t seem to have made much of an effort to gather information about this world even after they escaped from Retice Castle, so perhaps they were just fundamentally uncurious about these sorts of things.

“I won’t make excuses,” said the hero. “No matter how bewildered we were with being swept away to another world, we shouldn’t have neglected our own survival.”

The hero bowed his head to Noa, begging her to teach him, and the other party members followed suit. This was one of the few things I genuinely admired about him. Personally, I found it pretty scary to admit to my own shortcomings, so I had a very hard time humbling myself like that to someone else.

“Very well,” said Noa. “I’ll start by explaining this world’s various creation myths. There are many opposing theories, mind you. Just think of them as old legends or folktales, essentially.”

Noa proceeded to explain to my classmates almost exactly the same details about this world’s mythology that I’d heard from Commander Saran. If you were going to teach someone about another world, its mythology was generally a good place to start.

I could still vividly remember listening to the commander’s lessons, sitting by that fountain in the castle courtyard, as if it were only yesterday.

“God, I miss him.”

At least I’d mostly avenged him. I wondered if he’d commend me for that, if I ever had the chance to speak to him again in the afterlife.

No, of course he wouldn’t. I’d killed a man, after all.

After finishing up the mythology lesson, Noa proceeded to teach them more about each of this world’s continents. She really was intent on teaching us as much about this world as she could. That surprised me. When we first got on the ship, she seemed far more concerned with Crow than any of us, and she’d always struck me as the type who didn’t like speaking much—let alone teaching—despite being quite knowledgeable. I wondered what had brought about this change of heart. Had Eiter said something to her?

“As you know, this world has four main sentient races—humans, elves, beastfolk, and demons—with each living on its own separate continent. That being said, those societies are not entirely insular, and the lines have been blurring more and more as of late with so many human laborers working in the land of beastfolk. The only race that cannot travel freely between the different continents is the demons, who also keep other races out of their own lands. We consider all of them people, however, as each race can trace its roots back to humanity. Humans who evolved to be closer to fairies became the elves, while those who evolved to be closer to beasts became the beastfolk. Obviously the ones who evolved to be closer to monsters became the demons.”

Now this was something I hadn’t heard from Commander Saran. I stopped staring absentmindedly at the view and tuned in to her lecture. I’d never heard that the other races had evolved from humans, or that there were fairies in this world.

“As you’ll recall, our mythology states that the world’s continents split apart after the four separate races came into being, but modern research suggests that the races may in fact have evolved to adapt to each continent’s unique characteristics. That would explain a lot of things, after all.”

While I’d enjoyed Commander Saran’s talks quite a bit, there was something about Noa’s way of explaining things that felt entertaining—like she was a scientist presenting her research findings or something. If only the commander had traveled the world instead of taking up a position at the castle, he probably could have found so much more to satisfy his thirst for knowledge.

“The continent upon which the humans live now is called Kantinen. As I told you during my mythology lesson, it’s a vast land full of plentiful resources, and it boasts the highest population of all the continents. Aside from the Kingdom of Retice, where you were summoned, the other major nation is the Kingdom of Yamato.”

I’d been told that the other heroes had already traveled to the Kingdom of Yamato on their way to Brute. Kyousuke mentioned they’d enjoyed some rather tasty and authentic Japanese-style cuisine there.

I was extremely jealous of this. During my stint alone, I’d eaten nothing but the preserved foods the commander had prepared for me. Even after joining forces with Amelia, my diet consisted primarily of monster meat. We were treated to some fancy meals in the elven domain, but mostly vegetables and hunted game—no rice whatsoever. In the land of beastfolk, we mostly ate street foods, which were good, but no rice there either. I hadn’t eaten a single grain of my soul food since the day I’d been summoned to this world… It felt like I was going crazy. There was nothing I wanted more than to go to the Kingdom of Yamato.

“You all are probably more familiar with the Kingdom of Retice than I am,” Noa was saying. “The current king was the third son of the previous ruler and originally aspired to be a painter, but he was forced to take the throne at a young age after the rest of his family perished due to a plague or epidemic. I would assume there are many paintings by the king throughout the castle. Aside from being a powerful nation, the Kingdom of Retice is renowned throughout the world as the Kingdom of Art, and it’s said their technological prowess is nothing to sneeze at either. I’d love to visit someday.”

Much of this was news to me as well. I’d been too focused on my own survival back then to pay any attention to paintings in the castle, and the only technology I remembered that I hadn’t seen elsewhere were streetlamps and camera-esque devices. I could hear the other heroes whispering among themselves, wondering if the paintings they’d seen had indeed been painted by the king.

“Next, we have the land of Brute, where the vast majority of beastfolk live. While it is certainly lacking in terms of landmass compared to some others, it has perhaps the most skilled adventurers in the world. They’ve made it deeper into its labyrinth than any of those from the other continents. It’s also blessed with natural resources like water.”

Noa looked over at Lia, who was standing next to Crow.

“While I hate to say this in front of you, ominous rumors abound that suggest the King of Uruk has ties to the Demon Lord. Most of the royal family there were also assassinated quite recently, so I’d stay away if I were you.”

Crow and I exchanged a knowing glance.

Lia, meanwhile, smiled softly to diffuse the tension. “It’s fine, no need to watch your words. I was adopted into the royal family for my rare class, and I’ve already relinquished my titles. Frankly, I think my stepfather was extremely out of his depth. I suspect his throne would have been usurped by one of his relatives had it not been for the Nightmare of Adorea. Even now, I imagine the original royal family of Uruk—the one from before the fall of Adorea—will retake the throne sooner or later.”

This time, it was Night who suddenly averted his gaze.

Adorea had once been the capital and the superpower ruling all the beastfolk nations—with all the continent’s trade, nobility, and administration concentrated in a single port city. After it was devastated by Night’s rampage, the beastfolk royals abandoned it entirely, and Ur became the next trade hub while all the nobility and administrators moved to Uruk.

Incidentally, the king at that time had been the father of the current king of Uruk, Igsam Lagoon. It was Igsam’s father who ousted the original royal family of Uruk—which was only a budding country then—and seized control, turning the nation into what it was today. But the original Uruki royal bloodline lived on, its descendants watching from the sidelines as they waited for their opportunity to retake the throne. Indeed, now was likely the perfect opportunity, given that the royal family was in a state of disarray after the recent Gram scandal and assassination. When I thought of it that way, Lia had definitely made the right decision in getting out of House Lagoon while she still could. Otherwise, she would have been forced to go down with a sinking ship.

“As for the elves,” said Noa, “I believe we have a more qualified instructor than I could ever hope to be here with us.”

She turned to face Amelia, who shook her head. “You knew far more about my class than I ever did. If this is supposed to be an intelligence-sharing session, then I’d like to hear what sorts of rumors are circling about regarding my homeland from the perspective of the rest of the world.”

“Are you quite sure?” Noa snorted. “You elves are such a proud and closed-off bunch that it’s quite possible the rumors are all a load of bunk, you know.”

“Then I’ll correct you when necessary,” said Amelia, smiling back at her.

“Well, if you insist…”

This was probably Noa’s way of trying to be considerate of Amelia, who was still elven royalty. Though I was just making assumptions, it was a pretty difficult exchange for me to comprehend, in all honesty.

“Now then,” said Noa. “The elven domain lies on the continent of Forest. As I mentioned a moment ago, the elves are a rather insular people—though not nearly as closed-off as the demons. While nowadays they engage trade with the beastfolk, in days of old they practically refused to speak to them. The continent is dominated by a massive tree at its center, dubbed the Holy Tree, and it’s said that a majority of elves live in the immediate vicinity of its roots.”

Other than her claim that the elves wouldn’t speak to beastfolk in the past, everything else she was saying lined up with what I’d witnessed during my time in the elven domain.

“There is a specific breed of elves, known as high elves, who are the elven equivalent of royalty. Also, elves are the most devout believers of Eiter the Creator among all the world’s races. It is said that the spirit of Eiter himself resides within the Holy Tree, and the elves place great importance on its care.”

Amelia was satisfied with Noa’s explanation, judging from the pleased smile on her face. I assumed she was happy to know that her supposedly “closed-off” culture wasn’t actually as misunderstood as Noa might have thought.

“While that was a fairly objective account, I wouldn’t say any of your information is wrong,” said Amelia. “You’ve done your research. I’m impressed.”

This unexpected praise made Noa blush for perhaps the first time I’d seen. She cleared her throat, then continued with her lecture. “I suppose all that’s left is the demons. Would you like to take over for this one, Night, or whatever you’re called?”

It was true that out of all of us, Night was by far the most knowledgeable when it came to demons. But given that he still maintained a great amount of respect for the Demon Lord, he’d historically been reluctant to share much information with me about the demons, and I doubted that was going to change here.

“Apologies, but I don’t think I have much I’m at liberty to say on that front,” Night said, sounding uncomfortable. “I don’t know. I’m not quite sure myself anymore, really. Just know that I swear I will not betray Master. I hope you can all trust me on that, at least, and wait a little longer for those answers.”

“Yes, I figured as much,” Noa said, standing down.

I hadn’t been around when Eiter spoke to Night, but Noa must have heard everything. Just what in the world had they discussed?

Right when Noa was about to resume her talk on demons, a voice echoed out of nowhere. “In that case, want me to explain for you instead?”

It was a voice I knew all too well.

“Latticenail?!”

From a shadowy corner of the room emerged the Demon Lord’s daughter herself. We hadn’t seen her since she’d vanished without a trace back in Uruk.

The fact that neither my Detect Danger nor my Detect Presence skills had picked up on her being here suggested there was some sort of concealment trick to the cloak she had draped over her entire body. I was reminded of the strange flying device she’d used to escape Gram’s henchman. The woman was full of surprises.

“If you don’t feel comfortable talking about the demons, Nighty, then I don’t mind doin’ it for ya!” Latticenail said. “Especially if it’s a favor for my good friend Akky!”

She winked at me with an effervescent grin. I was glad to see that her smile hadn’t changed one bit since we’d seen her last.

“So, you wanna know about demons, huh? Well, it’s your lucky day, because I just so happen to know all about them!” She beamed wider as she tucked her black cloak into her waist pouch.

“Whoa, wait a minute. Who even are you? And how did you get on this ship?” Noa asked warily. I had to step in and stop her as she clenched her fists to sock the mysterious stowaway, then darted between her and Latticenail. For the Demon Lord’s daughter, Latticenail was a little too naive for her own good; anyone with a lick of sense would have realized that popping up on a flying airship would raise some suspicions.

“Wait!” said Amelia. “Latty’s a friend of ours. She helped us back in Uruk, so please don’t get violent with her.”

This reassurance from Amelia made not only Noa but also Gilles and the other heroes breathe a sigh of relief. While they met her before, they hadn’t really talked much, so it seemed they had been following Noa’s lead as to whether to trust her.

“Yeah, I guess we haven’t met before, have we, little girl? I’m Latticenail! Amelia and Akky’s number one demon friend!”

I thought it was fair to call her and Amelia friends, but when had she and I reached that level of rapport? Also, it sounded like she was assuming Noa’s age based on her appearance. Or, wait—could it be that as a demon, Latticenail was even older than Noa, and calling her a “little girl” was accurate from her perspective? I’d never realized before how annoying it was not being able to tell someone’s age based on the way they looked.

“You’re a demon?” asked Noa, flinching at the word. “Hey, can someone explain to me what’s going on here?”

She looked to Crow, but he wasn’t too familiar with her either, so he shrugged his shoulders and averted his gaze. What was going on with them, anyhow? Had they made up or not?

Noa turned to me next, so I begrudgingly explained how we met Latticenail in the land of beastfolk and took part in a beauty pageant alongside her. As I was sharing all this, Latticenail and Amelia took the opportunity to catch up with each other, giggling excitedly throughout. It was very cute; I wished I could be a part of that conversation instead.

“I see,” said Noa. “So you’re a little demon who’s run away from home, then. I guess every family has their problem child… For once, I feel like I can actually sympathize with the Demon Lord a bit.” She glanced over at Crow, who still had his eyes elsewhere. “In any event, it sounds like you mean us no harm… Is that a correct assumption?”

“You betcha!” said Latticenail. “Just think of me as your little helper on the inside!”

I tilted my head at this choice of words. She made it sound like she was planning to join our cause.

“Lady Latticenail! Don’t tell me you intend to betray His Majesty, your father?!” exclaimed Night, who had been listening in telepathically. No one else here could hear his words unless I conveyed them for him, though.

“Hey, could someone go up on deck and trade watch shifts with Night?” I asked, knowing he’d want to come down and be a part of this conversation.

Crow immediately obliged, rising to leave without a word. Maybe he just wanted an escape from Noa’s intense gaze. Not long after he left, Night joined us in the room.

“Night, before you two get into it, there’s something I want to clear up,” I said, stopping him right as he was about to scold Latticenail. “Latticenail, how exactly did you board this ship? If it’s something other demons or monsters can make use of too, we’ll need to take countermeasures against it.”

Night looked up at me with a sullen expression now that I’d taken the wind out of his sails. But I wanted to exercise caution first and foremost, given that we were rapidly making our way to demon territory.

“Oh, don’t you worry!” said Latticenail. “I got here by flying through the air with this ol’ thing, the one I gave you a ride on before! And the reason you didn’t detect me is ’cause I was wearing this special cloak, which blocks out all types of skills. Both are one-of-a-kind magic tools that I ‘borrowed’ from the castle treasury, so you don’t have to worry about any other demons doing the same!”

She stuck her tongue out teasingly as she said the word “borrowed,” and I couldn’t help but wince at her impishness. I nodded in understanding nonetheless.

Still, between her and Commander Saran, there were too many people in this world who felt no qualms whatsoever about taking anything they liked from the castle treasury without permission. Not that I was one to talk, given that I’d taken that sword he’d gifted me on loan and modified it into two daggers.

I decided to take the lead, given that it didn’t seem like Night was going to be able to keep his cool. “All right, moving on. Based on what you said a moment ago, am I right in thinking you intend to join our ranks and confront the Demon Lord with us?”

Latticenail dropped her bubbly smile and donned a more sincere expression. “That’s the plan, yeah. Or, well, I want you guys to stop my dad if you can. I know he’s probably beyond salvation at this point, but he’s still the only dad I’ll ever have, so…”

She peered up at me, her face stiff and tense—a far cry from her usual cheery, easygoing demeanor and upbeat manner of speaking. From the look in her eyes, I could tell that she knew the implications of what she was asking and that she was okay with everything it entailed.

Night looked up at her with a stunned expression. He probably felt like an uncle seeing his niece all grown up before he even noticed.

“Well, I don’t have a problem with that,” I said. “But I’d like to hear what the other heroes and Noa think about it.”

There were more of us here now than usual, and since we’d have to spend at least another two days cooped up on this ship together, we needed to get everyone’s consent to bring a demon along for the ride.

“We have precious little intel regarding the demons and the Demon Lord,” said the hero, looking at Latticenail. “If we can learn more about them, and from an actual demon, no less, I’d say that’s about the best we could possibly ask for. Who knows? Maybe she can tell us about why and how we were summoned here too.”

Latticenail averted her gaze for a moment, seemingly uncomfortable, then nodded and looked back up at the hero. “Yeah… Though I know it’s probably a pretty unpleasant topic for everybody. Especially you, Lia…”

Lia’s birth family and her entire village had been sacrificed to generate enough mana to power the hero-summoning ritual. The fact that Latticenail was aware of this implied she really did know far more about the Demon Lord’s ultimate plan than any of us.

“I…I still want to know,” Lia replied. “What my family and my village were massacred for, I mean. Whether I find that explanation acceptable is up to me to decide. Is that all right with you, Lady Noa?”

“It doesn’t matter what I think,” Noa said. “Though I will say I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth when they’re offering to share precious intel.”

Everyone seemed to agree with Lia’s suggestion that we hear Latticenail out before we judge, as there were no objections. Still, I knew that some people might be opposed to her joining the group, depending on what she had to tell us. What would I do then?

Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to figure out a backup plan. Latticenail stepped into the center of the room, where Noa had been a moment ago, and took a deep breath before she launched into her explanation.

“The land we demons call home is a barren continent far to the north of the other races’ domains. We call it Volcano. It’s a sad, desolate place where no crops grow and starvation is the leading cause of death. The Demon Lord’s castle, where I grew up, is considerably cleaner, more stocked, and better maintained than anywhere else on the continent, so I never had to deal with famine or sickness myself. Outside the castle walls, things aren’t nearly so pretty. It wasn’t always like this, though. It only came to be this way after the first hero destroyed the northern half of our continent, which housed the majority of our resources, written knowledge, and well-educated people.”

I grimaced at this heretofore unheard of description of the demon realm. I could only assume the gap between their civilization and the others was entirely due to their whole society having been torn asunder and forced to rebuild from the ground up.

While I didn’t know what the first hero had done to destroy half a continent, the demon civilization had been small to begin with, so they couldn’t simply relocate to another existing kingdom like the Adoreans had. There was only one proper nation on the continent, and it had been wiped out in its entirety. Darrion had said that he’d come here specifically to kill the hero before he even had a chance to set foot on the continent—could this be the reason why?

“The Demon Lord is my father,” said Latticenail. “My mother was killed when I was very young by a human who fancied themselves a hero.”

As the atmosphere in the room froze over, I realized that this sounded awfully familiar. If I remembered right, Night had shared a similar story back when we raced through the Great Labyrinth of Brute to rescue Amelia after she was abducted. I was pretty sure Night said this was something that happened to a Demon Lord several generations ago… Had he actually been talking about the current one? I recalled him saying it was a Demon Lord who hated meaningless strife, one who had even been working toward establishing a peace treaty with the other races, only to have his wife unceremoniously killed by some fool hero wannabe.

Lia had been there, riding on Night’s back as he told us this. She glanced over at him, just as surprised as I was.

Flustered, Night hastened to say, “His Majesty told me this was something that happened to a Demon Lord several generations past, though.”

“Well, he lied to you,” said Latticenail. “My dad wasn’t even the Demon Lord back then. And if you’ve realized what it is you bear within you, you should be able to figure out why he lied about it as well.”

I felt a little left out of this conversation, since I had no idea what they were talking about. At the very least, I gleaned that the Demon Lord had lied to Night for the sake of something he carried. As Night reeled in confusion at this revelation, Latticenail proceeded with her explanation for the rest of us. I appreciated that, but those two were definitely going to need some time to talk things out in private later.

“To be honest, I never thought of my dad as much of a father figure. After my mom was killed, he sort of holed up inside himself, so instead I was raised by his older brother, my uncle. A man you all know quite well.”

Most of us tilted our heads in confusion. Noa, Crow, Gilles, and Amelia seemed to know exactly who she was talking about, however—and they all looked at me like I was the weird one for not having the slightest clue.

I’d met only a handful of demons: first Aurum Tres, then Mahiro, then Latticenail, and finally Darrion. But the way Latticenail looked between me and the summoned heroes, calling this demon a man we knew well, suggested the whole lot of us were acquainted with him. We’d only been together during those initial weeks at Retice Castle, where there’d been no demons whatsoever. That I knew of, anyway.

“Oh, come on,” said Latticenail. “You were all summoned to Retice Castle, weren’t you? I heard he was the Knight Commander there.”

There was only one Knight Commander at Retice Castle during our time there: the man dubbed humanity’s last bastion, who wore shining white armor…my old instructor, who’d been ­assassinated right in front of us. I could still remember the way his eyes lit up, glimmering with excitement, as he taught me anything and everything.

I let out a sharp gasp. “Commander Saran…was a demon?”

“Wait, you mean you didn’t know?” asked Latticenail.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t used World Eyes until my second run through the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen, so I’d never looked at the commander’s stat page.

That said, what difference did it make if Commander Saran had been a demon? It would certainly explain his wisdom, given that mana was proportional to lifespan in this world, and thus he was probably far older than he looked.

It all made sense. So why did I feel blindsided?

“I thought for certain he’d told you, Akira,” said Gilles.

“Me too,” said Noa, who’d apparently known as well.

“Wait,” I said. “When I mentioned the commander’s name down in the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen, you, Amelia, and Night exchanged an awkward look… Was that because you knew he was a demon?”

“Yeah,” said Amelia. “But back then, I thought that you were working to defeat the Demon Lord as one of the summoned heroes, and that it might be too great a shock for you to learn the mentor you admired was actually related to your enemy. I figured it wasn’t my place to say anything.”

She had a point there. If I’d found out the commander was a demon so soon after his death, I probably would have been deeply shaken.

“On that note, I have a question,” said Gilles, raising his hand in apology for interrupting. “Do demon corpses vanish after death?”

According to him, the commander’s body had been left at the scene of the crime amid the pandemonium that ensued when I escaped from the castle. When they went to collect it later, it had vanished without a trace. There wasn’t even any residual mana left. This led the king, the princess, and Gilles (the only ones who knew Saran was a demon) to assume that demons dissipated after their passing.

“Hold on, you mean there’s no body in his grave?” asked the hero, his eyes wide. Apparently, he and Ueno had been paying regular visits to the commander’s gravesite.

“Correct,” said Gilles. “Since he was beloved by the people, we determined that it was necessary to prepare a gravesite for him, body or no.”

“Uh, are you guys nuts?” Latticenail cut in. “Of course demons leave bodies behind when we die! What do you think we are? Just because we have a little extra mana and the power to control monsters doesn’t mean we’re not still people, ya know! If we get stabbed in the heart, we keel over and go stiff just like anybody else!”

Gilles blanched at this. One would hope that even rotten royals like the king and princess of Retice wouldn’t stoop so low as to steal a body for whatever sick and twisted reason, but it was hard not to believe they had.

“Let’s discuss this later, shall we?” said Noa, her voice calm as she urged us to sit back down. “We’re talking about the demons in general right now.”

“Well, the thing is, my dad’s been trying to bring my dead mother back to life,” said Latticenail.

He wanted to resurrect her, much like the King of Retice had. Latticenail wanted us to stop him.

Belatedly, I realized there was a distinct difference in reaction to this revelation between the members of our party who’d been born in Morrigan and those of us who’d merely been summoned into this world.

“You understand, I take it, that such a thing is a massive taboo?” asked Noa. “Or, wait. You did just say he was ‘beyond salvation,’ didn’t you?”

Her face was pale. I’d never seen her wear an expression like this before. Was it fear? Was Noa, of all people, actually frightened by something?

Gilles, Amaryllis, and Lia looked similarly anxious. Amelia, in particular, wasn’t just pale—she’d gone white as a sheet, her entire body trembling.

“Sorry to interrupt,” said the hero, raising a hand. “But what do you mean by ‘taboo,’ exactly?”

While I couldn’t say whether he was oblivious or downright bold, I certainly wouldn’t have asked that question at what was clearly an uncomfortable moment.

“You mean you don’t even know what taboos are?!” Noa shouted.

I assumed the definition of taboo here had to be relatively similar to the one in our world: something deemed forbidden by societal norms, moral customs, religious doctrine, or another metric, and that mustn’t be done under any circumstances.

Chances were these taboos weren’t the sort of thing one had to fret about in their everyday life. If they were, Commander Saran or Gilles would have taught us what was taboo in Morrigan. Even so, I’d made a deal with the commander to provide knowledge about our world in exchange for him teaching me everything that might be considered common sense in this one; something as fundamental as these taboos would have fallen under that umbrella. So why hadn’t he told me about them?

“Sorry, I’m afraid I don’t know either,” I said, raising my hand before Noa had a chance to launch into another lecture. “I couldn’t say why, but Commander Saran never mentioned a word about any taboos to me.”

Noa furrowed her brow. “What? He didn’t?”

“Wait, of course!” Gilles cried as he was struck by an epiphany. “Because of taboo number three!”

“Ah, right… Always forget about that one. I suppose even Saran would’ve had trouble sharing that with the boy.”

I had no clue what they were talking about, but it was enough to convince Noa, as she turned to face us again in her usual lecturing posture.

“Now, listen here,” she said. “In the world of Morrigan, a taboo is a type of sin that must never be committed under any circumstance. You could consider them akin to laws, dictated by Eiter the moment he created this world, which must be obeyed and respected by all its inhabitants. It is said that those who break these taboos are subjected to horrible, unspeakable punishments by Eiter himself. Are you with me so far?”

In our world, there were things that felt exhilarating specifically because they were taboo, but it sounded like Noa was talking about something far more serious. These rules were embedded in this world’s inhabitants on a genetic level, the fear they inspired driving everyone’s instincts to avoid them.

“Some of this may be tough to hear, but you must listen closely.” Noa’s emphasis only compounded my anxiety. Holding up one finger, she declared, “The first such taboo is thus: ‘One must never alter the past or the future.’”

In a world with magic and specialized classes, it might be possible to travel through time and alter the course of events, depending on how you went about it. But I knew from countless works of fiction that tampering with the past or the future never ended well for anyone involved.

“The second: ‘One must never resurrect the dead.’”

My attention shifted to Amelia. I was fairly certain her Resurrection Magic was directly at odds with that taboo, but whatever. Amelia noticed my gaze and shook her head softly. Her complexion looked a lot better now than it had a minute ago.

“Since I’m a spirit medium, I’m allowed to do such things, within reason,” Amelia said. “And if we want to get technical, my magic is only capable of bringing back someone who died within a day, so it’s not all that different from resuscitating someone who’s stopped breathing due to drowning or what have you.”

While I had never seen her use her Resurrection Magic, I’d heard that she created it with Spellcraft to save her massacred kinsman after the monsters flooded out from the Great Labyrinth of Forest. Even those who’d had their limbs torn off in that bloodbath were now right as rain, living normal lives. I wasn’t sure I’d compare that to something like CPR, which anyone could do with a little training.
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I looked over at Amaryllis, who was by far the closest thing to an “ordinary” human in our party. Her expression was totally incredulous, as if to say, You’re kidding, right? It seemed she and I agreed on this.

“Erm, I’m not sure that’s… You know what, never mind,” said Noa, abandoning whatever it was she wanted to say midway. I wished she wouldn’t have; those of us who hadn’t been born in this world had no way of knowing whether Amelia’s claim was off the mark.

Still, none of these taboos had been difficult for us to digest thus far. I couldn’t imagine why Commander Saran felt the need to hide any of this from us. Maybe the third one Gilles had alluded to would explain things.

“Lastly, the third and final taboo… ‘One must never travel from this world to another.’”

My thoughts screeched to a halt. “What?”

In a flash, something billowed up inside me. All the tables and chairs in the room started clattering against the floor as their shadows began to stir.

“Master?! Master!”

“Akira! Calm down! You’re letting your Shadow Magic rage out of control!”

Amelia grabbed hold of me. With her other hand, she reached up to cup my cheek, her crimson eyes peering straight into mine. The fuzzy warmth of Night’s fur wrapped around my neck like a scarf. These warm, gentle sensations combined to help quell whatever it was that was boiling inside of me.

Everyone in the room was standing up and staring my way. They couldn’t very well sit in chairs that were clattering like mad, I supposed.

“It’s okay, Akira,” Amelia whispered in my ear. “If worse comes to worst, I’ll figure something out, I promise. You know I can use Spellcraft, right? I’m sure we can find you a way home. I swear we will.”

Finally, I loosed a long breath. Only as my vision sharpened did I realize I’d been holding it in this entire time.

“Sorry,” I said—to Amelia and Night, as well as everyone else.

“No, if anything, I should be the one apologizing,” said Noa, averting her gaze in discomfort. “It’s hard to remember sometimes that you’re still children, struggling to find your way through all this. I can hardly blame you for reacting that way.”

Her words echoed loudly in the room, which had gone deathly quiet once more.

Not long after that, we dispersed in awkward silence. I could tell the other heroes were just as shaken by this revelation as I was. The boys were putting on brave faces in front of the girls, whose eyes were welling up with tears, but their hands trembled regardless. And who could blame them? They’d just been told that they would never be allowed to return home.

I wanted to be alone for a while, so I politely turned down Amelia and Night’s offer to keep me company and headed up to the deck under the pretense of keeping watch.

While I appreciated Amelia’s reassurance and promise to help, breaking the taboo would be no mean feat, even for a spirit medium. While she was permitted to break the taboo regarding resurrection, it was only possible for her to bring back people who’d died within the last day. As such, I figured that even if we were permitted to cross back into our world, there’d be a similar restriction. Like, maybe only one of us would be allowed to go back.

Make no mistake: I wanted to go home. At first, it was kind of thrilling being here as an escape from the stifling monotony of going to school, studying things I didn’t care about, and working multiple part-time jobs to support my family. This fantasy world of swords and sorcery was just like the ones I’d always dreamed about and wished I could be whisked away to. But the longer I lived in Morrigan, the more I’d come to realize that it wasn’t where I was meant to be. No matter how much I’d adjusted to this life, in the quiet moments when I was alone, I couldn’t help but think back on my own world and wonder how my family was doing.

“Sure hope Mom and Yui are okay…”

There was no guarantee that the passage of time in this world matched our own. The best possible outcome would be for us to get sent back to the exact moment we disappeared, with nothing changed and no proof any of this had ever happened aside from our own memories. The worse possible outcome would be a Rip Van Winkle situation, where we returned to our own world only to find that hundreds of years had passed and all of our families and friends were long dead… A horrifying thought, to be sure.

Either way, I figured it would be pretty tough to bring Amelia or Night back with me, even assuming they were allowed to come with us. Amelia would stand out too much with her distinctive elven ears and features. They’d be impossible to conceal, and since there were only humans in my world, everyone would immediately peg her as an elf like the ones in works of fiction. Best-case scenario, she’d become a lab rat for research experiments; worst-case, she’d be killed on the spot.

Perhaps I was getting ahead of myself. Right now, I didn’t even know if it would be possible to make it back to my own world.

“Don’t just stand there,” I said, calling out to those watching me from the shadows. “If you’ve got something to say, come over and say it.”

The hero, Satou Tsukasa, hesitantly stepped forward. Beside him was Kyousuke.

“Had a feeling you’d notice,” said Kyousuke, walking over obediently without a care.

Satou, however, seemed quite unsettled. He came to stand on the other side of Kyousuke, putting some space between himself and me.

No one said another word, so the three of us just stared down at the sea for a while. Though it didn’t look any different from the oceans back in our world, the massive, jagged shadow of the airship cast over it wasn’t something you could see back home.

“Man… We’re really in another world, huh?” Satou murmured.

It was a pretty redundant thing to point out after all this time, yet in this moment, I was right there with him. While I wouldn’t say the fact that we were in another world hadn’t set in for me yet, there was still a tiny part of me that couldn’t shake the feeling this was just some elaborate fantasy novel or RPG we were taking part in, and that once we reached the ending, we’d be able to go back home without any trouble.

In truth, I’d been inspired to come to the demon realm only after seeing a magic circle similar to the one that summoned us here. It was on the floor of the boss room at the bottom of the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen, where I’d first met Night. In the Great Labyrinth of Brute, we met a demon who could actually use those magic circles. Night had given me a message from the Demon Lord stating that he’d be waiting for me in his castle, which sounded more like an invitation than a challenge. I wasn’t sure if he’d changed his mind and told his minions to eliminate me before I got there, or if that was just Aurum and Darrion acting of their own accord.

Latticenail had revealed to us that the Demon Lord’s ultimate goal was to resurrect his dead wife. That explained why he’d tried to kidnap Amelia, given that she possessed both Resurrection Magic as well as a near-limitless amount of mana. But that begged the question: Regardless of whether he was trying to invite me there or kill me, why had he also summoned me to his castle? The message he’d given to Night was addressed only to me, after all—it didn’t even mention Amelia. The only thing I could think of that made me special was my Shadow Magic, which could move on its own and had some other mysterious properties, but even then…

Ugh, forget it. Trying to suss this kind of stuff out had never been my strong suit. Just because you read a lot of books didn’t mean you’d develop great critical thinking skills. Especially for me, a guy who liked to put himself in the protagonist’s shoes and immerse himself to the point of delusion.

The one thing I could say was this: As someone who once yearned for a more extraordinary life, it was only after losing those simple and mundane days with my family that I learned just how much I took my old boring life for granted.

“You know, I just realized something funny,” I said, putting all those thoughts aside. “The three of us knew each other as kids, didn’t we?”

For whatever reason, the other two turned to look at me with stunned expressions. I’d never seen Kyousuke make a face like that before.

“Wait, so you did remember me?!” said the hero, baffled. “Then why did you introduce yourself to me that one time in junior high like we’d never met before?!”

Judging by his tone, he probably would’ve grabbed me by the shoulders and throttled me if Kyousuke hadn’t been standing between us. To be honest, I didn’t know what he was referring to. Had we gone to the same junior high? My memory was a little fuzzy.

“Sorry,” I told him. “I think it’s something I only remembered after talking to that demon who snuck onto the airship earlier.”

“Wait… What did you two talk about?”

Come to think of it, I hadn’t mentioned the brief conversation I’d had with Darrion to the rest of the group when I told them about our battle, had I?

“Nothing too important,” I said. “It was mostly just him trying to have a one-sided conversation with me, really… Though he did say one thing that caught my interest.”

According to him, all demons were born with something akin to Mystic Eyes, though it only worked on certain magic-related things. It was probably more of an innate physical aptitude than a skill, like World Eyes—something so minor that it didn’t even show up on one’s stat page. Yet Darrion had insisted there was a name sealed off inside me.

“A name?” the hero asked once I’d caught them up to speed.

“Yeah. According to Darrion, the name ‘Tsukasa’ was sealed off. But thanks to him, that seal has been broken, apparently.”

The other two gasped, and I nodded to reaffirm.

Honestly, I was as surprised as they were. But it certainly explained why Hosoyama had accused me of never calling the hero by name, since his name was also Tsukasa. It wasn’t that I refused to say his name—it was that I literally couldn’t.

“You see, there’s another Tsukasa in my life aside from you,” I said. “Oda Tsukasa. My estranged father.”

The man who’d abandoned our family, leaving a sickly wife and two children in elementary school to fend for themselves. My parents had never officially gotten divorced, so if anything were to happen to him, the police would probably get in contact with my mother. So as far as I knew, he was still alive and kicking—though where he was and what he’d been doing with his life, I had no clue.

“Right, I remember your dad… Tall, slender guy, wasn’t he? And pretty reserved, if I recall correctly,” said Satou, gazing up into the sky in reminiscence.

I nodded, surprised that he remembered my father. But I supposed he had come to parent-teacher conference night with me in my mother’s stead back in elementary school. Did that mean Satou and I had been at the same elementary school as well?

“So, what, does that mean your father put a seal on you?” asked Kyousuke. “Using some sort of hex or something?”

“No. From the way Darrion made it sound, I think I subconsciously sealed his name away. Probably as a trauma response, if I had to guess. I was only a little kid when he abandoned us… It does strike me as odd, though.”

Even in our world, blocking things out due to trauma was not unheard of. Not to mention partial memory loss, which could be caused by anything from head injuries to disease to intense psychological stress. I’d never witnessed it in real life, but amnesia was a common trope in fiction too.

“I can’t imagine it was anything like a hex,” I went on. “Magic shouldn’t exist in our world, after all. Yet somehow, the memories I’d blocked out must’ve been detectable to Darrion—except in this world, where magic exists, they took the form of a seal I’d placed upon myself. Come to think of it, wasn’t it a little strange that our initial stats and skill levels reflected our individual experiences and specialties back in our world? To me, that suggests there’s an inherent connection between our world and this one, if those sorts of things carry over between them.”

The first possibility that came to mind was that things like stats and magic actually did exist in our world, and we simply didn’t recognize them as such or hadn’t discovered them yet, which would explain why they were so easily transferable. But we had no possible way of proving this theory, so I decided to set it aside for now.

The second possibility was that either our worlds had always been connected on some underlying level or the people of this world were creating a connection by summoning our people into this one, which left some sort of wedge or gateway between the two that served as a conduit.

“You know, I did always find it weird that for all Retice’s fretting about how important it was for us to go defeat the Demon Lord when we first got here, the kingdom sure seemed to be doing pretty darn well for itself. Like it hasn’t faced any real threats in generations… Sure, there was the Nightmare of Adorea, but that was on the beastfolk continent, so I can’t imagine they’d be too concerned about that. Meanwhile, the worst I ever heard about back on Kantinen was individual adventurers getting killed by monsters here and there. Point is, they seemed real apathetic about getting us to go out and do stuff after we arrived, didn’t they? Almost like it wasn’t us or our abilities as heroes they really cared about, but just the act of summoning people from our world in general…”

“You think maybe there’s something in our world they want access to, and they’re using us as a kind of bridge?” asked Satou, his face pale.

“Maybe,” I replied. “It’s one plausible explanation, I’d say.”

“Hold up, Akira,” said Kyousuke, cupping his chin in contemplation. “Didn’t you say that demon you met in the Great Labyrinth of Brute claimed he was Japanese? Couldn’t they just get whatever it is they want through him?”

I shook my head. “He did say he was Japanese, but we have no proof that he actually came from the same world or timeline as us. Also, we were summoned into this world, but since he’s a demon, he must have been born here. Which means his mind might come from a world like ours, yes—but his corporeal body originated in this one, so he shouldn’t be able to act as a conduit between the two like we could. Assuming this theory is right, that is.”

Only Kyousuke seemed to understand the logic I was using, as he was a big fan of fantasy novels himself. Satou cocked his head in confusion, probably not even understanding the difference between the “summoned to another world” trope and the “reborn in another world” trope. He could get Kyousuke or Nanase to explain it to him later, I figured.

“Hmm? Sorry to backtrack, but does this mean that the reason you forgot about me all those years was because my name sounds the same as your dad’s?”

“Right, good question…” I tilted my own head as I pondered how to describe it. “Honestly, I think you just didn’t leave much of an impression on me to begin with, so when the name got sealed away, your whole existence probably went with it. I wouldn’t take it personally if I were you.”

This was me trying to be as nice about it as I could, yet for some reason, Satou’s face flushed red. Not with embarrassment or arousal, but with anger. “Akira!” he shouted, jabbing a finger at me as he took a few steps closer. He was practically screaming in my ear now. “Mark my words: I’m going to make you notice me, whether you like it or not!”

And with that, he stomped off to the interior of the ship, wearing a very disgruntled expression.

“What was that all about?” I said, dumbfounded.

Kyousuke placed a hand on my shoulder. “I think you kind of deserved that.”

As I tilted my head in confusion even further, Kyousuke huffed a sigh and looked at me like a disappointed parent before walking back into the ship himself.

“Well, at least we’re not awkwardly ignoring each other anymore.” I tried to think positively instead of dwelling on why he’d shouted at me.

Surely there’d come a day when I’d learn the reason. Surely.

 

POV: AMELIA ROSEQUARTZ

 

AKIRA AND THE OTHER summoned heroes, still shaken from the recent revelations, were now moping around the ship. Some of them holed up in their rooms, while others loitered on deck. For my part, I’d come to the mana stone powering the airship to replenish its fuel.

There was probably still plenty of mana left in it, but I felt like I needed to do something to keep me occupied or else I’d explode. Perhaps I was even more rattled than the heroes were.

I’d always prided myself on knowing Akira better than anyone—better than Night, and better than the other heroes who’d come from the same world as him. I knew just how badly he’d wanted to go home.

Akira was constantly worried about his family. That was only natural, considering he’d left behind his sister and his frail mother, and they were quite a close-knit family. For that very reason, Night and I had spoken in secret about when and how to break it to Akira that there was a taboo going directly against his wishes. We’d agreed that it was best to tell him and the other heroes at the same time, both from a logistics standpoint and in terms of minimizing the shock.

Unfortunately, there had never been an opportune moment until now, so we’d kept putting it off. And while Latticenail’s sudden appearance wasn’t something any of us could have expected, it did mean we’d finally managed to share the taboo with all of them as we intended. It hadn’t gone too poorly, all things considered. Akira’s Shadow Magic had run a little rampant, as we’d expected, but the worst casualties were a couple of chairs getting knocked over. Far better than the worst-case scenario of his shadows swallowing the airship whole, which I honestly wouldn’t have been too surprised by.
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Akira had told me himself that his Shadow Magic seemed to possess a will of its own. I’d witnessed it acting independently and against his commands down in the Great Labyrinth of Brute; it was definitely different than any other form of magic I’d ever seen. I initially assumed it must have been an Extra Skill, but no—it was just a normal type of magic that, for whatever reason, had a human quality, as though it contained a person’s essence.

I’d also seen firsthand how much Akira’s emotional state influenced his Shadow Magic. The difference in its power and effectiveness against ordinary monsters under normal circumstances, compared to how utterly catastrophic it had been when unleashed against the demons down in the labyrinth, was staggering.

Neither Night nor I knew what might happen if Akira fell into a pit of true despair and his Shadow Magic rampaged beyond his control. I tended to fear the worst; if such a thing did happen, he might very well obliterate half a continent like the first hero had. Obviously, Akira wouldn’t want that, so Night and I had resolved ourselves to do everything we could to prevent it.

And now here we were. I was glad we’d avoided the worst-case scenario, but I still felt horrible because of my inability to help Akira as he grappled with the revelation. My own powerlessness stung like a thorn lodged in my heart. I stood there, brooding, after refueling the mana stone.

Right as I was about to leave the room, Latticenail appeared with Amaryllis in tow. “Ameliaaa! Aha, there you are! You got a minute?”

Evidently, she had been looking for me. When I asked what was up, Latticenail said she thought it would be nice to have a little girls-only chat to celebrate our reunion. She’d wanted to invite Noa and Lia as well, but the former was too busy repairing the ship and she hadn’t been able to find the latter. She also hadn’t invited the two girls summoned from the other world, which was understandable.

Since there was nothing interesting in the engine room aside from the giant mana stone, we headed to my room at Latticenail’s request. I had been given a slightly larger room than the others, probably because I was an elf princess. Still, there was only one chair, so I had to reassure a flustered Amaryllis and suggested we all sit on the bed together.

“You know, I didn’t realize you and Latty had been introduced,” I said to Amaryllis.

I was actually a little floored to see a girl as shy as her warm up to someone so soon after meeting them, but that just went to show how incredible Latticenail’s social skills were. I wished I could learn from her in that regard.

“Yeah, we just met a little bit ago,” said Latticenail. “I figured since Ammy here is from the Kingdom of Yamato, she might be able to teach you more about your spirit medium class! I heard from Noa that you just awakened as one, so you probably don’t know much about it yet, right? Plus, I think it would be fun for us to talk more!”

“I mean, that sounds wonderful to me, yeah. But who’s Ammy? Are you talking about Amaryllis?” Turning to the girl in question, I asked, “Are you okay with that nickname?”

Amaryllis nodded, wearing the same blank expression Akira did when he wasn’t thinking about anything in particular. I’d come to recognize it as the face of a person who didn’t care much either way.

Since the Kingdom of Yamato was said to be modeled after the country Akira had grown up in back in their world, its populace bore similar facial features to his people. After learning to decipher Akira’s almost imperceptible expression changes, I found interpreting Amaryllis’s to be a piece of cake.

“Hmph! Wow, rude!” said Latticenail. “You think I didn’t ask her if she was okay with me calling her that from the start?! Hey, I know! Why don’t you start calling her Ammy too, Amelia?”

Latticenail’s expressions, meanwhile, were about as dramatic as could be. She’d be pouting one moment, then beaming brighter than the sun the next.

I didn’t mind the prospect of calling Amaryllis by a nickname, if that was what she wanted. Noticing my gaze, she nodded, her face as vacant as before. “I don’t mind what you call me, so feel free to address me however you like. As long I know it’s me you’re referring to, I’m not picky.”

It was a relief to hear her say it explicitly, so I decided I’d call her Ammy from time to time. I felt like I’d grown closer to her already.

Seeing this, Latticenail nodded in satisfaction. “Yes, good! Now then, Ammy, why don’t you tell us everything you know about Eiter the Creator and the spirit medium class?”

Amaryllis looked a bit put on the spot, but she did her best. “Well, um…since I don’t know how much of this is common knowledge outside of Yamato, I guess I’ll start from the beginning, while considering what Lady Noa explained earlier.”

With that disclaimer, she proceeded to tell us about the mythology related to Eiter the Creator. Although her phrasing was different than Noa’s, the underlying content was more or less the same. And since it also wasn’t too dissimilar to how we passed down the story of creation in the elven domain, it was safe to assume it was common knowledge across every continent.

“As I’m sure you’ve noticed, this mirrors the mythology Lady Noa told you about earlier,” said Amaryllis, “but in the Kingdom of Yamato, there’s actually a continuation to the story.”

Amaryllis straightened, and Latticenail and I instinctively did the same.

“After the world was divided into four continents, a prophecy was foretold by the very first spirit medium. Unlike modern spirit mediums, the first of her kind was far closer to Lord Eiter. She could perform various feats aside from mere invocation, such as prophesizing and reading the stars. It was based on her teachings that humans of the era first developed things like calendars and the concept of time. In any case, the prophecy was thus: ‘The fifth true heroes shall save two worlds. After a war of unending bloodshed, the king who would seek to bring about calamity shall perish, and the world shall be at peace.’ Or something along those lines, anyway.”

Her solemn voice echoed through the room, now deathly silent. Even Latticenail, who was usually as cheery as could be, looked solemn after hearing the prophecy.

While many heroes had been born into this world over generations, the number of true heroes—that is, those summoned from another world—could be counted on one hand. And just recently, the humans had conducted the fifth summoning ritual at Retice Castle. Even the reclusive elves had access to this information, so while some of us might have lived long enough to lose track of our age, there was no chance of us miscounting such a small number. That would make Akira and his friends the “fifth true heroes” referenced in the prophecy. Presumably, the “two worlds” were Morrigan and the world Akira came from, with the “king who would seek to bring about calamity” being Latticenail’s father, the Demon Lord.

“The Demon Lord likely isn’t aware of this prophecy,” said Amaryllis. “If he were, the last battle would have been far more brutal.”

I glanced over at Latticenail, but she seemed off in her own little world, not even looking in our direction.

As Amaryllis said, if the Demon Lord had known about this prophecy, he most likely would have sent not just one demon to take out the heroes, but an entire army of demons and monsters.

“Why didn’t you tell us this earlier?” I asked, then realized my tone sounded accusatory. I dialed back, understanding how hard it must’ve been for a shy girl like Amaryllis to speak up amid such a tense atmosphere. “I mean, not that it isn’t a difficult topic to broach…”

“The main reason is, in the human realm, this mythology is regarded as more of a fairy tale than something that actually transpired,” she replied. “We of the Kingdom of Yamato scarcely live to be a hundred years at most, so we put more stock in the spirit mediums of our own time than any ancient prophecies. While we do have records of them, of course, there’s virtually no discussion of them outside certain academic circles. And nowadays, there are ordinary citizens whose words carry more influence in our society than the weakened spirit mediums of our day.”

This left me dumbfounded. Was it just a cultural difference or a generational gap too? In the elven domain, the creation myths were taught as though they were historical events. While none who’d actually lived in that period were still around, the high elves had meticulously kept as many records and documents from the time as they could. Debates about mythological topics were also quite commonplace; in particular, debates on whether the demons had actually been the weakest of the four races in ancient times always got especially heated.

Perhaps this difference could be chalked up to us having the Holy Tree, within which we devoutly believed slept the essence of Eiter the Creator himself, and them having a spirit medium who simply conveyed Eiter’s will unto the people. I wondered, then, how these tales had been passed down in places like the land of beastfolk or the Kingdom of Retice, which had neither.

“Huh… Ya don’t say…” mumbled Latticenail. “Well, if that’s how it’s gonna be, then that’s how it’s gonna be, I guess.” Her expression was rather bright for someone whose father’s downfall had just been foretold to her.

“Say, I’ve been wondering, Latty,” I said. “What made you decide you were going to try to stop your father?”

She’d told us earlier that she had been raised not by him but by Saran, her uncle. I wondered if this meant that she had virtually no affection for her father as a result.

“Y’know, back when my uncle was still around, I used to ask my dad about my mom,” she replied. “I always loved the look on his face whenever he talked about her. Most of the time, he wore a super stern expression like you might expect from a ruler, but whenever he was talking about my mom, he looked over the moon—like he was playing back precious memories he truly cherished. I was always envious of that, and I respected him for it. Maybe because I’ve never loved anyone with all my heart.”

Her eyes narrowed, as if she were staring at something too dazzling to behold.

“It’s not that I don’t feel angry about my mother being killed. I just don’t think she would have wanted my dad to break the taboo to bring her back. That’s the main reason I want to stop him—to save him from himself.”

After whispering these words, she suddenly regained her usual cheer.

“Even among family, there are times when words alone cannot bridge the gap,” said Amaryllis, holding Latticenail’s gaze despite being the sort to avert her eyes. “We’re unique individuals, with our own sets of values and beliefs. Sometimes, the only way to reconcile those differences is by speaking with our fists rather than our mouths. If you ask me, it takes a lot of courage to raise those fists against a family member, so I think it’s truly admirable that you’re taking a stand against your father.”

She was absolutely right. When Kilika had gone off the rails, no words could have made her see things my way. I eventually gave up on trying to change her, but perhaps things might have turned out differently had I been a bit more forceful with her back then… Although in that case, I never would have met Akira, so maybe it was for the best that things played out the way that they did.

“Th-thanks, that means a lot!” said Latticenail, sheepishly scratching her cheek with one finger “But, hey! Wait a minute! We’re supposed to be talkin’ about Amelia’s class here, not me! C’mon, Ammy! Give us the rundown!”

“Well, I’m not related to any families that have birthed spirit mediums, so all I know about them is the sort of stuff any average person from Yamato would know. As such, I can only offer a surface-level primer. Are you okay with that?”

I nodded. While I appreciated the second disclaimer, the sad fact of the matter was that we knew nearly nothing about the spirit medium class in the elven domain, so she was probably still far more knowledgeable about my own class than I was.

Amaryllis gauged my expression and nodded, then gazed wistfully off into the distance as she spoke, just like she had when she’d recited the creation myth to us. “For starters, let me tell you more about the first spirit medium, whom I mentioned a moment ago. Some scholars theorize that she was in fact the daughter of Eiter, which would explain why she had powers that modern spirit mediums do not.”

“Wait, huh?!” I blurted out, taken aback. Clapping a hand over my mouth, I gestured with the other for her to go on.

“The first was the power of prophecy. Of the ten prophecies the first spirit medium made in her lifetime, nearly all have come true exactly as she foretold. And the last remaining one is that which I just told you—the one that seems to be about Lord Akira and his companions.”

If all of her prophecies had come true, that spoke volumes about her divine abilities. Though if she really was Eiter’s daughter, I might go so far as to say they were less prophecies and more divine revelations.

I wondered why we had no such tales of the first spirit medium in the elven domain. Especially given that our scholars had explicitly sought information on the spirit medium class from the Kingdom of Yamato after learning I was one of them.

“Next, the power of reading the stars,” said Amaryllis. “Unlike prophecy, this was something she used to tell what would happen in the near future. I assume it involved some amount of literal ‘reading’ of the stars to interpret patterns among them, but not much is known about the art itself…given that one particular family has had a monopoly on spirit medium powers for centuries.”

She spat out these last few words with a look of disgust. This was a rare show of displeasure for Amaryllis, who was usually meek and unassuming. Had that family wronged her?

“I take it this family is the only one that’s been producing spirit mediums for generations, then?” I ventured.

“Correct. House Kaminari has passed down the class through its storied lineage ever since the very first spirit medium, up until the last one. It seems you’ve broken their streak, Lady Amelia… While I hate to speak ill of a group you’ve yet to meet for yourself, I must say they’re quite a clandestine and secretive family. They kept many of the first spirit medium’s prophecies to themselves for years, which allowed disasters that could have been avoided to take many lives that did not need to be lost. Once word got out that these catastrophes had been foretold, the family faced harsh criticism. Only then did they finally get off their rear ends and publicize the prophecies for all to see, which was how I originally learned of them.”

Amaryllis answered my question with obvious trepidation. As she told it, her relatives had perished in one such disaster. Had the Kaminari family shared the prophecy in advance, her family members may very well have been able to escape in time. In light of that, it was completely understandable that she’d feel some resentment toward them. Even I had a bad first impression of them, just from hearing about their actions as an outsider.

And yet, why did House Kaminari sound so familiar to me?

“Well, maybe the family creed was that they shouldn’t try to prevent the stuff that she prophesized, or else the prophecies wouldn’t come true!” said Latticenail, boldly playing devil’s advocate. “I mean, nobody’s supposed to know the future, right? So you’re kinda playin’ with fire by trying to change it for your own benefit.”

Amaryllis blinked a few times in bewilderment. This opposing viewpoint had struck her like a bolt from the blue. “I suppose I’ve never thought of it like that before. There were also distant relatives of House Kaminari who perished in a disaster, so perhaps they do indeed have some sort of family creed I’m simply not aware of… Still, I hardly find it commendable to conceal a prophecy that could have prevented so many deaths. From an outsider’s perspective, it inevitably looks as though they kept mum to ensure the prophecy would come true, regardless of how many lives it cost.”

For a moment, it seemed like Amaryllis might have changed her perception of the family, but she quickly thought better of it and resumed her disgruntled expression.

“Ahem. Setting aside the first spirit medium and her prophecies for now, the fact remains that spirit mediums possessed various powers in the days of old, the majority of which have been passed down to the modern day. Some things, such as reading the stars, could hypothetically be mastered by even non-spirit mediums, given the proper knowledge, yet they have never been shared outside of House Kaminari. As such, my knowledge regarding spirit mediums may be slightly inaccurate. Please take everything I’m about to say with a grain of salt.”

After yet another disclaimer, Amaryllis pivoted to the subject of spirit mediums in the modern era.

“First, as is most likely common knowledge even on other continents, the wishes of spirit mediums are almost always granted. If one wishes to become wealthy, they may experience a sudden windfall in their business endeavors or marry into riches. Even quaint wishes, like wanting to be united with the one you love, can be granted by simply wishing it so. From what I’ve heard, some have used this power to make their desired partner fall in love with them, meaning it’s possible to alter the hearts and minds of others with your wishes as well.”

Until now, I’d never consciously felt like my wishes were being granted. I mean, who in the world would wish for their sister to brainwash their family and chase them out of their own homeland? But was it possible I’d met Akira because I wished for it and not through sheer coincidence? It beggared belief to think we would have met down in a labyrinth by happenstance. Either way, now that I’d fully awakened as a spirit medium, I needed to be very careful not to wish for things without due consideration from now on, lest my whims alter the fabric of reality.

“It’s said that Eiter himself grants these wishes,” Amaryllis went on. “Or perhaps more accurately, granting spirit mediums’ wishes is the reward for lending him their bodies and channeling his will. So if you want to be technical about it, the notion held by the other races that reality ‘bends to their will’ is a bit backward.”

After that, Amaryllis let out a sigh. It seemed this was the end of her lecture. This was the first time I’d ever heard her talk so much about anything other than medicinal herbs, so she’d probably strained her throat. I’d have to make her some tea later.

“You know, it’s funny,” I said, tilting my head curiously. “I can’t say I’ve really noticed any of my own wishes being granted thus far. Do you have to state them clearly in order for them to be granted? Or are unconscious wishes granted as well?”

“I’m afraid I couldn’t tell you,” said Amaryllis, shaking her head apologetically. “My family line is more opposed to House Kaminari than allied with them, so I don’t know all the finer details. However, if we ever happen to go to Yamato, I could introduce you to someone from the family who would.”

As she told it, one of her friends was well acquainted with someone from House Kaminari, so I could learn more from them about their lineage and about spirit mediums.

I remembered hearing that the Kingdom of Yamato closely resembled the land from which Akira and his friends had come from, featuring popular tourist attractions such as hot springs. That reminded me he and I had promised to take a dip together in one of those so-called “mixed baths” at some point, hadn’t we? Perhaps I’d float the idea of going to Yamato next, assuming we made it back from the Demon Lord’s castle alive. I assumed Akira wouldn’t be opposed, given how much he’d mumbled in his sleep about how badly he missed rice the other day.

“Y’know, I’m impressed, Latty,” I said, turning to face her. “You’re more open-minded about these types of things than I would have expected.”

The idea that House Kaminari might have more sympathetic reasons for not revealing the prophecies had caught me off guard. Not being able to see things from others’ perspectives was definitely a shortcoming of mine. But it was only natural, given that I’d hardly spent any time outside of the elven domain throughout my long life, and people there almost never dared to disagree with the princess.

“Hey, what can I say?” said Latticenail. “Guess we demons are used to being hated by the other races, so I know what it feels like not to be given the benefit of the doubt!”

She puffed out her chest with pride again, though I didn’t think this was something to boast about. Amaryllis frowned at the notion, and I assumed my expression must have looked much the same.

“Oh, don’t say that, Latty!” said Amaryllis, abruptly wrapping her arms around Latticenail in a show of affection that startled me. “We don’t hate you, at least! Right, Lady Amelia?!”

She gave me a pointed look, so I timidly joined in on the group hug, embracing Latticenail from the opposite side. A lovely floral scent wafted into my nose, and I froze in place at the soft, fluffy feel of their skin. I’d hugged Kilika in the past, but she definitely wasn’t this soft—maybe because she trained so much? Or was it simply because Latticenail and Amaryllis weren’t combat classes?

While I’d been carried to safety by Akira during combat, I hadn’t had the presence of mind to consider such things. I’d never known simply holding someone like this could feel so fulfilling; I’d have to ask Akira to do it with me later.

“Heh heh heh! Man, I love you guys!” said Latticenail. “Feels like I’m on top o’ the world right now!”

As she beamed in satisfaction, a strange, indescribable sense of unease washed over me. I held both of them even tighter.

 

POV: ODA AKIRA

 

“UH, HEY, GILLES? You got a sec?”

After taking some time to calm myself down on the deck, I headed to Gilles’s room. Had I not spoken with Satou and Kyousuke, I probably would still have been agonizing over things. Talking with them didn’t make my anxieties go away or anything, but it eased them, even if just a little. Not that I didn’t feel comfortable being around Amelia and the others, but at least right now, having a chance to have a normal interaction with two people I knew well from my own world helped me ground myself and come to terms with the reality facing me in this world I was now forced to live in.

Incidentally, I did stop by Amelia’s room before going to see Gilles, but she was having girl talk over tea with Amaryllis and Latticenail, so I politely excused myself. Though not before I caught Amelia giving me a weirdly excited look, as though she was scheming something for later. I hoped Latticenail wasn’t putting weird ideas in her head.

I gave Gilles’s door a knock, then sensed a presence stirring within. Only one, so he didn’t have any other visitors at the moment. I’d been a bit worried he might be occupied with one of the other heroes he’d grown close to over their travels together, but it seemed I was in luck.


[image: ]


“Ah, Akira. Come on in,” said Gilles. “If you don’t mind the mess, that is.”

Upon poking my head inside, I saw that he was in the middle of polishing the sword he’d broken during our recent battle with the orghens. Thanks to Crow’s skilled handiwork, you couldn’t even tell it had been broken unless you looked closely; there was a visible seam about halfway down the blade.

Once broken, a blade would be effectively useless in combat, no matter how impeccable the repair work. But I’d known how much Gilles cherished this sword even before we started traveling together, with it being a gift from Commander Saran. I was fairly certain I’d seen him doing maintenance on it in his office once, when I was looking around the castle trying to find the commander.

“Oh, sorry,” I said. “It’s not urgent. I can come back later…”

“No, no. I’m just finishing up. Please, come in.”

At his insistence, I pushed the door the rest of the way open and stepped inside. He gestured for me to have a seat on the bed, then got right back to polishing.

“So, what brings you here today?” he asked.

It had been quite some time since I’d spoken with Gilles one on one. There were almost always other people around, and I’d been too caught up in my own business during our stay in the land of beastfolk that I’d hardly exchanged a single word with him. This might very well have been our first conversation since we were at Retice Castle and the commander was still alive.

“Er, nothing really. Just was wondering what you were up to, I guess.”

I wasn’t even sure why I’d come here. Maybe I was still feeling a bit shaken by the revelation that Commander Saran was a demon and wanted to talk to someone else who had known him.

Gilles had known he was a demon, and he’d been under the impression that the commander had told me as much. In retrospect, him being a demon certainly explained why I’d caught myself thinking Why do we even need heroes with this guy around? so many times after seeing him in action. Now that I’d traveled to a few different continents and met some of the other races, it was all too obvious that someone with such immense mana and high-level light magic couldn’t possibly be a mere human. I should have picked up on that much, much sooner.

“Heh heh heh… You know, it’s easy to mistake you for an adult with how confidently you carry yourself, but you really are just a boy, aren’t you?” said Gilles, chuckling to himself as he sheathed his blade. “Let me guess: You came to see me so you could ask about this bag over here, then?”

I assumed this was Gilles’s way of throwing me a lifeline by giving me a plausible excuse for the visit despite clearly not having one. He flashed me a mischievous smile while pointing at a large white sack in a corner of the room; with the way it looked, it could’ve belonged to Santa Claus.

This version of Gilles was nothing like the man I first met at Retice Castle, though I assumed this was closer to his true self. Who would have thought the hardworking fuddy-duddy who’d always torn his hair out trying to wrangle Commander Saran actually had such an impish, playful side? At this point, he felt more like an older brother or a comrade-in-arms to me than a mere acquaintance.

Something clicked for me then: I’d never thanked him for helping me escape from the castle, had I? I’d never said a word of gratitude or apologized for what happened.

“Er, y-yeah,” I said. “What do you have in that thing, anyway?”

I figured someone more sociable, like the hero or Nanase, could have navigated this interaction much more smoothly. But as someone who’d kind of hated other people ever since I was a kid and could count my friends on one hand, I didn’t possess those kinds of social skills. Still, I hoped I could at least find an opportunity to thank him for everything before we reached the land of demons.

“Well, you see,” Gilles began, “Lord Crow gave me just about every last weapon he’d crafted that was lying around the safe house. Whether I can make good use of them is still a bit up in the air, but hey, it’s better than not having anything to defend myself with, right? Oh, and get this: Apparently, there’s some sort of space-expanding magic circle drawn on the interior of the bag that makes it…”

Gilles cheeks were flushed with delight as he gushed to me about all the various weapons Crow had made. From the sparkle in his eye, I could tell he admired Crow just as much as he’d admired the commander, albeit in a different way. In fact, it was the same twinkle I remembered seeing in the commander’s eye when he talked to me about the various kinds of magic in the world. Maybe the two of them were more alike than I thought.

The weapons themselves were interesting to me as well. Even though I could never use most of them, their tricks and mechanisms were fascinating to a guy like me. Something like the Grim Reaper’s scythe would have been utterly unusable as a practical weapon back in my world, yet here it was viable in combat. Some weapons were designed to be used in tandem with a particular kind of magic for greater efficacy. According to Gilles, Crow got so excited making those weapons that he couldn’t help devising ten zillion different ways to compensate for their shortcomings using all sorts of magic. Apparently, Crow got so worked up rambling about how much fun it was to make these weapons in particular that he started grinning from ear to ear. I never imagined he was capable of that.

Once the conversation died down a bit, I said, “I’ve been meaning to ask: Why do you think Noa made such a fuss about teaching us the fundamentals of this world out of the blue?”

Gilles looked perplexed at first, then put a hand to his chin and gave it some thought. “Mmm… Well, this is just my own speculation, but perhaps she was trying to give you all a knowledge base so you could start thinking about things on your own?”

“What do you mean by that?”

His response made it sound like we weren’t already thinking and acting for ourselves—a sentiment that made me frown. Even then, Gilles held my gaze with an amused smile on his face. It was the sort of mature, unbothered expression Commander Saran used to wear all the time. Which, come to think of it, was pretty similar to the way the adults at my part-time jobs always looked at me.

“Let me ask you this,” he said. “Why do you think you and your friends were summoned here?”

I tilted my head and thought about it for a moment. We were summoned by the Kingdom of Retice under the pretense of helping them defeat the Demon Lord. But although Retice was home to a labyrinth teeming with monsters, they were about as far as one could be in this world from the demon realm, and hardly under threat of invasion. So why would they need to call upon heroes from another world for aid? It just didn’t add up. Plus, it wasn’t like any of us were originally cut out for battle, so they would’ve had to put in the extra work to train us too. More than anything, though, it was the conversation I remembered overhearing between the king and the princess that seemed to suggest they intended to use us for something other than defeating the Demon Lord.

As I muttered under my breath, trying to piece this all together, Gilles raised a single finger to get my attention. It was the same gesture Commander Saran used back at Retice Castle whenever he was about to teach me something new; I even felt a pang of nostalgia at the reminder. I’d put all thoughts of him out of my mind for the time being, as they were too painful, but now—perhaps because I’d exacted revenge on his behalf—I could see his face ever so clearly in my mind’s eye again.

“Firstly, as far as the summoning rituals go, the magic circles for that have existed for quite a long time. Likely passed down through generations by the royal families of each major nation’s capital cities. It’s said that the demons were the ones who first developed them, though, as they were the first to successfully summon a hero to this world.”

It was the demons who originally summoned the first hero to this world? The same guy who would eventually betray them and obliterate half their continent? Or was there more to that story as well?

Also, judging from the demons I’d met thus far—Commander Saran and Latticenail in particular—they seemed like an awfully curious race, driven by a thirst for knowledge. Had that been what led them to summon a human from another world without considering the consequences? Surely they had some purpose in mind for doing so? Based on what Latticenail had told me, I didn’t want to believe the whole race was made up of magic-obsessed eccentrics like Commander Saran.

“As with all large-scale magic, this type of magic circle comes with its fair share of constraints,” Gilles went on. “The first being the immense amount of mana required. Given that it was developed by the demons, it’s less exorbitant for them than it is for us. Why, even among the elves, it would likely take no fewer than five of their most gifted mages to pull it off. For beastfolk, it would take well over a dozen.

“The second constraint is that there must not already be someone in this world with the hero class at the time of summoning, or else the ritual will not work. And this is all but impossible to account for, as there’s always the possibility of some newborn child out there having the hero class. Naturally, an infant wouldn’t be old enough to check their own stat page and declare themselves a hero, thus no one would know they existed. As a result, you hear stories every few decades or so of nations attempting a hero summoning only to have it fail and be a complete waste of mana. There’s also no guarantee that any of the individuals summoned will bear the hero class either.”

“So it’s a complete gamble, then?” I asked. “I heard from Commander Saran that nobody’s ever summoned as many heroes into this world at once as when we were summoned. Like, most times they only manage to summon a single person or whatever.”

“Correct. I believe you and your friends all being summoned as a group was due in equal part to luck and the incredible surplus of mana used in the ritual itself, as well as perhaps some ulterior motive that made them want an excess of heroes.”

“An ulterior motive? Like what?”

I was reminded of my conversation with Kyousuke and Satou. If, hypothetically, we really were serving as some sort of conduit between the two worlds, summoning more of us might make that connection stronger and more stable.

In my opinion, Gilles was wrong to suggest that there was luck involved. Thanks to Lia, I knew the only reason they had such an immense amount of mana was because they’d sacrificed countless innocent civilians—something I would never share with Gilles or the other heroes unless I had to.

That said, I still didn’t know why they’d go to such lengths to summon all of us into this world. It no doubt had something to do with the King of Retice’s ulterior motives, but there were still too many unknowns.

As I awaited Gilles’s answer with bated breath, he cracked a soft, wry smirk. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m getting at. These are the sorts of questions you need to be asking yourselves. You’ve all gotten too used to thinking passively, assuming others will explain things for you. I could tell this was the case way back during your basic training at the castle. You’d ask questions about the things you were taught, yes, but most of you wouldn’t actively seek out knowledge about this world on your own. You’ve done more than the other heroes in that regard, but even so, you acted quite recklessly and made decisions you probably wouldn’t have, had your knowledge of this world been more sufficient. If you ask me, that’s the sort of thinking that Noa was trying to instill in you. Give you a little supplementary knowledge to get the gears turning in your brains.”

She wanted to open our eyes, in other words. And to be sure, we all had to go through nine or so years of compulsory education back in my world (although most people went on to do the full twelve, even if it wasn’t legally required). This was, effectively, how we learned everything about our world that adults had decided was mandatory—but since there was very little choice involved, most kids probably just went along with it without a second thought. Sure, there might have been critical thinkers among us who planned for their futures from an early age, but for most kids like me, who coasted from junior high right into whatever high school made sense via the escalator system, there was no real thought involved.

On that note, why had I decided to go on to high school after junior high? It definitely wasn’t free like public education, and the costs of things like school lunches, tuition, uniforms, and other materials added up. From an objective standpoint, it was kind of a waste of time and money to go to classes without any real desire to learn the material. Was I only doing it because I thought supporting my mother and sister would be hard without at least a high school diploma? I felt like I could remember my sister Yui saying something to that effect, though I couldn’t recall the details.

“It isn’t that she was trying to grill you all about that or anything, mind you. Especially since she knows you’re still just children,” said Gilles. “And you’ve made it this far without dying despite not knowing all that much, so I’d say that’s a testament to your adaptability, if anything. Plus, you at least have the common sense to ask questions when you don’t understand something, which is a fair shake better than most crotchety grown-ups who end up causing catastrophes by pretending they’re experts when they don’t have any clue what they’re talking about. That’s probably why Commander Saran took such a liking to you as opposed to the others in your group, honestly.”

“I bet that’s also why the commander didn’t tell me anything… Because I’m just a dumb, naive little kid…” No sooner had I said it than I gasped and clapped a hand over my mouth; the words hung heavy in the room, and I hadn’t intended to say them out loud.

In response to my panic, Gilles burst out laughing. Quite uproariously, in fact.

I wasn’t even offended. It was almost awe-inspiring to see this proper, knightly fellow hunched over, having a belly laugh at my expense, to the point that I forgot all about my little slip of the tongue. Maybe it was worth it just to see this.

After laughing to the brink of tears, Gilles slowly calmed down and placed a hand on my shoulder. “No, no. I wouldn’t say that at all. If you ask me, I think the commander thought of you like his own son. Far more than you even realize, big guy.”

I wasn’t sure if I was more startled by Gilles calling me “big guy” or the actual statement he’d made. What I did know was that the sentiment alone was enough to make an indescribable feeling of joy well up inside me. It almost brought me to tears myself. Gilles’s hand felt warm and comforting on my shoulder.

“You don’t say… I was like family to him, and I never even knew…”

The image of Saran shielding us from the monsters down in the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen overlapped with the faded memory of my own dad standing solemnly at the kitchen counter, working on our dinner in silence. Why was it that I only ever realized how much I’d taken a father figure for granted after they were gone?

 

“Assuming we stay on course, we should see the demon realm on the horizon any minute now,” Noa mused aloud as we all sat around the table for dinner. All of us except Amelia, that is, since it was her turn for watch duty.

It had been several days since we departed from the land of beastfolk. After being set upon by monsters and demons, the ship’s hull had taken enough damage that we were running significantly behind schedule.

While I’d never been in an airplane back in my own world, this sort of delay due to unexpected troubles seemed reasonable to me. According to the hero, airplanes were way faster than our airship was. Our technological prowess truly was impressive, considering we lived in a world without magic. Noa and Crow seemed to take this as a challenge, and I caught them chatting excitedly with the hero and Nanase about how they could make improvements to the vessel. Apparently, my two classmates had borrowed books on aviation from the school library before. I hadn’t even known we carried books like that, since all I ever borrowed were fantasy novels and whatnot. Maybe I’d have to try reading one once we made it back home.

“Hey, come to think of it, how exactly are you planning to land this thing?” asked Waki, having belatedly realized that Noa never explained that part.

It was a fair question. This airship was fashioned after your average seafaring vessel, with a rounded bottom that couldn’t land flat on level ground. Since it had been floating from the moment Noa created it, I assumed she’d slowly lower it till it was just a few feet above the ground, and then we’d disembark.

Noa tilted her head in confusion. “You know, I hadn’t actually thought about that part.”

The whole room went dead silent at her nonchalant reply.

Though it was hard to tell while aboard, the ship was moving pretty darn fast. A collision at this speed could easily prove fatal—both to us and whatever unlucky creatures happened to be in the way. On top of that, the seas were riddled with ferocious sea monsters, so we couldn’t descend into the ocean either. Especially when it would do just as much damage to the ship at this velocity as trying to land on solid earth.

“Why on earth did you make it in the shape of a boat, then?” I asked.

“Because it looks cooler that way, duh,” said Noa.

If only the bottom of the ship didn’t taper to a point, we could land this thing without too much trouble or damage to the ship. Yet Noa still seemed confused, like she didn’t understand what the problem was.

Crow, meanwhile, looked like he was about to explode with frustration as he smacked her on the back of the head. “Are you a complete moron?! No, I shouldn’t phrase that as a question. You are a moron! How many times do I have to tell you to stop rushing ahead and making impulsive decisions without considering the consequences beforehand?!”

“How dare you call your own mother a moron!”

“Oh, no! Don’t you try to change the subject on me!”

It was honestly hard to tell who was supposed to be the parent versus the child here. I slid between them to break up their little domestic dispute before it escalated. I’d learned all too well over the past few days that these two needed to be kept a safe distance apart, lest they be at each other’s throats over a minor disagreement.

“C’mon, you two,” I said. “Less fighting, more problem solving. If we can’t land on the ground, and we can’t land on water, then what other options do we have?”

The room went dead silent again, and I couldn’t help but sigh. Really? Not a single bright idea from anybody? In truth, this was something we should have gone over before we boarded the vessel. It was like climbing onto a rusty old dinghy and setting sail without first checking for leaks to make sure it was seaworthy. It seemed I’d grown complacent to the point of negligence.

After that moment of self-reflection, I decided to voice the first idea that came to mind. If this didn’t work, I couldn’t see how we’d possibly land without resigning ourselves to the ship’s destruction—but hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

“Okay. Then is it possible for us to descend slowly while staying in flight? Like, keep the ship hovering in midair or whatever. If that won’t work, can we find a way to get most of us off safely, then let it cruise around in circles while we take care of our business at the Demon Lord’s castle?”

Still pouting after her spat with Crow, Noa crossed her arms and looked upward, as if she were running numbers in her head. We all waited on pins and needles for her answer.

“Leaving it suspended in midair, you say… Hrm… Well, if your little princess up there fully charges the engine with mana before you leave, it might be able to remain in flight for about two or three days, I suppose… On second thought, even hovering in place would require an awful lot of energy, so it’s entirely possible that mana could get used up far quicker than that. And if the ship were discovered by monsters or demons in the meantime, it would all be for nothing. I could try to camouflage the ship with magic, but that would leave me occupied and unable to defend the ship. If someone else were to stay behind with me, I suppose it might be possible.”

“All right, then,” I said. “We can afford to leave some of our noncombatants behind to assist you. Amaryllis, would you mind staying behind as well to keep refueling the ship?”

With a meek nod, she replied, “I can do that.”

“Cool, thanks.” I clapped my hands together in satisfaction.

If the demon realm really was as close as Noa implied, we needed to start getting ready to disembark soon. I’d have to tell Amelia to gather her things when I went up there later to take over watch duty.

Just as I had finished my food and was about to leave the room, I was accosted by Hosoyama and Ueno.

“Wait, do I have to stay behind too, Oda?”

“Yeah! What about me?”

“Not sure,” I told them. “I think I’ll leave that decision to the hero, since he’s actually seen what you two are capable of in a fight. Obviously, I’m hoping we can avoid combat entirely, but since none of us can predict what might happen, I don’t think it would be right for me to pick for you as someone who’s never seen you fight.”

It wasn’t that I doubted their abilities—they had made it through the Forest of Demise, after all—but there was no telling what might happen from here on out. These weren’t just monsters we were dealing with; they were demons. Chances were high that if we weren’t extremely careful, we would meet a fate worse than death at their hands.

“I’ll leave their team assignments to you,” I said to Satou. “You’re the one who’d have to coordinate with them during combat, after all.”

“R-right, yeah,” he said. “Leave it to me!”

He gulped down the bit of smoked meat he’d been chewing on, then thumped his chest with pride—which would have been fine, except that the impact made him choke. As he coughed violently, a concerned Hosoyama ran over and stroked his back.

I wasn’t sure how reassured I felt by this particular display of confidence, but oh well. He was still the student council president.

Surely I could trust him to handle things just fine. Surely.


Chapter 4:
The Demon Realm

 

POV: ODA AKIRA

 

THE HERO DECIDED that Ueno, Hosoyama, and Waki were going to stay behind on the ship. While he didn’t feel they were a hindrance by any means, we might very well face more cunning foes from here on out, and our weakest links could easily become vulnerabilities. The three nodded obediently, accepting this explanation at face value. While I probably would have made the same decision, I doubted I’d have been able to convince them without hurting their feelings. I’d pretty much resigned myself to forever having poor social skills.

“Hey, look alive! The demon realm’s dead ahead!” shouted Noa, pointing toward the horizon from the deck.

I stood in the crow’s nest with my eyes closed, extending my Detect Danger skill to its maximum range. When the others heard her voice, they streamed out from inside the ship, eager to see solid ground for the first time in days. And sure enough, where the endless blue sea met the horizon, a hazy silhouette of land had appeared. It was a tiny speck at first, but as we grew closer, it grew to form the shape of a rocky coast.

“We’re finally here,” Night said, voice thick with emotion. He’d climbed up to his usual roost on my shoulder without me even realizing it.

“Guess this is a bit of a homecoming for you, huh?” I said. “Feeling nostalgic?”

I remembered the look on Amelia’s face when we got teleported from the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen to the elven domain and she saw the Holy Tree again. Her expression had been halfway between trepidation and relief, a special feeling I could only assume anyone would feel upon returning home after so long.

“Master, you must remember that I am a monster. Not a person.”

I glanced at his profile. People liked to say that cats were hard to read, but after you’d spent enough time with one, you started to get a general sense of how they were feeling. But as for this particular expression…

“It’s about time to change shifts. The hero will be taking over next, yes?”

“Yeah. If you could call him out here, that would be much appreciated.”

“Leave it to me!”

This did not sound like Night at all; I almost got the sense that he was forcing himself to sound chipper so as not to let on how he was really feeling. I watched as he hopped down from my shoulder and trotted off.

“Is he…mad?” I wondered aloud.

From the slight glimpse I’d gotten of his face as he watched the demon realm come into view, I could tell he bore no strong affection for his homeland, but rather anger or resentment.

Gazing out at the landmass on the horizon, I heaved a sigh.

I knew next to nothing about Night’s life prior to meeting me. All I knew was that he was special among monsters for his ability to understand languages, and that despite being the Nightmare of Adorea and the Demon Lord’s Right Hand, he’d been sent to serve as the final boss of the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen like a sacrificial pawn. Also, his personality was serious to the point of stubborn, he never backed down once he’d made his mind up, and he hated humans.

While he was mostly able to hold an amicable conversation with the other heroes now, when they first met at Crow’s house, Night butted heads with them over every little thing they did. And in the elven domain, he avoided the elves like the plague. While he’d probably never say as much, I could tell he had a general distaste for all the world’s races aside from demons on a fundamental level.

Since he was my familiar and we were bound by a monster pact, if he ever died, I would die too. I’d kept a close eye on him at first to make sure he didn’t do anything fishy or foolish—but by the time we reached Uruk, I’d lowered my guard. In part because I’d gotten to know his earnest nature, but mostly just because I could tell his goal was the same as my own: He wanted to go home. I knew he wouldn’t betray me, at least not until we reached the demon realm. And yet, despite his desire to go home, he’d remained a loyal companion to me even after we made it out of the labyrinth. By now, we’d gotten so close that I got a bit lonely whenever I couldn’t feel the weight of his little feline body on my shoulder.

Until now, he’d treated me as his master, but I also recognized that he still held a great amount of fondness and respect for the Demon Lord and considered this his home. While he probably cared about me just as much, if he were forced to choose between the two of us, I could picture him hesitating—and I found it hard to believe he’d pick me over his family and his homeland.

For Night’s sake, I intended to negotiate with the Demon Lord with words, not weapons, and request his cooperation in sending us back to our own world. But judging from the way Night was acting, it might be harder to sit down and have a calm conversation with the Demon Lord than I’d hoped. The change came only after Latticenail told us about the Demon Lord’s ambitions. But were taboos really that sacred in this world, even to demons? It almost felt like taboo-breakers were shunned even more than murderers here.

Commander Saran had told me that monsters were created by Eiter, while Night insisted it was the Demon Lord who created him. Which one was telling the truth? Then there was the matter of Latticenail and her father; I could only hope they’d save their family squabbles for after we’d settled our business here.

“Man, I dunno what to do anymore,” I said with another sigh.

“About what?” asked the hero, poking his head over the edge of the crow’s nest.

Ever since our conversation the other night, I’d felt a slight sense of relief whenever I saw the hero or Kyousuke. They’d come to symbolize my own world, while Amelia and Night reminded me of this one and all the fights still to come. That said, there was something about the hero that downright drained me.

“Must be nice to be you. Not having a care in the world…”

“Huh?!”

Seeing the veins bulge out from his pretty-boy face in anger was enough to cheer me up. I jumped down from the crow’s nest and walked off without another word.

“H-hey! Get back here, Akira!!” he shouted after me.

“Have a nice shift!” I called back.

Having landed gracefully on the main deck, I raised my arms and stretched. My shoulders and back were stiff as hell after being stuck in the same position for so long. Was I already getting old even though I was only in my second year of high school? I never used to get back pain like this in elementary school, even when I’d spent hours reading in the most uncomfortable positions imaginable. I wished I could revert to that, only without losing my current height and build.

It had been several days since the monsters stopped attacking us thanks to Darrion’s ceasefire order, and it felt like things were a lot more relaxed, or at least back to normal. Since things had been pretty tense for a while—ever since the Forest of Demise, really—this was a welcome change.

“Lord Akira, do you have a moment?” said Amaryllis. “Ah, and don’t worry. I did get Lady Amelia’s permission to borrow you first.”

She caught me just as I drew in a deep breath, savoring the crisp outside air. It startled me a little. While I had sensed her approaching from behind, I had assumed she simply wanted a look at the view. That aside, why did she feel the need to ask Amelia’s permission? What could she possibly want to talk to me about that would require that kind of forewarning?

“Sure, no problem,” I said. “You really don’t have to call me ‘Lord,’ though. I know Amelia’s a princess, but I’m just an ordinary guy.”

“But you saved me when I was being held captive. I owe you my life.”

We hadn’t had much chance to speak in the Forest of Demise, but it really did rub me the wrong way to be addressed so formally by a girl around the same age as me, so I wished she would drop the honorific immediately.

Also, what had happened to the weird accent she’d been using when we first rescued her from her cell? It was so unusual and unfamiliar, I wanted to hear her speak more in whatever dialect that was. It was a fair shake different from Ueno’s Kansai accent, that much was for sure; it almost resembled something more Western. I found it fascinating that the dialects from this world were translated into accents similar to the ones in my own; maybe Understand Languages converted them to something I knew that carried the same vibe and nuance.

“Please, we’re practically the same age,” I told her. “I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t speak so formally to me.”

“Understood…” With a polite bow, she switched back into that unfamiliar dialect. “Well, I’ve been werkin’ on summat down in the alchemy room. D’ye mind comin’ down to ’ave a wee keek?” It was a great start—although while I certainly wasn’t one to judge, I did think she could stand to be a bit more emotive with her facial expressions as well.

Moreover, I hadn’t realized this ship had an alchemy room. Maybe Amaryllis had requested it; I’d seen her talking to Noa pretty often back at the safe house.

I followed her down to a secluded room in a section of the airship I’d never been to before.

“Just so ye know,” she said, “some o’ this stuff’s a wee bit dodgy tae touch, so dinnae be pokin’ aboot daft-like.”

“Uhhh… I’m guessing that means look, but don’t touch? I can do that, yeah… But wow. This place sure has witchy vibes.”

It looked like a witch’s lair straight out of a fantasy novel, with a black cauldron in the middle big enough to boil a grown man alive. It was already bubbling with some mysterious green liquid. The white cloth laid beneath it was a magical tool of sorts, complete with a magic circle. I’d seen a similar one in the ship’s kitchen; when placed beneath a pot, they functioned as makeshift stoves when imbued with a little mana.

Hanging above the cauldron were all manner of medicinal herbs, likely the same ones Amaryllis had been gathering on our way through the Forest of Demise. The table was also cluttered with stacks of papers as well as vials and beakers reminiscent of those we had in the school science lab. Judging from the way they were hung, I assumed the herbs dangling overhead were ones that she had dried. I’d have to be careful not to bump my head against any of them.

If my little sister were here, I just knew she’d have run right over to that cauldron and started stirring it with a mischievous grin and a witchy cackle.

“A…witch?” said Amaryllis, tilting her head. “And what’s that, then?”

“Er, nothing,” I said, waving my arm to brush her off. “Just forget about it.”

I would have thought in a world where magic existed that they’d have a concept of witches, but apparently not. Come to think of it, they used the word mage for both male and female spellcasters here rather than words like witch and wizard, or sorcerer and sorceress. Maybe that would explain why they had no such word in their vocabulary.

“So, what did you need me for?” I asked.

At this, Amaryllis straightened and pointed to the cauldron where the mysterious green liquid was bubbling. “I believe I’ve done it,” she said, speaking formally again. “I’ve made a proper antidote for the boosters, just like I promised. If we can just find a way to administer it to those who’ve been mutated by those drugs, it should turn them back to normal.”

She was referring to the agreement we’d made when I first rescued her from her cell. I’d only made her promise me this as a pretext to give her some purpose for staying alive, since she’d been pretty determined to stay down there and die for her sins. Yet it seemed she’d actually pulled it off. I’d suspected she was working on something in that little portable pot she’d carried with her through the Forest of Demise; was this what she was concocting the entire time?

As I stood there speechless and in awe, Amaryllis lowered her gaze and clasped her hands together within her overlong sleeves.

“When I first created those enhancement drugs, my hope was that they could be used by those who were physically weak, like the aged and frail, to give them a chance to function like ordinary people again. For instance, a beastfolk who’d just begun the aging process could use it to maintain their strength until their very last breath, even if it wouldn’t extend their lifespan.”

I gasped at the notion. Those drugs of hers could have been downright revolutionary to the people of this world had Gram not abducted her and abused them for his own ends. Surely they could have helped beastfolk like Crow, who was now suffering the effects of the aging process and growing rapidly weaker.

“All that being said,” she went on, “I never would’ve thought that drinking the undiluted mixture would make a person lose all sense of self and turn into a mindless puppet, forced to obey orders till their death. Irks me to no end to see it misused like that… At the same time, I guess I was the one who made it stronger so it could be used on beastfolk too, so the blame ultimately lies with me.”

I felt a little ashamed of myself for my earlier preconceptions. Not that I ever thought Amaryllis would have made such a horrible drug of her own free will, of course—but it was kind of hard not to think of her as some mad scientist based on my initial impression of the drug and the terrifying effects it had on those who took it. Meanwhile, she’d been developing it with nothing but good intentions all along. She was more innocent in this than I ever would have thought.

“I gathered all the herbs I needed in the Forest of Demise,” she said, “so all that was left to do was mix them up properly. Also, I went ahead and made health potions with the leftover ingredients, so you should take those along with you when you go. Didn’t make much, but they should be just as effective as the best potions you can buy at the market.”

She pointed to a lineup of small, sealed bottles on the table. Inside each swirled a liquid the same color as the one Commander Saran had used to demonstrate the effect of potions after cutting his arm open in the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen.

“I hope this is sufficient recompense. Please, use this antidote to return anyone you find under the influence of those boosters to normal. While I can make as much of it as you need, I unfortunately can’t very well administer it myself…”

“Yeah, I know,” I told her. “You can leave that part to us.”

She bowed to me so deeply that I could see the back of her head.

As the one who’d asked her to concoct the antidote in the first place, and the one who’d brought her along with us this far, it was my duty to see this through to the end.

 

The demon realm grew larger and larger on the horizon. We were getting so close now that it was beginning to look like we’d make landfall by tomorrow.

“What’s that notebook you’ve got there, Crow?”

I couldn’t help but ask after seeing him, Noa, and Night gathered around looking at a grimy, tattered notebook on the table with sullen expressions. Everyone else was busy getting dinner ready, but Crow was too old and frail to help much at this point, Noa was exhausted from steering the ship and using her magic to camouflage it, and Night had just gotten back from watch duty. While the tension between them was palpable—borderline hostile, even—I was too curious about the notebook not to inquire.

We’d been traveling together ever since leaving the beastfolk domain, yet I’d never once seen Crow carrying a notebook like this before. Not that I’d been watching him like a hawk or anything, but considering he traveled as light as he did, I probably would have seen it by this point if he’d had it all along. Which led me to think that it was something he’d brought along after finding it at the previous hero’s safe house. Assuming it was a notebook kept by the previous hero, for instance, it would certainly explain the tension in the room. He and Crow had been childhood friends, after all, and Night had battled him at one point in time.

While the rest of us were gathering materials for the airship, Crow and Night had gone to see if any of the underground tunnels used by the previous hero’s party were still passable. I’d heard they found a magical device that allowed them to speak with the previous hero’s ghost. Could it be that he’d revealed the existence of such a notebook during that conversation?

“This is apparently a journal kept by the previous hero, Ritter Ganador, in which he recorded various bits of useful information regarding the demon realm,” said Night. “But…”

“But?” I prompted.

“None of us can read the language in which it is written.”

Night moved aside so I could get a better look, then leapt up to take his usual perch on my shoulder. Curious, I peered down to examine the notebook.

“‘When first arriving in the land of demons, be absolutely sure to stop by an establishment known only as Number Seven. If all goes well, you should be able to acquire some valuable intel there’…”

“Wait, what?” said Noa.

“Hold on,” said Crow. “You can read this?”

Both mother and son gaped up at me in disbelief as I read out the words on the page. For once, it was actually easy to tell they were related.

“I mean, it’s not like the penmanship is that bad,” I said, tilting my head. “Makes me wonder why none of you can read it.”

As someone whose own handwriting was godawful—to the point that I’d had teachers mark my answers wrong on my exams when they were correct purely by virtue of them being illegible—I didn’t quite understand. Sometimes my penmanship was so sloppy that even I couldn’t tell what I’d been trying to write. But the handwriting in this notebook was painstakingly neat, with perfectly straight lines of text despite the pages not being ruled. Anyone who knew the letters should’ve been able to read it, and I knew these three were literate, even if that was rarer in this world than it was in my own. So what was going on here?

“This is all written in a made-up language that Ritter and I came up with when we were boys,” said Crow. “Only he and I ever knew how to read it or what any of the words meant. It wasn’t based on any preexisting language, and I can hardly decipher it now that I’ve forgotten how to read it. How the hell can you understand it?”

He stared at me with his usual blank expression, but his face still bore a clear shade of confusion.

A made-up language, eh? I supposed it was natural for kids of a certain age to come up with one of those, no matter what world they were in. There was just something inherently appealing about having a secret code that only you and your friend could understand. I’d come up with one myself a few years back during an especially boring lecture. That was before I was friends with Kyousuke, so I hadn’t had anyone to share it with, and I tossed it in the trash before I had a chance to use it. Which was probably for the best; even if we had been friends back then, I would have been too shy to share it with him anyway.

I could only assume my ability to understand this writing when none of them could was attributable to my Understand Languages skill, which was standard issue for all summoned heroes. I didn’t know exactly how the skill worked, but it seemed pretty powerful. For example, I’d always been terrible at English back in my world, but I’d been able to read the engraving on the ring Crow gave me without any trouble. Presumably, the skill acted as a sort of auto-translation magic that didn’t rely on the wielder’s own comprehension ability whatsoever. And the fact that I’d been able to use it even on a made-up language that no one in this world could understand anymore implied that it could be used to decipher ancient languages that had been long obsolete. I wished I could take this skill back to my world, honestly; I’d never get a single-digit score on an English test again.

“It’s probably thanks to our Extra Skill, Understand Languages,” I said. “It’s what we’ve been using to communicate since we arrived in this world, but this is the first time I’ve ever used it on a completely made-up language.”

“I see,” said Crow. “Maybe I’ll have to get one of your friends to translate this whole notebook for me when they’ve got some spare time.”

“You think we should go to this Number Seven place, then?”

“Yeah. If Ritter thought it was important enough to write down, it’ll probably come in handy. Only problem is, we don’t know if the place is even still around or not…”

“Well, it looks like he wrote down specific details on where to find it, so we can just head in that direction once we disembark.”

“Sounds good.”

Once the sun set and the sky darkened with the incoming crawl of dusk, we set foot on solid ground for the first time in what felt like ages. It was so dim that I couldn’t make out the faces of my companions.

Just to be safe, we’d only sent an initial scouting party down from the ship: Crow, Latticenail, Night, and myself. We planned to have the other heroes come down to do their own scouting in the daylight.

After verifying that Noa’s magic had indeed camouflaged the ship, we turned our gazes inland to the continent we’d just set foot upon.

Latticenail, the first one to land, turned to look at us over her shoulder. “Welcome, everybody, to the demon continent of Volcano—also known as the Deadlands!”

Immediately, I could see that the “Deadlands” nickname was apt. The ground here was cracked and withered, with no flora in sight. There was no trace of people either, and the hard earth was so rugged and rocky that it was unclear if the average person would even be able to traverse it. There was no doubt in my mind that even the most skilled farmer in the world wouldn’t be able to grow anything here.

With no trees or buildings to obstruct our view, we could see towering mountains all around us, filling the sky with plumes of white smoke from their peaks. With all due respect to the demon and monster with us who’d called this place home, I couldn’t see how anyone could live in such a desolate place.

“Let me guess: You’re wondering how anybody can survive out here, aren’t you?!” said Latticenail. “Well, don’t worry! We demons have developed all sorts of magic over the years to make the place more hospitable to us, aside from these untouched outer reaches. We’ll have to get over some of these mountains before we get to the habitable part of the continent.”

“Mountains or no, it should be an easier trek than getting through the Forest of Demise,” said Night. “You can at least tell when there are enemies approaching here—though it also means there’s nowhere to hide.”

Indeed, the only obstacles I could see were the occasional boulders, which didn’t make the best cover. This wouldn’t be a problem for me, of course, since I could simply conceal my presence. But for people like Crow and Amelia, their ears or tails would likely poke out from behind the rocks and give them away.

“Which is exactly why I brought this,” said Crow, donning the gray cloak he’d been carrying with him. It covered his entire body and somehow even made the bulges around his ears and tail disappear. He looked no different from a human.

“Is that some sort of magical cloak?” I asked.

“You got it in one, big guy!” said Latticenail. “It’s based on the magic cloaks we demons use when traveling to other continents in secret, but I tweaked the magic to make elves and beastfolk appear just like humans and demons! Since demons and humans look pretty much the same, they’ll look no different from the people here than demons who’ve suppressed their mana!”

One would think that making such a modification to a magical device would be quite difficult, yet Latticenail twirled her finger as though it was a piece of cake.

“I’ll take point,” said Crow. “Follow me.”

As he strode across the rugged terrain, I got the sense that he’d wanted to say something else but held back. Although the aging process had already begun, he was still a member of the previous hero’s party and thus had far more stamina than your average human. We all followed him in silence, trying our best to keep up.

Latticenail spotted me loosening the black scarf around my neck to escape the stifling heat. “Oh, right! We’re used to this climate, but here—you might need this, big guy!”

She touched me lightly on the shoulder, and an icy breeze coursed across my skin, banishing the heat. Was this some sort of body temperature regulation spell? Commander Saran had told me once that such a thing was possible and was a commonly used form of magic.

“Ah, yes. Forgive my thoughtlessness, Master. The air temperature is regulated via large-scale magic in demon settlements, but not the barren wastes like this. Even demons generally have to use these temperature regulating spells when traveling from town to town.”

“Got it. Latticenail, could you teach me how to use that spell before we reach our destination?” I asked. “The other heroes are going to need it too.”

The good thing about everyday magic was that anyone could use it so long as they knew the spell. Even humans with little to no mana could do it with a mana stone as a catalyst. That made even the small mana stones beastfolk and elves didn’t need a valuable commodity to humans, encouraging trade between their respective economies.

Given that everyday magic was still magic, I wondered if it was created by the first hero. Nowadays, people relied on it to do everything from lighting their stoves to drawing water, so it was, as the name implied, an invaluable tool for everyday life. I was curious as to what the hero had envisioned when he created it. New spells had been devised over time, such as ones to help with laundry, but presumably the first hero intended it for camping and survival; it had been invaluable to us in the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen and the Forest of Demise. Surely it was just as indispensable to the people of this world before their everyday lives were as comfortable as they were now, thanks to its invention.

“Well, here we are!” said Latticenail. “Welcome to the southernmost and poorest city in all of the demon realm: Morte. The labyrinth is still a ways away from here, but there’s an Adventurer’s Guild branch here as well. Number Seven should be just one street over, in the downtown area.”

The buildings were crudely constructed out of dirt, and there were large piles of white objects in varying shapes and sizes lining the roadside. Upon closer inspection, I saw that they were skeletons of the deceased, left out like garbage to rot. There were also a number of what appeared to be living people lying about on the street, hardly any different from skeletons themselves—just skin and bones, wasting away.

I caught a glimpse of their stat pages via World Eyes, revealing them to be humans and beastfolk barely clinging to life with their HPs blinking at 1. By tomorrow, they’d no doubt join the mountains of corpses beside them. I deliberately turned off World Eyes; I didn’t want this to be how I found out what happened to a stat page when someone died.
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“Try not to look too much,” said Crow, who’d caught me staring in disbelief at the horrors around us. “Won’t do you any good to get hung up on it.”

I turned to see him scrunching up his face as he pushed me onto a nearby side street. With his heightened sense of smell as a beastman, he probably wanted to get the hell out of this rotten place even more than I did, but he was still concerned about my mental well-being.

In stark contrast to us, Latticenail and Night were walking far ahead without so much as a glance at the heaps of corpses lining the road, as if they were a perfectly ordinary sight. This, from the same two who’d been competing to see who could teach me everyday magic better only a moment ago. It was a sobering reminder that no matter how close we became, they were different from me on a fundamental level. Due to their upbringing, they’d grown so accustomed to seeing bodies piled up that they didn’t even realize it was a harrowing sight to people like us—the same way I’d gotten used to seeing litter on the side of the road.

Upon emerging onto the next street, we found ourselves in a rather luxurious, bustling downtown area. The everyday magic Latticenail had cast on me rapidly faded away, but even without it, I no longer felt the sweltering heat.

These streets were still littered, mind you, but not with bodies—just trash. The many food stalls lining the road each gave off their own appetizing aroma. The buildings in this part of town were made from sturdy brick, nothing like the mud hovels we’d walked past that looked like they might cave in at any moment.

As I struggled to weave through the sudden crowds, I turned World Eyes back on. All the passersby around us were demons. While they looked no different from commoners in the human realm, their mana was comparable to my own when I first returned from the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen.

Once we arrived at the address given by the previous hero in his notebook, we found what appeared to be an unassuming bar. Stepping inside revealed it to be closer to a gastropub, with more of a focus on food than drinks, but with a moody bar-like atmosphere. It felt like the sort of place you’d start off on a night out with friends to fill up on food and a few drinks before hitting the bars.

Since it was primarily a food establishment, it was easier for minors like me to get into. While I couldn’t drink alcohol yet, I would’ve loved to come get a drink or two at a place like this once I was of age.

There were two couples sitting at the counter and a family of three enjoying a meal at one of the booths. If the writing on the chalkboard was up to date, then the special of the day was the “Monster Steak Trio Sampler.”

“So this is Number Seven, eh?” Crow muttered under his breath. “Guess Ritter must’ve come out here for a drink at one point without telling the rest of us…”

It felt crazy to me to think that the hero would have gone drinking alone in enemy territory. Maybe that helped him go undetected?

A cheery voice called out to greet us from farther in. “Hey, y’all. Party of three and one tamed cat tonight?”

Curled up on my shoulder, Night looked no different from an ordinary house cat. I did find it strange that nobody here seemed to recognize either him or Latticenail despite their faces being in plain sight, given their relation to the Demon Lord. Maybe they weren’t well known by the general public.

“Yeah,” said Crow without tugging down his hood. “We’d like to sit away from the window, if that’s okay.”

“Sure thing, hun,” said the woman who emerged from behind the counter. “You folks can have any old seat you like.”

The hostess led us to a set of three seats at the bar. After getting settled, I read the labels of the various alcoholic beverages on the counter. I could read the names, but I couldn’t tell you what any of them were. The previous hero’s notebook had mentioned that if we ordered a specific cocktail called a “Grand Slam,” they’d give us precious intel.

Behind the bar stood a slender man grilling large hunks of meat. I could only assume he was the owner and proprietor, while the hostess was in charge of seating and serving customers.

“I don’t see a Grand Slam on here,” Crow said as he perused the menu.

To be sure, of all the various unfamiliar cocktail names on the menu, I didn’t see a Grand Slam among them.

“You folks know what you wanna order already?” asked the hostess.

“Let me get a round of Grand Slams,” said Crow. “One for each of us.”

Her eyes went wide, and the man behind the counter glanced up from his grill.

“Did you say Grand Slams?!” she blurted out, and every single person in the establishment looked right at us.

“That’s right,” said Crow, unfazed by the suspicious glances. “And one for each of us.”

Then Crow shifted his attention to the man behind the bar, and the two stared at each other for a moment. When the owner’s gaze slid to Latticenail sitting beside Crow, his eyes widened a fraction. Then, as if in resignation, he closed his eyes and pointed to the back room.

“Show them inside,” he said to the hostess.

“Yes, sir.”

We followed her down a set of stairs into the basement. We were probably just going someplace we wouldn’t be overhead, but it felt a bit sketchy being led underground to a room with only one way out. If they locked the door behind us, we’d be trapped. If worse came to worst, I could use my Shadow Magic to devour the floor above us, but that might consume any innocent customers who were dining nearby, so I would’ve preferred to avoid it.

“Hey, you sure it’s a good idea to let ’em lure us down here?” I asked Crow, who seemed to be going along with this without any suspicion whatsoever.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said nonchalantly. “If push comes to shove, I’ll serve as a decoy so that the rest of you can make your escape. For now, keep quiet and follow my lead.”

Ever since Crow’s aging process began, he’d been making statements like this that showed a distinct disregard for his own life. I wished he wouldn’t. How would Lia feel if she heard him talking this way? Still, I could imagine it was frustrating for him, not feeling like his old self anymore. I wondered if all beastfolk turned into depressed martyrs looking for an honorable excuse to die once they got this old.

“Don’t worry, big guy,” Latticenail whispered in my ear so the host girl wouldn’t hear her. “I can get us out of this in a pinch.”

With her vast array of magical tools, she had to have at least one or two that could save us from a sticky situation like this…

“If things get bad, I’ll just blow a hole in the ceiling with my magic!”

Never mind. I take it all back. As we entered a room in the basement, I resigned myself to the possibility of having to use my Shadow Magic after all.

“This room is completely soundproof. Please, make yourselves comfortable until the owner arrives,” said the host girl, before excusing herself.

In the center of the room was a large table far fancier and more lavishly decorated than the ones upstairs, surrounded by four chairs. There were glass shelves along the wall lined with bottles of alcohol. I’d never actually tried alcohol before, but I assumed these were rare vintages. As Crow was a drinker, I wasn’t surprised to see him drawn to the shelves. He wasn’t foolish enough to crack one open and drink right out of the bottle—even if the hostess had said to make ourselves comfortable—but they intrigued him regardless.

“Hey, can I ask something while we’re alone?” I began, sitting on a nearby sofa. “What’s the deal with that huge slum on the outskirts of town? Why are there so many humans and beastfolk in the demon realm?”

Latticenail took a seat across from me and folded her arms. “Truth is, even though Morte is a demon city on paper, it’s not really a city for demons. It was founded by castaways who happened to wash up on our shores, and now it’s a haven for refugees stuck here in the demon realm with no way of getting home. They’re forced to waste away here until they die.”

“Do that many people wash up on shores here?!”

We had come to the demon realm by air instead of by sea because the surrounding ocean was supposed to be inhabited by vicious monsters. Obviously, the skies had wyverns as well, but it was preferable to having a hole bored in the bottom of our ship by some massive leviathan.

“I don’t know the full story myself,” said Latticenail. “But I’ve heard lots of tales of large vessels that got swept to our lands due to a massive storm, or the direction of the wind, or an ocean current before they were ravaged by monsters. Usually the people aboard just barely escape with their lives and wash up here. Obviously, they would have lost all of their valuables and belongings, and it’s said that many even forget who they are after living here for a while. Most of them die of illness or exposure to the harsh elements, never remembering where it was they were trying to get back to.”

“I’ve heard tell that most human and beastfolk fishermen try to avoid the waters around the demon realm due to the powerful monsters that lurk there,” said Night. “But there are still plenty who travel by sea between the human and beastfolk continents for work or to the elven territory for diplomacy. With so many ships crossing the seas, it’s inevitable that at least a few will be unlucky enough to get swept this way and wash ashore…”

I wasn’t sure if it was a luckier fate to survive the wreckage and wash ashore in the demon realm only to waste away and die, or to drown or get devoured by a massive sea monster. I supposed both were doomed to die—it was merely a matter of delaying the inevitable.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’d love to do something to help,” said Latticenail. “Sadly, the reality is that there’s not much that can be done. Demons on the whole still hate the other races for driving us to this barren patch of earth, so most won’t even lift a finger to offer aid to refugees like them. Plus, since there are so few of us, we mostly live in or around the safety and comfort of the Demon Lord’s castle. We don’t die of disease like the other races either, so we don’t pay these things much mind.”

Humans didn’t live more than a hundred years. Beastfolk lived just a bit longer than that. Elves could live one to two thousand years. No one seemed to know the average lifespan of a demon, but since lifespan was generally proportional to one’s mana, we could estimate that they lived well over two millennia.

It was kind of ironic that the humans, who were so quick to forget their grudges due to no one being left to remember them a century later, had snatched up the richest and most bountiful continent, while the demons, who lived long enough that they could never forget such things, had been driven to the worst land of all.

Given that none of the humans, elves, or beastfolk alive today were the same ones who slighted the demons in ages gone by, and in some territories even the stories of such things had been lost to time, it was no wonder the other races felt they owed the demons no reparations. To them, the demons were simply the enemy, as they were the ones responsible for so much harm and damage done during their lifetimes. Now, whether it was actually the demons pulling the strings wasn’t entirely clear to me, especially after hearing the conversation between Gilles and Latticenail on the ship, but there was no denying the difference in perception. The demons and the other races believed one another to be the antagonist, and they were only acting out in revenge.

In truth, the fact that this world had maintained even a semblance of balance for this long was a miracle. It wouldn’t surprise me if either side exploded and launched an all-out offensive any day now. Maybe this was more obvious to me than to the average person in this world, since I had an unbiased, third-party perspective—but it was pretty clear from where I was standing that if nothing changed, a vicious conflict would ignite and rage until one side or the other was eradicated.

I wondered, then, what this would mean for all the innocent civilians I’d met throughout my journey: the people of the Kingdom of Retice who came out to see us outside the labyrinth, the crew members of the Searunner, the guild members from Ur, the soldiers and guild members from Uruk like Raúl and Kerria…

Just as the conversation was dying down, I sensed someone coming down the stairs and went dead quiet. Seeing this, Latticenail rose from her seat across from me and stood behind me as though it was the natural thing to do.

The heavy door swung open to reveal the owner of the establishment. “Sorry for the wait,” he said. “I’ve got your Grand Slams right here.”

He was carrying a tray with four tall cocktail glasses full of amber liquid. The fact that he’d brought four as opposed to three suggested he knew Night was no ordinary cat. Perhaps his reputation as an informant was as deserved as Ritter claimed in his journal.

The owner placed three of the four glasses in front of me, and one in front of Crow (who was now sitting beside me) before taking the seat Latticenail had been occupying a moment ago.

None of us touched our glasses. In this situation, there was no way of knowing whether it was safe to drink. The previous hero must have had nerves of steel to drink here all by himself.

The owner moved the ashtray on the table closer to himself and used some magic to light his cigarette. Judging from his stat page, he was indeed a demon, but his mana was relatively low. I could probably take him by myself if the need arose.

“You folks are pretty lucky,” he said. “We were planning to close up shop and move in a couple days.”

“Why’s that?” I asked. “You’re in a pretty nice and bustling part of town. Can’t imagine you’re struggling financially.”

“Ah, well. As I assume you know based on your order, I’m really more of an information broker than a bartender. It’s not the food we serve up there that I make money off of. Now, don’t you all have places to be? Do you really have time to make small talk, or do you want to get down to business?”

His blunt reply caught me off guard.

“What brings a member of the previous hero’s party, the Silent Assassin, the Demon Lord’s Right Hand, and his successor to my doorstep? What kind of intel are you looking for, pray tell?”

His attitude certainly wasn’t what I’d expected from a man who worked in customer service, but it did give me the gist of what was really going on here.

“You’re not a fan of the Demon Lord, are you?” I said.

“And what makes you say that?” The owner leaned back to blow out a puff of smoke as he tapped some ashes from the end of his cigarette. I stared him right in the eye, watching his every little movement very carefully.

“Well, the first thing that tipped me off was that the previous hero recommended you to future generations as a potential ally in his notebook,” I said. “Which I didn’t read in full, mind you, but Crow did—and he didn’t come away from it feeling wary of you at all.”

I glanced to my side to see that Crow had begun stealthily sipping his Grand Slam, trying not to be noticed. Way to stick to the plan, wise guy.

“Also, the fact that you recognized Latticenail and Night right away, yet still didn’t show them any sign of respect, suggests you don’t have any reverence for them whatsoever. And what do they have in common? They’re both related to the Demon Lord. Even aside from that, I could just kinda intuitively tell based on your behavior.”

One didn’t typically light up a smoke without asking when they had royalty visiting their establishment. Although I didn’t know if secondhand smoke was a thing in this world, their cigarettes certainly looked and smelled like the ones in my world, and it hurt to breathe in the smoke. At first, I assumed he was blowing the smoke upward as a courtesy to keep it out of my face—but on further reflection, I wondered if he was deliberately blowing it up at Latticenail, who stood close to me. How did cigarettes even get to this world, anyway? Had a previous hero introduced them?

I gave the owner a once-over to gauge whether he was satisfied with my answer, and he let out a grunt, followed by another puff of smoke. “Guess I shouldn’t expect anything less from the Silent Assassin,” he said, tapping off some more ashes. “Pretty impressive. Seems they weren’t lying about you being even stronger than the hero. And you’ve got sharp wits to match as well.”

My eyes widened at this. I’d never revealed my stats to anyone else, not even when we were first summoned into Retice Castle, so I should have been the only one in the world who knew I was stronger than the hero. Plus, the hero and I hadn’t fought together since the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen, so it couldn’t have been gleaned by an outside party through mere observation and comparison. Where had he gotten this information? From one of my fellow classmates, perhaps? Or from a former member of the knights?

A hand reached out beside me, so I gave Crow one of the glasses; I wasn’t going to drink mine anyway. He seemed pretty darn happy to be drinking good alcohol for the first time in a while, given that the only thing we had on the airship was cooking wine. I was amazed at his lack of inhibitions. While I could see there was no poison in it via World Eyes, Crow was downing them on trust alone.

“I think I get it now,” he said. “It was you who sold my friend Ritter all that intel about the Demon Lord’s castle back then, huh? You’ve got some kind of bone to pick with him. Y’know, come to think of it, I did find it kinda funny how Ritter seemed to know exactly where we were going from the moment we arrived here—and things he realistically shouldn’t have. Whenever I asked him where he got that information, he just gave me a big creepy grin, so I stopped trying to get to the bottom of it after a while. If he got it all from you, that would explain some things.”

“And what’s your deal, pal?” said the owner. “Look at you, downing drinks without even questioning where they came from. You’re getting a little old to be so brash, if you ask me. Or is it just that you’re trying to hurry up and die as fast as you can, now that your sister and your friends have all kicked the bucket?”

The air between them was thick with tension.

When I first laid eyes on the owner, I caught myself thinking he reminded me of someone. Only now did I realize that someone was Crow. And since Crow never got along with people who were like him—his mother, for instance—it seemed this was about to become yet another situation where I’d have to mediate to get them both to calm down. And here I’d thought that wouldn’t be necessary for a while, since we’d left Noa behind on the airship.

“Hey, save the bickering for later, you two,” I said. “More importantly, we’re here to buy information, so I assume you want some sort of payment in return?”

“Ah, yes,” said the owner. “I’ve got three pieces of very valuable intel for you all. As far as payment goes, well…truth be told, I’d really like to ask for one of those special eyes you and the elven princess have.”

I clicked my tongue in frustration. He even knew about World Eyes?

There were many people in this world who possessed appraisal- and detection-type skills akin to inferior versions of World Eyes. But there was a lot more to World Eyes than just that—even if I’d only used it for simple things, like telling the difference between visually indistinguishable herbs and whatnot. Even Amelia, who’d been using it far longer than I had, was still only at Skill Level 3, so there had to be other requirements for leveling it up than using it for an extended period of time. It was also capable of giving glimpses into the future and seeing through every single quantifiable object in the world—both things I’d unpleasantly experienced down in the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen. It was a skill with fearsome and mysterious powers, and not one I’d want my enemies to have.

“Alas! I know that’s not the sort of thing you can simply give away to someone else, so let’s think here… Say, here’s an idea: I’ve got a trio of beastfolk siblings here in Volcano that I’d like to help escape from the continent. If you can help smuggle them out for me, I’d consider that more than sufficient compensation for my intel. All you need to do is get them safely to another continent. They can handle themselves from there.”

“Wait, that’s it?”

Couldn’t we just take them with us on the airship when we left? I’d been expecting him to ask for something far more unreasonable.

Apparently, the owner could tell what I was thinking from my expression, as he let out a loud guffaw. “What, too easy for ya? You sure about that? I wouldn’t be so sure if I were you. You’re about to storm right into the Demon Lord’s castle, aren’tcha? Same place the previous hero’s party got reduced to a duo and sent packing. And I’m telling you to come back from there alive and take those three with you on your way out. Possibly even with demons hot on your trail, depending on how things go at the castle.”

“And just who are these three, anyway?” asked Crow, reaching for what would now be his third Grand Slam. Wasn’t he drinking a little fast? To be fair, I’d never seen him drunk before, but I wasn’t enthused by the idea of carrying him back to the ship.

“I’ll introduce you to them tomorrow,” said the owner. “Don’t want to say anything about ’em I’m not at liberty to. I’ve leave that decision to them.”

“And you think your information is as valuable as three people’s lives?” I said pointedly.

He shrugged. “Why wouldn’t it be? I pride myself on being the best informant in the entire world, ya know. Far better than any old schmuck you or your friend here would ever be able to find on your own.”

“What are these three pieces of intel you’re offering?”

“One: a secret rear entrance to the Demon Lord’s castle. Two: info about a particular crystal the demons have been selling to the humans. And three: details about the weapon that killed Saran Mithray. Sound fair enough to you?”

I could feel my expression crumble at that unexpected name-drop. Both Latticenail behind me and Night on my shoulder seemed a little rattled by this revelation too.

“Saran Mithray—real name Saran Hermes. If you’ve got this girl traveling with you, you must know the true identity of your beloved instructor by now, I take it?”

He looked up at Latticenail for the first time since we’d arrived. If she hadn’t already told me about the commander being a demon back on the airship, I probably would have been pretty darn flustered right about now.

“He was the Demon Lord’s older brother, right?” I replied. “Yeah, I heard about that not too long ago. What about him?”

Just how much did this guy know? And who was he, really? Since he ran a restaurant, I assumed he didn’t move around very often. The sign on the door said they were closed only one day a week, and as far as I could tell, the only people working here were him and the hostess. Was it really possible to gather this kind of intel purely through word of mouth from whoever walked in the door? I didn’t see any skills on his stat page that suggested he might have other information gathering abilities…

“You look like you’re awfully curious as to how I know all this,” said the owner, reading my expression with the thinnest of smiles.

He stood up and walked over to the glass shelves, then grabbed a bottle filled with amber liquid, poured it into his glass, and took a sip. Wasn’t this guy supposed to be at work? Maybe he just had a high alcohol tolerance from working at a bar.

“Most of my intel comes from outside the demon realm, not within,” he said. “I pay for all of it, but not with money. For instance, say someone has some valuable information I’d like access to, and their sister just so happens to be stranded in the demon realm. Maybe we could cut a deal for me to help her escape in exchange for feeding me information for the next several decades?”

So that was his game. This sounded awfully similar to the smuggling deal he was trying to cut with us.

“Well, I’m certainly interested in the intel about the Demon Lord’s castle and Commander Saran,” I said. “But what does them selling crystals to humans have to do with anything?”

At first blush, this sounded utterly irrelevant to us.

“Oh, it has quite a bit to do with you, I’m afraid.” The owner drummed his fingers loudly on the table. “Given that many of your friends are still under the crystals’ control.”

It dawned on me then what crystals he was referring to: the ones that the princess of Retice used to brainwash my fellow heroes. I’d shattered the one that had cursed the hero the night before I fled the castle after the commander’s murder, and Kyousuke had broken an additional six, but there were still twenty left. Our other classmates were likely still under the curse’s effects.

Yes, I’d forgotten all about our other classmates we’d left behind at the castle. In my defense, I’d been far more preoccupied with the people I’d met in this world than those from my own as of late—especially since even back in my world, I considered school a sort of mandatory rest period between my part-time jobs rather than a place I went to learn and make friends. I was sure that the hero and the other members of his party who’d been friends with the rest of them were worried sick, though.

“Ah,” I said. “Right, forgot about them.”

The owner tilted his head at this nonchalant reply, perhaps wondering if there was bad blood between me and the heroes back at the castle.

There wasn’t, really. I was neither fond nor unfond of them. People said the opposite of love was not hate but indifference—and for me, that rang true. I could hardly spare a second thought for any classmates aside from Kyousuke. By this point, I’d memorized the names of people like Hosoyama and Nanase, but I probably couldn’t name a single one of my classmates who were still trapped at the castle.

“Whatever,” said the owner. “Just come back here tomorrow, same time. We’ll talk exchange logistics and payment then. If you choose not to come, we’ll all pretend this meeting never took place. You’re free to go now.”

With that, he walked right out of the room, presumably leaving us to discuss the proposition among ourselves. But we had an airship to go back to, so we didn’t need to stay here and talk things over.

“Oh, this one’s mine, isn’t it?!” said Latticenail. “Gimme!”

She swiped the last full glass on the table right as Crow was reaching out for it, then downed it in one gulp. At first, this surprised me, given that she didn’t look much older than me—but as a demon, she had to be quite a bit older than I was, so it only made sense.

“You gonna be okay?” I asked just to be safe, since I’d never seen her drink before.

“Totally! There’s not even any booze in these! It’s just juice!”

Come to think of it, I’d used World Eyes to check for poison but hadn’t actually taken a look at what the drinks were. I channeled some mana into my eyes and focused on the few remaining drops of liquid in the glass.

 

Oranga Fruit Juice (Freshly Squeezed)

STATUS: Very Sweet

No poison detected

 

It was indeed fruit juice, not alcohol. Which explained why Crow had been able to down several glasses like water. Maybe he was just thirsty.

“Then why did you feel the need to drink the last one?” I asked Latticenail.

“Mmm… I dunno! Just been a while since I had oranga juice, I guess!”

Behind her usual cheery smile, there was a subtle note to her expression that told me not to pry any further about this.

“Hey, sorry. Could you guys go on ahead?” Latticenail said as we were walking back to the airship. “I’ll catch up with you, I promise!”

“What, did you forget something back there?” I asked.

“Mmm… Yeah, kinda!”

This obviously struck me as odd, but I figured it was fine to leave her to her own devices. This was her home turf.

“Master…” said Night, eyeing me with concern as she walked away. 

“No, it’s fine. We’ll go on ahead,” I said, shaking my head as I activated the everyday magic spell she’d taught me for the journey back to the ship.

 

POV: UNKNOWN

 

WHEN LATTICENAIL RETURNED to the place they’d left just minutes prior, she found the person she was looking for leaning against the back door of the restaurant and smoking a cigarette. She was wearing the black cloak that concealed both her body and her presence—the same one she’d worn when boarding Akira’s party’s airship.

“So tell me,” she said, standing beside the man. “Do you still think things would have played out better if my uncle had become the Demon Lord?”

The man was startled by her voice coming seemingly from thin air. He glanced around in confusion for a moment before recognizing the voice as Latticenail’s, whom he’d been talking to moments ago, and let out a gentle sigh.

She reminded him of a certain someone, always popping up out of nowhere and surprising people when they least expected it. Perhaps that someone was the same person who’d given her that Cloak of Unknowing—a national treasure said to have been used by the first hero himself.

“Can’t believe you actually remember a lowly underling like me,” he said.

“How could I not?” Latticenail replied. “You were my uncle’s closest attendant back when I used to go to his place to listen to his stories. You’d always make that same sweet juice for us. I loved it so very much. The color was a little different from the one you made us just now, but the taste was exactly how I remember it.”

“It’s nothing special, really. If you can squeeze some oranga fruits, you can make it yourself.”

“So? Are you going to answer my question?”

It seemed she wasn’t interested in reminiscing any further. The owner sighed again, then took a drag from his cigarette. “As the man who picked a lowly demon like me up off the streets and gave me an opportunity despite my inborn lack of mana, yes, Lord Saran would have made for a better ruler. While they may be related by blood, I just don’t think Lord Narsa is capable of that sort of kindness. Though in fairness, it’s possible that Lord Saran was even more of a free spirit than either of us could have known.”

“True enough. Why would you risk being an intelligence broker in a place like this, anyhow? Don’t you worry that it might draw my father’s attention?”

“Our friend was blocked from entering or exiting the continent by a large-scale magic circle cast by Lord Narsa’s aide, Mahiro. So if Lord Saran would’ve returned, it would have been by air or by sea—in which case, I would’ve been among the first to know by setting up shop in a place like this. Not that there’s any point in waiting around for that anymore. Also, calling myself an intelligence broker is quite the exaggeration—a joke of a title propagated by the previous hero, since he and you are the only clients I’ve ever had. I don’t get any intel from the outside world aside from things pertaining to Lord Saran.”

“I see. So that’s why you’ve posted up here, eh?”

“Can we leave it at that? I have to get back to work.”

He turned his back to where he assumed Latticenail was standing, crushed his cigarette underfoot, and reached to open the door he’d been leaning against.

“Yeah, sorry. Just one last thing,” said Latticenail. “Why were you so kind to my little assassin friend? Was it because you knew he was my uncle’s last pupil?”

This final question stopped the man in his tracks.

Had he really been so unusually kind to the assassin? Perhaps. But it was ultimately for his own good—as someone who was clearly at that most uncertain age of youth, straddling the line between a boy and a man.

“No, not exactly. It’s because I could feel his spirit within that boy. The spirit of Saran Hermes—the only man to whom I will ever swear my allegiance.”


Chapter 5:
Landfall

 

POV: ODA AKIRA

 

“BASICALLY, WE’LL BE GETTING three new passengers on the airship as early as tonight,” I said. “No need for any extra hospitality. Think of them as strangers on the same boat. I’m sorry for making this decision without consulting you first, but I’d really appreciate your cooperation in this.”

Over breakfast, I bowed my head to Noa and the other heroes who’d stayed behind on the airship the day before. It was important to remember that I wasn’t just traveling with Amelia and Night any longer. After returning to the ship last night, I belatedly realized that maybe it wasn’t the best idea for me to agree to the owner’s deal without consulting everyone first.

“Well, I’m sure you determined we needed that information at all costs,” said Kyousuke, folding his arms. “Plus, if it gives us the opportunity to learn more about our classmates back at the castle, then none of us have any room to complain.”

“Yeah, Asahina’s right,” said the hero. “Obviously, it’s not great for one of us to make decisions as though they speak for the whole group, but I’m sure I would’ve made the same call if I were in your shoes.”

“Luckily, we have more than enough food and water for three extra mouths, so it shouldn’t affect our stores all that much,” said Noa.

Their approval came as a relief. Meanwhile, I caught Amelia and Night looking at me with grins of amusement.

“Something you wanna say?” I asked.

“Nope, not at all!”

“Don’t mind us, Master!”

I gave them both a dirty look as they snickered at me, then gobbled up my bowl of the pot-au-feu we’d made from stewing monster meat with vegetables. After swallowing every bit of the tender, well-cooked ingredients and gulping down the last of the broth, I rose from my seat and made an announcement.

“We’ll be heading back to Number Seven at the same time tonight. In the meantime, I’m gonna go scout around the surrounding area for a while. Does anyone want to come with? Might run into some monsters, though, just FYI.”

Both Night and Amelia shot up, having also finished their bowls.

“No, Amelia. You’re too conspicuous,” I said. “What if some of the Demon Lord’s henchmen find out you’re here on the continent?”

Elves were rare enough already on the human and beastfolk continents, where they drew a lot of attention for their beauty, which was considered exotic. But this was the demon realm, where the ruler was trying to kidnap Amelia for his own evil ends. If they found out she was here, they’d send an entire army to capture her again. Especially considering Darrion Sync had no doubt already reported that she was traveling with the hero, their primary target.

“It’ll be fine,” Amelia argued. “I’ll just borrow the cloak Crow used yesterday that conceals physical features.”

When she puffed out her cheeks and pouted, it was so cute that I was tempted to let her have her way—but in this case, I was still hesitant. If Darrion had been telling the truth during our duel on the airship, then he was the demons’ fifth-in-command. And although neither of us had been fighting at full strength then, he had to be roughly on my level, in terms of abilities.

Granted, I’d technically beaten the demons’ second- and third-in-command down in the Great Labyrinth of Brute, but that was only because they weren’t aware of my true abilities and let their guard down. I would have been at a distinct disadvantage against Mahiro especially, given his ability to attack at long range from several directions at once using his magic circles. I wasn’t keen on fighting him again if I could avoid it; if I absolutely had to, I would rather fight him in a setting where I could make the best use of my abilities. To that end, I didn’t want to take any risks in revealing our airship’s location prior to our arrival at the Demon Lord’s castle.

Gilles took a sip of his post-breakfast coffee. “I don’t see a problem with it. It’s not like Noa’s camouflage magic is all-powerful. If anything, one could argue that the safest place for her to be is by your side.”

Noa had cast a camouflage spell on the airship that allowed it to blend into thin air as it circled around the coast of the demon realm. It consumed less mana than concealment magic and could be cast over a wider area while leaving less residual mana behind. But unlike true concealment magic, camouflage magic was only good for visually concealing things—so the ship could be picked up by skills that detected mana, temperature, or presence.

I had asked Latticenail to go down and see if she could perceive it herself from the ground. Thankfully, even with her special demon eyes, it remained hidden from afar. She could sense it once she got closer, however, so we couldn’t be completely at ease. It was for this reason that we’d decided to disembark and reboard the ship at different points every time from now on.

“Guess you’ve got a point there,” I said.

Amelia giggled. “Tee hee… Thanks, Gilles.”

“You’re quite welcome, Princess,” Gilles replied. “But as Akira mentioned, you are being targeted by the demons, so do be careful.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll keep that in mind.”

As Amelia nodded, one of the hero’s party members stood up: Nanase.

“Hey, can I come too?” he asked with a smile. “Kinda curious to see what it’s like on the demon continent, y’know?”

At this, Kyousuke and the hero stood up as well.

“We’re not on cooking duty today either, so we have nothing better to do.”

Today’s cooking shift belonged to the girls from the hero’s party’s, so chances were, it would be something spicy again. Ueno was trying desperately to thwart Hosoyama’s efforts in that regard, but Ueno herself wasn’t a very good cook and had a limited repertoire, so Hosoyama still snuck in at least one super spicy dish every time she was on dinner duty. Hearing of her struggles, the other members of the hero’s party silently placed their hands on Ueno’s shoulders in solidarity; it seemed none of them had been able to keep Hosoyama’s culinary violence in check either. But Amelia didn’t mind even the spiciest food one bit, so if worse came to worst, we could always let her eat it all. And since Tsuda would be staying behind on the ship today with nothing else to do, maybe he could help Ueno out a bit.

“It’s really far less interesting than you’re imagining, I assure you,” said Night. “Just the most barren wasteland you’ve ever seen.”

About thirty minutes later, our small scouting party descended into the land of Volcano. According to Night, this marked the first time in around 150 years that someone with the hero class had set foot in demon territory.

 

After disembarking from the airship, we didn’t make our way inland like we had the day before. Instead, we followed the coast for a while. I wouldn’t have minded going back to the demon settlement we visited yesterday, but since we’d have to go there later tonight anyhow, I figured we might as well go check out a different area—especially because I didn’t know how badly the other heroes might react to seeing the destitute slums of Morte. That place reeked of death, and even I had almost gotten sucked in by the despair. I’d pulled myself together thanks to Crow snapping me out of it, but I didn’t know how I’d be able to keep an eye on all four of them. I’d probably have to subtly suggest that they head back to the airship before we went to Number Seven later.

The heroes seemed quite lively at first, chattering excitedly about all the unfamiliar scenery as they looked around with curiosity. Yet once they realized this barren landscape was all there was to see, they became a lot less talkative. The scenery definitely grew boring after a while. It had no flora or fauna to speak of, let alone people or monsters.

I made sure we took breaks every now and then. For me, these were mostly to help with mental exhaustion rather than physical, as my stamina had improved quite a bit since arriving in this world. I didn’t easily get tired in the traditional sense.

A few hours after leaving the ship, as I was listening to Nanase mutter something about how it felt like we hadn’t made any progress at all with how treacherous and sharp the rocky terrain along the coast was to navigate, my furry companion seemed to notice something from his perch on my shoulder.

“Wait, this path…”

“What’s the matter?” I asked, not really noticing any change in the landscape.

“Well, it’s hard to say for sure, since the Demon Lord erased most of my memories from my time in the demon realm… But something about this road feels familiar somehow. Especially those rocks over there.” Night pointed with his furry paw to what seemed like an ordinary rock formation to me. “Merely looking at them gives me a strange feeling in my chest.”

During our battle with Mahiro and Aurum in the land of beastfolk, when Night had shielded me from taking a mortal injury, he’d officially acted in opposition to the demons. As a result of this, it seemed the Demon Lord had determined Night’s knowledge of the demon realm an intelligence threat and wiped all memory of it from his mind. This was a gradual process, so Night didn’t even notice for a while. By the time he did, most of his memories were already gone. Up until that point, he’d refused to lead me to the Demon Lord’s castle out of loyalty to his original master, but now he couldn’t do so even if he wanted to. I could also tell that his loyalty had been waning ever since Latticenail mentioned that the Demon Lord was trying to commit a taboo, as it was around that time that he started referring to him as simply “the Demon Lord” rather than “His Majesty.”

The fact that the Demon Lord saw fit to station Night at the bottom of a labyrinth as its final boss, in a room that couldn’t be exited without said boss being killed, seemed to suggest that the Demon Lord had no problem with the possibility of Night dying. And neither did Night, really; he’d practically asked me to end him at first after our fight. But that didn’t sit right with me, so I’d made a monster pact with him instead. I wasn’t sure what could have made the Demon Lord send a monster he once considered his right hand to die in a dismal pit like that just to deliver a message to me. At the same time, I couldn’t blame him for taking preventative measures and wiping the memory of a former servant who’d allied himself with a human, all things considered.

“What kind of strange feeling?” I asked, staring at the formation in question. On closer inspection, I could see that the rocks were a slightly different color than the rest. It was a very subtle difference, though. Only noticeable if you looked really closely.

Nanase, who’d noticed me come to a halt, called out from behind us. “What’s up, you guys? Wanna take another break?”

Amelia and the others stopped as well.

“No, it’s nothi—”

Before I could finish, the rocks began to move. Immediately, I felt a strange feeling in my chest as well.

The hero, who was bringing up the rear, noticed it too; he whipped toward the same direction in wide-eyed disbelief. “What the…?”

On my shoulder, Night repositioned his paws as though readying himself to pounce. “I remember now, Master! This is no ordinary rock field! This is the Dragon’s Nest—a place where all manner of winged serpents dwell!”

Right on cue, the rattling rocks soared upward, then came crashing down to earth. The impact caused the ground to shake as violently as an earthquake, and we all stumbled forward.

When the shaking finally stopped and I lifted my head, the landscape had changed. The off-color rock formation was gone, and we were instead surrounded by ferocious dragons on all sides. They were pressed together so tightly that they obscured our entire view of the barren wasteland. It seemed we’d stepped right into their nest unawares.

“Looks like we’re surrounded.”

I reflexively gripped the hilts of my Yato-no-Kami as our group leaned our backs against one another and glared at our winged foes.

“Forgive me, Master. I should have noticed sooner.”

“No, it’s fine. I should have realized something was up. Guess their concealment skills must be a higher level than my Detect Presence is.”

“My Intuition didn’t pick up anything either,” said Kyousuke. “Usually, my senses would’ve been tingling like crazy, but I didn’t even feel a thing.”

I genuinely hadn’t even noticed the dragons until they’d revealed themselves to us. Even during my original run through the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen, I’d never been ambushed like this. Hell, even now with the dragons literally surrounding us, my Detect Presence and Detect Danger skills were silent, as if they weren’t functioning properly. It seemed the same was true of Kyousuke as well. If even his sixth-sense Intuition skill wasn’t picking up anything, was it possible that we weren’t actually in any real danger here?

“Welcome to our Dragon’s Nest, O heroes from another world,” said the dragon right in front, opening its gigantic maw. “And you as well, Right Hand of the Demon Lord.”

I’d been bracing for an attack, yet the voice that emerged from the dragon was surprisingly beautiful—as if it came from a singer in a choir. What would have normally sounded like nothing more than a single vocal tone took on the form of words thanks to my Understand Languages skill.

“Master?”

“Akira?”

As I stood there, mouth agape, both Night and Amelia reached for my shoulders in concern, unaware that I was reacting to the dragon’s words.

“So those of you from the other world truly can understand our language, then,” said the dragon. “It is a language that even our fellow monsters cannot understand—one passed down only by us, the descendants of the original monsters created by Lord Eiter himself.”

The sheer majesty of its voice echoed through my skull. Even in the upper levels of the Great Labyrinth of Kantinen, there had been monsters capable of inflicting confusion with their voices, but this dragon’s voice was even more of a siren song than that—the kind of music that just completely disarmed you and made you want to keep listening to it forever. Even when it stopped speaking, I found myself on pins and needles waiting for its next words. I understood what it was saying, yes—but all other thoughts aside from that had dissipated. It felt like a haze had fallen over my mind. And it seemed the same was true for Kyousuke beside me, and the hero and Nanase behind us. Nobody moved a muscle.

“Akira!” someone shouted, and the haze was cleared.

I gasped and looked to my side. Amelia was worriedly watching me, her hands clasping my own on the hilt of my Yato-no-Kami. Night, meanwhile, had dug his claws into my shoulder. The warmth and pain of their respective touches helped bring me back to my senses.

“Sorry,” I said. “Looks like I let myself get charmed. But I think I’m okay now.”

My guess was that this trance wasn’t even intentional on the dragon’s part. As Night hissed at the dragon who’d called out to me, I stroked his fur to calm him down. Then I smacked Kyousuke hard over the head with the pommel of my Yato-no-Kami.

“Ow!” he exclaimed, then snapped out of it. He caught on right away and used similar force to bring Nanase and the hero back to reality too.

After verifying that we were all back to normal, I called out to the dragon directly in front of me. “I’m sorry, but it seems your words are putting a strain on me and my companions. I’d appreciate if we could keep this conversation brief and concise. Is there something you want from us?”

To my own ears, it sounded like I was speaking normally. But judging from the startled expressions on Amelia’s and Night’s faces, I was probably speaking in songlike tones just as the dragon had. It made my throat hurt a bit.

“It was you who invaded our territory, humans,” another dragon brusquely interjected. “But, yes, we do have business with you. Come, and I will guide you to our leader.”

I wasn’t sure if it was the difference in the way they spoke, but this one’s words didn’t affect me nearly as much. There was still a slight ringing in my skull, but I’d just need to learn to deal with it for the time being.

When I started following the dragon, Night asked me, “What did they say?”

“Apparently, they have business with us. They’re gonna take us to their leader.”

“Their leader?! The apex of all dragons?! But he’s never even granted an audience to any of the Demon Lords throughout history! What could he want with us?!”

“Hell if I know,” I replied, trailing cautiously behind the dragon’s giant tail.

While it was only a few dozen steps for the dragon, we practically had to jog to keep up. We crossed a few hundred meters to reach a nearby cavern.

And this was no ordinary cavern.

“Is this…all crystal?” Kyousuke asked, awestruck.

The ground—which had been leveled by dragon footfalls over the years—and the stalactites that hung from the ceiling like icicles sparkled and shone brightly, reflecting the sunlight pouring in through the cave mouth. It made it look as though the entire cavern was one massive crystal, like the grand hall to some opulent palace.

“Akira, these crystals…” Amelia murmured.

I nodded. “I know. They’re not just easy on the eyes. Each and every one of them—or the entire cavern as a whole, rather—is filled with an enormous amount of mana… Why do I feel like I’ve seen them somewhere before?”

As I tilted my head and looked around, I tightened my grip on the Yato-no-Kami. It was hard to tell amid the crystals’ glow, and my Detect Presence skill still wasn’t picking up anything, but I sensed large presences lurking behind the massive crystalline pillars. Other dragons, I imagined.

The cavern had a high ceiling, far higher even than the head of the giant dragon stomping onward ahead of me. I was reminded of the massive boss room where I’d first encountered Night, which had been spacious enough for him to move around freely even in his dragon form. This cave was probably even larger than that. And although we were now quite a ways from the entrance, I could still see everything clearly due to the crystals reflecting the light all the way into the depths of the cavern. The way everything sparkled was actually beginning to hurt my eyes.

“If you make even one false move while in our leader’s presence, we will not hesitate to crush you underfoot,” said the dragon. “So mind yourselves.”

Such was its warning as we reached the innermost chamber of the cave. I wasn’t sure how long we’d walked to get there, but as the huge body in front of me pulled away, my field of vision finally opened up a bit.

“Is that…a dragon?”

I gazed up at the massive creature sitting atop the largest, most brilliant blue crystal of all. This was not a Western-style winged dragon like the ones we’d seen thus far, but an Eastern-style dragon with short limbs, two horns, a long serpentine body covered in translucent scales, and a golden beard fluttering in the wind. It reminded me of the dragon in an old martial arts anime I used to watch with my sister.

“My name is Hiraeth,” it declared. “I am the primordial dragon—one of the original monsters given life by Eiter the Creator.”

If the sound of the previous dragon’s words could be compared to that of an electric piano, then this was like listening to an old pipe organ. The sounds themselves were similar, but the quality and timbre were on a completely different level.

“I entreat thee: Grant my wish, O children of man from another world.”

His words flowed through me like a beautifully woven melody reverberating throughout my entire body. From his tone, I got the sense that this “wish” was more of an order than a request, but given that we’d walked unannounced into their territory and they would have been well within their rights to kill us where we stood, I figured we had no choice but to hear him out. I wasn’t sure exactly how they’d done it, but we’d pretty much lost from the moment they had us surrounded. If it had come to blows back there, then whether we made it out or not, we absolutely would have suffered more losses than they did. They’d probably only made this show of force to give themselves additional leverage in whatever discussions were about to happen here.

“Er, before we dive into that,” I said, “I’d just like to note that none of us here are familiar with what constitutes proper etiquette when dealing with monsters or dragons. I hope you’ll be willing to overlook any unintentional rudeness on our part.”

Even in another world, I had a fairly good idea of what you should and shouldn’t do when dealing with people, but I had no clue what the dos and don’ts were when it came to totally different species. And I really didn’t want to get trampled into mincemeat by a giant dragon for some slight I didn’t even know I was making.

It seemed the dragon who’d led us here didn’t much care for my tone, or perhaps the fact that my hand was still on my weapon, as it let out a threatening growl—but the leader dragon, Hiraeth, put a stop to that with a flick of his tail.

“But of course,” he said. “What is your name, O assassin from another world?”

“I am called Akira Oda,” I said. “This is Night, my trusted familiar, and Amelia Rosequartz, princess of the elves. Behind me are fellow heroes who come from the same world as I: the hero, Tsukasa Satou; a samurai, Kyousuke Asahina; and a wind mage, Rintarou Nanase.”

As I quickly got the introductions out of the way, I made a special point of emphasizing that Night was my familiar, given that the dragons who’d surrounded us had recognized him as the “Demon Lord’s Right Hand” immediately.

“I see,” said Hiraeth. “So you’ve been given a new name, eh, Black Cat?”

His tone was relaxed, almost welcoming. It was a far cry from the way the demons we’d met so far had treated us.

“So, what is it you want from us?” They must have had a good reason for wanting to invite us in and speak with us instead of eliminating us on sight when we wandered into their nest.

“Master,” said Night. “The dragons here are not like those in the labyrinths or the wyverns, which were created by the Demon Lord. These are all descended from their leader, the primordial dragon. In other words, they have built a kingdom here in the demon realm that is completely outside the Demon Lord’s influence, which even he dares not invade, preferring to maintain balance through negotiation. Be very careful.”

Night whispered these words in my ear, presumably because he was worried that if he’d used telepathy, I might reply in the language of dragons by accident.

Apparently, all the dragons we’d fought thus far—those created by the current and former Demon Lords—were considered inferior to these progenitor dragons descended from Hiraeth. It only took one look at their stat pages to confirm this as true. While all of the dragons here had far higher stats than I did, every value on Hiraeth’s stat page was listed as simply OVER MAX, much like Amelia’s mana. Amelia saw it too, judging from the way her jaw dropped.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know. Don’t worry.”

We were only still breathing right now thanks to the mercy of a species far superior to ours. One unfavorable response could easily cost us our lives.

“There is no need to be frightened,” said Hiraeth. “This is my first time speaking to a human since your so-called first hero as well… It feels nostalgic, in a way. You are all more than welcome here.”

These words caused a commotion—not among us, but among his fellow dragons. For one who’d refused to grant an audience to any of the Demon Lords who ruled this continent, Hiraeth was being surprisingly amicable to us.

Perhaps it was because we resembled the first hero in his mind, who was also said to have come from Japan. I’d heard it said that people from overseas often thought all Japanese people looked the same, after all. And to be fair, whenever I saw groups of foreigners in tour groups and whatnot, I found it pretty hard to tell them apart as well.

“Now then. I have a request to make of you all,” said Hiraeth, speaking slow and sure. “It is something I can only ask of your kind: I want you destroy a particular crystal held by the human race. You must destroy every last one, leaving no trace whatsoever.”

Immediately, the crystals used by the princess to curse my classmates came to mind. Those were the only crystals I could think of that I’d seen in Kantinen.

“What are the characteristics of said crystals?” I asked.

“I will cast a magic spell upon your eyes that will allow you to recognize them on sight. It was originally only one large crystal, but I suspect it’s been broken into multiple pieces.”

I felt a bit uneasy about the idea of him casting a spell on us. Unfortunately, we weren’t in a position to refuse. As much as I wanted to trust him, we couldn’t possibly know what adverse effects dragon magic might have on our human bodies—assuming it even worked as advertised.

“Is there no other option than using magic?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like, could you just describe what these crystals look like?”

It was a shot in the dark, but realistically, I had no way of distinguishing one crystal from another. Even if they were carved in a very particular way, it might still be pretty hard to tell if we’d found the right ones.

“If you have concerns about me casting magic on you, then let me offer you my assurance,” said Hiraeth. “I hereby swear my magic will not cause you any harm.”

“…And if that assurance is a lie?”

Even I knew this was probably crossing the line.

I could feel the rage of the other dragons behind us flare up in an instant, and Night dug his claws into my shoulder. He and Amelia couldn’t understand our conversation, so they were probably on pins and needles, worried that negotiations might fall apart at any minute. Thankfully, the other dragons were soon quelled by Hiraeth raising a foreleg to silence them.

“It is only the races of men that lie,” he said. “We monsters—from we who call ourselves originals all the way to those created by the current Demon Lord—do not. You should know this, O assassin from another world. You have a familiar yourself, don’t you?”

He glanced at Night on my shoulder. Come to think of it, I’d never caught Night being deceitful to me. He was almost too honest sometimes.

“What do you think, hero?” I asked Satou, who’d been listening to our conversation in silence.

“I don’t think I have a huge issue with it,” he replied, rubbing his chin with one hand. “Although, could I ask just one quick question first?”

“By all means,” said Hiraeth. “Speak, hero.”

“Why is it that you need us to destroy these crystals? Surely with your numbers and strength, you could easily do so yourselves.”

Hiraeth twisted his tail in thought for a moment, then nodded. “Very well. This may take a while, though. Where to even begin…?”

There was a comforting music to his words as he spoke.

“As I’m sure you’ve already noticed, the crystals in this cave contain an immense amount of mana and have existed in this world since long before even I was born. They are not merely dazzling hunks of rock, and their sheer power is worlds apart from the measly mana stones you extract from monsters in labyrinths. It is so great that should a war between humans and demons break out in the future, the humans would trounce the demons with ease—even from a mana standpoint—if they could properly harness the power of the crystals. The reason the humans were able to defeat the other races in their territorial wars of conquest in the past, and take the bountiful land of Kantinen all for themselves, was because of their superior numbers and strategies. But if the humans of today were to use these crystals for warfare, they would invariably upset the fragile balance between the world’s races that has been maintained for millennia.”

Hiraeth tilted his head, perhaps wondering if we were following along. The hero nodded in affirmation, though his face was deathly pale.

In other words, if they harnessed the power of the crystals in a way similar to the mana stone in Lia’s wand, the humans—who were by far the weakest race when it came to mana—could defeat even the strongest of demons. Would it also strengthen their magic spells?

If the wrong humans in power learned of this cave and its vast amount of said crystals, it could lead to unnecessary conflict as they sought that power for themselves. It seemed that was the reason Eiter had ordered Hiraeth and his fellow dragons to guard this land. As Hiraeth told it, the mana in the cave grew and expanded over time. Once it became too much for him to manage alone, he created his draconic descendants.

“It all began a mere thousand years ago,” said Hiraeth. “Despite us being guardians of this land, we are permitted to leave for a brief period once every few hundred to few thousand years. Somehow, the Demon Lord at the time learned of this and managed to sneak in and steal a large chunk of crystal from the cave while we were out. We had put magic barriers in place to guard it while we were away, but for some strange reason, they were gone when we returned.”

Hiraeth pointed to a corner of the giant crystal on which he was resting, where indeed a massive chunk had been blown off, seemingly by some sort of explosive magic. It would have been a big piece of crystal, but not so large that demons couldn’t transport it by hand.

Also, I liked how he said a “mere” thousand years ago. This just went to show how different their sense of time was to our own.

“We immediately realized what had happened and demanded the Demon Lord return the crystal posthaste. Alas, he refused to listen and eventually relinquished it to the humans. The fool… It’s as if he wanted all-out war.” Hiraeth clicked his tongue with disdain. “Due to a magically binding oath we made to Eiter the Creator after the crystal was stolen, we are unable to leave this land. Even if we could, there is simply no way I could effectively search for the crystal in the human domain, given my massive form. That is why I would ask for your help in this.”

“You said he relinquished it to the humans,” I said. “Do you know which nation?”

The human continent was by far the largest of the four realms, so it would be nice if we could narrow down the search a bit.

“Well, human nations rise and fall like flies, with your tiny lifespans, but…I believe that country is now called the Kingdom of Retice? I know the current Demon Lord has made an alliance with their king also. More likely than not, it’s an alliance that only truly benefits the demons.”

I froze at the notion that Retice was in cahoots with the demons. Could it be that the demons were secretly the ones behind our summoning too? Maybe that little theory about them using us as a conduit to connect our world to theirs wasn’t so ridiculous after all. Just what were the Demon Lord and King of Retice plotting?

“Okay, I understand now,” said the hero after thinking things over for a while. “In truth, even if we do find a way back to our own world, we’ll still need to go back to rescue the comrades we left behind in Retice anyway, so we can make a point of finding and destroying those crystals then.”

Hearing this, Hiraeth wagged his tail in satisfaction.

The conversation came to a lull, during which Kyousuke chimed in. “May I ask you something as well?”

Both Nanase and the hero looked over at him with wide-eyed stares. Kyousuke was not generally the type to insert himself into conversations like this. Not that he didn’t have his own opinions; it was just that he always put his own wants and needs on the backburner. He had a high tolerance for just about anything, so he usually went along with the group and rarely spoke his mind.

“Very well,” said Hiraeth. “If you agree to destroy the crystals, I will gladly answer any questions you may have.”

“When your children surrounded us earlier, both Akira’s Detect Danger and Detect Presence skills, as well as my own Intuition skill, failed to pick up that anything was amiss. If there’s some trick you’re using to befuddle them, I would like to know. It could be fatal if the same thing were to happen to us in, say, the Demon Lord’s castle.”

I nodded in agreement. This was something I’d been meaning to ask as well but had forgotten due to all the other shocking revelations. From looking at the dragons’ stats via World Eyes, I could tell they all possessed concealment skills, so it wasn’t especially surprising that my detection skills didn’t work on them. But Kyousuke’s Intuition skill should have been immune to such a thing.

“I believe Intuition is a manifestation of one’s sixth sense in the form of a skill, yes? Well, I cannot say for certain, but essentially, this cave has been hidden in every conceivable way by all manner of magics—some of which have even been lost to time. I am sure that among those various magics were ones that could interfere with detection and perception skills as well.”

To be sure, Intuition was technically a form of perception, and it seemed Hiraeth was suggesting that this meant it wasn’t immune to interference. Apparently, he’d actually loosened some of the spells a bit to lure us in to this general area, but he tried not to tinker with them too much due to them being crafted with old, forgotten magics.

There were still many aspects of lost, ancient magic that had yet to be understood, but what we did know was that older magic tended to be more versatile and powerful than modern magic, especially when it came to things like concealment. It also consumed an exorbitant amount of mana and used ancient runes like the ones Amelia had learned from Crow, which would drive an ordinary person mad, so there were none alive today who knew how to use the vast majority of it. It was akin to a lost technology but not quite, as skills like Crow’s Inversion ability and Mahiro’s magic circles also fell under this category.

All that being said, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was another reason why this cavern was so carefully guarded. From what I could tell, the dragons themselves didn’t need these crystals for anything. If they were really only going to serve as an impetus for future wars and power struggles, then I didn’t see why they didn’t just destroy every last crystal in here.

“I see. That makes sense, thank you,” said Kyousuke. “Had it been due to some deficiency on my part, I might not have been fit to continue this journey with Akira.”

This last part he said not in dragon language, but in our own. It was an extremely Kyousuke thing to say.

“Ooh, hey! Can I ask something too while we’re at it?!” Nanase piped up, perhaps feeling left out as the only one who hadn’t said anything. “I’ve always wanted the chance to ride on a dragon’s back. It’s been my dream forever!”

This struck me as an extremely childish and rude request to make of an elder dragon—but to my surprise, Hiraeth narrowed his eyes and nodded solemnly. He reminded me of a grandfather begrudgingly going along with his grandson’s whims.

“We still cannot leave this place for the time being,” he said. “But there should soon come a time when we can. For now, take this—and use it when the time is right.”

Into Nanase’s outstretched hands, Hiraeth placed what appeared to be a flute carved from stone, imbued with just the slightest amount of mana. Though as Nanase humbly accepted it and I got a better look, I realized it was closer to a whistle than a proper flute.

“If there comes a time in your journey ahead where you feel you could use a hand, blow into this. Now then, I believe our business here is done. My fellow dragons will lead you out of the cave.”

With that, Hiraeth curled up atop the giant crystal as if to go to sleep. As one of the original monsters created by Eiter himself, he must have been born thousands if not tens of thousands of years ago. I wasn’t sure if primordial monsters even had lifespans, but he definitely looked to be getting close to the end of his days. I burned his majestic image into my mind, then turned to leave at the urging of his fellow dragons.

Presumably, he’d already cast the spell upon us that would allow us to find the crystals from the very start, though he’d given no forewarning. I was once again grateful that he and his nestmates were not hostile. We owed that to the first hero.

“Ah, yes. One last thing, Akira,” said Hiraeth right as we were leaving. “If you do manage to meet with the Demon Lord, please deliver a message to him for me: ‘One cannot bring back to life that which has no soul.’”

“Sure thing,” I said, mulling over these words with a nod. “I’ll tell him that.”

While it was Mahiro I primarily had business with, there was a pretty good chance I’d get to meet the Demon Lord himself in the process.

“That which has no soul, huh?” I mumbled to myself. “So they’ve got a concept of souls in this world too, then… Interesting.”

I’d been so focused on ruminating over Hiraeth’s words that I didn’t notice the expression on my furry companion’s face as he sat perched on my shoulder.

 

POV: CROW

 

“YOU LOOK PRETTY MISERABLE right now, you know. Why don’t you go get some fresh air around lunchtime before coming back in? Wouldn’t want you to ruin my lunch.”

This had been Amelia’s harsh advice to me right as she disembarked from the ship this morning, and so here I was—standing out on the ship’s deck right around noon.

It was no wonder to me that I looked miserable. How could I possibly be cheery and chipper when I could feel my life rapidly coming to an end with each passing second?

“Man… Can’t even remember the last time I gazed out at the ocean.”

Unable to stop or land safely, the airship was doing circles around the demon realm under the veil of camouflage magic.

As I regarded the vast sea below us, I couldn’t help but think back on my life and how woefully brief it all felt. It got me deeply emotional. The last time I’d overlooked the sea, my childhood best friend had been there to see it with me, along with a group of close companions I could truly rely on despite us all coming from different races and walks of life.

But now, it was just me. I was the only one left.

I remembered joking back then that Luke, the elf, would probably be the lonely one left alive after Aoi, Ritter, and I kicked the bucket—and that it would be nice if we could all get together again like this someday before that happened, even if we were all a bunch of crotchety old farts by then. But Aoi and Luke sacrificed themselves to allow Ritter and me to run ahead to the Demon Lord’s throne room when we got surrounded on the way there, leaving everything to us—only for us to get thwarted by Mahiro and forced to retreat with our tails between our legs.

“If only I’d died back there too…”

At least then I would have been spared the misery of having to die old and alone, regretting all the things I could’ve done differently.

“Don’t you dare ever say anything like that again!!”

A high-pitched shout had torn across the deck. Seemed I wasn’t as alone out here as I thought. Turning my gaze toward the source, I let out a groan.

“Oh, great,” I muttered. “She set me up, didn’t she? That damn princess. Can’t believe I didn’t suspect this from the start. Guess I really am getting senile.”

Now that I thought about it, Amelia wasn’t even on the ship, since she was planning to eat with the others out in the field—so I was never at risk of ruining her lunch in the first place. She’d only said that to create an opportunity for Lia to speak with me alone. I should have figured that out right away, but I must’ve been too caught up moping about my life rapidly coming to an end to give it due thought.

Here was Lia, standing before me with tears welling up in her eyes. This was exactly the sort of thing I hadn’t wanted to see, and why I’d been doing my very best to avoid her even on this relatively cramped airship.

“If you had died with your companions back there, I wouldn’t be alive today,” said Lia. “No, I probably wouldn’t have even been born… You’re focusing so much on the things you’ve lost that you’re unable to see the things you’ve gained, Lord Crow!”

After fleeing from the Demon Lord’s castle and failing to be by Ritter’s side when he passed, I’d wandered the realm in despair for a time. It was then that I came across a pregnant beastwoman being attacked by monsters near a small village. It was really only a coincidence that I happened upon her, but I couldn’t bear to watch any more lives be taken before my eyes—be it by the Demon Lord, his minions, or his monsters.

In the end, that woman ended up passing away due to other causes, but I later learned that her child, the one I’d named, was taken in by her relatives. At some point, the entire village went missing aside from my godchild, who went on to join the royal family of Uruk. The same royal family who’d killed my sister, Alia.

“It’s none of your business what I’m focused on,” I said, casting my gaze back out toward the sea. This girl had always looked me straight in the eyes, just like her mother. There was a comfort in that, to be sure, but it also scared me a little.

“I know you don’t care for me very much, Lord Crow,” said Lia. “But please listen to what I have to say.”

My eyes widened. Where had she gotten the idea that I didn’t like her? Well, I supposed my behavior toward her hadn’t been particularly affectionate, but still.

“The only reason I joined House Lagoon was so that I could learn more about you, you know,” she said, and I looked up. “In exchange for granting my powers as a guardian to the royal family for life, I requested access to all of the books and records in the castle. Those were the terms of my adoption.”

This answered a question that had been eating away at me for many years. I’d always found it a bit strange that the Lagoon royal family, infamous for looking down on the common folk with disdain, would accept a commoner like Lia into their ranks, even with her rare class. And not just as a relative, but as an adopted daughter of the king himself. A deal like that would certainly explain it.

She could have easily found me without becoming royalty, though. I’d settled down in Ur many decades ago now, and my blacksmith shop was fairly well known. And yet, she never sought me out. Perhaps she’d convinced herself that she needed to learn more about me first or something like that.

When she was first inducted into the royal family, I was ordered to craft her a magic staff with a mana stone at its core. I’d fashioned it to serve as a sort of tracking device, so I always had a general idea of her whereabouts and whether she was doing okay. Lia had no way of knowing the same when it came to me.

“Yeah? And did you actually learn anything worthwhile?” I asked.

“I learned a lot of things by reading through those records,” Lia replied, her eyes downcast. “Things I never could have learned in the life I lived before, as I never had any reason to know such things. For instance, how House Lagoon actually stole the throne of Uruk from the rightful royal family, and how they were cowards who deserved to be wiped off the face of the planet. Which came as a shock, yes, but I’d always been planning to leave the royal family once I gained the information I was looking for.”

Well, I certainly agreed with her in that I’d never considered that foul excuse for a royal family to be my rightful rulers. Not when they treated their fellow beastfolk like they were less than people and more like livestock.

“But what I wanted to know most of all,” said Lia, “was why you and your companions had been ordered to slay the Demon Lord in his castle.”

This topic brought back some unpleasant memories; I let out a sigh.

“Despite some attempts at revisionist history, even though there are still many survivors today who remember it well, the Nightmare of Adorea happened after your party attempted to slay the Demon Lord, correct?” said Lia. “In other words, it was a direct response to the hero’s party’s actions. And the ones who gave those orders to you and your companions were the then-rulers of Adorea—House Lagoon. They knew you were of royal blood, so they sent you out on a doomed mission to kill you and your friends, who were all gold-rank adventurers at the time.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s about the gist of it.”

Noa’s husband—that is, my and Alia’s father—was a descendant of the very first royal family of Adorea, which gave him a far stronger claim to the throne than House Lagoon. The claim was so strong, in fact, that if he’d tried to oust the Lagoon family, he could have probably gained the support of a majority of the stubborn nobility and staged a coup without much trouble. Apparently, the only reason House Lagoon became the royal family of Adorea in the first place was because my father’s family had stepped down from the line of succession many generations ago and given their support to the Lagoons who were next in line.

My father and his side of the family were gentle, peace-loving people who never had any intention of taking the throne. They didn’t even object when my father, the line’s only direct descendant, married a human like Noa; they welcomed her with open arms. I remembered my paternal grandfather telling me once that if my mother hadn’t been human, I might have very well gotten dragged into a war for the throne by some of the families that wanted to see House Lagoon removed from power.

“I was still young at the time,” I went on. “My father had already left home to marry my mother, so even if his family had returned to power somehow, he wouldn’t have had any right to the throne or the authority that came with it. That knowledge put me at ease. I never would have guessed that House Lagoon would’ve been so afraid of my father’s family attempting to reclaim power that they would try not just to snuff out his bloodline, but to get rid of people like me and Alia, who didn’t have any claim to the throne whatsoever. Though in the end, it wasn’t them who did my father in, but an epidemic that struck around the time Alia was born.”

After mastering the ancient language and the art of Inversion, I left my mother and sister at home to travel around the world with my childhood friend Ritter. We even went to the elven domain, which was particularly difficult for outsiders to enter at the time; I was able to call in a favor from an elf I’d saved in the human realm, who happened to be from a line of royal attendants. That elf, by the way, was Luke. Together with him and Aoi, whom we met in the Kingdom of Yamato, we formed a four-person party and worked tirelessly until we were all gold-rank adventurers.

By that time, I’d forgotten all about my father’s royal lineage, and the thought of going home was the furthest thing from my mind. Not that I didn’t love my mother and sister, of course, but those days living freely and recklessly with my closest friends were undoubtedly the happiest of my entire life.

“Everything changed when the four of us received a royal summons from Adorea,” I said. “That’s when they gave us our mission to slay the Demon Lord.”

As citizens of Adorea, Ritter and I could not disobey this royal summons. Technically, Aoi and Luke could have ignored it as outsiders, but they’d decided to come along with us to Adorea Castle anyhow.

It wasn’t that I didn’t have misgivings about our orders to slay the Demon Lord; we’d traveled all over by that point, and I hadn’t seen anything that suggested the demons posed an active threat to the other realms. I did question whether King Igsam Lagoon had other motivations for sending us to the demon realm, though.

“Ultimately, we accepted our orders. We were all gold-rank adventurers by then and felt like we were on top of the world, so we saw it as just another worthy challenge to test our skills. Plus, we’d always wanted to see the demon realm for ourselves.”

We also told ourselves that there was a high likelihood the demons really were doing damage to the outside world and we just hadn’t seen it firsthand.

But it was all a trap.

“Even after sacrificing our comrades, we failed to defeat the Demon Lord, so we turned tail and fled. And what awaited us when we returned home? A populace that somehow knew Ritter had the hero class despite us doing everything we could to hide it, and the heads of all the family on my father’s side on pikes, executed under the pretense that they were the ones who’d sent the heroes off to fight a losing battle against the Demon Lord, against the king’s orders. Which was a lie.”

Lia gasped at this.

While Ritter Ganador had indeed been born with the hero class, everyone aside from our party knew him as a magical device maker, since that was a hobby of his. We didn’t want people finding out he was the hero and hassling him to go defeat the Demon Lord, for one thing. Also, it would’ve lulled the demons into a false sense of security if they didn’t know a hero existed. He constantly wore a magical device he’d created that hid his stats from even appraisal magic, so no one should have learned his secret. That is, unless someone leaked the information to the public.

It should go without saying, but it was indeed the Adorean royal family who’d ordered us to slay the Demon Lord. A direct order from King Igsam Lagoon himself, in fact. Yet in all records and documents, the story had been flipped so it was my father’s family—the descendants of the original royal family of Adorea—who’d given the order without authorization from the crown. So every living man, woman, and child from my father’s family was executed for the treasonous crime of forcing an insufficiently prepared hero to go on a doomed expedition to the demon realm. They probably weren’t expecting any of us to come back alive, since we would obviously be able to refute these claims and tell the truth about who gave the orders—but I couldn’t even bring myself to do that, as it would only put myself and Alia, the last living members of my father’s bloodline, in further danger.

“It was only then that I finally realized something was wrong and tried to flee the country with Noa and Lia. But after I got into a huge argument with Noa, she dug in her heels and refused to go. Probably out of some stubborn desire for revenge against the ones who’d killed her husband’s family when they’d been so kind and accepting of her as a human. In the end, I fled Adorea with only Alia in tow, and the two of us built a house together in Ur.”

It was the same house I’d been living in until just recently.

I narrowed my eyes at the seascape, its waters shimmering in the sunlight. Back then, Ur wasn’t a thriving port town like it was now, and Alia always loved to walk along its empty sandy beaches with me. I wished I’d taken the opportunity to talk to her more while I had the chance—this sister of mine who’d stuck with me even at the cost of abandoning our mother without ever saying a word of complaint.

“Wait, but then how was Lady Alia in Adorea during the Nightmare?” asked Lia, tilting her head. “She should’ve been with you in Ur, right?”

I shook my head gently. “At the time, I’d just hit my stride as a blacksmith and was planning to leave on business to go to Kantinen for a few months, so I sent her to stay with Noa in Adorea while I got ready for the trip.”

Though Noa and I had a falling out, she and Alia remained on good terms. As such, I decided it would be safer for my sister to stay with Noa for a few months than accompany me on a potentially dangerous voyage to the human realm. Alia also seemed very excited at the prospect of seeing our mother for the first time in quite a while, so there was no doubt in my mind that this was the right decision back then.

“I’d told her countless times, of course, that Adorea wasn’t the safest place for us, and to be wary of House Lagoon. Noa agreed with that, so I knew they’d take every precaution they could… Never in my wildest dreams would I have imagined that the kingdom would be attacked in retribution for our expedition to slay the Demon Lord right when I was away…”

Information traveled slower back then than it did today, and I regrettably had no access to any sort of clairvoyance-type magic devices. If I’d gotten word of the attack right after it happened, I probably still wouldn’t have been able to help with the initial crisis in Adorea, but I might have made it back in time to save Alia.

“I only heard news of Adorea’s collapse after I’d arrived in Kantinen. To think such a prosperous nation could be destroyed overnight by a single monster… Let alone that my poor sister, who I thought was safe in Noa’s care, would lose her life to a member of the very royal family I’d told her to be wary of while trying to evacuate.”

Alia died that day—and it was only then that I learned Ritter had passed away of old age several years prior. He and I never spoke after returning from the demon realm; I couldn’t even remember what our last conversation had been.

Given that Adorea was the largest of all beastfolk nations at the time, and the center of trade and political relations with all of the other nations and races, the Nightmare of Adorea was a huge blow to the entire continent of Brute. Diplomatic duties were moved to Ur, and Uruk had to quickly develop its infrastructure to accept refugees from Adorea, which was never rebuilt and sat abandoned and in ruins to this day. Memorials were erected to the catastrophe in various other nations, but no country had dared set foot in Adorea since for fear of retaliation from the demons. There were probably still corpses beneath the rubble, waiting for proper burials. It was still in an excellent geopolitical location, though, so I figured it would probably be resettled at some point in a few hundred years or so, once the memory of the disaster had faded.

“Tell me: Did House Lagoon have any records about that?” I asked.

Lia hesitated. “No. All I found was a document stating that the reason you and your party were defeated despite having a hero in your ranks was that a certain family made an illegal royal decree to force you into going to the demon realm unprepared, and that all members of that family were subsequently executed as punishment. Yet strangely enough, when I did a little more digging, I found that there was almost zero impropriety in any of the records relating to that family—such as inconsistencies in their accounting or strange expenses—which was extremely common for other noble families at the time. This made me curious as to who they were, and sure enough, I found that they were related to you by blood and closer to the original royal lineage of Adorea than House Lagoon. I reached the logical conclusion that they’d been framed by House Lagoon in a bid to eliminate them as well as you, Lord Crow. I’d wanted to believe it couldn’t be true, but…now? I regret ever having called myself a Lagoon, even for an instant.”

I snorted at this. If even a royal family adoptee was able to realize this by checking the records, then surely any honest, critical-thinking citizen of Adorea at the time would have realized the same. But it was these upstanding citizens who’d been the ones to perish in the Nightmare of Adorea, as they were the ones who’d stayed behind until the very end to help others evacuate. As a result, most of the survivors were those dishonest cowards who’d abandoned their families and neighbors to save themselves right away, and who were now happily eating up every last word House Lagoon said as they leeched off the Uruki economy. That was why circumstances in Uruk would never improve.

When you looked at it this way, the Nightmare of Adorea wasn’t even that big a loss for House Lagoon. Though they’d lost a fair bit of valuable land and infrastructure, they simply moved over to Uruk and took over as royal family there like nothing had happened. As an added bonus, all of their non-morally bankrupt detractors had perished in the disaster, so they didn’t have to worry about opposition either.

“To be fair, I don’t know how much of it was planned from the start,” I said. “Can’t even say for sure if House Lagoon really even meant to kill Alia, or she was just a random casualty… All I know is that I made a lot of really bad choices back then. It felt like every time I tried to reach out my hand to save someone or something, my fingers just couldn’t reach.”

I still had nightmares about it to this day. I was tormented by all of the what-ifs: What if I had taken Alia with me to Kantinen back then? What if I had died in the demon realm with my comrades? What if I had trusted my gut and not taken the king’s orders at face value, and convinced Ritter and the others not to go? What if I’d shown more of an interest in my lineage on my father’s side of the family? Surely things would have played out differently if I’d just made better choices along the way.

“That may be, but you’ve saved countless lives too, Lord Crow!” said Lia.

“Maybe so. But for me, it’s the few I didn’t save that matter more than the hundreds I did. I’d trade their lives for my friends and family any day.”

Even out of the corner of my eye, I could see Lia’s aghast expression all too clearly. I turned my head away and stared at the ocean, which was clear and tranquil—a far cry from the stormy mess I’d just made of my heart by reminiscing about the past.

“Let me ask you just one more question, Lord Crow,” said Lia. “Let’s say you had the chance to do things over, and this time, you could save the people you lost. What exactly would you want for them, if they were still alive?”

I mulled over this question for a little while. If Ritter, Alia, Aoi, and Luke were still alive…

“I’d want them to live good, long lives. To be comfortable, and eat delicious food, and sleep well, and laugh well, and live each day to the fullest.”

If this was more than just a “what-if,” and they were all still around to hear me say this stuff, I was 100 percent positive that Ritter would have laughed his ass off about it, saying how uncharacteristic it was for me to be all sappy. And I knew it was. It was a simple, mundane wish.

A wish that would never come true.

“What if I told you that I feel the same way about you, Lord Crow?” said Lia.

This caught me totally off guard. “Huh?”

“I want you to be happy, Lord Crow. To eat yummy food and live out your days to the fullest doing the things that you love, even if you might not have that much longer to live. That’s been my biggest wish for a long, long time now.”

Her strong-willed gaze felt like it was piercing right through me. I couldn’t help but recoil. “Why do you even care so much? All I ever did for you was give you a name…”

It happened not long after I’d lost both my little sister and my best friend. Lost and in despair, I’d been retracing the steps of my original journey with Ritter through the human and beastfolk continents. Looking back on it, I was probably just searching for a place to die.

Regardless of the reasons, about fifty years ago, I’d happened upon that pregnant beastfolk woman in danger near a small mountain village in Brute and saved her from the monsters attacking her. By way of thanks, she insisted that I stay in her village for the next few years so she could repay the favor. Then, only a few short days after we met, that woman—Lilia—gave birth to a little girl. And for whatever reason, she asked me to name her.

The concept of godparents held far more significance to the beastfolk than it did to other races of Morrigan. There were many names for godparents: Some called them guardian angels, some called them foster parents, while still others called them witnesses. No matter what you called them, it was always a godparent’s duty to watch over their godchild and do whatever they could to help them grow up into a fine, respectable person.

I suspected that Lilia could sense I was looking for a place to die and wanted to give me a new purpose in life, one that would keep me bound to the world of the living. I tried to tell her that I was only planning to stay in the village for a brief while, until the work there dried up, and that I would surely be gone in a few years’ time, but she wouldn’t hear a word of it. I held my ground against her for several days, but still she refused to give in, and so ultimately I relented and gave the newborn girl a name: Lia. And I stayed there for another ten years or so, watching over her as my godchild—until the day her mother died due to a tragic, fatal monster encounter.

When it happened, Lia and I were away in the woods gathering medicinal herbs. Lilia had gone off alone to visit some relatives in the next village over and was set upon by monsters on her way back. As soon as I heard that she’d passed, I knew I had to get away from Lia as quickly as possible. Everyone I cared about always died young and tragically; I wasn’t about to let the same thing happen to her. I abandoned my role as her godparent and left the village for good.

I’d always thought she resented me for ditching her like that. The only reason we were together again right now was because of the debacle in the Great Labyrinth of Brute with Akira and Amelia, and since then, we’d been dragged along for the ride.

Lia was staring intently at me now, her eyes every bit as shiny and vibrant as the ocean behind her, her cheeks flushed red as a tomato.

She said she’d let herself be adopted into House Lagoon for the sole purpose of learning more about me, but I didn’t understand what it was she could possibly want to know about me, or why. But now I did—now I knew exactly how she really felt.

“Why do I care?!” said Lia. “Because I’ve had feelings for you ever since I was a little girl, okay?! Even right now, at this very moment, I’m still in love with you!”

This was so very like her, not leaving any room for ambiguity. She was speaking plainly and from the heart. It was so blunt, I couldn’t help but gulp.

“I don’t expect you to reciprocate,” she went on. “I’m sure you couldn’t possibly harbor any special feelings for a young girl like me… But could you at least let me stay by your side, and be with you in your final days? Would you at least give me the privilege of helping you live a full and happy life until the day you die, like the lives you wish your friends could have had?”

In the face of her dogged perseverance and earnest gaze, I finally caved. The only reply I could muster was, “Suit yourself.”

At the same time, it felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders—one that had been weighing me down for over a century now.

I hadn’t been able to be with my sister or my best friend in their final hours. I missed them both more than words could ever possibly convey.

But maybe—just maybe—I wouldn’t have to die alone ­after all.
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Afterword

 

THANK YOU SO MUCH for picking up this fifth volume of the Assassin series! Can’t believe it’s already been four years since the release of the fourth… Crazy, right?! Time sure does fly, especially when you look back on things in retrospect. There have been an awful lot of changes in both my personal and my professional life over the past four years, including graduating from university—but perhaps the biggest news of all is that Assassin is getting an anime adaptation!

I had the pleasure recently of visiting the dubbing studio where they were recording for the show, and it was such a treat to see so many talented people involved, with everyone pouring their heart and soul into each and every scene. I remember thinking, “Wow, creating an anime is like forging a thousand-layer sword out of pure, raw artistic talent.” What an impressive feat of creativity.

While on set, I also had plenty of opportunities to chat with the director and screenwriter, and they gave me a whole boatload of inspiration. I knew from the moment I met them that they would do good work on the series, but they actually went out of their way to teach me an awful lot about anime production even though I was a complete layman when it came to the subject. I respect them both not just as professionals, but as human beings. I’d like to learn and live by their example.

If you’ve been following the webnovel, you probably noticed that the frequency of new chapter updates has exponentially increased in recent months, to the point that even I think it’s pretty obvious how much I’ve been getting back in the groove. Can’t wait until the anime starts airing later this year!

Also, as of this volume, there’s been a change of editors on the series. I’d like to take this opportunity to express my thanks to my original editor, who had been with me ever since the very beginning. Thank you so much, Y-san, for supporting me for so very long, even back when I was just a spoiled brat of a minor who knew nothing about how the world really worked. My new editor has a very cute cat, and every time I receive a picture of it, I can’t help but grin from ear to ear. It’s a long-haired cat, with fur that looks fluffier than cotton candy—and whenever I lay eyes on it, I can feel my heart just melt. Thank you, O-san, for your support on this volume, and going forward.

And as always, thank you to Tozai-sama for another wonderful set of illustrations in this volume, to the other editors and proofreaders, to Hiroyuki Aigamo-sama for his continued work on the manga adaptation, and to everyone else who had a hand in the series’ production up until now.

Finally, I’d like to extend my heartfelt gratitude to all of the loyal readers who have stuck with the Assassin series and supported me all the way from the first volume to today. I find myself overwhelmed with emotion at the thought that my original dream and goal of my little series one day getting an anime adaptation has finally come true. Now, my next goal is to get the sixth volume out as soon as possible, and I hope that we can get the ball rolling on a second season of the anime! I intend to continue working tirelessly on this series without ever letting myself grow complacent, so I hope you’ll continue to support My Status as an Assassin Obviously Exceeds the Hero’s for many years to come.

MATSURI AKAI
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