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      So Se lu, E nes hiz pheno feo lishe I siole.


      The children who truly love the world.


      elmei Riz cia meki Ec liput.


      We shall all embrace your visit.


      Ris sia sohia, Ec nethis cole cia eyen sioles I.


      So that you may bring the other soul that dwells inside you to its original world.
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      World Enemy


      Lord Yunmelngen had a dream. Rather, they realized within their sleep that they were having a vision. But it was nothing as fanciful as a lucid dream. Though the vision was a product of their own mind, they were powerless to change its course, forced to watch what came to be.


      This was no dream—it was a nightmare.


      Before Yunmelngen’s eyes, the human world perished.


      The verdure covering the landscape bubbled and festered as though the very ground boiled beneath it. Putrid, rotten gases percolated to the planet’s surface. Beasts of the earth and sky alike dropped to the ground upon encountering the miasma as the vegetation withered away.


      Everything perished.


      With each passing moment, the land decayed and was bleached white. The once fertile, life-sustaining soil gave way to sludge and transformed into a lifeless quagmire.


      Next came the sound of something scraping—of things crawling. The discordant noise filled the mire, and what was dragging themselves out from the morass were not human.


      They were abominations—things that had no place on this planet. These were bipedal monstrosities, ghastly creatures that spluttered rotten sludge from their mouths, and winged wolves with six legs: therianthropes, ghouls, ghosts, and beasts. These horrors straight from fiction crawled from below the ground like reanimated corpses.


      It was a dream and yet also not.


      This was the future to come.


      Deep below the ground, it waited at the planet’s very core. That thing—something like astral power, yet not—pulsated like a heart. Ensconced in magma that could melt steel, it continued to peacefully slumber. It was the thing the Astrals feared: the calamity known as the LaSelahMilahUls.


      Even Yunmelngen was unsure of the name’s origin. But they did know the thing was a monster, one the entity that had taken residence in Yunmelngen’s body had witnessed.


      The LaSelahMilahUls had the power to remake the planet.


      For now, it still slumbered, but it would soon awaken and reshape the world. Just like how Elletear had transformed into a witch. Just as the astral power had been reshaped into an eidos.


      With that power, it would corrupt the land and root out all life. From the dead soil, it would create abominations one would shudder to even look at.


      This was how the world would end…


      “…!” Lord Yunmelngen jolted awake and abruptly shot up from their bed.


      Where were they?


      The Empire’s metropolis, the Imperial capital. The Lord was on the topmost floor of their office, the most well-protected place within the building. This was their chambers.


      Yunmelngen remembered they were still alive.


      “…………”


      Their heart raced, screaming in their chest. The silver hair that covered their body was weighed down with sweat, and the force of them jerking awake had made that sweat pool and drip off the tip of their chin.


      It had been a dream.


      The world was not dead—yet.


      But the calamity would soon awaken. They had just a few weeks. No, maybe only days, or even hours.


      “My final nightmare…”


      The next time they saw that sight, it would not be in a dream, but in real life. Would it come to pass, or would it end here as nothing more than a nightmare?


      It depended on all of them.


      No, not them… The world’s fate hinged solely on the boy who wielded the astral swords.


      “The planet’s first and last fight. Just stay asleep, World Enemy.”


      The Lord did not wipe the sweat that still dribbled down their face, instead choosing to stand and show a flash of their sharp fangs.
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      Not a Promise to Reunite


      1


      “Alice, it’s me.”


      “Please tell them exactly what I say.”


      The Lord’s office, Heaven of Insight and Nonsight.


      A solemn voice echoed throughout the palace in which Lord Yunmelngen dwelled.


      Iska was not the only one who heard it. Jhin, Nene, and Commander Mismis all stood beside him. Even Mei, the Saint Disciple who was with the Lord, was hearing this voice for the first time directly, rather than through a TV or other device.


      “I, Nebulis IIX, wish to speak to Lord Yunmelngen directly.”


      It was the Nebulis queen. To the Empire, she was the witch who ruled all witches. Their sworn enemy, their nemesis—and she probably thought the same of them.


      Yes, as far as the Nebulis queen was concerned, the Lord was her greatest foe in the world.


      ……Actually, we used to be sworn enemies.


      ……The Empire and the Sovereignty aren’t fighting anymore.


      The planetary calamity and Elletear, who hoped to harness its power, had interrupted the conflict between the two nations.


      The Imperial forces had already suffered massive casualties from fighting Elletear. They were painfully aware this was no time for the two nations to be at each other’s throats. Everyone in the Imperial forces knew that.


      However…


      The Nebulis queen had yet to see the witch with her own two eyes. Nor had she seen the malevolent angel Kelvina or the eidos in the contaminated region of Katalisk.


      ……She has no idea what she needs to be afraid of.


      ……If we tell her that, will she really understand that the Empire can’t afford to keep this fight going?


      Would allying with the Sovereignty prove to be too difficult?


      Iska and the others quietly held their tongues as they braced themselves for the worst outcome. Beside them stood the three Sovereignty princesses.


      “Is that the queen?” Kissing asked, tilting her head to the side.


      “Oh, the leader finally steps forward,” said Princess Mizerhyby of the Hydra as she crossed her arms in amusement.


      A slight distance away from the two was Rin. “Lady Alice, what do you make of this?”


      “…”


      With her was Alice, who stared at the comm in her hand.


      A short silence followed. It was difficult to tell whether Alice was waiting for the queen’s next words or carefully picking out her own.


      “Mother…” She choked out. “I’ve been informed Sisbell returned to the Sovereignty under their protection?”


      “Yes, and I’ve received a report from Sisbell. There was also something from the past I wished to investigate. We just finished using Illumination to peer back in time.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “We don’t have time for particulars right now. Alice, you told me earlier that Vichyssoise of the Hydra transformed into something inhuman, did you not?”


      “Yes. As did Elletear…”


      “I’ve seen it for myself. The individual who attacked my predecessor, Queen Nebulis VII, was one of those witches.”


      ……What? Iska almost voiced his shock as malaise overcame him at the revelation delivered through Alice’s comm.


      A witch had attacked Nebulis VII?


      ……No, that can’t be right.


      ……But Alice told me Salinger attacked the previous queen.


      The transcendental sorcerer Salinger had been locked away in a prison spire for that very crime.


      “It happened during the time of Nebulis VII.”


      “Salinger the Transcendental turned his blade on the then-queen.”


      That was what Alice, a princess, had told him. But why was the queen now saying differently?


      “Your Majesty?! What do you mean?!” Alice brought her mouth close to the comm, almost touching it, as she yelled, “But wasn’t Salinger the one who attacked your predecessor? Does that mean he transformed into a witch?”


      “No. The true culprit was someone else.”


      “What?!” Alice doubted her own ears.


      She wasn’t the only one. All of them—Iska, Rin, and Kissing—gasped as they hung on to every word from the comm. All of them, except…


      …Princess Mizerhyby of the Hydra, who didn’t even blink.


      “B-but Your Majesty, then why did you keep Salinger imprisoned—?”


      “Let’s return to the main subject before we get too off track,” the queen interrupted Alice. “Thanks to Sisbell, I also have witnessed one of those monstrous witches. I saw the grotesque abomination. If Elletear has become one of those, then she’s no longer human, much less my daughter.”


      “Unfortunately…”


      “I am saddened. Yet I also feel anger and trepidation at what caused this. If this calamity, as you call it, at the core of the planet is the cause of these monstrosities, then we must destroy it. However, the Sovereignty cannot do this alone.”


      A sigh came over the comm.


      “Well, this preamble has taken long enough. In short, I, the Nebulis queen, come seeking an audience with the Lord. There is something I wish to discuss with you in order to destroy the calamity.”


      “Hearing you out was well worth it.”


      Clap, clap.


      The queen could likely hear the applause that came from the Imperial side. It was the silver-furred beastperson. Lord Yunmelngen, who had been as still as a tree until that moment, walked right up to Alice. Risya followed closely after.


      “Are you listening, Your Majesty?” they asked.


      “Are you the Lord?” After a moment, the queen added, “You sound much more charming than I imagined.”


      “Hmm? Is that praise?”


      “It seems you’ve been looking after my daughters. Truthfully, I was surprised you treated them as guests instead of as hostages. You even let my daughter go with hardly any conditions.”


      “Well, they are invaluable allies.”


      “[image: image]”


      This was the Lord’s way of demonstrating the Empire had no intention of fighting. The queen had likely gleaned as much once the third princess, Sisbell, had arrived home safe without further negotiation.


      “The Empire needn’t tell you what we want in return, I take it?” the Lord asked.


      “Yes, you want an alliance…”


      “Correct. To be more precise, I’d like the powers of the three princesses from the Lou, Zoa, and Hydra houses. And perhaps also the queen.”


      “It sounds to me like you want the best the Sovereignty has to offer.”


      “To put it another way, I don’t need anyone else. You can leave any heroic servants hoping to become martyrs back at the castle. They’ll only get in the way.”


      “I’m not pleased to hear that, but I’ll consider it.” There was another long sigh from the other end of the comm before the queen spoke again. “I’ll leave it up to the princesses whether they will involve themselves, but I will be part of the contingent regardless.”


      “Excellent. And of course, I’ll volunteer on the Empire’s side.” The Lord nodded and took the comm from Alice. “I’d like to coordinate our timing for reaching the core. But that would be better handled in writing than as a verbal promise. Shall I send out the plan?”


      “I also have one condition.”


      “Hmm?”


      “I doubt our peoples will accept any of this. An alliance will not look good for either of us.”


      “Heh.” The Lord let out a laugh as they held the comm. “And?”


      “You marked the routes to the core on the map you had Sisbell bring here. There were three in total. I believe we should take different ones,” said the queen.


      She was exactly right.


      Though the Empire and the Sovereignty needed an alliance, the civilians, who had been embroiled in a century-long conflict, were unlikely to accept such a thing overnight.


      In short, they couldn’t allow anyone to see they were putting up a united front, so they would have to act separately.


      “Very smart. Dividing our forces is the right thing to do. The core is an unexplored region, and we can’t know what’s hiding there.”


      “Are you saying that by splitting into two, one group has a chance of remaining, even if the other meets their end?”


      “That’s right. If you’d prefer, you may choose an alternative vortex over the ones the Empire has suggested. I’m sure there are plenty the Sovereignty has already looked into, along with routes you’ve kept hidden from us.”


      “No.” A composed reply came back from the comm. “We citizens of the Sovereignty revere the planet’s core as a hallowed ground where the astral powers are born. It’s taboo to set foot there.”


      “It seems the Zoa and Hydra disagree on that front.”


      “You seem to know a lot about the three royal houses…” The queen sighed. “But that’s another matter entirely. Let’s quickly choose our routes to the core.”


      “You first. The Empire will pick from the remaining two.”


      As they said that, Lord Yunmelngen exchanged glances with the others, comm still in hand.


      Iska and the others knew about the routes, too. There was a total of three vortexes large enough for humans to traverse. Each led thousands of kilometers underground into the core.


      One, the Planet’s Navel: the world’s oldest vortex, which had formed in the Imperial Capital.


      Two, the Gregorio: a gigantic vortex that had formed in the northernmost reaches of the continent.


      Three, Eclipse: a vortex in a remote area of the Sovereignty’s territory.


      However, to be precise, these were only places the Imperial geologists believed could be traversed to reach the core. It was all hypothetical. No human had ventured so far underground before. Not Iska, his master, Crossweil, or even the Founder.


      ……It’s like diving into the unknown depths of the ocean.


      ……There’s no telling what could be hiding thousands of kilometers below the ground.


      There were three vortexes.


      Their chosen route could mean the difference between life and death.


      “The Sovereignty will choose the Eclipse.”


      The queen’s voice echoed all around.


      “Then you’ll choose the Planet’s Navel, won’t you? There’s no reason for you to not use the vortex within the Empire,” she said.


      “You wasted no time with that decision, Queen. But you’re right.” The Lord grinned. “Imagine it as a gigantic ant nest. There are multiple entrances and branches, but the farther down we go, the more likely we’ll be to meet. Regardless, we will rendezvous at the core, so it doesn’t matter which vortex we choose.”


      “What if we reach the calamity before we’re able to meet?”


      “Then run. Flee and wait until the other team makes it. I’m sure you understand this, but you cannot be late. We don’t want to lose any of the few allies we have.”


      “We do not intend to be. If that’s all, then would you please return the comm to Alice?”


      The Lord tossed the comm to her.


      Alice caught it in a fluster and spoke into it.


      “We can’t be sure what dangers lurk in the core, Mother. Please be careful. I’ll reunite with you there no matter what it takes!”


      “What do you mean?” she asked.


      “Um?” Alice said.


      “You’re going to return here, aren’t you, Alice?”


      “…” The princess cradled the comm and looked at it with wide eyes. “Um, Your Majesty. I’m in Imperial territory.”


      “Yes, I know.”


      “Iska and I…or rather, I mean—I’ll stay with the Imperial forces just to keep an eye on them if I have to…”


      “There’s no need for that,” the queen immediately replied. “They revealed the secret vortexes and allowed Sisbell to go free. It is our turn to place our trust in them. If you remain there, Alice, then that only shows we have no faith in the Empire.”


      “You have a point…”


      “Sisbell has returned. You should come back quickly as well. I am also very busy, so I need to hang up now.”


      “Uh?! Wait, Mother!”


      Though Alice seemed to have more to say, the comm cut out with a tone. Everyone stood in silence for some time.


      “But…” Alice slumped. Beside her, the other princesses sneered.


      “Oh dear. It seems you have a long journey ahead of you.”


      “You can leave this to us and run along home to the Sovereignty.”


      “Excuse me, Mizerhyby?! Kissing?!” Alice exclaimed.


      Princess Mizerhyby eyed her with pity. Next to her, Princess Kissing looked on with a deadpan expression, showing no sympathy whatsoever. Naturally, Alice couldn’t let it go.


      “Why are you acting like I’m the only one going?” She pointed at the other two princesses. “You should head back to the Sovereignty. You both have things to apologize to Mother for!”


      “Oh, do I?”


      “I don’t remember anything I need to say sorry for.”


      Both princesses brazenly feigned ignorance.


      As far as Iska knew, Alice was right. First there were the Zoa, who had invaded the Empire against the queen’s orders. Then there were the Hydras, who were responsible for kidnapping Sisbell and scheming to assassinate the queen. Normally, they would be promptly executed rather than given the chance to offer apologies.


      ……But it was the heads of their households who were really behind all of that.


      ……Lord Mask and Talisman.


      Both men were out of commission. The queen herself would determine to what degree the princesses were culpable for their families’ crimes.


      As Iska thought all that over, the princesses continued to talk.


      “I will stay in the Empire,” Kissing boldly declared to Alice. “My dearest uncle was put in a coma during the battle with Elletear. The Imperial forces have promised to treat him in exchange for my help fighting the calamity. My only option is to stay with the Imperial forces.”


      “I’m not so sure about the Sovereignty, either…” Mizerhyby smiled serenely. “I feel terrible about the Hydra members I’m leaving in the Sovereignty, but Vichyssoise and Uncle Talisman are being treated by the Empire, too. And I’m sure I would be under great scrutiny were I to return. I suppose I’ll need to live in the Empire as a refugee for the rest of my life.”


      “It won’t be so bad. Well, there you have it, Alice. So you can go along to the Sovereignty on your own.”


      “No, I won’t!” Alice’s hair fluttered around her as she shouted. After a moment, though, she stopped herself and breathed out a heavy sigh. “Well, it seems we’re left with no choice… If you so insist, then do as you will. That just means I must stay in the Empire as well!”


      At that very moment, Iska was sure he—and only he—saw Alice look at him as though she were seeking his approval.


      “Well, it’s settled! We princesses shall stay in the Empire!”


      “Lady Alice.”


      Rin had broken her silence and spoken up. She stared reproachfully at Alice, who had made that proud declaration.


      “Putting aside the other two princesses, Her Majesty was rather clear that you have no reason to remain in the Empire, Lady Alice,” Rin continued.


      “Urgh?!”


      “Is there something keeping you here, Lady Alice?”


      “O-of course not! But if those two are staying even though I have to leave, well, it’s not balanced! Think of the balance!”


      The other two princesses looked exasperated by her explanation.


      “This is too difficult to listen to. I cannot believe you’re the Lou family’s princess. I feel terrible for their servants.”


      “There’s isn’t an ounce of logic in her argument. Perhaps she’s given up thinking with her brain and has started speaking straight from the spinal cord.”


      “Oh, don’t you give me that!” Alice shouted.


      Another battle of the princesses had broken out. The heirs of the three houses formed into a triangle as sparks seemed to fly between them.


      “All right, then.” Looking the part of a sage, Lord Yunmelngen let out a sigh. “All of you will return. The Empire will order you to leave.”


      “““Aww…””” The three princesses voiced their displeasure together.


      “Why are you all so upset about this?” Jhin said to himself.


      Every Imperial present likely thought the same, but it seemed the princesses hadn’t realized it.


      “Conversation over. I feel sleepy, so all of you leave… Oh, right, right.”


      The Lord clapped their hand into their palm before turning to look at everyone present.


      “After my afternoon nap…in five hours, we’ll reconvene. So keep your plans open. And the princesses will prepare to return to their country.”


      2


      Five hours later.


      Unit 907 headed five thousand meters underground to the Imperial assembly, a top-secret place only accessible by elevator through special mechanisms. However, this place was an assembly only in name; in reality, it was the lair of the Eight Great Apostles, who truly ran the Empire behind the scenes.


      A century ago, it had been an excavation site known as the Planet’s Navel.


      As Mizerhyby entered the gloomy cave, she said, “I don’t like this place… It smells like dirt and mold. And it’s so dark, too. For a place with a name as grand as the ‘Imperial assembly,’ it’s certainly depressing.”


      Mizerhyby stepped on the small stones on the ground.


      “I can’t imagine this place truly housing the ultimate authority of the Empire. Lord?”


      “These are just the fragments of a broken dream.”


      A light flicked on and illuminated the cavern.


      The ceiling and walls were bare earth, and there was nothing but rubble underfoot. Lord Yunmelngen hopped from piece to piece, venturing deeper and deeper.


      “This devastation is Elletear’s handiwork. It used to be resplendent here—the Eight Great Apostoles used it as their secret base, after all. I’m sure you remember it, Successor of the Black Steel?”


      “Well…”


      This was where it had all started for Iska. Right here, in the Imperial assembly. The Apostles had released him from life imprisonment and ordered him to fight the Ice Calamity Witch.


      “Prisoner Iska, you are acquitted.”


      “We shall have you do something that it is only right for you to do. We would like you to defeat a witch.”


      “…”


      Iska shifted his glance to the side slightly and saw the pale, golden-haired girl closely observing the rough terrain.


      The Ice Calamity Witch Aliceliese.


      ……I don’t think I would’ve believed it back then. I don’t think anyone would have.


      ……That Alice and I would be standing so close to each other.


      “What is it, Imperial swordsman?” Rin gave him a sharp look. Naturally, the attendant was even more attentive to the gaze he had given Alice than the princess herself.


      “Is something the matter with Lady Alice?” she asked.


      “No, I just happened to look in her direction…,” Iska answered.


      “Very suspicious.” Rin narrowed her eyes and scrutinized him.


      Meanwhile, deeper into the assembly’s ruins, the Lord waved for them to come closer.


      “Here it is.”


      There was a loud rumble. Deep in the pile of rubble below their feet sat a giant hole over ten meters across.


      This was the Planet’s Navel, the planet’s oldest vortex.


      It was even darker than it seemed deep.


      As Iska peered in from the edge, the only thing he could see a few meters ahead of him was the pitch-black darkness. He couldn’t tell if something was hiding deep inside.


      ……One hundred years ago, astral energy erupted from this place.


      ……And that changed the entire world.


      One hundred years later, the situation was happening in reverse. This time, humans would be heading to the astral powers, down into the planet’s core.


      “Wow… It really resembles the other vortex.” Mizerhyby peered into the bottomless pit. “I can’t say exactly what makes me feel this way, but I have a strange sense of déjà vu. It’s so like the Gregorio that my dearest Uncle Talisman took me to.”


      “It’s likely the remnants of astral energy.” From beside them, the Lord pointed down the shaft of the deep, dark hole. “Any vortex large enough for human beings to traverse will continue to emit a weak amount of astral energy, even if it is dormant—like a volcano. So, Hydra Princess, the commonality you’re sensing is the astral energy.”


      “Well, I’m honored to have your direct opinion on the matter, Lord.”


      “I was always planning on explaining that to you.”


      The Lord sat on a pile of debris. Then they looked at Iska’s group and the Sovereignty princesses.


      “I don’t need to explain to you that humans who house astral powers are called astral mages. But astral powers are not native to the planet’s surface. Originally, they lived over one thousand kilometers underground. But once the planetary calamity threatened them, they fled to the planet’s exterior.”


      Their escape routes were the vortexes. Put another way…


      “It’s simple, really. Every vortex was originally connected to the planet’s core, so all we need to do is hop in one and travel down it, letting gravity do all the work. Then we’ll reach the center of the planet. It sure would be a nuisance if there turned out to be more than one core, though.”


      What?


      Everyone was likely thinking the same thing. Alice, Kissing, Mizerhyby, Risya, and Mei all questioned what they’d just heard.


      There could be more than one core?


      What did that mean?


      “Wait, you never mentioned that.” Alice began to speak without hesitation. “Lord Yunmelngen, you told Her Majesty that if we enter into any of the three vortexes, we would reach the planet’s core. We’re supposed to meet there.”


      “I did say that. However, I said we would eventually meet. The ‘planet’s core,’ as we call it, is just another way of referring to the homeland of the astral powers. In the astral powers’ language, it is called Reinenhabe, and the term covers a vast area. Saying we’re visiting there is just as specific as saying we’re going to the ‘human world.’”


      This meant their agreement to meet at the core really was an agreement to find one another in the astral powers’ world. They would need to search for one another beyond that.


      “No human has set foot in the planet’s core before. Even I haven’t. I couldn’t possibly decide where we should meet when I’ve never been there myself.”


      “That may be a fair point, but shouldn’t you tell Her Majesty?”


      “You may convey this to her…after you return to the Sovereignty, of course.”


      “All right…” Glumly, Alica fell silent.


      In contrast, Kissing stepped up, as though taking Alice’s place.


      “I have something I’d like to ask as well,” she said.


      “What is it, princess of the Zoa?”


      “So, in other words, this is a massive pit?”


      A pit…


      Kissing pointed at the gigantic hole—too large to even be described as such.


      “My dearest uncle told me people can die from falling a distance as short as a single meter. And now you want us to free-fall tens of thousands of meters, with us gaining speed the longer we fall? We’ll be squashed flat the moment we hit the rockface.”


      “You make a fair observation, but that won’t happen. After all…”


      “Oh?!” Alice yelled. Her eyes went wide as she seemed to come upon some idea. “No, Kissing! There’s no need to worry about that! After all…”


      For a moment, she glanced at Iska. In the back of his mind, Iska remembered a certain scene.


      “So E lu emne xel noi Es—Accept me.”


      The current burst as if by volcanic eruption. The stream of astral energy spurted with a volatile force, and Alice was blasted up to the surface.


      ……Yeah, that’s right.


      ……That happened already at Mudor!


      When Lord Mask had thrown Commander Mismis into a vortex, Iska had leaped in after her. Now it was all coming back to him. Jumping into a vortex wouldn’t necessarily lead to a free fall.


      That was because…


      “Right! The current of astral energy pushes back on you!”


      “Correct.” The Lord pointed at the dark hole. “It will be faster to see for yourselves. See, it’s arrived just in time.”


      Deep in the dark abyss of the hole, red light rose like a blooming flower.


      The fountain of light only illuminated the darkness for a moment, but everyone intuitively understood it was astral energy.


      “The energy that reaches the surface is weak, but the deeper we go, the stronger the current of astral energy will become. This upward current will soften the force of the free fall.”


      “So it’ll act as a cushion.” Kissing came up to the edge of the pit and peered down into it. “I understand what hypothetically will happen. But for being the world’s first vortex, the energy coming from it seems weak. If it were any other vortex, the light would spout from it like a fountain.”


      “It’s about to run dry. There isn’t much astral energy left in the planet’s core that can reach the surface.”


      “Is that the calamity’s fault, too?”


      “Risya.” Yunmelngen only turned their head.


      At their word, the Lord’s staff officer began operating a handheld LCD screen.


      “Show them yesterday’s numbers.”


      “Yes. Here are the measurements from oh-seven hundred to nineteen hundred yesterday. These were taken from this vortex.”


      Several graphs appeared on the LCD. Risya began to read them aloud.


      “The total astral energy level has been 0.03 percent contaminated. This equipment isn’t capable of analyzing what the contamination is, but like astral energy, we’re certain that it is coming from the planet’s core. I think you can make a guess as to its identity, Zoa Princess?”


      “The calamity’s energy?”


      “Yes. Kelvina, the Imperial researcher, was able to extract the substance and experiment on humans with it. The fruits of her labor were witches like Elletear.”


      “…”


      Kissing narrowed her eyes with suspicion. Though it was just a trace, a hint of the calamity’s energy was intermingled in the vortex. Did that mean they would turn into monsters by traveling through the pit?


      “I would rather not end up like that,” Kissing said.


      “You don’t have to worry about traces of the calamity. The large amounts of astral energy in the vortex should neutralize it. After all, the calamity loathes astral energy.”


      “It’s just a matter of time, though.”


      The Lord spoke when Risya was done explaining.


      “That’s why speed is imperative. The longer we wait, the more likely it will be that the astral energy will run out and the calamity’s energy will increase. Just as the Zoa princess fears, there will come a time when we won’t be able to leap into the vortex.”


      “What a needless worry. We should be leaving in just a few short days, right?”


      Mizerhyby turned around. Her back to the Planet’s Navel, the princess looked directly at the Lord.


      “What I want to know are the potential dangers when we enter the core. Aside from facing the calamity and Elletear, we may also have difficulty reuniting on account of how big the core is. But there must be other dangers beyond those.”


      “Are you going to ask me questions?”


      “Were you planning on withholding this information if we didn’t ask?”


      “We have no future if we don’t go to the core. I believed there was no point in telling you… But since you’ve asked, I will.”


      The Lord stood up. They hopped down from the pile of rubble and picked up a piece of debris.


      “Let’s assume that we’ve all defeated the calamity and plan to go back. There’s a fundamental issue with that scenario.”


      “You’re not going to say that the calamity can’t be defeated, are you?”


      “That depends on him.”


      The Lord, Princess Mizerhyby, Kissing, and Alice all turned at the same time. They looked to Iska, the wielder of the astral swords.


      “The calamity’s weakness is clearly astral energy. The astral swords the Black Steel’s Successor carries will be the secret weapon for fighting the calamity. Putting that aside, there’s an even simpler problem. Has anyone realized what it is? Whoever arrives at the correct answer will get a special bonus: I’ll allow you to touch my tail.”


      “Stop dancing around the issue. What is it?”


      “You’re so hasty. Well…


      “We have no way of getting back to the surface.”


      A murmur echoed throughout the ruins of the assembly room.


      The silver-haired sniper, who had been silent until that moment, suddenly spoke up. “Getting to the core will be easy. We just jump right into that giant hole and let gravity take us down. But how are we supposed to travel back up through all the layers of the planet? That’s tens of thousands of meters to cover. Climbing up a steep cliff isn’t easy.”


      “Pardon?!”


      “Then we won’t be able to get back home?!” Nene exclaimed.


      “W-wait, wait, wait! That can’t be right, Your Excellency!” Commander Mismis was also yelling.


      Seemingly unable to simply stand by, Alice’s attendant, Rin, also began to press the Lord.


      “You wish to expose Her Majesty and Lady Alice to danger, and now you tell us they may never return alive even after defeating the calamity?! This is no laughing matter! Are you just trying to squash the Sovereignty?!”


      “It would be nice if the vortex’s current could take us back up, but there is no guarantee of that. Broadly speaking, I can see five ways this could turn out.”


      The silver-furred beast whipped their hand up.


      They raised five fur-covered fingers.


      One, do nothing and wait for the planet to reach its ruin.


      Two, head to the planet’s core but die for whatever reason before reaching it.


      Three, fight the calamity but lose and perish.


      Four, win against the calamity but fail to return to the surface and expire underground.


      Five, win against the calamity and be fortunate enough to find a way home.


      Those were the five futures.


      Four of them ended in their deaths. There was also no guarantee they would have a route home.


      “So, Princess of the Lou, you must remind your queen: The Sovereignty need not send their entire army.”


      “All right, I understand…” Alice gritted her teeth.


      She knew now why the Lord had told them not to bring along any subordinates.


      “So there’s a chance we might not return.”


      “Yes, but there’s another reason I asked the queen not to bring others. Frankly, the issue of getting home had little influence on this request of mine; what really led me to this conclusion is that having a great number of people present won’t matter if they’re unable to withstand Elletear’s powers.”


      “……Yes. Of course.”


      Alice’s jaw clenched.


      Elletear had the Planet’s Requiem up her sleeve. It was a formidable threat, as there was no defense against it.


      It didn’t matter whether one wore a thick helmet or sequestered themself in a stronghold of steel—the witch’s song would penetrate any wall.


      And it would destroy the mind.


      A single line of the song was enough to put the strongest foe into a coma without hope of resistance. Elletear knew her accursed tune was invincible.


      “If we limit the number of people who go, we may have ways of dealing with her. The fastest are the astral swords. They should work against both the calamity and the witch.”


      “Hey, Imperial swordsman.”


      Iska turned around.


      Rin was looking at him with disgust.


      “Don’t you dare forget this: It doesn’t matter what happens to you, but your swords are important.”


      “Can’t you just think of me and the swords as a package deal?” Iska asked.


      “Remember that Lady Alice’s fate depends on your performance. Tsk… If only I had those blades,” she spat.


      “Rin, I have my own, too,” added Kissing.


      “Yes, of course. Lady Kissing has… Hm?”


      Rin blinked in surprise.


      The black-haired princess came up quietly behind her.


      “Please don’t forget. I have astral blades of my own. The Astrals prepared them for me.”


      Come to think of it, that had happened in the Astral’s sanctuary within the polluted land of Katalisk.


      “Are you not able to make a second pair?”


      “I don’t mind if it isn’t the same. I will use them, so even a knife would be enough.”


      The next day, Kissing had received astral sword replicas in the form of knives.


      ……But wait.


      ……After Kissing had them make those blades for her, she…


      “I had them broken up into smaller pieces. They were much too big for me.”


      “I knew it!”


      ““What do you think you’re doing?!”” Iska and Alice yelled in unison.


      “It’s all part of the strategy. So, you brought us here to show us this giant hole, Lord? It seems that our business here is finished, then,” Kissing said, completely unashamed. She turned around and headed to the elevator that would lead back up to the surface. “I can’t stand the smell of dirt and mold here. May we go back now?”


      “Sure. You should be partway through your preparations to go home, so you should finish quickly…… Oh.”


      The beastperson’s eyes widened. Like a wild animal tracking its prey, the Lord sniffed slightly, then stared at the vortex in front of everyone.


      It was as though the Lord was searching for something.


      But what?


      Even Risya, the staff officer, was at a loss as she watched in confusion.


      “Your Excellency?”


      “It must be my imagination…” Lord Yunmelngen scowled with unconcealed displeasure. “It might be because I haven’t come here for a while, but I caught a whiff of something foul just now. It wasn’t the calamity, but I hoped to never smell it again.”


      “If I may be so presumptuous as to ask, would you tell me what it is?”


      “I’d rather not speak of it. Anyway, our business here is done. We’ll make the dive from here in a few days. Let’s get back to the surface quickly.”


      Lord Yunmelngen shook their head.


      It was as though they were shaking away a past memory they didn’t wish to remember.
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      The Lord’s office, fourth floor.


      For the past several days, Alice had been living in an unused office that had been remodeled into guest quarters for her and Rin’s exclusive use.


      Or at least, that was how it was supposed to be…


      “What a tragedy.”


      She was in the living room of the guest quarters—Princess Mizerhyby. She sat on the sofa, monopolizing it as though it were her own. A packed suitcase sat by her feet.


      “Why must I stay with you the night before our return? Ahh…how I envy Kissing. Why is she the only one who has her own room?”


      “That’s what I’d like to know.” In the same room, Alice responded as she packed, not bothering to take her eyes off her task. “Rin and I have only just gotten comfortable with this room, and now we have someone here to impose on us. You should keep in mind the position you’re in.”


      “Should I really? Were it not for my astral power, we would have no chance of defeating the calamity or Elletear. You could at least thank me for my help.”


      She was exceptionally haughty, but it was strangely fitting for Princess Mizerhyby. She was not even the least bit timid in front of Alice.


      “So, you’re keeping watch over us again tonight?” Mizerhyby asked.


      “That’s my job, yeah.”


      Iska nodded as Mizerhyby glared at him.


      He had been watching over Alice and Rin for the past several days.


      ……I can’t see Alice causing trouble in the Empire.


      ……We’ve only had normal conversations with each other.


      Iska didn’t even know what to do with himself.


      But now that Mizerhyby, a danger in her own right, had been added to the mix, he was on his guard—perhaps as he should have been when he first took up his post.


      “I won’t cause trouble in the Imperial capital, whether you watch over me or not. And I won’t change my mind after returning to the Sovereignty. You’re wasting your time. Why don’t you leave now?”


      “If I did that, I would be abandoning my duties,” Iska said.


      “Must I explain more?” Mizerhyby tutted in annoyance. Her princess mien faltered as her lip trembled. “I must have my revenge on her. That’s all I’m thinking about. I don’t care about the Empire now. You don’t even register to me.”


      She rose from the sofa.


      Before Iska could even say anything, the Hydra princess left for a bedroom.


      The living room fell quiet. Rin quickly continued to pack in preparation for the next day, but Alice suddenly stopped and turned around.


      “There you have it,” she said.


      “Are you talking about how standoffish Mizerhyby is?” Iska asked.


      “It’s impossible to meet her in the middle. Honestly, I haven’t forgiven the Hydra for their misdeeds. Not for what they did to Mother or Sisbell. But…”


      The golden-haired princess sat on a chair and looked intently at him.


      “But then the Sovereignty and the Empire also have so many things that we can’t forgive each other for. And you and I as well.”


      “What are you?”


      “I guess we really are enemies!”


      “Former Saint Disciple Iska, this is a declaration of war on you. Prepare yourself for battle.”


      The two of them had clashed three times.


      Even if someone had warned him of what would happen at those junctures, Iska never could have imagined things would come to this.


      The Ice Calamity Witch Aliceliese is right in front of my face.


      And instead of readying my swords against her, I’m just having a conversation with her.


      Even if this wouldn’t last forever, he and Alice had accepted and welcomed this moment. He still couldn’t believe it.


      “But I feel a bit disappointed…,” Alice said.


      Rin closed the suitcase.


      A bittersweet smile suddenly formed on her lips as she watched from the corner of her eye.


      “I was fully prepared to go with the Imperial forces. I would have gone to the core by your side. Even if we’ve fought together at times, we’ve never done anything outside of battle together… But in the end, I’m glad the Lord told me to go home. Because Mother couldn’t do it alone.”


      “We’ll reunite at the core,” Iska said.


      “Do you think we’ll be able to manage it? The Lord said it’s a big place.”


      Alice spoke with utmost seriousness. That seemed incredibly odd to Iska.


      Would they be able to meet again?


      There was no room for doubt.


      “We will,” he told her.


      “May I ask what gives you that confidence?”


      “How many times do you think we’ve run into each other by accident? At the neutral city, in battle, and in so many other places.”


      “Oh!”


      Alice blinked in surprise for a moment.


      Then, as though breaking from her moment of confusion, she burst out, “Of course, that’s just like you. You know I was being serious, don’t you?”


      “But I’m not wrong, am I?”


      “I can’t say you are. Right… Our goal… We’re going to the same place now.”


      The Nebulis princess enunciated every word. As she sat in a chair, she looked up at him and smiled.


      “So many times, I’ve just thought of us as enemies. But now we’re able to have a conversation like this…but be that as it may!”


      Alice took in a deep breath. The next moment, her hair fluttered behind her as she shot up from her seat.


      She pointed right at him.


      “Don’t you dare get the wrong idea, Iska! It’s not like us to promise each other we’ll reunite at the planet’s core!”


      What she meant was…


      “Right.”


      Iska gave her a firm nod as he gleaned what Alice meant by her determined smile.


      “I couldn’t agree more. We won’t reunite there.”


      “That’s right, you get it!”


      “It’s a competition to see who gets there first!”
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      Planet’s Navel, Eclipse, Gregorio
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      4:00 AM.


      It was still before dawn, before any trace of sunlight shone in the sky, and the chill of the air was strong enough to make one shiver. Amid these conditions, a transport vehicle quietly left the central base.


      The people of the Empire could never have guessed what was happening. Inside that Imperial forces vehicle were Nebulis Sovereignty witches.


      The car would drive at top speed to the Imperial border and beyond, to the wilderness and the neutral city of Ain. They planned to meet with the Sovereignty there.


      The next time Iska would see the young women would be when everyone was over a thousand kilometers underground, deep below the earth.


      “…”


      Inside the central base’s gate, Iska silently watched as the taillights of the vehicle faded into the distance. Eventually, he lost sight of even the car’s glow.


      “Time to go back…,” he said to himself as the cold winds buffeted him on the way to the central base.


      Inside the compound, on a normal day, he would have gone back to the barracks and slept until dawn, but for just that day—or rather, from that day on—he didn’t have the time.


      Forty-eight hours remained until their departure.


      Iska needed to prepare to venture into the planet’s core.


      As for Alice and her fellow travelers in the vehicle, once they arrived in the Sovereignty, they would immediately head out on another journey to Eclipse, the vortex. They didn’t even have time to stop for a refreshment break.


      ……And even then, we might still be late.


      ……Not if we want to catch up to Elletear and Joheim after they’ve already left.


      Elletear wanted to make contact with the calamity. No one could anticipate what kind of monster the witch would become if she could get her hands on more power. That was why they needed to stop her.


      Klack…klack…


      Unlike the gloomy lighting outside, the clacking of his heels was bright and clear.


      The door opened.


      “I’m back.”


      Long desks stood side by side in the meeting room. When Iska opened the door, for whatever reason, he found his blue-haired commander collapsed on one of the desks, spacing out.


      “I saw them off,” Iska said. “They set out to the Sovereignty without incident.”


      “…………Okay.” Commander Mismis slowly raised her head. “Welcome back, Iska…”


      “Commander, you look a little pale.”


      “……Yeah. I’m already all out of energy this morning. I’m tired from getting ready—not to mention the lack of sleep. Plus, the hopelessness of our future’s kinda stolen anything else I had in me.” Commander Mismis let out a sigh. “I have a question, Iska. What do you think a superior officer should do before a big fight?”


      “Give orders… Wouldn’t anyone know that?”


      “No, the answer is ‘encourage the troops.’ As your commander, I wanted to make sure you were all optimistic on this campaign…”


      The commander sniffled.


      But then she pointed behind them with verve.


      “Look! If I say something positive, Jhin throws water on it by talking about reality!”


      “Even you have already accepted the harsh truth of the situation.” Jhin was in the middle of casually maintaining his gun as the commander pointed at him. “I only said what I did because you started talking like you were reading your last will. All that stuff about how you’d use the lunch barbecue coupons you were saving once the battle was over.”


      “It wasn’t my last will! I was saying that because I’m planning on coming back!”


      “That’s exactly how you jinx it, so you end up dead. Anyway, boss, didn’t you have something to tell us? Wasn’t there a meeting yesterday?”


      “There was… That’s why I didn’t get any sleep…”


      Commander Mismis got to her feet.


      She popped open an energy drink and chugged it down.


      “Okay! You all should already know this, but we’re heading out tomorrow. We’ll congregate at the Planet’s Navel at oh-three hundred and dive into the vortex to get to the planet’s core! That’s it!”


      “That’s not a strategy so much as just the process. But it is to the point…”


      Then again, Iska had nothing to add. Naturally, the bigger the operation, the more complex the chain of command would become.


      ……But this time, it’s different.


      ……The only separation is Lord Yunmelngen and us, the soldiers.


      They were taking orders directly from the Lord.


      The troops were Saint Disciples Risya and Mei, and Unit 907—meaning Iska and the others. That mostly covered the personnel on the mission, aside from the handful of people on the reinforcement team who the Lord had reached out to personally.


      “Jhin, there’s no guarantee we’ll make it home, yeah?” Nene asked.


      “Not right now. Even geologists wouldn’t be able to find a way to dive thousands of kilometers below the surface and get back. The Lord said to think of it as a one-way trip, so that’s that.”


      Jhin continued examining his gun as he spoke. He looked at the ceiling through his scope.


      “The most we can do is eat as much as possible the day before to help stave off starvation.”


      “Be serious, Jhin!” Commander Mismis said.


      “I am?”


      Jhin didn’t back down in the slightest.


      Nene, who sat next to him, crossed her arms and scowled.


      “Basically, we have no clue what kinds of organisms we might find down there. And there might be invisible threats, like a deadly virus. We’re going below the planet’s surface, so magma might even spurt out at us, or we could get killed in a cave-in…”


      “Or we might find a dragon’s nest.”


      “No mooooore!” Commander Mismis yelled as she stood up.


      Then she opened the door and dashed out at full speed. Her hands were full of barbecue coupons.


      “I’m going to go use these now! Don’t stop me!”


      “We won’t.”


      A short silence followed.


      Jhin sighed in exasperation as the commander’s footsteps disappeared into the distance.


      “Actually, go get her back, Nene. The barbecue place isn’t going to be open at four in the morning.”


      “But Jhin… The commander’s going through a lot, you know?”


      “All we’ve gotta do is make it home alive,” he responded.


      Don’t make me say it, the silver-haired sniper’s tone seemed to say as he put his gun away into its case. His maintenance had been thorough.


      “Just look how much astral power’s gotten to the surface from deep in the planet. If it can make it up here, then we’ve got a damn good shot at making it back, too.”


      “Huh! R-right! I’ll go tell the commander that!”


      Nene ran down the hall.


      Iska watched her leave, then exchanged glances with Jhin.


      “What…?” Jhin said.


      “Nothing. I just think you’ve got it right.”


      He could see it in Jhin’s eyes.


      The sniper hadn’t said that just to lift the mood in the room. There was genuine faith in his eyes. He truly believed they would defeat the calamity and return home.


      ……Of course we’ll make it back alive.


      ……We can’t let it end after defeating Elletear and the calamity.


      Iska felt the weight of the swords he carried as he looked out the north-facing window.

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      *   *   *


      Meanwhile…


      The witch’s paradise, Nebulis Sovereignty.


      Though it was before dawn, all the ministers and royal guards had gathered in the first-floor hall of the palace. It made for a spectacular sight.


      “They’re back!”


      At the same moment the announcement echoed throughout the hall, the palace door opened on its own, reacting to the astral energy of the people outside of it.


      Three princesses entered: one with golden hair, another of black hair, and the last of lapis lazuli hair.


      The princess with golden hair, Alice, led the way. The gathered guards formed into two lines and parted for the group.


      “I apologize for the wait, Mother.”


      “I’m glad to see you’ve returned, Alice. First…yes, I’m honestly relieved.”


      Along with soldiers to the left and right of her, the queen began to slowly walk forward from deeper in the room.


      “Mother, where is Sisbell?”


      “She went to bed hours ago. She tried to stay up after she heard you were returning, but sleep simply won out in the end.”


      After gently answering her daughter, the queen looked at the two princesses behind Alice.


      First was the Zoa princess. Her blindfold now off, Kissing stared straight back into the queen’s eyes, her astral crests plain to see.


      “We have returned, Your Majesty,” she said.


      “Yes, I’m impressed you have. I heard what Lord Mask did.”


      “…”


      For a moment, even the typically emotionless Kissing seemed to scowl faintly. This did not escape Alice’s notice, as she was next to her, and the queen must have spotted this as well.


      “It seems he protected you,” the queen continued.


      “……Yes. and what of it?”


      “There are sides to him even I do not know. He must care for you deeply, then. Though the Zoa’s independent invasion of the Empire is a grave offense, I have decided not to probe into it. I do require your help, after all.”


      “As you wish,” the Zoa princess answered matter-of-factly.


      Right away, the ministers and soldiers stirred. That was because the last princess behind Kissing had marched forward without warning.


      She passed Kissing’s side. Then she passed Alice.


      Boldly, she came before the queen, showing no sign of hesitation.


      “Your Majesty!”


      “…”


      The queen silently signaled the guards to stop as they moved to protect her.


      Mizerhyby glared at the queen.


      “I have many things I wish to discuss with you,” the queen said.


      “I’ve returned, Your Majesty.”


      Mizerhyby Hydra Nebulis IX…


      The princess with the lapis lazuli hair knelt for everyone in the hall to see. She touched the cold floor and lowered her head. It was a clear sign—a symbol of her pledging her loyalty to the queen.


      “I apologize from the bottom of my heart for my insolence. I did not understand my own position and am ashamed of my foolishness.”


      “…”


      The queen did not react to the kneeling princess.


      Normally, the Hydra princess would have been beheaded in a circumstance such as this.


      The Hydra had set off an explosion in the Queen’s Space. They had also brought Imperial forces into the palace and kidnapped Sisbell, the only person capable of exposing the plot. Though Lord Talisman was the mastermind behind the plan, Mizerhyby was undoubtedly his accomplice.


      “Mizerhyby, are you apologizing to lighten your sentence?”


      “No.”


      She continued to kneel on the floor.


      Princess Mizerhyby raised her head and stared straight at the queen.


      “I am not looking for a reduction in my sentence, but an acquittal. Please declare me, along with Talisman, the head of the Hydra, innocent of all crimes and render our misdeeds forgotten.”


      “Huh!”


      The queen’s eyes opened wide in surprise.


      The guards closed in by her sides, and even the ministers and remaining soldiers sucked in their breaths… They all made their anger abundantly clear.


      The sheer audacity.


      Apology or not, Mizerhyby had sold out the Sovereignty. This was beyond brazen. Everyone in the room must have felt this way.


      On the other hand, Alice nearly gave a gasp of admiration from behind Mizerhyby.


      She had really gone and done it.


      Of course she had.


      Talisman likely would have done the same.


      Despite her circumstances, Mizerhyby’s self-possessed smile did not crumble. Yes. Alice was certain Talisman would have said the exact same thing, and just as brazenly.


      “The Sovereignty will not be able to survive without my power,” Mizerhyby said, her voice carrying to every corner of the hall.


      Though her statement hadn’t been loud or even particularly firm in tone, there was a force in her words that forbid anyone from interrupting her.


      “Should you punish me, the Sovereignty will fall. I’m sure you understand my worth. Your Majesty, I did not come back here to apologize, but to negotiate.”


      She wanted a pardon. A pardon for the head of the Hydra as well as the entire family. And in exchange, she would do everything in her power to defeat the calamity.


      Mizerhyby was not beneath the queen. This was how she declared that to the queen, showing they were fully equals. Alice couldn’t help but recall Talisman as she witnessed the princess’s dauntless conduct.


      “Mizerhyby, whether I forgive you is a separate matter from whether the people will forgive the Hydra.”


      “…”


      Indeed. The queen had already revealed the Hydra’s plot to the rest of the Sovereignty.


      The ministers and the soldiers knew, too. A number of them likely despised the Hydra more than the Empire. The Hydra would never win the throne in a conclave again.


      “So you’re aware, then?” the queen asked.


      “Yes.” Mizerhyby bobbed her head. “I don’t mind, as long as those who served the Hydra are protected.”


      “Very well. Rise.”


      Mizerhyby stood up. The queen nodded slightly as she gazed into the clear eyes of the unwavering princess.


      “Princess Mizerhyby of the Hydras: I command you to accompany me to the vortex leading to the planet’s core. There, we will defeat a great foe and protect the Sovereignty’s future. And on the dawn we are successful, I vow to acquit the Hydra family.”


      “I will go even at the cost of my life,” Mizerhyby said.


      “I trust everyone here heard that? Now I shall address Alice and Kissing.”


      The queen’s voice echoed throughout the hall. She gazed at the other two princesses as she pursed her lips.


      “Truthfully, I do not wish to expose you to danger. Though it is unfair to ask in this way, I will not coerce you to help. Should you wish to refuse—”


      “Mother…”


      “This is a waste of time.”


      Alice and Kissing had immediately interrupted the queen.


      “Rin and I have already made our decision,” Alice said.


      “I will have my revenge on Elletear. I came back for that purpose, and attempting to dissuade me otherwise only tires me,” said Kissing.


      “Yes, of course…”


      The queen seemed to be trying to convince herself.


      She let out a sharp breath.


      “We will leave at three in the morning tomorrow. Please make all necessary preparations by then.”
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      Alice’s chambers.


      For the first time in a while, Alice was back in her own room. She watched as Rin got their things ready.


      “We’re traveling an absurdly long way underground. Rin, how many changes of clothes do you suppose I’ll need?”


      “Just one. I doubt there will be time to change.”


      As Rin said this, she packed water and food into the suitcase, along with disinfectant and bandages.


      Among the supplies was a pristine white envelope.


      “Rin? What’s that?”


      “A letter. From me to you, for the future.”


      Rin took the envelope and reverently offered it to Alice.


      “If something should happen to me, Lady Alice, and I cannot accompany you any longer, please think of this letter as my—”


      “No thank you.”


      Alice snatched the letter away. Then she tore the envelope up, letter included, and threw it out her window. The wind caught the scraps of paper and scattered them across the courtyard.


      “We’re all going to win and get home alive. Don’t even think that we might not make it back.”


      “But we don’t even know a way of returning to the surface…”


      “The planet’s core was the original dwelling place of the astral powers. They should welcome astral mages.”


      “We must hope so…”


      Rin took a deep breath and turned to face Alice, then bowed her head deep and low.


      “I apologize for my impoliteness, Lady Alice. It seems I was slightly too emotional.”


      “Yes. We both need to be careful. Imagining all the ways this might play out is one thing, but there’s no need to become pessimistic.”


      “Yes. Also, perhaps I feel undue concern, but…”


      Rin reached for the suitcase. Among the water, food, and necessities was a pouch Alice had sneaked in.


      Rin opened it.


      “Lady Alice, do you intend to bring this hand mirror and comb with you?”


      “But of course. I cannot forget matters of personal grooming.”


      “What for?”


      “Excuse me?”


      “We’re going deep underground. As I said, once we dive into the vortex, we’ll have no time for changes of attire. We are going into battle, after all,” Rin replied matter-of-factly.


      Perhaps Alice was only imagining it, but Rin’s eyes seemed to be growing colder with each passing moment.


      “Who do you intend to groom yourself for?” Rin asked.


      “What?”


      “People only groom themselves to look good to others. So, Lady Alice, who could you possibly want to freshen yourself up for with this mirror and comb?”


      “…”


      “Come to think of it, right before we left the Empire, you seemed so impassioned about meeting the Imperial swordsman at the core. Don’t tell me you—”


      “N-no!”


      Alice jolted back.


      When she had stowed the makeup pouch in the suitcase, she might have imagined Iska’s face in the back of her mind.


      “It was mostly subconscious! I just put it in there automatically because I use those things every day!”


      “Oh?”


      “Please believe me!”


      As Rin stared at her coldly, Alice began to gesticulate and beg for her to believe.


      Knock, knock.


      At that moment, someone came to her door.


      “It’s me. Won’t you let me in?”


      “Kissing?”


      “If you don’t, I’ll just create my own entryway.”


      “Always so impatient, this one. It’s not locked, so you can come in.”


      The black-haired girl pushed open the door and slipped through the small opening.


      Come to think of it, this was the Star Spire.


      It was very unusual to have Kissing, a princess from the Zoa family, here as a guest.


      “You know where my chambers are?” Alice asked.


      “I asked a passing minister for directions earlier. It must have seemed odd for a member of the Zoa household such as myself to make my way to the Star Spire. He was the one to address me first.”


      “What are you here for? You can see I’m busy.”


      Alice held out both her arms and faced Kissing. Behind her, Rin continued to inspect two peoples’ worth of belongings.


      “You haven’t finished packing yet?” Kissing asked.


      “We only just got home.”


      “My, my…” The black-haired princess sighed. “As they say, speed is of the essence—and it should be in battle as well. We are headed to a fight where the Sovereignty’s future is on the line, so we should be snappy getting ready.”


      “So you’ve finished packing, I take it?” Alice asked.


      “Rin.” Instead of answering Alice’s question, the Zoa princess pointed at Alice’s attendant. “Please hurry. You still need to pack my belongings, too.”


      “Rin is my attendant!”


      “Well, as I’m certain you can tell, I’ve never packed for myself in my life.”


      “That’s not something to be proud of!”


      “I’d like my bag to weigh less than five pounds. Please pack everything into this backpack.”


      “…”


      Alice realized it was a lost cause.


      As Kissing unashamedly held out her backpack, Alice and Rin traded looks.


      “Rin, please help Kissing after you’re finished packing for me. But Kissing, are you sure you can’t use your Thorn astral power in some way?”


      “What could you possibly mean?”


      “Aren’t you able to disassemble and reform matter with your powers?”


      Kissing’s astral powers were especially peculiar. She could create thorns and use them to dematerialize anything they stabbed. Additionally, she could make the objects rematerialize.


      So what Alice meant to say was…


      “Instead of making do with just this small bag, can’t you pack a large amount of food and medical supplies by dematerializing them with your powers? Then you can rematerialize them whenever you need and avoid the hassle of carrying everything.”


      “It’s a nice idea in theory,” Kissing said.


      The Zoa princess made an X with her hands.


      “I can only materialize the last thing I disappeared. And I already have something else I’ve stored that I’d like to retrieve later, so I can’t do the same with the backpack.”


      “What? Something other than what you want to pack?”


      “I found something perfect while I was in the Empire. But it’s a secret. I can’t be sure who might be listening in on this conversation right now.”


      What was she keeping to herself?


      Alice couldn’t imagine, and beside her, Rin could only tilt her head in confusion. Then again, it wasn’t as though Kissing would ever tell them.


      “You’re starting to resemble Lord Mask more and more lately, with all the secretiveness and insinuations of yours.”


      “Aliceliese, I—” In a strangely uncharacteristic moment, the Zoa princess laughed. “I take that as a compliment.”
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      At the same time, the Solar Spire was ominously cold and quiet as it reflected the glittering light of dawn peeking over the horizon.


      Not a single person walked through its corridors. Most members of the Hydra family were being detained as suspects.


      With Talisman still unconscious, the palace was in the middle of putting together the particulars of the Hydra’s attempt on the queen’s life without the leader of the scheme to consult.


      The attendants, soldiers, and others must have been numb with worry.


      This was the end of the Hydra.


      “I won’t let our sun set.”


      The princess’s private chambers.


      In her sunlit living room, Mizerhyby faced the attendants she had gathered and began to address group. Their apprehension was plain to see.


      “You will not be punished. I will take on the entire burden of the Hydra family’s crimes and nullify them. So please help me win in this fight.”


      “Y-yes, Your Highness!”


      “We will serve you until the end, Lady Mizerhyby!”


      “All right, you’re dismissed. Please do as we planned.”


      The attendants left the room. Now alone, Mizerhyby slowly turned to face the window.


      She basked in the morning sun—the Hydras’ very emblem.


      “Uncle Talisman, I am sorry I couldn’t do as you hoped of me. I truly am a failure. It seems our dreams of making me queen are all for naught.”


      And yet she smiled.


      “But I will not allow the light to go out. I will show everyone how radiant I am.”
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      Star Spire, the queen’s chambers.


      A packed suitcase stood in the middle of the room. And deeper within…


      “…”


      …the queen sat on her bed.


      How long had she been locked in this spot? She couldn’t move. Sisbell was using her lap as a pillow. The princess seemed to be awake, as her eyes opened occasionally, but she made no attempt to get up.


      “Sisbell.”


      “Yes, Mother?”


      Would you get up for me?


      For whatever reason, she couldn’t bring herself to say the words. Perhaps she felt comforted by the feeling of her daughter’s warmth on her legs.


      Instead, she said, “Will you stay in the palace for me?”


      “…”


      The queen was going thousands of kilometers underground to the planet’s core.


      She couldn’t be sure what dangers would accompany the task.


      Even if they were successful, they had yet to find a way back to the surface. Going on the journey was a one-way trip, with death as its destination.


      “You’ve already done more than enough to fulfill a role only you could serve. What’s coming next is my and Alice’s part, and it will likely be a fraught battle.”


      “That may be true, but…”


      Sisbell remained on the queen’s lap. She closed her eyes, still lying on her side.


      “I can’t imagine staying here will be any better,” the princess said. “What good will it do for me to stay at the palace if I’m alone?”


      “We may not be able to return.”


      “A Sovereignty without you or Alice would be a living hell. I want to experience whatever fate has in store for us together.”


      “But we’ll need to fight your sister…”


      “Well, she’s your daughter.”


      The queen could not find the words to immediately respond to Sisbell. Though she was well-aware of this truth, she hadn’t wanted to think about it until now.


      “I’ve made my peace with that…,” she finally said.


      “And why is that?”


      “This is my last responsibility as queen. I must stop Elletear no matter what it takes. I cannot hesitate, even if it costs me my life.”


      “Mother.”


      Sisbell opened her eyes wide. Still on her mother’s lap, she turned to gaze straight into the woman’s eyes.


      “Then I must go with you. I couldn’t possibly abandon you when you sound so very sad.”
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      The Planet’s Crust – The Start but Also the Final Dungeon


      1


      The ruins of the Imperial assembly.


      Two o’clock, deep into the night.


      It still was not quite morning.


      “Hwah… Oh? You’ve all come rather early. I believe I said to meet by three in the morning.”


      The Lord’s loud yawn echoed five thousand meters below the planet’s surface.


      Risya and Mei were the first to arrive via the elevator. Following them, Lord Yunmelngen had also stepped into the subterranean cavern. They traversed the rubble, delving deeper as the crude lighting illuminated the way.


      “Hmm… Well, let’s see how the astral powers are feeling.”


      The vortex, the Planet’s Navel.


      With the fiery eyes of a beast, the Lord peered into the darkness within the gigantic cavern, its edges a good ten meters across.


      “They’re too quiet. I can’t tell. It seems like we’ll have to find out by going in. All right. Observe carefully.”


      The Lord clapped their hands.


      The best of the best, handpicked by the Lord, stood in a line. Of the Saint Disciples, Risya and Mei were in attendance, along with Unit 907—Iska and the others.


      These were the people who would fight the calamity. Including the Lord, the outfit comprised a mere seven souls.


      Then there was the support unit.


      Unlike Iska and the others, who were traveling light in order to not hamper their movements, the other Imperial soldiers carried large backpacks. They were all either commanding officers and above, or career soldiers whom Lord Yunmelngen had determined could be trusted with their true identity.


      “Chief Newton, please explain the arrangements.”


      “The time has come! Oh, the day is finally here!”


      A voice several decibels louder than the Lord’s echoed through the gloomy cavern. As a thin, whiskered man held out his arms and yelled in delight, the rest of the group looked at him as though begging him to shut up.


      It was the Saint Disciple of the tenth seat, Sir Karossos Newton the laboratory chief.


      The famous researcher who headed the Empire’s one and only astral power research institute.


      “Now, everyone, to the door of great wonders we go! Take a gander at the Planet’s Navel. Peer into its vast depths!”


      “With how dark it is, I don’t think we’re gonna see anything, Newt,” Mei quipped.


      “Look with your inner eye, Mei!” Newton instantly replied to Mei’s grumbling and pulled a penlight from his breast pocket, which he promptly tossed into the dark hole.


      The light traveled down.


      It twirled in the air as it fell, illuminating the walls of the hole as it disappeared into the seemingly infinite darkness.


      “As you can see, we’ll need to descend thousands of kilometers into the darkness. The vortex will likely have complicated twists and turns, along with forks in the path. If you run into a wall on the way down, the force will surely break your entire body! Oh, what horrors!”


      “Why do you sound so happy about it?” Mei barked.


      “This is a miracle, Mei! The only reason we have the opportunity to take this near-suicidal course of action is thanks to an eruption of astral energy. Ah, yes. All we have to do is let gravity take hold of us for some dozen seconds. If we are lucky, the current of astral energy will warmly accept us.”


      If they were lucky. But would the astral energy really welcome them?


      Iska and the others couldn’t help but feel more anxious with Newton’s every word, but they had already known this was the plan.


      “That aside, Mei and Risya, have you finished getting everything ready?”


      “You can tell just by looking.”


      “We’re putting them on,” Risya answered.


      The two Saint Disciples were attaching belt-style fasteners to themselves. They were safety harnesses.


      Risya’s and Mei’s harnesses were connected by a five-meter-long nylon rope. The Lord was similarly connected to them. In other words, the three couldn’t move more than five meters from each other.


      The members of Unit 907 wore the same contraption. Iska, Mismis, Nene, and Jhin were all connected by ropes in that order.


      “The force of the energy rushing out of the vortex can rival a volcanic eruption at times, so it can blow away humans just as well as pumice stone!”


      Chief Newton nodded, seeming pleased.


      He was also connected to the support team through the same rope-and-harness system.


      “In other words, if the updraft is too powerful, we could all be blown in different directions. That’s why we’re wearing these devices as a precaution. Now we won’t need to worry if one of us is blown away. It may seem rather juvenile, but this is a time-honored lifesaving technique that even professional mountain climbers use.”


      In mountain-climbing parlance, this was called “roping up.” If anyone began to slip from the mountainside, the other members of the climbing team could support the falling individual via the rope.


      “Of course, we might all be blown away, depending on the force of the current. But at least none of us will end up lost and alone. So either everyone lives, or we all go down together.”


      “Doesn’t sound like a great fate to share.” Risya smiled wanly.


      The harness went over their heads and attached at their shoulders, much like a pet harness. Risya tugged on it to test its strength.


      “I, for one, would like to get home alive. I haven’t received my last month of overtime yet.”


      “You’ll make it back alive.”


      The silver-furred beast touched their own harness. They seemed to be amused by how it resembled a pet collar.


      “It’s not as though there are no methods of returning from the core.”


      “Oh? But didn’t you say there weren’t any just yesterday, Your Excellency?”


      “I’ve changed my mind. I thought there might be a way, but I wasn’t certain it would work and didn’t want to give you false hope. But that was yesterday. Today, I feel differently.”


      Lord Yunmelngen smiled mischievously before gazing at everyone’s faces.


      “Once the calamity is defeated, I will take you back to the surface. That’s my duty as your Lord. Now, shall we?”


      Then they leaped into the air.


      In the little light there was, the Lord dived straight into the gigantic hole that led into a gulf of darkness. The two Saint Disciples were pulled in, dragged down by their connection to the Lord through the rope that connected them all together.


      “H-hey, Your Excellency! At least warn us before you jum—”


      “Ahh?!”


      All three of them disappeared into the vortex.


      Chief Newton’s eyes glittered as he watched them disappear into the darkness.


      “Now us, too! The time has finally come, Michaela m’dear! We will venture into the unexplored depths of the planet’s largest and oldest mystery! How many strange phenomena shall we encounter? I feel my blood pumping at just the thought!”


      “Let’s go.”


      As the assistant researcher pressed his back, the contingent that Chief Newton led threw themselves into the vortex.


      Only Unit 907 remained.


      “All right, boss. Jump in.”


      “Me first?!”


      “It doesn’t make a different who goes first. We’re all connected by the rope anyway… Hey, Nene.”


      “Go, Commander!” Nene pushed Mismis’s back.


      As the commander pitched forward, she tumbled right into the giant hole.


      “Ahhhhhhhh!”


      Jhin and Nene followed.


      The rope dragged them down with her. Iska barely registered their fall before he threw himself into the dark hole as well and ventured into a vortex yet again.


      This was the Planet’s Navel, the oldest vortex in the world.


      It only took a few moments for the darkness to engulf their vision entirely.


      The wind rushed by their ears.


      The free fall was similar to skydiving. As the wind beat against their faces and eardrums, the pressure from their surroundings made it difficult to even breathe.


      Down, down, down they went.


      The everlasting darkness itself was chilling, preventing their senses of touch or sight from registering almost anything but the gravity dragging them down.


      “You’re still conscious, right, boss?!” Jhin yelled.


      “I-I’m okay!”


      Their voices echoed as they screamed into the intense gusts and darkness.


      Jhin hadn’t made one of his normal quips.


      The stress of entering free fall could easily make a person lose consciousness. Their surroundings were also completely invisible. Even someone with experience and training might succumb to panic in these conditions.


      “B-but I think we’re going a little too fast!” Nene yelled.


      Unit 907 had already fallen hundreds—if not thousands—of meters, yet the astral energy had yet to appear.


      In other words, they were continuing to fall faster and faster.


      If they so much as scraped the side of the bedrock, they would be squashed beyond recognition.


      “Hmm? Maybe this isn’t going to work out the way I hoped,” the Lord muttered quietly to themself. “The astral energy may be even weaker than I expected, so the updraft hasn’t reached us yet. At this rate, we might all crash and die before reaching the core.”


      “Excuse meeeee?!”


      Mismis’s and Risya’s screams—along with everyone else’s—echoed throughout the pit.


      Just then, from far beyond in the darkness, a faint crimson light began to flicker.


      It was still far below Iska and the others, but the glittering current meandered upward through the dark as they continued to fall.


      “Aha. Finally.”


      Below them, the Lord flung out their arms and allowed the faint crimson light to overtake them. The glow brightened and rapidly lit the entire vortex.


      “Well, well! How fitting for the world’s oldest astral vortex. What a great amount of astral energy!” Chief Newton’s rumbling voice filled the pit.


      The expanse began to spread around them. With the space now bright enough to be visible, they saw that at this point in their descent, the vortex had opened up to be easily over thirty meters wide.


      “Astral powers, come welcome us.”


      As though responding to the Lord’s words, a torrent of light softly pushed against them and slowed their fall.


      “W-we’re saved?!” Commander Mismis cried out with relief before she could even think.


      Though they continued to fall, they were no longer traveling at life-threatening speeds. It was as though the astral powers truly were “welcoming” them, to borrow the Lord’s phrasing.


      “Are we really okay now?” Nene asked.


      “Hwoo… Phew. Thank goodness. I was really scared there! N-no more, okay?”


      “What do you mean, “no more”? We’re not even done with this part yet,” Jhin said as they continued to fall.


      They would allow their momentum to take them beyond the strata and the mantle, thousands of kilometers below the surface to the core.


      ……If we drop at a rate of about one hundred kilometers per hour, it’ll still take at least twenty hours to get there.


      ……We’ll have to fall for a full day.


      They continued to travel down the shaft, enveloped in the light.


      “Still, it’s very pretty…” Commander Mismis timidly reached out a hand, captivated by the glittering current.


      The lights were as large as the sparks of a flame. Tens of thousands, or even millions of them, had gathered to create a current that wove around as it rushed upward. It was a fantastical scene.


      “I wonder if this is what it’d feel like to jump into an aurora…? I’ve never seen a light so pretty,” said Mismis.


      “But this is the second time, Commander,” Iska said.


      “What?”


      “Remember the vortex in Mudor? Well, I guess you lost consciousness then.”


      “You mean from back when I turned into a witch? Umm… Now I feel a bit conflicted about all this. Nene, Jhin, are you not interested in this light?”


      Unlike Mismis, Jhin and Nene were instead observing the rocky walls of the vortex.


      The walls were a reddish-brown and glittering with astral energy.


      “It’s not like we’d be able to learn anything from staring at the astral power,” Jhin said.


      “We’re more interested in the rock walls. See, there’s a big hole going to the side over there,” Nene said.


      “What? Where?”


      “We already passed it, but there have been big holes all around the walls. They look like caves. They’re too large to be like an ‘ant nest’…”


      Nene crossed her arms.


      Several meters below, the Lord, accompanied by the two Saint Disciples, had adopted the same pose.


      The Lord scowled as well.


      “What’s wrong, Your Excellency?”


      “Risya, how fast do you think we’re falling?”


      “Based on how it feels, about fifty kilometers per hour.”


      “That’s too slow.”


      After replying instantly, Lord Yunmelngen looked up over their head.


      “The core is around two to three thousand kilometers below. If we’re only traveling fifty kilometers per hour, it would take us about fifty hours to get there. Hey, astral powers, make the current a little weaker.”


      Suddenly, the updraft subsided. The astral light continued to illuminate the cave, but the wind lifting them died down.


      Which meant…


      “We’re in free fall agaaaaain?!” Commander Mismis fell straight down at a perilous speed.


      Naturally, Iska, Jhin, and Nene fell rapidly as well.


      The speed knocked the breath out of them, and the pressure seemed like it would break their bodies apart.


      “W-wait, wait, wait! Please, just a little wiiiind!”


      Fwoom!


      In response, the current blew them upward again. Though that softened their acceleration, the current was too strong this time. Instead of falling, Iska and the others felt themselves rising.


      “Wait, no! That’s too much! We’re heading up! We’re going to end up back at the surface at this rate!” cried Mismis.


      “You made the astral powers too motivated, Commander!”


      “You think this is my fault?!”


      They really were backtracking.


      The current continued to push them back up the shaft of the vortex.


      Then it became choppier and choppier.


      “Wait, what is this?”


      The Lord’s tone of voice had changed. Their relaxed eyes had sharpened into those of a beast as they glared below.


      “Something’s disturbing the current. What could be beneath us…?”


      Snap.


      Iska heard something breaking from below.


      “Commander, did you hear that sound?!” he cried out.


      “What? What sound?!”


      “It sounded like something tore. Ms. Risya, Your Excellency! I think I heard something!”


      “Your Excellency!!!”


      He heard an earsplitting howl. As Iska watched, Mei screamed while looking above, and Risya reached up.


      Then…


      Lord Yunmelngen was sent flying, their lifeline severed.


      “…!”


      What in the world had happened?


      What had caused the rope to snap?


      No one had the time to figure that out, as the currents whipped up to a tempestuous gale and blew everyone away.


      2


      The Nebulis Sovereignty.


      In a remote area far from the center of the Sovereignty, there was a dark and green forest.


      In it were poisonous moths, great serpents in rivers, and several bottomless swamps that prevented the region from being explored. Those who wandered into the domain had no hope of ever returning.


      Beyond this dangerous landscape, where even biologists would not carelessly venture, was an area home to a large plant called the Elf Tree. These giants blocked so much light that not even a single ray could make it past their canopy.


      In the depths of this area, there was a place where a vast pit opened up in the ground and red light spilled out like a geyser.


      “Lady Alice, are you all right?”


      “I’m truly and utterly exhausted… I didn’t expect a jungle trek before we went spelunking underground.”


      “This was precisely why I recommended a tracksuit rather than your royal garb.”


      “I knew it would be a strenuous journey, so I did seriously consider it. I still can’t believe how harsh these woods are.”


      Alice wiped the sweat from her brow and looked down into the pit.


      This was the vortex Eclipse.


      The Zoa family had originally discovered this large hole that, according to Lord Yunmelngen, would lead them to the core.


      “The Zoa are such hypocrites.”


      The princess of the Hydra, Mizerhyby, finally caught up to them, parting the brush aside as she ventured in.


      “They were secretly exploring this remote region and even kept a gigantic vortex secret from the queen. They must have had some sinister plans of their own,” she said.


      “We just hadn’t reported it yet. Even I didn’t know about this,” said Kissing.


      The Zoa and Hydra princesses peered into the hole side by side. It was a dark gulf, and they couldn’t see more than a few meters into it. Who could be sure what dangers lurked beyond?


      “I feel hesitant now that we’re about to actually go in there…,” Kissing said.


      “Indeed. So, who will jump in first?”


      After their amicable chat, Kissing and Mizerhyby both turned around, each gesturing with a hand to the three Lou women—the queen, Alice, and Sisbell.


      ““Go right on ahead,”” they both said.


      “No thank you!” Sisbell yelled.


      She quickly ran behind Alice’s back and pushed her sister forward.


      “All right, Alice, you’re the older one, so show off what a cool sister you are!”


      “Don’t push me! Why don’t you go first, Mizerhyby!”


      “Why me? It should be Kissing.”


      “I’d prefer last.”


      The woods were suddenly quite noisy.


      Meanwhile…


      The queen paid no mind to the dirt that caked her knees as she crouched down and inspected the vortex.


      The eruption of astral energy was powerful, but the thick canopy of Elf Trees likely blocked the view from above. It was a wonder the Zoa had found it at all.


      “It’s even stranger that the Lord would know about this…,” she commented.


      “That’s just who the Lord is. There’s no point in being surprised at this juncture,” Sisbell replied nonchalantly.


      Next to her, Alice also nodded. “You wouldn’t be surprised if the Revered Founder knew about this vortex, right, Mother?”


      “Of course not.”


      “The Lord is just like her, so it’s not odd they would know.”


      Lord Yunmelngen had been alive a century ago, just like the Revered Founder.


      Those two had been bombarded by such strong astral energy that they were stripped of their human forms; few in the Empire even knew of their true identities.


      I see. The queen nodded after receiving Alice’s explanation. So the Lord was just like their Founder.


      “Indeed… Well, there’s no point in delaying any longer. Let’s go.”


      The queen leaped down. Though she looked anxious, Sisbell held her breath and jumped in, before Kissing and Mizerhyby reluctantly followed after her. And finally…


      “Iska, wait for me down there!”


      Alice charged into the dark hole as well.


      The vortex Eclipse.


      The verdure around them disappeared entirely as Alice’s vision grew darker and darker with each flutter of her eyes.


      She couldn’t rely on her sense of touch or her vision. The only sense she could use was her hearing as the wind rushed by.


      ……It’s like riding on an albatross.


      ……No, the wind is even stronger than that.


      Her hair fluttered all around her and her royal garb billowed as she felt herself rapidly speeding up. She was plummeting so fast that she could hardly breathe.


      “Mother, hurry!” Sisbell cried out.


      “Yes, you’re right. The current does seem too weak at the moment.”


      Sisbell had latched onto the queen, who held her hand out below them. The astral crest on the back of the queen’s neck glowed with a bright light.


      “Ballistic, catch us.”


      Fwoosh.


      It was as though an invisible hammock had scooped them all up. With the queen at their center, Alice and the others began to slow in their descent.


      This was the queen’s astral power.


      She could manipulate the atmosphere to slow their fall or even lift them short distances. As long as the queen was with them, they wouldn’t need to worry about falling to their deaths.


      “How impressive, Your Majesty. You have a remarkable knack for adaptability.” Mizerhyby sat perched on the cushion of air. “But I find it a bit suspect. You have such a useful ability. Why has Your Majesty never tried to go to the core before now?”


      “The thought never even crossed my mind,” the queen replied.


      “And whyever not?” Princess Mizerhyby wasn’t being disagreeable. Her voice only held a sense of curiosity. “Though our methods were different, both the Zoa and Hydra were looking into the origin of astral power. Yet Your Majesty and the Lous you lead never ventured into that domain. Why is that?”


      “…”


      The queen looked up at the entrance to the vortex, which was already dim and far above them.


      “I believe because we already had it… Alice, Sisbell, and I.”


      They had been blessed by the astral powers from birth.


      They were just like aristocrats who were born into wealth and had no interest in money.


      The queen and the rest of the Lou family were satisfied with their lots. Though they studied astral power, they had no interest in pursuing further research into the unknown.


      That is, except Elletear.


      Perhaps Elletear had come to resent the astral powers for not loving her. That may have been why she had sought greater power and been enthralled by the calamity.


      “Well, that explains it,” Mizerhyby replied in a cold tone. “It’s no wonder why Elletear turned out the way she did. It was inevitable.”


      “No,” said the queen.


      “Hmm?”


      “It’s me who is to blame. Elletear’s downfall wasn’t inevitable. We could have prevented it. By the time I pieced together what was happening, her obsession had already taken hold. It’s my fault.”


      “……I see.” As Mizerhyby nodded, her eyes took on a haughty glint. “So then, Your Majesty, how will you make up for your short—?!”


      BANG!


      The atmosphere burst.


      It was almost as though a balloon had popped. The queen’s astral power had rebounded back at her.


      “Mother?!”


      The queen grimaced and buckled to her knees.


      Sisbell realized that her mother’s shoulder was growing red. Her voice quivered from fear and dread.


      “Mother, are you all right?!”


      “That… Just now…”


      Though the queen attempted to right herself, she collapsed. Her power was beginning to fade. If that happened, they would all go hurtling down to the hard bedrock—and their doom.


      So instead of prioritizing herself, she focused on her astral power.


      “…O Atmosphere…firm yourself!”


      “Mother?!”


      The layer of air that had nearly faded away once again manifested.


      Immediately after that, even as Sisbell and Alice reached out…


      The queen slipped from their grasps, passed through the protective layer of air, and plummeted into the depths.
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      Encore


      Just a short time earlier.


      The Nebulis Sovereignty.


      Far from the central state was a forest—the very same forest.


      In it there were poisonous moths, great river serpents, and several bottomless swamps. Past these many dangers was a vortex—the Eclipse—that the Zoa family had kept hidden all this time.


      The grasses were crushed underfoot as an individual passed by the poisonous insects and snakes with full disregard, traversing through the domain inhabited by fierce beasts as though these lands were his own.


      He advanced with the quiet poise of a film star walking the red carpet.


      “…”


      Not a bead of sweat sullied his forehead.


      Though the land was so humid and hot that one could hardly breathe, he walked with all the briskness of a refreshing stroll in the spring.


      “So this is it.”


      The vortex Eclipse.


      This entrance, so wide across, led to the depths of the planet.


      However, the man did not look at the gaping hole in front of him, but its edge, where several footprints remained in the soft mud.


      There were five sets of impressions in the marshy soil.


      Each of them was too small to have been made by a man, and they also tapered at the toes and were clearly heeled in design. He knew what this meant.


      “So they just left…”


      The tracks were fresh. They must have departed only a few hours ago.


      He had more than enough time to catch up.


      Once he was confident in that…


      …he leaped into Eclipse.
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      The Planet’s Upper Mantle – The Starting Point of the Final Dungeon


      1


      Humanity had set its roots only on the most superficial parts of the planet. Below the surface, however, were several distinct layers: the crust, the upper mantle, the lower mantle, and, finally, the core—the home of the astral powers.


      Supposedly, the crust was the thinnest layer, with the mantle being the thickest. Though it was widely accepted to be the case, even this fact was nothing more than a hypothesis among geologists. Perhaps it was untrue.


      No human had seen any of these layers with their own two eyes, after all.


      The lower strata of the planet were entirely unexplored regions. They were the world’s oldest, grandest, and most difficult-to-reach places.


      Splish.


      Another droplet spattered down. The water came from overhead. They looked at the thousands of stalactites on the ceiling of the cave, its surface markedly similar to limestone.


      “Looks like we’re past the crust. This next part—the mantle—is going to be the toughest. Get ready to do whatever it takes.”


      “How can you be so calm and collected at a time like this, Jhin?!”


      “Keep it down, boss. The cave’s not that big, so your voice is gonna echo.”


      “How do you expect me not to shout at a time like this?!”


      Jhin sighed.


      Mismis’s next cry echoed and multiplied as it overlapped with itself: “We lost Their Excellency!”


      It had only happened minutes ago, in fact.


      The nylon rope tethering the Lord to the group had snapped. Iska’s unit had been blown into this cave by the current of astral energy, while the Lord had been sent flying off in an entirely different direction.


      But was there more to what had transpired?


      “…” Iska quietly contemplated this.


      “What’s wrong, Iska?” Nene asked.


      “Nene… Wasn’t Their Excellency saying something when the rope snapped?” he replied.


      “Huh?! No, I don’t think I heard anything.”


      The moment they’d all been blown away, Iska was sure he’d seen the Lord looking down and shouting into the abyss, but it had been drowned out by the roar of astral energy.


      ……And it’s weird the rope snapped.


      ……The current of astral energy was strong, but the rest of us are all fine.


      Only the Lord’s rope had been severed, almost as though it had been targeted.


      “Commander, can I see the end of the rope?” Iska asked.


      It was ragged, as if an incredibly strong force had torn it apart. Though the damage didn’t suggest the rope had been cut with a blade, the rip did seem suspect.


      Had it really been a coincidence?


      “Hmm. What an unexpected result that we really should have anticipated, Michaela! Our leader and de facto guide has been separated from us!”


      “Chief Newton, your voice is very abrasive when it’s echoing in a place as cramped as this cave.”


      “Oh, my apologies.” Chief Newton stroked his beard in excitement. “What shall we do, Mei? With the Lord absent, I believe it’s only correct for you to take command, seeing as you’re the third seat and the highest-ranked Saint Disciple here.”


      “I’m thinking it over right now. Just gimme a minute.” Mei stood on a stalagmite that jutted up from below as she pouted.


      “The Lord’s rope broke, but why? Was it from friction because of the astral energy, or did the current send a rock that hit the line…? Any ideas, Risya?”


      “You’re asking like I’d know, but I haven’t the slightest clue, either.” Risya, who had been standing there silently with her arms crossed, tilted her face up. “So many of us Saint Disciples were here to escort the Lord, and yet we were powerless to do anything. I’ve lost quite a bit of faith in myself… But going back to the main topic, we have no idea what caused the Lord’s rope to snap. It’s most likely the astral energy, but I can’t say for certain that was what did it.”


      “Could this be Elletear’s doing?”


      “I think we would be in far worse shape if that were the case.”


      “We’ll figure out the cause later. If anyone has an idea of what could have done it, feel free to chime in anytime. Now, as for how we’ll handle this going forward…” Mei kicked the stalagmite. She watched as the pillar of stone cracked and crumbled. “We’ve lost one of our main team members. And looking for them would be real difficult, since we don’t even know whether the Lord went up or down. Right, Risya?”


      “Yes.”


      “So we’re not even going to bother with a search?”


      “Correct, we’re just going to keep heading toward the core, as planned.” Risya pointed below their feet at the muddy, waterlogged ground.


      “As long as we all keep heading down, we’ll meet at the bottom eventually,” Newton said.


      “Exactly, Newt. If you’ve got any other suggestions, I’d like to hear ’em,” Mei replied.


      “I certainly have no objections. Well, shall we, then?!” Newton eagerly agreed.


      “W-wait!” Mismis said in a panic.


      All three Saint Disciples turned to look at Mismis as she stared out of the cave and into the giant maw of the vortex.


      “Risya, you want us to jump back down, right?” she said.


      “That’s right. I think the Lord will do the same.”


      “But the current is gone…”


      “Excuse me? Please, this is no time to be making jokes, Mismis.”


      “N-no, it’s true! Look!” Mismis nervously pointed below.


      The walls of the Planet’s Navel were still aglitter with astral light, but the current was gone. The updraft of astral energy had been cut off. Even the sparkle of the walls had dulled as the last vestiges of energy clinging to the space faded.


      “If we jump in now without the current to cushion our fall, it’ll just be a straight drop down!” said Mismis.


      “You’re right. You’re being pretty on the nose today, boss.” Jhin peered into the vortex behind her, then turned to Risya and Mei. “What next, Saint Disciples? We take the plunge now, and it’ll be like bungee jumping without a rope. The free fall would last tens of thousands of meters. And then we’d splatter at the bottom.”


      “Right… What do you think, Mei?” Risya asked.


      “No point in getting to the core if we can’t do it in one piece…”


      Risya and Mei exchanged strained smiles.


      They were currently just past the planet’s crust, which was hardly even five kilometers deep. It was critically important that they get past the mantle, which was over one thousand kilometers thick, as fast as possible, but they had already hit a roadblock.


      ……We’ll have to wait until the updraft comes back.


      ……But we have no idea when that’ll happen. It depends on the astral powers.


      It might take hours or even days. Could they wait that long? Elletear already had a head start, and they couldn’t let her have more time to get farther ahead. Alice and the other members of the expedition from the Sovereignty were also headed to the core.


      “No…”


      Was this really a dead end?


      Iska silently turned to gaze into the tunnel, where the darkness obscured anything that lay beyond. He wasn’t looking down at the main shaft of the vortex, but farther into the cave they were already in.


      ……We don’t know how far in this goes.


      ……What if this cave is deeper than we think?


      He remembered what the Lord had said: Diving into the vortex was like heading into a giant ant nest. The astral powers had diverged as they escaped the core to the planet’s surface, which meant the Planet’s Navel was large and the path split in places. Maybe this side cavern was connected to another route down?


      “Ms. Risya, could we check out the rest of the cave?” Iska asked.


      “You read my mind, Isk. I was just about to suggest we do that. Well, it’s a big job, so I think we’ll leave it to Mismis’s crew.”


      “But it might be dangerous!”


      “It might be dangerous, but we can’t know for certain! And if we’re going to rest in this cave, we’ll need to investigate what’s inside to ensure our safety. Off you go, then.”


      “Um…”


      “We’ll just sit back—I mean, sit tight until you come back. If you find anything, give us a report.”


      “You guys are just taking a break at our expense!” Mismis cried out, but she reluctantly started walking at Risya’s command.


      In her hand was a large flashlight. They’d prepared equipment for places where the astral light wouldn’t reach, but they hadn’t expected to need it so soon.


      ……The more we use it, the quicker the batteries will run out.


      ……We still have a long way to go. We should conserve energy as much as possible.


      They’d already had an accident much earlier than expected, too. And it was the worst-case scenario at that—losing the Lord.


      “I’ll lead,” Iska said. “Commander, please light the way behind me.”


      “Uh! Okay! Careful!”


      The flashlight illuminated a dozen or so meters ahead of them. Iska once again noticed the stalactites and stalagmites peppering the ceiling and ground of the cave.


      Some were as large as an adult, while others were as thin and sharp as needles. Those could go right through the soles of their shoes—if they so much as tripped, they could end up skewered. It was nature’s death trap.


      “L-let’s all be very careful!” Mismis said.


      “You’re the one who needs to be careful, boss.”


      “I will, okay!”


      Iska took a step forward ahead of everyone else. With Mismis’s flashlight illuminating the way, they avoided the treacherous pillars of stone all around them while moving onward.


      Or so they thought…


      A cracking sound pierced the air as something broke overhead.


      “Nene, stop!” yelled Jhin from the back of their line, grabbing her by the shoulders.


      “Eek?!”


      Like an icicle, one of the pillars of stone fell down right where Nene had been about to step, just grazing her nose—as though it had been waiting for her.


      “D-did it just try to get Nene?!” Mismis cried out.


      “Nothing’s trying to get anybody,” Jhin replied. “One of the stalactites just fell down from the commotion.”


      “Commotion?”


      “The sound of our footsteps,” he explained. “Or maybe even the impact of our steps. It travels from the ground through the walls and to the ceiling. Iska, I know you know this, but be careful.”


      “Yeah.”


      He started walking more quietly. If they stomped around without any caution, the many stalactites overhead could fall on them, and then they would wind up in even deeper trouble.


      He held his breath, stealthily trying to head farther into the cave.


      ……I thought a giant cave like this…


      ……would at least have some bats or snakes in it, but we haven’t seen any animals around.


      All they’d encountered were the many pillars of stone. In fact, no matter how far they went, they saw no living creatures around. To put it another way, the reason nothing could live here was…


      Crack.


      “Huh!”


      Another stalactite broke overhead, right where Iska was standing.


      “Iska!” Mismis cried out.


      “I’m okay,” he said.


      He had frozen on the spot. The stalactite had fallen dangerously close to his side, just brushing his face. But there was something strange about that.


      ……Wait.


      ……What made the stalactite fall just now?


      He had been trying as much as possible to not disturb the cave. And why, when there were so many stalactites on the ceiling, had only the ones directly above them fallen?


      “This is becoming a real pain…,” Jhin muttered.


      Crick…


      A moment later, a series of cracking sounds echoed throughout the area. All around them, the stalactites began to stir, crumbling overhead.


      “Didn’t we say not to make a commotion, boss?”


      “That wasn’t me!”


      “That couldn’t have been us…”


      Jhin stared ahead, looking beyond the beam of the flashlight at whatever the darkness was obscuring. He couldn’t help but inhale sharply through his teeth.


      They had sensed something. Tremors reached them, traveling up through their feet. But what was it?


      “There’s something in there. Who or what could be making that noise? And where is it coming from?”


      2


      Splish, splish.


      Water dropped from the dirt walls overhead as it percolated to them from some source underground.


      “Sisbell? Sisbell, can you hear me?”


      “Alice…”


      Sisbell managed to open her eyes the faintest bit. She struggled for breath as she sat up from the ground, her strawberry-blond hair a disheveled mess.


      “I…I lost consciousness…,” she said. “Where are we?”


      “We were flung off course by a current of astral energy,” Alice replied.


      Looking would explain much more than words could. Instead of telling her sister this, Alice gestured by raising both her arms to indicate the scene around them. They were in a dimly lit cave.


      The shaft of Eclipse continued on endlessly down below, but they had been caught in an updraft during their fall and had been blown into a naturally formed cavern along the rock walls.


      That was their present location.


      “Be thankful Rin was here. She pulled you back right before your head knocked into the ceiling.”


      “……Yes. I remember twisting around in the air and spinning before I crashed.”


      “Lady Sisbell, I’m just thankful you’re safe,” Rin said. Behind her were the Zoa and Hydra princesses, who were each on slightly elevated parts of the ground. However…


      The most important person among them was missing.


      “Alice, where is Mother?” Sisbell asked next.


      “She’s not here,” Mizerhyby replied as though it should have been obvious. “It’s not as though we’ve looked deeper into this cave, but if she was flung off somewhere the way we were, she should be in another cave entrance close to this one. If not, then we know the alternative…”


      “It can’t be…”


      The blood drained from Sisbell’s face. Alice took her sister’s hand and squeezed it.


      “Calm down, Sisbell,” she said. “I’m sure Mother is fine.”


      The queen was missing. But no matter how far their mother had fallen, Alice wasn’t worried for her safety. She still had her Atmosphere astral power.


      “We’ll continue going down. I’m sure she will, too. We’ll definitely reunite with her.”


      “Then shall we start going down again?” Kissing stood up. She passed by Alice and the others, leaning out to look down below. She stared at the glittering current. “It looks like the astral energy has settled. We can’t know when there will be another eruption, so we should go now if we are going to.”


      “I’m in full agreement, but…” Alice shook her head. They couldn’t go yet. There was still a question they needed to settle before jumping in.


      “Mother only fell because her astral powers were upset. Is that correct, Kissing?” she asked.


      “Yes. Something ascended from below with great speed and broke her atmospheric barrier. That was what I saw.”


      Alice had thought so, too. It had come too quickly for her to see what it was, but she wanted to clarify that before they made their plunge again.


      ……I hope it was only a stone or a pebble.


      ……But it broke through Mother’s barrier. It couldn’t be just that.


      Whatever it was, it must have been moving faster than a bullet. If they leaped back in without knowing what they were dealing with, they could all end up getting hit in a similar manner.


      “What do you think, Rin?”


      “I wasn’t able to do anything…,” Rin groaned, lamenting her inability to fulfill her duties as a bodyguard. “It all happened in a split second. It was as fast as a bullet, if not faster…the Imperial swordsman may have been able to catch it, but it went by too quickly for my eyes…”


      “Can’t we just re-create it?” Mizerhyby looked at Sisbell. “This seems to be within your domain. It should be easy enough for you to show us what happened to Her Majesty.”


      “I can re-create it, but it won’t be easy to confirm what it was.”


      “Oh? And why is that?”


      “Illumination can only create the past events at the same speed as they originally happened. Frankly, I’m not very good at putting things in slow motion.”


      Something had blasted through the queen’s barrier. Even if Sisbell re-created it, the incident had occurred so quickly that no one would be able to tell what it was.


      ……Rin may not have said it outright, but…


      ……If only Iska was here, too.


      He would have been able to catch what had happened to the queen without even needing Sisbell to re-create it.


      “In other words, we’re out of options if we can’t figure out what it is by re-creating it.” Mizerhyby smiled wanly, as though she had given up, before shrugging dramatically. “That settles it. We can’t say for sure whether it was an accident or an attack, but the queen wouldn’t die from something like that. Still, it’s good we noticed this. Now that we’re aware something might come from below, we simply need to keep our guards up. Isn’t that right, Alice?”


      “…I suppose,” she answered.


      “Then let’s keep going. I’d much rather keep diving than stay in this dingy—”


      “Can’t we take a look around?” Kissing interrupted the Hydra princess and pointed into the cave shrouded in darkness. “I’m curious. It looks like this cavern may be deeper than first appears.”


      “What? Since when did you become a little adventurer?” Mizerhyby’s irritation was as clear as day.


      It was only natural. Kissing had not only interrupted her but had even proposed exploring—despite their need to reach the core as fast as possible.


      “We’re heading to the center of the planet. If we were to explore the cave, we would only end up moving around at this layer. Never down,” Mizerhyby countered.


      “Yes, that’s right,” said Kissing.


      “Then why even propose it?”


      “Mizerhyby, are you an expert in underground geology? Do you know how many caves like this exist and how they’re structured?” Kissing asked.


      “…” Mizerhyby went silent.


      She understood Kissing’s point—the reason the girl would suggest exploring to the side rather than going down, even at the expense of great energy and time on their part.


      “The next time something happens, do you intend to take refuge in another cave?” Mizerhyby asked.


      “We anticipate fighting Elletear, and there is no guarantee she’ll be waiting at the core. We cannot know where she may be lying in wait to ambush us.” Kissing had already begun to walk as she answered. She stepped behind Alice and began pushing the other princess forward. “Alice, I hereby bestow upon you the honorable position of leading our group.”


      “That just puts me in the line of fire! Fine, then step back a little. Otherwise, you’ll get cold.”


      She crouched down and brushed her fingertips against the ground, which was slick with moisture.


      “Freeze,” she said.


      A faint crackling filled the cave. Frost formed under Alice’s fingertips and spread along the rocky surfaces, shrouding everything in an illusory mist. The entire cave, once pitch-black, had turned into a glittering world of ice that was now illuminated several meters ahead by a beautiful astral light.


      “Now we can see.”


      “Yes, but the ice made the ground slippery.”


      “Indeed. It’s like we’re walking on a skating rink in normal shoes. Alice, can’t you at least get rid of the ice on the ground?”


      “Everyone’s a critic…” Alice ignored the stubborn princesses and started to walk down the icy road.


      The cave wound around, but it was all one route that continued on for hundreds of meters without a single divergence.


      “Rin, stay beside Sisbell,” Alice ordered.


      “As you wish.”


      After leaving her sister with Rin, Alice began to walk ahead of everyone else.


      How long had she walked? Though at least several minutes had passed, she still couldn’t see the end of the cave.


      “Isn’t this enough?” Mizerhyby said impatiently. “It goes deeper than I would have thought. And I don’t see any dangerous creatures around. We’ve seen plenty, haven’t we?”


      “Lady Alice, though it may be impertinent of me to say, I agree.” Rin stepped forward slightly. “If we explore farther, we will be using precious time with little to gain. I believe we should prioritize reuniting with Her Majesty.”


      “I would like to conserve my energy, too,” Sisbell said from beside Rin.


      Alice had no objections. The only one left was…


      “Kissing, let’s go back… Are you listening?”


      “Ah!” Instead of answering, Kissing yelped. The black-haired princess had stepped forward and slipped.


      “Kissing, we’d like to go back. You don’t mind, do you?”


      The black-haired girl remained silent. She wasn’t even attempting to get back up, instead choosing to brace herself against the ice with both hands as she stared below her.


      “Please, Kissing.”


      “It’s not that.” The Zoa princess stood up. She turned around and pointed down below. “I’ve found something interesting.”


      “What?”


      “I would never slip on ice. But there was an indent here.”


      What was she trying to say? Despite having their doubts, Alice, Rin, and Mizerhyby walked over to where Kissing had been. Their eyes opened wide as they held their breaths.


      “What is this…?”


      The ground had been carved away, as though something had dragged itself across the ice.


      And the disturbance in the rock was large, too, which was the greater issue. It looked as though dozens of logs had been dragged together, making a large indent in the ground that led deeper into the cave.


      ……Did the current of astral energy make it this far into the cave?


      ……No, then there would be astral light on the cave’s walls.


      This hadn’t been caused by astral power, so what else could have left these tracks?


      “It’s settled. Something is living in the depths of the planet. And it’s somewhere nearby,” Kissing said matter-of-factly.


      Alice knew that Kissing was staring directly at her.


      “Well, what now, Alice? Should we follow the tracks deeper into the cave, or do we go back and start our dive?”


      A moment passed by.


      “That’s obvious,” Alice said with full commitment.
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      A short time earlier.


      The vortex Eclipse.


      Mirabella Lou Nebulis IIX realized that something had interfered with her atmospheric barrier and was causing it to break.


      That had been the rupturing sound. At the same time, pain raced through her right shoulder.


      “Ouch!”


      Her barrier rapidly shrunk.


      ……Something broke through my shield?!


      ……What happened? No, more importantly…!


      She needed to keep the barrier intact. If she didn’t, they would all enter a free fall and hit the hard bedrock. Even if Alice and Rin could protect themselves, Sisbell could not.


      “…O Atmosphere…firm up!”


      Though the pain threatened to drag away her consciousness, Mirabella commanded her astral power to mend the barrier.


      Once she was certain of her success, Mirabella plummeted into the void.


      “—?!”


      Far above, Alice grew into a distant speck.


      However, the queen didn’t have time to just watch the events unfold.


      She accelerated faster and faster until she could scarcely breathe. Then, for a brief moment, Mirabella saw something dark and gray in her vision.


      It was bedrock.


      This was dire.


      If she hit it at this speed, she would surely perish.


      “Ballistic!”


      As an eddy of astral energy engulfed her, the queen summoned enough atmosphere to protect herself. In the next moment, her back hit the hard rock.


      “Urgh?!”


      She bounced off the ground several times, spraying wet mud everywhere. Though she had been cushioned by the pocket of air, the impact of the fall still left her bruised all over.


      “Ahh… Hah…!”


      She took in a ragged breath as she stood up.


      “This already looks grim…and we’ve only just started.”


      Where was she?


      While she had been falling down the vortex, a current had pushed her into the bedrock, causing her to tumble into a cave directly below.


      “But where are Alice and Sisbell?”


      Though she looked up from the opening of the cave, she saw no sign of them coming down. Perhaps the tempestuous current had sent them off course as well?


      Were they safe?


      No, she didn’t need to worry about them. They would know that she was missing, but they would keep their wits about them and find a way to the core.


      ……You don’t need to look for me.


      ……I will continue to the core on my own. We simply need to meet there.


      That was what they had agreed on prior to the dive. She needed to hurry as well.


      Though pain from the impact shot through her body, she gritted her teeth and began to walk to the entrance of the cave in order to leap back into the vortex.


      “You can still walk like that?”


      She heard someone from behind her.


      From deeper within the cave.


      “Wh-who’s there?!”


      She whipped around. Mirabella stared into the darkness without even blinking.


      ……Who was that?


      ……It wasn’t Alice or the others. Or Elletear.


      She wasn’t familiar with the speaker, but for whatever reason, the voice was familiar; she felt like she’d heard it somewhere before. But the odd familiarity made it only stranger still that she was hearing it in a place like this.


      “Show yourself. If you are not an enemy, that is.”


      “So be it…”


      She heard a sigh come from the darkness.


      “I was warning you out of my own heartfelt goodwill. You were too impatient, Queen.”


      As Mirabella stared, a monster covered in gray fur emerged from the shadows.


      A beastperson.


      Though they had the tail and fur of a fox, their face was between that of a human and a cat. The beast’s large eyes held the charm of a child yet were also strangely uncanny. Was it a fox? Or a cat? In either case, it walked on two legs like a human.


      What was this strange creature?


      “…!”


      She felt an instinctive chill run through her and immediately leaped back. She held her hand up in order to use her astral power whenever she needed it.


      “Monster!”


      “Hold on.” The beast waved its hands as though nothing at all were amiss. “That may be the correct course of action for you under normal circumstances, Nebulis Queen, but this isn’t the time to fight.”


      “……Huh?!”


      Had the beast figured out she was the Nebulis queen at a glance? Did that mean the beast was one of the “witches” the Eight Great Apostles had experimented on? This suggested that the beast was more likely to be an enemy, but…


      They grinned and watched her as she stared back cautiously.


      Almost as though they were sizing her up.


      “You don’t mean…,” she said. A possibility raced through her mind—a certain person.


      Sisbell had reported back on this, but even when seeing them for herself, she could hardly believe her eyes. Could this really be the most important person in the Empire?


      “I get it…”


      She lowered her hand. Mirabella let out a sigh as though she was attempting to expel any enmity toward the Lord. She never would have expected them to meet like this.


      “You really are a poor sport. Why not simply tell me who you are to start with?”


      “Well, we did already speak through a comm.” The Lord grinned, then spread both their arms gleefully. “Could anyone look so ghastly except Lord Yunmelngen?”


      “Then I suppose there’s no need for me to introduce myself, either.”


      “It’s not your name I want to know. How is your daughter?”


      Did they mean Alice? Or Elletear? Though she wasn’t sure who Lord Yunmelngen indicated, she soon realized from their expression that the Lord simply wanted to her to tell them anything she could.


      “I’ve been separated from Alice… I believe I fell rather far, and they are still making their way down. And you?”


      But she had already gathered what must have transpired. Lord Yunmelngen would have been traveling with Saint Disciples. If said disciples weren’t present in this cave, that meant the Lord had been separated from their group as well.


      “What a coincidence.”


      The Lord reached into the sleeve of their white outfit and produced a piece of rope. It was likely made from some sort of reinforced fiber. It was also thick enough that it should have been able to support several people.


      “Do you know what this is? And I don’t mean that it’s a rope, of course.”


      “It’s cut off…”


      “It appears you have been knocked off course as well.”


      The Lord looked at Mirabella’s right shoulder. Though she was bruised from colliding with the rock walls, her shoulder looked like it had been shot at.


      “There is no doubt this was intentional. The two of us were targeted.”


      “Do you think it was Elletear? Or perhaps the calamity itself?”


      “No.” The Lord tossed aside the rope and shrugged. “If it were either of them, don’t you think the damage would be greater? Neither one would have left it at cutting a rope.”


      “Then what was it?”


      “I’m not sure, but it led to this unfortunate meeting. We’re the last two people in the world who should have crossed paths. However, even this encounter represents the planet guiding us.”


      “I never wished to meet you, either.”


      “Is that so? Even you need some way of dealing with Elletear.”


      “…”


      Indeed. Deep down, that had superseded anything she felt toward the Lord. Though they had the form of a beast, they were cunning and experienced. Each word they uttered was reasoned and logical.


      “Does that mean the Empire has devised a method of dealing with Elletear?”


      Instead of answering, the Lord said, “Despite my earlier statement, our meeting is also a great stroke of fortune. Let’s reason through this.”


      “What?”


      “You are the queen of the astral mages. Try guessing. What does our meeting tell you?”


      The Lord was testing her.


      …… Are they trying to prove who is superior by asking?


      ……Are they trying to show they are greater than me, the queen?


      The most important person in the Empire grinned without concealing their inquisitiveness. The queen stared right back at the Lord’s sparkling eyes as she began to think.


      “My group and I leaped into a vortex from the Sovereignty, and you and your group went through a vortex in the Empire.”


      “That is indeed the case.”


      “If the two of us have met, then the two vortexes must be connected underground.”


      “Yes, that could be true.”


      “The way you say that seems to imply I’m wrong.”


      The Lord grinned, their smile deepening as they looked at her.


      “We warped.”


      “…What did you say?”


      “You’re on the right track. But apply a little common sense. How far apart are the Empire and the Sovereignty? Think of how much wilderness and how many neutral cities separate us. It takes a very long time to get from one country to another when driving a car at full speed. How could the two of us meet just by jumping into holes?”


      “And so your explanation is that we warped here?”


      Just as the Lord had indicated, Mirabella knew her hypothesis had been off. They should not have been able to run into each other so easily when they had been so far apart.


      But still, how could they have warped here?


      “But isn’t your suggestion also ridiculous? It sounds like a rather suspect explanation for how we could have run into each other.”


      “Do you think so?”


      The beast pointed with a sharp claw behind Mirabella to the opening of the cave, where the astral current still swept up from below.


      “What if this astral energy comes from the Gate astral power?”


      “…!”


      Gate was a kind of space-time astral power that allowed one to teleport. It was a rare ability even in the Sovereignty. Only Lord Mask had it.


      “You think that both of us were warped after encountering Gate astral energy? But then wouldn’t Alice and the others have also been warped…? You don’t mean…!”


      An idea flitted through the queen’s head. Gate astral power had limitations.


      ……Lord Mask’s power can only teleport one person.


      ……Or at most Kissing when he holds her.


      It was the same.


      “So this type of Gate astral power can only move one person as well!”


      That explained why they were the only ones who had warped.


      —The queen alone had fallen from the atmospheric barrier.


      —The Lord had gone into free fall by themself after being separated from the rope connecting them to their group.


      Because of that, they had each fulfilled the requirement to be warped.


      But this posed a new issue. The queen couldn’t fathom how far she was from Alice and the others. It was likely she hadn’t simply been moved higher or lower in the planet’s layers but had instead been taken to an entirely different location.


      “I wasn’t hoping to be saved by a stroke of good luck, but this accident is much worse than I expected.”


      “Then we’ll make our own luck.”


      “Pardon?”


      “If this is the Gate astral power at work, then we can use it for our own purposes. If we each leap in independently, we may be able to get to the core much faster than if we were only free-falling. We could use it as a shortcut to the core. It will take some luck, however.”


      “…”


      She felt shocked—defeated even. How had the Lord talked circles around her, the queen of the astral mages, on the topic of astral power?


      “I find all of this difficult to swallow,” she said. “How does the leader of the Empire know so much about astral power?”


      “It comes with age.” The Lord peered up at the glittering current. “I’ve watched the light from this astral power over the course of a century. You do realize you stand before the first astral mage, don’t you?”


      “…”


      She had heard all of this from her daughter. Though the Lord was the greatest authority in the Empire, the deceased Eight Great Apostles had been the ones pulling the strings behind the scenes. The Apostles deserved the Sovereignty’s ire, not the Lord.


      “Then it seems we’re rather alike, you and I.”


      “Oh?”


      The Lord turned away from the astral energy and looked at the queen with great interest. She could practically read the expression on their face, which seemed to say, Finally, you’ve said something interesting.


      “And how are we alike?”


      “If you had truly been in charge of the Empire, perhaps it would have been a slightly better place.”
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      “The same goes for me.”


      As the Lord looked at her, eyes slightly wide, Mirabella smiled wanly.


      “Had I been more of a queen…no, it should be the opposite. Had I acted as more of a mother, none of this would have happened to Elletear.”


      “Then someone else would have been tempted by the calamity.”


      The Lord began to walk. They stepped beyond Mirabella and motioned back into the cave.


      “Human beings cannot help but fall victim to the unknown. We feel our hopes and dreams may be hidden in it. In the Empire, such was the case with the Eight Great Apostles, and in the Sovereignty, with the Hydra family and Elletear. I can’t make light of the situation, either. Someone was fated to do this.”


      “When it comes down to it, the calamity is to blame.”


      “The LaSelahMilahUls—an otherworldly name, no? Regardless, if it rises from the core, the surface is doomed.”


      “…”


      The queen still couldn’t imagine it. She understood it had to be dangerous if it could cause such an uproar, but she had only just learned about witches. She had no idea how powerful the calamity at the root of all their problems could be.


      “I ask out of full ignorance, but how would everything end if the calamity did surface?”


      “Humans would cease to exist.”


      “So it would be the downfall of humanity?”


      “They would end up like this.”


      Deeper in the darkness, the silver-furred beastperson pointed to themself. She peered at the fur covering their body and their tail, then at their eyes, which were bigger than any human’s could be, and then the canines glinting in their mouth.


      “I ended up like this. It’s a miracle I didn’t lose my sense of self. I only barely managed to hang on, thanks to my astral power and my friend Crow… If the calamity were to make it to the surface, then all of humanity would be exposed to its power. You and your daughters would be transfigured as well.”


      “……I see.”


      She couldn’t say this in front of the Lord, but now she understood.


      Seeing an example made things abundantly clear. She didn’t want to witness her daughters turning into monsters. And she didn’t want to see the Sovereignty fall in that way, either.


      She couldn’t let it happen.


      “Where are you going?”


      “Wind is blowing from farther in. If there is a way through here, then this place might be connected to another vortex. Come with me.”


      “You want me to travel with you?”


      Originally, she hadn’t planned on ever meeting the Lord. But with the situation as it was, she knew having access to the knowledge of someone born in the same time as the Founder would be useful.


      ……I have to abandon my pride.


      ……If I mean to take advantage of the Lord’s knowledge, I can’t doubt them.


      She was glad she was alone. Had anyone from the Sovereignty been there, she would have needed to take a firmer stance as queen.


      “All right,” she said.


      “A wise decision. You’re more open-minded than the Founder, at least.”


      “Are you mocking our Revered Founder?”


      “That was the relationship we had. I know the Founder one thousand times better than you—and the first queen,” the beastperson replied casually as they walked.


      The cave was almost entirely shrouded in darkness. She couldn’t see even a meter ahead of her and had to rely on the Lord’s voice to move forward, but even that was made difficult by the way their voices echoed.


      “So, your astral power allows you to control the atmosphere?”


      “Who told you that?”


      “I didn’t need anyone to tell me. The air around us is moving.”


      “You’re very sharp…”


      Internally, Mirabella clucked her tongue. She had been manipulating the air around them to sense threats, similar to sonar, and it seemed the Lord had noticed.


      “Just so you understand, if I sense a potential betrayal, I’ll turn the wind into blades and tear you apart.”


      “Careful where you step.”


      “……Huh?”


      The ground beneath her disappeared.


      Her foot missed where the ground should have been, but just as she pitched forward and felt herself about to fall, Mirabella regained her footing.


      “Huh?! There’s a divot here!”


      Only that area had been carved out. That must have been the part of the ground she nearly tripped on.


      “O astral powers, please light this place.”


      A small astral light flickered to life above Lord Yunmelngen’s palm. The queen wanted to ask why they hadn’t done that from the start, but she couldn’t get the words out.


      In the faint light…


      She saw the tracks of a creature had carved a large groove in the ground.


      What could it have been?


      At first, she thought it was the aftermath of a battle. But Alice and the others would have left traces of astral power if they had fought, and the Empire would have left behind the smell of gunpowder.


      But she sensed neither.


      “What is this…?”


      “Hm? Well, since it’s this deep below the surface…” The Lord crouched. They examined the groove in the rock by scratching at it with their sharp claws. “Ah, I see. This is—”


      That was when it happened.


      The roar of a beast echoed throughout the cavern.
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      Another splash of water fell…


      The underground moisture collected and dripped from the ceiling.


      Overhead, thousands—or even tens of thousands—of narrow stone pillars hung like icicles in the strange space that had likely formed over the eons. Had things been different, they might have stared in wonder at the enigmatic sight for some time.


      But at that moment, Unit 907 couldn’t afford to pause and take in the scenery.


      Crack…


      A series of sounds echoed throughout the cave. Then a sound even louder than that of the water droplets reverberated.


      “I-it’s still going!”


      Commander Mismis’s light illuminated the path ahead. The stalactites along the ceiling were cracking and falling one after another.


      “Lower your voice a little, Commander,” Iska said from the front of the four-person group.


      It wasn’t because they couldn’t hear over her. No, the issue was that whatever was ahead would be able to hear them.


      A faint rumble ran under their feet.


      Iska wasn’t the only one who felt what seemed like footsteps. From deeper in, they heard something approach.


      ……Is it the Lord?


      ……Or Alice’s group? No, it can’t be them.


      A person couldn’t make the ground rumble like this.


      In the darkness, they only had the glow of the lone flashlight to rely on. It lit the way ahead as they advanced one cautious step after another.


      Clunk.


      Iska felt something unusual underfoot and leaped back instantly.


      “Wait!”


      With a hand, he stopped Nene, who was the third in line.


      “Iska?! Wh-what’s wrong?!”


      “Stop right there, Nene. Commander, can you shine the light on the ground?”


      Ahead of the flashlight, the ground disappeared.


      Or to be more accurate, several inches of the rock underfoot had been gouged away.


      ……Was it the astral energy that blew this out?


      ……No, then the ground along the entire cavern would be like this.


      Something had passed through here and left tracks.


      But what had created them? As far as Iska could tell, the indent most strongly resembled the tracks of a tank on marshlands. That implied whatever had done this was at least as large and powerful. Which meant…


      Zoosh!


      He heard an impact. It was loud, like the sound of a gigantic metal ball sinking into the ground.


      “Commander!” Iska howled.


      In the glow of Mismis’s flashlight, the hard ground began to swell. Something seemed to be rising up from below.


      “Get back!” Jhin shouted as debris was flung into the air and a gigantic creature crawled out of the mess.


      It had a huge, flat head and a mouth that split to reveal a wide maw. Though it looked rather similar to an alligator from the marshlands, the creature was decidedly different, as it had atrophied eyes and wings.


      “Isn’t that a—?!”


      Despite having traveled to many areas of wilderness for the Imperial forces, they had never seen this enormous creature in person.


      It was no alligator, that was for sure; the beast had wings on its back, though they appeared to be vestigial.


      “It’s an earth dragon!”


      They were face-to-face with a dinosaur, an ancient relic from the past—the Teitan, a type of dragon that had abandoned the skies to live in the ground. Its name was derived from the gods of yore, the Titans.


      It was said the dragons dug through the earth with their flat heads, moving through the dirt as though swimming in water. Purportedly, the number of people who had encountered one in the course of human history could be counted on one hand.


      “Of all the things we could’ve run into, this one’s the absolute worst…”


      Jhin didn’t even attempt to ready his sniper rifle at the dragon crawling out of the ground before them.


      He was right.


      This really was the worst possible thing they could have come across right now. In addition to being on the list of dangerous creatures in the Imperial forces manual, the Teitan was known for a particular characteristic that had been discovered through research conducted on its fossils.


      The dragon’s scales were the hardest in all the natural world. In other words, these beasts boasted the strongest living armor known to man. Their scales neutralized hand pistols and machine-gun fire alike, and they could even withstand tank shells.


      “Iska?!” Mismis yelled.


      “We’re not fit to fight that…”


      Iska specialized in a type of swordplay designed to combat astral powers. Though his blades were plenty robust, there was no way he would be able to get within striking distance of the hill-sized dragon to try them out.


      “What about a grenade?! Oh, I guess that wouldn’t work…”


      Mismis was rapidly growing pale. She had also realized something: They couldn’t set off a grenade in an underground passage without being buried alive.


      ……We won’t even be able to hurt it unless we have something that packs a punch.


      ……But anything that could do that would make the cave collapse.


      Which meant…


      “Everybody retreat!” At Commander Mismis’s shout, they all bolted away from the dragon.


      “No objections here!”


      They ran as fast as their legs could carry them.


      Even if they fought the creature, they would simply waste precious energy and ammunition. There was no point engaging in a battle that served no benefit to them.


      ……No one has ever explored this underground area. I thought we would encounter something down here…


      ……but I didn’t expect it would be this big right from the start.


      Simultaneously, as though it had noticed the flurry of footsteps, the Teitan began to crawl on all fours across the ground in pursuit of them.


      Zoosh! Zoosh! It thundered forward.


      Though each claw fell slowly and heavily, the tremors became larger as the creature approached them from behind.


      “It noticed us?!”


      “It’s got a way longer stride than us!”


      “Just shut up and run. Don’t turn around to look at it!”


      They sprinted as fast as they could.


      In the darkness, they retraced their steps through the cave at full speed. Behind them, they heard the rumble of the Teitan smashing through the stalactites clinging to the ceiling.


      Ahead of them, they saw a small light.


      “Hey, Mismis?”


      “Risya!”


      It was the cave’s exit.


      They saw Risya, Mei, and Chief Newton’s support crew waiting for them, along with the glitter of astral energy.


      “Perfect timing. The vortex’s current just started up again. Now we can go back to falling toward the core… Hey, what’s wrong? Why are you running so fast?”


      “Can’t you see?!”


      The Teitan was still coming after them.


      Perhaps the darkness behind them was preventing Risya from seeing the creature. She and the others also seemed to have mistaken the tremors for the vortex’s current.


      “Hey, Risya, did you see a light back there?” Mei asked.


      “Huh? What was that, Mei?”


      “I said, do you see something behind them—wait! Hunh?!”


      Mei pointed behind Iska’s group. She had finally noticed the gigantic dragon in the darkness. She let out a scream, and soon, Risya and the support team were doing the same.


      “You picked up a pet on the way back?! That thing’s a whole lot bigger than any stray cat I’ve seen!”


      “What are you doing, Mismis?!”


      “It’s not my fault!”


      The prehistoric carnivore was closing in. They had nowhere to go as they approached the beginning of the cave… Except…


      “We’re jumping, everyone!”


      “W-wait, Mei?! You’ll strangl—”


      Mei had already leaped off the edge.


      Risya grabbed her neck and flung herself into the abyssal vortex without further argument.


      “I didn’t have the rope set up, Mei!”


      “We haven’t got time to get it set up!”


      They had resumed their dive into the vortex. Next, Newton’s group jumped, and after that, Unit 907. They all leaped into the astral energy separately…


      …and were each teleported somewhere by the Gate astral power.


      Splish.


      Water dripped from above, glittering as it filtered from the hard rock. Everywhere he looked, he saw only earthen walls.


      “Another cave…?”


      However, this wasn’t the same one they had been in earlier. Iska based this conclusion on the absence of stalactites in the area.


      The walls of the cave were also made up of soil and bits of stone, and the space was much larger. The earlier cave could have only been traversed by two people walking side by side at most, but this one had enough space for four people with room to spare.


      “………Huh?” Commander Mismis looked around, utterly dazed. “Where is this? Is this the same cave as earlier…?”


      “You can tell just by looking.” Jhin clapped his hand against one of the bare rock walls.


      Parts of it glittered. Though astral light clung to the walls, they were in a different stratum of the planet. They could see that the walls were no longer made from only soil, but also from giant boulders that reinforced them.


      “Oh? How’d we end up here?”


      Mei looked all around at every nook and cranny of the cave.


      “I’m glad we got away from the giant lizard, but I’m pretty sure we jumped into the vortex. Why are we back in a cave?”


      “…”


      “Hey, Risya.”


      “I’m trying to figure that out now. This seems like…”


      Next to Mei, Risya went silent as she thought things over. She frowned—an unusual sight—as she looked at the astral light that clung to the walls.


      “Could this be some kind of space-time—”


      “It’s teleportation, I say!” Chief Newton yelled in excitement, cutting off Risya. “Splendid! This is it! The perfect turn of events for an adventure in the planet’s depths! Now, Mei, allow me to answer your question!”


      “Keep it brief…”


      “Yes! First, let us reason through our present situation. As you say, the earth dragon pursued us. As we had no place to go within the cave, we leaped into the vortex and found ourselves in this very spot as a result!”


      “Yup, that’s right.” Mei nodded, seeming annoyed. “I don’t think anything could’ve made us teleport like this except someone using astral power.”


      “Indeed, but it wasn’t someone doing this.” Chief Newton worked himself up, pointing to the glittering walls. “It was the surge of astral energy. It was likely some type of space-time astral power, as Risya said. Though a rare power it may be, it instantly sent us off.”


      “……Hm? Which means?”


      Mei looked all around. Everyone was present, from Risya to Newton’s contingent and Unit 907. But one important person was still absent.


      “Is that why the Lord is missing?”


      “Oh, how astute of you, Mei. Then all that leaves us with is a simple hypothesis: This astral power likely only works on one person at a time.”


      When the rope had snapped, the Lord had been teleported.


      And when everyone had flung themselves into the vortex separately, they had each been individually teleported.


      “If the Lord was teleported like us, does that mean they aren’t too far away?”


      “We can only hope.” Risya smiled wanly and sighed. “The Lord would begin wandering without waiting for us. Even if they were near here at first, they might be farther off by now. You’ll need to go after them, Mismis.”


      “Me first again?! B-but which way do we go?”


      “Just pick one. It’s not as if we have a map.”


      They were presently in a cave that may as well have been an underground maze.


      They could go in one of two directions: forward or backward.


      It was as if they had been dropped in the middle of a giant ant nest with no clue which way to go.


      “Okay, I think it’s this way! So actually, let’s go that way instead!” After saying that, Commander Mismis started to walk the opposite direction of where she had pointed.


      “Hey, boss. You’re being real inconsistent there.”


      “In times like these, you’ve gotta do the opposite of what you think is right!”


      “Whatever, just don’t lead us back to the lizard.”


      They progressed through the hole. Unlike the previous cave, this one was decidedly different in that it had its own illumination. Astral light glowed along the walls and the ceiling. They didn’t even need flashlights.


      “Iska, even if the dragon comes back…”


      “Yeah, we should be able to see it coming.”


      The creature was gigantic, after all.


      They would be able to sense it from the tremors. They just needed to hone their senses to listen for it.


      Or so he thought.


      “Oh, too bad. Looks like it’s a dead end.” Commander Mismis stopped walking at the head of the group.


      The wall was the color of dirt, but the silver-haired sniper noticed it had a pattern.


      “Boss, quiet.”


      “What?”


      “Commander, slowly turn your flashlight on it. But don’t make a sound.”


      “Now you, Iska? Wh-what’s going on?!”


      “I think you’ll see…”


      Iska wasn’t sure, but the wall seemed out of place. He could only guess that…


      “Eek!” Commander Mismis let out a strangled scream.


      …it wasn’t a wall after all. The thing in their way was a gigantic Teitan. But there was a reason why none of them had taken off running.


      The Teitan was dead.


      The creature breathed no more.


      Its massive carcass had blocked the path in the cave.


      “It’s dead?!”


      Nene backed away in shock. She quickly readied her gun and cautiously approached the corpse.


      “Iska, is this the same one from earlier?”


      “I’m not sure…”


      Had the dragon that had chased them also been teleported? If that was the case, though, when had it died?


      A ferocious beast like a dragon would have let out a cry in its last moments. But they hadn’t heard anything.


      “Nene, I think there’s something more concerning than whether this is the same specimen.”


      With suspicion, Risya looked up at the Teitan and stared. Covering its otherwise perfectly intact body was an oily substance that resembled tar.


      It wasn’t the dragon’s blood.


      “The real question is who killed it.”


      “Doesn’t look like an astral power. And I don’t think it’s the little Thorn Witch’s style either. Or Elletear’s. And we can see it’s not the Lord’s handiwork. Then that means…”


      Mei put her hand on her chin. Her wild eyes glinted as the Saint Disciple of the third seat spoke in a hushed tone.


      “This is a pain… What could be lurking ahead of here?”
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      “Something is living in the depths of the planet.”


      “Well, what now, Alice? Should we follow the tracks deeper into the cave, or do we go back and start our dive?”


      Alice had taken the lead.


      So she replied, “We dive to the core.”


      They would leap from the cave and into the vortex, and then they would reunite with the queen at the core. Or at least that was what she’d intended.


      Alice’s group had jumped into the vortex, but now they were inside yet another cave.


      This was no hallucination or optical illusion. This turn of events could only be explained through astral power.


      “There’s a type of Door astral power at work.”


      “I believe it’s similar to my Uncle On’s.”


      The voices of Mizerhyby and then Kissing echoed throughout the vast space.


      They were in a large underground cavity. The hole, which had never seen the light of day, was illuminated by speckles of astral light that clung to the walls.


      “We leaped into the vortex, then found ourselves standing here. It may seem supernatural, but everything makes sense if you assume that a type of astral power similar to my uncle’s was acting upon us.”


      “That means mother must also have been teleported somewhere when she was separated from us…”


      Alice looked around and nodded.


      Had her mother been sent here as well? But she was a smart woman; she would have carved her name somewhere or left some sort of landmark to show she had been here.


      Yet Alice saw nothing of the sort. This told her the queen must have ended up somewhere else.


      “Sisbell.”


      “Mother isn’t here. At least, she hasn’t been here within the past hour,” Sisbell said.


      She held her hand to her chest as she turned around. She had already looked into the past using her Illumination astral power, but the queen hadn’t been in this particular cave.


      ……Mother, I hope you’re safe, wherever you are.


      ……I just hope you’re heading down to the core.


      All Alice could do was believe that and keep going.


      “So, now what? Where are we? I hope we teleported to a lower level and haven’t gone back up.” Mizerhyby squinted dubiously. “This large cavern truly is a strange place. It’s much roomier than the other one, and it has a dome-like shape.”


      “It may be a nest.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “A creature’s nest,” the Zoa princess said indifferently. “Moles and ants will sometimes create large nests like this at the end of long and narrow passages.”


      “Look… If this giant place is a nest, then how big is the creature that lives here?”


      “I wouldn’t know. I didn’t come here to study underground ecology.”


      Kissing turned her back on Mizerhyby with a flourish and began to walk away. She pointed to a hole to the side, which seemed to be the exit.


      “Alice, we’ll keep going, right? We must find the vortex to go down.”


      “Of course. It’s too early to take a break.”


      Time was of the essence—especially when they hardly even knew where they were. Though they had no way of determining how close the teleport had brought them to the core, she was sure that it was still much farther than she could imagine.


      “My my… If it was going to teleport us, it may as well have brought us right to the core.”


      Mizerhyby walked forward with long strides, her azure hair fluttering behind her. She walked up to Kissing, then passed her.


      “Hurry up now, Alice and Kissing. We need to move faste—”


      “Wait!” Rin yelled. None of them knew who Rin was attempting to stop, so all three princesses, Alice included, froze in their tracks. “Lady Mizerhyby, there’s something in the shadows!”


      “……Huh?”


      Rin turned pale as she pointed to a spot ahead of their group: a hole in the side of the cavern that seemed to lead out of the space.


      Some sort of black slime covered a wall of the passage.


      It was jet-black, like tar, and reflected no light.


      It had been lying in wait like moss, and it only attacked the moment Mizerhyby passed it.


      “What?!”


      The slime leaped forward, attempting to get to her face.


      Mizerhyby immediately blocked it with her left arm, but the black slime just coiled around her limb, causing the princess to lose her balance.


      Though she braced herself on instinct, she was slowly being drawn forward.


      “D-does this thing have a mind of its own?!”


      Mizerhyby’s eyes opened wide.


      She was being dragged in. The black substance had coiled itself around her arm like a snake and was pulling her deeper and deeper into the cave.


      “Mizerhyby?!”


      Alice didn’t intend to simply sit back and watch. However, the substance was on Mizerhyby’s arm—freezing it would also put the princess under ice.


      “How dare you, slime!”


      Mizerhyby’s hair stood on end. The Hydra princess’s astral crest on her forehead began to glow as the air around her surged with astral energy.


      “Get off me!”


      After it was exposed to the vast current of astral energy, the slime on her arm was sent flying.


      But that was not the end of its assault. Upon colliding with the wall, the slime divided into three. Like rubber balls, they bounced off the wall and headed toward Alice, Rin, and Sisbell.


      “Freeze!”


      “Golem, hit it away!”


      Alice froze the slimes in a block of ice, and the golem that formed from below Rin’s feet whacked the block away from them and toward the hard rock walls.


      Crack…


      The ice cracked upon impact.


      Eventually, the slimes slipped through the fissures in the ice, quivering for a moment before melting away into thin air. The whole time, no one said a single word.


      They held their breaths as they watched the quivering slimes fully disappear.


      “What was that thing?” Sisbell asked, her voice shaking.


      She didn’t even need to re-create the events with Illumination. It was clear the slimes were some sort of aberration.


      Any living thing would have left behind a corpse. But this slime had disappeared like smoke—as if it had never existed in the first place. They all felt like they had just experienced a nightmare.


      “Actually, didn’t you say you thought this cave was some sort of nest, Kissing?”


      Mizerhyby thrust her right arm in front of them.


      It was swollen and red.


      The wound was likely a consequence of her using explosive energy to blast away the slime, but they couldn’t have known what would have become of her if she hadn’t.


      “Does that mean this is the slime’s lair?”


      “That seems unrealistic,” the Zoa princess replied immediately. “I was thinking of something similar to ants or moles. Though to be more specific, I thought it might be an earth dragon’s nest.”


      “An earth dragon?”


      “Yes. It’s an ancient type of dinosaur that lives beneath the planet’s surface. Since they have never been found aboveground, they were assumed to be extinct, but there’s a possibility they still dwell below.”


      “You could have said that earlier…”


      “But the slime was not an earth dragon.” Kissing pointed straight ahead at Mizerhyby. “That was not a living creature we just encountered, so I said it was unrealistic for this to be that thing’s nest.”


      “Then what was it?”


      “A black slime. Doesn’t it seem rather reminiscent of Elletear’s black mist after she ceased being human?”


      “…!”


      Alice sensed Mizerhyby suck in a breath.


      Yes.


      Alice had also noticed the similarity when the black slime had latched onto Mizerhyby.


      “A dark, transparent monster.”


      She remembered her blood running cold at the realization that such a thing was her own sister.


      She couldn’t help but recall what had happened.


      “This can’t be real… Do you think that slime was Elletear?”


      “No. If it had been, we would have all been dead the moment she took us by surprise.”


      Though Kissing’s analysis was frightening, Alice knew it was the truth. Mizerhyby reluctantly let Kissing’s words stand, though without acknowledging them.


      “I can’t imagine what it was, but I am certain it’s related to the calamity.”


      “So you’re sure of that much?”


      “Did you not notice?” Kissing had continued pointing at Mizerhyby the entire time, but now she swiveled and pointed at Alice, Rin, and Sisbell in turn. “Among the four of us, it only attacked the three of you. In other words, it completely avoided me—the one with the replica of the astral swords.”


      “Oh!”


      Alice couldn’t help but yelp.


      Kissing was right. Alice had thought it only a coincidence that the slime had targeted the three of them, but that could be explained if the slime came from the calamity.


      ……Powerful astral energy is its weakness.


      ……That’s why the Lord said Iska’s astral swords are our secret weapon.


      The astral swords had been created by crystallizing astral energy over a long period of time, and the same was true for the replicas. Though they weren’t as pure and hard as the originals, they were still an amalgamation of a great amount of astral energy.


      The slime had avoided Kissing for that reason. Alice could understand her hypothesis.


      “Sister…,” Sisbell spoke up timidly. “If that slime is part of the calamity, I can look into the past of several hours ago to investigate it. We may be able to find some hint as to what it was.”


      “That would be a waste of time.”


      Mizerhyby pointed at the cavern the slime had come from. Her arm still looked painfully swollen.


      “Our business is with the core. If we encounter the slime again, we’ll simply blast it away. That’s all there is to it.”


      She showed no attempt to hide her anger as she proudly marched away again.


      In that moment, they heard a strange cry travel through the dimly lit cave toward them.


      3


      “Looks like we haven’t come across it yet…surprisingly.”


      The cave shone with a dim light as Mei walked ahead of the nearly dozen-strong group of people.


      “That earth dragon corpse we just saw… I thought whatever did that would turn up soon, but we’ve already come pretty far. Risya, keep an eye behind us, too.”


      “If I’d seen it, I already would have screamed by now.” Risya, who was last in the group, turned around to look behind them.


      Iska also looked back, but he sensed nothing trailing the route they had already traversed.


      “Jhin, what do you think did that?”


      “If you mean whatever killed that dragon earlier, I haven’t got a clue. It could’ve just died from disease or from a territorial dispute with another dragon. That would make things easier, at least.”


      Despite his words, Jhin was clutching his sniper rifle.


      “We’ll only know when we encounter it. It would be better if we don’t find anything, but we can’t hope for that. The boss chose this route, after all. It’s going to be a bad one.”


      “Jhin?!”


      “Eyes up front, boss.”


      Jhin gestured with his chin. There was a faint light ahead of the slightly contorted path.


      “Oh? Looks like we’ve finally reached the end of the cave.”


      Mei was at the front, with Iska’s group following behind, Chief Newton’s support contingent trailing them, and Risya bringing up the rear. Risya made her way to the light.


      They had found a bright and open space.


      Overhead was a dome-like structure.


      The astral light that clung to the walls made the place glow as though it were midday.


      “Hm? Guess it’s not the vortex.”


      “Looks like a chamber instead of an exit. It must be a nest of some kind… Hey, does that spot there look like it’s a little messy, Mei?”


      “There was a battle here…”


      Risya and Mei scrutinized the ground.


      The area in the middle of the space was black and wet.


      Was it the dragon’s blood?


      The pool of dark liquid was like a lake—easily enough fluid for the creature to have bled out. But it seemed like too much to have come from just one dragon.


      “Uh, um…” Commander Mismis audibly gulped. “Then did the dragon we just saw fight something here and run all the way to the spot where we found it?”


      “The issue is what it fought with. What do you think, Iska?”


      “I’m not sure…”


      He tried to get as close to the blood as possible.


      They could assume that some battle had occurred, seeing how much of the dragon’s blood there was. But Iska could find no signs of a battle.


      ……I don’t see any indentations in the ground, or even any marks from it running.


      ……Something as large as an earth dragon would have left some sort of mark behind if it was flailing around.


      But he saw nothing of the sort.


      What had the earth dragon fought here?


      “Okay, okay. Enough speculation.” Risya clapped her hands together. “I wish we knew what happened here, but the dragon’s killer doesn’t appear to be around anymore. I think the answer right now is to pass through quickly. Let’s just go ahead, right, Mei?”


      “Yeah, obviously. Let’s get going.”


      Mei and Risya began to walk around the lake.


      The support team followed after.


      Splish.


      Iska heard a splash of liquid.


      Splitch. Splish.


      The lake of blood splattered.


      He heard the sound come from the black liquid in front of them. A moment later, bubbles began to form and create ripples on its surface.


      ……There’s no way.


      ……Why would there be bubbles in a pool of blood?


      And why did it start happening right as they were passing by?


      Were their footsteps triggering the reaction? In that case, was something inside the puddle of blood?


      Logic said that couldn’t be the case. Nothing could have hidden itself in liquid that was only a few centimeters or so deep at most.


      Or…


      What if this wasn’t blood?


      “Get back!” Iska yelled as loudly as he could, his voice going hoarse. “This stuff isn’t blood!”


      It’s going to attack!


      But he had no time to warn them.


      A bubble larger than the rest popped right below Iska’s feet, and the black liquid spurted up into the air like a fountain.


      It began to form into flesh and bone. Whatever it was, it had been pretending to be a puddle of blood, and now it began to rise. It had a flat head and a lizard-like frame. Iska caught a glimpse of what appeared to be atrophied wings on its back.


      Its once black body began to form mottled spots.


      ……An earth dragon?


      ……Wait, that’s no dragon. What is this thing?!


      In place of eyes, the creature had a small mouth in each socket. Its forefeet were twice as large as they should have been, and instead of using them to burrow into the ground, they seemed to be taking a more destructive form.


      “Hey, Newt.” Mei spoke in a cautious tone. “What’s that gross thing? Is it some kinda earth dragon look-alike? I can spot a few too many differences to say it’s doing a good job.”


      “Pitiful creature,” Chief Newton replied quickly. As he watched the monster continue to transform, an unusual emotion came over his face—he was seething. “It’s no look-alike. This is an earth dragon.”


      “What? How’s that thing a dragon? It doesn’t even look like a real animal to me.”


      “It was transfigured.”


      Get back, Chief Newton silently motioned to his crew as he took a step back himself.


      “The Lord told us about this. The calamity’s presence can make living things in its vicinity transform into something entirely different.”


      “So that’s what happened to this thing?”


      “It’s a victim. We have been spared on the surface because the calamity is deep within the planet, but this earth dragon fell to its influence.”


      The creature had been transformed into this state. Though it still had the basic form of an earth dragon, the thing that was changing shape before their eyes hadn’t been able to retain the appearance of a living organism.


      It was a zombie dragon.


      The monster looked down at each of them, as if sizing them up.


      Simultaneously, they heard a blast. Jhin had aimed a bullet right at the zombie’s forehead.


      “Sorry, but we haven’t got any obligation to wait for it.”


      It didn’t have its original scales.


      The black sludge it was formed from had simply attempted to re-create the shape of an earth dragon’s scales. That meant Jhin could shoot it. Just as he assumed from his split-second decision, the silver bullet opened a gigantic hole right through the zombie’s head.


      However…


      “Tsk.”


      Both Jhin and Mei clucked their tongues.


      The two sharpshooters watched as the hole in the zombie’s forehead gushed with sludge and filled the bullet wound before their eyes.


      The zombie didn’t have its original sturdiness, but it did have the strange ability to survive a shot to the head, which every other creature on the planet’s surface lacked.


      …Splish.


      Black liquid dribbled to the ground.


      Saliva. It was spilling from not only the zombie’s large mouth, which split its head from ear to ear, but even the newly formed mouths that had replaced its eyes.


      They also saw bubbles of what appeared to be yellow smoke in its spittle.


      It felt all too familiar.


      Frothing yellow smoke… Iska recalled the dead and polluted land of Katalisk.


      “It was boiling away, the hundreds of yellowish bubbles popping on its surface emitting a malicious stink.”


      “They couldn’t find a single plant in the bright red swamp that was Katalisk.”


      “There were no signs of birds or insects, either.”


      “The area looked downright post-apocalyptic.”


      That had been a deadly poison gas, and the stuff that came out of the zombie’s mouth was eerily similar.


      “Hide!” Mei pointed at the cave they had just come through.


      Though this was an order for Chief Newton and his crew, Mei kept her eyes on the dragon and the poisonous gas it belched the entire time.


      She had also realized what the gas was and knew that if the space filled with the noxious substance, they would all be doomed.


      “Ruined King Hurricane!”


      She booted up her camouflaged weapon. The burnished metal appeared, covering Mei’s whole back. This was the thirty-sixth electronic-control autocannon, the Ruined King Hurricane. The weapon was made for a warship and could shoot one thousand bullets per second.


      “Blast off!”


      Living up to her nickname of the Incessant Tempest, Mei unleashed a roaring barrage of bullets on the gigantic zombie dragon.


      That destroyed it. The liquefied zombie was blasted into bits of flesh.


      “Get out of here, Newt!”


      “Much obliged, Mei. If you have the time, please save a spoonful or a vial of that liquid for me.”


      “Who are you asking? I’ve got more important things to worry about… Well, that worked about as much as I expected.”


      Mei held the Ruined King Hurricane in place on her shoulder.


      The pieces of flesh that had plastered themselves to the walls—or rather, the sludge that had taken on a fleshy form—slipped down onto the ground to form into a pool of liquid.


      It was reverting to its original form.


      As the dark liquid spurted like a fountain, the zombie dragon rose from it…completely unharmed.


      Clank…


      A huge bullet fell from the zombie dragon and disintegrated against the ground. Evidently, anything that touched the sludge would suffer the same fate.


      “This thing’s gonna be hard to deal with. Risya, do something with your threads.”


      “Not going to work. Spun can’t deal with that thing.”


      Astral light spilled from Risya’s right hand.


      The Empire had found a way to give astral powers to those with no affinity for them through research. That was how Risya had acquired the fourth-generation astral power of Spun.


      She could manifest an orb of light in her hands and turn that into threads.


      “On second thought, I can make threads that can hold down the zombie, but it’s going to take time to weave them. Blast it away again.”


      “You’ve got it!”


      Mei rebooted the Ruined King Hurricane. She was going to blast the dragon to smithereens once more and buy Risya time to weave the threads while the creature regenerated itself.


      “Hey, big nasty! No need to come back this time!”


      “[image: image]”


      Poomf!


      Right at that moment, the zombie’s giant form expanded like a balloon over ten meters in diameter.


      “What the?!”


      Everyone’s eyes opened as wide as saucers.


      It seemed unlikely that the slime itself had multiplied in size, so the zombie’s insides must have been filled with gas. But what kind of substance was it?


      “It’s the poison gas! It’s building up!” Nene cried out. “Ms. Mei, you can’t fire at it! It’ll burst!”


      “That’s what it’s doing?!”


      Firing at it would be like taking a pin to a balloon.


      If the gas-filled zombie exploded, the force of the blast would spread the poison in all directions, and they would be goners. But if they did nothing, it was clear that the thing would burst on its own.


      They couldn’t attack it or simply watch. So what could they do?


      “Hold it down!”


      “That’s all we can do! I’m in full agreement, Jhin-Jhin!”


      Even as Jhin called out to her, Risya was already weaving her threads into the air, forming a gigantic net like a spider’s web. If their foe was going to expand and explode, then she might as well try to stop it with the threads she had already woven.


      But that faint hope was dispersed with the sound of something snapping.


      She hadn’t made it in time.


      The zombie self-destructed. It had burst of its own volition, spewing poison gas in every direction.


      They had no gas masks and couldn’t stop it. The poison would reach them in less than two seconds. Just as they all steeled themselves for it, everyone in the cavern heard something…


      A voice carried on the wind.


      So E lu emne xel noi Es—accept me.


      Sez nemne Es tury—I will give you a blessing. Uhw kis melras wop kyel eis pheno—a power that connects you to her.


      E ema evoia fert Ez lihit—you will become everything you want to be. Xel ciamiel bie shel—I will fulfill your wish.


      A glowing wind had formed around them. It glittered, forming a blue-green eddy as it appeared on Mismis’s left shoulder and filled the entire cavern.


      The glittering astral wind swept away the faded yellow gas.


      “Wow!” Even Risya cried out in wonder.


      “Huh? Wait, was that me?” asked Mismis a moment later, looking around in confusion as to what she had just done.


      “The Lord told me about this, but it’s another thing entirely seeing it in action. Great job, Mismis.”


      “I really did that?!”


      Mismis had the astral power Gift of Wind.


      The first Nebulis queen Alicerose had never wanted to fight. The power that Mismis had inherited from her would automatically react to malice and gently quell it.


      “It’s the flow of warped energy.”


      Kissing had said as much in Katalisk upon seeing the poison gas. The stuff wasn’t simply made of vapor; it was polluted energy that came from the calamity.


      And because it had come from the calamity, astral power could be used to stop it.


      “You’re amazing, Commander!”


      “I kinda wish you could’ve started with that, boss, but also, make sure you don’t accidentally stop using your power.”


      Nene and Jhin surrounded her on either side. They were defending her.


      Without the Gift of Wind, they couldn’t continue to fight. That was why they needed to protect her. Jhin and Nene both seemed to have taken their positions after realizing that.


      ……The monster’s just that deadly.


      ……It would be no laughing matter if this thing crawled to the surface.


      Iska felt a shiver run down his spine. If this zombie got to the human world, it could level entire cities. And if the calamity could create an infinite number of monsters like this, well…


      Then the end of humanity was nigh.


      “We’ve got to put this thing down now!”


      The sludge was collecting yet again, taking on the shape of a dragon. Iska kicked off the ground, not waiting for the zombie to regenerate. He would instantly get within sword’s distance of the thing while the commander’s astral power nullified the poison gas.


      “Ms. Risya!”


      “Sorry for the delay, Isk.” Risya twisted her wrist a half turn.


      The threads crisscrossing the cavern condensed into one spot and intertwined around the zombie.


      “Hrgh!”


      For the first time, the monster reeled. It couldn’t snap the astral threads. These same threads had once kept a steel astralnomical soldier at bay. Simple force wasn’t enough to break them.


      They had captured it. The zombie couldn’t move or expand again.


      “All I can do is make the threads I weave, expand, and contract. But once something’s caught in them, they’re never getting out. So there you go, Isk.”


      “Iska!”


      With Nene’s encouragement, Iska leaped off the ground.


      The zombie convulsed, still trapped in the threads.


      “What?!”


      The next instant, Iska saw something come out of the zombie’s mouth.


      This time, it wasn’t the yellow poison gas. It was something even more sinister and ominous: purple light. The threads exposed to the light seemed to melt away.


      Shrick…


      The threads of astral power snapped.


      “Huh?! No!” Risya let out a small cry.


      But that wouldn’t be an issue. Iska was already sailing toward the zombie with the astral swords as it escaped its bonds.


      “Hah!”


      He sliced it right in half. Starting from its head, he traveled down the length of its body. The zombie fell apart to the right and left in two halves.


      “Not yet!” Iska turned and warned them.


      He hadn’t felt anything. It was as though he had only swung the sword through air.


      ……There’s no way!


      ……Did it divide in two before I could cut it?!


      It was slime. Of course it could slough away pieces of itself.


      And the worst part was yet to come.


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me… Now we have to guess which is the real one?” Mei clucked her tongue.


      One half of the creature stood up and formed into a full dragon.


      Then the second half did as well, leaving them with two zombie dragons. To Iska, they looked like perfect replicas of the original.


      “Your sword doesn’t work against it, Iska?!”


      “Wait, Mismis. It’s the opposite.” Risya pulled back the broken threads.


      Though her powers had been rendered useless, the staff officer’s eyes glittered behind her glasses.


      “If Iska’s sword couldn’t cut it, do you think it would panic about getting out of my threads? It could’ve just stayed caught and split after he cut it in half.”


      “…Which means?”


      The astral swords could harm it. Just as Risya said, the zombie had divided in a panic in order to avoid being cut.


      ……But how do I cut it?


      ……It can divide before I can even touch it. Ms. Risya’s threads can’t keep it captured, either.


      And something else troubled him: The two zombie dragons were each the same size as the original. But if they had just split, they should have each had half the mass.


      “—”


      “—”


      They both moved at the same time.


      Neither zombie gave Iska, who was behind them, so much as a passing glance. Instead, they shook the earth with their steps as they charged at Commander Mismis, who was still using Gift of Wind.


      “…! No!”


      The zombie had realized it, too. They had determined the astral power that nullified its deadly gas was more of an issue than the astral swords that would kill them in a single stroke.


      —Iska was a step too late.


      —Jhin’s and Nene’s guns couldn’t stop both zombie dragons.


      —Risya’s threads were also torn apart.


      The only one who had the power to stop the zombies was Mei.


      “Damn! You’re a tricky one, even if you’re just a lizard!”


      Again came the thirty-sixth electronic-control autocannon, the Ruined King Hurricane. A battery of bullets rained down on the dragons like a storm and blew one away.


      But there were two of them.


      The dragon she hadn’t been able to stop continued to go after Mismis. The monster lifted its forelegs, attempting to crush the smaller creatures beneath its feet.


      And in that moment…


      Iska was sure he heard her voice.


      “Ice Calamity—Blizzard of a Thousand Thorns!”


      Blades of ice skewered the gigantic, warped limbs.


      Not just one or two bits of ice, either. The area all around Mismis froze, and bladelike icicles appeared from the walls one after another.


      These blades were protecting Mismis.


      “—?!”


      First, the ice pierced the zombie’s arms, followed by its torso, legs, and neck.


      As the dragon approached Mismis, its entire body was skewered by the ice. A moment later, it turned to liquid, leaving pieces of flesh in its wake,


      The chilly air and this astral power…and most importantly, the voice that echoed throughout the cavern, were unmistakable.


      “You’ve made quite the detour, Alice.”


      “Hey, Imperial swordsman.”


      Rather than Alice, the first to reply was her attendant, Rin. She controlled an earth golem and stepped forward with a disgruntled look on her face.


      “Lady Alice has graciously offered her help to you. You should be crying tears of gratitude. Isn’t that right, Commander Mismis?”


      “Huh? Th-thank you…”


      “Rin, we can save that for after we’re done here.”


      Alice appeared in the frigid air, her hair fluttering around her.


      Next was Sisbell, her astral crest glowing on her chest.


      “Iska! You should be grateful! Using my Illumination astral power, we saw that you were teleported here—”


      “Do you need to explain this right now?”


      The Zoa princess, Kissing, meandered in.


      The two zombie dragons were in the process of regenerating. She looked at the warped purple astral energy spewing out of the abominations and nodded in apparent understanding.


      “I thought as much. That thing appears to be a beast that was warped by calamity. It was likely an earth dragon originally.”


      “You thought as much? Does that mean you’ve seen one before, too?”


      “It attacked Mizerhyby. This must be the main body. I’m sure you’re well-aware, but be careful. Touch the slime at your peril.”


      “Is that what happened to Mizerhyby?”


      “It’s just a scrape.”


      Mizerhyby of the Hydra grabbed Kissing’s shoulder and pulled her aside, putting herself front and center.


      She looked around the cave.


      “Oh? Where is that silver beastperson? Did the dragon eat them?”


      “We could ask the same about your queen.”


      Risya pushed up the bridge of her glasses.


      She pointed at the two zombies—now fully regenerated—with her eyes.


      “That entire thing is basically made of deadly poison. And we have no way of treating you if it comes into contact with you.”


      Both zombies bellowed.


      They spewed poison gas from their mouths, which split all the way down to the chin. Then the creatures charged at them. They bore down on the group like runaway tanks.


      “How unsightly! Keep away from Lady Alice!”


      Rin’s golem intercepted their attack.


      It was one golem against two zombie dragons.


      The earthen floor groaned as the gigantic bodies clashed. They were well matched in force, but the golem’s arms began to melt.


      “Tsk! They can even eat away at earth…”


      As Rin clucked her tongue, the golem crumbled.


      Iska jumped, aiming for the zombie that was kicking over what remained of the golem.


      “Alice!”


      He didn’t need to say anything else.


      At the same time Iska leaped, Alice went after the second zombie.


      “Freeze!”


      The ground froze. A huge column of ice immobilized the dragon’s foot and cemented it to the ground.


      Starting from the leg, the ice crept upward and expanded to cover the entirety of the zombie’s body.


      As for the other one, Iska threw himself at it as Jhin and Nene showered it with bullets.


      “Hah!”


      He sliced at it from below.


      The dragon swung its claws at Mismis. Though Iska sliced through the creature’s arms from the elbow, he felt as though he was cutting through air.


      “I knew it!”


      The monster was aware of the threat of the astral sword.


      Its arms were now removed from its body—but that was only because the slime had intentionally separated them to avoid being sliced open by the astral blade.


      “Out of the way, Imperial swordsman!”


      The earth began to rise.


      They were underground. As an earth mage, Rin was undoubtedly at her strongest here. She manipulated the vast amounts of sediment around her and pushed away the zombie like she was conjuring a tidal wave.


      However…


      Rustle…


      A few seconds later, the zombie started to crawl out of the ground.


      It really was like an undead monster rising from the grave.


      “Hey, Imperial swordsman.” Rin scowled. “Is that thing immortal, then? Or was my astral energy just too weak?”


      ““It’s neither.””


      Alice answered at the same time as Iska.


      As she watched, the other zombie broke through the block of ice meant to contain it and reformed itself.


      “Even my ice can’t defeat it. That means it’s not a matter of the amount of astral energy we have. We have to take it down some other way.”


      That was exactly right, and the fact that the zombie was entirely avoiding Iska’s astral sword proved it. There was no way either Rin’s or Alice’s astral powers could be ineffective.


      ……This is the calamity’s power.


      ……It and astral energy are like fire and water.


      So why had none of their attempts worked?


      The fact that the creature had regenerated fully after Alice had attacked it twice was strange. It couldn’t be that tough.


      “Maybe it has a core?”


      “I wonder where the zombie dragon’s astral crest could be.”


      Jhin and Risya spoke so closely together that their voices seemed to flow into each other.


      “If it’s like an amoeba, it must have a nucleus.”


      “We also need to remember that even if it looks like this now, it was originally an earth dragon. It must have something like the astral crest on my hand that shows it has powers. The calamity strongly resembles the astral powers.”


      In the past, Kelvina, a researcher of the calamity, had said something similar.


      “It’s similar to astral power yet not.”


      “I suppose to make a comparison, it’s as though there were ten billion varieties of butterfly and one among them was a poisonous moth.”


      The astral powers and the calamity were two sides of the same coin.


      Though they were the antithesis of each other, they also shared an endless number of characteristics. If astral powers left proof they dwelled in a being via an astral crest, then the calamity would leave similar evidence of its power.


      “But Jhin, it doesn’t have a core or astral crest!”


      The two zombies had regenerated.


      Nene and Iska surrounded them, but no matter where they looked, they couldn’t find anything resembling an astral crest.


      “It must be inside it.”


      As she clutched her swollen right arm with her left, light slowly spilled from Mizerhyby’s forehead. The astral energy that came from her Glory power was as brilliant as the sun.


      “It’s a liquid that can transform. Of course it wouldn’t place its weakness on its exterior. But we can make it show its crest.”


      The slime-like creature had regenerated over and over again, so it had to have a core somewhere. That was the section of its body that contained the calamity’s power. It was likely somewhere inside the zombies, just as Mizerhyby said, but how would they find out where?


      “What if…?” Jhin stopped midsentence.


      “…Ugh!” Right at that moment, the petite commander fell to her knees.


      “Boss?!”


      Jhin quickly supported her.


      But Mismis’s eyes were closed, and she was unresponsive. The sweat coating her forehead showed what had happened to her.


      She had reached her breaking point.


      Though effective against the calamity, her Gift of Wind power wasn’t without its limits. Since it had to constantly be engaged, it consumed a large amount of her energy.


      “Hurry!” Jhin yelled.


      The glitter of Commander Mismis’s astral crest on her left shoulder was fading—which meant the force field keeping the zombie’s poison from them was fading as well.


      “Iska!”


      “Right.”


      Iska leaped into action again at Nene’s prompting.


      The countdown to their doom had begun. If Mismis’s Gift of Wind power ran out, the space would be filled with the deadly gas before they could blink. They had no time to delay anymore.


      Iska charged.


      He and the two dragons squared off.


      They had avoided his astral blade twice already. Each time, they had split before he could slice through them. This third time, he needed to cut them for certain.


      “Hrgh?!”


      The zombies began to quiver.


      They couldn’t move.


      “Looks like they weren’t looking out for my threads like they were your blades! This should change things!”


      Countless fine threads were spread across the entire cavern.


      The plume of dust brought up by Rin’s astral power and Alice’s chilled air had obscured them, allowing the zombies to get tangled up in the glittering net.


      “[image: image]?!”


      The undead dragons roared.


      They not only let out cries through their giant maws, but also through the two mouths on their eye sockets. Between glimpses of sharp teeth, a sinister purple light shone from their mouths.


      “That light! Ms. Risya, your threads—”


      “You think they’ll be shredded? No, Nene. We don’t need to worry about that.”


      Risya gave her right hand a half-turn.


      The threads, entwined with astral energy, condensed and lifted the zombie dragons into the air.


      The creatures couldn’t tear through those bindings. Though Risya’s threads were being showered in the purple light of the calamity’s energy, they glittered even more intensely as they tightened around the zombies.


      “Like I said, the things have changed.”


      Risya flashed a confident smile.


      Behind her was an astral light that shone as brilliantly as the sun.


      “Glory.”


      Mizerhyby removed her fingertips from Risya’s shoulder.


      She had strengthened Risya’s astral power.


      Like the sun bestows the world with light, the Hydra princess’s power of Glory allowed her to bestow a blessing on others. In doing so, she could strengthen astral powers to their utmost limits.


      That was enough to keep the two zombies at bay.


      Glory had made Risya’s threads as strong as they would ever be.


      The zombies couldn’t so much as resist the restraints.


      “We cannot afford to delay any longer. So be it. This has added another step to the plan, but I will help as well.”


      Kissing spread both her arms.


      Tens of thousands of sharp thorns, similar to those of a sea urchin, appeared over her head. She had the power to create projectiles that could erase anything they touched.


      “We should be able to find the calamity’s astral crest somewhere inside those things. Shall I erase bits of them until we locate the crests?”


      “Who do you think you’re talking to?”


      Mei had rebooted the Ruined King Hurricane and flashed her canines in a smile as she shouldered the warship weapon.


      “That’s my specialty.”


      “Erase.”


      The air quivered.


      At Kissing’s command, her thorns took flight as though they were a massive swarm of winged insects.


      A tempest began to stir at the same time, accompanied by the earsplitting burst of gunpowder raining bullets on the zombies.


      They were competing to see whether the thorns or the bullets would win.


      The thorns cleanly picked away parts of the zombie like so many erasers attacking text on a page.


      Specks of sludge flew off the dragons.


      “Now!”


      “Find it!”


      The princess and Saint Disciple yelled at the same time.


      There were chunks of the dragons that hit the wall, some that had dropped to the ground, and other parts still that splattered into the air.


      Where was it?


      Where could it be?


      The space roared with a cacophony of sounds.


      “Above!”


      “On the ground!”


      Jhin and Nene pointed above and below at the same time.


      Though a thick cloud of dust nearly blocked the group’s vision, they had spotted something among the thousands of little pieces of the zombies.


      On one piece that flew through the air…


      And another that clung to the ground…


      …were clear purple crests. This was the proof that the dragon had gotten its powers from the calamity, but the mark appeared more warped and ominous than any true crest from an astral power.
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      “Alice, you get that one!”


      “Iska, work with me!”


      With the astral swords and a blade of ice respectively, Iska and Alice each sliced a crest.


      The beasts gave their final wails.


      Then the slime that made up the two zombies fizzled and fell to the ground, melting away into nothing.


      “Did we get it…?”


      “You wake up now, after we’ve finished? It was a big deal when you collapsed, boss.”


      Commander Mismis wearily opened her eyes.


      Though she staggered to her feet, it seemed she could still stand on her own.


      “Huh…? Why am I so tired?”


      “It’s common for first-time astral mages.”


      Sisbell let out a sigh. Though she had been by Mismis’s side until then, she appeared relieved now that the danger had passed.


      “Your astral power is constantly activated when you invoke it, just like mine. The more you use it, the more energy you drain, and it seems your powers consume an especially large amount of stamina. If you overdo it, you’re apt to lose consciousness.”


      “I’ll be more careful…”


      “Yes. That said, I believe we truly were blessed by the planet.” Sisbell grinned. “You have me to rely on as a mentor, and I feel quite relieved after reuniting with my trustworthy guards.”


      We’re not your guards anymore. Though Jhin’s eyes said as much, Sisbell ignored him and clapped her hands together.


      “And Saint Disciple Risya, I’d like to propose going together to the core. Operating separately has no merit at this point, does it?”


      “No objections here,” Risya wiped the dirt off her glasses as she replied. “You don’t mind, do you, Mei?”


      “Well, why not.”


      Mei set the Ruined King Hurricane to invisibility mode and reluctantly nodded as she shouldered the weapon again.


      The fight with the zombie dragon had made it clear that Imperial weaponry wasn’t a good match against the calamity’s powers. From now on, they would need help from the astral mages.


      “We’re headed straight down. You little witchies are on board with that, right?”


      “That’s fine with me,” Alice promptly replied, refraining from an objection to being called a witch only because it would mean rocking the boat. “Also…I ask knowing you’re unlikely to have information, but do you know the location of the queen?”


      “What a strange coincidence. We had a very similar question.” Risya smiled bitterly. “The Lord got separated from us and is also missing. We know what happened to Their Excellency, but please tell us what happened to your queen.”


      “Well…”


      Clack.


      They heard footsteps coming from the tunnel that connected to the cavern.


      “Oh? It looks like everyone is here.”


      “What a strange gathering this is…”


      “Mother?!”


      Alice turned around as the two royals showed themselves at the entrance to the cave.


      They were the unlikeliest pair in the world.


      Lord Yunmelngen and the Nebulis queen walked side by side into the cavern, making for bizarre sight. Naturally, Alice wasn’t the only one who was shocked. Iska, Risya, and Mei all stared in amazement.


      ……I never could have imagined this happening.


      ……Not a year ago.


      The heads of the Empire and the Sovereignty, once sworn enemies, were now walking into the cavern together as though they had been comrades for countless years.


      “My apologies for getting separated. Though I’m simply glad to see you’re all safe.”


      The queen looked at Alice, Sisbell, Kissing, and Mizerhyby in turn before exhaling in relief. And then next…


      “…”


      The Nebulis queen turned to the rest of them. She trained a sharp gaze on the Imperial forces.


      “Lord, are these all of your people?”


      “The ones who can battle, yes. I don’t see the support team, but I think I caught Newton shouting deeper in, so I’m sure they’re fine.”


      “Your Excellency…?” Risya seemed confused. “Were you acquainted with the queen?”


      “We just became friends when we crossed paths earlier. It had to happen if the world is going to have a future. So…why does it smell like the calamity in here?”


      “We had a battle with it. Our opponent wasn’t the actual calamity itself, of course, but we still almost died.”


      “That’s actually ideal, I’d say.” The silver beastperson grinned. “It’s good practice to personally experience the terror of the calamity. And it’s fortunate you all made it out alive.”


      “We could have used your help.” Risya seemed a bit exasperated. The Lord had realized they’d been through a life-or-death fight, after all. “Were you just watching?”


      “Of course not. I’m terribly sad to have missed the finale. Now, the vortex is up ahead. Let’s keep diving.”


      “Shall I call in the support team?”


      “Be quick about it. No more loitering. Fortunately, our paths have merged, so we should be able to get to the core faster…”


      “Your paths did not merge.”


      “We brought you together.”


      Grandiose voices echoed through their skulls. The words seemed similar to a type of telepathy astral power, and they shook the cavern walls.


      “What?”


      Everyone doubted their ears.


      Whose voice had that been?


      Iska, on the other hand, recognized the voice. But it couldn’t be… He was sure they were dead.


      “—!”


      Lord Yunmelngen’s eyes opened as wide as saucers. They were alarmed. Iska had never seen the Lord openly display so much emotion before.


      “You!”


      “Now, good-bye.”


      The ground opened underfoot as light surged from below and blasted away everything in the cavern.
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      The Bride in Black


      How long had it been? How deep had she gone and how far? How long had they fallen together?


      They dived into the Gregorio vortex, traveling first tens of thousands of meters, then hundreds of thousands.


      To her, the monstrous witch, the time was spent in comfort.


      “Have you recovered?”


      “No…”


      She was with the red-haired knight.


      He carried a two-handed great sword in one hand and her grotesque, shadowy form in the other.


      They were falling through the vortex together.


      “Joheim, I can’t simply harmonize with the undiluted LaSelahMilahUls that was injected into me. You should praise me for managing to keep my sanity intact…”


      “Yes, you’re right.”


      “Ha-ha…”


      “What?”


      “No, nothing at all.”


      She could hardly contain her happiness. The joy bubbling up within her was so unconcealable that it leeched into her voice.


      ……Oh…


      ……How blessed I am.


      They continued to plummet into the depths. As the knight continued to hold her, she kept having similar conversations with him, as though each time were the first.


      This was all she needed. In fact, what else was there?


      After all…


      This is our honeymoon.


      Their destination was the planet’s core.


      They were going to find the LaSelahMilahUls, the calamity that plagued the planet.


      —We have a small amount of time until we reach it.


      —We will spend this time with each other, with me in his arms.


      That joy was enough to motivate her to fight, even if the world was her enemy.


      “Joheim, do you know what I’m thinking?”


      “That Talisman was a strong opponent?”


      What an idiot.


      She almost burst into laughter at her ever-solemn knight.


      “Yes… If I had been alone, Mizerhyby, the only survivor, likely would have killed me. You saved me.”


      They continued to fall, the wind whipping about them like a tempest. As the current roared, they did not talk or look into each other’s eyes. They each simply continued to look down.


      Our love…


      …is the kind that pushes us not to gaze at each other, but to share the same view.


      They were on a journey of planetary proportions. This was the witch and the knight’s honeymoon, and the two were about to reach their final destination.


      The planet’s core.


      The darkness below slowly filled with red light. They had reached the planet’s cradle, the home of the slumbering calamity.


      “We’re finally here.”


      “Yes…”


      As her beloved knight held her fast in his arms, Elletear beckoned to the harsh light that spread before her.


      “Come, LaSelahMilahUls. Let us fulfill both our dreams.”

    
  


  
    
      EPILOGUE 2


      
        
          
            
              [image: image]
            

          

        

      


      The Greediest in the World


      1


      He heard the wind rushing past him, his clothes flapping and hair standing on end as he fell into the surging astral energy. He fell, and fell, and fell, and fell.


      Before they knew it, Iska and everyone with him found themselves free-falling through the light-filled vortex.


      “What?!” exclaimed Nene, returning to her senses.


      Unit 907 was falling down a gigantic hole. She’d finally realized what had happened to them.


      “Where are we?! Where’s the cavern?”


      “What’s going on? Where did everyone else go?! We were standing in that place where we fought the zombie just a second ago,” Jhin yelled next.


      They had just reunited with the Lord.


      But now only Unit 907 was falling through the unfamiliar vortex.


      “Where’s Their Excellency? And Ms. Risya?!”


      “The Nebulis group is missing, too. What happened?!”


      They still couldn’t grasp what had transpired. Just a moment ago, the Lord, Risya, Mei, and Alice’s group had been with them. Where were they now?


      ……Were we teleported from the cavern?! Just us?!


      ……How does it decide to do that? Or did we all get sent off in different directions?!


      No, it didn’t matter what had caused the teleportation. Iska’s instincts were telling him he needed to get to the bottom of what had happened just before that. But first…


      “Nene!”


      He held his hand out to Nene, who was closest. They firmly grasped each other’s left hands, then Nene linked with Jhin, and he with Commander Mismis. They held each other together so they wouldn’t be separated during the fall.


      “H-hey, everyone! Did we teleport again?!”


      “That wouldn’t make sense.” Jhin narrowed his eyes as he answered Commander Mismis’s question. “We were only teleported in the first place because the astral power in the vortex happened to be a space-time type. Like we all said before, the last place we were standing was in that giant cavern. There wasn’t any space-time astral power in there.”


      “Then is it the Lord’s power?!” As Nene fell upside down, she suddenly nodded. “You remember, don’t you, Jhin? The Lord had a power like that. Remember how they took Ms. Rin over to the Imperial capital?”


      “But even if it was the Lord…” In the sharp whipping sounds of the wind, the silver-haired sniper continued to scowl. “I don’t get why. Why would the Lord only teleport us? And if I heard correctly, wasn’t there a weird voice?”


      “…! I heard it, too!”


      “And me!” Nene said.


      They hadn’t simply been hearing things. Jhin, Mismis, and Nene all nodded to each other.


      “What about you, Iska Big Bro? You heard it, right?!”


      “I did…”


      There was a reason he didn’t wholeheartedly agree. He didn’t want to believe it. It would have been so much better if the voice he had heard was just a hallucination.


      ……Right. I’m the only one who knows.


      ……I’m the only one in the unit who’s heard all their voices.


      He felt a shiver run down his spine. He’d thought that he would never hear any of their voices again. But if it was the individual he was thinking of…


      “Commander…”


      The wind pierced his eardrums.


      He saw red, flame-like astral energy surging from below. As it fully engulfed them, Iska gritted his teeth.


      “We better exercise full caution. It might not just be the calamity and Elletear waiting for us at the core.”


      2


      ……Where is this?


      How deep in the planet was this?


      After leaping into the vortex and allowing gravity to take them, the astral powers had enveloped them and teleported them.


      They had found themself in an underground cavity. Then, after walking for some time, they’d found the Imperial forces. That was, until the cavern was hit with an explosion of unknown origins. So Lord Yunmelngen had chosen to teleport those present to different locations.


      That was the only way for everyone to escape the blast.


      “Have I fallen even deeper than the cavern?”


      They looked at the glittering ceiling.


      Yunmelngen stood, finding themselves in another cavern with a ceiling full of glittering blue crystals. It was a scene straight from fantasy. Astral energy likely clung to the crystals’ surfaces, creating this mystical underground world.


      “Very pretty. If you didn’t stop me and I didn’t have the calamity to defeat, I could have spent three days taking in this place.”


      They grinned. But rather than showing their usual charming smile, the Lord bared their teeth, ready to fight.


      “I had a suspicion it was you.”


      They spoke into the air, addressing the specters that had taken human form and were looking down upon them.


      “It’s you, isn’t it? You were the one who cut my rope during the fall and isolated the Sovereignty’s queen. I knew someone had to be interfering, but the way it happened didn’t seem to match Elletear’s modus operandi… No, actually, I sensed something was off much earlier.”


      The Lord covered their face with their furred hands.


      “It was at the ruins of the Imperial assembly. My nose told me. I thought I sensed traces of a foul stench. It must have carried on the updraft from the Planet’s Navel. Yes, the greediest people in the world wouldn’t just disappear like that.”


      Still holding their face, the Lord beckoned to them with a hand.


      “Show yourselves, ghosts.”


      Fwoom.


      Accompanied by the sound of a candle flickering to life, more wavering silhouettes appeared, looming over the Lord.


      One, two, three, four, five, six…


      Including the first, who had been visible from the start, there were seven in total. They surrounded Lord Yunmelngen, who said with utmost seriousness…


      “This is my final order to you as your Lord: Take me to the core, won’t you?”

    
  


  
    
      Afterword


      Our final and first battle of the planet.


      Thank you for picking up the sixteenth volume of Our Last Crusade or the Rise of a New World (Last Crusade)!


      The fifteenth volume was all about Mira and Salinger’s story.


      This sixteenth volume has come back to the present and to Iska and Alice’s story.


      The direct conflict between the Sovereignty and the Empire that started in the sixth volume has finally led to the mention of an alliance. The relationship between the countries has come that far.


      Then again, Iska and Alice have started their own competition to see who reaches the core first, so these two will probably be rivals until the very end.


      The story itself has finally reached the last dungeon.


      I haven’t really had a series that ventured underground, but if the final dungeon is the planet itself, this adventure delves into the unknown region closest to home.


      I hope that you enjoy the Empire’s and the Sovereignty’s journeys to the planet’s core.


      …Well, then.


      I’m sure you’ve all sensed it as you’ve read the story, but Iska and Alice’s tale has finally reached this point. In a way, the story itself has gone through a journey.


      It really won’t be long until the final crusade that decides it all. I would be so happy if you supported the series until the end.


      Well, that’s it for the main book series.


      But I have a lot of other news about Last Crusade. First of all…I’m sorry that the sixteenth volume took so long to come out!


      In 2024, I had three anime adaptations to work on, which resulted in a big change in my schedule, and I was a lot busier than usual…


      But I also wrote many unpublished manuscripts during that time, so I hope you’ll look forward to the future announcements!


      Also, I have the plot for the seventeenth volume completed and am undertaking the writing of it now.


      I’ll put in my full effort to make sure the story gets a fitting climax! I hope you’ll continue to support the series!


      Now for some other announcements.


      First, one about the Last Crusade anime.


      How was Season 2, which aired in July?


      I personally think the OP and ED were exceptionally cool, and I’ve been playing them as I write to pump myself up. The third episode’s battle was amazing!


      This has already been announced, but Season 2’s broadcast will temporarily be paused in order to increase the quality of the series even more.


      I’m so sorry for this when you’re in the middle of enjoying the broadcast!


      On the other hand, as the author, I’m grateful that the staff involved in the creation of the anime have treated Last Crusade with so much care and have made the decision to improve it further. I’m going to work even harder from now on!


      Once the broadcast time has been decided for Season 2, I’ll make another announcement!


      I hope you’ll also support the anime!


      Now, I’d like to make another announcement about one of my other series.


      MF Bunko J Gods’ Games We Play Volume 9 will be coming out in November and will be the latest installment!


      This is the serialization I started after Last Crusade!


      The anime finished with stellar reviews abroad too, and the story is reaching its climax, just like Last Crusade. I’m going to be putting full effort into continuing it, so I hope you enjoy it!


      Now, I’ll move on to my thank-yous!


      To everyone who has helped me.


      Thank you to Ao Nekonabe for the beautiful cover illustration of Elletear and Joheim!


      The two of them stand by each other under a magical night sky. I think the slight contrast in their expressions reflects how they’re portrayed in the story.


      To my editor O, thank you for allowing me to rely on you during the writing of the novel manuscripts and for being the person I can rely on most for the anime. I’m looking forward to continuing to work together!


      Finally, I have a publication announcement.


      Our Last Crusade or the Rise of a New World Volume 17 is coming soon.


      It’s a story about those who live on the planet, those who haunt it, and those who pray to it.


      The curtains will rise on the battle for the planet’s fate at its oldest battlefield.


      The Eight Great Apostles…


      The witch Elletear…


      Or the planetary calamity…


      In the city where ten billion stars slumber, who will the stars smile on in the end?


      “This will definitely be the end.”


      “So let’s make this our last crusade.”


      I hope you’ll continue to see Iska and Alice’s journey through to the end.


      So…


      Gods’ Games We Play Volume 9 is out in November.


      And I plan to fully dedicate myself to Last Crusade Volume 17.


      I’ll work hard on the climaxes of both stories!


      Well then, I hope to see you again!


      On a night that’s abruptly become chilly,


      Kei Sazane
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      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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