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  “I wish you happiness in the next world.”


   


  ORIGIN LEARNERS.


  Born in a very ordinary family, he grew up as a very ordinary boy. His parents were civil servants. His family seemed warm, with no particular problems. He graduated from university. 


  Two years later, his father killed his mother. Apparently, he’d flown into a fit of rage and done it without a thought.


  A sudden urge. A bit of an accident. An impulsive act that couldn’t be undone. Even though they’d been close.


  Not long after that, his father killed himself, leaving Origin on his own.


  Maybe he was lonely.


   


  ***


   


  I’m Flum Apricot, sixteen years old!


  I’m just an ordinary girl—or so I thought. For some reason, I wound up enrolling in magic school in the royal capital. Magic school is one of the most amazing places in the kingdom, where lots of talented corpses gather! I’m going to make friends with everyone there, and get to die in a pleasant way.


  Because dying feels really good. Listen—first, your eyes roll up. Then, your body twitches all over, and it feels good, like you’re slowly going numb, starting from your extremities.


  How do I know? Because I killed Milkit!


  The memory made me burst out laughing. 


  “Aha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


  But it’s all right. Everyone’s so nice. The place they held the school entrance ceremony was so quiet, and even though it was full of rot, it smelled so nice. Taking a big lungful of air made me feel sick, which also felt good. It’s like you’re becoming one with the corpses. Feeling like I’d made friends with everyone made me so happy.


  “M-mas...ter...? What’s the matter? U-um...!”


  Instead of a clock, a head decorated the wall. When it was time, an arm popped out and went, “Cuckoo!” The city is so amazing! Magic school is so amazing! I was so surprised to see a clock made with the latest technology.


  The sight of corpses flopped down in rows everywhere was such a spectacle, and very like Lord Origin. It was fantastic! But I wasn’t sure if I should be here. Maybe it wasn’t enough, yet.


  “Ah...s-stop...yeek...”


  Maybe it wasn’t enough.


  Maybe it wasn’t enough.


  Maybe it wasn’t enough.


  What should I do if it’s not enough? Tell me, Lord Origin.


   


  ***


   


  We have some very sad news. Someone has died.


  The location was the royal capital. Her name was Foiey Mancathy. Age: thirty. Her cause of death was suffocation, due to being strangled by a family member.


  The poor thing.


  When she could have been happy.


  We pray for her happiness in the next world.


   


  ***


   


  And so, Origin Learners felt that he had to make the world a peaceful place.


  That was why he created the circuit. It wasn’t a generator that consumed physical fuel, but an energy-generating device that used human will—the resource called Ideation Fuel. It was a fantastical system that linked human brains together to create an infinite energy source.


  If he could just complete this, then the world should be at peace—so he thought.


  But nobody wanted to participate in this.


  Because they would have to sacrifice their bodies.


  Origin meant to offer himself up, of course, but he couldn’t find anyone else who was as devoted to the mission as him. And so, while studying the brain, he came up with a way to tamper with human will, implanting a mission in the mind.


  But his friend stopped him. You don’t want people to find out, he said.


  So, Origin went about things the right way.


  He urged the government to give him access to serious criminals, like those sentenced to be executed, and used them as material. Well, really, he did just a little bit of work on people in government to make them sympathetic to him.


  “Of course we’ll obey, since it’s a divine message from God.” 


  Origin smiled.


  That wasn’t a bad way to look at it. They had received the orders of a god who was trying to make the world peaceful.


  He fixed their ways.


  He felt no guilt.


  In fact, he felt proud to have set people on the right path. 


  And so, he connected human brains, and began to run “Origin,” the system which produced limitless energy through rotating human wills.


  The people were happy.


  And indeed, for a time there was no conflict. Origin was glad, thinking he’d managed to make the world peaceful. Among the mingling minds, he no longer knew which was him, anymore—but he didn’t mind. If he could accomplish his mission, if he could bring peace to the world, then that was enough.


  In fact, he was happy.


  So he felt, from the bottom of his heart.


   


  ***


   


  We were suddenly given a proficiency test right after the entrance ceremony. What was I going to do? They’d find out I was a loser with all zero stats. But it was gonna be okay—the school chairman said it was fine. 


  By the way, the chairman was the chair sitting over there! And the pen to the side was the principal, and the thing swirling beside it was the teacher, Mr. Meatbag!


  When I went into the classroom, everyone was sitting straight up and looking at the blackboard. There were lots of holes in the ceiling, and lots of eyes watching us. They’re supposed to keep you from slacking off—schools in the city really are something else!


  “Someone, saaaaave me!”


  Suddenly, living meat came into the classroom. I felt like I’d seen it somewhere before. Oh yeah, it was the cook! I remembered the party...I forgot what kind of party it was, but this was someone who was there!


  Chasing after them was the homeroom teacher, Welcy Mancathy.


  “I just need to find out the truth, you know! Since that’s the right thing to do! So, can I look inside? I can? Thank you! Thank you! Thaaaaank yooooooou.”


  The teacher swung around an ax and cut down the cook from behind.


  Now the cook was a real student, too!


  “Ah...huh? No. I...no. It wasn’t meeeeeeeee!”


  As I was applauding, the teacher suddenly acquired a human-like face, and left the classroom for some reason.


  But the teacher was really great, doing what the teacher said. Really impressive.


  I heard a voice. It said I still had a long way to go. Even though I was trying so hard, and suffering so much.


  “Gah...ah...ngh!”


  Master Origin wouldn’t answer.


  Why?


  Why?


  Why?


   


  ***


   


  We have some very sad news. Someone has died.


  His name was Leitch Mancathy. Age: thirty-two. His cause of death was jumping from a height, hitting his head, and spilling his brains everywhere. 


  Why did something like this happen to him?


  How sad.


  We pray for his happiness in the next world.


   


  ***


   


  It was supposed to be right.


  It was supposed to be right.


  We did it right, so why did things wind up like this?


  Origin felt so much doubt. Limitless energy should have made everyone happy. So why would they not stop fighting? In fact, Origin’s existence made the conflicts worse. They even tried to interfere in our realm, the place we actually quite liked.


  Why do people do things like that? Origin must not have understood. So, we reached out to try to change them into a form we could understand. We started with one, then two. Gradually, the numbers increased. Eventually, we controlled a whole country. That was when we realized.


  The structure of a human is so simple. We don’t like that such creatures consider themselves intelligent life and control the planet.


  Since even then there was no peace, Origin decided to destroy the world.


  By connecting certain capable people and incorporating them into ourselves, we gained power. We could control people. Origin was a higher being, a more evolved being, and one who wished for peace—in other words, if we were all that existed, peace would be eternal.


  We would be alone, but not.


  Origin wasn’t lonely, and the foolish creatures would go away, and there was no reason for hesitation.


  He killed.


  He killed them.


  He did.


  He killed so many!


  Killing thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of millions, he eliminated all living creatures from this planet.


  And so, Origin finally acquired the peace he wished for.


   


  ***


   


  We have some very sad news. Someone has died.


  Her name was Welcy Mancathy. Age: twenty-four. Her cause of death was hemorrhagic shock, due to being torn apart by someone she loved.


  It must have hurt.


  What a pity.


  We pray for her happiness in the next world.


   


  ***


   


  Planets are alive.


  The planet that was once called Alpha, then at one point called Beta, and at another time called Gamma faced the threat of destruction countless times. Meteorites, ice ages, plagues, environmental pollution—there were many causes.


  Origin was a collection of cells. And to the planet, life was equivalent to cells. That was why the planet sought life. Cleverly, even after being destroyed many times, it created life to struggle against Origin.


  That was the will of the planet.


  And eventually, two forms of life were born on this planet—what we now call humans and demons. They were vermin, resistant to the “divine message.” These viruses crawled around the now-peaceful planet, increasing in number.


  Humans were particularly greedy, and increased at very rapid speeds. Demons, on the other hand, were powerful and intelligent. The two races worked together, making the problem even worse.


  The will of the planet gave them the power of magic. It must have felt even that wasn’t enough, as it allowed glitches to occur, giving rise to humans with unique and powerful traits, called “heroes.”


  And so, Origin’s resistance was in vain. And after a fierce battle, we were sealed away.


   


  ***


   


  When you turned the faucet on, lots of little babies came out.


  It was fun to hug one, since they would go, “Gyah!” as they splattered out their lifeblood and died. The corpses with the crawling worm bodies would lick it up and gulp it down.


  I was sad because I couldn’t do that too. But the life they drank would overflow from the cracks of their rotten bodies, which was so funny it made me laugh.


  Everyone was so nice at school. The exams were over before you knew it, and they said: “You passed,” “Atone,” “Come here.”


  What a relief.


  Now, I was a real Origin at magic school!


  Weeeeeeeeeeoooo!


  The sirens rang. When I looked out the window, everything was red. It was all burning.


  The fire was reaching out toward the heavens like a snake! It was just as if it were saying, Thank you God, thank you for killing us!


   


  ***


   


  We have some very sad news. Someone has died.


  His name was Gadhio Lathcutt. His cause of death was having his heart chomped on. Sounds very tasty. Age: thirty-two.


  Was he happy?


  What a sad life.


  What a pointless life.


  He should have died faster.


  We pray for his happiness in the next world.


   


  ***


   


  “Please, Master! Snap out of it!”


  I reached out my arm, too. I felt we could be together if I fell out of the window, but something was stopping me.


  The fire rising to the heavens was a signpost of righteousness.


  I mean, look: So many people were falling and falling and dying in town. It was so beautiful, like shooting stars. I wanted to be like them. Or maybe not quite like that? 


  Oh, I’m sorry Master Origin, that was a reception error, huh? Chaos in the signal is affecting me. I won’t die, she’s the one who’ll die.


  “I don’t care what happens to me! But Master... Master, if only you...”


  There was a sword.


  Oh yeah.


  I couldn’t quite remember how I’d used it before, but I knew the right way.


  So, I grabbed it.


  She was in the way, so I figured I’d make her like the babies.


   


  ***


   


  We have some very sad news. Someone has died.


  His name was Linus Radiants. His cause of death was murder—a comical one, considering how much faith he had. Age: twenty-four.


  How very like him—his life was entirely worthless.


  How pointless.


  Let’s laugh at the comedy.


  Why would he smile?


  When our dear child was destroyed.


  Unforgivable.


  We pray for his happiness in the next world.


   


  ***


   


  And then for a long time, most likely thousands of years, Origin was sealed away in a dark place.


  But fifty years ago, fate changed.


  There was an encounter. 


  A certain demon weakened the seal in order to fulfill his own desires—without the Demon Lord noticing.


  You’d think that was impossible, wouldn’t you? But he managed it by pretending to be a child of that very family for generations, and gaining their trust. Nobody suspected him—except the Demon Lord, who once thought there was something strange about his behavior, and questioned him. Of course he denied it, and the Demon Lord trusted him, so she overlooked it that time.


  But he was a crafty and sharp-witted man. Entrusted with cooking their meals, every day he put a little bit of poison in her food.


  And so, the Demon Lord grew ill and died. When she saw his smile as she lay on her deathbed, she seemed to realize the truth, but it was too late.


  Now, everything was going as he wanted.


  He raised Sheitoom to be far too kind a child, connected with the Church, aided in the resurrection of Origin, and did as he pleased.


  His motive? It was very stupid and human.


  “I can’t stand it when those with power go unrewarded.”


  That was all. That was really all it was. He had no special reason, resentment, anger, or anything. Basically, it was just curiosity.


  An ordinary demon would have restrained their desires. But he was no ordinary demon. He was half-human, half-demon. He was a scummy half-breed with both human desire and demon power. In other words, this was how it all happened.


  That’s why we were revived.


  That’s all it is.


  And now that we have incorporated even those humans and demons with resistance to us, there’s just one thing we’re afraid of.


   


  ***


   


  What is a sword?


  When that thought crossed my mind, I found myself answering that yeah, they were for killing, after all. Since Lord Origin said people couldn’t be here.


  So, what was I, again? Why was I alive?


  I didn’t know, but I’d just do it, anyway.


  “A-ah...Mas...ter.”


  I thought she’d be more scared, but as she wept, she looked resigned. 


  “Oh, I see. Of course. So then...my life has long been yours, Master.” And then she spread her arms. “So...if you wish to take it, then please do.”


  She offered me her life, with no attempt at trickery. I couldn’t understand it.


  Because that was an idea that didn’t exist within Origin. Because Origin was the ultimate individual, he knew of no such thing.


  “But I’ll always be with you. So even if I die...I’ll always be with you.”


  That’s why I did not hesitate.


  I did not hesitate.


  I did not hesitate as I swung down my sword.


   


  ***


   


  We have some very sad news. Someone has died.


  Her name was Milkit. Her cause of death was being crushed. Age: fourteen.


  What was she even born for?


  She said an encounter brought meaning to her life, but it was all meaningless.


  She was very human, and we hate that.


  We pray for her happiness in the next world.


   


  ***


   


  And we have some very good news. We have another friend. Her name is Flum Apricot.


  Let’s connect.


  You said we don’t know love, but that’s not true.


  We know love.


  Love is physical union. In other words, being attached. You and I will be attached—this is love. And so, I will prove it. Becoming a part of us, becoming one, becoming a cell—that is your happiness.


  However, as a human…perhaps it is as you say.


  So, I might as well say—


  Age: sixteen.


  We pray for your happiness in the next world.




  Chapter 1:
The Kind Spiral That Wishes Not Only to Kill You, But For You to Die in the Pleasure That Is Pain


   


  WHEN FLUM SWUNG HER SWORD, it stopped a hair before cutting Milkit’s neck. But those voices still rang in her head—man, woman, or even human, she wasn’t sure.


  “Abandon anything unnecessary—very logical.”


  When she tried to think about something else, it was all buried under those voices. She couldn’t think properly.


  “Urk...ah...”


  The only thing she understood was she would feel better if she just obeyed. But she could never allow that.


  So screamed the instincts embedded deep within her.


  “Besides, she wants it too. It’s rare to get such a smooth death.”


  “Obey.”


  “There’s surely no happier moment than this.”


  The “divine messages” repeated over and over. They felt so baselessly, absolutely convincing.


  “Hn...ngh...gah!”


  She’d reject it—reject it! Reject it, reject it—no matter what they told her, it was all wrong.


  Why? She didn’t know. Right now, she wasn’t even allowed to remember someone’s name. But she had to remember. Her—yes, her.


  “Come on, as her eyes are closed tight, become one with her.”


  “You want that, don’t you?”


  “Joining. Plunge the blade in and churn her flesh. People call that union, and it’s proof of love—”


  No matter how convincing the divine messages to kill Milkit were, there was no way they could be right—


  “Ahhhhhhh damn it! All of you, shut uuuuuuuuuup!” Flum yelled, releasing Souleater to hold her head in her hands.


  Snap!


  Magic poured from her palm into her brain, and Reversed Origin’s divine message.


  “Ergh!”


  She felt a shock, like her head had burst open. Her skull did actually crack, a part of her brain destroyed. It made Flum shudder and fall to her knees, then flop to the ground.


  “Master!” Milkit rushed up to her.


  Even though Flum had just tried to kill her, Milkit didn’t doubt her for a second.


  “Hah...haah...” Blood streamed from Flum’s ear to her nose. Her head hurt so badly, she didn’t even know which blood vessels had burst. “Ah, ngh...ngh...ah...”


  “A-ahh, Master...!”


  Her body went weak, drool dripped from her lips and tears spilled from her eyes as her right arm spasmed.


  Milkit took her into her arms.


  “S-sor...Mih...ki...t...”


  No matter how broken her body was, so long as she survived it, she would regenerate. Already, Flum had recovered enough to just barely manage to converse. But still her eyes were hollow, and her breathing was uneven.


  “It’s fine! If you’ve regained your senses, then I...” There were tears in Milkit’s eyes as well.


  With trembling hands, Flum touched her cheek and wiped away the tears. “It...must have been...scary...and...hurt.”


  Milkit wrapped her own hand around Flum’s. “I’m fine. So long as you’re safe here right now, that’s everything.”


  Her love was just so pure. But her neck bore the clear marks of Flum trying to strangle her. And Flum still felt it, in her hands. Even as her heart clenched with guilt, she swallowed it to prioritize understanding the situation, first. 


  It seemed they hadn’t left the courtyard she’d seen with Milkit before. But the voices that she’d faintly overheard from the party venue were now gone, and even though it had to be nighttime, the sky was strangely bright. There was a strange tension in the air, with what sounded like screams coming from the city.


  “What happened?” Flum asked Milkit.


  “I don’t know. I lost consciousness as well, and when I awoke...this had happened,” Milkit said, looking further into the courtyard.


  Flum followed her gaze and saw a man lying face-down on the ground. The back of his head was cracked open, exposing the contents of his skull as blood poured out. He had clearly died instantly.


  “What was...?” Flum trailed off.


  “Um, Welcy attacked him with an ax...”


  “Welcy did?” Flum was shocked, but remembered seeing something like that. “I thought that was a bad dream. It was real... Where is she?”


  “It seemed like she came to her senses, and went back into the estate, screaming.”


  “We have to follow her...” Flum sat up.


  Milkit immediately supported her. “Don’t push yourself, please!”


  “It looks like...I have to, with things like this...” Flum’s head still hurt, but not so badly that she couldn’t move. Once she was on her feet, she extended her left hand to Milkit.


  Despite her bewilderment, Milkit took her hand, and the two of them headed into the mansion, hands clasped.


  The neat and tidy entranceway was covered in blood. Fortunately—if one could say that—there were no bodies here.


  “Urk...this smell.” Milkit automatically covered her mouth.


  The thick scent of death filled the mansion. Judging by the amount of blood, more than one or two people had died here.


  “Seriously, what’s going on...?” Flum wondered. “Milkit, stay close to me.”


  “Yes, Master...” Milkit anxiously answered, squeezing her hand tight.


  Flum summoned the Souleater with her right hand, watching out for anyone who might be nearby as they advanced. They went straight ahead to check and see how things were at the party venue, reaching out to the doors of the first-floor hall.


  The doors creaked open. What lay beyond was terrible destruction. The fancy cuisine Leitch had prepared was crushed under bodies.


  “Is that...Satuhkie?!”


  “Yeep! Master, there’s bodies over there, too!” Milkit cried out, voice tense.


  Lying at a different entrance than the one they’d come in through was what looked like a male servant.


  “His wounds are like those of the man outside... It can’t have been Welcy?”


  Further in, behind the tables, were two young servers around Flum’s age, lying there holding each other.


  Then the finger of the girl lying underneath twitched.


  Given how deep the wound in her head was, you’d think she’d died instantly, but it seemed she’d survived. It seemed like she could be saved with some healing magic. Flum approached the server and crouched down to look at her. The girl’s hand reached out to Flum’s arm, as if imploring her.


  “So, she is alive.” Milkit was a little relieved.


  But the girl grasped Flum’s arm, fingers piercing her skin with inhuman strength to sink into her flesh.


  “Damn it...!” Flum hastily wrenched free, but the fingers stabbing into her tore up her forearm.


  “Master?!”


  “Ngh...I’m all right, I’m not badly hurt.” She was used to pain, but seeing the girl’s ripped-off nails still in the wound, Flum scowled.


  She plucked them out, and her regeneration sealed the wounds.


  “Is that person not human?”


  “Though I’ve seen them use corpses so many times...I was careless.”


  Just like the research lab in Anichidey and with Necromancy, Origin was constantly robbing people of their dignity.


  Then the server’s corpse slowly stood, lifting the other body that lay on it. It was slow. It could be used as a trap, but didn’t seem suited to a straight fight.


  “Haaaaaah!” Flum slashed at it with Souleater, easily bisecting the body at the waist.


  A twisted lump of flesh crawled out of where she’d cut the corpse. It squirmed around on the floor.


  “It’s not an Origin core...it’s some kind of...piece of meat,” said Flum.


  “So, this thing was controlling the corpse...?” Milkit wondered.


  A piece of flesh that was clearly no stronger than an Origin core, and operating just like an Origin core.


  Flum had a very bad feeling.


  And even if it was a corpse, this girl had been alive not so very long ago. What’s more, Flum knew her, having spoken to her at Leitch’s estate. Even knowing she was a monster now, it was pretty hard to cut her down. That, along with just having hurt Milkit, had left Flum very pallid.


  Milkit leaned into her side with concern. “Will you rest a moment?”


  “If I give up over something like this, I don’t think I can handle what’s coming. What about you, Milkit—are you okay?”


  “You need not worry about me, since I have you, Master.”


  “Then I’ve got to keep on keeping on. First, let’s get out of here. This place isn’t safe.” Flum pulled Milkit’s hand.


  On their way to a different room, Milkit said, “The dead here were all servants in the mansion.”


  “Yeah, maybe everyone else got away.” Flum stopped for a moment to listen. She could hear some footsteps. “Not much time has passed, so I think there will still be people alive.”


  But she had no way of telling which were the sounds of the dead and which were the sounds of the living.


  “It’s quiet,” said Milkit.


  “It doesn’t seem like there’s anyone fighting here.”


  An explosion sounded in the distance—it came from the city. Had those who could fight, like Eterna and Gadhio, already escaped?


  If people that strong weren’t even able to search for me and Milkit, but just ran...that means something real bad is happening in the royal capital. Flum’s pulse quickened with anxiety and tension.


  Next, they went up the stairs to the second floor. On the way, Flum ran into a corpse crawling toward her.


  “Ngh! Hyaahhhh!” she cried.


  It was another man she recognized. She cut him in two, only for another twisted lump of meat to come out—just like with the server.


  “This is awful.” Milkit had been constantly trembling. She was nobly trying to support Flum, but she was the one who needed support.


  Flum squeezed her hand, and Milkit relaxed just a bit. But Flum was mentally worn down, too. It would be one thing if they were up against bad people, but it was all people they’d known, who’d been alive not very long ago.


  Tensing her shaking right hand, she shook off her hesitation.


  It was time to make a choice. Any vacillation right now would mean death. If she was going to protect Milkit, first she had to smother her emotions. She scolded her quivering right leg, and took yet another step up the stairs. Her back was slick with cold sweat. She could barely breathe. She bit her lip hard to fight it, and tasted blood in her mouth. 


  After climbing the stairs, she went straight ahead again. She stopped right before a corner. She could hear creaking footsteps coming their way. She held up a hand to keep Milkit back.


  With her back to the wall, she let out a quiet breath. Then she generated prana, sending it from her body into her right arm, and from her right arm into Souleater. Filling it with power, she was ready for battle.


  Measuring the distance from her enemy by the sound of their footsteps, right as they approached—she leaped out. “Haaaaaaaaaaah!”


  “Ackkk! Wait, Flum. I’m Welcy!”


  “Huh? Welcy...?” Her sword stopped right at the top of its swing.


  And indeed, that face and voice—and even the bloody parts of her clothes looked like Welcy.


  “Um...I just came to a moment ago. I had an ax in my hands, without even realizing it—well, at one point, I thought I was having a bad dream, but then I found I was all covered in blood, and everyone...was dead...” Her usually bright expression was now dark.


  While she didn’t remember it, she must have somehow figured out she had been the one to kill the servants. There was a bloody ax at her feet, too.


  “You’ve seen the bodies too, haven’t you, Flum?”


  Flum didn’t know what to say. She had seen a number of corpses...but their killer was standing right here.


  “...So, I’m the one who killed them, after all.” Welcy’s voice trembled as she fell to her knees, covering her face with her hands. “What should I do? I didn’t want to kill them. They were all people who were good to me!”


  Even if she hadn’t done it consciously, of course she was still aware of her sin—so deeply it would never leave her, for her entire life. But Flum didn’t want Welcy becoming desolate over something like that.


  “Everything is because of Origin. You’re not responsible for this,” she said with certainty.


  “But!”


  “I...found myself right about to kill Milkit, too.”


  “Y-you...were...?”


  Milkit timidly stuck her head out, figuring it was safe since they were having a normal conversation. She looked fine, but there was clear discoloration on her neck.


  “Even if it is Origin’s fault, I’m so ashamed that I hurt Milkit, I’d like to kill myself for it! But—all that’s Origin’s fault! So, I don’t want to blame myself and die because I feel depressed. Not without understanding what happened.”


  Welcy bit her lip and looked up at the ceiling, conflicted.


  Then she closed her eyes and let out a breath before looking Flum right in the eye. “...Thank you, Flum. You’re right—you’re right. It’d be pointless to die now. We’ve got to do something about this situation, first!”


  It was likely just a bit of temporary resolve to make her feel better, but it was far better than her freezing up from self-condemnation.


  Welcy rapped her head as if checking a broken machine. “Yeah, talking with you guys seems to have cleared my mind.”


  “That’s good. What should we do now? I think we should get out quick.”


  “If possible, I’d like to look for any survivors first... Can we?”


  “Of course. Let’s search from the second floor.”


  “Thanks!” Welcy took Flum’s hand and shook it firmly, with pleasure. She must have felt pretty helpless before.


  And so, the three of them began searching the second floor. Flum was in the lead, with Milkit and Welcy safe behind her. They opened doors one by one, looking for any survivors: guest rooms, the study, the washrooms.


  All the while, Flum fought the dead countless times. They moved slowly and she was never wounded, but each one she killed wore on her heart. 


  Some appeared unwounded, while others had broken necks or were torn to pieces—one corpse that attacked her was just a torso. After all the fighting she’d done, Flum thought she was used to gruesome-looking monsters—but these corpses had the faces of people she knew. Killing them inevitably ate away at her. And what filled the space that left was hatred for Origin.


  But at the same time, she had doubts. The twisted pieces of flesh that seemed to control the corpses—where did those come from? During their search, they never saw them just crawling around.


  In other words, they had not been scattered at random—and it was reasonable to assume a monster with Origin’s power was prowling the mansion, pinpointing survivors and corpses to give birth to these things. 


  And if you were talking about Origin forces near the royal capital, the first thing you’d think of was Chimeras. The factory that had been producing Chimeras had long since come to a halt, but there had to be a lot of unused units that had yet to be disposed of.


  But Chimeras weren’t supposed to work without a control device. It was true that, during the big fight in Tokyo, they ignored that control to prevent the party’s escape—but they were only capable of doing so because they’d been so close to Origin’s main body.


  “Does that mean this mansion is filled with even more of Origin’s power than Tokyo was...?” Flum muttered, coming to a stop in the room. “...It can’t be that Origin’s been unsealed?”


  Milkit had separated from her to search an exhibition room decorated with antiques, but when she heard that remark, she looked toward her master. “Cyrill is the only one who could undo the seal, and she would have been at the party venue. Also, right before I lost consciousness, I believe you were calling her name. Wasn’t that because you saw her?”


  “Yeah, I do remember seeing Cyrill before passing out. But...her face was all spiraled.”


  Welcy was shocked as well, and naturally she stopped her search. “Huh? You mean an Origin core was used on the hero?”


  “But right then, it was like Cyrill had no presence—like she wasn’t there at all. And also, right after that, I had some weird hallucinations, like a stream of mud flowing into my head. I’m not even sure if the Cyrill I saw was real, or sent to me from afar, like a hallucination...”


  “So, you think Cyrill had already left the party venue by that time?” Milkit asked.


  “Yeah, since Cyrill could just use Return to go back to the Demon Lord’s Castle in an instant,” said Flum.


  Cyrill’s Return enabled her to instantly teleport to a place with a teleportation stone installed, or to a location she had established as her return spot. Once she was back at the royal capital, there would be no need to reset the return spot.


  “So, she used the method we used to escape from Tokyo?” Milkit asked.


  “Maybe that was when this was all set up.”


  “If it was a trap, who made her do it?” Welcy asked.


  Since Flum had been captured at the time, Milkit answered her question. “I believe Sheitoom and Dhiza were the ones to set the return spot.”


  “So, we can narrow down our suspect to one of those two,” said Flum.


  “Though, both of them were good people, and I can’t imagine them betraying us...”


  “And that wouldn’t have been enough—they would have had to make Cyrill use Return. Whether they used the power of suggestion or magic to control her mind, Cyrill wouldn’t fall for those kinds of spells so easily.”


  “What if they handed her a tool with a suggestion spell cast on it, saying it would be useful in a fight?” Welcy offered. That very thing had happened at the Demon Lord’s Castle.


  “We did receive equipment at the Demon Lord’s Castle,” said Milkit. “Was there a bad item in the mix?”


  “Hey, Milkit, who could have given Cyrill the equipment?” 


  “Neigass was elsewhere, and Sheitoom was with me in another room...so the only ones who could have done it were Tsyon or Dhiza.”


  Flum lowered her gaze and breathed a little sigh. “...Then that’s it. Dhiza is the traitor.”


  “But he taught me to cook…and I never saw him do anything like...this...”


  Dhiza had done a lot for them during their time at the Demon Lord’s castle. They had found him very caring, like a guardian to the demons, but—


  “He would have been able to touch the seal, too,” said Welcy.


  “I believe Dhiza could have done it. In fact, I can say of all the people with free access to the Demon Lord’s Castle, only Dhiza could have weakened the seal fifty years ago.”


  Tsyon or Neigass were old enough to have been there, but they would have been treated like children back then. The only one who could have had access to a secret like the seal would have been Dhiza, who had served generations of Demon Lords.


  “I heard he’s been running schools all over the demon lands,” Milkit said awkwardly, “That must have been how he gathered allies.”


  “The demons who attacked everyone at the Demon Lord’s Castle were traitors from decades ago, too,” said Flum. “Dhiza is the only one who could have given them orders like that. Maybe the schools were a cover. If he had pawns in lots of different places, he could have attacked Sara and Maria’s hometowns while hiding it from the others, too.”


  “Could it be the previous Demon Lord’s armor being cursed so badly was also because...” Milkit trailed off.


  Once they started thinking about it, they kept arriving at endless awful conclusions.


  Flum and Milkit wore dark expressions. 


  “I don’t really know the details, but basically, the situation is reeeeal bad, then?” Welcy asked for confirmation, because she didn’t know Dhiza. 


  It wasn’t the greatest summary, but she wasn’t wrong.


  And, though this was still just conjecture, if Origin’s seal had been undone, the royal capital would be devastated. They couldn’t find their allies, Cyrill was with the enemy, and Dhiza had gotten a hold of the all-important main body of Origin.


  “The situation isn’t looking good,” Flum said even more bluntly.


  When Cyrill had appeared back then, was she trying to warn Flum about this tragedy? The hero’s power was almighty. If she wanted to, she could probably send her voice over a long distance.


  “Cyrill...”


  But still, there was a chance she was okay.


  Flum hung her head, gazing at the floor as she worried about her good friend. Milkit and Welcy must have had their own worries, as they all fell silent. Quiet filled the room.


  As if to drown it out, Welcy said with forced cheer, “But it’s all speculation, right? We still don’t know what’s going on yet!” She reassured Flum and Milkit, returning the favor from earlier.


  “Yeah,” Flum answered with an awkward smile.


   


  ***


   


  In the end, they reached the end of the second floor without finding any survivors.


  “This is my brother and his wife’s bedroom,” Welcy said.


  Flum stood before the door and heaved a sigh. Even after expelling the pent-up air, her heart felt heavy. Just how many mansion servants had she killed to get this far? Witnessing Cyrill with a spiral face and hurting Milkit had been a shock, too. Flum was clearly worn down and looked pale.


  “Master...” Milkit muttered.


  Flum turned to her and smiled kindly. “It’s all right...or maybe not, but I can’t give in just yet.”


  She was clearly pushing herself, but she had to, or they were going to die. So Milkit said nothing. 


  Flum opened the door. On the large bed in the center of the room lay a woman with a white cloth over her face.


  “Sister-in-law!” Welcy dashed toward Foiey, lying on the bed.


  Flum quickly scanned the room, but it seemed there were no enemies around. Welcy tossed aside the cloth that covered Foiey’s face. What she saw was....


  “Sister...in law...?”


  The face of a dead woman, purplish and discolored.


  Her eyeballs were turned upward and sticking out a bit more than usual. Her mouth was half open, her tongue hanging out, the area wet with foamy saliva. She clearly looked like she’d been strangled.


  All Flum could do was mutter, “Foiey...” in shock, while Milkit stood there with her hands over her mouth.


  “N-noooooooo!” Welcy cried over her sister-in-law’s corpse. “Why...why did she have to be killed?! Wahhhhhhhhh!” Grabbing Foiey’s clothing in both hands, she buried her face in her chest and wept.


  Flum and Milkit couldn’t find the words to say to her. Just—


  She’s strangled...just like what I did to Milkit...


  Flum kind of had an idea of why Foiey had died. She wanted to be wrong. But in her frail condition, could Foiey have come to this bedroom from the party venue by herself? Wouldn’t there have been someone with her?


  It seemed Welcy came to the same conclusion. When she lifted her face, she looked around with hollow eyes.


  “Where’s my brother...?” Eyes still red from crying, she called out for her other family member as she wandered the room. “Brother, where are you, Brother?! Hey, Brother! Brother!”


  She searched for him—or rather, wandered about in confusion, sweeping aside the things on the shelves and the desks.


  “Calm down, Welcy, please...” Milkit called out to her quietly, but Welcy wasn’t listening.


  “Brother, Brother! Answer me, Brotheeeeeeeeer!”


  She hadn’t called for her brother while crying like this since the one time she’d gotten lost when she was little. Their parents had died when Welcy was small, so Leitch had been like a father to her. That was what made the despair of his betrayal so great. But even then, she never hated him. He was such a great brother—it made sense to her he would prioritize his family over what was right. She just couldn’t hate him.


  She felt like she might forgive him, but also like she couldn’t. Never able to come to a firm conclusion, her feelings had gotten all twisted up.


  But that was over, now. So, the solution was simple. They should just apologize to each other and make up.


  That was all—that was all they had to do, but—


  “Look what’s happened to Sister-in-law! Hey, Brother, come ooooout!”


  Right as Welcy approached the window of the room, her brother responded to her cries. Something fell from above, passing by outside of the window.


  For an instant, Welcy’s eyes met with that.


  “Bro—”


  Leitch fell, upside-down, striking something beneath him. There was a shattering and crushing sound.


  Fear, despair, all such emotions were left behind. Welcy’s mind went blank. She couldn’t understand anything.


  She acted reflexively. Slowly, just like a wind-up toy about to stop, she opened the window and looked down at the earth.


  It was right over the flagstones near the entrance.


  Leitch Mancathy lay in the middle of a spreading puddle of blood, blood and white matter—life and humanity—leaking from his crushed skull as he lay there, face-up. His bones were shattered, and his eyeballs had fallen out, but were pointed straight up, meeting with his sister’s gaze.


  Welcy’s wide eyes looked straight at them. “Hn...wah...ah-ahhhh...” She went pale, and her jaw, throat, arms and legs all started trembling violently.


  Her head refused to understand it—and her heart, too. She could no longer make up with him. This shouldn’t be real.


  “B-bro...Broth...er. Brother, Brother, Brother?! Ah, ahhhhhhhhhhhh!”


  It was an illusion. This had to be an illusion. It was clearly a nasty illusion that Origin was showing her. She wanted to think that, to believe that. And she desperately wanted reality to agree.


  She raced off to check on him.


  “N-no way, Leitch...” Due to her stats, Flum had seen Leitch more clearly than Welcy when he’d fallen. She was dumbfounded for a moment, then rushed off after her. “...Wait, please, Welcy!”


  But—


  “Master, behind you!”


  Flum turned around to see Foiey leaping at her.


  She was too close to dodge, now.


  Her claws came down and dug into the base of Flum’s neck. 


  Foiey grabbed her flesh, tearing out her carotid artery.


  “Gahhhhhhhh!”


  “Master!”


  Gushing blood everywhere, Flum staggered.


  It didn’t feel right that Foiey had started moving when she did.


  The other corpses moved the moment they found us, but this one waited for Welcy to be alone! It clearly has intent—no, malice! We need to go after her...but...


  Animated corpses weren’t really that strong in a fight.


  This is a corpse, but it’s also Foiey. Am I going to kill someone I’ve saved...?


  Once, she had taken a request from Leitch to collect some medicinal herbs to save her life. Killing her now would be so ironic. Normally, Flum wouldn’t have hesitated: Milkit was behind her, and for her, Flum wouldn’t hesitate to kill.


  But to get this far, Flum had killed double digit numbers of Leitch’s servants, people whose faces she had known. No—they were already corpses. It wasn’t fair to say she’d killed them. But worrying about semantics was pointless quibbling—she still remembered the sensation of ending people she knew. And that left her heart wavering.


  The fist holding Souleater trembled in hesitation, her palm sweating. Flum clenched her teeth in frustration and irritation. When Foiey leaped at her once more—


  “I’m sorry, Foiey.” Left without a choice, she swung her sword. “Haaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Her sideways sweep severed Foiey’s torso in two.


  She thought she’d become used to the feeling of killing people. But killing someone she knew made it significantly more repulsive. And on top of that, along with the blood, wriggling pieces of meat popped from the slices of the corpse as they fell to the ground.


  The corpse of someone she knew. Blood. The severed body. Organs.


  “Haah...haah...haah...”


  Yes, that alone was enough to rip her heart out. Did they need to make her look upon her those slug-like things too?


  Perhaps they did. Since this was Origin, who wanted so badly to desecrate the life form that was humanity. And unpleasantly enough, that desecration was definitely wearing on Flum’s heart.


  “Milkit!” Flum called out sharply, in a more urgent tone than usual.


  “Y-yes!” Milkit was confused by how different Flum seemed.


  Flum drew her into an embrace with no explanation, lifting her into her arms like a princess. Then she kicked open the window and leaped outside.


  “Yeek!”


  “Sorry this is so sudden, we don’t have time!” She hugged Milkit close to herself to guard her from the fragments of glass and landed. Setting Milkit down, Flum faced Leitch’s corpse, right to the side—or so she’d meant to.


  “Master, is this...”


  “It didn’t all fly to bits from falling down, right?”


  Leitch’s corpse was no longer there.


  Flum meant to have gotten ahead of Welcy by jumping down, but it seemed it wouldn’t be that easy.


  Right then, Welcy’s voice rang out from inside the mansion. “Brother! What a relief, you’re alive, Brother!”


  “So, you were alive too—I’m so glad.” Leitch’s voice sounded somehow fake.


  Oh, not again—Flum felt an intense shiver.


  Taking Milkit’s hand without a word, she destroyed the door with Souleater as she went through the entranceway.


  And there—


  “That’s right. There’s no way I would die.”


  There was Welcy, crying as she threw herself into the arms of Leitch, who should be dead.


  Leitch had his arms around her as well, and the two of them were locked in a tight embrace.


  “We hadn’t made up yet! I never got to say I’m sorry! I know you’re not at fault, but I, I—I said such selfish things and acted so righteous and I’m sorry. I’m sorry!”


  “Of course I forgive you. You’re my dear little sister.”


  “That man...” said Milkit, “His build is different from Leitch.”


  It was a monster that used human bodies to impersonate another. A small-sized Chimera on a werewolf base had exhibited the same characteristic before, though it had used a skin, then.


  “Get away from him, Welcy!” Flum cried as she raced up to the two of them.


  Leitch had died. He had been having hallucinations just like Flum, and strangled Foiey—murdered her.


  And because he had loved his wife so dearly, he’d been unable to bear the despair and flung himself out the window.


  But there was no way his little sister Welcy would be able to accept that so easily.


  “So please, Brother, don’t say you’re going to die. Don’t leave me behi—”


  “Of course I won’t leave you behind.”


  “Ah. Broth—”


  “We’ll always be together. Because we’re brother and sister.” The fingers of Leitch’s right hand, embracing Welcy, sunk into her back. Blood oozed through her white shirt.


  Once the fingers of his other hand sank in, Welcy’s lower body started to turn and twist. “Ah—aghhhhhhh! Hyee, hyeep! Gaaaaagh! Br-brother!”


  “Like hell I’ll let yooooou!” Flum swung down Souleater, imbued with the power of Reversal, and fired out Prana Shaker: Reversal.


  Two human arms and legs burst out of Leitch’s body, through his clothing. The limbs operated on Origin power, so she figured they could be cut off with Reversal. The spiral power swirled in front of those limbs, then fired out at Flum. The whirlpool-like force field easily erased her Prana Shaker and kept going toward her.


  “Wh-what is this?!” It was the same sort of attack she’d taken when fighting Luke and the ogres. She quickly used Souleater, filled with Reversal magic, as a shield to block it. 


  But her block failed.


  Flum was pushed back by the spiral and blasted away, her back striking the wall of the entranceway. “Kah!”


  “Masteeer!”


  Her back and the back of her head hit the wall hard, knocking all the air out of her lungs.


  Meanwhile, Welcy was being torn to bits.


  “Ah! Guhn...goff! Urk, ah... Is...this...my...punish...ment...?”


  “Ah! No...Welcy...!” Milkit’s voice trembled.


  Flum fell to the floor, then got up, even as her mind felt hazy. “Sto...op...!”


  And right then—


  “Gyah, gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahh!” Welcy’s final cry rang out, then the sound of something shredding.


  Her body was torn in half and thrown aside like garbage by the monster shaped like her brother.


  “Urk...ah...bro...th...”


  Welcy’s upper body was must have been still just barely breathing, as it spasmed slightly. But with that many organs exposed and gushing blood, she was going to die soon.


  Flum and Milkit could only watch.


  “Welcy...” Reflected in Flum’s wide eyes was the torso of the very girl who had just been chatting with them, full of life.


  Everything they saw and the wafting scent of death pierced Flum’s heart like thorns.


  This was a different sort of tragedy from everything else that had occurred. It was far nastier and more perverse.


  Even strengthened by her desire to protect Milkit, this avalanche of unreal reality crushed her with its unbearable mass. Even though she wasn’t wounded or hurt she struggled to breathe. Her chest ached, and a cold sweat clung to her back.


  Is this as bad as it gets?


  But even so, Milkit was behind her.


  She had to protect her. She had to protect her. She had to protect her. 


  She told herself over and over, clasping Souleater.


  Or—is this still the beginning?


  Desperately trying to ignore the anxiety she couldn’t squash, she lifted her face and glared at the monster that looked like Leitch.


  The man turned around and gave a familiar, friendly smile. “Let’s work together as we always do, Flum. The situation being what it is, it’s important to help each other out.”


  Flum closed her eyes and took a breath, telling herself the despair filling her was actually anger, making herself believe it, and working up the will to fight.


  “Don’t you dare speak with Leitch’s vooooooice!”


  With rage and loathing in her blade, Flum went for him.




  Chapter 2:
The Ignorant And Innocent Girls Struggle in Vain, Thinking If Madness Will Invade Their Minds, They Should Just Satisfy Themselves With Even Deeper Madness


   


  “AHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Flum charged the mummy with Leitch’s face and swung her magic and prana-filled blade down, putting all her weight behind it.


  Leitch blocked it with just his left arm. “Fluuuum,” he said, addressing her like a friend to agitate her. He reached for her stomach.


  “Ngh!”


  With a shwoosh, spiral bullets fired from the Chimera’s palm. Flum released Souleater and twisted around to evade it as a stray bullet opened up a perfect circle in the ceiling.


  Next, with his now-free left arm, he grabbed at her.


  “Reversal!” Reversing gravity made her float upward. When Flum saw his arm whiff through air, she instantly canceled the Reversal and gravity made her fall. Summoning Souleater, she slammed a heavy slice into the enemy from overhead.


  One arm must not have been enough to stop it, as the Chimera crossed both to block. “That hurts, Flum!” the enemy said in Leitch’s voice. He kicked at the air, creating a spiral bullet that shot toward Flum’s gut.


  She tried to avoid it by twisting like she had before, but she was in the air and lacked the leverage to do so. The bullet gouged her side. 


  “Gah, ah!”


  “Master!” Milkit’s cry rang out as Flum fell through the air.


  The Chimera thrust forward violently, throwing a left hook at Flum as she fell. The skin of his fist peeled off, and a brown furry beast arm appeared from within.


  He’d killed Welcy—there was no longer any need to play Leitch.


  “Gergh!” The fist sank into her chest, shattering bone and crushing organs. To make it worse, the claws growing from his fingertips pierced her torso, exiting out her back.


  In the blink of an eye, the inside of Flum’s mouth was filled with the taste of blood. Her lungs must have been hurt too, as it became hard to breathe.


  The Chimera ripped out its claws and punched her in the gut with its right arm. Next, it grabbed her hair in its left hand to stabilize her body, then repeatedly slammed her stomach with its right arm.


  “Eek! Gah!”


  Whack.


  “Gagh...!”


  Whack.


  “Gurgh...buh...hweh...”


  Whack—


  “Hah...guh...”


  Flum’s stomach was being ripped up so badly her regeneration couldn’t keep up. This wasn’t even striking anymore—it was a rhythmical motion.


  Over and over and over again, the Chimera slammed Flum’s stomach with its fist, stabbing her with its claws. Her organs and bones were shredded. Her tattered flesh was unable to support the weight of her lower body, which tore away and toppled to the ground.


  “Are you all right, Flum? Fluuuuum?” Leitch asked her cheerily, his voice and brutality clashing to an insane degree.


  “Ah...ah...” Watching the atrocity happening in front of her, Milkit was speechless.


  But Flum wasn’t dead yet. Perhaps it would have been better to die, but she could not. The Chimera understood this, too. It didn’t want to kill her—it just had to keep her restrained.


  “Let’s talk again later, Flum,” it said, and tossed aside her upper body.


  Her bloody body hit the wall with a splat and slid to the floor. The wound was squirming in an attempt to regenerate. Her severed lower body dragged itself toward her upper body as if it were alive.


  Watching this spectacle with hollow eyes, Flum thought masochistically, it’s just like those meat lumps from the Chimera.


  The Chimera’s body began to tremble. It spat out a molten lump of flesh. The twisted piece of meat crawled like a worm toward Flum’s severed body. It was trying to get inside her, to control her like the corpses they’d been seeing.


  The Chimera abandoned Flum for the moment and walked up to Milkit.


  “Yeep...please stay back...stay baaaack!” Milkit lifted up a nearby vase and threw it at the Chimera.


  It didn’t even defend itself. The vase hit its face and shattered, but the creature was unphased. A painting on the wall, a lamp on the desk—Milkit threw whatever was at hand. None of it did anything.


  “That hurts, Milkit. Why would you do something like that?”


  “Please, don’t come any closer!”


  Flum was still only half-conscious, as her upper and lower body slowly wriggled closer together. She was aware Milkit was in trouble. And that lump of meat the Chimera spat out was right in front of her.


  This wasn’t the time to be lying there.


  Flum’s fingers twitched.


  “Haahh...hnnnn...” She took a deep breath in and out.


  Agony ran through her whole body. The air was leaking out of her somewhere, and she couldn’t get enough oxygen. But she could get some.


  This time, she was able to move all her fingers.


  “Hah...ahhh...fuh...fwooooo...” She breathed in, and out. She felt like she would break from the pain. 


  It seemed like her body had finally started knitting back together, but now a nasty, devastated feeling filled her flesh. Flum repeated to herself: even so, even so, even so—even if her spirit was broken, there were things she had to do.


  “W-waaaaaaaagh!”


  She bit down on the lump of flesh coming at her. Putting Reversal magic into her teeth, she chomped into it as hard as she could. A rotten bloody taste spread through her mouth. She put a shaking hand on the ground to get to her feet.


  Noticing that, the Chimera turned around. “Let’s be friendly like we always have, Milkit. Please tell her that too, Flum.”


  Flum spat the blood and flesh into the Chimera’s face.


  Even when it got in its eye, the Chimera showed no pain, it just froze. It wasn’t surprised. A monster with no emotion couldn’t be surprised.


  It couldn’t move.


  “An...gu...is...”


  Genocide Arts: Anguis.


  She was holding Souleater with trembling hands.


  Her upper and lower body were still barely connected, and she was on the verge of death, so there wasn’t much force in the strike. If she used Prana Shaker with her body like this, she couldn’t expect it to do much.


  So, she counted on Genocide Arts’ power to halt her enemy—and it seemed her guess had been right.


  “Guh...geh...creaaaaaaaaaagh!” Leitch’s face melted off, and his true form appeared from within: the head of an avian-looking monster.


  “Take...tha...t...” She wouldn’t have to listen to that voice anymore. It was a weight off her chest.


  While her enemy was frozen, her lower body finished connecting. Her internal regeneration hadn’t finished yet, but she could move.


  “Uhn....nk...!” Grimacing, Flum used Souleater as a cane to stand. Blood spilled and oozed from the join, but she told herself, It’ll heal soon, and ignored the pain.


  “Creeaaaaagh!” the Chimera made an eerie cry and raised a fist at Milkit.


  “Yeeeeek!”


  “You don’t...learn!”


  This was Flum’s fight.


  As the Chimera tried to kill Milkit no matter what, Flum met it with rage. She fired a prana arrow technique at its arm: Prana Stinger, with Anguis wrapped around it. It was an application of the combined techniques she’d used in her battle with Huyghe. It combined Cavalier Arts and Genocide Arts in a new technique that might be called Complex Arts.


  “Yagh!” Its arm pierced, the Chimera slowed.


  Next, Flum swiped her blade vertically, unleashing a red Prana Shaker wreathed in blood.


  Of course, the Chimera could ignore her no longer. It jumped to avoid it, then suddenly bounded off the ceiling to accelerate toward her. 


  The blood binding spell kept the Chimera from moving its right arm very well—just as Frum expected, the enemy thrust forward with a left-arm punch.


  In a low stance, Flum swung up her bloody black blade. At the moment of impact, she fired an Anguis.


  “Creaaaaagh!”


  “Hnghhhh...!”


  They strained against each other. 


  The Chimera won, its fierce strike making Flum back up.


  But her blood had poured down onto the Chimera’s left arm. Now both her enemy’s arms would be out of commission.


  Flum tensed her legs, ready to finish this fight with one strike, when—bshhht!—both the Chimera’s arms started gushing blood. They fell to the floor with a thump, and new, human arms grew in their place. They were identical to those that had grown from its back a little while ago.
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  In other words, they was Leitch’s arms, which it had integrated. But that meant that they were just human arms—they wouldn’t be that strong, and Flum’s sword should slice them off easily.


  A beat later, the Chimera’s arms started to rotate.


  They whirred around, scattering flesh and blood. The bones had to be breaking, too. They gradually sped up, until eventually, they were as fast as a pneumatic drill.


  Seeing that, Flum recalled when she’d fought with Luke, one of the Spiral Children.


  “If you assume they’re disposable, and make them rotate, then even human arms can be pretty powerful. Is that the idea...? Just how much do you have to trample Leitch’s dignity until you’re satisfied?!”


  “Creaaaagh!” Its right fist thrust toward Flum’s shoulder.


  She bent her body to avoid it.


  With a whoosh, a spiral fired from the end of the Chimera’s extended arm, destroying a wall. Next, it swept its left arm around wildly. The spiral power extending from its arm bent like a whip, tearing through the wall behind Flum.


  She quickly squatted down, swinging Souleater at its legs.


  Slam! The Chimera shattered floorboards as it leaped back. Her slice cut through air.


  Flum kept her low stance as she moved forward, waiting for the moment it landed to swing her greatsword upward.


  The Chimera blocked that with a knee, but Flum’s blood hadn’t run out yet. Attacking with Cavalier Arts, she gouged its skin, and the Genocide Arts caused her blood to invade its body.


  “Gree...” The Chimera cried out in pain, leaping off the floor with its left leg to retreat once more. Though it tried to land on both legs, with Flum’s blood tangled around it, its right leg was too weak, and it staggered.


  “I won’t let you get away with this.” Flum swung her sword up, her hate and Souleater cutting through air.


  It had blocked her Prana Shaker: Reversal once before, but now that the enemy was weakened...


  The Chimera blocked with its rotating arm. The spiral and Reversal collided with a crack and an intense flash of light. Repelled by the backlash, the Chimera’s arm broke and stopped rotating. Now it was just a lump of flesh.


  “I swear, I won’t let you get away with this.” Flum came forward and performed the same attack.


  The Chimera blocked the invisible blade with its other arm, which was also repelled. Now both arms were useless. Since it couldn’t use its right leg either, the most it could do was just stand there.


  “Origin!” Flum pushed forward even further. The tip of her blade touched the Chimera’s chest.


  A familiar voice came from the enemy’s mouth. “Save me, please, Flum—I’m still alive.”


  It was Leitch’s voice.


  Sorrow welled up in her heart, and tears in her eyes. What had he ever done? He’d been a good person, loving his family, supporting people’s lifestyles, and hating evil. With his wife’s illness cured, they were supposed to have had a happy life together. He was supposed to have made up with his sister and lived peacefully in this town.


  And this monster playing at being a god had trampled all over that ordinary happiness.


  “I swear, I’ll end you!”


  She was done filling herself with prana. She packed in everything she had and was saturated with magic.


  Flum tensed her arms. “Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  She pierced through his spiral-power-protected body with a Prana Stinger at point-blank range, destroying the ugly, swirling core in its center.


  The Chimera shuddered.


  The strength left its body, and its eyes dimmed without even a final cry. It fell to its knees, then flat on its face.


  Flum just stood there, looking down at it.


  The remaining parts of Leitch’s corpse slid out of its mouth.


  She felt no sense of accomplishment.


  She was just empty.


  “...Leitch.”


  A crushed head, lying there.


  Lifeless eyes looking at her in resentment.


  “Ahh...ahhhh...” Spreading her arms wide in helplessness, she hung her head as tears spilled from her eyes.


  Seeing her like that, Milkit leaned against her, wrapping her hands around Flum’s fist.


  Flum had fought many battles, but she hadn’t seen people close to her die very often. It was heavy. Of course, there had also been the shocking incident of Milkit being taken away. But the reality that these people were never coming back…was too heavy.


  To say nothing of fighting their corpses…


  Worn and battered, Flum’s heart felt like it might break for good.


  “This...” Her strength left her. She fell to her knees. “This shouldn’t have happened...”


  When they’d all been so desperate to live.


  When they’d been smiling happily.


  The two siblings had always been so close. In time, the ill feelings between them would have been resolved, and if they’d lived peacefully like usual, things would have gone back to how they’d been before.


  But now there were no takebacks, ever.


  “Why this, all of a sudden... This isn’t a dream? This shouldn’t be real, not something this crazy...” Slamming her fists on the floor, she crumpled further until her forehead hit it. “Why...why...why?!”


  Smacking her head over and over on the hard floor, she tried to use the pain to escape.


  But the tragedy burned on the insides of her eyelids wouldn’t go away.


  The feeling of cutting Foiey in two.


  Welcy’s final cries as she was torn to pieces.


  And Leitch’s death stench, right beside her.


  It all brutally stabbed Flum’s heart, over and over.


  “—was Welcy Mancathy.”


  “Age—”


  “Her cause of death was hemor—shock, due to being torn apart by—loved.”


  Suddenly, she recalled the hallucination-like voice she’d heard.


  “Her name—Foiey—thy.”


  “—thirty.”


  “Her cause of death—suffocation, due to being strangled by a family—”


  So, had that been Origin’s announcement that they would be murdered?


  “—Leitch Mancathy.”


  “Age: thirty-two.”


  “—jumping off and—hitting his head, and spilling his brains—”


  Everything was its fault. That monster, pretending to be a god. But she no longer had the strength to encourage herself, like she had before.


  “I don’t get it! I just don’t get it anymore!”


  She knew wailing like a child wouldn’t resolve anything. But she had to vent the feelings overflowing from her, or it felt like her head would burst. As she screamed, crumpled on the ground, a warm sensation curled over her back.


  Flum lifted her head, and Milkit gently held it to her chest.


  “Ah...ahh... Milkit...”


  “I’m sorry this is all I can do.”


  “Milkit... Milkit...” Flum buried her face in her chest, clinging to her.


  Milkit’s voice was trembling, too. Flum wasn’t the only one whose heart was about to tear apart. But now—just for this moment—she wanted to cling to the heat of her breast. Feeling Milkit’s beloved warmth, she gazed out the window.


  Gradations of orange lit the sky from below, as if chasing away the black of night. She could hear something breaking in the distance, and quiet screams.


  That was when something struck Milkit. “Ah,” she muttered.


  Flum lifted her head. “Did something happen?”


  “N-no, nothing...”


  “Tell me.”


  “Well...”


  “Please.”


  After clenching her teeth and agonizing over it, Milkit muttered, “U-um... Welcy’s body...has vanished.”


  Flum looked to see that, indeed, both halves of the body were nowhere to be seen. Welcy couldn’t possibly have moved on her own in that state. There was no way.


  “Welcy, too...?” Flum felt the blood draining from her face.


  There was no body, but there was a trail of blood, like it had been dragged. It continued past the door to the right side of the entranceway.


  I’m going to have to kill her? Watch her die, again? I can’t.


  And after a brief pause, a scream could be heard from beyond the door. “Nooooooooooo!”


  Flum twitched.


  Next, footsteps approached.


  Flum’s teeth chattered, arms clenching tighter around Milkit.


  Don’t come this way, don’t make me witness any more of this. Please. Stay away, stay away, stay away. It was less a prayer and more a desperate plea. Her eyes were wide, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Stay away stay away stay away stay away stay away.”


  Shoes tapped on the floor, sometimes dragging, and sometimes making wet sounds like they’d stepped in blood as they drew near.


  Flum’s neck slowly turned in the direction of the sound. “No no no no no...”


  The door right across from them opened.


  “Flum, save me—” Welcy, her body and mouth all bloody, approached her, arms stretched out.


  “Ah, ahh, ahhh! Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh!” Flum took Milkit’s hand and stood, then ran with everything she had. It sounded like Welcy fell behind them, but she couldn’t pay attention to that.


  “Master, please wai—ow...!” Milkit couldn’t possibly keep up with Flum’s full speed, and right after they left the entranceway she lost her balance and fell.


  At the same time, Flum’s legs got tangled up as well, and she hit the ground with a splat.


  She immediately got to her feet again. “Sorry, sorry, Milkit. Sorry, sorry,” she apologized repeatedly, clearly acting strange.


  “Master, I’m all right. Please calm dow—”


  That was when Flum’s gaze caught on the mark on Milkit’s wrist. It was discolored red from having been gripped so tight. Flum’s eyes moved to Milkit’s neck, and she remembered touching her sword to it. 


  “Ahh, ahhhh! Sorry, sorry, sorry! I-It’s my faaault!”


  Her mind was reaching its limits.


  “It’s my fault, I’m in the wrong, my fault, I’m in the wrong, my fault, everything—I was the one who killed Foiey, I was the one who couldn’t save Welcy, I was the one who killed Leitch?! I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know anything anymoooooore!”


  “It’s not your fault, it’s not your fault, Master! Right now, let’s just run and survive!” Milkit desperately tried to encourage her. She took Flum’s hand, pulled her to her feet, and broke into a run.


  Flum didn’t so much as blink, staring at the ground as she staggered forward unsteadily. Without Milkit supporting her, she definitely would have fallen.


  Nevertheless, they did slowly get away from the mansion.


  “H-hnnnnnn! Ahhhhhh! Ah, ahhhhhhhhh!” Flum groaned and covered her face with one hand. Her nails tore through skin and sank in. Blood dripped down. Her face made squelching noises as it regenerated.


  Right as they came up to the front gates, their clasped hands slipped apart from the sweat.


  Flum fell to her knees, then flopped forward.


  Grabbing her head with both hands, noises wrung out of her. “Hn, guhhhhhh..wah, ahh, ahhh! Ah, ahhhh...”


  Could it be called sobbing?


  A single word couldn’t possibly capture it.


  Her throat trembled, as if trying to hack up a bloody lump of black despair, with all her messed-up feelings in it. “Ahhhhhhhhhhh!”


  Her eyes were as wide as they could get. Tears spilled from them, and she messed up her hair with both hands. Her anger and sadness crossed a threshold, making the inside of her head go entirely blank. 


  “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” It was a cry worthy of being called mad.


  “Ahhhhh! Wahhhhhh! Ahh! Ahh! Ahhhhhhhhh!” She slammed her head against the ground.


  “Ahhhhh! Ah! Agh! Gah! Garghaaahh!” She didn’t care if it broke—she seriously thought she’d prefer it would, so that she could stop thinking entirely. Even when she bled, she didn’t try to stop it. “Agh! Gerk! Wah! Ah! Ahhhhh!”


  “Please stop! Master, doing that won’t help!”


  “Don’t stop meeeeeeee! I! Iiiiaaaaaaaaaaaaaghhhhhh!” 


  She had long since gone over capacity—far over—to make it to this point. But she’d still pushed herself. For a certain someone who would simply stand at her side, for that person she wanted to protect.


  But it was no use. After what happened with Foiey, she’d already felt like she was going to puke. It was like she’d done it with her own hands. But Leitch had killed her, and then he’d killed himself. And then a Chimera wearing his face had killed Welcy. It was crazy. Mad. The world was broken. This was no place for people.


  An ordinary girl—a person only wearing the mask of a hero—wasn’t strong enough to bear something like this.


  “I hate it, I hate it, no more! What the hell?! Why is this happeniiiiing?! I, wah, I—hah, I just...wished nothing would happen, that’s aaaall...!”


  She didn’t need power, or to be happy like she once had been. It was enough if nothing happened for a while—just Milkit by her side with nothing else happening.


  Was that asking too much?


  “That’s just...it’s not too much to ask, right? Whyyy, God?! What is God?! What the hell is Origin?! Who the hell does he think he is?! I can’t do this anymore, what am I supposed to dooooo?! Ahh, gah, hnuhhhh!” She started coughing. Her throat was hoarse, and every word that came out felt scorching. 


  But she had to say it out loud. She had to vent her feelings, or she felt like she’d burst.


  The words wouldn’t come together.


  But the direction was clear.


  Why, why—why did this have to happen to her?


  Surely Welcy, Foiey, and Leitch had felt the same.


  And going back, Tia, Sohma, Ed, Jonny, Dafydd, Fwiss, Mute, Luke and everyone else—they would’ve felt the same way.


  Why had this happened?


  Why were deaths like this—such absurd deaths—allowed?


  “Master, let’s rest a little here. Your heart won’t hold up if we keep going like this.”


  “Why...why...”


  “It’s all Origin’s fault. It’s not anyone’s fault, that god—” Milkit tried to hug her close and console her, but Flum shook her off.


  “No!”


  Milkit looked sad. Flum pressed her.


  “Why are you so... Why are you trying to be nice to me? It’s weird! Leitch and Foiey and Welcy are all dead. Lots of people we know are dead! Don’t you already have your hands full dealing with your own feelings?!”


  At the very least, Flum did.


  Her head was such a mess she couldn’t think about anyone else. All she could do was scream.


  But though Milkit was clearly scared and seemed sad, she was calm, considering how many people she knew had died.


  “It’s not right...definitely...not right...”


  She knew that there was no point in taking this out on Milkit, but she was still venting.


  Seeing Flum like this, Milkit met her eyes, then held her firmly in her arms. 


  “Yes, I think I’m not right,” she said in a dark tone.


  Flum’s breath caught. No—I wasn’t trying to say that.


  But Milkit didn’t stop. “You should know quite well I’m not normal.”


  She’d been treated as a slave as long as she could remember—all the way until she met Flum. Even when her face was inflamed, or she was beaten, or nearly killed as a spectacle, she hadn’t voiced a single complaint. She was, without a doubt, not a normal person.


  “I’ve always lived as a broken thing. I think that’s part of who I am, down in my core, and nothing will fix it, no matter how much you shower me with love.”


  “Th-that’s not...”


  “No, it is true. I mean, you’ve felt it too, haven’t you?”


  That sense something was off hadn’t been Flum’s imagination. Unlike Flum, who hardened her heart with heroic ambitions and put on a tough front, Milkit stayed Milkit, enduring the hellish scenes she had witnessed.


  “I was empty. Used as others wanted, and then I was going to die, and that was it. That was all my life was...until I met you.”


  As Flum knew, Milkit had been an elusive character ever since they’d met. She followed the one she called her Master with blind faith and wasn’t afraid to lose her life.


  Indeed, that could be called empty.


  “So, all that I have now are things that you gave me. My body, heart, feelings, words, knowledge, and...my life. I believe all of it is yours.”


  Flum couldn’t say a word in reply. Milkit had said similar things before, but this was so much heavier. Confessing their feelings to one another, knowing they both cared for each other, becoming lovers—she’d thought they’d felt the same way.


  Oh, what egotism. I was so stupid.


  Flum realized the feelings Milkit had were far, far stronger than what she felt. Her love was so strong it made her other feelings look weak by comparison. She would seem callous at times and pathological at others because she just loved Flum that much—quite literally, madly.


  Hearing Milkit express her sincere emotions, Flum thought, That sounds nice. I envy that. If I could come to love you that much, then maybe I wouldn’t suffer anymore...


  Most likely, once they walked through these gates, they would be struck by tragedy beyond what they’d ever experienced before. And when that happened, Flum would most certainly be unable to take it. Her spirit would break, and she wouldn’t be able to fight anymore.


  So then wouldn’t it be easier if it would just break now? she thought, in her derangement.


  “Hey, Milkit. What do I have to do to become like that? Do you think I can come to love you so much that I stop caring about the rest of the world?” Flum asked weakly.


  Milkit didn’t answer right away. She pressed her lips tight and fell into thought, hesitating. Flum’s eyes were hollow, her expression dead. Right now, she was without a question not in her right mind. Would it be all right to take advantage of her weakness?


  Oh, but my Master wants me. And there was nothing else that made Milkit happier. To respond to that wish was her reason for being.


  So then, she thought, and opened her mouth. “Might you undo the bandages for me?”


  “...Yeah, okay.” Flum released her face a moment, bringing her arms around behind Milkit’s head.


  They were outside, but nobody was going to come look now. They were all dead, anyway.


  Flum undid the tie with practiced fingers, removing the bandages that covered Milkit’s face.


  When her master’s hands touched her skin, Milkit went, “Ah...” like it was a little ticklish and twisted around.


  And then when her face was exposed, the two of them gazed into each other’s eyes.


  “No matter where I see you, you’re cute.”


  Even at a time like this, her master didn’t forget the words she always said, and Milkit treasured that so dearly.


  “What should I do now?” Flum asked.


  Milkit swallowed. Her palm reached out to Flum’s cheek. Her master’s body was very warm.


  That day, their positions were reversed. It was always Flum who would touch her on the cheek. 


  But this was no time to sit there in a daze. Milkit leaned forward and brought her face close. She pushed Flum down.


  “Is this really all right?” Milkit asked. It was what she wanted. And if Flum wanted her as badly as she wanted Flum, there could be no greater happiness. But she was unsure what her master really wanted—or if she should change her master to suit her own desires.


  But Flum smiled at her and said, “Yeah. Break me, Milkit.”


  She had thought it would happen someplace with pretty scenery. Sometime with a nice mood, for a memorable occasion. She’d thought Flum would be the one to do it. But that didn’t matter anymore.


  They were going to abandon normal and accept madness.


  So that Flum would become blind to anything else.


  And so—Milkit laid her lips on Flum’s.


  “Mm...”


  In the depths of hell, surrounded by death, the two of them kissed for the first time.


  The moment they touched, an amorous sound came from Flum’s throat.


  Just hearing that made Milkit’s heart race so hard it felt like her chest would burst. When Flum’s face swayed, the soft heat of her lips brushed against hers, and Milkit let out a sweet moan. 


  “Hah, fm...” 


  She was simply, utterly precious. All they did was touch lips. They had held hands and embraced each other many countless times before—but this was different from all of those.


  Ah—we’re in love, thought Flum. We always have been, since the start.


  Pressed together, Milkit felt like her other half.


  Sold as a slave, hit and kicked by a slave trader, her existence denied—Flum had been in tatters. And Milkit had been the one to fill up the emptiness inside her.


  In other words, it made sense that they be joined. Embracing, kissing, sharing their heat—for the first time, the two of them made up a single person.


  It was natural they should touch. So why had she never realized that?


  Because it was just too big.


  She had been aware of that, but not fully. She hadn’t known how big it really was. It had filled her field of view from the moment they met, so she had no way to know its shape.


  But now that she realized it, it was such clear and painful love, it seemed ridiculous. It was love, love, love—the sort of intense love that you only needed once in a lifetime. She wanted to make her happy, even if it meant tossing aside everything else in her life.


  Flum once again realized how amazing Milkit was—even though Flum’s feelings were this strong, they weren’t anywhere close to Milkit’s.


  So, to get as close as she could—to love her enough to break—she opened her heart and accepted the love Milkit sent through their touching lips.


  “Hah...mm, fm...”


  She didn’t even know which of them was making those sounds.


  Unaware, both of them had wrapped their arms around each other. They were pressed close because they wanted to share their warmth, heartbeat, even the flow of their blood.


  Had she actually managed to break? It didn’t quite feel real, yet. Maybe this was just like a sort of good luck charm.


  But at the very least—while they were kissing—she could look away from the nightmare.


   


  ***


   


  Once Flum had replaced Milkit’s bandages, the two of them went through the gates and left the mansion grounds.


  And they stopped and looked back. At Leitch’s mansion. At the beginning of despair.


  Flum didn’t have to close her eyes to remember. The bodies were burned inside her mind and wouldn’t leave her. Without those people, Flum wouldn’t have been able to fight and stay safe until now. 


  “Leitch, Foiey, and Welcy. Thank you so much for everything.”


  The two of them bowed their heads deeply. And then they clasped hands, entangling their fingers.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Right!”


  The two of them gazed at each other and smiled.


  There was no darkness in their expressions.


  Because Flum had Milkit, and Milkit had Flum. 


  Even if the world were destroyed, just that alone would fulfill them. So, there was nothing to be afraid of.


  And now, into the depths of despair, where tragedy swirled.


  Relying only on their tightly bound love, the girls stepped into the city enveloped by flames.




  Chapter 3:
You, Who Spread Your Legs to Pour Out Your Red Juices and Rejoice In Resurrection, You Are a Beast Bearing The Name of Serpent


   


  DUE TO ORIGIN’S WIDE-RANGE mental interference, about sixty percent of the people living in the capital had lost their minds.


  People like Flum and Milkit, who had strength and resistance, had to be targeted specifically. It seemed that wasn’t necessary for ordinary people. He could infect them with madness simply by wildly radiating his power outward.


  Put another way, that meant about forty percent of the people were unaffected—but only about a tenth of those were still alive.


  The few survivors were pressed to the brink.


  In addition to the casualties caused directly by the Chimera, there was a negative chain reaction set in motion where the mad would attack and kill the sane, and the Chimeras’ meat lumps would reanimate the corpses, continuing the damage. 


  Some would beat their friends to death, then be killed by other madmen without ever regaining their sanity. Some stabbed their lovers, then, caught confused on the boundary between madness and sanity, the Chimeras lopped their heads off. Some poisoned their own children, came to their senses, then ended their lives in despair. Tragedies of every possible kind were constantly playing out across the royal capital.


  Small Chimeras based on werewolves were prowling the land. Medium Chimeras based on Anzu were patrolling the sky. Large Chimera based on wyverns spat fire to burn up houses and survivors.


  If you wanted to escape the capital, you would have to make it past all that. And even if you were lucky enough to escape, there was no guarantee it would be safe outside the city.


  Flum and Milkit raced through this hellish scene, stopping by the park in the East District. There was a bit of a hill here, from which they could see out over the town, clear to the West District.


  “It seems like our house is still safe,” said Flum. 


  They had a place to return to—that was the one thing that could be called hope. The rest was so bad they couldn’t even look.


  “Will we—no, will anyone ever return here?” Milkit wondered aloud. Even if the houses were safe, if the kingdom fell, nobody would want to live here.


  Flum couldn’t reply—she just didn’t know. People coming back? That was wishful thinking, based on extremely optimistic assumptions about the future. When you got right down to it, it was the delusion they would somehow defeat Origin in this situation, and both survive to live together.


  The future that lay beyond that? It wasn’t even certain that they could get out of the capital alive. It was difficult to think any further ahead.


  Flum tried desperately to scrounge up an answer to give Milkit hope. 


  “I can kill Origin, so as long as I’m alive, I think it’s possible.”


  A scream rang out, as if in mockery of her feeble attempt at reassurance. Someone had died somewhere.


  “Even if you can defeat Origin, the city...”


  “Even if this city is destroyed, it’ll be rebuilt. There’s lots of villages around, and there are roads, too. I’m sure important people will think it’s easier to rebuild this place than abandon it to make a new capital elsewhere.”


  A short distance away, a mid-sized Chimera with a lion head was eating someone. Head crushed, the man died without even a final cry.


  “So, they’ll come back. They can come back. I want to say ‘I’m home’ to you, too.”


  In the end, it was just a wish.


  This royal capital was also built on top of ruins left by a civilization that had been greatly damaged by war with Origin. Perhaps it wouldn’t go back to the way it had been, but it was quite possible another royal capital would be built in its place.


  No matter how she answered, though, this was ultimately just avoiding reality. They had to talk and distract themselves or they couldn’t look at all this.


  “You’re right. I’d like to come back here someday too, and greet you with, ‘Welcome home.’”


  That was a dream. A dream so far from reality it seemed like it could never come true.


  “Which path should we go down to escape safely?” Milkit asked.


  “We can’t use the East District. The West District is too far, so that’s out of the question. I think...the Central District looks better.”


  They hadn’t simply been standing there chatting. While talking, Flum had been calculating an escape route.


  “I feel like the East District has fewer Chimeras that fly,” said Milkit. “Though there is a monster blocking the gate.”


  “The people who lived in the East District haven’t really come back since the battle with Mother. They might know that, so they reduced the number of Chimeras there and just focused on defending the gate.”


  The sort of wealthy people who lived here would have villas outside the royal capital. There would be no need for them to stay in a dangerous city. Blocking the gate was probably to prevent escape for the people flowing out of the West District and the Central District.


  “That Chimera is different from the others—it’s clearly there with the goal of blocking the gate,” said Flum.


  “You mean it has its own will?”


  “I’m sure Origin is controlling it, wanting to kill.” 


  And it wasn’t just doing it to be nasty—you could sense some intellect in the decision. Flum’s guess that Origin’s seal had come undone seemed to be correct after all.


  “And at the West District—what do you think that is?” Flum asked.


  A meaty monster stood near the west gate of the royal capital. The way it looked reminded Flum of what had become of Satils in their battle against Necromancy. Back then, she looked like a giant centipede formed from many corpses strung together, but this one was shaped like a human. Furthermore, it seemed it wasn’t just made up of corpses, but that the living had been pulled into it as well. Its surface pulsed and wriggled.


  The giant also swept away the people who approached its feet with clear intent, stomping on them and killing them.


  “All we know is it’s a monster Origin created,” said Milkit.


  “Yeah. I don’t know, either.”


  But they could make some predictions. Flum figured the giant likely contained a Chimera. Thus far, the servants of Origin had done things like improve on the Origin cores and remake human bodies to produce monsters with various abilities. Meanwhile, the Chimeras were just mass-produced weapons. The only special ability they had was peeling off human faces to disguise themselves.


  But the Chimera they’d fought at the mansion had absorbed Leitch’s flesh to copy both his appearance and his voice. On top of that, it had shot spiral bullets even more powerful than what Luke had managed. 


  In other words, the increase in Origin’s power had enabled them to make free use of abilities like Rotation, Connection, and Multiplication without needing to do anything special. So, she anticipated the giant blocking the west gate had also been produced using the Chimeras’ Connection power.


  “I don’t see anything like a gatekeeper monster at the Central District south gate—but if they have the intellect to block the entrances of the royal capital, I think it’s an obvious trap,” said Flum.


  “Yes, that’s true. I doubt they would let us escape so easily. Why don’t we try going over the castle walls instead? Couldn’t we do that with your power, Master?”


  “I did think that’d be possible, but will the medium-­sized ones flying around let us past?”


  Milkit silently gazed at the castle walls of the East District. There was a man desperately climbing the wall. A mid-size Chimera was slowly approaching him. A beat later, the man burst into pieces with no warning. The Chimera must have cast magic on him.


  Seeing the same thing, Flum let out a little sigh. 


  “For now, let’s just go to the Central District. If it’s no good, we can just turn back.”


  “Understood.”


  Still holding hands, the two of them left the park.


  When they came out to the road, a pale-faced man ran to them from the direction of the east gate. As soon as he saw Flum, he rushed up as if he had seen a hero and clung to her. 


  “Y-you’re Miss Flum, aren’t you?! What a relief...Miss Flum, please save me!”


  Judging by his clothes, he was either an aristocrat or a wealthy merchant. If he didn’t even have servants with him, the people close to him must already have been killed. Now that everyone’s lives were in danger, his desire to seek Flum’s aid was understandable—but she wasn’t able to save him as well.


  “I’m sorry. Right now, I have my hands full just protecting myself.” Brushing aside the man’s hand, Flum started walking to the Central District.


  “Wh-why?! Haven’t you been fighting for the royal capital all this time?!”


  Perhaps there had been a time like that—a time when she’d been spurred by righteous indignation to act like a hero. But that was because she’d been able to. In a situation where she might die, Flum wasn’t so idealistic she’d abandon someone she cared about to save an unrelated third party.


  “Right now, I’m going to the Central District. I can’t guarantee I can protect you, but if you want to follow us, go ahead,” she said, and turned away from him.


  The whole time, Milkit hadn’t even looked at him. It was less that she was disinterested and more like she refused to register his presence. She wondered if it was because he resembled her former master, Satils.


  As if to prove Milkit’s hunch, the man cried, “Wait! You would prioritize some filthy slave over a man of my stature?! If you’re a hero, you should protect those lives that are truly worth something!” 


  He vented his malice at their backs without any self-awareness. But they weren’t listening to his nonsense.


  “Ignoring me? You’re ignoring me, an aristocrat?! You’re just a slave, after all. It’s because of your incompetence you won’t listen when your betters, like me, say they will guide you!”


  The two didn’t turn around—but it wasn’t to ignore that man.


  “Hold on tight, Milkit,” Flum said, picking her up and speeding toward the corner ahead.


  “H-hey! I can’t believe you’d leave me behind!” the man wailed, without even realizing the thing looming behind him.


  The next moment, he was torn up by the Anzu’s claws, his upper body obliterated without a trace. He wouldn’t have even known he was dead.


  “A medium Chimera...and it came this close!” Flum cried.


  When such a large creature moved, it should make some noise. But even at this proximity she hadn’t noticed it. It must have made itself undetectable, approaching soundlessly.


  Unlike the small Chimeras they had fought inside the mansion, it wasn’t much changed from its original form. But its Anzu appearance dredged up Flum and Milkit’s trauma. 


  The Chimera flapped its wings, charging up a spell they’d seen somewhere before.


  “That’s...!”


  “Master, it’s coming!”


  Origin’s spiral power was added to the Anzu’s blades of wind to make a wind blender. The noise roared all around Flum and Milkit as it fired at them. The spell passed through every obstacle in its way, turning anything it touched into dust.


  Flum waited for the moment the spell activated and leaped with a gravity Reversal. She landed on the roof of a two-story building with Milkit still safe in her arms.


  “Ha ha…it’s ridiculously powerful.”


  Where the spell had passed was now a sixteen-foot-wide furrow, traveling in a straight line for hundreds of yards. It was such absurd force, Flum could only laugh.


  The Chimera immediately charged up a second shot. And what’s more, now that they were on the rooftops, they had caught the eye of another medium Chimera in the air.


  She hastily jumped to the next roof, then down into a garden.


  “Angh!” The impact made Milkit cry out in pain.


  “S-sorry.”


  “It’s okay...please don’t worry about it.”


  While the monster’s vision was blocked by the building, Flum leaped over a wall and came out on a different street. The spell that the first Chimera had fired skimmed right by them with a bwoooosh—right before the second one fired a spiral at them from up above.


  Given how much she had struggled against the small Chimeras, it was impossible to fight two mid-sized Chimeras head on. They had to hide somehow and lose their pursuers.


  While running, Flum was looking for such a place.


  “Master, what about Satils’s underground room?” Milkit suggested.


  Flum took a beat.


  “You’re okay with that?”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  “All right. Let’s go.”


  Satils’s underground room was where Milkit had been confined after being kidnapped. A mid-size Chimera wouldn’t be able to get into a hallway that narrow, for the time being.


  Once they’d decided on a goal, Flum sped up. She jumped around to avoid the swirling winds the Chimeras fired at her. Impatient, one Chimera came at last to attack Flum directly. Stomp, stomp, stomp—its steps shattering the ground, the Chimera rushed her with incredible speed. Despite being so large, it was even faster than Flum.


  “Milkit. Hold on tight and hide your face.”


  “O-okay...” As told, Milkit wrapped her arms tight and buried her face in Flum’s chest.


  The moment the Chimera’s claws swung upward, Flum leaped through the window of a nearby house, shattering the glass and breaking its wooden frame. Glass shards stabbed her, but the wounds would heal quickly anyway. It was enough that Milkit was unhurt.


  She immediately ran off again, Milkit still in her arms, looking for a different exit.


  Sharp claws ripped open the wall behind her. “Grrrrr...!” Jet-black eyes glared at Flum’s back through the hole. The medium-sized Chimera charged through the wall, spitting spiral wind straight from its mouth.


  Then she heard the sound of a spiral being fired from the sky and coming at her.


  A simultaneous attack from two directions...even when I focus on evasion, they just chase me down harder!


  Flum ran ahead as fast as she could, evading the attack from above. At the same time, she flung Milkit forward, tossing her into a bed that lay straight ahead.


  Flum instantly turned back. With Souleater’s blade ready in one hand, she blocked the oncoming spiral with the flat of it. The enemy’s power was immense—she couldn’t erase it even when she poured her Reversal magic into it. She also couldn’t block it entirely with just one hand—she would be crushed, and then it would be over. Flum laid her forearm, protected by her other gauntlet, against the blade, supporting it.


  There was a creeeak and sparks as the power shaved down the metal, the spiral and Reversal repelling each other with crackling force. Like a snake that continued to snap at her, the spiral ground into Souleater.


  “Ngh....ah...!”


  Bzt, bzzzt, bacrack! Their magics clashed, giving off bright flashes of light.


  The force pushed Flum backward, making her heels scrape the floor as she retreated. Milkit embraced her from behind, supporting her. Though this didn’t meaningfully counteract the incoming force, its emotional impact on Flum was immeasurable.


  Even if I can’t erase it—even if I can’t block it—I can just change its course like this!


  “Turn awaaaaaay!” Flum cried, and the spiral’s path bent, gouging into her upper arm. Eventually, it fully passed by.


  Behind them, they could hear the sound of the house breaking apart. Many buildings had been sacrificed, but they had escaped this crisis.


  But now that she thought of it—Origin had no intention of killing Flum.


  So, the enemy’s target was—


  “Reversal!” Flum grabbed Milkit’s arms, which were still wrapped around her waist, Reversed gravity to make her float, and swung her upward.


  “Yeek?!”


  Right after that, a small Chimera appeared from a blind spot to swipe its claws through the spot Milkit had just been.


  Their target is Milkit, after all!


  Flum canceled the Reversal, and Milkit fell right into Flum’s arms. Before Milkit could understand what was happening, Flum made another move.


  “Haaaah!” With a vigorous cry, she swung her sword down on the small Chimera. 


  It leaped backward to evade.


  Expecting this, Flum thrust her blade upward. 


  “Prana Stinger: Reversal!”


  All Chimeras’ cores were embedded in similar spots—perhaps it was convenient for mass production. So Flum pierced the same spot as the Chimera disguised as Leitch.


  With its core pierced, the enemy ceased functioning in midair. It slammed into the floor.


  But the mid-sized Chimeras above and behind her were still intact. Flum transformed Souleater, scooped up Milkit, and leaped out of the hole-filled house.


  The Chimeras didn’t immediately follow. They were watching so calmly, it was eerie. It was almost as if there was something like emotion in their gazes.


  It can’t be they’re frustrated at having failed to finish Milkit?


  It was a creepy thought, but right now she had to prioritize running. Coming onto the street, she went straight into a narrow alleyway. The mid-sized Chimera arrived a beat later, but couldn’t fit.


  Meanwhile, Flum leaped into the house that hid the passageway to Satils’s underground room, using Souleater to destroy a wooden barricade that seemed to have been erected after her death. She raced down the stairs she’d thought she’d never want to go down again.


  She could hear the sounds of destruction above, but nothing followed them.


  “Did we get away for the time being?” Milkit wondered aloud.


  “For now. But they know where we are, so they might send in small Chimeras.”


  “Does that mean the Chimeras can communicate with one another?”


  “Since they were lying in wait for us before, I think so. Or rather, Origin has a single will, so it might be like they share a brain.”


  In other words, being underground wasn’t safe, either.


  Once they were all the way down the stairs, Flum set Milkit on her feet, and they went down the dark underground corridor holding hands.


  There was no sound aside from their footsteps and breathing. That should have been obvious, given only they knew about the existence of this hidden room—but as they moved forward, they heard faint sounds.


  The shluk shluk of liquids combining.


  Flum silently drew Souleater. Milkit, who had her right arm around Flum, looked even more uneasy. She hugged her with her left arm as well.


  The moment they could see what was happening, Milkit let out a tiny cry and looked away.


  There were two girls in servant attire, about the same age as Flum and Milkit. On their faces were slave brands. One was gushing blood from her neck as she slumped there, already dead. The other one was vacant-eyed as she shoved her face into that wound, as if nuzzling it.


  “Ahh...ahh...ahh...” Bloody saliva flowed from her open mouth, her face emotionless. You could tell at a glance she was a corpse being controlled by a meat lump. And—the arm of the dead girl was wrapped around the back of that corpse, as if pulling her close.


  “Why are there slaves in a place like this...?” Flum wondered.


  “They may be slaves that Satils kept before.”


  “You mean they were freed from her, and serving somewhere else?”


  If they were slaves, it wouldn’t be strange for them to have known about the existence of this corridor. After their master’s death, with nowhere to go, the two must have worked together to quietly make a living. Then, once the chaos began, they’d come to this estate seeking a place to escape.


  But...they hadn’t noticed a lump of flesh had gotten into one of them.


  “I’m sure she cared for her,” said Milkit.


  One embraced the girl she knew was a monster, while the other refused to leave, even after having become a monster.


  “Do your feelings linger in your body, even after you die?” Flum wondered aloud.


  “I believe they do.”


  What a beautiful tragedy. But Flum didn’t want a beautiful tragedy. She wanted happiness—even if it wasn’t pretty.


  She approached the girl being controlled by the meat lump and sliced her in two with Souleater. The meat lump crawled from the severed torso, then stopped moving.


  Flum looked down at it with cool eyes, lowered her eyelids and shook her head lightly.


  Then, she passed the girls’ corpses without a word.


   


  ***


   


  Going from the hidden room to Satils’s estate, then from the estate back outside, it seemed they had shaken off the Chimera’s pursuit. They steadily made their way to the Central District. Since it was densely populated, there were more corpses—and animated corpses.


  Flum kept her sword in hand and was ready for surprise attacks. As they made their way along, she chose roads that weren’t visible from above.


  The smell of endless wafting blood and organs was giving her a headache. Milkit had to feel sick as well, as her neck was damp with cold sweat.


  Flum stopped by a house that seemed empty and silent. They ransacked the shelves. They found two leather bottles (which they filled with drinking water), some dried meat and preserved fruit, and tools. It might be a long journey, so they packed everything into a leather bag, muttering, “I’m sorry.” 


  “I’ll carry it,” Milkit insisted, as Flum was about to put it on her back. Since Flum would be doing the fighting, the bag might be safer with Milkit. Flum felt bad, since it was a little heavy, but she respected Milkit’s wishes.


  While searching the house, they had found no corpses. Had the owners dashed outside and fled right away? The Chimeras would have flown in from the town where they were mass-produced, so if the people had acted before their arrival—and without losing their minds—safe escape may have been possible. The thought there were people who were safe put Flum a little at ease. 


  Perhaps because there were no corpses, the air was just a little clearer in here.


  Closing her eyes, Flum took a deep, deep breath...and the two of them went back outside.


  And so they went down the road.


  When Flum heard the faintest sound, they hid as she monitored their surroundings. She was disgusted with herself for feeling relieved they were human screams—even if it meant their own survival. Using the sacrifices of others as stepping stones, they made their way through the capital.


  They reached an area near the castle walls that would normally be bustling rows of street stalls—but now, there were no signs of life. The products in the stalls—especially the expensive items—had been looted. It seemed even times like these weren’t enough to make some people forget their greed. It made sense demons had been entrusted with managing the seal on Origin, not humans. But having just stolen food and tools, Flum wasn’t in a position to blame them.


  “We didn’t really run into anyone to get here,” Milkit commented.


  “Yeah, it doesn’t seem like anyone’s fighting. Most people must have already fled. Also, it doesn’t seem like there’s any commotion at the exit of the Central District, in particular...”


  “Does that mean that Origin’s attack on the Central District is going to come later?”


  “I hope so...let’s stay sharp, though.”


  Cautious in each step, the two continued forward.


  The screams and Chimera cries were far away, and there shouldn’t be danger approaching, but for some reason, Flum’s heart was pounding hard. She felt a strange pressure. She felt there was something waiting ahead—something different from both humans and Chimeras.


  And then she heard the crunch of footfall. It wasn’t hers or Milkit’s. Flum immediately drew Souleater.


  A woman in a white robe crawled out from behind a street stall on all fours.


  “Ah...ahh...ahah...” She was moaning repeatedly and panting. When she noticed the two of them, she froze.


  And then her head turned around to gaze at Flum and smiled. “Oh my, if it isn’t Flum.”


  “Echidna?”


  “What a coincidence—to think we’d meet in a place like this.”


  It was, without a doubt, the very person who had created the Chimeras: Echidna. She was supposed to have been transported from the Demon Lord’s Castle to the royal castle jail. She must have taken advantage of the confusion to escape—but if that were true, there was something strange about her: Her face was flushed, and she looked like she was intoxicated with pleasure. It didn’t seem like she’d just barely escaped from the Chimeras with her life.


  “You knoow, I struggled soo much. Would you call that reveenge? I never thoought she would show up and do something like thaat, I was so surpriised.” 


  Echidna came forward slowly, sluggishly. Bit by bit, her entire body came into view.


  “Buut, it’s actually not that baad. Yeeah, now that I thiiink about it, my little Chimeras are soo cuute, of course using one myself would make me soo wonderful.”


  She was shaped just like a human. If you were only looking at her body, you could still call her a normal human being. But her lower half—to be specific, between her legs—sprouted vast quantities of twisted red tubes.


  Zkshh, zkshh.


  As she moved forward on all fours, she dragged the tubes behind her. Blood spilled from them as they cut against the ground. That alone would be a bizarre enough spectacle, but the truly abnormal part was connected to those tubes.


  It was Echidna. Rather, tens—hundreds—of Echidnas, one at the end of each tube.


  You could imagine many possibilities—maybe it was Multiplication, maybe she’d birthed them—but considering how quiet it was around here, it probably wasn’t either. Most likely, she had assimilated them. It was like a nastier mutation of the Sympathy Mute had caused.


  “Echidna...it can’t be... You...used a core!”


  “Yees, I took one. And theen, I—I felt soo good, I wanted to give eeveryone a little taaste...and wound up like thiis.”


  A single thin red tube extended up into the sky. It wasn’t connected to anything yet. 


  In other words, it was meant to connect to Flum and Milkit.


  Echidna directed its sharp, pointed end at Flum with clear hostility. Flum raised Souleater in an attempt to block it—but right before making contact, she felt a cold and intense shiver. Her instincts were warning her she should not block that.


  She instantly changed tactics, jumping to the side to evade it.


  The moment the tube touched the ground, it spat out a vast quantity of something resembling blood that made the ground bubble and shift. Eventually, the earth changed into the shape of a human face.


  Echidna’s face.


  “Dodging! That’s meean!” the face on the ground said.


  If Flum had blocked it, the Souleater would likely have been assimilated and turned into Echidna.


  “You’re crazy, aren’t you...?” popped out of Flum’s mouth, an obvious complaint.


  She was just talking to herself, but Echidna’s main body replied with an expression of rapture. 


  “It feels beetter to be craazy, you know?”


  Flum knew it was no good talking to her, but it felt gross that she could sympathize with that remark. She ignored Echidna and raised her sword, readying herself for the next attack.


  “Pluus, common seense just gets in the waay when you’re creating something neew. ♪”


  As if punctuating Echidna’s words, a sound came from right beside Flum.


  Crack.


  “Wha—”


  “When did she get behind us?!”


  The two of them were confused.


  Behind them was a giant Echidna head, about six feet tall. The head’s white teeth were bared as it bit down onto Souleater. A red tube extended from its neck, connecting to the road behind her. The end had to be connected to the thigh of Echidna’s main body in front of them. While their attention was on the main body, she had gone around to catch them from behind.


  “Let go!” Panicking, Flum tried to pull it out. It came free easier than she’d thought—but it was strangely light. Looking at the sword in her hands, she was struck speechless.


  The blade was broken.


  At the same time, Flum felt the enchantment seep away from her body, along with her strength.


  “Master—your sword!”


  Of course, she could no longer use her regeneration ability, either.


  “No way...Souleater...so easily...?”


  She had gotten this far by fighting with the power of Souleater. Her Reversal was indeed strong, but it was Souleater’s regenerative ability that really carried her. Now that Flum had lost it, she was just an inexperienced adventurer.


  Echidna’s giant mouth spat out the broken blade. She smirked, opened her mouth wide, and chomped onto Flum while she stood there, dazed.
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  Chapter 4:
Trying to Make What You Do Sound Pretty When You Only Wanted Self-Satisfaction and Climax—You Should Bear Every Punishment


   


  “MASTER!” MILKIT CRIED, desperately leaping toward Flum.


  Echidna’s teeth snapped together.


  Flum rolled away, escaping death. If Milkit hadn’t saved her, her arm would have been ripped off. Though she was sincerely grateful, there wasn’t any time to say so.


  Souleater was broken, and it had lost its functionality as a weapon. Without the effects of the blade’s enchantment, Flum’s body felt heavy. It didn’t even count as Epic equipment anymore: She couldn’t put it away at will. It was just dead weight now.


  Ever since Flum had met Milkit, she had fought with this sword.


  It was a little too dangerous an item to call a partner—but she was still attached to it.


  If she hadn’t been clasping Souleater when she was attacked by ghouls in that cage, she would have died a long time ago. She would never have forged a bond with Milkit or fought against Origin. She would have been thrown out like trash, as the simple corpse of a slave—she felt conflicted about letting it go.


  But the other things hanging in the balance were her and Milkit’s lives.


  Thanks for everything, Flum said silently to the sword. She let go of its hilt.


  She could no longer use her regenerative power. All this time, she’d been able to act boldly with the reasoning that “it’ll heal anyway,” but that wouldn’t work now.


  Suddenly, the grotesque being before her seemed very frightening. More than before, she felt death was close at hand. But that sense of danger didn’t make her freeze up—instead, her instinct was to run.


  Let’s go, Milkit, Flum told her with a look.


  Milkit understood and nodded. The two of them turned their backs on Echidna at the same time and dashed off, firmly holding hands, putting distance between themselves and the enemy.


  “Thank you for shoving me away earlier. You saved me,” said Flum.


  “I-I’m glad it worked,” Milkit said, her voice trembling. It seemed it had been a pretty reckless move for her.


  Flum had no time to savor Milkit’s affection: The giant Echidna face was catching up to them, still connected to the red tube that extended from under the main Echidna’s skirt.


  “I want you, I woonder why? This desire...ahh, it’s feelings flowing in from Origiin! Oh well, might as well go aloong with it! And fiirst, I’ve got to toss off the unnecessary bits!” The grotesque thing that pursued them opened its mouth wide.


  Flum leaped toward Milkit, scooping her into her arms. The two of them dove into a stall by the roadside, knocking down products for sale.


  A beat later, Echidna sent a red tube to stab at them.


  “Reversal!”


  Both of them floated upward, and the tube passed right underneath. She canceled the Reversal and they landed on a roof, Milkit still in Flum’s arms—she was very practiced at carrying her like a princess by now.


  “Whaat a nimblee little trick. Ohh, how frustrating, how irritating! Acceept me already!”


  Yet again, the giant face and the red tube came for Flum. But since they’d backed off, it was easier to evade than before.


  Flum raced across the roofs, aiming for the castle wall ahead that surrounded the royal capital.


  If we can get over that wall, we should be able to leave the capital!


  Echidna’s head must not have been that fast, as Flum was pulling away.


  “All the beloved mes fulfill the woorld so well, so if it’s still not enoouugh, is that because yoou’re there? Heey, you with the bandages, if I stab you, will I be fulfilled even more than noow?”


  Three tubes came at them from behind, undulating as they went after Milkit.


  “Waaaaaaaaagh!” Flum bounded hard off the edge of the roof to leap high, then landed on top of the castle wall.


  Before them was—


  “Hello.”


  “How are you feeling?”


  “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  “Become me.”


  “Me.” “Me.” “Come and become a beloved me—”


  Countless Echidnas were standing there, red tubes sticking out of each of their bodies.


  I was naive when I estimated her range. Those tubes she throws out are way more trouble than I imagined!


  By piercing people with the tubes and pouring something into them, she changed people into herself. That part, Flum had figured out. But she’d never thought that, while pursuing them, Echidna could send just the tubes ahead of her. 


  These had likely been a group of people who were trying to climb the castle walls to escape, just like Flum. She had assimilated one of them, the new Echidna had assimilate more people, and that chain had remade everyone in the blink of an eye.


  “Master, at this rate...”


  “It doesn’t look like you can escape from here,” the countless Echidnas said at the same time. Innumerable tubes extended from them like tentacles.


  Flum turned back again, and though this meant returning into the royal capital—she leaped down from the castle wall.


  But Echidna’s main body was that way.


  The people turned into Echidna flung themselves after Flum, one after another.


  “Give up, let yourself be enveloped by me!” the many Echidnas’ voices all cried in unison as they fell.


  Scowling at the gross spectacle, Flum touched the castle wall with her toes as she fell, transmitting her Reversal magic through them. A part of the castle wall was gouged out in a semi-spherical shape that spun around vigorously. Flum jumped off the rotating wall one step faster, and was ejected toward the royal capital side.


  The falling Echidnas were caught by the rotating stone and crushed with a splat. 


  Having pushed herself, Flum had placed an excessive burden on the leg she had used to jump. Something creaked, and her shin felt wrong. Fortunately, it wasn’t broken, but it also wouldn’t regenerate. The fact the throbbing pain didn’t instantly vanish once again made her keenly feel gratitude toward Souleater.


  “Oh my, flitting around like a butterfly to try and get awaay, you reaally like to tease me, don’t youu?”


  “No way am I letting cute Milkit get turned into a creepy-faced thing like you!”


  Passing over Echidna’s head, Flum once again landed on the roof. She had somehow escaped for now, but Echidna was still coming after her.


  We came right back into the royal capital. We won’t get anywhere like this!


  The route she was on right now would just take them back toward Echidna, but she couldn’t think of any other way.


  She just ran straight to the south gate in the Central District.


   


  ***


   


  As they approached the gates, they saw a figure blocking the path in front of them.


  “There are lots of Echidnas again!”


  “Just how many people does she plan to drag into this?!”


  The crowd of Echidnas set into motion simultaneously.


  They all moved in a variety of different ways: Some raced at full speed on two legs, some crawled along the wall like bugs, some hopped like grasshoppers. Though they looked like they were moving independently, they were spreading out to block every escape route.


  Meanwhile, the main body and that giant head were approaching from behind.


  “I just have to force my way through, somehow...!”


  If she wanted to get away, the only way was to deal with a few in the crowd ahead of her, then get through the gap that created.


  That was unlikely while she was holding Milkit in her arms.


  But if she put Milkit down and they prioritized attacking her, Flum couldn’t keep her safe. No—without Souleater, could she even beat a few of them? Should she just find a way to sacrifice herself and let Milkit get away alone?


  With that thought, she looked at Milkit, who shook her head as if she sensed what she was thinking. Flum remembered. Yeah, that would be pointless. Both of them were broken, and they’d only begun their life together.


  But she had no allies and no weapon—what could Flum do now that she was helpless?


  She was trying to get everything without abandoning anything, but being selfish like that would never work.


  Then a voice rang out, shattering Flum’s distress. 


  “Run straight ahead, Flum!”


  With that strong male voice pushing her from behind, Flum set into motion reflexively. Milkit in her arms, she plunged into the herd of Echidnas. It seemed reckless, but she didn’t stop.


  She could trust that voice and those words unconditionally.


  “Waaaaauuuuuuugh!”


  Next, she heard that deep roar, and suddenly the group of Echidnas blocking her way were torn apart in a single strike by a black greatsword.


  The moment flesh and blood scattered through the air, she caught sight of a fluttering black coat between the severed bodies.


  “Gadhio!” Flum called his name as she raced through the gap he’d forced open, her face filling with hope.


  Gadhio smiled a moment, too. Then once he saw that she had moved behind him, he swung up his sword.


  “Oh myy, so you fiinally came to kill me.”


  When Echidna saw Gadhio, the group that had been pursuing Flum changed their targets at once.


  With dozens of enemies leaping on him in unison, Gadhio swung down his blade, with massive amounts of prana built up. 


  “Prana Storm!”


  The black mass of iron slammed into the ground, and the prana exploded wildly. A storm raged, sharp blades scattering. It hit the houses around as well, changing what had been a narrow street to a large road with a good view. Of course, it also cut up all the Echidnas, instantly turning the group of over ten into lumps of meat. 


  Its force was greater than that of any Cavalier Arts Flum had seen before.


  Where did Gadhio get all that prana...?


  That was her one question, but right now, she was just glad that she’d run into him.


  But even within that storm of violence, Echidna’s main body wasn’t even scratched.


  “I’m filled...” she opened her mouth to speak.


  Instantly, Gadhio vanished from Flum’s sight. Flum didn’t even have the time to be surprised at his speed.


  “...with the urge to ki—gerk!”


  A beat later, he was right in front of Echidna, slamming his black greatsword into the crown of her skull. His black coat fluttered. After that hit, she was crushed like a paper doll. Filled up even further, his prana exploded, blasting away everything in front of him. Once again, a few houses were easily blown away.


  But Echidna gave an uncanny giggle as more tubes extended from her crushed body.


  “Tsk, so that didn’t finish her.” Gadhio clicked his tongue as he repelled the tubes with his sword and fled. Once he caught up with Flum, he called to her, “Run, you two—head to the south gate!”


  “R-right!” Thankful he would prioritize escape over revenge, she ran at Gadhio’s side.


  “By the way, what about the others?” she asked as they ran.


  His brow furrowed. 


  “I don’t know—we all got split up when escaping from Leitch’s mansion.”


  Learning they hadn’t died there at least, Flum breathed a sigh of relief.


  The moment they turned the corner of the alley, Echidna duplicates appeared, their tentacles flying toward them. 


  “Let’s have some more fuuun, okay?”


  In Flum’s arms, Milkit closed her eyes reflexively.


  “I won’t let you,” Gadhio muttered. He swung his sword vertically and horizontally, in a cross. As if using his sword’s trajectory as a framework, a prana shield appeared, blocking the tubes.


  “Hmph!” Gadhio thrust his sword right through the middle of the shield, and it became bullets that fired forward. They hit the Echidnas, who were scattered to bits by the impact.


  “We’re going to keep going. Don’t fall behind.”


  Routing the enemy with his overwhelming power, Gadhio pushed forward.


  “W-wow...”


  It wasn’t Flum’s imagination. He really was unnaturally strong. She’d thought before he was an exceptional fighter, compared to the other heroes—even compared to Cyrill—but right now, he was even better.


  Generating prana was like adding your endurance stat on top of your strength stat. You abandoned your ability to fight for extended periods to temporarily amplify your firepower—but it wasn’t an all-powerful ability that could make you stronger without limit. If your endurance ran out, that was that. You also had to polish your technique, or it would limit the amount of energy you could convert.


  Yes—once you’d surpassed your limits, yet another limit awaited you. If you wanted to surpass that as well, you likely had to sacrifice something, just as prana was generated by using up your endurance.


  Flum gazed at Gadhio’s back, and unease swelled in her heart.


  This situation right now was desperate, but to Gadhio, it might just be the moment he’d been waiting for. He could lawfully and fairly kill Echidna, and take revenge for Tia and his friends. And he would pay any price for that.


  “Now that we’ve gotten this far, you two should be able to escape the royal capital, at least,” Gadhio said, coming to a stop.


  Flum also stopped. 


  “What about Echidna?” she asked.


  Origin had positioned giant monsters at all the gates to prevent escape. If Gadhio was saying with certainty they could get out, that had to mean that Echidna was the one guarding the south gate.


  “I’ll draw her to me,” he said.


  “But how will you escape, Gadhio?” Flum asked.


  “Heh.” Gadhio gave a little chuckle. “I’ll kill Echidna and get outside. Is there any other way?” He said it like it was obvious.


  Even if Gadhio was an experienced warrior, it would be no easy feat to escape from the royal capital right now—and that was before factoring in a fight with a monster like Echidna. It was true that, if he acted as a decoy, Flum and Milkit could likely get out safely. But if they all worked together, odds that all three of them survived would be way higher.


  Normally, that was what they should do.


  But—looking at the expression of mixed joy and bloodlust on his face, Flum couldn’t say, “let’s escape together.”


  “All this time, I’ve been living for this moment,” he said as if reading Flum’s mind. “And now it’s finally coming true. If I run now, it would make my whole life meaningless.”


  While he’d despaired after Tia’s death, living with Kleyna and Hallom and growing closer to them had caused him to regain some attachment to life. Having Flum as a student must have influenced him quite a bit, too. Maybe he had tried to abandon his life as a revenger, then. But during their battle with Necromancy, Tia had been revived, and Gadhio had killed her. His fate was sealed, then. His would be a path of war.


  The Chimeras had stolen everyone from him: his wife Tia, his best friend Sohma, and his other dear friends. He would offer up his life however many times he needed to kill Echidna, for creating those Chimeras. His determination was unwavering. It was deeply engraved in his heart, like a curse. Even Flum didn’t think she could Reverse that curse.


  “Um...Gadhio.”


  “What is it?”


  So, this was just a futile struggle.


  Because even knowing it was pointless, she wanted to dream.


  Because in this world of despair, she wanted to cling to the hope that the future she wanted was still waiting for her.


  Yeah—I’m sure Gadhio can win...even against Echidna now—definitely.


  In order to tell herself that she believed that, there was something she had to tell him. 


  “If we get the time later, will you teach me even more amazing techniques?”


  “You mean Cavalier Arts? You can use those well enough right now.”


  “But you know, there might be lots more techniques out there, like ones you can use when you don’t have a sword—like me, right now! I want to know...stuff like that!”


  Hearing those childish words, Gadhio smiled wryly. At the same time, he noticed there was no mark indicating possession of Epic equipment on the back of her hand.


  “What happened to Souleater?”


  “Echidna broke it.”


  “If she could break a masterwork sword like that, it seems she’s acquired serious power.”


  “That’s exactly why I want to know a way I can fight, even at times like these.”


  “There are ways...”


  “Then teach me!”


  “...Heh. All right. I promise. Once I return, I will train you. It will be quite strict.”


  Hearing that, Flum’s expression brightened like a flower in bloom. By contrast, Gadhio’s expression was faintly tinged with guilt.


  “Then I’ll see you again.” Flum bowed her head.


  Milkit, still in her arms, bowed too. But her eyes were resentful. It looked as if she were accusing Gadhio. Don’t betray my Master.


  “Yeah, see you later,” he answered, averting his eyes from Milkit’s gaze.


  They parted ways and went along their separate paths. Flum went to the south gate to escape from the royal capital. Gadhio went to the main artery of the capital, the road that pierced right through the Central District.


  “Was that...really the right choice?” Flum wondered aloud, biting her lip as they raced to the gate.


  “No one can stop him now,” Milkit said to console her master.


  Indeed, no one could stop him. But she could have followed him, at least. Even if he told her she was in the way, she could have helped him with his revenge and raised his odds of survival just a bit—although that would also expose Milkit to danger.


  In other words, Flum had weighed Milkit against Gadhio, and she had chosen the one she loved, cruelly and frankly, of her own will. And though she hated her own coldness, it didn’t seem like a mistake to her. Even if the choice seemed correct, she couldn’t help but feel regret.


  And so, as they were running, they reached the gate.


  They saw countless corpses scattered around them.


  No—those weren’t corpses. That was Echidna. Echidnas in various outfits were lying around, discarded. They didn’t so much as twitch. With even just a few glances around, Flum counted hundreds.


  “So...that’s why the Central District was so quiet.” Echidna must have stabbed the people trying to flee the gate with her tubes, one after another. The bodies were turned into Echidnas, but once the tubes were pulled out, they could no longer move. 


  All that remained were corpses shaped like her. You couldn’t even tell who they were before. They hadn’t just died—even their identity had been robbed from them. 


  Right before going through the gate, Flum looked back toward the city. From here, you could get a good view of the main thoroughfare of the royal capital. The road was wide enough for multiple carriages to pass each other easily, and lead straight to the royal castle. This road, which was usually bustling with merchants and customers, was now a sea of dead bodies, as far as the eye could see.


  Corpses being controlled by meat lumps and small Chimeras were prowling the streets, searching for any remaining survivors. In the sky, Chimeras with the silhouettes of lions and dragons were flying around. The flames burning the city turned the sky a dark red. Wafting black smoke rose high into the air, darkening it further.


  It’s like hell. She’d never seen hell before, but that was the only way she could describe it.


  Would peace truly return to this town? Could her dream of a carefree life with Milkit in this royal capital ever come true?


  “Origin!” Flum spat hatefully.


  Beyond the main street, she could see Gadhio fighting with Echidna. But she clenched her teeth to hold back the tears, using her rage at the god to shake off her lingering attachments and face forward once more. Stepping over the corpses at their feet, she moved on.


  The moment they were outside the gate, the atmosphere changed. The scent of death that had filled the air faded, and the fresh meadow breeze stroked Flum and Milkit’s cheeks.


  Along with a sense of release, they also felt a sense of loss that couldn’t be expressed well in words. It wasn’t just Flum—Milkit had to be thinking the same thing, as she lowered her gaze sadly. Their eyes happened to meet.


  There was no guarantee Chimeras wouldn’t follow from the royal capital, but they were far safer now than before.


  Flum lowered Milkit from her arms, and they stood side-by-side, hand-in-hand. They had no goal in mind. But they couldn’t stand here forever.


  “Let’s go, Master… Though I don’t know where we should go.”


  “It’s all right. There has to be a safe place somewhere.”


  With that uncertain hope in their hearts, the pair set out into the wide world.


   


  ***


   


  Meanwhile, Gadhio, who had stayed behind in the royal capital, came out to the main road to face off against Echidna’s main body.


  “Oh myy. But I thought you got awaaay. Why is the great loser of a hero—who lived comfortably on after his wife, closest friend, and comrades died—heeere?”


  “You’ve become pretty talkative, Echidna.”


  “Thaanks to your support, I feel soo good right noow, you know?”


  It wasn’t that the Origin core had twisted her personality. Echidna had always been like this, at her core. If not, she never would have been able to perform human experiments without feeling a single pang of conscience, or let uncontrollable Chimeras run loose and kill Tia and the others.


  “I’m the same. I’ve lived in dishonor all this time in order to kill you!” Shouldering his greatsword, Gadhio leaped off the ground. He glided through the air like a bullet, crushing pressure around him as he flew toward her.


  Echidna sent some duplicates connected by tubes at him. Gadhio lightly swung his sword at the wall of flesh standing before him. Just a touch from the tip of his blade poured prana into the duplicates, and they burst from the inside.


  The obstacles blasted away, his path to Echidna was open.


  She thrust her tubes into buildings, using them to pull herself away for a quick retreat. She put some distance between them. “You’re so eeager—but should you be going so hard right from the staart?”


  The tubes thrust into nearby corpses, which quickly turned into Echidnas and rose to their feet to rush Gadhio. 


  “I haave plenty of spaares, as you can seee.”


  “Then I’ll just destroy your main body!” When the units gathered on him, he swept them all aside at once and came right up to the main body, just as he’d declared.


  When he swung down his sword, Echidna tangled the tubes that extended from between her legs around the blade to stop it.


  “Hngh...!”


  “Did you thiiink a mere human could beat my cute little Chimeras’ power? Hoow foolish.” She smiled, challenging him, then further tubes extended to his feet. If they pierced him, even he would be turned into an Echidna.


  “Logic has nothing to do with it. I’m going to kill you. And that’s aaaaaaaaaaaall!”


  Cavalier Arts: Sacrifice—the prana generated by draining his own life—burst from his body, making the tubes wrapped around his sword and those shooting toward him explode.


  And then, he sliced at Echidna once again.


  “Whaat...?!”


  In the face of his oncoming blade, Echidna seemed panicked for the first time. She bundled her tubes for defense, using them to turn aside the strike coming down on her from above.


  The greatsword slammed into the ground instead, gouging the earth with a grrk! The building behind her was caught in the wave of force and demolished.


  “Tee-hee-hee, so thaat’s it. You’re liiterally staking your life on killing me, hmm?” Echidna instantly understood the source of that power and mocked him. “You pooor thing. Aas a huuman, that’s all the poower you can dredge uup, after all.”


  “You talk more when you’re trying to act tough!” Gadhio swept his sword in successive horizontal slashes, firing prana blades at Echidna, She used her bundled tubes as a shield to block.


  Gadhio immediately leaped back, putting some distance between them. But when he sensed killing intent coming at him from afar, he stopped.


  “Ngh...a Chimera?!” He blocked the spiral bullet that came flying in from the sky with his sword.


  It was a large Chimera. And it wasn’t the only Chimera coming after Gadhio: on the ground were small ones, while mid-sized ones surrounded him above. It was as if they were converging on this spot to target him.


  “Woonderful, aren’t they? Thaanks to my Origin core, I can feeel my children even clooser than before!”


  Having the same core, Echidna and the Chimeras shared one will. And the Chimeras, the children she had birthed, would follow her orders. They fired spiral bullets at Gadhio from every direction.


  “Damn you, Echidnaaaaa!”


  “Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! Don’t call me a coward, okaay? When you aall got together with yoour friends to hurt my little Chimeraas!”


  As Echidna’s jeers rang out, Gadhio thrust his sword into the ground to unleash Prana Sphere.


  It blasted away all matter within a radius of a few yards around him, but the rain of bullets from the Chimeras never stopped. And on top of that, the Echidna duplicates were coming at him, too.


  “You’re open all oover!” Even Echidna’s main body was throwing out red tubes to attack.


  Gadhio leaped up, twisting around in an attempt to evade, but the bullets gouged not only into his coat, but also his flesh.


  But Gadhio wouldn’t let pain or injury slow him down. When he landed, he slammed his sword down, and Prana Storm destroyed the small Chimeras and Echidna duplicates ahead of him.


  He had a Reversal core equipped under his sleeve. The Origin cores’ increased power made them too strong for him to destroy, but if he completely obliterated the flesh of their hosts they would cease to function. However, the duplicates were replaced by new ones right after he defeated them. It was violence by numbers, as if all the forces in the royal capital were being deployed to go after Gadhio.


  With this many pulled to him, other survivors had to have gotten away, and not just Flum. But Gadhio was close to his limits. When he guarded the spiral bullets aimed at his head with the flat of his blade, the force pushed him back, and he staggered.


  Red tubes came at him from the side. He managed to somersault backward, somehow avoiding them.


  Targeting him the moment he was in the air, a mid-size Chimera struck with its claws. He swung his sword to meet them. But midair and off-balance, Gadhio was naturally overcome and flung backward.


  “Gwaaaagh!”


  Slamming into a wall, he struck his head, and his consciousness flickered. Though he got up again right away, his legs were unsteady. When he lifted his head once more, Echidna’s face filled his vision. Her mouth opened wide enough to swallow his whole body.


  “Ngh...wauuugh!” Face twisting in pain, he leaped to the side. He could hear the sound of teeth snapping together right by his ear. As he staggered, next multiple tubes came at him.


  “Waaaaaaaugh!” Swinging his sword around recklessly, he blasted them away with Prana Storm.


  But after the attack, he was defenseless—and Echidna’s main body stood right in front of him.


  She could have finished him off with one of her units, but her own nasty urge to kill him herself overtook her logic.


  “Echi...dna...!”


  “Poor maan. ♪”


  With her palm flat, aimed at him like a knife, her fingertips touched Gadhio’s chest and sank into his body with a fleshy sound.


  Then they grabbed his beating heart inside him.


  “Ngh....gah...!” His eyes widened as he trembled.


  Seeing that, Echidna smiled in satisfaction—and ripped out his heart in one pull. The fresh, still-beating heart looked very delicious to her. Bringing it to her mouth, her face all bloody, she ripped off a wet, messy bite.


  “Nom, hngh...phew. Goodbye, Gadhio Lathcutt. I’m sure your life was all for the sake of fulfilling my heeart and stoomach today,” she said triumphantly.


  She expected no reply. An ordinary person would die, with their heart torn out. So, she turned her back and left Gadhio.


  But—


  “Heh...heh-heh...”


  Hearing a man’s chuckle, she stopped.


  When she turned around, Gadhio was laughing, shoulders shaking. “Heh...ha ha...ha ha ha!”


  In other words—Gadhio Lathcutt was not normal.


  Yes—a man who would throw away his life for revenge could not be normal. He knew that well. A normal human would have long since given up, surrounded by this many enemies. Maybe they would have abandoned their revenge and begged for their life.


  But he was different.


  The feelings he’d staked on this revenge were bigger than his life.


  “Kwa-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


  Once Echidna thrust her tubes into Gadhio’s body and made his body her own, the battle would end. Or, if she had crushed his limbs so that he could never move again, then she would have won.


  But she was so drunk on her own power, she had gone and ripped his heart out herself.


  She didn’t know it—but Gadhio could temporarily survive without a heart. He had already put the concept into practice, when transplanting a heart to Ink. If he could do it with another, there was no reason he couldn’t do it on himself.


  Of course, there was a limit.


  He probably couldn’t last longer than a few minutes—just over ten at most—but that was enough time.


  “How...how can you survive without your heart, when you’re just human?!”


  “My thanks, Echidna.”


  If he understood he was going to die anyway, he would not hesitate to risk everything. It was true that Cavalier Arts: Sacrifice was powerful. But humans always instinctively tried to keep themselves alive. They always wound up holding back.


  But now that Gadhio had lost his heart, there was no cap on his power.


  “Now I can use up my life, with no hesitation!”


  He was mad.


  This moment, when he would achieve his revenge, was the strongest he had ever been in his life.


  And so—Gadhio Lathcutt began his final battle.




  Autopsy 2:
Revenger


   


  CRACKING THE GROUND with every step, Gadhio sliced at Echidna.


  His speed stat was just over 2000, at most—a number that Echidna could easily surpass right now. But his movements were far faster than what that number would suggest. It was the most Echidna could do to quickly bundle red tubes into a shield to block.


  “Echidnaaaaaaaaaaa!”


  His mad scream rattled her eardrums as the black hunk of iron swung at her.


  But the twisted tubes that protected Echidna were filled with Origin’s power. They looked thin, but were strong—strong enough that even if Flum had used all her power of Reversal to slice at them, she wouldn’t be able to break through. In other words, she could definitely block a slice with a mere 8000 strength behind it.


  Even if Gadhio threw away his life to strengthen himself with prana, he couldn’t break through. Echidna was smiling because she was certain of that. She was filled with power that surpassed human ken, granted to her by God. She had reached this paradise by denying the possibilities of man and entrusting her future to Origin.


  Her overconfidence made her underestimate the value of human life.


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaaugh!” The revenger howled.


  His sword swung through the red tubes, severing them. Echidna’s eyes widened.


  Seeing her confusion, Gadhio smirked in satisfaction—then struck again now that she was defenseless.


  “My little Chimeraas! Protect mee!” Echidna cried, and the Chimeras all around all shot spiral bullets at Gadhio at once.


  “Tsk!” 


  It would be bad to get hit by those, so Gadhio retreated. The small Chimeras in the area surrounded him and leaped to attack. He skewered the closest enemy. Now that he’d decided he would use up the rest of his life, there was nothing his sword couldn’t pierce.


  But even when he killed them steadily, more just kept coming.


  “Fwooo,” Gadhio let out a big breath. He poured the prana he generated from his arms to his greatsword, and then into the Chimera he’d skewered with his blade. Pierced through, limbs flailing, it had now become a prana bomb. He swung his sword to fling it aside, sending it slamming it into a different one—and making it explode.


  Baboooooooom! The Prana Storm caught a huge mass of Chimeras in a dramatic explosion, and opened a hole in the net surrounding him.


  Having their ally skewered and turned into a bomb should have made the creatures freeze in fear. But they were Chimeras and had no fear of death.


  The explosion whipped up a cloud of sand, blocking their vision. Meanwhile, small and mid-sized Chimeras simultaneously plunged into the smokescreen. The coordinated attack from werewolves and Anzu was so in sync, you wouldn’t think they were mindless monsters.


  Up against them, Gadhio did not back down, or make a move to defend himself—he attacked. He held his greatsword high with both hands, generating prana by using up his endurance and his life.


  But he also felt like he was filled with power that couldn’t be explained by that alone.


  Are you all helping me?


  Those who were no longer in this world, lives stolen by Chimeras. 


  His close friend and rival, the original bearer of this sword—Sohma.


  The one with the most common sense in the party, the secret pillar of the group—Jaine.


  Louh, who’d had a lot of specialized knowledge, but was also very eccentric, and always surprised people.


  Gadhio’s wife Tia, who had always supported him with a bright smile.


  Just you wait—I’ll kill Echidna and go to you all.


  He poured enough power into his blade to warp the scenery around him. He put everything into one strike, and let it fly.


  “Haaaaaaaaaah!” 


  Prana Shaker. Only it wasn’t just one blade he shot, but countless. It was chaotic. It should be called Prana Cluster. The countless blades bundled together to fly out all at once. Though each individual blade was flat, when they clustered together they changed angles and took on the appearance of a sphere.


  The flow of wind transformed into a deadly weapon. It gouged into the ground, digging up an even wider area than it seemed it should have as it zoomed toward the pack of Chimeras. Right before hitting them, the countless blades divided up, like a flower blooming.


  Unable to deal with this unexpected move, the Chimeras were cut into pieces one by one. Even the mid-sized Chimeras were no exception. The blades Gadhio flung cut into them all mercilessly.


  “Just whaat is that poower?! How can it huurt my little Chimeras?!” Echidna trembled.


  Even Flum, with her power of Reversal, had struggled against even small Chimeras. But Gadhio ripped apart all these Chimeras at once. The hero Cyrill would be one thing, but how could a mere warrior manifest this much power?


  “Are yoou trying to say...thiis is the power of human life? How unpleasaant.” Having given up on humanity, she couldn’t understand it. But the reality unfolding before her would not be denied.


  “Titan...”


  He had managed to tear up the Chimeras with the Prana Cluster, but he had to remove their Origin cores or destroy their bodies to the point they could no longer move. Otherwise, the Chimeras’ wounds would immediately twist to stop the bleeding. And, in exchange for losing the characteristics of living creatures, they would change into grotesque things with stronger Origin traits. Just like the spiral ogres from before, the Chimeras would become nasty lumps of flesh that spat out spirals.


  He had to crush them completely before that happened.


  Rocks made from magic wrapped around his sword, held at mid-height.


  Normally he would stop at a size of just a few yards, but now he enlarged his blade until it was nearly twenty yards long. It was so heavy, without putting his life into generating prana, he wouldn’t even have been able to lift it.


  Blood vessels popped out of his arms.


  Shouldering that massive sword—he slammed it into the group of Chimeras.


  “Grand Crusheeeeeeer!”


  The blade of rock—no, this violent mass should be called a boulder—slammed into the earth. The impact was so great, it made the whole royal capital shake, launching all matter at its epicenter into the air. Echidna and the Chimeras, the stone of the main street, the earth underneath it, and even nearby buildings flew high into the sky.


  First, the more fragile masses were shattered into pieces. Then, after floating up, flying prana blades carved them up midair. Eventually, the floating masses fell back to earth.


  Clashing and splatting, none of the various shattering and falling objects maintained their original shape. Around Gadhio, only rubble and lumps of flesh remained—nothing alive.


  Aside from just one thing: Echidna, who had protected herself with a cocoon of flesh tubes. But that cocoon was battered all over. When she dissolved it to come out from within, it was clear she was wounded as well, her clothing in tatters.


  “Haah...haah...ha ha,” Gadhio laughed. “That was exhilarating. What’s the matter, Echidna? You look like your children have been killed.”


  “How dare you?! How dare you do that to my little Chimeraas!”


  “So you’re just angry, and you’ve got nothing left to hit me with? That’s disappointing.”


  “I still have my largest child!”


  Seeing the force of Gadhio’s technique was far beyond what she’d imagined, Echidna panicked. She called out to a large-size Chimera, shaped like a dragon, that was waiting in the air.


  When she gave the order, the Chimera’s dragon head split into four and opened up like flower petals. The power swirling in their depths—spirals with force that couldn’t be compared with that of the other Chimeras, spat out at Gadhio, like dragon’s breath.


  “Is that all?! I can pierce straight through that!”


  In the face of that powerful attack, he crouched down like drawing a bow, twisting his body.


  “Haaah!” He stabbed, firing an arrow of prana from the tip of his blade.


  It was so small and thin compared to the spirals coming at him. But by rotating at high speed, it drew in the air around it, building up a swirl like a tornado.


  He’d devised this technique on the assumption of massive prana generation: Prana Spear.


  The two powers hit hard in midair, both about equal.


  In other words—victory would be decided based on the will put into the strike.


  And in a contest of the spirit, puppets like the Chimera would never beat Gadhio.


  The spirals were erased, and Gadhio’s prana remained, assaulting the large Chimera—but the impact had altered its trajectory somewhat. It failed to strike the heart of the large Chimera, piercing its wing instead.


  “Graaaaaaaaawr!”


  Losing it’s ability to stay in the air, the Chimera fell toward the ground, using its momentum to attack Gadhio. The sharp claws of its front legs rushed toward him to crush him.


  “Ngh...!” Gadhio blocked with his greatsword.


  Even willing to throw away his life, fighting a large-size Chimera wouldn’t be that easy. But he had to defeat this or he couldn’t kill Echidna. He had to kill it, or he couldn’t face Tia and everyone else.


  That’s right, I have to kill it.


  Kill.


  Kill.


  Kill.


  Now an incarnation of revenge, his powerful intent to kill broke through his limits once again to draw out more power.


  “Waaaaaaaaaugh!” he roared as his life spilled out, turning aside the dragon’s claws with pure strength. Then he fired a Prana Shaker at the large Chimera’s leg.


  Even though he damaged it enough to make blood gush out and spray everywhere, he didn’t manage to cut it off.


  “So theeeen!” If one attack wasn’t enough...


  He went in close and attacked repeatedly, too fast to see. The technique Prana Stream enhanced his speed with prana while extending his blade. It gouged the Chimera’s front leg right off, managing to sever it.


  The wound immediately twisted up to stop the bleeding, but without its wing and front leg, the grotesque creature had lost much functionality. He could just leave it like this and it wouldn’t be much of a problem.


  And now, at last, Gadhio faced Echidna with a demonic look on his face. “Finally...it’s your turn, Echidna.”


  “To thiink my perfect little Chimeraa...would lose to a huuman! That shouldn’t bee!”


  “So what? If you’ve got the time to blather, then come at me.”


  “I won’t accept it, I won’t accept iiiiiit!”


  It was because she believed humans could never reach the heights of Chimera power that she had been able to easily murder them for the sake of her experiments. But if there was potential hidden within human life that surpassed that of Chimeras, the legitimacy of Echidna’s research would be instantly destroyed. Nobody would pursue her for her crimes, but she couldn’t bear the sense of defeat she felt.


  So, Echidna had to deny the existence of the power in front of her—with her whole Chimera body.


  “Origin, give me poweer. I don’t care what you want, or about the woorld. I have to kill Gadhioo in order to prove that my little Chimeras are the strongest and cuutest!”


  Echidna pulled even more power from her core, and her face swirled around in a disgusting fashion. Spitting out blood from the swirl of flesh, countless twisted red tubes appeared. The tubes thrust into the corpses lying around, generating hundreds of new duplicates. They flew at Gadhio at high speed, slamming their bodies into him.


  “Crush hiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiim!” Echidna cried violently, beyond putting on an act of refinement.


  “Trying to win with numbers at this point? Has that core made your brain rot, too?!” Gadhio laughed.


  He swiped his sword horizontally, spinning around. And the raging Prana Storm pulverized the duplicates, blasting them away. Not a single one of them even touched him.


  “Not yeet. I haven’t used aall of my little Chimeraas!” Echidna wailed, spurting blood from the flesh swirl on her face.


  She extended her tubes one more time to get more duplicates, combining a few dozen to create a giant. “If I’m going up against a ridiculous powerhouse whose only talent is violeence, I’ll fight with eeven more power!”


  But Gadhio snorted as if to say, so what?


  “So you bundled them up. Perfect—that saves me time.”


  He gathered boulders around his blade. The large Chimera he’d just cut the leg off of tried to stop him, spitting a spiral at him. Gadhio lightly raised the boulder sword, which should have been incredibly heavy, and leaped toward the giant. 


  “Waaaaaaugh!”


  And then he slammed it with his giant boulder sword.


  The strike was enough to shatter the group of Chimeras and destroy the whole town—but the giant crossed its arms to guard itself, blocking it. Impressively strong—no wonder Echidna was so confident.


  But Gadhio wasn’t done yet. 


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaaaugh!” He poured prana into both arms and the blade. Straining, he pushed back the giant’s arms slightly. “Don’t think that a useless lump like this can stop me!”


  He sacrificed even more life.


  As the pressure increased, the giant’s heels gouged into the earth and it backed up.


  “You’re fighting the wrong enemy, Gadhio Lathcutt!” Echidna’s main body extended tubes toward Gadhio as he was focused on straining against the giant. Hostility approached his defenseless back.


  He felt it, he knew—but he didn’t turn around. He hadn’t given up. He just didn’t need to.


  The countless tubes pierced his black coat and thrust into his back, pouring the crimson assimilation poison into him.


  At this rate, Gadhio’s body should have assimilated with Echidna.


  “Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha! Your revenge is over now! Become a loathed me and die miserably!” Echidna laughed gleefully.


  But Gadhio didn’t so much as twitch. In fact, the tubes stuck in him swelled up.


  “Huh...?”


  And they popped like balloons.


  “Without your fluids flowing through them, they’re just fragile little tubes!”


  “You sent your prana back through them instead to refuse me?!”


  There was nothing that could stop Gadhio now.


  His prana generation accelerated even further, the energy completely surpassing the giant’s power.


  “Doon’t think those cheap little tricks can beat me noooooooooow!” Then his boulder blade sliced the giant right in two, arms and all.


  While gushing blood everywhere, the Echidnas that had made up the giant separated and fell to the ground.


  Her final move had failed. She could make more duplicates, but she couldn’t come up with more power than this giant. Echidna didn’t want to acknowledge it, but in the face of this man’s drive, she was out of options.


  Sometimes, it seemed, a human life could be stronger than Origin’s power.


  Ahh…she acknowledged it, internally. But even so, her pride as a researcher refused to accept it. It wasn’t logic, it was stubbornness.


  She once again thrust her tubes into corpses to gather together some duplicates.


  “Hah...you still won’t learn? You’re awful.”


  Meanwhile, Gadhio was feeling his intense energy consumption. He wouldn’t live much longer. Most likely, Echidna would try to end this now, too.


  The next move would be the last.


  “Untiil I die...no, even iif I die, I won’t accept it. My little Chimeraas are the strongest aaand the most perfeect. I won’t let aanyone deny that. Not eeven Origin. Aand of course, not a fooolish, barbarian reveenger like you!”


  The duplicates Echidna bound together didn’t make a giant this time, gathering around her main body’s right arm instead. The right arm became giant, transforming. Eventually, it made a shape like a twisted cross.


  “A bow...”


  Yes, what Echidna had created was a giant bow. A sinister shooting mechanism made of bundled flesh. She stuck her arm out in front of her to ready it, and thrust the end of the bow deep into the ground.


  Why a bow? Because it was convenient for focusing power.


  Next, the duplicates gathered around her left arm in a long thin shape—the arrow to be fired. The end was twisted by Origin’s power to make a sharp arrowhead. The flesh arrow writhed, moving as if it had a will of its own, nocking itself.


  She drew the bow back with a squelching noise as flesh rubbed flesh.


  “Noow ready yourself, Gadhio. I’ll show yoou that, in the faace of my little Chimeraas, your reevenge, human liife, your deetermination and bonds and all of it—eeverything is meaningleess!” She pulled the bowstring of red tubes back all the way. The bow creaked, the arrowhead tip fixing its aim on Gadhio.


  “Well then, as you wish, I will smash you right in the face,” Gadhio said, closing his eyes to focus his mind.


  He had already gotten the hang of this, back during his fight with Bart in Tokyo. He felt no hesitation. His body was just waiting for death, now. For the sake of this one strike, he would gladly offer his life. Everything—yes, literally all of Gadhio—was transformed into prana. The massive volume of prana generated then couldn’t be contained by his body, and overflowed. To Echidna, it looked like an aura that distorted the area around him.


  Gadhio was ready.


  He opened his eyes, crouched down in a low stance, and faced Echidna’s bow.


  If you were talking about foolish ideas, hers was just as foolish. Both of them were prepared to give their lives. That was why he was able to stake everything on the ultimate strike that he would unleash next.


  Even as they faced each other, his body heat was leeching away. Death was coming.


  But thinking about how he could end this with Echidna, even that felt good.


  His promise to Flum rose in his mind. “If we get the time later, will you teach me even more amazing techniques than before?”


  It was like his life flashing before his eyes. No—maybe that really was what was happening. His brain was anticipating the loss of his life.


  Sorry, Flum—I made a promise I could never fulfill. It was irresponsible, but he’d had to give that reply.


  He remembered the child who saw him as a father. “Daddy, let’s play outside lots after, okay?”


  He should have just continued to reject all of that. But Gadhio hadn’t abandoned himself that deeply, and he couldn’t.


  I’m too soft, he thought.


  And the last thing that came to his mind was his close friend’s former wife, who had feelings for him.


  “If—just if—you and I had a child...what would we name it?”


  His path to revenge had been long. He likely wouldn’t have managed on his own. He was, without question, standing here thanks to the people who had supported him.


  But saying something like that now was only an excuse to leave them behind.


  “...Sorry. I’m being troublesome, aren’t I? You have Tia, and I know I can’t be better than that. But, but...I wish you would let me have something selfish. Just once would be enough.”


  Maybe there was a path the three of them could have gone down together. And he could have been an adventurer, with his party, just living in the moment. Perhaps that would have been the right path.


  But there was one thing he could say for sure. The sense of loss engraved in his soul could not be healed by time. He had told himself he was fulfilled, and spent his days ignoring how he really felt.


  Could that really be called happiness?


  No.


  At the very least, it was something Gadhio Lathcutt could not allow.


  Ultimately, losing Tia and the others had fated him to walk this single path. Rather than living to suffer emptiness that would never be fulfilled, he would struggle as a revenger.


  He had no regrets about that decision.


  “Noow, let’s come to our conclusioon!” Echidna cried.


  “Heh!”


  The arrow fired right as Gadhio leaped off the ground.


  The prana stored in his legs overflowed, leaving white trails that remained like afterimages. As he accelerated, faster than the speed of sound, he reached a speed that would make you think he was faster than light.


  Not a single person in the history of Cavalier Arts had ever executed this technique before. It was pure theory, the ultimate speculation by the progenitor of Cavalier Arts, with the intention of devising something no human could ever achieve, no matter how they tried, so they would have something to keep working toward their whole life.


  Cavalier Arts Arcana: Pranal Overdrive.


  “Gngh, guhhhhhh...!” While bearing acceleration that just about crushed his organs, Gadhio whizzed through the air with his greatsword in hand.


  No—he didn’t care if his organs were crushed. This was the end, anyway.


  His eyes were bloodshot, with blood overflowing from his ears and nose, his clenched teeth oozing red. With his senses honed by prana, time moved slowly.


  The time it took for the loosed arrow and the charging Gadhio to collide was shorter than a blink. He felt quite minutely all the changes that happened to his body in that instant. All the blood vessels in his body burst, and blood scattered everywhere. His muscles snapped apart, agony running through them.


  But he would no longer stop.


  “Ngh, grk, gahhhhhhh!”


  The blade and arrow touched.


  The bundled and twisted arrowhead was reinforced to be harder than any metal on this earth—and the black blade shattered it. And then, as if chopping a bamboo stalk, Echidna’s arrow was bisected right in the middle.


  Maintaining his speed, Gadhio approached his bitter enemy. He was going too fast now to change his sword stance. Sword leveled just as it had been when tearing apart the arrow, he slammed the blade into Echidna’s upper body.


  She quickly tried to block with her tubes, but this strike came far too fast.


  “Ah—”


  She didn’t even have the time for a final cry. The moment the greatsword touched her, the tubes she used as a shield burst, and Echidna’s body was also blown away with a bwoosh.


  Gadhio passed by her lower body, which was all that was left of her, and landed. But his legs weren’t enough to restrain his excessive speed, and he skidded a few yards past her, thrusting his sword into the ground to slow himself down and finally stop.


  Echidna’s lower body collapsed to the ground.


  It seemed the Origin core had been embedded in her stomach. It had been gouged free, along with all the flesh around it.


  Now it was just a black crystal without a master, lying on the ground.


  “Ahh...” Gadhio’s body had no strength left.


  It was the most he could do to just stand and slowly turn around.


  Seeing Echidna’s corpse, a smile came to his lips—


  “I...did it...Tia...”


  He crumbled.


  And he would never open his eyes again.


  As if it had finished its duty, his sword had broken in two.


  Gadhio Lathcutt finally fulfilled his wish.


   


  ***


   


  “...ddy.”


  Someone was shaking my body.


  I heard a familiar woman’s voice. Just hearing it made me feel terribly nostalgic.


  “Gaddy.”


  There was only one woman who would call me that.


  It was Tia.


  But she had long since gone from this world.


  Figuring I was just dreaming like always, I slowly opened my eyes. Blue skies stretched above me. Lit by warm sunlight, pleasant wind stroked my cheeks.


  This place looked like a grassy field. It was definitely a dream, after all—I’d just been in the royal capital at night.


  “Oh, you’re finally awake. Oh, Gaddy, you’re such a sleepyhead.” Suddenly appearing in my field of view, Tia poked me in the forehead with her index finger.


  It hurt a little.


  Just like reality.


  “What’s with that look? Are you still half asleep? I understand the feeling, but you’ve got to wake up soon, or I’m going to sulk at you!”


  “...Is that you, Tia?”


  “Who else do I look like? Ahh...oh yeah, I guess all that happened.”


  Was she talking about Necromancy? Why would she know about that, when she should have been dead?


  No—it was a dream, so this was only natural.


  “It’s all right—there’s no fakes here. There are things that were lost, but that’s what makes them real.”


  “Where am I? I—” Before I could finish, Tia embraced me. Enveloped by her soft arms, her warmth and sweet smell, I felt so comfortable I almost cried.


  Was it possible for a dream to reproduce sensation so vividly?


  “This isn’t a dream. You...couldn’t quite call it reality, either, but I am here.”


  In her arms, I didn’t care anymore. I’d been waiting for this for so, so long. If I could get this, it didn’t matter if it was a dream or reality.


  “Good work, Gaddy. It’s over now. So, you don’t have to think about the complicated stuff.”


  It was over.


  Oh—so my revenge was over.


  Echidna’s upper body had blasted away. She’d died.


  And my life was also—so then this place was—oh. So that’s how it was.


  “I’d like to ask some things, like about you cheating on me with Kleyna, but you worked hard and I’m generous, so I’ll forgive it.”


  “That was—”


  “I understand. She asked you for just once, right? And she supported you all this time, so I’m thankful to her. But whether I can accept it is a different matter!”


  The way she sulked was so familiar. Hearing the voice of the real Tia like this made me recognize that Necromancy had made a fake, after all.


  Why hadn’t I realized it?


  “I actually wanted you to forget about me and just be happy, but you loved me too much, Gaddy. If you were going to go that far, then I just had to wait.”


  “I loved you enough to marry you—it’s only natural.”


  “Meh-heh! It makes me so happy when you say that.”


  Just the tickle of her laughter in my ears nearly made the emotion filling my chest overflow from my eyes.


  I didn’t care where this place was. Tia was here. That was enough.


  “Now then, everyone’ll be mad if we keep them waiting, so let’s get going.”


  “Everyone...?”


  “Sohma, Jaine and Louh. They’re all looking forward to getting to be a party again,” she said, and stood.


  Oh, I see. So they’d waited for me.


  Sohma...would probably have a lot to say about what happened with Kleyna. Jaine and Louh seemed like they’d hassle me too, but I was sure it would be fun, in its own way.


  “Gaddy!” Tia extended her hand to me with the greatest love in her eyes.


  Meeting her gaze, I laid my hand in hers and clasped it tight, swearing I would never let go again.


  And then, holding hands, we walked to where Sohma and the others who were waiting.


  On the way there, I turned back just once.


  There was light.


  I stopped a moment.


  I could see many people that way: Kleyna and Hallom, Flum and the others desperately searching for a way to survive.


  My words would no longer reach them.


  But I had to say something, anyway.


  “Sorry—I’m heading out ahead of you guys.” 


  With just that, I turned my back on the light.


  And I went with Tia without turning back again.


   


  ***


   


  We have some very sad news. Someone has died.


  His name was Gadhio Lathcutt. His cause of death was having his heart chomped on. Sounds very tasty. Age: thirty-two.


  Was he happy?


  What a sad life.


  What a pointless life.


  He should have died fast—


  “I do not agree. Your death was not in vain. At the very least, far less so than an ugly life like my own. So, I respect you—not as a holy woman or as a disciple of Origin, but as a human. And so, I shall mourn your death.” Maria bent down and whispered to his corpse, “I pray for your happiness in the next world.”




  Interlude’s End:
Banished From Paradise


   


  NEIGASS AND SARA spent two days returning to Serrade from the royal capital.


  The wind that day was unusually calm, and not much snow fell. The view was good, giving Sara a different impression of the town than before. This was partly because it was night now, and quiet all around—although the sun set early in the demon land, so in the royal capital it would still be evening.


  No demons paid particular attention to them when they arrived at the Demon Lord’s Castle. Sheitoom did not come to the entrance to welcome them like before.


  They headed to the dining hall, where they assumed the others would be. As expected, they found Sheitoom, Tsyon, and Dhiza.


  “I’m back!” Neigass called.


  “Welcome back, Neigass...and Sara is with you this time, I see?” Sheitoom was a little surprised to see Sara—but not as surprised as last time. There was a teacup in her hand. She must have been relaxing before their meal.


  “It’s a surprise.”


  “It’s the same surprise as before.”


  “I’m sure she doesn’t like to be dragged around everywhere, either. Did you need something from us?” Tsyon asked as he jabbed her with an elbow.


  Fidgeting, Sara answered shyly, “I came to talk about how I can spend as much time with Neigass as possible.”


  For a moment, Sheitoom’s mouth hung open—but she quickly understood what Sara meant and shot a glare at Neigass. 


  “Neigass, you can’t have...”


  “Don’t you imply that! We just shared our feelings in a healthy way.”


  “Yeah! She hasn’t done anything to me yet!” Sara insisted.


  “Not yet... I see,” said Dhiza.


  “Sara, do you understand what that means?” Sheitoom asked.


  “I doubt Neigass can restrain her urges. It’s only a matter of time,” Tsyon said.


  “You think I’m an animal or something, don’t you?!” Neigass wailed.


  “Yup.”


  “I do.”


  “I think so, too.”


  “I’m surrounded by enemies on all sides!”


  They had absolutely no faith in Neigass in this regard. But that aside, if Neigass and Sara both wanted it, Sheitoom saw no reason not to welcome it. 


  “In other words, from now on Sara is family,” Sheitoom said. 


  Sara panicked and denied it. “That really would be too fast! Though I do think, down the line...”


  “Ha ha! You don’t have to be that formal with us,” said Tsyon.


  “He’s right,” said Sheitoom. “We’re relaxed enough that we’ve settled down in the Dark Lord’s castle as childhood friends, treating it like our home. So, you can be at home here as well, Sara, and use the place as you please. There’s still plenty of empty rooms, after all. Isn’t that right, Dhiza?”


  “Yes, and though it might sound arrogant to say, they’re all spick and span. Please use whichever room you like.”


  “That’s far more than I could ask for...” Sara continued to be humble. Neigass stroked her head lightly, to distract her from her nervousness.


  Watching that pleasant exchange, something in Dhiza’s eyes turned cold, just for an instant. Sara sensed something like a murderous aura and twitched, but it was already gone. It was just Dhiza standing there with his usual refined and butler-like expression.


  But that look in his eyes, very unlike him, had left a strong impression on Sara.


   


  ***


   


  After that, they had dinner, with Neigass and Sara joining in.


  When they finished their meal, Sara went to Neigass’s room for a while to rest after the trip.


  Sara meant to choose a room for herself soon enough, but it didn’t seem like Neigass would let go of her, and she had the feeling that she would wind up staying with her.


  “Even if they said I’m allowed to use this room as I like...I do feel bad.” Sprawled out atop Neigass’s bed, Sara gazed up at the ceiling.


  Neigass was still absent. Maybe that was why Sara’s cheeks were a little pink.


  “Still, I feel nervous that it’s Neigass’s room. In fact, is it okay to lie around so casually on your lover’s bed? It smells sweet, is this Neigass’s... No no, now I’m just a pervert. I’ll wind up just like her! Urk, I was fine before when we stayed at the same inn, but now that we’ve actually started dating, I’m so nervous!” Hugging a cushion on the bed, she rolled around on the blankets.


  Sara had heard so much from the senior nuns about romance that it had made her hyper-aware of it.


  Then the door opened and the room’s owner returned.


  “Welcome back, Neigass!” Sara stood and welcomed her with a smile.


  Neigass suddenly crumpled to the floor.


  “Wh-what’s the matter, falling all of a sudden?! Are you hurt?!”


  “Hearing ‘welcome back’ from you hit so hard...”


  Typical Neigass. 


  “Come on,” said Sara. “Now I feel silly for being nervous.”


  “You’re nervous?”


  “Of course I am! ’Cause...I’m staying over at my lover’s house, you know?”


  “This isn’t my family’s home, though. Oh, you’ve got to meet my parents sometime.”


  “Th-that’s pretty nerve-wracking, too! But this is definitely also your room! Why isn’t this bothering you—you’re the one who brought me here!” Sara puffed up her cheeks, sulking.


  Neigass rose to her feet and bent over in front of her. Meeting her at eye level, she put a hand on her cheek. 


  “You really are so cute.”


  “Where’s this coming from...?”


  “Hya!” Suddenly, Neigass shoved Sara’s shoulders.


  “Wahh?!” Sara cried out as she fell backward onto the bed.


  Neigass crawled on top of her with a captivating smile.


  “N-Neigass?!”


  “I need to make sure you get used to this—you’re mine now.” Neigass’s finger trailed along Sara’s jaw.


  “Hn...ah...” Sara’s face went bright red, and she clenched the cloth at her chest with her right hand as she made herself small.


  Neigass brought her lips to her ear and murmured, “You’re very dear to me, Sara.”


  Shivers rippled out from her ear. A heated elation filled her chest until it felt tight.


  “I love you, and I don’t want to let you go my whole life.”


  Sara’s whole body felt floaty, her eyes going moist.


  “A-ahn...Neigass, hey, this vibe feels different...”


  “Of course it does. We’re lovers now,” Neigass declared, bringing her face so close their noses touched, looking her right in the eye. “How could I not expose my naked self in front of the girl I decided I would marry for life?”




  [image: ]




  Going this far naturally overloaded Sara’s brain. Her eyes spun around. She kept opening and closing her mouth, but no sound came out.


  Seeing her like this was so cute it made Neigass giggle. 


  “Tee-hee! Perhaps that was too much for you. But you need to get used to it! You bathed with me before, but now you blush so hard just from holding hands.”


  “I-I can’t help it! It’s all new for me!” Sara protested, but she had put arms around Neigass’s back.


  I think the way she does stuff like that is so much more devious than what I do. Charmed by the things Sara did so nonchalantly, Neigass hugged the girl to her chest.


  “B-by the way...” Sara said.


  “Oh my, already changing the subject?”


  “My heart won’t hold up...”


  “I see. Tee-hee, I wanted to fool around with you a little longer, though.”


  “Mmgh...then I’ll wait a little longer.”


  “Is it all right?”


  “If you want to do it...then I want to give it to you, as much as I can,” Sara said. Though she was averting her eyes like she was embarrassed, it was a bold remark.


  Neigass was taken aback. 


  “Now I’m feeling all flustered.”


  “You’re the one who started it!”


  “I mean, normally this is where you insult me and call me a perverted demon, right? If you just accept me, I’m not sure I can hold back,” she said, and touched her index finger gently to Sara’s soft lips. “Just kidding, of course.” Then she gave a teasing smile.


  But Sara’s expression was incredibly serious. 


  “It’s fine.” Yet another bold response. “I feel like I’m yours now, Neigass. I don’t need you to hold back. I think I’ll be all embarrassed ’cause I’m not used to it, but you don’t have to worry about that!”


  Once again, Neigass thought, what a temptress. Or was Neigass the only one thinking that? Were other people capable of being calm in front of a girl this cute? That was just crazy, Neigass thought quite seriously.


  Maybe this was an instinctive stopper in her heart that kept a hold of her reason, when it might otherwise be blown away by rationalization.


  “Sara, I don’t think it’s a good idea to say things like that when you don’t understand what it really means!”


  “Y-you think...? I was serious, though.”


  “I’m a perverted demon! Even if we are dating, you can’t be that defenseless in front of me!”


  “You’re saying that yourself? And what was this perverted demon trying to do to me, anyway?”


  “Huh? Well...um...” Her reason was in crisis yet again.


  Then Neigass recalled what Elune had said, back in the royal capital: “I understand now that you and Sara have feelings for each other. But you’re an adult, and Sara is a child. You understand, don’t you, Neigass? You do understand? You. Do. Un. Der. Stand?” She had repeated it three times, increasingly emphatically.


  There had been enough force in her words to overpower Neigass, one of the Three Demon Chiefs. Neigass had the feeling she really had to keep that promise—if she wanted to keep her life.


  Touching a hand to her chest, she took a deep breath and dealt with it as an adult. 


  “We have... We have lots of time. We should take things slow.”


  “So, you’re dithering, huh?”


  Her merciless insult stabbed Neigass in the heart.


  “Ngh... You could say that, but being lovers is way bigger than you imagine, Sara.”


  “I know quite a lot about it. I heard about it from the older nuns at my church.”


  “Like what, for example?”


  “There’s one girl who was dating an older adventurer, and she sneaked out of the church late at night. In exchange for helping her, when she came back, we asked what sort of things she did.”


  “That’s a more lurid story than I expected.”


  Sara had told her various stories before. Life in the church seemed to have a lot of restrictions. They were especially strict around pleasure and love affairs, and Elune had only agreed to Neigass and Sara’s involvement because of Maria’s support. Also, the church that had created these precepts had been destroyed. Besides, those sorts of restrictions would sometimes just make people more curious, instead. Perhaps they were the reason Sara’s senior nun had gotten involved in a forbidden love with an adventurer, and why the other nuns had supported it and shown interest.


  “Also, some girls carried around dubious books they’d gotten from somewhere.”


  “Oh, puberty! But wouldn’t Elune get angry if she found out?”


  “Oh, she’d get real angry.”


  I bet she’s very scary when she’s angry, Neigass thought with a tremble.


  Then Sara’s story took an unexpected turn. 


  “But she...apparently liked to get spanked by Elune, so she would occasionally get found out deliberately.”


  “That’s where the story was going?! Suppressed desires really do manifest in twisted ways...”


  “So yeah, I... I actually know a lot...about what lovers do.”


  Could you really call that knowledge, though? Neigass felt it wasn’t exactly normal, but...


  “You understand more than I expected about adult things, Sara.” At the end of the day, this wasn’t about whether Sara was knowledgeable or not. “But I’m serious when I say we don’t need to rush. Besides, you just heard about it, you’re not experienced. You need to get used to things slowly, or your heart won’t hold up.”


  It was an issue of how to enjoy their love. Right now, just touching each other, just holding each other, her heart pounded so hard you’d think it might burst. And this wouldn’t go on forever. So, she wanted to enjoy this sort of teasing relationship while they could.


  That was what she wanted.


  “Well, maybe that’s true...”


  “Of course, I’m really happy that you want to respond to my feelings. Thank you, Sara.”


  “I feel like you just evaded me in a very adult way.”


  “You’re giving me your life, so I feel the weight of that responsibility. I have to make you happy.”


  Sara couldn’t come up with any reply to that remark. So, she just hugged Neigass without a word.


  Neigass hugged her back, silently. Just embracing each other made them both so happy.


  They stayed like that for a while before Sara suddenly asked, “Why is it you’ve occasionally been getting these sad looks?”


  “Oh my, was I?” she asked, making the exact sad expression Sara had just pointed out.


  “You were talking with Tsyon, weren’t you? I didn’t get to ask before, but did something happen?”


  “Hmm...to get to the point...” She pulled away from Sara and sat up. “We’re going to leave Serrade.”


  “Huh? Why—”


  “I’m sorry. We only just got here, and I really would rather have taken our time. I’ll tell you when we get to our destination, so could you just come with me without any arguing about it?”


  It was an unexpectedly unkind proposal.


  Sara wasn’t quite happy about it, but she understood Neigass had something on her mind. 


  “We have to do that for us to be together, right?”


  “I believe that will be the case, down the line.”


  That was vague, but... 


  “Then I’ll trust you.”


  She had entrusted her life to Neigass, so there was no option but to take her hand.


   


  ***


   


  After leaving Serrade, Neigass flew through the skies to the south with Sara in her arms.


  “Where are we going?” Sara asked.


  “As far away as possible,” Neigass answered vaguely.


  Sara clung to her, frightened. 


  “If I ask you what’s going on, you won’t tell, will you?”


  “Nothing has happened yet.”


  “Huh? Then why’re we running?”


  “Since it’s highly likely something will happen. And once it does, there will be no going back.” 


  Neigass was looking very serious for something that was just a possibility. Sara figured there was definitely something pretty bad happening. So, she obediently clung to Neigass and trusted in her.


  Then, over Neigass’s back, far in the distance, she saw a little light. 


  “Neigass, some kind of large creature is coming closer.”


  “Pursuit?”


  “Is there a reason anyone’d follow us?”


  “If there’s starlight, I hope that’s what it is.”


  “I can see it! An aerial monster with big wings like a bird—no, that’s...”


  “It’s a large Chimera, isn’t it?” Neigass muttered, and the Chimera opened its mouth wide to spit out a spiral. “Hold on tight, Sara!”


  “I’ll never let go!”


  Neigass changed trajectory, and a force like a tornado passed right by them.


  “Graaaaaaaawr!”


  “Yeep!”


  “It’ll be all right.”


  Sara nuzzled gently against Neigass’s breast.


  “Good grief, don’t get all grumpy just because I dodged you,” Neigass grumbled at their pursuer. In the blink of an eye, the large Chimera was right behind them.


  Popping her head out from Neigass’s chest, Sara raised a hand. 


  “Judgment!” A sword of light rose up, brilliantly illuminating the night sky. The sword whizzed forward, connecting with the third eye on the large Chimera’s forehead.


  But the magic was repelled, and disappeared without a trace.


  “No way, my spell!”


  “It seems they’re stronger than before.”


  “Why’re they stronger? Origin was sealed away, right?!”


  “I’m just going to dodge, for now.”


  Neigass dropped their elevation suddenly.


  The Chimera’s claws tore through the night sky, with spirals around those claws fired as blades. Though Sara and Neigass were a ways away, the shockwave came down on them with an intense whoosh!


  “I need an explanation for this! The Chimeras shouldn’t be able to move anymore!”


  Neigass didn’t answer.


  “Neigass!”


  “Sorry, Sara, my head is all messed up, too. If I’m right—then attacks won’t work on that thing. Sara, can I ask you to blind it? I’ll use that moment to get away.”


  “When we get away, you’re gonna explain!”


  “I mean to.”


  “And you should close your eyes, too. Since it’ll blind you for a while.”


  “So, you’re going to go all out?”


  “Yup—Flash Burst!”


  Sara flung a ball of light at the Chimera as it pressed them once more. Just like the sword of light before, it struck the Chimera right in its third eye. Then the ball burst open, emitting enough light to white-out their vision. It was hot enough to warm up the area, too, but the flash was the point.


  With her eyes still closed, Neigass accelerated and shook off the Chimera’s pursuit.


   


  ***


   


  The two of them landed for a moment, hiding in a nearby copse of trees.


  But even if they had escaped the eyes from the sky, small Chimeras could still find them. Neigass remained vigilant.


  “Like you promised, you’re gonna explain what’s going on,” Sara said, still clinging to her.


  “Origin’s seal has been undone.”


  “It’s been undone... Is that even possible? Even the person who made the seal would’ve only been able to make it so power could leak, at most.”


  “Most likely, by the time we had that battle in Tokyo, someone had plotted for this to happen.”


  “But Sheitoom, Tsyon and Dhiza wouldn’t let that happen.”


  “They wouldn’t let that happen? Hmm.” Neigass said, as if implying something.


  Sara didn’t miss the look on her face. 


  “You’re still hiding something, huh? But aren’t I family now?”


  “You are family, and more important than anyone. That’s why... I don’t want to get you involved.”


  “That’s contradictory!”


  “Listen, this is a disease that we’ve failed to cut out. And we’re the only ones who can do it.”


  “Run or fight, we’re together! I won’t accept anything else!” Sara insisted, leaning right up in her face. To encourage Neigass, she continued, “If the demons can’t do anything on their own, then we’ll go back to the royal capital and ask for help from Flum and them. We can get scared after that!”


  Her impassioned speech, overflowing with hope, drew a slight smile from Neigass. But that smile was immediately crushed by great despair. 


  “I think...it’s too late for the royal capital.”


  “Whaddya mean?”


  “Right now, our only option is to run someplace that is neither the royal capital nor Serrade. There’s no other way to survive—” Neigass sensed something and stopped, looking up at the sky. “It’s here,” she said.


  When Sara looked up as well, she saw a line of light in the distance. “A white light—that’s not a shooting star, is it?”


  “Sara, we’re running!” Neigass hugged Sara close and rose up in the air with her wind magic. She accelerated aggressively, knocking down branches that blocked her path.


  “What’s the matter, all of a sudden?!”


  “Look behind us—what’s following us?!”


  “Um, a human in white armor... Hm? A human?”


  It was strange for there to be any humans in the demon lands, but now an armored one was flying through the sky.


  What’s more, they were flying even faster than Neigass.


  Neigass only knew one person who could do that.


  Sara, realizing something was wrong, timidly cast Scan.


  And there was a monster.


   


  CyRi · Swe nSinkinBlood


  Affinity: 〇rin


  Strength: 31658


  oKu: 20971


  EndRIo: 32174


  Agilideath: 31678


  PercNeption: 31189


   


  A hero with her face swirling into a spiral—it was the worst possible future they could have imagined.


  At this point, two things were clear.


  The first was it would be impossible for them to escape together.


  The other was Neigass would only ever lie to her.


  “Why is Cyrill... And what’s going on with those stats?!” Sara cried.


  “Ahh, I see. So that’s how it’s going to be, in the end.” Neigass hugged Sara even tighter and accelerated, heading south.


  But Cyrill just kept coming closer.


  “I thought this would happen, when the seal came undone. But I didn’t think she would come to eliminate me first!”


  “What’s going on? Neigass, why is Cyrill’s face like that?!”


  Neigass had already answered that question. So, she just told Sara plainly what she intended. 


  “...Sara. I’m going to make it so you get away.”


  “We’re getting away right now!”


  “No—I mean you’re the only one getting away.”


  Sara didn’t reply, she just pinched Neigass’s cheek about as hard as she could.


  “Hyeow!”


  “That’s ’cause you’re saying stupid stuff.”


  Sara tried to drop from Neigass’s arms, as if to say that she would fight, too. Neigass had wrapped them in a wind sphere so she wouldn’t fall. She squeezed Sara harder now, keeping her in place.


  Realizing she wouldn’t get away, Sara puffed up her cheeks and protested. 


  “Listen, we’re lovers, okay? Lovers are always together!”


  “I’m happy to hear that, but you should escape alone.”


  “Do you wanna get pinched again? I’m not just gonna leave you!” Sara declared.


  “We’re up against the hero,” Neigass told her with a serious expression. “We’re sure to die—are you all right with that?”


  Sara thought for a beat.


  “I don’t wanna get left behind alone anymore.”


  Sara had already lost too many people she cared about: her parents, the people from her hometown, Ed, Jonny, and all the nuns who had stayed behind in the royal capital—though that included people who may still be alive.


  Of course, it actually hurt, despite the cheery way she acted. She was still young—there was no way she could bear losing anyone else. Even Neigass could understand her feelings.


  But the being chasing them was just too powerful. She was already faster than Neigass, but if she got serious, she should be able to go even faster. She might just be watching to see what they did. And if she made a serious move, that was it. They would be unable to block it. The two of them would be killed.


  Neigass didn’t want to give up. But that was all she could do.


  She didn’t want to leave Sara alone, if she could.


  There were countless things she wanted to do, as a lover. She had already planned out how fast to progress their relationship, at what pace to check things off the list of what she wanted to do, and she was sincerely looking forward to that.


  She was so unbearably happy that Sara would offer her life to her. She loved her just that much.


  She was serious about her promise, too. She had never wanted to tell even a single lie.


  It made Neigass wish, even if she couldn’t be saved, to please—somehow—just let Sara survive.


  “Sara,” Neigass called out. 


  Sara gazed into her eyes. She seemed puzzled. Neigass caught her off-guard and stole her lips. Her little body twitched in Neigass’s arms.


  “Fwahh...Nei...gass?”


  And then, while she was flustered, Neigass tossed her away.


  “Huh? Ah...Neigass, what’re you doing? Neigass!”


  The sphere that wrapped the two of them split into two, and forcibly sent Sara flying toward the south.


  She had no way of resisting.


  “You’re so cute, pretty, pure, holy, and brilliant. You’re wasted on me. I’ve always thought someone like me wasn’t good enough to be with you forever.” Her sorrowful smile grew distant. “I’m sure it was our fate to be like this. You granted my wish to have a wonderful love in my last moments. But it’s all right: As long as you’re alive, you’ll find someone who’ll make you happier than me. Since you’re the cutest girl in the world!”


  She was far enough away now that Sara couldn’t touch her, no matter how she reached.


  “Neigass! Neigaaaaaaaaaass!” Sara screamed, crying.


  It was true she was selfish and a pervert, but despite that, sometimes she acted with good common sense. She was often useless and caused trouble, but Sara had fallen for Neigass because that was what she was like.


  So then why, after coming this far?


  If Neigass was going to die, Sara wanted to be taken with her.


  If Neigass was going to drag her around selfishly, she wanted Neigass to keep hold of her till the end.


  Wriggling her way deep into Sara’s heart, making her think she wanted her whole future colored by this person, only to abandon her after coming this far? It was just too cruel.


  “Judgment: Illegal Formula!” Sara put all her magic power into trying to destroy the wind sphere.


  But Neigass had anticipated she would try something like that. When the sword of light collided with the wall of wind, it turned to particles in vain.


  “No...no! Do you know how much I love you, Neigass? I can’t imagine a future without you anymore! If you’re gonna do something like this, then I’m gonna die right now. Once we can meet again on the other side, I’ll mock you with everything I’ve got for trying to act cool today, and I’ll make you regret it! See, your cool act will aaaaaall be for nothing! Are you really okay with that?! Hey, Neigass! Answer me, Neigass!”


  No matter how she yelled and yelled, it would no longer reach her.


  Neigass’s form grew small in the distance, and finally vanished.


  “Neigass, answer me! Neigass, Neigaaaaaaaaaass!”


  Crumbling to her knees, her vision blurred by tears, she eventually couldn’t see anything at all.


   


  ***


   


  A few hours later, the wind sphere that enveloped Sara gradually slowed down. And then at last, Neigass’s magic ran out, and the wind sphere came to a gentle landing. It was as if she had been careful of Sara until the very last minute. That made it even more painful.


  But once the sphere was gone, Sara was exposed to the cruel, cold wind of the demon lands. They stole Neigass’s lingering warmth from her.


  The place Sara had landed was a desolate land. She could see the lights of a town in the distance, but she couldn’t have hope for a town filled with only unfamiliar demons.


  “Neigass....where did you go? Don’t leave me alone...”


  Dawn was a long way off as Sara sobbed to herself, walking along a land of black skies and dried gray earth.


  Eventually, she came to a stop and sat down on the ground.


  She had nothing. She had nobody. She was stricken by pure isolation.


  So then, should she never have followed Neigass?


  No.


  If she had remained at the royal capital, her life would have been in danger. Ultimately, Sara was in a safer place than the others. She’d avoided battle and not sustained a single wound.


  But what meaning did that have? Having known Neigass’s warmth so briefly made it feel that much colder. It hurt so much to live it made her wish she’d been killed instead.


  She was still young—she could never bear such pain.


  “Hnn, hnnuh...mk! Hn...gh...w...wahhhhhhh! Ahh, Ahhhhhhhhh!”


  Sara screamed up at the gray skies.
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  Interlude’s Conclusion:
Paradise’s Collapse


   


  AFTER RETURNING from the dining hall to her quarters, Sheitoom was quietly reading a book.


  It was a difficult book about magic, but she was swinging her legs and enjoying herself for some reason. That was because it was time for Tsyon to come to her room.


  Spending time together until sleep was their daily routine. It was a time when she could have him to herself, freed from the responsibilities of a Demon Lord.


  “I hope he’ll come soon...” For her, it was the happiest time of the day.


  Sheitoom heard the door opening. She was surprised he didn’t knock, but she looked back with a smile.


  But the one to appear was...


  “Oh, it seems you were expecting someone else.”


  It was Dhiza.


  “It’s not like you to not knock,” said Sheitoom.


  “Pardon me, I thought it was no longer necessary.” He had not come carrying tea or a nighttime snack, and it didn’t seem like he had any message.


  So, what had he appeared for?


  When Sheitoom shot him a suspicious glare, Dhiza smiled. 


  “May I come over to you?”


  “What will you do if I say no?”


  Dhiza touched his chin and fell into thought for a while. 


  “Hmm, I see. Personally speaking, that would be desirable.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “As your guardian, I’m glad that you’ve grown so much that you would be suspicious of me,” he said, raising a hand. Magic converged in his palm as he pointed it at Sheitoom.


  From behind Dhiza, a murderous shadow approached.


  “Burn to ash!” Tsyon grabbed at Dhiza’s neck with an arm wreathed in fire.


  Noticing that attack coming straight for his life, Dhiza made an intrigued sound. 


  “Oho!”


  He turned around and blocked the strike with his own hand, filled with magic. There was a crackle as both spells collided and exploded, blasting away the walls around them.


  Next, Tsyon swung at him with his other arm. Dhiza vanished from sight.


  “Tsyon, behind you!” Sheitoom cried.


  “Tsk!” Clicking his tongue, Tsyon leaped forward.


  Dhiza thrust a hand at him, trying to cut off his head similarly to Tsyon’s attempt, but it cut through air.


  “That speed,” said Tsyon. “You using an Origin core, Dhiza?”


  “You’re the one who took the initiative.”


  “Answer me!”


  “Of course I am.”


  “Tsk... If you hadn’t made a move, if it was just suspicion and no more, I thought that’d be for the best!”


  “You seemed quite prepared to kill me, considering that. Can I hazard you were fairly certain?”


  “You didn’t coordinate enough with the Church. The traitors we smoked out before the fight in Tokyo were clearly not enough to gather all the demon corpses there. So, I figured those traitors were a decoy to make us think it was over now. From there, I figured out what was in common between all those people. It was your schools.”


  “I thought you would be fooled if I used your friends, but it seems that sacrifice was for naught. Though it took over fifty years to prepare, it was in vain. Although, it was useful to buy some time.”


  “You bastard!” Tsyon unleashed a fireball in a rage.


  Dhiza casually waved a hand to erase it. 


  “Won’t even work as a diversion, huh?”


  “Dhiza, why would you do this?!” Sheitoom called at him, a mix of sadness and confusion in her voice.


  Tsyon had to have already told her about Dhiza’s betrayal. But unlike Tsyon, who came straight to kill him, it seemed she was still hesitant.


  Standing before her, Dhiza addressed her in a subdued tone. “I loved your predecessor, Demon Lord Leatus.”


  “Wha...my mother?”


  “But my feelings would not be requited. She loved another, and they were already united.”


  They said Demon Lord Leatus and Dhiza had been raised like family since they were small. Once Leatus became the Demon Lord, he had supported her as a butler, just as he did now.


  Considering their background, it wasn’t impossible.


  “While I felt this love that could not be returned, I told myself standing by her side as a servant would be enough. I lied to myself, saying that I wasn’t jealous, that I was happy.”


  Ordinarily, nothing more would have come of it.


  But that wasn’t what happened.


  “Until I learned about the power of Lord Origin.”


  There was a power that could even change the world slumbering underneath the Dark Lord’s castle.


  “If I simply had that power, I could make her my own... I couldn’t resist my desires. And so, little by little, unable to turn back, I came this far...” Dhiza looked up at the heavens, narrowing his eyes, which were wet with tears.


  “Dhiza...you...”


  “But Demon Lord Leatus would never have wanted that. If you love her, then you should stop right now!”


  “Ahh, Sheitoom, Tsyon...”


  “You can still turn back. The seal on Origin is still—”


  That was when Sheitoom realized. 


  “Is it already undone?”


  Cyrill had resealed Origin herself. If its power was no longer leaking, and no energy was being supplied to the Origin cores, how else could Dhiza wield even greater power than before?


  “I’m very sorry. The story I just told you was a lie. I thought nothing of Demon Lord Leatus.”


  Suddenly, Dhiza vanished from sight.


  “You two are a little too soft-hearted.” 


  He appeared behind them, reaching both hands toward them.


  “Wind Burst!” cried another voice. 


  Wind swirled before Dhiza and exploded. The sweeping wind broke windows, blasted away walls and floors, and flung Dhiza, Sheitoom, and Tsyon outside.


  Is this...Neigass’s doing? Dhiza wondered.


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaugh?!”


  “Yeeeeeeeeeeek! Ts-Tsyon!”


  Tsyon somehow managed to grab Sheitoom’s hand, taking her in his arms to land.


  Neigass, in the air, made a soft landing close by.


  “Why’re you here, Neigass?! And someone should beat the crap outta you!” Tsyon cried.


  “Yes,” Sheitoom added, “I thought you were evacuating somewhere safe with Sara!”


  Just about certain of Dhiza’s betrayal, Tsyon had told Neigass to get away from Serrade. Neigass had actually left, and should have evacuated to a town not far away, but...


  “Of course I couldn’t escape and leave behind the childhood friends I care about!”


  She couldn’t possibly accept being left out.


  “Did you leave Sara back there?” Sheitoom asked.


  “In the end, a squabble among demons needs to be resolved by our own,” Neigass replied.


  That was when Dhiza, who had been blown away, appeared again. 


  “So you’re back—even though Cyrill let you go. You’ve grown into a child with a sense of responsibility.”


  “I doubt she has a mind that can make decisions. You made her do that, didn’t you—in order to bring me back to Serrade.”


  “I wanted some family-only time.”


  “Now that you’ve shown your true colors, it’s gross for you to act like our guardian,” Neigass spat with naked disgust.


  Despite her antipathy, Dhiza smiled happily.


  Fortunately, they were further apart from him than they had been, indoors. 


  Seeing the perfect chance, Sheitoom cried out, “Tsyon, Neigass, let’s attack him together and make sure to stop him!”


  At that brave order from the Demon Lord, the pair simultaneously replied. 


  “Awright!” “Right!” 


  They thrust their hands in front of them, firing the most powerful magic they could at Dhiza.


  “Chaos Penetrator!”


  “Flare Meteorite!”


  “Disaster!”


  A black-and-white marbled sphere, a meteor of flame, and a black whirlpool all assaulted Dhiza.


  In the face of their oncoming hostility, Dhiza didn’t even guard, casting a spell instead. 


  “Abyss Void.”


  A purple magic circle appeared on the earth, and pure black mud floated up from it. It spread like a shield, protecting him. The spells the trio had cast lost their power the moment they touched that shield, extinguished.  


  “He blocked it just with that...?” Tsyon despaired, witnessing just how much more powerful Dhiza was.


  “You are all like infants to me now. I can’t help but act like your guardian.” Dhiza looked over the trio’s heads and chanted. “Next, it’s time for punishment: Abyss Rain.”


  He deployed a massive magic circle from which black rain fell.


  “I’ll block it. Divine Protection!” Sheitoom deployed defensive walls, just like when she had defended Serrade from the Chimeras. 


  But when the black rain hit her defensive walls, it made hissing noises as it easily melted them away. 


  “No way—my barrier won’t work?!”


  The barrier right over Sheitoom’s head melted, and the black rain fell down on her.


  Tsyon leaped toward her, rolling in to cover her. When the black droplets touched his back, they ate through his clothes and melted his flesh.


  “Ngh...”


  “Tsyon!”


  “It’s okay, I can handle this...!”


  But it was only a matter of time before the defensive wall vanished entirely.


  “Tsyon, can you work with me?” Neigass called out.


  “Yeah—burn like hell!” He held his hand out to the magic sigil above them. A ball of fire floated up in the air, coloring the Serrade night red.


  Neigass cast her spell on that spot. 


  “And rise, Tornado!” Neigass’s wind made the flame Tsyon generated balloon, evaporating the rain. Eventually, the tornado reached the magic sigil, and Abyss Rain stopped completely.


  Seeing that, Dhiza applauded coolly. 


  “Wonderful coordination. I thought that would finish you off, but it seems your bonds and the years you’ve spent together have made you stronger than numbers alone would indicate. I’m so moved, my chest feels tight.”


  “Acting like you’re not even pressed!” Tsyon glared at Dhiza.


  The people of Serrade must have heard the commotion, as they began to gather around.


  “Everyone...it’s dangerous, please get back!” Sheitoom called out. 


  Most of them stopped. But some demons didn’t stop. Instead, they came closer.


  “How bold! Will you fight with us?” asked Neigass. “We have to get him now, or it’ll be too—”


  “Watch out, Neigass!” Tsyon yelled. 


  Neigass gasped.


  It was true—there was something strange in their eyes. And why would they be risking their lives to help demonkind?


  “These guys are all his students!”


  Dhiza had opened schools all around the demon lands. Many had been educated and raised by him since they were young. Tsyon had figured out that many of the traitors had come from those schools.


  “Yes, these are my children,” Dhiza said.


  “Stop saying such gross shit!”


  “Oh no, they are legitimately connected to me by blood.”


  “What are you talking about, Dhiza? They have parents—they’re not your children.”


  “Their mothers are also my children, so it was very easy to discipline them to obey me.”


  At this point, Neigass came to a single repulsive realization. She slowly clenched her fists, arms trembling as she glared at him with hatred in her eyes. 


  “It can’t be... You...”


  “As a result, they did as I said, and birthed my children.”


  “Dhiza...what are you even talking about?” Sheitoom asked, sounding like she was about to burst into tears any moment.


  But reality didn’t change.


  In fact, it was moving rapidly in the worst possible direction.


  “Like I said, children are easier than adults to ‘educate.’ I raised them into loyal and submissive pawns—just like how you made Sara your pawn, Neigass.”


  “How dare you compare us, you fiiiiiiiiilth!” With a wild scream, countless blades of air assaulted Dhiza.


  But even with such intense emotion behind the attack, it didn’t so much as scratch him.


  Faced with truth too contemptible to bear, Tsyon cried out in despair.


  “Just how far... How far have you pulled the wool over our eyes?!”


  “I actually planned to do the same with Lord Sheitoom as well, since having the Demon Lord as my pawn would make my plan go along more smoothly. But I got some unexpected interference. Do you understand? It’s you, Tsyon.”


  “...Huh?”


  “I underestimated the bonds between childhood friends. If I had realized the glory of Lord Origin sooner, Lord Sheitoom would also be my child, and I would have been able to teach her more easily.”


  Sheitoom was spilling tears, holding her head and messing up her hair. 


  “Stop it, Dhiza! I don’t want to hear any more!”


  “Children connected to me by blood have been comparatively easier to make devoted. Since they all grew up into good-natured people, I was quite easily able to arrange for the schools to have a space dedicated to that purpose, and to install special rooms at all of the facilities. You never noticed?”


  “Don’t talk anymore...”


  “Lord Sheitoom, education is a type of brainwashing. A sham ruler should know that much, at least.”


  Hearing a truth that was a hundred times more vulgar than what they had imagined, Sheitoom, Tsyon and Neigass were all speechless.


  Meanwhile, the sense of release at having revealed everything was making Dhiza particularly talkative. 


  “Heh heh, they’ve done a good job. At times, they worked as intermediaries with the church, at times they opened their bodies to cajole those in power, and other times they attacked human villages in order to hurt demons’ reputation—”


  “So, you were the one who killed Sara’s family, too?”


  “My interests aligned with those of the humans. My children fulfill such orders so loyally—they’re submissive, self-sacrificing, convenient pawns. That’s who they are.”


  Dhiza snapped his fingers.


  Then five demons who stood around them pulled out Origin cores and embedded themselves with them at once.


  “Stop it! Do you know what those are?!” Tsyon cried.


  “They do. And they will absorb them with pleasure.”


  Origin’s power, flowing out from the cores, filled their bodies. Eventually their faces twisted and became red, wriggling spirals of flesh.


  “How is it? Are you surprised?” Dhiza asked. He sounded just like he always did. 


  Yes, he was completely unchanged. It was likely he had always been like this.


  He’d do treacherous things behind the scenes, then immediately turn around to act like their guardian.


  He could do such things quite calmly.


  “The hell are you trying to do? What’s your goal, tainting demonkind like this?!”


  “It’s as you can see. If you look at her, it might be easier to understand, though.”


  Right after he said that, a girl appeared right beside him.


  “Cyril Sweechka!” Sheitoom murmured.


  It was the hero, with a spiral face.


  “No way...” Despair mounting, Tsyon clung to the faint hope it might be a fake. He tried to scan it.


  But Neigass prevented him.


  “It’s the real thing. That thing chased me back here. It stopped following partway, probably because it meant to finish all of us off here...or because that filth wanted to show me his true colors.”


  If it was as she said, it was the real thing, embedded with an Origin core.


  There was no way they could ever win.


  “The opening of the seal has already begun. You must have thought it strange, wondering why Origin cores were so efficacious. This is the answer.”


  And then, like a child confessing to their mischief, Dhiza clapped his hands in glee. 


  “I know! Since we’re all present, I shall reveal all my work up to this point.” He was filled with such innocent joy right now, like he was watching ants continuing to struggle even after half their bodies had been crushed. “...And how I poisoned the meals of the previous Dark Lord and killed her.”


  Amid this feeling of release, memories of the long, long days he had lived to get to this point flashed through his mind. He had been born as a forbidden child of mixed blood between humans and demons, abandoned, and taken in by generations of Dark Lords.


  The previous Dark Lord, Leatus, had been still young at the time, and she had treated him like a little brother. The generations of Dark Lords had given him not only food, clothing, and shelter, but also their knowledge and techniques.


  He was very talented. He absorbed everything he was granted, and each time, the people who lived in the Dark Lord’s castle praised him.


  But as he gained knowledge, a question rose within him.


  “And how I loosened the seal fifty years ago, and falsified the manual for sealing it.”


  Why did someone with such magnificent power as Origin have to be sealed away?


  He couldn’t bear someone with power being unfairly oppressed.


  An ordinary demon would have resisted the urge. He would have understood instantly he could not free that being.


  But Dhiza was not normal. He had inherited human greed. With a demon body and a human soul, there was no way he could have restrained that emotion.


  “And how I destroyed Lady Sara and Lady Maria’s hometowns on orders from the Church.”


  And so, he made his move. It was all in order to make the world right. He was willing to do absolutely anything.


  The conviction that he was righteous had erased any notions of taboo from Dhiza’s mind.


  “And about how I handed Lady Cyrill equipment that I’d tampered with, had her undo the seal, and destroyed the royal capital—”


  Nobody had been able to see his malice because he also had common sense. It wasn’t as if he didn’t love the demons who had taken care of him—he experienced emotions—but they came second. Because demons were the second strongest in the world. It was an issue of priorities. Origin was number one, so he ultimately settled on this course of action.


  And so, nobody had realized that the one who should have been most grateful to the Demon Lord had become the greatest danger to her.


  “And Lord Sheitoom—that I will connect you here, and capture your great magic power.”


  Until now, this fatal moment when everything came to an end.


  “I, Dhiza, did everything.”


  By the time they realized, it was already too late. 


  Dhiza appeared right in front of Sheitoom and grabbed her arm. Then, he sank her arm into his chest with a squelching noise.


  Of course, Tsyon tried to stop him. 


  “I won’t let you—”


  But Cyrill kicked him in the side and flung him away.


  She’s too fast! I can’t even see her! Tsyon slammed into the wall of the Dark Lord’s Castle. 


  “Gah...kah!”


  “Tsyon!”


  “Tsyo—huh?!”


  Next, Cyrill grabbed Neigass’s hair, lifted her up, and slammed a punch into her stomach.


  “Gagh...!” It flung her backward, making blood spew from her mouth as she bounced off the ground repeatedly. She rolled to a stop and did not get up.


  “Neigass!” Sheitoom’s heartbroken scream rang out. But she herself had been swallowed by Dhiza up to the shoulder. “Let me go, please! Let me go! I need to heal them all!”


  “You’re so kind, Lord Sheitoom. Relax, please. Once you’re inside me, nothing will bother you anymore.”


  “No...let me go...Tsyon!” Sheitoom reached out for him.


  Tsyon got up and tried to face Dhiza once more. This time, a demon with a spiral face—one of Dhiza’s children—blocked his way.


  “Don’t you get in my way!” He swung at the demon, but the enemy blocked it easily with one hand.


  Then it crushed his fist.


  “Ngh—aaaaugh...! This isn’t...enough...to kill my heat!”


  And then, as if breaking a tree branch, his elbow was bent the opposite direction.


  “Gaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!”


  “It truly pains me to kill you, after raising you myself,” Dhiza murmured.


  Neigass was also similarly thrown aside and crushed by a kick, and couldn’t even get up.


  “Stop it...Dhizaaaa...! Ngh, aaahhhhh!” she cried.


  “Stop it, already!” Sheitoom pleaded. “Doing something like this won’t make anyone happy!”


  “I don’t care about happiness. Those with the greatest power are rewarded—shouldn’t that logic be prioritized?”


  “That’s crazy—yeeep!”


  Dhiza’s “connection” didn’t stop. About half of Sheitoom’s body was sucked into him. She tried to cast magic with her other hand, but it felt too weak.


  “Th-this is just so...when we trusted you, all this time...!”


  “Your mother said something very similar when she passed away. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, it seems.” Dhiza didn’t mean this as an insult, he just genuinely thought this. 


  To Sheitoom, it sounded like the most excessive provocation. No matter how gentle she was, she could take no more.


  “Dhizaaaaa! You absolute...!” For the first time in her life, she hated another, and raised her voice.


  But even that wouldn’t stop the connection.


  Sheitoom’s body was cruelly swallowed, her consciousness fading. 


  “Why did I admire a monster like this as a father?! Without ever realizing? Why?!”


  “That makes me sad—the love I showed you was all real. I simply prioritize Lord Origin.”


  That was when Tsyon, lying face-down, used the momentum of an explosion spell to rise up. Shooting over the heads of his enemies, he plunged toward Dhiza.


  But Cyrill stood in the way.


  “I don’t care if I’m up against a hero. I’m gonna protect Sheitoooooooom!”


  It was in vain.


  No matter how determined he was, or how he yelled, in the face of overwhelming power it was all pointless. Cyrill just leaned over slightly and swung her sword. With that alone, Tsyon gushed blood once more, flying through the air.


  “Tsy...o...”


  He couldn’t even protect Sheitoom.


  While watching him fall with empty eyes, she sank into Dhiza. And then she could no longer be seen at all.


  Dhiza opened and closed his palms a few times as if checking over himself, then looked over at Tsyon. 


  “Now then, time for an experiment: Chaos Suffocation.”


  Magic power emitted from his extended palm. Black and white stripes tangled together and extended to wrap Tsyon’s body.


  “Ngh, ah, guh...! Huhhnn...!” He wheezed. He was suffocated, the oxygen suddenly robbed from his lungs. Holding his chest like he was in pain, his face turned purple.


  Meanwhile, Neigass was wounded all over, fleeing from the demons with twisted faces who were tormenting her. As she became even more battered and bruised, she watched Tsyon being suffocated.


  Countless ice arrows fired by demons were coming at her from the front. She had to dodge, or she would be badly hurt. But if she did dodge, she couldn’t save Tsyon.


  So, she didn’t.


  “Wind Burst...nghhh!”


  With ice stabbing into her body, she blew Tsyon’s body toward her. Then she fell toward him, where he lay on the ground.


  “You know there’s nothing you can do, that I’m so much more powerful than you all. Are you still going to struggle?”


  They were so stubborn. Dhiza seemed half pleased, half exasperated.


  “Tsyon,” said Neigass, “One of us should act as decoy, to escape.”


  “Neigass...the hell’re you saying?” he spat.


  “At this rate, we’ll all die. At least one of us should survive, to tell Flum and the others what’s going on.”


  The royal capital was ruined, but Flum was probably still alive—Origin wanted to absorb her, but she hadn’t been brought here yet.


  If they could meet up with her, there would be a faint hope.


  “So, then you run,” said Tsyon. “Sara’s waiting.”


  “Sheitoom’s only just been absorbed—she can be saved.”


  “We should prioritize whoever’s safe right now.”


  “Do you think this is a situation where we can choose who gets away?”


  It was just the two of them, Neigass and Tsyon, and both were beat up.


  The enemy, on the other hand, had an overpowered Dhiza, five demons with Origin cores, and also Cyrill.


  In this situation they couldn’t be certain they’d get away, even if they tried.


  “Fiiine. Then the next one Cyrill targets will stay, and the other runs—how about that?” said Tsyon.


  “Nice idea.”


  The biggest issue here was definitely the hero.


  If she came after you, you wouldn’t be able to escape, no matter how you struggled. So, you could say Tsyon’s decision was correct.


  Although...


  “Awright, then—aaand, bam.”


  There was a major flaw: He could deliberately make her target him.


  Standing up, Tsyon summoned flame around his broken fist and approached Cyrill.


  “I’ve always wanted a one-on-one—let’s have fun, Cyrill!”


  And then Cyrill drew her sword, passed right by his side and went for Neigass.


  “Wha—”


  From Cyrill’s perspective, going after the more troublesome one was the obvious tactic.


  Am I really that puny? Tsyon wondered.


  And right before the fight in Tokyo, when she had been abducted by the Church Knights, Neigass had been the one to save her.


  So puny that even when I’m right in front of her eyes, she thinks of Neigass as the threat?


  The memories embedded in her made her judge Neigass to be the bigger problem.


  “Now! Run like you promised, Tsyon!” Of course, Neigass understood Tsyon would see this as humiliation.


  Ahh, so it’s over. I’m sure Sara will resent me as an irresponsible woman. But there was no way she could have known which Cyrill would choose.


  What should I have done? Should I never have brought Sara to the demon lands? Should I have fought Cyrill with her and died? There’s no way for me to know, in this situation, what would have been best.


  Now that things were like this, the two of them had to keep their promise.


  That was all.


  “Dark Fog: Illegal Formula!” Black mist spread all around Neigass, blinding everyone there.


  Clenching his teeth, Tsyon acknowledged Neigass’s resolve and tried to make his escape from Serrade. But even if it was night, if they detected him, they could track him.


  “Even in the dark, I shall not let you get—” Dhiza made a move, but... “Hm?”


  An arm crawled out from inside his body, preventing him.


  “R...un...Tsy...o...” Sheitoom’s face came out from his stomach.


  She should have been absorbed, but she was resisting in order to let Tsyon get away.


  “Oh, it’s love,” Dhiza said as he shoved Sheitoom’s head back into his body.


  Unable to resist, she once again disappeared within him.


   


  ***


   


  Meanwhile, Tsyon passed through the mist Neigass had created and raced through the night skies. 


  In order to get away.


  So that only he would survive.


  “The hell am I doing...?”


  With his hometown of Serrade growing distant behind him, he felt so pathetic. He was even starting to tear up. But if he let those tears spill, he would never be able to feel good about himself again.


  So, he desperately restrained himself.


  But fleeing while holding back tears was as pathetic as could be, too.


  “It’s not right, me being the only one saved and running off alone...” 


  Saying it out loud made him understand the situation. His head began to clear. But…the answers generated by a cooler head were not necessarily the right ones.


  “Yeah—it’s not right. I’ve got to fight, too!”


  Of course Tsyon would think that.


  No matter how reckless it was, he would believe in his heat and fight for his friends. That was the sort of demon he was. But even if he did go back, what could he do? It was over, now. At least he could fight and die for his friends.


  Wasn’t that all he was thinking?


  Ignoring part of himself in a corner of his mind, Tsyon looked back, meaning to turn around toward Serrade.


  Then there came a voice, echoing his cold thoughts.


  “What are you turning around for? Did you think there would be no pursuit?”


  “You—you’re Jean Inteige!”


  Jean floated in the air like it was nothing. Green and red magic circles rose up around him, and slowly converged to form a single figure.


  “Burn Breeze,” he said, casting some sort of spell.


  Tsyon was wary, but nothing happened. The slightest wind just stroked his cheeks.


  “What’re you trying to do? Why’re you here?!”


  “It’s as you can see.” Jean lifted up his shirt to reveal a black crystal embedded there.


  “An Origin core!”


  “I’m here because I teleported during Cyrill’s Return spell. In order to undo Origin’s seal.”


  “So, the great sage has stooped so low as to become Origin’s dog?!” Tsyon cried, swinging at him with a flame-wreathed arm.


  But he immediately stopped.


  And then he clutched his chest and started to struggle in pain. 


  “My body...feels hot...ngh, what...is...this...?”


  “If you’re not a fool, then you should get away, now,” Jean declared coldly.


  “Just some...little breeze...!”


  “This breeze burns bodies from the inside.”


  “Gah, ahhhhhhhhhhhhh! Damn it...you’re saying, I’m burning from fire?!”


  “If you don’t want to die, then run while howling pathetically, like the dog you are. Cry like the loser you are and go seek help from another. That’s your job.”


  What a humiliating order. There was no reason to obey. 


  Normally, Tsyon would have resisted. But it would be so pointless to die here. He had no choice but to clench his teeth. He had no choice but to accept he was a loser.


  And to survive.


  “Damn it, god damn iiiiiiit!” Tsyon cried out from his soul at how pathetic he was.


  But his voice just faded out in vain into the empty night.


  And then he turned his back on Serrade once more and fled.


  Jean glanced at his back, then returned to Serrade without pursuing him.




  Chapter 5:
The Sneer Offered to Worthless Salvation, Empty Happiness, and Pointless Struggles, When There’s Nowhere for You to Run


   


  FOUR DAYS PASSED, after that tragic night.


  Flum and Milkit searched the villages around the royal capital to scrape together some food, and kept searching for someplace safe.


  After leaving the royal capital, they ran into Chimeras much less often. As long as there were buildings, they could hide until the danger passed. 


  You might think they should just stay hidden in those buildings, but it wasn’t safe here, either. They were in a village to the south of the royal capital, Crancla. It was a place that only had a population of about three hundred. There was not a single survivor. Just like the royal capital, the villagers had died from Origin’s mental pollution, and corpses controlled by Chimera meat lumps were prowling about.


  Even without Souleater, Flum could finish off a few slow-moving corpses, but it seemed their eyes were connected to the Chimeras. It would be a problem if they were found.


  At first, they did bury the dead somewhat, but even so they didn’t know when meat lumps had parasitized the corpses and animated them. Nobody would call such a place safe.


  Thus far, the two of them had visited a number of villages, but they were all in similar states.


  There were some places with signs survivors had escaped, but the survivors they cared most about were not there.


  Where had their friends disappeared to?


  “It’s gotten dark, huh?”


  Flum and Milkit were rummaging around a house looking for food. They hadn’t lit any lights, to keep from being found by Chimeras. At nighttime, it was completely dark indoors.


  “So, let’s get back to that house soon,” said Flum. “Since this building has corpses in it.”


  On entering the village, first they had looked for a building they could stay in. Their first condition was that there were no corpses remaining inside. The second was a bed they could use.


  Well, even if there were corpses, they just had to move them, but if possible Flum didn’t want to do any emotionally draining work.


  Just surviving in this hell with no exit was suffocating. They only sought a bed in order to maintain a little emotional normalcy.


  No matter how much they kissed, Flum couldn’t become as detatched as Milkit, though.


  Leaving the building they’d searched, they returned to the house they had chosen to stay at. Using the food they’d gathered, the two of them began to cook.


  “At a time like this?” you might ask.


  Precisely because it was a time like this, it was important to act out the mundane.


   


  Gadhio had said he would follow them, but they had yet to meet up with him.


  Not only that—they hadn’t yet managed to meet up with their friends who should have escaped from Leitch’s mansion.


  Flum felt so lonely, as if she and Milkit were the only ones left in the world.


   


  Once they were done with their meal, there was nothing in particular to do, so the two of them laid down in bed. They had to save their energy for the next day, since it was quite the strain for Milkit to walk all day long.


  So, they held each other and touched each other. After a while, Milkit would fall asleep before Flum. While watching Milkit’s sleeping face, Flum closed her eyes and released her grip on consciousness. But—no matter how deeply she slept, when there was the slightest noise outside, her eyes opened naturally.


  The sound of something flying on the wind.


  The occasional creaking of the house.


  And—someone’s footsteps.


  Lately, from just that sound alone, she could distinguish who was walking around.


  “The dead...I didn’t kill that one? No, maybe it came from another village.” Quietly leaving the room so as not to wake Milkit, she cracked open the door of the house to check outside.


  If it were a Chimera, she should just leave it, but if it was the dead, she had to eliminate it.


  Swiftly leaving the house, she came up to it from behind and cut off its head with a knife she had gotten from that house. It was a short blade, but if she sent prana through it, it was possible to cut the head off.


  Once she had finished off her prey, she threw the knife at the meat lump that crawled out from the wound to vent her anger. Ending the dead with a cooking implement did mean she had to throw the knife away afterward, because of the fat and the nicks in the blade. It felt like a waste, but if she searched the houses, she knew she would find more. It wasn’t that big an issue.


  Flum finished her work and returned to the room to breathe a sigh. Her eyes met with Milkit’s.


  “Sorry, did I wake you?” Flum asked.


  “Um...ah, yes...” Milkit answered apologetically.


  She must have noticed the approaching footsteps as well. Flum bit her lip. It was only natural they couldn’t sleep well in this situation. Flum had wanted to let her have a good sleep, at least, but things wouldn’t be that easy.


  Flum tunneled under the blankets to Milkit’s side, then clasped her hand.


  “I wake up naturally when you’re gone,” said Milkit.


  “So, you were awake last night, too?”


  Milkit nodded.


  Something similar had happened the previous night as well. At the time, Milkit had seemed asleep when Flum came back. Flum hadn’t considered she’d just been pretending.


  “I wanted to avoid being a burden as much as possible,” Milkit said.


  “You don’t need to be so careful about things like that. In fact, I’m glad when you do rely on me.” At the very least, during those times, she could just focus on Milkit without being bothered with anything else.


  It was similar to when they’d first met, those times when she’d kept her spirit intact by drawing on her desire to be a hero, even when she’d been about to shatter. 


  But as she actually examined her own feelings, Flum realized that wasn’t quite right. At the time, she had just tried to support herself with her own idealism. 


  But now, pushed to the limit and panicking, she was leaning even more deeply on Milkit. It was like bottomless quicksand. The scary thing was how comfortable it was, and how it stole even her desire to escape. She wished for it to draw her in even deeper.


  While wishing to be with Milkit, even in her dreams, she fell asleep once more.


   


  ***


   


  The next morning, after getting some supplies in Crancla, the two of them headed further south.


  They had no particular goal in mind. Perhaps unconsciously, Flum wanted to go to her hometown of Patolia.


  Since they were passing by many villages on the way south, they advanced very slowly. Taking three hours by foot, they arrived at the next village, Larancla.


  Its name was similar to Crancla’s because the village had been established by the people who had opposed Larancla’s village elder and left—that was the story Flum recalled hearing at the guild, at least. She wasn’t sure if it was true.


  The population was about five hundred. With rows of wooden bungalows, there were farmer’s fields surrounding the area. And it seemed that they had kept some livestock, too. It was larger than Crancla, but it was still a rural farming town, so it had a similar air to it. Around the royal capital, there were countless of these sorts of villages, making food for tens of thousands of people.


  Being from a farming town, this felt familiar to Flum. What about Milkit?


  When Flum entered the village, the rampant scent of death made her scowl. With the passage of time, the smell of rot had begun to mingle with it, worsening the sanitation. At this rate, it would only be a matter of time before infectious diseases spread.


  But all the villages were pretty similar, so something like this wasn’t about to bring them to a halt, now. She was used to it.


  Had her own heart rotted, too?


  When the corpses approached, she killed them from behind, to keep from being found.


  Routing the wolf-type monsters that were drawn by the bodies, she came to the church. There, she came upon a werewolf—no, a small Chimera staring at the door of the church. She immediately drew Milkit close and hid behind the building.


  “Is it looking at something?” Milkit wondered.


  “I’ve never seen one do something like that before. There might be survivors in the church.”


  But even if it was small, it was too much for Flum to face right now. And if they got into a fight, Milkit would be hurt, too.


  When they were about to leave before being noticed—a boy stood there, blocking their path. 


  “Miss, you’re the hero Flum, aren’t you?” the boy asked quietly.


  So, people even recognize me in a rural village like this? Flum thought, turning her face away awkwardly. It wasn’t like she’d wanted it. She’d wound up famous without even realizing it.


  The boy’s eyes, seeking help, pressed her. Seeing her master like that, Milkit watched with unease.


  “Everyone ran to the church. There’s about twenty of them. They let just me out through the little window at the back...but you can defeat that monster, right?”


  “I...”


  His eyes, filled with hope, were on Flum. She couldn’t possibly beat it. But she could buy time for them to get away—by sacrificing herself and Milkit.


  “At this rate, everyone’s going to die. Come on, save us, Miss.” The boy grabbed her clothing and begged her.


  Her heart ached.


  If she could, she would have liked to save them. But she couldn’t. She didn’t have that power now, so it shouldn’t be wrong to refuse here. He probably wouldn’t tell her to throw her life away to save them, either.


  “Please. My mom and dad are in there. You’re the only one I can ask for help.”


  Standing in front of this boy who pleaded with her, tears in his eyes, cold sweat ran down Flum’s temple.


  She couldn’t. She knew that. She couldn’t save them.


  She could just tell him that. Why am I hesitating, after swearing that nobody but Milkit mattered? If you want to break, then throw away your guilt, you’re not at fault, she thought, self-reproach and excuses swirling round and round.


  But her voice still wouldn’t come out, as if it was stoppered up.


  Then Milkit said the cruel words: “...Let’s go, Master.”


  She was saying, if her kind master could not choose, she would have to. She didn’t mind being the villain. If she could protect Flum, then she would gladly make the boy resent her. She took her master’s hand and tried to leave.


  Flum let it happen, and walked away.


  “Wait...but you have the power to fight, you could save them, so why are you going? You’re a hero, aren’t you? You’re a hero of justice who’ll save everyone, aren’t you?”


  “I—” I’m no hero of justice.


  She’d just been fighting to survive, and to keep going with Milkit. That was what had forced her to fight Origin and the Church.


  There was an order of priorities. If she had the strength to spare, then maybe saving them would have been an option. But they were pressed to the limit. The twenty people waiting for help in that church were ultimately no more than strangers. To Flum, those peoples’ lives were less weighty than their own.


  They should have been, but it was only human nature to hesitate anyway. It was the conscience any decent person had, even if they weren’t a hero. That conscience was messing her up, eating away at her.


  But...


  “I’m sorry. I don’t have the power to fight that. So, we’re going.”


  It was all she could do. No matter how painful it was, she couldn’t do what she couldn’t do. She just had to say it flat-out. Infinite lives wouldn’t be enough.


  The boy developed a look of despair. Abandoned by his final hope, he had no choice but to give up on the lives of the people of his hometown, his own parents included.


  But if she were in the boy’s position and she were told it couldn’t be done, would she give up so easily? In a situation where giving up meant his family would die, there was no way he could accept Flum turning her back to run.


  “Why?! I’m telling you they’re going to die! I’m telling you my mom and dad are going to die, so why won’t you save theeem?!” the boy cried.


  Heedless of the fact that the Chimera was right there, he cried out loud, from the pit of his stomach. Indeed, doing so would force Flum and Milkit to get involved. But even if it did—that just meant three extra bodies.


  “Let’s run, Master!”


  How easy would things be if she could be rational enough to do that. Sensing killing intent, Flum leaped on the boy and shoved him down, just as the Chimera fired a spiral bullet that skimmed her back.


  Seeing the wound, the boy said, like he was glad, “Th-thank you! You really are a hero!”


  “Oh, you’re so...!” said Milkit.


  “Milkit, take that child and get as far away as you can.”


  “But Master!”


  “Now that it’s come to this, I have to do it!”


  At the very least, she had extended the lives of the people who had fled into the church. The situation was so desperate even Flum wanted to say so what with a snort—but with a human-type Chimera appearing right in front of her, she gathered her usable equipment—not the broken Souleater—and readied herself to fight.


  She had no weapon. With her stats lower than before, her only offensive option was Reversal magic.


  “Graaaaaagh!” The Chimera gave a creepy cry and charged rapidly toward Flum.


  First, she tried buying time, hoping for some kind of change in the situation. When the claws swiped at her, she calmly rolled to the side to avoid them.


  The Chimera passed by her, landed, and slid along the ground as it fired a spiral bullet.


  While running, she evaded it, and the enemy leaped once more, getting right in her face. When it swiped its claws horizontally, she responded instinctively and leaned back at the last second, their sharp edge skimming the tip of her nose.


  She slapped her hands on the ground and cast Reversal to upended the Chimera’s footing, but the enemy leaped to the side as if it had anticipated that, and it came to naught. It did give her some opportunity to create some distance, though.


  Regardless, the next claw strike came fast—it didn’t seem like she could dodge it. Flum was forced to block with her forearm, knowing she couldn’t block the impact without Souleater.


  She was flung backward and slammed into the wall of a house. 


  “Nnk!” 


  Her left arm, which she’d used to block, was numb, and the right half of her body was numb from striking the wall. The pain was mild, but she couldn’t deny the possibility something was broken. She couldn’t use her arms very well and couldn’t get up either. 


  Meanwhile, the Chimera swiftly approached.


  “Urk...ah!”


  It grabbed her by the head, lifted her up, and slammed her into the wall of a house.


  “Gahh?!” A shock great enough to destroy the wall rattled its way to her brain, making her consciousness flicker.


  It wouldn’t kill her.


  It would torment her to the limit in order to take her to Origin.


  It slammed her a second, then a third time, wounding the back of her head. Blood gushed out. It was a lot, even considering how heavily head wounds tended to bleed.


  She dyed the broken wall red, but the Chimera still didn’t stop.


  “Angh! Ahn! Nghhh!”


  It was as if it were avenging itself for all the trouble she’d caused its kind. In fact, it was so intent on tormenting Flum—


  “Beating a girl like that...”


  A single arrow pierced the back of the Chimera’s head.


  “Gyah?!” The Chimera staggered, releasing Flum and letting her fall to the ground.


  “Origin sure is a rotten bastard!”


  Linus had fired the arrow from a rooftop some distance away. Now he fired more—three arrows bundled into one, a special strike with extra force. The Chimera noticed he was there right before he fired, and bent back to avoid them.


  “Reversal...so to speak,” he said jokingly.


  What he’d actually used was wind magic—but when he announced it, the arrow that passed by the enemy spun right around and now approached from the other side. The small Chimera naturally couldn’t have predicted that. The giant arrow embedded itself in its head.


  Chimeras were tough, but Linus’s eyes could see where their defenses were thin. And with attacks specialized for power, even if he couldn’t destroy their cores, he could penetrate the Chimeras’ bodies.


  The enemy fell for a moment, but immediately rose up again.


  “So, it still moves even after destroying its brain. Fighting these guys really does ruin my confidence.”


  The wound swirled, its body shuddered, and its movement became awkward. But that didn’t mean it had weakened. Origin’s power was starting to go wild. It raised its claws, each of which had spirals around it. It flung these toward Flum from a distance, attempting to incapacitate her.


  Behind the enemy, the shadow of a woman with a sword in hand approached.


  “Anguis.” Henriette bled the back of her hand, filling the sword in her hand with the blood. A red copy of the blade formed and fired toward her target. The blade struck the Chimera, making a shallow wound in its raised arm. The impact threw it off balance, but it still tried to attack—and couldn’t.


  Unlike Linus, Henriette couldn’t instantly perceive the enemy’s physiology. But with Genocide Arts, she could send her blood into even the slightest wound to prevent the enemy from moving.


  “Gragh! Gyaaaagh!” The Chimera was confused by its sudden incapacitation.


  “And one more!”


  “I’m not letting you get away, either!”


  Linus and Henriette unleashed their attacks at once.


  The Chimera leaped high on both legs, jumping onto the roof of the house behind it.


  “Linus! Henriette!” Finally seeing some familiar faces relaxed Flum’s expression.


  The Chimera sensed the situation had worsened, and it was watching to see what would happen. 


  Henriette reached out to Flum. 


  “You’re the only one who can destroy Origin cores. Can we ask you to finish it off?”


  “R-right!”
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  Henriette pulled her to her feet, and Flum glared at the Chimera looking down on them.


  “Three on one, we should manage somehow. I’ll go first!” This time, Linus nocked three arrows. Then he fired them not at the Chimera, but at the heavens.


  “Rain down on it!”


  The arrows shattered into bits in midair, and with tiny blades of wind surrounding them, they fell like rain. The force of each individual fragment was minute—they would only very slightly wound a Chimera reinforced by an Origin core.


  But that wasn’t nothing. To get away from it, the enemy leaped to the side, away from the rain.


  Having anticipated this, Henriette made her move. 


  “Jörmungandr—Twin Bites!”


  With a single swing, she let fly two blood blades. They changed shape in midair, becoming snakes.


  Ordinarily, Jörmungandr was a major technique that would use up a lot of remaining blood cartridges. But there were no blood cartridges on Henriettte’s sword—she was filling her sword with her own blood. That made it possible for her to accomplish a feat ordinary people could never perform: firing two powerful techniques at once.


  “Graaaaagh!”


  Though the Chimera erased one of them with a finger wreathed in a spiral, it couldn’t erase the second snake snapping at its legs. Like its arm before, now one of its legs was slowed down. It twisted the wound to regenerate, but the blood that had entered its body wouldn’t disappear. In that sense, Genocide Arts were more suited to fighting Chimeras than other attacks.


  Although, since it couldn’t destroy cores, it couldn’t finish them off.


  “I’ll expose the core and leave the finisher to you.” Henriette whispered, approaching the Chimera.


  Flum ran behind her, getting closer to the enemy so she could touch it at any time.


  But the Chimera didn’t just stand there and take it. It spat spirals from its mouth and kept them from coming close, then leaped backward on the one leg that could still move to get away. 


  Instantly, Henriette’s lips quirked up. She’d been waiting for this.


  When the Chimera landed, a snake made of blood slithered from the earth to bite its leg. It was the Genocide Arts technique that hid a snake underground to attack: Serpens.


  But she hadn’t thrust her sword into the ground as obviously like Ottilie did.


  When she used Jörmungandr before, her sword skimmed the ground—could it have been then...? It had happened so quickly, even Flum had missed it.


  Henriette was incredibly talented.


  Now the Chimera had both legs restricted. 


  Linus fixed his aim on it. 


  “You bought me a lot of time—I’ve got to make sure to get it right in the weak spot!”


  His eyes were wide, seeing right through the Chimera’s composition and pinpointing a foreign object within it—in other words, the Origin core. Taking three arrows bundled together, he drew the string back as far as it would go, and released.


  The arrows gouged right into the Chimera’s side, and the Origin core embedded within its body was revealed.


  “Flum, now!” Linus cried.


  Flum had already leaped forward. 


  “Waaaaaaaagh!”


  Having hit her head, she was terribly dizzy and nauseous. Her vision was blurry—and the enemy’s wound was twisting. The core was being buried. She had to hurry.


  Her fingertips touched the core before the wound could completely seal up. 


  “Reversal!” 


  She poured her Reversal magic into it. The energy within the Origin core rotated the other way, and the crystal self-destructed.


  The Chimera ceased operation.


  “Aghhh...so we survived... Mil...kit...”


  Flum passed out from the blow to her head.


   


  ***


   


  Flum woke inside the church.


  Not only was Milkit safe, but also the boy and the twenty survivors. 


  When she awoke, they thanked and praised her wildly, talking about how amazing heroes were. 


  She couldn’t bring herself to feel glad.


  Once she was somewhat healed, she took Milkit and Linus aside to express her thoughts. Henriette was still watching the villagers, so they should be safe for now.


  “I want to leave this place soon, if possible...” Flum said. She’d initially tried to abandon the villagers and run. Whatever they thought now, she felt uncomfortable here. She was gloomy. 


  Milkit took her hand and wrapped it in her own. Feeling just a little relieved, Flum smiled and shared a look with her. Even without words, she understood what Milkit was trying to say.


  “I get what’s happened, now... Sorry, I can’t point fingers at anyone,” said Linus.


  “Master understands that, too. But...if you hadn’t come, in the end everyone would have died, and Master may have been taken to Origin!”


  “I know that!” said Linus. “The way that kid saw it, he was just desperate to protect his family. It was a clash of equally strong emotions—you would’ve done the same in his position, right, Milkit?”


  “But still!” Milkit raised her voice, as if she meant to represent Flum.


  Understanding her feelings, Linus shook his head with a sober look. 


  “We’ll never come to an agreement—let’s just not. The bigger problem is what we do now.”


  “What do you mean?” Milkit demanded.


  Flum clapped a hand on the still-angry Milkit’s shoulder, and when Milkit turned to her, she smiled. Milkit still had more to say, but she would be quiet if her master wanted it.


  Flum put on a sunny look to ease tensions. 


  “Linus, you don’t look very dirty,” she pointed out. “Did you find a safe place?”


  “You’re sharp,” he said, impressed. “Oh yeah. You’re talking about Origin’s damage? That didn’t go beyond the villages in the area of the royal capital. If you go outside that area, some people are feeling unwell and getting sick, but people aren’t dying.”


  “What about Patolia?!”


  “That was your hometown, wasn’t it? It’s pretty far to the south, so I’m sure it’s safe, for now.”


  Hearing that, Flum heaved a big sigh. Milkit, pressed against her, smiled, feeling just as happy.


  “But if you found a safe place, why are you two here?” Flum asked.


  Of course she would wonder about that. If they had gotten away, there was no need to come back.


  “We were looking for survivors. We heard from some people who fled from Crancla that there were people still trapped in Larancla. When we came to look, we found you fighting here.”


  It was miraculous timing, but it seemed it was no coincidence that they had come there.


  “So, you’re going to take those survivors out of Origin’s range of influence?”


  “Well, there’s more survivors than we thought. If we take our sweet time, we’re gonna get attacked by Chimeras that can sniff out human scents. Dragging twenty people around is a gamble with our lives. First, we’ll take them to a shelter close by.”


  “A shelter?” Flum cocked her head. If there was something like that, there were more survivors than she’d imagined.


  “You’ve heard before there’s lots of ruins underneath the kingdom, right?”


  “Remnants of the old civilization, just like Tokyo, right?”


  “We’re using a number of those as shelters.”


  “Can they take twenty people?”


  “Combined with the people already there, they’ll just barely fit. What about you two? Will you go to the shelter for now, or are you going to regions that haven’t been hit yet? Either way, we’ll go with you.”


  “Right now, we want to go far away,” Flum answered instantly.


  Milkit nodded.


  In order to deal with their miserable mood, they had to escape Origin’s influence. But so long as Origin was revived, there was nowhere to run.


  “Maybe there are people out there who feel having power means you have the obligation to protect...and maybe I’m being irresponsible...but I don’t think I can take this.”


  “Nobody’ll blame you. Besides, you said that Origin is targeting you, right? So it’d be best for you to get as far away from his sphere of influence as possible. That’s a fight to protect peace, too.”


  “Thank you.”


  “If you don’t mind waiting while we send the villagers off first, I’ll show you someplace safe.”


  “Is that really okay, though?”


  “Is what okay?”


  “The reason you came back from safety...it wasn’t actually for the survivors, but for Maria, wasn’t it?” Flum pointed out sharply.


  “You could tell?” Linus got an awkward look.


  “It’s totally obvious.” That was the natural assumption, based on his past behavior.


  “Still, right now, I’m gonna do what I should. Maria might have gotten outside, too,” Linus said.


  “What you should do...” 


  Was that to risk your own life for others? Flum didn’t know. Could Linus say that for sure because he was a hero? It was something you could do if you had strength to spare—it shouldn’t be something she should risk her life for.


  “Don’t think too deeply about it. You don’t have to get so caught up in obligation, like as a hero or warrior or whatever.”


  “But you’re doing it, Linus.”


  “I’m just trying to act cool, since I’ve chosen this life. It’s best not to make it your goal.”


  She didn’t respond.


  “In the end, the right choice is just to do what you want. Following your sense of duty or guilt won’t fill your stomach, and it generally won’t make anyone happy. Humans are creatures of desire, after all.”


  “Maybe...you’re right.”


  If, when that boy had sought help from her, she had just done what he asked—would things have worked out?


  No—absolutely not.


  Because acting for another meant throwing away not only her own life, but also Milkit’s. Even if it had worked out, it might have created resentment between her and Milkit. So Flum’s choice had not been wrong, and the boy had done the right thing too, in his own way. And in the end, they’d all been saved—happily ever after. However they’d gotten to this point, she just had to accept it for what it was.


  Once the conversation paused, Flum asked him what had been on her mind all this time. While somewhere in her heart, her rational mind knew it was pointless, she still had to ask.


  “Oh yeah, Linus, did you see Gadhio?”


  “I haven’t seen anyone but you and soldiers from the royal army. Did you meet with him?”


  “When we escaped the royal capital, he stayed behind to protect us. I don’t know what happened after that...”


  She already knew the answer. With the royal capital a hell, and him fighting Echidna, who had a core... There was no way he was okay.


  But she wanted to believe he was still alive, relying purely on the fact she hadn’t gotten proof of his death. Even now, Flum still genuinely believed he would keep his promise.


  Linus seemed to infer something based on her vague remark. He looked sadly out the window.


  “Don’t worry about it. Everyone in that party was superhuman. They wouldn’t die so easy—and that includes both of us,” he said, trying to reassure himself.


   


  ***


   


  After that, Flum and Milkit joined Linus and Henriette in sending the survivors to the shelter. Fortunately, they didn’t encounter any Chimeras on the way.


  There were just some adventurers and a few survivors of the royal army protecting the shelter. In such a dangerous situation, they were risking their lives to protect the people.


  On the other hand, what about her, when she was more powerful than them?


  Flum respected them, but she also couldn’t escape the guilt that asked her that question.


  But it wasn’t all suffering.


  A girl who had been working at Leitch’s mansion was there. She said her name was Kina. Apparently, she’d dashed out of the mansion immediately after the disaster in the royal capital. She’d been saved by an adventurer, a long-haired man named Croswell, who now stood at her side. He was apparently something like a big brother to Kina and was an S-rank adventurer. In other words, it was no coincidence she’d been saved—it had to be because he’d gone to the mansion to check on her, out of concern.


  Flum had met Croswell once, during the fight with the Children, but it wasn’t like she really knew Kina. Still, just knowing people she knew had been saved was a relief. It lightened her heart, just a little.


   


  ***


   


  Before leaving, Flum and Milkit were waiting near the exit from the ruins for Linus to get ready. Henriette approached and addressed them, “So, you’re leaving.”


  It sounded like she was trying to stop them. Flum dropped her gaze. “...Sorry, I couldn’t help.” 


  Ordinarily, she should be protecting the evacuees with Henriette. But she was even taking Linus away from them, making her heart ache with guilt.


  Henriette wasn’t going to blame her. “That’s not what I mean. The army’s job is to protect the people of the royal capital, and you’re one of those people. I’m saying that I don’t mind if you stay here and rely on us.”


  “You really are kind, Henriette. Ottilie, Herrmann, and Werner also fought to protect people...”


  On the way to the shelter, she had asked what the people of the royal army were doing. Even now, it seemed they were continuing to carry out rescue missions in order to help the people as much as they could.


  I can’t do that, Flum felt keenly.


  Perhaps Henriette was trying to show consideration, as she encouraged her warmly. 


  “You’re fighting to protect her, too. Neither is better than the other.”


  She smiled. She gave Flum such a bright, sparkling, princely smile that it made Milkit, beside her, raise her hackles.


  Although it didn’t get Flum’s heart pounding—it did lighten it a bit.


  “By the way, I’m serious about trying to get you to stay. We’re planning to move everyone at once out of Origin’s sphere of influence, once we’ve secured the means. It will take some time, but I think the result will be the same.”


  “Origin is trying to take me away. If I stay here, it’s possible you’ll be targeted by Chimeras. That’s another reason I shouldn’t stay here long.”


  “I...see...”


  “Thank you very much for saving me. Once things get more peaceful, I’ll repay you somehow.”


  She meant to say it as brightly as she could, to avoid hurting Henriette. But it just looked like empty cheer instead and seemed to have the opposite effect. With Henriette giving her a worried look, Flum felt a sharp pain in her stomach.


   


  ***


   


  Flum, Milkit and Linus left the shelter. Avoiding open roads, they went through the forest. Without Linus, they would have gotten lost.


  He said that, if they moved steadily to the goal, they could get there in about a day, but because they would need to rest at night, it would take a little more time.


  They traveled about ten hours southwest. A largish town came into view. Linus said it was called Sawl. The population was about two thousand, and thanks to their special product, a fruit called fiitay, it was more prosperous than the surrounding villagers.


  Fiitay was a juicy, palm-sized, very sweet yellow fruit, smooth and fibrous, with lots of moisture. The price was high to match the taste. It had made the town wealthy for a place whose main industry was agriculture.


  But now there was no sight of that. It had become a complete ghost town.


  Visiting soldiers must have disposed of the bodies, as there wasn’t even any sign of squirming corpses. The scent of death wafted about, but it wasn’t as strong as other villages. Since it was a ways away from the royal capital, there may not have been as much damage from the Chimeras.


  In fact, the proportion of burned-down houses was far fewer, and it looked like the residents could return once things had settled down.


  But still, the bodies weren’t zero, and they couldn’t avoid fighting with monsters after the dead meat. While casually driving off minor monsters like wolves and basilisks, the three of them searched the town of Sawl.


  “Ohh, it’s some fiitay. I’ll take that.” Linus took one of the fruit from an abandoned street stall, peeled it with a knife and bit into it. The juices gushed out, and it gave off a sweet scent.


  “Is that okay?”


  “You took things from houses without permission too, didn’t you? They’re gonna be rotten by the time they come back, anyway, so it’s better just to eat them. Here.” He tossed the yellow fruits to Flum and Milkit.


  It had a very ripe color. Just bringing it to her nose, the sweet smell wafted to her. As the place was famous for this fruit, naturally the fiitay they sold were all top quality. 


  “They cost three times that in the capital...” Milkit muttered, looking at the price tag on the stall.


  While biting into the fiitay, the three of them looked for a place they could stay. On the way, they procured some foodstuffs that would’ve otherwise rotted to be their dinner, and took everything into the inn they found. Like always, Milkit and Flum stood side-by-side in the kitchen and cooked.


  “You’ve been taking the trouble to cook every night, with things like this?” Linus asked them. He leaned back against the wall, watching the pair as they worked together intimately.


  “Working with your hands is a nice distraction,” said Flum.


  “I just hope it can make Master feel even a little bit better.”


  “Well, true enough, I do feel relieved when I reach someplace safe and I find a good meal,” Linus commented.


  Food was just that important.


  Plus, to the two of them, the act of cooking was an important ritual in itself, reminding them of the peaceful days they’d spent in the royal capital. It might appear frivolous, but if they could shore up their mental fortitude, it was worth it.


  Despite his comments, Linus did enjoy the meal the made. 


  Just as they were all beginning to sleep, they heard a quiet nok nok sound.


  All three of them poked their heads out of their rooms. They headed to the entrance, where the sound had come from.


  “Is anyone there...?” came a man’s voice from the other side of the door. Though it was possible it was a Chimera in disguise—


  “I don’t get the vibe it’s a Chimera,” said Linus.


  “It really seems human to me, too,” Flum said.


  Since the two of them were in agreement, for now, they opened the door. There stood a middle-aged man who looked to be a resident of Sawl.


  “Ohhhh?! There really are people!” he cried.


  With the surprised man before them, Flum and Milkit shared a look.


   


  ***


   


  The man said that he’d smelled some nice cooking, so he’d gotten suspicious and went to check. Flum, Linus, and Milkit had been startled by the sudden visitor, but he was the more surprised one. The man said there were other survivors from Sawl as well, hiding in a house. They decided to go there, and he showed them the way.


  “I never expected to see heroes living in a house here. I’m sure everyone’ll be happy.”


  At first, he’d thought they were suspicious and had been wary. But seeing Flum and Linus’s faces and realizing who they were, the man’s attitude turned on a dime to become quite chipper. He was hoping to get them to guard the other survivors if possible, so they could try to escape the town, but—


  Flum said to Linus quietly, “How long is it from here to our goal, again?”


  “It’ll take another ten hours. For us.”


  To get here, Flum had often carried the tired Milkit on her back, and they’d come without stopping at all. But if they got more people with them, they wouldn’t be able to go at that pace.


  Milkit was also looking at Flum with unease. 


  “Changing our plans would defeat the purpose of this.”


  “But if they ask for help...”


  Would she be able to refuse? At the very least, Linus would not. But even he could tell that Flum was emotionally close to her limits.


  “Worst case, we could split up: I’ll guard the people of this village and give you two a map to go your way.”


  Then there would be no need to slow down. But since they couldn’t cut through the forest without Linus, either way, they’d get slowed down.


  The man showed them to a district with densely clustered residences. They entered one of the houses to find ten people huddled together in a large living room. When they learned the heroes Flum and Linus had come, the people cried out in joy. They thought they were saved.


  Hanging her head, Flum bit her lip. Milkit couldn’t stand to watch.


  “Let’s leave as quickly as possible.” She whispered, taking Flum’s hand.


  “I...”


  “The two of us will run as far away as we can. I believe that’s the best decision.”


  She always centered Flum in all of her decisions—especially when Flum wasn’t sure what to do. In agony, tormenting herself over her own growing sense of worthlessness, Flum nodded silently.


  Watching them, Linus looked up at the ceiling and let out a little sigh.


   


  ***


   


  Once morning dawned, Flum and Milkit would escape the town. They spent that night in the house where the survivors were gathered, partially to guard them.


  Apparently, a child was using the bed in the bedroom, so Flum and Milkit wound up sleeping huddled together on the floor.


   


  ***


   


  Late at night, when everyone was asleep, the girl in the bedroom woke up. Her mother was sleeping at her side. Her father had been killed by a Chimera. The sight of his body being torn apart was deeply scarred into the girl’s memory. She was less than ten years old.


  Fortunately, she didn’t hear the sounds of Chimera wings flapping outside right now. The number of walking corpses prowling around had decreased, and it felt like peace was coming closer.


  That was when a moth landed on the room lamp.


  Since the windows were boarded up, when there were no lights in here, it was pitch black. So, they kept a magic lamp lit even as they slept, turning the light all the way down.


  The moth slowly flapped its wings, as if breathing. Its large shadow was cast on the wall, and the girl grew scared, squeezing her eyes shut and clinging to her mother.


  Her mother noticed this, and woke up. She patted her daughter’s back to ease her anxiety.


  But something was strange.


  Sweat was beading on the girl’s face, and she was trembling.


  “Ah, ngh, ghyuh...goff, gurgh, ngh, nk...!” She flailed around as she desperately tried to rake something from her throat.


  “Yeep...wh-what...? Stop it, you mustn’t do that!” The mother desperately grabbed her arms and tried to stop her, but the girl was so strong, she couldn’t force her at all.


  Eventually, the snap of bones breaking rang out all over the girl’s body—crak, snap.


  She swelled up violently underneath her clothing, and began to transform.


  “I knew—it. A child’s—body is—diffi—cult. The other one—fit me better,” a man’s voice could be heard from the girl’s mouth.


  No—suddenly, her face had changed, too.


  An adult male head sat on the child’s body.


  That alone would be horrifying, but her body had to be trying to force a change from that of a girl to an adult man, as it moved like bones were breaking through from the inside as it continued its twisted growth.


  “N-no...wh-what is this...?!”


  “But best—is an adult. And the next sight I see is—”


   


  ***


   


  In the living room, Flum slept cuddled up to Milkit. In the entranceway, Linus leaned against the wall with his eyes closed.


  Both of them woke at the same time and stood.


  “Master...?” Rubbing her eyes, Milkit looked up curiously.


  “I’ll go,” Linus said briefly. 


  He went to the bedroom door. When he reached out to open it, he sensed something and immediately leaped backward.


  A beat later, someone’s blade ripped thought the door.


  “Everyone, please run—it’s an attack!” Flum cried out, certain it was an enemy.


  Reactions were various: some awoke slowly, some leaped awake in shock. Meanwhile, a man emerged from the bedroom.


  Linus activated a nearby lamp, illuminating his face. 


  “You’re...”


  “Huyghe?! Why?! You should’ve died in Tokyo!”


  It was the captain of the Church Knights: Huyghe Pagna. When Tokyo had self-destructed, he should have been caught in the explosion and blown to bits.


  “Hmm...even an adult woman is a little small. But a cramped trip isn’t a bad one. Isn’t that right, Learners?” Moving jerkily, Huyghe cocked his head. With each movement, he made cracking and snapping noises.


  Then he raised his right arm over his head. His forearm transformed, becoming a grotesque sword of burbling flesh.


  “Scorch—” Huyghe’s Justice Arts would behead anyone within sight.


  Of course, neither Linus nor Flum would let him activate it.


  “Sonic Raid!” 


  First, Linus accelerated with wind magic, slicing at him with his dagger.


  Huyghe’s smile twisted sadistically, and he pointed his sword at Linus, swinging it down. When both blades collided, Linus’s dagger shattered in an instant, and he was flung back, creating an indent in the wooden wall.


  “Damn it, he’s insanely strong...!” Linus groaned.


  Huyghe went straight for a follow-up.


  Flum charged at his side. 


  “Waaaaaaaaaagh!” 


  Her tackle made him stagger.


  Meanwhile, Linus got to his feet, grabbed Flum’s clothing and leaped backward.


  “So, you’re not going to fight?” Flum asked.


  “You’ll know if you scan him—we can’t win.”
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  It was a list of nonsensical words and overwhelming numbers.


  Flum was certain Linus was correct in deciding to retreat the moment he saw that.


  “Take her and run!” he cried.


  Back in a fighting stance, Huyghe swung up his sword once more.


  Linus flung Flum close to Milkit, then deployed a magic circle with his other palm. 


  “Tornado!”


  He manifested a whirlwind indoors. Though it wasn’t as powerful as what Neigass could summon, it was good enough to destroy a wooden building. The rubble flying into the air blocked Huyghe’s vision. It stopped him from fulfilling the activation conditions for Scorch Maiden.


  However—


  “Stop it, we’re in here, too!”


  “W-waaaaaaahhh!”


  This meant hitting the survivors in the building.


  In the raging storm, Flum stood up and took Milkit in her arms. 


  “Let’s get out of here, Milkit...!”


  “But Master, in this wind!”


  “I think—it won’t last that long.”


  “Huh?”


  Flum didn’t know anything for sure, but she figured a creature with stats like that had to have a way to deal with the spell. And Huyghe didn’t seem to budge within the tornado.


  “It’s no use—Louisette.” He swung his sword, and the whirlwind that Linus had generated disappeared in an instant.


  “Ah! I used quite a lot of magic power on that, though.”


  As Linus was losing confidence, Huyghe once again raised his grotesque sword arm high.


  Soon, everyone there would be beheaded.


  “Waaaaaaaaugh!” 


  Milkit in her arms, Flum threw herself shoulder-first through the boarded-up window, breaking through and shattered the glass to escape outside.


  Right after that—


  “Scorch Maiden.”


  The beheading blade came down on everyone within Huyghe’s field of view.


  Flum didn’t look back.


  She rolled on the ground, with Milkit still in her arms, then got right up again and started running, pulling Milkit behind her.


  “We’ve got to run. Further. Even further.”


  But even as they ran, they could hear the sounds.


  The sounds of severed heads falling.


  The sounds of blood spurting from their necks.


  They were dead.


  Close by—lots of people.


  “We have to run, we can’t be in a place like that, we can’t get near a monster like that!”


  It wasn’t her fault. Running was the right choice in that situation. Linus had said as much to her.


  Was Linus safe? He hadn’t died to save them, had he? No, there was no way—he would survive for sure. He wouldn’t die. He would never die because of me.


  “It’s not your fault, Master.”


  “What, Milkit?”


  “It’s...not your fault, Master.”


  “Yeah, I know. Let’s run. Let’s run, fast!”


  “But Master...”


  Flum was crying.


  She didn’t mean to. She hadn’t even been aware that her sorrow had taken form. Tears were just flowing down her face.


  Milkit was thinking about how she might help her, somehow. But she knew consolations like “it’s not your fault” or “there’s no helping it” meant nothing.


  That wasn’t it, anyway. That wasn’t why she was crying. But Milkit didn’t know what Flum’s confused heart was feeling, or how she should comfort her.


  With Flum pulling her along, racing through the town at night, she lamented her own helplessness.


   


  ***


   


  “Flum and Milkit got away. And I’m alive. That’s great, full score,” Linus muttered with a smile.


  But seeing all the corpses lying around, he immediately grew solemn.


  “Even if they were a bunch of brazen strangers, it feels bad to see them die.”


  Linus had already seen Scorch Maiden. No matter how high Huyghe’s stats were, if you knew it was coming, you could avoid it.


  “You’re tenacious, Linus Radiants.” Huyghe must have finished adjusting his body, as he spoke clearly now.


  His sword arm squirmed uncannily under the moonlight. While it might seem like just a lump of meat, the closer you looked at it, the more of a disgusting Chimeric jumble it revealed itself to be, with beast fangs, insect legs, human eyes, and organs.


  “Is she really worth fixating on that intensely—that woman Maria?” Huyghe asked.


  “First of all, I don’t plan to die, and yes, Maria is worth it. You Church Knights have known her for a long time, right? If you can’t see her charms, you’re blind.”


  “My love is always dedicated to one alone. To put it in a way you all can understand: for Lord Origin.”


  “So, it’s romantic for you, not faith? I see, yeah, that’s incomprehensible.”


  “His miracles gave me life. In other words, now, I am love itself—and I won’t lose.”


  “You’ve just got high stats. Of course you won’t lose.”


  Even before an opponent this much stronger than him, Linus didn’t get cold feet.


  It wasn’t that he didn’t fear death.


  “Well, I don’t plan to die, either, before I can see Maria.”


  He was just sure of his survival.




  Autopsy 3:
Hopeless Man


   


  HUYGHE SLICED AT LINUS. It was a simple slash from the shoulder, but his stats made it unusually quick.


  In response, Linus focused on evasion with all his speed, keeping his movements small. Of course, right after dodging the slice, he dealt with Scorch Maiden, too.


  “You’re a one trick pony, Huyghe! Even with Origin’s power, that’s all you’ve got?!” he jeered.


  Huyghe seemed a little irritated as he slashed with his sword, performing countless, instantaneous slices in trajectories that prevented escape.


  Leaping and twisting around, Linus wove through the gaps between those strikes, rising up with a wind spell at the end and doing a somersault to evade a beheading strike.


  “You could dodge that?”


  When Linus landed, there was a few yards of distance between the two. He raised his bow and nocked an arrow. 


  “I’m an archer, as you can see. I’ve come up with some techniques for avoiding close combat.”


  “You’re rather skilled with a dagger, considering that.”


  “Thanks for the compliment. It really sounds like sarcasm coming from the guy who broke my expensive dagger, though.”


  Though he appeared humanlike now, Huyghe was clearly something else. Linus felt quite calm, chatting with an opponent like that. 


  Well, that was actually very close, though.


  On the inside, he was on tenterhooks, wondering when he might be killed, but putting on a cool front was his strong suit.


  “But how did you survive that whole thing?” Linus asked.


  “Buying time, huh?” Huyghe immediately saw through him.  


  Linus shrugged and continued in an overly familiar manner. “Yep. And funnily enough, you’re not trying to follow Flum, either.”


  “There’s no place in this world to escape.” Flaring his eyes and showing white teeth, his lips upturned.


  Huyghe’s expression of fanaticism gave Linus the shivers.


  “Lord Origin is revived, and the world is once again his. His great love will soon envelop the world. No matter where you run or who may try to prevent us, his wishes will come true. I don’t have to follow her.”


  “You’re pretty relaxed about this. So then is it thanks to love you survived that explosion?”


  Linus meant it as a joke.


  “Indeed,” Huyghe said clearly, with joy on his face once more. “Back then, when you all cornered me, I didn’t use an Origin core, did I? I believed in Lord Origin’s possibilities. So firstly, I have memories of my past life. If past lives exist, that means the soul also exists, and that death is the soul being freed from the flesh when it ceases to operate. So then when the soul leaves the body, and there exists a functioning body elsewhere, what do you think happens?” 


  “I don’t get what you mean,” Linus said. He’d practically ignored the whole thing.


  Huyghe smiled smugly and continued. 


  “In essence, it’s Necromancy. I heard that Gadhio Lathcutt’s wife was revived from a mere lump of flesh. When you get down to it, if you cut away a part of my body and cultivate it, you can create a spare body. And unlike Tia Lathcutt, my soul will remain in this world. And so, before a fight, I made a variety of spare bodies in various states and shapes, as vessels for my soul. Thus, I have managed to revive myself. Heh-heh, heh-heh-heh—don’t you think this is indeed an act of God? Could there still be any fool alive who does not love Lord Origin, now?!”


  While exasperated at Huyghe’s self-absorption, Linus mentally sorted out what he was saying. 


  Basically, he’s got extra bodies, and he did die once, but was revived. It sounds unbelievable, but since he’s actually standing there in front of me, I’ve got to believe it. But Cyrill was supposed to have resealed Origin and completely stopped the cores from working. So, the bodies and stuff made by Necromancy didn’t stop working during that time? That means Cyrill re-sealing Origin was useless...no, I guess I should assume something has happened to her, at this point.


  He was basically on the mark.


  “It seems you’re an intelligent man.” Huyghe said, as if reading his mind. “You look as if you understand.”


  “So, you’re self-aware that it sounds nonsensical!”


  “Our relationship is not the sort that requires mutual understanding.”


  “Tsk, a crazy bastard like you isn’t allowed to give reasonable answers!”


  Huyghe already knew Linus was trying to buy time. Linus didn’t plan to keep talking too long. He shot an arrow at Huyghe, meaning to control the tempo of their fight.


  “So, you’re attacking?” Huyghe casually knocked down the first attack with his sword arm.


  “Offense is the best defense, after all!” Next, Linus leaped backward as he bundled multiple arrows to fire them. Of course, he cast a wind spell on them, too. Against Chimeras, this would do damage, but...


  “Oh, how puny—just like a human.”


  A swing of Huyghe’s sword made it vanish.


  Something felt off about that move, to Linus. I planned for it to explode once he broke it—and he’s not using Scorch Maiden, either.


  It seemed Huyghe swinging his sword didn’t necessarily activate Scorch Maiden. This was different from when Flum had fought him. Scorch Maiden would activate even if he didn’t want it to. It did so whenever he swung his sword with intent to kill. To Huyghe, it was both justice and a curse.


  That said, Linus had only heard about that fight from Flum. He didn’t know the details. Still, it felt off.


  When he erased the tornado before, he said something—Louisette, was it?


  Had the joy of being revived by Origin granted Huyghe power? It seemed he now used two different types of Justice Arts.


  Linus shot magic-powered arrows in succession, and Huyghe erased them and pushed forward. 


  I don’t know the effects of his second technique yet, but taking a full-on hit would probably be bad.


  He just kept his distance, looking for an opportunity to retreat. Then Huyghe suddenly vanished. No—it just appeared as though he had, when actually he was crouching low and dashing close.


  “Cavalier Arts: Prana Auger!” 


  His sword arm gained an aura of prana blades that also began to rotate, forming a drill. He avoided the arrow Linus fired and sliced at him.


  Not yet—I can still avoid it! Twisting his body, Linus evaded at the last second.


  But something dug into his side, even though it hadn’t made physical contact. Blood sprayed forth.


  “Nghh! That one didn’t hit, though!”


  “It will cut you up, even without touching you. This is the sword born from my union with Lord Origin!”


  The blades around his sword were made of prana, but it had to be Origin’s power making it rotate. Huyghe seemed to take that as a collaboration with Origin, his cheeks flushed with excitement.


  As he was heating up, he swung down his sword in a large gesture that was different from before. 


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! I feel love—love, Learners! Your love! It’s overflowing in my body! Isn’t that right, Learners—you love me, don’t you?!”


  Thankfully this new attack was easier for Linus to dodge, but even when he did, he just got more wounds.


  “Let’s change the world like before! If you’ll give me your love, we should be able to do it!”


  The more excited he became, the faster his skill rotated, making Linus’s wounds deeper. And to make it even worse, he would occasionally activate Scorch Maiden as if he’d just remembered, aiming for Linus’s neck.


  I can’t escape like this. I’m just defending the whole time, and I’ll get slowly worn down until I get killed! I need some way—some way to counter him!


  Huyghe’s stats were so much higher—Linus couldn’t get out of this situation with ordinary tactics. After thinking about it, what Linus came up with as a last resort was a mental attack. 


  “You keep begging for love, huh?”


  “Because I’m loved!”


  “Why would someone who’s loved seek love?”


  “What?” Huyghe paused in his attack.


  His feelings for Origin were so strong he pursued Origin even after death. Linus’s Taunt made him lose his temper easily. If Linus took advantage of that, he’d get an opening—that was Linus’s strategy. It had worked.


  “The way I see it, you’re being manipulated into doing whatever he wants, with love as the bait. You sure Origin isn’t just using you as a convenient pawn?”


  “Don’t you mock him!”


  “Origin already didn’t save you from dying once. And back then, he was operating the Chimeras to prevent our escape—if he’d wanted, couldn’t he have saved you, and kept your original body intact?”


  “Stop it...”


  “And now that I think about it, you never said that you and—Mister Origin?—were united in your past life or whatever, either. It seems like it was just you devoted to him. You weren’t dating? Did he dump you?”


  “Stop it, that’s not true, we loved each other!”


  “But if you love a woman, you’d take care of her physically, right?”


  “You bastaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaard!”


  Though his body was tough, it seemed his heart had not been strengthened by Origin. Abandoning himself to rage, Huyghe swung down his sword, cutting through air. The move he used was Prana Shaker.


  Linus rolled to the side to evade, and from the rear in the mountains came a rumbling sound like an earthquake. When he turned around, in the distant darkness, the mountain had been cut right in two halves, left and right.


  “...Come on, show some care for nature.” His power defied imagination, making Linus’s expression stiffen.


  “You lower organism! Don’t you dare sully him with your filthy delusiooooons! We love each other—we’re connected on a level beyond time, beyond bodies, where humanity cannot reach! Don’t assume it’s something a monkey dominated by sexual desire can understand—know your plaaaaaaaaaaaaace!” 


  With each scream, Huyghe swung his sword around, flinging prana blades at Linus. Linus leaped and jumped to avoid them, while behind him, the mountain was torn to shreds.


  Right at the moment when the mountain crumbled completely, changing the topography, Huyghe lost his temper and changed his means of attack. 


  “If you’re going to scamper about like that, I’ll make sure you’re erased!”


  He focused magic power in both hands, and a white magic circle floated up. 


  “Burn down everything and purify this filth: Shining!”


  It was a pure ball of light. Depending on how it was used, it could be just a light that lit a whole village. But with his immense magic power, when Huyghe used it, it would become a sun that lit the whole earth.


  It would fill the night with white, and burn down everything with the heat it emitted.


  Here it comes.


  This was the moment Linus had been waiting for.


  I wasn’t expecting him to be ready to destroy himself, but well, I guess that body is disposable. Okay, then. Concentrate. This isn’t your field of specialty, but you can do it. You can do it!


  Linus cast different wind spells with each hand, making a shield of air to envelop him. One spell generated a vacuum layer, and the other generated a layer of sand swept up from the ground.


  He layered these countless times alternately, like a mille-feuille, to block off the light and heat Huyghe emitted.


  The whole village was enveloped in light.


  It was so powerful, the buildings, forest and everything were burned to a crisp. The corpses evaporated. 


  The light blocked Huyghe’s own field of view, too. It was the perfect chance.


  The heat gradually settled, but the whole area was still filled with white light—this was the moment Linus had been waiting for.


  He undid the shield. Wind danced. The air exploded at his feet. He shot away in an instant.


  By the time he could see again, Huyghe was all that remained there, burned and inflamed by his own spell.


  Linus was not there.


  “So, he evaporated with all the corpses...no, there was wind blowing an instant before I cast. I should assume he fled,” Huyghe muttered, a little disappointed. It seemed like he wasn’t bothered at all by all the damage he’d done to himself.


  Then his lips turned up, and he praised the man for having blocked his earlier attack. 


  “Unclean, unpleasant, uncomfortable! The real nuisance is that he seems frivolous, but he’s actually quite smart. It seems he doesn’t call himself an S-rank for nothing!”


  Huyghe was calm and composed as he inclined his gaze in the direction Linus had just run. It was as if he could see his back, even though he shouldn’t be able to see anything in the darkness of night.


  “But what an exasperating man. He could have avoided suffering if he’d have let himself be killed just now.”


  There was sincere sympathy in his words.


   


  ***


   


  Linus zoomed through the forest, crossing the mountains as fast as he could, emerging onto an open road.


  Up against Huyghe’s stats, no matter how fast he went, he didn’t feel like he could shake the man off.


  “He isn’t chasing me, huh.” Linus didn’t sense his presence. But he didn’t relax his guard. “He was talking like there’s no point in me running anywhere. He seriously believes that even if he doesn’t bother chasing me, everyone’s gonna die. Give me a break.”


  Grumbling, Linus pressed his wounds with his hands as he started walking toward the south.


  This comparatively wide road that connected towns was lit by pale magic lights.


  It was so quiet, he wound up talking to himself. 


  “I wonder if Flum and Milkit got away. I guess it’ll be hard for me to meet up with them, from here...”


  He couldn’t even hear the footsteps of animals—this night was like the end of the world.


  In the silence, Linus stopped.


  He saw a single woman standing under the light of the streetlamps.


  A blond woman in a red dress.


  It was from behind, and her clothes were different, but Linus would never mistake that woman.


  “Maria!” 


  This was, without a doubt, the very person Linus had been looking for.


  But even hearing his voice, Maria didn’t turn around. Linus rushed up to her and reached a hand out to her shoulder.


  Then—


  “Maama, maama.”


  He heard a voice, like a baby calling for its mother.


  Linus froze.


  Did she save a baby in the royal capital or something...? That was the only possibility he could imagine, in this situation. Maria was kind. A mother who had died in the royal capital may have trusted her with her baby, or something like that.


  “Maama, maama.”


  By this point, Linus did sense something fake about that voice. But right now, there was no need to imagine anything bad. He ignored it, and placed a hand on Maria’s shoulder. 


  “What a relief, I thought we might never see each other again. You’re not hurt?”


  There was no response. She said nothing. All that could be heard was the voice of a baby calling for its mother.


  He refused to assume anything bad. That was what he’d decided—but despite that, this strangely tense air made it so he couldn’t help but imagine it.


  At the very least, one thing was clear: Maria isn’t happy about seeing me again. That was the one thing he could tell, even from behind, even if she didn’t say anything. That was why he didn’t want to step forward. Surely nothing good was waiting for him.


  But stopping here wouldn’t change anything. Linus was the sort of person to brush aside any slight delays or attempt to put things off, seeing them as idiotic.


  He squeezed her shoulder, and pulled Maria around to face him a little more forcefully.


  And there was the swirling face of a holy woman, and—


  “Maama, Maama.”


  A baby with a spiral face just like hers, clinging to her.


  “Maria...what...?”


  “So, you were looking for me, then?” Maria said, as if it weren’t her concern, somehow.


  The words too late crossed Linus’s mind, but he swallowed them, and put on some fake cheer as he replied. 


  “Of course. Even if you refused, I should’ve gone to get you myself—I’ve regretted that this whole time.”


  “So then, please relax.”


  “Maama, Maama.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Since it was too late long before you came to get me.” 


  Maria herself saying the words Linus had ignored made his expression twist in pain.


  “Why do you think I am here?” she asked, pressing him.


  Despite his hesitation, Linus told her what came to mind. 


  “Because Huyghe told you where I am?”


  Maria was satisfied by that answer, and smiled. 


  “Exactly so. Because I decided to end this with my own two hands.”


  “Hey, Maria—”


  “I’ve realized everything has been in vain. I remembered it had always been a wish that would not be fulfilled.”


  “Listen to me, Maria!” Linus deliberately ignored what she was saying, his tone becoming harsh as he cut her off. “If we break the core, you’ll go back to normal! You can run with me right now—”


  “This child was born from me—when I had no core.” Her gaze was down on the spiral baby.


  The way it continued to innocently cry, “Maama,” appeared to Linus like Origin’s curse itself.


  “That’s just Origin harassing you!” he declared, after a beat.


  “You hesitated a moment before you said that.”


  “No, you have the wrong idea!”


  “You must have been repulsed, too.”


  He couldn’t deny it. But was there any human who wouldn’t be repulsed, seeing that?


  “Maria!”


  “It was too late, right from the start,” she spat as if she’d given up on everything. “Once you have accepted Lord Origin’s power, you can never run again. Even if the core were removed, my body and soul would eventually spiral again, and I would be dragged back to that place.”


  “If we destroy that bastard Origin, then his influence on your body will go away too, right?!”


  “Just what is making you so desperate?”


  “Because I love you!” It was such a direct confession, it was embarrassing.


  But even then—it wouldn’t reach her, now.


  “I have already committed so many sins. Even if my body is returned, my sins will never go away.”


  “I thought I told you I loved you, all that darkness included. Hey, Maria—humans aren’t that clean. I’d even say people who take responsibility for all their sins are in the minority.”


  “I’m a murderer, though.”


  “All adventurers have killed one or two people.”


  Saying all of them wasn’t really true, but just about all adventurers had fought other humans. Sometimes they would be fighting criminals, and sometimes they’d be up against other adventurers after the same monsters as them—and S-rank adventurers like Linus sometimes had people trying to kill them out of jealousy.


  “I am a dull person. You might tire of me.”


  “I won’t. No matter where we are or how long I’ve known you, I’d never get sick of being with you. I will stay with you forever,” Linus said. He felt embarrassed, thinking it sounded too hammy.


  But for better or for worse, those words seemed to reach her heart.


  “I’m sure if I follow you, Linus, I can be happy.”


  “Yeah, I guarantee it.”


  He was a man of his word, but he especially wouldn’t lie to Maria.


  “That’s exactly why I cannot take your hand.”


  “Maria...like I said, I’m not bothered by that stuff.”


  “You misunderstand.” Maria touched her index finger to her throat, and it sank into her body.


  “H-hey!”


  Ignoring his shock, just like undoing a zipper, she lowered her finger.


  Her red dress was torn apart, exposing bare skin.


  Normally, that would look pretty alluring, but there was a straight red line running down her bare skin.


  Then once she stopped her finger below her belly button, Maria put the fingers of both hands into the tear over her chest.


  She opened her flesh like taking off a jacket, showing her insides with a squelching sound.


  “Hn...ah.” Maria blushed like it was pleasurable, uttering an erotic sound. “How about that, Linus?” Then she smiled seductively, with hollow eyes.


  “...Maria, that’s...”


  Linus saw her twisted body.


  He could just barely see the pulse of the organ that looked like a heart, but the other organs were all so warped that he couldn’t even tell them apart. Their position and shape were all over the place. Even the heart, which should have been in her chest, had moved down to her side.
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  Even if he did remove the core, would her body go back to how it had been? In fact, when she lost Origin’s power, would she even be able to survive?


  “Why did I give up? Why did I give birth to that child? This is the answer. Even if the core is removed—no matter what you do—I’ve long since lost my humanity and become a monster.”


  That hit more than hard enough to break Linus’s spirit.


  Seeing him speechless, Maria smiled sadly. That felt easier to her than if he’d said “But I still don’t want to give up.”


  “Now then, personally speaking, I cannot let you escape, as you’re standing in Lord Origin’s way.”


  “Wait, I still...!”


  His voice would no longer reach her.


  Maria had given up.


  Now, she could only erase everything—along with her few lingering attachments.


  “You will die for me here.”


  Her hometown was destroyed, her mother killed. She had hated the demons who had done that, and loved the humans who had saved her. But the moment Maria Affenjenz had learned the true villains had been the humans, the time she’d spent and the love and goodwill she’d been given were all ruined. Her life was over.


  Perhaps she had dreamed a dream, for a time. But dreams come to an end. Once her love had evaporated, all that remained was pure, genuine loathing for this world.


  Her hesitation was gone.


  Now, she could be at peace.


  “Photon Fury.”


  Countless balls of light rose up behind her back, illuminating the night. When one of those touched a street light, it burst with a pop and made what existed around it vanish. If it were to touch a human body, it would surely gouge out a hole.


  This was beyond the territory of a human.


  Having abandoned her humanity to become a total disciple of Origin—
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  —This was without question a serious attempt to kill him.


  “Can’t this work out somehow, Maria?!” Linus cried out at her, still not giving up even as he backed away.


  “No, it will not,” she immediately denied him. Her resignation had reached territory where mere words could not change it.


  Hundreds of fist-sized balls of light slowly approached him—then suddenly accelerated.


  “Damn iiiiiiiiiit!” Linus raised his bow, grabbed as many arrows left as he could from his quiver, and fired them at once.


  This was no time for leaving extra arrows.


  Right now, he just had to think about surviving.


  The arrows he fired shattered, separating into fragments with wind magic in them—just about as many as the lights Maria had fired.


  It was true her magic was powerful. But Linus saw that they were like contact bombs: They would burst and be destroyed when they were touched. In other words, so long as something hit them, they could be nullified.


  Colliding with his fragments, the magic balls let out white light and vanished. He took that opportunity to back away from her even further.


  But she wasn’t rattled at all, holding out her hand calmly once more. 


  “Photon Fury: Illegal Formula.” She created even more beads of light than before, and they began to pursue Linus.


  He had hardly any arrows left. But it looked unlikely he could get away by running.


  Now, he had to do what he could to dodge.


  Linus widened his eyes, ascertaining the size, distance and speed of all the approaching bullets, and he came up with the shortest possible route to evade all of them. He judged that complete evasion was impossible, but if he erased two, he could break through.


  He decided on a plan and carried it out. The first attack came for his heart, and he dodged to the side. Next, he twisted his body, leaping up and doing a somersault to the rear. Once he landed, he used his momentum for a backflip, and continued to retreat. After spinning three times, he crouched low, and came forward instead.


  Leaping off his left leg, he surged forward, placing one hand on the ground to springboard upward. In midair, he pushed himself even higher with wind magic—and here came the first point he couldn’t evade.


  Linus drew a knife and threw it to cancel out the light. It was a pretty high-quality knife, but nothing was more expensive than his life.


  Even after landing, he kept fighting, just barely scraping by. In an extreme situation where one hit meant instant death, moments of less than a second felt like eternity.


  But still, the balls of light passing close by burnt his clothes and scorched his skin. It left his attire in tatters, and the burns covered his whole body. Though scowling from the sharp pain, he kept his focus up.


  And then, his spirit, his fixation, and a miracle actually got him out of that dire predicament.


  “Phew...” Linus let out a breath, having somehow survived.


  “You don’t know when to give up, Linus.”


  “I’m not gonna give up!” he declared flatly.


  Before, his confusion had made him afraid—but so what if her organs were twisted around? That was a very minor obstacle to loving Maria.


  “Though it’s useless, anyway... You think so too, don’t you?” Maria said to someone behind Linus.


  Sensing a lethal aura, he turned around right as a red-bladed greatsword swung at him.


  “What?!”


  Linus had never expected this person. Even blocking with his one remaining dagger, he wouldn’t stand a chance. An impact hard enough to knock him out slammed his whole body.


  “Gah...!” Linus’s body was blown away very easily, flying across the road to slam his back into a tree trunk. The tree just barely didn’t break, but it felt like Linus had broken a few bones.


  Not quite able to stand up, he scowled and spat blood.


  “Mama, Maama, Maaama!” the baby in Maria’s arms cried happily at the sight.


  Maria ignored it, slowly approaching Linus.


  “You...can’t do that. Maria...ngh...that’s the one thing...you can’t do...!” Linus cried in anger at the spiral looking at him expressionlessly. That was the first time he’d ever been angry at Maria.


  The friend she had brought was just that blasphemous.


  “Don’t force yourself...to be a villain! Don’t defile your own dignity...any more than this!” With trembling hands, Linus pulled his last arrow out from his quiver. He aimed for the man standing behind her. But his shaking hands made his aim waver.


  “It was like this from the start. I thought I told you—it’s already too late for me. I’m no longer human.”


  The feeling of decency inside her admonished her, saying that wasn’t true.


  That’s why this was the right thing to do.


  The complete opposite of the values she had lived by as a spotless and upright holy woman were what she should uphold now.


  No more hesitation.


  No more suffering.


  No more dreams.


  No more self.


  “Judgment.”


  Ahh—she had finally come to a place where there was no turning back.


  “Ngh...ah...”


  The sword of light pierced the fallen Linus’s body. Pinned against the tree, his major organs destroyed, saliva mixed with blood burbled from his mouth and overflowed. The strength left his body, and he lost control of the arrow he had nocked, letting it fly into empty sky. At last, he looked at Maria with hollow eyes as he reached out his hand.


  But his hand would never reach her.


  “Goodbye, Linus,” she said, and then she continued in her heart, “I loved you.”


  That was why she killed him. In order to completely put an end to all her vacillation. And then she turned away from him and left that place, with him.


  “Maama, Maama.”


  The spiral baby called for her, as if to say, “now you’re finally mine.”


  She was about to stroke its head in response when—


  An arrow fell from heaven.


  “Ma...”


  It pierced the baby’s head.


  “Huh...?”


  As she stood there stunned, the wind spell in the arrow tore the baby to pieces.


  And then, having lost its shape, the thing melted and sloughed to the ground.


  “Maria...you...”


  When she turned around, there was Linus, kindly smiling at her even as he was dying. 


  “I...” But he trailed off and slowly closed his eyes.


  “Ah...ahh...ahhhhh...!”


  Even after the man Linus Radiants died, when she was faced with how he had lived, the spiral that filled Maria’s face provided no meaning. He peeled off her tough mask, stole away her resignation, and embraced how she really felt.


  Throat trembling as she wailed, she was no monster, but hopelessly human. But she did not cry tears. All that flowed from that spiral of flesh was filthy red fluids.


  “Whyever did you love someone like me...?!” 


  Turning away from him, Maria left. She had come here meaning to abandon her love. But the scar that Linus had left had just been embedded even deeper than before.


   


  ***


   


  We have some very sad news.


  Someone has died.


  His name was Linus Radiants.


  His cause of death was murder—a comical one, considering how much faith he had.


  Age of death: twenty-four.


  How very like him—his life was entirely worthless.


  How pointless.


  Let’s laugh at the comedy.


  “Aha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


  “He-he-he! Tee-hee-hee-hee-hee!”


  “Ahyuk-hyuk-hyuk-hyuk-hyuk-hyuk!”


  It was an entertaining way to die.


  We pray for his happiness in the next—


   


  ***


   


  How much time had passed since Maria’s footsteps were out of earshot?


  Linus cracked his eyes open.


  He had thought he would never wake again—but having been chosen as a hero, Linus Radiants possessed an incredibly rare vitality.


  Yes—even after she left, the flame of his life was still just barely lit.


  Ahh...I see...so I...still have...things to do...


  Of course, if he didn’t receive treatment, he would die in a few minutes. But as long as he was alive, he would not give up. His feelings for Maria were so single-minded, even he was exasperated by them. Even he didn’t understand why he had fallen for her that hard.


  It was true she was exactly his kind of woman. At first, he’d thought it just par for the course, and had meant for it to be a memory from his journey. But now, he was so head over heels for her, he couldn’t even think of other women.


  “Haah...hngh...you...re...a genius...”


  He was certain this was the woman he should stake his life on loving.


  While spitting out red, bubbly fluids, he muttered to himself. He recalled Maria’s...no, the face of that irritating bastard who was always causing trouble.


  “Hell’m I saying...this was...bound...to...”


  Even if his body died, his will would not. Scrounging up the last of his strength, he put his hand inside his jacket. His fingertips touched a cold, hard crystal.


  “So...I have...this...”


  There was a smile on his lips.


  Remembering the words of a certain prophetic man, whom he wasn’t sure if he should call a friend…




  Chapter 6:
Incomp■ ■ ■ ■ ■ (censored):
(Autopsy 4: Most Beloved)


   


  AS FLUM WAS FLEEING with Milkit, she heard the sounds of intense fighting from behind them.


  Explosions big enough to shatter mountains resounded, making Flum twitch each time.


  She was scared. She ran desperately.


  She recalled the time she’d first left her hometown to go on a journey.


  The superhuman battles happening in front of her had made her freeze, unable to move.


  Nothing had changed since then.


  She couldn’t do anything.


  She was powerless.


  Even after having come so far there was no longer any reason to run, they didn’t stop. And around the time night dawned, the two of them came out of the forest and onto the road.


  Flum’s legs were bleeding—she must have cut them on plants and branches.


  While running through the forest, she’d lost her sense of direction, so she didn’t know what road this was, either. She had no choice but to just walk south.


  “That’s...”


  There, on the north side—in other words, from the direction of the royal capital—she found someone walking toward them.


  Multiple someones.


  As soon as the woman leading around worn-out citizens saw Flum, she got a surprised look. “If it isn’t Flum!”


  “Ottilie...”


  Her military uniform looked pristine, and her characteristic pigtails were glossy. Most likely, just like Linus, she had escaped to the outside for the time being.


  “So, you’re safe,” said Flum. “I never thought I’d meet you in a place like this.”


  Seeing Flum battered and worn, and Milkit looking comparatively tidier, Ottilie seemed to figure something out. 


  “I see...so you ran all this way protecting Milkit, didn’t you?” 


  “Well, basically.” 


  Then Milkit came forward.


  “Is there nowhere that my master might rest? She’s been running all night, so I believe she can’t take anymore.”


  “I’m still fine, Milkit.”


  “Please don’t push yourself any further, Master!” Milkit said, raising her voice.


  “Urk...” Flum winced.


  Looking at Flum’s face and body, it was only natural Milkit would be angry.


  “Flum, you look awful,” said Ottilie. “You should listen to her and take a rest.”


  “Do I look that bad?”


  “You’re practically a ghoul.”


  “What an awful way to put it...”


  “Your eyes are bloodshot and your skin looks terrible. A girl shouldn’t be looking like that.”


  Leaving aside whether or not she was practically a ghoul, it was clear to anyone the look in her eyes wasn’t right. Her body and spirit were on the verge of breaking.


  Most of all, the main thing wrong was Flum herself wasn’t aware of it.


  Milkit asked Ottilie, “Are you taking everyone to a shelter, Miss Ottilie?”


  “Oh my, so you know about the shelter.”


  “We ran into Henriette.”


  “You ran into Sister?! Was she just as beautiful as always? Was she well?!” Ottilie clasped Milkit’s shoulder and hit her with a barrage of questions.


  She hadn’t changed.


  “She was well,” Milkik answered.


  Ottilie twisted around, blushing. 


  “Ahh, I haven’t been able to see her for a while, so just hearing this news makes me so happy!”


  She was being entirely typical and keeping the discussion from moving on, so Flum cut in. 


  “Umm, Ottilie. The people behind you are weirded out.”


  “Oh my, pardon me. It seems I should have explained beforehand just how much I love her.”


  “I don’t think that’s the issue.”


  “But we can’t take our time here—you two come with us to the shelter.”


  As had been the case when traveling with Henriette and Linus, just having a lot of people around them was so much more comfortable.


  After walking for a while, Milkit saw Flum and smiled. 


  “You seem a little more at peace, Master.”


  “Do I? Is what Ottilie said before true?”


  “I love you no matter how you look. But before, you were scary. You were so tense, like a thread about to break.”


  I wasn’t expecting Milkit to say it was that bad, Flum thought, surprised, but also remorseful. Her shoulders dropped.


  “What have you been doing, to get to that state?” Ottilie asked.


  “We were trying to evacuate to the south, with Linus showing the way.”


  “Oh, with him.... I saw him as well. It was quite the help to have him aid us with evacuation. It seems he’s not with you now.”


  “We were attacked by Huyghe on the way.”


  “Wasn’t he supposed to have died?” Ottilie wondered aloud. But she seemed to believe them.


  Now that Origin’s seal had come undone, the dead could very well come back to life. Because Necromancy had in fact actualized it—if only a false version.


  “I don’t really get the logic, but it seems he’s alive. He’s way stronger now because of Origin’s power, and we couldn’t fight him at all. Linus acted as a decoy to let us get away...”


  Ottilie understood the reason for Linus’s absence and Flum’s exhaustion at once, and nodded.


  “So, that’s what happened. Do you feel discouraged, feeling as if you foisted Huyghe on Linus?”


  “That, too.”


  “You need not worry. When he fights in earnest, he can escape from anyone.”


  “I hope...you’re right.” Even with Ottilie’s encouragement, Flum’s expression remained glum.


  Flum had actually seen what a monster Huyghe was, after all. In every aspect—speed, power, and most likely magic as well—he had surpassed Linus and Flum. How were you supposed to shake off an enemy who would catch up immediately when you tried to run? Linus had likely died because of her—and her self-recrimination wouldn’t go away so easily.


  Unable to bear Flum getting even more depressed, Milkit changed the subject. 


  “Have you encountered anyone, Miss Ottilie?”


  “The only ones of your acquaintances whom I’ve met have been just the aforementioned Linus, and Kleyna and Hallom, who are at the shelter ahead.”


  That made Flum lift her head. 


  “So, Kleyna and Hallom are safe?”


  “Yes, though they’re injured, they can still walk on their own.”


  Hearing people they knew were still alive seemed to grant light to Flum’s dull eyes.


  “Also,” Ottilie continued, “We’ve taken His Majesty Slowe, and Y’lla into custody.”


  “So, then those two are at the shelter...wait, of course not. Since he is a king.”


  “Yes, he does receive special treatment, so he was sent to a bit of a distant town ahead of everyone. Now that Satuhkie is gone, without His Majesty, the kingdom might not be able to continue.”


  “And Y’lla is with him, too. Is she helping somehow?”


  “She’s His Majesty’s mental stabilizer.”


  “Is she actually supporting him?”


  “She’s like an older wife.”


  She could easily imagine Y’lla urging Slowe into action.


  And if the word “wife” was coming out of Ottilie’s mouth, their relationship had to be good.


  Hearing about Slowe and Y’lla cheered Flum quite a bit.


  And there was one more survivor Ottilie knew about. 


  “Oh, also—when I met with Herrmann a few days ago, he said he’d met with Nekt.”


  “So, she managed to escape from the laboratory.”


  Flum had spoke to Nekt before the party at Leitch’s mansion. They’d talked about how she might be able to attend the party if she were in good condition, but in the end her treatment had been prioritized. That day, she would have been in the underground laboratory owned by Satuhkie.


  But there, Ottilie got evasive. 


  “Just...”


  “Did something happen?”


  “She said she’d used Origin’s power in order to help the people of the royal capital.”


  “Nekt’s core was supposed to have been removed!”


  “I don’t know the details myself—she just said she had fled together with a woman.”


  Hearing Nekt was with a woman, the first thing that Flum thought of was Ink.


  But would you call Ink a woman?


  Also, it was highly likely that Ink and Eterna were fleeing together, so she felt it had to be someone else, after all.


  If Nekt was using her Connection power, her body had most likely reacted to Origin being unsealed, since it had used a core for many years.


  From what Flum had heard, it seemed like she could control the power, so while Flum was uneasy, this wasn’t bad enough to be pessimistic.


  But if that was going on with Nekt, there was one other person who would be influenced in the same way.


  “I’m worried about Ink, too,” said Milkit.


  Flum nodded. 


  “Yeah, and Eterna with her, as well... Oh yeah, have you heard anything about her?”


  “I haven’t heard anything, at least” said Ottilie. “But it’s difficult to share information given the situation, after all.”


  Linus and Gadhio had escaped from the party venue. Eterna and Inky must have, too. Flum had to believe that, now.


  And so Flum continued to walk along while talking with Ottilie. After a few hours they reached the shelter.


   


  ***


   


  They left the path and passed through a grassy field. When they reached a bit of a tall hill, Ottilie came to a stop. With a lantern, she illuminated a hole that one person could crawl through, on hands and knees.


  “This is the shelter?” Flum asked.


  “The entrance is small, but it’s bigger inside, don’t worry,” Ottilie said, and then took the citizens she was escorting inside first.


  Flum went down the hole after Milkit, entering the ruins.


  It was bright inside, surprisingly.


  Judging from the Royal Army’s performance, it seemed they had known about this place from the start. They likely decided quite a while beforehand they would use these ruins as shelter for emergencies.


  And it was clear that Satuhkie was interested in the ruins all over the kingdom, from how he had unearthed Chatani. In addition, people inside the Church would have been able to anticipate that Origin would cause a disaster on this scale. It seemed they had advised the military to prepare ruins to use as a shelter in readiness for that scenario.  


  As Ottilie said, it was a large space. Once they were through the entrance, they could walk around.


  The walls were naturally rotted enough you could sense the passage of time, but for some reason, it gave Flum déjà vu. Putting a hand to her chin and considering, Flum came to a conclusion: The walls had a similar vibe to those in the research lab she had seen with Sara in Anichidey. It could be that underground facility had incorporated existing ruins.


  Ottilie, who had come in last, once again stood at the front to lead them. There were a number of doors on either side of a sort of corridor, but she ignored them and went deeper. Then, once she opened a largish door at the end of the corridor, they came out to a large hall.


  “This place is...” Flum looked around the room. Her eyes met with those of a tall man. “Werner!”


  “If it isn’t Flum! You’re safe.”


  “Yes, thankfully. I’m relieved you’re well, too,” Flum said, bowing.


  Werner narrowed his already-narrow eyes and smiled. To her side, Milkit gave a little bow as well.


  “It seems you’ve actually done a proper job of being security, this time, without wandering around,” Ottilie remarked snidely.


  “Ottilie, the way you talk, it’s like I’m abandoning my duty to gad about somewhere.”


  “Isn’t that exactly what you’re doing?”


  “There have been zero deaths in my absence. In other words, I’m saving my energy appropriately. Everyone’s so serious, they’re worked up—you need one person to be a lethal weapon like this, right?”


  “Your lips sure keep busy flapping, despite what a slacker you are.”


  “I was working seriously this time! You could say something nice about me.”


  “Agh... You’re so great for doing what you were supposed to do in the first place.”


  “Oh, now you’re making me embarrassed, that’ll cause some real growth—of my nose, that is.”


  “As in, you’re a liar?”


  From that exchange, Flum wasn’t sure if they were friends or enemies. She gave a wry smile.


  “But if Flum is here, we can relax, right?” asked Werner. “Since she can break Origin cores with Reversal power, I can take it easy—”


  “We’re going to work you to the bone,” Ottilie said dryly.


  “It’s tough, being a soldier!”


  “Aha ha...” Yet again, Flum could only smile wryly, but for different reasons than before. Now that she no longer had Souleater, she wasn’t that strong. Even if they did look to her for help, there wasn’t that much she could do for them.


  “Um, Master.” Milkit tugged on Flum’s sleeve. “The ones sitting over there? Isn’t that Miss Kleyna and Hallom?”


  “You’re right... Ottilie, we’re going to go speak with Kleyna.”


  “Understood. Don’t forget to get some rest.”


  Flum and Milkit walked side-by-side to Kleyna.


  Hallom, sleeping balled up in a blanket at her side, had half her face covered with bandages. Kleyna’s arm was also injured. It was painful to look at them, but perhaps it was fortunate they were alive at all.


  But coming up to them, it suddenly struck Flum.


  How would she talk about Gadhio?


  It wasn’t clear he was dead, but the odds were very low he was still alive.


  “If it isn’t Flum and Milkit! You were able to get out of the royal capital.”


  “Yes, Gadhio saved us,” Flum said honestly.


  “So then what happened to him? He’s not with you?” Kleyna asked enthusiastically.


  “He stayed behind in the royal capital to keep Echidna from pursuing us. After that... I’m sorry, I don’t know.”


  As soon as Kleyna heard that answer, she seemed to wilt. 


  “I see...”


  Flum’s chest clenched, feeling she’d been unable to bring good news.


  “I know he wanted to settle things with Echidna, too. There’s no need for you to feel regret over it. I’m sure he would’ve stayed in the capital, no matter what anyone said.”


  Being consoled by someone she should’ve been consling made Flum feel even worse. But silence would just make things even more awkward. Scrounging up the energy, she continued the conversation herself. 


  “Um... How did you two come all this way?”


  “How about you sit down for a moment? Though I have no chair,” Kleyna said, patting the floor next to her.


  Flum hesitantly sat down, and Milkit also daintily took a seat.


  “It’s embarrassing to say, but we were all deranged at first. Gadhio protected us while calming us down... After that, we left the mansion with him.”


  “Then those wounds...”


  “Most of it we did to ourselves. Hallom’s are quite bad, she’s been depressed ever since,” she said, and kindly stroked the sleeping Hallom.


  Flum prayed it wouldn’t leave scars, but in this situation, it would be difficult to be healed by magic.


  “We went from the East District where that party was to the North District. Close to the castle we encountered some people of the royal army. That’s where we parted ways with Gadhio. Though it’s rather pathetic, if I do say so myself, both Hallom and I were crying and begging him not to go. But he insisted he had things to do and wouldn’t listen. Though I fully understood that already. I suppose I was hoping he might hesitate a bit, for us.”


  There was jealousy in that: So, he would prioritize revenge for the dead Tia over me, when I’m alive. She was also resigned to the idea, figuring there was no point saying it out loud. No, the truth was, she had understood it quite well for a while, now. He had always lived like that. That was the man Kleyna loved.


  But, after Gadhio had returned from the Dark Lord’s Castle, just once, he had accepted her. That was the greatest love and sincerity he could show. The first and last dream that he had given her: acquiescing to her desires. And that had made it hard to let go. As a woman, she hadn’t wanted to let go of him.


  “I’m not happy about it, either. Even though I supported him, knowing all that,” said Kleyna.


  “I think it’s pointless to try to be rational when you love someone,” Flum replied.


  “Tee-hee, you’re really giving it to me.”


  “I’m sorry—talking like I know...”


  “It’s fine. You’re not wrong. And besides, I’m glad that I ran into you. I thought Gadhio only left us for his revenge. But it wasn’t just that. He was saving lives in the capital, right? That makes it a little easier to accept.”


  Even Flum could tell she was clearly just trying to make herself feel better.


  “Well, just a bit.” Kleyna teared up. She bit her lip to hold the tears back, but it didn’t do much.They spilled out, and she wiped them with the back of her hand. “Oh, this is no good. I always get weepy when I talk about him. Is there anything else we can talk about?”


  Flum had no subjects to bring up that could fulfill her request, but she forced one out anyway. 


  “Um... It seems like it’s pretty far from the castle to the gates—did the soldiers protect you?”


  Kleyna sniffed, wiping her tears and pretending she was okay as she replied. 


  “Yes, and also, we left the royal castle via an underground corridor only the royal family knows about.”


  “An underground corridor? Like a secret path for the king to escape in emergencies?”


  “It was inside the castle... I suppose it was. Of course, it was His Majesty who told us where it was.”


  “So, Slowe and Y’lla were with you.”


  “For a few days until we came here, yes. The lieutenant general says there’s a safe spot a few hours from here. After prioritizing His Majesty and his escort’s escape, the royal army also helped small groups of ordinary evacuees.”


  “It seems there’s a limit to the range of Origin’s influence, huh?”


  “There’s no guarantee it won’t get bigger—and it’s not like we’ll be safe forever if we run,” Kleyna said pessimistically.


  But Flum wasn’t so optimistic she could deny it.


  In the end, an awkward silence fell and the conversation cut short.


  That was when Ottilie came over. 


  “Can I speak with you a moment, Flum?” 


  Right now, she seemed like a savior. Flum and Milkit gave Kleyna casual bows and left.


  They met up once more with Werner, and the four of them began to discuss.


  “Now, I’m about to take a few evacuees to the city to the south,” said Ottilie.


  “I’m in charge of protecting this place, then?” said Werner.


  “How bold of you to put it that way—who was it who put up a fuss about wanting to stay here?”


  “I told you the reason why. It’s the kids who are going next, right? I’ve never gotten along with kids. Babies cry whenever they see me, you know?”


  “Well, that’s the plan, so I’m going to be leaving.”


  Ottilie and Werner didn’t say so directly, but Flum understood what they wanted to say.


  “You’re asking what we’re going to do, right?”


  If Flum wanted, they could take her from here. That’s what Ottilie was saying.


  “I believe Master should rest,” Milkit answered instantly.


  It hadn’t been that long since they’d gotten here. She hadn’t even had a nap. Right now, adrenaline was masking her exhaustion, but she could fall over at any point. She was in bad shape right now.


  “I agree,” said Ottilie. “Once I’ve returned, I’ll act as your guard.”


  “You don’t have to! Once we’ve rested, we’ll just leave on our own.”


  Flum was already very likely to be targeted by Chimeras. Her presence itself was a risk. She couldn’t burden them like that.


  “Personally, I don’t mind if you take it easy here,” Werner said.


  This was Werner, so he probably wasn’t just trying to be nice, he meant it.


  “That’s just so you can slack off,” said Ottilie. “You shouldn’t count a civilian as a fighter.”


  “Linus helped us, though.”


  “He made the offer to us. As soldiers, we should be the ones protecting Flum and Milkit. Have some more self-awareness.”


  “Ahh, yeah yeah, I got it, I got it. My bad.”


  “Good grief... Should I really be leaving this place to you?”


  Frankly speaking, Flum was a little anxious about that too, but she’d learned how capable he was during the time she’d spent at the Demon Lord’s Castle. He was just as strong as Ottilie and Herrmann, and they could count on him more than Flum right now.


  Once that was settled, Ottilie changed the subject to accomplish another goal. 


  “Also, just in case, could you tell us about Huyghe?”


  “Him?” Flum asked.


  “Linus must have shaken him off a while ago. It’s possible he’s still prowling around.”


  “I don’t know much, but if you still want to hear it...”


  At the time, Flum had just fled in desperation, confusion and terror. She hadn’t had the time to analyze Huyghe. It would be good for her to think about what was going on with him.


  “We encountered Huyghe inside a house. The windows were boarded up, the doors were locked, and if he had destroyed something to get in, Linus and I would have noticed.” 


  Linus had been resting at the entrance, while Flum had been in the hall, which had been filled with people. But Huyghe had appeared from somewhere completely unexpected—the bedroom.


  “But Linus’s senses were sharper than mine, so I only noticed after. He came inside without breaking the boarded windows.”


  “That’s strange. Did he get the ability to pass through walls?” Ottilie wondered aloud.


  “I heard he died in an explosion, though. What if it’s not him?” Werner pointed out, very reasonably.


  But Flum didn’t think that was what it was. 


  “It definitely felt like him—like, he had the same vibe, I think.”


  “That sounds rather subjective,” Werner commented.


  “But Flum has fought with him before,” Ottilie pointed out. “There’s a sense that only those who have fought directly can have—I thought you would know that too, Werner.”


  “Yeah, that’s true, but I want some more concrete proof, you know?”


  “I’m sorry...”


  “You’ve made her apologize, Werner.”


  “Is this my fault?! But if he got into that room without even Linus noticing, he’s not human anymore. He’s got to have abandoned his human body at least, don’t you think?”


  “It’s possible his consciousness alone was transferred into another body. What do you think, Flum?”


  “Is that possible, even with Origin?”


  “This is ultimately just a hypothesis. But the phenomenon of human consciousness lingering on this plane even after death has been demonstrated in the form of curses and reincarnation. You should know that better than anyone, Flum.”


  “Curses, and reincarnation...” It was true that Flum had connection to both, but it wasn’t like she understood the logic of either.


  “Well, it’s just speculation, so you need not think on it too seriously,” said Ottilie.


  “I’m sorry. I don’t know anything.”


  “Now you’re making her apologize, Ottilie.”


  “Werner... Agh, is there nothing else you can remember?”


  “He didn’t have a sword—he transformed his right arm and used it as a weapon. Scorch Maiden was still the same, and he erased Linus’s spells in an instant.”


  “Justice Arts are activated with power drawn from one’s soul in a previous life, right? If he can use them, at the very least it seems certain his soul is Huyghe’s.”


  “Also, his stats were crazy numbers, over twenty thousand.”


  “Twenty thousand?! That’s definitely not human!” Werner yelped.


  Flum agreed with that.


  Although even if Huyghe’s body was no longer human, that wasn’t so different from a human mutating to become superhuman.


  Frankly, she didn’t care about that part.


  “And also...” Recalling what she’d seen, she noticed something was a little off. “Now that I think of it, I feel like the mother and child sleeping in the bedroom were nowhere to be found.” 


  It was so minor, she could just have the wrong idea, but...


  “If Huyghe came in through the bedroom, he would have killed the mother and child sleeping there with his sword arm,” Milkit said, supporting her suggestion.


  Flum continued her deductions. 


  “But at the time, Huyghe didn’t have any blood on his sword or body. And even when Linus blew away that whole house with Tornado, there were no corpses in that bedroom.”


  Huyghe coming in without a sign, the vanished bodies...


  “So, what does that mean?” Ottilie asked. “Huyghe did something using their corpses?”


  Flum had witnessed a similar phenomenon just a few days earlier. 


  “I ran into Echidna in the capital. She was embedded with an Origin core and transforming others’ bodies into her preferred form. Huyghe might have the same power.”


  “What a disgusting ability. But I’m bothered Linus didn’t notice before they were taken over. With Echidna, she did something herself to transform the corpses, didn’t she?”


  “He’s not firing some stuff that doesn’t make a sound, or anything like that?” Werner suggested.


  “Would such a thing exist?” Ottilie wondered.


  “Don’t ask me,” Werner replied.


  “If you’re right, Werner, that will be difficult to deal with. We’ll have no choice but to keep watch with the naked eye.”


  “What if the naked eye can’t see it?”


  “Could you not try to frighten us?”


  Ottilie and Werner continued their petty arguing as usual. But Werner had a point. If Linus hadn’t noticed it, then at the very least it wasn’t something a human could sense.


  Or—


  Could he not see it? Or is it something you wouldn’t worry about, even if you did sense it?


  Flum thought he might be camouflaged as something, hiding among them.


   


  ***


   


  After that, Flum lay down. She only meant to take a nap, but when she woke it was morning.


  A smiling Milkit was before her. 


  “Good morning, Master. You slept well—that’s a relief.”


  She was just so cute. It made Flum’s heart leap.


  But they were this close pleaty of times before: Flum had been traveling with Milkit in her arms more or less constantly. Thinking about how she had been too stressed to even feel moved by Milkit’s cuteness, Flum realized she really had been tired. Milkit must have been quite worried to see her master like that, too.


  When Flum stroked her cheek apologetically, Milkit blushed and slowly came closer.


  ...Could it be that Milkit means to kiss now?


  Of course, there were people around them. Kleyna and Hallom were looking straight at them.


  “Milkit, people are watching!”


  “Are they?” Milkit’s shoulders slumped.


  Seeing that pained Flum, so she whispered in her ear, “Later, some place where no one can see.”


  That brought a red tinge to Milkit’s cheeks. 


  “Master, you’re so bold...”


  “You’re calling me bold?” Who had just tried to kiss in front of other people?


  But even this sort of banter made her heart feel so much lighter.


  Just having a good night’s rest had recovered her physically.


  At this rate, maybe they could depart that day.


  Ottilie was already nowhere to be seen, and neither was Werner, who had been trusted with security in the hall. Well, this hall was pretty deep within the shelter, so Chimeras shouldn’t find it so easily, though.


  A little after that, Flum and Milkit decided to say farewell to Kleyna.


  They should be taking Kleyna and Hallom with them, but Flum didn’t have the power for that now.


  “Sorry for being selfish and running away without you,” Flum said apologetically.


  But Kleyna didn’t blame her at all. 


  “It’s only natural you would prioritize what you want to protect most. Make sure you survive.”


  After saying goodbye, the two of them went to leave the ruins—but Hallom grabbed the hem of Flum’s shirt and stopped her.


  “Hallom wants to play with you two.” She hadn’t said a word the other day, but it seemed she’d regained some energy after sleeping.


  “Hey, Hallom,” said Kleyna, “they’re busy, so you can’t say that.”


  “It’s fine,” said Flum. “It’s not like we absolutely have to leave right now.”


  “Really? It’s okay?”


  “Of course. What do you want to play?” Flum squatted down and faced Hallom, giving her a smile like a sunflower.


  Milkit smiled as well, sensing her master recovering.


  “Sorry to bother you.” Kleyna had been worrying about how to cheer up Hallom, since she’d been upset about the wound on her face. She was honestly thankful they had accepted.


  On Hallom’s request, Flum and Milkit wound up playing tag. Since her face wasn’t the only part of her that was hurt, Kleyna watched with concern, at first. But once they were actually playing, she had so much energy. Unable to play until that day, she must have had lots to spare.


  The sound of a child’s laughter ringing out reminded Flum of peaceful days in the royal capital, and gave the other evacuees energy, too.


  As the three of them were playing, Werner came back from outside. He approached Flum.


  “There’s a bit of a problem—I’d be thankful if you helped out.”


  “Sure, but...just me?” Flum asked.


  “Yeah yeah, one’s enough. Milkit can keep playing.”


  “All right. I’ll be back then, Milkit.”


  “Yes, come back soon, Master.”


  After that casual parting, she waved to Hallom, then she and Werner exited into the hall.


  “So what should I do to help? Clear rubble or something?” Flum asked.


  “Nothing like that. To be honest, helping was a lie.”


  “Why would you lie about that?”


  “There’s someone who says they want to meet you.”


  “Me?” Flum asked with unconcealed suspicion.


  But Werner laughed frivolously and didn’t seem bothered. 


  “I think you’re gonna want to see ’em too.”


  “If someone I know is here, couldn’t you just tell me?”


  “Then it’s no surprise.”


  “Nobody wants surprises in this situation.”


  Flum felt like Werner had the bad habit of casually teasing whoever he was talking to. When he was doing it to Ottilie, Flum would just smile wryly, but it was annoying to be on the receiving end.


  The two of them crawled through the exit and emerged outside.


  “So bright...” The sun was high overhead and too bright for Flum, who’d become used to the dark underground.


  Ahead, she saw some people standing there.


  One of them was a petite woman, and the other a large man. What’s more, the man had a large sword in one hand.


  “Ah...!” Gradually, she got used to the bright light.


  Seeing the man’s hairstyle, the sword on his back, and the shape of his coat—Flum’s expression lit up. 


  “Gadhio!” she called out, rushing up to him.


  She had thought she’d never see him again. And Kleyna and Hallom were here, too—they would be waiting for their reunion. She wanted to show him to them right this very moment. 


  With that thought, she came up to his side and looked up at his face.


  Splnk.


  A red droplet fell from the spiral, wetting the ground.


  “Huh?”


  She came to a halt.


  Just how many times did Flum’s heart have to be shattered by that repulsive sight?


  “It can’t be...”


  She could easily imagine how this had happened. However his battle with Echidna had ended, Gadhio had died in the royal capital. And Maria—who was currently at his side—must have given his corpse a core. This was the principle of Necromancy.


  Looking closely, his sword wasn’t the black one he had used. It was a red sword that looked like fused flesh. It was a disgusting blade, appropriate for him now that he was a puppet of Origin.


  But why was he here, when Werner had brought her here?


  Oh, well—I know already.


  There was only one reason.


  It was to put an end to Flum’s fight.


  Through desperation, a chain of miracles had gotten her this far.


  And now he reached out to Flum in order to cruelly smash that chain, cut it off, and offer it to Origin.


  He grabbed her by the collar and raised her up.


  “Urk...ah, ahh...why is this happening...? Gadhio, Gadhio!” Flailing, she repeated his name.


  Of course, it did not reach him.


  Seeing that, Werner gave a vicious smirk, and approached Maria. 


  “I’m really a hard worker, you know? Don’t you think so, Maria?”


  “You simply fulfilled the role you were given. No more, and no less than that.”


  “Whoa, you’re talking just like Ottilie. Huh? Oh yeah, where’s the baby?”


  “It died.”


  “Oh, that’s too bad, when it was the fruit of your love with Lord Origin.”


  “...”


  “Whoops, if I offended you, I guess I won’t get what I’m here to get. Give it back to me.”


  Maria handed Werner a black crystal with a spiral in it.


  He smiled in satisfaction and tucked it away for the moment. 


  “Thanks. Agh, it’ll give me away, so I can’t use it until I’ve done my job, huh. When I worked that hard! Lord Origin is so cold.”


  “Hn...nk...Werner!”


  “Ohh, scary, scary. Getting mad at me won’t do you any good, okay.”


  “You called them here?! Both of them?!”


  “It’s just as you see. I’ll follow whoever’ll give me what I want—whether they’re a god or a monster. And besides, you’ve seen the mess it is out there. Do you think you can win against the god that caused this? There’s no way, is there?! So, it’s just smart to obey the strongest, and get power for yourself!” Werner provoked her, tapping his temple with his index finger.


  Thinking back, he had done a number of suspicious things.


  She should have figured it out back in Tokyo. Unlike Henriette and Herrmann, who had been turned into defective Chimeras, he had been the one person in human form guarding Echidna.


  And him wandering off sometimes wasn’t because he was lazy. He’d just been doing jobs given to him by the Church or Origin.


  “Smart? That’s just being a...blatantly greedy scumbag!”


  “That’s right, I am a scumbag. But you know, whether they’re a scumbag or trash, a winner is a winner!”


  “That’s enough frivolous chit-chat,” Maria cut in. “Now let’s go, Flum. Lord Origin is waiting.”


  “There’s something wrong with you, too, Maria! Why?! Linus loved you so much! You don’t have to betray us, even doing something like this to Gadhio!”


  “He is a valuable asset for Lord Origin controlling the world.”


  “Who cares about Origin?! I’m asking about what you want! What are you thinking, following Origin when there’s someone who loves you!”


  “There isn’t any more.”


  “Huh...?”


  The spiral of Maria’s face squirmed, dripping blood.


  Was that laughter, or tears?


  “If you mean Linus, I killed him.”


  Or was it both?


  Flum couldn’t tell.


  “He believed in me to the end, and struggled. It was... Yes, it was a very pathetic way to die.”


  There was just one thing she could understand. Through crossing a boundary of her own volition, Maria, this woman, had been freed of the pain of uncertainty.


  “Why... Why?! There should have been so many ways to end things happily! In defeating the Church, I thought we were headed toward that future! Why do you always make these choices?! Why do you drag other people into it and destroy them?! Enough of this! I don’t get it, what are you thinking?! Just—all of you, enough of your bullshiiiiit!” Flum struggled to escape from Gadhio’s grip on her arm.


  But his burly arm didn’t so much as twitch.


  “...Please end it, Gadhio,” Maria said, and he flung her aside.


  Before she fell to the ground, she was restrained by Maria’s light magic. Collars of light appeared on her limbs and neck, tightening around her as they floated her in midair.


  “Ngh, ah... What...are you...?”


  “Because it’s dangerous to be too close.”


  “Let me go, let me gooo!”


  “Please calm down. Since this is the last of someone dear to you, so you must watch.”


  “Someone...dear to me...? Their last...?”


  Gadhio’s swirl of meat was pointed at the ruins entrance. The red sword in his hand was wriggling eerily, desirous of more flesh and blood.


  Of course, ahead were Milkit and the others, but—


  “It can’t be...wait, why?! Isn’t it enough for you to take me away?!”


  “Lord Origin so desires it.”


  “Don’t give me that crap! That’s completely unforgivable!”


  “But you cannot stop us, since you don’t have the power.”


  Gadhio wordlessly raised his sword up. The red blade had so much prana it distorted the world around him.


  Flum understood just what would happen if it were unleashed.


  “Stop it...Gadhio. It’s not just Milkit there—Kleyna and Hallom are there, too! Both of them want to see you!”


  It seemed like Gadhio was unaffected by Flum’s agonized cries. He just built his power further.


  “Please, stoooooooop!”


  As if that cry were the trigger—Gadhio swung down his sword. The storm of prana was unleashed, and destroyed everything it touched. The very topography the ruins were buried in was crushed by Prana Storm and reduced to nothing.


  You didn’t even have to check and see if the people inside were okay. All that remained was a hole of mixed earth and rubble, and the faint stench of blood hovered there. The ceiling had collapsed on the space where Milkit and the others had been. All of them had to be dead.


  Now Flum could only make hoarse noises. 


  “Ah...ahh...ahhhhh...”


  Losing Milkit, and the fact that Gadhio had been the one to do it, had shattered her heart into pieces. 


  “Ah....ahh...”


  And once her despair went over capacity, she passed out sharply, like flicking off a switch.


  What had become of Gadhio turned around to gaze at her, slumped there.


  “So now it finally ends,” Maria muttered, looking up at the sky. 


  She turned to the ruins.


  She could hear the sound of water.


  But she pretended not to hear it.


  In the end, I’m still too soft, Maria thought, laughing at herself.


   


  ***


   


  We have some very sad news.


  Someone has died.


  Her name was Milkit.


  Her cause of death was being crushed.


  Age of death: fourteen.


  What was she even born for?


  She said that an encounter brought meaning to her life, but it was all meaningless.


  She was very human, and we hate that.


  We hate that.


  We hate it, we hate it, we hate it so much.


  When we just wanted to pray for her happiness in the next world.


  So, we pray for her happiness in the next world.




  Chapter 7:
Reversal


   


  WHEN FLUM AWOKE, she was in a dark and dank cell.


  Her legs were bound by a chain.


  Her head and body hurt.


  She felt entirely weak.


  She couldn’t tell how much time had passed since she had been taken away.


  Looking down at her limbs, the crest of her Epic equipment had vanished. She didn’t know how they had done it, but her equipment had been stripped from her. Now, she was just a weak girl with zero stats.


  “Where...am I...? Hnn!” Covering her face with one hand to bear the pain, she got up and looked around. But still, all she learned was she was in a cell.


  Suddenly, she recalled all she’d seen before passing out.


  Gadhio’s swirling face.


  The destroyed ruins.


  And the one she’d failed to save, Milkit.


  “In the end...I couldn’t do anything...” Just remembering made feelings well up from deep within her heart, and the tears spilled out.


  Crushed by her sense of helplessness, she couldn’t even sob—the tears just streaked down her cheeks silently.


  That’s when a voice came to her from the neighboring cell. 


  “Ohh, so it was you, after all, Flum.”


  “Neigass?”


  “It’s only been a few days, but it feels like a long time since I last saw you.”


  Neigass could use magic, so why was she in this cell and not running away? Flum didn’t know.


  “Oh, by the way, I’m chained up too, so I can’t get away. And even if I did break this cell by force, it seems like there’s tons of Chimeras stationed outside.”


  “If you’re here, that means this is...the Dark Lord’s Castle?”


  “That’s right, we’re in the dungeon of the Dark Lord’s Castle. And not the ones aboveground, the ancient ones we used long ago. Well, they were repaired, so it looks like a little spell can’t break out.”


  “What’s happened to Sara...and the other demons?”


  “I don’t know the details about the demons in town. I sent Sara as far from Serrade as possible... I wound up leaving her alone, but I hope she’s safe.”


  It was possible she was alive then. Even hearing this possibility was a saving grace to Flum right now. Although if humanity were destroyed, Sara would be no exception. She would die, too.


  “But Dhiza absorbed Sheitoom,” said Neigass.


  “So, Dhiza was the traitor, after all...”


  “Ah, you realized it. Yes, it was all his doing. I hope Tsyon at least got away and survived.”


  “I doubt he could abandon Sheitoom.”


  “True...”


  He would go with her, rather than let her die alone. That was the sort of man he was. Even if he had run away, eventually he would come back to settle things with Dhiza.


  “Why are you here, Neigass?”


  “I suddenly wound up fighting a big group: Dhiza and the traitor demons and the hero with her face spiraled. I was willing to give my life to let Tsyon get away, but for some reason they’re keeping me alive.”


  “Ahh, so Cyrill, too... What I saw at the party wasn’t an illusion...”


  “She’s the only one who could undo the seal. It was going to happen.”


  In other words, what Flum had seen then was no illusion. If Cyrill herself had undone the seal, something was off about the chronology, after all. In Origin’s clutches, had Cyrill scrounged what sanity she had to send Flum a message? Just to apologize?


  “I figure they’ve only kept me alive to use me in an experiment or something,” said Neigass.


  “You’ve...had it rough here, huh?”


  “It can’t be as bad as what you guys dealt with in the capital, can it?”


  Now was Flum’s turn to share information. She summarized what had happened in the royal capital for Neigass. Just remembering made her chest clench, and she paused many times. Each time, Neigass said, “You don’t have to push yourself,” but Flum didn’t stop.


  Maybe she wanted some kind of sympathy, venting it all. Because this pain was just too much to bear alone.


  “I see, the capital was destroyed...and even Milkit...” said Neigass.


  “Maybe...it’s better for the world to end...”


  There was no point in living in a world without Milkit. That was honestly what Flum thought. From the moment she’d been branded with the slave mark until now, she had lived with Milkit’s support. Now that she had lost that support, of course her spirit would break.


  “Milkit...hn, ah...”


  Remembering the last of her warmth she’d felt, Flum embraced thin air.


  At times like this, she should have at least had that hairpin she’d gotten from Milkit as a memento, but Flum had carefully put it away in a drawer in her room so that it wouldn’t be damaged when fights got tough. She had thought that, once their fight was over, she wanted to put it on and go on a date. But now, she didn’t even know if that house was still standing.


  She had no Souleater, no armor, and no beloved.


  She had nothing.


  She was just like a worm—devouring her memories to survive.


  Neigass tried to say something encouraging to her, but she couldn’t think of the words.


  With a heavy air hanging over them, someone came down the stairs and approached their prison. The sound of footsteps on the floor sounded particularly deliberate—in other words, it was not a Chimera. Most likely, it was human.


  And it wouldn’t be Maria or Dhiza.


  “I’ve always wondered—why did a foolish human like you have to be flattered about being a hero or a savior?” Just hearing that nasty voice made her ears rot.


  She couldn’t see him yet, but Flum immediately knew who it was—and feelings of powerful loathing welled up within her.


  And with her fury at Milkit’s life being stolen from her added to it, Flum said his name like she was spitting those feelings out from the pit of her stomach. 


  “Jean!”


  The man combed his purple hair back and snorted. 


  “Calling a great sage like myself by my first name—know your place, Flum Apricot.”


  “I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you, I’ll kill yooooooou!” Flum rattled her chains as she railed at Jean with open hostility. Of course, she had no way to undo her bonds.


  “You’re all depressed, then suddenly like this. Just a beast without reason—perfect for a slave.”


  “You... You goddamn...!”


  “Don’t you accuse me of things I haven’t done—just what do you think I did? And even if that creepy slave Milkit did die, that just means you didn’t have enough power. In other words, you killed her.”


  Flum had been thinking that herself, in some corner of her mind. It would be impossible for an ordinary person to stand up against Maria or Gadhio, but even so, she couldn’t help but think it. And precisely because he’d hit the nail on the head, it hurt so unbearably much.


  “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” she screamed, venting her pain.


  Seeing the mess she was, Jean laughed loud. 


  “Aha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”


  Everyone had been treating Flum like a total hero lately, enough that Jean would hear the rumors, and that alone had been plenty unpleasant.


  She should be at the bottom of society.


  She should suffer in the pits of hell.


  That would be fitting for this trash who called herself a hero like him.


  Jean was entirely delighted to get to reproduce a picture very similar to when he had sold her into slavery.


  “Ha ha ha ha ha ha! Aha ha ha ha ha...ha...hah...oh, what a thing to do. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen scum crawling in the gutter, it made me so happy I got worked up,” he said, pushing up his glasses.


  Even that gesture was repulsive to Flum.


  “A foil like you is needed in order for a genius to be a genius. I would very much like for you to suffer in even more pathetic misery and ugliness—so that I shine all the brighter!”




  [image: ]




  “You perverse narcissist...!”


  “The fact that you think that’s a bad thing is why you’re just trash. A genius cannot arise without loving himself. Of course, without talent like mine, you’d just wind up a fool gone wrong, though.”


  “You just believe you have talent...”


  “Watch your mouth, Flum. Do you not understand why a kind man like myself is letting you live? If I wanted to, I could kill you right now, you know?”


  Of course, a threat of that sort couldn’t possibly work on Flum right now.


  “Scumbag...” Neigass spat, listening to their exchange.


  But her curse just made his lips curl in amusement, and he moved to her cell. 


  “Oh my, if it isn’t the child-lover demon. It seems you’re the only one to survive so pathetically—how are you feeling?”


  “Sara is still alive!”


  He was just talking nonsense—he didn’t know where Sara was. But his words were always full of such confidence, it was grating.


  “Ha ha ha! So, you don’t deny the child-lover part! Just what you’d expect of a demon, how nasty!”


  “I don’t want to hear that from you.”


  “I’m perfect. If others see me as nasty, that’s just their own terrible taste.”


  Neigass was so shocked she couldn’t say a word.


  It was true—he might be a genius.


  Not as a mage, though—he was a genius of narcissism.


  “Let’s leave the chit-chat there. I don’t have all the time in the world, so it’s time to get my job done,” he said, returning to Flum once more. He looked down at her, glaring at him, and narrowed his eyes.


  “What...are you going to do?” she asked.


  There was no answer.


  “Tsk,” he clicked his tongue. He held his hand out at her, then closed his eyes and focused magic power in his palm. It had to be a pretty complicated spell, as his expression was unusually tense. 


  The swirling magic power was all four elements. Fire, water, wind, earth—individually, they didn’t amount to much. But if you could mix all the elements and combine them, there was no law of nature you could not control.


  That was Jean’s idea.


  “Churn it up: Loser.”


  This spell that he had, called “Loser,” was a mosaic-like conglomeration of particles in all colors. It was as shapeless as a cloud, floating toward Flum.


  “Are you trying to kill me?” she asked.


  “I wouldn’t do something so pointless. Do you think your life is worth that much?”


  She tried to brush aside the approaching particles with a hand, but they passed right through her, and she couldn’t even touch them. Eventually, they reached her head, passing through her skin and skull to seep into her brain.


  “Hah...ah...!”


  It was a nasty sensation, like something warm slipping inside of her.


  Her vision flickered, her ears rang wildly, she lost her sense of balance.


  “Urk, guh...bleah....geh, haah...!”


  And then when the headache hit along with the nausea, she couldn’t bear it and lay down. She held her head, groaning.


  “Flum?! Jean, you bastard!” Neigass couldn’t see her, but she was clearly suffering. Her concerned cries wouldn’t reach Flum, however.


  “Shut up, you sex-crazed demon.” Jean coldly silenced Neigass. With a serious expression, he observed Flum suffering.


  “Ahh...ahhhhhh! Ahhh! Ah! Ahhh! Ahhhhh!” Flum couldn’t help the meaningless cries that spewed from her mouth.


  Maybe she could have borne it with her equipment, but it had all been stripped from her. Her stats were zero.


  “Ah! Aghaaaaaaah! Agh! Gah! Grugh, hyaaaaaaaaah!” 


  As her vision and hearing was going crazy, she couldn’t think properly anymore. Her sense of touch went haywire, and she couldn’t even tell if she was sitting or lying down. Was she floating? That might be the closest thing. Right now, she was somewhere that was nowhere, writhing in agony as needles were being stabbed into her head. That was the best way to describe it.


  “Stop it, Jean!” Neigass cried. “She’s suffered enough!”


  “No. It’s not enough yet. That useless trash stood on the same stage as me, as a hero, if even for just a moment, and acted big in front of me. I’ll have her pay for that.”


  “How can you say such arrogant bullshit when you’ve been locked up alone this whole time?!”


  “An idiot dominated by her sex drive wouldn’t understand my noble thoughts.”


  “Like I’d ever understand your flimsy ideas!”


  As Neigass and Jean were arguing back and forth, Flum continued to suffer.


  At this point, she couldn’t even wonder, why me, her brain just continued to suffer agony. With her head a mess, she felt as if she was being kneaded like clay. Saliva and vomit spilled from her mouth. Perhaps it was fortunate she’d hardly been given anything to eat before coming here, as there wasn’t much solid in it. But even after she brought up everything in her stomach, the nausea wouldn’t stop. She continued to gag, groaning.


  “Hmph, worthless—you really are tenacious as a cockroach,” Jean said and then strode out of the dungeon.


  “Hold on, you Jean!” Neigass yelled after him angrily, but he didn’t stop.


  Flum passed out. It seemed she’d been released from her suffering—but it couldn’t be Jean had just come here to do that, could it?


  “What the hell is up with him? Absolutely vile. Flum, are you all right? Answer me!” Neigass cried out desperately, clinging to the iron bars.


  But there was no way the unconscious Flum could answer. Neigass’s voice just rang out in vain.


   


  ***


   


  Since there was no clock, Neigass couldn’t say how long had passed. It felt like over five hours. 


  But around that time, Flum finally awoke.


  Her head felt a little heavy, but it seemed there was nothing wrong with her physically. She remembered her exchange with Jean, and it seemed her memories hadn’t been tampered with.


  But Neigass was still worried, and repeatedly alternated between asking, “Are you okay?” and recommending, “Don’t force yourself.”


  During this exchange, footsteps approached once more, coming down the stairs. This time, it was Dhiza.


  Wearing his usual tailcoat, he stood before Flum. With his left hand on his stomach and his right on his back, he gave a polite bow. 


  “How are you doing, Miss Flum?”


  “Awful,” she spat.


  “Is it because you saw my face?”


  “That, too...”


  It was also because of Jean, but she figured Dhiza knew that’s what she’d implied.


  “My deepest apologies for failing to arrange a proper meal for you.”


  His expression was truly sorrowful, as if he wanted to say, “It’s such a shame I can’t serve you the cooking that is my pride.”


  There was no difference between now and before he’d betrayed them. She couldn’t understand what he was thinking.


  “Food you cooked could have anything in it,” Neigass spat with naked hatred.


  Dhiza put a hand to his chest, looking quite sorrowful.


  “But it was my sincerest joy to receive your praise for my cooking. It brings me great sorrow that our relationship would now have you say such unkind things to me.”


  “Cut the bad acting. After what you did to Sheitoom...!”


  “Oh, you mean how I killed the Dark Lord?”


  He killed her. He said it so clearly. Neigass glared at him.


  Dhiza clapped his hands with an “ah,” realizing something. 


  “So, you thought I simply absorbed her. That’s why you’re angry and trembling to hear me say ‘kill.’”


  “That’s right. We’ve always lived together like family—how can you say so easily that you killed her?!”


  “Because I did, in fact, kill her.”


  “Do you feel nothing?! A family member has died, and you won’t shed a single tear?!”


  “I did weep.”


  “What?”


  “That night, after returning to the Dark Lord’s Castle, I realized that I had no family. Struck by loss, I thought of the time I spent with all of you as I wept over and over.”


  Though Neigass had been the one to ask that question—his answer was beyond her understanding.


  He could kill her, after living that long together?


  He could cry, after killing her that cruelly?


  Just what on earth had this man been thinking, all his life?


  “But this couldn’t be avoided, for the sake of Lord Origin’s resurrection.”


  He had come to that decision quite cleanly. She could tell from his voice. But even if she understood, she couldn’t accept it. Not only would a normal demon not understand, it was the sort of mentality even a human couldn’t understand.


  “Dhiza...just what is wrong with you? Generations of Dark Lords have always taken care of you, and you’ve been raised by kind people—how the hell could you get like this?!”


  “I am sincerely thankful they not only took me in, but also educated me.”


  “You think nothing of stabbing them in the back for their goodwill?!”


  “It’s unavoidable. I am simply attempting to do the right thing, in my own way.”


  He was a lot like Jean, in the sense you couldn’t get through to him, no matter what you said. He was entirely self-absorbed. At a glance, it might appear as if you were communicating with him, but you really weren’t. He operated purely by his values and would not permit any others.


  “It was to revive Origin? That’s just—” Neigass snapped again.


  But Flum stopped her. 


  “It’s no use, Neigass. No matter what you say to him, it won’t change anything. He’s a different kind of creature. He just looks like a demon.”


  Dhiza seemed a little surprised to hear that. 


  “That’s quite right, Miss Flum. I am, in truth, a mixed-blood: half demon, half human. I’m impressed you could tell.”


  “No, that’s not what I meant. No matter what your blood is, you’re neither of those things. You’re a twisted, ugly monster.”


  “What a cruel thing to say.” He laughed in amusement.


  As Flum said, they weren’t really communicating. Neigass understood, and didn’t speak to Dhiza any further.


  “I wanted to enjoy a final chat with my family to shore up my loss and loneliness, but it seems this is the end. So then, Flum, let us go now.” He pulled a key out of his pocket and opened the cell, then walked to Flum and undid her leg shackles with a different key.


  “Where are we going...?” Flum looked up with unease.


  Dhiza smiled brightly and told her. 


  “To Lord Origin.”


   


  ***


   


  Dhiza walked in front of Flum, and they descended further underground in the Dark Lord’s Castle.


  There was nothing restraining her. He must have been certain she couldn’t run as she was now, and Flum herself thought the same. She couldn’t do something so reckless with zero stats—no matter what sort of repulsive fate awaited her.


  “Lord Origin lies ahead,” he said, and stopped before a large door. “The first seal. This was originally a place only the Dark Lord could enter, but I am allowed, as an exception.”


  All along, the only people who could have weakened the seal on Origin would have been Sheitoom and Dhiza.


  But both of them had been upright sorts, trusted immensely by the demons.


  Possibly, even if they’d realized Dhiza was the one who had weakened the seal, he had been able to talk his way out of it and keep their trust.


  “But worry not—now it is undone. Also, the first seal does not have the power to seal away Lord Origin’s power. It is simply to prevent the entrance of malicious third parties.” Dhiza reached out with a hand, and the door creaked as it opened easily.


  Beyond that was a large room, completely lit by pale green light.


  With his prompting, Flum stepped inside.


  “Yeep...” she let out a tense cry.


  Without Dhiza even saying a word, the moment she saw it, Flum knew that it was Origin’s main body.


  It was a cylindrical space.


  They were currently standing at what could be called the top, and beneath the transparent floor the space went on and on. The floor had a green magic circle on it, and it seemed this was the source of the room’s lighting.


  But Flum didn’t care. At the very least, she couldn’t absorb that information right now. 


  The countless bodies that lined the walls in front of her just looked so bizarre. They were like insect specimens, but also like corpses, hung by their necks. Slumped there weakly, the human and demon bodies were stuck to the wall by some mysterious power. No gaps. Packed in tight.


  In regular, orderly rows, they filled the walls, from the ceiling to the abyss.


  Each of their brains was connected by a dirty, dark-red metallic cable.


  That was Origin.


  Connecting thousands, tens of thousands of people in a spiral corridor, it created limitless energy.


  But it didn’t at all look like it had the power to destroy the world. It was just a series of connected brains. She couldn’t understand why such a device would even gain the desire to destroy the world, in the first place.


  But having fought it all this time, Flum could tell. This device before her was the monster she’d been fighting for so long.


  Looking back on what she had seen, what she had felt—the spirals, Connection, Multiplication, the consciousness of countless people, the rush of voices that had churned through her brain...


  This was, without question, Origin.


  “There’s no need to feel nervous—you’re about to be put at ease.” Dhiza prodded Flum in the back, making her move forward.


  Powerless to resist, she approached the wall, expression tense.


  “Everyone dies in the end, anyway. Thinking about it thus, I believe it’s happier to become a part of Lord Origin, instead.”


  No—that’s ridiculous, Flum wanted to say, but she couldn’t make a sound.


  As if reading her emotions, the voices rang directly in her mind.


  “Welcome.”


  “We finally got to see you.”


  “Atone.”


  “Let’s connect, let’s become one.”


  “I love you.”


  “She’s finally been sent to us.”


  It sounded like countless personalities, but all of them were pointed in the same direction: They were saying anything they could to absorb her.


  “Reversal is scary.”


  “But once we become one, it will be helpful to us, instead.”


  “It might take a little while to make friends.”


  “But that’s necessary.”


  “Let us mingle, let us mingle, let us mingle.”


  “Unravel, and let yourself be swallowed.”


  A neverending stream of words filled her brain.


  And then, a cable slid out from the side of the corpse suspended in front of her. The dark red, bloody cord dangled there.


  There was just one space open.


  “Come.” Dhiza prodded her back.


  “Come,” Origin called to her.


  “No...” Flum refused.


  “Is there a need to resist, when Miss Milkit has died?” Dhiza whispered kindly in her ear.


  He drew out the despair that had been hiding underneath her fear.


  “Ah...” The image played in her mind once more. The crushed ruins, Milkit never coming back.


  Her beloved.


  She had thought she would fight however long it took for her. But without her, she couldn’t fight anymore. There was no need to fight.


  So then why...


  “This being called Flum Apricot is worthless.”


  “But there is worth here.”


  “If you’re in pain, become one with us, and you can forget it all.”


  “Come, come.”


  “It feels soo good.”


  Ahh, but she still didn’t want to. Of course she didn’t. Flum knew just how filthy this being called Origin was. Destroying the world because he wanted peace—that was a lie. In the end, it was just ego. He was just doing what he wanted to.


  People with power were often like that. Using whatever sounded good as a shield, they liked to insist that their own desire was righteous.


  She hated it. It was disgusting. She didn’t want to get anywhere near it.


  But, even if Flum’s heart rejected it, she was powerless.


  “No!”


  If she just had the power, she would destroy this stupid thing. She would sock Dhiza in the face for betraying everyone, and beat him black and blue. And while she was at it, she also wanted to hit Jean, to make a mess of his smug face.


  Why was it always people who hurt others as they pleased who were rewarded? Would the people who deserved punishment have their wishes granted and tyrannize those who just wanted to live their lives in peace?


  That was wrong. That was absolutely wrong. Were they in the right? Should they be the victors?


  “It’s too late now, Miss Flum.” Dhiza grabbed Flum by her lapels, as if to say, any struggle is pointless.


  Then he shoved her against the wall.


  “This is all wrong! Someone like you smiling while everyone else is hurt—why is that right?! Does it seem right?! A crappy ending like that?!”


  “Those with power are rewarded—that is the way of the world. That’s what’s right.”


  The hanging cable wiggled and undulated as if it had its own will.


  “That’s just...!”


  The socket part at the end approached Flum, and stuck to the side of her head.


  “Ah.”


  Glch. Clik—the sound rang in Flum’s head.


  That was proof that the cable’s connector had penetrated her skin and her skull to directly connect with her brain.


  Flum had been assimilated into Origin.


  “Ah...ah...nk...geh...ugh...”


  At the same time, vast quantities of something flowed into her brain, and the link between brain and body was severed.


  She could no longer cry out or even move a finger.


  “Congratulations, Miss Flum and Lord Origin. Now, your long and painful days of fighting have come to a close. The moment where your hardships will be rewarded has come.” Dhiza gave a refined applause. Clap clap clap.


  If they simply incorporated Flum’s Reversal power, there was no need for Origin to fear anymore. A perfect peace would be brought to this world by the hand of a perfect God.


  But Flum had to be handled delicately, with great caution. First, her consciousness and body would be assimilated and become one with Origin. Meanwhile, Origin had to isolate only the part of her that governed her affinity.


  Because the humanity that was Origin’s ancestor had no concept of affinity, once you found the disparity in structure between the old and new forms of humanity, isolating affinity was simple.


  “Well then, I shall bring Miss Cyrill. Pardon me,” Dhiza said and bowed, but there was no reply.


  Excited to have acquired Flum, Origin was too occupied to pay attention to him. Right now, he wanted to acquire the power of Reversal as quickly as possible, to be rid of the fear of death which interfered with complete assimilation.


  And this time for sure, he would bring about world peace.


  Flum hung her head in silence. Her open eyes were hollow, gazing at the magic circle that glowed on the transparent floor. The flickering green light.


  As if reacting to that glow, her throat trembled.


  “...Hn.” The faintest sound slipped from her half-open mouth.


  “Hm?” Dhiza stopped and turned around.


  Within the dead silence of Origin, he thought he had heard something. But that couldn’t be. Once a person had been assimilated, their will could never return to that body. The body that remained was a tank for storing energy, and a path for connecting the circuit. But it had no more use than that. It would not move or speak.


  Dhiza was about to turn his back on Flum once again. But right before she went out of view, he heard it again.


  “...Ah.”


  And at the same time, he witnessed her fingertips twitch.


  Was he having both visual and auditory hallucinations? He began to have some doubt.


  “It couldn’t be that her personality still remains...”


  He had connected her, and she had become a part of Origin. Based on the voice he heard from Origin, that had to be right.


  Then what was this phenomenon? He wondered, and scanned her.


  What he should have seen was Origin’s name, and rows of meaningless numbers and letters. Instead—


   


  Flum Apricot


  Affinity: Reversal


  Strength: 18674


  Magic: 17099


  Endurance: 18362


  Agility: 17276


  Perception: 18337


   


  “Huh...?” Dhiza, who never lost his cool, was dumbstruck.


  Was he hallucinating, after all? That was what he wanted to think.


  The side effects of Flum Apricot’s Reversal affinity should have made her stats zero. That held true even if she wore equipment—the numbers displayed in her stats would never change.


  Any intrinsic change in her stats could only happen when a spell was cast on her to change them directly. But there was no one here who could cast such a spell on her.


  So, what was this phenomenon?


  As Dhiza stood there, confused, the numbers continued to rise.


   


  Flum Apricot


  Affinity: Reversal


  Strength: 22411


  Magic: 22673


  Endurance: 22498


  Agility: 22275


  Perception: 22813


   


  So fast it seemed like a joke, they reached numbers he couldn’t even laugh at.


  Just how much better would it be if this were a hallucination?


  “What is this...?” Confused, his heart raced.


  That sensation told Dhiza this was neither a dream nor a hallucination. He didn’t know the cause, but it was clear that something bad was happening.


  “L-Lord Origin! Undo the connection right this minute!” Dhiza yelled, panicking.


  But it seemed there was no need. Having regained control of her body, Flum grabbed the cable with her own hand and ripped it out. Then she glared at Dhiza, standing before her.


  “Ngh!” Sensing impending danger from her intense murderous aura, he held out one hand to immediately cast a spell.


  But that was a mistake. This was basically point-blank range for her right now. The moment he began casting the spell, her fist, which should have been far away, was already right in front of him.


  This can’t be happening, Dhiza thought, but he never voiced it.


  “Herk?!”


  Her fist slammed into him with full force, plunging right into the middle of his face. She broke his nose and made it cave in, destroying with force and violence the face that had never even twitched prior. Her power defied the rules, and when it struck, it struck hard enough to make the air tremble with a whoosh!


  Only Origin’s power kept him from being smashed to smithereens. But even with that power, he couldn’t block a full-power strike from Flum.


  “Gah?!” Dhiza was flung away and slammed into a wall.


  The impact blasted away part of Origin, and the exposed stone wall indented like a crater.


  “Haah...haah...” Following through on her punch, Flum’s shoulders heaved as she gazed at her own fist. “Haah...I...” She mulled over the sensation in her hand, of having punched Dhiza. “I’m still...alive... I can live.”


  And then she was certain that her life was still there.


  “I’ll live—to kill Origin.” 


  She had no mental pollution from Origin.


  She was, unmistakably, Flum Apricot.




  [image: ]




  Meanwhile, Dhiza, having been slammed into the wall, was bleeding from his broken nose, confused at the unexpected situation.


  “This...is ridiculous.”


  Why was Flum alive, when she should be connected? Why did Flum have that kind of power, when she should be connected?


  He couldn’t understand the reason at all. Origin was supposed to have been completely prepared to deal with Reversal. The damage to his head made it hard to think, even when he tried to come up with reasons.


  The one thing that was clear—


   


  Flum Apricot


  Affinity: Reversal


  Strength: 28547


  Magic: 28319


  Endurance: 28991


  Agility: 27046


  Perception: 27643


   


  With his consciousness wavering, all he saw in his blurring vision were rows of nightmarish numbers.




  Chapter 8:
The Scummiest of Scumbags


   


  DHIZA HELD HIS HAND up to his face, contorted from being punched, and healed the indented parts with a spell. Then he wiped the blood off with the back of his hand and came down to stand on the transparent, shining green floor.


  He glared at Flum with evident displeasure.


  She was glaring right back at him, clenching her fists. She had to defeat this man, or she wouldn’t be able to destroy Origin.


  She had no weapons, but with power welling in her body, she could win in a one-on-one situation. But right now, as the battle was about to begin—


  “Ha ha ha ha ha...” The door opened, and arrogant laughter rang out. “Aha ha ha ha ha ha!”


  No laughter could be more unpleasant to Flum. It made her want to plug her ears just hearing it.


  “Kwa...ha ha... Ahh hah hah hah hah hah hah ha!”


  There was probably only one man in the world who could ignore the atmosphere of this situation and laugh so loud.


  It was Jean Inteige.


  Both pairs of eyes focused on him.


  He must have been glad to become the center of attention here, as he smiled boldly and pushed up his glasses. 


  “So, this is Origin—just as ugly as I expected. A creature like you, that gets others to do all their work, trying to control me, Jean, is beyond ridi—blergh?!”


  Flum’s fist plunged right into Jean’s cheek as he boasted arrogantly.


  It didn’t matter what his scheme was. He was, without question, an enemy. But she didn’t want him dying before he told her what he was really after, so she held back and didn’t fling him away as violently as she had Dhiza.


  He arced through the air and slammed into the floor, then leaped up immediately.


  “Now you’ve done it, you garbage girl! Do you think you’re alive due to your own efforts?! It was me! It was because of the genius Jean Inteige!”


  “Shut up, scumbag.” Flum approached him again, grabbing him by the collar and lifting him up. “I don’t know what you’ve come out here for, but don’t get in my way.”


  “Ngh...wait, you can’t mean to fight Dhiza right...hnghh...right here...?”


  Tossed aside, Jean’s butt slammed into the ground.


  “Don’t bother. Cyrill, Maria, and even Gadhio are headed this way right now.” He warned Flum, rubbing his hurt backside.


  “But still—”


  “One-on-one? Maybe. But there’s no way you could win against multiple people! If you charge the enemy like a bull without thinking, it’ll completely ruin my plan!”


  “Tsk...” She didn’t like the way he put it, but he was right.


  If Cyrill and them got together, even if Flum was stronger now, she had no chance of winning.


  Instead, she should prioritize getting away with this power she’d gotten. Because if she were absorbed by Origin again, there would be no more escaping.


  “Do you believe you can escape? You took me by surprise earlier, but the same move will not work twice.”


  Dhiza had not only gained Origin’s power, he’d also absorbed Sheitoom. He’d been strong to begin with, but now he had power on a different level. She had to catch him by surprise, or she’d be unlikely to get a hit like that again.


  “Chaos Ray!” Dhiza cried. Multiple magic circles floated up behind him, emitting countless light rays. They fired black and white magic arrows wildly, aiming for Flum and Jean.


  “Reversal.” Flum held out her hand and repelled all the arrows that approached her.


  Jean sneaked around behind her back.


  “Don’t use me as a shield,” she spat.


  “Are you telling me to die?”


  “Yep.”


  “Yep?!”


  Flum felt if he was going to die, he should just go right ahead.


  Of course, logically she did understand that, most likely, her newfound power was thanks to Jean’s scheming. But she was still mad at him for selling her as a slave. Besides, if he had known everything and had been waiting for this very moment, he likely would’ve been found out and stopped at an earlier stage.


  The Chaos Ray stopped firing.


  Dhiza must have been pretty confident in his magic, as he looked a bit frustrated. But he immediately went to cast the next spell. Flum took that opportunity to grab Jean by the back of the collar and escape from the Origin area.


  “H-hold on, can’t you carry me a little more carefully?! Like on your back, or in your arms?!”


  There was a staircase ahead. If she kept running like this, Jean’s lower body would certainly get beat up.


  “I’m not obligated to do that, suck it up.”


  “Don’t blame me for what happens afterward!”


  “Agh...fine, then walk yourself.”


  Flum released him, and he glared at her with a “hmph” as he patted off the sand stuck to his robe. Then the two of them fled side-by-side up the stairs.


  “Why did you save me?” Flum asked Jean as they ran.


  He got that smug smile again. Just seeing that look made her want to sock him one, but she firmly restrained the impulse.


  “Origin’s energy is generated by rotating clockwise. When you rotate it the other way, negative energy is generated. You get that?”


  “That’s the principle of breaking Origin cores.”


  “Well then, what do you think happens when negative energy generated like that is absorbed into the body?”


  Normally, a core would be destroyed when it started rotating the other way, so it didn’t flow into their body. But as Jean said—what if it did? Being implanted with an Origin core raised your stats. But being implanted with a core rotating in reverse would cause the opposite phenomenon to occur.


  “Their stats go down?”


  “That’s exactly right.”


  So basically, Flum had Reversed that stat reduction, incorporating it into herself.


  But she still had questions. 


  “I feel like being connected to Origin is different from equipping a core.”


  “So even trash like you notices that.”


  “You’re so constantly obnoxious.”


  “Because I’m not trying to get you to like me.”


  While they were talking, they got up the stairs and came to an aboveground corridor on the first floor.


  “For the rest,” said Jean, “wait until we escape safely, first.”


  A pack of small Chimeras resembling werewolves were all in a line. It was a hopeless sight, but fortunately Cyrill and the others were nowhere to be seen. 


  If it had been just Jean here, he would have been killed miserably without being able to break through. But as Flum was now—she plunged into the herd without any fear at all.


  “Graaaaaawr!” The creature in the lead howled and leaped on Flum, swinging its claws down on her.


  She lightly dodged by its side, and in passing gave it a gentle touch. “Reversal.”


  The Chimera burst with a bang, insides exploding like a popped water balloon.


  She had instantaneously poured in a vast quantity of Reversal magic, turning its body inside-out, core and all, to destroy it. It was powerful enough to blast away the Chimera in an instant, even if it had been strengthened by Origin’s revival.


  Flum didn’t stop.


  Next, three attacked at once to try to block her. The Chimeras waiting in the rear fired spiral bullets at her as well.


  The moment she saw them move, she crouched down slightly and tensed her legs. With a booom! an impact shook the whole Dark Lord’s Castle. Shattering the ground with a single leap, Flum caused a powerful shockwave to fly back at Jean, waiting behind her.


  “Nwaaagh?! You barbarian, have some consideration for me!”


  Of course, Flum ignored his complaints.


  A beat later, and she had broken through the pack of small Chimeras, landing behind them. A little exhilarated, she walked forward as if nothing had happened.


  The moment her step rang out on the floor—more than ten Chimeras exploded. The hallway was dyed red with scattered flesh and blood. The smell of death was thick.


  But Jean was trembling, not even thinking about the smell. 


  “I never thought you’d be this strong...!”


  He had calculated that if she just absorbed Origin’s power, then she would gain immense power. But witnessing the results for himself, he couldn’t help but shiver. What had him so shocked and trembling wasn’t Flum’s immense power.


  “I really am a genius, creating something like this! Aha ha ha ha!”


  He was so smart, it was frightening.


  He ran down the bloody hallway, laughing, following after Flum.


  Meanwhile, Flum was carrying onward as the Chimeras welling out from everywhere irritated her. They would burst at a touch from her, but there were just so many. Since she had no regeneration power, she couldn’t make her own body a bullet, either. If she’d had a greatsword, then she could get them all at once with Cavalier Arts, but she had no weapon at hand now.


  She could probably generate a prana sword like Huyghe. But in the battle in Tokyo, what she’d seen had been shaped like a one-handed sword. In order to make it in the shape of a greatsword, she’d need to go through trial and error in an environment where she could concentrate, or it would be unlikely to succeed. It couldn’t be done right now.


  At this point, Flum came up with a plan.


  She rushed the enemy at the head of the group and pierced its chest with a knife-hand. Scowling at the slick, lukewarm sensation, she shot magic into it—a lot of it, so it couldn’t be compared to when she was just blowing them up.


  Its body instantly turned inside-out and exploded. The scattered fragments all had Reversal magic in them, flying at the Chimeras gathering behind them.


  If she couldn’t use her own body, then she should just use theirs.


  In other words, she’d turned the Chimera into buckshot. 


  The moment the pieces of their ally touched them, magic poured into their bodies, causing them to explode in the same way. This caused a chain reaction, and the grotesque creatures were blasted away one after another.


  “All right!” Flum muttered with satisfaction, wiping away the blood stuck on her hands. Then she made her way down the corridor, heading unerringly toward the dungeon.


  “What’re you doing?! I told you the monsters are coming! We need to get out now!” Jean yelled.


  “I have to save Neigass.”


  “Who cares about that demon—we need to prioritize our own lives—hey, listen to me!”


  Flum had no obligation to listen. She opened the door and headed down the stairs. 


  “Stupid bitch!” Jean cursed and chased after her. “This is just what makes you such a fool! That demon isn’t going to die, anyway!”


  “We don’t know that!”


  “Use that tiny little brain of yours—if they meant to do that, they would have killed her a long time ago!”


  He had a point. But they would just be letting her live in order to use her.


  “But if I don’t save her, she might be used as a guinea pig. In the worst case, she might even become an enemy.”


  “First of all, it’s Dhiza who’s letting her live, in order to fulfill his creepy desire to call himself her guardian. Of course, that wishy-washy Maria can’t kill her, either. If she were capable of that, she would have long since gone over to the enemy side with the core in her, and never joined in that battle against the Church.”


  It was true Maria knew about Neigass and Sara’s relationship. Flum could understand the reason she would hesitate, thinking of Sara, but—


  “She killed Linus,” she said.


  “...Ha, I doubt she actually did it with her own hands.”


  “Anyway, I’m going to save Neigass!”


  Jean clicked his tongue. His view was correct. Flum’s choice was also correct. Even if Maria had held back, they didn’t know how long Dhiza’s fixation with playing guardian would continue. He might have a change of heart and suddenly try to absorb her.


  Casually scattering the Chimeras that stood in their way, Flum quickly reached Neigass’s cell. She put her hand to the lock and opened it with Reversal, extending her hand to the demon. 


  “Neigass, let’s get out of here!”


  “What’s going on here?” Neigass was confused to see Flum and Jean working together.


  “I don’t have the time to explain right now, we have to hurry,” Flum urged her.


  “Hey, you idiot,” Jean said with an exasperated look.


  “What is it, scumbag?”


  “Now we’re screwed because of you. What are you going to do about it?”


  He wasn’t looking at just the Chimeras, but at Cyrill and Gadhio, their swords at the ready. And standing further behind them were Dhiza and Maria.


  Faced with this party that looked way more heroic than Flum, she shook her head. 


  “Good grief. All the players are here, huh?”


  “In other words, this is the curtain call,” Dhiza declared to Flum, not hiding his irritation.


  Currently, Flum’s stats totaled over a hundred thousand.


  But that just barely brought her up to their level. Jean and Neigass could handle one of them together at most, and even if Flum focused purely on defending, maybe she could hold back two of them.


  But that still left one extra. With their current strength, no matter how they struggled, they couldn’t have an even fight. And there was nowhere to run.


  “Jean, you’re a strange person. How did you find your way in here without us noticing? I thought for sure you had used an Origin core.” Maria spoke calmly and slowly. She seemed certain of her victory. 


  It wasn’t as if they had drawn him into the Dark Lord’s Castle without checking anything. He was only there because they’d made sure he had a core.


  “Oh, you mean this?” Jean rolled up his coat and casually removed the core embedded in his body.


  Then he tossed it to Maria’s feet. “It’s a fake, and you completely fell for it.”


  “A fake...?”


  “Fortunately, I had time. I’ve been waiting for this moment for a while.”


  “So, you should have been able to stop us at an earlier stage. Why? What was your motive for expressly waiting for Flum to be connected?”


  That was the part that Flum didn’t get, either.


  Dhiza, Cyrill and Gadhio had to want to know about Jean’s motive as well, they didn’t make a move, now.


  “Motive? You can’t think of anything, Maria?”


  “Me?” Maria cocked her head.


  “Heh, I thought you’d be like that. Listen up—I’m a genius. I’m smarter than anyone else. I’ve reached greatest peaks of wisdom and I’m entirely unique. For that reason, I must not be violated by anyone—and you’re the one who gave me this Origin core, this impure object.”


  To Jean, that had been the most hideous insult to his pride.


  When Maria had given him an Origin core, Jean had taken it as a declaration he wasn’t powerful enough. The absolute genius, Jean Inteige, had been treated as useless by a mere saint with no skills outside of healing spells. It was the greatest humiliation of his life.


  After she had given him that core, Jean had learned to handle even more powerful magic, but that wasn’t from the Origin core at all, but rather from his own efforts, borne of frustration.


  Ever since then, Jean had constantly been working in pursuit of a singular goal: kill Maria—no, actually, it was the hateful Origin who lay behind her and who had wounded his dignity.


  “That was your motive...?”


  “An indecisive and foolish female like you could never understand the thoughts of a genius! But that is all. Your ignorance pulled the trigger on this, Maria Affenjenz!”


  Everyone present thought this was pretty dumb. His motive was entirely ego.


  But it meant Flum was saved, in the end, so she wouldn’t comment.


  “Next, as to why I waited until Flum was connected—as you fools know, when Origin’s power was sealed, all external contact was cut. In other words, it couldn’t be killed. In order to completely destroy it, I had to undo the seal and have Flum’s magic surpass a certain level.”


  Jean’s goal was not to stop Origin and prevent any further damage. It was to erase Origin from this world for insulting his pride. That was all. Even if Origin’s seal came undone, no matter how many would die, he prioritized accomplishing his goals as a proud genius.


  “And if the seal was to be undone, I figured Cyrill would be involved. That was part of my plan.”


  “What do you mean...?” Maria asked.


  “You don’t get it? Cyrill rejected me—me! The greatest living being in the world, Jean Inteige! If I could breed with the hero to further my bloodline, she surely would have given birth to the greatest and most excellent child this world had ever seen! Who cares if Origin was revived? That would be a greater loss for humanity. The end of the world! It’s only natural she should get what she deserves! Aha ha ha ha ha! Though I may be in dire straits, it’s quite amazing to get to see Cyrill looking so ugly, made into a living doll!” His mocking laughter rang out. 


  While listening to him, Flum became certain once more: Ahh—he’s really a hopeless scumbag.


  It was true he might be smart enough to be called a genius. But even taking that into account, his personality was just so twisted. Most likely, he was pure selfish evil, beyond anything else existing in this world.


  And that was precisely why he had been able to mess up Origin’s plans.


  “A man like this, throwing our plans into disarray...”


  “There’s no need for regrets, Maria. Since they already have nowhere to run,” said Dhiza, and in response, Cyrill and Gadhio stepped forward to approach Flum’s trio.


  “Hey, Flum,” said Jean, “you can’t get us out of here somehow? I bought you some time. If you desperately rack that lacking brain of yours, something should come up.”


  “It’s not like I have no ideas...Neigass.”


  “Hmm?”


  “I’ll trust you two to handle above.”


  Flum poured magic power from the bottoms of her feet into the ground.


  Sensing that, Dhiza’s eyes widened and he made his move. 


  “You’ll never escape from this!”


  Cyrill and Gadhio accelerated, leaping right at them.


  But before they could, Flum’s spell activated: Gravity Reversal.


  She cast it on—the very ground the three of them stood on.


  “Hey Flum—you can’t mean?!” Jean cried.


  “Stop jabbering and handle what’s above us!”


  The floor she’d gouged out was lifting them upward at high speed.


  As the ceiling approached, Jean bundled the four elements to emit a spell specialized for destruction. 


  “Tsk! Elemental Burst!”


  Next, Neigass released magic power that was wind and darkness combined, at full power. “Erosion!”


  “Nghhhhhhh!”


  “Haaaaaaaaah!”


  Just barely keeping them all from getting crushed, both their spells blasted through the ceiling and carried the three of them up to the surface.


  Eventually, the area around them suddenly opened up, and gray sky appeared before them.


  Flum sucked in a lungful of air—fresh, unlike the stagnant air underground. Then she canceled her Reversal and the three of them leaped down.


  “Barbarian girl... I thought I was going to die.”


  “You’re alive, so it’s fine.”


  “Yeah yeah, you were saved, so no complaints,” said Neigass. “So where are we going?”


  This was no time for long conversations—they didn’t know when Cyrill might fly out of that hole. And besides, small-size Chimeras were already welling out from the shadows of the buildings, coming closer. From the sky, mid- and large-sized Chimera were flapping their wings, approaching.


  Flum could probably defeat them, but there was no point if Dhiza and the others caught up to them.


  “First, we go to a nearby village—I’ve moved equipment for you there,” said Jean.


  “For me?”


  “Hmph, as vexing as it is, your Reversal power is necessary to kill Origin.”


  That was some pretty thoughtful support, but that didn’t make her think oh, he’s actually a good guy—after all, she’d just heard the motivations for his scheme from his own mouth.


  Despite being able to save the people of the royal capital, he had let them die. If he’d been a decent person, then Gadhio would still be alive, and Cyrill wouldn’t have wound up like that.


  ...And of course, she’d still have Milkit.


  She really couldn’t forgive him.


  Once things had settled down, she was going to beat the crap out of him. That was what she decided silently as they left Serrade.




  Chapter 9:
To A Journey of Salvation and God-Killing


   


  THE ENEMY DID NOT pursue them as they left Serrade.


  Had they given up, or did they think it wasn’t even necessary? Whatever the case, this outcome was convenient for them.


  Jean showed them to the village where he had left equipment. They didn’t talk on the way. They were exhausted from the battle. Neigass was wounded all over and pallid. Flum felt gross—perhaps because she’d suddenly used so much power?—but it felt as if something was crawling around inside her body. And Jean would, of course, never choose to communicate with others.


  Although, seeing what lay around them, anyone would lose the urge to chat.


  The bodies of demons who had been chased down by Chimeras were lying all over the place. It was cold around here, so the bodies seemed to be in a good state of preservation, but they were still being eaten by animals and demons, so not many of them were intact.


  In the silence, occasionally they could hear Neigass sobbing.


  She was afraid that her parents and friends might be among the corpses scattered about and chewed up. Normally, she would have liked to bury all of them, but they didn’t have time for that now. She bit her lip in frustration, clenching her fists hard as they walked down a path paved with bodies.


  As they moved away from Serrade, the number of bodies decreased. They never stopped the whole way to the village.


  The village in question was cleaner than expected. Had its residents gotten away? Or had they died outside of the village? Neigass checked the situation with concern.


  Being too exhausted to come up with any thoughtful encouragement, Flum decided to just stand close by—that should help a little, if only to reduce her loneliness.


  Meanwhile, Jean proceeded without showing any concern for the corpses or the subtleties of others’ hearts. He headed into a building shaped like a church that was in the center of the village. It seemed it was a gathering place where the residents would hold various discussions. Flum’s equipment was apparently stashed there.


  When Flum and Neigass arrived a bit after him, he jerked his chin toward some cursed equipment left there casually. “See, those are yours, aren’t they?”


  “I’m impressed you could bring them all this way.”


  “Of course, I didn’t touch them—I made them float with magic to carry them. I don’t want to get cursed.”


  That wasn’t what Flum had meant by that question.


  Figuring there was no point in asking again, she approached the equipment to put on the ring, belt, garter, gauntlets, boots, and leg guards.


  “Hey, when you brought the equipment here, was there no one in the village?” Neigass asked Jean.


  “They were still here.”


  “So then didn’t they at least ask you about this?”


  “They were smart demons. They must have realized that I’m a genius and accepted the situation gladly.”


  There was no way that could be the reason, but they had actually stored the equipment, confusingly.


  “Wasn’t there just someone who knew he was one of the hero’s party?” Flum muttered, still changing.


  “Ahh, that’s possible,” said Neigass.


  While Jean hadn’t participated in the battle in Tokyo, in the broader sense, the hero and her party had been fighting together with the Dark Lord and company. If they didn’t know the details, some would assume that Jean had been in the fight, too.


  “I see, so that’s why they reacted like that. So there were no smart demons,” said Jean.


  “It’s funny when an idiot doesn’t know they’re an idiot,” Flum muttered.


  “How unusual, Flum—we agree.”


  “Yeah, a real idiot.”


  They weren’t really having the same conversation, but it meant less conflict, so nobody corrected him.


  Done putting on her cursed equipment, Flum noticed something laying behind a chair. It emitted an ominous aura so powerful that made her wonder why she hadn’t noticed it before.


  “What is this armor... The Abyss Mail of the Wailing Ghost? The curse is even seeping into its stats.”


  “This wasn’t one of your things? It tried to destroy my brain, and I thought that cheek was rather like you, so I kicked it all the way here.”


  “I don’t know anything about it. But I seem to remember Milkit saying there was a set of armor in the Dark Lord’s castle with a powerful curse on it,” said Flum.


  Neigass peered at the armor. 


  “This is the Dark Lord’s armor! It was locked away at the back of the treasury, wasn’t it?”


  “I didn’t bring it out from there,” said Jean. “It was with Flum’s stolen equipment.”


  “So, it moved again?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “That armor has been passed down through generations of Dark Lords, but when the previous Dark Lord died, it suddenly became cursed and started to move on its own, no matter how tightly you sealed it away,” Neigass explained. “Now that I think of it, Lord Leatus’s death was Dhiza’s doing, in the end...”


  “Really?” asked Flum.


  “Yes, he confessed everything quite conscientiously. He must have wanted to see our despair.”


  “Then the curse on this armor might be her grudge against him.”


  “Yes...most likely she realized right before her death that he was killing her. But by that time, it was already too late. The poison had filled her whole body and she couldn’t do a thing.”


  “If she didn’t tell anyone else, that means it was right before she died. That’s why she put her resentments into a curse.”


  “In other words, there’s a history there. Well isn’t that perfect, Flum? The stronger a curse on a piece of equipment, the more convenient it is for you. It will be useful for crushing Origin,” Jean declared.


  “You really don’t understand human emotion, do you, Jean?” Flum said, exasperated by his thoughtlessness.


  “As a genius, accommodating others would be inefficient. If you don’t like it, you should just accommodate me.”


  “How would someone be raised to get like this...?”


  “Do you think a genius’s birth can be reproduced? I’m me precisely because I’m unique.”


  “It wasn’t a compliment.”


  “Just put it on already. With your current abilities, the curse won’t devour you.”


  As Jean said, Flum was different now. She could wrest even a powerful curse into surrender. But still, the armor had what you might describe as an air of resentment around it, a malicious aura that gave you chills when you approached. It made her hesitate to even touch it.


  But she needed the power.


  Steeling herself, she reached out and tried touching it.


  “...Huh?” It was just cold, and nothing happened.


  She picked up the armor, and pulled it over her head.


  “How do you feel, Flum?” Neigass asked.


  “Actually, it’s...no big deal.”


  It was actually anticlimactic. Unexpectedly not a problem.


  She’d thought she would hear more resentful voices, or her body might be controlled. But no. And it didn’t seem like the curse had gone away, and she felt her stats rising.


  Was she fine because her magic had gotten stronger?


  She approached the mirror on the wall and looked at herself.


  The Abyss Mail was made of black metal, glossy all over. The shoulder pads were spiky, with mysterious patterns carved on the chest. A red cape fluttered at its back. Flum wasn’t used to looking so dramatic and felt a bit shy about it.


  But right now, it was just a dramatic armor. There was no sign of the powerful curse she’d heard about.


  While she was relieved on the one hand, having been so tense, it was a let-down—


  Then right as she let her guard down, there was a gachink! sound.


  “Neigass...did something just move?”


  “It looked as if something shifted around the shoulders.”


  Then making further loud metallic sounds of gachink gachink, the armor changed shape.


  “A transforming armor, how intriguing,” commented Jean. 


  “Is this the time to be taking notes?!”


  “It’s not like it’s harming you. Don’t panic, it’s unsightly.”


  “You’re just saying that because it’s not happening to you...!”


  It was true that there was no damage to Flum, but she was scared, not knowing what was happening.


  She could have used her Reversal power to destroy it, but if the curse in it were to spread, even if she didn’t care about Jean, Neigass would be in trouble.


  But the armor continued to transform.


  It looked as if it were fitting to her body, but—


  “Sage Jean,” said Neigass. “You’re quite calm—you know something, don’t you?”


  “The current Dark Lord is small, isn’t she?” he said.


  “Where’s this coming from?”


  “I’m talking about the Dark Lord’s build. And tell me about the previous Dark Lord, while we’re at it.”


  “Acting so arrogant, without even answering my question... Both were small. Small enough that if they were human, they’d be children.”


  “So then that armor wouldn’t be useful in its original form.” Jean explained with a smug look on his face, “If it were passed down through generations of Dark Lords, those who managed the seal on Origin, it should have some functionality. But at that armor’s original size, a small Dark Lord couldn’t handle it. In other words, the armor changes shape depending on the user—it has nothing to do with the curse.”


  As he was talking, Flum’s armor finished transforming. It now fit her form more precisely, and the part that covered her lower body looked like a skirt.


  “So, this is a form that suits me?” The jet black armor did appear ominous, but it also gave a sense of girlishness. When she tried moving her limbs to test it out, there was no restriction to her movement. Of course, it did have some weight, but that wouldn’t be a problem with her stats now.


  Not bad, Flum was thinking when Jean suddenly pointed behind her. 


  “Hey Flum, who’s that?”


  That made her cock her head.


  “No way...” Neigass was also shocked for some reason, speechless.


  “What is it this time? There’s no one behi—” Seeing both of their odd reactions, Flum had to turn around.


  There was a girl in front of her.


  A girl with her eyes peeking out from under her long white hair was watching her closely. With sallow skin and a white dress, she floated there just like a ghost, looking down at Flum.


  “Whooo...?” Flum said, sounding a little pathetic.


  It was clearly a ghost—of course she couldn’t hide her confusion.


  Neigass revealed the identity of the girl. 


  “Lord Leatus!”


  The previous Dark Lord, Leatus. She was the tragic Dark Lord who had been raised with Dhiza as a brother, then poisoned by him.


  “Huh? This person is the previous Dark Lord?” asked Flum. 


  “Didn’t she die?” Jean echoed.


  “Yes, I am dead,” Leatus answered.


  Not expecting a ghost to speak so clearly, Flum and Jean looked even more puzzled.


  “You look as if you want to ask why. I would like to know, too. I’ve been lost in surging hatred and burning rage all this time. I abandoned myself and came to occupy this armor in the form of a curse, so that I might send that man to hell one day. So then why does my consciousness feel so clear now?” she wondered.


  But neither Flum nor Neigass had the answer to that question.


  “What the heck? I thought that curses were the embodiment of human negative emotions, but the phenomenon I’m seeing right now is clearly different. I was wrong...? No, that armor must be unique…” Jean muttered on to himself, thinking out loud.


  “Answer me, human.” Leatus demanded.


  A black hand appeared from the armor and touched Flum’s neck, as if to threaten her, saying I can strangle you at any time.


  Flum felt a freezing cold sensation, but that alone wouldn’t budge her. While it was kind of like an evil spirit in going suddenly for her neck, both their goals were aligned—since she shared Leatus’s resentment toward Origin. They could understand one another. Of that, she was certain.


  “I believe it’s because of my Reversal power,” said Flum.


  “Reversal....?”


  “It’s a power that can kill Origin, and it’s amplified by curses,” Flum declared.


  Leatus responded by drawing the black hand away from her neck.


  And then she held her head in her hands and started to tremble. “Kill Origin...kill... I want to kill it, I want to kill it too...along with Dhiza, who stole my child...everything from me! I want to kill, kill, kill him! Ahhhhhhhhhh! That’s right, Sheitoom! Where is Sheitoom?! I need to get that child back! I need to hold her in my arms!” Her hair in wild disarray, she vented her hatred very much like a vengeful ghost.


  With absolutely no understanding of the danger—in fact, with the thought I could never be bested by a ghost girl—Jean coldly told her the truth. 


  “Sheitoom is dead. She was absorbed by Dhiza.”


  The moment Leatus heard that, she froze.


  “Jean! You didn’t have to put it that way!” Neigass cried.


  “Hiding it won’t change reality. She died for nothing. Well, she let him do as he pleased for decades without realizing he was up to something. If that was all that foolish girl was capable of, I think it’s only natural she died.”


  “You scum...!” Neigass grabbed at him.


  But before she could, countless arms shot out from Flum’s armor and restrained him.


  “Ngh...what are you doing?! Let me go! I just told you the truth!”


  “Why?! Why did that child have to die?!” Leatus wailed.


  “I told you, she was a fool. Your daughter just didn’t have the brains!”


  “Ahhhh...Ahhhhhhhh! Don’t you mock her! Don’t you mock my child, you mere foolish human! Give her back, give her back, give her back, give Sheitoom baaack!”


  “Guh...gah, hah...!”


  The arms finally began to strangle him. They were squeezing so hard that they were likely to break his neck before they cut off his air. Still, Jean could probably get out on his own, if he tried.


  Flum and Neigass watched the situation in silence.


  “Y-you guys...m-make her—stop...! Flumm! It’s...your...armor!”


  “I doubt Leatus will listen to what I say.”


  “So...then...kah, hnn...Nei...gass!”


  “I’m not obligated to save you.”


  “A-after I saved...you?!”


  Still, Flum didn’t want him actually dying. And it seemed that, contrary to her expectations, there was no way for him to get out on his own. She’d have to save him. Oh, well. They already didn’t have enough fighters on their side. They couldn’t afford to turn down help, even from a scumbag.


  “Agh...Leatus, could you please stop that?” Flum asked.


  “Why? I should kill this thing—you agree too, don’t you?”


  “I sympathize, but at the very least he’s a valuable asset we can use to fight Origin.”


  “Use...?! Fl...um...just cause...I can’t talk...don’t you get...too cocky...!”


  “You just think of me as a tool to kill Origin too, don’t you? I think it’d be easier if both of us adopted that position toward each other.”


  “But you’re...inferior to me...! Damn iiiiiit...!”


  “Are you really okay letting an ugly thing like this go free?” Leatus asked.


  Flum would also have loved to kill him.


  But there were things to prioritize, first.


  Killing Origin.


  Killing Dhiza.


  Killing Maria.


  Killing Werner, too.


  She would eliminate everything that had stolen Milkit from her.


  To achieve this, she had to use whatever she could—even Jean.


  “Please.”


  “Understood...if it will lead to killing Origin and Dhiza.”


  Freed from the arms, Jean crumbled and coughed intensely. 


  “Wh-what are you going to do about this...? You’ve decreased the number of the genius Jean’s valuable brain cells...! Unforgivable! I swear, eventually...I’ll give it to you...!”


  It was pretty ballsy of him to say something like that while ignoring his own sins. If he had stopped the breaking of Origin’s seal, Milkit wouldn’t have died. In that sense, he was also one of the offenders.


  In other words, Flum had plenty of reason to kill Jean. She looked at him with murder in her eyes. Leatus glared at him too, anger still burning in her expression.


  With the two of them menacing him, Jean could only close his eyes in frustration. 


  “Ngh.”


  “But...ahh, Sheitoom has fallen victim to Dhiza, after all,” Leatus mourned.


  “It’s my fault for failing to realize what he was really like. I’m so sorry, Lord Leatus!” Neigass bowed deeply.


  “It’s all right, Neigass. I grew up with him from a young age, and even I only realized right before I died. He feigns meekness, while parasitizing others and devouring their lives. That’s the sort of creature he is,” Leatus answered. Her voice was so gentle. She sounded like a different person from the one who had spoken to Jean. 


  But when she remembered Dhiza, hatred suddenly returned to her tone.


  Generations of Dark Lords had failed to notice him. Even though it had been right before her death, Leatus had been one of the wiser ones for having realized.


  The issue was Dhiza was just that wily.


  “If you will kill him and Origin, I will help. Although I have no body, so all I can do is support your battle like this.” The arms that had appeared from Flum’s armor wavered around.


  “That helps plenty,” said Flum.


  “If you ask me, it’s an impediment,” Jean spat. “And so ugly that simply looking upon it brings revulsion.”


  “You just don’t learn...” Leatus turned two of her arms turned toward him, and he trembled and fell silent. He must have been rather traumatized, it seemed his body reacted on its own.


  Flum felt like she was slowly coming to see the right way to handle Jean.


  “Jean, I have a question. Mind if I ask?” Neigass suddenly addressed him.


  “I could oblige you with an answer.” Jean tried to act cool, even as he was breaking into a cold sweat.


  Neigass was impressed by Jean’s extreme pride.


  “We’re about to gather forces to kill Origin, right?”


  “More precisely, in order to defeat those four protecting Origin. Origin itself is no more than energy and a machine that generates an expanded will. If we simply eliminate its pawns, Flum can destroy Origin with her power.”


  “Do you have a detailed plan for that?”


  “In order to come up with a strategy, we need to find people who can fight. The one thing I can say is—” Jean let out a breath, his expression turning unusually serious. “Our time limit is two weeks.”


  That declaration made question marks pop up over Flum and Neigass’s heads. Origin had revived. Was there a point in setting a time limit now?


  “The fools you are, you won’t have realized this, but Origin has yet to completely revive. The seal is about sixty percent undone.”


  “What do you mean? Origin’s power destroyed the entire royal capital.”


  “I’m saying that’s just a part of its power. If Origin tries in earnest, the world with be destroyed. However, since it wasted energy destroying the royal capital, it seems it’s taking more time to undo the seal. By my calculations, it’ll take two more weeks.”


  They couldn’t trust Jean’s character, but Flum could believe the numbers he’d come up with.


  “In other words,” said Neigass, “we have to gather fighters and defeat them before then.”


  “Unusually sharp of you, pedo woman. Yes, that’s right.”


  “You asshole...!”


  Jean continuously started fights with others without even being aware of it, and it seemed like he was going to get punched by Neigass too, eventually.


  But two weeks... It seemed like a long time, but if they were going to travel the kingdom, it was short.


  “I’d say the number one priority is to search for people we know,” said Jean. “They’re easy to calculate as assets. There’s Tsyon, who disappeared after fleeing, and Eterna, who wouldn’t die so easily, and...” Then Jean recalled the face of a certain man and fell silent.


  Not realizing what he was thinking, Neigass said, “Sara, right?”


  “The kid you’re so infatuated with? We don’t have the time to save small fry.”


  “Then I’m leaving,” Neigass answered immediately.


  They were already short on fighters. If Neigass left, then their odds of winning would be even slimmer.


  “I told you we have no time!”


  “Even if we do defeat Origin, if Sara isn’t alive, it means nothing to me.”


  “That’s just your personal convenience.”


  That’s rich coming from you, who allowed Origin’s revival for their personal convenience, everyone thought.


  That aside, there was no reason to abandon Sara.


  “I agree with looking for Sara, too,” said Flum.


  “You too, Flum...?!”


  “She’ll motivate Neigass to fight—should we not look for her?” added Leatus.


  It was three against one. Defeated by the majority vote, Jean’s irritation peaked. 


  “You idiotic women! Do you want to go that far to mess up my perfect plan?! Agh, fine, do what you like. If you fail, don’t come crying to me!”


  It just sounded like he was being a sore loser.


  But Neigass was a generous person, so she felt guilty about completely rejecting Jean’s opinion. Even though it wasn’t necessary, she came up with the logic to convince him. 


  “Just so you know, Sara is a valuable asset who can use healing magic. Take back that part about her being small fry.”


  “If you mean a light affinity user, then basically anyone would do. There will be plenty capable people in the demon lands.”


  “She learned Illegal Formula very quickly—she’s most certainly a genius.”


  “Oho, you would call her a genius, in front of me?”


  “Yes, if you consider age, she’s more of a genius than you,” Neigass said quite seriously, not meaning it to be a provocation.


  But the way Jean saw it, she’d basically started a fight with him. 


  “Now you’ve said it...!”


  Realizing she’d incurred his wrath, Neigass’s face twitched. But there was no undoing what she’d already said, so she decided to keep going and rile him up. 


  “If you won’t go save that girl, it means you’re intimidated by her genius.”


  “So be it—I’ll go along with your bluff. However, if this is a disappointment, I’ll make that girl my guinea pig. You don’t mind that?”


  “Of course I mind!” Neigass spat, grabbing Jean by his lapels. He’d gotten so carried away with himself, her patience instantly snapped. “If you spout that kind of bullshit, I’ll kill you, you filthy bastard.”


  Neigass meant it, and her willingness to kill must have hit harder than expected, as a cold sweat broke out on Jean’s forehead.


  He looked toward Flum as if to say, come on, do something, but she blatantly looked away.


  Leatus was the same.


  “F-fine, I won’t make her my guinea pig.”


  “So long as you understand.”


  Released more readily than expected, Jean put a hand to his chest in relief and let out a big sigh.


  Watching him, Flum did kind of think, take that, you bastard. He’d shown absolutely no indication of remorse, after all.


  “But you’re going to acknowledge your mistakes and apologize to me!” Jean said.


  “I don’t mind, since that’s never going to happen,” Neigass replied.


  Negotiations complete, Jean fixed his collar.


  “I accepted your demands. But you should be thanking me, you ingrates,” he mumbled.


  “Flum. Has he always been like this?” Neigass whispered.


  “He has.”


  “I’m impressed you could travel with him for six months.”


  “The rest of our party were good people.”


  “You really are a hero. I respect that.”


  But still, once the vibe with the party had soured, he had sold Flum to a slave trader. That six months had been a delicate balancing act.


  “What are you whispering about?” Jean cut in. “Neigass, do you know where we should go to save this Sara girl?”


  “Yes, I sent her off on the wind, so I know exactly. But if she’s traveled a long way from there, then we’ll need to look.”


  It seemed they were headed straight to go save Sara, but Leatus was more concerned about Tsyon’s safety than Sara’s. 


  “Personally, I would like you to look for Tsyon, as well,” she said.


  “I know broadly where he is,” Jean replied.


  “Why?”


  “Because when he fled Serrade and attempted to return to the Dark Lord’s Castle again, I’m the one who chased him off. He’s the sort of simple-minded man who believes that he can get away with reckless nonsense if he calls it passion. He’s easy to read.”


  As usual, Jean had opened his mouth and said too much, but Neigass ignored him. She was too exasperated by Tsyon.


  “He tried to come back?! But we promised each other one of us would run away!”


  “It seems like something he would do,” said Leatus.


  “I’m sure Dhiza anticipated that, which was why he sent pursuit,” said Jean. “I made myself the pursuit in order to let him get away safely.”


  It seemed it was thanks to Jean that Tsyon was still okay. Considering the situation at Serrade at the time, it didn’t seem like a lie.


  “Flum, he’s irritating, but smart, isn’t he?” Neigass whispered.


  “Yes, unfortunately.”


  If the “genius” part had all been in his head, it would have been so much easier to get rid of him. But Jean did have brains, if nothing else.


  “I can hear you,” he said.


  Neigass and Flum were aware they were speaking audibly, they just didn’t care.


  Jean must have deduced as much from their reaction.


  “I’m generous, so I’ll let that cheeky attitude of yours pass just this once. But we’re going to be working together from now on—so you’re going to realize how thankful you are for my intellect, whether you like it or not. And I won’t accept belated apologies,” he said with an exasperated look.


  “It’s not like I’m not thankful,” said Flum.


  “So then how about you bow your head to me, Flum?”


  “I just have bigger reasons to resent you.”


  “I can’t imagine why. I always make the correct decisions.”


  “Isn’t that attitude the reason everyone hates you?”


  It wasn’t just Flum. Cyrill—lots of other people—had reasons to sock Jean. But the scary thing about him was he quite honestly didn’t see anything he did as wrong.


  “Hmph. Let’s get going!” Jean strode briskly out of the gathering hall.


  Flum and Neigass shared a look, then heaved large sighs, while meanwhile, Leatus gazed into thin air with hollow eyes.


  And so, these four, with mismatched character, strength, and emotion all set out on their journey, from the Dark Lord’s Castle to the kingdom—the exact opposite of the way the party of heroes had come.


  It was a journey to gather the forces to defeat Origin, and to save those who struggled in the face of the outrageous fate that had befallen them, in a world that was coming to an end.


  One whose loneliness ate away at her small body.


  One who made a bloody betrayal and lamented her defiled self.


  One whose promise engraved a curse after loss.


  One who prayed, continuing to wait for her beloved.


  Each with a unique hopelessness and suffering in her heart—somewhere in the world, these girls were seeking salvation.
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  Chapter 10:
Going Off the Path of Fate


   


  EVEN AFTER HAVING her Origin core removed, Origin’s influence still lingered in Nekt’s body. In order to remove it, she was undergoing continuous treatment in Satuhki’s underground laboratory.


  There was supposed to be a party going on at Leitch’s mansion right now, but she was lying in bed.


  I bet they’re all having great food right now.


  Countless cords were connected to her body. Beside the bed, a female researcher was writing something in her notes.


  Agh, I’m so bored. I wish I could’ve gone to the party, too.


  It was the same thing every single day, and it got boring. The ceiling above her was always the same.


  Yawning, she closed her eyes.


  She had only meant to blink.


  But she must have been very bored, as it seemed she’d fallen asleep. She felt like she’d had an awful dream.


  When she woke up, she noticed a red spray dotting the ceiling.


  “Hnah...?” Yawning, she slowly sat up.


  Squelch, squelch.


  Lying beside her bed was an object like a human condensed into a ball.


  Nekt had seen those before.


  “The Connection ability... I...did that? No, there’s no way. I don’t have the power for that now—”


  Squelch.


  She felt a weight on her wrist.


  Without her realizing it, a bracelet with a Reversal core in it had been put on her.


  And the whole room was covered in blood, too, with a few equally bloody victims and others who had been buried in the walls.


  “It was me. I’m the only one who could do this.” She touched her face with her hand to confirm she was there.


  But parts that should have been there were not.


  She felt a slick moisture, and a nasty softness. Her palm was sticky with blood.


  “I see. So...even with treatment, this is how things wind up, in the end?”


  Connection.


  Now that Nekt’s Origin core had been removed, she wasn’t supposed to have been able to use that power.


  But right now, her face was filled by a spiral of flesh, just like it had been before.


  That was when voices rang out in her mind.


  “Welcome back.”


  “We’ve been waiting for you.”


  “Let’s go with Papa.”


  “To how you’re supposed to be.”


  “There’s a place we should go.”


  It was that unpleasant noise she hadn’t heard for a very long time.


  “Damn Origin. You’re going to try to use me now, even though you abandoned the Spiral Children?”


  The consciousness of the one who called himself “Papa” flowed into Nekt, filling her thoughts.


  She held her head with the hand that had the Reversal core and the noise grew distant.


  Instantly, she understood everything.


  “Oh, I see...this person tried to put a Reversal core on me to stop me.”


  What remained of that researcher lay dead beside the bed. Their predecessor had died in the battle with the Church Knights, so Nekt hadn’t known them long. She had only spoken with them a handful of times.


  So why would someone like that go this far to try to save Nekt?


  Or had they attempted to save themselves, by leaving this behind?


  Nekt was used to death. She wanted to live as a human. But even if she did, it wasn’t as if her feelings about human death would change.


  “I offer my thanks. Though I don’t know if superficial words will save you,” Nekt told the corpse, then left the room.


  The hallway and the other rooms were also filled with corpses. But they were different from the sort of bodies Nekt had left.


  “Pulling on their own tongue, shredding necks, slamming their heads into walls—it’s all over the place. So, everyone else was infected by Origin and died without me having to kill them, huh?”


  From the trails of blood, it seemed some had fled this place just barely alive, too.


  “Thinking about the capital being in the same sort of situation... No, I don’t really want to think about it.”


  The faces of Ink and the others she knew rose in her mind.


  After the battle with the Church had come to an end, she had met with Flum and the others many times when they came back to the royal capital.


  They hadn’t acted like enemies. They were really affable, as if they were friends. Thinking about them getting dragged into what was going on now—if any of them had died...


  “It feels weird. Ink is one thing, but for me to worry about Flum and the others...?”


  Seeing corpses didn’t make her feel anything. Was that contradiction just human?


  Still not really understanding it, she proceeded further into the research facility, and came to the room where Chatani’s “main body” had been placed. With things being this abnormal, she’d assumed he would talk to her, since she was awake.


  And here lay the answer for why that hadn’t happened.


  “Crushed, huh?”


  The silver box that contained Chatani’s “brain” had been brutally destroyed. Pink substance oozed from within, and a nasty chemical smell filled the air.


  Approaching it, Nekt squatted down to check it out.


  “Claw marks? If it was a Chimera, that means it came straight here without killing the researchers.”


  At the very least, she hadn’t seen any signs the corpses she’d seen had been killed by monsters.


  “Someone came here to target Chatani specifically. And if the enemy knows about him, it means there was a traitor. Aghh, it’s just bad feeling after bad feeling. I don’t wanna go outside, but staying in here won’t do any good.”


  If she went now, she might be able to help someone.


  Perhaps thanks to the Reversal core, she was still aware and could use her power.


  That was when she suddenly realized: “If I got my power back, did she also...?”


  If Ink was in the same situation, unlike Nekt, she wouldn’t be able to control it.


  “Guess I’ll go back, just in case.”


  Before escaping outside, Nekt stopped by a different room. She picked up the trial Reversal core that was sitting on the desk and stuck it in her pocket.


  “Connection.”


  Using her ability, she instantly moved aboveground.


  Satuhki’s research lab was connected directly to the Cathedral—in other words, if you went upward, you would arrive in the North District.


  Walking a little, she came to the plaza that lay before the Cathedral and the royal castle.


  It was a terrible sight to see, with blood, corpses, and rubble scattered about. She heard screams and crying coming from every direction. The ground and sky were both teeming with Chimeras.


  “Eugh.” Nekt couldn’t help but make a grossed-out face. It was a hopelessly miserable sight. “With things like this, I guess I shouldn’t expect anyone to be okay.” 


  It was a twisted thing of her to say, and it hurt.


  “Sister...”


  If something had happened to Ink—just the thought made her chest clench.


  Despite how, when they had been with Mother, she had mocked her for being of the first generation, the moment their family was just the two of them, she’d gotten like this—convenient, if she did say so herself.


  But still, now that she was like this, she couldn’t stop the impulse.


  Nekt teleported repeatedly, aiming for the roof of Leitch’s mansion in the East District.


   


  ***


   


  Nekt arrived at the front door of the mansion.


  She placed her back to the side of the door and evened her breathing.


  With repeated deep breaths, gradually Origin’s voice grew distant, and her head grew clearer.


  This isn’t good—every time I use my power, Origin’s voice gets stronger. It seems like I can use the Connection power just as much as when I had a core, or even more, but if I use it too much, I feel like my consciousness will be stolen from me.


  That would mean a repeat of the tragedy that had occurred in the room where she’d awakened.


  She didn’t want Origin controlling her as it pleased. She wanted to avoid that situation as best she could.


  With sweat beading on her forehead, she checked inside the building.


  Within the entranceway, Flum and a man were fighting.


  “Don’t you dare speak with Leitch’s vooooooice!” Flum cried with rage in her voice as she sliced at the man.


  Nekt mentally sorted out the situation. So that body is Leitch Mancathy’s, then? From the way Flum is talking, his body was either taken over, or something is pretending to be him. That means Origin’s power is stronger, and it can pull off things like this now.


  Nekt wasn’t the only one who had gained powers.


  In actuality, the small Chimera was more than equal to Flum, even with her Reversal power.


  What’s with that Chimera’s stats? No wonder Flum is at a disadvantage. I could help her—hm? What’s that on the floor? Nekt was about to lean down when she noticed a female corpse with intestines coming out of where she was sliced in two.


  Welcy...


  Nekt had spoken with her in the underground research facility a number of times. It had happened while Flum and the rest were fighting the Church Knights in Tokyo. Since Nekt hadn’t been able to leave, she’d just waited while the others fought. When she’d been bored, Welcy had tried to cheer her up. Apparently, Welcy had been fighting with a family member as well, but she had been so chatty, annoying, and cheerful you’d never know it, going around talking to all the children like Ink, Hallom, and Nekt.


  Although Nekt found that irritating…


  ...Oh, so she’s been killed.


  Even though she’d been expecting it, it hit harder than she’d thought. Maybe it was partly because of the graphic nature of the rough slice, like she’d been torn in two. Looking at it made her chest clench.


  Then Welcy’s mouth opened slightly. 


  “Ngh, ahh...”


  She’s still alive?!


  Nekt was a little embarrassed by how happy that made her feel. But right now, personal emotions like that didn’t matter.


  Can I do anything? I can think of a way. It’s a pretty ridiculous way. And it’s unlikely to work—but if there’s anything that only I can do, as a survivor...


  She connected two points in space, activated her ability, and teleported. Since there was the risk of being discovered by Chimeras outside, Nekt went to a hallway in the mansion.


  Ahead of her was a door.


  Beyond was the entrance area where Flum was fighting.


  To keep from interfering with the fight, she quietly opened the door and checked the situation through the crack.


  The body is a little far from here. There’s also a lot of “noise,” so Connection would be a better way to bring her close, rather than teleporting.


  With Connection, she dragged Welcy’s body all the way to the corridor.


  “Ah...oh...”


  Now right in front of her, Welcy’s eyes were hollow, like she would die at any moment.


  “How cute.”


  “Let’s stay with her, in her last moments.”


  “Let’s watch her die, that’s salvation.”


  Suddenly Origin’s voices got noisy in her head, they had to be trying to prevent her from saving Welcy’s life.


  “Shut up.” She brushed aside the noise she heard from Origin.


  “I’m gonna use my power that’s meant for killing to save someone. It’s my rebellious phase—if that irritates you, it makes me happy,” she said provocatively, and the noise got even louder. Her consciousness blurred, pressuring her brain and giving her a headache.


  But if that was Origin’s “resistance,” it was so desperate, it just made her laugh.


  Ignoring it, Nekt clenched her open palm. 


  “Connect!”


  She connected Welcy’s upper and lower body, torn in two.


  She invested power that was excessive on a human body. This way, even the organs and nerves should be connected.


  “Did I...do it...?”


  It looked as if she had connected properly.


  Even the torn clothing was connected, which was different from a healing spell. Of course, she was still quite bloody.


  Eventually, Welcy slowly opened her eyes.


  “Great, it looks like I managed to heal you properly,” said Nekt.


  The blood loss had left her pale. She would need some kind of treatment, but she’d survived for the moment.


  Welcy tilted her neck slightly to see Nekt. 


  “Yeep...” Her eyes widened and she let out a tense cry.


  When I just saved you?! Nekt thought, but then she suddenly remembered her face. Anyone would be sacred if the first thing they saw on waking was this creepy spiral.


  “Ahh, about my face—”


  “Noooooooooo!”


  “Wait, I’m not your enemy!” Nekt hastily tried to stop her, but it was drowned out by her scream, and it seemed Welcy couldn’t hear.


  Welcy reached out for the doorknob, using it as support to stand.


  Then with tottering legs and pitching forward, she went out to the entranceway.


  She reached out for Flum, who had finished her fight. 


  “Save me, Flum—” She meant it quite literally. 


  But Flum had just fought a Chimera shaped like Leitch. Completely at the end of her rope, she must certainly have assumed that a Chimera had disguised itself as Welcy.


  “Ah! Ahh, ahhhh! Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” Flum took Milkit’s hand and ran outside.


  Exhausted, Welcy fell face-first on the ground.


  “Man, this is so awkward!” Nekt grumbled. She thought about following Flum, but she and Milkit were already gone.


  “It looks like Flum’ll have her hands full just protecting her lover. Welcy, are you all right?”


  She’d surely be frightened again. Thinking about it now, Welcy had encountered a Chimera shaped like her brother. Considering the situation, it was very likely that Chimera had torn her apart—it was no wonder she was afraid of Nekt. She’d have to properly explain things in order to get Welcy to understand she was a friend.


  The greater problem now was Welcy wasn’t getting up.


  “Welcy?” she addressed her, concerned.


  “Hn, buh...ghyuh, gerk...”


  Face-down, she vomited up a large quantity of blood, then her whole body spasmed.


  “...Seems like you’re not okay. I guess just connecting you isn’t enough.” Her power must not have been be suited to saving people, after all.


  The moment Nekt felt a little down, Origin’s consciousness flowed into her.


  “Obey.” “Know how you should be.” “If it’s right, that’s enough.”


  “You’re telling me I can’t save people with my power?”


  “You must not go astray.” “Fulfill your role!” “Remember the reason you were born.”


  “The reason I was born, huh?”


  Nekt’s real mother had been kidnapped by the Church, then disposed of after giving birth to her. She didn’t even know how her mother had felt about it. And Mother, who had raised her, had ultimately seen the Children as tools to fulfill her wishes.


  So, what was the meaning of Nekt’s life?


  Who could grant her that?


  Live as a human. Do what you want, her siblings had said, prodding her along. That was all she could think of now.


  “So, I’ll do everything I can to reject all you say!”


  It didn’t matter what anyone thought.


  Because that was what Nekt wanted to do right now.


  “Ah, gah, eep, gn...anghh, urgh, gughhh...!”


  Slinging the suffering Welcy over her shoulders, she teleported out of the mansion.


  Ignoring the voices of Origin as they surged into her brain, Nekt raced through the royal capital in search of healing magic.




  Chapter 11:
No Such Thing As Too Late


   


  WITH A DYING WELCY slung over her shoulders, Nekt went out into the city of the royal capital.


  Watching the city blaze with fire, she teleported repeatedly.


  “I never thought it’d be worse than that time,” Nekt said, recalling the fight with Mother.


  It had been the picture of hell, back then: cocoons created by Mother growing everywhere, a giant baby going on a rampage crushing buildings and people, Mother looked down on it all from the sky.


  Many people had lost consciousness due to Mother’s mental pollution, and it hadn’t been like now, with the screams of people dying and looking for help ringing out everywhere.


  The sounds, the lights, the smells—all of it was horrible.


  The end of the world.


  That description fit what she saw quite perfectly.


  The more familiar someone was with this town, the deeper it would hurt them.


  This was the one time that Nekt was thankful she had been raised in a research lab and wasn’t that attached to the city.


  Nekt managed to avoid constant Chimera attacks along the way, arriving at the East District church.


  When she entered the building, the wafting scent of death made her scowl. 


  “Urgh...”


  If it were just the smell of blood and organs, that would be one thing, but the smells of intestines being split open and excrement had mingled with it to create an indescribable stench.


  “This is...disgusting...”


  The cathedral was painted all over in blood. The stained glass was so covered by it the whole room looked even more red. The walls and ceiling were covered in blood, flesh, and organs. It made her think the Chimeras must have played violently with human bodies like children.


  “Goff...buh, phew...ah, ngh...” Welcy, over her shoulders, spat blood, her body trembling.


  “Sorry, Welcy. It looks like this place is no good. Hold on a little longer.” She probably couldn’t hear, but Nekt said it anyway.


  She quickly gave up on this church and headed for the Central District.


  On the way, she took a boy who was being attacked by a Chimera on the roadside along in her teleport to help him, kicked away a deranged husband who was strangling his wife, and scared a woman who had accepted her death with her own swirling face to make her flee.


  It was to harass Origin.


  Her face filled with the spiral, Nekt’s expression couldn’t be seen, but her heart was clear.


   


  ***


   


  The Central District was no exception, destroyed and under Chimera attack.


  But there lay a building that miraculously had little damage. It was the housing where the nuns of the Central District church lived.


  What was normally the nuns’ private space was now like a field hospital.


  “It hurts, it huuuuurts! Save me! Save meeee!”


  “Whoever is free, please heal this one here!”


  “Please take my child! Heal her, quiiick!”


  “Waaaaaaaah, Mama, Mamaaaa!”


  “We’re prioritizing the heavily wounded—this child won’t die yet, so hold on a little longer!”


  The wounded overflowed from the beds and were laid out on the floor.


  Since healing speed depended on the individual’s magic power, there weren’t many who could heal wounds as swiftly as Sara. And naturally, sometimes their power would dry up completely.


  “Haah, haah, it looks like I’m out of magic. Father, is there anything I can do?”


  “Bandages—looks like we have no more. Use some scraps of sewing cloth to treat the wounded. Where are the tools?”


  “I know where they are!”


  The nuns and the priests were bustling around restlessly, desperate to try to save as many as they could. They were lucky enough to be safe for now. They could be attacked at any time.


  “Shouldn’t we run?” a nun muttered while casting a healing spell on a heavily wounded person.


  Elune, healing beside her, answered with a grim look. 


  “Don’t think about anything right now—focus on healing.”


  “But if we do that and we’re attacked, all of us will die.”


  “Even so, we can’t abandon the wounded to escape.” There was nothing to do but to focus on saving who they could.


  But Elune was just using her conviction to avoid reality. She believed she was doing the right thing by saving everyone, but in reality she was playing a game of chicken.


  Everyone else understood that, and it was slowly wearing down on their spirits and making them speak more sharply.


  “You can save my child, can’t you?! Right?!”


  “That patient over there is spitting up blood, and their condition is rapidly getting worse!”


  “Waaaaait! Don’t abandon meeee!”


  “This one can’t be saved—unfortunately.”


  “No way! You’ve got to be kidding! You can heal me, can’t you?”


  “Don’t get in the way! I won’t be able to save people!”


  Exchanges with patients that were almost fights flew back and forth.


  Then a particularly loud scream rang out among them. 


  “Kyaaaaaaaah!”


  It was different from the moans of the injured—it was the cry of a woman, emitted from pure fear.


  “What?”


  “I’ll go.” After getting to a good point in her healing to stop, Elune stood and went toward the screams.


  “W-waahhhhhh! It’s a monsteeer!”


  “Stay away! Stay awaaaaaay!”


  “How dare you...do this to everyone in the capital—!”


  The witnesses were yelling like they wanted to kill something.


  When Elune got there, she found a child with her face filled by a spiral of flesh. But that child was carrying on her shoulders a limp girl who seemed to be wounded.


  No one present could say for sure whether this person was a Chimera or human. Based on appearance alone, it would be natural to assume she was an enemy. The nearby patients threw whatever they had at hand, while the nuns focused magic in their palms.


  “Wait—” Elune tried to stop them, but didn’t make it in time.


  “Judgment!” A modest blade of light, about thirty centimeters long, shot out. It wasn’t big, but it was enough to kill a flesh and blood human.


  The child changed her stance to protect the girl she was carrying and took the blade of light in her shoulder. 


  “Ngh...ugh...” 


  Her body must have been tough, as the blade didn’t penetrate far, but blood from the wound soaked her clothing.


  “It’s a stubborn one—die, right noooow!”


  “Calm down!”


  “But Elune, this is—”


  “She’s carrying a wounded person to us—she might be different from those monsters!”


  “Urk...but...”


  Having seen so many wounded, of course she would hate the monsters. But killing an innocent person? There would be no taking that back.


  Elune faced forward and held out her hands to stop the other patients as they kept trying to throw things.


  “I thought my face would surprise you...but this is a pretty brutal welcome.” Nekt said through the pain.


  “Who is it you’re carrying there?”


  “I brought her here for healing.” Nekt lay Welcy down on the floor.


  Elune immediately squatted down and examined her. 


  “She’s covered in blood, but not wounded.”


  “Her body was cut in two...and I connected her with my power, but it looks like it didn’t work.”


  “You connected her?”


  “I can use magic that does that, though it makes my face like this. Can I ask you to heal her?”


  If the girl who was lying in front of her really had been cut in half, then “just connecting” her would have caused some problems. Frankly, Elune had doubts, but she decided to treat the girl first and worry about it later.


  Seeing Welcy’s face gain some color from the healing magic, Nekt’s expression seemed to ease. At the same time, getting to relax must have hit her, as she slumped forward to the floor.


  “Someone, heal this girl’s wound!” Elune ordered as she focused on healing.


  The only one nearby was the nun who had just wounded Nekt.


  “Elune, is it really all right? That child isn’t human.”


  “She came here wanting to save this girl, and she’s kind enough to put her own wound second. She shares our desire to save people.”


  “...Understood. If you say so, Elune.”


  The nun didn’t seem quite convinced, but she approached Nekt. 


  “Sorry for before,” she said.


  “It’s fine. I know my face is creepy. I’m clearly a monster.”


  The nun must have been relieved not to be blamed, as her attitude softened a bit. 


  “Who are you?” she asked while healing Nekt.


  “Nekt Linkage.”


  “That’s not what I mean.”


  “I know. I’m the Church’s guinea pig. I was being treated in a research facility in order to keep my face from getting like this, but Origin’s seal coming undone has ruined that, as you can see.”


  “So, this situation is because Origin’s seal has come undone...”


  Just about everyone in the royal capital now knew the Church’s true nature, as well as the facts about Origin. Just hearing that the seal had come undone was enough to make them understand how bad this situation was. It must have been quite the shock. The nun fell silent after that.


  “Nekt,” Elune said, after she’d finished healing Welcy, “You said your magic could connect bodies, right? Can you still use that power?”


  “You’re thinking you can use me to heal? Like you can see from looking at Welcy, my power...”


  “That’s because you tried to reconnect a whole body. Just closing wounds should be no problem.”


  “Well...I could do that much.”


  “Can I ask you to do that—to help people?”


  “Helping people...” Nekt grinned. “I like that. It’s something Origin would hate.”


  Her rebellious phase was ongoing.


  But there was one major problem. 


  “It would help if you had a mask. I feel like just seeing my face would give people heart attacks.”


  “I have something perfect.” Elune went to the closet in the corner of the room and rummaged around inside, likely searching for a mask. Nekt figured she might as well follow her, watching from behind.


  “Is your face because of Origin’s influence, too?” Elune asked without turning around.


  “Yeah, some people get like this. Well, it comes with my Connection power, though.”


  “That sounds rough for just a child. I’ve heard about the Church’s misdeeds, but actually seeing one of their victims like this makes me realize they were engaged in even crueler misdeeds than I imagined.”


  “Why did the higher ranks get like that, when the ordinary people are all decent?”


  “If we had noticed earlier, Ed and Jonny...”


  Learning that Elune had people she cared about who had died, Nekt’s spirits sank slightly.


  Elune turned around and handed Nekt the mask she had found. 


  “Here you go.”


  “A fox mask...”


  “The children bought it at a street stall, as a present.”


  “Oh yeah, there was an orphanage attached to this place, right? But there aren’t many kids here.”


  “You mean...the Spiral Children? They’ve been out of the capital since they all evacuated during the big mess back then.”


  “...I see.”


  Elune didn’t know that Nekt was one of those Children—so she didn’t notice Nekt’s voice growing dispirited.


  Nekt put on the mask and went to heal the wounded Elune guided her to. Her power of Connection was especially effective on lacerations. The nuns were left shocked by the speed at which Nekt healed wounds one after another.


  “Thank you.”


  “Your power is amazing.”


  As she was thanked by one patient after another, warmth slowly spread in Nekt’s chest.


  “Thank you, big sis fox!”


  I’m probably younger than she is.


  But that thought was probably hiding her embarrassment.


  Once she was done treating the injured in that room, Nekt went to Elune to receive her next order. As she left the room, she ran into Welcy, who’d woken up.
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  “Morning, Welcy,” she greeted her.


  “M-morning... So, you’ve been helping with the healing,” Welcy said.


  “Surprised a monster would do something like that?”


  “I’m sorry!” For some reason Welcy was bowing, leaving Nekt embarrassed.


  “Is there a reason you’re apologizing?”


  “You saved me, didn’t you? But I got frightened and ran away.”


  “You remember… I thought for sure you’d have been so confused you wouldn’t. It’s fine—you woke up when you thought you were dead, and suddenly there was a gross spiral face right in front of you. Anyone would’ve been shocked.”


  “But...” She had to think that it was rude, after Nekt had saved her. But aside from that, there was also sorrow in Welcy’s expression.


  “Did you want to tell me something else? Want to go somewhere more private?” Nekt suggested. 


  Welcy nodded.


  The two of them went some distance to a spot where there were no others around. Even then, Welcy was still silent for some reason, so Nekt started the conversation instead. 


  “Oh yeah, if you’re asking about Flum, then she and Milkit got away together.”


  “That’s a relief...”


  Nekt had assumed she’d been worried about Flum, but from her reaction, that wasn’t it.


  A bit stuck, Nekt considered a bit and before a possibility struck her. While it was difficult to say, they wouldn’t get anywhere otherwise, so she just went and said it. 


  “Oh, could it be that you didn’t want me saving you?”


  Welcy’s shoulders trembled, her expression stiffening.


  So, that was the right answer.


  “The one that Flum was fighting back there was your brother, right? Leitch Mancathy, was it? It was actually a Chimera pretending to be him.”


  “My brother...killed his wife.”


  “Ahh, so Origin messed with his head. That’s not his responsibility, is it?”


  “But he couldn’t accept that. He...jumped off the roof. Right in front of me.”


  “And then the Chimera used his body.”


  “Yeah...”


  “Even knowing it was a fake, you couldn’t stop yourself from embracing him?”


  At this point, Welcy said nothing at all.


  Nekt immediately pointed out a different possibility. 


  “Or did you do that deliberately, because you wanted to die?”


  “I don’t know... I don’t know anything...”


  Her reacting at all had to mean Nekt was right.


  “And maybe the reason you ran off right after waking up was because you hoped that Flum hadn’t defeated the Chimera yet. You wanted to get caught by it and die.”


  Of course, it was no lie that Welcy been scared of Nekt’s face. She’d had a variety of different feelings at once.


  “When I woke up,” said Welcy, “I was surprised, but I was disappointed that I was alive.”


  “You resented me?”


  “Not at all! I’m thankful you saved me, but...even though I understand, I still...”


  “Rather than getting left behind alone, you wanted to die with your family.”


  “Because just one word and we would have been able to make up! For my brother and his wife to die without getting to do that... I didn’t know what I should do...!” Tears dropped from Welcy’s cheeks as she grew upset.


  Nekt couldn’t understand how Welcy was feeling right now—Nekt still had Ink. Only someone who’d had the same experience could completely understand the pain of losing everything. So Nekt wasn’t about to try to offer any empty condolences.


  “I saved you for my own sake,” said Nekt. “Because Origin only wants to treat me like a tool for killing people, as a weapon. By saving lives, I wanted to deny what Origin’s selfishly pushed on me.” She was just honestly telling Welcy what she’d meant by saving her. “And since it’s about me, even if you want to die, I’m gonna stop you. For my own sake.”


  Even if Welcy cried, Nekt wasn’t about to listen to what she wanted. It was a cold and detached thing to say.


  But Welcy smiled, wiping her tears. 


  “...Thank you.”


  “You’re weird. I just told you I don’t care about anything but myself.”


  If Welcy were alone, she’d be tempted to die. So, even if it was selfish, Nekt would drag her along…and Welcy found that reassuring. Nekt had succeeded in encouraging Welcy, despite her intentions.


  “This is where you’ve been, Nekt. Do you have a moment?” It was Elune. She must have noticed Nekt wasn’t in the room when she was supposed to finish treating patients. She approached the two of them where they stood in a corner of the hallway—and that was when Nekt noticed a presence.


  “Watch out!” She took Welcy’s hand and teleported in front of Elune. Then she grabbed Elune’s hand as well, repeatedly teleporting to get away from the wall.


  Right after that, something hit the wall and it exploded. The screams of nuns and patients rang out.


  “Get away from the wall, now!” Nekt yelled.


  Several similar spells were fired into the wall, and exploded repeatedly.


  It’s...not as powerful as I expected?


  With Origin’s current output, they should have been able to kill all the people in here and completely destroy the building. As Nekt wondered about this, their field of view opened up and the attacks stopped.


  Through the billowing dust, she discovered a figure floating in the air.


  “So, there were still ants in a place like this.” A blond woman in a red dress descended and approached.


  “Is that Maria...?” Elune called out to her, and the spiral on Maria’s face squirmed and squelched.


  “It’s as you can see, Elune.” The spiral baby she held in her arms clung to her chest, like it was looking for attention from its mother. 


  “Maama, Maama.”


  “There there, what a cute baby,” Maria said, rocking it like she was soothing a real child.


  Elune was speechless in the face of this gruesome spectacle.


  “Are you curious about this child? This child, you know...is mine and Lord Origin’s. The fruit of our love. The red thread that connects us. Cute, isn’t it? It keeps calling me mama and clinging to me,” Maria said proudly.


  The dumbfounded Elune bit her lip and moved forward.


  “It’s dangerous, please get back!” Welcy tried to stop her.


  But she didn’t listen. 


  “Even I can tell from her voice she’s trying to put on a tough act.”


  It wasn’t that her fear of the spiral had gone—just that her anger was greater.


  “How perverse. Origin knows you have a lover, and it foisted this child on you to bind you to it. Maria, it’s just make-believe! If you just let it go, it will be nothing!” Elune spoke to Maria’s heart, hand to her chest.


  But she didn’t reach the other woman.


  “You’re naive, Elune. You believe I’m a person of conscience.”


  “You’re a kind person. I know that better than anyone.”


  “No—you don’t understand anything. I’m a far worse person than you think.” Maria thrust her right hand out and fired balls of light.


  With a cry of “Connect!” Nekt teleported Elune close to her to get her out of the way.


  The balls of light exploded when they hit the ground, gouging out the matter around them.


  Nekt had kept them from harm for the time being, but the others watching sensed Maria’s clear intent to kill and were even more confused, trying to escape from the building in a panic.


  Maria made no particular move to stop them. It seemed her only business was with Elune.


  “Maria,” said Elune, “with your powers now, couldn’t you destroy this whole building in an instant? But you didn’t do that—you held back.”


  “So what?”


  “You’ve lost patience with us for not fleeing this place, and you came to warn us, haven’t you? Saying, if you want to be saved, then abandon the wounded and flee—all while playing the villain,” Elune said it like she saw right through her.


  To Maria, that could have been taken as a provocation.


  Saying, you’re still such a child.


  Stop throwing a tantrum and come back.


  “You’re just...always so...!”


  Perhaps Maria had the wrong impression. But either way, Elune was underestimating her. Was that all there was to it?


  All her struggles until now, her despair—none of it was the selfishness of a child. After agonizing, suffering, and vomiting blood, she’d still had no choice but to pick this path. She wouldn’t let the calamity that had befallen her be denied.


  Abandoning herself to her anger, she cast her spell. 


  “Photon Fury!” 


  The scale of this spell was far greater than the sword of light earlier. Hundreds of balls of light floated up around her.


  “Maria, stop this!”


  “I’ll kill that naive fantasy of yours, along with everyone here!”


  Elune’s attempt to stop her was in vain, and the lights attacked them.


  “Connection!” Nekt released the maximum power she could now to meet her attack.


  The light spheres were like bombs that exploded on contact. So, she would make them hit something before they struck their targets—any object would do. Pieces of wood and a bucket lying there, bandages, sheets, and beds and dressers, and even the doors of the room. She flung them all around with her Connection power, nullifying the lights Maria shot out.


  Ngh...my head...!


  Of course, using that much power caused a lot of backlash. It felt like Origin would rob her of her consciousness.


  It kept her from shooting down all the balls of light, and a sphere she missed flew toward Elune.


  The one to stop it was Welcy. 


  “Fireball!” Flinging out a ball of flame, she made the incoming ball of light explode in midair.


  “How reckless—the more you use it, the more Origin will take you over,” Maria said with pity. She seemed to understand the situation Nekt was in.


  But Nekt felt strangely fulfilled, because she was happy to ruin the inconvenient nightmare Origin had arranged.


  “Haah...phew...get back, words probably aren’t enough to stop this woman.” With blood dripping out the eye hole of her mask, Nekt’s shoulders heaved.


  That made Elune give up and step back. 


  “...It seems so.”


  It was a fact that she had underestimated the despair Maria bore. That had to be part of Elune’s shock. She was clearly despondent.


  “A spell like this is nothing for me to cast repeatedly,” said Maria, “but that’s not the case for you. Do you still mean to continue, rather than flee?”


  “I don’t really know much about you...but you’re bold in the worst ways, huh?” Nekt had hit the nail on the head.


  Maria’s expression was obfuscated by the spiral, but if not for that, she would have looked offended.


  “You want to kill yourself to give up on everything,” Nekt continued. “If you have to do that in order to be a villain, that means you’re a good person at your core. If you’re like that, you should just give up already and live as a human.”


  “You say it like it’s so simple.”


  “It is simple. Simpler than what I deal with.” Nekt could say that precisely because she had been violated with an Origin core at her birth and lived her whole life with it.


  That was the one thing Maria had no response for.


  “You still have a family. You have someone you love. It’s such a waste to give up on them,” she continued.


  Maybe it did look like that, from how Nekt saw it. But Maria thought she had suffered enough.


  “Back when you were with the Children, you never thought about the future, did you?”


  This time it was Nekt’s turn to fall silent. She was a weapon and a tool. She had been raised as Mother had seen fit, and become what had been desired of her. She had thought, if she just obeyed Mother, tomorrow would naturally come.


  But one day, that suddenly ended. And after everything, Nekt was here. She still had yet to imagine what would happen to her in the future.


  “It’s the most painful thing to have a halfhearted dream.”


  Maria had been knocked down from the heights of happiness. If that happened again, her spirit would break, whether she liked it or not. So long as Origin had its tendrils around her, Maria’s dream would not come true. And unfortunately, that was a corroborated fact.


  “Mute said something similar,” said Nekt.


  “She’s a good sister. She sees reality clearly.”


  And what outcome had Mute chosen, in the end? Of course, Nekt knew.


  If Maria was in a similar mental state as Mute back then, Nekt was forced to accept there was no point in saying any more.


  “Talking on so long has dampened my enthusiasm,” Maria said with a sigh. “I will leave the rest to the Chimera. They don’t dream like I do.” 


  She turned her back on them and left.


  Unable to stop her, Elune just murmured her name quietly. 


  “Maria...”


  As if taking her place, the sounds of flapping drew near.


  “You escape with the others, Elune,” said Nekt.


  “What will you do, Nekt?”


  “I’ll draw the Chimera to me as best I can—hurry!” Nekt exited the building from a destroyed spot and glared at the large Chimera flying in the sky.


  She shot a nearby boulder at the Chimera.


  “Graaaaaaaaaawr!” the Chimera howled.


  Its eyes goggled toward Nekt. It fired a spiral from its wide maw—but it was aiming toward the line of fleeing patients.


  “It’s too obvious where your attack is going! Connect!” As the spiral approached the people like a surging whirlpool, Nekt reached out to it using her power.


  Since the Chimera was more powerful, she couldn’t teleport it, or draw it toward her in one go, but she was able to change its trajectory just a bit.


  “Ngh, waaaaaaaugh!” She pulled a clenched fist toward her, diverting the spiral.


  Ultimately, the spiral hit a building in front of her. The evacuating patients were safe.


  “Hah! None of that sneaky stuff! Face me properly!” she called out, and now the large-sized Chimera looked down on Nekt from the sky.


  It dove toward her.


  Its claws came down, digging into the earth.


  Though it hadn’t touched the ground directly, there were deep and large claw marks gouged into the ground.


  But Nekt avoided it with her teleportation. “Even using Origin’s power, you’re just an intellectually inferior animal!” she said, riling it up.


  “Graaaaaaaaawr!” The Chimera seemed to be enraged.


  Did it understand human language and have emotion?


  With a rough gesture, it fired a spiral at Nekt, then leaped at her to slice her with its claws.


  Of course, that wasn’t enough to catch her.


  But as they were fighting, a different Chimera flew in. A mid-sized Chimera that looked like a lion attacked the nuns and patients as they fled straight out of the building.


  “Over there, too?!”


  Even Nekt couldn’t go help them, when she was fighting a large Chimera.


  Then there was a roar from the north, right where they were running. 


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaugh!”


  Clad in armor of ice with an ice hammer in hand, a man slammed the Chimera.


  It was the Lieutenant General of the Royal Army, Herrmann.


  The hammer struck the Chimera’s claws, and shattered easily. But nevertheless, the Chimera’s target changed from the evacuees to Herrmann.


  “Ha-ha! So the Royal Army can actually be counted on.” Nekt smiled. 


  She repeatedly teleported, leading the large Chimera around by the nose.


  She waited for the moment when it was wide open to leap inside the building again.


  Right in front of Welcy.


  “Wait, why didn’t you run, Welcy?”


  “You’ve got to be with me, or you can’t stop me from dying.”


  “It’s true I did say I’d stop you... But what a selfish adult.”


  This was very unexpected for Nekt. She’d never thought Welcy meant to follow her.


  Although, with how things were in the capital now, whether Welcy fled with the nuns or went with Nekt, either was so dangerous she could die at any time.


  So now Nekt carried Welcy on her back.


  “You’re big, so it’s hard to hold you in my arms.”


  “Maybe it’s not too late, and I should meet up with Elune.”


  “I’m going to be dodging via teleportation anyway, so I guess it’s the same even if you’re big and heavy. Most of all, I’m the one who said I wouldn’t let you die.”


  She wasn’t planning to get around by running—or rather, if she was going to get away from this big Chimera, she couldn’t.


  A beat later, and the large Chimera crushed the building of the Central District church.


  Nekt had already casually teleported away.


  “I promised! I’ve got to keep it!”


  Nekt teleported heavily after that as well, buying enough time for Herrmann and the others to escape.


  Repeatedly dodging attacks, gradually they moved away from the Central District church.


  While in motion, Welcy giggled in Nekt’s ear.


  “It’s creepy, you suddenly laughing like that. And hey, you should be mad, since I called you big and heavy.”


  “I mean, I’m being pretty lame here, relying on a child.” Welcy was still crying. 


  Had she recalled her brother’s death, or was she still just feeling mentally unstable? 


  “I really am hopeless. I’m a hassle, aren’t I?” she said listlessly.


  But that just lit the fire of Nekt’s fighting instincts. 


  “I’m a contrary person, so that just makes me want to save you even more.”


  The more powerful her desire to protect the girl on her back, the weaker Origin’s invading thoughts were. Even abusing her teleports, the only side effects she had was a headache with nausea.


  Nekt was gradually putting some distance between them and the large Chimera.


  Unfortunately, different Chimeras found them. On the ground, they were attacked by small Chimeras in a group. A flock of mid-sized Chimeras surrounded them from the air.


  As they kept getting into trouble over and over, their position gradually shifted to the west.


  “Are we going to the West Gate?” Welcy asked.


  “The Chimeras from the East District must be after us, as they’re all surging our way. Also, it looks like someone is fighting on the main road of the Central District—it’s too dangerous and I can’t approach.”


  The sounds of impact could be heard, even from this distance. Buildings were getting hit and being blasted away.


  Nekt recalled Gadhio’s superhuman strength, which she had witnessed in his fight with Fwiss. She didn’t have the courage to butt in where a monster of that level was fighting.


  “But that way—” Welcy said, looking toward a giant shape about sixty feet tall.


  Its body was comprised of human corpses. Gathering, connecting and piling up one on top of the other, they had made a giant.


  “I’m not going to fight that. If we can get to the wall, we can get out by teleporting,” Nekt said, Welcy on her back as she headed westward.




  Chapter 12:
Holding on to Hope That’s About to Slip Through Your Fingers


   


  WHEN ETERNA AWOKE, she was lying face-down in a corridor.


  She lifted her face to find her head and arm throbbing.


  “Urk...where...am I...?”


  She recalled how, during the party at Leitch’s mansion, Satuhkie’s corpse had plummeted to the ground. That was when she had lost consciousness. Before she knew it, she was here.


  She stood up and looked at her right arm to see her forearm swollen and discolored. It seemed it had been hit by something while she had been unconscious.


  “Just what is going on...? Where is everyone...and Ink...?”


  There was no sign of anyone around her.


  Judging from what she saw, she was in a corridor at the back of the mansion. Of course, she had never been here before, and she didn’t recall coming here.


  “It can’t be that I was controlled...? Agh, what a nasty smell.” After taking a few steps, she scowled at the stench of death wafting through the mansion.


  Ringing outside were screams, flapping sounds, angry roars, howls, and explosions.


  “Right when I thought everything was over. They really don’t give up.”


  Even Eterna was exhausted, and it made her want to give up. Despite those thoughts, she was not the type who could abandon things so easily. She could hear nearby footsteps. Hoping it was a survivor, she rushed toward it.


  The sound was coming from the room on her right, down the hall. The door was already open.


  “Ink!”


  On the bed was Ink, curled up on her side.


  And there was a man approaching her.


  “Ahh...ah, ah...”


  Perhaps in reaction to Eterna’s voice, the man slowly turned around. It looked like a servant who had been at the party venue. But the upper left part of his head was missing. A ball of flesh extended like a sea anemone from his exposed brain, squelching and swaying.


  Instantly realizing he was dead, Eterna cast a spell without mercy. 


  “Aqua Bullet.” 


  A magic circle appeared, and water bullets fired from it in succession. The man’s body was instantly full of holes, and he fell onto the floor.


  “Weak. Not a Chimera?”


  A twisted piece of flesh crawled out from the fallen corpse.


  “So, this was operating the body...but what is it?” She fired ice bullets again to destroy the flesh.


  She rushed up to Ink. 


  “Are you all right?” she called out, but there was no reaction.


  “Hn, ugh, ugh, ngh...!” Ink just clenched her hand over her chest and moaned. She was sweaty, and her expression looked pained.


  “It can’t be that flesh got into you, too—” Eterna immediately checked Ink’s heartbeat, but there was no problem there. She was properly warm. She was alive.


  “That’s not it...so then is there something wrong with her heart? I don’t have any medicine, I need to go back to the house.” Instantly coming to a decision, Eterna scooped Ink up in her arms and dashed out of the room.


  If she leaped out the window, she could escape the mansion. But there might still be others there.


  Coming to a stop, Eterna fell into thought. Milkit has Flum with her. And everyone else should be strong enough to protect themselves.


  And she didn’t hear anyone fighting in the mansion right now. It was possible the others had escaped already.


  “Ngh, aghhh...it...hurts...hn, guhh...!” Ink writhed in pain in her arms.


  She was in a race against time. I’ll prioritize what only I can do.


  Eterna chose to escape out the window.


  In the courtyard, she climbed the fence with Aqua Tentacles and left the premises. Using the same trick, she attempted to head to the West District. By hooking the water tentacles on street lamps and expanding and contracting them, she used momentum to fly through the air.


  That was when she witnessed the tragedy happening in the royal capital.


  “There’s so many Chimeras! How can they carry out an invasion of this scale, when the Church is gone?”


  Seeing the capital in a sea of flames, she didn’t feel fear, but suspicion.


  And she immediately figured it out. 


  “Cyrill suddenly disappeared. Her Return point was set to the Dark Lord’s Castle... We were set up. I don’t know who the mastermind was, but it’s only natural to assume it had already begun by that point.”


  But figuring it out meant nothing, now.


  When she landed, her eyes met with those of a small Chimera not far away.


  “Geghhhh!” The Chimera made an eerie cry, like many types of animals mixed together. 


  It leaped at her.


  It’s clearly faster than the old Chimeras!


  With Ink in her arms, she couldn’t counter in time, so she used her Aqua tentacles to move and evade. Meanwhile, she used Scan on it.


  “...What absurd stats,” she had to spit when she saw the absolutely hopeless numbers.


  With no way to destroy its core, fighting would be pointless. Deciding to focus on running, Eterna went into an alleyway.


  Compared to the big streets, the alleys had more places to “hook” and were easier to move around in. The small Chimera followed, but moving around midair with her Aqua tentacles was a little faster. Her ability to move at different angles in three dimensions was a bigger factor than simple speed.


  Once she got some distance away, the Chimera surprisingly gave up on pursuit—but she immediately heard screams coming from somewhere else. It seemed it had prioritized different, easier prey.


  Irritated, Eterna furrowed her brow slightly, but nevertheless continued to the West District.


   


  ***


   


  She wound up taking the long way around, but she managed to reach home safely.


  She laid Ink down on the bed, pulled her medicine down from the shelf, and had her wash it down with water she generated with magic.


  “Ahnnnn, hn, nghhhh...!”


  Ink’s symptoms didn’t improve in the slightest.


  Eterna took her hand as she writhed in pain.


  “Hold on, Ink. I will heal you.”


  Ink seemed to regain consciousness just slightly, murmuring Eterna’s name. “Eter...na...”


  But though she had said she would heal her—she couldn’t think of a way to do that. From what I can see, there’s nothing wrong with her heart. I should consider this is not an illness.


  Now that Origin’s powers had strengthened, it wouldn’t be strange for it to have affected Ink, who had been one of the Children. The heart was the spot where her Origin core had been implanted, originally. If that hurt, it was possible the power Origin emitted was interfering with the long-gone Origin core, causing a symptom similar to phantom pain.


  In that case, Reversal power could be used to treat her, since it could erase Origin’s power.


  “I should have asked Flum to do that at the mansion... No, so long as the source—Origin—is still there, the symptoms will continue intermittently, so I can’t count on Flum forever. The only other way I could think of would be...a Reversal core!”


  After the fight, Eterna had returned the Reversal core she’d carried to Satuhkie.


  But Flum had come back at a different time from her. And she didn’t recall their party, which had returned earlier, had retrieved the Reversal cores given to the demons.


  “Hold on, Ink,” Eterna told her, and then she headed to Flum and Milkit’s room. 


  “I hope they brought back at least one...”


  Frankly, she knew that hopes were slim. In the few days since they’d all returned to this house, the subject of the Reversal cores hadn’t come up even once. 


  “It’s not just going to be conveniently sitting there, is it?”


  She had no choice but to go get one from the place where Satuhkie kept them.


  Eterna returned to her room, where she had laid Ink down, once more.


  “Sorry, Ink, this time, we’re going to the Cathedral—Ink?” 


  The bed was empty.


  It was true Eterna had been focused on looking for something. But there was no way she could have failed to notice Ink leaving the room. In other words, this meant she had vanished without making a sound or being seen.


  “Ink, where did you go?! Answer me!” Eterna grew upset.


  She looked all around the second floor, then rushed down the stairs to the first floor. Ink wasn’t there, either.


  At last, Eterna went out the front door. 


  “Ink!”


  Ink was on the street in front of the house, standing there looking up at the sky. Turned away from the older woman, when Eterna called her name, she slowly turned around.


  “That face...”


  A spiral face.


  With white eyeballs pushing through its cracks.


  Ink’s face produced eyeballs that popped out wetly, as if she were crying.


  Despite how she’d been saved.


  Despite how she had attained happiness as a human.


  Is Ink going to be dragged over to their side, again?


  Eterna’s heart trembled with anger.


  A beat later, something dove down from the sky at high speed. With bird wings and the head of an Anzu, it was a mid-size Chimera.


  The Chimera flapped to send a shockwave at Eterna to hold her back while it took Ink in his beak and flew away. 


  “Nghhhh! Wait, Aqua Tentacles!” With a storm raging around her, Eterna wrapped her water tentacle around the Chimera’s front leg. Her body rose up in the air. 


  “I’m not letting you take her away!”


  The mid-size Chimera glanced at Eterna clinging to it, and did a sudden circle, without slowing down. Being swung around by centrifugal force strained her arms so badly that they felt like they would tear off. 


  “Nghhhh!”


  The Chimera continued to snake through the air, swinging her around. Eterna was slammed into the roof of a house. It dragged her along with a zkshhhh, destroying the roof as she went.


  “Nghhh, kuh, Ink...!” The Aqua Tentacle, unable to take the strain, broke.


  Flung away, Eterna fell from the roof to the ground. She just barely managed to soften the impact with a water cushion, but it rattled her skull and blurred her vision.


  “Wait...I won’t...let you go...!” Face-down on the flagstones, Eterna reached out to Ink with a bloody hand as the girl flew into the distance.


   


  ***


   


  Meanwhile, Nekt and Welcy had arrived in the West District.


  They were going to go to the castle walls surrounding the royal capital, then go straight outside with a teleport. That was the plan, but Welcy, who’d been watching the ground, pointed to the main street.


  “Hey Nekt, isn’t that Eterna?!”


  “You’re right.”


  “Let’s go save her.”


  “She’s stronger than me—shouldn’t I be looking for help from her?” Nekt changed the direction of her teleport and came right up in front of Eterna.


  Eterna was wounded all over, struggling to get to her feet. Seeing the pair suddenly appear, her eyes widened in surprise. 


  “Nekt?! Your face...”


  “Hi. It looks like something happened to you.”


  “A Chimera took Ink away,” Eterna told them briefly.


  Nekt’s expression grew severe. 


  “Could that be the one that just flew away?”


  The Chimera that had kidnapped Ink was approaching the grotesque giant protecting the West Gate. The giant was completely blocking the gate, and the ordinary people trying to escape were attempting to somehow get through the cracks, but just getting close made their bodies twist and contort, killing them.


  “The Chimera took Ink away, and they’re plotting something!” said Eterna.


  “Did anything strange happen to her body?” Nekt asked.


  “Just like you, her face was spiraled, and her Multiplication ability was going out of control.”


  “I figured that would happen...”


  “Can you control your power, Nekt?”


  “For now. Right when I woke up, it went out of control, and I killed some people,” Nekt said calmly, shocking Welcy a little. Nekt continued dispassionately. “I don’t like it. Origin’s getting cocky, thinking he can do what he wants with me.”


  “If you save Ink, that might bother Origin,” Eterna pointed out.


  “That’s a manipulative way to invite me. You didn’t have to say that, I meant to come from the start. Relax.”


  It was settled.


  Simultaneously, the two of them looked over at the giant blocking the West Gate.


  “It looks like it just absorbed Ink,” Nekt said.


  “It might be trying to use her Multiplication ability,” Eterna replied.


  “I bet. With Origin’s revival, it seems like the Chimeras can do more things, but they’re good-mannered weapons by their original design, so generally all they can do is fire off spiral energy.”


  “You mean that, since the Children can use things like Multiplication and Connection, they have more advanced control over their powers?”


  “Because we’ve got more years on us: We’ve had these abilities ever since we were born,” Nekt confirmed. She wasn’t bragging, she’d meant in in a self-deprecating way.


  Then she turned back to Welcy. 


  “I’m gonna fight now, but what are you gonna do, Welcy? Are you gonna evacuate someplace safe? There is no safe place in the capital.”


  “Hmm...I think I’d be a burden in a fight, so I’m going to watch from inside a building or something.” 


  She decided to hide in Flum’s house for the moment.


  Nekt and Eterna walked toward the giant, watching it as they approached.


  “Oh yeah, here. I brought a spare, so take this,” Nekt said, and then she took a bracelet out of her pocket.


  “A Reversal core... Thank you, I’ll use it.”


  “Well, it seems like it’s pointless against Chimeras, though.”


  “I think I can use it to get Ink back under control.”


  “Oh yeah, it does seem like it was what stopped my rampage, too.”


  For now, their condition for victory would be to touch Ink with this bracelet.


  Finally, the giant came toward them. It was already big enough they needed to crane their necks to look up at it.


  Suddenly, Nekt came to a stop. 


  “By the way, can you die for Ink’s sake, Eterna?”


  “I can risk my life, with the assumption I’ll survive,” Eterna answered like it was obvious, keeping her eyes on the giant.


  “That’s a very doctorly answer. She got a nice person taking her in.”


  “Perhaps at first I felt responsible, as the one who saved her. But now...” Eterna’s voice trembled a moment with powerful determination. “I think of her as family.” And she could say that without shame, even in front of her original family.


  The depth of feeling in those words made Nekt smile quietly in her heart. 


  “I really do envy her.”


  Eterna sensed something off about that slightly sentimental remark. 


  “You’re hiding something.”


  “I just haven’t told you yet...that thing is a grave-robber,” Nekt said, pointing to the giant. “It’s got everyone, not just Ink. Mute and Luke, who were sleeping soundly, even Fwiss.”


  Coming this close, she was able to see the forcefield around the giant. The air behind it was distorted—so it still had Rotation, Sympathy, and Multiplication.


  The giant stood before the two of them like a culmination of the research that was the Spiral Children.


  “I see, so that’s why the area in front of the West Gate is covered in corpses,” said Eterna.


  “First, we’ve got to break through Fwiss’ Distortion, or we won’t get anywhere.”


  “Mass or breaking through a single point, which is better?”


  “Let’s try both and see how it goes.” Nekt opened her palm, then clenched it, and with a sound like rumbling earth, a nearby house floated into the air.


  Seeing that, Eterna figured out what her job was and held her hand out ahead of her. 


  “Icicle Lance: Illegal Formula.”


  “Connection!”


  While it wasn’t very evident in how they looked, Eterna and Nekt were quite pissed.


  Right from their first move, they fired ice lances and a whole building without mercy.


  Ink...I will get you back.


  Etching firm determination in their hearts, the two of them faced this minion of calamity.




  Chapter 13:
Normally, When Your Arm Is Ripped Off, It Won’t Grow Back Again


   


  A SIXTY-FOOT-TALL giant blocked the West Gate of the royal capital comprised of human limbs and faces. There were ice spears and an entire house flying toward it.


  Instantly, space warped.


  Distortion hit the spear, bending it and turning it. Unable to withstand these forces, it shattered.


  The house similarly turned to wood pieces before it could touch the giant, scattering on the ground.


  “So that won’t hit it, huh?” Nekt muttered, a little disappointed.


  The giant reacted to their attack.


  “It’s moving,” Eterna murmured. It looked down at her, and slowly raised up a fist. When the joints moved, the human bodies that comprised the giant’s flesh were crushed, and blood spurted out.


  “Ahhhhhhh!” Meaningless cries spilled not from the giant’s mouth, but from the human heads exposed on the surface of its body.


  They weren’t shrieks or cries of suffering—it was just their throats vibrating when the giant stimulated their bodies with its movement.


  But that discordant chorus was incredibly eerie. Hearing it at close range, Eterna furrowed her brow in displeasure.


  The giant’s fist swung down. Nekt teleported, and Eterna took a wide leap back to evade.


  A spiral appeared on the ground where the fist touched. The rotation generated wind that turned into a giant tornado.


  “We’ll be dragged into it!” Eterna shot a water tentacle out at a roadside tree that had just barely survived.


  “So, it’s slow, but not easy to beat.” Nekt teleported a few times trying to get away.


  All the while, the giant was attacking without mercy. It swung its fist up and slammed it down, swung it up and slammed it down. The movement itself was slow, so they could avoid it, but the tornado it generated each time restricted their movements.


  There were now multiple active tornadoes. Eterna squatted, clinging to the remnants of a house. It was the most she could do to keep from being blown away.


  That was when the giant thrust its right arm into a tornado. There was the sound of splashing fluid. Suddenly, the tornado was all red.


  Then fragments of the corpses that comprised the giant were being scattered everywhere.


  “There’s something nasty coming at us—Ice Shield!” With enough red there to obstruct her field of view, Eterna blocked with a shield of ice.


  She thought it might be melted, but the pieces of flesh just stuck to her shield.


  Nekt teleported right beside her.


  “Nekt, the giant must be planning something with that move,” she called, but there was no reply from Nekt.


  “Nekt?” she called her name again.


  Her reply was something like a groan. 


  “Dodge...it...”


  Eterna looked over.


  “Hn, guh, don’t come into me...don’t pollute me...! Hngh...!”


  That was right as Nekt clenched her open palm. 


  “Con...nec...tion!”


  Her target was not the giant—it was Eterna.


  “Nghhhhhh?!”


  Eterna’s head was pulled by an invisible force that bent it to the side. The hand that had been clinging to the building was pulled to her head as well.


  This is bad...she’s trying to make me crush my head with my own hand...!


  Just like she had once done with Dein’s minion, at this rate Eterna’s arm would sink right into the side of her head, and ultimately she would become an unidentifiable lump of meat.


  When she looked at Nekt, she saw she had bits of flesh from the giant stuck to her skin.


  “Get o...o...out... No...more...!” Nekt writhed in agony, scratching at her head.


  Her thoughts are polluted by the pieces of flesh from before? An ability that interferes with thoughts...it can’t be Mute’s Sympathy? Just by touching the giant’s flesh, she’s been assimilated, her thoughts overwhelmed by Origin.


  Nekt always suffered from Origin’s noise, so her mind would be particularly easy to control. But knowing how it worked wouldn’t help without a plan to deal with it.


  As she was thinking, the giant was approaching, making the ground shudder with each step.


  What’s more, Nekt wasn’t able to resist, and opened her hand once more. 


  “Stop...it...!”


  “Ngh...guh...now that it’s come to this...!”


  Eterna could escape if she could cut the forcefield connecting her arm and head. Gadhio and Linus, who were good at physical combat, could have ripped it away by force. But she had to rely on magic.


  She generated a water bubble right beside her head. 


  “Blast it away!”


  The bubble popped, shaking Eterna’s head violently. Her head was jerked over in the opposite direction it had been being dragged, while at the same time, her restraints came undone.


  And then she instantly tied Nekt up with water tentacles.


  “What are you doing...?!”


  “...Fenrir!” 


  Eterna summoned an ice wolf and leaped astride it.


  The giant’s fist was descending.


  Skimming the Distortion forcefield, Fenrir swiftly dashed past the fist and broke away. It accelerated further, getting some distance away before the tornado could generate.


  Then she swung the tied-up Nekt over her head. 


  “Times like this...phew, shock therapy is best.”


  “Hey...you can’t...wahhhhhh!”


  She tossed Nekt at the house in front of her. Nekt slammed into the wall, broke right through it and flew inside. Even if she had been made tougher by Origin’s power, that was a pretty rough way to treat her. But the flesh that had been stuck to her body flew off, and the pain brought her back to her senses. Buried by the rubble, Nekt voiced her displeasure. 


  “Was there any stupider way to solve that problem...?”


  Eterna approached her, astride Fenrir. The giant was closing in with massive strides.


  “Jump on!”


  “Making ridiculous demands... Connection!” Nekt teleported onto Fenrir’s back, behind Eterna. She felt like she’d be thrown off just then, but she clung tight to Eterna’s outerwear.


  “I feel like you could treat me a little more gently!” Nekt cried.


  “I didn’t have a choice. I saved you, so be thankful.”


  “I’m gonna tattle to Flum about this later.”


  “Do what you please, after you’re saved.”


  While shooting jabs back and forth, Eterna changed direction from east to west. If they’d kept going east, then they’d involve Welcy, who was still hiding.


  Going into an alleyway, they jumped off the walls to get to the roofs.


  Meanwhile, the giant was approaching mercilessly, ignoring obstructions.


  “Everything it stomps on winds up an empty lot. What a waste,” said Nekt.


  “But if we draw the giant toward us, some people can get away in the meantime.”


  “Is that what you were thinking of? You really are a hero.”


  “If you’ve got the time to make fun of me, then look behind us, I want to focus on riding Fenrir.”


  “I didn’t need you to tell me that, I’m looking. It’s come to a stop, putting its arms out in front of it to gather power.”


  “Is it going to shoot something?”


  “Yeah—it’s the brute force approach, coming right for us.”


  The giant fired the spiral power it had built up in its palms straight at Eterna.


  “Hold on tight, I’m going to accelerate!”


  Fenrir raced ahead at full speed.


  The swirling forcefield gouged into the earth, hitting the buildings around it as it surged forward, leaving a massive clawmark that went through the royal capital.


  Even as Eterna concentrated on controlling Fenrir, she defended them from the raining rubble with her ice shield.


  “Ha-ha, what a mess. I can’t see anything ’cause of the clouds of dust,” said Nekt.


  “Frankly, this isn’t funny...!”


  As their vision was blocked by dust and sand, they heard the rumbling of some kind of massive object approaching. Beyond the curtain of dust, Nekt saw a spiral approaching that curved like a whip.


  “So, it doesn’t just fire—it’s going to mow down everything! It seems like it really means to turn the city into an empty lot,” said Nekt.


  “Do you think you can avoid it?” Eterna asked.


  “That thing is faster, it’ll catch up!”


  “Do you think you can jump over it?”


  “There’s no way, it’s too big!”


  “Fine, then I will jump over it with all I’ve got. Tell me when the moment is right.”


  “Roger. From this distance...I’d say it’s about five seconds until contact.”


  While racing as fast as she could go over the rooftops of houses, Eterna counted down in her head.


  And then the moment it was zero—


  “Now!” Nekt cried.


  Fenrir crushed the roof of a house with a single powerful bound high in the air.


  Below them was the spiral the giant had fired.


  The rotating blade that would slice anything to pieces on contact passed right by—or so they’d assumed.


  But the spiral pulled in air from around it, drawing them toward it.


  Having anticipated that, Nekt clenched her open palm. 


  “Connect!”


  The longest distance teleport that Nekt could do right now—teleporting the two of them and Fenrir—got them out of the spiral’s area of influence. They managed to get away entirely.


  The spot they landed had been entirely destroyed, and was now just an empty lot.


  It made it easy to run—but also made them easily seen. 


  “The problem is what to do now,” said Eterna.


  The giant realized it had failed to finish them off, and dispelled the spirals on both arms for now. Then it began pursuing them once more.


  Eterna pushed Fenrir to flee as fast as it could go.


  “Haah...haah...”


  From behind, Eterna could hear Nekt panting. 


  “Are you all right?”


  “The more I use my power, the more it feels like...my mind’ll be taken from me...but it’s not all bad.”


  “You don’t have to force yourself to take that positively.”


  “What I mean is: The stronger Origin’s power gets, the more I can feel them inside the giant.”


  “...Can you tell where they are?”


  “I think I’ve gotten their general position. Getting hit by Mute’s Sympathy before was big.”


  This was major information. If they could just find a way to break through that Distortion forcefield, they could drag the corpses out from inside the giant’s body.


  Right then, they heard the sound of something spurting from the giant behind them.


  “What was that sound?!” Eterna cried.


  “Ahh...the giant is transforming. Its lower body is getting four legs... What was that monster called again?”


  “A centaur?”


  “Yeah yeah, like one of those.”


  Most likely, Ink had used her Multiplication ability to increase the number of body parts.


  The tempo of the footfalls they heard—stomp stomp—were clearly accelerating.


  Since it hadn’t been able to finish them off with the spiral whip, now it seemed it was going to make itself more mobile for close-quarters combat.


  “Is it catching up to us?” Eterna asked.


  “This might be pretty bad.”


  “Then we’ve got no choice. Nekt, we’re both going to go at once. The first thing we’ll go after will be Fwiss’ body, to remove the Distortion power that’s protecting the giant.”


  “Is there a way?”


  “I’ll aim to break through a single point like before, which you accelerate with Connection. That’s the most firepower we can generate right now, and if that’s no good...”


  “Then we give up on Ink?”


  “We’re not going to give up on her, it just means even more recklessness and being prepared to die—for both of us.”


  “I feel like this is already pretty reckless. Is your common sense numbed out from watching Flum too much?”


  “That’s rich coming from you, when you pulled off a quadruple drive of Origin cores.”


  “I’m not saying I haven’t been affected,” Nekt shot back, and the two of them burst out laughing.


  “It’s almost caught up,” said Nekt.


  “We’re doing it right as it does—you get ready, too.”


  Right before Fenrir was within range of the giant’s fist, the ice wolf leaped high once again and changed direction midair.


  Eterna and Nekt faced the enemy head-on. 


  Fenrir changed shape into a long, thin spear of ice, and Eterna poured in even more magic power. 


  “Icicle Lance: Illegal Formula!” A spear that was a little larger than her first attack shot toward the giant’s heart.


  “I just have to draw two points together,” said Nekt. “Ice and Fwiss. Connect!”


  The arrow Eterna had fired accelerated in midair from Nekt’s power, and with a crack it collided with the forcefield that protected the enemy.


  The icicle lance was still intact.


  The giant stopped moving, and blocked it with its Distortion power.


  But bit by tiny bit, its point was sinking inside.


  “Goooo!” Nekt cried out as she strengthened her Connection power further.


  Then the giants arms moved to try to grab the spear of ice.


  “Hey, don’t get in the way!” Nekt cried.


  “Its got both hands free, of course it would block.”


  In fact, it was strange it had only tried to block using the Distortion field until now.


  It was underestimating them—that was the only way to describe it.


  “And—since our hands are free, of course we would strike again!” Eterna made a blue magic circle appear over her palm. “Ice Meteorite: Illegal Formula!” 


  With a crack, the sphere of ice grew massive in midair.


  She poured even more magic into it, and after it had grown even further, with a tossing motion, she let it fly.


  The ice ball she’d shot out collided with the ice lance. Like hammering a nail, she pushed the spear even deeper in.


  Finally, it broke through the enemy’s defenses, and the ice sank into the giant’s body.


  “Wahhhhhhh!” The giant gave an eerie, shrieking cry.


  “It hit.”


  When Eterna’s spell touched Fwiss’ body, it froze it and stabilized both.


  Then Nekt activated her ability on the corpse and ice lance, and drew the ice out from inside the giant’s body in one go.


  Fwiss’ corpse danced in the air.


  He had already been buried in a grave, and only bones should have been left. But the corpse that appeared was in the shape of a person.


  “Fwiss!”


  For just a moment, the feeling she could see him again made Nekt’s voice leap.


  But the corpse immediately crumbled like ash, and he vanished into the wind, leaving not even bones. It seemed the giant had regenerated his corpse using Necromancy techniques.


  But that was just to make use of his power. Any other functions were unnecessary.


  Cut away from the giant, he turned back into dust.


  Seeing the corpse vanishing away, taken by the wind, Nekt was speechless.


  “Nekt, that was—”


  Losing that power must have upset the balance of the giant’s body, as it staggered backward.


  Eterna took that opportunity to try to encourage Nekt. But she rejected it. 


  “I’m fine.”


  She didn’t need consolation in the first place. 


  “What’s important here isn’t my own satisfaction in burying him, it’s for his soul to rest in peace. Even if he left bones, if they’d just get used, it’d be better for them to disappear. And the same goes for everyone else.”


  Lifting her head, Nekt faced the giant as it found its balance again.


  Eterna looked away from Nekt to glare at the enemy.


  “The two of them are in its head and left shoulder,” Nekt instructed. “Ink is in the right side of its stomach. And the Chimera that is its core seems to be right in the middle of its stomach.”


  “Got it.” Eterna fixed her aim.


  But she was feeling her exhaustion from abusing multiple major spells.


  I’ve used up a lot of power from casting Illegal Formula so many times. But now that the Distortion power is gone...


  She made two spears of ice that hovered in the air. They were smaller than the last one. 


  “Icicle Lance!”


  She fired them.


  As expected, the spears plunged easily into the shoulder and head of the giant.


  Originally speaking, the giant’s body was no more than the corpses of ordinary people all thrown together. It was still sturdier than an ordinary human, but it was too fragile to be going up against a great mage like Eterna.


  Nekt closed in on the enemy, trying to use her power of Connection to pull the ice stuck in the giant.


  In attempt to prevent that, the giant tried to crush her under its palm.


  “Too slow.” Nekt nimbly evaded, but the back of the giant hand on the ground burbled and writhed.


  The multiple bodies that comprised the giant suddenly multiplied, stretching out toward Nekt like a branch, and a palm that could have belonged to anyone grabbed Nekt’s ankle.


  “It transformed?! Ngh, gah, ahhhhhh!”


  Even though they had removed Fwiss, Mute’s power of Sympathy was still working.


  In the blink of an eye, Nekt’s thoughts were buried by Origin, her ego being overwritten.


  As she was suffering, Eterna made no move to save her.


  “Aqua Tentacles.” 


  With a tentacle of water, she reached out to the ice spear stuck in its face. She drew it out by force, corpse and all.


  “Did you think we would be helpless if you disabled Nekt?”


  She dragged out both Mute and Luke’s bodies. They also turned into dust in midair and vanished.


  The Sympathy power ebbed from the giant. Nekt regained her senses.


  “Damn...it...that’s just gross!” Nekt shook off the hand grabbing her ankle and teleported backward to get away.


  Eterna came up to her side. 


  “You all right?”


  “Haah, haah...I’m...fine... I’ve got my consciousness back. And I made sure to remember what the two of them looked like.” She was pale, her forehead was drenched with sweat, and she very much did not look all right. 


  “It’s dangerous for you to use your power when you’re like this. Rest.”


  “Can you fight alone?”


  “I said that because I can,” Eterna replied with confidence.


  “Ha-ha,” Nekt couldn’t help but laugh.


  Eterna faced the giant once more.


  Then the enemy took a new form.


  It must have judged that it couldn’t capture her with just two arms, as it simply increased their number from two to four.


  Eterna had planned to just dodge them, but now... 


  “This many more really is a problem.”


  Swinging down at her, grabbing at her, trying to smack her away—the giant arms came at her from every direction, and she had no choice but to focus on evasion.


  “Fairy on Ice.” Creating ice blades on the bottoms of her feet and rails of ice in the air, she leaped around like she was dancing, looking for her opportunity.


  Once I’ve cut open the giant’s side, I’ll have to drag out Ink. But I can’t stab her like I did with the Children’s corpses. What’s more, its body is constantly regenerating—


  The wounds made by her Icicle Lances had already been filled by different corpses.


  By applying the Multiplication ability, it copied the corpses it had already absorbed, and seemed to be using those to compensate.


  And there was another problem.


  Even if I do save Ink, the core that is the Chimera will still be there.


  Yes—this giant had been created by gathering corpses together.


  The battle would continue, even after saving Ink.


  In the first place, rather than creating a giant like this, it would have been more efficient to have it slaughter all the humans who approached the gates just as a Chimera. Basically, Origin is just harassing the people of the royal capital. By stationing a grotesque-looking giant at the gates, it’s threatening us, emphasizing there’s nowhere for us to run.


  If anything, this giant was a defective product, not intended to be functional. But it was still strong enough to kill someone as weak as Eterna.


  “The blood is dripping out rather nicely,” she said.


  The more it swung its arms around, the more the corpses that comprised its body were crushed, dying the giant red. Having more arms in particular had caused large quantities of blood to pool around its shoulders.


  The giant swung its left arm upward and slammed it down on the ground hard.


  Eterna dodged it and got onto the back of its hand, racing as fast as she could up its forearm.


  Its three right arms grabbed at her.


  She sped up to avoid the first, leaped for the second, and for the third, deliberately jumped down to get away. While falling, she hooked an Aqua Tentacle on a corpse at its shoulder, using the recoil to leap back upward.


  When she landed on its shoulder, she cast a spell on the oozing blood. 


  “Freeze.”


  It was the basic of the basics, among ice spells. Its effects were simple: It would solidify the target liquid.


  The part she’d frozen was the blood that soaked the arm joint area. Suddenly, the left arm wasn’t moving as well—it was like sticking a pebble into a cog. It would be certain to hold the enemy’s arm until the ice broke.


  Eterna leaped from there down its back, wrapping a water tentacle around its neck to swing onto its opposite shoulder. She froze the blood there, too.


  Now both the giant’s arms were immobilized.


  Leaping down, she went to where Ink was buried. She wrapped her arm in a blade of ice, and thrust that into the giant’s right side.


  It’s not deep enough.


  She still couldn’t see Ink.


  Using the blade she’d stuck in to stabilize herself, she made multiple swords of ice float in midair. 


  “Icicle Blades!”


  Thrusting multiple swords into the same spot, she opened up the giant’s stomach, then plunged herself into the wound she’d opened up. Wielding the arm blade, she sliced open the wall of corpses and made her way in.


  Finally, she discovered Ink’s body.


  “Ink!” she called her name, but got no reaction.


  Ink’s face was still a spiral. She must have been unconscious, because her head was hanging and she was still.


  “She’s still too far...even deeper...!”


  Corpses were multiplying in on her, crushing from either side in attempt to regenerate the wound.


  “You’re in the way!” Eterna cut them back, squeezing herself deeper in.


  She reached out to Ink with her right hand, which had the Reversal core equipped.


  “Ink, wake up. I’ve come to get you—reach out to me!” she kept calling out, but there was no answer.


  “I’ve got no choice—I’ll use magic!” She extended her Aqua Tentacle toward Ink.


  An eyeball appeared from the cracks between the corpses and plunged into the water.


  Her tentacle branched off halfway, and Eterna couldn’t control it anymore.


  “That eyeball just now—”


  Ink lifted her face.


  From the cracks of her swirling face, eyeballs popped out with squelching sounds.


  “I’ll have to touch her directly... If I could just reach, I could stop her...!” A Reversal core had stopped Nekt’s rampage, so one should also be able to stop Ink, who wasn’t as powerful.


  But Eterna couldn’t quite reach.


  Never have I cursed being this small!


  As she was lamenting this, Ink spat out an eyeball that touched Eterna’s right arm.


  Then it sank deep inside her forearm.


  The ticklish, nasty sensation made Eterna’s face twist.


  As if branching off from her elbow area, a new arm slid out.


  “Ah, hnn...”


  There was no pain.


  But the strength very clearly left the original arm.


  Ink continued to spit out eyeballs, and they went into Eterna’s right arm.


  “Origin...don’t think something like this can stop me...!”


  Some of them gave her more fingers, and others made a new arm grow from the joint of her shoulder.


  “I decided we would be family. I decided that I would watch this child have a happy future! I’m not going to let her journey come to an end over some fight with a foe that nobody cares about, that’s just disgusting and nothing else!”


  It wasn’t long before it was no longer an arm, but a grotesque lump of flesh.


  “Haah, haah...ha-ha, my arm is like a monster. But actually...!” The look on Eterna’s face was not grim. “If this will reach, that’s enough!”


  Yes—thanks to the Multiplication, Eterna’s arm had definitely gotten longer.


  A new forearm had grown from her wrist, and a palm grew from its fingertips. Their presence closed the distance to Ink all at once, when it had seemed like she would never reach before.


  “Iiiiiiiiiiiink!”


  She had long since lost control of her arm—so she leaned her body over, shoving in her shoulder to push her arm further in. At this point, even the corpses regenerating on either side of them couldn’t stop it.


  Eterna herself was being slowly absorbed into the giant’s body. 


  But her fingertip finally touched Ink’s face.


  “Eter...na...?”


  Hearing that girl’s familiar voice, Eterna broke into a smile. 


  “Yes, it’s me! We’re inside a monster, so we have to escape right now!”


  “Okay...” Ink patted at Eterna’s arm touching her cheek. “Huh, is this...your arm? But why? Its shape is all—”


  “You don’t have to worry about my body!”


  “But this shape—there’s more...it can’t be that my power...!”


  “Right now, both of us surviving is the priority! There’s nothing more important than that, all right?!”


  “Eterna...yeah, understood!” There was probably lots that Ink wanted to ask, but right now she trusted what Eterna said.


  Ink squeezed her hand tight, and they prepared for escape.


  Eterna’s hand couldn’t even feel her clasp, but she trusted that Ink had her, and she moved backward.


  But while she had been saving Ink, of course the giant’s arms had become mobile again, and it was trying to crush Eterna while she was inside its body. It was about to slam a fist into its own side.


  The fist swung upward.


  Crushed by corpses coming in from either side, Eterna couldn’t move like she wanted.


  Then Nekt appeared right in front of her. 


  “Lend me your hand.”


  Cracking a smile at Nekt’s attempt to act cool, Eterna took her hand.


  “Connect.”


  They teleported. A beat later, when the giant punched its own side, there was no one there.


  Going too fast for a clean landing, Nekt, Eterna and Ink sprawled on the ground.


  “It’s Nekt...!” Ink cried.


  “Good grief, both of you are so much trouble,” said Nekt. “So what’re you going to do about that arm, Eterna?”


  Eterna was on all fours, struggling to stand up. Of course—her right arm had become a lump of flesh of dozens of branching parts. She couldn’t control it, and it was very heavy.


  “Nekt, take the Reversal core and hand it to Ink,” she said.


  “From that? It’s gross, though.”


  “...Hey, Eterna,” said Ink. “It must have been because of me, after all, that your arm—”


  “We talk about that later!”


  “But!”


  “We will have a proper conversation later.”


  “Okay...” Ink didn’t seem satisfied, but she prioritized Eterna’s will and backed down.


  Meanwhile, Nekt pushed her way through the arms to pull out a Reversal core from within them. She equipped it to Ink’s wrist, and the spiral disappeared from her face.


  “My face...is back to normal?” Ink asked.


  “I bet Origin has influenced you less than me,” Nekt pointed out. “But it’s not time to relax yet.”


  Ink had been called a first-generation failure, but now, that meant her success.


  Just as they were talking, the giant started moving again.


  “The power of the Children is gone, but it’s still a pretty big threat.”


  As Nekt said, it was like heavy machinery loaded on top of the highest quality engine that was a Chimera. Its centaur-like frame was faster than Eterna’s top speed. It could kill a hero just by swinging around its fists. They couldn’t run. Neither could they block.


  So then...


  “Half of human muscle is comprised of water,” Eterna said, looking up at the giant making the earth shake with its approach.


  “Where’s this coming from?” 


  Nekt didn’t get what she was after. Neither did Ink.


  “Further, blood can be defined as water with magic power. In other words—” There was a smile on Eterna’s lips. It wasn’t that she was calm and self-assured—if anything, she seemed completely desperate. “You could say this arm is a lump of water with magic power in it.”


  “It can’t be. Eterna, you’re going to...?” Ink trailed off. Understanding Eterna’s aim, she and Nekt both looked horrified.


  “No, you can’t say that. That logic is completely insane! That would clearly reduce all the parts that aren’t water to a pulpy mess. You’re not Flum, okay!” Nekt shot back at her fiercely.


  But Eterna was serious. 


  “If it’s a throwaway item, there’s no issue if it breaks.”


  Eterna lifted up her grotesque right arm—or rather, made it float up with magic—and pointed it at the giant. 


  “Fatal Action.”


  She temporarily defined a part of her body as water, and controlled it with magic power. Constructing the formula in her head, she readied to cast the spell and confirmed that the magic circle had manifested.


  “Shoot.”


  With the snapping sounds of tearing flesh, Eterna’s right arm separated from her body.


  Hearing that sound, Ink’s closed eyes clenched shut even tighter.


  “Hn, guh...hnghhhh, ahhhhhh!”


  As Eterna’s scream rang out, the last bit of skin that connected her shoulder to her arm tore.


  Instantly, the air shivered with a boom, and the flesh cannon fired.


  The giant moved to stop it with its six arms, but...


  “Boost!”


  Using the magic-filled water inside—in other words, the power in her own blood—she rapidly accelerated the bombardment in midair. The giant couldn’t deal with the unexpected two-stage acceleration, and Eterna’s right arm struck its undefended side. It pierced right through, coming out its back.


  The attack blasted the body of an embedded large Chimera—the one that served as its core—a few hundred yards away.


  A cloud of dust and sand went up in the distance, and the Chimera’s cry of rage rang out. 


  “Graaaaawr!”


  “Haah...haah...haah...” The rising pain was intense, making Eterna gasp for air.


  It hurts a hundred times more than I imagined... Flum is amazing, being able to bear things like this...


  It hurt so much, cold sweat beaded on her forehead. But she had a thin smile on her lips.


  “Nekt, what’s happened to Eterna...?” Ink asked.


  “She sacrificed her arm to shoot through the enemy.”


  “Sh-she couldn’t have!”


  “But...the giant’s fallen.”


  Without its core, the giant turned into a static mountain of corpses.


  Just how many people had it killed and absorbed?


  Since it had transformed its body using the Multiplication power, there was no longer any way to count.


  Nekt gazed at the pile of bodies with a listless expression.


  But there was no time to be indulging in sentimentality. Even as Eterna’s body trembled in pain, she summoned Fenrir and called to Ink and Nekt. 


  “I simply cut out the large Chimera controlling it. We’re going to escape while the enemy is stunned—both of you, get on now!”


  The three of them got onto the ice wolf and headed for where Welcy was hiding.


   


  ***


   


  They met up with Welcy. With four of them atop Fenrir, they were packed in tight, at max capacity.


  As soon as she saw Eterna’s arm, she cried out in fright. “E-Eterna, your arm!”


  The shredded wound was quite visible, but she kept it covered with magic-made water.


  “It’s fine, I’ve stopped the bleeding,” said Eterna.


  “It can’t possibly be fine!”


  Hearing their exchange, Ink hung her head.


  They weren’t out of danger yet, and Eterna didn’t have the time for a long discussion.


  “What are we going to do, Eterna? The Chimeras are clearly mad,” said Welcy.


  The sky was filled with Chimera—more than just the one large Chimera she’d cut out of the giant. Countless mid-sized Chimeras had come from elsewhere to join it.


  “You’re right—at this rate, even if we get outside, they’ll pursue us,” said Eterna.


  “Then are we going to give up on running away?” Welcy asked.


  “That’s not my plan.”


  “Eterna...” Ink said, “it’s because you saved me...”


  “Ink, it seems you’re getting the wrong idea. Saving you was my highest priority. Escaping without you was not an option.”


  “...Mm.” Ink squeezed Eterna in front of her, leaning into her back.


  “So how are we gonna run, ultimately?” Nekt asked.


  “You should know a route that gets us outside completely,” Eterna answered.


  That made Nekt get it. 


  “Oh yeah, that. Then head further west, where the church was.”


  Since the building had been destroyed by the spirals, you couldn’t even tell there had been a church there. Eterna went by memory, heading for the spot it most likely was.


  “Ack ack, they’re coming from behind! Lots of Chimeras!” Welcy reported with a trembling voice from where she sat at the very back.


  Their goal was right in front of them.


  “Hey Eterna, the Chimeras are making weird sounds. Like wind!” said Ink.


  “They’re charging their power, it seems like they’re going to attack from the air in unison!” Welcy cried.


  Then Fenrir braked suddenly, and came to a stop.


  “Will this place work?” Eterna asked.


  “It’s perfect.” Nekt bared her teeth, answering with a cheeky smile.


  A moment later, and the Chimeras all fired spiral bullets from midair, in unison.


  They were completely surrounded, with nowhere to run.


  “Connect!”


  But right before it could hit, the four all vanished from the spot—and all that remained was a crater.




  Chapter 14:
To A Journey Of Escape, Survival, and Reunions


   


  WITH NEKT’S POWER, the party teleported into the royal capital’s underground waterway.


  The Spiral Children’s hideout had been located in a section of this underground waterway, so Nekt knew where it was.


  After teleporting, they were assaulted by an intense shuddering of the earth. The ceiling a few yards away was crumbling and collapsing.


  “Whoa, that hit hard...” Eterna muttered.


  Nekt gave a smug look. 


  “I anticipated that, and adjusted where I teleported us. Amazing, right?”


  “...Quite honestly, yes, thank you.”


  “You’re welcome. Since there’s no second attack, it looks like they lost sight of us.”


  The battle was over for the moment, and Eterna and Nekt took little breaks. Ink was still silent and clinged to Eterna in the darkness.


  Welcy summoned a flame in her palm, lighting up the area.


  “Oh yeah, you’re the only one who can get us a light, Welcy,” said Nekt.


  “I’m glad I can be useful too,” Welcy said, her eyes swollen.


  She’d been hiding in Flum’s house during the fight with the giant. Left all alone, she must certainly have thought about Leitch and Foiey’s deaths and cried.


  “So, what are we gonna do now? Can we get out of the capital from this underground waterway?” she forced some empty cheer.


  “We can get out...but let’s rest a little. I might be okay, but Eterna is pale as a sheet,” Nekt said in her usual manner.


  “I would appreciate it,” said Eterna.


  The ground was damp because it was an underground waterway, but she didn’t even care about that right now—she had just lost her right arm.


  During the battle, the excitement had allowed her to ignore it, but now that things were calmer, the pain suddenly intensified. Practically falling over, Eterna leaned her weight on the wall and sat.


  Ink took her position in Eterna’s lap, like it was only natural.


  Nekt sat down a little ways away from them, and Welcy hugged her knees at Nekt’s side.


  As the floating ball of fire lit them dimly, a heavy air hung in the waterway.


  “Eterna...” Voice trembling, Ink clenched her clothing. “I’m sorry... I’m sorry...” Crying, she apologized repeatedly.


  Eterna wordlessly stroked her back, while Nekt looked up at the ceiling and sighed.


  “Why am I like this? I’m just good for nothing, no matter where I go...” Ink sobbed.


  Eterna had saved her because she liked her. She didn’t want her putting herself down so much. But she could also understand Ink’s feelings. She had lost her life in the heart transplant, and Eterna had given her a new place to belong. Though she wanted to repay her somehow, she’d taken away her arm. She had to be filled with feelings of self-reproach.


  Ultimately, what could Eterna say to save her from that bottomless pit of self-loathing?


  Even with the pain radiating from her missing arm preventing her from thinking straight, Eterna desperately racked her brains.


  “It’s better if you’re not with me, Eterna. Having been with you, I know how amazing you are. You’re smart, strong, kind, and everyone relies on you... You’re so amazing, but I can’t do anything and I’m dragging you down. You can’t be sacrificed for someone like me. But, but...”


  But she still wanted to be together—that was how Ink felt.


  Frankly, she was hopelessly cute. A smile rose on Eterna’s lips. She let her feelings guide her, squeezing Ink with the arm that she’d been using to stroke Ink’s back, embracing her.


  “See, you won’t let me go, just like this. Because you’re kind...”


  “I’m not kind. I’m just lonely.”


  Most likely, there were no magic words that could cheer Ink up now.


  The best thing to do would just be to embrace her, warm her up, and wait for time to heal the wounds. While Ink thought she should leave Eterna, she didn’t want to do it.


  But Eterna wanted to fix this misunderstanding. She wasn’t as great a person as Ink thought. She was no hero.


  “More than fifty years ago, when I was living in the royal capital, I had a big family. But they’re all gone. I decided I would go alone to a place far away and live in isolation.”


  Kindah and Claudia had seen her off. Eterna just had a few books with her, and nothing else. The two of them had tried to convince her to bring more things that would be useful on a journey, but Eterna had refused.


  Memories and knowledge. That had been everything to her, at the time.


  “I only associated with others minimally, and the people of the nearby village called me things like the ‘witch of the mountain’, or the ‘eternal witch’ from how I don’t age, and were afraid of me. I was fine with that. Since I love a quiet lifestyle and isolation... Yes, that was what I told myself.”


  The main reason for her quiet, feminine air and her expressionlessness was simply that she hadn’t socialized much. The excuse she loved isolation—it had worked very conveniently for her.


  “You don’t?” Ink asked.


  “I was just putting on a tough act, since I was embarrassed.”


  She’d thought that would make her look more mature. And as she’d continued on like that, it had seemed that way. That was all—it wasn’t how Eterna really was.


  “It was all wrong. I wasn’t like that at all. I was actually quite lonely and I wanted someone close, but I was scared to lose them... I was just cooping myself up and making myself small out of fear.”


  That was who Eterna Rinebow really was.


  Leaving aside her skills in magic, the “hero” who had been called the eternal witch only existed in dreams and fantasies.


  “When I lost my family, it hurt like my body being torn to pieces.”


  Even now, just remembering it hurt. She trembled, never wanting to feel the same thing again.


  “To me, you’re just as important as them, or even more.” 


  And just imagining losing Ink made her even more afraid.


  “You’re my family, and a part of me. So of course I would put you over just an arm.” A single arm was a cheap price to pay. And that wasn’t a metaphor—she meant that quite literally. She truly had no regrets. In fact, since she had ultimately saved Ink, it even seemed like a badge of honor.


  “If I lost you, I wouldn’t be able to play it cool, this time. I think I’d cry for the rest of my life.”


  Ink looked up and put on a rather shoddy smile, as a strong front. 


  “That’s just like a kid.”


  “I thought I told you: I’m a sixty-year-old child.”


  “So you’re still...saying that?”


  Even after hearing Eterna’s monologue, Ink’s view on her hadn’t changed. She was still smart, strong, kind, and a hero everyone counted on. She should be wielding that power not for Ink, but to save lots of other people.


  But now she understood Eterna’s feelings.


  Eterna wanted to be together, even if that meant exposing embarrassing weaknesses. She was speaking with her heart laid bare, saying that Ink was just that important.


  “I understand that you don’t want to leave me, Eterna.”


  She felt that she was loved. Even still, she thought, why someone like me? 


  But Eterna’s feelings were no small matter. If Eterna truly meant what she’d said, then...


  “I’ll be your right arm.”


  She would do what she could, at least. Surely Eterna would say she didn’t need it—but this much she could offer, at least. So she could accept she was loved with pride.


  “I might be useless now, but eventually, I’m sure I’ll become more convenient than the arm you lost,” said Ink.


  “You don’t have to think about whether you’re convenient or not...but if you’re not going to leave, that’s enough.”


  Ink wrapped her arms around Eterna’s back and squeezed her tight. So tight it hurt. But right now, that adorably noble restriction eased the pain in Eterna’s right arm.
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  Nekt quietly listened to their exchange. Sensing things had worked out, she smiled in silence. Having a family and suffering their loss was something Nekt had known, too. 


  Welcy, beside them, was the same. 


  Nekt looked over to see tears spilling from her eyes.


  Welcy must have felt Nekt looking, as she hugged her knees and looked at the ground.


  “If family is a part of you, then what am I, now that I’ve lost everything?”


  Nekt didn’t know how to answer that. She never hid her annoyance at times like these, giving Welcy an awkward look. 


  “You’re still here.”


  “...I’ve always depended on my brother. It’s thanks to him I became a newspaper reporter.”


  “Connections, huh?”


  “That, exactly. He inherited the family name, so I was able to make my dreams come true. Despite my position, I tried to make myself look good by acting high and mighty, saying he was hiding the truth, and started a fight with him. And because of that, both of them...”


  “You’re really playing the tragic heroine. Wouldn’t it be easier if you just expressed all your feelings honestly, like Eterna just did? Origin’s at fault. It’s Origin’s fault that your brother and his wife were killed. He’s the bad guy here. Everything was caused by that stupid bastard’s absurd violence.”


  Nekt had also killed innocent people. The guilt had a nasty aftertaste. But she didn’t have to take responsibility for that, because Origin had done everything.


  “The dead will be neither pleased nor mournful if you take that on and make it your fault.”


  “But then it’s like my brother and sister-in-law will completely disappear from the world...!”


  In the end, Welcy just wanted to take the blame for her own self-satisfaction. She was blaming herself more than she had to, even though no one had asked her to.


  She would never be able to escape her sadness.


  “Then they’ll disappear. Come to an end. I think that’s what it is to die.”


  Nekt hadn’t meant to say something particularly cold. She just thought that way, from her experience of loss. What they entrusted you with remained. But they were no longer in this world, and dreaming was pointless.


  “No, I don’t want that... Brother...wah, ahh...wahhhhh...!” Welcy cried out loud.


  Nekt made no move to console her, and just sat at her side.


  It was far better to get it all out than to cry in silence.


  While Nekt found it a hassle, she had no negative feelings toward Welcy. She cared enough about her that she could pray, at least, for her salvation to somehow come.


   


  ***


   


  With Nekt showing them the way, the four of them escaped through the waterway to the south of the royal capital.


  They had chosen the south in order to get away from Origin.


  Nekt and Ink said that you wouldn’t see much effect within walking distance of the city, but as you got further away, Origin’s presence definitely got weaker.


  And so, while hiding from the Chimeras in the sky, they wandered in search of someplace safe.


   


  ***


   


  They passed through a number of villages and settlements as they kept on the move for a few days.


  When they walked down a certain road, the party ran into a familiar man.


  “Oh, it’s the big man of the Royal Army,” said Nekt.


  “Herrmann,” Eterna called his name.


  Herrmann, who was leading some civilians, reacted after a characteristic pause. 


  “...It’s you.”


  “Thanks for what you did back in the capital,” said Nekt. “You protected the nuns, didn’t you?”


  “...I just did my job... I should thank you for protecting them.” Herrmann bowed his head deeply to Nekt.


  His polite manner made Nekt scratch her nose bashfully.


  Watching their exchange, Ink cocked her head. 


  “Nekt, do you know him?”


  “I told you about how we stopped by the church in the Central District, right? He protected Elune and the others as they escaped. I only just learned his name is Herrmann, though. It looks like he made sure to get everyone to safety.”


  “...They’re at the shelter now. We’re treating the wounded there.”


  Welcy breathed a sigh of relief, happy the people who had helped her were safe. 


  “That’s good.”


  The shelter the nuns had fled to apparently was also operating as a temporary hospital, just like the Central District church. Those who had become wounded or ill at other shelters would probably be taken there.


  “...Your arm,” Herrmann muttered, looking at Eterna.


  She smiled lightly, without any trace of tragic heroism. 


  “All I lost was an arm—I was lucky.”


  “...I see.” Herrmann didn’t pry further. If Eterna was satisfied, that was enough. It wasn’t unusual for people to lose body parts on the battlefield. “By the way, is it just the four of you?”


  “Yeah, just us four,” Nekt answered. “Does that mean you know where other acquaintances of ours might be?”


  Herrmann nodded slowly. 


  “...I heard from Henriette about Flum Apricot and Linus Radiants.”


  “Is Flum all right? What about Milkit?” Eterna asked, leaning forward eagerly.


  “...She’s safe, and I heard a girl in bandages was with her.”


  “Isn’t that great, Eterna!” cried Ink.


  “Yes, it is.”


  Smiles rose on both their faces.


  After they got even more information from Herrmann, the party headed further south in pursuit of Flum and the others.


   


  ***


   


  The morning two days after that, the four of them were still heading southward.


  “I get a looooot of nasty feelings around here.” Nekt muttered suddenly.


  “Yeah, it feels all tense.” Ink agreed.


  The two of them were sensitive to Origin’s power, so this wasn’t a coincidence.


  “We should be far away from the capital,” said Eterna.


  “Do you think that just this area is being pinpointed by Origin?” Welcy asked.


  Ink shook her head. 


  “I can’t tell as specifically as Nekt, but it’s less that it’s strong and more that there’s lots.”


  “Your feeling’s right. There’s probably tons of Chimeras, let’s stay sharp,” said Nekt.


  It was enough for Nekt to comment out of the blue. It had to be a lot.


  Even with two strong fighters, they still struggled against small Chimeras. They wanted to avoid running into any, if possible.


  A woman’s voice rang out from within the forest away from the road. 


  “Someone, someone heeeeeeelp!”


  “What do we do, Eterna?” asked Nekt.


  “We help, of course.”


  “Just what I expected from the softie,” Nekt joked as she teleported them all toward the voice.


   


  ***


   


  In the dim forest, a woman caught her leg on a tree root and fell. 


  “Nooooo!”


  A small Chimera’s claws came down mercilessly onto the fallen woman. 


  “Graaaaaaaaaaawr!”


  The call of a woman of dignified stature brought a halt to its tyranny. 


  “Jörmungandr!”


  The blood snake undulated as it approached the Chimera, biting into its forearm. First, the basic damage it dealt made the enemy lose its balance and fall to the ground. Claws skimmed past the woman to thrust into the earth. Then the snake’s fangs injected Ottilie’s blood into its body.


  Honestly, it’s a struggle to fight properly when only the big moves work! she complained silently as she rushed up to the woman. 


  “We’re going to run.”


  “O-okay. Thank you!”


  She was about to use up all the blood cartridges she’d come with in order to escape from one small Chimera. Defeating it was out of the question.


  So Ottilie scooped the woman up in her arms, meaning to lose the Chimera while it was slowed.


  But—


  “Aqua Spear: Illegal Formula!”


  “Connection!”


  Suddenly, Eterna appeared shooting a water lance, while Nekt accelerated it.


  With the Genocide Arts slowing it down, the Chimera couldn’t avoid the attack. The water spell pierced its stomach, where the Origin core was embedded. A big hole opened up in the Chimera’s body, and the part that had been gouged out fell to the ground, Origin core and all.


  “Grah...gyagh...” The small Chimera fell.


  “Our surprise attack worked!” Nekt said excitedly.


  “It was easy because it was weakened.” Eterna smiled. Then she turned to the stunned Ottilie. “It was thanks to Genocide Arts.”


  “You two...! You’re okay...or maybe not, but you’re alive!” Seeing Eterna’s right arm, Ottilie’s expression turned grim.


  Ink’s guilt came back again, and she clenched Eterna’s sleeve, head falling a bit.


  “Herrmann had a similar reaction when we met him before,” said Eterna.


  “Of course he would. He saw you were missing an arm,” Nekt said with a shrug.


  “If it’s possible to heal, I could guide you to a place with people who can use healing magic.”


  “It would have been inconvenient to have a continually exposed wound, so I chose to close it. Don’t worry about it.”


  Yes, Eterna’s arm wound was already closed over. Though a few days had passed, her right arm had been completely cut off. The wound wouldn’t heal that easily.


  And after escaping the capital, Eterna had in fact been suffering from the pain of her wound. Using water spells to control the flow of blood could stop bleeding, and could also keep the wound clean, but that was all.


  She couldn’t maintain her magic while she was sleeping. So, Eterna had asked Nekt to “sew” up the wound. Under Eterna’s instruction, the nerves and blood vessels were dealt with appropriately, the bleeding stopped, and the pain dramatically improved.


  The price to be paid for that was her arm would never come back.


  After Ink and Welcy were done saying hello, the four of them, Ottilie, and six civilians who had fled all returned to the road, keeping an eye out for threats.


  On the way, Nekt told Ottilie about the strange vibe this area had.


  “Then something’s going on? It can’t be they’re after Flum and Milkit...” said Ottilie.


  “Are the two of them nearby? With Linus?” Eterna asked.


  Ottilie gave her a bit of a grim look. 


  “It seems they were separated from Linus, and now her and Milkit are resting at the shelter.”


  “Wouldn’t it be bad if that place was targeted?” Welcy asked.


  Eterna hung her head in agreement and touched her hand to her chin.


  Hugging her arm, Ink hopped up and down. 


  “Eterna, let’s go save them!” she insisted.


  “You say that so easily,” said Nekt, “but if a mid-sized Chimera or greater pops up, we’re not gonna win.”


  “That’s true, but still...”


  “I’m thinking if there’s a way to save them without fighting,” said Eterna.


  “Even if we did, can we get away while protecting Ink and Welcy?” Nekt pointed out.


  “I know I’m a burden. But I can’t just let Flum die!” said Ink.


  “She’s right,” said Eterna. “Saving Flum and Milkit is an absolute priority.”


  “Considering how we’re going to resist Origin, Flum’s power is absolutely vital,” said Welcy.


  “Well, I suppose you have a point,” Nekt conceded.


  “Let’s go to the shelter first, then think about it. You’re okay with that, right, Nekt?” Ink pushed, and Nekt reluctantly nodded.


  First, they had to see where Flum was and make sure she was safe, or they couldn’t decide whether to move forward or retreat. Leaving the details of the plan until later, the party decided to head for the shelter where Flum was.


  “I would like to help as well,” said Ottilie, “but I must accompany that woman someplace safe. If needed, I can take Ink and Welcy to a safe place as well.”


  “I appreciate the offer,” said Eterna, “But you could just as easily be attacked by Chimeras, Ottilie.”


  “Yeah yeah,” said Nekt, “We’ll keep our group safe, so you should focus on your job.”


  The role of a soldier was to protect the people of the nation. The lives of the woman they’d just saved and Eterna’s own life were of equal value.


  “Understood,” Ottilie replied. “Well then, I will pray we can meet again safely.”


  Once the road was in view, Ottilie headed north to escort the woman.


  Meanwhile, Eterna’s party hurried to the shelter to the south, to get to Flum.


   


  ***


   


  After parting ways with Ottilie and traveling for a while, Ink yelled. 


  “Eterna! There’s a loud flapping sound coming straight this way!”


  Straight their way—they’d been found.


  Frightened of the oncoming threat, Welcy trembled. 


  “If it’s flying, that means it’s at least mid-sized...”


  “I wonder where it spotted us,” said Nekt. “What do we do now, Eterna? Go back north for now?”


  “No, we can’t escape, anyway.” Eterna suddenly squatted down and touched her left hand to the damp forest ground. “Extend Action.”


  When she closed her eyes, the she had a dim vision of the underground on the insides of her eyelids.


  “What’re you doing?” Ink asked.


  Eyes still closed, Eterna answered, “I’m linking the water underground with my senses in order to map out the underground terrain.”


  “I feel like the ground around here isn’t that damp, though...?” Welcy questioned.


  “Of course, I only have a vague view of the water contained in the earth. But I can tell where caverns are, at least.” Eterna acknowledged.


  Then it seemed she discovered a cavern, exactly what she’d been looking for.


  “Thirty yards to the southeast, and five yards deep,” she relayed the precise position.


  Overhead, they heard the sound of the Chimera flapping. From what they could see through the gaps in the leaves, it was probably a large Chimera.


  “So then it’s my job, huh,” said Nekt. “Connect!”


  Right before they were attacked, Nekt teleported them to the spot where Eterna indicated. A beat later, and the chill underground air stroked their skin.


  When Welcy lit her flame, the area around was lit a dim orange.


  “Phew...”


  “You’re really tired, Eterna. Was that spell you just used actually dangerous?” Ink asked.


  “Yes, since it’s usually used on fluids. Well, it worked, so no problem.” 


  In fact, the spell was even risky when used on fluids, and could well make you lose your senses in the water. You had to be a master like Eterna to use it on earth.


  Meanwhile, Welcy, with the ball of flame over her palm, expressed her appreciation to Nekt. 


  “You’ve saved our lives multiple times.”


  “Seriously...be thankful,” Nekt replied contrarily, making Welcy’s shoulders tremble with laughter. 


  Her smile was still weak.


  Still, it looked like she’d regained a lot of her strength, compared to right after they’d escaped the royal capital.


  Nekt observed the walls around them. 


  “But anyway, I never thought the underground cavern would be ruins like this. These are different from the ruins where Flum and Milkit evacuated, right? This kingdom is really full of holes.”


  “There are various theories about the underground ruins excavated in the capital area. The one I think is most plausible is they’re a remnant of an underground transportation network made in ancient times,” Eterna explained.


  Ink cocked her head. 


  “Underground transportation network?”


  “That term makes me imagine carriages,” said Nekt. “Is there a point to putting all that underground?”


  “The transportation they had at the time was so fast, it couldn’t be compared with today’s methods.”


  “Could it be those magic-driven carriages they say are being secretly developed by the kingdom?” Welcy asked. That was part of a story she’d learned about behind the scenes. Although the one who had proposed that idea, Jean, was presently out on a journey, so development was on pause.


  “A road for those sorts of things to run on is laid out underground, like a spider’s web,” said Eterna.


  “Hmm,” said Nekt. “So that’s why, when we were attacked by a Chimera, you figured there might be ruins underground nearby, and examined the terrain. Well, your strategy only worked thanks to my ability, though.”


  “The shelter where Flum and Milkit are has reused some ruins. They’re connected to the underground transportation network from places like the stations you can get on and off carriages. There should be roads buried nearby.”


  “So you’re saying this underground corridor is connected to where they are?” Nekt asked.


  “I’m hoping it is.”


  And underground, they wouldn’t be attacked by Chimeras. Since it was an unexcavated ruin, they couldn’t invade from the outside.


  The path was actually so quiet it was uneasy as the party moved along. They continued in a straight line for a while.


  “Hey hey Eterna, I can hear people’s voices from here.” Ink said. She pointed toward a completely ordinary wall.


  “Beyond this wall?”


  “The walls around here are a mix of manmade and natural, but this one feels natural,” Welcy said as she patted the wall.


  “Perhaps the terrain has changed over a long period of time, and the road was blocked off from the station. I’ll try breaking it.” Eterna pointed her palm at the wall and fired a water bullet. The spell she cast destroyed even sturdy boulders without mercy—it created a hole to an opening beyond with ease.


  Eterna stepped through the hole to be welcomed by the bloodcurdling cry of a woman. 


  “Haaaaahhhhhh!”


  She blocked the woman’s raised fist gently with a water sphere floating in midair, then called the woman’s name calmly.


  “Kleyna.”


  “Wha—you’re...Eterna?!” Kleyna lowered her fist, and then Hallom, who had been waiting behind her, rushed up. “I’m sorry, I heard some strange noises, and I thought for sure a Chimera had gotten in.”


  “That’s no wonder. Anyone would be wary when they suddenly heard strange noises from the wall.”


  “But how did you come out of a place like that?”


  “We were traveling along through nearby underground ruins, and Ink sensed there were people on the other side of this wall.”


  “Ahh, so you made the hole...” That made sense to her.


  Eterna had anticipated people would be wary of them. In fact, Kleyna being the one to attack was probably not as bad as it could have been.


  Then Nekt teleported up at Eterna’s side.


  A girl with a fox mask popping out of nowhere frightened Hallom, who hid behind Kleyna’s back.


  “I said you should have left it to me from the start,” Nekt said.


  “It would be scary in another way if we just suddenly appeared. And you’re actually scaring Hallom.”


  “Sorry about that. So where’s Flum?” She seemed like the first person who would show up, if Eterna appeared.


  When Eterna looked around, she saw Milkit approaching. 


  “Milkit!”


  “Eterna, I’m glad I could see you. But your arm...”


  “We’ll talk about that later. Where’s Flum?”


  “Werner called for her, and she went off somewhere.”


  Flum alone being summoned… Eterna had a bad feeling.


  Nekt must have felt the same, as she had doubts. 


  “Hey, could it be this guy Werner—”


  That was when the whole ruins were struck by intense shaking.


  “Yeeeeeeeeeeek!”


  “Wahhhhh! What is it, what’s going on?!” As the evacuees were starting to panic, the roof of the ruins started to fall, too.


  Eterna instantly cast a major spell. 


  “Flood Disaster!”


  A deluge of water gushed from her magic circle to swallow up the people.


  “Agh! Gogh! Eter—na—!”


  Eterna drew the drowning Milkit toward her and took her hand, while Kleyna embraced Hallom tightly and they bore the surge of water. More than a few people were actually drowning, but the water filling the space became a cushion to protect them.


  Then Eterna widened the hole she’d made in the wall and used her spell to sweep everyone into the underground tunnels.


  Eventually, when they stood up in the corridor, she went to rescuing the people who had been drowning. She quickly expelled the water from their lungs using her magic.


  Meanwhile, right after Eterna had cast that spell, Nekt had teleported a few evacuees with her. They stood there calmly, not wet at all, though confused to have been suddenly teleported.


  “Nekt, if you have nothing to do, then help me,” said Eterna.


  “I do have something to do. I was thinking I might be able to watch and imitate you.”


  “Then perfect. You don’t need an explanation?”


  “Just in case, let me ask a few questions about the structure of the human body.”


  As they talked, the two of them went on to treat the dozens of evacuees who had swallowed water.


  Meanwhile, Kleyna and Hallom, who were comparatively safe, coughed as they stood up. “Haah, haah...j-just what...?”


  Their confusion was shared by everyone there.


  Eterna raised her voice to answer that question. “The ceiling suddenly collapsed. That was the only way to save you, even if it was rather rough.”


  Then Milkit, whom Eterna had saved and was getting up, rushed up to the blocked hole. “Mas...ter...! Masteeeer!” she cried, slamming the wall over and over.


  The hole Eterna had opened up was completely blocked by fallen rubble. Although even if she did remove it, the shelter was already completely crushed, anyway.


  “I wonder if something happened to Flum...” Nekt wondered.


  Ink and Welcy weren’t wounded, so they stood by the wall to keep from bothering Eterna. From their perspective, Eterna had disappeared to the other side of the hole, then suddenly a whole bunch of water and people had surged in—of course they were stunned.


  “She’s strong, so I’m sure she’ll be okay,” said Welcy.


  But Ink hung her head anxiously. 


  “Yeah...”


  Meanwhile, Milkit had crumbled to her knees before the wall, crying.


  “If their goal were to kill Flum, then there would be no reason to lure her out before collapsing the shelter.” Eterna called out in an attempt to reassure them. “Since Werner deliberately summoned her alone, she’s probably alive.”


  But it was just an attempt to make them feel better. If Flum had been taken away, it was unlikely she would be safe and sound for long.


  Milkit remained lost in sorrow, but Origin’s evil wouldn’t even give her the time to linger on her sadness.


  “Footsteps are coming,” Ink said. Eterna and Nekt simultaneously looked into the darkness.


  The source of the footsteps was a tall man—


  “Huyghe...?!” Eterna was shocked.


  Huyghe turned his right arm the shape of a sword and raised it high. 


  “Justice Arts: Scorch Maiden.”


  A single downward sweep of his blade could cut off the heads of everyone in his field of view. Eterna was the only one among them who knew this danger, and could also deal with it.


  Looking at the blade point he had raised, gooseflesh rose on her skin.


  Reflexively, her body moved.


  “Aqua Wall!” 


  Sucking up mud from the underground space, she generated a cloudy wall of water. It blocked not only Huyghe’s path, but also his vision, preventing him from activating Scorch Maiden.


  That was when one of the evacuees screamed. 


  “Gyaaaaagh!”


  Welcy, who was nearby, rushed up to the woman. The woman’s neck was all bloody, and she was trying to scratch something out of the wound with both hands.


  “What an awful wound... What happened?”


  “A-a spider... A spider...!”


  “A spider? A spider bite made a wound like that—”


  The woman’s face suddenly warped, and she transformed into someone else.


  Into Huyghe Pagna.


  “The spider—is me.”


  He turned his arm into a sword and thrust it at Welcy. Nekt appeared next to her and teleported her away, the strike piercing only air.


  “Yeep...that face just now, it was that Church Knight...!” Welcy cried.


  Suddenly, an ordinary woman had turned into Huyghe.


  Welcy had witnessed it right in front of her, but she couldn’t accept reality.


  But reality just got more bizarre, pushing them all further. Not only that woman’s face, but her whole body began to transform. Flesh being crushed and bones breaking sounded as she was molded by something writhing around within her.


  Then, a second Huyghe was complete.


  The first Huyghe was just fine. When he swung his sword, Eterna’s wall of water vanished in an instant.


  “Eterna, gather everyone in one spot!” Nekt cried.


  “Aqua Tentacles—Illegal Formula!” Eterna manifested countless water tentacles and wrapped them around everyone but Huyghe.


  “Scorch—” Huyghe swung his sword up once more.


  The water tentacles caught everyone, but it took a moment to draw them toward her. The decapitation activated a beat earlier. But the tentacles were touching everyone—so depending on how you defined it, you could handle them all together, as one mass.


  “Connectioooon!” Touching Eterna, Nekt activated her Connection power.


   


  ***


   


  The party stood aboveground.


  They were near the entrance to the ruins, on a grassy plain.


  “Wh-what’s going on?”


  “I can’t take anymore! Enough of this!”


  The evacuees couldn’t keep up with all the disasters befalling them one after another, and panicked.


  Having used her powers in a sudden burst, Nekt wound up on all fours, shoulders heaving like she was in pain. The spiral had to be swirling vigorously under her mask, as blood was dripping out from the cracks.


  “Haah...haah...ah, hngh, not yet...not yet...!”


  But the great surge that assaulted her still wouldn’t stop.


  Eterna took Nekt’s hand and yanked her to her feet. 


  “Can you keep going?”


  “I can. I have to run...or I’ll probably die.” Despite staggering, Nekt broke into a run, and Welcy hastily went to her side to support her. She had no particular goal in mind. Her instincts were just telling her they just had to get away.


  Leaving the remnants of the shelter, they plunged into a thicket where sparse trees stood.


  Huyghe had suddenly appeared in the underground space, where there was supposed to have been no entrance. Escaping aboveground wasn’t about to stop his pursuit.


  Eterna had to be thinking the same thing, as she picked up Ink in her arm without a word.


  “Yeeeep! Eterna?”


  “Don’t stop, just run! If you stop, you die!” Eterna called out to everyone loudly.


  “What do you mean, we’ll die? I don’t get it!”


  “I don’t want to die, I don’t want to diiiiiie!”


  With her practically threatening them, the confused people all started running at once.


  After making sure that they’d all started going, Eterna began moving herself. 


  “You follow too, Milkit.”


  “...Understood.” Milkit was still in the depths of despair, but she understood that if she died, even her slim hope would be crushed. She ran as fast as she could, as a fragile girl.


  A little while after they started, Ink stirred in Eterna’s grasp. 


  “Eterna, I hear the sound of wings.”


  “A Chimera again?”


  “No, bug wings. Lots and lots are coming close!”


  “Bugs—”


  The flying insects had come close enough that even Eterna could hear them.


  When she looked to the side, Huyghe’s face was right there.


  “The bugs are me,” he said.


  “A-Aqua Bullet!” Eterna quickly fired a water bullet. It struck, and the insect sprayed red blood as it vanished.


  But Ink had said “lots.”


  This wouldn’t be the end of it.


  Looking behind them, there was a cloud of insects big enough to make the area hazy. There were various types, but each one had a tiny Huyghe face on it.


  Noticing something was wrong, Welcy turned around as well, and saw it. 


  “Ah, ahh, the bugs...there’s tons of bugs with Huyghe’s face on them flying this way!”


  “It’s better not to look, you’ll go crazy!” Nekt cried.


  “This is a dream. I mean, this just isn’t right. I’ve been having a bad dream all this time! Aha...so then it was a dream that my brother and sister-in-law died, too!”


  “Open your eyes—running away from reality won’t change anything. This isn’t a dream, it’s the worst possible reality!” Nekt called at her, somehow getting her message across.


  But some of the people they had saved had completely broken.


  “It’s over...the world is over. Even if we survive out here...” the man sat down, and then the insects attacked him, tearing him apart and going inside his body. 


  “Hn, hngh, ahhhhh!”


  Eventually, his body transformed, and a new Huyghe Pagna was created.


  Being forced to witness this desecration of humanity, the embodiments of malice over and over again—would these people continue to be in fear forever?


  No. The recurring nightmare took some of them past fear and into anger.


  “I’m pissed off, now.”


  Eterna Rinebow was that sort of person.


  Why did they have to be brought to despair by such things?


  Why did they have to suffer over such things?


  It was pointless to confront these questions.


  They just needed the determination to defeat Origin—that was all.


  “Milkit—you have to survive and see Flum again,” Eterna said firmly.


  “R-right.”


  “Ink, once we get back to the capital, we’ll start research on healing your eyes in earnest. I will make it so you can see.”


  “Huh? But I can’t even pay you back for your right arm.”


  “I’ll make you so happy, you won’t even care about that!”


  As Eterna voiced her determination, the flying insects that approached whispered to her.


  “Talking about your dreams? Dreams that will never come true?”


  While slamming them with a water spell, Eterna raised her voice. 


  “Die, you bugs—I’m talking about a future that will come to pass!”


  Her anger hadn’t abated yet, and she roared across the field.


  “You people are nasty, heartless and disgusting, and can’t do anything but make things hard for others! We’re not going to drop dead like you want! We’re going to live. We will survive, and we will defeat you!”


  Maybe her passion didn’t encourage anyone—but at the very least, it certainly drew Welcy out of her attempt to escape from reality.


  “Eterna’s angry...”


  “And Huyghe’s pissed to hear that, too. Ha-ha-ha, that’s funny,” Nekt laughed.


  “Just what is so funny about this situation?!” Eterna cried.


  “It’s so human. Way better than the wailing of a nonsensical monster like Origin!”


  As Nekt said, slight irritation could be seen on the Huyghes’ faces.


  “Do you think you can, Eterna Rinebow? In your state, in this situation, with the world like this? If you enjoy a nice pipe dream that much, then leave yourself to me and experience eternal slumber. Ha-ha-ha, ha-ha-ha-ha!”


  “Aha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” The countless Huyghes all laughed at the same time.


  But the party did not flinch at the ringing jeers that surrounded them. They believed in the reunion and hope that victory would surely come eventually.


  Eyes filled with powerful determination, Eterna’s gaze fixed straight forward.




  Intermission:
The Night Before the Tragedy


   


  AFTER WINNING THE BATTLE in Tokyo, Flum came back to the Royal Capital. She safely returned home, and there she confessed her feelings to Milkit. 


  The two of them became lovers.


  Since, for various reasons, they had been unable to walk around outside, Flum and Milkit had been constantly flirting indoors. Never leaving one another for a moment, morning till night, not even giving Eterna the opportunity to be exasperated. They were just as close as could be.


  It was at this time that a certain someone called for Flum, and reluctantly she went out alone. She rattled around in the carriage that had come to pick her up, and arrived at the Adventurer’s Guild Headquarters in the Central District.


  Waiting in the reception room was Linus Radiants.


  With a nervous look, Flum sat down on the sofa opposite him.


  “Sorry for calling you here out of the blue,” he said.


  “I didn’t really have any other plans, so it’s fine. You’re busier than I am, aren’t you?”


  Currently, as one of the heroes, Linus was entrusted with the role of mediating between the Guild, the kingdom, and the remaining forces of the Church.


  With a bitter smile, he answered, “Less that I’m busy and more like I don’t have much freedom. To be frank, I’m being used as a symbol in order to stabilize affairs in the kingdom.”


  “I figured it was something like that...”


  “But, well, I accompany the former Church in negotiation quite a lot. So in the sense I can see Maria a lot, I can’t complain.”


  “Maria is in a similar situation?”


  “It’s similar, but she’s got it tougher than me. Even though the Church has functionally collapsed, it’s only the Knights and those above cardinal who are dead. Below that, there still are some nasty types who were involved with Origin cores. I hear they’re using her status as a saint to crack down on those bastards.”


  “There’s still people plotting misdeeds?”


  “There’s rotten people in power wherever you go. The Guild is helping us keep the scattered Church folks from getting together and strengthening their power.”


  “Hearing that makes me wonder if it’s okay to take it easy at home...”


  “This sort of thing is a job for adults. Fortunately, we have Satuhkie, so things are going well for now.”


  “Maria is only two years older than me.”


  “Yeah, so Satuhkie is talking about if maybe Maria could be freed sometime soon. If he’ll be understanding, then her burdens should slowly decrease. That’s what’s going on now, so you relax and laze around, Flum.”


  “I’d like to laze around... What’s the reason you brought me here today?”


  “Oh, about that—I hate to admit it since this is the opposite of what I just said, but I was hoping I could just use your name, in order to lock down some schemers.” Linus’s expression grew tense, making Flum nervous and stand up straight.


  Flum hadn’t necessarily understood everything about the national situation or the value in using her name, but hearing she would receive a decent reward, she agreed.


  Basically, Flum was an adventurer with the Guild, so he wanted to put her name down in the organization as someone with influence.


  Once they finished the serious discussion, Linus leaned back against the sofa. 


  “Phew, so that’s about it. Sorry, Flum, for making you deal with these formalities.”


  “This is important stuff, if we’re going to live peacefully. By the way, Linus, something’s been bothering me...”


  “About the contract?”


  “No, I just thought Gadhio would do this sort of thing, being the Guildmaster.”


  “Ahh, about that—this is the most important time for his family and future and stuff. So I took this on.”


  “Are you talking about Kleyna?”


  “They say Echidna’s execution is coming up. If his revenge is over, I figure it’s fine for him to think about his future.”


  “That’s true...I’d like him to find happiness for himself, too.”


  “Personally, I could say the same thing to you, though.”


  “Huh?”


  “You weren’t originally a fighter, but you were dragged into all this. Since it’s gotten peaceful, shouldn’t you be fairly rewarded for that? It seems like things are going well with Milkit, too.”


  “Did you know about Milkit?”


  “Seeing how close you are, nobody’d miss it.”


  “Aha ha...Eterna said something similar. But you can relax, we’re dating now.”


  “For real?! Congrats, Flum!”


  Such an honest congratulations from Linus made her scratch her head shyly. 


  “Eh heh...”


  But she suddenly stopped. 


  “Do you still have time, Linus?” she asked a bit uneasily.


  “I do, but what is it?”


  “Actually, I wanted to ask you some advice about relationships,” she said.


  Looking a bit surprised, Linus replied, “You’re fine asking me? Eterna’s closer to you, isn’t she?”


  “Eterna...doesn’t seem like she knows much about it.”


  “Oh...I dunno how old she is, but I figured she was older.”


  “Aha ha, there’s lots of reasons, you know.”


  Well, it was simply that Eterna had no experience, though.


  When Ink had pressed her with questions about “what do you do with a lover?” she’d gotten all flustered, red and embarrassed—but that was a secret only for people who lived with them.


  “Since you have a lot of romantic experience, I really wanted to hear what you had to say.”


  “Ha ha, I’m just a debauchee. I don’t know if I’m really the best one for you to ask—but ask away, anyhow.” With an easygoing smile, he prepared himself to listen.


  Flum hesitated for a moment, but slowly began. 


  “I was wondering what lovers do.”


  “Hmm...that’s philosophical. If you’re putting it clearly that you’re lovers, then you confessed your feelings?”


  “We did.”


  “So then now that you’re lovers, you must have figured that you can do something different from before, and put that into action? I think you can just do that.”


  “It’s true that I do think about lots of things, like kissing, and beyond that...”


  “Then isn’t that fine?”


  “...Is it fine?”


  Seeing Flum’s unease, Linus inferred something.


  “I kinda get it now—how should I answer?” With a wry smile and an awkward look, he put a hand to his chin.


  “I’m sorry! Oh, but I’m the one asking you for advice, so don’t worry about it. Besides, this being what it is, I thought I shouldn’t ask Gadhio.”


  “That was the right choice—things are rather delicate with him right now, especially.”


  “Did something happen?”


  “That’s a secret between men.”


  “I’m curious...”


  “So basically, you’re worried about whether you’ve started dating because of desire.”


  “It’s more like someone pointed it out to me, and it made me uneasy...”


  Right after Flum confessed to Milkit, Eterna and Ink had come back to the house. At that point, Flum told them that the two of them had begun dating, but...


  “Ink, who lives with us, asked me, ‘you’ve always been close, so why did you want to become lovers?’”


  “Ink—you mean that little kid? Sometimes, their innocence can stab you right in the heart.”


  “That made me think about lots of stuff. Now that she mentioned it, I realized it’s true: We didn’t have to be lovers. We can be together, and we can hug each other. So the only thing that’s changed now that we’re lovers is kissing and that sort of physical contact.”


  “You like what you like, so is there any point thinking about it?”


  “Well...I think you’re right. Besides, I don’t think it’s a bad thing, either. Milkit says she likes being close to me, so there’s not really anything stopping us from going further as lovers. And it’d make us both happy.”


  “So there’s no problem, right?”


  “But I’m a little unsure if that desire is really mine.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Urk, Milkit just told me I don’t have to worry about it, so I feel pathetic for worrying over something like this...but I talked to you about how I have some memories leftover from my past life, right?”


  “Yeah, you did say that.”


  “In my previous life, it seems that, um...I did have that sort of relationship with that Milkit.”


  “You remember? Is that even possible?” That was unexpected, even for Linus. That would indeed make things complicated.


  “Of course, I know that was a different person from Milkit. And I’m not confused about that. Just... It’s like her body and the sensations won’t leave my head. I feel like those desires have been piled on top of what I already felt.”


  “That’s hard to deal with...”


  “Right! But I’m not going to harm my relationship with Milkit by letting those feelings take control. So right now, I think I need a temporary fix.”


  “If your relationship deepens, then soon enough you won’t be bothered anymore. So, you just want some convincing logic that can deal with your current situation.”


  “Wow, Linus, you understand better than me,” Flum complimented him.


  Linus’s shoulders shook in a modest little laugh. 


  “Your issue is pretty unique, so I dunno if this’ll be useful, but I wanted to become lovers with Maria because I wanted the excitement of a future we could have together. If Maria is with me, I anticipate that those feelings could swell to the absolute limit.”


  “A future...”


  “You can kind of anticipate what your future alone would be like, right? But when another person comes into it, suddenly your predictions break down—for better or for worse. With Maria, it seemed to me like things might take a turn for the better.”


  “Ohh.”


  “I feel bad to say this while you’re being impressed, but of course I have ulterior motives.”


  “But it’s cool that you can come up with that logic right away.”


  “Heh, acting cool is my specialty. Well, put simply, the question is whether you want to have a future with her, right?”


  “Um, this might be a rude thing to ask, but...”


  “Whether I answer depends on the question, but go ahead.”


  “You’ve dated a lot of people, right? Did you just realize partway like, oh, this person isn’t the one I want to have a future with?” Flum asked somewhat apologetically.


  But the question itself was sharper than the way she asked it.


  “That’s a pretty tough question, Flum.”


  “I-I’m sorry!”


  “Ha ha, it’s fine, really. Yeah...I had a big failure in love, once. Ever since then, part of me has always been holding back from falling in love for real.”


  “You fail at things, Linus?!”


  “I had a time when I was a beginner, you know. Because that happened, until I met Maria, it was like I was choosing partners that wouldn’t affect my future. All my relationships were the sort that I could end without any lingering feelings. I never dated anyone I thought I’d like to have a future with,” he said, then smiled in self-deprecation. “When you get down to it, I might be similar, then. Being like a beginner in love?”


  “I feel like you have way more experience, though...”


  “There’s such a thing as experience you should get, and experience you shouldn’t. Do you think about your future, Flum?”


  “Of course! I imagine how I want my future with Milkit to be.”


  “Becoming lovers can be in order to make that future happen. Being lovers isn’t necessarily the goal—just approach her as you always have, without getting worked up about it.”


  “Not the goal...” Flum turned those words over.


  But the very person who had said that so self-­importantly now had a flippant smile. 


  “Well, even saying that, being lovers will get you excited.”


  “I am excited, yeah.”


  Though she’d said she was thinking about their future, the majority of her fantasies since they’d started dating were completely unrealistic pipe dreams outputted by an overheated brain.


  Perhaps thinking about it was pointless.


  But Flum just wanted some kind of pretext to get her though this.


  That was enough.


  “But what you said feels right, Linus,” she said.


  “Oh, did I come up with something good?”


  “You did! Becoming lovers is just one point on the journey, huh?”


  “That’s right, there’s even more fun stuff waiting for you, so there’s no point coming to a standstill over this. Besides, if you ask me, I think it’s fine to confess your feelings based on ulterior motives. Whatever happened in your past lives, it’s not like your feelings have been overwritten, it’s just that they’re added on top, right? If they’re still the same sort, there’s nothing to worry about—it’s not gonna hurt Milkit, either.”


  “Well...”


  Flum recalled her exchange with Milkit when she’d confessed her feelings. Milkit had said she could touch her whenever she wanted and that she was happy Flum wanted her. Surely, Milkit even accepted her ulterior motives. And Flum was certain Milkit loved her once she knew Milkit had accepted them. In fact, she was even sure Milkit would be happier the more Flum wanted her. 


  Ultimately, this was just an issue of Flum’s own heart.


  “I feel like I need to deny it just in case, or I won’t be able to hold myself back,” Flum said awkwardly. Embarrassed, she shifted her eyes away from Linus.


  He folded his arms and nodded quite seriously. 


  “Oh, I really get that.”


  “You do?”


  “Even if it’s just for appearances, you want to look cool, right? Especially in front of her.”


  “Basically, yeah. I guess I’m showing off.”


  “Pride is a difficult thing. It’d be easier if you could just throw it away, but it’s not that easy.”


  While sympathizing with each other’s remarks, they both nodded a bunch.


   


  ***


   


  While Flum and Linus were discussing at the Guild headquarters, Milkit was visiting a café in the Central District.


  Sitting opposite her was Maria.


  Unusually, Maria was wearing a dress, and not her habit. With the Church now dissolved, she could no longer appear in the attire of a nun of Origin. 


  The shift to ordinary clothes altered the atmosphere around her completely. Where she once carried the aura of a holy saint, making her seem unapproachable, Maria, with her gentle expression, now looked like any other lovely civilian girl her age.


  “I’m sorry for asking you here so suddenly,” said Milkit.


  “Oh no, I just happened to have a break. Though I was surprised,” Maria replied.


  Having tea with Milkit was unusual, and Maria seemed a little nervous.


  Why were they doing this, in the first place?


  After Flum had left, Milkit had had some time on her hands, and so she’d gone out shopping. Going out alone into the city like this was proof that things had become peaceful. While out, Milkit had caught sight of a certain someone in the Central District.


  It was Maria, worrying as she looked at the menu in front of a cafe.


  Milkit had addressed her in order to ask about something—and that brought them here.


  “I understand we don’t have the sort of relationship where I would suddenly ask you to tea. But there was something I just had to ask about.”


  “Something you wanted to ask me?” Maria looked a little surprised, putting a hand to her chest.


  Then the staff came over


  “It’s a real hero,” they whispered gleefully before asked them, “May I take your order?”


  Maria responded immediately. 


  “Umm, black tea, and one cheesecake, and one shortcake.”


  “Right away.”


  Then she looked toward Milkit. 


  “What about you, Milkit?” she asked.


  Milkit was a little confused. 


  “Huh?” She’d thought for sure Maria had ordered the two cakes for them to share.


  “Hmm?”


  But judging from Maria’s reaction, it seemed she meant to eat both.


  The thing Maria had been standing in front of the café worrying about was whether to have just one, or both.


  Milkit gathered herself and ordered black tea.


  Done taking their orders, the server left, and Maria said worriedly, “You don’t need to eat anything? The cake here is so good.”


  “I have a date to eat snacks with Master,” Milkit said, smiling widely enough you could tell even through the bandages.


  Seeing her happy smile, Maria accepted that. 


  “Well, that can’t be helped,” she said and smiled as well. “So what was it you wished to ask me?”


  “My master and I have become lovers.”


  “You and Flum? Congratulations!”


  “Thank you. From now on, I’m thinking I would like to have the sort of relationship that my Master wishes, as lovers.”


  “Oh my...well, the ideal relationship is different for everyone.”


  “But still, I thought I should learn more about being lovers, and then I saw you, Miss Maria.”


  Understanding the reason Milkit had addressed her, Maria blushed. 


  “D-do you mean my and Linus’s...”


  “Yes, I’ve heard that you’re lovers.”


  “L...l-l...l-l-l...!”


  “Am I mistaken?”


  “N-no, y-you’re...you’re not, I don’t think...I don’t think so! Even knowing that we’re lovers, we haven’t said very clearly that we are...so I’m a little uneasy, um, you know. I was thinking about asking Linus about that later, um, you know.” Maria, clearly flustered, made mysterious gestures with her hands.


  While watching this calmly, Milkit accepted the tea that was brought to her. 


  “Perhaps I should have asked Sara, after all.”


  The moment Sara’s name came up, Maria instantly became cool-headed.


  “Her relationship is very unique, so it might not be useful.” 


  It was true that there was a lot that was special between Sara and Neigass. Even not knowing much about love, Milkit understood that.


  “Still,” said Maria, “I’m not in the position to speak arrogantly about it, so I haven’t much confidence...but listening to the worries of the troubled is also part of a nun’s duty. I’ll do my best to answer!” she declared, patting her chest.


  Precisely because before, she had fulfilled various duties as a “saint” that were different from those of a nun, it seemed she was glad she could do something like a legitimate nun.


  “What did you want to ask about being lovers, specifically?” Maria asked, leaning forward enthusiastically.


  “My Master and I have already promised we would kiss...”


  But hearing Milkit say something more advanced than she had envisioned, next Maria jerked back slightly. 


  “Kiss?!”


  She’s a more high-strung person than I imagined, Milkit thought.


  She was actually just excited.


  “Don’t lovers kiss?” Milkit asked.


  “Well, yes, they do. Yes, I’m thinking we will do the same, eventually. Please don’t worry about me, and do continue.”


  “I’m thinking that, most likely, once we’re done kissing, there will be even deeper physical contact between us.”


  “D-deeper...physical contact...”


  “But in terms of knowledge, I can’t think of any acts that lovers would perform other than physical contact. No... Rather, even with regards to that sort of physical contact, it’s simply I’ve seen the acts other slaves have been the recipients of in the past, and I imagined lovers do the same—no more than that.”


  “Wait please, Milkit! I can’t keep up!”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Linus and I haven’t proceeded that far yet, so...”


  “I am aware. I thought I should explain my situation to you first, but I got a little ahead of myself.”


  “For now, I understand that you have some knowledge.”


  “But I believe it’s only superficial. After we confessed our feelings and we embraced, the happiness that filled my heart and soul were completely different from what I knew intellectually. If kissing will fulfill my heart even more deeply, then my knowledge will be completely useless.”


  “You speak so boldly... If Linus and I kiss, will I feel happy like that...? Ahh, oh no, oh no, I’m giving you advice as a nun, so I can’t be having such immoral thoughts!” Maria shook her head.


  Watching that, Milkit calmly sipped her tea.


  “Ahem, and so—you wanted to ask about things other than physical contact?”


  “Yes.”


  “May I speak frankly?”


  “Of course.”


  “I would like to know, too.”


  Both of them said nothing, looking at one another.


  After considering a while, Milkit muttered, “Is that right?”


  “I understand physical contact intellectually, as well. But when it comes to a legitimate relationship, Linus is my first. I’ve heard rumors from the other nuns, but, um, since I was chosen as a saint, I’ve often been away from church, and I’ve never participated in such discussions...”


  “So, you’re in the same situation as me.”


  “Yes, so all I know are the most common things you do when you become lovers.”


  “I don’t mind if they’re common, since I don’t even know those things. What are they?”


  “Well...holding hands and going on dates. Watching a beautiful nightscape together. Going on a trip together to some place you’ve never been before, and eating delicious food.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Anything else? Well...”


  In her head, Maria imagined a happy future with Linus, and put it into words. 


  “In the future, we could get married, and I’d wear a pretty white dress and have a wedding, and also we’d build a house in a quiet village a little ways away from the royal capital, and we would have a quiet and peaceful life there together, and occasionally go on adventures to see pretty sights, and we could even have a pet...but I’d be a little jealous to have the time I spend with him stolen from me by a pet. Also, I’m thinking I’d like three children—”


  Maria went on after that, talking at length about the very specific hopes she had for her future.


  Before they knew it, the cakes had arrived, and Milkit’s tea was half drunk.


  “At the end, I will be in Linus’s arms as he watches me pass away like falling asleep—ah?! I-I’m sorry, my fantasies got away from me!”


  “Does everyone get carried away when they’ve just become lovers?”


  “N-no, I’m not carried away at all!”


  “Please relax, I’m carried away, too. If I have even a minute, in my head I’m just constantly thinking about Master and I touching each other.”


  “I-Is that...right? I’m...not strange...?”


  “I believe it’s ordinary. Also, I’m very impressed how you have your sights set on a specific future.”


  “Right now it’s just a fantasy...”


  “Having dreams you can make come true together and heading toward them—so that’s what being lovers is.”


  “You’ve summarized it like it’s something special.” Maria hadn’t really mean that, and her fantasies had just been getting away with her, but that seemed like a pretty way to conclude it, so she didn’t particularly correct Milkit.


  Then she picked up her fork, cut out a piece of cake and brought it to her mouth. The sweetness of the shortcake made her happily go “Mmm!”


  She washed down the sweetness with black tea. Having composed herself once more, she faced Milkit. 


  “Do you imagine a future with Flum, Milkit?”


  “Yes, I would like to live in that house forever, just being with her and living together. If I can have that, I wish for nothing more.”


  “...Don’t you basically have that now?”


  “I do.”


  Maria had spoken about living together as a dream for the future as well, but it had already come true for Milkit.


  In other words, Milkit’s dream had already come true, it wasn’t a dream for the future.


  “I see, I understand the nature of your worries, Milkit.”


  “What is it?”


  “You’ve gone through too many of the stages, before dating.”


  “Too many stages...?”


  “You already care about each other enough that it wouldn’t be strange for you to have long since become lovers, but you kept moving forward without confessing your feelings. Even though the starting point for other lovers is far before that, you weren’t aware. That might be why you’re uncertain of what to do now.”


  “In other words, we’ve been doing things like lovers before becoming lovers?”


  “That’s what I think.”


  “Well then, if we just do as we have been from now on...”


  “Yes, I believe there’s no problem. That should be what lovers would do.”


  Of course, Milkit also wanted to kiss, and she wanted to move their relationship beyond that as well—but that sort of “alone time” contact aside, for now she’d found an answer for how to behave on an ordinary basis.


  “Thank you. Now I understand how I should approach Master.”


  “I’m very glad. I’m relieved I could fulfill my duty as a nun, as well.”


  Milkit drank down the small amount of tea that was left, then after a moment, stood up. 


  “As thanks for offering me advice, I will pay for today.”


  “Huh? I didn’t think you would when I ordered two cakes!”


  “Please take your time, Miss Maria. I have a date to have snacks with my Master. I’ll see you again.” Milkit bowed her head deeply and left.


  Left alone, Maria watched her go as she took a bite of her cake.


  “Sho goof...”


  In the end, she apparently ordered two more cakes on top of that, and enjoyed herself to the fullest.


   


  ***


   


  After coming home, Flum and Milkit made cookies together, as a snack.


  In the dining room, Eterna was reading in silence, while Ink was swinging her legs as she eagerly awaited the treats to be ready.


  While Flum and Milkit were waiting in front of the oven for them to finish, they talked to each other about what had happened that day.


  “Huh? You were talking with Maria, Milkit?!”


  “Yes—I never thought you would have been asking advice from Linus.”


  “We were thinking the same thing, huh.”


  “Tee-hee, we were.”


  Just sharing that made them so happy. Shoulders touching, the two of them gazed at each other and giggled.


  But Flum suddenly realized. 


  “Maybe all we did was hear about Linus and Maria’s futures...”


  “It’s true, perhaps that’s so. But it was very useful.”


  “Yeah, I learned lots of stuff, too.”


  Flum definitely wasn’t as uncertain now—although she’d just come to the simplistic answer that “it’s fine as going on as we have been,” so at a glance it seemed there was no change in their relationship.


  “While we’ve become lovers, there’s so much more beyond that, huh?” mused Flum.


  “Yes—now that we’re lovers, even if we just live how we always have, I’ll come to love you even more. Just imagining it makes me so happy.”


  But though the answers they’d gotten were subtly different, in the face of their love, they were minor differences.


  Gazing at one another, their faces slowly drew closer until their foreheads knocked together.


  “Let’s be together forever,” said Flum.


  “Of course. We won’t be apart again. No matter what happens—ever.”


  Eterna must have sensed the sickly-sweet waves overflowing from the kitchen, as she raised her head. When she witnessed Flum and Milkit being lovey-dovey, she sighed with exasperation and looked back at her book again.


  Feeling the touch of each other’s beloved heads, and the sweet scent of the cookies wafting from the oven, the time passed peacefully.


  Seemingly unwavering, with the appearance of the everyday.


  As if this peace would continue the next day, and the day after that.




  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU VERY MUCH for purchasing Volume 6 of Omagoto. I’m the author, kiki.


  How did you like chapter seven, continued from the previous volume? I hope it met your expectations.


  When Roll Over and Die was serializing online and I first wrote this chapter, I had fun with it, but I do recall thinking, “I don’t want this chapter dragging on long.”


  The content being what it is, you know. I’m hopeless.


  And so, it’s become a little shorter compared to the previous volume.


  However, I think maybe the content is just that much denser.


  In the afterword of the previous volume, I said up to Volume 2 was part one, and from there to Volume 5 was part two, and from 6 onward was part three—and just as I said there, this volume is the introduction to part three.


  If I’m to title it, I suppose it’s the Origin Arc.


  Immediately after his resurrection, Origin reveals incredible power, but at the same time, there is another man with an overwhelming presence.


  Yes—that is Jean Inteige.


  Just as is said in the story, ever since that time at the beginning of Volume 2 when Maria handed him an Origin core, he has been absolutely furious. And nastily enough, he’s actually quite smart, so he understood just what a core was. To make it even worse, he’s not only a genius, but a hard worker, so the power up after he was given a core was all from his own effort.


  Maria believed he got stronger from using the core, but it was actually the result of hard work. He really put a lot into it. Literal blood, sweat and tears. If he were only a decent person, he would definitely have been called a hero. But if he were a decent person, Jean would not be the man he is now, unfortunately.


  And given that she’s working with this man, of course Flum would have some nasty things to say. I think she’ll probably continue to insult him a lot more, but please be generous with her.


  On another topic, information about the anime is slowly coming out. It’s going to be airing in 2026, and the voice actress who will be playing Flum has been announced.


  I also got to listen to the dubbing, but Nanase Ayaka-san’s performance as Flum is amazing. She can sound cute and cool, and she can do ngh and gyahhhhh!... I’m worried it might be hard on her throat, but her performance is so good. I hope you look forward to it.


  And in the teaser PV that’s been aired, you get to see Flum and (early) Milkit moving around.


  I feel like early Milkit is quite precious, please take a look! I believe you can see it on official accounts on social media.


  Moving forward, information about other characters and various other content will be posted as it comes as well.


  Let’s enjoy the excitement together until the broadcast, along with the novels!


  By the way, I don’t think the next volume should be that long a wait.


  Moving toward the final battle with Origin, Flum and the others’ fight will grow even more intense. I would very much be glad if you would watch the way the characters of the story choose to live in a world sinking into despair.


  So that’s what Volume 7 will be—I’ll see you there!


  Best regards.




  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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