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      CHAPTER 1


      A BEAST OF AMBITION


      1


      “………”


      When Subaru Natsuki saw himself in the mirror, he went dead silent.


      He recognized his own face, of course, but this one was a relic of fading memories and belonged squarely in the past. It was none other than Subaru Natsuki’s childhood face staring back at him.


      “What the…?”


      When his hand holding the mirror started to tremble, so did his ashen, dumbfounded reflection. He tried to touch his face with his free hand. The boy in the mirror also reached out with the same tentative movements. Judging from his hands and his face, he was maybe ten years old.


      Subaru had been a late bloomer and was always on the shorter side as a kid, but…


      “What the hell is going on?!” Subaru shouted. This was no time for reminiscing.


      What a nightmare. There was no other way to describe how absurd this was. Subaru had never felt desperate enough to return to his childhood in such a dramatic fashion. Something had clearly gone terribly wrong.


      Becoming ten years younger overnight…


      “I can’t just sit around like this…”


      Regaining some of his composure, Subaru hurried to the door of the room.


      There was no way Chaosflame inns just happened to offer complimentary rejuvenation packages with every stay. It was safer to assume that this was the work of an enemy.


      I’ve gotta warn everyone and figure out a way to undo this…


      “Guys, something terrible’s happened! I’m sure you can tell, but—”


      “Ah! So you’re smaller, too!”


      “Bwuh?!”


      Finding the doorknob harder to reach than usual, Subaru managed to turn it and burst into the room, only to be greeted by an unbelievable scene that he probably should have seen coming.


      A girl with an adorably cute face beamed at him and waved. Her clear blue eyes, distinctive blond hair, and unmistakable sunny disposition…


      “It doesn’t seem possible, but…is that you, Medium?”


      “That’s right! It’s the strangest thing. When I woke up, I became a kid again! But seeing that the same thing happened to you is a relief! At least I’m not alone!”


      The girl who looked maybe twelve or thirteen was undoubtedly Medium O’Connell. She was dressed in a thin bit of cloth and was evidently suffering from the same condition as Subaru. Even after losing a decade’s worth of height, she was still half a head taller than Subaru.


      “Look, this is serious. We can’t relax just because we’re not alone—Whoa?!”


      “Uuuu!”


      An unexpected collision took Subaru completely by surprise. As he tumbled over with an audible thud, he felt a weight settle on top of him. It made him groan like a squashed frog.


      “Aaah! No, Louis! Subaru’s small now!”


      “Aaa, uuu!”


      “Gaaah! I’m tiny, too! I can’t lift you up!”


      It felt like a wild animal had clambered onto Subaru’s chest, and though Medium tried her best to help, her shrunken body didn’t have the strength to stop the rampage.


      Young Subaru Natsuki was helpless against the vile beast…


      “Louis, stop! You’re going to crush Subaru!”


      With that sharp rebuke, the offending creature was pulled away at last. Looking up, Subaru saw Louis receding into the distance with a sad look on her face, for some reason.


      It was Talitta who had grabbed her. Subaru felt a wave of relief at seeing the woman in her formal black suit.


      “Phew, thanks Talitta!” Medium said. “I wasn’t strong enough to lift her up.”


      “Th-think nothing of it… Subaru, are you unharmed?”


      “Unharmed isn’t how I’d phrase it, but… Anyway, I’m glad nothing weird happened to you, Talitta.”


      Subaru accepted Medium’s outstretched hand and rose to his feet. He glanced across the room at the sofa. Sitting there and watching in silence was a black-haired man in a mask—the leader of this group, the fugitive emperor Abel.


      Subaru had a thing or two to say about how the man had done absolutely nothing to help, but he was also thankful that he hadn’t transformed the way Subaru or Medium had.


      “Abel, it’s at least good to see that nothing happened to—”


      “Disgraceful.”


      Abel interrupted Subaru with obvious displeasure. Subaru was speechless for a moment at how cold it was.


      “…Huh, I think I have a pretty adorable baby face, personally.”


      That was the most spiteful retort he could manage.


      “Calling yourself a baby face, huh? That’s just like you, Bro. And yeah, you are cuter now.”


      “…! You’re…”


      Subaru was startled by the boy who emerged from one of the other bedrooms. He seemed to be around the same age as Subaru, aside from the ripped-up piece of cloth wrapped around his face.


      He didn’t look familiar, but the way he talked and his missing arm made it obvious who he was.


      “Al, right…? What’s that you got on your face?”


      “Oh, yeah. Did I scare you? My helmet doesn’t fit anymore, and I didn’t have anything else on hand. Sorry, but try not to dwell on it.”


      “You can say that, sure, but I’m obviously gonna…”


      The visibly younger Al waved lightly. His face covering was haphazardly wrapped, leaving some black hair visible on the back of his head. This was a fresh look for him, but it was a minor detail next to the much bigger changes.


      Almost looks like a half-assed serial killer in some old movie.


      “…Do you really have to go out of your way to hide your face just because you can’t wear your helmet?”


      “That’s not a very thoughtful comment, Bro. I’m not wearing a helmet for show or because I’ve gone crazy. It’s a complex. Just ’cause I look like a kid doesn’t mean I started thinking like one, too.” Al shrugged and gestured at his missing arm. “My arm didn’t grow back, and the scars on my face are still there, too. Same goes for you, right?”


      “I guess so, yeah…”


      Subaru looked down at his own body. He was wearing a loose shirt that was too large, but beneath it were several white scars that had not healed. They were proof of the time he had spent living in this world and looked out of place on such a young boy.


      The scars were also proof that this was not some rewinding of the clock. His body had simply shrunk.


      “But shrinking this much in a single night isn’t normal. That sort of thing doesn’t just happen randomly.”


      “Yeah. Hmm…,” Medium said, before a new realization hit her. “Wait, I won’t be able to help Flop out with work anymore. Bro’s so scrawny! This might be a big problem!”


      “Okay, yes, this is definitely a big blow to the O’Connell family business, but…”


      Unless they changed back soon, there would undoubtedly be some serious future consequences. For now, though, Subaru wanted to focus on more immediate problems. His most pressing issue was the lack of clothes that fit, but Al and Medium fought for a living, which was a much bigger concern.


      “You mentioned the helmet not fitting, but your sword’s probably an issue, too, right?”


      “Sharp observation. I’m not totally useless, but I can’t really swing properly with this cute little arm.”


      “Same for me,” Medium confirmed. “It’d probably be rough holding two swords. If it’s just one, then I can probably sort of…argh.”


      “Watch out!”


      Medium propped up one of her sheaths and drew, only for the sword to slip right out of her hands and bury itself in the floor, narrowly missing Subaru’s nose on the way down. Her face went pale.


      “Wah wah wah! Sorry, Subaru! You’re not dead, right?!”


      “I-I’m fine, but…that was really dangerous.”


      Crestfallen, Medium retrieved the sword and carefully returned it to its sheath. Right up until a day ago, she had wielded her blades like an extension of herself. Now, she could barely hold one. A shocking revelation for someone whose identity revolved around fighting.


      “So that means Talitta’s the only one who can fight now?”


      “Eeeh! I can still do my best, even if I am small!”


      “Look, I’m not doubting your moxie, but I don’t wanna break any labor laws…”


      It was wonderful how Medium refused to give up in the face of incredible adversity, but it was important to grasp the reality of the situation.


      With Al and Medium like this, the only reliable fighter we have is Talitta. As strong as she is, we can’t rely on her alone when we’re in the middle of enemy territory.


      In fact, when that realization dawned on Talitta, her face started to develop a bad twitch.


      “You are unexpectedly composed.”


      Abel finally broke his silence. The way he spoke made it clear he had been observing them like test subjects.


      “I don’t know about that,” Subaru said, snarling. “Maybe the panic just hasn’t set in yet. Or maybe I’ll only realize how big a deal my lost height and weight are after noticing all the new inconveniences.”


      “Clearly, it has not impacted your barbed tongue.”


      “My cunning and my ability to adapt are two of my few selling points.”


      Subaru knew quipping back would just make him seem desperate to get the last word in. Naturally, he decided to do it anyway. And as expected, Abel’s gaze hardened.


      “Always talking back…,” Abel said in obvious displeasure, before continuing. “Most likely, it was Orbart Dankelken who changed you.”


      “What?!”


      Subaru’s eyes went wide. This revelation was earth-shattering.


      “You mean the old man we ran into at the palace yesterday…one of the Nine Divine Generals?!”


      Orbart was the one who had been accompanying the false emperor at the Crimson Lazuli Palace—and was arguably the third strongest person in the entire empire.


      “You sure it was him, Abel?” Al asked.


      “There are others who could have changed your appearance, but this is no simple deception. That makes him the most likely suspect.”


      “…Personally, I was wondering if that might be that foxy lady’s handiwork.”


      While Subaru was recovering from his shock, Al helpfully interrogated Abel’s claim.


      Subaru certainly shared Al’s suspicions. There were plenty of reasons to question if Yoruna was responsible. For one thing, the three victims were the same people who had paid her palace a visit. As things stood, Yoruna and Orbart were both prime suspects.


      So why was Abel so sure it was Orbart…?


      “Can that old man use some kind of magic to shrink people?” Subaru asked.


      “There is no hard proof, if that is what you are after. The Nine Divine Generals all have their own secrets. Orbart is no exception. In addition, he is the leader of a group called Shinobi who are especially secretive.”


      “Shinobi, huh…? So we’re talking ninjutsu, blending into the night, carrying out assassinations, spying on everyone. Stuff like that?”


      “I am not familiar with this ninjutsu you speak of, but the rest are indeed Shinobi’s prime duties… Where did you learn of them?”


      The moment he heard the word shinobi, Subaru started listing stereotypical ninja work. Of course, Abel’s gaze made it clear he wasn’t supposed to know all that.


      “Oh, uh… Some people who have similar jobs back in my homeland were called ninjas, and…”


      Subaru hurriedly made up an excuse and turned to Al for some help. Before he could say anything, Medium shouted “Ah!” in realization. Her big round eyes got even bigger.


      “If this is all part of that old man’s scheme, then it probably happened when we were escaping! Remember how he jabbed you and me in the chest?”


      “When we were escaping…? Ohhh.”


      It took Subaru a second to recall the events of the day before. When they were escaping—or rather, when they were fighting for their lives to clear Yoruna’s spiteful demands. They had managed to evade Kafma’s thorns and were about to make their escape from the castle keep when Orbart joined the fray.


      However, none of them had sustained any notable injuries.


      I wrote it off back then, but there’s no way one of the Nine Divine Generals would let us off so easily.


      “But who would’ve expected him to do this?! Also, Al didn’t get hit, right?!”


      “…Sorry, Bro. I was duking it out with him right before I jumped. I wouldn’t be surprised if he jabbed me somewhere. I just didn’t bother worrying about wounds that didn’t kill me.”


      Al muttered in a low voice—or at least as low as a young boy could manage—regretting how he had overlooked important details. Of course, there was no reason to be so hard on himself. He had helped get everyone out alive. And Medium had helped just as much. They had done their jobs admirably.


      If anything, Subaru was the one who should have noticed.


      I’m useless in a fight, so I should at least have been on the lookout for trouble.


      “How am I supposed to face Rem like this…? I’m the same size as Beako. Emilia-tan’s gonna treat me like a kid more than ever…”


      “I doubt the princess’d play with me even after I became tiny. Gotta say, it feels like there’s no upside in any of this…,” Al muttered.


      “Y-you all seem surprisingly calm… I, of course, am completely stunned…”


      Talitta had gone pale, finding it hard to stay composed as she held on to Louis, who was flailing around. She almost seemed to feel guilty for being the only one unaffected.


      Of course, her take on the situation was the most reasonable of them all. Subaru and Al were simply putting up a brave front.


      “Honestly, if I wasn’t joking about it, I’d want to scream.”


      “Really?” Talitta asked Subaru.


      “Yeah… That’s how disturbing this is.”


      It wasn’t being in a younger body that bothered him. It was having his body changed against his will, undermining his very sense of self.


      Subaru had experienced countless terrible situations since arriving in this world.


      Death naturally topped the list, but over the past year and a half, he had endured plenty of other hardships. And as seasoned as Subaru was now, the feeling of being reshaped by someone else was still unbearable.


      “So this is what it feels like to be violated by Lust…”


      Subaru gritted his teeth and hugged himself. A low buzzing echoed in his head. It came from the memory of all the people in the Water Gate City who had been transformed into flies by the Archbishop of Lust, still waiting to be saved.


      If being changed into a younger version of himself was this terrible, then he could not begin to imagine how dreadful it must feel to be transformed into something so fundamentally different.


      Subjecting someone to this…


      “Only a vicious old man would do such a thing,” said Abel, arms crossed. His comment took Subaru by surprise. It was like he had read his thoughts.


      As their eyes met, Subaru opened and closed his small hand before asking, “This can be undone…right?”


      “I cannot say for sure. However, it is natural to think there is some method of reversal.”


      “What’s your basis for that?”


      “What purpose could there be for a poison that does not immediately kill besides bringing someone to the negotiating table?”


      Abel’s conclusion was persuasive.


      If this is a ploy to get us to cut a deal, then…


      “Then someone should be making contact sooner than—”


      Just as Talitta started saying that, a knock came at the door.


      “…!”


      Everyone tensed and looked at the door. Was it Orbart, coming to feel them out after turning them into children?


      “Apologies for intruding so early in the day. I am Lady Yoruna Mishigure’s messenger.”


      The voice greeting them from the other side of the door was an unexpected one.


      “That’s the deer-girl from yesterday…Tanza. Is this about a response to the letter?” Medium wondered aloud.


      “Huh? Oh, right, yeah! The letter!”


      Subaru initially deflated when he realized it wasn’t Orbart who had come knocking, until Medium’s question helped him realize why this visitor had come.


      “Umm…it’s safe to let her in, right?”


      Still feeling a little startled, Subaru checked with Abel before doing anything. The masked man was silent for a moment before finally nodding.


      With that, Talitta opened the door and welcomed in the messenger.


      “Please pardon me. I have come bearing a message from Lady Yoruna.”


      The kimono-clad deer-girl Tanza crossed the threshold.


      The young servant glanced around the room and furrowed her otherwise emotionless face. There were four children she did not recognize and a suspicious-looking man in a strange mask gathered there. If anything, it was impressive that she didn’t have a stronger reaction.


      “It seems everyone is here… Well…”


      “What?”


      “…No, it is nothing. My apologies.”


      Tanza failed to hide her interest in Abel’s mask. Even after she apologized, she didn’t stop glancing at him curiously. It was actually quite adorable seeing her act her age.


      At the same time, it was hard to forget that she had come bearing crucial news, and a quiet tension filled the air.


      Tanza bowed deeply and spoke once again.


      “Regarding the letter delivered yesterday, Lady Yoruna is ready to make a formal reply. In addition, she wishes to invite all of you to the Crimson Lazuli Palace.”


      “…She actually read the letter?”


      Even knowing it was rude, Subaru could not help feeling a sense of relief that the letter had in fact been read. There was a distinct chance that Yoruna might have casually decided to tear up the letter even after he and the others had risked so much delivering it. This tense uncertainty was much like dealing with a haughty cat or Priscilla.


      In any case, a formal invitation to the palace meant they must have made enough progress that it was worth entertaining a conversation. The only other pressing problem was the age regression…


      “The author of the letter and those who visited yesterday to deliver the message are requested to attend.”


      “Ack.”


      “…?”


      Tanza cocked her head and furrowed her brow at that unexpected groan.


      Subaru grabbed his chest in an attempt to steady his pounding heart to not let on how shaken he was and summoned his best smile.


      “It’s nothing, don’t worry about it.”


      Whether she was willing to leave it at that or simply uninterested, Tanza carried on.


      “When the bell tolls to mark fire time, please be ready at the gate of the Crimson Lazuli Palace.”


      “Understood. You have done well. You may go.”


      “…Yes sir. Excuse me.”


      The time she had mentioned meant they should show up around noon.


      Now that her work here was done, Tanza bowed one last time and turned to leave.


      She didn’t get far before Subaru asked, “Um, just to be sure, the person who wrote the letter is the only person who absolutely has to go, and the messengers from yesterday are just extras, right? If, for whatever reason, those messengers might have trouble participating…”


      “Lady Yoruna has requested the presence of the messengers.”


      “………”


      “In this city, no one can go against Lady Yoruna’s wishes.”


      Her tone was matter-of-fact, but there was an unshakable conviction in Tanza’s parting reminder.


      Once Subaru closed the door behind her, he took a deep breath and spun around.


      “Strategy meeting! Now!”


      He raised his much shorter arms and summoned his comrades.
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      Yoruna Mishigure had requested their presence at the palace.


      Even if they were willing to risk bringing Abel to the palace, the biggest problem was Yoruna’s demand to have the messengers from yesterday accompany him.


      If Abel’s conjecture was correct and their age regression had nothing to do with Yoruna, then even if the children went along, it was doubtful whether that would satisfy her.


      In the worst case, it might be taken as a sign of bad faith and ruin any chance of striking a deal. They did have the option of being completely honest about their situation and hoping for the best, but…


      “Revealing your cards without knowing the other party’s intentions is madness,” Abel flatly stated.


      And just this once, Subaru was in complete agreement. Yoruna ruled this city on top of being one of the Nine Divine Generals. His initial impression was that she was a dangerous woman. They had plenty of reasons to be wary of her.


      She was a potential ally who could help Abel retake his throne, but she was not someone they could trust without reservation.


      “Even if we spilled our guts and told her everything, she might still have an issue with how you were dressed like a girl, Bro. What’cha gonna do if she’s all, like, ‘How dare you deceive me?’ or something like that?”


      “Hmm, should I put together a kiddie Natsumi Schwartz getup just to be safe…?”


      “P-please, no,” Talitta begged. “You’ll drive me crazy at this rate…”


      Telling a lie to cover up another lie is a fairly standard trope, but I guess cross-dressing after turning into a kid to hide the fact that you cross-dressed in the first place does sound kinda insane.


      Unlike with Al’s helmet, the wig’s size could be adjusted some, so it was technically possible…


      “So what’s the plan?” Medium asked as she cocked her head. “We only have three hours left until it’s time to meet, right?”


      She was holding Louis, who was basically the same size as she was now and mirroring her head movement.


      Subaru scratched his cheek and said, “First of all, rejecting her invitation is not an option.”


      “Damn straight,” Al said. “All our work would go to waste, and we would’ve gotten shrunk for nothing.”


      “There would be no gain in that…,” Talitta agreed.


      While Subaru nodded in response, he was still considering whether it made sense to retreat.


      Insisting on making back the initial bet was the classic prelude to a gambler’s downfall. It was important to know when to cut your losses. This time, the losses happened to be measured in inches.


      “I don’t know whether this should be considered a heavy price or a light one…”


      “Yeah, rapid aging is obviously bad, but suddenly becoming a kid again is a toughie. Ain’t this super abusable?” Al asked.


      “Yeah, if you think of it as a chance to redo everything starting from childhood but with all your memories intact…”


      In a sense, restoring youth was sort of like Return by Death in that it increased potential opportunities.


      Combining the knowledge and experience of an adult with the physical potential of a young child could make it possible to take on challenges that were previously unthinkable.


      Compared to the alternative, age regression at least has some potential advantages…


      “It’s easy to make that assumption, yes. But it’s not nearly that convenient.”


      The moment a new voice chimed in, Subaru stopped breathing. He wasn’t alone. Everyone in the room froze. But the intruder seemed oblivious to the tension in the air.


      “I went ahead and made some tea for myself, but does anyone else want some?” the intruder asked in an easygoing tone as he held up a teacup.


      “…!”


      Talitta immediately readied her bow and took aim at the wrinkled face of a tiny, almost child-sized old man.
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      Despite how close he was to the nocked arrow, the old man simply shrugged.


      “Hey now, gimme a break. I don’t like having scary things pointed at me. Besides, once you get up in years, you gotta hit the head more often. So don’t make me wet myself. I’m practically trembling over here.”


      “Don’t trifle with me…! How did you—?”


      “—Orbart Dankelken.”


      Talitta’s face turned red at the old man, who was unreasonably calm despite her arrow and her open hostility. But before she could finish her question, she was interrupted by Abel. The masked man hadn’t so much as budged from his seat on the sofa. Orbart Dankelken’s eyes narrowed beneath his big bushy eyebrows as he met Abel’s gaze.


      The man who so boldly infiltrated their room was none other than the shinobi who was the suspected cause of their age regression.


      Orbart broke into a smile and said, “Yesterday confirmed that I’m rather famous, but you leave quite the impression yourself. Where’d you buy a mask like that? I wonder.”


      “Enough foolishness, you old tree. Why have you come here?”


      “Youngsters just don’t indulge their elders in conversation anymore. The kids in the village keep getting better at ignoring me. I’m one lonely old man, I tell ya, kah-ha-ha-ha!”


      Orbart’s hearty laugh hung in the air.


      Subaru and the others were finally starting to recover from their initial shock, but the confusion was not entirely gone, and the wariness remained.


      “Gramps, how did you get in here? I was watching the door.”


      “Oh, you’re smaller, but you’re the little lady who looked like a dancing girl yesterday, aren’t you? Don’t worry, Gramps will answer your question. You let that deer-girl in, didn’t you? I came in at the same time.”


      “At the same time? With Tanza? But…”


      “But she was alone? Kah-ha-ha-ha! If that’s how it looked, that’s ’cause I wanted it to look that way. How I got in is a secret. Shinobi tricks are my bread and butter, and I can’t be losing my job.”


      Orbart laughed again, sidestepping Medium’s question.


      I don’t know how seriously I should take him, but this self-declared shinobi said something I can’t ignore right out of the gate. Asking him straight up will be faster than roundabout probing.


      “Do you know what caused us to shrink?”


      When Subaru posed the question as frankly as possible, Orbart’s eyes narrowed. His brow furrowed a bit in thought for a moment, before finally…


      “Ah, you’re that girl who was in the red outfit yesterday! There’s no mistaking the dancing girl and the one-armed guy, so I was wondering who you were for a little while.”


      Subaru couldn’t believe how fast the tension was shattered. Al snickered a little as he let himself relax.


      “…Damn, Bro. Even the shinobi chief couldn’t see through your disguise.”


      “Phew, that’s incredible! That level of transformation is something I’d like the kids in my village to learn. Have you considered teaching? I’d welcome you with open arms.”


      “…Unfortunately, Natsumi Schwartz’s schedule is pretty tight. Depending on your answer, I might be able to find some time, though.”


      “Ho-ho. So it depends on how I reply, huh?”


      The disguise was an unexpected hook, but Subaru licked his lips at the opportunity that had just fallen into his lap.


      I don’t know if an empty promise has any value here, but I’m not about to let this chance to talk with Orbart slip past me. If Abel’s right and this old man is the one who turned us into kids, then…


      “If you know why our bodies changed, then…”


      “Ah, that? I’m the one who did it. Interesting, isn’t it? My shinobi technique.”


      “………”


      There was no maneuvering needed at all. The old man outright admitted it. Subaru gulped. The line of questioning he had prepared was pointless now. Orbart smirked impishly.


      “If you accidently kill someone before interrogating them, it’s a pain, right? Right. There’s all sorts of techniques to put them through the wringer without killing them. Isn’t that fun?”


      And in the same breath, he took a sip of his warm tea.


      3


      The age regression afflicted Subaru, Al, and Medium.


      Based on the testimony of Abel, who possessed intimate knowledge regarding the Nine Divine Generals, it had been more or less confirmed that the perpetrator was Orbart. However, to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth was surprising. Especially when he was so shameless about it.


      “Whoa, hey. Everyone’s face suddenly looks scary. Didn’t anyone teach you some manners? You’re supposed to help the elderly, not harass them.”


      The tension shot back up. Talitta had never lowered her bow, but now even Al and Medium were glaring dangerously at Orbart. No chance to calm things down.


      “Cease the nonsense, Orbart. I am asking again: Why did you come here?” The greatest threat came from Abel, who fixed the old man with an imperious glare from behind his oni mask. “You are aware the ruler of this city, Yoruna Mishigure, has acknowledged these three as messengers and declared that no harm shall befall them.”


      “M-my word, that’s right! Wasn’t yesterday’s match about keeping you from laying so much as a finger on us?! We put our very lives on the line! This attack is clearly at odds with that!”


      “Hold on there, now. You’re getting all mixed up. Why don’t you calm down a little?”


      As Orbart pointed out, Subaru had slipped into his Natsumi persona in the heat of the moment, but the facts of the matter remained the same. Yoruna had acknowledged them as messengers, and Tanza had confirmed that no one would touch them. To go against that would be to make an enemy of Yoruna.


      “Of course, she would turn a blind eye to any such guarantees if the city was being threatened.”


      “Ugh! N-now that you mention it…”


      Abel’s comment completely extinguished the fiery blood rushing to Subaru’s head. The false emperor commanding Orbart had effectively yielded the right to negotiate with Yoruna. It was entirely possible that he would consider this endeavor a wash and decide to simply flip the entire table. That would mean going against Yoruna, who was considered notorious even among the Nine Divine Generals, but…


      “If he chooses the path of destruction, then the annihilation of the city will be inevitable. Of course, it would come at considerable cost.”


      “Huh. You sure talk like you’ve seen through everything, mask boy.”


      “…Mask…boy…”


      Orbart scratched his chin with a finger, lips curled, while Subaru furrowed his brow.


      While Abel seemed as cool as ever, Subaru was going to get an ulcer from this harrowing back-and-forth.


      Orbart is one of the Nine Divine Generals who should know the emperor pretty well.


      It went without saying, but even with a mask covering part of his face, Abel was just Abel. He made no effort to alter his voice or manner of speech. It would not be strange at all for Orbart to recognize him. Yet Abel was completely unconcerned and simply behaved as he always did.


      Orbart showed no sign of recognizing Abel’s identity, either. Of course, Subaru could not casually point it out. That left him no choice besides following along while holding back the shivers.


      Either way…


      “We haven’t heard your answer yet, Mr. Orbart.”


      “…Well, being called ‘Mister’ certainly feels more respectful than being called ‘gramps.’ For that, I’ll overlook the fact that you were pretending to be a young lady.”


      “Mr. Orbart!”


      Subaru snapped at the old man and glared at him for dodging the question. Orbart raised his hands in surrender.


      “Fine, fine. You’re right. His Highness said to heed the fox.”


      “In that case…”


      “Come, now. I jabbed you all during the scuffle yesterday. You can’t complain about dying during a fight, and this is the same. I don’t think you have any reason to be mad, since I used my technique on you while we were going at it.”


      “Th-that’s just a flimsy excuse…!”


      “Yeah, and? What can you do about it?”


      Orbart raised an eyebrow and smirked. He had shut down Subaru’s argument.


      His excuse was pure sophistry, but it did make sense. If someone succumbed to their wounds after a ceasefire was brokered, most would not consider that a violation of the ceasefire.


      There wasn’t much Subaru could say in response to that.


      “Do not get carried away, Orbart.”


      It was the masked man brimming with authority who challenged the crafty old man. The light in his eyes brought an end to the old man’s taunting, forcing him to stop playing with his teacup.


      “I asked you why you are here. How many times must I ask, before you decide to answer?”


      “You just don’t know how to enjoy yourself, do you? Well, not playing along is the right choice, I suppose.” Orbart put his empty teacup on the table and then cracked his neck. “To be honest with you, fox or no fox, I’m not planning to go against His Highness’s orders. So I can’t lay a hand on any of you. The only reason I came here was to chat over some tea.”


      “Chat over tea? With us?”


      “Aye.” Orbart nodded and pointed out the window, to the street outside. “That little speech at the palace yesterday was exciting, even for me. But there’s no end to the number of people who’d love to get their hands on His Highness, and so far, they’ve all failed. So I was curious about why you wanted to walk on such a dangerous tightrope.”


      “…And what are you going to do with that information?”


      “Huh? Obviously, I’ll decide once I hear it. Anyway, it’d be a problem if you lied, so I set a little trick in advance. Kah-ha-ha-ha!”


      Subaru grimaced as Orbart let out a loud, spittle-flecked laugh.


      It would be easy enough to just write him off as a crazy old man with a twisted sense of humor, but he was the one who had turned them into kids, and he was also one of the Nine Divine Generals they needed to win over to retake Abel’s throne.


      He’s…not someone we can just ignore.


      “If anything, this might be a chance…”


      Under normal circumstances, even contacting one of the generals was a difficult task, never mind recruiting them as allies.


      Now three of them were all in one place. Their party had already met Chaosflame’s ruler Yoruna, and Orbart was sitting right in front of them. Moreover, Chisha Gold was likely pretending to be the emperor.


      Of course Chisha had clearly moved against Abel, so enticing him was out of the question, but…


      “If Abel’s right, then Mr. Orbart might be up for grabs.”


      Abel had mentioned there was some hope of winning over the generals whose loyalties were not set in stone. Yoruna had welcomed them to the negotiating table, so the possibility seemed to exist, at least.


      But convincing Orbart to join us is gonna be…


      “………”


      Subaru glanced at Abel. As intelligent as he was, surely he would understand the unspoken message. The only card they had that might convince Orbart was Abel’s face underneath his mask.


      This was a one-in-a-million chance that had fallen into their laps. Bound by the restrictions set by the fake emperor and Yoruna, Orbart could not directly harm them. That was why he had resorted to roundabout tactics in the first place.


      We won’t get a better chance than this.


      “—Abel.”


      When Subaru quietly said his name, Abel’s attention clearly shifted. With the mask in the way, it was impossible to gauge his expression, but he was focused on Subaru now.


      There was no telling what he was thinking, but he clearly understood what Subaru was planning to do.


      “Emperor Vincent Volakia,” Subaru intoned.


      “Huh?”


      Orbart raised an eyebrow.


      Peeling back the thick, bushy brows covering his eyes, the old man regarded Subaru with suspicion. It was a natural reaction, but not what Subaru had been hoping for, so he pressed on.


      “You wanted to know why we came to meet Yoruna. Well, look no further. It’s Emperor Vincent Volakia.”


      “What in the world are you getting at? Try to keep it simple so an old-timer like me can follow along.”


      “Of course. Abel, if you please.”


      Orbart still looked extremely dubious as Subaru again addressed the masked man.


      Now that they’d come this far, Abel did not argue with Subaru’s decision. He simply brought his long, thin fingers to his mask, and…


      “…What in the world…?”


      Orbart murmured as Abel revealed his face. Staring back at him was none other than the handsome Emperor Vincent Volakia.


      He blinked in surprise, clearly not expecting to find himself face-to-face with the emperor.


      “His Highness? But that doesn’t make sense. Then who was I—?”


      “Put those many years of wisdom to work, Orbart. You already know the answer.”


      “So it was someone simply using Your Highness’s face and voice… I see.” For a moment, the old shinobi was gripped by shock, but he quickly recovered and connected the dots. “That was…Chisha, then? He sure fooled me… But it’s not like Your Highness to do nothing after someone got the better of you.”


      “Do you presume to know my intentions?”


      “Ho-ho, scary, scary.”


      Orbart croaked, waving his hands to mollify Abel.


      The old man wasn’t wrong, though. So far, Abel had been getting hammered like a punching bag. But his almost unnatural ability to remain calm despite the circumstances helped keep Subaru steady.


      Orbart instinctively understood as well—Abel was the true emperor of Volakia.


      “I did find it strange that Your Highness suddenly wanted to meet the fox again.”


      “That was yet another move designed to pin me down,” Abel confirmed.


      “Ha-ha, old-timers like me can’t keep up with you young whippersnappers. Isn’t it a little too greedy being so young and smart and handsome, too? Don’t you agree, kids? Maybe not, since you’re young, too. But I guess that’s my fault, isn’t it?! Kah-ha-ha!”


      Orbart laughed uproariously at his terrible joke.


      Grimacing, Subaru looked over at Talitta. She still had her bow trained on Orbart.


      “Talitta, you can lower your bow. Mr. Orbart is—”


      “What? No, you don’t have to do that. Besides, she can’t possibly let down her guard in front of someone she’s still not sure isn’t an enemy.”


      “Huh?”


      Orbart’s recommendation caught Subaru by surprise.


      It’s almost like he’s warning us he’s still dangerous…


      “But we already explained…”


      “I heard you. And I said I would decide after hearing you out, didn’t I? Well, I’ve decided.”


      Subaru was at a loss for words while Orbart’s expression remained unchanged.


      Abel scoffed and said, “This was always a card that had no guarantee of succeeding even if we played it. I see you’ve made up your mind.”


      “That’s not like you, Your Highness. It’s a fatal mistake not having any other cards to play. And you’ve got no luck at all to run into me, out of all the generals. After all, I’ve always wanted to try it once.”


      “Oh? And what might that be?”


      The shinobi leader smiled at the emperor driven from his throne. Perhaps it was more accurate to say he sneered, as befitting a vicious old man. Then he shared his ambition.


      “I’ve always wanted to slay the emperor as my crowning achievement before old age takes me.”


      The moment he revealed his ambition, the tension in the room finally snapped. In that moment, the rules preventing combat went right out the window. Talitta, Al, and Medium all leaped into action to smother Orbart’s dream.


      However—


      “It’s hard to use the techniques you’ve learned as an adult when you’re in the body of a child.”


      Orbart twisted his neck and swung both hands, blood splattering from his fingertips. Subaru’s eyes widened as he took in the bloody scene.


      “Gah…”


      Al collapsed with a groan and his hand on his neck. He and Medium had rushed forward to pin Orbart down, but both of their necks had been sliced open. So much blood poured out that it was hard to believe so much had spilled out of such small bodies. It wasn’t long before the room’s bright interior was painted red.


      “Seems like you can’t use the same technique you used yesterday. I was curious about it, but you went down before you could reveal the trick. Ahhh, looks like I screwed up.”


      Orbart gave a half-hearted chuckle as the two went still. Between the blood and their twitching limbs, Subaru had no doubt they were dead.


      And the only one who had been ready to attack Orbart at a moment’s notice…


      “…Ah.”


      When Subaru turned to see why the nocked arrow hadn’t taken flight, he was stunned. Talitta was pinned to the wall.


      Talitta’s tall frame was fixed in place by a shuriken sticking out from the center of her chest. The stereotypically star-shaped throwing knife almost made it seem like some sick joke. It had struck her in the heart, and she had clearly died from the impact.


      “…I see you will not heed the prohibition on violence.”


      A man’s voice echoed in the room overflowing with death. It was Abel, surrounded by corpses that had piled up with frightening speed. He had risen from his seat and had leveled a penetrating gaze at the author of all that death.


      Orbart wiped away a splatter of blood that had reached his cheek.


      “I did not foresee your fascination with annihilation. That was an oversight on my part.”


      “No, there’s no helping that. If word about my old-timer dream got out, I’d be so embarrassed that it’d kill me. Kah-ha-ha-ha!”


      Al, Medium, Talitta—they were all dead.


      The conversation between emperor and retainer sounded like it was happening in another world. But it wasn’t another world. This was reality. Reality. An unbearable reality. A reality they had reached because of Subaru’s wrong choice.


      “Hm? Oh, yes, you’re still here.”


      Orbart raised a brow at seeing Subaru totter forward into view. The old man shrugged, then pointed toward the dead.


      “It’s not like you have to die, too. If you don’t get in the way, I won’t kill you.”


      “Tha…”


      “Ah, you’re the type that moves on impulse. This old man would prefer it if you think before you say or do anything, but I won’t wait long.”


      When he heard how Orbart was calm enough to even crack jokes, Subaru’s mind went completely blank. No, not blank. It was pure red. It was hard to say whether it was because of rage or simply a reflection of all the blood that had been spilled.


      Either way, Subaru’s body moved…


      “Fool.”


      Abel’s voice was filled with scorn. His eyes were boring straight into the back of Subaru’s head. The force of his gaze was palpable, even as Subaru thought about how right Abel was.


      There was no meaning in trying to protect Abel like this now. But Subaru had already made the mistake. There was no undoing it.


      “Uuu…”


      “Oh, come now. Even the girl? I thought girls always hated Your Highness?”


      Orbart put his hand to his forehead as Louis stood before him. Or rather, she stood in front of Subaru.


      She was covering Subaru, who was covering Abel. The three of them were all lined up. It was an absurd series of human shields.


      “I always figured you’d die alone, Your Highness.”


      “…Do not assume that every person fits neatly in whatever box you assign them.”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha!”


      Orbart laughed. Even in a situation like this, Abel had a comeback at the ready.


      The old shinobi had little interest in Subaru or Louis, but he was not so kind as to overlook anyone who dared stand in his way.


      And so…


      “—I won’t forgive you.”


      Subaru Natsuki seared into his mind the image of the old shinobi sneering viciously as he indulged his grand ambition. Then his adolescent body split open, and he sank into a pool of his own blood.
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      As the blood flowed, a hot feeling welled up where he had been struck. His body began to grow cold from the inside out.


      Everything flowing out of him swallowed him from the feet up until he could no longer see, and when he sank all the way to the bottom—


      “………”


      The next instant, the blood he lost was flowing through his veins again, and he started to hear a grating sound in his ears.


      His sense of hearing was strangely heightened. In the quiet room, he could feel the blood coursing through him. He could hear it. As that sensation spread to his entire body, he started breathing heavily.


      The pain and emptiness faded into the distance. His vision flickered. He gritted his teeth.


      Where did I come back? I’ve gotta—


      “I went ahead and made some tea for myself, but does anyone else want some?”


      That unforgettable, wicked voice signaled the start of a new battle for Subaru Natsuki.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 2


      BEHIND YOUR EYELIDS


      1


      The moment he heard that hoarse, elderly voice, it felt like all the blood in Subaru’s body started flowing backward. Goose bumps rose on his skin, and the air in his lungs seemed to freeze. It was like there was something profoundly sharp embedded in his chest, stirring his very soul.


      Return by Death had activated, and it had brought him back to the worst possible moment.


      “…!”


      Before Subaru could react, Talitta took aim with her bow. Her target was of course the intruder—the old man, Orbart Dankelken, one of the Nine Divine Generals, and the person who had killed them all moments ago.


      Even without knowing how that tragedy played out, everyone in the room was wound tight, wary of the unwelcome visitor.


      Despite being in that same room, despite having an arrow aimed at him from such close range, Orbart merely shrugged, making a mockery of their caution.


      “Hey now, gimme a break. I don’t like having scary things pointed at me. Besides, once you get up in years, you gotta hit the head more often. So don’t make me wet myself. I’m practically trembling over here.”


      “Don’t trifle with me…! How did you—?”


      “—Orbart Dankelken.”


      Talitta’s face turned red in anger at Orbart’s flippant evasion, but Abel interrupted her, revealing the intruder’s identity. And thus began an interrogation that would be laughable if it were not so potentially bloody. Repeating the scene Subaru had just lived through was a path that led only to destruction.


      With the gruesome memories so fresh in his mind, he knew he had to do something different.


      But I don’t have any time to talk with everyone.


      “Why…?”


      Why had he wound up back here? It was a pointless question, but he could not help wanting to throw his hands up in defeat. Even knowing full well how haughty and selfish that thought was when his Return by Death allowed him a second chance. If it had at least triggered before Orbart appeared, he would have had a chance to discuss things.


      It brought back memories of a recent struggle when he had died and returned so many times while dealing with Todd in Guaral. There had hardly been any time to react then as well.


      The details were different, but the situation was similar.


      A respawn point that locks you in a cage with a bloodthirsty beast.


      Return by Death had always been capricious when it came to how much time it wound back, but this was brutal.


      Trying to find a path forward from this dead-end start is…


      “Ngh!”


      “Whoa?! Why’d you go and do that?!”


      “Uwaa?! What?!” “Uuu?! Aaa, uuu!”


      To silence all the grumbling and complaints bubbling up in his mind, Subaru slapped both his cheeks with all his might. The sound echoed in the room, drawing everyone’s attention to him.


      Sorry, I get that that would surprise anyone without a warning. But I needed it.


      “Sorry about that. I was just motivating myself a bit.”


      He scolded himself for wasting what little time he had crying about it. He was never the one who paid the price for his stupidity.


      I can’t let that bloody disaster happen again.


      “Motivation, huh? Just looks like red cheeks from here…hm? Were you that girl in the red outfit yesterday? I wondered why I didn’t recognize you.”


      Orbart arched his bushy brows as he clocked Subaru.


      Just like last time, this was where he made the connection between Subaru and Natsumi. If they identified Orbart as the cause of the age regression here, events would proceed along the same route as before.


      I won’t make the same mistake twice. This old man is terrifyingly dangerous. The moment he believes Abel is the true emperor, he’ll try to fulfill his long-held ambition and kill us all.


      It was safe to say he was their enemy.


      “Phew, that’s incredible! That level of transformation is something I’d like the kids in my village to learn. Have you considered teaching? I’d welcome you with open arms.”


      Stroking his chin with a joking air, Orbart smiled like a friendly old man, but that was nothing more than another tool in his toolbox. The reason he had silently sneaked in was the same reason he maintained this affable attitude. Everything he did was to gauge how they reacted. Subaru had to consider whatever Orbart said or did as more of his shinobi tricks meant to advance his sinister goal.


      “Hey, are you the reason we’re all small, Mister?”


      Just as there was a lull in the conversation, Medium asked a question. Orbart answered with an exaggerated laugh.


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! Aye, that’s right! It’s a shinobi technique, but it’s pretty darn interesting, ain’t it?”


      “So it really was you, gramps…!”


      “Don’t let it bother you, one-arm. If anything, you should be grateful. I might have accidently killed you, and then we wouldn’t have gotten a chance to talk like this. Instead, I only shrank you down some.”


      Orbart confessed to his handiwork and then silenced Al by pointing out the clear gap in strength between them. What he said was true. If he had wanted to, he could have killed them in the brawl in the palace yesterday. The only reason he had simply turned them into children was because he happened to be curious why they were openly rebelling against the emperor.


      Or at least that was what Subaru was thinking, but…


      “Well, I’ll admit I did try to kill you, but those attacks were all stopped, so this was also a bit of a last resort. Ain’t that right, one-arm?”


      “…I dunno what you mean.”


      “Oh? Not gonna reveal your trick? Well, that’s your trump card, I imagine, so I guess that makes sense.”


      “It’ll be the same every time I say it. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      Al answered with a muffled voice from behind the wrappings covering his face. It should have been an unsatisfying answer for Orbart, and yet…


      “Really? Well, all right, then.”


      He just nodded, seemingly delighted by the response.


      Subaru had no idea what the meaning of their exchange was. Al had done a masterful job protecting Subaru and Medium during the fighting that broke out in the palace.


      I guess Orbart admires the effort?


      But even if that were true, now that he had been turned into a child, Al’s technique wouldn’t work against the shinobi anymore. Subaru already knew that, unfortunately. That was why he would base all his decisions on a single unshakable principle in this situation—they had to avoid fighting Orbart at all costs. That meant they could not let Orbart take the initiative.


      “…Mr. Orbart. You…”


      Wanting to draw out the conversation so he could work on a strategy in the meanwhile, Subaru started to speak—only for Abel to interrupt him.


      “You said that your technique shrank them.”


      At first, Subaru’s blood ran cold, but one look at Abel’s face was all he needed to understand.


      Abel was buying Subaru more time.


      “Oh, right. I forgot I hadn’t finished explaining. It’s so easy to get off track when you get to my age. It might be about time for me to retire.”


      “You? Spare me the bad jokes. If you claim to be frail from age, you should give up your rank already. That you have not proves your determination.”


      “Oh, that’s a bold claim. As hard as it must be to see with that mask on, you think you can see through me?”


      “Of course.”


      Orbart’s eyes flashed with curiosity at Abel’s unflinching answer. And having taken the talking role, Abel was diligent in giving Subaru the time he so desperately needed. He had no idea how Abel had discerned what he wanted, but Subaru had no choice but to rely on him.


      Without even glancing at Subaru, Abel crossed his arms.


      “As a general first-class, third among your peers, you would accurately be called one of the top figures of the empire. However, you are greedy by nature. You are not remotely satisfied with your current position.”


      “Better a greedy old man than a shriveled-up old man, no?”


      Orbart answered Abel while unknowingly committing lèse-majesté. But even Abel did not fully grasp the darkness lurking within Orbart. There was no way he could have plumbed those depths.


      There was a dark gleam in Orbart’s yellow eyes, as if taunting Abel, questioning whether he could actually see through it.


      “And? What do you suppose it is that I want, then?”


      “The First seat,” Abel answered in a quiet, steady voice.


      Orbart’s breathing, which sounded like dried leaves, fell silent. There was no telling what sort of storm was raging in the silent shinobi’s heart, but it was clear that Abel’s claim had unsettled him.


      It was enough that Al and Talitta both sprang into action to take advantage of the opening—


      “Hey, one-arm. I know the feeling, but behave yourself. You too, bow girl.”


      “Ngh! Do you have eyes in the back of your head or something?”


      “Just call it a difference in training. I’m a lot older than you, after all. But from my perspective, most people seem like children. That’s the invincible logic of the elderly.”


      Al and Talitta gulped at Orbart’s warning. The old man’s attention was focused on Abel, and while there had been an opening of some sort, this monster’s many years of training gave him the ability to notice even the slightest change around him.


      He didn’t need to use his eyes to see through their paltry tricks and plans. This old man had transcended such mundane concerns long ago.


      “Al,” Subaru said as he shook his head, warning him to not try anything.


      He did not have a full grasp of Al’s true strength and abilities, but he probably used techniques optimized for defensive fights. The brutal truth was they would not work here, and he would simply get himself killed.


      Enduring Al’s bitter gaze, Orbart’s attention remained on Abel.


      “Still, though, saying I’m after the First seat at this age is quite a claim. What made you take a leap like that, mask boy?”


      “Old age is not reason enough to drain the well of ambition. A shinobi tortures their body and mind to their very limits to reach a realm that only a handful can achieve. A shinobi is not complete until they die.”


      “I see… You’ve done your homework.”


      Orbart’s answer was bland, clearly different from before. At first glance, he seemed to be confirming Abel’s conjecture, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.


      Subaru happened to know that Abel was actually wrong.


      Orbart’s true desire was to murder his lord and emperor. Ascending to First seat of the Nine Divine Generals was a secondary or even tertiary ambition.


      That said, the fact that there was still some emotion in Orbart’s voice was proof that Abel’s answer was not entirely off base. Abel had discerned the rapacious desires that consumed Orbart. Abel had presumed that his covetousness began and ended with reaching the pinnacle of the Nine Divine Generals, rather than as a means to a greater end, but that was a perfectly reasonable misunderstanding. How could he hope to realize that Orbart’s desire was to leave his mark in history even if it meant casting aside everything he had accomplished in his life, whether it be his title as general first-class or his position as the shinobi chief?


      Abel was selfish and haughty and showed not a whit of concern for other people’s positions, but he was still the emperor of Volakia. He understood the value of his life in the line of succession. If he died, the empire would be shaken to its core. That was something he was keenly aware of as the emperor, and it conveyed a sense of responsibility anyone would feel, even if none would feel it so strongly as he.


      But Orbart Dankelken was different.


      He did not mind dying to achieve his ambition, and it did not matter to him how much trouble it caused the rest of the world. That abnormal and destructive line of thinking was the darkness that not even Abel could fully grasp.


      However…


      “Mr. Orbart, isn’t your goal the emperor, not the First seat?”


      …Subaru Natsuki knew the darkness lurking within Orbart Dankelken.
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      In a flash, the color, the scent, the feel of the air changed.


      “………”


      Orbart hadn’t so much as budged under the watchful eyes of Al and Talitta, both of whom were bristling with open hostility and practically itching to act on it. But now his gaze turned to the child Subaru because he could not ignore what he’d just heard.


      “Boyo, don’t start butting in all of a sudden. You about gave me a heart attack.”


      “Is that because I interrupted? Or is it because…?”


      “Because you’re right? Kah-ha-ha-ha! If that’s true, then I’d be one insane old man.”


      Orbart tried to boldly laugh off Subaru’s comment, but Subaru was sure he was not nearly as calm as he was pretending to be. After all, his secret, long-held ambition had just been revealed. His darkness was something even Abel’s eyes could not penetrate until it was too late.


      “Going after the emperor, as in killing him? That’s a little too much of a leap in logic, Bro. What would be in it for him?”


      “Well, I can understand the argument for infamy over being forgotten, but one-arm over there’s right. That line of thinking is a bit too out there.”


      Al’s voice was stiff with disbelief, and Orbart naturally picked up on that doubt.


      But his easygoing escape was about to get harder.


      “You didn’t deny it, Mr. Orbart.”


      Subaru knew this was risky.


      “………”


      The color, the scent, the feel of the room did not revert back to normal. Subaru’s back was wet with sweat from the tension and his mental image of Orbart. This was honestly a dangerous gamble, but it was the only idea he had come up with in the little time he was given.


      Orbart’s goal was to assassinate the emperor. As such, they could not reveal either Abel or the fake emperor, meaning they had lost their only bargaining chips.


      But even so, Subaru used the time Abel had gained him to turn the tables on Orbart.


      Keep our goals hidden while revealing his secret.


      “We meant what we said in the palace keep yesterday. Dragging Emperor Vincent Volakia from his throne. That should line up well with your goal.”


      “Whoa there, now. Don’t peg me as a conspirator against His Highness. That kid’s got no openings and never lets his guard down. Just thinking about it makes me wanna wet my pants.”


      “I’m not going to stop until you actually deny it. You want to kill the emperor despite being one of the Nine Divine Generals who report directly to him.”


      Subaru pressed on without fear, latching on to the possibility he had found.


      Of course, the danger he felt from Orbart had not lessened in the slightest. He knew full well that one wrong step and it would end in a bloody massacre again, but so long as he did not make the absolute worst choices, they should be able to avoid total disaster.


      That was like a suicide bombing to cap off his career.


      So long as he could not be sure, Orbart would not pull the trigger in the middle of negotiations. He may have been an ambitious monster who was willing to cast aside duty and loyalty, but he would still play the part of the Divine General, faithfully following the fake emperor’s order not to lay a hand on them until the right moment. And also…


      “…So that was the ulterior motive I could not grasp.”


      Even if Orbart did not acknowledge it, thanks to Subaru’s hounding, everyone else was starting to notice the darkness lurking inside the vicious old man who was one of the Nine Divine Generals and led the Shinobi.


      “Sheesh, how am I supposed to deal with folks who don’t listen?”


      Orbart scratched his head in exasperation at Abel and everyone else staring at him. The old monster sighed, looking less worried and more bothered by being saddled with an annoying kid.


      “If that’s how it’s gonna be, guess I’ll just have to change course, too.”


      “…Don’t do anything rash, gramps.”


      “I’m not, okay? I’m just gonna leave, since it’s a waste of time hanging around here.”


      “…Do you really think you can just walk out of here?”


      Judging the tide of the conversation to be turning against him, Orbart started acting like he was going to leave, when Talitta glared down her arrow at him. She had stayed perfectly still, aiming at Orbart the entire time. But Orbart’s only response was closing one eye and glancing at Subaru and Medium and Al.


      “Ahh, you don’t want to let me go because you want to unshrink your friends. Unfortunately, you’re asking too much. I’m gonna leave without doing a thing.”


      “But without you, we won’t be able to go back to normal, right?”


      “Kah-ha-ha! That’s not true. How old are you actually, little lady?”


      “Me? I think I was twenty?”


      “Then if you just wait ten years, you’ll be back to normal, won’t you? Not that I know for sure.”


      Medium had been serious, so she pouted at his joking response, but regrettably, that was not enough to get Orbart to change his mind. And using force was not an option.


      Even if we avoid triggering the most dangerous event with Orbart, if we let him go, we’ll be stuck like this…


      “What if I grant you an opportunity to kill the emperor?”


      Subaru gulped at the sudden change of mood and stared blankly at Abel. The true emperor had nonchalantly put his own life in the balance and managed to draw a perked eyebrow from Orbart.


      “We’re just talking past each other here. ‘Kill the emperor’? Do you hear yourse—?”


      “If your aim is the emperor’s life, you should have had ample opportunity already, and yet you never acted. Because of the flames of the Sunlight Blade that protects the emperor.”


      “You—”


      “I can tell you how to bypass those flames.”


      Orbart’s expression transformed completely from his prior deceptions.


      “The Sunlight Blade’s flames…”


      Subaru did not know the meaning of what Abel was saying, but it was shocking enough to peel back the mask that Orbart had maintained throughout and make his true intent blatantly obvious.


      I’m assuming there’s some secret mechanism that protects the emperor of Volakia. It’s been getting in the way of Orbart’s ambition, and Abel’s offering a solution.


      This had to be one of the greatest secrets of the Volakian imperial family, and something Orbart was plenty wary of.


      “…I thought you were just some random kid who refused to show his face or respect his elders. Who are you? That ain’t something to bring up, not even as a joke.”


      “Would one who dares to raise the flag of rebellion against this great and grand empire lean on sophistry or speak in jest? If so, they would be nothing more than a megalomaniacal villain, or otherwise a monumental figure with nerves of steel.”


      “And you’re saying you’re neither?”


      “Of course.”


      Is he serious, or is he playing word games? Maybe both?


      “………”


      Orbart’s bushy brows furrowed as he silently scrutinized Abel’s words, and then, after some thought, he glanced outside.


      “That was the bell for fire time, wasn’t it?”


      “Huh?”


      Subaru only managed a blank confusion, but Medium helpfully chimed in.


      “Right, that foxy Yoruna called for us, so it’ll be a problem if we’re small!”


      “Foxy Yoruna! Kah-ha-ha-ha! You’ve got guts, little lady.”


      Orbart was amused by the cheeky way Medium referred to Yoruna, and after a good laugh, he put his hand to his chin.


      “That’s right. Now the thought of trying to take His Highness’s life is so disrespectful that I won’t even dignify it with a laugh, but I will admit I’m curious about this supposed method for overcoming the flames guarding the Emperor of Volakia.”


      “…! In that case—”


      “Whoa there, kid. I know I got your hopes up, but I’ve got my position and future plans to think about… So how about a friendly little wager?”


      Orbart stuck his finger out and placed it right on Subaru’s nose as he leaned forward excitedly.


      Subaru froze. The old man had been so fast, his eyes hadn’t even registered him moving. The thought of challenging Orbart to a contest chilled him to the bone.


      “A-and supposing we say no?”


      “Then you won’t get what it is you want, right?”


      “Argh…”


      “And, since it seems like you have something that I want, you best believe I’ll come at you with every shinobi technique I have when you’re sleeping.”


      Orbart’s smile made it clear he had no intention of holding back if it came down to that. If they let him leave now, there was nothing stopping him from asking the fake emperor to rescind his order so he could openly attack Subaru and the rest of the party. That was the exact sort of nasty idea this vicious old man would come up with.


      “What are the rules?”


      From the moment he made the offer, there was no avoiding this contest. That was why even when Subaru remained silent, Abel asked the inevitable question.


      “Well now, you don’t have much time before the fox-girl’s summons. And it’s quite a hassle that I can’t lay a hand on you, either… Ah, this’ll do just fine.”


      “Just fine for us? Or just fine for you?” Subaru’s asked tensely.


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! No need to be so scared. I mean for both of us, of course.” Orbart showed the palms of his hands. “It’s tag.”


      “…Huh?”


      “I play all the time with the youngsters in the village. Nice and simple, right?”
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      Subaru and the rest of the party were at a loss at how they should react to the old man’s gruff proposition.


      “Tag…?”


      Subaru had been on tenterhooks, wondering what sort of impossible challenge they would be given, but the strangely peaceful-sounding suggestion ground his brain to a halt.


      “What?” Orbart cocked his head, simmering Subaru’s suspicions into a deep, distrustful stew. “You look confused. Don’t tell me you don’t know tag.”


      “That’s… Of course I know the game. I just didn’t expect it to come up.”


      Orbart confirmed he really was talking about the children’s game.


      I can’t imagine anything else it could be. Then again, playing tag in a ninja village has to involve special rules.


      “Probably stuff like you’re allowed to kill the other players or something…”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! Of course not. If a terrifying rule like that got popular, there’d be no shinobi left, before you know it. And by my hand, too. How awful that’d be.”


      Orbart dismissed Subaru’s concern, but it wasn’t very reassuring, given everything else he had done so far. He didn’t seem the type to hesitate to spill the blood of his comrades or even to destroy his own village if the need arose.


      “What is the structure of this tag you are proposing?”


      While Subaru was racked with suspicion, Abel moved the discussion along.


      “Ho-ho.” Orbart cracked a smile “You’re more up for this than I expected, mask boy.”


      “Fool. We are already well past the point of indecision now that we’ve already revealed that we possess information you want.”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! True enough.”


      Orbart burst out laughing. The simple truth was that Orbart could get the information he wanted, competition or no competition. The point of this game of tag was to determine whether it would be through negotiations or torture.


      “Don’t worry, there’s no catch. One team runs away, and the other team chases… I’ll be the runner. Chasing after so many people is rough for an old bag of bones like me.”


      “So if we catch you, we win? That’s nice and easy to understand.”


      “It is certainly easy to understand, but…”


      Medium was optimistic after hearing the rules, but Talitta was more wary. If he had to pick, Subaru would lean toward Talitta’s side. The rules were simple, and there was no room left for uncertainty, meaning that differences in strength would be very apparent.


      Unfortunately, even when they combined everyone on their side together, Subaru’s party couldn’t even come close to Orbart. Sensing their general uneasiness, Orbart closed an eye and spoke up again.


      “Well, if it’s too much when so many of you are little runts, I suppose I could loosen the rules a little bit.”


      “…And how would you do that?”


      “Let’s change the tagging part. Instead of catching me, you just have to find where I’m hiding. In exchange, you’ll have to find me three times.”


      “Three times…?”


      “I hide three times. You find me three times. If you can’t, you lose. In that case, it’s less a game of tag and more a game of find. Hmm, doesn’t really roll off the tongue…” Orbart cocked his head.


      “How about hide-and-seek?”


      “Oh, good one. Let’s use that.”


      Orbart snapped his fingers, taking a liking to the name. Then he spread his arms, holding up one finger on either hand.


      “If it’s tag, you only have to catch me once. If it’s hide-and-seek, you have to find me three times. I think it goes without saying which one has better odds,” Orbart said.


      Subaru gulped. Just like the old man said, this was an obvious choice. Why attempt to catch someone as strong and skilled as Orbart if they didn’t have to?


      There’s no reason at all to risk it, but…


      “You’re being awfully generous. Going out of your way to give us a better chance of winning almost makes me suspicious there’s some trick to it.” Al’s black eyes glared through gaps in the cloth he was using instead of his now ill-fitting helmet.


      “I’m hurt,” Orbart said with a shrug. “Are you sure you don’t have the wrong idea? I’d rather you win. That’s why I’m testing you, to see if there’s any value in listening to your story.”


      “You’re testing us, huh…?”


      “I’m brimming with curiosity at what you have to say. However, not only have I been framed by a random lie, but my loyalty to His Highness has been brought into question. I’m worried about how I’ll be spending my twilight years, that’s all.”


      “Ngh…”


      Orbart pointedly wagged his finger and danced around Al’s suspicions. Of course, none of that was very convincing, but it made enough sense that Al hesitated to press the issue.


      Of course Subaru was not naive enough to believe that was all Orbart was up to, but there wasn’t enough time or information to probe which of the two options Orbart was forcing them to take.


      Frankly, it took everything Subaru had just to reach this point.


      “If we are to accept your proposition, then the rules must be made clear.”


      “Oh? What do you mean?”


      “What you said yourself. If our chance of victory is higher, then we should not leave room for pointless debate. Especially when what we both want is clear.”


      “…Kah-ha-ha-ha.”


      Apparently reaching the same conclusion, Abel watched Orbart closely as he began to hammer out the terms of the challenge. The implication was clear—they had accepted the competition and had decided on the format.


      Orbart chuckled in a low voice. Abel met his gleaming eyes and nodded.


      “We choose hide-and-seek.”
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      Both sides agreed upon three rules:


      Neither side could harm the other; hiding had to be limited to somewhere within the city; and a clear definition of the win conditions had to be established. All three were rules necessary for hide-and-seek.


      The win conditions deserved special attention.


      “I get that the odds of us winning are higher in hide-and-seek versus tag, but why three times? Do you have to be so stingy? Why not just make it once either way?”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! Don’t be so greedy, kiddo. Even against me, you could get lucky and find me once, but three times? That takes skill.”


      “Some might say luck is just another skill.”


      “Too bad for you, I don’t believe in leaving things to fate. Same goes for most people in the empire, really. You sure do say some strange things.”


      A fitting idea for a nation that practiced extreme meritocracy. It left no room for excuses.


      There was neither good nor bad luck. Results were achieved solely by strength and skill. For people who struggled to get by, it was a suffocating way of life. There was no place in the empire for people like Subaru when he stopped going to school. As proof…


      “It’s a small detail, but just to be sure, Mr. Orbart… You can’t pick a hiding place that we physically can’t reach. Not much we can do if you’re in a totally isolated place like inside a wall or something.”


      “Kah-ha-ha, you’re a real finicky one. Though that’s exactly what I would’ve done if you hadn’t mentioned it.”


      “………”


      “Just to be clear, I meant what I said about not wanting to win at all costs. But don’t forget, this is a test for you.”


      In other words, he was judging them on their talent, shrewdness, and on how quickly they thought on their feet. Naturally, any loopholes in the rules were fair game. His kindly old grandpa routine was all a facade, and if he decided Subaru and the others were of no value to him, he wouldn’t hesitate to cut them down. And Subaru knew this wasn’t an idle threat.


      “Well, I can’t imagine that mask boy will miss anything obvious like that.”


      Orbart flashed a crafty grin while jerking his chin in Abel’s direction.


      Subaru glanced over at Abel and Al, getting a nod from both before steeling himself to face the challenge.


      “If we win, you’ll have to return us back to normal.”


      “And if I win, you’ll have to wait ten years. And, if His Highness and that fox-girl change their minds, I’ll pry your secret out of you my own way.”


      Subaru felt a swell of fear at the implication that would involve shinobi interrogation techniques. Finally, before the crafty old man left for his first hiding place, Subaru asked…


      “So, what’s the first hint?”


      It was a question that would be laughed off as absurd in a serious match, but Orbart did not sneer at it. Because that was one of the conditions Subaru got him to swallow for hide-and-seek. The reason Orbart turned them into children and the reason he was testing them was all because he wanted to judge their quick thinking and resourcefulness. He naturally did not want to strike a deal with idiots. Because of that, Orbart had accepted Subaru’s request that they be given hints to test whether their wisdom and teamwork made them fitting comrades in his quest for the emperor’s head—


      “First up is a preliminary test… I’ll be hiding somewhere near the inn, behind your eyelids.”


      “…Behind our eyelids?”


      “Now, it’s time for you youngsters to put those heads together. Let this old man have a little bit of fun.”


      With a casual wave, he turned around and walked away. Subaru could feel the tension building in the air as he leisurely sauntered toward the exit. Every single person in the room had the same thought that if they all jumped him now, they had a chance to resolve everything in one fell swoop. But no one dared try.


      That was the right choice.


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha.”


      Just before the door shut, Orbart laughed, sensing the reason for their hesitation. He played the role of vicious old man to perfection, right down to that low, growling laughter.


      Once he left the room and only allies remained…


      “Talitta, lower your bow. There is no one left to turn it on.”


      “…As you wish…”


      An embarrassed look crossed Talitta’s face as she obeyed Abel. Of course. Orbart had been calm and at ease from start to finish, even with her arrow pointed straight at him.


      As a Shudrak, and as the next chief of her people, she took the crafty old man’s complete sense of ease as an insult. Due to her insufficient strength, he had looked down on the Shudrak people.


      Talitta had originally joined them on their journey to bolster her resolve to lead the Shudrak. Instead of building confidence, it was having the opposite effect.


      “You serious about going along with that old man’s game, Bro?”


      Al spoke up, breaking the silence for Subaru, who was struggling to find the words for Talitta. His tone dripped with annoyance and discontent, which seemed extra mismatched with his current appearance. And Al usually took most anything in stride, which made this moment stand out all the more.


      But with Orbart just doing whatever he feels like, I get why he’s pissed.


      “It’s not like I love how this is turning out, either, but there is at least a smidgen of a chance remaining, right?”


      “A smidgen, huh…?”


      “A chance of us getting back to normal, right, Subaru?”


      Medium was sitting cross-legged on the floor. She was holding down Louis, who struggled to break free. They were practically the same size now, but Medium had presumably learned the skills to keep Louis contained during her time in the orphanage.


      “Yeah.” Subaru nodded. “If we had upset him there, we’d be stuck in our tiny bodies…which is not okay for our next steps or any future plans. Getting back to normal is an absolute must.”


      “…There was the option of just surrounding him and giving him a smackdown.”


      “Don’t be crazy. The reason we’re not dead is because he’s following the emperor’s order. Without that, we wouldn’t be able to raise a finger against him.”


      “…You sound like you’ve already seen it happen.” Al averted his eyes, almost like he wanted to say that was impossible.


      His perception and his phrasing were dead-on. Subaru had seen that scenario play out with his own eyes. Both the thing that Al thought was impossible and what Subaru did not want to acknowledge.


      And speaking of not wanting to admit something…


      “You’re awfully quiet. Are you in shock that Mr. Orbart is after your life?”


      “Fool. I knew full well he harbored an ambition that outstripped his position. Although I did not think it extended all the way to taking the emperor’s head. I thought there was nothing to gain by such an act, but if what he sought was a final sense of achievement and infamy in death…” Abel shrugged. “Truly incomprehensible.”


      Driven from his throne and forced into a corner, Abel still did not know how to admit defeat. No matter the time or place, he always took the best choice available to survive and work toward reclaiming his throne. The idea of willingly throwing away your life and seeking fame and glory in death was something he could not even begin to understand.


      On that point, Subaru had mixed feelings but was generally in agreement. The thought of being praised after death did not appeal to him in the slightest.


      Either way…


      “…At the same time, Mr. Orbart is surprisingly oblivious. Even with that level of ambition, he didn’t recognize you at all, even when you were standing right in front of him.”


      Subaru at least wanted to get a jab in. Abel showed no effort at all to hide his identity, and Orbart showed no sign of seeing through it. It had been stomach-churning to watch in real time, but maybe a shinobi’s eyes weren’t as impressive as he’d thought they’d be…


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Huh?”


      “I am wearing this mask. Orbart’s reaction is entirely reasonable.”


      As he touched the cheek of the mask, there was a puzzled tone to his voice as he looked at Subaru, who simply furrowed his brow in response. His confusion was obvious in the wrinkles on his forehead. Abel’s puzzlement quickly became open disappointment.


      “This mask warps the perceptions of others. An effect that hides the identity of the wearer.”


      “Wha…?! Perception blocking?! But wasn’t that mask originally in the Shudrak village…?”


      “Y-yes, it was. It is said that long ago, when the emperor and the Shudrak pledged their friendship, the emperor used the mask to visit the jungle without being noticed…”


      “So it had that kind of backstory…”


      Subaru’s jaw hung open at that big reveal. Abel’s disappointment remained, however.


      “Did you seriously think I was just wearing this mask this whole time for show or a flight of fancy?”


      “………”


      Unable to say anything, Subaru could only endure the contemptuous gaze in silence.


      It was his fault for chalking the mask up to another of Abel’s oddities and not asking about it, but Abel had to be at least partly to blame for assuming he would understand it without any explanation.


      Because of that, I had to embarrass myself for no reason and spend all that time pointlessly worried, too.


      Abel’s haughty speech and arrogant behavior made it seem like he was making no effort at all to hide himself, but all the worrying Subaru had been doing about getting caught had been for naught.


      “Hey, hey, Al, is there some reason why you’re hiding your face like Abel?”


      “In my case, it’s a complex I have about the scars on my face… Actually, that’s enough about me. Hide-and-seek’s already started. We better get moving.” Al pointed outside, toward the street.


      Chaosflame was one of the great cities of the empire, several times larger than the fortified city of Guaral. Big enough that the thought of finding a shinobi out there was hopeless.


      And they only had two hours and six people to do it three times.


      “He called it a preliminary test, but there’s too many possibilities. You got a plan here?” Al asked Subaru.


      “I wouldn’t really call it a plan…but there is something I’d like to try.”


      “I have several potential strategies in mind. Most likely, they differ from what that clown has in mind.”


      “Demoted from strategist to clown, huh? Aren’t you a little too bent out of shape over the mask thing?”


      Abel seemed to find it deeply unamusing that Subaru had assumed his oni mask was just a fanciful fashion choice, but Subaru could only grimace and endure his frosty attitude.


      Either way, they could only spend so much time chatting—


      Better get moving.


      “Aaa, uuu!”


      “Oh, all fired up, Louis?! All right, let’s look for that old gramps!” Medium cried.


      “Uuu!”


      Louis was coming along, since they obviously couldn’t just leave her behind. Seeing her so excited, Medium broke into a smile as she lugged one of her twin blades. Al put his sheathed sword on his back, and while Subaru wasn’t confident he could use it, he got his whip ready all the same. With the bare minimum amount of gear, the party was ready to venture into the Demon City.


      “Is that old man really going to take us on fair and square? Doesn’t it feel like he’d stab us in the back without a second thought?”


      “He said it himself, but Orbart’s aim is not victory. He is taking a roundabout approach to appraise us with this game. To judge whether our bold declaration can be trusted or not.”


      Al still doubted Orbart’s intent, but Abel was absolutely certain. Subaru agreed that there was no need to worry about deception. He was reluctant to just trust anything Orbart said at face value, but if his goal really was to take the emperor’s head, it would be convenient if their goal and the information they were offering were real. Orbart wanted to be convinced they could walk the walk.


      And for that sake…


      “I didn’t get to ask before, but about that Sunlight Blade’s flames thing…”


      “Unfortunately, there is not time to engage in a long lecture on the history of the Volakian Empire. Your superficial thinking aside, my plan of action is not something that can be accomplished by standing still inside this inn.”


      “Tch…fine, I get it.”


      Subaru scoffed when Abel made it clear he had no intention of elaborating. Judging from the conversation with Orbart, the emperor of Volakia enjoyed some sort of special protection, and so long as that was active, he couldn’t be killed. At least that was how it seemed.


      If that is true, then there’s one thing I want to find out.


      “Does that flame or whatever protect you even now?”


      “You are tedious. Or will you become my enemy as well once you hear the answer?”


      “…I’ve got nothing to gain from that.”


      Subaru grimaced at the implication and dropped the subject. A glance at their party confirmed everyone was ready to leave.


      “The enemy is boss of all the shinobi, and we’ve got four kids on our side. But when it comes to hide-and-seek, with so much youth in body and spirit, we have the advantage! We’ll win for sure!”


      “Wh-what sort of logic is that…?” Talitta asked.


      “Pay him no heed. It is just meaningless prattle.”


      It really was just a little joke, so he wasn’t surprised by their response, but Subaru furrowed his brow all the same in a show of dissatisfaction.


      Then Subaru continued, raising his voice more than necessary.


      “Anyway! Everyone, be extra careful of your surroundings. Let’s go!”


      “Yeah!”


      “Auu!”


      “…You’re really fired up, Bro.”


      Subaru didn’t look very put together as he raised his fist in his slapdash outfit. Medium and Louis answered in kind all the same, raising their fists to match his, while Al just sighed.


      Meanwhile, their strongest fighter, Talitta, looked nervous and anxious. There was no telling what expression Abel was making behind his mask, but he looked as cocky as ever despite holding absolutely nothing in his hands.


      With their party assembled, they all left the room…


      “…And right back inside we go.”


      “Huh?”


      After taking one emphatic step forward, Subaru spun 180 degrees. Seeing him turn back to face the door of the room they had just left, Al made a silly noise.


      Subaru pushed the door open and pointed straight into the room they’d just vacated.


      “I found you, Mr. Orbart.”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! Hey, c’mon now, no fair, finding me so quickly. That’s just embarrassing. Seriously, I’m turning red here!”


      Orbart must have slipped in right after they left. The old man laughed from his belly when he saw Subaru pointing right at him.
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      “Are you serious, Bro…?!”


      Al was dumbfounded when they spotted Orbart just about to rebrew his cold tea.


      “Ah, Mister!” “Aaa!”


      Medium and Louis shouted in surprise, while Talitta peered into the room, eyes opened wide.


      The last one to react was Abel.


      “I see… Behind our eyelids.”


      “The sort of person who’d go for a competition like this always tries something like this for the first round,” Subaru explained, chest puffed out with pride as he remembered a nostalgic scene.
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      It was the first time he’d met Beatrice in the corridors of the former Roswaal Manor. She had created a looping hallway with her magic. But because he saw through her scheme immediately, he had completely foiled her prank.


      But today’s opponent was Orbart, someone he had no positive feelings toward at all, so he just stuck his tongue out tauntingly.


      “I saw right through you, nasty old man.”


      “Kaaah, how embarrassing. You’re really something vicious, little boy.”


      “Don’t go giving me a weird stage name! Anyway, this counts as our first win!”


      I’m not going to let you weasel out of this by claiming you were caught off guard since it happened so fast.


      “Of course,” Orbart confirmed, setting down his teacup. “Pulling tricks within the bounds of the rules ain’t the same as a free-for-all. Despite how I look, I keep my word. So you win the first round. Two more to go.”


      “Oooh! Good one, Subaru! That’s one down in ten seconds!”


      “Yeah, we did it!”


      Medium celebrated as Subaru breathed a sigh of relief.


      “This is all…”


      Just as he was about to say ‘thanks to Beako,’ he thought back to that adorable little girl. But then his mind blanked out for a moment.


      “………”


      There was a strange feeling, and something felt ever so slightly off in his mind. Before he could try to find some other clear answer, though—


      “The first round was well outside my expectations, but now the real contest starts.”


      Flashing a grin, Orbart leaped onto the windowsill. Just as he was about to leave, Subaru reached out with his hand.


      “Mr. Orbart! The next hint!”


      “Right, let’s see… An abyss with a view.”


      That was all Orbart said before he slipped out and disappeared into the city.


      “Wait, gramps…! Damn, he’s already gone!”


      Al rushed over to the edge of the window and scanned the surroundings, before clutching his wrapped head in frustration.


      It was virtually impossible to catch Orbart once he started running away. If this had been a game of tag instead of hide-and-seek, they would have lost before the contest even began.


      But…


      “Subaru, where will he hide next…?” Talitta asked.


      “Yeah, did you figure it out, Subaru? You know where it is?”


      “Um…that’s, well…”


      As Talitta’s and Medium’s expectations rose, Subaru’s words got caught in the back of his throat. He was honored that they had such high hopes for him, but immediate answers back-to-back was a little too much to ask for.


      “Sorry, nothing’s coming to me. I got the last one right because I’ve seen it before…”


      “Ahhh, sorry! We can’t just leave everything to you! Let’s think about it together!” Medium said.


      “That’s…true. I am not the best at using my head, but I will think, too.”


      Subaru bowed apologetically, but Medium and Talitta were sympathetic.


      It was a staple to guess that the first hiding place was right at the start. Even if it had been wrong, it wouldn’t have taken up much time, so it was an easy theory to test. From here on out…


      “It’s a race against time.”


      “…Can’t think of the next place, Bro? I guess that’s to be expected.”


      “To be expected…? I get that I’m not the most reliable, but hearing you say it so bluntly is kinda soul-crushing.”


      Just as the real hide-and-seek was beginning, Subaru felt like he’d been stabbed in the back. The assessment was fair, but he would have preferred at least a little sugarcoating.


      Even good friends should watch their manners.


      But Al just waved his hand.


      “Ah, sorry, that’s not what I meant. Just saying it makes sense you don’t know, Bro. Since I’m here with you and all.”


      “Huh? Sorry. You kinda lost me. Are you saying I lose a few IQ points when you’re around or something? How’s that work?”


      “That’s not it, either. It’s kinda hard to explain…ya know?”


      “I’d love to agree, but I still don’t really get it…”


      What really confused Subaru was how Al seemed to not be very sure himself. He decided to set aside the issue for the moment to focus on something more productive.


      There’s still Orbart’s hint… We should figure that out first.


      “Behind our eyelids was the starting room. An abyss with a view is probably a similar sort of riddle, but…”


      “‘With a view’ makes it sound like a high place, doesn’t it?”


      “But ‘abyss’ means, like, a hole, right? A hole would be in the ground, wouldn’t it?”


      Or maybe it referred to a specific place somewhere in Chaosflame.


      Either way, it did not seem like the sort of thing they could find an answer to by staying in the room. It was finally time for them to set out into the city.


      “…I can’t really wrap my head around it. What’s your idea, Abel?”


      “It is not one that can be set in motion here, as I said. Some place with many people…ideally one frequented by people coming and going from the city.”


      “Some place popular with outsiders? Where would that be…?”


      Al twisted his head, puzzling over that. Subaru raised his hand.


      “Well, the standard location to find lots of people coming and going…that’d be a place to get a drink, right?”


      “A tavern?”


      “Yeah, I think that would be a good place to try.”


      There was some room to debate whether searching for Orbart straight up or helping Abel carry out his plan would be faster in the end, but it seemed wise to focus on Abel for now.


      “Going to a tavern with children in tow… That will surely draw attention.”


      “Not like we got much choice at this point when four out of six of us are kids. And since we’re already having that conversation, wearing an oni mask is gonna get us looks. Or does the percep…the mask’s effect make your face look different?”


      “It merely conceals my identity; it does not look any different than an oni mask.”


      “Then that will definitely get looks…”


      Brushing off Abel’s misplaced annoyance, Subaru sighed and shrugged.


      At long last, they exited the room and emerged from the inn. They did try to ask about taverns at the entrance, but their timing was bad, and they could not find the owner.


      But in such a large town, there was no way they would fail to find some bar, so they all stepped out into the street.


      “Would it be better to all go together or split up? A group searching for Mr. Orbart, and a group going with Abel…”


      Just as he was proposing they split up…


      “…Huh?”


      He noticed a red flame out of the corner of his eyes. It flashed bright—


      6


      “Oh, good one. Let’s use that.”


      “Wha?”


      One moment, the flickering red dazzled his eyes, and then the next, he heard a familiar voice.


      Subaru made a strange noise that was met with a snicker. His eyes widened at the low, raspy laugh.


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! What are you making such a strange noise for? I just complimented you on the good name.”


      “…Mr. Orbart…”


      The old monster swayed with laughter as he stood right in front of Subaru.


      It had all happened so quickly. Subaru blinked over and over, unable to understand. Then, gulping, he made a declaration.


      “I—I found you, Mr. Orbart.”


      “…? What? You think the contest has started already?”


      “Eh…?”


      Subaru was still dazed but didn’t want to miss his chance. However, it didn’t take long for Orbart’s bemused comment and their surroundings to clue him in.


      They were inside some room even though he and his search party had just stepped out onto the street.


      Wait, this isn’t just any room.


      “…No way…”


      This was their room at the inn—the same room they had left moments ago. And since they were currently talking face-to-face with Orbart, he had to face the truth…


      Even under the nominal protection of rules that should have kept anyone from attacking, he had still Returned by Death.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 3


      SOUL MARRIAGE


      1


      Subaru Natsuki’s small brain was rocked by incomprehension.


      That would be a fair description for the shock he’d just experienced. Subaru had wound back to the rules negotiation with Orbart, without even noticing he had died. He had to face reality, even if he didn’t want to.


      “…In the middle of hide-and-seek, when there shouldn’t have been any risk of death…”


      Putting his hand over his mouth, Subaru tried to remember what had happened. But there was nothing special. They had won the first round, and then everyone left the inn to begin the second round. That was it. And then the world went dark.


      And then I found myself back here all of a sudden.


      “…”


      “If we are to accept your proposition, then the rules must be made clear.”


      “Oh? What do you mean?”


      While Subaru sank into thought, negotiations continued with Orbart. Abel and Orbart were talking, leading up to the choice of competition that was implicit in setting the rules. In other words…


      “Hide-and-seek.”
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      Afterward, there was a discussion with Orbart regarding the specifics of the game. That went exactly like how Subaru remembered, too. There were no new clauses, and none of the clauses from before were left out, either. As a result, the rules were exactly the same.


      Naturally…


      “What’s up, Bro? You’re not looking so good.”


      After Orbart left, Al said this as Subaru looked down.


      The contest had already started, and Orbart had given the first hint. Thanks to Abel and Al, things had proceeded pretty much the same as last time.


      The only real difference was that this time Subaru had not really been involved in the back-and-forth.


      It was understandable that Al would be concerned, as Subaru had yet to recover. The shock of his sudden return was just too great.


      “Sorry… I guess I started feeling really tired during all that talking.”


      “Hey, keep it together, Bro. Unlike me and Medium, your strengths should still be unaffected by being smaller.”


      “My strengths…?”


      “Of course! Your strength is being really smart! My big bro is incredible, too, but so are you. I’m fine even if my boobs are small now!”


      Medium cheerfully picked up on Al’s encouragement, patting her now flat chest while still holding Louis. Eyes wide, Subaru slowly exhaled.


      They’re right. Strictly speaking, being larger or smaller doesn’t really affect what I’m good at. I can do what I usually do even shrunken down.


      He pushed himself to get back on his feet to face that sudden death head-on and overcome it.


      “…No need to stare at me. The anti-perception effect on that mask is enough. You don’t need to pull out the oni glare, too.”


      “It seems you are aware of your surroundings, at least. But I am surprised. I had thought at this point you were a simpleton who did not notice the effects of this mask.”


      “…I wouldn’t have been that shocked if you were the sort of weirdo who liked to wear masks like that.”


      Subaru reset himself with a little sarcasm, and Abel stopped looking like he was gauging some useless tool, instead pocketing whatever other barbs he had prepared.


      With that, things settled a little bit, so Subaru used the opening to bring up something he wanted to ask.


      “By the way…do you think there’s any chance of Mr. Orbart breaking the rules?”


      “Huh? What, like ignoring the rules and attacking us?”


      “Yeah. I was just thinking it would be scary if that happened, but—”


      “Absolutely not.”


      Because he died right after they left the inn, Subaru was trying to gather everyone’s attention on Orbart, but Abel immediately shot down that idea.


      “He will not,” he continued. “There is nothing for Orbart to gain from such an action. Therefore, the chance of it happening is zero.”


      “B-but! He wants to kill the emperor! You didn’t predict that, either…so there might be a chance!”


      “The concept of fame after death is foreign to me. However, I can understand the existence of such an obsession and that there are some who desire it. However, the terms set earlier do not align with that goal.”


      “………”


      “What you are concerned about is not the actions of a person, but a death wish.”


      Pierced by Abel’s sharp gaze through the mask’s eyes, Subaru felt his heart freeze. The particular way Abel rephrased it at the end had a different weight to it.


      But even when he said it so confidently, it still felt off to Subaru.


      After all, Orbart had in fact attacked them once already.


      But that was still consistent with Orbart’s goal, and even if I don’t sympathize, I can at least understand the logic. Everything lined up at the worst possible time.


      When he thought about it that way, Subaru had to admit this time was undeniably inconsistent. Killing them now didn’t make sense for Orbart.


      Meaning…


      “What’s going on…?”


      “Hey, hey, are you worried about something, Subaru? Is it something outside?”


      Right as Subaru was sinking deep into thought, Medium peered into his eyes. Her round blue eyes were right in front of his, making him jump back.


      “Wah!”


      “Whoa.” Medium grabbed Subaru’s hand, pulling him close. “There, there, Subaru. Relax. Relax.”


      “Ah.”


      Hugging his head to her chest, Medium started patting his back. Her gentle hands and the sound of her heartbeat gently melted away Subaru’s anxiety and confusion. He exhaled.


      “Better?” Medium asked. “Whenever my head ends up a big mess, my big bro would do this for me. And someone did it for him, too, a long time ago.”


      “…I feel…better.”


      “Mhm, good! So, think you can tell us why you’re worried about outside?”


      He could hear Medium’s voice coming from right above his head, but it wasn’t pressuring him to hurry. Even as a child, Medium was as bighearted as ever, and Subaru would have loved to indulge in her warmth even more. But time was pressing, so he slowly, awkwardly started thinking again.


      “That’s, um…for some reason, it feels like, it’s really…dangerous outside…”


      “Outside feels dangerous?”


      “Th-that’s right. Like someone is…targeting us…”


      Medium nodded energetically, listening carefully to Subaru’s vague comments.


      Honestly, he hated himself for being so vague and unclear. If he could not be clearer, then Medium aside, Al and Abel would not take it seriously.


      So…


      “Before, when we left the inn, we di—”


      Before he could finish, the whole world fell silent.


      “………”


      The sound of Medium’s heartbeat vanished. Her face had been right there. Now it was gone. Her breathing, her hands…they all disappeared someplace out of reach.


      Everything grew distant.


      Color faded away, sound died out, time ceased to flow, and he lost control of his own body.


      Unable to speak, to breathe, to move his eyes, at the edge of his consciousness, something disgusting, terrifying, hair-raising slowly drew near.


      Why did you break the taboo? the dark shadow seemed to lament as it sidled closer.


      Why did you forget? the slender dark fingers slipping into his chest seemed to ask.


      Why do you repeat this so many times? The witch’s voice that blotted out everything approached.


      “—I love you.”


      It was a voice he had not heard in quite some time, dragging Subaru into hell.


      Unable to move, his heart in her clutches, his body was racked by a terrible pain. A warning. A violation. An assault—a searing brand to remind him not to forget again.


      And…


      “Subaru?”


      Suddenly, sound, color, and the flow of time returned. He felt in control of his own body again.


      The blood flowed through his veins once more, drowning out the gentle beat of Medium’s heartbeat.


      But terror still gripped Subaru’s soul.


      He could only curse himself for touching on the taboo, for invoking the witch’s wrath. Why had he invited so much pain and suffering upon himself? Why had he forgotten the unbreakable rule, the rule that his Return by Death could not be revealed to anyone? Even attempting to violate that taboo meant a punishment by the witch. If it was just Subaru, then that would be one thing…


      “That was close…”


      Subaru muttered to himself as he checked Medium’s condition while she kept hugging him. He also confirmed that Abel, Al, Talitta, and Louis were all still fine.


      There was a possibility that confessing his ability would inflict the punishment on someone close to him instead, sometimes fatally. That was the worst possible outcome for Subaru.


      Emilia had been killed once this way. Ever since, Subaru had been extremely careful, warning himself constantly to be vigilant and to never make the same mistake again.


      I got lucky. But I can’t risk taking that gamble again.


      “Medium…thank you. I’m fine now.”


      “Really? You look like you’re hurting even worse than before, though…”


      Putting on a brave face, Subaru slipped out from her arms. Both to avoid exposing her to more danger and because he couldn’t afford to wallow any longer.
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      Even if I can’t explain it well, I have to do all I can to save everyone.


      “Sorry for the awkward phrasing, but I have the feeling that it’s dangerous outside…”


      Still cowering from the witch’s interruption, Subaru chose his words carefully, but Abel had a sharp question for him.


      “What would you have us do, then? We cannot defeat Orbart by remaining inside this building. If we do not play his game, you three will remain children. Is that what you want?”


      “Ngh, that’s…”


      “Come on, Abel. You don’t have to be such a hardass about it,” Al said, doing his best to mediate. “Let’s simmer down. Bro woke up today and discovered he’s a little kid again. And then he had to deal with a mean old man, so it makes sense his mind’s a jumble. Besides, this isn’t the first time he’s said something erratic, right?”


      “Fool. I will not deny his erratic comments, but this situation is what sets it apart.”


      Al and Abel stared each other down. The tension was palpable even though both of their expressions were hidden behind a mask or face wrappings.


      Al’s comment made Subaru think back to everything that had happened with Abel so far.


      Theirs was not an especially long relationship, but even when Subaru proposed capturing Guaral without spilling any blood, Abel was tolerant enough to actually entertain the harebrained idea. Of course, that was primarily because Subaru’s ideas had been useful to Abel.


      If I want things to move similarly here, then…


      “I—I know where the location behind our eyelids is!”


      “What?”


      Abel looked dubiously at Subaru holding his hand up emphatically.


      Subaru instinctively grimaced as the scary glare from behind that scary mask bored into his head.


      It’s not gonna be much of a debate if I cower from a single look.


      “I’ll warn you Abel, if you don’t listen to Bro here, there’s not much point in bringing him along. And if you’re gonna leave him out, then I’m not gonna feel like helping out, either.”


      Al’s voice dropped as he stood next to Subaru. It was as low as a preteen boy could manage, but it was enough to convey that he was serious. The intensity of Abel’s gaze slowly dissipated.


      I didn’t pay much attention before, but these two don’t really get along, huh?


      Al was only accompanying them because he had promised to help Subaru. As a fellow Lugunican, he did not have strong feelings about whether Abel reclaimed his throne or not.


      At most, his master, Priscilla, wanted it, but…


      “Personally, I don’t really care who stands at the top of a country that’s given me nothing but grief.”


      “Oh?”


      “W-wait! Wait! Stop! Don’t fight! I’m the one who’s at fault!”


      As the air between them started to crackle, Subaru gave out first. He moved in between them, waving his arms and trying to prevent a falling-out.


      “I see,” Talitta said with a nod. “Subaru is correct. We are in the enemy’s trap in the middle of enemy territory. We have to be warier than ever… That is the important part, right?”


      “Right, right! I’m with Subaru and Talitta! It’d be a problem if we got any smaller, right? So let’s be extra careful! Right?”


      “Uuu!”


      Medium agreed with Talitta, and Louis raised her hands supportively as well.


      “Everyone…”


      Subaru was moved. Louis aside, his warning had at least gotten through to Medium and Talitta and Al.


      The question was whether being careful would be enough for them to survive, but if it came to it, Subaru would just have to put his life on the line to save everyone.


      “So?”


      “What?”


      “So where do you think the location behind our eyelids is?”


      Whether he recognized Subaru’s relief or not, Abel calmly returned to the earlier subject.


      Noticing Al scoff in annoyance, Subaru turned toward Abel…


      It’s nothing new that this emperor really sucks at dealing with people, but…


      “You should prepare to get punched by Al once we’re back to normal.”


      …and gave him a warning for something a little further down the line.
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      “Right, then…‘an abyss with a view.’”


      “Wait, gramps!…Damn it, he’s already gone!”


      Orbart slipped out the window and disappeared into the Demon City. Al immediately gave chase, but by the time he reached the window, the crafty old man was nowhere to be found.


      “Subaru, where will he hide next…?”


      “Mhm, mhm, Subaru’ll know, right? You can guess, right?”


      Following the same general conversation as last time, Subaru revealed Orbart’s first hiding place, and now Talitta and Medium both looked at him, full of expectation.


      However, unfortunately, the second clue wasn’t nearly as simple.


      They would have to work together to unravel what Orbart meant by “abyss with a view.”


      “What do you think, Abel? Bro got results, didn’t he?”


      “It is a result worthy of being called an accomplishment.”


      “…That’s all?”


      “There’s no time to spare. What else is there?”


      “…Really…?”


      The bickering from before was weirdly lingering. But Abel’s attitude was not any different. Al was being oddly insistent about it. Meanwhile, Abel showed no concern for Al’s anger, so it was mostly just Al tilting at windmills.


      Anyhow…


      “‘With a view’ makes it sound like a high place, doesn’t it?”


      “But ‘abyss’ means, like, a hole, right? A hole would be in the ground, wouldn’t it?”


      “Those are both good points. Also…right, didn’t you want to go someplace with lots of people, Abel?”


      While they were sharing ideas, trying to guess Orbart’s next hiding spot, Subaru wanted to try out Abel’s idea that never got off the ground last time, so he turned the conversation in that direction.


      But Abel remained unnaturally silent.


      “Hey, Abel. What is it?”


      “…You are not mistaken. A place with many people, particularly many outsiders, would be ideal. To gather help.”


      “Help? Wait, you don’t mean…?” Al answered in exasperation.


      Subaru had not heard the reason for going to a tavern last time, but now that he knew it was to gather people, he grasped Abel’s immature hide-and-seek strategy.


      “When carrying out a search, the most fundamental need is numbers. When confirming the rules with Orbart, he did not say anything forbidding the hiring of others. So he cannot complain.”


      “Ha-ha, that’s some twisted logic…but not unprecedented. It’s gonna cost money to hire people, though.”


      “Arrangements have been made. Talitta.”


      “Yes, it is here.”


      Nodding, Abel had Talitta retrieve one of the pieces of luggage they had brought in from the carriage. The bag was locked and looked sturdier than the rest.


      “Before leaving Guaral, I had Zikr open the town’s vault. Money is the most efficient way to recruit extra hands, so there is no reason not to use it.”


      “…Crafty.”


      Al sounded almost annoyed as Abel shrugged and ordered Talitta to carry the bag.


      Abel’s plan was to hire people for a search party, and if he had the resources to do that, then there wasn’t much reason to argue.


      So our goal is a tavern where outsiders gather.


      Once everyone prepared themselves for venturing outside, it was time to deal with the problematic development from last time…


      “Avoid the main entrance and go out the back,” Abel said.


      Subaru was stunned. The sudden about-face made everyone else’s eyes widen, too.


      “Huh? You believe what Subaru said?”


      “It is always best to be cautious. But since he pinned down Orbart’s location once, his warning is worth considering. That’s all.”


      “…Al’s fist won’t be the only one you have to watch out for.”


      Abel harrumphed at Subaru’s bitter warning. His high-and-mighty act aside, Abel’s decision to move carefully was helpful. If he had not suggested it, Subaru would have had to come up with a plausible reason to take the back door.


      “I guess that’s his way of saying you did a good job, Bro.”


      “…I guess. Well, this is sort of how it’s always been.”


      For some reason, he had started to doubt Abel’s creed of always rewarding success and punishing failure.


      Subaru had already realized that understanding that philosophy would make it easier to get along with Abel, and yet for some reason, it felt like he was constantly relearning how to interact with him.


      “Still, though, good job figuring out the old man’s hiding spot. Was almost like you read a strategy guide.”


      “Strategy guide… Now that’s a phrase that brings back memories… Would sure be convenient if we could consult one. I only figured it out thanks to experience.”


      “Experience? At hide-and-seek?”


      “Something like that. There was a time that… Hmm…”


      As he smiled awkwardly, Subaru’s thoughts froze.


      The reason he had thought Orbart would be in the starting room was because that was a classic move. And there should have been someone who tried to pull it on Subaru before Orbart.


      That’s why I thought of it immediately with Orbart’s hide-and-seek. But when was that?


      Subaru made awkward grunting sounds, trying to remember.


      “Hey, you’re supposed to be a kid again. Don’t be forgetting things like an old man, Bro.”


      “Forget…”


      “Okay, look, whatever happened in that memory, it was probably someone in your crew, right? Doubt it would be that silver-haired girl, so that little girl who’s always…”


      “—Beatrice!”


      “Whoa!”


      Subaru’s face shot up, making Al recoil in surprise. But Subaru was too preoccupied to notice that.


      “What a sick joke…”


      He was dumbfounded.


      This is crazy, no matter how you look at it. Beatrice. Beatrice!


      His partner and the most adorable great spirit there was. The first prank she had pulled on him had been the key to finding Orbart.


      If anyone deserved kudos, then it was both of them. Together.


      How did that slip my mind? There’s no way that would normally happen.


      “Subaru! Al! Come quickly!”


      Talitta’s sharp voice cut through Subaru’s astonishment. Looking up, he saw her peering through the back door of the inn, a tense wariness written across her beautiful face. The reason for that was none other than the danger that had found them last time—


      “We are already surrounded. There are at least one hundred of them.”


      “Ngh?!”


      A tiger at the front, and wolves at the back.


      That was the first thing that sprang to mind when Subaru heard Talitta’s report. But that idiom didn’t do justice to how wildly outnumbered they were.


      I thought something bad was coming, but a hundred is…


      “A hundred enemies?!”


      “Yes, at least. More may be coming.”


      Al’s voice cracked in a fuss, but Talitta answered him calmly.


      Talitta seemed like she didn’t handle surprises well, so her reaction was unexpected. But in this situation, the more people who were calm, the better.


      Especially when Subaru was already off-balance dealing with his scrambled brain.


      “Just surrounding us? Any sign of movement?”


      “Not yet. They may be waiting for the rest of their allies, but…”


      “If they are not attacking, then we have not met whatever requirement they are waiting for.”


      As he shook his head at Talitta’s suggestion, Abel’s eyes grew thoughtful.


      But he did not need long. After just a few seconds, he spun around, hand against the brow of the mask, and looked at Subaru.


      Subaru gulped at the intensity of the gaze, even through the mask.


      “What will compel them to attack?”


      “Huh…?”


      He did not know what to do with that sudden question, or the air he had just inhaled.


      “Answer me. What is the condition that will cause them to attack?”


      Subaru’s eyes spun, and he was unable to answer as Abel pressed him again. Finally, he managed to grasp what he was being asked, but even understanding it, he did not have an answer.


      I can’t explain what I don’t know. I haven’t even figured out who they are.


      “Answer me.”


      Barreling through Subaru’s unease and confusion, Abel demanded to know. Even as Subaru struggled and failed to answer, the furious masked man grabbed him by his small shoulders.


      “Answer me! Subaru Natsuki!”


      “I—I don’t know! Just…if we go out, they’ll attack us… That’s all!”


      Answering in the pressure of the moment, Subaru grabbed his chest. He had reflexively revealed information he knew from Return by Death. He cowered at the possibility of encroaching on the taboo, but nothing happened.


      Time did not stop, and the demonic hand that inflicted his punishments did not appear.


      But instead…


      “Uuu!”


      Louis burst in between the two of them, as if to protect Subaru, knocking away the arms gripping him by the shoulders.


      Abel looked at Louis with annoyance, but she quickly received support from a reassuring ally—Medium.


      “Don’t bully Subaru! I’ll tell on you to my big bro!”


      “…What would the point of that even be? And I simply made him reveal the necessary information.”


      Abel was unmoved, answering Medium’s accusatory eyes without concern. Medium’s cheeks puffed up in a pout, but Subaru was in no place to notice any of that.


      He could not believe he just let Abel say and do whatever he wanted. And the way he had been taken aback by his threatening demeanor. The feeling that he could not put into words…that was fear.


      It’s as if…


      “Like an adult talking to a kid. And not just because of looks,” Al spat.


      Subaru grabbed at his chest and looked down. That was probably what Al thought at seeing that exchange, but the phrasing he used brought the big, fuzzy feeling Subaru had been struggling with into focus. The instinctive fear he had felt with Abel was the power dynamic between an adult and a child.


      He had become a child in body, but he was starting to become one in mind as well, and it was noticeably affecting his thoughts…


      “Listen. I have discerned who has deployed this force,” Abel announced.


      “…! Seriously?” Al asked in surprise.


      Abel held up two fingers for everyone to see.


      “First of all, the number of people capable of raising a group of one hundred or more people in the Demon City is limited. That leaves only two options. The emperor’s group and the true culprit.”


      “Sounds like you’ve already ruled out the fake emperor and his people. Anything to back that up, Abel?”


      “Orbart’s actions would be contradictory if the orders came from Chisha.”


      Subaru was convinced. If these hundred people were working for the fake emperor, then that would mean he had withdrawn the hands-off order, in which case Orbart would gladly capture them and commence the torture.


      “I get it, but it’s an unpleasant sort of trust… Still, though, isn’t there a chance of him twisting things somehow?”


      “Then let me ask you this: Do you think I would adopt such a plan?”


      “Not at all,” Talitta answered, without hesitation, and Al reluctantly shook his head, too.


      That was the false emperor’s dilemma—so long as he was trying to pass as Abel, his decisions would have to match Abel’s. He couldn’t do anything the real Abel wouldn’t do. Chisha had to fully embody the stiff and unyielding emperor to be convincing.


      “But if the fake you isn’t responsible, then…”


      “Yeah, it’s gotta be the other option, since Abel was calling them the culprit anyway.”


      Medium and Al looked to Abel for an answer. Naturally, everyone, other than Louis, who did not understand the situation, focused on Abel.


      Lowering one of his two fingers, he continued.


      “Given the conditions Orbart set and the crowd gathering outside… When you consider who has the standing to set the pieces on the board this way, the possibilities are naturally limited.”


      “So, in all your wisdom, Abel, why don’t you tell us who—?”


      “It is Chaosflame,” Abel declared.


      But that name didn’t ring any bells. That was only natural, since it was not the name of a person but of the entire city.


      “Chaosflame…in other words, the residents of the Demon City. Besides the emperor, there is no other force capable of mobilizing so many people in this city.”


      Unlike Subaru and the others who were dumbfounded by the situation, he had already considered all the possibilities. While Abel readily accepted the identity of the enemy, Subaru struggled to understand. But if he was right, then that would be a really big deal.


      If it’s the people of the city waiting for us outside, then the mastermind who sent them has to be—


      “Does that mean Yoruna told them to attack us?” Medium asked.


      “…Kind of hard to imagine another possibility,” Al said. “Not like anyone else knows who we are and has a reason to sic a mob on us.”


      “…Abel? What do you think?”


      A person capable of mobilizing the residents of Chaosflame. The obvious choice would be the ruler of this city, Yoruna Mishigure, but even though she was as inscrutable as Orbart, if not more, she had made a big show of acknowledging them as messengers. Would she really pull a dirty trick like this after all that?


      That was the implication in Subaru’s question, and Abel tapped the forehead of his oni mask.


      “It doesn’t make sense.”


      That succinct answer was unfortunately not enough to get Subaru and the others to understand, and perhaps sensing that, he continued with a sigh.


      “The letter you delivered yesterday offered a reward that she desires.”


      “Something she wants…meaning the position of empress?”


      “Becoming your wife, Abel?”


      Al and Medium immediately chimed in when he brought up the letter. From what they talked about yesterday, the thing Yoruna wanted was the emperor, whether it be Abel or someone else who held the throne.


      That’s presumably what she wants above all else.


      “What are you doing, putting that in a letter?”


      “Do not trivialize this problem to your standards. I offered her what she wanted. That is why she summoned us back to the palace. That is why it does not make sense to also send attackers.”


      “Ah, well, maybe she hates the idea of marrying you so much, she’d rather kill you…”


      Or it’s because maybe he wrote something insulting in the letter. He’s already this bad when you talk to him directly, so there’s a decent chance he was arrogant as hell in writing, too.


      But Abel just snorted at their guesses.


      “I would do it if the need arose. Emotions are secondary. I am not Priscilla.”


      “I was thinking she felt sort of similar to the princess when it comes to how dangerous they can be!”


      Subaru agreed there. Priscilla and Yoruna were both scary. But with how confidently Abel said it, he couldn’t help but feel like there was some logic to Abel’s explanation, too.


      Then he thought back to what she said yesterday.


      “I am the master of this city, and I would not lie before my retainers.”


      And then she made a promise. As proud as she was, it was hard to imagine she would go back on her word. If anything, it seemed more in character for her to come straight out and declare war herself.


      “Neither Chisha nor Yoruna Mishigure makes sense as the mastermind behind these assassins, but nonetheless, it appears that the residents of the Demon City have risen up against us. And thus—”


      “The enemy is Chaosflame, huh…?”


      “Indeed.”


      With Abel’s acknowledgment, Subaru and the rest were finally caught up. They now understood that there weren’t a lot of clear answers.


      While they were doing that—


      “They are reaching the limits of their patience. What shall we do?”


      Talitta was watching the outside and warned them that there wasn’t much time left.


      We’ve been under the assumption they’ll only attack once we go outside, but if they’re ready to go at a moment’s notice, there’s really no telling when they might try to force their way in.


      They needed to escape the inn. However, if they went outside without a plan, they would die like last time…


      “Talitta, draw their attention.”


      “Abel?!”


      He had issued the cruelest order.


      Talitta’s face tensed, and Subaru’s voice cracked as he shouted, but Abel ignored him and kept his eyes on Talitta.


      “Run wild and draw the attention of those outside. We will escape during your diversion.”


      “Abel, I get the idea, but there’s gotta be a better—”


      “There isn’t,” he said, cutting off Al. “At present, this is the path with the greatest chance of success, given our current tools. Had you not shrunk in size, there would be other possibilities, but that is not the reality we are living in.”


      “No, this can’t be right!”


      “Auuu!”


      Al was concerned for Talitta, but Abel immediately cut him off. Subaru clenched his jaw at that cold judgment, and Louis erupted in indignation, too, but—


      “No, I will do it. I shall draw them away.”


      “Talitta! That’s too…”


      Talitta shook her head and accepted Abel’s crazy order.


      Subaru wanted to come up with a better plan that would keep her safe, but his mind was filled with both unease and growing wariness of what the crowd outside would do.


      “Talitta, give me the bag. I will need it after this.”


      “Of course. I will hold their attention, so please escape in the meantime. I do not think I will have a chance to signal…”


      Abel took the bag Talitta was carrying and slipped it over his slender shoulder.


      “There’s no need. I will leave the timing to Medium.”


      “Eh? Me?” Medium’s eyes widened.


      Turning to her, Abel nodded.


      “Yes. Though you are smaller now, your sharp eye remains unchanged. You are the most capable of choosing the right moment to break out.”


      “Mm, got it. I’ll watch carefully! Be careful, Talitta!”


      “Of course.”


      The conversation barreled along, leaving Subaru in the dust.


      Abel is one thing, but Talitta and Medium also have nerves of steel. Talitta especially, when she’s got the most dangerous role of all.


      “I’ll be going now.”


      Gripping her bow, she put her hand on the door. Unable to restrain himself, Subaru shouted, “Talitta! Um, don’t die…!”


      “………”


      He hated himself for saying something so basic. If he couldn’t offer a useful idea or a surefire strategy, then he should at least have said something more encouraging. And yet all he managed was a trembling plea.


      But Talitta’s eyes softened slightly.


      “Yes, we’ll again.”


      Smiling faintly, Talitta leaped out, and as she proceeded into enemy territory, Abel said one last thing.


      “Talitta, there is no need to hold back. Fight with everything you have. So long as they are enjoying the protection of soul marriage, none of the people of this city will die so easily.”


      It was neither encouragement nor a strategy but an eerie admonition.
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      The moment she stepped outside, Talitta sensed a giant swell of hostility.


      Her dark skin prickled in anticipation. Talitta’s narrowed eyes took in her surroundings with one glance.


      To a Shudrak who lived as a hunter in the jungle, grasping the lay of the land and the situation in an instant was a fundamental skill and one that Talitta had mastered.


      And as her sister Mizelda had entrusted her to lead their people, she needed to be even better than her fellow Shudrak. And she was.


      “Ah.”


      She made a faint noise in the back of her throat as she took stock of the number of enemies who were homing in on her. There were approximately one hundred people in the area who intended to attack her and her companions, but fewer than twenty had noticed her flying out the back door. She readied herself to start shooting their legs—


      “—No.”


      She remembered Abel’s warning to hold back nothing right before she left.


      Abel was haughty and handsome. The sort of man who met Mizelda’s standards, but not someone Talitta was particularly good at dealing with. She was more prone to being pushed around and getting dragged into things, so she often struggled to voice her own opinion when interacting with people like her sister and Abel.


      She preferred people who would listen to her. Especially since she took time to gather her thoughts and was prone to getting flustered when hurried too much.


      Yes, someone like Flop is very much…


      “…! What am I thinking?”


      Her face turned red for a moment. She quickly drew her bow, as if to wipe it away. In one fluid motion, she had nocked three arrows at once, adjusting each one slightly with a deft grip, aiming at the vitals of three different targets. Then she released, landing every shot.


      Her archery skill was unmatched even among her fellow Shudrak.


      “Hunting is nice.”


      It suited her personality, since she didn’t have to talk to anyone. Her prey certainly didn’t want to talk to her, and she had no desire to convey her emotions to her prey, either. The only real interaction was when her arrow struck home, and the result, life or death, did not require any long debate.


      “—OOOOOOH!”


      With a rousing roar, new attackers rushed out of an alley, taking the place of the men who had fallen. A large, broad bull-man more than six feet tall, with two short, thick horns at the top of his head, was in the lead, charging straight at Talitta.


      The road was narrow, and there was nowhere to run to the left or right. So Talitta ran forward instead.


      “Gah?!”


      The bull-man’s eyes widened in shock. His surprise only grew when Talitta’s shoe crunched his nose as she used him as a launching pad and left him with a bloody nose.


      Spinning through the air, she rose above the buildings lining the street.


      While spinning, she managed to take stock of her surroundings once again, allowing her to also see the enemies positioned on many of the rooftops and raised walkways that filled this city.


      “I don’t have enough arrows.”


      Even as she said that, she reached into her quiver and pulled out several arrows. She began loosing a furious barrage of missiles at blinding speed, three at a time, cutting down all her targets. She had to make every shot count and trusted her instincts to decide who seemed the strongest.


      The way they stood, the tension in their body, their expressions—everything was factored in.


      “Uwaaaaa?!”


      Arrows rained down like a hailstorm, and people fell one after the other. Following Abel’s warning, every shot was aimed at a vital point. Many were hit in their necks and chests, and whenever possible, Talitta aimed at eyes and mouths.


      Around thirty enemies had already been dispatched.


      However, she had run out of arrows, so the next step was to recover some ammunition.


      “…This is a little unexpected.”


      Back on the ground, Talitta had intended to head toward the fallen but paused instead.


      She was a hunter. She had taken the life of countless creatures. There was some variance depending on the prey, but she was incredibly proficient at locating the vitals of her targets.


      She had been confident all her enemies were dead.


      “Gh…gh…”


      And yet all the people she had hit were merely groaning as they climbed to their feet. Not a single one had died.


      Even if they hadn’t sustained mortal wounds, they should have at least been out of the fight. Standing up should have been impossible. And yet they did. Rather than looking to be on the verge of death, they were glaring at Talitta with fierce determination.


      She noticed their eyes were different.


      “What is that?”


      Furrowing her brow, she questioned the bull-man who had risen to his feet. He did not answer, but the change was impossible to ignore.


      His right eye was covered by a bright red flame.


      His was not the only one. Every person Talitta had shot had a bright red flame in one of their eyes, some right, some left. And it was not just those who had been hit by Talitta’s arrows, either. Those who had come afterward to surround her all had the same red flame over one eye. A flame burning with a wavering light giving off sparks.


      But even more surprisingly, the same flame lapped at their wounds, healing them. The bull-man’s broken nose and everywhere people had been hit by arrows, everything.


      “…You were a little too vague, Abel.”


      Talitta exhaled as the scene combined with Abel’s warning earlier. From what he said, he clearly predicted that something like this would happen.
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      I wish you had been clearer.


      “My role is to be a decoy, not to wipe out the enemy.”


      When it came to grabbing their attention, she had done a good job so far.


      As for what came next…


      “…That’s it for my arrows.”


      One after the other, the wounded snapped the arrows still sticking out of them. With no more arrows to recover, Talitta could no longer rely on her formidable archery.


      However, that did not mean she had no options.


      “A knife and throwing stones are also tools in a hunt.”


      Talitta crouched, drawing the knife hidden beneath her formal clothes, raising it together with her bow that had lost its ammunition.


      Talitta’s battle had only just begun.


      5


      Using the opening created by Talitta’s hard fighting, the rest of the party fled through the back door of the inn and ran down the alley. Praying they would not be found while their hundred pursuers were focused on Talitta, they ran and ran, and ran some more.


      “Stop. It appears we have shaken off those who were surrounding the inn.”


      “Ngh.”


      Abel was in the lead when he called a halt, and Subaru pitched forward as he slid to a stop.


      His heart was pounding, and his lungs were aching for oxygen. He had almost tripped several times along the way as he ran his hardest in order not to let Talitta’s efforts go to waste.


      Thanks to that, they were able to flee into an empty alley without losing anyone along the way.


      “But I wonder if Talitta is okay?” Medium said aloud. “She was moving way, way more than I thought she could.”


      “Hah, hah…yeah that was crazy. She was like hop, hop, hop and then bam, bam, bam…”


      “Bro, are you doing that on purpose or what?”


      “…? What do you mean?”


      Subaru cocked his head at Al’s question as he caught his breath. He hadn’t intended to say anything strange. He was simply agreeing with Medium and recalling how Talitta had been fighting.


      That really was crazy.


      The Shudrak warrior was relatively introverted and meek, and he did not know where she ranked in strength among her people, but he had clearly underestimated her.


      Now that I think about it, it makes perfect sense.


      She had been chosen directly by the previous chief, her older sister Mizelda, and no one among the Shudrak, all of them powerful fighters, raised an objection.


      But even for Talitta…


      “…How are they fine after being hit by her arrows?”


      They had only caught a glimpse of Talitta’s battle with the hundred around the inn, but even that was more than enough to convey just how abnormal the opponents were.


      They were resilient enough to resist her attacks and boasted a strength that could not be explained by their demi-human bodies.


      And yet they were all dressed like normal townsfolk.


      None of them had weapons or armor. That was the eeriest part of it all.


      “At that rate, even Talitta will get caught eventually. Is it okay if we don’t go back to help?”


      “That is unnecessary. Trust Talitta’s eyes. She is a hunter to her core… She knows well when to pull back and flee. Having burdens come back will just lead to more deaths.”


      Abel addressed Medium’s concern with cold, hard logic.


      “…Now that you mention it, it sounded like you had some idea of what that was all about,” Al said, pointing at his eye.


      He of course did not mean his own eye, but the strange red flame that had appeared in the eyes of all the people Talitta had been fighting.


      “What did you call it? Soul marriage…?”


      “Yes, soul marriage. I have read about it in an old text. A secret technique that was supposedly lost to time.”


      “Lost…as in there aren’t any records of it? But…”


      “Most likely, Yoruna Mishigure is the wielder of the secret technique. Though if she is, it could hardly be called sane.”


      Crossing his arms and leaning against a wall, Abel shared his conclusion in a heavy voice.


      Not sane? I don’t know what effects this secret technique has, but…


      “Abel, don’t beat around the bush. What is this soul marriage thing…? You’re hiding too much! Th-this isn’t just your problem to deal with!”


      The blood rushed to Subaru’s head, and he erupted at Abel.


      It was impossible to forget that flame in their eyes. That flickering red was burned into his memory in his final moment of his last death.


      They are definitely the ones who killed me that time…


      “Soul marriage is a secret technique that binds the souls of caster and target. This allows a fraction of the caster’s power to be shared, giving the linked the ability to wield power that is normally beyond them.”


      Abel finally revealed what he knew. Perhaps Subaru had gotten through to him. However, the roundabout description was hard to parse, and Subaru’s eyes were spinning.


      “Perhaps this is easier for you to understand. The caster of the technique, Yoruna Mishigure, has formed a contract linking her soul with everything and everyone that constitutes the Demon City.”


      “Wha…?”


      Abel used a word that Subaru was intimately familiar with. It was scary to imagine something so important and precious used to describe what was happening here.


      “Yoruna Mishigure has connected her own soul with the entirety of this city. As such, all of the residents possess the right to wield a fragment of her power.”


      “That’s absurd…” Al murmured in shock.


      “As I said, it is not the work of a sane person.”


      Subaru felt the same shock of disbelief as Al, and he could only agree with Abel’s conclusion.


      The soul marriage technique was, as Abel explained, very similar to the contract forged by a spirit mage and their spirit. If a soul could be equated to Odo, then Subaru and the adorable girl in the big dress, Beatrice, could be described as being linked by a soul marriage.


      And the same could be said for Emilia and the little gray cat, Puck.


      “But those are just one-to-one relationships…”


      “That is the abnormality of Yoruna Mishigure.”


      Abel nodded as Subaru’s scattered thoughts slowly came together. There was no fear or disgust in his voice; he simply stated it matter-of-factly. Perhaps because it was so evenhanded, leaving it to the listener to interpret for themselves, it affected Subaru a great deal.


      “While only a fragment of their soul is given, as the number of targets increases, the soul of the caster is gradually worn down. To apply that technique to an unknown number of targets and maintain one’s sense of self requires incredible strength of mind. Or else…no, I suppose that is an unnecessary comment.”


      Keeping just that final part to himself, Abel finished explaining how soul marriage worked. After hearing that, Subaru thought with growing confidence that the person he met yesterday was scary.


      Sharing your soul with so many people…


      It would be like Subaru sharing his soul with people besides just Beatrice. Of course, there were some people he might trust. Medium and Al here would not do anything bad with it. But if asked whether he could entrust it to Abel, he would definitely grumble and not want to do it.


      “Uuu…”


      “Ah.”


      His attention was drawn by the little sound and the sudden tug at his shirt.


      Louis, her long blond hair tied up behind her head, had behaved herself, keeping up with them while they ran.


      No, not just until now.


      Louis was surprisingly reasonable, not throwing any tantrums or causing a fuss. She did what she was told and tried her best not to slow them down. And more than anything, it seemed like the reason she grabbed Subaru’s shirt was not because she was worried or scared, but because she was looking for some way to ease Subaru’s anxiety.


      “You…”


      She was a loathsome, scary, unforgivable being.


      He had thought that for so, so long, and he never doubted whether he should. The primary reason he had not abandoned her after being transported to Volakia was because Rem cared about Louis.


      Even now, not wanting Rem to hate him was the primary reason Louis was still with him.


      And yet…


      “Argh, damn it! None of this makes sense!”


      “Ngh!”


      Subaru was afflicted by feelings he could not put into words, but he was interrupted by Al’s gruff annoyance. Kicking the wall with his small foot, he scratched at his neck.


      “In reality, we don’t really know if this is actually that soul marriage thing and our enemy is that lady Yoruna, or if that Old Man Orbart was just lying!”


      “A-Al…?”


      The man who was so breezy, who took everything in stride, and who knew how to bend with the breeze, who was always devil-may-care in a reassuring way…that man was nowhere to be found. Seething with agitation, he pressed Abel.


      “What are you gonna do, Abel? I ain’t gonna keep hanging around like this. I’ve got things more important to me than you getting your shit back, so—”


      “I care little about your wishes. However, there is a way to confirm the matter.”


      “Confirm what?”


      “Whether the resilience of those people is truly due to soul marriage or not.”


      Abel pointed to the road connecting to the alleyway. It felt like the road next to the dark alley was almost empty. Glancing out, he saw that there were abandoned tents and empty-looking houses.


      It did not seem like Abel was pointing to anything in particular, but…


      “There’s nothing there—”


      “Pick any random passerby and attack them. If the wound heals, they are under the effects of soul marriage. If not, we can discard the theory that soul marriage is being used.”


      Abel made that unbelievable proposal with a completely uninterested tone.


      He’s fine with hurting someone, anyone, to test his idea.


      The thought was so stupid, so absurd, that the blood rushed to Subaru’s head.


      “That’s—”


      “Then what will you do? Can you propose an alternative plan?”


      Subaru reflexively snapped, but Abel immediately shot back.


      The black eyes peering out from the mask pierced Subaru’s heart and made his face grow hot, as if Abel was making fun of him for being shallow and thoughtless. But he couldn’t just stay silent. He did not want to quietly turn tail.


      “Th-there must be some other way…”


      “If so, then tell me. I will listen to any plan worthy of consideration. Though it would be cruel to expect any such plan from you at the moment.”


      “That’s…!”


      “You are too scared of making sacrifices.”


      With a cold, cruel voice, he hit the crux of what was firing Subaru up.


      Feeling like he really had been shot right through the heart, Subaru gritted his teeth and looked down.


      I hate sacrifices. Allies, it goes without saying, but even for our enemies, the fewer dead or injured, the better.


      Subaru was being rebuked for being naive and immature.


      “But what’s so wrong with that?”


      “This is not a debate. I am simply stating the truth. If you wish to fulfill your wishes, then you need either ingenuity or strength. If either is insufficient, then you have no choice but to adopt a more realistic wish or to make a compromise. Much like the planning and execution of your bloodless victory.”


      “………”


      “If you wish to avoid casualties, then you need the strength to achieve those results. If you truly wish for it from the bottom of your heart, then holding back at all is contradictory.”


      That accusation tore into Subaru’s heart.


      He didn’t know what Abel’s intentions were. But those eyes staring out at Subaru through the mask were probing Subaru’s incomparably weaker eyes for his true feelings.


      I don’t get it. I really don’t. How am I holding back?


      He racked his brain as hard as he could, fighting back tears, but he couldn’t come up with an answer that made sense.


      With my smaller arms, legs, and lungs, I can’t jump around like Talitta. The whip I brought is big and heavy, and I can’t really use it right now. But if I don’t want people to get hurt, then…


      “Then I should be the only one who gets hurt!”


      His thoughts awhirl, Subaru shouted at Abel in frustration.


      I know I’m too weak and too stupid. That was a problem Subaru Natsuki had long had before being shrunk down.


      Subaru clenched his eyes shut, feeling something warm welling up from inside. Before that turned into a clear and obvious stream of tears, he turned around and started running.


      “Bro?!” “Subaru!”


      Al and Medium shouted, but he ignored them as he ran outside. To make up for what Abel had said was lacking. To reach the results he wanted…


      “Come and get me! I’m right here!”


      Subaru stood in the middle of the street, spreading his arms wide and shouting as loud as he could.


      A child’s shrill voice echoed in the quiet street. His shoulders heaved, and his breaths came raggedly after all his shouting. That was when he noticed—a white-haired boy who was around the same age as Subaru looked, just outside the alley, staring at him in surprise.


      “Ah.”


      He immediately regretted running outside. He’d been rash.


      Terror stabbed straight into his heart while his face burned from shame. Subaru turned around to go back for the scolding that surely awaited him.


      “Wait.”


      “Eh?”


      When he felt someone grabbing his arm, he looked up in surprise.


      It was none other than the white-haired boy. He was wearing plain clothes and had short, frizzy hair—or rather, it looked short because it was so curly.


      Subaru’s lips flapped in confusion, trying to explain what had just happened.


      “Sorry.”


      “Eh?”


      The next moment, Subaru was sent flying by the boy who had a flame in his right eye. He didn’t understand why his whole world was spinning. It had happened so suddenly, he was still trying to catch up.


      “Whaaaaaaaa?!”


      Questions like why and how bounced around his skull as his insides rattled. The boy who threw Subaru had that telltale flame in his eye. It was probably connected to the soul marriage Abel had mentioned, but Subaru had no way of confirming it while hurtling through midair.


      As he spun and fell into the blue sky, Subaru couldn’t do anything.


      “Ah—”


      His shout was cut short as a strange weightlessness caught his spinning body. It was the sign he had reached the apex of the throw and would soon begin falling, but there was little meaning in that distinction for Subaru.


      “Hiiiiyaaaaaaaah!”


      His screams echoed back from the fast-approaching ground. It felt like death itself was surging toward Subaru.


      “Al!”


      “I know!”


      He heard the shouts of familiar voices. Then there was a snap of something stretched tight being cut, and then the clatter of multiple thin pieces of metal falling. Subaru had no way of knowing what caused those noises as the ground rushed up to meet him—but right before he slammed into it, he stopped.


      “Wah, waaaah, waaaaaaah…wargh!”


      Something soft caught him but failed to completely halt his momentum. Subaru spilled onto the hard ground, rolling and rolling until he finally came to a stop. He could taste blood in his mouth, and everywhere ached, but…


      “I’m…alive…?”


      As he pushed himself up, Subaru could hardly believe he hadn’t died. He had kept his wits about him long enough to grasp that it was Al and Medium who had saved him. To catch him, they had cut down one of the tents in the street, stretching it out tight to make an on-the-spot cushion.


      That was what stopped Subaru from slamming straight into the ground. But they had paid a price for it.


      “Owwwwww…”


      “A-Al! Medium!”


      Subaru saw them both lying in the street. With their bodies shrunken down, they couldn’t perform like they usually did and had been knocked back by the impact of catching Subaru. And there was more bad news…


      “I was hoping to end it with that…”


      The face of the boy who threw Subaru was twisted in agony. Looking at Subaru and the other two, he bit his lip. His right eye continued to burn with the red flame.


      Between that flame and the strength to throw Subaru like that, there was no room for doubt. He was one of the enemies.


      “Hey…hey! You…”


      “This has to be done. This city can’t…we can’t lose her.”


      Subaru pushed his aching body, trying to draw the boy’s attention.


      On the one hand, he did not want the boy to attack Al or Medium, but when their eyes met, when he saw the desperation in the boy’s face, his heart wavered. That face was familiar. Those were the eyes of someone who was willing to take drastic action for the sake of someone.


      It was the same expression on the faces of all the people who had faced Talitta.


      “I won’t ask you to forgive me. I’m sorry.”


      His eyes were still uncertain as he slowly came closer.


      Subaru tried to crawl away, but he was still hurting from the fall, and his arms and legs refused to listen to him.


      If I can’t get away, then at least…


      Determined to not look away, he stared into the boy’s eyes. Then he noticed something peeking out from the sides of his head. Little horns poked out from his white, curly hair. It was almost like seeing a lamb.


      With that final thought, the boy with a burning eye raised his arm high—


      “………”


      Subaru grimaced but watched carefully. He would not miss what the boy did.


      “Aa, uuu!!!”


      There was a dull thud and a spray of red as the blond girl leaped between them, before she was knocked away like a fluttering leaf.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 4


      A XXXXXXXX THAT DOES NOT FADE


      1


      The tiny girl spun through the air with a feeble cry. Her body bounced along the ground, across the street, barely losing any momentum until she slammed into the pole of a tent stall that finally stopped her.


      “………”


      Subaru watched, dumbstruck, unable to say a word.


      It all happened in an instant, but he couldn’t claim ignorance. Even if he couldn’t react in that instant, he saw it clear as day with his own two eyes.


      His head burned, and he leaped out in a fit of emotion.


      “…Louis.”


      Louis had spread out her arms to protect Subaru, and she had been swatted aside like a rubber ball, leaving a trail of blood behind her. It was impossible to think she was fine after that.


      “I’m sorry.”


      As the tent Louis struck collapsed around her, he heard an apology. It had come from the same sheep-boy who had swatted her aside. Now he was standing over Subaru with his arm raised and a pained look on his face. Subaru’s head was next.


      As much as he wanted to, after all Louis had done to protect him, he could not bring himself to evade…


      “Subaru! Stand up!”


      A shadow flitted through the air. Its slender leg kicked the boy in the shoulder. The boy recoiled with a stunned look, and standing there was Medium, her long blond hair fluttering in the breeze. She had shouted at Subaru so loudly, she had gone bright red. Subaru had just been sitting listlessly, unable even to shiver in fear.


      “Take care of Louis!”


      And yet Medium offered him neither encouragement nor consolation before rushing forward. Holding the one sword she had brought with both her slender little arms, she gallantly charged the sheep-boy, even though it was impossible to use her usual cool and stunning dance-like fighting style.


      The boy seemed more surprised by her spirit than by her strength.


      “Gh, uugh…”


      Roused by the sight of Medium fighting with everything she had, Subaru managed to struggle to his feet with trembling arms and legs before rushing over to the tent where Louis had fallen.


      “Louis! Louis! Are you alive?! Louis!”


      Desperately calling her name, he felt a heat building in the back of his eyes again. That heat had been building, threatening to burst out. He pushed it back down, hurrying to clear the debris.


      “…Aa, uuu…”


      “Louis!”


      A faint groan led Subaru to Louis’s dust-covered body. She was lying beneath one of the tent stall’s fallen poles. It had gotten wedged in a way that prevented the full weight of the collapsed structure from bearing down on her.


      Just as he sighed in relief, he noticed the growing red stain spreading across Louis’s white outfit.


      “…Ah…”


      Subaru’s eyes widened, and a chill shot through his arms and legs. His mind went blank.


      He turned pale. He felt his blood turn to ice.


      And his heart pounded like it was about to explode.


      “Aaa…”


      Louis groaned as the stain gradually spread.


      He needed to pull her out of the wreckage so he could perform first aid, but the tent pole was so heavy that even when he leaned his whole body into it, the pole refused to budge.


      “Louis. Louis…”


      He called her name with trembling lips. His voice cracked, but not from his tongue going numb. It was because for so long, he had taken every opportunity to avoid calling her by name. Thinking back on it, he had hated so much as saying her name.


      Louis had been with him ever since he had been transported from that tower with Rem. He had always kept his distance, keeping a watchful eye on her, treating her like an obstacle and a nuisance. And yet she had never once done anything that got in his way or put him in danger.


      I didn’t want Rem to hate me. I didn’t want everyone to be afraid.


      Those worries had convinced him to avoid getting close to Louis the whole time and to put off the question of what to do with her.


      Why was I so scared of her?


      His exhausted mind, his cold limbs, his heavy tongue, and his pounding heart all made him forget. In this singular moment, he could not remember what it was that Louis had done to him. Only one thought filled his mind now—she had bled to protect him.


      No matter how much I want to forget or avert my eyes, that’s the truth.


      “Don’t…die…”


      “………”


      “Don’t die, Louis! You can’t, you can’t die…! You can’t die!”


      Twisting his body into the space below the support pole, Subaru crawled next to Louis on his knees. Clutching her hand in both of his, he shouted with a desperate prayer.


      “Don’t die…!”


      Forgetting all about trying to find something he could do to actually keep her from dying, he just made an unreasonable prayer.


      As she heard his trembling voice, Louis’s eyes opened weakly…


      “…Ua, uu…”


      2


      “Ukyaaa?!”


      The single sword she was holding in both hands was knocked back, and Medium slammed into a wall. Slipping to the ground, she saw the sheep-boy swinging his arm wildly. The boy with a flame in his right eye was a total amateur at fighting and not even particularly fast.


      “And I still can’t keep up…”


      Medium gritted her teeth, unhappy at being pushed back by a boy who was relying on sheer brute force. His movements were haphazard, and he had no technique. It was like fighting a big baby. Not that she had ever seen a baby that big before.


      “Al! Al!!!”


      She thought there would at least be something she could do if she was not alone, so she called out to her comrade. Out of the corner of her eyes she saw Al huddled over near the ground. He had been shrunk down like she had, but unlike her, he was smart, so she would have liked him to try something, anything.


      “………”


      But he didn’t answer her call.


      Not because he had been knocked unconscious after being thrown back. Al was awake and had actually tried to help once. But now, for some reason, he was crouched down and staying still.


      He was just looking at his own trembling right hand while…


      “…Why…?”


      He was shuddering almost like he had dropped something that he had been holding.


      Meanwhile, the boy was slowly walking over to Medium. And more bad news…


      “There! It’s them!”


      Behind Al, ten people raced down the street. They all were different races, but they all had the same red flame in one eye—more pursuers.


      She turned away from the boy and started to rush over to Al to meet the new threat. But just as she started to act on that unreasonable idea, she fell to her knee with the first step. The boy had grabbed her long hair.


      “Al…!”


      Eyes watering, she reached out, unable to reach Al as the attackers caught up…


      “You still can’t move? Fool.”


      With Al in such a dangerous predicament, a figure stepped between him and the charging townsfolk. It was the masked man who had been watching in silence from the alley.


      “Abel…?”


      Though she was still restrained by her hair, nothing interrupted Medium’s surprised murmur. Everyone was awestruck by the strange appearance and powerful aura of the man. But that would not buy them much time. The first of the men barreling down the street, a middle-aged bull-man, shook off his surprise and stepped up to Abel.


      “Sorry, kid…but we can’t let you get away. You’re gonna have to—”


      “A bull-man. Earlier, there was a sheep-boy.”


      “What?”


      “You and all of those surrounding the inn are horned…with so many in one place, anyone would notice. So it is the horned tribes of the city who are after us.”


      Despite being surrounded and in a dangerous predicament, Abel did not waver, but the men trembled under his piercing gaze.


      “Horned…”


      Medium’s eyes shifted as she glanced at the boy holding her in place. There were two horns poking out of his frizzy white hair. And all the men surrounding Abel had horns, too. The horns varied in location and number, but all of them had at least one.


      And evidently, this was something they didn’t want to draw attention to. The mood in the air grew noticeably more dangerous when the subject of horns came up.


      “You may test yourself.”


      “…What?”


      Abel addressed the man edging closer to him, like a challenge.


      “Test whether you are capable of killing me or not.”


      Not like a challenge. This was an explicit and direct challenge. Naturally, the bull-man was furious, and the intensity of the flame in his right eye visibly increased.


      “…What could be difficult about snapping such a tiny neck?”


      “Whether it is simple or not can easily be proven. And so you may test yourself. If you are worthy, then the flames will laud you. However…”


      “H-however?”


      “If you are lacking, the flames will incinerate you and your very soul. Now, what shall you do?”


      Arms crossed, Abel silenced the bull-man with his declaration. None of the other men said anything, either, caught up in Abel’s performance. The sheep-boy gulped and simply waited to see what would happen.


      Even Medium, one of Abel’s comrades, could only watch.


      “You may undergo the judgment of the flames. Will your life surpass mine?”


      “Gh…ugh…ugh…!”


      The man’s voice quivered, and he agonized beneath a sudden sheen of sweat. No one could intervene. The moment they saw Abel’s eyes, everyone else was swept from the stage. No one had the right to answer Abel’s call, save for the man standing before him.


      Gritting and grinding and grinding and gritting his teeth, the man—


      “Ugh, uoooooo!!!”


      There was a crack from his teeth, and the pain set the man in motion, raising both his thick arms. It was an attack aimed not just at snapping Abel’s neck but at smothering every last trace of life out of him. If it landed, Abel would die, no matter how good he was at bluffing.


      Medium desperately tried to twist away, but she could not escape. Al could not move, either, as he watched it unfold.


      And Subaru and Louis also—


      “—Eh?”


      Louis was underneath both the collapsed tent and Subaru, who had tried to help save her. She could see Subaru underneath the tent pole, holding Louis’s hand.


      She saw Louis move slightly, and then—


      “Uuu!”


      —In the blink of an eye, Louis appeared under the bull-man with his arms raised, hitting him directly in the jaw from right beneath him.
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      Subaru could not make heads or tails of what happened.


      He had been clinging to the bleeding girl lying under the collapsed tent, praying for her to survive. Unable to help her or comfort her, just selfishly praying for her not to die. She moved a little in response to his words, and right after that—the scene Subaru saw suddenly shifted, and the world flipped.


      “Uu, eee.”


      It was not at some crazy speed or as if time stood still. He had moved to a different location in the blink of an eye.


      And…


      “You…”


      Abel caught his breath ever so slightly at Subaru’s unexpected appearance.


      It was bewildering to find himself sitting in front of the masked man, who had his arms crossed, and in front of all the people around them. The tears that had been welling up for Louis just a moment ago faded, and his throat clenched.
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      And the girl who was the source of Subaru’s confusion…


      “Aaa, uuu!”


      “Gah?!”


      Spinning with the speed and erratic movements of a pinball, Louis bounced around between the men, landing critical hits to necks, chests, knees, and making other pinpoint strikes, breaking the encirclement by force.


      While the men still struggled to come to grips with the speed and force of the sudden attack, Louis started making her next move.


      “Uau.”


      Moving around behind them, she put her hands on the ground like an animal and clawed at it, dragging the upper layer of dirt back like it was a luxurious carpet.


      There was no carpet spread out across the street, of course, and yet that was what the ground looked like to Subaru. More attackers toppled over when the floor was pulled out from underneath them.


      “Au! Au au!”


      “Wh-what’s with this kid…?! Shit!”


      A young deer-man just barely managed to hold his balance and lunged at Louis, but she threw the thin layer of earth she had just pulled up at him. He swiped at it with his arm, and the moment he made contact, it instantly reverted to its original state.


      “Bgh?!”


      Slamming into what was now a wall of dirt, the young man reeled backward. Louis then tore through the ragged wall of dirt and landed a flying kick on his face, sending a spurt of blood into the air as she launched off him and flew high up.


      Grabbing on to the wall above the men, she pulled away the surface layer of the wall just like she had done with the ground, and then did it again and again, creating several slices of a paper-thin wall. When the peeled-off wall sheets returned to their previous state, they fell down on the men.


      “Ywaaaaaa!!!!”


      Louis seemed to teleport behind them as they screamed. She stuck out her palm, hitting one in the back while using a different sort of technique on the arm of another man who tried to counterattack, mercilessly throwing him aside.


      The attackers were helpless before Louis, who seemed to wield the power of ten people in the body of one little girl.


      “L-Louis…that’s…”


      It was a nightmare. There was no other word for it. This was very obviously not the result of natural talent or years of training and studies. Subaru knew the true source of that power.


      That’s…that’s a power that shouldn’t exist…


      “So…this is the reason you were traveling with that girl?” Abel said as he stepped forward to stand next to Subaru.


      “Eh?”


      For a moment, he didn’t understand, but once he realized Abel meant Louis, his blood rose to his head.


      He was about to vehemently deny it, but…


      “…Ah.”


      He had no other explanation for why he was traveling with Louis. He could not answer it before, and he still could not answer it now.


      “St-stop! If you care about this gi—argh?!”


      “Auau!”


      When he saw the rest of the group crumbling, the sheep-boy still holding on to Medium’s hair tried to take her hostage, but before he could even finish the threat, Louis was already standing right next to him while he was still reeling. She touched his shoulder, and the next moment, the boy and Louis were both somehow five yards overhead. The boy had no idea what to do when he found himself in the middle of the air and falling headfirst toward the street together with Louis. He landed, let out a weak groan, and went still.


      “D-did you do all this…Louis?”


      “Aauu.”


      Medium’s eyes widened just as Louis leaped into her arms. She rubbed Louis’s head and looked around the alleyway blankly now that she was free.


      The dozen or so pursuers in the street were all knocked out and scattered around.


      “You and the jester have revealed your true natures, I suppose? Well, so be it.”


      “Wh-what the heck is going on…? What was that?!”


      “Quiet yourself. You will only draw more attention to us. Grab the jester and come.”


      Abel gestured with his chin, ordering Subaru to carry on rather than dwell on their escape. He was pointing toward Al, who was still huddling on the ground, not moving. Subaru rushed over, worried Al might have gotten hurt while he was not watching.


      “A-Al! Hey, are you all right? Are you hurt somewhere…?”


      “…I’m…not all right.”


      “…! Were you wounded?! Where? Let’s take care of it…!”


      “Not that!”


      Al shouted angrily when Subaru shook his shoulder. Still huddled over, he raised his trembling hand and clenched it.


      “…I’m useless.”


      “Th-that’s not—”


      “I’m useless! The way I am now…I’ll die.”


      “…? What do you—?”


      He was about to ask what Al meant by that, but before he could, an urgent voice from behind him interrupted.


      “Abel! Don’t do anything bad!” Medium shouted.


      “Silence. There is a question that must be asked.”


      “Still…”


      Turning around, Subaru saw them arguing over the sheep-boy still on the ground. The boy was sitting up, looking at Louis in terror. The flame in his eyes was weaker, and it was clear that even if he could still fight on a physical level, he was finished mentally. That was understandable. Unlike Subaru and his shrunken friends, he was actually a child. He’d just watched multiple adults get beaten senseless, and he had been completely cornered, too. It made more sense to be scared.


      “Answer me.”


      Abel showed the boy no mercy. As he crouched right in front of the boy, wearing the mask that prevented anyone from reading what he was thinking, Abel’s eyes peered into that fear and terror and demanded he reveal what he knew.


      The boy’s teeth chattered.


      “Tell me where your leader is. Where is that girl who called herself Tanza hiding? Speak quickly.”
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      Subaru’s eyes widened. The name that crossed Abel’s lips was the last one he’d expected.


      “Tanza? That girl…?”


      The kimono-clad deer-girl appeared in Subaru’s confused mind. She was Yoruna’s attendant and had been there both yesterday at the palace keep and earlier today at the inn. She was still a child but was calm and collected, almost curt.


      Abel had confidently declared that she was the one who set up this attack.


      “Answer me. You are mistaken if you believe youth absolves you of your actions.”


      The cold voice bore into the cowering boy, and the flame in his eye wavered, but the weak flame recovered slightly in the face of Abel’s intense questioning.


      “Th-there’s no way I would know! You’re the ones who would know…!”


      “………”


      “You’re the ones who… That’s why we…!”


      The boy snapped back at Abel and reached out a hand toward him. In a desperate move, he tried to grab Abel by the throat and strangle him, but before he could, a small palm pushed hard against his forehead.


      “Au!”


      The boy’s head slammed backward against the wall, knocking him out. The boy slumped over, twitching miserably.


      And the one who had done it…


      “L-Louis…”


      “Uau!”


      Louis had disappeared from Medium’s side in the blink of an eye and laid the boy low. When Louis heard Subaru’s voice, her face brightened, and she leaped at him.


      Caught in her hug, he was struck by a thought that chilled him to the bone.


      That looked a lot like the short-range warp that Gluttony had used in the tower in the desert. And all those various other fighting styles were not the sort of thing a single person could learn on their own in a single lifetime. There was no denying it anymore after seeing that.


      “You’re…”


      Louis Arneb, Archbishop of Gluttony and wielder of a skin-crawling authority. The girl in that white realm who had torn into Subaru’s heart and tried to devour every last bit of his soul. The very girl who mistook his Return by Death for a blessing and who called Subaru a monster.


      “…G-get away from me.”


      “Au?”


      “I said get away!”


      Grabbing her by the shoulders, he pushed her off. Louis fell back, and with some distance, he saw the red all around her torso, reminding him again that Louis had been injured protecting him.


      “Ah…the wound?! We have to take care of that…!”


      “Au! Aaauuu!”


      He quickly started to roll up her clothes to check the wound, but Louis flailed, as if he were tickling her, and fought back, pushing at his face and chest. He ignored that, forcefully peeling back her clothes. But while there were still traces of blood on her clothes and skin, there wasn’t any visible injury.


      “It’s…healed…?”


      She was definitely bleeding before.


      It felt like a fox was playing tricks on him as he blinked over and over. He had questions but also a faint sense of relief. Seeing Louis smiling right in front of him, Subaru looked away.


      “We must find that troublesome Orbart at once.”


      Abel murmured to himself as he slowly stood up, heedless both of the danger he had been in moments ago and of the fact that he had just been saved.


      Subaru agreed that they should focus on finding Orbart, but it was a little too disconnected from what Abel had been saying earlier.


      “What did you mean by that?”


      “And which part are you asking about?”


      “Earlier! You said that Tanza girl is the mastermind, but now you’re saying we have to search for Mr. Orbart or whatever.”


      “Hmph.”


      Abel put a hand to his masked forehead, as if that was a stupid question. Subaru was already feeling impatient and annoyed, and that reaction only got on his nerves, so in a fit, Subaru leaped up and pulled the mask off Abel’s face.


      Abel glowered at Subaru.


      “What is the meaning of this?”


      “That’s what I should be asking you! Quit just doing everything in your head and explain yourself once in a while! We’re comrades, aren’t we?!”


      “Comrades, you say?”


      “Ugh…”


      The raw emotion of Abel’s glare robbed Subaru of any momentum he had.


      His word choice had probably bothered Abel. And Subaru wasn’t all that confident he could call Abel a comrade, either.


      His face burned once he realized he had let his mouth run off without thinking again.


      “That’s right, Abel. We’re comrades, so you should tell us what you’re thinking.”


      Medium came to Subaru’s aid. She was next to Al, who was still hunched over while she rubbed his back. Abel’s eyes narrowed at her earnest and straightforward objection. After some consideration, he said, “The attackers at the inn, and those who followed us here…they are all horned.”


      “Horned…meaning people with horns, right? What about it?”


      “…The horned have a history of persecution. They were considered inauspicious because their horns bore a passing resemblance to demon beasts’.”


      “What…?”


      Subaru’s eyes widened.


      Being persecuted for having horns. It was a prejudice that struck close to home for Subaru, making it all the more unforgivable. It was a similar sort of reason as why Emilia was persecuted because she resembled an evil witch from long ago, and a ton of different people hated her for it.


      The horned demi-humans had the same sort of past.


      “But then why? I can understand people being scared of them because of their horns, but it doesn’t make sense.”


      “Even if you have become a small child, you should still put your head to work. For those with horns, this city…the way of life in Chaosflame is salvation.”


      “Salvation…meaning it’s a good place?”


      “Yoruna Mishigure does not give up those whom she has accepted into her heart. There have been times when she raised the flag of rebellion for the sake of a single dead deer-girl.”


      The emperor who’d had to deal with her insurrection crossed his arms while calmly giving some much-needed context.


      Yoruna had supposedly rebelled many times in the past, but the reason she turned her fangs on the emperor—or at least one of them—was for the sake of a single person.


      Subaru’s reaction to hearing that was…


      “Then she’s a good person…!”


      “Fool. Do you think it’s so simple? Yoruna is a patron of those whom she personally loves and shows no mercy to anyone who falls outside that circle.”


      “Ehhh? But it’s normal to be nicer to the people you love, isn’t it?!”


      “I think so, too,” Subaru said in agreement with Medium.


      Louis raised her hand with an approving shout as well.


      Abel sighed.


      “What is important is that the horned tribes who have a history of persecution have found peace in this city. And Yoruna Mishigure is crucial to maintaining that peace. Meaning…”


      “Meaning?”


      “…To these horned people, we are plotters trying to embroil Yoruna Mishigure in a rebellion against the throne. That makes us a menace threatening the foundation of their peace.”


      “Ah…”


      Subaru finally understood the sheep-boy’s actions.


      When he attacked Subaru—when all those townspeople attacked them—they all looked like they were suffering. That was because they felt guilty for killing Subaru and his friends even if it was because they were worried about their home. That was also why the boy had apologized when he threw Subaru.


      “They’re all doing their hardest…”


      “Sympathy and pity are nothing but a burden. And everything that lives and breathes has their own circumstances.”


      “Abel! Don’t say that! Also, I still don’t really get it. Why did you ask about Tanza? And why did you say we have to search for that gramps?”


      “…From the way he spoke before, it is likely that they do not know Tanza’s location. And for some reason, they seem to suspect us of hiding her. Why do you think that is?”


      “Why? Umm…uh…?”


      Looking down at the unconscious boy, Subaru struggled to wrap his head around Abel’s question.


      It did not feel like the boy had been lying. He had been convinced Subaru’s party had done something to Tanza, and his comrades probably did, too.


      “That’s why they attacked us?”


      “That is the logical explanation. However, in truth, we have done nothing to Tanza. So where did she go? In addition, from where did one hundred horned ones appear?”


      “Where? They were lying in wait outside, weren’t they?”


      “And who gave the order?”


      Subaru struggled with the follow-up question. He kicked his brain into high gear, raising a structure around the pillars that Abel had placed down. But before he could finish…


      “…That girl told them in advance, before she came,” Al said as he managed to finally stand back up.


      Turning around, Subaru saw Medium helping him stay upright. He still looked the worse for wear. When he noticed Subaru’s concerned gaze, Al nodded reassuringly.


      “Sorry for worrying you, Bro… Not that things have gotten any better, though.”


      “So your condition is unimproved? I suppose that is also due to Orbart’s technique.”


      “…I’m not gonna argue there. I’d love to chat about it some more, but we should probably get down to business first. So, about that Tanza.”


      Waving his small hand, Al made a conscious effort to rein in his emotions.


      I’m worried about what happened to Al, too, but he’s right. We’re still in the middle of this.


      The implication was that Tanza had organized their attackers beforehand, but…


      “Then that would mean she gathered her horned comrades and had them attack us?”


      “But where did Tanza go then?” Medium asked.


      It was a question without an answer. She had appeared at the inn to deliver Yoruna’s instructions, and then presumably gone back. Even if they went with the assumption that she had planned everything, the reaction from her comrades was strange.


      At the very least, the sheep-boy seemed to believe they had done something to her.


      “The little lady clearly didn’t go back to her friends.”


      “That is the logical conclusion. And it explains why those who were lying in wait did not attack until after we left the inn. They were afraid of Tanza being caught up in the chaos if they made their move while she was inside talking with us.”


      “But then where is Tanza?! What’s going on?” Medium’s eyes spun in confusion.


      Subaru, on the other hand, finally had a decent idea what Abel was thinking.


      This is probably what he’s got in mind…


      “Tanza…if she didn’t leave the inn, then she’s hiding somewhere—and that means Mr. Orbart is helping her!”
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      The horned creatures had attacked them to save Tanza.


      But since they were lying in wait outside the inn from the start, the only explanation was that there had been some agreement beforehand in case something happened to Tanza.


      And the only one who could have been working with Tanza inside the inn was…


      “None save Orbart Dankelken.”


      “Couldn’t she…? Couldn’t Tanza have planned it herself?”


      “I am confident. Going out of his way to challenge us to a child’s game such as hide-and-seek is the sort of crafty plan he would enjoy.”


      Subaru grimaced at Abel’s blunt explanation, both because what he claimed about Orbart’s nasty nature rang true and because the very offer of hide-and-seek was consistent with Tanza being hidden.


      “But if that’s why we were attacked, then isn’t that against the rules?”


      “You mean the prohibition on harming one another? He would simply say he never raised a hand himself. All the more so if he has joined hands with Tanza.”


      “Gh…that’s so unfair…!”


      “That is why we must prioritize discerning Orbart’s location. Should we succeed, we may learn Tanza’s location. And having seen through his scheme, there might be no more reason to bother with this hide-and-seek.”


      I get that Orbart and Tanza might be together, but I don’t really get why that would mean the end of hide-and-seek.


      While Subaru tried to follow this train of thought, Abel turned and ripped the mask from his hands. Subaru yelped in surprise as Abel redonned his disguise.


      “Orbart’s goal is to gauge our worth. His true intent is to measure our ability to discern what lies beneath the surface rather than how well we do at some children’s game. If we discover his true motive, then we can avoid troublesome extra steps.”


      “Ahh, I get it. I think…?”


      “…You are growing progressively dimmer.”


      Abel sighed as Subaru barely managed to keep up with the explanation.


      Subaru could not really argue. He could feel it, too. His mind was very clearly not firing on all cylinders. And he couldn’t say exactly how bad it was.


      My head is getting slower, and the right words won’t come, and I am getting dumber.


      “I wasn’t the smartest to begin with, either…”


      “In your case, the problem is a decrease in comprehension and imagination… There is a theory that one’s physical condition reflects the ebb and flow of Odo. The details of Orbart’s technique are unknown, though.”


      “What exactly does that mean…?”


      “Changes in Odo and changes in the body are linked. We can assume that Orbart has manipulated your Odo… That would apply to you two as well,” Abel said as he looked from Subaru to Medium and Al.


      The explanation did not really make much sense to Subaru. It had been like that, too, when he broke the gate needed to use magic. The whole thing about mana and Odo just didn’t click for him.


      But even if he didn’t really get it…


      “So this is all happening because that old man messed with our bodies?”


      He was taken aback by the venom in Al’s murmur.


      Al was touching his forehead, fingers trembling. His intense mood swings seemed to be a result of his mental regression. The psychological composure he’d had as an adult was fading now that he was a child.


      “I’m gonna give that shitty old man a piece of my mind…!”


      “Yeah, it’ll be a serious problem if we can’t return to normal,” Medium said, to soothe Al’s seething anger. “Should we go with Abel’s suggestion for now?”


      Abel had originally suggested going to a bar to recruit people to search for the old man and to rely on the power of numbers, but…


      “The situation has changed if Tanza is acting against us.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Now that we have left the inn, it is only a matter of time before the other side makes their move. The strategy of recruiting people for a search is an obvious one, and there are not many options for outsiders without local connections. As such—”


      “—It would make sense to station people around the bars to ambush us.”


      Al finished Abel’s thought and helped bring Subaru up to speed.


      So it’s not just Orbart. Tanza is serious trouble, too.


      Orbart had strength and cunning, while Tanza had her position in Chaosflame as Yoruna’s attendant. She was one of the most trusted people in this city.


      “If all else fails, forcing our way through may be an option.”


      “Forcing our way through… You can’t mean…”


      As they discussed how they might need to change plans, Abel glanced to the side. Following his eyes, Subaru froze.


      “Uau?”


      Louis was standing there, head cocked in confusion as to why Abel was staring at her. She was running her hands through her hair. It was hard to believe that earlier, she had defeated all their attackers. Despite her overwhelming combat ability, she was as sweet as ever.


      That only made the chill running down Subaru’s spine worse.


      “Oh yeah! Louis was incredible! I had no idea she had moves like that!”


      “Auau.”


      “Eh-heh-heh, thanks for saving us.”


      Heedless of how Subaru felt about it, Medium reached out to pat Louis’s head. Before she could, though, Subaru grabbed her by the wrist.


      “Wait!”


      “Wah, Subaru?”


      “Umm, Medium, you shouldn’t get so close to her…”


      “…? Why? She saved me. And she saved you, too.”


      “That’s…true…but…”


      Subaru didn’t have a good answer to her innocent question. The way she saw it was simple and correct. Louis had saved Subaru. She had put her tiny body on the line to keep him safe.


      And Subaru had pleaded for her not to die…


      “Isn’t it about time you spilled it already?”


      Seeing Subaru’s hesitation, Al spoke up in a low voice.


      When Abel fixed him with a dark gaze from behind his mask, Subaru gulped and stared at his feet, reminded that he had withheld the details about his situation with Louis from Al a few days ago on their way to Chaosflame.


      He had held back then because he hadn’t decided on how to deal with Louis.


      But…


      “This ain’t a situation we can keep ignoring. This isn’t just a personal problem of mine. This involves everyone.”


      “………”


      “What is her secret?”


      With all eyes gathering, Subaru reflexively moved in front of Louis. Not to protect Louis, but because he did not know how she would react to all that attention.


      …I’m not sure if that’s the real reason.


      Only one thing was certain. There would be no more hiding. And now that he could only rely on the brain of a child, spinning a believable lie wasn’t an option, either.


      “She is… Louis is…the Archbishop of Gluttony.”


      All he could do was tell the truth.
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      Louis Arneb’s true nature.


      Subaru had hidden it ever since being transported to Volakia. He had kept it from Rem after she lost her memory, but also from everyone else he met.


      He had been keeping Louis’s identity a secret not because of his personal feelings on the matter, but because he could imagine the sort of trouble that revelation would attract.


      That was why he had kept it hidden this whole time…


      “…Arch…bishop…”


      A faltering voice repeated that word. Subaru had fully expected Al or Abel to be stunned by this revelation. It made sense for them to be wary, to want evidence for his claim, or to fly into a fury at how absurd it sounded. But they were not the first to say something.


      “Louis is…an archbishop…?”


      It was Medium who uttered those words with wide eyes and a disbelieving voice. She froze in place, staring at Louis. The little girl cocked her head in confusion.


      The emotion that flickered through Medium’s eyes was what Subaru had feared most.


      He had held on to a faint hope that maybe the O’Connell siblings would laugh it off in their openhearted, accepting way. But he quickly realized that was a pipe dream.


      “………”


      Medium’s eyes were filled with an unmistakable terror.


      “That ain’t a funny joke, Bro.”


      “I-it’s not a joke—”


      “If it’s not a joke, then that’s even worse!”


      Still reeling from Medium’s devastating reaction, Subaru jumped when Al raised his voice and reached for the sword slung across his back. Al had a hard time in his current body holding the sword aloft with a single arm, so the point sank into the ground. But even so, he could still manage to swing it by using his whole body, and his violent intent was clear from the way he looked past Subaru at Louis.


      “Walkin’ around with an archbishop of the Witch Cult in tow ain’t the mark of a sane man. Don’t tell me you forgot what happened in Pristella.”


      “Th-that’s…”


      “Me and Priscilla… The princess didn’t get hurt, but that was pure luck. Meanwhile, you and your people got hit by some bad shit. And she’s one of the people responsible!”


      He had no response for Al. After all, he was completely right. No matter how you sliced it, Subaru was in the wrong here. He should not have allowed her to roam free, much less brought her along.


      He should have immediately revealed her true identity and put her in chains. But he hadn’t. Instead…


      “A-Abel…?”


      He turned to Abel, who remained silent. Subaru needed to know what he thought about all this.


      Medium was terrified, and Al was furious, so Abel was the last bastion. He did not know which side this bastion would stand for, but he clung to hope all the same.


      Because if everyone here turned on Louis…


      “………”


      …then Subaru would have to quell his hesitation and act.


      “I do not know how they are handled in other countries…”


      Subaru gulped as the masked man looked straight at him. Two pairs of black eyes locked. Abel’s cold gaze bore into Subaru’s heart. His mind went numb, like he was rejecting the words that he should have been waiting to hear.


      The voice slowly seeped into his brain…


      “…In the empire, those who worship the Witch for any reason are executed.”


      That was the immutable declaration of this country’s supreme leader, even if he had been driven from his throne. A death sentence that ruled out coexistence.


      Subaru clenched his eyes tightly—


      “—Louis!!!”


      “Subaru?!”


      The moment he shouted her name, a small pair of arms reached around his waist. Subaru paid Medium’s shouts no mind as his feet left the ground. Louis had grabbed hold of his waist and leaped high into the air.


      Subaru did not know why he had called Louis’s name, what the significance of that was, or why he was struggling to hold back the tears that welled up in his eyes even as he gritted his teeth.


      But he did know one thing.


      “Uau.”


      He could not forsake the little girl clinging to him. Not because she had saved his life and he wanted to return the favor. Not because he had grown fond of her and felt a sudden urge to protect her.


      No, it was simply that he knew he’d regret making a final decision about this girl he couldn’t even begin to understand while he was turning back into a child not only in body but also in mind.


      It had nothing to do with Rem or any of the many people he had met so far. This was a Subaru problem. A problem that Subaru Natsuki had to face head-on.


      “Bro! Get back here! Damn it!”


      Al shouted after them, but Louis didn’t slow down. She shifted Subaru onto her back and started bouncing between nearby buildings until she reached the top. Then she took a running start and jumped across to the next rooftop over, and then again to the street past that.


      There were footholds all over, creating paths that spiderwebbed across the city—perfect for Louis.


      “Gah!”


      After dozens of leaps, Subaru was set free. He kneeled with his hands on the ground. All the moments of weightlessness, fighting against gravity, plus Louis’s slender arms locking him in a vise grip…it had been a rough ride. Subaru couldn’t help but find it irritating how she hadn’t even broken a sweat, while he was wheezing.


      But he did not have time to get annoyed at her.


      “Abel and the others…”


      He had brought this on himself, so it didn’t make much sense to regret getting separated. But who knew what sort of order Abel might have given if he had stayed. Al’s reaction made it clear he would not let it go. And Subaru didn’t really think he was capable of smoothing things over with Medium.


      Ultimately, he blamed himself for not simply handing Louis over.


      “Uau?”


      Wiping his mouth with his sleeve, he looked over at Louis and studied her easygoing blue eyes. She was completely oblivious to all the malice and terror directed at her. Seeing that, Subaru felt like a fool for letting his heart get all twisted up.


      “What am I, stupid? Yeah, guess I am.”


      He really was a fool. Al aside, leaving Medium and Al behind and running away with Louis was a terrible choice.


      Especially when I have no idea what she’s thinking or what she might do…


      “But I’ll regret it if I decide like this. It’s not something for a kid to decide.”


      A person’s life and the fate of the empire were too important to leave to a ten-year-old to decide. And to ask a child that under the gaze of a cold and merciless adult—it’s wrong.


      “I’m sure I’ll be able to make a proper choice once I’m back to normal. So…”


      I’ve gotta undo this age regression and make a comeback as teenage Subaru Natsuki ASAP.


      Once he did, Subaru was confident he’d be able to figure out what to do with Louis and what his comrades were all thinking.


      And to do that…


      “I have to find Mr. Orbart without them.”


      “Aaa, uuu!”


      Subaru’s head snapped up, and Louis raised her fists, ready to go.


      The two children declared their intent to find the Shinobi chief, while challenging the residents of Chaosflame, as well as the emperor driven from his throne.


      Subaru and Louis were now both the seekers in a game of hide-and-seek and it in a massive game of tag.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 5


      STARS ALIGNING
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      “Shit! I can’t see them anywhere…!”


      Al looked up from the road, glancing around at all the various elevated walkways, before stamping his foot and shouting.


      The outrageous development from moments ago had left him seething with anger.


      It was a turn of events that could only be called insane.


      “Subaru, Louis…”


      Meanwhile, Medium’s reaction was the complete opposite. Her usual cheer and good spirits were nowhere to be seen. She was worried about the two who had left, but there was more than that in her voice. It was not purely concern for their well-being…


      “Louis is…”


      “To think she was an archbishop.”


      Medium’s eyes widened at hearing Abel voice the same thing she was thinking. He, like Al, was peering up at the sky. His expression was unreadable with his mask back on, but it was clear from the way he folded his arms and tapped his finger that he was not exactly pleased about this.


      “Abel, they…”


      “…We should prioritize resolving the current situation. Our priority has not changed. Unfortunately, we have lost one of our cards.”


      It was a curt reply, but even if he hadn’t addressed the matter directly, it was clear he had no intention of attempting to find Subaru and Louis.


      That was both concerning and a relief to Medium. She wanted to make sure they were safe, but she was glad she wouldn’t have to face them just yet.


      “You’re gonna just let him go? Subaru’s mind is reverting back to a kid’s!”


      “Then what would you suggest? His position is not so different from your own. I will tell you now that if you or Medium no longer have any use, I will have no choice but to leave you behind.”


      “Gh…”


      “Do not presume that you are the only one who decides if we work together, jester.”


      Abel coldly rejected his suggestion. Al was struggling to respond, but it was clear that he was mainly concerned with Subaru while Louis was almost an afterthought. If anything, Al regarded her with intense wariness now.


      “I can’t leave Bro with that kid…”


      Al gnashed his teeth with open hostility. Medium looked like she wanted to say something, but maybe because she could not decide how to feel about Louis, she unexpectedly stayed silent.


      “………”


      Glancing at them out of the corner of his eye, Abel turned his gaze back up to the air, to the chaotic skyline that had consumed all traces of their passing.


      “Fool.”


      A single word murmured to no one.
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      In the middle of a situation without precedent, Subaru was forced to leave his comrades.


      He had made a snap decision in the heat of the moment, and he hadn’t really thought about what would come next, but Subaru had little doubt it would come back to bite him later. At the same time, he had made that choice because he didn’t want to have any regrets.


      Of course, he was already having regrets.


      Since…


      “Au, uau!”


      “Stop it, Louis! He’ll die if you keep going!”


      He had her in a full nelson, and she was struggling as he pulled her away from the unconscious man she was strangling.


      After separating from the others, they had set out across the pathways running through the city in search of Orbart, who was the cause of the age regression. However, the townspeople of Chaosflame must have had descriptions of Subaru and Louis, who had not been at the palace yesterday, because whenever they encountered them, a fight ensued.


      Like Abel had gathered, Orbart and Tanza were most likely working together. If so, it made sense they were sharing information, and that was how word about them had spread among the horned townspeople.


      As a result, Subaru and Louis had been attacked three times already since going off on their own. Fortunately, Louis’s prowess in combat let her put down their pursuers quickly. Since Subaru couldn’t fight in his current state, he was grateful, but…


      “Auu…”


      “Not ‘auu’! They aren’t bad people; they’re just scared! Even if we’re in danger…this isn’t okay!”


      Louis’s legs flailed, but she calmed down at Subaru’s warning.


      He could not say whether she truly understood, but she did at least seem to get that he was mad.


      Subaru took the opportunity to give the unconscious man first aid.


      He did not have any medical supplies, though, so Subaru laid him down with his head elevated and wiped away the blood streaming from his nose. Then Subaru moved him to the side of the road.


      “They’re just desperate because they want to protect their home.”


      “Uau?”


      Louis cocked her head. The pursuers they had run into were all different ages and genders and races, but the one thing they had in common was horns. Again, just as Abel predicted.


      Subaru could only imagine how much hardship those horns brought into their lives, especially when he thought of Emilia…


      “…Thank goodness Rem isn’t here… I think?”


      She was a survivor of the oni tribe, and she had the ability to sprout a horn from her forehead. Unlike the beast people, her horn was not always visible, but as a race that also grew horns, it was entirely possible she had also experienced the same prejudices.


      I’ve never heard Ram or Rem mention anything like that, though.


      “Ram probably wouldn’t care at all what other people said.”


      Ram proudly walked her own path in life, and it felt like she would just snort in derision at anyone who commented about her horn. She had the strength and fortitude not to let things like that drag her down.


      If it was her, maybe she would be calm even if she knew Louis’s true identity?


      “…What am I, stupid? Yeah, I’m stupid.”


      Putting his fist to his forehead, Subaru backed away from that pathetic and unfair thought.


      Ram was not there. Neither was Emilia, and neither was Beatrice, and neither was anyone else. Rem was the closest, but she was in distant Guaral—this was not the moment to be relying on someone who was not around.


      “I need to find an abyss with a view.”


      Considering when they were supposed to meet Yoruna, there was no time to waste running around and hiding. They needed to find Orbart while being chased.


      “I doubt Abel will try to find us. If we run into Talitta…”


      “Au.”


      “…No, she’s being chased around a city she doesn’t know, either. We can’t make more trouble for her.”


      Putting a hand to his head, he shelved the half-formed plan of seeking help from Talitta, who didn’t know about Louis’s identity yet.


      Even if I did find her, I don’t think I can explain why we split up. I would have to lie again, and it would only kick the can down the road.


      Plus, if Medium was no good, then Talitta was definitely…


      “………”


      He would run headfirst into the problem of what to do about Louis again. Subaru still had no answer. He did not want to end up in an argument again and be mad at everyone, and he didn’t want to hate himself even more for not being able to explain everything nicely.


      “Uau.”


      Louis peered at Subaru, patiently waiting for him to say something.


      She was already confusing enough to begin with. Now that she could use her power, Gluttony’s authority, she was even more impossible to understand.


      So…


      “If you don’t want to die, then stay close to me. I don’t want to let you die. For now, at least.”


      “Aa, uu.”


      She smiled and nodded casually. It was unclear whether she actually understood or not, which just made Subaru sigh.


      “—Hey! Those two over there!”


      There was no time to carefully think things over. A pursuer had noticed them and raised the alarm. Subaru immediately leaped onto Louis’s back.


      “Louis! Don’t fight! Run, run, run, run!”


      “Au! Uuu!”


      The moment Subaru climbed onto her back, Louis raced forward. His plan to force her to carry him to keep her out of more fights seemed to be working.


      However…


      “Don’t let them get away! After them!!!”


      The horned people patrolling the city were not going to let them go so easily.


      As expected, only people with horns seemed to be chasing after them. There were lots of people without horns in Chaosflame, but none of them were coming after Subaru and Louis.


      The deer-girl, Tanza, had most likely organized the hunt, but…


      “Apparently, Tanza can only order around people with horns…!”


      If every last resident of Chaosflame had turned against them, then there would be absolutely no possibility of evading capture. Tanza was apparently pushing the limits of her authority, but that was already enough to push Subaru’s party to the brink.


      “Louis, don’t attack! Just keep running away!”


      “Uu?”


      “Don’t ask me why! Just find a way! Attacking bad! Bad!”


      Louis ran through the walkways lining the town, with Subaru on her back, but she clearly didn’t like being told to run, when she could fight and win. Regardless, Subaru kept yelling and tugging at her cheeks to drive home the point. He had no intention of letting her fight.


      There was a decent chance she could win no matter what the odds, but her uncontrollable power might also claim the lives of their pursuers.


      If that happened, it would be like unleashing Louis Arneb, which was exactly what Subaru feared most. If Louis even looked like she was turning back into Louis Arneb…


      “…That would prove Abel and the others were right.”


      That would have made all this running away completely pointless. It put Subaru in a strange position where he was oddly concerned for Louis.


      So no fighting.


      “I won’t let you kill anyone else.”


      So long as Subaru Natsuki’s eyes are black, I can’t let that happen.


      “—Au.”


      Subaru’s arms tightened their grip around Louis, and she quietly focused on the path forward. She seemed to put her discontent aside and listened to Subaru as she leaped through the city to shake off their tail.


      But the pursuers knew the lay of the land and had more numbers, so they were gradually closing in.


      I won’t let her fight, but at this rate…


      “This way, you two.”


      A voice called out to them when they dropped from an elevated walkway into the street.


      “Eh?”


      Turning around in surprise, they saw a slender-faced young man waving them over. At a glance, he did not seem to have horns, but it was so unexpected, Subaru couldn’t help being wary.


      The stranger was pointing to a cart filled with cargo right behind him.


      “I recommend hiding here. Now, while there isn’t aaanyone watching.”


      “Wh-who are you…?”


      “You’re being chased, right? And they seem real serious, right? This is for your own good. I’ll even swear it on the stars,” the man with long ash-colored hair said with a wink.


      He had an ingratiating smile and was acting suspiciously, and it was hard to believe an offer like that at face value. But then Subaru heard a loud voice down the street. Their pursuers had caught up.


      “What will it be, then? The alignment of the stars changes with every moment. Whether you accept this sign or reject it is entirely up to you. Hooowever, just going along now is the best policy, if you ask me.”


      He waved his empty hands with a flourish, smiling to demonstrate he bore them no ill will.


      Subaru was really unsure whether to trust that smile, but the man was right that there was not much time to be hesitating.
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      “…Why did you help us?”


      “Why, huh? Hmm, hrmmm. About that…ah, well, I couldn’t bear watching a couple children being hunted down. How’s that sound?”


      Subaru glared at the man.


      “That makes it sound like you just made it up on the spot…”


      “So that didn’t fly, huh?”


      The young man touched his hair, seeming troubled.


      Subaru was not really sure how to feel as he pulled Louis out of the wagon.


      In the end, Subaru had accepted the guy’s offer and pushed Louis into the impromptu hiding place. Not so much because he trusted the guy, but because it felt like continuing to run for much longer was going to be rough. Fortunately, the guy had not immediately sold them out and had even lied to their pursuers, sending them farther away.


      “Worst case, there was always the option of letting Louis go wild, but…”


      “Oooooh? Does that mean I was walking a rather dangerous tightrope there?”


      “I’m just relieved it didn’t come to that,” Subaru said gratefully.


      Their suspicious savior did not have any visible horns. In fact, he didn’t seem to be a demi-human at all. There were some races that did not have many distinguishing traits, like Ram and Rem, so he couldn’t be sure, but the guy’s clothes and general demeanor did not really fit in Chaosflame.


      On top of that, while he had helped Subaru and Louis, what he really wanted was completely unclear.


      “Thank you for helping us…but seriously, why? Umm…”


      “Ah, my name is Ubirk. I can understand why you would be suspicious, but I don’t reeeally have much I can say, either.”


      “What does that mean?”


      “I just had the feeling that it might be better to help you two, is all.” Ubirk flashed a carefree smile.


      It was a really suspicious answer, but his response, his generally neat appearance, and his clothes made it seem like he had a proper job.


      He’s got a wagon full of things, so a merchant, I guess.


      “Ah, this wagon’s not mine. It just happened to be here.”


      “Eh?! But you told us to hide in it…”


      “It’s not like it needs to be my wagon to be a decent hiding spot. It probably belongs to that shop riiiight over there, I guess? If you’re grateful, then you should thank them.” Ubirk unexpectedly pointed to a nearby store. “That one? Or maybe there?” And another and then another right next to it.


      Ubirk was essentially claiming he had come across the two of them by chance and managed to help them with what just happened to be lying around.


      That makes no sense at all, and I think I’d be scared even if I wasn’t a kid.


      “Umm, Ubirk, sir, thank you for helping us. But you should probably think more carefully before you act in the future. I think you might end up getting hurt one day…”


      “Ohhh? Are you worried about me? Do I really look that unimpressive? I’m actually pretty good at getting by, I think, but then again, everyone’s got different ideas about what that looks like. Also, is it just me, or are you standing kind of far away?”


      “Look, it’s not because I’m suspicious of you. We’re just in a hurry.”


      Well, I’m also suspicious.


      Not because he thought Ubirk was working with Tanza or Orbart, but simply because he might be a dangerous adult all on his own. Since Subaru and Louis were both currently children, a shady adult was something to worry about. Subaru wasn’t confident he could hold Louis back if he turned out to be a dangerous stranger.


      An adult acting weirdly around children is a bit hard to forgive.


      “A-anyway, we’ll be leaving now. Come on, that means you.”


      Subaru grabbed Louis’s hand, and with a parting thank-you, he started walking away.


      But…


      “Juuuust a moment, please. What a cold reaction. I’m hurt.”


      Ubirk hurried his long, slender legs to stand in front of them. The stranger danger gauge in Subaru’s head was rising, putting Ubirk in a more precarious position. More to the point, his hand’s grip tightened a little, and Louis made a little noise, sensing Subaru’s tension.


      As a result, she stepped out in front of Subaru, glaring at Ubirk, who was blocking their way.


      “Uuu!”


      “Whooooa, not a fan? I always assumed most girls like me, but I guess it’s different when they already have someone in their heart.”


      “…Mr. Ubirk, you really shouldn’t make Louis angry. She’s a lot scarier than she looks.”


      “Ahhhh, I see. So your name is Louis.”


      He nodded to himself as a lump lodged itself in Subaru’s throat.


      There probably was no problem with him knowing a name, but it was a problem that Subaru had carelessly handed him information. He did not want to reveal any more to an adult he did not know.


      “Sorry, Mr. Ubirk, but we really are in a hurry…”


      “I didn’t really plan to go out on a walk today.”


      “Huh?”


      “But here I am, out and about. That’s just how the stars aligned, so there was no helping it. I just aimlessly started wandering…and there you were.”


      Putting his hand to his forehead, he ran his fingers down past his kindly eyes, his pale cheeks, and his sharp jaw, and then snapped his fingers. The gesture grabbed Subaru’s attention and surprised him. He broke down what Ubirk had just said in his head, and then…


      “…You mean you went out for a walk and just happened to spot us?”


      “Well, that is another way to say it. Buuut, I think you could also say it like this: This was all written in the stars.”


      “………”


      It was a romantic way to look at things, but Subaru’s shoulders just slumped. There was not much romance in a random encounter between this group of people.


      “Are you perchance exasperated with me?”


      “Umm, that’s fine. It doesn’t matter what people you’ll never meet again think of you.”


      “Ugh, that stings. Reminds me of an old friend.”


      “You have a friend…?”


      “Ah-ha-ha, I did.”


      Subaru’s reflexive response was pretty rude, but Ubirk didn’t seem to mind. For a moment, he did seem a little sad. He had an easygoing, unserious sort of air, but he was obviously more complicated underneath.


      “Anyway, there is a fate of sorts in us meeting here like this. Ahh, right! My job happens to be giving people advice. What do you say? Anything you’d like to talk about?”


      “There it is! I’ve seen this trick on TV! No thank you!”


      “Ah-ha-ha, I’m not a con man. I reeeally just want to fulfill my role.”


      “Role…?”


      “Right, my role. Since fortune brought us together here…I imagine it’s so I can lend an ear to you and Ms. Louis there.”


      He was twirling his hair around his finger while nodding.


      Unfortunately, even if Ubirk truly did feel that way, Subaru did not find his words very convincing. All that did was raise his stranger danger rating.


      The sooner we get away, the better.


      “Ah, there’s no point in trying to run away. Iiiif you try, I’ll shout until people come over.”


      In exchange for a big jump in his danger rating, Ubirk managed to stop them in their tracks.


      Even if he was suspicious and annoyingly persistent, I didn’t want to think he was a bad guy.


      “Mr. Ubirk, I think it’s better if you don’t get too involved with us. You might get caught up in our troubles, and I think it would be too much for you to handle.”


      “Ahh, you don’t have to worry about me. I don’t ask for personal information when chatting with people.”


      “What kind of advice do you even give then?!”


      “Just give it a try and see. Here, please just look into my eyes.”


      Ignoring Subaru’s concerns, Ubirk crouched down and looked right at him, pointing at his own eyes. Sighing, Subaru gave in and did as he was asked.


      Ubirk’s brown eyes were unusually clear, and he could imagine lots of women falling for them in combination with his sweet facade.


      If the situation were different and we’d talked more, I…


      “The answer you are searching for is already within you.”


      “Eh?”


      “That’s my advice…or call it my counsel. You can also think of it as the result I got.”


      Ubirk cocked his head with a gentle smile. “So what do you think?”


      Sorry, but that didn’t really shine a light on anything for me. And the phrasing is so vague.


      “I feel like keeping things generic enough to apply to basically anyone is a standard con man’s trick…”


      “I don’t think it is such a grand crossroads in life sort of thing. It’s probably something a bit more immediate… Maybe something to do with you being chased just now?”


      “But I know why they were chasing us already…”


      The young man seemed supremely confident while clinging to a classic con man’s explanation. But as Subaru gave it a little more thought, something clicked.


      It was just the smallest thing, but it felt incredibly important.


      “An abyss with a view.”


      Ubirk was saying that the answer to their immediate problem was inside Subaru.


      Subaru did not want to fall for whatever Ubirk was trying to pull, but he couldn’t deny that he did feel something. Focusing on that new wrinkle, he sensed that he was on the cusp of a major breakthrough.


      “That counseling may actually have been useful.”


      “Uau!”


      Subaru’s eyes changed as he latched on to that feeling, and Louis cried excitedly. Ubirk nodded in satisfaction.


      “Good, good. I’m glad I was of some use. It would be a shame to not help out when I’m already here. So, what now?”


      “We’re gonna get going. Thanks for a bunch of things, Mr. Ubirk. Come on, Louis.”


      “Auau!”


      Ubirk closed an eye as Subaru took Louis’s hand and started running. Then the young boy stopped and whipped around, Louis still in tow. Ubirk’s eyes widened.


      Waving to him, Subaru cried, “Mr. Ubirk, you should stop conning people and go back home! You’ll be happier that way!”


      That was Subaru’s advice for Ubirk, imbued with his gratitude for the help.


      With that, he watched the boy and girl hurry off.


      “Stop conning people, huh? That’s quiiite harsh.”


      Ubirk smiled wryly and pulled his hood up to cover his long hair. It had been quite the odd encounter, but from the boy’s demeanor, his advice had been helpful. With that load off his chest, he could breathe a sigh of relief.


      “If I go back now, Kafma will still be upset. Perhaps I should keep wandering. Then again, the city’s mood is a bit dangerous. Still…”


      He glanced in the direction the two of them ran and closed an eye.


      His gaze drifted to the Crimson Lazuli Palace rising from the center of the Demon City.


      “Even as a stargazer, sometimes I do have to wonder what it is the stars wish for.”
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      “The answer is inside me.”


      “Au.”


      After leaving Ubirk and winding through various alleys, they stopped.


      Louis stared at Subaru as he reflected on Ubirk’s insistent advice. Meeting her eyes, Subaru exhaled deeply.


      “‘Behind our eyelids’ was a riddle, so ‘an abyss with a view’ should be a riddle, too… It’s not about finding a real abyss. We should be looking for something like an abyss.”


      “Uuu?”


      Louis twisted her head, looking completely lost.


      That was understandable. Subaru found most of what Ubirk had said super confusing as well. It was very fishy how he said it was his job to give people advice, and his advice was vague and hard to act on, but it had helped point him in the right direction.


      I doubt he ever had the answer I wanted, but…


      “I don’t know anything about this city, but that should be true for Orbart, too. He didn’t seem to get along with Yoruna too well, either…”


      The old man was primarily here as a guard for the fake emperor. That would make it difficult for him to move around freely. With limited knowledge of the locale, would he really choose a challenge that involved notable locations in the city? Subaru definitely wouldn’t, so…


      “An abyss with a view? And a place that isn’t unique to Chaosflame…”


      And Ubirk said that the answer was in Subaru.


      When he took that advice seriously, one thought struck like lightning. It was the feeling he had just experienced—a memory of falling into an abyss.


      “On the street before, when that boy threw me…”


      When Subaru snapped and rushed out into the street, the sheep-boy had sent him flying. It had been so intense, he went spinning high up into the air.


      It felt like I was falling into the big, blue sky.


      Of course that wasn’t what actually happened. Anyone around him could have attested that Subaru had flown up into the air. It had looked like the exact opposite of falling, but to him, it was different. The sky had felt like a massive bottomless blue hole that he was plummeting into.


      So…


      “Aau!”


      It was unclear whether she understood what Subaru was thinking, but Louis broke into a smile and pointed while swinging her other hand. Subaru nodded at where she was pointing. That was their target—the place closest to that abyss in the city: Yoruna Mishigure’s palace, the Crimson Lazuli Palace at the heart of Chaosflame.


      “Uu!”


      Subaru cursed Orbart’s nasty personality. Given everything about the situation, even if they went to the palace, odds were high they would be turned back at the gate, and that was due to none other than Orbart and his age regression.


      “A place we can’t easily get to even if we figure out the answer…that’s just the sort of thing he would do.”


      The whole point of this match was to undo the transformation to go to the palace to talk to Yoruna, and Orbart knew that. That was exactly why he did it. What a vicious old man indeed.


      Problem is…


      “…How do we get into the palace?”


      Even though he knew where Orbart was, he could not think of a way to reach him. If Subaru claimed to be the messenger from yesterday, no one would believe him, and while telling Yoruna about Tanza’s plan was an option, it was a risky one. Some kid rolling in out of nowhere and bad-mouthing her attendant was just too suspicious.


      “If we can’t walk in through the front door, then the only option we’ve got is sneaking in…”


      As much as he tried, that was the best idea he could come up with. But there would be guards patrolling the palace, so it wouldn’t be so easy.


      —If Subaru was alone, that is.


      “Louis, there’s one thing I’d like your help with.”


      “Au?”


      Louis blinked several times as Subaru looked at her. For a moment, he felt his chest ache when he saw how innocent she looked, but he brushed it aside by telling himself this had to be done.


      “That warp you used…you moved me with it before, right?”
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      Pointing in a direction and holding Louis’s hand tightly.


      That was Subaru’s signal that Louis should use her warp. It sounded almost like teaching a puppy a trick, but it was not nearly as cute. If only Louis was a puppy, there would be no need to be so on edge about her seriously hurting someone.


      If I’m going to rely on her powers, I have to be extra careful.


      But…


      “We’re in!”


      The surroundings suddenly changed. They had teleported inside the building without a hitch.


      Seeing the hallway with its wooden plank floor and an interior befitting a Japanese castle, Subaru knew right away they had succeeded.


      “Good work, Louis. We got past the outer stone wall and the inner wall of the palace itself. I don’t think anyone noticed.”


      “Uu!”


      Louis’s chest swelled with pride.


      He did not want it to go to her head, but thanks to her, they didn’t have to endure an interrogation at the gate, nor did they have to fight their way inside.


      They had successfully infiltrated the Crimson Lazuli Palace that stood at the heart of the Demon City.


      Subaru had hesitated at first, but once he decided to do it, things moved quickly.


      Figuring out that the nature of Louis’s warp let her move approximately ten yards, together with whomever she was touching, he devised a plan to enter the palace.


      There was no time, so it was nothing especially complex…


      “Well, the whole plan is basically just using Louis’s warp. But…urgh.”


      “Uau.”


      The world twisted as Subaru leaned against the wall and put a hand to his mouth. The nausea was a side effect of the warp messing with his insides. There was no avoiding it. He simply had to deal with it every time they warped.


      Louis seemed fine, but it made Subaru feel bad enough that he preferred to take a break after each jump. They had double warped to get into the palace, and that was enough to leave him incredibly woozy.


      “It’d be one thing if it just makes me hurl, but if I pass out…”


      “Uu?”


      Louis peered blankly at Subaru as he fought back the nausea.


      If there was some accident and Subaru lost consciousness mid-warp, there would be no one holding Louis’s reins and no one left who could stop her.


      I won’t let her kill anyone else.


      That was the vow Subaru made when he ran away with her. The child, Subaru Natsuki, could not figure out how he should handle Louis, so he at least wanted to keep that promise.


      “…I guess it would be hard to use verandas to jump higher while taking breaks.”


      Orbart was most likely at the top of the palace keep that was closest to the sky, so they needed to climb without drawing attention, as hard as that would almost certainly be.


      If a guard or a random passerby in the city notices us and raises the alarm…


      “The worst possibility would be Yoruna finding us.”


      In getting here, they had fought pursuers who carried a portion of her strength because of the soul marriage. It granted the townsfolk immense power, but they were amateurs when it came to fighting, so they were no match for Louis. But Yoruna’s real strength was surely on a different level.


      If we wind up in a fight with her, that’ll ruin everything. We won’t recruit any allies, we won’t fix our bodies, and I won’t be able to face Rem.


      “So let’s do this really, really carefully.”


      Calming down, he put a finger to his lips, gesturing for Louis to be quiet as they carefully looked for stairs to go up, hand in hand.


      From his time in the palace yesterday, it seemed like there were hardly any guards around. The guests who had come were just left sitting in the waiting room, so it would make sense there were hardly any guards when they weren’t expecting anyone.


      It seems too lax for an important person’s palace, but…


      “…There really isn’t anyone around.”


      Peering around a corner, Subaru felt oddly worried by the lack of security. There was no sign of anyone in the long hallway, and it felt silly that they were being so cautious about their footsteps. But there were hardly any places to hide, so if they did run into someone, they would have to immediately warp through a wall.


      “If it comes to it, maybe it would be better to go straight up. That might be faster than looking for stairs.”


      “Aau?”


      “Yeah, I think it’s safe to assume an important person’s rooms gotta be higher up. Plus, it’s scary to hang around here for too long, right? There are people in this world who can detect the presence of others, just like in a manga.”


      Subaru still didn’t really understand how, but it was apparently a standard ability for anyone sufficiently powerful. This world was inhabited by incredibly skilled people who could detect intruders without obvious signs like audible footsteps or breathing.


      If Yoruna was one of those people, then she would find them even if they used Louis’s warp, and if she found them, she would definitely treat them as enemies.


      Our only choice is…


      “We have to be equal parts careful and bold. If we’re found…”


      “—If you are found, what will you do?”


      Subaru twitched. A bloodcurdling voice had rung out right behind them.


      Louis felt his tension through their locked hands, and opening her eyes wide, she turned around together with Subaru.


      “Two little ones holding hands. It is quite adorable. Even I cannot help but smile.”


      Yoruna Mishigure, the beautiful master of this palace, the one person they most needed to avoid, was standing right there.


      “—Ah.”


      There was no one there.


      Subaru and Louis should have been the only people in the hallway. He had checked. And yet Subaru’s caution and careful preparation were useless against her.


      Yoruna Mishigure was evidently one of the superhumans in this world.


      “Neither a familiar face, though.”


      She puffed on the pipe in her hand as she peered into their faces.


      She was a beautiful and bewitching woman in a dazzling kimono, just as impressive as the first time he saw her the day before. Her long braided hair was a lovely blend of orange and white, with sharp little fox ears peeking out.


      She was a blindingly gorgeous woman, yes, but she also exuded an overwhelming presence that had nothing to do with her beauty. Not just because she was a tall woman and Subaru was shrunken down to the size of a young child. There was something different about her. She possessed the uncanny ability to push and pull others.


      “You need not be afraid. What business brings you to my palace?”


      “Uu…”


      Yoruna’s hair ornaments swayed with a silvery tinkle as Subaru cursed himself.


      He had been so careful while sneaking around, but he had not prepared an excuse in case they were discovered.


      Careless. There’s no other word for it.


      And sure enough, at seeing Subaru struggling to respond, Yoruna’s eyes narrowed.


      She’s suspicious. Even though I have to say something, I’m so nervous, I can’t think of anything to—


      “Is it Tanza?”


      “Eh…?”


      “The reason why you have come here to the palace.”


      Subaru’s blood froze, and he could swear he heard something shatter as she saw through everything.


      Just a glance, and she knew why we are here, and probably who we are. I can already hear Abel calling me a fool. Honestly, I’d call myself worse right about now.


      The world seemed to grow dark, and he could almost feel the ground crumbling beneath him, as if he was falling…


      “Uau.”


      But he was pulled back by the hand squeezing his. Looking to his side, he saw Louis peering into his eyes. Her blue eyes were wavering slightly, talking to him. Telling him she could fly at any moment.


      “………”


      Seeing her earnest gaze, Subaru just barely managed to get ahold of himself. Looking up, Yoruna was waiting quietly for a response to her question, not trying to hurry Subaru at all.


      It’s too soon to give up.


      She was asking if Tanza was why they were in the palace. That was right, but only partially right. So he gambled on that other part.


      “Umm, Miss Yoruna… I mean, Lady Yoruna.”


      “What is it?”


      “Is Tanza in the palace?”


      Making up his mind, he asked the question. Yoruna’s eyes narrowed. It was not even a second, but Subaru experienced what a rat caught by a fox probably felt.


      Though that’s probably too generous a comparison. For us.


      For a few seconds that seemed like an eternity, he waited…


      “Unfortunately, Tanza is out on an errand. Though she should be returning any moment now…”


      “…!”


      Subaru clenched Louis’s hand at hearing that, clenched it hard enough that she started looking around to see where he was pointing.


      He was apologetic, but that was not a signal; it was him celebrating. He had won his gamble.


      Yoruna’s question was not because she realized their identity or their reason for being here.


      “Dear me, Tanza is a troublesome one. I appreciate her devotion, but I cannot have her work as an attendant if she forgets her promises to her friends.”


      “F-friends…?”


      “She is an upright and honest girl, yes? Yet I am always telling her that it is not enough for that commendable devotion to be dedicated solely toward me.”


      The way she said that made it seem like she really did believe they were Tanza’s friends.


      It did not really befit the scary, mischievous, and immeasurable nature of the master of this Demon City that he had seen yesterday, though. It was like a kindly adult showing concern for a familiar child.


      As if hammering that impression home, Yoruna exhaled slightly.


      “While it is a result of Tanza’s carelessness, it would be unacceptable to send you away… Come, I will show you in.”


      “Eh…?! Y-you will, Lady Yoruna?!”


      “Au?”


      Turning elegantly, she walked with a splendid, careful step that did not make a sound, even with how thick the soles of her shoes were. Subaru was almost taken in just by the sight, and he was taken aback at his slow reaction to her offer.


      Yoruna hid her smile behind her sleeve.


      “This is my palace. It is of course my role to provide hospitality. With Tanza out, I shall also keep you company.”


      “Ah, umm…”


      “This is the first time a friend of hers has come here. Now, please follow me.” Yoruna gestured with her chin.


      Subaru was deeply unsure of what to do. He did not need to waste any time worrying about the possibility of a trap, since there was no reason for her to set out a trap for them. She only needed a finger to deal with Subaru, and maybe a couple more to handle Louis.


      That meant it was an offer made in good faith.


      But then what about how she seemed yesterday…?


      “Uau.”


      Louis pulled at Subaru’s hand as he struggled with doubts. Looking, he saw her pointing at Yoruna, seemingly telling him to follow. That was the last little push needed to get Subaru’s legs moving.


      “………”


      Shaking his head, he and Louis walked quickly to catch up to Yoruna. Waiting for that, she smiled and started walking again with a stride to match theirs.


      And just like that, they began the odd experience of being shown through the Crimson Lazuli Palace by Yoruna herself.


      “Are you children from elsewhere?”


      “Y-you can tell?”


      “Because you are unfamiliar faces, and you have not received my letter of love.”


      She had said that before. That they were unfamiliar faces. And the love letter she mentioned did not ring a bell for Subaru, either, so rather than telling a bad lie, he simply nodded.


      “Y-yes, Lady Yoruna. We came from outside the city…with, um, a scary adult.”


      “A scary adult, you say? It sounds as if you’ve had it quite hard. Why were you with a scary adult?”


      “We just sort of ended up together, I guess…”


      He was cautious of her questions while sticking as close to the truth as he could.


      It was to a large degree happenstance that he was working together with a scary adult: Abel.


      Though I guess that should be past tense now.


      It was hard to say if Abel would forgive him for running away with Louis.


      And also…


      “Can I even forgive myself…?”


      I don’t think they have any right to blame me. I was wrong to hide her identity. But this is what happened when I didn’t hide it, so I was right to hide it. If anything, the only thing I should apologize for is not holding on to the secret longer and letting it slip now.


      “…It seems you have a complicated relationship with that adult.”


      “Eh?”


      “A child should not wear such a grave expression… Shall I give that scary adult a punishment?”


      Yoruna’s raised sleeve swayed gently as she offered her services.


      “A punishment… Eh? You, Lady Yoruna?”


      “Despite how it may look, I am actually quite strong,” she said with a chuckle.


      Imagining Abel receiving the punishment, Subaru shook his head forcefully.


      “Thank you for worrying about me, but it’s okay! I’m sure it would be better to just talk it through…”


      “Is that so? If it is someone who can be reasoned with, then that is certainly for the best. In this world, there are all sorts who cannot be reasoned with, though.”


      “…Lady Yoruna.”


      “Hmm?”


      He hesitated for a moment, unsure whether to say it, which caused Yoruna to stop.


      Shrunken down like this, my decisiveness and mental capacity are worse, but the biggest problem is this lack of control, this feeling like I can’t stop myself. It was the same when I ran off with Louis. And sneaking into the palace without enough preparation. I just acted without thinking.


      I was worried about saying it earlier, but…


      “Umm, I’m surprised you listened to me. I just assumed that all important people are scary…”


      He was fully aware it was a rude thing to say, and he could not bring himself to look her in the eyes as he finished, but her reaction was just a thoughtful sound before she spoke again.


      “You do not appear to be demi-humans.”


      “Umm, yes, that’s right.”


      “From your eyes, how does this city appear to you?”


      “This city…?”


      It was a sudden question. Subaru looked out the small window in the hallway. It was rather high up in the wall, so with his current height, he could not look outside very well. But he could see a blue sky, and he knew the city lay just out of sight.


      “It’s an amazing, bustling city. And it’s home to lots of different kinds of people.”


      Carefully choosing his words, he tried to give as honest an answer as he could. He had the impression of a bustling and lively town from the very start. It looked that way, too, with how built up it was and with how everything connected and intermingled, and there was an incredible number of different races all living together there.


      It was a city that left an impact on the eyes and ears.


      “You are an honest child. But your words are a comfort to my ears.”


      Yoruna’s lips broke into a faint smile. And then she looked out the window, at what was surely a different scene than what Subaru saw.


      “This city is a gathering place for those who struggle to live elsewhere. Children who were treated as insignificant and had no place to go… Children who would not be noticed even if they called out and raised their voices.”


      “Even if they…”


      “If I did not lend an ear to those children in this final place they’ve found, then who else would?”


      She puffed at the pipe as a warm light filled her eyes. When he realized it was affection, Subaru felt truly ashamed of himself.


      “She is a deeply affectionate person. She loves her allies and loathes her enemies—A lover of all who live in the Demon City.”


      That was how Tanza had described Yoruna yesterday. At the time, Subaru did not really understand what she meant. When he heard about the soul marriage from Abel, he had assumed it only referred to her power.


      But this is probably what Tanza really meant.


      It showed exactly what Yoruna Mishigure valued most of all.


      “I’m sorry, Miss Yoruna… I thought you were a scary person…”


      He acted without thinking again and said what he was truly thinking. Yoruna exhaled a stream of purple smoke with a smile when she heard that.


      “There is no need to apologize. The reason important people seem scary is because they are also scared they may not seem scary enough. It is easier to be feared.”


      “Important people want to be feared…?”


      Huh. It feels like that’s something I should really remember.


      It also felt like that was something that applied to Yoruna, too.


      “You need not worry. I am not so pathetic as to be angered by a child over something so trivial. I just so happen to be in a good mood.”


      “Au?”


      “Yes, that is right. I just received a sign that a thing which I have long desired may at last be in reach.”


      She looked pleased as she swung her sleeve again.


      There was no sign of anger in her response. It was probably like she said; she was in a good mood, and she was not the sort to be immature in dealing with a child.


      The letter Abel sent her is probably the reason why she is in a good mood…


      “…”


      Thinking that, Subaru this time held it in and carefully worried about what to do.


      Whether the letter Yoruna interpreted as a step in the right direction would have its intended effect depended on Abel and the messengers safely reaching the Crimson Lazuli Palace. But it was none other than Yoruna’s attendant Tanza who was getting in the way.


      It’s clear from before that she cares about Tanza. What side would Yoruna take if her wishes and Tanza’s clashed?


      Yoruna, who had rebelled against the emperor before for the sake of a single person.


      What will she do if she finds out the real situation…?


      “…You have quite the grave expression again.”


      Yoruna tapped her own brow, pointing out Subaru’s anguish. Drawn by her gesture, Louis tapped her forehead, too.


      Looking at them, Subaru sighed slightly.


      This might be getting ahead of myself, too. But I don’t have the brains to figure out if it’s right or wrong…


      “Umm, there’s something I’d like to ask you, Miss Yoruna…”
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      A man sat atop the blue and red tiles lining the roof of the Crimson Lazuli Palace’s keep.


      Taking in the special clear breeze that such high places enjoyed, he put his lips to a gourd he pulled from his cloak and wet his dry throat with liquor while looking out at the scene below.


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha. It’s a grand view.”


      The old man laughed while looking out at the various styles all mixing and melding, creating an intricate and fascinating cityscape. His hoarse laughter danced in the breeze, fading into nothingness. The way it seemed to be swallowed up in the hustle and bustle of the Demon City delighted the old man.


      He loved chaotic things. A chaotic cityscape, the melting pot of all different races, the various motives and intentions going hither and thither. The confusion of it all just made him want to encourage it somehow.


      “It’s a bad habit of old men to mix all their food up together to eat. But…”


      Tilting the gourd up and then wiping the liquor that spilled out with his sleeve, he shrugged. Still sitting cross-legged, he spun on his butt and cocked an eyebrow.


      It was quite the mouthwatering scene for an old man who loved chaos.


      “Now, that’s a group I didn’t expect to see here.”


      Three figures stepped out onto the tiles right in front of him.


      “I found you, Mr. Orbart!”


      A boy who pointed straight at Orbart, a blond-haired girl holding his hand, and standing behind them like their guardian, the ruler of the Demon City.
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      CHAPTER 6


      AN UNYIELDING LOVE
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      He could feel the ticklish warm, sunny breeze gently tousling his hair, Louis’s hand in his, and the firm presence of the tall woman behind him.


      He stood at the summit of the Crimson Lazuli Palace, atop the broad room that sat at its highest floor, on the tiles of the palace’s roof, at the place closest to the sky from which they could see all of Chaosflame.


      This was the closest place to the abyss Subaru could think of.


      “You’re really mean, Mr. Orbart.”


      With his free hand, Subaru pointed at the old man drinking from a gourd, sitting on the roof of the palace.


      There was a glugging sound as he drank the liquor in the gourd.


      “Are you hungry, kiddo?”


      “…H-hungry?”


      “Aye, that’s right. You’ve been all aflutter since right after waking up. Didn’t have time to eat anything, did you? The condition of your stomach is what determines the condition of your head and your body, after all.”


      Setting the gourd down, Orbart pulled another object out of his cloak. Subaru was a little wary as the old man unwrapped it and revealed a dark round thing the size of a golf ball.


      “A ration ball. They’re crucial for us shinobi. Just one of these’ll tide you over for a day, keeping your head and body moving smooth. But it tastes terrible, this here ball.”


      “It’s bad…”


      “That’s right. It’ll make your eyes pop out. But I’ve been a shinobi a long time. I’ve got a long history with these here balls… Every time I ate one out on a job, I would think to myself, ‘When are those old men in the village gonna retire already, so I don’t have to eat this anymore?’”


      As he looked at the ball in his hand, Orbart’s lips curled.


      It looked like an emergency ration that had been made with no thought given to taste, so Orbart was probably telling the truth.


      “But then why not do that? You’re the leader of the shinobi village, right? You’re important, aren’t you?”


      “That’s right. I’m stronger and bigger than any of those old-timers who pushed me around… But for some reason, I still eat these.”


      Orbart plopped the ration into his mouth, and even though he said how horrible it was, he bit down on it and swallowed, and then he opened his mouth to show he actually ate it.


      “In the end, I couldn’t break the habit. This little ball with everything mashed up together without any concern for flavor or appearance is my favorite food. Funny, ain’t it? Kah-ha-ha-ha!”


      Orbart’s teeth clicked together as he laughed. Something about his reaction was uncanny.


      Subaru did not know what Orbart was trying to say with that story, but he felt like that was not just because of his immaturity. But I don’t think I should just ignore it, either.


      It felt like it was some sort of praise or compliment from Orbart.


      “Old Man Orbart, this is my palace.”


      Once their conversation was finished, the master of the Demon City, Yoruna Mishigure, spoke up.


      Meeting her blue eyes, Orbart stopped smiling.


      “Of course. I know that well. It feels pretty good to sit my ass down without the owner knowing, too. The secret to a long life is doing things you love.”


      “That is an odd thing to say for one who wishes to live long enough to reach an even older age.”


      “Oh, you think that’s odd?”


      “Is it not foolish for the secret to a long life to shorten your life?”


      Putting her sleeve to her mouth, Yoruna smiled bewitchingly, taunting Orbart.


      The air crackled as two Divine Generals stared each other down. Orbart just pulled out another ration ball and plopped it into his mouth.


      “Well now, seems like you’re awfully angry, but does me having lunch with a great view really bother you so much? That’s not very nice.”


      “As it happens, unlike you, I am not the sort to act boorishly over such a trivial matter. However, I have heard that you misled children and deceived my retainer, and as such, there are certain things I must do as the master of this city.”


      “Ho-ho-hoo.”


      Orbart’s eyes narrowed, and he whistled as Yoruna stared him down. He chewed the ration in his mouth and then turned his heavy brow and eyes to Subaru and Louis.


      Guessing the meaning, Subaru gave a big nod.


      “Sorry, but I told on you. This isn’t really against the rules you set. And you were the one who had us attacked.”


      “Kah-ha-ha! Look at the balls on you, kiddo. But you’re right. I started it, so I won’t grumble, but…”


      “…?”


      “Your head’s having trouble keeping up with things, isn’t it? Good job figuring all that out. You wouldn’t happen to be a member of the Volakian royal family, would you? You’ve got a nasty personality just like them.”


      “Please don’t say something so scary…”


      Just on hair color alone, Subaru did have the same sort of black hair as the current emperor Abel, but there were too many differences aside from that. His face, the length of his legs, and…


      “I know how to say thank you when someone does something for me.”


      “And with a smile and in a loud voice. Just as a child should be. I would like Tanza to learn that from you. Nonetheless…”


      Yoruna smiled and complimented Subaru’s mischievous answer, but then her voice settled to a lower register. The air chilled along with that, indicating this was the end of the preliminary discussion.


      For no other reason than…


      “I cannot chide my admirable retainer when she isn’t even present. Now then, where have you hidden her, Old Man Orbart?”


      Yoruna’s question was the main reason she was here.


      After stumbling into Yoruna the moment they entered the palace and learning a bit more about her personality, Subaru decided to take a big gamble.


      He told Yoruna everything he could, including the general situation, and about the game of hide-and-seek unfolding across Chaosflame. Of course he kept Abel’s identity secret, and that several members of their party had been turned into children by Orbart. He mainly focused on how he and Louis were related to the messengers from yesterday and that they were currently chasing after Orbart in a game of hide-and-seek—and that Tanza was involved.


      He pleaded his case as earnestly as he could and tried to the best of his ability to keep things as grounded as he could to resolve her suspicions. Hearing him out after he made up his mind, Yoruna thought for a few moments…


      I am not the sort of woman who would fail to discern the truth in an earnest child’s plea.


      And she agreed to accompany Subaru and Louis to the roof of the palace.


      “Honestly, I didn’t think she was the sort of person who could be reasoned with like this…”


      “Auau.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      Louis pouted and swung her hand that was holding his. She was warning him not to let his guard down, and he nodded.


      The reason they were able to reach this roof was thanks to multiple converging coincidences.


      Separating from Abel and his wily tricks; figuring out the riddle, thanks to Ubirk’s advice; and being found directly by Yoruna, rather than by a guard, because he had come with Louis instead of Al or Medium.


      And Subaru had gambled big even though he was the one who had changed the most from the age regression. The biggest reason Yoruna had listened was because he had been honest, and she interpreted that as the earnest plea of a child.


      There were adults who would laugh off a child and not take them seriously, but there were also adults who took children at their word and answered earnestly.


      I never would have thought one of the Nine Divine Generals standing atop the empire would be one, though.


      “Someone said that she was mad…”


      Logically, anyone who lived by Volakia’s dog-eat-dog philosophy could not condone her behavior.


      But it sounded absurd to Subaru after she had been so kind to him. He was determined to correct the misunderstanding for Zikr whenever he got back to Guaral.


      While he was deciding that, though, Yoruna had raised two fingers.


      “I have two demands.”


      “Demands, eh? Well, might as well say them.”


      “First of all, return Tanza to me.”


      “Hey now, sounds like you just can’t bear to let your kids go. As it happens, that girl’s got a mind of her own. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t go planning something while keeping it secret from—”


      “Silence.”


      Orbart was laughing as he practically admitted to conspiring with Tanza, but Yoruna interrupted him with a single sharp word. It was quiet but impactful, brimming with a power that seemed liable to change the very color of the sky. Slapping down Orbart’s snarky reply, Yoruna brought the pipe to her lips and slowly filled her lungs with smoke.


      “As it happens, I will not hear Tanza’s appeal or explanation from any lips save her own. I especially will not have them twisted by a vicious old man’s tongue.”


      “Kah-ha-ha, you really don’t like me.”


      “I’m sure you can think of sufficient reasons why that might be.”


      Yoruna cocked her head, the hair ornaments jingling as she flashed an aggressive smile. Her luxuriously braided hair and the ornamental hairpin sticking out, and even her adorned visage, were all her weapons.


      Important people want to be feared.


      It was Yoruna who taught Subaru that. And he started to wonder if it was not just fear. Maybe beauty was the same.


      “Well, I heard the first demand. The next up is the second one.”


      “But of course. Put an end to the game with these children.”


      “Game, huh? You know, it may look like a game, but this is a serious match.”


      “I made myself clear in His Highness’s presence yesterday, did I not? Messengers are not to be meddled with. Even His Highness will respect that.”


      Ironically, that very message had been conveyed by Tanza as well.


      In that light, Orbart’s actions looked like a difficult to accept betrayal. Yoruna showed no interest in any excuses about how he had not directly raised a hand.


      Subaru’s heart was racing, caught somewhere between freezing over and emotions boiling over. Yoruna maintained a polite and welcoming tone, and her expression was as gentle as ever.


      But she’s mad. I know that much. I’ve seen a lot of seriously mad people.


      People who were seriously mad would feed their very life force into their fiery emotions. It was something you could feel on your skin just by being near them. That was the power of pure anger.


      “Uuu…”


      Louis groaned slightly at the dangerous mood hanging in the air. Even Louis dared not do anything reckless when Yoruna and Orbart were facing off against each other. They were nothing like the pursuers they had run into along the way here, and her animal instincts screamed that loud and clear.


      Or maybe she was just concerned about Subaru getting caught up in the fighting…


      “Ngh, Mr. Orbart!”


      Shaking his head, Subaru shouted Orbart’s name. The mood in the air was crackling with tension, ready to erupt. Orbart dexterously moved just one eye to look at Subaru.


      Once he had his attention, Subaru bit his lip and opened his mouth.


      “L-let’s just call it a draw.”


      “…Eh?”


      Orbart’s left eye, and just his left eye, widened at that offer.


      “Well…! It is a draw!” Subaru shouted impatiently. “You tried to do something that kinda sorta went against the spirit of the rules, and I told on you to Miss Yoruna. We both went over the line, so…”


      “So we just apologize and call it there, huh?”


      “Y-yeah, that’s right! That’s not so bad, is it? We can talk about what you wanted to know, and our problem can be resolved, too!”


      What Orbart wanted to know was some secret of the emperor’s that Abel knew. Subaru did not know much about it, but Orbart would be more willing to accept that if he got something out of it. The whole point of the hide-and-seek was a test of intelligence and skill to see if their information could be trusted anyway.


      “We found you twice, and not the three times we set, but…you can give us that, right? We worked hard to get all the way up to the top of this palace, so we deserve some praise!”


      “Kah-ha-ha, ‘praise me,’ eh? You’re an honest kiddo. Out of curiosity, were you the one who figured out my hiding place here? Or was it that demon-masked youngster?”


      “M-mhm, I did. I just happened to think of it… There was one other possibility, too.”


      And Abel and them might just be going there.


      Either way, sooner or later, they would come to the palace. Subaru had just gotten a head start because of Louis’s warp and Ubirk’s advice.


      But if he could earn some credit here, it might make it easier for him to convince Abel and the others. And if it was still hard, he could maybe try to get Yoruna on his side.


      Though there’s no telling how she would move if she knew Louis’s identity.


      “Anyway! What do you say, Mr. Orbart? Will you take my…our offer?”


      Brushing aside those negative thoughts, Subaru pleaded with Orbart.


      He called it “our offer” because he was going to need Yoruna’s help smoothing this out. If she decided she could not forgive Orbart for involving Tanza in his scheme, then Subaru’s desperate plan would collapse.


      But…


      “………”


      Closing an eye, pipe at her lips, Yoruna did not object. It seemed like she was willing to respect Subaru’s thoughts.


      I’m so, so grateful. I seriously appreciate it.


      He did not want to waste the trust or kindness or whatever it was that Yoruna had placed in him.


      “Mr. Orbart.”


      He called out again, expecting a compromise. Meeting his hopeful gaze, Orbart hooked a finger into his gourd and raised it to his lips, drinking the last drop.


      “Hey, kiddo. I don’t have a clue if this is only how you think now as a child, or if that’s how your brain always worked, but…”


      “………”


      “Unfortunately, I don’t like dropping a match once I’ve started. Old men are stubborn, you know?”


      Smirking unpleasantly, the old codger crushed the gourd in his hand, shattering it. The fragments flew through the air as Subaru gasped.


      The next moment…


      “You obstinate old man. You will regret refusing this child’s hand.”


      Yoruna leaped, swinging her long leg down and splitting the palace’s keep in two with a thunderous crack.
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      She raised her thick-soled sandal high into the air and slammed it straight down.


      In a flash, the palace keep split apart from the impact. It shattered and exploded with a loud crash, like a bomb had landed.


      Loose tiles flew through the air, and a dense smoke rose as Yoruna stood gallantly at the heart of the explosion, kimono rustling in the air.


      In a single breath, she had leaped and annihilated the palace keep with her awesome destructive power. The palace keep was split clean in two, marring the beautiful exterior of the Crimson Lazuli Palace.


      “Whooooaaaa?!”


      Subaru shouted as he was pulled away by Louis leaping out of the smoke. Rolling across the roof, he just managed to avoid getting caught in the destruction.


      But…


      “Damn it! Why’d it have to turn out like this…?!”


      Pulled up by Louis, Subaru tearfully bemoaned this result.


      Stubborn old Orbart refused my offer, so it turned into a fight even though I didn’t wanna fight and didn’t want to make anyone else fight either.


      “Miss Yoruna!”


      “You should stay back. I cannot easily restrain myself. And also…”


      Yoruna did not look back as she drew her foot out of the roof and then brushed away the rubble from the hem of her kimono and then turned her eyes overhead.


      “As expected, you are quite spry.”


      In the rubble, smoke, and tile fragments, a small shadow spun in place—Orbart.


      He laughed, baring his teeth.


      “Weren’t we not supposed to get into it? …Does this mean you don’t mind anymore?”


      “I am surprised that you believe you can win against me in this city. If you have gone senile, I would recommend you yield your Divine General title to another.”


      “Kah-ha-ha! That’ll never happen. I’m planning to be the longest-lived Divine General.”


      Both sets of eyes gleamed as they met, readying themselves.


      Yoruna exhaled a puff of smoke from her mouth, and Orbart turned upside down in midair. Kicking off the smoke that had spread in the air, he flew like an arrow.


      “Ngh!”


      His slicing kick crashed straight into the puff of smoke Yoruna had just exhaled. The smoke, which should not have been solid or had any real mass, caught Orbart’s kick and absorbed the impact.


      But even if his attack was blocked in an unexpected way, Orbart did not simply linger.


      “Oooooshaaaa!!!”


      Spinning his short legs quickly, he unleashed a furious succession of ten, twenty kicks. The smoke dispersed the impact of one or two kicks, but it scattered gradually with each kick, until finally it lost its form and was no longer useful as a shield.


      That it even managed to work that way at all is weird, but…


      “That’s an interesting trick. I’d like to have a scroll for it.”


      “Unfortunately, it is a secret technique impossible for a shinobi who cannot love anyone.”


      As Orbart broke through the smoke, Yoruna’s pipe swung right in front of his eyes. It was not really the right weight or length to be useful as a club, but when Orbart tried to meet it with his arm—or no, with a kunai hidden up his sleeve—there was a screech, and the kunai shattered. The old man’s tiny body went flying backward.


      “Nuoo?! What is that pipe?!”


      “A gift from long ago. One of my beloved accessories.”


      “My kunai’s pretty old, and I liked it, too.”


      Orbart landed with a splash of tiles, smirking provocatively at Yoruna’s response. The next moment, his smirk faded as he started bouncing all around Yoruna at a speed normal people could not follow.


      In years past, there was a boxer who used to float like a butterfly and sting like a bee, and that was exactly what Orbart seemed to be re-creating with the shattered palace keep as his stage.


      “You are bursting with energy, but perhaps a little too mischievous.”


      The tiles exploded wherever Orbart stepped, and when he appeared the next moment, he let fly with a single sharp blow right at Yoruna, before flitting away again. With her supernatural reflexes, she caught the blows with her pipe or else dodged, responding with moves that seemed like a gentle dance.


      Subaru was entranced by their superhuman clash.


      “Au…!”


      Louis was quivering at Subaru’s side as she watched the same scene unfold. It felt like this battle was being fought on a level where even Louis might not be able to intervene. No matter who won, the resulting destruction would be unbelievable.


      If the disaster was left to fester, everyone in the city would notice, in which case, the people who adored Yoruna and Orbart’s presumed comrades in the false emperor’s group would all have to act.


      What remained after that would be a war that consumed the entire city—far from the ideal that Subaru had pictured.


      “Shiiiiiyaaa!”


      The spinning old man raised his voice, piercing the roof right in front of Yoruna. The next moment, there was a shock wave through the roof, exploding beneath Yoruna, sending her high into the air and flipping the things in the air with the things on the roof.


      “There, how do you like that?!”


      The next moment, countless shuriken raced toward Yoruna from all directions.


      When did he throw them? It was an unpredictable shinobi skill. The spinning blades traced different arcs that threatened to tear into Yoruna’s soft skin.


      Just before her pale skin and beautiful kimono were shredded and stained with blood…


      “Is it not obvious? I am the master of the Demon City.”


      …there were a series of thuds as the shuriken stopped all around her. It was not due to some super-fast movement on her part, though. She hadn’t done anything. The shuriken had been intercepted by a roof tile that had risen into the air.


      It was not a lucky fluke, either. There were countless shuriken aimed at her, so there was no way random debris could stop them all.


      Subaru and Orbart both stared with eyes wide as Yoruna swung her arm. The tile that caught the shuriken was joined by more tiles swirling around Yoruna, forming a winding spiral of steps in midair.


      Yoruna stepped calmly onto the tiles, moving with deliberation down each step back to the palace keep. It was like an illusion, or some sort of telekinetic ability. Of course it could also be called magic, but it was different from all the magic Subaru knew.


      She was not manipulating fire or water or some other element; she was controlling the objects that made up the building.


      “Kah, you really are trouble. This is that mysterious thing Cecils or Araki mentioned. How does that even work?”


      “I said it once already. This is a secret technique impossible for a shinobi who cannot love anyone… Despite how it may seem, I am a woman capable of handling objects with care.”


      Yoruna smiled as she put her pipe in her mouth and clapped her hands. With that signal, a wave spread across the half-shattered keep. Tiles rose into the air, and the smoke of her pipe wrapped around her like a giant snake.


      It was almost as if reality was reshaping itself to match her wishes.
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      “I-is this…?”


      “Au! Uauau!”


      Louis clung to Subaru’s arm as he gulped in surprise at what was unfolding on the roof. Subaru finally remembered what Abel had said.


      It was an absurd and crazy idea, but…


      “Is she using her soul marriage on the palace, too…?”


      Subaru could not believe how powerful the master of the Demon City was.
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      She was using soul marriage on the palace itself, sending Odo coursing through even inanimate objects.


      That was how Yoruna had summoned a spiral staircase of ceiling tiles. Abel had called her technique abnormal when it was cast on the hundred or so people chasing them, but this was something else entirely.


      If she had divided her Odo into her palace and her pipe and her household items, then…


      “That can’t be good for her body…!”


      It was tiring enough just linking with one person and sharing mana. Subaru had experience with that on a regular basis, thanks to Beatrice, so he knew how heavy a burden it could be.


      In Yoruna’s case, depending on the scale of her ability, it was a hundred, maybe even a thousand or ten thousand times worse.


      “Ha-ha, that is an odd ability. Sheesh, no matter how long I live, there’s always new techniques I don’t know leaping out one after the other. Really makes my head ache.”


      “This is the stage you’ve set. There is no point lamenting now. From my perspective, your skill is sufficiently dangerous…in which case I might as well erase you.”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! I’m not gonna fade away that easi… Whoa?!”


      Orbart laughed heartily and then leaped backward at the immediate swell of malice. The next moment, the ceiling beneath Orbart’s feet exploded, launching the tiles straight up. It was payback for his earlier attack—and it continued without end.


      Thud, thud, thud. The chain of explosions chased after Orbart as he backflipped away. And right where he was escaping to, there was another thud as Yoruna landed behind him.


      Pinning him between her and the rolling shock waves, Yoruna unleashed a kick.


      “………”


      Her leg swiped through the air, leaving destruction in its wake as if a giant beast had just rampaged across the roof. The ceiling swelled upward, ready to swallow up Orbart’s tiny body.


      Subaru could not believe his eyes as the roof became a stormy sea, but what happened next was just as impossible.


      “I’m pretty great, huh, using a ground swimming technique like that?”


      As the tiles closed in like a torrent, just before they crashed into him, Orbart leaped into the destruction, coming out the other side of the onrushing wave.


      Grinding his foot into the roof stripped of tiles, Orbart raised his head and kept a healthy distance from Yoruna.


      It had been not even a minute of fighting, but that was more than enough to prove they fully deserved their titles. These two were among the empire’s strongest fighters.


      But as this back-and-forth continued, it was hard to imagine the battle ending anytime soon. And it was probably not just outsiders like Subaru and Louis looking on who felt that.


      “Sheesh, not just strong, but dangerous. His Highness would be angry if the Third has so much trouble shaking off the Seventh.”


      “Then what shall you do?”


      “Well, it’s not like I was just running around for no reason…”


      Yoruna’s neat brow furrowed as she addressed Orbart, who rubbed his chin, and as he rubbed it, the old man’s cheeks twisted, and he glanced in a different direction.


      His yellow eyes were brimming with excitement as they turned toward the two children watching the battle…


      “Ngh.”


      “Old Man!!!”


      Subaru shuddered beneath his sharp gaze at the same moment Yoruna launched a tile with a kick. Another fierce attack aimed at Orbart…


      “That’s why you never can reach His Highness even after all those rebellions.”


      Orbart raised his leg to meet her, and their kicks crashed with a thunderclap.


      Yoruna ground her teeth, Orbart clenched his, and after a second, both of them flew backward in opposite directions.


      Seeing the big opening between them, Orbart stuck his arms into his sleeves and pulled them back out. There were four dark balls in between the fingers of each hand.


      “The ration balls?!”


      “Sure looks like it, right? But it’d be a bad idea to eat these, since they’re stuffed with shards of fire magic stones.”


      Orbart grinned maliciously as he swung his arms.


      If he had been telling the truth, those dark balls were explosives, and they would explode right as Yoruna was left open…but something different happened.


      “I remember the fellows you fought during the last rebellion. I bet none of them would do this, so it should be nice and new.”


      Grinning, Orbart threw the explosives into the sky all around the roof.


      It did not seem like he was aiming for anything in particular, and that would be correct. As far as Orbart was concerned, it was fine as long as they fell wherever there were people.


      Just that would…


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village?”


      “—You lout!”


      The explosives were small, but there was no telling how hard they would hit. And Yoruna’s soul marriage was cast on who knew how many people in the city. That meant it was too dangerous to ignore those bombs.


      Yoruna reached the same conclusion in an instant.


      “Hah, aaaaaaaah!!!!”


      Yoruna slammed her foot hard enough to crack the roof, then swung the metal pipe that she had used to attack Orbart. It left a swirl of purple smoke trailing in its wake of her pipe as she swung her arm. The purple smoke was like a slash spreading across the sky of Chaosflame.


      The weighty smoke swallowed up all the scattered explosives. The next instant, there was a string of terrific explosions that rocked the city and turned the sky red. One of the explosions happened right next to where Subaru and Louis were standing…


      “Gah…”


      The enormous explosion and shock wave rocked Subaru’s brain, sending him slumping to the ground.


      He almost wanted to ask what type of person would walk around with bombs up his sleeve, but considering Orbart had just tried to scatter them all across the city, the answer was obvious.


      “Uau!”


      Small hands shook Subaru’s shoulders. As he looked up, he saw that the world had at some point turned red, and almost everything was fuzzy. And there was Louis, her face twisted in worry. She was clinging to him, tears in her eyes as he tried to tell her he was all right.


      “Ah.”


      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Orbart appear behind Yoruna.


      She had just finished swinging her pipe to deal with the bombs. Orbart was right behind her, about to plunge his hand into her back.


      If it were a manga, this would be the part where he pierced her heart with a single thrust. Yoruna and Orbart both wielded superhuman power, so it would not be surprising if that actually happened.


      She’s going to die…


      “Louis!”


      Grabbing Louis’s hand, Subaru pointed toward them.


      It was the signal they had arranged beforehand with careful practice when entering the palace. Louis’s eyes opened wide, and the next instant, the world flickered. Subaru knew this meant they had teleported.


      “Ah.”


      Without even a chance to breathe, Subaru let out a limp groan.


      The reason was simple: a sudden warm feeling robbed him of his fuzzy, bright red vision. It was some warm liquid drenching his face.


      He tried to wipe it away when he realized the source.


      “Louis?”


      Louis’s hand felt too light.


      “What was that? Weren’t you slumped down over there?”


      There was a curious tone to Orbart’s voice as Subaru looked up in shock. He could faintly make out the wily old man cocking his head and that there was an arm waving.


      A red world, and an even redder arm waving.


      “Louis…”


      Right in front of a dangerous man, Subaru called out Louis’s name and gripped her hand tighter.


      We have to get away from here. A double jump, or maybe even more. I’m gonna throw up, but just suck it up.


      I’ll deal with it. We have to get away.


      So…


      “Louis! Hurry…”


      “You’re asking a bit much of the poor girl. She doesn’t even have a head anymore.”


      “…Huh?”


      Subaru didn’t understand.


      Maybe it was because he was smaller and his young brain was less developed, but it was almost like he was resisting. Like he didn’t want to understand.


      But hearing him say she had no head…


      “Lou…is…”


      He pulled her light arm close. He could not see her in the fuzzy red haze over his vision.


      He could not say whether that was because of something wrong with his eyes or if it was because her entire body was stained red.


      The only thing he knew for sure was that Louis had died.


      She had died without him figuring out what to do with her, what to do about her.


      Subaru had let her die.


      “Child! Child, look at me!”


      Two hands grabbed his cheeks as he looked down, pulling his head up.


      There was a beautiful woman’s face right in front of him. The only reason he did not immediately recognize it as Yoruna’s was because there was such a pained look on her face.


      Seeing himself reflected in her wavering eyes, Subaru understood her reaction.


      “…Ah.”


      As he knelt there, his face was a terrible sight. His left eye was a bloody mess; his right eye was dangling out of its socket. He hadn’t escaped the explosion at all. It had knocked his eye right out of its socket.


      It’s like a lame zombie movie…


      “…!”


      Realizing the situation he was in, Subaru threw up, and the world he saw through his tattered eye started spinning. But Yoruna’s hands did not let him fall over. She looked him in the eye with trembling lips.


      “Child…love me. Right now.”


      Looking him right in the eye, she made a crazy demand.


      Not just to love her, but right away. It was absurd. What am I even supposed to do? I don’t know. It’s not that easy to just love someone.


      She’s a nice person, and beautiful. But…


      “Child! If you love me, that wound can…”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! C’mon now, that’s a pretty tall ask. Not that I know much about it, but love’s not something that just sprouts on command like that, is it?”


      “Silence!”


      As she roared at Orbart and his taunts, a deep emotion seeped into Yoruna’s eyes. Watching it from so close, Subaru breathed in and out with a rasp, slowly readying his heart for the pain that was sure to come.


      Louis is dead. I’m in bad shape. I can’t make this any worse…


      “Child.”


      The voice drew Subaru’s attention upward. And in that one instant, Yoruna’s face drew near.


      “………”


      And with a serious face, her lips touched Subaru’s.


      There was a soft feeling on his forehead, and he could feel her breath right next to him. It took him several seconds to realize he had been kissed. And then…


      “My lips are not cheap. With this…”


      As she released the kiss, Yoruna’s face moved away, and her voice faded in desperation. But now Subaru understood what it was she would have said.


      She wanted him to love her. Because if Subaru loved her, the situation would change.


      That’s the source of her power. Really, that’s the source of her strength.


      But…


      “I already love someone…”


      Through the red fog clouding his vision, he saw the face of the girl he loved in the distance. Thinking of her and her smile, his heart raced.


      He could not love Yoruna. He could not lie to himself…


      “Well, things usually don’t go smoothly between boys and girls.”


      Subaru’s world jolted as a disappointed voice rang in his ears.


      “………”


      Yoruna’s face that had been right in front of him disappeared, and all he could see was the red sky. But soon the world spun, and the sky disappeared. As it spun, he saw Yoruna kneeling down and Orbart standing in front of her. And the body of girl lay next to Yoruna.


      That’s probably Louis.


      And he saw something else, someone else in between Yoruna and Orbart.


      “…Ah.”


      It was the body of a headless child. Of a young Subaru Natsuki.


      “Dear, oh dear, killing kids is draining. At least it’s not too much actual work.”


      “You bloody old man!!!”


      With a shout, Yoruna slammed into Orbart. He met it head-on, and as their attacks clashed, the entire palace rocked.


      It swayed, cracked, crumbled, destruction spreading in every direction.


      Subaru didn’t know what happened after that.


      He didn’t know anything. And in his ignorance, his head bounced against the roof.


      Bounced and…
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      He was dragged into a dark, dark space.


      Suspended in nothingness, with no arms, no legs, and unable to understand. A space without sky or ground, without swaying, without wavering, without struggling, without taste, without trembling.


      It was both utterly familiar and unknown.


      Slowly moving away and yet drawing ever nearer.


      And in that pitch-black, everlasting darkness, there was an echo.


      Echoes of sobs. Someone was crying. A voice rang out, tugging at a heart that did not exist.


      “I love you.”


      It was a confession of love. A pleading love, a begging love, a beseeching love, a giving love, a loving love.


      “I love you. I love you. I love you.”


      The love was supposed to be imbued with all sorts of emotions. Joy, anger, sadness, celebration. A vortex of emotion.


      “I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you.”


      And yet there was just one emotion in this love that tried to consume the impenetrable darkness.


      “I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you…”


      All of that emotion, all of that swirling love was filled with sadness.


      The sadness, the grief, the grieving sadness made the love sob.


      The sobbing did not end.


      The sobbing that made him want to die just listening to it was unending.


      A grieving love, a sad love, a love that was sadness itself. The loving love wept, and grieving its sadness, at last—


      “…Where are you?”
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      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The red spinning world shifted, and an urgent voice rang in his ears.


      On one side was an old man, and on the other, a woman.


      Orbart and Yoruna. I’ve realized that much. But that’s it.


      “Eh…”


      “Hah, aaaaaaaah!!!!”


      Just as he murmured dumbly, there was a heavy thud—Yoruna’s foot slammed into the roof of the palace, and she simultaneously swung the metal pipe in her hand. The pipe spun in a big arc with terrible speed and destructive force, scattering smoke into the sky above Chaosflame.


      Subaru already knew what was about to happen and why.


      And yet before his mind could catch up to reality…


      The bombs struck her smoke and exploded. The blast swallowed up everything nearby.


      “Gah…”


      Subaru’s vision went red again. The exact same impact from just a minute ago struck him again.


      The distinct sound of something breaking in his head rang out. That sound and his red vision were directly connected, since both were the result of his eyeball rupturing.


      And the other half of his vision going black was…


      “Agh, gh, gaaaaaaaaah!!!”


      Covering his face with both hands, Subaru screamed as he was hit by a wave of pain and the realization of what had happened.


      He realized that one eye was ruptured and the other had popped out of its socket. When his brain refused to understand, he had managed to ignore the pain somehow. That was impossible now that he was fully aware.


      “Aaargh! Agh, gyaaaaaah!”


      “Uau! Uauu!”


      Subaru fell over backward, wailing as something clung to him.


      Someone’s saying my name. Who is it? My ears are ringing, and my own voice is so grating. God, the pain. I can hear my blood pumping. Inside? Outside? I don’t know, but it hurts. Agh. Everything hurts. It hurts so much.


      Someone save me. I don’t want it to hurt anymore. Make it stop. It hurts, it hurts, it hurts.


      “Chi—”


      “Hey now, that’s a bad move.”


      Subaru’s head spun from the pain, and the red world gleamed with light.


      He cried and screamed and shouted and tried to flail, but something was holding him down. It was in the way. If he screamed louder, if he flailed louder, maybe the pain would leave.


      No, it’s my face that hurts. My eyes and ears. If another part hurts…if this pain was somewhere else…


      “Uau! Auaa.”


      He slammed the back of his head against the ground over and over, when suddenly, he was pulled up by a pair of slender arms and locked in a grapple. It hurts so! Why? It hurts. It’s killing me.


      “Gh…”


      “Kah, are you serious, fox-girl? What kind of body do you have not to die from that? When Cecils said he couldn’t take your head, was he being literal?”


      “…A maiden would never reveal her secrets to a cur who dared raise his hand against a child.”


      He could hear an argument in the distance. But he could barely hear it between his own voice and the voice of whoever was holding him down.


      I can’t hear well. I don’t know. It hurts. Everything hurts.


      Everything hurt. There was red, and there was pain, and everything hurt. It was all because of that.


      “It’s that…! It’s wrong! Not me! It’s not me! So wh-ughiiiii!”


      “Uuu!!!”


      Struggling and flailing, Subaru tried to push it away. Push and run away. And then what?


      I’ll worry about that after I get away. It can wait, so…


      “I can’t stand listening to a child squealing. It’s such a pain.”


      “Stop!”


      A woman’s desperate cry and a low, merciless murmur. Then there was the telltale whistling sound of something drawing closer. From behind, the person grappling him squeezed Subaru tight. But that was not enough to do anything, since a red-hot light swelled and swallowed them both up.


      Swallowed them both up, erasing the pain, and then…


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The next instant, he heard the exact same voices he’d heard before.


      “Huh…?”


      It was all so sudden. Just as the world cut out, it immediately restarted. Other colors filled out his vision. He could hear the breeze in his ears again. He could feel the warmth of the girl holding his hand, and…


      “Hah, aaaaaaaah!!!!”


      After the woman’s gallant shout, an explosion shattered the air. His vision grew red and dark again.


      “Ghhh, aaaaaaaargh!!!”


      He clawed at his face, his ruined eyes radiating pain as he fell onto his back with a scream.


      “Uau! Uaau!”


      He could feel someone leap toward him with a tearful shout, and then the world sank into an earsplitting screech. Subaru’s head was blotted out by pain and suffering and tears and terror and a bright red question mark asking why.


      I…I probably died. I died. I definitely died. It hurt. It was awful. But then I came right back to this place and died, and it hurt, and there was a red explosion.


      Even as he understood that much, though, the giant question of why kept echoing in his head.


      —This isn’t right.


      That vague, instinctual reaction rang out in his mind, though the pain and red threatened to drown it out.


      My eyes are burst and missing, and my eardrums are torn, and it hurts, and I’m dying, and I’m just going to die miserably again right away. I just want it to stop hurting.


      That was all he could think of as tears and snot and pee all leaked out.


      “…is wrong…”


      “Uau! Au, uu!”


      “…wrong…it’s not…my…”


      Wrong. Wrong wrong wrong. Wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong.


      Wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong wrong—


      “Hngh…!”


      Before the pain consumed everything in his head, there was one thing he thought that he could not forget.


      The red and painful world that kept repeating and repeating, the suffering Subaru had been cast into.


      This…this is…


      “Wrong…!”


      This was not Subaru Natsuki’s Return by Death. It was something different.
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      CHAPTER 7


      BEYOND THE ELEVENTH SECOND


      1


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      It was the same voices again: a husky old man’s voice, and a woman’s voice brimming with anger.


      And…


      “………”


      —The thundering chain of explosions and the agonizing red.


      Clutching his face in pain, he collapsed on the spot. The light body that clung to him, pushing down on him was familiar, too.


      It was all familiar, but he could not handle it. There was not enough time.


      From the depths of his soul, he sobbed at the blurry red vision and the head-splitting pain.


      It was all wasted. The ten seconds of pain and despair looped over and over, accomplishing nothing.


      The pain made it hard to think; the red haze and destruction of his eyes made it hard to see anything. And then they disappeared, only for him to go through that same vivid hell again.


      Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Over and over and over again.


      I’m going crazy.


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The same voices again. And the pain and blurry red stopped for just a moment.


      But the thought of experiencing it all again terrified him and tore at his soul.


      I don’t want to hear anymore. I don’t want to hurt anymore. Make it stop.


      “Aaaaaaaaaaaagh!!!”


      He screamed at the top of his lungs, closed his eyes to stop seeing anything, and crouched down, covering his head and cowering.


      The explosion rocked his small body, knocking him over. There was a ringing in his ears, and he shuddered, expecting the pain and blurry red to come again.


      “…!”


      There’s…no pain.


      There was no pain from one eye bursting and the other being knocked out of its socket. His ears were ringing and not really working, but the world was not red. His throat was the only thing that really hurt, and that was from screaming at the top of his lungs.


      “Why…?”


      “Uau!”


      A small body clung on to him as he gaped in dumbfounded shock.


      Louis. Louis was pulling at his arm, trying to get him to stand up. But his legs would not move, and he could not stand or figure out why this was all happening. He just hiccupped, and, unable to hold it in, he curled up and cried tears of joy that the red suffering was held at bay for even just a moment.


      “Chi—”


      “Hey now, that’s a bad move.”


      The otherworldly battle continued in the distance as he hunched over and sobbed. The balance of the fight had shifted, and he could vaguely see the woman kneeling.


      Yoruna’s knee was bent, and Orbart was standing behind her. He swung his bloodstained right hand, cocking an eyebrow as he looked down at Yoruna in surprise.


      “Gh…”


      “Kah, are you serious, fox-girl? What kind of body do you have not to die from that? When Cecils said he couldn’t take your head, was it literal?”


      “…A maiden would never reveal her secrets to a cur who dared raise his hand against a child.”


      A trickle of blood ran from the corner of Yoruna’s mouth as she gritted her teeth, but the spirit in her voice was unwavering.


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha!” Orbart laughed loudly and swung his blood-drenched arm again. “What a strange thing to say. This is how you raise a hand against a child.”


      “Stop!”


      A dark ball escaped his sleeve. The bomb flew toward Subaru and Louis. Louis immediately moved in front of Subaru, but she was too late.


      The red light erupted right in front of Subaru again, consuming and shattering Louis’s body and Subaru’s body both.


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      And Subaru heard the same voices again.
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      The moment the red and pain disappear, close your eyes and scream.


      Subaru had discovered how to escape the red agony he had experienced time and time and time and time again.


      If the red and the pain came again, Subaru was helpless. He would just cry and scream and howl and die. And once he died, he would hear the voices again, and then the explosion and the red and the pain.


      Not again. Make it stop. Please make it stop.


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The same voices again.


      In that one moment, the pain and red and everything receded, and it felt like he could relax, but he didn’t let his guard down and did what he had to do.


      “Aaaaaaaaaaaagh!!!”


      He squeezed his eyes shut and screamed at the top of his lungs.


      He could not hear during the scream, but Yoruna was probably swinging her pipe, setting off the bombs Orbart threw.


      So next is…


      “…!”


      An explosion and shock wave rocked his body, knocking him down. The sharp corner of a tile poked his butt, causing a sharp pain that made him want to cry.


      Don’t. Don’t cry. I need to be able to see…


      “I can see…!”


      He tentatively opened his eyes. Thankfully, neither had burst. Both were still in their sockets. He could see.


      His ears were ringing and useless like always, and his throat hurt, but that red agony didn’t come.


      It worked. Thank goodness.


      If he closed his eyes and screamed, he would escape that awful red hell.


      “Uau!”


      He almost broke down in tears when Louis frantically grabbed on to him. He could finally see her face. Her blue eyes were open wide, and she was obviously worried about him.


      Without thinking, Subaru hugged her back tightly.


      “Uu.”


      “I’m fine! The pain, the red… Argh, I’m fine…”


      He shouted, so he had to fight back the tears again. But his observation had been right. The red and the pain were gone. All he had to do was close his eyes and scream.


      If I just do that, it’ll be okay…


      “Yeah, this isn’t all right at all yet. This is just the beginning.”


      Subaru reflexively looked up as a chill ran down his spine.


      Orbart was smirking and threw shuriken right as surprise appeared on Subaru’s face. There was no way to tell how they would fly as they homed in on Subaru and Louis with a dangerous gleam.


      “Ahhhh!”


      “I won’t allow it.”


      Yoruna appeared right in front of Subaru. She thrust her pipe into the path of the shuriken, deflecting and knocking them all down. At the same time, the tiles to the left and right of Orbart flipped up like a mousetrap or flyswatter.


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! That’s an interesting technique! Showy and pretentious!”


      Orbart twisted his little body, casually dodging the waves of roof tiles crashing into each other.


      Subaru always thought that when it came to fighting for a living, having a bigger body was better, and attacking from a distance was advantageous. Orbart’s agility turned that idea on its head.


      “But it’s maybe a little too flashy. A single needle can be more than enough to kill someone.”


      “Such compliments are uncomfortable coming from you. What do you think of this?”


      The sole of Yoruna’s sandal clicked, and tile after tile flipped and floated into the air, creating a spiral.


      A swirl of destruction began to form inside the palace like a tornado right around Orbart…


      “Ooo?! Now, this is something…”


      “Please enlighten me as to whether shinobi techniques can help you escape from a place with no openings.”


      Before she finished speaking, Yoruna clenched her raised hand. The next instant, the swirling tornado of tiles crashed down on Orbart. They crashed and clattered mercilessly into each other as the loud crash echoed across the warping palace keep.


      “What a waste this is. If you didn’t saddle yourself with something so pointless, you could have had it out with me a bit more seriously.”


      “…Why is that?”


      “If you’re fighting to protect someone but make yourself weaker in the process, you’re getting your priorities all wrong. This is why you can never reach His Highness.”


      Orbart’s yellow eyes looked past Yoruna to Subaru and Louis.


      As his fear swelled, Subaru immediately hugged Louis and grabbed her hand. He pointed at his feet and yelled, “Ms. Yoruna! Louis and I will disappear! Do your best!”


      He felt terrible running away and leaving her behind after getting her involved. But if they stayed, she would have to fight while protecting them, and Orbart would take advantage of that to kill them.


      “…!”


      The world around him shifted. Subaru and Louis teleported into the palace. Obeying Subaru’s signal, Louis activated her warp. They descended into the wreckage of the palace keep, successfully escaping the battlefield above.


      “Ugh…”


      Just as he confirmed that, he felt dizzy and nauseated from the warp. For a second, he recalled the red and pain, but this discomfort was paradise compared to that agony.


      And with her no longer having to protect them, Yoruna could unleash her full—


      “But what now?!”


      But his thoughts were interrupted by the return of the thunderous explosion that provoked his newest trauma.


      A tremendous series of explosions shook the entire palace. Crouching, Subaru almost fell over and struggled to stay upright as he looked up at the ceiling.


      He could not see it, but that had to be Orbart. As many bombs as he had already scattered, he still had that many more just tucked away.


      “…Oh. There you are.”


      “Eh?”


      Looking up, he saw a face slithering around on the ceiling. Orbart’s small body dropped smoothly from the ceiling.


      That’s how he dodged the tornado of tiles and the waves.


      “H-how…?”


      “You just up and disappeared on me. Look at me makin’ a fool of myself thinking you were a regular pair of brats.”


      “Uuu!”


      Seeing the old monster’s malicious grin, Louis immediately kicked up at him with her slender leg. This didn’t catch him by surprise. He cut off her foot with a kunai. It spun and spurted blood as it separated from her leg.


      “A, uuuuuuu!”


      “Noooooo!!!!”


      Subaru reached out to Louis in desperation as she screamed, but he failed to pull her close or hug her. Before he could do anything, her heartrending cry went quiet.


      A kunai was sticking out of her neck.


      “…Ngh!”


      Then he heard a light thud, and a new scorching heat tore at his throat far worse than all his screaming did. Burbling blood filled his throat, stopping him from saying anything or even breathing.


      “It’d be a pain if you ran away. But the heads’ll be enough to make her cry.”


      Orbart’s finger pushed against the back of Subaru’s head. He dropped to his knees, and his head fell forward, coming to a rest in his lap. The head was still connected by a bit of skin, so it lay there without rolling away.


      “That’s what you call a headrest.”


      That terrible, unfunny joke was the last thing Subaru heard.


      And then…


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The same voices, yet again.


      He immediately pulled Louis close, wanting to do something.


      But as he was thinking about what to do next, the explosions rang out.


      His vision exploded into blurry redness, and the pain swallowed Subaru Natsuki again.
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      The moment you hear the same words you heard before, close your eyes and shout.


      That was the law of survival Subaru had discovered after reliving those ten seconds of despair dozens of times.


      He had not yet found a path that led much farther.


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The moment he heard those words, Subaru moved on instinct. Covering his ears, closing his eyes, and shouting, he endured the blast of the now familiar explosions.


      By covering his ears, he could protect his eardrums, and by closing his eyes, his eyes were saved. He did not know what his shouting did, exactly, but he had shouted every time he avoided the pain and the red, so it was unthinkable not to do it.


      He did not want to risk falling into that hell again just because he tried something slightly different. Even as he reminded himself, if he messed up the timing even once, it would mean repeating the ten seconds of despair ten or more times before he would get another chance.


      Not again. Never again. No more pain. No more scary and bad things.


      It never got easier. He did not get used to it at all. Pain always hurt. The terror was always just out of sight. And death came without fail after the pain and the terror.


      “Uau!”


      With eyes and ears still in working condition, Subaru grabbed Louis when she clung to him.


      Once more, he made it through the initial explosions unhurt. Holding tightly on to Louis, he pictured the chain of events that came next.


      First is…


      “Shuriken.”


      “Don’t think it’s over if you just hold out!”


      He remembered just as he heard Orbart. A storm of shuriken came flying from every direction to hem in Subaru and Louis. There were a dozen shuriken, and if any landed, Subaru wouldn’t be able to move.


      Yoruna got ready to stop them.


      “I won’t allow—!”


      “It’s okay, Miss Yoruna!”


      Holding his hand up to stop Yoruna from leaping to their aid, Subaru then pointed his finger while squeezing Louis’s hand with his other hand.


      “What?!”


      In an instant, they disappeared, and Orbart’s shuriken hit nothing but air.


      Louis’s warp bamboozled even Orbart on the first encounter. Looking at Orbart in the distance as he stepped down on the ceiling tiles, Subaru gritted his teeth.


      They had successfully warped into the palace to escape a bunch of times before, but every time, they had been followed by Orbart and died miserably…


      “If it’s just once…”


      They could take Orbart by surprise. This was an opportunity that presented itself after countless attempts, and a figure leaped into that opening.


      “Foolish of you to look away!”


      Yoruna’s furious ax kick slammed into Orbart. Slow to react, the old man sacrificed his left arm rather than have his head caved in. There was a boom and a shock wave as the old man’s arm practically exploded from the kick.


      His withered arm was broken in a bunch of places and was now useless. Even for him, that has to be a serio—


      “Here—a ninety-year-old gift.”


      “No way?!”


      But against all Subaru’s expectations, Orbart did something crazy. Holding out his bloody left arm, he cut it with a kunai at the upper arm, tossing it toward Yoruna with a spray of blood.


      “………”


      She was forced to make a split-second decision. Whether to knock it away or dodge.


      “Unfortunately, they’re both wrong.”


      “Gh…?!”


      Before she could react, there was an explosion at her feet. While sacrificing his arm to block her kick, he had laid a trap in a place she wasn’t paying attention to. The attack caught her by surprise from below. A stream of blood trickled from her mouth.


      “Shinobi fundamentals. While they wonder right or left, hit them somewhere else.”


      “You are…an impudent old man…!”


      Yoruna glared at Orbart after taking that piercing shock wave. She stepped forward, ignoring the arm spinning toward her in the air to grab the old monster.


      Just as she advanced, Orbart spoke again.


      “I lied, though.”


      That was when his severed arm exploded.


      “…!”


      “Miss Yoruna!!!”


      Caught in yet another explosion, Yoruna was knocked back. As he watched her skid across the top of the roof, Subaru’s eyes widened, and he shouted with his sore throat.


      Even his useless arm could be booby-trapped and give him a decisive foothold toward victory. It was an appalling performance befitting his title.


      The old monster turned toward Yoruna to rob her of her life.


      I have to stop him somehow.


      “Louis!”


      To save Yoruna, Louis had to warp. The burden of using it consecutively without rest was heavy on Subaru’s body, but after facing this battle dozens of times with her, he could not bear to abandon her now.


      Clutching Louis’s hand, he pointed toward Yoruna’s side—


      “Auau!”


      With her gallant response, the world blinked. Yoruna was right in front of him. Reaching his hand out to touch her, he tried to warp away before the internal trauma could catch up to him.


      “Huh?”


      But something hard hit his toes before he could reach Yoruna’s body. Looking down, he saw what it was—a dark round ball. The same ball that he had seen so many times now. The sight plunged him into the depths of despair.


      “I don’t know how you’re doing it, but you’re flying wherever you point. I’ve already seen it before.”


      Even if warp was effective the first time, the second time it wasn’t.


      The vicious old man, off-balance from losing an arm, made the only move he could with his remaining arm.


      “Uau.”


      Again, Louis called his name and pulled on his arm. Light swelled around the black ball, sending countless deadly fragments into Subaru, Louis, and Yoruna, tearing and shredding their flesh.


      There was a crimson spatter as the blades tore into his eyes, mouth, and everywhere else, drowning everything in stinging pain as his limbs were torn off.


      He did not even have time to feel the pain as the blades chewed through his body.


      “Pretty fun, right? Never know what you’ll get till you take a bite.”


      The pain flashed red again, and Subaru could only question his sanity.


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The same voices.


      “Ngh.”


      The moment he heard them, he covered his ears and closed his eyes and opened his mouth. But a scream did not emerge. There was just a hoarse rasp. But the blast and explosion still came. It rocked his body, knocking him down. I didn’t follow the rules. I didn’t shout. Please don’t hurt me.


      But…


      “Uau!”


      There was a light impact as Subaru exhaled. He double-checked that his eyes and ears and everything else were fine. Even without the scream, they were still okay. The shout was unrelated. Keeping his mouth open might still be important.


      I don’t know. I don’t know for sure, but…


      “Ghhhh…”


      Hugging Louis, he ground his teeth and sobbed, unable to find a way to survive for long after the explosion.


      And so he simply cried and huddled in place without moving.


      “I can’t stand listening to a child squealing. What a racket.”


      An inescapable death consumed Subaru Natsuki again.
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      The red and pain came again and again. After that came powerlessness, and then the suffering, and the agony and the terror, repeating over and over. Even then, he still couldn’t reach it…


      “Love me. Right now.”


      How many times had she tried to save him when he became horribly battered? And sadly, he could never do what she asked.


      “Uau! Uaau!”


      Louis desperately pulled Subaru’s arm, trying to keep him alive, refusing to let him die. It was terrible how she died before him every time.


      Time after time after time, he repeated those ten seconds of death and despair.


      The red world, the agony that consumed everything, the powerlessness he felt no matter how many times he tried. He went through it countless times.


      I’m going crazy. My spirit’s going to break. This isn’t Return by Death.


      This was something else gripping Subaru Natsuki. He had never once thought that it was a mercy, but compared to the desolation of this endlessly looping ten-second span…


      This was so lacking in love that it made Return by Death feel like a loving embrace.
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      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The same voices again.


      Orbart’s easygoing patter and Yoruna’s sharp snap.


      His mind was numb, the continuation of his scream from before dying rang out, and his knees gave out. But even so, on pure reflex, he closed his eyes and covered his ears and left his mouth open with a scream.


      “Hah, aaaaaaaah!!!!”


      Yoruna swung her pipe with a shout, creating multiple explosions in the sky over Chaosflame. The hot blast and thundering boom hammered Subaru, and no matter how many times it happened to him, he still could not help getting knocked down.


      “Uau!”


      Louis leaped toward him when he fell. He caught her and hugged her tight. That, too, was a reflex at this point. Having died so many times over and over, he longed for the warmth of a living person.


      There was no deeper meaning than that. None. So he gritted his teeth.


      “Here it comes…”


      There was no time to relax as another lethal attack came.


      “Don’t think it’s over if you just hold out!”


      In sync with the voice, Orbart threw his shuriken at Subaru and Louis. Subaru already knew those dozen blades coming from all angles could easily tear through children. He had been killed by shuriken more times than he could count now, but he could not remember which one had caused the pain. There hadn’t been any painless deaths, so there was no way to keep track.


      “I won’t allow it.”


      While he dwelled on that thought for a moment, Yoruna appeared in front of him. She parried and deflected every shuriken with her pipe and hammered back at Orbart with roof tiles.


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! That’s an interesting technique! Showy and pretentious!”


      He deftly avoided them. Because Subaru was slow to react, he had ended up going down the same route as before, but after seeing this scene so many times, he knew there was nothing left for him to do.


      The times Yoruna covered him when it looked like he would be hit by the attack, the times he escaped into the palace, the times he lost his mind and leaped out at Orbart… He always died, no matter what.


      If every route, every move led to death, then what did that leave?


      “But it’s maybe a little too flashy. Since a single needle’s enough to kill someone.”


      “Such compliments are uncomfortable coming from you. What do you think of this?”


      Orbart taunted her, and Yoruna responded by hitting the roof with the sole of her sandal. The tiles flipped up and floated into the air one after the other, creating a swirling tornado of destruction centered around the palace. Subaru already knew that it was incredibly powerful. But he also knew it would not defeat Orbart.


      “What should I do…?”


      I don’t know. And the pain and terror are coming.


      I messed up. What do I do? Can I avoid it? That red world and the chorus of pain.


      Even if I want to help Yoruna, I just get in the way. Even if I escape with Louis, he catches up right away. If only I had come back earlier. If only I had never come up onto the roof with Yoruna.


      If I had let her go alone, if I had just gone without her, if I hadn’t run away from Abel and the others, if I hadn’t said anything about Louis, if Al, if Medium, if Talitta, if we weren’t shrunken, if I was the right Subaru, if Zikr, and Flop, and Mizelda, and Kuna, and Holly, and Utakata, and Priscilla, and Rem, Rem, Rem, Rem…


      “Rem…”


      Even though I still need to bring her back, I’m dying here. If I’m stuck in an inescapable death loop, just doomed to die over and over, then there’s nothing I can do. Nothing Subaru Natsuki can do.


      The countless deaths, the pain, they weighed on Subaru, drowning him with a sense of powerlessness.


      He could feel it weighing on his heart and his body, crushing him…


      “Uau.”


      The girl’s warm hand sat in his. Subaru inhaled.


      The warmth reminded him.


      Subaru Natsuki might be hopeless and helpless, but…


      “What would everyone else do?”
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      Pain, red, fear, why, death.


      Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death.


      Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death. Pain, red, fear, why, death.


      The ten seconds of despair repeated over and over and over again.


      The pain and powerlessness layered in an unending hell that threatened to break Subaru’s spirit. He died over and over. He died, and the pain and suffering repeated over and over.


      It never once went right. Every single time, Yoruna grieved, Louis sacrificed herself to save him, and he died.


      But there was something beyond those ten seconds of despair. Time did not just end there.


      Use all the time.


      Even if death is certain, use it all and figure out how to reach the eleventh second.


      What would everyone else do?


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The same voices again.


      In that instant, Subaru covered his ears, closed his eyes, and opened his mouth to endure the explosions. The blast wave and impact rocked his body, knocking him down. Right away, Louis leaped onto him with a shout of “Uau!” He caught her, hugged her reassuringly, and racked his brain.


      What would everyone else do?


      “………”


      Subaru had been turned into a child again. His arms and legs were shorter, and his brain had surely regressed, too. Normally, he probably would have been able to do more, to think better. But that Subaru was not here, and he could not do much about that.


      This was a problem that Subaru Natsuki could not solve.


      So…


      “If it was them…”


      He had faced all sorts of problems and made all sorts of mistakes, but he had overcome them with the help of everyone else.


      He was alone right now in the empire, and there was hardly anyone he knew here. But the things he had received from everyone were still there inside him.


      “If it was them…”


      What would they do? Otto, Garfiel, Roswaal, Frederica, Petra, Clind, Annerose, Meili, Puck, Ram, Beatrice, Emilia… What would they do?


      “If it was them…”


      What would they do?


      Julius, Anastasia, Foxidna, Ricardo, Mimi, Hetaro, TB, Reinhard, Felt, Old Man Rom, Larry, Moe, and Curly, Al, Priscilla, Wilhelm, Ferris, Crusch, Liliana, Shaula… What would they do?


      “They’re so strong.”


      All of you who can fight Orbart head-on, I want your support.


      Sorry, but the ones who don’t seem like they can do anything to deal with Orbart’s craftiness or crazy tricks, you can take a seat for now. Sorry, but thanks. Love y’all.


      “And some of them could use magic.”


      I probably can’t copy the people who could support Yoruna directly.


      I want to avoid burdening her more when she’s already been so kind, but I don’t think healing magic will be very useful here. Sorry, but thanks. Love y’all, too.


      “In which case…”


      Then what about the ones who never give up and struggle to the very end?


      What if I copy the ones who use everything they have and keep trying to reach the eleventh second and beyond?


      “I won’t allow it.”


      Yoruna swung her pipe, driving the shuriken away from Subaru and Louis with sharp clangs. Meanwhile, the roof tiles to the left and right of Orbart flipped up to crush the old monster.


      “………”


      He thought as hard as he could while watching Yoruna and Orbart fight.


      How many times have I died? How many times have I seen this? I can still remember the pain. It aches just thinking about it.


      The memory alone made him shrink back. His spirit flagged, and his soul cowered. It was as if Subaru Natsuki’s very being was freezing over. But…


      “Uau.”


      The warmth of one girl’s hand would not let the cold claim him.


      I can’t just freeze up here. I can still remember everyone.


      You can’t insert yourself in their fight.


      Even if you want to help Yoruna win, you will just get in the way, because he’s targeting you. The fight’s already begun, so one of them has to win.


      Orbart will probably always win this fight and kill both of you.


      Well, is it enough for you two to survive?


      I feel like that’s reeeeeally not enough.


      Yoruna has to come out of this okay, too.


      There must be a better way.


      Don’t you dare stop thinkin’.


      Idiot.


      Don’t even joke about giving up now.


      It’ll turn out all right.


      Everyone’s here for you.


      And you don’t wanna get hurt anymore, right?


      Every battle must end.


      There has to be an opening to intervene somewhere.


      You’re gonna find your way back to Ria, right?


      Find a way, I suppose.


      That’s the key to victory.


      “The key…to victory.”


      Whose? The people fighting, of course.


      Yoruna and Orbart are the ones fighting, so—


      “No.”


      “Uu?”


      “No, no, no, that’s wrong.”


      Subaru shouted as Louis cocked her head.


      No, that’s not right. Everyone…


      “The winner is—”


      Once again, the red and pain appeared, and—


      “From what I’ve heard, the people in this city of yours are pretty sturdy… But I wonder if they’re sturdier than the kids in my village.”


      “—You lout!”


      The same voices again.


      The moment he heard them, he covered his ears, closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and crouched. The next moment, the blast rocked his body, but this time he didn’t get knocked down.


      Then he looked up.


      “Uau!”


      Louis leaped at him, worried and looking concerned. Catching her in a hug, Subaru stood up.


      “Thank you.”


      “Uu?”


      Louis’s eyes widened as he looked over her head. The pain of the fire scorching his whole body, of having his bones laid bare, of having his organs turned to a pulp—it stayed with him. If he let his focus slip even a little, he might scream and cry and roll around. But…


      “Don’t think it’s over…”


      Orbart prepared to throw the shuriken he had pulled from his sleeves, when his gaze met Subaru’s. The vicious old man who showed no mercy even to children stared into the eyes of a child who had confronted his own powerlessness countless times and was even now struggling to hold back his tears.


      Orbart’s yellow eyes gleamed, as if sensing something significant.


      “…Interesting.”


      This time, the vicious old man threw his shuriken at Subaru Natsuki—not just as a ploy to distract Yoruna, but to kill him.


      There was no playfulness in those shuriken. Subaru could feel the impending danger and malice on his skin, even though he could not follow them with his eyes, but he immediately raised his finger and pointed straight ahead at Orbart.


      What would everyone else do?


      When he thought as hard as he could about it from everyone else’s perspective, it dawned on him.


      If it was them, then no matter how many times he died and how powerless he felt and how hopeless the situation was… No matter how battered Subaru became, they would still have faith in him.


      They believed in Subaru no matter how painful and awful and scary it was, no matter how much he cried and wet himself and how pathetically he died.


      I love you all.


      The match here at the summit of the palace where I’ve died who knows how many times, the match to reach the eleventh second after these ten seconds of despair. The winner is—


      The winner is always Master!


      “Louiiiiiiis!!!”


      Pointing straight at Orbart, he shouted the name of the girl who was the source of his warmth and clenched his hand around hers—in that moment the world shifted.


      “—What?!”


      Orbart shouted in surprise when his target who should have been killed by his shuriken disappeared.


      It was completely outside of Orbart’s expectations, a technique the cautious shinobi did not recognize. He would be able to react the second time, but the first warp was their one and only way to catch Orbart by surprise.


      And using Louis’s power, Subaru leaped—


      “Aaaaaaaaaa!!!!”


      “Nuoooh?!”


      He clung ferociously to the back of Orbart’s head that had appeared right in front of him. Latching on to the small old man like a cornered animal, he bit into the tuft of white hair. Even Orbart could not react to suddenly being grappled from behind. Subaru latched on to the old man who was not much taller than he was.


      Of course, Orbart immediately tried to pull him off, and Yoruna, surprised by the unbelievable development, started to rush over.


      “Whoa! Wh-whaddaya think you’re doin’, kiddo?!”


      “Child! Get away at once! Old man Orbart is—!”


      Orbart’s hand grabbed Subaru by the hair, trying to pull him away, and though she wanted to stop it, Yoruna hesitated for fear of accidentally hitting Subaru.


      Ignoring both of them, Subaru held on tight and shouted as loud as he could—


      “—I win!!!”


      “—What?”


      Orbart’s grip loosened. And Yoruna’s eyes widened in confusion at what he was saying. Not paying any heed to them, though, Subaru clung on tightly, refusing to let go of Orbart. With the old man’s grip loosening, Subaru could finally raise his head.


      “I win…I win!!! You lose, Mr. Orbart! Right?!”


      “What are you talking about—?”


      “Once is enough! That’s what you said!”


      “Huh?”


      Subaru shouted right into the puff of white hair in his face. Tears welled in his eyes, and his nose started to run from the sheer excitement, and his heart pounded. He sniffled, and his voice cracked.


      “T-tag! Hide-and-seek was three times…but tag was only once…so…”


      “………”


      “So I win! I caught you! I win this match! You and Miss Yoruna lost to me! It’s my win…!”


      Even Subaru thought it was an absurd leap in logic. They were the ones who chose hide-and-seek over tag in the first place. It was unfair to change that all of a sudden and try to claim victory. But even if it was unfair, he could not think of any other way.


      And…


      “You were the one who cheated first…”


      “………”


      “S-so it’s my win…”


      He couldn’t hold back anymore. His voice got sticky and burbly as he began to sob. But he still held on tight, refusing to let go of his unfair victory. He had caught Orbart. That counted as a win.


      “…What will you do, old man Orbart?”


      Unexpectedly, Yoruna questioned the wily old man who had fallen silent. Glancing over, Subaru could see she had relit her pipe and there was a new trail of smoke rising. As she took a puff, she looked just as beautiful as she had before the fight began.


      Depending on Orbart’s answer, she was ready to continue protecting Subaru and Louis even if that meant resuming their fight, even though she hardly knew them.


      But that was not the only difficulty facing Orbart.


      “Uau! Aa, uu!”


      “That hurts.”


      Louis had also warped to Orbart and was currently violently stomping on the old man’s feet. She narrowed her big round eyes as best she could to glare at him.


      Faced with Subaru’s assertion, Yoruna’s question, and Louis’s glare, Orbart stayed silent for a moment and then scratched his head.


      “I’m the one who said I don’t like dropping a match once I’ve started, but I never thought it’d come back to bite me like this.”


      “Is that your answer?” Yoruna asked quietly.


      Watching Orbart, she dropped her eyes down a level. It was not a special gesture. She was simply following Orbart as he promptly sat down. With Subaru still clinging to his back, he flashed a grin.


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! This is my loss no matter how you look at it. If I started saying winning or losing don’t matter, then I wouldn’t be a shinobi; I’d be nothing more than a beast.”


      Orbart slapped his knee and looked up.


      “I lose. It’s my loss!”


      Underneath that blue sky, with the beautiful palace gradually repairing itself, the eleventh second after those ten seconds of despair came, and time gradually, steadily moved forward…


      “I wiiiiiiin!”


      Subaru sniffled and sobbed while still screaming his victory.


      Orbart cackled.


      “It’s aggravating hearing that again and again, so cut it out.”


      And he smacked Subaru on the forehead.
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      CHAPTER 8


      UTOPIA CHAOSFLAME


      1


      “Uh, ugh, agh…”


      Subaru kept struggling to hold back the sobs and the snot and the tears.


      It was a crazy experience that even now he could hardly believe he had made it through.


      The despair-inducing ten seconds that Subaru had gone through, and the eleventh second on the other side—just how many deaths had he experienced? It felt like a miracle that he had not given in, that his spirit had not broken, that his soul had not been ground down into dust. But on the other side of that hellish experience, this was the world he had arrived at.


      “Uauu.”


      Louis’s hair was a mess as she clung to his arm. In those countless loops, she had faced the same fate as Subaru, dying countless times, just like him. It seemed ridiculous to claim victory, but even that would have been impossible without her.


      “I really…really don’t understand you.”


      “Auu.”


      “But I…couldn’t have done it…without you… Thank you…”


      Subaru’s mind was a complete and total disaster zone. He knew just how dangerous a person she could be. He knew that, and yet he was still brimming with gratitude.


      “…Louis?”


      The levees suddenly burst. When she heard his halting thanks, the tears welled in her big round eyes and started pouring down her cheeks. The tears flowed like she did not know how to stop them.


      “Louis, you’re…you’re crying…”


      “Uu, uu!”


      Louis did not try to wipe away the tears as she shook her head and clung to Subaru’s arms. It was like she was afraid he would disappear the moment she let go to wipe them away.


      “Wipe your face, dummy…you dummy…”


      Just as he was starting to calm the emotions roiling inside him, they threatened to bowl him over again when he saw her crying. Subaru had already shed so many tears himself.


      Just when it felt like he and Louis were going to keep crying forever…


      “You did very well. Both of you.”


      “Ah…”


      “You may cry as much as your heart desires. As the master of this city, I shall allow it.”


      …a pair of arms reached around them from behind and gently hugged them. Subaru already knew the character of the voice’s owner. He understood that there was nothing but kindness in those words and the warmth of those arms. He knew that he would be forgiven for letting go completely.


      “Uu, ghhh…aa, uu, aaaaaaa.”


      “Uau…uauu, ua, u, uau…!”


      “There, there… All children have the right to cry and rest in the comfort of an adult’s arms. If my bosom is sufficient, you may spill as many tears as you wish.”


      Looking up, Subaru burst into tears again, and Louis clung even harder to him. Hugging both of them gently, Yoruna patted their small backs.


      At the end of the battle, there atop the palace keep of the Crimson Lazuli Palace—


      “I’m not sure how I should feel with all this happening on my back, though.”


      “Silence.”


      The old monster’s tactless banter was silenced by the lady of the city.
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      “Now then, what do you have to say in your defense, Old Man Orbart?”


      “Defense? Was there something I had to defend? You’re the one who came at me, fox-girl.”


      After Subaru let everything out and had finally actually calmed down—the palace keep was swallowed up in a dangerous mood.


      The cause was, of course, Orbart and his carefree, shameless response. The old man had plopped down on the roof, scratching his ear with his pinkie.


      “I kept my word, you know? I’ll admit treading the line, but the same’s true for the kiddo there.”


      “Ugh…b-but that’s…”


      “Now, now, you should just take the win, kiddo. If you wanna say anything goes, I’m the one who benefits most, after all, kah-ha-ha-ha!”


      Subaru hesitated at that roaring laugh.


      Orbart was right. If it was no-holds-barred match, he could not begin to imagine how a win would even be possible. Orbart had his shinobi techniques and experience and no compunction at all about getting other people involved. Subaru had learned the hard way that those sorts of opponents were the strongest of all since coming to Volakia.


      “You kind of remind me of a scary guy I know, Mr. Orbart…”


      “Really? Whoever that is must be a bad guy, and you’d definitely be better off killing him.”


      “In that case, you must also agree it would be better for me to snuff your life out here.”


      “Hey now. You must really hate me. Can’t say I don’t get why, though.”


      He ignored Yoruna’s stern gaze without breaking a sweat.


      His insolence was exasperating, but the reason he could take such a casual stance was because he knew Yoruna would not make the first move herself.


      Sorry, Yoruna.


      And the reason was none other than the problem afflicting Subaru and the others.


      “I do not know the details, but I have heard that you have treated these children quite terribly.”


      With pipe in mouth, she inhaled a puff of smoke while watching Orbart. When Subaru had asked for her help, he explained the situation while keeping certain parts unspoken. One of those parts was that Subaru himself was one of the people Orbart had turned into a child.


      If Orbart undid his age regression, his body would go back to normal. He fully intended to apologize with all his might and ask for Yoruna’s forgiveness when it happened.


      Of course, I don’t think that will cause all her impressions to change.


      Subaru was sure now that Yoruna was the sort of person who could be reasoned with.


      “Old Man Orbart, you acknowledge your defeat in the match you set?”


      “Aye, I admit it. No way to see this as anything but a complete loss. I’m just lucky to lose without dying. But what a surprising way to lose.”


      “Surprising, you say?”


      “I figured it would be the kiddos’ boss who’d give me a run for my money.”


      Despite Subaru’s concerns, Yoruna and Orbart continued their conversation.


      “Boss,” Yoruna murmured softly, putting her hand to her chest. “The author of the letter. I had been looking forward to our meeting, but…”


      Yoruna stopped there, and her eyes narrowed.


      Orbart cocked his head at the sharp gaze.


      “What? Ain’t nothing scarier than a glare from a beauty. What do you want?”


      “Do not give me that. I had Tanza pass along word that the messengers should come to the palace. Where have you taken her?”


      The air froze. Yoruna’s anger always made itself known when children or people of the city were put in harm’s way. And Tanza was both.


      Though the suspicion is that Tanza and Orbart were conspiring together to keep us from meeting Yoruna…


      “I thought Tanza would be with you, too, Mr. Orbart…hidden under the tiles or something.”


      “Inside the palace is no different than inside of me. I would never miss that.”


      “R-really? Your ability is really incredible, Miss Yoruna…”


      Subaru was staggered by her seemingly absurd claim. And then he realized that she had immediately discovered him and Louis the moment they infiltrated the palace.


      “She said she just happened to be walking around and found us, but…”


      In the end, Yoruna had been protecting them from the very moment they entered the palace. The more he learned of her character, the more he started to question whether they should involve her in a battle that would embroil the entire empire in war.


      That was the same feeling that the residents of Chaosflame who had blocked their way had felt, too. They had endured terrible hardship and been persecuted. Now that they had finally found a sanctuary, they would protect it no matter what.


      Who could blame them for wanting to protect their peace? All the more so when the lord of the city cares so much about them.


      What was so different about that from the world the girl he loved wanted?


      “………”


      Subaru peered down at the chaotic streets and alleys of the Demon City in silence. It was a complicated, chaotic mess. When he first came here, he had been a bit confused by the chaos. But in just a short amount of time, having seen the people living here and seen Yoruna, he started to understand.


      This was a place where no one was tied down, where everyone had the freedom to be themselves and not hide, so this was a place where people felt free to express themselves, and it was brimming with an untamed energy that no one could deny.


      In a sense, this was a utopia where anyone could live.


      Should we really pull Yoruna away from a place like this?


      While Subaru struggled with that inner turmoil, Yoruna continued.


      “Old Man, answer me. Where is she? Where is Tanza?”


      “Don’t look at me like that. I’ll tell you. The reason I accepted that deer-girl’s offer is ’cause she fit the conditions for the match so nicely.”


      “—Where is she?”


      Yoruna repeated herself, indicating that she had no interest in his extra banter. Orbart tilted his neck and looked out at the city beneath the palace—at the beautiful scene of the Demon City.


      “It’s not too hard a riddle. I’m an outsider, aren’t I? Not a lot of places I can hide a girl, are there?”
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      Back in time to a little bit before Orbart answered Yoruna’s question.


      The location was a certain inn in Demon City Chaosflame. It was a plain and simple inn, neither particularly large nor particularly elegant. But its walls and doors were of stout construction, and hardly any noise could be heard from inside it.


      It was a place at odds with the feel of the rest of the city, the one and only lodging in the city provided for VIPs. The room that had become center stage was made by removing the walls between three rooms and combining them all into a unified space. It was not furnished with high-quality furniture and decorations, nor did it have the finest selection of alcohol. It spoke to the preference for utility of the one who was residing inside.


      In that sense as well, this seemed almost heretically out of step with the way of life in Chaosflame. Despite being called a lawless zone, despite the general freedom and acceptance of chaos in the city, the residents of Chaosflame were astonishingly unified in spirit under the master of the Demon City.


      The people rallied to a sort of shared delusion, unforgiving of external enemies and merciful to each other, and so such inns were generally unnecessary and tactless.


      Just as…


      “Citizens of the empire must be strong. This demonic city can be said to fly in the face of that ideal.”


      The girl gulped faintly, and her cheeks tensed as the man intoned the empire’s motto with crossed arms.


      The man, Abel, wore a black and red outfit and was covering his face with an oni mask. And facing him was a horned demi-human girl in a beautiful kimono: Tanza.


      Abel and Tanza were not the only two enemies meeting here like this, though.


      “Do you have any comprehension of the location you have just set foot in…?!”


      “………”


      “Answer me! Depending upon your response, there may be nothing left of you!”


      There was also a man with dark skin turning red with wrath: Imperial General Second-Class Kafma Irulux, who was bellowing at Abel after he had barged into the room, as well as the boy and girl Abel had brought with him.


      He held nothing in his outstretched hand, but he had no need for a weapon. Weapons of all sorts were lying in wait within his body. His statement that there may be nothing left of them was no idle threat, either. It was a simple statement of fact.


      That was the true strength of the Insect General Kafma Irulux.


      “Hey, are you being serious here, Abel?”


      Al spoke in a tense, wary voice. Abel glanced at the masked boy with a sword on his back that he could not properly wield.


      “How many times must you ask that before you have made up your mind?”


      “I keep askin’ ’cause I still haven’t figured out anything even after barging in. And I’m still questioning your sanity! Damn it! Why’d I even go along with this…?!”


      “For the obvious reason. The current you is too cowardly to be alone.”


      “…!”


      Al was at a loss for words. It was obvious from his reaction that Abel was right on the mark, and Al’s lack of a comeback only confirmed it. The current Al could not remain calm even just walking in the streets, for some reason.


      “Abel.”


      In his stead, Medium rose to argue. Feeling her gaze on his back, Abel harrumphed. Medium had pushed herself with significant effort to accompany Abel here, all while protecting Al, who had become unable to defend himself. However, there were all manner of troubles bringing a shadow to her expression, all involving Subaru and Louis, who had left the group partway.


      Either way, though, it could be said that both Al and Medium were badly limited.


      “And so we have no intention of fighting as well. Lower your arm, Kafma Irulux.”


      “You…are you mad? You fail to answer my question while high-handedly pushing your own agenda. Do you think you have become some king?!”


      “…That is not quite correct, but not far off.”


      “You—!”


      Kafma, devoted and faithful to the emperor, had reached his limits, and his eyes ran red with fury. Without realizing it, he was close to grasping Abel’s identity, but he could not manage to connect the last dots. It was a testament to the strength of the perception inhibition effect of the oni mask Abel received at the Shudrak village.


      Only those who already knew the wearer’s identity or those to whom the wearer wished to reveal themselves could overcome the effects of the mask.


      Meaning…


      “Silence, Kafma Irulux.”


      Kafma’s furious momentum was halted by a voice from behind him. The source was a handsome, black-haired man sitting calmly in a seat at the back of the room—seeing that familiar face again, Abel was, as always, impressed by the construction of that mask.


      Regardless of his reaction, though, the man looked at the three of them in turn.


      “They bear us no hostility. At the very least, not in this situation.”


      “But! This one has disrespected Your Highness and refuses to reveal his face in your presence, and he shows no sign of obedience! He has even brought children—”


      “What of the children?”


      “Nothing, Your Highness. It’s simply incomprehensible…!”


      Kafma could not hide the deep bewilderment he was feeling. He was struggling mentally while rubbing his eyes. The reason was because of his overly serious demeanor. He had, in the past, given up the title of Divine General, believing himself unsuited to it. As such, personality aside, he was equivalent to a Divine General in strength.


      If a struggle occurred, Abel would of course have no hope of winning. However, his goal now lay elsewhere.


      “I apologize for disturbing your bedchamber; however, I have business with this girl. At present, I have no intention of confronting you.”


      “Hoh. That is an exceedingly bold stance to assume in our presence. You surely have some memory of this face and this voice. Doubly so if you have some relation to the messenger that we happened to meet yesterday at the palace keep.”


      “Hmph.” Abel observed the man who Subaru called the false emperor and whose identity he had already discerned: Chisha Gold, disguised as Vincent.


      Al and Medium stood beside Abel with complicated, sullen looks. Outside the effects of the mask’s perception obstruction, they could hear him conversing with Vincent, using the exact same voice. In that sense as well, the white spider Chisha’s transformation was perfect.


      By changing his voice, behavior, and appearance to match Vincent Volakia, Chisha Gold could embody the emperor even better than Abel.


      However…


      “I received a report from my subordinates regarding that. For the stern Emperor Volakia, you were quite forgiving of an insolent woman’s disrespect.”


      “We are not so capricious as to take issue with every person who knows not their place. However, should those who oppose us demonstrate enough worth, they will be dealt with accordingly. Since—”


      Vincent answered Abel’s prodding and left just a moment’s pause as their gazes locked. Their lips moved at the same exact moment.


      ““Citizens of the empire must be strong.””


      That was the ideal of the Holy Volakian Empire and emblematic of its way of life. Abel could not but admit that such a response was befitting of the emperor of Volakia and considered it a splendid belief. Abel himself would have given the same answer had someone said the same to him. No matter what he might feel in his heart.


      “Kafma, regarding that girl…”


      “Your Highness. Old Man Orbart indicated that she be kept here… However, Orbart himself has gone out into the city and has yet to return.”


      “I see.”


      Nodding at Kafma’s embarrassed response, Vincent turned his gaze to Tanza. She gasped. Tanza had retreated to the corner of the room and was now trapped by the gaze of the man who stood at the top of the empire.


      “Your involvement with Orbart, the agreement with Yoruna Mishigure, and the fact that a person involved with the messengers from yesterday has appeared in search of you is enough to grasp the gist of the situation.”


      “I—I…”


      “No excuse is necessary. Once you have begun a struggle, you may simply struggle in earnest to the end. Decide for yourself whether the path you chose burns out or not.”


      Vincent calmly and deliberately declared that Tanza would not be protected any further. However, to say that that left Tanza in despair would be false.


      “I…”


      As she murmured, there was a resolve in her eyes. It seemed like she had decided to fight to the end.


      Abel could easily imagine that as a horned girl, Tanza had by no means had a peaceful life. The salvation she found with Yoruna must have been so warm.


      “I am sorry for the trouble I have caused Lord Vincent; however, all of this was arranged by myself and without the knowledge of my mistress Lady Yoruna.”


      “As stated, no excuse is necessary. Depending on the outcome, Yoruna Mishigure will be questioned. Should she not answer, your statement will be kept in consideration.”


      “Yes sir. Thank you, sir.”


      Tanza adjusted herself into a proper sitting position and bowed deeply to Vincent. Raising her head, she looked over at Abel.


      Unlike with Vincent, there was a clear and present hostility.


      “…!”


      Al quivered beneath her gaze. He had become consumed by cowardice, but even without that, the intensity of that gaze was more than enough to overwhelm him. And Abel could well imagine what sort of life she must have lived to make her go so far.


      All of it was—


      “—Please do not draw Lady Yoruna into the flames of war.”


      “Ah…” Medium’s voice trembled in wonder.


      “She is kind, and for the sake of the many who are weak, she would charge into battle and wear herself down. I cannot allow such a thing to happen. Lady Yoruna is everything to me.”


      Al and Medium were seemingly surprised by Tanza’s motive; but it was within Abel’s expectations that the residents of the Demon City, including her, might act upon such thoughts.


      What convinced him was the soul marriage that had permeated through the people of the city. It was an ancient secret technique that could not function with an arbitrary and one-sided emotion.


      Her soul was connected to such an absurd number of partners that she should have lost all sense of herself. Abel’s conjecture had pinned down the nature of the ability, but either way…


      “That will be decided by Yoruna Mishigure. The situation will not change, no matter how many times you lower your head to me.”


      “No, that is not true. It is not Lady Yoruna who will decide, but you, sir.”


      “………”


      “Lady Yoruna is exceedingly kind, considerate, and accepting…and she has an extraordinarily distant dream with which we cannot help. You, however, possess the means of achieving that dream.”


      “…You know the contents of the letter to Yoruna Mishigure?”


      “No sir.” Tanza shook her head. But when her head returned to level, there was a terribly fragile expression on her face, and she looked down. “However, I know—I have never before seen Lady Yoruna bear such a maiden-like expression.”


      “A maiden-like expression, you say?”


      “Yes sir. I planned all of this.”


      Lowering her head toward the ground, Tanza confessed her plot.


      It by no means explained everything. Her plan had surely been altered by Orbart’s hand, twisting it into something more vicious. However, she was attempting to take responsibility for starting it, and for including Orbart.


      It was all too…


      “Beautiful.”


      It was an unvoiced word left only in the back of his mouth where none could hear. Abel nodded silently at Tanza’s gaze.


      “I have grasped the extent of your involvement in this plot. However, I should advise you of one thing.”


      “…What is that, sir?”


      “I have no intention of demanding you pay for your actions with your life. Should your head roll, Yoruna Mishigure’s hand would be lost. Or was that also a part of your plan?”


      There was a slight twitch in Tanza’s neck as she looked down. That convinced Abel that Tanza had been ready to offer her life if it came to that.


      It would have been a final resort. But there were not many who would have given it such serious thought before acting.


      “You even intended to die…? That’s insane.” Al gasped.


      “That’s…! We won’t let that happen! We won’t let that happen, right, Abel?”


      Medium looked at Abel. She was afraid of the small chance that he might do so, but he shook his head, dismissing such concerns as absurd.


      “As I said, if even her death is part of her plan, then to take her life would be to assure the success of her plan. Unfortunately, I have no intention of indulging such a stratagem.”


      “Abel…!”


      “People should die more efficiently.”


      “Abel…”


      A piece that could not be predicted was dangerous, whether it was in the enemy’s camp or one’s own. On that point, the existence of Tanza was an unmanageable poison. However, without the resolve to swallow that poison, it would not be possible to win over an even greater poison to his side.


      Adjudging that, Abel looked at Tanza sitting on the floor.


      “I shall not take your life. However, I will have you withdraw the order you have given your compatriots.”


      “…Then regarding my request?”


      “To not draw Yoruna Mishigure into the flames of war…? That is impossible.”


      Tanza’s voice caught in her throat at his flat rejection. From her perspective, it was the prophecy of the very thing she had risked her life to stop, but she suffered from a misunderstanding. A fatal misunderstanding.


      “Even had I not come, Yoruna Mishigure would be swallowed up in the flames of war. That is the position she has chosen and a nigh inescapable fact of the way of life she follows.”


      “What do you see in—?”


      “I have no intention of revealing what my eyes see to others; however, so long as it is possible, I shall prepare for what may come. Regardless of how that may appear to those around me.”


      After he answered Tanza’s trembling voice and gaze, Abel’s eyes moved away from her and instead flitted to Vincent sitting silently at the back of the room. The Vincent Volakia sitting upon the throne. The false emperor.


      Whatever intentions he had in repudiating me…


      “My truth is unchanged. Unchangeable. All bridges are burned, and there is only one path forward. You would do well to sear that into your soul.”


      “…We shall bear that in mind,” Vincent answered quietly.


      That exchange seemed to scorch the very air of the room, unleashing a heat that felt like a fever. In truth, everyone in the room besides Abel and Vincent was starting to sweat.


      “Tanza, raise your head.”


      As the two emperors stared at each other, Abel called to the girl regretting her lack of strength. The girl slowly raised her head, eyes wet with tears. Abel exhaled.


      “From the start, I had no intention of using your mistress as a disposable tool. The question of how to use her requires deep consideration, but such a valuable asset shall be used in the most appropriate way. People should die efficiently.”


      “…May I put my trust in that?”


      “Whether you trust it or not, my actions will be the same.”


      Tanza clung to a faint, budding hope, but the response she received was by no means kind. Behind Abel, Al put his hand to his forehead, and Medium sighed, but after some small amount of hesitation, Tanza nodded. And then…


      “…How did you realize that I was here?”


      “I deduced that this is what Orbart would do. I also considered the possibility you would be hidden in the Crimson Lazuli Palace, but considering the location of the pursuit and the problem of distance, I prioritized this location first.”


      “Oh.”


      “And above all, if I did not pin you down, there were too many threats to our lives.”


      Talitta was being chased by the one hundred horned people, and Subaru and Louis had effectively gone out on their own. So long as they were being chased by so many pursuers, there was no guarantee they would survive. Of course, Abel was no exception, either, considering that Al was in no state to fight and Medium was not nearly as effective as normal.


      To continue Orbart’s match, he had prioritized capturing Tanza.


      “…It’s my loss.”


      “Of that there is no doubt. However, you need not feel ashamed.”


      “Eh…?”


      That was all Abel said as he turned around. Tanza’s round eyes blinked in confusion.


      “Girl.” Vincent spoke up behind her.


      Turning around, she saw the false emperor nodding.


      “What he said is correct. You need not feel ashamed.”


      “B-but I…”


      “You were defeated. But that means that you fought. That is also how we all should wish to be.”


      Still propping his head up with his arm, Vincent turned his eyes to look slightly into the distance. Tanza was stunned by his words, but tears slowly welled up in her eyes, and she looked down.
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      Looking down and crying, the tears falling silently as she apologized to her beloved mistress.


      “Lady Yoruna, I am sorry… I was not prepared enough…”
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      “I have discerned Orbart’s location. The Crimson Lazuli Palace.”


      “Huh?!”


      Medium’s eyes widened in surprise when Abel returned from his exchange with Tanza.


      She had just thought this was about Tanza or maybe the fake emperor, so it was a double shock to hear not just about Orbart, who was not here, but also about the hiding place they were looking for.


      “How do you know, Abel? And hiding in the palace is…”


      “Tanza’s reaction. Her eyes wavered when the subject of the palace was raised. I am sure she heard it from him when he hid her at this inn. I am sure she will not know the exact hiding place, though.”


      “Y-you really are cunning…”


      Al looked at Abel like he could scarcely believe what he was hearing.


      Most likely, the sequence was Orbart and Tanza partnering up, Tanza delivering Yoruna’s message, and then Orbart challenging them to a match. Then after the first hiding place was found, Orbart brought Tanza to the inn here.


      Of course, he could always have given her fake information to mess with them, but…


      “The tactic of hiding within Yoruna Mishigure’s palace is precisely the sort that Orbart would enjoy.”


      “…Mmm, then next up is Yoruna’s palace. Ah, but if Tanza is going to call off those people chasing us, then maybe we should look for Talitta?”


      “If the goal is to meet up, then it would be a poor plan for us to move. Talitta’s eyes will find us before long, and she will come to rejoin us. As for those fools…”


      “Y-yeah…”


      “…So long as he has not become exceedingly incompetent, he will discern that Orbart is at the palace. So long as they have not died, they will be going the same place as us.”


      Abel’s cold explanation was not quite enough to really reassure Medium. She wanted to talk with the three who had been separated from the group—particularly Subaru and Louis. Even though she still did not know how she should act.


      “…Don’t die on me, Bro…”


      “Al…”


      “We gotta get that gramps to put us back to normal… If I can get my body back, I’ll be better. And, Bro will…”


      Al clenched his fist in a mixture of prayer and curse.


      Al had no composure under the effects of the age regression, and he was incredibly fixated on the connection between Subaru and Louis. He was probably thinking about getting Subaru back to normal so he could deal with Louis correctly, but who could say if his judgment would be normal once he was back in his original body?


      And even before that…


      “Whatever you may be thinking, I have no intention of allowing Orbart’s technique to be undone so simply.”


      “Huh?”


      “Eh?”


      “More to the point, I do not mind for you or Medium, but I do not intend to have it undone for Subaru Natsuki for now. It will be better to have him remain in that form for a time.”


      Al and Medium both opened their eyes in shock at Abel’s abrupt decision. And then, a moment later:


      “Don’t screw with me!” Al grabbed Abel by the lapels. “You’re not bringing Bro back?! I ain’t acceptin’ that! What do you mean by that?!”


      “As I said, I will have him remain in a young form for now.”


      “You bastard…”


      “Is this to bully Subaru more?”


      Medium put her hand on Al’s shoulder, stopping him as he engaged in a staredown between adult and child. She was looking carefully at him, prepared not to move until she got an answer.


      Abel quietly exhaled.


      “I do not recall doing anything as vulgar as bullying.”


      “Call it whatever you like! But for a long time, you were constantly scaring Subaru and not explaining anything! Is it because of that?”


      “………”


      “That’s not right! If there’s something you want to know, then just ask him, and he’ll tell you! So you don’t have to—”


      “Unfortunately, it will not go so well.”


      It was so quiet, fragile, and almost self-derisive that Medium was speechless. Noticing her surprise out of the corner of his eye, Abel easily brushed aside Al’s arm clutching him.


      “My thoughts are unrelated to Medium’s suspicions. It is simply a necessary thing.”


      “Necessary?! What is?! Why is it just Bro…? Why not me or Medium?!”


      “You would not fit the requirements. Your one arm and Medium’s hair and eye color.”


      “Huh…?!”


      Al was getting angrier and angrier at that seemingly meaningless response. Medium looked lost as well, but there was also a different surprise lingering.


      And Abel himself…


      “The situation is currently unchanged, and the pieces are gathering. As such…”


      Abel looked through his mask out the window of the inn toward the Crimson Lazuli Palace. It was a gesture that seemed to signify a glare at something more symbolic than just the palace itself, and he reached out his hand, as if to grasp something out of reach.


      “You and I are not the sorts to hide and run away forever.”


      There was venom in his voice as he addressed an unseen person.
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      “The deer-girl is with His Highness.”


      “I thought it might be at your inn if it wasn’t the palace, but…”


      Orbart was sitting there on the roof, short arms crossed as he answered honestly. Subaru was stunned and exasperated.


      “Either way, Tanza’s location is now known… It seems the residents of my city have been rather unreasonable in their treatment of you, so I shall offer my apologies.”


      “Eh, that’s… Miss Yoruna, let’s just call it even! There’s nothing you need to apologize for!”


      Subaru panicked, leaping and shouting when he saw Yoruna kneel and lower her head in apology. For Yoruna to lower her head was an incredible gesture.


      She had listened to Subaru and taken him seriously and gone as far as fighting Orbart to save him so, so many times. And…


      “Ugh…”


      “…? What is it, child? Your face is red.”


      “No, it’s just, I remembered a bunch of things…”


      Right when he had managed to calm down, he remembered the scene that had happened so many times during that loop of despair. Yoruna commanding him to love her and kissing him.


      Of course, the memory of that remained only in Subaru’s head now, and he had not really been in a position where he could register what it felt like to be kissed by her. Even so, he respected Yoruna for putting herself on the line to save a child on the verge of death, and honestly, he had started to like her.


      All the more reason I don’t want to get her involved.


      She was so kind and beloved by everyone in this city, he was reluctant to get her wrapped up in it all.


      Was him feeling like that an effect of his becoming younger and more childlike? Maybe he would be able to write it off as a mistake and forget about it if he got his body back.


      But even if he started thinking differently when he got his grown body back, he could not imagine it would change how he felt now.


      Because if he did, then…


      “Uau?”


      “I wouldn’t trust the bigger me with knowing how to handle you, either.”


      Subaru still did not have an answer for what to do with the girl holding his hand.


      There would be no avoiding it once he met back up with Abel and the others, but there was one thing he was sure of after those ten seconds of despair.


      I don’t want to let her kill anyone, and I don’t want to let her die.


      “The palace’s repairs can wait. I shall go to get Tanza first.”


      “Mhm. Right. In that case…”


      Yoruna prepared to find Tanza with a bright and cheerful face. Subaru wanted to talk to Tanza, too, so he prepared to leave the palace, too.


      “Wait just a moment there, kiddo. You don’t wanna go back to normal? Or did you take a liking to this body? I don’t really mind either way.”


      “Ah, sorry, no, no. I’d like to be big again, please. I have gotten pretty used to this, but it’ll be a problem finding things to wear, so I’d like to return to normal.”


      Subaru spun around when Orbart called out to him. He had only spent a few hours as a child, but he had experienced more deaths in this form than all his previous deaths combined.


      The only fear is my way of thinking suddenly changing, but…


      “Don’t worry, Louis. This time, I’ll stop dodging you.”


      “Uau…au.”


      Louis looked down, but then she nodded. Pushing her forehead with his finger, he left her in Yoruna’s care. Louis bumped into Yoruna, who caught her gently.


      “Child, regarding what Old Man Orbart is about to do…”


      “Mhm. I don’t blindly trust him, but I’d like to believe he has just enough humanity to honor the results of a contest.”


      “Hey, I can hear you, brat.”


      “That’s why I’m saying it.”


      Subaru smiled wryly at Orbart’s banter. Yoruna’s eyes narrowed as she hugged Louis from behind.


      “If you understand, then there is nothing more for me to say. I have not heard what will happen, child, but this girl and I shall be watching.”


      “Uu!”


      “Mhm. I understand. Um, I hope you’ll get along with the other me, Miss Yoruna.”


      “…? You are quite the worrier, child.”


      With Yoruna’s wry smile and Louis’s cheerful expression, Subaru went over to Orbart. The old man stood up and brushed off his bottom.


      “You just don’t let up, do you? Sheesh. Let’s get this over with.”


      “Yeah… Umm, is this going to hurt?”


      “Did it hurt when you shrank? There’s your answer. Ha!”


      Smirking maliciously, Orbart put his hand around Subaru’s solar plexus.


      Al’s thought was that the age regression technique had to do with some interaction with Odo, in which case the spot should be somewhere around the heart, maybe.


      The mechanism by which interfering with the flow of Odo caused a body to shrink was hard to imagine, but…


      It felt like these few hours shrunk down were the biggest pinch he had had since coming to the empire. Though it had really just been a series of worse and worse predicaments ever since landing, too.


      Those ten seconds were the worst thing I’ve ever been through, including everything I’ve seen before coming to the empire.


      “Oh yeah.”


      He remembered something he had made a point not to think about. The hellish deaths in that ten-second loop were something entirely different from the Return by Death that he knew.


      What caused that? And what happened to my Return by Death authority…?


      “I found you.”
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      It was difficult for anyone in that place to fully perceive everything that happened in that moment.


      “Ngh!”


      Orbart immediately pulled back his outstretched hand, but it was too late. His wrinkled old right hand turned to dust from the wrist down and disappeared.


      “Child—”


      “Uau!!!”


      Yoruna’s eyes opened wide in shock as she pulled Louis close, holding the struggling girl tight while leaping back as fast as she could.


      The next moment, a dark shadow filled their entire field of view, swallowing the tower of the beautiful Crimson Lazuli Palace, and then the upper floors and the middle floors.


      “Your Highness! That…”


      “………”


      Kafma was bristling as he stood beside the emperor he was duty bound to protect. He sensed the insects within him all cowering as he watched the incredible scene unfolding in the distance through the window.


      Vincent stood up and turned his sharp gaze on the blackening palace, eyes blinking in deep and careful thought.


      “That’s…the palace…Lady Yoruna…”


      “Aaa, aaaaa, aaaaaaaaaaa!!!!”


      “Al?!”


      Dumbstruck, the young ones stared in shock at what was happening.


      As the destruction unfolded, Tanza feared for her mistress, and Al screamed louder than anyone in the city, perhaps the world.


      Medium ran over, supporting Al’s shoulder, and unable to understand what was going on at all, she gulped and looked pleadingly toward Abel.


      “Dear oh dear…this is a little beyond what I saw coming.”


      “You are…”


      Ubirk shaded his eyes, looking at the destruction of the palace in the distance while murmuring to himself, while Talitta, standing across from him, ground her teeth.


      “…Is this the true nature of what you carry inside you?”


      Abel saw the same thing that the false emperor and the crying child saw. Clenching his fists, hiding the lip he was biting hard enough to draw blood behind his mask, his expression became as twisted as the visage engraved in the mask as he glared at the darkness.
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      I love you.


      I love you. I love you. I love you.


      I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you.


      I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you.


      It exceeded all dimensions in scale, overwriting and crushing Subaru Natsuki’s very being—a love like a curse that would never let him go.


      He had experienced a hellish world without love, and he also knew that he was still loved. But at the same time, it was important to understand that not every love should be affirmed.


      There was a price to pay for not knowing that. Because he was ignorant of why it was feared, why it was avoided.


      He transformed into a black shadow, swallowing and destroying everything while cheering.


      Cheering a reunion, a confluence, an embrace, fetters, fate, striving.


      Cheering a confession, regret, jealousy, mystery, exaltation, dedication.


      He had known a hellish world devoid of love, so what hell would befall a world overflowing with love?


      Subaru did not know. He did not know at all. But in this situation where no one understood anything, there was only one thing he could say.


      The utopia for the persecuted, Demon City Chaosflame, had been toppled by none other than Subaru Natsuki’s karma.

    
  


  
    
      INTERLUDE


      FILLING THE BLUE SKY


      1


      At the same time a beautiful palace far to the west was being consumed by a dark shadow…


      “Ms. Priscilla?”


      Rem, who was washing a bathing woman’s hair, watched as the woman stood up. Her hair slipped from Rem’s fingers as the woman went calmly to the bath’s window.


      This was Priscilla Bariel, a regal woman with dazzling orange hair and snowy white skin, a woman whose connection with Rem was difficult to describe.


      She was a fiery woman who acted with greater haughtiness than anyone in the fortified city where Rem had remained. She had declared she would keep Rem at her side while she remained in the city, and true to her word, she brought Rem everywhere, tasking Rem with waiting on her hand and foot, but also making time to speak with her.


      The one constant was this daily bath time, but…


      “Ms. Priscilla, you haven’t finished bathing…ah!”


      Not listening, Priscilla opened the window without hesitation, her naked body entirely bare as the outside wind blew through the bathhouse.


      The steam that had been billowing so luxuriously quickly scattered, but the surprises did not stop there. Priscilla leaned out the open window, stepping onto the balcony.


      Rem frantically followed, holding a towel.


      “Wh-what are you doing? People can see you! Just because this is the highest floor…”


      “The sky.”


      “The sky…? This balcony isn’t that high. Come now, let’s return before the water—”


      She did not manage to finish her plea, though. Priscilla brought her finger to Rem’s lips. Wearing the towel laid over her shoulders like a cape, she looked at Rem with her blood-colored eyes.


      “Look at the sky, Rem. It seems our vacation is at an end.”


      Grasping the seriousness in Priscilla’s eyes, Rem gulped. And, wearing a bathing suit herself, she peered up at the same sky as Priscilla. She strained her blue eyes to see what Priscilla had seen.


      But there was no need to try so hard, since…


      “That…is…”


      Atop the balcony, at the brightest point of the wind hour, there was a glittering in the enormous sun overhead. Black dots appeared in the almost white light. One, then two, then more and more. They continued increasing, until finally their identity became clear.


      “Have those below raise arms at once. There is no trifling with a swarm of winged dragons.”
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      She peered down upon the city surrounded by high walls. Her golden eyes narrowed.


      High up in the blue sky streaked with clouds, the greatest of beings flapped their wings as a strong wind roared past.


      “Fortress city of Guaral.”


      Her blood boiled in anticipation at the sight of her target.


      That eagerness gradually spread around her, merging with the flapping wings and bestial cries.


      It was a little hasty, but it was only natural that it stoked their instincts as hunters. They were apex predators, after all.


      “………”


      “I know. Let’s do our job properly, like the old-timer said.”


      Heeding the admonition of the dragon she was astride, the girl crossed her arms and nodded.


      Her blue hair gathered at her shoulders, and her golden eyes glimmered. She wore a flashy uniform, and on her back was her trusty winged blade. That was hardly enough to tell what sort of person she was, but there was one trait that proved she was special—the two black horns growing from her head.


      “Everyone ready?”


      Countless cries rose up in response, each coming from a majestic master of the open skies. A flock of several hundred dragons had arrived.


      Once they descended, there would be roars and shrieks as countless lives were snuffed out.


      On the precipice of a grand hunt, the horned creature—Madelyn Eschert—looked upon Guaral once more with her golden eyes and smiled.


      This was a declaration of war from the Ninth Divine General, the flying dragon commander who had been ordered to raze the city.


      “Tremble in fear. Flee. There’s nowhere to run. The dragons have come.”


      <END>

    
  


  
    
      AFTERWORD


      Hello, everyone! Good job! This is Tappei Nagatsuki and the mouse-colored cat!


      Thank you for reading Volume 29 of Re:Zero! This whole book was dedicated to the Chaosflame arc, but how did the worst hardship to befall Subaru since his sudden arrival in the Volakian Empire appear to you, dear reader? For me, it was very fun to write!


      I’ve come up with all sorts of difficulties to inflict on Subaru Natsuki with his Return by Death ability, but I really put a lot of effort into the (self-described) Palace Clash Arc. As an author, it would be a great honor if you enjoyed it.


      Incidentally, this volume was as densely packed as ever, and this time I could not choose what to do for the cover and went with something extravagant. The eye-catching cover illustration is, of all things, a character who only appears in the interlude at the very end!


      This time, I selfishly pressed Otsuka to make the cover illustration something that anyone who read to the end of the interlude would recognize.


      Please take the cover this time as a part of the story! Enjoy!


      Now that I’ve cleared that up, it’s time to move on to the usual thanks.


      Thank you to my editor I for the warm and generous forgiveness for the significant change to the plot’s contents. I believe your statement that “It’s important to just try writing it” is a wise view. In similar struggles in the future, I will keep to the idea of the plot as a general compass!


      Thank you very much to the illustrator Otsuka for creating the illustrations with such attention to my requests with regular discussions! The age-regressed trio are practically new characters, so having an updated design and the like was a great help!


      The designer Kusano played an even greater role in the cover illustration than usual, setting it up big and beautiful. Thank you very much! It is thanks to the work and support of everyone that this book exists!


      Atori and Aikawa’s adaptation of the fourth arc in Gekkan Comic Alive is ongoing, and getting to see a copy of the draft every month, the beauty of the complete draft is breathtaking!


      In addition, thank you very much to everyone else at MF Bunko J’s editorial division, the proofreader, and all of the bookstores. You all do so much to help make these books happen.


      And my greatest thanks again go to you, the readers who continue to support this super-long series!


      Honestly, it is still a shock to me, but next time is really the thirtieth volume! There still is no end in sight, so I will do my best to keep writing to the end, so please continue to support me! I really am always grateful for it!


      May we meet again in the next volume, Volume 30!


      February 2022


      <<With the round number thirty coming up, even I’m a little shocked>>
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      “And so the curtain falls on Volume 29. I have taken a leading role in the postscript in preparation for the thirtieth volume, but…”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! Whoever was doing the casting messed up making me the costar! Me and the fox-girl got pretty chippy in the book, after all.”


      “Agreed. Were it not for the child, I suspect you would not have stayed on this earth long enough for us to casually chat like this.”


      “Well, it’s not so rare for even dead people to speak up here. Who knows? Even if one of us kicked it in the main story, we still might have ended up paired off here.”


      “………”


      “Oh, did I say something tasteless? Whoops, my bad, my bad.”


      “The longer this continues, the shorter your life span seems to shrink, Old Man Orbart. Let us get to the subject at hand for both our sakes.”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! That sort of consideration ain’t like you. But it’s not like I especially enjoy putting myself in harm’s way, so let’s get to it.”


      “…As mentioned at the start, the next volume will be the thirtieth, a nice, big round number.”


      “Kaaah! Thirty! That’s a pretty big number. I’m a nasty old man, obviously, but I can still be impressed by something that’s lasted so long.”


      “Either way, the schedule is unchanged, and the release should come in June. Additionally, Volume 7 of the short story collection will also be released on the same day.”


      “A short story collection! Well, with all that the kiddo’s suffered in the main story, it’d be hard to keep going without a little rest. Not to mention that I caused a lot of that suffering.”


      “That you can behave so blithely despite knowing that shows you know no shame, Old Man… I must say I am impressed by the ease with which you live.”


      “Hey now, don’t give me that. This is a little secret for you, but a shameless man’s got his own troubles, too.”


      “Such thick skin that even sarcasm cannot penetrate. If that child had not intervened, I would have trampled you underfoot.”


      “Kah-ha-ha-ha! Then I’ll have to thank the kiddo.”


      “But of course, Old Man Orbart. I shall assuredly snap the unforgivable, haughty old tree with my own two hands.”


      “Aye, aye, scary. I don’t wanna wet myself or die, so I’ll run to the ends of the world and wait for you.”


      “Do so if you are able.”
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