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      1. The Prison Tower


      After parting ways with the Scarlet Wind, I visited the Stelia fief, dragged by Warm’s wyvern. But on the way, the wyvern lost consciousness in the air, and we fell to the ground; I was thrown into a snowy mountain in the middle of a blizzard.


      A white-haired girl called Yunaile suddenly appeared before me, and she guided me through the mountains to civilization. The village was impoverished and small, making Roguebert seem huge and lavish. One of the guards took me in, assuming that I’d gotten lost. Yunaile had mysteriously vanished before I knew it, not even bothering to give me any sort of explanation. In the end, I’d wound up all by myself.


      The guard let me into an open shed, where I was given a mug of warm milk. He then lit up the hearth and gave me a blanket so I wouldn’t freeze to death. As it was so late into the night, I was told I’d be questioned the next morning.


      I gave this shed zero points. It was only marginally better than sitting out in the harsh cold. It was also completely empty, with no signs of anyone ever having lived in it.


      I was a bit tired, but when I tried to catch a few winks, a girl appeared before me.


      “Why are you here, Lofus Ray Lightless?!” a shrill voice echoed as she entered the shed.


      She glared at me, her curly, golden locks and proud eyes pointed at my cold body. This girl apparently recognized me, but I had no memory of her at all. I tried to recall if she was someone from the tale, but she shared no resemblance. Who was this person?


      First Yunaile, now this odd wench, I thought. The Stelia fief is a curious place, I’ll give it that.


      “Hey!” two guards cried, following the girl inside. “You can’t come here without permission.”


      The guard that had helped me earlier was part of this pair. The two tried to push the girl back, but she wouldn’t budge.


      “Let go!” she whined. She pointed at me, with tears in her eyes. “Because of him... This guy! Dad and brother are...”


      Huh? Her dad and brother? I don’t care, but if the door’s kept open, the cold wind will blow inside. And just when it was getting warm.


      I glared at the guard who was holding the girl back.


      “Just close the door,” I snapped. “It’s cold.”


      I stood in front of the hearth to keep warm. The guards exchanged a look before one quickly shut the door, while the other kept the girl in a nelson hold.


      “I said, ‘Let go!’” the girl screeched.


      “And who is this noisy brat?” I asked.


      “I’m— Mmph!”


      “No one,” the guard restraining her hastily said, covering her mouth. “She’s just an oddball from our village. Please don’t mind her.”


      I furrowed my brow. “She knew my name even though we’ve never met. I don’t think that can be dismissed as just ‘odd.’”


      This girl had called me Lofus Ray Lightless. It was an indisputable fact that she knew who I was. At my insistence, the two guards turned pale.


      “Wait... Then are you really from the Lightless family?” one asked.


      “I am,” I replied. “Do you not recognize this emblem?”


      I pointed to the embroidered crest on my mantle, causing the guards to back away with chattering teeth.


      “I-Isn’t House Lightless a major noble household beyond the Devil’s Sea?!” one cried.


      You make me sound like I’m some sort of Demon Lord ruling over my domain.


      “He’s the dark noble?!” the other cried. “Crap! I brought him into a dingy shed! Am I going to die?! Will he mount my head on a stake?!”


      What’s this “dark noble” nonsense? Actually, I feel like I’ve heard something similar before... Is it a nickname that’s been spreading? Such a lame sobriquet...


      The two guards ignored the girl as they buried their heads in their hands. I had nothing better to do and watched them writhe as I sipped on my mug of warm milk.


      “Lofus Ray Lightless!” the girl screeched. “How dare you show your face around here! Because of you...”


      “What the hell are you talking about?” I interrupted. “Who even are you? And why do you know about— Huh?”


      Her face looks familiar...


      I stood up and inspected her closely.


      “Wh-What’s with you?!” she stammered, raising her hand. She tried to slap me as she swung her arm down, but I grabbed it and peered into her face.


      Why do I recognize her somehow?


      “Eek!” the girl cried. “Wh-What are you—”


      She squeezed her eyes shut, terrified, but I ignored her antics and analyzed her closely.


      “Yunaile?” I asked.


      Yeah, this girl’s face vaguely reminds me of that mysterious, white-haired girl who called me to the Stelia fief with that wyvern. This girl had different hair color and was far more expressive than the blank-stare Yunaile, so it took me a moment to realize the resemblance.


      “‘Yunaile’?” the girl asked quizzically. “What’s that?”


      Sounds like she doesn’t know who Yunaile is. I knew that these two weren’t the same person, especially since Yunaile emitted an air of mana that was very peculiar. I could tell that this girl also had mana, but she was very much in the realm of a normal human, and nothing more. Though they gave off a different vibe, their faces were so similar that I’d assumed they were related somehow. I guess I’m wrong...


      The girl stared at me and introduced herself. “My name’s Cera. Cera Rio Draconis.”


      “‘Rio...Draconis’?” I asked.


      The girl placed a hand on her chest and said, “That’s right. I’m Warm’s—”


      “Are you Warm’s younger sister?!”


      She seemed upset that I’d interrupted her introduction, and turned away.


      “That’s right,” she muttered.


      “I knew it!” I said. “Why didn’t you say so sooner?!”


      I couldn’t help but flash a smile as I reached out and tousled her golden hair. I didn’t think Warm had a younger sister!


      “Whoa! Hey!” Cera cried. “What the— What are you doing?!”


      Cera panicked, unable to hide her shock at my friendliness. I found her reaction funny, so I decided to continue petting her. Her curly hair really resembled her brother’s.


      “Hey! S-Stop touching me!” she cried.


      Now, now. Don’t be like that. I won’t treat you poorly, since you’re related to him.


      “Heh, that Warm,” I chuckled. “I didn’t think he had a younger sister. Now that I look at you, your bold, steadfast eyes resemble Warm’s so well. No wonder.”


      “Stop petting me!” she cried as she shook herself free from my hand.
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      “You’re as unruly as him too,” I said. “No wonder you’re siblings. How old are you?”


      “Why are you acting like you’re my uncle? I’m ten!”


      She snapped angrily, but still answered my question. Ah, two years younger than Warm. What a coincidence; I’ve also got a younger brother two years my junior. He’s a timid, cowardly, and foolish brother—a complete failure. Unlike him, this girl’s spunky, vivacious, and bold. You’re lucky, Warm—I envy you for having an excellent sister. Wait, but didn’t Cera mention something about her father and brother?


      “Cera, what happened to your father and Warm?” I asked.


      “Wh-What gives?” she snapped. “Don’t call my name so casually.”


      “Permit me to do so, at the very least. Now, back on topic. You blamed me earlier, but what happened?”


      “W-Well...” Cera fell silent for a few moments before she spoke again. “Father and brother got caught. They were tricked by Gillan, that horrible merchant.”


      “Elaborate.”


      Encouraged by me, she began to talk.


      ✶✶✶


      Warm’s father, the magistrate of the Stelia fief, was anguished by the wealthy merchant Gillan’s evil deeds. Even he couldn’t deny that Gillan had single-handedly supported Stelia’s economy immensely, but the merchant’s internal affairs were anything but praiseworthy.


      Repeatedly threatening and harassing competitors were among Gillan’s lesser crimes; his more serious offenses included involvement in the slave trade and smuggling of weapons. All in all, he was well acquainted with the darker side of society. The biggest headache for Warm’s father was the circulation of drugs in impoverished areas. Gillan’s list of crimes were almost too long to list, but he was nothing if not meticulous, having managed to scrub any concrete evidence linking him to these heinous activities.


      That was when the heir of House Lightless had appeared and publicly declared that Gillan was involved in the slave trade, with the lordling even leaving behind a trinket bearing his family emblem as proof of his words. This was the opportunity that Warm’s father had been hoping for, and so he rallied the soldiers to raid Gillan’s manor. They successfully managed to grab evidence of Gillan’s involvement in the slave trade along with a myriad of other crimes that he was guilty of. Warm’s father then took all this evidence to Margrave Stelia, the lord of the land.


      However, these efforts were fruitless. Margrave Stelia not only swept all of this evidence under the rug, but he even released Gillan and arrested Warm’s father instead. His crime was defamation, falsifying evidence to sully Gillan’s good name through false accusations. After all, the fall of Gillan signified the fall of Stelia’s economy as well.


      The margrave could only make his choice as a lord supporting many. Warm’s father was thus arrested with a ridiculous charge, and naturally, Warm was furious. He stormed the manor all by himself and fought valiantly against the guards and knights, declaring his father’s innocence throughout it all. Eric Idia Stelia, the current Sacred Sword, rushed to the scene and defeated Warm, which led to his capture. And with that, the Draconis family, Cera included, had to flee from Gillan and hide themselves in this isolated, snowy village.


      That was Cera’s side of the story. She had learned about me from Warm’s account of when I had attacked him in the past, so when the guard who sheltered me told Cera about me, she just had to come to me to give a piece of her mind.


      In a sense, Warm’s father had only acted against Gillan because of what I’d offered him. Had it not been for me, neither Warm nor his father would’ve been captured. Hence, she pinned the blame all on me. But this was a childish, unreasonable, and frankly unwarranted grudge. When I heard her story, I couldn’t contain my annoyance, and a dark aura of mana emanated from my body, darkening the shadows all around me.


      I ignored Cera’s prattling to instead focus on Gillan. Sure, I was the one who had entrusted Warm with outing Gillan’s misdeeds in the slave trade, and I was willing to concede that I might have been the trigger behind it all. But I didn’t cause those dolts to fail their endeavor. In a nutshell, Warm’s father had proven too naive and incompetent for the task.


      Honestly, House Draconis got what they deserved. They allowed themselves to be manipulated and used by some nouveau riche bastard, and had no one else to blame if they couldn’t rise above it. In fact, considering how pathetic of a job they’d done after I’d left behind House Lightless’s emblem, they were practically tarnishing my honor.


      The claims against Gillan had been mine in the first place, so it was simply unforgivable of the merchant to ignore them while filing complaints of his own, and of Margrave Stelia to turn a blind eye to it all. I had to teach them a lesson and make sure that they rued the day they snubbed House Lightless. But as mentioned earlier, this wasn’t my primary concern for now. What bothered me the most was Warm’s defeat.


      “Did Warm really lose?” I asked.


      Cera’s eyebrows twitched. She turned pale by the intensity of my mana but managed to eke out a response.


      “That’s...what I heard.”


      “And you believed that?” I asked with a scoff. “I don’t know who your source is, but still.”


      “Well! Well... He was up against the Sacred Sword! And he hasn’t come home since!” Cera insisted.


      She glared at me, but quickly averted her gaze.


      “I see,” I said. “I guess your brother’s so weak that he would lose so easily.”


      “That’s not true!” Cera insisted. “Brother’s strong! He isn’t weak at all!”


      I roughly tousled her hair again. “Precisely. Hold your head up high, Cera. Your brother is the strongest man I’ve ever met. He knows not of defeat.”


      This time, she didn’t bat my hand away. She tilted her head and looked at me quizzically. “Lofus Ray Lightless, did you not attack my brother? Are you actually his friend?”


      “I wouldn’t say that we’re close enough to be called friends, but I do admit that he’s strong. And stop calling me by my full name. ‘Lofus’ shall suffice.”


      “Th-Then, Sir Lofus.”


      “Oh? Well done, you know your manners. You’re a very good child, Cera.”


      “Hey! Stop messing with my hair!”


      I petted her again, and this time, she shook herself free. Unruly indeed... As we continued to converse, the night wore on.


      Warm Rio Draconis was seen as the strongest of the Elite Four within the tale. He wouldn’t be bested, even if the sky fell down on this world. I suspected that his father was being used as a hostage to keep him in check.


      That must be it. I will have it no other way. If he really has lost to someone... Well, then he’s no longer the Warm that I know of. A Warm who knows of defeat is no Warm at all. And should I find an impostor, I shall kill him with my own hands.


      ✶✶✶


      I spent the night at the village. The next morning, I crossed two mountains from that shed until I spotted a towerlike structure. This was the Prison Tower, an impregnable, defensive building that no one could escape from. The Stelia fief was quite proud of this structure. Once a criminal was locked up here, they would never see the light of day again.


      Cera suspected that this was where Warm was being kept, as she’d supposedly heard some guards sharing gossip about it. If those rumors were false, I was wasting my time, but this was the only lead I had. I decided that I would check and see if Warm was inside.


      The tower was massive, but it still fell within range of my perception field, and stone buildings were powerless in the face of my mana.


      “Hm?” I muttered.


      Huh... My mana was rejected. It seemed the walls were covered by a powerful barrier that repelled mana. I suppose it’s called “impregnable” for a reason...


      That was when my perception field picked up on a unique mana that belonged to a spirit of sorts. I whirled around, immediately recognizing who it was coming from.


      “Good morning,” Yunaile said with her usual expressionless face. She was in her white dress with her snow-white hair.


      “Don’t give me that,” I snapped. “Where did you vanish off to last night?”


      “I’m sorry. I don’t want to be seen by people.”


      “I couldn’t care less about your circumstances. I have many questions for you.”


      I glared at her, but she pointed to the Prison Tower.


      “I want you to save Warm first,” she said. “He’s in the basement of the tower.”


      Ah, so that’s where he’s kept... She even knows where he is, I see. At least I don’t have to run around and search for him.


      “If I save him, will you answer my questions?” I inquired.


      Yunaile nodded, then disappeared. A moment later, I noticed her right next to Prison Tower. Did she just teleport? I hadn’t noticed her cast any sort of spell or magic, but it seemed too late now to be surprised by her antics. I didn’t know who she was, but that wasn’t my concern for now.


      She pointed to a nearby window, as though to tell me to head inside from there. I let out a sigh as I leaped toward her and followed her orders. But this window—or air vent, rather—was too narrow and small for a person to squeeze through.


      “Hey, is this the only way in?” I asked.


      I had a feeling that it would be easier for me to just waltz in through the front entrance and defeat any guards who dared to get in my way. But Yunaile was firm.


      “No,” she said. “This route is the sneakiest way in, and you can reach Warm quicker as well.”


      “I see...” I muttered.


      Then there was no reason for me to refuse. I couldn’t deny that it would be troublesome if guards were to swarm toward me, but this route wasn’t the easiest either. I was smaller than a typical adult, but the hole that Yunaile indicated was just barely large enough for me to squeeze through. Not to mention, when I peered inside, the hole was even narrower as it went deeper, and it was so dark that I could hardly see in front of me.


      “Maybe the front doors are better—” I started.


      “Please hurry,” Yunaile urged.


      I let out a deep sigh and crawled in. She was probably the only one who dared to force the heir of a marquess to squeeze into such a narrow opening. As I crawled on all fours, sullying my hands and knees with soot, I proceeded ahead and noticed that Yunaile followed me.


      “Why are you making me go first anyway?” I asked her. “You should just take the lead.”


      “If I’m in front of you, you might see my underwear,” she replied coolly.


      “No one’s going to get excited by you.”


      “I’m lying. I’m actually not wearing anything underneath.”


      “I know that I brought this topic up, but...what kind of reaction are you trying to get out of me?”


      “Clothes are suffocating. But if I’m naked, Warm will get angry.”


      “I think I’m starting to pity him.”


      While I was unsure of what sort of relationship Yunaile and Warm shared, I suspected that this girl wasn’t human, and thus didn’t share the same common sense. It wasn’t difficult to imagine that Warm had his fair share of struggles.


      “This prison is rather ancient, isn’t it?” I asked.


      I proceeded through the vents and stared at the sooty walls, a telling reminder of how old this building was. It reminds me of the founder’s tumulus...


      “This was apparently an ancient ruin,” Yunaile explained. “The people renovated it into a prison.”


      “Someone’s knowledgeable,” I remarked.


      “Warm told me so before.”


      She fell silent, and the two of us continued to crawl ahead until we reached a bit of a wider corridor—this was no vent, but a proper hall designed for people to pass through. From there, I followed Yunaile’s instructions and had her guide me. As I ventured deeper within, I could easily buy that this place was formerly an ancient ruin. The paths that branched out endlessly were reminiscent of a labyrinth, but Yunaile walked forward with confidence. All of a sudden, she flattened herself against the wall and covered my mouth. I couldn’t hide my surprise.


      “Don’t talk,” she hissed as she placed an index finger over her lips.


      I furrowed my brow and waited. Moments later, I heard footsteps from deep within the halls; someone was on patrol. Two people... I instinctively tried to cast a spell on the walls, but I was repelled once again. It felt like my spell was itself shattered, fizzling out before I had the chance to use anything at all. This is exactly what happened outside the tower... Is both the inside and outside of the tower reinforced with this powerful barrier? It’s impressively strong, since my intermediate spell, Dark Carpet, was repelled.


      A barrier that prevented physical or magical attacks wasn’t all that surprising, especially if it was made with the intention to prevent any shortcuts. I couldn’t destroy any walls or floors of this labyrinth and just force my way in.


      This tower was apparently built on a ruin, but this sort of barrier was quite rare on man-made objects; in fact, even the founder’s tumulus didn’t have any anti-physical and anti-magic barriers. It’s really rare to see this, but unfortunately for me, I can see why it’s a perfect spot to build a prison. Even a first-rate mage would likely struggle to escape from here once inside. But just as Yunaile mentioned earlier, the route she took managed to evade the notice of the patrol guards, and we slipped deeper inside without bumping into anyone.


      “He’s in the depths of this floor,” Yunaile finally muttered.


      We reached the fifth floor of the basement, but the stone steps still led deeper below. This prison was apparently built on top of a mountain, meaning that they must’ve carved out a good chunk of it to create a basement that led below. That’s a lot of floors. Admittedly, I was a bit interested to know just how many floors this prison had, but Warm’s rescue was my priority here. I knew that this place is cold, but this prison completely blocks out any sort of sunlight. It feels so much colder here.


      Every breath I took was white and frosty; I could practically see my breath turning into small snow crystals. Yunaile hurried ahead again, trying to lead me to Warm, when she abruptly stopped.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      “Hide!” she whispered, her face pale.


      She tugged on my mantle and dragged me to the side of the corridor. Normally, she was rather expressionless, so I didn’t expect her to look this panicked.


      “A spell! Cast a spell to hide us!” she whispered furiously.


      “Easier said than done...” I muttered.


      Dark Carpet could allow us to burrow ourselves in a shadow. There was no harm in trying, but as expected, my spell was repelled on this floor as well. The barrier was still intact. So, I can’t touch the walls, and I can’t take direct action on others either... And yet, I need to conceal myself somehow. Hmm... Maybe...


      “Dark Mist,” I muttered.


      Our backs were against the wall as a shroud of mist covered Yunaile and me. This spell was originally used as a smoke screen to confuse the enemy. It was a basic incantation, but in this darkness, I felt that we could hide in the mist without raising suspicion. Moments later, footsteps echoed nearer, and Yunaile’s shoulders trembled, her face pale. She was in a panic earlier, and she looks terrified of this man.


      From the depths of the corridor emerged a man with long crimson hair. A coat enveloped his body, and on his waist was a blade engraved with the crest of the royal family. Who is he? I don’t recognize him at all. Since he had an item with the royal family’s emblem, I suspected that he was a personal bodyguard or some kind of knight under the royal family’s direct orders. Or maybe he’s a skilled swordsman trusted by the royal family. Because I didn’t recognize his face, I knew that he wasn’t a member of the royal family nor someone directly related to that bloodline. But if Yunaile, a nonhuman, was clearly terrified of him, there must’ve been a good reason. I held my breath and didn’t dare to move a muscle, waiting for the crimson man to pass by. But just as he crossed us, he stopped.


      “Hm... Looks like some vermin have snuck in,” he muttered.


      I didn’t even know when he unsheathed his blade. A moment later, there was a flash of cold steel as the crimson man swung his weapon down at me. He’s terrifically fast. I received the blow with my enhanced magic barrier, and the impact of his sword dispersed my dark mist in a flash.


      The barrier managed to stop his sword, at least, so I was unscathed. I was ready to spring into action, but he couldn’t even make a crack in my defenses. However, perhaps that was because I’d bolstered my barrier like the Wicked Whale had done. The man’s blade was imbued with mana, but that was futile when facing me.


      He’s strong in some ways, but weak in others.


      “A wizard...” he muttered, narrowing his eyes. “I’m impressed that you stopped my blade.”


      “It didn’t take much,” I snarled back.


      The man twitched, deepening the wrinkles on his brow. “You’re just a child. Did you come here with your friends? I doubt you’re here alone.”


      “Huh?”


      Alone?


      When I glanced back, Yunaile was gone. That wench disappeared on me again...


      “Is your goal to rescue the prisoner?” the man asked. “How many friends are on this mission with you?”


      I cocked my head to one side with befuddlement. “Do you not understand due process? You should capture me first before you interrogate me.”


      “If you surrender, I’ll show you some mercy. See, I’ve got a subordinate around the same age as you, and I’m not keen on cutting you down.”


      He showed his hesitation, but I responded with a grim smile, then created a Dark Scythe in my hand and ruthlessly slashed at him. The man swiftly raised his sword to receive the attack, but he realized that he couldn’t fully defend himself against my blows and so opted to parry them instead. The slash I unleashed carved a line into the wall behind him, and there was a crack on his blade. I noticed cold sweat forming on his brow.


      “Whether you’re keen or not is none of my concern,” I spat. “I doubt a measly man like you can cut me down anyway.”


      “Who in the world are you?” he asked.


      “Lofus Ray Lightless. Perhaps you’ve at least heard of my name? I’m rather famous around this area, apparently.”


      I decided to name myself here. Usually, infiltrating another land’s prison was an indisputable crime, and it would have been far wiser to hide my identity, but the situation was different here. The Stelia fief dared to mock the Lightless name, and for that, they would pay dearly. I would put my own Lightless name on the line to make everyone pay. First, this tower, then Gillan, and finally Margrave Stelia. Admittedly, my father, the lord of the house, should’ve acted here, but I had been the trigger by leaving behind an accessory with my family’s crest, so it was only logical that I clean up this mess.


      “I see. So, you’re the one...” the man muttered, not at all surprised by my name. “Then your target must be Warm.”


      Does this guy know Warm?


      “And what if he is?” I asked.


      “Then I can’t do anything,” he replied with his arms in the air. “Go on. I’ll turn a blind eye to this.”


      “Oh? How kind you are. But see, I’ve no plans on turning a blind eye.”


      At once, I created several Dark Balls behind me and fired them all at once, not ever stopping for breath. The spheres smashed into the walls, and when the dust and smoke cleared, there was no corpse to be seen. He was gone.


      “He fled,” I muttered.


      He’s quick to run, I suppose. With Yunaile gone and the man vanishing from me, I let out a sigh and headed for Warm, who supposedly was captured in the back.


      ✶✶✶


      After a while down the corridor, I reached a cell in the very back. Inside was Warm, restrained by countless heavy chains. He raised his head upon hearing my footsteps, and his eyes widened with a flash of recognition.


      “Lofus?” he asked. “Why... Why are you here?”


      “You’re more pathetic than I remember, Warm,” I replied.


      It was the first time we’d met in three months, yet we exchanged few words. I hadn’t expected the sight of Warm in such a sorry state to displease me this much.


      “Why do you let them restrain you like some pet?” I asked irritably. “Go on. Escape.”


      Warm cast his gaze to the ground. “I can’t. This cell is cast with a barrier that jams mana. And these chains are so tough that I can’t rip them apart.”


      “I didn’t come here to listen to your foolish excuses,” I replied. “Hurry up and break yourself free. Right now.”


      “Don’t be unreasonable, Lofus.”


      I felt an angry vein pop on my forehead as I heard how feeble he sounded.


      “You puny little...” I growled.


      “You came here to save me, didn’t you?” he asked. “But it’s fine now.”


      “What did you say?”


      Warm shook his head quietly. “A wizard like you can’t possibly destroy this prison. And even if we managed to somehow escape the cell, this prison is guarded by the strongest swordsman in this kingdom—the Sacred Sword. He’s constantly on watch, and I can’t leave here no matter how hard I try. He was actually here earlier, but did you run into—”


      “Silence! Cease your prattling at once!”


      What the hell? Why has he resigned himself to his fate? It’s really as though he’s lost... An ugly, dark emotion reared its head within the depths of my soul; I felt unadulterated rage and disappointment at Warm, who looked so pathetic.


      I created a Dark Scythe in my hand.


      “Don’t!” Warm cried. “Your spells won’t—”


      I ignored his annoying shouts and hurled my Dark Scythe at the iron grate. I sliced the bars in two, along with the anti-magic barrier.


      “Wh-What the?!” he muttered. “How did you...”


      He gazed at the scene, wide-eyed, but I wasn’t at all surprised by this outcome. The anti-magic barrier that was cast throughout the prison wasn’t omnipotent. It had its own limits, and it couldn’t just repel any and all spells without fail. Sure, it could nullify certain spells, but not all of them; in fact, when I’d used my Dark Scythe at the crimson man earlier, it had pierced through the same barrier to damage the walls.


      In other words, if I used a spell like Dark Scythe, I could easily penetrate the barrier. Yes, it was significant that this labyrinth dungeon was able to so greatly mitigate the effect of a spell as powerful as Dark Scythe, but it was still a man-made ruin at the end of the day, and it was a trifling issue for me. Its barrier was impressive, to say the least, but it was a strict downgrade that merely imitated more powerful barriers of dungeons.


      I pointed my scythe at a stunned Warm.


      “Those chains aren’t cast with an anti-magic spell,” I growled. “It’s just a magic tool that’s sturdier than most. Can you not even break something so weak?”


      He only gazed back down at the floor, his silence speaking volumes.


      What the hell? His sister, Cera, was spunky and strong. In fact, she tried to give me, the heir of House Lightless, a piece of her mind. In comparison, her brother is laughably, annoyingly pathetic.


      I squeezed the handle of my Dark Scythe with rage.


      “Cera had said that you were strong,” I muttered.


      Warm looked surprised as he looked up. “You met my sister?! Cera’s okay, right? She’s safe?”


      He looked visibly relieved, but I said not a word and raised my scythe in the air. Warm looked at me with shock.


      “Lofus?” he murmured. “Wh-What are you—”


      “It seems I must give your sister an unfortunate report,” I said. “Her frail brother died in vain.”


      I swung my scythe down, unleashing a wave of dark magic. I easily sliced through the barrier of the cell and gouged out a side of the wall. A massive roar echoed throughout the area as the cell shook from the impact. A gnarly, enormous slash remained where Warm once sat, but no longer was he there. A loud clang reverberated from the edge of the cell.


      “I thought I was going to die...” he panted. “Were you trying to kill me?”


      With haggard breath, he glared at me, his lightning mana coursing throughout his body like a layer of armor as he emitted a golden glow. Ah, so he can use Lightning Regalia.


      This spell made Warm into his most powerful form during his Elite Four days. He enveloped his body with lightning, boosting his power and agility. His reaction speed was heightened beyond his limits, and he boasted high endurance against physical and magical attacks. Anyone who touched him would get paralyzed by the high voltage electricity, and when he used Lightning Regalia atop his wyvern, he truly felt unstoppable and invincible. The hero and his forces threw everything they had at him, but they couldn’t leave a scratch; the best they could do was shoot the wyvern down. This armor of incredibly dense mana was the form of Lightning Regalia, and if he could use this spell, I couldn’t understand why he lost.
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      “You can do it if you try,” I said with a grin.


      Warm threw me a bitter glare. “This takes up a lot of mana. It’s not a spell I can use so easily.”


      “That so? Then I suppose we don‘t have much time.”


      I channeled more of my mana into my Dark Scythe and created a larger blade. I pointed it at Warm, who inched backward with astonishment.


      “Wait, what are you—” he muttered. “You can’t be serious.”


      “Don’t talk,” I said sharply. “Focus. Hone your mana as much as you can and never undo your lightning armor.”


      “Wai—”


      I ignored him and used my enlarged scythe to slash at the boy. As I swung upward, my scythe made contact with his torso, and his golden armor received the blow. As the two sides of super dense mana clashed against each other, sparks flew in the air. I’d actually channeled a decent amount of mana. I wasn’t sure if his mana capabilities were high or if my mana’s incompatibility with his worked in his favor, but my scythe couldn’t penetrate his defenses. I swung upward and sliced Warm through the ceiling as I unleashed all the mana in my scythe.


      “Fly high,” I ordered.


      The powerful slash from my Dark Scythe enveloped Warm’s lightning armor with darkness.


      ✶✶✶


      As a powerful blow assaulted Warm’s body, once the impact died down and the darkness cleared, the bright light of the sun entered his view. It was something he hadn’t seen in months. With a gasp, he realized that he was soaring high in the air—and beginning to fall. When he looked down, he noticed the half-broken tower. Debris from deep underground flew everywhere, and Warm’s eyes grew wide with disbelief. He felt like he had to be hallucinating.


      “He did all that with one spell?” Warm muttered. “That’s impossible... The entire prison is encased in an anti-magic barrier.”


      As he voiced his surprise, he spotted a shadow emerge from the debris. A dark layer of mana slid down from this shadow, and Lofus appeared, his mouth curling upward to form a hostile grin. He teleported using the shadows around him, and his Dark Scythe was still gripped in his hand as he swung once more at Warm. Lofus had been in the basement of the prison just moments before, but he suddenly appeared behind Warm, who grimaced with panic and shock.


      “Ugh...” Warn grunted.


      He tried his best to regain his composure, but he was in the air and had no footing. Time wasn’t on his side this time, and Lofus wasn’t kind enough to wait until his enemy was ready to fight back.


      “Can you take this next attack?” Lofus asked. “If not, just die.”


      He mercilessly swung his Dark Scythe down again, and as Warm fell to the ground, he was assaulted by a slash of void. He slammed into a thick layer of snow, and the frosty particles flew in the air.


      “Gah!” Warm grunted.


      Dark magic was weak to light magic, and Warm had also honed his mana capabilities quite a bit; the Dark Scythe slash couldn’t slice Warm in two, but he was unable to absorb the entirety of the attack. Though his body remained in one piece, the sheer impact of that blow covered his body with fresh bruises. The damage to his organs was considerable, and he coughed up blood.


      All the while, Lofus stood atop his Dark Hand in the air, casting a bored glance at Warm on the ground. Warm could only let out a dry laugh in the face of seemingly infinite mana; Lofus had mentioned during their previous clash that he was out of mana back then, and it seemed this claim wasn’t a mere bluff.


      Lofus currently emitted an air of endless mana, one that couldn’t even compare to the power he showed last time. A sense of awe and terror filled Warm’s eyes, but Lofus only glared with boredom and disappointment.


      “How pathetic,” Lofus spat. “Have you become malnourished from a few months in that sunless prison? You don’t even have your spear and armor with you, nor your beloved wyvern. You’ve got nothing.” Lofus paused before he continued, “But I’m no longer suffering from mana exhaustion like I did before. I’m well prepared, and I can easily slice you in two if I so desire.”


      Warm furrowed his brow as Lofus summoned a magic circle behind him. He created countless Dark Lances and pointed their ominous tips at Warm.


      “Consider yourself lucky, Warm,” Lofus said. “You found the perfect excuse—a splendid opportunity where nobody would think twice about your defeat.”


      “I won’t make any excuses,” Warm replied. “I was weak, and you were stronger. That’s all it is.”


      He staggered to his feet as he gazed up at Lofus.


      “But tell me one thing,” Warm said. “Why are you trying to kill me? Are you angry that I screwed up after receiving the Lightless emblem?”


      Lofus narrowed his eyes. “I don’t care about such a trivial matter. Is it true that you lost to the Sacred Sword?”


      “Y-Yeah. What about it?”


      As Warm nodded, Lofus kept a vacant stare while he tilted his head to one side.


      “‘Yeah’? ‘What about it?’” Lofus repeated. “Do you even hear yourself? Why do you admit defeat so easily?”


      His shoulders, slumped slightly forward, began to tremble as Lofus let out a quiet laugh. He slowly erupted into a louder guffaw before his eyes widened with fury.


      “Are you screwing around?!” Lofus bellowed. “Why the hell are you losing?! Who gave you permission to do that?!”


      As though to match his rage, the Dark Scythe grew larger still, and a wave of black mana stretched across the mountains. A flight of wyverns in the distant mountains scattered in terror. Even most of the guards of the Prison Tower were unable to maintain consciousness. Though Warm maintained his Lightning Regalia and remained on his feet, he struggled to move, overwhelmed by this monstrous amount of mana.


      “Why are you so angry by my defeat?” Warm managed to ask.


      “Perhaps you don’t understand, but I cannot allow you to be defeated. This...cannot be explained by logic,” Lofus replied as he raised his scythe in the air. “If you admit defeat, then I’ll kill you right here.”


      Just as Lofus tried to swing his scythe down, a roar echoed in the distance. A wyvern flew straight at him, and he wasn’t one to miss it; Warm’s partner, Flugel, shot out like a bullet, one of its wings encased in dark magic. Flugel appeared out of the blue and immediately made its descent in front of Warm as though to protect its master. It encased Warm with one of its wings and growled up at Lofus.


      “Flugel?!” Warm gasped. “You’re alive!”


      He clung onto his beloved steed tenderly, but Lofus only glared at this heartwarming reunion with an icy stare.


      “How so very wholesome,” Lofus said sarcastically. “But that one-winged wyvern is standing at death’s door too. Why don’t you head to the afterlife together with your foul beast, Dragon Rider?”


      Lofus once again readied his scythe, when Yunaile appeared in front of Warm and the wyvern. She outstretched her arms to protect the two and glared at Lofus sternly.


      “What are you doing?” she asked. “Please stop this at once!”


      “And now you’re in my way,” Lofus said.


      Yunaile floated in the air, her existence terrifyingly evanescent. It was as though her physical body could no longer be maintained as one could practically see through her. Lofus glared at the girl.


      “You were gone until now, yet you appear out of the blue for this?” he spat. “You understand how selfish you’re being, don’t you?”


      “I’m sorry... But you can’t hurt Warm. Please.”


      Lofus tightened his grip on his scythe, undeterred.


      “Warm hasn’t lost,” Yunaile added quietly.


      He froze in place and glared at her. “What did you just say?”


      “He hasn’t lost. Warm never loses.”


      “Do you think lying will protect him? He was captured—you saw it yourself.”


      “Warm was captured because of me. Because I dragged him down.” She gazed at the ground, then turned back to Lofus with desperation in her eyes. “You know it. I’m sure of that. Warm is strong. He will never lose.”


      Lofus was inclined to agree; when Warm donned Lightning Regalia, he was unstoppable and undefeatable. That was why it was all the more annoying that he’d let himself become a mere prisoner.


      “You’re right,” Lofus agreed. “That man is the most powerful person I know. He can’t possibly lose.” He let out a quiet sigh and undid his powerful mana wave as he lowered his scythe. “But you ought to offer me an explanation. Elaborate. I can’t just piece the situation together with such little information.”


      “I’m sorry, I can’t give you details right now,” Yunaile apologized. “I can’t maintain this form for much longer...”


      She barely finished her sentence before she vanished into the ether.


      “Gone again...” Lofus muttered. “Not like I’m surprised.”


      Yunaile had shown time and again that she would vanish at the most inconvenient times.


      Lofus turned his gaze back on the ground as Warm looked up at him dubiously. The Lightless heir undid his Dark Hand and jumped to the ground; his magic barrier absorbed much of the impact when he landed, and bits of snow danced in the air as Lofus landed gently.


      “You get to live,” Lofus spat. “I guess you have her to thank.”


      Warm knitted his brow. “‘Her?’ What are you talking about? Did you have a change of heart? I was prepared to die today. But it looked like you were talking with someone...”


      “Couldn’t you see from down there? She did look rather translucent.”


      “What are you on about?”


      “Isn’t she your friend?”


      But as the name “Yunaile” escaped Lofus’s lips, Flugel let out a powerful roar which drowned out his voice. Annoyed by the din, Lofus glared at the wyvern, meeting its glittering, sapphire eyes. He recalled Yunaile’s eyes, the same shade of sapphire, and Flugel’s pleading gaze was the same expression that the girl had shown to him just moments before. Lofus was bewildered by the similarities for a few moments before he managed to turn back to Warm.


      “Answer me this,” the Lightless heir ordered. “Why did you lose to the Sacred Sword? No excuses—I want the truth.”


      Warm sank into Flugel’s back and undid his Lightning Regalia, revealing his battered, worn body. He turned to the ground and slowly parted his lips.


      “Recently, Flugel has been losing consciousness, falling into a deep slumber,” he muttered. “It happened again when I went to the lord’s manor to protest. Flugel was knocked out and captured by the soldiers, and when I was distracted by that...my master, the Sacred Sword, managed to land a blow on me to knock me unconscious too.”


      He spoke with occasional pauses as he got his story out, then quietly closed his eyes. “I can’t declare that I didn’t lose. A loss is a loss. This isn’t the Sacred Sword Festival; there’s no crying foul about cheap shots.”


      After he told his story, he went limp. “Sorry, I used too much of my mana. I’m gonna sleep for a bit.”


      As Warm went unconscious, Lofus tilted his head to one side.


      “Yunaile mentioned that it was all her fault...” he muttered. “And they were captured while they were knocked out...”


      Lofus gazed at Flugel’s azure eyes for a while before he closed his own with an air of understanding.


      “I see...” he murmured.


      Flugel didn’t respond.


      ✶✶✶


      From the half-broken Prison Tower, a certain someone was silently watching everything unfold. His flaming red hair and crimson coat were hard to miss, and a scarf made from white weasel fur was wrapped around his neck—Eric Idia Stelia, the current Sacred Sword. Beads of cold sweat formed on his brow as he gave a deep sigh.


      “I assumed that he’d save Warm,” he muttered.


      Eric’s eyes reflected the half-broken tower that had been reduced to a pile of rubble. The extent of the damage was still unknown, but there were certainly many people knocked out or wounded. With a spell of this scale, he was certain that someone had died by the impact of the blast as well.


      Due to the nature of the tower, there were luckily very few guards around, and the prisoners were all criminals guilty of serious offenses. Still, the casualties and damages were immense, and Eric slumped his shoulders with disdain. He wished to just head home and pretend like he’d seen none of this.


      “I did say that I’d turn a blind eye...but if you’re this flashy, I’ve got no choice but to file a report, Lofus Ray Lightless.”


      He spotted Lofus in the distance, carrying an unconscious Warm with him.


      ✶✶✶


      On a small hill near the Stelia fief’s base, the Ifrit was stationed in the skies above, hidden by a barrier. In one of the ship’s rooms, a newspaper circulated just this morning was splayed out on a table. Sigil, Captain of the Scarlet Wind Air Pirates, Captured by Wealthy Merchant Gillan, the headlines read. The other members of the Scarlet Wind, barring the captured Sigil, read the papers grimly. Even Iz, the subleader, got out of bed and sat on the sofa amid the glum air.


      “Damn it!” Hawk said angrily as he slammed the desk. “I should’ve gone with him! I shouldn’t have let him head there alone!”


      Kay gingerly placed a hand on Hawk’s shoulder. “C’mon, man, you know how he is. Once he got it into his head to go by himself, he wasn’t going to let anyone stop him.”


      “But we should’ve tried. I mean, we’ve all heard the nasty rumors about that Gillan. I was careless.”


      Hawk gritted his teeth, angry with himself, but Iz closed her eyes and shook her head silently.


      “Even if someone tagged along with him, they would have just been captured too,” she said.


      Elma, who was beside her, tilted her head to one side. “So, what comes next? We’re gonna save Sigil, aren’t we?”


      “Of course!” Hawk shouted. “We’ll get ready and head out as soon as we—”


      “Wait,” Iz said, forcing Hawk to come to a halt. “Hawk, cool your head for a sec. Sigil’s good with a sword, right? If he got caught, it means they’ve got an expert on their side as well. If we just rush in without a plan, we’ll only be joining Sigil in the slammer.”


      “Plus, Gillan’s manor is huge,” Dan added. “Even if we sneak inside, it’ll take time to find our leader.”


      “Hey, even if they’ve got someone half decent, they can’t take all of us,” Kay said, resting his spear above his neck. “We can just bust right in and save our leader, no? Sorta like a tactical blitzkrieg.”


      Elma sighed. “You idiot. If we screw up, soldiers from all over the Stelia fief will come for us.”


      “Uh, hello? It’s called a blitzkrieg for a reason—being quick is the whole point. We’ll bounce before anyone arrives.”


      Iz slumped her shoulders. “What if the enemy has more than one combat expert? And if we can’t beat that person, we’ll get sandwiched between them and the knights rushing toward us. Then we’re all done for.”


      The Scarlet Wind was adamant on rescuing their leader, but they couldn’t decide on a plan. Lilka, who’d been quiet this entire time, finally broke her silence.


      “Could we try asking Mr. Lofus for help?” she asked.


      Everyone fell silent. They all exchanged awkward glances without uttering a single word, unsure of what to say.


      “Lilka... I know you wanna meet that kid, but come on. Time and place,” Hawk said.


      “Huh?!” Lilka gasped. “No! Jeez, you’ve got it all wrong! That’s not what I mean at all! I’m serious!”


      “And the heir of House Lightless has what reason to save us? He told us to never set foot in his fief again—if we ever do meet that kid on this land, he’ll have us arrested for sure.”


      “But if we explain our situation...”


      Iz placed a hand on her chin thoughtfully. “You know, it’s not a bad idea.”


      “Iz?!” Hawk cried as jumped to his feet. “Have you gone crazy?!”


      Elma glared at him. “Don’t yell. Shouting might not be good for her.”


      “Sorry... But we’re against House Lightless. Frankly, I can’t trust that kid. He’s a noble. Even if he did agree to help us out, who knows what he might ask for in return?”


      Iz tilted her head to one side slightly. “Hawk, we’re pirates. We illegally sneak into dungeons and ruins to make our dough. We’ve been chased by knights and soldiers countless times. If we were to get caught, what do you think would happen?”


      “We’d lose the Ifrit, obviously,” Hawk said without missing a beat. “We’d lose our freedom, if not our lives.”


      Iz smiled. “Right. And what did that little noble do to us?”


      “I mean... Sure, he let us go, but maybe that was just on a whim.”


      “Was it a whim? Or could it have been benevolence? Why not cling onto it once more? We’re up against a wealthy merchant who’s got the entirety of Stelia’s economy in his hands. The only chance we have of winning is with someone powerful on our side.”


      “Okay, but just because he was benevolent then doesn’t mean he’ll be so gracious again. I just can’t seem to trust that brat... Lofus, was it?”


      “You can’t? Personally, I think he’s far better than Gillan. I knew that that guy was bad news. That was why I was against his deal from the start.”


      “Sigil risked it all to try to save you!”


      Iz and Hawk butted heads as the rest of the room began to state their own opinions.


      “I’m with Iz on this one,” Elma said. “We’re against Gillan. And if we fail to save Sigil, we’ll lose everything.”


      “I’m with Iz too,” Dan added. “Sir Lofus saved us once. I think we can trust him—at least more than we could with Gillan.”


      Kay shrugged. “Hey, I think it’s a good strat too. A noble on our side would be great for us. He’s a womanizer, so if Elma and Lilka seduce him, he might wag his tail to help us. But...” He closed one eye and cast a pensive look at Hawk. “We need to save Sigil as soon as we can. The sooner the better. Let’s say we did go back to the Lightless fief and found the Lightless heir. We ask for help, then what? It takes at least a full day to get back here, and all the while, Sigil’s life is in danger.”


      Iz, Elma, and Dan fell silent. Lilka quietly gritted her teeth with frustration; now wasn’t the time to argue. Just then, she felt a gust of wind brush against her tied-up hair. She whirled around with confusion, but of course, no one was there. The girl narrowed her eyes slightly.


      “I think I’m gonna get some fresh air,” she said.


      And so, she left the room by herself and stepped out onto the deck. The snowy mountains glistened under the morning sun, and the cityscape of Stelia’s capital city was a sight to behold.


      The Ifrit’s deck was surrounded by a barrier; no way would a violent gust of wind assault her from outside. And yet, when she stepped out onto the deck, she felt the wind in her face, a breeze so powerful that she felt herself almost pushed back. And it was coming from the capital city. She gazed in that direction for a few moments, then let out a gasp.


      “No... It can’t be,” Lilka murmured. “Hmm... If I tell them I’m out to shop a little, will they buy it?”


      She didn’t expect anyone to hear her mutterings. After a pause, she let out a grumble.


      “He’s always so difficult to understand.”


      Only she knew whom her complaint was directed at. After a brief moment, she retreated back into the ship.


      ✶✶✶


      At a certain lavish inn of Stelia’s capital, Lofus sat and relaxed on a sofa. He was in the finest room that the lodging had to offer. In one hand was a cup of black coffee, and his eyes were pointed at the morning papers that were laid out on his desk. The news had made its rounds within the capital, and Lofus furrowed his brow with concern.


      “Why are they here?” he wondered.


      In Roguebert, he had told the Scarlet Wind to vanish from his land, and yet he discovered that they had gone to the Stelia fief. What kind of coincidence was this? And for some reason, their leader had been captured by Gillan.


      Gillan was one such person that Lofus felt needed to be taught a lesson. A man who dared to belittle the Lightless name required a suitable punishment. Yet the Scarlet Wind, a group of sky pirates who managed to evade the grasp of countless nobles and knights, was now backed into a corner with their leader captured by a wealthy merchant. How did that happen? Lofus wondered as he tilted his head.


      “Is Gillan the man who touted the miracle cure?” Lofus thought aloud.


      In Roguebert, Lofus had raised his doubts about the authenticity of this miracle cure, incurring the anger of Sigil. The Scarlet Wind leader might have tried to act on the merchant who had brought this lucrative deal to him. Though Lofus hadn’t heard the name of the merchant who supposedly had this miraculous cure, judging from the situation, he felt that chances were high that this shady merchant was Gillan. The timing is just too perfect.


      “Those fools,” he muttered. “They got caught by a peasant who doesn’t even know his place. They’re beyond saving.”


      He laughed through his nose and downed the rest of his coffee in one go. He glanced at the bed where a battered Warm was lying atop the expensive mattress. The Prison Tower incident had caused him to use up all of his mana, and he’d fallen into a state of mana exhaustion. Lofus had no choice but to carry the boy, ride Flugel, and head to the capital. The Lightless heir then entered an expensive lodging with an unconscious Warm, told the confused owner that he was actually a noble traveling in secret, and brought an exorbitant amount of money to secure the finest room available.


      The owner had his doubts at first, but when he spotted Lofus’s mantle embroidered with the Lightless family crest, he turned pale and immediately prepared the best room he could offer. The color returned to his face upon seeing the many gold coins laid out in front of him, and clouded by his greed, he rubbed his hands together and eagerly helped Lofus. The man was clearly a merchant to the core, quick to change his tune at the sight of money and authority. For Lofus, this was an easy man to handle.


      Once Lofus was allowed into the finest room, he rolled Warm onto the bed and enjoyed the cup of coffee that one of the employees brought to him. That was when his eyes caught sight of the morning papers.


      He’d brought Warm to the capital because of his plans to crush Gillan, and knew that Warm had a feud with this merchant as well. Warm’s father was captured for going against Gillan, and if Lofus wished to crush the merchant, he suspected that Warm would like to be a part of this endeavor. This was the noble’s act of benevolence and kindness, especially because he felt a touch guilty for beating Warm up outside the tower. But, of course, Lofus would never apologize for what he’d done; he instead decided to show his kindness through his actions.


      “Hmph,” Lofus grunted as he glared at Warm.


      With a proud huff, he left the room. As he headed for the lodging’s exit, the owner rubbed his hands together and approached the boy.


      “Ah, my honorable, noble guest!” he said. “I understand you’re traveling in secret, but are you headed out today?”


      “For a bit,” Lofus replied. “If my friend wakes up, give him a mana potion. I’ll pay for it.”


      The owner saluted and stood tall. “Most certainly! I shall provide the finest potion I have to offer!”


      “I’m counting on you.”


      Lofus fluttered his mantle and left for the city. It was as though some sort of unknown force guided him outside.


      ✶✶✶


      I only took a few steps out of the lodging and into the city when I felt someone hug me from behind. Annoyed, I whirled around angrily. A familiar face greeted me, her chestnut-colored hair tied up behind her head.


      “Lilka!” a voice called in the distance. “Don’t just run off on your own...”


      A man with round sunglasses—a member of the Scarlet Wind—soon followed as he waded through the crowd. What was his name again? Hawk? I wondered. The moment he saw me, his face turned pale, baffled that I was here. I’m the confused one here, I’ll have you know.


      I’d read this morning that the Scarlet Wind was in Stelia, but I didn’t think I’d run into them this quickly. I hadn’t even left the lodging five minutes ago, and this capital city was huge.


      Lilka Skyfield, the girl who clung onto me from behind, sobbed loudly as she buried her face in my back.


      “Mr. Lofus... Siggy... Siggy got...” she wept.


      Tears streamed down her cheeks. She might have been missing Sigil, but I didn’t like to be clung on in this fashion. I glared at Hawk.


      “Why are you standing there?” I barked. “Take this insolent wench away. Is she not your friend?”


      Encouraged by my frosty tone, Hawk snapped back to his senses and peeled Lilka away from me.


      “You idiot!” he cried. “Step away from Sir Lofus! You’re only causing him trouble!”


      “Nooo!” Lilka cried. “If I let go of him now, he might vanish again!”


      “Let him vanish! He’s a busy man, Lilka! He’s got places to be and has got no time for your antics. Free him at once! Lilka!”


      “Nooo!”


      As Hawk struggled to take Lilka away, she clung onto me and threw a childish tantrum.


      I’m sorry, but did you just say, “Let him vanish?” You guys should be the ones who should vanish from my sight.


      I realized that this fuss was drawing a crowd. I clicked my tongue with annoyance; the Scarlet Wind was a group of outlaws, and I didn’t want to gather attention here. If a guard saw the fuss and rushed over, it’d be incredibly troublesome for me. I glanced at Lilka, who refused to let me out of her grasp, and let out a long sigh.


      “Very well. I won’t go anywhere,” I said. “So release me.”


      “Really?!” Lilka cried.


      Surprisingly, she trusted my words and let me go. Hawk didn’t let this opportunity slide, and he grabbed Lilka from behind, slowly inching her away from me.


      “Hey! Hawky! Let go!” Lilka cried.


      “That’s my line!” Hawk roared back. “You should’ve let go of him! Sir Lofus, I really do apologize! I’ll take her away right now. I’m really sorry! Please have mercy on us!”


      “Argh! I said! Let! Go!”


      As she was grabbed from behind, Lilka used her heel and kicked upward, aimed toward the vital area of a man. It was a powerful blow that Hawk couldn’t endure. He couldn’t even let out a scream as he foamed at the mouth and fell to the ground. Lilka, now freed, put her hands on her hips and puffed out her cheeks angrily. I was, frankly, taken aback and concerned by Lilka’s violence.


      She must’ve noticed my gaze, because she immediately waved her hands in front of her.


      “N-No! That was an accident! You’ve got it all wrong!” she cried.


      Uh, no. I don’t think so.


      “Er, Elmy told me how to run if I was ever attacked by violent men,” she insisted. “I just used that move on him, that’s all!”


      I hear your excuses, but isn’t he family? Why’re you treating him like some ruffian?


      That was when I heard the footsteps of several guards (or so I thought) headed for us. They told the crowd to make way. Admittedly, we’d caused quite a fuss, and I wasn’t surprised that the guards were attracted by the noise; the capital was probably well guarded.


      I gestured at Hawk with my chin.


      “Enough,” I said. “Take me to your ship. I’ll at least hear you out. And take Sunglasses with you.”


      I was just thinking about gathering intel about Gillan anyway. I hoped that the Scarlet Wind would have what I sought.


      “Wait, really?!” Lilka cried. “Ugh, but Hawky’s heavy...”


      “I haven’t got all day. Go, before I change my mind.”


      Besides, you’re the one who knocked him out.


      “Oh, all right,” Lilka said reluctantly.


      She carried Hawk on her back as she swiftly weaved through the residents of the capital. I was a touch surprised by how skillful she was despite carrying a fully grown man. I used my Dark Carpet and stretched my shadow out to hers; I snuck myself into her shadow and followed her.


      Lilka couldn’t have seen me. I wasn’t sure if she sensed my presence or just had full faith that I was behind her, but she never once turned back as she raced ahead. She channeled mana in her feet as she reached her airship within moments.


      ✶✶✶


      “Er, why’s Sir Lofus here?” Kay whispered.


      “Who knows...” Dan replied, tilting his head to one side.


      Lofus lounged about on the sofa in the cabin, and Hawk stood in front of him. Kay and Dan stood in the corner of the room, just as they’d done a few days ago. Hawk had sweat pouring down his face as he managed to plaster a smile on his lips; Iz initially tried to get out of bed to welcome the noble, but a sharp “Sick people should stay in bed” from Lofus forced her to rest.


      Lofus specifically asked for Hawk. In the noble’s eyes, the man with sunglasses was just a nobody member of the Scarlet Wind, but it was clear that he was adept at making decisions among the group, and even Lofus had to admit that this man was quite intelligent. And so, he demanded Hawk serve him. Kay and Dan smacked Hawk awake and forced him to stand in front of Lofus. No doubt the poor man was internally screaming, “Why me?!”


      “I’ve brought tea!” Lilka said as she entered the room with a tray in her hands. “Mr. Lofus, you like coffee, right?”


      She handed everyone cups of tea, and unlike before, Lofus accepted a cup of coffee from Lilka this time. He took a sip while he ordered Hawk to explain the situation. And so, Hawk did just that. He spoke about how the group headed to Stelia, and that Sigil was captured by Gillan. After he did so, Lofus finished the rest of his slightly cooled coffee, and pointed his jade and dark eyes at Hawk.


      “And? What do you want me to do?” Lofus asked.


      “Er, well...” Hawk stammered.


      The majority of the Scarlet Wind was on board with asking Lofus for help and cooperation, but Hawk was against it on personal grounds. Lofus was simply so powerful that the Scarlet Wind couldn’t possibly stand a chance against him, especially if he decided to turn against the group on a whim. He could likely slaughter the entirety of the Scarlet Wind without moving a finger if he so desired. In Hawk’s eyes, making a contract with such a dangerous noble would be a deal with the devil.


      “We’re going to go save Siggy,” Lilka said. “And, Lofus, we wanted you to help us.”


      No longer could she stay silent as Hawk struggled to speak, but the boy ignored the girl’s words and kept his eyes glued on the man with the sunglasses.


      “So she says,” Lofus said. “But see, Hawk, I chose you as the representative of the Scarlet Wind. Tell me what you want in your own words. Or do you agree with Lilka’s request?”


      Hawk widened his eyes with surprise. He’d expected the noble to haughtily push his own requests onto the group, but Lofus actually seemed to be making an attempt to hear him out. He was starting to reconsider what he thought of this boy. At the very least, he wasn’t a devil who refused to listen to reason; he was a human.


      “I apologize for my hesitation. It’s true that we might not be able to rescue Sigil from Gillan by ourselves. I can’t deny that,” Hawk said before he paused and continued. “But it wouldn’t be right of us to cause you so much trouble. The truth is, we don’t have the money to pay you, nor could we live up to any request that you ask of us.”


      Hawk went down on his hands and knees as he rubbed his face on the ground. “And yet, I must ask of you. Please... Please help us save Sigil. I’m begging you.”


      Lilka, Kay, and Dan couldn’t hide their shock by Hawk’s kowtowing.


      “H-Hey, Hawky?” Lilka asked.


      “Come on now!” Kay shouted.


      But Hawk refused to budge, and Lofus quietly gazed down at him.


      “So, you have no way to compensate me, but you want my power?” Lofus asked.


      “I wouldn’t dream of that,” Hawk replied. “I ask not on behalf of the Scarlet Wind, but as one Hawk. In other words, I will offer you my life, and mine alone. You may use it as you wish.”


      The room soon filled with anxiety and noise. Lofus tilted his head to one side.


      “A personal request, you say?” the noble asked. “I chose you as the representative of the Scarlet Wind. Why do you not provide me with an answer on behalf of your group?”


      “Because I am neither the leader nor the subleader of the Scarlet Wind,” Hawk replied. “There is nothing of this group that I can offer at my own discretion—other than my own life.”


      He raised his head and looked straight into Lofus’s eyes. The boy furrowed his brow with displeasure.


      “Are you saying that it is my fault for selecting you?” Lofus asked.


      “I suppose so,” Hawk replied. “After all, you did make that call despite my low standing.”


      The room fell silent. Lilka, Kay, and Dan couldn’t utter a single word or even budge from where they stood.


      Lofus narrowed his eyes before he burst into laughter, clutching his stomach. His trembling shoulders said it all, much to the shock of Lilka, Kay, and Dan. Hawk was sweating buckets, but the corners of his lips tugged upward slightly. Once Lofus finished laughing, he once again glared at the man in sunglasses.


      “I suppose you’ve got a point,” Lofus ceded. “I only chose you because you seemed the most intelligent, but it’s also true that you have no authority. And you are right: That was my mistake. You’re a cheeky man, Hawk. Did you think you found a loophole or something?”


      Despite the noble’s sharp words, his tone was delighted and upbeat. He was in a good mood.


      “Very well. Hawk, I shall entertain this underhanded, conniving logic of yours. I will save your precious Sigil, but in exchange, you must dedicate the rest of your life to following my orders.”


      “Thank you, my lord,” Hawk said, lowering his head.


      “Hey! Wait just one second!” Kay spluttered. “Don’t just decide this by yourselves!”


      “You cannot shoulder this on your own,” Dan insisted.


      Lilka buried her face into her hands. “Ugh... Why did it turn out like this?”


      Lofus wasn’t interested in discussing this. He turned away and lounged on the sofa, telling the Scarlet Wind to work this out among themselves. And so, Lofus added a new mission on his schedule: Save Sigil.


      ✶✶✶


      At the capital of Stelia, in Gillan’s manor, a certain merchant raised his voice with concern.


      “What?!” Gillan cried in his guest room as he leaned back. “Lofus Ray Lightless is here? In Stelia?!”


      Sacred Sword Eric Idia Stelia, the man with long, scarlet hair and a crimson coat, stood in front of the merchant. Eric had reported to his father, Margrave Stelia, that the Prison Tower was destroyed, and so the Sacred Sword was ordered to guard Gillan. The timing for this was too perfect, after all. The merchant had sent a letter of complaint to House Lightless, and soon after, Lofus appeared; it was logical to assume that the merchant had earned the ire of the Lightless heir and required some form of protection.


      “How dare you send a complaint to House Lightless,” Eric grumbled. “You didn’t even ask the lord of the land for permission. That was very foolish.”


      Gillan widened his bloodshot eyes and screeched, “I’m the victim here! He attacked me!”


      “The victim? Far from it. Who do you think swept your slave trade affairs under the rug?”


      Gillan snapped his mouth shut.


      “It’s very troublesome, you know,” Eric went on. “Picking a fight with Lightless? Ugh...”


      “H-Hmph!” Gillan grunted. “He attacked me first.”


      “Now, House Stelia might have to clash against House Lightless. I’m not sure what Lightless wants, but my father is a worrywart. He sent me to protect you.”


      “So, I’ve got the Sacred Sword and Red Cap on my side... The champion of the kingdom, and the legendary hit man... Heh heh heh... With the both of you, even that Lightless brat can’t lay a finger on me.”


      The merchant flashed a vulgar, triumphant grin. Red Cap, who stood beside the merchant, readjusted his dark-red hat and shrugged. But Sacred Sword Eric only touched the hilt of his sword, cracked due to his prior clash against Lofus.


      “I wouldn’t be so sure...” Eric muttered.


      ✶✶✶


      In the midnight sky, the Ifrit’s special barrier concealed it above Gillan’s residence, located in the best place within the Stelia fief. Lofus stepped out onto the deck, along with the rest of the Scarlet Wind and a fully armed Warm. They each peered down at Gillan’s manor, the lights out for the night.


      “Hold on, Sigil! I’ll save you!” Hawk said with renewed resolve.


      “Wow... This place is huge!” Kay said as rested his spear on his shoulders and flashed a hostile grin. “He’s living the good life, huh?”


      “Each and every one of you better come back safe,” Iz said, pale-faced. “That’s an order, all right?”


      “Are you sure I don’t need to tag along?” Elma asked worriedly, supporting Iz by the shoulders. “You guys okay by yourselves? Please don’t cause Sir Lofus any trouble.”


      “We won’t drag him down. Promise,” Dan said as he pounded his burly chest with pride. “Take care of Iz, Elma.”


      All the while, Lofus used his perception field. He sensed a defensive barrier cast throughout the manor, and he even felt mana coming from the basement. They came from iron grates and chains, much like the cell that Warm was restrained in. This was likely an underground prison, and though Sigil couldn’t pop up on the perception field due to his lack of mana, Lofus suspected that the leader of the Scarlet Wind was kept there.


      “There’s an underground prison,” Lofus muttered. “Sigil’s probably there.”


      He gazed down at the manor while the rest of the Scarlet Wind exchanged a nod. Warm, a step behind, also peered down.


      “I didn’t think I’d be attacking Gillan,” Warm muttered, his face tense.


      And who could blame him? He’d only regained consciousness mere moments ago, barely recovering from mana exhaustion. The boy had been asleep for so long that Lofus, no longer able to sit back and remain patient, practically dragged Warm out of bed and onto his feet. He was carried into the Ifrit without a chance to process his situation.


      Kay, who had a similar build as Warm, had a spare set of armor and spear to provide for the boy so that he could fight whenever he wished. Lofus had roughly explained the situation, but Warm still didn’t have enough time to organize his thoughts as he was basically thrown into the deep end.


      Warm had escaped from prison and become a fugitive. And now, he was joining sky pirates to attack Gillan. Though the heir of House Lightless was on his side, Warm wasn’t keen on racking up an even longer criminal record. Furthermore, this attack had been planned by Lofus himself; Warm was just forced to join in, abducted when he was knocked out and dragged into this mess.


      The young boy shot a dubious glance at Lofus.


      “Er, Lofus?” Warm muttered. “I feel like it’s wrong for me to join in on this attack. And I might tarnish my father’s honor—”


      “Don’t think too deeply about this,” Lofus replied. “You just need to drop down and run wild.”


      “Can you please not treat me like an outlaw? I was a knight apprentice who worked hard to maintain peace in this fief, I’ll have you know.”


      Lofus laughed through his nose. “Hah! ‘Maintain peace’? Says the guy who already tried to attack this manor, you criminal.”


      “I-I just went to protest because my father was unfairly arrested! How did you even know I did that anyway?!”


      “Cera told me.”


      “Ugh, Cera...”


      Warm hung his head with resignation.


      “Your father tried to condemn Gillan and failed,” Lofus pointed out. “And I even left behind my family crest.”


      “I know. I feel bad about that,” Warm muttered.


      “I’m not telling you to forget your past mistakes. I’m saying you atone for them. My crest was taken lightly and underestimated—for that, I must unleash my fury upon these fools. This is an opportunity to make up for your blunder.”


      Lofus turned to the Scarlet Wind and raised his voice. “Heed my words. Any crime you make tonight, I shall take responsibility for. Your actions tonight shall be justified, for you’re acting under my orders, the heir of House Lightless. Do not hesitate. Do not be afraid. Let everything out, and make Gillan regret his foolish actions.”


      This small speech was effective on the Scarlet Wind, who was already excited about the battle. Kay and Dan were eager, and Hawk did his best to maintain his composure as he turned to Lofus.


      “Sir Lofus, if I may,” Hawk said. “Our goal this time is to save Sigil. Unnecessary battle will only bring greater risks to this mission.”


      Lofus flashed an aggressive smile. “Ah, so you’ve still got a cool head on your shoulders, Hawk. Indeed, I’d be inclined to agree...if this were a normal battle.” At once, he summoned countless Dark Balls around the ship. “I read in a certain book—I believe it was called The Art of War or something—that one should lead with a flashy, powerful entrance.”


      Lofus took a breath and gave his order. At once, his barrage of Dark Balls flew at Gillan’s manor like dark rain, and the deafening roar of the impact soon followed as smoke and dust billowed in the air. The Scarlet Wind and Warm could only stare with their mouths wide open.


      “I-Is... S-Sigil...” Hawk eked out, his mouth opening and closing like a stunned fish.


      Lofus grinned and patted the man’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. Sigil is in the basement. And I held back so that the basement won’t crumble...hopefully.”


      The Gillan manor was already practically reduced to rubble. The middle of the night had less security than during the day, and Lofus suspected that the guards and the knights still needed some time to rush to the scene.


      “From here on out, speed is key,” Lofus said. “Make haste and rescue your leader while we cut down some enemies and flee.”


      Lofus summoned Dark Hands from his shadow, enough for each person that was on this mission.


      “You head in first, Hawk,” Lofus said.


      He used his Dark Hand to grab a stunned Hawk, and hurled the man off the deck and into the manor below.


      “Huh? Wait wha— Aaahhh!” Hawk screamed.


      He was thrown into the thick of things while Lofus pointed his gaze at Kay and Dan next. The two men of the Scarlet Wind jolted and trembled as they tried to turn away and run like scared rabbits, but of course, Lofus’s Dark Hands wouldn’t let them flee. As Kay and Dan scrambled across the deck, the Hands swiftly shot out and grabbed the two by their legs, dangling them upside down in the air.


      “Stop!” Kay screeched. “You murderer!”


      “I’ll die!” Dan insisted. “Even with my muscles, I won’t make it from this height!”


      The Dark Hands showed no mercy and tossed the two men overboard, their screams echoing into the night.


      “Hey!” Elma cried as she rushed to the side of the deck, pale-faced.


      She clung onto the railings and peered down to spot a black carpet laid above the manor. It acted as a cushion to catch the three men, who were unharmed. She couldn’t hear them from the wind high above, but she could tell that they were bickering, and she breathed a sigh of relief.


      “What are you panicking for?” Lofus asked with a shrug, looking offended. “I’m not going to kill them.”


      “I would’ve appreciated an explanation or two,” Elma said with a sigh, leaning her back against the railing.


      Iz was also tense, but looked visibly relieved. “This is bad for my heart. I was chilled to the bone for a second.”


      “You two are insolent,” Lofus spat as he turned to Warm.


      But the boy already placed his hand on the railing and was getting ready to jump off.


      “Ah, I thought I’d offer you my assistance,” Lofus said.


      “Give me a break,” Warm replied. “Let me at least go of my own accord.”


      With that, the boy jumped off. Lofus was a bit sad that he was unable to have the pleasure of throwing another man overboard as he placed his hand on the railing. It was then that he stopped for a moment; he felt like he was forgetting someone. He glanced back and spotted another Scarlet Wind member on the deck.


      “Ah, you were here,” he remarked. “You didn’t make a peep, so I didn’t notice you.”


      Lilka stood alone on the edge of the deck, her eyes hollow and vacant. She didn’t react to Lofus’s voice, and for some inexplicable reason, the air around her looked darker. Lofus frowned and tried to approach her.


      “You, what are you dawdling for—” Lofus started, when a powerful gust of wind blew him away from her.


      It was as though the heavens itself were trying to stop his approach.


      “What in the world?” he muttered.


      The airship was enclosed by a powerful barrier that blocked out most of the wind from outside. And yet, this powerful breeze blew through the deck, much to Lofus’s suspicions. The wind, however, quickly died down, and when Lofus was able to open his eyes again, Lilka stood there, blinking innocently.


      “Mr. Lofus?” she asked. “Huh? Where’s everyone else?”


      She glanced around quizzically, as though she’d just snapped out of a trance. Lofus narrowed his eyes with concern.


      “What was that wind just now?” he asked.


      “Wind? What wind?” Lilka asked.


      “Don’t play dumb. You did that, didn’t you?”


      “Sorry, I must have been spacing out or something. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      Lofus glared at Lilka with suspicion, then gave a small sigh and turned away.


      “No matter,” Lofus muttered. “I’m heading out. You are free to do the same.”


      “Wait!” Lilka said, suddenly tugging on Lofus’s mantle to stop him.


      “What?”


      “Um... I was maybe hoping you would stay behind and look after Izzy or something.”


      “What’s this about?”


      He knitted his brow, and even Iz and Elma looked confused by Lilka’s sudden suggestion.


      “Well, you know... I don’t know when Izzy’s condition will take a turn for the worse,” Lilka quickly said. “I’d feel a lot better if you were around.”


      “I don’t understand what you’re getting at,” Lofus replied. “Her ailment is beyond my abilities. What exactly do you expect me to do?”


      “You’re second to none when it comes to magic, and Izzy’s sickness is due to manatoms, right? I think you can help...”


      She seemed so sure of herself, but Lofus further glared at her dubiously.


      “Did someone feed you a lie that I had the power to heal Iz?” he asked.


      Lilka’s shoulders trembled as she averted her gaze. “No, nobody said anything like that. I just thought that you might be able to do something...”


      She trailed off as Lofus gave an angry huff and turned away.


      “We can talk about this later,” he said. “Right now, finishing matters below is more important.”


      He placed his hand on the railing, but Lilka refused to let go of his mantle. He glared back at her with irritation, tempted to fire a few spells of his own to get her off him.


      “You wench...” he growled.


      Elma must’ve noticed the danger, as she broke her silence. “Come on, Lilka, let go of him. What’s with you? You’re acting weird.”


      But Lilka refused to respond. She spoke with a pained expression on her face.


      “You can’t go right now, Mr. Lofus,” she begged. “Please. I’ll do anything. For now, I just really, really don’t want you to go.”


      Lilka’s desperation was so out of character that neither Elma nor Iz could figure it out.


      Lofus had no time for this. He used his magic barrier to repel her hand, just as he’d done a few days prior. Lilka tried to reach out again, but he ignored her and jumped off the deck into the darkness below. As she grabbed air, she clenched her hand with vexation.


      “Sorry, guys,” she said. “I’m going after him.”


      And with that, she leaped off the ship.


      “Lilka?!” Iz cried.


      “Hey! Wait!” Elma shouted.


      But it was too late. Their voices echoed into the night, and Lilka, who clearly wasn’t acting like herself, earned a concerned head tilt from Elma.


      Confused, Iz gazed down at the ground below, where Lilka had jumped. That girl had been acting a bit odd ever since meeting Lofus. She’d speak about the boy every chance she got, always mentioning how much she wanted to see him again. Her gaze had become utterly fixed on the noble, and her obsession was tiring for the other members of the Scarlet Wind.


      She was a maiden in love—at least, that was how it looked. The men simply believed that Lilka had fallen madly in love with Lofus, but the women of the group didn’t quite see it that way. Elma and Iz got the feeling that Lilka was merely acting the part, and her true motives lay elsewhere. Both knew the intricacies of a woman’s heart, and above all, they’d looked after Lilka ever since she was a baby. This unhealthy obsession of hers was just too unlike her.


      The way Lilka had acted just now practically confirmed Iz’s and Elma’s suspicions. Lilka’s attempt to stop Lofus was all the more mysterious, as it didn’t feel like it had come from the genuine worry of an admirer. The two ladies, left behind on the airship, could only exchange a concerned glance.


      ✶✶✶


      Hawk, Kay, and Dan managed to infiltrate the half-destroyed manor. The floors of the Gillan residence were covered in darkness, like a vast, black carpet. This darkness had spilled outside, dyeing the entirety of the merchant’s residence.


      The three men were admittedly creeped out by this darkness, but it was the reason they were still alive. They’d been tossed out of a ship from an impressive height, but this black carpet had served as a cushion to let them down without a scratch.


      However, none of them was about to thank Lofus for saving them; he might have been the one who summoned this lifeline, but he was also the very guy who’d tossed them out of the ship. They all grimaced as they walked along the darkness.


      Though it was the middle of the night, the manor was crawling with private soldiers, as though Gillan had predicted an attack. Lofus’s opening move had wiped out many of the soldiers, but plenty more had managed to survive and were ready to fight off any intruders. Though the three were more than happy to fight if they bumped into any enemies, it seemed that was unnecessary; a bladelike fish, a sea dragon, and all sorts of other void critters emerged from the shadows to attack any soldiers that came their way. None of the three men even unsheathed their swords as they rushed ahead.


      “They remind me of the monsters from that ruin,” Kay said, his face twitching with fear.


      “To think those immortal monsters are now on our side...” Hawk said with a shrug. “Life really is chaos.”


      Dan quietly shook his head. “We haven’t even fought anyone. We’re just letting Sir Lofus do all the hard work.”


      Hawk gripped his sorcery gun. “We came here to rescue Sigil. If we can conserve our stamina until he’s free, that’s all that matters.”


      And so, the three proceeded down the hall to the basement. Lofus’s shadow familiars took care of any soldiers who appeared, and countless screams echoed throughout the manor to create a scene straight out of Hell. But the noise soon ceased.


      Footsteps echoed from the back of the corridor. Lofus’s familiars tried to attack this newcomer, but they were effortlessly shredded to ribbons. As the footsteps drew nearer, the sharp sound of wind coupled with a flash of cold steel entered the room, sharply contrasting the dark floor. In the wake of that blindingly fast slice, the shadow shattered like a thin sheet of ice and dispersed to reveal a man in a crimson coat with long, scarlet hair walking toward the Scarlet Wind. Around his neck was a scarf made of white weasel fur, and he kept a hand on the hilt of the sword that hung by his waist.


      Sacred Sword Eric Idia Stelia, under the orders of his father, the margrave of the land, would defend Merchant Gillan. He let out a sigh as he faced Hawk, Kay, and Dan.


      “You must be from the Scarlet Wind,” he muttered. “I hear there’s a bounty on your heads. You’re trying to kill Gillan, right?”


      Hawk silently pointed the barrel of his gun at Eric. Following suit, Kay readied his spear while Dan gripped his hammer.


      “Are we really doing this?” Kay whispered to Hawk. “This dude seems like bad news.”


      “He’s gotta be the seasoned veteran that Gillan hired,” Hawk muttered back, his eyes glued on Eric. “I couldn’t see his blade at all. And I don’t think we can run from him. Our best bet is to rush him all at once”


      He frowned at the man, but in an instant, Eric had stepped behind the three. There was a loud shink as Eric sheathed his sword once more. Countless slashes engulfed Dan’s body, and his blood spurted in the air.


      “Gh...” Dan grunted as he fell to the ground.


      “Dan?!” Hawk cried, rushing to his friend’s side.


      “Huh?! What just—” Kay yelped.


      As he was thrown into a state of confusion, Eric stepped behind him; the two men locked eyes, and the Sacred Sword tilted his head to one side.


      “Sorry,” Eric said, speaking in a casual tone. “This sword is sharp on both edges, so I can’t just knock you out. But my cuts will be shallow, at least.”


      Hawk glared at the enemy.


      “You seem to be going easy on us,” he said. “You could have slashed all three of us at the same time. Why didn’t you?”


      “If I wounded all of you, who would carry you back?” Eric asked, sounding bored.


      Hawk furrowed his brow with confusion. “You mean, you’d let us go?”


      Eric slumped his shoulders. “I don’t really like this job. If you run away, I won’t pursue.” The Sacred Sword stared at Hawk. “Speaking of which, I’ve noticed the dark magic used to attack this manor. You’re connected with House Lightless, aren’t you? I don’t know if you struck a temporary alliance with him or if you always worked under that kid, but I want you to relay a message to the heir of Marquess Lightless.”


      “A message?” Hawk frowned.


      “Oh, it’s nothing much, really. Just that the Stelia fief will turn a blind eye to the destruction of the Prison Tower and the bombardment on Gillan’s manor. But in exchange, we would like an opportunity to speak with House Lightless. This is a request directly from the lord of Stelia himself.”


      Hawk fell silent. Agreeing to this would mean retreating and giving up on Sigil tonight. Even then, who knew when they’d next get an opportunity to save their leader?


      Hawk’s silence was misunderstood by the Sacred Sword.


      “Is that message too long to remember?” Eric asked. “Just ask him to please stop his attack and that I just want to talk.”


      “No, wait,” Hawk said.


      “Yes?”


      “I’ll relay that message. We have no intention of killing Gillan.”


      “I see. That’s truly a relief. Guess I can catch a few winks until morning...though my bed is covered with debris.”


      Hawk continued to stare at Eric, who was now smiling and looking relieved.


      “We’re here to save our leader,” Hawk went on, refusing to back down. “We need to know where the underground prison is. So long as we can rescue our leader, we’ll retreat.”


      Eric’s smile faded. “Oh, well, I can’t let you do that. Gillan’s orders were to never let him go.”


      “Please! You said that you didn’t wish to fight!”


      Hawk lowered his head and clung onto a sliver of hope as Eric let out a sigh.


      “Very well,” Eric said. “I’m at a loss here. I guess I can’t make you give up.”


      “Th-Then will you—” Hawk started as he raised his head.


      “You guys are pirates. If you aren’t going to retreat, I’ve got no other choice but to fight. Don’t take this personally.”


      Hawk suddenly felt the omen of death hang thickly in the air. The dull gleam of a sword appeared right before his eyes, and before he knew, sparks were flying as a metallic clang rang out. Eric had swung his sword down at Hawk, and someone had protected the pirate. Dan was on the ground, and though Kay had his spear in his hand, he was pale and rooted to the spot. Confused, Hawk turned to his defender; he saw a blond boy with curly hair, the child that Lofus had carried onto the Ifrit.


      “You’re...Warm, right?” Hawk asked.


      Warm parried Eric’s blade with a deafening clang, drowning out Hawk’s voice.


      “Warm...” Eric said. “How unfortunate. Guess I won’t be getting much sleep tonight after all.”


      The Sacred Sword let out a sigh and narrowed his eyes while Warm kept his gaze on his opponent.


      “I forgot your names, but go on, Scarlet Wind,” Warm called.


      “The name’s Hawk. You really want us to go? Can you handle him by yourself?”


      “I’m Kay, and that big lug’s Dan. Facing him alone is easier said than done, kid!”


      “I’ll be fine,” Warm said boldly, undaunted by his enemy.


      Hawk and Kay hoisted Dan from the ground and rushed ahead.


      “Then... Sorry!” Hawk called. “We owe you one!”


      “You better meet with us later!” Kay shouted. “That’s a promise!”


      The two men carried Dan and passed by Eric. The Sacred Sword didn’t even cast a glance at them as he let them pass; he couldn’t afford to be distracted from the murderous aura that Warm was emanating.


      Hawk and Kay rushed through the corridor as they carried Dan.


      “H-Hey, you sure we made the right call leaving that kid behind?” Kay asked.


      Hawk kept facing forward. “I couldn’t even see that blade, but he did. We’d only be dragging him down if we stuck around.”


      “B-But...”


      “And Warm was brought in by Sir Lofus himself. No way he’s just a normal kid.”


      “I...guess.”


      “While Warm’s keeping that guy busy, we have to find Sigil as soon as possible and rescue him. If we manage to make it back to the Ifrit or meet up with Sir Lofus again, everything will work out.”


      “You’re right. Sorry, man. I was being too pessimistic.”


      “I don’t blame you. Who’d have thought Gillan would hire such a monster.”


      Hawk rushed ahead to save his leader, but he was still a bit worried about Warm.


      ✶✶✶


      “One... Two... Three... Four...” Red Cap muttered, slowly counting the number of people he sensed as he wore his dark-crimson hat deep over his face.


      He was in Gillan’s bedroom. A deafening roar and terrifying impact had blown away a part of the ceiling, letting moonlight trickle in and illuminate the pudgy merchant who was curled up in a ball, trembling in fear.


      “Five... Six?” Red Cap finished. “Huh, six people. And only three of them have mana.” He tilted his head to one side. “I thought I’d be able to have a bit of fun, but...”


      His scarlet eyes, twin pools of blood, gazed up at the moon.

    

  

  
    
      2. Wizard Killer


      Hawk, Kay, and Dan hurried onward across the corridor. The wounds that Eric had dealt to Dan were surprisingly shallow, looking far worse than they actually were. Dan downed a potion to stop the bleeding and was soon well enough to run on his own.


      “Sorry for causing you guys so much trouble,” Dan said.


      Hawk and Kay smiled.


      “C’mon, it ain’t your fault,” Hawk said brightly. “We were up against a difficult enemy.”


      “He’s right,” Kay agreed. “That guy’s so quick that I couldn’t even see his sword. That’s practically cheating.”


      Hawk nodded.


      “No wonder even Sigil couldn’t stand a chance,” Kay went on.


      “But Warm’s holding him off for us,” Hawk said. “Let’s hurry up, get Sigil, and bounce.”


      Kay smiled back.


      None of the three men realized that they’d made a crucial misunderstanding. Sigil was by far and away the most powerful of the Scarlet Wind. He always took charge and had ample experience fighting in ruins and dungeons; his sword prowess was first-rate, and he was capable of holding his own. Whoever had captured Sigil must have been incredibly skilled—just like the Sacred Sword. The man’s blade was swift, and no normal person could possibly keep up with it. He was far stronger than anyone had anticipated. And so, Hawk, Kay, and Dan had concluded that it was Eric who had bested Sigil. They were under the assumption that only one such “monster” was lurking in this place. They were optimistic, but reality was cruelly different.


      In fact, there was another, perhaps an even stronger monster than Eric. For the past three hundred years, a certain hit man had inherited a frightsome title that struck terror to all who heard it. Did he come from a family of professional killers, or did this murdering phantom possess an immortal body that could persist through the ages? His identity stirred many rumors, but his current attention was on the three Scarlet Wind intruders. And though they’d never met before, he already knew about each one in intimate detail.


      Everything about the six intruders was laid bare to this man. He knew their precise location, action, conversation, and even the rate of their breathing; in other words, he could easily predict where his three targets were headed and how he could cut them off.


      “Good day,” he said cheerfully. “Looking for something?”


      He spoke in a friendly tone as if greeting an old friend. The three men of the Scarlet Wind, surprised by the sudden voice, stopped in their tracks.


      “What the—” Hawk cried.


      “He came out of nowhere!” Kay gasped.


      They stared at this newcomer, wide-eyed. This corridor had been completely deserted mere moments ago, but this man had seemingly materialized out of thin air. His crimson hat was worn deep over his face, and the dark-red coat gave him an air of mystique. Clearly, he was no ordinary stranger, and Kay was quick to brandish his spear.


      “Who are you? A wizard?” Kay asked.


      Dan gripped his hammer and Hawk pointed his gun at the man. It was well-known that high-ranking mages could teleport at will, as short-distance teleportation was an advanced spell that wasn’t all too uncommon. Shadow Move, a spell that Lofus and Dark Knight Captain Alba used to travel distances through shadows, was also one such technique.


      Hawk fell silent and scrutinized the man with the hat closely, recalling the tale of a legendary hit man. The Scarlet Wind member quickly shook his head—surely it couldn’t be. It was a legend, and nothing more. There was no way such a terrifying hit man actually existed. He stared at the man and flashed a fearless smile, hoping not to show any weakness.


      “I was surprised that you appeared out of nowhere, but why didn’t you go for a surprise attack?” Hawk asked. “There’s three of us and one of you. Even for a wizard, those aren’t good odds.”


      “Three against one?” the man asked, cocking his head to one side. “You sure you didn’t miscount that? I only see two.”


      A voice came from right beside Hawk. A moment later, a spear clanged onto the floor. When Hawk turned around, he saw Kay choking in the man’s grasp, his eyes hollow as his feet dangled lifelessly in the air.


      “What?!” Hawk gasped.


      For the umpteenth time today, his eyes widened with disbelief. He was sure he’d kept the stranger in his sight the whole time, and there’d been no suspicious movements. In fact, he hadn’t appeared to move at all. But in less than a millisecond, he’d somehow moved from his spot and taken down Kay. The man hadn’t used something like a clone technique either. A primal fear welled up within Hawk’s body.


      “Damn it!” Hawk shouted as he jumped back and fired at the man.


      “Kay!” Dan shouted, swinging his hammer down at the enemy.


      Dan’s overwhelming power could crush even stone, but there was no thunderous roar of his hammer hitting the ground; the man in red quietly received the blow with only one hand, his other arm still choking Kay in the air. Dan’s strike landed with a pathetic thud that made the attack seem like a complete joke.


      Dan was in disbelief, but that didn’t last for long; a moment later, he felt something hit his neck, and he quickly lost consciousness. He dropped to the ground, utterly powerless and unable to even process what had happened. Kay fell along with him, released from the mysterious man’s grip.


      “You dropped something,” the man said, closing the gap between himself and Hawk.


      Hawk still gripped his gun with fear as the man thrust out his arm. Bullets fell from his palm—the shots that Hawk had fired mere moments before. This man seemed to vanish and appear without warning, and most terrifying was that none of his movements could be predicted. He hid his presence impeccably well.


      Two men were down in the blink of an eye, and Hawk couldn’t even tell when his friends had been attacked. He glared at this monster in front of him, certain of his identity.


      “I can’t believe it. You’re the real Red Cap...” Hawk muttered.


      “That nickname again?” Red Cap replied. “I’ve been hoping a different one would catch on soon.”


      His bloodred eyes bored into Hawk, but the Scarlet Wind member refused to go down without a fight. He rolled two crystals by Red Cap’s feet; a moment later, one let out a blinding light while the other emitted a special type of mana wave. Hawk jumped away and fired at the location where he last saw Red Cap.


      Hawk had used a flash crystal to dazzle his foe, and an anti-magic crystal which emitted a special wave that temporarily jammed spells. The anti-magic crystal negated the usage of spells and could interfere with ongoing magical effects. While Eric had simply been too fast for normal eyes, Red Cap seemed to be using some kind of teleportation spell, as he traversed distances instantaneously without moving his limbs. Hawk thought that he could hit his target as long as he sealed that strange ability.


      A moment later, however, his view whirled about, and he found himself lying on his back, facing the ceiling. When had Red Cap approached him? Those bloody eyes were suddenly peering down at him. Clearly, Red Cap had teleported again; the anti-magic crystal was useless, and Hawk’s predictions were wrong. The Scarlet Wind member tried to scramble to his feet, but Red Cap stomped on him, preventing him from getting up.


      “Gah!” Hawk grunted.


      Red Cap didn’t seem to care. “You knew you were against a foe stronger than you, and even when your friends were down, you searched for a way to victory until your dying breath. You’ve got excellent capabilities as a warrior, so don’t blame yourself. Any normal opponent would’ve been done in by your earlier move. Your loss comes down to a difference in power and experience. I’m just much better than you.” Red Cap reached out and began to choke Hawk. “That flash crystal was a good call, but your mistake was the anti-magic one. After all, I don’t have mana.”


      Those were the last words Hawk heard as his consciousness faded away. Red Cap stood in front of three unmoving men as he removed a concealed knife from his sleeve. He flashed the blade under the moonlight and cast an annoyed glance at them.


      “I’ve been ordered to take your heads...” Red Cap muttered. “But I’m really not fond of blood.”


      Just as he nestled the blade against Hawk’s neck, Red Cap suddenly looked up. He narrowed his eyes and let out a sigh.


      “We’ve been checked, huh?” Red Cap muttered. “You really are a handful, Gillan.”


      And with that, the famous hit man vanished from the corridor, leaving the three unconscious men behind.


      ✶✶✶


      In the corridor of Gillan’s manor, a rigorous battle unfolded. Clangs of steel and sparks of lightning flew in the air; weapons moved so swiftly that no normal person could keep up, and as the metallic screeches of cold steel reverberated throughout, sparks also danced about. Warm imbued his spear with lightning while Eric’s blade was enveloped in light. With every clash, the light and lightning repelled each other and illuminated the dark corridor as brightly as day. Both sides were still unscathed, and the close battle wore on.


      “You’ve become strong, Warm,” Eric said after another clash.


      Warm didn’t respond and continued to wield his spear.


      “I didn’t think you’d side with Lightless,” Eric went on. “You were so devoted to maintaining the peace and safety of our fief.”


      Warm maintained his silence, his spear becoming faster by the moment. In turn, Eric’s blade also became faster, and the two clashed harder and swifter as they each tried to gain the upper hand in speed. They practically sliced the air itself as their weapons whizzed through space to cut down their foe.


      Finally, Warm called upon his Lightning Regalia; his body was enveloped in a golden glow, and he became faster than ever before. He activated his spell in only a moment—the moment he clashed against Eric’s sword. The Sacred Sword’s blade was already cracked, and it was unable to endure the powerful blow of the golden spear. The crack grew larger and shattered the steel as the tip of the sword flew in the air.


      Eric couldn’t hide his surprise. He’d only hesitated for a moment, but that was all Warm needed. The boy thrust his spear forward and pierced through Eric’s shoulder. Sparks of lightning crackled and danced about as fresh blood sprayed in the air. The Sacred Sword fell to one knee, and a moment later, the broken tip of his blade struck the ground. He quietly lowered his blade and smiled weakly.


      “Heh, looks like I’ve lost,” Eric murmured. “You’ve really gotten strong—”


      Warm didn’t let the Sacred Sword finish his sentence. The boy cast a frosty glare and pulled his spear back.


      “Gah!” Eric grunted, crumpling to the ground.


      Warm silently swung his spear to the side, ridding its point of the blood. Eric, his eyes half closed, glared at the boy.


      “You know, I am your superior,” he muttered.


      Warm gazed down at the man wearily. “You call that a loss? I sensed no intent to kill in your blade, you were running your mouth the entire time, and your sword was cracked before this battle began. You weren’t even trying to win.”


      Eric managed to sit up and gave a self-deprecating grin. “I wasn’t trying to lose either.”


      “I could feel the hesitation in your strikes. This whole incident doesn’t sit right with you, does it?”


      The Sacred Sword closed his eyes with resignation. “No, but I still must show a sense of understanding. After all, my father, the lord of the land, made the decision.” He looked up at Warm. “But when it comes to secrets, you’ve got your fair share of them too, I see. I’ve never seen that golden lightning before. You were hiding your true powers, weren’t you?”


      “I just didn’t have an opportunity to show it. That move really uses up a ton of my mana.”


      Warm quietly placed a potion in front of Eric.


      “Showing mercy, are we?” the Sacred Sword asked.


      “It’s a privilege reserved only for the victor,” Warm replied. “But, of course, I don’t quite think I’ve won this fair and square.”


      He turned his back against Eric and walked ahead in the corridor.


      “This potion is quite precious,” Eric said. “You’ll probably need it in the future.”


      “Oh, I’ve no need for it,” Warm replied. “I’ll never lose again.”


      The boy didn’t even turn back as he raced ahead. Eric, now alone, glanced at his shattered blade. The sword, engraved with the royal family’s insignia, was the sacred sword itself. The king personally handed it to a champion as proof that they were the strongest in the kingdom.


      Eric flashed a wry smile.
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      “The title of Sacred Sword is no longer mine to keep...” he muttered.


      A sense of relief washed over his face.


      ✶✶✶


      As Lofus jumped off the airship, countless shadow familiars raced throughout the manor. His Dark Carpet stretched throughout the entirety of Gillan’s residence, allowing him to summon his shadow familiars and keep tabs on every corner of the building.


      The familiars were ordered to attack any soldiers they encountered, but their primary function was to serve as Lofus’s eyes and ears, giving him all the information he needed. Sharing perception, hearing, and other senses with one’s familiars was a basic ability for mages, but it usually could only be done with one familiar at a time. Lofus, on the other hand, was doing this with multiple familiars simultaneously, making it incredibly more complex.


      This was considered to be only possible in theory, as the mana cost and sheer volume of information sent to the user could have horrific effects on the brain. But Lofus was blessed with an immense amount of mana, and he was intelligent enough to process several pieces of information at once, giving him the godlike ability to keep tabs on all of his familiars like it was no big deal. As his obedient subordinates rushed throughout the manor, he pinpointed Gillan’s location within seconds.


      The merchant was in his lavish bedroom on the third floor. Lofus landed on the ground and glared in the direction of the bedroom; through his familiars, he could see that the pudgy merchant was curled up in a ball and trembling with terror.


      “Ah, yes, I recognize that face, Gillan,” Lofus growled, his lips curving upward to form a malicious smile.


      He sank back into his void and used Shadow Move to teleport through shadows. A moment later, he popped out inside Gillan’s bedroom. The cowering merchant didn’t even realize that Lofus had emerged without a sound, and he was still curled up as the noble gazed down at him like he was a piece of trash.


      “Gillan, was it?” Lofus asked. “Long time no see.”


      The merchant jolted and gingerly looked up. When he spotted Lofus, his eyes filled with dread.


      “A-Aaahhh!” Gillan screamed. “Wh-Why are you here?!”


      The merchant shrank and crawled back, trying to get as far away as possible. Lofus cast a bored glare at the man and summoned a Dark Lance in his hand as he slowly approached. He recalled that he had done something very similar many nights ago, when he first attacked Gillan’s home.


      “Phantom?! Where are you?!” Gillan screeched. “Why do you think I hired you?!”


      He desperately glanced around the room, but Lofus paid him no heed and continued to close the gap.


      “‘Phantom’? What a curious name for a mercenary,” the noble mused. “Were you abandoned, perhaps? Pathetic.”


      He sneered as he pointed the tip of his lance at the merchant. Lofus did not let down his guard or let himself be too relaxed. His mana perception field was always up, and his magic barrier was sturdier than normal. And yet, he didn’t expect nor see the blade that was hurled his way. Surprised, he swiftly jumped to safety, but he felt the blade seemingly slip through the barrier. He only barely managed to dodge it out of pure intuition.


      A man wearing a red hat and coat appeared with a knife in his hand.


      “Good instincts,” the man said. “I thought I could lop off your head there.”


      He sounded disappointed by his failure, but droplets of blood dripped from his blade. Lofus was astonished. The moment he felt the sting of pain, it was all too late; his neck had been slashed and fresh blood gushed from his wound. The cut was deep. He hastily pressed his hand against it, but he couldn’t stop the blood as it continued to flow.


      “Ah...” Lofus grunted.


      He was unable to make much sound; the knife had sunk deep into his throat. And without the ability to chant his spells, many of his most powerful moves were sealed. His options had become limited to basic, intermediate, and a handful of advanced spells he could cast nonverbally. Any ancient chants he had in his arsenal were out, and unfortunately for Lofus, he couldn’t use healing magic. Beads of sweat formed on his brow as he processed his situation.


      “Are you all right? You look pale,” the crimson man remarked. “I see that a lot from mages who meet me.”


      Red Cap smiled and met Lofus’s glare. The boy summoned numerous Dark Balls behind him and hurled them at his enemy, unleashing an absurd amount of power. But Red Cap, though a touch surprised by this counter, remained undaunted.


      “You can summon this many nonverbally?” he asked. “Very impressive.”


      A moment later, the barrage reached him. Loud booms filled the bedroom as mana exploded on contact, and Gillan, who had seemingly lost the ability to stand, cried out and crawled away to flee. Lofus took this opportunity to reach into his pocket for a potion, but a knife shot out from the dust and sank into the back of his hand.


      The boy winced from the pain, and his potion rolled on the ground. The knife had once again managed to slip through his magic barrier. He’d experienced something similar very recently in the founder’s tumulus where a mysterious Alraune managed to weave her appendage between the spell and pierce through his defenses.


      “No using potions. That’s cheating,” Red Cap said.


      He stood there without a scratch, despite the barrage he had just received. All the while, blood continued to gush from Lofus’s wound, and he could barely cling onto consciousness. He knew that he was in deep trouble, but his mind grew hazy and cloudy, unable to fully comprehend the danger he was in. And Red Cap mercilessly threw his knife at the dying boy.


      “I’ll see you on the flip side, one-armed wizard,” Red Cap said.


      His tone was friendly, like he was bidding farewell to an old friend. But his words, callous and cold, echoed oddly loudly in Lofus’s ears.


      ✶✶✶


      Red Cap was an enemy who appeared in Lofus’s dream. In the tale, the man appeared at the beginning of the third chapter, in the Alchemist Empire arc. He was hired by the empire as a hit man to defeat the hero and his forces.


      The main character’s mages consisted of First Princess Aria, Sorceress Maylene, and Saint Fran. Red Cap had managed to neutralize them all, and everyone was forced to fight this hit man without using magic. The remaining members of the party could use spells as well, but Red Cap dodged or nullified them all. Ultimately, the hero himself had to resort to his weapons and even bare hands.


      The main character, Abel, teamed up with Faltiana and Lilka to seize victory against the legendary hit man. It was a great struggle. Lofus obviously knew of Red Cap’s existence from his dream of this tale, but he certainly hadn’t expected to bump into him three years before the story even began. And why was he here in Stelia?


      Because this encounter was so unexpected, Lofus had no solution or strategy. The boy was a wizard, giving him an extreme disadvantage against the Wizard Killer.


      ✶✶✶


      Lofus activated his Dark Shield without uttering a word to repel the knife, and he ordered a school of swordfish to swim out of the shadows and assault Red Cap. The hit man narrowed his eyes when he saw that his knife had been blocked.


      “I can’t believe you blocked that,” he muttered. “Your activation speed is incredibly fast. You’re very skilled, aren’t you?”


      He barely moved from his spot as he dodged the school of fish and used the tip of his knife to slash down at the void shield in front of him. At once, the shield popped like a balloon and dispersed into the air. The knife was capable of destroying spells, and Lofus actually knew how this worked.


      The secret was in the knife and Red Cap’s eyes. His blades were specially crafted from mithril, a metal that was best for slicing through magic. Though Red Cap wasn’t born with mana, his eyes were special—a pair of magical eyes that could literally see the mana in the air. People could usually invisibly perceive mana—or in Lofus’s case, would see the magic circle or formula to extract data—but Red Cap’s natural eyes were different. He could physically see the mana flowing through one’s body and clearly view how they prepared, built, and activated their spells. In fact, he could even see the frame of the magical formula.


      Hence, he could literally spot the gaps in the formula of a magic barrier and slide his knife right through, or jam spells through the small openings in their formulas. By destroying the activation formula, he could prevent spells from being cast at all. His ability to see mana, paired with his mithril knives and a godlike precision with them, allowed him to destroy spells and magic in the blink of an eye.


      Red Cap made all of this seem so easy, and seemed like an insurmountable wall to any magic user. Lofus wasn’t surprised that his swordfish and Dark Shield couldn’t stop his enemy; his true goal was to bait Red Cap near his shield.


      A sea serpent emerged from the void under Red Cap’s feet, its large mouth gaping open. The monster swallowed the hit man whole, but was carved apart in mere moments from the inside, dispersing it into the air.


      “I can see it all, you know,” Red Cap said. “I knew that it was lurking in my shadow. I just didn’t feel like going to the trouble of dodging.”


      He walked from the eviscerated sea serpent’s belly as casually as if it were a midday stroll. Lofus, in response, summoned his Dark Scythe in his arm, a knife still piercing through the back of his hand. His slashed throat was now covered with darkness, stopping the blood that was trying to gush from his wound. This allowed him to temporarily regain control of his body, and he took that chance to swing his scythe down, hurling a massive, dark slash at Red Cap.


      “You used dark magic to stop the blood?” Red Cap asked. “Not bad. But I doubt it’ll do much good, with how deep that wound is.”


      He didn’t look surprised by the attack, only impressed. With a weary sigh, he readied his knife against the slash, dispersing it the moment they touched. Lofus’s eyes went wide. The blow he’d unleashed was swift, but Red Cap still managed to cut through the spell and slice it to shreds like it was nothing. Even the noble didn’t expect his opponent to be this skilled, and sweat once again poured down his face.


      Red Cap smiled. “I can see you’re panicking. Are you out of ideas?”


      Lofus could only glare back in response, but Red Cap coolly hurled another blade, aiming for Lofus’s feet. Any defensive spells he activated were sliced through, rendering him powerless as the knife sank into his foot. The spell that had been destroyed this time was Shadow Move, sealing Lofus’s only means of escape.


      “I told you, I can see the flow of mana,” Red Cap said. “You act like you’re still raring to go, but just now, you tried to search for an opportunity to teleport out. You’re really strong, aren’t you? And the fact that you can teleport without uttering a word is even more worthy of praise.”


      He seemed to be enjoying himself, but Lofus wasn’t in the mood. In a last-ditch attempt, he summoned a massive magic circle and created a wall of Dark Lances. But all Red Cap had to do was throw a knife toward the spell to crack all the magic circles and shatter them into pieces.


      “Make all the circles you want,” Red Cap said. “All that magic has to come from the mana within your body. When I cut that off, the rest will fall. It’s simple, really.”


      All the while, blood had started to leak again from the wound on Lofus’s neck. He was trying his best to stop the bleeding, but the gash was too deep. He couldn’t possibly seal the wound completely, and slowly but surely, he was losing blood. As the red droplets splattered on the ground, Lofus’s consciousness began to fade. His vision grew hazy, and he could hardly react anymore.


      “Are we done now?” Red Cap asked with a head tilt. “After trying to escape, I doubt you have any more moves.”


      At once, he summoned four knives in each hand, eight in total. He hurled them all at Lofus with incredible speed. The noble knew his fate. He could neither block nor dodge this attack, and as he’d lost too much blood, his vision began to blur. He finally closed his eyes with resignation.


      Just then, he felt something slam into his body. He hit the ground and rolled on the floor...but there wasn’t a scratch on him.


      When he opened his eyes, he was face-to-face with Lilka Skyfield. Her body was above his, shielding him. A drop of blood dripped onto his cheek—it was hers.


      Blood was trickling from her mouth, and several knives were sunk deeply into her back. One of them had even pierced through her abdomen.


      Red Cap had recognized Lilka’s presence lurking in the room in the middle of the fight. She had utilized a spell that hid her by employing mana jamming, a very complex chant that allowed her to be stealthy. It was a charm similar to the barrier that hid that airship in the sky, and Lofus—who had utilized his mana perception field—failed to notice her approach. Red Cap, however, could see the flow of magic and so easily spotted the stealthy Lilka.


      Questions swirled within Lofus’s head. Why is she here? Why did she save me? Why did she protect me, even if it meant hurting herself? Lofus couldn’t speak because of the gash in his throat, but his face said it all. And Lilka, who sensed his confusion, forced her face, twisted with pain, to form a smile.


      “Y’know, I thought I’d do a lot better in helping you dodge,” she said. “But I screwed up a bit.”
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      After her dry laugh, she sat up and wiped the blood from her mouth. She glared at Red Cap, who narrowed his eyes.


      “I let you be because you weren’t doing anything,” he said. “I didn’t think you’d protect him. Well? Did your actions accomplish anything?”


      Lilka had risked her life for a boy who was as good as dead; Red Cap couldn’t understand her foolish actions. Lofus’s wound was fatal. If he didn’t receive a powerful healing spell or drink an expensive potion soon, he would soon die from blood loss. Needless to say, Red Cap wasn’t going to let Lofus heal himself, and Lilka had only added herself to the pile of bodies.


      The girl didn’t respond to his question, and suddenly increased her mana output.


      “Tempest,” she chanted.


      She activated her advanced wind spell without using the full chant. For the first time, Red Cap was taken by surprise and put on high alert by an opponent’s magic. Not only did she create her magic circle almost instantly, but she activated it in such a short amount of time. It was so fast that she went beyond even Red Cap’s expectations, and he didn’t have time to stop her.


      Countless blades of wind filled the room—this was an attacking spell that covered a wide range. Tempest, confined to a small room, condensed its abundant blades as it cut through the air.


      “Tsk.” Annoyed, Red Cap clicked his tongue.


      With one knife, he scattered every blade that came his way. The Tempest spell was quite special, as every blade had its own formula. A majority of the magic circle was on Lilka’s body, since she was the one who had activated the spell, but the numerous blades surrounded her as though to protect Lofus. The closer Red Cap got to them, the more blades he was forced to face. For him, this was a very troublesome spell to deal with.


      Still, Red Cap couldn’t be killed. It was all Lilka could do to stop the man, much less actually hurt him.


      “Run, Mr. Lofus,” she whispered. “I’ll hold him off!”


      Needless to say, Lofus had no means of providing a vocal response with his slit throat. He only quietly glared at her. The gash on his wound was deep and fatal, but the knives on Lilka’s back made it clear that she’d suffered more than just a minor injury; one of them had even pierced through her abdomen, its sharp tip protruding from her stomach, and she was losing blood fast. A large puddle of red formed below her, mixing with Lofus’s blood. She was heavily wounded from protecting him, and yet she still chose to square off against Red Cap, hoping that Lofus would flee.


      Naturally, Lofus couldn’t let this slide. How could he? He hadn’t forgotten the tale he dreamed of—Lilka Skyfield had killed him thousands of times with the main character, and he couldn’t simply allow a woman like that to save his life instead. Death would be preferable to being indebted to that so-called hero. He wouldn’t entertain the idea for even a moment. The darkness in his heart ran deep, but from an outsider’s perspective, ignorant of that traumatic experience he went through, it probably looked like sheer stubbornness.


      Ugly, dark emotions reared their head from the depths of Lofus’s soul, and he shot a murderous glare at Lilka. In response, she let out a sigh.


      “I don’t like that look of yours,” she muttered. “I’m not saying that I’d do this for free. Since I’m saving your life, I want you to listen to my request.”


      Lofus narrowed his eyes quizzically.


      “I said it on the deck of that ship, but I want you to treat Izzy’s sickness,” she went on. “You said that you couldn’t, but I really just don’t agree. Sorry, I don’t know how, but I’ve got this funny feeling that you can do something about it. Precisely because it’s you, I have faith that you can find a solution somehow.”


      She spoke with such conviction in her voice, which made Lofus only more confused. Lilka placed her head on his shoulder, resting for a few moments.


      “And I want you to save Siggy too,” she added. “I know I’m being selfish. I’m sorry. But as you can see, I can’t really move from this spot anymore.”


      She gazed down sadly, her fingers brushing against the tip of the blade that protruded from her stomach. This was a request that she wished to make, even if it meant losing her own life. More than anything else, she wished for her family to find peace.


      Lofus gazed at her and quietly let out a small sigh, knowing that there was clearly something off about Lilka. First and foremost, why was she so oddly confident that he could heal Iz’s ailment? Second, even Lofus had to admit that she excelled at magic, but she hadn’t displayed anything like this until now.


      In the tale, when Lilka first joined the main character’s forces, she wasn’t particularly adept at magic. By the end, she managed to master all sorts of spells, but even intermediate magic had eluded her at the start. What was going on with her now? The tale hadn’t even started, but she’d just fired an advanced spell, and did so without its full chant. Something didn’t add up. Despite this odd behavior, it seemed her ultimate goal was to bring peace to the Scarlet Wind. As Lofus mulled over this discrepancy and wrapped his mind around his current situation, he concluded that he still couldn’t simply accept Lilka’s request with a nod and a smile.


      On the contrary, he felt anger well up within his chest. Here was a person who not only risked her life to protect him, but claimed that she’d hold off the enemy to let him flee. He was being treated like some low-class weakling. It didn’t sit right with him in the least, and a moment later, he unleashed countless Dark Hands from his shadow. One of them grabbed the potion that rolled on the ground, tossing it to him. The rest wrapped around Lilka’s limbs to restrain her.


      “Huh?!” Lilka gasped.


      She couldn’t hide her confusion while Lofus took the potion, forcibly opened it with his one arm, and shoved the bottle into Lilka’s mouth.


      “Mmph?! Mm!” Lilka grunted.


      She tried to resist, alarmed by the violence shown against her, but soon enough, the potion worked its magic and healed her wounds, the knives falling out of her body. Once she was fine and well, the Dark Hands released her. When she turned to Lofus, he grinned at her triumphantly as though he got the last laugh. This didn’t make Lilka happy at all. Realizing that she was yet to swallow the last mouthful of her potion, she glared at him sternly and grabbed Lofus by the collar. She drew her face close and kissed him, transferring over the last sip of that potion into his mouth.


      That was the last thing Lofus had expected. Alarmed, he resisted and tried to back away, but Lilka put him in a tight embrace and refused to let him go. Eventually, he gave in and swallowed that mouthful of potion. Only when Lilka noticed that did she part her mouth from his.


      Lofus was only given a small mouthful, but that potion was the best that money could buy; it was highly effective even in small doses. The gash on his wound hadn’t healed completely, but it had closed enough where he could speak again.


      When Lilka drew her lips back from his, she still glared at him angrily.


      “Are you an idiot or what?!” she rumbled.


      Her tone was terrifyingly cold. For the first time, she exhibited anger at Lofus.


      “If you had to pick up this potion, it means that this is the only one you had left,” she said. “You should’ve used it on yourself. Why waste it on someone like me? I even drank it a little. Didn’t you hear what I said? I need you to save everyone in my stead.”


      Every word was sharp like a knife, intending to gouge out a portion of Lofus’s heart. Undaunted, the noble shot daggers back at her and used the same tone of frostiness.


      “How dare you prattle on nonsense, knowing that I couldn’t speak until now,” he spat. “Don’t give me your foolish drivel about holding him back. I will kill him. Why don’t you just sit back?”


      “Huh?! Are you really being obtuse here?” Lilka snapped. “Haven’t you figured it out by now? You can’t beat him! If I didn’t jump out and save you back there, you would’ve died.”


      An angry vein popped out on his forehead. “You saved me?” he growled. “Someone wants to feel like a hero, does she? Don’t forget that I saved your filthy life back at that ruin. At best, you’ve made us even.”


      “You’re bringing that up now? We’re really doing this? How petty can you be?! I thought you were a generous noble! And don’t change the subject here—you can’t win against Red Cap.”


      “Don’t underestimate me. If my spells weren’t sealed, I would’ve—”


      But Lofus didn’t get to finish his sentence, as he coughed up blood.


      “See?” Lilka asked. “How can you fight in your current—”


      She didn’t get to finish her sentence either, as she coughed up a glob of blood as well.


      Lofus had only ingested a bit of the potion, and the wound on his throat wasn’t totally healed. He used his dark magic to seal his wound for now, and Lilka, who had given a good portion of the potion to Lofus, wasn’t fully recovered either. Her gashes had closed, but her internal organs were still damaged considerably.


      As the two forced themselves to talk, they ended up only spraying blood on the floor, and as they did so, the Tempest spell came to an end. Red Cap had used his blades to tackle every wind slash, and he managed to slowly chip away at the magical formula, shortening its duration considerably. The stormy breeze died down, and the room became still once more. Amid the destroyed bedroom, Red Cap stood there without a scratch to his name.


      “Oh my,” he remarked. “I thought you guys fled. Do you two really want to die so badly?”


      He cast a look of exhaustion at the two. Red Cap had been hired to protect Gillan, not necessarily to kill. He was more than willing to repel any enemies and wouldn’t let them escape, but if an intruder actually managed to get away, that was that. He wasn’t keen on pursuing them. So long as Gillan was unharmed, he was doing his job well enough. But even the hit man had to admit that both Lofus and Lilka were worthy enemies. The man wasn’t a battle junkie, but he found himself enjoying the thrill of this fight.


      “I’m happy that I got to fight a pair of decent mages,” Red Cap remarked. “It’s really been a while. When I say that I don’t like blood, I mean that I don’t like the blood of weaklings. But you two... Your blood looks tasty.”


      His red pupils narrowed like a cat’s, his gaze morphing into one of a predator. Still, neither Lofus nor Lilka were daunted by this.


      “Ugh... See, he made it through my spell,” Lilka grumbled.


      “Then cast it again,” Lofus replied.


      “Wow, look at me, Mr. I-Have-Unlimited-Mana. I just used an advanced spell, all right? Normally, that sort of thing can’t be cast consecutively.”


      “Ah, so you only have a crumb of mana in you. I see.”


      “What did you say? Are you picking a fight with me?”


      As she pointed her anger at him, he ignored her once more and focused on his enemy. Red Cap narrowed his eyes when he heard Lofus’s voice.


      “Oh, I see. You drank the potion, huh?” Red Cap asked. “Damn, maybe I should’ve broken that bottle. But, hey, just because you can chant now doesn’t mean this’ll go any different from before.”


      He languidly twirled his blade in his hand and approached the two kids.


      Lofus took his chance. “Lightless.”


      This chantless, advanced spell wasn’t one used for attacks. His activation speed was so fast that even Red Cap’s special eyes couldn’t keep up, meaning that he could no longer stop the spell before it was used. Lofus used this to gauge his opponent; he learned that if his activation speed was quick enough, his spells wouldn’t be canceled.


      Red Cap could barely prepare himself as he was shrouded in dark mist.


      “A smoke screen?” he said. “Don’t think that’ll work on me.”


      Because he could see the flow of mana, the darkness did very little to inhibit his view. He still vividly saw the mana that flowed through Lofus’s body, and that was all Red Cap needed to hone in on his target. Lofus didn’t use Lightless as a smoke screen, however. With both the floor and the air around him filled with his own void, this became a perfect hunting ground for his eager shadow familiars.


      “Get him,” Lofus ordered.


      Various oceanic shadow familiars heeded his command. From the thick mist, they pounced on Red Cap, and Lofus took this chance to summon numerous Dark Balls within the mist, all around his enemy, and launched them into the fray. Yet, Lofus could feel his orbs being destroyed and his shadow familiars being cut to ribbons; despite this powerful flurry of attacks, Red Cap was still steadily approaching. Even after all this, Lofus couldn’t stop the man in his tracks as Lilka had done with her Tempest.


      “I guess this isn’t enough...” Lofus muttered.


      “It’s impossible,” Lilka urged. “Your current self can’t beat him. Now, stop being stubborn and run.”


      She tugged on the hem of his mantle and tried to drag him away, but Lofus only pointed a doubtful glare at her.


      “My current self can’t beat him?” he asked. “What a peculiar way to phrase things. It’s as though you know something that I do not.”


      Lilka fell silent as Lofus scrutinized her closely.


      “I’ll have you tell me everything later—every detail,” he said. “Do I make myself clear, Lilka Skyfield?”


      She replied with a smile of resignation. “Sure, we can do that later...Lofus Ray Lightless.”


      Just then, Red Cap jumped out from the dark mist with his knife in hand. He leaped toward Lofus.


      “Are you two having a fun conversation?” Red Cap asked. “Aw, let me in too. You’re making me feel left out.”


      Lofus flashed a fearless smile. “Don’t you know how uncouth it is for fossils to barge into a discussion between youths? Red Cap...or shall I say, Stroa Endwalker?”


      This was Red Cap’s name, which Lofus had only learned of through his dream. Red Cap hadn’t been called that for many centuries now, and it was more than enough for him to momentarily lose his composure out of sheer disbelief.


      “How did you...” he started.


      He faltered for a moment, and for the first time in this fight, he’d left himself open. Lofus used that to his advantage, as he summoned Strafe’s massive tentacle from his feet and swung it at Red Cap. The hit man, unable to defend himself, took the brunt of the attack and was blown back. But the hit man didn’t just take the hit; he must’ve shredded the spell, as Strafe’s body lurking in the shadows vanished, tentacle and all.


      Shadow familiars could be repaired and summoned again even if the spell was dispersed, but this time around, since the formula had been sliced up, it’d take some time before the familiars could come out once more. Red Cap had depleted much of Lofus’s arsenal of familiars, and none could be summoned again for this fight.


      All the while, Lilka’s words echoed in Lofus’s mind. What did she mean about his “current” self? Was she implying that his future self could’ve clinched a victory? Or did it mean that he was walking a path toward ruin if he did not alter his course? Or did she mean something else entirely? He’d lost a lot of blood in this fight, and his mind grew dull, but he forced it awake as he tried to make sense of it all.


      Since Red Cap was capable of shattering the spell itself, any existing incantation couldn’t possibly kill him. Throwing enough at him could at least lock him in place, but nothing existed within Lofus’s arsenal of spells which could match the countless number of blades that Lilka’s Tempest had launched. At this rate, Lofus would have to admit defeat.


      “Rejoice, Stroa,” Lofus said. “I’ll craft a spell specifically for you.”


      If the boy didn’t have an effective spell now, he simply needed to create a new one that could take down his foe. His logic, though straightforward, was plainly absurd; no normal person could just create a new chant on the fly, especially in the middle of a battle. But Lofus was blessed with boundless mana and an impeccable talent for magic. His experience and training until now made the impossible possible.


      At once, void leaked out of his body, woven with condensed mana.


      “A spell crafted for me?” Red Cap asked with narrowed eyes.


      “Tartarus,” Lofus chanted.


      But nothing happened. There was no magic circle or formula to be found for this activation, and even Red Cap’s astute eyes couldn’t see any hint of mana activation anywhere. The hit man’s eyes darted around Lofus, Lilka, and himself, but he could neither perceive nor sense any sort of spell cast. Was it a bluff? Red Cap turned back to Lofus, who was smiling proudly.


      “How honorable you are, simply awaiting your own death,” Lofus remarked. “If you don’t kill me now, you’ll have no chance of beating me.”


      “What are you—”


      “Oh, how unfortunate. You’re out of time.”


      Lofus gave an exaggerated shrug of pity. Suddenly, Red Cap sensed something and swiftly faced the ground. His face twitched when he saw the horrific scene.


      “What...is this?” he asked.


      Through his magical eyes, he could sense that a massive something was headed straight for him with incredible speed...from below. This mysterious creature had seemingly appeared below the basement, from deep within the ground.


      Red Cap knew that he had no way out. He gripped his knives and leaped toward Lofus. The man was so quick that even the noble couldn’t see him, and Lofus quickly activated several layers of his Dark Shield. Red Cap couldn’t be stopped. He shredded through these shields like butter and raced forward to kill Lofus, but just as the blade nearly reached the boy’s throat, the massive entity came from below and swallowed half of the entire manor, Red Cap and all.


      ✶✶✶


      Red Cap had been born with a special set of eyes that allowed him to view the flow of mana. This allowed him to not only see the normal world with its reflection of light, but also the world’s mana. He could see both simultaneously as clear as day, and that was how he’d survived through the years.


      For example, if there was a mage beyond a wall, he might not be able to see the person, but he could still sense their mana and see its flow even through the obstacle. He practically had X-ray vision, though he wasn’t able to see people who didn’t have mana. Red Cap was also blessed with one other ability in his eyes: night vision. He was able to see in the darkness of night like it was the middle of the day.


      For the first time, Red Cap had seen true darkness and void. This confused him. He knew that he had been swallowed whole by something, but even if he were inside a stomach where no light shone, he should’ve still been able to see just fine. Somehow, he couldn’t even perceive the flow of mana from the two mages outside of this monster; neither Lofus nor Lilka entered his field of vision, much to his befuddlement. There was just nothingness. Outside of any sort of dark footing, he was truly surrounded by darkness. He couldn’t even see the mana in the footing, but he strained his eyes at the sheer oddity of it all.


      “Huh?” he muttered.


      He widened his eyes with surprise. Upon closer inspection, there was some kind of magical formula and spell that created that dark footing for him. However, this formula was extremely peculiar. It was incredibly precise and detailed with several layers of formulas, like a person weaving several folds of fabric. The formula was created in intricate detail and packed together so tightly, like fine strands of silk, providing not even the slightest gap for Red Cap to take advantage of. In fact, the formula was so numerous and dense that it obscured his vision, dying his surroundings black.


      “Wait, does that mean that this entire space around me is...” Red Cap murmured.


      He gazed around, and for the first time, his eyes were filled with abject horror. This artificial darkness was, in fact, a mass of innumerable spells and formulas suspended all around him.


      “How is this even possible?” he wondered.


      Only then did he notice a different magical formula, one was so clear and plain to him. It appeared underneath his feet, and it was cast so quickly that Red Cap only relied on his intuition to jump back. And not a moment too soon. Countless spears flew out from where he stood, trying to skewer him. Had he been a moment too late, he would’ve been dead. And only because of his magical eyes was he able to realize that the same formula as the spears was what enveloped this space; hundreds, perhaps thousands of the same spell completely enveloped his surroundings, the chants all pointed right at his body.


      Their activation wasn’t too fast, so he could crush them before they started, but there were just too many. Even if he used all his knives on hand, he couldn’t possibly take care of them all. Naturally, his only way out was to stand there and take care of each attack that came at him, but unfortunately for him, the longer this fight continued, the more magic circles appeared to take him out.


      “I see... A spell crafted just for me,” Red Cap muttered. “Yeah, I might die this time.”


      Despite his defeatist words, he was grinning from ear to ear with excitement. At that very moment, more than a hundred spears shot out to skewer him.

    

  

  
    
      3. Repeat


      The black dome-like structure that enveloped half the manor was Tartarus, the spell that Lofus had instantly created. Though it couldn’t be classified just yet, it was undoubtedly an advanced spell. It used so much mana that it put even ancient spells to shame. Tartarus’s form was simple by design; it had no eyes or nose, only a mouth that swallowed its victim whole.


      Half of its body was now on the surface, and from above, it resembled a black dome, but it had the ability to devour its prey like a living creature. It was made purely from mana, meaning that it was unlike shadow familiars and other summons.


      “It’s over,” Lofus said in a bored tone as he gazed at Tartarus.


      “Won’t he shred through it and come out?” Lilka asked carefully, her head tilted to one side. She was sitting on the ground in utter astonishment at this spell.


      The noble scoffed. “Impossible. Tens of thousands of spells are attacking him from every direction simultaneously. I doubt that a few knives can physically block them all. But...if he does survive this, and in a one-in-a-million chance comes out unscathed, I admit that I’m out of ideas.”


      “Uh, that sounds like he might actually break out of this.”


      She looked worried. Once the spells had all stopped firing in the dome, Tartarus melted into the ether and vanished. Nothing within it remained; the bedroom and much of the manor had been gouged out in a circle, indicating the harrowing attack. Red Cap was also gone.


      “You really beat him...” Lilka said, wide-eyed and astonished.


      “Is it that surprising?” Lofus asked. “Or is my victory an issue for you?”


      “Of course not.”


      She staggered to her feet and peered down through the destroyed floor. A hole led all the way down to the underground prison.


      “Amazing,” she remarked. “That spell even ate up a lot of the basement.”


      She let out a dry laugh while Lofus stared at her.


      “Now then, I’ll have you talk,” he said.


      She tilted her head to one side and smiled. “I did say that I’d tell you later, but that doesn’t mean right now.”


      “Don’t screw with me, wench.”


      As he glared at her furiously, she raised her hands in the air to surrender.


      “I’m kidding,” she said. “Don’t look at me with such a scary glare.”


      Her pale hair, illuminated by the gentle moonbeams, fluttered ever so slightly in the wind. She averted her gaze from Lofus slightly, let out a small sigh, and turned back to him.


      “You’re really nice, aren’t you?” she asked.


      “Huh? What are you on about?” Lofus asked with a frown.


      Lilka didn’t care and pointed to the hole. “For example, if the wind blew me over and dropped me into this hole, you’d come and save me, wouldn’t you?”


      “What kind of question is that? Are you using silly analogies to weasel your way out of this?”


      Just as the words left his lips, a powerful gust of wind suddenly blew through the room. Lilka’s body was pushed over the edge, just as she’d predicted. The wind came out of nowhere, making her theoretical question a reality, and they were currently on the third floor. Tartarus had swallowed up the floors below, and with nothing else to catch her fall, she would surely tumble to her death.


      “Shit,” Lofus muttered with a click of his tongue.


      He jumped down to chase after her, summoning several Dark Hands from underneath his mantle to catch the falling girl and bring her close.


      “What are you doing?!” he roared. “Do you have a death wish?!”


      “Oooh, so you did come to save me,” Lilka observed with a smile. “You really are kind at your core.”


      She drew herself close to Lofus’s body and clung onto him.


      “Do you plan on dying with me?” he asked.


      He tried to create a large Dark Hand to catch his fall, but Lilka only squeezed him tighter and smiled, stopping the boy in his tracks.


      “You don’t have to do anything,” she reassured. “We’ll be fine. Wind’s Embrace.”


      A gentle wind surrounded both Lilka and Lofus. This intermediate defensive spell, activated without a chant, protected the user from any external impact. In seconds, the two fell into the underground prison, but the wind absorbed the shock and they quietly fluttered to the ground with a scratch.


      “Told ya,” Lilka said. “We’re fine.”


      “Enough,” Lofus spat. “Get away from me. Stop clinging.”


      He glared at her with annoyance, and she gave a resigned, “All right, all right,” as she let him go.


      “That wind was no coincidence,” Lofus accused. “Why did you lure me underground? What’s your goal?”


      The timing of that gust of wind was just too perfect; Lilka must’ve brought it on herself.


      Lilka shrugged. “I don’t have some grand plan or anything like that. Apparently, Siggy and the others are on the floor below. You don’t want anyone interrupting our conversation, do you?”


      Lofus narrowed his eyes. This was the first he’d heard that Sigil had been rescued, and Lilka, who’d used her own stealth spells to chase after him, had no way of knowing this either. There was a chance she’d seen Sigil and the others running when she peered down the hole earlier, but the way she was talking made it sound like she hadn’t gathered this information firsthand. Had someone told her? Lofus’s suspicions and questions only grew, but Lilka didn’t seem to mind as she sat on the edge of the debris and patted the ground next to her, encouraging Lofus to take his seat.


      “Come on, Mr. Lofus. Sit,” she said. “This’ll be long. And you do want to hear it, don’t you?”


      “I don’t see a reason to sit,” Lofus replied. “I’ll just stand here and listen.”


      “Aw, man... But I want someone to lean on. Oh, is there no noble person who will lend me his shoulder? Oh, woe is me!”


      Lofus didn’t move where he stood and simply shot her a steely glare. The two locked eyes for a while, when suddenly, Lilka groaned and placed a hand on her stomach, giving an exaggerated grunt of pain.


      “Ugh...” she said pitifully. “My wound—you know, from when I saved your life—hurts real bad...”


      “You’ve got some nerve,” Lofus growled angrily. “Very well. But only until you’re done talking.”


      He proudly sat beside her, and Lilka giggled as she placed her head on his right shoulder. Silence filled the room for a few moments before she finally parted her lips.


      “Before I talk, can I ask you just one more thing?” she asked.


      “What?” Lofus asked.


      “You’re surprisingly kind, you know? You saved my life in that ruin, and despite your harsh words, you gave me the only potion you had. When I was blown away by that wind, you jumped down to save me.”


      “I thought you wanted to ask me a question.”


      He glared at her, and she locked eyes with him while flashing a smile.


      “You’re so unexpectedly kind,” she went on. “So, it begs the question: Why were you part of the Elite Four last time? Could you tell me why, Shadow Wolf Lofus?”


      Her voice lacked any inflection, and Lofus glanced at her with astonishment before casting her a stern glare.


      ✶✶✶


      Some time before Lofus and Lilka sat down to talk, five men raced through the corridor of Gillan’s manor. Hawk, Kay, and Dan met up with Warm, and Sigil had been safely rescued from his underground cell.


      Hawk, Kay, and Dan had been knocked out by Red Cap, and they were awakened by Warm, who spotted them after he defeated Sacred Sword Eric. The four, cautious of Red Cap, made their way through the rest of the manor until they found Sigil’s cell.


      Hawk managed to pick the lock to unlock the iron grate and chains that were protected by magic. He used all the items he had at his disposal to free his leader. The Scarlet Wind had plenty of experience with locks both magical and mundane in the places they explored, so this sort of lock picking was nothing special.


      Hawk was generally in charge of stuff like this, however. Elma and Lilka could pick locks as well, but the men of the Scarlet Wind were more brawn than brains; only Hawk was intelligent enough to use his head and do detailed work. He quickly and skillfully unlocked the restraints.


      Once the Scarlet Wind freed their leader and exchanged a few words of relief and gratitude, they rushed out to escape from the manor. But as they raced through the corridor, something unusual happened. Warm was the first to notice it. He grabbed Kay, who ran in front, by the scruff of his neck and swiftly dragged him back.


      “Gwah?!” Kay cried as he rolled on the ground.


      The other three men were surprised by this sudden outburst and stopped.


      “Jump back! Hurry!” Warm bellowed as he ran backward as fast as he could.


      The three men immediately followed suit, and none too soon; the area that they had been mere moments ago was now swallowed up by a dark wall that appeared out of nowhere. This wall that devoured nearly half the manor was none other than Lofus’s Tartarus. Warm narrowed his eyes cautiously, and the other four men turned pale.


      “Sorry about that,” Warm said, turning to Kay. “You okay?”


      “Don’t apologize, dude,” Kay replied, standing up to pat Warm’s shoulder. “You saved my life.”


      “Warm, was it?” Sigil asked, his face strained and tense as his eyes were glued on this wave of darkness. “I’m surprised you noticed that coming.”


      “Yeah, I sensed it,” Warm replied, narrowing his eyes at the darkness. “This mana...must belong to Lofus. Good grief, we were so close to dying...”


      He decided to give the boy a few choice words when they next met.


      Before long, the black wall melted away and vanished, leaving only a large, gaping hole through the manor in its wake.


      “Cripes... If we didn’t dodge that, we would’ve been dead,” Hawk murmured, the blood draining from his face.


      “That was too close...” Dan agreed, equally terrified.


      Just then, Warm felt a breeze behind him. He whirled around, but no one was there. The boy narrowed his eyes and inspected the area closely, before he noticed a drop of blood on the floor—a bloodstain that wasn’t there before. With a scowl, he gripped his spear tightly and was on high alert.


      “Sorry, guys,” he said. “I’ve got something else to take care of. You four go on ahead and escape.”


      He didn’t even wait for a response as he rushed ahead.


      “Huh?! Hey!” Sigil cried.


      The four men turned around to face the boy, but he was already gone. The Scarlet Wind, left behind in the corridor, exchanged a look, and they all agreed to first leave the manor while they could. Hawk stared at the space where the dark wall once stood, then his eyes traveled over to the droplet of blood that Warm had seen earlier.


      “Jeez... First, Sir Lofus, and now Warm,” he muttered. “And Lilka’s gone too. Why are kids these days prone to acting by themselves? Are we that unreliable or something?”


      His voice was so faint that no one else could hear him, and he ruminated over his words for a few moments before giving a self-deprecating smile.


      “You know what? Yeah. We are unreliable,” he whispered. “I mean, look at us...”


      He gripped his sorcery gun tightly.


      “What’s wrong, Hawk? Let’s go,” Sigil called.


      “Oh, my bad,” Hawk said as he adjusted his round sunglasses and chased after his three comrades.


      He knew deep down that things couldn’t remain this way. He and the rest of the Scarlet Wind had to change.


      ✶✶✶


      “I knew it. You’re...” Lofus trailed off, his eyes filled with murderous rage as he tried to create a Dark Ball in his hand.


      But Lilka was completely undaunted. She reached out and gripped Lofus’s hand, stopping him from casting the spell.


      “Please don’t look at me with such a scary face,” she said. “I won’t attack you, honest. And I thought you wanted to hear me out.”


      She spoke as calmly as she could, her head still resting on his shoulder, and Lofus felt himself relax as he let out a small sigh.


      “When? Since when have you known?” he asked quietly.


      He wished to know when Lilka learned about that tale, about the future of this timeline. If she knew that he was Shadow Wolf Lofus of the Elite Four, it was clear that she had dreamed of the same tale that he had.


      “Uh, like three months ago,” Lilka replied honestly.


      “Three months ago?” Lofus asked. It had been about that long since he’d had that dream. “Which means you were feigning ignorance when I questioned you before. I must say, you’re quite the actress.”


      He let out a deep sigh. On that fateful day, he’d cornered Lilka and asked her if she knew of the future, trying to confirm his own suspicions. Despite his harsh interrogation, Lilka had acted oblivious and fooled him completely.


      “Ah ha ha,” Lilka laughed. “I was secretly panicking back then, actually. I mean, I didn’t know that you knew the future too, but I had my suspicions. When you interrogated me, you spilled the beans on yourself.”


      She chuckled. Back then, Lofus had told bits and pieces of the future to gauge Lilka’s reaction, but since she’d been pretending not to understand from the start, he’d really only been feeding her useful information.


      “I suppose I was dancing in the palm of your hand,” Lofus grumbled. “How infuriating.”


      Lilka laughed and drew closer to him. “Nah, I was pretty desperate too. And so, to put an end to your interrogation, I had to act like a crazy girl who wrongly assumed that you were trying to woo me. It was troublesome, you know.”


      “I...cannot deny that.”


      He looked exhausted by merely recalling that incident, and Lilka laughed again.


      “But I don’t understand,” Lofus said. “If you knew about the future, why did you approach me?”


      The two might have bumped into each other by coincidence at the founder’s tumulus, but she looked so attached to him and refused to leave his side. Lofus had only assumed that she was so clingy because he saved her life and she felt indebted to him. But if she knew of the future... In the tale, he had served as a member of the Elite Four under the second Demon Lord, and bared his fangs against humanity. It was absurd that she would wish to be close with such an enemy.


      Lilka quietly turned her gaze to the ground. “It’s because I need you for my wish.”


      “Your wish?” Lofus asked.


      “You know it already. I’ve said it many times before, but I want to save Izzy from her sickness. And you’re the only one who can treat her.”


      Her indifferent tone earned another scowl from Lofus.


      “That still doesn’t make sense,” he replied. “I don’t really understand your wish, and I have no idea where you got the idea that I can heal her.”


      “I got it from the God of Wind, of course.”


      “From who?”


      Lofus couldn’t help but raise his voice with astonishment. He couldn’t even understand what she’d just said. The kingdom believed in six gods—six pillars that supported humanity. Each deity had its own element: light, darkness, fire, water, wind, and earth.


      The God of Wind, the divine power of the breeze, was one of the six. Had it descended upon Lilka for some inexplicable reason to tell her of the future? That seemed beyond absurd. But Lilka looked entirely serious, and Lofus tried his best to wrap his mind around it. She, in turn, looked a bit confused by his bewildered reaction.


      “You know, the God of Wind? One of the six gods?” she asked. “You met a deity too when you died, didn’t you? I bet you met the God of Darkness or something. I don’t know.”


      “Wait, after your death?” Lofus asked. “You mean what happened afterward in your dream?”


      “Huh? No, I’m talking about the previous timeline. After you were defeated by us, you met a deity before time rewinded, didn’t you?”


      “‘Previous’? ‘Rewind’?”


      It became apparent that the two were not on the same page. Lilka stared quizzically at Lofus.


      “You don’t remember anything about your previous life?” she asked.


      Lofus narrowed his eyes. “Though we both know of the future, it seems our processes differ greatly.”


      “Apparently so... Want me to start from the top?” Lilka let out a deep breath before she decided to tell her side of the story. “This is gonna get long, so settle in.”


      ✶✶✶


      Lilka Skyfield had learned of her future, but it differed greatly from the dream that Lofus had seen. The noble, who had lived the tale from main character Abel’s point of view, saw this dream as a story.


      Lilka, on the other hand, had lived through it from her own lens. She knew her life and what she’d gone through; in other words, this was her second shot at life. During her first round, she was a sky pirate and one of the heroines who traveled alongside Abel. She lived through her story as fate had decided.


      Lilka’s first life would come to an abrupt end a few years after the fifth arc of the story. She was in her mid-twenties then, and it was the end of the world. From Lofus’s point of view, his final arc was when the Evil God was resurrected. This battle was the culmination of everything that had come before in the tale, as the main character and his forces took the helm with the support of other nations to defeat the greatest threat to humanity. Many sacrifices were made in the process, but the main character and the heroines ultimately triumphed over the deity and ensured humanity’s survival. That was the end of the story.


      Lilka, however, had experienced life after that. Though humanity had emerged the victor, the world ultimately came to an end. After her death, she met with an entity named the God of Wind, who took the form of a nonhuman species called an elf, a creature that was only heard of in fairy tales. The God of Wind claimed that the world would be created anew, and asked Lilka to serve as the god’s apostle and find a way to prevent the end of the world. In exchange, the deity promised to help grant one of her wishes.


      The God of Wind proceeded to explain that there were five other apostles selected by the other gods, making six in total. Each of these chosen humans would be essential to defeating the Evil God and averting the repeated destruction of this re-created world.


      Once the God of Wind explained it all to Lilka, she was then asked if she had any wish.


      “I want to save Izzy,” Lilka had replied.


      She was born and raised in the air ship, and loved and admired Iz like a sister. But the subleader fell ill, and unable to find a cure, she died in agony until her last breath. Lilka could only stand back and watch this gruesome suffering, and it pained her heart to this very day. She was gripped with regret, and she hoped more than anything to bring some sense of peace and safety to Iz.


      The God of Wind replied that it couldn’t directly heal the illness. When Lilka slumped her shoulders sadly, the deity added that it could at least guide a way. The first clue was Lofus Ray Lightless; he had the potential to cure this illness. The moment Lilka heard that name, her consciousness was cut off, and the world rewound, only for her to wake up on a certain day three months ago. This was everything that Lilka Skyfield knew and experienced.


      ✶✶✶


      “Time was turned back...and the god expressly named me...” Lofus muttered pensively.


      Her story was difficult to believe, but Lofus had seen the future through a dream and was killed countless times—an experience that he would never forget. Hence, he couldn’t just brush her off. And this only made her seemingly bizarre actions make sense.


      “Oh yeah,” Lilka said, as though she remembered another tidbit. “I met the God of Darkness too.”


      “What?” Lofus asked, furrowing his brow at this reveal.


      “Yeah. Remember when I kinda passed out on the deck of the ship earlier?”


      “You mentioned that you dozed off or something, didn’t you? I did sense that you weren’t all there, but I didn’t think that you were unconscious...”


      “My surroundings suddenly went black, and when I came to, a person shrouded in black from head to toe was in front of me.”


      “And you’re saying that’s the God of Darkness?”


      Lilka nodded. “Unlike the God of Wind, this deity didn’t name themselves, but I could just tell. They were definitely a god, but they looked really scary and so different from the God of Wind. And that deity sort of reminded me of you, when you were part of the Elite Four.”


      “So, you met two deities... What did the God of Darkness want from you?”


      “The God of Darkness turned to me and said... ‘Stroa Endwalker is here. The current Lofus will be killed without even laying a scratch on him.’ That’s gotta be a divine revelation, right?”


      Lofus felt the blood rush to his head. “Ah... They thought I couldn’t lay a scratch on that man, did they?”


      “Okay, to be fair, you would’ve died if I didn’t rush in.”


      She gave him an unamused look, and Lofus proudly huffed through his nose.


      “I see,” he muttered. “No wonder you acted odd on the deck back there.”


      Lilka had desperately tried to stop Lofus from descending upon Gillan’s manor. Ultimately, he had grown suspicious of her odd behavior, and he shook her free, but even when he recalled the events on the deck, he found her actions illogical.


      “So, you asked me to stay behind and treat Iz out of the blue?” he asked with a chuckle. “Even you should be able to tell how absurd that request sounded.”


      “I-I had no other choice!” Lilka insisted. “It was so sudden! If I’d said I received a message from a god, would you have believed me?”


      “Of course not. I would’ve scoffed and left.”


      “See?!”


      She puffed out her cheeks angrily as Lofus turned to her quizzically.


      “So that odd gust of wind that occasionally blows through...” he murmured. “Is that...”


      “Yup. Guidance from the God of Wind,” Lilka replied. “Whenever I’m in trouble, that wind provides me with hints. That’s how I learned that Siggy and the others were nearby earlier.”


      “And it also conveniently pushed you over the edge?”


      “Bingo.”


      She grinned. Lofus suspected that the powerful gust of wind he felt on the deck earlier was the God of Wind stopping him from interrupting Lilka’s conversation with the God of Darkness.


      Lilka suddenly stood up, and crouched in front of Lofus, peering into his face.


      “That’s my story,” she said. “As you can see, I don’t think of you as an enemy. In fact, I want you to save me. So, I’m begging you.” She grabbed his hand and went down on one knee. “Could you please help me cure Izzy?”


      “How can I?” Lofus asked. “I don’t even know how to treat the illness.”


      “I’ll search for a way, of course. I definitely will. And when I need you, I want you to help me.”


      “Is there a chance that the God of Wind is just feeding you lies?”


      “I can’t say for sure. But...I was powerless last time. This is the only option I’ve got left.”


      Her smile was filled with melancholy. Lofus fell silent for a few moments, pondering over this proposition, before he let out a sigh.


      “Fine,” he relented. “I will help where I can. So long as you don’t make me your enemy.”


      “Really?!” Lilka cried. “Thank you!”


      Elated, she jumped forward and tried to hug him, but he reached out and pushed her away, preventing her from getting close.


      “Don’t cling onto me,” he snapped.


      “Aw, come on...” Lilka whined. “You let me cling onto you before!”


      “I only agreed until your story was over.”


      “Aw, man...”


      Lilka obediently stepped away, when a voice echoed in the distance.


      “Lilka?! Hey! Lilka!” Sigil called. “Where are you?!”


      “Looks like our time’s up,” Lilka said, turning above, toward the voice. She yelled at the top of her lungs. “I’m right here! Siggy, are you safe? I’ll head on up, so just wait a sec!”


      Lofus scoffed at the girl’s feigned innocence. A sliver of light shone from above. Dawn was about to break.


      “Already?!” Lilka yelped. “Let’s get outta here, Mr. Lofus! We don’t want the guards after us!”


      She climbed atop the debris and waved down at Lofus. Her light-brown hair took on a yellow hue in the morning sun. Lofus gazed up at her as a certain flower came to mind.


      “A yellow lily...” he murmured. “Cheerfulness...and lies.”


      The yellow lily symbolized both of these, and Lofus had to smile at how fitting it was for Lilka Skyfield.


      Lilka, who heard the noble’s mutterings, felt her cheeks grow warm.


      “D-Did you just call me Lily?” she asked. “Wh-Why are you giving me a nickname all of a sudden?”


      “Who knows,” Lofus replied vaguely.


      “Hey! You’re making me curious! Why’d you just say that?! You’re not the type to give nicknames and stuff!”


      She jumped from the rubble and tried to corner Lofus, but the undaunted noble ignored her and stood up. Only moments later did he fall to his knees.


      “Huh?! Mr. Lofus?!” Lilka cried.


      She rushed to his side and drew him close; when she touched him, she noticed that her hand was smeared with blood. Lilka gasped and turned back to her friend; a pool of blood had formed where Lofus had been sitting. The bit of potion he drank allowed him to heal the wound on his neck, but not completely; the gash was still wide open, and his dark magic stopped much of the blood. Even so, some droplets seeped out and trickled onto the ground. Lofus had lost too much blood. No longer could he put strength into his body to support himself, but he hadn’t lost his sharp tongue.


      “It’s because...you kept prattling on...” he croaked snarkily.


      “S-Sorry!” Lilka cried. “It’s all my fault! So please, don’t talk! I can’t let you die before you save Izzy!”


      “Lilka! The guards are coming! Hurry!” Sigil urged from above.


      “Siggy, come down here! Mr. Lofus isn’t looking good!”


      As she lost her composure and began to cry out, Lofus heard her shrill voice call out his name multiple times. He scowled, her voice grating to his ears.


      ✶✶✶


      On the edge of the city, away from Gillan’s residence, was an abandoned church. The deserted chapel was devoid of people, and a certain boy with curly, blond hair sat upon an old chair. Warm shot a look of exasperation.


      “I didn’t think I’d chase you all the way here,” he said with a haggard frown. “You’re quick to flee, I’ll give you that.”


      He glared at the altar in front of him. It was decorated with six cylinders, symbolizing the six gods of the world, and a large, wooden cross that signified the glorious light of the kingdom. In the center of this cross, one had to gaze up and see a man in an old, red coat pinned against the wooden structure—like a crucifixion, a spear pierced through his shoulder. The spear crackled and was enveloped with lightning, paralyzing the man and rendering him immobile. This man had no left arm, and his pale skin was dyed with his own blood. No longer did he have his hat, the source of his nickname, and Red Cap smiled as blood dripped from his mouth.


      “Can’t you give me a break here?” he asked. “I was just hired by Gillan. You can throw me a bone and let me run, can’t you?”


      “You fled from Lofus’s spell, didn’t you?” Warm asked.


      Red Cap didn’t respond.


      “Then it’s up to Lofus to decide what to do with you,” Warm continued. “He’s the one you should be begging for your life.”


      Red Cap sighed. “Lofus is that one-armed wizard, right? Then I’m in trouble—he doesn’t seem like the merciful type.”


      The first morning rays trickled into the old church.


      “Daybreak,” Red Cap muttered. “This was a long, long night.”


      Warm held back a yawn as he gazed at the rising sun. He let out a sigh, knowing that tonight’s actions made him a wanted man as well.


      ✶✶✶


      Gillan’s manor was not only half destroyed, but half gone as well from Lofus’s earlier spell. Sigil, Hawk, Lilka, and Lofus were now surrounded by a host of knights. The knights’ armor was decorated with a griffin that outstretched its wings atop a mountain—the family crest of House Stelia. Lofus, who had been rendered immobile underground, was brought to the surface thanks to Sigil and Hawk. The two men were called in by Lilka.


      Lofus had lost a lot of blood, and he was on Sigil’s back while Hawk and Lilka supported him as they left the manor. But they were too late. The knights had noticed the chaos at Gillan’s residence and rushed to his aid, and the group was now completely surrounded. Dan had already returned to the Ifrit to treat his wounds, with Kay in tow. No one else was around to help the Scarlet Wind and the heir of House Lightless.


      “What do we do now?” Sigil muttered with a stern frown as he placed a hand on his blade. “Bust our way through?”


      “Sigil, can’t you think of any plan that employs a bit more strategy?” Hawk asked wearily.


      “Yeah? Then what’s your genius plan? With all these knights around, we can’t use transfer here.”


      Transfer was one of the Ifrit’s functions, immediately teleporting members of its crew from the ground to a designated room within the ship. Though convenient, it also had its fair share of restrictions; for example, one couldn’t even select who to transfer first. Everyone in the vicinity would be taken at once, so there was a risk of bringing enemies onto the ship. Using transfer here would be a gamble.


      Hawk placed a hand in his pocket and gripped a flash crystal.


      “Listen up,” he whispered. “I’ll blind our enemies, and while they’re faltering, Lilka and I’ll carve a path forward. You with me, Lilka?”


      “Of course!” Lilka replied with a thumbs-up. “I’ll bust out all of my spells!”


      “Sigil, don’t let go of Sir Lofus. He saved our lives, you know.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Sigil replied.


      Hawk prepared to throw his flash crystal, when suddenly the knights backed away and made a path.


      “Huh?” Hawk asked, his crystal in hand.


      A man was walking toward them. Hawk felt his face twitch. This man was awfully familiar, with his long, flaming hair and a crimson coat that matched his locks. Sacred Sword Eric stood before them, the very man who single-handedly took care of three members of the Scarlet Wind without batting an eye.


      “Shit... This is the last guy I wanted to meet...” Hawk muttered. Out of everyone here, he knew the most just how dangerous this man was.


      Neither Sigil nor Lilka had faced Eric before, and the two frowned, but Hawk quickly reached for his sorcery gun and pointed the barrel at the Sacred Sword. Eric, in response, slumped his shoulders and raised his hands in the air.


      “Could you put that away, please?” he requested. “I’m not here to fight.”


      “What?” Hawk asked. “What’s your deal?”


      Eric took out a potion from his pocket and tossed it to Lilka. She gasped and panicked, but managed to catch it.


      “Call it childish, but I just can’t take charity from my subordinate,” Eric said. “To think it’d come in handy here...” He pointed his gaze at a pale Lofus. “Use it on him—on Lofus Ray Lightless. It’d be great if you took this offer.”


      Lilka nodded and brought the bottle to Lofus’s lips. Meanwhile, Hawk still had his gun pointed at Eric, suspicion clear in his eyes.


      “What are you planning?” Hawk asked.


      “Nothing. No ulterior motives,” Eric replied. “This is just a political move.”


      “So, nothing but ulterior motives.”


      “Hey, that’s politics. I don’t like it, so I chose the way of the sword, but...”


      He shrugged as the knights made way again, this time for a group of cavalry in white armor who raised a flag bearing House Stelia’s griffin crest. These knights, in their argent vestiary that set them apart from the rank and file, called themselves the White Phoenix Knights, the strongest group that House Stelia controlled. The head of these knights was a tall man with platinum blond hair gelled back—he was none other than Margrave Stelia, the current head of House Stelia who was assigned the lord of the northern borders by the royal family, Adler Idia Stelia. He was also Eric’s father.


      Adler remained atop his steed and glanced at the half-broken house, then at Lofus and the other four members of the Scarlet Wind, before he glared at Eric.


      “What is the meaning of this?!” Adler asked angrily. “For what purpose have I sent you here, Eric?”


      Eric shrugged. “Apologies. I wasn’t strong enough.”


      “Gillan better be safe.”


      “He’s missing. We’re searching for him, but with the manor in this sorry state, he might be...”


      Eric trailed off, hinting that the merchant could very well be dead. Adler deepened the wrinkles on his face as his face turned a dark scarlet.


      “Don’t screw with me!” he bellowed. “Without him, how will the Stelia fief function?!”


      His furious roar echoed throughout the area before he pointed his irate gaze at Lofus, who was still on Sigil’s back.


      “That black hair, reminiscent of the darkness...” Adler muttered. “He must be the brat from Lightless. How dare he. He stomps into our fief and just does as he pleases, making a mess!”


      When Lofus heard those words, he made his anger visible as well. He still had lost a ton of blood, but thanks to the potion from Eric, the boy had healed enough to move on his own.


      “Release me,” Lofus spat.


      He kicked Sigil’s back and jumped onto the ground. The Scarlet Wind leader let out a “whoa” and almost stumbled, but was quickly supported by Hawk. The noble ignored the accusatory glares from Sigil and Hawk as he shot a glare at Adler, who was still on his steed.


      Adler narrowed his eyes. “That insolent look in your eyes... It reminds me of your father, when he was young. Do you understand what you’ve done here, brat? You’ve not only destroyed our prison, but you attacked a very important figure of our land. The damage you’ve caused is immeasurable. How do you plan on repaying this debt?”


      Lofus flashed a fearless smile. “Stelia, it is you who made a mockery of the Lightless name. I demand you lower your head and apologize first. I shall only be open to discussions after that.”


      “I’ve heard that you were quite skilled with magic, but it seems your father has failed to teach you manners.”


      “You were the one who breached etiquette first.”


      “What did you say?!”


      The tension in the air was palpable; the two sides seemed ready to spill blood at a moment’s notice. Eric placed a hand over his face, unable to watch the scene, as he was reluctant to actually square off against House Lightless.


      In the midst of this volatile situation, a small, black bird emerged from the shadow by Lofus’s feet and flew into the air. The bird, armed with numerous eyes on its body, was the unmistakable familiar of Lofus’s father.


      The boy’s eyes went wide with surprise. The black bird let out a shrill cry and took to the skies before it landed on the roof of Gillan’s half-destroyed manor. A magic circle emerged and emitted a dark aura as three figures appeared. First was a man with black hair and a dark coat, his black, sharp eyes piercing through anyone in his vicinity. He was none other than Ludens Ray Lightless, Lofus’s father and the current head of the house. Alba, the captain of the Dark Knights, and Yusurika emerged behind him.


      “Father?!” Lofus gasped. “Why...”


      Ludens ignored his son’s cries and quietly but coldly pointed his eyes at Adler.


      “Long time no see, Adler,” he said. “It seems my son has been in your care.”


      Though his words were amicable, his tone was not. Adler’s face twitched with fear.


      “L-Ludens...” Adler murmured. “Why? How are you—”


      “I used teleportation magic,” Ludens replied. “Surely that’s plain to see.”
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      Ludens had utilized a ranged teleportation spell that allowed him to traverse between lands with ease. Generally, teleportation was done over a short distance, but this one was special; the incantation itself was kept highly confidential, and its usage was banned in the kingdom among the common folk. Only those with high ranks—counts and above—and the head of that household were permitted to use this spell, and only during emergencies. Breaking this law would be met with severe punishment at the hands of the royal family, regardless of one’s station.


      “You dare break the kingdom’s laws?!” Adler spluttered sternly.


      Ludens shrugged. “What a strange thing to assert. My son was about to cause trouble in your land. Surely, this is cause for emergency.”


      “That’s just sophistry! And he’s already caused plenty of trouble! Do you know how much damage that brat of yours has done?!”


      Ludens tilted his head to one side. “Curious. I was under the impression that my son was about to be discourteous to you. As his father, I thought that I should stop him before that. What damages do you speak of?”


      Ludens feigned ignorance as he stood atop a half-destroyed building.


      “Don’t play dumb!” Adler bellowed, letting his anger take over. “Take a look around you! This building is destroyed! Because of your son! And he even broke our prison, where we keep our criminals! Your brat did that! You must know it!”


      “So he says, Lofus,” Ludens said, turning to his son. “Do you have anything to say for yourself about destroying this prison?”


      Lofus knitted his brow, understanding that he was being asked to make an excuse to justify his actions. Annoyed that he was able to intuit his father’s intentions without ever exchanging words, the boy opened his mouth.


      “My acquaintance was thrown into prison under unlawful means,” Lofus said. “I went to rescue him.”


      Eric thought back to that scene. He had seen Lofus practically beat up an already battered Warm.


      “‘Rescue’?” Eric muttered quietly to himself.


      “U-Unlawful?!” Adler cried. “Are you referring to that knight apprentice who ran wild in our manor?! How in the world was his arrest unlawful?!”


      Ludens quietly placed an index finger over his lips to shush the man. “Shhh. Now, Adler. An adult mustn’t raise your voice at a child. That’s rather gauche, don’t you agree?”


      “What...” Adler started, his body trembling as his face was red.


      “And I’ve also had a familiar follow Lofus around. I’ve gathered all that’s happened, roughly.”


      “What?!” Lofus asked, now his turn to act shocked.


      Had he been followed this entire time? Since when? Cold sweat began to pour down his face; he’d admittedly pushed his limits quite a bit in the Stelia fief, betting on the fact that his father wasn’t around to watch him. The boy was confident that his magic could take care of any issues, allowing him to make sloppy and childish calculations. Things would have been entirely different if he’d known that his father was observing it all.


      Lofus was out of excuses. However, his father didn’t berate him.


      “I do believe that my Lofus here was rather justified in destroying that tower,” Ludens said calmly.


      “What nonsense are you saying?” Adler muttered.


      “Lofus had to save an acquaintance who was unlawfully kept prisoner. Is it not his duty as a noble—and as a man—to set this right?”


      “But the law—”


      “You have a merchant engaged in the slave trade.”


      Ludens’s accusation silenced the margrave almost immediately.


      “Did you think I didn’t know about this, Adler?” Ludens asked.


      “S-Slaves?” Adler stammered. “I haven’t the faintest clue what you’re on about...”


      The margrave averted his gaze, his guilt riddled all over his face. Ludens’s eyes turned stern.


      “Three months ago, Lofus revealed that a merchant of Stelia was engaged in the slave trade,” the marquess explained. “And yet, you not only ignored the evidence that my child brought to you, but you even imprisoned everyone involved in gathering proof.” He glanced at the destroyed manor. “This manor belongs to that merchant, I believe. He insolently dared to file a complaint to my house. You claim to be the victim, but I don’t agree. You have made an enemy of House Lightless. This sort of punishment should be expected.”


      Ludens pointed a murderous glare at Adler, who tried his best to come up with excuses and weasel his way out of this.


      “D-Do you have any proof?!” Adler stammered. “Even the house of a marquess has no right to make such silly accusations without evidence...”


      The margrave turned back to the marquess, but Ludens no longer stood on the roof of the manor. He now stood right next to Adler, who was still sitting on his steed. Ludens had just used Shadow Move, a teleportation spell that allowed him to instantly move over short distances without making his presence known. He drew his face close to Adler, his eyes icy.


      “You need not shout. It’s unseemly,” Ludens said. “The lord of a house must always remain composed.”


      “A-Aaahhh?!” Adler screamed.


      The margrave was shocked to see the marquess so close without warning. Adler instinctively used light magic, nonverbally casting a basic spell. Though the spell itself was weak, light was the fastest of the six elements and incredibly effective against dark magic. And, of course, Ludens only knew the dark element.


      The quickly cast light spell would leave quite the injury, though it was only a basic spell. Yet, Ludens neither ran nor dodged. Instead, he reacted by using a small bit of darkness in the palm of his hand. As the two spells clashed, the outcome was clear as day. Lofus, who was watching from a distance, thought that the light had pierced through the darkness and blew Ludens back.


      But to his surprise, the light magic was nullified. The bright light was repelled by just a bit of darkness, and the impact of the spell surprised Adler’s steed. The margrave fell from his horse and onto the ground. His horse fled, and Ludens coldly gazed down at Adler.


      “Ah, this brings back memories, doesn’t it, Adler?” Ludens asked. “Of our student years. Is this the sort of greeting that’s normal for us?”


      “N-No, I just...” Adler muttered, averting his gaze awkwardly.


      Ludens huffed. “We shall negotiate this on another day. I pray that our discussions then shall be more fruitful.”


      Ludens turned around, his coat fluttering behind him, and he glanced at Alba and Yusurika. As though that was their cue, the two Dark Knights leaped into action. Yusurika headed for Lofus, and Alba used Shadow Move to appear in front of Eric.


      “Sir Sacred Sword,” Alba muttered quietly. “I ask that you remain put.”


      “A Dark Knight? And the captain, no less,” Eric said with a shrug. “I’ve heard many rumors about you. Don’t worry, I won’t do anything. A war with House Lightless is the last thing I’d want.”


      Yurusika landed in front of Lofus and knelt.


      “Young master, it has been a while,” Yusurika said. “I shall treat your wounds immediately.”


      Ludens had come prepared with a skilled healer. Lofus gazed up at the sky with resignation, realizing that his father truly had been watching from a distance.


      “I’ve downed a potion and have healed quite a bit,” Lofus said as he gestured at Lilka. “If anyone needs treatment, it’s her.”


      Lilka looked surprised. “Uh, me? No way, you’re way more hurt than I am! You’re practically staggering!”


      “I told you that I healed considerably thanks to the potion. You were coughing up blood earlier.”


      “Yeah?! So were you!”


      As the two bickered, Yusurika healed both of them. A healing light enveloped the two, and the Dark Knight cast them a cold glare.


      “I understand,” Yusurika said frostily. “Please stay still, the both of you.”


      Neither Lofus nor Lilka could oppose this command.




      Ludens’s leadership settled this debacle temporarily; purely to maintain appearances, both House Lightless and the Scarlet Wind were treated as guests of House Stelia, and the visitors were invited to the margrave’s manor. A short while later, Warm rejoined everyone, with an almost pitifully wounded Red Cap in tow.


      Red Cap was restrained by the knights on the spot, and Warm was also allowed to enter the margrave’s manor. This came as a surprise for the boy. He was prepared to turn himself in and atone for his crimes; he certainly didn’t expect to be welcomed.


      In the end, the whereabouts of Gillan remained a mystery. The half-destroyed manor was thoroughly searched, but the merchant was nowhere to be found. As dawn broke and night drew to a close, so too did the Gillan ordeal. And on that day, Lofus vanished, all by himself.


      ✶✶✶


      The remote area of Stelia was where Norn, a girl from Roguebert, had been abducted and confined as a slave. In Gillan’s former manor, the large hall was now completely deserted and in a state of utter disarray. In the middle of this sorry state of a room, Gillan was curled up in a tight ball.


      “E-Eek!” he shrieked. “H-How did you know I was...”


      His cheeks were swollen red—a sign that he had been struck—and his face was riddled with pure terror. In front of him stood a boy donned in a black mantle: Lofus. The boy’s pair of dark and jade eyes shot daggers at the cowering merchant.


      “The answer to your question is at your feet,” the boy spat.


      A shadow swordfish splashed in the air from Gillan’s shadow, following Lofus’s command. It was a familiar that Lofus had kept lurking about, just in case, but the boy was loath to realize that this was the same tactic his father had employed. Currently, none of Ludens’s familiars lurked about in Lofus’s shadow. That sort of trick only worked once on a high-ranking wizard like Lofus; even the marquess could no longer sneak in under his son’s watchful and astute eye.


      “I didn’t think you fled all the way here,” Lofus growled. “You kept a teleporting crystal on you to escape, did you? You cunning swine.”


      The boy had used Shadow Move to reach Gillan. Lofus was admittedly a bit tired by this. Teleporting, even over short distances, required a fair bit of mana, and only someone blessed with a boundless amount of mana was capable of such a feat. But even he felt the heavy toll of this move, and he hadn’t fully recovered from his prior exhaustion and injuries. He looked pale, but punishing a defenseless Gillan was easy pickings for the heir of House Lightless.


      The merchant, for his part, rubbed his face on the floor and kowtowed.


      “I-If it’s money you need, I’ll pay!” Gillan stammered. “Please! Please, I beg you! Please let me go, Lord Lightless!”


      Lofus gazed down at Gillan like he was a piece of trash, and stepped on the merchant’s head.


      “You dare make a mockery out of me and then beg for your life?” Lofus spat. “You’re nothing more than a commoner, fattened up over years of indulgence.”


      He imbued mana into his feet and kicked the prostrating GIllan into the air.


      “Gwaaah!” Gillan cried.


      The merchant let out a shrill cry as he flew into a lavish couch and was slammed against the wall. His body was covered with blood and bruises as he slid to the ground. Lofus slowly approached him.


      “Down already? I’ve done nothing at all,” the boy rumbled. “You did all this and more to the slaves, did you not?”


      He pointed an icy gaze while Gillan kept mumbling for his life to be spared, begging for any shred of benevolence.


      “You still throw a tantrum, do you?” Lofus asked. “I can hardly believe that you still have the audacity to beg for your life. But I am no demon. All living creatures have but one life, and all life is precious and fleeting. It is worthy of respect.”


      He curled his lips upward to form a smile. Some sort of shadow creature, covered in countless pairs of eyes, slowly emerged from his shadow and approached the merchant.


      “A-Aaahhh?!” Gillan screamed with unadulterated horror. “What is that?! Stay away! Stay awaaay!”


      Lofus laughed through his nose. “Don’t worry. It doesn’t capture live prey. But, of course, that doesn’t apply to the mortally wounded.”


      The boy created a blade of darkness in his hand and made a deep gash in Gillan’s throat.


      “A-Agh...” Gillan coughed, bringing up blood.


      A bright spray of scarlet spewed from his wound, and the merchant could hardly make a sound as the shadow creature pounced on this gash. A bewildered Gillan made a bloodcurdling scream as his entire body was quickly swallowed whole by the creature...but he was still alive. The creature was pushed back by Gillan’s will and vanished, leaving behind only a blob of void that covered the wound on his neck. The effects of this move healed the wounds on his body.


      “What? Huh?” Gillan murmured, stunned that his wounds were gone. “Wh-What did you—”


      When he pointed a quizzical look at Lofus, the boy grinned and summoned a Dark Scythe, taking aim at the merchant’s abdomen. In one swift swipe, he sliced Gillan in two.


      “Gyaaah?!” Gillan screamed, as he felt the lower half of his body separate from him.


      Fresh blood coated the floor, and under normal circumstances, he would’ve been dead instantly from the sheer pain and trauma. However, the bit of void that clung to his neck refused to let this man die. At once, the monster stretched out over Gillan’s body and created a new set of legs for him, stopping the bleeding.


      “Huh?! Wh-What’s...” Gillan gasped.


      His face was twisted with unbearable pain, but he was able to cast a confused glance at his regenerated lower half, created from the void. Lofus stomped hard on the legs made of void; it wasn’t as painful as getting sliced in half, but Gillan still writhed in agony. The boy narrowed his eyes, a touch surprised that this man could still feel pain.


      “At the very least, you will never again be able to satisfy your lust,” Lofus concluded with a grin.


      He swiftly shoved the blade of his scythe into Gillan’s mouth.


      “M-Mmph?!” the merchant grunted.


      Blood trickled from his mouth as he stared wide-eyed at the boy who drew his face near.


      “Next, shall I slit your cheeks or chop off your tongue?” Lofus asked with glee. “You won’t be able to enjoy your meals then.”


      Desperation filled Gillan’s face as he desperately shook his head.


      “You’ve sustained numerous fatal wounds. You should be dead by now,” Lofus continued. “And yet, you persist thanks to my magic. If I undo my spell, the wound on your throat shall open up again, and your lower half will be gone.”


      Gillan’s eyes grew wide. Lofus pointed his dark and jade eyes at the man.


      “You’ll be reduced to a pitiful corpse in seconds,” Lofus snarled. “Do you know what this means? Whether you live or die depends solely on me, and me alone.”


      Gillan was so spooked and perturbed that he couldn’t make a sound. He simply trembled and gazed up at the noble.


      “Heed my words, Gillan,” Lofus spat. “Henceforth, you must listen to my every order. If you make a slight against me, you die. If you so much as annoy me, you die. If you wish to survive, you’d best make me happy.”


      A sinister sneer stretched across Lofus’s face, and Gillan hung his head as he crawled onto the ground.


      “Why?” Gillan murmured. “I cast everything aside and devoured everything in front of me to get here. How did this happen? Why... Where did I go wrong?”


      Lofus once again ruthlessly stomped on the merchant’s head.


      “How should I know?” the boy spat. “You, a mere commoner, didn’t know your place and dared to bare his fangs against a noble such as myself. That’s all there is to it. Know your place, swine.”


      “Th-Then I’ll lick your shoes,” Gillan stammered. “I will. Please, let me do so.”


      “Why would I want your filthy tongue to sully my shoes? How ridiculous and impudent of you. Just keep crawling on the ground like the swine that you are.”


      “Y-Yes, of course...”


      In the face of overwhelming might, what more could Gillan do but offer his absolute subservience? Yet, even his offer of his services was snapped in half by Lofus. The boy cast a mocking sneer as he trampled upon the weak, his coldhearted, merciless ways reminiscent of the Elite Four’s Shadow Wolf as he had appeared before the tale’s hero.


      Lofus Ray Lightless was by no means a person of good nature. However he might seem from different perspectives, he was still the same villain at his core. It didn’t matter how many times the world rewound; neither his experiences nor the bonds he fostered could change his true nature.


      Lofus Ray Lightless saw himself as venerable. One could search to the ends of the earth and throughout the heavens, but not a single soul was worthy of more respect than he. Indeed, in this timeline, he’d undergone different experiences and made unexpected encounters, but Lofus would always be Lofus.


      ✶✶✶


      At the margrave’s manor in the Stelia fief, a lavish, splendid room was prepared for his guests. Ludens relaxed on the sofa as he rested his face on his hand and glared at the boy in front of him—Lofus. Thanks to Ludens, the Gillan ordeal was laid to rest, and when the group was invited as a guest to the margrave’s manor, Lofus had already vanished.


      Ludens hadn’t dispatched his familiar at the time, and though Alba was wary of Lofus’s movements, if the boy brute-forced his way through short bursts of teleportation thanks to his immense mana, even the Dark Knight Captain couldn’t pursue him.


      Three hours later, Lofus returned, trying to act completely innocent, but he was swiftly summoned by Ludens.


      “It seems I need to keep you on a leash,” Ludens muttered.


      “A leash?” Lofus asked. “If you’re asking about Carlos, he took some time off a few days ago.”


      Carlos was none other than Lofus’s personal butler, and the boy’s close aide. The butler had secretly reported back to Ludens and leaked information about Lofus’s movements, clueing Ludens into the fuss in Roguebert. Carlos was the metaphorical leash meant to keep Lofus under control. The young heir had known his butler for many years and naturally wouldn’t fire Carlos over this betrayal, but the boy couldn’t just let this slide either, so he’d forced Carlos to take some time off.


      When the young noble had been chasing after Gillan, he realized that Alba was in hot pursuit, and thus quickened his pace to give the captain the slip. It was Ludens who’d personally ordered Alba to keep Lofus under close surveillance, but the boy admittedly felt suffocated and uncomfortable by this.


      “Since Carlos isn’t here, is Alba keeping watch on me instead?” Lofus asked, glaring at the captain.


      Alba visibly shrank and turned to face the ground. Meanwhile, Ludens icily stared at his son.


      “So, you can put two and two together,” Ludens said, slowly raising his voice. “How many problems must you create before you’re satisfied? Had you made one wrong move at the merchant’s manor, you would’ve been killed. Do you not understand your position as the eldest son of my household?”


      Lofus turned away. He let out a discreet sigh, exhausted by the nagging lecture that was surely soon to follow.


      “If you would like to scold me, why don’t we do so once we’re back in your land?” Lofus suggested. “You may then write and send me a strongly worded letter about your anger.”


      “Ah, how funny. Are we now playing a game where we say something stupid?” Ludens asked, clearly still irate.


      Lofus shrugged. “I’m simply saying that this sort of lecture can be done in your land, not in someone else’s. And I would like to bring something else to your attention.” The boy swiftly changed topics. “Have you gotten the chance to speak with Margrave Stelia since? It seems the two of you are old friends.”


      Ludens narrowed his eyes. “No. We shall host a meeting later. What of it?”


      “I just made Gillan my subordinate.”


      “What did you say?”


      Wide-eyed, Ludens quietly leaned forward with interest.


      “Gillan is the cornerstone of Stelia’s economy,” Lofus continued. “It’s not an understatement to say that he is the very person supporting this fief. And Margrave Stelia is more than eager to take Gillan under his wing once more.”


      “Are you telling me to use him to steer the negotiations to my advantage?” Ludens asked. “But a merchant like him is quite troublesome if left to his own devices. If you’ve caught him, then surely it’s best to get rid of him in secret.”


      The marquess coldly insinuated that Gillan be killed.


      “You don’t have to worry about that,” Lofus reassured him. “Gillan will never go against my orders. If he does, he’ll die. I cast a spell on him to seal his fate, so he shall be a puppet working for us in the Stelia fief.”


      Ludens fell silent. Lofus, on the other hand, frowned, confused as to why his father didn’t respond with any positivity. The marquess pressed against his eyes like he was enduring a headache before he turned to the captain.


      “What say you, Alba?” Ludens asked.


      “My lord, I believe that the young master, despite his young age, is very coldhearted and not afraid to employ fierce tactics,” Alba replied with a straight face. “I have no doubt that he will blossom into a lord who etches his name into the annals of the kingdom’s history.”


      “Ah, yes...” Ludens said with an exhausted sigh. “I should have expected you to say as much.”


      Confused, Lofus glared at his father.


      “What are you trying to say, if I may ask?” the boy inquired.


      “I understand the irony of my words after I suggested that the merchant be terminated, but you are still a child,” Ludens replied thoughtfully. “You should be more innocent and act your age. The sort of cunning, conniving political tactics that you use is best left to adults and the lord of the house. As is my job.”


      Lofus slumped his shoulders. “I have no time for such naivety. I don’t mean to take the path of evil or darkness; I simply weighed my options and acted in the best interests of House Lightless. As for innocence, that word can be used to describe one who is not aware of the evil or harmful consequences that their actions may bring. And in that sense, surely I can be seen as innocent. But of course, I won’t happily point to myself and call myself that...”


      Ludens glared at his son for a few moments before he turned to the ceiling with resignation.


      “Enough,” the marquess muttered. “You may leave.”


      “Thank you,” Lofus replied. “I shall do so.” Just as the boy swiftly headed out to leave, he touched the door and turned back to his father. “Please don’t let that naivety show during your negotiations with Stelia.”


      “Of course not. Who do you think you’re speaking to?”


      Ludens’s tone was low and frightfully icy.


      In response, Lofus simply huffed and left the room.


      ✶✶✶


      In the margrave’s manor, Lofus returned to the room that he was provided, and sat in his seat. Sigil was in front of him, prostrating.


      “I really owe you big time,” Sigil said. “Seriously. I was so rude to you before we parted ways, yet you still lent me your aid. I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done.”


      Lofus gave Sigil a bored glance.


      “You think I did this for you?” the boy spat. “The mere thought is sickening. Leave at once. You’re an eyesore.”


      From Lofus’s point of view, his priority had only been to destroy Gillan; Sigil was simply there along the way. Sure, the Scarlet Wind had dragged him aboard and begged him for help, and he’d ultimately went along with Hawk’s gamble, but this was all on a whim. Sigil made it sound like the boy had cooked up an elaborate plan and went all out for the sake of the rescue mission. This annoyed Lofus to no end.


      “I-I’m an eyesore?” Sigil asked, shocked and hurt by the boy’s callous words.


      Hawk interrupted the conversation. “Sir Lofus, what shall I do henceforth?”


      The man in sunglasses looked nervous, as he had begged for Sigil’s rescue in exchange for his own life. Hawk was prepared to offer the rest of his life to the noble, and he expected to quit the Scarlet Wind to become Lofus’s slave.


      “What are you on about?” Sigil asked quizzically.


      He tilted his head to one side quizzically, but no answer came. Lilka narrowed her eyes and quietly awaited Lofus’s answer. The boy, meanwhile, placed a pensive hand over his chin, recalling this agreement, and fell silent for a few moments.


      “Hmm, you know...I really don’t care,” he mused.


      “By which you mean...” Hawk asked carefully with a knit brow.


      Lofus turned to him. “I admit that you are decent for a commoner, but I really don’t want you as my subordinate. In terms of overall skill, you’re just...not that great.”


      “‘N-Not that great...’” Hawk said, his face twitching.


      “In exchange, here’s my order,” the boy went on casually. “Make the Lightless fief your base for a while.”


      “Y-You mean, we’re to stay in the Lightless fief?” Sigil asked, confused.


      Lofus shook his head. “No, you can go wherever you please. I don’t wish to restrict the Scarlet Wind. You may plunder the dungeons and ruins as you always have, and explore as you please. But after every mission, you are to return to the Lightless fief so that you can get in contact with me at a moment’s notice.”


      “B-But why?”


      Sigil no longer looked alert or worried, just plain befuddled.


      Lofus let out an exhausted sigh.


      “Lilka begged me to find a way to treat Iz’s ailment,” the noble revealed.


      “Lilka did?” Sigil asked, raising his voice.


      Hawk turned to the girl, and she let out a proud laugh as she stepped behind Lofus. Lilka placed her arms around Lofus’s neck to put him into a tight embrace, clearly trying to show off their intimate relationship. Lofus frowned with disdain.


      “We’ve been keeping quiet about this, but Mr. Lofus and I are in love!” she squealed.


      “What?!” Sigil gasped.


      “I don’t believe it...” Hawk murmured.


      The two men froze in astonishment, and Lofus glared coldly at the girl.


      “Hey,” Lofus started.


      He was, of course, upset by this bold-faced lie. It couldn’t be further from the truth.


      Lilka kept him in her tight embrace and drew her lips close to his ear.


      “Isn’t it more convenient this way?” she whispered. “It would look unnatural if you obeyed my request with no strings attached.”


      “Even so, lovers?” Lofus hissed back with narrowed eyes. “Surely, there was a better excuse.”


      “Aw, come on, what’s the harm? I actually kinda like you, you know. And you don’t particularly hate me, do you?”


      “What basis do you have...”


      The two continued to whisper to each other while Sigil and Hawk knit their brows with disbelief.


      “Hawk, are they for real?” Sigil asked.


      “Nah, I can hardly believe it,” Hawk replied.


      “But Sir Lofus isn’t rejecting her.”


      “I guess not. Which means...”


      “Seriously?! I get caught for a few days and I miss everything.”


      “They really didn’t seem all that close until now, though... But Lilka always seemed to be fond of him...”


      Lofus glared with annoyance at the two men.


      “Give it a rest,” the boy barked. “The same goes for you, Lilka. Stop clinging onto me.”


      “Aw, come on!” Lilka whined. “Why don’t you call me Lily like you did last time, Lofy?”


      “Don’t give me such a goofy name! And I won’t call you that!”


      “Say it again! Just one more time!”


      “Get away from me!”


      As Lilka clung onto the boy and Lofus bellowed at her, Sigil and Hawk watched on solemnly. The room was rather noisy for a while.


      Once the group left the manor and the Scarlet Wind prepared to head back to their airship, Lilka clung onto Lofus once more. The boy yelled angrily and tried to fight back, but she just laughed and claimed that it was natural for lovers to part ways with a hug. She buried her head in his chest before she quietly whispered to him.


      “Just hear me out. One last thing,” she muttered faintly. “I followed the God of Wind’s guidance and casually steered Siggy and the Scarlet Wind to the Lightless ruin.”


      Lofus frowned with concern and listened on.


      “But what caused us to head to you—that is, the ruins and dungeons being completely stripped of items—didn’t occur during the previous timeline,” she whispered. “In other words, there’s someone else out there with knowledge of the future, stripping the ruins and dungeons of their loot.”


      He widened his eyes.


      “I’m guessing that it’s another apostle of the six gods, aside from myself. But why they cleared out all the loot is a mystery to me too,” Lilka admitted. “I’ll look into it, but I think it’s worth keeping this in mind.”


      “Noted,” Lofus muttered.


      She quietly peeled herself away from them and headed to Sigil. She turned back and flashed a sheepish smile.


      “Lofy... Oh, I’m not used to calling you that yet, but I’ll make sure that it sounds more natural the next time we meet,” Lilka said. “And you better practice calling me Lily.”


      “I won’t!” Lofus growled.


      “See you soon.”


      With a wink, she turned back as she, Sigil, and Hawk were transferred back to the Ifrit. As Lofus let out a sigh and turned back to the manor, he noticed that Alba was standing there, masking his presence completely as he always did. The noble jolted with surprise for a moment.


      “You seem rather...close with that girl of the sky pirates,” Alba noted.


      “Your eyes are just playing tricks on you,” Lofus replied. “Don’t tell my father what you just saw. Do I make myself clear?”


      He glared at the captain, who responded with a respectful bow.


      “A secret between you and I, young master,” Alba said. “I suppose, then, I must keep a tight lip.”


      The captain was usually emotionless and expressionless, but for a brief moment, his tone rose with delight at the word “secret.”


      ✶✶✶


      House Lightless stayed at the margrave’s manor for two nights. The two houses would negotiate tomorrow. Since Ludens could use teleportation over long distances, he didn’t need to stay at the manor, but he chose to do so with good reason: this teleportation cost a good deal of mana. Someone like Lofus might have been able to use it without issue, but Ludens couldn’t use it consecutively without falling into mana exhaustion. Ludens, in stark contrast to his son, was known for having one of the smallest amounts of mana among the Lightless lords.


      Normally, a man like him wouldn’t have been able to teleport over long distances. He had prepared well in advance, used plenty of magic stones as a catalyst, and still pushed his limits to force himself here. Ultimately, he was able to interfere in the conversation with Adler, and he showed impeccable timing, but the preparations for teleportation had started when Lofus’s neck was slashed by Red Cap.


      Lofus only barely managed to eke out a win against Red Cap, but Ludens, who had seen the entire battle unfold through his familiar, was practically chattering his teeth with fear. The heir of his household might’ve been killed in battle. As night fell upon the Stelia fief and the moon cast its gentle beams amid the midnight sun, Ludens sipped his glass of wine.


      “Good grief...” he sighed. “My son’s always so reckless. He doesn’t understand the worries of a parent.”


      “The young master is still a child, after all,” Alba replied. “I’m certain that a day will come where he will understand your feelings.”


      “I wonder... Despite what I said, I know that I haven’t really acted like a parent toward him.”


      “I wouldn’t say that...”


      Ludens shook his head. “It was my blunder. I shouldn’t have moved him to another manor two years ago. Ever since, I haven’t been able to hold a proper conversation with him. We’ve drifted apart.”


      Ludens finished his glass, and Alba poured him another.


      “Who was that sky pirate girl again? Lilka, was it? She seemed awfully close to him.” He’d seen their exchange through his familiar. “I thought he was quite close to a daughter from a fishing village as well. Is he more drawn to commoners?”


      Alba’s expressionless eyes turned stern. “I believe that neither are fitting for his rank. Surely, we should find a fiancée for him posthaste.”


      Ludens slumped his shoulders. “I can’t quite agree. Lofus should choose who he wishes to spend his future with, as I did.”


      “Madam had noble blood flowing through her veins. She was by no means a mere commoner.”


      “But I did not choose her for her bloodline. Ah, yes—Faltiana. That was the name of the girl at that fishing village. I heard that she saved Lofus’s life.”


      Alba narrowed his eyes.


      “And that pirate, Lilka, also risked her life to protect him,” Ludens went on. “It seems he’s quite lucky and blessed with excellent women. I couldn’t speak with either of them directly, especially with Lofus around, but both are deserving of a reward for their deeds.”


      “That hardly seems necessary,” Alba said quietly. “One is a commoner and the other a pirate.”


      “You’ve got a sense of superiority greater than Lofus.”


      Ludens let out an exasperated sigh when he heard the somewhat icy tone of his captain. The marquess then recalled that Lofus and Lilka had fallen into a pit where his familiar couldn’t follow. At that time, he’d been unable to listen in on their conversation in the basement. However, it wasn’t that he’d lost the connection with his familiar; rather, his servant’s vision became black like it had been covered by some kind of dark sheet, and he no longer could hear Lofus’s and Lilka’s voices. Only when Lofus came back aboveground was the familiar able to see again. I wonder what that was all about... Ludens wondered.


      Never had Ludens experienced such an abrupt interference, and judging by Lofus’s surprise at the marquess’s appearance, it was unlikely that the boy had noticed his father tailing him and tried to slip away.


      Ludens fell silent for a moment and turned to Alba.


      “Is Lofus staying quiet now?” he asked.


      “Yes, my lord,” Alba replied. “There is nothing going on.”


      Dark Knight Yusurika was assigned to stay by Lofus’s side. At first, Alba was selected for the role, but the young noble harshly rejected the captain. Yusurika had reported back moments ago and claimed that everything was normal—she was committed to providing periodic updates.


      “That reminds me, Lofus claimed that he wanted to make Yusurika his personal knight,” Ludens said. “He seems rather fond of her.”


      Alba’s eyebrows twitched.


      “In contrast, he doesn’t seem to like you much,” Ludens pointed out.


      “So it seems...” the captain muttered. “I wonder why that is.”


      Alba frowned with displeasure. Lofus’s apparent disdain for him had been a source of concern for the captain. Ludens chuckled.


      “An unrequited love, dear Alba,” Ludens said. “As captain of the Dark Knights, I wouldn’t let you leave my side even if my son wished for it. If you truly would like to serve Lofus, perhaps you should raise someone to take over your duties.”


      “That’s easier said than done, my lord,” Alba replied. “There aren’t many who excel more than I do.”


      “Then you must stay by my side for a while longer. Do try to raise a successor while you’re at it.”


      As Ludens grinned, Alba quietly slumped his shoulders. Just then, Yusurika sent the captain a telepathic message. After the two quietly conversed, Alba awkwardly turned to his lord.


      “I just received a report from Yusurika,” the captain said. “It seems...the young master has vanished again.”


      “I see...” Ludens replied with an exhausted sigh.


      ✶✶✶


      As the moonlight shone next to the midnight sun, Lofus took advantage of Yusurika’s opening and used Shadow Move to leave the room. He continued to teleport in short bursts until he reached a certain area of the mountains. Lofus also felt odd for slipping out, but he felt compelled to by some inexplicable force.


      Normally, he wouldn’t choose to travel over long distances with Shadow Move, a spell that depleted quite a bit of mana. He had been confident about shaking Yurusika off, but Alba excelled at pursuit. He had no choice but to employ a method that could surely separate him from the Dark Knight captain.


      Once he reached the foot of the mountains, he laid eyes on a familiar figure in a dress who was already waiting for him.


      “Ah, it’s you,” Lofus said.


      “You came,” Yunaile replied with a quiet smile, her white hair swishing about.


      Lofus glared at her. “What do you want? I thought I’d never meet you in that form again.”


      “So, you’ve figured it out.”


      “I don’t know the principles behind it, admittedly. I’ve heard that high-ranking dragons can use humanization—but surely this isn’t that.”


      As the name suggested, some dragons had the ability to take human form. It morphed their physical body into a human’s, but in Yunaile’s case, both she and the wyvern, Flugel, existed simultaneously, implying that she used a different method entirely. It was as though she had managed to materialize her spirit and have it act separate from her physical body. Lofus couldn’t understand the mechanics behind this.


      Yunaile’s mana made her seem closer to a spirit, but that really was all he could sense from her. Her lack of presence made her resemble a ghost, but a few similarities could hardly define her enigmatic existence.


      Yunaile extended an arm toward Lofus as though she wanted a handshake.


      “What are you doing?” Lofus asked.


      “Thanking you,” Yunaile replied. “You saved us. But you can’t bully Warm anymore.”


      “You’re thanking me with a handshake?”


      “No. Just hold my hand.”


      The noble did so, and in a flash, the scenery around them changed. Instead of a vast snowy region, what Lofus now saw was a quite familiar view.


      “This...is the airship,” Lofus murmured.


      He realized that he was in one of the Ifrit’s rooms. Iz was fast asleep in bed, her face pale as she groaned in her sleep.


      “Did you teleport me?” Lofus asked. “Why are we here?”


      Yunaile quietly observed Iz. “You want to save her, don’t you?”


      “How do you— Wait, do you know how to save her?”


      “I think so.”


      Yunaile quietly nodded before she placed a hand over Iz. Her small, white hand let out the frosty air of death. Lofus felt like the point of an icicle was grazing his back, and as a shiver ran down his spine, he turned back to Iz. A pattern like a leopard’s prints appeared on the surface of her body, proof that the manatoms were still inside her. The pattern then slightly faded away as part of it vanished. At once, Iz’s groans died down, and she looked a lot better.


      Lofus went wide-eyed. “You’re...using mana drain.”


      “Yeah,” Yunaile replied casually.


      As the name suggested, this ability allowed one to sap mana from another. Only certain monsters had this unique ability. As manatoms and mana were practically the same thing aside from their density, absorbing it via mana drain to relieve Iz theoretically made perfect sense.


      “But why can you use that ability?” Lofus asked. “You’re like—”


      But before he could finish his sentence, a strong gust of wind blew through the room, and a moment later, the door opened with a loud bang. Lilka burst into the room, worry evident in her eyes. She must’ve been sleeping until moments ago; her light-brown hair was down, and her thin outfit was slightly messy. She looked stunned when she saw Lofus standing there.


      “Huh? Mr. Lofus?” she asked. “Why? How?”


      The Ifrit had already taken to the skies, high above the Stelia fief and within the clouds. She certainly hadn’t expected to bump into Lofus.


      When she turned to Iz, she noticed that the curious pattern had faded slightly.


      “I... I can’t believe it,” Lilka murmured as she placed a hand over her mouth. “Is she cured?”


      “No,” Yunaile said. “This is the best I can do.”


      Lilka didn’t acknowledge Yunaile at all, as though the girl simply didn’t exist there. The white-haired girl wasn’t offended, though; in fact, she seemed to know that only Lofus could hear her, and her words had been meant for him.


      “Can’t you see her?” Lofus asked.


      “Huh? See who?” Lilka replied. The pirate looked around, but she could only see Lofus and Iz.


      Suddenly, Yunaile’s body grew faint and translucent.


      “I used too much power,” she muttered. “We have to go back, Lofus.”


      “Wait,” Lofus said.


      “Is someone else here?” Lilka asked with narrowed eyes.


      The noble clicked his tongue and turned to the pirate. “Listen well. Iz isn’t cured yet. Come to the Lightless fief in the near future. I’ll give you details then.”


      “Huh? W-Wait! Mr. Lofus!”


      Lilka looked concerned. She could sense that Lofus was short on time for some reason. A moment later, he grabbed Yunaile’s hand and the two vanished. Only Lilka remained in the room, her eyes staring at the spot where the young noble once stood.


      “What’s going on?” she wondered.


      No one was around to answer her question, only a mysterious gust of wind that gently stroked her hair.


      After Lofus teleported back, he found himself in front of the margrave’s manor. Yunaile’s body grew fainter still, like it’d vanish at any moment.


      “Seems like you pushed yourself,” Lofus remarked with narrowed eyes.


      “Just a bit,” Yunaile replied. “But this is all I can do.”


      “To thank me for saving Warm, I see. But where did you learn about that woman’s problem? I don’t think I spoke about it to you.”


      “I was listening the entire time. I’m always with you or Warm.”


      “Are you actually...”


      Little by little, the noble was starting to sense her identity—or more specifically, her condition. She appeared and vanished as she pleased until now, which was curious enough, but her usage of mana drain served as concrete evidence. This was an ability that only certain monsters could use: ghosts, the souls of the dead, and those turned into monsters.


      “I became this way because of you, I’ll have you know,” Yunaile said with a smile, her body growing fainter by the second. “I was practically dead until you cast that weird spell on me...”


      Lofus had tried to use Shadow Eater on a dying Flugel. This spell, a specialty of House Lightless, allowed her to persist.


      “And now, I don’t quite know if I’m alive or dead,” she said. “I’m in this weird limbo.”


      Though she sounded gentle and calm, it also sounded like she was blaming him for this situation.


      “If you have any complaints, take them to Warm,” Lofus muttered, turning away. “He’s the one who begged me not to undo that spell.”


      “You’re right,” Yunaile agreed. “I’m sorry that you had to go along with his selfish request.”


      Her frail, white hand, so close to fading into the ether, gripped Lofus’s tightly.


      “But I want you to end it,” she said.


      “If I undo my spell, you’ll die,” Lofus said.
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      “And that’s just fine.”


      “Don’t you have...any regrets?”


      Yunaile narrowed her eyes as she looked up at the bright, night sky.


      “I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t,” she admitted. “I want to soar the skies with Warm more...” She trailed off and turned back to Lofus. “But it’s okay. I died protecting him. That alone is satisfactory for me.”


      “I see...” Lofus muttered with a deep sigh. “But I can’t let you go just yet.”


      “Lofus...”


      Yunaile frowned as she tightened her grip. Lofus felt his mana being sapped away by her, and he quickly shook himself free.


      “Don’t drain my mana!” the noble snapped.


      “Oh, whoops. I’m sorry,” Yunaile replied.


      “You can’t just go, ‘whoops’ and drain my mana, you fool.”


      “But—”


      “No buts. If I were to undo my spell here, Warm would direct all his anger at me.”


      Warm was the strongest man he knew. The young noble wasn’t so keen to earn the ire of that warrior.


      “I never said that I wouldn’t undo the spell,” Lofus said. “But this matter should be discussed with him first.”


      Yunaile quietly closed her eyes at his words and vanished without making a sound. The young noble turned back toward the manor as he wondered how to bring this topic up to Warm, and let out a sigh. Shortly after, a panicked Yusurika arrived to welcome him back, and Alba expressionlessly watched Lofus from a distance as the night wore on.


      For the rest of the evening, Yusurika was practically glued to Lofus’s side, adamant on not ever letting him out of her sight again. The young noble, though annoyed by this, quietly decided to rest for the night.

    

  

  
    
      4. The Contract


      The negotiation between House Stelia and House Lightless went rather smoothly. I, Lofus Ray Lightless, who was single-handedly responsible for causing all of this, got off scot-free. I was actually prepared for some sort of punishment, so it was somewhat deflating to realize that nothing would happen to me at all.


      As weird as it was for me to say this, I had caused quite some damage with the Prison Tower and Gillan’s residence. The latter was the merchant’s private residence, but the former was a public building that housed many criminals. I expected to pay reparations, or at the very least, shoulder the expenses for the repairs, but nothing like that happened. I had my father to thank for that; he justified every single one of my actions.


      The Prison Tower ordeal was to save an acquaintance who had been unlawfully confined, and Stelia was to blame for arresting an innocent man in the first place. As for Gillan’s residence, the merchant had the gall to file a complaint to our family, thereby picking a fight with us. I was allowed to fight back for my dignity as the heir of the household. Though the merchant belonged to another fief, a mere commoner was never allowed to pick a fight with a noble in the upper echelons of society. This was an act of insolence that could’ve ended in the slaughter of his entire bloodline if we so desired. The fact that we only destroyed his manor and killed some of his servants and private soldiers actually pointed to the benevolence of House Lightless. All in all, Gillan had gotten off with nothing more than a slap on the wrist.


      The one thing I could be blamed for was attacking Gillan’s house without the express permission of Margrave Stelia. Still, our side argued that it was Stelia’s fault for letting Gillan do as he pleased, regardless of his importance in the fief. In other words, House Stelia’s indolence had brought about this issue in the first place. And so, these two mistakes were canceled out.


      At this point, my father was in control of negotiations. Adler, on behalf of House Stelia, tried to defend himself and make his own case, but father apparently silenced every single one of the margrave’s complaints. Adler might have been worthy of a smidgen of pity, but frankly, he got what he deserved. This was just what happens when you give power and influence to a commoner. They let it get to their heads and run it into the ground.


      Of course, not all nobles were so...noble. Numbskulls and trash like Clinton were allowed to run wild, and as I thought about him, I realized that House Lightless really wasn’t one to talk. At this point of the discussion, though, I—and by extension, House Lightless—managed to avoid any sort of responsibility in terms of damages caused. We didn’t take any bit of blame.


      That was where father played his trump card. Gillan, who was publicly thought to have disappeared, had been captured by our family. Because of this, Stelia had to make a very important decision. Would they abandon Gillan or make generous concessions to Lightless? The margrave instantly chose the latter option, proving that the merchant was simply that important to this fief. Personally, I found this humorous. The margrave had chosen to protect the merchant, ignorant to the fact that Gillan was already under my control.


      My father then gave a set of conditions for the Stelia fief. First, they had to pay compensation for our troubles pertaining to Gillan—basically ransom money. Next, business. I’d heard that the two sides struck a rather complicated deal, but the gist was that for the next decade, any business conducted between the Stelia and Lightless fiefs would be tax-free on the Stelia side. The merchants were allowed to conduct business as they pleased, and the Stelia fief was forbidden from meddling or interfering with their affairs.


      In other words, the Stelia fief wasn’t allowed to charge taxes, while the Lightless side could do so with impunity. Stelia wasn’t allowed to interfere with the merchants’ business either, while House Lightless could act as we pleased. This agreement was almost astonishingly in our favor. It was so unequal that under normal circumstances, even with Gillan held hostage in our grasp, no one would agree to it. But Stelia fief did so, and they did it without hesitation.


      Their reasoning for this was clear: the Devil’s Sea. So long as that sea was alive and well, the Stelia and Lightless fiefs couldn’t conduct trades over the waters, implying that trade between the two wasn’t all that profitable anyway. The two lands were a good distance away on land, and trade wasn’t all that frequent. Still, this agreement was to House Lightless’s overwhelming advantage that we could still make a decent profit, even if it cost an incredible amount of time and money to trade between the two.


      House Stelia likely decided that this loss was one they could afford to take. It was a painful one, but not too bad. Unfortunately for them, however, the threat looming in the Devil’s Sea had been eradicated by yours truly. House Stelia just didn’t know about it yet, and of course, we had no reason to tell them; I had a sneaking feeling that an oceanic trade route between the two would be formed in the near future, and it would be quite profitable. Needless to say, my father knew about the eradicated threat in the Devil’s Sea. Carlos had written a detailed report in Roguebert for him, after all.


      What surprised me—and, admittedly, impressed me—was how my father utilized the issues I created to craft an outcome that would give House Lightless the greatest benefits possible. My plan had been to incite the Merchant Association to conduct trade, and to use Gillan as its director as my puppet to bring in profit for House Lightless. With the association under my control, I thought that I could steer benefits toward our family.


      My father’s plan, however, was far more effective and beneficial, maximizing the profits that he could squeeze from this situation. And Stelia was none the wiser. I suspected that the margrave would be furious at us when he finally realized that the Devil’s Sea was a safe oceanic route, but that was something that my father should endure, not me.


      With negotiations finishing in House Lightless’s overwhelming favor, only one question remained: Why was the second-eldest son of House Stelia in front of me?


      “Hello, Mr. Lofus,” he said. “Apologies for this sudden visit.”


      Shortly after the meeting between the two lords, this man visited the room I was provided. His flaming, red hair and the coat of the same color were striking, and a scarf made of white weasel fur adorned his neck. He was none other than the current Sacred Sword and the second-eldest son of the house: Eric Idia Stelia.


      No longer did he have the blade engraved with the royal family’s crest. I’d first met him in the Prison Tower, but I didn’t expect this man to be the Sacred Sword.


      “What do you want?” I asked with suspicion, hoping to intimidate him.


      Eric cracked a strained smile. “Now, now, no need to be so cautious of me. You and I both know that I have no quarrel with you.”


      “Hm, I wonder about that. I still don’t understand what your motives are.”


      Eric had been quite the obstacle for these negotiations. After all, he had been present during the destruction of the Prison Tower, and he’d witnessed me beat Warm to a pulp after flying out of there. This would’ve gone against my claims of saving an acquaintance, and my actions might’ve been seen as a simple attack against the land. Had he said as much, negotiations wouldn’t have gone this smoothly.


      He was clearly on Stelia’s side, so why was he keeping quiet?


      Even the morning after I destroyed Gillan’s manor, he gave me a potion when I was dying. It was as though he wanted me to be indebted to him, and I couldn’t understand why.


      Eric shrugged innocently.


      “Come on, don’t make me out to be some sort of villain,” he said. “I’m just here on behalf of Warm.”


      “Warm?” I asked.


      Ah, yes, he’s Warm’s superior, isn’t he?


      Eric whirled around, his scarlet coat fluttering behind him before he turned back to me.


      “Sorry, but can you come with me for a bit?” he asked.


      I narrowed my eyes, but decided to follow. I doubted that he was so stupid as to lure me into a trap in this situation. And even if he did, I could easily find my way out myself. Yusurika, my knight, tagged along. Guided by Eric, we reached the manor’s underground room. Several layers of magic circles were cast upon a certain room, where a familiar man was in the center, heavily restrained.


      The dark-haired man was covered with blood, and he didn’t have his left arm; he was on the verge of death. His face was one I would never forget—Red Cap, the hit man who had taken me by surprise and gouged out my throat.


      “Warm wanted me to—” I started. “Ah, I see now.”


      He’d told me that he captured a dying man, but only now did I realize who he’d been referring to. I was a touch surprised; I didn’t expect the hit man to have survived my Tartarus. But from his injuries, he had not escaped unscathed.


      “Glad you’re quick to understand,” Eric said. “He brought this man over and told me that you should have the final say on how to deal with him.”


      When he noticed our presence, Red Cap slowly raised his head and locked eyes with me.


      “Why, if it isn’t the one-armed wizard,” he said. “You seem to be doing well. How’s your throat?”


      He smiled like he was greeting an old friend. For a split second, I recalled the moment he sliced my throat and instinctively placed a hand over where my wound once was.


      “Very well, thanks to you, Stroa,” I replied. “You seem to be doing better than I thought.”


      “I’ve got you to thank,” Red Cap replied. “And now, I’ve only got one arm too, just like you.”


      We exchanged a small laugh before Red Cap gently narrowed his eyes.


      “I won’t beat around the bush,” he said. “Any chance of me being spared?”


      “Not one bit,” I replied instantly, my face serious.


      “Yeah, thought so...” Red Cap said with a wry smile. “Then can I ask how you know my name? I don’t think anyone in this day and age should know it.”


      “In this day and age”? What an odd turn of phrase.


      Eric and Yusurika looked confused, and it seemed to me like Red Cap had no intention of hiding his secret. He was rumored as the phantom with an eternal life, and it was true. He wasn’t a pure human, and “phantom” might have been a more fitting name for him.


      “I know you very well,” I said. “Though I’ve no reason to tell you any details.”


      I was surprised that he’d managed to survive Tartarus, but that just made him too powerful and troublesome to be left alive. I could commend him for managing to cling onto life, but I had to end him here. Red Cap was one of the very few in the world who could penetrate my magic barrier. Truly, he was a wizard killer. And I couldn’t afford to let go of someone who might be able to kill me.


      Still, this is odd... Why is he just obediently staying captured here?


      “Stroa, when did you become so submissive?” I asked. “Surely, you aren’t the type to be restrained by these cheap bonds.”


      For all his lazy demeanor, he was blessed with superhuman strength since birth. Metallic restraints hardly posed a problem for him.


      “Huh, you really do know a lot about me,” Red Cap replied. “See, that’s why I’ve decided to stay caught. I’m just too curious.”


      “Curiosity?” I replied. “Is curiosity worth putting your life on the line? Or do you still truly believe that you can’t die?”


      “What a funny thing to say. Everyone dies; it’s only a matter of sooner or later. I wouldn’t be surprised if I dropped dead in the next minute. I’m a hit man, and I’m very well aware of the risks that this job entails. I’ve killed a good deal myself.”


      He calmly smiled at me.


      “Ah, so you have resolve,” I said, laughing through my nose. “Then I shall assist you.”


      I summoned a Dark Scythe in my hand, when Red Cap suddenly turned pale.


      “Wait, wait! Why don’t we talk for a bit first?” he suggested.


      “I thought you were prepared to die within the minute,” I replied.


      “Even the greatest of saints will fear the moment of their death. I just want to know why you know my name, that’s all.”


      “And I have no wish to talk. The only thing left is for you to die.”


      “I think I’ve got it! We’re supposed to know each other more. Don’t worry; I think we can be besties in no time. Please, just put your scythe down, and let’s talk.”


      He gave me a friendly wink.


      This...is a rather innovative way to beg for one’s life.


      I slashed through the layers of magic circles and placed my scythe on Red Cap’s neck.


      “All right, gotcha, gotcha,” Red Cap said. “Then how about I pay you? How much is my life worth?”


      “Die,” I said.


      “Stop! Pause! Hello, Mr. Sacred Sword? Won’t you stop this violent child? Come on, do it for old time’s sake! We were both hired to protect Gillan! We’re colleagues!”


      Eric frowned. “Apologies, but I have no reason to interfere. And I don’t remember us ever being colleagues.”


      The crimson man turned the other way as Red Cap looked visibly depressed, facing the ground.


      “Aw, man... So I was the only one who thought of us as work buddies?” the hit man muttered. “Did you hear that, one-armed wizard? I’ve been abandoned even by my friends. I’m a pitiful man. You have no reason to sully your hands by killing me.”


      “You’re a noisy one, aren’t you?” I said.


      What the hell is he? What a way to beg for his life. Does he have no pride or dignity?


      “You have the power to kill me,” I said. “I have no reason to let you live.”


      “Then I swear that I’ll never aim for your life again,” Red Cap replied.


      “Do you think I’m stupid enough to take you at your word?”


      “No, you’re not stupid at all. Don’t sell yourself short, bestie. I know that you’re smart, wise, and bright beyond your years.”


      “Correct. Now, die.”


      I can’t believe he tried to make me feel better in this situation.


      “Then, a kontrakt,” he said, just as I tried to slice his head off.


      “What?”


      “You know, like an agreement, but formed with magic? I think Gillan had one.”


      I know what it is.


      A kontrakt was a magic tool that forced both parties to abide by the terms of an agreement.


      “Are you saying that you wish to form one?” I asked. “You’re that desperate to live?”


      I slumped my shoulders with exasperation. If we did form a contract like that, Red Cap really would never be able to attack me. This magic tool directly affected one’s soul; even a guy like him, who could destroy magical formulas, likely couldn’t do anything against spells that shackled his very soul. But a kontrakt was very expensive and rare. They almost never were sold on the market, and even if Gillan had one...


      I glanced at Eric, who sighed and shrugged.


      “We scoured the manor after it was destroyed, and we collected any important items,” the Sacred Sword said. “We might be able to find this tool if we search for it, but it is a part of Gillan’s personal belongings.”


      During the negotiations, we’d already decided that Gillan would be handed over to Stelia at a later date. That merchant would soon return to his post as director of the Merchant Association. He was gone, but everything in that manor was his. Even Stelia could only collect and store these items, rather than use them as they wished.


      “See, I still haven’t received my reward for guarding him,” Red Cap revealed. “And he said I could ask for items, if I so desired.”


      “Are you saying that you want the kontrakt from him?” I asked. “You didn’t even fulfill your duties. You think you can still receive a reward for ‘protecting’ him?”


      Red Cap not only was heavily injured from my spell, but he couldn’t even flee and was captured by Warm. Demanding for a reward after a failure seemed brazen to me.


      “Gillan’s still alive, isn’t he?” Red Cap asked. “Our contract states that if he’s still alive, he’ll pay me accordingly. You can even check that with him if you’d like.”


      “Huh...” I muttered.


      I glanced at Eric, who shrugged, implying that I could do as I pleased. Honestly, this didn’t seem like a bad deal to me, though it wasn’t a particularly good one either. But Red Cap was a skilled assassin, and if I could use him well, he could benefit the Lightless fief. He might even help me and aid my survival in the future. But this was a man who could kill me if he desired. It was risky to keep him alive.


      As I tried to weigh the risks and benefits, I finally made my decision and turned to Eric.


      “If the kontrakt is still around, bring it to me,” I ordered.


      “Are you serious?” Eric asked.


      “If it’s not there, I’ll kill him. That’s all.”


      “Well, if you say so... I can look for it, I guess.”


      The Sacred Sword nodded and left. I thought I’d be waiting for quite a while, but he returned sooner than I expected. Looks like valuables really are being stored within this manor.


      He tossed to me something that resembled a scroll.


      “Is this it?” Eric asked. “Unfortunately, magic isn’t really my area of expertise. This tool just seemed to fit the bill.”


      I unfurled the scroll and read the formula inscribed inside.


      “This is it,” I said.


      After I confirmed as much, I imbued my finger with magic and began to write down the conditions of the contract. The tool became more rigid and forceful the more mana imbued within it. With my powers, it was impossible to undo, and the terms were practically a curse to the one who formed the agreement with me. I added as much mana as I could and finished writing the contract before I threw the tool in front of Red Cap.


      “If you agree to these terms, I’ll let you live and have you freed,” I said.


      Red Cap read the contract and narrowed his eyes. “Is this all? Really?”


      He looked a bit confused, probably because I only wrote down two terms. First, he was to never harm Lofus Ray Lightless ever again. Second, he would have to follow one command from me, free of charge, no matter how absurd.


      “Do you have any complaints?” I asked.


      “I expected something far less reasonable,” Red Cap admitted.


      “Like what? Did you want me to write that you would have to offer me a lifetime of servitude?”


      “Honestly, yeah. I predicted as much.”


      He shrugged as I glared at him.


      “Enough with this farce,” I spat. “Or do you want us to fight again here?”


      As I emitted an intimidating aura, he began to laugh from the back of his throat.


      “Oh, give me a break,” he chuckled. “I don’t want to be attacked—no, devoured by that spell again.”


      With that, he ripped the restraints cast upon him like they were nothing at all and stood up casually.


      “What?! The restraints!” Eric gasped.


      “Young master!” Yusurika cried as she grabbed her wand and stood in front of me as protection.


      I raised my hand to stop her.


      “Now then, will you sign it?” I asked. “You were the one who suggested we do this.”


      Red Cap narrowed his eyes and grinned. “Sure. I’ll sign it.”


      He picked up the scroll with his left arm—the arm that he had lost but somehow regenerated in the blink of an eye. He bit his finger on his right hand and began to sign with his blood: Stroa Endwalker.


      The moment he finished, the scroll was enveloped in a blue flame and burned away. The kontrakt had been used, and an agreement was formed. The terms would be inscribed within one’s soul, and not even a man skilled at crushing formulas could break it. The kontrakt would bind him, no matter what.


      “I guess I can’t lay a hand on you now,” he said. “But are you sure that this is what you wanted? The only other term you listed was a single request. I would’ve done so even without the contract. Feels like I got a great deal for my life, if you ask me.”


      “Don’t get cocky,” I growled. “Your life is worth one request, and not much more.”


      “Oooh... Ouch.”


      He winced and slumped his shoulders, looking clearly dejected. This man could have undone these restraints and fled whenever he wished. The humorous way he begged for his life was just his way of teasing everyone. It was all a farce.


      “Now, vanish from my sight, Red Cap,” I said. “Before I change my mind.”


      Red Cap grinned. “I wish you’d call me Stroa. You’re probably the only one who’ll call me by that name now. And I’ll call you Lofus.”


      “That’s ‘Lord Lofus’ to you. You’re just a puny hit man.”


      “Ha ha ha! I’ll keep your fish alive, so just let me know when you’ve got a request.”


      And with that, he vanished. Employing pure skill instead of magic, he concealed his presence. His technique was remarkable, far beyond anything a normal person was capable of, and though I’d been right in front of him, I had no idea where he went off to.


      Since he had no mana, I couldn’t use my perception field. If he was intent on running, even I couldn’t chase after him.


      He said that he’d keep my fish alive...


      Naturally, I had a swordfish lurking within his shadow, but my trickery wouldn’t work on a man whose magical eyes could see mana.


      “Are you sure about letting him go?” Eric asked as he watched Red Cap vanish.


      “We formed the contract,” I replied. “It shouldn’t be an issue.”


      As I tried to head back up, Eric suddenly stood in front of the stairs, barring my path.


      “What’s the big idea?” I asked.


      “Well, since we’ve got the chance, can we speak about Gillan for a bit?” he inquired.


      I narrowed my eyes with confusion.


      ✶✶✶


      “Anything we talk about here doesn’t leave the premises,” Eric said. “So don’t worry about that.”


      He paused before he went on, “You’re the one who captured and restrained Gillan, I presume?”


      “And what if I am?” I asked.


      “Then I think we’ve got room for negotiations.”


      “What?”


      The lords of the houses had already talked. Why was I being dragged into negotiations now?


      “Someone as skilled with mana as you could easily use some kind of spell to tinker with Gillan,” Eric surmised. “Am I wrong?”


      “Hah, so that’s what you mean,” I replied.


      Indeed, this was a topic that I wasn’t keen on touching upon elsewhere. Stelia was so desperate to gain Gillan because the fief’s economy wouldn’t be able to function without him. They’d even made huge concessions to Lightless, and if Gillan had been tampered with, it would be extremely disadvantageous. Plus, I did put Gillan under my control. It seemed Eric’s guesses were true, but without any sort of proof or evidence, they were silly claims, and nothing more.


      “Accusations without proof will only bring you trouble,” I said. “Are you aware of that?”


      “Of course,” Eric said. “That’s why I’m trying to negotiate.”


      “Oh? Go on.” I narrowed my eyes and waited.


      “Just between you and me, regardless of whether Gillan is compromised or not, we plan on getting rid of him in the near future.”


      “Oh?”


      They decided to pay ransom for Gillan, and they’re still planning on killing the guy?


      “Why tell me that?” I inquired. “If that’s true, this should be highly confidential.”


      “If you have any spells cast upon him, I presume that you might get in our way,” Eric replied.


      “Ah, so you’re just making sure I stay put.”


      “Glad that you’re quick on the uptake,” he said, giving me a squinty-eyed smile.


      “Is that all you ask for? This isn’t much of a negotiation. And what will you offer in return?”


      “I won’t do anything.”


      “Come again?”


      What the hell is he on about?


      “I won’t do a single thing,” Eric repeated. “Is this not enough for you, Mr. Lofus?”


      He gave a fearless smile. I thought for a few moments and quickly realized what he was hinting at: the earlier negotiations. House Lightless managed to steer it to their favor due in no small part to a tight-lipped Eric; had he spilled the beans about the truth at the Prison Tower, we would’ve been in greater trouble. Now that talks were over and we’d attained a huge victory, Eric’s silence proved a bit of an issue.


      Since negotiations were already over, he couldn’t make a fuss and hope to overturn decisions, but rumors about our reputations and trickery would quickly spread. The people and the other nobles would catch wind of what we’d done. If word got around that Lightless not only attacked Stelia, but even pushed an unreasonable contract on top of it, nasty rumors about us would surely form. At that point, the truth would no longer matter. The ill reputation would affect my household negatively.


      I shuddered to think what would happen if the royal family somehow heard these rumors. It would be a problematic affair, to say the least. Eric implied that he would stay quiet about the inconvenient truth, but in exchange, he wished that I not interfere with Gillan’s execution.


      “I see...” I murmured. “So, you say you’ll do nothing. You’ve got a charming personality yourself... Very well. If you promise to do nothing, I, too, shall do nothing at all about Gillan’s death.”


      “That promise is more than enough,” Eric said, visibly relieved. “It was worth it to speak with you today.”


      “But this is only a verbal promise. Perhaps we shall keep it in writing?”


      Eric shook his head. “There’s no need for that. I’d rather not keep any evidence of this conversation, and you aren’t so petty as to go back on your word simply because there’s no written contract, are you?”


      This was a tactic of sorts from his end. By claiming that I wouldn’t be petty, it made it increasingly difficult for me to break our promise.


      Not like I planned on breaking it anyway.


      “You really are quite the guy...” I muttered. “But Yusurika’s here with me. I suspect that this conversation will be brought to my father.”


      I whirled around to face her, only to find her curled up in a ball in a corner, covering both ears like she hadn’t heard a single word. What in the world is she doing?


      I cleared my throat and turned back to Eric.


      “As surprising as it may seem, she’s a Dark Knight—a personal knight of my father’s,” I explained. “I’ve no doubt that she’d report back.”


      “That won’t be an issue,” Eric replied. “I expected as much.”


      I guess he wouldn’t have had her accompany me if he didn’t want my father to know.


      “That’s all I’ve got to say,” Eric finally said. “I apologize for keeping you for so long.”


      He made way and encouraged me to walk ahead. I did just that and headed to the stairs before I cast a sidelong glance at him as I walked on by.


      “Are you the next Stelia lord?” I asked.


      Eric shook his head. “No. My older brother will be.”


      “Ah, right, the eldest son is adept at magic, isn’t he? I know very little about him, but you seem better suited to be lord.”


      “Please don’t say that. I’m not fond of stuff like that.”


      “Funny you say that. You aren’t one to be underestimated.” I faced Eric and went on, “I shall keep this discussion a secret from your father, as thanks for that potion you gave me.”


      He faced the ceiling with vexation. “Right... Yeah, I’d appreciate it if you did that. Good grief, you certainly can’t be underestimated either.”


      I walked ahead as I heard his sigh behind me. Soon enough, I returned to my assigned room and sat on the sofa while sipping on a cup of coffee that Yusurika poured for me. She stood beside me and kept sneaking glances, so I decided to finally lock eyes with her.


      “What do you want?” I asked.


      “Er, nothing...” Yusurika said, averting her gaze.


      Is she curious about the conversation with Eric earlier? I suppose it’s better if she understood what happened so that she could file a proper report to my father. But of course, I knew that my father would most certainly put two and two together if she just reported the facts. I rested my face in my hand and stared at my knight.


      “I’m guessing that Eric single-handedly made the decision to terminate Gillan,” I revealed.


      “Huh?” Yusurika gasped with surprise.


      “In other words, he’s acting independent of Adler, the lord of this land. Gillan shoulders Stelia’s economy and is a key figure of this land. Many would be terrified to know that I’d cast a spell on him.”


      And I couldn’t deny that I had done just that. If Gillan were to ever go against my orders, he’d die. Eric probably couldn’t tell what spell I’d exactly cast upon Gillan, but no matter the case, a man in charge of the land’s economy couldn’t be put at such a risk.


      “Is that why he’ll be terminated?” Yusurika asked. “If so, why did they make so many concessions to secure him?”


      The fief not only decided to pay fees to receive Gillan back, but they even agreed to a clearly unfavorable contract. If this man was meant to be killed in the first place, none of that had been necessary. They could have just cut the merchant off.


      I shook my head. “They must’ve believed that losing Gillan would cause an enormous financial loss. Even if they wanted to kill him, they’d have to ensure that his disappearance wouldn’t affect their economy first. Failing to do so would only ensure further losses and damages on their end.”


      Naturally, they would suffer more damages without taking proper measures. Since I suspected that Eric was acting alone, Adler might have initially planned to take Gillan back and let him go about his days as usual, no questions asked. If so, that was terribly naive. He’d shown his emotional side yesterday when I met him, and it was clear from his shallow plans that he wasn’t a man of high caliber worthy of being a lord.


      It was bad enough that the margrave had let things be until a commoner like Gillan was practically in charge of the land’s economy, but I had to admit that Gillan was rather skilled at what he did. No normal person could just control the economy of the land and expand his business to become director of an association. He wasn’t like a certain noble who’d let his greed take the reins and shackled his citizens with heavy taxes, even selling some of his people, crippling his own economy. No, Gillan wasn’t useless trash like that.


      The merchant was indeed evil in his own right, but results were king in this world. Only incompetent scum overly worried about the process failed to produce results. Gillan, on the other hand, thrived in his environment and was extremely talented. Had he not been rude to me, I might’ve kept him on a leash and made him my pet.


      Unfortunately, the man had picked a fight with House Lightless, and made me displeased with his insolent behavior. That crime was more serious than anything else, and I didn’t expect him to live for long. I suppose this time, I can hand that useless life over to Eric.


      “Did he wish to take Gillan back for now to prevent any economic losses?” Yusurika asked.


      “He’ll probably be killed after his successor at the association is appointed and put in charge,” I replied.


      “And Stelia purchased that buffer time from Lightless...”


      A curious way to phrase things.


      “I suppose that’s the outcome,” I said. “But I doubt that the margrave is so astute. The Sacred Sword is the one trying to pull the strings.”


      “I see... I’m quite surprised,” Yusurika said. “You’re so young, yet so knowledgeable on economics.”


      “I was raised with an excellent education befitting a noble of my rank.”


      The heir of a household was usually required to learn economics, and I’d studied so hard that I’d grown tired of it. In this instance, however, this had less to do with economics, and more to do with shady dealings and tricks.


      I downed the rest of my coffee and turned to Yusurika.


      “Are you sure that you don’t need to report this to my father?” I asked.


      “I will, of course,” Yusurika replied. “But my current task is to stay by your side, young master.”


      “The sooner the better for stuff like this. Go on, head to my father.”


      “But I can’t just...”


      She looked reluctant to leave my side.


      “Are you suspecting that I might vanish again?” I asked. “Rest assured, I need not resort to such cheap tricks to send you off. If I want to just leave, I’d do so.”


      “You do have a point...” Yusurika replied.


      Excuse me? Don’t just agree with what I just said. I sound like someone who loves to go on capers.


      Yusurika noticed the empty mug in my hand and locked eyes with me.


      “Would you like me to pour you a fresh cup?” she asked.


      “No need,” I replied.


      She smiled brightly. “Then where are you off to next?”


      “Sharp...”


      How did she know that I was about to head out?


      I said nothing more and melted into my shadow.


      “Young master!” she cried.


      She approached me and tried to reach out, but I repelled her with my magic barrier.


      “Sorry, but I’ll come home without a scratch...probably,” I said.


      “But you’re always so gravely injured!” Yusurika whined.


      She hung her head with defeat. Rude knight. You make me sound like a pathetic fool who gets injured wherever I go. I left her behind and used Shadow Move. My destination was that snowy village, where Warm’s family fled to.

    

  

  
    
      5. The Golden Dragon Knight


      Once the negotiations were over, House Lightless decided to head back home at once. But Lofus wished to meet Warm before that. The young knight had already left the manor and told Lofus that he was about to reunite with his family. And so, the noble had no choice but to head there as well. Yunaile had asked for Shadow Eater to be undone, and he had to discuss this with Warm before doing anything. But when Lofus teleported to the village, Warm was nowhere to be seen, and Cera, his younger sister, came out to greet the noble.


      She had heard what had roughly happened from her brother, including how he had been saved (sort of), and the attack on Gillan’s manor. Cera had tears in her eyes as she thanked Lofus, and repeatedly apologized for the insolent attitude she’d shown earlier. Lofus just tousled her head roughly and asked where Warm was.


      ✶✶✶


      The snowy mountains glittered white and reflected the sunshine. At the foot of the mountains, where Lofus first met Warm three months ago and engaged in battle, was where Flugel curled up, asleep, one of its wings shrouded with shadows.


      Flugel was practically in the same dying condition that it was before it was affected by Shadow Eater. And Warm looked stricken with grief. With every glance, he looked overcome with worry. Every day, the wyvern slept for longer and longer. At this rate, the wyvern might never awaken again one day, and the reason behind this was unknown.


      Flugel had been kept alive thanks to Lofus’s magic, and the beast was in an unstable state to begin with. The fact that its broken wing was supplemented by Lofus’s shadow was proof of this; it wasn’t in its best shape. Yet, Flugel, who was supposed to have been long dead, was still alive, and that was something that Warm struggled to part ways with. He wondered if he should consult a wizard like Lofus and ask for some sort of solution.


      It was then that the noble appeared before him. He suddenly teleported and emerged from a shadow near the rocks, and cast an exasperated frown at Warm.


      “You look so dreary,” Lofus remarked. “It’s almost like you’re visiting a grave.”


      “Don’t say that,” Warm replied, his eyes filling with sternness. “Flugel’s still alive.”


      “So it is.”


      “Ever since Flugel was resurrected with your magic, it doesn’t sleep at the stables for some weird reason, and chooses to slumber here. I’ve tried to bring it back, but it refuses to listen, and the number of times it practically knocks out has increased over the days.”


      Warm gazed at his beloved wyvern as he spoke, and finally turned back to Lofus.


      “You’ve arrived at perfect timing,” Warm said. “I was just about to consult you about Flugel.”


      Just then, the wyvern woke up from its slumber and raised its head. It pointed its sapphire eyes, the same color as Yunaile’s, at Lofus and let out a small cry. It was as though the wyvern were begging for Lofus to touch upon a certain topic.


      “Flugel! You’re awake!” Warm cried before he tilted his head. “Is there something you want to tell me about Lofus?”


      The noble let out a sigh. “I, too, have something to discuss about that wyvern, Flugel.”


      “What?”


      “I was thinking of undoing my spell and freeing that beast from this false form of life.”


      Warm narrowed his eyes. “Why? You promised that you wouldn’t undo it.”


      “I’ve changed my mind.”


      Lofus’s instant reply made Warm tighten the grip on his spear.


      “Please reconsider, Lofus,” Warm implored him. “This isn’t ‘false’ life. Flugel is alive.”


      “It asked me to end this life,” Lofus replied.


      “You mean Flugel? What do you know about my partner?”


      An animosity emanated from Warm, and Lofus frowned.


      “Haven’t you heard anything from Yunaile?” the noble asked.


      “Yunaile?” Warm inquired. “Who is that? What are you talking about?”


      “You really don’t know?”


      Lofus let out another deep sigh, learning that Flugel had never materialized in front of Warm as Yunaile. In other words, the noble was practically foisted with the responsibility of explaining everything about her to Warm. Lofus glared at Flugel, but the wyvern only quietly stared back. What it wished to say from its sapphire eyes was anyone’s guess, but it seemed the beast had no intention of appearing as Yunaile. Perhaps it simply didn’t have enough strength to do so.


      Lofus was silent for a few moments before he channeled a good chunk of mana into Flugel through its repaired wing. Thanks to the sudden surge of mana, the beast gained more strength and regained its color.


      “Lofus?! What did you just do?” Warm asked with a glare.


      “Don’t jump to conclusions,” Lofus spat. “I only gave it more mana.” He then glared at the wyvern. “Yunaile, you wished to fly around a bit more, did you not? You regretted not doing so. I shall entertain your wish for a short while. So you do the same for me.”


      A dense wave of dark magic surged from Lofus’s body.


      “What the—” Warm gasped.


      Flugel said not a word and gently grabbed Warm by his neck before placing him on its body. It flapped its wings and took to the skies.


      “Lofus?! Are we doing this again?!” Warm cried.


      The boy had been assaulted by the noble numerous times, and he was quite used to this. Lofus only flashed an aggressive smile.


      “Don’t be rude,” the noble said. “You make me sound like I relish battling.”


      “You do!” Warm shrieked. “Every single time, you come and attack me without warning!”


      “Don’t say that. You’re the strongest dragon knight I’ve ever seen, and you can only be that way with Flugel around. Your title of ‘strongest’ won’t last much longer. In other words, this is my last chance to fight you in your peak form.”


      The noble summoned a Dark Scythe in his hand.


      “It won’t be the last,” Warm insisted as he rode on the beast’s back. “Flugel will continue to live...”


      Lofus smiled. “Oh? Then how about this: If you win against me, I shall allow that wyvern to live.”


      “You can’t be serious.”


      “I have never been more serious in my life. In exchange, you must come at me with everything you’ve got. Try to kill me. Or else, you’ll also draw your final breath here.”


      A staggering number of magic circles appeared behind Lofus, and Flugel cast him an annoyed glare, but he didn’t care.


      After he created a wall of basic and intermediate attacking spells, he fired them all at Warm. The dragon knight neither dodged nor retreated. He decided to tackle them head-on with his spear covered in golden lightning. A tremendous clash of darkness and golden lightning appeared above the skies of Stelia.


      ✶✶✶


      Darkness and gold dueled within the white, snowy mountains, and a fantastic roar echoed in the air. A single sliver of golden lightning pierced through the wall of dark magic, and the lightning flew ahead boldly. Lightning was effective against dark magic, but Warm still managed to face this horrific attack with only a single spear in his hand. Truly, he was a boy who could do the work of a thousand soldiers, and Lofus realized that increasing his numbers wouldn’t give him an advantage against the boy. The noble immediately switched tactics.


      “Lightless,” he chanted.


      This advanced spell created a thick, dark mist, and dyed the silvery snow with his shadows. Because he didn’t say the entire chant, the effect of this spell had decreased slightly, but it only fell just short of the time he faced the Wicked Whale and chanted the whole spell.


      Warm rushed through on Flugel and penetrated the mist. This implied that the mist wasn’t over a wide range, but Lofus had simply cast several layers of Lightless. This was known as an afterchant—an already cast spell could be enhanced by chanting the spell at a later time. This was an extremely difficult technique, and the dark mist swiftly expanded, covering the entire mountains.


      “Ugh... As always, his range and power is unmatched,” Warm groaned. “Flugel, look above. Let’s do that.”


      The beast followed orders and flew high in the air, soaring into the clouds and shaking free from the dark mist.


      “Hah!” Lofus scoffed. “Fleeing will get you nowhere, coward!”


      “You’re one to talk!” Warm roared back angrily. “All you do is hide in the mist!”


      “Hmph, say what you will.”


      Lofus channeled his mana to summon five dark sea serpents, each considerably larger than normal. They wriggled and swam through the mist before they raised their heads toward the sky. At once, five open maws each fired a dark breath at Warm.


      “You can even control dragons, huh...” Warm muttered.


      He rode atop Flugel’s back and flew in an arc high in the air, dodging all the attacks. A rain of dark magic showered upon him from the mist, but Warm managed to dodge and parry them all with his lightning spear.


      “They’re intermediate spells, but I channeled quite a bit of mana to make them as powerful as advanced ones,” Lofus said. “I’m surprised that you managed to take care of all of them with one spear. Then how’s this? Reap life, Farmer’s Scythe.”


      Just then, Warm felt a shift within the dark mist. He was reminded of the time when he faced the empire’s massive mechbeasts at the borders; it was the moment when he was on death’s door, when Flugel had protected him. A shiver ran down his spine. This was the icy feeling of death, and one that made his hair stand up on end. He instinctively knew that he couldn’t afford to receive the blow—he couldn’t even allow a scratch from it. Alarm bells rang in his head.


      “Flugel, dodge it!” he ordered.


      Before he knew it, he’d made an abrupt turn and let his instincts take the reins. A quiet yet terrifying slice that threatened to rend the heavens rang in his ear. Another slash came, then another. Warm desperately tried to dodge each and every one of them. A moment later, he spotted the cumulonimbus cloud in the distance where he once was; three sharp slashes gouged out a part of the cloud, and Warm turned pale.


      “What kind of spell even is that?!” Warm wondered.


      He was filled with dread, realizing that Lofus genuinely wanted him dead. Lofus, on the other hand, analyzed this situation calmly.


      “Ah, so you can even dodge invisible slashes,” he muttered. “Power is meaningless if I cannot hit my target.”


      Any barrage he cast was nullified with one spear, but if he focused all his power on one attack, it was dodged. All the while, Lofus continued to fire Dark Spears, and Warm had managed to repel or nullify them all rather easily. The noble thought for a few moments and reached the simplest of conclusions.


      “I guess I must overwhelm him with numbers,” he muttered. “Just an absolute rain of fire. Tartarus.”


      As the dark mist shrouded the mountains, a massive pit of void appeared, threatening to swallow the mountains whole. It rose to the surface with incredible speed and swallowed Warm, Flugel and all. It happened in the blink of an eye. The range of this spell was so large that Warm couldn’t flee from it. A massive dark dome appeared out of nowhere in the mountains, and Warm and Flugel were threatened with over a thousand dark magic spells. The duo might not die, but they wouldn’t come out of it unscathed.


      But moments after this attack, a crack appeared on the surface of Taratarus. The dome was practically forced to open its maw once more, and a golden dragon knight appeared in the air. The mana was so dense that it was visible to the naked eye, and Warm was enveloped in his proud, golden armor. This was a spell that went one step beyond Lightning Regalia. Golden armor and a golden helmet in the motif of a dragon donned his head, truly completing the form of a dragon knight.


      This move currently had no name, but in the future, it would be called Golden Scute. Unlike the time at the Prison Tower, where Lofus forced an exhausted Warm to use Lightning Regalia, he was now in his prime form, and he could exert more power than ever before.


      But Warm shouldn’t have known Golden Scute during this point in time; in other words, he couldn’t have ever activated this spell. But when Tartarus swallowed him up and he’d truly felt like his life was at risk, perhaps the power slumbering with him suddenly awakened. Or maybe there was a different reason behind this sudden burst of power. No matter the case, this was Warm’s first time ever using this spell, and Lofus had never seen this magnificent, golden armor before either.


      “What is that?!” Lofus wondered, his eyes growing wide with bewilderment.


      Naturally, he was also surprised that his Tartarus was broken through so swiftly, but Golden Scute was a spell that he’d never seen before. Only now did the thought occur to him that Lightning Regalia might not be Warm’s peak form—that he could become even stronger.


      “I don’t believe he took this form in the tale...” Lofus muttered. “But wait...”


      Lofus might not have ever seen Golden Scute before, even in his dream, but for some inexplicable reason, he did know of its existence. More precisely, he only recalled it when he saw the golden dragon knight with his very eyes. This disturbed Lofus; he felt like something had lodged and buried itself in a part of his memories, completely beyond his control.


      And as a dazzling, glittering Warm soared in the skies, Lofus recalled one more tidbit. It was something that the noble had never wished to recall. While Warm flew in the sky and Lofus remained on the ground, the Lightless heir realized that this exact position was eerily...reminiscent of something.


      A shudder ran down his spine, and for the first time against this knight, Lofus felt a touch of dread.


      “If so...this is bad,” Lofus muttered.


      He turned to face the sky. Warm, now in his armor of glittering gold, gazed down at Lofus, who was hiding within the mist.


      “Lofus, I remember you used that spell at the manor,” Warm said. “It’s huge and terrifying, no doubt. Then I shall give it my all as well.”


      A massive magic circle appeared in the skies above Warm. This golden circle was vital to cast a certain spell, and Lofus clicked his tongue angrily.


      “He’s already made preparations,” the noble muttered. “But when? He couldn’t have had the time...”


      Lofus knew that he could summon so many magic circles only because he was blessed with boundless mana and an innate talent for magic. Warm, on the other hand, didn’t have as much mana, and no matter how skilled he was, he certainly couldn’t have just instantly created a magic circle of this size. The noble then recalled when he’d fired his five sea serpents along with a flurry of his spells, and Flugel had dodged them all while Warm cut through the vast sky.


      “I’d given him some time then,” Lofus muttered.


      He realized that Flugel had flown in a wide arc, not just to dodge, but also to let Warm draw his massive spell.


      “A cheeky yet clever method,” the noble said with a fearless grin.


      He bit his finger and allowed blood to drip in his own shadow. The boy began to chant, to fight back against the spell that would certainly assault him soon enough.


      “If I win, you’ll let Flugel live, right?” Warm asked. “I’ll keep you to your word. So don’t die on me.”


      “Hah, cheeky commoner!” Lofus spat. “Go on, give me everything you’ve got! I’ll crush your confidence and your spell head-on!”


      As Warm gazed down at the ground, Lofus smiled back and raised his voice. At once, the two sides chanted their own spells.


      “May the thunderous hammer pierce through the heavens with the force of a thousand suns. The colossal spear of the God of Thunder shall penetrate all! Mjölnir!”


      “The immovable gates shall never open. Not a single live soul shall pass as the gates are but a projection of the dead. Reject the living, Gates of Purification!”


      The golden magic circle in the skies became brighter still, and its power poured into the figure in the middle of it all. In response, a pair of massive, dark gates appeared through the mist and towered above all. In a flash, the magic circle in the sky condensed in the center and unleashed a golden bolt of lightning. It was a terrifically blinding light, as if ten thousand bolds had been woven into a single massive streak of gold.


      The torrent of lightning rained from the sky and struck the titanic gates of darkness. A thunderous roar filled the air as a massive shock wave blew through the mountains from the sheer impact of the two forces.
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      The golden lightning and the dark gates collided, each side refusing to give. The latter was a defensive spell that boasted the highest defensive capabilities among dark magic, but it wasn’t compatible against its enemy. Dark magic was notoriously weak to fire and light, which included lightning. The two forces put up a good fight at first, but the dark gates were gradually breaking apart.


      “I suppose the gates aren’t enough as they are,” Lofus muttered. “If so, I’ll take them further.”


      He glared at Mjölnir and made a gesture like he was grinding something up with his hands. At once, the dark mist of Lightless which stretched throughout the mountains began to gather and wrap itself around Mjölnir, trying to weaken the spell’s attack.


      “The space between life and death is the boundary of two worlds—the now and the hereafter. May you be heavier, more solid, and tougher and more resilient above all. May you be struck while you’re hot, and polished under pressure,” Lofus chanted.


      This was an afterchant for the Gates of Purification, further enhancing its defensive capabilities. As the gates themselves were bolstered, Lofus also used the five sea serpents to fire their breaths, hoping to decrease the impact of Mjölnir.


      Soon enough, the impact died down. The golden lightning had used all its power and dissipated, unable to fully penetrate the gates, but the gates weren’t unscathed either. They cracked and dispersed, reaching their limit.


      “After all that, it still wasn’t enough...” Warm said, gazing down.


      His face grimaced bitterly underneath his helm. Mjölnir used up a massive amount of his mana, and he’d planned on deciding the battle right then and there. He didn’t have much left, and his suddenly activated Golden Scute also drained what little mana remained. If he lost, Flugel would be...


      At the mere thought, Warm gripped his spear so tightly that the blood drained from his hand. Just then, Flugel let out a soft cry akin to a groan, and pointed its blue eyes at its rider.


      “Flugel?” Warm murmured.


      It sounded as though the wyvern were scolding and blaming him. The wyvern seemingly begged Warm not to brave through this fight alone.


      “I’m sorry. I really am,” Warm said.


      He smiled and relaxed his shoulders. This boy wasn’t fighting alone; a dragon knight was nothing without their trusty steed, and renewed determination filled the knight’s eyes. Just then, within the vanishing gate, a massive tendril emerged. This void appendage belonged to a massive kraken—Strafe—but the tentacle was just short of Warm in the sky.


      “What?! What’s his goal?” Warm wondered.


      As he scrutinized this attack and flew away, he noticed something shoot out at a breakneck speed, headed straight for Flugel. Warm gripped his reins and tried to quickly dodge this attack. His eyes were filled with disbelief when he realized what this projectile was.


      “Huh?! Lofus?!” he gasped.


      “I see that you had an ace up your sleeve, Warm!” Lofus snarled, a scythe in his hand.


      He rushed forth and swung down. Warm, though surprised, managed to steer Flugel away and evade the attack, but the noble swiftly summoned a Dark Hand underneath his feet. He used this as footing to pounce on Flugel.


      “Close combat?” Lofus shouted. “Interesting! But things won’t go the same as before!”


      As Lofus gripped his scythe, Warm took his spear to fight back. Warm already knew from prior experience and clashes that, in close combat, he had the upper hand thanks to his experience and skill. But Lofus was no fool; he knew that and still chose this way of battle, purely to attain total victory against Warm. If the noble won in a field which Warm considered his forte, what more could the knight say?


      As Lofus swung down, Warm received the blow with his spear imbued with lightning.


      “Your attacks are futile,” Warm said. “I’m not the same guy I was before.”


      During their previous battle, the Dark Scythe had put up a good fight against Warm’s lightning spear. But this time around, the dragon knight donned his Golden Scute, and his weapon glowed more brilliantly than ever before. He had far more power and mana density in his weapon, but Lofus cracked a smile.


      “That, I don’t deny,” the noble said. “But my scythe is different as well.”


      As the scythe and the spear clanged against each other, there was a brief struggle before the void blade sank into the hilt of the spear and sliced it in two. An astonished Warm just barely managed to dodge the soundless slash in the nick of time. But he couldn’t evade it completely, and his side was cut through, armor and all. Blood dripped from his gash.


      “Gh... That scythe...” Warm grunted.


      “Farmer’s Scythe can be swung four times, you see,” Lofus said.


      He had used his scythe thrice before, and kept one more slice reserved to catch Warm off guard. The scythe, now completely spent, vanished into the air as Lofus summoned his Dark Scythe to take its place.


      “Now that your spear is gone, this one will be more than enough...is what I would say, if I were underestimating you,” Lofus said.


      Six Dark Hands emerged behind him, each holding a Dark Scythe. As Lofus swung his right arm down, the other six hands followed suit; seven blades in total were aimed right at the knight.


      “Ridiculous,” Warm muttered. “You’ve lost an arm and yet it’s barely a handicap for you...”


      He gave a wry smile as he gripped the two parts of his broken spear in both hands, preparing to defend himself.


      “You’re not going to surrender, are you?” Lofus asked.


      “Of course not,” Warm replied. “After everything we’ve done, I can’t have you throwing in the towel here.”


      Lofus smiled as the scythes flew at Warm. The knight tried his best to stand tall with his broken spear, but it was futile. He was swallowed whole by the blow, and Flugel’s regenerated wing was also sliced in two once more from the impact. The wyvern lost its balance as it tilted and plummeted to the ground.


      “Gr...” Lofus said, clicking his tongue.


      He outstretched a Dark Hand to grab Flugel’s back. The beast’s lost wing regenerated in no time, and Flugel also did its best to regain control. It barely managed to hang in there, but it was still off-balance. Lofus crouched low to endure the blow, hoping not to get thrown off the beast, but when the torrent of dark magic vanished, Warm stood there, tall and broad.


      His golden armor was covered with slashes, and parts of it had cracked and fallen off, but his glare was focused on Lofus.


      “He endured that?!” the noble cried with shock. “That can’t be... Just how sturdy is that armor?”


      Lofus was now left with no weapon and on unstable footing. Warm, completely unfazed, traversed this unstable area easily with his broken spear, still enveloped in gold lightning. The knight had been trained well and was used to imbalance in the air. None of that hindered him.


      “Confound you!” Lofus spat.


      At once, he summoned numerous Dark Balls and hurled them at Warm, but the knight made no attempt to dodge or defend. His golden armor tanked it all. He stood in front of Lofus and pointed the tip of his golden spear at the noble.


      “Don’t you dare underestimate me!” Lofus roared.


      He raised his right hand in the air and tried to create a Dark Scythe, but before he could do so, Flugel opened its maw and bit down on the noble’s hand.


      “What the— Huh?” Lofus gasped.


      Flugel was surprisingly gentle. The noble felt no pain at all, and the beast hadn’t tried to chomp down to bite his hand off. It had kindly just placed Lofus’s hand into its mouth. Flugel narrowed its blue eyes and gave a low roar, as though to apologize to Lofus. That opening was all Warm needed. In an instant, the hilt of the spear gently bonked the noble’s head—a move with no murderous intent.


      “I win. Right, Lofus?” Warm asked.


      He smiled proudly, his golden, draconic armor crumbling away. Lofus fell to the ground weakly and let out a huge sigh.


      “You?” Lofus scoffed. “Make no mistake, you didn’t win this alone. Your victory was due to the both of you.”


      The noble was in a daze as he looked up at the sky, knowing that this match was done.


      ✶✶✶


      Following the battle between Lofus and Warm, the Stelia fief had fallen into a mild state of panic. An ominous black mist had shrouded the mountain before a deafening clap of thunder rained down on the place. Many assumed that this was some kind of omen to a cataclysmic disaster. Nearby citizens were terrified that they had somehow angered the god of the mountains.


      The royal knights, led by Sacred Sword Eric, were dispatched to the area. Ludens and the rest of House Lightless, who had caught wind of this clash, headed to the scene as well. Lofus and Warm were secured—or more precisely, captured—at the scene—and the two boys obediently allowed themselves to be taken away.


      Lofus received a harsh scolding from Ludens, while Warm received his from Eric, and neither could exchange a word with each other as they were escorted off the premises. Naturally, a meeting was quickly held to discuss this battle. Despite their awesome battle that practically changed the terrain of the area, there was surprisingly no damage to nearby people and villages, so the two were specially forgiven.


      However, a portion of the ransom money for Gillan’s return was forgiven. Ludens had insisted upon it since his son had caused such a fuss, and the marquess felt a touch guilty for how the citizens had been troubled. House Lightless had planned on returning home, but due to these negotiations, they had to stay in Stelia for a bit longer.


      ✶✶✶


      Three days later, Flugel was resting at the site of the battle. Just as it had been weak prior to the clash, it once again was in a deep slumber. Warm stood near his partner as Lofus approached him.


      “Has the wound on your side healed?” the noble asked.


      Warm jolted with surprise and turned around. “Lofus... I didn’t know you were around. You always appear out of nowhere. Did you teleport again?”


      “I did.”


      The knight smiled. Behind the young noble was Alba, the captain of the Dark Knights. Lofus had asked for Yusurika to be with him, but she had allowed the boy to escape one too many times. She was relieved from her role, and Alba took her place. It might have been wrong to blame Yusurika for Lofus’s behavior, but her failure to fulfill her role as a Dark Knight was worthy of punishment. Lofus was reluctant to have Alba with him, but Ludens had scolded his son and forced the captain onto the boy.


      Lofus wasn’t surprised by this change of personnel, however. He was aware that he’d caused problem after problem.


      Alba frowned at Warm’s casual demeanor. The knight apprentice was of low rank and had no right to be speaking in such a friendly manner to the Lightless heir, but the captain felt that pointing that out right now would only upset Lofus. The Dark Knight remained silent while Lofus gazed at the dying wyvern.


      “A promise is a promise,” Lofus muttered.


      “Yeah, about that...” Warm said. He gazed quietly at his partner for a while before he steeled his resolve and turned to the noble. He awkwardly managed to eke his words out. “I... I want you to free Flugel from this.”


      The words tumbled out of his mouth, and he tried his best to remain calm, but Lofus could clearly tell that this knight was about to burst into tears.


      “You begged me to keep it alive,” Lofus said. “Why the change of heart?”


      Warm turned to the ground. “I...saw a dream. The night after our battle.”


      “A dream?”


      “I dreamed that Flugel scolded me. Weird, isn’t it? A wyvern can’t possibly speak the human language, but...”


      Lofus remained silent as Warm went on.


      “Flugel told me that she was satisfied with her life because she got to save me. She didn’t want me to cling onto her and the illusion that she’d be alive and well.” Warm buried his face in his hands, his voice quivering. “Flugel said, ‘If you keep being so clingy, I won’t be able to rest in peace.’”


      He spoke the last bit with such overwhelming emotion, yet his voice was so tragically faint and quiet.


      “I see...” Lofus muttered. “Are you sure? Do you really want me to undo this spell?”


      Warm nodded. “Please.”


      “Very well.”


      The noble approached the slumbering wyvern and placed a hand over the beast. The dark magic on its wing dispersed, and Flugel’s healthy glow quickly deteriorated. The wyvern withered away like a dying tree, reverting to its form before it had been revitalized with Shadow Eater. The faint mana in its body was no longer there, and it was now a corpse.


      Warm crumpled to the ground. He cried his heart out and wept like a small child, and Lofus simply stood there without a sound. The noble made no attempt to leave. Once Warm had cried enough, he wiped his tears away and stood back up. The familiar expression of a warrior was back.


      “Sorry,” he sniffled. “I know I just looked pathetic.”


      “You did,” Lofus replied.


      The knight gave a forced laugh. “Come on, at least lie to me here. Lofus, let me thank you. Seriously. Thanks to you, I was able to soar through the skies with Flugel one last time. And for that, I cannot express my gratitude enough.”


      Warm lowered his head as Lofus averted his gaze.


      “Cease your bowing at once,” the noble snapped. “You were the victor.”


      “I’m not too happy about it, though,” Warm revealed. “Besting a wizard in close combat is no surprising feat. And in a contest of magic, you were way above us.”


      “Without results, the process doesn’t matter.”


      “I thought you’d say something like that.” Warm smiled. “Lofus, ever since we met, you clearly saw someone else inside of me. I don’t know who, but judging from how you act, I suspect that they were very strong and truly did not know of defeat.”


      Lofus didn’t respond. He neither agreed nor denied this. The noble knew of the future, and speaking of it would only sound absurd and make him seem unreliable. No one would believe him, other than someone who had seen the same thing as him, like Lilka.


      “I don’t know who you saw,” Warm continued, staring at Lofus. “But I truly believe that they thought highly of you and relied on you quite a bit.”


      As he spoke, for a split second, Warm so closely resembled the Dragon Rider, the indisputable ace of the Elite Four.


      “What?” Lofus asked. He narrowed his eyes with suspicion.


      “Er, uh, sorry...” Warm said, looking bewildered himself as he struggled to speak. “I think... I think my mouth just moved on its own there...”


      “You say they relied on me? What a cheeky assertion.”


      “I meant to say something else... It wasn’t a gaffe or anything, but— Sorry, just forget it.”


      “Did you lose your mind among your tears?”


      Lofus laughed as a teardrop rolled down his cheek.


      “L-Lofus? What’s wrong?” Warm asked, his eyes growing wide.


      “Young...master?” Alba gasped, frozen with astonishment.


      “What...is this?” Lofus wondered.


      It was so sudden that even the boy couldn’t understand it himself. The tears slid down his cheeks without his consent, but it came from his heart. It was as though his emotions were spilling out on their own, in the form of tears. It was none other than the slumbering feelings deep within him—the ones he had as Shadow Wolf Lofus. When the boy was a member of the Elite Four, he bore a deep-seated grudge and held an inferiority complex against Warm, his former colleague. The noble simply couldn’t accept that Warm was dubbed the strongest of the Elite Four, above the Shadow Wolf.


      But Warm’s surprising remark had stirred up the conflicting feelings of the Shadow Wolf, and they materialized as tears which came from the young noble’s eyes. The current Lofus only found this to be a nuisance, and he wiped them away with a click of his tongue.


      “I’m leaving,” he grumbled. “I think dust got in my eye. I suppose the air here is rather filthy.”


      He turned on his heel to leave, his mantle fluttering behind him as he tried to hide his feelings. Warm and Alba only followed.


      “Thanks, Lofus.”


      Lofus whirled around with surprise. He’d heard the delighted voice of a young girl echoing behind him. Of course, no one was there. But when his eyes landed on Flugel’s corpse, a gust of wind blew through, and specks of snow danced in the air, glittering brightly under the sun’s rays. Was it all an illusion, or was Lofus’s eyes playing tricks on him?


      “Young master?” Alba asked.


      “It’s nothing,” Lofus replied.


      He gave another annoyed click of his tongue as the worried captain approached him, and the noble walked ahead once more. As they all walked on quietly, Warm felt awkward about this silence.


      “You know, I just dug up an old memory,” he said. “A while ago, when I hadn’t even turned ten, I fell off Flugel’s back and injured my leg. I needed a full month to heal, and I couldn’t fight, train, or ride anything. I was bored out of my mind.”


      It was a trivial story, but neither Lofus nor Alba stopped the boy.


      “It was then that I met a mysterious girl,” Warm went on. “I’d never seen her around in the village—I think she was the daughter of a peddler or something. Back then, I was so focused on training that I hardly spoke or played with someone my age. For one reason or another, I became close with that girl, and we often played together.”


      Warm smiled as he reminisced about the past. “That girl didn’t wear any clothes at first. She was completely naked. And every time, I scolded her and told her to wear something. Thinking back, maybe she’d been abused somehow, but she looked completely undisturbed.”


      Lofus recalled a conversation he’d had with Yunaile before. She’d remarked that clothes felt suffocating for her, but if she wore nothing at all, Warm would scold her. As this exchange at the Prison Tower echoed within the noble’s head, he quietly turned to the ground.


      Warm continued to reminisce about his time with the girl. They had gone to pick flowers together and walked to a nearby hill. Warm was slow and had to take breaks in between back then because of his injured leg, but each and every time, the girl patiently waited for him without complaining. It was such a small detail, but it remained a vivid memory in Warm’s mind.


      When the village finally emerged into view, Warm ran out of stories and let out a small sigh.


      “When my leg healed up, I got back to training,” he said. “I never got to meet her again. She never told me her name... I wonder what she’s doing now. I hope she’s well.”


      He looked a touch lonely as nostalgia washed over him, and Lofus couldn’t say much more than give an unamused “Who knows.” Yet, the noble, for a split moment, gave a melancholic frown.
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      ✶✶✶


      When Lofus had returned from Duke Galleon’s party, before setting off for the Stelia fief that kicked off the entire Gillan debacle, he’d ordered his butler, Carlos, to take a week off. This was because the butler had secretly given periodic updates to the marquess, Ludens. The butler had made a habit of doing so ever since two years ago, when Lofus was transferred to a separate manor and Carlos was assigned as the boy’s personal attendant. This was one of his vital tasks.


      Lofus hadn’t been ten yet, and Ludens was reluctant to isolate the boy. The marquess thus assigned his most trusted servant, Carlos, to keep tabs on his son so that Ludens could jump into action at a moment’s notice. Lofus, of course, didn’t know a thing about this arrangement until he went to Roguebert. He discovered that his butler had left behind a letter at the capital meant for Ludens, and Lofus suspected that Carlos had been filing these reports for a long time now. Upon questioning the butler, who didn’t wish to lie to his master, Carlos revealed the truth.


      Though Lofus couldn’t punish his loyal servant, the boy was dissatisfied to learn what had been happening. And when Ludens touched upon Fol on their way to the Galleon residence, the boy could no longer contain his anger. The moment he returned from that party, he ordered Carlos to take a week break.


      Carlos had been married to the job, and he’d been overworked for years. It’d been a while since he received a holiday, but the man couldn’t just sit back and enjoy his days off to their fullest. But since he wasn’t allowed to return to Lofus’s side and hadn’t received a large chunk of time off for decades, the butler decided to let loose a little.


      One week was more than enough to go on a little vacation, and so the butler decided to use that time to make sure he had no regrets. He settled upon Roguebert, the fishing village, as his destination. Rather than take a carriage, he rushed ahead on foot.


      A full two days after leaving the capital, he finally reached the village. It was just before noon, and he was disappointed by how long this had taken. Old age took a toll on his body, and this was proof of it. In his younger years, he could’ve made this trip in less than a day.


      “Even I don’t stand a chance against old age...” Carlos muttered.


      There were breaks in between, but he had mostly been running for the entire two days. He decided to take a short rest, and walked into an eatery within Roguebert. This was the only restaurant in the tiny village, near an inn where he and Lofus had once visited.


      When the butler walked in, he was greeted warmly from the counter.


      “Welcome!” a voice called.


      “Ah, you’re...” Carlos started.


      When the employee saw him, she looked astonished. The butler recognized her very well.


      “Miss Lillia, was it?” Carlos asked.


      She was the innkeeper’s daughter who had met Lofus during his initial visit here. Lillia smiled back warmly.


      “I’m so honored that you remember me, Sir Carlos,” she said. “You’re Sir Lofus’s attendant, correct?”


      “I am,” Carlos replied. “I didn’t expect you to be here. Is this eatery perhaps related to the inn somehow?”


      “That’s right. During the day, I’m in charge of this place.”


      “You’re so young yet so reliable.”


      Lillia jokingly flexed her bicep, and Carlos smiled back.


      “May I ask why you’re here today?” Lillia inquired. “Is Sir Lofus with you?”


      “Ah, no,” Carlos replied. “I actually received some time off, and I thought that I should go on a little vacation. My lord isn’t with me.”


      “Ah, that’s a pity.”


      Carlos looked at her quizzically, and Lillia quickly waved her hands in front of her face.


      “Oh, no! I didn’t mean it like that!” she cried. “I’m sorry, I didn’t intend to sound so rude.”


      “I don’t mind,” Carlos reassured her. “But I was just curious about your phrasing.”


      “Ah ha ha...” Lillia gave a dry laugh and awkwardly continued, “It’s nothing, really. I just thought that Fol would’ve loved to see him again.”


      “Ah, I see...” The butler nodded. “Truth be told, I’m actually here today to meet with Lady Faltiana. Is she out fishing?”


      “More precisely, out defeating monsters.”


      “Oh? Are monsters still causing damage?”


      “No, nothing like that. Thanks to Sir Lofus, the monsters aren’t troubling us anymore, but she’s out training of her own accord. She insists on getting stronger.”


      “Is that so...”


      Carlos narrowed his eyes as Lillia gave an awkward laugh.


      “She’s all fired up,” she continued. “She’s adamant on becoming a noble one day. I don’t know what promise she made with Sir Lofus, but...”


      “I see...” Carlos said. “I think I’m getting the rough idea.”


      The butler had a vague idea of this promise that Lofus had struck with Faltiana. The noble had been reluctant to share it since returning from Roguebert, but Carlos had persisted and managed to pry out bits and pieces of that story. Yusurika, who had been nearby, had also reported back, and Carlos was able to gather much of the truth.


      A commoner becoming a noble was almost impossible, but it seemed Fol had thought long and hard and decided to aim for this goal in her own way. While it was uncertain whether getting stronger would help her on this path, the butler knew that it wasn’t his place to say.


      “I think Fol will come right back after her morning work,” Lillia said.


      “I see...” Carlos replied. “Then could you tell her that I’ll be waiting at a hill on the outskirts of the village?”


      “Certainly. I’ll be sure to do so.”


      With that, the butler left.


      “Huh? Was there a customer?” Norn called from the back as she took a peek.


      She’d just woken up, and her disheveled hair stuck out in every which way.


      “You’re finally up, huh,” Lillia said with a touch of exasperation. “Sir Carlos just came by. Do you remember him? He’s Sir Lofus’s attendant—”


      “Whaaat?!” Norn cried.


      The sleepy girl quickly sprang awake and checked herself in the mirror, smoothing out her hair and outfit.


      “Why didn’t you wake me?!” Norn wailed. “Is he gone already?! He must still be nearby, right? Wait, did he say that he’d visit again?”


      The girl shot out to pick a suitable outfit. Norn looked like a maiden in love, much to Lillia’s confusion.


      “Uh... Wait, are you into him?” Lillia asked. “He’s a bit too old for you, isn’t he?”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Norn asked. “Age doesn’t matter. And Sir Carlos is such a dashing gentleman. He’s so kind!”


      “I mean, sure, I get that... I guess.”


      Lillia sighed with resignation and gazed into the distance out the window. Fol, famous for hating nobles, had fallen in love with one, and now, Norn, who had once been traumatized by a kidnapping, was infatuated with a butler. It was Carlos who had escorted Norn back to Roguebert; perhaps she had been treated very well and gently.


      “Everyone’s in love,” Lillia muttered as she rested her face on her hand. “Ugh, will a handsome man appear in front of me too, one day?”




      Carlos stood alone atop a hill, enjoying the cries of the gulls and the scent of the ocean. He’d been terribly busy recently, and this peaceful time made him feel surprisingly at ease. He felt his soul being cleansed. Perhaps this was a worthy vacation, Carlos thought.


      When noon came and went, Fol appeared on the hill. She looked slightly out of breath. No longer did she wear a bandana over her head or wrap her chest with bandages to look like a guy. Unlike her appearance three months ago, her dazzling, golden hair was tied up, and she resembled a feisty tomboy.


      “Mr. Carlos?” she asked.


      “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Carlos replied with a smile. “You may drop the honorifics on my name, Lady Faltiana.”


      The girl glanced around. “Huh, is Lofus not around?”


      “Unfortunately, it’s only me today.”


      Fol was out of breath as she frowned, and Carlos gave a strained smile. He had told Lillia earlier that he came alone, but it seemed that Fol had burst out of the restaurant before Lillia could finish her story.


      “I see...” Fol said, clearly disappointed.


      “I’m glad to see you doing well,” Carlos said, smiling warmly at the girl. “It seems like you’re still quite fond of Lord Lofus.”


      “Huh?! Ergh... Uh... D-Did Lofus tell you?”


      Her cheeks turned pink and she averted her gaze sheepishly. In truth, there was really no need for Carlos to ask around; Fol was evidently bad at hiding her feelings, and everyone must have known how she felt.


      The butler gave a discreet laugh, but it was true that he had to pry some details out of his master.


      “You could say that, I suppose,” Carlos admitted.


      “Seriously?” Fol asked. “Then, have you heard about our promise too?”


      “Indeed. I’m actually here because of that.”


      “What do you mean?”


      Fol turned back to the butler nervously. Carlos was here to talk about this promise, and furthermore, Lofus wasn’t around. She feared that perhaps the butler had arrived to nullify that entire deal.


      Carlos intuited the girl’s worries, and he shook his head in reassurance.


      “Please don’t misunderstand,” Carlos said. “I came here of my own accord. I have no message from my lord.”


      “Oh... Phew,” Fol said, visibly relieved. She tilted her head to one side. “So, what did you want to talk about?”


      “I heard that you were hard at work to become a noble. But I suspect that you’ve hit a bit of a wall.”


      “Wh-What? No...”


      Fol turned away, an indication that Carlos had hit the nail on the head. Perhaps she was putting up a strong front.


      “I don’t think it’s a bad idea to pursue power and strength,” Carlos explained. “But that alone won’t make you into a noble. Do you know how a commoner can become a noble, my lady?”


      “Huh? No...” She faced the floor.


      “I don’t blame you for not knowing,” Carlos said gently. “After all, it’s rather uncommon for a commoner to take on a rank. But the method is surprisingly simple.” He pointed an index finger toward the sky. “You just need the king to bestow a title upon you.”


      “The...king?” Fol’s cheeks twitched.


      “Perhaps that prospect is daunting, but I’m here to tell you that that isn’t the case. So long as you file an application, it will generally pass, barring any extreme reasons.”


      “W-Wait, really?”


      “Indeed. The issue is actually fulfilling the conditions to file an application. It’s very difficult, you see.” Carlos raised three fingers in the air. “There are three conditions. First, you must have mana. Second, you must have a guardian who is of high-ranking nobility—a count or above. Third, you must bring some benefit to the kingdom.”


      “Nobility... And benefit...”


      Fol repeated each condition, trying to commit them to memory, but it was apparent that she didn’t completely understand what this entailed. Carlos flashed an awkward smile.


      “Possessing mana and connections to high nobility are two of the most difficult conditions,” he explained. “If one is not born with mana, they’re automatically knocked out of this application. And is extremely rare for a mere commoner to have any sort of ties with high-ranking nobles. Luckily for you, my lady, you’ve already passed these two conditions.”


      “Wait, really?” Fol asked. “Ah, so Lofus is also of high rank.”


      “My lord—or more precisely, his household—holds the title of marquess. But, of course, you must visit the lord of the house, Lord Ludens, and convey your intentions of becoming a noble.”


      Fol nervously faced the ground once more.


      “By the lord of the house, you mean Lofus’s father, right?” she muttered.


      “I suspect that matter can be left to the far future,” Carlos said. “There’s no need for you to fret right now. Instead, I believe that you should focus on the third condition.”


      “You mean, bringing benefits to the kingdom.”


      “Precisely. The commoners who became nobles all have a notable achievement. Some found a mine of precious gold, cultivated a once-barren land, or invented a new magical tool. Others may have defeated monsters that brought disaster upon the kingdom. The methods vary, but they all benefit the kingdom. You simply need to find your own way to do so.”


      “Uh, that sounds difficult... I guess for me, the best way is to defeat a monster.”


      “Those deemed disastrous by the kingdom are extremely dangerous. The massive kraken in the Devil’s Sea and that whale in the sky are two such examples, though my lord has defeated both. That whale was on a completely different level in terms of power, however.”


      “A monster similar in power to that whale or kraken...”


      Fol grimaced. Even that kraken was a formidable foe to Fol in her current state, but Carlos smiled at her.


      “So, here’s my suggestion,” he went on. “Why don’t you try developing a route in the Devil’s Sea?”


      Fol blinked back at him curiously.


      ✶✶✶


      Due to the rumors of a ship-devouring devil lurking about, the Devil’s Sea had remained uncharted. For three hundred years, that kraken reigned supreme and prevented humans from ever venturing close. While there were rough maps of the region, most speculated that plenty of uninhabited islands had yet to be known, just like when Fol and Lofus had washed ashore.


      And though the kraken and the Wicked Whale were dealt with, that didn’t mean the Devil’s Sea was provably free of monsters. However, developing this area of water would open up trade routes between the Stelia and Lightless fiefs in the future. For all its danger, it was more than lucrative enough for Ludens to offer his seal of approval to this girl.


      “Development...” Fol groaned as she heard Carlos’s suggestion.


      “Are you anxious?” the butler asked. “I agree that it’s dangerous, but we won’t let anything happen to you. We will hire several powerful warriors and guarantee your safety. We can even form an expedition group, providing any gear and equipment you may need. Be rest assured, no expense will be spared for this mission.”


      Fol frowned. This seemed way too good to be true.


      “Carlos, can I ask why you’re willing to go so far for me?” she asked with suspicion. “I’m just a commoner in love with a noble.”


      Carlos stared right back at her. “You are genuinely in love with my lord. And yet, you’ve become equals with him. When I see him spend time with you, he seems to really enjoy himself. That’s all. I have no other reason to offer my support.”


      The expression of joy that filled Lofus’s face was one that was never pointed at his family or Carlos. The butler was straightforward and honest with his feelings.


      “I-I see...” Fol said, her face turning red as she averted her gaze. “Lofus seemed to be enjoying himself, huh?”


      She pondered for a while before turning back to the butler.


      “I’m really grateful, truly,” she said. “But I don’t think I’ll accept your offer.”


      “May I ask why?” Carlos inquired. “This is the quickest way for you to become a noble.”


      “But it wouldn’t be my accomplishment—just yours. Lofus wanted me to become a noble with my own power.”


      “But—”


      “I’ll develop the Devil’s Sea. I’m very grateful you made that suggestion. But I don’t need any preparations or help; I will do it myself. It’s something that I have to tackle alone.”


      Her eyes were filled with determination, and Carlos let out a sigh.


      “If that is what you insist, then I understand,” the butler said.


      He gave a quiet nod and unsheathed the rapier by his waist.


      “Huh?” Fol gasped, surprised that a blade was suddenly pointed at her.


      “Then I must change my plans,” Carlos replied simply. “I need you to become stronger, Lady Faltiana. I understand that this is selfish of me, but I’ll use the rest of my vacation to train you.”


      “I-I beg your pardon?”


      At that very moment, Carlos unleashed a powerful thrust of his rapier, barely grazing her cheek. It was so fast that she couldn’t see it, and her face quickly turned pale at the realization.


      “Oh, please do not worry,” Carlos said. “You may become Lord Lofus’s future wife, and I swear that your injuries will not leave scars.”


      He gave her a calm smile, but his words implied that he’d hold nothing back within those conditions.


      “I heard that you didn’t stand a chance against Yusurika,” Carlos went on. “She’s part of the proud Dark Knights of House Lightless and is a professional when it comes to combat, but even she is one of the least powerful among them. If you’re much weaker than that, you won’t be able to develop the Devil’s Sea.”


      All the while, he unleashed a flurry of rapid thrusts. Fol couldn’t even react to any of them as her body was instantly covered with dozens of small scratches.


      “Huh? When did you—” she started.


      She sank to the ground, the blood draining from her face. Carlos cast a healing spell from afar. Cuts, unlike bruises and lacerations, would disappear without a trace so long as they were healed immediately. True to his word, any wound that Carlos had dealt healed beautifully.


      “Within the next three days, I’ll have you dodge these attacks, at the very least,” the butler said. “If you can’t manage that much, you must either obediently accept help from me, or give up on courting my lord.”


      He glared at the girl, a touch of sadness in his eyes. Fol glared right back at him and unsheathed the cutlass by her waist.


      “I’ll never give up on him,” she growled. “You’re on.”


      “That’s the spirit,” Carlos replied. “Just to add, in my youth, I served as the Sacred Sword for eight years, so I’ve got a bit of practice with the sword. I’m rather confident in my teaching abilities as well, so you’re in good hands.”


      As she readied her weapon, Carlos did the same.


      To be sure, she need not unsheathe her blade since she simply needs to dodge my attacks...


      A moment later, Fol pounced and tried to land a hit on Carlos. It was a straightforward attack, and one that was easily evaded by the butler. Carlos was a bit surprised; this was a lesson to dodge, not to attack. He worried that she might’ve misunderstood the assignment.


      Perhaps she doesn’t quite understand my implications.


      He was a touch anxious about how this would go.
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      ✶✶✶


      That night, a wyvern appeared and caused a bit of fuss in Roguebert. Norn gazed from afar and spotted the beast circling the skies, desperately in search of something or someone. She realized that it was Flugel, the one who had carried her to safety. The citizens were terrified at first and were in a bit of an uproar, but Norn went around to calm everyone down, and the night ended without issue.


      The next day, however, it seemed someone had filed a complaint, as a team was dispatched to subjugate the beast. Fol, Log, and the other youngsters of the village who had received an explanation from Norn, rushed out to protect Flugel. They surprisingly managed to force the team to retreat, and shortly after, the magistrate’s replacement (a man who had been threatened by Lofus into becoming his puppet) appeared with hired soldiers in tow.


      As tension rose in the air, Carlos acted as the mediator, and under the butler’s orders, the magistrate’s replacement contacted Lofus to declare an emergency. Amid all this chaos, Fol’s training continued.


      ✶✶✶


      At the villa of House Lightless, where Lofus had lived for the past two years, a crimson airship—the Ifrit—was stationed above. Lofus was sitting on the sofa in one of the rooms of this ship, sipping on a mug of coffee that Lilka brought for him.


      This time around, the boy was brought to a deeper, more intimate part of the ship: a lounge bar. A wall was lined with shelves of liquor with a counter in front, and several tables and chairs dotted the floor. This was where the Scarlet Wind frequently gathered to have their meals.


      The impressive number of liquor bottles were a part of Hawk’s collection; the fact that Lofus was allowed in here showed just how deeply the Scarlet Wind trusted him. Within this bar, the other members of the Scarlet Wind had gathered by the boy and chosen their desired seats. Iz was among the mix, looking a bit better, possibly thanks to some of the manatoms drained from her body.


      For some inexplicable reason, Lofus had arrived with a plus one: his elderly butler who had been freed from his vacation. Carlos tried his best to maintain his composure, but he glanced around curiously, like a cat surveying a new environment. Lofus shot his butler a weary look.


      “Sit still, Carlos,” he muttered. “You’re acting like a country bumpkin seeing the city for the first time.”


      “A-Apologies,” Carlos stammered. “I just never expected I’d ever get to board an airship...”


      He looked shocked and delighted, while Lofus let out a sigh. Kay approached the butler with a friendly smile.


      “Never been on an airship before, eh, gramps?” Kay said. “Don’t blame ya. This thing’s pretty rare.”


      “Any friend of Sir Lofus is a friend of ours. We’ll welcome you with open arms,” Dan added.


      “I appreciate such a warm welcome,” Carlos replied.


      Kay chuckled and smacked Carlos on the back while Dan thumped his chest with pride, and the butler smiled in response. As the rest of the crew gazed wearily at this scene, Sigil and Hawk were the only ones terrified of any repercussions. Carlos might have seemed like a friendly, gentle old man at a glance, but it was clear that he was on high alert, vigilant of everyone in the bar, and his hand was always near the blade at his waist.


      If anyone dared to harm Lofus in any way, that fool would be swiftly cut down by Carlos’s blade. Needless to say, no one was that violent in the Scarlet Wind, but this butler acted like he was full of openings when in fact there were none to be had. He was undoubtedly a powerful fighter.


      Sigil and Hawk noticed as much when they scrutinized the butler closely. More than a personal attendant, the man was likely a guard as well. All the while, Lilka had handed everyone their drink and sat right beside Lofus. She leaned close to him, glued to his side, and rested her head on his shoulder.


      “How does the coffee taste, Lofy?” she purred.


      “Meh,” Lofus muttered coldly.


      Despite his thorny attitude, the boy made no attempt to shake himself free of her, proof that he had trusted her to a degree. Carlos gazed at them with interest and observed the couple closely. Iz did as well. She rested her face on her hand and sat on a small seat beside the sofa, her eyes pointed at the “lovebirds.”


      “Huh...” she muttered. “I haven’t seen you two in only a few days, but you’re so close. Are you guys lovers now or something?”


      “Something like that!” Lilka squealed energetically.


      “Really, now...”


      Iz’s cheeks twitched. She’d only been joking and hadn’t expected Lilka to nod along happily.


      Lofus looked completely uninvolved and remained silent, but he didn’t outright deny anything either. Carlos looked a touch surprised by this.


      “M-My lord...” Carlos murmured. “Is this true?”


      “Just stay quiet,” Lofus snapped wearily.


      The butler froze in place. Which was it? Was Lofus just too lazy to explain himself, or was he really in a committed relationship with this lady? The butler was confused, unable to ascertain the truth. He wasn’t all that delighted by this development as the images of Fol doing her best to become a noble flashed across his mind. But Carlos lacked any details about this. What happened between the boy and Lilka? Why was she so glued to his side? The butler sat there, breaking out in cold sweat, while the conversation started.


      “I never got to thank you,” Iz said. “Apparently, you’re the one who healed me from my ailment. Thanks to you, I feel much better.”


      “It wasn’t me, to be precise,” Lofus muttered. “And, as I’ve already told Lilka, you aren’t fully healed either.”


      Iz whirled her arms around with gusto as though to prove her energy while Lofus watched her with a touch of exhaustion. Indeed, Lofus hadn’t been the one to treat Iz, but since Lilka couldn’t see Yunaile, he might as well have.


      Lilka, no longer acting like a spoiled kitten, turned to the noble with a serious expression.


      “You called us because you wanted to talk about treating Izzy, right?” she asked.


      The Scarlet Wind all turned to Lofus, and when Lilka quietly egged him on, he let out a sigh and parted his lips.


      ✶✶✶


      Iz had been affected by an extremely rare and unusual endemic disease. A special form of manatoms accumulated within her body, and terrorized her with pain. The only way to heal this was by removing the manatoms in her body, but current magical medicine had no means of doing anything like that. Hence, this nameless disease was considered incurable. Lofus, however, had learned of a way to treat her through a very unexpected source: Yunaile.


      As a show of gratitude, she taught him how to treat Iz by using mana drain, a move unique to ghost-type monsters. If one had the ability to drain mana from the living, Iz’s manatoms could be removed from her body, as their properties were so similar. This was why Iz’s condition had improved when Yunaile used mana drain before.


      Lofus explained this all to the Scarlet Wind, making sure to hide Yunaile’s existence.


      “Which means...Iz can be healed...” Elma murmured.


      “All right! Good stuff!” Kay cheered.


      “I’m so glad...” Dan said with relief.


      They gathered around Iz happily.


      “Ghost-type monsters, huh...” Hawk muttered thoughtfully.


      “Sir Lofus, truly, thank you so much! How else can I thank you?!” Sigil cried. “I don’t know how I can express my gratitude...”


      Sigil kowtowed and lowered his head. Lofus waved his hand nonchalantly, unamused by this show of reverence. The boy then turned to Iz.


      “Now that we know how to treat you, we need to make proper preparations,” he said.


      “I’m grateful to hear that, but how?” Iz asked, cocking her head. “Are you going to go ask a ghost?”


      Lilka then recalled what the God of Wind had told her. Only Lofus was capable of treating Iz’s illness.


      “It must be something that only Mr. Lofus can do...” Lilka muttered. “Ghost-type monsters... Wait... That shadow thing!”


      She seemed to have realized the solution and turned to the heir. Indeed, Lofus had the ability to make monsters his familiars.


      The noble smiled.


      “Carlos, are there any ghost-type monsters nearby?” he asked.


      “I believe knights near the capital will exterminate them now and then,” the butler replied instantly. “Ghosts are said to frequent cemeteries and memorials, but they only appear very rarely at night. It’s a good distance away, but I do believe that there is a dungeon in the Lightless fief where ghost-type monsters wander about.”


      Hawk was impressed. “Oh, you must mean the Ghost Grotto of the south. I’m surprised you know of it. It’s a pretty unpopular area.”


      “There?” Sigil asked, recalling the place. “I think we went spelunking there not too long ago. We could get there in about ten minutes if we hurry.”


      “Then that is our goal,” Lofus replied. “We’ll head there immediately.”


      “Roger that!” Sigil said.


      The leader rushed to the control room, and Hawk hastily followed.


      “In ten minutes?” Carlos marveled. “Is this ship really that fast?”


      The rest of the crew was overjoyed that Iz would be cured soon, and they were all fired up. Lofus said not a word and sipped on his coffee, but his expression was a little anxious.


      “Worried?” Lilka whispered.


      “Can’t say,” Lofus muttered, shifting his gaze to the ground. “I just hope that this will go well...”


      Lilka gazed at him quizzically as he continued to sip on his beverage. Soon enough, Ifrit leaped into action. Their destination: Ghost Grotto, where ghost-type monsters lurked.

    

  

  
    
      6. Outer


      Hello? Hello?


      Ladies and gentlemen, it’s nice to meet you all again. It’s me, your friendly Outer. Tired of seeing me? I don’t blame you. You want to know who I am, don’t you? I’m sure that you’ve gotten bored of a middle-aged man like me just droning on and on by myself—and so, reader, I’ve brought good news this time. A special guest!


      That’s right, I’ve brought a beautiful lady with me today! Please say hello to our special guest, Miss Ela, a girl with white hair and a boyish attitude! Please give a round of applause! And the crowd goes wild!


      Crickets... Oh? It looks like she’s quite confused by this suddenness, and she’s looking at me with suspicion. He—I mean, she is around twelve to thirteen years of age. A young maiden indeed, and about the same age as Lofus. Yes, she’s got white hair, but she is not Yunaile, the enigmatic girl who appeared in the play. Now then, Ela, why don’t you at least greet the audience?


      “A-Audience? U-Um, okay...”


      Oh dear, it looks like you aren’t aware of them. Looks like you’ve still got a long way to go. But we’ll do our best, won’t we?


      “O-Okay... So, what business do you have with me today?”


      Huh? Oh, yes. For no other reason than to hear your expert opinion. I hold it in high regard, after all. And the story progressed quite a bit this time, hasn’t it?


      First and foremost, what do you think about the apostles of the six gods, mentioned by Lilka Skyfield?


      “Oh, well... It was intriguing to hear about.”


      Do you think that Lofus is one of the apostles? Unlike Lilka Skyfield, it seemed as though he’d never seen a god before.


      “Judging from what I see so far, I’m almost certain of it.”


      Oh? What do you mean by that?


      “Lilka Skyfield mentioned that to defeat the Evil God, all six apostles had to work together; not a single one of them could be lost. And Lofus was almost killed by Red Cap, only to be saved by Lilka Skyfield. I believe this was intervention by the God of Darkness.”


      Interesting. Since not a single apostle could be lost, the God of Darkness went so far as to use Lilka Skyfield to spare Lofus. And that proves that he’s an apostle. It’s a logical assumption, to be sure. As I thought, you’re very good at this. It’s unfortunate that you screw up at the most crucial moments.


      Your silence aside, Lilka Skyfield is an apostle of the God of Wind, so you would say that she needed to save her fellow apostle, Lofus. But by that logic, I feel like there’s another possible apostle: Faltiana Roguebert.


      She also saved Lofus once. Then is she an apostle too? Unlike Lilka Skyfield, Faltiana Roguebert didn’t seem to retain any memories of the future.


      “I don’t yet know how apostles are selected. Furthermore, it seems Lofus and Lilka have very different viewpoints and knowledge about the future. Lofus had a dream, whereas Lilka Skyfield retained her memories from her previous timeline. I’m not sure if this just comes down to personal differences or how each god handles their apostles. Faltiana Roguebert could still very well be an apostle, but there are other possibilities as well.”


      Oh? What do you mean by that?


      “For example, do the apostles have to even be humans?”


      Huh? Oh... Yes, I see what you mean now. That spirit also acted very differently from the story, didn’t it? There was one such creature who conveniently appeared when Lofus and Faltiana Roguebert were thrown into the Devil’s Sea: Lunamaar. That water spirit saved their lives.


      In the other timeline, Faltiana, the spirit-possessed human, met Lunamaar three years later, during the Four Fiends debacle when Strafe appeared. This time around, the timeline is a bit different, but for the spirit to appear during that specific moment is way too convenient. Do you think there’s anyone else who could be an apostle, Ela?


      “It’s difficult to say... No, there is one more person.”


      Oh?


      “Abel Karat. The man who was supposed to be the main character of the tale.”


      Abel... Yes, the fire user. It is a possibility, indeed. If the six gods want to defeat the Evil God, it only makes sense to rely on someone who’s bested that deity before.


      So, we’ve got a former Elite Four member, a sky pirate girl, a water spirit, and the former timeline’s main character. That covers four elements: darkness, wind, water, and fire. Looks like we’ve narrowed this down quite a bit. The only remaining is light and earth. At this rate, we might be able to pinpoint them in no time.


      That’s a problem, considering the six gods are out of luck if any one apostle falls. That’s rather careless of them.


      Now then, that’s all the time we have for today. I hope you all have a blessed day. Will our next arc be hunting ghosts in a dungeon? I look forward to the day we meet again.

    

  

  
    
      7. Original Records: A Bloody End


      In the first part of the original game, the Four Fiends appeared and Demon Lord Lars resurrected. During the second arc, Raymond and the Elite Four rebelled. And in the third, the kingdom and the empire were at war.


      Right after the kingdom drew an end to the second Demon Lord’s rebellion, the empire immediately attacked. The tale would begin when the Stelia fief on the borders fell. Raymond’s revolt had crippled the royal army, and they couldn’t possibly handle an attack from an empire shortly afterward. It came as no surprise that Stelia fell rather easily.


      Meanwhile, the main character, Abel, went to Stelia with his friends to halt the empire’s invasion. Abel’s party faced the imperial army; by this point in time, the party had enough power to force Lars and Raymond to retreat. It wasn’t difficult for the main character to push the imperial army back. It was then that one of Abel’s party members—Asteria, the eldest princess of the kingdom—advised on behalf of the kingdom for the empire to stop this war. In response, the empire dispatched an assassin. This was how Abel’s forces met Red Cap, known as the Greatest Hit Man.


      As the party was composed of several mages, the Wizard Killer proved to be one of their most formidable adversaries. Indeed, Red Cap appeared in front of them without warning and instantly slit the throats of Princess Asteria, Sorceress Maylene, and Saint Fran, immobilizing them in a flash. The battle had begun with three allies suffering fatal wounds, and these injuries were particularly gnarly for Asteria and Maylene, who could cast chantless spells. They almost immediately lost consciousness.


      Fran, who managed to avoid a grave injury, carried her two unconscious friends to retreat, leaving Abel, Sky Pirate Lilka, and Sailor Faltiana to face Red Cap instead.


      The hit man specialized in erasing his presence and catching enemies off guard. Physical close combat wasn’t his forte in contrast to his three enemies, and he considered retreating temporarily, but a furious Abel refused to let that happen. He created a wall of blue flames that surrounded the hit man from all directions. Though Red Cap could destroy magical formulas, Abel’s Azure Flame was different from normal spells. It had no magical formulas, instead acting as a natural phenomenon. Even a hit man with a pair of magical eyes couldn’t destroy the fire.


      Now, Red Cap was trapped, forced to fight against three people who specialized in close combat. He was at an overwhelming disadvantage, but he still flashed a fearless smile and fought back. It’d been a long time since he last fought a worthy foe, and the excitement and passion rising from his frozen heart had been just as missed.


      His knife skills were godly, and the superhuman strength he usually kept hidden was now on full display. He’d been blessed with impressive regeneration skills that allowed him to heal from any wound, and every now and then, he would hide his presence to toy with his three opponents with sneak attacks.


      But Abel, Lilka, and Faltiana were strong. They had already managed to best Lars and Raymond, and those victories were no fluke.


      Ultimately, Red Cap’s torso was pierced through by Abel’s flaming sword, enveloping him in blue fire. It was then that the main character knew that Red Cap was a dead mean, and so he immediately tried to undo his fire. Abel was irate that his precious friends were hurt, but he had no intention of killing the hit man. This sort of kindness—even naivety—was something that Abel simply couldn’t cast aside. He’d been taken advantage of because of it, but even so, he couldn’t help but see this fight as a challenge of his own beliefs. Abel envisioned an ideal world of peace.


      Unfortunately for him, such an idyllic and naive mindset was one that Red Cap refused to allow.


      “Now, now, this won’t do, Abel Karat,” Red Cap said. “You should kill me here.”


      He reached out and gripped Abel’s hand, which was wrapped around the fiery sword that pierced through the hit man’s body. The boy tried to pull his blade out, but he was stopped by Red Cap. Abel couldn’t hide his confusion, but the Wizard Killer smiled at him like an old friend.


      “You see, I’ve killed countless people for money,” Red Cap revealed. “I’m a man who’s supposed to die. I’ve lived long enough, and this is as good a time as any to call it quits.”


      It was an indisputable fact that the hit man tried to kill the main character and his friends, so how could a murderer smile with such compassion? Red Cap’s expression was gentle and kind.


      “Why did you become a hit man in the first place?” Abel asked. “Surely you must have had a good reason...”


      “Life never meant much to me,” Red Cap replied. “My career was just a way for me to kill time, of which I had plenty. The money was only a bonus. I’ve lived long enough, but today, thanks to you guys, I think I’ve had a good time. That’s something that I haven’t felt in a long while.”


      “You don’t need to die here. Stop killing people. Live and atone for your crimes and sins...”


      Amid the blue fire, Red Cap laughed, cutting Abel off.


      “I’m a phantom of eternal life,” the hit man said. “To be killed by the hero of fire is a fitting end, don’t you agree? I think bards and minstrels will have a ball weaving heroic poems and tales about this.”


      “What?” Abel asked. “Do you really intend to die here?”


      “Who knows.”


      The hit man quietly closed his eyes as he thought about his past. He recalled the moment his mother died—burned to cinders, her entire existence snuffed out by a white flame.


      Red Cap wasn’t a pure human. He was half vampire, an ancient humanoid species, and his father was a human who held no mana. The hit man’s mother was a true ancestor of the vampire race, and the man had carried the undead bloodline of vampire thickly in his veins. He didn’t age, and he was blessed with more power than normal humans along with incredible healing capabilities. Only the human qualities he had inherited from his mana-deficient father protected him from being burned in the sunlight. He was what was known as a daywalker.


      Red Cap’s mother and father loved each other very dearly, the boundaries between species be damned—at the very least, Red Cap believed so when he was a child. But one day, his mother killed his father without warning, completely draining him of his blood. The hit man would never forget the sight of his mother tightly embracing his father, now just skin and bones, her shoulders quivering as she wept. He would later learn that, all along, his mother had been struggling to suppress her vampiric impulses.


      That one night, under the full moon, she no longer could hold her instincts back, like a bucket of water that had overflowed. She ran wild and let her impulses take the reins as she accidentally killed her beloved husband. Ever since that day, she was never quite the same. She regarded humans as creatures of the lower class, nothing more than food and prey, and she hunted them aggressively.


      Red Cap’s mother was defeated one day, during the night of the red moon. White flames burned her body, refusing her regeneration, and when the fire cleared, not even her ashes remained. Red Cap didn’t bear a grudge against the people who killed her; in fact, he was grateful for them stopping his mother’s rampage. And as she burned away, her expression was serene, like she was finally freed of something that had possessed her.


      As many years passed, Red Cap felt his long life a curse. By the time he’d lived through an entire millennium, he was exhausted, having inherited a human’s sense of time. This time was so impossibly long for the hit man, and he pivoted to killing people for money or just to waste some time. Needless to say, he felt no guilt whenever he ended another’s life; any compassion had disintegrated long ago.


      He found it a touch humorous—and fitting—that he would meet his end in flames, just as his mother had. It was a funny, delightful coincidence, and so he wished to accept Abel’s gentle and warm fire for his final moments. Surely, there’d be no better end for him. He knew that from the bottom of his heart.


      “Stroa,” Red Cap said.


      “Huh?” Abel asked, wide-eyed.


      Red Cap laughed. “Stroa Endwalker. That’s my name. I’d be happy if you remember it. It’s a name that my gentle mother gave me, before she changed.”


      And with that, he breathed his final breath. The azure flames melted his body away with not even a fleck of ash to remain. A strange twist of fate it was that he met the same end as his mother, but this was something that Red Cap—Stroa Endwalker—desired.




      To Abel, Red Cap was a man who should be hated. The hit man had appeared out of the blue and hurt his precious friends—there was no denying that. Yet, Abel couldn’t help but be left with questions. What had set this man on that path? In the end, did he finally feel a sense of guilt for the lives that he’d claimed? But, of course, he wouldn’t get any answers.


      Abel could still feel the hand that had tightly gripped his own. It was as though Red Cap had begged for his life to end. The boy was filled with regret and confusion, but what else could he do now?


      He had to face forward. The appearance of this hit man made one thing clear: The empire was still willing to continue this war.


      The battle had just begun. It was far from over.
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      Afterword


      We’ve finally reached the third volume... A year and a half ago, my editor called out to me, and thanks to many readers—including yourself—I was able to publish the third volume. For that, I cannot thank you enough.


      Now then, enough stiff words of gratitude. Long time no see! It’s me, Kurokawa! And again, thank you so much for purchasing and reading this series.


      Repeated Vice has finally started in this volume! What? Are you wondering how the story hadn’t started yet? Well, yes. The first few volumes were a tutorial of sorts. I think that this series might be classified under a villain MC or a redoing life sort of thing, but I hope that you were at least able to grasp more of the setting, background, and world in this volume.


      Now then, I’d like to speak a bit about how magic works in this series. Our main character, Lofus, uses two types: elemental magic like Dark Scythe, Dark Ball, and other spells, along with ancient magic such as Farmer’s Scythe and Gates of Purification. The kingdom is a nation of magic, mainly elemental magic. In contrast, ancient magic are spells that have been passed down through the ages in noble families, and because they were made in ancient times, they’re constructed completely different from modern spells. A majority of ancient spells have been lost to time, and it’s rare that any of them remain at all. These spells tend to use a lot of mana in exchange for incredible power. And while this doesn’t apply to all spells, one can use their blood or other parts of their body, like Lofus has done, to boost and enhance the spell’s power.


      So, if ancient spells are so powerful, why have most of them been lost to time? First, noble society practically has a monopoly on powerful spells, and details about them are kept highly confidential. Second, they use a lot of mana and are difficult to handle.


      Elemental magic in the kingdom is activated through the usage of natural energy in the air, utilizing elements or tiny spirits. These spells are highly mana efficient, even more so than other spells. The formulas have also been extremely simplified and made easy to learn—primary reasons why they’re so favored in the kingdom.


      Elemental magic goes through a three-step process: recite the spell’s chant, declare its name, and activate its power. Spell chanting uses not the human language but the language of spirits; it is asking the elements for assistance in producing some particular effect. The spellcaster is basically explaining their intentions to the elements.


      These spells, utilizing the spirit language, use words that humans cannot normally pronounce; these phrases will automatically tumble out of the caster’s mouth through their will to cast the spell. In truth, the spellcaster actually doesn’t know what they’re saying either. The spells listed in this series are mostly chants for ancient spells which use ancient vernacular, and since most of the chants for elemental spells can’t be pronounced, the people of this world write them out with dashes or the like.


      Declaring the name of the spell is exactly that. The user notifies the elements that a certain spell will be used, and that is the trigger for these little spirits to jump into action. In a nutshell, elemental magic requires the caster to provide mana in exchange for working these elements to the bone. Because spellcasting mostly relies on others, it becomes very easy to learn.


      This isn’t a bad thing, by the way. If spells are easier to learn and master, it means that there will be more mages which will ultimately bolster a nation’s power. Hence, the kingdom has a solid, stable reputation and degree of authority within the continent. But, of course, just because a spell is easy to learn, it doesn’t mean that everyone can become a master.


      For example, our protagonist uses chantless, nonverbal, and afterchant spells. I hope I can elaborate on this in the next volume, if I’m given the chance.


      Now, I’d like to say a big thank you to you, the reader, who picked up this volume! I pray that we will be able to meet again, and I look forward to it.


      Kurokawa Hitsugi
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      Bonus Short Story: The Divine Child of Lightning and the Wyvern of Powdery Snow


      “Warm! Why did you do it?!” his father shouted.


      Warm was upset, but he couldn’t refute his father’s words. Instead, the young boy rushed out of his house.


      “Brother!” young Cera shouted.


      But Warm couldn’t hear her. As she watched her brother’s back recede into the distance through the open door, she whirled back to her father with a glare.


      “Father! How could you?!” Cera shouted. “You didn’t need to scold him. He did it for my sake—”


      “I know,” her father said with a sigh. He fidgeted his curly, golden hair, the same locks as Warm and Cera. “Even so, he went too far.”


      Warm had gone out and beaten up several neighborhood kids. His sister, Cera, had been surrounded and teased by these bullies, and he went in to save her. Indeed, these bullies were more at fault, and had Warm been a regular child, this might have just ended in a fight between kids. But this boy had been training to become a knight since he was five, and he knew how to wield his spear well. He was currently eight and practicing among adults, his skill with a spear putting many adults to shame. He’d even become favored by the Sacred Sword, who had taken him under his wing as an apprentice.


      Warm, though a child, was undoubtedly strong. He had a knack for wielding mana, and his combat skills put him on par with his father, a knight. The boy was like a sponge, absorbing everything he learned during practice and training, and he improved at an absurd rate. He was so powerful that his father expected to be surpassed by his son within a year.


      This was a boy who was on par with knights who were on active duty, and so if he let his rage take over to attack kids, he was terrifying. The bullies didn’t even have time to flee as they were silenced by a few punches, and all of them were gravely injured. There were many broken bones and even some ruptured organs. None of these injuries could just be walked off.


      A healer from the nearby church rushed to the scene to treat the kids, and they all survived, but despite the healing they received, they were still stuck in bed, trying to recover. Warm insisted that he’d made sure not to kill them, and this was true, but the injuries he dealt to these kids were no laughing matter. That was why his father had scolded him.


      But, again, Warm was still only eight, so he couldn’t accept being scolded for punishing the bullies who dared to hurt his beloved sister. Why in the world was he getting in trouble for standing up for her?


      His father sighed and stroked Cera’s head. “You’re right. I’ve said too much. I’ll speak with Warm again. This time, I won’t scold or yell at him, and maybe we can talk calmly over a mug of warm milk.”


      “Yeah! Please!” Cera said brightly, visibly relieved. “That’s a promise!”


      Warm would only return after he finished training for the day, when the sun had set. Cera eagerly waited for him, hoping that the time would pass by more quickly as she gently closed the open door.




      That day, while he was training with his wyvern, Warm lost his balance and fell, breaking his leg. His fight with his father in the morning still remained in his head, and he stubbornly refused any sort of treatment. He didn’t even listen to his father’s words. The boy sulked, and for the first time ever, he didn’t show up at the stables where his beloved Flugel was—the two had been together ever since he was born. For the next few days, he just sat in the outskirts of the town and languidly watched the snowy mountains.


      It was then that a girl called out to him one day.


      “Warm,” she said quietly and calmly.


      The boy furrowed his brow and blinked back blankly. A white-haired girl, fully nude, stood in front of him.


      “Wh-Wh-What the—” he gasped.


      “What’s wrong?” the girl asked, tilting her head to one side as she approached him.


      The boy hastily tried to grab his crutches, but he failed and ended up on the ground. Even still, he tried to crawl away and distance himself from the girl.


      “Y-Y-Your clothes!” he shouted. “Why are you naked?! Wear something!”


      “Clothes?” the girl asked. “Ah, well, they’re suffocating for me.”


      “That’s no excuse! If you don’t wear anything, you might catch a cold in this weather.”


      “I won’t.”


      “You will! Go home and put something on!”


      “Aw...”


      “Get! Go!”


      The girl was happy to finally meet him, but she slumped her shoulders with disappointment. A red-faced Warm chased her away, confused by it all. Who was this enigmatic girl? Why did she know his name? Without any answers, he decided to head home for the day.


      The next day, at the same spot, the white-haired girl appeared again, still naked.


      “Warm,” she called out.


      “You again?” Warm asked with annoyance. “Why aren’t you wearing anything?”


      He removed his fur coat and tossed it over to her. The girl tilted her head to one side with confusion.


      “You’ll catch a cold,” she said.


      “You’re one to talk,” Warm muttered. “Besides, I’m built different.”


      He raised his arm in the air and flexed his biceps; despite his young age, he had trained very hard. The girl smiled.


      “I guess you’re right,” she said. “You’ve never caught a cold before.”


      “Yeah, I’m pretty tough,” Warm replied. “Wait, why do you know that? And why do you know my name?”


      “I know a lot about you. Like how you recently got into a fight with your father.”


      “How did you— Have people been spreading rumors?! My father can get pretty loud when he raises his voice...”


      The boy frowned as he recalled the harsh scolding he received. No matter how many times he went over that conversation, he just couldn’t agree with his father. Warm was certain that he’d done nothing wrong, and the fault was with those bullies who dared to pick on Cera.


      The girl wore the coat and sat next to Warm.


      “You were mad, sad, and annoyed that your dad scolded you,” the girl said. “You couldn’t even focus on your training.”


      “Huh... Were you watching me?” Warm asked. “You’re right, though. And that’s why I fell and broke my leg. I’m still in training, but I’m a failure of a knight. I don’t know how to face Flugel again.”


      “Flugel doesn’t mind and just wants you to get better soon.”


      She spoke as though she’d talked with Flugel before, and Warm felt his chest grow fuzzy.


      “Maybe...you’re right,” he admitted. “I got stubborn and didn’t even let anyone heal me... I would’ve been able to return to training by now.”


      He knew that he’d been a fool, and he turned to face the sky before he glanced at the girl. She looked to be just a bit older than him, perhaps around ten or so, and she was rather pretty, vaguely resembling Cera. But Warm didn’t recognize her. Perhaps she was someone not from this town.


      “Uh, it might be late for me to ask, but whose kid are you?” Warm inquired. “You weren’t even wearing any clothes. Are you the child of a peddler?”


      “Don’t you recognize me?” the girl asked.


      “What do you mean? Yesterday was the first time we met. Or have we met each other somewhere else before?”


      Warm tried to recall this girl’s face. She pensively fell silent for a few moments before flashing a mischievous smile.


      “That’s a secret,” she said.


      “What the...” Warm sighed with a slump of his shoulders.


      Ever since, the girl appeared in front of Warm everyday. She came to the same place at the same time. The girl was never seen in town, and she refused to appear if there was anyone else nearby, and so Warm started to visit that place by himself. He never told Cera or his father about where he was off to, and he used his crutches to make the trip.


      He spoke about all sorts of things with the girl. Warm was mostly the one doing the talking, and he chatted away until he ran out of topics. When that happened, they would just sit in silence. Oddly enough, this wasn’t terribly awkward; the girl was comfortable to be around.


      One day, Warm mentioned that he wanted to be able to walk normally again. The girl tugged on his sleeve and insisted that they start on his rehabilitation. She brought him to a place that had flat ground. On another day, they went to a nearby hill to pick some flowers, and on another separate day, they made a snowman at the foot of the mountains. Warm, who had spent his days with a spear in his hand for as long as he could remember, found this to be a refreshing and fun change of pace.


      “You see that tower over there?” Warm asked. “Apparently, it used to be something called an ancient ruin, and it was renovated to become a prison. If a prisoner goes in, they can never come out. It’s a pretty famous landmark here.”


      He pointed at the massive tower that could be seen from the foot of the mountains and chuckled while claiming that he’d heard as much from his father. The girl quietly listened.


      Three months had passed since he initially met the girl, and Warm’s leg gradually began to heal. No longer did he need crutches, and he regained the ability to walk around normally.


      One day, when he arrived at his usual spot, the girl didn’t appear. No matter how long he waited, she never came. As he continued to wait for her, he realized that he never learned her name.


      Now that his leg had gotten better, his father and master encouraged him to start training again, and the boy knew that he couldn’t frequently visit this place like he always did. He had to tell this to the girl.


      Even when the sun had set, Warm persisted and continued to wait. As the moon rose in the sky, the girl still didn’t appear. But Warm refused to budge, and that was when he felt something gently nudge his back. In surprise, he whirled around and spotted his beloved wyvern, Flugel, who had snuck out of the stables to meet him.


      “Flugel?!” Warm gasped. “Why are you...”


      The boy had spent all this time with the girl, and he reunited with his beloved steed for the first time in three months. The wyvern gave a disgruntled cry for their long-awaited reunion; it was as though the beast wished to know why Warm hadn’t gone to meet it, and the boy scratched his cheek awkwardly.


      “S-Sorry, really...” Warm muttered. “I planned on heading out to meet you tomorrow. Honest. Look, my leg’s all healed up.”


      He jumped up and down to reassure his dragon that he was well, and Flugel gave an exasperated cry before it grabbed Warm by the neck and placed him on its back. He was surprised by this suddenness, but he whirled gracefully in the air and landed on the beast.


      “Wh-Why are you...” Warm started.


      But Flugel ignored him and flapped its wings through the skies. It ascended at incredible speed, and in a flash, Warm and Flugel were above the clouds. The frosty air that bit at his skin was a sensation that Warm was all too familiar with at this high altitude, and he slowly opened his eyes. In front of him were the glittering, snowy mountaintops, illuminated by the gentle moonbeams. The breathtaking view and this nostalgic trip to the sky made Warm draw in a sharp breath as he took it all in.


      Flugel gave a small cry as though it told the boy that his world was up here, above the clouds. Warm apologized to his dragon once more and lovingly stroked Flugel’s mane.


      “I’m back,” he murmured.


      He announced his return from the ground to the air, and as he gazed at Flugel’s white mane, Warm was reminded of the white-haired girl that he had met. Her locks were white like snow, and beautiful.


      “Flugel, could you hear me out?” Warm asked. “For the past three months, ever since I just broke my leg, I met a girl who suddenly appeared out of nowhere. She wasn’t wearing any clothes...”


      He sounded a touch forlorn as though he missed her, and when he shared his memories with Flugel, the wyvern quietly listened, just like how the white-haired girl always did.


      This was a story of a young Warm and the mysterious girl, a bittersweet story of his first love.
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