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      1. Clearing a Dungeon


      Following the Stelia incident, I grew closer with the Scarlet Wind solely because I was tasked with curing Iz, the subleader of the group. This wish was made by none other than Lilka Skyfield, the heroine in the tale of my nightmare; I intended to secure my own survival by having her in my debt.


      To treat Iz’s illness, we needed to utilize a skill called mana drain, an ability that ghost-type monsters had. And so, I’d headed to a dungeon called the Ghost Grotto, in hopes of finding a ghost to make into my familiar.


      Carlos and I walked along the gloomy path in the cave, while Lilka and the rest of the Scarlet Wind members waited outside the dungeon. It wasn’t that I had no faith in them, but frankly, aside from Lilka, they were all utterly useless in combat. If I took weaklings along with me, they’d only get in the way. Only the strong had the right to walk with the strong, and the path I took had no room for the weak.


      Unsurprisingly, the ghost monsters of the Ghost Grotto were immune to physical attacks. They could only be harmed by magic or weapons imbued with mana. Of course, this posed no problem for the two of us.


      “Ah... As I thought, I’ve grown quite old,” Carlos muttered.


      He skewered three ghosts on his rapier as he solemnly stared at the monster corpses. Countless specters around him were shredded to ribbons as they floated about. What’s this old fossil saying? I wondered. Even though I’d enhanced my vision with mana, I still couldn’t quite catch his sword skills. Don’t tell me that he used to be even faster and deadlier than this.


      “The more you talk, the more it sounds like you’re being sarcastic as you show off,” I pointed out.


      “That certainly is not my intention,” Carlos replied. “In my prime, however, I could cut down twice as many monsters in one go. I wish I could’ve shown you my true skills, my lord.”


      “You slaughtered all these ghosts in one swing. What more could I ask for?”


      Any ghost that appeared was sliced to shreds within milliseconds. I didn’t even have the chance to contribute. How could I even ask him to double his efforts when he already performed flawlessly?


      I focused back on the matter at hand—getting a ghost familiar. I glanced at one of the monsters that had just died, but...


      “It vanished. As I thought,” I muttered.


      The ghost that Carlos had cut down turned into pale-blue particles that vanished into the ether. Even the ones skewered by his rapier dissipated without a trace, and my butler grimaced as he turned to the tip of his sword.


      “Ghost monsters won’t leave a corpse when they’re killed...” he muttered. “I’m not surprised that they vanish.”


      “But without a corpse, I cannot use my Shadow Eater,” I grumbled. “I suppose things aren’t so easy. Carlos, perhaps slicing them into fine pieces only hastens their vanishing process. You’re cutting them too much.”


      “Yes, however, when I skewered those three ghosts, I’d only aimed for their vitals. Even then...”


      I quietly glanced at his rapier. Those ghosts had disappeared just as quickly as the shredded specters. I knew that he hadn’t been wasteful. I was just taking my anger out on him because this mission wasn’t going as smoothly as I expected. There’s no use getting angry here. Let’s try something else.


      “We’ll head deeper inside,” I said. “Maybe a more powerful ghost—a floor boss—will leave a corpse for us.”


      “Yes, my lord,” Carlos replied.


      With my butler in tow, I stepped deeper into the dungeon. We hunted down several ghosts along the way, and we even took care of two floor bosses, but neither left a corpse for me to use.


      We reached the deepest area of the dungeon, where the guardian lay. A massive door towered in front of us, looking rather out of place in this cave. When the door yawned open, we were met with a clearing.


      A golden skull enveloped in pale-blue flames awaited us. This monster emanated an ominous air of danger that differentiated it from the rest of the ghosts until now. This was no surprise; the guardian of the Ghost Grotto, Ignis Corona, had to be a more powerful monster than the rest. All guardians of dungeons, regardless of the dungeon difficulty, were incredibly strong, most of them rumored to be as mighty as the Dragon King. That wasn’t my issue, however.


      “Is that actually a ghost?” I asked. “What do you think, Carlos?”


      “At the very least, it has a physical form,” my butler replied. “The fire may be the actual monster, but if it’s the skull...”


      “Then it’s an undead. We’ll know once we defeat it, I suppose. Stand back, Carlos.”


      “My lord, I should be the vanguard...”


      “No need.”


      My butler removed his rapier and stepped forward, but I stopped him. We were up against a guardian, and even he couldn’t underestimate this monster.


      “You’ve been fighting ever since we entered this dungeon,” I said. “At this rate, my skills will dull.”


      “But my lord...” he started.


      “Oh, it won’t take long. We’re up against a mere guardian. At best, it’s as strong as the puny Dragon King.”


      As I conversed with Carlos, I fired my spells. A moment later, a barrage of dark magic assaulted Ignis Corona.


      ✶✶✶


      The Scarlet Wind stood at the ready by the Ghost Grotto’s entrance, each with their own magic weapons. They had been raring to go, willing to risk their lives for this crucial mission for Iz’s cure, but they now stood with grim frowns painted on their faces.


      Lofus had told them to stand back and wait here, lest they get in his way and drag him down. They now had lots of time and little to do with all the energy they’d mustered.


      “Hey... Are we really dead weight?” Kay asked listlessly, his spear resting on his shoulder.


      “To Mr. Lofus, we might be,” Dan replied solemnly.


      “Well, the three of us didn’t really stand out last battle,” Hawk said, nudging his round sunglasses upward. “Makes us adults feel pathetic, doesn’t it?”


      Back-to-back, the group had encountered Sacred Sword Eric and Red Cap, two powerful men way above their league. Both foes had dealt them crushing defeat, making them feel utterly useless. Losing against even the strongest people around felt humiliating when mere children could hold their own against them. Ultimately, the three adults were left behind in the dust, and it didn’t feel great to be seen as dead weight for the young ones.


      “And as for Sigil...” Hawk said wearily.


      In addition, the leader of the Scarlet Wind had gotten himself captured in an underground prison. As the three adults of the group pointed accusatory glares at their leader, Sigil awkwardly averted his gaze.


      “Ugh...” he muttered. “Listen, I’m sorry. I was a moron. I rushed in all by myself and got caught.”


      “You sure did, moron,” Kay replied.


      “You best reflect on your actions,” Dan added.


      “Seriously. Never do something like that again,” Hawk said.


      Sigil visibly shrank apologetically. Lilka, meanwhile, frowned as she kicked the ground with a touch of frustration.


      “Come on...” she moaned. “He could’ve at least brought me along with him.”


      She was pouting because Lofus had left her behind.


      Elma approached the girl.


      “Someone’s sulking,” Elma remarked. “Breakup on the horizon already?”


      “You wish,” Lilka scoffed. “We’re totally lovey-dovey.”


      The girl turned away from Elma’s jokes.


      “Don’t you have to be with Izzy?” Lilka asked quietly.


      “She says she’s feeling good today,” Elma replied. “I wanted to be with her more, but she kicked me out and told me not to treat her like a sickly person.”


      “What? She is sickly.”


      “Yeah, that’s what I said too.”


      The two broke into a fit of giggles, and a calm air surrounded the ladies.


      “Tell me the truth,” Elma said, lowering her voice to the faintest of whispers. “What’s going on between you and him? You two aren’t actually lovers, are you?”


      “Do we not look the part?” Lilka replied.


      “Not at all. You may have fooled the men, but Iz doesn’t buy it.”


      Elma cast the four men an exasperated glance while Lilka let out a sigh.


      “I guess there’s no tricking you two...” the girl said, raising her hands in the air to surrender.


      “Of course not,” Elma replied. “We’ve been watching over you for as long as you’ve been alive. Judging from your reaction, though, it looks like you can’t really talk about your reasons.”


      Lilka slumped her shoulders. “I’m sorry.”


      “All right. Well, it doesn’t look like you’re being blackmailed or anything, so I’ll let it go.”


      Elma’s nonchalant response made Lilka emotionally deflate; the girl had expected to be bombarded with questions.


      “Wait, you’re not stopping me?” she asked.


      “Stop you? Why would I do that?” Elma inquired. “If you’re enjoying yourself, that’s what matters.”


      “R-Really?”


      Elma whirled around, pointing her back at the girl. “Since we don’t need to be ready for combat anymore, I’ll head back. I’m worried about Iz’s condition.”


      She waved her hand and used Ifrit’s teleport function to vanish. Lilka, now left alone, could only gaze up at the sky in a daze.


      “Me? Having fun?” Lilka wondered quizzically.


      She’d assumed that she’d get stopped...again. In the past timeline, she’d declared that she loved Abel Karat to Elma. When the woman had heard this confession, she adamantly tried to stop Lilka from pursuing this love. The girl had expected to be met with resistance this time around as well, but Elma had instead casually dropped the issue and even offered support.


      “Did I not look like I was enjoying myself when I was with Abel?” Lilka wondered.


      If so, I feel bad for liking Abel... she thought with a wry smile. In her past timeline, Lilka had unexpectedly fallen in love with Abel and ended up joining his party. These actions were destined, or scripted. During that time, the kingdom was terrorized by the Four Fiends, and Abel had become rather renowned throughout the nation for defeating one named Strafe. The Scarlet Wind who fought alongside him also earned some fame as well.


      The attention wasn’t all positive, though. The pirates had made the usefulness of their airship known to powerful nobles. This was a ship that was incredibly rare throughout the globe, perhaps even one of a kind, and the value it held was incalculable. Everyone was dying to get their hands on the Ifrit.


      Following the battle with Abel, the Scarlet Wind was approached by many eager nobles. Some tried to use a silver tongue, while others resorted to threats and violence. At the end of the day, the Scarlet Wind was a group of lawless pirates with no one to watch their backs; with so many blades pointed at them, one was bound to slip through.


      To save her friends, Lilka decided to get close to Abel—or rather, the princess in his party. If she became close with Abel, the Scarlet Wind would, by extension, receive the backing and protection of the royal family. This was the quickest path to protect her beloved family, and so, she got right to work.


      She aggressively pointed her affection at Abel and became close with the women of his party. Her wind magic and scouting skills might not have stood out, but she firmly established herself as an unsung hero of the group. She asked for the Scarlet Wind’s support when needed, and at times, even used the Ifrit to carry Abel and his party across the land. Her hard work ultimately worked out when the Scarlet Wind became officially sanctioned by the royal family. Those in power would think twice before threatening her family.


      Lilka had approached Abel only with ulterior motives. There was no real love or affection toward him, and every show of devotion she displayed was nothing but an act. She might’ve shared a bond with him through the grisly battles that they braved together, but her love for him was a pure lie. Perhaps Elma had seen right through the girl and thus vehemently denied Lilka’s pursuit of him.


      “Thinking back, maybe Abel saw through me too...” Lilka murmured.


      Abel treated Lilka as a younger sister. No matter how affectionate and handsy she was with him, he made no attempt to reciprocate her feelings or make the first move. Lilka didn’t regret what she did in the previous timeline, but in hindsight, maybe she hadn’t needed to put on an act to begin with. If she’d just interacted with Abel and the others normally, she might have still earned the royal family’s protection somehow.


      Lilka let out a melancholic sigh, and only then did she think back to Elma’s earlier words. She tilted her head to one side, recalling how Elma made no attempt to stop the girl from being with Lofus. All because Lilka apparently looked like she was enjoying herself. Was she? Did she enjoy being with Lofus?


      “Do I seem that way?” she wondered. “And if so, do I really...”


      She thought back to the time she jumped off Gillan’s manor. She did so because she trusted that Lofus would leap in after her to save her, and this was her way of finding a place where the two could be alone. Just as she’d predicted, Lofus followed her down. No longer was he the coldhearted, cruel man that he’d been in the previous timeline; he unexpectedly had a more serious and gentler side to him.


      She recalled clinging to him during her fall. The arm that gently drew her close to his body was indescribably kind. The sensation of his embrace was still seared vividly in her mind. Lofus was usually thorny and callous, but that bit of kindness he displayed in the moment left a lasting impression.


      Lilka quietly shook her head. No way was she the type to be so easily swayed by such a minor gesture. I can’t be that easy to woo as a woman. I’m just overthinking this, I bet.


      She shooed these needless thoughts out of her head.


      ✶✶✶


      A bit more than an hour had passed since Lofus and Carlos entered the dungeon. The mouth of the Ghost Grotto emitted a pale-blue glow—proof that the guardian in its depths had been defeated, and that this area was cleared.


      “What?! He cleared the dungeon?!” Sigil yelped with astonishment. “It’s only been an hour!”


      Lofus’s goal was to make a ghost monster his familiar so that he could use mana drain on Iz. Sigil and the others had thought that the noble was spending a bit too much time beating some monsters, but if the boy had defeated the guardian, it was a different story entirely. Guardians weren’t like the typical bosses that appeared on every floor; they were the ultimate defenders of their respective dungeons, all of them powerful regardless of their domain’s overall difficulty.


      Usually, several teams of famous treasure hunters and expedition parties joined together to raid the monster. They would meticulously research the guardian’s weaknesses and only challenged it when they were completely ready. Even then, the odds of beating one was like the flip of a coin. That was how difficult it was to defeat the guardian, but Lofus and Carlos had managed it in about an hour with no prior preparation.


      Sigil and the others knew that Lofus was a powerful mage, but the boy exceeded expectations to a startling degree. Just how strong was he?


      As a sidenote, when a guardian was defeated, that dungeon was deemed fully cleared. The Ghost Grotto’s functions as a dungeon would cease, becoming nothing more than a regular cave. When a dungeon stopped operating, it could never start again. However, after a while, a completely different dungeon would emerge in the exact same spot. Now that the Ghost Grotto had lost its guardian, it’d remain as a regular cave for a few years before a new dungeon took its place.


      It was unknown why this exactly happened, and the mechanisms behind dungeon transformations were yet to be discovered; many simply accepted that this was how they worked.




      A short while later, Lofus and Carlos appeared once more at the glowing cave’s entrance, and as if on cue, the dungeon’s light faded away. This signified the dungeon’s collapse, and the Ghost Grotto was now just a regular cave. Lofus and Carlos, despite clearing a dungeon, had nary a speck of dust on their outfits, much less a scratch.


      The noble glared at the stunned Sigil and tossed something at him.


      “A souvenir. Take it,” Lofus muttered.


      “What? A souvenir?” Sigil asked, dumbfounded.


      The boy sounded somewhat annoyed as Sigil picked up the item by his feet—a golden skull.


      “What the—” Sigil gasped.


      The skull’s eye sockets had a pale blue glow flickering within, and when Sigil locked eyes with it, he yelped with surprise and tossed the item in the air. Hawk rushed forth and hastily caught the skull before it hit the ground.


      “Whoa! That was close!” Hawk said.


      The golden skull was the head of Ignis Corona, the guardian of the Ghost Grotto who had been surrounded by a blue wisp. This was called a dropped item, objects that could be collected upon a monster’s defeat. They were incredibly rare and valuable, some going for the price of a lavish manor right in the middle of the city.


      “Sigil, you freaking moron!” Hawk roared at his leader who had carelessly thrown such an expensive item. “Do you know how valuable this is?!”


      “But I—” Sigil started.


      “No excuses, you bumbling idiot!”


      Hawk was in an especially bad mood, causing Sigil to flinch with fright.


      “Welcome back,” Lilka said, approaching Lofus. “Any luck?”


      Judging from the boy’s frown, she could already predict his answer, but she gingerly tried to pry it out of him anyway.


      Lofus shook his head.


      “I’ll be blunt,” he said. “I couldn’t make any of the ghost monsters into my familiar.”


      “I...see...” she replied.


      She turned to the ground with disappointment, and Lofus slumped his shoulders with a deep sigh.


      “I had my doubts, honestly,” he confessed. “Ghost monsters tend to vanish without leaving a corpse. If I have no dead body, I can’t use my Shadow Eater.”


      He glared at his shadow and spat, “Come out,” causing black flames to spew out. A massive skull, which had grown thanks to Lofus’s mana, was shrouded in ominous, black flames. This was none other than the guardian, Ignis Corona, which Lofus had defeated in the Ghost Grotto.


      “I-Is this...” Kay gasped.


      “A guardian?!” Dan finished.


      The two recoiled out of fear as Lofus pointed at his new familiar with his chin.


      “I thought a guardian might fit the bill, but I was wrong,” the boy said. “This isn’t a ghost, but an undead. I tried to test out its abilities, but it can’t use mana drain.”


      “Right... Ghosts vanish once they’re killed,” Lilka murmured.


      “If there were specters that had a physical body, perhaps things would be different.”


      The two pensively searched for an answer.


      “A physical ghost...” Lilka muttered. “Oh!”


      She gave a gasp of recollection, and everyone turned to her curiously, hoping to hear an answer.


      “Did something come to mind?” Lofus asked.


      “Er...” Lilka stammered as all eyes were pointed at her. She averted her gaze and outstretched her arms with a bright smile.


      Lofus knit his brow. “What?”


      “A welcome back hug! Lovers usually embrace each other, you know.”


      “What?”


      Lofus gave a glare of incredulity as though the girl was insane, but Lilka didn’t mind as she embraced him. While the rest of the people gasped with awe, Carlos’s eyes widened ever so slightly as he paid close attention to what his master would do next.


      “What are you...” Lofus started with annoyance.


      Lilka gently patted his back in hopes of quelling his anger. She then drew her lips close to his ear.


      “Shhh, just play along,” she whispered. “We have to be this close, or the others might hear us.”


      At once, Lofus froze in place and stopped resisting. He sighed and gazed down at the girl who hugged him.


      “How long must we play this silly role?” he asked. “It’s become far too troublesome for me.”


      “Oh? Does that mean you don’t want to pretend anymore?” Lilka asked. “Should we be lovers for real?”


      “Is that what you thought I meant?”


      His cold glare was met by Lilka’s smile, reassuring him that she was joking. She turned to the boy solemnly.


      “Cielpark, the city of the skies,” she whispered.


      Lofus’s eyes grew wide. “Ah... I remember a city like that.”


      “That’s it? I guess that city wouldn’t leave a lasting impression on you, Lofy.”


      Cielpark was a city that still had vestiges of an ancient civilization that fell to ruin many eons ago. This floating city of the sky had been long abandoned. In the tale that Lofus had dreamed, this city served as the den of one of the Four Fiends—Deadly Wings Despia, a griffin of monstrous proportions. In the original timeline, Abel and his party would fight alongside the Scarlet Wind to take Despia down. A grisly battle in the skies unfolded, and this was the trigger for Lilka Skyfield to join the main character’s party.


      Cielpark, however, wasn’t just known as Despia’s home. A special breed of ghosts patrolled this area. The city was dense with manatoms, and this gave birth to ghosts with physical forms, made from crystallized mana. While these monsters were more powerful than normal ghosts, they had a physical form, making them vulnerable to physical attacks as well. Lofus nodded as he recalled that these special ghosts also left behind a corpse that he could utilize.


      “Indeed, those ghosts might be the answer,” he muttered.


      Lilka grinned. “Looks like we’ve got our next destination.” She drew herself back from the boy. “But that city’s constantly on the move, like a cloud in the breeze. We gotta find it first.”


      She pondered for a few moments, then gave Lofus a wink.


      “It’d be weird if I knew all this, huh?” she asked. “I’ll casually try to steer our group to the city. Maybe I’ll tell them that it came to you in a dream and you told me about it.”


      “Don’t say that,” Lofus snapped.


      “Aww, you want me to keep this a little secret?”


      The boy frowned and reached out to stop the girl, but Lilka slipped out of his reach and giggled teasingly. The other men of the Scarlet Wind saw this scene unfold; to them, it looked as though the two kids were playing a romantic chase of cat and mouse as they publicly displayed their affection for each other.


      “They started with a hug, and now they’re chasing each other,” Kay muttered at the sickly sweet scene. “It’s like they’re showing off.”


      Dan smiled happily. Lilka was like a sister to him, and he was happy to see her seemingly enjoy herself.


      “How far do you think they’ve gone?” Sigil asked with a smirk.


      Hawk readjusted his round sunglasses and gave a serious answer. “Lilka’s still only twelve... I bet they’ve only kissed at best.”


      Carlos, on the other hand, covered his eyes with his palms as he turned to the sky with confusion.


      “Which...is it?” he wondered.


      In the astute butler’s eyes, it looked as though the two kids were merely acting the role of lovers due to reasons of their own. Judging from Lofus’s reaction, Carlos was initially quite confident that his suspicions rang true. But as he watched the two kids frolic around, he began to feel less sure.


      “Which is it?” he muttered once more.


      But no one could answer his query.


      ✶✶✶


      Amid all this rowdiness, the ghost mission drew to a close. The Scarlet Wind’s immediate priority was to find the city of Cielpark that was supposedly surrounded by ghosts with physical forms. Cielpark could be anywhere in the sky, and this search would take some time and effort. One might assume that a large, floating city was hard to miss, but the skies were vaster still, and in the grand scheme of the world, Cielpark was but a tiny dot in the blue welkin. The city did have a tell, however; it was always surrounded by dark thunderclouds, as though trying to shroud its own existence from outsiders.


      In other words, the city was within stormy clouds. The Scarlet Wind would have to be on the hunt for some large thunderclouds in the sky. Lofus suggested that they use the guardian’s golden skull he provided for them to fund this trip, but the Scarlet Wind refused. An argument about who got to claim the skull ensued between the boy and the pirates. This mission was to treat Iz’s illness, and Lofus was merely lending a hand; since only he could treat her, the Scarlet Wind couldn’t ask for money on top of that. Ultimately, after much arguing, the Scarlet Wind agreed to give Lofus any magic tools or valuables that they’d find in the floating city.


      “Good grief,” the noble muttered, baffled by the pirates’ insistence on refusing treasure. “Are you not pirates? Have you no greed? Everyone’s got this odd sense of integrity...”


      “Ah ha ha!” Lilka laughed. “Well, we’ve got our pride and reputation too.”


      “You’ll be undone by clinging to pride beyond your station. A commoner should gratefully accept a blessing from a noble.”


      “We might be commoners, but we’re treasure hunters. Just like how you have your dignity as a noble, so do we. The Scarlet Wind has some principles that we abide by.”


      She chuckled proudly, and Lofus gave an apathetic shrug.


      “Guess we’ll be off,” Lilka said.


      “Don’t forget to report back regularly,” Lofus warned.


      “I know! I wouldn’t call it ‘regularly’ though. The next time we return here, we’ll be ready to head off to the city of the sky.”


      She flashed a proud smile as she gazed up at the sky with renewed determination. Iz’s illness was gradually progressing as they spoke, and there was no time for the Scarlet Wind to stop and take a rest. Now that there was hope for treatment, the pirates were more than motivated. Morale was high.


      Lofus, however, was concerned about this burst of energy from Lilka. Precisely because she was so focused, it was likely that she’d get tunnel vision and lose track of her surroundings. The boy approached her and surreptitiously slid his shadow on the ground over to hers. One of his shadow familiars quietly slipped into her shadow. The mana he used was so faint that it even evaded Lilka’s notice. Now, this familiar could report back on Lilka’s situations. This was his way of keeping tabs on her.


      Since Lofus had promised to cure Iz’s illness, it was unlikely that Lilka would betray him, but Lofus was acutely aware that there were no absolutes in this world. He was all the more wary because he’d experienced death a million times over within his nightmare. There, Lilka had been a part of the hero’s party that had exhibited incredible animosity toward him, so he found it difficult to truly trust her.


      Lofus quietly ruminated over his decision. He recalled the time when Lilka had quite literally risked life and limb to protect him from Red Cap’s blades. During their adventure in the founder’s tumulus, Lilka had once again jumped to his aid against the mysterious Alraune, the founder’s familiar. She’d saved his life twice before; though both times were against Lofus’s will, he couldn’t deny the facts that stared straight in his face. He could never forget the times when she killed him in cold blood within his dream, but he also could not just pretend that she’d never spared his life.


      “Hm? What’s wrong, Lofy?” Lilka asked, noticing his gaze. She tilted her head to one side, perplexed.


      “No, it’s nothing,” Lofus muttered with a sigh.


      He discreetly recalled his shadow familiar back to his side. The boy had initially wanted to track Lilka because he couldn’t trust her, but after what she’d done for him, perhaps she was worthy of some trust. Lofus couldn’t help but want to trust Lilka, though even he internally mocked his own train of thought; trusting another felt very out of character for him. Still, he’d made his choice, and he awkwardly averted his gaze.


      “Take care and go,” he muttered.


      “What?” Lilka asked, wide-eyed. She didn’t expect to hear a touch of kindness from his words. “Wh-What’s up? We’re alone, so you don’t have to act like you’re my lover, you know. Um... Er, should we hug or something?”


      Amid her confusion, she bashfully outstretched her arms for an embrace, but Lofus only responded with the iciest of glares.


      “Leave,” he spat.


      “What?! Why’re you so cold?!” Lilka cried. “You sounded like my lover seconds ago!”


      “You’re so annoying...”


      He pressed against his temples like he had a headache. Lilka tugged on his sleeves, making a fuss. The girl recalled what Elma had told her a short while ago—that she seemed to be enjoying herself when she was by Lofus’s side. Even Lilka felt that the relationship she shared with him wasn’t so bad.


      “Huh, maybe we actually are compatible,” she said with a happy smile.


      “What?” Lofus asked angrily.


      Yet, the fact that he entertained this conversation at all might have been a sign of his kindness. The two continued to bicker and quarrel for a short while longer, until the airship departed.




      Lofus hadn’t placed his familiar in Lilka’s shadow—this decision was made due to a bond of trust that the two had cultivated. This would have been unthinkable in the previous timeline, but Lofus now undoubtedly held some sort of positive feeling toward Lilka. One might even think that was a very good and favorable change for the boy, but little did he know that he’d soon come to regret this seemingly benign decision.


      ✶✶✶


      Shortly after the Scarlet Wind set out in search of the island in the sky, a visitor arrived in House Lightless’s villa, which Lofus called his home. The guests were a pair of women. One was Yusurika, a Dark Knight, and the other was a petite girl in a white robe who wore a plain veil that covered her face.


      Yusurika had arrived to introduce the robed girl to Lofus, but as the boy sat in the drawing room, he furrowed his brows with befuddlement at his surprise visitor. There was no prior notice or appointment. Normally, the boy would’ve refused such an insolent guest at the door, but since none other than Yusurika had brought this girl to him, he begrudgingly welcomed her in.


      The girl, however, refused to name herself even when she was ushered inside, and as she kept her face hidden while she was escorted by Yusurika, Lofus couldn’t offer a warm welcome. He frowned during the entire meeting, miffed by this display of impudence. Yusurika noticed the Lightless heir’s displeasure as he sat on a sofa and rested his face on his hand, and she swiftly knelt by his feet.


      “Young master, please forgive my insolence, and thank you for welcoming this sudden guest into your manor,” she said. “I’m terribly sorry for giving no prior notice.”


      Lofus gazed down at his kneeling knight and let out a sigh. “Know that I allowed her in because she is with you. I won’t coldly refuse her visit, but I’d at least like her name herself.”


      He glared at the robed girl, and Yusurika hastily gazed up at her master.


      “Young master, I beg for your lenience and forgiveness,” the knight pleaded. “She must keep her identity hidden due to very special reasons...”


      The robe girl raised her hand to stop the knight.


      “Lady Yusurika, I don’t mind,” the girl said.


      She turned her faintly colored eyes toward Lofus from beneath the veil, and slowly removed the cloth from her face. Her skin was paler than porcelain, and her long, platinum blonde locks were dazzling. Lofus stared at her in disbelief.


      “Thank you for accepting my sudden visit, Sir Lofus Ray Lightless,” the girl said. “Please forgive my belated introduction. I’ve been bestowed the position of a saint within the Church of the Six Gods. My name is Fran. I’m here today to treat your left eye and arm.”


      With a bright smile and a bow, Lofus could only watch in silence. He had recognized her face immediately. Saint Fran was a member of Abel’s party within Lofus’s nightmare.
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      ✶✶✶


      The saint not only appeared out of nowhere, but she apparently arrived to treat Lofus’s wound. Lofus then recalled what Yusurika had mentioned before in Roguebert when she tended to his injuries. Upon healing his left eye and arm, she mentioned that she’d consult the higher-ups for someone whose skills surpassed her own. Lofus had assumed that she was referring to Alba, captain of the Dark Knights, or Ludens, the current marquess of the house. It seemed he had guessed wrong.


      Though Yusurika had said that she would find help soon, it’d actually taken her quite some time. Well, it was little surprise, since she’d dragged the church’s symbol, a saint, all the way out to the Lightless fief.


      Lofus glared at his knight.


      “Yusurika, do you hail from the church?” he asked.


      Her shoulders jolted nervously at this accusation, and Fran stepped forward protectively.


      “Please do not blame her,” Fran said. “Lady Yusurika simply did her best for your sake, Sir Lofus.”


      The young saint bowed her head in Yusurika’s stead, and Lofus huffed proudly as he turned away. Obviously, the knight wished to heal her master; that much was clear the moment she brought a saint into this manor. And it didn’t take a genius to then assume that Yusurika came from the church. The knight knew this risk and still prioritized her master’s treatment.


      Things clicked in place for Lofus. It explained Yusurika’s absurdly powerful healing skills, which were surely rare even within the church. Lofus let out a small sigh and turned to Yusurika.


      “You did mention that you’d bring someone even better than you, but I didn’t think you were referring to the saint,” he said.


      Fran cracked a faint smile. “Lady Yusurika’s healing powers are excellent even among her peers. I don’t hold a candle to her abilities.”


      “Says the saint of the Church of the Six Gods.”


      This was by no means a compliment. It was often rumored that the higher echelons of the church were hellish, rife with greed and the lust for authority. Lofus didn’t have a very good impression of the organization. His retort was a backhanded complement at best, and Fran, who noticed this snark, let out a strained laugh.


      “As you may already know, despite my title, I’m nothing but a vase, a decoration that the church can use for their benefit,” Fran said. “Because I can use a special type of holy magic, I was chosen for the role, that’s all. If raw healing ability determined the next saint, then Lady Yusurika would’ve been the one.”


      “Are saints allowed to say that?” Lofus asked.


      “Not at all. So I do hope that this conversation doesn’t leave this room.”


      She flashed a mischievous smile, and Lofus slumped his shoulders. As his nightmare flashed across his mind, he recalled that the saint was indeed rather unusual. Fran did not carry herself with the typical dignity of a saint. A more charitable way to describe her was that she was relatable, but in a more negative light, she was vulgar. Despite her revered status, she wasn’t exactly a paragon of the church’s ideals. Regardless, her holy magic skills were superb and fitting for her moniker.


      That was how Lofus saw this girl, anyway. And because she was in Abel’s party in the tale, she was also involved in Lofus’s murder. But the noble, though surprised by her sudden appearance, didn’t harbor any sort of hatred or resentment toward her. Fran was a healer and was committed to her role; she hadn’t directly joined in killing him. Was that really the reason?


      Lofus did recall finding her an annoyance, for she instantly healed any damage that Abel had received. But perhaps Lofus was able to hold a normal conversation with his former opponent because she wasn’t really a fighter.


      Fran smiled as her gaze fell upon Lofus’s jade left eye.


      “Now then, I’d like to get to work,” she said. “Truth be told, I slipped away from the church without permission, so I cannot stay here for long.”


      “Huh?” Lofus asked. “You snuck out to get here? I’m surprised that a saint like you could do that.”


      “Yes, I required quite a bit of time to make preparations. Truth be told, Lady Yusurika had come to me for help quite a while ago. I apologize for my delay.”


      Fran tried to lower her head, but Lofus raised his hand to stop her.


      “You’ve no need to apologize,” he replied. “Though perhaps a bit impudent of me to say, I really wasn’t expecting these injuries to be healed. And since you’re doing this in secret, I suppose I won’t need to do anything in return.”


      Lofus disliked the church, and he didn’t want to owe them one. He grinned when he learned that this was a covert operation. Fran smirked back.


      “Oh, you may feel indebted,” she said. “Not to the church, but to myself and Lady Yusurika.”


      This saint was quite the enterprising young lady, and Yusurika gingerly watched her master, terrified that this sort of insolence might earn his ire. Lofus wasn’t at all upset though, and he laughed jovially.


      “Hah! You’ve got a quick tongue,” he said. “Now then, I trust you can do this for me. If you can completely heal my wounds, I promise to reward you to the highest degree possible.”


      “You can count on me,” Fran replied. “As a saint, I shall also promise to use my skills to the highest degree possible.”


      A magic circle emitting holy light appeared behind her back, and she immediately got to work to treat Lofus’s wounds.


      ✶✶✶


      Fran’s magic circle scattered into the ether. Her face was pale, and she hung her head with disappointment. Even Yusurika, who acted as an assistant, faced the ground with a frown. The air was so dark and gloomy that one might’ve thought that this was a funeral.


      “Er... No need to be so down,” Lofus reassured them.


      “I boasted that I’d use all my abilities as a saint,” Fran muttered sadly. “I just feel so pathetic and useless...”


      She looked so depressed and dejected by her failure that even Lofus felt the need to console her. The saint’s spells couldn’t heal Lofus’s wounds. Fran could use every holy spell to its highest degree; in terms of healing spells, Yusurika was a touch better, but Fran’s specialty was dispelling and purification. The saint had done everything she could to restore the boy’s eye and arm, but even she couldn’t remove the unusual mana on him that hindered healing effects.


      Yusurika had managed to seal the mana, meaning that it could no longer harm Lofus, but if the seal ever came undone, the consequences would be dreadful. While Fran wasn’t exactly sure what would occur, she knew that it couldn’t be good.


      “You mentioned that a whale monster injured you, correct?” she asked Lofus solemnly, staring straight at him with a concerned look.


      It seemed she’d heard the details of his wounds from Yusurika, and Lofus nodded in response.


      “This unusual mana, akin to a curse, eats away at your left eye and arm,” Fran explained. “I’ve tried my best, but I couldn’t dispel it. This isn’t something that should be treated thoughtlessly either. I had to be careful not to let your location and status be perceived by them.”


      “‘Them’?” Lofus asked.


      “Has Lady Yusurika not told you? I’m referring to whoever cast this curse on your body. It could be the whale itself, or perhaps someone who had been pulling its strings back then.”


      Yusurika had mentioned before that the monster was either related to the divine—making it nearly unkillable—or someone else’s familiar. In other words, the mastermind was still lurking about, and they had clearly cursed Lofus through the wound that the Wicked Whale had inflicted on him. After all, the effect wouldn’t have persisted after the whale’s death if the monster had been the one to cast the curse.


      “Lady Yusurika’s seal is perfectly made, but the curse is simply too strong,” Fran explained. “As time passes, this seal might start to break. We’ve both added an additional layer of seals on top of it, though, so you should be okay for a year.”


      “The seal can deteriorate, then?” Lofus asked with furrowed brows. “It sounds like this must be remade every year.”


      He frowned at this troublesome arrangement; he wasn’t keen on doing something like this annually. But Fran shook her head.


      “Though I predict that you will be okay for a year, that’s only a prediction,” she said. “I believe that you will need to be checked monthly. However, since I can’t leave the royal capital so easily, I’ll have Lady Yusurika check your body every month instead.”


      Yusurika nodded.


      “Out of curiosity, what happens if the seal is undone and the curse is released?” Lofus asked.


      Fran fell silent for a few moments, mulling over her response.


      “The curse might eat you alive and kill you. Or...” she paused and turned to the ground. “Your body might be overtaken by this curse.”


      “So, this curse will either kill me or take over my body,” Lofus mused. “Heh, what an amusing end.”


      “It’s no laughing matter, but I see that you’re very bold.”


      She pointed a weary glance at a smiling Lofus.


      “I shall see you in a year,” the saint said. “If you could come to the royal capital, I wouldn’t have to adjust my schedule a year in advance...”


      “It’s a touch ironic to say it to someone as busy as you, but I’ve got my hands full as well. I cannot leave my land so easily.”


      “It’s tough for both of us, huh? What with social statuses and all. But it seems you’ve got a lot to shoulder despite your young age.”


      Fran had a petite frame, and she looked similar to Lofus’s age, but in truth, she was an adult. Lofus turned to her.


      “I owe you one,” he said. “If you need anything, feel free to—”


      He froze mid-sentence. The boy was about to mention that the saint could rely on him at any time, but an odd feeling of déjà vu washed over him. I feel like something like this happened before... He was certain that this was the first time he was meeting Fran, but for some reason, he felt like this wasn’t their first encounter. What a peculiar, strange thought...


      Lofus had been killed countless times in his nightmares, and Fran was involved in this as well. Certainly, she hadn’t directly laid a hand on him, but as she saw him as her enemy, surely, he had every right to treat her with loathing and disgust. Yet, why did nothing like that emerge in his heart? Fran was easy to talk to, and Lofus felt like she was easy to be friends with. The saint cocked her head to one side, noticing the boy’s gaze.


      “Is anything the matter?” she asked.


      “No...” Lofus murmured. “But...have we ever met before?”


      “Oh, my...”


      Fran looked a touch surprised, placing a hand over her mouth. A brief silence settled over the room as she let out a small chuckle.


      “Oh dear. Sir Lofus, are you trying to woo me?” she asked.


      “What?!” Lofus cried hastily. “No, that’s certainly not my intention...”


      Fran inexplicably turned up the theatrics as she gazed up. “‘I’m sure we were lovers in a past life,’ a noble would say. Such sweet talk could make a noblewoman swoon. I thank you for such a passionate confession, and from the eldest son of the famous Marquess Lightless, no less.”


      “You’re misunder—”


      Only then did the boy notice Fran giggling like a mischievous child. She hadn’t gotten the wrong idea at all.


      “Fran... Are you toying with me?” he accused.


      “Hee hee...” Fran chuckled. “I’m sorry. It’s just that you were so desperate to deny my claims that I couldn’t help but have some fun.”


      “You...”


      Lofus narrowed his eyes at her, and Fran cleared her throat.


      “Excuse me,” she said. “But I think you’re partially to blame as well. After all, you said something so strange that I was caught by surprise.”


      “I suppose I’m at fault there,” the boy replied.


      He shrugged, exasperated, as Fran laughed along. The saint then keenly noticed Yusurika staring at her with anxiety.


      “Lady Yusurika, is anything the matter?” Fran asked.


      “Huh? No...” Yusurika replied.


      She mumbled quietly, not wishing to intrude upon the conversation.


      “Is anything bothering you?” Lofus asked. “Go on. You may speak.”


      As he quickly intuited his knight’s wishes and offered permission, Yusurika slowly opened her mouth.


      “Th-Thank you,” she said. “Er, Lady Fran, have you ever met the young master before?”


      “Nope,” Fran replied firmly. “This is the first time we’ve met. We never made some sort of silly promise as children or anything, I am quite sure.”


      “I...see,” Yusurika sighed, looking visibly relieved.


      Lofus was confused as to why the knight looked so relieved, but he kept his silence. Fran cleared her throat to switch conversations and turned to the boy.


      “In any case, I have a feeling we’ll be seeing each other for many years to come, at least until that curse of yours is gone,” she said. “If I do have any problems during that time, I’ll be sure to come to you for help—and I won’t hold back. I hope we can get along.”


      “Indeed,” Lofus replied. “If you need anything, feel free to let me know at any time.”


      Fran smiled gently, and Lofus’s cracked the faintest of smirks in return. And with that, Fran left the villa with Yusurika.




      Ultimately, Lofus still couldn’t see out of his left eye and his arm was still gone, but he’d learned plenty from this exchange. First, he learned that the curse was unexpectedly powerful—and troublesome. Had he let this curse be, it would’ve devoured his body. Second, the seal on his body had to be periodically checked. Lofus, for one reason or another, was unable to sense this unusual curse in his body, and he would fail to notice any cracks in his seal. Thus, this was the best way to prevent further complications.


      “But I guess I won’t be healed for a while,” he muttered. “Perhaps I shall make an artificial arm.”


      Left alone in the drawing room, he stared at his missing left arm.


      “Your guest has left,” Carlos said as he made a swift entrance. “I didn’t expect the saint of the church to arrive at this manor... Now, what shall we do about Yusurika?”


      “You mean about her own ties to the church?” Lofus replied.


      Carlos apparently knew of the exchanges between Lofus and Fran without having even been in the room. The boy wasn’t surprised by this though, as he assumed that the butler was likely listening in from next door. As Lofus’s butler and guard, Carlos made sure to always keep his wits about so that he could react at a moment’s notice.


      “We do nothing,” Lofus finally said. “Yusurika is a Dark Knight. Father must have already known of her history when she first joined.” The boy then tugged the corners of his mouth upward. “But maybe I can use this as a reason to force her to resign from the Dark Knights. She can become my personal guard instead.”


      Since Yusurika would be the one performing periodic checkups on Lofus, it would be more convenient to have her always nearby.


      Carlos tilted his head to one side.


      “My lord, I can see that you’re rather fond of her,” the butler said. “May I ask why? What special reason is there to keep her so close by?”


      Lofus gazed up at the ceiling in a daze. “I suppose...it’s because her dark hair...was so beautiful.”


      Carlos’s face twitched. “Pardon?”


      “What?”


      “Is that all, my lord?”


      “Is that a problem?”


      “Oh, er, not at all. I just didn’t expect you to say that. Do you like dark-haired women, Sir Lofus?”


      “Her superb healing abilities aren’t lost on me, of course. There aren’t many who can use holy magic within the Lightless fief.”


      Carlos sighed as he turned to his master. “Just to be clear, do you plan on making her your concubine?”


      “My...concubine? Ah, you mean my mistress. No, I have no such intention. Why are you asking me that?”


      “When you personally pick out a woman to stay by your side, you cannot blame them for making such an assumption. I’m sure that Yusurika plans to be with you as well.”


      “What? When I asked her to be by my side, she seemed eager. Does she wish to be my mistress?”


      “A man of your status is certainly allowed to play around with a few women, but...I fear that you’re a touch too young for that.”


      Lofus turned away wearily. “I’ve already said that I have no such intention...”


      “And your future wife may not approve of your sexual proclivities.”


      “My wife? That’ll be many years in the future.”


      “Oh, I won’t be so sure. You might get engaged the moment you become an adult, and married immediately after graduation from the academy.”


      Lofus frowned. “And who is this wife that you speak of?”


      “Who just popped in your mind right now, my lord?”


      “Hah, rubbish. Is that your attempt to trick me? I told Fol that she must become a noble first. A commoner cannot achieve a rank in a mere three years.”


      “Ah... So you first thought of Lady Faltiana instead of that pirate girl.”


      Carlos grinned with relief, but Lofus’s expression went blank.


      “An old man like you doesn’t have much longer to live, but it seems you want me to end it here for you right now,” Lofus said, his voice dangerously low.


      Carlos turned pale. “Lord Lofus, I was just jo—”


      A moment later, a dark spell was hurled where Carlos stood. The floor was gouged out and dust rose in the air. Lofus glared at the half-broken room and huffed proudly, as Carlos was no longer there.


      “My word,” the butler said behind Lofus, cold sweat dripping from his brow. “I saw my life flash before me.”


      Lofus shot daggers at his servant. “I missed on purpose. There won’t be a next time.”


      The boy left the room and coldly shut the door behind him. As Carlos remained by himself, he wiped the sweat away with a sigh.


      “My lord, you actually tried to hit me there...” the butler muttered.


      His eyes were focused on the destroyed ground in front of him; Lofus’s earlier spell was meant to murder someone.


      Once Carlos was certain that his master was no longer around, he took out his notebook and fountain pen from his pocket.


      “Lilka was the pirate’s name, I believe,” he muttered. “I’m unsure if she’s romantically involved with my lord, but they do seem to share a deep bond. He’s still leaning toward Lady Faltiana for now, but who knows what’ll happen in the future. And one more joins the fray: Yusurika.”


      He scribbled in his notebook.


      “This is the first time he’s shown any interest in a woman,” Carlos said. “She’s certainly a threat as well. It seems you’ve got many obstacles barring your path, Lady Faltiana.”


      The butler closed his notebook, looking troubled.


      “It’s quite normal for any heroine to have many rivals, but never did I expect my lord to be involved in a love triangle...or a love square, rather,” he mumbled.


      He quietly placed his notebook back into his pocket. The cover read in large letters: “Notes for my Sequel.”


      The Dark Noble and the Sailor Woman—a self-proclaimed nonfiction romance novel by Carlos Idio Coldvark—had been published in secret and circulated around the Lightless fief. And it seemed a sequel was steadily in the works.

    

  

  
    
      2. Brunch


      As the cry of the gulls echoed in the air, not a single cloud dotted the horizon. Countless merchant ships were lined up at the port. Lofus had decided to pay this port city a visit.


      “What was this place called again?” he muttered.


      “Port Viper, my lord,” Carlos said from the back.


      “A port of snakes? What a horrific name. It’s not suitable for a port that will flourish in the future.”


      Lofus slumped his shoulders with exasperation. This city was once under the rule of Clinton faux Serpente, whose house’s symbol was the snake. Did Clinton change the port’s name to suit his house, or was this some kind of silly coincidence?


      While Lofus stood at the levee, pondering this, a well-dressed man approached him.


      “Pardon me,” the man said. “That attire... Are you Lord Lightless?”


      He wore a cream-colored suit, his dark brown hair in a side part. Lofus angrily glared at him, and Carlos stepped forward as though to physically shield his master from this stranger.


      “I ask that you not take another step closer,” the butler warned sternly.


      The man wasn’t at all offended by this order. He immediately stepped back and gave a graceful bow.


      “Pardon my insolence,” the man said. “My name is Milld. I serve as the director of the Merchant Association within the Lightless fief. I want to extend my heartfelt gratitude for your visit today.”


      As he gave a low bow, Lofus’s eyebrow twitched, recognizing the name.


      “Milld... Ah, so you’re the impudent man who called me out here,” Lofus spat. “I was wondering what the fool who dared to order me around looked like.”


      “Please accept my humblest apologies, Lord Lightless,” Milld replied.


      As Lofus glared menacingly down at Milld, the man rubbed his face on the ground and kowtowed in submission. Lofus had arrived in this port city because the Merchant Association had summoned him. Milld had sent the Lightless heir a letter requesting his presence, and the boy begrudgingly complied.


      Milld was a man of high status. Not only did he rule over this city’s merchants, but he commanded power in trade throughout the entirety of the Lightless fief. Still, he was a commoner with no right to summon a noble. Normally, Lofus would’ve ignored this audacious request, but he had to discuss trade routes in the Devil’s Sea anyway, and since he had some business with this sea, he decided to also drop by and visit Milld.


      It didn’t change the fact that a noble like Lofus had to heed a mere commoner’s request, and the boy was rather upset by this. Furthermore, he was called out to this levee. Normally, a man of his status would be welcomed warmly at the city’s entrance and be guided into a lavish manor, but he was instead forced to make his way to this breezy area with no one to even guide him into the city. In fact, he was the one who waited for Milld’s arrival. Under normal circumstances, this man could be struck on the spot, and even Carlos glared coldly at the director.


      “And? What business have you got with me?” Lofus snapped. “Speak.”


      Milld kept his head on the ground. “Yes, my lord. It seems my subordinate miscommunicated arrangements of your arrival. I shall punish them immediately.”


      “What? Are you saying that your subordinate is at fault?” Lofus asked. “So, I was forced to wait because of your subordinate’s incompetence?”


      “Indeed. If you wish, I shall bring them over immediately.”


      “What?”


      Lofus felt a vein pop on his head. A thick aura of mana gushed out of his body, suppressing a prostrating Milld. The man could hardly gasp. Sweat poured from his face and he turned pale. Carlos felt the need to step in here, lest the director faint on the spot.


      “My lord,” Carlos whispered. “This man is the director of Lightless’s Merchant Association. If we punish him here, it shall only bring us further trouble.”


      Lofus clicked his tongue angrily and suppressed his mana. Milld, freed at last, breathed a sigh of relief.


      The boy violently grabbed the man by the collar.


      “Ugh?!” Milld grunted with surprise as he was forcibly drawn closer to the noble.


      “The responsibility for your subordinate’s mistakes lies with you, since you gave the order,” Lofus growled. “Punish them on your own. Don’t foist your petty matters onto me.”


      “O-Of course...”


      Milld’s face twitched with terror.


      “And don’t you dare try to test a noble again, puny commoner,” Lofus rumbled. “This is the only warning you’ll get.”


      The boy angrily pushed Milld back. While Carlos looked confused by this claim, Milld calmly smoothed his attire and shrugged.


      “Oh dear... You’re terrifying,” the director said brightly. “When did you notice?”


      “A commoner as pathetic as you acted cannot become the director of a Merchant Association,” Lofus spat.


      One wrong move toward a noble could lead to a commoner’s death. Merchants, especially, would interact with nobles more frequently if the business grew, and one who lacked common sense couldn’t possibly become a director of anything. But of course, there are some merchants who’ve gotten too close to nobles, becoming bold enough to file a letter of complaint to a noble household, Lofus thought. Yes, there are ugly, fat merchant directors like that one in the north.


      “Indeed. You’re quite right,” Milld replied with a smile.


      He used his hands to nudge his hair up, and ran his hands through his locks, pushing them back. No longer did he look meek and feeble as his glittering eyes were focused on the noble—it was the gaze of a merchant that housed greed and cunning.


      “Once again, please forgive me, Sir Lofus Ray Lightless,” Milld said. “I think you and I can have a very fruitful conversation.”


      Carlos glared at the audacious merchant and placed a hand on his blade, but Lofus raised a hand to stop his servant.


      “I’ve got good reason to call you out here,” Milld said. “I wanted you to see this.”


      With a smile, he snapped his fingers toward the ocean. The sharp sound caused the surface of the sea to bulge, and a massive object emerged from the depths of the ocean floor. The water was pushed away, and an enormous ship without a sail revealed itself. Lofus couldn’t sense any mana from it, and had thus failed to notice its presence until it made itself known.


      The boy showed a hint of surprise. Milld outstretched his arms as the ship proudly stood behind him.


      “This is a submarine, an unusual ship that can sail under the ocean’s surface—the Poseidon!” Milld bellowed.


      Its round body and black coat of paint was reminiscent of the Ifrit.


      “Is this...an artifact?” Lofus muttered.


      Milld clapped his hands together with a beaming smile. “How very astute! More precisely, this is a replica of an artifact. I employed the technology of my association and re-created the ship.”


      “I see...”


      Lofus gazed at the submarine with great interest. It was said that ancient technology was impossible to replicate even with the use of modern technology. The original artifact must’ve been dug up and analyzed thoroughly. Any technology on hand was repurposed for this item, and Milld must’ve re-created anything that he could.


      But if memory serves, while research is done on ancient technology and language within the kingdom, there hasn’t been much progress, Lofus thought. No, there’s a different organization doing their own research on the ancient civilization.


      “Did you borrow the help of the Treasure Guild?” Lofus asked.


      Milld froze on the spot. “You’re quite knowledgeable on confidential affairs as well, I see. Since it’s an unofficial organization, it shouldn’t be so well-known.”


      “I’ve recently had the chance to speak with those who visit ruins for a living.”


      “You’ve got an extensive network. Truly, I’m astounded. Since the Treasure Guild is technically a secret, I’ve claimed that we utilized our latest technology for this item...but, as you say, the Treasure Guild provided ancient technology while we provided resources and shipbuilding skills. I’m no match for you, Sir Lofus.”


      “Enough prattling. What do you want? More funds?”


      Lofus jumped to conclusions here. A man who was capable of testing the heir of House Lightless on his character—and bragging about his precious submarine—surely wanted to gain something. Lofus assumed that the merchant was after money.


      Milld, getting the hint, shrugged casually and placed an index finger over his lips.


      “Good sir, what’s the need for all this rush?” Milld asked. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to discuss this a bit further. Won’t you join me for a fruitful conversation? I shall share more details there.”


      A walkway stretched out from the submarine to the levee, and the doors yawned wide. Milld gave a graceful bow.


      “Please step inside,” he encouraged. “I shall invite you to a lovely walk on the seabed.”


      The merchant smiled, but Carlos only glared sternly at this behavior.


      “You’ve been nothing but insolent,” the butler asserted. “Do you know whom you are talking to— My lord?!”


      The boy walked past his irate butler and crossed the bridge, heading into the submarine. He turned back to Carlos with a bored glance.


      “Are you not coming?” Lofus asked.


      “It’s dangerous for you to set foot in this mysterious vessel, my lord!” Carlos cried.


      “Dangerous? I’d say it’s far safer than soaring through the sky.”


      “Perhaps so, but...”


      The butler hesitated, but Lofus casually proceeded inside and gave Milld an order.


      “Hurry up and guide me in,” the boy snapped.


      “Most certainly,” Milld replied. “Right this way.”


      The merchant respectfully took the lead and Lofus followed. As Carlos saw his master leave, he hastily gave chase.


      “M-My lord! Please wait!” the butler cried.


      How could he let his master go off alone? Carlos had no choice but to follow Lofus.


      ✶✶✶


      Lofus and Carlos were led inside the Poseidon and into a large hall protected by glass. The walls and ceilings were surrounded by glass bolstered by pressure-resistant spells, giving an open view of the ocean beneath the surface. The officers of the Merchant Association were already seated at a round table in the center. Among the group was an official that had once visited Lofus’s manor for a meeting.


      Milld, the director, encouraged Lofus to take his seat before sitting across from the boy.


      “Sir Carlos, please have a seat as well,” Milld said.


      A staff member brought out an extra chair, but Carlos denied the offer and loyally stood behind Lofus. Now that all the seats at the table were filled, Milld smiled and kicked off the meeting.


      “Now that everyone has gathered, let us begin our regularly scheduled meeting,” he said. “Today, Sir Lofus Ray Lightless has graced us with his presence.”


      The other members of the table all turned to the boy and welcomed him warmly.


      “Thank you for coming all this way.”


      “I’m delighted that I can meet you again.”


      “You look quite sharp and handsome.”


      Lofus ignored the flattery and turned to the director.


      “Milld, where is this ‘lovely walk’ that you speak of?” the boy asked. “How in the world can I appreciate the view if all I can see are these greedy faces?”


      The merchants all laughed, and Milld gave a forced chuckle himself.


      “You’ll have plenty of time to enjoy the undersea sights later, I can promise you that,” the director said. “Please forgive me. And as I’m a greedy merchant myself, I’d assumed you’d gotten used to the sight of us.”


      “I suppose so,” Lofus sighed.


      Milld gave a squinty-eyed smile. “Sir Lofus, have you had lunch yet?”


      “No. In fact, I skipped breakfast as well.”


      “Then this will be perfect, for I was planning a dinner meeting with everyone here. If you haven’t had breakfast yet, won’t you join us all for brunch?”


      When Milld snapped his fingers, a servant arrived, setting several lavish dishes onto the round table—mostly fresh seafood blessed by the ocean. Out of consideration for the young boy, grape juice was served to drink instead of alcohol. Lofus spoke little of the food he liked, but he was actually rather fond of seafood, and was in high spirits at the array of dishes laid in front of him.


      “Oh? You’re quite considerate, I see,” he said.


      “Thanks to your efforts, we’ve been able to fish much more than before,” Milld replied. “This grape juice is also from the Lightless land. I’ve heard about the incident in the Devil’s Sea—that you were able to claim the legendary ship devourer as your pet.”


      Milld squinted once more as the corners of Lofus’s mouth tugged upward.


      “Enough drivel,” Lofus said. “This is about you. You’ve got a good guess of my issues, don’t you?”


      “Reducing poverty, is it?” Milld asked. “Sir Clinton was a good customer of ours, and as the director of the association, we are quite disappointed by his loss.”


      “You’re quick to catch on, yourself.”


      The two parties exchanged a smile, but there was so little said that none of the other employees present could understand. They simply observed, concerned. Even Carlos furrowed his brows.


      “U-Um, may I ask what you’re...” one of the merchants started.


      Milld quietly placed an index finger over his lips. “He and I are talking right now. Whether any of you can keep up with this conversation or not is none of my concern, so just stay quiet. You will all get an opportunity to speak later.”


      Milld’s icy glare silenced the room. He then cleared his throat before turning back to Lofus.


      “Apologies,” Milld said. “That was unseemly, wasn’t it?”


      Lofus gave a carefree, benevolent wave of his hand and continued the discussion. “As mentioned, what’s important is to reduce poverty. Personally, I believe that the only way to revitalize the economy is to develop a new market.”


      “Indeed, the temporary relief of taxes is only delaying the inevitable; it will do little to repair the economy. I suggest we create a local specialty. The Lightless fief is lush with arable land—what about a vineyard?”


      Milld glanced at the grape juice in his glass, and Lofus nodded.


      “Interesting...” the boy mused. “The grapes of Lightless are very famous. We can hire more people and create a brand to further expand our sales. Grapes can be used for wine as well, and we can also have a tandem beekeeping industry.”


      “There’s no need to rush,” Milld said. “We should first focus on building a good vineyard with stable production. However, your train of thought is splendid. If needed, I shall dispatch an engineer. I’ve got ties to agricultural management.”


      “Then I’m counting on you. The items will be all sold to your association.”


      “That’s wonderful!”


      As the conversation around the round table became lively, the merchants were all left behind in the dust. They failed to realize that this simple conversation had been the first step to solve the poverty issue in a region of the Lightless fief. None of the merchants understood the gravity behind each word that Lofus and Milld said.


      “Next is the Devil’s Sea,” Lofus said.


      “Indeed. We need a route by the sea,” Milld agreed.


      When Carlos heard this, he hastily interrupted the conversation. “A-Are you referring to the Devil’s Sea?”


      “Is anything the matter?” Lofus asked with a glance.


      “Truth be told, I’ve already established an exploration team for the development of the sea,” Carlos confessed, pointing his gaze to the ground.


      Lofus narrowed his eyes with suspicion. “Did father give you that order?”


      “No, I acted of my own accord since I’d assumed that it would be necessary. Would you like to see the list of names for the exploration team?”


      “I see... You’re quick as usual. I don’t need to see the list. It would be a waste of my time to look through names I don’t recognize. If you picked the team, then I shall trust your judgment.”


      Lofus shrugged and Carlos gave a sigh of relief.


      Milld raised his hand. “Is it possible to add someone from my group as a member of this team?”


      “What for?” Carlos asked with a frown.


      “To ensure the best and most efficient route. I actually know someone who’s quite knowledgeable on trade routes of the sea.”


      “It’s not that easy. The Devil’s Sea is undeveloped waters, and it’s unknown what dangers prowl beneath the surface.”


      “I promise that I won’t dispatch anyone who would hold you back. In fact, if they prove to be nothing but dead weight, you may toss them overboard.”


      Milld smiled despite his ominous remark.


      “But...” Carlos started with concern.


      “Why not, Carlos?” Lofus said with a hawkish glance, willing to rise to the challenge. “And, Milld, are you so confident that this person’s knowledge of sea routes will be useful to us?”


      “Most certainly. I can promise you that,” Milld replied. “Without a doubt, they will be a useful asset to the team.”


      “So he says. Why not accept a new member?”


      The merchant lowered his head, and Lofus smiled with delight. It seemed the noble had become rather fond of this merchant, but that was still no reason to easily accept every one of Milld’s requests.


      “My lord!” Carlos said, raising his voice to scold his master.


      But Lofus maintained his smile. “In exchange, if that person is useless, cannot exercise teamwork, or only stirs the pot...bring me their head.”


      The cold grin made everyone in the room freeze as chills ran down their spine.


      “Or perhaps we can follow Milld’s suggestion and throw them into the sea,” Lofus muttered. “Should they become bait for sharks? I’m sure it’ll be quite a sight to behold as the fool is eaten alive.” He glared coolly at Milld. “Do I make myself clear? If one cannot prove their worth, their life is forfeit—you suggested this, didn’t you?”


      “O-Of course,” Milld stammered, doing his best to keep that smile plastered on his lips.


      Still, he couldn’t help but twitch with fear. The director obviously had no intention of sending someone utterly useless, but Lofus’s warning made it abundantly clear that there was no room for mistakes. In other words, even if the person was excellent individually, if they couldn’t work well with the rest of the team, they weren’t welcome. This firmly asserted that, no matter what, the merchants couldn’t seize control of the exploration team—that decision lay solely in someone else’s hands.


      One step out of line would be met with Lofus’s ire. Milld frowned, realizing that it wouldn’t be so easy to weasel his way in.


      As the brunch between Lofus and the Merchant Association continued without a hitch, the boy was able to negotiate with every merchant without budging an inch. At times, the young noble was able to impressively play these adults like a violin, and Carlos couldn’t help but be reminded of Ludens’s younger years.


      The butler would never say it, lest he incur Lofus’s wrath, but the boy was the spitting image of his father. Recently, however, Lofus had been surrounded by women, much to Carlos’s concern. Ludens’s wife—Lofus’s mother—was the marquess’s only and official wife. This was actually quite rare in the world of nobility, where it was common for a man to be married to multiple women. Ludens, however, was loyal to his wife alone, and he never wavered in this decision.


      “Perhaps in that regard, my lord takes after Lord Linus instead...” Carlos muttered.


      The butler recalled the previous lord of House Lightless, a notorious womanizer unlike the current marquess. But Carlos’s whispers couldn’t be heard during the heated meeting that was occurring at the table.


      ✶✶✶


      Once the meeting was over, the submarine emerged above water once more. Lofus had enjoyed the seabed view for a while after his meal, but when he declared that he’d grown bored of it, the submarine immediately ascended to the surface. Only Lofus, Carlos, and Milld rose onto the deck.


      The boy turned back to the submarine.


      “A mana jamming spell, I presume,” he murmured.


      “You’re very sharp, Sir Lofus,” Milld replied. “Can you tell?”


      It was similar to the camouflage spell that the Ifrit used to hide its presence. This mana jamming was precisely why Lofus had failed to notice the submarine until it emerged. Though this ship had initially managed to slip through Lofus’s perception field, the boy could see that the spell wasn’t perfect. If Lofus honed his senses and focused on the ship, he could still sense it from a mile away.


      “No invisibility spell?” Lofus asked.


      “I’m surprised,” Milld replied. “Are you aware of this ship’s original functions? Unfortunately, we don’t have the proper technology to replicate that feature.”


      “Then this is far from a replica—a downgrade at best.”


      “Ha ha, it pains me that I cannot deny it.”


      The merchant flashed a strained smile. It was actually rather incredible that humanity was able to replicate a submarine to this degree, but Lofus’s standards were high after experiencing the Ifrit of the Scarlet Wind. His sharp tongue insulted this submarine, but the vessel’s value was not lost on him.


      “Is it possible to mass-produce this?” Lofus asked.


      Milld turned wide-eyed. “N-No... It took an incredible sum of money to produce this one ship, so we haven’t been able to make more...”


      The merchant snapped his mouth shut. That had not been the proper response to Lofus’s question. He hastily cleared his throat and started over.


      “Pardon me. I do believe that mass production is possible, but we currently do not have the means or resources to do so.”


      “What do you need?” Lofus asked.


      “Funds and materials.”


      “I see...”


      Lofus placed a hand on his chin and stood in pensive thought for a short while. “If it’s money you need, I shall ask my father about it.”


      “I’m very grateful for that.”


      “But this submarine isn’t good enough. Create another one, one that is closer to the original vessel.”


      “Something better than this?”


      Milld’s lips twitched with disbelief. Lofus smirked in response.


      “If you need the funds, I shall offer my support,” the boy said. “You can take apart this ship and build a new one, or create a whole new vessel.”


      The noble still had some funds left over from Clinton, and the boy did some quick calculation for the money that was required.


      “I shall consider it,” Milld said.


      “If you make something of excellent quality, you won’t even need the approval of my father. I shall personally provide the money for you.”


      “Ha ha... You really are too much for me. I might need a bit more time to make a whole new vessel...”


      “I don’t mind. If you require magical support as well, I can offer that too.”


      “I understand. Thank you.” Milld gave another low bow before he raised his head and cocked it to one side. “If you don’t mind me asking, may I ask why you came to this region?”


      The Poseidon was stationed away from Port Viper and near the Devil’s Sea. The submarine was docked here by Lofus’s orders, and the boy languidly turned to the waters.


      “The Devil’s Sea is now empty,” he said. “I thought it best to dispatch a guard dog to protect the space.”


      His shadow stretched across the ocean’s surface, and from the darkness, a void tentacle burst through, its massive size towering in the air as it threatened to part the sea. A massive wave rocked the calm surface, and Strafe’s devilish shriek echoed throughout the area. The submarine rocked violently from the wave, and an astonished Milld collapsed at the sight of the monster.


      “I-Is this the legendary ship devourer?” he stammered.


      “I had it lurking in my shadow, but it’s so needlessly large that it’s hard to use,” Lofus confessed. “It’s decently useful, but, well, surely it can suffice as a guard.”


      Strafe’s dark body wriggled around as Milld trembled terrifically.


      “So, you really did defeat this beast...” he said. “I never doubted you, of course, but this is just...”


      Lofus summoned a sea serpent as well.


      “I added an assistant too,” he said. “No one can cross this region of water without my permission.”


      “Are you able to control monsters?” Milld asked gingerly.


      “You could say that.”


      Technically, these monsters had been turned into familiars that did Lofus’s bidding, but the result was the same: The boy could order beasts around.


      “Amazing...” Milld said with awe as he gazed at the boy.


      The difference in power between a commoner with no mana and a noble blessed with ample amounts was clear as day. Naturally, even among the nobles, some had more mana and power than others. Lofus, who was born with an incredible amount of mana, was in the upper echelons of nobles society, but Milld was more focused on the effects of Lofus’s spells. The noble could use and manipulate monsters as he liked, and Milld found this power to be incredibly valuable.


      Though the boy only used his powers for combat, they could be applied to a variety of other fields, such as transporting and guarding goods, or construction. Monsters were more powerful than people, making them useful for carrying and working with heavy items. Their labor was safer, more efficient, and far less costly. This power could support the economy in every single way, and Milld, unable to suppress his awe, grabbed Lofus’s hands.


      “Sir Lofus!” the merchant cried.


      “What? Don’t grab onto me,” the boy grumbled angrily.


      Carlos swiftly placed a hand on his blade.


      “Pardon me,” Milld apologized. “I’m so sorry for my insolence. But when you show me such a fabulous ability, I cannot help but be amazed!”


      He smiled broadly, his eyes glittering with greed. Lofus, in his greatest displeasure, shook free of the man’s grip.


      “Creep! Have you gone mad?!” Lofus spat.


      “Oh, but simply touching a small corner of your power just makes me unable to suppress my excitement!” Milld cried.


      “I don’t swing that way. Don’t take another step toward me.”


      “You misunderstand! I don’t swing that way either!”


      As Milld ignored Lofus’s warning and eagerly approached the boy, Carlos finally unsheathed his weapon and pointed the tip at the merchant.


      “If you take another step, I will lop off your head,” Carlos warned ominously.


      Milld regained some of his cool. He spotted his reflection in a puddle of seawater that had spilled onto the deck, and when he saw just how crazed he looked, he cleared his throat and tried to feign his calm.


      “I apologize,” he said. “I forgot myself.”


      “Indeed you did,” Lofus said wearily.


      Milld slumped his shoulders. He swiftly tried to act with composure as his mind raced. His eyes then fell upon Lofus’s missing left arm.


      “Changing topics... Sir Lofus, I heard that you lost your left arm following the clash against the ship devourer,” Milld said. “Have you not gotten treatment?”


      To be precise, Lofus had lost his left arm during his clash against the Wicked Whale, but since the whale’s existence had not been made public, Milld could only assume that the wound was the work of Strafe. Lofus had no reason to correct this.


      “I was cursed,” the boy revealed. “Normal healing spells can’t treat my wound.”


      “A curse?” Milld wondered. “Was it cast by the devilish ship devourer? But that very monster is now under your control...”


      He cocked his head to the side as Lofus gave an exhausted glare.


      “Do you wish to be so nosy?” the boy asked.


      Milld quickly stood straight and took a step back. “Pardon my insolence. I didn’t mean to pry.” He dug around his pocket and took out a stack of documents. “Would you please take a look at these?”


      Carlos received the documents first before handing them to Lofus, and the boy quickly scanned the pages.


      “Oh?” Lofus said with interest.


      These were diagrams for an artificial arm, powered by magic. By utilizing the user’s mana, the tool could simulate nerves and senses to operate as a normal arm. If these diagrams could be trusted, Lofus would be able to wield this artificial arm like his own. What’s more, he would truly be able to feel with it. Of course he was intrigued to learn more.


      “Is this also related to ancient technology?” he asked.


      “Indeed,” Milld replied. “This sort of technology hasn’t been explored much, since a handsome donation to the church is all one needs to receive a powerful healing spell that replaces a lost limb. But, for you, I believe this would be perfect.”


      “Sold. How much?”


      Lofus’s eagerness earned a smile from Milld.


      “If you like it so much, I shall offer it to you, free of charge,” the merchant said.


      “Are you sure?” the noble asked.


      “Most certainly. Consider it an apology for my unseemly behavior earlier, and a celebration of our meeting.”


      The director gave another elegant bow, and Lofus grinned.


      “Indeed? Your attitude is admirable,” the boy said. “It seems this is the beginning of a long partnership with you.”


      He offered a hand. A handshake during negotiations implied that a deal was made, and Milld used both hands to gratefully shake Lofus’s one.


      “I would love that,” the merchant said. “I hope we can get along for many years to come. I would like to visit your manor at a later date so that I can take your measurements. That will allow me to build an arm that will fit you perfectly.”


      “You can come whenever you wish,” Lofus replied. “I will always welcome your arrival.”


      As the two exchanged a firm handshake, the deal seemed less like an agreement between House Lightless and the Merchant Association, and more like one between two individuals.

    

  

  
    
      3. Exploring Uncharted Territory


      A few days after Lofus’s visit to Port Viper, a message was dispatched to Roguebert. The letter was from Carlos to Fol. It was an official request to map the Devil’s Sea, and a promise that the necessary supplies and personnel would be provided. Once everything was ready, the team was allowed to depart. The letter itself was rather long, but the matter was simple enough. Fol had thought that she told the butler that there was no need to give her all of this, but when they were met with a new member to their team, Fol and the other young sailors led by Log were unable to hide their astonishment.


      “My name is Karla! I’m here by Sir Carlos’s request! I hope we can get along!”


      A red-haired girl brightly raised her voice as she flashed a cheery smile. It was early in the morning, and this girl who looked to be around the same age as Fol made everyone frown with concern. Karla had nothing but a single bag slung from her shoulders and a dainty blade for self-defense.


      When she noticed Fol’s gaze, she smiled and gripped her sword.


      “Oh, are you curious about my weapon?” Karla asked. “It’s dangerous for a woman to travel alone. It’s duller than it looks and mostly just as a deterrent. It’s useless compared to a real weapon, so please don’t be so alarmed.”


      “G-Got it...” Fol muttered.


      It was puzzling why Karla seemed so proud to announce this. Wouldn’t it be better for her to actually be prepared to defend herself? Fol’s mouth twitched, and she was almost amazed that this red-haired girl hadn’t been assaulted by bandits on her way here.


      “I did mention that I didn’t need much help, but...” Fol muttered.


      A petite girl who couldn’t even swing a sword might be a liability rather than an asset. Fol frowned. Was this Carlos’s way of getting back at her because she initially refused his help?


      She ran her hand through her golden hair and turned to Karla.


      “Uh, the Devil’s Sea is very dangerous and teeming with monsters,” Fol said, concerned. “You sure you’ll be okay?”


      Karla smiled and confidently pounded her flat chest. “You don’t have to worry about me! I’m a good runner, so I can escape any trouble! Sir Carlos has told me about your goals, Lady Faltiana. I’m only here to watch and record everything!”


      “Well, if you say so...”


      Fol still had her concerns, but making detailed reports was not her strong suit. It would be useful to have someone around who could do that, so Fol was ultimately grateful for Karla’s presence.
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      “Oh, and if you don’t mind...” Karla said sheepishly as she offered a hand.


      “Hm?” Fol asked quizzically, tilting her head to one side.


      “If you don’t mind, could we shake hands?”


      “Oh, because we’re working together? Sure.”


      Fol casually shook Karla’s hand, and the red-haired girl leaped with joy and delight.


      “Wow! Thank you!” she cried. “I’m actually a huge fan of yours, Lady Faltiana!”


      “Of me? Huh? Why?” Fol asked with surprise.


      Karla quietly took out an expensive-looking book from her bag.


      “The Dark Noble...and the Sailor...Woman?” Fol read carefully. Not many commoners were literate, but Fol had learned to read everyday text. With some effort, she managed to read the title. It seemed to describe herself and Lofus.


      “Wait, isn’t this...” Fol started.


      “Yes! It’s a book that records how you and Sir Lofus started a budding romance!” Karla cried.


      “A budding what?!”


      Fol snatched the book out of Karla’s hands and began to flip through the pages. The text was lined with long words that were difficult to read—a type of writing that nobles preferred—and though Fol could barely parse through half of the text, she could still read enough to piece things together. It detailed Lofus and Fol’s meeting, along with a confession before the two parted ways.


      Fol trembled, her face red.


      “Wh-Who wrote this?” she seethed.


      “Sir Carlos did,” Karla replied.


      “That old butler!”


      As Fol buried her face in her hands, another realization hit her.


      “Wait... If that’s in a book... Is this story...being sold?” she asked.


      “It is,” Karla replied. “Within the Lightless capital. The book hasn’t sold that many copies, but it’s gradually been catching on with the housewives. It’s a very popular title among the women right now.”


      Naturally, those in the capital were more likely to be literate than those living in remote regions. Karla gave an adorable wink as Fol was absolutely mortified. She tried to hide her red face in her hands.


      “I can never show my face in the capital now...” Fol moaned.


      “Aiding the heroine of a hit romance is an opportunity beyond my wildest dreams!” Karla gushed. “As a fan, I’m just so honored and blessed!”


      Karla shuddered with excitement while she placed her hands over her cheeks with delight and elation. Meanwhile, Fol could only shudder in humiliation.


      The group decided to head out to the Devil’s Sea that afternoon.


      ✶✶✶


      Karla, the recordkeeper who had been dispatched to Roguebert, was a girl of similar age to Fol. Carlos had thoughtfully and precisely picked her out, hoping that the two would get along well.


      A man in his mid-twenties had arrived at the same time. His brown hair was cut short, and his dark skin, tanned from the sun, showed off old scars. He was tall and slender, but was still packed with muscles.


      Dyne was his name, and he was a first-rate former explorer hired by Director Milld. Dyne had braved countless ruins and dungeons by himself, and ever since he was hired by Milld, he rode on merchant vessels through trade routes on the sea, acting as a bodyguard.


      Thanks to all this experience, he was seen as a perfect fit for the role to help develop a route above the Devil’s Sea. Milld had given express orders to obey every instruction, cause no trouble, and accomplish a great deal with the team. Needless to say, this was an incredibly tall request, and Dyne couldn’t help but sigh.


      “Guess my first step should be to get on the good side of that noble’s task force,” he muttered.


      He asked around the village and learned that the exploration group was getting ready to head out. He then spotted a crowd discussing the Devil’s Sea. As he approached the group, he noticed two girls making a fuss amid a group of sailors. One was Fol, who hung her head with shame, and the other was Karla, a girl who was trembling with elation. Behind them was Log, a sailor who was larger than the rest and had a massive cross-shaped scar on his forehead.


      Log stood proudly like a seasoned sailor and seemed to have some authority and command over the crowd. Dyne was certain that Log was the leader of the group and so he approached him.


      “Hi there. I’m Dyne, dispatched from the Merchant Association. I came here because I was requested to provide my aid for the Devil’s Sea.”


      Log glanced at the man. “Yeah, I think you were mentioned in the letter. I guess Karla isn’t the only one joining our team.” He turned around and offered his burly, thick arm for a handshake. “I’m Log, the underboss of the sailors.”


      Dyne was rather tall, but Log was taller still, and the newcomer had to crane his neck upward to meet the sailor’s eye. Dyne gulped, but responded with a firm handshake.


      “So you’re the leader of this group,” he said.


      He almost smiled, proud of his keen eye for picking the right man, but Log quickly shook his head.


      “Nah, I’m not the boss,” Log said. “She is.”


      He used his chin and pointed to the girl who was still hanging her head.


      “What?!” Dyne gasped.


      Did he mishear, or was this some sort of joke? Dyne looked perplexed as Log raised his voice.


      “Oi, Fol!” he called. “Here’s the other guy we read in that letter!”


      Fol raised her head haggardly. “Another one?”


      “He’s from the Merchant Association,” Karla whispered in Fol’s ear.


      When faced with the two girls, Dyne could only frown with disbelief. Exploration was no stroll or game, and he felt compelled to point that out, but managed to keep his mouth shut.


      Dyne forced a fake smile on his face.


      “I’m Dyne, a former explorer. Nice to meet you.”


      Through his obviously fake cheeriness, he was unable to dispel the anxiety that loomed in his heart.


      ✶✶✶


      For the past three hundred years, a massive kraken called the Devil’s Sea its home, deterring any humans from crossing. Consequently, this was uncharted territory. A lone ship sailed through this area—Log and Fol stood at the helm along with the other Rogeubert sailors, Karla, and Dyne.


      “Lady Fol, your hair is beautiful!” Karla cried, a comb in one hand. “It’s so silky and smooth! You should comb it every now and then! What a waste of your liquid gold!”


      “Quit it! Just leave it alone!” Fol yelled. “The salty breeze screws up my hair anyway, so combing it’s pointless!”


      The red-haired girl chased the captain of the sailors around. Fol wasn’t comfortable with having a girl her age address her so formally, so she’d insisted that her name be shortened and uttered casually. But Karla refused to budge. She claimed that the future wife of the young master of this fief must only be referred to with the proper respect, and so she was adamant about adding “Lady” as a title.


      “And who knows when the young master might arrive here?” Karla hinted.


      Fol froze. “Wait, you mean Lofus? Is he coming here?”


      Her voice was filled with hope, though her heart wasn’t ready to meet her dearest yet—a maiden’s heart was complex. But as she turned to Karla, the red-haired girl cruelly shook her head.


      “No, he won’t,” she said.


      “Then what gives?!” Fol shouted.


      “Eek!”


      Despite Karla’s shriek, she looked like she was having fun as she ran around the deck. The two girls were making quite a fuss. Dyne, the former explorer dispatched by the Merchant Association, could only watch this scene unfold with an uncertain grimace as he let out a sigh. Why was he here? He melancholically watched the two women having fun. Were those girls really aware of just how dangerous this area was?


      The sea had been undeveloped for three centuries, and was literally infested with monsters. Even Dyne had heard rumors of the ship devourer. Tales of the monster’s infamy had spread far and wide throughout the kingdom, so much so that it had become part of a fairy tale.


      It was said that the Lightless heir had subdued all the monsters, but Dyne struggled to believe these rumors. How could a monster that had terrorized humanity for the past three centuries, guarding the sea as it brutally brought disasters and catastrophe to entire regions, be so easily killed by some rich, snobby kid? It seemed impossible. He found it even less believable that this monster was now apparently this boy’s slave. Nobles always liked to weave grand tales about themselves—this was just one more.


      For Dyne, the Devil’s Sea was still incredibly dangerous. Who knew when that monster would show up and strike unsuspecting visitors? Dyne had reluctantly arrived here because he couldn’t go against Milld’s orders, but he wasn’t exactly in high spirits. He certainly wasn’t relieved that the leader of this operation was a little girl. Did everyone here think that this was some kind of leisurely cruise?


      “Hey, Dyne, was it?” Log asked. “Want a swig?”


      He approached Dyne with a bottle of liquor. Dyne rejected the offer and slumped his shoulders.


      “I’m good,” he said. “Aren’t you a little relaxed for being in the middle of the Devil’s Sea?”


      “Oh, we don’t have to worry much here,” Log replied. “Monsters don’t appear around this area yet.”


      Dyne knit his brow at the man’s seeming familiarity with this place.


      “You sound like you’ve come here many times before. Is it a popular spot for you guys?”


      “I come here every now and then. Fol keeps trying to drag me here to fight monsters in the name of training,” Log replied. “But here, at the mouth of the Devil’s Sea? She’s practically already wiped them all out.”


      “Training?” Dyne’s face twitched. What kind of barbarian trained against these infamously dangerous creatures? “Aren’t you scared of the ship devourer?”


      Log tilted his head to one side. “Haven’t you heard? It was hunted down.”


      “Aren’t you a local here? Do you really believe those rumors?”


      “Believe them? I’ve no choice but to.”


      Log shrugged and gave a forced smile. He didn’t even need rumors—he’d seen the demon defeated before his very eyes. In fact, he’d even experienced hell beyond that when the Wicked Whale appeared. Since Lofus had defeated both, the greatest threats in this area were gone. Of course, there were still minor monsters about, and one had to remain vigilant.


      “I saw its death with my own eyes,” Log confessed.


      “Really?” Dyne asked. “You sure people aren’t exaggerating?”


      “Exaggerating? I’d say it’s the opposite. I think the rumors downplay what really happened.”


      Log laughed jovially. The whale’s existence—and the taboo spell that could change the weather which defeated the monster—had been witnessed by him and the rest of the residents here, but the Dark Knights had executed a gag order to silence the truth. Besides, Log’s experience was so fantastical and absurd that any normal person would dismiss it as a dream or tall tale. Even if he broke the order and prattled on about the truth, no one would believe him.


      “I...see,” Dyne muttered.


      He still couldn’t wholly believe this story, but Milld had strongly warned him to not cause any trouble or fuss with the rest of the crew. Dyne couldn’t act totally suspicious.


      “Can I ask how you guys’ll explore the sea?” Dyne asked, switching topics.


      Log didn’t seem to mind, and he unfurled a nautical chart. This was a rough outline of the Devil’s Sea. Because the territory was mostly undeveloped and uncharted, the nautical chart was mostly blank, but it still had a few notable symbols.


      “As we hunted down monsters, we ran into several islands,” Log said. “We’re currently heading to one of them.”


      He pointed to one of the marks on the map; it was where Lofus and Fol had washed ashore following that grisly battle.


      “We plan on making this island our base,” Log explained. “If we delve farther ahead, we’ll probably run into monsters. We won’t be able to kick back and enjoy a pint then.”


      He laughed boisterously as Dyne slumped his shoulders once more.


      “I’m grateful that we’ve got a base,” Dyne said. “Since we couldn’t go over much of the plans before we departed, let’s hash out details once we reach the island. I’d like to hear what you’ve got in mind.”


      “Sure, we’ll do that on solid ground,” Log replied.


      “That’d be great, thanks.”


      If there were no plans, there was no way for Dyne to offer his help. He painted a fake smile on his lips as he faintly spotted an island in the distance.


      ✶✶✶


      When the group reached the unnamed island, they set up camp. The Devil’s Sea was vast, and it required quite a bit of time to explore. With only one ship’s worth of supplies, the crew wouldn’t be able to last long. The plan was to set up several checkpoints on the islands throughout this area, making it easier for the team to explore. At a minimum, the sailors’ goal for this session was to find a new island to use as a rest stop.


      It was Carlos who came up with this plan. When he stayed in Roguebert and trained Fol, the two had discussed many things, including how to explore and develop the sea. Dyne was a touch surprised to learn that Fol had the capacity to know when to stop for the day and methodically set up camp. He’d assumed that she was captain in name only, just a figure to boost morale without actually being prepared or knowing what to do.


      Exploring within one’s means and limits was a very basic tactic that explorers employed, but the ignorant and inexperienced often ignored this approach. It was common for them to go as far as they possibly could without considering their return trip, inevitably leading them into peril.


      Dyne was impressed, but he still had his worries—ones that he knew he had to voice sooner or later.


      “You don’t have nearly enough personnel or supplies,” he pointed out.


      The words tumbled out of his mouth before he could stop them. The lack of literally everything had been a pressing concern for him ever since he first boarded the ship, but he’d kept quiet about it because he didn’t wish to stir any trouble. Admittedly, he’d resigned himself to his fate since the captain of this crew was a young girl, but when he learned how unexpectedly logical and intelligent she was, he decided to butt in. He earned the stares of Fol, Log, and Karla, but the former explorer was undaunted.


      “I’m speaking from experience, but it’ll take almost ten years for this portion of the sea to be fully explored at this rate,” he pressed. “And that’s a generous estimate. Since this mission is spearheaded by House Lightless, why not ask them for more personnel and supplies?”


      The area of this sea was vast, too vast for a single ship and a group of young sailors to traverse. Anyone could see that. But this was something that Fol had wished for, and as Karla sternly gazed at Dyne, Fol responded with a calm nod.


      “You’re right,” she said. “I think this’ll be a long journey too. But I’m sorry. I can’t accept any more people.”


      Dyne narrowed his eyes. “Why not?”


      “Because...I’m being selfish. If you don’t want to join, you can leave. I’ll do this—alone if I have to.”


      “You can’t be serious...”


      His face twitched at Fol’s serious gaze. Dyne turned to Log, but the man didn’t seem to have any complaints either. The former explorer ultimately shrugged and sighed.


      “Well, I can tell that you’ve got your reasons,” he said.


      It’d do him no good to be staunchly against it. Milld had sternly warned Dyne thrice to never cause any problems. In the worst case, Dyne was prepared to leave this expedition team as he tried to make the best of his current situation. He then suggested detailed reports about their path, along with a schedule that mapped out each day and for everyone to have a set role. This was a very efficient and logical suggestion.


      Dyne joined this exploration team so that he could establish a trade route between the Lightless and Stelia fiefs. The sooner he could do that, the better. He thus suggested a more efficient use of everyone’s time to hasten the schedule. Fol and the crew had a specific mission in mind as well, but this was the first time they’d done any sort of exploration, so they were learning as they went.


      Dyne was young, but he was a famous explorer with incredible knowledge and expertise. Every bit of advice he gave was practical and useful.


      “I don’t want to increase the numbers of my crew, but I also don’t want to spend ten years exploring,” Fol admitted.


      “I don’t wanna spend a decade either,” Dyne replied. “We should try to be as self-sufficient as possible. Heading back to Roguebert every time we need supplies would be a huge waste of time. If we can be self-sufficient at our base, we’d be able to stay out longer and make much faster progress. First, let’s divide the crew into two groups at the island. One will be Base Team, who will secure a steady supply of food and water. The other will be Exploration Team, who head out and find new islands.”


      At once, Dyne came up with a specific plan to benefit the rest of the crew, and this meeting was used to hash out more details. True to his skills and expertise, he was incredibly capable. This seemingly endless quest of exploration was steadily progressing, and Fol felt like she could see the light at the end of this extremely long tunnel.


      “Thanks, Dyne,” she said. “And I’m sorry that I told you to leave if you didn’t want to be with us.”


      Her heartfelt words surprised the former explorer. Fol’s tomboyish attitude had made him assume that she wasn’t the type to eat humble pie but rather to press on angrily. Yet here she was, changing her ways.


      “H-Hey, don’t mention it,” Dyne stammered. “This is my job.”


      When Fol smiled, in stark contrast to her usual stern demeanor, Dyne found himself almost enamored, but he quickly turned away and tried to ignore his feelings. As this exchange went on, Dyne felt someone staring at him—he whirled around and locked eyes with Karla. The red-haired girl smiled brightly, tilting her head to one side.


      “Is something the matter?” she asked.


      “N-No, nothing...” he muttered.


      Was it his imagination? He slumped his shoulders and wiped cold sweat off his brow as the meeting ended for the day. The sun had already set, and after everyone had dinner, they were off to do whatever they pleased. Dyne was invited by Log and the other young sailors for a pint, and as he entertained the sailors for a while, the former explorer managed to slip out of the drunken party. He stepped out onto the deck alone to enjoy the nighttime breeze.


      “Jeez, they’re all so lively,” he muttered.


      But he wasn’t displeased by this at all. At first, he’d been worried about this burly crew, but it was quite comfortable to be with them. In fact, they were all very friendly and understanding.


      He leaned on the railing and took out a cigarette from his pocket, placing one end in his mouth. He rummaged through his clothes for some matches, then quizzically dug through his pockets. Nothing. As he turned his pockets inside out and searched for his matches, he felt someone push him from behind.


      “What?!” he gasped.


      The push wasn’t strong enough to send him over the edge, but he was caught off guard. He grabbed the railing to steady himself, then whirled around.


      “Hello,” Karla, the red-haired girl said.


      The cheery, sunny smile that she always displayed around Fol was gone. Her icy gaze was fixated on him. In her hand was a pristine blade. It seemed she had used the tip of her sheath to knock him over.


      “What’s the big idea?” Dyne asked. “If you were trying to joke around, you should smile. Or else, I’ll take it the wrong way.”


      He was still wary of her, but Karla cast him a bored glance.


      “I wasn’t really joking around,” she admitted. “For just a teensy bit, I thought that I could push you over.”


      “Hey, enough jokin—” Dyne started.


      He tried to force a laugh, but she dug the tip of her sheath into his abdomen to silence him at once.


      “I told you that I wasn’t joking,” she rumbled. “Don’t make me repeat myself.”


      Her cold glare made Dyne fall silent.


      “Your ideas at the meeting weren’t all that bad,” she said. “I’m glad that you’re a lot better than I thought. I’ll let you off the hook for tonight.”


      “What?” Dyne asked with a frown, confused by Karla’s words.


      “Haven’t you heard? The moment you do anything unnecessary or make yourself useless, I’ll drop you into the ocean and feed you to the sharks.”


      “I was told not to cause trouble and offer everything I can to help, but I’ve been hired by Director Milld of the Merchant Association. If anything happens to me, you’d have to deal with him.”


      “Oh? But he was the one who made this suggestion: If you’re useless, you’re to be dropped into the sea.”


      “Seriously?”


      Dyne’s face twitched. He hadn’t heard of this bit.


      “Karla, was it?” he asked. “You’re usually this cheery, innocent girl... Guess I’m seeing beneath that mask...”


      “I don’t care how you view me,” Karla replied. “But I do hope you’ll continue to lend the sailors your support. And remember: The moment I deem you useless, you’re fish food. You’d best keep that in mind.”


      With that, she turned to leave. Dyne, finally able to relax, leaned against the railing with terror.


      “Jeez... She’s terrifying,” he mumbled.


      He put on a tough front, but a cold sweat poured down his face. As an explorer, he’d gone through his fair share of hardships. He knew of his own skills and was confident in his abilities, but Karla’s thorny, murderous air made his hair stand on end. Alarms bells rang in his head. She was clearly no normal girl.


      Karla, perhaps sensing Dyne’s nervousness, walked away from him for a few paces before she halted in place.


      “Ah, that reminds me,” she said, whirling around. “This is your only warning. If you want your head where it is, I suggest you refrain from ogling or leering at Lady Fol.”


      A sharp swish sliced through the air. Dyne couldn’t see a thing, but when he felt a sharp sting, he realized that a thin layer of the skin on his neck was sliced, and blood trickled from the shallow wound. He hadn’t seen Karla’s blade, or even noticed that she’d unsheathed it at all. And he definitely hadn’t been able to tell when she’d sheathed her sword once more.


      In his eyes, she’d simply stood there, still with her pristine blade, and had done nothing at all. She hadn’t appeared to budge an inch. When he felt his wound, he sank to the ground in pure terror.


      “You said you couldn’t swing your sword,” he murmured.


      Karla didn’t respond. She left for real this time, and Dyne knew that a rocky development of the Devil’s Sea awaited him.

    

  

  
    
      4. The Second Demon Lord


      In the courtyard of House Lightless’s villa were bundles of straw all lined up. This was the training ground for Lofus, where he practiced his spells and sword skills. Carlos stood there with a wooden sword, making minimal movements to easily parry Lofus’s dull-bladed scythe.


      “My lord, that was a very good swing,” the butler said with a smile.


      Lofus clicked his tongue. “It sounds mocking, coming from you.”


      “Oh, I didn’t mean to come off that way.”


      Carlos was speaking from the heart, but Lofus was annoyed to see that his attacks did very little. The boy used his magic and mana to enhance his physical capabilities as he was engaged in a mock battle against Carlos. The noble was a mage, but he trained well enough to have a bit of muscle—though he was still slender and delicate compared to seasoned warriors who specialized in close combat.


      Many assumed that mages were physically weak and thus held a disadvantage in close combat. Lofus refused to have such a weakness. Because he was with Carlos, an expert in the blade, the boy was very much aware that if someone approached him and he was unable to react with his spells, he’d be dead in a flash.


      Lofus believed that close combat skills were vital for a mage, so much so that it would define who could be considered the greatest mage in the world. Hence, Lofus made sure to get some exercise in as a part of his daily routine. He needed to at least be able to react when necessary. And because Lofus had been taught swordplay skills thanks to Carlos, the boy was about as strong as a knight. He wasn’t as powerful as a Dark Knight, but his abilities were impressive for a twelve-year-old child, and he could put many adults to shame.


      Lofus was a certified Grade 2 swordsman within the kingdom due to his skills, and this was proof that he excelled immensely within the kingdom; one rank below was Grade 3, the minimum requirement for knights. If he still had his left arm, Lofus was convinced that he could’ve fought a lot better during his battle with Warm, though he knew that the result wouldn’t have changed.


      The young noble, however, was acutely aware of his lack of talent in sword abilities. Carlos, who’d been training his master, knew this all too well. Lofus’s blade skills were, for better or worse, very basic and true to form. One could spin this positively as a respect for the fundamentals, but a less charitable interpretation would be a lack of any uniqueness or character to his style. Lofus was simply wielding his blade exactly as he was taught, and he failed to gain his own sense of skill or expression through his training. Make no mistake, his movements were refined and polished, but he was neither weak nor strong—simply mediocre.


      Because Lofus adhered so staunchly to the fundamentals that he was taught, he couldn’t achieve greater heights. Carlos, at the very least, assessed his master’s skills as such, and the butler had revealed this truth to the boy after the first day of training. Lofus neither raged nor lamented his lack of talent; he diligently continued his sword training every day, and managed to become a Grade 2 swordsman in only one year. This was an impressive feat.


      Those around him called him a genius for becoming so strong in such a short time; he became renowned for not just being a skilled mage, but an excellent swordsman as well. But Carlos didn’t change his opinion of his master. And Lofus must’ve realized his limits, as the moment he achieved Grade 2, he abandoned the sword.


      The boy still exercised daily and he would occasionally swing his blade around so that his instincts wouldn’t dull, but that was all. It was as though he’d given up on any hope of improvement. So, when Lofus appeared one day with a scythe in his hand, his swings much sharper than he’d shown in the past, Carlos couldn’t hide his amazement.


      “My lord, why did you decide on a scythe?” Carlos asked, following a clash between the scythe and the wooden sword.


      “I just thought it’d be easier to wield than a sword,” Lofus replied simply.


      “Normally, I wouldn’t recommend one to change weapons so easily, especially for combat...”


      “Are you lecturing me?”


      “I don’t mean to. It’s just that your scythe skills are much more polished than I thought.”


      As the words left Carlos’s lips, he easily used his wooden sword to parry Lofus’s scythe, which flew through the air in an arc before clanging on the ground. Lofus, now disarmed, felt an angry vein pop on his head.


      “Were you being sarcastic?” he growled. “Your words and actions don’t seem to match at all.”


      “You misunderstand me,” Carlos replied. “Your skills truly were unexpectedly refined, and I couldn’t help but point it out.”


      “You never stop talking, do you?” Lofus spat angrily as he went off to retrieve his scythe.


      “My lord, do you remember what I told you on the first day of your sword training?”


      “That I lack talent as a swordsman? Well, you were certainly right about that. What of it?”


      “More precisely, I noted that you have potential but lack talent.”


      “An odd turn of phrase, but it basically means the same thing, doesn’t it?”


      “Not at all...”


      Carlos smiled as he shook his head. A moment later, he raised his blade in front of Lofus.


      “There is a world of difference between having potential, and the lack thereof.”


      The butler swung down, and the noble hastily grabbed his scythe to defend himself. The two blades clashed. Unsurprisingly, Carlos had a slight advantage. He might have been elderly, but sword skills were his forte, and he had more muscle mass and a larger physique than Lofus. Not to mention, the boy only had one arm. Despite this advantage, Carlos channeled some of his mana to apply even more pressure.


      “Carlos... While this is a mock battle meant to emulate an actual clash, using mana is against the rules,” Lofus growled.


      “Your reaction speed is impeccable,” the butler praised. “You haven’t slacked on your training, I see.”


      “Mana users can act out in the blink of an eye. You’re the one who taught me how to react to it—in fact, it was our very first lesson.”


      Carlos lowered his blade and stood tall, satisfied.


      “I still believe that you lack talent with your blade. However, I now see that my teaching tactic was wrong, and I greatly rue my past actions. Instead of teaching you a certain form, I should’ve let you be free to wield your blade as you please. Perhaps you would’ve fared better.”


      “Too late for that, I think. What made you reach that conclusion?”


      “Your scythe skills are simply that polished and refined. Precisely because you follow no form, your strikes with that weapon are difficult to predict. Normally, one would begin by swinging their sword before learning a certain style, but for you, my lord, perhaps it was best to just engage in mock battles and have you polish your skills as you went.” Carlos paused for a moment before he continued, “Rather than your Grade 2 Swordsman blade, I fear your scythe much, much more.”


      “Then are you saying I’ve got talent for scythe wielding?”


      “No, none at all. You have zero talent in that regard.”


      The butler’s harsh words came swiftly, and Lofus quietly swung his scythe at his butler. Carlos dodged the attack.


      “Don’t dodge,” Lofus growled.


      “Oh, please don’t say something so unreasonable,” Carlos replied.


      “It’s because you praised me to bits, only to claim that I’ve got no talent at all.”


      “As I’ve mentioned before, you have potential. In fact, I suspect you have greater potential with your scythe than the sword. But when it comes to talent...”


      “That makes no sense. Just what does ‘potential’ mean to you?”


      Lofus swung his scythe down once more. Carlos used his wooden sword to block the attack and nullify the power of the blow. Lofus clicked his tongue angrily at his butler’s flawless technique. It didn’t matter just how much he could learn and improve; it was abundantly clear that Carlos was at an empyreal level that the boy could never hope to achieve.


      The butler turned to his master.


      “I believe that talent greatly relies on whether you like it or not,” Carlos revealed as he gazed endearingly at his blade.


      “What?” Lofus asked.


      “Does it sound like I’m joking? But one’s love for the art cannot be taken lightly. For example, I love the way of the blade and have always lived alongside it. My blade is like my other self—a part of my body. But you, my lord, already have a trusty partner, an art form that you can call your other self.”


      Lofus slumped his shoulders with a sigh, intuiting the meaning behind Carlos’s explanation.


      “My magic. Is that what you mean?” the boy asked.


      “Indeed,” Carlos nodded. “That is what you are committed to. And one cannot pursue two paths at once. Magic is your one and only. My lord, you see a sword or a scythe as tools for combat, and nothing more. Or rather, you’re forced to view them this way.”


      “And you’re saying I can’t truly learn the way of the sword with that mindset?”


      Carlos nodded quietly. “It is most unfortunate. After all, you’re blessed with tremendous potential. Had you truly loved the blade, I suspect that you could’ve become a swordsman greater than myself.”


      “Hmph, enough flattery. Did you get this silver tongue during your vacation?”


      “Yes, I cannot deny that my trip was extremely beneficial and fruitful. Truly.”


      A meaningful smile danced across Carlos’s lips, and Lofus cocked his head to one side with confusion.


      “My lord, may I ask why you wanted to train all of a sudden?” Carlos asked. “It surely has been a while since you wished to fight against me.”
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      The butler took advantage of Lofus’s good mood to pose a question. Ever since the boy had become a Grade 2 Swordsman, he’d stopped training with Carlos. It was unusual that the noble wished to train out of the blue, and he’d brought out his scythe to boot. Carlos was, of course, perplexed by this shift in attitude.


      “I’d recently reaffirmed the importance of close combat,” Lofus answered. “And I must become stronger still.”


      “I believe you’re plenty strong enough already...” Carlos said.


      “Stronger than my father?”


      “Well...”


      Carlos’s hesitation earned a glare from Lofus.


      “My father became the lord of House Lightless no later than when he came of age at fifteen,” Lofus said. “Well, technically, he started his duties at seventeen after graduating from the academy, but in terms of age as a lord, he’s the youngest among Lightless’s history.”


      Carlos listened quietly.


      “You know of the conditions to become House Lightless’s lord, I trust?” Lofus asked.


      “Most certainly,” Carlos replied. “One must have blood ties to House Lightless, one must be an adult, and...”


      “One must be strong.”


      Lofus clenched his hand tightly.


      “Father, at just fifteen, defeated the previous lord and took his seat. That was my grandfather, the renowned Black Reaper who fought against the empire in the prior war and struck fear into the hearts of its people. Furthermore, father has very little mana, to the point where he was told that he has the least among Lightless’s past lords. And still, he won.”


      Lofus recalled the events in Stelia. When Adler cast a chantless light spell, Ludens had managed to nullify the attack using only the faintest of dark magic despite the elemental disadvantage. That tiny speck was all he’d needed to create a dark abyss that threatened to enshroud the world in darkness.


      There was no spell or formula in the darkness that Ludens used. In other words, Ludens had manifested his element using nothing at all—a divine feat that Raymond had once displayed at the party. It was plain proof that Ludens was far better than Lofus at mana manipulation. The boy, who had been touted as a genius at magic and a child prodigy, was still unable to achieve what his father had done.


      “To surpass father, I’ll do whatever it takes, be it through sword or scythe,” Lofus said. “When I come of age, House Lightless will see a new lord of the house.”


      The ambitious boy curled the corner of his lips upward, but Carlos responded with a slump of his shoulders.


      “If I may, my lord,” Carlos said. “Lord Lightless has stated before that in the face of your overwhelming abundance of mana, it mattered not how many tricks one had up their sleeve. The battle would be akin to an ant struggling a dragon.”


      “Indeed, father has very little mana,” Lofus said. “Compared to me, he is like a pond gazing at a vast ocean.”


      “My lord...”


      Carlos’s cheek twitched, fearing that Lofus was exaggerating just a bit, but the boy then gave a self-deprecating scoff.


      “When I was still immature, I was unable to control the vast mana within me and it went berserk,” the boy said. “Do you remember that? It happened around four years ago. I haven’t forgotten my father’s darkness then, not even for a second.”


      It wasn’t the first time Lofus had seen Ludens use dark magic without a spell or formula. The incident had transferred Lofus to a villa, as a consequence for the lifelong fear he’d inflicted on his mother and younger brother.


      It truly was a disaster in every sense of the word. If Lofus hadn’t been stopped, the damage would not have stopped at the manor; the entirety of the Lightless fief would’ve been utterly destroyed. Ludens had prevented this, bravely standing in front of his wife and son to shield them. He’d faced Lofus’s rampage head-on, suppressing the berserk mana.


      Ludens had enveloped himself in a cloak of the darkest abyss, an ability that required no spell or formula to cast, and Lofus, through his hazy consciousness, had seen this feat very clearly.


      In the face of overwhelming power, Ludens had used the tiniest bit of strength he had to suppress his son. This clearly illogical accomplishment didn’t make Lofus turn to his father with shock and awe. Instead, the boy was left with feelings of despair, powerlessness, and an indescribable sense of inferiority.


      “Hah! An ant against a dragon, huh?” Lofus said. “Then how in the world did the ant win back then? If I’m a genius, what does that make my father? A monster?”


      “Lord Ludens’s power is the fruit of his exceptional, incomparable hard work and effort,” Carlos said.


      “Piffle. Talent means everything in magic. There’s no such thing as love for the path that you speak of. One’s mana capacity and magic intuition trumps all. Do you truly believe that mere hard work can surpass me?”


      “My lord, you’re insinuating that your own hard work and efforts should be denied as well.”


      “Silence! Even you won’t be offered much more leeway than that, Carlos.”


      The noble’s rage made the butler snap his mouth shut.


      “There is no apex that awaits effort,” Lofus said. “Effort is required to do anything, no matter how small or large. And if everyone can do it, then it’s nothing to be proud of.”


      In Lofus’s eyes, effort was something that one put in on the daily. Much like one had to breathe and eat to survive, effort was a part of one’s lifestyle. Hence, it was incredibly easy for him to devote his time to training with magic and the sword. He was particularly adept as magic, and no one could even begin to emulate his skills. To him, effort was a natural thing that anyone did. It was expected of one to put effort into daily activities. And so, he spent much of his life honing his magical skills. Even then, he realized that there were greater heights that he was unable to achieve.


      Ludens and Raymond were two such people who had achieved this greater realm despite having less mana than Lofus. And this cruel fact made the boy feel incredibly inferior.


      “My lord...” Carlos started.


      “Excuse me,” a woman interrupted.


      Yusurika, the Dark Knight with dazzling black hair, appeared in the courtyard. Since she’d officially become Lofus’s personal knight, no longer did she sport the Dark Knight’s armor; instead, she wore a black outfit that the maids of Lightless wore. She was a bit perturbed by Lofus’s heightened emotions as she placed a cold towel on his forehead to wipe his sweat away.


      “Young master, I’ve got an urgent message... Have I interrupted something?” Yusurika asked gingerly.


      “I don’t mind,” Lofus replied benevolently. “You may speak.”


      “Thank you. Well...”


      As the former Dark Knight spoke, Lofus felt a disturbance in the air. A mysterious, cryptic mana had emerged out of nowhere and broken through his mana perception field. He furrowed his brows with confusion as Yusurika continued her report, seemingly ignorant of this.


      “I just received a letter for you,” she finished.


      “A letter?” Lofus asked.


      She handed him a card that had one line only.


      I will visit today. Sincerely, your friend.


      Lofus, confused by this simple and cryptic message, turned the card over. Embossed in the card was the insignia of a dragon scale motif. Lofus’s face twitched. He recognized this crest very well. It belonged to House Galleon.


      ✶✶✶


      When Lofus read the card, he rushed outside of his manor. His destination was the enigmatic mana he’d felt earlier; it had appeared at the front entrance of the villa.


      He spotted something floating in the air. This mana-emitting entity was a sphere of dark gray, emitting a pale light as it floated silently above the ground.


      Lofus recognized this sphere. He recalled that a shadow familiar in the founder’s tumulus took on a similar shape, implying that this sphere was actually a monster. And since it appeared when Lofus received that card, it could only mean one thing.


      “You will visit today, you mentioned...” Lofus mused. “It can’t be...”


      In response to Lofus’s apprehensions, a magic circle appeared above the gray sphere.


      “My lord!” Carlos cried.


      “Young master, please step behind me,” Yusurika warned.


      The butler unsheathed his blade while the knight removed the wands that she hid underneath the skirt of her maid uniform and stepped in front of her master.


      “You may step back,” Lofus ordered calmly. “This is teleportation magic. It’s not an attack.”


      He read the formula and realized that this was the same magic circle that Ludens had used for his long-distance teleportation. As a torrent of light spilled out from the magic circle, a shadow emerged from the glow. A boy in a white formal outfit with chestnut-colored hair—Raymond Roi Nodens Galleon, the second Demon Lord in the tale—appeared in all his glory.


      “Hello, Lofus,” Raymond said cheerfully. “Did you come here to give me a warm welcome? I’m happy to see it.”


      He flashed a friendly smile as though he were reuniting with an old friend.


      Lofus grimaced at his worst expectations coming true.


      “Long-distance teleportation is banned in the kingdom,” Lofus pointed out.


      “Kingdom law prohibits any person and group from using this spell, as well as the use of any crystals and tools that can achieve something similar,” Raymond said. “But my summons used this spell, not me. There was no tool either.”


      “Splitting hairs, are we?”


      Raymond smiled proudly as Lofus gave a wary frown. The Lightless heir recalled that his father, the marquess, had used a similar sort of loophole in logic to employ long-distance teleportation to Stelia just the other day.


      “Unfortunately, the kingdom’s laws must be abided by a noble such as myself,” Raymond went on. “I’m only following their regulations.”


      “Says the guy who found a loophole,” Lofus spat. “I must submit a proposal to revise the law posthaste. After all, a certain someone’s abusing it.”


      “Can’t you let this go? For old times’ sake.”


      “I don’t remember ever fostering such a close friendship with you.”


      Amid all this banter, Raymond only smiled happily while Lofus grimaced. The Galleon heir, still with a fearless smile painted on his lips, turned to the gray sphere and snapped his fingers.


      “Now, Lofus, no need to take such a harsh attitude with me,” Raymond said. “I’m partially here today for introductions.”


      Another beam of light appeared to reveal another figure: a boy with curled, blond hair that seemed too tall and burly for a mere twelve-year-old. Lofus recognized this face all too well.


      “Warm...” the noble murmured.


      “Lofus?” Warm asked. “Wait, am I in the Lightless fief?”


      The dragon knight glanced around curiously. Raymond, who heard this exchange, tilted his head to one side quizzically.


      “Oh? I thought I’d introduce you two to each other,” he said. “Do you already know each other?”


      “Don’t play dumb,” Lofus spat angrily. “It sickens me.”


      “What...do you mean by that?”


      Raymond let out a troubled laugh, but Lofus was almost certain that Raymond had access to all sorts of information. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to gather four geniuses who had never associated with each other before—the future Elite Four members—at House Galleon’s party. Clearly, Raymond had some sort of method to learn whatever he needed to. Warm’s presence here, as a boy whose name was not at all known throughout the kingdom, was proof that the duke’s heir knew about the incident that occurred in Stelia. Lofus had more than enough reason to cast his suspicions on Raymond.


      “You must know it all,” Lofus accused. “What occurred in the Stelia fief, maybe even my exchange with Warm—everything.”


      “Why would you think that?” Raymond asked.


      “You’ve got subordinates throughout the kingdom. And obviously, you can share your vision with your familiars. That’s a very basic ability.”


      Lofus had obtained this intel from his dream. Raymond’s summons or familiars weren’t otherworldly creatures; they were obtained through contracts made with certain monsters. When the user called forth a familiar, the monster appeared to follow their master’s orders. This was precisely the type of spell that Raymond had employed. The Galleon heir had formed contracts with monsters throughout the kingdom, and used them to obtain all sorts of information.


      Raymond was initially surprised by Lofus’s assertions before he flashed a delighted smile.


      “You’re amazing,” Raymond praised. “How in the world did you reach that conclusion with so little to go on? Good grief, my interest in you only grows.”


      “Don’t say something so creepy,” Lofus growled. “If you just wanted me to meet Warm, then that’s already been done. Take him and leave. You guys are eyesores.”


      He waved with his hand, shooing the duo away. Raymond gave a strained smile while Warm, a victim who was suddenly brought here with no explanation at all, frowned and glanced at Lofus, hoping to have some light shed on this situation. Lofus, however, turned on his heels to leave. The conversation here was over, and there was nothing more to discuss.


      “Carlos, my guests will leave,” Lofus said. “Yusurika, I’d like to rest for a while. Pour me a cup of coffee.”


      “M-My lord?!” Carlos stammered.


      The butler wasn’t keen on treating the heir of a duke so gruffly, and Yusurika, though panicking herself, hastily chased after her master.


      Raymond slumped his shoulders wearily as he parted his lips.


      “A coal mine...” he began.


      At once, Lofus froze in place. Raymond gave another fearless smile and continued.


      “See, we found a new mine in our duchy recently. And it looks like we can see some decent...coal production.”


      Lofus whirled around angrily and glared at Raymond, but the Galleon heir only smirked in response.


      “We actually have more than enough coal on our hands, so we’re looking for places to invest our resources into,” Raymond explained. “Speaking of which, Lofus, have you ever been interested in trains?”


      “You bastard...” Lofus growled.


      Just how much did Raymond know? Lofus glared at the duke’s heir for a while before finally letting out a sigh. He whirled back around and headed back to his villa.


      “Carlos, they are my guests,” Lofus ordered. “Bring them to the drawing room. Yusurika, pour coffee for everyone.”


      “Most certainly,” Carlos replied.


      “Y-Yes, young master,” Yusurika stammered.


      The butler gave an elegant bow while the maid hastily followed Lofus into the manor. Raymond, still keeping his smile, followed Carlos into the manor.


      “What the hell...” Warm muttered.


      Only he was completely left behind in this situation.


      ✶✶✶


      Lofus knew a bit about Raymond from the dream. But Lofus had seen the tale through the lens of Abel, the main character, so any information about this second Demon Lord and his ties to the Elite Four had come in bits and pieces. There were many aspects to the Galleon heir that Lofus knew nothing about, but ever since Raymond had invited everyone except Warm to meet at House Galleon’s party, something felt off.


      Until now, Lofus had assumed that the Elite Four had met at Raymond’s party, hit it off, and began to work together. But if so, that meeting felt very unnatural. Lofus hadn’t really been asked to engage in conversation; in fact, he’d been dragged out by Raymond out of nowhere and led to meet the others. It was as though this gathering had already been arranged beforehand to assemble the Elite Four. Furthermore, Raymond had made it clear that he was already aware of Warm’s existence, though the golden-haired boy was unable to attend the party.


      There was no doubt that this party was the first time that the Elite Four had met Raymond, but the Galleon heir made it seem like he’d already known about all four members far in advance. Raymond didn’t coincidentally meet the other geniuses and have them gather in a select place; he purposefully arranged it so that they would meet each other.


      “And yet, I’ve realized that in this kingdom, there is not one, but four people who trump me in specific fields,” Raymond had said at the party. “Furthermore, we’re all around the same age. Honestly, I felt that this was fated to be. One person isn’t here today, but the remaining three are, of course, you guys.”


      Those who trumped him in specific fields became the Elite Four: Lofus, Annegelt, Orgus, and Warm. Lofus had let this comment slide initially, but as he thought back and pondered over these words, they were nothing short of odd. Sure, three of them were renowned among the nobility for their genius talent, but the same could not be said for Warm. While he was certainly talented, he came from a family of knights and thus was of humble birth. Nobles wouldn’t have known about him; knights that were rumored to be decently strong were a dime a dozen. If no one had seen Warm’s true power, why had he been singled out among his countless peers?


      Frankly, the same could be said for Lofus, Annegelt, and Orgus as well. While all of them were indeed geniuses in their respective field and were renowned prodigies, nobles were infamous for making bold-faced lies to achieve popularity. Oftentimes, they inflated their abilities, and it came as no surprise that parents and family members doted over their children and thus touted how perfect their little babies were.


      While Lofus was a prodigy for his mana abilities and was far above his peers, Annegelt and Orgus weren’t particularly famous among the so-called “geniuses.” Noble children were generally called geniuses if they were even a bit more competent than the rest, and noble society was thus teeming with them.


      And yet, these four were specifically selected without even an ounce of hesitation. Furthermore, Raymond wasn’t wrong with his choices. With him as the leader, in the tale, he was seen as the second Demon Lord with his four elite subordinates. The mere five of them managed to corner and almost topple this massive kingdom—the largest and most powerful magic nation on the continent.


      Raymond was, needless to say, powerful in his own right, but every single member of the Elite Four could single-handedly fight against the nation. They were bona fide geniuses. Raymond’s choices couldn’t be called a mere coincidence. He must’ve been searching for extraordinary people like himself—superb geniuses who could walk alongside him and be viewed as equals.


      To do so, he formed contracts with monsters and scattered them throughout the kingdom to gather intel. Sometimes he could receive more information from monsters, and other times he would share their vision with his own to see events with his own eyes. And so, he managed to select four choice geniuses—or monsters, rather. It was no wonder that he was so clued into events, incidents, and information throughout the nation.


      Since Raymond had failed to make Warm and Lofus join his side, he used his monsters to track and follow the two boys. And so, the Galleon heir was able to learn about what had happened in the Stelia fief and knew that Lofus wished to add trains to the Lightless fief. Raymond had certainly not expected Lofus to catch on to his information-gathering scheme. But in response to being seen through, the Galleon heir played the ace up his sleeve and mentioned the coal mines.




      And so, three members of the five who had once brought the kingdom to near ruin were now gathered in one drawing room around a table. When Raymond had a cup of black coffee placed in front of him, he stared at it awkwardly without taking a sip.


      “Er, Lofus, do you not have any cream or honey?” Raymond asked quietly. “I’m not fond of bitter notes...”


      “Oh? The self-proclaimed strongest in the kingdom can’t even enjoy a cup of coffee? Hah! Hilarious!” Lofus laughed jovially as he mockingly pointed at Raymond.


      Raymond kept a smile painted on his lips, but anyone could see an angry vein pop on his forehead.


      “Lofus, not everyone like black coffee,” Raymond insisted. “In fact, I’d say that you’re in the minority. It’s just a bitter drink with no other qualities.”


      “Ah, so you’ve got an unrefined palate that cannot distinguish aroma and subtle notes,” Lofus replied. “Take a look at Warm. He’s quietly enjoying his drink. It seems like you’re the odd one out with your immature taste, Raymond.”


      The Lightless heir grinned proudly while Raymond’s lips twitched, his smile only barely there. Warm actually preferred coffee rich with plenty of cream and honey, but because he wasn’t offered anything, he reluctantly sipped his drink. Of course, he knew better than to open his mouth and spout the truth here; he wasn’t keen on having another battle against Lofus. And so, Warm quietly sipped his drink.


      “Yusurika, bring out the cream and honey,” Lofus ordered. “Oh, and bring a generous amount. It seems I’m dealing with a child.”


      “C-Certainly,” the maid stammered.


      She went off to the kitchen to fetch the items, and Raymond, though clearly annoyed, did his utmost best to maintain his smile.


      “What’s wrong, Lofus?” Raymond asked. “I do feel bad for my sudden visit, but you’re being awfully mean to me today. If there’s anything on your mind, I can hear you out.”


      “Oh, I’ve got a huge problem,” Lofus said exaggeratingly, burying his face in his hand. “It’s an immense burden resting on my shoulders. See, there’s this acquaintance of mine who has the palate of a puny child. He can’t even enjoy a regular cup of coffee! And yet he proclaims that he’s the strongest in the world and wishes to rule it. How utterly embarrassing is that? Oh, woe is me! It just sends shivers down my spine to see such painfully grandiose and obtuse claims! I’m embarrassed for him. Can’t you save me?”


      Unable to tolerate this sort of goading any further, something inside Raymond snapped.


      “Shall we make it clear just who’s on top, then?” Raymond rumbled. “If that is your desire, I don’t mind entertaining your wishes.”


      “Hah, I thought you wanted us to be equals,” Lofus pointed out. “But when you’re backed into a corner, you resort to violence and power. I see how it is. What a petty man you are.”


      “I just think it’s not all that bad to make our difference in power clear for once.”


      “‘Difference’? Do you claim to be stronger than me?”


      “I am. Would you like to test me out?”


      “Very well. Step outside.”


      The two boys stood up, the murderous aura in the air palpable. When Yusurika returned with a tray full of cream and honey, she was shocked by the angry sparks between Lofus and Raymond. Warm swiftly took his share of cream and honey from the tray and created a sweet cup of coffee for himself to sip on. He then turned to the other two boys in the room with exasperation.


      “Are you guys really gonna fight over a cup of coffee?” Warm asked. “Look, you’re making the maid worry.”


      This comment earned a glare from Raymond and Lofus. A regular person would’ve fainted from all this pressure, but Warm coolly enjoyed his drink, ignoring it.


      “Warm, why the hell are you drinking like a child as well?” Lofus snapped.


      One wrong word would’ve been met by Lofus’s spells, but Warm remained undaunted, rather familiar with the Lightless heir’s antics.
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      “The Stelia fief is in a state of constant winter, so we have no bees,” Warm explained. “And so, honey becomes a prized product that rarely makes it to Stelia’s markets. Seeing it right in front of me, it’s only natural that I’d want to indulge myself. I know that this upsets you, but don’t get so angry. It’s rather petty of you.”


      “What?!” Lofus growled angrily.


      “And you, Raymond,” Warm went on. “You’re here to negotiate, yeah? If so, why’re you picking a fight? Use your head a little.”


      “Hrm...” Raymond grunted.


      Unable to refute this, the duke’s son begrudgingly fell back into his seat. Yusurika, moved by Warm’s skillful handling of the situation, gave a round of applause, but immediately stopped when her master glared at her.


      “Are we not here to discuss the coal mine and trains?” Warm asked. “If we can’t even sit down for a discussion, I’m leaving, Raymond.”


      “Hm, I can’t have you do that,” Raymond replied. “I apologize, Lofus.”


      He lowered his head apologetically, and Lofus pouted as he turned away.


      “Hmph, I admit that I was a touch childish,” Lofus muttered. “Just this once, for Warm’s sake, I shall let this slide and continue discussions.”


      He sank back into his chair as well and leaned back arrogantly. Raymond slumped his shoulders, unsure of why this boy could act so haughty.


      “Then why don’t we first begin with some numbers?” Raymond said, switching gears. “Here’s how much coal our mine can produce...”


      ✶✶✶


      Raymond had brought an investment opportunity to Lofus. The coal produced from the newly discovered mine in the Galleon duchy would all go to the Lightless fief. A stable supply of coal was essential to create railroads and trains throughout the fief, and Lofus had actually gone to Milld to ask about a coal source.


      While Lofus felt that he could secure enough iron for the tracks, he struggled to find a stable coal source, and fuel was essential to keep the trains running. The Lightless fief was lush with arable farming land, but it wasn’t blessed with many mountains. Naturally, the coal had to be imported from another territory, but doing so would mean that a heavy sales tax would be applied to every shipment. In his struggle, Lofus had come to Milld for advice, but the merchant was also hard-pressed to find a solution.


      Raymond offered to provide the coal free of charge, and that the Galleon duchy would even cover the shipping expenses. He claimed that he was investing in Lofus’s idea, but even so, this felt far too good to be true. Even Lofus was taken aback by how lucrative this was, and he was almost creeped out by this overly generous offer.


      “You’re going too far,” Lofus said. “You might be fine with this idea, but the lord of your house, your father, won’t ever accept this sort of deal.”


      “Oh, I’ve got that covered,” Raymond replied. “The mine was discovered by my summons, making it my possession. Besides, father says I can run it as I please.”


      “But what about the labor and shipping costs for mining the coal? If you insist on giving it all to Lightless for free, Galleon will suffer losses.”


      “My summons will do the mining, and if you designate a spot, I can teleport supplies there directly. The one that brought me here is Manifis, a greater spirit that excels at teleporting magic.”


      “A greater spirit? What can’t you do?”


      Raymond’s reveal was nonchalant, but Lofus’s face was strained with astonishment.


      “Very well,” Lofus muttered carefully. “And what must House Lightless do in return? You’re not going to ask me to join you in your plan for world domination, are you?”


      Raymond laughed. “Ha ha! No, no, nothing like that. I think I’ve got a good read on your value, and simply giving you free coal won’t be nearly enough to earn your agreement. I know that.”


      “Precisely. At least you’re aware.”


      “As I mentioned before, it’s an investment. If trains are established on the Lightless fief, your land’s economy will develop greatly. If you can pay me back with the value that’s equal to your development, that’s good enough. For example... Ah, yes. You mentioned that you wished to make a large vineyard, I believe?”


      Lofus narrowed his eyes. “Were you listening in on the conversations in the submarine? Ah, I suppose the ocean is a treasure trove of monsters.”


      Raymond smiled. “Sharp as always.”


      Lofus slumped his shoulders. “Very well. I shall periodically send our local specialties to the Galleon territory. I’ll provide you with fruits that are even more valuable than your investment.”


      “I’m looking forward to it. Knowing you, I’m sure you can make that a reality in the near future.”


      Lofus curled the corners of his mouth upward, willing to rise to the challenge, and Raymond gave a fearless smile of his own. The two exchanged a firm handshake.


      “Oh, and one more thing,” Raymond said as though he’d suddenly remembered something. “I’d appreciate it if you kept this a secret. The whole coal shipment operation, I mean. If the royal family notices, it’d be a bit of a pain.”


      “Naturally,” Lofus replied. “If you stopped sending us coal, we’d be troubled as well.”


      “Which means that you must be the one to personally receive the shipment of coal. But I do feel guilty for forcing the heir of a marquess to handle such a task every time.”


      Clearly, this was a segue to a different proposition, and a confused Lofus scrunched his brows, unsure of what Raymond was about to suggest through his poor acting.


      “The fewer the people involved, the better,” Lofus said. “What are you on about?”


      “Indubitably,” Raymond replied. “Even if it is so much trouble, I must ask you to handle it. If so, I think you’re due for some kind of show of gratitude. Perhaps...a tea party with every shipment? We can strengthen our own bonds.”


      “What? A tea party, every single time? And you’re telling me that I must attend?!”


      Lofus’s face twitched with displeasure.


      “I do believe that we must deepen our understanding of each other,” Raymond continued. “I cannot blame you for denying my initial invitation to rule the world. You barely even knew me, and anyone would decline such an invitation from a stranger. Your reaction was sound.”


      “So you want us to get to know each other better?” Lofus asked. “Was this your goal from the start?!”


      The free teleportation, train, and coal that Raymond would provide were all strategic moves to invite Lofus to periodic tea parties. And Lofus had fallen straight for Raymond’s cunning plan.


      “You won’t childishly decline these tea parties, will you?” Raymond taunted. “Such immaturity would be going back on your word.”


      “Grr...” Lofus growled.


      The two had only made a verbal promise. There was no written contract, and even if Lofus went back on his word, it wouldn’t be breaking any of the kingdom’s laws. There’d be no punishment. Yet, Lofus couldn’t go against this promise. He’d arrogantly declared that he would provide excellent results that surpassed any investment that Raymond made; backing out of the claim he’d made of his own accord would cause immense damage to his dignity.


      Furthermore, Raymond hadn’t once hinted at anything that could be to House Lightless’s detriment. Lofus fell silent, aware that he had been manipulated.


      It was then that his eyes caught Warm, who was nodding off in his chair.


      “Raymond, why have you brought Warm with you for these discussions?” Lofus asked.


      “I told Warm about the proposal I gave you and the other two at the party,” Raymond explained. “He approved of my ideas but didn’t wish to join me.”


      “Oh?”


      In the tale, Warm was a staunch follower of Raymond. The golden-haired boy’s change of heart was puzzling. Was it due to Lofus’s interference?


      “So, you were rejected by two of the four you invited,” Lofus pointed out.


      “To be precise, Warm said, ‘If Lofus joins, I can help out,’” Raymond said.


      “What?!”


      Lofus was angry by Warm’s selfish response, and the Lightless heir glared at the snoozing knight apprentice. Raymond shrugged.


      “In other words, if I can get you, I’ll have Warm as well,” Raymond explained.


      “No wonder you’re so desperate...” Lofus muttered.


      He let out a sigh, unsure of what to feel about this situation. When Warm blew a snot bubble and it popped, he finally blearily opened his eyes.


      “Huh? You guys done?” Warm asked.


      “What are you dozing off for?” Lofus snapped. “You’ve been rather selfish, I see.”


      “Huh? Oh, did you hear about what I said?”


      Warm stifled a yawn as an angry vein twitched on Lofus’s forehead.


      “Besides...” Lofus growled.


      He was about to mention the tale, but stopped himself. Thinking back, he had no idea what had led Warm to become so loyal to Raymond, but there was one important difference between that tale and the current timeline: Flugel. Warm’s beloved wyvern, which he rode around in battles, had apparently been provided to him by Raymond.


      The dragon in the tale bore a close resemblance to Warm’s Flugel that Lofus had initially met in Stelia, but the dragon was actually very much different from the dying wyvern in the snowy region.


      At first, Lofus had assumed that Raymond provided a second Flugel to Warm—a successor, so to speak. This practice wasn’t all that unusual; when a horse grew too old to run, the new horse was often named after its predecessor in loving memory.


      However, Warm was extremely attached to Flugel. Even in the tale, he’d only admitted defeat once his beloved dragon was gone, and tragically committed suicide. That was not an act of loyalty to Raymond. The Second Dark Lord would have wanted Warm to continue fighting against Abel and the others alone, but he instead chose to follow his wyvern into the afterlife.


      Would someone like that be able to so readily accept a replacement Flugel? And even if the boy was given a second wyvern, Lofus couldn’t imagine Warm giving it the same name.


      Raymond had already shown his vast menagerie of summons. Perhaps he wasn’t capable of reviving a beast, but maybe he could do something similar and mimic this phenomenon. Since he had the Dragon King and a greater spirit that could use teleportation on his side, it wasn’t all that unbelievable that he could also accomplish something like that.


      The pieces began to click in place in Lofus’s mind. Maybe Raymond had done something similar to Lofus’s Shadow Eater. Through an odd coincidence, Lofus had inadvertently crushed Raymond’s chance of recruiting Warm.


      Lofus gave an exasperated glance at the Galleon heir.


      “I’m in no position to speak of others, but you really are something...” Lofus muttered.


      Raymond quizzically cocked his head. “Er, I don’t understand what you mean. What are you on about?”


      ✶✶✶


      After Raymond and Warm left, Lofus drafted a proposal to establish railroads and trains throughout the fief. Now that there was a steady supply of coal, addressing one of Ludens’s greatest concerns, it seemed like this plan would go smoothly, though the teleportation shipping had to be kept a secret. And so, Lofus had to draft a dummy route—one that was secure, precise, and safe to evade Ludens’s suspicions.


      “What if I send my familiar or have Raymond use his summons to fly through the sky and deliver the goods?” Lofus suggested.


      “A route in the air...” Carlos replied. “It’s normally an impossible suggestion and can cause quite a stir, but I think you and Sir Raymond could accomplish this feat without arousing any suspicion. But if you would enter another land’s airspace, you must proclaim your usage of that area. And if you will be taking these trips periodically, you must ensure that there are a few witnesses.”


      “If I make that sort of proclamation, I suspect that the other lands will impose some sort of entrance tax for using their airspace.”


      When a merchant crossed several fiefs with wares, shipping costs were bound to rise. Food, resources, guards, and toll fees were necessary for passing through so much territory.


      “But this route is only a ruse,” Lofus muttered. “We’ll actually transport via teleportation. It seems silly to pay money for fake shipping. This is rather troublesome...”


      After pausing for a few moments, he came up with a splendid idea.


      “Why don’t I just claim that it will be transported by carriage? The fees that would normally incur could be seen as a business expense, and the money could go to me to use as I please. The invoices I submit could all be doctored.”


      “It’s a splendid idea, one with no waste at all,” Carlos said. “That is, of course, if I turn a blind eye to you wrongly using the taxes that your citizens struggle to pay. Your actions would be very similar to Clinton’s.”


      “I don’t plan on using the money for my own greed... But I understand. I suppose this would make me corrupt.”


      “And, of course, unjust usage of taxes is strictly prohibited by the kingdom’s laws.”


      Lofus slumped his shoulders. He’d thought this was a great plan.


      “Then should I just tell father about the teleportation bit?” he wondered. “I’m sure that he can find a good plan.”


      “Yes, I suppose the marquess would be able to find a suitable plan,” Carlos replied. “Admittedly, the usage of familiars and summons for long-distance teleportation is a gray area at best. Frankly, I’m very much worried about the stress this will cause him and his poor stomach...”


      “Oh, that part isn’t a problem. He’s got a brave heart.”


      “But I’m worried about his stomach.”


      But the boy didn’t care. He decided to leave all the difficult issues to his father, and wrote that goods would be transported via long-distance teleportation from a summons. He finished his proposal with “highly confidential and must be concealed” to ensure that this method must be kept a secret, and Lofus went on his merry way.


      ✶✶✶


      “‘Must be concealed’?” Ludens asked.


      His lips twitched as he scanned the proposal he’d received. He glared at Carlos, who had brought the documents. The butler shrugged and placed a potion on the corner of the marquess’s desk, one that could be used to ease his stomach that would surely hurt from all this stress and work.


      Ludens let out a heavy sigh and placed the proposal onto his table.


      “First, he says something revolutionary like wanting trains, and now this...” Ludens mused. “I’ve heard that he’s also involved in the vineyard industry now.”


      “Lord Lofus has been working as hard as he can for the Lightless fief’s development. It’s almost dizzying,” Carlos replied.


      “He’s working a bit too hard, if you ask me. He’s still a child. Is he well? Has he fallen ill from all the work?”


      “He’s a touch sleep-deprived, but he’s doing very well. Plus, he’s got a healer, Yusurika, by his side.”


      “That’s not what I— Never mind... I guess I’ve no right to say anything, since I’ve entrusted him to you.”


      Ludens gave a self-deprecating sigh and downed the potion in one go. No matter how much he yelled at Carlos, it would do little to stop Lofus. The boy was the type to even forget sleep once he was so engrossed in one thing. Be it magic, sword skills, or economics, whenever something caught his interest, he would pursue the path without rest until he was satisfied. Lofus had been this way ever since he was a child, and this passion was now pointed toward solving the problem of poverty in an area of the Lightless fief.


      “Why does he wish to resolve the issue of poverty?” Ludens wondered. “It’s so sudden.”


      This matter was caused by Clinton’s corrupt acts, which by extension made it the responsibility of Ludens, who had dispatched Clinton to the region to begin with. It was by no means Lofus’s duty to clean up this mess, so what compelled the boy to act this way?


      Ludens then recalled a paragraph from the report that he’d read earlier, about a woman sailor.


      “Faltiana Roguebert...” Ludens muttered. “Is Lofus doing it for her?”


      Carlos firmly stood tall. “Yes! That’s exactly right!”


      “Really?”


      Carlos seemed so confident that Ludens could only glare with suspicion. But Lofus’s proposal to revolutionize the fief exercised prudence and thoughtfulness. Developing new businesses, creating a new large vineyard, and hiring local personnel as employees were all ways to alleviate poverty and build more wealth in the area.


      By cooperating with the Merchant Association to create a high-end brand of grapes, this could raise the price of some wine, and thereby earn a wealthy clientele. If this went well, the money from the rich would go to the poor, and this would indirectly distribute the wealth among the less fortunate. It was an extremely efficient way to eliminate poverty in the region.


      In addition, Lofus had decided to add trains to the fief. If this became possible, they could reduce the time needed to deliver items by half or more. Money, items, and people would be used for the project, and the fief would not only be able to further reduce poverty throughout their land, but the Lightless land would also enjoy a tremendous boost in money and resources. There were several issues when it came to setting up tracks and building trains, but Lofus had submitted several solutions for these.


      The boy, as the eldest son of a marquess, had received quality education, but even so, it was absurd that a mere twelve-year-old could come up with these economic proposals that could possibly revolutionize the fief for centuries to come. Ludens was astonished and impressed by his own son. But still, the boy showed his own naivety—all of this was under the expectation that everything would go smoothly, including the logistics. There was one crucial aspect that the boy lacked, but even if Ludens pointed it out, he doubted that Lofus would agree to it so easily. The young noble’s personality would prevent him from doing so. And if that were the case, surely, it was Ludens’s role as the father and lord of the land to make up for wherever Lofus lacked.


      The marquess cracked a grin.


      “By the way, Carlos, I’ve heard that you recently published a book,” Ludens said. “A romance novel, I believe.”


      “I-I have...” the butler stammered sheepishly. “It’s a bit embarrassing to admit, however...”


      Ludens smiled. “You’ve done well. It’s the perfect way to boost one’s image.”


      “You mean Lord Lofus’s?”


      “Reputation and popularity are incredibly important in the world of business. Our image will help tremendously with this project of reducing poverty as well. As for this concealment bit he mentioned, I suppose I can do something about it.”


      “Thank you, Lord Lightless,” Carlos said, respectfully lowering his head.


      “Now, how is the orientation going?” the marquess asked.


      “I’ve tried to bring it up to Lord Lofus several times, but...he adamantly refuses...” Carlos revealed awkwardly as he kept his head low.


      Ludens gave another exhausted sigh. “It’s good that he’s interested in running the land. It’s proof that he’s aware of his position as the next lord. But I don’t understand. Why does he decline the orientation? That seems like an issue.”


      The orientation was a lesson on leaving a successor—sex education, or the birds and the bees. The kingdom, which heavily relied on magic, valued bloodline over everything else. Since mana could be inherited, powerful mages were strongly encouraged to reproduce, leading to even mightier mages. This was vital for the next generation’s prosperity.


      Hence, sons of nobles were provided knowledge and experience, and daughters were asked to remain chaste to preserve their bloodline. This was also one of the duties of a noble. When young noblemen reached a suitable age, they would be directly taught by a carefully chosen instructor conducting the orientation, to learn and experience sex. Not anyone could be an instructor, of course; at minimum, one had to be of proper birth and be extremely tight-lipped. Ludens had chosen carefully, selecting fairly young instructors for his son, but Lofus had refused them all.


      “Perhaps Lord Lofus is a touch too young for these affairs,” Carlos said.


      “He’s almost thirteen,” Ludens replied. “In two years, he’ll be of age. He can’t keep declining just for lack of interest.”


      “Why not try a different method? While having an instructor is customary, it’s not mandatory.”


      “True, there have been exceptions, such as for those who attain such experience elsewhere. But even then, official instructors are strongly encouraged so that one can receive a well-rounded education.”


      “I’m very much aware, but if he keeps declining, I don’t think we can force it on him... Why not try speaking to him yourself?”


      Ludens awkwardly averted his gaze. “If I say anything, I suspect he’d only be less inclined to the whole thing. And this sort of delicate matter is a bit...difficult to speak about to my son.”


      “It’s not an easy thing for me either.”


      “How do things appear? Lofus is of age. Does he show any interest in the opposite sex?”


      Carlos thoughtfully placed a hand on his chin. “I wonder... He doesn’t speak much about matters like that to me... Have you asked him yourself?”


      “I have. He shot daggers at me and looked furious.”


      “Indeed...”


      Ludens had touched upon this topic during the carriage ride to House Galleon’s party, but Lofus snapped his mouth shut and refused to speak for the rest of the ride. The marquess slumped his shoulders, and Carlos cast a glance of pity.


      It was then that the butler recalled a single comment that Lofus had made about the opposite sex; the boy had indeed expressed the faintest bit of interest.


      “Lord Lofus did mention that he likes women with black hair,” Carlos said.


      “Black hair... I see,” Ludens muttered.


      The marquess thought back to his candidates. None of the instructors that he’d selected had dark hair. Perhaps Lofus had turned them down not because he had no interest in sex, but because they simply weren’t his type. There were very few people with dark hair in the kingdom, and it’d probably take a fair bit of time to find someone who did. The marquess might have to lower his standards just a little to find someone perfect.


      “Did he mention anyone in particular?” Ludens asked. “That sailor... Faltiana, was it? She was blonde. And the sky pirate girl who saved his life had brown hair, I believe.”


      “Lord Lofus was speaking of Yusurika,” Carlos revealed.


      “Yusur— Ah...”


      The marquess turned to the ceiling, recalling that she had dark hair. The woman had quit the Dark Knights recently and became Lofus’s personal maid, handpicked by the boy himself. He’d passionately declared the need for her. He claimed that it wasn’t ideal for a person of the Church of the Six Gods to be a member of the marquess’s most trusted group of knights, and since Lofus was under a curse, it was imperative that she be with him to do routine checkups.


      The Dark Knights were defined by their pure skill. One’s origins didn’t matter at all, and there were many current Dark Knights with questionable pasts, but Lofus had a good point in choosing from among them to deal with a curse. And so, Ludens had given his permission.


      Thinking back, the normally quiet boy had been unusually talkative toward his father then, and the marquess was a touch surprised. It seemed Lofus had several reasons for keeping Yusurika by his side. But still...


      “Of all people, Yusurika of the church?” Ludens muttered with exhaustion.


      House Lightless shared an awkward relationship with the church at best. Ludens’s recent diplomatic efforts had recovered their relationship just a tad, but until then, they had been on the worst of terms—considered bitter enemies, even. This divide had been fostered for centuries, and so not a single church building had been built on Lightless soil. It would be unthinkable to choose a member of the church as an instructor.


      “I understand Lofus’s type, but what about Yusurika?” Ludens asked. “How is her relationship with him, ever since she became his maid?”


      “They’re on very good terms,” Carlos replied. “I suspect that Yusurika views Lord Lofus very favorably, and she doesn’t raise any suspicions. She’d been in contact with the saint before, but it was all for the sake of treating and healing Lord Lofus’s wound. She acted for his benefit despite all the risks.”


      “I see...” Ludens thought for a few moments. “We’ll conduct a full-scale investigation on Yusurika’s identity and past. Be as thorough as you can.”


      “Yes, my lord.”


      “And if she’s clean, we can unofficially consider her as Lofus’s instructor...I suppose. I’m not sure...”


      “It’s wise to be absolutely certain of this decision.”


      As Ludens still hesitated and the butler frowned with concern, the marquess took the form of a timid and clumsy man—a side he often showed when he dealt with his son.

    

  

  
    
      5. The Black-Haired Maid


      Six years ago, in the royal capital where the cathedral—or the headquarters—of the Church of the Six Gods stood, there was a garden. This garden was open to the public, and the pious followers would walk this path to the cathedral. In the corner of the garden was a dark-haired girl, curled up in a ball as though to shut out the world. She sobbed uncontrollably as she ripped out clumps of her hair, seemingly driven by madness.


      Dark strands of her hair were scattered all around her on the ground, and because it was the middle of the day, she stood out to the many passersby despite being huddled in a corner. Yet, no one even attempted to approach the sobbing girl. It wasn’t just because she’d ripped out her hair; her dark locks that didn’t reflect any sort of light kept the followers at bay.


      Though not as prominent a tradition as it had been before, within the Church of the Six Gods, the color black was to be avoided in all forms. Dark outfits were prohibited, and those with dark hair were also shunned and ostracized. This was because of the color’s association with the God of Darkness.


      In the myths, it was the Evil God who tried to lead the world to ruin, and the six gods had worked together to defeat the great evil and seal the deity forever. But ancient murals that were discovered later showed something quite different. The God of Darkness was shown using countless monsters to destroy cities and towns, all while wearing a wicked grin. This sort of devilish act of atrocity was akin to the Demon Lord who, like the Evil God, had the power to control monsters.


      Rumors began to spread across the world that the God of Darkness had sided with these forces of evil. The general association between evil and darkness only further exacerbated matters, as many started to assume that the Evil God and the God of Darkness were one and the same. However, this theory did not align with many other murals and ancient texts that were discovered, and there was a solid group of people within the church who dismissed the idea.


      When a temple of the God of Light was discovered, there was a mural where the God of Light and the God of Darkness worked together to defeat a horde of monsters. Surely, this work would fully dispel the theory that the God of Darkness was evil; the deity was indeed a hero who fought against wicked acts and helped build the kingdom. However, the rumors that had made their rounds were difficult to completely lay to rest.


      There was still a silent rejection of black within the church, and to this day, the robes and accessories avoided this color. While there were dark-haired members of the clergy, they were extremely few and far in between. Of course, no one would outright say it, but many followers weren’t fond of black.


      This girl was a candidate to become the next saint. She was incredibly talented with healing magic and held potential that hadn’t been seen for generations. Though only twelve, she was more than capable of becoming a saint. She was an orphan; at not even five, she was found lying on the ground in a remote region of the kingdom, blood gushing from her head, and the church took her in.


      Perhaps due to her head injury, she had no memory of her hometown, parents, or even how to speak. The only thing that remained in her mind was her own name: Yuzuki Rika. Perhaps it was because her name was difficult to pronounce, or because her inability to elaborate further had created some sort of miscommunication, but no matter the case, the nuns called this girl Yusurika. Though Yusurika had black hair, the nuns didn’t shun her; she was treated equally like the other orphans and raised with tender care and love as though she were one of their own.


      Soon after, her talent for mana was discovered, and she showed incredible compatibility with holy magic. The headquarters, under the guise of sheltering her, dragged her to the royal capital to give her an education. Yusurika was thus ripped away from a warm life of love and care, replaced with the cold instruction of holy magic so that she might become the next saint.


      At first, the girl resisted and cried loudly. She wanted to return to her mothers at the church and hug the nuns once more. Each and every time, she was violently struck by her teacher. She was strictly told that no saint would ever show such weakness, and she was tirelessly inundated with the splendid role of a saint, the symbol of the church. The ones who surrounded her and pressed her to become the next saint were those in the faction of the God of Darkness. A dark-haired orphan with the affinity for holy magic was an incredibly convenient pawn for them. The faction plotted that if she were made the saint, they could completely dispel the negativity that the church had about the God of Darkness.


      If a dark-haired saint became the church’s symbol, those with dark hair who received unfair treatment solely due to their hair color could receive proper help. Above all, the faction would grow more powerful, and the God of Darkness would achieve greater dignity. The God of Light was said to be the greatest among the six deities, and naturally their faction amassed the most power and influence.


      “If she becomes a saint, our dark faction can grow,” the priest said. “We might even be able to push the light faction aside.”


      Yusurika had coincidentally heard the mutterings of the priest, her teacher who belonged to the dark faction. A clash of factions within the church had unfolded; though the young girl couldn’t quite understand, she could at least sense that her teacher was up to no good. But what could she do? The best she could muster was to act dumb and pretend like she was a slow learner, or purposefully fail her holy spells during practical training. The worse she was, the less likely she’d become a saint. In fact, if she was so atrocious, the church might give up on her and return her to her mothers, the nuns.


      This was a shallow-minded scheme at best, and the priest saw right through the act. No matter how much he screamed and hit her, the girl refused to study hard, and he finally lost his patience at this situation. He canceled all her afternoon lessons and prepared to head out. He placed the girl on the carriage and headed for a church in the remote area, where the girl had once been found and was raised with loving care.


      When Yusurika saw the familiar scenery, she was delighted. She assumed that she had been so awful that the priest finally decided to abandon her and drop her off at the church she came from. Though she had gone through her fair share of hardships, she could finally live a happy life with her mothers again. She did her best to maintain a veneer of indifference, but internally, her heart was dancing with joy.


      It’d been two years since she left that church, but when she returned, she was shocked to see that no one was around. There were no orphans scampering about, and the nuns who loved her like a mother would were gone. The once beautifully maintained garden of flowers was now overgrown with weeds, and the inside of the church was dilapidated and ruined. The girl, unable to believe the scene in front of her, let her mouth grow dry as she turned to the priest with confusion.


      “Where... Where is everyone?” Yusurika asked.


      “It’s all your fault,” the priest replied cruelly.


      And the girl’s vision faded to black.




      Two years ago, when Yusurika’s compatibility with holy magic became known, the church’s headquarters plucked her from her church and shipped her off to the one at the royal capital. The higher ranks of the church then learned that this tiny, backwater church had sheltered a dark-haired girl. It was no crime to shelter a dark-haired orphan, and the God of Darkness’s infamy had been cleared several centuries ago, but there were still a select few who vehemently believed in the deity’s evil nature, refusing to accept that the god was a hero.


      And so, the powerful church authorities applied just a bit of pressure. For example, they would come up with flimsy excuses to send less food and supplies to this backwater chapel, and they eventually stopped providing financial aid as well. This church struggled enough as it was, making do with what little food and money they had to feed the many orphans they sheltered. This decrease in rations and funds dealt them a heavy blow, so much so that they struggled to operate at all.


      Left with no other choice, the orphans scattered to other churches, and the nuns had to leave their role. The church, now abandoned, was by no means an unusual sight within the kingdom. It was, in fact, all too common to see such a thing in the outskirts of towns and remote areas.


      The priest declared that Yusurika had been the downfall of her home. Upon hearing those words, she crumpled to the ground and bawled her eyes out on the abandoned floor. No longer could she return to that happy scene. No one was there anymore, not the other orphans she saw as siblings, nor the nuns she viewed as her mothers. All of it was gone because of her.


      As her hope crumbled away, the priest gently patted the girl’s shoulder from behind.


      “You must become a saint,” he urged. “That is the only way to overturn this tragic situation, Yusurika.”


      “It...is?” the girl sniffled.


      “If you become a saint, I promise that this church will be returned to normal.”


      Like a devil whispering on her shoulder, these enticing words were like a ray of hope within the darkness; it was the only thing the girl could cling onto to crawl out of the depths of despair.


      “Really?” she asked. “If I become a saint, will this church and everyone...return?”


      “Of course,” the priest replied. “What a saint wishes will certainly be granted.”


      Hope glimmered in her eyes, and she didn’t hesitate to grasp onto this possibility.


      “Then I’ll do it!” she eked out between sobs. “I’ll become a saint! And then, this church and everyone can...”


      In front of the abandoned church, her gaze filled with renewed determination, the priest gave her a warm smile fitting for a gentle clergyman.


      ✶✶✶


      And so, the girl worked hard. She mastered all the holy spells that the priest taught her. Education, lectures, etiquette—she learned them all, and no matter how much time it took her, she desperately mastered every little thing the priest threw her way. She would do it all to become a saint and rebuild that church. The girl worked incredibly hard, solely for this bit of hope that danced in her heart.


      She was excellent, to be sure, but that was a requirement for all saint candidates. Simply being above the rest wasn’t good enough. If she wanted to stand out even among the cream of the crop, she had to aim higher, cutting down on even her sleep to achieve greater heights. She would have to devote all of her time to improvement. The girl had a powerful ally on her side: coffee. The caffeine boost tricked her body into staying awake, and the dark circles under her eyes and dry skin were covered through healing magic and makeup. After all, the priest had told her that a saint must always be beautiful.


      Yusurika’s hard work led to superb results, making her stand out among the other candidates. But when the day before the saint selection announcement rolled around, she was knocked out of the candidacy. The reason for this was unknown, but it seemed the higher echelons of the church had held a lengthy discussion and decided to exclude her from the list of candidates.


      Naturally, neither she nor the priest of the dark faction could just sit back and accept this. They stormed the headquarters—the cathedral of the Church of the Six Gods—and opined their reasons, hoping for a direct negotiation that might turn in their favor. Yet, try as they might, the decision never wavered. The girl’s hard work had been all for naught, and she wasn’t even allowed to attend the selection ceremony.


      “I knew it... It’s because of your dark hair...” the priest muttered as he left the cathedral, leaving the girl behind.


      The girl once again felt like she was pushed into a deep pit of despair. She couldn’t even muster up the strength to follow the priest, and she haggardly retreated to the corner of the garden where she cried her heart out. Only twelve years of age, she’d pledged never to shed a tear ever since she swore to become a saint. But now that her only dream was shattered and she realized that she could never restore her beloved church again, everything that supported her mental psyche had crumbled to the ground.


      She wept uncontrollably and began to rip her dark hair out. She tore and yanked at her locks, violently tugging her hair out as blood dripped from her scalp. It was because of that hair, so dark and ominous, that everything had gone wrong. She had been ripped away from her mothers and orphan friends. She had been forced to become a saint and underwent holy magic lessons and training that she didn’t like one bit. And her beloved church—her home—had fallen to ruin.


      Everything was all because of her hair. These locks had brought her only hellish misfortune. Why was she even here? If she had to live with so much pain and suffering, death would be kinder. The girl yearned to just disappear into the air. Despair gripped her body and she was unable to control the feelings that spilled out of her body. Bystanders pretended to look the other way and ignored her obvious cry for help.


      It was then that a little hand gripped hers, stopping her from yanking her hair out.


      “Don’t do that,” the voice said gruffly. “Your beautiful hair is in pain.”


      The voice, young yet firm, caused the girl to widen her eyes and gaze up with astonishment. A boy much younger than her, with dazzling black hair, stood proud and tall as he gazed down at the crying Yusurika. Beside him was a knight with pink hair dressed in dark armor, presumably his guard.


      “Let go!” Yusurika snapped, shaking herself free from his grip.
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      Her eyes, filled with sadness and despair, paid no heed to her act of insolence.


      The pink-haired knight placed a hand on their blade to cut the girl down, but the boy raised his hand and stopped his guard.


      “Stand down,” the boy ordered. “I touched her first.”


      “Yes, sir,” the knight replied.


      The girl assumed that this boy must’ve been someone of noble birth. If she didn’t give him the proper respect, she could be beaten. But that didn’t matter to her anymore—nothing did. Who cared what happened to her? She certainly didn’t.


      With nothing to lose, she glared at the boy.


      “Why did you stop me?” she asked.


      “Hm? Because you were hurting your pretty hair,” the boy replied. “Did you not hear me earlier?”


      “Pretty? My hair? Don’t joke around. Are you mocking me or something?”


      “I’ve no intention of doing so... Do you hate your hair?”


      “I do. I hate it so, so much.”


      She spat angrily at the boy, but he only smiled back.


      “I see. So, you hate such pretty locks,” the boy mused. “You’re an oddball.”


      “Stop giving me such empty praise!” the girl shouted. “Do you go out of your way to lie through your teeth because I look so pitiful?”


      “Why must I lie? Don’t push your own assumptions onto me. I call your hair beautiful because that’s how it looks to me.”


      The girl was stunned while the boy reached out and touched her hair. She flinched instinctively, recalling the times when the priest would reach out to beat her, and she squeezed her eyes shut with fear. He didn’t seem to mind this behavior, and he gently stroked her strands, carefully untangling the clumps in her hair.


      “You really are rough with your hair, aren’t you?” he asked before he turned to his knight. “Hey, have you got a comb or brush on you?”


      “Do you think a man such as myself carries something like that around?” the knight with pink hair asked wearily. “And please, just remember my name. Young master, you really ought to be more prudent as well; it’s unwise to casually touch a lady’s hair.”


      The boy grimaced. “Your name is too long.”


      “You may shorten it and call me by my nickname.”


      “I refuse.”


      The girl blinked at the two’s banter, unable to process what was going on. All the while, even during the conversation, the boy continued to delicately and gently treat her locks like a fragile flower.


      “Do you really think my hair’s pretty?” she asked.


      The boy scoffed. “Of course I do. I’m rather envious.”


      “What?! What are you...”


      The girl tilted her head with confusion. Her hair had brought her nothing but misfortune until now. She’d vehemently wished that her hair was a different color, and there was nothing to envious about. Besides, the boy also had black hair.


      Seeing the girl’s reaction, the boy pinched a few of his own strands and brought it under the light.


      “My mother has pink hair, just like my knight,” he revealed. “And I’ve inherited some of her color, so it’s not truly black. Not that I’ve got an issue with that.”


      The boy’s hair was jet-black at a glance, but under the sun, it had the faintest tinge of red.


      “Pure black is very nice,” he praised. “It’s a dignified color that refuses to be dyed by any other hue.”


      “Dignified...” the girl muttered before she turned to the sky. “If I become a black knight, would I be able to stand by that boy?”


      The girl had a huge hole in her heart. She thought she’d lost all hope and was better off dead, but the casual compliment she received from that boy—that her hair was pretty—refused to leave her mind. She thought that she was able to like her own hair just a bit more now.


      ✶✶✶


      In the office of House Lightless’s villa, Lofus’s hair showed the faintest bit of red under the sunbeams that trickled in through the window. When Yusurika saw it, she couldn’t help but smile and feel a bit of nostalgia.


      “Why are you smiling?” Lofus asked. “Is there something in my hair?”


      “Oh, nothing like that,” Yusurika replied politely. “I was just recalling my first encounter with you.”


      “Was there anything to smile about?”


      He tilted his head to one side with confusion. Surely, Lofus must’ve thought that their initial meeting was in Roguebert, following the Wicked Whale battle. Yusurika had revealed herself then to treat his wounds. The event at the cathedral was when Lofus was seven, and Yusurika had grown and matured quite a bit since then. He couldn’t be at fault for failing to recognize the same crying girl in the garden.


      Yusurika flashed a mischievous smile.


      “That’s a secret,” she said.


      She giggled happily as Lofus sighed. He rested his face on his hands as he pondered over their initial meeting for a few moments.


      “Exactly what part of that meeting is cause to smile?” he wondered. “You were crying. It certainly didn’t look like you were enjoying yourself.”


      As the words slipped out of his mouth, Yusurika froze in place. Her face turned bright red as her gaze darted around the room nervously.


      “S-S-Sir Lofus?!” she yelped. “Wh-Why do you... D-Do you still remember that time when I...”


      “Ah, well... I only recalled it recently,” he admitted. “When I saw your face, it just...hit me.”


      “Oh, come on! Then at least tell me, please! I acted all mischievous and tried to keep it my little secret!”


      Mortified by her earlier actions, she clung onto her master as Lofus smirked with amusement.


      “Did you think I forgot?” he asked, a low chuckle emerging from the back of his throat. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you look so panicked. I’m glad I got to see it. Recently, you’ve been needlessly composed, putting on a cool face even when you don’t need to.”


      “P-Please don’t tease me,” Yusurika stammered.


      Her face turned red as she averted her gaze. Lofus grinned. Their banter continued until Carlos, no longer able to sit back and watch, entered the room.

    

  

  
    
      6. The Ocean and the Sky


      The Ifrit flew over the ocean. In the blink of an eye, six months had passed since The Scarlet Wind had begun their search for Cielpark. They flew around the kingdom, searching for any rumors or intel about massive thunderclouds.


      But after nothing useful turned up, they decided to head outside the nation. Lilka wasn’t just searching for Cielpark; she was also on the lookout for the other apostles of the deities. She compared the past timeline with her current one, and if there were any discrepancies, she researched them thoroughly. Since Lilka had mana jamming and could turn invisible, she could research as much as she liked so long as she had the time.


      Her priority was, of course, curing Iz’s ailment, and she gathered what intel she could about the floating city, but she devoted all of her free time to looking into the apostles. Unfortunately, she wasn’t able to learn much about either topic. Even the one who had always been just a step ahead, taking all the loot from dungeons and ruins, still eluded her.


      Lilka did have an idea or a guess as to one of the apostles, though—Lofus. The boy retained memories of the past and was almost certainly an apostle as well. Her suspicions had turned to certainty when the God of Darkness told her to protect Lofus right before the group attacked Gillan’s manor. The God of Wind had mentioned that all six apostles were necessary to defeat the Evil God—not a single member could be lost. Since the God of Darkness desired Lofus’s safety, the possibility of him being a fellow apostle seemed quite high.


      Lilka, however, had her suspicions ever since meeting him at the founder’s tumulus, and not just because he’d called her name despite that having been their first encounter in this timeline. The Scarlet Wind had gained some notoriety in various regions, and each member had a bounty on their head. It wouldn’t be too odd for a stranger to know Lilka’s name. No, she suspected Lofus because there were clear differences between him and the Shadow Wolf of the other timeline: his jade eye and missing left arm.


      And so, she approached him, thinking that he could be a clue to finding the other apostles. Ultimately, this revealed that he was an apostle himself, having sustained injuries from acting on intel he’d gained from the previous timeline.


      Lilka didn’t know exactly what had injured Lofus. She didn’t get the chance to ask him, and he didn’t seem the type who was keen on discussing his own mistakes. Still, Lilka looked into it. That was when she found a black book called The Dark Noble and the Sailor Woman, a novel so popular that additional prints were being advertised.


      Lilka couldn’t believe it. The names of the characters had been changed, but this was clearly a romance novel based on Faltiana and Lofus’s initial meeting.


      “What?! No way!” Lilka cried. “Fally and Lofy?! No! No way! They’re the least likely pair!”


      Scanning the pages, she recalled the previous timeline when Faltiana was a friend. All Lilka could remember was Faltiana’s face, twisted with wrath, as she insulted Shadow Wolf Lofus and mercilessly hacked him to pieces, over and over, far beyond what was necessary. Lilka couldn’t fathom a budding romance between them, of all people. There was just no way. Still, it seemed true that Lofus had gone to Roguebert and lost his left eye and arm there.


      This only led Lilka to reach one conclusion.


      “Uh... Did Fally cut off Lofy’s left arm?” Lilka wondered.


      Perhaps this mysterious book was quite different from what actually happened—that, in truth, the woman had sliced off the noble’s limb. Could the embellishments of the novel have changed such a story into a dreamy, romantic tale?


      This was, undoubtedly, a huge misunderstanding, and a rather forced one at that. But in Lilka’s eyes, this was far more likely than Lofus and Faltiana sharing any sort of romantic feelings.


      And if Faltiana really did cut off Lofus’s arm, it meant that she had retained her memories and hatred from her past life. Perhaps she was an apostle. Lilka felt the need to confirm the facts for herself.


      “Siggy! I want to make a little detour!” Lilka shouted. “Is that okay?”


      Her voice echoed within the ship, and as it changed courses, the red engine roared through the skies and vanished into the distance.


      ✶✶✶


      Six months had passed since the development of the Devil’s Sea had begun. The exploration continued following Dyne’s plans. As the crew split up between manning the base and exploration, around ten percent of the Devil’s Sea had been charted and explored. The Devil’s Sea was vast, but even with just one crew and practically no supplies or aid, the exploration progressed at an incredible rate.


      Fol and her team set up their current base on a tiny, deserted island they’d just discovered. It was the third island discovered in this area, and it was lush with plants, but small and difficult to find food on. The exploration team brought food and water from other islands onto this tiny one, and by having a small supply, they were able to use the island as a checkpoint base. Fol and her team had left to go exploring in the morning, and they circled back to their base for a quick rest.


      As the ship sailed forth, Fol stepped out onto the deck and leaned on the railing, feeling the salty breeze on her face. Exploration was coming along steadily, but she looked glum.


      “Still feeling down, Fol?” a man asked.


      “Dyne...” Fol replied.


      As she gazed at the sea, he stepped next to her with a cigarette in his mouth.


      “We’re making good time today too,” he said. “Why do you look so down?”


      “Ten percent. And it took us half a year,” Fol muttered. “At this rate, it’ll take five years until we’re done.”


      “We’ve got a small crew and very few supplies. We’ve gotta kill monsters and even create a map of this place. Trying to rush this any further will only put everyone in danger.”


      “I know...”


      “Then why are you making a face like that? Can’t you at least tell me what’s on your mind?”


      “I...don’t want to.”


      “Ouch. We’ve been sailing together for half a year. Am I the only one who thought we’re buddies?”


      “No...”


      Fol turned away. If this exploration mission took five years, Lofus would be seventeen by then. Though Lofus didn’t really give a time limit for Fol to become a noble, Carlos had told the girl that House Lightless did have a deal with another noble family. Lofus wasn’t currently engaged to anyone, but when he became an adult, he might be given a fiancée. As flimsy as that was, the possibility of Lofus marrying a different girl wasn’t zero, and thus Carlos found it wise to tell Fol about it. The sailor, naturally, grew worried.


      Even if Fol spent five years to become a noble, what if Lofus was already engaged by then? She had mana, but she was a commoner, and her promise with him was forcibly made on her end. If the situation changed and Lofus went back on his word, there was nothing she could do. She had no right to. She was the one who had fallen in love, and it was her own selfishness that kept the Devil’s Sea development to a single small crew.


      If Fol decided to switch courses now and ask Carlos for help, he could certainly drag her up to become a noble. But would Lofus have any admiration for someone who had relied on another to do all the work?


      Fol groaned pensively.


      “Fol...” Dyne started.


      Out of concern, he tried to place a hand on her shoulder, when a pristine blade flew forth. The sword sank into the ground between Fol and Dyne, as though to tear the two apart. Karla hastily appeared from behind the surprised pair. She rushed toward them, worry riddled on her face.


      “Ahhh! Oh my gosh, I’m so, so sorry!” she cried. “I was practicing my swings because I want to beat monsters too, but the sword just slipped out of my hand! I guess this stuff takes getting used to. I really didn’t mean any harm. Are either of you hurt? Are you guys okay?!”


      As she prattled on with concern, Dyne only felt cold sweat drip down his face as he twitched with fear. Fol, on the other hand, sighed and removed the blade to hand it back to Karla.


      “That was dangerous, you idiot,” Fol admonished. “Drawing nautical charts for us is more than enough. Just leave the fighting bit to us, all right?”


      “I’m sorry, and thank you,” Karla replied with tears in her eyes.


      The red-haired girl clutched Fol’s hands before casting a discreet, icy glance at Dyne.


      “That aside,” Karla said, as she wiped a tear away and turned to a small island in view that the crew used as their base. “Something feels odd above the skies of that island. I recommend everyone to be vigilant.”


      She looked as solemn as ever. Fol and Dyne stared at the island. Neither could sense anything amiss, and the skies above the island were clear and blue.


      The former explorer frowned and Fol tilted her head to one side as well.


      “I don’t see anything,” Fol said. “Can you, Karla?”


      “I can’t see anything, but something feels weird,” Karla replied.


      “You can tell stuff like that?” Fol asked with a dubious glance.


      “I-I’ve got some mana as well, so I’m rather sensitive to presences and such...” Karla hastily replied.


      The presence of mana actually had nothing to do with sensitivity to presences and the like.


      “Got it,” Fol said. “Something there, right?”


      She stared up at the sky, trying to gaze at the invisible thing that was above her.


      ✶✶✶


      The Ifrit stopped at a certain small island above the Devil’s Sea. The ship used mana jamming and invisibility to hide its presence, so no one could see them. In accordance with Lilka’s wishes, the Scarlet Wind changed course and headed to Roguebert of the Lightless fief. She searched for Faltiana but had no luck, and when she asked around, a girl at an inn had mentioned that Fol was out developing a route in the Devil’s Sea.


      Lilka went back into the ship and set sail to a small island that Fol’s crew presumably used as their base. The pirate spotted a small ship a short distance away, and she could see Faltiana by using Farsight. She decided to stay above the island for a while and wait for this ship.


      Hawk, who stood out on the deck, tilted his head to one side when he saw Lilka using Farsight.


      “When did you learn that spell?” he asked.


      This was Lilka’s second chance at life. Though her physical capabilities mostly remained the same, she was rather skilled when it came to magic. She knew of spells that she shouldn’t at this age, and she could utilize chantless spells as well—an impressive feat for someone so young. Naturally, she hid this from the rest of the Scarlet Wind; constantly using spells that took time to master would arouse suspicion among people she was always around.


      But that didn’t mean that she could speak the whole truth either. Nobody would believe that this was her second chance at life, and nothing good would come of claiming to have seen the end of the world in a little over ten years.


      Until now, she hadn’t used many spells, but she’d begun to do so recently. While those around her might find it odd that she used difficult spells, thanks to the lie that Lofus was her boyfriend, she had no shortage of excuses.


      “Oh, Mr. Lofus taught it to me in bed,” Lilka said.


      That excuse generally gave her a free pass. Hawk readjusted his sunglasses as he slumped his shoulders.


      “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “That’s your go-to excuse, isn’t it? I don’t think you’ve spent any time ‘in bed’ with him, but whatever.”


      Hawk wouldn’t buy it, but Lofus was one of the best mages around, so nothing could surprise him at this point. Normally, one would need a decent amount of time to master spells, but when Lofus was involved, anything seemed possible. And so, Lilka was able to use spells as she pleased.


      “Huh? Is Fally looking at me?” Lilka wondered.


      That was concerning. The Ifrit’s invisibility and mana jamming almost seemed like overkill when it came to hiding. There was no way that anyone could sense them. And yet, Faltiana seemed to be staring right at the airship, her gaze vigilant. And as soon as she docked, she took a few from her crew and headed straight for them.


      Lilka watched as Faltiana unflinchingly marched right up and stopped directly under the airship. The blonde girl looked up once more with a glare. She clearly noticed something there.


      With all of the Ifrit’s concealments, how was Faltiana able to see it? Was it because she’d retained her memories from the past timeline? And if that was the case, had she really cut off Lofus’s arm? Lilka’s suspicions only grew.


      “Maybe it’s best if I meet with her directly,” Lilka muttered.


      She turned to Hawk, who was gazing down from the deck with her.


      “Someone’s under us...” Hawk muttered. “Wait, is she staring at us?!”


      He shifted his sunglasses and looked below while Lilka smiled and placed a hand on the railing.


      “Uh, she’s sorta my friend,” Lilka said. “I’ll go talk to her.”


      “Huh?! Friends?!” Hawk yelped. “Wait, Lilka!”


      The girl turned her back on Hawk and jumped off the deck.


      ✶✶✶


      “Above here, Karla?” Fol asked.


      “That’s right,” Karla replied. “I sense something in the skies above. There’s no doubt about it.”


      Fol, Karla, and Dan approached the area where there was apparently some sort of presence in the skies. Karla claimed that she sensed something above, but Fol could neither see nor perceive anything herself. As there was seemingly nothing at all, Fol wondered if Karla had made some kind of mistake.


      “Is there really anything here?” Dyne asked doubtfully.


      “There is!” Karla insisted, casting a discreet, steely gaze at him.


      “Should we throw a rock at it?” Fol wondered.


      She grabbed a rock from the ground. Suddenly, Karla noticed something descending from the mysterious, invisible presence in the sky.


      “Lady Fol! Stand back!” Karla warned. “Something’s emerging!”


      Fol immediately jumped away and grabbed the cutlass by her waist. Dyne followed suit and stepped back.


      A petite girl appeared, falling out of an invisible membrane of sorts.


      “Wind’s Embrace,” she chanted.


      Right before she hit the ground, her body was surrounded in a gentle gust of wind that allowed her to make a safe descent. As the girl enveloped in wind slowly set foot on to the island, her golden eyes were pointed at Faltiana, and a smile stretched across her lips.


      “Yoo-hoo! Hey there, Fally!” she said.


      The girl had a friendly smile like she was meeting an old friend. Her light-brown hair shone under the sun as Fol stared at her curiously.


      “‘Fally’? Are you referring to me? Who are you?” Fol asked.


      Lilka narrowed her eyes at Fol. Which is it? Did she lose her memories from the past, or is she just acting the part? No, I know the answer to this already.


      There was no reason for Faltiana to play dumb here and pretend that she didn’t know Lilka at all. And unlike the God of Wind’s apostle, Faltiana was horrible at lying. But since Lilka had been pretending with Lofus herself, she couldn’t wholly dismiss the idea that Fol was acting.


      What should I ask? Maybe I should mention Abel’s name and test the waters...


      Lilka had a few options, but her first question was a very simple one.


      “Did you cut off Mr. Lofus’s left arm?” she asked.


      This was a straightforward request, but this was something that Lilka had to confirm for herself. Fol’s eyes grew wide for a moment before she turned back to the people behind her.


      “Sorry, can you two give us a few moments?” she asked.


      Dyne and Karla were, of course, concerned.


      “Hey, don’t say that,” Dyne said.


      “I might not be much help, but I still can try to protect you,” Karla added.


      How could the two just trust Fol with a mysterious girl who came from the sky? That was far too dangerous.


      But Fol didn’t back down, and insisted upon her request.


      “It’ll be fine,” she reassured them. “I think she’s Lofus’s friend. You are, aren’t you?”


      “Yeah, something like that,” Lilka agreed.


      Karla stared at Lilka for a few moments. The red-haired girl narrowed her eyes, having noticed something. She let out a sigh and tugged on Dyne’s sleeve to leave.


      “If you say so,” Karla muttered.


      “Wh-What?!” Dyne cried. “S-Seriously?!”


      “Just shut up and follow.”


      It looked so odd to see such a burly man like Dyne getting dragged away by the slender girl, but Fol was too busy focusing on Lilka. Once Karla and Dyne were gone, Lilka turned back to Fol. An awkward silence settled between the two, and it was the sailor who broke the quiet air.


      “‘Mr. Lofus,’ eh?” Fol asked. “You sound awfully chummy with him.”


      “Hey, I’m not the one calling him by his name without any sort of honorifics, Fally,” Lilka replied. “He’s the son of a marquess, you know?”


      “What are you to him? Did he send you here?”


      “I’m Lilka, a sky pirate. Mr. Lofus is my...friend, I guess? Oh, and he’s got nothing to do with this. I came here of my own accord, just so that I can meet you.”


      “Me?”


      Fol frowned as Lilka tilted her head to one side.


      “And I’m waiting for a response,” the pirate said. “Tell me, Fally—I mean, Miss Faltiana. What did you do to his left arm?”


      Fol awkwardly shifted her gaze. “Well... I guess you could say that I did take his arm.”


      “Sounds awfully vague. What did you do, specifically?”


      Fol bit her lip. She felt like she was being accused of a crime. She slowly got her words out.


      “He...protected me,” she said. “And because of that, he lost his left eye and arm... It was my fault for being weak...”


      “What?” Lilka asked.


      The pirate frowned. It was unlike Fol to act so meek, and this event was exactly as depicted in that novel.


      “You didn’t cut it off yourself?” Lilka asked carefully.


      “Of course not! Why would I do something like that?!”


      Her vehement denial was telling, and Lilka brought out The Dark Noble and the Sailor Woman, its dark cover striking.


      “Wait, so everything that happened in this book is true?” Lilka asked.


      “Aghhhh!” Fol shrieked, her face red. She yanked the book out of Lilka’s hands. “Wh-Wh-Why do you h-h-have this book?! Is it that popular?!”


      Fol clutched the novel close to her chest as she gazed up at Lilka, teary-eyed. The pirate blinked back awkwardly.


      “Huh? What kind of face is that?” Lilka muttered.


      Fol had her cheeks flushed with tears in her eyes like a dainty maiden who had let the secret of her love slip out of her mouth. It was a face that she’d shown in the previous timeline when she was unable to hide the romantic feelings that she held for Abel. Lilka felt a touch suffocated by this.


      “Do you...actually like Mr. Lofus?” Lilka asked.


      “I do...” Fol grumbled. “You must know since you read this book.”


      The sailor didn’t even try to hide it. This behavior was clearly different from the past timeline. Before, Faltiana had been unable to be honest with her feelings for Abel, which caused her to lag behind the other heroines in a race to earn his favor. But this time around, Faltiana not only recognized her own romantic feelings, but she was able to show it too. How in the world could she fall in love with an archenemy of the past timeline? Lilka struggled to find an answer as she glanced at the book in Fol’s arms.


      “Is everything in that novel true?” the pirate asked.


      “Most of it is, yeah,” Fol replied. “Though the noble in this book is a lot more...heroic than Lofus.”


      “Did he also save your friend who was once a slave?”


      “You mean Norn? Yeah, he saved her.”


      “And you can marry him if you become a noble?”


      “E-Er, not exactly... He simply said that he’d accept my feelings then...”


      As Fol trailed off and mumbled in a low voice, her face clearly filled with embarrassment.


      Lilka felt dizzy. She let out a small sigh and stared right into Fol’s eyes.


      “All of it is true, then,” Lilka said.


      “That’s right,” Fol replied. “I’m not trying to become a noble just for fun or on a whim.”


      Fol stared straight back, and Lilka let out another deep sigh. The pirate, for some inexplicable reason, felt a prick in the depths of her heart, and let out a refreshed smile, her questions fully answered.


      “I see,” Lilka said. She reached out and gently placed her hands on Fol’s shoulders. “All right. I’ll support your love, Fally.”


      “Y-Yeah?” Fol stammered. “Thanks, I guess?”
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      Lilka’s support came off as a bit of a mystery to Fol.


      “But if you’re really gonna do it,” Lilka started, “you better become his first this time. None of that concubine or mistress nonsense. Don’t be satisfied with that.”


      Lilka knew what had occurred in the past timeline, but Fol was only confused. Still, the sailor smiled and agreed that she shouldn’t settle. She made a fist and gently punched Lilka’s shoulder.


      “Obviously,” Fol replied.


      With a fearless smile, Lilka felt a tinge of nostalgia. Though Lilka and Faltiana were experts in different fields, they were both vanguards of Abel’s party. Thus, the two had more chances to bond and become closer friends with each other. Lilka saw Faltiana as a dear friend; in fact, in the previous timeline in the battle for Abel’s official wife, the pirate had firmly supported Faltiana, who in turn would have been the first to support Lilka.


      As the pirate recalled their past, she gave a mischievous smile.


      “And if you can’t become Mr. Lofus’s first...well, I just might take him for myself,” she said. “My dear Lofy.”


      “What?!” Fol gasped. “‘L-Lofy’?!”


      Fol froze at the bombshell that Lilka dropped, and the pirate grinned tauntingly as though to egg her opponent on.


      “What do you—” Fol started.


      “Sorry, I gotta go! Later!” Lilka shouted.


      She waved her hand and used the Ifrit’s teleport function to vanish in a flash. Her body was shrouded in a pale light, and she was gone.


      “Hey! Wait!” Fol shouted.


      She reached out, but didn’t make it in time. As she grabbed only air, the pale remnants of light glittered and dispersed into the ether. Fol, now left by herself, kicked the ground angrily, unamused by how this ended.


      “She said what she wanted to say and bounced...” Fol grumbled. “Lilka... I’ll remember your name.”


      “Oh, also—” Lilka said, suddenly emerging behind the sailor.


      “Whoa?!” Fol cried.


      “Ooh, nice reaction, Fally.”


      “Anyone would be surprised...”


      Lilka smirked and Fol gave an unamused stare.


      “I did say that I’d cheer you on, but I thought it was wrong to then vanish without doing anything for you,” Lilka said. “So, here.”


      She brought out a bundle of papers and handed them to Fol. There was a map of the islands within the Devil’s Sea, along with precise locations of several undiscovered islands.


      “Lilka...” Fol started.


      “Yeah, we had to fly around in search of you,” LIlka replied. “So I pulled these records from the Ifrit’s flight logs. They’re not too detailed, but hey, better than nothing, right?”


      “Way better than nothing... This is great. But I can’t take this...”


      “You should. Honestly, it’s of no value to me, so I’d only toss them away if you gave them back. If you really feel guilty, I’ll just have you owe me one. I’ll cash in a favor in the future, I’m sure.”


      “Owe you one?”


      “Oh, yeah. Definitely. And this’ll cost ya! You better pay me back.”


      Lilka gave a playful wink, and Fol cracked a smile.


      “Ha ha, all right,” the sailor relented. “I’ll pay you back with interest to boot. You better not forget our deal.”


      “With interest?!” Lilka replied. “Your words, not mine! I’ll hold you to it! If you delay repaying me, I’ll pop in to demand stuff from you.”


      “Say what you want.”


      As the two joked around, they exchanged a smile. To Fol, this was their first meeting, but she still felt a tinge of nostalgia and an odd sense of relief around the pirate. After the two laughed, Lilka extended a hand.


      “I’ll be off for real this time,” Lilka said. “Be well, Fally.”


      Fol grabbed the hand and firmly shook it. “You too, Lilka. It’s weird, you know. I know we’ve only just met, I really don’t feel that way.”


      “Yeah... Me neither.”


      As the two smiled again, they parted ways. Lilka was enveloped in a bright light and vanished as Fol, left behind, gazed up at the sky, reluctant to see her newfound friend leave. In her hand were the nautical charts. The sailor’s expedition had only just begun.

    

  

  
    
      7. The Dark Spirit


      Six months had passed since the deal with Raymond was made, and the plan to set up railroad tracks throughout the Lightless fief was steadily progressing. Surprisingly, the royal family immediately gave their consent, and since there was now a steady supply of coal, most of the major issues were cleared. To the public, House Lightless claimed that they wished to reduce poverty in their land, and House Galleon happily lent a hand in this project as a token of goodwill.


      At the party, Lofus had met with Raymond and bemoaned the poverty that plagued his own fief. Raymond was moved to hear that the son of a marquess was so sympathetic to the plight of the people, and the heir of the duke thus used his personal wealth to offer support. This was the story that was circulated around the kingdom. Needless to say, it was Raymond who started this rumor.


      Thanks to this story, House Lightless and House Galleon were able to form an official, public bond born out of the two heirs. Ludens had his own qualms about this entire matter, but when Lofus insisted that this would help develop the economy of the Lightless fief, the marquess ultimately gave in. The Merchant Association offered their full support to set up the tracks, and Raymond’s summons and Lofus’s shadow familiars also helped with the labor, progressing this project at a dizzying pace.




      In the grassy plain of the Lightless fief, a large portion of the lush verdure was dyed black. Countless shadow ocean monsters were hard at work setting up the tracks for the railroads. Swordfish and other small shadow monsters swarmed within the darkness and carried parts together while decently large monsters like mermen, needle frogs, and electric serpents busily built the rails. The Merchant Association artisans were a bit behind, welding certain parts and making minute adjustments before the rails were deemed safe. Thanks to the monstrous efforts of the shadow familiars, construction moved at breakneck speed, but as Lofus gazed at the scene from above, he frowned, unimpressed.


      “Too slow...” he muttered.


      Concerned about the pace of construction not meeting his standards, he watched grumpily.


      The director of the Merchant Association, Milld, stood up to protest.


      “Slow?! Not at all,” Milld said. “This speed is remarkable. Thanks to Sir Raymond’s support, construction should finish in less than three months.”


      “I’m talking about my familiars. The way they move about is so awkward,” Lofus pointed out. “This is work they’re not used to, and most of them are fish. The void I’ve created can emulate water, but it seems these creatures cannot truly shine on land.”


      “I’d say their current speed is more than enough. Besides, even if you build faster, our artisans couldn’t possibly keep up.”


      Milld said this while forcing a smile. Many of the artisans were already struggling to keep pace, and were starting to run behind.


      “My larger familiars, on the other hand, cannot wield their strength with precision. They aren’t accustomed to detailed work,” Lofus muttered. “Although, if I control it just right, maybe that won’t be a problem... Come on out, Igni.”


      He called for Ignis Corona, the guardian that he’d obtained in the Ghost Grotto. The boy had an idea; instead of ordering his familiars around, he’d connect his consciousness to Igni and manipulate it himself.


      With Lofus in full control, Igni rushed to the front of the work line, grabbed some materials from the other familiars, and began to swiftly build rails as easily as stacking blocks. The familiars only stood there in astonishment, their work stolen, as Igni laid the rails and occasionally let out bursts of dark flames to weld certain areas together, thereby doing the work of the artisans too. Said artisans could only stand there in a daze next to the familiars.


      “What are you lot standing around for?” Lofus barked through Igni’s body. “Is there nothing you can do but weld? Adjust the rails, make sure there aren’t any issues, and check for quality. There’s a mountain of work to do, so work! The same goes for my familiars as well. Hurry up and bring me materials.”


      The familiars and artisans snapped back to their senses as they quickly got back to their jobs. Igni—or Lofus, rather—huffed proudly and got back to work.


      Once a decent amount of tracks were laid, the familiar vanished. As Lofus’s consciousness snapped back to his actual body, he breathed a sigh of relief and wiped sweat off his dry brow.


      “Was I able to progress a bit?” he asked.


      “That would be an understatement,” Milld replied eagerly. “You’ve cleared our record for the day already, and by a lot. I didn’t think you could directly manipulate familiars instead of just ordering them around. I’ve assembled the best artisans I can find, but they pale in comparison to you. Perhaps you could have done this alone...”


      “Don’t be daft,” Lofus replied. “I can only check on the progress in between work breaks, and I don’t have that much time on my hands. Furthermore, no matter how quickly I work, I won’t be sure if it’s done right or well. Familiars are only a fraction of the workforce, and ultimately, a skilled artisan with experience must make the final checks so that it’s up to code. So, yes, your first-rate artisans are vital for this project.”


      “I shall be sure to tell the workers your benevolent words.”


      “Words mean little. If you’ve got time to do that, give them all a pint after work. A happy worker is a motivated one.”


      “Good grief, Sir Lofus. You truly know how to work your way to a person’s heart.”


      “Enough flattery. And how is the submarine project going?”


      As the boy glared at the director, Milld smiled eagerly and took out a stack of papers from his pocket.


      “It’s going very well,” Milld said. “We received a generous budget, and thanks to your advice on various magical aspects, most of the issues have been cleared. I believe that a prototype will be finished by the end of the year. Here are the diagrams.”


      “Oh? Not bad,” Lofus said. “However...”


      He furrowed his brows at the illustration of the finished vessel. It was needlessly lavish and opulent with its ornate decorations. And in the center, loud and proud, was a crescent moon devouring the sun—the Lightless family crest.


      “Can’t you change this needlessly bulky form?” Lofus asked. “There’s also no need to have such a large House Lightless insignia either. I much prefer the previous design that was far less gaudy.”


      “Oh? I thought it looked quite nice...” Milld said. “But if you insist, very well. I can revert it back to its simpler form.”


      As Lofus returned the diagrams back to the merchant, Milld slumped his shoulders with disappointment and placed the documents back into his pocket. Perhaps his suggestions had been a bit excessive.


      As the two came to an agreement, the sun began to set. A massive shadow with a pair of wings soared through the sky and silently descended in front of the two men. Before Lofus and Milld stood a colossal bird, almost as large as a wyvern, its dark feathers fluttering in the air.


      A figure emerged from the bird’s back and jumped onto the ground.


      “Hey there,” Raymond said cheerfully. “Looks like construction is going well.”


      “Raymond...” Lofus replied with a glare.


      The duke’s heir had also been helping with construction of the tracks. More precisely, Raymond’s summons were working like Lofus’s familiars.


      “Are you sure you can afford to be distracted from your summons?” Lofus spat. “If any of them go berserk and damage the Lightless fief, I won’t let you off easy.”


      “Hey now, my precious friends won’t do anything like that,” Raymond replied. “Besides, I only asked the more docile ones to help out.”


      “I’m saying don’t let monsters run wild—they hold different values from humans. If they try to have one of my people for a snack, I won’t stand for it.”


      “There are no violent monsters like that here. Come on, can’t you at least trust me a little at this point?”


      “Here’s a lesson: To reach trust, you need to cross doubt. Just because we’ve met a few times doesn’t mean you’ve earned any of my trust. You’d have some nerve to think otherwise.”


      “And a bit of wisdom for you: Doubt and expectations are two sides of the same coin. In other words, if I continue to answer your expectations, I can earn your trust. I’m glad that the day we can get along is so soon.”


      “Oh, I do look forward to that. Though you sounded like a swindler just now, and I’ve only grown more wary of you.”


      Raymond let out a fearless chuckle, and Lofus laughed back, but neither’s smiles quite reached their eyes. The air—oddly tranquil yet clearly tense—made Milld watch on, perplexed.


      The dark bird behind Raymond stuck out its beak.


      “Eaaagh?!” Milld yelped pathetically as he clung onto Lofus.


      The Lightless heir cast an uncomfortable look at the merchant before turning to Raymond.


      “I thought you said it wasn’t violent,” Lofus said. “This guy, as pathetic as he is, shoulders a part of our fief’s economy. Don’t startle him too much.”


      “You misunderstand,” Raymond insisted. “He’s not interested in that merchant, but you, Lofus.”


      “What?”


      The magic barrier prevented anyone from approaching Lofus, but the bird constantly pecked at it with its beak.


      “That’s annoying. Make it stop,” the boy spat.


      “Why don’t you undo your barrier?” Raymond asked. “Don’t worry. This bird means no harm.”


      “Yeah, right. It’ll be too late if it snaps a chunk off my body.”


      “My bird won’t do that. Look at his adorable eyes. See? He’s so innocent and cute, don’t you think?”


      “You call that innocent?”


      In Lofus’s eyes, the bird only looked like a predator staring at its prey with excitement. As he continued to keep his magic barrier up in defense, Raymond cracked a faint smile.


      “Are you scared?” he asked.


      “What did you say?” Lofus growled.


      This was an obvious taunt, but Lofus fell for it. An angry vein popped on his head, and he took the bait, undoing his barrier. If the bird made any attempt to slash his throat, Lofus would skewer the monster to bits, and he made that clear with a steely glare.


      Whether the bird was obtuse or bold against Lofus’s murderous air was unknown, but the monster was undisturbed as he brought its beak close to the boy. It sniffed a few times and let out a little chirp before rubbing its head against Lofus. The Lightless noble stood there with confusion as Raymond grinned.


      “See? Nothing to worry about,” Raymond said.


      “Don’t give me that,” Lofus snapped. “What in the world is it doing? This presence... Is it a spirit?”


      “Bingo. His name is Nixala, a greater spirit that rules over the night. When I told him about you, he was dying to meet you, so I brought him here.”


      “Meet me? Can you communicate with monsters?”


      “Oh, did I not tell you? Yeah, I can converse with monsters and spirits. Call it a quirk of House Galleon.”


      “A...quirk? Enough. Just get this thing off me.”


      As Nixala continued to rub his head against Lofus, the noble was annoyed. Raymond, however, shrugged helplessly.


      “You can’t blame him for that,” he said. “Your mana is apparently very thick and dense.”


      “Pardon?” Lofus asked.


      “You’re of the dark element, but the density of your mana knows no equal. My mana is quite thick and dense as well, but not as much as yours.”


      “Are we talking about mana quality? What does dense mana have to do with this bird?”


      “The bodies of spirits are made of elemental mana, and so they are especially affected by exposure to the elements. It seems your dense dark mana is synchronizing with Nixala.”


      “What do you mean ‘synchronize’? Is this similar to spirit possession?”


      Lofus recalled a certain sailor who was possessed by a spirit, but Raymond shook his head.


      “It’s a bit different from that,” the Galleon heir said. “The connection between a spirit and its possessed host is not through mana. In your case, this spirit is greatly drawn to your mana, not unlike how a man might size up a lady’s appearance and personality.”


      “Wait, by that analogy, it’s as though...” Lofus started with a twitch.


      Raymond clapped a hand over his mouth to suppress a laugh. “Yeah, he’s wooing you with all his might now.”


      “Woo?! What?!”


      A shiver ran down Lofus’s spine as he grabbed Nixala’s head and desperately shoved the monster away.


      “Is this stupid dodo getting aroused because of me?!” Lofus yelped.


      “Hey now, no need to say it like that,” Raymond said. “Oh, I feel pity for my summons.”


      “What about me?! A bird loves me!”


      Despite Lofus’s rejection, Nixala remained undeterred. The bird let out another chirp and continued to rub his head against the boy.


      “Oh my,” Raymond said, impressed. “You’re rather passionate, Nixala.”


      “What?! What did this bird just say?!” Lofus roared.


      “It’s difficult to translate the language of spirits... But I think he just said, ‘I like you. Become my wife.’”


      “Wife?! Tell him that I’m a man!”


      “I guess ‘husband’ can work in this context too. Gender doesn’t really matter for spirits.”


      “A husband can work?! What kind of translation is this?! Are you sure that you understand the language of spirits?!”


      “I guess a more precise word is ‘partner.’ But his confession was so passionate, I took the liberty to translate it as a marriage proposal.”


      As Raymond let out another jovial laugh, something snapped inside Lofus’s head. The boy summoned a Dark Scythe in his hand menacingly.


      “Tell this bird to get away from me,” Lofus growled. “Or else, I’ll cut him down, and you along with him.”


      His eyes filled with calm fury made Raymond realize that he’d gone a touch too far. The Galleon heir shrugged.


      “You heard him,” Raymond said. “You probably get what he’s saying, don’t you? If you’re too passionate, you’ll earn the other’s ire.”


      Nixala begrudgingly drew back, disappointment clear in his eyes. Lofus huffed angrily as his scythe vanished.


      Raymond closed one eye with pity. “Why not accept his proposal? It’s very rare to be wooed by a spirit. And you’re not engaged with anyone yet, I believe.”


      “So what?” Lofus spat. “That doesn’t mean that I should be with a beast. I don’t get excited by animals.”


      “He’s not a beast, he’s a spirit. If you accept his proposal, he might transform into a dark-haired beauty right before your eyes.”


      “What kind of absurd tale are you weaving? I’ve read fairy tales like that, but keep your head in reality.”


      A famous fairy tale in the kingdom was about a spirit saved by a person. The spirit then reappeared in the form of a beautiful woman and built a loving family with her savior. But, of course, this was nothing short of a tall tale. A story.


      “It’s said that some powerful dragons can take the form of a human and become their partner,” Raymond explained. “I don’t see why the same can’t happen for spirits who are made of mana. Besides, a lot of fairy tales are loosely based on true stories.”


      “If you’re that curious, try it yourself,” Lofus said. “Don’t try to test it out on me. That’s in poor taste.”


      “But I’ve got a beloved fiancée...”


      All the while, Milld quietly watched from the back. As close as he was with Lofus, the director wasn’t foolish enough to interrupt a conversation between a marquess and a duke’s house. And since the two were high-ranked nobles, however they argued, they also seemed to be on decent terms. Perhaps they were partners in crime or shared some unbreakable bond.


      Though Milld wasn’t blessed with mana, he was born more intelligent than most, and thus, he often couldn’t hold a proper conversation with his parents and siblings, much less with people his age. In his eyes, everyone was so stupid and dull that they were akin to monkeys. As he grew up, he realized that there was no need for him to cooperate with these monkeys; instead, he could use them.


      And so, he amassed an impressive amount of wealth in a short period of time, and became director of the Merchant Association at an impressively young age. But even when he surrounded himself with excellent people, he could only see them as smarter monkeys. Lofus was the first “human” that Milld ever interacted with. For the first time, the merchant could interact with an equal, a peer, and hold a proper conversation with another. And there was no doubt in the director’s mind that he had found a kindred spirit in this boy who must have also lived a life of isolation.


      However, Lofus was now speaking to a boy around the same age as him. The Galleon heir was likely a friend, and at times they even fought. How sweet and nightmarish this scene was to Milld. Lofus was a true genius in every sense of the word—something quite rare. And the fact that Raymond could converse with the boy at all was proof that the Galleon heir was also a genuine genius, a boy that could only appear once every century or even millennium. These two outstanding prodigies had been born in the same era and were working together.


      “Wonderful...” Milld whispered, his voice so faint that no one could hear him.


      The two boys still had room for growth. What kind of monsters would they blossom into? And what would they do with their power and ingenuity? Surely, either of them could single-handedly stand at the top of the world if they set their minds to it.


      No doubt that, in the near future, they would be embroiled in a storm that would affect the world. Milld could feel it in his bones.


      He watched on at the boys arguing, his eyes filled with greed, and he smiled. Only Nixala had noticed it. The spirit stepped away from the director with a dubious glance.


      ✶✶✶


      At the Lightless villa, Lofus sat in the drawing room to speak with Milld. The boy was equipped with a magic artificial arm. It looked exactly like a normal human arm, aside from being painted black—Lofus’s favorite color. At a glance, it only looked like an arm sporting a black glove. Since artificial nerves were linked to Lofus’s body, he was able to feel anything on his fingertips. Any minute and precise movement he made was immediately transmitted to his brain, and he could even feel the items he touched. This artificial arm acted exactly like his real one.


      “How does it feel?” Milld asked.


      Lofus dipped a finger into his own cup of piping hot coffee. Steam rose in the air from the drink; he felt that the drink was warm, but not hot at all.


      “I can feel some warmth, but I can’t say that it’s hot,” Lofus said. “What a very peculiar feeling.”


      “I’ve set it so that you cannot feel too much pain, heat, or cold,” Milld explained.


      “That can be adjusted as well? Interesting... I suppose it’d be odd for an artificial hand to suffer any burns.”


      “Connecting the senses too much could lead to certain pain or extreme sensations causing interference with being able to move it. This is a necessary measure.”


      “I see...”


      As Milld lectured him regarding details about the arm, Lofus made a fist and opened his hand once more, testing how it felt.


      “For any minor injuries or wounds, it’ll self-regenerate and heal,” Milld went on. “With enough time, most injuries can be made good as new. But this arm is as tough as dragon scales, so I doubt it’d get damaged so easily in the first place.”


      “Just how useful is this self-regeneration?”


      “Well, a magic stone equipped with a spell is fitted into the back of your hand. So long as that part isn’t broken, the arm should be able to regenerate just fine even if you lose a finger or break a joint. The prosthetic itself feeds off of your mana, so it should function forever, as long as that stone remains intact.”


      “Splendid.” Lofus stared at his arm with wonder. “Does it need to be adjusted?”


      “The artificial nerves need to undergo maintenance once a year. Of course, if anything happens in the meantime, please feel free to contact me. Be it in the middle of the night or at the end of the year, I’ll rush to your side.”


      “Why would I go to you? Send me a technician.”


      Lofus flashed a weary glance as he sipped on his freshly poured cup of coffee that Yusurika gave him.


      “It also has storage for potions and surplus mana,” Milld explained. “There is a simple mana control function as well...but perhaps all of these are unnecessary for someone with as much mana as you.”


      Mages always leaked some mana inadvertently; this mana storage function would capture it and store it for future use. As for mana control, this was a feature of staves or other catalysts, for mages that needed a focus for their spells. It was especially common among newbie mages who lacked the proper mana control. But for skilled, first-rate mages like Lofus, they had no need for any such assistance.


      “It’s useful to keep potions on stock,” Lofus said, recalling his clash in Stelia against Red Cap. “That bit is certainly impressive. This item is much better than I expected, Milld.”


      “I’m honored to hear that,” the merchant replied, bowing his head respectfully.


      “So, how is business?”


      “Very good, thanks to you. As of last month, the trains have officially started operations, and they’ve sped up item delivery immensely.”


      As the steam trains officially launched in the Lightless fief, the land was undergoing incredible development. The current trains were ninety percent freight cars with the remaining ten percent reserved for passengers. They were mostly used to deliver items and merchants. A single steam train could pass by stations only a few times a day, but it still was a far cry from the other transportation options until now. Goods could be delivered incredibly quickly, and this was a huge net positive for the land.


      Carriage was the most popular mode of transportation between cities for those in the Lightless fief, and it was easy to see how this new train was a total game changer. Currently, the trains were only reserved for important figures of House Lightless and the house’s personal merchant, but as more of them filled the land, there were hopes that the vehicles would be open to the public soon enough. The age of common transportation for people was coming to the Lightless fief.


      “You may use the trains free of charge for two years,” Lofus said. “After that, I’ll have you pay a fee each time. You’d best make money until then.”


      “I shall,” Milld replied happily. “By my calculations, I should be able to recoup my investment in a little less than a year.”


      When the trains were being implemented, preparations such as laying the rails, providing the materials, and installing them were provided by the Merchant Association. This had been the deal between Lofus and Milld; the Merchant Association would install and run the trains, completely out of pocket, but in exchange, they were allowed to use the vehicles for two years, free of charge.


      In other words, for two years, some of the items of the Merchant Association would have zero delivery charges and a speedy delivery as well. Since Lofus had used some of his shadow familiars to help construction, those of the association were delighted with the help.


      “We merchants have been able to make a great deal of money thanks to these trains,” Milld said. “But are you sure about this? Surely, none of this monetarily benefits House Lightless much.”


      Lofus looked back, confused. “There’s no need for my house to directly benefit from this. If the economy prospers, we’d ultimately be able to collect more in taxes. It’s far more efficient to do so than to nickel-and-dime our citizens like some poor merchant.”


      Milld chuckled. “I see... Truly, you’re a remarkable man.”


      “But of course. Don’t you dare measure me with your commoner values. I’ve been fed good food ever since I was child and received the highest education in the kingdom. That’s what a noble is. Naturally, we ought to be better than commoners, and it’s expected of us to bring forth results. From the moment we were born, we’ve had to shoulder heavy responsibilities that you commoners would never even dream of.”


      “I would love for the late Clinton to have heard those words.”


      “Clinton, huh...”


      Lofus frowned as he recalled the face of that incompetent noble.


      “It just goes to show that even some with noble blood are beneath even commoners,” Lofus admitted. “It’s deplorable.”


      He spoke angrily as he thought back to Clinton’s wicked deeds.


      “Speaking of which, I did see a head on public display on my way here,” Milld commented. “That person is being humiliated in the capital as we speak.”


      Lofus huffed angrily. “Ah, you must mean the auditor with ties to Clinton. That fool, despite being an inspector, was bribed by Clinton.”


      The auditor who turned a blind eye to Clinton’s atrocities had been swiftly executed just the other day. Their head was displayed to the public, and when the auditor was captured, several other magistrates who took part in this heinous scheme were identified. Ludens personally executed one of them. It was a way to set an example, and there were rumors that the magistrate was tortured cruelly before they were killed. The entirety of the Lightless fief shuddered at this punishment.


      Ludens had then forced the remaining magistrates to pay an extremely hefty fine, and a warning that there would be no more second chances. All in all, this was a slap on the wrist for the survivors, and the magistrates went back to work, this time with an inspector that kept a close eye on every movement they made.


      In truth, once a successor for each of these magistrates was selected, they would soon die in various tragic “accidents.” It was unwise to off all the magistrates straightaway, as many of them held important posts, leaving the regions without strong rule in disarray. Ludens’s sneaky plan was to prevent this sort of needless confusion and economic chaos by ensuring that there were successors before the magistrates were killed.


      “Many citizens in Port Viper call you a hero,” Milld said. “You punished the wicked Clinton and revitalized the economy.”


      “Ah... Well...” Lofus muttered.


      The boy’s business development—a plan to build a large vineyard—was well underway. Most of the hired employees were locals who suffered in poverty, giving these people a proper paycheck in exchange for work. This helped many people’s finances. In fact, their average household income was slowly on the rise.


      The grapes weren’t ready for harvest yet, and there were no direct profits yet, but the fruits were growing well and were plentiful. It was only a matter of time before Lofus could turn a tidy profit. The boy had actually given all the credit to the magistrate that acted as his puppet—the one who succeeded Clinton’s role. Lofus wished to stay in the shadows. But when the evil magistrate and auditor was executed by Ludens’s hands, the puppet announced that all of the policies to enhance the economy in this region were spearheaded by Lofus and that it was the boy who dragged the wicked Clinton off his throne.


      And so, the boy received immense support from his citizens. His popularity was helped by a certain romance novel that had been selling like hotcakes—so much so that a stage play adaptation was now in the works—but Lofus was blissfully ignorant to this.


      Ironically, the magistrate of Port Viper and Clinton’s successor was called Crime. He was actually staunchly loyal to Ludens, having been made Lofus’s puppet after Ludens had given his consent, and he’d even publicized the truth on the man’s orders. Every secret project and plan that Lofus had cooked up had reached Ludens’s ears almost immediately, and it was the boy who had been toyed with. Only when Crime announced the truth without Lofus’s permission did the boy take the hint.


      Thinking back, Crime had been awfully compliant to Lofus’s orders. Everything made more sense in hindsight with the assumption that Ludens had predicted his son’s actions and sent orders to Crime beforehand. It was no wonder that Crime obediently followed every single one of Lofus’s orders to a tee.


      “Dammit...” Lofus grumbled. “How dare father use me for a silly scheme to boost my image...”


      The wicked acts of the magistrates were unforgivable, and House Lightless would undoubtedly be at fault for the whole mess, since they stood at the top. Be it neglect or naivety, they’d be blamed for these deeds. By Ludens taking responsibility—personally executing the corrupt officials, thereby putting an end to all this evil, and turning Lofus into a known hero—House Lightless could prevent a deadly blow to their dignity and reputation.


      The situation had been entirely turned around to make the noble house look even better. Though Lofus was upset to have been manipulated for such a cunning plot, it ultimately benefited House Lightless.


      “It doesn’t hurt to have a good reputation,” Milld pointed out. “Especially in this case. I think it’s a net positive for you as well. After all, to know that certain grapes are being produced by a hero who served justice in the land... Well, I can see this as a good advertisement opportunity.”


      “If it’ll sell, use it as you please,” Lofus replied. “But I don’t like the warm gazes cast upon me by my citizens as I walk the streets.”


      “Is that how they seem? Although, that’s probably because of...”


      Milld recalled a certain novel that had become incredibly popular recently. Surely Lofus already knew about it; his closest aide and butler had written it, after all. So the merchant fell silent, feeling no need to expressly point it out.


      “Hm? What’s wrong?” Lofus asked.


      “Oh, nothing at all,” Milld replied, clearing his throat.


      Surely, Lofus was the type to be upset about his likeness being used for a romance novel. There was no need to needlessly anger the boy here, and the merchant quickly changed topics. And once again, Lofus lost the opportunity to hear about this novel. The boy never went to bookstores by the port, and no one around him expressly mentioned this book.


      Due to these odd circumstances, Lofus continued to spend his days in bliss, never once catching wind of The Dark Noble and the Sailor Woman.


      ✶✶✶


      After a brief conversation, Milld left the Lightless villa. Once Lofus saw the merchant leave, the boy returned to his office and stared at his black artificial arm, clenching and unclenching his fist.


      “An annual maintenance...” he muttered. “That reminds me, must my curse be sealed once more?”


      Yusurika, who stood in the corner of his room, nodded. “Indeed. In about four months, Sir Lofus.”


      “Four months... A bit later than I thought. Tell the saint that I shall head to the royal capital.”


      “Are you sure, young master? Lady Fran has stated that she could make the trip here.”


      “I troubled her last time. This time, I’ll be the one to make the troublesome voyage.”


      “Noted. I shall tell her posthaste.”


      She pinched the hems of her skirt and gave an elegant bow.


      “Ask what she likes as well,” Lofus added. “I can bring a souvenir or two.”


      His casual comment made Yusurika twitch, her head still lowered. She gingerly looked up and stared at her master.


      “Er, Sir Lofus, do you prefer women like Lady Fran?” she asked cautiously.


      “Huh?” Lofus asked. He tilted his head to one side with befuddlement. “Are you asking about my taste in women?”


      “I suppose so.”


      He thought for a moment, unsure why he was being asked about this all of a sudden. Fran was a saint, and that was her link with Yusurika; both women hailed from the church.


      “Ah, you’re originally from the church as well, aren’t you?” Lofus mused. “Not to worry. I won’t feel any sense of romance toward a saint, a symbol of the church. Plus, she’s too scrawny. Not my type.”


      Indeed, it would be a troublesome affair if a noble tried to whisk away the symbol of the church. Lofus firmly rejected any sort of notion of falling in love with her. Yusurika gave a solemn nod.


      “I see...” she ruminated. “You like meaty women... I shall commit that to memory.”


      “Why?” Lofus asked wearily.


      Baffled by his maid, he could only lean his head to one side.

    

  

  
    
      8. The Gluttonous Leopard


      One day in House Lightless’s manor, a soldier dispatched to the fief’s borders sent an urgent message via a swift horse. Ludens would normally handle this situation as the head of the house, but unfortunately, he was currently away. Since the previous lord had already retired, he was off playing around, doing God-knows-what, unable to be found. Naturally, the message was thus delivered to Lofus, the eldest son.


      When the news arrived at the villa’s entrance, Lofus gave a concerned frown.


      “The royal army is trying to barge into our land?” he asked.


      Mere moments ago, a group belonging to the royal army had raised the sun—the royal family’s crest—in the air and demanded to be let through the fief’s gates. They insisted that they march through the Lightless land. Had this been any other noble, Lofus would’ve shooed them away, but he couldn’t be so crass to the official army belonging to the royal family. He pressed against his temples with confusion as he turned to Carlos in a last-ditch attempt to foist this responsibility onto another.


      “Carlos, where is father?” Lofus asked.


      “Currently headed to the royal capital, my lord,” Carlos replied. “He’s headed to the cathedral.”


      “Ah, because of the church...”


      “Yes, I believe he’ll return in a few days.”


      “Very well, I shall tend to this matter for now. Carlos, use telepathy to communicate with my father and ask for his opinion. Even if you cannot reach him, keep trying.”


      “Yes, my lord!”


      Lofus then turned to Yusurika behind him. “We’ll head to the borders at once. Yusurika, gather all the Dark Knights that you can.”


      “Certainly, my lord,” Yusurika replied with a bow.


      The two servants quickly got to work. Lofus cast a bothersome glance to the western sky, where presumably the royal army were on standby, and gave a haggard sigh. This was certainly a pain to deal with, and worst of all, his father wasn’t even present.


      ✶✶✶


      In the westernmost borders of the vast Lightless fief was a massive set of gates. Beyond those gates, a group of soldiers raised a flag with a sun insignia in the air, signifying that they belonged to the royal family. A troop of robed mages—around two hundred in total—were waiting outside. Using the swiftest horses, Yusurika and ten other Dark Knights arrived with Lofus as they glared at the group.


      “The...mage corps?” Lofus muttered.


      The mage corps were a specialized unit of mages within the royal army. Unlike knights, who were adept at martial combat, the mage corps excelled in the usage of spells; as part of the military, their specialty was not in fighting on the front lines, but in providing magical support from the rear. At least, that was what Lofus thought of them. He frowned, unsure of why the corps was here, and as he walked past the Lightless soldiers who stood tall and respectful at attention, he came face-to-face with the royal army forces.


      “Who is your representative?” he demanded.


      His menacing glare caused many members of the mage corps to gulp nervously. As the group parted to make way, a single girl emerged.


      “It is I,” she said. “I thank you for your attention to our sudden visit.”


      This girl looked to be younger than ten years old, and the cone-shaped hat on her head was worn deeply over her eyes. Her hair, a unique blend of white and black hues, was striking, and she had heterochromatic eyes as well—one black and one white. This peculiar girl was incredibly familiar to Lofus; he could never forget her face.


      “Sorceress Maylene, head of the mage corps!” Lofus gasped.


      His lips twitched as the name tumbled out of his mouth. The girl must’ve heard it, as her eyes went wide with surprise.


      “Oh? You even know of my exaggerated nickname,” Maylene said. “I’m honored.”


      She bowed respectfully as Lofus took half a step back, instinctively trying to avoid her. Maylene was none other than one of the heroines in the tale, a member of Abel’s party who attacked Lofus. She’d mercilessly slaughtered the noble again and again, and as a flashback of this dream came rushing back to Lofus, his entire body was covered with goose bumps. Fear, rage, and disdain reared their ugly heads in his heart, completely unknown to Maylene herself.


      “As you must have already heard, I am Maylene, head of the mage corps. I assure you that I have good reason for marching into your land, and I hope you will let me explain myself first.”


      She placed a hand over her chest, her actions so dignified and elegant for a girl of her age. She didn’t bow or curtsy as most noblewomen did, instead saluting as a soldier. There was no animosity or hostility emanating from her, but Lofus still cautiously took another half step back.


      A sudden march into another’s land could be seen as an act of invasion. Maylene was abundantly aware of this and she was doing her best to seem respectful to prevent any misunderstandings, but Lofus’s reaction was anything but positive. He didn’t respond to her words, and he was clearly on high alert.


      Maylene started to panic just a bit. She didn’t intend to do anything to anger or annoy him.


      “W-We harbor no ill will, truly,” she stammered hastily. “As I’ve said before, please let me explain myself. Er, am I allowed to do so?”


      She bowed her head with desperation, and as Lofus maintained his silence, Yusurika gently and kindly placed a hand on his shoulder.


      “Sir Lofus, are you perhaps unwell?” she whispered with concern.


      “H-Huh? No... I’m...fine,” Lofus replied. “Apologies.”


      Only when he felt Yusurika’s warmth on his shoulder did he snap back to his senses. He shook his head to rid himself of negative thoughts. A fully armed Maylene had arrived with her troops in tow; this scene alone brought back traumatic memories for the boy, but she wasn’t here to attack. As Lofus kept telling himself that it would be okay, he turned back to face her.


      “Forgive me,” Lofus apologized. “Pardon my belated introduction as well. Since the current lord of the house is away, I’m acting as his representative. I am Lofus Ray Lightless, the eldest son of House Lightless. You mentioned you had reasons?”


      “I do. Thank you for letting me speak,” Maylene said.


      With another bow, she began to tell her side of the story.


      ✶✶✶


      The mage corps of the royal army were on a mission to defeat a disastrous, powerful monster known as the Glutton—named for how it voraciously devoured anything in its sight. The monster was an apex predator; it saw everything as its prey and would stop at nothing to eat it. Be it humans, livestock, or even fellow monsters, the Glutton didn’t discriminate.


      It first appeared on the kingdom’s radar about six months ago. A large ranch was viciously attacked, and most of the livestock was eaten. The damages were extensive, and the devastation was truly indescribable. A team was then formed to get rid of the monster, but they were quickly annihilated. The Glutton was much stronger than expected.


      Several more teams had been dispatched to take care of the monster, but each expedition ended in failure. As the Glutton remained unstoppable and did as it pleased, it began to wander about and cause damages elsewhere, as if it were expanding its territory. It was none other than Sorceress Maylene who managed to put a stop on the Glutton’s spree.


      The sorceress and her squad had clashed against the monster and expertly chased it away. Though the monster was forced to retreat—an incredible accomplishment and victory for Maylene and her forces—the Glutton hadn’t been defeated. Following this loss, the Glutton also devised a plan on its own; it gathered other monsters to form a pack, becoming an even more troublesome and terrifying force to deal with. And because the Glutton had viewed other monsters as food until now, this was proof that it could learn and adapt, much to everyone’s dismay.


      And so, Maylene and her soldiers marched east in pursuit of the Glutton. They had to pass through the Lightless fief to reach their target.


      “Hm...” Lofus muttered with a nod. “This Glutton... Are you saying that it has made its way into the Lightless fief?”


      “To be precise, no,” Maylene replied. “The Glutton is currently...”


      She pointed to the north, and Lofus followed her finger as he narrowed his eyes.


      “In the forest by the borders...” he mused.


      “Precisely,” Maylene replied.


      The northern region beyond the gates was thick with trees and greenery, and the forest was cleanly divided by the Lightless walls that determined its borders. The Glutton and its pack lurked in that forest.


      “Are there any chances that this Glutton can breach the walls?” Lofus asked.


      “Its pack can’t, but the Glutton can probably jump over them without issue,” Maylene replied. “It can easily destroy the walls if it wishes as well.”


      “What a troublesome monster.”


      “The Glutton is very quick when it flees. If we let it go, who knows how much damage it might cause before we can track it down again? We must defeat it here.”


      She showed Lofus a map that detailed the borders and the forest, and pointed to a woods just outside of Lightless.


      “Currently, we’ve stationed elite mages of my group to encircle the monster,” Maylene explained. “Needless to say, our biggest concern is if the Glutton rushes through and tries to enter the Lightless fief. To prevent this from happening, I ask for your permission to enter your land.”


      “I see...” Lofus ruminated. “You wish to enter to completely surround the monster... I understand.”


      He placed a hand on his chin. Normally, another land’s military force wasn’t allowed inside the fief. Lofus understood that he had no right to decide this alone, as his father would have to make the final call. But it seemed time was of the utmost essence. Though Carlos was trying to contact Ludens, there was no guarantee when a response might come, and Lofus couldn’t just stand there and twiddle his thumbs. After careful consideration, the boy reached a decision.


      “No, I will not allow you to enter our land,” he finally said. “No matter the reason, you are not permitted to march inside.”


      “What?! B-But Sir Lofus!” Maylene cried, approaching the boy.


      Lofus stepped back with disgust. “Don’t come closer. I’m saying that House Lightless will defend its own land. There’s no reason for you to interfere.”


      “Huh? What do you—”


      “I won’t allow you to march inside, but I shall provide what assistance you need. Continue chasing the Glutton away. If you can kill it, then that’s great. If it enters the Lightless fief, we shall handle it.”


      The Lightless heir stood undaunted, and Maylene cast a discreet glance at the refined Dark Knights behind him. There were only ten, but each knight was said to have the power of a thousand soldiers. Even so, the Glutton was incredibly powerful, capable of causing immeasurable catastrophes across the land. It was uncertain if a mere ten elite knights could take care of the monster.


      The sorceress’s uncertainty was plain on her face, and Lofus huffed proudly.


      “There’s only one disastrous monster and the rabble it leads,” he said. “Even just one of these Dark Knights could handle that without issue. In fact, if they cannot, I will personally terminate them for tarnishing the Lightless name.”


      The Dark Knights all twitched, but stood tall and at attention. Maylene made a similar expression, taken aback by this declaration.


      “Very well. I...understand,” she said. “May I at least share details of the monster?”


      “You may,” Lofus replied. “What kind of monster is this Glutton anyway?”


      “It’s a colossal leopard. The Glutton is known for its pair of unusually large and sharp fangs, along with a body that looks severely burned. It’s so fast that it’s easy to lose sight of, and it occasionally uses an ability that makes it vanish.”


      “A massive leopard... Unusually long fangs...”


      Lofus’s eyes flashed with recognition. The Glutton’s characteristics were eerily similar to Leopard King Ambré, a member of the Four Fiends that appeared in the tale. However, Ambré wasn’t known for its burned fur or an ability to vanish. Was this some sort of odd coincidence? Lofus tilted his head to one side.


      “You seem as though you know the creature...” Maylene murmured.


      “I wouldn’t say that, but what else can you tell me?” Lofus asked.


      “It’s got incredible regeneration as well—which has been especially troublesome for us. It’s as though the monster can turn back time to before it was harmed at all.”


      “I see...”


      A sting of pain assaulted Lofus’s left eye, and he instinctively covered it. That sort of incredible regeneration akin to turning back time was reminiscent of the Wicked Whale that he met in the Devil’s Sea—the battle where he lost his left arm and eye.


      “How absurd,” Lofus said. “I’m surprised you managed to make this monster retreat.”


      “Its regenerative capabilities are undoubtedly impressive, but it has its limits. Even if we can’t beat it in one blow, if we keep showering it with spells, it’ll gradually grow weak and its regenerative speed will slow down as well. However, it regained its regeneration speed after eating. I suspect that this ability is linked with mana, and by consuming, it restores the mana used to regenerate.”


      “Ah... So to defeat it, you must continue killing it while preventing the beast from feasting.”


      Maylene nodded. “Precisely. Hence, we cut off its path of escape to drive it to a corner. If we can receive support from Lightless, one of the strongest in the nation, we’d be incredibly overjoyed. Today will be its death.”


      “No need for flattery. We will defend our territory, nothing more. We shan’t interfere. I imagine that’s more convenient for you.”


      “I appreciate that.”


      The sorceress gave a strained laugh and bowed. This exchange was to maintain appearances; the royal army had to defeat the Glutton, as that was their mission. If Lightless interfered, they would be stealing glory from the royal army, thereby destroying the latter’s reputation.


      If the mage corps struggled to defeat the Glutton by themselves, the situation would take a turn, but Maylene claimed that victory was possible so long as the monster had nowhere to flee. If so, House Lightless should focus on defending their territory, thereby preventing any friction.


      “Then once we get into position, we shall march into the forest,” Maylene said. “I trust you to defend the gates.”


      She took her squad and headed to the northern forest. Once she left, Lofus turned to the Dark Knights.


      “You heard her,” he ordered. “Defend the gates. Don’t let even a single insect through. Make the Glutton know that fleeing here is to step into hell.”


      “Yes, sir!” the knights roared.


      They scattered and raced off to the gates as Lofus followed. Yusurika turned to her master, perplexed.


      “Will you go and defend as well?” she asked. “I believe we have more than enough forces.”


      “I just want to watch the battle,” Lofus replied. “I’ve no intention of interfering. This Glutton intrigues me... Since you’re my maid, you’ve no need to tag along. I doubt you’re armed.”


      “I shall be with you. And as for weapons...”


      From within her skirt, she revealed a set of dark wands that she’d used ever since she was a Dark Knight.


      Lofus glanced at the weapons quizzically.


      “It’s been bothering me, but where do you keep those?” he asked. “It’s as though you pull them out of thin air.”


      “Well,” Yusurika said, swiftly rolling the hems of her skirt up.


      She revealed her pale thighs, on which were straps holding multiple wands. Lofus, surprised by her boldness, swiftly turned away.


      “Put your skirt down. You need not show me,” he muttered.


      “Oh, apologies... I’ve sullied your eyes...” Yusurika said.


      “I didn’t say that. But...have a little shame.”


      “I-I apologize.”


      Only then did Yusurika hastily lower her skirt, mortified by her own boldness. Lofus cleared his throat to switch gears and turned to the northern forest.


      “Incredible regeneration...” he muttered. “It doesn’t seem like it’s as strong as the Wicked Whale, but...”


      There was no need for him to fight. Even if the Glutton turned out to be stronger than expected, he simply needed to lend a hand and defeat the monster. Yet, despite this optimism, the prior fight against the whale remained a vivid memory in his mind, ringing alarm bells. With Yusurika in tow, he headed for the gates.


      ✶✶✶


      The forest wasn’t very large; it only stretched along a portion of the border. A battalion could easily surround the entire place, and once Maylene saw that her squad and the Lightless Dark Knights were stationed, she continued her march deeper into the forest.


      The magic squad assembled the strongest wizards and witches around, and those directly led by Maylene were the best of the best. Even Lofus could see that these mages were above average in skill. In terms of magic alone, some even trumped the Dark Knights’ abilities. However, the forest lush with trees could easily obscure one’s vision of the battlefield, and the terrain wasn’t so easy to traverse either. The monsters had the advantage in this way. The fact that Maylene had forced the monster to retreat before was proof of her power.


      The sorceress could use both dark and ice magic. She had more mana than normal mages, and employed countless spells to drive away hordes of monsters. Though not on Lofus’s level, she could also cast several basic spells simultaneously to rain down on the enemy. This sort of barrage could only be done by mages who had an impressive amount of mana and were equipped with expert spell-controlling skills. It was difficult to do, and Lofus only knew a few other individuals capable of it, aside from himself and Raymond.


      It was no wonder that Maylene had joined the hero’s party in the tale and became a hero that saved the world. Lofus was rather impressed. The sorceress and her squad continued to fire their attacks, and the monsters crowded the Lightless gates to jump over them and flee. But the gates were too tall for them, and the walls were enhanced with defensive spells that prevented the monsters from digging their claws into the gates to climb up. They were quickly repelled. Though intimidating at first sight, this horde was unrefined and weak. They didn’t have the jumping power to leap across the gates, and any attempt to do so was quickly suppressed by the Dark Knights. The defensive system was perfect.


      Lofus gazed at the monsters and the fighting mages, when he noticed that they were acting odd. Some monsters fled like scared rabbits in the face of the mage corps, deeming that they couldn’t win, but others remained hostile and aggressive, willing to fight until their dying breaths. Monsters weren’t a unified group, so it came as no surprise that some would flee while others stayed behind, but the aggressive monsters behaved strangely. Their eyes red, they threw caution to the wind, pouncing on the mage corps without any concern for their own safety.


      Lofus recognized this bizarre phenomenon.


      “That’s...Frenzy...” he murmured.


      Demon Lord Lars, in the first arc of the tale, had caused the Catastrophe, affecting all the monsters throughout the continent. Their eyes were turned red and they went berserk, rampaging across the land. And in the Devil’s Sea, the Wicked Whale had done something similar to the ocean’s monsters.


      The Glutton was eerily similar to Ambré of the Four Fiends, and its incredible regeneration was much like the whale’s. Was this really just a coincidence? Or was the Glutton, much like the Wicked Whale, being controlled by some kind of mastermind—the very culprit who had cast a curse on Lofus’s body?


      At once, the boy scanned the forest with a frown.


      “Where is the Glutton, anyway?” he muttered.


      He cautiously observed the fight, but the Glutton was nowhere to be found. Sure, the trees and foliage blocked his vision, but surely such a huge monster would be hard to miss. It had to stand out. He narrowed his eyes with suspicion and cast a mana perception field over the forest. Even then, he didn’t pick up any signal of a disastrously dangerous monster. Only Maylene’s mages and the horde of monsters could be found.


      What’s going on? Did the Glutton flee and use the monsters as bait?


      Just then, Yusurika turned pale.


      “Sir Lofus!” she screamed.
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      A sliver of light came from Lofus’s blind spot as he widened his eyes with disbelief. A pair of sharp fangs chomped down on his body, and a hole was blown through his extremely thick magic barrier. A moment later, fresh blood sprayed in the air.


      A massive leopard with a burnt body appeared in front of him. The Glutton opened its jaws so wide that the slits of its mouth reached its cheeks, trying to swallow the boy in one gulp.


      Its fangs stopped just short of Lofus.


      Yusurika had instinctively jumped forward, protecting her master with her own body. One of the creature’s fangs had pierced through her stomach. Warm blood dripped onto Lofus’s face.


      “Yusurika... You... Why...” he gasped.


      It had all happened so suddenly, the boy struggled to process it.


      Yusurika, upon seeing that her master was safe, wiped the blood that dripped from her mouth and gripped her wands. She swung down with everything she had. A shock wave was emitted from her blow, and the impact of her swing caused the Glutton’s head to explode into pieces. Its massive torso was blown back.


      The shock wave caused Yusurika to stagger. She fell lifelessly back, and Lofus drew her close, supporting his maid. As she entrusted herself to her master, the fang was still in her body, penetrating her stomach. Blood began to pool by her feet.


      “I-I’m so glad...that you’re safe...” she croaked.


      “Don’t speak, you fool!” Lofus roared. “Why did you protect me?! I’ll get my potion...”


      Lofus turned unusually pale, clearly distraught. He hastily took an expensive potion from his pocket and tried to feed it to his maid, but she smiled and shook her head.


      “Please, there’s no need,” she said weakly. “That’s far too lavish for someone like me.”


      “How dare you say that?!” Lofus shouted. “Look at yourself! Drink! We can still get you healed!”


      “No, really. I’m really fine. Um, this isn’t me being reserved or anything.”


      “How in the world can you be fine?! Drink! If you give up on yourself, I’ll never forgive—”


      As he uncorked the potion bottle and tried to press it against his maid’s lips, he realized that the bloodied fang had fallen to the ground, and Yusurika’s wound had closed very cleanly.


      Lofus blinked quizzically. Yusurika, a bit embarrassed that she was in her master’s tight embrace, gave a sheepish smile.


      “Er... I know healing magic, remember?”


      “Oh...” Lofus replied.


      Relief washed over his body as the strength left his shoulders, and he leaned over Yusurika. He knew that she could use healing magic, but he didn’t expect her to be able to use it when there was a hole through her stomach. Yusurika, for her part, turned bright red because she was so close to her beloved.


      As the two conversed, the Dark Knights guarding the gates gathered toward Lofus.


      “Young master?! Are you okay?!” one knight asked.


      “Huh?” Lofus asked coldly.


      As one of the knights approached him, the boy responded with an icy glare, causing the knight to tremble with fear.


      “Why have you all left your posts to come here?” Lofus barked. “Hurry up and return to your posts!”


      “B-But you’re wounded...” a knight insisted.


      “This isn’t my blood. It’s blood that my maid shed for me due to my own carelessness. Is that explanation enough? Leave at once. Don’t make me repeat myself.”


      “A-Apologies! Yes, sir!”


      The knights hastily returned to their posts, and Lofus glared below the castle walls. The head that Yusurika had shattered and exploded into pieces was gone, and there was no corpse of the Glutton to be seen. All he could spot was a puddle of blood where the Glutton had presumably landed following the attack.


      While the beast was known to have incredible regeneration, being able to recover even after losing its head was baffling. The thing would need to be “killed” over and over until its mana was spent.


      And though it was only a moment, Lofus had seen it—an aura of jade mana surrounding the beast.


      “The same mana as the Wicked Whale... It seems this is more than a coincidence,” he muttered.


      Another issue was that aside from that single moment, Lofus couldn’t sense any sort of mana from the Glutton. Even as the monster had bared its fangs and tried to devour him, it hadn’t registered on his perception field. Lofus suspected that the monster was using mana jamming, much like Lilka had. If it could evade mana perception, it was no wonder that catching it had proven so difficult. Combined with the fact that it could seemingly vanish, this monster would be seemingly impossible to find. This ability was also similar to the invisibility spell that Lilka had used—or was it more like the abilities that Red Cap had used?


      Either way, Lofus now acknowledged this monster as his enemy. It irked him to no end that his own naivety had made Yusurika resort to shielding him with her own body.


      He glared into the distance and chanted his own spell.


      “Lightless.”


      A dark fog stretched across the entire forest. If the Glutton’s mana couldn’t be sensed, Lofus would instead cover the area in a dense fog that would waver with the monster’s movement, revealing its location. This spell would also obscure the mage corps’s vision, but that was none of his concern for now. He was focused solely on killing that beast.


      Within the fog, Lofus finally caught sight of a massive beast rushing forth. It seemed the Glutton was racing out of the forest. Lofus wasn’t about to let that happen. He fired a dark barrage at the area, his unrelenting, tenacious rain of attack showering onto the beast until not even a shred of it remained. But the Glutton didn’t stop. Even while engulfed in a storm of bullets, it regenerated its wounds immediately and continued to flee.


      As it rushed through the forest, it broke through the mage corps’s net and vanished. Though Lofus expanded his mana perception field, the beast couldn’t be sensed. It had escaped. Lofus clicked his tongue angrily as Yusurika behind him touched his cheek. She took her handkerchief and gently wiped away her blood that had splattered on his face.


      “I apologize for sullying your face,” she said.


      “I haven’t been sullied,” Lofus said firmly, gently gripping Yusurika’s hand that wiped away the blood. “You were injured because you protected me. Your blood hasn’t sullied me one bit. Now, I know that your healing spells are superb, but there was a hole through your stomach. Are you really all right? How do you feel?”


      “I’m fine. I’m not hurt anymore.”


      “I see... Though I’m the one at fault, I must ask why you protected me. Though you can heal, I imagine that you still feel pain. And though you are my personal maid, what you just did goes beyond your role.”


      “Pain isn’t much of an issue for me... To see you hurt would be far worse.”


      “Yusurika...”


      Her resolve and her feelings had gotten through to Lofus, making his heart waver. How could she be so devoted to her role? Deep down, however, he knew that this wasn’t just because she was doing her job. She didn’t serve him just as a maid, but...


      Lofus couldn’t find an answer to his own feelings. He turned away from Yusurika and quietly fired spells at the forest to get rid of the rest of the monsters, as though to excuse his silence.


      ✶✶✶


      Ultimately, the Glutton had escaped. The plan was a failure. The monster had broken through the enclosure that the mage corps created, and the remaining monsters were cleared away by Lofus’s spells. Still, there was progress. The Glutton had lost its pack, and thanks to Lofus’s unrelenting barrage, the beast had depleted much of its mana. If the monster could be found again while it was still weak, it could be killed for good. House Lightless’s cooperation had proven incredibly beneficial for the subjugation of the Glutton.


      When Lofus apologized for interfering, letting his emotions get the best of him, Maylene shook her head.


      “We should be the one to apologize,” she said. “We failed to capture the Glutton, and we had it enter the Lightless land. And for that, I’m truly sorry.”


      “Will you continue your pursuit?” Lofus asked.


      “Indeed. Are you perhaps going to offer more assistance for us?”


      “Apologies, but that we cannot do. It’s difficult to mobilize our forces outside of our land.”


      “I was only joking. The assistance you gave us today was more than enough.” Maylene chuckled happily.


      “I cannot continue to help you. However, if there are other subjugation missions around the Lightless fief, contact me. I shall do what I can to offer aid.”


      He handed the sorceress a crystal.


      “Is this...” she started.


      “Yes, it’s a telepathic crystal,” he replied. “I’ve made it so that you may contact me directly.”


      “I’m...truly grateful for this. But why this generosity? I don’t get the feeling you’re looking for glory.”


      “Consider it a personal grudge.”


      He shifted his gaze to the floor with frustration, as Yusurika, his maid, was behind him. Due to the blow she’d received to the stomach, part of her outfit was torn to shreds. Her clothes were splattered with blood, and so she was wearing Lofus’s jacket to cover herself.


      Maylene gave a nod of recognition.


      “Ah, revenge for someone close to you,” she said. “You resemble him very much.”


      “Resemble who?” Lofus asked.


      “Your father. I recall that he treasured those close to him quite a bit.”


      “You know my father?”


      “Not much. I only met him twenty years ago.”


      This girl didn’t look to be older than ten. Lofus furrowed his brow with confusion.


      “You... How old are you?” he asked.


      Maylene smiled and placed a finger over her lips. “It’s unwise to ask a woman her age. Some get quite bothered by that question, you know.”


      “Indeed? I shall be more careful.”


      Lofus slumped his shoulders. Even in the tale that he dreamed, he was unable to know Maylene’s age.
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      And so, this troublesome matter came to a close without Ludens’s help. Carlos arrived at the border’s gates on a swift horse to report that he received communication from Ludens after Maylene and her troops had left.

    

  

  
    
      9. The Church


      As time passed and the seasons changed, the world welcomed a new year. It was late into the winter and there was still a bit of a nip in the air that lingered. The skies were dark and cloudy, forming a white membrane over the Lightless fief. Powdery snow danced in the air and frost settled over the land, as the sound of dark leather shoes and dark heels crunched over the thin layer of snow.


      Lofus and Yusurika made their way in the cold. The maid, who had always kept herself three paces behind her master when she initially became his personal servant, was now walking alongside the boy. They were closer than before, and their relationship had shifted ever so slightly.


      “Where are you off to today?” Yusurika asked politely.


      “Hm... Well, somewhere,” Lofus replied vaguely as he walked ahead.


      The two spent about an hour by train to journey away from the capital, and they had reached the countryside. Lofus had mentioned in the early morning that there was a place he wished to go, asking for Yusurika to accompany him. The maid instantly agreed.


      Carlos quietly remained behind, but this behavior struck Yusurika as odd. Normally, Carlos would insist on tagging along on these journeys, yet he’d obediently stayed back. Lofus was recently swamped with work, speaking with the Merchant Association officials and running the vineyard. He hardly had time to rest. Though his destination was still unclear, Yusurika was happy to see that her master had some time to enjoy a leisurely stroll for a change of pace.


      “Ever since I made you my personal servant, I’ve made you work without rest,” Lofus said. “I hope that this can help you rest a bit.”


      “Ah... I appreciate you being so considerate of me,” Yusurika replied. “But even when I was a Dark Knight, I didn’t take any days off. And I had a tougher time then because I was always on a mission. I’m having a much easier time now, thanks to you.”


      She gazed into the distance, reminiscing about the days of the past. Lofus pressed a finger against his temple.


      “The Dark Knights aren’t under my direct control. Is that how the work environment is?” he asked. “It seems like some revision in labor laws is due.”


      “The knights are ambitious and hot-blooded, so the continuous tasks are fine for them. Even if they got days off, I imagine that they would continue working simply for the prestige. I’m the odd one out, uninterested in promotions and whatnot.”


      “Ah, so a fundamental change in their views is necessary first... It seems they’ve got their fair share of issues.”


      “Indeed.”


      Yusurikia nodded along as Lofus decided to change the environment of the Dark Knights when he became lord. She then glanced at her master.


      “I’m more than happy to serve you and be by your side, Sir Lofus,” she said. “I’ve no need for breaks.”


      “I can’t have that,” Lofus replied. “You should be allowed to take an occasional rest day or two. When I become lord, I plan on giving every worker at least two days of the week off.”


      The kingdom didn’t really have the concept of weekends or holidays yet. Days off were at someone’s or an organization’s discretion. Lofus had always found this an issue and wanted to change it.


      “I appreciate your thoughtfulness, but if you ask me, you should be the one taking a rest,” Yusurika said. “Even Sir Carlos laments that you’re overworking yourself.”


      She let out a troubled sigh. Lofus indeed had been unable to take a day off due to the recent flurry of meetings with the Merchant Association and the business he was developing. He’d been a touch sleep-deprived, and he awkwardly averted his gaze as he huffed proudly.


      “No, I’m fine,” he said. “In fact, there are things that only I can do. Without me, many matters won’t progress.”


      “Your attitude toward revolutionizing your land is laudable, but I do believe that it’s unwise to shoulder everything yourself,” Yusurika countered. “You were working late last night as well. There are bags under your eyes.”


      She gently touched the corner of his eyes and cast a healing spell. The bags under Lofus’s eyes vanished, and the boy, unable to refute this, slumped his shoulders with defeat.


      “Very well. I shall consider it,” he said. “Only you are able to speak out to me without hesitation, I’ll have you know.”


      “Everyone is simply too kind to point it out,” Yusurika replied. “There are many, many people worried about your health. More than you think, my lord.”


      “Even if I do fall ill, I’ve got you to heal me.”


      “Healing magic can work for physical injuries and exhaustion, but they’re ineffective for mental health and sleep deprivation. Before you worry about me, I ask that you take good care of yourself and rest well.”


      “Don’t lecture me further. Carlos’s scoldings are more than enough.”


      He waved a hand in the air to surrender, and Yusurika smiled warmly.


      “Pardon me, I shall refrain for now,” she said. “After all, my master is personally escorting me.”


      “A good master gives good benefits to his employees,” Lofus replied. “I’m only doing what’s expected of me.”


      “Then why don’t you give Sir Carlos some days off? I’ve heard rumors that he’s never had a day off ever since he became your servant.”


      “If he takes a day off, who will arrive to wake me up in the morning? Besides, I gave him some days off not long ago.”


      “If you mean the time when you went to Stelia, I believe that he was suspended, not given a holiday. And as for someone to awaken you, you have me now. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”


      “Hrm... I shall consider it then.”


      Lofus couldn’t refute this. Carlos seemed brimming with energy, but he was rather elderly, and the boy might’ve been a bit too reliant on his butler. Perhaps Carlos could have some rest now.


      “And even if Sir Carlos gets some days off, you need not worry about me,” Yusurika added. “I don’t need any holidays.”


      “Do you wish to work that badly?” Lofus asked.


      “Of course. I’m able to serve the man I love as I stand beside him. I couldn’t be more blessed with my situation.”


      This abrupt confession caught Lofus completely off guard. He awkwardly scratched his cheek.


      “You no longer hide your feelings, do you?” he asked.


      “I never have, frankly,” Yusurika replied. “And I thought that this was my opportunity to voice them, since Sir Carlos might scold me if I say this at the manor. And...surely, you’ve been aware of my feelings for you. You notice the subtleties of others very well. As you already know, ever since we met at the cathedral six years ago, you’ve stolen my heart.”


      Her breath was white under the wintery sky, and a cold breeze blew her breath away. Lofus narrowed his eyes at the icy air and cracked a strained smile.


      “‘Stole your heart’?” he asked. “What a way to accuse me. You speak as though I’m some kind of thief.”


      “To me, you’re the greatest thief of the century,” she replied. “You’re Lupin the Fourth.”


      “Who is that?”


      “Huh? I...don’t know. The name just popped up in my head. It has no deep meaning.”


      Or perhaps it was a fragment of her lost memories that she retained before she was taken in by the church.


      Yusurika grinned and Lofus smiled back.


      “You say some odd things sometimes,” he said with a chuckle.


      As his maid giggled back, another silence settled between them. The boy then mustered up his courage to pose his question.


      “You...aren’t asking to be my wife, are you?” he inquired.


      Yusurika stood in place. “A wife... Yours, Sir Lofus?”


      “Indeed.”


      As the two stood in place, staring at each other, Lofus looked a touch nervous under the cold sky as he awaited Yusurika’s response. A certain woman sailor flashed across the boy’s mind, and perhaps Yusurika had noticed it. She gave a small and slightly melancholic smile.


      “I am your maid,” she said. “I cannot wish for more.”


      “Is that so?” Lofus asked. “Are you really okay with that?”


      “I could ask you the same. I might take your words as a proposal, you know. But don’t you already have someone else in mind?”


      “Someone else? Ah...”


      Lofus recalled that, when Fol and Lofus had made a promise, Yusurika was with them. He frowned, realizing that she must’ve overheard their exchange.


      “Th-That was entirely her idea, not mine,” he insisted. “And her becoming a noble is an almost impossible task. Who knows how many years that might take, and she might also have a change of heart...”


      As he tried to list off excuses, Yusurika gently and endearingly enveloped his face with her hands.


      “One must show integrity for a promise with the opposite sex,” she said. “And a man should always stand bold and proud.”


      “Indeed...” Lofus muttered.


      “I’m not trying to make way for Lady Faltiana, though. I’ve heard that you’re rather close with the girl from the sky pirates. Who knows how many wives you’ll have in the future?”


      “What?! Lilka and I aren’t like that!”


      “But Sir Carlos claimed that you two were acting like lovers. It seemed to concern him greatly.”


      “He’s got the wrong idea.”


      That geezer can’t keep a secret to save his life, Lofus thought as his shoulders trembled with fury.


      Yusurika shrugged. “I’m well aware that you have your own reasons, but it’s true that you were quite considerate of her in Stelia as well.”


      “I’ve absolutely no romantic interest in her,” Lofus replied. “But I cannot deny that marriage is a good negotiation tool for diplomacy. As you say, I may take multiple wives—though, of course, I will be extremely careful about whom I’m with.” He paused. “Do you not like that? Does it upset you that I’ll be with multiple women?”


      “I’m not happy about it, of course... But I also understand that in your position, that is simply how the world works. Hence, I wish to be your maid.” She stared straight in Lofus’s eyes. “I cannot be your wife. As audacious as I may be, I do have one request.”


      “Say it. I shall allow anything.”


      “Um, I hope that you don’t hire another personal maid. I’d like to be your one and only maid, Sir Lofus.”


      Lofus looked perplexed. “I don’t mind that, but is that all? I never really planned on having many personal servants anyway.”


      But Yusurika smiled broadly. “To me, that promise is far kinder than anything I could’ve hoped for. I will not be one of your many wives. I’ll be your sole maid, your one and only. You special servant... That is what I wish to be.”


      Teary-eyed, she smiled with pure bliss, and Lofus, enamored by her beauty for a split moment, quickly turned away and walked ahead. Yusurika, left behind, was a touch shocked, but she quickly chased after her master.


      “I don’t understand you,” he grumbled. “You wish not to be a partner with a man you love. Such values don’t exist in noble society.”


      He couldn’t meet her gaze, and even Yusurika could see that he was blushing. He was doing his best to mask his embarrassment. What kind of expression was he making? If she peered into his face, would he get angry? As Yusurika thought about it, she chuckled and followed her master.


      “May I ask where we’re headed?” she inquired. “I’d love to know.”


      “We’ll get there soon enough,” he replied.


      A few paces later, he stopped. It’d only been a few minutes since they stepped off the train. He stood in front of a certain structure. When Yusurika saw it, she was at a loss for words.


      “Sir Lofus...” she started.


      “This is what I wished to show you,” he replied.


      A small church stood atop a hill in front of the pair.


      ✶✶✶


      “I must begin with an apology,” Lofus said. “I did some digging and investigated your history. I know that you were sheltered in this place when you were a child, and showed incredible affinity toward holy magic. I know that the dark faction of the Church of the Six Gods then took you in and had you undergo strict training to become the next saint, and that you were kicked out of the election despite your distinguished skills, likely because the light faction feared that you might become saint.”


      The Lightless’s intelligence had delved deep into Yusurika’s history, but this explanation fell on her deaf ears. She was unable to tear her eyes from the chapel before her.


      “What... Why is... How...” she stammered. “This place...”


      “I just explained, but it seems it’ll be quicker if you see for yourself,” he replied.


      The boy pushed his maid forward, and she alone stepped past the threshold and into the church. It was a tiny building that was rather old and traditional, incredibly outdated by current standards. The church she was sheltered in when she was a child was of a similar design, and Yusurika recalled it well.


      It was then that she spotted some white flowers blooming in the garden.


      “Edelweiss...” she murmured.


      One of her mothers had taught her the name of this flower—the nun loved this delicate, white flower. Yusurika felt as though she’d been taken back to that time. She recalled watering these flowers with the nun, smiling and laughing. But this wasn’t the same garden or flower bed. It was impossible. The church she used to belong to had been abandoned due to a decreased budget, the nuns and orphans all scattered throughout the land. In fact, Yusurika had even been shown the building in its ruin. And it wasn’t even in the Lightless fief to begin with.


      She tried to calm herself down. This place was only similar—not the same. The resemblance was just a coincidence.


      Yusurika desperately tried to maintain her composure. She shook her head, trying to stay calm, when a gentle breeze brushed against her cheek. The dainty white petals were blown by the wind, and as she followed their delicate dance with her eyes, her gaze settled upon a tree in the yard. From its branches hung a handmade swing fashioned for children. It was so tiny that Yusurika could no longer play on it.


      She couldn’t stop herself. Before she knew it, she walked toward the swing, drawn by an inexplicable force. A vivid childhood memory flashed across her mind—playing on the swing her mother pushed, then eating warm bread and soup with the other children. It was a memory filled with happiness and smiles.


      “This mark...” she murmured.


      She recognized the mark on the swing. The bumpy plank was proof that this was clumsily yet lovingly handmade for the children to use. The distinct, curved wood grains that looked like a smiley face were striking, and she’d always taken note of it. The memories came rushing back, and the more she observed this swing, the more it bore a resemblance to the one from her home.


      Why? How? Yusurika wondered. Tears welled up in her eyes, partially from nostalgia and partially from sorrow as her vision began to blur with her tears.


      And then, a voice. A familiar voice called out to her.


      “Yusurika.”


      The tone, calm and gentle, was so familiar. She hadn’t heard it in so long. When she whirled around, a surprised yet endearing figure stood there.


      “Mom?” Yusurika squeaked like a little child.


      It’d been a decade since the two were torn from each other. The nun had lovingly sheltered a young Yusurika who could barely even speak, and poured so much affection into the little girl. The nun’s once dazzlingly golden locks now had specks of gray, and the wrinkles around her eyes made it clear that so much time had passed. And yet, she was unmistakable. Yusurika would never forget how her mother looked. This was the nun who raised the girl with tender care. Time and again, Yusurika had dreamed of her mother, hoping to one day meet her again. Was this all a dream? Was this nothing more than a trick of the mind, showing her a hallucination crafted from her memories? Or could this actually be real?


      She could only stand there, frozen in place with disbelief, as the nun slowly approached the young maid and placed her in a tight embrace.


      “Oh, I’d been yearning to meet you much sooner!” the nun said. “You’ve grown so, so much...”


      Her gentle embrace and familiar scent made the memories flood back into Yusurika’s mind. How could she forget? The scent of her beloved mother was the smell of the sun, hanging out the clothes to dry every day.


      “I’m sorry,” the nun said. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you back then... You were forced to go through so much.”


      Yusurika had grown since their last meeting, and the nun was now much tinier in comparison. Still, the woman gently embraced Yusurika like a daughter. The nun kindly stroked the maid’s hair, quietly untangling any knots.


      Yusurika couldn’t suppress her feelings anymore. She wailed and wailed like she was a little child again, and her sobs echoed in the garden of the tiny church.


      ✶✶✶


      When Ludens ordered a full investigation of Yusurika’s history, Lofus had learned of his maid’s identity as well. When he learned of her past, he ordered his network to look into the small church where she had spent her days as a child. What he was showing her was a copy, recreating the place that held Yusurika’s memories.


      He’d also gathered the nuns and orphans from that place, bringing as many as he could into his fief. Whatever had remained in the abandoned original chapel was gathered up for the new building. House Lightless had exercised all its power, wealth, and authority to make it happen.


      At first, Ludens was reluctant to build a church solely for Yusurika, but Lofus was persistent. The boy claimed that she had constantly been by his side to serve him, using her powers for his curse and assisting him with administrative duties. She worked beyond her pay grade and had even risked her life for him. He insisted that such hard work must be met with equal compensation.


      Though his reasoning was rather sound, in Ludens’s eyes, Lofus sounded noticeably passionate. And so, the marquess gave his approval. In exchange, this project was to benefit the Lightless fief in the future.


      As powdery snow blew in the air, Lofus looked up at the sky as he stood alone in front of the church’s fences. How in the world could he turn a profit with this? It was a difficult request to fulfill.


      This church was small, built solely for Yusurika, and it wasn’t as though Lofus had hired the best employees he could find. Needless to say, a church couldn’t be useful in any industry, and the nun who was Yusurika’s savior was getting on in age. Lofus wasn’t keen on working an older woman so hard.


      As he stood in a daze and watched the gloomy clouds, wondering what he should do, he heard Yusurika’s loud sobs from behind the fence. It seemed she’d managed to reunite with her mother. That alone made it worth the trouble of negotiating with Ludens, and Lofus cracked a faint smile.


      Today marked exactly one year since Yusurika had become Lofus’s maid. The boy wasn’t one to celebrate little anniversaries, but he still wanted to mark this accomplishment somehow and set up this small surprise. As Yusurika’s sobs died down, Lofus glanced at the front gates. He spotted his dear maid standing there, her eyes red and swollen from all her crying.


      “Yusu—” Lofus started.


      But he never got to finish calling her name. She leaped into his chest, and the boy, though taken aback by this boldness, accepted her hug and gently clasped her shoulders. She trembled in his embrace.


      “I...couldn’t become a saint,” she whispered, burying her face in his chest as she slowly got her words out. “I couldn’t become a saint, and everything fell to ruin, and I thought I could never go back to normal, how it once was. And... And that was when I met you. I pretended to ignore everything around me so that I could be by your side. I gave up on it all. I gave up on everything but you.”


      Still trembling, a torrent of emotions flooded out of her mouth as though she had to let out everything she’d suppressed until now. Lofus said not a word, only listened.


      “But... How... Why...” she wept. “Am I...allowed to be this happy?”


      “This is due to your hard work,” Lofus said firmly. “You’ve rightfully earned this with your own hands. And I can confidently declare that this won’t slip through your fingers again. Do not fret. Do not be in disbelief. Simply accept and indulge in what you have achieved.”


      His timbre was gentle and kind, like he was pacifying a young child, and he tenderly stroked her head. Yusurika, overwhelmed with her feelings, only hugged Lofus tighter.


      “I’ll never leave your side. Never,” she swore.


      “You’re a useful maid,” Lofus replied simply. “I won’t let you go.”


      Under the gloomy sky, their shadows turned to one as they embraced, and the nun endearingly watched over the young couple from behind the gatepost as she wiped a tear from her eye.
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      10. Bad Ending


      The time had come for the curse’s seal to be adjusted once more. Though Lofus had periodically received treatment from Yusurika, Fran had to visit once each year to seal his curse away. Saint Fran was a very busy woman, and she had her social standing to keep in mind as well; Lofus felt guilty for summoning her to the Lightless fief frequently, and so, he decided to come to her this time, taking a trip to the royal capital. He also adjusted his schedule to have a few days to himself.


      As he was preparing to leave the next day, there was a knock on the door. Saint Fran stood before him, all alone with no guard or anyone else to watch over her. She had no carriage, and she’d managed to somehow slip through numerous checkpoints within the Lightless land. Her previous visit had been with Yusurika’s help, but that certainly wasn’t the case this time.


      How in the world did Fran manage to leave the royal capital by herself, make the trip to Lightless, and even evade everyone’s notice to appear in front of Lofus’s manor? The boy, naturally, was shocked by her impromptu appearance. The Lightless fief’s inspections were stricter than most lands, and security around its manors was especially tight. Any intruder would be immediately stopped and questioned. It was nigh impossible for her to have avoided all of this.


      As mysterious as it was, Fran was right before his eyes. Left with no other choice, he welcomed her into his manor.




      “Please forgive me for my sudden visit,” Fran said. “I didn’t even notify you beforehand.”


      “Indeed,” Lofus replied. “How did you even get here?”


      The saint smiled as she sat on the sofa in the drawing room. Lofus pressed a finger against his temple as though he had a headache.


      “I thought I told you that I would visit,” Lofus said.


      “Yes, I do appreciate your kind offer, but if we were to meet in the royal capital, it’d be at the cathedral...” Fran replied. “A member of the Church of the Six Gods would have to be in attendance as well.”


      “What would be the issue with that? Though I personally don’t have good impressions of the church, I’m not some brat who would throw a tantrum for something so small.”


      “I wanted to meet, just the two of us. It’s a bit boorish for anyone to interfere with our little secret, don’t you think?”


      “What are you on about?”


      Fran gave a cute wink, and Lofus knit his brow. The saint, secretly feeling a bit hurt by the lack of reaction, cleared her throat and claimed that she was joking.


      “Truth be told, I do have a bit of an issue...” she started.


      “Is something bothering you?” Lofus asked.


      He had a debt to Fran, for she was treating his curse. If she was in trouble, he was more than happy to lend a hand. Sure, he’d been killed by her numerous times in the tale, but no good deed should go unrewarded. He was willing to offer support if needed, but Fran shook her head.


      “Um... Actually, it’s about you, Sir Lofus,” she revealed.


      “Me?” the boy asked.


      “Yes. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t let anyone eavesdrop.”


      Lofus fell silent. There was only himself and Fran in the room. Yusurika hadn’t come close because Fran had mentioned that she wished to speak with Lofus alone, and the boy had ordered his maid to leave. Yet Fran was still insisting that everyone be chased away. She was likely referring to Carlos listening in the next room over. The butler was a guard as well and was in charge of protecting Lofus at all costs. This wasn’t due to vigilance or being particularly suspicious of Fran; Carlos served as a witness as well.


      Both Lofus and Fran had their own social ranks, and an unmarried man and woman sharing a room was a breeding ground for unsubstantiated rumors. It was vital for a third party to declare that nothing had gone on between them, even if this was a secret meeting. The saint must’ve known the importance of having a witness more than anyone else, but she preferred to be alone—a telling sign of how important this topic was about to be.


      Lofus narrowed his eyes and fell silent for a brief while before he used his spell.


      “Black Room.”


      Darkness flooded out from the boy and dyed the entire drawing room black. This was barrier magic of the dark element. It prevented anyone from interfering, isolating the room from the rest of the world. Even telepathy and other outside magic couldn’t interrupt the conversation, and there was no worry of eavesdropping either. This spell must’ve made Carlos rush out in panic, but his voice couldn’t reach the drawing room.


      “Is this good enough?” Lofus asked.


      “I apologize for the trouble. Thank you,” Fran replied. “It might cause a bit of a commotion, but I felt like it would be better for you to do it rather than a guest.”


      “Either way, it’s bound to cause a fuss.”


      Lofus sighed, anticipating the scolding he’d receive from Carlos later, and turned to the saint.


      “And? What did you wish to speak about?” Lofus asked. “If you made me go this far, you certainly must have good reason.”


      “Yes, but before that...” Fran stood up and approached the boy, placing a hand on his cheek as she stared into his cursed jade eye. “Let me adjust your seal first. I think that’d be best.”


      “No. Let go of me. Right this instant.”


      Lofus glared at her, and she quickly drew back with a wince.


      “Why?” she asked. “We can talk while we do your seal.”


      “Which requires you to get close to me,” Lofus spat. “Without a witness, we should refrain from leaving any traces of contact on each other’s garments. For a saint, aren’t you being a bit too careless?”


      “You don’t mince words, do you? I think you’re being a bit too paranoid... This is the Lightless fief, and the Church of the Six Gods aren’t watching. Just a bit of touching won’t affect us at all—”


      “If you’re done talking, I’ll undo this barrier.”


      Fran raised her hands in the air to surrender and backed off. “As you say, we should be more prudent about our ranks. I’m very sorry. I shall tend to your seal later.”


      She returned to her seat on the sofa and sipped her coffee that was on the table before she spoke once more.


      “Before I talk, may I ask you something?” she asked.


      “What?” Lofus asked.


      “Why...didn’t you plant a familiar back then?”


      Lofus tilted his head to one side. Her words made no sense, and he was confused as to what she meant.


      “What? With whom? When?” he inquired. “What are you on about?”


      “After you cleared the Ghost Grotto dungeon,” Fran replied.


      “What?”


      Once again Lofus glared at her. He had indeed cleared the Ghost Grotto before, but he never recalled mentioning that to Fran. How did she know? Unable to understand how she got her info, he tried to analyze her, but Fran, undaunted, continued.


      “Didn’t you ask the Scarlet Wind to depart the fief in search of Cielpark?” she asked. “But before their departure, you tried to plant a familiar in Lady Lilka’s shadow. But you reconsidered and didn’t do it. What made you do so?”


      “You...” Lofus started.


      He glared at her, now completely vigilant. No way could she have known such details. Yes, he’d almost planted a familiar in Lilka’s shadow before he ultimately thought better of it. But that was something he’d deliberated on only in his own mind, and he certainly hadn’t told anyone about it. Besides, why did it sound like Fran knew Lilka? Lilka and Fran hadn’t met yet in this timeline; they couldn’t already be friends like in the tale.


      Lofus could only draw one conclusion from this...


      “Fran... Are you also an apostle?” Lofus asked. “Do you still retain your previous memories?!”


      He was ready to cast a spell at any moment, but Fran simply sipped her coffee, completely unfazed.


      “This coffee doesn’t contain any milk or honey,” she pointed out. “Did you know that I don’t like sweets? Have I told you that before?”


      “Don’t change the subject,” he spat. “I’m asking if you still retain your past memories.”


      “You haven’t answered any of my questions either. I don’t think that’s quite fair. Well, no matter,” Fran said with a pause as she shrugged and placed her cup down. “I just want to first state that I am not your enemy. I can promise you that.”


      “Whether you’re an enemy or not is for me to decide.”


      “Of course. So please just hear me out, and reach your own decision. First, I’m not an apostle selected by the six gods. And I’ve no memory of the past timeline, which I believe is what you’re insinuating.”


      “What?!”


      Then how did she know Lilka? The two couldn’t have met yet.


      “Even if I did retain my memories, it would still be weird for me to know that you didn’t plant a familiar on Lady Lilka,” Fran went on, trying to provide an answer.


      “Hrm...” Lofus grunted.


      “Let’s start from the top. Who am I, Sir Lofus?”


      Only then did the boy give a look of recognition. “A saint... I see, you had an oracle.”


      An oracle was a message relayed by a god. It was a special and rare skill, and it was thanks to this ability that Fran was able to become a saint despite Yusurika surpassing her when it came to healing. A prophecy provided by an oracle had never been wrong before, but these messages came randomly, completely subject to the whim of its deity. At times, an oracle would be abruptly provided for someone; in Fran’s case, she’d receive an answer if she posed a question. At times, the god would provide no answer, but no matter what, their words were generally absolute.


      The Church of the Six Gods claimed that these were the words of those gods, but regardless, everyone agreed that such messages had to come from some being beyond the scope of humanity’s wisdom. In the tale, the saint’s oracle had saved the party numerous times, including when they located Cielpark.


      Deadly Wings Despia, a griffin and one of the Four Fiends, had called the city home. It gathered many bird monsters to launch devastating attacks on villages and towns of the kingdom. But at even the slightest bit of danger, Despia would flee and take to the skies, making it almost impossible to subjugate from the ground. It was then that Fran’s oracle had spotted the location of Cielpark, Despia’s base. She then shared a path with the Scarlet Wind, sky pirates that had an airship that could take people to the floating city in the sky.


      Thanks to Fran, Abel and the party were able to meet with the Scarlet Wind, board the Ifrit to raid Cielpark, and defeat Despia. Even in an overly disadvantageous situation, an oracle could easily flip the tables, providing answers and guidance to victory. Truly, it was an ability akin to divine insight.


      “You obtained all this intel from an oracle...” Lofus muttered. “It seems you can even read my mind. What an absurd power.”


      It was a terrifying ability to go against. In fact, in the past timeline, Raymond, Lofus, and the other members of the Elite Four—all who boasted tremendous power—had lost due in no small part to this oracle.


      Lofus turned to the saint with awe, but Fran gave a strained and sad smile.


      “It’s not all that convenient. I can’t learn the important bits or answers that I want the most, such as advice on a human’s heart,” she muttered. She smiled and switched gears. “We went off on a tangent there. Anyway, now that the misunderstanding is cleared up, will you tell me why you didn’t attach a familiar to Lady Lilka? You cannot contact her now.”


      “So what?” Lofus asked. “I don’t know how much that oracle of yours has told you, but those pirates need my help. When they find Cielpark, they’ll have little choice but to contact me. I don’t need to reach out to her. When the time comes, they will find me.”


      “What about the periodic report you asked for when you two parted ways?” Fran asked. “You haven’t received that yet, have you?”


      “I expect the search for Cielpark to be difficult. It’s like trying to find a needle in a haystack. In any case, you’ve been very vague this entire time. What are you insinuating?”


      “Right... I should get straight to the point.”


      She sipped her coffee in an elegant manner befitting a saint, then set her cup down with a gentle clack. With renewed resolve, she stared right at Lofus and parted her lips.


      “This is a warning. At this rate, Lady Lilka...will die.”

    

  

  
    [image: insert10]
  

  
    
      ✶✶✶


      Nighttime. Neighboring the western region of the kingdom was the Holy Dragon Land, a massive nation where humans and dragons lived in harmony. In its northern region was a mountainous area shrouded with greenery. A mountain, larger than the rest, stood out—the sacred mountain, of great significance to the people.


      Above it was a massive thundercloud that threatened to swallow a city whole, and its intense aura made it clear that this was no natural phenomenon.


      Lilka gazed up at the thundercloud above the mountain, blood dripping from her head.


      She wasn’t quite sure what had happened. All she knew was that, while visiting many places aboard the Ifrit, she’d suddenly been shot down. Her entire body cried with pain and her joints creaked. No doubt a few of her bones were broken, and perhaps some of her organs had ruptured. But Lilka wasn’t the only one hurt; the rest of the Scarlet Wind were just as gravely injured.


      The foliage of the mountains and some quick thinking from Lilka and her wind magic had managed to cushion some of the fall. The crew clung onto their lives, but the situation was dire. Lilka’s wounds were especially serious, but more gravely injured was...


      “Elmy...” Lilka murmured.


      “I’m okay,” Elma mumbled as she weakly curled into a ball. “Don’t worry about me. I’m okay. I’m okay. Worry about Iz. I’m okay. I’m okay...”


      She continued to claim that she was all right, but no one could miss the metallic bit that penetrated her side. Blood gushed out of her wound, and at this rate, she wouldn’t last long. This was a fatal blow. She was hurt so badly only because she’d used her body to protect Iz from the impact. Iz was in Sigil’s arms. She wasn’t hurt too badly, but the blow from the fall had knocked her unconscious.


      The large and sturdy Dan had also gotten the worst from protecting Kay and Hawk. He was barely conscious, but he needed the two men’s support to stand up.


      Everyone surviving a fall from the sky was nothing short of a miracle. Still, the conditions were terrible.


      Their storage of potions had gone down in flames with the rest of the ship, and Lilka didn’t have an affinity for holy magic. Without healing magic, nobody could be treated. And the God of Wind, the one that had guided her until now, refused to show.


      “Is...it over?” Lilka asked weakly. “Just like that? Where...did I go wrong?”


      She looked up at the sky. A huge griffin with outstretched wings—Despia—soared through the area. One of the Four Fiends, this beast was shrouded in jade mana as it let out a joyful roar over its victory. It had found its prey.


      Was it because Lilka hadn’t contacted Lofus? Would everyone have been spared if he’d been with them? Regrets plagued her mind, and a myriad of what-ifs filled her head. But it was all too late. What could’ve been and what should’ve happened was all in the past. She’d carelessly approached the island just to take a peek. She knew that the dangerous Despia claimed Cielpark as its home... Why did she do it?


      What a bad ending, Lilka thought.


      ✶✶✶


      A few hours ago...


      Lofus had just been told that Lilka would die. Unable to sit still, he raced out of the drawing room.


      “Lord Lofus!” Carlos yelped. “What in the world happened?! Where are you off to?!”


      “Please wait, Sir Lofus!” Yusurika shouted. “Please tell us what just occurred!”


      Lofus made his exit, leaving Fran behind, and Carlos and Yusurika desperately tried to stop him. Lofus ignored them completely and quickly departed, his mind racing.


      Fran not only predicted Lilka’s death, but also noted the pirate’s location as well. She was apparently at the Holy Dragon Land’s sacred mountain. The Lightless fief was on the easternmost border of the kingdom, and the Holy Dragon Land was located to the west of that vast stretch. In other words, Lilka was on the opposite end of the kingdom, incredibly far away. Getting there would take at least a few days even by airship, and normal transportation was out of the question. The most ideal way to travel would be with a familiar that could soar through the sky, but nothing would be fast enough.


      In theory, teleportation magic would take the least time, but multiple jumps might leave him fully depleted of mana before the trip was even finished. The long-distance teleportation that Ludens had used to arrive in Stelia was a highly confidential spell, and even Lofus couldn’t use it. Should the boy head to his father and explain the situation to use that spell? No, that wasn’t likely to work out. Due to the circumstances, it was impossible to earn his approval. At worst, it would only waste more time. Lofus wasn’t even sure what Lilka and the Scarlet Wind were doing at this time. Still, Fran’s warning rang clear.


      “Lady Lilka will be in a serious predicament very soon. If you would like even a chance at saving her, you must act immediately. The place is incredibly dangerous, even more than the Wicked Whale. Please steel yourself for the path that you will take henceforth.”


      Her warning, though vague and with zero direction at all, might not have even been worth trusting—that is, if Lofus hadn’t known the power of foresight from his dream. Had he been ignorant of the oracle’s powers, he would’ve ignored it completely. For better or for worse, the scariest part of an oracle was that it was never wrong. There were times when prophecies and predictions were incorrect, but never an oracle. It was, without a doubt, the words of an omniscient god.


      Every powerful foe that stood in front of the main character had their weaknesses revealed by an oracle, guiding the hero to victory. Fran’s words couldn’t be dismissed.


      “I suppose I must continue teleporting,” Lofus muttered.


      He was taking a gamble with his mana capacity, but that was the fastest route to his destination. He grabbed as many expensive mana potions that he could and headed outside.


      Yusurika grabbed his shoulder to stop him.


      “Sir Lofus!” she cried.


      “Sorry, but I’m in a rush,” he said.


      “I understand. I won’t ask for details, but please take me with you. I shall be by your side, wherever you may go.”


      Her desperate pleas were joined by Carlos.


      “I shall go as well!” he insisted.


      Unfortunately, Carlos’s words fell on deaf ears. According to Fran, Lofus had to head to a place more dangerous than the Wicked Whale, and Shadow Move could be used by one person only. Sure, Lofus could drag someone with him, but that only doubled its mana cost. He wasn’t sure if he could make it alone, much less with Yusurika in tow.


      “Sorry, but no,” he said. “I must go alone. I cannot take you with me.”


      “Sir Lofus...” Yusurika said sorrowfully. She faced the ground, then approached her master and straightened his messy collar. “I understand. Please return. You must. I will heal all your wounds. And...” She took out a paper talisman from her chest pocket and handed it to him. “Please use this magic talisman when needed. If you cut it in half, you may use a healing spell imbued in it just once.”


      “I had no idea you made this...”


      “Because you’re always off on your own. Needless to say, I hope that you’ll never need to use it.”


      “Indeed... I’m always troubling you, it seems. I won’t push my limits. I promise to return.”


      “Please. I’m waiting for you.”


      As the two stared at each other, Carlos piped up from behind.


      “I can’t approve of this!” the butler wailed.


      Lofus ignored his servant, paying no heed to Carlos’s scolding as the boy headed out the manor to head to the Holy Dragon Land. It was then that he spotted someone familiar waiting for him outside. The figure gave a smile and a friendly wave upon seeing the young noble.


      “Hey there.”


      “You?!” Lofus gasped. “Why are you here?”


      “I guess you’re quite the charmer yourself. That sort of bittersweet farewell—more sweet like sugar, rather—makes me feel all sticky.”


      Raymond Roi Nodens Galleon stood there with a smile. Beyond the gates was his greater dark spirit, Nixala.


      “Shall we take a stroll in the skies?” Raymond offered. “Hmm, how about we head out for a good bit and go to the sacred mountain of the Holy Dragon Land? I hear the view is great, and I’ve always wanted to have a look for myself.”


      The chestnut-haired Galleon heir flashed his usual, fearless smile, looking as dignified as always.

    

  

  
    
      11. Outer


      Hello? Testing, testing. Ladies and gentlemen, dear audience, have you been doing well? It’s me, Outer.


      I regret to inform you that I’ll be the sole emcee for this today. The tomboyish Ela isn’t with me; she’s not a regular guest of this show. All you get are the ramblings of a middle-aged man. It might not be the most exciting, but just bear with me, please. I don’t plan on going into a long spiel today anyway.


      Now then, let’s discuss how Lofus’s actions have changed the current work from the original one. Sure, he’s changing some stuff left and right, but I honestly don’t care. All of this is within my calculations, so it doesn’t really matter.


      Hats off to his womanizing tendencies though. Faltiana, Lilka, and now Yusurika... He seems to be close with all of them in one way or another. That change is insignificant too, but I do have one concern: Yusurika. Seriously, who is she?


      Obviously, she isn’t a heroine in the original story like Faltiana and Lilka. In fact, I don’t think she existed at all. So, why is she in this one? Did Lofus’s change in actions create a new bond? Sure, that makes sense and I wouldn’t think that’s too far-fetched...if Yusurika were a normal person.


      Saint Fran said it herself: Yusurika trumps her in healing magic. A saint with an oracle has got to be the one specifically chosen to lead and guide the world. Naturally, Fran is extremely compatible with holy magic and should be second to none. And indeed, she has shown us that her holy magic is incredibly refined and superb.


      But this Yusurika not only seems to be just as skilled with holy magic, but she’s also better than Fran when it comes to healing magic. What in the world? A person like that shouldn’t even exist. It makes no sense. Who is she?


      I don’t want to think this, but is she...a foreign entity? An existence from outside this world?


      Even so, the best she can do is temporarily ease Lofus’s curse. She doesn’t have an oracle either. Just because she’s very compatible with holy magic, it’s not like she can do much anyway. It’s still all within calculation, so I’m not too bothered.


      Oh, and it’d be remiss of me if I didn’t touch upon the abrupt turn. It seems like Lilka, one of the former heroines, will die soon. How very interesting! If I were to give a sneak peek for the next story, I’d guess it’d be “Lilka’s Death” or something like that. Our next location is in the Holy Dragon Land!


      I can only hope that this will be an even more exciting arc. Now then, I look forward to the day we meet again.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Wait, the fourth volume already? Huh? Seriously? I’m not dreaming, am I?! I’m overcome with gratitude and delight!


      I think I mentioned in the last afterword that the first three volumes were like a tutorial before the real story kicks in, but this was mostly packed with political affairs within Lightless as Lofus stood at the helm. Well, as promised in the previous afterword, I’d like to discuss magical techniques with everyone here today.


      In volume three’s afterword, I mentioned that elemental magic goes through a three-step process: Recite the spell’s chant, declare its name, and activate its power. Generally, when one recites the chant, the tiny elemental spirits jump into action, and upon declaring the spell’s name, the spirits form the magic. This leads to activation where spells manifest.


      Now, a chantless spell, as the name implies, is a spell that has no lengthy recitation before activation. By only declaring the spell’s name, the user can greatly decrease the time it takes to cast a spell, providing a huge advantage in combat. Battles are often decided quickly, each moment precious, so this high-level technique can easily turn the tides of war. It’s also extremely difficult to learn. As mentioned before, the chant serves a vital purpose in helping the spirits—or elements—construct the actual magic.


      Removing the chant is akin to telling a carpenter to build a house without a blueprint—a clearly unreasonable ask. A beginner mage will likely fail to activate a spell without a chant. The only ones who can accomplish something by making such an unreasonable request are those who have an extreme affinity to an element and can use their own mana where the spirits can’t assist. A mage has to meet both of these conditions before they can activate their spell without a chant.


      This technique isn’t without any downsides, however. There’s a good chance that a chantless spell will decrease the magic’s power. It’s actually impressive for anyone to use it at all, but Lofus uses it as easily as he breathes. It’s no wonder that he’s called a prodigy.


      But because of its usefulness, there are many mages in the kingdom who utilize this technique. Almost all advanced mages have mastered chantless magic, and though difficult to master, it’s a rather popular technique to use.


      I’d like to discuss nonverbal spells, but unfortunately, this is all the time I have for today. I’m truly sorry, and I’m reluctant to leave, but if I get a chance at another afterword, I’d like to discuss nonverbal spells with you. I pray that I can meet with you again.


      Kurokawa Hitsugi
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      Bonus Short Story: The Dark-Haired Girl and the Saint of Platinum


      The crescent moon shone in the night sky above the royal capital. A lone girl walked alone in a deserted street. This girl had dark hair, unusual for citizens of the royal capital, and she wore a dark nun’s habit, allowing her to blend in with the night.


      Everyone now and then, someone would pass by her without even noticing her existence. But the girl didn’t seem to mind; she walked ahead, her mind empty. Her goal was the Lightless land, a fief that belonged to a certain boy who’d said that her hair was beautiful. She only knew the general direction of the land and had nobody to rely on, but as though compelled by some unknown force, the girl was driven to reach her destination. She’d stop at nothing.


      It was then that a lavish carriage stopped next to her. She looked up in a daze at the vehicle, when she spotted a familiar crest—a symbol representing the light of the sun with a cross. It was the holy cross of the Church of the Six Gods. She was a touch surprised. Why was the church’s carriage here? Had someone come to take her back? That was the last thing she wanted, and she quickly turned around to run. But when a voice called out to her, she stopped in her tracks.


      “Lady Yusurika.”


      The gentle voice was familiar to her ears, and the girl, Yusurika, whirled back around to see another girl peeking out from the carriage door. Her robes were white, and her glittering, platinum blonde locks were enchanting. She looked younger than her age, and Yusurika knew this girl very well.


      “Lady Fran...” Yusurika murmured.


      “Good evening,” Fran replied. “The royal capital may be relatively safer, but it’s dangerous for a girl to be walking all alone at night.”


      Fran, a fellow saint candidate, flashed an innocent smile.


      ✶✶✶


      Within the Church of the Six Gods, Yusurika belonged to the faction for the God of Darkness, while Fran was among those who worshiped the God of Light. Though all part of the same organization, these different sects each held their own views. However, this was not something as simple as everyone coming together to extol the virtues of their deities; battles for pride and authority were waged behind closed doors, agents of each faction vying for dominance. A saint candidate, a person who bore the sect’s hopes on their shoulders, was like a manifestation of their denomination’s wishes. They were by extension the enemy of the other factions, and rivals to be contended with even among their fellow members.


      A cutthroat aura filled the school where the saint candidates were gathered, but there were those who had zero interest in authority or differences in religious denominations. Fran and Yusurika were two such people.


      They first met over a little mistake. Yusurika had lost her scriptures and desperately needed another copy, and Fran had lent her own to the dark-haired saint candidate. It was rather common for Yusurika to lose her things—or more specifically, have them stolen. Fellow candidates of the dark faction would often steal Yusurika’s belongings purely out of jealousy for her excellent abilities.


      Ever since, Yusurika and Fran began to form a close bond. At times, Fran was almost kicked out of the race to become a saint, and Yusurika was right there to lend a hand. As time went on, the two became friends. Among this gloomy school where people only thought about kicking others down, the two ladies were able to hold hands and support each other through it all.




      Fran was the only friend that Yusurika ever had in the royal capital, and so the dark-haired lady boarded her carriage. As the vehicle rolled on, Yusurika visibly shrank when she realized just how lavish this carriage was, with its high-density foam seats. She had boarded due to her only friend’s invitation, but if they were headed for the cathedral, this would be a horrible ride home.


      “Um... May I ask where we’re headed?” Yusurika asked.


      “You don’t need to look so anxious,” Fran replied. “We’ll just take a small lap around the royal capital. You were headed somewhere, weren’t you? I’m sorry to steal some of your time.”


      “Th-That’s okay...”


      Yusurika still looked nervous as Fran cracked a strained smile and broke the silence.


      “I’ve heard that the dark faction is searching for you,” Fran said solemnly.


      “Huh? F-For me?” Yusurika stammered.


      “Did you not know?”


      “Not at all...”


      Yusurika tilted her head quizzically, unsure of why this was. She had been knocked out of saint candidacy and abandoned by her patron priest.


      “That gloomy priest is apparently up in arms,” Fran explained. “He claimed that you’ve vanished without a trace.”


      “R-Really...” Yusurika replied.


      The dark-haired girl had hardly vanished. When she was knocked out of the race, leaving her at a total loss, the priest had abandoned her and returned home, never once paying any heed to her feelings. Was he now claiming that he didn’t mean to leave her behind? That he had been so devastated by the news that he failed to notice Yusurika not following behind him? Yusurika frowned and gazed out the window.


      “I thought I was tossed away...” she muttered.


      “You seem to not be aware, but you’re incredibly talented as a healer,” Fran replied. “Only an utter fool would ever consider abandoning you, though admittedly, that priest is a bit stupid.”


      Yusurika cracked a small smile at Fran’s candid opinion.


      “Lady Fran...” Yusurika started.


      “Excuse me, that was a slip of the tongue,” Fran replied. “Uh, stupidly honest is more like it. It’s very rare to see a priest like him.”


      “It is?”


      “Yes. Even in his position, he hasn’t lost sight of his faith. His belief in the God of Darkness is the real deal. Surely, you’ve felt that yourself, Lady Yusurika.”


      “Well...yes. I suppose so.”


      The priest had been severe and stern to Yusurika. He’d constantly commanded her to become the perfect saint, and if she ever went against anything he said, she was relentlessly beaten with a tawse. It was a nightmarish time for her.


      However, the priest was admittedly rather slender. Other priests were much plumper and well-fed, but only Yusurika’s teacher was almost sickly with his frail frame. It seemed he led a life of self-restraint; though he was not impoverished, the majority of his paycheck went to donations. Indeed, he had not a single greedy bone in his body, and he’d dedicated his life to restoring the dark faction. But regardless of his devotion, his actions were extreme, and Yusurika—who had been dragged into this whole mess—could not excuse them.


      “Unfortunately, there aren’t many priests who refuse to fill their own wallets with the donations meant to keep churches running,” Fran explained. “It’s incredibly rare to see someone like him in the upper echelons of the church who isn’t rotten to the core. Of course, the end result has left you the victim, so I can see why you’re very upset with him.”


      “Are you trying to drag me back there, Lady Fran?” Yusurika asked.


      “No, but I also can’t just leave you be. All I’m saying is, if you wish to return, there is a way.”


      “Return...to the church...”


      At the very least, there was food and a bed for her at the church. Yusurika had no ties and no leads as she tried to leave the royal capital; this was clearly a reckless quest. The Lightless fief was in the very east of the kingdom, but that was all she knew. She wasn’t sure about the path there or how long it would take. It was far more likely that she’d die on the streets before ever making it there.


      But Yusurika still shook her head. What she wanted right now wasn’t stability or relief.


      The moonbeams trickled in through the window. The crescent moon in the night sky resembled the Lightless family crest very well—a crescent moon devouring the sun. The dark-haired boy who sported that crest was the one who told her that her hair, which she’d despised so much, was incredibly pretty.


      Her sole wish was to meet him again. She needed nothing else.


      “Thank you, Lady Fran,” Yusurika said. “But I think this is my stop. I’ll get off here.”


      “I understand,” Fran replied with a sigh.


      Yusurika was a bit surprised that she wasn’t being stopped.


      “You...aren’t trying to drag me back,” she said.


      “You seem very firm in your choice,” Fran replied. “I thought things might turn out this way. Besides, I should celebrate a friend beginning a new chapter of her life.” She shrugged and smiled. “It looks like you had a wonderful encounter.”


      “I...hope so.”


      As Yusurika’s chest grew warm when she recalled the boy’s face, she stepped out of the carriage.


      “I hope I’ll see you again, Lady Fran,” she said.


      “Yes, until we meet again,” Fran replied. “May the gods protect you on your journey.”


      “Your words delight me, but should you be saying that to someone about to leave the church?”


      “Ah, right you are. Then perhaps I shall pray to a deity different from the Six.”


      “I’m not sure if a saint candidate such as yourself is allowed to turn to a different god...”


      “Oh, you’re too diligent and earnest. I’m sure the gods will occasionally turn a blind eye to stuff like that; the deities we believe in aren’t so petty. Plus, a god that cannot allow freedom of religion is a small-minded deity not worth worshipping. Yes, I’d scorn a deity like that.”


      “What?! Lady Fran!”


      This was a comment that no one of the church was ever allowed to make. Yusurika hastily glanced around in hopes that no one heard, but Fran laughed and claimed that no one else could hear her. The saint candidate in white pointed to the east.


      “Tomorrow morning at ten, a black carriage sporting a rather...elaborate crest will arrive at the east gates,” she said. “I’ve also heard that there will be several cargo vehicles in tow, bringing a wealth of items. Even if a girl were to slip in and hide in the carriages, I doubt anyone would notice. Just a thought.”


      “Huh?! Lady Fran?” Yusurika asked.


      “I’m just talking to myself. Oh, and I’m friends with a kind Father of the church, and he decided to provide you with a farewell gift. Please use it for traveling expenses.”


      Fran forcibly pushed a small pouch of money into Yusurika’s hands; its weight made it clear that there was a hefty sum of coins inside.


      “Wh-Who is this Father?!” Yusurika yelped. “I can’t take this much!”


      “Oh, don’t worry about it,” Fran replied. “Call it a benefactor, a ‘Mr. John Smith’ who heard of your history and wished to offer you some support. I’ve only been entrusted with handing this to you, so I won’t know what to do if you return it to me.”


      Fran winked cutely, and Yusurika clutched the pouch of money.


      “Please tell him that I’ll repay this debt one day,” Yusurika said.


      “He’s made a decent sum, so I don’t think he’ll need it,” Fran replied. “But, sure, I’ll relay the message.”


      The two ladies parted ways. As Fran watched through the carriage window to see Yusurika’s back vanishing into the darkness, the saint candidate turned to the coachman.


      “So she says,” Fran said. “She’ll repay the debt one day, ‘John Smith.’”


      “Please tell her that there’s no need,” the coachman replied, adjusting the dark hat he wore deeply over his face.


      “Aw, do I have to? I’m not a messenger pigeon. Why don’t you tell her yourself, the next time you meet her?”


      “We will never meet again. I was finished with her from the moment she couldn’t become a saint. If she’s found a new place to be, all the better; she ought to go.”


      Despite the coachman’s cold tone, his eyes watched Yusurika’s figure, slowly growing smaller in the distance.


      “There you go again,” Fran sighed. “I thought you were passionate about teaching her everything. And you even used me to hand her some money. Did you adore her like a daughter, perhaps?”


      “Please don’t make such jokes,” the coachman replied. “I’ve devoted everything to the God of Darkness. Hence, I’ve got no wife or child.”


      “What does that have to do with it?”


      “Everything. I’m not her family. I tore her away from her home when she was a child; we can’t be family.”


      The coachman then cracked his whip to spur the horses forward. The carriage clattered away, in a direction opposite of Yusurika, and soon the dark-haired girl was gone.


      Fran rested her face in her hands and glared at the coachman.


      “That small church in her hometown,” she said. “You never had anything to do with it being destroyed. Why didn’t you tell her the truth?”


      A group in the higher ranks of the church headquarters had driven the small church to ruin. The reason was because it had sheltered a girl with dark hair, which many were still repulsed by. But the faction that worshiped the God of Darkness felt the opposite and welcomed that trait. They had no motive, and in truth had not been the perpetrators at all.


      The coachman huffed angrily. “Even if I told her, what difference would it make? That place is gone; it can never be rebuilt.”


      “Did you have to show her, though?” Fran asked. “All that did was traumatize the poor girl.”


      She spoke as though she’d seen the heartbreaking scene for herself, and the coachman frowned as he looked down.


      “If she became a saint, she could easily raise that church from its ashes,” he said. “I only told her the truth. And I know that Yusurika isn’t a weak girl. Look what she did after. She eagerly became engrossed in her training, and she became the greatest healer ever seen. She’s not at fault. I am the reason that she couldn’t become a saint. I wasn’t enough. And I didn’t foresee the light faction having a trump card like a girl with an oracle.”


      He glared angrily at Fran, and the girl only shrugged helplessly.


      “It only goes to show how excellent Lady Yusurika is with healing magic,” she explained. “She can make even an oracle pale in comparison. Because of her, the light faction was on high alert. But I didn’t expect them to cheat and take away her right to become a candidate without reason... It was far too blatant a move, if you ask me, and beyond unfair. It was straight up discrimination. I think that the situation could’ve been handled better.”


      “You say that, but aren’t you with the light faction?” the coachman muttered with a weary sigh.


      He thought back to the land that Yusurika was headed for. The eastern region of the kingdom was ruled by a powerful noble, and it was the only place where the Church of the Six Gods couldn’t interfere.


      “She selected the Lightless fief for her new home,” the coachman muttered. “Is it some kind of cruel twist of fate? Or is this divine will?”


      “Oh, you sort of sounded like a clergyman there,” Fran pointed out.


      “Excuse me? I am a clergyman. Though I’ve been knocked out of a path for promotion, so I’ll only ever be a priest.”


      “Don’t say that. Just become a bishop already. You’re probably the only proper man in the dark faction.”


      “A bishop? I was going to become an archbishop, I’ll have you know. At least, if Yusurika had become saint...”


      “If you expose the misdeeds of those above you, you can drag them all down, putting you on top by default.”


      “‘By default’? Not at all. And if I’m not careful, I’ll just get buried along with anything I dig up.”


      “Have a little confidence. You can do it! I’ll support you.”


      Fran put up her fists and made a few jabs in the air like a boxer. The priest of the dark faction looked puzzled; was the “support” the girl was offering for combat? He cracked his whip once more at the horses.


      The dark-haired woman was headed for the land that embraced the moon, while the platinum saint remained in the royal capital which honored the sun. The saint of platinum, firmly believing that their paths would cross again one day, watched her only friend leave.
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