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      I remember that world so vividly that a faint morning dream is enough to leave me writhing. I haven’t gone a single day without thinking of the second family I left behind.


      Hizaki Shio / Corpse King

    

  

  
    
      Prologue


      The Demon King.


      Ruler of the demon tribe, terror of the world. Destroyer of mankind and sworn foe of all creation—a being whose footsteps presaged the end of all things.


      “Hah... Hah...guh... Aaahhh!”


      He was dying, ceasing to be, all the while lamenting: Not here! Not now! Not with my ambitions unfulfilled...!


      He had been certain the heroes summoned from another world were dead. The forces of the kingdom that had called them forth had fallen alongside them...and yet...


      A number of men and women now stood before that terrible Demon King. They arranged themselves in two lines as if to form a path with their bodies, one forged in reverence for a single human.


      “Corpse King.”


      The Demon King’s armies had been annihilated to the last—decimated by some mysterious group headed by that very human.


      Corpse King Hel.


      A specter who’d simply appeared in the world one day. In no time, he had seized power, gathered subordinates, and began his conquest.


      “My name is Corpse King. I deliver the blade of vengeance.”


      And now, his blade came to deliver the Demon King’s end.


      His face was hidden beneath a skull-shaped mask, and his body was draped in an overcoat with hues of bleak and faded gray. But the voice that came from beneath it all was that of a young man with far too few years under his belt.


      Clack... Clack... The sound of his boots against the ground with each step of the Corpse King’s approach.


      The Corpse King’s retinue looked upon their lord with faces of ecstasy, reverence, and awe. Their gazes filled with all manner of emotion as they rejoiced in his advance.


      “Corpse King... Such a magnificent sight...”


      “Silence. You stand in his presence.”


      “Swiftly, my lord. There is no time.”


      “Try to order Lord Hel again and I’ll kill you.”


      “Enough. It will be over soon.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      With but a word, the Corpse King silenced their bickering. Then, he locked eyes with the Demon King—a lord battered and beaten.


      The Corpse King grabbed the Demon King by the hair and yanked his head up. Peering through the eye sockets of the Corpse King’s skull mask were two murky black pupils that saw nothing but the death of the being before him.


      “Grng... Aaaagh!”


      The Demon King, perhaps out of terror, unleashed every last bit of magic he had left.


      “Die.”


      Alas, before any spell could take shape, it was over.


      Looking down at the fallen monarch, the Corpse King pressed his boot into the lifeless corpse for good measure before muttering with a touch of sorrow, “It’s over, everyone.”


      Corpse King Hel. Though that was the name he’d taken, he had once been Hizaki Shio—a hero summoned from another world.


      He had been brought alongside his classmates. Together, they’d supported one another. Together they’d grown. And together they’d watched each other fall one by one until all that was left was one boy with a shattered heart.


      Not a single one of his classmates remained. They had all perished, all at the hands of the Demon King.


      But for vengeance, the boy continued to walk a solitary path, crafting this very moment with his own two hands. He’d scraped together whatever force he could to oppose the Demon King, and by the time he realized it, he had already built one of the most formidable armies on the planet.


      Secret Society Helheim.


      Its members wielded peerless might, revered the Corpse King, and were seemingly at odds with every other power structure in the world. The organization’s purpose, its goals—everything was shrouded in mystery. The only thing anyone knew was its name.


      Even with the Demon King defeated, there was no celebration. They simply began preparing to withdraw.


      And as the Corpse King gave the signal...


      “Helheim, return.”


      ...they were gone, just like that.


      Thus, the world was saved. With his mission complete, Hizaki Shio was returned to his original world.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Return


      “Aaah...”


      Morning. My eyes open to the light leaking through the gaps in my bedroom curtain.


      Helheim. Corpse King. Words that feel like they came from a distant dream...


      “Nngwoooooh!”


      ...are actually memories so vivid they make me clutch my head and writhe in pain and cringe. This is my reality.


      “AAAAAH! Just let me forget about it already... The hell even is a Helheim?! You were reading way too much Norse mythology, stupid! Idiot! Dumbass! Just perish! You should’ve killed that blasted Demon King and offed yourself!”


      In the summer of my third year of middle school, I got summoned to another world alongside my classmates. That much was all well and good. Well, not really—no, no, not at all, actually. It was the sort of story that no one would believe even if I told them about it, but it happened. That was that.


      And I lost them all.


      That one I was close to. The girl I liked. That guy I was always arguing with. Even the ones I barely spoke to. Every single one.


      It took five years from the point we were summoned, give or take.


      Thirty-two students—everyone except me—fell at the Demon King’s vile hand. At that point, I reckon vengeance was just about the only thing on my mind. I wasn’t sane, to say the least.

    

  

  
    [image: insert1]
  

  
    
      Of course not. Had I been of sound mind, I never would have founded something as incredibly embarrassing as that secret society. That was the result of me sacrificing even my sanity to slay the Demon King.


      And, once I’d fulfilled my purpose, I was sent back to my original world as if nothing had happened. My body was reverted to how it had been before the summoning, and only around a month had passed in real time.


      Missing for a month. My classmates gone without a trace.


      Of course, the people gossiped endlessly about this and that, but being a minor gave me stuff like press restrictions and a few other considerations to help me through it.


      With police interviews and hospital visits, it was overall a pretty busy time for me, but...well, now that I’m in high school, I’m living a normal, peaceful life.


      My heart, withered and tattered at the loss of my classmates, slowly healed, and in time, reached the relatively stable point it’s at.


      And now we come to today, the day of my high school graduation.


      It’s been three years since... So long, yet so short...


      “I guess I’ll never truly forget...”


      Not that world, nor my classmates. And above all, that secret society I’d ended up creating. I know the memories will never leave me. I’ll have to carry all of it, all of what happened, for the rest of my life.


      “Aight! I better get up!”


      I’ll leave the room; I’ll say my good mornings to my family; I’ll wash my face, eat, and head to school.


      In order to protect my irreplaceable, ordinary life, I sit up with enough force to launch myself off the bed and to my feet.




      Suddenly, there is white. I find myself standing in a room completely enclosed by white walls.


      Yeah. I know all about it. I vividly remember the last time I saw it.


      “Hizaki Shio! Or should I say Corpse King? It’s been like, forever. Don’t tell me you forgot all about little old me.” A woman with fine features is standing in front of me, beaming as she pats me on the shoulder.


      As if I could forget—especially not with her T-shirt spelling it out with big, bubbly letters.


      GOD.


      The last time I met her was when I was summoned with my classmates. I was sure I’d never see her again.


      “What...do you want?” I ask. I can feel my voice shaking.


      Thus declares God: “So, there’s this Helheim thing, and it’s totally trashing my place. Go do something about it.”


      “Huh?”


      Her request is so out of the blue it forces a farcical grunt out of me. A less than desirable mission paired with a tone light as a feather. More pressingly, a name that gives me goose bumps.


      “Look... I know I’m the one who formed the organization, but—!”


      “No need to shout, jeez. It gets pretty messy when those kids go wild, like, on a global scale, y’know. So just stop them, ’kay?” She says it like it’s nothing before sitting on the spot, a weary look on her face. “You have no idea how much of a pain it was, tracking you down across a multitude of worlds. You made it, so take some responsibility.”


      “Say what you want, but seriously, I was forcibly sent back. It’s not like I had a choice...”


      “I know. That’s why I’m personally summoning you again.”


      Her eyes pierce straight through me, clearly not taking no for an answer.


      “It’s time for the Return of the Corpse King. Don’t you think you’ve been chilling for long enough?”


      “Pleeease, don’t call me that naaame...” I squirm and cringe under God’s watchful eyes.


      “Cool, cool, now let’s ship you off, nice and quick.”


      “Wait, just like that?! You’ve got nothing else to say?!”


      “Nope. It’s your second time now—do you really need me to spell it out again?”


      As I’m writhing and dying inside, she grabs me by the shoulders and shakes me back to my senses. Then, with a snap of her fingers, a sphere of blue light manifests in the pure white room.


      Last time, we were sent to the Holy Kingdom—our summoners—the moment we touched it.


      After staring at it for a moment, I timidly ask, “Where am I being sent this time?”


      “Random. I can’t set the coordinates... But you can handle it no matter where you land, right?”


      “Oh, come on!”


      “I’ll at least make sure there’s air and ground, so we’re copacetic, my dude!”


      “Wait, wait, wait! What about my abilities?! My magic?! I’m getting it all back, right?!”


      “Total reset. The ice magic you mastered down to its very essence...and that ability that earned you the name Corpse King. All gone.”


      I can’t even begin to describe the emotion I’m feeling as the truth dawns on me. It’s not like I’m obsessed with strength or anything. Though if Helheim’s running wild, going in weak’s going to be an issue...


      The progression of my ability’s going to be reset with everything else... That’s the one that really hits me where it hurts.


      “I can’t help it, okay? That’s just what happens to those who leave the world.”


      I sighed loudly and gave in. “Yeah, fine. Got it.”


      “You already avenged your classmates when you took down the Demon King. Don’t brood over it too much.”


      I have no response. There are things I can’t just get over no matter how hard I try.


      Still, I’ll go. To that other world. If Helheim’s gone out of control, that’s my cross to bear. And even if it’s all a misunderstanding, I’m sure they’ve got a few choice words for me after I left without a word.


      I slap my hands against my cheeks to steel myself.


      “All right!”


      To settle the score with my past, and to punish whoever’s using the name Helheim to do as they please.


      I’ll end up worrying my family again...


      “Don’t worry. I’ll adjust it this time so there’ll hardly be any time discrepancy.”


      “For real? Great... That’s one less thing to worry about.”


      I’m aware that my definition of normal is...off. Ever since I came back from that world, I’ve gotten a sense of this...fatal disconnect with everyone around me. I guess calling myself something as cringy as Corpse King for so long kinda dragged me too far to the other side.


      But now that I’m being brought back completely out of the blue, I’m accepting it way too easily. Almost...gratefully.


      I know. Somewhere deep in my heart, I know just how much of myself I’d left behind in that world. I’d crushed that part of me—the me lamenting I’d never return—and forced myself to call it fate.


      But I remember that world so vividly that a faint morning dream is enough to leave me writhing. I haven’t gone a single day without thinking of the second family I left behind.


      “Aah... I won’t be calling myself the Corpse King this time...”


      “Look, respect. But I don’t know if that one’s up to you...”


      Ignoring that ominous comment from God, I proceed toward the blue sphere.


      I just have to touch it.


      Oh, come to think of it...


      “Hey.”


      “Hmm?”


      “If my ability’s getting reset... If it was reset when I left, then what happened to the seals I placed on them?”


      “They’re gone.”


      “It’s... It’s over... All over.”


      “Don’t worry. It looks like those kids believed in you and honored their promises with their own strength, even after the seals faded.”


      “Y-You sure?”


      “Yeah.” God gives a confident nod.


      So that’s how it is. In that case...


      “Then this story about Helheim going out of control? It’s not adding up.”


      That means that they haven’t betrayed me.


      What’s this... I keep calling it an embarrassing past, but it’s still important. To all of us.


      I extend my hand to the sphere.


      “Corpse King.”


      “Don’t call me that!”


      “Oh gruesome lord, he who piles corpses on high and reigns supreme from their summit. We honor your strength from the heavens above... A little reward for saving the world.”


      “I...see...”


      In the end, it’s still embarrassing.


      The moment my fingers brush against the sphere, the room is flooded with light.


      “Oh, and don’t worry about your clothes. I’ll change them to something that fits the setting... Ready, set... Return.”


      God’s proclamation comes with theatrical flair. The old me would have been hyped as all hell to hear that. Now? Not so much.


      My mind is snatched up with my body by the blue light.


      ■


      Eljudnir.


      That was the name of the manor that served as the headquarters of the Secret Society Helheim.


      Only the Corpse King and his eight executives, known as the Eight Precepts, were permitted entry. It was a mysterious place beyond the bounds of the world, whose very existence was shrouded by unfathomable magic.


      Locks of long, blue-tinged white hair swayed back and forth as a woman paced the halls of Eljudnir. Her beautiful face was twisted with dark emotion as she let out a long sigh.


      One hundred and eighty years had passed since the disappearance of the Corpse King.


      He had always been an elusive man, often coming and going like a phantom—but he had never once failed to keep in contact. For him to remain silent for so long was simply inconceivable.


      The Corpse King was dead.


      That was the rumor carried on whispered wind. Not a single soul in Helheim believed it, or so it should have been. With all the ever-changing names and faces of those claiming to be members nowadays, it was hard to say for sure. But at the very least, none of the original eight—the ones personally recruited by the Corpse King—believed it.


      Helheim poured all their resources into the search, desperate as drowning souls grasping for land. But these searches brought nothing but despair; they failed to find the slightest trace.


      Then, three years ago, one of the executives finally muttered the words.


      “The Corpse King is...dead.”


      That was the trigger. The search for the Corpse King was finally halted.


      They had fought harder than anyone to find him. They had trusted in his survival more than anyone else. And yet...to think they would fall apart so easily when finally faced with his loss.


      The executives who had gathered beneath the Corpse King went their separate ways. With no one to hold them together and crushed by the weight of what was gone, they scattered like the pieces of their shattered hearts.


      Now only she remained in Eljudnir.


      She was the self-proclaimed right hand of the Corpse King: Nifl the Undeluded. Half-angel, half-demon, a woman who was no stranger to persecution, and once the brains of Helheim.


      Believing that the Corpse King would one day return, she would come to the manor every day to play pretend as a housekeeper. But even her hopes were on the verge of petering out.


      Lately, the name Helheim had begun to spread across the world, not in fame but in infamy.


      Was it the work of impostors who didn’t know their place...or the reckless deeds of one of the executives?


      None of the Eight Precepts showed any intent to cast aside the titles bestowed upon them by the Corpse King. It was entirely possible that one of them had proudly announced themself as Helheim while turning against humanity.


      And still he would not show himself.


      Not even when the name he’d held so dear was being dragged through the mud.


      “Corpse King Hel... Shio...”


      She spoke the name the way one cradles their most precious thing in their arms.


      It was pointless. Calling his name here would change nothing.


      “Perhaps...this really is the end...”


      How easy it would be if she could simply scream and sob like the other executives once did. If she razed the Holy Kingdom—the place he was last seen—would it take her mind off of it, for just a moment?


      But her small, petty pride as his right hand held her back from her impulses.


      “Your calm judgment is the brain that supports this organization. You have my thanks, Nifl. As expected of my right hand.”


      “Ng...!”


      Tears streamed from her eyes as she gritted her teeth.


      Don’t cry, she told herself. I have to stay calm. I just have to wait a little longer.


      If I give up now, we might never meet again. And even if we never do...


      “Please be alive... Even if I never see you again... As long as you live, I...”


      Knock! Knock!


      “Hm?!”


      The sound of violent, furious knocking echoed from the manor’s front door.


      Nifl felt her breath catch in her throat.


      Only nine people in the world knew this location.


      The executives...and the Corpse King.


      She hid her reddened eyes and steadied her trembling voice.


      Surely it was an executive. She couldn’t show them any weakness.


      But...what if it wasn’t one of them...? Even more reason not to be seen. Not like this.


      Her meager hopes adding a pep to her step, she made for the entrance parlor and softly, slowly, opened the door.


      “Niiiflll!”


      “G-Garmr...is it?”


      The one who threw herself into Nifl’s bountiful chest the moment the door opened was a red-haired girl with wolf ears. Garmr the Undying, one of the eight executives of Helheim.


      Nifl couldn’t help but sound disappointed as her faint hopes were snuffed out, but she tried her best to keep calm as she pacified Garmr.


      After all, the wolf girl was out of breath. She was wailing and sobbing, with tears pouring uncontrollably down her cheeks. For the cheerful, fearless Garmr to be reduced to this... Nifl prepared for the worst.


      Had some catastrophic, unprecedented calamity befallen Helheim?


      Had someone finally uncovered irrefutable proof of the Corpse King’s death?


      Whichever it was, Nifl wasn’t confident she had the strength to bear it.


      Her voice drenched in exhaustion and resignation, she posed the question. “Garmr? What happened...?”


      “Urp... Snff...hic... It’s... It’s...”


      Garmr lifted her head. Her expression was far from anything Nifl had been expecting. Despite the tears, her face was filled with such joy it was like she was about to burst.


      “His scent... Our king’s scent... The king has returned!”


      ■


      “Mm...”


      The rustle of leaves. The swish of the wind. Light filtering through the trees and the songs of birds. My eyes, not yet accustomed to that light, strain to take in the scene. I seem to be in a forest of sorts. There don’t seem to be any living creatures of note nearby.


      As it turns out, the teleport was a success.


      I sit up, and though it’s been so long, I circulate mana through my body like it’s second nature.


      Nearly every life-form in this world possesses what is known as mana routes—a network of channels that flow alongside the blood vessels. The amount of mana that flows through them varies from one individual to another.


      There are, of course, methods to increase that amount...but for now, confirmation comes first.


      Instinctively, I understand the mana coursing through me. My brain automatically parses it into data.




      Shio Hizaki


      Usable Magic:


      【Ice Magic】 Lv1


      Abilities:


      【Blessing of Death】


      1. Authority unlocked based on the total number of lives taken (0/100)


      2. New abilities manifest based on the total number of friendly lives lost (0/1)


      Titles:


      【Corpse King】


      Proof of a monumental achievement recognized by God.


      Provides a drastic increase to magic growth rate.




      That’s the one. That thing’s responsible for all of this.


      The most dangerous and powerful weapon that ignited the worst in a boy going through that cringy, delusional phase of adolescence known as chuunibyou.


      Blessing of Death.


      The first condition is all fine and dandy. The more living things I take down, the more power I’ll be able to unleash. That’s the gist. Whether those living things are demons or humans, it’s all the same. Simple, clear, powerful, and potentially peerless. That sort of ability.


      But the second line...


      New abilities manifest based on the total number of friendly lives lost—that’s what makes it the worst ability imaginable.


      Friendly lives. The wording is a little misleading. For me, it meant my classmates. The first time one of my classmates died and their ability flowed into me, I thought I was going to go insane.


      But it doesn’t seem like that second condition’s going to kick in this time around.


      “Now then... For starters, where am I?”


      Looking around isn’t really doing anything for me. But it’s not like standing still’s going to get me anywhere either.


      “Umm... Glagius.”


      My mana takes on the properties of frost, and once I manifest it, I’m left clutching a crude sword made of ice. A light test swing yields no issues.


      “Let’s start with a bit of exploring!”


      I try my best to feign calmness. But drawn back to this other world, I can’t stop my heart from pounding, just as giddy as it’s ever been.


      ■


      Asha el Gryphil was the fifth princess of the Holy Gryphil Kingdom. Quick of wit, fair of face and figure, and a girl of absolute integrity. She was, indeed, a princess straight out of a picture book.


      Though only the fifth-born princess of the kingdom, she received the full support of both the royal family and the populace. And now, the girl, hailed for her wisdom at her tender age of twelve, was glaring down at the desk in front of her.


      More precisely, she was glaring at the Magic Map of Gryphil placed on top of it.


      The map was a national-treasure-level magic tool that updated itself in real time. It took in information from a grand magic known as the Eye of Heaven, a spell that constantly watched from the skies above Gryphil and immediately reflected any and all changes.


      Asha’s doubtful eyes were fixed on a region marked the Gryphil Greatwood, a confounding labyrinth of trees also known as the Lost Woods and the Explorer’s Bane.


      Once inside, only those with an incredibly precise grasp of the terrain had any hopes of escaping. And now...


      “P-Princess Asha... What is this...?”


      “I...don’t know either.”


      The forest was frozen solid. Frost had descended upon the Greatwood, and what had once been deep, lush green with darkness lurking beneath now glistened in white.


      There hadn’t been anything off yesterday. She hadn’t received any reports. What exactly could have happened to make it like this?


      Asha turned to the knight at her side and told him, “Mark, I shall make haste to the Greatwood. Inform my father at once.”


      “P-Princess! It’s far too dangerous!”


      “There is a chance a greater demon has appeared. I would be a disgrace to my heritage if I, a princess of Gryphil, did not lead the charge.”


      “Eugh... Understood! I will rally the knight order immediately! Until then... I beg you, princess, wait here!”
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      “Thank you, Mark.”


      She watched him salute and depart before whispering, “Forgive me.” Then she left the room herself, a sword at her hip.


      This was a battle against time.


      “As one who exists to protect the people, I can’t simply stand and wait.”


      Her patriotism and pride—both too strong for her own good—pushed her toward a reckless decision.


      “I bear the blood that slew the Demon King. I cannot fail...!”




      Asha grimaced as each footstep split the frost beneath her boots. She had never seen the forest change like this, even in the dead of winter, and she had to wonder if it had ever happened in the lengthy history of these woods.


      “It’s cold...”


      The temperature made it feel like she’d entered a northern land. Asha pulled her coat tight to her body. But her vigilance never wavered, and her mind never wandered far from the hilt of her sword.


      However, the time never came to use it.


      “There are no signs of life...at all.”


      The Greatwood was usually a chorus of life, yet now she felt nothing. It wasn’t a stretch to say there were no traces of any living being to be found.


      This wasn’t a bout of abnormal weather; it had to be an intentional use of magic.


      “Then the culprit must be...a greater demon...”


      Whether from cold or fear, Asha’s voice was quivering. Still, she steadied her breath and continued to uphold the pride of the royal house.


      She could not fold here.


      And then, “Urgh...argh...mmng...” She heard a groan.


      Wrung out and nearly inhuman, the noise assailed Asha’s eardrums. She immediately spun toward the source and took a combat stance. Her trembling hand held up her sword as she let out a long breath.


      But nothing else happened. No movement, only sound. Asha kept her guard up as she proceeded, slow and steady.


      One step, then two. So many she lost count. She drew closer and closer to the source of the sound, and there she found...


      “A person?”


      A figure lying on the ground, desperately struggling to drag itself forward. A young man who looked to be in his late teens. And, to be frank, he looked like he was dying. The moment Asha saw him, she didn’t hesitate for a second.


      “Are you all right?!” She let go of her sword and raced to him.


      Had the demon attacked him, or had he wandered in by chance? A number of possibilities came to mind, but for now, she had to save him.


      “Stay with me! Tell me what happened!”


      “Urgh... My...stom...mm...”


      “Your stomach? Are you injured?!”


      “I’m gon—gonna...starve...”




      The young man tilted the canteen, slowly taking in its contents.


      “Ooh...so good...”


      “P-Please, drink slowly.”


      Asha had opened up her magic bag—one that suspended time for whatever was placed inside—and taken out some food to share. She’d picked out warm soup, hoping it would be gentle on his stomach, and once the young man had completely polished off the canteen, he thanked her with tears in his eyes.


      “Th-Thanks... I thought I was dead for sure...”


      “It’s perfectly understandable. No one could have predicted that the forest would suddenly change like this.”


      His breath still heated from the soup and releasing puffs of white, the young man took in Asha’s appearance. His eyes wandered a bit before settling on the family crest emblazoned on her chest.


      “That crest...”


      “Oh, how could I have forgotten to introduce myself? I am Asha el Gryphil, fifth princess of the Holy Gryphil Kingdom.”


      “F-Fifth...princess...?”


      “Correct.”


      The young man’s eyes widened in shock.


      With great pride in her heritage, Asha did enjoy watching others react to her like this. She loved to see just how much weight the name of the royal house carried. Perhaps it was uncouth of her, but the feeling of adding to her own sense of self-importance as a member of that household was more pleasant than anything.


      But the young man’s reaction was...not that. “Did they have a fifth princess...?” he wondered.


      “Huh... Hwuh?”


      She let out a sound that wasn’t like her at all, raising her voice with a hint of indignation.


      “They do! Right here! I stand before you, a genuine heir to the royal line that defeated the Demon King one hundred and eighty years ago! How rude!” Asha prattled on, a hand on her chest as she closed in on the young man. She had to be sure he understood.


      Yet the young man stared back, mouth agape, his words once again missing the mark.


      “The royal line that defeated the—what are you on about? And wait... A hundred and eighty years?!”


      “Y-You... Are you all right? You haven’t been making any sense for a while now.”


      They stared at one another, their heads cocked in mutual confusion.


      After a few moments of thought, Asha settled on a theory: The man was an explorer whose memories had been thrown into disarray out of shock at what had happened to the forest. She cleared the resentment from her heart.


      There must be something in this forest, she thought. There has to be.


      The young man’s confusion was still written all over his face. Asha’s expression warmed in sympathy, and she called to him in a gentle voice.


      “Come to think of it, I have yet to hear your name.”


      “Ah, sorry... Shouldn’t be rude to my savior. The name’s Sh—”


      “Don’t move.”




      A sharp order cut through their conversation. Before Asha had realized it, a ring of over a dozen men had formed around them.


      They pointed their swords, making no attempts to hide their grins. Their eyes were all trained on the royal crest proudly glistening on Asha’s chest.


      The moment she noticed this, Asha’s hand crept for her sword...only to be interrupted.


      “No funny business, princess. That fop’s life is in yer hands.”


      The sword pointed at the young man would bloom in red the instant she took action.


      Their presumed leader, a man with red hair, watched each and every move Asha made with a toothy smile.


      “This forest disaster? Yeah, we’re the ones who did it! Well, it was our business partner, if I’m being honest. And you won’t believe this—they’re an executive of Helheim!”


      “H-Helheim...” Asha instinctively parroted the word.


      It was the name of an evil organization that—in recent years—had terrorized the lands around the empire, pillaging and slaughtering with abandon. An organization that spread its name by turning the tables on any knight or explorer foolish enough to pursue them.


      Asha gulped. For the time being, she gave up on resisting.


      Challenging them head-on would be more than she could manage. Her mind remained calm and collected in her time of crisis, and she found it far wiser to play along, pretending to cooperate as she searched for her opportunity.


      She held up her hands and showed them to the red-haired man. “I won’t resist. But please, do not lay a hand on this man.”


      “That depends on you, princess.”


      Ashe turned her eyes to the boy, forcing a smile to reassure him. “Don’t worry. It will be all right. I won’t let them touch a hair on your head.”


      The young man nodded lightly. For some reason, a thin smile spread across his lips.


      “So... Helheim, huh?”


      ■


      The Abel Bandits.


      They were a gang that had taken root and festered virtually unchecked in the Holy Gryphil Kingdom.


      Robbery, coercion, rape, swindling, or cold-blooded murder; there was no low they wouldn’t stoop to. This was a congregation of the irredeemable. They hid deep within the Gryphil Greatwood—the notoriously unnavigable Lost Woods—to throw off the knights while continuing their heinous deeds.


      Then, one morning, something changed.


      “Boss...the forest...”


      “It’s frozen over...!”


      It was a world of white and silver. That unimaginable view had left over a dozen men at a complete loss for words.


      “This is my power,” the mysterious man informed them.


      It had been a few weeks since the man had approached the bandit stronghold: a cave deep within the Greatwood. At first, they saw him as little more than a smooth-tongued outsider; a man keen on leveraging his education to direct some unlearned bandits for a share of the spoils.


      But not a soul could explain how else things had changed this drastically so soon after his arrival. The bandits accepted his claims without question.


      “Y-Ye’r...ye’r the real deal, huh!”


      “Good call bringing him in, Boss!”


      “Looks like our luck’s finally takin’ a turn.”


      “Heh heh heh. Don’t make a fuss over something so trivial. This much comes naturally to me,” said the man. He brushed his hair aside with a triumphant smile before setting aside his staff and letting out a long sigh.


      “But still... Why’d you freeze the bloody woods? What’s the point?”


      “You can’t even comprehend that much? Try thinking for yourself, I implore you.”


      “R-Right... Sorry.”


      The mysterious man went a while without offering any explanation. Eventually he said, “Well, so be it,” with a weary smile.




      “If the forest freezes,” he went on, “The royal family of the Holy Kingdom is sure to make a move. And right now, the fifth princess is the only one who can move freely.”


      “The princess...? What about her?”


      He sighed and continued, “Listen well. The fifth princess has never known failure. Driven by duty, she will presumably come to investigate the cause. After all, no one but a greater demon could have done this—aside from me, of course. And...she is still young. Capturing her should be an easy task.”


      “D-Don’t tell me... We’re gonna ransom the Gryphil Royal Family?!”


      The bandits’ eyes shot open in shock, their clamor drained down to stunned silence.


      Only the mysterious man retained his smile.


      “Y-You... Who the hell are you?”


      The bandit chief, Abel, cast doubtful eyes upon the man whose shoulders rocked back and forth as he cackled away.


      The stranger took on these eyes proudly, arms spread wide.


      “There is no one on this continent who does not know the name Helheim. I am one of its executives: Lucas the Ingenious. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


      ■


      “Wait here.”


      The bandits shoved Asha—bound alongside the young man—onto the cold ground. They stationed lookouts and sealed the both of them in a hollow dug in the depths of their cave. The ropes were tied tight, and there didn’t seem to be much hope of escaping.


      “I-I’m sorry... This is all my fault...”


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      Asha tried to apologize to the young man, but he seemed distant. It was like she was the least of his concerns; he barely acknowledged her, keeping his eyes locked on the lookouts and beyond.


      It was understandable. He’d had the misfortune of getting stranded in the frozen woods and caught up in a kidnapping shortly after meeting a princess. Perhaps he could feel the cold touch of death creeping up on him.


      In this predicament, I’m the only one who can save him. Asha gulped, taking in this grim realization. I... I have to do something.


      Whatever had frozen the forest solid, it could wait.


      But just as she steeled her resolve, Asha’s body jolted. She could hear footsteps growing near.


      “Asha el Gryphil... To think you really did come.”


      A man came into view, still young, wrapped in robes and holding a staff. His long blue hair billowed as he closed in, and he looked down at Asha with a vulgar, self-satisfied smirk.


      “You’re exactly the shortsighted boar I thought you were. But I expected as much.”


      “How rude. To say such things to a member of the royal family...”


      “To think I could bait you out so easily, just by freezing a few trees.”


      Shock and horror filled Asha’s features. The man who’d turned the Greatwood into an icy wasteland came to her himself. Pleased by the distress in Asha’s eyes, the man gave an awkward, unpracticed bow.


      “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I am an executive of Helheim, Lucas the Ingenious, if you must know.”


      “A Helheim...executive...”


      This was no greater demon. This was a man-made calamity; a magical phenomenon brought on by a single human. By the time Asha realized she was trembling, it was already too late to stop.


      After dragging his gaze across Asha’s body, Lucas gave the young man lying beside her an unceremonious kick.


      “Worry not. You have value, after all. I’ll make sure you’re treated with care. No bandit will ever lay a finger on you, though I might ask you to keep me company when I get lonely.”


      “Scum. You deserve a thousand deaths.”


      “How long will that bravery last, I wonder? I’m sure that defiance will melt away like seafoam...after you hear his screams.”


      The men flanking Lucas flashed their knives as they turned their sadistic eyes on the young man. Ignoring her goose bumps and chills, Asha crawled forward and threw herself in front of him.


      “He has nothing to do with this! Release him!”


      “I’m afraid that won’t happen, princess. If I wish to control someone with a body and sense of justice as strong as you, a hostage is an absolute necessity.”


      Asha gritted her teeth and focused on ways to escape, feeling a bubbling rage at her own powerlessness.


      There were countless ways to slip free of the ropes. These bandits, as they styled themselves, were no real threat to her. But she couldn’t deny the risk of the young man—her subject—being harmed.


      I can handle myself. I just need to get him out...somehow.


      “Hey. Who are you?”




      The bound young man was the one who spoke up, his dark, vacant eyes unflinchingly fixed on Lucas. He hadn’t moved an inch from where he lay.


      “Pardon?”


      “No, seriously. Who are you? I don’t know any...Lucases.”


      With the air so tense, his flat, level voice came off as almost uncanny.


      And to his question, Lucas chuckled mockingly before burying the sole of his boot in the young man’s cheek. He twisted and pressed it in even as he prattled on.


      “Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of Helheim in this day and age?! Terribly heinous! Horribly cruel! It is the name of an organization that rules the world from the shadows, you know! And I am one of its executives! The extent of my power should be obvious—just take one look at the forest—or have you lost your mind from fear?”


      “S-Stop this at once!”


      Still bound, Asha tried to sweep his standing leg from under him, but Lucas stepped away with ease. He looked peeved, lording over the both of them. Then, an idea came to him; he lifted the corners of his lips.


      “It seems some punishment is in order. There are plenty of ways to instill obedience in a—”


      “Answer the question. I asked you: Who are you?”


      The young man repeated his question like a machine. Lucas’s growing fury was clear on his face, and Asha lowered her eyes and looked away.


      With foam flecking the corners of his mouth, Lucas howled at the young man lying before him.


      “I just told you! I am a Helheim executive, Lucas the Ingenious!”


      “We don’t have one of those.”


      There was a pause. Then a “huh?”


      “Are you deaf or something? There’s no ‘Lucas the Ingenious’ in Helheim.”


      The man sat up and spat out a gob of blood.


      “Good grief... The nerve. Yap, yap, yap, you just had to go spreading someone else’s embarrassing past. So, just for starters, when it comes to secret societies: It’s lame as hell if you go around spouting the name in public! Where’s the secret?!”


      “Wh-What are you...”


      “Terribly heinous? Horribly cruel? How tacky can you get?! Can’t you be more...y’know, ‘Lurking in the shadows! Purpose unknown! They come and go like phantoms!’ That’s what makes it good! If the whole damn world knows about it, then what’s the point?!”


      “Hah... Finally snapped, have you?”


      “You... What in the world are you saying...?”


      Lucas looked upon the young man with pity, and even Asha couldn’t hide her confusion. But the man in question let out a long, refreshed breath.


      “Oh, but at least it’s good to know those guys aren’t up to anything stupid. Get a better hobby. Seriously.”


      “I’ve had enough of your senseless drivel!”


      “You really don’t know, do you? Helheim’s M.O. Helheim executives never divulge their own names. They never speak of Helheim either. You failed right from the get-go, my guy.”


      He wasn’t taking no for an answer. The man spoke with absolute certainty as cold air seemed to radiate from his body.


      “Even if you wanted to be a new recruit, you sure as hell don’t belong in Helheim. They definitely don’t need you, and I’ll never allow it.”


      The rocks that formed the cave walls had begun to turn white. A layer of frost was spreading across them, forming one ice sculpture after the next. A biting chill quickly overtook the cave, almost like time had come to a standstill.


      Just like the forest outside.


      “The one who froze the forest was me.”


      “Huh?!”


      “Hey, you at least know that much, right? That it wasn’t you who did it. Props for finding so many gullible idiots. But your story’s full of holes no matter how you slice it.”


      Neither Asha nor Lucas could say a word. The other bandits had already been rendered speechless statues, encased in ice.


      “In the month since I came here, the number of lives I’ve taken is one thousand four hundred and fifty-eight. Do you get what that means?”


      Quivering in the freezing air, Lucas had no response to give.


      “See? No answer. Any real member of Helheim would know on the spot. That’s why you’re definitely not it. So it’s fine to kill you.”


      Colder... Ever colder. The frost spread unceasingly—from skin to bone, to blood...to thought.


      “The Helheim name’s too good for someone like you.”


      The end of the malice that had festered so long in a cave—now a grave of frozen stone—turned out to be disappointingly anticlimactic.


      ■


      Man... Just because I’m starting to get my groove back, that doesn’t mean I should let myself get carried away.


      I just wanted to slaughter all the forest’s lesser demons in one fell swoop. Somehow, I put a bit too much into it and ended up freezing the whole place.


      I used way too much mana, collapsed from hunger... If that fifth princess hadn’t shown up, I would’ve died, no joke.


      Come to think of it, I’ve always been bringing trouble to my subordinates, just like this... Man, this takes me back.


      I sink into memories as I gaze at the ice sculptures erected before me. Every last bandit in the cave had breathed their last breath within the ice. There weren’t any stragglers, presumably.


      More importantly...


      “Ahhh... The hell am I even saying? The cringe! Goddammit. Why did his stupid title sound exactly like the sort of thing I would’ve come up with?! It actually hurts.”


      Every facet of this world seems designed to dig at my old wounds.


      “Wait, it really spread?! Everyone in the world knows about it?! NOOOOO! I wanna diiiiie!”


      Try stepping into my shoes for a second. Every random person I pass on the street’s gonna know all about the half-baked, cringy-ass fantasies I came up with in middle school! Yeah, that’s me. That’s the sort of thing that could straight up kill a man...


      “S-Stop right there!”


      “Hrm?”


      As I’m writhing around, the fifth princess turns her sword on me. She earnestly steadies her trembling body and she stares me down with desperation in her eyes.


      “S-So...you’re the one...who f-f-froze the forest... Correct?”


      “Yeah, that’s me.”


      “F-For what...”


      “Oh, that... To, well, kill a few demons, I guess.”


      “Demons...”


      Yep, demons.


      This world is one where we humans thrive, and the demons happen to be humanity’s sworn enemy. Even now, the remnants of the demon tribe roam the lands and continue to reap human lives.


      That said, they’re not really unified anymore, what with the Demon King gone and all.


      Lesser demons are so numerous, though, it’s practically impossible to wipe them all out. Fortunately, their intelligence and mana alike are nothing special.


      Then you have your normal, run-of-the-mill demons. They’re a complete upgrade over the lesser ones, but they’re way less numerous and vary wildly from one individual to another.


      Finally, there’s the greater demons.


      They take on the appearance of fair-looking humans, for the most part. Their intelligence is about on par too. But their mana, physical durability, and—it goes without saying—their cruelty is on a completely different scale.


      If I just tell her it was for defeating something like that...I’m sure she’ll understand.


      The reality wasn’t anywhere near as commendable. I mean, I was just killing a few beasts and insects to fuel my Blessing of Death and thought, Hey, why not kill a few demons while I’m at it?


      “Wh-Who...are you?”


      The fifth princess glares at me, her sword still ready to run me through. I freeze the blade solid as I stand up, prompting her to slide back and put a bit of distance between us.


      Come to think of it, I never introduced myself.


      Back in the day, I would’ve gotten all cocky and tried to sound as cool as possible... Just thinking about it is making my stomach hurt.


      Normal is fine.


      “The name’s Shio. And who am I? Nothing special. Just a normal human.”


      ■


      “The name’s Shio. And who am I? Nothing special. Just a normal human.”


      Shio. Shio. She recognized that name—what the young man called himself.


      “Sh-Shio...”


      “Yep. Shio... Anyway, I better get going. Lots of stuff to do. I’ll definitely repay you for this some... Well, I’ll repay you if I remember it.”


      The young man who smiled so brightly at Asha completely failed to capture any of her shock.


      Among royal blood alone, that name had been passed down as a legend Asha knew well. After seeing what this man had pulled off, how could she not connect the dots? Shio. The Corpse King. He who had opposed the hero—an ancestor of the Gryphil royal family—and who had been repelled by that hero time and again.


      But more than that, he was the deplorable sinner who had murdered the hero’s comrades—his thirty-two attendants.


      The legends told of his atrocities in meticulous detail, marking him as a great evil to be destroyed with extreme prejudice.


      And with the Demon King gone, the duty had fallen to the royal family.


      “Y-You’re...”


      She refrained from chasing him. She couldn’t win. Not now. But someday...


      Her sword still pointed at the young man’s retreating back, she vowed, “I... I will defeat you. I swear it on my honor.”


      ■


      A lone woman lay listlessly in the caldera of Mt. Galdar, gazing up at the sky. As the glimmer of frost melting into the heavens caught her eye, she shot up.


      A heart long dulled began to race, each pulse reverberating across her body. Though she managed to steady her quivering breath, excitement threatened to overwhelm her.


      “M-My king. Y-Your loyal Nidhöggr is at your service... At your command!”


      Her mouth drew an arc from ear to ear, her fangs bared but her expression full of joy.


      She had thought him dead.


      As a dragon who had watched countless mighty beings wane and perish, she’d accepted that even the Corpse King might one day fall.


      But, this mana—mana that carried a chill so sharp it pierced even the scales of a dragon; there was no mistaking it.


      “Fwa ha ha ha! Of course you wouldn’t die! You were a king!”


      She was so giddy she was beginning to feel embarrassed for herself. But what reason had she to keep up appearances?


      “My king! Mighty Corpse King!”


      For now, she simply wanted to relish this beating heart—this happiness.




      “The Gryphil Greatwood...froze over?”


      “Yes. The emperor wishes to hear your thoughts on the matter.”


      The man listening to the report of an imperial knight lowered his gaze in thought, then shook his head.


      “It can’t be a natural phenomenon. But it’s hard to conclude whether it’s magic either... Perhaps it would be possible for the Demon King or a greater demon...”


      “What? Truly?!”


      “Calm yourself. That is only a hypothesis, assuming this was intentional. Speculation without evidence is worthless, no matter who it comes from... Tell the emperor to wait.”


      “Yes, sir!”


      To be consulted by the emperor and to postpone his answer. Such reckless defiance of authority was only possible because this man was...


      His eyes widened as he fished through the documents in his room. He pulled from them a record of great deeds, flipped through its pages—all dedicated to a single person—and assumed a stance of fealty reserved not even for the emperor.


      “I have been waiting for you, Corpse King,” the man muttered as tears began to fall unbidden. “Lord Hel...”




      “Nifl! Nifl!”


      “Yes. It could be nothing else.”


      They had laid their eyes upon the frozen Greatwood in the distance—an anomaly in crystalline white—and couldn’t look away. What else could this be but a trace of him? He really had come back. This was surely his signal.


      A declaration of his return.


      It was a wake-up call to all those insolent enough to use the name Helheim in vain, and a proclamation for his subordinates to know of his existence—a phenomenon overflowing with brilliant intent.


      “Welcome back, Corpse King.”

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: An Orthodox Summoning—The Case of the Little Sister


      I walk the school route at eight in the morning. My usual routine; my usual road; my usual time. Yet, for some reason, every piece of the usual scenery looks less vibrant than usual to me.


      This unrest in my heart... Is it because my brother didn’t wake up at his usual time? It’s supposed to be his graduation day.


      “Is he going to make it in time...?” The words slip out softly.


      I’m alone. It’s not like I’m walking with anyone, yet I can feel so many eyes gathering on me. It’s a very wearisome feeling. Is the comely face I inherited from my parents a blessing or a curse? At this point, I’m leaning toward the latter.


      For instance...


      “Morning, Hizaki!”


      I hesitate a moment before returning, “Good morning.”


      He was—as far as I could recall—the ace of some club or other.


      Even after I shot him down point-blank, and despite all the other girls in our year fawning over him, he keeps creating these coincidental meetings to try and approach me.


      Honestly, I’m sick of it. Is it because we’re in the same class, or does he have a thing for my face? Does it even really matter?


      “School ends at noon today, so if you’re free—”


      “I have plans with my brother.”


      “I-I see... I’ll ask you out again some other time!”


      I do not reply. Whatever I say, it’ll only make him more persistent.


      He pursues, I reject, he pursues again... What am I supposed to do?


      Still, the girls in our class have been oddly kind to me ever since I turned him down. Given the number of girls gunning for him, it probably has something to do with that. Not that it’s got anything to do with me.


      Romance among classmates, and all that sexual nonsense the world seems obsessed over, why should I care about any of it?


      I like my brother, Hizaki Shio.


      I don’t care about all the looks of disgust or disdain I get for it... Or at least, I wish I could say that. For now, it merely remains a fact I can’t confess to anyone around me.


      There was no special reason. Or at least, no particularly dramatic reason.


      It’s just that from a young age, all the admiration I held toward the masculine sex has been directed entirely toward my older brother.


      Take, for instance, his face.


      Sharing the same parents as myself, my brother naturally has very well-defined features. In simple terms, he is handsome. Super handsome.


      ’Tis a victory of genetics.


      Take, for instance, his attitude.


      He cherishes his family deeply, and since I belong within that definition, he is incredibly soft on me. He spoils me and cherishes me. I grew up alongside a brother like that. It is hardly strange that I would develop an affection for him.


      Perhaps the reason my heart feels so heavy is precisely because today is his graduation day. Because I won’t see him at school anymore.




      Suddenly, the scenery changed.


      It was almost time to attend the graduation ceremony; the teacher had been giving us simple instructions before we made our way down. Sit. Be quiet. And then, we all found ourselves in a pure white room. Me and all my classmates.


      “Oof... Should’ve seen this coming,” a sloppily dressed woman grumbles while gazing out over the clamoring students.


      On her T-shirt is a single word: GOD.


      Reactions to her are mixed.


      Some of them are lovestruck, some have started yelling at her, and some are clenching their fists as if they’re holding in their excitement.


      “So, yeah. Um, sorry, but you’re all getting summoned to another world. Do your best.”


      She says it flatly, as though it’s nothing out of the ordinary.


      “A-Another world?!”


      “Hey! The hell is this about?!”


      “Oh, quiet down... You don’t even know about getting isekaied... This is why normies are...”


      Even the students who usually keep to their own are joining the fray, only adding to the overall chaos.


      I slowly raise my hand to get the woman’s attention.


      “What is it?”


      “Please send me back. I do not want to go.”


      “Sorry, can’t. I’m not the one who summoned you. Feel free to complain to the locals.”


      She barely glances at me as she rejects my plea. After brushing me off, she produces a sphere of blue light that floats in the air before us.


      “Step up if you think you’re ready,” she says. “One touch and bam! To another world you go! You each get your own special ability as a bonus. Just help out your summoner a bit, then it’s total freedom. No studying, no work, live your best life. Surround yourself with hot guys, cling to cute girls, roll in the dough. You get me? Move over to a world that literally bends to you. Nothing to be worried about.”


      The woman spells it out with a commanding presence. It’s clear how effective such a speech would be on someone from the modern day, especially if she gets them young. Even more so on high schoolers like us, still living uncertain lives without a clear purpose.


      “I’m... I’ll go!”


      With practically zero hesitation or thought, a boy who’s usually looking down on his classmates with silent, mocking contempt bursts forward. Unsteady from excitement, he teeters and runs and touches the sphere. In an instant, he’s gone.


      A few of us let out a scream at the sight, but most just gulp.


      Then comes the next round.


      “M-Me! I’m going too!”


      “Me too!”


      “Move! I’m first!”


      “The strongest ability’s mine!”


      “Stupid... You know the crappy power always turns out to be the strongest. This is why normies...”


      The students rush in like an avalanche. As more and more of them rise to the challenge, some cling to each other’s hands, afraid to touch the sphere alone.


      Perhaps this is what you would call peer pressure. In no time, the mood’s turned to one where touching that sphere is simply the right thing to do.


      In the end, only two of us remain, me included.


      “H-Hizaki... We should go too!”


      The boy from this morning reaches his hand out to me.


      Even when there is no reason for me to take it...


      “Please go ahead. I want to think a little first.”


      “Then...I’ll stay with you.”


      “I want to think alone. If you want to go, please go.”


      He sends me one last, reluctant look. But he clearly can’t bear to be left behind by the others, and finally he takes off.


      His arm extended as far as it will go, he touches the sphere, and he’s gone, just like that.


      I’m left in that white space, just the woman and me.


      “You’re not going? For real? Once this thing closes down, you’re out.”


      “What happens if I don’t go?”


      “You’ll be stuck, sealed away here forever, probably.”


      “Send me home. Please.”


      “Can’t.”


      There is no way I can leave my brother behind to go to another world.


      I stand up and step closer.


      “Finally made up your mind?”


      But then, I spin and wrap my hands around the neck of the woman standing beside the orb.


      “What happens if I kill you?”


      “Hmm... You’ve got guts, girl. Cute. But unfortunately pointless—I can’t die. So... What’s your name?”


      “Hizaki... Hizaki Hyouka.”


      The woman’s eyes widen the moment she hears my name. A crafty smile spreads across her lips. Raising a finger toward that blasted sphere, she says, “Wanna know why your brother went missing for a month? The answers are right on the other side.”


      She knows. This woman knows about my brother.


      And I’ve figured out something else. Even if I can’t return right now, return is possible. Just like how my brother came back. I loosen my grip on her neck and glare at her.


      “So if I complete my objective, I can return?”


      “He did, didn’t he?”


      “Shio...”


      To stay would be a one-way ticket with no return. In that case...


      “I wonder how many will survive this time...”


      I can hear her bemused voice right behind me, muttering ominous words. But I have no choice but to touch the sphere.




      “It appears...the last hero has finally arrived.”


      I find myself sitting on the ground with my classmates as an extravagantly dressed man offers us a warm welcome. The boys from my class are visibly relieved to see me, while a few of the girls don’t hide their displeasure.


      The extravagant man shifts so we’re all in his view as he spreads out his hands.


      “Welcome one and all to the Holy Gryphil Kingdom. I am the king of this nation, Dart el Gryphil. I wish to petition your help to put a stop to the embodiment of malice plaguing this world: the heinous forces of Helheim! Please, with your might, you must slay the Corpse King!”


      He places his hands together in prayer. The way he speaks, it’s as if he is speaking to the heavens, paying no heed to the stunned faces of the students before him.


      There is no way any of us can sympathize with a plight that has absolutely nothing to do with us. Naturally. This is nothing more than a large-scale abduction.




      Hyouka paid little heed to the restless students as her eyes swept across the room.


      What caught her attention the most was a girl cradling a vibrant orb in her arms—a blonde-haired girl slightly younger than the students, looking out at them with eyes of hope and a clear sense of duty.


      Perhaps taking note of Hyouka’s doubtful stare, the man who claimed to be king beckoned to the girl.


      “This is my daughter, Asha, and she is the Summoner chosen by the Gate. She will guide you henceforth and accompany you through your journeys in this world.”


      The man spoke as if it were all a given, prompting Hyouka to mentally click her tongue.


      A stranger no more, Asha stepped forward with certainty and offered a masterful bow. Her face, her gestures—every aspect of her was unreal, almost alien. The students seemed enraptured by every little thing she did.


      “I am the fifth princess, Asha el Gryphil. Heroes...please lend us your aid!”


      Her eyes, though fatigued, burned with fierce determination.


      And as everyone else seemed completely captured by her otherworldly charm, only Hyouka was disinterestedly fidgeting with the tips of her hair.
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      Chapter 2: Coalescence of Loyalty


      There existed those known as explorers, who found their purpose in delving into the Hidden Lands. These uncharted areas scattered across the world were the dens of demonkind—some said this was where humanity’s archnemesis sharpened their blades of vengeance.


      An explorer made their living by adapting to the landscape within as it shifted under the dense concentrations of mana. They would slay demons and claim the resources of the Hidden Lands in the name of humanity.


      Hidden Land Lv3: The Battleground Cage.


      It was a gaping hole that stood out against the vast plain surrounding it. Though it resembled the burrow of some enormous beast, in truth it was simply the entrance to a large underground cavern formed by a massive collapse of earth.


      Below, the subterranean passages branched in every which way like an ant’s nest, so convoluted that entering unprepared all but guaranteed one would never again see the light of day.


      But, considering that the highest level Hidden Land discovered to date was Lv10, a Lv3 such as this should have been well within the range of safe exploration. Something had gone horribly, terribly wrong.


      Like the Hidden Lands, Lv10 was the highest rank among explorers. So, the Lv4 exploration party desperately racing for their lives was considered a rather solid, midtier team.


      “Hah... Hah...”


      “Urgh...gah...”


      The ragged breaths and pained cries of two men echoed through the tunnels.


      Their footing was unsteady, and they had practically no means to oppose the danger closing in from behind them. Their party of four had already been cut in half.


      Even if they turned back in a fit of desperation, all that awaited them would be the mangled corpses of their comrades.


      “Grr... Damn you!”


      Letting his last injured comrade run ahead, the man spun and gave his greatsword a swing.


      The blade tore through the air, and then came the sound—the jolt to his hands like he had struck solid iron. He swung again and again like a madman, screaming himself hoarse to stave off the fear. But the man had no chance of victory.


      Fssshhh... A drawn-out breath escaped the thing. It advanced even as the greatsword battered it, carrying its hulking frame forward step by unwavering step.


      A demon.


      They had only ever been reported in Hidden Lands Lv5 and higher. So what was it doing here? The explorer could do nothing but curse his own misfortune.


      Kshunk... Kshunk...


      Encased in a warped carapace that mimicked a suit of armor, the creature’s steps were heavy against the ground. It stared down at the explorer, a hint of intellect in its eyes, and it raised a gauntleted fist.


      A roar, filled with violent loathing, echoed through caverns that offered no escape.


      After sucking dry an explorer so broken he no longer resembled who he once was, the demon’s body pulsed. And soon, it was back on its aimless prowl.


      The sole explorer to survive that day brought his report to the Explorers’ City of Gart, and thus, the presence of a demon became known. Based on his report, the Battleground Cage was reclassified as Lv6 Hidden Land and the newly identified demon was given a name.


      A demon, neither lesser nor greater—Individual Designation: Yoroi.


      ■


      Shio Hizaki


      Usable Magic:


      【Ice Magic】 Lv5


      Abilities:


      【Blessing of Death】Total: 1474


      1. Authority unlocked based on the total number of lives taken (374/2000)


      Authorities:


      Lv1 Numb Pain (100/100)


      Lv2 Conquer Fear (1000/1000)




      2. New abilities manifest based on the total number of friendly lives lost (0/1)


      Titles:


      【Corpse King】


      Proof of a monumental achievement recognized by God.


      Provides a drastic increase to magic growth rate.




      As I suspected, the effects of my Blessing of Death weren’t too far off from last time.


      First, I took one hundred lives. Its next demand was a thousand. After that, two thousand.


      The mountain of corpses piling up beneath my feet will lift me to greater and greater heights. It was the same back then too.


      Pain and fear—things that unerringly become shackles when facing demons. They are cast off one by one, and before I know it, I feel right at home staring them down.


      Kill, kill, and kill some more...


      “Enough of that... No point in remembering it.”


      There’s a crackling underfoot as I tread through the frozen forest. Accompanied by the presences tailing me, I finally stop in the shadow of the largest tree of the Gryphil Greatwood.


      “Ahem... You can come out now.”


      My faint whisper does not carry far. Instead, it’s absorbed by the piles of snow.


      There is no response.


      C’mon now. I already know you’re there.


      “Come out, both of you. You’re not exactly subtle.”


      Again, no response.


      No, I hate this! I really hate this! I don’t wanna do it. Don’t wanna say it. I don’t know how the old me was so excited to do this stuff!


      And you people are part of the problem! Have you no shame?!


      Well, I guess not. Man...


      “Ahem... Subjects, swear thy precepts to me!”


      “Undeluded.”


      “Undying.”


      “Nifl, Garmr... You two look well.”


      Two figures clad in gray as if to blend into the shadows of a hefty trunk stare at me with teary eyes.


      Long, silver-white hair and pale irises, a crooked halo floating behind her head, and curves that make themselves known despite the oversized robe she wears. The woman who gives off an air of dignity just by standing there is the brains of Helheim, Nifl.


      A sobbing face at odds with the boundless cheer that usually radiates from her red hair and matching red eyes. The petite woman who looks ready to leap at me at any moment is our vanguard, Garmr.


      Neither dares to step out before me. They drop to their knees even as they continue to lurk in the shadows.


      “Y-You are...the Corpse King. Right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “K-King...?”


      “Yep... That’s right.”


      It’s a name I want to avoid if I can help it...but for now, I guess I can take it. It would be just plain cruel to put a damper on the spirits of my subordinates, who have believed in me for so long.


      For all the time they’ve waited for me, I can be the Corpse King. If for just a moment.


      “I kept you waiting... The Corpse King has returned.”


      “Wel... Welcome back...”


      “I-I wasn’t waiting at all... It’s good to have you back, King...”


      In Nifl’s outstretched hand is a gray cloak, the same color as the ones they’re wearing.


      What? Does she want me to wear it? Well, fine. I still think it’s cool, if I’m being honest. I slip my arms through the sleeves and pull the hood over my face.


      Wow. This is the sort of look you can only go for in another world. And the fact that it feels so right is another reminder that I’m too far gone. The deliberate tattering is peak edge.


      But, y’know, when all’s said and done...it’s not bad. Not bad at all.


      I drop the stiff Corpse King tone and gesture for the two of them to follow.


      “Aight, let’s go. I hear there’re some fools using our name. We’re wiping them out. Follow me.”


      “All is as the king wills it.”


      “Uuurgh...ngaaah... That seriously hurts... Lay off on that one, seriously! You’re killing me!” Even with two of the gang watching me in wonder, I still end up writhing in pain. It’s not their fault. This one’s on me. When we finally gather everyone, I might actually die, like, for real.


      Unable to bear their sparkling eyes as they follow without a word, I hold in a sigh.




      A few dozen minutes later...


      “Umm...”


      “Hm?”


      “Rawr?”


      To me, it’s been only a few years. According to them, however, this reunion was well over a century in the making. I’d started walking without really knowing where I was going, and there is no way I can stop.


      I mean, I’d dramatically flipped my coat (like a badass) and declared “follow me” (also like a badass). How am I supposed to ask the two tailing me like bright-eyed chicks, “So...what do we do now?”


      It looks like I never got over my bad habit of taking action without thinking ahead.


      What we need right now is information. And I just so happen to have a reliable strategist with me—maybe we won’t even have to waste time gathering it.


      “Nifl. Do you think your information network will be of any use when it comes to tracking down these Helheim impersonators?” I ask without looking back.


      Her voice sinks. Nifl usually lacks inflection when she speaks, so it’s really easy to tell when she’s feeling down.


      “No. There is no shortage of surface-level data—the incidents they have caused and their arrest warrants, to name a few—however, any details that approach the truth of the matter are buried beneath rumors spun by scheming fiends. I apologize for my inadequacy.”


      “King, don’t get mad at Nifl... Nifl got really tired and sad searching for you, so she stayed at home for a long time...”


      “H-Hey, Garmr!”


      “No, it’s fine... I’m sorry.”


      “There is no need for the Corpse King to apologize...”


      “I’m apologizing because I want to. Let me. And Garmr, there’s no way I’d be mad.”


      “Ah! Mmheh heh, yeah, you’re right!”


      Garmr gives a ticklish smile, while Nifl presses a hand to her chest and sighs. They haven’t changed. Or at least, their expressions and gestures are the same as the ones etched into my memory.


      Ah, this is bad.


      I answered God’s resummoning like I didn’t have a choice, and yet here I am, thinking it’s good to be back.


      It’s not like I’m writing off my original world, my original family. I could never. But it’s also true that the things I’ve been through in this world have made up the greater part of who I am.


      And once again, I’m reminded of how important the secret society known as Helheim was to me. Still is.


      Overwhelmed by sentiment and nostalgia, I look to the sky. From the sunset hues, a droplet falls and wets my cheek. The rain begins falling as if to mirror my inner thoughts. I pull my hood lower over my head.


      “I’m back...”


      The words spill from my lips as I turn around. The other two are already tearing up again.




      We enter a nearby Hidden Land we stumble upon to shelter from the rain. And there, we decide on our best course of action.


      “The forest I froze was the Gryphil Greatwood here. So if we went down this road...”


      “I believe we are currently located here, in this plain,” says Nifl. “It appears that the influence of mana and demons have changed the terrain over the past few decades. This Hidden Land must have popped up during that time frame. Granted, this map is little more than a shoddy approximation...”


      “It’s way better than nothing,” I reply. “So, if we’re there and we want to gather info... There. Doesn’t that look like the place?”


      I scan the map spread out over the ground and ask my two compatriots sitting around it.


      “Gart, the Explorers’ City...is it? I believe that would be appropriate.”


      “Gart, huh? Garmr hasn’t been there in forever!”


      “Where people gather, info does too. I reckon we’ll find something about the guys running around doing whatever they want using Helheim’s name.”


      Making sure to get a nod from both of them, I fold the map and put it away, stand up, and wipe some dirt off myself. Garmr stares up at me curiously as I stretch out, her wolf ears twitching back and forth.


      “All that aside, King, that’s some amazing acting! You’re kinda just like a normal guy!”


      “Come now, Garmr, you must mind your manners with the Corpse King. There is nothing this man cannot do. Playing the role of a harmless glamor boy should be trivial for him. Is that not so, Corpse King?”


      “Y-Yeah... What she said...”


      A harmless glamor boy... I know she doesn’t mean anything by it, but there’s just something about it. It’s rubbing me the wrong way. This is who I really am, you know.


      Not that I can blame her, considering how I’d acted last time.


      “This kinda vibe is better for gathering info. I’m planning to keep things like this for now,” I explain. Hopefully, that’ll do it. “Also, sorry to drop this on you, but a few things happened, and I’m weaker than I was at my peak. I’ll be relying on you two.”


      “Hm?!”


      “Rawr?!”


      “What?”


      They both nearly leap out of their skins. Nifl starts shedding tears and Garmr’s eyes start sparkling as they drop to their knees.


      “I-I shall protect you, even at the cost of my life!”


      “It’s the first time, King! The first time you said you’d rely on us!”


      “O-Oh, is it now?”


      I’m a little taken aback by their blatant—and frankly abnormal—excitement as we begin our trek to the Explorers’ City of Gart. But it doesn’t last long.


      Kshunk... Krnk...


      “Corpse King.”


      “Yeah.”


      It’s the sound of metal rubbing on metal and the heavy thud of footsteps. In an underground space shrouded in shadows and free of the sun, whatever is making the sound remains yet unseen.


      But it is most certainly approaching us.


      What kind of abnormality might a human stumble upon in a Hidden Land? There is only one possibility that comes to mind.


      “Gwoargh...”


      It emerges from the depths of the darkness and reveals itself to us: a demon, neither lesser nor greater. A demon.


      Its outer shell—smooth and jet-black as though lacquered—lets off an offensive metallic din every time it walks. The demon is humanoid, bipedal. Its face and limbs are encased in organic plates nearly indistinguishable from heavy armor.


      “A demon,” says Nifl, “and not a lesser one at that.”


      “Which means this Hidden Land is at least Lv5.”


      Looks like we chanced upon quite the annoying place.


      Its bright red eyes waver as it moves, swaying hypnotically in the dim gloom.


      Just as I slowly extend a hand toward the demon, I’m interrupted.


      “Me! Me! Garmr is a reliable girl!” And with that, Garmr springs between me and the demon and psychs herself up. Her ears and tail are violently swatting back and forth as she sneaks a few unsubtle glances at me.


      Maybe what I said fired her up, as she seems more than eager. “Leave it to me!” is practically written all over her face.


      “All right. All yours.”


      “Yay!” Her ears give one final flick, the sharpest so far.


      The demon lets out another vicious roar and kicks off with all its strength, propelling itself at us. Its sheer might and weight cause the ground to crater beneath its feet. Its mass and speed are roughly comparable to a large truck from the modern world going top speed. Any normal human rammed by that thing would stand absolutely no chance.


      And naturally, that should have been the case for petite little Garmr. Yet Garmr makes no attempt to dodge; she sticks out her tongue, relaxed—amused, even.


      The demon slams straight into her, and her body is effortlessly blown away, offering no resistance as she careens straight into the Hidden Land wall. The cloud of dust that erupts from the impact is a testament to the force behind the blow.


      “Ooowaaarh!”


      Is that a roar of victory I hear?


      The demon maintains its momentum as it sets its sights on me.


      “Hup!”


      But, with a sharp, explosive pop, its arm loses all trace of its original form.


      “Gaaahhh!” the demon cries out, either from shock or from pain.


      And there she is, hopping up and down right in front of me.


      “It’s strong, but that’s about it!” Garmr declares. “No cheap tricks!”


      “Sounds like your field of expertise.”


      “Yep!”


      As she pounces at the staggering demon, Garmr is so spotless it’s hard to believe she just took a full-on charge from her heavyweight foe. It isn’t that she merely avoided serious injury—she is completely untouched.


      “That Unbreakable Beast Body of hers is just as insane as I remember...”


      “Indeed.” Nifl nods. “Even as an ally, I find it astounding.”


      That’s Garmr’s ability: Unbreakable Beast Body—a defensive ability that nullifies anything short of immediately lethal. Essentially, if you want to beat Garmr, you need to land a mortal blow in a single blow.


      Beastkin like her already boast incredibly tough bodies. For Garmr, who’s considered exceptionally gifted even among beastkin, that ability’s just plain overkill. If I had to say, there’s no one more annoying to fight than her. I’m glad she’s an ally, from the bottom of my heart.


      “Oooaaarh!”


      “Rawr!”


      Crack... Crunch...


      With strength an utter mismatch for her cute voice, Garmr easily crushes the demon until it is no more. The unpleasant squelching lingers in my ears as she smashes it, armor and all.


      She turns to look at us, grinning her carefree grin, with no concern for the gore splattered all over her face.


      “How about that?!”


      “Thank you, Garmr. You really are reliable.”


      “Mmheh heh.”


      Nifl produces a cloth from the folds of her robe and hands it to me. Then Garmr eagerly thrusts her face at me, and I wipe her clean.


      “Right, materials... What should we do? Do we take them with us?”


      “Wouldn’t it be fine to leave them?” says Nifl. “It is just a measly demon.”


      “Got it. If you say so, Nifl.”


      “G-Garmr too! Garmr was about to say the same thing!”


      “Y-Yeah. If you agree, I guess that settles it.”


      “Eh heh heh!”


      “Hmph...”


      Garmr is practically begging for praise. I pat her on the head while averting my eyes from the resentful look Nifl is sending me.




      In a hilly region just north of the Holy Gryphil Kingdom, stationed at a relatively high altitude, is where you’ll find the Explorers’ City of Gart.


      By the way, “Explorers’ City” is more like a regional label rather than an official title, and there are plenty of other “Explorers’ Cities” across the lands. It simply means that, within Gryphil and its surrounding region, Gart serves as a fine hub for explorers.


      “Let’s do this! Who’s with me?!”


      “Yeaaah!”


      We pass a gathering of explorers brimming with bloodlust as we slip through the city gates. Inside, I’m greeted with a cityscape quite different from how I remember it. And yet, a faint bit of nostalgia pricks at my chest.


      Even with dusk so soon upon us, the streets are buzzing with life. Actually, for some reason, the whole place seems astir, or maybe restless.


      “Gart... This takes me back.”


      Back when I was first summoned, Gart was the first place I ever visited after leaving Gryphil. Seeing as I was summoned near Gryphil yet again on my second round, I can’t help but feel some kind of intent behind it.


      Sure, it could be a coincidence, but...


      “For now, let’s gather some intel,” I mutter to myself.


      Nifl and Garmr have already blended into the crowd, and once I feel their presences have grown distant, I begin moving on my own.


      The information we need is obvious enough: the identity of the group calling themselves Helheim. Their purpose, their ideology, their motives—there is no way of dealing with them without first understanding the basics.


      I can’t rule out the possibility that one of our executives is involved, but...they’d have handled it a lot more cleanly if it was one of them. And more than that, the casualty figures would be catastrophic by now. Since that’s not the case...


      “No. I can’t be certain just yet.”


      I stop myself there, shaking my head to clear the thought. No rose-tinted glasses. It’s more than likely that at least one of them’s changed in my absence.


      My preconceptions will only get in the way.


      “Purpose, actions, movements—we’ll start with those three.”


      I say it aloud to organize my thoughts and head toward a familiar place: the Explorers’ Guild, stronghold of explorers.


      Stationed all across the world, these guild halls serve as bastions for humanity. If any ordinary citizen were to stumble upon information that threatened their life, this would be the first place to report it. Then, it stands to reason that information on Helheim—the organization that’s apparently running amok—will eventually make its way here as well.


      Even if I can’t dig into the specifics, this is a good opportunity to see just how Helheim is perceived by the world at large.


      As evening rolls around, the orange glow of street lamps begins to light the cobblestone road. I have my Helheim coat tucked under one arm so as not to be conspicuous as I look up at the building looming over me.


      The Explorers’ Guild... Its exterior has changed a bit from how I remember it, but the clamor from within and the way people move in and out the doors remain the same.


      One of the double doors is left wide open, designed to welcome any and all.


      “Now then...”


      I assume the guise of a perfectly harmless civilian and scan a candlelit hall filled with the warm haze of alcohol.


      I carefully observe anyone who catches my eye and sort through the snippets of information that reach my ears. Immediately, I discount those who seem overly cautious or wanting for cash. I don’t have the funds to sway those negotiations in my favor.


      Instead, my ideal targets are the pure-looking ones; the ones who look easily swayed.


      “Hmm...”


      My eyes settle on two explorers sharing a table in the tavern area, a man and a woman. Perhaps they come from the same region, as their hair and eye color as well as the material of their equipment seem quite similar.


      Sharing a hearty drink, they look to be only a tad younger than me. That isn’t an issue, as most countries in this world allow drinking from the age of fifteen—but they’re downing it a bit too fast. They’re probably not used to this.


      The man is already quite intoxicated; at this rate, he’ll stand and be off in just a few minutes... The way the girl watches him with concern gives me a glimpse of their relationship with one another.


      “Mmm... Maybe her?”


      Their armor is fashioned from leather. As explorers, they’re still low level...somewhere around Lv2 or Lv3. Childhood friends who’ve just ventured out from the countryside, perhaps?


      I focus on the girl, watching as she fiddles with her hair. From her gestures and expressions, I spy a few cracks in her composure.


      “All right, that settles it.”


      ■


      The Explorers’ Guild was even noisier than usual, thrown into chaos following the sudden report of a demon. Several hunting parties were being put together, and information was flying left and right.


      Trying their best to keep away from all the frantic comings and goings, a young duo sat at a tavern table. They’d just been promoted to Lv3 that day.


      They were Ando and Neem, childhood friends from the same village.


      Their quiet and peaceful celebratory toast had been interrupted by the tragic news of a demon sighting. Ando had picked up the pace since he heard about it, trying to drown his anxiety in alcohol. And now, he was left clutching his mouth and feeling sick.


      “Come on, Ando. You’re drinking too much,” Neem chided him.


      “S-Sorry, I—I need to go throw up a bit...”


      “Want me to come with you?”


      “It’s fine, j-just wait here...”


      He’s still as stubborn as ever, Neem thought. Her face relaxed into a soft smile as she returned to nibbling the snacks on the table.


      But just as she’d been left alone, a young man approached her side of the table.


      “Alone, miss?”


      “No, I am here with my male companion.”


      She’d grown used to explorers hitting on her; Neem remained rigid and firm. Yet ignoring her curt rejection and the fact she refused to even look at him, the young man slid into the seat beside her.


      “Hey! I just told you—”


      “I just wanted to ask something. Is that okay?”


      She was about to drive him off, only for her eyes to stop on his face.


      Black hair—rare in the region—sharp features, and an air of maturity. His gentle smile caused her cheeks to heat up as if embarrassed by her own silence.


      “It won’t take long.”


      “Ah...uhh...” This was a man with a face so fine he could have jumped right out of her daydreams. Having come from the countryside, Neem couldn’t help but mutter, “If it’s just...a little.”


      “Thanks. That helps a lot. Truth be told, I’m new to Gart and...it seems awfully noisy here. Did something happen?”


      “Oh, that...” Neem began. She explained what she knew—about the appearance of a demon; that it had emerged from a Lv3 Hidden Land; the demon’s features, and so on. It was all shallow information she’d barely overheard.


      The young man nodded with interest, interjecting here and there. She felt encouraged to continue, adding details beyond what he had asked for.


      “The Hidden Land’s called the Battleground Cage. From what I hear, that’s where people have been going missing lately. Now, everyone’s saying it’s the demon’s fault.”


      “A Lv3 Hidden Land and an armor-clad demon... Missing people... Hmm, sounds dangerous.”


      “If you’re curious, why don’t you check the notice board? There’s a search request for the missing people,” Neem said, pointing a finger at a board covered in postings for various search requests.


      The man nodded.


      “Also,” he continued into another question. “Do you know anything about Helheim?”


      “Helheim, is it? That’s the thing that’s become the talk of the Empire lately, right?”


      “I think we’re on the same page, yeah. Anything you know about their goals or what they’ve done. Anything really. It’ll really help me out.”


      “Goals? Hmm, ah, right. I heard rumors that it’s something to do with carrying out the ambitions of the demon tribe. They’ve been kidnapping, robbing, and massacring all around the Empire. Haven’t made it here yet, but they’ll have their wanted posters hanging all over the continent at this rate.”


      There was a long pause. Then finally, the young man said with a sweet smile, “I see. Thanks for the info. You’re a lifesaver.”


      Neem’s shoulders shook, and she bashfully looked down.


      “Hey, Neem!”


      Neem jolted back up. “A-Ando?!” Ando was coming back and looking quite refreshed, but her curious response had him cocking his head. Neem turned to the young man she’d been speaking with, and a “huh?” escaped her.


      He was gone.


      Before she knew it, the young man had melted into the hustle and bustle of the guild.




      In a desolate corner of one of Gart’s back alleys—an area in decline—was a run-down house. Its door opened with a long creeeak... The sort of sound that made one think it was about to fall off its hinges.


      “Oh?”


      The men nursing their drinks inside raised their heads at the sudden intrusion. A sweet scent had mixed its way into the musty air of the old building.


      “I’m here for information,” said the intruder in gray. By the voice, she was clearly a woman. Her gaze fixed itself on a lone man, and she seated herself at his table.


      “Heh heh...”


      Those starved for female attention reacted the most. They glared resentfully at her chosen target, their ears perked up to hear what she might say next.


      And the man she called out to set down a cup that was still mostly full of alcohol.


      “How much money you got? If you don’t have coin, I can settle for a night,” he said, his crude eyes taking in the curves that were visible even through her cloak. However...


      “Huh?!” Suddenly, the woman who was supposed to be there was gone.


      “I’m here for information.”


      The next time he heard her voice, it was coming from behind him.


      The patrons of the run-down house all turned in unison to find the woman sitting at a different table as if nothing had happened.


      She was now sitting across from a man with a scar over one eye. He jumped a bit in surprise but quickly narrowed his gaze.


      “Are you paying in information, then?” He was ready to negotiate. “If not, money will do.”


      It was crucial not to misjudge her identity. She wasn’t just there to collect knowledge—she too was of a livelihood that traded in information.


      As proof, she accepted the man’s offer with a clear, unhesitant nod.


      “Information for information, with money only to substitute. You shouldn’t keep around trash who won’t understand that—it degrades the quality of the product.”


      “I’ll...keep that in mind.”


      The scarred man shuddered at the realization she had already identified him as the master of the dilapidated house. The only reason she’d approached her first target—an amateur wanting for money—was to measure the quality of his establishment.


      The only identifiable feature peeking through her cloak was a single strand of pale hair. The rest of her seemed obscured by some sort of mysterious force.


      “I request information on Helheim. The fresher, the better.”


      “Unfortunately, we don’t have anything too accurate. It’s the same everywhere you go—nothing beyond rumors. They could be connected to the commotion that’s going on right now, but that’s about it.”


      The woman didn’t weigh in. He figured she was urging him on with her silence. He reached for his cup to moisten his dry throat and—he could have sworn it had moved on its own. The cup he’d set down had changed locations in an instant.


      He was sure of it now: This woman was no ordinary information broker.


      There was a certain legend he’d heard before, of an information broker who could meddle with time. He’d never actually thought she existed.


      “I don’t need any info in return,” he said, the corners of his mouth rising. “Proof that you exist is bigger than anything I’ve got in stock.”


      The silent woman sent him a disinterested scoff.




      “Hmm-hm-hmm.”


      Having scaled the city’s outer wall, Garmr hummed a merry tune to herself. Her eyes closed, the wolf ears atop her head were twitching to and fro.


      What she was doing was sensory manipulation—temporarily halting all of her senses save for hearing. It was a special privilege of the beastkin, who still retained a good deal of their hunting instincts.


      Deprived of her sense of touch, Garmr forgot the sensation of her feet touching the ground as she floated airily on waves of sound. All she could hear were the noises of life in the city and the boisterous footsteps of busy explorers.


      “Don’t need that one,” she muttered.


      Filtering out the normal city sounds, she focused solely on the explorers’ screams and spirited voices.


      “I see, I see... Wow... Mm-hmm...”


      The events within the Hidden Land. The anomalies. The incidents. It all came in as a stream of information, striking against Garmr’s brain.


      But all she’d heard so far was intel both the Corpse King and Nifl would’ve been able to bring back as well. She clicked her tongue.


      “Garmr, come back.”


      “Huh? King?!”


      Her ears captured a distant whisper from the Corpse King.


      He must have known she would be using this method to collect information. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have given the order like this.


      “Mmheh heh.”


      This familiar sensation of being seen through so completely... Garmr couldn’t contain herself for even a second; she was already racing off to see him.


      ■


      “Phew... Missing people in a Hidden Land, and a demon appearing in that Hidden Land when it’s supposed to be Lv3. Wait, that place was Lv3 too. A coincidence? Yeah, right.”


      I slip into an alley and lean my back against the wall.


      Honestly, I’m not interested in demons or any of that nonsense. But I can’t ignore that rumor about those Helheim impersonators being involved with them.


      “How did it go?”


      “I presume we obtained roughly the same information.”


      “Same!”


      My question is answered by Nifl and Garmr, both of whom remain unseen. My eyes shift to the handful of papers I’m holding.


      “What’s that?” Garmr asks.


      “I pulled the missing persons requests for that Hidden Land where the demon showed up. Looks like the most recent incident took four people. They first started disappearing a month ago, and counting up all the victims, that’s seven people who’ve vanished in that place.”


      “That is a lot,” says Nifl. “The Hidden Land in question is Lv3. The appearance of a demon has caused it to undergo reevaluation, but it was considered relatively safe before that.”


      “Oh, but you know!” Garmr exclaims. “That Yoroi demon or whatever is probably the one Garmr beat up, right? In that case...”


      “Yes, there has definitely been some intentional intervention at play.”


      Garmr and I nod at Nifl’s guess.


      To begin with, it is incredibly rare for a demon to appear naturally. Now and then, a lesser demon can evolve by absorbing a massive number of lives—human or otherwise—but most are exterminated long before that happens.


      Not that it matters. Even taking that into account, there’s no way a demon would be skulking around a Lv3 Hidden Land. The reason is simple enough: A demon cannot survive long in Hidden Lands below Lv5.


      This has to do with the very nature of demons: They are beings that live by taking in mana, and if the supply falls short, they inevitably weaken and vanish. A Hidden Land’s level corresponds directly to mana within it; there is a limit to what a demon can do with the low mana density in the weaker lands.


      With that said...


      “That Yoroi demon was super lively when it attacked us!”


      “Indeed. The mana of seven humans would not be sufficient.”


      “Considering that the first disappearance happened a month ago, yeah. There’s no way it would’ve survived for that long.”


      A full-fledged demon surviving a whole month in a Lv3 Hidden Land? On paper, it’s impossible. That leaves just one explanation.


      “Someone was supplying that demon with mana,” says Nifl. “Is that what you’re thinking?”


      “Yeah. For now, let’s set aside why that demon came to exist in the first place. There’s just no other way to explain it. And there’s a chance that this has something to do with Helheim...probably.”


      It’s only a theory, but it checks out.


      I lift my back from the wall and lead my two followers out the gates of Gart. In my head, I picture the explorers we passed as we stepped into the city. I picture the Hidden Land they’re surely headed to, and set the same course.


      “The Battleground Cage... How about we have another look?”


      ■


      The Battleground Cage was formed from a hollow beneath an ancient battlefield. Its poorly lit earthen walls and packed, hardened ground instilled an oppressive sense of dread in the explorers as they ventured inside.


      As soon as they had heard the report on the demon, the explorers all gathered and marched together, intent on eradicating it.


      There were three Lv4 parties and four Lv3.


      A total of twenty-seven members formed a column, advancing into the depths behind Randa Cord, a Lv5 explorer.


      “This...is Yoroi?”


      As for what they found there...


      “N-No doubt about it! That’s the thing that attacked us!”


      On the verge of a breakdown was Dyte Niemann, the same man who had brought in the initial report. Before him and the other explorers lay the mangled corpse of the demon that had supposedly spawned in this Hidden Land.


      Although most of its fleshy body had been eviscerated, its most defining feature—that tough, chitinous shell—remained largely intact.


      “Is it...dead?”


      Randa nudged Yoroi’s corpse with his boot, but there was no response.


      “Did another explorer get to it first?”


      “If an explorer did it, there’s no way they woulda left all these materials lyin’ around.”


      A demon left behind materials worth a small fortune. And if not sold, they would have been forged into weapons for fighting more demons. At least, that was how explorers did it.


      “Th-Then who...?”


      “Hell if I know.”


      One by one, they spoke up, trying to piece the situation together. But all these efforts did was spread unrest, and no one came out any less confused than they’d been at the start.


      Amid all of that, Dyte’s voice rang out a little farther in.


      “Ah... Ahhh!”


      Spread out before him was a patch of dried blood. Shards of equipment and chunks of crushed flesh were grotesquely strewn across the scene. This was where the greatsword wielder had swung his blade at the demon to buy time for Dyte’s escape.


      Dyte picked up the card—the mark of an explorer—lying beside the travesty. He wiped away the clotted blood and slipped it into his pocket. The other explorers watched solemnly, then lowered their eyes.


      “I’m sorry, everyone. If possible, I want to recover the other two cards too...” Dyte muttered, choking back tears.


      The other explorers answered as cheerfully as they could.


      “Damn straight! You can’t just leave ’em here!”


      “Not just the cards! Let’s take back anything we can!”


      The group encouraged Dyte as they pressed onward, their steps lighter now that the threat of the demon was gone. Their destination was a chamber at a dead end where Dyte’s other two party members had fallen.


      From time to time, ant-like lesser demons called mushiari would appear, their many legs writhing as they rushed the explorers, but they were merely lesser demons that topped out at Lv3. They posed no threat to a coordinated formation.


      Swords were swung and spears were thrust, accompanied by less frequent flashes of fire magic.


      As a Lv3 Hidden Land, the structure was not too complex, and they reached their goal soon enough. The explorers arrived at a wide, circular chamber that led nowhere; some secured an escape route while others began inspecting the area.


      Inside, Dyte stared dumbfounded, struggling to breathe.


      “Gone...”


      The bodies of his two slain comrades were gone without a trace. There wasn’t a single drop of blood or any signs that Yoroi had devoured them.


      It was almost like someone had carried them away.


      “Wh-Why?! Why aren’t they here?!”


      “Calm down, Dyte!”


      “Are you sure this was the place? Maybe you’re misremembering.”


      The other explorers continued the search, but they failed to come up with anything resembling a clue. Nothing was adding up, but the man was clearly losing his mind. So the explorers went to comfort him. All of them joined in, and once the last explorer had fully stepped into the dead-end chamber...


      “Dyte” snapped his fingers.




      In an instant, the ground beneath them gave way. The screams of explorers echoed through the tunnels, until a roaring crash drowned them out as they touched down along with the falling earth.


      The massive hole that had opened in the Hidden Land was not particularly deep. If an explorer wanted to climb out, they could probably do so easily enough.


      The fallen explorers immediately lifted themselves up and tried to grasp what had happened. Randa raised his voice to check on everyone.


      “Hey! Is everyone okay?!”


      “We’re good here!”


      “Not a problem!”


      “All clear!”


      The party leaders shouted back as each confirmed their own group’s safety, and after everyone was accounted for the explorers scanned the space they had fallen into.


      “We’re even deeper? Never knew this land had a place like this.”


      It was much darker here than it had been above, and as they looked around, one sight caught their eyes. It was Dyte, standing tall, unbothered, as if nothing had happened.


      Randa stepped closer through the rising clouds of dust to make sure the man was all right...and stumbled over something.


      “That was a close one...” he mumbled, catching himself before he fell over. He looked down to see what had caught his leg and stopped cold.


      “Huh...?”


      Before him were three corpses.


      The first two...they likely belonged to Dyte’s missing party members. But the third one—the one Randa couldn’t look away from—their eyes were open and lifeless, their lower half crushed...


      It was Dyte.


      There was no mistaking it. Not with a man with the exact same face standing right in front of him.


      Then, who was...?


      “Hah... What a huge success!”


      The mouth of the thing that had taken Dyte’s face curled into a crooked grin.


      “Welcome, explorers. Welcome to the breeding ground of demons.”


      With arms spread wide, that thing snapped its fingers just as it had before the collapse. The darkness that filled the space began to stir.


      The explorers, frozen in fear, could muster no more than screams. An innumerable number of lesser demons emerged—an army of mushiari from every direction.


      But that wasn’t all.


      Leading the legion of mushiari were three demons.


      One carried something like a staff, one had abnormally oversized jaws, and one had greatly overdeveloped arms. Almost as if they had been trained and instilled with discipline, they stood in an orderly line.


      The thing that wore Dyte’s skin put a hand to its chest and gave the explorers a courteous bow. When it raised its head again, it was no longer Dyte at all. Its face had taken on features like those of a black leopard.


      “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I am the fifty-seventh greater demon: President Ose. To our wonderful meeting, and parting, let us raise a toast of blood.”


      Before the words had faded from the air, the horde swallowed the explorers whole.




      Greater demons—this term referred to demons possessing intelligence equal to or greater than humans. They were a vile gathering devoted to corrupting the human race, all in the service of the mighty Demon King.


      They assigned themselves their own hierarchy.


      Despite following the Demon King, the strongest greater demons were arrogant and irreverent enough to call themselves Kings as well. Below them were the Lords, then the Dukes, Marquises, and Earls.


      Starting at Earl and ending at King, an individual was stronger the higher their rank, and a King-class greater demon was a supernatural biological calamity that could only be combatted by the military might of an entire nation.


      Then there were the Presidents. Falling outside of that framework, they exhibited power not through individual might, but through their command of other demons. Though they were not particularly threatening alone, their foul intellect and unique abilities made them exceptional at hastening the downfall of man.


      “Ha ha ha ha ha... You were deceived far too easily.”


      President-class Greater Demon Ose—an individual who specialized in altering himself and other living creatures. By assuming the form of Dyte, a man he’d killed, he infiltrated the Explorers’ City and lured the explorers into the Battleground Cage.
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      It was all for the sake of expanding his forces.


      “Now, rise.”


      He reached out and touched the bodies of the explorers, now silent and lifeless. Each time he touched a new corpse, it would bulge, writhe, and twist until it took on a different shape entirely.


      And what emerged were full-on demons, leagues above the lesser mushiari.


      Every explorer who had taken part in the subjugation mission for this Hidden Land had been transformed into a demon.


      “Pfft... Ahh ha ha haaah! Acting behind their backs carried some risks, but at last! I’ve made it this far!”


      Ose burst into laughter as he danced atop a sea of blood.


      “Alas, the remains of the armor-type demon still puzzle me. It was one of my finer creations. No matter. It was simply one among many.”


      As he supplied the demons with mana, he also imbued them with order—with unity. The new demons, and all the other ones too—they all fell to their knees in reverence to Ose.


      “O Demon King...your awakening draws near! Our ambition, our salvation! Soon—”


      “Ah, looks like I’m too late.”




      Crack. A sound came from the blood at Ose’s feet.


      “Hm...?”


      His grin had been stretched so wide it seemed ready to split his face, but that slowly faded as he cocked his head curiously.


      A shadow descended with a gust of white, frigid air. Accompanied by another two figures, it made its way toward Ose.


      “I was naive. Who’da thought it’d be a greater demon.”


      Two eyes pierced through Ose from beneath a gray hood. Sensing the immense mana contained within that shadow, Ose’s lips curled upward once more.


      “O Demon King! Fortune smiles upon me tonight! This, too, must be your sublime guidance!”


      Pressing a hand to his brow, Ose twisted his body in ecstasy, then he contorted himself back and threw his arms out.


      “Come, my servants! Surely you are still hungry! Tonight is a feast! Now eat! Eat your fill!”


      The darkness writhed again like a wave. A massive army descended upon the three figures, clustered so dense it was like the walls were closing in without even room for air to escape. It was a scramble as each demon rushed to be the first to draw blood. The ones in the front would be trampled and overtaken by those behind them, layer upon layer of chaos, causing the wave to rise higher and higher until it made a new ceiling.


      “Ha ha ha ha haaa! How can humans be so foolish? Capture a single one, and they gather like insects. It really is simple!”


      “Jack Frost.”


      A wave of cold burst outward from the central shadow’s feet. And with every demon it touched it seemed to gain speed.


      Stillness.


      The dome of ants had been turned into a dome of ice in the blink of an eye, and the chill raced for Ose from there.


      “Hmph.”


      The greater demon gave an irksome wave of his hand, and the cold completely dissipated. He rolled his neck as though it were less than a minor annoyance.


      “How troublesome. It seems ice magic is a bad matchup for the lesser demons. Very well.”


      Ose gave a signal with his hand, prompting the regular demons that had remained still to that point to take action.


      The air was filled with a chorus of roars as a faint black haze wrapped itself around the demons’ bodies.


      “If I simply raise their magic resistance, your ice spells pose no threat at all.”


      Unlike the lesser ones, these demons did not flinch at the cold. They took their battle stances, unfazed, waiting for Ose’s command.


      “Perhaps you have gotten a big head after slaughtering nothing but lowly lesser demons, but these are my special creations. Ose’s own handiwork.”


      It wasn’t just the demons either.


      The ice imprisoning the lesser demons began to crackle as fissures gradually spread across it. The eyes and legs of the ants within the ice were all fixed upon a single target; they were ready to engulf the shadows the moment they were freed.


      “Unfortunately for you, I am a greater demon. Those who serve me stand head and shoulders above the rabble you are used to. In short, this is the end.”


      Ose lowered his hand.


      The air shook under the thunderous crash as the prison of ice shattered, releasing a flood of ants. The former explorer demons roared and rushed at the shadows.


      “It was a pleasure meeting you. Kindly end your existence as food.”


      “Garmr.”


      “Awooooo!”


      Ants burst in midair, falling as a rain of blood and bits.


      Blood spouted from Ose’s ears while the former explorers stumbled back, their outer shells dotted with fresh wounds.


      “Good job.”


      “Eheh heh! I got praised!”


      Ose could not even wonder at this incomprehensible phenomenon before the shadows’ carefree voices rang through the cave. The central shadow patted the head of one of its followers before reaching a hand toward the other.


      “No holding back, Nifl.”


      “Yes sir. Goetia Number...”


      “Ahh, I think it was...sixty-four?”


      After that baffling exchange, the woman among them split open her own stomach. Yet what lay within was not red, but pitch-black.


      Ose—seized by impatience—poured mana into his demons, but time was needed to heal their wounds. They would need time before they could move.


      “Go ahead.”


      “C’mon, you take it out, Nifl.”


      “Go ahead.”


      “I’m saying—”


      “Go ahead.”


      “Argh, fine. Fine!” the man shouted, then plunged his hand into the woman’s belly.


      “Hah... Hah...” the woman panted, clearly aroused by the act. And with a slurp, the man pulled his hand free...clutching a sword clad in roaring flames.


      “Yep, you can’t go wrong with fire. Especially when you’re dealing with bugs.”


      As he took a stance with the heavy-looking sword, the male shadow’s form began to waver like a mirage from the sheer heat it gave off. And it wasn’t just heat. Ose felt something else from the sword—the presence of his own kind.


      “Come to think of it, this one had a leopard face just like yours.”


      The demon knew one other who fit that description.


      “No. 64: Sword of Flauros. I have a good smith working under me, see. You’re pretty much gonna be killed by one of your kind, so, y’know, no complaints, right?” the man said before lightly adding, “Well, I have a few questions, so I won’t kill you right away.”


      He stretched out.


      “Stand back, both of you... If it looks bad, I’ll be counting on you for support.”


      “Yes sir.”


      Merely by holding that sword, he melted the frigid scene he’d personally created. The man took a step toward Ose and flipped back his hood.


      “You’re a President, right? You’re acting real cocky for being the weakest class of greater demon. Besides, preparing an army this big and all—you’re the food here, Mr. President.”




      Wrapped in a shimmering haze of heat, the Corpse King dragged his sword behind him. And Nifl and Garmr silently watched his back.


      Stand back. That was the order.


      “Mmm... Garmr wants to be useful.” Garmr whispered.


      Nifl gently stroked her hair and wolf ears, but her eyes were fixed on the battlefield. She had to burn what was about to happen into her memory. “The Corpse King is attempting to regain his power. All we can do is bear witness.”


      What the Corpse King needed to regain that strength was corpses. Only by piling them up could he climb to greater heights.


      We cannot steal that opportunity from him, Nifl told herself.


      But at the same time, she knew that the Corpse King was not omnipotent. If his life were ever truly in danger, he would rely on them.


      They followed the Corpse King and supported him. And in turn, the Corpse King depended on them and saved them.


      This mutual reliance was the true, original form of the organization known as Helheim.


      Only because there was trust could the Corpse King show his back and move ahead without fear.


      “His essence has not changed...” Nifl whispered. Not as a vassal, but as someone who had known him long ago.


      ■


      It’s been so long. The one-handed sword radiates heat that scorches the air and burns everything apart from me.


      I have no actual understanding of swordsmanship. So, I start with a brute-force approach.


      “Flauros.”


      The sword roars as I call its name, and its flames burn ever stronger. The intense heat sealed within the blade takes form, transforming every last drop of mana I pour into it into an ever-growing blaze.


      I brace my feet and hold the heavy blade level to the ground. I take a single swing.


      “Hraaah!”


      I swing with all my might, unleashing an inferno that swallows up the front ranks of the swarming mushiari with an ear-rending roar.


      “Khh! Khh...!”


      Death cries ring out over the hiss of vaporization. Black smoke billows from the surviving bugs as they flail their many legs in vain. Even the materials they leave behind are burned, melted, and scorched. In the end, all that’s left are the numerous carbonized remains.




      Abilities:


      【Blessing of Death】Total: 1842


      1. Authority unlocked based on the total number of lives taken (742/2000)


      Authorities:


      Lv1 Numb Pain (100/100)


      Lv2 Conquer Fear (1000/1000)




      The fire alone took out over three hundred of them, yet the mushiari show no signs of fear. They advance to swarm me, driven on by instinct.


      Another one thousand three hundred until my next authority.


      “Y-You bluff! Flauros? There is no way a Duke-class greater demon would fall to a mere human! March on, my servants!” As the lingering heat scorches him, Ose waves his hand. The panic on his face is palpable, but still he spews arrogance and defiantly lets his mana loose.


      Mushiari pour endlessly from the depths of the Battleground Cage, completely engulfing the battlefield. But to me, this is nothing more than the finest banquet.


      “It must be rough having such a frail main body, Mr. President!”


      I drive the sword into the ground and pour my mana into it, and the flames tunnel through the earth. The ground fractures; white, fiery light spills from the fissures, illuminating the cave. Pillars upon pillars of flame erupt from beneath the swarming mushiari, incinerating ant after ant.


      Ose shuffles back, still unaware that he is the one feeding the flames.


      Burn. Kill. Scorch. Kill. Melt. Kill.


      Kill. Kill! Kill!


      Each time I look upon the heaps of charred, foul-smelling corpses, the feeling grows stronger.


      A handful of the standard demons find their outer shells melting away. The heat of the burning pillars leaves them immobile, unable to do anything save for shielding Ose with their bodies.


      Around a thousand to go.


      My breathing naturally falls into disarray as the sword greedily saps my mana.


      Ose watches me with a stiff smile.


      “O-Oh my... What’s this? Are you winded already? Your mana must be running low by now.”


      “Just shut up!”


      In one motion, I rip the sword from the ground and take a horizontal sweep at the mushiari army.


      Six hundred left.


      “Ahh ha ha! You’ll never reach me if you waste all your strength on the lesser demons.”


      Ose magnanimously attempts to rile me up, his composure returning. But the one being cornered here is you.


      “Hey now, Mr. President. This is getting too easy. You sure you’re not running low on ants?”


      It’s still a number great enough to call an army—but they’re definitely losing some steam. If I have to guess, I’ve burned through the reserves. The ants I can see are the only ones left.


      I hide my labored breath, dragging the sword along as I dive straight into the swarm. The ones that pounce on me, I smash with a swing; the flames unleashed drag many more along with them.


      Just four hundred more.


      “This seems like more than enough to kill you, wouldn’t you say? I am very much looking forward to making a servant out of you!”


      Ose poses triumphantly, having completely forgotten that I hadn’t come alone. Nifl and Garmr move to rush in at the word “servant,” but I stop them with a sharp look.


      True, I only have a sliver of mana left. It’s not just this sword; any weapon forged from a greater demon eats up mana like crazy. I didn’t have to worry about it back when I was at my peak, but man, the gap between then and now is insane.


      Still, my certainty in my victory remains unchanged.


      The mountain of corpses lining my path feels almost comforting. Memories surface—memories of a time when my mind was filled with nothing but thoughts of killing the Demon King. The faces of my classmates come back to me.


      Each life I take makes me remember.


      I feel no fear or pain. I stopped feeling those a while back.


      Staring point-blank at the mushiari biting into my arms and legs, I wrap my body in fire and incinerate them.


      “Oooaaahhh!”


      A guttural roar rises from my throat. I pour every last bit of mana left in my body into the sword and release it.


      The army of ants is overtaken by unbearable heat. The mushiari that blocked my path are turned to charcoal, crumbling to free the way forward.


      There are no lesser demons left.


      Only one more to go.


      “Hah... Hah...” I pant.


      The demon closest to the inferno falls to its knees. Its outer shell failed to heal in time, leaving its brittle flesh exposed.


      With barely enough mana to keep the sword alight, the tip of the blade scratches against the ground as I teeter forward. I stop before the demon and hold the blade aloft.


      “So you burned through my whole army... I suppose I’ll have to start again from scratch... Kill him.”


      The other demons had shielded Ose from the flames. A number of them react to his command and charge toward me. But those earthshaking steps and murderous presences do not deter. My sights are set on the weakened one before my eyes.


      This demon is presumably all that remains of one of the missing explorers. Even so, I do not hesitate to kill it.


      The old me—a vestige of the man who called himself the Corpse King—wails from within.


      Using your life...I will take vengeance for you.


      The sword pierces the demon. It breaches flesh far softer than the outer shell would have suggested and causes a spurt of blood to shoot back at me.


      Then I give the blade a twist.


      Authority unleashed.




      Abilities:


      【Blessing of Death】Total: 3100


      1. Authority unlocked based on the total number of lives taken (0/3000)


      Authorities:


      Lv1 Numb Pain (100/100)


      Lv2 Conquer Fear (1000/1000)


      Lv3 Trail of Corpses (2000/2000)




      Trail of Corpses—an incredibly simple authority, and one indispensable to the Corpse King. All of my physical abilities are amplified in proportion to the total number of lives taken.


      Simple.


      “Your futile struggle was most admirable. As my servant, I’ll be sure to work you to the bone.”


      Ose gives a bow, and one of his demons closes in.


      Right next to me, a demon with grotesquely oversized arms roars and swings one of them overhead at me. Even before its fist reaches me—before it crushes me—I can hear the air howling; feel it giving way as it’s shoved aside.


      CLANG!


      I snap the blade upward, knocking the arm away.


      There is a pause. “Excuse me?” Ose’s baffled, farcical voice carries far too clearly down here.


      I am completely out of mana—surely that’s what he’s thinking—and to be fair, he is completely right. But that wasn’t anything magical. It was just raw, unbridled strength.


      The demon stumbles back to steady itself, and I close the distance in a step. I shove my fingers into the gaps of its armor and pry it open, thrust the blade in, and slide it along the demon’s body as if tracing its form before pulling the sword free.


      “Gyaaaaaahhh!”


      The demon cries out in agony, flailing its arms wildly to tear me away. But attacks without finesse are too easily avoided. Its arms are still lethal to me. I parry, I slip past, I dodge by a hair. Thanks to my Conquer Fear authority, the thought of dying never slows my feet.


      In the span of a few moments, I have dealt wounds that can never be undone—thrusting, carving, tearing. My strengthened body is primed to follow every motion I can imagine as soon as it enters my mind.


      “Woaaah!” Another demon lets out a brave battle cry and rushes to crunch me in its overdeveloped jaws and swallow me whole.


      “Hm!”


      I spin around and unleash a horizontal slash at its gnashing teeth. The impact shatters its jaw to pieces, blood erupting as the force ripples through its body.


      “Wha... What just...?”


      I barely catch the result in the corner of my eye as I continue to dodge and cut down the remaining demons.


      “Why... Why, why, why, why, why?!”


      Ose claws at his head in panic, clearly uneasy at the sight of his living shields being overwhelmed one by one. They’re struck down, pierced, or kicked up and have their skull crushed in midair.


      When the demons whose physical might he was so proud of are gone, all that remains is Ose, scrambling for a way out.


      There is no place to run. Ose had made sure of it himself when he designed the place. He wasn’t one to let his prey get away.


      “Too bad. Looks like this wasn’t a cage for the humans. It was for you.”


      “Don’t... Don’t come any closer—gah—ngyaaah!”


      I sever a leg.


      As Ose collapses to the ground and screams in pain, I shove the sword into his mouth to silence him.


      “Quit yelling, would ya? I’m not good with screaming for personal reasons. So let’s keep it quiet, okay?”


      “Mgh... Urrgh...”


      I peer deep into his eyes and ask as calmly as I can. “Do you know the name Helheim?”


      “Mhh?! Mm!”


      “Oh? You do?”


      Ose nods desperately, the blade still hanging ominously in his mouth. Before asking my next question, I slice off the hand he’d been inching toward me.


      “Mm?! Ghh!”


      “More funny business? When I’ve got you like this? So, anyway. Do you actually know anything about Helheim?”


      “Mm... Mh...”


      Ose shakes his head.


      I glance at Garmr for a moment, and she returns a firm nod. Using the shift in heartbeat that ordinary humans could never hope to hear, Garmr can act as a living lie detector. According to her, he’s not lying.


      “So you really don’t know, huh... What a waste of time... No, wait, maybe you weren’t told because you’re only a low-ranking peon...?”


      “Y-You bastard!”


      Being called a peon must have struck a nerve. Ose’s eyes fly wide open as he screams. Even as the sides of his mouth are torn open by the blade, his words spill out like a death rattle.


      “E-Even if you kill me...nothing will change! You humans will all be powerless once the Demon King revives.”


      “Huh? What? He’s coming back again?”


      “Huh...?”


      “It tracks. So that’s what those fake Helheimers are after...”


      “Wh-What are you...”


      “Aight, I heard what I wanted to hear. Thanks for your service, Mr. President. Goodbye.”


      “Gwak...”


      I drive the blade through his mouth and out his skull to finish him off.


      The power drains from his body. Then his flesh and clothing—all of it loses its shape and melts away into the ground of the Hidden Land. All that is left is a crystalline object so black it doesn’t reflect any light.


      The materials of a greater demon can be sold for a fortune...but you get better mileage out of them if you turn them into weapons.


      I scoop it up and turn to see Garmr wagging up a storm with her tail and Nifl breathing harder than I’m comfortable with.


      “King! King! You were super cool!”


      “Ahh, that was truly the noble form of the Corpse King himself! Of he who lives side by side with death...!”


      Yeah, Nifl has a bit of cultish obsession... It’s a little off-putting, but I can’t really complain. That one’s on past me.


      I pull the hood back over my head. It’s scorched and even more tattered than before.


      “All right, let’s head back,” I say, turning on my heels. “We’ve got more info to work with.”


      And with that, I try to leave, but the other two aren’t moving at all. When I look back, their eyes are filled with heated expectations. In those sparkling eyes, I see it written loud and clear.


      They want me to do...that. Honestly, these girls... This is the worst. But it looks like neither of them are gonna budge...


      I hide my face as the blood rushes to my cheeks. Then, begrudgingly, I mutter, “H-Helheim...return...”


      “Yes sir!”




      “Hold it right there!” a woman shouts while descending the side of the pit.


      She stands gallant and imposing after she lands, black hair bundled tight, and points a slender sword that suits her delicate build straight at me, locking on with sharp eyes.


      “I heard you. I definitely heard you. You just said Helheim, didn’t you?”


      Aw maaan. Talk about bad timing! She heard?! She heard that just now?! Aaahhh, my life just got harder. Again. I think humans really can die of shame...


      “I came running as soon as I heard about the incident, and it looks like I hit the jackpot. By the authority vested in me as a Lv8 Explorer, I’m taking you into imperial custody.”


      I let out a slight breath of admiration at that one.


      Lv8 was a rank only granted to those deemed capable of locking blades with greater demons. In other words, it is proof that one has transcended the limits of human ability.


      “Artel Nanoire,” she declares. “Remember that name. That is the name of the hero who’s going to capture you Helheim cretins!”


      I can feel myself breaking into a terrible sweat—half from panic, half from embarrassment.


      You’re not wrong, but...but...you’re also very, very wrong...


      ■


      Lv8 Explorer Artel Nanoire was a prodigy. Born into an incredibly average, ordinary family of commoners, it only took ten years for her to bloom. In no time at all, she rose through the ranks and was bestowed the name of Black Valor—a color epithet which served as proof that she was one of the very best in the business.


      The Fortem Empire, victor of the Great World War once sparked by the discovery of resources in the Hidden Lands, was a land with prosperity that showed no sign of waning. It was widely regarded as the greatest powerhouse in the world even in the modern day.


      Several centuries had gone by since the rise of demons had forced a tentative end to the wars between humans, and in that time, Fortem had also come to be known as a nation of explorers.


      The countless feats Artel pulled off as she grew up in such a country meant that she would often find herself summoned to the imperial palace, even from a young age. She enjoyed deep trust from the imperial family and knew many of its members personally.


      Then one day, the empire was plunged into chaos.


      The twins she had known from childhood—fifth prince and seventh princess of the empire—were abducted. Taken by a mysterious group calling itself Helheim.


      The empire mobilized all manner of explorer and knight, launching a desperate manhunt for this so-called Helheim. Yet while the mysterious group grew in notoriety, their true nature remained as elusive as a cloud. A full month passed with no results.


      It was around that time that a new report reached the Fortem Empire: A strange account of the distant Gryphil Greatwood being frozen solid overnight.


      Intel suggested that the phenomenon had been caused by a group claiming to be Helheim wielding forbidden magic. Not about to let a potential lead slip by, the emperor of Fortem ordered Artel’s party, the Valiant Spear, to investigate.


      Of course, Artel would have gone anyway. She was close friends with the twins; especially the princess, who was like a sister to her. Receiving her order with grace, she marched her party onto the soil of the Holy Gryphil Kingdom.


      In a town called Gart that she happened to stop by along the way, she caught wind of a ruckus.


      “A demon... In a Lv3 Hidden Land?”


      “Y-Yeah! The hunting team should be in there right now!”


      “Hmm...”


      “What do you think, milady?”


      The large man asking, stroking his unshaven stubble, was Ted, a Lv6 explorer and the heavily armored tank of Valiant Spear.


      “It’s impossible,” Artel replied.


      “I agree,” the party’s healer, Amira, concurred while adjusting her glasses. Her eyes were fixed on the missing persons requests plastered all over the board. “From what I’ve heard, the first disappearance occurred one month ago. It would be impossible for a demon to survive for that long. Not naturally, at least.”


      Her words got a nod from their wizard, Tagur.


      “An incident so close to the Gryphil Greatwood,” he mused. “It would be stranger not to suspect a connection.”


      “It’s settled, then. Valiant Spear, we’re heading to that Hidden Land!”


      Gart’s Explorers’ Guild filled with cheers at those words.


      If it was a misunderstanding, all the better. And if not, then maybe—just maybe—she could save her dear friends. There was no reason not to go.


      “Wait for me, both of you,” Artel muttered as she took off.


      Before long, she had made it to the Hidden Land’s depths. What greeted her at the end of the passage gave her momentary pause.


      “The ground collapsed...?”


      She left her other members to keep watch and turned her feet to the traces. Her nose wrinkled at the burning stench and thick smoke that rose from below.


      “Why is it so hooot...” she grumbled.


      Even though Artel had dressed light for mobility, she found a sheen of sweat forming on her pale skin. It almost felt like she was peering into the mouth of a volcano.


      All she could see below were the petering embers. The mountains of soot seemed to be the source of the smell.


      She narrowed her eyes in doubt and was about to call for her comrades when—


      “—”


      A human voice. She couldn’t make out what it was saying.


      Artel strained her ears.


      “Helheim...return.”




      “Hold it right there!”


      The moment she heard that, Artel leaped into the underground space below. She turned her slender blade on a shadowy figure, a sharp glint in her eyes.


      Standing tall and imposing, she spoke. “I heard you. I definitely heard you. You just said Helheim, didn’t you?”


      She hadn’t misheard.


      The way the figure jumped with a start, grasping at thin air in a panic. The way he wobbled back and forth made it painfully clear she’d caught him red-handed.


      “I came running as soon as I heard about the incident, and it looks like I hit the jackpot. By the authority vested in me as a Lv8 Explorer, I’m taking you into imperial custody. Artel Nanoire... Remember that name. That is the name of the hero who’s going to capture you Helheim cretins!”


      Her guard was high as could be as she stared the man down. Beside him, two others stood slightly behind, watching warily.


      “Milady! What’s wrong?!”


      There was a heavy thud as Ted dropped down into the underground chamber. Soon, Amira and Tagur had joined him.


      “It’s Helheim. They’re going around announcing it themselves like idiots.”


      “I-Idiots...” the hooded man stammered, as if in shock. He hung his head and awkwardly scraped at the ground with a sword clad in weak, flickering flame.


      “Well, yeah, it was stupid, but... I thought it was cool at the time, y’know. And it’s not like I think it’s suddenly become uncool—just that I’m older now; gained this thing called shame. Like, I’ve got to look reality in the eye. I still think it ain’t bad, but... Yeah, it’s not the sorta thing you say in public...”


      Each time the man so much as shifted, the Valiant Spear adjusted their battle formation accordingly. Was he trying to lower their guard? Provoke an attack, perhaps?


      The man continued his nonsensical rambling, his suspicious behavior—then suddenly glanced down at the sword in his hand. Slowly, his gaze swept over their surroundings.


      “Ah, no, wait, it’s not what it looks like!”


      “...?”


      For the first time, Artel took a good look at where she was. In an instant, the blood drained from her face.


      The explorer cards scattered across the ground. Charred bodies that still bore the unmistakable vestiges of what had once been human form. A site where the embers were still faintly smoldering.


      And a man wielding a flaming sword.


      Her party members reached the same conclusion as well. The hunting team dispatched to deal with the demon had been completely annihilated. And this man was the perpetrator of their slaughter.


      “Helheim... You’re beyond redemption.” Without waiting for another word, Artel began to weave her mana. “Dark Veil.”


      Her party members immediately averted their eyes.


      Deprivation magic—a rather rare branch of magic with very few users, it was so difficult to control that bringing it to practical use was simply considered unrealistic. Artel had mastered it. It was the very magic that had earned her the epithet of Black Valor.


      Its effects were simple, yet peerless. Deprivation magic stripped away the five senses. She could exert influence on a designated target just by transmitting mana through the air. Among all its applications, Artel was particularly adept at manipulating the sense of sight.


      Those who faced her all said the same thing afterward.


      “Black... That’s all I remember.”


      Her gallant form, followed by all-consuming emptiness, became her fearsome legend. Thus, Black Valor.


      Naturally, Artel had focused her magic on the hooded man with the sword. The instant she confirmed her mana had reached in, she stepped forward, closing the distance in a heartbeat. She exhaled sharply and thrust her slender blade at his leg. She didn’t intend to kill, after all—only capture. And that meant taking his mobility first.


      “N-No, seriously, it’s not like that!” the man stammered frantically as he casually parried her thrust.


      “What?”


      “Is he for real?”


      It didn’t work. From the rest of her party came voices thick with disbelief. But paying them no mind, the man launched into what could only be a bad excuse.


      “There was a greater demon here and—” What followed was overridden by a sudden, thunderous roar that exploded through the Hidden Land. The sound came with a horrible tremor that shook the whole cave system.


      And it didn’t die down. The man’s mouth was still moving, yet that terrible din continued to prevent his desperate plea from reaching their ears.


      Covering their ears, the members of the Valiant Spear exchanged looks. Only by shouting right next to each other could they barely manage to communicate.


      “Milady! What the hell is this?!”


      “How am I supposed to know?!”


      The remaining two members shook their heads, making clear that they were just as lost.


      Gradually, the sound and the shaking died down, and when they finally lowered their hands from their ears, a new sound had replaced it. It was almost like a colossal bird was flapping its wings.


      No. This was a noise Artel recognized—the sound of a dragon’s wings.


      “...ng...”


      A voice was coming from above and quickly approaching.


      The voice she recognized as well, and Artel quickly put the pieces together.


      That thunderous roar had been the sound of the Hidden Land’s upper layers being destroyed.


      And there was only one person—no, one being capable of such a feat.


      “My kiiiiing!”


      That being landed in the cave with a deafening crash, and the entire chamber was covered in a veil of dust. Not a moment later, the gale it produced blew the dust aside, revealing its form to Artel.


      It was a person with hair as black as night and dark bronze skin. However, the pair of black horns atop her head served as proof that this being was not human.


      She bared her beautiful body with little restraint, only a single piece of cloth against her bare skin as she triumphantly declared, “Your Nidhöggr has arrived!”


      A living legend, and the greatest deterrent against all demonkind, appeared.


      She had taken on numerous names and titles over the years, but the most famous of all was Guardian Dragon of the Fortem Empire. Her very existence was undeniably a major reason the empire reigned supreme.


      And of course, as an explorer of the empire, Artel knew her well. Any explorer who reached Lv8 or higher would—at least once—be summoned to stand before her by imperial decree. But among all of them, Artel had met her more than most and had gotten to be on rather good terms with her.


      Nidhöggr, the dragon.


      She was the absolute strongest being imaginable, so great that even Lv10 explorers could not discern any prospects of victory against her.


      “Nidhöggr... You...!”


      It wasn’t just Artel. All the members of the Valiant Spear were left staring, mouths agape.


      “Hm?” Nidhöggr reacted to her voice, shifting her gaze to Artel. “Oh! If it isn’t Artel the Black Valor! What are you doing here?”


      “I-I should be asking you that!”


      The destruction of a Hidden Land—depending on the circumstances—was a grave crime, tantamount to treason against the country that controlled it. Of course, that only mattered if there was actually anyone foolish enough to lecture a dragon on law.


      Just like Artel, the members of the Valiant Spear felt that their minds had stopped functioning at the sheer magnitude of this development. But they had begun to regain their composure; they contained their surging heart rates and even found it in themselves to smile.


      “H-Hey, now. Who’da guessed we’d have the Guardian Dragon as our backup?”


      “That must be just how serious His Majesty is about eliminating Helheim.”


      “Still, that entrance was a bit much.”


      “No kidding. I thought my heart was gonna stop.”


      Watching her party members break into wry smiles, Artel shrugged. The tension was gone, along with her do-or-die resolve. The Guardian Dragon versus a handful of humans? It would not even be a fight.


      Artel sent a sympathetic look to the three members of Helheim.


      “Hah,” she sighed. “Just surrender. You get it, right? You can’t beat this one.”


      She pointed at Nidhöggr and wearily lowered her sword.


      “I’m serious. If you don’t surrender, she’s just going to kill you. We need info, so please, make it easy for us.”


      “It’s for your own good,” Ted followed up. “Decide quick.”


      Not that they needed to spell any of it out. There was no option left for them save for surrender. After all, their lives would be over the moment they resisted.


      Nidhöggr cocked her head curiously. “Hm? What are you talking about?” Her clear lack of understanding had the members of the Valiant Spear ease up a bit more.


      “Nidhöggr, these guys are Helheim. I’m guessing you’re here on the emperor’s request, right?”


      “Or it’s one of those ‘I don’t really get it, but I’m bored so here I am’ sorts of things? More of the usual?”


      “Huh?”


      The more they spoke, the more Nidhöggr’s confusion seemed to grow. It was like they were speaking a language she didn’t understand.


      Growing impatient, Artel pointed her rapier at Helheim and shouted, “C’mon now! You’re here to crush Helheim on the emperor’s request! And these guys are Helheim! You get it, right?! You might have to kill them, so get ready! You got that?!”


      She punctuated with a swing of her rapier, her eyes fixed on the hooded man.


      “You saw that, right?” she said to him. “This girl’s really strong, and really stupid, so she won’t think twice about killing you. Better to surr—”


      “Hey, hey.”


      “What is it this time?!”


      Nidhöggr shot her a look of sheer bewilderment and answered, “Why would I ever crush my own king?”


      “Wha...?”


      “I don’t know anything about the emperor. He has been noisy lately, but I have been so busy. I ignored him.”


      “W-Wait, hold on! What are you saying...”


      “I was busy looking for someone! But now, I’ve fiiinally found him!”


      Nidhöggr beamed with a smile more triumphant than any Artel had seen since they first met. Her face radiated pride, honor, conceit...and Artel could tell that none of those emotions were directed at her.


      It was at that point that the Helheim man timidly opened his mouth.


      “Um... Nidh. Could you keep it at that...”


      Nidhöggr nodded excitedly. “Oh, that’s right! That’s right! I understand, my king!”


      “I understand perfectly,” her face seemed to say. She proceeded to drop to her knee in front of the man, gesturing to him with a hand.


      “Hmph,” she snorted proudly, then spun to face the Valiant Spear.


      A dragon had just knelt before a human, like a loyal retainer introducing her lord.


      “Wait, no! Nidh, that’s not—”


      “This noble being! The one you see before you is none other than the King of our glorious Helheim, and King of the World! The one and only Corpse King Hel!”


      “Seriously, stop it you idiot! Nngaaah!”


      Nidhöggr’s face reddened with joy as she made her declaration. Before explorers at a loss for words, the King of the World (lol) wailed in lament.


      ■


      This is the worst. The absolute worst! This stupid dragon, she’s really gone and done it!


      “Nidh... You little...”


      “Mhehe... King, it is time for your name to thunder across the world! The time to lay low is long beh—”


      Yoink.


      “Hwah?”


      She remained on her knees as she turned back to me. And I’d just grabbed her by the horn. I bring my face close and whisper, “Did you forget in all the time we’ve been apart? Did you, Nidh?”


      “M-My king, you’re t-too close! It does make me happy, but in front of all these people, you’re being so very...bold...”


      “You really haven’t changed one bit!”


      “Ah, ah, wait, d-don’t shake! My horn is not a handle!”


      I pull her up by the horn and shake her head back and forth, and Nidh—Nidhöggr—simply lets it happen. She only offers mild protest.


      She’s always been like this.


      Nidhöggr the Unwanting.


      Brawler of Helheim’s Eight Precepts, free-spirited, arrogant, and shameless. The fact she rarely gave any thought to her actions had always caused a lot of trouble for us. I was just about the only person who could control her, meaning I often got the short end of the stick.


      Then again, I was the one who brought her into Helheim, so I can’t really complain...


      No, still. This is one thing I won’t overlook. In all likelihood, this woman has absolutely no idea how Helheim is perceived by the world at large...


      “Nidh. I told you clearly, didn’t I? An executive...?”


      “D-Does not divulge their name.”


      “And the organization’s name is...?”


      “C-Classified...”


      “So, that whole thing. What did you just say?”


      “I-It’s not what it looks like, my king! I just—”


      Just as Nidh is about to offer a rebuttal, Nifl, who’s remained in the background to this point, lets out a mocking “hah.”


      One syllable. It was enough to make Nidh shut her mouth and glare.


      “Useless dragon. You’re always like this—a cancer to the organization with no merit outside of combat.”


      “You were here, self-proclaimed right hand? Take stalking far enough, and I guess it becomes a talent.”


      “Silence.”


      “Speak for yourself, Cow Tits.”


      “I don’t want to hear it from you, Useless Flab.”


      “Your delusions of being the favored mistress have gone far enough.”


      “Hah?”


      “Hoh.”


      They’re as hostile as ever, these two... Even Garmr’s looking fed up from the depths of her hood. This is no good—I need to set them straight.
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      “Stop. Both of you. We can discuss this after we get back.”


      “Yes sir.”


      “Understood.”


      They reply in perfect unison before going completely quiet.


      The explorers who’d watched the whole exchange are still staring, gaping in disbelief. Just looking at them’s making my stomach churn.


      They just...heard about me calling myself the Corpse King. Ah, crap. I’m dying. I’m gonna die right here, right now. I can feel it. This floaty, lightheaded nausea—the sweat I’m feeling on my back—it’s all the same as when my little sister found the notebook where I’d put all my cringe fantasy lore scribblings.


      And yet, part of me remains strangely calm. I analyze the situation.


      Helheim: exposed. Corpse King: exposed. The people in front of me are explorers, and those explorers called Nidh the Guardian Dragon. On top of that, it sounds like they’re hunting down Helheim...


      If I go full-bore telling them all about real Helheims and fake ones, will they believe me? Say they do; I’ll most likely be placed under imperial protection. I can see where that route’s headed.


      It’s...not exactly what I want. I mean, it’ll be a huge pain, and it won’t be any different from when I got summoned as a hero. I’ve had enough of being used.


      I pull the hood deeper over my face and hand my sword off to Nifl.


      As she stows it back in her belly, the explorers begin moving again. It’s as if they’ve only now remembered that time still ticks forward.


      “S-Stop! You’re all—”


      “Silence.”


      All obey. I have to act it out: the past me. The Corpse King.


      I’ll just use this situation to my advantage. It’s actually convenient for me.


      “My name is Corpse King: King of the true Helheim.”


      The black-haired explorer lets out an airheaded grunt. “Wah?”


      Ignoring her, I extend my arm to the side, and immediately, Nifl, Garmr, and Nidh are kneeling behind me.


      “To all the festering filth of the world using the name Helheim—our name—in vain. To all the counterfeits steeped in deceit. From this moment onward, you shall be purged.”


      I spew whatever random nonsense comes to mind, brute forcing my way to a resolution. I’m painfully aware that I’m treading the same tracks as before. But I’m not smart enough for subtle scheming. Ignoring the itchiness spreading all across my body, I continue.


      “Explorers of the empire...of Fortem. You will convey my name to your emperor. You will speak of the false Helheim. Should you divulge this to anyone else, I shall prepare appropriate retribution. I trust you will make a wise decision.”


      “H-Hold on!”


      “Undeluded.”


      “Sir.”


      At my call, Nifl invokes her magic. The sights around us bend and twist before bursting in a flash of light.


      Time-Space magic, Lv8: Teleport. It is a rare type of magic with few users—just like the one the explorer used. Hopefully, this will prove our strength to her.


      Leaving the explorers behind, Nifl’s magic deposits us in a land shrouded in mist.


      There, we are greeted by a large, familiar manor: Helheim’s base, Eljudnir.


      “Ahhh... Now I’ve done it.” Now that I can finally relax, I’m forced to reflect on what I’d just done. “I just had to go and say it myself. What am I doing?”


      But now that I’ve said it, regret is meaningless. You can’t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs. Besides...


      “Corpse King, that was a splendid declaration.”


      “King! King! You did it, King!”


      “Mhehe, the world will know of my king!”


      When I see these girls rejoicing like idiots, I can’t help but think it’s not all that bad. That’s just the feeling I get...perhaps.


      Maybe it’s time to do away with the whole “secret” part of the secret society.


      But, that aside.


      “Nidh. It’s punishment time.”


      “Huh? Ah! Wait, my king! I just thought my king was someone who deserved the world to—”


      “Sit.”


      “As... As you command...”


      ■


      The true Helheim. The impostors. The betrayal of the Guardian Dragon. The Corpse King.


      Overwhelmed by a flood of information, the Valiant Spear had yet to move a step from where they were. They had yet to say a word.


      But among them, it was Artel who ultimately stirred.


      “We’re returning to the Empire. We need to tell the emperor.”


      “M-Milady! Those guys are one thing, but what are we going to do about the Gryphil Greatwood?!”


      Artel jabbed her foot at the unusually moist ground. Her eyes narrowed at the faint trace of mana it gave off.


      A flaming sword, yet an awfully damp space. The entire area was filled with signs that it had been frozen, then thawed. Judging from all the traces of melted ice, it was safe to presume he was the same individual who’d frozen the Gryphil Greatwood.


      “Corpse King... I’ll remember that.”


      Were his words true or false? It hardly mattered.


      The false Helheim the Corpse King spoke of, and the Corpse King himself—which one was more dangerous to the world? That was a question Artel couldn’t even begin to answer.


      ■


      “Hey. So...”


      I haven’t set foot in Eljudnir’s conference room in a long, long time. Basking in the waves of nostalgia from its completely unchanged appearance, I finally ask what’s been bothering me for a while now.


      “Hasn’t the Helheim name spread a bit too much?”


      That’s the one.


      Right now, the Helheim name is being spread all across the world by someone impersonating it. But...come on. I mean, come on.


      What I created back in my days of cringe was a secret society known only to those in the know. It wasn’t the sort of thing meant to echo across the world—it was a name that would only live on in the whispered words of the demon tribe. You know, spoken of only in fear and awe and all that.


      That was all it ever was. It was never meant to be this famous.


      “No matter how you look at it, it’s become way too widespread.”


      The three executives are staring at me, silently waiting for me to go on.


      Meaning whoever is spreading the Helheim name right now has to have known about us all those years ago.


      There’s no other way.


      Then the question becomes: Who was the one who spread the name? I have a few suspects in mind.


      The remnants of the demon tribe; a handful of humans who were involved with Helheim a hundred and eighty years ago; or...one of Helheim’s own executives.


      For starters, the demon remnant possibility is low.


      They mostly lurk in the Hidden Lands and barely interact with the outside world. Sure, there are irregular cases like Ose, but in their hands, the name wouldn’t have spread like this.


      Next, those humans who were once involved with Helheim.


      In exchange for our assistance with taking down the Demon King, they had all entered NDAs that strictly prohibited leaking information. They physically could not speak on the matter.


      Which leaves... I don’t want to think about it. But of all the possibilities, the most likely is...


      “There is,” I say, “potentially, a traitor in Helheim.”


      I plant my elbows to the table, clasping my hands in front of my face to hide my expression.


      The conference room falls silent.


      Understandably so. One of our comrades may have leaked our secret to the entire world. Whatever Nidh did was insignificant by comparison.


      Nifl, Garmr, Nidhöggr. I look them in the eyes and ask with full sincerity, “Do any of you know anything about how the Helheim name got out?”


      These three would never lie to me. I’m asking just to confirm what I already know. They’re innocent. The answer is already set in stone.


      It’s... Umm... The answer...


      Silence.


      Silence.


      Painful silence.


      Hmm? Why are they all looking away? Huh? Wait, no, no, no... What?


      “Nidh?”


      “Mm...”


      Her voice is too quiet.


      “G-Garmr?”


      “Rr... Rawr...”


      Cute. But she definitely knows something.
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      “Nifl.”


      I take my eyes off the other two and look straight at her.


      Nifl the Undeluded.


      Back when I first gave her that name, we were bound to one another by a precept. “You must not speak falsehoods to the Corpse King.”


      Nifl’s lips tremble as she gives her answer.


      “It’s, uh...e-everyone...”


      “Excuse me?”


      “After the Corpse King vanished, the Eight Precepts panicked and...we spread the word to help with the search...”


      I pause. I think. Then I shout, “What?!”


      “H-However! We are not the ones causing chaos right now! The origin of the name...well, that may have been us, but...”


      She trails off at the most important part. She’s on the verge of tears, sticking out her lips like a child.


      “B-But why?”


      “I mean, you just disappeared!” Nifl speaks like a toddler being scolded. “So, we thought...if we spread the Helheim name, the Corpse King might come back to reprimand us...”


      Garmr cuts in, “Oh, but King! I never told anyone about the name Corpse King Hel! Promise!”


      “Nor did I!” Nidh declares. “Never!”


      “You literally just said it loud and clear to those explorers!” She yelps and shuts her mouth as I grab her horns and shake her around.


      No, but...seriously...?


      Those Eight Precepts? They were so strict about the rules, and they really...


      My disappearance alone was enough for Helheim to completely stop functioning.


      The reason for that was probably... Sighing, I ask them, “What is Helheim to you?”


      “It is a place for me to exist alongside the Corpse King,” Nifl confesses.


      “It is the name of the king’s justice!” Garmr replies.


      “’Tis the symbol of my king’s incredible power!” Nidh declares.


      That’s right.


      To them, the name Helheim never had any meaning. To them, what they truly cherished wasn’t some organization. It was the Corpse King... Me.


      No anger wells up inside me. There’s no way it could. No sense of shame either. There’s nothing but a crushing sense of guilt.


      The Eight Precepts were a gathering of monsters with no place to go. Their refuge was not Helheim, but the Corpse King. The monsters found light in someone strong enough to defeat them; someone who could become the place where they belonged.


      I’d been naive. I knew they would be sad once they learned of my disappearance. But I thought what they felt would be no more than the grief of losing a comrade.


      I was wrong.


      If a parent suddenly disappears, what happens to the child? That was the sort of figure I was to them. Perhaps for me, I had been playing a game of pretend. But to them, that couldn’t have been further from the truth.


      That’s all there was to it.


      When I first heard that someone was impersonating Helheim, I felt sick. It wasn’t my shame acting up. It was something closer to revulsion.


      Of course, thinking back now, it was an embarrassing name to give to an organization, and I don’t feel any real pride in it at this point.


      No. Helheim was not just an organization’s name. It was a name for me, and for the Eight Precepts.


      In terms of priority, the Eight Precepts matter far more to me than the Helheim name. In fact, who cares about names?


      And to the Eight Precepts as well, the name Helheim must not have held that much value either. At least, it was trivial enough to spread it, if that’s what it took to lead them back to me.


      “I’m sorry...for going away, all of a sudden.”


      “It’s enough that you are safe and sound. Please punish me for spreading the Helheim name.”


      “G-Garmr’s sorry too...”


      “And me too! If what I did is considered betrayal against my king, I shall accept any punishment with grace!”


      “If we’re talking about betrayal, you exposing the Corpse King name is the biggest one, seriously...”


      “Ababwah, don’t shake me!”


      The tension suddenly relaxes as Nidh’s cries fill the air.


      What punishment could I mete out when I haven’t suffered any consequences from having the name exposed? Save for it being incredibly, painfully embarrassing for me. Actually, that’s a pretty big consequence already.


      But more importantly. “I will not punish you. I’m not angry. The name Helheim never meant much... As long as the Eight Precepts are around, that’s enough for me.”


      The three of them freeze like statues. I watch them curiously as I pull a material from my pocket. It’s the drop from the greater demon Ose.


      “Our immediate goal is to search for leads on this fake Helheim. It looks like the Demon King might be involved...but I don’t know if we have the time to act carefully. So, that’s about it. I’ll try to meet up with the other Precepts while we’re out searching.”


      There aren’t many humans capable of forging weapons from the materials of a greater demon. In this world, only a handful.


      But I happen to know one of them—one of the Eight Precepts, and the finest blacksmith in the world.


      Gurba the Undrinking.


      “How about we have Gurba process this while we gather some info? We’ll set out for the Steel City of Gaghiel.”


      I decide our course of action with a grin, but there is no response.


      “Huh?”


      Looking over, I see the three of them dreamily swaying on cloud nine.


      “You’re fine as long as you have Nifl... I always knew we were married.”


      “Don’t twist my words. I never said that.”


      “King, do you want to mate with Garmr?”


      “I don’t want to hear that coming from you.”


      “M-My king...”


      “Let me cut you off there.”


      “I didn’t even say anything yet.”


      As I watch the women drift into their delusions, I swear an oath to myself.


      Scratch that. I’m gonna start by rounding up the male Precepts.


      The fake Helheim is still a complete unknown. Their purpose and history remain a mystery, yet I feel no fear toward them. Well, maybe I just know things will work out as long as these guys are around. Just like how it was when we defeated the Demon King.


      “Let’s take it easy,” I mutter, a smile naturally spreading across my face.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Forge God of Gaghiel


      The Steel City of Gaghiel: A city of iron and steel huddled up against the foot of the massive Mt. Vehinos and the Vehinos Mines that ran through it. At the heart of the city towered a colossal tree simply known as the Great Tree of Gaghiel.


      It was hailed as a mecca for smiths and was the place where materials harvested from all manner of demons converged. It was also a thriving hub of commerce. Artisans aiming to become blacksmiths would gather, then came the nobles and explorers who flocked to the weapons and armor they created. Merchants were soon to follow, hoping to profit from the cycle.


      A smith would mix natural resources and demon materials, pour them into a mold, set them in a furnace, and strike them. It was an exercise done in an attempt to give form to one’s very essence.


      Nobles and merchants assigned value to these creations, trading and auctioning them away.


      Explorers came to sell their materials to the merchants, or to entrust them with the smiths to commission weapons and armors uniquely theirs.


      In this tapestry of countless ambitions and intents, there existed a presence that stood apart from the rest: the kingsmiths.


      It was a title given to those who stood at the very forefront of the world’s forging and smithery. And among all the kingsmiths was one old man praised as the God of the Forge: Gurba.


      The Forge God Gurba would forge for anyone with the money to spare, never shy about exposing his essence through his craft.


      And yet, the prices he demanded were downright ridiculous—so much so that, in practice, he only ended up working for royalty, grand ducal houses, imperial bloodlines, illustrious nobles, and explorers of the highest rank. His weapons were only for those who formed the core of the world.


      Even so, the old man boasted skills so transcendent that such trivial things as price could be overlooked. Though human, he had lived a very long life and was set to turn three hundred and thirty.


      For in this world, one’s lifespan varied according to one’s mana capacity, creating discrepancies that went beyond the differences in race. Considering that the average human lived somewhere around eighty years—much the same as they did on Earth—Gurba’s abnormal nature was self-evident.


      Even among the longer-lived humans in all of history, it was rare to see someone reach his age, and this was yet another reason he was so revered.




      “Lord Gurba, this time, why don’t—”


      “Begone. I have nothing to discuss with you.”


      “Y-Yes sir!”


      The nobleman took off, his arms laden with the weapons Gurba had forged, and without seeing him off, the old man lit his pipe and breathed out a stream of smoke.


      It was busywork. The smithing that had once set his heart ablaze had been reduced to mere busywork. This was the end of a man who’d desperately waited, only to have his expectations betrayed time and time again.


      “Child... In the end, you were the last.”


      A blacksmith’s joy took on many forms. To create a supreme masterpiece; to forge more weapons than anyone else; to push one’s technique into the realm of the divine.


      And to Gurba, happiness meant seeing the weapons he forged be wielded to their fullest.


      Born into a long line of smiths, he had learned how to grip a hammer before he’d learned his own name. His heart burned hotter each time he struck the metal, and he even felt something akin to love for the weapons he made.


      Through years upon years upon many long years, he had devoted it all to refining his craft to its absolute limit. And by the time he realized it, the weapons and armor he forged had become things that no human could handle.


      When he tried to make equipment that fully drew out the strength of the demon materials, the memories of the demons that they had once been would implant themselves into the wielder, eroding their sense of self.


      The weapons he put his very soul into were beyond human hands, while the ones he haphazardly forged in his free time were being exalted as divine artifacts.


      Not before, and not since. In all his years, only a single person had ever been able to wield a weapon Gurba had hammered out in earnest. But the faceless masses—they praised what he’d made just to pass the time as his greatest masterpieces.


      From his workshop on a hill, he looked up at the great tree towering at the center of Gaghiel: the Great Tree of Gaghiel. Today as well, far too many were swarming around its trunk like insects.


      Their goal was the single sword embedded in its bark—a blade Gurba had put at least a little effort into forging.


      “Whoever draws this sword will earn the right to inherit my essence,” Gurba had once unenthusiastically muttered. His words spread across the continent like wildfire.


      From mere braggarts to famed adventurers, from eccentrics claiming to be the reincarnation of heroes to promising young talents. Even those so-called chosen ones destined for thrones—people of all stripes gathered at the foot of the tree to try their hand at the blade.


      Some even mobilized entire nations for but a single sword.


      Yet it did not budge.


      Not a single soul capable of accepting the full weight of his essence ever appeared.


      “Oh, child...will I never see my weapons truly live again?”


      For yet another day, the crowd gathered around the Great Tree of Gaghiel consisted of naught but the unremarkable and the nameless. At least, that’s what he thought.


      ■


      As always, the streets of Gaghiel echoed with the clang of metal while the heat of furnaces drifted through the air.


      Walking through the vast and flourishing city was a lone girl, her muted-silver hair swaying behind her.


      “I-If it isn’t...Lady Irena.”


      “In the flesh. So, how are your sales?”


      “Good, thanks to you.”


      “I see. Do keep at it.”


      “You as well, Lady Irena—no, never mind. If you’ll excuse me.”


      After exchanging a cold, distant conversation with a stall merchant, the girl turned on her heels. She’d had it with all the curious stares gathering on her. Wherever she went, she greeted craftsmen and merchants alike, only to get the same cold responses.


      Biting her lip at the awkward, pitying looks and words that came as if she were some poor, unfortunate soul, she nevertheless maintained her dignified posture.


      “Hey...look.”


      “That’s the lord’s daughter... Who knows how long that’ll last, though.”


      The denizens whispered as they watched her retreating back. Their words were wrought with unease, as if they were trying to avoid picking at a blister.


      “They say it’s a bad harvest... That’s got to be quite the burden.”


      “Say what you want, but we’re running a business here. We can’t survive if we don’t change out an unreliable lord.”


      “I get that she’s trying, but the lord...her father’s losing his mind. There’s the crop failures, the strained relationship with the other nobles; it’s already beyond saving.”


      “Well, I hear the noble next door’s taken an interest, so if she just keeps her head down—”


      “Stupid! Don’t say that!”


      “I mean, she comes into town every day, so it’s not like she doesn’t have support. She just doesn’t have the ability.”


      “Gaghiel’s just too much for a girl her age.”


      The city’s residents all shared the same bleak outlook. Their words were far too thorny for a girl who had lived in and loved the city since childhood, and they stabbed into her back as she walked.


      “Tell me something I don’t know...”


      The girl clenched her fists, but kept her eyes forward.


      What other choice did she have?


      ■


      “Hmm... What to do, what to do...”


      “Is something wrong, Corpse King?”


      Nifl’s teleport has brought us halfway up Mt. Vehinos, home to the Vehinos Mines—at whose base lay the Steel City of Gaghiel. As I look down at a city ringing with the striking of iron, I can’t help but think.


      We’ve set an immediate goal as Helheim. But we’ve run straight into an obvious problem I really should have seen coming.


      “We have...no money!”


      Yep, we’re broke. In hindsight, it should’ve been obvious.


      From the moment I was summoned, I’ve had no opportunities to earn money, and given Helheim’s nature, we can’t rely on state rewards or on funds from selling demon materials. For that reason, even our reserves in Eljudnir are practically nonexistent.


      The halt in Helheim’s functions during my absence has only made things worse.


      On top of that...


      “Hey, King... Garmr is hungry...”


      “My king! I could wipe out that city in less than a day!”


      Case in point.


      The members I’ve reunited with are all hopelessly out of touch with the world.


      Well, to be fair, it’s mainly the men in Helheim who’re strong on that front. The women have exceptional talent in very specific areas but are, well...difficult in many ways.


      Nifl is smart, sure, but she refused to leave my side. As a result, she’s actually the least adept at interacting with society.


      Point being, we have no money.


      “If we want to earn in Gaghiel... Do we become explorers?”


      “That does seem like an appropriate decision if we want to make money in the short term. However...”


      “Yeah...showing our faces would be too risky, and wearing masks would just make us look suspicious.”


      If the old me had a say, “Such is the fate of those who live in the shadows...” Ah, crap. Just imagining it is making me feel sick.


      I shudder as we start toward the base of the mountain.


      Maybe we’ll have to rely on Gurba for the money. He does have a good sense for business, and he’s a producer by trade.


      I sigh at how pathetic I’ve become, that I’m even considering leeching off my subordinates. I’ll need to keep searching for some way to earn coin.


      “Mmhe he, just leave it to me, my king! If I—the famed Guardian Dragon of the Empire—say the word, we’ll have as much money as we could ever need.”


      “Silence, you stupid dragon. Do you not understand the situation you’ve put yourself in?”


      “A cow should not moo so loudly. This is what happens when all the nutrients go straight to your udders.”


      “Hah?”


      “Hoh?”


      “Okay, okay, no more fighting. Nidh, shrink down and ride on my shoulder or something. You’ll cause a commotion if you’re seen like that.”


      “Hah. What did I tell you?”


      “Mmph. Grrr...”


      “Come on, you’re being embarrassing, both of you. We’re in front of the king...”


      As she raises a frustrated growl, Nidh’s body flashes for an instant, and she transforms into a winged dragon around thirty centimeters tall. She now looks like an average, everyday mini-dragon, a creature so common that nobles occasionally buy and keep them as pets.


      “Pheeeh...” she complains. “Well, so be it. My king’s shoulder shall be my holy land.”


      She perches on me to rest her wings, and I give her a light pat on the head as together we continue on toward the Steel City of Gaghiel.


      When we reach the foot of the mountain, we are greeted by a long line of merchants and explorers.


      Luckily, it doesn’t take much waiting. Perhaps a group in concealing robes is nothing out of the ordinary, as the gate guard only hesitates briefly before saying, “Get moving.”


      I hear Nidh complain from her hiding spot under my hood. “How dare he treat my king so irreverently,” she says, frustratedly drumming on my back.


      I pacify her as we proceed through. Inside, we’re met with the presence of a massive tree. We’d been able to see it from the outside, but from within, it’s almost overwhelming.


      “It’s gotten ridiculously big since the last time I saw it...”


      Well, of course it would grow, given a hundred and eighty years, but this is beyond my expectations. That’s got to be doing some damage to the property values around here.


      “Nifl, that tree...”


      “It is apparently revered as the Great Tree of Gaghiel, a landmark as well as a cultural monument. You could also call it a tourist attraction.”


      “Ah, I see.”


      That’s good to know.


      Garmr stares up at the tree, mouth agape, and tugs at my sleeve.


      “King! King! Isn’t that the one you planted?!”


      “Yeah, well, more like discarded.”


      I’d once buried a seedling of a mana-infused sacred tree—one worshipped by demons—in what had once been a demon stronghold: the City of Gaghiel.


      It kept growing and growing right before my eyes, and I pretended not to see it since I knew it would be a pain to deal with. Evidently, this was the result.


      Looking at it now, I can really feel just how much time has passed. And as I stare, I notice a small crowd gathered around a part of it. I see wagons of merchants and a few people I presume to be adventurers. All told, perhaps a dozen or so.


      “What’s that?”


      “Do you want to have a look?”


      “Yeah... It’s bothering me.”


      I raise a hand, and Nifl and Garmr are gone before I know it. I blend into the crowd and confirm their faint presences following me as I set course for the Great Tree of Gaghiel.


      Approaching the roots out of minor curiosity, a man sitting in the cabman’s perch of a merchant’s wagon spots me and calls out a spirited “Howdy!”


      He says, “Hey there, hooded friend! By any chance, do you fancy yourself a challenger too?”


      “Challenger?”


      “Huh...? You’re telling me you don’t know?”


      “I guess I don’t.”


      The merchant man cocks his head at my response. But, “Well, it happens,” he says and points a finger to the trunk of the great tree.


      My eyes follow the gesture and land on a one-handed sword, its silvery blade buried deep in the wood.


      “A sword, is it?”


      “Yeah, you got that right! Not just any sword either! It’s a sword the kingsmith—the Forge God Gurba—stabbed in there!”


      “Umm... What?!”


      “Whoa there! What’s wrong, friend?!”


      The merchant man looks down at me in surprise, but that’s the least of my worries. He stabbed it...with a sword?! And it’s a famous tourist spot?!


      “You’re kidding me...”


      Isn’t that pretty bad? Won’t the fines be insane? If they find out that Gurba’s my comrade, will they send the bill to me? Am I...screwed?


      “Wh-What do we do, Nidh?”


      “Hmm, knowing that stubborn old iron geezer, it’s not hard to imagine he got angry at your sudden disappearance and took it out on the tree you planted, my king...”


      Doesn’t that make this my fault?!


      Sweating bullets on the inside, I feign composure and press the merchant for more info.


      “So...what’s this about challengers?”


      “They come here, trying to see if they can draw the sword or not. We’ve gotten all sorts, but it hasn’t budged one bit.”


      “I-I see. So that’s what all those explorers are doing here?”


      They probably want to show off their strength.


      “And have a look around—plenty of merchants too, right? If anyone actually managed to pull it out, they’re here to buy it off of them. Me included. After all, it’s Forge God Gurba’s greatest masterpiece.”


      “Hmm...”


      “From what I’ve heard, a party from the Holy Gryphil Kingdom’s on its way here too...rumor has it that one of their members has what it takes. So this is your last chance!”


      Hmm? Wait, hold up.


      “My king, I’ve thought of something brilliant!”


      “Yeah, I think we’re on the same page.”


      “Let’s go!”


      Nidh flaps her tiny wings on my shoulder, causing my hood to poof up from within.


      I just have to pull it out and sell it, and won’t that solve everything? I think to myself. And I’m pretty sure Nidh is thinking the same. That way, the sword will be gone from the Great Tree of Gaghiel, we’ll have money, and we’ll even be able to pay any potential fines.


      Three birds with one stone. The only problem is whether or not I can actually pull the sword, but...


      “So, that’s Gurba’s masterpiece, huh?”


      It certainly doesn’t look like it.


      If it were, there’s no way Gurba would stab his masterpiece into a tree. He was always going on about how his greatest joy was to see his creations in motion. With that in mind, it’s more likely that the sword doesn’t actually mean all that much to Gurba.


      And if that’s the case, then I can probably do it. I’m someone who can wield No. 64: Sword of Flauros, after all.


      “All right!”


      “So you’re going for it after all, friend! Pull it out, and I’ll buy it for whatever price you want! Gah ha ha ha!”


      “For real?! I’m counting on you, then!”


      “Ha ha ha...huh?”


      Leaving the stunned man behind, I push my way through the crowd and approach the Great Tree of Gaghiel!


      “Dammit! This is hopeless...”


      I pass by a dejected young man, and a person who seems to be a city official managing the tree turns their eyes on me.


      “Are you next?”


      “I kinda wanna give it a go.”


      “Is that so? If we spot any deliberate attempts to damage the tree, you will be expelled from the city immediately. Please be careful.”


      “Sure thing.”


      In the midst of a boisterous crowd gathered like spectators to a show, I wrap a hand around the sword’s hilt. In that same moment, I’m overcome with the sensation of having the strength drained from my body.


      I see. Looks like Gurba really did put some effort into this one.


      I’m experiencing the resistance of the demon that was used as a material. It was always like this with Gurba’s creations; he had completely mastered the art of drawing out a demon’s powers to their fullest.


      That’s precisely why Gurba—cursed to never truly forge with all he had—chose to follow me. A man who could actually wield his finer works.


      You see, the greatest cause of this phenomenon is fear. Any human who possesses even a shred of fear toward demons cannot use weapons born from Gurba’s true mastery. As for me, I have my authority, Conquer Fear. And as if to prove this, the demon’s resistance quickly subsides.


      The tree and sword let out a small creak.


      Like they’ve taken a slap to the face, the crowd that was so noisy only moments ago has fallen completely silent at that single sound. There is a scraping that follows, like I’m dragging along something heavy.


      “Indeed. That is my king for you.”


      And the sword comes free.


      “Wait!”
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      A girl’s voice breaks the silence of the crowd.


      “Please give me that sword. Naturally, along with the achievement of drawing it.”


      She stands tall and dignified. Gray hair and silver eyes filled with determination. Her refined appearance suggests she is someone of considerable status.


      But still, “That’s one outrageous demand right off the bat.”


      “I am...well aware of that. Of course, I intend to buy it, at a fair price.”


      I take my eyes off of her and see a dozen or so spectators staring slack-jawed at the sword I’d pulled. If even one of them opens their mouth, the commotion will spread all at once.


      As a start, I hold the sword out toward the merchant who claimed he’d buy it at any price. But he’s shaking his head violently, his hands gesturing all over in frantic refusal.


      Huh? Weren’t you going to buy it? Oh, I see. He’d meant it as a joke, assuming no one could actually pull it. Dang window-shoppers...


      As my shoulders slump, a boy—who was staring from the front of the crowd—takes in a large breath to shout.


      “The sword—”


      “Undeluded.”


      “Accelerate.”


      Nifl deploys her magic without the slightest delay.


      “Huh?”


      All the ambient noise twists into something thick and sluggish as the speed of the world drops to an agonizing crawl. The girl raises her voice at this terribly eerie phenomenon, but there is no one to answer her.


      Time-Space Magic Lv7: Accelerate.


      It’s ordinarily used as a formidable enhancement spell, but when wielded by a monster like Nifl, its effects change entirely. Right now, the girl and I are cut off from the world. To put it simply, we are moving at unthinkably extreme speeds.


      Take, for instance, a falling leaf drifting down from the Great Tree. If I stare at it closely enough, I can maybe just barely notice it’s moving at all. That’s how slow everything has become to us. But it’s not because the world has slowed; it’s because the two of us have been sped up.


      Targeting two people with Accelerate consumes way less mana and has a longer effective time than the Lv9 Time-Space Magic, Slow Down, which does, in fact, slow the entire world instead.


      Anyway, Nifl’s seriously competent. I’ll have to praise her later.


      “H-Hey, what’s going on here?!”


      “Just relax. See that kid? It’ll be a real hassle after he starts screaming.”


      “How am I supposed to relax...”


      “You have something to say, right? We can only keep this up for around five minutes, so let’s make it quick.”


      I drive the sword into the ground as I speak. Despite having been embedded in the Great Tree for years, the blade boasts a fine cutting edge and hasn’t chipped in the slightest. Just what you’d expect from one of Gurba’s swords.


      Her eyes are locked onto it; it’s like the surroundings do not exist for her. Then slowly, her sharp glare turns to me.


      Oh, she’s got guts. Should I test her a bit?


      “A-As I told you, I want to buy the sword along with the achievement of drawing it.”


      “Why?”


      “I won’t tell you.”


      “Aight. Well, suit yourself.”


      I’m not particularly interested anyway. What I need right now is money.


      Sizing her up, I tap a finger against the hilt.


      “I’m game. How much will you buy it for? From what I hear, this sword is supposed to be the masterpiece of the Forge God Gurba.”


      “How much...do you want me to pay?”


      “I see.”


      So she’s willing to buy it for whatever price I name? She’s certainly dressed like a noble, so she’s probably some well-to-do lady with nothing but money on her hands.


      How ridiculous.


      “Well, let’s see... How about three hundred gold coins?”


      The moment the number leaves my mouth, the girl’s eyes fly wide open.


      In this world, the economy runs on coins. Stone coins, iron coins, copper coins, silver coins, gold coins, and godsilver coins—six denominations in total.


      Converting the buying power into Japanese currency, one stone coin is worth somewhere around ten yen, an iron coin a hundred, copper a thousand, silver ten thousand, gold a hundred thousand, and godsilver a million. In short, the price I’d just slapped on her was thirty million yen.


      The finest masterpiece of the Forge God Gurba. Normal swords sold around town go for about one gold or ten silver at the cheapest—roughly a hundred thousand yen. Given that reality and the lofty legend attached to the sword, the price is reasonable enough.


      After staring at the blade for a while, the girl glares at me. Her eyes are burning with simmering fervor.


      Then, she sighs.


      “Haaaah...”


      A long, heavy sigh of thorough disappointment. The tension from earlier has vanished, replaced by a look of condescension.


      “So you’re the same as the rest.”


      “The same how?”


      “Three hundred gold. Sometimes a little more, sometimes a little less, but that’s what everyone values that sword at...and every last one of them is an idiot. That sword is not worth that much.”


      Hold on.


      “But fine. I’ll agree to that; three hundred, right? Give me a moment.”


      From her cloak, she produces a large, leather sack that moves with the sound of jangling gold.


      But there’s something I just can’t let slide.


      “Hey.”


      “What is it?”


      “How much would you say this sword is worth?”


      My question has her freeze up like a pigeon struck by a peashooter. After some hesitation, she crosses her arms in thought.


      “Fifty gold.”


      “Your reasoning?”


      “Forty-nine gold coins for the techniques of Forge God Gurba, then the rest for the materials. Calling this his greatest masterpiece is downright laughable. A weapon forged from the materials of a lesser demon and plain iron ore—even that price is already exorbitant. Yes, he poured in the essence of his technique, but it has no value beyond that.”


      Hey... Hey, hey, hey. Is she for real?


      The girl understands. She can see through the emotions that Gurba had—or rather, hadn’t—poured into the blade. She knows that he’s put in absolutely nothing of the sort.


      Not bad. Not bad at all.


      Let me revise my opinion of her. A well-to-do noble daughter? No.


      That’s not who she is at all.


      “Hold on, I heard this sword was something incredible. What’s this? Isn’t it supposed to be amazing if you can pull it out?”


      “Hmph. That’s what people say. I don’t agree. ‘Whoever pulls the sword is a chosen hero’ is what they say, but the truth’s far from it. Those who can draw and handle it are defective beings who feel no fear in the face of mortal danger. There is nothing honorable about it. It’s the brand of a monster.”


      “A monster, huh...”


      “Yes. A weapon that can’t be used by humans has no meaning. At the very least, it’s a complete failure as a weapon. You could argue its artistic value, perhaps? But anyone who dares call this a masterpiece should stop calling themselves a blacksmith and take up the mantle of an artist instead. If only more people could see through such nonsense, then this thing wouldn’t even fetch such a price. That is what I think, although I know it’s pointless to tell you that.”


      I’m stunned for a moment.


      “Ha... Ha ha hah!”


      Who is this girl?


      She hit the nail on the head. And if she still wants the sword, knowing all that, then she must be the real deal. The place where you can find Gurba’s heart—his purpose—is simple. It is where the weapons he forged are wielded to their fullest.


      A sword meant for display is a decoration, not a weapon. Perhaps the reason he embedded it in such a conspicuous tree was to seek out someone who shared his beliefs...or perhaps to sneer at those who could see nothing but meaningless titles.


      Either way, at least one girl managed to see through it.


      “Fine,” I said. “Fifty gold; take it or leave it.”


      “Huh? What are you... Were you testing me?”


      “Not exactly, but if I’m giving the sword away, it’s better if it goes to someone worthwhile.”


      “I...don’t really understand.”


      I yank the sword from the ground and hand it to the confused girl.


      “But even if I give you the sword,” I say, “giving you the credit will be harder. What are you going to do about the dozen or so witnesses?”


      “There are fewer than twenty eyewitnesses. If I pay each of them ten gold...we can cover it up for at least a week. After that, who knows?”


      “A week, eh? Do you have something to do before then?”


      “I’m not going to tell you.”


      “Fair enough.”


      After stuffing fifty gold coins into a different sack and handing it over, the girl grabs the sword out of my hand.


      “Nggh-ggh... This is rough... As I thought... There’s no way I can swing this.” Limply dragging the sword along, she glances up at me. “Yet you look perfectly fine... You’re not sane, you know that?”


      “I’m well aware.” I wouldn’t have started something like Helheim otherwise.


      Five minutes. Our time is about up.


      “I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but break a leg.”


      “What’s your name?”


      It’s been a long time since I seriously cheered anyone on, and all I get back is wary skepticism. I think for a moment—maybe it wouldn’t hurt to establish a connection...


      “I’ll tell you the next time we meet.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      I’m so caught up in the moment I let out a line that reeks of cringe. Why does it come to me so naturally? I need to check myself before I wreck myself.


      I turn and walk. I haven’t gotten far when I hear the cheer erupt behind me.


      At its center is that girl. Those who saw me draw the blade tilt their head in confusion, but they smile and nod eagerly once she discreetly passes them a few coins. In the end, it’s drowned out by the noise of a larger crowd that rushes in upon hearing the commotion.


      “Was that all right?”


      “Yeah, I’m sure it’s fine. I just felt the same tingling I felt when I first met you guys. It’s the best.”


      “Tsk.”


      “Why did you click your tongue, Nifl?”


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      “You look happy, King!”


      “It’s been a while since I saw my king in such high spirits!”


      “I don’t really get it, but I guess it’s just, I felt like I was looking at a gem waiting to be polished.”


      The gray-haired girl of Gaghiel. If Helheim is involved in any way, I don’t mind helping her achieve her goal, but otherwise it’ll be troublesome to stray from the path. I’m sure we’ll meet again, if fate allows it.


      “For now, we need to find Gurba.”


      I smile at the new weight in my wallet and the thought of a girl with a promising future ahead of her. That isn’t all, though.


      “This has nothing to do with you. My solitude is mine and mine alone. It is not to share, nor is it to be pitied... Nor is it something that someone like you, a mere human, can change.”


      They’re similar. Back when she was burdened with a heavy cross she couldn’t speak of...


      “Lolicorpse King.”


      “A-Ain’t that a bit harsh, Nifl...?”


      “Hmph.”


      Before anything else, I’d better get back in Nifl’s good graces...


      ■


      The leader of Helheim—the man known as the Corpse King. After that man had crossed paths with the fifth princess Asha, the Holy Kingdom of Gryphil broke more than a century of silence and reached for the secret art passed down through its royal line.


      To summon youths from another world.


      They were hailed as Gryphil’s finest, called heroes, and under the kingdom’s patronage, began acting as the spearhead of Helheim’s destruction.


      As its first move, Gryphil set its sights on the sword embedded in the Great Tree of Gaghiel, the trial of the Forge God Gurba.


      They rode a massive carriage, large enough to hold over thirty people and pulled by an enormous eight-legged horse. Around them were five additional carriages to guard the main one. As the convoy rattled along the road, Princess Asha and the heroes shared their thoughts on the journey ahead.




      “Are we there yet, Asha?”


      “Yes, the great tree you can see through the window is the Great Tree of Gaghiel. It is the second most famous tree on the continent, second only to the Divine Tree Yugel at the continent’s center.”


      “Whoa! That’s insane! We really are in another world!”


      “A sword only the chosen one can pull from the roots of a tree... It’s like something straight out of a storybook.”


      The boys, who have gathered around the beautiful Princess Asha under the pretext of learning about the geography and landmarks of the world, all burst into excited chatter.


      But it’s not just the boys. The girls as well gaze wide-eyed at the fantastical scenes they never could have witnessed in the world we came from. Even the distant, hazy silhouette of the divine tree causes their hearts to flutter, but more than that, they cannot take their eyes off the heaven-piercing great tree whose branches spread out right before us.


      “Hah...” I sigh.


      “What’s wrong, Hizaki? Feeling sick or something?”


      I think a bit before saying, “No.”


      There’s no way I can tell him, “It’s annoying how you’ve been glued to me from the moment we’ve been summoned like you’re hoping for your big chance.”


      “Kawasaki! Come over here and look with us!”


      “That tree’s amazing!”


      “N-No, um, I’m, well...”


      Kawasaki—Kawasaki Kyou—keeps glancing at me even as the girls tug at his arms. He refuses to leave the seat beside me.


      It’s uncomfortable. Both the boy who won’t take a hint and the two girls pulling at him while shooting me a look that says, Read the damn room.


      “Please, go with them.”


      “I-I see. Will you be okay on your own?”


      Wow, he’s really laying it on thick with the boyfriend act.


      Still fuming inside, I nod, and reluctantly, Kawasaki stands and allows himself to be taken away.


      Boys and girls alike are caught up in the excitement of this unreality. Though nothing dramatic has happened yet, the students are emboldened by newfound bravery and initiative. They’re all restless, and it’s plain to see.


      Part of the reason lies in the powers—the abilities granted to us.




      Hyouka Hizaki


      Usable Magic:


      【Ice Magic】Lv1


      Abilities:


      【Favored Princess of the Silver Star】


      Physical and magical abilities increase when fighting in an icy environment.


      Grants automatic evasion and automatic counterattack.


      Titles:


      【Sister of Corpses and Ice】


      Proof that one has piqued the curiosity of God.


      Breaks the growth limit of ice magic.




      Each of us had been given one unique ability and one type of magic. After testing them out, the students have acquired baseless confidence, unlike anything they had in our former world.


      The presence—or lack—of confidence can greatly change a person.


      Already, I have seen boys, who used to spend entire lessons quietly waiting in the back of the classroom for time to pass, assertively approaching female students, and even Princess Asha herself. Even now, several boys are stealing glances at the vacated seat beside me, barely feigning disinterest.


      I rack my brain. Now what shall I do...


      “Hyouka, may I sit next to you?”


      “Princess Asha...”


      She tilts her head gracefully, golden hair trailing behind her. With her motions brimming with more dignity than should have been possible from a twelve-year-old, I can only reply with a cold “Go ahead.”


      But the princess gives me a happy smile as she softly plops down onto the seat beside me.


      “You look unhappy,” she starts.


      “Yes. I want to return to my original world as soon as possible.”


      “That is... My deepest apologies. It is a grave failing of our nation that I cannot even begin to make excuses for. However, as I explained before, once our objective is fulfilled, it will be possible to send you back to your original world. Moreover, we can return you to temporal coordinates nearly identical to the date and time at which you were summoned!”


      I stare back at her silently. There it is again.


      As she clasps my hand tightly and speaks with fervor, she is constantly possessed by an uncanny mix of duty and guilt. Those are not the eyes of a twelve-year-old girl.


      The same can be said for our summoning.


      The Holy Kingdom of Gryphil—the land that summoned us—is slowly unraveling, losing itself. There must have been a fatal flaw in whatever criteria were used to determine the royal line.


      But that has nothing to do with me.


      How unstable must a nation be to find something resembling hope in us? To cling to us with nothing else to rely on?


      That hope does little to adorn me. It is but a string of empty words. Worse yet, even if I am to meet those expectations, it will be nothing more than a foolish quest done solely for the sake of others. My purpose is long gone. As is my interest.


      I simply watch Princess Asha’s one-girl show with a slight chill in my eyes, repeating thoughts not even worth using to pass the time.


      Noticing how close she’s drawn to me, the princess hastily pulls back. “M-My apologies!”


      Even so, she looks at me with respect in her eyes.


      “Hyouka, your power is immense,” she says. “Enough to set you apart from the other heroes, mighty as they are.”


      She is surely recalling the time when everyone in class put their abilities to the test. When I demonstrated my own ability, it was in the frozen forest of the Gryphil Greatwood.


      There, I managed to overwhelm a knight of Gryphil—a knight who had been calmly analyzing the effects of every classmate’s abilities up until mine, defeated without me breaking a sweat.


      That was when Princess Asha began to grow attached to me. It’s been like this ever since.


      “Ice Magic... For humanity, it is a lost and ancient art. I believe the only ones capable of using it are you, Hyouka...and the so-called Corpse King. As you can effectively counter the Corpse King’s magic, you are our trump card against him! B-But even aside from that, the others’ morale rose greatly after witnessing your gallant form. I am truly grateful.”


      “Morale, you say? I don’t think that’s quite it.”


      “Hmm?”


      I can understand her enthusiasm when it comes to the Corpse King and whatnot. She sees potential in someone like me, as I possess something akin to a natural counter against the evil to be vanquished.


      But what took root in my classmates when they saw me was not inspiration—it was jealousy and stubborn pride. All things far removed from heroism. I know that is a rather cynical way of looking at it, but I doubt I am far from the mark.


      The purehearted Princess Asha tilts her head, but I cut the conversation short.


      “It’s nothing.”


      The great tree visible through the carriage window is almost upon us.


      As the classmates raise cheers, Princess Asha reaches out to take my hand again.


      “Hyouka. I believe you are the one who will pull Gurba’s—the Forge God’s sword! It was impossible for me, the youngest of the royal line...but I know you can do it!”


      Good. More reassurance. Unfortunately, it’s not really registering for me.


      Yet surely, my classmates all feel similarly. In their heart of hearts, they all think that they will be the one to pull the sword.


      Perhaps the Holy Kingdom of Gryphil is attempting to plant some heroic ambitions in the hearts of its summoned heroes.




      But the dream, distant as it was, vanished in an instant before the heroes’ eyes.


      “The Forge God Gurba’s sword...has been pulled?!”


      Before the gates of Gaghiel. The news reached the cheery convoy of heroes before they could even enter the Steel City.


      It wasn’t just Asha; the escorting knights were also visibly shaken. A majority of the classmates quite blatantly slumped their shoulders or were taken aback by the unrest they saw in an ever-unruffled princess.


      “A sword that had not been drawn for so many years...and yet, why?! Who?!” Asha pressed the knight who delivered the news.


      “P-Please calm yourself, Your Highness!” The knight tried to get her to settle down as he projected his voice so the entire carriage could hear. “The one who pulled the sword of the Forge God Gurba...was the daughter of Count Iron, Lord of Gaghiel.”


      “Th-The count’s...daughter?”


      The commotion only grew among the knights.


      “The House of Iron has had a pretty bad reputation lately...”


      “Yeah, there’s even been talk of revoking their peerage.”


      “But Lady Irena’s talent was recognized even in the capital. If you add this achievement...”


      “Could the tides be turning?”


      “Still, we stand to benefit so long as the sword rests in the hand of a Gryphil noble.”


      The heroes had been left in the dust.


      Asha quieted the knights and spoke with authority befitting a princess. “Heroes, please wait a while longer. If all goes well, we may yet secure the support of Forge God Gurba himself.”


      “Forge God... That sounds kinda insane!”


      “He’s the guy who forged the sword stuck in the tree, right?”


      “You think he’ll craft us something crazy?!”


      “An exclusive weapon! This is just like that one manga!”


      “Boys really are such children.”


      “I kinda get it, though...”


      “Right?”


      Restoring the group’s waning motivation, Asha lifted her gaze to stare down the Great Tree with contempt.


      “Have the carriage make for the count’s estate. We will request their cooperation in the hunt of Helheim.”


      ■


      “Forge God Gurba? Oh, yep. If you’re looking for him, I hear he’s got a workshop on a small hill outside of town. I’m guessing you’ll find him there.”


      “I see. Thanks for the intel.”


      “Yep. Glad I could help. Now, how about you pay the intel fee?”


      I have to pause for a moment to process that one. “Right.”


      After I place a copper coin in the adventurer’s outstretched hand, he smiles with a look of satisfaction and immediately downs his drink.


      This is why explorers are such a pain. If there’d just been some pure, earnest girl like in Gart, I could’ve skimped on the money.


      Leaving the Gaghiel Explorers’ Guild—rowdy, with booze a-flowing in the middle of the day—I turn my gaze to the tin-roof shack visible in the distance, just outside of town.


      “That must be the place,” I say. “Yeah, it’s definitely right up his alley.”


      “That geezer’s as much a misanthropist as ever,” says Nidh.


      “And I wouldn’t blame him,” I reply. “They were calling him a wretched curse-maker only a hundred and eighty years ago... Now look at how the tables have turned.”


      “The moment it profits them, he becomes the Forge God... Humans truly are curious creatures.”


      Nidh’s tail sways irritably from my shoulder while her words drip with cynicism. I give her a quick pat on the head as we walk toward the outskirts. And there, on the path between the city and the hill, we run into something like a checkpoint.


      Two guards are standing on duty, their firmly planted feet making clear they don’t intend to let anyone pass.


      “A checkpoint, huh?”


      “With guards posted, no less. Geezer doesn’t even need this much security.”


      We whisper back and forth as I approach.


      “Halt!”


      “State your business.”


      As expected, they block the road. They tap the butts of their spears against the ground, their skeptical eyes sweeping over me from head to toe.


      “Oh, well, I’ve got some business with Gurba, the Forge God...”


      “First I’m hearing of it. No one is allowed to pass without authorization.”


      Fair enough.


      Let’s not forget I’m wearing a sketchy, tattered robe with the hood pulled low. I’m about as suspicious as it gets. Now, what to do...


      “What do I have to do if I want to meet him directly?”


      “Your only way, I think, would be to put in a commission for a weapon.”


      “Submit a formal request to the Lord of Gaghiel and prepare an appropriate amount of money.”


      “All right, got it. Hmm, would fifty gold cut it?”


      For a moment, the guards stare blankly—and the next moment, they burst into laughter.


      “Bwa ha ha! Fifty gold?! That’s a good one!”


      “The Forge God’s essence, for—pfft... What backwater did you crawl out of, boy?!”


      “Some spoiled noble brat from the sticks, maybe?”


      “In that case, you’re woefully uneducated, little lord.”


      “My king...shall I kill them?”


      “Absolutely not.”


      I quell Nidh’s bloodlust from the corner of my mouth, then gesture behind my back to my two subordinates watching from afar. Don’t move.


      I really need to stop acting in a way that invites mockery. Otherwise, things could get dangerous—not for me, but for everyone else.


      Scratching my head in feigned embarrassment, I try to ask as humbly as I can, “S-Sorry about that; I’m really making a fool of myself, huh. Then is there no other way?”


      “There is none... Well, there was. Strictly speaking.”


      “There was?”


      “Yeah, was. Not anymore. It just vanished.”


      “Could you tell me about it?”


      One of the guards gestures toward the Great Tree of Gaghiel, still very visible from outside the city.


      “I’m talking about Forge God Gurba’s sword. The person who pulled it could’ve met him, but it was pulled just a short while ago.”


      “Yeah, by none other than the daughter of our lord, Count Iron of Gaghiel.”


      “I see...”


      That’s how that worked? Ah, dang it, I should’ve gathered more info first.


      Somewhat frustrated at my own shortsightedness, I put on a harmless smile and lower my head.


      “Understood. I’m sorry for taking up your time. Just for reference, where might I find the estate of Count Iron?”


      “Hm? If it’s the estate you want, go straight down the main road toward the Great Tree. That road actually continues behind the tree, so just circle around and keep on going. It’s a straight shot.”


      “But an audience with the lord requires formal procedure too, and approval is nearly impossible. Especially these days... You’d best give up.”


      “Is that so... I’ll be on my way, then.”


      I make my way off, choosing the less popular streets whenever I can and naturally regrouping with Nifl and Garmr along the way. Slipping into a back alley, I take a moment to get my thoughts in order.


      “Crap. I went and gave away both the sword and the credit...”


      “King,” says Garmr, “Did you maybe...screw up?”


      “Watch your tongue, Garmr.” Nifl cuts in. “Nothing ever happens outside our king’s expectations. He obviously has a Plan B and a Plan C.”


      Yeah, no.


      “Right?”


      No, don’t give me that “I completely understand” look.


      “P-Pretty much...”


      And there I go again, putting on airs. It’s a bad habit of mine.


      “For now, Nifl, what about your Teleport?”


      “The Accelerate I used earlier consumed a considerable amount of mana, so I cannot use it right away. Even if I could, a very powerful antimagic barrier has been deployed around that workshop, so...it would be difficult.”


      “Yeah, I figured.”


      “If they went as far as to post guards,” says Nidh, “then of course they’d take magic countermeasures too.”


      “Mmm... Ah! Me! Pick me!”


      “Hm? Go ahead, Garmr.”


      I point at Garmr as she hops up and down, eagerly raising a hand. With the confidence she speaks with, you would have thought she’d had a stroke of genius.


      “Okay, okay, so how about this?! If Garmr howls really loud, or the king freezes the whole city, then Grampa Gurba might notice!”


      “Rejected,” I answer with a shake of my head.


      “Wah?!”


      “First, we’d stand out way too much,” I say. “And there’ll be a ton of casualties. We’ll seriously become a real supervillain group, not just a framed one.”


      “O-Oh... Right.”


      “I do think it’s a good idea to make our presence known, but our reputation’s shot the moment we fire off magic in the middle of town. If we want to keep it peaceful, we can’t have any of that.”


      “Ah, then—!”


      “For that same reason, no knocking out the guards either. A checkpoint that size has got to have airtight surveillance.”


      Garmr whimpers dejectedly, and her shoulders slump. I ruffle up her wolf ears as I work out the most reasonable solution.


      It’s a pain that it’s this difficult to meet him, but I did hear something about the Demon King being involved with this fake Helheim somehow or other. If that’s true, then Gurba’s assistance is an absolute necessity.


      “Then there’s only one place to go,” I conclude.


      “You are referring to the estate of Count Iron, correct?” Nifl asks me.


      “The guards mentioned some troublesome paperwork,” says Nidh. “What will you do about that?”


      “Did you hear ’em? Apparently, the one who pulled the sword’s the count’s daughter.”


      “Ah! That girl!”


      The face of the gray-haired girl who boldly initiated negotiations with me earlier flashes across my mind. I sure didn’t expect her to be the daughter of the local lord.


      “That kid knows I’m the one who drew the sword. If I can just meet her, she might be willing to help us out. And if not, we might have to consider forcing our way through as a possible option. Either way, we’ll have to pay her a visit and see.”


      ■


      Sunlight spilled into one of the many hollows of the Great Tree of Gaghiel.


      For one hundred and eighty years, something had silently gestated within, its birth only obstructed by a single irregularity: Gurba’s sword wedged in the wood.


      The sword had become a sort of seal by pure coincidence, and as a foolish soul pulled the blade free, what rested and grew in the tree began preparing for its birth once more.


      A pseudo-Hidden Land had formed in a hollow of the Great Tree, an auspicious place to welcome the birth of a demon into the world. It...a greater demon...slowly opened its eyes, taking its sweet time creating a complete body.


      Information—its form, its rank, and more—passed through its mind as it developed, giving it knowledge and reason.


      Bearing a clear purpose, it would soon come to be.


      ■


      “Why, Lady Irena...”


      “What say you now? As you can clearly see, I have drawn Gurba’s sword.”


      “Hmm...”


      Irena Wil Iron, daughter of Count Iron. The sword she’d brought back to the count’s estate was unmistakably the same blade that had been stabbed into the Great Tree of Gaghiel.


      The man opposite to her, stroking his immaculately groomed mustache, let out a haughty hum at the girl’s indisputable achievement. He was Balden Amos Tauche, head of the Marquisate House of Tauche.


      He was the sort of lord who did not hesitate to show off his lordliness, his mature frame wrapped in extravagant fineries without a shred of restraint. This man, Balden Amos Tauche, was the lord of Rebet, a domain neighboring Gaghiel.


      “As promised, you will delay your petition to the king regarding the revocation of our peerage and right to lordship.”


      “You say that, but...”


      “What’s this now? We are still a noble house, for what it’s worth. Don’t tell me you intend to renege on an agreement between nobles? Shall I take this contract and pay a visit to the capital?”


      “Hmm...”


      In Irena’s hand was the contract signed by the two of them. It was nothing more than a small drop of mercy; the contract stated that Marquis Tauche would postpone his formal petition should Irena ever manage to pull Gurba’s sword. The reason the marquis had been visiting Gaghiel so frequently as of late was because he desired lordship over the city and the lands surrounding it.


      House Iron had recently been plagued by criticism over their failed policies and poor harvests, and over the past few days, the marquis had come to Gaghiel so persistently—annoyingly often—under the pretense of negotiations.


      “Perhaps, ah, I acted too hastily,” said the marquis. “I never imagined anyone would actually pull the sword free.”


      “A promise is a promise. You will grant us one week, and in that time, I will present proposals to revise our taxation and address the crop deficiencies within the territory. My father’s situation as well.”


      “Yes, yes. Very well. At this point, it is but a drop in a bucket.”


      “Kh...”


      “If at the very least, the talent you were born with—your ability—was something capable of overcoming this situation, perhaps I would have dealt with you differently...but alas. Fate can be a cruel mistress.”


      Irena clenched her fist tightly, yet she offered no rebuttal as she saw the Marquis of Tauche off.


      “I inherited this incompetence from my father,” she told him. “You bear no blame in the matter.”


      As he passed by her, the gaze he cast upon Irena was steeped in vulgar desire.


      “You’ve grown quite beautiful, Lady Irena. In every sense of the word.”


      “I am honored by your praise.”


      “I look forward to seeing what you can do in a week.”


      After instructing a servant to escort the marquis—his slovenly body dragging its way out the door—Irena turned to the maid standing at her side.


      “How is Father?”


      “As per usual, he is holed up in his study.”


      “Talking to himself again?”


      “Indeed.”


      “I see... Good grief, he’s just as much trouble as that old pedophile.”


      “Language, milady.”


      “I know. My apologies.”


      Leaving the conversation at that, Irena left the room and made her way to the study. She took her time meandering down the corridor. Simply carrying Gurba’s sword made her feel lightheaded, and as she lugged it along, she completely ruined the fine rugs the blade met along the way.


      When she was finally standing outside the study, out seeped a voice, muffled by the thick door.


      “The Great Tree... The Great Tree told me so. That’s right—it must be true. It’s fine, it’s fine...it’s fine. It’s all fine. It’s fine, isn’t it?”


      “Father.”


      “Aaahhh, it’s almost time. Almost...almost...”


      Irena let out a resigned sigh. Her father was already too demented to hold a coherent conversation. Visits from doctors had all proven pointless—nobody could pinpoint the cause, much less devise a cure.


      He was beyond help.


      As if in direct proportion to his growing derangement, her father had begun enacting policies that bordered on outright exploitation. It only grew worse by the day.


      The man would put on a façade of normalcy when he left that room to conduct his official duties. But even then, he moved like a machine following preprogrammed protocols. Once his work was done and he returned to his study, he would fall back into this state.


      It had been half a year since Count Iron’s mental health had deteriorated. It had started right around the time the name Helheim had begun to spread across the world. Irena didn’t believe there was any direct connection, but she soon learned firsthand that ill omens often came in succession.


      Crops began to fail throughout the territory, seemingly responding to her father’s madness. This mysterious phenomenon continued even now, as though something was siphoning away all the nutrients in the land.


      She would have abandoned the territory immediately if she could. But doing so would mean the fall of her house—a house whose rise to the rank of count had been built upon their position as the lords of Gaghiel, the city that housed Gurba, the Forge God.


      To leave would be to surrender her peerage and her right to lordship. In short, it guaranteed ruin.


      “I...have to be the one to do something.”


      Investigate the cause. Uncover the truth.


      It was far too heavy a burden for a fourteen-year-old girl to bear.


      “But what am I supposed to do with this sword...?”


      Turning away from the study, she felt the weight of the blade and the reality of her situation pushing her further and further into a corner. Still, she managed to recover the dignity in her stride just in time to pass in front of the portrait of her mother, who had left the world when Irena was still young.


      “I will take care of it, mother. There is nothing to worry about.”


      Awkwardly dragging the sword behind her, she finally reached her bedroom door and threw it open with a sense of relief.


      The room was dark and silent. It felt like a mirror of her own mind, casting an even darker shadow over her heart.


      “One week.” It was far too short.


      There were ways to rework all those problematic policies, but the crop failures were beyond her. If she didn’t even know what was causing them, there was no way to discern a light of salvation.


      Not only that, but if she failed, everything she was would fall into the hands of Marquis Tauche. The rights to lordship were nothing more than a pretext, and Irena knew it. No noble would want such a blighted land.


      Then what of the continuation of House Iron? It was something of an obligation hammered into her as the count’s daughter, but it had already slipped too far away for her to grasp.


      “Father... Mother...”


      Gurba’s sword was artlessly cast to the floor with a sharp clang, its inorganic mass carving a gash in the wood. Irena collapsed where she stood, her body tormented by the weight of responsibility, and her voice caught in her throat.


      She knew she was fighting a losing battle. She knew she was already cornered. “Ngh...”


      The tears refused to stop spilling from her eyes. They soaked her cheeks—tears far too heavy for such a young girl.


      If I just give up and run away...


      “Of course, I can’t do that!”


      Even if it meant flailing around in disgrace, she was a daughter of House Iron. This was the fate that had been given to her.


      Her horridly tattered heart was starting to tear again, having already been stitched back together too many times. It wasn’t anyone else’s doing—it was by her own hand.


      “If you’re going to die...then die as the daughter of Count Iron, you useless wretch.”


      She curled up, struggling to contain the unceasing sobs. And just as she tried to rise once more, with not a glimmer of hope or light...


      “What’s got you crying? If you’re in trouble, should I help?”


      “Huh?”




      There shouldn’t have been anyone in the room. Yet reflected in her tear-swollen eyes was the same gray hood from before. It was that man—the one who had pulled Gurba’s sword from the Great Tree.


      Irena immediately sprang to her feet and backed away, her eyes fixed on the intruder before her. This man, who spoke casually and gestured without a care, seemed utterly unaware of her tragic turmoil.


      “No, I mean, honestly, I didn’t expect to see you again this soon either,” he said. “It’s kinda embarrassing, really... But I’ve got some business with you.”


      “Y-You!” Irena shot back. “How did you get in here?! I-I’ll call someone!”


      The man hastily replied, “Hey, wait, wait! I really am just here for business! I won’t do anything!”


      “You already have!” she protested. “It’s called breaking and entering!”


      “Ah, right. Yep. Fair point. But just hear me out.”


      He pointed at the sword lying on the floor, the mouth peeking out of the shadow of his hood twisting into a grin.


      “That right there. You need it to meet the Forge God Gurba, right? I didn’t know about that when I handed it over, see? So yeah. I was hoping you’d help me out here.”


      He put his hand to his head as he awkwardly, apologetically made his plea. And seeing his intent, Irena shook her head. It was just as she suspected.


      “Forge God Gurba? Please. So basically, you want a bonus on top of your hush money. You’ll tell everyone what really happened if I don’t let you meet him.”


      It was only natural, after all. It was only human to squeeze a noble dry if you held their weakness in your hand. Irena did not have any time as it was, and this was no time to waste any more of it.


      She was about to agree just to get it over with.


      “No, no, you have it all wrong. We settled that one for fifty gold, remember? This is a separate matter.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “Yeah, really. I don’t want to be resented by someone who’s definitely going to make it big.”


      The man pulled back his hood to reveal an overly fine-featured face that exuded a subdued sort of confidence.


      “You were crying, right? So there has to be something troubling you. We’ll go with that, and then we can call it even.”


      “Wh-What are you talking about?”


      “It’s give and take. If you help me out, I’ll lend you my strength too. Well, not just mine, actually. Our strength. Does that sound like a fair trade?” Speaking of fairness, the man dropped to one knee before Irena, looking up at her as he went on. “I will resolve whatever issue’s making you cry. Feel free to use me however you want to see it done. I might not look it, but I’m pretty dang useful, you know.”


      ■


      “Y-You want me to use you?”


      “That’s right. In return, you’ll help with my business.”


      The confused girl’s eyes wander a bit, then return to me with a hint of doubt.


      There’s just one thing I have to do here, and that’s to demonstrate my usefulness. After all, the one holding the final say in this negotiation isn’t me—it’s her.


      “You know about Forge God Gurba, right?” I start.


      “Y-Yes,” she stammers. “Of course I do...”


      “He used to be a subordinate of mine, but when I tried to go see him—”


      “Wait! Wait, wait! What are you even talking about?!”


      Her eyes fly wide open as she raises her voice. The girl closes in on me as if she’s thrown all that prior caution to the wind. That reaction alone tells me all I need to know about Gurba’s standing these days, and for some reason, I can feel my chest swelling with pride.


      He was once ostracized for stubbornly following his own path, but now he can forge equipment for the sake of others. I guess even that cantankerous old man can mellow out if you give him enough time.


      “Th-The Forge God was—he was your subordinate?! Don’t screw with me! Who in the world would believe—” But once she gets that far, she cuts herself short. The girl finds herself looking at the sword on the floor, then back at me.


      She’s at a loss for words. I can tell that she isn’t rejecting it outright but is instead trying her utmost to understand. She really is a sharp kid; a cut above the rest.


      “So, the person who has that sword can meet Gurba, right? Here’s the idea.”


      ■


      “Lady Irena! We have heard all about your valor in claiming the Forge God’s sword!”


      “I’m sure Lord Gurba is waiting to see you. Please go ahead.”


      “Yes... Thank you.”


      The guards at the checkpoint saluted, their eyes full of respect for Irena. As they gazed upon the sword, those looks turned to worship.


      Putting up a strong front, Irena carried the blade hidden within a hastily made scabbard and boldly passed through the checkpoint.


      She climbed the gentle slope of the small hill. It was an area rich with nature, one that seemed to reject civilization itself, and she felt constantly on guard. She couldn’t help but think that the person ahead shared that very same sentiment.


      Still, there was no way to tell if what that man said was true or not until she saw for herself.


      That said, Gurba will immediately be able to tell that I wasn’t the one who pulled the sword...


      That was the reason Irena didn’t go to see Gurba even when she had bought the achievement. Even so, if she explained that she’d come at the request of the man who truly drew the sword, perhaps Gurba would at least hear her out.


      Gurba’s essence. It was a blessing coveted not just by nobles, but by entire nations.


      She could feel a faint heat in the air as she approached the metal shack.


      Clang! Clang!


      The shack reverberated with the ringing of a hammer on iron. As she placed a hand on the door, she felt its unmistakable weight and resistance.


      In one breath, she threw it open and found a room devoid of any signs of being lived in; the space was illuminated by a glowing blue stone that floated in the air, spinning atop something like a pedestal. The only other thing of note was the door in the back that presumably led to the workshop.


      “Pardon... Pardon me!” She’d meant to project her voice to the workshop, but its quivering tone fell dead in the room.


      Gulping, she forced her feet toward the door in the back.


      Knock...


      She knocked, just once. She was so tense that the sound was a lot softer than she’d intended, barely carrying at all.


      Rebuking her own timid self, she raised her hand to knock again, but harder. Before she could, however, the sound of hammering stopped.


      “Who is it?”


      Three hoarse words, and suddenly she felt like her heart had been seized.


      Before a reply could form in her constricted throat, the door opened up as though to shove her aside. The one who emerged from within was a large, white-haired man, so tall she had to look up to take in his towering form. Despite all the work he did by a roaring flame, not a single bead of sweat had stained his robust frame.


      An old man in name alone, this was one of the kingsmiths: Forge God Gurba.


      “Girl... What business do you have here?”


      “Ah... Umm...”


      As Irena struggled to muster her voice, Gurba’s eyes fell upon the sword at her waist. His expression hardened.


      He surveyed the area before looking down at the shrinking Irena.


      “That sword... That’s the one I drove into the Great Tree. Did you pull it out?”


      “Ngh...”


      The pressure she felt from his words alone was enough to bring her to tears. Without taking her eyes off of him, Irena pried open her mouth that felt like it had been stitched shut.


      “I-It was...not...me...”


      “Then leave. I have nothing to give to a fool who comes bearing bought glory.”


      He had suspected as much from the start, and once she’d confirmed it herself, he completely lost interest. Gurba pointed at the shack’s door.


      “Leave at once. And tell the one who sold you the sword that they missed their chance as well. We are done here.”


      It was an absolute rejection. All the warmth had drained from his cold and dull eyes. Irena’s faint flicker of hope had vanished the moment she’d come bearing the sword.


      As Gurba turned to return to his workshop, Irena, driven by desperation, called out again.


      “Ah... Wa... Wait.” But he did not turn to see her. Just as the door was about to shut behind him, Irena mustered every last bit of strength left in her and screamed.


      “Th-The Corpse King!”


      Silence.


      She had braced for the earsplitting slam of the heavy door, but it had stopped just short of closing. It was like a dam had burst, and though Irena did not understand what was happening around her, her words continued to pour out.


      If she stopped now, she knew she’d be swallowed again.


      “U-Umm...the person who pulled the sword said you’d understand i-if I said that name. S-So I, umm...”


      “Fool.”


      “Eep...”


      Bloodlust.


      What Gurba directed at Irena was a glare harsh enough to kill a man.


      “They dare besmirch that name... Use the name of the organization however you see fit. I care not. But to speak that child’s name in vain... For that, I will not be so forgiving. Damned demons. Shall I eradicate you to your last?”


      Irena crumpled in terror, and as he towered over her Gurba hoisted his mighty smithing hammer.


      “Call the fool here. I’ll throw them straight into the furnace.”


      Irena’s body jolted at those words. It had played out exactly as he said it would. He’d told her that Gurba might listen if she spoke that name. And when that happened, he’d told her what to say next.


      “H-He cannot...t-teleport here. That’s what he said.”


      “Teleport? Hah, it looks like he knows some tricks. Very well.”


      With that, Gurba lowered his hammer at the glowstone at the center of the room. Its brilliant light was shattered to pieces in an instant. A shrill sound reverberated far and wide as the light source, pedestal and all, scattered in all directions as mere dust.


      “Girl, stand back if you value your life,” Gurba barked. “I am unable to hold back.”


      His veins bulged, and his eyes were glued to the entrance.


      A faint sound drifted in from outside. The sound of footsteps was growing closer and closer. He tightened his grip on his hammer, rage filling his face as he held it high. Then the door swung open. Not a moment later, he swung with a furious roar.


      “Grrraaahhh!”


      A hammer swung with such force that Irena could feel the winds rising just by being in its general vicinity. It passed over her head, slammed into the door, and the wind roared as it tore through the room, scattering everything in its wake.


      However, the hammer had stopped. It hung frozen in the air, just before the figure beyond the door frame.


      “Uh... Ah...”


      An absent-minded grunt, unbefitting of one called the Forge God, escaped Gurba’s throat.


      Then came the clattering of the hammer falling from his hand and striking the ground, and the face of the figure that had been hidden behind the hammer finally came into view.


      The faint, frivolous smile upon that figure’s lips curled in nostalgia.
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      “You’ve gotten old, Gurba. Why do you look like you’ve got one foot in the grave? I mean, maybe it’s half my fault, but still. If you’re that bored, quit your whining and come with me. I’ve got something fun planned.”


      He was acting just the same as he had so long ago, and for some reason, tears welled up in Gurba’s eyes. There was no lie in his words.


      Gurba probably did appear as if he were simply waiting to die. He must have looked unbearably bored. But the words that followed had him clench his teeth.


      This was not a dream, nor a delusion. He had returned.


      “Ch-Child...”


      “I need your power. Let’s do some stupid shit together again.”


      ■


      “Gah ha ha haaa! Sorry about that, young lady! I must’ve given you quite a scare!”


      “N-Not at all. I appreciate the concern, truly...but...”


      It looks like the girl can’t hide her bewilderment, seeing Gurba of all people showing off such a jovial grin like some kindly old man. Her eyes are wandering all across the room.


      By the time my explanations were over, the thorny air around Gurba vanished entirely. He even set aside his hammer, propping it up against the wall, as if to avoid frightening her even further.


      Of course, it’s not just Gurba’s change that left her at a loss.


      “Good grief!” cries Nidh. “If you weren’t as stubborn as ever, we could’ve done without all this roundabout nonsense!”


      “Nidh, all you did was sit on the king’s shoulder the whole time,” Garmr grumbles.


      “You really have the nerve to talk as if you actually put in any effort,” Nifl adds.


      “Ah, the bickering!” Gurba exclaims. “This takes me back!”


      “Why do you look so happy?!”


      The way they quarrel without a care isn’t helping the poor girl’s confusion one bit. She finally tears her eyes from their exchange and looks at me with uncertainty.


      “U-Umm...these people are...?”


      “They’re all my subordinates. A half-demon, half-angel. The child of the cursed wolf. The wicked dragon Nidhöggr, and Forge God Gurba. Pretty amazing, right?”


      “Bwah...?! N-Nidhöggr?!”


      “Hmm? What’s this, girl? You know about me?”


      “Eep!”


      When Nidh turns toward her, her body jolts up and she quickly darts into my shadow.


      Come to think of it, she’s called the Empire’s Guardian Dragon, or something or other. Nidh’s got to be pretty famous. Who’da thunk our brawler-slash-mascot would make it that big?


      But whatever the case, that’s goal number one achieved.


      All that’s left is to tell the girl to—


      “Oh, right. I never asked for your name. What can I call you?”


      “A-Are... Are you r-referring to me?”


      “Why so formal? You don’t need to worry about that stuff with me. They’re the amazing ones here—not yours truly. If you look at it from a status perspective, I’m obviously lower and...hmm? Wait, it’s a bit late, but should I be speaking formally to you?”


      “Wh-What are you suddenly turning all timid for?! I think we’re past that already. I’m Irena Wil Iron, daughter of Count Iron.”


      “Irena... So either Ai or Rena... Nah, Rena’s definitely cuter. So, Rena it is.”


      “R-Rena?!”


      Rena reacts strongly to the friendly nickname. Does she like it? Feeling encouraged by her response, I strike my hands together to gather everyone’s attention.


      “All right, attention! Catching up is important, but I promised to help out Rena here. As per usual, you’ll be tagging along with my selfishness.”


      “Oh? It’s been so long since I’ve heard your unreasonable demands... My arms are itching to go already.”


      “Please leave it to me. I believe I have an idea regarding the problems troubling Miss Lady Rena’s household. It should be solvable with our current strength.”


      “Oh! Glad to hear it, Nifl!”


      “Ah, King, King! Garmr will do her best too!”


      “And of course, you have me as well! Girl, fret not. Greet tomorrow with a smile!”


      My subordinates answer me however they please. Taken out of context, their statements could come off as rather concerning, but it hardly feels that way to me—especially knowing who’s saying them.


      Rena, however, has yet to respond.


      I don’t know what emotions are stirring within her right now. Yet her stiff expression, the slight redness of her cheeks, and the way her moist eyes take in my subordinates tell me what she feels is far from negative.


      “We have a deal, and we’ll honor our side of the bargain. Trust should be repaid with trust.”


      “You... Who...are you?”


      With tear-reddened eyes, Rena looks up at me with hope. I pause for a beat, considering what to say.


      Helheim? Well, Helheim has become infamous nowadays.


      Yeah, this could be fun.


      “My name is Corpse King. Leader of those who lurk in the shadows. Of Helheim... Something like that.”


      “Hel...heim...”


      She repeats the word in a daze, and I do not bother to elaborate.


      Even without that, she is already searching for the pieces to understand. I can see it in her eyes. And I feel a sense of joy welling up within me; I was right on the mark with her.


      Fame great enough to overturn infamy.


      That is exactly what will bring the most trouble to those masquerading as Helheim, and this shall be the first step.


      Nifl nods happily at my words; Garmr hops up and down; Nidh is for some reason wearing a triumphant grin; and Gurba’s shoulders are quivering as he laughs.


      This is necessary for all of them to have a place to belong. Even if it is embarrassing to say aloud...but this time, I’ll bite the bullet.


      Ignoring the blood rushing to my face, I pull down my hood to play the part of a man of mystery.


      “Undeluded.”


      Nifl immediately speaks up. “The mana in the territory surrounding Gaghiel is converging on that Great Tree. It is potentially due to demonic influence in a Hidden Land near the Vehinos Mines... I presume that is the cause of the bad harvest.”


      “Come to think of it, King,” says Garmr, “the tree you threw away was the demons’ sacred tree, right?”


      I nod. “It was, but, mm, when the greater demon they were worshipping back then perished, the mana within it should have dispersed. I made sure of it; that’s why I didn’t really put too much thought into where I buried it.”


      “It’s hard to imagine it’d wait this long to show its true colors...” Gurba muses. “Perhaps the tree isn’t malicious, and it’s more like a medium it can possess?”


      “For now, we just have to smash the tree and see!” Nidh declares.


      “You’re jumping the gun,” I scold her. “But it might be worth investigating.”


      “Yes. Corpse King, when you planted that tree, its nature was dispersal, not absorption. We were able to confirm that it was distributing its mana to the soil surrounding Gaghiel,” Nifl explains. “But now, the tree is storing the mana it is supposed to be dispersing within a hollow, on top of siphoning mana from the surrounding area.”


      “No wonder you’ve got nothing to grow and nothing to harvest,” Gurba says. “This city’s managing because it mainly thrives on the steelworking industry, but had it happened anywhere else, well, you would’ve had a famine in no time.”


      Everyone nods to that.


      “With all the mana it’s storing, perhaps that hollow is functioning as a Hidden Land,” says Nifl. “In other words...”


      “It’s an environment where it’s real easy to grow demons.”


      I pick up where she leaves off, and she returns a sharp nod. It’s just as I feared.


      If someone’s tampered with the Great Tree of Gaghiel, then it’s more than likely that something I don’t even want to think about is lurking within that hollow.


      “Then we’ll need to start investigating fast,” I conclude. “Depending on what we find out, we might have to rely on Nidh’s muscle-brained plan after all.”


      “Oh! We’re smashing it?!”


      “Do not act rashly, you stupid dragon.”


      “Okay, investigate away!”


      With everyone on the same page—at least, when it comes to investigating the Great Tree of Gaghiel—Rena, who’s been listening from the sidelines, lets out a long sigh.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “No, it’s...” She pauses and gives a weak smile. “I just ended up hating my own incompetence.”


      Her gaze alternates between my subordinates and the sword at her waist.


      “There I was, so worked up running around to save my house, only to be reminded time and again there was nothing I could do. Meanwhile, the people I just met today found a solution like it’s nothing...and all I can do is watch. A count’s daughter? What a joke.”


      Self-mockery and self-loathing spill from her lips as naturally as she breathes. Rena doesn’t understand how deeply she is wounding herself through her own words.


      She’s probably misunderstanding something.


      “Here’s the thing, Rena. I’m not some hero of justice.”


      “Pardon?”


      “In fact, I’m pretty callous. Honest. Even if I knew about what was going on with you, I would’ve pretended I didn’t and left town if I didn’t need your help. I mean, it really has nothing to do with me, after all. But you did your best, and that’s why I’m here right now.”


      She swallows her breath.


      “You knew you could never pull the sword yourself. You knew what kind of sword it was too. Even so, you tried to get it for the sake of your family, right? Your efforts had you going around in circles until you found me. If that’s not your achievement, then what is it?”


      Her eyes are fixed on me now.


      “I say this with absolute certainty. Your efforts led to the best possible result. That’s something I’m completely confident in.”


      Once upon a time, we saved the world. And despite the enormous price that had to be paid for that result, we never once belittled our accomplishment. We couldn’t.


      I sandwich her cheeks between my hands, nudging the edges of her lips into a smile as I wipe her tears away.


      “For a short while, you’re going to have Helheim, the strongest and worst business partners imaginable. Use us to your heart’s content. I promise we’ll bring you the outcome you want.”


      “This is seriously...stupid...”


      “Urp... You think so too? It’s a little lame, I guess! Ah, wait, wait, this hurts...”


      “Pfft... No, that’s not it. You’re stupidly cool. That’s all.”


      With the tears gone, Rena’s eyes shine brighter than ever before.


      I release her and turn back to my subordinates. They’re looking at me just like Rena was—eyes full of expectations as they wait for my command.


      Man, these guys really like me, huh... I guess the feeling’s mutual.


      Once, just this once, I tell myself as I open my mouth.


      “Helheim, moving out.”


      “Yes sir.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Supreme Hammer of Gray


      Not long after Irena left, the thunderous rattle of a caravan of carriages passed through the gates that led to the manor of Count Iron. They were led by the fifth princess of Gryphil and bore the crest of the Holy Kingdom.


      The eyes of the students lit up at the sight of a western-style mansion, the likes of which they had never seen in modern Japan, as Asha entered through the door that the mansion’s guards had opened for her.


      “Princess Gryphil, we are deeply honored that you have made the long trek to grace our household with your presence.”


      The one who came to greet them was the chief steward of House Iron. While the heroes were captivated by his impeccable manners, Asha accepted his courtesy like she had been through this a hundred times before.


      “The pleasure is all mine. I know of all of your efforts in sustaining this troubled domain. As someone whose house bears responsibility over all the lands within our borders, I must express my own gratitude.”


      Once they had finished with the pleasantries, Asha got straight to business.


      “The reason for our visit is quite simple. We received word that the young lady of this household pulled the sword of the renowned Forge God Gurba from the Great Tree and have come to confirm the matter.”


      The heroes watched over the exchange, a little taken aback by the level of formality Asha was displaying. While she still occasionally showed whimsy befitting her age, the heroes were now seeing firsthand the weight of responsibility that bore down on the twelve-year-old girl.


      The steward of House Iron gave an understanding nod.


      “I regret to say this as it may come as a discourtesy to Your Highness, but our young lady is away from the estate at the moment. She informed us that she would not be gone long, but if you wish to meet her, we would need to ask for a bit of your time.”


      “She is away? What terrible timing on our part.”


      “My sincerest apologies.”


      Lowering his head, the steward glanced at the heroes standing awkwardly behind Asha. She picked up on it and gestured toward them.


      “Summoned through the secret arts of the Holy Kingdom of Gryphil, these heroes from another world have pledged themselves to the subjugation of Helheim.”


      The steward looked at them more carefully, narrowing his eyes. “Oh? Heroes from another world, you say?”


      He immediately issued instructions to the maids, setting the whole household into brisk motion. Though the sudden hustle and bustle unsettled the heroes, the steward offered them a gentle smile.


      “Forgive my lapse in courtesy. For certain reasons, it will be difficult for the head of the house to attend to guests today. In his stead, we would like to offer you a warm welcome.”


      “My word.” Asha seemed startled, hearing something unexpected. By contrast, the heroes all brightened up.


      “A warm welcome?”


      “H-Heroes really are special, huh?!”


      “What’s a warm welcome in another world gonna look like?!”


      Their excitement was contagious, spreading to all but a handful of students.


      “You’re making a big deal out of this.”


      “Huh? Sawamura? Still can’t read the room, even in another world...”


      “Being able to kill the mood that quickly’s got to be a talent.”


      “If reading the room means making noise with the normies, then I’m good being illiterate.”


      “Wow, lame. You’re the real deal if you’re still on about normies.”


      “Tsk...”


      The group began to move as the servants directed them. The strained atmosphere in one corner of the procession was enough to make even Hizaki Hyouka sigh.


      As she watched the rowdy students, Sawamura went up to her.


      “Seriously, those guys don’t even realize how stupid they are,” he said. “All they can do is make a ruckus. Right, Hizaki?”


      “Are you talking to me?”


      “Yeah. You’re not stupid like them.”


      “If you say so.”


      Sawamura went on, unaware of the looks he was getting. “The old hierarchy doesn’t mean jack in this world. The castes at school have been returned to nil. This is a world where ability means everything. Wouldn’t you say so?”


      “Possibly...”


      “Hizaki. You and I, we’ve both gained incredible power. That’s why...”


      Before the words could spill from his mouth, someone new spoke up.


      “Aah...forty...six... Forty-six...”


      “Huh?”


      At the central staircase that faced the front door, a figure drew all eyes in the parlor to the ornate landing at its peak. With a gait like a wandering ghost, he swayed so horribly as he moved that a single misstep could have sent him tumbling right down the stairs.


      But he was definitely there by his own intent.


      “M-Milord!”


      Count Metall Wil Iron.


      A man who had lost his grip on sanity a long time ago, he descended before the heroes with the sunken, hollow eyes of a lifelong insomniac.


      “Ngsh...”


      It wasn’t just his unsteady steps. He was muttering to himself, his hair—grown out and so unkempt it could only be called slovenly—hanging over his face.


      There was something wrong—inhuman, even—about him.


      The uncanny tension in the air had everyone freeze, forgetting to breathe.


      “M-Milord... Your health...”


      He paid no heed to the concerned servant and passed right by him.


      “Aah... Aaah...”


      “D-do you need something from me...?”


      It was Sawamura he approached, who’d lagged a little behind the others.


      The lord reached out a hand.


      “Umm...”


      He placed it on the boy’s neck.


      “Hoh... Hoh ho. It is fulfilled.”


      “Ah...”


      There was no scream as his neck was snapped.


      Instead, an explosion thundered from outside the manor. As it echoed through the halls, the lord spoke up, still bearing the visage of a vengeful ghost.


      “Number Forty-six: Bifrons. Henceforth, your blasphemy has begun.”


      ■


      As a blast wave blows across the city with a massive boom, our eyes all snap in the direction of the Great Tree of Gaghiel.


      “Wh-What just happened?!”


      “Damn. Looks like we caught on too late.”


      Just how bad can our timing be? I click my tongue as I turn to Rena and meet her shaken gaze.


      The source of evil just had to wake up right as we were about to start investigating. If you want to somehow spin this in a positive light, you could say it saved us the trouble of finding it. But considering the human cost, this is the worst possible outcome.


      There’s no time to waste.


      With that said, a number of strategies are already forming in my head—ways to use this situation to our advantage.


      “Oh, right, Rena. What’s your ability?”


      “Huh? R-Right now?”


      “Yeah, yeah, just tell me. Is it a combat type? Creation type?”


      She bites her lip, struggling to find the right words before mumbling, “Combat...technically...”


      Going off her reaction, I guess it’s not anything too powerful.


      If Rena’s ability is strong enough to break through the situation, we’ll be able to skip the tedium of the investigation entirely, but...


      “What kind of ability is it anyway?”


      She goes on to describe it to me. It’s impractical—far too impractical—but how could there be an ability out there that matches my plan this perfectly?


      “With an ability like this,” she says, “I can’t do anything on my own... It’s not useful at all.”


      “Aight! Nifl, Garmr, Nidh, Gurba, you handle the city. I’m gonna have a look at the Great Tree. C’mon, Rena.”


      “Huh?”


      In her moment of confusion, I scoop her up under an arm. And after a brief pause, she starts flailing her legs.


      “Wait! What do you think you’re doing?!”


      “Corpse King, we will head your way as soon as we are finished.”


      “Yeah, I’ll be waiting. Okay, Rena! Let’s go cut down the root of your crop failures. You’re going to save the city!”


      “Uh... Huh?!”


      ■


      The forty-sixth greater demon, Bifrons: an entity bearing the ability Keeper of the Graveyard, which allowed him to bring any deceased life under his control.


      There were no exceptions to his reach. Any and all things dead fell under the scope of his power.


      Whether by accident or design, someone had sealed Bifrons within a hollow of the Great Tree of Gaghiel for decades. It took a while, but after regaining his sense of self within the hollow, Bifrons devoted himself to recovery in order to reclaim Gaghiel, a realm he had once ruled.


      The sword was a seal, yet it was also a connection to the outside world. Bearing that in mind, Bifrons chose the person with the most authority in the city and poured out his mana as that person tried their hand at pulling the sword, turning them into a puppet.


      The one he targeted just so happened to be Metall Wil Iron.


      All in preparation for the moment his true body could crawl out of the hollow.




      How loathsome. How detestable. He thought of the accursed ones clad in ash who had dared place a stone in the path of the great Demon King’s dominion.


      At their head was a fiend brazen enough to call himself the Corpse King before the Demon King himself.


      “I have not...forgotten.”


      Long ago, Gaghiel was our stronghold. They ravaged us. They slaughtered countless of my kin.


      “Hel...heim... Hoh ho ho... As a prelude to my revenge, I shall claim this city as my own once more.”


      His birth was nigh.


      The scars Gurba’s sword had left in the Great Tree began to leak a dark, violet light. The fragment snatched up the mana of a youth summoned as a hero and funneled it to his main body.


      The moment was ripe.


      That which overflowed seized the eyes of all of Gaghiel’s residents. It blinded them—forced them wide in disbelief.


      “Greater demon...Earl Bifrons commands it. Fall into my grasp, Gaghiel.”


      What overflowed and fell from the Great Tree was an abomination.


      It had no fixed shape. At times it looked liquid and at other times like gas—an unstable, incomplete mass that writhed and oozed, bubbling and fizzling while emitting a voice far too rational for its twisted form.


      “Eek...”


      After a long, suffocating silence around the Great Tree, a single woman’s throat seized. The sound that escaped it restored the flow of time to the scene.


      “WAAAAH!”


      A chorus of screams filled the air as a flood of citizens surged for the city gates.


      Those who hadn’t seen it directly were swept along by those who screamed and ran, and soon they were running as well. Fear was contagious. But neither the rumble of the crowd’s feet nor their ear-rending panic elicited any interest from Bifrons.


      As his body squelched, shifted, and glowed, he chanted but a single word.


      “Parade.”


      Gaghiel had once flourished as a stronghold of demons before falling into ruin at the hands of marauding invaders. Demons who had been taken too soon, who had died with resentment and regret in their hearts, began to manifest once more.


      “Release the regrets that have long sunk into the abyss.”


      Lesser demons and demons took on physical form. They gathered in swarms all throughout Gaghiel, and their rumbling roars shook the city to its core.


      So long as the reality of their deaths existed, they were valid targets of Bifrons’s ability. They didn’t even need bodies of their own. Bifrons connected to them with his mana and fabricated suitable forms for them.


      With an inexhaustible army of the dead as his shield, Bifrons began to move.


      Meanwhile, Gaghiel was plunged into chaos as the crowds of fleeing citizens met with a legion brought back from the depths of hell. And then...


      “Skadi.”


      “Mn?”


      Crackle-crackle...crack.


      A creeping cold front slithered its way across the entire city, freezing everything it touched.




      As the citizens fled any which way they could, the space they left was quickly filled by demons eager to claim it as their own. Heeding Bifrons’s commands, these puppets of flesh recognized all humans as targets for elimination, and they acted in accordance.


      Four demons, neither greater nor lesser, made up an assault squad. Bipedal, quadrupedal, a flying insect, and an armored beetle—in these forms, they chased after their fleeing prey.


      “Move! Out of the way!”


      “I’m first!”


      “Mama...where are you...”


      “O-O Lord...please forgive us for our sins...”


      Merchant wagons and market stalls clogged the narrow streets, completely sealing them once the fleeing masses had jammed themselves into whatever free space was left. They could feel the cold presence of death pressing on their backs and robbing them of rational thought.


      The demons, closing in on the desperate stampede, mechanically fixed their sights on the residents stuck at the tail end of the congestion.


      “H-Hurry and open the road!”


      “S-Someone!”


      “Ha—ha ha hah... What a way to go...”


      Some clung to life.


      Some cried out for help.


      Some laughed in resignation.


      “Ah...”


      And as though evoked by their voices, a cold wind stroked the streets.


      It wasn’t just the ground beneath their feet; even the largest buildings were affected, from foundation to roof. Most everything inorganic and devoid of mana was frozen over, the cityscape reshaped in its entirety.


      “Ggyaaa—ghk!”


      A demon was crushed beneath a metal hammer that fell from the sky.


      “To think my first battle in ages would be right in the middle of Gaghiel...”


      The back the citizens beheld, of the one who wielded that hammer, was the very symbol of the Steel City of Gaghiel.


      A giant of a man, slinging the weapon over his shoulder, pinned the quadrupedal demon under his boot as he shifted his eyes about to take in the human masses.


      “It’s good that you’re all gathered in one place. Makes it easier to protect you.”


      “L-Lord Gurba!”


      The crowd cried out his name. And as though to echo their joy, similar cheers were breaking out in various places across the city.


      “Looks like the others made it in time.”


      The sounds of destruction rising from all around were the marks of the monsters fighting under the same banner as him.


      “Now, child...let loose. Brand that fool with the second coming of our king.”


      ■


      “Of all the demons, it just had to be you. Huh, Bifrons?”


      “Y-You... Youuuaaagh!”


      “Long time no see.”


      With each step I take, a thin sheet of ice spreads out from beneath my feet. I walk through frozen Gaghiel with Rena tucked under my arm.


      My face is twisted not in fear, but in pure and simple distaste.


      “P-Put me down!”


      “Quit kicking, Rena. You’ve got a huge part to play in Operation Make Rena Gaghiel’s Savior.”


      I adjust my grip on her as I stare down Bifrons at the roots of the Great Tree of Gaghiel.


      “Corpse King... Not for a single moment...have I forgotten you. Even as I lay in the depths of hell!”


      “Sounds like you’re having trouble staying dead. How about I kill you again, and we can see if that helps, you gelatinous bastard.”


      Bifrons. You haven’t forgotten me, you say. That’s my line. I still remember my classmates’ screams as you killed them. The way you trampled on their dignity, toyed with their corpses, then used those bodies to murder more. You were one of the many targets I swore vengeance on.


      “It’s all your fault I’ve got trauma with screams. I can’t even enjoy movies or anime anymore. How’re you gonna make that up to me?”


      “What nonsense do you speak of, Corpse King?”


      A stream of incoherent complaints pours out of my mouth. I know we can never go back, no matter what anyone does or says.


      Once upon a time, I wiped out all the demons of Gaghiel, Bifrons included.


      He probably never even realized that I was one of the summoned heroes, or that I killed the demons of Gaghiel as retribution for my murdered comrades. And at this point, there’s really nothing left to say.


      I have no words worth giving to this grotesque, writhing mass of sludge that barely qualifies as a living thing.


      “I have long awaited this moment... As I lay in the depths of hell... I, Bifrons—”


      “Just shut up already.”


      As I sweep my free arm to the side, the ice crawling along the ground bursts forth, devouring the space ahead. Spears of ice sprout from the earth at a speed beyond sight, piercing straight through Bifrons’s amorphous body.


      “Gwoah!”


      “Can I borrow that sword, Rena? You don’t know how to use a sword, do you?”


      “How can you tell— Well, whatever. It’s useless to me.”


      With such an unpleasant demon right before her, Rena is way calmer than when she confronted Gurba. As I let her get back on her feet, she passes me the sword from her hip, then starts to inspect her greaves.


      She taps her toe caps against the ground, steadying her breath. “The way that thing’s shaped, I doubt he takes much damage...”


      “Yeah, he generally doesn’t.”


      “Wait, then what are we supposed to do?!”


      “It’s fine, I’ve got a plan. Besides, I’ve killed him once already... Not that I know why he’s alive again. Seriously.”


      “H-Huh?”


      “He’s the reason all the mana was gathering in the Great Tree. In short, kill this disgusting-looking demon and you’ll solve the harvest problem. Let’s do our best, Rena.”


      “This thing is... I see.”


      I give the sword a light swing as I glare down at Bifrons, who’s getting worked up all on his own. Rena is glaring at him too, her eyes full of hatred despite the touch of fear.


      “You dare...mock me... Me—Bifrons?!”


      The ice vaporizes with a fizzle and a hiss as his mana flares out in brilliant light. And right as the light subsides, what appears is the same thing he’d flooded the city with—a swarm of demons.


      “Ahh... I hate you. I despise you, Corpse King! Not content with slaughtering my brethren, you defile my city yet again!”


      “Your city? Don’t make me laugh, you demon filth.” Rena’s sharp eyes stare down this wannabe lord. “Your city is under the rule of House Iron. We have no place in governance for a disgusting slime creature.”


      “Geh?!”


      “Bwah ha ha ha! Nice one, Rena! Perfect!”


      My clapping and laughing must be getting to him; Bifrons’s body bubbles like boiling water.


      That’s most likely him giving a command. His conjured horde of demon zombies roars as one and charges straight at us; and with the tidal wave of demons closing in on us, they also form a living wall to shield Bifrons.


      “Hey, isn’t that a few too many?!”


      Rena instinctively moves to intercept them, so I hold her back with a hand and take a light step forward. Timing my movements to the attacks of the small fries, I hammer in counter after counter, each a heartbeat from impact.


      Ten, then twenty...then so many it feels tiring to even count. Arm, leg, jaw, claw. I deflect, slip through, and drive the blade home.


      That’s one of Gurba’s swords for you. You can’t ask for a better cutting edge.


      “Rena. Just tell me what you want me to do. I’ll make it happen.”


      She already told me what her ability is. All I need to do now is support her with everything I have.


      It’s all for the reputation. The title of her being the girl who saved Gaghiel.


      She’ll be the one to murder this vomit-textured bastard. We’re just here to assist.


      As I cut through the tsunami of demons, I shoot her a glance.


      “I...can’t move until I’m done preparing,” she replies. “Can you protect me?”


      “Leave it to me. I won’t let them lay a finger on you.”


      Her shoulders jolt at my answer. I turn my gaze away and concentrate entirely on intercepting.


      Rena takes a deep breath and closes her eyes. And naturally, the enemy won’t let that opening slip by. A scorpion-looking demon tries to snipe her down with a needle shot from its tail.


      “Hrrah!”


      I kick off the ground with one foot and knock the needle aside mid-leap. I proceed to hurl the sword downward, straight into the head of another demon that tried to press on that opportunity and slip beneath me. Tearing the blade free as I land, I plunge straight back into the oncoming wave.


      I don’t need strength—just speed. My focus is solely on stripping my foes of their mobility.


      Thirty, then forty.


      My fighting style is nothing but brute force, relying solely on my body’s superior physical capabilities. But that’s not enough to satisfy Bifrons.


      “Ho hohhh! What’s wrong, Corpse King?! How unsightly of you! Have you lost the imposing might you once had?”


      “You’re really getting cocky the moment you think you’ve got the upper hand. That’s classic fodder behavior right there.”


      “Perish in a world without light, former conqueror.”


      The demon hordes swarm with greater momentum.


      Not yet. Hold on a bit longer.


      “You understand it yourself, don’t you? You see your own decline. It would have taken mere seconds for the old you to put down such measly numbers.”


      “This is you on the decline?! You’re seriously...”


      “You just keep concentrating, Rena! You don’t need to listen to him!”


      Rena’s eyes fly wide open; she’s more shaken than I am by what Bifrons said.


      Unfortunately, I’m not in the mood to humor him.


      Even as the attacks begin to graze me, as blood drips down my cheek, I forcibly twist my body, abandoning all concern for what’s to come. My defense is shoddy and reckless, and I know it.


      But it’s almost time. She always puts me first.


      The wave grows in strength, and the number of strikes I can throw at it is steadily becoming insufficient. It will probably be less than a minute before I’m swallowed by the rising tide.


      However, one minute is far more than she needs.


      “I apologize for the delay. Undeluded reporting in. All the demons within my assigned sector have been eliminated.”


      “That’s my right hand for you.”


      “Fhmm... Mmn... My apologies. Now then, Goetia Number.”


      “Twenty-five.”


      Of the seven greater demons I’ve slain and salvaged in the past, I’ve specifically chosen the one that would be the most painful for Bifrons.


      Nifl opens up her belly and sticks a hand inside. At practically the same time, I raise my sword to block a pincer attack, only for a demon to knock it clean from my grasp.


      I’m unarmed.


      The sword looks like it’s moving in slow motion as it spins through the air.


      Bifrons’s amorphous body has no expression, yet I can’t help but picture a wicked grin with the way his body distorts from seeing his golden opportunity.


      “Ha ha ha ha ha! Corpse King, you are mine!”


      “No. 25: Chain of Glasya-Labolas.”


      The demon army comes to a halt.


      “What?! Th-Those chains!”


      A great many chains coil tightly around the surrounding demons. They all trace back to a small box clenched in my hand.


      “Greater demon, Earl Glasya-Labolas. The same demon who ruled Gaghiel alongside you. You two were pretty close, right? Did you have fun, a demon like you acting all buddy-buddy?”


      I clamp down on the small box in my hand. In the next instant, the demons wrapped in chains burst to pieces.


      “That chain is Glasya-Labolas’s—!”


      “Oh, piss off. Playing with a comrade’s corpses is your thing. Come on, what’s with that sad little act? Why don’t you have a laugh about it like you always do, Earl?”


      When the faces of my classmates flash across my mind, I can feel my self-control slipping. Not that I have any reason to temper myself in the first place.


      “You’re gonna die miserably... Done in by a weapon made from your buddy’s corpse.”


      ■


      Gaghiel was supposed to have fallen into complete pandemonium. The Steel City should have been overrun by demons, on the verge of occupation, with its last pitiful attempts at resistance petering out. And yet, the chaos had been suppressed by only a handful of individuals.


      “Out of the way, out of the way, out of the waaay!” one bellowed as they charged, sending demons flying left and right. These were feats no human could hope to emulate.


      As the demons crashed against whatever was in their way, they would revert to raw mana and dissipate.


      This Guardian Dragon that had taken on a woman’s form was on a rampage, abusing her brute strength and absurd mobility to plow her way through Gaghiel. The way she tore through the frozen streets without a second thought to the destruction she was causing made her—in a sense—more demonic than the demons themselves.


      Following behind this incarnation of wanton destruction was Garmr, who had already finished cleaning up her designated sector. She did a bit of light work as she gave chase, cutting down a few more in her way.


      “Nidh! Bad girl! You shouldn’t go too wild!”


      “Do not ask for the impossible, Garmr! My king ordered us to ensure the citizens’ safety! Human lives come first; the city is secondary!”


      “I mean, that’s true, but— Hah!”


      The wolf girl cut herself short to rip the head off of a beast-shaped demon. She was essentially taking care of any stragglers that barely managed to escape Nidhöggr’s path of carnage.


      They continued to eliminate the demons throughout the city, never stopping to count their totals, when they stumbled upon a scene of scattered rubble. There stood a large group of residents, and at their center was Gurba, who appeared rather uncomfortable being looked upon with their unbridled gratitude.


      This devastation had to have been his handiwork.


      “Ugh...” Garmr groaned. “Grampa Gurba’s wrecking the city too...”


      “It looks like the old geezer hasn’t lost his edge,” Nidh said with an irritated snort.


      The two of them made straight for the old man.


      “Geezer. Are these all the ones who failed to get away in time?”


      “Hm? That’s right, dragon child. The city patrol corps took the rest of them; they’re keeping ’em safe by the outer wall.”


      “Nifl finished up first and went to the king, so I guess that means we’re done!” Garmr exclaimed.


      “Wha?!” cried Nidhöggr, “That cow-woman...! I’m going ahead!”


      “Ah! Wait, wait, Nidh!”


      “Leave her, Garmr. She’s always been like that.”


      As Gurba’s eyes softened, narrowing in kindness, in nostalgia, a look of shock crossed the faces of the residents. He was known throughout Gaghiel for his stern disposition, and this expression—that of a gentle old man—was one that even those who had lived their whole lives in the city had yet to see.


      “S-Sir Gurba,” a young man timidly called out to him. “Are these w-women your retainers?”


      The sight of Nidhöggr’s striking beauty burned into their eyes, the cityfolk looked at him with a hint of envy. But Gurba’s reaction betrayed their expectations.


      “What? Don’t be stupid. For your own sake, you’d be wise never to say something like that where they can hear it.”


      “Th-Then who...are they?”


      “Hmph... We are—”


      “Ahh! Wait, wait, Grampa! Garmr! Garmr wants to say it!”


      The residents broke out into a cold sweat as they watched Garmr throw a childish tantrum, swinging Gurba’s hand back and forth. Such disrespect toward the Forge God was unthinkable, yet the man himself merely chuckled, not seeming the least bit concerned.


      “Then I’ll leave it to you. Make it a grand proclamation, just as the king requested.”


      “You got it!”


      With an enthusiastic nod, dramatically flaring out her gray cloak with a sweeping gesture, she placed a hand over her face and flashed a fearless smile; it was such an aggressively chuuni stance that, had the Corpse King witnessed it, he would have writhed in agony and been put out of commission for three days.


      “We are Helheim!” she declared. “Alongside the prodigy who pulled the Sword of Trial, Irena Wil Iron, we shall eradicate the evil that has taken root in this city!”


      “You heard her. We are Helheim—nothing more than foot soldiers acting under the king’s command.”


      Their proud and mighty Forge God had degraded himself to being a mere foot soldier, yet those words carried a greater impact. We are Helheim. All of the residents in earshot froze.


      “Helheim... You mean...”


      “You’re kidding. Sir Gurba was part of Helheim?”


      “But he saved us!”


      “What’s going on here...”


      “Your confusion is only natural. But lingering around here would be foolish. I suggest you make your way to the patrol corps. The demons are gone for now.”


      After leaving only a bit of advice, Gurba left the residents to their confusion. He made off, pushing Garmr along with him.


      This was as far as the Corpse King’s order had extended. Gurba had also been told there was no need to offer an explanation.


      “Whether we are judged as evil or not, we shall leave that to the times.”


      “It’s too complicated, Grampa. I don’t get it.”


      “We will live as we please—that’s all it means.”


      “Oh! That’s nice and simple!”


      Helheim would save Gaghiel alongside the lord’s daughter. However, in stark opposition, Helheim continued to gnaw away at the world. So long as these two pieces of information continued to exist side by side, they would inevitably reach the ones who moved the world.


      No. More precisely, they would reach those who knew him.


      This was merely the groundwork.


      The signal flare to announce the Corpse King’s return had just been lit.


      ■


      “Hey, what’s wrong?”


      “Grr... GraaaAAAGH!”


      The screaming, amorphous thing spewed mana in a fit of rage. The seemingly inexhaustible mana of a greater demon caused the forms of new demons to shimmer into existence all around them like flickering mirages. But these were no illusions. They were all blessed with physical form and physical might.


      They were all shattered by the Corpse King’s sword mere moments after their creation.


      In an effort to break his concentration, Bifrons would summon demons right next to the unmoving Irena, but even they were immediately ensnared and exploded by the chains extending from the small chest in the Corpse King’s hand.


      “How you holding up there, Earl? You sure you’re not running low on dead buddies to use as ammunition?”


      “Do not...belittle them!”


      “Who’s belittling who here? Using the ones who died for you as meat shields... It’s just sad to watch, honestly. Guess this is what happens when you’ve got an incompetent boss.”


      “Die!”


      Bifrons’s body swelled far beyond his prior mass as he reshaped himself with wet, viscous squelching. The result was a humanoid form that could easily be mistaken for a giant.


      His arms, already thick as tree trunks, swelled even larger as he drew them back, preparing to crush everything beneath him into a fine paste.


      A blow like that would spell near certain doom for anything in its way.


      Irena stared into the eyes of the Corpse King, who had casually glanced back at her. Maintaining her firm stance, she let out a slow breath, a flame of mana igniting around her right eye.


      “All right,” she said. “I’m ready.”


      With that, she took a step forward.


      The ability Irena was born with was called Immovable Iron Arm.


      To put it simply, it was a charge type ability: From the moment she activated it to the next time she moved her legs, the power of her next strike would continue to increase. It was a hopelessly inconvenient ability that was completely useless in one-on-one combat and was widely regarded as a dud.


      However, that all changed when she had a supporter as powerful as the Corpse King.


      That single charged blow evolved into an all-or-nothing gamble capable of one-shotting even a greater demon.


      Just look at all the setup it took to make it work. What a troublesome ability, if I do say so myself, Irena thought. But still...


      The man who believed in her was smiling like it was the most natural thing in the world.


      Up to that point, Bifrons’s eyes had only been for the Corpse King. However, his gaze snapped reflexively toward Irena. In her arm, he could see despair made manifest—so abnormally destructive he saw a vision of his own body being blown to bits.


      That attack could never reach him. He couldn’t allow it.


      This was nothing like the Corpse King’s petty tricks. Her presence alone carried the weight of something that could erase his entire existence in just one hit. He locked onto her and readied his swollen arm.


      He knew the arm would be lost the instant they collided.


      But that was fine. It was only a part of his ever-changing body. As long as the nucleus at the center of his shifting form remained untouched, he could always regenerate.


      With that in mind, Bifrons concentrated all of his strength into his right arm, and he brought it down.


      “What a shame.”


      Only for it to explode with an earsplitting bang.


      Chains had wrapped around his arm, disassembling the mana that composed it, and it ruptured from within. Indeed, that was the essence of the chains that had blown apart all the demons Bifrons created: mana decomposition.


      “Looks like you’re a match made in heaven. You weren’t old pals for nothing.”


      “C-Corpse KIIING!”


      His scream, raw and filled with indescribable rage, thundered across the city, reaching even the residents watching from afar. Those who had trembled at the sight of Bifrons’s gargantuan form now held their breath, their eyes glued to the scene.


      “Rena, pass!”


      “Huh?!”


      The Corpse King casually tossed over a sword forged by the Forge God Gurba. It was a mark of the strong—the blade that had been stabbed into the Great Tree of Gaghiel, and the same one that had prevented Bifrons’s resurrection for so long.


      “Finish it with that. Just swing it down with everything you’ve got!”


      “W-Wait, you can’t just drop that on me—”


      “It’ll be okay.”


      Irena had grabbed the hilt, swept up in the moment. And in the moment, she felt hatred and anxiety she would never have felt from a normal blade. It crept up her arm, almost like a throbbing pain.


      But that was all it was.


      She didn’t feel her strength draining away like it had the first time, nor did she feel short of breath. Her physical strength and mana, amplified by her ability, had become armor, shielding her from the sword’s demonic nature.


      “Do your best. You look awesome, Rena!”


      It wasn’t like she was looking for a reward.


      It had always been for the people. She had struggled desperately, doing whatever she could as she thought that was what the lord’s daughter ought to do. Yet she’d always felt the pity and disappointment stabbing into her back, and this too was an undeniable truth.


      Just two sentences. Do your best. You look awesome. They were half-hearted, commonplace words of encouragement, yet that was enough to see her courage soar.


      “Miss Lady Rena, it is time.”


      “Huh? What? Hey, umm...”


      “Moments like these come once in a lifetime. Put on a good show.”


      Now that Irena was fully prepared, Nifl placed a hand on her shoulder.


      “Teleport.”


      Then, she was gone. When next she appeared, Irena was in the air right above Bifrons.


      “Ha ha, this is ridiculous... Seriously.”


      She entered the eyes of every soul in Gaghiel as a brilliant gray light.


      Irena, the lord’s daughter, had appeared out of thin air, wreathed in extraordinary mana, then plunged toward Bifrons like a shooting star.


      Even if they didn’t know what was going on, everyone instinctively understood: That giant would be slain by Irena’s hand.


      She was still so young. Even so, time and again, they had seen her bear her responsibilities as the lord’s daughter.


      And faced with the sight, they couldn’t help but cheer a cheer that seemed to encircle the whole city.


      “You shameless cur! To once again do this to me—to Bifrooons!”


      Bound by chains and continuously having his mana torn apart, what spilled from Bifrons’s mouth was a wail of resentment directed not at Irena, but at someone else entirely.
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      But even that was drowned out by the citizens’ joy, great enough to shake Gaghiel.


      The architect of Bifrons’s downfall wore a thin, mocking smile.


      “You’re not even dying by my hand. Give some props to Rena, would you? Anyway, nice try, Earl Vomit.”


      He riled Bifrons up harder with every word until the latter let out a gurgling scream twisted by madness.


      “But this is...even more than I expected. That girl could give Nidh a run for her money, no joke.”


      “Just! Drop! Dead! Supreme! Hammeeeeer!”


      The core shattered—burst under a blow with such obscene firepower even the Corpse King pulled away.


      ■


      “No... Nooooo!”


      A scream erupted as the sight of Sawamura’s snapped neck caused far too many eyes to tear away from the scene. The heroes reacted with nothing but revulsion, the estate plunging into a different sort of chaos than the one playing out beyond its walls.


      As the boy’s body collapsed, reduced to a silent lump of flesh, the heroes—who had until then known death only through screens and imagination—dropped to the floor themselves, starting with the girl who had cried out.


      Even if they wanted to run away, they feared that this malice would turn on them the moment they moved. And so, they cowered in fear instead.


      “Ah... Aaah...”


      Grrk. With movements ignoring the limits of the human skeletal structure, Count Iron twisted his head in search of his next prey. His gaze fell upon the girl who had been standing behind Sawamura—who was taking in the situation with a blank look on her face.


      Hyouka.


      “Ah! Hyouka!”


      Snapping out of the stupor brought about by the abrupt atrocity, Asha called out. Count Iron’s outstretched hand was closing in on her, and he was already far beyond Asha’s reach.


      Hyouka hesitated, reacting a beat too slow, to choose a spell. She had to use ice magic—to enable a technique far beyond her physical capabilities.


      Hyouka’s innate ability was Favored Princess of the Silver Star. It greatly enhanced her magical and physical prowess when fighting in an icy environment, on top of granting her automatic evasion and automatic counterattacks.


      However, in order to activate it, she would first need to coat her surroundings with ice magic. This was an absolute prerequisite. Despite its overwhelming potency, her ability was far too ill-suited for such abrupt developments.


      The unavoidable lag it created from its need to have magic cast first had turned lethal.


      “Hizaki!”


      “Hyouka!”


      Though the heroes desperately cried out, they could do nothing but watch as those fingers coiled around Hyouka’s neck... Or at least, they were about to.


      The count’s estate was suddenly engulfed in frost, a layer of ice descending on every surface in the blink of an eye.


      The ice reached her first. Hyouka’s automatic evasion triggered and she slid her way across the freshly frozen floor. At the same time, her automatic counterattack kicked in—shards of floating ice immediately began to orbit her body and struck the count as she passed by.


      “Uraaaghhh... Gff...”


      Raising a feeble groan, Count Iron spat a gel-like substance from his mouth and crumpled on the spot.


      “M-Milord!”


      “Lord Metall!”


      The head steward and a maid rushed to their fallen lord, propping up his body. He groaned just as painfully as before...but a bit of his complexion had returned to his face, and his breathing was steady.


      Asha recognized what had just occurred.


      When a demon possessed a human, there were times when it would inject its own mana into the host’s body. Whatever the count had spat out, it had to be the source of all this.


      “Haaah!”


      Without a moment to think, Asha drew her sword, closed the distance in a breath, and pierced the core within the translucent gel before it could begin to move. The gel quivered violently in one last spurt of resistance, but before long, it fell still.


      The chaos that had begun with Sawamura’s death was stuffed out in an instant by the sudden chill.


      “S-Sawamura...”


      “He’s s-seriously...dead...?”


      “What are you so surprised about? We knew this might happen when we decided to live as heroes.”


      “There’s...no way I’m eating dinner tonight.”


      No one approached Sawamura’s mangled corpse. He wasn’t an easy boy to like, but even so, the death of a classmate—someone so close—stirred something in each of them, for better or worse.


      “Y-Your Royal Highness...we are truly, truly sorry for our lord’s violent act against the heroes...”


      An elderly servant bowed so deeply his head nearly scraped against the floor, tears streaming down her face.


      Asha shook her head gently. “Please raise your head. The substance that exited the count’s mouth is proof that he was under demonic control. This atrocious deed was undoubtedly a demon’s doing as well. I’m sure his sentence will be lenient.”


      “Ohh! My deepest thanks!”


      Overcome with emotion, the servant, among others, carried Count Iron to a room deeper in the manor. Asha quickly peeled her eyes away from them, grimacing at the screams and sounds of battle she could hear outside.


      The noise had begun precisely the moment Sawamura’s neck snapped. This was clear proof that someone had conducted a coordinated attack on Gaghiel.


      What’s more: There was a very strong likelihood that this had to do with the demons.


      With that said...


      “Ice magic,” the princess muttered bitterly. She could tell that it wasn’t Hyouka’s doing.


      There weren’t many who could wield it; not throughout all of history. Excluding Hyouka, there was only one person who came to mind.


      The Corpse King!


      Asha felt compelled to rush out of the manor right away, but she frustratedly contained herself. She couldn’t leave the confused heroes behind. Even if she wanted to go, there was something she had to do first.


      “Everyone, please stand! I know I am asking for a great deal, but I cannot allow you to meet the same fate as Sir Sawamura!”


      With a resolute voice, she roused the slumped heroes. Then, turning to a nearby maid, she asked, “Is there a nearby room where we can shelter the heroes?”


      “Y-Yes! Right this way!”


      “Thank you. Everyone, please follow her and evacuate!”


      Watching the heroes frantically trail the maid, Asha let out a sigh of relief.


      They may be heroes, but they are still visitors from another world. They are not in any state to fight yet.


      Gazing over the eerily frozen furnishings of the manor, Asha felt an ache of shame in her chest. She offered a silent prayer to Sawamura as he lay on the floor, closing her eyes in sorrow. A cloth brought by a maid was draped over the boy once the heroes were fully evacuated.


      Asha gripped the hilt of the sword at her waist as if to make sure it was there and drew a deep breath.


      “I must go...to the city.”


      She had a terrible feeling about the noises outside that had only grown more violent the longer she delayed. Just as she placed a hand on the doorknob to open the manor’s doors, someone stopped her.


      “Princess Asha. Please take me with you.”


      “Hyouka?”


      She turned with a start to find Hyouka—who was supposed to have been sheltering with the other heroes—standing right behind her.


      Her eyes no longer bore their usual detached, stoic impression. They instead burned with clear purpose.


      “H-Hizaki! What are you doing? Get back here!”


      Her classmate Kawasaki had chased after her, but Hyouka paid him no mind. She continued to stare down Asha with icy resolve.


      Like Kawasaki, Asha was about to urge her to return, but the unwavering will in Hyouka’s gaze left her speechless.


      Thus, there was silence.


      The more she hesitated, the more lives would surely be lost. This was no time to waver.


      And if it’s Hyouka...


      Driven by that thought, Asha returned a firm nod.


      “Please promise you won’t throw yourself into danger.”


      “That depends on the time and circumstance.”


      “Hah...” Asha sighed. “Very well. Then come with me, Hyouka. Sir Kawasaki, please return to the others.”


      “Wh-What?!”


      With Kawasaki’s voice echoing behind them, the two left the manor.


      They ran, using the towering Great Tree of Gaghiel as their guide, their breaths stained white by a world turned silver.


      “C-Corpse KIIING!”


      A roar like a death throe slammed into their eardrums.


      “What’s that?!”


      “That...is a demon.”


      Right beside the Great Tree stood a giant, its body grotesquely swollen and undulating like liquid. It was unmistakably, unerringly, a greater demon.


      “To think...there would be a greater demon...here...”


      The situation was far more dire than Asha had anticipated. She picked up the pace, relieved to see Hyouka was effortlessly keeping pace beside her. But a part of her remained uneasy.


      If it comes to it...at least Hyouka must get away.


      As she had steeled herself with grim resolve, a cheer from the outer walls seemed to shake the very city of Gaghiel.


      Her eyes met with Hyouka’s, but neither knew what it could be.


      “Just! Drop! Dead! Supreme! Hammeeeeer!”


      A hammer of gray, glistening in radiant light, fell upon the demon from above.


      A strike beyond all reason crushed its very essence as it tried to cry out.


      The blow rang out with an unbelievably heavy impact that reverberated all the way to Asha’s bones. It was most certainly overkill—so overwhelming that even without any specialized knowledge, it was clear as day that the demon had absolutely no hopes of withstanding it.


      The shock wave alone physically shook the city, and as expected, the giant was flattened beneath.


      “Is that...Lady Irena?”


      Forcing her legs to keep moving even as they threatened to lock up on her, Asha replayed the scene again and again in her confused mind. Unlike Asha, however, Hyouka cared only for something else entirely.


      Corpse King.


      An ice magic user, just like her.


      Now that she was experiencing his power firsthand, Hyouka had to draw a connection to her brother whether she liked it or not—especially taking her title into consideration: Sister of Corpses and Ice.


      It all converged on a single point, driving her onward and adding haste to her steps.


      ■


      “Hah... Hah...” Rena pants.


      The cloud of dust shimmers and sparkles as it takes on the freezing air.


      In the massive, hollowed-out crater smack-dab in the center of the city, Rena’s shoulders rise and fall with each labored breath.


      “Wow... You’re incredible, you know that?”


      “Wh-Why...hah...do you look weirded out...hah...”


      “Nah, surprised is all. That was more than I was expecting. You really are something else, Rena.”


      “Good grief... Why are you like this?”


      I pretend not to notice the genuine joy in her curt response as I shift my eyes to the material Bifrons left behind.


      A demon’s material is, well, you can call it their heart. It exists as a sort of storehouse for all the mana that composes a demon’s body. Going off the fact that it always remains even after the body itself is destroyed, its durability goes without saying.


      However, the material we’re left with is more than a little scuffed.


      “It’s like it’s barely holding together.”


      It was once a cube, judging by what’s left of it. But it’s a pretty sorry sight now. The edges have been shaved down and chipped, and the whole thing is just battered beyond belief.


      Back when I killed Bifrons myself, this material went missing. We at least managed to make a weapon out of Glasya-Labolas, who was there with him, but Bifrons’s material vanished without a trace.


      “Someone must’ve resurrected him. But who?”


      “Hm? What’s wrong?”


      Maybe it’s the unusual seriousness in my voice, but Rena’s shooting me a doubtful look as she steadies her breath.


      “No... It’s nothing.”


      She puffs out her cheeks, discontent with how I casually dodged the question, but before long she lets out a forgiving little laugh.


      As the incident comes to an end, I gaze out over Gaghiel and release my ice magic. The ice dissipates into beads of mana, enveloping the city in a silvery, starry nebula. It won’t be long before it’s all back to normal. We couldn’t avoid a bit of damage, but I mean, that’s the demon’s fault. We’re the ones who helped take it down, and that’s that.


      “Anyway...”


      I examine the Great Tree of Gaghiel.


      Deep cracks remain in its hefty trunk. The enormous stockpiles of mana leaking from within are so dense that—once returned to the earth—they’ll solve the crop problems all across the territory in no time.


      This tree sapling was once worshipped by the demons. But when I planted it long ago, it was nothing but a tree infused with mana. It didn’t react and didn’t change, no matter how much I tampered with it.


      But something happened. Clearly.


      Of course it had. There’s no way I’d ever carelessly toss aside anything that could serve as the catalyst for a demon. If I’d assessed it as such, I would’ve destroyed it or put it to use. And now that I’m looking at it again, it’s back to how it was before: a harmless great tree rich with mana.


      So many mysteries, I think to myself.


      Various abnormalities arose in the world while I was gone...and their roots seem to go far deeper than I’d expected.


      “Hey! Are you listening?!”


      “Ah, sorry. I was doing some thinking.”


      “Oh, come on!”


      After swinging her arms in exaggerated annoyance, Rena thrust out a hand to me with a sharp “hmph!”


      Resting atop her palm is Bifrons’s material.


      “Here, take it already!”


      “Huh? Why?”


      “Why...? You practically beat him, didn’t you?! I’m not that shameless!”


      “What about when you bought the achievement of drawing the sword?”


      “That was a legitimate negotiation! Don’t mess with me!”


      It’s fun teasing her, just to see how she reacts. But in the end, I have to shake my head.


      “You’re the one who landed the final blow, Rena. You’re the one who actually defeated him, so that’s yours.”


      “B-But...”


      “Okay, then how about we do it like this: I’m sure my people probably wrecked the town here and there, so take that as my apology. Greater demon materials sell for a fortune, after all. You’ll be able to cover the repair fees, and you’ll still have some change left over.”


      “Y-You always have a comeback, huh?”


      Rena reluctantly pockets the material, her gaze hesitantly turning to a city that’s still wrapped in joyous cheers.


      “H-Hey...” she says. “How long are you going to stick around?”


      “Hm? Oh, we’re leaving now.”


      “Oh... Wait, what?”


      She looks at me with a face that screams, “What is this guy on about?”


      “My kiiiiing!”


      Nidh descends from the sky and glares at Nifl, who’s been quietly observing from the sidelines.


      “I can never let my guard down, good grief!” Nidh declares. “And here I was, doing my best to rack up points!”


      Nifl scoffs. “How late you are, you stupid dragon. Have all the points you want. My only purpose is to be useful to the Corpse King.”


      “Grr...!”


      As Nidh groans in frustration, Gurba appears behind her, a hammer in one hand and Garmr on his back.


      “Hey, King!” says Garmr. “Good work!”


      “You’re as chaotic as ever, child,” Gurba adds with a smile.


      “And good work to you both.”


      As she watches us exchange these words of camaraderie, Rena speaks up. Her voice is thin and quavering.


      “Y-You’re leaving already?”


      She’s anxious for what’s to come. She’s fearful of the new responsibilities that will weigh down upon her. I can see it in her face. Unfortunately, that’s out of my jurisdiction. What this city needs isn’t me.


      “Little lady.”


      “Y-Yes?”


      As I mull over how to break it to her, Gurba bends down to meet her gaze.


      His gentle demeanor has her a little on edge.


      “Can you hear the cheering?” Gurba gestures at all the sounds of joy that are still echoing from all across Gaghiel.


      Rena nods, and Gurba lets out a soft hum.


      “Humans are the sort of creatures that seek a leader,” he says. “And a leader’s got to be strong. Otherwise, the people will easily change their minds and betray. Gaghiel once hoisted me up as their symbol. But now...who do you think that role has shifted to?”


      Rena gulps, meeting the fire in Gurba’s eyes.


      “A man paraded around as the Forge God who only existed to extort their money, or the feudal lord’s daughter who bravely took a stand and slew a greater demon? What’s there to think about?”


      The unending cheers are all for Irena Wil Iron. Her and her alone.


      Perhaps it’s a burden, and a horribly heavy one at that.


      But from the moment she bought the achievement of drawing the sword to save her house, this was undoubtedly the very spot she was hoping to reach. Achievements and accomplishments come hand in hand with expectations and responsibility. That path she walks is one where a single misstep will have her falling straight to the abyss.


      It’s a road I can never understand; a path of lords and rulers.


      “Worry not,” Gurba continues. “I hear that a carriage bearing the flag of Gryphil has arrived in Gaghiel. Someone of royal blood rides aboard, I assume. And your courage has been witnessed by everyone in this city. Surely all of this will become your strength.”


      Finally, he gives Rena’s gray hair a pat before hefting up his hammer and taking his place beside me. It’s my turn to say something.


      “I know I said something like this already, but I’ll say it again. Yeah, we set the stage for you. But even if we didn’t, I’m sure you would’ve faced that demon anyway. It just so happens that your efforts made me notice you first. Your ability took down Bifrons, and that’s a fact. Your actions brought results to the city and its residents, and that’s also a fact. Keep insulting yourself, and you’ll be insulting my judgment too. And that won’t sit well with me.”


      “I... I don’t feel like I’ve done anything praiseworthy...”


      “That’s fine. It’s enough that you caught my attention. I promise. That’s pretty much how all of Helheim got together in the first place.”


      Having grouped up at the base of the Great Tree of Gaghiel, it’s like we’re all on one side, and Rena’s on the other. It hasn’t even been two days from meeting to parting, yet when she looks at me, it’s like she’s about to cry.


      “Nifl.”


      “Sir.”


      Nifl’s curt reply is accompanied by a surge of mana. We’ll be teleporting out of here soon.


      Well, I might as well give her a bit of reassurance.


      “From what I heard, your father was probably just under Bifrons’s influence. He should wake up soon—wake up for real, I mean.”


      “R-Really?”


      “Yeah. So quit looking like you’re barely holding on.”


      “Sh-Shut up!”


      Rena scolds me as she wipes her tears away...and for some reason, Gurba smiles.


      “Good news, little lady. Despite how he looks, our king’s quite the busybody. I doubt he’ll be able to forget about Gaghiel for a while. If anything drastic happens, I’m sure he’ll find some excuse or other to stop by. Won’t you, child?”


      “Hell no. I’m not that kindhearted.”


      Everyone else lets out a knowing chuckle at that.


      Fine, just, whatever...


      Nifl signals the encroaching deadline. “Corpse King. It is time.”


      Last words, then.


      “Rena, you shouldn’t mention names of your own accord. Helheim’s been the talk of the world lately, and a lot of people don’t think the best of it. In the end, though, it’s up to your discretion.”


      “It’ll naturally spread, given what happened. I just won’t go out of my way to bring it up. Is that enough?”


      “Just what I wanted.”


      Rena lets out a small, pleased “hmph” at my answer. Now, the rest is up to the times.


      Aight, got a lot of eyes gathering, so I guess I’ll play the Corpse King for a bit... I’ll probably be out of commission for the next three days. But I’m sure someone will notice, and it’s important to spread the word.


      “Hero of Gaghiel, girl of gallant gray, Irena Wil Iron. The Iron Maiden who saved this City of Steel. As a valiant soul who stood shoulder to shoulder with the Corpse King, you are etched in our memory. Let this bond be the wedge that brings us together again. Now farewell, Rena. When you’ve grown stronger, perhaps we’ll go on an adventure together.”


      As the light enveloping us grows stronger, the surrounding sounds fade.


      Rena’s lips move slightly as she sees us off. She definitely just said, “Stupid.”


      Yeah, it’s stupid! I know! Switching to that grandiose tone all of a sudden and saying all those things is definitely stupid!


      I want to stop. I really do, but a cringy side sleeping deep within me still screams, “That’s badass!”


      I don’t want it to spread, but I still want to do it! It’s a contradiction akin to a self-inflicted wound. And if I’m saying it, I might as well go all in.


      “Helheim, return.”


      “Yes sir.”


      The last expression I see on Rena’s face is a tearful yet mesmerizing smile.


      ■


      At the base of the Great Tree of Gaghiel, a group clad in gray robes was enveloped in light. Rushing to the scene, Asha spotted Irena shedding tears, as well as a figure she’d seen once before.


      There was no mistaking it.


      “Corpse King!”


      Before Asha’s voice could reach, they were gone. All that remained was a city, collapsed here and there, and a girl who couldn’t stop weeping. Asha clenched her fist in frustration as she turned back to Hyouka.


      “H-Hyouka?”


      Hyouka’s usually emotionless face was wet with confusion and astonishment. A whispered word fell coldly upon the Steel City.


      “B-Brother...?”

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      Xenoma: A continent where the great powers delved into Hidden Lands, expanding their territory and influence while competing for absolute supremacy. The vast landmass, watched over by the towering Divine Tree Yugel at its very center, had escaped the Demon King’s grasp over a century ago and had flourished since.


      Its northernmost edge was a cursed place marred by thunderstruck peaks, poisonous marshes, and burning wastelands. It was a forbidden land that almost seemed like it had been scorned by the majesty that made up the continent, where even all the greenery had withered and died.


      But there, an isolated island existed, cut off from the mainland—an object of fear and reverence to the people. It was an ominous place, unquestionably beyond the domain of mankind.


      Yet on this black island where no human dared tread stood an ancient castle built as though to rule over all humanity.


      Gathered there were ten figures. Man and woman, young and old, it mattered not; this was an assembly for a transcendent few scattered across the continent.


      Human civilization, its purpose; it all meant less than nothing to them. They were the sorts who lived only for themselves.


      They were collectively known as the Hall of Many Kings.


      Ranked from First Seat to Tenth, they were, both in name and reality, humanity’s ten strongest individuals.


      Distinct from the explorers who made a living hunting demons and exploring Hidden Lands, they were walking disasters who duked it out with demons, humans, and even primordial creatures purely on a whim.


      Each bore a title crowned with the word King, brandishing it as a symbol of power. They allowed their names to be listed under the Hall of Many Kings for one reason and one reason alone: to further refine themselves.


      For such unfettered spirits to gather face-to-face like this was nearly unheard of.


      But today, with the topic being as it was, the elder of the group, the First Seat, had issued a mandatory summons for the very first time.


      “This report comes from the Steel City of Gaghiel. The Corpse King revealed himself.”


      Reactions to the dignified words of the elder sitting at the head of the table were varied.


      “Huh... So the kid didn’t bite the dust after all.”


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa! He had me worried there.”


      “Knowing that boy, he was probably waiting for the perfect moment to make a flashy comeback.”


      Then a young man boomed, “Hey, hey, who’s the Corpse King? You know him, Lyara?”


      “No...”


      “I can’t blame you two for not knowing. He is a relic from over a century ago.”


      “Wow,” said the young man. “You really can’t blame us, then. We’re not even a hundred years old yet, right?”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      As more discussion filled the air, one person reacted with particular intensity.


      “C-Corpse King! You’re sure it’s him?! You’re really, really sure?!”


      “There is no doubt about it.”


      “Wh-What’s gotten into her?” the young man stammered. “I’ve never seen the Fourth Seat like that.”


      “He was her disciple. The Fourth Seat’s, I mean.”


      At this, the young man expressed some surprise. Paying them no mind, however, the woman had fully processed the news and turned for the door to leave.


      “I cannot stay here! I must go see him right away!”


      “Don’t.”


      “Why stop me?!”


      “The Corpse King must have his own purpose. You will attract too much attention if you go. Wait until you have a proper pretext.”


      “Grrr... Damn geezer. I will remember this.”


      “Hmph. This disciple-obsessed fool is as hopeless as ever.”


      At the exchange between the First and Fourth Seats, a girl named Lyara at the foot of the table let a rare look of confusion cross her usual stoic expression.


      “I’ve never seen the old man...show consideration for someone like that.”


      “Hey, hey! If even the First Seat’s tiptoeing around him, is he really all that?”


      The young man’s question was met with unanimous affirmation.


      “He is, without a doubt, someone who can stand shoulder to shoulder with us. His only flaw is the recklessness that comes with youth,” the First Seat replied.


      “Hm! I wanna meet him!”


      “You will, soon enough.”


      This assurance, spoken with longing—with fondness—fell sharply among the Hall of Many Kings.


      Each and every one of them was a being equal to or stronger than the Corpse King; and, within this gathering, a new seed of turmoil had begun to take root.


      ■


      Decorated in a dizzying array of contrasting blacks and whites, a wandering greater demon swung a sword, its form and style not too unlike those of a human.


      “St-Stop! Noooo!”


      The target of its blade was, likewise, a demon. What’s more, it was a greater demon just like itself, and it was cut down with ease.


      The demon sneered as it watched its kin spray blood and transform into raw material.


      Its outward features were closer to woman than man, though as demons had no fixed gender, her beauty served no purpose beyond ornamentation.


      She took a deep breath.


      “I heard. I heard it! You’re back, huh...”


      Now in high spirits, the wanderer began moving with purpose for the first time in over a century.


      Greater demon, rank: Knight.


      “Let’s go and have a look-see!”


      It was a rank saved for but a single being, and it was an exceptional designation granted by the Demon King himself—a singular irregular tasked with hunting down any fellow demons who plotted rebellion.


      The fiftieth greater demon: Furcas.


      “Wait for me, Shio!”


      Down in the blood-soaked depths of a Hidden Land, the sinister being cried out with childish glee.

    

  

  
    
      Digression: The Girl of the Gap


      The demon tribe—life born as though for the sole purpose of exterminating every other species. They possessed mana and might far surpassing that of humanity.


      In contrast stood the angel tribe. They were humanity’s distant ancestors, and transcendent beings who still looked down upon the world from the heavens above. Atop their heads floated a mana-generating organ known as a Celestial Ring, and on their backs were their wings—a manifestation of the divine—that allowed them to walk the skies.


      Long ago, these two tribes, collectively called the ancients, were rivals for dominion over the world, only for the long war to be brought to a close by the unimaginable evolution of the humans the angels had created.


      They had potential surpassing angels and cruelty on par with demons. Faced with the rise of the human race, the demons scattered across the land, while the angels ceased their interference with the world below.


      Thousands of years passed. The humans claimed the land as their own and climbed their way to the top of the hierarchy.


      By coexisting with the primordial creatures—the dragons and divine beasts—they gained the power to oppose the mighty demons, forming a warped equilibrium that included the angels on the sidelines.


      This balance lasted many years more, but one particular event brought it all crashing down.


      It happened ten-odd years before the advent of the Corpse King—before Hizaki Shio was summoned with his classmates. Beneath the shadows of a human-made war, the angel and demon tribes encountered one another for the first time in several thousand years.


      An angel woman and a formless greater demon—persons of two races that should never have mingled—came together and gave birth to a single anomaly.


      “I’m sorry... I’m sorry...my beloved child.”


      There was no way such a life could be allowed. Millennia of hatred could never be resolved.


      “An unforgivable life,” the Supreme Angel declared of the newborn.


      “A harbinger of rebellion,” the Demon King called it as he looked upon it with fear.


      To angels, a stain. To demons, a threat.


      From the moment she was born, the child was an enemy to both races.


      Her mother abandoned her and vanished; her father was executed by the Demon King.


      A girl burdened with overwhelming power and an unbearable fate had no choice but to live a life of solitude.


      ■


      Snow fell heavily upon a forest, blanketing it in white. The snow concealed all traces of life, enveloping the woods in such stillness it seemed that not even a spark of it existed at all.


      Surely, countless creatures were hiding underground, keeping themselves scarce to survive the winter.


      “Hah...”


      It was quiet. The girl felt her chest tighten as she watched her breath turn white in the air.


      She could not escape her solitude. Even though the girl had long stopped feeling most emotions, her inborn fear of death still clung to her. It was but a force of habit. The act of living was nothing more than escape from the terror of dying.


      Her hopes had already been crushed.


      “Cold...”


      Her fingertips were frozen; her feet were numb. Countless cuts had been opened across her snow-white skin, soaking her and the snow beneath in scarlet.


      She had gone to human cities before. All that awaited her there was a vortex of depraved desire.


      Slave traders, among countless others, had tried to deceive the girl—to take advantage of a beauty that was almost otherworldly. But she did not fear capture. She had power. Nor did she care about being violated. She had long since lost sight of her own worth.


      And yet... And yet... She feared the depths of her loneliness; that even the worst of humans would become precious to her.


      Humans trying to kill her. Humans trying to deceive her. Humans trying to defile her. Yet foul as they may be, she feared that even the slightest contact or briefest conversation would fill her with a sense of comfort. She feared it from the bottom of her heart.


      And so, the girl did not go to the cities. She did not involve herself with humans.


      If I fall once... She crushed that thought before it could lead to anything.


      “So...hungry...”


      Even if she wanted to peck at carcasses, there was nothing to find in this frozen land. Her thin cloth offered no protection from the elements, and the bitter cold was gradually robbing her strength. Though her mana barely kept her alive, that would not last much longer.


      The amount of mana she released from her body exceeded the amount she could absorb from the air. It was a losing battle. She had a handful of days left before she fell, sinking into the snowdrifts.


      How detestable. She had no hope and no future. How detestable it was, that instinct that drove her to continue fleeing from death.


      “So...lonely...”


      She did not want to die.


      “Why...”


      She thought her tears had dried up long ago.


      She had grown accustomed to the fear of being hunted, and yet, this unending isolation was one thing she could never come to terms with. She nearly let a sob slip.


      The girl was simply unlucky. She had the misfortune of being born into a whirlpool of hate—into a history she had no part in. But why? Ask as she may, there was no one to answer. Even if someone did speak back, surely they would tell her it was simply unavoidable.


      An unwanted child of angel and demon blood.


      The girl, a dull and tainted Celestial Ring floating above her head, could do nothing but suffer in despair. Her heart rotted as the dreams haunted her each day; dreams of her mother endlessly saying, “I’m sorry.”


      “Stay...with me...”


      She wanted someone to be there.


      “Talk to me... Hold me...”


      She did not need an apology. Just warmth, even if only in a dream.


      Her longing went unanswered. The piercing cold continued to torment her without end.


      “Ah...”


      Finally, her knees gave in.


      Her legs that had paced for days, for years, now refused to move. It was like she had taken one misstep off the tightrope that kept her just barely hovering over the abyss.


      “Move...”


      It was cold.


      “Ahh...”


      Despair gnawed at her. Loneliness seeped into her pores.


      “Someone...”


      If only, at the end...


      “Someone.”


      Touch me.


      “Someone...”


      Smile at me.


      “Some...one...”


      Love me. Please.


      Burying her tear-streaked cheeks in the snow, she let her consciousness fall into the darkness.




      Snap... Crack...


      A red light shined through her eyelids while a heat enveloped her body. A life that had been flickering like a candle in the wind was now most definitely secured in place.


      “Mm...”


      The crackle of firewood tapped at her eardrums, pulling her up from a sleep far too deep. Now that the girl was awake, what pressed against her skin was not the frigid cold but the gentle afterglow of warmth.


      “Why...am I...”


      “Are you awake?”


      “Mm?!”


      Startled by the sudden voice, the girl reflexively tried to stand and take distance. But her body didn’t listen. It felt like she was being weighed down.


      “Who are...you...?” The girl warily tossed the question to a figure that watched her, wrapped in gray from head to toe.


      They were presumably a man, judging by the voice. But the figure beyond the wavering flame merely gave an exaggerated shrug.


      This sudden onset of heat and doubt threw the girl’s heart into disarray. It was far from any sense of safety...but this feeling...like she had been enveloped in a warm, viscous bog... What was it?


      “Why am I here?”


      “I was out doing my usual training when I spotted some footsteps that weren’t there yesterday. You were lucky. Any longer, and the snow would’ve erased you along with your tracks.”


      His manner of speaking was theatrical, though his voice came off as rather young. Thanks to his coat, it was hard to glean any information about his face or build, but he was probably somewhere in his teens or twenties.


      “That is not the answer to my question. That explains how you found me, not why I am here.”


      “Why did I bring you here, then? Because I’ll have a hard time sleeping at night if I leave some kid to die of the cold.”


      The man was an unknown. The girl could see no reason to take his words at face value, and so there was nothing more to say. A heavy silence brushed against the bare rock that surrounded them.


      The wall the man leaned against seemed to be the back end of whatever shelter they were in, and from behind her, the girl could feel a freezing wind that threatened to sap away the heat of the fire. They were in some sort of cave, perhaps.


      She slowly shuffled back, attempting to put some distance between herself and the unmoving man, only for her feet to come to a halt as they came into contact with the frost-hardened ground. Now that her body knew the cold that had pushed it to the brink of death, it instinctively rejected it.


      The man watched her tremble from the depths of his hood as he added another log to the fire.


      “Are you cold?”


      “No.”


      “Move closer to the fire. You’ll collapse again if you don’t warm yourself up.”


      “That has nothing to do with you.”


      She put on a strong front, but she lacked the strength to stand. She could only imagine the worst happening the moment he realized that.


      Before that happens...I have to kill him.


      Something about the man had alarm bells going off in her head.


      Her hands were already stained with human blood. Time and again, she had been through situations where she had to kill to survive.


      This man had saved her life; that was probably true.


      Even so...a dense premonition of death crept along her back. Whether it was death’s stench or something more primal, it made her skin crawl nonetheless. The girl possessed the power of the heavens and mana beyond human means. Despite that, this off sensation radiating from the man before her eyes made it hard to breathe.


      Pop! A log burst sharply in the flames.


      “I’m going to touch your shoulder.”


      Before she knew it, the man was standing right in front of her, looking down at her. She hadn’t taken her eyes off of him; his movements were simply too fast for her eyes to follow.


      Her heart skipped a beat; her throat tightened. Reflexively, she uttered a curse.


      “I-I can see the future... In f-five seconds, you will reach the end of your lifespan and perish.”


      “Huh?”


      The man let out a farcical grunt at those words. Then, five seconds passed.


      “Umm... Well. I really don’t get what you were trying to do there.”


      “Wh... Whah?”


      Now was the girl’s turn to be shocked.


      Nothing happened, not even after the five seconds she’d declared had gone by. Time flowed on with the two staring dumbly at one another.


      “Why? Why?!”


      As the girl broke down, the man seemed to lose the composure for his theatrical gestures and tilted his head curiously.


      The reason for her surprise lay in the ability she had been given—an absurd and unreasonable one at that. Her ability, Rule of Fiction, caused lies spoken with ill intent to twist the very fabric of reality and become true.


      It was no exaggeration to call it the strongest ability in the world. It was an incredible, virtually unparalleled power, and one that even the Demon King feared.


      The fact that its activation depended on the user’s innermost desires and state of mind meant that it could be somewhat inconsistent, but under the right circumstances, it was absolute and unavoidable.


      She surely felt killing intent toward the man in front of her. The girl had definitely told a lie specifically to kill him.


      And yet, the man remained on his feet, watching her in confusion.


      She hadn’t stopped him. His arm stretched forward and he touched her shoulder.


      “Eep!”


      A yelp leaked from her mouth unbidden. Her thoughts froze against the sensation of mana spreading from her shoulder to every corner of her body.


      I’m going to die...without doing anything, without knowing anything, without accomplishing anything... What was an existence like mine... What was I even born for?


      She was hunted for a sin not of her making, with no one to rely on, and forced to wander without end. And this was how it all ended?


      “Ah...”


      “Hmm...?”


      It had started to overflow.


      “No...”


      A single pitiful life cried out.


      “I don’t want this. Please... Don’t kill me, please... I beg of you.”


      She knew it would never reach his ears. She knew her wish would never come true, and yet the nonsensical happiness she had always fantasized about flooded her mind and refused to leave it.


      Surely someone would save her.


      Surely this loneliness would end.


      Surely, surely, surely.


      All of her far-fetched delusions bubbled up and vanished.


      “I... I haven’t done...anything...”


      Tears that should have dried up poured down her cheeks without end.


      There was nothing she could do but beg and plead.


      “I’m sorry... Please forgive me...”


      How many times had she said those words? How many times had she vomited them at the demons and angels who had come for her head? By now, she knew that apologies never worked.


      After all, it was not like the girl had done something wrong.


      For her to be born, for her to live, had been deemed a sin. There was no misdeed to forgive, nor anyone who could forgive her.


      What was demanded of her was not an apology, but death.


      And then she felt the mana take effect, circulating through her body.


      “Aah...”


      For my last words to be a plea for forgiveness... I really am...


      “Put this on. It should warm you up a bit.”


      Suddenly, the girl’s sight was covered by a fluttering gray cloak. The cloak, which the man had been wearing only moments before, still maintained some human warmth. It was a far gentler warmth than the heat of a fire.


      “Huh...umm. What?”


      The girl struggled briefly to remove the cloth that had been draped over her head. As she brushed it aside, she realized something was off with her right arm.


      Her skin, white as snow, was pristine. It should have been marred by countless bloody wounds.


      “The cuts...” They were gone. Without a trace, as if they had never been. “What...did you do to me...?”


      “It is better to do without wounds, wouldn’t you say? I simply healed you once I knew you were not dangerous to me. But, to be honest, this is a borrowed power. If you wish to thank someone, thank the one who left it with me.”


      Looking up from beneath the cloth, the girl finally saw the man’s real face lit by the firelight.


      He was young, just as she suspected. His terribly handsome features were haggard and sunken. Almost dead, as if he had given up on everything in life.


      What drew the girl’s gaze most were his eyes—reddened as if he’d just wept his heart out. His cheeks were still marked with the traces of tears.


      He had been crying.


      “Why...do you cry?” she asked.


      “Who knows?” the man answered. His tone was unimaginably light. “I’m doing my best not to think about it.”


      The girl’s chest tightened.


      The reason for his tears was probably...loneliness. For they made the same face, she and he. She was certain of it.


      If she was someone who had never known warmth, then surely he was someone who had lost his. They were kindred souls tormented by loneliness.


      “Why were you collapsed there?”


      She did not answer.


      “Covered in wounds, alone...crying.”


      “This has nothing to do with you. My solitude is mine and mine alone. It is not to share, nor is it to be pitied... Nor is it something that someone like you, a mere human, can change.”


      It was a rejection that spilled from her mouth. She couldn’t say whether it reflected what she truly felt.


      “I see...” the man said.


      He returned to his previous position, back to the wall, and lowered his eyes to the fire.


      “I’m Shio... You?”


      Burying her face in the warm cloak, the girl sat unspeaking.
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      She desperately averted her eyes and stifled her voice. It all felt too much like comfort.


      Perhaps she was being deceived. Betrayed.


      It wasn’t that she didn’t want to believe. But she knew that that would take a very long time.


      “Just your name. Or, I guess not.”


      “I do not have one,” she finally replied. “Maybe I had one at some point. But at the very least, I do not know it.”


      That was the truth—a truth that often stung her heart in ways she couldn’t handle.


      “I see... Do you mind if I give you one, then? Just so we can talk?”


      “Do as you like.”


      By then, the option of leaving this place had vanished from her mind without her realizing.


      “How does...Nifl sound?”


      ■


      Eljudnir. The Corpse King’s bedroom.


      In a room where beams of moonlight filtered through the canopy of a bed, Nifl stroked his cheek. They’d reunited after a hundred and eighty years, yet his sleeping face was exactly the same as she remembered it.


      “Shio... Has your loneliness...faded?” she muttered.


      The warmth—his warmth—that had been lost from her was now in her hand once again.


      To think she would feel such happiness from something so small. Had she told this to her past self, she would’ve been scoffed and scorned out of the room.


      She sighed, then slipped under his blanket and buried her face in his chest.


      “Snfff...hah...pwah.”


      If her past self saw her now, that little girl would have sighed and punched her without hesitation. But none of that mattered anymore.


      Nearly two hundred years had passed from the day she was picked up. Her feelings only grew stronger with time.


      “I love you.”


      She usually maintained a dignified demeanor as his reliable right hand, but in moments like these she would let her true self show.


      “Lolicorpse King. To say I’m like Miss Lady Rena... What a horrible cheater you are.”


      If he’d heard that, his usual smug face would have cramped and twitched. Nifl painted that expression in her mind as she rubbed her face into his chest once more.


      Welcome home, Corpse King.
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