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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.Stay with me, Hræsvelgr. If I’m going to die anyway, I’d rather be killed by you.


      Corpse King

    

  

  
    
      Prologue: The World That Lost Its Hues


      A massive trunk grew from the heart of the continent, rising to such towering heights that even if one craned their neck to take in all its glory, they would lose sight of it in a veil of clouds.


      This was Yugel, the Divine Tree.


      Its branches and leaves spread so wide that the sun could never reach its base, and those who climbed high enough would find that its limbs grew so thick and strong they could safely be used as roads. The upper reaches of Yugel were vast enough to cradle an entire civilization and shrouded in mystery.


      In those heights where neither man nor beast nor even demon dared tread came the patter of feet as light as a graceful dance.


      Their owner wore a sullen face at odds with such airy steps as they kicked at the ground—rather, one of the Divine Tree’s massive branches. But the branch was more than sturdy enough, and it wouldn’t give way to one measly kick. All that came of it was a dull, uninteresting thud.


      “Boring...”


      Though the voice could be considered pleasant to the ear, it groaned in a low and dreary timbre. Her eyes—bordering on hollow, having long since been drained of their hues—looked down on the ever-unchanging scenery with disgust.


      To sit at the summit of the world tree. That was the duty assigned to her, and she carried it out faithfully day after day.


      But there was nothing to do. Even when she peered at the world below, the view had, for over a century, been occupied for a large part by nothing but the endless squabbles of humankind. Before she knew it, the color of blood had become mundane, colorless, and transparent in her eyes.


      Guardian of the Divine Tree: Hræsvelgr.


      Her hair was the same fair blue as the open skies. Her youthful frame was wrapped in rather revealing garments that fluttered with the breeze in which she wreathed herself as she walked along the divine branch.


      Her loose side ponytail swayed in the wind’s caress, having been kept in that style ever since the king had praised it all those years ago.


      “Helly-boy...”


      She threw out the name, her level voice almost completely devoid of emotion. She knew all too well that no answer would ever come. And so, her face twisted bitterly at her lingering attachment. Perhaps it was simply in her nature, but she just didn’t know when to give up.


      Surely the ones she despised most were doing much the same.


      The half-angel, half-demon girl who belonged nowhere. The foolish dragon with more muscle than sense. They’d never gotten along, even when working together, and yet they shared one important thing: the one they cared most for.


      Corpse King Hel.


      She’d decided to forget that name a long time ago. Despite that, it was so deeply ingrained in her mind that it refused to dislodge itself, no matter what she did.


      “Gross,” she spat.


      But was that disgust aimed at herself for speaking the name after so long? Or at the king who’d disappeared and left them all behind?


      Not even Hræsvelgr herself knew.


      Her mind filled with memories of the days they’d spent together, living in that manor.


      There had been the king, quarrelling comrades, a friend... It was where so many dependable outcasts had been drawn together.


      To “watch” was the purpose Hræsvelgr had been born with. Those bonds, frustrating as they were, served to pull her from her endless boredom.


      The king had been the center of it all, and with the king’s disappearance, it had all gone away. Scattered. Dissolved like mist under the sun.


      Dragged back into her monotony, to Hræsvelgr, it felt like she had been woken from a fleeting dream. Yet again, she could do nothing but watch the waking world below.


      The men went on to earn renown across the land, taking their places as important figures in various stations. The women severed themselves from society and became inviolable beings beyond human hands.


      Hræsvelgr was no exception.


      “Maybe I’ll go see Gargar...”


      Her sharp almond eyes still heavy with boredom, she muttered the name of a friend. Yet merely saying the name wasn’t enough to make her feel any actual purpose.


      A restriction had been carved into her being the moment she was born. It was an uncontrollable affliction that weakened her the farther she strayed from the Divine Tree. But in spite of the curse she bore, she bent the wind to her will and cast her body into the open air.


      Should she stray so far that the Divine Tree faded into nothing but a distant haze, her restriction would erase her very existence.


      “But whatever. Does it really matter at this point?”


      She would leave the Divine Tree just to “see Garmr.” Hræsvelgr’s lips curled into a faint, cynical smile as she was reminded of her fate—that she couldn’t even leave the Divine Tree without some half-baked excuse.


      “I wish it’d all just fall apart... Wouldn’t that be nice?” If she wandered, perhaps she’d come across someone from Helheim. “Maybe I’ll just go and disappear. Yep. Sounds like a plan! Good thinking, me!”


      Merely by drifting away from the Divine Tree without any great purpose, she could vanish, just like that. She could flee from the boredom...from the loneliness.


      “Aight, now that that’s settled, let’s go pester those stupid humans one last time and get on with it!”


      Donning her natural cheer as a mask, Hræsvelgr set course for where human desire gathered at its thickest.


      It was all a scene that played out shortly before the Corpse King raised the signal of his return.


      “Hee hee.”


      Once more, a hand reached out for the Sleepless City. A hand to scoop her out of her tedium.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Reunion in a Sleepless City


      “Gurba, catch.”


      “Ooh... This is...”


      After that little incident in Gaghiel, we returned to Helheim’s stronghold, Eljudnir, via Nifl’s Teleport and took a bit of time off.


      It doesn’t matter how strong our members are; you just can’t avoid the mental fatigue. I’m technically a king, and tending to my subordinates’ mental health is one of the duties I took on when I started calling myself a king.


      Anyway, the thing I handed Gurba was the material that Ose—the President-ranked greater demon we came across near Gart—left behind.


      Gurba’s got a bad case of workaholism. Rather, he sees smithing as his very reason for being, so he won’t rest even if I tell him to. It’s better to let him work his heart out. And among all things, he’s got a particular fondness for working with greater demon materials.


      It’s been a long time since I set foot in Gurba’s Eljudnir workshop, but it looks the same as it did when I left. I probably have Nifl to thank for that; she made sure to keep it clean in my absence.


      “Hmm... Child, you don’t mind if I do what I please with it, do you?”


      “Go ahead. I expect good work from you. Of course, you’ll be paid in kind.”


      “I don’t need a reward... I told you so long ago.”


      “I won’t skimp on compensating someone for their efforts. That is one of the duties of a king.”


      “You’ve got a real tongue on you.”


      Trust is to be answered with trust, and work should be answered with money. If I don’t have enough of that, then with goods. It’s only natural.


      Not to mention that Gurba’s weapons are quite literally my lifeline now. Unlike last time, when I was host to a number of powerful abilities, my greatest weapons right now are the ones he forges.


      There are seven of them in my arsenal at the moment, and each of them needs some cooldown time.


      Take the Sword of Flauros and the Chain of Glasya-Labolas, for instance. The two weapons I used most recently have been put out of commission for around a month.


      In short, I’m always wanting for new arms. Going in empty-handed against any greater demon of Marquis rank or higher’s not going to end pretty for me, after all. I mean, I do have my subordinates...but I know from experience that nothing good ever comes from underestimating my enemies. Even if I do want to go after that fake Helheim, haste will breed failure. There is nothing wrong with preparing thoroughly, so long as time allows it.


      After carefully examining the material with a loupe he produced from his breast pocket, Gurba lets out a deep breath. He takes the writing brush and roll of vellum leaned against the wall and sets it on the table.


      “Hmm... If I am to use this material as the basis... Considering durability, we’ll need the hide of a primordial creature and the carapace and powdered liver of a demon—regular. Lesser won’t do.”


      His brush flows slick across the page, and after a few moments he hands it to me.


      “Get me those, and I’ll present a weapon just as good as the ones that came before.”


      “Now that’s reassuring. Just what I wanted to hear.”


      “Ha ha ha! Leave it to me!”


      He gives me a hearty pat on the back before he starts tidying up the finer details of the workshop.


      I can’t help but smile at his simplicity. At seeing just how much more animated he’s become since we reunited in Gaghiel. They called him the Forge God or whatever, but...looking at him now, he’s just a good-natured old man.


      “That said... The hide of a primordial creature, huh?”


      “Primordial” is a collective name for all the beasts that roamed the lands long before demons or humans were ever born into it. Their prime examples being—


      “My king! ’Tis bath time, my king!”


      “Stupid dragon! Bathe by yourself! Do not bring trouble to the Corpse King!”


      Nidh, who pops in before promptly getting dragged off by Nifl, is a dragon. Or at least, that’s what we call them nowadays—they’re one of the primordial creatures.


      But that’s not all.


      “Hey, Grampa. Garmr wants to watch your forging! It’s been forever!”


      “Hmm? Do you now? Then how about I hammer out some spare iron I brought from Gaghiel?”


      “Yippee!”


      Garmr leaps onto Gurba’s back and makes herself comfortable. One of her parents was of an ancient wolf breed known as the Curse Wolf, another of the primordial creatures.


      Still, even if there are so many around the manor, that isn’t to say they’re common. In fact, they’re incredibly rare, and we’re definitely not going to find the hide of one of them on sale at the local market.


      Hell, finding one ourselves will be difficult. On top of their scarcity, they’re often stronger than the lower ranks of greater demons. If I have to use up one of Gurba’s weapons to defeat a primordial creature to gain one of Gurba’s weapons, it kinda defeats the whole purpose.


      “An auction, perhaps.”


      Buying it seems to be the only option. And now that that’s settled, there’s only one place to go for that: The continent’s foremost hive of desire. Its true name is Shehem, but most people just call it the Sleepless City.


      “Should we pay the Sleepless City a visit?”


      “Hrm? The Sleepless City?” Gurba thoughtfully exclaims. He turns to me, Garmr now perched on his shoulders.


      “Their auctions always have some eye-catching piece to draw a crowd, right?” I say. “Materials from primordial creatures, relics from fallen kingdoms, that sort of thing.”


      “Yes... That’s more realistic than searching blindly, perhaps.”


      “We won’t know unless we go and have a look. Still, when it comes to primordial creatures, their hides are among the more common finds. I’d say there’s a chance.”


      As Gurba said, it was our most realistic approach.


      “Besides,” I go on, “we’ll know once we’re there. And isn’t that how we do things? We figure it out as we go.”


      “You haven’t changed, child.”


      Gurba’s rugged face softens into a gentle smile.




      So anyway, we decided we’d head off to the Sleepless City in search of the hide of a primordial creature, and yet...


      “My wallet’s...a bit too empty for an auction.”


      “Indeed,” Gurba says with a nod. “The deposit alone will run you somewhere around a hundred gold coins. And your competition will come with considerable funds of their own.”


      “Yeah, figures.”


      Together with Gurba, I’m yet again racking my brain over the same issue we ran into not too long ago: money. An auction requires capital; that’s the whole point. On top of that, the rarity of the goods and the need for strict confidentiality mean that the deposit—the fee we need to pay to even participate—amounts to the absurd equivalent of ten million yen.


      For some reason, however, a whole bunch of people still flock to the event. That’s just how valuable the items up for auction tend to be. And it stands to reason we’ll have hell to pay if we try our hand at a bit of thievery.


      We groan in unison as we soak in the bath set up in Eljudnir’s courtyard, gazing up at the magically projected night sky.


      “I have more than enough saved up...” offers Gurba.


      “Even I think I’m a pain in the ass when it comes to this, but that’s a big no,” I insist. “I asked you to craft, and now I’m supposed to ask you to bankroll the whole operation?”


      “Then do you have a plan, child?”


      “All I have to my name is the fifty gold Rena gave me for the sword... Still, our destination is the Sleepless City. We’ve got plenty of options.”


      “Oh?”


      Indulging in a slightly longer soak than usual, Gurba warmly watches over Garmr, who came in with us and was paddling energetically around the shared bath. Soon, the corners of his lips curl upward in amusement.


      “You’re plotting something devious, I take it.”


      “Devious? I wouldn’t say that. But the Sleepless City and gambling do go hand in hand.”


      “And you’re...not putting it up to chance, are you?”


      “Not too far off the truth...is what I’ll say. If we do it my way, it’ll be way more reliable than normal gambling, I assure you.”


      “What are you two talking about?”


      Garmr splashes over to us in an enthused doggy paddle, and I catch her as she comes within reach.


      “Auctions in the Sleepless City happen...” I pause to think.


      “Once a month, same as before,” Gurba replies. “Next one will be in two weeks, if I recall.”


      “Oh? You know your stuff.”


      “They came around the start of this month, asking if I had any weapons they could put up for show. It ought to be around that time, judging by the delivery date they gave me. Naturally, I turned ’em down.”


      Gurba speaks indifferently, his eyes lifting to take in the fake moon overhead.


      “You’re still uninterested in money?” I ask. “A request from the Sleepless City would fetch you enough to play around for maybe a year. No, two.”


      “People who purchase weapons at auction are looking for artistic value, rarity, and a way to show superiority over other collectors and connoisseurs. That is the polar opposite of my calling. I’m sure you can understand, child.”


      “Now you’re the one who hasn’t changed. Still stubborn as ever.”


      “I have my pride.”


      Left out of our exchange, Garmr tilts her head and stares at our faces. I mess around with our pure wolf-girl’s soft ears and ask her, “Garmr. I’m going to do my best in a fight. Will you cheer for me?”


      “Whaaat?! You’re going to do your best, King?! I’ll cheer! I wanna cheer!”


      “I see, I see. I’m glad to hear it.”


      My little exchange with Garmr seems to be enough for Gurba to pick up on the plan.


      “I see,” he murmurs, slapping his knee and giving a deep nod.


      After we leave the bath, Garmr shakes herself mostly dry, and I towel off the rest for her. The girl, once dressed, leaps back onto Gurba’s shoulders and begins playing around.


      “Grampa!” she calls. “Onward!”


      “Very well.” Gurba nods, understanding his new role. “Child, I will carry Garmr to her room.”


      “Aight, night, then,” I say. “We’ll start moving tomorrow.”


      “Leave it to me,” Gurba reassures me.


      “Roger!” Garmr declares.


      With a spirited “Vrooom!” Garmr pretends to pilot the mighty dreadnought Gurba, and I watch them disappear down the hall. As soon as they’re out of sight, I make my way toward my own room.


      Along the way, I’m met with Nifl coming from the opposite direction. She’s changed into her sleeping clothes, and she’s carrying Nidh, who’s shrunken down to mini-dragon size.


      Nidh seems completely drained. Nifl holds her at her chest and gives a weary sigh as if to say it was bound to end up this way.


      “Long day, Nifl?”


      “Yes... I’d rather you didn’t see me like this.”


      She really does seem genuinely embarrassed; she lowers her face and tightens her hold on Nidh.


      “Urrrgh... Don’t shake me...”


      “You drank too much, you stupid dragon.”


      Oh, it’s just more of the usual.


      These two—well, actually, there’s one other member of the Eight Precepts that typically joins in, so it’s usually these three. But their third isn’t here yet.


      Anyway, despite usually getting along so poorly, they share the same taste in alcohol and the same penchant for arguing. I’ve joined in once before, and it was essentially an endless quarrel hardly better than a fistfight. Even then, they were clearly savoring their drinks, and the moment someone said something they all could agree on, they were suddenly in perfect sync. It was a baffling drinking party, and it was quite a complicated relationship they shared.


      Nifl’s skin, usually as white as freshly fallen snow, is flush for reasons beyond her embarrassment. She’s definitely had quite a lot. My reliable right hand wears a softer expression—a vestige of the girl she was long ago.


      “Was it fun?” I find myself asking.


      Nifl pouts, then mutters, “Well... It’s better than drinking alone...”


      Sounds like she had a blast. Good to know.


      “Next time...why don’t you join us for drinks, Shio?”


      “Yeah, maybe I will.”


      Nifl squeezes Nidh again, drawing another strained groan from the little dragon. “Come now. Let’s be off,” she says, looking down at Nidh.


      “Wadder...”


      “I know, I know... Seriously...”


      If they really hated one another, they’d have torn each other apart by now. That’s just how dangerous the kids in Helheim are... Maybe their relationship isn’t actually that bad, all things considered.


      “Well then, Corpse King... Good night.”


      “Night.”
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      The exhausted dragon gives a weak flick of her tail as Nifl makes a beeline straight for Nidh’s room. I’ve seen this pattern before—in the end, they’ll fall asleep right beside each other. How nostalgic.


      Helheim will fall apart without me. The reason I’ve called for this little break is to change that, if only by a little bit. After all, I’ve seen that this peace we have—these normal, carefree days—will vanish the moment I do.


      “To be honest, I don’t give a damn about the world.”


      That’s the unvarnished truth. But I’m the only one who can do anything about the ones who can’t go on without depending on me.


      “Real sorry, God...but I’m gonna have to take it slow.”


      There are some faint bonds between the members of the Eight Precepts. If I can get them to grow, then they’ll be able to live freely. Happily... I think.


      And that’s exactly why I want to gather our members as soon as possible.


      “That aside.” I turn my thoughts to the Sleepless City and my brilliant money-making scheme.


      Specifically, Shehem’s Grand Warena—a Sleepless City specialty where fierce, monstrous battles are held for money, honor, and sport. Spectators place bets on the combatants, dubbed warfiends, and earn (or lose) their coin based on popularity and victory.


      “I wonder how far I can climb with what I’ve got right now...”


      If losing means parting ways with all my assets, I can’t afford to hold back.


      As my mind traces the route to the Sleepless City, I find myself more restless than I’ve been in quite some time.


      ■


      Pressed against Fortem, the most powerful country in the world, the nation of Shehem consisted of only a single city that earned it the moniker of the Sleepless City.


      It was a dazzling place that existed alongside the night, flourishing as a hub of trade and entertainment. A stronghold filled with light where the night’s darkness seemed nigh nonexistent.


      In activity—and in the human desire that ran through it—it rivaled even the imperial capital.


      Should one walk Shehem’s streets, lured onward by the blinding magic lights that dwarfed the stars overhead, their eyes would most certainly linger on the castle overlooking the city. Its keep—the Dark Empyrean—was the royal palace where the ruler of the Sleepless City resided.


      A woman named Kaguya dwelled at the very summit of the Dark Empyrian, unerringly drawing the gaze of every citizen with beauty said to be great enough to topple nations. So famous she was across the continent that many made the trek to the Sleepless City for no reason other than to catch but a glimpse of her.


      And nestled at the base of the Dark Empyrean was the vast, colosseum-shaped fighting arena the city was most famed for.


      Built to hold immense crowds, it was a symbol of both hope and despair for those who frequented its halls.


      This was the Grand Warena of Shehem.


      In pursuit of hefty fight purses, mercenaries, explorers, nobles, slaves—people of all stripes entered as warfiends. It was a den of vice where even beings as absurd as tamed demons were paraded around as entertainment.


      With that said, it was those in the stands who wagered their fortunes on the outcomes that sustained this famed spectacle of the Sleepless City.


      “H-Hey...”


      “Don’t you go and lose!”


      “Get a grip! Do you know how much I’ve got riding on you?!”


      Boos erupted when a warfiend they’d bet on began to falter. When they got the upper hand, it would be a mix of cheers and jeers instead.


      The one currently drowning in hurled abuse was a grotesque beast.


      “GRAAAAAH!”


      A quadrupedal lesser demon, prepared by the Sleepless City, fought as a warbeast under the control of a taming-type ability.


      Standing opposed to that demon was an entirely unremarkable warfiend of unknown origin. Average build, blond, and no particular ambition evident in the way he carried himself. Yet, the wind magic he wielded could only be described as abnormal.


      “The hell is up with that rookie?!”


      “I-Insane...”


      “It might just be a lesser demon, but to do it that easily...”


      The way the boy had used magic to completely overwhelm the lesser demon without moving a single step had the crowd astir. For starters, a warfiend’s debut match almost never ended so one-sidedly. This was because the warena’s management took great care to pair warfiends with opponents of a similar level.


      “Huh? Why’s everyone so surprised?” The boy’s voice carried across the warena through sound amplification magic, leaving the spectators dumbfounded. Seemingly unaware of his own strength, he grumbled, “Isn’t this what everyone does? There’s nothing impressive about it. It’s just normal.”


      Oblivious to how far removed he was from the norm, the boy delivered a finishing blow to the demon on its last legs before surveying the stands.


      “Wait, is this actually something amazing? I’m not even trying here...”


      He clearly had not grasped his situation. Meanwhile, the referee signaled the end.


      “Th-That’s the match! The winner—Aleu Carlis!”


      “Looks like I stood out more than I meant to...”




      With the cheers booming behind him, Aleu left the warena pit, his face flat and composed. He made his way toward the waiting room for warfiends, paying no mind to the stares of the participants he passed along the way.


      Inside the private room allotted to him, Aleu waited for his payout to be sorted.


      “Hee hee... You’re sooo strong, mister!”


      “Hræsvelgr.”


      “Aww! Just call me Harry—it’s nice and easy.”


      “I’ll call you what you are: a pest.”


      “You say that, but you keep sneaking peeks at Harry’s cute little chest. It’s obvious.”


      “Hmph.”


      She’d drawn a bit too close for comfort; turning his face away from her encroaching voice, Aleu put on a scowl.


      “You know you could be a bit more grateful, Mister. I’m the one lending you that wind magic you’re using.”


      “I’m only using it because you said you fell in love with me at first sight. Let’s not forget about that.”


      “Mmm-hm, yeah, yeah.”


      Hræsvelgr narrowed her eyes, her tone as teasing as ever.


      “Good grief,” Aleu shook his head.


      This girl had been the first person to approach him when he entered the Sleepless City. She’d introduced herself as Hræsvelgr; her first words were “I think I’m in love, Mister.”


      And with a redness to her cheeks, she bestowed her magic upon Aleu.


      To Aleu, who was seeking power for one reason or another, it came as a stroke of good luck. This, and the fact that Hræsvelgr was a girl beautiful enough to turn heads wherever she went, convinced him that fortune had finally decided to balance out all his past miseries.


      “Anyone could have done that much with magic. You may have given it to me, but I’m the one who used it properly...right?”


      “Oh yes, yes, right you are! You’re amazing, Mister!”


      “Ha ha, I knew it. It’s just that my ability’s inconvenient—that’s all. I can at least do this much if I try. Maybe...even becoming a Lv8 Explorer isn’t impossible!”


      Clenching his fist, Aleu’s eyes widened as his mind went to memories of his homeland. He recalled the boys and girls his age who’d looked down on him, dismissing him as “unsuited” for the trade just because they’d lucked into powerful abilities themselves.


      “Do your best! I know you can do it, Aleu!”


      The captivating smile of the girl he’d been closest to back home had been his only hope. Yet the same girl—Laika—who encouraged him with that smile had ended up leaving him behind to follow an explorer who passed through town.


      This was a memory of betrayal carved deep into Aleu’s heart.


      “Not that it matters anymore,” Aleu concluded. “Not the explorer, and not Laika. I just want to live free.”


      It had nothing to do with him anymore.


      Even if he made a name for himself in the Sleepless City’s Grand Warena and succeeded as an explorer, even if those who mocked him came crawling back...it was too late for that.


      She peered into Aleu’s eyes—the way they felt dark...almost stagnant. The tips of Hræsvelgr’s sharp fangs peeked out as her lips curled into a grin.




      “Yes, of course,” said Hræsvelgr. “It’s just as you said, Mister. The people of your homeland were definitely looking down on you. They had to be. It’s not that they were just worried about you, no way, no how. And your little childhood friend? She betrayed you. Perhaps she lived an honest life and fell in honest love...but even then, to leave you behind like that, Mister? That’s just cruel, right? I mean, you were childhood friends, for crying out loud. She did what she could to encourage you, but—you loved her, didn’t you? And she didn’t even notice. What an awful girl she was.”


      “Precisely. But maybe I should go show my face back home one of these days. When I do, you’re coming with me, Hræsvelgr.”


      “You don’t want to parade little Harry—who’s way cuter than that childhood friend—in front of her or anything, do you? And you’re not showing off your power because it feels good, right? You just want to live free. You don’t want to prove anything to anyone. Yes, yes... I get it.”


      “Yeah, maybe I was more amazing than I ever realized... I guess I never noticed. How careless of me.”


      The words Hræsvelgr whispered fired him up. And as Hræsvelgr looked down upon his back, her eyes reflected...nothing at all.


      “Hee hee...”


      There was no color to be found.


      All Hræsvelgr had done for Aleu was grant him magic. She had not brainwashed him, and she had not done anything to alter his sensibilities.


      She had simply given him power.


      A head-turning beauty had fallen in love with him at first sight. And it was Aleu who’d accepted that fact without question, along with accepting the power she offered.


      It was Aleu who, from the moment they met, spoke endlessly of his homeland without ever growing tired of it.


      She had not given him a push on the back. She’d merely helped him to his feet, and he had chosen to run.


      “Idiot.” Even that insult failed to reach him.


      Watching him, Hræsvelgr muttered to herself.


      “How boring.”


      ■


      The Ruinous Beauty. It had been quite some time since they began calling her that.


      And now, Kaguya was sighing from the summit of the Dark Empyrean that towered like a mountain. As she leaned against the sill of an open window too high up for the magic lights of the city to reach, her white hair shimmered in the moonlight.


      From where she was, she could peer into the Grand Warena’s fighting pit. Bathing in a crucible of monotony, she bit into the flesh of a succulent fruit and swallowed. Its sweetness helped to soften the grimace she wore, but only for a moment. She remembered her boredom soon enough and furrowed her brow.


      “Hah,” she sighed again.


      “Kaguya. Such sighs do not suit you... That is not the posture of a Ruinous Beauty.”


      “It’s all...so dull. I shall perish of boredom at this rate.”


      She shook her head at her attendant’s critique, her voice barely escaping her throat and lacking any drive. Kaguya was a seeker of pleasure at heart, though these past few years she had failed to find any pleasure worth seeking. Starved for those elusive thrills, the Ruinous Beauty smacked the wood floor again and again, like a little girl throwing a tantrum.


      “How about the new warfiend?” asked her attendant. “Aleu, I believe. He is quite skillful, from what I heard.”


      “One look at him and you would know just as well as I. He is no good. The cracks will start to show soon enough.”


      Her face that boasted nation-toppling beauty twisted into a sullen pout. Propping her head up with a hand to her cheek, she tapered her lips.


      “Something, anything to amuse me... It never comes when I wish for it.”


      “In that case...shall we summon a high-ranking explorer in your name? I hear one is presently within our borders.”


      “Hmm... Which one is it?”


      “Lv8 Explorer Crimson Bloom.”


      The name her attendant brought up belonged to a martial artist girl known even among explorers to be uninhibited. The girl acted overly familiar with everyone, Kaguya included, yet the color in her epithet guaranteed that her skills were the real deal.


      No matter how formidable a warfiend may have been, their strength was contained to the small pond that was the Grand Warena. To pit one against her would be asking too much.


      However, if this was the cure for Kaguya’s thirst for entertainment, perhaps seeing that girl in glorious action was just what she needed.


      “It will end up an empty spectacle with a foregone conclusion...but it may suffice to pass the time. Call her. Let us enjoy a diversion.”


      “As you command.”


      Without even seeing off her attendant’s soundless departure, Kaguya exhaled yet another deep sigh. How many had she already let out within the day alone?


      “I pray, if only for a brief moment, that I might forget the passage of time... Heh.”


      Her own words did amuse her, ever so slightly. The magic lights of the warena below only irritated her eyes.


      What a hollow distraction.


      Her white hair lifted in the night breeze as she turned away, unimpressed.


      And then—without bothering to look in their direction, she spoke to a figure that had slipped in just as her attendant had left.


      “To enter the private chambers of the Ruinous Beauty unannounced—even for a familiar face, that is difficult to overlook.”


      Her tone was just as cold as the night wind that flowed through the window. In the moonlight, her beauty was elevated to something almost otherworldly—enough so that a normal person would struggle to find their voice.


      Her intruder, however, paid no heed to her discontent. A muffled masculine voice leaked from the gaps in a cloak that covered their whole form, their tone flat and their words ominous. “The time of resurrection is nigh...”


      Brief as it was, Kaguya understood perfectly what it meant.


      “Stubbornly crawling his way back into the world? And for what? His era has ended; his tyranny is being buried beneath the rubble of a history woven by humankind. There is no longer a stage left for him.”


      Her voice, touched by nostalgia and loneliness, was so meager it risked being overridden by the distant clamor of the city below. But the man heard it clearly. His emotionless tone changed to one of palpable anger.


      “He shall never die. Our King is eternal. His very existence is this world’s law and its order.”


      “My, my, how thoroughly tamed you are,” Kaguya replied with a mocking snort. “To think he would have such a fervent believer even in death. His charisma is not to be taken lightly.”


      Then the man, brimming with indignation, shot back: “How long do you intend to rest on your laurels? You must fulfill the role you were given! Act in accordance with your station and—!”


      “Do not get ahead of yourself, whelp.”


      The man was cut off by a line sharp and frigid.


      Kaguya had completely changed. The approachable air of a little girl lamenting her boredom had all but vanished, replaced by the Ruinous Beauty who held the Sleepless City in the palm of her hand.


      “My role? My station? Do not make me laugh. I am the one who decides how I shall be. There is not the slightest space for any other factor to intervene, you fool. Since when did a mere Lord like you grow so lofty as to lecture me?”


      The man gulped from the depths of his cloak. The obsidian eyes staring out from beneath his hood wavered uncertainly in the moonlight.


      “You will regret this.”


      “Enough. Watch your mouth. If you wish to rely on me so desperately, come back with the proper attitude, Courier.”


      “You...have no intention of coming back, then.”


      “I don’t recall ever being on your side. I have only ever had one king. And he”—her voice sharpened—“is nothing like the one you revere.”


      The man called the Courier turned on his heels, the fine features beneath his hood twisting into a frown.


      “Has ruling a single nation dulled your fangs? I suppose a cage of hedonism suits a coward like you perfectly.”


      “And it would suit you just as well, worshipper of a hollow king. Do stay a while.”


      The Courier paused for just a moment, then began walking off again.


      “Then I shall. I’ll indulge to my heart’s content.”


      Leaving the conversation with that, he disappeared like smoke. Kaguya returned to the windowsill and sighed once more.


      Below, the people lived their lives in a whirlwind of joys and sorrows.


      “So this is the end of my kingdom’s tranquility,” Kaguya mourned, imagining it all crumbling to dust.


      Her mutterings rang out so terribly loud in the dreadful stillness left behind by an unwelcome visitor.


      ■


      “Waaaah!”


      Garmr’s eyes are shining something fierce, her tail on a wagging rampage as it smacks into my leg again and again.


      We’re in the Zald Plains, which stretch around the Sleepless City of Shehem. Here, each blade of grass is illuminated more by the magical glow of Shehem than by the stars above. There’s something artificial—almost paranoia-inducing—about it.


      The crowds of people are sucked into the city gates like moths flocking to a streetlamp, every one of them captivated by its devilish allure.


      A city that shines bright in the dead of the night. For a modern man like me, the closest comparison is Kabuki-cho, or perhaps Yoshiwara from the Edo period. Granted, I’ve only ever seen that one in historical dramas.


      The vibe Shehem gives off is a bit older than Kabuki-cho and more contemporary than Yoshiwara in the way it blends Eastern and Western styles. Once you get to the heart of the city, you’ll find rows upon rows of stately, Japanese-style estates—the kinds you only see in textbooks. It gives this place a romantic sort of charm.


      Garmr’s small body is hopping as high as she’ll let it; she seems drunk on the atmosphere. She dashes forth with a sparkle in her eyes, practically dragging me along for the ride, and that’s how I find myself passing through Shehem’s gate.


      “King! King! That castle’s amazing!”


      “Yeah, it’s really something. But you need to stop calling me King.”


      The further we venture into the city, the more excited she seems to get. The building she’s pointing at is a towering, extravagant structure we could see even from outside the city walls.


      It should be called the Dark Empyrean. That is, if it hasn’t been renamed in the last hundred and eighty years. Still...no matter how I look at it, it can’t be anything but the keep of a historic Japanese castle. Is it just a coincidence, or... I remember how I agonized over it when I first saw it.


      To be honest, I still don’t know why this place looks like this, but that unapologetically Japanese style does give me a sense of comfort. Maybe that’s the reason I’m quite fond of the Sleepless City’s sights.


      “My king, this place is too bright.”


      “Don’t start.”


      Perched on my shoulder, Nidh flicks her tail back and forth, covering her eyes with her tiny hands. It’s a stark contrast to Garmr and Gurba’s bold march.


      Sure, it’s not the cleanest city, if the touts and women soliciting for the red-light district we pass along the way are any indication, but maybe that’s exactly what draws in so many people.


      That said, not everyone approves.


      “No matter how many times I visit, my opinion remains unchanged. What a vulgar city.”


      “Hey now.”


      Take Nifl, for one.


      Plenty of men flock to her, drawn by her beauty and her figure—which the robe isn’t doing much to hide—but there don’t seem to be any brave enough to actually talk to her after meeting that glare in her eyes. It can’t be pleasant, being subject to that chilling look and ice queen attitude.


      They don’t call her Helheim’s prim and proper moral committee for nothing.


      “The air is rife with the scent of damn beasts post-rutting. This obscene stench of sex is enough to make my nose scrunch.”


      Hold up. Where has our prim and proper moral committee gone?


      “Corpse King, there is a rest house nearby. I’m sure you’re weary; shall I make a reservation for two?”


      “Thanks for the consideration. I think I’m fine.”


      Where is our prim and proper moral committee trying to go with this?


      “Wow... Who’s really the vulgar one, cow-tits?”


      “This city at least has some discretion, unlike a tiny dragon who occupies the Corpse King’s shoulder as if she owns it.”


      “Wh-What are you trying to say?!”


      Nidh sticks her tongue out at Nifl, then Nifl seizes her by the tail and tries to pull her from her throne. In no time, they’re locked in a fierce grappling match.


      No matter what city we go to, it’s always business as usual with these two. It’s reassuring, if you ask me. May these quarrels last forever.


      “Child,” Gurba starts, “look over there.”


      He points me toward a bulletin board down the road, and we push through the crowd to see what caught his eye. It’s a notice—an announcement for the auction. It spells out both the schedule and the items up for grabs.


      “High-quality materials from a rare demon. A Natural Treasure discovered in a hidden land. Mementoes of a high-ranking explorer. The claws and hide of a primordial... Ah, that’s the one!”


      “The participation fee is one hundred and fifty gold, paid in advance,” notes Gurba. “A reasonable price to ward off the gawkers. Anyone who balks would never survive the bidding anyway.”


      “If it’s one hundred and fifty up front, then how much would the hide be...?”


      “Even five hundred gold would be quite optimistic,” Nifl shakes her head. “But if you intend to bid, you’ll need to exchange for some godsilver denominations. That means going through a merchant guild.”


      “Huh? Really?” I raise my voice at that unexpected tidbit.


      “The prices listed are in gold coin equivalents,” she explains, “But currency used on the day of will be in godsilver. The proceedings are strictly managed from beginning to end. Officially, it’s to avoid any confusion in transactions...but in truth, it is most likely meant to filter participants. Only those who actually possess godsilver coins—meaning those whose status and income are guaranteed—can participate.”


      “I see.”


      Gurba scratches his head awkwardly and says, “I’m sorry, child. It seems my information was outdated. I didn’t know they changed over to godsilver.”


      “It is understandable,” Nifl assures him. “It happened only a few years ago, after there was a theft committed by an auction participant.”


      “Urgh, whoever did it, they just had to cause trouble for us...”


      Godsilver coins are only used for transactions of exorbitant value. A normal person will most likely go their entire life without ever touching one. They’re forged from a special metal, which already makes them hard to counterfeit, and on top of that, their manufacturing process is an industry secret. Sure, their stated value is ten gold coins, but their rarity and worth go beyond that.


      If you want to exchange ten gold coins for a single godsilver coin, you need to put in an application with a merchant guild.


      “The auction’s in...two weeks. You were right, Gurba. So, Nifl, how’s it looking?”


      “Even if we go to a merchant guild...at present, you, myself, Garmr, and the stupid dragon possess no proper standing. As it is too risky to register as individuals, it will be difficult to make use of the guild’s various services. That includes buying and selling goods, and of course, currency exchange.”


      A guild takes on a hefty risk the moment it allows unknown individuals or goods through its doors. It’s only natural to take precautions.


      But, given our current predicament, that caution can go screw itself.


      “With that said,” starts Nifl, “Gurba should have no trouble using a guild’s services...”


      “I openly declared myself a member of Helheim when I left Gaghiel. There’s no telling what consequences we might face if I leave a trail here. It’s best not to carelessly put my name forward.”


      Gurba’s right about that; leaving obvious traces of ourselves is a terrible move.


      “This is a hard one.”


      The name Helheim carries some influence in the world right now, and not in a good way. From what I’ve heard, they haven’t spread all throughout the continent just yet, but their notoriety is growing around the empire. Unfortunately, the Sleepless City is nestled up right next to imperial territory, meaning we have to tread carefully.


      If I’m being perfectly honest, even having this conversation right in the middle of a bustling street like this is pretty risky. We have to think twice about every word that comes out of our mouths.


      What a rough life we live.


      Anyways. You can call them all merchant guilds, but of course, they come in all sorts. With that said, only a select handful of the big empire-sanctioned ones actually deal in godsilver coins. The cream of the crop. It’s hard to imagine there being any back doors or convenient loopholes to get ourselves out of this one.


      Well, worst case, we can’t participate in the auction, and it’s not the end of the world. If we fail to obtain that primordial creature’s hide, it just means we can’t forge that demonic weapon.


      It’d definitely be better to have than not, considering what’s to come. But you can’t squeeze blood from a stone. We’re not so hard-pressed that we need to play risky games...but...


      “Hmm... I guess that’s that.”


      Gurba sounds the same as he always does, but there’s this ever so faint tint of sadness to his voice. Surely I’m not the only one who noticed. Nifl goes without saying.


      Then there’s Garmr, who tilts her head and cranes her neck up to meet the man’s eyes through their staggering height difference. “Grampa?” she asks.


      “Iron Geezer...is your stomach hurting?”


      Even Nidh, hanging limp in Nifl’s firm embrace, disinterestedly expresses her curiosity.


      It’s a small change, and so slight that we can only tell because it’s us. It’s clear enough why.


      Gurba is a man who devoted his whole life to the forge and fed his soul to the furnace. To him, there is no greater joy than his craft. To watch me wield his completed weapons is a close second. In fact, it’s his reason for standing with Helheim, and what he likely considers his supreme directive from me.


      And at the heart of it all is a simple thought: he wants to be useful to the Corpse King. A feeling wasted on someone as undeserving as me.


      Now what can I do in return? It’s embarrassing to say it out loud...but if there’s anything you could call the duty of one who calls himself a king, it is to grant the wishes of my subordinates to the best of my abilities.


      God. I know I’m the one saying it, but that really is embarrassing. No escaping that one. What the hell kind of nonsense is this? What do you mean the duty of a king?! You’re not a king, stupid! What are you getting so stuck-up for when you were just a normal high school kid in your own world?!


      But it doesn’t matter how I scold myself or what my thoughts are on the matter. These guys look up to me as a king, simply because that’s what I used to call myself.


      Every ounce of secondhand embarrassment I’m feeling right now can be blamed on my past self...


      And every moment I can spend with them is thanks to the past me as well.


      For as long as I remain in this world, I have a responsibility to accept everything the old me set in motion. The short of the matter: I swear to my past self that I will never choose the easy path of giving up while Gurba’s standing there disappointed. I don’t want to.


      “Is there...anything we can do?”


      As I cover my mouth and rack my brain, I catch sight of Nifl trembling in the corner of my eye. I look to see her pursing her lips tightly, struggling to keep herself from smiling.


      “Wh-What?”


      “N-No... I just thought that was very Corpse King-like of you.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      I can’t speak for what goes on in her head, but Nifl’s not one to let her emotions show. To have her look at me with such easy-to-read softness is a little off-putting. What’s gotten into her? I wonder to myself.


      “Leave it to me, Corpse King. I, Undeluded, am here to fulfill your wishes.”


      “For real? You got a lead?” I ask, taking care that Gurba—who’s all but staring longingly at the auction notice—can’t hear.


      Nifl pats her chest. Her ample bosom sways, and Nidh raises a little irritated growl from her spot nestled within it. I forcibly tear my gaze away, fighting against the instinctive pull of this deliberate ploy to draw my attention.


      With a small pout, Nifl continues, “It is not my lead... It is the result of your own deeds, Corpse King. I have merely maintained it.”


      “Oh?”


      “Corpse King. Henceforth, there is a certain merchant guild I must ask you to stop by. We cannot accompany you, but you should have no issues going in on your own.”


      I can’t see where this is headed. But Nifl doesn’t say anything she doesn’t mean. I’m in an era where I barely know my left from my right, and all I can do is put my trust in her.


      “Got it. Gurba, I’ve got a little something to do. Watch everyone for me.”


      “Hmm, alone?”


      “Yeah, I won’t be long. Just go for a walk or something.”


      “Understood.”


      His face is still a bit clouded as I turn away.


      “Then, Corpse King. First—”


      Following Nifl’s directions, I make my way to the Sleepless City branch of a certain major merchant guild.




      The Senoskar Guild is its name. Going off what Nifl told me, it’s apparently a massive enterprise based in Fortem that spans the whole continent. At the very least, it didn’t exist a hundred and eighty years ago.


      This lavish structure in front of me is its Sleepless City branch office. It commands an overwhelming presence, even in the dazzling splendor of Shehem; if this is just a branch, it’s not hard to imagine the scale and assets of the Senoskar Guild as a whole.


      I feel so out of place here that I hesitate to even walk up to the entrance. This reminds me of the first time I ever entered a trendy café in Tokyo. No, that was nothing compared to this. This guild most definitely caters to the uppest of the upper crust. It’s definitely not somewhere the so-called King of the World (lol) can casually stroll into.


      But...I have to go in. It’s not an option.


      “All right. Let’s do this.”


      I trudge my way up the spotless marble steps and take a deep breath in front of the heavy-looking, lacquered black doors. I give them a push, and I feel they’re just as heavy as I suspected. The creaking, grinding, and groaning as they pivot on the hinges, however, is way louder than expected.


      I can feel the unpleasant gazes of passersby stabbing into my back. It’s that same suffocating sensation as when you make a sound in a quiet classroom in the middle of class. Mortifying stuff.


      “Welcome. Thank you for choosing Senoskar.”


      And as though they were waiting just for me, I am immediately greeted by a sharply dressed man and woman. Their uniforms are crisp and expensive-looking, and the badges on their chests are emblazoned with the emblem of the guild.


      “How may we assist you today?” the male attendant politely asks.


      The woman stands beside him with a bright, business smile, but...


      They’re really sizing me up. It’s not even subtle. I mean, I clearly don’t belong here, and I’m shady enough as it is... Wait.


      It’s at that point that I notice something’s a little off.


      There’s this sort of gloom in the air...or rather, I can’t feel too much life in the two attendants tending to me. Exhausted is the best way I can describe them. I can even make out faint bags under their eyes.


      No. It’s not just these two. Not everyone, but a number of other employees seem similarly drained. Even some of the customers do.


      Maybe I’m just imagining it, but...what is this?


      Holding in a cold sweat and the creeping unease, I rearrange my poker face—a specialty of mine—into a smile. I try to come off as harmless as I can while I repeat the words Nifl told me.


      I must’ve looked pretty shocked when I first heard the name from her lips.


      The key, apparently, is to sound as overbearing as possible.


      “I came to see Zeno. Pass on the message.”


      ■


      “I came to see Zeno. Pass on the message.”


      The Sleepless Branch of the Senoskar Guild received a visit from a lone young man.


      His only striking feature was his well-proportioned face, but the rest of him was plain as could be. He hadn’t the gaudiness of the nobles that practically wore their wealth as they frequented the establishment, nor did he boast the honed sharpness or intimidating presence of the high-ranking explorers.


      What’s more, he started off with a statement that made absolutely no sense.


      The two guild members assisting him were immediately taken aback. But only for a brief moment; after exchanging a look, they slipped into a practiced response.


      Ah, it’s one of those troublesome customers, they thought.


      “There is currently no employee named Zeno working at the Sleepless Branch,” the male attendant said, causing the young man’s brow to twitch.


      The young man’s voice had carried through the vast hall, and a few customers who’d turned out of curiosity snorted mockingly at the seedy-looking youth.


      “My apologies. Our guild handles business transactions only.”


      The young man was empty-handed. He clearly hadn’t come to do business.


      The female attendant’s eyes sharpened as though she was looking at some shady intruder, though she maintained her polite tone. Nevertheless, there was a clear note of refusal in her voice as she continued, determined to see off this bothersome young man through the guise of proper customer service.


      “Once again, we apologize, but we must ask that you leave for today.”


      “I came...to see Zeno. Pass on the message.”


      Ugh, this guy’s persistent. What a pain.


      The exact same thought crossed both attendants’ minds.


      They weren’t in their best conditions, and they struggled to contain the irritation building beneath their fatigue.


      “Yes, as I just told you...”


      “You are causing an inconvenience for our other customers. Please leave.”


      The female attendant still tried to keep up courtesy, but the male attendant picked up after her with a sharper tone, taking a step closer.


      Strangely, the young man was the one who looked bothered.


      We’re the ones who should be making that face, the male attendant thought. He swallowed that retort and was about to get more forceful. However, the guild hall resounded with the clicking of heels against marble.


      “What’s all this ruckus?”


      Then came a female voice, clear, composed, and pleasant to the ears. Her bearing and beauty were enough for the customers who’d been eyeing the suspicious intruder to forget he existed for a moment and stare in admiration.


      Her jacket was made of even finer material than the standard guild uniforms. The woman, whose intellectual features perfectly suited her slender-framed glasses, stepped straight into the center of attention.


      “M-Manager! My apologies—this gentleman is...”


      The branch manager’s black hair, cut neatly at her shoulders, swished as she came to a stop. The badge on her chest was a glistening silver-white, a sign of her higher rank. Entrusted with overseeing a branch of one of the most prominent merchant guilds on the continent, she possessed competence and authority.


      And her eyes fell doubtfully on the young man at the heart of this disturbance.


      “Pardon me. I am Serge, and I oversee Senoskar’s Sleepless City Branch Office. Might I ask you what brings you here, sir?”


      She gestured toward her silver managerial badge as she offered a courteous bow.


      After giving the young man a once-over, Serge narrowed her eyes. Seeing as her employees looked so troubled, she took him to be some malicious complainer. Though she kept her tone kind and courteous, her gaze grew stern.


      For the time being, the two attendants who’d been dealing with him put their hands to their chests in relief.


      They knew, no matter who Serge was dealing with, she could remain firm and unyielding. On top of her natural disposition, she had both a strong track record and the authority granted directly by the president of the Senoskar Merchant Guild himself. Here, that amounted to greater power than anything else. Be they nobles or high-ranking explorers, they could not defy her within these walls.


      Being a major firm gave them the special privilege of picking and choosing who they did business with. Anyone with their wits about them would never stand against Serge within the Sleepless Branch.


      Now with greater composure, the two attendants turned their attention back to the young man.


      Yet again, he spoke with the same indignant tone.


      “I came to see Zeno. Pass on the message.”


      “H-Huh?”


      In the hall that had fallen silent with Serge’s arrival, what echoed was the man’s voice—in the same exact tone as when he’d first arrived—followed only by a feeble, breathless murmur of disbelief.


      After a brief moment of silence, her eyes suddenly widened. Serge cleared her throat and straightened her posture as though nothing had happened.


      “M-Might I h-have...your name?” Her voice quavered; she looked nothing like the dignified woman they knew.


      “It’s Hizaki.”


      The man spoke the name so matter-of-factly, as if the woman meant next to nothing in his world.


      “S-Sir Hizaki?!”


      Serge’s unrest only grew.


      “Manager... Is something wrong?” the female attendant timidly asked, but Serge could only tremble in silence.


      “Stan... Stand down...”


      The words she finally managed to muster came out sounding unsteady and unreliable in a way that the two attendants had never heard from her before. And it wasn’t just them—the other employees and customers watching over the exchange had to doubt their own ears.


      “Ah-eh... Mm... Ahem! I-In accordance with protocol, I will handle this guest myself. Everyone, please return to your regular duties.”


      As though that previous display had been a dream, she shot her employees a commanding look with her usual intellectual tone and stoic mask.


      Leaving her stunned onlookers behind, Serge turned to Hizaki with an almost unnatural level of courtesy.


      “Sir Hizaki. I would be honored if you would accompany me.”


      “Huh? Oh...yeah. Sure.”


      For a moment, the young man was flustered too, and with a frantic nod he followed after her.


      Those who’d watched with bated breath were left with mouths agape at the incident’s abrupt end and at the mysterious demeanor Serge took on. The employees could only stand and watch as the backs of their branch manager and the boy disappeared around the corner.


      ■


      The bespectacled beauty, who seems to be the branch chief, leads me past a door with a “Staff Only” sign and into a dim corridor that stretches farther in. As we walk, she turns to me, her voice still shaking.


      “S-Sir Hizaki... Th-Thank you very much for gracing us with your presence today.”


      “R-Right.”


      And here I am, pretty much completely lost thanks to the reception I got. That was way warmer than I expected.


      What I see in her eyes leans more toward fear than respect, though. And it’s leaning pretty heavily too.


      I mean, how was I supposed to know I’d get this reaction?


      Zeno.


      That’s the name of a merchant I came across five years ago—rather, a hundred and eighty years ago if we’re going off of this world’s timeline.


      The Holy Gryphil Kingdom summoned me and all my classmates as heroes. A maelstrom of all sorts of happenings lifted my heart to cloud nine...before dropping it into the depths of despair.


      After I fled the Holy Kingdom, the first person I met was Zeno. He, too, was a recluse; a man hiding from the world.


      It’s no exaggeration to say that our gray cloaks are the formal uniform of Helheim, and their origin is actually embarrassingly simple: I saw the merchant Zeno wearing one and thought, That looks cool.


      Back then, I was struggling to even feed myself, and I got by as a guard protecting Zeno’s wares as he peddled from place to place, though that was only for a short while.


      He had many enemies for a certain reason and lived a difficult life. Because of that, he felt greatly indebted to me. Even after I founded Helheim, he remained someone I knew I could trust and rely on.


      It should be clear just how important he was to us if I say that all of Helheim’s provisions were procured through Zeno.


      “Please bring up Zeno’s name at the Sleepless City branch of the Senoskar Guild.”


      When Nifl told me that, my first thought was Oh, so he’s working in Shehem now. Neat.


      That alone is pretty impressive, you know. The fact that Zeno, of all people, managed to blend into society and do honest work was enough to move me.


      That’s why I pushed on the guild’s doors. I was eager to see him again. That’s why I offered his name just as Nifl instructed.


      And the answer I got was essentially “We don’t have anyone named Zeno working here.”


      My mind went blank there. For a moment, there were all sorts of thoughts running circles in my head. There’s no way Nifl would ever lie to me. Then maybe some wires got crossed down the line, or something went wrong, or I was misunderstanding something.


      When I took a step back and looked at myself objectively, what I saw was a young man making a scene, acting like a regular of a place he’d never been to before, and getting scolded for it.


      There was no time to writhe over my embarrassing history. I was actively producing fresh embarrassment. I did my utmost to stop my complexion from taking a turn, but I was practically frothing at the mouth inside. All I could do was become a machine, trusting in Nifl and repeating Zeno’s name ad nauseam.


      And just when I’d half abandoned hope, I was saved by the appearance of Branch Manager Serge and was instead given this overwhelming welcome.


      Zeno...what in the world have you become? Well, the answer is probably this: He’s still a merchant. But that’s not what I mean.


      If the mere mention of his name is enough to cause a branch manager to tremble and let me into the back, he’s at least ranked higher than a branch manager. That’s for certain.


      “Umm... I have heard many rumors about you, Sir Hizaki...”


      “Oh, I see.”


      That’s all I can manage. I’ve become an “Oh, I see” bot.


      Rumors? What rumors? Who’s saying what about me? Oof, now my stomach hurts...


      This horribly servile attitude my savior is taking is almost painful to look at. Maybe it’s directed at me...but more likely, she’s in awe of whoever’s supposedly backing me. Of Zeno.


      To her, Zeno has to be someone she can never go against. In other words, her superior...or someone even higher than that. A cold sweat trickles down my back, and a pain in my stomach has me feeling quite ill.


      I’m directed to a private room deep within the guild building. There’s a carpet spread out over the floor and all sorts of extravagant decorations strewn across the space. Without any say in the matter, I sink into an incredibly soft sofa while Serge kneels to offer me a glass of water.


      “This is holy water drawn from the streams of the mountain range centered around the sacred Mt. Gabora. It is pure water that has not been treated by any magical processes. I do hope it is to your tastes.”


      “Thanks...”


      Honestly, there’s no way I can tell anything about the taste. That takes actual refinement. Even after I let it sit on my tongue for a bit, it just tastes like water.


      But I know better. This water is ridiculously expensive.


      In a world overrun by demons and primordial creatures, water that can maintain its purity untreated is hard to come by. A majority of it gets put through purification magic and the like.


      Now, here’s the curious part: When the mana of humans, animals, and demons gets mixed in, the flavor deteriorates, and in rare cases, it can even lead to sickness.


      But naturally occurring water’s not like that.


      Nearly all substances in this world have an innate tendency to attract mana. The reason expended mana recovers over time is because the mana in the air is drawn to humans.


      This principle applies to pretty much everything—humans, animals, plants, demons, minerals, and even water. The more natural the substance, the stronger its attraction. It’s thanks to this general rule that we use natural materials—in other words, things that haven’t been tampered with artificially by any outside mana—to dispel curses and other malevolent mana streams. When the medium happens to be water, certain religions even refer to it as holy water.


      That’s why the word “pure” carries some real weight in this world. Pure water...I don’t even want to imagine how much money that’ll go for.


      All I did was thank her, and Serge is patting her chest in relief. After a moment, she begins to set up a thick, circular disk across from my spot on the sofa. Its size is quite a lot for her to handle alone, though. There’s no way I can sit back and watch when I see her awkwardly fumbling around with it like that.


      “I’ll help.”


      “Ah, n-no, it’s quite all right!”


      Keeping in mind Nifl’s instruction to maintain an overbearing attitude, I ignore her frantic protests and help her lift the disk.


      “I-I apologize for troubling you.”


      “I’m the one who dropped in unannounced. I barely put in any effort, and I’m supposed to take offense at that? I’m not that petty.”


      Heh, that one sounded a bit cool.


      But just as I’m savoring my own line, I sense Serge’s gaze fixed on my face. I glance over to see that her eyes are slightly moist—almost feverish.


      “This goes here, right?”


      “Huh? Oh—y-yes!”


      Sensing trouble based on experience, I cut off whatever bittersweet developments might have followed. It’s definitely not because Nifl’s terrifying face flashed across my mind or anything like that.


      It’s just, when you’re incredibly nervous because you’re dealing with some big shot (who’s really just some delusional kid) and that big shot suddenly shows you kindness, it’s easy to get a bit swept up in the moment. Just forget about it, seriously.


      If I’m just being overly self-conscious, fine. In fact, I hope that’s what it is.


      Shuddering at a faint, foreboding chill, I set the disk into an indent in the center of the room.


      “This is...a Natural Treasure, huh. It’s even an OOPArt. Just how many godsilver coins would this thing go for...”


      “Sp-Splendid deduction—you recognized it immediately!”


      A Natural Treasure is a general term for objects that form when mana naturally takes on a specific shape of its own accord.


      Once activated, the mana sealed within a Natural Treasure can trigger a wide range of effects. They’re most often found in hidden lands where the mana density is abnormally high. Performance varies wildly from treasure to treasure, and their appearances are just as diverse.


      A sword that spews fire; a gun that fires bolts of lightning; boots that let the wearer walk on air, to name a few. There are quite a lot that are just convenient for everyday life, and plenty of defects that seem like nothing more than bad jokes. It’s easy to see why there are countless collectors across the world. They’re the stuff dreams are made of.


      The most valuable among them are OOPArts, like this one right here. What sets them apart is that they contain ancient magic—spells inaccessible to modern humans.


      In other words, it is impossible to reproduce them.


      Conversely, if you really want to, it’s possible to replicate a normal Natural Treasure. The ones crafted artificially are called magic tools.


      Of course, the skill required is absurd, and the material cost alone is astronomical. While it’s technically possible, the cost-to-performance ratio just doesn’t work out. To make matters worse, the treasures found in hidden lands boast better performance. It’s only natural that they go for outrageous prices.


      “This OOPart in particular contains time-space magic, considered special even among all the ancient magics. The spell it holds is only Lv3, but as a Natural Treasure, this piece has been evaluated as Lv8. It is incredibly valuable.”


      “I figured. You could designate it a national treasure at this point.”


      When it comes to time-space magic, the first person I think of is Nifl, but it’s not the sort of thing that just anyone can throw around. I don’t even know if there are any humans capable of using it in the modern age. If there are, they would’ve been paraded around as a national-level VIP.


      That’s just how valuable time-space magic is. Or any ancient magic, really.


      In short, my right-hand woman is the best.


      The Nifl in my mind’s eye flashes a modest peace sign as I settle back into the sofa.


      “I will now activate the OOPArt. Once I have confirmed it is operating properly, I will take my leave, rest assured.”


      “Got it.”


      Since I have no idea what’s about to happen, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to feel assured about. But I nod along anyway.


      No, well, that’s not exactly true. I do have a rough idea.


      Clunk! Serge presses down on the disk with both her hands, pushing it into the floor, and it produces a very satisfying sound as it locks into place. Then from the center of the disk comes a faint, water-blue light that fills the room.


      “Now then, if you’ll excuse me, Sir Hizaki.”


      The bow she offers before leaving is far too graceful. I watch her out of the corner of my eye, then silently turn back to the faint light as it begins to converge.


      Hologram. It’s a form of time-space magic. When you think of holograms, it’s usually just about displaying a distant person, but this spell goes one step further.


      After all, if that’s all it does, then there are plenty of other magics and Natural Treasures in this world that can accomplish the same thing.


      But the Hologram spell doesn’t just display. It creates a complete other self in a distant location. Put simply, you transfer your consciousness to a projected body endowed with all the five senses to converse with someone far away.


      In essence, it enables a form of pseudo-teleportation.


      With the scientific capabilities of my original world, it’s presumably possible to reproduce an approximation of most normal spells to some extent. But ancient magic—these spells, at the very least, are concepts that we can never hope to replicate with our current understanding of science. Magic in the truest sense.


      The pale light gathers into the shape of a single human figure.


      “Ooh...to think these empty sockets would behold your form once more... How blessed am I.”


      He wears the same gentlemanly attire as when I last saw him. However, the face beneath his wide-brimmed hat is...a skull.


      Hollow eye sockets, dark and devoid of light, stare back at me.


      “It’s been a while, Zeno.”


      “Sir Hizaki... Welcome back.”


      “No need to be so stiff.”


      “I’m glad you’re all right, little Shio.” Speaking with genuine kindness in his voice, at odds with his macabre appearance, the skeleton gentleman gives a deep bow. “Allow me to introduce myself anew—I am Senoskar, President of the Senoskar Guild.”


      “You changed your name?”


      “Not at all. I only share my real name with those who have earned my respect. In other words, outside of the company’s executive ranks, anyone who knows the name Zeno is either my equal...or my friend.”


      “So it’s like the president’s bestie showed up out of the blue, huh? I can see why she reacted like that.”


      I can’t help but feel a bit of sympathy when I remember how panicked Serge was.


      “Your name, young Shio... Hizaki is widely known among my executives as the name of my benefactor. That likely played a part.”


      “Figures.”


      “But our general staff are not informed on such matters, so I imagine there was some discourtesy. My humblest apologies.”


      I raise a hand to stop him before he can lower his head again.


      “I already told you to drop all the stiff stuff,” I say, shaking my head. “You might see me as your benefactor, but to the staff, I was just some shady guy.”


      “Perhaps this referral method has its flaws.”


      “Yeah, you might want to come up with something else.”


      Primarily because my mind took a massive hit; I’d really appreciate it if he did something about that. I keep that to myself though.


      Long ago, Zeno, once a human, lost his homeland and was captured as a test subject by a heinous criminal known only as the Witch. I never pressed him on the details, and Zeno never seemed keen on elaborating.


      There was no need to ask anyway.


      If magic is a phenomenon born of positive mana, then curses are its negative counterpart. And just the sight of him—a living skeleton—told me more than enough about his harrowing past, and the Undead Curse he bore.


      “You’ve grown way too big,” I grumble. “You used to just be a peddler.”


      “And now I preside over a guild vying for dominance across the continent. It is all because I had the fortune of meeting you one hundred and eighty years ago.”


      “Heavy. Way too heavy... Don’t go pinning it all on me—how am I supposed to carry that?”


      “No, my apologies. Naturally, my own business acumen did save me time and again. I am always grateful for the fortune that has followed me through life. And among my many blessings, I haven’t for a single day forgotten the fortune of meeting you.”


      “I see... I guess it goes both ways.”


      Zeno’s jaw clicks as he sways in delight.


      If he’s going to take it that far, then I’ll say the same. I have no idea how my life would’ve gone if I never met him. Helheim is a gathering of those cast out from the world—at least, that’s what it was back then. I don’t know what it’s like now.


      Zeno had quite literally been Helheim’s lifeline. Considering that Eljudnir still had some food reserves alongside other supplies, that connection likely hadn’t been severed.


      “You kept trading with us while I was gone, right?”


      “Strictly speaking, I was not trading with Helheim, but rather, with Lady Nifl on an individual level. She never once doubted that you would return. Naturally, I had no reason to refuse her business.”


      “I can barely look either of you in the eye at this point. Seriously.”


      Even if I had my reasons, I did just up and disappear one day. I can’t even begin to imagine how much conviction it would take to wait so long for someone like that.


      At the very least, I had to have been worth that much for those who waited.


      “Thanks, Zeno.”


      “You saved me—someone of such wretched form—without asking for any explanation. If any gratitude is to be given, then offer it to the kind little Shio from long ago.”


      “That’s not to say I wasn’t acting in my own self-interest back then. Nah, enough of that. You’ll never let it go, no matter what I say.”


      “You know me well.”


      We end up sharing a self-deprecating grin at how we’re trying to one-up each other’s gratitude. Well, I’m grinning, at least. Zeno’s an expressionless skeleton, so I can’t tell. But he’s...probably smiling.


      “Now then, Shio, let’s get to business. I would be moved to my soul if you’d come just to see my face, but that’s not the case, is it? You never were one for such things.”


      “You know me well too, Zeno. The reason we came to Shehem is to take part in the auction. I need the hide of a primordial.”


      “I see... If it’s for the auction, then this must be about godsilver coins.”


      “You’re quick on the uptake.”


      You say one thing, and Zeno grasps ten. He’s always been like that. Understanding the nuances of his conversation partner is part of his talent as a merchant.


      “If that is what it is, I should be able to assist you. My guild is authorized by the Fortem Empire to handle godsilver coins... However.”


      He pauses, scraping a finger bone against his cheekbone.


      “If you exchange godsilver coins through the guild, we are obligated to report the details of the transaction to the empire. Failure to do so would harm not only my personal standing but the trust and reputation of the entire Senoskar Guild. I am responsible for the livelihoods of many employees, you see. I cannot jeopardize that for personal reasons.”


      “Ha ha, you used to say that solitude suited you best.”


      “How embarrassing. In hindsight, I was merely putting on a strong front. I was doing my best to grow accustomed to a life lived alone. No. This is not what I want to talk about. I have no issues with reporting the name ‘Shio’ to the empire. But I suspect you would prefer I did not.”


      “Right. It’s one thing if only the emperor heard it, but I’d rather avoid my name ending up in front of too many eyes. For now, at least.”


      “Understandably so. The name Helheim has become quite infamous these days.”


      Zeno speaks lightly as he produces a pure white coin from his coat.


      “So let’s do it like this. Shio, please participate in the auction as my proxy. I will entrust the godsilver coins with you as my own funds. Consider it an errand. Once you have won the primordial hide, we will exchange it for an equivalent sum of gold coins. That way, the accounts remain balanced, and as it will be a personal purchase, I will have no obligation to report it to the empire. The auction house will report the item as having been purchased by me. What do you say?”


      With a sharp clink, Zeno sets the godsilver coin down before me.


      It’s a plan that addresses both my request and the necessity of risk management; there’s nothing for me to add. Not that I possess the knowledge to argue the details in the first place. Thus, my only real decision is whether I trust Zeno or not.


      “I’m in. Thanks.”


      And how could I possibly not?


      “As a merchant, I’m grateful. But as a friend, I wish you’d doubt me more.”


      The skeleton wearily shakes his head, and I can’t help but break into a smile at the sight.


      “Don’t be ridiculous. Zeno the merchant stands to gain nothing from this. As such, I should trust the goodwill of Zeno, my friend.”


      For a moment, he stares at me dumbfounded, his jaw hanging open. The fact that there’s nothing but a hollow cavity where his mouth should be makes it quite the surreal picture, like I’m staring at one of those skeletal models from the school science lab.


      “I will live up to that trust. Consider this a gift to celebrate the Corpse King’s return.”


      “Too heavy, I tell you...but thanks, Zeno.”


      When I hold out a hand, his thin, warmthless fingers clasp it in return.


      To think the same Zeno, who was once branded a monster and an abomination, who once feared the touch of others, would accept a handshake without hesitation. I guess a hundred and eighty years is enough to change a person.


      “Do you want to do the exchange right now?”


      “Not yet. I need to go earn myself some gold first. The auction’s in two weeks. I’ve got time.”


      “You’re starting now? Well, you’re in the Sleepless City. I’m sure you’ve got plenty of options. Can I ask, for curiosity’s sake?”


      “I’m going to do a bit of cheating at the warena. I’ve gotten rusty, though, so it’s still a gamble.”


      “Oh! How interesting. I’ll need to tell Serge.”


      “Hm?”


      “Nothing at all. Are you going to compete immediately?”


      “Y-Yeah. The sooner I start, the more I’ll rake in.”


      “Then I will be cheering you on from the shadows.”


      There’s some hidden implication to his words. But as he goes on, his form slowly begins to fade out.


      “Our time grows short. But Shio, there’s another matter I want to consult you on.”


      Though some friendliness remains, his tone has taken a serious turn. He’s speaking to me as the merchant now.


      “We’ve been getting strange reports from the Sleepless Branch as of late. Apparently, many staff members are claiming to have suffered...nightmares. It is somewhat unsettling.”


      “Nightmares? What’s up with that?”


      I furrow my brow. That’s nothing close to what I was expecting to hear.


      Zeno lifts his hands helplessly. “I reacted the same as you at first. However, a month later and the same claims were still coming in. Now employees are even taking leave due to mental exhaustion. And not just one or two of them.”


      “So these dreams are doing real harm...”


      Dreams are something every human naturally experiences, be they from this world or the other one. Just because we’re in another world, that doesn’t mean the dreams here have any special, supernatural properties. They’re a product of the brain working as normal, but...


      Mental exhaustion, huh?


      If it were just a handful of people, we could chalk it up to overwork or illness. But when the number’s enough to concern the company president, that’s a different story.


      Then it hits me.


      Come to think of it, there was definitely something off with the employees here. Take the bags under their eyes and that general sense of weariness about them. All typical signs of sleep deficiency.


      A number of the customers showed similar signs too. Sure, some people seemed perfectly fine, but...what sets them apart, exactly?


      “Are these nightmares only happening in the Sleepless City?”


      “We haven’t received any reports from the other branches, to say the least.”


      The Nightmare of the Sleepless City... Now that’s a caption that would tickle the heart of anyone suffering from middle school edge, but by the sound of it, this is serious.


      “Since nightmares are a vague territory and unverifiable, no one knows how to respond... It is no secret. The other nations are well aware it is happening, but as they are not experiencing any similar cases, they suspect it to be a sort of shared psychosis. Sedatives have been distributed, among other things, but nothing has worked.”


      “That’s a cold response. The empire’s just ignoring it?”


      “It is a case of bad timing. These days, the empire has been quite occupied dealing with the mess Helheim is causing.”


      “Well now...”


      There’s nothing I have to apologize for, but I do feel a twinge of guilt. I don’t know who they are, but whoever’s behind this is causing some real and completely unnecessary trouble.


      “Ahem, so, anyway...what kind of nightmares are we talking about?” I awkwardly force the conversation back on track.


      Zeno’s response comes out sounding oddly perplexed. “I can give more than an example... How should I put this? I know it is difficult to believe, but everyone reports the exact same contents.”


      “Huh... Wait, what?”


      My frown deepens.


      “They claim to dream...of two massive serpents.”


      Every single victim reports seeing the same dream. We’re talking dreams, and honestly, it’s not hard to lie about those. It’s possible that they all got their stories straight, but I can’t imagine why anyone would want to do that.


      “So, when you say you want to consult with me...you want me to look into it?”


      “Yes. We will prepare compensation, of course. Let’s see... When we exchange the primordial hide for your gold coins, I will discount it for as much as your payment. How does that sound?”


      I see...it’s an unexpected detour, but if it’s to help a friend, I have no reason to refuse. I have something to gain from it too, and the reward means he can throw in a discount without making me feel guilty.


      That’s Zeno for you. He understands me well enough.


      “Got it. I can’t promise you a solution, but I’ll do some digging.”


      “That is a huge load off my shoulders. It’s strange, but somehow, I feel more relieved with you on the case than relying on the government.”


      “You’re...not just saying that, are you? Well, my subordinates are pretty dang competent.”


      I tease him a bit, and he just returns a few amused nods. Yeah...he’s still treating me a bit like a kid, isn’t he? Not that I can complain. If we compare ages, I’m not just a kid; I’m more like a distant descendant.


      As soon as we’re done with that exchange, the light the disk emits begins petering on and off.


      We’ve reached the Natural Treasure’s time limit.


      “It is regrettable, but that’s time. Well then, little Shio. I will inform Serge of everything, so rely on her as our point of contact. Oh, and when you come to the imperial capital, please do stop by our headquarters. I’ll have candy and pocket money ready for Garmr.”


      “I-If I get the chance...”


      “Farewell. Thank you for this blessed respite.”


      The last words of this child-loving skeleton elicit a twitch from the corner of my mouth.


      I’ll say this for his honor, but he’s not the deranged sort of child-lover. It’s not a sexual thing. He just finds small creatures cute.


      Still, the fact that Garmr falls into that category for him, well, it’s a bit off-putting. For someone who’s like a little sister to me to be seen as a small, harmless animal...


      But let’s not dwell on that. Even after a hundred and eighty years, Zeno remains the same good, reliable guy I knew him as. That fact warms my heart in ways I can’t even begin to describe.


      ■


      Snff, snff. Shortly after the Corpse King headed off for the Senoskar Guild, Garmr’s nose twitched at a peculiar scent drifting through town, and she cocked her head curiously.


      “Hmmm?”


      “What is it, Garmr?” Nifl asked, turning to face her.


      Of all the races, beastkin boasted particularly sharp senses, and Garmr was beyond even their standard. The reason lay in the primordial blood of the ancient wolf coursing through her small body.


      Thus, the pure girl’s instinctive warnings were something Nifl considered to be very reliable.


      “There’s this kinda... Well, I’ve been thinking about it since the moment we got here, but I smell a strange kind of magic.”


      “A strange magic, you say?”


      “Yeah... It’s all over the city, I think, but... More than strange, it’s...nostalgic, maybe?”


      She wasn’t exactly making sense, but knowing Garmr’s personality, Nifl was sure she wasn’t joking. To see the wolf girl twisting her head every which way for the source—that was a very ominous sign. It essentially meant that the most accurate alarm system in the world was blaring at full blast.


      Nidh, in her mini-dragon form, let out a bored-sounding yawn from within Nifl’s arms.


      She, too, was a primordial creature. However, as she was specialized for combat, her detection abilities weren’t particularly high. Dragons were fundamentally at the top of the food chain, and as a result, any sense for danger that they possessed had dulled rather severely over the years.


      To put it simply, creatures with no natural predators felt no sense of danger.


      In fact, the only mana a dragon could detect with any real accuracy was that of its mate or someone they had taken a real liking to. For Nidh, that someone was the Corpse King.


      Tightening her grip on that carefree primordial and ignoring the resulting groans, Nifl turned her eyes to their surroundings. She soon met with Gurba’s, and he seemed to share Garmr’s unease.


      “Gurba, do you feel anything?”


      “If it’s only enough for Garmr to feel that something’s a little off, then there’s no way I can figure it out.”


      “Same here,” Nifl replied. “But it would be far too dangerous to ignore.”


      “Aye. Whatever it is, we’d best uncover its nature.”


      Garmr was clutching her head and teetering from side to side, and as if to reassure her, Gurba placed a gentle hand between her ears.


      “Grampa?”


      “Garmr. How about we track that scent? At least until the child returns. It’s a fine chance to earn yourself some merit.”


      “Hm? Hmm! Garmr can be useful to the king?!”


      “It is unfortunate, but when it comes to matters that require pure intuition, a Garmr-led search is a must. Please, lead the way.”


      Garmr looked to Nifl, who was wearing a soft smile, and perhaps that was all she needed. The wolf girl trembled with delight, planting her hands on her hips and puffing out her chest. Her prided canines peeked out as an energetic smile spread across her face.


      “Okay! Then everyone, follow Garmr!”


      She cheerfully dashed off, arms spread out, and the people she passed cast warm, gentle looks her way.


      Nifl and Gurba exchanged a look and a laugh, while Nidh’s tail flicked back and forth a little more vigorously than before.




      The place they reached, under the unerring guidance of Garmr’s nose, was a Japanese-style construction—the sort they’d never come across in any other country or city. With its wide entrance and splendidly tiled roof, the building radiated an overwhelming air of dignity, so thick that even the clamor that came from within somehow only served to add to its peculiar charm.


      This was the Explorers’ Guild: Shehem Branch.


      Though it blended into the nation’s character with its solemn exterior, once they’d drawn near, the stench of alcohol and iron made Nifl’s poker face twitch.


      She took in the unmistakable explorer atmosphere with cold indifference as Garmr—who was pulling her along—pulled her cloak’s hood over her head. Once Garmr was sure she was properly concealed, she pushed aside the side-sliding door with a rattling clatter.


      Nifl and Gurba hastily pulled their own hoods a bit lower over their faces, while Nidh hid herself under Nifl’s cloak.


      Inside, the late hours only accentuated the mood as the warm glow of magic lights colored the guild hall. These sights of men and women of all ages and races mingling was one that could be seen in any guild in any nation, and it was one of their defining features.


      Drunkards crowding around a pretty receptionist. Nervous rookie explorers. Beastkin, dwarves, giants...the list could go on and on, and the place was so lively it was hard to keep track of anything.


      In a guild where it was hardly unusual to see people coming and going, no one bothered to pay any special attention to a trio entering in cloaks.


      “Umm... Gotta focus a bit.”


      The glow of magic lights reflecting in her pure eyes, Garmr pressed her two index fingers against her temples. In order to discern only one specific scent amid the jumbled chaos, she shut out every sense save for smell.


      Then, perhaps because she could no longer feel her feet, Garmr began to falter.


      “Gwampa, pwease.”


      “All right.”


      Garmr’s tongue dragged a bit more than usual as she leaned against Gurba, looking completely relaxed entrusting her weight to him. Gurba proceeded to pick her up and take a seat at a table in the bar area set up on the guild’s first floor.


      “Gurba, please look after Garmr,” said Nifl. “I’ll quickly check to see if any good intel is lying around.”


      The guild was where requests came in from residents and nearby nations, making it the perfect place to gather information. Unless a request was addressed to a specific individual, most of them were just posted on the board near the reception desk.


      Nifl seemed perfectly in her element as she approached the board and scanned through it.


      Hidden land exploration, ore mining, supply manufacturing, demon extermination, and the like. The requests covered a wide range of topics, but sadly, they were nothing out of the ordinary. Nifl sighed and let her eyes wander the board more loosely, until something caught her attention.


      This is...


      Had it just been a single paper, it likely would not have been of note. However, there were six requests containing the exact same content—each posted by a separate client.


      Several people having nightmares, it seems. The clients want purification or an investigation into the cause. Some offer a partial reward for an investigation too, even if it doesn’t turn up anything. The pay is good. The clients seem desperate.


      Explorers, as a trade, mostly dealt with hidden lands and demons. Requests like these rarely found their way to an Explorers’ Guild. If anything, this was more of a matter for the church. After all, purification magic was far from common, and anyone capable of learning it was welcomed into the church without question. With that in mind, it felt strange that these requests were being brought to the guild instead.


      What Nifl found most curious was the sheer number of identical requests.


      If they’re paying for even incomplete investigations, why would so many of these requests remain untouched? You can complete it without leaving the city and without putting your life in danger, and for a decent paycheck to boot. There is no way an explorer would let such a lucrative job slip away.


      In Nifl’s eyes, explorers were those who would do anything for glory and profit—they were the very incarnation of greed. Of course, this was clearly Nifl’s own misanthropic bias, but the truth wasn’t too far off.


      Sure, some set out for childlike curiosity, some the pursuit of strength, and others the desire for fame. Of all the countless explorers scattered throughout the world, perhaps a sizable chunk of them ventured forth with grand ideals in their hearts. But for the majority of them, it was all about the money.


      Whether it be background, ability, or personality, the explorer profession asked for none of it. Naturally, success required skill, but anyone, so long as they showed up, could make money regardless of their birth or past. It was safe to say the goal for at least fifty percent of all explorers was money. All those other ambitions, collectively, barely made up the other half.


      This was precisely why Nifl was left scratching her chin, wondering why these requests had been left to gather dust.


      It may be a trivial quandary...but it would be foolish to ignore it. Perhaps the receptionist—no, that won’t do. I can’t expect honesty when it’s in the guild’s best interest for someone to take the jobs. If I want to learn the truth behind this unease, it would be more convenient to speak to the explorers.


      Lifting her head, she settled on a pair of male explorers who were scanning the board just like she had been.


      Just to be safe, she pulled her hood even lower and peeled off one of the requests about nightmares from the board.


      “Pardon me. I was wondering something about this request.”


      “Huh?”


      “What’s up, missy?”


      Lording over Nifl with drink-reddened faces, the beastkin and the giant—upon realizing they were dealing with a woman—were more than eager to take a peek at the parchment she showed them.


      Almost immediately, both explorers let out an understanding “Oh, that.”


      “Missy, you’re new to the Sleepless City, ain’t you?”


      “I am. What of it?”


      “Something strange’s been happening in this country lately. Well, I can’t really say it’s none of our business. It’s got us too,” the beastkin man said, jokingly pointing at the bags under his and his partner’s eyes. On closer inspection, their faces both seemed a little weary.


      “We’re seeing nightmares. These days, that’s the norm in Shehem.”


      “Nightmares about snakes that only visit people born in this country.”


      The two men kept talking over one another as if they were competing, their eyes glued to the curves of Nifl’s chest that her robe did little to hide. Perhaps their drunkenness was playing a part; they couldn’t have been any more obvious.


      This is precisely why... Anyway. Nightmares that only visit those born in the Sleepless City...


      Feeling growing disdain from their gazes, Nifl sorted through the information. The conditions and contents were awfully specific. From the sound of it, it seemed safe to assume everyone was seeing the same dreams.


      Is it some sort of magic? There’s a chance a demon is involved. But why would they limit it to the Sleepless City?


      She indulged in thought, simulating theory after theory to see if any held water. The air of intellect she gave off, alongside her white hair that flowed like silk, gave the explorers pause.


      “Thank you...” she finally said as they gulped and collected themselves. “Here is your information fee.”


      She took on a businesslike tone as she held out four silver coins, two for each. The giant explorer’s lips curled into a vulgar grin.


      “It’s gotta be fate that brought us together, missy. How about a drink?”


      “Farewell.”


      “Hey, what’s the hurry? You’ve only just arrived, yeah? We may not look it, but we’re veteran explorers. Lv5, at that!”


      The beastkin man circled around in front of Nifl as she turned to leave, proudly flashing the explorer tag hanging from his neck. Drunk as he was, he seemed completely oblivious to the difference in enthusiasm between him and her as he roughly grabbed her slender arm.


      “C’mon. We’ll teach you all sorts of things. About exploring...and other stuff too! Gya ha ha!”


      “At least try to be subtle, dude! Ha ha ha!”


      Slowly, Nifl’s eyes narrowed. She fought against the urge to sever the hand gripping her arm and clicked her tongue, but something else got to them first.




      “Out of the way.”


      “Ah? Gwaaah!”


      The wind erupted.


      The two explorers who had been harassing Nifl were blown off their feet and straight into the request board. There was a tremendous crash before their bodies slammed into the floor, the requests pinned above them fluttering in the breeze while splinters of the wooden board scattered across the guild.


      “Have some class, would you? I’m embarrassed to call myself a fellow explorer.”


      The sudden gale—the wind magic—had come from a single young man named Aleu Carlis. His blond hair danced in the lingering wind, and he looked down at the collapsed duo with a disgusted scoff.


      Not long after, his gaze shifted to Nifl. After catching a glimpse of her beauty peeking its way out of her swaying hood, he let out an exasperated sigh.


      “Are you hurt?” he asked, as if out of some reluctant obligation.


      Nifl shook her head lightly.


      Aleu returned a disinterested “I see,” and that was that. Or it should have been, but Nifl’s eyes would not leave the boy. He took note of that before briefly glancing at the tags hanging from the necks of the two men sprawled on the floor.


      “Lv2, I’m guessing,” he said, loud enough for all the gathering onlookers to hear. “Rookie explorers like you should probably avoid harassing women—especially not here.”


      His words immediately caused a stir.


      “Rookies...?! Those two were Lv5!”


      “You hear that? They were bothering that girl.”


      “Yikes. Serves ’em right, then.”


      “Still, who is that guy?”


      “If I’m remembering right, he filled out his registration with our guild the other day. You know, the one who broke the record and reached Lv3 faster than anyone...”


      “The promising newbie, huh? Not bad.”


      Lending an ear to all the chatter, Aleu perplexedly murmured, “No way these guys were Lv5. That was beginner-level magic... There’s no way they’d be blown away by something so weak.”


      This time, he’d mumbled so quietly that Nifl was just about the only person who could hear. His eyes went back to her once he’d finished, and she was still staring at him all the same, her expression completely unchanged.


      The corners of Aleu’s mouth lifted faintly, but he quickly took on a different face as though to hide it.


      “No need to thank me. I just couldn’t sit back and watch, as a fellow adventurer.”


      “Of course...”


      Her voice was clear and pleasant, striking softly against Aleu’s eardrums. He found himself wanting to hear it again and nonchalantly asked her, “Are you alone?”


      He took a step closer. His eyes met with the ones hidden under her hood.


      He was instantly captivated. Her beauty was unrealistic—otherworldly. For a moment, he felt like he was being pulled into those dignified eyes—a gaze that did not feign even the slightest interest. That sensation made Aleu’s heart skip a beat.


      It was exactly the same impulse he had felt not too long ago. Back when he had first arrived in the city and met Hræsvelgr.


      He knew this feeling to be the unmistakable stirring of fate.


      Aleu thought back to how his life began changing the moment he took Hræsvelgr’s hand. He knew without the slightest doubt that the next turn of fate would be brought by the woman before him.


      Her eyes were cold, but it wasn’t that she was particularly repulsed by him. In fact, the way Nifl continued to watch him made his heart leap yet again.


      He was a young man who had saved her from troublesome adventurers. Maybe, just maybe, he appeared rather admirable in her eyes.


      The moment the thought crossed his mind, details he hadn’t noticed before caught his eye. The feminine lines that pressed their way through her robe marked her as one whose womanly charms surpassed even Laika, the childhood friend who’d left him behind.


      His heart, still astir from his own heroic display, granted him a touch of courage.


      “If you’d like...maybe we could have a drink...”


      “Pardon me.”


      The penetrating chill of her gaze pinned Aleu to the spot, and her rejection was like a splash of ice-cold water thrown in his face.


      “Goodbye.”


      As she passed, she imparted a simple word; a parting word, plain as could be.


      At the same time, a soft breeze ruffled Aleu’s hair. A tiny gust burst from his body—of course, not by Aleu’s will, but by the mana of the spirit lending him strength.


      Mmgh, Aleu mentally grumbled. Just because you have a nice face doesn’t mean you have to be rude. Ignoring the favor I did for you too. Well, whatever... Hræsvelgr, what’s wrong?


      He directed his thoughts at Hræsvelgr, who had taken on the form of a tiny sphere of sky blue light.


      It’s nothing, she thought back.


      But her voice wasn’t the bright, cheerful one she used whenever she mocked Aleu. It was a dark, sulking tone, almost like that of a sullen child.


      Feeling a sense of dread, Aleu hurriedly turned to look at the woman’s back, only to see she had already regrouped with a large man and a small beastkin, both wearing the same cloaks as her.




      At first, she’d thought her eyes were deceiving her.


      But that couldn’t be.


      There was no way she would ever make that sort of mistake. It hadn’t been for long—just a fleeting moment in the passage of eternity. Yet those days they spent together had been the brightest of her entire life.


      Hræsvelgr’s hollow eyes stared blankly at her—at Nifl.


      Aah... Nifl, Nifl. So she finally moved on. She’s given up.


      That dazzling black chapter in her history was something Hræsvelgr didn’t want to remember again.


      You said we’d always be together.


      But you vanished on your own.


      You said you were relying on me.


      But you were the only one working so hard.


      You said you’d be back in no time.


      But it’s already been a hundred and eighty years.


      I hate you. I hate you...


      I really hate you, I do.


      That was why she didn’t want to remember.


      Seeing everyone’s faces would bring it all back, so she chose to be alone.


      And once alone...all that followed were days spent enduring the loneliness.


      It wasn’t long before she began to miss the others, and him most of all.


      That was why she decided to disappear.


      Tormented by a desire for destruction from which there was no turning back, Hræsvelgr’s brakes had long since broken. It was the same resignation that everyone felt as they despaired over his disappearance.


      Then there was Nifl, who was more loyal to him than any of the Eight Precepts.


      To see her here of all places was a shock too great for Hræsvelgr to bear.


      Nifl had noticed her. She had probably picked up on her presence from the moment she saw the wind magic Aleu used.


      If Nifl was still searching for him, then surely she would have said something to her.


      “What are you doing there?” she’d ask. She’d do anything to find a lead.


      But she had not; all she’d said was goodbye.


      Hræsvelgr was forced to face the truth. The truth that enough time had passed for even her to give in.


      Forever she would wait, until her body turned to dust. That was the choice Nifl had made—or at least, that was how it seemed at the time.


      Now, Nifl was operating alongside two other members of the Eight Precepts.


      Gargar...old Gurba... They’re together.


      She wanted to rush out, to reach out and touch them that very moment. But if she did that, she would never be able to leave again.


      She would have to spend the rest of her life forced to remember the days when he was there, facing that gnawing sense of loss that ate away at the core of her being.


      Has everyone...forgotten?


      Envy tainted her thoughts.


      Everyone...forgot about him?


      Rage, unreasonable and contradictory, followed.


      Does it not hurt? To be touched by such kindness...to learn what happiness was...and to be abandoned... Did everyone really forget Helly-boy that easily?


      The inside of her head was a complete mess.




      With the guild behind them, three people and one small animal slipped into a back alley to escape from the noise. They huddled in the shadows, hiding themselves from the orange glow spilling in from the streets.


      “Phew... So many human voices it is hurting my ears,” Nidh exclaimed, finally popping her head out from Nifl’s cloak. She quite literally spread her wings and spat in disgust.


      “My apologies,” said Nifl. “I did not intend to cause a ruckus.”


      “No, I’m sorry,” Gurba weighed in. “I was holding Garmr and couldn’t step in to mediate. It is disgraceful of me.”


      “Not at all. Thank you for looking after Garmr, Gurba. So, Garmr, do you have any insight into that strange magic?”


      “Mmm... The source was somewhere close to that place...I think... Maybe below?”


      “Below?” Nifl parroted the word.


      To that, Garmr cocked her head, not looking too confident herself.


      “Beneath the guild,” Nifl went on. “However, that was the first floor, and there shouldn’t be a basement.”


      “It might be underground,” Gurba suggested.


      “Oh? Are we busting the place down?”


      “Silence, you stupid dragon.”


      With a sigh, Nifl pressed the small dragon’s face into her chest.


      “Mmph... Mggrrrhh...”


      “Don’t do anything reckless. You’ll give the Corpse King a headache. Understood?”


      At that point, Nidh finally relaxed her flailing limbs, letting out a small “pwahhh” as she surrendered herself to Nifl’s whims.


      Nifl then conceded, “If nothing else, your loyalty to the Corpse King is somewhat commendable.”


      “If it is for my king.”


      “If you put it that way, it should be our king. He is by no means yours alone.”


      The little black dragon pouted, sticking her tongue out at this self-proclaimed right hand and her endless nitpicking.


      “H-Hey... Everyone,” Garmr spoke up timidly, scratching her cheek with a troubled face. “So, umm, back there...”


      She struggled to find the right words, so Gurba picked up where she trailed off.


      “Yes, that magic back there came from Hræsvelgr. The wind spell itself was probably Lv3 at best, and only she, or someone who has received her blessing, would be able to unleash it at that output. There is no other possibility.”


      “Agreed,” Nidh nodded. “I am not good at identifying the mana of anyone besides my...our king, but even I could sense that one.”


      “I thought so... Th-Then... Nifl, why didn’t you say anything to Harry?”


      Owing to her youthful soul, Garmr got along well with Hræsvelgr and often acted alongside her. Garmr understood the nature of the lonely spirit better than most and could easily imagine that Hræsvelgr was waiting for a hand to reach out and save her.


      The salvation Hræsvelgr sought was none other than the return of the Corpse King.


      And of course, the moment Garmr recognized Hræsvelgr, she naturally was going to tell her all about it. However, Nifl had stopped her with that one word.


      “The thought of giving that thing—the one who left Helheim earlier than anyone and promptly gave up on trusting the Corpse King—such sweet reprieve sickens me. That is all there is to it.”


      The cold glint in her eyes and her furrowed brow made Nifl—who was already like a sharpened blade of ice—look even sharper and colder.


      “You’re lying,” Garmr protested. “If that’s what you thought, you wouldn’t have ignored her. You would’ve punched her. You need to assert dominance, right? You’d beat her down and show her the difference between Nifl, who believed, and Harry, who threw in the towel.”


      The self-proclaimed right hand’s cheek twitched at the candid opinion of their youngest.


      “Garmr, leave it at that. You’re hitting Nifl where it hurts.”


      “She is not. However, yes, the difference between me and that little brat is clear as day.”


      Ignoring Gurba’s attempt to mediate, Nifl let her hair billow out proudly to flaunt her own loyalty. When it came to the Corpse King, Nifl refused to relinquish her seat as the top dog, and seeing her like that, Garmr’s suspicions grew stronger.


      Something wasn’t adding up with how Nifl acted.


      Even Nidh, who had been hidden beneath Nifl’s cloak at the time, felt clearly that there was something afoot.


      Nifl had never hidden her stance on the women of Helheim—especially Nidhöggr and Hræsvelgr. She was the Corpse King’s number one, and she needed to make sure they all knew it.


      It wasn’t hate, of course; it was competition. If she truly disliked something, she would simply confront it head-on and beat it down. That was Nifl.


      In which case, her choice to leave the guild without speaking to Hræsvelgr was undeniably strange.


      Garmr puffed out her cheeks, drawing closer and attempting to glare harder than usual. Rather than being intimidating, this interrogation attempt tickled Nifl’s protective instinct, inadvertently softening her cold expression.


      “I...apologize, Garmr.”


      “Confess!”


      Nifl lowered her gaze with gentle resignation as Garmr angrily flailed her hands up high, and she patted the wolf girl’s head.


      “That one...is twisted by loneliness. She resembles someone I’d rather not remember.”


      The scene that passed through her mind was a memory of snow. She knew that loneliness could cause a life to wither away—that it could warp the heart.


      Nifl knew it all too well.


      “Sad as it is, the emptiness of one hundred and eighty years still remains in all of our hearts. It will not fade, even with the Corpse King’s return. He may exist in the future beyond those years, but not in the past... Whether we say all’s well that ends well, that is up to us.”


      The Eight Precepts who followed the Corpse King were no puppets. They each had their own life and emotions. Helheim existed because the Corpse King had displayed actions worthy of respect and power worth following.


      Nifl and the rest of the Eight Precepts were by no means sycophants who were only there to flatter him. To doubt him was only natural. Even so, it was atop the foundation of trust he built that they revered Hel as their king.


      Even the Eight Precepts themselves knew nearly two centuries was long enough to shake what the Corpse King had built.


      Nifl, for one, felt her heart tremble as she rejoiced at his return, choosing to follow him once more.


      Garmr was eager to repay the king who had shown her the world.


      Nidhöggr had taken quite a liking to the mighty Corpse King, who had given her meaningful struggles over pointless devastation.


      Gurba was once again enraptured by the power that let him wield the weapons he created to perfection, as well as by the man himself.


      Years after their bitter parting, the four of them decided to work with the Corpse King not out of duty, but of their own free will.


      Hræsvelgr was different.


      “Hræsvelgr is a very delicate child who fears loneliness over all else. And the loneliness I speak of is not the duty she was born with. I mean the true loneliness that comes from finding a family in Helheim and losing it all. The one who placed that upon her...was none other than the Corpse King himself.”


      If the facts were laid out objectively, the Eight Precepts were at the mercy of the Corpse King’s whims. He created the organization, loved them like family, vanished without a word, and returned like it was nothing without offering any explanation.


      “I’m sure a whirlwind of emotions is surging within Hræsvelgr’s heart. The way I see it, we are not capable of resolving them. Only the Corpse King is, and only the Corpse King should. I’m sure he would say the same thing.”


      It was Gurba who nodded most firmly to this declaration.


      “It would be easy for us to tell her that the child has returned,” he said. “But if we did that, perhaps Hræsvelgr would lose the means to let out the emotions building within her. As Nifl said, she is delicate...yet she cares for us deeply. What do you think she would do if she saw us heaping praise upon the lord who left her?”


      As if passing the baton, Gurba lowered his gaze to Garmr, who’d grown gloomy. Garmr clutched her coat tightly, her voice quavering.


      “She’d...probably smile, even if it was a lie...and stay with us. She’d believe everything even if she really didn’t.”


      “Exactly. That’s why she must let it all out first,” said Gurba. “Directly, to that child.”


      “It does pain me to keep silent, but it would be unwise for us to force them to meet. We must leave it up to her and the Corpse King.”


      “I see... Sorry...”


      Nifl shook her head. Once more, she tenderly stroked Garmr’s head, right between her drooping ears.


      Garmr, to her own surprise, understood perfectly. The Eight Precepts had each chosen solitude of their own volition, because they’d have to remember otherwise.


      Their days with the Corpse King shone so brilliantly in memory, never fading or dulling. Just looking upon the faces of those who hailed the same boy as their king brought those days back all too easily.


      It was the equivalent of being forced to confront a loss they could never escape as long as they lived.


      They had all gone their separate ways. Only Nifl remained in Eljudnir.


      That all the traces he left in the manor continued to torment her heart—that was by Nifl’s own design. But she understood painfully well the feelings of the other Eight Precepts who had left the manor so that they’d never have to see them.


      While she could take pride in the strength of her own faith, she hadn’t the slightest mind to speak ill of the actions the other members had taken.


      “What will she feel and what will she say when she reunites with the Corpse King? We will only know at that time, at that moment. And all we can do is watch over them.”


      “Fwaaah...” Nidh yawned in her boredom. “Have we finished droning on about the obvious yet?”


      To this, Nifl pinched the mini-dragon’s wing and began playfully flapping it back and forth. The way Nidh just let it happen got a good laugh out of Garmr.


      The Eight Precepts each shared strong bonds and held deep respect for one another in their own ways. Garmr wanted Hræsvelgr to be among them, and the previous conversation did not change that.


      But she reminded herself that there was no need to rush.


      Once they had a proper talk—and a proper fight—she believed that opportunity would naturally come.


      “Now then, the Corpse King should be about done with his business now. Garmr, can you try to detect him?”


      “Yeah!”


      Having regained the pep in her step, Garmr did as she had done in the guild. She cut off all of her senses, this time save for hearing.


      “Testing, testing... Can you hear me, Garmr? I’m waiting in front of the stall near the Senoskar Merchant Guild. Ahem. Can you hear me, Garmr...?”


      The king’s voice reached her ears, repeating the same call again and again.


      “The king is waiting!”


      Garmr bolted without hesitation.


      No matter what direction life took her, she remembered that she had never regretted or doubted her trust in him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Warfiend Hizaki


      It happened on an isolated island cut off from the northern edge of the continent of Xenoma. At the very end of the world, in a room of a towering old castle, a boy stared up at the ceiling, finding himself with far too little to do.


      “Sooo boriiing... Right, Lyara?”


      “Mm...”


      He posed the question to the girl sharing the room with him, but she remained immersed in the hefty book she was flipping through as she lay on her bed.


      Unlike him, the girl had mastered the art of passing time; the boy’s face twisted into a childish pout.


      At a glance, it looked like a peaceful, innocent exchange between children their age. Yet if one knew the truth of their circumstances and identities, no one would ever dare describe it as such.


      They were seated at the Hall of Many Kings: Ten transcendents who had reached the pinnacle—the endpoint—of humanity, each bearing the title of King.


      The boy’s hair was cut rather roughly, and it was clear he had little concern for appearance. Even so, he possessed a sharp, handsome face and golden eyes that seemed to pierce whomever they looked upon.


      Ninth Seat of the Hall of Many Kings: Rend King Ander.


      By contrast, the girl who sported beautiful blue hair tied into pigtails never lost the drowsy look on her face. Even now, only half of her bluish-purple eyes peeked out of her eyelids as they traced the words on the page.


      This was the Tenth Seat—Water King Lyara.


      The two seemed to have completely opposite personalities, and in truth, they were a lopsided pair. Yet as partners, they made up for what the other lacked, and neither would trade the other for the world.


      Still, they did share some things in common—namely, their love for battle.


      It was not that Lyara had any particular fondness for reading. She merely chased the words in a desperate bid to distract herself from the fighting spirit surging within her tiny body. However, even that effort had stopped working a long time ago.


      “Even if we head out,” said Ander, “there’s no one worth fighting... No one ever told me getting too strong would make life boring as hell.”


      “It’s too small...” Lyara muttered, talking about the world itself. Ander nodded so vigorously it looked like his neck was liable to snap.


      They had spent their days training, day after day, so absorbed they forgot the passage of time.


      Yet each time they grew stronger, each time they felt their own growth, they found fewer and fewer people around them.


      This was not a matter of trust or camaraderie. Fighters who held self-improvement as the highest ideal had no need for such things. No, what disappeared were their training partners.


      In the end, growing too strong only made life terribly dull.


      The view they’d long hoped to see was not found at the summit they sought after.


      Fwip! Lyara shut her book, unable to endure it any longer. She looked even sleepier than usual, no doubt because she had forced herself to read despite the boredom it brought her.


      “Sleepless...” Lyara’s tiny murmur was so quiet Ander would have missed it if his senses weren’t heightened by boredom-brought focus.


      He immediately leaned in. “Oh?! You found something?!”


      Both their eyes flared with blazing fighting spirits.


      “Found her... Furcas.”


      Lyara’s half-lidded eyes opened wide, her teeth bared in a belligerent smirk. And just like her, Ander let out a heated breath as his blood began to boil.


      Furcas, a Knight-class greater demon, worked directly under the Demon King. The knight had a long-standing history with the Hall of Many Kings, and both Ander and Lyara had been forced to swallow bitter defeat at her hands.


      But what did it matter? They had some lingering frustration from their last encounter with the knight, but that was practically a nonissue.


      As a fresh and worthy sparring partner—the likes of which they’d practically run out of—there was no one better than Furcas.


      “Lyara, we’re booking it!”


      “Mm.”


      Without another word, the two of them burst out of the old castle.


      By that point, there was nothing in their heads but the hunt.


      For only a hunt—a brush with death—could satiate beasts so starving and parched. Only by gorging on the finest flesh and blood would they be satisfied.


      ■


      I bite into a juicy cut of teriyaki and tear it from the skewer, savoring the sweet-salty tang.


      I chew. I swallow. Then I repeat Nifl’s report to make sure I got everything.


      “A strange mana coming from under the guild?”


      “Yeah!” says Garmr. “Mmgh...it’s kinda fuzzy and weird—oh, but also nostalgic...something like that!”


      She’s happily stuffing her face, and after a proud nod, her attention’s immediately back to analyzing the taste of the chicken.


      I see; so Garmr’s the one who detected it.


      We’re each holding a skewer and standing on the busy street that passes right in front of the Senoskar Merchant Guild, collectively cocking our heads as we ponder that ominous feeling.


      “If Garmr says it’s strange, it can’t be any ordinary mana,” I think aloud.


      “This is just my personal supposition,” Nifl chimes in, “but it might be a curse of some kind.”


      “A curse, eh...”


      It’s a general term this word uses for magical phenomena brought about by negative mana, and they usually disrupt the human body.


      More trouble... I mentally click my tongue.


      For starters, curses never just happen by accident.


      If I have to describe it, negative mana is something like dead mana.


      When things—humans, animals, demons, et cetera—die in this world, the mana in their possession is released as negative mana.


      By itself, it’s harmless. It gets absorbed into other substances, converted into positive mana in living bodies, and returned to the greater mana cycle. This is considered the natural order.


      However, if a natural substance continues to absorb nothing but negative mana, that mana will eventually crystallize and cause abnormal phenomena. You probably get where I’m going with this by now, but a curse is what happens when someone intentionally uses negative mana to artificially produce a desired phenomenon.


      Sure, there’s a teeny tiny chance of it happening spontaneously, but in the first place, the corpses of most living things become demon feed. Their mana is usually absorbed along with their bodies. You’re never going to find a natural substance naturally getting exposed to negative mana and negative mana alone.


      I turn to the girls.


      “Garmr, Nidh, Nifl. How are you feeling?”


      “Garmr! Garmr is good!”


      “I declare the meat delicious!”


      “There is no need for concern.”


      They each answer in their own way. That’s more reassuring than anything. For now, I let out a sigh of relief.


      There’s a reason I asked them about their condition. The closer something is to being natural, the stronger its ability to attract mana. The same rule applies to living things.


      First, you have the primordial creatures.


      They’re one of this world’s fundamental mechanisms that existed here long before the first human was born. Maybe it’s because they came from a time when the only way of replenishing mana was from absorbing what was in the air, but whenever there’s any ambient mana, it will flow to a primordial as its first priority.


      This is said to be the key difference between humans and primordials.


      Next, you have the angel tribe. They supposedly exist somewhere out there, but they’re a mysterious bunch that remains completely cut off from the world at large.


      After that, there are the demons, and finally, everything else.


      What I’ve just laid out is the priority of mana absorption. If I really have to get into the nitty-gritty, there are some small differences between elves, beastkin, and other races, but it’s not even worth discussing when you compare it to the colossal gap separating us from primordials and angels.


      In short, I’m concerned that the negative mana will beeline for the girls. Of course, give it enough time, and they’ll convert it back into positive mana, but even they’ll start having health issues if they’re suddenly exposed to a lot of it at once.


      If that strange mana really is a curse, we’ll need to investigate it as soon as possible.


      We’ve got two weeks until the auction. If we’re gonna stay in the Sleepless City, then this is urgent.


      Obtaining a primordial hide, obtaining godsilver coins, completing Zeno’s request, identifying this strange mana (maybe a curse?)...


      My to-do list just keeps growing.


      The hide and coins we can handle as they come. As for the truth behind the nightmares spreading through the Sleepless City, as well as that strange mana, we don’t have any concrete leads.


      Honestly, looking at the timing alone, it’s hard not to feel that the nightmares and the curse are somehow connected. But it’s too early to conclude they’re one and the same—and potentially dangerous to do so.


      “Corpse King. There is something that concerns me a bit.”


      At times like these, this girl is always the one who pulls through.


      “While I was gathering information at the guild, I confirmed multiple requests in regards to the snake-related nightmares afflicting the people of the Sleepless City. Although I have not yet investigated the requests in detail, it does not appear to be a natural phenomenon. Furthermore, these dreams are only experienced by people born in the Sleepless City itself. This info, too, requires some verification, but it came from the mouth of a local and matches the details of the requests. From this, I believe that there is a curse at work with some specific intent. The observed restrictions, such as its limited range of targets and these inexplicable symptoms, are often characteristic of curses. The source, I suspect, is the strange mana that Garmr picked up with her nose.”


      “Nifl...”


      “My lord?”


      “Come here.”


      “Beg your pardon...?”


      Despite the quizzical look on her face, she hesitantly steps closer. The moment she’s an arm’s length away, I place both hands on her head and begin giving it a good rub. My fingers comb through her silky hair and finally come to a rest, sandwiching her face by the ears.


      “Good girl! Good, good! That’s the Nifl I know!”


      She’s speechless, but I keep petting her and go over my adventure—from my reunion with Zeno at the Senoskar Guild to the fact that we’ve secured our way into the auction to the request Zeno gave me to look into the nightmares. Throughout it all, Nifl remains completely still, her head down, her body faintly trembling.


      “Oh?” says Gurba. “Sir Zeno?”


      “Y-Yes... I believed it would benefit the Corpse King someday, so I continued to do business with him...”


      “I like Old Man Skelly! He gives me candy!”


      “He got hit with a curse and yet stubbornly clings to life. Well, there is nothing lost in having more humans useful to the king.”


      Most of Helheim’s members can be pretty cold to outsiders, but it looks like Zeno has a special place among them. It really puts my mind at ease.


      Anyway. Going off of Nifl’s report, there is a high chance the dreams and the curse are related. If there was anything else causing it, Garmr’s nose would have surely picked it up.


      Of course, nothing’s certain, but we don’t have any other leads. If we start investigating one, we might make headway on the other, so what’s important is that we just start investigating.


      “For now, the plan’s unchanged: We’re here to obtain that primordial hide at the auction. During the two weeks leading up to it, we’ll push forward with that nightmare investigation.”


      “No objections,” says Nifl.


      “If that’s what you want, King!” Garmr adds.


      And lastly, Nidh declares, “Whatever you just said!”


      I can only answer their absolute loyalty with a wry smile.


      Gurba, meanwhile, pauses for a moment as if he’s chewing on something; like he’s struggling to find the words. There’s an apologetic look in his eyes.


      “Child...” he eventually says hesitantly, “Forgive me for being presumptuous, but is the reason you’re searching for a source of godsilver coins...”


      “It’s because I need more demon weapons,” I reply with unflappable confidence.


      His eyes widen a bit, after which his expression softens. It seems like something just clicked into place, and he nods with a smile.


      Our goal is set, and we’re all on the same page. This was a formality we always observed whenever we took action.


      Now then, that ate up a bit of time, I think to myself, but we can finally start preparing for the auction.


      My eyes lock onto the arena—or rather, the warena—built right into the base of Shehem’s Dark Empyrean Keep.


      “All right. Let’s go.”


      There’s a slight thrill building in my heart, and I’m well aware of it. My body trembles with excitement as I tap the toes of my boots against the ground.


      “Where are you going, King?” asks Garmr.


      “I’m going too!” announces Nidh.


      “Ah, no...just watch this time.”


      At that, the two of them exchange a curious look, proverbial question marks hanging above their heads.


      “I’ll wager every single one of those fifty gold coins you gave me, child. Expect to see it increase as much as possible.”


      “I would have prepared a banner if I had more time...”


      “Seriously, don’t.”


      I stop Nifl’s dangerous idea in the gravest tone I can muster. Sure, she’s slumping her shoulders in disappointment, but she’ll legit go through with it if I don’t set her straight.


      “Gurba, keep an eye on her.”


      “Leave it to me.”


      I give him a nod and feel a tug on my sleeve. I look down to find Garmr staring back at me.


      She’s preciously clutching five gold coins that she took from her own pouch, looking up at me with sparkling eyes.


      “I get it! It’s one of those things where you bet on fighting people! King, Garmr will bet all the snack money she carefully saved! Good luck!”


      She says it so earnestly.


      Yep. There’s absolutely no way I can lose this now.


      If someone lost after hearing that, they might as well just die on the spot.


      “Aight. Your king’s gonna do his best.”


      I’m so fired up, I even went and called myself king.
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      “Make sure to catch all my badass moments.”


      Garmr’s ears happily twitch back and forth, her tail flapping around in excitement. There’s no way I can disappoint this girl.


      “Nifl, let’s start with some killer odds. Think you can take care of that?”


      “That was my intention from the start. It is a special perk that only works for the very first match. Why not squeeze them dry?”


      “I’m counting on you.”


      “Mff...mmmph! Just leave it all to your right hand.”




      The lobby of the Sleepless City’s Grand Warena. The battles reek of blood, and I can’t say the gambling’s much better, but you wouldn’t think it in here. It’s decorated beautifully, with elegant ornaments and rich carpets; all in all, it really hits home how unnatural this place is.


      Well-dressed nobles place wagers on their favored warriors—the human fighters are called warfiends, while the animals and demons are classified as warbeasts—before heading for the spectator stands.


      Regular participants and rabid monstrosities.


      The viewers examine the strength of each carefully, wagering their fortunes on the victory of one.


      The matchups for warena battles are decided by management, with tens of thousands of gold coins changing hands during the headline matches.


      “It’s my first time entering...”


      I approach the desk without drawing any particular attention, and there, a beautiful woman with a boldly open neckline greets me. Considering all the nobles that stop by this area, I’d wager her looks are very intentional.


      “Welcome to the Sleepless City’s Grand Warena. Are you here to place a bet?”


      “No... I’d like to participate as a warfiend.”


      “Understood. In that case...”


      With practiced ease, the receptionist produces a parchment and pen; she goes through a series of questions with me, slickly filling out all the necessary portions based on my responses.


      Name, weapon, combat record, usable magic.


      Hizaki. No weapon. No particular combat record.


      You don’t have to disclose magic, so I’ll keep that a secret. Apparently, participants are allowed to hide that information as a bluff to influence the betting odds, so it won’t raise any suspicions.


      For me, it’s more that ice magic is rare—exceedingly so. It’s a precaution against being recognized.


      The receptionist’s expression gradually becomes more and more troubled with each answer I give her. Still, the form is eventually filled out.


      “Based on your responses, the only information those taking part in the betting will receive will be your name and weapon—or lack thereof. Is that all right with you?”


      “Yes. That’s perfect.”


      “I...see. You may participate in a warena battle starting today. What would you like to do?”


      “The sooner, the better.”


      She glowers at the sheet for a hot second. It’s looking rather empty in all parts except for the name field. After giving me another sharp look, she says, “Please wait a moment.”


      With that, she disappears through a curtain behind the desk.


      Good. It’s just like Nifl said. I smile to myself and wait.


      It’s not long before the receptionist is back to guide me with the same radiant business smile she had when I first approached her.


      “Congratulations, Mr. Hizaki. Your registration as a warfiend is complete. Now then...this is rather sudden, but you have been matched with a warbeast four matches from now.”


      “Hmm... I did say sooner was better, but that’s pretty quick.”


      “It is the debut match of a newly registered warbeast, and they just happened to be looking for an opponent.”


      That part’s probably not a lie. But according to Nifl, it’s not the whole truth.


      The beasts and demons that fight in Shehem’s Grand Warena are special specimens customized for combat through taming-type abilities. Naturally, they’re more powerful and intelligent than any other random member of their species.


      And the matches where these warbeasts are first revealed are apparently called Blind Box Battles.


      In a warbeast’s debut, their real strength is impossible to tell.


      As is true for most gambling dens, the house makes more the more people lose. So unless it’s an exhibition match, they avoid any matchups where the outcome’s too obvious.


      And so an unknown warbeast gets thrown against an unknown warfiend.


      It’s an established tradition, apparently.


      The deciding factor was probably that no combat history bit. There are plenty of people who make that claim. It’s common practice in the warena, where beating a higher-ranked opponent adds a nice bonus to your fight purse. In other words, you pretend to be weak, beat up someone strong, win, and profit.


      Which isn’t to say that management is foolish enough to let that go unpunished.


      “Please proceed to the waiting room. One of our staff will come for you when it’s time for your match.”


      “Understood.”


      “Heh heh...”


      I head for the waiting room, the receptionist’s faint, unsettling smile lingering on my mind and sending a chill down my spine.


      I’m a rookie with no combat record, and the opponent I’ve been assigned to is a specially modified warbeast.


      ■


      “Hey, you hear?”


      “Yeah, I already placed my bet.”


      “Lucky day, huh?”


      “I never thought the Corpse Follower would be here...”


      “Stupid! Don’t say it aloud!”


      “S-Sorry...”


      A strange tension had overtaken the Grand Warena. Everyone in attendance seemed to be keeping their distance from strangers while stealthily sharing knowing smiles with their comrades.


      The Corpse Follower—that was the name of a legendary information broker renowned throughout the world.


      They were a mysterious figure who appeared and vanished without warning; who could never be pinned to one place. Owing to the incredible accuracy of their intel, some even called them an apostle of God.


      The information the men received for a dirt-cheap bargain of one silver coin pertained to the eighteenth match of the day: a Blind Box Battle between a rookie warfiend and a newly perfected warbeast.


      The rookie human fighter’s official combat record was...actually completely blank.


      Anyone who had ever visited the Sleepless City’s warena knew exactly how valuable that information was.


      Normally, the difference in strength between fighters in a Blind Box Battle was a complete unknown. But knowing that one side was guaranteed to be a specially customized demon or beast, even an idiot could tell where to place their bets.


      That was how overwhelmingly powerful these customized warbeasts were.


      “Don’t you dare let it leak. Got it?”


      “I know, I know.”


      The men stifled their laughter as they made their way to the stands. The Blind Box Battle in question was about to begin.


      Payout for a Blind Box Battle was fixed at 1.1 times the final odds. Even if everyone bet on the winner, there was still profit to be had. There was no fool who wouldn’t place a bet. And because it was a Blind Box Battle, predictions were usually wildly split. It was the uncertainty that made it so invigorating, and that made the spectators all the more excited to root for their picks.


      And then, when the men eagerly glanced at the final board, they were left at a loss for words.


      Support for the warbeast was at...ninety-eight percent.


      Looking around, they saw those same stunned expressions everywhere.


      It was supposed to be an even split. Yet right before the match, nearly everyone had bet on the warbeast in secret.


      Amid the silence and the angry yells, she simply smiled.


      “I did not lie, mind you. I only deal in proper information.”


      Corpse Follower Nifl had merely spread the fact that the rookie’s combat history was blank. He had never fought in a warena—that was a fact.


      During the time when the Corpse King was nowhere to be found, she had built a reputation as one of the greatest information brokers in the world. And the trust she’d earned...she didn’t mind leveraging it for a bit of swindling if it was for his sake.


      She was being useful. That was all that mattered.


      “Shrewd, but...well done,” Nidh commented. “You have my praise.”


      “Wah! If the king wins, fifty gold coins become...umm...umm...a lot!”


      “Gah ha ha! So that’s what it looks like when someone gives up on thinking! Money truly makes fools of us all!”


      Raising their voices from a corner of the stands, the girls and Gurba grinned at the slaughter that was about to unfold.


      ■


      Thump. Thump. The young man jumped in place a few times to loosen up and make sure he was in fighting condition.


      “Grrr? Groooaah?!”


      Meanwhile, the thing that faced him let out a low rumbling noise, almost like an overly affectionate cat. This warbeast—its emotional faculties under the complete control of its trainer—seemed to have an uncanny disconnect between its voice, expression and movements.


      Despite showing signs of fondness, it clad its claws and fangs in mana, and it roared as its whiplike tail lashed against the ring, sending fragments of stone shooting into the air.


      Those fragments flew straight at the stands—but just short of striking the spectators, who were clenching their sweaty hands in excitement, they collided with an invisible wall that killed their momentum.


      The magic barrier installed by the warena’s management seemed to be functioning properly. Veteran spectators didn’t even flinch, and their cheers continued unabated. First-time gamblers, meanwhile, flushed red at the thrill of danger.


      In a place where every sensation was designed to stimulate the brain, two figures stood opposed.


      One was a slender young man who stood in no particular stance and didn’t seem to be holding anything that looked like a weapon—Rookie Warfiend Hizaki. Despite being a fresh face, the way he carried himself was anything but inexperienced.


      He stood before humanity’s natural enemy. He stood before a crowd far larger than any ordinary person would face in their lifetime. Yet the young man wore a fearless grin—one that, depending on the observer, might have come off as frustratingly smug.


      Opposite him was the warbeast that could shake the ring with a slight shift of its weight. It loomed in a form warped to the point it was hard to reasonably call it a living being.


      Its base model was a lion-type demon.


      It was not a greater demon, but not a lesser one either. This meant it existed beyond the dividing line between low- and mid-ranked explorers—in Lv5, the domain of standard demons. Overcoming such a trial was what finally allowed an explorer to call themselves mid-rank with pride.


      Of all the demons in this domain, the one most detested was the hyakuju.


      It was not that they possessed a special ecology or constitution; they were just ridiculously strong. The hyakuju had razor-sharp fangs and claws, deceptively long reach, and devastating power. On top of that, its immense weight and quadrupedal stance gave it perfect stability, while the incredible strength of its legs allowed it to launch itself forward with explosive speed.


      As it was a beast of nothing but raw strength, there were no clever tricks that worked particularly well against it. This was the kind of foe that tested one’s pure combat ability.


      For explorers who rose through the ranks through careful planning and preparation, the hyakuju—who rendered all of that pointless—was the most detestable thing to come across in the hidden lands.


      And the one Hizaki faced off against had been custom-made for the Grand Warena.


      Its grotesque body was stitched together in a patchwork of horror. Owing to its carnivorous base, it already possessed a pair of forward-facing eyes—but an additional, herbivorous set was embedded beneath its ears to eliminate any blind spots. From its back sprouted two pure-white wings, likely torn off of another Lv5 Demon, the eagle-type hakuto. Apparently, it could fly as well.


      To humans, demons were their natural enemy. Even so, humans captured them alive and rearranged their bodies like toys for entertainment. The sight of such cruelty had Hizaki narrowing his eyes in weary disbelief.


      Was this the product of boredom? Was it simply humanity’s inherent brutality?


      The warbeast looked ready to leap at any second. Even with all its training, it could barely contain its urges. And then, as if to restrain itself, it suddenly bit down on its own foreleg. Dark, muddy blood sprayed forth like a fountain, splattering all across the ring.


      This gruesome sight caused the crowd’s anticipation to surge. Everyone could feel that the battle was about to begin.


      From above Hizaki’s head came a deep, thunderous boom that shook him to his core. The gong had signaled the start of the match.


      In the next instant, the beast kicked off with its hind legs.


      “Gyoooaaahhh!”


      Its muscular legs slammed into the ground, hurtling its body forward. As it lunged at Hizaki with tremendous speed, the spectators naturally expected death to follow.


      From size to strength to everything else, this creature was simply beyond human, and it brought all of that to bear in flagrant disregard for even its own life. The curtain was about to fall on a gruesome spectacle that had many in the stands covering their eyes, only to watch through the gaps in their fingers.


      “Hup!”


      Hizaki jumped.


      He sprang straight upward, and beneath him the warbeast tore through the space where he had been.


      Gouging a massive trench as it passed, the beast slowed itself with a beat of its wings. Its outward-facing eyes confirmed that Hizaki had evaded its charge, and immediately its tail coiled and its body turned.


      The whiplike tail, following that spinning motion, snapped out with catastrophic might, timed perfectly for the moment Hizaki would land—the moment he’d be at his most vulnerable.


      The swung tail carved deep into the hard stone of the ring—but failed to draw a single drop of blood.


      The warbeast felt the impossible sensation of someone stomping on its tail... And then it heard a sickening tearing sound. A violent pain exploded through its hindquarters.


      “Gryuh...”


      “This is mine now.”


      Hizaki swung something through the air. The wind whistled as it swayed this way and that. All the while, the rookie warfiend closed in on the warbeast that had become frozen from the pain.


      “Here we go!” he casually said as he took a swipe.


      The thing in his hand—on par with a steel whip—had been torn directly from his foe, and he flung the end down on one of the beast’s hind legs.


      The sound it produced wasn’t the dull smack anyone expected, but an earsplitting bang.


      The beast’s leg burst across the ring in a bloom of dark flesh.


      “Greee?!” the beast shrieked in pain and loss. Hizaki pursued without faltering for a second.


      He slipped through the beast’s erratic thrashing, akin to a child’s tantrum, and kicked up from beneath its jaw.


      “Gya—bff?!”


      The warbeast was hefty enough that the spectators could get a sense of its massive weight each time it took a step. Despite that, Hizaki’s kick had lifted it off the ground—even if only by a little. That alone was enough to know that the strength the boy possessed was far from normal.


      Anticipating the beast would shift to using its wings, Hizaki took advantage of the superior reach of his whip before it could take the first flap. It started and ended with a brutal horizontal arc.


      The whip’s sharp crack tore a straight gash through its pure-white wings. Denied the chance to even attempt escape, the bestial warfiend lost its balance and crashed pitifully to the ground.


      What awaited the wounded beast was a merciless kick as it tried to recover. The sound produced as Hizaki’s toes struck squarely between its eyes was the unmistakable crack of irreversible damage. Everyone understood in that moment that the blow ensured the warbeast would never rise again.


      It went down. With a thud, the lion-shaped warbeast collapsed, baring the whites of its eyes. A winged, four-legged creature had lost a leg and had its wings torn to shreds.


      Its foe was unarmed. He hadn’t even used magic.


      And yet, it had been completely, utterly unfair.


      “If I can earn this much in just my first fight, this might go better than expected. Thanks, Nifl.”


      A warbeast strong enough to survive in a Lv6 hidden land unscathed had been unable to land a single hit, dead in a pool of its own blood and vomit.




      Abilities:


      【Blessing of Death】Total: 3523


      1. Authority unlocked based on the total number of lives taken (423/3000)


      Authorities:


      Lv1 Numb Pain (100/100)


      Lv2 Conquer Fear (1000/1000)


      Lv3 Trail of Corpses (2000/2000)




      The downright unnatural degree of dominance Hizaki showed in the fight had been fueled by his Trail of Corpses authority, which raised the physical abilities of the Corpse King in accordance with the number of lives he had taken.


      The tally had skyrocketed from all the chaos in Gaghiel.


      Seeing the count increase by one more, Hizaki lifted his gaze to the referee overseeing the match from above. A large number of spectators were holding their heads in abject disbelief. There was no profit to be had whatsoever here—it was a generational loss.


      “Th-The winner is Hizaki!”


      Faint cheers came from those who had bet on the rookie warfiend without knowing anything. They lauded their own good fortunes, along with the battle prowess of the newcomer.


      Meanwhile, at the summit of the Dark Empyrean with the moon to her back, Kaguya leaned in and cried out, “Oh! An interesting one at last!”

    

  

  
    [image: insert3]
  

  
    
      ■


      “C-Congratulations, Mr. Hizaki...!”


      “Ah, you’re that receptionist from before. Appreciate it.”


      Decorating my first match with glorious victory, I return to the waiting room only to be greeted by the same receptionist who assisted me before. She looks quite astonished, but she skillfully explains the payout distribution.


      “The pot contains 3,476 gold coins in total. Of those, seventy percent—2,433 coins—will be distributed to those who placed a bet on you proportional to their wagers. Of the remaining 1,043 coins, forty percent—416 coins—are kept by the arena, while the remaining 626 coins are yours to keep.”


      626 gold coins, eh? Not bad. That kind of payout is exactly why warfiends risk the danger of entering the ring.


      A total of 3,476 gold coins were wagered on the debut match of a total nobody. I mean, I don’t doubt that the confidential information (read: common knowledge) Nifl spread around did the trick.


      This is more than just satisfactory; it’s a veritable windfall.


      Even though there were so many spectators, there was no way of gauging how many of them were actually going to bet on my match. The rumors Nifl spread helped loosen their pockets a bit. Naturally, that meant more coins in the pot.


      The receptionist hands me a check stamped with the seal of the Grand Warena. I can take it to any merchant guild in any city in any country to convert it into valid currency.


      I accept the check with a satisfied grin.


      “Umm... You were amazing out there!”


      The receptionist gestures wildly, excitedly...and a bit flirtatiously. The moves she makes to try to get a peek at my hooded face make her chest bounce in rhythm. My eyes are captured for a moment.


      “Pardon me.”


      But Nifl steps between us, cutting off the view.


      “On duty, I presume. We appreciate the work you do,” she says, letting off a bit of pressure. Feeling the heat from so close, the receptionist rushes to compose herself.


      “I’ll be going, then,” she says with a bow.


      The receptionist hurries away, and I’m left alone with Nifl. I turn to her; despite mostly keeping her poker face up, she has her cheeks puffed out.


      “Just so you know, that was the arena’s honey trap.”


      “I know. Even I can tell when it’s that blatant.”


      “I’m not so sure about that. You seemed a little...enraptured to me.”


      “Trap or not, it’s a feast for the eyes.”


      “Do you want to see it again?”


      “I’m good for now. Thanks.”


      “Hmph.”


      With that exchange behind us, the rest of Helheim gathers, each carrying their spoils in the form of checks.


      Gurba wears a triumphant face at our success, while Garmr is happily reciting the names of various sweets.


      “Child, that was a fine debut.”


      “Thanks to my capable right hand.”


      “Ah... Ah, ah...”


      “Your vocabulary’s failing you, Cow Tits.”


      “King! My snack fund is amazing! Ah, and you were cool!”


      “Right? Your king’s pretty awesome, right?”


      “Yeah!”


      There’s something a little forced about her praise, like she just remembered it at the last second, but Garmr’s purity still stabs deep. Just hearing that’s enough to keep me going for a whole year.


      Anyway, the check Gurba hands me has the number 730 on it. Since he bet fifty gold coins, that’s a...14.6 multiplier. Not bad at all.


      “It looks like I was the one who bet the most on you, child. But the same trick won’t work twice.”


      “It was always a single-use cheat. All’s well that ends well.” All together, that puts me at 1,356 gold. “Nifl, how’s it looking?”


      “I would say two thousand is the bottom line.”


      “A little more, then.”


      Just as I’m about to psych myself up, I hear a familiar voice.


      “M-Mr. Hizaki!”


      Reacting immediately, the Eight Precepts vanish thanks to Nifl’s magic, just in time for the receptionist from before to come into view, running right for me.


      She’s out of breath, but this has nothing to do with her prior excitement. There’s a mix of fear and panic on her face. Her shoulders rise and fall with each breath, and as she speaks, her words seem to spill out without pause.


      “Your n-next, um, the next matchup has been decided.”


      “Umm...okay?”


      As I’m unable to do anything but space out at this far-too-abrupt declaration, she prattles on.


      “By request of the Ruinous Beauty—of Lady Kaguya—a sudden match between the new stars of the Sleepless City’s Grand Warena has been arranged.”


      “The Ruinous Beauty...”


      She’s referring to the lord of the Dark Empyrean, who watches over Shehem from its peak.


      Someone like that’s asking for me?


      “The match is in two days, and as for your opponent: It’s a man undefeated since his debut; a warfiend known as Mr. Aleu.”


      “Aleu...”


      The name isn’t ringing any bells, at least.


      I never expected the Ruinous Beauty to request me personally, but this works in my favor. The bigger the payout, the more time I can invest in doing other stuff. It’s better to hit the target quickly.


      After I give her the go-ahead, a bit of color returns to the receptionist’s pale face, and she lowers her head deeply to me.


      She’s gone in no time, and again, Nifl appears.


      “Where’s everyone else?”


      “I have temporarily returned them to Eljudnir using the coordinates. I thought Garmr would need some rest after she used her abilities.”


      The “coordinates” are a number of places Nifl can teleport to at a moment’s notice.


      Time-space magic is a lost art for a reason, and Teleport in particular is classified as one of its more difficult spells. It usually takes quite a bit of time to use it. It’s not like Nifl can just warp around wherever and whenever she wants to.


      But, if she sets a coordinate, she can send objects there and move there instantly like it’s a fast-travel point in a game. It’s a wonderful ability.


      With that said, the number of coordinates Nifl can set is limited to three. Three’s the limit even with her half-angel, half-demon mana. Taking that into consideration, it’s clear why time-space magic is just beyond what humans can handle.


      By default, Nifl has her first coordinate set on me and the second on Eljudnir. The third is kept free for whenever she needs it.


      “For now,” I say, “let’s find somewhere to stay in the Sleepless City. Eljudnir would work too, but we might need your powers during the investigation, so I’d like you to conserve as much mana as possible.”


      “Understood... What did the warena receptionist tell you?”


      “Oh, yeah. My next match’s been decided. A request from the master of the Dark Empyrean, she said.”


      “From that Ruinous, whatever her name was?”


      Nifl seems a little dissatisfied; she’s probably not happy that the Ruinous Beauty’s making a request of me. Fortunately, this girl regards me as a king a little more than the others do. She can put up with this much.


      “My next opponent’s someone named Aleu. You ever heard of him?”


      “Aleu...”


      She repeats the name. After a pause, she gives a slight nod.


      “I will look into it. Gathering intel on your opponent is basic protocol for any warfiend.”


      “Yeah, thanks for that.”


      ■


      “A request from the Ruinous Beauty...?”


      “Y-Yes, that’s right!”


      As the petite receptionist confirmed it, Aleu let out a weary sigh and clicked his tongue. “Even that Kaguya person has her eye on me now? I’m trying my best to keep a low profile here, yet somehow I always end up standing out.”


      “That’s because you’re so super strong, mister.”


      “Good grief. Then what, will I be summoned to the Dark Empyrean if I win or something? What a hassle.” Aleu helplessly shook his head as he started off toward the warena. “No, let’s not get ahead of myself. I don’t even know if I’m going to win the next match. It’s not like I’m particularly strong.”


      On his face was resignation, but with it, a confidence that betrayed his deprecation.


      “Then you could just not go, Mr. Weakling.”


      “But, well...I am curious just how far I can go as I am now.”


      The self-proclaimed weakling, Aleu, furrowed his brow sharply at Hræsvelgr’s teasing. The way she saw it, it was farcical how his actions were so at odds with his words.


      “What an idiot,” Hræsvelgr muttered.


      Her complaints never reached his ears.


      ■


      Two days had passed since the matchup between the two rising rookie warfiends had been decided.


      “Whooaaa! Heeello Sleepless City! Long time no see!”


      “Don’t get too far ahead, Linfa.”


      “You’re losing us, leader.”


      “Hurry up, then! You’re all so slow!”


      A red flower was blooming in the Sleepless City.


      A girl whose slender, supple figure was accentuated by a crimson cheongsam charged on with an innocent liveliness that seemed completely at odds with the desire-stained streets of Shehem.


      Trailing behind, the members of her party—Winds, Bells, Spells, and Blooms—exchanged an exasperated glance as they struggled to keep up with their leader’s antics.


      Lv8 Explorer Linphaneville, or Linfa for short: a martial artist who prioritized demon hunting over hidden land exploration—a natural-born battle junkie. The name bestowed upon her by the empire was Crimson Bloom, a colored epithet signifying her as one of the finest explorers in the land.


      And that girl had her course set for the Dark Empyrean, the keep of Shehem.


      “We have been expecting you. Please come in.”


      “Coming through!”


      “L-Leader!”


      “Sorry about her!”


      “There’s no need for that.”


      Linfa rushed right through the doors, her flustered party following along and lowering their heads to the guards as they passed. And though the party chased as best they could, Linfa was gone in the blink of an eye. With the physical abilities she had honed as an explorer, she easily cleared the flight of stairs between her and her destination, and waiting for her up top was...


      “Well met, Crimson Bloom.”


      “Kaguya! Long time no see!”


      “When you spend your days in boredom like me, it truly feels like it has been years since I last saw you.”


      Without turning her head to look at Linphaneville, Kaguya greeted her with an arm on the sill of the window overlooking the warena, her leg twitching restlessly.


      It was rare to see Kaguya like this, and Linphaneville had to cock her head in thought. Maybe it was that her usual bored, fidgety demeanor had left too strong an impression. This, while outwardly not much different, was...off somehow.


      It was like she was waiting for something, or perhaps barely able to contain her excitement.


      The members finally caught up to Linphaneville, and they peeked from behind her at Kaguya’s curious behavior as well. Then, after glancing at one another, they shook their heads.


      “Kaguya. Are you sure about letting Lin fight in the warena?”


      “Yes, if it would keep this accursed boredom at bay...”


      High-ranking explorers—namely those of Lv8 and above—needed explicit permission to enter the warena. This was simply to avoid creating matchups that were way too predictable. At most, perhaps a handful of exhibition matches a year would be held per Kaguya’s whims.


      “Don’t just stand there,” said Kaguya, the dots suddenly connecting in the explorers’ heads. “Come yonder.”


      It was just as they suspected. Kaguya’s tone was anything but bored as she beckoned with a hand behind her back for Linphaneville to come. She still had yet to turn and face her.


      There was just barely a bounciness to her voice, not unlike a little girl’s yearning.


      “You see...after this one match, I’ve completely become a fan!”


      “They’ve got to be pretty incredible, then.”


      “I know not whether they are incredible. However...” Kaguya buried her face in the arm resting on the sill, her beautiful features twisting in eager anticipation. “That is something we shall find out now.”


      ■


      When Aleu stepped into the Grant Warena’s waiting room, he was met with quite a peculiar atmosphere. The warfiends were restless, their eyes glued to the boards where the odds were displayed. Not one of them spared a glance for the rising newcomer, Aleu.


      “Is it another one-sided prediction? Even if I win, I won’t earn much if this keeps up.”


      Despite the disappointment in his words, his tone was strangely light, and he had unwittingly conjured a light gust in his palm.


      Hræsvelgr made sure to correct him. “Mister, look over there.”


      “Hm?”


      Hræsvelgr was gesturing at the odds board. The name of his opponent: Hizaki. It was a name he hadn’t seen or heard even once in the past month, belonging to a rookie, more than likely. However, the numbers told a completely different story.


      “My support is...only thirty-eight percent?”


      For a moment, the mask dropped, and he let his disbelief leak. After all, to Aleu, who had maintained over eighty percent support since his debut, those odds were almost unthinkable.


      But then, to collect himself, he lowered his eyes.


      “W-Well...it’s not strange. In fact, the weird part is whatever’s been happening so far... I mean, I’m weak.”


      Aleu brushed it off with almost refreshing nonchalance, yet his face was warped in indignation. This Hizaki was a nameless rookie...and people expected him to win.


      A breath later, Aleu was able to convert this feeling into spice—just the spice his life needed. Having the deck stacked against him was the perfect setup for catharsis.


      They just don’t get it, he thought to himself. This was a match devised by the Ruinous Beauty, Kaguya—the most beautiful woman in all of the Sleepless City.


      And she had expectations for Aleu.


      The cheers, the glory he would receive as he overpowered a strong foe burdened with similar expectations...and the flowery praise that would come from Kaguya herself, an object of universal admiration.


      He imagined it all pouring down upon him.


      “Sometimes you have to spar with your superiors if you want to get stronger,” he said. “Especially when you’re a weakling like me.”


      I’ll crush him with everything I have, he then thought. After all, I am strong.


      Well aware of the twisted contradictions within the boy’s heart, Hræsvelgr narrowed her eyes at the betting board.


      “Hizaki... Where have I heard that before?”




      The Grand Warena—the Rookies’ Bout.


      It was a match that drew as much attention as the ones between the warena’s well-established celebrities. The number of gold coins in the pot had reached 9,622 in total.


      Unlike a Blind Box Battle, this was a gamble where the abilities of both warfiends were known to some degree, meaning neither side could bluff their way into what was essentially a rigged game.


      Aleu Carlis was a rising prodigy who had built up a legend as an undefeated challenger.


      Then, there was Hizaki, who in a single gruesome match had left an unforgettable impression.


      The cheers that swirled around the arena were closer to roars. Compared to Hizaki, the shouts for Aleu were a bit weaker. Whatever enthusiasm was going around, it seemed to reflect the betting odds quite accurately.


      Aleu cracked a faint smile.


      Soon would come the moment when those cheers would fall silent, replaced by shock, awe, and reverence—all directed solely at him. By picturing the scene, he was able to muster the motivation to brave this humiliation.


      The Dark Empyrean loomed large over the coliseum-esque ring of the warena. It was designed so the moon would shine behind it, and at its summit, a peerless beauty gazed down at the warfiends as she always did.


      And today, for once, her eyes shone like the full moon—bright and eager like an infant thrilled by every new sight she took in. Huddled up right next to the Ruinous Beauty stood a figure clad in conspicuous red.


      “Hey, look over there!”


      “That’s... Hey, ain’t that the Crimson Bloom?!”


      “Kaguya must’a called her. Must have. This might just get interesting!”


      “Man, this place has been exciting lately.”


      The loud voices of ruffians were like nails on a chalkboard to Aleu’s ears. He scoffed at them in his head, but his gaze was fixed in awe on the girl in red.


      Crimson Bloom—one of the famed color-crowned explorers of Fortem, and Lv8, if memory served.


      Aleu’s excitement reached its peak. There could be no better stage. No greater audience. No moment more perfect than this.


      The curtain was about to rise on the grand turnabout story that was his life.




      “I’m sure you waited long enough! It’s time for the Rookies’ Bout!”




      The man facing off against Aleu was wrapped in a hooded gray cloak that made his face impossible to discern. Aleu steadied his breath, studying his opponent’s completely unguarded stance.


      He was being looked down on.


      Even if you realize my strength mid-match...it’s too late for you.


      “Hræsvelgr, let’s go.”


      For some reason, Hræsvelgr gave no response.


      “Hey. Hræsvelgr?” Aleu whispered, frustration coloring his face.


      The gong sounded. It rang without mercy, paying no heed to Aleu’s predicament. And just before the referee’s voice followed, another spoke up.


      “Hm? Harry? What are you doing over there?”


      A voice thick with confusion was directed at Aleu—no. It spoke to the ball of light lurking within Aleu’s breast pocket.


      “Huh...?” The cloaked man’s voice overlapped with Aleu’s own.


      “Begin!” boomed the referee.


      ■


      It had been a hundred and eighty years.


      She no longer remembered his voice. Even if one wished to never forget, memories, in their boundless cruelty, would fade all the same.


      And yet, the way he spoke; the way he stood. Those were things she could never forget, no matter how much she wished to.


      “H-Huh... Helly-boy?”


      Her smug, teasing grin collapsing into a toady smile, Hræsvelgr broke into a cold sweat. Finally, she had solved the mystery of that chance meeting at the guild.


      Nifl had not, in fact, given up. He had returned.


      What should have been joyous news instead cast a dark shadow over Hræsvelgr’s heart.


      ■


      “Begin!”


      The referee gave the signal, and the crowd erupted to echo it. Their voices came together in a roar so great it felt as though the warena itself was rumbling.


      Entertainment, money, expectations. A torrent of emotions directed at the warfiends rose as sound in the Sleepless City.


      “By the blessing of the wind spirit—Enchant!”


      It was Aleu who made the first move. He merged the mana within his body with the mana particles drifting through the air, triggering a reaction.


      The principle of mana was, in essence, akin to a chemical reaction where the scope of its effects was determined by the level of magic one cultivated through talent and effort. This was applied via both the innate mana possessed by all those born into the world and the mana particles produced by hidden lands.


      And the foundation of all magic was enchantment.


      The most basic of the basics, this technique involved wrapping the body in mana to enhance one’s physical capabilities. However, as its effects varied greatly and scaled directly off of the user’s magic level, it was also said to be an ultimate form of magic that could never truly be mastered.


      It was also the most common magic used by martial fighters across the board.


      A fire enchantment increased attack power. Water, recovery; and earth, defense.


      As for wind, the wind enchantment raised one’s speed.


      The enchantments of magic systems beyond the four basic types each carried their own distinct traits, additionally making it a technique with incredible versatility.


      “As I thought...”


      “I’m going all out! I don’t know if it’ll work, but—”


      Despite the weak-willed words rolling off Aleu’s tongue, there was killing intent burning behind his eyes, and he charged straight at the man before him.


      A step, taking full advantage of his heightened speed, left the gazes of spectators in the dust. The gale that swept through the warena became a divine wind pressing against his back.


      “Haaahhh!”


      The thunderous boom that followed the fist he drove forward drowned out his own shouting...and punched through empty air.


      “What...?”


      His missed swing whipped up a violent gust where he stopped, reverberating all the way to the stands. Though the barrier stopped the magical effects, the spectators were buffeted by the rising wind, and they braced themselves against their seats to keep their eyes on the match.


      “For Harry’s magic, your output’s not great.”


      “Gu-pbht!”


      Before he knew it, the toe of his opponent’s boot was jabbed into his abdomen, and Aleu was sent flying for the edge of the ring. He bounced a few times and tumbled across the ground before coming to a stop.


      “Ghh... Why?!” Aleu cried out. A dribble of rising stomach acid trickled from the edge of his mouth as he lifted his face.


      “You said it yourself, didn’t you? There was a chance it wouldn’t work. That’s what’s happening now.”


      The figure in the gray cloak already had his fist ready to come down on Aleu like it was the most natural thing in the world, and Aleu threw himself to the side to make his escape.


      Without even trying to bring his fist down, Hizaki relaxed his stance and turned back to Aleu, who was glaring at him and gasping for breath.


      Spread across Hizaki’s lips was a mocking sneer.


      “What’s with that look?” Hizaki asked. “You said it might not work, so you totally knew you were weaker, right? What are you so surprised about?”


      “I’m...just being cautious. You’re stronger than I expected. If I don’t fight at full strength, I’ll lose... I’m not a strong man like you, after all.”


      “Okay. Then why were you holding back in the first place?”


      “Wha...?”


      Hizaki discontentedly cut into Aleu’s drawn-out explanation. His focus was solely on Aleu; it was like the crowd—their cheers and jeers—meant nothing to him.


      “As your opponent, I did a bit of digging into you. Well, I had someone else do the digging, but still. Aleu Carlis. Undefeated. A skilled user of wind magic whose catchphrases are ‘How careless,’ ‘That’s normal,’ and even ‘I’m weak.’ Man... It’s been ages since I met someone as cringey as me.”


      “What are you—”


      “No, I get it! I totally get it! I had a phase like that too.” Lowering his voice, Hizaki nodded again and again, as if he truly sympathized with Aleu’s plight. “I know it; it’s one of those ‘I think I’m perfectly normal, but I’m unreasonably strong by everyone else’s standards’ sort of things! Sure, those absent-minded protagonists can be a little fun, but...there’s got to be a limit, you know? If you keep it up forever, you know how they’ll see you? You’ll be a brain-dead idiot who refuses to think about his situation. And actually doing it in real life? I mean, c’mon...”


      Though in all honesty, it was far more secondhand embarrassment than sympathy.


      That smirk visible beneath the hood grated at Aleu’s nerves, and surely the man’s eyes were smug and pitying, as if looking at someone truly pathetic.
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      “To top it all off, you keep saying you’re weak and you’re going all out, yet not a single opponent you’ve faced so far has gotten any serious injuries... Your setting’s completely self-contradictory, dude. Not injuring your foe and all that, you can only do it if you actually do understand your own strength... You know, there was this one time where a classmate of mine really didn’t know their strength and ended up killing someone who picked a fight with them. Traumatized ’em real bad... That’s when I realized what it really meant to be careless.”


      “Y-You...”


      “I used to read a lot of stories like that too...but if I’m being real, the more you read, the more it starts to fall apart. You seriously consider your opponent as stronger than you, even when they’re obviously weaker, but in the end, you just knock them out and call it a day. If you really thought you had to give it your all, they’d be dead... I wonder why it is.”


      “Grr...urgh!”


      Hizaki spoke with a sparkle of eager enthusiasm in his eye, as though he’d found a fellow sufferer of teenage delusions, only to cock his head at the face of fiery wrath Aleu was giving him.


      Then awkwardly, he lowered his gaze and muttered under his breath, “Wait...don’t tell me that setting you’re going with... You’re actually for real with it? It’s not just a performance or a stage persona? Whoa. Seriously?”


      “You’re DEAD!”


      All out. For real this time.


      He was going to unleash the power he’d restrained to avoid causing any casualties. Even that act in itself only proved Hizaki painfully accurate, and Aleu’s blood boiled at the thought.


      “Garuda!”


      The wind spiraled, spreading across Aleu’s back as a pair of wings. It had the greatest output—the greatest firepower—of everything Hræsvelgr had bestowed upon him; a supreme Lv7 spell that allowed him to race freely through the skies.


      “See? I knew you weren’t serious.”


      “Uoooaaahhh!”


      He roared. Drenched in humiliation and inferiority, Aleu ascended and reared back, and his voice echoed over the warena as he swooped for Hizaki with overwhelming speed.


      At the tips of his outstretched hands were blades of wind, their edges squarely aimed at the man. This was a reckless, vicious strike unleashed without thought and meant only to silence him.


      “Isn’t that the power you were calling weak? But yeah, I guess it is weak when you’re the one using it.”


      Without a moment’s hesitation, the man leaped up to meet Aleu’s rapid descent and drove a full-force fist into his face.


      “Bgfh!”


      Hizaki’s swing didn’t end there. He followed through, redirecting all of Aleu’s momentum downward and slamming him into the ground.


      The ring caved in. A cloud of dust erupted to conceal Aleu’s fallen body from the crowd.


      “I’m guessing it’s one of those things... Harry’s done nothing but tease you, am I right? That kid’s got a bad habit... She gets off on mocking lazy people who don’t understand effort. You just happened to catch her interest. I’m sorry about that. Really. I’ll make sure to scold her properly. Right, Hræsvelgr?”


      “N-No, it’s not like that, Helly-boy!”


      The sky-blue sphere of light burst from Aleu’s body. And Hizaki shook his head at the voice that came from it.


      “Yeah, yeah, we can talk later. You went a bit too far this time, Harry. If you kept it up, you would’ve completely ruined Mr. Careless’s life.”


      “Th-That’s not true!”


      “Not listening. I told you that stuff wasn’t okay a long time ago.”


      The scolding spilled out so naturally, and at that, Hræsvelgr’s eyes sharpened.


      “Wh-What’s... What’s with you...”


      It was almost like they were continuing a conversation started a hundred and eighty years ago...as though nothing had changed at all.


      The sight of a man who spoke to her completely unchanged had Hræsvelgr clenching her teeth from within her sphere. It was the tone of an adult gently remonstrating an unruly child. From Aleu’s perspective, it couldn’t have been any clearer that Hræsvelgr and Hizaki shared a close bond.


      As he felt an immense torrent of power draining from his body, Aleu desperately reached out a hand.


      “W-Wait! Hræsvelgr! Come back! You fell in love with me at first sight, didn’t you?! Then...”


      “Word of advice, Mr. Careless... You really need to learn how to tell the difference between goodwill and malice. You act like you have no confidence in yourself, but you immediately believe it when a beautiful girl says she’s got the hots for you... Isn’t that a little too convenient?”


      “Shut up! Hræs—”


      “Whoa, there it is. The ultimate move of a doesn’t-know-his-own-strength MC: never listening to what anyone says.”


      “Shut uuuuup!”


      His gaze burned with a deep loathing that went far beyond anger. It passed straight through Hizaki, his curses hurled at someone who wasn’t even there.


      “You... You’ve got that same look in your eyes as all those folks back at the village! Don’t look down on me! Just because you’ve got your hands on a strong-ish ability... If I had an ability like yours instead of this useless one, you’d all be—”


      But the one taking on that gaze, Hizaki, looked wholly unimpressed.


      “Ability complex, huh? Get over yourself,” he coldly spat. “There are loads of people with inconvenient abilities. More importantly, if that’s all you can do with Harry’s magic, then that’s not a matter of talent—it’s a lack of effort. You can use magic without any abilities, and there are even explorers who make it to Lv8 just on that. And here you are, directing all your hatred to your birth and circumstance? It’s beyond me... Come to think of it, there was one of those guys at my high school. Always whining, ‘I want to be popular, I want to be popular,’ but his hair was always a mess. The kinda guy who just wanted everything handed to him. And it’s always those types that complain about looks inequality.”


      “Guh... Gh!”


      The Corpse King mercilessly pressed Aleu, taking one more step closer and looking down on him with eyes that chilled to the bone. He was looking at someone who took advantage of someone else’s power while complaining about how weak it was, and to the Corpse King, the sight made his skin crawl with disgust.


      It was the greatest taboo for Hizaki Shio, who had once achieved his goal by borrowing the abilities of his classmates—a success that could only have been achieved through their sacrifice.


      “Don’t go around calling yourself weak when you’re using someone’s subordinate’s powers for free. It makes me sick. Mr. Careless, first things first: Learn to recognize your own strength. That also means understanding your own weakness. It’s a lesson I learned in this world the hard way. Hope it helps you. And just so you know...the ones who know their strength are stronger, and cool as hell.”


      In the next instant, the Corpse King raised enough wind pressure to sweep the dust away as he hammered his boot into Aleu’s torso.


      Struck dead in the chest, the boy rolled across the ground. But he was uninjured—merely unconscious.


      The spectators had their eyes locked on the scene beyond sight, and as soon as a victor emerged, they erupted in a roaring cheer filled with every shade of emotion.


      “The winner is...Hizaki!”


      Their cheers surged even louder at the referee’s decree.


      More than half of the warena had bet on Hizaki, after all. Conversely, the grating boos of those who had bet on Aleu were swallowed up in the revelry.


      Doing his best to ignore it, Hizaki—the Corpse King—turned a faint, fragile smile to Hræsvelgr.


      “Harry, the others are here with me. For now, why don’t you come along for a bit? It’s been a long time.”


      There was no way he could make out Hræsvelgr’s expression when she was in her sphere form. Surely. Despite that, he must have sensed her unrest.


      Even now, he remained annoyingly perceptive.


      Yet Hræsvelgr saw the man before her as so very, very unreliable.


      “I hate you. I really do.”

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: Of Beast Gods


      By the time I first came to recognize myself as me, I was already being revered by all the humans around.


      When harvests were good, the villagers extolled me. When the rain came, they wept with gratitude and praised me as their god.


      Faith in beast gods was a custom rooted in all the surrounding villages. An animal was chosen and worshipped not as some vague spiritual concept, but as a living, tangible deity. It was an old tradition that should have well and truly died off.


      Of course, not every beast in this world is blessed with the same lifespan. In the spirit of fairness, the worship of the same god would only last for three years.


      For the first three years after my birth, I was, without question, a god. And after three years, I was cast down from my godly throne as though I were a worn-out tool to be replaced.


      Unlike the other beast gods, however, I had a good head on my shoulders.


      I had the capacity for thought—an awareness of self, and even the ability to recognize myself in a mirror. I had intelligence the other beasts did not possess.


      Perhaps that was why I so keenly understood the moment when I was a god no longer.


      I burned with fury. Having known no life but one of being given everything, I finally understood why my fangs and claws had been pruned so long ago. By then, I had already fallen so far I could no longer survive on my own.


      The reason I call this beast god faith a tradition that should be dead and buried lies in the fate of those animals cast down from divinity.


      To be buried alive.


      The timer started when we were helpless infants who had yet to even open our eyes. We were worshipped as gods, fed with vast quantities of mana, and lived without want...only to be entombed alive beneath the village shrine.


      The mana released in the moment of a beast god’s death would enrich the land and soil around the village. That is what they sincerely believed. If not a cursed tradition, then what was it?


      I understood all too well how horribly cruel and selfish it was. Never had I resented my own intelligence more than in that moment.


      Because I was too competent, I understood not by instinct but by reason.


      But thrash as I may, I was quickly subdued. Cry as I may, not a soul lent an ear.


      To the villagers, I had already been lowered to a beast. A mere beast who was once a god. There was no escaping my despair.


      ’Twas a life I had believed would end quietly, gently, and happily, yet I found myself shedding tears at my own abrupt and unfortunate end. There, beneath the earth, where the light never reached, I lay in resignation, knowing I would rot away, unmourned by anyone.


      The villagers who had beaten, kicked, and sliced at me to weaken my resistance stuck fast to my mind. The festering pain and the foul smell of clotting blood; they were more than enough to make me despise a me who had lived in ignorant bliss.


      In the cavern I’d been cast lay the remains of my forebears long returned to dust, and the corpse of my predecessors rotting still, desecrated by writhing maggots.


      I was effectively being told, “This is your future.”


      Hunger tormented me. Loneliness gnawed at my heart. I did not know the method to wield the mana forced upon me. Comfort had stripped away my instincts, and I was being reduced to nothing more than manure to nourish the village fields.


      Everything about it was pitiful. Everything about it was shameful. But at last, death would come for me.


      I longed for it more than anything in the world—a gentle end that would let me forget a life of endless regret. That was the greatest salvation I could ever hope for.


      Until finally, finally...such peaceful reprieve never came for me.


      I did not weaken. I did not decay. I did not die.


      The lingering negative mana left behind by the countless gods before me drifted through that cave. The mana of the world sustained me.


      And so, even now, I continue to hate.


      All you humans who prosper by trampling over us...


      I will never stop hating you.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Demon Speaks


      After my match with Mr. Careless, we borrowed a room at one of Shehem’s inns, then transferred from there to Eljudnir. Nifl really is super competent; as long as she has the coordinates set, she can instantly teleport us just by spending a bit of mana.


      One thousand, seven hundred and thirty-three gold coins.


      The fight purse I earned from that match far exceeded my expectations. In short, my total assets are now at a comfy three thousand eighty-nine gold.


      Yeah, that should just about do it. No need to go wanting for more.


      The auction participation fee, the funds for the primordial hide, and the means to exchange for godsilver coins? I can check them all off the list. My only concern is whether or not I’ve built up enough of a buffer to go against any unexpected competition.


      Still, clearing it all up on just my third day in the Sleepless City, it’s almost going too smoothly. I’d better stay sharp so I don’t slip up later.


      “Child, as promised, I did not place any bets this time. Was that truly for the best?”


      “Yeah. A group racking up big wins back-to-back is bound to stand out. I don’t want to raise any unnecessary suspicion. You’re pretty well-known, Gurba; it’ll be a huge pain if someone recognizes you.”


      “Gah ha ha! I see! To think the cloaks I made at your behest in our younger days would prove so useful here!”


      Just like the demon weapons, these cloaks are handmade by Gurba. They’re made from the tanned hide of a reptilian-type demon prized for its exceptional camouflage. Given Gurba’s current reputation... Honestly, I won’t be surprised if they fetch a higher price than a primordial hide we’re gunning for.


      Oh, how famous my subordinate has become. I’m proud...and a little scared, and I can hardly hold my head up around him.


      With that said, this particular cloak’s design was my idea, so in that sense, I suppose I should be grateful for my past self’s sensibilities.


      Anyway. Everything’s been going as planned so far... The real issue is...


      “You slutty hen! To think you would bestow that power on someone other than my king... You’ve really done it now!”


      “This simply won’t do. It won’t do at all. Now what shall we do about this?”


      “Shut it! Quit it with those nasty grins!”


      “Settle down... You’re embarrassing yourselves right in front of the king...”


      Nifl and Nidh—now in human form—ruthlessly pester Harry, who’s been forced into an hour-long kneeling session as punishment. Meanwhile, Garmr covers her face and watches the scene with a sigh.


      Apparently, they’d already had an unexpected run-in with her while I was paying a visit to the Senoskar Merchant Guild.


      And though they dodged the question when I asked why they hadn’t joined up then...it’s not hard to see that they were respecting both my feelings and Harry’s. It might seem like I’m looking out for them at times, but it’s them being considerate of me more often than not.


      Carefully, like I’m reaching out to pet a stray cat, I choose my moment to speak to Hræsvelgr as she sits there pouting.


      “So, Harry... Why—” However, before I can finish, she shoots me a sharp glare.


      “You shut up, Helly-boy! In fact, this is all your fault to begin with! You threw us away without a word... Honestly, I’m more surprised that everyone else forgave you so easily!”


      This isn’t her usual cheeky teasing; she isn’t playfully flashing her canines either. This right here is real anger.


      Arguments that started as jokes were pretty much a daily occurrence in Helheim. But not this time. Looking at Harry right now, I know that the probability of that is nil. What she’s directing my way is nothing but pure, unadulterated suspicion and discontent.


      And I have no choice but to accept it.


      Sure, you could say that my disappearance wasn’t exactly within my control. But there are reasons for her resentment that run beyond that.


      “I didn’t throw you away. I just—”


      “Then explain yourself!”


      “I...can’t.”


      Yep, this is one of them. From the moment I created Helheim all the way up to now, I never told them I was from another world. I couldn’t tell them. I didn’t want to.


      It is a betrayal against them, an injustice—and nothing but my own selfishness rearing its ugly head. But if I tell them...I know it will all come crashing down. The organization known as Helheim will fall to pieces.


      The fact that I am an otherworlder will prove the decisive, irreversible blow.


      That’s why I choose silence. Just like I did before.


      “See... What did I tell you? You won’t say a thing.”


      Hræsvelgr’s eyes had wavered expectantly. Somewhere within her was the lingering hope that I might finally speak up one day. But I just shattered it with my own words.


      I can’t bear to see her like this. The emotion filling her wide-open eyes is anger and disappointment, all because of me.


      It’s me. I’m the one who put that expression on the face of a girl who’s just as pure and cheerful as Garmr. Even so, I can’t say it.


      “And I’ll bet you didn’t tell anyone else either? That whole code of secrecy shtick. Yeah, yeah, so cool, so cool... Go screw yourself.”


      Hræsvelgr sticks out her tongue, then turns away with a sharp “hmph!” Unsurprisingly, her anger runs deep.
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      “I know I overdid it this time,” she says, “That’s why I’m taking this punishment right now. Not because you scolded me, Helly-boy.”


      And carried by that anger, she goes on, “This is the last time I’m coming here! Don’t ever get involved with me again!”


      I can’t say I didn’t see it coming. And yet, the moment her rejection reaches my ears, I feel a parching panic seize my throat—a sense that something irreversible has just happened.


      “H-Harry, calm down. The king just...” Garmr stammers.


      Hræsvelgr isn’t having it. “You know he’s just going to disappear to who knows where again! He’s going to throw us all away! What kind of king does that make you?! Trying to act all cool, saying whatever suits you, but staying silent on what actually matters! Everyone else might be kind, but Harry is selfish and honest, you hear! There’s no way I can trust you, Helly-boy!”


      “Hræsvelgr. You must not speak to the Corpse King like—” Nifl tries to pacify her, but Hræsvelgr turns on her with fierce intensity.


      “Nifl, you waited and waited—you cried and cried...and he hasn’t told you anything either, this guy! Does that not bother you one bit?!”


      Nifl falls silent. Her lack of an answer is answer enough.


      “Nifl. Everything Harry just said is correct,” I say. “I have to accept it all.”


      “But...”


      I knew not everyone would wait forever and unquestioningly stick around after I disappeared without a word.


      “So what, are you trying to tell me it’s all good because you came back?! Don’t screw with me!”


      Nevertheless, I’m sure Harry never forgot about me. She must have kept me in her heart all this time. That’s why she’s hurting this badly, and why she can never forgive.


      It’s only natural she resents someone like me for clinging to such convenient, naive notions.


      Even if I’m reading her all wrong, anything I say now to smooth things over will only have the opposite effect.


      “And...okay! One hour’s up! Nifl, send me back to the Sleepless City... There’s a poor mister waiting there, all depressed after getting a gross lecture from some creep he only just met.”


      Every word she says lands a critical hit on my chest.


      Yeah...that one’s going to leave a scar.


      “Corpse King...what shall we do?”


      “Send her back. I’m sorry, Harry.”


      “Stop calling me that. I only let friends use that name.”


      Ahh, I’m dying. I want to die...


      I’m always like this—my own actions come back to bite me so bad I can barely live with them.


      Nifl places a hand on Hræsvelgr’s shoulder and closes her eyes. And not a moment later, Hræsvelgr is gone from Eljudnir.


      Just before she disappears, her tear-filled eyes look at me one last time. Her anguished face tears into me more than anything, leaving me crushed beyond repair.


      “Phew... That was rough. She really hates me. I’m the worst.”


      No matter what I do right now, there’s no way I’m shaking this off.


      Hræsvelgr’s not at fault. This is just an explosion of distrust brought about by my own selfish actions. It’s the natural outcome.


      “Child,” says Gurba. “Hræsvelgr has always been poor at processing her emotions. She will need time.”


      “If she really hated you,” Nidh adds, “she would not have responded when you called for her. She could have left this manor whenever she wished without Nifl’s assistance. Even as you scolded her, she seemed somewhat pleased.”


      “Corpse King, please continue as you always have,” Nifl weighs in. “If you wish for reconciliation, that will be the surest path.”


      “Sorry...”


      “Not at all. As for your own matters, please speak of them only when you yourself wish to speak.”


      “Garmr is happy as long as you’re here, King! So cheer up! Okay?”


      As each of the four speaks up in turn, the heavy air gradually dissipates.


      But in the end, I can’t bring myself to explain. There’s no way I can tell them that I’m an otherworlder. Especially not them—not the Eight Precepts. There is no way I can choose a route that would have me lose them.


      Grateful that no one is pressing on the matter, I plop down in a nearby chair and let out a long breath.


      “Corpse King. There is a reaction at the third coordinate.”


      Suddenly, Nifl speaks up.


      The third coordinate...meaning someone’s paying a visit to the room we borrowed at the inn.


      “Send me.”


      “Are you certain?”


      “I need a change of pace.”


      “Understood.”


      Unable to bear staying here any longer, I plead to Nifl—and in the next instant, her teleport brings me back to the inn.


      Knock-knock!


      Two quick raps at the door. This sounds urgent.


      “Mr. Hizaki? Are you there?”


      The knocking continues as a voice calls out for me. It’s the voice of that warena receptionist.


      I hurriedly open the door to find just the person I expected, pale-faced and panting.


      “Ah, Mr. Hizaki!”


      “Did you need something?” I ask, feigning normality. However, this clearly isn’t a peaceful matter.


      I never told anyone where I was staying, and the inn isn’t just going to hand out guest information that easily. That means someone important has to be involved.


      “Mr. Hizaki! Lady Kaguya has made another request!”


      Just as I thought.


      “It seems that Lady Kaguya was greatly taken with your match...and wishes to know if another match can be arranged for tomorrow. What’s more, it seems your opponent will be the Lv8 Explorer Crimson Bloom.”


      “Pardon?”


      Lv8 Explorer? Huh? I didn’t...just mishear that...did I?


      “It will take the form of an exhibition match...with a substantial payout guaranteed no matter the result!”


      “H-Hold on a second! We’re talking about a Lv8 explorer here. That’s a bit...”


      “I-Is it...too much to ask...?”


      Well, yeah. What am I supposed to tell you?


      The explorers you’ll find at Lv8 aren’t just guys like Mr. Careless swinging their power around carelessly; they’re transcendent monsters who’ve honed themselves through relentless effort.


      The old me might have managed, but right now it’ll definitely be a tough fight. There’s a real chance of me losing.


      Fortunately, I’ve already earned all the money I need, so there’s pretty much no upside to accepting.


      “I hate to break it to you, but, um, this time...”


      “Isn’t there anything we can do about that?!”


      The receptionist’s attitude likely stems from her desperation to appease the beautiful noblewoman residing at the top of the keep. It’ll be much easier to do business if they can stay in her good graces.


      Even so, the risk’s way too high for what I’m getting out of it.


      “R-Regardless of the result, you will also be granted an audience with Lady Kaguya! And if you meet her, she will most likely grant you a request, so long as it does not violate the law!”


      “Oh?” Scratch that. The bonus she presents reveals a potential lead for one of my remaining issues.


      “Hm?”


      A request... Huh.


      If I use that request well, I can dig into that strange mana Garmr sensed and maybe even prove its connection to this nightmare incident. I might even be able to solve the whole thing outright. Ruinous Beauty Kaguya is the lord of the Sleepless City. She’s got to have some intel, whether she likes it or not. And maybe—just maybe—I’ll be able to hear something worthwhile about that fake Helheim too.


      Now, isn’t that a huge upside? It would be idiotic for me to let it slip by.


      “For instance...could I ask her about Helheim? The ones causing trouble in the Fortem Empire?”


      “H-Helheim, you say? Y-Yes. I don’t see any issues with that. In fact, Crimson Bloom is an explorer from the empire, so there should be plenty of information... Wait.”


      The receptionist looks at me incredulously, as if shocked that’s all it took to get me on board. She hadn’t shown it while she was pleading, but she must have expected me to refuse.


      “U-Umm... So, you’ll accept?!”


      I dodge as she closes in on me. I’ve already made up my mind.


      I’m not about to pass up the chance to meet someone with real influence over this country.


      Besides, an opportunity to fight at full strength is valuable. I can’t keep relying on the Eight Precepts for everything.


      “I accept. Pass on the message to Lady Kaguya.”


      ■


      “’Tis happening...’tis happening! ’Tis truly happening!”


      After receiving the go-ahead, Kaguya jumped with boundless joy, unable to hide the childlike excitement she hadn’t felt in a long time. It was a sight so innocent it hardly suited one known as the Ruinous Beauty.


      “Hmm? He accepted? That’s a surprise.”


      “Yeah. For what it’s worth, our leader is a Lv8...”


      “I wonder how this one’ll turn out. The leader’s not someone who knows how to hold back...”


      Rather than sharing in Kaguya’s elation, the Crimson Bloom’s party members were anxious. The only ones who could withstand Linfa’s full strength were explorers of equal or greater rank.


      And yet, despite all their worries, Linphaneville bared her teeth in a feral grin.


      “Hizaki...sounds like one crazy son of a bitch!”


      Exhibition matches—these bouts held in Shehem’s Grand Warena were heavily influenced by the Ruinous Beauty’s personal whims and mostly meant to stave off her boredom. They seldom took place, with there sometimes being gaps of several years between matches, and were only held when someone deserving of her interest appeared.


      Participants were chosen entirely at her discretion, and no information was given to the public. All they were privy to was that one side was her favored fighter, and the other was an opponent she had picked out to challenge them.


      The pot consisted not only of the spectators’ wagers, but also of Kaguya’s personal wealth. The amount she invested for this? Twenty thousand gold. The total sum was among the greatest matches held within the warena.


      Unknown participants and an unbelievable return for anyone who guessed correctly. These were matches with the highest degree of randomness...


      However, Crimson Bloom Linphaneville had already been witnessed by a large number of spectators. More than that, the exhibition match was announced not long after she had arrived. There was no doubt she would be chosen as the challenger of the favored warfiend.


      The simple fact that her name was on everyone’s lips was enough to shatter the usual unpredictability of such exhibition matches.


      Ninety percent. Ninety percent of expectant gamblers were wagering their fortunes on her.


      On the other hand, that meant there was still ten percent betting on the underdog—odds that seemed just a little too generous for an up-and-coming warfiend against a world-class explorer.


      The warena was headed full speed for a match where even the Ruinous Beauty could not foresee the outcome. All eyes were on tomorrow, all attention on a stage yet unseen.


      All harboring, somewhere deep down, the hope for an upset.


      ■


      A day had passed since the exhibition match was announced. Standing in the ring were exactly the two figures the spectators had expected.


      The first was Hizaki, the rising star of the warena. Thus far, he had fought in only two matches, and he showed no sign of any magic or ability in either. He was a newcomer whose true skills were shrouded in mystery.


      But he did have his ardent supporters; namely, a small group watching warmly from the upper stands.


      “Aww, I want to cheer so badly!”


      “Contain yourself, Garmr. I myself had to endure my heart being torn asunder, having to reluctantly abandon the idea of making a banner.”


      “Even without our support, my king shall never know defeat. Especially when his foe is no primordial creature—she is a mere human. Just being a little strong is not enough to defeat the king...probably!”


      Nidh’s declaration wasn’t exactly reliable.


      Stroking his beard, Gurba brought up his concerns: “Still, his opponent is a high-ranking explorer who has lived a life of constant battle, balanced on the borderline of life and death. She bears a colored name. This will not be a simple contest. If he underestimates her, he will be finished in an instant.”


      “Y-Yeah, let’s cheer after all!”


      “Hm! Then I shall raise my voice as well!”


      Gurba’s worries weren’t completely unfounded. Whatever happened in those hundred and eighty years, it had done more than they could imagine. Nifl and Garmr had already witnessed the difference a handful of times.


      Sure, he was up against a greater demon at the time, but it had been a President-class—the weakest in combat among their ilk. The gap in strength should have been great enough that the old Corpse King would have killed him with just a glance and a spell.


      Instead, he had wielded a demon weapon and struggled to hold his own.


      In that regard, even Nifl—loyal to a fault—was not free of worry.


      There, the Corpse King stood, bearing the hopes of his subordinates and a touch of their anxiety. His loose stance was the same as it always had been; he didn’t seem shaken at all by the presence of the Lv8 explorer before him.


      “Crimson Bloom,” the Corpse King said. “Can’t say I’ve heard of you.”


      “Oh? Are you trying to rile me up?”


      “Just being honest. I’m pretty out of touch with what’s been going on in the world.”


      “That’s totally fine! Don’t worry about it! But that’s pretty rare, you know?”


      “Yeah, I figured.”


      The woman kept up an affable conversation as she lifted a pale leg from beneath her crimson cheongsam. Her knee bent gracefully, her body swaying in a dancelike motion.


      She was only warming up, stretching out, but her form was so refined it could be mistaken for the prelude to a professional performance. Since she was a close-combat specialist, it would be difficult for any ordinary person to follow her serious moves with the naked eye.


      “It’s rare for Kaguya to take a liking to someone... And not to toot my own horn, but I’m actually pretty famous too. If you don’t know me... Hizaki, are you connected to the Hall of Many Kings or something?”


      “Not anymore. I don’t wanna get involved with those monsters if I can help it.”


      “Hmm...” Linphaneville murmured thoughtfully.


      He spoke as though they had some past connection, and he apparently had no intention of hiding it. Regardless, the way he overpowered an opponent who was buffed with an enchantment using only sheer physicality, as well as the unfathomable aura surrounding him, reminded her of those monsters of the Hall.


      But there was no point in pressing the matter.


      For Linphaneville, who lived for combat, her opponent’s background meant next to nothing. Whether weak or strong, if she was up against someone she had never faced before, the urge to fight would carry her forward, and she would meet them with everything she had.


      “Hey. You’re someone I can go wild with, right?”


      “I’d appreciate it if you held back.”


      “You suck at lying.”


      “Then why ask?”


      “Phew... Make it fun for me, ’kay?”


      The explorer known as Crimson Bloom gave an innocent smile.


      “It’s the moment you’ve all been waiting for: Hizaki versus Crimson Bloom Linphaneville! Let the match...begin!”


      “By the favor of the fire spirit—Enchant! Let’s do this!”


      Clad in furious burning mana, she kicked off the ground, rushing Hizaki with an overwhelming offense as if she were fighting a demon.


      Her enchantment rank was Lv7, her proficiency such that it nearly transformed her body itself into magic. Against any lesser opponent, Linphaneville’s charge, wrapped in a sweltering blaze, would have spelled instant death. Her speed went beyond what the spectators could perceive, and to them, it was only the burnt black trail she left behind that told them of her path.


      “Whoa! Close one!”


      However, the man opposing her most definitely perceived the thrust of her leg, bending his upper body to evade it. He lied as naturally as he breathed. It wasn’t close at all. Then, he snapped his own leg up, knocking hers aside.


      “I knew you were strong.”


      “Glad to hear—it!”


      Linphaneville backed off, but Hizaki wasn’t going to let her gain any distance. He followed every step, slipping through her strikes and pressing in with a rapid barrage of his own.


      “Not bad!” Linphaneville said lightly, parrying all his blows.


      Thanks to her enchantment, she was parrying with more force than he was dishing out. When it came to raw strength, this was far from an even match—the gap between them was an insurmountable cliff.


      And so, this fragile back-and-forth did not last long.


      “Suzaku!”


      A kick, a double-handed thrust, a shock wave, a leaping knee—her sequence unfolded in a blink of an eye, faster even than Aleu. Enduring the fiery dance of Crimson Bloom, who had incorporated and improved upon countless martial arts, was no easy feat.


      As if to embody the overwhelming difference in crowd support, Linphaneville had driven Hizaki entirely onto the defensive.


      Ignoring the damage to his arms and body—gradually degrading simply from blocking—Hizaki did his utmost to avoid any direct hits by the narrowest of margins. His erratic counterattacks did little to deter her as well, as Linphaneville’s offense only grew more and more intense.


      “C’mon, c’mon! You’ll remember my name now, won’t you?!”


      “Yeah, yeah...I won’t be able to forget if I tried!”


      Hizaki caught a spinning kick with both hands and was blown back from the sheer force. Twisting himself back into stance in midair, he managed to land upright, if unsteady.


      Of course, such a sizable opening would never go unnoticed by Crimson Bloom.


      “Aww... Over already?”


      As Hizaki lifted his face, there was Linphaneville right before him, coiled and ready to strike. There was a devastating power in her right leg, drawn back like a bowstring.


      For the first time in an eternity, the beauty watching the match from the Dark Empyrean found herself unconsciously tightening her grip. At the very least, make my heart tremble, she prayed. Even if only for an instant.


      “Come so far...was I overestimating you?” Kaguya muttered, a hint of frustration crossing her face. She hoped and wished, if for but a single blow, for a turnaround.


      It was far too predictable. Jeers and sighs filled the stands over such an uninteresting outcome: an overwhelming victory for the Lv8 explorer. As she set to conclude this anticlimactic farce, Linphaneville’s tone dropped in dissatisfaction.


      “Hizaki...this is boring. It was only fun at the start... At this rate...”


      “Yeah, I guess it’s boring for me too.”


      “Huh?”


      An uncanny crack rang out beneath Linphaneville’s pivot leg. It was too light to be the snapping of bone—more as if something like glass had been crushed underfoot.


      “Enchant.”


      A cold air radiating outward from Hizaki froze the surroundings before anyone could react.


      “Hm?!”


      Linphaneville leaped back.


      “I’ll be honest with you,” said Hizaki, “I was thinking it’d be better to lose. It’d speed things up, keep them simple... But.”


      In the very same moment the last word escaped his throat, Hizaki’s fist appeared before her face, striking true.


      At the same time, a pair of voices tickled his eardrums.


      “King! Do your best!”


      “How can you serve as a dragon’s mate like that?! Show them why you are our king!”


      I knew it, he thought with a chuckle as he swung his arm and Linphaneville with it, his speed incomparable to before.


      “Losing in front of my subordinates is way more uncool than getting found out! Sorry!”


      Thud!


      Slammed into the ground, Linphaneville attempted a swift counterattack, yet her body refused to move as she willed it.


      Her opponent reproached himself with a slap to his cheeks as she recovered. “That aside, the hell am I doing, holding back after I lectured Mr. Careless like that? Nothing lamer than a hypocrite, I swear.”


      It was then that Linphaneville realized everything up until this point had been a warm-up—the real fight was only beginning. Her ruby eyes widened not in fear, but in joy.


      “By the way, the Ice Enchant’s not a buff. It’s a debuff. I’m dragging you down to my level, Crimson Bloom.” He breathed out an icy breath, beckoning to her with an arrogant smugness.


      “That’s a thing?!”


      “Sure is. I’m proof of that. Glagius.”


      A sword of ice formed in his hand, sharp and well-defined.


      “Hizaki... You’re a mage?” a stupefied Linphaneville asked.


      “Correct. This is my specialty.”


      A mage had traded blows with a Lv8 martial artist. Even if he had been on the back foot, he hadn’t taken any decisive damage. That fact alone sent waves through the warena.


      Hizaki’s magic did not stop. Countless spears of ice filled the ring at his command—a spell clearly much too strong to consider anything less than masterful—and rained down upon Linphaneville.


      “Ah ha ha ha, sorry—I take it back! This is fun!”


      Front, back, left, and right. She slipped past each spear by a hair’s breadth, her movements captivating the crowd like a graceful dance.


      Some forced her back and she lost ground, while others she shattered to press on, steadily closing the distance. Even so, Hizaki’s expression remained unchanged.


      After surmounting ten, then twenty, then many more, he was finally within reach.


      “Now, how are you going to—”


      “You stepped on it.”


      With his icicle blade, Hizaki gestured to her feet.


      A trap. Mine-type magic.


      “Jack Frost.”


      A towering wall of ice erupted from below.


      In the blink of an eye, Hizaki’s magic froze Linphaneville’s limbs along with a large part of the ring. It was an overwhelming spell, well beyond what any normal mage could handle.


      Frozen everywhere save for her face and torso, Linphaneville raised her voice as she forced more mana through her mana routes.


      “Something like this won’t—ngh!” Her flames grew in intensity as she struggled to break free. However, the unmelting ice showed no signs of releasing its hold. “Wait... For real?”


      Then there was silence. As the blade was extended toward her, Linphaneville let out a resigned sigh.


      “Hizaki... What are you?”


      “Not telling. I’m a man of many secrets.”


      Perhaps because a former subordinate had disparaged him for that exact reason not too long ago, his smile was a bit weak.


      In any case, he sealed his victory with a flick to her forehead.


      “The mysterious stranger who took down a Lv8 explorer... Isn’t that pretty badass?”


      “Well... Maybe just a little.”


      Linphaneville turned her face away, and the referee confirmed that she had lost the will to fight.


      “The winner is Hizaki!”




      A magic mine—what appeared, at a glance, to be something she had stepped on by chance revealed a completely different truth when viewed from the top of the keep.


      Not a single spear had fallen along Linphaneville’s path. She had been guided, effectively guaranteed to step on that exact spot.


      Hizaki had made sure of it himself.


      Kaguya’s eyes sparkled. It was only after she noticed that she was leaning forward that she hastily settled back into her seat.


      “Call him. Bring him to me this instant!”


      “As you command.”


      With one glance to the attendant, who promptly moved to obey, Kaguya muttered, “Ice magic... To think I would witness the Corpse King with mine very own eyes. Fortune smiles upon me indeed.”


      The devilish woman gazed up at the moon with a bewitching smile.


      “Then I will have to meet him not as the Ruinous Beauty Kaguya, but as the fifty-sixth greater demon, Gremory!”


      ■


      She had spat it all out. Her frustration, the resentment that had built over so many years, and all the other emotions she had no outlet for. Hræsvelgr dragged her legs (still numb from the kneeling) along as she wandered the Sleepless City streets, bathing in the magic lights.


      She had said everything she had to say. And naturally, she felt refreshed after letting out everything she’d kept locked up. Seeing the Corpse King lower his eyes so apologetically had been satisfying... Yet at the same time, it had made her unbearably miserable.


      Why...? Why won’t he tell me?


      She just wanted to know. She believed he would tell her if she pushed him that far.


      Because she loved his kindness. Because she believed he cherished her and the rest of the Eight Precepts like family.


      But in the end, he kept his silence.


      There was no way he would just leave them without a reason, and she knew that. Just as the Corpse King cared for her—no, even more than that—she cared for him.


      That was precisely why she wanted him to share the burden he carried. If he believed in her, then surely they could bear whatever it was together.


      That’s...what I really wanted to say.


      The words she tried to force from her throat were swallowed up by fear. What if she had managed to say them, and even then he wouldn’t talk? What if he played it off with a smile as he always did? If he brushed it aside with sweet and empty words, and that was the end of it?


      What if that was all she meant to him?


      The thoughts roiling through her head brought her feet to a stop. She found herself losing to the awful noise of her own weakness and could no longer take that one final step.


      Floating or walking, depending on her mood, she drifted aimlessly through the streets. Her path was just as directionless as her heart, but finally she found herself standing in front of Shehem’s Grand Warena, on the wide street leading up to the entrance.


      She slipped into a side alley from there and looked down coldly at the figure crouching in the shadows.


      “Hey, mister. So you ended up coming back here after all.”


      A swollen cheek and tattered, frayed clothing. With an appearance reeking palpably of hopelessness, there was Aleu Carlis.


      Even after everything Hizaki had said to him, Aleu Carlis continued to seek power nonetheless. Starting over from scratch was not an option in his mind.


      He was like an insect unable to forget the taste of sweet nectar, simply waiting for another flower to bloom. He lifted his rotten gaze to take in the girl.


      “Ha... Ha ha ha! I knew you’d come back...Hræsvelgr.”


      He had been waiting. Cast into the pit of despair, he had been waiting for his easy, instant power source to return.


      “You ditched that guy hard, right? Ha ha ha! You can find them anywhere—idiots who think strength and looks are all that matter... Good call coming back, Hræsvelgr.”


      For someone who refused to put in effort and merely waited for everything to be handed to him, what right did he have to speak like that? Hræsvelgr found it hilarious; she narrowed her lifeless eyes.


      “No more holding back,” said Aleu. “You were lowering your output because you knew the guy, right? It better not happen again. We’re crushing Hizaki at full power. Got it?”


      Just a squirming mass of inferiority—that was how Hræsvelgr saw him, and it was confirmed to her yet again.


      Nothing had changed since the first time she met Aleu in this same alley.


      “Oh, please,” she sighed. “Nothing’s going to change.”


      In the next moment, her throat was grabbed, and she was pinned to the wall.


      “Y-You’re the one who chose me! Huh! I’m not like those idiots who only have their abilities going for them! I’ve got brains and talent! Don’t I?! Hey! Dammit... Damn it all!”


      With bloodshot eyes and flecks of foam flying from the corners of his mouth, Aleu grilled her in a frenzy.


      And Hræsvelgr returned only a thin, mocking smile. “Yeah... You’re right. Let’s do our best, mister.”


      She kept it short and simple; her body transformed into a sky-blue sphere of light, and she slipped into his breast pocket. She had only ever approached him because she favored those walking the path to ruin.


      This was well within her expectations.


      “Th-That’s how it should be... I’ll make good use of your power...heh...heh...”


      With the anomalous spirit returned to his grasp, he stifled a cramped, twitching smile.




      “Do you seek power, young man?”


      Just as Aleu was about to start on his way, a voice called out to him. Heavy and dark, like gathering storm clouds.


      Even someone like Aleu, too weak to sense presences, could feel a dense aura creeping up his spine and into his brain. He turned to find a figure standing there, entirely concealed by a cloak.


      “Aleu Carlis. Your magic was magnificent.”


      He was met with praise out of nowhere. Gulping against the tension thick in the air, Aleu listened intently.


      “I will give you a place where your power can be used to its fullest.”


      “M-My power...”


      The headlights of a passing peddler’s cart spilled into the alley, illuminating the man for the briefest of moments. The eyes beneath his hood reflected an unnatural light. His left eye—for one—was not human; rather, it was a crystallization of dense negative mana, glimmering like obsidian.


      Hræsvelgr immediately recognized it for what it was: a property of a greater demon. Even then, she said nothing. There was no need to offer Aleu any warning or advice. It was not out of hatred. She simply knew that Aleu would take the hand offered to him, no matter what she said.


      “Y-You... What’s your name?”


      He had acknowledged him. He had offered him intoxicating nectar. Aleu had always come off as an affable young man, at least at first glance, and his tone changed as if to match that.


      “I am called...the Courier.”


      The power this Courier sought was not Aleu’s but Hræsvelgr’s. But to Aleu, it was essentially his power. Had he recognized it as hers—had he been the kind of person to respect her—perhaps the outcome would have been different.


      “If you desire it so, then come with me. You will be able to erase every last one of your enemies from the Sleepless City. That is the potential that lies within your power.”


      What empty flattery. Hræsvelgr could already foresee his ruin.


      “Anywhere is fine... J-Just take me there already!”


      The indolence he had refused to confront since childhood was finally baring its fangs at him.


      ■


      As I leave the ring with the crowd’s thunderous applause at my back, I can feel their eyes on me—some filled with resentment, others with greed. I doubt too many put money on my name, but those who did must have finally caught the scent of money wafting off of me.


      Too bad for them. I’ve earned all the gold I needed and then some. I’ve got no reason to keep up the warfiend gig.


      Let’s meet that Kaguya lady already and ask what I can, I think to myself. After that comes the curse investigation and the auction.


      Ruinous Beauty Kaguya.


      That’s a name I’d never heard a hundred and eighty years ago. I know the basics thanks to Nifl, but that’s about it. Still, if she’s an authority figure, she’s got to be somewhat flexible. If she doesn’t know anything about that fake Helheim, she can at least connect me to Crimson Bloom.


      While my mind wanders around my upcoming meeting with Kaguya, someone approaches me right on cue. It’s a middle-aged man in a black suit.


      Lowering his head reverently, he starts, “Mr. Hizaki, you performed magnificently in your most recent match. Kaguya wants to see you.”


      He says it like it’s a foregone conclusion. Look, it’s not like I have any intent to turn him down, but there’s just something about the way he immediately takes the lead without waiting for my response. It’s like he thinks there’s no way anyone would ever decline.


      I guess she’s a pretty popular lord around these parts. Maybe it’s just a fact that no one has ever said no to her summons.


      “Corpse King.”


      “Tell Garmr to listen in. You don’t need to follow me.”


      “Understood.”


      I give instructions to Nifl, who appears silently and without presence behind me, as I follow the man.


      Oh, right.


      “Was Garmr happy?”


      “Jumping for joy.”


      “That’s good... And Nidh?”


      “I do not know. I have trained my instinct to completely shut out idiocy. Therefore, I can hear nothing from that foolish dragon. My life has gotten considerably more pleasant as a result.”


      “I-I see... Well, I’m off.”


      “Take care.”


      The corners of my mouth twitch at her blatant irritation. After respectfully seeing me off, her presence vanishes with those final parting words.


      And so, I become the center of attention. I follow the man out of the warena, and we pass through the gates of the towering keep directly across from the warena’s door.


      It’s an enormous structure, surely, but as we climb the interior stairs, the view through the window seems to rise disproportionately with our own height in the building. After ascending a single floor, the ground outside already feels as distant as though we’ve climbed ten.


      Some application of low-level time-space magic, perhaps... Considering how rare that magic is, it only makes me more certain that Kaguya has some powerful connections.


      I’m inspecting the changing scenery through the window when the man stops and steps aside for me. We’ve come up to a set of doors so massive they could be mistaken for a castle gate.


      I can feel their weightiness just by standing in front of them. I look up to take them in, and before I know it, the man guiding me is gone.


      “I guess that means...this is the place.”


      He’s disappeared as if to say the rest is up to me, and there’s nothing here besides these large, ornate doors. Naturally, my hand reaches out for a touch, and I barely have to brush my fingers against them before the doors give way with a deep, rumbling groan.


      Through the growing gap, I see a woman of peerless beauty clad in a Japanese kimono. Her pale white hair has grown out long enough to touch the ground, while the cloth she wraps herself in is a soft peach color.


      The mischievous curve of her lips and her sharp eyes are so charming that I can easily see what makes her such a beloved ruler.


      “Hizaki. You have done well to make it here.”


      Her clear, sonorous voice is like a beckoning hand urging me forward. As I begin walking toward her, her shoulders tremble with laughter.


      “Oh dear, is my face too stimulating for a man to bear? They all move on their own, just like—”


      “You’re from the demon tribe, aren’t you?”


      “Hwah?!” Kaguya shoots to her feet with a start, her body trembling. “Y-You... Were you not captivated by me?!”


      “Sorry. I’ve got some peerless beauties among my subordinates. A lot, actually.”


      Nifl and Nidh, to name a couple. And though they’re still young, Garmr and Hræsvelgr are pretty good-looking too. I must have saved the world in a past life or something. That’s the only way to explain this luck.


      And in which case, that makes two worlds. I must be raking in some serious karma.


      “M-My word. To think my opening gag would fail...”


      Apparently, that was supposed to be a surprise. Kaguya lets out a deep sigh and sits back down. Her expression is filled with even more curiosity than before, and it’s clear as day.


      “Well, sit. Or do you have no words to exchange with a demon?”


      “I...haven’t heard anything about you harming humanity. It’s not like I want to go around slaughtering, no questions asked. Prove yourself, and I’ll trust you.”


      “And what if it turns out you can’t trust me?”


      “Then I kill you. Simple.”


      “How violent.”


      Feigning exasperation with an exaggerated slump of her shoulders, Kaguya rests her cheek in her hand and gazes up at the ceiling. She seems to be pondering something or other.


      And after a few seconds of that, she exclaims, “Oh, I’ve got it!” and slaps her knee like she’s just come up with something brilliant.


      “Then, Corpse King, I will reveal to you one truth about the demon tribe. No. Perhaps entrust would be a better way to put it.”


      She says it so casually, now it’s my turn to stare in disbelief.


      “C-Corpse King? Wait, how do you know about that?!”


      “What are you turning red for? ’Tis a fine name.”


      “Grr... Damn you, past me!” I cry out, hurling a curse that whips around right back at me. I glare at Kaguya, but she only bursts out in carefree laughter.


      Suddenly, her expression changes.


      “Let’s say this is me making amends for my mischief. If what I’m about to say manages to surprise you, then you will trust me for now. It concerns the demons, of course.”


      “You knowing that name is surprising enough. Anymore than that’s—”




      “One hundred and eighty years past, the one you defeated...was not the Demon King. ’Twas the first greater demon, King Bael, who usurped the name.”




      My mind goes completely blank. As it turns out, it really is like getting struck by a physical blow when you hear something truly incomprehensible. That’s a new discovery for me.


      But enough escapism. I replay her words in my head.


      The thing I defeated...wasn’t the demon lord...


      What is she on about?


      “Hmm... Judging by your face, that must have come as quite the surprise.” She smirks faintly at my response. Her composure is unshaken as she awaits my words.


      “Don’t screw with me... You think I’ll believe something like that?”


      “Yes. Because it is the truth.”


      “Then we’ve got nothing to discuss.”


      Even as I deny it outright, I don’t feel inclined to leave this place. I wish I could laugh, say it’s absolute nonsense. That would have made it so much easier for me. But the cold sweat running down my back, the alarm bells ringing in my head... They won’t let me do it. I have to hear her out.


      “Give me proof.”


      “Oh? Meaning?”


      “The one I defeated was undoubtedly the Demon King. The one who tried to invade the continent of Xenoma... The reason the Holy Kingdom of Gryphil summoned heroes... It was him. No doubt about it.”


      Right. It makes no sense otherwise. The entire continent recognized him as the Demon King. I defeated him and, having fulfilled my purpose here, was wordlessly ejected back to my world.


      And this woman’s telling me he was a fake?


      Ridiculous.


      “I need proof. Prove what you’re saying is the truth.”


      “Hmm... Yes, let’s see.”


      Lowering her eyes and resting a hand on her chin, Kaguya casually shifts into a cross-legged position.


      “The knight Furcas. You know of her, yes?”


      The fiftieth greater demon. Just remembering her is enough to give me a headache. “Tch... Yeah, I’ve met her once or twice.”


      She was someone who acted with wanton abandon—someone who was overwhelmingly powerful. Of all the people I met in this world, she was one of the last people I wanted as my enemy.


      “Don’t make that face. You know, Furcas speaks quite favorably of you to all the greater demons who have blended into human society like myself.”


      “Wha—huh?”


      “That is my proof.”


      I stare at her blankly.


      “Furcas took to you...quite fondly, no? The Demon King’s knight growing attached to the Demon King’s enemy... That is strange, no matter how you look at it.”


      Furcas: the greater demon who hunts greater demons. Her very existence can be summed up as a contradiction. I’d just dismissed her as someone who lived a free-spirited life. Since Furcas never tried to get in my way, I decided not to think too deeply about it.


      If I wanted to defeat the Demon King, I thought it pressing to get rid of his subordinates first, and it was while I was on that journey that I first encountered Furcas. We fought once, and for some reason, she took a liking to me. In all the times we met after that, for some reason, she was nothing but friendly.


      I just thought that was the sort of creature she was.


      “Bael. The one who called himself king—he flew the flag of rebellion against the true Demon King. For he ran out of patience with the real king, who had long maintained coexistence with humanity.”


      “He had...followers. They all hailed that Bael guy as the real deal...”


      “Yes. There were those among us who despised that harmony. Bael fanned their flames and began his assault on humanity—leading those beneath the rank of King.”


      Every word Kaguya speaks seems to fit. Piece by piece, she picks up the inconsistencies I’d overlooked in the heat of battle and...resolves them.


      “The reason you ran across Furcas so frequently was likely because you shared the same goal. Her mission is to exterminate any greater demon who rebels against the Demon King. That is simply how she operates.”


      “So those greater demons led by Bael... They were a common enemy for us, huh?”


      “Indeed.”


      No wonder she never got in the way, then...and no wonder she got attached. To her, we were rivals sharpening each other’s blades in pursuit of a shared goal. I was smack-dab in the middle of her strike zone.


      Now, that does leave some questions...


      “Do you know about how Gryphil summoned heroes a hundred and eighty years ago?”


      “Yes, though I’ve only heard bits and pieces.”


      “Then this’ll be quick. After I defeated that Bael guy, the heroes were forcibly sent back. I’m talking about heroes summoned for the express purpose of defeating the Demon King. How do you explain that?”


      “The catalyst for summoning magic is mana and intent. It is heavily influenced by the perception of the summoner. Thus, it meant not the Demon King as an abstract concept, but the Demon King as they recognized him. The being who encroached on humanity and called himself Demon King, Bael—defeating him would surely fulfill the obligation.”


      “I see... Well, Bael was known as the Demon King to the world at large.”


      I pretend to accept it wholeheartedly, though my face twists into a scowl and my chest is far from at ease. More questions keep surfacing one after another.


      “Where’s the real Demon King, then?”


      “I could not tell you. He entrusted the management of the greater demons to Furcas and only appears once every few hundred years.”


      “You’re kidding me... Why didn’t that goddess say anything...?”


      “Hm?”


      “No... It’s nothing.”


      Though I can’t help but let out a complaint, I push that thought aside and remember my original purpose.


      “I don’t know if it’s directly related to the Demon King, but...I have something else to ask you.”


      “Go ahead.”


      “It’s about this mysterious group calling itself Helheim.”


      “Hm...” After a pause, Kaguya opens her mouth. “They are those boasting of the revival of the Demon King.”


      “That’s it?”


      “Gryphil’s king of four generations ago, Giltams, is involved. That is all I can tell you.”


      “Giltams... Giltams?!”


      Giltams el Gryphil was the crown prince of that era, who was responsible for summoning the heroes—a half-wit prince with boneheaded dreams of heroism.


      “He is the one who erased the name Corpse King from history and claimed he himself had vanquished the Demon King,” Kaguya explains.




      “Now, my servants! Pledge your strength to me! To Giltams! Let the curtain rise on a new age of heroes!”


      That was how he introduced himself when we were summoned. When I realized that he was both the summoner and the crown prince of the country, what was I supposed to think?


      This is what crossed my mind: We really pulled the short straw, huh?


      “Corpse King. Do you know of Giltams?”


      “You could say that. Of all the people I’ve ever met, he’s the worst of the worst.”


      “Ha ha ha, without a doubt.”


      I remember how my classmates hated him like the plague. Boys who displeased him became punching bags; girls he liked were added to his harem. Everyone else was just a servant to be worked to the bone at his every whim.


      And I, who awakened to the troublesome Blessing of Death ability, became the perfect plaything.


      My ability only works when I kill demons and other living things, and when I was first summoned, I was no different from a normal human being. Back then, taking even a single life was a struggle, and it took a long time before my ability could exhibit its true power.


      “I need no incompetent servants,” said the world’s most incompetent bastard.


      With those words, I became the outlet for all his frustrations.


      Just because we were in the same class, it didn’t mean we all got along. I had classmates I hated, and some I’d never spoken to. Yet by recognizing Giltams as our common enemy, we stood together strong.


      If you want to turn that around, the way I looked at my classmates could have been completely different if that bastard hadn’t been there. And if my classmates hadn’t helped me grow my ability, I probably would have died somewhere down the line.


      With that said, I bear no ill will against Gryphil as a country.


      The people around Giltams were all competent enough, and they did everything they could to protect us when they found out about his atrocities.


      That’s why we never lost sight of our goal to defeat the Demon King...


      The summoner himself, however, was different. He always trailed behind us, never setting foot anywhere near the front lines. The moment anyone caught a whiff of danger, he was the first to run. And when it came to stealing all the credit...well, let’s just say he loved to add fuel to the fire.


      Giltams el Gryphil. The cause of it all. The root of every problem.


      Even now, he’s got a hand in the pie.


      “I see... That works out perfectly for me.”


      “Oh dear, it seems I stepped on the tiger’s tail.”


      I can feel my lips curling. I’m not trying to hide it.


      Kaguya glares at me, her face twisting in genuine displeasure—even like that, she remains a peerless beauty.


      “Thanks, Kaguya. You’ve given me one more reason to crush the fake Helheim.”


      “B-Before you get any ideas, I have nothing to do with this. Do not turn your spear on me!”


      “I know. Don’t be so scared.”


      “You are asking for a lot...” Pulling away a bit, Kaguya clears her throat to regain some composure. “’Tis fine to get worked up, but Giltams died over a hundred years ago. I doubt you will find a chance to settle any personal grudges.”


      “Even so, I can annihilate every last trace of his legacy. That’s a chance you don’t get every day.”


      “Then I have nothing more to say... Go forth. Run wild.”


      “You don’t need to tell me twice.”


      Now then, I’m one step closer to uncovering the true identity of my target. What’s more, this conversation’s only strengthened my resolve to see it through.


      My classmates’—no, I won’t make any excuses. This is one hundred percent personal.


      Giltams is involved with the fake Helheim. I need to burn it down until the last ember is snuffed out.


      I don’t exactly know how that half-wit climbed his way to hero status or how he stole all the credit, but surely the fake Helheim is tied in somehow.


      Whatever it is, I’m fired up.


      “So, Corpse King. What will you do now?”


      Now...how to answer that question...


      First, I still have more to ask. Considering I need to look into the nightmare incidents plaguing the Sleepless City, it would be best for me to be honest with her. It’s not like anything’s going to happen if she finds out. Not immediately, at least.


      “For now, once the auction wraps up, I’m thinking of heading closer to the empire. That’s where Helheim seems to be stirring up the most trouble, after all. Even if I have a lead on their identity, their purpose—reviving the Demon King—is still too vague. I don’t know their methods or the scale of their organization. Thus, I shouldn’t provoke them unnecessarily lest they cause harm beyond my expectations.”


      Sure, I need to be prepared for some harm if I want to fulfill my goal, but dragging in innocent people isn’t good for my mental health. From here on, I’ll draw all of Fake Helheim’s aggro on the Corpse King.


      Kaguya, once I finish giving my spiel, is looking at me funny. Rather than showing understanding, she seems quite surprised.


      “Corpse King... You’re surprisingly humane. For someone to be as strong as you, yet to be capable of showing consideration for others... Unexpected indeed.”


      “Yep, yep, I’m pretty kind. And, since I’m so kind, I’m sure you feel like answering one more question, right?”


      Without much pause, Kaguya lifts her slender, elegant chin. “Go ahead. I will answer whatever I can. A connection like this is an irreplaceable treasure. I would like to see it enshrined in our land forever.”


      “I can’t say I like the sound of that... Anyway, I think you have something to gain from this one. It’s about the nightmares. Everyone’s talking about them these days.”


      The moment I say the word nightmares, Kaguya’s eyes change. The beauty desperate for entertainment takes on the gaze of a ruler.


      “Oh? And why would that concern you?”


      “My benefactor’s troubled by the nightmares. Not that they’ve suffered any direct damage due to them, but they asked me to see if I could do something about them.”


      “What do you want to know?”


      Considering how eager she is to give answers, this must be an issue that’s been thoroughly troubling her too.


      “There’s a lot I want to ask, but first...do you have any leads?”


      “Of what kind?” The Ruinous Beauty gives her head a theatrical tilt.


      I nod. “For instance, do you know anyone who’s got a bone to pick with this country?”


      It’s limited to the Sleepless City, but it’s not indiscriminate. Only humans born in this country are suffering from the nightmares. The area of effect is vast, but the scope is limited. The skill level required for that is way too high for there to be a normal practitioner behind it. Nine out of ten times, incidents like these usually have some greater demon involvement...but this time, I can’t say for certain.


      That’s why I’m seeking insight from Kaguya, who’s a greater demon herself.


      She falls into thought, seemingly understanding my intentions. When next she opens her eyes, she begins to speak cautiously.


      “The demon faction I brought up earlier. The one I serve as my king is the true Demon King, not Bael. But the false king faction—let us call them the Bael faction. They have been making moves to absorb us.”


      “They’re demanding you double-cross, huh?”


      “Correct. Their final warning, or what have you, came some time ago. Judging by their attitude when I refused, if someone were to do something to the land I preside over, they would be the prime suspect.”


      She brings up such a concrete suspect it almost feels like a letdown. But soon, I notice Kaguya’s expression, which makes it quite clear she’s not satisfied with that explanation.


      Something’s not sitting right. That’s what the beauty’s face is telling me.


      “However, we received reports of those same nightmares before he appeared before me. The Courier, as he refers to himself, is the seventieth greater demon, Seere. His rank is Lord, and though he is well-versed in magic, his expertise is in time-space magic. Analysis of the contents of the nightmares shows them to be closer to a curse. He should not have the power to mess with curses.”


      “I see... So his relationship to the matter is unclear, but he’s probably not the one using the curse.”


      “Most likely.”


      Meaning...yeah. I still don’t see where this curse fits in.


      “But a greater demon just happens to visit you now of all times. It could be a coincidence. But he decides to make his approach just as the curse is affecting so many people... Maybe, yeah...maybe he’s been preparing something to threaten you?”


      I raise a possibility I don’t really believe just to keep things rolling, and Kaguya’s response is surprisingly positive.


      “I considered that too. Instead of him casting the curse directly, he could aid whoever is attempting to cast it. In which case, time-space magic is the perfect ability. You could transfer the necessary negative mana from whatever is emitting it no matter how distant the source.”


      I nod in understanding. It’s clear that she didn’t just stand idly by as her country faced a time of crisis. I guess there are some decent folks among demons.


      “If we work under that presupposition,” says Kaguya, “the problem becomes who Seere is cooperating with...”


      She likely reached that conclusion when she first sat down and tried to resolve the problem. Kaguya glances at me, silently seeking my opinion.


      The only lead I have is...what Zeno told me. The contents of the dreams.


      “If I’m remembering right, everyone who has the nightmares sees two enormous snakes... But that doesn’t tell us much,” I say and look to Kaguya for agreement, but it’s tough to read the face she’s making.


      “The beast god faith,” she mutters under her breath.


      “Beast...what now?”


      “It is an old custom from when this country was still just a village. When I first heard about the snake dreams, that was actually my first suspicion...”


      “Can you tell me about it?”


      “Indeed, and you should listen well. A newborn beast who has yet to experience the world is, in a sense, a natural being with incredibly high mana attraction capabilities. They fall short of primordials, yes, but it is enough to draw mana aplenty. They were revered as beast gods and raised so that as much mana as possible would gather in their bodies. Then, three years later, the beast god would be buried alive. The mana would circulate through the land, enriching the soil...or so I have heard.”


      It’s so lacking in logic, I feel the urge to ask those people from the past if they were insane.


      “Is there a...point to any of that?”


      “There is no basis. But as I will remind you, it is a very old tale. No one is about to dig up the past of this prosperous nation to complain over what we did or didn’t do.”


      The land ultimately became prosperous...but definitely not because of the old custom. All those beast gods down under must be rolling in their graves.


      “Still, beasts, huh? If we’re looking for anything connected to the snake dreams, that’s probably a good place to start.”


      Just as I’m about to do some serious thinking, Kaguya slumps her shoulders and shakes her head.


      “I told you, did I not? That was my first suspicion. According to what documents remain, the beasts worshipped as beast gods were only those that prowled the land on four legs: puppies, kittens, lambs, foals...et cetera. Snakes were never an object of worship.”


      “Seriously? Hey, I’ve got nothing to work with here...”


      “Do you see why I am so troubled now?” Glaring at me with half-lidded eyes, Kaguya mutters, “You’re really underestimating me.”


      Well, she’s right about that... If I can solve the mystery when I haven’t even been here for a week, they would have solved it internally by now.


      The only other bit of info I have is that strange mana Garmr picked up on coming from beneath the guild... Oh, maybe?


      “Kaguya. What’s under the explorers’ guild building?”


      “Under the guild? I don’t know what you mean...”


      If even she doesn’t know about it, then that means we’re not completely out of options.


      “One of my subordinates has a good nose on her. She sniffed out a strange sort of mana coming from beneath the building.”


      “Truly...?”


      “I’m dead serious. And going back to that beast god worship thing, they buried the gods alive, right? Maybe it’s connected to the strange smell my subordinate picked up on.”


      There’s an awfully contemplative look on Kaguya’s face as she places a hand on her chin and nods a few times.


      “I...cannot say it’s impossible. Even if it’s unrelated, we ought to investigate and rule out every possibility. I will arrange for it at once.”


      Bang! She gives a loud clap of her hands, and a figure—the same black-suited man who guided me here—appears.


      “Call the patrol captain. This is urgent.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      He vanishes just as quickly as he came.


      Satisfied, Kaguya sees him off. She straightens her back with a pleased hum, her pale skin dazzling as it peeks out from her kimono.


      “I don’t know if we have made progress, but at least we have acted on something. I never expected any developments at this point. You have my gratitude.”


      “Nah, I was planning on investigating anyway, so it works in my favor. I’ve still got some time before the auction.”


      Hearing this, Kaguya murmurs, “The auction? Are you looking for something in particular?”


      “You might not like what I’m about to tell you, but I’ve got material from a greater demon. I need the hide of a primordial creature to process it.”


      She lets out a bemused breath and lowers her brow apologetically. “It has been so long since I passed the time in a way that let me forget the boredom, but I have my responsibilities, so I cannot gift it to you. Forgive me.”


      “I was never expecting it from you anyway.”


      “Instead, I offer you...” In one fluid motion, Kaguya places a hand on my shoulders and pushes me down. Her full weight is pressed against me, and as I never sensed any hostility from her, I’m too late to stop it.


      Provocatively, her tongue slides over her lips to wet them. She straddles me, giving a seductive laugh. And as I lie beneath her, she carves her magic into my body.


      This is...


      “You must have noticed as you were climbing the stairs. I dabble in a bit of time-space magic myself. Not that I am anywhere near Seere’s level. I have engraved my coordinates unto you. Now we may enjoy a tryst whenever you wish. Delightful, is it not?”


      “That so...”


      Point being, just like Nifl, she’s made it so she can teleport to me at will. She really, really hates being bored, huh? But in this case, the pros outweigh the cons.


      A cooperative demon—where else would I find such a valuable commodity?


      Kaguya, meanwhile, cackles, her shoulders shaking at my indifference. Her amusement twists her face into something obscene.


      “What’s this? Did someone of the Corpse King’s caliber have certain...hopes for when he was pushed down? Did you think you could enjoy the touch of a Ruinous Beauty?”


      Maybe it’s the kickback from all the serious talking, but she’s being real impish right now. She runs a finger over my chest and begins to exude an aura deserving of her Ruinous Beauty title in earnest.


      She’s really enjoying this, isn’t she?


      “What say you? Shall we spend a night together? Just kid—”


      “Hm.”


      “Hey... W-Wait...”


      The situation flips. In no time, she’s beneath me, blinking in surprise.


      “I mean, if you’re laying out a feast for me...”


      “Ah...no...”


      “I might as well dig in.”


      “Eep... A-Ah...”
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      The way she abandons all resistance makes her seem like the epitome of innocence. Just bringing my face a little closer has her preparing for what’s to come.


      But as I part from her—her face as red as an apple—I can’t resist sneering.


      “Hey now, Ruinous Beauty. You’re bringing shame to your name, you know.”


      “Y-You! You’re teasing me!”


      “Look who’s talking.”


      “S-Sit and face judgment!” she cries, arms flailing around like a little girl. Perhaps her knees have given out on her.


      “L-Lady Kaguya!”


      But then her male attendant rushes into the room, his face pale as a sheet. The red specks splattered all across his clothes tell a vivid tale that something has gone horribly awry.


      “Wh-What’s wrong?” Kaguya asks.


      The bloodstained man forces a calm voice as he reports, “A message from the patrol team! Everyone involved with the auction...has been killed!”


      “Wha—”


      “All auction items have been stolen. The patrol is investigating. Witnesses say that their leader claimed to be...from Helheim!”


      His voice is pulled taut under the weight of his report.


      Kaguya looks up at me like it is the natural thing to do.


      They claim to be Helheim, eh? First off, they’re undoubtedly the fakes I’m after. In other words, Kaguya is asking me what to do with them. Stay calm. That’s the first step. Analyze the situation.


      There is a group that stole the auction items, claiming to be Helheim. Do they have anything to do with Seere, the greater demon that paid Kaguya a visit...? The timing suggests, perhaps, a faint connection at best. Say they are related, then what’s the point of this heist?


      Is it a diversion? Bait to draw the eyes of the patrol team away? It’s possible.


      “Do you know how long it’s been since they were killed?” I ask the black-suited man awaiting Kaguya’s instructions.


      He shoots his lady a worried glance. After she nods, he reluctantly answers. “The blood has not dried, and their body heat remains. It can’t have been long.”


      Information—most likely from the patrol team—confirms the perpetrators have only just fled the scene. If the patrol chases them now, they’ll be delayed in searching the space beneath the guild. There’s no telling when this nightmare situation is going to take a turn for the worse, so it’s better to act fast.


      And so long as there’s a chance that this is a diversion, it’s better that it gets handled by outsiders like us rather than having it take up the patrol’s resources.


      “Kaguya, send the patrol to investigate the guild as we discussed.”


      “Y-You little—”


      “Cease.”


      The one who snaps at me isn’t Kaguya, but the suit. The one who restrained his bloodlust was Kaguya.


      “Then what of this Helheim?”


      “You’re asking when you already know the answer?”


      She’s finally starting to understand me. Kaguya shrugs. “They’re all yours. The auction items are precious assets of my nation.” Her unwavering eyes pierce straight through me.


      “Leave it to me,” I curtly reply and leave the room. “Garmr, you’re probably listening. Spread the word—we’re chasing them down.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Knight


      “Dammit, I ain’t gettin’ paid enough for this!”


      “Less whining, more running!”


      A number of men ran from the scene panting, fresh blood clinging to the soles of their shoes. None of them showed any signs of slowing down.


      They all carried leather sacks, stuffed to the brim with stolen goods.


      “This way!”


      “Glad you could make it!”


      A lone covered wagon was waiting for them just beyond the outskirts of the Sleepless City, and from the cabman’s perch an accomplice was waving their way. Just as planned.


      This was no spur-of-the-moment crime; it had been thoroughly premeditated. And of course, the incredible monetary value stuck onto each and every auction item...had absolutely nothing to do with their main objective.


      Every last man piled into the back of the wagon. Once they were all inside, gasping for air, the wagon started off, and their grand escape continued.


      “W-We...we seriously made it, huh...” said one.


      “Heh heh heh...” another laughed.


      They exchanged stiff smiles, then pulled open their sacks in unison.


      As the wagon rattled and swayed its way down a rough path, the thieves carefully began the lengthy task of inspecting each item, ensuring nothing was damaged before storing them with care.


      “Demon materials... Crazy high quality too!”


      “We get to keep everything he didn’t ask for, right? You sure about that?!”


      “Relax. It’s all in the contract.”


      The one calming an excited grunt was their leader.


      In his own sack was a natural treasure that had been scheduled for auction—a substance formed when the dense mana within a hidden land was fixed in physical form after experiencing external stimulation.


      For some reason, they tended to take on forms resembling man-made objects. However, they were beyond anything humanity could ever create; practically science fiction manifest.


      And while they were the sorts of things anyone would die to obtain, unfortunately, these items tended to be choosy of their wielders. Until someone held it and tried using it, there was no way of knowing if it would even work for them. Worse still, their effects were completely unknown until someone managed to pull it off.


      A high-level appraisal spell could reveal their nature to some degree, but no nationally licensed appraiser would risk dealing with stolen goods. For men with no connections in high places, it was a ticking time bomb.


      “I dunno if this is what the client wanted, but if it ain’t, we get to keep it too.”


      “You serious?! We’re dealin’ with one generous bastard!”


      “Why do ya reckon Helheim’s going so far?”


      “Hell if I know, and hell if I wanna know. Nothing good ever happens when you stick your nose where it don’t belong.”


      “True enough. We did the job—the rest’s none of our business.”


      “Anyone who makes us announce their names like that can’t be sane. We’re not dealing with ’em no more. Once we’re done here, we sell everything on the black market. Leave no traces.”


      As if to play along with the dry, nervous laugh that followed from the leader’s mouth, the men broke into smiles and let the tension drain from their bodies.


      “Oh? How convenient indeed.”




      Their smiles froze. It wasn’t just their crooked mouths either—they found they couldn’t move a single muscle on their faces. An overwhelming pressure had filled the wagon, bringing such silence that all they could hear was the crunching of loose gravel beneath the wheels.


      Before they knew it, a massive man was sitting among them as if he owned the place. As he stroked his chin with a stern look on his face, the man’s eyes burned with a ferocity vivid even in the darkness of the night. Just one look from him was enough to kill any will to fight the men had.


      The first to regain his composure was the leader.


      “Th-The hell?!”


      “Careful. I never said you could move.”


      “Wha—gah?!”


      A kick slammed into the side of his face, sending him crashing into his companions. But it wasn’t the massive man. The one drawing his foot back was a younger man with a faint smirk on his lips. This new intruder tapped the toe of his boot against the wagon floor.


      “H-Hey!”


      “Who are—”


      “Hmph!”


      The other men were finally in motion, spurred by the sound. All it took was a sweep of Gurba’s arm to send them careening into the night air.


      Though now tattered and hole-ridden, wind whistling through the cloth, the wagon flew on down the path. Only the mysterious group, the leader, and the driver remained. As for the other thieves, they stood little chance of survival, wherever they landed.


      The driver had not a thought in his mind of escape...not from the unfathomable pressure bearing down on him from the innocent-looking girl at his side with wolf ears atop her head.


      “Keep it up!” the girl cheered. “You need to reach your destination!”


      “E-Eee...”


      Nifl kept a close eye on him, sitting atop one of the last remaining pillars supporting the torn canopy. Her punishment awaited the moment he so much as veered off course. And even if she didn’t act, the small dragon perched on her shoulder was flapping its wings eagerly, waiting for permission to strike.


      There was no way out.


      The leader of the thieves was sprawled out on the wagon floor and had yet to rise, and the Corpse King crouched down by him, wearing the same frivolous expression he always did.


      “So, Mr. Helheim. Think you can tell me your end goal here? You get why I left you alive, right?”


      Behind those narrowing eyes was something businesslike and totally impersonal. It was a gaze that brooked no falsehoods, under threat of instant death.


      The leader swallowed the saliva pooling in his mouth and steeled himself.


      “I-If I tell you...you’ll let me go...?”


      “Maybe. Show me some remorse and we’ll see.”


      Though he couldn’t read the emotions behind them, the man found a sliver of hope in the Corpse King’s words. Urging him to speak of his own accord rather than forcing the facts out of him—these were the habits of someone who was fundamentally soft.


      He pointed at the numerous sacks that Gurba ensured never fell from the wagon.


      “Th-There’s a natural treasure in there! That’s what we came for, and everything else was just a bonus! You can have it if you want!”


      “I’m taking it all anyway. That’s not what I’m asking.”


      “I-I know! We were just hired muscle! Some Helheim executive reached out to us!”


      “Again?” the Corpse King groaned and sighed.


      A rather fed up look crossed his face, and the man jolted, quickly forcing everything he knew out of his throat.


      “The client said that natural treasure—it might be a Gate!”


      “Go on...”


      “A-Also, he told us to make a scene! Kill people, draw some eyes, you know?! Swear it’s not like we wanted to kill anyone, it’s just, y’know...”


      The Corpse King, who had been listening with utter disinterest, suddenly raised an eyebrow. The man saw his chance and opened his mouth to keep going—


      “I’ve heard enough.”


      “Huh?”


      “Sorry, sorry. I never should’ve expected remorse from someone who can casually kill innocents. Good work on that heist, and goodbye.”


      “W-Wai—”


      The man’s head kicked clean off his shoulders, his body slumped powerlessly to the rattling floor. The Corpse King tossed the corpse out through one of the gaping holes in the canopy and found a spot where blood hadn’t splattered to sit.


      “Garmr, Nifl, thanks. You were a big help.”


      “Your words are wasted on me.”


      “Anytime! But this wagon is too slow. It was kinda boring.”


      Their sudden appearance in the wagon was pulled off quite easily. Garmr, the fastest, caught up to the wagon on foot. Then Nifl, who had marked her as a teleportation coordinate, transferred everyone to it.


      That was all.


      With the men trailing blood with every step, there was no way Garmr’s nose could have missed the scent.


      It was an extraordinary display of power performed almost effortlessly.


      Watching his subordinates, the Corpse King tried to let out a deep breath. But it was like something was caught in his throat and his expression quickly clouded over.


      “A Gate,” he spat loathsomely.


      The Eight Precepts to exchange puzzled looks over this. They cocked their heads, none of them seeming to grasp the weight of the term. But for him—for someone who had once been summoned as a hero from another world—it was a name far too familiar.


      The impression it left was far from a good one.


      Lv10 Natural Treasure: Gate.


      Though it looked like nothing more than a colorless orb, it was one of the rarest treasures in the world and held limitless possibilities. It was a phantasmagorical thing of dreams capable of opening the door to another world.


      Contained within it was summoning magic that responded directly to its wielder’s wishes.


      Like most other natural treasures, it chose its wielder—and that very nature could lead to the worst possible outcomes. For instance...a national treasure that no one had ever managed to activate since its discovery awakening in the hands of a boneheaded crown prince.


      Those summoned by Gate were bound to the life of the summoner. If the summoner died, so too would the summoned.


      The Corpse King pulled open one of the stolen sacks and rifled through its contents. There were a number of different spherical treasures, but none were the real thing. Having seen the genuine article himself, he could tell at a glance.


      Just remembering it caused a deep anger to well up from within, but the Corpse King shook it away. “Giltams... If you were still around, there’d be nothing stopping me from killing you now.”


      The wagon pressed on, its course set for those who proclaimed themselves Helheim.


      ■


      The wagon we’re riding eventually comes to a stop in a place littered with the sort of debris that makes you think you’re in some ancient ruin. I can see the magic lights of Shehem shining in the distance behind us, while the path ahead’s blocked with rubble, preventing the wagon from going any farther.


      “Nicely done,” I say as I hop down from the loading tray in the back. I go and grab the man who got us here by the back of his collar, freeze him solid, and shatter him.


      Leaving fragments of bloodstained ice scattered across the ground, I lead Nifl and the rest of the gang to scout the area.


      “Ruins... Is this a hidden land?”


      “It is the Lv5 Hidden Land, the Ancient Relic Site,” Nifl replies. “Its level is decently high, and it is roughly two hours by carriage from the nearest town. It does not see many explorers, as its yields are supposedly not particularly lucrative. You need to pass through those temple ruins over there to access the deeper layers, making it a prime spot to lay an ambush. I believe it would make for a fine base of operations.”


      “You know your stuff.”


      “I am no slouch when it comes to gathering information.”


      “That’s the Nifl I know.”


      Nifl points us to a structure that stands out even among the crumbling ruins. The sturdy doors that likely once guarded the entrance have been busted down so hard they’re barely recognizable, leaving the interior wide open. It’s like it’s practically begging any would-be intruder to come right in.


      Everything beyond the threshold is shrouded in darkness.


      “I don’t smell any demons, King!” Garmr confidently declares after a sniff.


      No demons, of any kind, in a hidden land... That’s strange, no matter how you slice it. But fooling this kid’s nose is next to impossible. A greater demon might be able to pull it off, but the lesser ones lack the intelligence.


      Did they wipe out every last one of them to claim the place as a hideout? I wonder. No, that’s not possible.


      I’ve never heard of anyone completely erasing all demons from a hidden land. It’s not feasible for humans, at the very least. That, I’m sure of.


      “A Helheim executive... It was just a bunch of normal humans last time. This time, I don’t know.”


      That guy from before, Something the...Ingenious, I think. Whatever; the magician. Was he actually part of the fake Helheim, or just using the name? There’s no way of knowing now.


      I’m too impulsive. It’s a bad habit of mine. Taking him alive would’ve been way more efficient. But whatever it is, there’s no crying over spilled milk.


      Whether it’s Seere pulling the strings behind those wannabe bandits or someone else, I’ll try to keep my emotions in check this time.


      “Gurba, you guard the wagon and the goods.”


      He props his massive hammer up against the rubble and gives a hearty nod. “Very well. I am not suited for fighting anyway.”


      We make our way deeper in, stepping over the debris blocking the way. There’s this uncanny stillness in the air, odd even for the dead of night. It’s so bad I feel sorry every time I make even the slightest sound.


      And it’s then that Nidh—sitting on Nifl’s shoulder in her mini-dragon form—lets out a yawn before flapping her wings and heading over to my shoulder.


      “My king, I am itching to go on a rampage.”


      “Yeah. I’ll be counting on you if things get dangerous.”


      I can tell she’s sulking, even in her tiny form. Sure enough, she’s been pocket-sized ever since we entered the Sleepless City, and that has to have been pretty boring for her.


      But there are only a handful of beings, even among greater demons, who can withstand her at her full strength. Maybe she’ll get to vent some of those frustrations if we find Seere, but otherwise...


      “Nifl. What do you think about that Seere guy?” I seek the opinion of my reliable right hand, and she seems to already have an answer prepared.


      She speaks immediately, like she’s been waiting for the moment: “As you suspect, Corpse King, this case of burglary is quite likely a diversion. However, that isn’t to say we should have ignored it. We are up against a troublesome foe whose intentions are terribly unclear. After all, it is still a mystery what this diversion is diverting from.”


      “If they wanted to try something in the city, the patrol would’ve been in the way. That’s what I thought the diversion was for, but...”


      “Would a greater demon go out of their way to throw off a measly patrol unit? I find that quite unlikely.”


      “I see...”


      Among the greater demons, there are some who’re intelligent enough to act with excessive caution. I thought Seere was one of them, but now that I’m thinking about it, he’s still a demon. If someone is trying to stop him, he just has to kill them. There’s no real need to bother luring the patrol away.


      Then what— Does this even have anything to do with Seere, or is it something completely different?


      Even as I sink into thought, I keep my guard up. Not that there’s anything around to warrant it. Nothing seems off, and I don’t hear a peep.


      It’s the peace in itself that’s so unnatural, especially within a hidden land.


      In any case, we make it to the ruined temple without an issue. There’s a grand staircase leading up to the entrance. The area around the stairs is covered in the same sort of rubble as everywhere else, though mixed in with some trash here.


      We climb as though someone’s guiding us and arrive at the doorway without any twists or turns. I’ve been hoping for something, anything to be amiss this whole time.


      And finally, we find something strange. “Blood...”


      There’s a smeared trail of it—like something’s been dragged. It’s a thick line, like a wide brushstroke of red paint, leading straight into the temple. The light of the moon overhead still glints off of it. It hasn’t dried yet.


      “The trail was drawn from out to in,” says Nifl. “Judging by the wooden fragments of what seemed to be the shaft of a spear littered among the rubble below the stairs, I would presume a guard of some sort was killed and dragged into the ruin.”


      “Meaning someone got here before us... I’m surprised you could tell, Nifl.”


      What I dismissed as trash turned out to be a wooden spear shaft.


      “I am not your right hand for nothing.”


      “Well, it balances out seeing as that woman is useless in combat,” says Nidh. “It’s only natural she proves useful elsewhere.”


      “I don’t want to hear that from a dragon who only has a head for fighting.”


      The two ladies who make up for one another’s shortcomings are bickering again.


      “Ugh...” Gramr groans. “It gets so messy when the King’s involved. Give me a sec; I’ll check for danger!”


      She brushes off their exchange and volunteers herself, trotting lightly around the temple while sniffing at the air. Then suddenly, her shoulders perk up.


      “Everyone, get back!”


      The unsettling silence suddenly explodes with energy.


      There isn’t a second’s hesitation. We all jump back and, right before our eyes, the temple is blown away.


      A blast wave tears through the air, threatening to rip the surrounding trees from the ground.


      “Garmr!”


      “King... Urgh.”


      The blast blows her my way, so I catch and shield her while dodging the massive chunks of flying temple. My attention remains firmly fixed ahead.


      “Huh? Huh-huh-huh?!”


      A carefree, high-pitched voice cuts through the tension like a blade. It’s accompanied by the ear-grating dragging of metal and...the squelching, wet dragging of something else.


      The sounds come from where the temple had been a moment ago. I squint to see through the dust that rose from its swift destruction and can barely make out a figure.


      Clunk... Clunk.


      The sound that rings with each step is the clunking of heavy armor.


      “Hey, hey! Did you come to see me?!” Her voice is light and bouncy with genuine joy, like that of a girl receiving a present on Christmas day.


      It’s not just familiar to me—it’s unforgettable.


      As the dust clears, the moonlight reveals...a demon—a literal demon dragging along a sword and a chunk of mangled flesh.


      The demon’s hair, terrifyingly white, is contrasted sharply by pitch-black armor, stained red here and there by dried blood.


      “Furcas.”


      “I wanted to see you, Shio.”


      With blood smeared across a delicate, feminine face, the demon beams innocently. In one hand is a silver greatsword; in the other, something so broken and crushed it no longer bears any vestige of its original form.


      She peers into my face and cocks her head curiously.


      “Hrmm... Shio! Don’t tell me we’re here for the same thing?!”


      Whatever she’s holding, she happily tosses it at my feet, and it lands with the sort of wet splat no solid object should make, scattering a red liquid every which way.


      Its mana still writhes and squirms in death, perpetually emitting a nauseating, sticky sound.


      “This corpse... A greater demon, huh?”


      “Yep, yep! Hunting rebels is my job, you see!”


      What was once a greater demon is promptly impaled by her sword. She looks down at it—what no one would have been able to recognize without being told—with a sense of accomplishment.


      “I guess he was looking for something, but you know me—I’m an ‘exterminate all evil’ kinda gal!”


      “That was a rebel?”


      “Yup! Looks like they were trying to use humans to do something!”


      “I see...”


      That means this robbery is connected to the fake Helheim after all. And that the demon tribe—or more accurately, the Bael faction, as Kaguya put it—is deeply involved with them.


      “If you’re on the case, Furcas, I’m guessing you’re hunting down greater demons who revere Bael as their king.”


      “Are you a genius?! My ability told me they were planning a rebellion against the Great Demon King! Wait... Huh? Did I ever tell you about that, Shio?”


      I give a vaguely knowing nod, letting her talk as I piece everything together.


      Fake Helheim’s goal is the revival of the Demon King. Despite that, Furcas identifies it as an act of rebellion. Thus, we can conclude that the king they’re talking about isn’t the true Demon King—it’s Bael, the greater demon who proclaimed himself king. No doubt about it.


      They were also using humans... Well, infiltrating the gaps of a human heart is their specialty. There’s nothing strange about that.


      But there’s still one thing that’s not adding up.


      “I still don’t get why they’re calling themselves Helheim.”


      That’s the thing.


      They can operate in secret all they want. No skin off my back. Sure, spread their name for all I care, but... Why Helheim? No matter how I look at it, I just can’t connect the dots.


      This tragic temple wreckage likely holds no clues for me. Not anymore, at least.


      “And hold on, we’ll get back to that! You took way too long to come back, Shio! I got so lonely, y’know! Waiting these past...umm, how long was it again?”


      “A hundred and eighty years, from what I’ve been told.”


      “Wowza! Well, whatever! At least we meet again!”


      She gives her blood-streaked armor a hearty clang before reaching out an arm to sling over my shoulders, but Nifl steps in just in time to block her.


      “It has been a while, Knight.”


      “Heya, Halfsy! Long time no see!”


      “Grrr...”


      Garmr also positions herself between Furcas and me with a fierce growl, her hostility on full display.


      “And Wolfy too... Let me guess, Shio. You’re bringing the old band back together?”


      “We’re not a band, we’re Helheim! Don’t get it wrong!” Garmr shouts, flailing her arms around threateningly. She doesn’t back down, even considering who she’s dealing with.


      As Garmr corrects her, Furcas shouts, “Oh right, that!” and points a finger at my face as if she’s only just remembered it. That seems to rile Garmr and Nifl up even more, and they’ve both got discontent written all over their faces.


      But at the end of the day, that’s just Furcas. It’s rare for anyone to earn her honest interest. The only reason she took a liking to me was because I’d fought her when I was at my peak, back when I inherited the strength of all my classmates. If that never happened, I doubt she would register me as anything beyond a part of the scenery.


      Being seen as an individual—even with nicknames like Halfsy or Wolfy—by her is a luxury. I’m not exaggerating when I say that most people are just moving lumps of meat in her eyes.


      Furcas furrows her brow, the corners of her mouth drooping. A peculiar light ignites in her pitch-black irises as they focus on a single point.


      “Nidhöggr. You finally decided to leave your nest?”


      The warmth in her tone seems to have died out. And Nidh, peeking her cute dragon face out from under my cloak, shakes her head wearily.


      “Don’t talk to me like we’re friends, Knight. I have no words to exchange with someone who shows no respect to my king.”


      “Respect? Ah, sorry about that. I’ve got to save all of it for the Demon King, so I’ve got none to give to anyone else.”


      “Hah! Loyalty to a mere king of demons? My king is the king of the—”


      “Enough of that, Nidh! Seriously, cut me some slack!”


      I gently shove her back under the cloak before she can get talkative. I mean, I can’t shake the feeling I’ll come out with a few new mental scars the moment I let her speak any further.


      That aside, I don’t even know if we have the time to dawdle. While Furcas is still smiling that slovenly smile, I need to draw out the info I need. Asking her about the fake Helheim is probably pointless. She didn’t even remember the name Helheim until now. Meaning...


      I nudge my toe into the lump of meat at my feet.


      “Hey, Furcas. This thing’s a greater demon, right?”


      “Yup!”


      “Does he have a name?”


      Without hesitation, she replies, “Foras. President.”


      “Foras...? Not Seere?”


      Come so far, I’m now met with a name I don’t recognize. Furcas seems pretty well-versed in demon names, yet she looks a little taken aback when I bring up Seere.


      “Hm? Why Seere? That’s a crazy coincidence!” she exclaims.


      “What do you mean a coincidence?”


      “Yeah, umm... Hang on a sec.”


      She groans and frowns, twisting her perfect face in thought, yet her delicate, androgynous features are not diminished. Honestly, as long as she keeps her mouth shut, she’s got the looks to charm basically anyone.


      Demons are a peculiar species, and the more powerful they are, the closer their form approaches that of a human. Those among them able to maintain beautiful human features are immensely powerful, without exception.


      Just look at Nifl and Furcas—they’re prime examples of that. And going off that pattern, I can see Kaguya punching well above her weight class too.


      There’s another thing these three share: their hair color. They all have pale, nearly white hair. I don’t know why, but I’ve seen a trend in greater demons. Their hair ranges from black to white, growing closer to white the more abundant their mana, and you can usually correlate it directly with their demon rank.


      The last two greater demons I duked it out with were President Ose and Earl Bifrons. They both had relatively low mana for demons and took on dark appearances.


      However, the closer a demon is to the rank of king, the more their appearance begins to emphasize the color white. It was the same for the Demon King I killed...for Bael. Not that I even want to remember what he looked like.


      “Ah! That’s right, that’s right!”


      Right as I’m writhing a little from tearing open old wounds, Furcas lifts her face. She looks refreshed for some reason.


      “I remember now! I was using my radar to sweep through a few rebels, and there were a bunch of Bael’s goons gathered up around here! You’ve got thirty-one here, right? Foras? Also forty-three, Sabnock, and fifty-two, Alloces—three in the same place! Pretty rare! I mean, they were all weak, so it was easy, but the strange thing is, all three of them mentioned the name Seere...just like you. ‘Seere made me do it,’ they said. I came here to hunt Seere in the first place, so I thought, well, it happens... But who would’ve thought you’d be saying the name too? What a strange coincidence!”


      “Seere...incited them?” I think aloud, and Furcas’s enthusiastic nods leave no room for doubt.


      “It’s kinda complicated. The Bael faction wants something called a Gate, and Seere apparently told them they could find it in some Sleepy place. But that Sleepy place seems to be in Gremory’s territory, so they can’t get in themselves—they need humans to take care of it! That about sums it up!”


      The way she speaks of the greater demons’ objective like it’s nothing naturally brings a crease to my brow. Their goal, as expected, is the Gate. But there is no Gate...not among the stolen goods. I’m sure of it.


      Did Seere give them false information? A simple mistake, perhaps, or maybe...


      “A decoy...” Nifl mutters under her breath. I’m sure we’ve reached the same conclusion. The theft was a diversion, but it wasn’t to elude patrols.


      “He played you, Furcas.”


      “Hmm?”


      It was for her. Seere likely sensed Furcas on his tail and gathered the greater demons of the Bael faction outside the Sleepless City to throw her off.


      The false info on the Gate was just bait.


      “We’re heading back.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      I turn and get moving, and Nifl is quick to follow.


      “Huh? We’re going back, King?”


      “Yeah. Furcas, you come along too.”


      “Wait, wait, don’t keep the conversation going without me!”


      I turn back to our two stragglers to urge them on.


      “Ah?”


      “Hm?”


      And at that moment, Garmr’s mouth hangs open, while Furcas’s gaze turns a tad fierce. They’re both looking in the same direction. I don’t need to follow their eyes to know where—there’s only one thing you can find thataway.


      “Ah... So that’s it,” Garmr mutters, a slight quiver to her lip. She narrows her wide, bleary eyes as she peers off into the distance. “That’s why it felt so nostalgic...”


      Nostalgic. That’s how Garmr described the strange mana she smelled. It’s a word none of us can make sense of, but to Garmr, it’s like the pieces of the puzzle finally slid into place.


      “King... It’s the same... That child is the same as Garmr...”


      I notice Nifl swallow her breath. Knowing that even my ever-collected right hand is on edge, I feel my blood run cold.


      Surely I’ll know the moment I look. It’ll take just a glance to clearly see what’s happening behind me—in the Sleepless City of Shehem.


      “Aw man, that one’s a little outside my wheelhouse... I’d even go so far as to say we’re natural enemies.”


      Furcas cheerfully speaks with a sense of resignation that betrays the confidence she usually has in her abilities. I can feel my body going stiff at the truth bombs Garmr and Furcas are dropping on me.


      Turning slowly like a rusted machine, my gaze settles upon a maelstrom of mana centered right in the heart of the Sleepless City. It’s so dense, so thick you can see it with the naked eye, surging from the ground and enveloping everything like a rising tide.


      It’s so abnormal I lose track of time for a moment. I only regain myself after the muddy mana has completely overtaken Shehem.


      The red-violet mana forms a dome over the land, obscuring everything within. But that’s the least of our problems.


      Just before the city is fully engulfed, I see it. Towering, wrapped in a fierce gale, and accompanied by a bloodcurdling roar.


      That’s the source of the strange mana that Garmr called nostalgic.


      That’s what Furcas disdainfully described as her natural enemy.


      It’s a creature beloved by the world, an unviolable part of the natural order that existed as if by natural law...a beast that wields the world’s mana as its weapon.


      A primordial creature. And to a measly human like me, a higher form of existence.


      The people dreamed of two massive serpents...
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      And their nightmare now manifests in the flesh.


      Two great shadows writhe and rampage across the land. They move purely on instinct, yet they are not the main body.


      The blurred outline takes shape as a quadrupedal beast. The two shadows, which at first seemed like serpents, race across the city as the beast wills them.


      The nightmares the people of the Sleepless City glimpsed were only a fragment of the full picture. Those were no snakes they saw in their dreams. Those were two massive tails of an even greater beast.


      “Nifl, get your teleport ready.”


      “The dome has formed a formidable magic barrier, preventing me from teleporting inside. Its strength cannot be replicated with modern magic. It is likely a greater demon’s handiwork.”


      “Seere?”


      “Considering the circumstances.”


      I have to tip my hat to her. How can she provide such calm and rapid assessments even in moments like these?


      Nifl’s three coordinates are currently stuck on me (which she already transferred back from Garmr), Eljudnir, and the inn in Shehem...and that last one seems useless right now. Given the distance and number of people, the time and mana it’ll take to teleport without coordinates is more than we can spare.


      So if we can’t teleport to it, our only option is to return by wagon.


      “Furcas, can you break that magic barrier?”


      “I won’t know until I touch it! But if a demon made it, there’s no reason I can’t destroy it!”


      “Then break it for us. Seere’s in there, I’m pretty sure. You’ve got business with him, don’t you?”


      “Hm? Well, forget about my job for now. I can’t refuse a request from my little Shio.”


      The issue isn’t whether I can trust her or not. Our highest priority right now is busting down that dome. We can’t waste our time standing around here.


      We’ll probably—no, we’ll definitely have a better chance if we infiltrate after we have a grasp on the situation inside; the enemy’s identity, their numbers, their goal. I get that.


      But...there’s a chance Hræsvelgr’s still in there.


      As long as that possibility’s hanging over us, I can’t waste even a second more.


      “We’ll regroup with Gurba and return by wagon. Garmr, are you holding up all right?”


      “Y-Yeah.”


      Garmr nearly jumps out of her skin when I call out to her. She immediately rushes past me and pulls me by the hand.


      “K-King... I... I want to help that child.”


      Her face is twisted in sorrow, her plea filled with desperation.


      “They said they were betrayed. They’re begging for help!”


      “And by that child, you mean...?”


      “Where the mana came from—the one who’s just like Garmr!”


      She might be talking about the primordial creature at the heart of the upheaval overtaking Shehem. Normally, I’d casually reassure her, but...it might not work out for us. Not this time.


      I can’t expect everything to go as planned when we’re dealing with a primordial.


      I can’t make any guarantees.


      Still...what kind of king will I be if I can’t answer the one plea of a subordinate who never asks for anything? Who’s like a sister to me?


      My past self is gnawing at me again.


      “If it’s impossible, then do the impossible!” he insists. No, I see the contradiction there. I get it!


      Hræsvelgr’s complaints really hammered home the weight of all the years the Eight Precepts had to suffer through. It’ll take an impossibility or two if I want to make it up to them.


      “Don’t worry, Garmr. It’ll all work out. You have me, the Corpse King, and his Eight Precepts by your side... Did I sound a little cool there?”


      Garmr blinks a few times in disbelief, then her eyes widen and sparkle like a child seeing their hero in action.


      “Waaah! The king really is a king!”


      “That’s right. I’m your king, Garmr.”


      At that moment, Nifl, who’s been watching over us warmly up to now, gives me a firm push on the back.


      “Just a bit more to the wagon,” she says rapidly. “The situation will not wait for us.”


      “Y-Yeah.”


      “You’re even jealous of Garmr? What petty tits you have,” Nidh mischievously mutters from inside my cloak, and luckily, it looks like Nifl didn’t hear her.


      “Nidh, I’m gonna need your full strength. I’m counting on you.”


      “Mmmwa ha ha! Leave it to me, my king! My claws and fangs shall shatter every obstacle foolish enough to stand in your way!”


      There’s nothing more reassuring than hearing that from the strongest of the Eight Precepts. I relish in that sense of relief as we leap over the rubble and return to the wagon.


      “Let’s be off, child.”


      “Wow! I knew you’d get it!”


      Gurba’s already prepared our ride. The canopy’s been removed, leaving the loading tray wide open. A nod and a hop, and we’re aboard. Of course, Gurba seems a bit taken aback when he sees Furcas among us, but he sets the carriage in motion without comment.


      As we’re buffeted by the gusts coming off of the turbulent mana stream covering the Sleepless City, we get to planning so we can get to work the moment we’re there.


      “For now, we’ll work under the assumption that Furcas can break the barrier,” I start off. “Everyone good with that?”


      “How can I hunt down Seere if I can’t do that much?” Furcas chimes in.


      “If the knight cannot, I’ll smash it myself!” adds Nidh.


      “How?” I ask.


      “I’ll give it my all, and it’ll work!”


      That actually seems plausible, knowing how strong her all is. But if we end up going that route, we’ll have to prep for way more collateral damage, so we’ll keep her on hold for now.


      “If we get inside, Garmr, Nidh, and I will take on the primordial,” I go on. “Nifl, I want you to look for Hræsvelgr. If she’s not there, that’s fine, but...I’m worried.”


      “Got it!”


      “I fight side by side with my king...! It is like we are a mated pa—mff.”


      “Understood.”


      Nifl clamps Nidh’s mouth shut at imperceptible speeds, respectfully signaling her own compliance.


      “Me! Me! What about me?!” Furcas asks. She’s as enthusiastic as a dog waiting for a treat, and I can’t help but imagine a tail swishing behind her.


      “You’re free to look for Seere. You’re not really a Helheim member anyway.”


      “Don’t be like that, Shio! You’re breaking my sweet little heart!”


      “Ahh, fine, fine! I get it—don’t cling to me! Then you go with Nifl! If you find Seere along the way, murder him!”


      “Aye aye, sir! Nice working with you, Halfsy! This is nice... I’m feeling pumped!”


      Her body shudders in anticipation as she completely ignores the scornful look she’s getting from Nifl.


      “Gurba, I need you for something that doesn’t involve combat. It’ll be absolutely crucial for resolving this incident for good.”


      “You got it. I am not a fan of fighting, so it’s easier for me that way,” Gurba replies, no questions asked. Though he says that, most of my current combat power comes straight from his demon weapons. I can never thank him enough.


      Anyway, a primordial appeared out of nowhere, and there are those nightmares tormenting the Sleepless City. It’s hard to think they’re not connected.


      So, what do I need from Gurba? He’s the key to ending the curse. Normally, dealing with a curse like this would be nearly impossible. But if he can procure what I’ve got in mind, then all bets are off.


      “Aight, that’s the basic outline. As for the finer details... Eh, go wild.”


      “Yes sir.”


      “Nice! It’s never boring when Shio’s around!”


      Shaking my head at Furcas’s high praise—it’s more of a disgrace as far as I’m concerned—I keep my eyes on the path ahead.


      “Helheim, move out.”


      ■


      As far as Furcus was concerned, so long as the journey could strip away some of the boredom, the ending did not matter. And yet, she couldn’t help but think that every moment spent watching this man was terribly, horribly painful.


      After many months and years, the Corpse King had finally returned to the main stage.


      His distorted, nonsensical way of being had not changed in the slightest. To keep a demon-angel half-breed by his side, to link hands with a wolf of primordial origin, and to walk forth with another primordial creature perched on his shoulder.


      And now, he intended to once more enlist the services of Hræsvelgr, guardian of the world tree and an existence baked into the very system that made up the world.


      Did he have some kind of death wish, perhaps?


      To Furcas, he looked exactly the same as he had a hundred and eighty years ago—like he was tightening the noose around his own neck, marching toward the worst ending imaginable.


      But she did not say this aloud. Furcas had no obligation to warn him.


      After all...why would she wish for change when it was the very reason he drew her interest in the first place? For him to possess such immense power despite failing to fully cast aside his human emotion...


      What a horrid, unsightly way to live.


      “You won’t be able to make aaanyone happy like that...my dear Shio.”


      The horse’s hooves beat against the earth. The wheels scraped against the stone pavement. The many sounds of the bouncing wagon erased Furcas’s whisper beneath them.


      ■


      Rewinding the clock a bit to the manifestation of the primordial beast.


      Lured along by the mysterious cloaked figure, Aleu made his way down the main street, pushing through the crowds of people. Even just staring at his back, the man’s eeriness left him in a state of perpetual hesitation, making each forward motion a struggle. Though it wasn’t like the man had done anything strange, these suspicions seemed to rise with every step he took.


      It’s fine... The tide is with me, thought Aleu. The ones who walk the path the ordinary people never dare choose—those are the chosen ones.


      He did what he could to convince himself. He mentally muttered excuse after excuse to no one in particular.


      The fact that Hræsvelgr remained by his chest without taking action was a major source of comfort for him. After all, there was no way she would remain silent if he was truly in danger.


      Now that he’d crawled through humiliation and tasted bitter defeat, Aleu’s murky eyes reflected a dull light. Hizaki had provoked him, sneering at the inferiority complex that spiraled deep within the heart of his very being.


      In Aleu’s mind, fantasies of crushing him played on endless repeat.


      This—following the man’s honeyed words—was all for the sake of gaining the power he needed to make those fantasies come true.


      “Aleu Carlis. Tell me, do you have nightmares?” the man suddenly asked him. His low voice carried well, and yet it didn’t seem anyone else in the crowd could hear it.


      It was a voice that was like a finger tracing along Aleu’s heart, driving a chill deep into his core. Before he knew it, his breath had caught in his throat, and he broke into a coughing fit.


      “Do you have nightmares?” the man repeated.


      Aleu felt a sense of urgency from the man. He answered as quickly as he could, barely a breath later.


      “N-Nightmares? No... I’ve been hearing a lot about that stuff lately, but I’m not like those dull folks who tremble over things as trivial as dreams.”


      He feared he would fall out of the man’s good graces if he wasted any more of his time. And instantly seeing through the innate cowardice Aleu tried to mask with bravado, the Courier let out a tiresome scoff.


      “Do the rumors of nightmares bore you?”


      “At the end of the day, a dream is just a dream. Giant snakes, right? If you’ve got power, there’s no need to fear something like that.”


      As if to prove his point, Aleu conjured a sphere of wind in the palm of his hand.


      “I see.”


      Losing interest, the Courier promptly ended the conversation. His attitude caused Aleu’s breath to catch again—not in fear this time, but in indescribable rage.


      In that moment, the man had mistaken Aleu for someone not worth his time. Yes, just like the others in the village, and just like that blasted Hizaki.


      His anger drove him to turn the wind sphere at the man’s back. All it would take was a whim for the magic to strike. Sure, the surroundings would suffer immense damage, but what did it matter?


      He was far more valuable than anyone who would lose their lives over such a trifling spell.


      Calm down. Calm down... I can kill him anytime I want. For now, I should just let him underestimate me. I’m not some fool who acts on emotion, right...?


      He held it in, clenching his teeth so hard that blood seeped from his gums. And from his bosom, Hræsvelgr looked on with indifference.


      Pathetic, she thought. It was, of course, for Aleu...and herself.


      Aleu had never made any real effort to properly wield her power. Instead, he’d hopped right aboard this cock-and-bull story of some stranger giving him instant, easy strength.


      Even so, Aleu had yet to abandon himself—his future.


      The old Hræsvelgr, though she’d have mocked him for sure, would have tried to steer him from danger. She would have pulled him away from the suspicious man. She no longer had the will for that.


      She had reunited with the young man she once revered as her king.


      Despite finally having the encounter she had waited so long for, she remained burdened with nothing but loneliness and fear. Each time the afterimages of a radiant past flickered in her mind, the gap between memory and reality corroded her heart.


      The man who gently took her hand a hundred and eighty years ago was no longer the king she had so dearly wished to see. To her, he had become someone else entirely—someone desperately trying to cover something up, taking advantage of the kindness of his subordinates while proclaiming himself a Corpse King long gone.


      If he had only shared even a fragment of his secret, she could have smiled as she had once smiled so long ago.


      I was a fool for ever thinking he trusted me... A dreaming fool.


      To him, the Eight Precepts were the sorts he could not entrust with his secrets. Nothing more, nothing less.


      “To me, the Eight Precepts are...something like family,” he once said.


      Lies... Nothing but lies... Come so far, every word he once spoke felt hollow.


      The past was dying.


      Her disappointment in who he had become had begun to erode even the king he once was. The man she had longed for, adored, and loved more than anyone...was fading, the idol she built in her head weathering to nothing in the wind.


      It would have been better if they had never met again. Then, at least, the Corpse King could have lived on as a brilliant memory.


      And that was why Hræsvelgr did not stop Aleu.


      This was a monster of sloth she had birthed by granting him power, and she would see his end.


      And then she would disappear. Her own ending, as chosen by her.


      “This is the place.”


      The Courier came to a halt in front of a building. It seemed they had reached their destination.


      His heart racing at the thought of finally obtaining the power he deserved, Aleu followed the Courier’s gaze and stared up at its foreign construction.


      “Th-This is...”


      A familiar tiled roof and a wide-open entrance. The place he had been brought to was none other than the Explorers’ Guild.


      Leaving the stunned Aleu behind, the Courier unerringly barged straight into the guild. Aleu shook off his stupor and hurried on to not lose sight of him, but there was no doubt about it. The scenery was no different from that of the guild he knew all too well.


      “H-Hey... Can I really gain power here?”


      “You would do well to take in your surroundings better, though perhaps my warning comes too late.”


      Furrowing his brow, Aleu took another look around...and froze. His thoughts came to a grinding halt.


      Everything had stopped.


      The explorers and staff members occupying the space had, without a single exception, been locked in place, their expressions unchanging, open mouths unspeaking. Even the splatter of ale from a mug slammed into a table hung motionless in the air. It was like Aleu had wandered into a snapshot—a single frozen moment of their daily lives.


      The Courier walked through the crowd unfazed. Along the way, he picked up a greatsword propped up beside one of the frozen adventurers, then turned back to Aleu, who was too shocked to even speak.


      Boom!


      A tremendous rupturing sound filled the air—a thunderous crash that snapped the time back into Aleu’s body. Looking down, he saw the sword stabbed deep into the guild floor.


      “You claim not to fear trivial nightmares. In that case...what face will you make before a nightmarish reality?”


      Pulling back his hood, the Courier—Seere—revealed a beauty so extraordinary it was almost otherworldly. He had handsome features that nearly rivalled even the Ruinous Beauty, topped with ash-gray hair like an overcast sky.


      His right eye let off a golden gleam as he stared fixedly at the floor below. But of all his unrealistically fine features, what drew Aleu’s attention most was his left eye.


      What filled the socket was not an eye at all; it was a gemstone, black and murky as though crystallized from the sludge settled at the bottom of a pristine lake.


      It was a trace of the black magic unique to demons. He was not completely human like the demons who bore the lofty rank of King, yet not grotesque like those of the lower ranks either. To be a human who retained the vestiges of a demon...he was a Lord.


      The Courier kicked the embedded greatsword with all his might, and the floorboards shattered violently, scattering fragments across the room. Before Aleu’s eyes could even track where the blade had flown, something else filled his field of view.


      “Even you, in your ignorance, should recognize what that is.”


      Peeking through the broken wood was a layer of striped rock that seemed to comprise the entire subfloor below.


      “Black onyx...” Aleu muttered.


      It was known to be the most precious material in the world, chiefly for its incredible purity.


      Ores born through the natural workings of nature were natural materials of exceedingly high purity. Owing to their ability to draw and contain vast amounts of mana, they were prized for a wide variety of applications.


      They could be used to artificially reproduce natural treasures or fashioned into magic stones with spells sealed within, allowing their owners to carry and use those spells at a moment’s notice.


      But their most noteworthy application was as a charm against curses.


      Natural black onyx could attract and imprison any form of mana. This included the concentrations of negative mana known as curses. For the royals and nobles who were constantly under threat of assassination, its demand never waned, and its value was constantly on the rise.


      But for a stone so valuable to be hidden beneath the guild floorboards? Aleu was not so dense that he didn’t feel a chill creep along his spine.


      “If you do not see the nightmares, then it seems you were not born of the Sleepless City. Then, naturally, you would have no knowledge of the beast god faith.”


      His throat grew tight. He tried to move his feet to flee, but it was like they had been nailed to the floor.


      “Long ago, the people of this land grew entranced by progress and perpetuity. They clung to a baseless faith, believing it would maintain the land’s abundance. They buried live beasts—each brimming with mana aplenty—intending to enrich the soil with the energy they released upon death. This atrocity, carried out over generations, resulted in several thousand lives entombed beneath the earth. Whether there is any real connection between that faith and the prosperous history of the Sleepless City, I know not. And yet.”


      The Courier gave an eerie shake of his head.


      “In the many long months and years to follow, humanity would spend its time analyzing mana and its nature, ultimately coming to understand that it can be largely divided into two broad categories. The mana of the living and the mana of the dead. Positive and negative. How the believers must have held their heads when they learned this. For if it were true, the soil of the land they lived upon was saturated with death. It was overflowing with negative mana. It could, at any moment, manifest as a virulent curse to rot away the land they so desperately hoped to enrich... It was akin to living atop a live explosive.”


      Kicking at the exposed onyx with satisfaction, the Courier continued.


      “So, they placed lids atop the holes where the beasts were buried—natural stone to absorb and trap the mana... What you see before you. It is amazing how much they amassed—nowadays, this would have required enough wealth to move nations. They must have felt the touch of death on their napes.”


      Aleu’s eyes slowly crept along the surface of the stone. What should have shone with a deep black luster...was clouded. Dull. Flat, yet coarse, like someone had slathered it in ink and left it to dry.


      “The negative mana was absorbed and prevented from forming a curse. It was kept as a classified secret...and thus, to this very day, even as lands rose and fell and the Sleepless City grew to prosperity, a secret it remained. No one knew of the existence of the catastrophic failure that would one day lead to the nation’s ruin.”


      The Courier spread his arms wide, bursting into laughter. And not a moment later came a wet, sinking sound.


      “Huh...?”


      Aleu noticed his own voice had become horribly misshapen. For a moment, he stared blankly at the arm that had sprouted from his own chest.


      “Ah...? Gaaah!” he screamed.


      The only thing holding him up was the hand that had pierced him—the Courier’s. As soon as it was withdrawn he collapsed, coughing up blood.


      Yanking Aleu’s pretty golden hair, the Courier flung his limp husk onto the bare black onyx below.


      “I had prepared myself for a fight...but to think you would merely sit back and watch. Have you no heart, Hræsvelgr? You are not ignorant of what your inaction signifies.”


      Aleu lay sprawled across the cold stone. The Guardian of the Divine Tree only watched from his bosom. As she felt herself being pulled away, her sense of resignation only grew.


      I never imagined I would disappear like this, she thought. But compared to the pain of living forever...this isn’t so bad.


      Aleu’s life was fading. But this was the result of both his and Hræsvelgr’s selfish actions.


      Such selfishness was a function she had been furnished with from the moment she was created by the world itself—the nature of a spirit who embodied the freedom of the wind.


      Then, as the spirit she was, she would die as selfishly as she lived.


      At least I won’t have to remember...when I’m gone...though the fact all the happy memories will go with me...is a shame. But if she continued to live, even those joyful moments would surely be buried under disappointment.


      Like all living things as they expired, Aleu’s body began to release the mana it had stored. And Hræsvelgr, who was bonded to his mana stream, began to separate from him as their contract unraveled.


      The wind spirit, a being of pure magic, could not resist the overwhelming pull of the massive stone. Slowly, she sank into its murky depths.


      “Oh? You do not resist... That does make things easier for me.”


      A small speck of sky-blue light drifted aimlessly in a sea of black.


      “Wind spirit, you are about to meet a taboo born of foolish faith.”


      Deeper and deeper she sank—until at last, she had completely passed through.


      Most of her mana had been drained by then. With a hazy mind, Hræsvelgr found herself in a narrow cavern. It was barely more than a small trench dug in the dirt. Within it stood a single shrine gate and a shrine—both worn and tattered, and no larger than a small child.


      The walls around her were more damaged than not, scarred with scratches old and new. Whatever had been sealed within must have desperately clawed to escape.


      Hræsvelgr’s stomach churned at the sight.


      She could tell these were scars left by instinctual terror—by a beast that had suffered, starved and afraid.


      And with a slow, dragging motion, something stood. Dragging along its emaciated body with signs of delusional obsession...it turned its gaping maw to Hræsvelgr’s fragile sphere of light.


      That was where Hræsvelgr’s thoughts came to an end.




      The negative mana of the beast gods that had once been buried in succession had long saturated the land, always ready to corrupt the soil.


      However, until recently, it never manifested as a curse.


      Why was that?


      It was not because it had been absorbed by the black onyx. No, it was because it had already begun to be absorbed long before the seal had been placed.


      The taboo committed by those of faith.


      Their greatest sin...was the live burial of a primordial creature. A grave mistake born of human greed.


      A primordial capable of living for an eternity did indeed endure beneath the black onyx for a thousand years. Per the laws of the world, its being was flooded with all the accumulated mana.


      It took in several thousand years of negative mana, and at last, its transformation was complete.


      With its high intelligence, the primordial directed its hatred toward the humans born of the land that had forsaken it. And yet...the curse had yet to surface.


      Beneath the Explorers’ Guild, the curse that primordial created had been continuously absorbed by the black onyx the believers had erected as one last act of desperation.


      But eventually, all things came to an end.


      The nightmares seen by the people of the Sleepless City were not the essence of the curse; they were merely the excess that the onyx could no longer contain...


      Nothing but a fragment of the whole.


      ■


      Dark... Wretched... Lonely...


      The hunger never ceases. It has tortured me for hundreds of years.


      If only I could have lost my mind. If only I could have died...


      Even now, somewhere deep within, I continue to hate humanity.


      But that, for the most part, is something I gave up on long ago. I no longer have the willpower. I no longer remember the sadness or anger of betrayal.


      Now, it is only the loneliness that torments me. And yet...


      Stand up. Carry out your vengeance. The voices are not my own. Countless beast gods wish to rampage using this beaten body of mine. But I no longer wish to move... It hurts when I move...


      It hurts...


      Carry out your vengeance.


      I don’t want to... Please kill me...


      Carry out your vengeance.


      How long...do I have to live...?


      The voices never stop.


      The negative mana will never forgive humanity.


      All of their emotions pour into my body.


      Save me...


      There is a soft clatter in the distance. Something had entered this space.


      Lately, the corpses of unfamiliar animals and humans have begun to appear here without warning, yet this time what’s fallen is a pale sphere of light carrying a clear hint of life.


      I no longer have the presence of mind to think.


      Hunger drives a body so weak it shouldn’t even be able to move, and...into my mouth it disappears.


      ■


      “So it has finally begun to move. It was worth feeding it so much negative mana. Now, let us begin.”


      The Courier—the seventieth greater demon Seere—traced a line through the air. His finger left a glowing white trail: a piercing spell that could penetrate all things.


      Thin as a thread, it shot straight through the black onyx. And in the next moment, it burst.


      Like a balloon poked by a needle releasing the air trapped within. Just like that, the sealed curse exploded onto the world above.


      The curse was nothing more than the wish of a condemned primordial.


      There was only one thing it wished for: the fall of the Sleepless City.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: Hræsvelgr


      The moonlight was gone.


      A massive dome of muddy mana spread over everything in sight, sealing the Sleepless City and blotting out the sky. Despite that, the Sleepless City had not grown any darker. The streets blazed in the unnatural orange glow of their magic lights.


      Perhaps pandemonium was the right word to describe it. The people cried out in terror, trapped within this apocalyptic phenomenon.


      “Hey, the hell is going on here?!”


      “R-Run... We gotta get out of here!”


      “Where are we supposed to run to?!”


      Panic spread like a contagion. The screams were multiplying with each passing second, and in no time, the entire city was rumbling in a cacophony of fear.


      From the peak of the Dark Empyrean, Kaguya stared wide-eyed at the massive shadow taking shape.


      She understood at a glance. It was too late.


      “Watching all those humans cowering at their nightmares made for the finest farce, Gremory.”


      From behind her, Seere sneered with cruel delight.


      “You...”


      “A curse that shows nightmares? It was never so insignificant. What those humans saw was a dream—nothing more. The leaking mana simply showed them the scene the curse longed to see. The real curse...begins now.”


      “Oooaaarrrggghhh!”


      A low, rumbling cry shook the earth.


      Its size was roughly that of a dragon, its mana comparable as well.


      However, it boasted no physical form. A raging torrent of crimson-purple mana coalesced in the shadowy shape of a quadrupedal beast.


      The mana crawling along the ground first formed its trampling feet and spearlike claws. Gradually, it rose and formed the whole.


      It did not take the form of any single beast; it was a fluid, flowing amalgam of sacrifices, the features of the myriad beast gods surfacing and fading. Its silhouette shifted and warped with each passing moment.


      Just when it seemed it had formed a mane to echo a lion, the mane would twist into the spiraling horns of a ram. Mana raged with resentment and fury, writhing endlessly as if to mourn all the creatures that had fallen in vain.


      But no matter what form it took on, the one feature that never changed was its bifurcated tail.


      “That is the lament of the beast gods. The Beast Curse seems like an appropriate name. Watch closely, Gremory. That is what will violate your land.”


      The Beast Curse—the shadowed quadruped—arched its head back and bellowed into the sky. And in that instant, a violent gale erupted with it at the center.


      The winds raced across the Sleepless City. Rippling out as a ring, it reached the outer edges in no time at all.


      “What...is it trying to accomplish?” Kaguya muttered.


      She had a view of everything from her spot at the top of the keep, and from her perspective, nothing seemed to have changed. Even in the wake of the storm that tore through the streets, not a single building had collapsed.


      “Fret not, Kaguya. The beast gods bear no hatred for the country you so cherish. That is all there is to it.”


      “What...?”


      The winds had renewed the panic, and she could still hear the voices of people fleeing in all directions. And with them, Kaguya felt an inexplicable sense of unease.


      Something was off. Something was different from before.


      She focused her eyes, honed her ears to pin down this vague sense of discomfort.


      “Hey! Are you okay?! Hey!”


      Someone called from behind her. It was one of her attendants stationed outside her private chamber.


      Kaguya shoved her way past Seere’s detestable, plastered-on smirk and burst from the room.


      “What happened?!”


      “Lady Kaguya, the soldiers of the Dark Empyrean are collapsing one after another! Presumably...they were all born in the Sleepless City!”


      There were thick, dark bags under the eyes of the soldier her attendant was supporting.


      Seere had said the beast gods held no hatred for the country. Kaguya rushed back to the window to survey the city below and realized the source of her unease.


      “The voices... They’re fading...”


      Screams had filled the Sleepless City. Even now, the cries of her citizens clawed at her chest...and they were gradually losing their intensity.


      Kaguya understood. The beast’s roar and the wind—they were not meant for destruction.


      They had spread the curse to every corner of the Sleepless City.


      “You’re on a timer now. I doubt you have more than an hour left,” Seere said with a shrug.


      A timer. The implication was clear enough.


      “And so the Sleepless City will finally shut its eyes. All that will remain is a ruin strewn with corpses, never to wake again. How will it look to you, Gremory, to watch the peak of your glory fade away?”


      The Bael faction lifted up Bael as the true Demon King. Finally, Kaguya understood just how far their fanatical devotion would drive them. A sense of anger and disdain overtook her.


      “You mean to say you awakened that thing out of spite for me rejecting you? I never took you to be the clingy type.”


      “Ha ha ha! Say what you will—do what you will. There is no stopping it now. Should it roar again, the time limit will be cut in half...ha ha ha ha!”


      Seere covered his right eye with a hand and clutched his belly as he laughed.


      The Beast Curse lifted its dense mana-made form, shaking the ground with its advance. It opened its mouth wide and began to form a sphere like a highly condensed storm at its lips.


      “Oh-ho, that one will be unlike the roar from before! It seems the beast gods despise your country as well, after all! Lv8 magic, if I had to guess. If it unleashes that, then a quarter of the Sleepless City will just be gone... Pffft.”


      Seere snorted at Kaguya, lording his victory over her.


      “But do not be mistaken. This is not just for you; it is a warning to the fools who refuse to recognize Bael as the true Demon King. Those opportunists who dare call us rebels—if your country is annihilated, perhaps they might rethink their stance,” Seere proclaimed with glee. “Right, King Gremory?”


      His obsidian left eye—proof of his demonhood—reflected every moment of the Sleepless City’s impending doom.


      “Is it not time to take the stage, King? Your citizens surely plead for your aid at this very moment! What’s wrong? I stand before you, a mere Lord! Why don’t you show me what a King can do?!”


      Primordials were the natural enemies of demons.


      After all, demons as a race were most potent within the hidden lands, and the lesser ones could not even exist outside of them. By contrast, primordials lived in perfect harmony with the world and could operate at peak condition anywhere within it.


      This was an overwhelming disadvantage.


      However, this was not necessarily true for a King. By perfectly mimicking a human form, a King could take in mana and manipulate it by the same mechanisms as a human.


      Kaguya paused.


      Certainly, with her power, she could potentially resolve the situation. But there was no room for half-measures against the Beast Curse. Sealed in like this, to fight at full strength would mean dealing catastrophic damage to her own country by her own hand.


      “Time to decide, Gremory. Will you watch your country slowly die...or will you end it all with your own two hands? Make your choice!”


      Seere’s expression twisted in exhilarated delight as he closed in on Kaguya, unable to contain himself any longer.


      “It’s time you—”


      “HAAAH!”


      A crimson inferno flew straight for the Beast Curse, and a blazing flower befitting the name bestowed by the empire bloomed in the covered sky.


      “Stop right there!”


      Focusing her ultra-dense fire-attribute mana into a single point at her fist, she pulled back her elbow as the beast roared.


      “Can’t understand you! Sorry!”


      Linphaneville took aim, eyes on the overloaded mana that looked ready to go off at any moment, and unhesitantly loosed all the firepower she had.


      Stabilizing her unsteady airborne stance with extraordinary deftness, she managed to channel her body perfectly into the strike.


      “Take this!”


      She released her magic with a fierce shout, and for a moment it was like sunlight had been brought back to the dome-covered city. There was a heavy bass boom like the air had been torn asunder. A beat later, a blast of heat followed, and the Beast Curse staggered back.


      The flash of light was so brilliant that even Kaguya and Seere had to cover their eyes.


      “Hya-hah! If I do that too many times, I’ll die!”


      Shaking the aches off her right hand, Linphaneville landed on the tiled roof of a nearby house.


      “But I managed to offset it!”


      “WOOO!”


      The cheer that rose was loud enough to rival the boom of her magic. This was the combined voice of all the people who had come to visit from foreign lands.


      “I don’t really get it, but it looks like that thing ain’t invincible!”


      “My explorer rank’s gotta go up if I get in on this!”


      “Aight! Then we’re going too!”


      “Hey, anyone who ain’t fighting, help carry anyone who’s down!”


      The foolhardy explorers unanimously grabbed their weapons.


      “Carts this way! Please prioritize the people who have collapsed! We’ll start with the women and children!”


      “I’ve got supplies right here!”


      Carts of traveling merchants were set in motion, while street vendors began passing their supplies to explorers.


      It was just a single strike from a single explorer. That was all it took to show a faint glimmer of hope to the Sleepless City.


      The men and women who had made it to Lv8 and beyond were both in name and in practice the hope of humanity.


      Seere frowned, his eyes narrowing with loathing. Kaguya, meanwhile, erased the spell she was about to deploy and gazed at the explorers who had begun to gather near the massive shadow that was the Beast Curse.


      “Crimson Bloom! Give us orders! We’ll all follow your command! No grudges!”


      “Okay! Then let’s take that thing down! Here we go!”


      “Can you be a bit more specific?!”


      A brief pep talk was all the Crimson Bloom offered before breaking into a full-speed charge, prompting the explorers to exchange some exasperated glances. But just as these many warriors were about to flood a battlefield without establishing any coordination whatsoever, a female explorer raised her voice.


      “I-I’m so sorry about our leader! That woman is incapable of giving orders! I’ll take over!”


      “Leader? Meaning you’re from Winds, Bells, Spells, and Blooms...”


      The magician, known by her trademark braids and glasses, bowed her head apologetically, then adjusted her glasses that she had shaken somewhat askew.


      “My name is Fan! I am in charge of the party’s tactics!”


      “Oh, that’s good to know!”


      The party of the Lv8 Explorer Linphaneville, Winds, Bells, Spells, and Blooms, had a good reputation and decent renown. The name alone inspired trust, and even disregarding that, now that they were in a situation where every second counted, they couldn’t wait around for a better option.


      “When everyone is attacking a single target, please make sure to secure sufficient spacing between yourselves. Magicians, to me! We will focus our spells on one point! No stray shots! Frontliners, please gather at Myao! Healers to Leimei!”


      The brawler girl named Myao wore a cheongsam similar to Linpaneville’s. She had a lively look to her, slamming her right fist into her left palm and baring her canines in a grin.


      “Let’s go! Remember, offense is the best defense!”


      And as Myao sprinted forth, Fan added a brief note.


      “She’s not much better than our leader, so if it looks dangerous, get out of there at your own discretion!”


      Frontline adventurers carrying swords, spears, and axes smiled wryly, their armor clanging as they raced after Myao, who had run off without a second thought.


      “Leimei, you’re our lifeline again.”


      Leimei gave a firm nod, her flowing robes swaying. “I’ll trust your orders, Fan.”


      “I’m not used to directing this many people...but I’ll do my best. Everyone, let’s do this together!”


      The command structure had been established. That was what was most important. Whether it was exploring a hidden land or hunting down demons, the moment this indispensable step was taken, their movements changed entirely.


      Kaguya could see it clearly from up high—the explorers banding together and the Beast Curse letting loose another explosive roar.


      Their eardrums shuddered under the unpleasant din of countless beasts’ howls layered over one another. And though they grimaced in disgust, all the fighters were set to fulfill their roles.


      “The first roar caused people to collapse! There is no guaranteeing what will happen on the second one! We must do what we can to prevent it from having the opportunity!”


      “All right!”


      Under Fan’s direction, the vanguard led by Myao surrounded the massive shadow.


      This was a battlefield where they had been given no opportunity to coordinate with one another, so the first priority was for everyone to establish their reach and draw the Beast Curse’s attention.


      As the Beast Curse mustered the strength in its legs to move again, the desperate efforts of the explorers kept it in check. It nimbly took a large sweep with its massive forelimbs as if swatting at a swarm of insects.


      “Now!”


      The shadow was struck by more spells than it could bother to count. It cried out in pain, yet still it did not stop.


      The momentum of its swing carried through to its twin tails, which swept across the explorers. Some were hurled into buildings, some slammed into the ground, and others were thrown into the sky.


      Before they even realized they were hurt, their bodies were enveloped in green light.


      “Good, good. An explorer ought to be reckless,” a smiling Leimei mused. “Now then, if you’re healed, get back out there. No time to daydream, now.”


      Was it devilish or saintly, the sight of her sending explorers straight back into the jaws of death with a smile?


      “Oooaaarrrggghhh!!!”


      A conspicuously loud roar erupted from the shadow’s mouth, and a fearsome gust of wind emerged in response.


      It pushed forward, and its speed increased as the storm wrapped around its claws and tail.


      Launching itself with a powerful kick of its hind legs, the beast brandished its claws to ravage the city.


      “Leader!”


      “Leave! It! To! Me!”


      But with speed that matched it—exceeded, even—flame-clad Linphaneville leaped forward. Leaving a scorched trail along the road in her wake, she channeled her fire into a full-power kick, and her right foot, shooting out with all her might, collided with the forelimb of the Beast Curse.


      Again, a flash. Again, a boom.


      In the blink of an eye, the adventurers regrouped, took on an impromptu formation, and stood against the threat once more.


      The cycle repeated, again and again. At a glance, it looked like they were successfully keeping the beast from unleashing its devastating roar, yet unease—uncertainty—began to eat away at their resolve, one nibble at a time. That same unease had taken hold of Kaguya as well.


      “Don’t tell me... It’s not working at all?”


      And finally, what everyone felt but chose not to voice, lest their hearts finally give, was blurted out unhesitantly by Linphaneville. She was dripping with blood and riddled with wounds, though it was only now that anyone realized it. But it was only natural. It would have been stranger if she showed no signs of wear after directly disrupting the equivalent of Lv8 magic so many times in succession.


      A single dreaded thought weighed heavily on all the explorers. She was reaching her limit.


      “Fan! We need more hands on the front line!” Myao shouted as she braced herself to catch a swinging tail.


      “The injured are piling up too fast. The healing can’t keep up... Sorry, Fan.”


      Sweat beaded on Leimei’s brow; she cast her magic unerringly even as her complexion grew worse by the second.


      “My mana too... I’m pretty much...”


      Behind Fan—who was gasping for breath herself—was a constant stream of explorers collapsing as their mana ran dry.


      However, that was not enough to stop Linphaneville.


      “Everyone fall back and rest!”


      Every time the Beast Curse gathered the mana for another debilitating roar, Linphaneville laid on another relentless assault, suppressing its power with her own body. Her abundant mana and physical abilities seemed almost unfair.


      Nevertheless, it was becoming increasingly clear that the Beast Curse had no concept of stamina.


      This was a being made entirely of mana. In other words, it was something like a spirit of curses—a machine that would continue to move as long as it had fuel. No matter how much or how hard they smashed into it, it showed no signs of slowing down.


      What the explorers had no way of knowing was that the Beast Curse was operating off a vast reserve of negative mana accumulated over thousands of years. Any battle of attrition had been lost before it even began.


      And thus, the demon laughed.


      “You’ve worked so hard. You must be exhausted by now. Shall I snatch away even your will to stand?” Seere said with a snap of his fingers, invoking a time-space spell.


      It was nothing remarkable.


      He simply deployed the fifty standard demons he had stored within himself—right into the crowd of explorers.


      “You bastard!”


      Kaguya readied her own magic, but Seere merely gave a mocking grin. “By all means, take your shot. I will make sure to teleport out of the way, so feel free to destroy your splendid castle to your heart’s content...”


      Kaguya’s hesitation was cut short by the screams of the adventurers.


      “Waaahhh!”


      “Dammit! Why now?!”


      “My mana’s...already...”


      “Hah... Hah... Aaaargh!”


      Their bodies had already been pushed to the limit. They were surrounded on all sides.


      Forsaken. The word fit their situation perfectly.


      “Hah... Hah... Ngh...”


      Forcing her ragged breathing to reset, Linphaneville stood against the Beast Curse. Stretching across the ground behind her was a trail of her own blood.


      “L-Leader!” Fan pleaded, only for it to fall on deaf ears.


      “Ooaaarrrggghhh!” the beast howled.


      The wind that coiled around the shadow screamed, its output no weaker than when they’d started. In fact, the Beast Curse’s speed, its strength, the frequency with which it attempted to unleash its spells...it was all steadily rising.


      Even its spell charging and casting speed had increased.


      “Hah... Haaah... HAAAH! ENCHANT!”


      “Leader! No!”


      Cladding her right arm in the full force of her flames, Linphaneville dashed as fast as her legs would take her, straight at the rapidly charging storm. It was almost too fast, and this time, canceling out the force would ruin her. She understood that by instinct.


      “But I’m...the Crimson Bloom!”


      Even so, her pride as a Lv8 explorer would never allow her to retreat.


      She had been bestowed a color name. As the Crimson Bloom, who all adventurers admired, she could not wither. She had to bloom, brilliant and beautiful, until the moment she burned out.


      Even as she faced the storm with nothing but her bare hands, there was no fear in her eyes.


      It wasn’t just the massive shadow towering before her. It was all the demons that had appeared without warning as well.


      “I have to take them down!”


      Just one more step. Right before her, the Beast Curse’s magic was set to go off from its gaping maw. It was just one more step...before her flames fizzled out.


      “Leader!”


      “Lin!”


      “Linfa!”


      Blood burst from her leg, and her knee buckled beneath her. She had pushed her body too far. Despite that, Linphaneville’s face broke into a sloppy grin.


      “Crimson Bloom! Get out of there!”


      At the desperate screams of numerous explorers, she smiled.


      “Sorry... I lost.”


      The last thing she saw was the storm erupting from that wide-open mouth—and beyond it, the dazzling light of the morning sun overtaking the Sleepless City.




      The sun?




      A pure, white line had been drawn across the wall of mana that separated it from the outside world. Then the line slowly widened, splitting the muddy dome and bathing the Sleepless City in the sun’s morning light.


      “It’s beau...” The words slipped from Linphaneville’s lips. It’s beautiful.
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      Snap!


      A popping sound struck her ears.


      A bolt of lightning fell and scorched the Beast Curse.


      ■


      “It looks like there is no need to even search,” says Nifl. “She is right there.”


      “That wind...figures. Then you’re with me, Nifl.”


      “Yes, sir. Goetia Number...”


      “Thirty-four.”


      Without the slightest hint of embarrassment, Nifl lifts up her clothes and presents her belly to me. I don’t hesitate like last time. I jam in my right hand and drag it out.


      The shining white spear in my grasp begins crackling with electricity the moment it comes in contact with the mana of the open air. Pale-blue lightning snaps and hisses as it’s fully pulled free of Nifl’s treasury.


      “Watch this, Gurba. This is your power.”


      “Gah ha ha! As if I’d ever forget it. I’ll see it well—I haven’t witnessed my life’s purpose in quite some time.”


      With no wasted motion, I pull back the spear and hurl it with everything I have. My aim, of course, is on the oversized gaping brute—it’s sitting pretty, just ripe for sniping.


      “Lance of Furfur.”


      The spear takes off. Now a blistering ray of light, it tears through the sky at unmatched speed and smashes into the four-legged shadow without straying even an inch.


      “Aight, follow the plan. Hold on, Garmr.”


      “Okay!”


      I grasp Garmr’s hand as I take just a single step forward. With that single step, Garmr and I are standing in front of the massive creature.


      The Lance of Furfur—a lightning-attribute armament that provides transcendent agility. But the best part is its versatility.


      The moment the spear leaves my hand, I am given two options: I can either return the spear to me or move me to the spear.


      I just chose the latter. That’s why this howling shadow is now but a few paces away.


      “H-Hizaki...”


      “Crimson Bloom, are you... Sorry.” What am I even asking for? She’s visibly beaten and battered, crouching in a pool of her own blood.


      “Hizaki... Who are you...really?”


      The girl who had given off such a strong, cheery impression now smiles a faint, fragile smile like some kinda tragic heroine. I don’t know if it’s out of relief or if she’s really that weakened.


      Well, considering she’s got the same standing as that imperial adventurer I met after fighting Ose, it’ll probably be convenient for me to tell her too. If I really intend to spread the name Helheim positively, then it’s a must to leave a good impression on anyone with influence.


      Even disregarding that, judging by the winds spiraling around this thing, the fact it came down to this is indirectly my fault.


      In that case, there’s no point in keeping secrets anymore.


      “You can call us Helheim. We’re the real one.”


      “Hel... Huh?”


      “Leader!”


      While she’s processing that, blankly staring up at me, a girl with glasses rushes up to her.


      Leader... A party member, then.


      “Get her somewhere safe.”


      “Y-Yes! Thank you very much!”


      A quick judgment, no wasted words; she slings Crimson Bloom over her shoulder and carries her away. She’s the Nifl type—the kind of person I’d love to have as a subordinate.


      Switching gears, I focus on assessing the situation. The sounds and screams of battle fill the air without end.


      “Garmr, Nidh, take care of the big guy.”


      “Okay!”


      “Leave it to me!”


      Leaping out from my cloak, Nidh wraps a cloth around her body as she changes into human form.


      I pivot. Gripping the lightning spear, I accelerate in the blink of an eye.


      Snap! Lightning crackles loudly beneath my feet as I kick off the ground into a high-speed dash. My momentum launches me high into the air, and I scan for my targets: all the demons surrounding the explorers.


      “Nifl! Five seconds!”


      “Accelerate.”


      For just five seconds, I am imbued with speed that pushes me beyond the bounds of the world.




      Race, race, race.


      Throw, retrieve. Discharge, triple stab, close the distance, smack the butt end into the armored one, and wrench open the crack with the point.


      I don’t have to kill all of them. I just need to eliminate the immediate threats with certainty.


      Run. Too far. The moment the thought crosses my mind, I twist my upper body and throw the spear, warping to it as soon as it touches something. I wrench it free from an unfortunate demon’s remains.


      That’s five seconds.




      It was, quite literally, a succession of instant kills, and it leaves me heaving.


      “You finished in exactly five seconds, Corpse King.”


      “H-How did I do?”


      She holds me up as I pant and gives a firm nod.


      “You managed to eliminate eleven of them. The adventurers should be able to deal with the rest. It is no longer an urgent matter.”


      “Good to know.”


      Now then, I think, turning to the shadow.


      “Gyooouh?!”


      This time, it’s like the bray of a horse, or maybe a cat whose tail has been trod on. That sound, like the dying bleat of a sheep, causes the sky above the Sleepless City to tremble.


      It goes airborne.


      Its massive frame has been sent flying by some sort of impact. Its posture is unstable, awkward and unnatural in a way that makes it clear it wasn’t up there of its own will.


      Was it a punch? A kick? Whatever it was, something launched it skyward.


      But there’s one thing that’s clear.


      “My kids are the best.”


      They’ve given me a perfect target, practically screaming for me to do as I please.


      I pour my mana into the lightning spear, and with every ounce of strength I can muster... “Hah!” I throw.


      It’s practically a laser. It shoots forward at the speed of light, flying perfectly straight and effortlessly piercing the shadow. The beast disperses like vapor on contact...only to gather again on the ground and reassemble its four-legged form.


      “Hey... Are you for real?”


      “It seems to be very real. Our foe seems to reconstitute itself after sustaining a certain amount of damage.”


      I recall the flying spear to my hand and regroup with Garmr and Nidh, who’d sat back and watched it unfold. As soon as she notices me, Garmr clutches the hem of my cloak.


      “King, that thing...is the child, but it’s not.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “I didn’t feel anything when I pummeled it!” Nidh proclaims. “It is a mass of mana, but not a living being like a spirit...I think.”


      Not a living being...


      But the presence Garmr and Furcas both sensed had definitely belonged to a primordial. Meaning...


      “Corpse King, that four-legged beast is almost certainly the source of the strange mana that Garmr sensed. In other words, it is the root cause of the curse tied to the nightmares afflicting the Sleepless City. As for the one controlling it, its main body is presumably the primordial creature that Garmr found nostalgic and that the knight deemed her natural enemy.”


      Nifl concisely lays out her thoughts.


      Even when we’re working with the same stuff, she reaches the conclusion faster than me. But yeah, let’s build on that.


      “Then the main body...is it still below the guild?”


      “Presumably. But that can wait.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      The shadow has finished its reconstruction. Even after taking that beating, it rises completely unchanged. Its outline flickers and blurs, its silhouette standing tall and strong. The wind cloaking it has gone up another level in strength.


      “Hræsvelgr...”


      “I knew it,” Garmr groans. “It’s Harry’s magic.”


      Was she taken in, or maybe devoured?


      “There is no telling what will happen to Hræsvelgr if we erase the curse in its current state. We must find a way to extract or separate her from it.” Though she’s as calm as ever, Nifl’s tone is sharper than usual.


      Nidh’s eyes narrow. She’s clearly troubled.


      And although no one objects, no one has any solutions either.


      “But how?”


      That’s the big question. Nifl sinks into thought without another word.


      To begin with, can we even force them apart when they’ve been fused like that?


      Extract... Separate...


      I’m not too knowledgeable on the principles of this world. If Nifl can’t think of anything, then I doubt some revolutionary idea is going to come to me.


      Then... What?


      No, don’t overthink it.


      First, the fact that it’s continuously emitting Hræsvelgr’s magic means that Hræsvelgr is still alive. That’s for certain.


      Spirits are beings of mana by nature. As long as her mana persists, so should she. Ergo, she has to be somewhere within the raging torrent of mana forming that shadow’s body.


      Her mana form should still be the sky-blue sphere she was when she was riding in Mr. Careless’s pocket.


      “Corpse King. The target is moving.”


      The shadow stirs, lifting up its heavy body. It opens its mouth wide and stubbornly begins charging its magic again. Within its maw is a pitch-blackness devoid of any light.


      This thing’s body is made of incredibly dense mana. It has no flesh, bones, or any internal organs to speak of.


      “Nidh, Garmr, destroy that magic.”


      “Understood!”


      “Got it!”


      They both kick off the ground practically as the order leaves my mouth, slipping into range of the shadow in the blink of an eye.


      I straighten my cloak and pull the hood over my head.


      “Nifl, I’m going inside it.”


      “That is dangerous. The mana within that shadow is raging unchecked. What’s more, it is negative mana. It would be as foolish as going for a swim in violent rapids. It is unknown how much your body can endure.”


      It’s rare for her to call my actions foolish, and she just put it pretty plainly. This must be really dangerous, then.


      But it’s the only way. There’s no way I can send anyone else in.


      “I’ll apologize to Harry and have a proper talk with her. Don’t worry, Nifl. When it comes to these things, I’m surprisingly good at pulling through. All I’ve got to do is find one small ping-pong ball in a slightly large haystack. I’ll bring her back, no matter what.”


      This isn’t bravado. It’s my duty. Well, it’s also that I know she won’t let me do anything reckless if I don’t insist on it.


      “If you don’t return...I will warp to your coordinates. We will die together.”


      “I’m definitely coming back! Don’t you even think about it!”


      The way she says that with a totally straight face makes the blood drain from mine. Perhaps my panic amuses her, though—Nifl’s expression relaxes and she respectfully bows her head.


      “Godspeed. I will be waiting for you to return with Hræsvelgr.”


      “Yeah.”


      I turn. My mana flows through my palm into the spear, and it lets off a pale light in response.


      The beast roars, its spell complete.


      “The king cometh!”


      “Open the way!”


      The dragon and wolf shout in unison.


      Nidh drives in her right arm with devastating might, plowing straight into the magical storm. Garmr concentrates mana into her voice and lets it off as a howl.


      What follows doesn’t just counter the magic—it utterly destroys it.


      An ultra-powerful spell like that would have normally been difficult just to neutralize, yet it’s met with even greater mana, obliterating the very structure required for the spell’s activation. It’s the sort of feat impossible for any normal human—or even demon. Only Helheim’s primordial duo is capable of this assault on the natural order.


      In its wake is an opening—the beast’s gaping maw is all but inviting me in.


      Without missing my moment, I lock on and throw. As the spear is swallowed in darkness, lightning surges with a crack, and my body is pulled right to it.


      ■


      “What... What is this?! What is the meaning of this, Gremory?!”


      The tragedy that should have panned out below the watchful eyes of the keep had veered in the opposite direction at the very last moment.


      The Beast Curse had been on the cusp of driving the city’s beacon of hope, the Crimson Bloom, over the edge. Yet now, it was not the Sleepless City, but the shadow—the curse—that was being overrun.


      As his mask of composure slipped away, Seere’s horrified glare reflected as nothing short of grotesque in Kaguya’s dignified eyes.


      She did not mock him, nor did she return his provocations. She watched him with silent pity.


      However, that only got Seere’s blood boiling. “Wh-What is that look?!”


      Crack. Seere’s obsidian left eye split open, staining his cheek with muddy mana that seeped out like tears. Kaguya’s expression did not change in the slightest, watching the finely featured demon gasp in desperation.


      She was in no position to speak. She was under no pretensions. She had simply been lucky—no more and no less. On the other hand, Seere had simply been unlucky.


      This outcome was nothing more than a complete coincidence.


      “You jumped the gun, whelp...” she said. “You must not have watched the exhibition match I set up.”


      “S-So what of it?! What value could there possibly be in your little puppet show?!”


      Seere had seen value in the arrogant Aleu, who’d misinterpreted Hræsvelgr’s strength as his own. He had immediately moved to offer both the boy and the spirit as sacrifices, and he had not bothered to watch any of the matches that followed.


      He had not seen the clash of fire and ice.


      Had Seere been more cautious—had he been the type to prepare a contingency plan—he would have noticed what was behind the sight of the warena overtaken by hoarfrost. One glance would have been enough for any greater demon who had been alive for over a hundred and eighty years to remember the name.


      The name of the king who struck down the first greater demon, Bael.


      “That is the sworn enemy of the Demon King you love so dearly.”


      Thunder roared in the man’s wake as he annihilated the demons below.


      A beastkin girl effortlessly caught a blow from the Beast Curse, while a horned woman struck the massive shadow and sent it soaring into the sky like it was nothing.


      It was a fairy tale among demonkind. There was no way to know the truth except through hearsay because none who saw it firsthand remained.


      All that was certain was that the combat force he led exceeded even the stories.


      “Helheim... You’re claiming that it’s Helheim?! What nonsense! There’s no way that could be!”


      “Then how do you explain what’s happening before your eyes? Who but he could wield the corpses of our brethren as weapons and lead a dragon and ancient wolf into battle? If not the Corpse King, then who?”


      “It has been nearly two hundred years since King Bael fell, has it not?! Why... Why now?!”


      “Who knows? Perhaps...a certain someone falsely using the name Helheim has awakened the sleeping lion. What say you, Seere?”


      The false Helheim had earned great infamy all across the continent, and Kaguya was beginning to connect the name to the greater demons of the Bael faction.


      “That relic of the past!” Seere seethed.


      At last, Kaguya lifted her head, her narrow eyes lording over the handsome demon.


      “Allow me to return your words, whelp. Now, the curse you are so proud of appears to be on the back foot. Is it not time you showed me the might of a mere Lord?”


      “Bitch! Don’t get ahead of yourself! That doesn’t change the fact that you can’t wield your full strength here!” Seere roared. He had lost all semblance of calm.


      His fragile façade had completely vanished, replaced by vicious fury as he gathered mana in his hand.


      Any retaliation from Kaguya would be negligible at best.


      As a King, her magic was not designed to be constrained by something as insignificant as her surroundings. Her black mana, once invoked, would indiscriminately annihilate everything other than herself.


      Her beloved nation and the explorers who had mustered the courage to protect it would all be returned to nothing.


      Exploiting her strength as her weakness, Seere burst into laughter. “How weak you have become by keeping such lower life-forms by your side, Gremory!”


      He brandished his magic like a deadly weapon, but Kaguya offered no resistance. There was no need.


      “You still haven’t realized, have you? You really are a narrow-minded man.”


      “Such bluffs will not—”


      “Found you, Seere.”


      The Sleepless City should have been cut off from the outside world. That changed the moment the Corpse King appeared. It was then that Seere should have chosen to flee.


      Now? It was far too late.


      The voice came not from the entrance, but high up above the Dark Empyrean, even higher than Kaguya’s room. Furcas had cleared the keep in a single bound and, with a boot to the window, made her bold entrance.


      “I heard from Shio... Your little friends were all decoys, right? You’re pretty awful, you know. They all screamed your name, but there was nothing else unifying them. How pitiful...truly pitiful...utterly pitiful... Such a disgrace to the demon race, you lot are.”


      Bang!


      As Seere released the mana charged in his hand, his right arm went flying, accompanied by the sound of flesh tearing and bone snapping. A splatter of red wet Furcas’s pale cheek.


      Seere clenched his teeth in pain, his vision flickering. “Gheh—blrh?!”


      “Oh, shut up.”


      And just as he opened his mouth to scream, his right arm was shoved into his mouth.


      “Mmm, too weak. I guess only Kings are worth my time. Hey, Gremory, how about you join the rebel side for a change?”


      “I would rather not. Not for as long as you remain the knight.”


      “Clever girl you are, Gremory. And you, Seere—you were pretty dumb.”


      “Mmphh... Mmm, mnmnn!”


      Pinned down with an arm shoved into his mouth, Seere next took Furcas’s greave to his solar plexus. Furcas took one glance at the Beast Curse through the broken window and pressed down harder.


      “Yep, that’s definitely a primordial’s curse at its root,” said Furcas. “But you had to go and mix in the wind spirit? That girl’s one of Shio’s adorable subordinates. So, y’know, I’m saying this for your sake: Let me kill you now, nice and quick. Otherwise, you won’t have an easy death. He might not look it, but he’s quite spiteful.”


      By that point, Seere’s mind had been burned by the certainty of death, and he had already given in to despair. How could he possibly prolong his life when the knight was before him? The outcome had been decided the moment he was in her line of sight.


      “Aight, then, buh-bye!”


      The blade of judgment came down quickly and mercilessly, with childlike innocence, reducing Seere to a silent mass of flesh.


      ■


      A violent stream of mana assails me as I open my eyes. There is no such thing as ground. I’m met with a weightlessness like I’ve been flung into the air.


      Nothing is stable here. My body is tossed around, toyed with like a glider caught in an updraft.


      I feel like throwing up. Breathing hurts, and at this rate I won’t be doing that at all for much longer.


      To make matters worse, I can’t muster any strength, and I can’t manipulate mana either.


      I haven’t felt so overwhelmingly helpless since the moment I was first summoned to this world.


      And that’s exactly why I struggle. I’ve long since come to terms with and surpassed this powerlessness.


      If I give up, I die. Simple as. And if I die, not only Hræsvelgr but Nifl will be dragged down with me. In such a critical moment, I just have to keep swimming against this nonsensical current.


      “Hræsvelgr... Hræsvelgr!”


      My calls go unanswered.


      Either she can’t answer, or she doesn’t want to.


      For some reason, I can’t shake the feeling it’s the latter.


      The flows blocking my path are starting to feel less like surging mana and more like a storm itself; I’m buffeted by turbulent winds as mana rains down on me like a torrential downpour.


      I cannot take this as anything but Hræsvelgr’s unmistakable rejection.


      Selfish and stubborn, and pure and honest. And because of that, she can only live free as a spirit of the wind. Yet despite her magnificent nature, the role the world gave that child was that of the guardian of the divine tree.


      Because she was unable to leave the divine tree, her world was a narrow one. A cage that distanced her from the freedom her heart desired.


      The face she made when I first took her hand—it was the purest smile in the world. A smile I won’t forget for as long as I live.


      And I had taken away the place where she could belong.


      I’d left her with disappointment, with wounds that would never heal.


      I need to apologize...and then...


      “I’ll tell you...everything, so...”


      Give me a chance. Just one more chance...


      No more hiding, no more excuses. I’ll lay it all bare.




      Stupid.


      All of a sudden, the maelstrom keeping me away dies down.


      My hand—that had been desperately clawing through the air—has come to hold a sphere as blue as the sky. It shines pure and bright in this space of dark crimson-purple.


      I have to squint to take in her dazzling light, and before I know it a pouty girl who’s like cheekiness personified is floating beside me.


      “Hræsvelgr...”


      “You’re going to die if you stay, Helly-boy. This is your only warning. Hurry and get out!”


      Now sulking in her human form, Hræsvelgr huffs and turns the other way.


      “I’m sorry, Hræsvelgr...”


      My apology slips out naturally, genuinely, stripped of all pride, strategy, or calculation. But for Hræsvelgr, it’s already too late.


      “I mean, you’ve got no choice but to apologize, right? Given the situation. I mean, a whole bunch of people are going to die if this keeps up. You’ve always been good at smoothing things over, Helly-boy. But too bad—your Harry isn’t doing this by choice. In fact, my will has nothing to do with any of this! So trying to charm me won’t work! Got it? Then get out. I’m going to disappear here.”


      It’s a complete rejection, not offering a single opening for rebuttal.


      Saving me from the storm was her final act of mercy.


      Yeah, of course it sounds cheap right now.


      After all the times I laughed it off like a fool and hid behind half-jokes, an apology alone carries no weight at all. Still...


      “Listen to me, Hræsvelgr.”


      Even if this ends up hurting her again, If I want to stay by her side, I have to tell her here and now.


      She’s got her arms crossed and her back to me, ready to shut me down again. So, I speak to her back.


      “Hey, Harry, I’m—”


      “I told you not to call me—”


      “I’m an otherworlder.”


      ■


      “Tell me, Furcas.”


      “Hmm?”


      Crouched down by Seere to confirm his death, Furcas grunted back to Kaguya but did not turn to her.


      “The Corpse King... He is an otherworlder, is he not?”


      There was a moment of silence—an agonizingly long moment to Furcas.


      “What makes you think so?” the knight finally replied.


      “That is enough to confirm it. I felt something was off the moment he reacted so strongly to the name Giltams... And thinking back with that in mind, the timeline aligns perfectly. The hero summoned by Gryphil a hundred and eighty years ago—one of them, at least. That also makes it clear why the Corpse King disappeared for so long.”


      And because of that, Kaguya arrived at another pressing question.


      Furcas had an uncharacteristically serious look on her face as she gazed out the window.


      “Helheim... Do you understand how twisted their organization truly is now, Gremory?”


      “The twisted one...is the Corpse King himself. Does he have a death wish or something?”


      “Who knows?”


      Furcas’s armor clanked loudly as she shrugged.




      Otherworlders: beings who frequently appeared at the turning points of history.


      Powerful, peerless, each a match for a thousand. They blended into the fabric of history as heroes, their tales passed down for generations.


      But of all the various tales that featured them, their most defining trait was always their isolation.


      They were vagrants who had wandered in from another world. In this foreign land, it was only natural for them to be lost and alone. But that was not the whole truth.


      They did not appear on the stage of history unless driven by absolute necessity.


      And there was a good reason for that: They had to avoid contact with all living things of this world.




      In this world, every living creature possessed mana without exception. By releasing it through the mana routes present in every living body, they performed the wholly mundane process known as magic.


      What was lost would be drawn back in from the ambient mana in the atmosphere, restoring the body’s supply in a continuous cycle. In that sense, all life was part of a single circular flow.


      Mana was the source of life. Just as races that possessed mana aplenty—demons, primordials, elves, and the like—tended to be long-lived, one’s lifespan itself was directly proportional to the mana they possessed.


      The fact that Gurba, an ordinary human by all accounts, was able to live for centuries could be explained by this same principle.


      However, this was not the case for otherworlders.


      Otherworlders were considered foreign bodies by the world, the least natural thing imaginable. They were beings who, even after their arrival, were never incorporated in that great cycle.


      An otherworlder completely lacked the ability to attract atmospheric mana.


      Their bodies were not completely rewritten as they were transferred from their home world, and unfortunately, they were stuck with physiologies that never had the necessary function to begin with.


      Then what, exactly, was the absurd level of mana seen in beings like the Corpse King?


      The answer lay in the potent external magic tank that was generated for each otherworlder who crossed over. Alongside the mana routes to use magic and the sense to perceive it, they were given a finite reservoir to do with as they pleased.


      The amount they could use each day varied from one otherworlder to another. And once the daily supply ran out, they would grow weak like any other creature native to the world.


      Instead of it being replenished from the atmosphere, mana was injected into their mana routes from that external reservoir. It had nothing to do with the world’s circulation; it was a completely self-contained system.


      Even if all mana were to disappear from the world, an otherworlder could continue to replenish theirs from their mana tank.


      To put it simply, they were beings thrown into a world where they could not take in O2 from the air, forced to live by carrying massive oxygen canisters on their backs. That was how otherworlders operated.




      However, there was a defect—an imperfect seal from which the mana could escape.


      The tank contained so much mana that a tiny leak rarely became an issue, but it was a fatal flaw. Without using any magic, it could hold for hundreds of years; even with frequent use, it would not run dry for two hundred. But that was only true for someone who truly lived alone.


      All native beings of the world drew in mana. The mana that leaked from the mana tank granted to an otherworlder was no exception to that rule.


      When an otherworlder came into close proximity with a native creature, the former’s mana would be siphoned away.


      Meaning an otherworlder—by merely interacting with beings of the world—would chip away at their own lifespan. In contrast, the natives who absorbed the absurd amounts of top-grade mana from the otherworlders would experience extended lifespans and vastly increased magic capacity.


      It was for this reason—precisely for this reason—Helheim was the strongest.




      “If it were normal humans, I could understand... But a demon-angel half-breed? A primordial dragon and wolf? And you top it all off with a spirit made of pure mana... He just goes and surrounds himself with nothing but mana-hungry monsters... Is he that afraid of being alone?”


      “Corpse King... He won’t last a decade like that.”


      ■


      “An other...worlder...?”


      “Yeah. I’m sorry for keeping that from you.”


      “Wh-What are you talking about...? Helly-boy?”


      Hræsvelgr turns back to me with a look of shock. But this is my secret—my truth. A fact that no one can ever change.


      That knowledge terrifies me.


      “Hræsvelgr, could you hold my hand?”


      “N...no!”


      It’s just as I expected. If anything, this is the natural reaction. Hræsvelgr pulls away.


      All beings of this world draw in mana.


      Even now, at this very moment, the mana leaking from my body—in other words, my very lifespan—is being sucked away just by being near her.


      That knowledge fills her with loathing.


      “I...knew it would turn out like this. If I revealed my secret...what do you think the Eight Precepts would do?”


      Just how unreliable must I look right now? So full of fear and uncertainty, it must be painful just to look my way.


      Still, I earnestly reach out a hand.


      “If you knew that just being with me would drain my life away... You’d all leave me, wouldn’t you? Because you wouldn’t want me to die... You’d never stay with me.”


      “Ah... Uh...”


      Her lips quiver, like she’s struggling to find the right words. Her beautiful face begins to mirror my own in all its sorrow.


      “That’s... That’s why I could never say it. This stupid little... I wanted to stay with everyone too!”


      It’s not like me at all, expressing raw emotion like this.


      My throat burns. I lower my head, unable to look Hræsvelgr in the eye.
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      “Hræsvelgr... Will you stay with me...?”


      “I-If I stay...then H-Helly-boy, you’ll...”


      She covers her mouth with a shivering hand, unable to say the rest.


      That’s it. My secret is out. All that’s left is for me to lay my feelings bare.


      “I...never planned to tell anyone. Not until the day I died. I know it’s dishonest of me; I know I’m the worst. But to me...you’re all the family I found in this world. You can say I’m just playing house—that’s it’s all a game. But I don’t care if it takes years off my life... You’re my precious family, and I’d rather die than be apart.”


      What could she have thought my secret would be? At the very least, she hadn’t imagined it being something like this.


      I plead. I continue to plead.


      And I believe—if it’s Hræsvelgr, that selfish, free-spirited being of the wind—that she will surely take my hand.


      “Hey, Harry.”


      “Helly-boy...”


      “Do you want to be with me? Me and the Eight Precepts?”


      “I want to! Of course I do!”


      After all her struggles to find the words, she finally answers without a hint of hesitation.


      Yep, that’s right. Hræsvelgr can only ever live honest and free. That’s how she was created.


      “Then stay with me, Hræsvelgr. If I’m going to die anyway, I’d rather be killed by you.”


      I do not waver.


      All humans die someday. If that end comes while I’m with everyone from Helheim, then I don’t care if it comes a little early.


      That’s why, before that day, I need to make sure they can all live on in a world without me. That they’ll remember me not with tears, but with smiles.


      “Let’s head back, Hræsvelgr.”


      As your king, I’ll hold on, no matter how long it takes.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: First Cry


      Gurba calmly made his way down the roads filled with screams and chaos, wading against the fleeing crowd.


      The rumbling thunder was still in his ears, and the sight of the Corpse King overwhelming the demons played back in his mind. The weapons he’d forged with his own hands now served as that man’s power, and to see them wielded to his heart’s content filled Gurba with the deepest sort of bliss.


      Though the man remained humble about it, Gurba was convinced that no one in human history had led his creations in such a masterful dance. For the first time in nearly two hundred years, he found himself feeling truly impressed.


      Burning his brilliance into his eyes, Gurba continued on toward his destination, just as the Corpse King had instructed.


      “Ggyukokok—gyu?!”


      Along the way, a beetlelike demon flew at him from somewhere or other, but he pulverised it with a single swing of his hammer and left it behind without a second thought.


      Even as a noncombatant, a demon so weak was not worth his attention.


      Ignoring all the stunned stares, he climbed the steps to the Sleepless City branch office of the Senoskar Merchant Guild.


      “Pardon my intrusion—this is an emergency.”


      Bam! With one hand, he wrenched open the heavy door and stepped in.


      “Wh-Who are you and what do you want?!”


      A woman sharply called out from within the guild, where more than half the workers had already collapsed. She stood firm, unfaltering before a man who towered over her, and Gurba found his eyes widening a bit in admiration.


      “I’m here to pass a message to Zeno. I come as the child—as Hizaki’s messenger.”


      “From Sir Hizaki?! Ah, I see...but...”


      “I have no intention of taking advantage of this crisis for a few extra coins. I ask only for your cooperation.”


      Branch Manager Serge held his gaze without flinching.


      A few seconds passed. It was, perhaps, the most intense thinking Serge had done in all her life. She glanced over at her employees, fallen to the curse.


      “Understood. This way!”


      She made her resolve to guide Gurba.




      “It has been some time, Gurba.” The hologram of the skeletal gentleman offered a respectful bow, but Gurba skipped the niceties and cut to the chase.


      “Apologies, Zeno. Time is of the essence. I bring a message from the child.”


      Zeno let his formal posture falter, leaning forward to hear him better. There was Gurba’s tone and the fact that the Corpse King hadn’t come himself, both of which spoke to the urgency of the situation.


      “Zeno. He asks that you sell us all the holy water in this branch.”


      “I’m sorry, the holy water?”


      The purest natural water in the world—a substance with a strong ability to attract mana. The church considered it indispensable for lifting curses.


      “You should understand, Zeno. That’s why you’ve stockpiled enough of it to even serve it to guests, right? I’ve heard it from the child. All the wealth you have built with your business acumen has been for the sake of obtaining this holy water. Your true goal is to break the Undead Curse placed upon you.”


      Gurba then declared, conviction unwavering, “The child is now attempting to break someone else’s curse. He asks for your assistance in the matter.”


      Zeno took in his words, and then, as if reminiscing, gave an easygoing nod.


      “Such faith in your king... You truly are the same as you were so long ago. To be honest, I have been rather troubled over what to do with all the holy water. It’s gotten to the point that it mattered little if I served it to guests,” Zeno said as he signaled to Serge.


      Though a bit taken aback, she nodded meekly and left the room.


      “In my obsession with lifting my curse through holy water, I threw myself into business like a vengeful ghost...and before I knew it, my company had grown to what you see today. Customers who trust me. Employees who look up to me. Before I knew it, I no longer had any reason to use the holy water at all. In fact, I even found myself grateful to have a body that could continue supporting my subordinates without knowing death...by the same curse I once detested. You never truly know where life will take you.”


      For a moment, Gurba could have sworn he saw a fiery glint in the nonexistent eyes within the skeleton’s hollow sockets.


      “In the end, I am glad I never got to use the holy water. Thanks to that, I can once again witness a world where Helheim rises. So please, take all that I gathered in my obsession and use it as you please. If it can serve you—if it can ease someone’s suffering—then I have no regrets parting with mere water.”


      “I can’t thank you enough, Zeno.”


      “It is an honor. Though knowing Shio, he likely intends to pay for it in full.”


      Gurba burst into laughter—he’d hit the nail on the head. He laughed heartily, so heartily that Zeno soon joined in too.


      And then, Zeno spoke firmly, “I will accept no payment this time. Yes, please tell that to Shio. If he refuses to back down, then tell him that my coffers have been filled rather nicely thanks to a certain upstart warfiend. Consider us even.”


      With an air of satisfaction, Zeno produced a gold coin from his pocket.


      “I am relieved...that you understand how stubborn he can be.”


      “You’d best not underestimate me. I have known Helheim longer than anyone else.”


      Zeno smiled from the bottom of his heart. In Gurba’s eyes, he saw not a cold, emotionless skull, but an elderly, good-natured gentleman.


      ■


      A divine wind swept the city.


      It gently stroked the people, soothing their wounds, while at the same time tearing the demons asunder with its razor-sharp currents.


      Every eye turned to the heavens.


      Every heart trembled at the brewing storm, and the rumbling thunder stirred something within them they couldn’t describe. These forces of nature should have inspired fear. Now, however, the people knew it undeniably to be the very laws of the world protecting them.


      “Yep, she’s still got a great compatibility with him. Second only to me, of course!” the black dragon conceded with her arms raised high.


      “Waaahhh... The king is way too kingly!” The small wolf couldn’t help but voice her devotion at the sight.


      “As expected of you, Shio.”


      His right arm, filled with unspoken emotion, sensed before everything else that everything unfolding in the Sleepless City would soon draw to a close.




      “How about we go on a tear, Harry? For old time’s sake.”


      “Nyeh hee hee... Harry plus Helly-boy equals...?”


      “The strongest!”


      Together they deployed the Lv7 wind magic Garuda. Compared to what Hræsvelgr had unleashed at the warena with Aleu, the output was roughly ten times greater.


      Six wings of wind spiraled out from the Corpse King’s back, while countless orbs of light—each packed with energy rivalling Lv6 magic—flew around him.


      In his right hand rested the lightning spear, adding sparks of electricity to the furious gale. His left hand, meanwhile, wrapped around the back of Hræsvelgr’s dainty knees while she, in turn, looped her arms around his neck, entrusting herself to him completely.


      “I can’t stand that posture...”


      “It seems we are on the same page, stupid dragon. That brat is definitely getting a kick out of showing it off.”
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      Whether or not she could hear Nifl and Nidhöggr grumbling, Hræsvelgr pressed herself even closer against the Corpse King as if to fill in all the time they’d been apart.


      “Aaahhh... This feels sooo good... ♡ Clinging to Helly-boy with those two watching... It’s the best... ♡”


      Her body shuddered.


      Having completely regained her bratty smugness, Hræsvelgr narrowed her eyes and bared her sharp little fangs, her lips curling into a snarky grin.


      “Without Harry, that beast thing is like Helly-boy without me! A pathetic small fry!”


      “Hey, you’re hurting me with that one too.”


      “I knooow!”


      She rubbed her cheek up against his.


      Feeling a sense of nostalgia, the Corpse King launched himself forward at supersonic speed.


      Touchdown. The sound came a beat later.


      First, he shaved away at its claws and fangs. It happened so fast that the Beast Curse couldn’t even register it. Next, the lightning-charged spear pierced through its torso and discharged in that same instant.


      “Oooaaarrrggghhh!”


      As if to chase the lightning, those countless orbs of light rained down like machine gun fire.


      “There’s more where that came from!”


      Hræsvelgr thrust her hand to the sky above, and drawn in by that gesture, a violent gale began to spiral, generating a turbulent flow at the highest point of the dome. Those currents soon swelled into a full-blown storm, unleashing gales that battered everything within.


      Matching her rhythm, the Corpse King hurled his spear, pinning the fallen four-legged shadow to the ground where it lay.


      “Supercell!” they both cried, their voices overlapping.


      It was a Lv9 spell.


      Every human still conscious could only stare up, mouths agape in awe, mistaking it for the work of a god. The electricity building in Hræsvelgr’s storm came down as one straight bolt, using the spear as a lightning rod.


      Flash. Roar. Impact.


      At last, the shadow couldn’t even cry out with its many voices, scorched and shattered at the speed of light. The being that had pushed so many explorers to the brink was reduced to drifting dust in an instant.


      Despite that...


      “Looks like it still heals even after all that...”


      The particles adrift in the wind began to gather once more, pulled together into a single form.


      “Child! Your order has arrived!” It was then that Gurba’s booming voice reached the Corpse King’s ear.


      “Harry!” the Corpse King immediately shouted. “Which way?!”


      “The guild, the guild!”


      “Knew it!”


      Quickly confirming his next destination, the Corpse King shot forward, skimming just above the ground.


      “Garmr! We’re going to help them!”


      “Mm, yeah!”


      He first scooped up Garmr, who had been fixated on what was presumably a primordial creature this whole time.


      “Nifl, how long do we have?”


      “Around five minutes before it fully reconstructs.”


      “That’s plenty! Nidh, please handle the demons in the meantime!”


      “Understood.”


      The Corpse King took to the sky, speeding to the guild.




      “Hmm, so that’s the Corpse King?”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      “Who’da guessed we’d run into him when we were out chasing Furcas? Anyway, what was with that dome? I went and smashed through it since it was in the way, but what was its deal?”


      A pair of voices came from behind Nidhöggr and Nifl.


      There stood two figures, a boy and a girl, one crimson, one blue.


      Even at a glance, it was clear there was something off about them. Their presence alone spoke volumes.


      Nidhöggr and Nifl prepared for battle as they took stock of the two mysterious intruders...


      “Kinda underwhelming, to be honest.”


      “You think?”


      “Yeah. I mean, if he’s calling himself a king and he’s not in the Hall of Many Kings, that means he’s beneath us, right? Sure, he’s got that spirit buffing him, but the man himself isn’t anythi—”


      The boy’s words were cut off by a sharp clap.


      Looking over, he saw Nifl’s left hand had smacked against Nidhöggr’s right. The coordinates were set.


      In one fluid motion, Nidhöggr gathered mana in her hand and enthusiastically swung a fist at empty space.


      “Huh?”


      Confusion crossed the boy’s face at this incomprehensible display, and then, unbeknownst to him, Nifl’s hand came to rest on his back.


      “Teleport.”


      “Wha—ngh!”


      Rend King Ander, Ninth Seat of the Hall of Many Kings, found himself struck clean in the abdomen by the full might of the black dragon.


      With the coordinates set on Nidhöggr’s fist, Nifl had activated a teleport at the moment the punch had been thrown. Having full faith in Nifl’s magic, Nidhöggr had taken her time to ensure everything was in order before unleashing her supreme fist.


      It was an unavoidable ambush—impossible to anticipate without prior knowledge. A seamless exchange befitting the world’s strongest cheat characters.


      However, Water King Lyara had reacted even to Nifl’s speed and spread a thin membrane of water spread over Ander’s body, while Ander himself had managed to just barely wedge his greatsword into place.


      “Grrh! Ha ha ha, whoever you are, you’re one strong mis—”


      The power of her supreme fist rose to an even greater level.


      Nidhöggr’s ability was called Pierce. This tyrannical power of the strongest species allowed her attacks to completely ignore all magic interference.


      “A water barrier...is no more than paper before me.”


      The whites of her eyes darkened, her fangs bared. Flames leaked from the corner of her mouth. The strongest of the Eight Precepts brutally twisted her fist in the pit of Ander’s stomach, for he had incurred her wrath.


      Kerthud!


      Then she drove him into the ground, leaving a massive crater centered around his body.


      Silence.


      “An...der...?” Seeing him sprawled out, eyes rolled back, Lyara let out a breath of stunned disbelief.


      “Take him and leave at once. And let this be a lesson: A mere monkey dares not insult my king. Do you understand, you inferior creature?”


      With a casual flick of her foot, Nidhöggr sent Ander’s unconscious body rolling to Lyara.


      “The Hall of Many Kings, yes? Humans arrogant enough to call themselves kings when they’re so weak that all the members below the Fifth Seat shuffle out every few years,” said Nifl. “I’ve always found them distasteful. Shall we simply get rid of them now?”


      Ander had stepped on a land mine.


      “Tell your First Seat,” Nidhöggr weighed in, “he mustn’t neglect to discipline his dogs.”


      The evil dragon Nidhöggr.


      Lyara finally realized that the greatest calamity that had appeared again and again in the heroic tales she read stood before her now in the form of a woman.


      We’re fortunate she didn’t kill us immediately, she thought as she gave Ander’s body a light, resentful kick.


      For her part, Nidhöggr clicked her tongue. She had struck with the intent to kill...and the boy yet lived.


      If he could take a dragon’s full might in the flesh and come out hardly any worse for wear, perhaps there really was something abnormal about those monkeys from the Hall.


      ■


      Above the guild.


      As I land, Gurba rushes toward me carrying a massive jug of water. The guild, now that the evacuation’s complete, has been turned upside down and is pretty much deserted. In fact, it’s so desolate it’s almost like it’s been ransacked by thieves.


      “As requested, Zeno has treated us to his holy water.”


      “Treated, huh? Not sold?”


      “Don’t sweat the small stuff. Settling this matter comes first.”


      “King! Hurry!” Garmr tugs on my right arm, looking like she’s about to cry at any moment.


      And then there’s Hræsvelgr. “Helly-boy... I saw it too... That child...hurry and save them.” She’s tugging at my left arm, guiding me on.


      A portion of the floor has been ripped away, revealing a material that’s all too familiar.


      “Black onyx. Don’t tell me...this runs under the entire foundation...”


      Gurba should know better than anyone just how valuable the ore is, yet he sounds strangely put off.


      “Can you break it?”


      “Hm... To think my ability to process all things would prove useful in a place like this.”


      His ability is called Mold of All Creation: Anything Gurba strikes while using his ability will have its material properties altered. He usually uses it to forge demonic weapons. It doesn’t do much outside of smithing, but...


      “Hmph!”


      A swing of his hammer is followed by a sharp clang, then by a peculiar echo. Ting. Ting... Like ice in a glass, or perhaps a windchime. The surface of the black onyx softens—warps—under Gurba’s manipulations, bubbling like boiling mud.


      The moment a hole is opened up, the guild is filled with the stench of death.


      “Ooh...weee...”


      I instinctively gag as a wave of physiological disgust washes over me.


      Covering my nose with my cloak, I dribble some water from the jug into the hole. The holy water that spills out, clear and pure, absorbs the curse and turns thick and metallic like liquid mercury before it even passes the stone.


      The hole is pitch-black; it’s impossible to make out its depths.


      “King... A little more...”


      “Yeah... Nearly there...”


      The child Garmr and Hræsvelgr both claimed to sense it is in here. I know they’re a primordial creature, but...they’ve really been trapped in a place like this for years?


      I can feel my chest tighten as bits and pieces of my conversation with Kaguya on the beast god faith surface in my mind. Take one look at Garmr or Nidh, and it should be pretty self-evident, but primordial creatures possess intellect no different from humans. Just imagining one of them spending several hundred years in such a cramped, dark place, unable to die... There’s this rage welling up inside me, and I don’t know what to do with it.


      I continue to pour the holy water. A little longer, and finally it begins to pass through clear. There’s nothing left for it to absorb; the curse sealed within the black onyx has been purified.


      “Aight, Garmr, Harry, we’re going in. Gurba, you’re on standby just in case something happens.”


      “Be careful.”


      “I will.”


      As I approach the hole to jump in, Garmr takes the leap without hesitation.


      “Helly-boy. Carry me.”


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      I head in with Hræsvelgr on my back. My feet, as they touch down, are immediately greeted by the unpleasant, viscous ooze of the holy water that sucked up the curse.


      Before us is a crudely made shrine fitted with its own crudely made torii gate, both like something a child might have thrown together.


      Setting Hræsvelgr down, I proceed through the narrow dugout. The ceiling’s so low I have to stoop over to make any progress, and—a little deeper in—I find Garmr on her knees, gently tending to someone or something.


      “A cat...?”


      What awaits us is nothing more than a tiny kitten.


      It’s so filthy I can’t even tell the original color of its fur. It’s starved and emaciated, breathing in shallow gasps—barely clinging to life.


      Its body trembles; its eyes are neither fully open nor closed.


      A cait sidhe. They are considered pretty weak as far as primordials are concerned, but in exchange they possess the most mana among them. They rarely appear before humans and are known as beasts of good fortune.


      But there’s something special about this one: its tail.


      Its tail starts as one at the base but splits into two along the way, a trait that reminds me of the nekomata legends from my homeland.


      Cait sidhe, owing to the combination of their weakness and rarity, are a species that often get hunted by humans on sight. Did this one live long enough to undergo a change?


      “Hyuu...”


      Perhaps the child’s throat has given out. What escapes it is little more than a faint, raspy breath.


      To think such a small body was burdened with the negative mana of countless lives over hundreds, even thousands of years.


      I slowly approach, careful not to startle it.


      ■


      I think God has come for me.


      “It’s okay... The king is here.”


      A girl who smells like me gently strokes my fur.


      It’s all a dream...a dream I’ve seen so many times. Someone will come and save me from this hell—and then, I’ll wake up. The moment I blink, this gentle voice will be gone again.


      “Hyuu...”


      Stay away... I don’t want to hope anymore.


      Despite that...


      “Mew...”


      Save me... I end up wishing for it anyway.


      And I blink, knowing it’ll be over. It’s just as I feared. When I open my eyes, there is no—


      “You did well... You held on.”


      A warmth envelops me. It’s so gentle, as if cradling something terribly fragile...so soft, as if holding something precious.


      That person embraces me.


      “Drink... You’ll feel better.”


      Water.


      The moment I see it, my body remembers its thirst. I drink desperately, practically shoving my face into it.


      Tears spill from my eyes.


      I think I’ve been crying all along. The tears had only stopped because my body had run dry.


      Is this...a dream?


      “It’s not a dream... It was the same for Garmr, you know? But it’s real—really real.”


      The girl’s tail wraps around me.


      Bit by bit, my body grows lighter.


      Carry out your vengeance... Carry out your vengeance... Carry... Your...


      They’re disappearing. The voices.


      Something inside me is moving.


      The world is regaining its color.


      When I look up, that person is smiling down at me.




      “It’s okay now.”




      Today I think...I met God.


      ■


      The Beast Curse’s regeneration had ceased. Before everyone’s eyes, its mana dispersed and faded into nothingness.


      The nightmare of the Sleepless City was over.


      “It’s over...finally over...”


      Cries of joy echoed into the sky.


      “There were some strange intruders, but...all’s well that ends well! It is my king’s victory!”


      “Let us return to our Corpse King, stupid dragon.”


      “Hmph! I’ll get there first!”


      “There’s no way you could be there before me...”


      Nifl shot a weary look at Nidhöggr, who returned it with narrowed eyes.


      But there was no hostility between them.


      The source of the nightmare.


      Their parting with Hræsvelgr.


      Their king had resolved it all flawlessly, and they both exchanged brilliant smiles with pride.




      Kaguya, having seen it through to its end, squinted as the morning sun poured in from beyond the dome’s former bounds, it having completely dissipated some time after Seere’s death.


      “You have put me in a debt I can never repay, Corpse King.”


      “Oh? What’s this, Gremory? Did you end up liking Shio too?”


      “Yes. To put it simply, I want him.”


      Kaguya’s brazen admission sent Furcas into a good bout of laughter, but only briefly. She quickly recovered, then dropped an ominous declaration.




      “Too bad. Shio is my and His Majesty’s favorite.”

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: To Those Who Know His Name


      “Black Valor, Artel Nanoire. Come forward.”


      It was within the imperial palace of the Fortem Empire—specifically the throne room of the white-walled structure that towered at the center of the imperial capital, where tension hung thick in the air.


      This tension stemmed from anticipation. Everyone waited to hear what information the Lv8 explorer Artel Nanoire had brought back.


      With not even her party members by her side, she knelt alone before the emperor.


      He was a strikingly handsome man, Ordolum von Fortem. As he rested his cheek against one hand and sat on the throne, he could have easily been mistaken for a man far younger.


      He was also the only one who seemed relaxed, cross-legged on his throne and casually motioning for Artel to speak with his free hand.


      “Your report.”


      “Yes, sire.”


      The mere opening of the emperor’s mouth caused the knights lining the hall to stiffen. Artel took one glance at them before she laid out the details.


      “By your imperial command,” she started, “I proceeded with due haste to the Holy Kingdom of Gryphil. As we suspected, the frozen Gryphil Greatwood was evidently brought to that state not by natural disaster, but by magical cause.”


      “What of Rettam and Agrina?”


      “We were unable to find any trace of whoever abducted the imperial prince and princess in the Gryphil Greatwood. Nor could we gather any detailed information regarding Helheim.”


      Artel replied to the emperor’s pressing voice clearly and without fear, and to this the captain of one of the empire’s knight squadrons exploded.


      “Then you failed to find anything at all! You dare show your face here after such failure?!”


      Artel mentally scoffed. This man belonged to the faction of knights that didn’t think kindly of the emperor’s repeated requests for the cooperation of explorers.


      As far as Artel was concerned, the knights had only their own ineptitude to blame for the fact that they were never relied upon. How bothersome it was that they seemed to entirely ignore that factor.


      Regardless, the man had finally been granted an opportunity to condemn an explorer in an official capacity and pressed on as eagerly as a fish given water.


      “The very notion that a mere explorer party could find what our knights searched so desperately for and failed to discover is outrageous to begin with! It is an insult to the honor of the nights of our fine emp—”


      “She has not finished her report. Do not foul my ears, Shugo.”


      “B-But, Your Majesty—”


      “Do not make me repeat myself. Artel, continue. I do not take you for someone who would return empty-handed.”


      The emperor’s words carried an unmistakable trust, and Artel lowered her head once more as the face of the man called Shugo twisted bitterly.


      Artel spoke a bit more loudly than before, as though to say that what came next was the heart of the matter.


      “After we finished our investigation of the frozen Gryphil Greatwood, my party, the Valiant Spear, confirmed an abnormal state of affairs surrounding a hidden land known as the Battleground Cage near the Explorers’ City of Gart and moved in immediately. And there, we did indeed come into contact with Helheim.”


      All thoughts ground to a halt, Artel’s claim echoing through the silent throne room. After all, inside information of Helheim was what the empire was most desperate to obtain.


      Though one man did protest nonetheless. “E-Enough of your nonsense, Black Valor! Just a moment ago, you claimed you failed to uncover anything! And yet, this is—”


      As Shugo faltered, Artel merely offered him a nod before lifting her gaze to the emperor.


      The emperor was unchanged. His eyes were closed and he silently urged her on.


      “However, what follows...I ask permission for it to be relayed to His Majesty’s ears alone.”


      “You insolent little— At a time like this!”


      “That is enough, Shugo. I permit it. Come closer, Artel.”


      “Pardon me.”


      Approaching the seated emperor, Artel repeated exactly what she had heard.


      “‘My name is Corpse King: King of the true Helheim. 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.’”


      She relayed it all—his name; the vague notion of there being a true Helheim; and the traces of ice magic her party had identified, among other things.


      “There is little doubt that he was involved in the freezing of the Gryphil Greatwood. And...there is one more thing I should report.”


      As Artel struggled to articulate herself, the emperor jerked his chin toward her, prompting her to go on.


      And so, lowering her eyes with a mix of all sorts of conflicted emotions on her face, Artel quietly informed him, “Nidhöggr has defected.”


      The emperor’s eyes widened. Artel’s shoulders jolted at the sight, but she did not receive the order to stop.


      “She called that man her king and accompanied him. For him to win so much favor from that idiotic dragon...he must be considerably skilled. He is most likely...on the same level as the members of the Hall of Many Kings.”


      Even Artel herself was aware she had broken into a cold sweat as she delivered news too dangerous for anyone save for the emperor to hear.


      “Really now.”


      “Huh?”


      But the emperor remained firm.


      “You may go, Artel. You have brought back information most valuable. Expect a generous reward for courageously carrying out my decree.”


      “Y-Your Majesty...?”


      “The search for Rettam and Agrina will continue with greater urgency. Increase the number of hands on the hunt, and issue a summons to the Lv9 explorers as well. That is all.”


      Paying no heed to the tension still hanging over the throne room, the emperor rose. From the moment he departed to the moment a servant finally spoke up to guide Artel away, not a soul dared to utter a single word.


      After all...


      “I’ve...never seen His Majesty smile like that before.”


      It was a sentiment shared by all.




      The moment the throne room doors closed behind him, the emperor summoned a servant to his side.


      “Bring me a bottle from the cellar.”


      “P-Pardon, sire?”


      “It is an imperial command. Make haste.”


      “O-Of course!” The servant’s face paled as he cautiously addressed the emperor. “A-And the label...?”


      Even as he posed the question, the servant’s head was tilted in utter confusion at the emperor’s unprecedented good mood.


      The corners of the emperor’s lips curled into a grin. “Bring out the two-hundred-year vintage—Ordomina Shio.”


      “Huh?! R-Right away!”


      The servant immediately raced for the palace’s wine cellar. Theirs was not a secret conversation, and there was no one who overheard who didn’t know the name.


      It was said to be one of the treasures the emperor valued more than anything in the palace—a keepsake of a promise he had made in his youth.


      “If you’re back, then at least come greet me... Good grief. Do you think he’d get mad if I asked him to help look for the kids?”


      Covering the widening smile tugging at his lips with a hand, the emperor lifted his gaze to the sky above.


      ■


      “Corpse King... The Corpse King?!”


      Bang...


      There wasn’t much strength behind the old man’s fist as he struck the wall, and even his shouting came out haggard and hoarse.


      Countless tubes ran across his body. He had wasted away, his bones so near the surface of his skin they looked almost protruding, giving him a strong impression of a man not living, but being kept alive.


      The orange glow of the fire that projected flickering shadows along the stone walls illuminated the sweat clinging to his paper-thin skin.


      “Yes, yes. He has returned. Without a doubt.” Holding a crooked smile by the old man’s side, a man wearing a top hat let out a vicious breath. “But now, in a world where Helheim is a symbol of evil itself, there is no place left for that King.”


      “He is no king!” the man spat with detestable loathing, breaking into a coughing fit that ended in harsh, wheezing gasps.




      “Corpse King... Shio Hizakiii!”
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