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      Prologue


      The encampment farthest away from Ishka was considered the town’s first line of defense. One of four defensive lines erected to guard Ishka against the monster stampede that had originated in Titus Forest, it was also the most hastily constructed yet had been the front line of battle during the stampede from start to finish.


      It was also still operational. To safeguard against the possibility of another stampede, Ishka’s government had poured their resources into fortifying this bulwark. Moats, fences, soldiers’ barracks, watchtowers, a stable, and a command post had all either been rebuilt or newly constructed, and Ishka’s first line of defense now looked like a proper stronghold.


      In addition, more personnel had been recruited to stand guard, including the Bloodstained Blades. More specifically, Miroslav, Lunamaria, Iria, Seele, and Suzume were stationed at the encampment alongside Ishka’s soldiers (Sora had yet to return from Onigashima at this point in time). They were there at the behest of the Adventurer’s Guild. The hydra’s poison was still causing the formidable monsters in Titus Forest to go berserk, and some had ventured beyond the forest’s border and been spotted roaming around in the open. The Bloodstained Blades had been tasked with cooperating with Kanaria’s soldiers to eliminate any monsters that approached the encampment.


      Normally, the clan leader, Sora, would have had the final say on whether to accept the guild’s request, or with him absent, his subordinates would have automatically turned it down (even more so since Sora wasn’t exactly on great terms with the guild). But just before leaving Ishka, Sora had informed all his members that they were free to decide what course of action the clan took in his absence. Miroslav and the others had obliged, and after much discussion among themselves, they had taken the job. If they turned the guild down, the organization might see it as the Dragon Slayer turning his back on Ishka, and if Miroslav and Lunamaria, who both regarded Sora as their master, made a decision in his absence that tanked the clan’s reputation, they wouldn’t be able to look him in the eye when he came back. Iria didn’t have feelings for Sora like the other two, but she still felt a duty to be useful to the one she’d sworn allegiance to. Plus, the three had regularly been heading to the forest as of late anyway, each working diligently to raise their levels as high as they could. The request couldn’t have come at a more opportune time.


      What they hadn’t expected was Suzume and Seele asking to join them. But Miroslav and Lunamaria, having instructed the demonkin girl in magic theory and practice, knew what Suzume was capable of, and Iria, as Seele’s sparring partner, also felt the beastkin was ready for the challenge. It was too early for them to set foot in Titus Forest, of course, but confident they could at least manage the monsters approaching the town’s first line of defense, Miroslav and Lunamaria had agreed to bring them along.


      Miroslav, Lunamaria, and Iria, all far stronger now than they had been before meeting Sora, hadn’t lagged behind any of the adventurers or soldiers on the front lines. In fact, the collective combat ability of the Bloodstained Blades stationed there surpassed that of everyone else on duty, effectively silencing those claiming that they were merely auxiliaries riding on the Dragon Slayer’s coattails within the first few days of their arrival.


      Then, one day, after the Bloodstained Blades had just finished mopping up another batch of rogue monsters, an envoy from the guild had approached Miroslav—the head receptionist Ridelle. Miroslav and Ridelle were already acquainted, so there was no need for introductions or formalities. Ridelle cut right to the chase.


      “You want us to serve as guides through Titus Forest?” Miroslav asked.


      “That’s right. This is an official request from the guild to the Bloodstained Blades clan,” Ridelle said, setting a sheet of paper on the table and sliding it over. Miroslav picked it up, scanned its contents, and confirmed the official seal on the document.


      “Even with the hydra defeated, the forest grounds are by no means safe to traverse,” she said, frowning in suspicion. “And we’re supposed to be taking care of the monsters before they reach the town, so why would anyone need to enter the forest?” Assuming they’re not braving the danger there to boost their levels like us, Miroslav added silently.


      “I’m sure you’ve already heard,” Ridelle answered calmly, “but the date for the wedding between Crown Prince Azaal and Princess Sakuya of the empire was recently set. And Pope Noa from Caritas will be coming here to officiate the ceremony.”


      Miroslav nodded silently. Indeed, she’d already heard. It was the talk of the town here in Ishka, after all—or rather, all over Kanaria. There was no way she couldn’t have known about it.


      “However,” Ridelle went on, “a unit of the Holy Monarchy’s delegation will be dispatched ahead of the pope’s arrival, ostensibly to ensure the safety of the pope’s route to the kingdom. But their true objective is to survey Titus Forest.”


      “Why does the Holy Monarchy want to investigate the forest?”


      “As I said, the pope is coming here to officiate the wedding. But that’s only one reason. She’s also planning to set up a ward in the forest to prevent any more poison from spreading into the Kale River. The ward in question apparently requires the gathering of many coordinates and reference points beforehand, so the officials from the Holy Monarchy have asked to visit the forest to collect the requisite information as well as confirm the degree of the poison’s spread.”


      “I see. And you want us to guide them while they check out the forest, correct?”


      Ridelle nodded. What she hadn’t said was that the kingdom had originally proposed that an entire unit of soldiers, including the Dragon Knight army, should accompany the advance unit from Caritas. But the Holy Monarchy itself had rejected the idea, claiming that more soldiers tagging along would reduce the group’s mobility and draw the attention of more monsters. Instead, they wanted a small group of adventurers who were especially familiar with the area.


      The request had been sent out from Kanaria’s royal palace to Ishka’s government, then from there to the Adventurer’s Guild. Naturally, the guild would have preferred to choose one of their own registered adventurer parties, but deep Titus Forest was the most contaminated region in the area, and only a handful of adventurers within the guild were capable of setting foot there. Plus, since they’d be guiding the Holy Monarchy’s people through, they’d need to be especially familiar with the state of the forest post-hydra.


      No adventuring party in Ishka’s guild met both conditions. For all of them, entering the Titus depths in its current state of desolation would be tantamount to suicide. Anyone with a modicum of judgment would steer clear of the depths to begin with, and the guild wasn’t about to force its members to head to their deaths either. In the end, they had needed to look elsewhere for suitable candidates, and after much deliberation, they’d chosen the Bloodstained Blades.


      Again, Miroslav and her fellow clan members had recently been heading to Titus Forest on the regular, working hard to raise their levels. They were using the Lord of the Flies’s cave in the forest depths as their home base, and because of that, they were all familiar with the area. Having talked it over with Iria and Lunamaria, Miroslav had ultimately agreed to Ridelle’s request—after ensuring the guild would pay them appropriately, of course.




      Several days after Ridelle’s visit, the Bloodstained Blades found themselves face-to-face with the delegation from the Holy Monarchy. The middle-aged man introducing himself as their leader had a rugged look like that of a seasoned adventurer, but he was quite amiable despite his appearance and greeted Miroslav and her fellow clan members jovially.


      “Well met, Bloodstained Blades! The name’s Zeram, and the pope has graciously designated me commander of this unit. There could be no greater honor, truly!” There was no hint of pompousness in his greeting, nor did he make a single disparaging comment about the members of the clan in attendance all being women.
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      Also, despite having just arrived in the kingdom after such a long journey, he didn’t seem fatigued in the least. In fact, he looked eager to head into the forest right away. Miroslav and the others had no objections—the sooner the unit’s surveying work was completed, the faster the ward in the forest could be set up.


      Besides the five Bloodstained Blades, there were seven people from Caritas present. Four were knights of the church, and three were priests. Seven seemed like a small number for a military unit, but they were all incredibly skilled. However, Miroslav’s attention was particularly a female priest with long flaxen hair. She was the only female member of the Caritas unit, with clear emerald eyes and skin as white as snow. Most likely, she was around Miroslav’s age or younger. Her shapely figure was like the work of a master sculptor—even Miroslav, as someone attracted to the opposite sex, had to acknowledge she was beautiful. So beautiful, in fact, that it was almost uncanny.


      Suddenly, the girl’s eyes met hers. In that moment, the red-haired mage involuntarily sucked in a breath. The girl’s beauty was stunning, yes, but it was the hard glint in her emerald eyes that took Miroslav aback. Not averting her gaze from the mage for even a moment, the female priest strode over gracefully.


      “You belong to the group that will guide us today, yes? It is a pleasure to meet you. We’ll be in your care.” She delivered an immaculate bow.


      Her demeanor was so faultlessly polite that it caught Miroslav off guard, and the mage struggled for a moment to respond appropriately. “I-I’m truly touched by your kind greeting. The pleasure’s all mine.”


      The girl beamed. There was no trace of the hardness in her eyes that Miroslav had glimpsed just moments ago. Had she just imagined it? She decided that must be the case, and though the female priest still intrigued her, she soon forgot that she’d ever seen that intimidating glint at all.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Battle in Titus Forest


      1


      Ishka’s northern district was populated by rows of grandiose mansions, owned by government officials, affluent shop owners, and the guildmaster, among other town VIPs. In fact, it was so densely populated by the wealthy that if you threw a stone anywhere in the district it was supposedly bound to hit at least one bigwig. And recently, the name of the Dragon Slayer was coming up more and more among these elite players, which I figured, though it might be presumptuous of me to say, was proof that I really had come up in the world as of late.


      While reflecting on this, I heard a bright voice pop up next to me.


      “You know, this might be the first time I’ve ever gotten to walk around Ishka with you alone,” Claudia Dragonaut said. Having been ordered to attend to the pope alongside Crown Prince Azaal, she was here in Ishka in order to greet the papal figure, who would arrive from the Holy Monarchy to the south before long.


      “Is it?” I said, cocking my head doubtfully. “I’m pretty sure we’ve walked together like this plenty of times before... Oh, right! There was always someone else tagging along, wasn’t there?” More specifically, it was either her sister Astrid, Suzume, Seele, or the three brats accompanying us, so she was right: It was the first time just the two of us were taking a walk together.


      “Yes!” she said with a big smile and a nod. “Of course, I love being with Astrid and Suzume and the others as well, but I can’t deny I’ve been wanting to walk with you alone like this too.” She reached out and subtly took hold of my shirtsleeve, then looked up at me. Sensing her intent, I entwined my hand with her own.


      She beamed and squeezed my hand tightly, clearly overjoyed. Ever since our last visit to the royal capital, she had seemed especially fond of holding my hand. It was pretty cute, to be honest. It felt a little awkward to be walking around in public holding the hand of a younger girl, but for Claudia’s smile, I’d kick any feeling of embarrassment over the town’s fortress wall and out of sight.


      We talked for a little while longer as we made our way to my estate. The other attendant assigned to the pope, Crown Prince Azaal, was still in the royal capital. Apparently, he would greet the pope there once she arrived in Horus. My guess was that the king’s original aim had been to assign Claudia and Azaal these roles as a pretext to bring them together and rekindle their relationship. Perhaps he was even hoping for them to get engaged again. But after seeing Claudia’s behavior when I’d accompanied her to the palace, he’d probably realized that was impossible. In fact, I suspected he now thought it’d be bad if Claudia and the crown prince did meet, which was why he had them working separately—though you could also say Claudia herself had had a hand in leading the king to that conclusion with her words and actions. I’d thought as much back when she’d rebuked the crown prince too, but Claudia really could carry herself like nobility when she wanted to. It was almost like she could flip on her intensity like a switch—or perhaps it just felt that way because it was so at odds with her normal cherubic demeanor. No doubt she would grow to become one of the most intelligent and beautiful women in the kingdom as the years went on, and the crown prince would feel more and more like he had let his biggest catch slip through his fingers.


      When we reached the gates of my estate, I didn’t feel any sense of homecoming. That made sense—after all, I’d ultimately spent only a single day in Onigashima. And since I could travel almost anywhere in a short time using my vigor, the journey to and from there had taken no time at all. Even in the royal capital, I’d spent only one night at the Dragonaut estate, then immediately headed back to Ishka on Clarent, Claudia’s wyvern. All this was to say that despite all the commotion that had transpired on Onigashima during my stay, it really only felt like I’d popped down there for a field trip and come right back, so I hadn’t even had time to feel homesick.


      Therefore, I unlocked the gate without a second thought and headed inside. I had to keep the gate locked, because if I didn’t, people would try to come in to get a glimpse of Claimh Soras, my indigo wyvern. I’d also had a bell installed next to the gate for people to ring whenever they wanted to talk business with the Bloodstained Blades.


      Upon entering the grounds, I couldn’t sense anyone’s presence. “Is anyone here? It’s rare for them all to be out at the same time.”


      Suzume, Seele, Lunamaria, Miroslav, Iria, Sela, and the three brats were all absent. It wasn’t like I’d stipulated that at least one of them had to be on the grounds at all times, and if any of them had business that took priority over the clan, they were free to go take care of it. But there was also the chance of a major incident happening while I was away. Claudia had said nothing serious had cropped up between when I’d left and when she had been summoned back to the royal palace, but I wanted to head inside and check, just to be sure.


      Just as I was about to walk through the door, however...


      “Oh, it’s Big Bro Sora!”


      “Big Bro Sora!”


      “And Big Sis Clau!”


      I heard some familiar voices from behind me. Sure enough, it was the trio of brats: Ein, Zwei, and Dora. Behind them, Priestess Sela was standing there with a warm smile on her face. Judging from the bags she was holding, she’d probably been out shopping for food. Ever since the hydra incident, Ishka’s public safety had taken a considerable hit, but apparently it was now safe enough for a woman and three children to go shopping on their own without a problem.


      Then again, it was Priestess Sela we were talking about. Even if someone tried to attack her, she could easily fight them off, so there was no need to worry about her anyway—but it was certainly heartening to know the town was gradually becoming safer. After all, the guild’s importance in the aftermath of the hydra incident and restoration of Ishka’s public safety was the reason I’d postponed the final phase of my plan to pick a fight with them peacefully.


      As I was thinking this, Sela beamed at me and Claudia. “Welcome home, Sora and Miss Claudia!”


      “Thanks for holding down the fort, priestess. Any trouble while I was gone?”


      “Nothing here at the house, at least. And the children couldn’t be happier. I must thank you again for allowing them such comfortable lodgings.” She bowed to me gratefully, then continued. “However, the situation in Titus Forest is still grim. Even now, monsters are running rampant, and the others all went there to respond to the situation at the guild’s request.”


      When I heard that, I frowned. I knew Titus Forest was still in a dangerous state and that the monsters there had been agitated by the poison and gone berserk. A few of them had even ventured outside the forest. But that should have been a job for Kanaria’s army and the guild’s adventurers. If the situation was so dire that the guild had been forced to hire the Bloodstained Blades, a clan they weren’t even on good terms with, that was something I couldn’t ignore. Especially worrying was the fact that Seele and Suzume had also gone there. According to Sela, it had originally been only Lunamaria, Miroslav and Seele who were planning to go, but Seele and Suzume had expressed their desire to accompany them, saying they wanted to be useful clan members.


      The more Sela told me, the deeper my frown got. Once she was finished, I sighed. True, if I’d been there, I would have put my foot down, but Lunamaria and Miroslav wouldn’t have permitted it if they thought Seele and Suzume would be dead weight. In fact, when I thought about it, I wasn’t really sure what either one of them was truly capable of. I knew Lunamaria and Miroslav had been hard at work training both of them, but I’d never seen Suzume or Seele actually fight—in fact, it was rare for them to come with me on adventures at all. Lunamaria and Miroslav no doubt knew more about their abilities than I did, so it made sense for them to make the final call on that instead of me.


      Gradually, my frown relaxed. It would have been one thing if Ishka’s government had forced them to tag along, but if it was something they’d decided on themselves, I couldn’t just drag them back home. I wasn’t Suzume and Seele’s guardian, so even if it was out of care or concern, I didn’t have the right to restrict their actions. Unless, of course, I knew as their clan leader that they weren’t strong enough for the job, but for now, I was going on the assumption that that wasn’t the case. In fact, perhaps having faith in them, acknowledging they’d be fine, relaxing at home, and putting my feet up, ready to greet them with a smile when they came back, was what I ought to be doing as the clan leader. Yeah, that sounded like a better plan.


      With that decided, it was time to go say hi to Claimh Soras at the stable. I’d been away for over a day, so no doubt the wyvern was lonely. In fact, maybe I’d let it fly me around for a while to cheer it up. But just riding around with no destination would be dull for both of us, so I decided we could fly over to the Jirai Ao Ochs tree to stock up on the wyvern’s favorite fruit.


      That was the only reason for me deciding to enter Titus Forest—for Claimh Soras. Honest.


      2


      Now atop Claimh Soras, who was chirping happily, I flew straight north. Along the way, we passed above the other three encampments beyond Ishka’s first line of defense. I’d heard most of the battle during the stampede had taken place at the first encampment, and the other three had barely been used at all, so I’d expected them to be abandoned. But when I looked down, I saw that all three had soldiers stationed there, albeit the bare minimum. It seemed the current instability in the Titus Forest had them taking every precaution.


      Before long, the fourth encampment out from town—and Ishka’s first line of defense—entered my vision. This was where Kuraia and the others had held off the monsters while I was busy fighting the hydra. I’d heard this was the base of operations for the current monster extermination job as well, and looking down at it, I could certainly see why. It was far larger and more heavily guarded than the other three. Naturally, the guards were all armed, but that wasn’t to say they all looked menacing. Some were waiting in line at what looked like food carts, and some adventurers were day-drinking to raise their spirits. Furthermore, the Kanarian soldiers patrolling the area weren’t attempting to stop them.


      The atmosphere here was clearly lacking tension. As I’d expected the situation to look a little more dire, I was honestly disappointed. I mean, if I’d known things were this leisurely, I wouldn’t have needed to hurry— Ahem, never mind.


      A few people below spotted my indigo wyvern in the sky and pointed. Others noticed the ones who were pointing and raised their voices excitedly. The chain continued until a commotion had enveloped the entire encampment.


      As usual, my wyvern’s appearance really stood out. Since I wasn’t particularly looking to spread news of my arrival like some grandiose figure (and I also didn’t want to make such a big scene that I ended up agitating the guards), I lowered Claimh Soras into a clearing a considerable distance from the encampment, then headed the rest of the way there on foot.


      Having approached on a wyvern without any prior notice, I was prepared to at least get a little pushback from the guards upon entering, but the moment they saw me, they offered formal salutes and let me pass without a word. They were probably (incorrectly) assuming that the Bloodstained Blades’ clan leader had belatedly decided to join the fight, but since there was no need to correct them, I straightened my posture and tried to look as heroic as possible as I strode through the gate.


      Now then, where are Suzume and Seele?


      This was technically an encampment, but it was built more like a stronghold with multiple facilities. There were soldiers’ barracks, watchtowers, stables, and even a command post. It’d be hard for me to locate them just by walking around aimlessly. I decided to ask someone, but the throng of people crowding around me were oohing and ahhing so loudly, I couldn’t get a word in. They were treating me like some rare creature that had suddenly shown up.


      With no other option, I decided to turn back toward the gate and ask a guard about the girls’ whereabouts. But just as I was about to turn on my heel, I spotted two familiar figures leaping out of what I assumed to be the command post and dashed over breathlessly. It went without saying that it was Suzume and Seele.


      “Welcome back, Sora! You’re already home from the island?!”


      “Oh! Welcome!”


      Seele greeted me enthusiastically, followed by Suzume, who had a big smile on her face. While returning their greetings, I covertly observed them both. As far as I could tell, neither of them looked injured, nor did they have bags under their eyes from the fatigue of battle. That was probably because compared to the stampede, there were far fewer monsters to deal with here. Inwardly relieved, I smiled.


      “It’s good to see you two are both safe. I heard from Priestess Sela that Lunamaria and the others are there as well. I trust they’re also in good health?”


      “Yes, they’re just fine, of course!” Seele said with an emphatic nod. “But they’re in the forest right now, so you won’t find them here.”


      “They entered the forest?” I said, frowning in puzzlement. “But wasn’t their job to cull the monsters that made it out of the forest? Why would they need to head in there?”


      If that was the case, they were in much more danger. They surely wouldn’t have gone to the depths of the forest, and certainly not the core, but in its current state, even setting foot in the forest was risky on its own.


      Seele and Suzume exchanged glances. Not out of hesitation, it seemed, but more like silently asking each other who should speak first. In the end, it was Suzume who answered.


      “They entered the forest not to cull monsters but to serve as guides. The people from the Adventurer’s Guild decided Miss Miroslav and the others were the most suited for the job because of their familiarity with the forest and asked them to take it on...”


      “So they entered the forest with a group from the Holy Monarchy,” Seele finished.


      That only confused me further. Obviously Miroslav and the others had been hired to guide people from the Holy Monarchy through the forest, but why? What interest would another nation have in the ravaged Titus Forest? I was about to ask, but then I noticed the worried looks on their faces and thought better of it. If I needled them with questions, they might think I was blaming them, and I didn’t want that. To begin with, I doubted they could tell me what the guild or Holy Monarchy’s true intentions were even if I asked.


      At any rate, Lunamaria and the others had accepted the job, so they must have had a good reason to risk going into the forest. Rather than scolding them, I ought to be praising them for deciding to brave danger and accept their role as guides for the sake of the clan. Just as I was about to speak to Suzume and Seele again, however, I noticed someone else coming from the command post, as though chasing after the two girls. When I saw who it was, I closed my mouth once more.


      “Hello, Dragon Slayer. It’s been a while,” the guild receptionist Ridelle said, bowing to me tersely.


      This was the first time we’d met since she’d visited my house after the hydra fight—or rather, after she’d come to me fully prepared to offer her body for Elgart’s sake, though I’d let her go home without doing anything to her. Now then, why would she come over and speak to me? I seriously doubted it was to thank me for sparing her back then. I was also concerned that she’d followed Seele and Suzume out of the command post right behind them. If she’d been talking to them about something, I’d certainly like to know what it was.


      Ridelle must have sensed my wariness, because she looked nervous. But she seemed more anxious about how I might react than like she was up to something shady. As proof, when I briefly returned her greeting, she noticeably relaxed. Then, with another polite bow, she suggested the three of us head back into the command post. I agreed, and once inside, I was given a rundown of all of the circumstances that had led to my clan members’ mission in the forest.


      According to Ridelle, the “people from the Holy Monarchy” Seele had mentioned were a unit dispatched to Kanaria ahead of the pope’s arrival. Their mission was to ensure the safety of the route the pope would take and also to gather reference points for setting up barrier magic in the forest. I already knew barrier magic existed since it had been mentioned in the letter from Duke Dragonaut, including how he’d learned about it from none other than the pope, but apparently, the pope wasn’t content with just sharing the information and planned to head to the forest to cast the spell. There were quite a few followers of the Law and Order faith in Kanaria—Priestess Sela and Iria being two examples—plus the longer the kingdom remained in chaos, the more the neighboring nations would surely feel the effects as well. It was most likely for these reasons that the pope had decided direct action was necessary.


      However, I’d also heard a behemoth horn was needed to construct such a barrier, so what did they plan to do about that? Did the Holy Monarchy just have a bunch of those horns in reserve? Whatever the case, I did honestly respect the way the pope was working so hard to help other nations. The poison was putting the lives of the others in the kingdom, including the children and me, in jeopardy. I was confident we would eventually make a breakthrough with the antidote, but if the threat could be eliminated entirely, that would certainly be a more favorable outcome.


      Having finished her brief explanation, Ridelle concluded with a request I’d already expected. “In terms of knowledge of Titus Forest’s depths and core region, no one can compare to you, Mr. Sora. Will you please lend the guild your aid?” She bowed profusely over and over again.


      I didn’t have any reason to refuse, especially if it would result in the poison problem being taken care of for good. I did feel a little hesitation when it came to agreeing too readily because she might start thinking she could get me to do the guild’s dirty work as long as it was for the town’s safety, but then again, judging from how intimidated she clearly felt, I doubted it.


      I had just opened my mouth to accept her request when the high-pitched clanging of alarm bells resounded through the encampment. When I looked out the window to see what was going on, a soldier in a watchtower was ringing the tower’s bell, pointing frantically at Titus Forest. A beat later, I heard the words “attack” and “monster” intermittently murmured from around the command post.


      As my face became grim, Ridelle maintained an air of composure. “We get several of these monster attacks every day. We should have more than enough forces on standby to handle it, so there’s no need to worry.”


      “That’s reassuring, but are you including Seele and Suzume in those forces?”


      “No, those two are off duty, so they won’t be taking part. Rest assured, they’ll be fine.”


      I wanted to retort, Why are you the one with the final say and not them? but she was right. With this many forces gathered, the soldiers and adventurers here could repel a monster attack with no problem. They’d be safe...as long as it wasn’t an invasion on the level of the stampede.


      As though that thought of mine had been a jinx, in the very next instant, an ear-piercing scream came from outside, beyond the window. No, not just one. Two, three, four...more and more screams arose as the seconds went by. Shock and anxiety ran across Ridelle’s face. Then I heard a particularly loud shriek, this one coming from the soldier ringing the bell on the watchtower just outside. A black shadow had engulfed the man’s body. I quickly unleashed a ranged vigor attack at the shadow, but the man’s screams ceased for good before it could reach. I was too late.


      The man’s body tumbled to the ground. I could see that his neck had been torn. Taking his place on the tower was a bipedal creature. Its entire body was jet-black like it had been doused in ink. It raised its arms up to the sky and screeched, as though taking pride in its kill.


      “A... A ghoul?!” Ridelle stammered, clearly astonished. “No—it’s an alghoul! But that’s impossible! How are there undead monsters here?!”


      The man-eating monsters known as ghouls were often erroneously lumped in with zombies in people’s minds, but ghouls were much stronger than zombies. And the alghoul was said to be a superior species of ghoul; in other words, even more formidable. More concerning, Titus Forest was teeming with all sorts of monsters and demonic creatures, but undead were not among them. At least, I’d never encountered any there.


      Normally, I’d have thought an unlucky adventurer had perished in the forest and been turned into an undead monster. And if that monster had wandered out of the forest, it certainly could have impulsively attacked the encampment. But it wasn’t just one alghoul attacking, or even two. They were coming from the forest by the dozens, heading toward the encampment. There was no way this was some unfortunate coincidence. This was a deliberate attack. And given the use of undead monsters, the mastermind had to be a necromancer.


      The face of Jijinbou, the man I’d cut down some time ago, flashed through my mind. Having manipulated undead to attack the royal capital Horus and the Dragonaut estate, he had been a necromancer, as well as one of the Mitsurugi family’s Banners of Seirin. Were the Mitsurugis behind this attack? I considered the possibility but quickly rejected it. Just the other day in Onigashima, I’d defeated the Demon God. Surely they weren’t foolish enough to think a hundred or so alghouls would be enough to take me down.


      Therefore, it was extremely unlikely that this was their handiwork. And I couldn’t think of any other reason a necromancer might be after me, so I probably wasn’t the target here. But if not me, then who? A necromancer’s mortal enemy was the church and those who served in it. Could this attack have been targeting the unit from the Holy Monarchy?


      While trying to pinpoint the attacker’s motive, I unsheathed the katana at my hip. Honestly, I hoped my suspicions were way off, but if I was correct, it meant Lunamaria and the others guiding the group from the Holy Monarchy were also in danger. And I’d be damned if I was about to let some random stranger harm my precious sources of soul energy.


      3


      The lich king, like the vampire, was one of the most formidable varieties of undead monster. However, unlike the vampire, there was no specific way to become a lich king—you were just considered one upon reaching a certain threshold of ability as an undead creature. Therefore, there were many different lich kings; for instance, phantoms from ancient battlegrounds could take in miasma over long periods to become liches. There were also instances of a heretic priest receiving a demon’s favor and transforming into a lich king. And a few high-level mages reaching for forbidden eclipse magic had been reduced to inhuman states and become lich kings over time.


      Their motivations and actions were just as varied as their origins. Not all lich kings wanted to harm humans, for instance. Some of them simply wanted to hole up in their own territory and devote themselves to research far away from the mortal world. But those were the outliers. Most lich kings were, in fact, hostile.


      It was the duty of the churches to fight against these lich kings—their mortal enemies. For that reason, the Law and Order faith devoted much of their power to exterminating heretical religions and undead creatures. Many previous lich kings had also been eradicated by churches, so naturally, the undead had come up with a means to defend themselves: an organization of lich kings banding together to oppose the Law and Order faith. It was known as the Council of Night, and just as its name suggested, it was an organization of the undead.


      “Eri eri urus eri urus! O come hither, king of insects starved for flesh!”


      The Council of Night desired the death of Pope Noa, who had eradicated three lich kings thus far. The chant that now issued from the undead king Charramon was spoken at an ultra-high speed that would be impossible for any regular mage and so technically advanced that only a genius researcher of magic would be able to execute it. Even a lord-level mage would find it difficult to keep up with the sheer talent on display.


      “Let the incessant beating of your wings reflect your insatiable hunger—Locust Emperor!”


      The instant the chant finished, the beating of countless insect wings erupted. These were not actually insect summons but high-density mana familiars. Compared to this spell of Charramon’s, Miroslav’s earlier Category 6 fire spell was like a drop in the bucket. And with the undead king’s overwhelming concentration of mana rushing toward them like a flood, Miroslav and the others had no way to defend themselves. They could keenly feel the blade of the Grim Reaper’s scythe at their necks.


      Then a pure voice, in direct contrast to the lich king’s grotesque burbling, reached their ears. “O Lord, I beseech you, protect us all!”


      A barrier of light instantly appeared before their eyes. Deployed all around them like a dome, the barrier also enveloped the Caritas unit’s members. If one looked closely enough, they’d be able to see the countless repeated intricate patterns covering the wall of light’s surface. It was Holy Barrier, one of the holy spells the God of Law and Order bestowed upon its disciples. This particular miracle was only given to priests of bishop rank or above and could block any variety of attack without exception, granting the user an impregnable defense.


      The girl whom Charramon had called “Pope Noa” had cast the miracle. Normally, a time-consuming prayer would have been required to deploy such an advanced spell, but the girl had brought up the barrier in no time at all.


      In the next instant, the lich king’s magic collided with the pope’s miracle. Each time one of the swarming locusts struck the barrier of light, deafening roars resounded through Titus Forest, and the locusts exploded upon impact. Each explosion was large and powerful enough to eradicate a group of around a dozen people, and there were hundreds—no, perhaps even thousands—of locusts in the swarm.


      The collective cluster of explosions was so devastating that it could have reduced even the walls protecting the royal capital to ash, and the residual heat burned the vegetation in the area to a crisp. Healthy green plants were charred black as the scenery of the forest began to transform before their eyes. Chunks of ground were gouged out, flames surged, and the extreme heat from the fire whipped the wind into a violent frenzy like a tornado, immolating most of the remaining alghouls with no trace left behind.


      Charramon’s spell had been divine level, easily capable of annihilating an army of ten thousand. Miroslav had been certain that not even a top-class mage wielding Category 9 magic could have commanded such power, And if the lich king could cast a spell like that in such a short time, he no doubt had the power to bring an entire town to ruin just as quickly. She’d heard multiple horror stories about lich kings, but now face-to-face with one, she realized they were even more terrifying than she’d even imagined.


      “Are you three all right?”


      Even more startling, however, was how calmly and effortlessly the girl in front of her asked about their conditions even though she’d just performed the impossible feat of shielding them all from the undead king’s attack. Pope Noa... Only a newborn wouldn’t know the name that Charramon had spoken. She was the supreme leader of the Holy Monarchy of Caritas and the Law and Order faith, a legendary figure said to be able to resurrect the dead and who at age thirteen had already achieved a legendary level of power. Miroslav had had a hunch that this girl was the unit’s true commander and even more or less guessed her true identity, but the sight of the devastating spells clashing before her eyes had been shocking to witness all the same.


      From beyond the holy barrier, Charramon’s voice resounded, ominously grating on the ears of all who heard it. “I boosted the power of that spell with my prized philosopher’s stone, and you still blocked it so easily. It seems I underestimated you a bit, Pope Noa.” The lich king appeared once again from beyond the rising clouds of dust.


      The soldiers from Caritas immediately moved to protect their pope, but Noa calmly held up a hand to stop them. “This is the most powerful shield in existence because my Lord bestowed it upon me,” she declared. “You will not pierce through it, no matter how much mana you send its way.”


      “I have toiled and studied diligently to ascend the path of sorcery, while you shamelessly rely on the power of your deity. And yet you regard me with such arrogance?”


      “I do not owe decorum to those who fall to the allure of heresy. Charramon, was it? I seem to recall the third seat on the Council of Night had that name. Would you be the same Charramon?”


      “Indeed!” The moment he responded, Charramon’s mana abruptly swelled. Despite the sheer power of the attack he’d just unleashed, he was boosting his strength even further.


      A groan issued from one of the Caritas soldiers’ mouths, causing even the young pope to frown in concern.


      “You are correct—I am Charramon, third seat on the Council of Night! Do not think me as weak as those three novices you took down previously. And as we are outside your precious Holy Monarchy, no damnable barrier of yours can possibly sap my power now!”


      “The barrier itself is not our weapon,” Noa replied. “God’s favor is. And God’s favor is not restricted to the walls of Caritas. All of God’s believers are equally blessed.”


      “Then let’s put that to the test, shall we? Let’s see if your god’s blessing can withstand this!”


      Charramon produced several large orbs that twinkled with the colors of the rainbow. These were magic stones that held immense power but were incomparably purer than the ones Miroslav had used in the Skim Mountains. Philosopher’s stones, the purest magic stones of all. The lich king had six of them, and the density of the mana surrounding him lifted the stones up into the air. With six stones, his next attack would probably be at least six times more powerful than the previous one. Furthermore, the floating stones were arranging themselves in the shape of a hexagram. When the pope saw that, a flicker of tension ran across her face for the first time.


      “History proves that even the toughest shield can be pierced, provided one is equipped with the strongest spear.” Charramon declared. “The opposite is also true. Now then, let’s see if the shield your god gave you truly deserves to be called ‘impregnable’! Discharge!”


      Immediately afterward, the astonishing concentration of mana inside the philosopher’s stones was released all at once. The mana undulated and gathered, taking the form of an enormous spear of light, which streaked toward the holy barrier, colliding with it.


      “Gah!” The pope’s cry of anguish reached Miroslav’s and the others’ ears, accompanied by one other noise: the sound of the barrier cracking.


      Charramon’s earlier attack hadn’t even scratched the surface, yet now the barrier was clearly giving way. Miroslav watched as it fissured, emitting a sound like cracking crystal. The pope raised both hands, attempting to repair the cracked portion, but Charramon’s spear pushed in with more force, causing it to crack even faster. Noa’s face became strained as beads of sweat ran from her forehead down her cheek.


      The others knew they couldn’t just stand in a stupor and let this happen. They racked their brains trying to think of something they could do. But Charramon’s magic had transformed the area outside the barrier into a red-hot hell. The moment they set foot outside the protective dome, their bodies would catch fire and burn to a crisp. All they could do was pray that the lich king’s spell ended before the pope’s mana ran out. However, that hope seemed more unlikely by the moment, as the spear of light’s force continued to increase. Even if they made it through this attack, the lich king clearly had ample power to spare, while the pope was pale-faced, biting her lip in chagrin.


      By now, there was no portion of the dome that wasn’t covered in a spiderweb of cracks. Before the fight reached its inevitable conclusion, the undead king’s composed voice rang out one last time. “Do not lament your defeat here. You will all die by the hand of Charramon the Third Seat! What greater honor could there be? Hold your heads up high as your ashes are scattered to the wind!”


      As though it had been waiting for him to finish speaking, the holy barrier let out a final, terrible screech and collapsed. Convinced the fight was seconds away from its conclusion, Charramon raised his mana to its maximum level, preparing to deliver the finishing blow.


      “So you’re the fool who put my clan members in danger,” came a voice.


      Before the undead king could even reply, he was bisected from the head down by Sora, who had heard the destruction that Charramon’s magic had caused and come running.
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      The eclipse magic, Locust Emperor, which Charramon had used to try and put the pope six feet under, had reduced an entire portion of Titus Forest to ash, and the subsequent attack he’d unleashed with his philosopher’s stones had caused widespread destruction on the level of a natural disaster. Of course, with an attack that devastating, its influence was keenly felt outside the forest as well. An earsplitting roar and a rising cloud of dust from afar, as well an earthquake so severe it felt like a premonition of another illusory beast attack, assaulted Ishka’s first line of defense. In part due to the sudden alghoul attack, it sent the encampment into utter panic.


      Sora had turned his back on the pandemonium and entered Titus Forest. He hadn’t brought Seele or Suzume along out of concern for their safety, but he had left Claimh Soras behind for a different reason: insurance in case the alghoul attack had been a calculated diversion. As long as the wyvern was there, Sora could evacuate the two girls to Ishka even if a new foe showed up at the encampment while he was in the forest. Before charging in, he had also raised his vigor to boost his physical capabilities to the maximum. That way, he wouldn’t waste any time getting there and back and would return to the encampment faster.


      Titus Forest was so large that it could envelop an entire nation, so finding a group of a dozen or so within its borders would normally be like searching for a needle in a haystack. But thanks to the commotion from Charramon’s spell, Sora was able to locate Miroslav and the others in no time. That was why he had called the lich king a fool—the enemy had created such a clamor that it had led Sora right to him.




      After Charramon was cut in two with a single vigor-infused slice from Sora’s black katana, the undead king’s violet robe tore into shreds and scattered. Apparently, it had been some kind of magical defensive item. Charramon’s body, made of bones and greatly resembling the monster known as a skeleton, was now exposed. Split from the head down, the two halves of the king’s bony body fell apart to either side. At the same time, the raging torrent of mana that had collapsed the pope’s holy barrier vanished.


      Sora turned his back on the broken skeletal remains, toward Miroslav and the others, and was about to call out to them when the red-haired mage and the elf sage shouted out simultaneously.


      “M-Master!” Iria also cried out a beat later.


      These were clearly not cries of relief at being rescued—they were warning him to be wary of what was behind him. Sora turned back around. Behind him, the skeletal body was bringing itself back together, as though being rewound. Then...


      “Fool? I think the only fool here is you,” came a sneering voice as Charramon’s arm thrust toward Sora like lightning. The attack contained so much force it could easily pierce through an opponent’s heart, or perhaps send enough mana directly into their body to rupture their internal organs.


      The lich king’s thrust was as sharp as a blade but ultimately failed to reach its target. Sora’s figure had appeared hazy for a moment, but despite the young man looking away from him before, Sora was suddenly facing him now. Put simply and succinctly, Sora had turned around. That was all he had done. But it would have been impossible to move faster than Charramon could react merely by turning in the other direction. He had used a high-speed vigor technique for movement that Illusory Blade Users called Swallow Flight Reversal. Since it was a movement technique and not a sword skill, it was often used to defend oneself quickly when being ambushed from behind, but there were other applications as well: for instance, intentionally turning one’s back to the enemy to lure them into attacking, then suddenly countering.


      “Shut your mouth, fool.” Having channeled as much vigor into himself as he could muster, Sora delivered a devastating kick at chest level, slamming into Charramon like a spear. The attack was instantaneous—before he could even blink, the undead king’s body went sailing backward through the air like a cannonball and disappeared beyond the treetops, out of sight. Sora glared in that direction sharply for a few moments, tensely staying put just in case.


      Meanwhile, those inside the holy barrier behind him gawked in awe, and Pope Noa was no exception. Her green eyes were wide with surprise. Even Miroslav and the other Bloodstained Blades’ expressions weren’t too different from everyone else’s.


      The area outside the holy barrier was giving off a scorching heat, the kind that would sear the lungs if carelessly inhaled. Sora’s figure, with his back turned to them all as if guarding them with his very being, looked almost divine—or at least, that was how it appeared to Miroslav and Lunamaria as they gazed at the sight in front of them in a stupor, utterly captivated.


      Then, after he’d stared in the direction where Charramon had vanished for a while longer, a small utterance escaped Sora’s lips.


      “Damn. I screwed up.”


      He looked down at his weapon. Right now he was not wielding his Shinsou but his regular black katana. If he had only taken out his Shinsou at the start instead, he could have finished it in one hit. That was where he’d “screwed up.”


      At the time the alghouls were attacking the encampment, he’d thought it overkill to release his Shinsou and refrained, partly because he’d believed the alghouls weren’t worth the extra effort. Sora was currently Level 30. And not just “merely” Level 30—his skill was also evident in the way he had taken out the majority of the undead monsters without using his Shinsou at all. In fact, he’d fought off all the alghouls in the ambush with no problem. But he’d been too hasty and had immediately rushed into Titus Forest without taking the time to draw his Shinsou first.


      From the abnormal level of destruction he’d heard in the forest, he’d deduced his opponent was no ordinary necromancer and worried that Lunamaria, Miroslav, and Iria wouldn’t be able to defend themselves. He’d felt the need to go to their rescue right away, and this impatience had caused a lapse in his judgment. Why had he lost his cool badly enough to rush in improperly armed?


      Silently rebuking himself for his mistake, he glanced over his shoulder at his three party members out of the dozen standing in the shining, semicircular barrier of light, then expelled a small sigh.


      “Well, I guess it’s because I really didn’t want to lose my precious soul providers.”


      Making excuses for his behavior to no one in particular, Sora returned his black katana to his sheath, then unleashed his true ace in the hole.


      “Shinsou Reiki. Devour it all, Soul Eater!”


      Responding to his call, the Shinsou manifested, gleaming with a black luster. Now gripping its hilt, Sora swung the blade casually without a moment’s hesitation. To an innocent bystander from afar, it would probably look like he’d cut empty air, but at that moment, the Shinsou’s blade launched toward the flying projectiles of light that the lich king had covertly fired from a distance. The same magic that had reduced a good chunk of Titus Forest to scorched earth melted into Sora’s Shinsou upon contact and vanished without a trace. A dozen or so more bullets of light followed, but Sora cut them all down, neutralizing them all in midair.


      Apparently having decided that long-range attacks were ineffective, Charramon appeared directly in front of Sora once again. His body was still skeletal, but the aura around him was so much more intense that he was like a different person entirely. The sharp gaze in his hollow eyes pierced Sora like needles.


      “Just who are you, buffoon?” he asked. “At first, I thought you were one of the church’s knights, but that power, that kind of mana... The clergymen aren’t capable of anything like what you displayed just now.”


      “Even if I told you, fool, that information would just go to waste. After all, you won’t get the chance to tell anyone else before I’m through with you here,” the dragon slayer responded to the lich king’s question with derisive scorn.


      Less than a second later, they clashed.


      5


      The Church of Law and Order’s most powerful figure and Caritas’s monarch, Pope Noa Carnelias, was always talked about wherever she went—far too much, in her opinion. Some called her a child prodigy. Some called her a young genius. Some simply said she was blessed. And some called her the One-Eyed Child of God.


      Noa wasn’t originally from Caritas. She’d actually been born in the Ad Astera empire to the east. The Carnelias family was just as influential and distinguished in the empire as the Paladies or the Azurites. Noa’s father had been a cardinal of the Church of Law and Order in charge of performing rites and ceremonies within the empire, and he’d had even more influence within the church than the pope at the time of Noa’s birth.


      When Noa had come into the world, she’d naturally come to embrace the Law and Order faith and walked the path of a devout believer. Even as an infant, she’d taken her faith seriously but hadn’t displayed the kind of talent that would make others turn their heads in surprise. She essentially had been a normal child.


      When she was six years old, however, that had all changed. That year, she’d gone to the Holy Monarchy with her father, plucked out her own left eye, and, setting it on the altar as an offering, claimed she’d received a divine revelation telling her to do so. This understandably caused everyone around her to panic, but bizarrely enough, her left eye had restored itself perfectly on its own even with her original eyeball missing. She hadn’t even needed emergency treatment.


      Afterward, Noa had awakened to the ability to use holy magic. Her spells were so tremendously effective that she easily outclassed all of her teachers and predecessors, and before long, everyone inside and outside the empire knew that the house of Carnelias contained a child prodigy without peer. In the following years, she’d shot through the church’s ranks at an unprecedented rate. She’d become history’s youngest priest, then bishop, then cardinal, shattering record after record until finally becoming the Monarchy’s youngest pope and ruler. The speed at which she attained that position had never been seen before and would most likely never be seen again.


      Naturally, there were more than a few who objected to having such a young pope. But the cries of approval and praise were so overwhelming that they drowned out all her critics. The reason for such high praise? Her numerous indisputable achievements, the eradication of three lich kings chief being among them.


      Undead monsters didn’t perish even if you pierced their heads or their hearts, and apparition-types had no corporeal bodies anyway. Their existence being so far removed from the logic of the mortal realm was why they were called undead in the first place. To destroy these creatures, either a priest’s holy magic, a mage’s offensive magic, or a spirit user’s spirit magic was needed, or barring that, a weapon enchanted with one of those magics. But it’d be difficult to claim that even these methods worked on the likes of lich kings. It might destroy the creatures, sure, but as their true bodies existed in what was called the “ethereal realm,” their presence in the mortal realm was little more than a shadow. No matter how many times one destroyed a shadow, it had no effect on the real body.


      After destroying a lich king’s shadow once, it took some time and preparation for it to rematerialize on earth. In that sense, getting rid of its shadow wasn’t pointless, but it didn’t kill the undead creature either. There were undead monsters, and then there were immortal monsters. The lich king was closer to the latter.


      To truly finish off a being like Charramon, one needed to go to the ethereal realm. This was, of course, easier said than done. Anyone who tried it usually steeled themselves for death beforehand. Furthermore, simply succeeding in reaching the ethereal realm wouldn’t guarantee the lich king’s defeat. It went without saying how difficult it was to defeat the soul of a lich king after abandoning your own corporeal form at the door of the ethereal realm. As a human, a soul-to-soul fight against a lord of the undead would normally be impossible to win.


      Noa Carnelias had done it three times. Therefore, the accolades and praise regularly showered upon her were to be expected. And since Noa was so extraordinarily gifted, only she could see how terrifyingly abnormal the sight in front of her truly was. In other words, the sight of a mere human swordsman laying waste to a lich king all by himself.


      “Ngh...impossible!” Charramon grunted, his voice sounding like rusty steel clanging together during a sword fight. Had his face looked human, he might have been wearing a pained expression. “How are you cutting me?! How is your sword reaching me?! This form is merely a shadow! Cut down a shadow and the original body should remain unharmed! What trick are you using?! Tell me!”


      As Charramon spoke, his movements became more sluggish. Looking closer, there was a deep sword wound visible across his body, running from his left shoulder to his right flank as though to slice him in two. A regular human would have died upon receiving such a wound, so it was natural that it would slow the lich king down.
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      But Charramon wasn’t just any undead. He was a lord. The logic of human life didn’t apply to him. In fact, his split-open head from Sora’s initial attack from above had already completely healed. So why was this wound from the second attack not disappearing no matter how much time passed? Why was the lich king Charramon actually feeling pain? The reason, of course, was that Sora’s Shinsou had wounded Charramon’s real form all the way in the ethereal realm.


      “A blade that can reach my true form there... A sword that can slice through the boundary between mortal and immortal?! Preposterous! No such sword could possibly...” Rather, if it did exist, if he’d known there was such a weapon all this time, he wouldn’t have had to toil so hard!


      Charramon groaned in pain again. The first attack that had split his head open had been charged with dense mana for sure, but he hadn’t felt any pain from it. Therefore, he hadn’t felt any need to be wary of a second attack. If Sora had had the power to harm the undead king, he would have had no reason to hold back on his first attack, so Charramon had judged him to be harmless. What kind of buffoon would deliberately hold back against a lich king anyway?


      And yet, Sora’s second attack had definitely been effective. Not just effective—merciless. It was so deadly that Charramon wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d died. Right now, all he felt in his mind was anger. Not anger at nearly being erased from the earth, but anger at how illogical and preposterous Sora’s actions were.


      If he had a weapon like that all along, why did he not use it at the outset?! If he’d done that, he could have finished me off right away! Why did he wait?!


      The black-haired young man didn’t offer any answers. With only a scowl, he wordlessly raised his sword high, then brought it down. The moment the lich king could see nothing but the gleaming, bloodred tip of the blade in his vision, a certain scene replayed in his mind like a flash—a Council of the Night meeting that had taken place in the past.




      “Charramon. You weren’t listening to anything we said in this meeting, were you?”


      At the meeting’s end, a petite figure had come over to rebuke him. They were one of the only two attendees who were superior to Charramon, as well as the very person who’d gathered the notoriously difficult-to-handle lich kings together and made the Council of the Night a reality.


      “I listened to the matters worth listening to,” Charramon answered. “The rest I ignored, obviously.” There was no trace of politeness or deference in his tone, because he felt no obligation to his superior to offer such behavior. He did, however, hold a modicum of respect for this lich king, which was why he’d actually stopped upon hearing his name called. Had it been any of the others, he would have just walked on as if he hadn’t heard.


      “Ignored because you deemed it worthless, you mean? I wouldn’t have called the meeting if I didn’t think you’d all find the information useful.”


      “For you and the others whose bodies are still stuck in the mortal realm, perhaps. ‘If you’re thinking about messing with the empire, watch out for the ones who guard the Demonic Gate,’ was it? But that’s no concern of mine when I am in the ethereal realm. No mortal being can possibly hurt me.”


      Neither seasoned warrior nor high priest nor advanced mage could destroy Charramon. The guards at the Demonic Gate were no different. Why should he be wary of them?


      “Even though there are exceptions out there like Pope Noa?”


      “Don’t make me laugh.” The humans probably lauded Pope Noa and looked down on all lich kings as powerless compared to her, but as far as Charramon was concerned, that was a fallacy. The three lich kings that she’d eliminated were novices compared to him. Even if the pope entered the ethereal realm to do battle with him, he was certain he’d win. If she ever tried, he’d put her in her place one and for all. “All humans are weaklings against me. More importantly, you still haven’t migrated your true body to the ethereal realm?”


      “No plans to at the moment. And I don’t really see any reason I’d need to in the future either.”


      “If you aren’t interested in immortality, then why are you a lich king?”


      “You’re misunderstanding, Charramon. It’s not that I don’t want to live forever—I do. But there’s something I’m afraid of losing even more. My sense of fear.”


      “Your fear?” Charramon asked, with the slightest hesitation.


      “Yeah. I mean, you lost your sense of fear already, so you’re a prime example of what would happen to me. Listen and listen well. Sure, there might not have been anyone who could stand up to us in the past. There might not be any now, in fact. But will that hold true in the future? No one can say. That uncertainty is the fear I’m talking about.” They narrowed their eyes as though wary, then spoke slowly and clearly. “Watch yourself, Charramon. To not regard anyone with fear is to not regard anyone at all. Mark my words, that conceitedness will one day lead to your downfall.”


      “Is that supposed to be a prediction?”


      “It’s a warning. From one eternal compatriot to another.”




      How long ago had they had that conversation? Had it been months? Years? He couldn’t recall.


      If the pope was mentioned, though, it had to be within the last ten years, at least.


      That was the final thought that went through the lich king Charramon’s mind before his demise.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Her Holiness Noa Carnelias


      1


      “My name is Noa Carnelias. I serve as pope of the Holy Monarchy of Caritas and leader of the Law and Order faith,” the girl in front of me said, bowing.


      Not quite sure how to respond, I pointlessly looked around the room instead. Right now, we were in a chamber in the command post of Ishka’s first defense encampment, the same room I’d been in with Seele and Suzume right before the alghoul attack. Everyone else had excused themselves, so right now there was no one in the room but me and the girl. She herself had ordered it so.


      Having taken out the bag of bones I believed to be the source of the alghouls in Titus Forest, I’d escorted my clan members and the advance unit from Caritas back to the defense encampment. Since I didn’t know when or if another attack would come out of nowhere, I hadn’t asked any questions along the way, so I’d essentially been in the dark until the girl had introduced herself. But when I heard who she was, it became immediately clear what that skeleton’s aim had been.


      By the way, his soul had been a good treat, but not quite as satisfying as an illusory beast’s. I hadn’t even gone up a level; I was still Level 30. Perhaps it would have done more if I hadn’t devoured the Demon God on Onigashima first, but it hardly mattered now. That said, considering the skeleton’s magic was capable of destroying the average town in an instant, I couldn’t see him heading to Titus Forest without some goal in mind. But now I knew: He’d been after the pope.


      But that raised another question: Why was the pope here? Or perhaps I should be saying, why had Her Holiness graced us with her presence today? If I was recalling correctly, the pope shouldn’t have reached Ishka yet... The advance unit was supposed to go first. And before any of that, I had to wonder how a little girl like her had become pope.


      Before being exiled from the Mitsurugi family, I’d attended many banquets on behalf of my father and talked with her father Duke Carnelias on occasion, but I’d never met her personally until now. At that time, Her Holiness had already moved from the empire to the Holy Monarchy. But even though I’d never made her acquaintance, I’d certainly heard the rumors about her, and I’d unconsciously formed an image of her in my mind based on those rumors.


      Most prevalent among them was the rumor that the current pope had only one eye. Looking at her now, she clearly had two. Her large, emerald eyes caught me looking at her, and as though sensing the doubt in my gaze, she said, “Excuse me for a moment” and turned in the other direction. After placing one hand on her face and the other on her hair, she started moving like she was rummaging around for something. When she faced me again, she had a small, round, gemlike object in her hand. Her hairstyle had changed too: Her bangs were covering her left eye.


      Meeting my gaze again, she brushed her bangs aside to reveal her left eye. Staring into the now-hollow socket, I understood everything.


      “I see now,” I said with a sigh. “Your left eye’s fake.”


      “Correct, noble swordsman. It’s an intricate magical item made to look completely indistinguishable from others. However, some with especially keen perception, like Miss Miroslav and Miss Lunamaria, for instance, still regard me with suspicion from time to time.”


      The girl—Her Holiness Noa Carnelias—blinked several times, then proceeded to explain the circumstances that had led her here. Apparently, the Holy Monarchy had anticipated this attack from the start. The enemy was an organization called the Council of Night, made up of superior undead called lich kings. The capital of Caritas, called the Holy City, was protected by a powerful ward that repelled attacks both physical and magical, and no lich king, no matter how powerful, could possibly slip past that barrier. Even if they somehow did, their power would be sapped so severely they would be powerless upon entering the holy city.


      The Holy City was a kind of stronghold in itself. As long as the pope was present, no lich king could intrude within its walls. Therefore, the wedding ceremony beyond the monarchy’s borders was the perfect opportunity for the Council of Night to strike—such was the nation’s officials’ line of thinking. So they’d decided to use the lich kings’ opportunity against them—in other words, as bait to lure the normally elusive organization out into the open. Then Caritas had formed a dummy bodyguard unit to act as the main one, ostensibly heading for Kanaria with the pope in tow. Naturally, their “pope” was a body double.


      A dummy unit... In other words, that was the unit Duke Dragonaut and Astrid had headed all the way to the kingdom’s southern border to meet. They’d probably been briefed on what was really going once they’d made it there. At any rate, all my doubts had been cleared up. The real pope had joined the advance unit and covertly entered Kanaria as a decoy to lure the Council of Night out. Of course, if they noticed a one-eyed priest within the unit, an especially perceptive foe might see through the ruse; therefore, she’d used the artificial eye as an additional measure.


      Having heard the entire story from Her Holiness’s mouth, I nodded. It all made sense, but that did raise another question. “During maneuvers like these, it’s usually a commander’s role to stay safe at headquarters and wait for news of the operation’s success.”


      “True, but if I hadn’t left the city, our plan might have been seen through right then. And if I’d waited until the operation succeeded to depart, setting up the ward in the forest would have taken that much longer.” She dropped her head slightly, as though apologetic. “Ultimately, the enemy saw through everything anyway, and thanks to my slipup, I ended up putting subjects of this kingdom in danger. One more mistake and your companions would have... I can’t apologize to you enough.”


      “Apologize to those three, then,” I said. “They’re the ones who need to hear it, not me.”


      “That’s true. In that case, allow me to offer you not an apology but a heartfelt thank-you,” she said, staring right into my eyes as she spoke. I saw my own face reflected in her watery gaze. “If you hadn’t shown up when you did to strike that impurity down, the entire unit would have perished, myself included. I can’t thank you enough for your bravery. And on my name as Noa Carnelias, I swear to you here and now that it will not go unrewarded.”


      “Your praise honors me, Your Holiness. As long as my sword proved useful to you, I couldn’t be happier,” I said with the most humility I could muster before bowing deeply. But it was true; I didn’t really feel like she needed to pay me back at all, considering I was just as grateful to her for braving the danger to come here and set up the barrier as fast as she could to help us out.


      At the same time, if the pope was swearing on her name that she’d repay me, replying with “no thanks” would be the height of rudeness. It was better to sincerely accept her gratitude. The problem, as it turned out, was figuring out how to dispel the curtain of awkward silence that descended between us immediately afterward. Ever since entering the room—or rather, ever since laying eyes on her in Titus Forest—I’d noticed she wasn’t very expressive, which made it hard to tell what she was thinking. Was she wanting to talk about something else? Was she waiting for me to leave? Or was there something else? I had no idea.


      I observed her again, carefully. Judging from the polite demeanor she’d used with me thus far, I had a good grasp of her personality, and it happened to be the kind I was fond of. But I also got the feeling that there was more to Her Holiness than what I was seeing. Then again, she was the pope—a world leader—so that was to be expected. There was no way someone in her position would show all of herself to a complete stranger. It was only natural she’d maintain an inscrutable facade.


      Then, suddenly, her serene voice reached my ears again. “Noble swordsman.”


      “Yes, Your Holiness?”


      “I have one, no, two questions to ask you. May I?” she said, tilting her head slightly. It was a subtle, almost imperceptible movement just like the rest of the changes in expression, but I found it extremely cute.


      “Go right ahead. Ask me anything.”


      She nodded emphatically. “Very well, then. Question one: I’ve heard your name is Sora. Is that correct?”


      “It is.”


      “Thank you for that answer,” she said formally, adding a bow in for good measure. I couldn’t detect any trace of a personality she might have been hiding in her behavior. Perhaps I was just overthinking it.


      Having come to that conclusion, I relaxed. Then, as though to pierce right through the moment I let my guard down, she spoke her next question in a sharp tone.


      “Question two: Your full name is Sora Mitsurugi. Is that also correct?”
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      My eyes reflexively went wide. I hadn’t expected the Mitsurugi name to come up now, of all times. I didn’t know what her real intentions were, but if she’d deliberately cleared the room to leave us alone before asking that question, she was probably quite certain of my identity already.


      In other words, there was no point in denying it or dodging the question. It was possible she was just bluffing, of course, but even in that case I would need to find out what her true motive was. Or rather, what she planned to do upon confirming that I was indeed Sora Mitsurugi.


      Choosing my words carefully, I answered, “Yes, Your Holiness, that is my name. But I was disowned from the Mitsurugi family long ago and can no longer use that surname in public.”


      When she heard that, the pope’s brows came together ever so slightly but enough for me to notice. “The Sora Mitsurugi I know of was exiled from his home and lost his position as the family heir after being judged inadequate. And yet he shares the same name as a hero who performed the remarkable feat of slaying a dragon? I cannot help but have some misgivings about that.”


      “Er, what do you mean?” I asked, puzzled. To begin with, there was the question of how the pope knew of my circumstances, but I didn’t ask about that. The Carnelias family had deep ties to Ema’s Paladies family and Ayaka’s Azurite family, and besides, there was a Temple of Law and Order on Onigashima. She could have found out through any of those avenues.


      “The Mitsurugi family has a unique standing within the empire of Ad Astera and holds extraordinary influence there,” she said. “In fact, it wouldn’t be wrong to call it a nation within a nation. Therefore, if the Mitsurugi family is moving outside the island—and outside the empire, no less—as the monarch of Caritas and the Law and Order faith, I cannot just stand idly by.”


      “My movement has nothing to do with the Mitsurugis anymore. They kicked me out, and I drifted to Ishka on the mainland, that’s all.”


      “And I’m saying that very well could be your cover story and that you’ve actually been colluding with them all along.”


      “‘Colluding,’ you say?” Without even realizing it myself, my tone came out harsh. I didn’t want to be thought of as “colluding” with that family in any capacity, even as a joke.


      The pope surely recognized the anger in my voice as well. However, there was no trace of concern in her emerald eyes, and her next words were spoken with perfect composure. “It’s a fact that you have Mitsurugi blood running through your veins, and that the sword you wield is of Mitsurugi origin. I was able to witness that much myself during your battle in the forest just now.”


      “Ngh.” Indeed, I’d used my Shinsou earlier to bury that skeleton—the lich king Charramon, I thought he called himself—for good. The Shinsou was an Illusory Blade user’s hidden technique, and it was true that I was the son of Shikibu Mitsurugi and Shizuya Mitsurugi. I could point to the fact that I’d been exiled all I wanted, but from an outsider’s perspective, I was still a Mitsurugi. The pope’s argument certainly had weight.


      Perhaps having noticed my look of understanding, she went on. “You were exiled. And now, you have found success somewhere other than the empire. Your name resounds through all of Kanaria, accompanied by words of praise, no doubt from the royal army and aristocracy as well. At present, your status as the dragon slayer provides you with a level of influence rivaling even that of the royal family.” She gave a small sigh, then repeated what she’d said earlier. “Again, it’s a fact that you have Mitsurugi blood and that you’re using the family’s techniques. And you’ve utilized those techniques to gain the status and prestige you now hold in the kingdom. I cannot turn a blind eye to the facts, Mr. Sora.”


      “You think the Mitsurugis are secretly using me to expand their influence outside the empire. Is that what you’re trying to say?”


      “Correct. And my suspicion is based on the fact that despite being ousted from the island as a weakling, you grew powerful enough to slay a dragon a mere five years later.”


      In a nutshell, she suspected my power had been satisfactory for the Mitsurugis from the very start and that the family had sent me outside the empire on purpose under the pretense of exile. Her doubt was completely groundless, of course. But at the same time, I couldn’t blame her for it. To be honest, I’d even raise an eyebrow if someone told me a weakling who couldn’t even finish off a Dragon Fang Knight had gotten strong enough to slay a dragon five years later. Even though it was my own doing, I couldn’t deny it sounded pretty preposterous. It was much more plausible to think I was in cahoots with the Mitsurugis.


      I folded my arms thoughtfully. The possibility of my collusion with the Miturugis was so outlandish that even I hadn’t considered it. But now that I thought about it, was it really that outlandish? To be honest, this new perspective was pretty eye-opening. The more I mulled it over, the more I realized that the Mitsurugis wielded hidden arts that weren’t meant to leave the boundaries of their island, and they had a strict policy not to invade other countries or let themselves be invaded. So if they wanted to expand their influence to the outside world, wouldn’t using me be the best tactic available to them?


      Of course, I wasn’t colluding with the Mitsurugis, and this was an entirely false accusation on the pope’s part, but I wasn’t sure how I could get her to believe otherwise. In that sense, the pope’s suspicions were still a nuisance, groundless or not.


      As I pondered this, a natural grimace formed on my face. Seeing my expression, the girl in front of me relaxed her own frown. “To you, these accusations are probably upsetting. Despite having only just met you, there are already several things I’ve come to understand. First of all, you’re the kind of person who would jump into a fire for the sake of someone precious to you. I can tell that much from how you were willing to challenge the lich king to protect your comrades. It’s just a hunch, but most likely, you yourself have no desire to spread the Mitsurugi family’s influence.”


      “However,” she continued, “that doesn’t mean I can clear you entirely of suspicion. Had you simply slain the dragon or been part of the Mitsurugi family, there would be no problem. But the fact that both those things apply to you automatically makes your presence a powder keg that could shake the diplomacy between nations. For instance, someone in this nation might consider you a threat and try to eliminate you on the grounds that you’re from the Mitsurugi family. Whether you’re actually conspiring with the family is irrelevant to them; as long as they have a reason to go after you, it doesn’t matter.”


      She was saying that regardless of my intentions, people could use me as a pretext for their own machinations. True, there were more than a few people out there who weren’t exactly keen on the idea of me—Crown Prince Azaal, who’d had Claudia stolen from under his nose, being one of the more recent examples. Even among the nobility, there were probably some who didn’t want the Dragon Slayer Sora becoming part of the Dragonaut family. It was easy to imagine one of them claiming I was a spy from the empire who couldn’t be allowed in the kingdom any longer.


      Come to think of it, even the Mitsurugis could use that excuse to get rid of me if they wanted. They could leak my identity to the royal family and rob me of a place to go home to, then do the same thing wherever I headed to next until I got the message loud and clear that there was no home for an Illusory Blade user anywhere but Onigashima.


      Things still hadn’t been settled between me and my former people. Eventually they would have to take some kind of action against me, even though I’d been powerful enough to defeat the Demon God. And it was a safe bet they’d use some underhanded tactic to do it.


      With that in mind, I realized Pope Noa was absolutely right: My presence could trigger a conflict between nations at any time. And if those two nations happened to be Kanaria and Ad Astera, then the Holy Monarchy of Caritas, bordering both of them, would surely feel the effects as well. A great number of followers of the Law and Order faith would suffer.


      As the pope, of course she couldn’t allow Sora Mitsurugi to go unchecked. It made logical sense that she’d wanted to meet with me like this. But were her words meant to be a warning or merely advice? I couldn’t tell, but I was at least grateful to her for opening my eyes to a perspective I hadn’t yet considered, so I thanked her with a bow.




      Once Sora Mitsurugi had left the room, Noa stayed seated for a while longer. Her gaze was still fixed on the empty seat Sora had occupied.


      Naturally, she hadn’t told him everything she was thinking during their conversation. Rather, she’d only given voice to a small portion of her thoughts. Now that she was alone, she thought back on one thing she’d told him...and what she’d really been thinking when she’d said it.


      “You surely are one who would jump into a fire to save someone precious,” she said aloud. “In fact, you wouldn’t hesitate to make an enemy of the world for that purpose. I became certain of that after seeing how that demonkin girl adores you.”


      When Sora, the pope, and the rest had returned from the forest, one of the two girls who’d run over to greet him had been a demonkin. Even from Noa’s perspective, it was clear to her just how fond the demonkin was of him, and that fact had shocked her immensely. She knew well just how improbable a notion it was for a demonkin to cozy up to a Mitsurugi.


      Noa the person regarded Sora’s situation as favorable, but Noa the politician found it frightening. As the leader of a global organization, she was sometimes forced to make sacrifices for the greater good. But if she made that decision and judged Sora and his comrades expendable, Sora wouldn’t take it lying down. He’d undoubtedly bite back at the Law and Order faith and the Holy Monarchy.


      And Noa couldn’t do anything to stop him. After all, he was the Dragon Slayer. How was she supposed to stop him, when even a dragon had failed to? So the only way to prevent that from happening was not to put Sora and his precious comrades on the expendable side. But at present, she didn’t know who or what Sora considered precious. Therefore, she had to find that out before anything else. What kind of person was Sora Mitsurugi, anyway?


      She sat there by herself for a little while longer until her thoughts were all in order, then slowly rose from her seat. As though attesting to how deeply she’d been in thought, her emerald eyes gave off a quiet glint.
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      Several days after the battle in Titus Forest, I was still staying in Ishka. The original plan had been to go after the behemoth in the Catalan Desert immediately after returning from Onigashima, but unforeseen developments like the lich king’s attack and Pope Noa’s arrival had forced me to delay my trip to the desert.


      Another reason was that there was no longer any need to hurry in procuring the behemoth’s horn. According to Her Holiness, behemoth horns were used to fortify and maintain magical barriers, but they weren’t necessary to set the barriers up. Given the mana and man power, the barrier magic could be cast with no problem. The pope had requested that the monarchy send over a hundred clergymen to Kanaria, to ensure there wouldn’t be any problems with the barrier holding up for the time being. Furthermore, upon asking, I learned from her that the Church of Law and Order had already begun the search for the behemoth horn. Therefore, there was no reason for me to head there all by myself and frantically comb the desert.


      However, we couldn’t keep the monarchy’s most elite priests all to ourselves for the months, or even years, it would likely take for the poison to vanish entirely. Eventually we would need that behemoth horn once they left, and for that reason, the pope had requested that I help find it.


      “According to Cardinal Sairara, who is in charge of the temple at Belka,” she said, “whenever the behemoth is sighted, it’s always in the Catalan Desert’s deepest reaches. That area is a challenge even for the adventurers most familiar with the desert, and the cardinal thinks it might take some time before it shows up again there.”


      “And even once we find it, it’ll take even more time to bring it down and take its horn. Is that what you were going to say?”


      Pope Noa nodded. “You’ll need eyes that can scan vast sections of desert, as well as the strength to do battle with the behemoth. I would have liked the aid of Kanaria’s elite Dragon Knights as well, but given the turmoil the kingdom is currently in, they’re needed here to keep the peace. Even if I requested they head west to the desert, His Majesty Torvald surely wouldn’t allow it, especially considering the numbers we’d need to defeat the behemoth. I wouldn’t be borrowing just one or two knights, that’s for certain.”


      She was basically telling me that I was free to act according to my own judgment, and that she trusted my ability enough to send me on my own.


      I immediately consented to the pope’s request. I was already planning on heading to Belka anyway, so I had no reason to turn her down. In fact, I would have gone even if she’d told me not to. When I told her that, intending it as a joke, I thought I saw a faint hint of a smile on her normally expressionless face as she bowed to me in gratitude.


      As we conversed, the pope and I worked together to prepare the barrier magic. We got onto Claimh Soras and scanned the forest from above to get an idea of how the poison was distributed throughout its regions while simultaneously calculating the reference points needed for the barrier. We also marked each point, but the process wasn’t as simple as planting a marker and calling it a day. A complex magic ritual needed to be performed at each location, which, upon asking one member of the advance unit about it, I learned would normally require multiple high-level priests to pull off.


      Pope Noa was performing it all herself without a word of complaint. Of course, I pitched in whenever man power was required, but compared to her, my contribution was negligible at best. Claimh Soras could only take a limited number of people on its back, so she really hadn’t had a choice but to do everything herself, but I nonetheless had to tip my hat to Her Holiness’s diligence.


      To digress a bit, I’d figured traveling with Pope Noa all by myself would upset her bodyguards in the advance unit, but they’d had no such reaction. In fact, the commander had even bowed to me, saying, “Her Holiness is in your capable hands.” When I’d asked him just in case whether he wasn’t worried about leaving her in the care of a complete stranger like me, he’d looked clueless, almost like a little kid. Then it had dawned on him, and he’d guffawed loudly.


      “How could I possibly feel uneasy when a valiant warrior who defeated a lich king all by himself is with her? Besides, even if I was against it, I couldn’t object when Her Holiness herself requested it.” Then he’d leaned closer to me and lowered his voice. “To be honest, I had my doubts about you and your dragon-slaying achievement. It just sounded too outlandish to me. But after seeing you fight with my own eyes, all my misgivings were cleared up. In fact, if you’d be up for it, I wouldn’t mind hiring you as Her Holiness’s permanent bodyguard from now on.”


      He had to have been joking. There was no way he’d actually appoint me to the highest order of holy knights just like that, right? But when I saw the look in his eyes, I realized he was completely serious. In other words, the lich king Charramon had been that formidable of a foe.


      While we were working together, the pope filled me in on Charramon and the Council of Night he belonged to. When I asked if there was any chance the organization would attack us again, she answered with a shake of her head. “The members of the Council of Night are all very cautious. Once they find out that their third seat was eliminated outside of the Holy City and the barrier that surrounds it, they won’t take action. Or at least, not right away.”


      In fact, according to her, the three lich kings she’d eliminated before Charramon had all acted on their own, without informing the rest of the council of their plans first. That made sense—since they were undead, they could just wait around for the pope to grow old and die. As an organization, they probably hadn’t felt the need to hurry. However, Charramon and the other three had likely seen her as enough of a thorn in their side to go against the will of the council and attack once the opportunity presented itself.


      Of course, I wasn’t unrelated to any of this either now that I’d taken Charramon down. There was a chance I’d get roped into the Council and the church’s feud now too. When I asked about that, the pope raised a hand to her chin and frowned.


      “You have performed the meritorious deed of ridding the world of a lich king. If word of that accomplishment spreads, the Council will most definitely turn its attention to you. I can only guess as to what form that attention will take, but given that you possess a blade capable of reaching into the ethereal realm, they’ll probably see you as their mortal enemy. And no lich king would permit the continued existence of a mortal enemy.”


      “I figured.” It was the same conclusion I’d already reached on my own. It was only reasonable to think anyone with ties to Charramon would consider me hostile and a threat that couldn’t be allowed to persist. Personally, I didn’t consider the Council a threat, but they’d undoubtedly be a serious threat to those around me. Considering the magic Charramon had used to incinerate the forest, I could easily imagine one of them unleashing a similar spell on Ishka. And that would be catastrophic.


      “Which means I’ve got to keep the fact that I defeated the lich king under wraps.”


      “Are you sure you want to do that? I don’t mean to sound conceited when I say this, but defeating those three lich kings is precisely why someone as young as me attained the position I did. Having accomplished a similar feat—and with your defeat of the dragon, no less—you ought to be rewarded as much as I was, if not more. I would even call it the crowning achievement of anyone on the continent, if you asked me.”


      Do you really want to throw all that away? she seemed to be asking me.


      But that was an easy answer: Absolutely. I’d gotten more than my fill of praise and recognition from slaying the dragon, and if I’d reached the point where the pope herself was praising me to my face, I felt like accepting would lead to more trouble than the benefits were worth. My reward from my battle with Charramon had been the lich king’s soul and the safety of Lunamaria and the others. I didn’t really need anything more than that.


      After I explained that to Her Holiness, she stared at me for a moment, then gave a tiny nod. “Very well. Then I’ll do my best to keep the announcement of Charramon’s defeat concealed on my end too. With this, the news that the Dragon Slayer defeated the lich king Charramon will not spread. The Council will most likely determine I finished him off instead.”


      “I appreciate that, although I do feel bad that you’ll have to bear the brunt of their ire when it should be directed at me.”


      “Do not worry about that. You saved my life and everyone else’s back there, so this is the least I can do. Furthermore, I’ve already been their prime target for quite some time, so accumulating one or two additional grievances isn’t going to change anything for me.” Her expression serious and her voice calm, she continued. “However, there is one thing I need to warn you about. Charramon was the third seat of the Council of Night, and as you may have already guessed, the two lich kings above him are more powerful than he was. The second seat hasn’t shown any trace of activity for the last hundred years, so we shouldn’t need to worry about him for the time being, but the first seat is an extremely dangerous individual.”


      “Dangerous? Like how?”


      “He is the chairman of the Council, as well as the leader of the dark elves. He turned his back on our Lord to side with the demons, and he transformed the earth’s natural, fertile ground into a barren wasteland. The ‘Will o’ the Wisp,’ Lascaris—the foe who will surely stand in your way in the Catalan Desert.”
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      While I was in Ishka, I conversed with my clan members a fair bit as well. They mostly just reported what they’d all been up to while I was away, but I had a few questions for them too. Lunamaria’s behavior had been concerning me as of late, as well as the way Suzume’s face would occasionally show traces of fretfulness here and there. It looked to me like something was bothering her.


      It wasn’t long before I learned it wasn’t just my imagination. As it turned out, both of them were oddly adamant in their desire to accompany me to the town of Belka. Normally they would have respected my final decision to go alone, but not this time. They seemed almost desperate to come along, in a way I’d never seen from them. There must have been something they weren’t telling me. Both Lunamaria and Suzume were honest at their core, and due to their respective feelings of guilt and gratitude toward me, they usually kept quiet even if they had different opinions. Normally I would have just waited until they felt I needed to hear what was on their minds, but something about the way they were acting gave me the sense that waiting would be a bad idea in this case.


      So that day, I took Suzume out into the courtyard, and we sat down on a bench near a tree in the garden. This was our designated spot for whenever we needed to discuss something alone. As I sat beside her on the bench, I mentally rehearsed what I wanted to say. First off, I needed to tell her I’d made sure she’d still be safe. I’d fulfilled the conditions for my agreement with the Mitsurugi family, meaning they ought to be leaving her to me from now on. Thanks to Ragna butting in, I hadn’t technically gotten to finish the tsuchigumo off, but as I’d defeated a far more powerful demonkin and the Demon God, and bailed out a group of disappointingly weak Banners, I should have sufficiently proved my strength to them regardless.
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      Therefore, I was going to tell her that no more assassins would be after her. That much I’d already decided on. The issue was what else I ought to tell her and what I should keep to myself. More specifically, I was debating whether to tell her what the Taizan government official Ouken had said about how all demonkin were connected to the Demon God, and if so, how much I should tell her.


      I’d wrestled with this quite a lot prior to inviting her here, and even sitting beside her on this bench, I still hadn’t come to a decision. One reason was that I didn’t know whether I could trust the information to be accurate. After all, I’d had my blade to Ouken’s neck when he’d mentioned it. It was entirely possible he’d just made it up on the spot in defiance. Also, even if he had been telling the truth, I wasn’t sure there was any point in Suzume knowing. Information on the Demon God, or “Chiyou,” as the demonkin called him, would be utterly useless for a girl living her life in peace. Or, in the worst case, her learning that information might deepen her connection to the Demon God.


      To be perfectly honest, I didn’t want to tell her. If she was going to live out the rest of her days peacefully in Ishka, it was something she didn’t need to know about. Stormy conflicts and Demon Gods descending to earth just didn’t suit a girl like her. I wanted her to live in happiness and tranquility, from the bottom of my heart.


      However, I was also aware that in doing so, I was merely pushing my own wishes onto her. As a demonkin living among humans, there was no way she’d be able to avoid conflict forever, and I wouldn’t always be there to protect her. In the first place, I wasn’t even sure whether she wanted me to anymore, given that Gozu and the others from Onigashima wouldn’t have attacked her if she’d never gotten involved with me. Therefore, after hearing Suzume out and getting her to tell me what was on her mind, I wanted to confirm her feelings about staying with me in general.


      “All right, missy,” I began.


      “Um, yes?!” she yelped, jolting straight up in her seat like she’d just received an electric shock. She looked awfully tense, so I’d thought calling her something silly like “missy” would lighten the mood, but it seemed to have had the opposite effect.


      Why was she acting so rigid? I tried asking her, but she just shrank into herself and didn’t reply. I decided not to press her any further and waited for her to speak up instead.


      After about twenty seconds, her small mouth finally opened. “It’s just...when I think about how you’re always having to look after me and protect me...it hurts.”


      My brow furrowed when I heard that. It hadn’t always been so one-sided, right? She’d helped me out with plenty of things too, like around the house, things with the clan—but I didn’t cut her off in protest, simply waiting for her to finish. My patience paid off, because eventually, the concerns plaguing her mind rose to the surface.


      In a nutshell, she was afraid. Afraid that she was troubling everyone around her, and that as long as she was around, people would continue getting hurt—or worse, killed. Afraid that I might kick her out for that reason. Worries like these were not new for Suzume by any means, but I’d been under the impression that life in Ishka had gradually calmed those fears down. I’d even noticed her worrying less about living in the human world as a demonkin. She’d visibly become more confident that she was truly supposed to be here, no doubt thanks to Seele and Lunamaria, who treated her with such kindness, and Miroslav, who’d been generous enough to teach her magic. The three brats had also doted on her as their “big sis,” and Priestess Sela and Iria had both shown affection for her as well.


      Suzume herself had been working hard to be useful to everyone, and busying herself had clearly quelled her anxiousness. So what had trapped her in those old fears yet again? I didn’t even need to think about it—it had to be the Onigashima trio attacking. As Gozu, Klimt, and Kuraia’s figures appeared in my head, I couldn’t help but click my tongue in irritation. The three of them had attacked Suzume on the grounds of my house, and Seele and the others had been badly injured trying to protect her. It wasn’t hard to imagine the memory of that scene imprinting itself on Suzume’s mind. In fact, having guessed that was the case, I’d already told her there was no need to beat herself up over what had happened, but apparently, it hadn’t been too effective.


      When I thought about it, though, it was no wonder. People she was close to had been hurt because of her. Even if the attackers were the ones truly to blame, the fact remained that she’d been the reason. Had I been in the same position, I’d probably have been beside myself with worry too, and it was surely even worse for her, considering how kind and straightforward she was.


      The situation after that had been a dizzying whirlwind of events, what with the Dragon’s Den and Kuraia and Onigashima. I hadn’t wanted to make light of Suzume’s troubles in the slightest, but looking back, I probably should have made it a point to listen to her and lend her my shoulder more. I needed to be better about that in the future. If there was any silver lining in this, though, at least her fear that she was being a burden to everyone had motivated her to work even harder. That much was apparent from how adamantly she wanted to accompany me to Belka. I was glad she hadn’t taken it as a sign that she needed to leave Ishka and everyone in it behind instead.


      With that in mind...yeah, there was probably no option at this point except to take her with me to Belka. I didn’t want to leave her in Ishka, as distraught as she was. But I also didn’t want to take her along as someone needing my protection this time, as that might have the opposite of the intended effect. If I was going to bring her with me, she’d need to be responsible for herself, even in an emergency. Put another way, I needed to regard her as a capable member of my clan rather than just an add-on. Otherwise, I’d never be able to clear away the anxiety and doubt haranguing her.


      Suzume, to me, was like a reminder of the good I could do by helping people even when I had nothing to gain from doing so. So the idea of adding her to my party did fill me with some embarrassment, but if it was what she herself wanted, there was no getting around it.


      When I told her that, she looked flabbergasted, as though she’d never expected to hear me say anything like that. Then, a beat later, she understood what I was trying to tell her, and she broke into a smile like a flower blooming. It was an indisputably cute reaction.


      “Thank you so much!” she cried.


      “But if I’m taking you along, I expect you to do as I say. If I ever decide it’s no longer safe for you to be with me, I want you to head back to Ishka, no ifs, ands, or buts. Got it?”


      “Yes, don’t worry! I’ll do my best to be useful!”


      Of course, that meant she’d have to do better than the aloof, cherubic expression she was wearing now, but she was so fired up I decided not to point that out. Squeezing her fists together tightly in front of her chest, she looked up at me with unshakable determination in her eyes.


      Yep, she’s super cute.


      Keeping that thought to myself, I updated her on the Onigashima situation and informed her that she’d be safe from now on. Just moments ago, I’d been so worried about what I should and shouldn’t tell her, but seeing her now, I no longer felt the need to hold anything back. Suzume listened intently to everything I had to say, but her expression changed to shock when I got to the part about the Demon God. At first that made me wary, but after I asked her what was wrong, she timidly told me that every now and then, someone would show up in her dreams. Someone with eyes as red as blood. Apparently she initially hadn’t been able to recall the dream upon waking, but recently, the impression had grown stronger.


      “And it felt so real that I just couldn’t dismiss it as a regular dream, and it’s honestly been bothering me.”


      “Hm, that is indeed pretty concerning,” I said with a nod. Yes, quite concerning.


      Suzume was a demonkin, and all demonkin were allegedly connected to their god, Chiyou, via their horn. I recalled the last words I thought the Demon God had said to me before I cut him down: “Found you.” I still didn’t know what he’d meant by that, and it was possible I hadn’t heard him correctly to begin with, but if he really had said those words, and he’d been saying them to me, then I couldn’t discount the possibility that he’d found Suzume as a potential vessel close to me. If the Demon God making such a connection coincided with Suzume’s growing desire to be useful, what would happen? Most likely, Suzume’s Anima would align.


      Of course, the chance of that happening was still low. However deeply connected the demonkin might be to their god, awakening to one’s Shinsou wasn’t so simple. If it was, the demonkin race never would have been expelled from the continent. But having heard that Suzume was seeing someone in her dreams who, based on the description, was likely the Demon God, I couldn’t ignore the possibility either.


      Resolving to keep a close eye on her while we were in Belka, I shared my hypothesis with her. To be honest, I hadn’t really wanted to talk to her about the Anima alignment if I could avoid it, but having revealed this much already, I couldn’t just leave the main issue untouched. That would be dishonest and, most of all, dangerous.


      Suzume’s eyes opened as wide as saucers. I thought I could sense a hint of fear toward the mysterious red-eyed guest in her dreams, but at the same time, I felt a clear will to understand and accept the situation she was in.


      This look in her eyes must have been what convinced Lunamaria and the others to take her along into battle, I found myself thinking.
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      “Er...master?”


      That night, I summoned Lunamaria to my room. After a shared silence, she’d sounded timid as she asked me a question.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but is that my Undine you have on top of your shoulder there?”


      “It is indeed. By the way, I’ve got Salamander down here at my feet as well.” I looked down at the ground next to me, indicating Salamander’s location. When the spirit peered out from the shadows, showing its face, the elf’s eyes opened wide with surprise.


      Undine looked human and was about the size of my fist. Salamander was around the same size but looked closer to a lizard. Both spirits were usually instrumental in providing me with clean water for my hinoki tub. Undine purified the river and the lake water, and Salamander kept it heated. At first they hadn’t shown themselves to me even when I was in the bath, but after a period of time, they’d started coming out of the shadows as though to examine me. Usually I showed my gratitude for their help with my bath by gifting them magic stones via Lunamaria, so that had probably been a factor. When I’d beckoned them over, finding their reactions amusing, they’d come to me hesitantly, and I’d petted their heads. From then on, we got to know each other more and more until...


      “They’re just following me around even outside of the bath now, apparently,” I said with a shrug in a tone somewhere between amusement and exasperation.


      Lunamaria had previously explained to me that spirits usually didn’t show themselves to humans, and certainly not to nonsummoners, even when they were ordered to by their user. “It seems they find your presence quite comfortable,” she said.


      “I guess I should consider it an honor then, huh?” I said with a small grin. I prodded the tiny Undine on my shoulder, and the spirit immediately embraced my finger. Spirits were collective masses of the mana that filled the world, which was why they were so fond of magic stones. In that sense, perhaps the reason they were so keen on me was the mana of an illusory beast that was coursing through my body. Maybe I was like a walking magic stone to them.


      Lunamaria rebuked them for their rudeness, after which the spirits trudged out of the room like sulking children. Watching them go with a wry smile, the elf then adopted a teasing tone that was rare for her. “Any interest in learning how to summon spirits, master? Based on what I just saw, I think you’d be rather cut out for it.”


      “Might be worth considering, actually,” I said, responding to her joke with a serious answer. Since spirits were masses of mana, they didn’t get along well with mages. To them, mages were beings who devoured spirits and converted them into power, so that was natural. And I could also cast a number of spells, so by all rights, my affinity with spirits should have been poor. But if I was actually capable of learning how to control spirit magic, I honestly wanted to. The more options I had in battle, the better, as far as I was concerned. Of course, that was only if I had the extra time to learn. Right now, I was so busy I doubted I’d be learning spirit manipulation anytime soon.


      I looked over at Lunamaria again. The elf sage’s expression suggested she was just as anxious as Suzume had been, and most likely it was for the same reason. Gozu and the others’ attack had probably made her realize that her power was insufficient, and she was desperate to do something about it. She’d joined the Bloodstained Blades to atone for allowing her former party to use me as a decoy to flee the Lord of the Flies, and she couldn’t do that if her strength was lacking. Knowing how earnest she was, I could easily guess that much. She was probably also fearful of what I’d do to her in her role as a source of soul energy if I saw her as useless to me.


      Erasing those concerns from her mind was simple. I reassured her that I didn’t think she was useless at all, nor did she deserve to be punished. It was how I really felt, after all. But her reaction was not at all what I expected. She didn’t look one bit relieved; in fact, she dropped her head in sadness. When I looked down, I saw her hands were balled up into fists. If anything, she looked even more chagrined than before.


      Huh? Wait, why? I thought I was being really nice to her!


      Looking as though she’d steeled herself to finally say what she needed to say, she spoke. “Master...I have a request.”


      “Let’s hear it.” Seeing the tense look on her face, I mentally prepared myself for whatever was coming. And yet, it still caught me off guard.


      “I want you to duel me.”


      “Er...duel?” I wasn’t sure I’d heard correctly at first. A duel? As in, she wanted to fight me? Really? “Just to confirm, what kind of duel?”


      “Your sword against mine. I want to test my skills against those of an Illusory Blade user.” She looked deadly serious as she made her request. A duel against an Illusory Blade user—in other words, this wasn’t the attempt of a prideful elf to overthrow me and reclaim her dignity at last or anything like that. And looking at her expression, I could tell this wasn’t some offbeat joke of hers. She was anticipating the day when the Mitsurugi family and I would come to blows and wanted to make sure she’d be ready for another confrontation with a Banner of Seirin. She didn’t want a repeat of last time.


      No matter how many times she sparred with me, she wouldn’t stand a chance against a Banner of Seirin at full power. Lunamaria had surely realized that much from her duel with Klimt. Therefore, the fact that she’d asked me for a duel anyway proved to me just how desperate she was to improve. The elf sage had suffered a complete defeat at Klimt’s hands. Put harshly, she hadn’t been able to do a thing to protect Suzume. She was probably deeply ashamed of that, which was why she was so determined to make up for it.


      And yet, I’d carelessly told her that I didn’t think she was useless, even though during that particular confrontation she really had been. In other words, I’d told her she didn’t need to worry because I’d never expected anything from her to begin with. And after she’d been trying her best to be of more use to me... I really was the worst. It was no wonder she was gripping her fists so tightly. Of course, I’d never intended to look down on her like that, but when I’d thought about her capability in battle, it was the response that had naturally come to mind.


      Still, that was no excuse for saying something so condescending to someone objectively weaker than me. If I started acting like that, I’d be no better than those who’d disparaged me before I’d awoken to my Shinsou. The moment I caught myself thinking that, a chill ran down my spine. I realized that I’d almost been consumed by the very thing I despised more than anything else—the conceit of the strong.


      “That was close,” I muttered aloud.


      “Um...master?”


      “Thanks, Luna. Because of you, I was able to realize before it became too late. Oh, and no problem. I’d be happy to spar with you. The more familiar you get with fighting me, the better chance you’ll have against other Banners of Seirin.”


      “I-I see! Thank you for understanding and graciously accepting my request!” For the first time tonight, relief and elation crossed her face as she bowed to me. Then she frowned slightly in puzzlement. “By the way, what did you mean by ‘because of you, I was able to realize’?”


      “Don’t worry about it. All you need to know is that I’m glad you were here when it happened, Luna.”


      “Um...you don’t say? Well...then...thank you for holding me in such high regard.” She still looked uncertain but offered her gratitude all the same.


      Looking at her, I couldn’t help but expel a large sigh of relief.
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      Luna.


      The fact that the young man before her eyes, Sora, had addressed her as such didn’t register in her mind until about ten seconds later. For a sage like her, it was incredibly rare for her to be slow on the uptake, but she’d been so blindsided that it had taken her brain longer than usual to catch up. What was more, he’d said it twice, so there was no possible way she’d just been hearing things. The moment she’d allowed herself to acknowledge that, her heart had throbbed so loud she’d worried it had been overheard. Even without looking in a mirror, she knew her face was flushed red.


      The last time Sora had called her “Luna” had been five years ago. Back when they’d been members of the Falcon Blades, he’d called her that all the time, but since leaving the party, he’d rarely even addressed her by name, usually just barking “Hey, you” instead. That hadn’t changed even after she’d joined the Bloodstained Blades. But now, he’d called her by her nickname, just like old times.


      She knew she shouldn’t put too much stock into it. Most likely, his mind had been preoccupied with so many other things that he’d unconsciously slipped back into using her nickname by mistake. That had to be the reason. But just hearing him say it had thrilled her all the same. She’d been so beside herself with happiness that she’d had to grip her fists together in front of her chest to keep from jumping for joy.


      Then Sora spoke again. “By the way, I have a question for you...but first, why’s your face so red all of a sudden? You feeling all right?”


      “Oh, yes! I’m just fine! Please don’t worry about it! What did you want to ask me?”


      Sora looked a little puzzled about why she was acting so flustered, but he must have determined it wasn’t anything important, because he went right on. “Are you familiar with the name Lascaris? According to Her Holiness Noa, he’s supposed to be the leader of the dark elves.”


      The moment Lunamaria heard that name, it took every bit of willpower she had not to let the emotions bubbling up within her show on her face. “The ‘Will o’ the Wisp,’ Lascaris,” she said quietly, her expression stoic. “Yes, I know that name. I’ve never met him directly, but I’ve heard my brethren in the west equate that name with one of a demon.”


      “A demon, you say?” Sora folded his arms in thought. “That lines up with what Pope Noa said, and apparently, he’s an even tougher monster than that Charramon who attacked you all. The fact that I cut Charramon down shouldn’t leak to the general public, but we shouldn’t hold the information network of an undead creature who’s lived for hundreds or even thousands of years to human standards either. Just to err on the side of caution, we ought to assume the enemy already knows about what I did to Charramon and that I’m heading to Belka. So I want you to be careful as well.”


      “Understood.”


      “Also, while we’re in Belka, I want you and Suzume together at all times. Regular monsters are one thing, but it’s probably still too early for her to go up against a demon all on her own.” His expression was gentle as he said it. No, not just his expression—whenever he said Suzume’s name, his voice became noticeably softer. Lunamaria felt a little envious at that, even more so since he was apparently back to calling her “you” instead of “Luna.”


      Of course, she didn’t let those feelings of hers show. And besides, looking at it another way, assigning her to look after Suzume could be seen as proof that Sora trusted her that much.


      “Absolutely, master. Leave it to me,” she responded with a curt nod, determined not to let even a fraction of the trust placed in her slip through her fingers.


      Sora nodded in satisfaction, then changed the subject. “By the way, did your trip back home go all right? Considering how quickly I got back from Onigashima, I wouldn’t have thought you’d be back already.”


      “Oh...yes, well, it wasn’t really a trip for leisure as much as updating the chief on everything that’s happened. Therefore, I didn’t stay too long.”


      Sora didn’t seem particularly suspicious of her answer. “Oh, okay,” he said with a nod.


      Watching his reaction carefully, Lunamaria inwardly felt guilty and ashamed. As Sora had said, while he was in Onigashima, she had gone back to her birthplace: Primasilva, the Forest of Origin. It hadn’t been a lie that she’d gone to report to the village chief there. But her true aim in visiting had been to gather information on how she could awaken her own Anima. The elder chief had lived for hundreds of years, so she’d hoped he would have some more details on Anima, the Dragon’s Den in Titus Forest, or even the Mitsurugi family and the war they’d participated in three hundred years ago.


      To make a long story short, she’d been unsuccessful. Elves had long lifespans, but most spent their entire lives secluded in the forest and ended up dying there as well. Very few ventured into the outside world and fraternized with humans, and those who did had no interest in such positions like chief of the village. In a sense, Lunamaria had been barking up the wrong tree from the start, and once she’d realized that, she’d finished her report to the elder and spent a single night at home with her parents before heading back to Ishka.


      Lunamaria kept all of this concealed from Sora. It hurt her heart to have to do so, but she told herself that in this case, she had no choice. She was already certain Sora saw the Dragon’s Den as something abhorrent and terrifying, and she knew he wouldn’t approve of her plan to use it to manifest an Anima within herself. She was convinced that as long as she lacked one, she’d continue to be a burden to him and the others. She was still in his good graces for now, but if things continued as they were, his gaze on her would undoubtedly grow cold. And that was the last thing she wanted. Therefore, even if it meant going against his wishes, she was determined to put her plan into action. That was the degree to which the elf sage had steeled herself.


      “Going back to our earlier topic, master, if you’re interested in learning more about Lascaris, you might want to think about visiting the settlement of Lydlys just south of Belka,” she said, trying to change the subject as naturally as possible.


      Sora didn’t seem to suspect anything. He seemed quite interested in the proposal, in fact. “Lydlys, you say? Did something happen there that I should know about?”


      “Yes. I mentioned earlier that my brethren to the west treat the name of Lascaris like the name of a demon, but some settlements have been strong enough to protect their forests and resist his advances. The Lydlys settlement is the largest in the west, and its warriors are also the strongest of the western elves. Having defended their turf from the dark elves for years and years now, I’m certain they’ll have information you will find useful.”


      Lunamaria adamantly recommended that Sora go to Lydlys. That was partly to get him off the topic of her trip back home, but she really did believe he would learn what he needed to if he went there. And if he was gathering information in an elf settlement, then Lunamaria, a fellow elf, would have an opportunity to be useful to him.


      She would gladly take any chance that she could get to boost Sora’s trust in her, and her enthusiasm manifested in her voice as well. She couldn’t deny she also hoped to find some sort of clue to the Dragon’s Den there that she had failed to obtain in the Forest of Origin, but that was only a small percentage of her motivation.


      At least, that was what the elf sage kept telling herself as she succeeded in getting Sora to add a trip to Lydlys to their itinerary while in Belka.
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      In the days leading up to their trip to Belka, the members of the Bloodstained Blades were all bustling around. Not just Lunamaria and Suzume, who were set to accompany Sora on the journey, but also Miroslav and Seele, who would be watching over the house while the others were away. Since Sora hadn’t taken them to Onigashima, they were a little disappointed to learn they wouldn’t be coming with him this time either, but he had pulled them aside and told them both how much he relied on and appreciated them, so neither felt ostracized.


      Sora hadn’t just been buttering them up either. Priestess Sela and the three children she looked after were also staying at his house, as was Duke Dragonaut’s daughter Claudia, though she was currently away serving as the pope’s attendant. Also, with Crown Prince Azaal and Princess Sakuya’s wedding ceremony drawing ever closer, the kingdom was growing more and more restless by the day. It really was a relief knowing that Miroslav and Seele would be looking after things at home while he was away.


      The two girls, having keenly sensed these feelings of his through his attitude, were now invigorated by the trust their master had placed in them. And it went without saying that having actually been permitted to accompany him, Lunamaria and Suzume were feeling just as motivated.


      However, in direct contrast to those four, there were two individuals who’d been left out of the activity surrounding the clan: Priestess Sela and her daughter Iria. To be accurate, it wasn’t like Sora had deliberately ignored them or that he saw them as nuisances. In fact, it was the opposite. His attitude toward Iria had been awfully polite as of late.


      The former members of the Falcon Blades, including Lunamaria and Miroslav, had been punished by Sora for using him as a decoy to flee the Lord of the Flies, and Iria was no exception. In fact, she’d sworn fealty to him on the name of her god and had accepted her new standing—or rather, she’d been working hard to accept it. As proof of that, she’d joined the earlier encampment defense mission as a genuine member of the Bloodstained Blades and, even before that, had gone with Lunamaria and Miroslav into Titus Forest to defeat monsters together and boost their levels.


      Meanwhile, Sora’s attitude toward Iria had noticeably softened. He no longer treated her cruelly like he had during their mission to exterminate the orcs, nor was he forcefully approaching her like in Merte. Frankly, he hadn’t invited her to his room once since she’d returned to Ishka. He was treating her like a guest, same as her mother and the three children. In fact, he hadn’t even done anything about her registration as a member of the Adventurer’s Guild. When she’d worriedly asked Sora if he wanted her to drop out of the guild and join his clan like the others, he’d told her there was no need.


      At first, it had made no sense to her at all. But having lived with him under the same roof for some time now, she thought she understood. It wasn’t necessarily Iria that Sora was showing consideration for; it was her mother and the three children. If he treated Iria harshly, her mother, who was also living with him, might notice. And even if she didn’t, she might sense it from Iria’s attitude. Furthermore, the children often went to Iria’s room to play, frequently staying with her overnight. If he called Iria to his room in the middle of the night, the children might find it strange and innocently ask Priestess Sela about it. That was the only reason Sora was treating Iria kindly; or at least, that was the conclusion she’d reached.


      From the events at the orc settlement, Iria had thought she understood how Sora felt about her, and in living at his house with him, she’d mentally prepared herself for a life of being treated with contempt and scorn all day, every day. That was why her current situation was so shocking to her. Not that she didn’t feel relieved, but it did feel a little anticlimactic after steeling herself for a very different situation.


      Even regarding Sora’s upcoming trip to Belka, he hadn’t told Iria to come with him, and he hadn’t told her to stay behind. Perhaps he’d just assumed that she would want to stay as a matter of course, but he hadn’t asked her to look after the place like he had Miroslav or Seele either. Such was Iria’s current standing regarding Sora and his clan.




      “I thought I’d been prepared for what living with him would be like, but even I hadn’t anticipated this,” she muttered to herself as she headed out of the mansion through the main door. For some reason she couldn’t explain, staying all cooped up in that house just made her feel uncomfortable, like she was being left out all alone in the cold.


      Maybe it’s because that seems to be exactly what’s happening, she thought. But it wasn’t those around her that she felt shunned by. It was herself.


      Now that she’d sworn on her god to serve Sora, she felt obligated to do whatever he ordered her to, no matter what kind of orders he might give. But she wasn’t possessed of the same drive to be useful to him that Miroslav and Lunamaria were. In other words, her obligation to obey him was only passive at best. Had he forced her into coming with him like he had in the Lemme Mountains or in Merte, her passive resolve would have been enough, and there’d have been no problem.


      “But I can’t just go on like this, can I?” she said, a sigh naturally escaping her.


      One reason for following Sora was that she’d sworn on her god’s name that she would. But it wasn’t the only reason. Part of her did want to atone for what had happened to him, and while the kingdom was hit with one calamity after another, he’d protected her family and even extended a helping hand to Raz despite his resentment for him. She felt gratitude to him for that as well.


      Therefore, deep down, she knew she needed to do more. But when it came to what else she could do for him, she found herself at an impasse. After all, Sora was now the Dragon Slayer. In comparison, Iria was like a leaf that would go flying with the slightest gust of wind. She couldn’t see how she’d be of any use to him in battle.


      Then how else could she contribute? Even if she’d had the smarts, Sora already had Lunamaria and Miroslav by his side, and with that pair’s brains combined, virtually no problem would be unsolvable. Even in the Falcon Blades, Sora had always been more intelligent than Iria to start with, so that had never been an option anyway.


      The only other way of aiding Sora she could think of was to volunteer herself as what he called a “soul source.” And she already knew from her experience in the Lemme Mountains that she at least had value to him in that respect. He hadn’t yet come to her for this for fear of what her mother or the children would think, but if she went to him, she doubted he’d refuse.


      “I guess that’s the only way, then,” she said glumly as she walked through the mansion gates and out into town.


      Just as she’d released a sigh containing a mixture of resolve, resignation, and unease into the air...


      “Iria?”


      Startled by hearing a nearby voice call her name, she turned in the speaker’s direction. Standing there was a girl she’d never seen before. She was wearing a Law and Order priestess’s garb, so she had to be in the same faith as Iria. Perhaps from travel, her cloak was so disheveled and dusty that Iria noticed it despite the girl being a distance away.


      The girl looked haggard. Though she’d tried to disguise it with heavy makeup, there were bags visible under her eyes, her cheeks were gaunt, and her breathing was ragged. Her brown hair was tied back in the shape of a dango, perhaps so it wouldn’t get in the way while running, but it was sloppy and looked like it’d been done in a hurry.


      Iria couldn’t help but cringe inwardly at how unladylike she looked. She didn’t recognize her. However, something about her face did call back old memories for some reason.


      Perhaps having had enough of Iria staring at her in silence, the girl interrogated her sharply. “Hey, you are Iria, aren’t you? Iria, the girl from Merte who was always hanging around Raz?”


      “Well, yes, my name is Iria, but do I know you from somewhere? I find it odd that a complete stranger would address me so casually.”


      In response, the girl frowned. “A complete stranger, huh?” she said, her lips twisting into a smirk. “Yeah, I should have figured you’d already forgotten about me a long time ago, with it being over ten years ago since I was sold into slavery and all.”
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      “Huh?” Slavery. That word involuntarily dredged up memories from Iria’s consciousness. A scene in her past replayed in her mind like a flash. A girl who’d known the name of Iria’s village, known about her past with Raz, and been sold to slave traders. That description matched that of a girl she’d once doted on like a little sister long ago.


      “N-No way, it can’t be. Katya? Is that you?”


      “Oh, good. You finally remembered. It’s been quite some time, hasn’t it, big sis Iria?” the girl in front of her—Katya—said with a smile.


      But she was clearly only smiling on the surface: The look in her eyes as she stared at Iria contained no trace of joy at their reunion. It was cold and distant, as though she were looking at someone who’d forsaken her.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: To Belka


      1


      “Pleased to meet you, Dragon Slayer. My name is Katya.” That was the first thing that Iria’s childhood friend said to me upon being invited into my house. The girl, who’d apparently come all the way from Belka to meet the rumored Dragon Slayer, pointed at the Law and Order emblem sewn onto her cloak. “As you can see, I’m in the Lord’s service as a member of the Law and Order faith. When I was little, I lived in Merte, just like Iria.”


      “Oh, is that so?” I said.


      “And...I came here because I have a request for you, Mr. Dragon Slayer, but embarrassing as it is, I have no money or any sort of connections I could pay you with. So I was wandering around here, agonizing over what to do, when I happened to see Iria outside this mansion, and I called out to her. And, well, here I am.”


      I glanced over at Iria, who nodded as though to verify Katya’s story. However, for someone reuniting with their childhood friend after such a long time, she certainly didn’t look too thrilled. In fact, she looked uneasy, almost like she was keeping her distance from the girl.


      As Katya went on to explain her circumstances, however, the reason for Iria’s behavior became clear. Apparently, Katya’s parents had sold her to a slave trader when she was very young.


      “I see...so you were sold into slavery,” I murmured. I recalled the story that I’d heard from Miroslav back when I was planning to trap the Falcon Blades.


      Back when Iria and Raz were living in Merte, there was a girl they’d always doted on like a little sister, but her parents had accrued such an outstanding debt on their taxes they’d needed to sell their daughter to make ends meet. Young Iria and Raz had been powerless to do anything to help her, and it was so traumatic for them both that now they couldn’t stand seeing slaves, especially young girls. It was this story that had inspired me to look for a slave girl of around fifteen—the age that girl would most likely be now—which had led to me purchasing Seele. And upon asking Katya how old she was, I found that she was indeed fifteen. There was no doubt this was the same girl from Miroslav’s story. Therefore, Iria’s attitude here made perfect sense: She was struggling with her guilty conscience over the childhood friend she’d failed to save.


      As I was thinking all this to myself, Katya went on to explain why she’d come to see me. In a nutshell, this was what she said...




      Belka was a fortress town to Kanaria’s west. Its primary purpose was to prevent monsters from the Catalan Desert from coming into the kingdom. The desert was just as densely populated with dangerous monsters as Titus Forest or the Skim Mountains, so one could say its role was very similar to Ishka’s.


      Like Ishka, Belka relied on the strength of its adventurers for its military force, and its Adventurer’s Guild branch had significant pull within the town. There were two leading Rank A adventurer parties in Belka’s guild: One was called the Silver Stars, the other the Desert Hawks. Both were equal in terms of numbers, strength, and achievements, and perhaps because of that, they were constantly butting heads with each other as rivals.


      The leader of the Silver Stars had a strong sense of justice, while the Desert Hawks’ leader would use any trick in the book to accomplish their goal, so their personalities were also like oil and water. However, their constant desire to one-up each other had been a boon to the Belka branch. Whenever monsters from the desert invaded, the two party leaders would compete to see who could eliminate the most threats or protect the most property. In turn, the people of Belka had thrown their support behind them and the guild, and for a long time, the two parties had essentially been symbols of the town in the people’s eyes.


      Several months ago, however, the equilibrium between the parties had crumbled. The Silver Stars had headed out to investigate an uncharted region of the desert, where their strongest members had all been wiped out. More accurately, their bodies had yet to be found, but it was hard to imagine they were still alive, given how familiar Belka’s adventurers were with traversing the desert and the fact that they hadn’t come home in several months.


      The missing members comprised the most capable adventurers in the party, including their leader. Therefore, the Silver Stars now consisted only of the less capable members who’d stayed behind in Belka, meaning they were no longer worthy of being called a Rank A party. Without their leader, they had lost their sense of loyalty and gradually drifted away, until the once-beloved Silver Stars were ultimately forced to disband...




      Having gotten this far in her explanation, Katya placed her hand on the star-shaped emblem on her breast. She declared that she, too, had been a member of the Silver Stars and that she’d been going around searching for her companions who had gone missing. However, as the Catalan Desert was home to a variety of formidable monsters, nearly all of the former party members had long since given up on helping her search. Katya had doggedly continued on with a select few of her companions for a while, but they, too, had recently thrown in the towel, saying they had their own lives and livelihoods to consider.


      Now that she was all by herself, the reason she’d come from so far away to meet with the Dragon Slayer was—well, it was so obvious I didn’t even need to think about it. And of course, the next words out of her mouth confirmed it.


      “Dragon Slayer, I beg you, please help me find my lost comrades! The uncharted region they went to is the desert’s innermost part, and it’s impossible for me to make it there on my own. I’ll need your strength in order to track them down!” She looked desperate as she bowed her head nearly to the floor.


      As though copying her gesture, Iria bowed her head deeply as well. “Think of it as a request from me too. Please, Sor—er, master, go with Katya. According to her, most of the behemoth sightings have been in the very same uncharted territory she plans to search in. So I think your objectives align nicely as well.”


      As the two Merte-born women bowed, I folded my arms in thought. During her explanation, Katya had also mentioned that the leader of the Silver Stars had been the one to free her from slavery. She probably felt a deep debt of gratitude toward that person, or, judging from how she’d run herself ragged searching, her feelings might have even gone beyond that. It had already been several months since the leader and the rest of the elite Silver Stars had vanished. That was already more than enough time for them to be officially pronounced dead, and yet she was still making every possible effort to locate her former comrades.


      That, on top of her unfairly being sold into slavery at an early age, made me sympathetic to her plight. Honestly, enough so that I felt it’d be far too cruel to even charge her for my services. And considering I was already planning on heading there to find the behemoth, it wouldn’t be that much extra effort on my part. Most importantly, though, if she was Iria’s childhood friend, then she was probably acquainted with Priestess Sela as well. So turning her down had never been an option to begin with.


      When I briefly explained as much to Katya and agreed to help, her face lit up with joy. “Thank you so, so much!” she said, bowing up and down profusely.


      “However,” I clarified just in case, “I obviously can’t join you on your search forever. I just want to be clear that this arrangement is temporary.” For instance, if I found the behemoth wandering around outside the uncharted zone and defeated it, I wasn’t going to stick around with Katya in Belka afterward. Nor did I plan to return to Belka and help her search after handing the behemoth horn over to Pope Noa. Perhaps I’d have felt differently if those adventurers had disappeared only a day or two ago, but with them missing for several months now, the search would probably be a waste of time. I did feel bad for Katya, but her comrades were most likely already dead. They probably hadn’t been found either because their bodies had been buried in sand or devoured by monsters. Either way, it’d be extremely difficult to locate them now.


      Put bluntly, I wasn’t helping her find her comrades as much as helping her find the closure she needed to accept their deaths. Just looking at her, it was obvious she was distraught. Left to her own devices, she’d probably end up stubbornly clinging to hope until the very end, burn herself out, and die from fatigue.


      Or perhaps, I thought glumly, that’s what she really wanted all along.


      I concealed a sigh so that the girl in front of me, sobbing with joy that agreed to help, wouldn’t notice my feelings.
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      That same night, Iria came to see me in my room. This wasn’t just a rare occurrence—it was the first time she’d been in my room at all. That said, it was clear what she was there for, so there was no chance of me misunderstanding her intent.


      Just as I’d anticipated, the first words out of her mouth had to do with her childhood friend. “Th-Thank you so much...for agreeing to help Katya earlier.” Her speech sounded unnaturally stiff and formal as she bowed deeply to me again.


      “No need to thank me,” I said with a shrug. “Just as I told her back there, my main priority’s the behemoth. I only agreed because it aligns with my goal. Still, this is an auspicious reunion for you, I imagine, and if she’s your childhood friend, then she’s also Raz’s childhood friend. You’ve already sent word of her to Merte, I take it?” I asked.


      Of course, this was a bit of theatre. I had already heard about Iria, Katya, and Raz’s relationship from Miroslav—or rather, I’d coerced her into telling me. But if it looked like I knew too much, Iria might find it suspicious. And since there were only a select few here who knew the circumstances, she’d most likely suspect I’d heard it from Miroslav or Lunamaria. If she thought someone she considered a comrade was going around behind her back blabbing information about her past, she probably wouldn’t be too happy about that. And I didn’t want to sow seeds of discord within my clan, so instead, I’d played dumb. Of course, Iria was still technically registered as a Rank 6 adventurer with the guild, so I couldn’t call her an official clan member.


      Speaking of which, I could tell my decision to keep her registered with the guild puzzled her. Given the way I’d treated her in the mountains, and after seeing how I’d forced Miroslav and Lunamaria to leave the guild and join my clan instead, she’d probably been prepared to face the same situation, including being used as a soul source like the other two. But I hadn’t done anything to her or given her any such instructions. Anyone in her place probably would have been just as confused.


      The reason was, I myself was still undecided on how to approach Iria. Not for her sake but for her mother’s. Iria had mentioned before that she’d resolved not to visit her father’s grave until she’d become a Rank 4 adventurer like him, and of course her mother Sela knew that as well. If she left the guild and joined my clan, she wouldn’t necessarily lose the adventurer status and rights granted to her by law, but she wouldn’t be able to maintain the rank or class she’d built up within the guild. Those were only handed out to member adventurers. If Iria joined the Bloodstained Blades, she would never make it to Rank 4 like she’d sworn to. In other words, she’d be abandoning her vow to her late father. Sela would surely find that change in heart vexing and most likely suspect I’d forced her daughter to join my clan.


      When I’d accompanied Sela to Merte the other day, I’d vowed to put a lid on my feelings for the priestess once and for all. But that didn’t mean I wanted her to hate me or hold me in contempt, and the closer I got to Iria, the more suspicious Sela would become. There was also a chance the three brats might pick up on a change in Iria’s behavior.


      I hadn’t yet come up with a way to resolve this dilemma, and that was why my attitude toward her had been so halfhearted. The simplest solution would be to send Sela and the brats back to Merte, of course; then there’d be no danger of them suspecting anything. However, it wasn’t like the priestess or the three brats were just lazing around my house doing nothing. They were doing all they could to help around the house: preparing dinner, cleaning the unnecessarily large rooms, doing the laundry, gardening, tending to Claimh Soras, and even taking care of the cats that, for some reason, had shown up on our doorstep one day and had never left. Sela was also educating Suzume, Seele, and Miroslav in the ways of martial arts.


      Frankly, Sela and the trio of children were already indispensable to the clan, to the point where if they’d expressed their desire to leave, I would have persuaded them to stay. And Iria was like family to them, which was precisely why I had to be so careful about how I treated her.


      As I was thinking this, Iria’s voice reached my ears again. “No, she stopped me before I could,” she said, sounding slightly awkward. This was apparently her answer to my question a moment ago. “She said she didn’t have any desire to ever go back to Merte, so she didn’t want Raz or her parents to know about her.”


      I shook my head to clear my thoughts and focus on the conversation at hand, then turned to her once more. “I see. She may look frail, but she’s surprisingly tough, huh?”


      Now that Katya was no longer a slave, she was free to go back to Merte whenever she wanted. Even if she had circumstances where she couldn’t leave Belka, it would have been easy for her to let her family know that she was alive and well. Since she hadn’t done either of those, she likely had no lingering attachments to her family or her hometown. And judging by how she’d spoken to Iria, that likely went for her and Raz as well.


      It hadn’t been young Iria’s or Raz’s fault that Katya had been sold into slavery, of course. But Katya probably still hadn’t come to terms with that in her mind. Perhaps just after being sold, she’d believed Raz or Iria might show up and rescue her, and when they never did, her hope had turned into despair. Then, likely before she even knew it, that grudge had taken root in her heart. Seeing the stiff look on Iria’s face, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Katya had said something reproachful to her upon their reunion.


      I scratched my head, wondering what I ought to tell Iria. Since no one was really in the wrong here, what should I say? I could tell her not to let it bother her, but she was probably going to worry regardless of what I said.


      “Well, this is a pickle. I was going to have you look after her since she’s your childhood friend, but if that’s the case, maybe it’d be better for a complete stranger like Lunamaria to do it instead.”


      Upon hearing me murmur that, Iria blinked in surprise, probably because she sensed I’d made this suggestion out of consideration for her. A beat later, her expression relaxed into a smile. “No, there’s no need for that. Leave Katya to me, m...master.”


      “All right. As long as you’re fine with it, I don’t mind.” I decided not to comment on the awkward way she’d addressed me as “master” and let her do as she wished. I wasn’t sure whether she meant it in the clan master sense or thought of me as her actual master now, but as long as she was going to obey me, it didn’t really matter which.


      Now that I thought about it, perhaps this incident was the perfect opportunity to end my halfhearted approach with Iria at last. The more I did for Katya, the more grateful Iria would feel and the more obedient she’d be. And with me rescuing her childhood friend, I’d have a clear reason to get closer to her, and Priestess Sela wouldn’t find it so suspicious. In fact, she’d surely shower me with gratitude as well!


      When I considered that, I felt motivation well up within me. I honestly wanted to inform Katya, Suzume, and the others that we’d be departing for Belka first thing in the morning—but unfortunately, that just wasn’t possible. Katya was sound asleep in one of the bedrooms; perhaps her long journey had taken a toll on her, because she’d headed to bed immediately after our earlier conversation. And according to Sela, she’d built up considerable fatigue even before the start of her journey. Apparently she’d been searching for her comrades so fervently that she hadn’t eaten or slept in days.


      Considering her condition, she wouldn’t be able to ride Claimh Soras right after she awoke. In fact, we’d probably need to stay in Ishka for several days so she could sufficiently recover. And once she did, I couldn’t fit everyone on the wyvern’s back. Suzume and Lunamaria were obviously going to be traveling with me, but with Katya and Iria along for the ride as well, that would make five in total. Five was over capacity; therefore, my plan was for me, Suzume and Lunamaria to head to Belka first, then have Katya and Iria ride there afterward. I could have also asked Claudia if I could borrow Clarent, but I didn’t want to interrupt her important duty with the pope for my own convenience, so I’d just have to work Claimh Soras overtime.


      “Speaking of Raz,” I said, changing the subject, “has the kelpie’s poison shown any sign of flaring up again?”


      Just before the hydra had attacked, Iria and Raz had fought a kelpie near Merte, and Raz had been fatally poisoned as a result. Though the antidote we’d made with my blood was keeping him stable for now, there was no telling if or when he might relapse. Now that I’d defeated the Demon God, my level was even higher than it had been when we’d made that antidote, meaning the potency of my blood should be even higher now. If the poison had returned while I was away, we’d need to make a new antidote. Iria had told me before that while Lunamaria was in her hometown, she’d made a quick trip to Merte to check on things, so I knew she’d have checked on Raz as well.


      “No, it hasn’t been a problem,” she answered. “In fact, he told me he feels even better now than before he got poisoned.”


      “Well, that’s good to hear,” I said, then did a double take at myself. Did I really show concern for Raz just now? “I-I mean, if someone I tried to save died on me, I’d have a hard time sleeping at night. Good to hear the antidote worked.”


      “Yes, master. I understand.”


      Iria’s tone sounded too warm for comfort, so I averted my eyes before the situation could get any more awkward. Nonetheless, I thought I saw a smug grin appear on her lips in the corner of my vision.
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      The wind whistled loudly in my ears. Like turning the pages of a pop-up book, the scenery below me transformed from one environment to another. The towering crimson peaks and valleys of the Skim Mountains became the vast, glossy mirrorlike surface of Lake Toya, followed by the enormous swordlike precipices of Attende Pass. As I headed toward Belka atop Claimh Soras, I found myself ruminating on how impressive all these sights were from this unique vantage point.


      My travel companions Suzume and Lunamaria seemed to be in agreement, given they were constantly letting out cries of awe and wonder. Sometimes a scream or two was mixed in there as well, but that was probably just because Claimh Soras had to change its angle every now and then to avoid the clouds.


      As neither were used to traveling by wyvern at high speed, both girls clung tightly to me every time the saddle slipped. By the way, Suzume was in front, I was in the middle, and Lunamaria was behind me, but Suzume was turned toward me rather than facing forward because it gave her better balance. In other words, both girls were turned toward me in the middle. Being gripped onto so tightly while being sandwiched so closely... Yeah, I had to admit it was pretty arousing. Just to be clear, I absolutely was not making Claimh Soras dodge those clouds on purpose. I promise.


      Anyway, it would have taken around half a month to reach Belka by carriage, but with Claimh Soras, it wouldn’t even take three days. In fact, at our current pace, we’d probably make it there by tomorrow night. In fact, had it just been me and my wyvern, we could have arrived by the end of the day. That was the kind of speed achievable for an indigo wyvern when it got serious, but it also put far more of a burden on the rider. That wouldn’t have been a problem for me, but demanding Suzume and Lunamaria match my standard of endurance would have been too harsh. They’d both ridden on the wyvern several times before, of course, but this was the first time they’d made a high-speed, long-distance trip, so we’d need to stop and take breaks every now and then for them to catch their breath. That said, ever since I’d agreed to take them to Belka, they were both raring to go and in high spirits, so perhaps they wouldn’t need to rest after all.


      After traveling for a while, I decided to stop for a break to check and see how they were holding up. I lowered Claimh Soras down to the ground, but neither of them looked tired in the least. In fact, they were so full of energy, they even prepared lunches for all of us, including Claimh Soras. Apparently Suzume had worked with Priestess Sela to cook the food before we’d departed.


      “How much do I owe you for all this?” I said jokingly to Suzume.


      “Just tell me what you thought of my dish, and we’ll call it even,” she replied impishly, which caught me so off guard I wasn’t really sure how to respond.


      “I made one of those dishes too, you know,” Lunamaria said with a giggle. “I do hope you can figure out which one it is.”


      Now I was really in trouble. After so many years of eating rye bread, onions, and garlic while hunting for medicinal herbs, there was no way I’d have that kind of discerning palate. At the same time, if I threw in the towel here, what kind of man would I be? Most likely Lunamaria’s dish had no meat in it, and Suzume’s probably used mushrooms as the main ingredient. Knowing as much as I did about the chefs, surely I could arrive at the correct answers.


      Unfortunately, I was wrong. The result was pitiful. They had both made meat dishes based on my own preferences rather than their own. I was conflicted about how to feel about that: I was happy but also disappointed in myself for choosing incorrectly. Anyway, the food quiz didn’t go like I’d hoped, but at least I’d gotten to spend some quality time with both of them, so our stop hadn’t been completely meaningless.


      At night, we ended up staying in an inn near the main road, where we encountered another problem: there was only one vacant room. I volunteered to give the girls the room and spend the night in the stable or in the nearby forest where I’d hid Claimh Soras, but they were vehemently opposed to that, so we ended up sharing the room in the end. Naturally, nothing happened that I’d need to feel guilty about; we just slept there and that was all. Well, Suzume did ask me for some stories about my adventures, so I spent some time regaling her with tales about my time in the Falcon Blades, but that was the only other thing. I chose those over the accounts of the enemies I’d cut down with my Shinsou because I thought she might be able to relate more to my exploits as a novice adventurer. Lunamaria watched over us both with a smile, occasionally supplementing my recollections of our past with her own accounts and perspectives.


      The next day, our journey continued. Thankfully, we didn’t run into any trouble, and that night, the sandstone fortress wall surrounding the town came into view before our eyes. We’d reached Belka right on schedule.


      The sun was about to sink into the horizon to the west, and the rays of sunset were dyeing the wall crimson, making it look like it was covered in blood. I couldn’t help but feel the impression was eerie.




      After lowering Claimh Soras into an inconspicuous mountain range nearby, we made the journey to Belka’s gates on foot. I’d considered flying up to the gates on the wyvern, but I worried that if I drew attention, someone might target me thinking they’d make a name for themselves if they defeated the Dragon Slayer, and I really didn’t want to make a scene. After all, based on what I’d heard about Belka over the years, there were quite a lot of violent people here. Furthermore, I had Her Holiness Noa’s letter of introduction in my pocket, and once I delivered it to the person in charge here, Cardinal Sairara, the Temple of Law and Order would be cooperating with me. That was all the more reason it’d have been a bad idea to cause a commotion.


      When we arrived at the gates, a guard with a dark beard that entirely covered the lower half of his face approached. “You three just barely made it in time. If you’d come even a minute later, you would have had to camp out here outside the gates all night!” he said with a grin, though that grin seemed to be directed mostly at Suzume. Perhaps he thought she was a child and was taking special care not to frighten her. Despite his tough look, it seemed he was a pretty nice person—except I got the feeling his smile was more like the kind a grizzly bear might have upon spotting a honeycomb.


      After completing the necessary procedures to enter the town, the man raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Ishka’s a long way east of here. What business do you have in Belka?” His eyes flicked over to Suzume and Lunamaria. Perhaps he was having a hard time trying to figure out their relationship to me. I considered telling him we were a family of refugees from the east, but even as a joke, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to lie to the authorities here. I told him we were adventurers and we’d come to Belka for work. Upon hearing Suzume was also an adventurer, the guard’s eyes widened in surprise, but I ignored his reaction and proceeded to ask him about the Silver Stars and their relation to the town. I’d already heard the details from Katya, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to hear about it from other people’s perspectives as well. If he refused to talk about it, I’d just ask someone else once inside the town.


      However, the guard was more than happy to talk. In fact, he even asked us if we’d like to have a seat in the guardroom and talk about it. When we did, he told us the Silver Stars were one of Belka’s Rank A adventuring parties, yet they’d had many more members than the average party—over twenty, in fact. There were several parties and clans in the town that had been directly underneath them too, so counting those members, their numbers were even higher. He also mentioned that the Silver Stars and the other A-rank party in Belka, the Desert Hawks, were treated differently in the Adventurer’s Guild than any other party.


      Next, he went on to detail the events that had led to the Silver Stars’ disbandment. It was nearly identical to the account I’d heard from Katya. The only new information I learned was related to Belka’s current A-rank party, the Desert Hawks. After the Silver Stars disbanded, the Desert Hawks had taken on many of the party’s former members, which had boosted their forces so drastically that even Belka’s government had to be careful about how they treated them. And apparently, quite a few of the party’s less experienced members were using their status as Desert Hawks to threaten others and throw their weight around.


      “The veteran adventurers in the Desert Hawks know how to behave themselves,” the guard said with a sigh, “but the rookies have been a big problem here. You three ought to be careful in these parts, especially if you decide to go out at night. Though just by looking, I doubt you’d let a bunch of two-bit novices get the best of you anyway,” he said with a smirk.


      After that, the guard bowed and formally welcomed us.


      “Behold, the town of Belka, a paradise full of dreams, riches, and desires, where everyone is free to come and go as they please. I hope you three find what you’re looking for while you’re here too.”
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      As the guard closed the gate behind us with a loud sound, we walked onto Belka’s main street. There were so many people crowding the streets that my eyes automatically went wide. I saw armed adventurers, minstrels with their instruments in hand, vendors hawking their wares, and courtesans in suggestive garb calling out to men passing by. Normally, activity in towns like these would have been more subdued by nighttime, but Belka was just as bustling as in the middle of the day. In fact, it was enough to make one suspect nighttime was when things truly came to life here.


      Suzume’s head was on a swivel as she nervously goggled at all the hustle and bustle. Compared to that of the areas she was familiar with, like the royal capital and Ishka, the degree of clamor in Belka was surely a shock for her to behold.


      According to what Lunamaria had told me, the Catalan Desert to Belka’s west was not only a vast habitat for monsters but a near-limitless source of innumerable riches like gold and silver, salt, oil for perfumes, and spice. Seeing how crowded Belka’s streets were, I could certainly believe it.


      “Where should we head first, master?” Lunamaria asked.


      “First, we need to secure some lodgings. Then we’ll go to the Temple of— Whoa, Suzume, wait!”


      Apparently spurred on by her excitement and curiosity, she’d walked on ahead of us. If I hadn’t reached out and pulled her back quickly enough, she would have been swept away by the surging crowd.


      Now safe in my arms, the demonkin used both hands to pull her hat over her horns as she lowered her head in shame. “I-I’m sorry. Thank you.”


      “You’re welcome. It might be better to hold my hand as we walk just to make sure we don’t get separated.”


      I held my hand out to her. Suzume blinked at first as if perplexed, but then she slowly reached out and took it.


      “Allow me to do the same,” Lunamaria said, grabbing hold of the fringe of the sunproof mantle I was wearing.


      Perhaps she hadn’t gripped my other hand because she guessed I’d want my sword hand free just in case, but now it was my turn to blink in surprise.


      “Is there a problem?” she asked, her expression utterly composed.


      I opened my mouth to answer, but I couldn’t think of a response, so I just closed it again. The three of us headed somewhat awkwardly over to an expensive-looking hotel that stood out among the other buildings in the area. Apparently, it was so high-class that even adventurers couldn’t typically afford to stay there. I wasn’t just trying to put on airs because Suzume was with me (though I couldn’t say it hadn’t factored into my decision), but there was another reason I’d chosen this hotel as well.


      “If we’re going to be in the desert, there’s no way we’re not coming back to a hot bath,” I declared.


      “You really do like your baths, don’t you?” Lunamaria said with a giggle, looking at the inn’s sign. Among the amenities listed were the lit-up words “hot bath included.”


      According to the guard we’d talked to, the sands of the desert often got whipped into the air by strong winds. And depending on the wind, it could continue for days at a time. Therefore, it would of course be safer from a hygienic perspective to have a high-quality bath at our disposal. When I’d looked for the inns in the area that had hot baths available, I found this expensive hotel was the only one! I had no choice!


      However, when I explained this to the others, Lunamaria and even Suzume just snickered at me. Why?! Did I really deserve that?


      Trying her best to suppress a grin, Suzume graciously informed me of the reason: My excuse just now had sounded so childish that she couldn’t help but laugh. And when I looked over at Lunamaria, her apologetic smile told me she was in complete agreement. Hmph.


      Feeling a hint of an emotion that I couldn’t quite place, I entered the hotel. Immediately, I was met with curious stares, though there was probably no helping that. Lunamaria and Suzume aside, I was dressed like a run-of-the-mill novice adventurer who would have had almost no money to his name. Therefore, in order to clear myself of any unrest or suspicion, my first move was to show the manager at the front desk that I had the funds to stay.


      The move worked. We’d only just arrived in Belka and already had access to a room with a built-in hot bath.




      Afterward, I decided to let Lunamaria and Suzume rest for a while and headed out to town on my own. My destination was the Temple of Law and Order. Even with a letter from the pope in my possession it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to bother an esteemed individual at this hour for a meeting, but if I just came to hand the letter over and then went back to the hotel, it would probably be fine.


      That was what I thought, but not even thirty minutes after arriving, I found myself welcomed into the temple with open arms and face-to-face with the person in charge of the entire town of Belka, Cardinal Sairara.


      “Pleased to meet you, Sir Dragon Slayer. I am Sairara, appointed by Her Holiness herself to lead this temple.”


      “Well met, Your Grace. My name is Sora,” I said, bowing to the cardinal before me. By the way, “Sairara” sounded like a female name to me, so I’d been expecting a woman, but he was a dignified-looking man who had to be at least fifty years old.


      After our introductions, I began by apologizing for coming at such a late hour. But the cardinal didn’t look the least bit offended as he replied in a solemn voice, “Do not worry. Given the circumstances detailed in this letter from Her Holiness, we at this temple will do everything within our power to assist you. And since we also owe you a favor on top of that, feel free to call upon us any time you run into trouble.”


      “I appreciate that, but how exactly do you owe me?” I asked, puzzled.


      At that question, the cardinal’s expression clouded over in regret. “For the incident with Katya, of course.”


      Now I understood. When I’d met up with Pope Noa before this trip to receive the letter of invitation she’d written for Cardinal Sairara, we’d also talked about Katya and how she’d come all the way from Belka to meet me. Apparently, Her Holiness had included that information in her letter to the cardinal as well.


      “I know how desperate she is to find the missing Silver Stars,” he said grimly. “We here at the temple did all we could to help her for a while, but with that much time having passed since their disappearance, we eventually had to...” He trailed off, then shook his head as though lamenting the inevitability of it all.


      Through further conversation, I learned that nearly everyone in Belka knew of Katya’s desperation, not just those at the temple. Apparently they all thought of her as a pitiful girl who couldn’t accept the reality of her comrades’ deaths. None of her former, currently living comrades would even go near her anymore, and when she’d tried recruiting adventurers for help at the guild, she’d gotten no takers.


      That must have been the reason she’d traveled all the way to Ishka. If I’d turned her down, she’d probably been planning to head to Ishka’s guild next to look for adventurers to take back to Belka.


      “She left a letter here detailing where she was going before she left Belka, so I knew she’d visited Ishka. But I couldn’t just drag her back here against her will either, so I wasn’t sure how I ought to handle it. Therefore, hearing you’ve chosen to offer your assistance to her has been a great load off my mind and that of everyone else here. As cardinal, I’m truly grateful, and I want to return the favor.” He bowed to me deeply.


      I couldn’t believe my ears. I never would have dreamed using Katya’s plight to win Iria and her mother’s favor would lead to this. After clearing my throat, I asked Cardinal Sairara for more information on the situation. Not just on the Silver Stars, but any intel on the behemoth or Lascaris as well.


      Our conversation lasted well into the night.
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      “Welcome back, master.”


      When I got back to my hotel room late that night, Lunamaria was waiting for me in front of the door. Apparently she’d been waiting all this time for my return.


      “What’s up? I thought I told you to get some rest.” I glanced over at the next room, which was where the girls were supposed to be staying.


      Immediately sensing my unspoken question, Lunamaria smiled. “Don’t worry. Suzume’s asleep. At first she said she wanted to stay up and greet you with me, but traveling on the wyvern must have been exhausting for her, because she settled down before long.”


      “Gotcha,” I said with a nod. Of course, it had to have been just as fatiguing for the elf, but I didn’t point that out. There was no need to rebuke her, and I was honestly pretty glad that she’d stayed up for me anyway.


      After inviting her into my room, I sat down on the sofa, then gestured for her to do the same. Lunamaria didn’t seem one bit hesitant to take a seat right beside me.


      “How did your talk with Cardinal Sairara go?” she began.


      “The talk itself was productive,” I told her. “Apparently the temple’s willing to assist me to the best of their ability, and I got to learn quite a bit more about the Silver Stars as well. The cardinal knew the party’s leader in his childhood.”


      I proceeded to tell Lunamaria what I’d learned. The Silver Stars’ leader’s name was Arrow, and his alias was the “White Knight.” In addition to being an adventurer, he’d taken in a number of orphans and abused slaves and looked after them in cooperation with the temple. And Katya had been one of the slaves he’d rescued.


      In part because Arrow had been an independent adventurer and as chivalrous as his “knight” alias suggested, he was beloved by the people of Belka. “Arrow was a mannerly young boy,” Sairara had said. “Here in Belka, adventurers are essentially synonymous with belligerent folk, but Arrow and his companions were always an exception.”


      As he’d recounted his experiences with the leader of the Silver Stars, he’d gotten almost misty-eyed. “When they all went missing, we at the temple did all we could to search, but they’d been headed into the deepest part of the desert’s uncharted zone. With monsters all over and no oases nearby, it was all even the best adventurers in town could do to make it there and back in one piece. None of them wanted to stick around and search for fear they might not come back alive...”


      At that point, I’d found myself curious. If it was that dangerous, why had the Silver Stars headed there? Of course, an adventurer’s job was to brave danger, but they wouldn’t just go there recklessly without a good reason to. If the area really was as harrowing as the cardinal said, what had Arrow wanted there badly enough to bring his precious comrades along?


      Katya hadn’t said anything that might shed light on Arrow’s goal either. She’d passed out before I could ask her about any of the details. Therefore, I’d decided to ask the cardinal about it instead. And the answer was...


      “Imperium,” I told Lunamaria. “The Empire of Gold. That was what Arrow was searching for his entire life, as did his father before him.”


      “Imperium? The desert empire of legend?” Lunamaria asked, narrowing her eyes as she tried to recall what she knew of the place. Once she’d gathered her thoughts, the sage revealed the legend of the Empire of Gold to me.


      “Within the innermost region of the Catalan Desert, there is said to be a paradise, a wellspring abounding with water, greenery, and mana. Some say it existed even before the war between the humans and the demonkin three hundred years ago, and it was believed to be the capital of a large, ancient empire at one point.”


      “Yeah, the cardinal mentioned that as well.” According to him, Imperium was the name given to an ancient empire where all of the world’s riches were gathered. It was called the “Empire of Gold” because its capital was said to be blanketed in gold and silver, so dazzling that it could even be seen at night.


      This empire remained prosperous for over a thousand years, and its people gorged themselves on delicious food and constant pleasure. Far removed from morality and ethics, they devoted their focus instead to epicurean rituals. Lamenting how the empire’s people had fallen into debauchery and decline, God had tried to get them to repent, but the voice of the Lord no longer reached them, and in the end, God had sent a storm of light down upon the empire, wiping it from existence. The buildings crumbled, the sulfur in the air burned the people to death, and the land the empire was built upon was reduced to a barren wasteland where no grass would ever grow again—so went the legend of Imperium.


      It went without saying that the “barren wasteland” in the legend would be referring to the Catalan Desert, if true. But nearly all of the records of the ancient times had been lost during the war with the demonkin three hundred years ago, so there was no way of knowing whether the legends had any credence. As far as I was concerned, the moment anyone started speaking with authority about the ancient times, they were probably outing themselves as either a con artist or a crackpot. That wasn’t to say that Cardinal Sairara was also one, but the “God’s punishment” part at the end did smack of a story deliberately designed to be included in a temple sermon, so truthfully, I’d let that part go in one ear and out the other. Whether the “God” that destroyed Imperium in the legend was supposed to be the God of War, the God of Law and Order, or the Earth Mother, I didn’t know and didn’t particularly care, but if they could reduce an entire empire to a desert wasteland, they ought to pay a visit to Onigashima sometime.


      In all seriousness, there were, in fact, some important points I’d gleaned from my discussion with the cardinal. Based on what I’d heard from both him and Katya, the White Knight, Arrow, was extraordinarily talented and had a great personality. So it was odd that such a guy would risk his and his comrades’ lives in the desert to chase after a place that only existed in a baseless legend. Perhaps he’d come across some sort of proof that it actually existed? Or maybe his father had and had passed the information down to his son?


      “Maybe they disappeared because they found Imperium and don’t want to go back,” I said with a smirk. “That’d certainly make our job easier here.”


      But Lunamaria didn’t smile. “Actually, master, that might be more likely than you think.”


      “I dunno. I mean, even if the Silver Stars managed to discover Imperium, wouldn’t they have run out of food and water by now? I know the legend said it was a ‘wellspring of water, greenery, and mana,’ but even supposing they had enough food and water to survive, why would they not go back to Belka to share the discovery?”


      Surely it wasn’t that Imperium was such a comfortable paradise that they didn’t want to live anywhere else. If, for argument’s sake, they’d found it and were still alive, it was far more likely they were in a situation where they couldn’t return—for instance, taken prisoner by Imperium’s residents.


      “And if those residents just happened to be dark elves, then everything starts to make sense,” I finished.


      Lunamaria nodded. “I concur. They may have fallen from grace, but they’re still elves of the forest. The arid climate of the desert doesn’t suit them. If Imperium really does exist, it would be the ideal place in the desert for them to make their base.”


      “Which means the behemoth might also be an illusory beast that Lascaris has been summoning to protect their territory.” It was just speculation on my part, but if the Silver Stars really were alive, the only reason that I could see for them not to return was that they’d been captured by the dark elves. However, for that to be true, the dark elves would need a reason to keep the Silver Stars alive for months on end rather than killing the trespassers outright. And try as I might, I just couldn’t see why they would.


      “I suppose they really are most likely dead, then,” I muttered to myself, then stifled a yawn. I hadn’t expected to solve everything on the evening I’d arrived, so I decided to pause my thinking there and save it for tomorrow.


      With that, I pulled Lunamaria closer to me. It wasn’t like I’d wanted Suzume to stay in the other room instead of coming out to greet me, but I’d had a long day, so I might as well take advantage of us being alone and engage in a little skinship with Lunamaria. Things had been so hectic since coming back from Onigashima that I hadn’t really had time until now.


      Lunamaria looked surprised by my sudden embrace but immediately sensed my intent, and her cheeks flushed red as she closed her eyes.
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      The next morning, after a light breakfast, we headed out to the Catalan Desert on Claimh Soras—or rather, that was the plan. But just before heading out, we learned that a sandstorm had broken out in the desert. Claimh Soras had navigated the hydra’s tornado with little issue, so a sandstorm would probably be no trouble either, but our visibility would be limited, and it’d be foolish to head into an unfamiliar area completely blind. Also, the sandstorm had been caused by heavy winds that were plaguing the area, so there wasn’t much we could do even if we ignored them and pushed ahead.


      Therefore, we spent our second day in Belka training. More specifically, I sparred with Lunamaria to prepare her for fighting Illusory Blade users as per her earlier request. Naturally we couldn’t swing our swords around in the hotel’s lavish courtyard, so we made our way to the temple, and after getting the cardinal’s permission, we sparred in the training area there. Along the way, I spotted a vendor selling a robe that protected against flying sand, so I bought three of them. They covered our entire bodies, so they weren’t exactly ideal for such an arid climate, but if they let us walk around without getting pelted by sand, they were worth wearing.


      Once in the training area, we were immediately pierced by curious stares, probably because we were strangers there. I had some reservations about using Illusory Blade techniques in front of them, but since I was just borrowing the space, I couldn’t just ask them to clear away either. Nor could I unleash my Shinsou on Lunamaria, even for the sake of training. In the end, I decided to pay no mind to the stares around me and sparred with her using wooden swords we’d borrowed from the temple.


      We sparred for two hours. When we were finished, an elf and a demonkin were doubled over before me in their training outfits, out of breath and covered in sweat. Suzume, who’d come along, had requested to join the session midway through.


      “Well, since we’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow, I think we ought to leave it there for today,” I said.


      “Th-Thank you...so much...master...” Lunamaria gasped. I’d never heard her so exhausted and out of breath. Judging from the way her legs were wobbling, it was taking all her effort to stay standing.


      Uh-oh, did I overdo it?


      There weren’t any external wounds on her that I could see, but because I’d poked her with the tip of my sword, swept her legs out from underneath her, and the like, I wouldn’t be surprised if I’d bruised her somewhere accidentally. Then again, if I’d held back any more, it would have defeated the purpose of the training. She’d fought Klimt once and lost, so I needed her to put in the effort if she wanted to win against an Illusory Blade user.


      Still, even though she was worn out now, I had virtually no complaints about how she’d performed. Therefore, I turned my gaze to Suzume. Just like Lunamaria, she was panting hard, completely out of breath. Her training garb was a lot less dirty than Lunamaria’s, and the reason was—naturally—that I’d gone easy on her. However, I didn’t let on, praising her efforts instead.


      “You really worked up a sweat too, didn’t you, Suzume? Great work today. Honestly, you surprised me.”


      “Hah...hah... Priestess...Sela...has been teaching me...and Seele...the basics...” It sounded like she was trying to say it was all thanks to Priestess Sela, but because she was gasping for air in between words, I could only barely make it out.


      “Oh... You don’t say? Um, very good, then.” I nodded and decided I shouldn’t ask her any more questions until she caught her breath.


      After a while, Lunamaria’s legs grew steadier and she regained her posture. “That vigor manipulation you use,” she asked me, her expression now calm, “do you have to be a student of the Illusory Blade for that? Can others use it as well?”


      “Technically, sure. Vigor is basically just your od—in other words, the mana within you. Anyone could probably learn to channel it if they knew the proper techniques.” Higher-level techniques required the user to have an abundance of od, though, so anyone who hadn’t awakened to their Shinsou would have a tough time executing those. When I told her that, I saw her eyes light up.


      “So if I was to learn the proper techniques, I could use it to help me gain an edge in battle?” she asked.


      “I’m not so sure about that,” I answered with a shrug. “It’s not just the vigor technique you’d need to learn. You’d also have to be a damn good swordsman.”


      I knew what Lunamaria was trying to ask, of course. And judging from the intent, silent stare Suzume was giving me, she’d probably been just as curious to hear my answer as the elf sage. But I wasn’t about to tell either of them “yes, and I’ll teach them to you.” After all, I’d only recently gained the ability to use those vigor techniques myself. Sparring with Kuraia on the daily had allowed me to dramatically polish my skills, but I still wasn’t at the level where I could teach others how to do it. Besides, in order to wield vigor techniques with any efficiency, an Anima needed to be manifested first. Even if Lunamaria learned how to use vigor, it would only be at a rudimentary level.


      As for Suzume, her horns would provide her with the requisite mana, and she could probably manifest her Anima through her connection to the Demon God, so she’d have more potential for growth than Lunamaria in terms of channeling her vigor. But the Illusory Blade style was meant only for those on the island, and Suzume was a demonkin, the island’s enemy. If it became known that I was teaching her Illusory Blade techniques, the Mitsurugis would definitely take action. Considering I’d only just secured her safety by heading to Onigashima, it would be foolish to give them a reason to target her again.


      Still, if there comes a day when Suzume seriously wants to learn, it might be a different story, I thought as I looked at my two disheveled comrades in front of me.




      The sandstorm continued to rage well into the night. That gave us more time to train, but it also created an unwanted delay in our search for information. With no other choice, I made my way to Belka’s guild to ask the locals what they knew, but I didn’t learn anything significant aside from the fact that the unexplored region of the desert was said to be just as difficult to traverse as the depths of Titus Forest, if not more so. In other words, the majority of adventurers had never set foot there and knew nothing of the area. I’d thought I might have more luck asking the guildmaster, but the atmosphere around the guild felt somewhat dangerous. Perhaps they simply didn’t like the fact that I was an outsider, but the staff was awfully prickly and difficult to talk to, and the adventurers regarded me and my companions with piercing stares from the moment we walked in. I expected the guildmaster’s attitude toward me wouldn’t be much different, so I just left without meeting him.


      Truthfully, the guildmaster of Horus’s branch had said this as well, but I was starting to realize just how competent Elgart was as a guild leader. At the very least, Ishka’s guild wouldn’t just shun a complete stranger who walked through their doors on sight. Perhaps that was why Ridelle trusted him so much as well. That said, I certainly wasn’t going to become all buddy-buddy with the guild this late in the game, but like I’d done with Raz, perhaps the day would come where I’d at least sheathe my spear toward them. Right now, I was the famous Dragon Slayer and had deep connections with the dukedom in Kanaria. My influence within the kingdom already surpassed that of the Adventurer’s Guild, so they’d never again be able to treat me like they had during the Lord of the Flies incident anyway. Perhaps if I had so little to gain from it at this point, I didn’t need to implement the final stage of my plan to peacefully get even with them after all.


      Come to think of it, what was the final stage of my plan going to be again? I realized that with everything else going on, I’d completely forgotten. Oh, well, I thought with a shrug.
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      Before heading back to the hotel from the guild, we made our way to a nearby restaurant for some grub. The sun had long since set, and we were all getting hungry, so when we got a whiff of the aroma of meat and spices coming from a building with a sign that said The Desert Lizard next to it, we headed right in. Judging from the grins on their faces, neither Lunamaria nor Suzume seemed opposed to the idea.


      The Desert Lizard turned out to be a two-story building, with a bar and grill on the first floor and an inn on the second. This was a common layout for such establishments, and the interior, as far as I could tell, was clean. There were also no prostitutes milling about. Over eighty percent of the seats were filled, but none of the clientele looked too rough. In fact, I was probably the most dangerous-looking one there.


      When I entered, the bell on top of the door chimed to indicate a customer had entered. A round man, the restaurant’s owner, practically leaped into action from the counter. Grinning from ear to ear, he led us to an empty table, after which I ordered kebabs, the restaurant’s speciality. Lunamaria was a vegetarian, so I made sure to get her a skewer of vegetables. Now, was there a mushroom skewer for Suzume? She’d probably be thrilled with that...


      A while after we’d ordered, a massive pile of kebabs arrived at our table. They smelled incredible. The main entrée was a mixture of meat and vegetables, grilled and slathered with sauce, and the meat was, as one might guess from the name of the restaurant, lizard meat. However, the lizards here were not the small kind that scuttled across the ground. These were adult lizards, monsters who at their full size were large enough to devour humans whole.


      “Perhaps ‘desert crocodile’ would have been a more accurate term,” Lunamaria commented with a small smile after informing me of all this.


      Normally these lizards burrowed into the sand to stealthily approach their prey, but if they got desperate enough for food they would sometimes crawl out onto the surface and search for prey more proactively. Furthermore, though reptiles were generally affected by changes in air temperature, the tough skin of desert lizards allowed them to continue hunting even through the night, making them especially dangerous to anyone choosing to make camp.


      All that aside, while their tough skin wasn’t edible, the meat underneath was tender and juicy. The moment I bit into it, the delectable flavor flooded my mouth. But it wasn’t just the meat; the sauce, a secret recipe according to the menu, accentuated the umami of the meat on my tongue with a sharpness that stimulated my appetite, making me crave more. It was the kind of richness of flavor that made you want an ale to go along with it—just how I liked it. I wasn’t going to drink in front of Suzume, though. I didn’t want her to have to smell the booze on my breath.


      By the way, the kebabs were also a big hit with Suzume, apparently. She just kept munching on them one after another. Lunamaria seemed to enjoy her veggie kebabs as well. She stacked them neatly on her plate after removing them from the pile, then ate them in an orderly fashion, one at a time. Sometimes she would brush her hair back too, probably to make sure it didn’t get into the sauce from the kebabs.


      Lunamaria and Suzume normally weren’t big eaters, but they were demolishing the skewers almost as fast as I was. Probably because they found them delicious but also because of the appetite they’d worked up while training with me.


      After ordering seconds and finishing those up as well, we left the restaurant, sighing in satisfaction. Perhaps we’d accidentally stumbled upon a famous eatery! After putting my sandproof robe on again, I made a mental note to remember the name The Desert Lizard. I didn’t know how much longer we’d be staying here, but I wanted to go back there at least one more time before we left.


      At that moment, I saw several guards run ahead of me, looking agitated. They were soon followed by another ten or so guards, twice as many as the first group. Narrowing my eyes, I fixed my gaze on their backs as they ran away.


      “Looks like they’re all fully armed. Too armed to merely be on patrol, and it doesn’t look like they’re heading to stop a local brawl either,” I remarked.


      “Agreed,” said Lunamaria. “A monster from the desert probably showed up. But the desert is to the west, so why are they heading in that direction?” The guards were heading south, not west, and that was what had Lunamaria puzzled.


      Just then, without warning, a loud rumbling like an earthquake resounded, causing every pedestrian in the area to cry out in surprise. It was the sound of the town gate to the south being opened. By the time we’d entered The Desert Lizard, it was already evening, meaning the gates should have already been closed for the night. Someone was trying to enter the town after hours, and from the looks of shock on the townspeople’s faces, this was not normal.


      Lunamaria glanced over at me, her face tense. Next to her, Suzume’s face was a mix of anxiousness and determination.


      “Let’s follow them and see what’s going on,” I declared. “Come on, you two.”


      Normally, I would have asked them both to head back to the inn without me—especially Suzume—but I’d vowed to myself that I would treat her like one of my clan members, and she’d expressed a desire to be recognized as such. Therefore, I couldn’t tell her to just go and hide where it was safe. I’d tried to be stern in ordering her to come along, just to see how she’d react, but she looked almost happy about it as she responded with a spirited “Yes!” I considered chiding her for that but couldn’t think of anything to say, so I just closed my mouth. It felt like that had been happening more and more frequently since we’d arrived in Belka.


      Watching me scratch my head awkwardly, Suzume tilted her head quizzically. Meanwhile, Lunamaria watched us both with a warm smile.




      The mood in the air was relaxed as we made our way south through the town, but as we approached the gate, we tensed up again. That was because the situation was far more dire than we’d expected. We immediately caught the smell of blood nearby.


      Ahead of us, the gate, illuminated by fire, was wide open. Passing through the open gate was a group of elves, looking haggard and badly injured. Just at a glance, there had to be over a hundred of them, and more were filing in by the minute. It was hard telling how many there were in total.


      Moans and groans of pain rose from the battered throng. Even the ones with no noticeable wounds looked emaciated and exhausted. Some of them were women and children, sitting and staring dumbfoundedly into space.


      Most likely, they’d been in some kind of war, their side had lost, and they’d fled to Belka for refuge—that was my guess, anyway. The town guards and priests hurried to apply first aid, but with so many injured elves, there weren’t enough helping hands to go around.


      “Hey, you over there!” came a gruff voice. “If you’ve got free hands, don’t just stand there! Help us!”


      The voice belonged to a guard. I recognized him as the man with a full beard who’d welcomed us to Belka upon our arrival. Apparently he’d recognized me too, because once he’d realized who he was talking to, his eyes went wide.


      “Oh? Aren’t you the group who...? Well, I guess it’s not the time or place for that right now. Sorry, can you help out over here? This elf’s bleeding just isn’t stopping.”


      The wounded elf next to him had collapsed on the ground, motionless. A deep slash ran from his shoulder to his chest, and bone was visible through the wound. When Suzume saw it, she let out a small yelp.


      The guard was trying to stem the bleeding, but with the wound being on the elf’s shoulder, he was having a hard time. And the elf was writhing around in extreme pain, making it even more difficult.


      I helped hold the elf down. Elves were often assumed to be a weak, dainty race, but they were, in fact, more agile and athletic than most thanks to running through the trees in their forest and mastering archery. This elf, too, had toned muscles that belied his scrawny body. When I used vigor to press the powerful man down to the ground without struggling, the guard looked at me incredulously.


      “Hey, no way! Man, you’re really something else. If you can do that, would you mind helping me out a little longer? Here, I’ll wrap this cloth around, and then... Hey, you there! Priest! Over here! Do this one next!”


      Hearing he was being summoned, a priest from the Temple of the Earth Mother quickly ran over. The elderly man had beads of sweat running down his forehead as he cast his healing magic, but either because he was too tired or just wasn’t that skilled to begin with, it didn’t have much of an effect. The elf’s wounds didn’t close up, and he continued to bleed.


      Lunamaria hurriedly took a potion out of her robe’s pocket, then looked over at me to see if I’d give her permission. The bottle in her hand wasn’t just any ordinary healing potion but a Bloodstained Blades original that contained my blood. She was probably thinking that I’d never allow her to use such a potion without permission, even for one of her brethren.


      Of course, I really didn’t mind if she used it. Well, I couldn’t deny I was a little hesitant to use it on a complete stranger and in front of the guard and priest, but shaking my head and letting one of Lunamaria’s fellow elves die wasn’t an option either.


      I nodded. In response, Lunamaria bowed her head as though to show her gratitude, then applied the potion to the male elf’s wound. Seeing the elf’s agonized expression gradually melt away, she looked relieved, then produced another potion, which she stuck in the elf’s mouth. This one was an ordinary stamina potion.


      Naturally, the elf’s wounds wouldn’t heal completely with just my dragon blood alone. But he was no longer suffering like he had been, and his breathing was more regular now. There was probably no more danger to his life, so I determined I didn’t need to hold him down anymore and let go.


      At that moment, a deafening explosion, loud enough to engulf the entire area, resounded. It was followed by a second explosion, then a third. One after another, explosions rang out into the night. They were coming from outside the gate. A beat later, the emergency bell atop the fortress wall sounded, and we heard cries of “The enemy’s here! They’re attacking!” coming from above.


      With that, the uproar near the town’s south entrance devolved into pure pandemonium. Voices seething with anger, screams, and furious shouts blended into one as a wall of noise. I squinted to get a closer look at the gate. I didn’t know who this enemy was or what kind of forces they had, but they’d most likely pursued the wounded elves here to finish them off. And if so, it meant they at least had enough men to harm that entire group. Those explosions just now had sounded devastating. Belka’s government probably wouldn’t want to let people with weapons like those in, so they would shut the gates. Then the rest of the elves who hadn’t made it into town yet would be left out with the enemy.


      It wasn’t like I was so sensitive that I felt sorry for them. But...


      “Shinsou Reiki.”


      This group of elves fleeing from the south of Belka were probably the Lydlys elves, the warriors of the forest who’d been in an ongoing war with the dark elves since long ago. If I helped them and got them in my debt, it might prove quite useful later on.


      Leaving the tending of the wounded to Lunamaria and Suzume, I channeled vigor into both legs and kicked off the ground.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Elves of the Desert
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      A short while earlier...


      The forest was on fire. Despite having been abundant and brilliant green just moments ago, flame was now rapidly turning it all to ash. Atop the ashen ground, countless elf corpses lay stacked on top of each other in a heap. Even the most elite warriors in the elf tribe, the cream of the crop, had fallen with little resistance. For the elves of the Lydlys tribe, it was their worst nightmare come to life.


      “You dark elf bastards!” growled the Lydlys’ village chief, his handsome face marred with rage as he glared daggers at the settlement’s attackers.


      Before his eyes were a group of elves who looked almost identical to the ones in Lydlys. Their bodies were thin like cypress trees, their ears long like blades of bamboo grass, their faces immaculate like sculpted works of art, and they were descended from nobility just like all other elves. But there were a few glaring differences as well: Their normally golden hair was silver, like the color of ash, and their white skin was dyed as dark as the night sky itself.


      They were dark elves. Most frequently sighted in and around the Catalan Desert, they were the longtime sworn enemies of the elves who lived in the neighboring forests. The history of their feud went back several hundred years, and the number of lives lost and settlements brought to ruin on both sides during their countless battles was simply innumerable. Yet the elf tribes of the west had continued to oppose the dark elves, and central to their resistance was the Lydlys settlement. Sometimes they would even request backup from the Forest of Origin, Primasilva, to protect the forests on the western part of the continent.


      For a long time, the dark elves struggled to make a dent in Lydlys’s defenses, and in recent years, they’d attacked with noticeably less frequency. Of course, the village chief had in no way taken that as a sign that he could rest on his laurels, but the scene before his eyes now was so disastrous that he couldn’t have blamed anyone for criticizing his negligence.


      “You only lay low for a while so we’d let our guard down and give you an opening! And then you used the sandstorm as cover to attack us!” He kicked the ground in chagrin. It was a belligerent gesture that one would not expect from a Lydlys elf, but that was just how enraged he was—at his mortal enemies the dark elves, yes, but more than that, he was furious with himself for his failure to protect the village.


      But the chief couldn’t be blamed for not predicting the attack. The dark elves operated on a very different logic from that of normal elves, but they were still part of the same race, and elves didn’t do well in extreme climes like deserts. With previous attacks, the dark elves had always made camp on the outskirts of a sparsely populated elven forest, then used that camp as a base to go around attacking Lydlys and the other neighboring settlements. On occasion they would also sneak into human territory undercover and attack from the opposite side of the desert, but the dark elves hadn’t made any such roundabout maneuvers this time. They’d headed to Lydlys on a straight shot right through the desert, taking them completely by surprise.


      There had been a sandstorm raging in the desert for the entire day, so the chief had thought it’d be safe to assume the dark elves wouldn’t be able to see their way forward, and since they were part of the elven race, they wouldn’t think about heading straight across the desert to attack the village. Most of all, he’d underestimated the dark elves’ power, and they’d torn right through the village’s defenses. By the time news of the attack had reached his ears, the enemy’s vanguard was already inside the settlement. He’d immediately ordered his troops to counterattack and had even taken out five dark elves with his own outstanding archery skills, but the moment the chief had needed to join the fight himself, he’d already lost.


      While he and the warriors were buying time fending off the dark elves, he’d ordered the women and children to evacuate to the human settlement of Belka. The reason he’d chosen a human settlement instead of an elven one was simple: Lydlys was the largest elven settlement on the western part of the continent and had the strongest defenses. If Lydlys had fallen to the dark elves, no other elven settlement would be able to protect them.


      Belka, surrounded by its tall fortress walls, was a much better candidate. And to manage the dark elves and the monsters in the desert, the Lydlys settlement had a cooperative relationship with the humans. Whenever a horde of monsters attacked Belka, the Lydlys elves would come running to back the humans up and join the fight. The humans surely wouldn’t refuse the fleeing elves entry.


      However, because the settlement was in such chaos over the dark elf invasion, they might be so distraught that they failed to properly communicate to the humans they were seeking asylum. And the dark elves, with their despicable lack of morals, would most likely raise their weapons against those who were unarmed. That was what was concerned the village chief the most as he bit his lip hard.


      “Chief!” An elf rushed toward him, the wounds all over his body bandaged to prevent further bleeding. The virile, muscular man was the settlement’s lead warrior. When he reached the chief, he bowed apologetically. “I failed you. The dark elves overwhelmed us, and I doubt we’ll be able to hold them off any longer. I’ll stay behind, so please, flee somewhere safe!” His face was the picture of desperation as he urged the chief to escape.


      The chief was about to open his mouth in response when the defensive line of guards ahead of him started to fall into disarray. The dark elf vanguard had reached his location. There were cries of anger and shouts of pain. Splatters of blood flew through the air.


      “The enemy’s here— Gah!”


      “Protect the chief! Don’t let them get through!”


      “Out of the way, damnable heathens— Ngh! Gyaaah!”


      The guards were all the most elite warriors the Lydlys settlement had to offer. In fact, even while the village around them was being destroyed, they hadn’t let the dark elves get near the chief even once. But one by one, those elite fighters fell, collapsing into pools of their own blood. Warrior after warrior perished before they could even put up a serious fight. The chief couldn’t believe his eyes, but he was witnessing it, so it had to be real. A groan of despair escaped his lips as his gaze naturally turned toward the enemy who’d finished them all off.


      Striking amber eyes differentiated this dark elf from the others. Her long ash-silver hair was tied up in a side ponytail, most likely to keep from getting in the way during battle. Her battle garb was chartreuse green atop dark-gray leather armor, and because she was wearing black gloves, every inch of her body was covered save for her head above the shoulders. He only guessed she was a woman because of the prominent swell underneath her chestplate.


      Even from the perspective of another elf, a race used to beauty, she was strikingly beautiful. But her figure, with her green battle garb stained with red everywhere, appeared brutal and ominous. At that moment, her eyes locked on to the village chief, and a wave of hostility and the stench of blood hit him simultaneously, making him scowl.


      As though to block the chief from the dark elf’s vision, the lead warrior ran in front of him. “Chief, you need to make a run for it! Now!” Without a moment’s hesitation, he swung his sword at the dark elf. Despite the enemy having just taken out a group of elites as easily as slicing blades of grass, his flurry of strikes were sharp and powerful.


      He put up an admirable fight and was able to block the dark elf’s sword with his own ten times in total. But that was his limit. The enemy’s white blade cut through the air in an arc, striking his blade, and immediately afterward, with a high-pitched ring, the sword went flying up into the air. Then, without a moment’s delay, the dark elf’s blade went on to slice through the warrior’s neck, finishing the battle. A flutelike noise emitted from the scruff of the warrior’s neck as he collapsed. By the time he hit the ground, the light had already faded from his eyes.


      The village chief hadn’t moved a muscle the whole time. That meant he’d wasted the lead warrior’s valiant effort to buy him time to escape, but he hadn’t just been rooted to the spot in fear. He couldn’t have moved even if he’d wanted to. Behind him, another dark elf had appeared out of nowhere. The upper half of his face was covered by a mask, and the sword he was holding was pointed at the chief’s neck.


      The woman in front of him spoke. “You are Lydlys’s chief, correct?”


      Her voice was much calmer and more pleasant than he’d expected. Despite having just done battle with an elite warrior, she didn’t sound the least bit out of breath.


      “My name is Wisteria, she who upholds the title of Gladius, head warrior, by our founder. Your defeat here is imminent. Either surrender or flee. The choice is yours, but please decide quickly.”


      The chief’s response to the dark elf Wisteria was resolute.
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      “Preposterous. I have no intention whatsoever of bowing down to the likes of a dark elf! I’d rather die!”


      The figure whose eyes lit up with bloodlust upon hearing that reply was not Wisteria but the masked man with his sword to the chief’s neck. His white blade moved to slide across the chief’s carotid artery, but Wisteria called out before it happened.


      “No, Tepa. Don’t.”


      “Yes, ma’am!” The masked man she’d called Tepa immediately withdrew his blade.


      At that moment, the chief made his move. Kicking off the floor hard, he slammed into the masked man with his entire body weight. From a bystander’s perspective, it might have looked like he was trying to stab himself by running into the dark elf’s sword on purpose. Taken completely by surprise, Tepa’s reaction was slightly delayed. He also couldn’t take action because of his superior’s order not to kill the man.


      The village chief took advantage of this opening to produce a small dagger from his pocket and swing it at the masked man. Tepa twisted his body to dodge the slash, but not without effort, and the tip of the dagger’s blade caught on the mask covering his face. Emitting an odd, dry cracking sound, the mask flew up into the air.


      The chief groaned in disappointment. If only he could have reduced their numbers even by one...but it had all been for naught. He steeled himself, prepared for the enemy to deliver the final blow—but contrary to his expectations, it never came.


      Covering his now-exposed face with his free left hand, Tepa took several shaky steps backward. He looked like he’d been dealt some sort of severe blow he’d never expected. “You bastard,” he groaned, his voice mixed with equal parts bloodlust and shame.


      Through the gaps in the dark elf’s fingers, the village chief could see the part of his face the mask had been covering. As though to defile the elf’s natural beauty, the upper part was abnormal and grotesque. It was as though the longer the chief stared at it, the less sane he felt. It was indisputably the face of a demon.


      “So, this unsightly visage of yours is the price you paid for betraying your fellow elves and selling your soul to a demon, is it?!” the chief spat, glaring at him with loathing and scorn.


      At that, Wisteria strode up to him. Before he could waste his breath on another word, the dark elf commander with the title of “Gladius, head warrior” reached her free hand out toward his face. “Sandman, sprinkle your sand on this person’s eyes. Put him under a deep sleep, like a flower dozing underneath the moonlight.”


      It was spirit magic that could induce sleep. Elves of the forest excelled at summoning spirits and using their magic, and at the same time, they were highly resistant to attacks by other spirit users. The chief of Lydlys was no exception; however, seeing so many people of his village fall before his eyes, one after another, had gradually gnawed at his mind and body, wearing his psyche down. Not to mention simply laying eyes on the upper half of the male dark elf’s face had weakened his resistance.


      Wisteria’s spirit magic forced him to close his eyes, and he crumpled to the ground with a mortified expression, sound asleep.


      Tepa reapplied his mask, then glared down at the dozing man hatefully. “What do you plan to do with him?”


      “We’ll set him in front of the elves that are still resisting us,” Wisteria said. “Once they realize they failed to protect him, their morale will leave them and they’ll flee.”


      “Can we not just kill them all and be done with it?” Tepa grumbled. “There’s also the chance the demon might leak out...” Unconsciously, he raised a hand to his mask.


      Seeing that gesture, Wisteria’s amber eyes narrowed in worry for a split second. But when she spoke immediately afterward, her tone was perfectly calm. “The Lydlys settlement is no more. The objective our founder gave us is now complete, and they say a cornered rat will bite a cat if it’s desperate enough. With the enemy already cornered, there is no need to agitate them further. Nor is there any need to worry about the demon. It is impossible for anyone without knowledge of the Abyss to reach the answer, no matter how much they might struggle to.”


      She bent down to pick up the fallen chief. Tepa noticed what she was about to do and quickly held up a hand to stop her, saying he would do it himself instead. He wasn’t about to let the dark elves’ Gladius and leader of their supreme Andora army trouble herself with such a menial, bothersome task.
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      “It’s impossible for anyone without knowledge of the Abyss to reach the answer, no matter how much they might struggle to, huh?” Wisteria muttered to herself once the warriors of Lydlys had carried the village chief away to safety.


      Reflecting on her own words to Tepa just moments ago, she wore an expression that looked far too gloomy to be considered a smile.


      “I’m one to talk, since I know very little about the Abyss myself. Only that the limitless power that’s allowed a forest to prosper in the middle of the desert for several hundred years is the same power that disturbs the forest and drives my brethren mad. The Abyss is how we dark elves have managed to survive in the desert, according to our founder.”


      But did that really mean it was okay to keep relying on a mysterious source of power like that of the Abyss? Wisteria couldn’t help but wonder whether continuing to do so might be too dangerous. Then again, their founder and ruler, Lascaris, the eldest of the dark elves, had affirmed that path, so her doubts were pointless. Their founder had been alive ever since the Age of Myth, and Wisteria was not even a hundred years old yet. Her wisdom couldn’t possibly compare to Lascaris’s, so she should just keep her head down and obey, like always. After all, even now, she had no desire to dispute or rebel against her leader.


      Still, she couldn’t help but wonder whether it really was all right for things to continue as they were. With a sigh, she recalled the lush, verdant scenery of her birthplace: Andora, the Forest Kingdom. The sanctuary of the dark elves replete with water and crops, despite being in the middle of the vast Catalan Desert.


      The majority of Andora was populated by a sea of trees and was therefore not the “city of gold and silver” the humans believed it to be. Neither gold nor silver were necessary there. The residents of Andora drew their sustenance from the forest itself and had survived all this time needing nothing more.


      How could such a bountiful forest exist in the middle of the desert? The answer was the Abyss, the bottomless pit in the deepest part of Andora’s center. An abundance of mana constantly poured out from the hole, and it was this mana that had caused a vast forest to appear where it normally couldn’t have. In that sense, the Abyss and Andora were inextricably linked—without the Abyss, the Forest Kingdom would cease to exist.


      At the same time, the dense mana from the Abyss plagued Andora with a variety of problems. One of those was the drastic mutation of all plant life around the pit. Continuously inundated with volatile mana, the plants there grew so dramatically that they no longer resembled their original forms, including branches that shouldn’t have grown, flowers that shouldn’t have bloomed, and seeds that shouldn’t have sprouted. And having surpassed the boundaries of their natural life cycles, their forms became increasingly abnormal as they grew endlessly.


      Furthermore, it wasn’t just the plants that the mana influenced. The spirits were also greatly affected. Though a spirit’s “ego” was different from that of humans, they still possessed a self. This was evident because spirit magic was cast by a spirit at their user’s request, and without a sense of self, they couldn’t respond to their user’s summons.


      However, the mana from the Abyss had corrupted the spirits’ self-awareness. Spirits who lost their senses of self and went berserk forgot the temperaments they had gained upon harmonizing with their users and transformed into beings who indiscriminately spread seeds of calamity. Dark elves called spirits who had fallen into such a state “fallen spirits,” and they greatly feared them.


      The longer a fallen spirit continued to absorb mana from the Abyss, the stronger that spirit became. For that reason, they needed to be eliminated as soon as their corruption was spotted, but spirits couldn’t be harmed without the use of magic, which they had an innate high resistance to. In other words, they had no weak points to speak of. Most of all, elves and spirits were essentially companions, and dark elves considered it taboo to harm those they called companions. Therefore, the suppression of rogue fallen spirits presented a major challenge.


      It was this rigorous duty that the unit of swordsmen Wisteria now commanded had been tasked with. And as the leader of that group, she’d been granted the title of Gladius, head swordsman.




      Every time she subjugated a fallen spirit, Wisteria thought to herself, What is the Abyss, truly? What is the force that nurtures our forest yet causes it to go mad? She’d asked the founder about it before but hadn’t received a satisfactory answer. So she’d decided to look into the matter herself whenever she could, but she was a very busy person, and the time she could devote to her investigation was extremely limited.


      The Gladius’s duty wasn’t just to lead the swordsmen under her. Because their founder, Lascaris, had allocated most of his attention and resources to the defense of Andora, it was hard for him to govern Andora’s people directly. Therefore, the Gladius had to serve as the founder’s proxy whenever necessary, on top of overseeing Andora’s military affairs. In other words, Wisteria was effectively the kingdom’s commander in chief, as well as the second-most important of the dark elves. Even the elders of the kingdom, all authorities in their own right, took care to maintain a few steps’ distance from Wisteria whenever they approached her, as a show of respect.


      Naturally—perhaps inevitably—more than a few dark elves were envious of Wisteria and her position, including those in her own unit.


      “You were awfully lenient today, Miss Wisteria. Can’t you do any better than that?” one warrior interrogated her harshly, his handsome face scrunched up in disapproval.


      The man, Gardr, was a subordinate officer of Wisteria’s and more or less the embodiment of the animosity that all her detractors in the unit regarded her with. In other words, he was jealous of her superiority and arrogantly questioned every order she gave out.


      “I was wondering what you were thinking by positioning me and my forces in the rear rather than in front, but it wasn’t just the women and children you wanted to save. You deliberately let the enemy village chief go as well, didn’t you? Let me guess... It was to avoid any ‘unnecessary sacrifices’? Soft! Far too soft! Why are you letting a few deaths concern you when it’s the founder’s will that we elves spread death all across the desert, without leaving a single head of our enemies attached?”


      “Gardr...” was all she said.


      The man possessed a strong sense of self-importance and often let his conceit show in his words and actions, to be certain, but his skill with a sword was also outstanding even among those in her unit. He came from a family of particularly influential elders, and before Wisteria had been appointed Gladius, everyone had been certain he would be given the position instead. That was a large reason he regarded Wisteria as the current Gladius with such revulsion.


      But Wisteria’s tone with Gardr was no different than the one she normally used. She knew if she was tough on him, he’d just rebel more forcefully, and if she took a humble position, he’d make fun of her. The best way to deal with those like him was to not let her mask of calm slip.


      “Our mission was only to crush the Lydlys settlement, and the method I chose allowed us to achieve that goal. However, the founder’s order wasn’t simply to attack Lydlys. I was also told we needed to keep our own casualties to a minimum so that we’d be ready for our next fight.”


      “What?! I never heard anything about that!”


      “The founder told me I needed to keep that information to myself until Lydlys was no more. So far, you are the first person I’ve told.”


      Seeing that Wisteria’s composure wasn’t going to falter, Gardr clicked his tongue in irritation. But since she was bringing up an order from the founder he respected and adored, he couldn’t argue any further.


      “Very well. And what is this ‘next fight’ our esteemed founder wants us for? To burn the other settlements besides Lydlys to the ground as well?”


      “No. Apparently, now that Lydlys is out of the picture, we are to head to the human towns and destroy the temples erected there.”


      Gardr’s eyes went wide with shock. He hadn’t expected that news. But he immediately nodded several times in understanding. “Humans, eh? Hm... The humans’ only worth is in their numbers, so the founder must want us to crack the whip of discipline on those savages at last. And since the cowards protect themselves by hiding behind tall, bulky walls, the more forces we have on our end, the better. Yes, I see. Very well, Miss Wisteria. I won’t revise my evaluation of your strategy in Lydlys, but I will at least concede that you had a reason for going easy on the enemy.”


      Wisteria kept her composure even in the face of his mocking tone. However, Tepa, who was standing beside her, found Gardr’s attitude unconscionable.


      “Gardr!” the masked dark elf barked angrily. “For a while now, your attitude toward our commander has been far too insolent!”


      Gardr scowled at Tepa with undisguised loathing, then fixed him with a gaze like he was looking at something filthy. “Look who’s talking,” he sneered. “You’re just a foul vessel for a demon. Just how much longer do you plan to pretend you’re on the same level as me?”


      “What did you say?!”


      “You wagged your tail for any woman that came your way, let an evil spirit possess you, and got expelled from this unit once as a result. And I don’t recall ever letting a foot soldier like you address me without a ‘Mr.’ Or perhaps you think you’re equal to the Gladius just because you’re her offspring?”


      “Ngh.” Tepa didn’t respond. Gardr’s words were harsh, but he knew they had a grain of truth.


      Seeing Tepa’s reaction, Gardr’s lips curled in a sneer. “Look at you. You got possessed by a demon, had your body and mind violated, and let yourself be reduced to a demon in turn. How pathetic. I wonder if you’re aware all the other dark elves think you’re a menace? Others before you have been possessed, but they all nobly offered up their defiled forms as sacrifices in our fight against the Divine Beasts. Why haven’t you? Are you that terrified of death? Insolent and a coward, eh? The fact that the likes of you was even temporarily reinstated into our unit of swordsmen makes me sick to my stomach. You’re a disgrace to Andora and everything it stands for!”


      “Say that again, you bastard!” Tepas exploded. Unable to take it anymore, he reflexively raised a hand to his scabbard.


      Gardr’s gaze lit up with anticipation, like he’d been waiting for this moment all along. At that moment, Wisteria moved so quickly that her sword hand couldn’t be tracked with the eye. With one swift motion, she drew the treasured sword granted to her by the dark elves’ founder and held the blade between Tepa’s and Gardr’s hostile gazes to block them from each other’s sights. The sword before their eyes had appeared so fast that both men froze without another word.


      Wisteria’s voice rang out clear. “Our founder does not condone infighting. Save your energy for our next battle, you two.”


      “Hmph. Indeed, I would be remiss if I went against the will of our founder for the sake of this trash,” Gardr spat. “But, Miss Wisteria, I’ll also remember the fact you let this demon’s insolence slide. I hope you’re not playing favorites.” With that parting shot, Gardr turned on his heel and strode away.


      Tepa, for his part, had already cooled down and was now ashamed of how he’d flared up. He lowered his head to Wisteria in embarrassment. In response, she let out a small sigh—so small that there was no way he could have noticed.
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      Possessed. The words Gardr had used to describe Tepa were, much like the fallen spirits, another problematic phenomenon caused by the Abyss. As one might guess, it referred to those who were possessed by malevolent spirits.


      Then what was a malevolent spirit? Among the dark elves, they were referred to as “demons,” and they had been known to possess others since time immemorial. Some thought they were demonic creatures who’d crawled out from the Abyss, while others believed they were disgruntled spirits out to exact revenge on the ones who’d killed them, but no one knew for certain. Wisteria was more inclined to believe the former, but as the evil spirits tended to choose those in the swordsmen unit as their vessels, the latter theory seemed plausible as well.


      There were a variety of symptoms exhibited by possessed individuals; however, there was one they all had in common: the feeling that the “self” residing in them wasn’t their own. For instance, hearing a voice that wasn’t theirs, recalling memories that clearly belonged to someone else, feeling strength they didn’t normally have. These symptoms were incurable—trying to alleviate them with prayer and curse-lifting spells was a meaningless endeavor.


      That said, as strange as those symptoms were, they didn’t present an obstacle to the possessed’s daily life on their own. In fact, considering the possessed gained access to knowledge and strength they wouldn’t have otherwise obtained, it could even be considered a blessing with the same kind of benefits that a holy spirit might grant. But no dark elf would ever point to a malevolent spirit and call it “holy.” The reason had been detailed by Gardr earlier in no uncertain terms:


      You got possessed by a demon, had your body and mind violated, and let yourself be reduced to a demon in turn.


      Those words accurately described the true nature of a malevolent spirit. Gradually, a possessed individual had their entire body encroached upon, transforming them into something entirely inhuman. Little by little, their sense of self blended in with those of the evil spirits corrupting them. And a possessed dark elf who had lost their mind and body ultimately became the malevolent spirit itself.


      Once such a spirit manifested in the physical world, its power surpassed even that of a fallen spirit. More than a few times in the past, Andora had been threatened by a possessed dark elf who had turned completely, was regarded by their former comrades with hostility, and in most cases was exiled from the kingdom. In even older times, it had even been permissible to kill elves with symptoms of possession before they became malevolent spirits, but that had caused more harm than good in the end. The evil spirits had just manifested through the dead bodies of their hosts afterward.


      If the possessed chose to live, they lived defiled and corrupted. And if they chose to die, the evil spirits possessed their corpse afterward. There was no hope for them either way. Therefore, it was inevitable that they would be feared and reviled as demons. And perhaps it was also inevitable that anyone who showed symptoms of being possessed by malevolent spirits was shunned and alienated.


      Since olden times, the dark elves had searched for a way to exorcise these evil spirits from their brethren, but after several hundred years of research, their efforts had yet to bear fruit. Even at present, there was only one known way to relieve a possessed dark elf from their suffering. This, too, was something Gardr had mentioned: offering up their lives in the battle against the Divine Beasts and ultimately being devoured along with the evil spirit possessing them.


      The Divine Beast in question was a creature known as the behemoth: the supreme ruler of the Catalan Desert and sworn enemy of the dark elves.


      Most dark elves corrupted by evil spirits were glad to give their lives battling the behemoth. If their miserable state could somehow aid their people in their victory over the creature, they couldn’t ask for anything better. Even if they were devoured in the process, at least they would be free from their suffering, and the evil spirit within them would plague their brethren no more. And of course, those around them considered their sacrifice honorable as well.


      At some point, it became expected of the possessed to go this route. And by the same token, those who opted to choose any other path were labeled cowards, just like Gardr had done to Tepa earlier.


      Wisteria longed to change the situation surrounding the possessed. As mentioned before, most of the dark elves who had been possessed belonged to the swordsman unit, the one she was currently in charge of. Tepa was one such example, as was Wisteria’s father. Even though they fought harder for Andora than anyone else, even though they gallantly endured more of the adverse effects of the Abyss than anyone else, death was the only choice granted to them in the end? Wisteria believed that was just too unfair. It was wrong.


      Ever since being appointed Gladius—no, long before then—finding a way to reform the situation regarding the possessed had been her top priority and what kept her up at night. She sought a way to exorcise the spirit within, naturally, but also a way to improve the general treatment of those who were judged to be possessed. One of the steps she’d taken was to establish a sanatorium. Before it had been built, possessed dark elves who were exiled from the kingdom had been forced to live in environments that could only be described as hellish, but Wisteria’s efforts had changed all that drastically. Now, even if they were exiled, they at least had a safe place to go that provided all their basic needs. That had, of course, given them more hope that they might be able to go on living after all, which would just put Andora in more danger—or at least, such was the dissenting opinion of her detractors. However, Wisteria was undeterred.


      “Wisteria...” said a voice in her head. At moments like this, her father’s face always surfaced in her memory. Never had there been a swordsman who’d been braver or more reliable, or who had fought for Andora with more determination and resilience than him. More than that, Wisteria had never known a kinder soul. Even as a child, she had always adored and admired him from the bottom of her heart and couldn’t have been prouder to have him as a father. Getting scooped up and hugged in his broad arms had always been her favorite memory.


      When she’d first learned that a malevolent spirit had gotten a hold of her father, she hadn’t seen a reason to worry at first. She’d innocently believed her beloved father would never let himself succumb to something like that. Had she known then what she knew now, she would have realized that her parents’ reassuring smiles at the time had been forced. She would have noticed how everyone else had regarded her family with colder and colder gazes as the days went by.


      If only those halcyon days had ended some other way. The moment she found herself thinking that, she heard a small laugh from somewhere and quickly shook her head. At some point, a self-deprecating smile had formed her lips.


      “I suppose I just don’t know when to give up,” she muttered. Realizing she’d unconsciously balled her hands into fists, she relaxed them, squeezed her eyes shut, and took a breath. When she opened her amber eyes again, the unrest had faded from them and she could no longer hear the laughing from before.




      Meanwhile, Tepa watched his mother from a short distance away. He couldn’t see what Wisteria was seeing in her mind, but he knew she was thinking about the possessed and that her heart was aching for them.


      “And yet, there’s no need for you to go that far for us,” the masked man muttered as he looked at his dear superior. He knew she’d been trying her best for him and all of the other possessed, and he couldn’t express how grateful he was for it. But the more Wisteria devoted herself to them, the harsher the gazes that the other dark elves would regard her with. It worried him to no end. He’d even heard that the founder had originally asked her to include the possessed as scapegoats in the military campaign against Lydlys and she had refused, requesting that their participation be strictly voluntary. The founder had allowed it, but Tepa knew there would surely be those who saw it as an arrogant and impudent display for someone granted the title of Gladius.


      In Tepa’s eyes, Wisteria seemed more anxious and impulsive as of late, and he believed her behavior was inadvertently creating unnecessary unrest among the unit. Just because she hadn’t found a way to exorcise the demons from the possessed yet didn’t mean she ought to give in to her impatience. And since even their venerable founder had yet to discover anything of the sort, it was more than likely that no such method existed. As much as he respected Wisteria, he had come to realize as more and more time went by that her efforts were probably pointless.


      Wisteria also didn’t need to feel bad about the possessed originally being conscripted to join the Lydlys invasion. Tepa, at least, would have been happy to be included in the operation, conscripted or otherwise. Wisteria probably didn’t understand just how thrilled he’d been that the founder had even wanted him to participate, and he knew the other possessed who’d volunteered to join the operation had all felt the same way.


      At that moment, one of his fellow possessed ran toward him, calling his name. Like Tepa, this dark elf respected Wisteria greatly and had voluntarily participated alongside her in Lydlys. Noticing the grim look on his comrade’s face, Tepa tensed up, preparing himself for bad news.


      “Did something happen?” he asked.


      “Yeah, and it’s serious. Gardr and his team went north without requesting Commander Wisteria’s permission first.”


      “He aims to steal a march on her, I bet,” Tepa muttered. Just what I’d expect from that arrogant bastard, he thought, but he kept that part to himself. No doubt upon hearing the founder’s next order, Gardr had decided to head to the human towns ahead of their Gladius in order to show the founder he was just as worthy of the title as she was.


      Tepa’s guess was right on the mark; however, his comrade’s next words took him by surprise.


      “He has five others with him in addition to his own team. Apparently, they agreed on condition that their families would be taken care of after their deaths.”


      Tepa scowled at that information. Perhaps because they believed that the possessed were contagious or that it was some abnormality inherited by blood, some of the elves chose to persecute not just the possessed but their families as well. Gardr, it seemed, had taken advantage of that to force some possessed to participate in his scheme. Knowing the man, he probably planned to position those five in the vanguard, then stab them from the rear, forcing the spirits within to manifest via their corpses. Regardless of whether the strategy would prove successful, Tepa could not idly stand by and let Gardr use his comrades as scapegoats for the sake of his own glory.


      “All right,” the masked elf said with a nod. “We’ll inform the commander of this, then pursue him immediately. It will take time to get a unit together, so I’ll ask the commander’s permission to go on ahead in the meantime. The rest of you stay here and help her prepare.”


      “Very well.”


      The two dark elves exchanged nods, then headed over to Wisteria. When she heard their report, her face momentarily darkened, but she immediately agreed with the decision to head north after Gardr’s unit and stop them.


      Thus, the dark elves’ fight moved from Lydlys to its next location: Belka.
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      “Wisteria, you damned fox. You don’t have any authority of your own, so you’re merely borrowing our founder’s. One day your secret will come to light, and I’ll besmirch that calm face of yours at last. Prepare yourself!”


      Running toward Belka under the cover of night, Gardr unleashed his resentment toward the Gladius now that she couldn’t hear him. He had a number of reasons to loathe Wisteria, chief among them being the fact that the founder had acknowledged her as superior to Gardr despite her not even being half his age, but there was also the fact that she was a woman. In Gardr’s mind, men were supposed to hunt and fight, and women were supposed to stay at home and spin yarn. Not only was Wisteria unladylike enough to swing a sword around, but she stood above him and was receiving the founder’s orders directly when it should have been him! He couldn’t stand it. He respected the dark elves’ founder like no other, but when it came to Wisteria, he considered even Lascaris’s judgment hard to accept.


      He had other reasons to shun Wisteria aside from his personal feelings as well, most of which had to do with her advocacy for reforming how the possessed were treated. Regardless of the truth behind those malevolent spirits, they clearly only brought harm to Andora. Therefore, the spirits needed to be thoroughly eliminated, along with the hosts they possessed. And Gardr wasn’t the only one who thought this; in fact, considering the number of tragedies in the past that those spirits had caused in the kingdom upon fully manifesting, Wisteria’s beliefs could even be considered heresy.


      Furthermore, Gardr had another grave suspicion regarding those malevolent spirits. “True, Wisteria has taken down many monsters and spirits thus far. I also acknowledge that her level is higher than mine. But even so, where did she get that kind of power? She couldn’t have come by it naturally.”


      None of the others had realized it. They all knew Wisteria was strong, but he’d been the only one skilled enough to notice the curious discrepancy between their current Gladius’s level and her actual ability. There was clearly some element other than her level that was boosting her strength. What was it? He could only think of one answer: Wisteria herself was possessed as well.


      Gardr was almost certain of it. When she’d first gotten possessed, she could have hidden the truth simply by keeping her mouth shut. And when the corruption began to encroach onto her body, she could have concealed the affected areas by covering them up with clothing. It was how many past possessed had hidden their own symptoms, after all, and Wisteria did have an oddly extreme aversion to showing her skin to others. Even in battle, she always wore a cloak, battle armor, gloves, and steel-toed boots, keeping every inch of her body covered except for her head. Gardr suspected the real reason was that a malevolent spirit had corrupted her, and she was trying to hide it.


      In truth, Wisteria wasn’t the only one averse to exposing her skin. Most of the female dark elves were like that, with many believing that modesty was a virtue for a woman. Therefore, it was possible that Gardr’s suspicions were just him reading too much into things.


      But he was convinced. And the reason he kept taunting Wisteria every time they met was to get a reaction out of her that might prove his suspicions. That was also why he’d insulted Tepa so harshly earlier. He’d known he wouldn’t get a reaction by disparaging her, so he’d thought targeting her son and subordinate might do the trick instead. He hadn’t gotten the results he’d hoped for, but he was no less sure of himself that one day, he would expose her secret.


      “But right now, I’ve got more important things to worry about than that conniving fox. I’ll satisfy the founder’s wishes and take this human town by storm.” He ordered the rest of his unit to pick up the pace.


      Before long, they arrived at a small hill overlooking Belka. Beyond the black of night, the fortress wall surrounding the town was wide open.


      “Ha ha ha! So nice of them to just let us waltz right in! Saves me from having to go through the trouble of using those possessed!”


      In combat, those who were possessed by malevolent spirits were more powerful than average and thus more useful. When the host perished and the spirit took over completely, it went berserk, attacking everything indiscriminately. Gardr, having cajoled several possessed into coming along, had been planning to put them in the vanguard and use them to force his way into the town, but now there was no need. His victory was already so close he could almost taste it.


      Most likely, the humans had felt guilty about leaving the refugees from Lydlys out in the cold and had left the gate open to let them in. When Gardr had first learned that Wisteria had spared the noncombatants like the women and children, he’d been disgusted with her leniency, but he’d never dreamed it would turn out in his favor!


      “I suppose even a foolish woman’s weakness can be useful from time to time. Or perhaps she deliberately let them live for this very reason? If so, she might be a slightly better tactician than I gave her credit for,” he said with a smirk.


      He focused his sharp gaze on the fleeing elves filing into the town through the open gates—specifically, the leader of the Lydlys troops bringing up the rear, who were protecting the refugees and watching carefully for any dark elves that might still pursue them.


      A wicked smile spread across Gardr’s face, and immediately afterward, a spirit magic chant issued from his mouth. “O Great One, I call upon thee! Firedrake, you who ferociously tear through the clouds! Immolate mine enemies with thy magnificent flames!”


      The greater spirit Gardr had summoned was one of the aces up his sleeve. As though to demonstrate that fact, the ball of fire that formed above his head swelled rapidly in size until it took the form of a massive flying dragon. Then, without a moment’s delay, the firedrake took off into the sky with a thunderous roar. Seconds later, it slammed into the ground right where the Lydlys troops and their leader were standing.


      There was a moment of silence, then a devastating explosion occurred. The ground shook violently as a thick pillar of flame shot high up into the sky from the point of impact. The elves caught in the middle of the pillar were burned to ash, bones and all. Even those who avoided getting caught directly in the explosion were blasted into the sky from the shock waves.


      Screams and cries arose from the fleeing throng at once, moans of pain and shrieks of terror among them. Looking down from on high, Gardr found the sight so amusing that he couldn’t help but cackle. A second firedrake had already finished taking shape in the sky above him.


      A second explosion touched down, then minutes later, a third. Each time Gardr’s firedrake exploded into flame, the Lydlys elves were tossed into the air like leaves, perishing one after another. By this point, the humans in the town had taken action as well. Alarm bells were clanging madly, and human figures were scrambling this way and that atop the fortress wall.


      Gardr observed all of this indifferently, then gave his army a simple order: Massacre any of the Lydlys elves that were still outside the town’s walls. In response, his troops’ faces lit up with bloodlust, and they charged after the elves. The Lydlys elves who could fight did their best to fend them off, but they were up against a bunch of dark elf elites, and they were exhausted from their desperate journey besides. Gardr’s earlier firedrake attacks had also thrown the elves into disarray from the confusion and panic. They’d never had a hope of winning.


      Near the end of the brief yet violent struggle, corpses of Lydlys warriors collapsed all over the ground in pools of their own blood, one after another. However, the dark elves didn’t get away entirely unscathed either. The Lydlys elites, who had just barely been able to maintain their chain of command, succeeded in wounding several in Gardr’s unit while fervently trying to keep their allies safe.


      Most likely, they were also the ones who had the village chief under their protection somewhere. Based on that deduction, Gardr ordered the rest of his men, who’d stayed behind and not joined the initial assault, to attack the fleeing women and children next, in hopes that it would further disrupt the warrior elves’ concentration.


      His strategy worked perfectly. The warriors were so busy trying to defend their powerless brethren that they left themselves wide open for the dark elves to slay them in quick succession. Now, for the first time since the battle began, Gardr turned his attention to the five possessed he’d forced into accompanying him. He ordered them to invade the town. Humans were mostly only a threat because of their numbers, but he also knew that some in that town were more of a threat than others. His plan was to send the possessed on ahead to take care of the more formidable humans there. Ideally, the possessed would win, but even if they lost and perished, the malevolent spirits would take over their bodies afterward and destroy the town, saving Gardr and his men the trouble of doing it themselves.


      The five possessed elves couldn’t back out at this point. They were aware of what Gardr was planning but even more aware of where they stood as possessed, and they had ultimately agreed to come along even knowing they’d be used as cannon fodder. They could only hope that Gardr would be merciful enough to keep his promise to look after their families in return. Gardr was an abrasive, cutthroat man, but he had never once gone back on a promise he’d made to anyone. The possessed knew that as well, which was a big reason they’d agreed.


      Then, just as the seeds of Belka’s destruction were about to be sown, it happened.


      “Fooound you,” a sneering voice from above said.


      The dark elves atop the hill reflexively leaped backward and jerked their gazes up to the sky. As previously mentioned, it was a small hill overlooking Belka, and there were no trees or buildings on top of it to conceal their presence from anyone overhead. Methods to fly in the sky weren’t unheard of, but whether it was with magic or a special item, it was impossible for any dark elf, with their five senses so keenly honed, not to notice someone approaching from above.


      And yet, there was definitely someone directly overhead. The young man’s hair was as black as the night itself. The guard he was wearing was also black, as was the weapon in his hand. Judging from the length of his ears, he had to be a human, but how could a mere human have made it here undetected? A number of similar questions passed through Gardr’s mind.


      “I thought there was a strange presence around this hill,” the human said. “And it looks like I hit the jackpot first thing.”


      In the next instant, his figure vanished into the night. Not even a second later, a chill the likes of which Gardr had never experienced before ran down his spine. He drew his sword in a flash, instinctively protecting his neck. Immediately afterward, a black blade came at him like a gale and crashed into his sword. No doubt his head would have gone flying if his reaction had been even the slightest bit slower.


      “Guh!” Though he just barely managed to block the attack, the impact from his opponent’s blade was so severe that he let out a cry of surprise.


      The human brought his face closer, then cackled right in front of Gardr’s nose. “Nice reflexes. Not bad.”


      “Bastard— Gyaaagh!” Just as Gardr was about to retort, an intense shock wave assaulted his abdomen, like a steel block had slammed into it. By the time he realized the human had used his steel-toed boot to kick him in the stomach, he was already sailing through the air.


      He didn’t have time to prepare himself for the landing. Like a gust of wind snapping a tree branch off and blowing it into the sky, Gardr hit the ground with the same amount of force he’d been sent flying with. Even as the impact from his body sent a large cloud of dust up into the sky, he bounced back into the air and skipped across the ground several times like a stone before rolling to a stop.


      Gardr sluggishly got back to his feet before long. However, he was covered in mud and dirt, and his legs were trembling like a newborn fawn’s. “I-Impossible! With just one strike, you...”


      He couldn’t process the fact that a single downward sword strike and a kick to the stomach had reduced him to this miserable state. And looking at his opponent again, he realized the young man hadn’t moved even once from his original attack position as his eyes remained on Gardr. Perhaps the human hadn’t counterattacked because he was wary of the five possessed that were near the dark elf. By choosing not to pursue, he wouldn’t have to worry about one of them ambushing him from the side or behind while he was focused on Gardr.


      But the more the dark elf looked into the human’s eyes, the more he detected an entirely different intent there. Put simply, the young man was mocking him. As if to say Gardr was so little of a threat he wasn’t even worth stepping forward to finish off. He was being belittled by the likes of a human! The notion enraged him so much that he immediately reached his boiling point.


      Seething with anger, he shouted to the five possessed dark elves. “What the hell are you fools standing around for?! Kill him!”


      The possessed immediately responded and attacked the human all at once.
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      “They’re an odd bunch. They fight well enough, but something’s off,” I muttered to myself as I dealt with one attacking dark elf after another.


      By the time I’d flown out of Belka’s gates, the enemy—the dark elves—was already slaughtering elves here and there. They showed no mercy, even to the defenseless. In fact, they seemed to be targeting the most helpless elves on purpose.


      If I cut the enemy down one at a time, there would be no elves left to save by the time I was done. Therefore, I broke through the chaotic battlefield in search of their leader. There was no faster way to end a battle against an army than to take out their commander. While slicing through every dark elf I came across, I headed in the direction of the most powerful presence I could sense in the area. Lo and behold, it led me to a dark elf that looked tougher and better armed than the others, surrounded by five of his men. No doubt he was the commander I was looking for.


      The commander himself wasn’t any big threat. It was the five men around him who were the problem. Their souls were all clearly more robust than the other dark elves. They might not have had Shinsous, but they certainly had enough soul energy to awaken one. Naturally, all five were skilled enough on their own, but the way they fought in comparison to the others was just abnormal. Their strength, speed, and density of mana were all on another level entirely. At the same time, it was clear to my eyes that it wasn’t their own power. It looked more like they were using someone else’s power—or being made to use a power other than their own.


      Furthermore, two of the five dark elves’ appearances were abnormal. One had thick arms like an ogre’s; the other had scales all over his skin. Only his face and neck could be seen, but I could guess the rest of his body beneath his armor was covered in scales as well. Perhaps the other three were also mutated in places hidden by their armor.


      Looking at their mutations, it called to mind something I’d seen once before. Back when I’d still been a part of the Mitsurugi family, I’d been playing with Ayaka in the family mansion’s courtyard when a grotesque monster that looked like a cross between a human and a spider had suddenly appeared and attacked us. The monster had been quickly disposed of by Gozu with one mighty swing, but the encounter had been pretty traumatic, and for a while, the figure wouldn’t leave my mind.


      The dark elves before my eyes now looked a lot like that. After the incident, Gozu had said the spiderlike creature was the pitiful remnant of someone who had failed to control their Anima and let it control them instead. If he was telling the truth, perhaps these five dark elves possessed Animas of their own. Of course, the similarities could also just be a coincidence, but considering how much more soul energy these five had than the others, I couldn’t imagine it was entirely unrelated.


      “Which means what?” I murmured aloud. This was the westernmost edge of Kanaria, a completely different country far away from Onigashima. The Demonic Gate did not exist here, nor did Illusory Blade users. So why were individuals with Animas here? And dark elves with Animas, no less? It was truly confounding, but perhaps if I tried to find the answer, I’d also find a clue to unraveling the secret of the Mitsurugi family.


      “But the investigation will have to wait until I’m done here. Now, devour them all, Soul Eater!” Without further ado, I unleashed my Shinsou. Whether or not they really possessed Animas, they were strong sources of soul energy ripe for the taking. I’d leave one or two to interrogate later and eat the rest of them.


      After devouring the Demon God, my level was now 30. Even if, hypothetically, these dark elves were Shinsou users, there were only five of them. If they were novices who just had Animas and didn’t know how to use them properly, even ten of them wouldn’t pose a threat to me.


      I concentrated on the dark elf with the scales first and kicked off the ground toward him. With a deafening roar, the ground beneath my feet exploded, and I closed the distance to my opponent in a flash. The dark elf must have thought I’d suddenly teleported to his location, because his eyes went wide with shock. With a spirited cry, I slashed diagonally, tearing into his right shoulder and out his left flank. It was already a fatal blow, and the Soul Eater’s edge was terrifyingly sharp, slicing his scaly body in two like butter. The dark elf didn’t even let out a scream before perishing. An instant later, I felt a mass of soul energy flow into me.


      “Bastard!” Meanwhile, the other four dark elves attacked me all at once. And not just from one direction—they approached me from multiple angles to keep me from evading. Their coordination as a team was on point.


      I thrust the tip of my Shinsou’s blade out to my side, then spun around quickly, swinging it in a full circle.


      “Illusion-Burying Style: Whirlwind!”


      This was a new technique I’d come up with after seeing the way Kuraia used her vigor to generate multiple blades of wind at once for her Passing Slice move. With a thunderous roar, a blade of wind was emitted from my Shinsou, blasting my four opponents high into the sky before they could reach me. They didn’t even have time to correct their posture or use their spirit magic to soften the impact of their landing before crashing into the ground.


      Grinning so viciously that I must have looked like a monster, I closed the distance to my attackers before they could get to their feet. As I’ve said before, I yielded more soul energy from my enemies by cutting them down directly as opposed to using vigor techniques. I sliced the first and second elves apart and was about to cut down the third when I reconsidered, wondering whether it’d be better to leave the third and fourth alive to interrogate since they were already fatally wounded and would die on their own anyway. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the commander making a run for it. Snorting derisively, I channeled vigor into both my legs, caught up with him instantaneously, and due in part to the excitement of the satisfying soul yield that was to come, gleefully thrust my blade at his neck.


      The dark elf’s face had gone stiff. “Wh-Who are you really, monster?!” he asked, his voice high-pitched with fear. “There’s no way a human could have taken down five of our brethren possessed by malevolent spirits!”


      “Oh, so they were ‘possessed’? I’d like to hear everything you know about these ‘possessed,’ but sadly, it’ll have to wait until after I’ve finished off the bunch attacking Belka here— Whoa, hold on.”


      A flurry of arrows were streaking through the night, headed in my direction. Judging by how accurately they were targeting me, they had probably been fortified by a wind spirit, which I’d seen Lunamaria do often. On top of that, once such arrows locked on to their targets, it was impossible to avoid them just by dodging out of the way. The wind spirit corrected their trajectories to hit their targets no matter where they dodged to.


      Therefore, I didn’t try to dodge the arrows at all. I intercepted them. One by one, I lopped them in half with my Shinsou. From the dull pressure I could feel from each arrow, I got a sense of the force the enemy had fired their bow with. Even with the wind spirit aiding them, my opponent was clearly a formidable archer.


      While confronting the archer I couldn’t yet see, I stole another glance at the commander. Since I’d used my Shinsou to cut down the arrows, I’d thought the man might try to attack me once my blade was no longer at his neck, but he’d chosen to flee instead. Glaring at me hatefully, he carefully made his retreat.


      One of the archers in the darkness must have sensed the commander’s movements, because his irritated voice resounded. “Gardr, what do you think you’re doing?! Finish the enemy off while you’ve got an opening!”


      “Shut up, Tepa! I won’t take orders from a possessed like you!” the other elf retorted. Then, apparently having judged he was far enough away from me at last, he turned on his heel and made a break for it.


      I considered going after him for a moment but decided the archer firing at me ought to take priority. The dark elves attacking the town would have heard the roar of my earlier Whirlwind technique, and with their commander having flown the coop, their morale would soon run out. There was no need to pursue the commander in particular. Besides, I was more interested in the presence I could feel from this archer in the dark. Much like the five I’d just defeated, that presence was stronger than the others. In fact, it was the strongest yet—enough to make me think that if I let them go, Belka might actually end up in danger.


      For reasons both private and personal, I knew he had to be my next mark.


      Perhaps he might even be a suitable opponent for me, I thought with a grin.
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      “Guh?!”


      His enemy sliced into his right arm, his sword arm. Blood went flying through the air. The pain of having his arm ripped into, along with the pain of having his very consciousness eaten into, caused a scream of agony to issue from Tepa’s mouth.


      Who the hell is this human?!


      The enemy didn’t let up, delivering a flurry of lightning-fast strikes without so much as a pause. Tepa did his best to endure them, but in truth, it was more than he could bear.


      Black hair, black eyes, black armor, and a black weapon. He’d known the black-clad young man was skilled the moment he’d seen him bring Gardr to his knees, but crossing swords with him now, Tepa realized he had still grossly underestimated his opponent. “Skilled” didn’t even begin to describe the other man. His sword strikes were all devastating and delivered with near-impossible agility, and as if that weren’t enough, his sword seemed to be enchanted with some sort of bizarre magic. Each time the black blade tore into Tepa, he felt like he lost more of his stamina.


      In fact, was it really just stamina that was being taken from him? It seemed like something more fundamental to his being was being sapped from him. Whenever his enemy’s attacks connected, it felt like some sort of vital force was leaving his body. And perhaps it was just his imagination, but he got the feeling the malevolent spirit constantly wriggling within him was crying out in agony as well. If the battle went on like this much longer, he’d be in serious danger.


      Realizing that, he gritted his teeth, switched to offense, and tried his best to regain the upper hand. But every one of his strikes bounced off the young man, having no effect whatsoever. Back when Tepa had belonged to the unit of swordsmen consisting of the most elite among the dark elves, he’d been the third strongest right behind Gardr and Wisteria, respectively. Once the word had gotten out that he was possessed, he’d been expelled from that unit, but he hadn’t shirked on his training, and the malevolent spirit within him had made him even stronger and faster than before. Wisteria was one thing, but he was confident he wouldn’t lose in a fight against Gardr.


      And yet, despite that confidence in his own strength, he couldn’t even land a decent hit on this human. Worse, he’d been forced almost entirely on the defensive, and even though he was giving the fight everything he had, the human was clearly holding back. Tepa could tell his opponent still had ample power to spare. This young man had defeated Gardr, and Tepa was losing ground against him by the minute. As far as Tepa knew, the only person who could perform this well in a one-on-one fight against either of them was Wisteria. Actually, against power like this, perhaps even Wisteria wouldn’t manage it.


      “Ngh! Gnome, my ally! Bind this man’s feet!” As though to shoo away the unpleasant thought that had just run through his mind, Tepa raised his voice hoarsely as he summoned his spirit. He was nowhere near as skilled with spirits as he was with his sword, but he was not so clumsy as to fail to control a lesser spirit like Gnome either.


      Responding to Tepa’s call, the earth spirit took root in the ground below the black-clad man and began to entwine around his legs to bind him.


      In response, the human just sneered derisively. “A parlor trick. HAAAH!”


      The moment that shout escaped his lips, a violent gust of mana was expelled from his mouth. The earth spirit Gnome screamed as it was blown away. And it wasn’t just the spirit—the harsh impact also knocked Tepa off his feet and sent him backward through the air.


      Just before Tepa slammed into the ground, he twisted his body around in the nick of time and managed to land on his feet. Even so, he couldn’t entirely negate the force of the collision, and he stumbled upon landing. He regained his footing almost instantly, but it was apparently more than enough of an opening for the human to close in. By the time Tepa righted himself and raised his head, the black-clad young man was right in front of his eyes.


      Tepa didn’t even have time to catch his breath. He had managed to endure the human’s relentless flurry of strikes thus far, but his breathing was already ragged, and that magic sword of his opponent’s had sapped so much of his energy that he was having a hard time maintaining focus. He knew he was in serious trouble, but his opponent wasn’t giving him a chance to escape. Besides, there was no way Tepa could have fled in the first place, not after noticing the five possessed just like him lying collapsed on the ground behind the human. It was clearly too late for some of them already, but he could see some who were still alive. Gardr might have pressured them into going against Wisteria’s orders, but they were still Tepa’s brethren. The possessed dark elf at least wanted to buy enough time for their escape.


      But the moment he thought that, his opponent’s blade stretched out swiftly like a snake lunging at his neck. He reflexively raised his sword to block, but the enemy abruptly changed his sword’s trajectory and sliced into the dark elf’s right thigh.


      “Ngahh!” As blood gushed from the wound, Tepa’s face twisted in agony beneath his mask. The wound, far too deep to be a mere scrape, brought him to his knees.


      His opponent’s sword, now bloodred, filled his vision as it approached, and he prepared himself for the decisive blow that would send his head flying from his neck. However, the tip of the blade did not target his neck but rather the mask covering his face. With a dry sound, the mask fell to the ground, exposing Tepa’s face to the air.


      Feeling the human’s gaze on him, he instinctively felt the urge to cover his face with his free hand. But when he did, something felt off. The sensation in the hand covering his face was different than usual. However, he wasn’t granted time to find out the reason. In the next instant, the magic blade came at him again, and this time, it did press into his neck.


      As Tepa gulped in fear, the human slowly spoke. “Hm, so another one with an Anima. It seems the dark elves really do possess some secret way of carrying Animas. Your name was Tepa, was it? Care to answer a few questions for me?”


      “Just kill me. Get it over with,” Tepa growled. If he died here, the malevolent spirit taking him over would use his body to manifest into the physical world. Now that he’d lost against this human, his only remaining hope was to rely on the spirit within him to finish the job.


      He’d have been lying if he said he wasn’t afraid to die, but the spirit would have taken him over sooner or later anyway, so if he could at least die protecting his comrades under Wisteria, he’d have no regrets. It was far better than being offered up to a Divine Beast in the middle of some godforsaken desert at any rate. Besides, he strongly felt he had to keep this human from meeting Wisteria at all costs. Not that he thought Wisteria would lose—perish the thought—but this man’s strength was a complete enigma, and Tepa couldn’t completely discount the possibility of her losing. If there was even a chance, he had to keep the enemy away.


      Seeing the look of resolve on his face, the human must have sensed there was no use in interrogating him, because his reply was nonchalant. “All right then, it’s your funeral.” He prepared to slice through the dark elf’s neck with one smooth motion, but just before the blade dug into Tepa’s neck, he felt the night air behind the human stir.


      “Run, Tepa! Now!” The two surviving possessed dark elves cried out unanimously for Tepa to flee as they attacked the human. It was an ambush—or most likely not.


      The young man had probably sensed them behind him from the beginning, because he turned around in a flash to face them before they even reached him. With one swing to the left and one to the right, he sliced through each of them with ease. However, the dark elves weren’t finished just yet. Rather than falling onto the ground, they clung to the enemy’s arm—or, more specifically, his black blade. They quite literally put their lives on the line for Tepa’s sake as both continued to shout at Tepa.


      “Go! Hurry!”


      “We entrust the Gladius to you!”


      With their voices at his back, Tepa dashed away, fleeing the area. Not long afterward, he heard their final screams ring out behind him, but he pursed his lips and resisted the urge to turn around. Blending into the night and sometimes running between the trees and even through the treetops, he didn’t stop. The wound in his thigh was excruciating, but he couldn’t afford to slow down. The moment he did, he knew that human would be right there, ready to grab him by the shoulders. It was that thought that kept his feet moving despite the pain.


      When he finally did stop, it was because he heard his own name being called from ahead of him. “Tepa?! What happened to you?!”


      It was the same colleague of his who’d informed him of Gardr’s insubordination earlier. As the elf’s eyes went wide with shock, Tepa could see Wisteria and the rest of the warrior unit behind him. However, their numbers were only a tenth of the unit they’d attacked Lydlys with. It seemed like Wisteria had heard the alarm bell coming from the city’s north and sent her most elite team ahead of the rest.


      Upon seeing Wisteria and the others, Tepa’s first thought was that he was saved, followed immediately by the realization that this was still a dangerous place. Wisteria and her team all stared at Tepa’s face, their eyes wide with surprise, but he knew what they were really shocked by was how beaten-up he was, so their stares didn’t bother him. It was crucial that he let them know about the human he’d just encountered.


      Without even taking the time to catch his breath, he began speaking. “Commander Wisteria, you need to retreat to Lydlys immediately! No, Lydlys isn’t far enough! Go back to Andora! You’re in danger if you stay here!”


      Sensing how dire Tepa felt the situation was, Wisteria kept her composure and asked him to elaborate. “By ‘danger,’ do you mean the enemy is approaching?”


      “Yes! A terrifying enemy! He cut down five of our brethren Gardr took with him, just like that!”


      Hearing that, Wisteria’s expression immediately became grim. The five Tepa was talking about had to be the possessed Gardr had forced into accompanying him. If the enemy had no trouble taking down five possessed at once, and he’d reduced Tepa to this state, then this was something she couldn’t possibly overlook. “Is the enemy an elf? Or a human?”


      “He’s human! And he’s ridiculously powerful! Just one human, and yet, he... Please flee as soon as you can, Commander, I’m begging you!”


      Wisteria was a little puzzled and quite a bit surprised by how adamantly Tepa wanted her to retreat. From the way he frequently butted heads with Gardr, she’d long since known he had an impulsive personality, and she’d rarely ever seen him approach an issue with calm and composure. But she also knew how brave he was, and seeing him this terrified, she honestly couldn’t believe her eyes.


      That wasn’t the only unbelievable thing she saw as she stared at Tepa’s exposed face. He probably hadn’t realized it himself, but his face, which had been mutated by the malevolent spirit within him, was returning to normal. It wasn’t entirely back to normal just yet, but the swelling had clearly gone down, even though once you became possessed, the most you could do was keep the swelling from getting any larger. It shouldn’t have decreased at all.


      She had a number of questions she wanted to ask him about that, but it was clear that Tepa was in no state to respond, so she gave up on interrogating him for the moment and ordered her subordinates to fall back. Rather than asking Tepa, she’d get her answers faster by asking the enemy himself.


      “You’re there, aren’t you?” she called out into the night ahead of her. “Show yourself.”


      The dark elf soldiers around her all looked puzzled. There was nothing in the direction she was looking except darkness. If there had been, the elite unit surely would have perceived it.


      And yet, a voice came from where there should have been no one.


      “Oh, so you noticed me?”


      Startled, the dark elves immediately went on guard. As the collective shing of their swords being drawn rang out through the night, a black-haired human strolled out from the shadows. The sword in his hand was as black as the night itself. He paid none of the other dark elves any mind, keeping his gaze fixed on Wisteria. Then a grin spread across his face.


      The scythelike smile sent a chill of fear down their spines.
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      “Everyone, fall back,” Wisteria ordered her men sharply as she drew the sword at her hip. Several dark elves looked at her in disbelief, but seeing the fierce look in their Gladius’s amber eyes, they obeyed and backed away in a hurry. When her eyes glowed like that, she meant business. There was no one in her unit who didn’t know that.


      Meanwhile, Wisteria slowly stepped forward. The movement seemed innocuous, but her footsteps were silent, like a leopard prowling the jungle for its prey. Perhaps the human picked upon that as well, because his scythelike grin vanished. He held his weapon at the ready.


      “My name is Wisteria, appointed Gladius of the dark elves by our founder,” she said calmly. “Human, I would hear your name as well, if you have one.” Slowly, she pointed the tip of her blade at the young man. It wasn’t necessarily a gesture of bloodlust; it was more like she was resting it on the air in front of her. It honestly looked bizarre.


      The human blinked for a moment in confusion, then realized what she was getting at and grinned. “Sora. My name is Sora.” The human—Sora—mimicked her gesture, extending his own sword with the tip pointing straight at her.


      Wisteria’s long blade and Sora’s black blade drew closer as they approached each other, then the tips of their swords silently touched. There was a moment of silence—and then the two blades suddenly clashed with a deafening clang.


      A whirlwind of exchanges ensued. Sora was the first to attack, sweeping his black blade sideways as though to slice Wisteria’s neck. Wisteria raised her sword, blocking his attack with the base of her blade. Her sword nearly gave way from the devastating impact, but she didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow, and a high-pitched noise rang out as she parried her opponent’s blade. Then, as though to pay Sora back for his attack, she thrust the tip of her blade at his face.


      Sora immediately tilted his head to the side to dodge, but a few strands of hair from his bangs went flying through the air. Either he’d misjudged the timing of his dodge, or the thrust had been so sharp that it had been impossible to avoid entirely. He immediately retaliated with a diagonal slice. Wisteria adroitly twisted her body and dodged it, but she, too, was unable to fully avoid getting hit. There was a long sword scratch along the surface of her chestplate.


      Thanks to her armor, she wasn’t wounded, but it wasn’t exactly a good feeling to know her enemy’s sword had actually reached her. She didn’t let it show on her face, but her amber eyes flared with hostility. In response, Sora’s attacks also became more dangerous. Their clash grew more and more intense.


      “Ngh!”


      “Gh!”


      They didn’t exchange any words, but the grunts that issued from their mouths sounded increasingly severe as the battle went on. They assaulted each other with their weapons, swung them down, used them to block and parry. Each time their blades connected, a loud clang of steel assaulted the eardrums of everyone present. Sometimes they relied on clever technique, other times brute force. Both of their strikes were so fast they went by in the blink of an eye, and neither combatant was backing down.


      “No way,” one of the dark elf swordsmen murmured, his voice shaking. He couldn’t believe his eyes. Wisteria was unquestionably the strongest swordsman among the dark elves. She’d even warded off the most powerful spirit, the phoenix, when it had last appeared in Andora. Despite that act of heroism, there were quite a few like Gardr who still believed a young woman like her shouldn’t be above them in rank, though none of them doubted her ability. And yet, this human was matching her in strength. Even the most experienced warriors in her unit had never seen anything like it. They were lost for words.


      Meanwhile, Wisteria and Sora’s battle grew even more fierce. Once they had exchanged fifty blows, they both leaped back at the exact same time, as if the number had been silently decided upon beforehand. A normal warrior wouldn’t have been able to land even one blow on either of them, and yet, at the end of their intense back-and-forth, only small beads of sweat glistened on their foreheads.


      That sword of his is like a beast, Wisteria thought, inwardly evaluating the black blade in her opponent’s hand. She could sense technique within the enemy’s strikes, of course—quite a lot of it, in fact—but there was an even stronger primal will within the weapon itself. It was almost like a carnivore that couldn’t wait to devour its prey, and to counter the intensity of its will, she had needed to exert herself more. For some reason, facing off against this human, she felt less like a predator and more like the prey.


      Her assessment of the blade being “beastlike” was no exaggeration, but at the same time, its wielder had the technique and swordsmanship to counter each of her own attacks. That fact was what put Wisteria on edge more than anything. The strongest human she’d ever fought was a soldier from the church known as a holy knight, but the human before her eyes was even more formidable. In fighting Sora, she’d immediately realized that she couldn’t use half measures. If she was going to confront him, she couldn’t worry about maintaining the honor of a one-on-one battle. She needed to rally her troops and take him down with everything she had. And if she was going to flee like Tepa had urged her to, she should just turn tail and run with all her might. There was no room for anything in between.


      But Wisteria didn’t choose either option. She recalled the look on Tepa’s face earlier. This human was definitely the one he’d crossed swords with. Tepa had fought him, and he’d lost. Not only that, he’d looked distraught in a way that Wisteria had never seen him, and because of that fight, the demon taking up residence within him had also loosened its control a little. Tepa himself hadn’t seemed to realize that, meaning it had to have been the human who’d made that happen. Most likely, this Sora had some way of wounding not just the flesh of his enemies but their minds as well. When Sora had cut Tepa, he’d also cut into the malevolent spirit within him. That was why Tepa’s face looked more normal now.


      According to Tepa, the five possessed who’d gone ahead to Belka with Gardr had already been cut down. And yet, she couldn’t sense any malevolent spirits having manifested yet. That was proof enough for Wisteria that her guess was correct: The human could cut down malevolent spirits.


      This revelation came as a massive shock to her. That was natural, considering she’d searched for so long for some sort of method to exorcise malevolent spirits to no avail. The problem was that the key to what she’d sought for so long was currently trying to kill her, and she doubted sheathing her sword and asking for his cooperation would get a favorable response. He’d also already murdered her brethren. The dark elves had struck first in this case, so it would have been unreasonable to hold a grudge against him for that, but she couldn’t just bow her head and surrender without any sort of retaliation.


      Therefore, she had only one option: defeat this human, then take him hostage instead of killing him. Then she could take him back to Lydlys or Andora and get him to cooperate with her in exchange for letting him live. The other dark elves would surely criticize her harshly for not exacting vengeance on him for killing their brethren, but she could use her authority as the Gladius to suppress them.


      However, there was one worry she couldn’t shake. If this human really did have the ability to kill spirits as she suspected, wouldn’t his sword have the same effect on her? And if that came to pass, wouldn’t the secret that she had a malevolent spirit within her as well be exposed? That was the possibility that frightened her the most. If Wisteria’s secret was revealed, her desire would never be fulfilled. Her dream would be shattered. And yet, she knew that if she turned on her heel and fled now, an opportunity like this would most likely never present itself again. Thus, suppressing her fears, she gripped the hilt of her sword tightly, prepared to continue fighting.
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      The change from calm to violence was drastic and sudden. With a sharp step forward, the Gladius’s lightning-fast sword strike came at me. Even though I’d anticipated the attack, I couldn’t react quickly enough. The downward swing was not just fast but powerful. I used my Shinsou and managed to just barely block it, but because of my delayed reaction, my posture was already off, and I staggered several steps backward.


      The dark elf who’d called herself Wisteria must have seen that as her chance, because she closed the distance immediately and struck again. It was all I could do to either block or dodge her flurry of attacks as I waited for my own chance to counterattack. But her defenses were rock solid, and I couldn’t spot any openings.


      She was strong. I definitely wasn’t going easy on her either. Since I was planning to take her hostage after this, I couldn’t go all out on her like with an illusory beast, but I could at least fight her with the same intensity as I would an Illusory Blade user. And yet, she was even stronger than any Illusory Blade wielder I’d fought. Her strikes were sharp and powerful, but there was also an expert level of technique behind them. I hadn’t used any vigor skills against her yet, and that was because I knew the moment I tried one against her, I’d get hit with some rough recoil.


      I was still using vigor to boost my strength, so I could best any normal opponent in terms of speed. However, Wisteria was matching me in that department as well. Judging from the amount of soul energy within her, she probably also possessed an Anima, just like the dark elves I’d fought before her. But those dark elves clearly hadn’t known how to control their Animas, since they were so unstable. Wisteria, however, had full control over hers. In fact, I felt like I was facing off against a Banner of Seirin.


      That fact caused the corners of my mouth to naturally turn up in a grin. It wasn’t every day that I came across someone this skilled, and since she wasn’t an Illusory Blade user for once, it was a breath of fresh air. In fact, I found myself wanting her on my side. Ever since letting Kuraia go, I hadn’t had a suitable sparring partner, but this woman just might fill that void. She could even be my first soul source who possessed an Anima.


      With that thought, I decided not to block her next swing with my Shinsou like I’d done with her strikes thus far. Her blade sliced deeply into the space between my thumb and index finger, sending a spatter of blood through the air.


      “Wha?!” Wisteria’s eyes went wide in surprise. Even a skilled dark elf warrior would be caught off guard when their opponent suddenly let himself get cut.


      “Got you now,” I said with a grin.


      Wisteria looked down at my hand, which had closed around and was now gripping the blade, and immediately realized her mistake. She quickly tried to yank the blade out of my hand, but of course I wasn’t going to let that happen. I just gripped it even tighter. Her sword must have been enchanted with some sort of powerful magic, because it continued to slice into my hand even after I’d fortified myself with vigor, but I didn’t loosen my hold. At this rate, I might seriously lose my fingers. That wasn’t a problem, since I could just regenerate them with Soul Eater’s power, but Wisteria didn’t know that, so my actions must have seemed unsightly and eerie to her.


      She hesitated for a moment, perhaps debating whether to give up on her weapon and prioritize distancing herself from me instead. I didn’t miss my chance. I thrust my Shinsou in my right hand straight down into her foot, pinning her to the ground.


      “Gah!” The dark elf’s face twisted in pain. Now she couldn’t flee even if she wanted to. With her movements blocked, she gave up her long sword and produced a small dagger instead. Apparently, she still had some fight left in her. Naturally, I didn’t let her use it. I tackled her to the ground and wrested the hidden weapon from her, then thrust it at her neck. The brief but ferocious bout was over. If I hadn’t kept her in place with my Shinsou, I might have had a somewhat harder time defeating her.


      “If you’d like to say uncle instead of continuing to fight, I won’t blame you, ‘Gladius.’”


      Wisteria raised her head. Her face was warped in agony, but the light in her amber eyes still burned brightly. Her response was brief. “What in the world is the source of that power you possess?”


      “That’s my line. I’ve never seen anything like your power either...though if you and those five others have Animas like I suspect, our meeting here can’t be mere coincidence.”


      “Ani...ma? What is— Ngh!” Her question was interrupted by a spasm of pain as her grimace became more severe. My Shinsou was still stabbed into her foot, meaning her soul energy was ebbing away into me even as we spoke. Or, put another way, I was slowly feeding on her soul.


      “If you’re honest and admit your defeat, I’ll remove my blade. What do you say?”


      “Gh... My...apologies...but I can’t afford to lose here. I didn’t want to have to resort to this if I could help it, but now it seems I have no choice.”


      Her face suddenly began to distort. Her bewitchingly beautiful visage crumbled, giving way to something indescribably bizarre. If I had to try, though, I’d say this new face most resembled a lion’s, except with none of the majesty or dignity you’d expect. In a word, she looked grotesque. And perhaps because she’d been so beautiful before, the ugliness of her appearance now seemed to stand out all the more. At the same time, I could sense an aura from her that was several times stronger than before. Perhaps she possessed a transformation-type Shinsou, like Ouken back on Onigashima.


      “Tch!” I clicked my tongue, frustrated with myself. It was my fault for assuming that if she had a Shinsou she would have taken it out much earlier.


      With my own Shinsou in hand, I leaped backward. Now that she was no longer my prisoner, I had expected her underlings to rush in and attack me, but they looked even more caught off guard by their commander’s sudden transformation than I was.


      Meanwhile, Wisteria’s body continued to mutate. “Ngghh! Gaaahh!” Tortured cries of pain issued from her throat as more of the lion’s visage took over. Once it had covered about half her face, her body jolted up into the air like she’d received an electric shock.
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      The lion portion of her face looked down at me with a grin, like it found the sight of me highly amusing. Meanwhile, Wisteria’s original face looked like it was enduring extreme pain. However, the transformation wasn’t complete—the dark elf’s body continued to change, quickly swelling up before my eyes. Her prior form had reminded me of a cypress tree, but now it looked more like a muscular orc’s.


      Her armor burst apart, and her clothes underneath tore to shreds as well, exposing her abnormal form. She had the head and arms of a lion, and her feet had grown feathers and talons like a bird of prey. Four wings had also sprouted violently from her back, and she had two different types of tails, which were entwined around each other, growing from her back.


      It was like no monster I’d ever seen. But it did bring to mind one I’d heard about. It was the subject of one of the legends of Belka that Lunamaria had gathered while picking up info for our trip here. More accurately, it wasn’t a monster but a demon, and one that was only supposed to exist in myth, at that. Some called it the evil wind of the desert. It had the head and arms of a lion, the legs and wings of an eagle, and the combined tails of a scorpion and a snake. The ruler of the sands.


      “Pazuzu, wasn’t it?”


      I’d murmured that mostly to myself, but the demon must have heard me, because it grinned unpleasantly as though pleased I knew its name. And then, in the next instant, it howled through the mouth that was once Wisteria’s—an ear-piercing, otherworldly shriek.




      At the same time, in a corner of the Catalan Desert, a mountainous, shadowy figure stirred. Because of the dense, whirling sands, it was hard to make out in detail. However, it was clearly gargantuan.


      Then, like a veil lifting, the sands thinned, and the silhouette took shape. Its form was similar to that of a rhinoceros, majestic and profound in a way that would awe all those who laid eyes upon it. It looked to the east. There was an odor over there, the foul odor exuded only by fools who went against the world’s natural order.


      Slowly, it turned itself in that direction...and lumbered toward the town that the humans called Belka.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: Its Name Is...


      1


      Soul Eater in hand, I stared up at the howling demon suspended in the air. At first I’d thought this abomination was Wisteria’s Shinsou, but upon observing it more, it looked like it was the Anima who was at the forefront of her consciousness, not Wisteria herself.


      Judging from what she’d said earlier about not wanting to have to resort to this, she’d most likely temporarily relinquished control of her consciousness to her Anima. And it seemed the other dark elves had no idea she even had this power. When I looked around, they were clearly terrified, screaming and scuttling away from the area as quickly as they could like a cluster of spiders.


      Perhaps those with Animas are reviled among dark elves? I thought momentarily, but then I shook my head and forced myself to stop speculating. After all, I had no proof this demon really was an Anima. If I speculated based on mere assumptions, I’d never reach the correct conclusions. Any time I had to waste on baseless speculation would be better put to use trouncing this demon and getting the answers from Wisteria directly.


      There was no way the demon could have heard my thoughts, of course, but at that exact moment, it stopped screaming and glared right at me with a sharp needlelike gaze. The instant I felt its eyes on me, a chill went down my spine. Perhaps its gaze contained magic, like some sort of evil eye. Quite a few of the monsters of myth possessed similar abilities, so it wouldn’t be too surprising. I swung my Shinsou lightly, dispelling the malevolent mana around my body, then glared right back at the creature.


      In response, boiling hot mana spilled from its half-elven beauty, half-grotesque demon body like lava. A violent whirlwind swirled around the abomination as though to protect it, growing more intense by the moment. Before long, my enemy was surrounded by a desert sandstorm so arid it would surely slice my skin if I let it touch me.


      If I hadn’t seen Wisteria’s transformation with my own eyes, I’d definitely think this was an illusory beast, I found myself thinking as I took a bold step toward the demon.


      Then I channeled vigor into both legs and rocketed forward, kicking off the ground as hard as I could. The ground shook heavily from the impact of my kick, and in the next instant, I shot up into the air, closing the distance to my opponent in a flash.


      I’ve got you now, I thought with confidence as I swung my blade down.


      But suddenly, a green light enveloped the demon’s body. It had used its dense outpouring of mana to shield itself. I could tell at a glance that this new armor would immediately repel iron, steel, and even enchanted weapons. In other words, as long as this armor was active, I seriously doubted I’d be able to wound it.


      As though to prove my guess correct, the demon didn’t even try to dodge my strike. I could almost hear its inner thoughts: The likes of a puny human like you can’t possibly hurt me.


      But the Soul Eater’s blade cut right through my doubt with ease. As I unleashed a spirited cry, my Shinsou cleaved the demon.


      “GAAAHHH!”


      The shock and pain of having its body sliced into erupted from the creature’s mouth in an earsplitting shriek. Its hawklike wings flapped madly as it tried to distance itself from me, but I used my vigor to kick off the empty air and stay close.


      “GROOOAR!”


      It clearly didn’t want that, because it tried to stab me with its two tails protruding from the lower half of its body. Looking closer, I could see the tips of its tails were glistening with a wet substance, most definitely poison. I dodged the poisonous spearlike attack, then a subsequent swipe from its talons. Next, it was my turn. I flew into the enemy’s reach. From there I could have sliced the demon in two with a devastating side swipe, but it might have killed Wisteria as well. Therefore, instead of using my Shinsou, I decided to just deliver a blow to its chest with my fist.


      “HA!” After channeling all the vigor my left fist could hold, I slammed it into the creature. The strike pierced right through my opponent’s mana shield and hit with full force.


      An odd sound like crumpling metal resounded as the demon’s body went flying like a kickball. I expected it to crash into the ground shortly afterward, but before it landed, it used its wings to cancel out the force of its fall and fly back up into the air.


      The demon Pazuzu no longer looked as confident and composed as it had moments ago. Anyone looking at it could tell it was furious. Its gaze on me was dripping with loathing. Those eyes seemed to flash brightly as it expelled yet another screech. The four wings protruding from its back began to glow a dangerous red. It was obviously gearing up for another attack.


      A moment later, countless feathers launched from its wings, assaulting me like a rainstorm blowing sideways. Naturally, they weren’t just ordinary feathers. Each one was a deadly projectile that was likely packed with enough mana to pierce plates of armor. They would certainly reduce a mere human to mincemeat.


      I thrust out my blade with the tip facing sideways, in the direction of the approaching feathers, then slashed upward in a scooping motion. Illusion-Burying Style: Whirlwind was the same technique I’d used moments ago, but this time I was giving it everything I had. My vigor generated a powerful, roaring gale that collided with the deluge of oncoming feathers, rending the space between them with an earsplitting noise. The noise only lasted for one, maybe two seconds, but at the end of the brief but devastating clash, my Whirlwind emerged triumphant.


      “GROOOH!” Inundated by the violent tempest, the demon screamed and shielded its face with both hands. Its four wings were sliced to ribbons as feathers whirled through the night sky like flower petals.


      Of course, I didn’t let that opening go unnoticed. With a mighty kick off the empty air, I made a beeline straight for the demon. Pazuzu must have noticed my approach, because its glowing red eyes snapped open in fear.


      In the next instant, I used the back of my blade to slam the demon down onto the ground.
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      That night was the worst—no, second worst—night of Wisteria’s life.


      Inhuman shrieks and screeches were coming from her own mouth. Raucous laughter that wasn’t hers. The malevolence from the Abyss possessing her, the very same malevolence that made the forest and the spirits and elves within it go mad, had been set free. And Wisteria herself had allowed it to happen.


      Just as Gardr had suspected, Wisteria had also been possessed by a malevolent spirit, and not just recently either. From the day her father had died—no, been murdered—evil had been dwelling inside her. Ever since then, she’d done all she could to suppress it, to keep it sealed within her, and now she’d released it. She’d relied on its power to defeat an opponent she couldn’t beat on her own.


      Yes, she’d used the demon’s power for her own gain, like a tool. It wasn’t like she’d sacrificed herself to allow the demon to manifest. The spirit had taken root deep within her body and would immediately take over the moment she showed the slightest opening. Wisteria had kept it at bay with sheer willpower thus far. She’d known that once she removed the lid, the demon would champ at the bit to run wild in her body. And she’d deliberately chosen to have the demon face the human warrior calling himself Sora. Their duel would be extremely intense, and normally she’d think it overkill to unleash the demon on a mere human, but after crossing swords with Sora and seeing how his blade cut even the malevolence within her, she was convinced: In a battle against the two, Sora would win.


      That said, he probably wouldn’t succeed without any injuries at all. The malevolent spirit would put up enough of a fight to wear him out as well, so she was hoping that once the demon lost, she could take back control and finish the exhausted Sora off.


      She knew better than anyone that it was wishful thinking, but she couldn’t afford to lose. If she did, she’d either be beheaded on the spot, executed in public as an enemy commander, or captured and taken as someone’s plaything. At any rate, there’d be no future for her. So however slim the possibility, she had to bank on her plan.


      Of course, even if everything did go as she hoped, she highly doubted her brethren would allow her to live once they found out she was possessed, especially since she’d kept it hidden from them for so long. Even so, if there was even a slight chance she could exorcise the malevolent spirits from her fellow possessed, she could at least believe that her life, however short, had meaning. And by extension, it would mean that her mother’s and father’s deaths hadn’t been pointless after all.


      For their sakes, she couldn’t allow herself to be completely consumed by the demon. By reminding herself of that, she was able to summon the mental fortitude necessary to keep resisting and stay connected to her consciousness as she waited for the demon and Sora’s battle to finish.


      Simply put, the experience was nightmarish. Having half of her body taken over, she involuntarily felt every bit of the demon’s shock, astonishment, anguish, and fury. And it wasn’t just emotions—she also keenly felt the pain of every single one of Sora’s attacks. She felt it whenever the demon was sliced into, beaten, kicked away, stabbed. To her, it felt like there was no place on her body that wasn’t screaming in pain.


      In a sense, it was almost like she was receiving corporal punishment from both Sora and the demon. How nice it would be to just lose consciousness and feel no more pain... But she knew that the demon would take over for good if she let that happen. So she kept resisting.


      By the time her struggle finally ended, it was almost morning. At the end of the long battle, all four of the demon’s wings were ripped to shreds, its two tails were torn off, the claws on its hands and feet were crushed to powder, and its broken limbs were all bent in abnormal directions. While it looked like a pitiful sight at a glance, it was actually a testament to the demon’s resilience. If Sora hadn’t gone that far, it would have kept on fighting.


      More frightening, however, was the young human who’d put the abomination in that state. Sora had no visible wounds to speak of, nor did he even seem winded as he calmly looked down on the fallen Wisteria. By this point, the demon within her had been entirely eradicated, just as she had anticipated. But even though she was now herself again, she didn’t even have the energy to stand. Banking on defeating Sora after the demon had worn him out had been a pointless gamble after all. Inwardly, she cursed her own foolishness.


      In her vision, she could see the tip of Sora’s blade coming toward her. Keenly feeling that death was coming as she stared at the sword as black as night, she sighed—not in fear but relief. It was a shame that she was going to die without accomplishing her goal, but at least now she wouldn’t have to worry about becoming a demon and terrorizing her brethren once Sora killed her. That would have been the worst possible end for Wisteria, having hidden her possessed status from the other dark elves for so long. She didn’t need to worry about that anymore. Now, she could rest in peace. With that thought, she accepted her imminent death.


      As the Gladius’s consciousness slowly faded into darkness, she sensed the groaning of the malevolent spirit nearby...




      How much time passed after that? She didn’t even know. At some point the chirping of birds and the rustling of grass grazed her ears in a chorus. She was in a forest. The sunlight filtering through the trees above brightened her field of vision, and a gentle breeze was caressing her cheeks. It all made her recall the forest of Andora—or more specifically, the days she’d spent there with her mother and father. A serenity she had not felt in some time welled up in her chest.


      “Aah,” she sighed pleasantly for a reason even she couldn’t fully explain. Then, slowly, she rose to her feet. She didn’t know where she was right now or what was happening elsewhere, but she was definitely still alive. With that thought, she squeezed her eyes shut.


      “You know, when most people wake up in an unfamiliar place, they usually check their surroundings first.”


      Wisteria’s breath caught in her throat. She immediately looked in the direction the voice had come from. When she saw the familiar young man there, she jumped up into the air like a spring-action toy.


      The enemy was practically right beside her. And that wasn’t all; there was even a wyvern with indigo scales nearby. With a sight like that, no one could possibly blame her for being startled. What she hadn’t realized was that when she’d jumped, the robe that had been draped over her body had fallen to the ground.


      Over the course of last night’s battle, she’d lost all of her clothes and armor. And the robe that was now on the ground was someone else’s. Putting aside the question of who it belonged to, she now had nothing to cover herself with. The dark elf was as naked as the day she was born.


      “Waah!” When she realized that, her face flushed beet red in an instant as she let out a foolish yelp she never thought she’d hear from her mouth. Had she exposed her bare self while she was in the middle of battle, she wouldn’t have been so flustered, but the tranquility she’d felt upon waking had softened her heart, and she was unable to suppress the embarrassment bubbling up within her. She was so conscious of her nakedness that she didn’t even notice that her arms, legs, and the rest of her body were back to normal.


      The human, Sora, merely shrugged. “If you don’t want the robe, that’s fine. In fact, if you would rather just stay unclothed from now on, I certainly wouldn’t complain.”


      “Ngh.” Continuing to regard him with wariness, Wisteria hurriedly picked up the robe and covered herself. Then she stepped back, putting some distance between her and Sora. She wasn’t sure what attitude she ought to take with him, so for now, she regarded him with a scowl. She could tell that he didn’t intend to harm her for the time being, at least. If he had, he would have already attacked, killed, or done something else to her while she was asleep. But that didn’t necessarily mean he’d rescued her out of the goodness of his heart. That went without saying; after all, he saw Wisteria as an enemy, and on top of that, he knew she’d been possessed by a demon. There was no way he’d choose to be her ally.


      But while Wisteria was torn over what to do next, Sora cut right to the chase. “Question for you. Do you know what an Anima is?”
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      Wisteria hesitated a moment but made up her mind and answered. “No, I’ve never heard of that term before.”


      “Hm. Then what would the dark elves call that grotesque creature from last night?”


      Again, she didn’t answer right away, but decided keeping silent would do her no favors either. “We call them demons.”


      “Demons, huh? So you dark elves see them as reviled, dangerous beings.” He nodded several times in understanding.


      Wisteria decided she had a question for him as well. “Is it my turn to ask you something now?”


      “Go ahead.”


      She fixed him with a hard stare. Facing each other like this, she couldn’t help but recall their battle last night. Gripping her fist tightly but subtly so he wouldn’t notice, her question was simple and brief.


      “What exactly is your aim?”
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      “What exactly is your aim?” Wisteria had asked.


      I didn’t hesitate to respond. “I have a personal interest in these entities you call demons.”


      “Interest, you say?”


      “That’s right. And that’s why I let you live, so I can interrogate you about them.”


      Wisteria frowned slightly, then looked down at her legs. Perhaps she’d finally realized I hadn’t bound her to the spot anywhere. “You don’t think...I’m dangerous?” she ventured. “You weren’t worried that I might attack you upon regaining consciousness or that the demon within me might manifest once more?”


      “I have no reason to fear a user who is not in control of their Anima, or an Anima unattuned to a user. That should already be evident from our battle last night.”


      Wisteria didn’t have a rebuttal to that, but she seemed to find enough value in my words to speak again after a few seconds of silence. “Anima. That was the word you asked me about.” The look on her face was serious.


      “Indeed. I believe the demon you speak of and the Anima I’m talking about are one and the same.”


      “You also said you have no reason to fear an Anima user who can’t control it. In other words, you have the ability to control the demon within you.” Her voice shook there at the end. I didn’t know what kind of emotion had caused her tone to waver. All I could do was answer her question honestly.


      “Correct. Any user can, in fact, provided they put in the effort.”


      “Effort, you say?” Her eyes narrowed sharply. “Ever since I became possessed, I’ve done nothing but put in effort. I’ve devoted every bit of my free time to coming up with a way to exorcise these demons at the cost of my own life, and yet it was all for naught. Are you telling me, Sora, that you’ve put in more effort than I have?”


      Her voice was thick with contempt. For her tone to come out like that, she must have struggled desperately against the demon within her for an excruciatingly long time, only for it to all be fruitless in the end. It was natural she couldn’t immediately accept that I, her enemy, was telling her it was possible.


      The way I saw it, Wisteria’s problem wasn’t the amount of effort she’d put in but rather what she was devoting that effort to. Animas were the other self that resided within the heart. The raw, unvarnished self. That abomination wasn’t just some random evil spirit; it was part of her. Therefore, it was no wonder her efforts to exorcise it hadn’t born fruit. She’d never been possessed to begin with—it was her own true self.


      I proceeded to explain all of this to Wisteria at length, then took my Shinsou out to show her I wasn’t just making it all up. Why was I giving information to my enemy? To get information out of her in return, of course. If I wanted something from her, I obviously had to give her something first. She was the commander of a bunch of lawless invaders, so I could have also just captured and tortured her until I got the info I wanted, but I got the feeling such methods weren’t going to work on her. She’d probably just clam up and let me kill her before she told me anything. Even though I’d killed her underlings, she didn’t try to cut me down right away. She’d given her name and formally touched her sword to mine before our fight. Rather than with whips and chains, I’d make more headway treating this one with honor. If I captured her without killing her or tying her down, treated her wounds, and even answered her questions honestly, I suspected she was the type to return the favor and tell me what she knew in return.


      I was correct. Wisteria obliged and filled me in on everything she knew about, including malevolent spirits, Andora, the founder of the dark elves, the Abyss, fallen spirits, possessed, and what she called the “Divine Beasts.” Eventually, I had a clear picture of the circumstances surrounding Wisteria and her brethren.


      Much of it I’d expected, but there were also quite a few surprising elements as well. For instance, the fact that the dark elves and I both regarded behemoths as enemies. I’d been under the impression the behemoths would be more like Andora’s guardians, but despite the eulogistic moniker “Divine Beast,” apparently the dark elves thought of them as the exact opposite.


      An elf race who looked upon the divine as hostile, huh? It seemed Her Holiness Noa didn’t regard Lascaris with such caution just because he was undead. Curious, I tried asking Wisteria to tell me more about Lascaris, but of course she remained tight-lipped when it came to the founder. I could have gotten it out of her by force, but there was no rush to learn that information. I’d already learned plenty...like how Wisteria hadn’t been the one to order the attack on Belka last night. To be honest, though, I’d already somewhat suspected that was the case once I’d gotten a glimpse of her personality. Someone like her wouldn’t have handed down an order to attack the defenseless and innocent. But as the unit’s commander, she was still responsible for what had happened. Were I to hand her over to the elves or Belka’s government, she would surely face execution.


      That was why after capturing her, I’d brought her here, to the quiet forest east of Belka where I’d been hiding Claimh Soras. Normally I could be in trouble if it was discovered I’d abducted an enemy commander of my own volition, but I wasn’t here in service to the kingdom or on a request from the Adventurer’s Guild. I’d joined the fight of my own accord, and I’d captured Wisteria on my own as well. So no one could criticize me for whatever I did to her. And as far as I was concerned, pressing her for info and making her mine was much more important than holding her accountable for her crimes by taking her life. I did worry a little about what Lunamaria would say when she learned I’d taken a dark elf in, but I’d just cross that bridge when I came to it.




      “Sora, as ashamed as I am to say it, I need your help. Will you assist me?”


      Once we’d finished filling each other in on everything we knew about the situation, those were the next words out of Wisteria’s mouth.


      “The dark elves think of the possessed as afflicted by a terminal disease,” she said. “Therefore, your knowledge and support would be a great boon to us all.” She continued without waiting for my response. “I know I have no right to ask anything of you after we invaded a human town. There’s also nothing I can possibly say to exonerate myself. But if you have a request, name it and I’ll see that it’s done. If you agree to help us, my mind and body are all yours.”


      Faced with her resolute declaration, I was a little conflicted over how I should respond. To be completely honest, once I’d heard that last part about her mind and body, I was ready to say yes. Knowing how sincere she was, she probably wouldn’t go back on anything she promised regarding her body, and when it came to Andora, the Abyss, and the behemoths, she had a wealth of knowledge that would no doubt prove incredibly useful. Perhaps she and her dark-elf brethren even knew the whereabouts of the Silver Stars who’d gone missing.


      However, if I told them how to control their demons—their Animas—and the dark elves became a race of Shinsou users who wielded their power to attack other races as a result, that would be awful. I wanted to avoid that outcome at all costs.


      I had to keep Kanaria, the Church of Law and Order, and the elf tribes in mind as well. Retreating from Belka, relinquishing the Lydlys settlement, compensating the elves for the damage they suffered last night, never using their Animas to invade any other settlements again... Wisteria would have to agree to those conditions at the very least if she even wanted me to think about helping her, and that was assuming I even thought her body and mind were worth all that trouble.


      When I explained all that to Wisteria, she nodded, her face deadly serious. However, she couldn’t agree to all of it right away, because some of those conditions were outside of her jurisdiction. According to her, the Gladius had a good amount of pull among the dark elves, but not enough to make significant decisions like that without consulting the founder first.


      “First, I’ll head back to Lydlys,” she declared, “and use my authority as Gladius to prevent any further bloodshed. Then I’ll go to Andora and speak with the founder. The matter of the demons has confounded him for quite some time as well, so if I tell him I’ve found a solution at last, he’ll surely hear what I have to say.” Then her expression clouded over. “However, I’ve been hiding my status as a possessed from the founder all this time, so I will no doubt be punished for my dishonesty, not just by the founder himself but my brethren as well. I’m sure word has spread among them all by now that I have a demon inside me. Come to think of it, I said I’ll do all I can to prevent bloodshed in Lydlys, but I wonder if they’ll even listen to me anymore...”


      “I see. Well, we won’t know until we try,” I said. As things stood, I wasn’t quite so sure I should report Wisteria’s existence to Kanaria, the church, or the elves right away either. I knew I had to tell them eventually, of course, but the timing had to be right, especially where the Lydlys elves, the victims in all of this, were concerned. Having lost many of their own last night, I couldn’t imagine they’d forgive Wisteria for what happened, or me for rescuing her. In fact, they might even see me as their enemy.


      “Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I said to myself with a shrug. “I’ll first focus on what needs to be done right now.” Namely, reporting the events of last night to Lunamaria and Suzume, who were still in Belka. Considering I hadn’t come back yet, they were probably worried sick.


      That said, I decided to leave Wisteria here in the forest. It probably wouldn’t be a good idea to bring the person responsible for the attack on the town inside its walls right afterward, not to mention she was completely naked except for my sandproof robe covering her.


      When I told her my plans, Wisteria’s eyes went wide with surprise. “You’re just going to leave me here? Aren’t you worried I’ll escape?”


      “Why? Planning to?”


      “No, of course not! I wouldn’t even dream of it!”


      “Then what’s the problem?”


      Wisteria’s eyebrows slanted downward in a frown, but she stayed silent. After enjoying her almost childlike gesture for a moment, I turned on my heel and headed back to Belka on my own.
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      “Hm? Another sandstorm?”


      While I was on the way back to Belka, my vision suddenly clouded over. The rays of the brilliant morning sun were dulled by a deluge of sand from the sky above. Today would be another sandstorm day like yesterday, it seemed.


      The sun reflected off the sand, making it look like tiny, glittering shards of glass were flying through the air. It was a whimsical sight, to be sure, but since I didn’t currently have my sandproof robe on me, I couldn’t say I was looking forward to the rest of the trip back. I let out a heavy sigh.


      Eventually, I did make it back. However, I was met with an even more unpleasant development when I got there. Even though the sun had been up for some time now, Belka’s eastern gates were still shut tight. Perhaps in the wake of the attack last night, the entire town had been put on lockdown.


      With no other choice, I used my vigor to scale the fortress wall. It was a serious crime to do so without permission, but I’d done it a number of times already in Ishka, so what was one more? Besides, the sandstorm would make it hard for any guards to spot me.


      When I entered the town at last, it was in an uproar. It was still early in the morning, and yet word of last night’s battle had clearly already spread. There were noticeably fewer townsfolk walking around, but far more armed guards, soldiers, and adventurers were bustling about. They all wore menacing looks as they shouted reports and orders out to their comrades and brusquely commanded the townsfolk who were still out and about to evacuate or seek shelter.


      Taking care not to alert them, I made my way to the hotel.


      “Oh, honored guest! I’m pleased to see you’re safe after all! Your friends have been waiting for you in your room!” The hotel manager looked frightened for a split second upon seeing someone enter, but when he realized it was me, one of his paying customers, he was thrilled. “Dear me, with all that terrible commotion last night, I wasn’t sure what to do.”


      His voice quavered slightly as he spoke. Judging from how red and blotchy his eyes were, he’d probably been too scared to get a wink of sleep. And when I looked around at the others in the lobby, it seemed it wasn’t only the manager. The majority of the employees and guests looked similarly on edge. That, more than anything, was proof of how rare it was for Belka to be under a full-scale assault.


      According to the hotel manager, earthquakelike tremors, roars like thunder, shock waves like lightning, and violent winds had assaulted the building all night, causing it to shake. They’d even intermittently heard inhuman, beastlike howls in the air. More than a few guests had been convinced the world was ending.


      Yeah, that was most definitely because of my battle with Pazuzu, I thought. While monster attacks from the Catalan Desert weren’t uncommon for Belka’s residents, it was no surprise that they’d be shaken by an intense all-night battle nearby. Enough so that most of them seemed to have forgotten entirely about the dark elves attacking the town.


      I quickly ended my conversation with the manager—or more like managed to get away from him—and made my way upstairs. When I entered my room, Lunamaria and Suzume greeted me. They were already prepared to depart at any time. After hearing all the commotion outside and seeing I hadn’t shown up, they’d become convinced that I’d return bringing even more trouble and wanted to be ready just in case. Lunamaria aside, I was a little surprised that Suzume had come to that conclusion as well. And here I’d always tried to behave like a polite, charming young man around her...though looking back on my actions up until now, I probably wasn’t fooling anyone.


      Anyway, I briefly filled them both in on what had happened last night. Suzume wouldn’t have known anything about dark elves, but I’d at least expected Lunamaria to say something about what I’d done. Surprisingly, however, the elf sage didn’t voice a word of protest or complaint. She’d looked surprised but accepted the decision I’d made regarding Wisteria.


      “Honestly, master, I’m a little surprised you didn’t just attack the dark elves’ base directly instead,” she said with a grin. “Then you could have captured their commander and gotten them to cooperate with you a little more diplomatically.”


      Was she complimenting me for reining it in or criticizing me in a roundabout way? When I cocked my head, unsure which it was, her expression became serious again. “I’m sure you already know this, but regardless of whether you reveal the existence of this Wisteria woman or keep it secret, you’re crossing a dangerous bridge now. One misstep, and you risk antagonizing the kingdom, the church, and the elven race. Just be very careful about how you proceed.”


      “Yeah, I will. Before even thinking about what to do with her, I think we ought to get out of here and head to Andora first. We’ll have more freedom to act there.”


      Lunamaria nodded in agreement. “Yes, that sounds like a good idea. Based on what you told me, I imagine Wisteria’s standing with the dark elves is precarious at present. And as time goes on, it may get even more unstable. Provided the woman still has her position, we ought to do what we can there.”


      “Then it’s settled.”


      We could worry about the kingdom, the church, and the elves later. Right now we needed to settle things on the dark elves’ end. Were we to reverse that order of priority, the machinations of the other three factions would complicate things to the point where negotiating with even one faction would prove difficult. There was indeed a chance that Wisteria had already lost her influence among the dark elves, but even if that were the case, we’d at least be free to carry out a new plan once we were there.


      Lunamaria agreed with my opinion. “As for the Lydlys elves,” she added, “I’ll take it upon myself to convince them to stay friendly with you. So no matter what happens, you don’t need to worry about them.”


      Hearing the confidence in her voice, I felt like I could truly depend on her.


      All of a sudden, a thick slab of meat between two slices of bread slid sideways into my vision. I blinked for a moment in confusion, then realized Suzume was handing me a sandwich on a plate. In her other hand was a cup full of water.


      “Um, I thought maybe you might be hungry when you got back, so I made you some food,” she said.


      She’d asked to use the hotel’s kitchen and made the meal for me early this morning. Come to think of it, I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything since that kebab dinner last night. I thanked her, then chowed down on the sandwich. Watching me as I chewed, Suzume smiled happily.


      But the heartwarming scene was short-lived. Suddenly, we heard the violent clanging of alarm bells, shattering the tranquil atmosphere in our hotel room. Clicking my tongue in irritation, I walked over to the window, expecting to see that the dark elves were back to attack the town. It was a little too soon for them to return, of course, but it was possible they’d rallied their troops faster than normal in order to save their commander, Wisteria.


      But I was mistaken. It was an attack, just not from the dark elves. A horde of monsters had come from the desert.


      “Dammit! Could their timing have been any worse?!” I groaned. It seemed they’d approached the town under the cover of the sandstorm and were now almost right upon Belka’s gates. I could already see soldiers fighting outside.


      I wanted to curse their awful timing again. But when I calmed down and thought about it, the timing was almost too awful, wasn’t it? Most likely, the dark elves had sent the monsters here in place of the forces who’d lost against me last night. And even if the dark elves had nothing to do with these monsters, couldn’t this actually end up in my favor? If I got on Claimh Soras and wiped the horde out heroically, the whole town would learn that the Dragon Slayer was there. After that, I could get the town in my debt, which would surely be a boon when figuring out what to do with Wisteria later on.


      “I suppose every cloud has a silver lining,” I said aloud.


      Without further ado, I beckoned Lunamaria and Suzume to follow me, and we headed to the temple. If Claimh Soras and I just barged onto the battlefield without any explanation, Belka’s guards might mistake me for hostile and attack. To make sure that didn’t happen, I needed to talk with Cardinal Sairara first and explain the situation.
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      A short while before...


      Thankfully for the adventurers who traversed the Catalan Desert, there were quite a few oases scattered here and there throughout the area. Some of them even had stores, vendors, and facilities directly catering to adventurers and were thus busier than some of the smaller towns in the kingdom.


      The Lilo Oasis in the center of the desert was one such example. A soldier tasked with watching over this oasis for the night frowned in puzzlement as he looked out over the desert from his watchtower. Even though evening had fallen, the sandstorm was still raging, so he couldn’t see anything beyond.


      “Now we’re not even gonna know if monsters come near here,” he grumbled.


      His colleague, however, was less pessimistic. “Don’t worry about that. You think the monsters will try and attack us when they can’t see anything in front of them either? Actually, I’d say we’re safer now than when we have a clear view.”


      “That’s assuming all monsters rely on sight alone to move,” the first guard pointed out. “If they can use their sense of smell or hearing to observe their surroundings, this sandstorm would be the perfect cover to ambush us. So we need to stay vigilant. Well, as much as we can, anyway.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I’m taking this just as seriously as you. Relax.” The second guard shrugged, then went back to surveying the area from his position. That said, he, too, could only see a curtain of sand before him. And sometimes the night winds would blow particles of sand toward the watchtower that would get in the guards’ eyes and mouths. After spitting out yet another mouthful of sand, he let out a big yawn.


      “Hey, what do you plan to do if the boss catches you yawning on the job?” the first guard said with a scowl. “I won’t tell you not to, but at least cover your mouth so he won’t think we’re both slacking off.”


      “Like I said, relax. He won’t be able to see us thanks to this sand either, and we’re in the dead of night besides!” the second guard said with a cackle.


      His colleague glared at him and was about to retort but thought better of it and returned to looking through his spyglass.


      The Lilo Oasis was the largest in the desert, as well as the most heavily guarded. With their defenses, the people here could repel any monster or bandit that came their way. After all, they’d managed to ward off every attempted invasion of the oasis thus far, even during monster stampedes. And on the rare occasion stampedes did occur, they’d only ever come from the desert’s uncharted region to the west. The Alouette Oasis was to Lilo’s west, so even if a stampede did show up tonight, Alouette would surely alert them first.


      The first guard understood why the second guard wasn’t too worried. He’d always been the diligent type, so his colleague’s attitude was getting on his nerves a little, but he didn’t want to be a nag and upset the person he was supposed to be working with either. He decided to keep his mouth shut and endure until his shift was over.


      The other guard continued trying to make small talk with him, to which he responded with noncommittal grunts and replies as he focused on the desert ahead. After a while, he noticed something, and his eyes narrowed.


      “Hey, look at that. The sand’s letting up.”


      “Wow, it really is! Now we can actually see in front of our faces a little better— Huh?” His colleague suddenly looked wary.


      In the very next instant, clanging alarm bells ripped the silence of the night apart.


      The bells, rung only to warn of an imminent monster invasion, were loud enough to resound throughout the entire oasis. And of course, the two guards here had not rung them.


      “It’s coming from the north!” the first guard exclaimed.


      “No, not just the north. The south too, I think,” the other said with a scowl, straining to listen in that direction. Sure enough, the alarm was sounding from the south as well. He clicked his tongue. “If they’re coming from both directions, we might be in trouble. My guess is we’ll hear them from the west soon enough as well.”


      Moments later, his suspicion became reality. They also started to hear eerie howls coming from beyond the thinning curtain of whirling sand—the cries of various desert monsters. The ground shook violently, causing the watchtower to sway. They couldn’t see any enemies yet, but one thing was clear: a horde of monsters was on its way.


      “See?! I knew we needed to be careful! Don’t just stand there! Ring our alarm too!”


      After confirming that his colleague had gone to ring the bell, the first guard leaned over the watchtower’s rails. “They’re coming from the west too!” he yelled so that those below would hear.


      Then, something entirely unexpected happened. His fellow guard quit ringing the bell.


      “Hey, why’d you stop?! Keep ringing it! If you don’t, they’ll think the monsters aren’t attacking from the west anymore!”


      “Aah...”


      “Now’s not the time to complain! Get a grip!” he shouted, now furious.


      But the other guard didn’t move a muscle. His eyes were wide open, practically bugging out of his head as he stared openmouthed toward the west. By this point, the first guard realized that something wasn’t right and ran over to his companion in a hurry. He looked in the same direction to see what the other guard was staring at. He saw the curtain of whirling sand, of course, and beyond it, the silhouette of a creature. No, not a silhouette—it had already emerged from the sand and was fully visible.


      “Aah...”


      The exact same moan the other guard had emitted involuntarily escaped his own throat. The monster was so gargantuan that they were both lost for words, and it was still a considerable distance from the watchtower. Just how large would that thing be up close? If a beast like that reached Lilo, the entire oasis would be wiped off the map, that much was certain. It could probably even flatten the entirety of Belka.


      “Wh-What the hell...is that...?” he mumbled feebly, not sure how to process what he was seeing.


      Not long afterward, the giant monster on the horizon and the creatures accompanying it destroyed Lilo Oasis beyond recognition.
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      The moment the indigo wyvern took off into the sky, Wisteria unconsciously clenched the arm she had around Sora. As the Gladius of the dark elves, she’d experienced a variety of different things, but this was her first time riding on the back of a wyvern. The weightless sensation, as well as the feeling that she could slip off the saddle at any moment, was completely new to her.


      Underneath her robe, Wisteria was wearing a chartreuse green tunic and a belt around her waist where the treasured sword the founder had bestowed upon her was now sheathed. The tunic and belt had been graciously donated by an elf companion of Sora’s.


      Sora hadn’t forced her to come with him. In fact, after returning from Belka and informing her of the imminent monster attack, he’d recommended that she stay in the mountains where she’d be safe. It had been her own choice to shake her head in refusal and insist on coming along. If the monsters attacking Belka were indeed the work of the dark elves, she had a duty to stop them. Granted, the dark elves didn’t have any techniques to control monsters, as far as she knew, but they could have used the possessed to chase monsters in the direction of Belka.


      She was also a little concerned about Sora’s safety. On the off chance the monsters were beyond his abilities, her greatest desire would never come to fruition. Given that he’d defeated the demon Pazuzu, she doubted she needed to worry, but there was also strength in numbers, and it was best to err on the side of caution. Having been given renewed hope after so long, she didn’t want to lose it again.


      Sora had agreed easily to let her come. Perhaps he hadn’t had the time to stand around and argue with her. Having left his other companions behind to meet with her, he probably wanted to get back to Belka as soon as he could.


      And so, before she knew it, she and Sora arrived over Belka. Looking down at the town, she could see human soldiers and monsters already clashing at the west gate.


      “Hold on tight,” Sora told her. He abruptly pulled the reins, and the wyvern angled sharply downward toward the battlefield. Wisteria reflexively did as he said.


      “Whoa, it’s a dragon!”


      “Reinforcements from the church, perhaps?”


      Having spotted the wyvern’s descent, the guards were all abuzz with speculation. Sora paid them no mind and flew around the battlefield, throwing the enemies outside the gate into chaos. He hadn’t used any weapons or magic, but the violent wind generated by his wyvern’s flapping wings lifted the monsters off the ground, sending them backward. Perhaps he’d judged this was a more efficient method than cutting down the enemy right away, and Wisteria was in agreement there.


      The wyvern then enveloped itself in a barrier of wind and streaked toward the horde like a bullet. The monsters’ remains scattered through the air on impact like shattered clay dolls. Even those who’d avoided getting hit directly were torn apart by the residual wind from the wyvern’s aerial dash.


      Sora and his mount had only just joined the battle, and the monsters’ numbers were visibly diminishing. Sora must have sensed that as well, because he left the cleanup of the rest of the monsters there to the town guards and flew even farther west toward the desert.


      Wisteria already knew where he was headed next without him having to explain: to take out the subsequent horde lying in wait, concealed beyond the sandstorm veil.


      A short while later, Wisteria spotted a second group of monsters trailing behind the first, just as she’d predicted. However, the horde stirring behind the curtain of raging sand was much, much larger than she’d anticipated.


      “That’s...”


      The sight was so overwhelming that she was lost for words. It appeared as though the entirety of the desert below were alive, slowly streaming forward like a muddy river of evil. Wisteria had sent many monsters to their graves as the Gladius of the dark elves, but she’d never seen such a massive gathering of monsters in her life.


      The arid desert climate was supposed to be harsh for living creatures, and even monsters with abnormally high vitality should have been no exception. So why had so many amassed within such an environment? No, even before that, just what had these countless monsters been feeding on in order to survive until now?


      For a moment, the word “behemoth” flashed into her mind. Like many other monsters, the behemoth was a nomad, constantly on the move. But whenever it was spotted, it was always in a location much farther west from here, around Andora’s perimeter. She’d never heard of a behemoth traveling this far east. Unconsciously, she turned her head to the west, but as usual, she couldn’t see anything beyond the dense sandstorm.


      Then Sora, who’d been silent all this time, finally spoke up. “Looks like there are more down there than I thought. Where the hell’d they all come from?”


      “I-It’s an appalling amount, to be sure,” Wisteria said, snapping back to reality. “With numbers like that, they’ll engulf the human town in no time. What do you plan to do?” she asked.


      “Fight, of course,” Sora said without even having to think about it. “That’s why we flew this far ahead to begin with.”


      Wisteria found his unhesitating response favorable, but considering the scale of the enemy they were up against, she couldn’t help but doubt whether it was actually possible to take them all out. Certainly the wyvern’s wind attacks from earlier wouldn’t be enough. This time she and Sora would have to fight as well.


      With that realization, she got ready to summon a greater spirit for use in battle. But before she could finish, Sora called out to his wyvern first. “Claimh Soras! Land right in front of that horde!”


      The surprising command shattered Wisteria’s concentration. Meanwhile, the wyvern chirped happily in affirmation and circled around in the air, preparing to descend. As the creature angled downward, Wisteria felt like she was going to slip off the saddle. She wrapped her arms around Sora in front of her and clung to him.


      “E-Er, Sora?!” she cried.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “I-I know I’m probably misunderstanding, but surely you don’t actually intend to fight them all head-on?!”


      “That’s exactly what I plan to do,” he said breezily.


      Wisteria couldn’t believe her ears. She knew firsthand what kind of strength this human possessed, of course. Her memories of crossing swords with him both before and after the demon within her had taken over her body were still vivid in her mind like fresh scars. Most likely, she would never forget that night as long as she lived. She’d made every possible effort to exorcise her demon Pazuzu to no avail, and Sora had subjugated it with ease. Therefore, in terms of military force, she didn’t doubt for a second that he was capable.


      Still, this was different. This wasn’t like going up against a single demon—they would be hopelessly overwhelmed here. That was obvious just at a glance.


      Despite her thoughts, however, the wyvern continued to descend. The moment it landed on the ground, Sora jumped down from the saddle. Inwardly steeling herself, Wisteria hurriedly followed suit. She knew she’d have to defend him with her life if it came down to it.


      Then, from Sora’s direction, she heard a voice. A quiet voice that rang with such authority the very air seemed to tremble.


      “Shinsou Reiki. Devour them all, Soul Eater!”
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      In that very moment, the desert—no, the world itself—shook. At least, that was how it seemed to Wisteria.


      It wasn’t the first time she’d seen his Shinsou. However, she’d never seen it surge with such raw power until now. A towering pillar of mana, like a fortress wall, enveloped the human’s body. As an elf, she could see the panicked spirits as they fled the area. Faced with the raw source of energy whose origin was neither the world nor Sora himself, Sylph, Gnome, and Salamander all cried out in terror. Their shrieks were so grating that Wisteria unconsciously doubled over. Moments later, she realized that one of those shrieks had been her own.


      The torrent of power before her was so overwhelming that it made the power he’d fought her with that night look like a wisp in comparison. Bitterly, she was forced to acknowledge what she, in truth, had already long since guessed—during that battle, he’d been holding back considerably. But if he could command all this power, how was he able to retain his human form? She was so baffled by this question that the approaching horde of monsters barely even registered in her mind.


      Perhaps not catching on to her discomfiture—or perhaps noticing but choosing to ignore it—Sora proceeded to unleash that incredible power of his.


      “Illusion-Burying Style: Infernal River.”


      As though in response, his Shinsou began to change shape. It manifested in the form of a scorching red river, exuding an astonishing degree of heat as it rushed forward along the desert ground, straight at the horde. Melting all the sand from the storm along the way, it collided with the front row of monsters.


      They were all instantly annihilated. The desert lizards with tough leathery skin, the Catalan ants with shells like armor, and the gold scorpions whose exteriors resembled precious metals to lure in their prey—all were burned to ash immediately without leaving behind a trace. Sora’s attack was like a baptism of fire, immolating everything in its path.


      Even Wisteria could feel the searing heat from where she stood. As the wind lightly singed her skin, an indescribably foul smell assaulted her nostrils. She knew what it was, of course: the smell of creatures burning alive.


      It wasn’t just twenty or thirty living beings losing their lives. No, it numbered in the thousands. The odor of death in the air was so thick that she felt nauseous for only a few seconds before throwing up. It was a stench that had even made the Gladius of Andora sick to her stomach.


      But even faced with such an attack, the rest of the monsters continued onward with no less force. Sora’s vigor technique, the Infernal River, had lapped up the enemies leading the charge, but there were still many more in the distance. In fact, the horizon was practically buried by their innumerable silhouettes.


      The monsters who had been out of range of Sora’s Infernal River were continuing to charge forward, apparently undaunted. Seeing this, Wisteria got ready to summon her greater spirit in order to assist him. But at that moment, as though to prevent her from doing so, he raised his Shinsou high. Thinking he was about to unleash another devastating river of flame, she braced herself—but then she learned her guess had been wrong.


      In the next instant, an impossibly intense vortex of wind coiled around his Shinsou. It was the same wind technique he’d used to slice up Pazuzu’s wings back in Belka, except this had to be several hundred times stronger. The vortex took on the residual updraft from the smoldering river on the ground to grow larger and larger until it became a tornado tall enough, perhaps, to even reach the heavens.


      Wisteria raised her left arm to her eyes to shield them from the violent gusts of sand in the air. If she wasn’t careful, the tornado would even lift her off her feet, and she was only on the fringe of the vortex! The realization of that fact had her horrified. She looked up, tracing the trajectory of the wind with her eyes, and saw that the wind Sora generated was throwing the atmosphere above into chaos. She could see Sylph, struggling desperately to keep from getting sucked in. Not that the wind spirit’s services would even be needed here once this vortex made contact with the enemy horde.


      “What in the world...?” she mumbled to herself, unconsciously.


      And yet, even though she was sure the raging wind would erase her small voice, she received a response.


      “Once I started riding on Claimh Soras, I learned that the air high above us stays cold, even in the summer.” For some reason, despite the howling of the wind around her, she could hear Sora’s voice shockingly clearly. “And the higher up you go, the colder it gets. Go high enough, and it starts becoming difficult to breathe as well. Almost like you’re submerged in some invisible body of water.”


      According to him, the world at the highest possible altitude was a world where no birds or even wyverns could possibly exist. A world of icy death. So then he’d had a thought: What would happen if he brought that world down to ground level?


      When he told Wisteria this, her throat involuntarily made an odd noise. Her first instinct was to open her mouth and say something, but no words came out. What could she possibly say? But even as her mouth opened and closed uselessly like a fish out of water, Sora’s vigor technique was getting closer and closer to completion. The whirling winds were getting so powerful they were dragging the deadly, unforgiving environment from the skies above, where no human hand could possibly ever reach, down to the ground.


      “Illusion-Burying Style: Freezing Gavel!”


      Immediately afterward, everything within Wisteria’s vision exploded. A mass of cold air from high above slammed down onto the ground like a gigantic hammer onto the unsuspecting monster horde. The area and force of the attack were both staggering, leaving no room or time for the enemy to evade. It was like the sky itself had been brought down on top of them.


      Instantly, the monsters surging across the Catalan Desert en masse were crushed and shattered beyond recognition. Then, a beat later, a devastating impact from below knocked Wisteria off her feet as well. Sora’s vigor had not just assaulted the monsters but the terrain itself. And that wasn’t the only effect. The collision of sky and ground resulted in a shock wave that spread out powerfully in all directions, scattering mountains of sand high up into the air. The flying sand was then made even more powerful as it was absorbed by the raging vortex, creating a localized, especially intense sandstorm. And unlike the normal type that frequently hit the desert, this storm carried with it a freezing cold that could turn the average human to ice in an instant.


      It was a deadly tornado of sand and ice. Even the monsters who’d been fortunate enough to survive Sora’s initial attack would be powerless against this one. The moment this storm made contact with them, they would be done for. Wisteria was certain of it.


      A murmur of astonishment escaped her lips. Her gaze naturally found its way to Sora. And there, before her eyes, the black-haired young man’s lips were turned up in a grin as though he was thoroughly enjoying himself...




      Aah, how easily the flame of life gets snuffed out. How sad.


      Sensing the countless deaths of its children, its melancholy sigh was like the roar of a cannon. The expelled breath became a powerful gust of wind that blew its offspring hanging down from the tip of its nose high into the air. Upon being launched into the sky, the children’s bodies were twisted, crushed, and flattened from the extreme wind pressure, killing them right then and there. Their corpses then plummeted, slamming down upon the dry sand.


      Aah, how miserable. To think that life is so pathetically fragile.


      Its legs, large enough to resemble four castle turrets, trod on the scattered, sand-covered corpses of its children as it lumbered forward. It wasn’t like it did so deliberately; its body was just so massive that it couldn’t adapt and find another way forward. To it, trying to find some part of the ground that wasn’t covered in the bodies of its children would be like trying to thread a needle. It would require a degree of mobility it simply didn’t possess.


      Do these lives exist just for me to mourn? Are these lives so weak just to fill me with sorrow?


      Going against the logic of the world, of course, was not a good thing. That was why it had done what it was supposed to all this time. It had protected itself as best it could, grown big and strong by devouring those who chose to defy the world, and given birth to children, just as nature dictated it should. It had performed its role perfectly.


      Even now, its only desire was to protect the world and its system. By doing so, it knew it could protect its children as well...even as the disgusting smell of its offspring’s burning corpses lingered.


      It was supposed to serve as the system’s fangs. Akin to a comet that cleansed the world of all evil. To strike down the lawless heathens who opposed the world’s order.


      In the next moment, it opened its mouth wide.
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      Honestly, I hadn’t expected that attack to be as devastating as it was. Keeping my distance from the raging ice storm, even I felt a chill down my spine as I looked on.


      Well, to be accurate, I’d figured the extreme cold would at least take care of the horde, but I hadn’t expected the subsequent storm to be so destructive. Sure, I’d used wind to move the icy cold air downward from above, but the raging tempest before my eyes clearly wasn’t related to any of that. As proof, none of the souls of the dead monsters were flowing into me.


      When I used my Shinsou to devour a soul, the yield was always greater if I cut them with my sword directly. But that didn’t mean I didn’t gain any soul energy from using long-range vigor techniques either; in fact, I’d received many souls of the monsters I’d immolated with my Infernal River earlier. But I hadn’t gotten any soul energy from these frozen monsters at all. Perhaps I could only devour the souls of those I assaulted with vigor. And since the cold front was technically a natural phenomenon, it didn’t meet that condition.


      That would make sense. The problem was that I’d never seen any kind of “natural phenomenon” like what I was witnessing. I would have to ask Lunamaria about it later.


      Still, if a storm like this is going to occur every time I use my Freezing Gavel, I suppose I ought to use it sparingly. Then again, if it’s not going to yield me any soul energy, it might not be worth using anyway, so that’s not too big of an issue.


      I’d been feeling Wisteria’s gaze on me from nearby for a while now, but I continued to ignore it. I didn’t want her to see I was just as unnerved by the destruction I’d caused, so I plastered on a confident grin instead. At least, I hoped it looked that way.


      In any case, we wouldn’t have to worry about these monsters attacking Belka after this. Perhaps there were more beyond this batch that I couldn’t see, but it would take a while for the freezing tempest to let up, so it was probably safe to say we were in the clear. Therefore, it was time to head back to Belka and report the good news to the guards. Then, once the atmosphere in the desert calmed down, I’d head back out with Claimh Soras to mop up the rest of the monsters, if any remained.


      Right as I thought that, I felt another chill down my spine—this one far more intense than the last. The moment I realized I was being watched, I cried out.


      “Claimh Soras!”


      The indigo wyvern, who’d avoided the ice storm by flying around it, responded to my summons right away. Even though I hadn’t given it any specific instruction, it seemed to know what I was thinking and flew down to the ground toward me. Then again, perhaps it hadn’t read my intent and just thought my calling of its name meant “you come here right this instant or you’re going to be in big trouble.” Either way, it had done exactly what I’d wanted it to. And since Wisteria was also already nearby, we were all set.


      With great haste, I honed my vigor to a fine edge. On the horizon, even beyond the raging ice storm, I could make out what looked like the twinkling of a small light. Something was coming. Something with a presence so imposing it made my throat go dry. Icy chills shot down my spine one after another. Not since awakening to my Shinsou had I felt such an overwhelming sense of danger.


      Still, I did my best to ignore it all and focus on honing my vigor to its absolute limit. As I did, it began to take shape. The image I had in my mind was that of my battle with Charramon in Titus Forest the other day—specifically, when Her Holiness Noa had cast that holy barrier to protect her comrades from the lich king’s magic. Recalling that domelike barrier I’d seen, I unleashed my vigor, this time defensively.


      “Please make it in time!” I uttered to myself in a panic.


      In the next instant, Wisteria, my wyvern, and I were all enveloped by a semicircular barrier. Compared to Pope Noa’s, it looked shoddy and amateurish, but I’d managed to deploy it in time.


      Or so I thought.


      Immediately afterward, a beam streaked toward us from afar, filling my vision. It was a torrent of light. A deluge of silver. Perhaps if someone had been looking down onto the desert from overhead at that moment, it would have looked like a shooting star racing along the earth’s surface. The force of the beam—the monster’s breath—neutralized the ice storm in front of us with a terrifyingly destructive heat that could easily reduce humans, towns, and the land itself to nothing.


      I channeled every ounce of my vigor into the barrier in order to protect us against the deadly breath attack. When it collided with the barrier, the impact rattled me from head to toe and even made my consciousness waver momentarily. It probably took less than a minute for the breath attack to peter out, but it felt like I’d been enduring the blast for twenty or thirty minutes instead.


      My breathing was ragged as I looked to my west, the direction the beam had come from. A moment later, with no more curtain of sand to obscure the scenery in the distance, it slowly emerged on the horizon.


      It was the system of the world, given fantastical form. It was the incarnation of the gluttony that drank entire rivers, slurped up soil, and devoured even the most powerful creatures. It raised its head to the sky and howled in order to consume the world’s adversaries. It cried out to the earth in reverence to offer its own body up as sustenance. Its flesh was another’s meat, its blood water. Ensuring the concepts of “hunger” or “thirst” stayed foreign to its territory, it ruled over the sands.


      It was called the behemoth, paragon of both greed and self-sacrifice. The Lord of the Beasts and the monarch of the desert.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Enemy of the World
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      To be honest, I didn’t know too much about the entity known as the behemoth. I knew it was a legendary creature, said to appear on occasion around the uncharted, deepest part of the Catalan Desert, and that its horn somehow held the power to maintain a barrier spell over a long period of time. I’d learned all of this from Pope Noa, and it was based on this info that I’d decided to make the trip to Belka in the first place.


      However, I still didn’t know how it possessed that much power. Even after hearing from Wisteria that the behemoth, or Divine Beast, as she called it, was the dark elves’ mortal enemy as well as the devourer of the malevolent spirits that possessed them, that question had remained in my mind. Now, however, the answer was clear.


      “I see. It was an illusory beast all along,” I muttered, attempting to steady my ragged breathing. There was no room for doubt, because I could sense it instinctively. The enemy in my vision was an illusory beast. It was no wonder its horn held such an outpouring of mana and that its breath attack just now had the force of a meteor.


      Looking beyond the barrier, I could see that the sand on the ground had melted from the beam’s heat, creating a boiling trail. If one were to step on it, their legs and feet would surely melt to the bone. And while it wasn’t anywhere near as hot within the barrier, we could still keenly feel the scorching air. Just breathing it in made my lungs burn, and I felt like I’d catch fire if I stood in one place too long. If I hadn’t used my vigor to protect us, we probably would have been roasted immediately, both inside and out.


      I took a look behind me to check on the others. Wisteria was using her spirit summon and Claimh Soras its wings to ward off the residual heat. I sighed in relief—they were both okay. Therefore, I turned my attention once again to the behemoth in the distance. The sand from before, as well as the ice storm I’d caused, had been eradicated by its breath. In their place, the sand on the ground smoldered, ravaged by the extreme heat.


      The sheer destructive power of the beam made me grateful we were in the desert and that I had been its target. Had the beast’s breath been aimed at Belka instead, it wasn’t just the town that would have suffered. The forests, mountains, rivers, and plains around the town would have all been annihilated as well, reduced to barren wastelands where even a single blade of grass was no longer able to grow.


      In fact, it would be just like this very desert, with its regions still yet to be fully explored by humans. Which made me wonder...what if that was precisely how the desert as we knew it had come to be? It was just an arbitrary thought, and I didn’t have anything to back it up—but bizarrely enough, I received an answer right away.


      You are correct.


      It was a voice I didn’t hear very often. However, there was no mistaking who it belonged to. It was the voice of my Anima, the Soul Eater. Furthermore, not since my struggle in the Lord of the Flies’ cave had I heard it so clearly.


      As startled as I was by this fact, I had no time to recover before an odd image involuntarily began to take shape in the back of my mind. A horde of behemoths stretched so far back that they blotted out the horizon. Countless lives being immediately erased by their meteoric breaths. The fortified walls around the human settlements, the powerful barrier spells, all of it was useless in the face of their devastating beams. History, culture, and civilization built up over thousands of years, gone without a trace thanks to these beasts.


      It was a memory I had no memory of. A memory I shouldn’t have recognized. And yet, I knew exactly what I was witnessing. It was a scene from the war during the Age of Myth, the war that had created the Catalan Desert as we knew it today.


      “Is this your memory, Soul Eater?” I murmured to myself. This time I didn’t get an answer, but somehow I knew I was correct.


      There was no need to question why it had shown me that scene of the past. It was urging me to fight. To devour these illusory beasts until there was nothing left. And I certainly had no reason to refuse—the behemoth had been my target from the start. Fighting had been the only option available to me.


      Unlike with the hydra, it had likely already been some time since the behemoth had fully manifested. Much like humans could be divided into kids and adults, an illusory beast’s strength could be similarly gauged based on how long they’d been in the world. But that wasn’t a problem as far as I was concerned. In fact, I welcomed it. By eating its ripe, mature soul and fully developed mana horn, I’d grow even stronger.


      “Oh, come to think of it, perhaps this might be my long-awaited chance to reach the level of Kuusou?” I said to myself with a grin. But this time, regrettably, I felt my Anima answer, No. According to Gozu, one’s kuu, or emptiness, was the very essence of the Illusory Blade style, and the Kuusou form could only be achieved by drawing out the Anima’s full power. Therefore, I’d been curious whether the Soul Eater might allow me to harness its power to reach that threshold as well, but I’d gotten a negative response, it seemed. More specifically, it felt like an invisible presence had flicked me on the forehead in rebuke. As if the Soul Eater was telling me, These are two different things, you blockhead. Tch...how stingy.


      “Well, whatever,” I said with a shrug. “Now that I know that my enemy is essentially a giant artillery cannon, I can think of several ways to win here.”


      With a smirk, I turned my attention to the behemoth once more, my gaze sharp and focused.
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      Wisteria, meanwhile, had looked on in awe as Sora defended against the behemoth’s breath. In fact, she stood there in shock for some time after the beam had already faded.


      She’d resolved to protect Sora and shield him with her life if need be, and even now, that resolve of hers stood strong in her heart. After all, for her own sake and that of the dark elves, she couldn’t let Sora die. But she’d immediately realized it would be impossible for her to protect him from that beam of light; even if she’d used her full power, she’d have been lucky to last even half a second. And yet, despite the raw, deadly power the beast wielded, Sora hadn’t even tried to dodge. He’d used his power to block the beam, and even more surprisingly, he’d succeeded!


      The realization finally hit her: Sora and the behemoth were on another level, a divine level she would never even be permitted to reach. No, considering Sora had in fact neutralized the behemoth’s breath and protected himself, his wyvern, and Wisteria from the attack, he was probably even stronger. Preparing herself to die for his sake? What a joke. He’d never needed such a gesture in the first place. She couldn’t help but smile wryly at her own naivety.


      And then, as though to mock her further, she heard a cackling voice. A derisive hee hee hee hee that resounded in her own head. It was the voice of that demon, Pazuzu. Perhaps because of the thorough trouncing it had received at Sora’s hands last night, the intimidating air it had previously boasted was no longer there, but its laughing grated on her ears all the same.


      Sora had said an Anima was the “other self” that resided inside a person’s heart. If he was telling the truth, there was no longer any use in denying that Pazuzu was her true self. She did believe Sora’s knowledge on the subject was a blessing, but she was still having a hard time coming to terms with that specific point. She’d always believed Pazuzu was some demon, some malevolent spirit who’d crawled out of the Abyss and just happened to possess her on the day of her father’s death. She’d been under the impression that it was capable of being exorcised, so it was difficult for her to accept that this “demon” was Wisteria herself.


      And that was only natural. After all, if it was true, it meant she had no one to blame but herself for killing her own father. She thought back to the last night she had ever seen her parents alive. The final night they’d shared together, and the night Wisteria had slain her father. Not by choice, of course—she’d loved and respected her father more than anything and anyone else in the world, and he had loved her just as much. The only reason he hadn’t gone to battle the behemoth after getting possessed, in fact, was because he’d been so worried about how his wife and daughter would fare once he was gone.


      But that also meant his only other choice was to hide the fact that he was possessed from everyone else. Even when those around him grew suspicious, he’d just smiled and denied it. And even when the corruption had begun to seep into his mind, he’d continued to do his best for his family. But he’d eventually reached his limit. Without warning, he’d let out an odd screech and attacked his wife. Wisteria had desperately tried to hold him back, to make him snap out of it, but as she’d still been a child at the time, she hadn’t had the strength to do so. Her father had swung his arm hard to knock her away, and she’d been slammed against the wall. Then, within her murky vision, she’d looked on from behind as he had strangled her mother. Gradually, her mother’s cries for help had become weaker and weaker.


      Wisteria had tried her best to deny the reality in front of her. It wasn’t actually happening. It was surely just a dream. It wasn’t her real father—just a monster pretending to be him.


      At that moment, a laughing voice had exploded inside her head. Hee hee hee hee. Terrifyingly enough, hearing it had seemed to grant her immense power, and before she’d known it, she’d leaped at her father’s back.


      When it was all over, Wisteria had been the only one standing, holding a dagger drenched in blood. It was the same one her father had received from the founder, and from the wound in her father’s motionless back as he lay on the floor, it was clearly the murder weapon. Her mother’s life had been hanging by a thread, but she’d never regained consciousness and died ten days later, as though following her husband to the grave.


      From then on, Wisteria had regarded Pazuzu as her parents’ killer and the one she needed to destroy. So how could she be expected to reclassify the demon as her “other self” in her head so easily?


      Despite her inner thoughts, however, Pazuzu continued to laugh. Either it was finding the destruction of the Catalan Desert, caused by the storm of sand and ice, incredibly amusing, or it was laughing at how pathetic Wisteria looked right now. Her foolish resolve to protect Sora had been utterly pointless from the beginning, and on top of that, she was picking and choosing the knowledge he’d given her, ignoring the parts she didn’t like. She was still desperately trying to avert her eyes from the sin of killing her own father. Honestly, she didn’t think she could appear any more pathetic if she tried. It was no wonder Pazuzu was laughing at her.


      Perhaps this is the first time in my life that my other self actually shares my sentiments, she thought miserably.


      All of a sudden, she heard a voice right beside her.


      “Wisteria!”


      “Yes?!” she practically yelped, snapping her head back up to attention.


      In contrast, Sora’s voice was calm. “I’ll ask just in case, but might you have any tricks up your sleeve that could help us here? Preferably something that’ll buy me at least ten seconds.”


      “Um... Well...” She hesitated for a moment, then shared her feelings. She told him she might have something that would work but probably wouldn’t be able to deploy it in her current state. Right now, she’d have been surprised to last even half a second fighting at full power. As Gladius, it filled her with shame to say it, and her voice trembled as she spoke. She was prepared for Sora to blow up at her, saying something along the lines of, “Then why the hell did you come here?!”


      But Sora didn’t criticize her at all. “I see. Then that means we’re still dealing with sanitized magic.”


      “Sanitized...?”


      “Yeah. So I’m going to close in on that thing.”


      Wisteria’s eyes went wide with shock. Sure, it probably wasn’t a good idea to endure the behemoth’s attacks until it ran out of mana, given there was no guarantee it would exhaust itself first. Nor would it be ideal if those beams happened to target Belka behind them. They were a considerable distance from the town, of course, but if it could hit them all the way from the horizon, its breath would probably reach Belka as well. So Sora was proposing that getting up close to the creature and drawing its attention away from the city was their best strategy. However, doing so would be insanely reckless. And he probably knew that better than anyone. He’d probably just realized that getting up close would be the preferable option.


      He’s awfully reliable, she found herself thinking. Far more reliable than Wisteria, who, when faced with the derisive mocking of her own demon, could only smile in self-deprecation. In fact, why hadn’t he chosen to abandon her and finish the battle himself? Without having to worry about dead weight, he’d surely have more fighting options available to him.


      But he hadn’t left her behind. The idea had likely never even crossed his mind. Why? In such a perilous situation, how could he afford to concern himself with someone like her?


      He wasn’t just physically strong. He had a strong heart as well. A steadfast heart that didn’t waver even though he possessed immense power. He didn’t let his strength consume him. He was the exact opposite of her, and as she looked at him, she couldn’t help but burn with envy.


      At that moment, the behemoth launched a second breath attack with an earsplitting roar. The moment the beam of light made contact with Sora’s barrier, a devastating shock wave rent the area, and a spray of mana scattered. Were Wisteria to be hit by even one drop of that spray, she would surely melt like toffee.


      As she trembled from the might of the attack, Sora just looked ahead and frowned. “Hm. That one was more powerful than the first... Perhaps it concentrated its energy into a tighter beam? Maybe our foe here is getting a little desperate.”


      “D-Desperate?”


      “In other words, it’s surprised it hasn’t eliminated us yet, and now it’s throwing everything it has at us. For an illusory beast with all that mana, it sure does have a short temper. Fortunately, there are several reasons it won’t be able to keep up its assault for long. For one,” he said as the monster’s breath continued to push against the barrier, “this breath may be powerful, but the heat coming off it might singe its allies as well. That might be why it wants to finish this so quickly.”


      “B-But even if that happened, wouldn’t new monsters just show up around it in the dead monsters’ place?”


      “Yeah, there is that. Well, regardless of the reason, the important thing is that the monster’s attack has definitely changed. So we ought to get up close. Ready, Wisteria?”


      “Yes!” This time there was no hesitation in her voice.


      “I can’t take care of the behemoth and worry about the other monsters around it at the same time, so I want you to handle any newcomers that might show up.”


      “Understood!” She was grateful not only that he’d entrusted her with supporting him but that he wasn’t going to leave her behind.


      “By the way,” he said nonchalantly, “what happened to Pazuzu? Can it still manifest? I know I gave that thing a pretty sound thrashing last night, but I can still sense it within you.”


      Wisteria automatically looked down at the ground. But she didn’t try to hide the truth from him. “To be honest, I can still hear its voice. But other than that, I’m not sure.”


      “I see. Well, I don’t think it’s something you need to get impatient about, in any case,” he said, seeming to sense her feelings. Perhaps it was because she had her head down. “Everyone’s Anima is different, and you can’t choose which one you get. We all have different ways of getting them under control as well. If it was as easy as just having a chat with them, everyone would have a Shinsou. If you want to make it your own, you’re better off taking your time.”


      “But if I could draw on Pazuzu’s power, I’d be of more use to you...” she began before realizing she was wasting her breath and closing her mouth.


      Sora looked a little unsure how to respond to that for a moment, but he must have hit upon an idea, because his lips curled up into a grin. “You want to be useful, do you? Then let’s see... How about swearing that you’ll do any one thing I tell you to if I defeat this behemoth? That’d certainly increase my motivation.”


      “Huh? Why just one thing? As long as I can be of use, I’ll do whatever you tell me to anyway,” she said, not quite sure what he was getting at.


      Once again, an awkward look crossed Sora’s face. For some reason, he seemed embarrassed. But it didn’t last long, because at that moment, the power behind the behemoth’s breath abruptly increased and he was forced to concentrate on fortifying the barrier around them. For a moment she thought she saw a hint of relief in his expression, but it was probably just her imagination.


      “When this attack is over, I want you to move. Get onto Claimh Soras while you have an opening and take to the skies.”


      After all, his next words were brimming with such confidence that her heart skipped a beat.
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      Meanwhile, the behemoth continued to wail.


      “Aah, aah, aah!” A myriad of emotions, including surprise, anger, sadness, and bewilderment, was contained within each of its cries.


      The behemoth’s breath was powerful, but that made it even more likely for its surroundings to get caught up in it. Its children, who’d been gathered around its mouth, feasting on its flesh, had long since burned to a crisp, and the offspring who’d been clinging to its face were also dropping to the ground like flies one after another from the extreme heat. And yet, even though it could salvage the rest of its children by finishing the battle quickly, the enemy was still standing.


      This was the first time it had come across an enemy with defenses it hadn’t been able to pierce. All of its foes thus far had gone down after one hit from its breath. Yet this time, that wasn’t working. And that wasn’t all...


      So, human, so-called apex predator, you not only dodge my fangs but dare approach me as well?


      Seeing the approaching figure dash forward like a violent gale, kicking up a mountain of sand, the behemoth shuddered ever so slightly. It wanted to release more of its breath, but the human was dodging to and fro as he approached, and the beam could only hit in a straight line. It considered increasing the area of the beam to neutralize everything in its vision, but thought better of that. If the concentrated beam already had no effect, increasing the area of effect wouldn’t change anything. In fact, it would just make the beam weaker. Also, continuing to fire beams for too long would be dangerous—not for the behemoth but for its children.


      Already its surroundings were being immolated by the residual heat of its own beam. Nearly all of the children gathered around its head had collapsed on the ground, dead, and the ones clinging to its abdomen, legs, and tail were suffering from scorched bodies. The more of its breath it unleashed, the more of its children it would kill. If the battle lasted much longer, all of its kids would be dead.


      When it thought about how much time it had taken to raise all of these children in a desolate environment like this, it couldn’t sacrifice all that just to defeat this one human. Even if the human in question exuded the rancid, despicable smell of a dragon.


      For the sake of its children, it hesitated. Meanwhile, the enemy was closing in on it. The behemoth’s breath wasn’t just its most powerful attack; it was practically its only one. Like a mobile gun fort, it could only fire projectiles from long range. That was what its body was specialized for. Its mouth was a cannon, its trunk a turret, its legs gun platforms. It was equipped with no other functions. In other words, it wasn’t built to defend against an enemy at close range.


      However, there was no need for panic. Just because it wasn’t built for close-quarters combat didn’t mean it was entirely out of options. It could always slam into the enemy with its enormous body or stomp him into the dirt. And above all, it had its children. Since it was their sustenance, they would undoubtedly make every effort to protect their precious mother.


      Long ago, it had had many brethren that looked like it. They’d been quick to go to war and, one by one, been eliminated by either the humans or the dark elves. The only reason it alone had managed to go on all this time, for thousands of years now, was its children. It had lived for the sole purpose of eating its enemies, putting on weight, and nourishing its children with its own flesh. That was its purpose in the world, the system that had been etched into its very being, and surely it was because it had continued to follow that system more loyally than any of the others that it still drew breath today.


      Therefore, it wouldn’t let anyone else take that away from it. It had never lost thus far and wasn’t about to now. With its children, it would continue to rule the desert for many more years.


      Don’t you dare come any closer, human. I am the keeper of the world’s order. The meteor that cleanses the world of impurities. To destroy me is to become the enemy of the world. This is your last warning, human. Cease before it’s too late for you.


      The behemoth issued its warning like a formless hammer, intending to bludgeon its foe. Any other enemy’s mind would have shattered upon making contact with the monster’s telepathic assault. But the enemy didn’t even seem fazed.


      “Pleased to meet you, Lord of the Beasts. This is our first meeting, correct?”


      The voice came from above. Before it could even register what was happening, he was standing there with his sword drawn, high up in the air where no regular human could possibly reach, looking down on it with contempt.


      “Was that strange warning I heard in my head just now how you illusory beasts typically greet others? A ‘meteor that cleanses impurities’ does describe you perfectly, I have to say, but I can’t very well ‘cease’ when you’ve just been firing on me one-sidedly up until now, can I? Besides, why are you telling a lowly human like me to stop when you’re an illusory beast who can surely finish me in seconds anyway? What are you afraid of?”


      He raised his sword high as he taunted it.


      “Didn’t you just say you have a duty to defend the world’s order? Don’t go scampering off on me like that cowardly hydra now, Lord of the Beasts.”


      He was not afraid. He was not even intimidated. He seemed almost assured of his victory. That irritated—infuriated—the behemoth so much that it bellowed in anger.


      And thus, their fight began.
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      Upon seeing the behemoth up close for the first time, my first impulse was to marvel at just how enormous it was. To illustrate, if the behemoth I’d seen in the Soul Eater’s memory was “one,” the behemoth before my eyes now would be “ten.” Were I asked to name it, I’d even call it a “king behemoth.” The hydra I’d fought in Titus Forest had also been enormous but couldn’t even compare to the size of this creature.


      The sight of its massive frame trampling the desert sands as it lumbered forward was like something out of a fantasy—or so I’d like to say, but truthfully it looked more like a nightmare a child might have. The behemoth itself appeared majestic, but the desert monsters surrounding it destroyed any sense of dignity and nobility the scene might have otherwise had. Watching these creatures clinging to its body all over, I was reminded of larvae swarming the body of a dead animal or perhaps a colony of ants attacking their prey.


      In fact, at first I thought the monsters were starving, trying to take the behemoth down in order to devour it. But when the behemoth roared and all the monsters turned in my direction immediately afterward, I quickly realized that wasn’t the case. It seemed the behemoth and the monsters shared some kind of symbiotic relationship. The monsters were feeding on the behemoth, and in exchange, they protected it whenever danger approached. At least, that was the impression I got. And if so, that answered my earlier question of how so many of these monsters had survived in this barren wasteland.


      “Meaning, if I want to kill the behemoth, I’ll have to take care of these monsters too.”


      Not that it’d be difficult. Honestly, another one of those Freezing Gavels would probably do the job. Because the technique wouldn’t allow me to eat their souls, I’d be forfeiting an abundance of soul energy, but when the alternative was giving into my greed and holding back in order to devour their souls, thus risking one or more of them escaping and attacking Belka instead, there wasn’t much I could do about that. In this case, I had no choice but to prioritize eliminating them.


      Guess until the behemoth’s dead, I’ll really need to put Claimh Soras and Wisteria to work, I thought with an evil grin.


      If the behemoth had known what I was thinking right then, it would no doubt have flown into a rage. After all, it had given itself a majestic title like “the keeper of the world’s order,” and I was treating its defeat as a foregone conclusion. If I was in its position, I’d be angry too. But the simple fact was, I didn’t see the illusory beast in front of me as a threat or even a hindrance. Sure, it was huge, and it could use its size as a weapon against me. Its legs, bulky like castle turrets, could probably stomp me into dust regardless of how much vigor I had, and its skin was even thicker than the fortress walls surrounding Belka. A weapon that could bring a stronghold to ruin would most likely prove ineffective against the behemoth.


      However, even though the creature was enormous—and dangerous—all things had a limit. And in terms of size, it was well over the limit. It was just too huge. A long time ago, my mother had read me a fairy tale where the protagonist was no larger than a person’s finger. The protagonist, yearning to become a knight, set off on an adventure, defeated a demon, and eventually made his dream come true. I recalled that in that story, the protagonist had used his diminutiveness to enter the demon’s body and destroy it from the inside. Ever since I’d seen the size of the behemoths in the Soul Eater’s memory, I’d been entertaining a similar strategy in my head. And having learned this ruler behemoth was even larger than I’d expected, I was now certain the strategy would work. Therefore, I had no reason to fear or be intimidated by it.


      “You should have finished me off during your first attack,” I told the creature. “That was your only chance of defeating me.” If it had used its breath at full power the first time, striking me with its most powerful meteor, I probably wouldn’t have been standing here right now. Or at least, I certainly wouldn’t have come out of it unscathed.


      These were my thoughts as I kicked off the empty air toward the behemoth. The surrounding monsters who were capable of flight ganged up to assault me, but Claimh Soras made a quick, sharp turn in the air toward me and slammed into the group of enemies, smashing them to a pulp with the barrier of wind around its body. Apparently, Wisteria had also imbued the wyvern with Sylph’s protection, as the gust of wind was so powerful that it sent the nearby monsters comically flying into the air as well.


      Grateful for the opening, I closed in on the behemoth. There were monsters clinging to its body all over—except around its face, curiously. Thanks to that, I had no trouble at all slipping inside it through one of the gaps between its teeth. Having a gargantuan body definitely came with its drawbacks. Furthermore, it had finally occurred to me why there weren’t any monsters around its face. Most likely, the force from its two breath attacks had sent them all flying. That was probably also why it hadn’t expelled a third breath one—it didn’t want to harm any more of the monsters.


      At any rate, the moment I entered its mouth, a rancid smell nearly knocked me over. I could see rows of countless carnivorous fangs and an enormous tongue wriggling around like a worm. In addition, I was surrounded by grotesquely contracting flesh, all of it dyed bloodred.


      These bizarre contractions were probably part of the flesh regeneration process. The areas of its mouth that had been scorched by its beam were now gradually being restored by the mana within the monster’s body. Yet I honestly couldn’t tell whether I was witnessing a miracle or a curse. It was certainly nauseating to watch—not that I could complain, since I’d made the decision to jump into its mouth.


      I ran forward, heading deeper into its cavernous maw. Perhaps the behemoth had realized my aim at last, because at that moment it bellowed once more. However, this howl sounded different from the first. The initial one had felt angry and hostile, but this one sounded more shocked and upset. Less like a roar and more like a scream.


      The behemoth’s giant tongue approached me, attempting to remove the foreign object from inside its mouth. While dodging the tongue, I used my Shinsou to slice its tip several times; however, there was so much tongue to cut that it didn’t have much of an effect either in terms of damage or soul energy yield. Meanwhile, if I let my guard down even the slightest bit, the tongue would crush me. I had no choice but to switch my target to the gap in between its fangs.


      I stabbed my Shinsou’s blade in between its teeth, into where a human’s gums would be, then twisted the blade violently. Anyone who knows anything about war knows that sometimes you have to resort to unpleasant tactics to survive. Unfortunately, this wasn’t very effective either. Considering the monsters around the behemoth had been chowing down on its flesh, I should have known that either the creature couldn’t feel any pain or its pain receptors were greatly dulled.


      Come to think of it, it was the same for the hydra, I recalled.


      Therefore, it would be wiser for me to just focus on infiltrating its body. Its tongue wouldn’t be able to reach me once I was deep inside its throat either. And once I started tearing its guts apart, it would take severe damage whether or not it felt pain. Plus, even if it was still alive after all that, I could just keep hacking into it with my Shinsou until I devoured the entirety of its soul. Illusory beasts had an abundance of vitality but were by no means invincible. My battle with the hydra was incontrovertible proof of that.


      “That said, I can’t afford to take it easy.”


      For Wisteria and Claimh Soras’s sake as well, I had to finish this quickly. They could only draw the attention of the horde for so long, after all. I honed my concentration to a fine point, intending to release a vigor-based auger. This was the same technique I’d used against the hydra. My Gale technique was like a long-range slash, and this was more like a long-range stab. For gouging out a monster’s insides, a stab seemed like a more appropriate choice.


      However, unleashing the attack with no flair would be far too drab. Just like I’d evolved my Gale technique, it was time to bring my auger to the next level as well. As far as the Illusory Blade Style-compatible weapons went, the spear would be the most similar weapon to an auger. So I envisioned an enormous drill-like spear, like a spiral-shaped screw. Sharp as the tip of a spear, yet able to spin, it could drill into its enemies, gouging their insides.


      Once the image in my head had fully developed, I wasted no time in manifesting my brand-new vigor technique.


      “Illusion-Burying Style: Gory Spiral!”
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      Aaaaggghhhh!


      The illusory beast howled in indignation as pain sharp enough to pierce through its dulled senses seared its entire body. But even as its guts were drilled into, gouged out, and scattered everywhere, it was also in a state of utter bewilderment.


      This wasn’t the first time an enemy had gone inside its body to assault it, and all those who’d tried it thus far, whether human or elf, had failed. After all, even if a fly entered a lion’s body, what could it possibly do to harm the lion?


      The behemoth was gluttony personified. It was the keeper of the world’s order, devourer of the world’s enemies. It had lost count of how many elves with demons living in them it’d chewed up and digested over the years, and a human with a dragon residing in him shouldn’t have been any different. Any human who’d willingly leap into a behemoth’s mouth would be choosing his own death.


      So why?!


      Enough, enough, enough! it cried. But the enemy within paid no attention to its pleas. He tore, stabbed, and slashed its flesh indiscriminately and without end. As the behemoth let out screams of agony it could no longer suppress, putrid dark-red liquid bubbled up from its throat, spewing out of its mouth and arcing like a rainbow through the night sky. The viscous substance that splashed onto the desert sand seconds later was a combination of the creature’s blood and body fluids. A portion of the surrounding monsters, desiring water and nutrients, immediately crowded around the foul puddle.


      Meanwhile, violent shock waves continued to ravage it from inside, causing its body to shudder with each impact. Discomfort assailed on a level the illusory beast could no longer endure. Confusion, shock, anger, and most of all, the realization that it would be no more if this kept up much longer pressed the monster to react.


      Foolish human! Do you realize the significance of what you’re doing?! it bellowed.


      Its yell must have reached the enemy’s ears, because immediately afterward he repeatedly stabbed its entrails with even more gusto, as if in mockery. Its body gave a final intense shudder, and it collapsed to the ground, falling over on its side with a crash so loud that even Belka’s fortress walls trembled in the distance. The monsters on the side it had fallen on were all flattened and killed, but there was no time to mourn them. Since its body was so large, it was impossible for it to get back up once it had fallen. All it could do was moan and writhe around on the ground.


      The behemoth could feel itself slowly being devoured. No matter how much it screamed in pain, no matter how many times it whined in anguish, the human inside it didn’t stop. As seconds passed, its cries became weaker and weaker until it had no strength left. The creature realized it was done for. And that realization brought sorrow.


      As an illusory beast, the behemoth existed outside of the typical circle of life. Therefore, its destruction would have no other significance besides its own death. Having clung to life for a thousand years now, it was a miserable thing to reckon with. In its fading consciousness, the behemoth managed one final, parting message to the human who’d finished it off.


      You have broken the fangs of the world’s order, that which protects it. Therefore, you are now an enemy of the world. This tyranny, this immorality, is unconscionable and impermissible. The world will have its vengeance. Do not forget that, human.


      The human replied not with words but with actions. He slammed his blade down into the monster’s heart without hesitation or remorse. No longer able to move a muscle, the behemoth’s body gave one final, involuntary shudder as its vision grew dark.


      The last thing the illusory beast saw as its existence returned to nothingness was its children. What would they do for food? How would they sate their hunger once it was gone? With that final thought, it moaned in sorrow...and the ruler of the Catalan Desert, the lord of the beasts, was no more.




      After I’d assaulted the behemoth’s insides with my vigor around twenty or so times, it came. An unbelievable mass of soul energy hit me all at once. I’d already been feeling its soul flow into me steadily while slicing it over and over again, but this yield was on another level entirely. The torrential output of soul energy was indisputable proof that the behemoth had breathed its last.


      “Ah ha ha ha!” Urged on by my exaltation, I cackled madly. Like the constant stream of the Kale River, the illusory beast’s soul continued to flow into me seemingly without end. Energy was saturating every inch of my body, and it felt so good, I couldn’t help but grin with ecstasy.


      All of a sudden, my body shuddered. I knew the sensation—I’d leveled up. And not just once either. I felt the shudder over and over again. My level, which had stayed dormant ever since defeating the Demon God in Onigashima, was now rising dramatically. To be honest, the speed with which it was increasing felt a little ridiculous considering that aside from the behemoth’s first breath attack, it hadn’t been that tough of an opponent, but then again, it had most likely lived a hundred, if not hundreds, of my lifetimes. I didn’t know whether illusory beasts had their own levels, but having ruled the desert that long, it had to have gained an incredible amount of experience.


      And now I’d taken it down. With that in mind, perhaps a level boost this drastic made sense after all. Besides, even if it was completely illogical, did it really matter? I could accept an unexpected windfall like this every now and then, couldn’t I? After all, I spent so much of my life not being able to go up even one level! And as for the behemoth’s final words about how I’d become the enemy of the world or whatever, you know what? If it meant other illusory beasts were going to target me constantly from here on, then what a welcome boon! Bring it on, world! Saves me the trouble of seeking them out myself!


      Once I’d sucked the behemoth’s soul completely dry, not leaving even a wisp behind, and the ecstasy from my leveling up had faded at last, I made my way out of the monster. I used my vigor to slice through the body to create an exit, but perhaps thanks to my boosted level, the beast’s skin tore hilariously easily. I’d noticed the corpse’s flesh was already starting to deteriorate, so maybe that was also a factor, but I still hadn’t expected it to be so effortless.


      Once outside, I expected the monsters around the behemoth’s corpse to all attack me at once, and I raised my weapon preparing to counter. But they were all crowded around the dead behemoth, so focused on devouring its corpse that they didn’t even turn in my direction.


      Good enough, I thought and used vigor to launch myself into the sky.


      Claimh Soras, noticing my presence, flapped its wings eagerly and headed in my direction. I could also see Wisteria in the saddle. Seeing that they were both safe, I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief, then looked back down at the swarm of monsters on the ground. Now that the behemoth was dead, its flesh would no longer regenerate. The monsters had lost the limitless sustenance they’d enjoyed thus far. Once the behemoth was completely devoured, they’d surely roam the desert in search of new prey, And it was already obvious where they’d head—either Belka or one of Catalan’s several oases. Therefore, I couldn’t just leave them alone. I needed to nip the problem in the bud before that happened. So I raised my Shinsou high and prepared to strike.


      But before I could, a bizarre noise reached my ears.
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      The noise was dry and had a rhythm to it. Strangely enough, it sounded like applause.


      High above me, even farther up in the sky than I was, someone was clapping. When I jerked my head up on reflex, a cool voice came down from the heavens.


      “Well done,” it said. “No notes at all—that was super impressive. I never thought I’d see the day when a mere human took down a Divine Beast!”


      In the air above, applauding and looking impressed with my performance, was the figure of a boy. He had a petite build and looked to be no older than thirteen or so. But from his pointed ears and dark skin, among other things, I could guess he was not as young and cherubic as he appeared. He was clearly a dark elf, like Wisteria, but the amount of soul energy resting within him was also abnormal. Wisteria possessed an Anima, yet his soul capacity still greatly exceeded hers.


      I raised my Shinsou, immediately going on the defensive. In response, the boy ceased his clapping and raised his hands up in the air, as though to stress he had no intention of harming me. Naturally, that wasn’t enough to make me lower my guard. Giving the boy a sharp glare, I was about to address him when Wisteria beat me to it.


      “Founder?! What are you doing here?!” she exclaimed.


      “Founder?” I furrowed my brow at the word.


      Meanwhile, the boy Wisteria had called “founder” grinned and nodded. “Yes indeed! As a token of my appreciation for slaying that Divine Beast, allow me to introduce myself. I’m Lascaris, ruler of Andora and the oldest of the dark elves. The Church of Law and Order has another name for me as well: Will o’ the Wisp. But in your case, it might put things in perspective when I say I’m the chairman of the Committee of Night that Charramon belonged to.”


      “The ringleader of the lich kings, are you?” I growled. The Will o’ the Wisp, Lascaris—an individual that Pope Noa had warned might try to get in my way here in the Catalan Desert. And just as she and I had anticipated, he was clearly already aware that I’d killed Charramon.
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      If he was the committee’s leader, then he’d obviously be a more formidable opponent than Charramon, the third seat. In fact, although it could have been because I’d relaxed a little right after defeating the behemoth, I’d completely failed to notice his presence. Had he wished, he could have unleashed a surprise attack on me and I would have been none the wiser. The fact that he’d deliberately let me live was proof in itself that he hadn’t come to avenge Charramon.


      “Just as you say, I am a ruler of the undead like Charramon,” the dark elf said. “A monster who exists beyond the typical circle of life, to whom the limitations of life no longer apply. But just because I’m a monster doesn’t mean I’ve lost my ability to tip my hat to others. I can’t say I hold no resentment at all toward you for killing Charramon, but I’m not so hell-bent on killing you that I’d take advantage of you letting your guard down after slaying that Divine Beast.”


      His tone was surprisingly serious, even sincere. It could have just been an act, of course, but I didn’t see the point in going so far to deceive me that he’d let an opportunity to kill me slip by. Most likely, he genuinely didn’t intend to fight me. But if not to kill me, for what purpose had he appeared before me?


      Noticing my quizzical expression, the boy grinned again. “I know what you’re thinking. ‘If he didn’t come here to fight, then why is he here,’ right? Allow me to give you the answer: I originally came here to check on the behemoth. It’s always circled Andora’s perimeter thus far, you see, and I noticed it had abruptly changed direction east. In other words, it had detected a presence more threatening than anything in Andora. Of course I’d be curious!” Then he narrowed his eyes, his tone lower. “I’d already learned Charramon had fallen to the same ‘Dragon Slayer’ who took down a hydra. But I hadn’t expected that person to be one of the island’s warriors nor to have the power to finish off a behemoth. It’s no wonder you caught Noa’s attention.”


      He sounded almost amused, which caused my brow to furrow.


      “Sorry, sorry,” he quickly apologized. “It’s a bad habit of mine to make cryptic insinuations in the middle of conversations. Anyway, that behemoth you just took down was the very same monster who brought Imperium to ruin long ago. And now that you’ve killed it in addition to several other illusory beasts, the world will definitely be watching you cautiously. Just like it watches me.”


      “Hmph. You weren’t kidding when you said you have a habit of speaking cryptically.”


      “Ha ha, nah, I wasn’t insinuating anything that time. It’s a simple fact, though I can’t deny I said it just to see your reaction.” He now turned his attention to the monsters swarming the behemoth’s corpse. “But before we talk any further, I think we have something we need to take care of first.”


      An intense outpouring of mana suddenly raged from the lich king as he chanted. The fluid, effortless way he strung his spell together sent a chill down my spine. As though to violate my sense of hearing, Lascaris’s words wormed their way into my brain.


      Eri Eri Urus, Eri Urus. You betrayed me, so I will now return the favor.


      O ruler of insects, you who disperse into swarms of flies when scattered, let your greedy wings devour all as dark clouds cover the heavens. You, who know not the meaning of satisfaction and thus will never stop eating, have your fill of the fertile lands of the earth and beyond.


      “Ceaseless beating of starving wings: Locust Emperor!” The final line of Lascaris’s chant rang out from his mouth like a hymn. Immediately afterward, everything around us fell quiet—so abruptly that for a moment I wondered if the spell had failed.


      But of course, that wasn’t the case. Gradually, my vision began to darken. When I looked up at the sky, I realized why. Gigantic clouds were forming to blot out the sun. The moment I realized that the “clouds” were actually dense swarms of locusts, an intense, unpleasant sense of foreboding ran down my spine.


      It was the same eclipse spell that Charramon had once used. Lunamaria had told me all about when she and the others had experienced it. But in terms of scale, the spell she’d described paled in comparison to the one here. Charramon’s spell had incinerated a section of Titus Forest, but Lascaris’s could undoubtedly raze the entire forest to the ground.


      I couldn’t help but stare in awe as the clouds were drawn downward before my eyes. Like a rainstorm, the locusts were descending. With each insect carrying enough mana to open a large hole in the ground, the locusts fell upon the behemoth’s corpse and the monsters around it. There was a blinding flash of light, then a deafening roar. In the next instant, a powerful impact rocked the Catalan Desert, and finally, there was an explosion of light so devastating that it might have made one wonder if the sun had fallen onto the earth.
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      Lascaris’s magic caused the entire surrounding scenery to transform. The horde of monsters crowding around the behemoth, as well as the massive creature’s corpse, were erased. The topography of the area had also changed: There was now a yawning, funnel-shaped hole in the middle of the desert sands, reminiscent of an antlion pit.


      The explosion just now had undoubtedly been seen from Belka as well. That, in addition to my Freezing Gavel and the behemoth’s breath earlier, would surely be a hot topic of discussion back in town. As I’d just happened to be in the desert at the same time it had all happened, it was clear as day that I was going to be interrogated and cross-examined the moment I got back. But I supposed that was fine. As long as I kept playing dumb regardless of what they asked, they’d eventually give up and let me go.


      The problem was that Lascaris’s magic just now had blasted the behemoth’s corpse—along with its horn—to smithereens. And that horn had been the primary reason I’d even made the journey to Belka.


      Damn “ruler of Andora” or however you introduced yourself... Do you have any idea what you just did?!


      When I aired my grievance to Lascaris, however, the boy immediately had an answer. “Oh, you needed the horn for that? In that case, I’ve got something else I can give you that’ll do the trick instead. There, we cool now?”


      He tossed me a magic stone about the size of a child’s fist. It wasn’t any larger than a normal magic stone, but just by looking, I could tell that its purity was on another level entirely. It undoubtedly contained far more mana than average. Forget the kingdom, such an item would even be hard to come by in the empire of Ad Astera.


      I doubted Lascaris could read my mind, but his next words proved my suspicion correct regardless. “This is a precious treasure known as a philosopher’s stone. Of course, there are all kinds of ‘philosopher’s stones’ out there, but this one’s a first-rate stone from Imperium. Even Pope Noa shouldn’t have any complaints about its quality.”


      “It seems you’re already privy to my circumstances.”


      “More than you yourself, probably,” he said with a smirk. “After all, I bet you don’t know this yet.”


      He went on to tell me that in order to maintain barrier magic for an extended period of time, one needed a catalyst. But it didn’t necessarily need to be a behemoth horn. A leviathan’s scale, a ziz’s tail, or a white whale’s whiskers would also do the trick, and philosopher’s stones were especially potent. They’d all probably be just as difficult to obtain as a behemoth horn, but regardless, a behemoth horn wasn’t necessary.


      “And yet,” Lascaris continued, “Noa deliberately told you to get a behemoth horn. Why do you think that was? Because she wanted to use you and your Dragon Slayer prowess to get rid of that behemoth. If it’s an order from the pope, most people aren’t gonna question it. They’re not gonna ask if there’s some other way, they’re just gonna do as she says.” Just like you did, the smirk on his face seemed to say. “Especially since she’s the one who’s casting the spell.”


      “You sure do like beating around the bush,” I said, unamused. “All right, then tell me this: what does she plan to do now that I took care of the behemoth for her?”


      “She wants Andora for herself, I imagine. After all, there’s something there the church would love to obtain.”


      “Like?”


      “I shouldn’t have to tell you that, should I? You should already know. But here’s a hint: The Church of Law and Order already has two of them in their possession. One’s in Ad Astera’s imperial capital, and the other’s in Caritas’s rotting sea.”


      The capital of the largest, most powerful nation in the world, and the decayed forest-turned-sea to the Holy Monarchy’s south. They couldn’t have been more different from each other, and the land of the dark elves in the Catalan Desert’s depths had nothing in common with either of them. What could possibly tie the three of them together? There was only one answer I could think of.


      “The Dragon’s Dens, right?”


      “Got it in one. Good job!” he said, applauding me for correctly deducing that Andora’s so-called “Abyss” was actually a Dragon’s Den, as well as the connection between those mysterious holes in the ground and the emergence of illusory beasts. “Which means you’ve probably also realized that the church isn’t just after Andora. They also want control of the Dragon’s Den in Titus Forest. And as you’re already aware, Ad Astera is taking advantage of the chaos the hydra caused in the forest to exert their influence over Kanaria. By forcing a marriage between the kingdom’s crown prince and the empire’s third princess, of course. That’s another reason the church wants to occupy Titus Forest. Unlike the empire, the kingdom doesn’t recognize the Church of Law and Order as their official religion, meaning the church can’t throw their weight around in Kanaria like they can in Ad Astera.”


      “Making it harder for the church to assume control of the Dragon’s Den in the forest,” I finished. “All right, now I get it. And if the kingdom were to find out about the Dragon’s Den there, they might try to control it themselves instead of the church. That’s why the church is mobilizing the empire behind the scenes—to rule over Kanaria.”


      “Another correct answer! Well done! One thing you’re misunderstanding, though: It’s not just the empire that the church is mobilizing. They’ve got the kingdom dancing to their tune as well. Even the kingdom’s nobility outside of the pro-empire faction is endorsing the marriage, right? In other words, there’s another reason they approved besides wanting the empire’s support.”


      At that, I frowned and stopped him. “Hold on. That all sounds logical enough on the surface, but the crown prince’s wedding ceremony was decided well before the hydra appeared. Surely you’re not suggesting the church planned their wedding from the beginning.”


      “Allow me to answer that doubt. The church was indeed involved from the start—or maybe you’ll find it easier to understand if I put it this way? They knew the Dragon’s Den was in Titus Forest long before that hydra showed up. And they’ve been arranging things to obtain it ever since they found out about it. You know the Kamuna tribe of demonkin that protected that forest? The people on your island wiped them out, but guess who was really behind that attack? The Church of Law and Order, of course!”


      “I... I thought that happened a long time ago.”


      “Forty years ago, to be exact. Hee hee, to you that probably seems like a long time, sure. But you know, the church started using the empire to expand their influence three hundred years ago. And ever since then, they’ve been pushing forward toward their goal. By comparison, does forty years really sound so long ago now?”


      I neither nodded my head nor shook it. I didn’t give him any reaction at all. His nickname, Will o’ the Wisp, implied he was a master of deception. He was well-spoken, and his words sounded convincing—in fact, everything he’d said so far aligned with what Suzume had told me about that attack. Naturally, that didn’t mean I was just going to swallow whatever he had to say. The best liars always bolstered their lies with grains of truth. I couldn’t guarantee Lascaris wasn’t doing the same thing.


      So when I finally did respond, I was careful. “Okay, say you’re right. If the ceremony was engineered just for the purpose of obtaining that Dragon’s Den in the forest, then what’s the church’s ultimate goal? What are they going to do once they have all the Dragon’s Dens under their control?”


      The god of that church’s teachings had spread far and wide across the continent. They were already a major world power who could get anything they wanted just by exerting their authority. So what was their aim in going after the Dragon’s Dens? What did they possibly hope to accomplish with those eerie chasms that they couldn’t already do?


      When Lascaris answered in a singsong voice, they were words I’d heard before. “Law and order exists to maintain the world’s discipline. Discipline is the light that illuminates our darkness,” he recited.


      “A passage from the Law and Order scripture,” I murmured.


      “Correct! And guess what? That ‘scripture’ is your answer! If you wanna know any more than that, you should look into the term ‘Disciples of Light.’ I think you’ll find what you learn pretty interesting.”


      When I heard that term, I automatically raised my brow. It was a term I was familiar with. It was hard to tell how Lascaris had taken my reaction, but when he spoke next, his gaze became serious.


      “However, if you decide to look into the Disciples of Light, you should watch your back. For some strange reason, anyone I’ve ever told their secrets to has kicked the bucket almost immediately afterward. Like that Arrow guy from the Silver Stars, for instance.”

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      “Wow, I can’t believe it! I can already see Belka’s fortress walls!” Katya exclaimed from atop the wyvern’s saddle.


      Iria, sitting right behind her, stared at Katya’s back. However, her gaze was not directed at her excited childhood friend but rather the person sitting in front of Katya holding the reins. It was not Sora. This individual was taller than Sora and more slender as well. Most distinctive, however, was their well-proportioned body, prominent even under the armor, suggesting the person in question was the same sex as Iria and Katya.


      The wyvern’s master was none other than the vice captain of Kanaria’s dragon knights, Astrid Dragonaut.


      Originally, Iria and Katya were supposed to have waited for Sora’s return before heading to Belka. As for why they were on their way there now with Astrid, she’d requested their support upon learning from her sister Claudia about the circumstances surrounding Katya. Astrid had wanted to head to Belka as soon as she heard, but Cardinal Sairara, who was in charge of the temple there, would be heading to Ishka to attend Azaal and Sakuya’s wedding, and Astrid had been tasked with guarding him on his way there. She couldn’t let unrelated people ride with her while she was on duty, of course, but if she happened to take a couple of passengers with her on the way to Belka, no one could complain.


      Iria and Katya had accepted her request. In truth, Iria would have preferred to turn her down. She didn’t dislike Astrid—rather, it was the opposite. Even before she’d become an adventurer, she’d always admired the Dragonaut warrior and looked up to her. In fact, even now, whenever Astrid visited Sora’s house, Iria shook with nervousness. The reason she wanted to refuse was simple: She didn’t want her idol to waste her time on the likes of her and Katya.


      However, Katya had been so intent about heading back to Belka as quickly as possible that Iria couldn’t possibly object for her own selfish reasons. And of course, turning Astrid down after she’d specifically requested Iria’s help would be far too rude. At least, that was what Iria told herself to rationalize her desire to climb aboard Astrid’s wyvern, Ascalon, and head out on a trip with her idol.


      Two days had passed since then, and now Astrid, Iria, Katya, and five more of Astrid’s dragon knights were within view of the fortress walls that protected Belka. However, when Astrid responded to Katya’s excited comment, her normally calm voice was low and wary.


      “The gates are shut tight, though. That’s odd... The sun has not yet set, so they should be open. As I thought, something abnormal has transpired in the town.”


      She’d expected as much due to events the previous day. On their way to Belka, she and the others had all heard thunderous roars and violent explosions to the town’s west. The thunderlike peals had rocked their eardrums, and gusts of wind, aftereffects from the shock waves, had reached them in the air even though they’d been quite a distance from Belka at the time. The wind was so severe that it had knocked even the kingdom’s esteemed dragon knights off-balance, and for a moment, Iria had thought she was going to fall to her death. Fortunately that hadn’t happened, but one thing had been clear: Wind like that was no natural phenomenon.


      So if it wasn’t natural, what had caused it? Neither Iria nor Astrid knew the answer. But something had definitely happened. And they were both convinced that Sora, who’d gone ahead of them, was somehow involved.


      “We’re landing in front of the gates,” Astrid declared. “Brace yourself.”


      Iria and Katya did as they were told, and Astrid pulled the wyvern’s reins slightly. In response, Ascalon’s trajectory made a gentle arc downward. As soon as they were on the ground, Katya hopped down and ran toward the gates like she was unable to wait any longer.


      Iria went after her in a hurry. As she ran, she looked up at the tall, majestic gates, shut tight to keep any travelers out, and the sandstone walls, designed to intimidate them. To her, it felt almost like the town itself was warning them not to enter.

    

  

  
    
      Short Story: The Path to Eclipse Magic


      The day that Sora, Lunamaria and Suzume set off for Belka, Miroslav stayed at home and saw them off. The figures of the other three atop the indigo wyvern became smaller and smaller, and the moment they’d disappeared from view into the sky to the west, she let out a small sigh.


      Just like when Sora had gone to Onigashima, she’d been left behind again. It was her melancholy at that realization that had come out in her sigh. But she shook her head and quickly gathered herself, excising the regret and longing from her heart. Sure, she hadn’t been permitted to come along, but Sora had given her a direct order to “hold down the fort.” In other words, he’d entrusted her with his home and everyone in it. He wouldn’t have done that if he thought she was completely useless—or so she kept telling herself.


      Besides, it wasn’t like there weren’t benefits to being apart from Sora. There was something she’d secretly been meaning to look into for quite a while now.


      “So, that kind of magic isn’t written about in any of these. Well, I figured as much.”


      Upon returning to the house, she’d first busied herself by poring over stacks of grimoires. However, as expected, she hadn’t found what she was looking for: information on the eclipse magic that the Lich King Charramon had alluded to back in Titus Forest. The speed and power with which the monster had commanded his magic had shocked even a mage as elite as Miroslav. She hadn’t even been able to parse much of what he’d chanted, save for the first and last lines:


      “Eri eri urus eri urus! O come hither, king of insects starved for flesh!”


      “Let the incessant beating of your wings reflect your insatiable hunger—Locust Emperor!”


      Normally, the name of the spell was the final part of the chant. Therefore, it was safe to assume Charramon’s spell had been called “Locust Emperor,” but she’d never once heard of a spell with that name in her life. Judging from the kind of destruction it had wrought, it was probably a fire-based spell, but even among her spellbooks of Category 7 magic and beyond that she still had yet to conquer, she hadn’t come across such a name. Just to be safe, she checked the water, wind, and earth grimoires she had on hand as well, but the name of that spell never showed up. It was a spell completely unknown to her. A spell that existed within a system she was unaware of. After retracing her memories of that battle the other day one last time, she pursed her lips.


      “That level of destruction was just unnatural,” she concluded.


      After all, it had annihilated a horde of alghouls and even reduced a portion of Titus Forest to ash. It had made Miroslav’s Category 6 spell Vermilion Bird, which she’d worked incredibly hard to master, look like child’s play in comparison.


      I want that kind of power too, she found herself thinking. I want that magic.


      To begin with, a lich king like Charramon surely possessed a completely different type of mana than a human mage. And back then, Charramon had used a powerful catalyst, a philosopher’s stone, to boost the power of his mana even further. Even if Miroslav learned how to cast Locust Emperor like him, it definitely wouldn’t have had the same kind of destructive power behind it.


      But she didn’t care. Ever since the day that Mitsurugi family member Kuraia Berch had trounced her so thoroughly in battle, she’d realized that learning more and more powerful spells was just as vital as raising her level. Even if her Locust Emperor turned out to be only half as powerful—no, even if it was just a tenth as powerful as that lich king’s—she wanted that magic.


      At present, Category 6 magic was the most Miroslav could handle. To ascend to Category 7, 8, or even the most powerful level a mage was said to be able to cast at, Category 9, it would take an extensive amount of time and effort. Normally, being able to cast Category 6 spells at less than twenty years old would indicate a level of talent rivaling that of the royal-appointed court mages. If she wanted to learn anything beyond Category 6, it wouldn’t be a mere one- or two-year undertaking. To master Category 9 magic and reach the rank of “lord,” Miroslav would need to toil for ten more years, at the very least.


      That wasn’t good enough. Sora wouldn’t wait even five years for her to become useful. That was why deep down, she was desperate to find some sort of shortcut and also why she’d felt her encounter with the lich king had actually been a blessing in disguise. Charramon’s magic existed outside of the “sanitized” system of magic that Miroslav knew. If she could unlock the secrets to that other system, she was certain her abilities as a mage would improve dramatically, and most likely more quickly than normal. That alone still probably wouldn’t be enough to win against Kuraia, and perhaps not even enough to land a hit on her, but it would at least give her more options in battle, making her more useful to Sora than she was now.


      Therefore, she had no reason to hesitate. Tapping her finger against her desk absentmindedly, she set to work formulating a plan. “Since it’s not magic acquired through normal means, it’s surely forbidden to the public. Which raises the question, how am I going to get a hold of it?”


      “Forbidden magic” could mean several different things. It could have been banned because it was too powerful and previous generations of mages had opted to seal it away out of fear, or because it was obtained from a demon or other evil entity through unsavory means like offering up a living sacrifice. If it was the former, she could probably learn what she needed to know from an institution that specialized in magic, like the Sage Academy. She didn’t exactly have fond memories of the place, but she’d suppress those feelings and head there if necessary. The issue was whether her status upon leaving the academy (expelled for failing to attend a graduation exam where royalty would be present without prior notice of her absence) would keep those at the academy from willingly handing over that forbidden information to her.


      On the other hand, if it was the latter, it’d make her search even more difficult. Her best bet would be searching records of heretic shaman and witch doctors defeated by past adventurers and priests, but there was no guarantee information like that would be conveniently left in writing for anyone to see, and even if it had been, the guild or church would have surely redacted it by now. They wouldn’t let an outsider like Miroslav have access to that info, no matter how nicely she asked.


      She lowered her gaze and sighed again. Then she decided to approach the problem from a different angle. She picked up the quill pen on her desk and began to write, transcribing the words she thought she’d heard Charramon speak that day.


      “Looking at it on paper, this first part here is the real puzzle,” she murmured.


      Eri eri urus eri urus. As far as she knew, no such words or phrases existed in the common language, nor even in the ancient tongue. However, it looked almost like a religious invocation to her. Therefore, maybe asking around at one of the temples would be a good place to start.


      The problem was that demons, evil spirits, and the necromancers and heretics who worshipped them were all mortal enemies of the church. And Miroslav was trying to look into magic that a lich king had used. It probably wouldn’t be wise to inquire about that magic with any priests or priestesses, even her close acquaintances like Iria and Sela. Especially not with Sela, considering how fond of the woman Sora was. She wanted to avoid antagonizing Sela at all costs; in fact, perhaps that was even more important to her than raising her level or learning more powerful magic.


      “Iria swore her allegiance to Sora, so she probably wouldn’t go blabbing to other people,” Miroslav reasoned aloud. “But it’d be safer to avoid asking her about it too. She might find it harder to hide secrets from her mother, and besides, Iria’s got enough on her plate already right now.”


      Recalling the girl who’d introduced herself as Katya, Miroslav gave a shrug. Right now, that girl was occupying one of the mansion’s guest rooms, but Miroslav had paid almost no attention to her. Her existence had barely even registered in her mind. Of course, she was a guest of Sora’s, so Miroslav had treated Katya with the necessary decorum, but to be honest, the red-haired mage couldn’t have cared less about the girl’s predicament.


      But if I were still with Raz right now, I’d probably have no choice but to care, considering they were childhood friends, she thought with a wry smile. Huh...that’s an awfully pointless thought, even for me.


      While that bit of self-deprecation wasn’t the trigger, it was at that moment that she suddenly realized something. Thinking about necromancers and heretics and how they were the church’s mortal enemies had unconsciously called up a dormant memory in her brain.


      “Speaking of necromancers, wasn’t that Banner of Seirin who caused all that chaos in Horus while I was in the Skim Mountains a necromancer?”


      She was, of course, referring to Jijinbou, the Banner who’d attacked the royal capital. Miroslav had been hard at work in the mountains raising her level at the time, so she’d had nothing to do with the incident itself. For that reason—and the fact that the stampede, hydra, and attack on Sora’s home had occurred one after the other immediately after that incident—she’d almost entirely forgotten about it up until now. But now that she’d remembered, if she was going to investigate necromancers, wouldn’t investigating the attack on the royal capital be the best place to start?


      She’d heard that Sora had killed Jijinbou for attacking the capital and the Dragonaut estate. Perhaps if she asked Claudia or Astrid, who’d also been on the scene, she might find a lead to this forbidden magic. If she explained that she needed the information to defend herself and Sora against the Banners of Seirin in case of another attack, they’d surely tell her all they knew.


      “All right, I’ve got a plan. And I might as well start working on it now. The early bird gets the worm, after all.” Claudia had been in the royal capital for a while but had returned to Ishka just recently in her duty as Pope Noa’s aide. And the pope was here too, in order to set up the barrier magic in the forest. There would be no better time to act.


      It’s almost like divine providence, Miroslav thought idly as she hurried out of her room.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      For those starting this series for the first time, nice to meet you. For those who are returning after the last volume, welcome back. I’m Gyokuto, the author of this work.


      Thanks to the support of all of you readers, we’ve managed to make it to volume 5. It was September of the year before last that the book version of volume 1 went out into the world, meaning that nearly a year and a half has passed since then. Society, Japan, and indeed the world as a whole have all undergone dramatic changes in that span of time, so I count myself lucky that in the midst of all that chaos, I’m able to continue this story. That is, of course, entirely thanks to the support of my dear readers, and I hope that you will continue to give me the energy I need to keep writing from here on as well.


      Pivoting for a moment to discuss the content of this volume, the protagonist, hot on the heels of his trip to Onigashima, heads to the Catalan Desert without much of a break at all. During the course of his journey west, you can catch several glimpses and hints here and there of several core mysteries surrounding the series. But when writing the web version, I had a hard time regulating the drip of information—it was a struggle to keep from giving too much away too early! Therefore, I made several changes to the contents of the book version. Little did I know that would give me even more trouble!


      To clarify, the changes to the contents itself weren’t the problem. It was that I gravely misjudged the amount I’d need to rewrite before the deadline. As a result, I ended up turning in my manuscript over twenty days late. That, my dear readers, is the reason the fourth volume got almost no promotion or marketing from me when it was released in December, as well as why the web novel hasn’t been updated recently either. I let both my readers and the publishing staff down, and for that, I sincerely apologize.


      Lastly, I want to give my thanks to those who made this fifth volume a reality. Yunagi, thank you so much. Your illustrations are just gorgeous as always. Every day I think about how lucky my series is to have a talented artist like you on board. To my editor, Furusato, as well as all of the others involved with the book’s publication, again, I am so sorry for the trouble I caused you this time. Thank you for sticking with me to get this book out even when things were rough.


      Finally, another big thank-you to my readers. I know it’s taking a huge toll on all our bodies and minds, not being able to get out of the house and everything, but it’s my sincerest hope that this humble work of mine can at least ease your boredom, even if only a little.


      With that, I lay down my pen until the next time. Thank you all.
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The story so far:

Sora Mitsurugi, heir of the Mitsurugi family and the Illusory
Blade sword style, is disowned by his own father, only to later
become the peerless Soul Eater.

With his newfound power, he heads back to Onigashima,
intending to take the life of his father, Shikibu, but is thrust
into a ceremony where he must do battle with a tsuchigumo.
Sora confronts the monster with an insolence that incenses
his younger brother, Ragna, causing him to step in. And then
explosions resound all over the island—the demonkin is
finally retaliating!

The Mitsurugi warriors head to deal with the threat and order
the woman and children to evacuate to an underground
tunnel. Unfortunately, their escape is thwarted by the
demonkin Ouken, who takes a child hostage. Just before
tragedy strikes, however, Sora appears and trounces Ouken,
as well as the demonkin-turned-Demon God Isagi.

Meanwhile, back on the continent, Miroslav, Iria, and
Lunamaria face a formidable foe...
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Cast:

Sora Mitsurugi: Exiled from his home island and disowned by his
family, he reawakens as the Soul Eater to gain seemingly limitless
power. Upon his rebirth, he enslaves his former fellow party
members one by one and seeks revenge on the Mitsurugi family.

Miroslav: The well-to-do mage of the Falcon Blades. She competed
with Iria over Raz until Sora abducted her, devoured her soul, and
turned her into his slave.

Lunamaria: The elf sage of the Falcon Blades. Raz offered her up as
collateral in his duel with Sora, but Raz lost, and Lunamaria
became Sora’s slave as a result.

Iria: The warrior priestess of the Falcon Blades and also Raz’s
childhood friend. She tried her best to keep the party together until
the very end, but she eventually succumbed to Sora’s schemes and
became his slave.

Suzume: The only survivor of her clan of demonkin. She was
rescued by Sora from certain death after being captured by the Lord
of the Flies and now lives with Sora under the same roof.

Seele: A beastkin girl whom Sora originally purchased as his first
slave, but she is now quite fond of him. She also takes it upon
herself to watch over Suzume and protect her.

Wisteria: An experienced and skilled dark elf warrior who received
a magic longsword from the founder of the dark elves.

Pope Noa: A sixteen-year-old girl who, despite her young age, is

the supreme leader of the Holy Monarchy of Caritas and the Law
and Order faith.
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Sora’s New Acquaintances

“My name is
Wisteria, she who
upholds the title
of Gladius, head
warrior, by our
founder. Your
defeat here is
imminent. Either
surrender or flee.
The choice is

yours, but please

decide quickly.”
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Gyokuto / ill Yunagi

Military Commander and

Head Warrior of the Dark Elve

<¢t— Wisteria

Supreme Leader of the Holy
Monarchy of Caritas and
the Law and Order Faith

<t— Pope Noa

“This is the most
powerful shield in
existence because

my Lord
bestowed it upon
me. You will not
pierce through it,
no matter how
much mana you
send its way.”
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