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  Chapter One:
Motions and Maneuvers


   


  1


   


  “AH…”


  Edmond Dill Editor, Secretary of the Kingdom of Milestia, didn’t even try to conceal his heavy sigh. Not the first, nor the second…and certainly not the third or the fourth. Considering the report he had to deliver to the king, Edmond intended to heave as many exasperated sighs as he needed to steel himself for the ordeal.


  He was on his way up the stairs, but couldn’t stop considering the temptation to turn back around and perhaps ask for an extended vacation.


  I’ve worked hard enough at this job. I work too hard, even. It is right that I should take a break—and there is nobody, I believe, who would stand in the way of my doing so.


  Despite the depression that drove him to such thoughts, Edmond didn’t have the courage to run. His heart might rebel, but his legs just kept taking one step after the other until he reached the top of the staircase. He was fed up with all of this, but in the end, all he could ever do was accept whatever reality was placed before him.


  Once he reached the second floor, Edmond made his way to an office. It was just one of many such rooms in the vast palace, and yet the closer he came to this particular door, the deeper his heart sank.


  “…It’s Edmond,” he hesitantly added after knocking a few times. The effort of merely raising his voice a bit was sufficient to bring on another wave of exhaustion.


  “Enter.”


  The voice granted him permission to enter—but to Edmond, it sounded more like an invitation to step through the gates of hell.


  “Pardon the intrusion.”


  Reluctantly, Edmond took a moment to drive the depressing thoughts from his mind, then slowly opened the door. There were never many individuals inside, but these were unusual circumstances—on this occasion, Edmond counted over ten. King Mengis was present, of course, as well as a number of talented ministers. Some of the king’s most trusted inner circle were there too, including the twin magic knights who served as his personal guards, Harry and Tucker.


  Everyone sat around a large table in the center of the room; papers were haphazardly scattered across its surface. It seemed their meeting was heating up.


  I need not ask what they have been discussing—it can only be the recent attack on Aslan Magic Academy.


  One topic up for debate was the prospect of reopening the academy with improved and redesigned security measures. However, the most concerning issue was the possibility of faction warfare. Many feared the attack would cause issues among the nobility, but the leader of the aristocrat faction, Marquis Gilbert, had taken it upon himself to settle them down. 


  Unfortunately, his intervention left the academy in a terrible position. Many influential noble houses sent their heirs to attend Aslan, and so the attack should have sparked significant outrage from the students’ families…yet it did not.


  It was unclear how he had accomplished the feat, but Marquis Gilbert successfully pacified them all in a terrifyingly short period of time. In fact, it happened almost like magic.


  The incident greatly increased Marquis Gilbert’s standing and influence—and with it, his ability to unify his faction. As the days went by, more and more former royalist houses rallied to his cause. The fact that the attack had targeted Marquis Gilbert’s own son only accelerated the process, and some of the nobles had even begun describing Gilbert almost like some sort of saint. In short, recent events had swiftly begun to erode the power balance between the royalist and aristocrat factions. The king could not afford to take this matter lightly, for obvious reasons. Such was the main topic of discussion at the meeting; though unfortunately, the fervor of their debate had yet to result in any brilliant solutions as of yet.


  Nobody said a word, but the irritation hanging in the air was both indescribable and glaringly obvious. Secretary Edmond felt it keenly on the back of his neck, weighing on him like a stone.


  Still, there is something that I must say.


  “Back already, Edmond? Let’s hear your report then. Not bad news, I hope?”


  The king looked right through him. Under that piercing gaze, Edmond’s shoulders felt heavier than lead.


  …I just want to go home… Please, let me leave…


  Edmond scanned the room for salvation, but most of the attendants apparently took advantage of the lull in their meeting to take a break from writing. Most of the people at the table were looking up at him expectantly.


  Just then, the quiet moment was interrupted by a loud, dramatic yawn. Harry, one of the twin magic knight guards, sprawled out on a sofa against the wall, looking distinctly bored. Not only is he lounging around so casually before his majesty, but he even has the cheek to yawn! That good-for-nothing lout!


  Edmond tried to escape reality by directing all of his daily dissatisfactions at the impudent, disrespectful knight. Unfortunately, he couldn’t postpone things indefinitely.


  “Well,” he began hesitantly, “we have received a report that a certain individual has successfully managed to tame an elemental dragon…”


  “Oho! A fearsome elemental dragon, you say? This is wonderful news indeed! Was it a member of one of my magic divisions? I expect it must have been one of the royalists who accomplished this feat!”


  Edmond stared straight ahead; his expression was bleak. He said nothing.


  Why did I take this job?


  He paused and pondered it for a moment.


  I suppose it all goes back to my parents, really. They l­avished praise on my younger brother, and I grew so desperate for their attention and approval that I was willing to sacrifice anything and everything in pursuit of success. I did not wish to bow, but bow I did—shamelessly, I flattered every influential noble until I had enough connections to acquire this job as secretary of the royal palace. I was so happy when I heard the news of my appointment. To be fair, the status and income this job affords me is more than satisfactory…yet sometimes, I cannot help but think: Am I really happy where I am? I’m swamped by work, work, work from morning until evening…only to start it all over again the next day. All I do is emotionlessly carry out my assigned tasks, and for what? Can I truly claim that this is happiness? Is this truly worth it?


  As the thoughts drifted through his head, Edmond spoke once more. His voice was flat and monotone, just loud enough to be heard clearly.


  “Actually, the dragon tamer in question is Luke Witharia Gilbert—the son of Marquis Gilbert.” 


  There was a moment’s silence. Then—


  “Th…that blasted Gilbert… He’s done it agaaaaaain!”


  King Mengis’s bloodcurdling wail of anguish echoed throughout the halls of the royal palace.


   


  ***


   


  Royal capital, headquarters of the 2nd Royal Magic Division.


  “…H-hello, Instructor Yolande.”


  “Ah, you’re here! Sorry for the short notice. You weren’t busy, were you?”


  “N-no…”


  Yolande remained seated, but looked up to greet the young girl who had just entered the room. She had deep purple hair and a rather worried look on her face. Yolande offered her a thin smile—the sort that tended to make women become completely entranced with him.


  “Sit wherever you’d like. Ahem…Citrica, I take it? From the house of Baron Hausen?”


  “…Y-yes. I am.”


  “First-year student at Aslan Magic Academy. You’re in the same year as my little sister.”


  “Yes,” she confirmed nervously. “Um, Instructor Yolande… What is it you’d like to speak—”


  “Ah hah. There’s no need to be so on guard,” Yolande assured her, grinning as he flipped idly through the document in his hands. “It’s nothing all that important.”


  He placed the papers back on the table in front of him and turned back to Citrica. When he spoke again, his voice remained as nonchalant as ever.


  “You’re the one who guided the attackers into Aslan Magic Academy, aren’t you?”


  “I—what?!”


  The switch was far too abrupt, and Citrica struggled to keep up. “Your house is teetering on the edge of collapse, no? I suppose somebody with an understanding of your weaknesses is using them against you. That’s what I would do. Regardless, your house is terribly inept, you know. At least they managed to produce a talented child like you—I have to imagine that’s the only thing that keeps your folks holding on by the skin of their teeth.”


  “Eh? Ah…um…”


  The calm air about Yolande hadn’t changed one bit since she entered the room, but now his words cut like razor-sharp blades.


  “Yep, I expect your Sleep element was quite convenient,” he continued lightly. “I am right, aren’t I? You have to be the one who guided the attackers into the academy.”


  “Wh-what is the meaning of this?! D-do you have any proof?”


  Citrica rose from her chair so forcefully that she inadvertently sent it clattering backward to the floor.


  “I have a lot of friends,” Yolande answered vaguely, “and after putting all of my intel together, I’m completely confident that it was you. However, I think we have a slight misunderstanding here—you see, I really couldn’t care less who did it. I don’t need any evidence.”


  “…What do you mean?”


  “All that matters to me is convenience. It would be convenient for me if you did it—so, as far as anyone else is concerned, you did. This document before me is proof that you were responsible for the attack. A forgery, of course, but a rather good one, don’t you think?”


  “Y-you’ll never get away with th—”


  “Oh, but I would. I am the highly respected assistant division commander of the 2nd Royal Magic Division. And who are you? Your shameful little house is in shambles. Between the two of us, whom do you think the people of this kingdom will believe?”


  “…A-ah.”


  “Not to mention that my precious little sister is under the tiniest bit of suspicion now too. Alice is capable of creating any sort of poison she’d like, after all.”


  “B-but this is—”


  “You still don’t get it, then?”


  In a fraction of a second, Yolande flipped. His friendly, flippant demeanor melted, and the eyes he turned on Citrica as he continued were utterly devoid of emotion.


  “I really, truly don’t give a single damn about what happens to you. You are completely worthless to me.”


  “…”


  Somehow, Citrica sensed that Yolande was telling her the truth. She understood—and in that instant, everything else fell away, her mind went blank, and all that remained within her was a deep despair.


  H-he really doesn’t care about me…


  Citrica remembered the miserable face of her mother, twisted up in tears as she begged.


  “We’re finished. This is it for us. You’re the only one we can count on now.”


  Citrica felt something cold running down her cheek.


  “Ah ha ha. Sorry, did I scare you a bit too much with that one?”


  “…Eh?”


  The dark mist about Yolande cleared. Citrica’s emotions were so mixed up inside her head, she had no idea what sort of expression she had on her face in that moment.


  “Think about it. I wouldn’t call you here just to tell you all this now, would I? If I just wanted to pin the blame for the attack on you, I would go about it quietly.”


  Yolande chuckled good-naturedly.


  “Then what is it you want from me?” asked Citrica. Her expression was hazy and unsure, as if she were wandering through a pitch-black night. Yolande’s answer, however, was simple.


  “From this day forth, you are to be my pawn.”


  “…Huh?”


  Citrica didn’t quite understand at first.


  “You understand you don’t have any right to refuse, yes? Starting today, you will obey my every order without question. For now, however, you can just go about your business as usual. You don’t know anything important anyway, do you?”


  “Eh? Um…ah-hem…”


  “Oh, don’t you worry your little head about that. It’s fine. I’ll use you to find out who’s really behind all this.”


  Citrica stared at him in horror.


  Should that reassure her somehow? She had no idea. All she really comprehended was that the man sitting before her was pure, absolute evil. That said, it seemed she would be able to continue her daily life for the time being, at least.


  As Citrica found some minuscule comfort in that thought, Yolande laughed silently to himself.


  The manner in which I control others is very different from the way that Luke does it. He pulls people in and utterly enthralls them in a way I can’t. He rules their hearts, drives them mad with infatuation—turns them into true pawns in every sense of the word!


  But Yolande was satisfied with what he had done.


  I achieved my objective. For now, that is enough.


  In truth, the attack on the academy terrified Yolande. Suddenly, he felt as if the joyous future he had only begun to construct for himself might break apart before his eyes.


  I will never make that mistake again. I’ll find whoever was behind this and reward them with all the agony and suffering that this world has to offer before I kill them.


  Yolande’s cheerful smile didn’t falter for even a moment as such thoughts crossed his mind. Suddenly, there was a knock at the door.


  “Hm? Come in.”


  “Pardon the intrusion.”


  “…Eh?” Citrica glanced at this new visitor, puzzled.


  She recognized him as a man named Gordoba, who happened to be the famous division commander of the 2nd Royal Magic Division. Gordoba hurried into the room and bowed low to Yolande.


  This doesn’t make any sense, Citrica thought as she frowned.


  Gordoba ran to Yolande’s side at a brisk pace.


  “There is something urgent I must report. You see—”


  Citrica couldn’t tell what the commander was saying as he leaned in to whisper confidentially into Yolande’s ear. All she could do was watch and wait to see what would happen next.


  “What did you just say?!” Yolande exclaimed suddenly. “Ah ha ha! Oh, Luke, you’re incredible! Of course I’ll come to the party!”


  He paused and looked at Citrica. “Ah, right. Well, this is perfect, actually. You can come too. I’ll introduce you, okay?”


  “…Huh?!”


  Yolande’s orders were absolute. Citrica, of course, had no right to refuse him.


   


  ***


   


  Citrica Dee Hausen was an important side character.


  Or rather, she was supposed to be. Her betrayal was never meant to be discovered in the first half of the book. She should have become fast friends with Abel, accompanying him through various ordeals and securing her place in the story. Finally, at an appropriately dramatic, tense moment in the latter half of the script, she would tearfully confess to her crime.


  But with the story veering off course at multiple points, it just so happened that on that day, she was demoted to the status of a mere pawn in Yolande’s collection.


   


  2


   


  COMPARED TO THE PAST RULERS OF THE Kingdom of Milestia, the current king, Mengis Deenh Milestia, was a talented statesman. He had a tendency to inflate his own achievements, perhaps, but in his role as a unifier of the nation, there were often times when such character flaws played to his strength.


  The king was also blessed to have talented ministers and heirs around him—rather literally, in fact. All this good fortune derived from his elemental magic, the element of Luck. Mengis had not handpicked those in his service because he didn’t have to. First, he stumbled upon his secretary, Edmond, and then all sorts of talented individuals from fields far and wide just happened to gather about the royal palace.


  It was unfortunate now that he must put all of these clever, highly capable servants to work on the present, rather grim task of faction warfare. He also knew, however, that Luke’s father, Claude, would likely have long since completely seized the throne from him, had the king not surrounded himself with such talent in the first place.


  Mengis doted heavily on his son, crown prince Alecdora, who served as commander of the 1st Royal Magic Division. However, it wasn’t simply a matter of nepotism—the king’s son also had an undeniable innate talent for magic.


  “Eh…? He didn’t beat the thing; he tamed it? That’s freakin’ wild! Hey, Tucker, reckon you could tame a dragon?”


  “Nah, no way. I’d fumble that conversation. Dragons are, like, the most arrogant things in the world, so how the heck do you talk one into being your buddy or whatever? That kid sure is something—every time his name comes up, it’s always some wild story. I never get bored of talkin’ about him.”


  “I know, right? Personally, I think I could beat one, but taming it…?”


  “Silence, you two!” the king harrumphed.


  Tension filled the air. Although most present likely assumed that the king’s outburst was one of righteous anger and authority, it was not his position as a ruler that had prompted him to scold his knights. In truth, it was simply raw irritation at hearing even one more word about the House of Gilbert.


  “…I give you two a great deal of freedom. If you can’t even tame a beast, then we are in trouble.”


  “Ha ha, that’s a real tall order.”


  “But…I’m an awkward fellow, you know…”


  The two magic knights were twins, but they responded in polar opposite ways—Harry laughed off the king’s words, while Tucker took them to heart. King Mengis, meanwhile, simply felt humiliated by the knowledge that his servants were inferior to those of another. 


  “Ahem…Your Majesty. Might I be permitted to speak?”


  Secretary Edmond timidly spoke up. His head was filled with the desire to quit his job, but alas, his physical form went right on doing its duty. Thus, there was something that he had to immediately confirm with the king.


  “Well,” Edmond continued carefully, “Marquis Gilbert is reportedly hosting a party to celebrate this elemental dragon’s defeat, you see—”


  “Send someone else to attend.”


  “S-someone else?”


  “Yes, what about the examiner from the Magic Ministry? We’ve sent her to the Gilberts once before.”


  “But in this instance, I believe—”


  “You did hear me, didn’t you? Do it, Edmond.”


  “…Yes, Your Majesty.”


  Mengis had an indescribable intensity to him—the aura of a born ruler. Edmond could protest no further. He fully intended to warn the king, but Mengis shot him down before he could try. There was nothing more to be done then, and no one could fault him. 


  No matter what happened from that moment onward, it would not be his responsibility, Edmond resolved dispassionately.


  This isn’t how this is supposed to work. You’re meant to invite him to the palace. Hold a grand party for the man, at least—just do the minimum that is expected of you as king. This is the perfect chance to show how close you are to the Gilberts, isn’t it? Your head is so full of factionalism that you’re blind to anything and everything else, you blasted imbecile! Ah, I’m done with this!


  Though shackled to his work in every other way, Edmond’s mind was free. He said nothing, but he ­viciously scolded the king in his thoughts. It was a minor, utterly inconsequential act of rebellion—and it was, in truth, how he had managed to keep up with the stressful job of secretary for so long.


   


  ***


   


  “Good morning, Master Luke!”


  “Ah, it’s that boy who defeated the dragon!”


  “Master Luuuuke!”


  “Mama, is he important?”


  “Very important, yes. Come, child, lower your head with mine.”


  Nearly everyone stopped to bow their heads to Luke as he passed them by on the street. It seemed he’d become especially popular among the children too. That was hardly surprising—even children knew how powerful dragons were. Dragons were cool, so obviously Luke must be even cooler. This newly established “awesomeness” was now quite evident to all, both young and old.


  “Master Luke, the lowly humans are striking strange poses as they look this way. If their gazes offend you, I could—”


  “Shut up.”


  “Eeek! S-s-s-so sorry!”


  The ice dragon in question shut its mouth and flew alongside Luke in silence. At the moment, it was roughly the size of a little stuffed toy, and its presence made it absolutely clear that the rumors were true—this dragon was undeniably tamed. 


  Bestiary researchers had long speculated that dragons might have some unique method of concealing themselves, but until recently, none could prove their theories. After all, there were a great deal of records concerning encounters with dragons, but very few in which individuals had actively gone out to seek them and successfully located them inside their dens. 


  It was still unclear whether this size manipulation ability was innate to all dragons or unique to this one. Either way, this important discovery only added to the greatness of Luke’s achievement.


  Surprisingly, the ice dragon’s body seemed to grow lighter as it shrank in size. Its mass, in other words, was not being stored—the dragon was either losing atoms as it grew smaller, or fundamentally changing its atomic composition in some way.


  It really is a magical creature.


  That said, the discovery of the ice dragon’s ability made it all the more suited to become a sort of mascot character, as Luke had originally planned.


  Mwa ha ha… The rabble know their place, bowing their heads as I pass. I could get used to this.


  Luke didn’t mind the additional attention. Truthfully, he liked being looked at with respect and admiration. However…


  “Luke!”


  “Hey, Abel! Don’t just run out into the street!”


  As Luke looked over to see Abel and Lily running toward him, dark storm clouds gathered to cover the sun shining so brightly in his heart.


  …How much longer are those idiots going to stay in Gilbadia?


  “Good morning, Luke!”


  “Aw, it really is a cute little thing, isn’t it!”


  Luke glowered silently.


  “A mere human dares to—ah, um, n-never mind.”


  Recalling the fact that its master was also a human, the dragon’s reflexive insult dissolved into a sulk instead.


  “I’ve actually been practicing that one technique you used, Luke! But don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone you taught it to me. I’ll come show you once I’m ready!”


  Abel’s presumptuousness left Luke speechless.


  Why do you need to show me? Nobody’s asking you to do that.


  “Right then, see you, Luke! Time for my morning training!”


  With a smile and a wave, Abel ran off.


  “Ah, Abel, wait up!” Lily called after him. “Sorry, Luke, see you later!” Luke watched them leave. He had been denied the chance to say a single word during their whole exchange.


  “…What the heck was that about?”


  That guy blows in like a hurricane.


  He turned his mind to the ice dragon fight and to the mysterious power within his sword that he had acquired during the combat.


  Is that it? Is that the true source of Abel’s power?


  The line of thought followed by all who resided in the Kingdom of Milestia—including Luke, albeit unconsciously—was that all powerful abilities must revolve in some way around magic. That said, Luke now understood that there was another, very different sort of power. He felt it in his own hands during his fight with the dragon. He could not help but think that this new ability must be linked to the true nature of Abel’s power.


  “Hm… Well, forget about that for now.”


  Luke set out walking again.


  Actually, I don’t care. In the end, this changes nothing about my plans. No matter what power Abel has, I’m going to take it head-on and crush him completely. I’m going to show him who is on top. That’s all.


  “Come to think of it… Are you female?” Luke asked, glancing at the dragon.


  “Eh? Y-yes, I am…” The ice dragon had no idea how Luke had identified her as female, but did not give voice to her doubts.


  “I see. From this day onward, refer to yourself as Dia.”


  “Dia… That is a fine name! I like it ever so much! Thank you!”


  The little ice dragon, Dia, flapped her tiny wings ­happily at Luke’s side. He fully expected this new mascot to bring in crowds, and so he decided to name her after the city in which she was tamed. Had Dia turned out to be a boy, he would have gone with “Gil” instead. His thinking was simple enough, though, that he felt no need to spell out his reasoning.


  “I will be going to the blacksmith now. You do recall our arrangement, yes? So you won’t mind if I take from your body to strengthen my sword now. Mwa ha ha—”


  “Of course! Go right ahead!”


  Luke frowned.


  I don’t much like this. Why is she so pleased by the prospect?


  Unable to understand, Luke simply continued onward to the blacksmith Dalkin’s shop.


  “Dia, I’ve just thought up a new spell. I will test it on you later.”


  “W-w-w-will it hurt…?”


  “Mwa ha ha, who knows?”


  “Eeek!”


  Luke smiled, satisfied he’d finally drawn the expected reaction from Dia.


   


  ***


   


  Not far off, two turbaned figures watched the boy and the dragon from a dark alleyway.


  “We make contact tonight. Not sure what’ll come of it. You’re sure about this, then?”


  “Yes. No choice. If we fail mission, then death. If escape, pursuers come. Hell with running scared forever. We need big backer.”


  “…Yeah, you’re right there.”


  They watched Luke for a moment longer, then vanished as if they had blended into the very shadows themselves.
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  “DID YOU CALL FOR ME, MY KING?”


  “Yes. Thanks for coming, Nicole.”


  A black-haired young man sat upon the throne and gazed down at the beautiful woman who had just ­entered the room, dressed somewhat like a nun. She knelt respectfully before the boy.


  “Do you remember those stupid aristocrats that I turned into my pawns?” he asked.


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Seems I won’t be able to use them anymore.”


  “…I see.”


  So, this does actually happen to him sometimes, Nicole thought. She never imagined that the master she served was capable of failure.


  “It surprised me too. I thought they would be preoccupied with their stupid little power struggles, but it seems at least one of them is smarter than I gave them credit for. That was my mistake. I misjudged their nation.”


  “I do not think that anything you do is a mistake!” said Nicole. Then, realizing how aggressively she had raised her voice, she swiftly added, “I apologize.”


  “It’s fine,” he said dismissively. 


  Nicole bowed her head in contrition as the king continued.


  “I must ask you,” he said gravely, “can you do this? Dark is in my way. Will you get rid of him for me?”


  “Ah! This… To think you would bestow s-such an honor upon me! I never imagined I would receive such a grand role!”


  Nicole trembled, nearly overcome with ecstatic joy. Her master wanted her—no, needed her. That fact alone sent her straight to cloud nine. When she saw the very serious, appraising look in his crimson eyes, however, Nicole quickly regained her composure.


  I have accomplished nothing yet. This will all be for naught if I don’t live up to his expectations.


  “Well then, how would you handle this? You saw what happened this time around, right? Dark’s strong. I’m sure you realize that, if you set out to face him head-on, you’ll immediately be struck down.”


  “It is as you say, yes.”


  Nicole had no argument with that. She was not an inept fighter by any means, but if the reports were ­correct, there was just no way she could defeat Dark in a face-to-face confrontation. Looking at the situation calmly and objectively, that was her judgment.


  “Then what will you do?” the king demanded.


  “We need only target those who are close to him. If we kill someone whom he sincerely relies upon, I’m confident it will give us an opening.”


  As Nicole answered, she began assembling the plan in her head.


  I need not set out to do this in person.


  “Ha ha, good. I’m counting on you, Nicole.”


  “Y-yes!” Nicole’s master looked at her with satisfaction in his eyes—a look that sent a jolt of pure joy coursing through her whole body like an electric shock.


   


  ***


   


  “That is where things stand, Alice. I was told that the schedule for this party will be communicated to us in due course. I will pass it on when I am able.”


  “Very well, Father.” 


  “Is something wrong?”


  “No… I am merely a little tired. I would like to rest in my room for a while.”


  My father was still speaking to me when I walked away from him, but I didn’t care. Once I opened the door to my room, I stepped inside and collapsed onto my bed to bury my face in the duvet. After a moment, I twisted myself around to lie on my back.


  “…This is awful,” I sighed, as I stared up at the ceiling.


  This attack on Aslan Magic Academy, and the ensuing investigation… It’s all so infuriating. Guards visit the house from time to time, always for the same reasons. They suspect I might have been the one to guide the attackers into our school, that much is obvious…though hell could freeze over before I would ever consider doing such a thing.


  That is why I have not contacted Luke for these three weeks, at least in part. No, who am I kidding? That is just an excuse. In fact, I have been waiting for him to contact me first, to say that he would like to meet. I wanted proof that these feelings of mine are reciprocated… But that desire for confirmation has resulted in something terrible instead.


  An ice dragon.


  Even children know how powerful those elemental dragons are, so when I heard the rumor that Luke had tamed one for himself, even I doubted my ears at first. I should be happy, rejoicing at this wonderful thing that Luke has accomplished, yet…


  It’s just…I can’t believe this dragon shares one of my elements.


  The moment I learned of the dragon’s element, a terrible thought drifted into the back of my mind. Over these past three weeks, it’s become an irresistible itch that I can’t ignore. I know I shouldn’t, but no matter how hard I try to endure, I find myself engaging in self-pleasure once every few days. Even so, my desire to be wanted by Luke won out, and I have restrained myself from contacting him. I’d like nothing more than to drop everything and travel to Gilbadia at this very moment, be it night or day, and push him down onto his bed, of course, though I know that is not what a proper lady would do. Now that I have known such pleasure, I cannot hold back any longer.


  But Luke has sent no word at all yet. Is this the ­reason—this ice dragon? Some people say dragons possess far more advanced intellect than we humans. And come to think of it, I have seen texts that describe a race living in the south of the continent known as the dragonkin, who are of mixed human and draconic ancestry. I don’t know if all these things are true, but if so, there’s a very real possibility that the relationship that Luke has formed with this ice dragon extends far beyond mere obedience. Could that be why he hasn’t contacted me? If that’s what he’s up to with this dragon, and he finds himself satisfied, then…


   


  H-have I been…cucked…?


   


  The moment the terrible thought struck me, my chest tightened painfully, and an indescribable lust ran through my veins. My breathing grew labored and ragged as my body began to heat up.


  I felt my hand drifting toward my crotch, but mobilized all of the reason I had left within me to stop it.


  This is not good at all. If I surrender myself to these ­desires, I might not be able to recover. I won’t throw ­everything away for momentary pleasure! I would never be so foolish.


  “…But I cannot stay like this.”


  Wishing to be in Gilbadia as soon as possible, I hurried from my room to see my father.


   


  ***


   


  “Oh, hey, Mia, welcome back! Incredible stuff today, as always!”


  “Whoooey, that elemental magic’s somethin’ special!”


  “Gah ha ha ha, we’re gonna hafta catch up! Can’t let you get too far ahead.”


  A number of adventurers called out to Mia as she returned to the guild. She was, in fact, currently operating as a solo adventurer.


  Everything she did was to ensure that Luke needed her.


  When Mia learned that Luke had become an adventurer, she resolved to become one as well—in that way, she could ensure that Luke always needed her. There was a lot about solo adventuring work that she found personally very difficult. These issues were immediately obvious as soon as she started, and she still faced the same challenges and more each and every day. Despite the shackles that her noble status placed upon her, Mia was driven by the burning desire to be of use to Luke.


  …He hasn’t sent for me today either. Should I be the one to reach out? But that might bother him. I might just end up annoying him.


  Thoughts like those stopped Mia in her tracks.


  I would also feel like I was getting the jump on Alice, and I don’t want to go behind her back.


  Mia sighed.


  In her brief time with the guild, she took whatever bounties came her way and rose to A-rank before she even realized it. At first, the other adventurers were intimidated by and distrustful of her noble status, and they kept her at arm’s length. Once she demonstrated her exceptional powers, however, they had no choice but to accept her. Moreover, she was adorable in a way that was quite uncharacteristic of an aristocrat. That charm, combined with her casual manner of speaking and willingness to mingle without discrimination, quickly made her a popular member of the guild.


  “Eh? Somethin’ wrong?” someone asked, as they noticed her frown.


  “No… I was just thinking about something.”


  “Hm, right. Oh, hey! Didja hear that the seventh S-rank adventurer in the kingdom’s just been recognized? Some kid in Gilbadia, who—”


  “Tell me more!” Mia interjected eagerly.


  “Eh?!”


  Gilbadia.


  Mia’s incredibly honed senses picked up on that single word—she could never have missed it. The man had clearly just raised the topic in idle conversation, only to find himself immediately taken aback by the unprecedented intensity of Mia’s reply.


  “What’s wrong, Mi—”


  “Quickly! Go on!”


  “Uh, well… Th-the seventh S-rank adventurer in the kingdom’s just been named in Gilbadia. He’s a solo, just like you, from what I hear. I think his name’s…”


  “Luke, right?”


  “Yeah, yeah! He’s the heir to the lord there, I think, but apparently, he’s been up to some amazing stuff. Like, I guess he beat the crap outta some ice dragon and actually managed to tame the beast! And all on his own to boot!”


  “Oh…r-really…?”


  “What’s wrong, Mia? Aw, cheer up—you’re amazin’ too! I figure you’re a shoo-in for the next S-rank, mark my words…”


  The man kept talking, but Mia’s empty eyes glazed over and drifted away. A moment later, she staggered away from the conversation. She paid no heed to the voices calling out to coax her back indoors. In grim silence, she walked right through the double doors and out into the street.


  “My rank will be…lower now…” she muttered to herself.


  Luke’s defeat of the ice dragon wasn’t the issue. In fact, she felt genuinely proud of her fiancé for his accomplishments, and it would allow her the pretext of celebration to go and meet with him after all this time away, so the outcome was positive. 


  But Luke’s “taming” of the dragon… That was much harder for Mia to accept. Her eyes were still vacant as she trudged back to her mansion and collapsed onto her bed.


  “It…outranks me…”


  By taming the beast, Luke added another pawn to his collection. This was sure to upset the strict hierarchy that existed within Mia’s mind—the hierarchy of those, both male and female, who were most necessary to Luke.


  This was a core part of Mia’s identity that she refused to part with. She accepted that Luke wanted Alice more than he wanted her—but Alice was the only exception; the only one who outranked her…until now.


  But I became Luke’s pawn before it did! I cannot ­allow this creature to become more indispensable to Luke than I am.


  That is completely unacceptable. I won’t let my position drop any lower. I won’t…


  “Argh… Lower…lower…lower…”


  But…an elemental dragon is a powerful pawn indeed. What if that strength becomes more important to him than I am?


  The thought made Mia’s heart sink into despair.


  “…I have to hurry.”


  In an instant, Mia decided to leave for Gilbadia as soon as possible.


   


  ***


   


  Of all this world’s diverse creatures, elves were among the longest lived.


  Their lifespans were seven times those of humankind, and most had an exceptional affinity for magic. At least one tome described them as a race that had “received the blessings of the spirits.”


  Despite all their advantages over the human species, the elves had one fatal flaw in their constitution—their difficulty in reproducing.


  No one knew why, but some scholars speculated that the issue was an adverse effect of their long lifespan. Whatever the reason, elves had a set breeding period, which meant they were only capable of producing children once every three years. 
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  Additionally, there was no actual elven kingdom to speak of, only a scattering of tribal communities throughout the Great Forest of Ispleet. Some of the tribes were friendly, and some individuals even ventured out into the human nations. However, from the perspective of their fellow elves, those who left were considered quite eccentric.


  Most of the elven tribes isolated themselves and shunned all contact with humans. Unfortunately, elves were highly valued by humankind for their beautiful physical appearance, and the isolation did little to deter frequent kidnappings. Thus, elves seen in the Kingdom of Milestia, especially, were most likely to be slaves. Despite the elven race’s superior abilities, the humans had sheer numbers on their side and easily overwhelmed them. No matter the injustices and atrocities inflicted upon them, the elven race could do nothing but bear the suffering. Many elves accepted this reality, but others were driven to extremism by the perceived weakness of their fellows.


  Thus, the terrorist organization “Virtora” rose to prominence.


  The group named itself after an evil dragon whose shadow once darkened the world, and their goal was to establish an independent state for elvenkind.


  “Did you retrieve the whistle?”


  “Arthur, I’m sorry. The humans I hired to search for it haven’t found anything yet. But personally… I was watching the battle from afar, but I think there’s a good chance that the ice dragon just swallowed the whistle.”


  “I see. You’ve done well, Marius. That dark magic user, though… Humans aren’t supposed to be capable of wielding that kind of power.”


  “That’s what I thought too. I’ve heard of a few, very rare humans with an affinity for Dark, but it’s never manifested quite like this, has it?” Marius pointed out. “Not to mention the wielder’s still just a child… He’s only been alive for a decade or so.”


  The Virtora leader, Arthur, paused and thought to himself for a moment.


  We elves compare unfavorably to humans in only one respect—numbers. They have far more people than we could ever hope to muster. If we elves can conquer this sole issue, then we will be superior to the humans in every respect.


  That is why the elves created their magic tool in the first place—the so-called Whistle of Domination, which was capable of controlling monsterkind.


  If we just accept the current state of affairs, humans will only become more arrogant.


  For this reason, Virtora did not shy away from the use of force to achieve its goals.


  “Well, it doesn’t matter if the humans get their hands on it. It’s the sort of magic that self-destructs if anyone but an elf uses it.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “What is it? If you’ve got something to say, let me hear it.”


  “It’s just… I don’t know why, but I have a bad feeling about all this—especially that human.”


  “You and me both,” Arthur replied. “Seems like the spirits like him, so I reckon we should be careful. Your instincts tend to be right about this stuff.”


  “Why did the spirits choose a human like him…?”


  “You can’t be thinking like that, Marius. The spirits just happen to be with us; they aren’t guided by emotions or other worldly things.”


  “Yes, you’re right. I’m sorry.”


  Though the Whistle of Domination had been in development for a while, it was not yet complete. After much trial and error, Virtora’s top researchers managed to craft an instrument capable of controlling monsters—weak ones at first, but now far more powerful beasts. This terrifying tool could enthrall even a dragon, but only for a short time. Once the elves achieved the true, permanent control they aimed for, the organization could move much more decisively.


  Even considering all this progress, Arthur still had one concern. However, it wasn’t anything concrete, or even particularly likely—just a possibility. He was sure that saying the words out loud would only make his comrades uneasy, so he held his tongue.


  That Dark magic… I should just keep this to myself. But on the other hand, I have to avoid the worst-case scenario. I need to keep my eyes on this situation and move when the time is right.


  The young elf looked off into the distance somewhat and began thinking about something else entirely.


  How can I make this happen? How do I bring my—nay, our shared and long-awaited desire to fruition?


   


  ***


   


  “I will not fail you, Master Luke! I will pour my heart into this task, and I swear to smith a sword worthy of your hand!”


  “R-right. I’m counting on you, Dalkin.”


  “Waaaah!”


  “…It’s so pathetic when you cry like that. Well, goodbye then.”


  Feeling like I was about to get roped into something irritating, I decided to leave the blacksmith posthaste.


  I don’t have Zack with me today; I can’t stomach the drama.


  “What an obnoxious, noisy man. If you’d like, I could—”


  “Do not,” I snapped, cutting her off swiftly. “Quit ­offering to kill everyone that we meet.”


  I glowered at the ice dragon, Dia, strongly encouraging her to shut her mouth before she could say what I was sure she was about to say.


  “I will act in whatever manner I wish to—and that is whatever manner that benefits me,” I continued. “Don’t you agree?”


  “…Ah! Y-yes, of course! You are quite right…!”


  She definitely didn’t understand what I was getting at. Well, no matter. We’re different species, with fundamentally different values.


  I gave up on trying to explain myself to the dragon and began to walk back to my residence.


  Still…dragon biology really is an interesting subject. It seems like they can shift in size whenever they want to, and the abilities that Dia demonstrated at the blacksmith were interesting too. She’s capable of regrowing her scales, claws, and teeth at will. I think I understand why she was never intimidated by any of my threats before.


  Just as the mansion came into view, I decided the timing was right. Without a single word of warning, I activated a spell:


  “Dark Collar.”


  “Fwah?!” Dia yelped. “Wh-wh-what’s this?!”


  “Mwa ha ha… Did you forget? I told you I wanted to test a spell on you.”


  A collar appeared around Dia’s neck. It looked to be made of pure, concentrated darkness.


  I rather enjoy seeing her flounder and panic.


  “Is this g-g-g-going to hurt…? It is, isn’t it?! Oh no! No, no, no—!”


  “Uh… Hey.”


  “Nooo! No more pain, please! I can’t take it! Waaaaah!”


  “…”


  The moment that Dia began crying and screaming, however, I lost every ounce of enthusiasm I had. Instantly, my vague sense of amusement turned to depression.


  She’s totally panicking. This…is all my fault, isn’t it?


  …Wait, what am I saying? I’m not in the wrong here! She’s the one who attacked me; I just beat her when she came for me. She should be grateful I let her live.


  “Calm down. It won’t hurt you.”


  “You…mean it?”


  But I can’t have her shouting like this. My first priority has got to be calming her down as soon as possible.


  “Circle around to the back. We’ll test it there.”


  “…Yes, master.”


  By the time we reached the backyard, Dia was so distraught that she looked like she might burst into tears at any moment.


  “Listen, you and I have a contract… But that’s not all. There’s a deeper, unseen connection between us as well. You can feel it too, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “That’s what I want to make use of,” I explained. “As you know, my Dark element allows me to take mana from others. With our unique link, I should be able to siphon your mana, no matter how far apart we might be…probably. That’s what this Dark Collar spell is meant to do, and why I need to test it now. Did you get that all through your thick head?”


  “So…you’ll only be draining my mana? A-and it won’t hurt?”


  “Yes, that’s it.”


  “…I-I understand,” Dia sniffled.


  Man…this is tiring. But the spell will be interesting, and if it works, it’ll let me use the Ice element whenever I want. Heh, what am I thinking? It’s a spell I made; of course, it’s going to work.


  “Here goes.”


  “Yes, master!”


  Dia closed her eyes and grit her teeth as if bracing for a blow.


  The sheer disrespect of this dragon… Didn’t she trust me when I said it wouldn’t hurt?


  I concentrated my thoughts.


  Mwa ha, there we go. I knew it. I can feel Dia’s mana… All I need to do now is take it.


  “Augh…”


  Dia’s mana poured into me via the connection established by our contract.


  “Mwa ha… Mwa ha ha ha ha! I knew this would… Hey, what’s wrong with you?”


  “I…mm, that’s…a-ah…”


  Dia had been gently fluttering in the air beside me, only to fall to the ground the instant the spell took effect. She was breathing heavily, as if in pain.


  I only took a little of her mana. What’s the matter with her?


  “Did that hurt you, Di—”


  “I…could get used to that… I…I want you to do it a-g-gain…”


  Uh… What’s happening?


  I felt an intense sense of déjà vu.


  Why does this feel so familiar…?!


  A memory flashed across my mind’s eye.


  “More… Ah… Insult me more! G-go ahead, talk down to me…”


  “…Alice.”


  That’s it. She looks just like Alice did back then, on that first night when she transformed before my eyes. What’s happening…? How did Dia get like this? Wait, maybe this isn’t my fault. I can’t discount the possibility that those two are connected through their element. Perhaps it’s just something inherent to Ice element wielders? Yes, that must be the problem. Hm, now I wonder… It might be interesting to investigate the link between a creature’s disposition and the element of its mana. I should probably start with the main four. Ice is derived from Water—does that mean that all water-type element users have this sort of disposition ­lying dormant somewhere inside of them? What about Mia then? Doesn’t she use Lightning? And Yolande’s element is a little unusual too, so… Wait, why am I thinking about this so deeply?


  I let out a deep sigh and turned my eyes to the clouds above. I could still hear Dia panting beside me.


  Come to think of it, I guess I haven’t seen Alice in a while. I wonder how she’s doing?




  Chapter Two:
Chaos Strikes with Lightning


   


  1


   


  “SLASH! …HUFF…HUFF…STILL NOT GOOD ENOUGH. Nowhere near what Luke was capable of during our fight.”


  I think I’ve got the rough feel, but… No, it’s not right. Luke has reached the top of the mountain, while I haven’t even arrived at the foot of it yet. I’m just watching him from afar, but I just can’t take my eyes off him…can’t help but look up to him and his amazing swordsmanship…


  “Huff…ngh…”


  As I stopped to catch my breath, my vision blurred for a second. A bout of dizziness made me unsteady on my feet, and suddenly my body felt heavy. My technique was starting to slip.


  I think this is my limit for today…but I’ve got to keep going! I can go a little longer. Just a few more minutes…


  “I’ll never catch up to him if I don’t push myself too far sometimes,” I muttered to myself. “Also, I—I think I get it now.”


  I’ve always felt this power, but I never fully grasped it. I always had the sense that it was something different from magic, but I never knew for sure what it was. Then I saw Luke’s technique that day, and I felt it in my skin… Finally, everything became clear to me. Everything I’ve done so far—my master’s brutal training, pushing myself to my limits over and over again—all my efforts have earned me this power. It’s within me, and I can feel it now, but… I’m not fully able to use it yet.


  “I swear it… I’ll learn to master this power, and—”


  “Abel?”


  I heard someone call my name. Since I was training in the grounds that were attached to the guild, interruptions weren’t uncommon—but this one startled me a bit. This was a voice I knew well.


  “Lily? What is it?”


  She didn’t answer.


  I don’t think I’ve ever seen that look on her face before. She always says what’s on her mind—in fact, she blurts everything out like it’s nothing at all. But today, it looks like it’s hard for her to find the words. I don’t know why, though.


  I waited for Lily to speak. My breathing, still so ragged from training, gradually evened out. 


  “Maybe I shouldn’t be saying this,” Lily began hesitantly, “but there’s something I want you to hear from me.”


  I looked at her uncertainly.


  I don’t know what she’s trying to say.


  “Abel… You’ll never be Luke.”


  “…”


  The moment I heard those words, my breathing ­stuttered again, and my chest tightened, like someone was squeezing my heart way too tight.


  “I know that you look up to him a lot, but I don’t think it’s good for you to just…to try so hard to follow the same path that he’s on, to push yourself to keep up the same pace. I’m sorry. I know this is coming out of the blue.”


  “…”


  She’s right. I look up to Luke. I’ve never tried to hide that. He constantly surpasses not only my expectations, but the very bounds of what I imagine is possible.


  To me, he really is the symbol of absolute strength.


  I’m not sure I realized it myself until now, but…the person I most idolize is not my old master, and it’s not Instructor Brad either. It’s Luke. Master and Instructor Brad are both so amazingly strong that I don’t even know the extent of their power just yet, so why…? Why is Luke the person who represents absolute strength in my mind?


  “You’re always pushing yourself these days, aren’t you? Not just since the ice dragon, but ever since that day you first met Luke at Aslan Magic Academy,” Lily continued. “I know how amazing you are, Abel. You can’t use a single elemental magic spell, but the greatest magic academy in the whole kingdom accepted you. That really is something special. You’re something special! But Luke, he… I’m sorry. I just think that if you keep on like this, you’re going to break apart somewhere down the line, and I really c—”


  “Hah…”


  I really am stupid. Why didn’t I get it the first time you told me? I finally understand, Lily. You’ve always been the one to pull me back onto my feet. You’re usually so strong-willed, but right now you’re being so gentle and choosing your words carefully. It doesn’t suit you.


  There’s only one reason you’re doing it this way—you don’t want to hurt me.


  You’re worried about me, I know. You always have been. I’m lucky to have good people like you around me. Ever since the day I was found alone in that village, I’ve been surrounded by people who love me. I met my master, who guided me this far, and made a friend who cares for me from the bottom of her heart. Ha ha…but… Should I really be allowed to have this much? And yet, having so much just makes me want to hold onto it even more… It makes me want the power to protect the things I have, so that nobody can ever take these treasures from me again—


  “Thanks, Lily. Thanks for worrying about me.”


  “Wh-who said I’m worried about you?! It’s not like I’m all that concerned. It’s just…I’d feel a little bad if anything happened to you, I suppose? That’s all.”


  She really is kind. Lily’s an aristocrat, but she talks to me like we’re equals, when I’m barely even a commoner. I shouldn’t ever take that for granted.


  “I appreciate it, but I’m fine, really. This won’t break me.”


  “Huh?”


  “All I know how to do is try my best, so I’m actually pretty good at pushing myself too hard. I’m going to be so strong that I’ll even be able to protect you someday, Lily. I guess…that might be showing off a bit though, eh? Ah ha ha.”


  I laughed a little to disguise my embarrassment, but I meant every word.


  I’m not sitting and waiting around for tomorrow, ­expecting it to be just like today was. Life is unfair, and things can change in a flash—that’s why I have to get strong.


  “Wh-what…what do you…?”


  “Huh? Is something wrong?”


  Lily stopped sputtering and fell silent. I looked over and realized that she was staring in my direction. When she finally spoke, her voice came out as a shout.


  “You impudent…y-you impudent boy! That wasn’t the least bit cool! You’re not cool at all! You’re just some boy with stupid, unkempt haaair!”


  As Lily screamed that last word, she turned and ran from the training grounds. I watched her leave, standing there alone with my sword. Her sudden exit made the place feel way too quiet.


  “…Eh? I…um… Ah, what would Luke do in this situation?”


  That’s my go-to question of late, huh? Whenever I come up against an obstacle, I just ask myself: What would Luke do?


  Unfortunately for Abel, however, all he could picture in his head at that moment was an image of Luke looking just as confused as he was.


   


  ***


   


  “My village ain’t far from the city, so rumors of the Dragonslayer have already made it to ’em,” Mokkel said as he took another swig of his drink. “Ah, that’s the good stuff…”


  “Yeah, well, course they have. It was pretty impressive work,” Zack replied, then paused. “What’s that face for?”


  The pair of A-rank adventurers were drinking in the guild’s tavern as the sun set on another day. Mokkel sighed.


  “All five of my little brothers are smitten with the boy. The oldest, Red, wants to be an adventurer too. Kid’s started begging to meet the Dragonslayer, actually. Just one time, he says.”
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  “Ha ha ha, sounds like you got it rough,” Zack chuckled. “Look…don’t you ever come to me askin’ for that favor, y’hear?”


  “C’mon, Zack, how long have we been friends now? Don’t tell me you forgot all ’bout the first day we knocked on them guild doors together, side by side? You really gonna abandon a buddy like this?”


  “Uh-huh. And I remember the day I brought Luke in here for the first time. Don’t tell me you forgot how you left me out in the cold along with everyone else, hm? I don’t recall you havin’ no problems abandoning a buddy then, Mokkel.”


  Mokkel had nothing to say to that. The moment Luke declared he was joining Zack’s party, he conveniently looked the other way. Unable to defend himself in the slightest, Mokkel took another swig of ale and glared at Zack.


  “Jeez, what’s with all the love and admiration for these ‘heroes’ anyway?”


  “What do you mean?” Zack asked. “Nothin’ weird about young’uns looking up to the boy.”


  “Look, here’s what I reckon,” Mokkel said. “First thing a wannabe adventurer should learn is that maybe they ain’t all that special. Not exactly uncommon for folks to get pummeled into the ground the first time they run out and fight one of the really nasty monsters, yeah? Only takes one bad decision to kick the bucket, and there’s no time for on-the-job trainin’ in this line of work.”


  “Nah, Mokkel, you’re just a jaded old man already,” Zack said dismissively. “You’ve seen too much crap, that’s all. Everyone wants to be a hero at first, don’t they? That’s why they’re knockin’ on that guild door in the first place. They all think they’re the next big hero, ’cause anyone low enough to think they might not be special…well, they don’t bother knocking at all.”


  “…Gah, you got a point.”


  “Ain’t that I ‘got a point,’ I’m right.”


  Zack and Mokkel were both leaders of their respective A-rank adventurer parties. They both joined the guild at the same time, and they often butted heads as rookies, but now they were both over thirty. Mellowing slightly with age, they now found themselves regular drinking buddies.


  As leaders of their parties, they shared a lot of the same experiences and complaints, so the drink flowed whenever the two talked. Neither man would admit it to the other, of course, but both found much comfort in their friendship. After all, in a line of work where any day could be one’s last, an old friend was a precious thing—irreplaceable, even.


  “Well, I do get what you’re tryna say though,” said Zack.


  “Right? I reckon the most important thing an adventurer needs is to sniff out when to run, y’know?”


  “C’mon, Mokkel, spare me that story today, will you? I’ve heard it five thousand ways before; it comes out every time you take a damn drink.”


  “What’s the harm, eh? The moment you think the situation’s screwed, you gotta already be runnin’ away. That’s what’s most important, see? The idiots that think they’re special, though—those ones hesitate. Pride gets in the way. They think bein’ brave means facing danger head-on every time, an’ they mistake their own damn recklessness for courage. Too late for lads like that. Can’t become anythin’ at all once you’re dead.”


  “Yeah, yeah, you’re totally right. Ah, hey, miss!” Zack flagged down a waitress. “Send us over a plate of fried giant lizard bits!”


  “Absolutely! Lizard bits, coming right up!”


  “…Hey, Zack, hold off the fried food. You’re gonna feel that tomorrow.”


  “Shut up, man. What are you, my mother?”


  Night fell, and the guild’s tavern started to slowly fill up with adventurers who were finishing their work for the day and looking to recharge for the next.


  “Whole reason a regular guy like me made it to A-rank is ’cause I can smell danger. Don’t gotta tell me when to run away from a fight. Ah, you remember, yeah? The first time Master Luke sent the guild that infernal bounty.”


  “…I can’t forget that one. Not for lack of trying.”


  “I just got a feeling when I saw the contract, yeah? Somethin’s up with this one, I thought… Ended up taking the bait and gettin’ all traumatized in the end though. Can’t let money blind you, I guess. Purgatory ended up disbanding eventually, yeah? Even though the guild master really tried to keep ’em together.”


  “Wasn’t much he could’ve done. They wanted to shoot for S-rank more than any of us. If it weren’t for Al, I’d be back in my village right about now, working the fields, I reckon.”


  “Guess we’ve gotta hand it to Lord Dragonslayer, eh?”


  “Still, like…the kid was just ten years old the first time he picked up a sword, yeah? I mean, I just… Ugh… Feels like all that was so long ago now.”


  “Ha ha ha, I hear th—”


  “—Aaahhh!”


  A sudden scream rang out across the guild tavern.


  “Abel is sooo stuuupid!!”


  “Eh? What’s all this?”


  Zack and Mokkel turned in unison to see a young, elegantly dressed blonde girl race past them, shrieking the entire way. She ran all the way through the tavern and right out the door.


  It was Lily.


  “Isn’t she…? Ah, right, she’s one of those two that just came in from the capital, yeah?”


  “H-hey, Lily, wait up!” another voice called after her. 


  Abel appeared a moment later and awkwardly bowed his head to the crowd.


  “Ah, erm…sorry for disturbing you all,” he told them as he followed Lily out.


  Aren’t those two friends of Luke? Zack wondered to himself as he turned back to his own table.


  “…So, hey,” Mokkel said hesitantly. “Listen up, Zack. The black-haired kid who just ran by? My ‘I don’t need this crap’ sensor’s acting up around him. Watch your back around that one.”


  “What’cha mean? Kid seems harmless enough to me.”


  “Yeah, well, he ain’t foolin’ me. You gotta be ready to bolt when he’s nearby, mark my words.”


  “You’ve got a lot going on up there, huh, Mokkel?” Zack remarked. “Hey, where are those fried lizard bits?”


  The Adventurers’ Guild grew livelier and more crowded as the evening wore on. Zack and Mokkel kept throwing back drinks, but it was only another thirty minutes or so of relative peace before another storm cloud darkened the tavern. The door opened abruptly, naturally drawing the eyes of a few patrons—who immediately found themselves speechless at the sight of the new arrival.


  “Hyah hah ha—”


  “Looks like you’re having fun, Zack.”


  “—Ha…?”


  The moment that he heard that voice, every ounce of tipsy, pleasant warmth drained from Zack. He felt as if someone had just grabbed his skull and shaken it up.


  “Ahh… I-if it isn’t Master Luke… Evening.”


  “What, you’re drinking alone?”


  “Huh? No, I’m with Mokkel. He’s right…here…?”


  But when Zack turned around to gesture to him, Mokkel was gone. He managed to vanish without a trace, almost as if he had never been there at all.


  That bastaaaard! What was all that about smelling danger again?!


  “Ah, um, yes,” Zack corrected himself. “I felt like being alone tonight…”


  “Right. I don’t really care either way,” Luke remarked dismissively. “Listen, this is still a ways off, but I ought to give you the chance to prepare. I’m going to be traveling to the empire at some point, and you’re coming too. Is that understood?”


  “Oh, I see,” Zack said automatically. “You’re…going to… Wait, the empire?”


  Luke’s words had come out of nowhere.


  He’s like a natural disaster, Zack thought. Of course, he could never say that out loud.


  “Uh…what business do you have in the empire?” he asked instead.


  “I’ll tell you that later.”


  “…I see.”


  “That’s all for today. Bye.”


  “Ah, yes…goodbye…”


  Luke turned on his heel and walked away, straight back out of The Adventurers’ Guild.


  “Man,” Zack sighed. “Guess I don’t exactly mind going to the empire… But I’ve got such a bad feeling about this.”


  Imagining what unfortunate events might await him, Zack downed the rest of his drink. Just as he drained his glass, he felt a hand on his shoulder.


  The incredible disappearing Mokkel had magically returned upon Luke’s departure.


  “Zack, this is that sniffin’ out danger thing I was tellin’ ya ab—”


  “Screw yooooou!”


  “Argh!”


  Zack jumped to his feet and delivered Mokkel a truly brutal dropkick. Those at the nearby tables began to jeer at them, anticipating a fight.


  All in all, it was an average evening for a tavern filled with a motley crowd of nobodies working as adventurers.
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  “WHAT’S THE MEANING OF THIS? EDMOND, explain it for me, won’t you?”


  Ah, yet another thing I hate about this job—I serve at the pleasure of more than one superior.


  “Yes, of course… Prince Polpon.”


  Mm… My stomach hurts… It’s not just the king; there are so many people of higher status than I am, and of course, I’m bound to do whatever they order me to do. Therein lies the problem because what am I supposed to do when I receive multiple conflicting orders…?


  “Ahem… The heir to the House of Gilbert has tamed an elemental dragon, but I am sure you are well aware of that—”


  “Of course, I’ve heard. Luke really is amazing, isn’t he? But…why isn’t the celebration party being held here in the palace? It’s unthinkable.”


  Edmond hesitated.


  King Mengis tends to prioritize his own pride over practicalities, after all. Meanwhile, crown prince Alecdora is a highly skilled magic user and very capable commander of the 1st Royal Magic Division, but doesn’t seem to have much interest in internal affairs. I suppose second-eldest prince Polpon might actually be the best of the bunch. At least he understands the position that our kingdom finds itself in.


  “…The aristocrat faction appears to be gaining influence swiftly,” he explained. “His Majesty is displeased and concerned. This is the reason behind his decision, in this case—”


  “Huh? But isn’t that all the more reason to invite them here? It would be a good chance to put the king on display and demonstrate the authority of the throne in a public setting, wouldn’t it?”


  “…”


  …Er…I think so too. But what am I supposed to do about that? Seriously, you’re preaching to the choir! Please, stop it.


  “I suppose it’s no use telling you these things, though, Edmond. Sorry.”


  “Not at all, my prince,” Edmond said wearily.


  “I think I’m going to sneak off to congratulate Luke myself.”


  “Eh…?”


  “I’ve already talked to the assistant commander of the 2nd Royal Magic Division, actually. Everything’s in place for the meeting—and I’m planning on having you come with me, Edmond.”


  “Ah, yes, I…uh, I s-see…?”


  Truthfully, Edmond thought himself quite quick on the uptake in general. Not only was he hardworking and stoic, he was sharp witted and bright to boot—but on that particular occasion, Edmond couldn’t make sense of a single word that the smiling young prince said to him. In the indescribable period of silence that followed, the only sound that reached Edmond’s ears was his own brain short-circuiting.
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  Perhaps the commoners envy the position that we aristocrats occupy. But, well… Some days, I find it nothing but suffocating. Today is one of those days. I doubt anyone would be holding a grand celebration to honor my accomplishment in taming that elemental dragon, were I not a noble.


  “…This is all so tiresome.”


  Well, fine. It does nothing to alleviate the tedium, but this frivolous party does serve my father and mother well, and the prosperity of the House of Gilbert at large. Regardless, I would much rather be prioritizing increasing my own power at present… And jeez, it’s pretty cold out here too.


  “Did you say something, Master Luke?”


  “Nothing that concerns you.”


  “I see. Ah, ahem… I think that, well… I-I’ve got this strange feeling—”


  “Get used to it.”


  “…Yes.”


  Dia shut her mouth and flew on in silence. Riding on her back, a chill wind blew past and made me shiver a little.


  It all started when she asked for my permission to return home and collect her things, so that she might make me a proper offering—apparently, she’s a hoarder. I thought it would be a good opportunity to try out a new spell I had just developed, and that was the reason I was riding on Dia’s back.


  Dark Dragon Armor.


  This spell does exactly what it sounds like—it puts dark magical armor on Dia. With a few more tweaks, it should massively improve this dragon’s abilities in combat…but it’s going to take some getting used to. Honestly, I only came up with the idea to begin with because of how uncomfortable it is riding Dia.


  “There is much here that interests me. Don’t drop any of it, Dia.”


  “Of course, master!”


  We were on our way back to Gilbadia with the dragon’s assorted treasures safely in tow… But man, it’s absolutely freezing up here. I need to do something about the temperature drop. I’ll get to it at some point… The problem is just that there’s so much I want to get done. I really want to get started on properly analyzing this thing too.


  I reached into my pocket and pulled out a beautiful whistle. It was the very same magic tool that had been used to control Dia that day, although its hold on her was incomplete.


  A Whistle of Domination.


  It just so happened that this thing wasn’t destroyed, and I managed to get my hands on it…quite a lucky find for me.


  I activated an Information spell and began to analyze the tool in my hands.


  “There are several layers of Defensive spells on this thing,” I muttered to myself. “Not even I can do anything about these at the moment. Mwa ha… This is all rather interesting.”


  I can’t use it, of course. Worse still, this thing is imbued with magic that will cause it to self-destruct the moment I try to dispel it. I can’t just use my dark magic to brute force my way into this. I mean, I’m sure I could figure out a way to disable the spells protecting this thing, given enough time…if only I had the luxury.


  Unfortunately, I’m going to have to attend this party and converse with all the inane aristocrats in attendance—people I couldn’t give a damn about. Ugh, the depression is creeping in already. Only a few more days left to endure. The early party arrivals should already have entered my domain.


  “I see the city! We’re almost there!”


  “Hmph.”


  As I contemplated my situation, the city of Gilbadia came into view. The first time Dia and I took off, it caused quite a commotion. Now, however, the citizens were quite used to the sight of an ice dragon within the city limits. We landed in the backyard, where I dismounted with the dragon’s many treasures. A moment later, Dia’s entire body exuded magical light as she transformed into her smaller form.


  “This is quite the haul, if I do say so myself!”


  “Indeed,” I remarked. “You did well to acquire so much wealth.”


  “So…in that case, would you mind if I perhaps…made some, ahem, excursions to collect more during my free time? As embarrassing as it is to admit, I am quite partial to treasures.”


  “Do as you please. But do not bring my name into disrepute.”


  “O-of course… Ahaha.”


  “So long as you understand,” I began, then cut myself off. “What is that?”


  Suddenly, I felt the presence of mana nearby—and quite powerful mana, at that.


  “I wonder?” mused Dia, who had obviously sensed it too.


  I followed the trail of the mana through the gate into my mansion—and there I discovered its source.


  “…Oho, I see.”


  The magic circle appeared without warning and, in an instant, brought forth an extravagant and imposing horse and carriage. Where seconds ago there was nothing, now stood a carriage decorated with the seal of the House of Godwin.


  I understood at once. Spatial magic.


  “Long time no see, Luke.”


  “Mwa ha… Indeed, Eleonora.”


  My childhood friend emerged from the carriage to greet me.


  Or at least, that’s the role she’s got in this story. Also, wow, she’s so…big, in more ways than one. Anyway, I’m pretty sure Eleonora’s the one who cast that spell just now. Spatial magic, eh…? Brilliant stuff.


  Lord Godwin was next to exit the carriage, after Eleonora. He stared at Dia for a moment.


  “…Is that the ice dragon?” he asked quietly.


  “That…? You, a mere human, dare to address me as if—mmmff!”


  “It is indeed, Lord Godwin,” I replied, my hand clamped over Dia’s mouth. “Much as it shames me to admit it, she is not yet properly trained.”


  Lord Godwin narrowed his eyes at the two of us, clearly judged us in silence for a few seconds, then spoke again.


  “I apologize for my rudeness at our last meeting,” he said. 


  Though he didn’t bother to bow his head in the slightest, I saw genuine contrition in his eyes.


  “Mwa ha, whatever do you mean?”


  “…”


  “Father, might I speak with Luke for a moment?”


  “Just make it quick.”


  “Yes, Father.” 


  Lord Godwin gave me an ambiguous sort of glare, then turned and walked into the mansion.


  “It really has been too long, Luke,” Eleonora said.


  “I guess so.”


  “And, well, that dragon is—”


  “Enough of your arrogance, human.”


  I felt a steady—and frankly, unnervingly strong—stream of mana begin to flow from Dia.


  It really is irritating just how low this damned dragon’s boiling point is. I suppose she has been this arrogant for centuries though. It might be hard to break the habit.


  “Listen to me,” I snapped at her. “This is your first and last warning. Embarrass me no further.”


  “…Eep!”


  But Dia is my familiar; the inertia inherent to her character means nothing to me.


  “There will not be a second time. Is that understood?”


  “Y-yes…”


  “Right then, Eleanora, what shall—eh? What’s wrong?”


  “…Luke, you… I can’t believe it,” she breathed. “You really bent that powerful monster to your will?”


  “Huh? Yeah… So what?”


  What’s she getting at? Well, I suppose it’s her first time seeing Dia, and she is a pretty powerful monster when it comes right down to it…


  “Mm…heh,” Eleonora began to laugh, softly at first. “Heh heh heh! I knew it… I was right about you!”


  Eleonora’s disturbing laugh sent a shiver down my spine, and every single one of my mental alarm bells started ringing louder than ever.


  “A-actually Luke… I have a dream, you see…”


  “Wait. Stop. Don’t tell me. I’m not interested.”


  “It’s a bit embarrassing… But will you hear me out…?”


  “Are you listening to me? I said no. Stop talking.”


  “You will? You don’t mind? Well, the thing is…”


  “Hey, I don’t—”


  “I want to be pinned down by a really strong guy! Someone I couldn’t beat in a fight, even if I gave it everything I had!! I want to be disciplined! Taught that in the end, I’m just a helpless little girl!”


  “…”


  Why are her eyes gleaming and glittering like that? What’s this desire I feel from her? It’s like extreme ­masochism brewed up with an intense lust for battle. This pervert is definitely a subtype of whatever sort that Alice is.


  …What keeps triggering this?! Alice, Dia, now Eleonora… Why do I seem to attract these sorts of people…?


  I started feeling faint and intensely off-balance.


  “But I’m too strong,” Eleanora continued. “Before I knew it, I was at the top of all the academy rankings! I was totally despairing over what to do, but…then you came along! I finally found my someone! Let’s do it, Luke! Right here, right now! Give me everything you’ve got!”


  “What are you trying to s—”


  I felt a wave of disgust so extreme that it made me tremble, and I made no attempt to disguise the fact. However, just as I began to speak, a great roar of thunder interrupted me.


  “Ugh, what now?”


  As I turned my eyes to the sky, an awful chill of premonition crept up my spine, and I saw it—a bolt of lightning. Oddly enough, it flew right through the clouds above my head, while it literally split the heavens in two.


  Don’t most lightning bolts tend to strike the ground? I thought to myself idly, when suddenly the lightning took a sharp right turn in the air and struck the ground close to where Eleonora and I were standing. At that point, I recognized the presence of a certain mana source I knew quite well.


  “Eh heh heh… Long time no see, Luke! I came to—huh…? Who is she?”


  It was Mia, who appeared alone without a word of warning. She looked comparatively small standing next to Eleonora, but the massive amount of mana she radiated didn’t match her size. She looked at me with those deep, muddy black eyes.


  It only took my brain a fraction of a second to recognize Mia, but in that short time, my thoughts raced so quickly that their pace would have been unimaginable to the average man. Ultimately, my mind was filled with thoughts like “Why?” but for some reason, my mouth produced a different syllable instead.


  “…Eh?”


  A singular grunt of confusion was all that I could manage.
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  L‌UKE WAS QUITE CERTAIN THAT ELEONORA’S character didn’t have such twisted sexual preferences in the original story, and indeed, she did not. She was never meant to be like this. The warping of Luke’s story began to manifest in small ways at first—after all, he had only made one change. It was a simple, straightforward decision to put a bit of effort into things this time. But, just as the smallest butterfly might flap its wings and eventually bring about a hurricane, so too did Luke’s original story continue to careen further and further from its rails.


  “H-hey…Luke? I really tried my best. I saw your Wings of Darkness, and it inspired me to try and zip through the sky too… So I practiced really hard and made this new spell, and—”


  “Stop. Listen to—”


  “So why…?” Mia barreled onward. “Why, why, why?! Don’t tell me…you don’t need me anymore…? Is this girl your new favorite?!”


  “Who is this human female? Master Luke, if her attitude displeases you, I could—”


  “Shut up, Dia. You too, Mia. Everybody, shut up and listen to what I’m saying.”


  Mia’s dark eyes seemed to hold a deep, unfathomable darkness, which drew Luke deeper the longer he held her gaze. He knew that nothing he said could reach her—that she had, for all intents and purposes, lost her mind.


  I should make physical contact to try to bring her back to reality.


  Once Luke’s overstimulated brain arrived at that conclusion, his survival instincts kicked in. He patted Mia lightly on the shoulder.


  “Look closely. That’s Eleonora, of the House of Godwin. You’re the daughter of a count too, right? You must’ve seen her countless times at all those parties.”


  “…Eh? Ah, y-yeah.”


  “You see the carriage too, right?”


  “Yeah…”


  “She’s here to attend the party that’s being held for me. She just arrived. That’s all this is.”


  “I’ve heard about you,” said Eleonora. “You’re Luke’s other fiancée, Mia Cline Lennox, aren’t you? I suppose this is the first time we’re speaking directly. I am Eleonora Rayne Godwin, but you may call me Eleonora. It is nice to meet you.”


  “Ah, r-right… It’s nice to meet you too. I-I’m sorry, I didn’t mean t—”


  “Don’t worry about it. I believe I can somewhat understand how you must feel.”


  “…Mm. I’m s-sorry.”


  Mia’s heart ached as a multitude of emotions flooded into her all at once—her initial emotional outburst, her embarrassment at the misunderstanding, the guilt of having caused such trouble for Luke and Eleonora with her unthinking rudeness. These jumbled-up emotions could not possibly be contained, and inevitably emerged in tears that ran down Mia’s cheeks.


  Luke had an idea of why Mia might be crying. Eleonora looked over at him, indicating with her eyes that he should go and comfort her, but Luke was uncertain. His head was still full of swirling doubts, and that spine-tingling chill hadn’t faded yet.


  One wrong step, and I might just get a knife in my back for my trouble.


  As lamentable as he found the situation, it was a good reminder of just how dangerous Mia was. Luke found himself with a ticking time bomb for a fiancée, but whose fault was that? It was all because of his careless attempt to manipulate Mia into becoming one of his pawns, really. He knew very well that he had nobody to blame but himself for this one. He was also aware that Mia would never have gotten so bad in the first place had he not chosen to get so intensely involved with her.


  Still…what’s she doing here all on her own? This is an official party; she should at least have some relatives, or a few attendants with her… But she flew right here to see me. I’ve got no idea what’s going on right now…


  The reveal of Eleonora’s twisted fetish had already dealt Luke a considerable amount of damage, so the sucker punch of Mia’s arrival sent him reeling. Truthfully, it didn’t take much to completely overload him with mental strain. Luke was, after all, the sort of character who would lock himself up in his parents’ mansion after his very first defeat. Behind his arrogance was undeniable mental fragility—which was, perhaps, the very reason he was originally inclined to keep people at arm’s length.


  Maybe that’s why I feel this way.


  “Stop crying, Mia.”


  Mia sniffled and looked up.


  Luke sank into thought before replying.


  For some reason, I seem to attract women who are predisposed to…a very particular sort of deviance. They’re all weirdo masochists—except Mia.


  Luke really, truly didn’t give a damn about the whole situation, and his mind drifted off to escape the reality before him. That was why, ultimately, he wasn’t thinking too clearly as he spoke his next words:


  “You’re special, Mia.”


  Ah. I’ve really done it now.


  In Luke’s mind, these words were meant to express that Mia was the exception to the rule when it came to the people around him. She was special in that she was not masochistic, as the other girls were. Mia, of course, had no way of knowing that. Predictably, she interpreted what Luke had said in a very different way.


  “Special…?” she repeated. “S-special…”


  The word echoed inside of Mia’s head, repeating itself over and over and over again, until—


  “Ahahahehahngh—”


  Thwump.


  Mia’s brain short-circuited, and she collapsed to the ground.


  “Dear me, you’re even skilled at handling women.”


  “Ahem?” Eleonora’s mocking interjection had little effect on Luke, whose strained mental state and overall lack of forethought barred him from any understanding of why Mia had collapsed, and also why Eleonora was not teasing him.


  “Erm, Master Luke? Why did this human female just fall to the ground?”


  “…How should I know?”


  Dia didn’t seem to understand either.


  Before long, another horse-drawn carriage ­approached the residence. Luke immediately recognized the crest it bore on the side as that of the House of Lonsdale. It stopped in front of them, and Alice disembarked.


  “Luke, how long has b—whatever is happening here…?”


  “…How should I know?!”


  Such were the first words exchanged between Luke and Alice after so many days spent apart.
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A Misjudgment
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  “IT’S ONLY A BRIEF WALK. THERE’S NO NEED FOR you to come along, Alfred.”


  “I ask that you allow me to accompany you regardless, Master Luke.”


  “Hmph. Very well.”


  Luke and Alfred set out for a stroll through the city of Gilbadia. It was an earnest attempt on Luke’s part for a change of pace. Usually, whenever the day’s events took a major mental toll on him, Luke would close his eyes and swing his sword—and that was exactly what he planned to do later. However, he also had to inspect the weapon that Dalkin had made for him, so it was a good opportunity to get out and stretch his legs as well.


  He left Dia at home this time. Considering the massive pile of treasure to sift through in the backyard, she’d be safely preoccupied for a while.


  I feel so…at ease.


  Not only had Alfred served as Luke’s instructor in swordsmanship, but he’d been by his side since the day of his birth. Of course, Luke felt comfortable around him. 


  A pleasant breeze brushed past as the pair walked through the city. It was clear to everyone else on the street that these two were not commoners—something about the air around them made that immediately obvious, and they naturally attracted attention wherever they went. To Luke, however, this was just a fact of everyday life. It ceased to concern him long ago.


  “I apologize for the rudeness of this request, Master Luke, but might I be allowed to spar with you once more?”


  “Mwa ha. That’s rather unusual. Why do you ask, Alfred?”


  Luke turned his head a little to look back at Alfred, who walked a pace behind his master and gave him a lopsided grin.


  “I know that look. You’ve got something new, haven’t you? Those are the eyes of a martial artist eager to test out a move.”


  “Yes, that is part of my reasoning.”


  “Oh? Why else?”


  “I wish to feel it for myself—that technique of yours.”


  Luke looked Alfred directly in the eyes and saw that there were two distinct lights behind them. One was the burning flame of a warrior, and the other…well…


  It doesn’t happen all that often, but Alfred really can get a little unhinged at times.


  That same dangerous glint was in his eyes now too. With all his experience in such matters and an acute sense for trouble, Luke picked up on it immediately. Even so…


  “Mwa ha,” he laughed. “Very well.”


  I don’t have the option of refusing him, and honestly? I don’t even want to. I’m actually looking forward to this.


  There were very few individuals who were capable of crossing swords with Luke.


  “Thank you, Master Luke.”


  “Not at all,” Luke replied. “I’m ready any time…or so I’d like to say, but I don’t suppose this can happen until the party is over. How irritating.”


  “Heh. That cannot be helped, Master Luke.”


  Eleonora had already arrived for the party, as had several other noble guests. Luke was aware of just how much time this whole event would steal from him with countless greetings and miscellaneous formalities—yet still, there was joy in his heart.


  “I will hone my technique so that you might enjoy our sparring as much as possible.”


  “I’m looking forward to it. Be careful, though, mind? Those other damn nobles still disdain swordsmanship in all its forms—that has not changed.”


  “Yes, I am aware.”


  “Right.”


  That was where the conversation ended. Neither Luke nor Alfred spoke much, but there was nothing awkward about their interactions. They felt the breeze as they walked, took in the familiar city sights, and enjoyed the slow, quiet passage of time in each other’s company. The stroll did more to heal Luke’s heart than any advanced Healing spell ever could.


  “…Hm?”


  Just as Dalkin’s blacksmith shop came into view, Luke spied a familiar individual. The person’s back was to him, but Luke recognized him instantly.


  “Ah. Zack.”


  “Wha—Gyaaahaha!”


  “Hey. Why do you look so surprised?”


  “It’s nothing… Ah, my apologies. I haven’t seen you in some time, so my tolerance—er, I mean, my… I… I was just a little surprised, that’s all! Aha…”


  “Mwa ha ha.”


  Luke couldn’t help but laugh. Though the feeling was clearly not mutual, to say the least, Zack was most certainly one of Luke’s favorite people. He hadn’t known Zack nearly as long as Alfred, but he still felt strangely calm around him, to such an extent that Luke seemed to subconsciously try to keep Zack by his side whenever he could—much to Zack’s horror.


  “Well then,” Zack said uneasily. “Master Luke, Al… I’ll be seeing y—eh?”


  Before Zack could get away, a shabby-looking horse-drawn luggage carriage stopped in front of the three of them. Luke immediately recognized that its occupant was no noble.


  “Luke Witharia Gilbert, eh?”


  Three rough-looking men emerged from the carriage. Zack had an awful feeling about what was about to happen, and Luke started feeling terribly displeased as well. Alfred took a step forward.


  “Watch your tongue. Do you know whom you are speaking to?”


  “Like I give a damn about manners here,” one of the men replied. “Listen up. We’ve got your mother, Julia Rodelle Gilbert.”


  “…What?”


  “Hmph.”


  Luke thought for a moment.


  …What’s with this tacked-on addition to the plot? They’ve got real balls to take us out here in the open where everyone can see. Do they not mind being seen, or is this just bad planning? And I’m 90 percent sure that line about kidnapping my mother was just a bluff…but I suppose I can’t completely write off that 10 percent chance they really have her in custody.


  The man spoke again, sounding angrier this time, as if he was frustrated at Luke’s complete lack of reaction to the threat.


  “If you ever want to see her alive again, get in the carriage!”


  “Very well. Just me?”


  “No, all three of you!”


  “Right.”


  Luke turned to look back.


  “Alfred. Zack. It looks like the two of you are coming with me.”


  “Such was my intent, Master Luke.”


  “Of course I’m coming too,” Zack said unexpectedly. “I can’t let what these three are doing slide.”


  Luke had never seen that particular expression on Zack’s face before. The sight of it made him smile a little.


  “Get those shackles of mana sealing on ’em! Take the swords off their belts too! Don’t resist, y’hear?”


  “I hadn’t planned on it.”


  Just as promised, the three of them jumped onto the back of the carriage. No one complained—and in fact, Luke grinned from ear to ear the entire time.
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  “Dear me… Did you really come all this way without your parents’ permission?”


  “Mm… I-I’m sorry.”


  “Where’s the sense in apologizing to me?”


  Mia bowed her head in remorse, which made her even smaller than usual, and drew a sigh from Alice in response. From what Alice gathered, Mia had been unable to repress her desire to meet with Luke, and thus hurried over to see him in person as soon as possible. Obviously, such behavior was most unbecoming of the daughter of a prominent aristocrat, and these actions could only damage her house. But Alice couldn’t exactly blame Mia for what she had done; Alice saw a bit too much of herself in the girl for that, and she was painfully aware of how Mia must have felt.


  She really is just an awkward little girl, this one.


  Alice understood Mia’s thought process, but that didn’t mean that she would show her any empathy. In Alice’s eyes, Mia’s feelings didn’t justify her actions in the slightest. It was a personal flaw on Mia’s part that she had been unable to contain her own emotions.


  “You cannot go causing trouble for Luke, you do understand?”


  “I… Yes. I really am so sorry…”


  Alice’s harsh words hung in the chilly air. There was a hint of anger in her tone, and it only grew sharper as she continued to speak. However, Mia hardly had room to object.


  “Oh, Alice, don’t be so strict with her.”


  Just then, a gentle voice interrupted their conversation.


  “Lady Julia. It has been too long.”


  “Ah… It is nice to see you again.”


  It was Julia, Luke’s mother. At the moment, she wore a gorgeous formal dress, but Julia herself was so beautiful that even women held their breath when they first saw her. In a word, she was enchanting. Alice bowed her head at once, and Mia followed suit.


  “Allow me to handle this business with Mia. I’ll take it from here, Alice, if you don’t mind.”


  “N-no, please! I cannot allow my problems to trouble you, Lady J—”


  “It’s fine,” Julia interrupted. “We are going to be family after all, aren’t we? You need not concern yourself with this any further.”


  “A-ah!”


  Julia looked a little like Luke in that moment, and Mia instinctively knew that she would not be allowed to object any further.


  “Yes… Thank you very much…”


  Julia laughed lightly and turned to the maid at her side.


  “Pass on everything that was just said to my husband, will you?”


  “Of course, Lady Julia.”


  The maid bowed curtly, then set off down the hall. Still a bit confused by the situation, Mia could do little but gaze blankly at the maid’s back as she walked away.


  “Right then, you two. Let us have a talk, shall we? Just us girls. Follow me.”


  “Yes, Lady Julia.”


  “Y-yes.”


  Neither of the girls could refuse, of course. That would never have been permitted. Julia’s tone was confident and intimidating, and she instilled her words with the faintest hint of a threat. Alice and Mia had no choice but to do exactly as they were instructed.
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  “Oh my goodness, aren’t you two just adorable?! Let me give you both a hug!”


  “…Eh?”


  “Ahh!”


  The moment the three of them entered the room, Julia smiled with the genuine delight of an innocent little child. She pulled Alice and Mia into an embrace.


  “Luke really has found himself two wonderful girls, heh heh.”


  Every trace of that commanding authority she ­exuded a moment ago vanished. Julia’s transformation was so great that Alice and Mia couldn’t help but be taken aback.


  “I want to hear all about the academy and how you and Luke met, Mia! We’ve got the time, so you don’t mind, do you?”


  Julia smiled at them; she looked innocent and charming. Alice and Mia exchanged glances. They didn’t know where to start and how much to say, so at first, they both chose their words very carefully; they spoke slowly and hesitated over every disclosure. Julia listened quietly. Sometimes she laughed at the odd line, and sometimes she threw in a word or two herself.


  “So then I just burst into tears…”


  “Oh, Luke really did that? I’m so sorry, Mia.”


  “Excuse me, Lady Julia,” Alice interjected. “But it was Mia’s fault for crying at such a slight.”


  “Y-yes!” Mia exclaimed. “I was in the wrong! I’m always thinking about ways I could be useful to Luke, but… I keep causing problems for him instead…”


  “Indeed, you do,” Alice remarked snidely.


  “Ahh…”


  “Heh heh.”


  Julia laughed happily as she watched the two girls converse.


  “I am glad that you two seem to be so friendly.”


  “We are most certainly not friends,” Alice replied swiftly. “But…I am glad that Luke chose Mia over certain other girls. That is all.”


  “…Eh?”


  Mia was shocked. At the same time, she felt a warm sensation rising in her chest at those words.


  “You really do love Luke from the bottom of your heart, don’t you, Alice?” asked Julia.


  “Yes.”


  Alice’s reply was swift and definitive. Her facial expression didn’t falter for even a second. Mia, on the other hand, turned bright red and became extremely agitated upon being asked the same question.


  “What about you, Mia?”


  “Wh-wha…?! Ah, ahem… Y-yes… I l-love him…”


  Mia looked down, appearing as if she had never been so embarrassed before in her life. Julia smiled kindly at their polar-opposite reactions to her inquiry.


  “Luke has always been able to do anything he set his mind to, like it was nothing at all to him. As his mother, I understand I would be one to say this, of course, but he truly is flawless. Doesn’t being by his side ever tire you two out?”


  “Not at all. Never.”


  “M-me neither! Just as Alice said!”


  “Heh heh… You girls really are wonderful.”


  Julia laughed modestly, then took a sip of her tea.


  “This might be a little too forward of me, but I wish you to hear this regardless.”


  Then, slowly at first, she began to tell Alice and Mia what she had most wanted to convey to them that day.


  “Luke doesn’t let his emotions come to the surface much, so it might be difficult for you to tell what he’s thinking. Cold and distant as he may be at times, if he really did dislike either of you, he wouldn’t choose to keep you by his side. He is not capable of tolerating those he hates, I know that for certain. That is why I am also quite certain of something else—that both of you are loved by him. I’m his mother; I just know these things.”


  In that moment, both Alice and Mia found powerful comfort within Julia’s words. Somehow, they knew that Julia was not just saying it to make them happy, but because it was true.


  “This is also me speaking from experience, you know?” Julia added. “Heh heh heh.”


  Julia laughed mischievously.


  Just then, there was a knock at the door.


  “Oh, who could that be? Please, enter.”


  “Excuse me.”


  “Oh, Elly!”


  “It has been too long, Lady Julia.”


  Eleonora entered the room, bowed once to Julia, then began to speak with grave urgency.


  “Please forgive my rudeness, but I have received word that Luke was seen boarding the carriage of an unknown individual.”


  “…What did you just say?”


  Suddenly, the air filled with tension.


  “I would like to go and check on him in person—my Spatial magic will make that easy enough,” Eleonora said decisively. “I have already received the permission of Lord Claude. Speaking purely in terms of objective strength, I should be the one to set out and locate him.”


  “Wait. I shall accompany you.”


  “I-I’m going too!”


  Alice and Mia reacted immediately, but their participation could not be so quickly agreed upon, and their position as the daughters of noble houses meant that their setting out to find Luke would likely complicate things later down the road.


  “I’m not going to fight anyone,” Eleonora insisted. “If anything happens, I’ll bring him home. You two stay here and wait for us to return.”


  “You are not making sense,” Alice objected. “No matter what you may say now, if you find yourself confronted with a fight, then you must engage. Luke would never back down from such a challenge.”


  “I think so too,” Mia added. “I won’t be a burden to you, I swear it! Please, take me with you!”


  “…Hmph. The two of you are strong, I’ll give you that,” Eleonora said hesitantly. “What would you have me do, Lady Julia?”


  Julia was silent for only a brief moment.


  “Very well,” she conceded. “I will take responsibility for this action. But in return, you are to ensure that Luke is brought home safely. Is that clear?”


  Julia decided, in that moment, to accept the girls’ wishes and allow them to go and rescue her son.


   


  2


   


  L‌UKE WAS NOT FOND OF WAITING, BUT ON THAT day, he unfortunately found himself waiting quite a long time. His captors fitted him with shackles that sealed off his magical abilities, and he had not resisted as the uncouth men ushered him into their carriage. By this point, it had been roughly thirty minutes since he first boarded, which was excruciatingly intolerable by Luke’s standards. Fed up with all of it, he soon reached the limit of what he could endure.


  “Hey! Just how long do you expect me to wait in th—”


  “Shut up! Shut your mouth and sit down!”


  “…Huh?”


  The man might not have realized it, but that response was akin to stepping on a tiger’s tail or tickling a sleeping dragon—Luke’s interlocutor had done something drastic. Luke chose to enter the luggage carriage of his own free will, but after so many minutes of pointless and unpleasant jostling, he was clearly in a terrible mood.


  Oh man, Zack thought. You’re definitely done for now…


  Zack was fairly used to the freezing cold anger that Luke dealt out and knew what was to come for the man who had just insulted him.


  “I am magnanimous,” Luke said dangerously, “so I will ask you once more. Listen. Think. Choose your words carefully.”


  “…Gah.”


  First came the trembling. As he gazed at Luke, the ruffian felt as if something had its hands around his heart, and he failed to even notice the way his legs began to suddenly quiver. His instincts were human, and he could do nothing to resist them. He was but a boy, not yet halfway through his life, and felt as if he were facing down a great monster looming above him.


  No… Calm down, don’t get scared. Th-the humans in this country can’t use skills… Heck, I don’t even think they know they exist, right? With no magic, this guy should be powerless. I heard some rumor that one of them took down an elemental dragon on his own, but that’s gotta be bullshit!


  The man had his pride. He had walked through hell to get to where he was in life and fought tooth and nail for all he had—as far removed from the fancy extravagances of the aristocracy as it was.


  “Sh-shut up! Sit down and be quiet!”


  That was his second mistake. He started to shout, drew his sword, and pointed it directly at Luke. Ignoring his instincts, he chose instead to defend his pride.


  “…So that’s your answer, eh?”


  Then everything happened in a flash.


  Suddenly, there was a shortsword in Luke’s hands. He had been hiding it in his sleeves, of course, but to the man it must have seemed to appear as if from nowhere.


  “—Huh? H-how did you…?”


  Luke tossed the blade up into the air and caught it in his mouth, then—Slash.


  He swung the sword with his teeth and cut the tie that bound his shackles together. He was still unable to use magic, as the shackles themselves were still around his wrists, but just gaining the freedom to use his hands was more than enough for Luke. The luggage carriage was on the larger side but not particularly spacious. With his incredible speed, Luke rapidly closed in on the man, and—


  “Excuse me.”


  Somehow, for whatever reason, Alfred got to him first. It was all so completely unexpected that when he saw Alfred closing in on him, the man briefly froze up. Instinctively—admirably—however, he managed to draw his sword from its sheath.


  “Sla—”


  “Hmph. I knew it. The likes of you could never even pose a threat to Master Luke.”


  Whether there was any point to the man’s act of resistance was a different story.


  Alfred made two quick strikes with his sword, which seemed to have appeared from nowhere. The first hit sank the blade into the man’s shoulder, which effectively neutralized him as a threat, while the second delivered a gruesome slash that sent a large portion of his right forearm thudding to the floor.


  “Gaaaaaaaah!”


  It would have been easy for Alfred to kill the man, but the consequences that that might entail would be such a pain to deal with that he decided against it. The man fell to the floor of the carriage, clutching at the stubby remains of his arm and rolling about in agony.


  “Mwa ha… There was no need for that,” said Luke. 


  “Please forgive me, Master Luke. I did not intend to rob you of your enjoyment.”
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  “Th-that sure looks like it hurts,” Zack said. “O-oh, huh, how come I’m the only one still in shackles…? Ah, erm… I’m sorry, but would you mind taking these off for me…? Aha ha…”


  Alfred bowed his head in apology, while Luke looked somewhat satisfied with what had just happened. Zack laughed awkwardly, a little ashamed that he was the only one whose hands were still bound.


  “My aaaaarm! It hurts! Crap, it hurts so much!”


  “What?! What happened?!”


  The disarmed ruffian’s cries of pain drew the attention of his comrades. The two men handling the horses up front noticed something was wrong and shouted out to their companion. In the same instant, two shadows leapt from a corner of the luggage carriage—an event that surprised even Luke.


  I hadn’t noticed their presence until this very moment. Those two are incredibly adept at concealing themselves… Just who are they?


  The two hooded figures looked human, and Luke immediately took up a combat stance as a precaution. However, the figures charged straight past him. Instead, they headed directly for the two men who were minding the carriage horses.


  “Don’t kill them!”


  “…Understood.”


  Sensing that the pair had no hostility toward him, and thus they would do nothing to interfere with his goals, Luke quickly called out to Alfred to let them pass. He received a short reply. The cloaked individuals reached the men at incredible speed and pressed their shortswords to their necks.


  “Hey now, no moving about. Let’s slowly bring this carriage to a stop, eh?”


  “…Feh. Who the heck are you?”


  The man’s voice was steeped in regret and frustration at his inability to resist. The answer to his question, however, came from someone else entirely.


  “Heck! If it ain’t Canis and Ferris!” Zack exclaimed. “What in the world are you two doing here?!”


  “Aha ha…long time no see. Oh, and if it isn’t Master Luke, and Master Alfred too.”


  “…Long time.”


  “Hmph. You’re those two beastlings.”


  Luke remembered the two from their encounter outside Dalkin’s blacksmith. But I don’t care about that now. I’m far more interested in whatever stealthy abilities they must have.


  Not even Luke had been capable of detecting Canis and Ferris as they hid in the corner of the carriage.


  “Augh… It hurts! It huuuurts…”


  “Abent! Damn it, how could you!”


  “Recommend quiet,” Ferris snapped curtly, “if don’t want die.”


  “Gah…fuck! Please, listen to me! We just got hired by some woman to do this! Never even met her before in our l—”


  “Shut up.”


  The man gasped sharply, but remained silent.


  Ferris’s intense aura cowed the man into submission. She took off her hood, which revealed that she was still wearing her turban underneath. Luke glanced sideways at her as he untied Zack and Alfred and released them from their bonds.


  “Damn it, damn it, damn it… This ain’t what we were promised! I thought you lot could only use magic! They said you couldn’t even use skills, and now… Ahhhh… My arm…”


  The man’s tear-soaked face was screwed up in pain as he pathetically bemoaned his fate. He clearly no longer had the will to fight, and that fact alone meant that Luke had no further interest in him.


  However, one thing the man said caught his attention.


  “I see… Mwa ha ha, now I understand everything.”


  It was like a fog had been lifted from Luke’s mind. All his uncertainty about the mysterious non-magical power that he sensed within himself—in an instant, the nature of this power became clear.


  “This fighting spirit, the power that lives within the mind and body of all fearsome warriors… Elevating that power is what allows us to perform these special abilities you call skills. Mwa ha ha, I see it now. It’s just like the relationship between mana and magic, isn’t it? Perhaps this is the power that Abel has been using to—”


  “A-ahem, Master Luke? What exactly are you speaking about?”


  “Nothing. It doesn’t concern you. What are you two beastlings doing here, any—huh?” Luke paused, sensing danger. “Isn’t that…? Damn it. They came faster than I expected…”


  Just as Luke was attempting to ask Canis and Ferris what they were doing there, he felt the presence of incredibly strong mana nearby. The presence was one he knew all too well—and so he knew exactly what was about to happen. A magic circle appeared in the air right beside Luke, and mere seconds later, three young women stepped out.


  “Oh, hello there, Luke,” Alice said, nonchalantly. “I’m glad to see that you look well.”


  “Luke’s enemies…” Mia murmured.


  “Oh, so you’re already finished? I was expecting someone stronger,” Eleonora remarked.


  Luke couldn’t help but sigh at these chaotic additions to an already-complicated situation. Then, realizing that Eleonora’s magic would make the trip home much faster, he managed to force himself into a more positive state of mind.


  “Hey. You. Where is this carriage headed?” he demanded.


  “Back to our base,” the ruffian answered, after some hesitation.


  “Right. Take us there.”


  “Huh? N-no, I… Please, just don’t kill me—”


  “Shut up and do it.”


  Luke had just intended to waste some time by playing along with the men, but it appeared that they had been hired by another for their task.


  This was carefully planned out, then. And from what Alice just told me, my mother is safe at home, so…why did they do this? What was their plan?


  Luke set out to determine the motive of whatever mastermind was behind his attempted kidnapping.


  Mwa ha…skills, eh? This was an informative exchange. Who in the world would be so foolish as to try to kidnap me, in any case?


  Luke looked off into the void with a wide grin plastered across his face.


   


  ***


   


  “Eh?!”


  Somewhere far away, in a certain room decorated with simple furniture, an oddly dressed woman fell from her chair in surprise.


  “What…? Did he just see me?”


  Trembling, the woman straightened her nun’s robes and approached the crystal once more. She peered inside, but the golden-haired boy within was no longer looking in her direction.


  “It was just my imagination…wasn’t it? Hoo…that gave me such a shock. It’s fine. Calm down, Nicole… Everything’s going to be okay…”


  Attempting to reassure herself, she calmly analyzed the information available to her.


  “Milestia is far behind the other nations in every respect but the magical… But that kid… Dark just used a skill! Did another human from one of the other nations teach it to him? Perhaps a friend of his shared their advanced combat techniques…? That’s the only way I can make sense of this…”


  There was so much that Nicole had yet to understand, but she knew she had gained important intel. She had only intended to sound the boy out, but her reward had been much greater than anticipated. Thinking over her position carefully, Nicole returned her gaze to the crystal.


   


  ***


   


  “What are you doing here, Alice?”


  “Isn’t that obvious? I’m here because I love you.”


  “You’re not answering me. Mia, did someone order you three to come here?”


  “Th-that was so…mean…”


  As Alice worked herself up into a breathless fluster, Mia did her best to answer.


  “Erm… There was this report that you’d been taken onto someone’s carriage, and so Eleonora got permission from Lady Julia to come and check on you, and the two of us decided to come with her.”


  “Well, that seems straightforward enough. Alice, are you truly incapable of giving a simple explanation?”


  Mia let out a little gasp, pleased to receive a compliment, while Alice only grew more excited by the look of contempt directed her way.


  “I’m sorry…wh-when you look at me like that, I c-can’t—”


  “…Hmph.”


  “Ha ha ha, you three sure are a friendly bunch,” chuckled Eleonora.


  “In any case,” said Luke, turning his sharp gaze on the two cloaked figures, Canis and Ferris. “There’s a lot I want to ask you two, but let’s start with what you’re doing here.”


  “Aha ha… Well, er, we saw you, Zack, and your servant getting taken away, y’see? We sorta just dove right into the back of this carriage with you. Turns out you didn’t need any of our help in the end, though, eh? Jeez…”


  “That’s why you came, huh?” Zack chimed in. “Well, heck, thanks!”


  “Don’t mention it…”


  Canis turned to Zack and gave him a carefree chuckle—keeping a sideways eye on Luke, even as he turned. There was a look of intense fear in Canis’s eyes.


  So he can use skills after all, eh? I’ve done my reading, so I know what a huge accomplishment it is for a teenager to learn how to use a skill without ever being taught…


  What that meant was that the boy standing before Canis had single-handedly upended the very concept of skills, of what was even possible. He broke the rules established since time immemorial. Canis caught his breath, barely able to conceal the shiver of terror that ran through his body.


  Luke sensed some of his emotions, but didn’t yet understand the reason behind them, and ultimately didn’t have much interest either way. What drew Luke’s interest most of all was that he had been unable to detect the two beastlings concealed in the carriage. Just as he started to ask about it, he felt someone tugging on his sleeve. He looked down to see the other beastling standing there—the one they called Ferris.


  “What is it?” Luke asked.


  “…Want to talk. Tonight…m’lord.”


  The formality at the end of her sentence sounded truly awkward, and she also spoke the word a little too quietly for some reason. Luke didn’t understand why, but he had much to discuss with the two beastlings himself, and so he was more than happy to accept her invitation.


  “Sure. I don’t mind.”


  “Thanks.”


  …She’s gone and done it again.


  Canis’s exceptional hearing abilities allowed him to pick up on their conversation.


  I’m going to have to scold her again for that one.


  “Who is she?”


  Alice suddenly stepped in between Luke and the beastling, and, seemingly offended by the secrecy of their exchange, made her displeasure apparent.


  “I don’t know who you are, but you’re being awfully familiar with Luke for a slave, no?”


  “Oh! Could it be?!” Mia yelped. “Are you one of Luke’s new—”


  “A n-new woman…?!” Alice interjected. “Am I being cuc—”


  “Cut it out, will you?”


  “Eh? Were you talking to me too?”


  Mia had been about to say “pawns,” but Alice misunderstood and promptly got herself all excited as usual. Luke, who was used to such things by now, sensed where the conversation was going and put a stop to it. Sighing, he turned his mind to other matters.


  “Hey. You,” said Luke, turning to the man writhing on the floor, holding the stump of his arm.


  “Gah… Wh-what do you want…?”


  “Who hired you?”


  “I-I don’t know…”


  “Are you telling the truth?”


  “Y-yeah, I ain’t lyin’! I’m old friends with the boss, so I was there when the deal went down! They had this hood over their head, couldn’t even tell if they were a man or a woman! The coin was good though…”


  “Hmph. You’re mercenaries?”


  “…Yeah. Look, I really am sorry ’bout this! I’ll give you as much money as you want! Just please, spare me my l—”


  “Enough talk. None of it will save you. Shut up and take us to your boss.”


  “…Urk!”


  The man had felt relaxed about the day’s task. It had been a standard request, coin in hand—nothing out of the ordinary.


  Just what in the heck have we gotten ourselves mixed up in…?


  But no amount of regret would change the situation. In the end, it came down to one particular skill set that all three men in the carriage lacked—the ability to sniff out danger, and the sense to run away from it in time.


   


  3


   


  BEFORE LONG, THE GROUP CAME ACROSS A cave guarded by two men outside.


  “Oh, good work, lads,” one of the guards called out. “That noble kid must’ve gone down like a—”


  “Sorry. I’m sorry, we screwed up…”


  The luggage carriage came to a gentle stop, and Luke and his companions descended from the back. A second later, two cold blades were pressed to the necks of the guards.


  “…Yeah. I can see that now.”


  In the middle of it all, the man missing half his arm tumbled out and landed roughly in the dirt.


  “Wh—Abent!”


  “Gather all of the mercenaries from inside your cave. Every last one,” Luke spat at the guards, his expression unchanging. A look of puzzlement flashed over the faces of the two men.


  “You three. Go with them.”


  “…Ah!”


  “Are you sure?” asked Canis.


  “Yeah, let them go.”


  “Understood.”


  Canis and Ferris released the men. Luke turned back to the injured man they had called Abent and indicated with his eyes that he should follow. The mercenaries would do anything for money and balked at no evil act, providedenough coin was offered in recompense—but as men who had fought many battles side by side, they also had a strong sense of companionship among their ranks.


  Idiot…letting his hostages go so easily…


  Abent was confused, but his sense of relief was much stronger.


  If we can just get back to our men, we can work out the rest of this.


  He looked over at the group around the carriage.


  Eight, including our target, the boy, and three of them clearly aren’t fighters, just pretty noble girls.


  “Hurry it up. I will not wait long.”


  “Sure. We’ll be right back with everyone.”


  Lending a shoulder to their injured friend, the three men entered the cave together, smiling faintly to themselves as they retreated. Several minutes passed before they returned.


  “Yo, Mr. Aristocrat! I hear you had some trouble with our men, eh?”


  There were just under fifty of the mercenaries, by Luke’s count.


  “Hmph. Is that all of you?”


  “…What did you just say?”


  The leader of the mercenary band, Agolte, narrowed his eyes just a little at Luke’s remark. The boy hadn’t reacted at all to the great number of men assembled before him.


  Agolte could hardly be blamed for that, though—he and the rest of his group had a dire lack of intel on magic. They thought of magic users as weird people who did unsettling things sometimes, but little more. Agolte did not let his guard slip, however. The man whose arm Luke had taken off was the third most powerful member of his group, and Agolte could not just ignore what had been done to him, not to mention the fact that Abent also just happened to be an old, dear friend.


  Don’t think I’ll let you die easy. You’re gonna see hell before the end, kid.


  Agolte’s comrade had been hurt, and that could not stand. He had taken the decision to target Luke, of course, but that was all forgotten now—all that remained was pure, unadulterated rage.


  “…That’s really all you’ve got?”


  “Huh?”


  Suddenly, Luke deflated, clearly disappointed. This display, of course, only further served to irritate the mercenaries confronting him.


  “Alice.”


  “Yes?”


  “You do it.”


  “Oh, really?” Alice asked, surprised. “You don’t mind if I take your fun?”


  “I do not. I wish to see your magic again. It has been too long.”


  “Mm…a-ah!”


  Pure, unfiltered joy ran through Alice’s whole body like an electric current—a sort of ecstasy that she had never felt before.


  “What?” Luke blinked at her.


  “Nothing,” Alice replied quickly. “Now, I will show you every part of me—whatever it is that you wish to see.”


  Magic circles materialized one after the other, lined up in rows reaching up into the sky. A massive amount of freezing cold mana began to gather, and soon whipped up into a raging wind with Alice at their center. The mercenaries watched in fear, though they lacked common sense and underestimated magic users, even though they could see the immediate danger in whatever was happening.


  “Wh-what is that thing?”


  “Boss! Th-this is messed up! I dunno what’s happenin’, but she looks real freakin’ strong! We gotta get outta h—”


  “Ridiculous! Look at what they did to Abent! We ain’t backin’ down! Get her, lads!”


  The men rushed forward as one, ready for battle. They quickly closed in on Alice, each trying desperately to cut her head from her shoulders.


  But then—


  “World of Ice.”


  The merciless cold overcame the men, and they froze solid in mere seconds. 


  Alice, in the original story, was not meant to be the type of character who would put much effort into anything at all. Meeting Luke, however, had completely twisted her fate. Her desire to become stronger only grew after witnessing the mock battle between Luke and her older brother, Yolande. And since that day, she worked tirelessly toward that aim. Her incredible talent, refined and perfected to its very limit, had bloomed into overwhelming magical power.


  “Marvelous…”


  It was not just the men that Alice had frozen, but the majority of the area around the mouth of the cave. Luke looked upon the newly silver world spread out before him and could not help but let out a solitary word of admiration for what Alice had done.


  “Heh heh, thank you.”


  Luke rarely saw Alice so shy about anything.


  “That really was wonderful,” Eleonora remarked with obvious excitement. “I didn’t know that you were so…so… Um, A-Alice! Could we…? Would you want to fight me? Like, so we can really go at it?!”


  Perhaps too much excitement.


  “Wh-whoa,” Zack breathed, dumbfounded. “Cool…”


  In contrast, Zack’s simplistic comment made him sound like a little kid. He stared at Alice in shock, and felt a cold sweat drip down the back of his neck.


  This is freakin’ terrifying! Did that pretty girl do all this?! Huh?! Magic’s so scary!


  Zack thought he’d built up a degree of resistance to seeing demonstrations of monstrous strength, given the days he had spent with Luke, but Alice’s brutal display made him realize he still wasn’t used to seeing magic at all. In an instant, the fight concluded very decisively, as evidenced by the frost-covered men standing before them—men who would never move again.


  But it wasn’t over yet.
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  “L-Luke… Look at mine too…”


  “Huh? Oh…”


  Luke had been so taken by Alice’s magic that it took him a moment to notice Mia. She had also worked up a massive amount of mana in a short span of time. Unlike Alice’s refined magic, there was something in the rough, cutting rage of her power that entranced Luke—something powered by a terrible, intense jealousy within Mia’s heart. In truth, although Mia had acknowledged Alice as Luke’s fiancée, her heart was not in line with her head. Not all of her emotions were logical. Mia wanted Luke to see her—and only her.


  More, more, more, more…


  Her mana continued to swell up with endless menacing thoughts and emotions.


  Luke watched with rapt fascination.


  He knew he should have stopped her, but he couldn’t. He had such an intense desire to see what Mia’s spell would do that he swallowed his words.


  …When did these two get so strong?


  At first, nothing about Alice’s and Mia’s abilities in combat had interested Luke at all—but the derailing of the original story had brought about incredibly rapid growth within them both. All of it was caused by their meeting with Luke.


  “Hammer of Lightning.”


  A clap of thunder boomed over the world of ice, splitting it in twain as a single bolt of lightning fell to the ground like punishment from the heavens above. There was something divine about the way it looked—and something unreal.


  “…Aha ha ha ha! What wonderful magic.”


  Why can’t I suppress my laughter?


  Not even Luke himself was aware of how twisted his smile had become in that moment. As if making a mockery of the laws of nature, the lightning strike melted the world of ice in an instant. The ice became water, which was then superheated so rapidly that it resulted in a steam explosion.


  The air expanded at incredible speed. Luke knew that an explosion was possible—that was why he considered stopping Mia in the first place—but it was something else to watch it happen before his eyes.


  Then, out of nowhere, another powerful mana source joined the fray.


  “Spatial Severance.”


  Eleonora surrounded their party with one of her spells.


  “Mwa ha. That wasn’t necessary.”


  “Don’t be like that. Let me do something too,” Eleonora responded.


  There was a resounding boom, and everything in the vicinity was blown away like scraps of paper in the wind, transforming the whole area into nothing but scorched earth. Body parts and chunks of flesh from the frozen mercenaries flew every which way—including toward Luke and his companions, of course, but Eleonora’s magic blocked all of the projectiles from reaching them.


  “…I’m sorry.”


  Mia mumbled a tiny apology as the dust began to settle around the party. She somehow looked even smaller than she usually did.


  I’m always like this… I can’t do anything right…


  Filled with intense feelings of self-reproach, tears formed in the corners of her eyes. Just as she sensed they were ready to spill forth, she felt a hand on her shoulder.


  “Good job. I can see you’ve really been working on that one.”


  “Ah… Th-thank you…”


  “…What are you thanking me for?”


  No words could have granted Mia greater salvation in that moment. The sweet poison had long since soaked into her heart, but this was a fresh injection.


  Suddenly, Luke stared off into the empty air, then took an action that was completely beyond the understanding of everyone present.


  “You enjoyed that, did you? Get a load of this then: Dark Spirit Drain.”


  Luke activated his spell and directed it toward the nothingness before him.


   


  ***


   


  When Luke signed his contract with the ice dragon Dia, it taught him something new. From that day on, he became certain of a particular fact.


  The existence of invisible bonds of magic.


  Magic researchers had spent countless years driving themselves to distraction studying the topic and were finally on the verge of a breakthrough—but of course, Luke had no way of knowing any of that. He knew from experience that such bonds existed. His familiar contract with Dia meant that he could sense the dragon’s life force, no matter how much distance separated the two of them.


  Just before Luke and his companions boarded the luggage cart to that fateful cave, he felt the presence of some unknown individual’s mana, thanks to the active Information magic spells that he surrounded himself with constantly. He investigated further, careful not to give himself away, and found that he was being watched. It was then that Luke was struck by a moment of inspiration.


  “Perhaps the same magical bonds are present when casting long-range spells such as these too? In that case, I might be able to use them to my advantage…” he pondered, as he developed a theory.


  Then Luke’s monstrous talent kicked in. “I can do this.” He knew. He began by carefully performing a reverse search to locate whoever was spying on him, bearing in mind that he was always being observed. By the time he reached the mercenaries’ cave, he was certain of the watcher’s location—the capital city of the Kingdom of Milestia. Luke was ever so slightly surprised. Given the distance between here and the capital, this spell must be incredibly precise.


  “You enjoyed that, did you? Get a load of this then: Dark Spirit Drain.”


  The distance posed no issue for Luke, however. He simply ran his dark magic up the invisible lines connecting him to the unknown observer, and—


   


  ***


   


  The incredible magic power of those two young girls flashed before my eyes. I was already cautious of the terrible strength possessed by Milestia’s magic users, and the alarming display did nothing to assuage that fear.


  As I reeled from those events…


  “…Eh?” My target, Dark, laughed at me. A moment later, Dark mana began flooding out from the crystal, which I had been using to watch him.


  “G-gah… Ah! Ahh!”


  I felt as if a hole had opened up inside me, and all my mana was being mercilessly sucked out. No matter how hard I tried to hold him off, it was no use, and the feeble act of resistance only made me feel even more powerless. “Wh-what…is this…?”


  “Hmph, non-elemental magic. A variant usage of Information magic, some kind of magic tool…? Or perhaps you’re using the tool to boost your own spells? It matters not.”


  I could no longer even properly hear what Dark was saying. It didn’t hurt, exactly—there was no suffering. That made it all the more terrifying, though, in the end. My whole body was ruled by an indescribably intense sensation of pleasure, and old memories floated back into my mind. I remembered when I was just a little girl, sending my prayers up to God above.


  I remember needing to urinate. I needed to go so badly that I just couldn’t take it any longer. But I…couldn’t say anything. You can’t just go asking if you’re allowed to visit the bathroom while you’re in the middle of praying to God. That’s why, I—


  I wet myself.


  Th-that’s it. This feeling of having my mana forcefully sucked out of me by Dark magic… It’s that same sensation I had when I lost control of my bladder back then. I’ve tried so hard to forget it, but I remember it clearly… Shame, humiliation, and a tinge of guilty pleasure at the feeling of finally being free.


  I felt my body tremble.


  “Th-this is not good. In fact, it’s incredibly dangerous… Mm…aah!”


  It was as my body trembled that I realized something.


  I want more. Why do I feel like this?


  …No, Nicole! You can’t! Only a fool would surrender themselves to such fleeting pleasures! Remember the fealty you owe your master!


  “Just breathe… Deep breath in, deep breath out… It’s okay… I’m still okay…” I mumbled, attempting to convince myself that it was true.


  “Are you listening? I am warning you. I’m in a good mood, and I will show you mercy just this once. There will not be a second time.”


  “…Luke, who are you talking to?”


  “Mwa ha. Nobody.”


  Crack, crack—


  Those were the last words I heard before the crystal fractured, then shattered into pieces. All the mana was sucked from my body, and I still felt weak and limp. My legs shook underneath me.


  “Huff… Huff… That was truly terrifying.”


  That was not just pure power, not just strength in combat. I only heard a few of his words through the crystal, but…I feel it in my bones now. He has a dangerous ability to charm others. I am his enemy, but if I let my guard slip, I believe that Dark might have the magnetism to even gain my trust. Put another way…he has the charisma of a ruler. I feel he’s similar to master, in some aspects.


  “But I knew that I could never beat him in a direct fight either way… That’s fine. Of course, it would have been beneficial if this incident had removed Dark from the picture entirely… But we have gained a lot of information today. This was a very positive outcome.”


  I sat down at my desk again and immediately began writing a letter. I wrote down everything that I had just experienced—I have to tell master all of this right away. Dark’s power, his charm, the magical strength of those around him, and…that strange feeling of having your mana sucked from your body… The way it feels like wetting yourself, and the indescribable pleasure that accompanies the sensation.


  I wrote everything I could in the letter—both my objective observations and personal experiences too.


  “Perhaps the only way is to have someone close to Dark kill him for us, after all…?”


  But nobody who was at that cave today would do it, I think. I could sense that. They are all infatuated with him. I saw it in their eyes.


  “I need more intel.”


  I don’t have enough information. Not nearly enough. I have to gather more.


  There’s nothing in particular that’s special about me… All I can do is fight with whatever shoddy weapons I have available.




  Chapter Four:
You Are Like the Sun


   


  1


   


  IT WAS THE DEAD OF NIGHT, AND THE AREA WAS steeped in darkness. Almost everyone else was sound asleep.


  “Hmph. I’ve solved it.”


  It took me a few days, but I finally managed to dispel the many layers of Defensive magic that had been cast upon the Whistle of Domination. I laid the magnifying glass in my hands back on the desk, and looked at the whistle again with my naked eye.


  “Hm? What?”


  All the small marks on the whistle’s surface that I had thought were cracks began to disappear, and I felt a faint sense of weak mana dissipating.


  “I see… What brilliant technique.”


  I’ve never seen anything like this before. It must be something that activates once all of the whistle’s protections have been dispelled—it was cleverly hidden. There’s only so much information that a small amount of mana like this can contain, though. But more importantly, was the original owner of this whistle just notified that I’ve disabled all of its defenses?


  “Either way, I’m not running or hiding from anyo—”


  “Luke? Are you still awake?”


  I heard a voice from my bed and turned to see Alice hugging Dia in her arms.


  “Master Luke is usually awake at this hour as of late, Lady Alice.”


  “Oh, is that so? You shouldn’t be staying up all night, it’s bad for your skin.”


  I gave them a look.


  Weird that those two seem to get along now. Is it because they’re both Ice element users? I thought it might be because Alice is my fiancée, but Dia doesn’t get along with Mia like this. But, well…I suppose Mia also doesn’t do a good job of hiding her hostility toward Dia.


  “…Why are you sleeping in my room, as if it belongs to you? The party is tomorrow. If someone were to see—”


  “Do not worry. I asked Lady Julia for permission to join you, and she happily agreed. As I recall, her exact words were, ‘Heh heh, just go easy on him, won’t you?’”


  “…Mother.”


  She’s kind…too kind, even. And—how do I put this? …‌Way too lenient.


  “Master Luke, may I ah…ask you a que-quastion?” asked Dia.


  “…What is it?”


  Exhausted, I decided against critiquing her pronunciation.


  “Why do you wish to become so strong?”


  The question caught my interest, however.


  “What do you mean?”


  “In the past two hundred years, not once did I encounter anyone who could equal my strength, Master Luke…but you defeated me. Why do you seek to become even more powerful than you are now?”


  “…Hmph.”


  I looked at Dia and understood at a glance that her question was one of genuine curiosity, and nothing more.


  I guess it makes sense that you’d wonder—you were born into your strength.


  Why do I want to become stronger still?


  “Because I want nothing less than total victory. That’s why.”


  That really is what I think. I have to keep winning, for the sake of my own happiness.


  “I’ve never doubted for a moment that I’m the most powerful person in the world, but I don’t know if a strong individual can really keep on winning forever in the face of so many weaklings. The weak eat the strong—that has happened for generations. It is the weak who exploit the small gaps in their schedules to further themselves—to put in what is known as effort, I believe.”


  …Sigh. I have to win, and I have to keep winning. I haven’t rejected Luke, I’ve embraced him. I don’t think that was the wrong decision, but why does it feel like I’m so at the mercy of everyone around me…? Was Luke always this sort of guy? Also, why do all these intense characters keep flocking to my side…?


  Well…it’s not all that bad, I suppose.


  “Heh heh, that’s just like you. Let’s go to sleep for the night, though, Luke. Come here.”


  “…Hmph. Do not presume to so casually invite me to bed.”


  “I’m not inviting you, I’m suggesting that we go to sleep.”


  “Urk… I keep telling you, I—”


  Knock, knock.


  Just then, there was a knock at the window, and I turned to see two individuals outside with turbans wrapped around their heads.


   


  ***


   


  The Great Forest of Ispleet was blessed by the spirits and bestowed a great many benefits upon its inhabitants, but terrible monsters dwelled within its darkest depths. The tangled forest was the very definition of a natural fortress, and that was why it served as the base of an elven terrorist organization known as Virtora.


  “Unbelievable! All of them were dispelled? In what…mere days?”


  Clatter.


  The young elf Arthur jumped to his feet. His actions made clear how serious the situation was and compelled everyone present to stop what they were doing and look over at him.


  “Wh-what’s wrong, Arthur…?” asked Marius, after a brief moment’s silence. He was Arthur’s childhood friend and second-in-command of their organization.


  “…I’m sorry, Marius. I need a minute to think.”


  “Okay.”


  Arthur placed a hand to his forehead and began to contemplate the situation. Tension vibrated through the air, but there was nothing uncommon about what Arthur was doing, and those who knew him well were accustomed to seeing him lost in thought.


  “…”


  Everyone waited for Arthur’s next words, and they felt anxious as they watched him ponder. While he frequently contemplated in such a way, they all found it deeply concerning that he had stopped in the middle of one of his plans to do so. They knew this was a sign that some very urgent issue had just presented itself. They were also sure, however, that everything would be fine—their worries were outweighed by the huge amount of trust they had in Arthur himself. He always made the right decisions in their eyes, and their unshakable confidence in him was a reflection of that.


  However, this time…


  “We’ve no choice but to rush off to war at once…have we?”


  “Huh?! Arthur, you mean…we’re going to attack the Kingdom of Beasts?”


  As much as Marius trusted Arthur’s judgment, it was difficult for him to accept those words at first.


  “No, Marius.”


  “Th-then…where?”


  The Great Forest of Ispleet was sandwiched between two nations—the Kingdom of Milestia on one side, and Regario, the Kingdom of Beasts, on the other. Regario had no king, and all important decisions were deliberated upon by a council made up of the land’s various tribal leaders. This gathering was often referred to as the Beast King Conference.


  The Kingdom of Beasts frequently skirmished with the neighboring elves, in attempts to bring them under the influence of their nation. Thus, Marius had understandably assumed that they were setting out to destroy Regario—but Arthur’s reply was one he had not expected.


  “We must destroy the Kingdom of Milestia.”


  “What?!”


  Marius wasn’t the only one incapable of hiding his shock. Those nearby couldn’t help but let out small gasps of confusion. There was a bit of a clatter as various held items were dropped to the floor in astonishment.


  “…Arthur, you must have your reasons?”


  “Yeah, I do. All of the Defensive magic I cast on the whistle has been dispelled. What’s more, I think it was done with Dark magic.”


  Those words prompted something beyond surprise—utter speechlessness. Everyone present knew full well just how many extremely advanced Defensive spells had been layered onto the Whistle of Domination.


  “It can’t be… This must be some sort of mistake…”


  “It’s real, and we don’t have time to be turning away from reality. If the technology behind that whistle gets out, it’ll mean centuries of effort going up in smoke. Expect everything to get a lot more contentious from this moment onward, everyone.”


  The tension in the room was palpable. It was hard to deny just how serious the situation had become.


  “…But Milestia’s an old power. I don’t want to get out in front on this and end up with all their attention pointed at us.”


  Arthur stayed lost in thought for a few more moments. Nobody interrupted him. They all just waited in silence for him to speak again.


  “We’ll complete the whistle, gain control of a large number of monsters, and then we’ll cause a stampede,” he said finally. “We’ll make it look like the work of the Kingdom of Beasts, pitting them against Milestia. Even if the ensuing war doesn’t destroy the whole nation, it should at least give us a decent idea of their military strength.”


  Nobody objected to the plan that Arthur had formulated—to do so would have been unthinkable.


  “Three months from now, we strike. I’m counting on you all.”


  It would not be easy to complete all of the preparations in just three months, everyone knew. It would mean frantic work both day and night, and even then, they might only just barely make it in time. Even so…


  “Leave it to us, Arthur!”


  “Three whole months? This’ll be a piece of cake.”


  “Let’s get this done!”


  “Waaaah… I’m so tired—just kidding! I’ll do it! I’ll do it, all right? Jeez!”


  “Hmph! I suppose if you insist, we’ll just have to get this done then! I’ll give it everything I’ve got too, Arthur!”


  Everyone accepted the request with smiles—the connections that tied their organization together were strong, like the bonds between family members.


  “Thanks,” said Arthur as he looked out over the people he loved so much.


  So it was that the elven terrorist organization Virtora made its move—all in service of their goal of true freedom, of winning a world in which they would never be ruled by anyone but themselves ever again.


   


  ***


   


  “Mwa ha, you’re late.”


  “Yeah… Sorry ’bout that, really.”


  The two turban-wearing individuals opened the window to Luke’s room and climbed inside. They quickly unwrapped their turbans, took off their hooded cloaks, and both went down on one knee.


  “Allow us to introduce ourselves once more, Master Luke. But first, might I ask who—”


  “What are those worthless beastlings doing here?”


  There was contempt in Alice’s eyes, a disgust directed simply at the fact that the two visitors were beastlings, and nothing more. The attitude was both typical and deeply rooted in the Kingdom of Milestia.


  “Ignore her. She’s just—”


  “I am Luke’s wife.”


  Luke hesitated.


  He was lost for a moment, but given how close Alice’s statement was to the truth, and the irritating effort that explaining further would involve, he let it slide.


  “Well, yes. Fine.”


  “A-ah!”


  “Hngh… I-I cannot breathe…!”


  Alice suddenly blushed deep scarlet—redder than she had ever been in her life—and unconsciously began to squeeze Dia in her arms. The dragon moaned in pain, but luckily Luke didn’t turn around to look at them. A contemptuous glance from him would only have made it worse.


  “So, who are you?” asked Luke exceedingly plainly, as he ignored what was happening on the bed.


  The technique I saw them employ in that carriage was truly brilliant. Those were neither the tactics of an adventurer nor a knight, meaning—


  “Ahem, yes… We, uh…belong to the Kingdom of Beasts’ Covert Ops Unit.”


  “Yes.”


  “…Mwa ha.”


  Luke smiled. This answer was close to what he had been expecting, but there was still something on his mind.


  Regario, the Kingdom of Beasts… I don’t know what the agents of this nation are doing here, but I can’t imagine they would be so incompetent. Why would the beastling nation send beastlings as their assassins? Did they not consider what failure might entail?


  “My real name is Doggle.”


  “Nekoma,” said Ferris.


  “I’m sure you can see for yourself, but we aren’t connected by blood—yet we have a sort of sibling relationship.”


  “Yes.”


  “Thank you for making time to speak with us today.”


  “Thanks.”


  Canis and Ferris—Doggle and Nekoma—bowed their heads once more. Alice listened carefully to everything they said, and when Dia tried to butt in, she even whispered a quiet warning to silence her.


  “I see. Are you the ones who attacked Aslan?” Luke asked.


  “No, we aren’t. I think that was likely the work of the Divine Nation.”


  “…The Divine Nation, you say?”


  “Yes. They’ve been scheming something for the past few years. They also approached the Kingdom of Beasts, seeking an alliance.”


  It should have been the first time that Luke had ever heard of the Divine Nation, yet the words sounded intensely familiar to him—though he could not yet say why.


  This can only mean one thing—


  “They must’ve been important to the plot of the original story, then.”


  “Eh? Did you say something?”


  “Forget about it,” Luke said quickly. “What are you running your mouth for, in any case? From what I’ve heard thus far…we’re enemies, no?”


  “Ah! No, we aren’t enemies at all! We really do mean you no harm!”


  “No harm. Very scare. Might cry.”


  Currently, Luke’s overflowing Dark mana was creeping across the floorboards of his room, which made every last hair on Doggle and Nekoma’s bodies stand on end.


  “We don’t have any intention of fighting with you. That is actually what we came here to tell you today…yes.”


  “No fight. Not even small. None.”


  “…Hmph.”


  Luke looked at the two of them with fresh eyes, and his mind began racing.


  There is something just a little bit familiar about these two. I’m not particularly interested in how they were supposed to fit into the original story, seeing as how we’re already so far off that track. But…this smells like trouble… Tch. If only Zack were here with me now…


  “If anything, we’d like to be on your side, Master L—”


  “I don’t need you.”


  “Wh—? D-don’t say that…”


  “Sadness.”


  “…”


  Doggle was clearly genuinely upset, while Nekoma’s expression remained completely blank even as she proclaimed her disappointment. Ultimately, though, neither response did anything to change Luke’s mind.


  I have no need of anyone who would so quickly ­turncoat on me. I could use contract magic to ensure that they don’t betray me, but the potential disadvantages outweigh any positive aspect. I would only be gaining two pawns and creating too many new enemies. It’s not worth the trouble.


  The presence-erasing technique that he had seen the beastlings use was stunning, but Luke could replicate anything at all after he had seen it once.


  “I’ve done considerable research on this nation,” said Doggle. “The kingdom relies heavily on magic, and so most who live here are unaware of the existence of skills. Allow me to state this plainly—Milestia is trapped in the past.”


  “What do you mean to say…?”


  “It was several decades ago at most that the first distinct skills were identified. The history of the discipline is relatively short, but almost all the other nations have recognized it, and it’s entirely common for warriors to obtain skills now as a matter of course.”


  He’s right. I have never heard anyone in my daily life ever make mention of these abilities.


  Luke pondered that the beastling might be correct about his nation. Perhaps Milestia was much more caught up in the past than he even realized.


  “I do not doubt that it took countless masters of arms years upon years of training to finally establish the ­special discipline of abilities we know today as skills,” said Doggle. He lifted his head and looked Luke straight in the eyes.


  “Yet you, Master Luke…you acquired them all on your own. Nobody ever told you of their existence. I believe in my instincts, and my gut tells me that it would be more foolish to make an enemy of you than to turn against the entire Kingdom of Beasts. So…please! Please, Master Luke! Please allow us to serve you!”


  Doggle and Nekoma bowed their heads for a second time.


  …I don’t need you.


  Luke was not convinced, in the end. He had no need of assassins at present, and no plans for needing any in the future either. Most importantly, he felt strongly that accepting the two beastlings would only lead to trouble.


  In that case… How should I go about turning them down? It would be easy to drive them away, but there’s a strange sort of passion to these two that might cause them to keep hanging around, clinging to my heels.


  The room was enveloped in stillness.


  “Mwa ha…I know.”


  Then Luke began to speak, and careless words escaped his lips.


  “I don’t feel that I require your services—not if it’s just the two of you,” he told them. “Secure for me the loyalty of every member of the Kingdom of Beasts’ Covert Ops Unit. Only then will I accept you as my pawns.”


  “A-ah…”


  There was no deep thought nor complex strategy behind Luke’s words. He had come up with the demand on the spot and simply meant to get the beastlings away from him, as he saw no point in engaging with them further.


  “…Can you promise us a life?” Doggle asked quietly, after a few seconds of silence. “Something close to ­human, at the bare minimum.”


  “Yes, of course. I do not use my pawns only to discard them once I am done. We may even sign a contract if you would prefer. Though I’m sure this task will be beyond your capa—”


  “Understood,” answered Doggle.


  “…Huh?”


  I thought they would give up and go home. I knew this was an impossible task I was pressing on them.


  Doggle’s eyes were brimming with determination and spirit.


  “I swear that we will bring every last member of our unit to your side. Well then—goodbye.”


  “Hey, wait a second. You’re r—”


  But Doggle and Nekoma had vanished into thin air.


  “…”


  Why does this always happen to me? Luke thought, surrounded by the void.


  Why does nothing ever go even slightly the way I intend it to?


  But even with his terrifyingly advanced mental capacities, Luke couldn’t find the answer to his own question. 


  “Impressive as always, Luke. Now you have even more pawns at your disposal.”


  “Nice work, Mashter Luke!”


  Luke sighed.


  There’s no sense in thinking about something I’ll never be able to resolve.


  “…I’m going to bed.”


  I’ll leave thinking about this mess to the me of tomorrow morning.


  Turning his eyes away from it all, Luke fell asleep.


  Ah. That party’s tomorrow, isn’t it…?


   


  ***


   


  “Huff… Huff… Think. Think! What would Luke do?”


  It was the dead of night, and not a single soul stirred as Abel gripped his sword, unknown to the world, ready to protect what was precious to him.


   


  2


   


  I DIDN’T SEE LILY THAT MORNING. WE ALWAYS ate breakfast together while we were staying at the same inn, but on that particular day, she never came down from her room. I waited for a while. Then I searched long and hard, but I didn’t find her. I ran, hurried this way and that, checked everywhere I could think of, talked to anyone who might know—but nobody had seen Lily. The worry gradually building up inside my head only intensified as the day went on, and before I knew it, the sun had started to set.


  If I don’t find her by the end of the day, I’m going to ask Luke to help me. I’m sure he’ll refuse at first, but in the end, he’ll help. I just know he’ll find her so quickly, mocking me all the while, telling me I’m useless for not being able to find a little girl. I think he’d probably deny all this if I asked him, but I know.


  “Black hair, red eyes. Report checks out. Abel, right?”


  Then, just as I composed myself and set off to ask Luke for help, a stranger called out to me. I turned around to see a man who looked like a thug, with an unkempt beard.


  “Who are you…?”


  “No questions. Come with me—ain’t gonna say no, are you?”


  “…”


  In that moment, I understood everything.


  This man knows where Lily is.


  Is someone going to take what’s precious from me again?


  I sensed the deep, dark emotions starting to writhe in my chest and felt them shift within me.


  I’m really so fed up with this. All the happiness that this world has to offer is made of glass. It could all shatter at any moment. But happiness always lies to me. It creates the illusion that it’s going to keep on going forever and ever, even though I know better. I thought I understood that. It’s all the worse for how it entices you…


  “…Hey. Don’t go getting any stupid ideas, y’hear?”


  “I won’t do anything.”


  The man eyed me suspiciously.


  I’m useless. I was getting worked up just now.


  I need to stay calm and collected at times like these. Luke… I’m sure he wouldn’t even let a hint of his emotions rise to the surface.


  The man led me out of Gilbadia, out toward a rough patch of wilderness next to the Great Forest of Ispleet, often frequented by adventurer parties.


  “You lot. I’ve brought the boy.”


  The man suddenly called out as we approached the forest, and a number of men emerged from the shadows.


  Ten…no, fifteen…?


  “Sorry, kid. We got a contract, but to be honest with you… This is personal now.”


  “…I don’t think I’ve ever met any of you people before.”


  “You know a kid called Luke, yeah? We’re the remains of the mercenary group he defeated.”


  Luke defeated a group of mercenaries? What is he ­talking about…?


  “Look, I’ll make this simple. We want revenge. Ain’t seen him in person, but given the state of our hideout, I can gather this Luke guy is serious business. Not even our boss could beat him, so we don’t stand a damn chance. That’s why we’re gonna do this—crush everythin’ in this damn world that matters to him.”


  …Why? Why are pieces of trash like this allowed to live free and easy in this world?


  A shadow enveloped my heart, darker than ever.


  “He took what was most important to me in the world—my family,” the mercenary snapped. “Y’think you could forgive that? Could you, huh? You know what it’s like to come home and see everything you have destroyed? You ain’t got the first damn clue about the despair that kinda shit can drive you to, kid!”


  “…Luke has no mercy for his enemies, but he’s usually completely uninterested in those who don’t cross him. Did your group do something to Luke?”


  “Shut up. Die.”


  Fortunately, I dodged the sudden sword that shot from the man’s scabbard. I used the momentum to take a step back, putting some distance between myself and my enemy. I was filled with a burning rage, but my thinking was clear and precise—I could see the men clearly, and felt my senses honed in.


  “Is Lily okay?” I demanded.


  “Who knows?” scoffed one of the men. “Worry about yourself, eh? Get him, lads!”


  “Fortify Strength.”


  “Wha—?! He’s fast! Look out!”


  One cast for now. There are a lot of them. If I handle this wrong, I’m done for. I don’t have the wide area-of-effect attacks that Lily and Luke do, so I’ll have to beat them all in single combat.


  I sped toward a man on the outskirts of the fight, but—


  “Fortify Strength. Slash.”


  “…Augh!”


  The man’s movements sped up—now he was faster than I was. I dodged his attack at the last second and sped away.


  “Don’t underestimate us, kid. Everyone here can use them beginner level skills you got!”


  Skills.


  I wasn’t used to hearing the word.


  Isn’t it called magic?


  But in that moment, I felt the dots connecting in my head. I remembered the sword technique that Luke had shown me during his fight against the ice dragon; I recalled the feeling of some strange, swirling strength inside me that didn’t quite feel like mana.


  I feel it from these men too… I think I get it. Now it makes sense why I couldn’t do what Luke did, no matter how hard I practiced. I shouldn’t have been trying to use mana at all.


  “Come on then, struggle for us a bit! Once we kill you, next comes everyone else that brat Luke has got. His friends, his girlfriend, his family… Everyone.”


  “…You’re scum.”


  An anger ran through my body so intensely that I felt like I might lose my mind. My arms and legs began to tremble.


  I want to kill them… Kill them all right now. These men should all be dead. They don’t deserve to live. They’re all—


  “Mwa ha ha. Losing your composure over such trifles? You really are an idiot, Abel.”


  Suddenly, Luke’s derisive laughter echoed through my mind.


  Yeah, I really am stupid, aren’t I? I thought, pulling myself together. I can’t lose sight of what I really need to do.


  I let out a slow, steady breath, which drove all the distractions from my mind.


  He’d call me gross for saying this, so I’ll never tell Luke—but whenever I come up against a wall I don’t know if I’ll be able to get over…I think about what he would do.


  “C’mon, what’s wrong?! That’s all you got?!”


  “…Mwa.”


  Dodge. Parry. But I’m walking a fine line. One wrong step and this will all be over. That’s how this fight is going. These men are strong, every single one of them. Honestly, they’re so powerful that, at this rate, one of them is going to get the better of me. I’m not going to be able to protect anyone…again… No… No! Who says I’m giving up?


  “Huff… Huff… Think. Think. What would Luke do?”


  “What are you mumbling about? You’re a stubborn kid, I’ll give you that…but I’m getting tired of this. Die.”


  I’m bad at working up mana. These men leave me so few openings, I can’t cast Fortify Strength again.


  I summoned all my remaining stamina to leap back from them.


  “It’s over,” one of them growled. “Slash.”


  “Gah!”


  Another man drew his sword and waited for me right where I was about to land.


  I won’t be able to dodge this one. I can’t parry it either. My instincts tell me that.


  The moment in time stretched out into an eternity, and all sorts of memories came flooding into my mind.


  This is it…my life is flashing before my eyes. So, this is where I die? I didn’t accomplish anything…couldn’t protect anyone at all.


  No, I refuse. I’m not dying here. I have to save Lily. If I’m dying, then it can be after I’ve rescued her. I’m never letting anyone take anything from me ever again!


  “Openings are always small things, Abel. You can’t rush them. You’ve got to wait patiently for them to come to you, then—”


  As my master’s words came flooding into my head, they felt like an electric current running through my brain. I remembered all of the sword techniques that Luke had used as I stood watching him and replaying them in my mind.


  “Mwa ha ha.”


  On the brink of death, for some reason, I found myself laughing—not my own, but his laugh. It felt as if everything I had been working for, day after day after day, suddenly came together in an instant. In one violent epiphany, I knew in my bones that I had just gained control over something powerful. I obtained complete command over what I had spent so long struggling to grasp.


  This power, that’s not quite like mana… I see it now. It’s in my sword…in my body, flowing through me.


  “Slash!!”


  My slashing attack broke the man’s sword and sent his head flying from his shoulders. Blood spurted from his neck like a fountain, and chaos erupted as the red rain fell upon me. I thought I might have been smiling. The other men looked at me with a mix of emotions—confusion, fear, rage. It didn’t matter. In my mind, all the ­unnecessary information around me faded away.


  I know…I’ll try to enhance myself with this power next.
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  “Ha ha! That wasn’t right at all! Guess I’m not as good as Luke in the end, huh? But this’ll do for now. Fortify Strength.”


  It was just a single cast, but I felt so much more power rush through me than I ever had from using my mana version of the ability.


  I get it now. I’ll never be able to replicate Luke’s flashy sword techniques. I have to keep an eye on my opponents, no matter how hard it gets, and predict what they’ll do next…wait for small openings to launch my slashes at them. I know that this is the technique I should practice until it’s as refined as it can possibly be. I don’t have incredible talent or anything like that, so I can’t afford to put my efforts into the wrong thing.


  I kicked off against the ground, and as the sound of an intense explosion rang out, I rapidly closed in on another one of the men.


  “What?! He’s so fast—”


  I cut off his head.


  I feel like I can do anything now. Okay—next.


  “Gyaaaaah!!”


  “H-hey, wa—”


  “Gyaaaaaaaaaaahh!!”


  “I’m sorry! Please, j-just let me li—”


  I took their lives one by one.


  I’m sure Luke would show them no mercy. I can’t even give these men a single opening to strike at me. I have to be completely thorough, right up until the end. Three left. I’ll leave one so I can question them about Lily.


  But as soon as the thought passed through my head, I heard a voice—


  “Will you stop already? You’ve passed my test.”


  It was a woman’s voice, clear and distinct despite the fact that it seemed to be coming from nowhere at all.


   


  ***


   


  “Will you stop already? You’ve passed my test.”


  Abel instinctively turned to try to face the voice, but there was nobody there for him to see.


  Then I’m on to the next one.


  He immediately turned his honed senses to searching for the woman’s presence. He didn’t activate Detect Mana, a spell which he had used countless times before, yet Abel unconsciously understood why.


  I’m better without it.


  Regardless, the result was the same. There was nobody there except for the remaining men cowering before him. He felt no presence nearby and concentrated harder, never letting his guard down.


  “You’re more than strong enough. Oh, now that I get a good look at your face, could you be…? No, you can’t possibly…”


  “Where are you?! Show yourself! Where’s Lily…? Is Lily okay?!” Abel spat, unable to restrain his emotions. He was disgusted by how strangely calm and composed this woman’s voice sounded. 


  Unbeknownst to him, of course, the voice belonged to Nicole, who had initially hired the mercenaries and tasked them with kidnapping Luke.


  “Little Lily? She’s fine. I’ll let you hear her voice.”


  “Abel.”


  “Lily!”


  The voices switched for a moment, and Abel felt a momentary relief wash over him—only to be flooded with despair once more at the realization that she might lose her life any second.


  “I’m sorry… I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry… I let my guard down. I wasn’t thinking! I… I’m always so arrogant; I really am an idiot. Really, I… I’m so sorry. I—”


  “Don’t apologize, Lily. You’re making it sound like you’ve done something wrong, but you didn’t. It’s these people who did this.”


  Abel had never heard Lily sound so weak before, and it made him feel as if his chest had been ripped open. The first words from her mouth had not been “save me” after all, but words of apology.


  She’s so strong…


  Lily hated nothing more than becoming a burden upon Abel, particularly in this moment. Abel knew this, and knowing it frustrated him terribly.


  I can’t forgive these people. I won’t let them get away with this.


  “I’ll never forgive you if you hurt Lily.”


  Abel’s eyes were dyed pitch black, and it gave Nicole faint chills to look at him. He shouldn’t have been able to see her through the crystal, but somehow, he seemed to be staring right at her.


  “All right, then. If you want me to release her, then follow my instructions.”


  “…”


  But for Nicole, some things were nonnegotiable. She had no special powers of her own, and so she had to use every tool at her disposal—no matter how cruel those methods might be. She felt guilt, to an extent, but there was something that she had to accomplish, and she had to be ruthless to get there. That was all she had, and so she did it: Nicole offered Abel a choice.


  “Kill Luke Witharia Gilbert by the dawn of the day after tomorrow. Do it, and I will free her.”


  Despair clawed at Abel’s chest once more, as if someone had their hands clasped around his heart. Lily or Luke—that was the choice being thrust upon him.


  “Huh…?”


  He couldn’t accept it at first, but knew that he didn’t have the power to break through the situation by any other means. Abel felt like he was adrift in a dark void that was blacker than night.


  “I will repeat that for you. Kill Luke Witharia Gilbert by the dawn of the day after tomorrow. Do it, and I will free her.”


  Nicole offered him a choice, but not much time. She knew better than most how effective that would be.


  “Don’t forget, I’ll be watching you constantly. It’s no use trying anything stupid. Right then, good luck!”


  “W-wait! Don’t go!”


  Abel reflexively cried out, but there was no reply. The woman seemed to be gone, but there was something he wanted to say anyway, just in case.


  “Lily! Don’t worry about me! I’ll save you, I promise! Just hold on a little longer! You’re going to be okay! Don’t worry, okay?!”


  Abel shouted so loud that he was out of breath when he finished. Silently, he prayed that his voice might manage to reach Lily. The remaining mercenaries had already run away. Abel had noticed it happening, but with Nicole’s presence so unclear to him, he had no choice but to let them all go.


  “…Huff, huff…”


  He keenly felt the thread snap inside him. Abel sank to his knees and let his hands drop to the floor. He weakly punched the dirt…then he did it again, this time a little harder. Then again, repeatedly, harder every time. His momentum continued to build with every strike until it became a relentless force. He didn’t stop—couldn’t stop—no matter how much blood poured from his knuckles. He struck the ground again and again and again, until Abel could no longer hold back the tangled mess of emotions and released them in one tortured cry that pierced the silent night.


  “Aaaaaaaah!!”


  Abel spewed forth every ounce of agony that threatened to strangle him. All of the frustration, powerlessness, rage, hatred—Abel screamed all of it out at once.


  “Nothing! I can’t protect anything! No matter how hard I try! I can’t protect a damn thing! N…nothing…at all…”


  The ground around him was damp with tears.


  I can’t take it. I just can’t anymore.


  Abel hated himself. He hated how all he was ever capable of doing was contemplating his own frustrations. He felt pathetic and empty.


  “Kill Luke Witharia Gilbert by…the day after tomorrow.”


  Nicole’s words were a forceful reminder of just how cruel the world could be.


  “What am I supposed to do?” he mumbled hopelessly. “What do I do now…?”


  Abel slumped over, alone in his despair. There was nobody to lean on, no one who might reach out a hand to lift him from those depths. He didn’t have the power to save everyone.


  I suppose I have to make a choice, then.


   


  3


   


  THE SUN WAS JUST ABOUT APPROACHING ITS peak in the sky as Mia walked the streets of the city of Gilbadia, with her head hung somewhat low.


  The city was filled with activity, and there was nowhere that Mia could go without seeing people bustling to and fro. To Claude, the man who ruled over the region, the people under his dominion were nothing but tools to increase his own personal renown. Claude’s own pride, however, meant that he could never permit the king nor the other aristocrats to question his abilities as a ruler—and as a result, there was an enticing sort of kindness to his domain that made others wish to be ruled by him. His people were happy, ultimately, because what was most important to the people of Gilbadia was their own wealth, regardless of the self-centered reasons for which their lord might be bringing it about.


  “…This is a nice city.”


  Those in the crowds looked busy, sweating as they hurried about, but there was also a gleam in their eyes. They were all living their lives to the fullest, and doing it however they liked, according to their own free will.


  What about me, then?


  The previous night, Mia had received a terrible scolding from her parents. The anger hadn’t been unjustified by any means and was, in fact, completely warranted. Mia’s parents had forbidden her to go to Gilbadia, but she had traveled there alone regardless, and of course, the unexpected visit brought great shame upon the House of Lennox. Her actions were unbecoming of the third daughter of the honorable house of a count.


  “…Oh, what am I doing here?”


  Before Mia realized it, her feet had taken her straight to the grand, imposing mansion of the House of Gilbert. She wanted to turn back, but her legs wouldn’t budge.


  I know why I’m really here. I want to see Luke. I’m ­hoping he’ll comfort me. I want him to see me—really see me—and tell me I’m right to be here.


  …Oh, how I hate this.


  Mia despised that weak part of herself from the bottom of her heart—the part of her that conveniently clung to all her spoiled desires.


  “This is ridiculous. I need to go h—”


  “Stop right there, Mia Cline Lennox.”


  Mia’s breath caught in her chest.


  Her whole body twitched and jolted as if someone had physically grabbed her. She turned around as soon as she heard the voice.


  “…L-Lord Gilbert.”


  Standing before her was Luke’s father, Claude. Their eyes met—and that alone was enough to make Mia shrink.


  …This man really is Luke’s father.


  His eyes seemed to look right through her, in just the way that Luke’s did.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I-I’m so sorry. I was just passing by…”


  “Hmph, I see. Since you’re here, you might as well enter. Allow me to receive you.”


  “Eh?! Y-you don’t need to—”


  “You aren’t refusing my invitation, are you?”


  “N-no, not at all… Th-thank you…”


  Mia wasn’t given a choice.


   


  ***


   


  Soon, Mia found herself alone with Claude. Her eyes wandered the room in anxious silence.


  This is awkward.


  She felt so awkward about it, in fact, that she couldn’t even taste the tea she’d been given.


  “It seems you don’t have any self-confidence, Mia. Why is that?”


  The silence came to an abrupt end, as Claude’s words skewered her heart. He was completely right, and Mia’s reply got caught in her throat, though Claude did nothing to rush her to answer.


  “I… I often lose sight of my surroundings, and, um,” she began, her voice stilted. “It makes me go in circles, so I c-cause problems for everyone else, and… I know I caused a lot of trouble for you by coming here, my lord. I truly am sorry for what I did…”


  Mia bowed her head to demonstrate her remorse. She genuinely wanted to apologize for selfishly entering Lord Gilbert’s domain without even thinking to contact him first.


  “Hmph.”


  Mia hung her head, and only glanced up briefly to gauge Claude’s response.


  “Allow me to tell you the one thing that I do not possess.”


  “…Huh?”


  Mia could never have expected such a response.


  “An element,” Claude continued, despite Mia’s confusion. “My mana is not of the elemental sort. Mwa ha, I was rather enraged by that fact as a boy, you know? Why does my mana have no element, I wondered to myself. Though, well…the average magic user could never stand against me in combat, element or no, of course.”


  It was then that Mia remembered something. Luke’s presence loomed so large that she’d forgotten—the House of Gilbert had not been blessed with an elemental magic user in several generations before Luke.


  “But what about you, eh? You have three elements where I have none. Have some pride in yourself.”


  “…Ah.”


  Mia finally understood. She didn’t know why Claude was doing it yet, but she could sense that he was attempting to cheer her up.


  “Most importantly, Luke has chosen you. That alone is reason enough for me to acknowledge your abilities.”


  “Thank you, Lord Gilbert.”


  Claude saw almost completely through Mia’s mind. His words were not lies—though of course, his attempt to balance Mia’s mental state was purely calculated to benefit Luke later down the line.


  Mwa ha…Luke has first-rate taste in women, just like his father. Though she is a little awkward, I suppose.


  Claude took a liking to Mia. He appreciated her pure and straightforward character—but most of all, he admired her great talent. Despite his ego, he had the capacity to respect those who deserved it. Of course, such respect never earned his enemies the smallest shred of mercy in the end.


  “Right then, that will be enough for today. You came to see my son, no?”


  “Ah! Well, ahem…y-yes…I did.”


  “I’ll take you to him at once.”


  “Thank you very much!”


  Mia lowered her head in genuine thanks. Her heart lifted just a little, and she started to think just a tiny bit more positively about what was to come. For once, she began to feel hopeful.


  However, roughly a minute later, she would arrive at Luke’s door, only to be greeted by a completely nude Alice, and find herself struck with an intense feeling of déjà vu that would spoil her mood entirely… But of course, Mia had no way of knowing that yet. Nor did she know that, despite these events, the day would turn out to be quite a special one for her.


   


  ***


   


  Several extravagantly decorated carriages raced across the grassland. The convoy was so fine that it struck awe into every onlooker who chanced to see it passing by. Given that one of the carriage’s occupants just happened to be one of the highest-ranking nobles in the whole kingdom, however, the guard was incredibly light.


  “I’m sure glad we’re getting to see Luke again! It’s been so long!”


  “…I want to go home.”


  “Hm? Did you say something, Edmond?”


  “Nothing, Your Majesty.”


  That most noble of passengers was, in fact, the second-eldest prince of the Kingdom of Milestia, Polpon. Sitting beside the prince was Secretary Edmond, who was busy pondering how much trouble and stress the coming disaster would cause him. He felt a stabbing pain in his stomach with each fresh thought.


  Ahh… I really came along without informing the king of any of this. What the heck am I supposed to do now?


  Gently rocked by the horse-drawn carriage, Edmond forced a smile and resigned himself to nodding politely along to Polpon’s excited small talk.


   


  ***


   


  “Oh, it’s you, Mia. Good morning…or should that be good afternoon?”


  “Who cares what time of day it is! Wh-wh-why do I find you not wearing any clothes so often?! Put something on, quickly!”


  “…”


  Mia had knocked, and a properly clothed Luke answered the door. Once Luke identified her, however, an improperly unclothed Alice poked her head out in greeting too. Perhaps it was a sign of how much trust Alice had in her, she considered—but that didn’t matter to Mia in the moment.


  “L-Luke, say something! Are you fine with this?!”


  “…Really, yes. Why aren’t you wearing any clothes, Alice?”


  “I detest all burdensome nuisances, and my clothes are one such burden.”


  “Right. I see…”


  “What do you mean you see…?! How did that explanation make any sense to you?!”


  “To each their own. There’s no point in overthinking these things.”


  “He’s right, Mia. Don’t you get it?”


  “Huh…? Wh-why are you making it seem like I’m the weird one here? N-no, I don’t get it… I don’t get anything at all…”


  Mia no longer felt confident in her knowledge of what was right and what was wrong. Slowly but surely, she was losing the guiding light that helped her live from one day to the next.


  “So?”


  Alice’s next question dragged Mia’s idle mind right back to reality in an instant.


  “Are you also here to do it with Luke?”


  “…Eh?”


  The words were enough to make Mia’s head go completely blank, and her face flushed bright red.


  “Do it?! Do…do it? Like… ‘do it’ do it?! Do…d-d-do it…”


  “Oh my, how many do’s was that? Seven? That sounds like a lot.”


  “It does, yeah.”


  “Th-that’s not what I meant!”


  If she was being honest with herself, Mia knew what sort of relationship that Luke and Alice had with each other. There was a part of her, of course, that thought what they were doing was wrong… In her head, she understood that it was nothing to be proud of—and yet somewhere in the corner of her heart, she still harbored feelings of jealousy toward them.


  “…Mmf.”


  So it was that she hesitated. If she intended to ever remove her mask, it was now or never. Still, that was no easy task—she had been wearing it since the day she was born.


  “You’re my fiancée too,” Luke said bluntly. “I don’t mind.”


  “Ah…” Mia faltered, and it took her a long moment to find her voice again. “I…I do want to.”


  Before Mia realized what was happening, she had said it. A few seconds later, she seemed to notice just how red in the face she was and looked down at the floor. Luke’s sweet words melted Mia’s heart all too easily.


  “Let’s do it together then, shall we?” Alice suggested. “All three of us.”


  “…Eh?”


  “Get out, Alice.”


  “I don’t want to. But…I suppose I don’t particularly want to see another girl’s body either. It’s grotesque.”


  “I-I am not grotesque!”


  “You are, especially down h—”


  “Wh-wh-wh-wh-where do you think you’re pointing?!”


  That day was Mia’s “first”—and while the experience might not have been purely pleasurable, given her small frame, it was a happy one, in a fashion. On that day, she became, in a way, just a little bit more rounded.


   


  ***


   


  Powerful aristocrats entered the venue one after the other. The hall was not just filled with those of the noble faction, as a small number of royalists were also in attendance. Several knights belonging to Lord Gilbert were lined up at the entrance to the hall—a strange sight for a highbrow party, but one that all those who walked by understood was necessary.


  “Th-that’s a…”


  “An ice dragon…is it?”


  The party’s attendants were of noble birth, yet regardless of their station, they were met at the entrance to the hall by someone who was absolutely, unequivocally looking down upon them.


  That arrogant someone was an actual ice dragon, in the flesh. It was a welcome unlike any other they’d experienced before. Many of the guests had an aptitude for magic, yet that knowledge served only to deepen their understanding of just how truly, terrifyingly powerful this monster was. The creature’s mana was so vast, so violent, so freezing cold… The slightest hint of it was all they needed to feel to get the picture. It was clear that the dragon could utterly decimate each and every person there, should it feel so inclined. A single sweep of a single claw could throw the hall into immediate pandemonium—thus, an appropriate degree of tension lingered in the air.


  “Do not be concerned,” said one of the knights. “This ice dragon is completely under Master Luke’s control. There is nothing to worry about.”


  “Hm…”


  The words of one human knight did nothing to convince the nobles, however, and they stood rooted to the spot, unable to pass into the hall. Their hesitation had been expected. The knight looked up at Dia, who opened her mouth at the signal to slowly deliver the lines she had practiced in private over and over the night before. “W-welcome…t-to the party…”


  She bowed her head, regretting the slight stammer that had crept into her words. Those who saw the dragon bow were left completely stunned. The heir to the House of Gilbert was a monster himself, no doubt. How else could he tame such a powerful creature?


  “Ah-ahem… Eheh heh… Do you mind if I take a closer look?”


  “Ah, yes, the dragon is—gah?!”


  The hesitant nobles began to enter the hall, and the knight at the entrance sighed with relief that his job for the day was over. At least, until he spotted the…passionate expression on the face of one particularly inquisitive noble, which prompted a startled “Gah?!” in a shameful breach of protocol. Such behavior was unworthy of his station as a knight.


  “P-please excuse my discourtesy! Welcome, Lady Amelia!”


  The knight bowed his head immediately, attempting to patch up his mistake. Amelia appeared strangely out of breath and panting. There was saliva dripping from one corner of her mouth, and her eyes were absolutely crazed.


  “I-I knew it… That collar’s been made with Dark magic… Heh heh heh.”


  “…”


  Dia couldn’t conceal her confusion either. As a highly intelligent creature who possessed far more knowledge than any human, she easily understood why most people around her reacted with fear upon first meeting her. But… This particular human female was clearly very different.


  There’s obviously something wrong with her. I suppose I’ll remain silent for now.


  Dia’s wish to avoid causing trouble for Luke took precedence, and she chose to stay quiet. She had no idea that the emotion that Amelia was expressing was known as curiosity.


  “The mana of an elemental dragon even affects the area surrounding it… That’s why the places where ice dragons live are covered in snow… But this collar is absorbing your mana. N-not to mention this part! This lets the collar stay on for practically an infinite span of time! Whoa! Luke’s really just as incredible as a—”


  “Sister. We are in public.”


  Dia didn’t understand why the female was calling to her—a confusion that was only compounded when a second one with a similar scent appeared to stop her, and Dia found herself relieved by the interruption.


  “B-but, Freya! Look!”


  “Yes, I know. But first we must go and greet Lord Gilbert.”


  Amelia’s younger sister, Freya, an instructor at Aslan Magic Academy, calmly and matter-of-factly laid out their responsibilities as guests.


  “Y-yes… Oh, I always get like this. I just can’t control myself when I see such incredible works of magic…”


  “Let’s go, sister. We cannot keep him waiting.”


  Freya set off walking, tripped on the hem of her dress, and stumbled dramatically to the floor. She quickly picked herself back up again and, without faltering for a second, offered only two words to brush over the fall: “Excuse me.” With that, Freya took Amelia into the hall, leaving the knights outside taken aback. Such minor stumbles would never break the iron mask that Freya had spent so many long years forging for herself.


   


  ***


   


  “Long time no see, Luke!”


  “Are you in good health?”


  Freya and Amelia greeted me with more or less the appropriate formality at first. There were certain protocols to be followed, of course, but the meaningless parade of niceties had already begun to bore me terribly, and I kept my reply brief.


  “Yes,” I answered.


  “Congratulations!” Amelia exclaimed. “On everything, I mean. Beating the dragon, and…um, w-well, I mean, which is to say… Eh heh, sorry to cut right to the chase, but would you tell me a bit about that ­collar sp—”


  “Sister.”


  “…Ah, yes. I’m sorry.”


  Unsurprisingly, Amelia was breathless from excitement, as she usually was whenever she talked about magic. My class instructor, Freya, on the other hand, was expressionless as always.


  But well, Freya sometimes hides inside the cleaning lockers with that same look on her face. She’s not half as normal as she seems… Of the two, she’s the one I find it truly impossible to read.


  For a time, the idle conversation continued uneventfully—until I was suddenly hit by an unexpected question.


  “I forget, when was it you’re heading off to the empire again?”


  “…What?”


  The shock was severe enough to shut down my brain completely; my head emptied of everything but question marks.


  …How does she know that?


  “You want to observe the Sword Saint Festival, yes? So you’ll be departing next week, I expect?”


  “…Wait. How do you know that?”


  I went and created my whole position as an adventurer so that I might visit the empire, with Zack and a few others, free of my usual constraints. That all just went up in smoke…but how? Where did I go wrong? What could I have possibly done differently?


  “Oh, you hadn’t heard? Abel made an application through the academy, and it’s been accepted. My sister and I will be going too.”


  “I’m really looking forward to it!”


  “…”


  Abel… Abel. Abel!! “There’s this event that the empire holds every year, apparently…have you heard about it? The Sword Saint Festival… I hear they gather master swordsmen from all over the world, and compete to find the best! It sounds super exciting, right?!”


  That damnable brat!!


  The fact that Abel had not even the hint of a scheme in mind and had ruined all of my plans with nothing but pure goodwill only made me angrier.


  Just one move… One thoughtless move and he has overturned every one of my plans. What’s the matter with him? So, what, he really is at the center of the whole damn universe then, huh? Ugh, I can just imagine him now, with that carefree smile plastered across his face.


  “Ahh… Well, what now?”


  I was just thinking about going straight to my room to sleep off the annoyance when a strange commotion started among the aristocrats.


  “Hm? Isn’t that…”


  I understood their murmuring as soon as I saw the boy who was waving at me. It was Polpon, second-eldest prince of the Kingdom of Milestia. The House of Gilbert was head of the aristocrat faction, yet the prince made a personal appearance at the family’s party…? It was all highly irregular.


  I expect the royalists in attendance are feeling a little sheepish.


  I watched quietly as Polpon walked straight up to Father, and for some reason, the two of them then disappeared into a back room.


  Hmph, what on earth is he doing here? I just hope this doesn’t get any more complicated… Augh, my stomach hurts.


  “Master Luke, might I have a moment of your time?”


  I had been stroking my belly to try to soothe the pangs when I heard Alfred’s voice.


  “What is it?”


  “A young boy by the name of Abel says he has come to see you. What would you like me to do?”


  “…Huh?”


  When it rains, it pours, huh? What the heck is he doing here…?


   


  ***


   


  Tucked away in a private room, Claude and Polpon met in secret. The only other person present was the royal secretary, Edmond. Claude had just heard Polpon’s request, which left a strange sort of weight hanging in the air.


  “Mwa ha…Your Majesty, I must have misheard you. Would you mind repeating yourself for me? What did you just say?”


  “I’ll say it as many times as I have to, Lord Gilbert. You are planning on usurping the throne, are you not?”


  Polpon’s question only sharpened the tightly strained tension in the air.


  I want to go home… Oh, I want to go home so badly… Ah, my stomach hurts…


  A cold sweat ran down Edmond’s face as he lightly pressed upon his abdomen to soothe the stabbing pains.


   


  ***


   


  “There have clearly been a lot of defections to the aristocrat side of late. I noticed that as soon as I began investigating. I believe you are at the center of this shift, Lord Gilbert.”


  Claude said nothing, so Polpon continued, “According to my investigations, it seems you had no intention of even trying to hide it. I took it as a provocation—as if you were asking us to try and stop you, if we could.”


  “…Mwa ha ha.”


  In an instant, the air about Claude transformed.


  “My, my, what a terrible habit of mine.”


  Polpon was prepared for this. He was quick to sense the change and kept the faint smile on his face completely steady. Edmond, on the other hand, was visibly shaken.


  “I know better than most that I should be conducting my schemes in secret.”


  Polpon’s caution intensified. Claude just admitted that he was plotting something, right to Polpon’s face. Such an admission, even to the second-eldest prince, could very well place Lord Gilbert on the back foot. Even so, he did not hesitate to admit to everything—a worryingly brazen move that meant Claude didn’t consider his behavior risky in the slightest. For a moment, Polpon worried he might be in the worst-case scenario, that his own life might be in immediate danger, and set his mind racing. Edmond also understood that the two of them were on thin ice, yet as the pain in his stomach grew more intense, his own thoughts continued to flounder.


  “But it just doesn’t suit me,” Claude went on. “Why should I have to sneak around in the dark, wary of what others might think of my actions? I do not see the logic in that—I crush my enemies head on.”


  Polpon immediately knew that Claude wasn’t bluffing—and that knowledge made his statement all the more terrifying.


  This man really is Luke’s father, thought Polpon in silence. And he truly does have the power to influence this nation.


  “You mean…you wish to become king?” asked Polpon, sure that he knew the answer.


  “No, not me. It is Luke who will be king.”


  “…Ah!”


  “…Eh?!”


  Polpon’s expression had never faltered so completely as it did in that moment. Edmond just barely restrained the reflexive urge to let out a short cry, swallowing the outburst in the nick of time. He was past thinking about what he could do to improve the situation. It was ­pointless, after all. He was out of ideas and bereft of all hope.


  Having reached this revelation, Edmond cast away those thoughts and started thinking about something different entirely.


  If I do make it out of this room alive, and get all the way home… I’m having my absolute favorite thing for dinner tonight.


   


  ***


   


  “Hey, Alice. Beautiful as always!”


  “You disgust me. Do the world a favor and disappear, won’t you?”


  “Hey now, c’mon, Alice…”


  The heir to the House of Lonsdale, Alice’s older brother, Yolande, arrived at the party hall. He had risen to the post of assistant division commander of the 2nd Royal Magic Division at a prodigious speed, and so it was only natural that he drew the eyes of some onlookers as he entered the hall.


  “There’s this girl that I’d like to introduce Luke to… Where is he, by the way?”


  Yolande received only a sharp, piercing silence in response. 


  At those words, Alice’s and Mia’s eyes shifted to the young girl with sleek purple hair who shyly peeked out from behind Yolande’s back.


  “Hmm, I don’t see him. I suppose I’ll discuss this with him later. Let me introduce her to you two first.”


  “…You’re Citrica, yes?”


  “Eh? Ah…yes. H-hello, Alice…”


  “Oh, you two are friends?” Yolande asked lightly.


  “No, but we do attend the same academy. Luke has no memory of those who don’t interest him, so I have made it a point of remembering the rabble for him. It might come in useful at some point.”


  “…”


  I-I’m so miserable… Citrica thought to herself.


  Though she was indeed guilty of guiding the ­attackers into the academy, it was not due to any sort of malicious intent on her part. In truth, she had simply been asked to pick between her own house and a ­powerful aristocrat boy that she didn’t know all that well, and of those two options, of course, she had ­chosen her family.


  Wah… I’m used to seeing Alice look this scary, but Mia seems downright unhinged! What’s with that crazy glare?! My senses are screaming at me to run, like, she’s about to bore a hole right through me with her eyes! Wh-what am I going to do if they find out it was me…?


  In that moment, Yolande seemed to sense Citrica’s internal thoughts, and a thin smile formed on his face. He looked simultaneously like pure, concentrated evil—and like an innocent child who had just discovered a new toy.


  “You know…Citrica’s actually the one who let those attackers into the academy.”


  Yolande knew precisely the sort of chaos that his words were about to cause. That Mia girl was so thoroughly enthralled by Luke that the word “love” failed to fully encapsulate the magnitude of her devotion. He knew that she would strike out—and knew that with his magic, he would be capable of stopping her.


  “Now, now… Calm down there, Mi—ah?”


  However, the following events unfolded in a way that Yolande didn’t quite expect. He failed to account for someone—Alice. His little sister was always calm and collected, cold as ice, but those words triggered a dangerous eruption within her. No longer bothering to conceal her murderous intent toward him, she activated her magic without a moment’s hesitation. Yolande knew the hearts of others and had spent years and years manipulating them… But even he had not fully comprehended just how completely Alice’s encounter with Luke had twisted her personality.


  “Alice, hey wait a s—”


   


  4


   


  IT WAS A QUIET NIGHT, AND LUKE LIFTED HIS head to gaze up at the breathtaking starry sky. He would not normally have been moved, but on that particular evening, the mass of lights seemed to glimmer particularly enchantingly above him. Perhaps, he pondered, his sudden interest in the sky was a reflection of just how bored he was with dealing with annoying nobles.


  “I’m sorry, Luke… Inviting you out so suddenly like this.”


  “…”


  Luke could have just stayed there and looked up at the stars all night, but the boy walking just ahead of him would not permit that.


  Wow… You don’t often see people so bad at hiding their emotions.


  When Abel first approached Luke earlier that evening, Luke intended to turn him down. However, there was clearly something different about Abel that night, and that piqued Luke’s curiosity, ever so slightly.


  “So, how far do you intend to walk? This place is quite remote.”


  “…Yeah. I guess it is.”


  Abel turned around to look at Luke—as usual, his face was a jumbled-up mess of raw, unmasked feelings.


  “There’s something I want to ask you, Luke. Do you mind?”


  “What is it?”


  “If there were two people you wanted to save…and you could really only save one or the other… What would you do?”


  “…Mwa ha.”


  A soft smile spread across Luke’s face.


  “What a foolish question, Abel.”


  “…Huh?”


  “The premise is faulty. I would never find myself in a position in which my choices were so limited.”


  He’s my complete opposite, after all, thought Abel. No matter how hard I train, all that gains me is the knowledge of how far I am from my ideals… I put in so much effort, and I’m never rewarded with even a sliver of confidence in myself. Maybe that’s why Luke seems to shine so brightly to me.


  “…A-ah?”


  For some reason, a single tear escaped down his cheek. Then the dam burst, and all of his built-up emotions and fears came flooding out at once. Not even Abel knew why he was crying—he couldn’t have given a clear answer to that question, had anyone asked—but still the tears came.


  Luke watched him in awkward silence. He had no idea what Abel was going through, of course. He didn’t know that Abel’s breakdown came on the heels of Lily’s kidnapping and the realization that he wasn’t strong enough to save her.


  …What the heck is he crying about? First, he drags me out of the party, which is all well and good, I suppose…but then he asks me a confusing question, only to suddenly burst into tears. I cannot comprehend this boy.


  There was, it had to be said, a massive gulf between Abel and Luke’s respective wavelengths.


  “Luke.”


  “…What?”


  Abel’s voice seemed clingy, almost. He raised his head to speak to Luke, and his face was all screwed up with tears. Luke answered casually, feeling the sort of revulsion he typically did for all things inexplicable.


  “I don’t know what’s right and what’s wrong anymore. I just don’t get it…”


  I can’t be like Luke. I can’t save everyone as he could. I’m probably being watched at this very moment… I might be putting Lily’s life in danger.


  Abel was out of time. 


  “Luke… I want to fight you.”


  With tears in his eyes, Abel drew his sword.


  Nay, his hand was forced.


   


  ***


   


  “…”


  One second, he’s crying, the next, he’s got his sword out and saying he wants to fight. Emotionally unstable is one thing, but this is too much. I don’t know what he’s got ­going on in his head, and I’m not interested in finding out.


  But, well…


  “Sword of Darkness.”


  I focused the dark into my right hand until it formed a sword.


  Not like I can refuse a direct challenge.


  “Very well. Come at me, then.”


  Abel took in a sharp breath but didn’t move immediately.


  Luke eyed him appraisingly.


  How long has it been? The more I focus, the more all unnecessary information falls away… But this annoyance will not fade. I don’t care why Abel chose to fight me—it doesn’t concern me in the least. What truly vexes me is that he’s issued this challenge to me with such hesitation in his heart.


  Then, abruptly, he made his move. It was a head-on, straightforward slash—unambitious, with no intent to kill behind it.


  That is not an attack. It’s an insult.


  “You idiot!”


  “Urk!”


  I punched him, just as I did the first time we crossed swords. He hit the ground hard.


  “I don’t care why you wanted to fight me, but you’d better give it everything you’ve got. It doesn’t matter either way, of course. You’ll never beat me.”


  “…Augh.”


  My words were spat in irritation, and I wasn’t sure how much meaning Abel would find in them.


  “I’m sorry…I…I’m sorry…thank you, Luke.”


  “…”


  What’s he apologizing for? What’s he thanking me for? I don’t understand any of this. But at least I see it now—the fighting spirit in his eyes.


  “Mwa ha ha. Once more.”


  “Fortify Strength.”


  I felt the presence of mana, and then Abel made his first proper move. He launched into a vicious slashing attack that was nothing like the first.


  Good. You come at me with everything you have, body and soul, and I’ll twist you into the dirt. That’s it. There’s the only way that this duel can have meaning. Hmph. But his strikes are too straightforward as usual.


  Then Abel stopped rather suddenly—a movement I hadn’t expected him to make.


  “Raaah!!”


  With a powerful cry, Abel launched a kick intended only to take me off guard. I could have defended myself in an instant, but my stance was off, so I kicked off against the ground to passively fly backward instead.


  Next.


  …Mwa ha ha. That was rather rude of him. Who did he learn that from, I wonder? Not that I care much, though the tactic reminds me of the ones that Alfred taught me…it’s the sort of thing I might do.


  “Ah hah hah hah! You really do disgust me!”


  He stole my technique. He’s been observing me, then… A bit of self-directed study, one might say.


  “Fortify Strength.”


  Abel grew even faster.


  “Fortify Strength.”


  He continued to stack the enhancement spell, again and again.


  “Fortify Strength! Fortify Strength!”


  His movements are complex, though. He’s weaving in feints to try to deceive me. I’ll admit it—I can recognize that he has grown. When I first faced him at Aslan Magic Academy, I felt I could have beaten him with my eyes closed—but now he’s strong enough that I’ll have to keep them open. His movements have become less conventional, and his sword technique seems more refined.


  “Slash!”


  The attack seemed to be intended to take advantage of a brief lapse in my attention.


  It appears he can use skills now. He wanted to use the fact that I wasn’t aware of his abilities to kill me with that merciless first blow.


  “Dark Slash,” I countered.


  “Gah!” 


  But there’s nothing you can do that I can’t do better.


  Abel aborted his attack halfway through and quickly jumped backward.


  That was a wise decision. Skills and sword techniques are different beasts—accepting that strike would have settled this duel.


  “It seems like you’ve grown a little, but in the end, you’ll never even reach the foot of my abilities. You are nothing but a pale imitation, living in my shadow.”


  “…”


  He’s fast, with those five levels of Fortify Strength on him. He might be able to overcome the average elemental magic user, who’d probably be easily overwhelmed by his unique style and unconventional tactics. Unfortunately for him, I’m not exactly average.


  “That will not work on me.”


  I have no need of special magic or skills. I honed these keen eyes of mine while training with the sword, and I can practically see the future with a single glance at my opponent. No matter how complex his movements may be now, once I have crossed swords with him a few times, his patterns and propensities all become clear to me. It doesn’t matter how fast he is, or how heavy his strikes are—anything I can see, I can deal with…it only takes one glimpse.


  “Luke. Do you mind…if I really do this…? If I give it my all…?”


  “…Huh?”


  Abel still looked like he was about to cry, and I could tell that his words were forced out only after a great deal of inner conflict. I understood that, but at the same time, there was a rage bubbling up inside me, threatening to drive me to madness.


  “…Screw you!”


  The intense anger spread through my body in waves, and I started to tremble slightly as it pulled incessantly at me. Even so, I was in the middle of combat—the rational, calm part of my brain protested that only a fool would grow emotional during a fight.


  “I have never been so insulted before,” I spat in an ­effort to pull myself together. “I will not say this again, so listen this time—come at me with everything you’ve got!”


  “Right…okay, Luke.”


  With that, my rage vanished completely, as if with a snap of my fingers. This was a function of my natural instinct for caution.


  “Fortify Strength.”


  Abel disappeared—and not in a metaphorical sense. One second, he was in my line of vision, and in the next, he had disappeared completely. An instant later, I heard the thunder clap and the sound of a blade slicing through the air.


  “Gah.”


  I can deal with anything I can see…but that was so fast I couldn’t even see it coming.


  “Yaaaah!”


  On instinct, I reacted to the direction of the voice. The angle of approach was terrible for me, and my timing was atrocious. Unable to block the attack, I felt the immense impact blow through my whole body.


  “Armor of Darkness. Wings of Darkness.”


  I lost control of my body and tried to take back command using magic, while I flew up into the sky with the momentum from Abel’s blow. I looked down at the ground to see Abel panting, his shoulders heaving.


  “Aha ha ha!”


  I couldn’t help but laugh.


  He made me use magic… This is the first time I have been cornered, forced to use a spell against my own will. Not to mention…Wings of Darkness should have been enough to regain control of myself, but I reflexively activated Armor of Darkness too… A testament to how heavy the blow felt, I suppose, and how concerned I was when it struck me.


  This is supremely interesting.


  How long has it been since my heart leapt out of my chest like this? What Abel just did was incredibly simple. He used both the power of magic and skills to fortify his strength, and that’s all. It was simple, but incredibly powerful—its strength is almost too plain and easy to comprehend. I could replicate it, of course… But I think I’ll test out a new spell instead.


  “Evil Eye of Darkness.”


  Dark mana gathered in my eyes. The spell allowed me to absorb mana from everyone within my line of sight, in a certain range, and also greatly increased my perceptive abilities.


  I’ll also cast a minimal Fortify Strength, and handle the rest with my Wings of Darkness. That should be enough.


  “Let us start over.”


  “…Here I come.” Abel disappeared again—no, he leaped in front of me at incredible speed. 


  Right side… I can see him now. So long as I can perceive him, this won’t be an issue. No matter how fast or strong he becomes, I can handle it.


  “Yaah!”


  Hmph, he underestimates me. He attacks me from a blind spot, but still raises his voice to a cry while striking—proof that he cannot fully surrender himself to being ruthless.


  He is fast, however. If I react even slightly too late to this attack, this will all be settled. That won’t be an issue, though. This is a simple slash, aimed vertically up through my shoulder. I expect this is one of the ones that on some subconscious level he knows that he’s good at—or a technique that he has a fondness for. Your movements on the whole have grown more complex, Abel, but your initial strikes are still too honest.


  See? This is the spot. I just need to release the pressure right here.


  My breathing, angle, timing… Everything’s perfect. I cannot afford a single mistake, but there’s no possible way that I could misstep now.


  I swung my sword, and my blade flowed like water. Abel rolled right past me and stumbled to the ground under his own momentum. He looked up at me in pure shock, as his hands pressed into the dirt.


  Just like he did the first time we crossed swords.


  “Done already?” I asked.


  “…Not yet!!”


  Slash after slash, we exchanged blows at unreasonable speed. Abel moved so quickly that I wasn’t able to counter, and each parry required the full attention of every nerve in my body.


  But that matters not. I take no issue with any of this, truthfully. I am enjoying myself quite a lot.


  I cannot get enough of this thrill…it feels wonderful.


  “…Ah!”


  Abel seemed to notice my unease.


  He’s so fast that it’s going to be too hard to land Dark Spirit Drain on him, and spells like Dark Sun that take a little time to activate are out of the question. With Dark Evil Eye, though, I can set a time limit on this fight. It won’t have the immediate effect that Dark Spirit Drain would, but so long as Abel is within my line of sight, he’ll slowly start losing mana.


  The longer this fight goes on, the slower Abel will become. It’ll be like strangling him with cotton…slowly, gradually draining the strength from his body. The moment that I activated this spell, Abel’s only remaining option was to put an incredibly swift end to our duel. His first strike was his most important, but it’s too late to change that now.


  “I win,” I declared.


  “…Yeah.”


  I pressed my sword to Abel’s throat.


   


  ***


   


  “I knew it… You really are incredible…”


  “…”


  Abel lay on the ground looking up at the night sky with bleary, tear-filled eyes. His mind was a mess, and he didn’t really understand what he was feeling—all he knew was that he couldn’t stop crying. In order to save Lily, he had turned his sword against someone he truly respected—a friend. Not only had the attempt failed, but he could never forgive himself for trying at all.


  In the end, I couldn’t save anyone. There’s nothing left for me to do now, but—


  “Don’t irritate me any further, Abel.”


  “Huh?”


  Luke’s voice dripped with quiet rage.


  “You challenged me to a fight, but you did not wish for true victory. There was hesitation in your heart, was there not?”


  Abel had to admit that Luke was completely right. He had been conflicted the whole time.


  I want to save Lily, but I don’t want to hurt Luke.


  The dilemma had troubled him all throughout the fight, and Abel was sure that even if he’d been able to best Luke, he could never have brought himself to ­actually kill him.


  “If you want to defeat me, then you’ll have to give me everything you’ve got, you fool.”


  It was like Luke saw right through him. He turned on his heel to walk away, as if he felt there was nothing more to be said.


  “Luke!” Abel cried out, desperate to stop him.


  “What do you want?”


  Luke turned, looking deeply displeased. Abel knew that he was asking too much—in fact, he knew that better than anyone. And yet the light that stood before him was so bright that he couldn’t help but cling to it. Luke, on the other hand, knew nothing of Abel’s situation—and as a consequence, he felt nothing but revulsion when he heard Abel’s next words.


  “Will you…help me…?”


  “Gah!”


  In that instant, Luke was assaulted by an acute sense of duty.


  What is this feeling…?


  Abel was lucky in one aspect of this circumstance—that it was occurring in Gilbadia, the domain of the House of Gilbert. There were also a number of influential aristocrats currently within its borders as well, meaning that any issues arising at the present moment might bring the good name of Gilbert into disrepute. For this reason, Luke considered it appropriate to help Abel…or at least, that was what he told himself. In reality, all that reasoning was tacked on.


  I… Right now, in this moment…there’s this irresistible sense of obligation inside me, as if there’s a line I have to read. Hmph… Times like these are a painful reminder that, in this world, there is a clear story that must be told.


  Under normal circumstances, Luke would never have permitted anyone or anything to push him around and make such demands.


  Strange, then…why do I feel as if I can give in and obey these particular orders? Could it be…? Am I anticipating something from him…?


  It was a faint feeling, but Luke was sure that he was looking forward to seeing how Abel would answer his question.


  “Abel,” he said, a grin still spread wide across his face. “What will you give me in return?”


  “…Ah.”


  Again.


  “I don’t mind helping you… But what will you offer me in recompense?”


  “Wh-what can I…offer you…?”


  The boy who stood before Abel in that moment had everything. There’s nothing I could ever give him… Wait.


  Abel had been watching Luke for so long that he knew exactly what Luke would most want from him. He could offer Luke the one thing in the world that he didn’t have just yet.


  “I… I know what it is you really want, Luke…”


  Somehow, I’ve been completely captivated by him from the first moment we met… By his incredible, constant, and overwhelming power. But that’s why I know what it is he really wants…


  “It’s a worthy rival, isn’t it?”


  When Abel looked at Luke, he saw someone who was immensely strong—but in some ways there also appeared to be limits to his power.


  That’s why I—


  “I’ll do it. I’ll become a worthy rival for you. Someone you can fight without holding back.”


  There was a steely resolve in Abel’s eyes. He wasn’t lying—he truly did intend on becoming a worthy opponent for Luke.


  “Muah hah hah… Ah hah hah hah!!”


  Luke laughed, as if truly amused by Abel’s words.


  “This is marvelous stuff. Are you going to be a worthy opponent for me? Oh, Abel, at least your attempts at comedy have improved,” Luke sneered. “And yet…this interests me.”


  Abel’s words had, in a real sense, touched Luke. As much as Luke feared the possibility of defeat—that had been the driving force behind his thirst for endless power, after all—there was something else he’d recently realized. The more that Luke trained, the more he understood this lesson:


  Life becomes boring when you are strong.


  The more powerful Luke became, the less vibrant the world around him seemed to be. Before he had even realized what was happening, Luke found that he was automatically imposing limits on himself in battle. In the depths of his heart, a new desire formed—he yearned for a worthy opponent against whom he could bring the full force of his strength.


  “I suppose we have a deal,” Luke conceded. “Though I do not expect much of you.”


  “Eh, then…you mean…?”


  “I will help you. Hurry up a—”


  Unable to contain his emotions, Abel lunged at Luke and hugged him tightly in gratitude.


  “Thanks, Luke! Thank you so much!”


  “…Gah. Get away. You disgust me.”


  As he pulled back slightly, Abel decided to catch Luke up to speed on recent events. He recounted his fight with the mercenaries, and how Lily had been kidnapped, and that some strange, unknown woman had been watching him. In fact, he was likely under surveillance at this very moment.


  “What, that’s it?” asked Luke once Abel had finished.


  “…Eh?”


  Nothing about what Abel had said seemed to faze Luke in the slightest—it appeared to sound so ordinary to him.


  “Dark Detect Mana.”


  Mercenaries, long-range surveillance—that was all Luke needed to hear in order to guess that this was all connected to his own encounter with a mysterious woman spying on him at the mercenaries’ hideout. The surveillance was not an issue—after the incident with Nicole, Luke had improved his Dark Blessing spell so that he could no longer be watched. His next step, then, was to use a Detect Mana spell infused with dark magic to search for Nicole’s mana in a wide area.


  “Hmph, they’re surprisingly close,” Luke muttered, then cast another spell. “Wings of Darkness.” Luke shot up into the sky at incredible speed. All Abel could do was stand there dumbfounded at how quickly the situation was developing.


  “Luke, have you really—Eh?”


  But Luke was already gone. Then there was a concerning boom from off in the distance. Abel stared at the spot in the sky for a few seconds, baffled. Abruptly, Luke reappeared once more.


  “Here. Happy now?”


  Luke returned with a sphere of darkness in tow. The sphere gently drifted to the ground, where it melted into the dirt to reveal two unconscious people trapped within. The first person was a woman Abel didn’t recognize, but it seemed reasonable to assume she was the kidnapper. The other…


  “Lily! I’m sorry… I’m so, so sorry… I’m glad you’re okay… I’m so happy to see you again…”


  She was unconscious, but alive and completely unhurt. Her dramatic rescue had been accomplished rather too unceremoniously.


  Luke really meant it…


  Incredible… I was despairing over what to do, but here Luke’s just like “What, that’s it?” as if this was barely even a task at all.


  …This is why I look up to him, Abel thought to himself once more.


  He’s like the sun…shining so brightly that I just can’t help but admire him.


  “Do whatever you like with the girl. I’m going to—uh…?”


  Luke sensed an immense amount of very familiar mana being expended, and the two boys turned to glimpse the emergence of a giant icicle in the direction of the Gilbert mansion.


  “…This is turning out to be a terrible day.”


  With a resigned sigh of exhaustion, Luke started walking back to the chaos that was no doubt engulfing the party.


  “Thanks, Luke! Really! Thank you so much!” Abel called after him. He had more that he wanted to say, of course, but for now decided to go with generic thanks.


  “…Come at me, whenever you’re ready,” Luke replied, stopping in his tracks but not turning back to look at Abel. “Ready for me to demonstrate my supreme strength, that is.”


  “Sure. I’ll catch up to you, I swear! No—I’ll surpass you!”


  Luke set off walking again without a single glance back.


  “I don’t think anyone really reaches for the sun thinking they’ll be able to touch it…but I have to. I don’t have any other choice.”


  Those were the words that Abel let slip, though there was nobody there to hear them. This was his resolve, even if it went unnoticed by the world.




  Chapter Five:
The Empire


   


  1


   


  MY CONSCIOUSNESS BLURRED, AND I FELT like I was being pushed and pulled by a mighty tide. I slowly gathered my bearings and started to look around, but I was surrounded by complete darkness in every direction.


  “I can understand why one might polish a gemstone.”


  “Huh…?”


  I heard a voice, but when I turned in the direction it came from, nobody was there.


  “But what of a gemstone that is already so perfectly dazzling that it has no equal?”


  “…Wait, what are you talking about? Also, who are y—”


  Then he was right in front of me, sitting on a pure white throne that contrasted strikingly against the crimson carpet beneath it. I looked up at Luke Witharia Gilbert.


  “What?”


  He looked back at me, bored, casually propping up his head with one hand. I didn’t understand what was happening, of course. It was difficult to resolve my hazy thoughts into much of anything, and my head seemed full of nothing but question marks. My confusion didn’t seem to concern him, however, as Luke just went on speaking.


  “There was always the chance that they might consider me some sort of monster…that is just what it would mean for me to try. The weak attempt to exterminate that which is beyond their comprehension, but alas, this world rests on the shoulders of the weak, nevertheless. It is the common rabble who keep this world revolving, simply due to their strength in numbers.”


  My mind was still screaming at me; all sorts of emotions were whirled up and thrown out of place. Still, I couldn’t help but keep listening—my ears took in every word.


  “Mwa ha… But something rather interesting has happened here. That incomplete aspect of your nature has a certain charm to it, and it has started to greatly influence those around you.”


  I rubbed my eyes and tried over and over to comprehend what I was looking at. No matter how hard I stared, I always reached the same conclusion. It was Luke—the character himself, as he was meant to be. I didn’t know how to express it properly, but I was sure.


  But then, why…? What is this unsettling feeling inside of me…?


  “Hm, I suppose this means that one cannot be considered a truly complete being without a certain degree of imperfection. This is quite the paradox… What a fine world we find ourselves in.”


  “…”


  I couldn’t say a word to interrupt. Some mysterious pressure held me down and forced me into silence.


  “Well either way, it changes nothing about what must be done. Go ahead and demonstrate to them that it is I who stands above all others… Or no, should that be we?”


   


  ***


   


  When I awoke, I saw a familiar ceiling above me, but I also felt a strange disconnect between my body and consciousness. I still had clear memories of the Luke from my dream, and suddenly I realized why the sight of him had made me feel so unsettled.


  His eyes. I don’t know why, but there was something in the way he seemed to look down on me. That’s not how I pictured him. It could just be because that was me, I suppose…but there’s no point in overthinking this.


  “…It was just a dream.”


  “Oh? Whatever were you dreaming about?”


  I sat up slowly, still struggling to get my groggy brain in gear. Alice watched patiently from where she sat leisurely in a chair beside my bed.


  I no longer felt angry when I found her in my room. These days, I tended to just sigh and mumble, “You again?” whenever I saw her. I was just about to kick her out so that I could get ready when I remembered something.


  “The other day, if I’d been any later in coming… You would’ve used your Poison magic, wouldn’t you?”


  This damn idiot went and used her magic at the party with all of those influential aristocrats in attendance.


  “Yes. That girl did more than enough to deserve death. I could have killed her with poison, even if my brother had tried to intervene.”


  “…”


  Alice didn’t seem the least bit remorseful to me. Thankfully, Yolande and my father, along with a number of other members of the Lonsdale house, managed to smooth the situation over very efficiently.


  But the real problem is that Alice tried to use her Poison magic.


  “You still can’t control it, can you? Countless people might’ve died.”


  Alice can’t control her Poison magic as well as she can control her Ice…or to be more specific, she can’t keep a lid on its power. Worst of all, she has no way to administer any kind of antidote.


  “That would never have happened. Mia was with me.”


  “What, so Mia’s developed the antidote to your Poison magic?”


  “…I don’t know.”


  “Hey.”


  Alice stumbled, and I didn’t pursue the matter any further.


  In the end, I guess she just lost her temper a little. More importantly…why was that woman who kidnapped Lily trying to kill me…?


  I sighed.


  The troubles never end. The closer I look, the more annoyances I find—but actually, right now I feel quite good.


  I got out of bed.


  “Well, whatever. Get out, I need to get dressed.”


  “No. I want to watch.”


  I can’t help but think positively, after all—today, I finally set out for the empire.


   


  ***


   


  Several days earlier, in Claude’s study…


  “For goodness’ sake, master! Please allow me to accompany Master Luke on his trip to the empire! Please! I beg of you!!”


  “…B-be my guest.”


  “Oh, thank you! Thank you ever so much for agreeing!”


  Claude gazed uneasily at Alfred, who had been overcome with tears by this.


  Were you always this emotional, Alfred…? I fear something has been strange with him ever since that ice dragon incident. No, I suppose he must have been emotionally unstable this whole time, and I simply failed to notice that particular character flaw until now.


  Claude’s doubts still lingered, but he nodded firmly.


  “Look after Luke for me.”


  “I will guard him with my life.”


  Some things do not change.


  Alfred’s fierce eyes were just as intense as they had always been. It was the same look he wore back in the days when he was feared as a demon upon the battlefield.


   


  ***


   


  The Divine Nation of Myra, Castle Maidred.


  I expect the Divine King is still wrapped up in that meeting in the throne room behind me. I can well imagine what they’re discussing—the Kingdom of Milestia. They stand in the way of our beloved nation, them and their magical strength. They lack in the development of magic tool technology, in the training of their warriors, and still cling to anachronisms like discrimination against the demi-human races—their nation is inferior to ours in every way but one. It’s their overwhelming magical strength that forces their neighbors to bow and submit to them. The empire touts its friendly relations with its kingdom, but to be frank, they are nothing but a Milestian vassal state. Milestia does not have good relationships with the other nations, and to be frank, I do not think this world should allow such kingdoms to prosper.


  But Fortis knew that thinking such things was not his role—that was the reason he had departed the throne room in the first place.


  “…Nicole.”


  She traveled to Milestia a while ago, but her regular correspondence had since dried up—or so Fortis had just heard during the throne room meeting. In truth, he wanted to set out and find her immediately, but he knew it would never be permitted. He was of the incredibly rare oni race, and while he had no blood connection to Nicole, he thought of her as a younger sister. A heavy stone grew in the pit of his stomach, and Fortis tried his best to dilute the dark black emotions swirling within him. Just then, he heard the thick doors behind him open.


  “Ah, Fortis! Today’s the big day!”


  The voice was a cheerful one, and he turned to see a young boy less than half his own height. Fortis knew that appearances counted for nothing at all, though—the boy was an elf, and was much older than Fortis was, despite his boyish looks.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Forget that. Your horns! Lemme touch your horns!”


  “Go ahead.”


  Fortis knelt without a hint of reluctance.


  “Wow! They’re so cool!”


  “…”


  “Lemme ride on your shoulders!”


  “Go ahead.”


  Fortis was just a little embarrassed at the compliment to his horns, but his pride as a male oni kept such ­emotions from rising to the surface. Aside from his almost three meters in height and the two horns protruding from his forehead, Fortis didn’t look all that different from a regular human—even so, I expect they’d turn me around at the border…especially in nations like Milestia, where they let their discriminations run rampant.


  “What can I do for you then, Cyril?”


  Fortis walked slowly and carefully to ensure that the boy didn’t fall from his shoulders.


  “Well, y’know actually… Turns out I’m going to be borrowing some power from one of my friends, and heading off to attack Gilbadia!”


  “What?! No, you can’t!” Fortis cried out. “Your magic is…”


  “I’ll be fine. I told you, didn’t I? Today’s my friend’s big day!”


  “But we don’t have enough intel. I mean, considering what happened to Nicole…and why does it have to be you, anyway?”


  “That’s the whole reason! I’m going there to save Nicole.”


  Fortis frowned.


  Nicole’s regular reports had revealed that Dark would be traveling to the empire to watch the coming Sword Saint Festival. Fortis understood that this would be the best time to set out and rescue her, of course… Logically, in his head, he knew that. But whether he could accept that in his heart was a different matter entirely.


  “Also, we really need more intel, so that’s partly why I’m going…or, well, maybe that’s actually the main reason? Scoping out the situation, figuring out if there are threats other than Dark, and if they’ve got any technology over there. We’ve been underestimating them, so first things first, yeah? We’ve gotta know what we’re up against.”


  “Then I should be the one to go.”


  “Nah, your strength is more of an…individual thing. You aren’t good at this covert sort of stuff.”


  “But—”


  “You’re off to the empire anyway, aren’t you, Fortis?”


  “How did you know that…?”


  “I just know.”


  “…”


  Fortis could hear it in the boy’s voice—questioning him further would only serve to mock his resolve. Clearly, Cyril’s mind was made up.


  “Make sure you come home safe,” said Fortis, finally.


  “Sure. Don’t worry about me. I’m pretty strong, y’know?”


   


  2


   


  THE EMPIRE’S TERRITORY WAS NOT VAST BY ANY means, but most of its cities flourished with wealth, and it was well regarded by its neighbors. The imperial capital, Elis Tira, was especially advanced. The city regularly swirled with noise and excitement around the time of the Sword Saint Festival, which attracted a diverse crowd from across all nations. The festival was of such great importance to the empire that it earned it the moniker “the Nation of Knights.” With the grand event quickly approaching once more, there were, of course, a great many prominent individuals in the city.


  “Tch, they’re so damn loud,” grumbled the young girl as she watched over the city from her window. She plonked herself down at her dressing table and crossed her legs. Then, she picked up her comb and brushed a few times to arrange her white-flecked bangs. She couldn’t help but catch a glimpse of her own sharp eyes in the mirror—she was so often told that she looked mean. Nobody had told her that today yet, naturally, but the concern always nagged at the back of her mind somewhat. The girl’s half-elven, slightly pointed ears were decorated with a great many piercings. She could have changed them to suit her mood, but decided to leave them be for the day to come. As she placed her favorite choker around her neck, she caught a glimpse of faint gold sparkling in her left eye. A strange, gentle green light began to glow—vaguely, never quite r­esolving into something distinct. She recognized it as a spirit.


  “You lot are cute. Nice and quiet too.”


  She had a special power, something fundamentally different from magic and skills. Her Spirit Eye was truly a gift from the heavens above. The ability to see spirits, let alone interact with them directly, was incredibly rare—and it was precisely this ability that allowed the girl to detect a particularly incredible anomaly.


  “Wh-what…? Aaah!”


  Suddenly, a stream of sunlight burst in through her window—except it wasn’t the sun at all, but something else entirely. Its colors began to shift, and the girl understood that this was the light of the spirits. She had seen this light before, but never so many in one place, nor so blindingly intense. The shock of it all knocked her to the floor of her room.


  “Wh…what is that thing…?” mumbled the girl. Her voice was so thin that it sounded like it might disappear at any moment.


   


  ***


   


  At times I do find my aristocratic status to be rather ­irritating—for example, right now.


  I looked out at the influential nobles of my own nation.


  They’re still here, even after that party to celebrate my defeat of the ice dragon…they cling to me.


  “Looks like we’re almost there, Luke!”


  I glowered silently.


  This is all your fault, Abel…you imbecile. You’re the reason I now have to officially visit the empire as a noble representative. This complicates things, of course. It was the whole reason I went through the trouble of creating a position for myself as an adventurer in the first place. But I suppose all of that has gone up in smoke.


  But funnily enough, it’s at times such as these that I remember that Abel is just a commoner. Not all here look at him fondly, to say the least. He might be a student of Aslan Magic Academy, but not everyone thinks he even deserves to be there. The roots of discrimination run deep in this aristocratic society. Personally, though, I can’t understand the point in measuring a person’s worth by anything but their abilities.


  “Hey. Dia.”


  “Y-yes…?!”


  Dia flinched at my call, trembling as she lowered her great head to me.


  “You are to obey my father’s every order. Is that understood?”


  “Y-yes! Of corsh…c-course…”


  “Oh, and…”


  “Yes, master?”


  “It’s cold.”


  “Eh?”


  “It’s cold when you’re nearby. Suppress your mana.”


  “Eeeek! I’m s-so sorry!”


  I sighed.


  It really seems like I’m being targeted by multiple forces. The Aslan Magic Academy attack was one thing, but I think there’s something even bigger going on. I’ve got enemies on all sides…and I can handle them if they come for me directly, but there could be trouble if they attack my father or mother. Well, they are my parents, I suppose, so I doubt the rabble could ever actually get the best of them, but there are also certain tools that can disable a magic user’s spells. One can never be too prepared.


  “Be careful out there, Luke.”


  “Yes, Mother.”


  “If anyone displeases you, Luke, let me know as soon as—”


  “Oh dear,” my mother interrupted my father and quickly spoke over him. “Instructor Amelia, Instructor Freya, please look after him while he is away.”


  “Of course.”


  “We will take responsibility for his care, Lord Gilbert.”


  Freya is one thing, but I’ll never get used to seeing Amelia acting like she’s just a regular person. Well either way, I’m really amped for this. Honestly, I’m surprised at how excited it makes me.


  “…Mwa ha.”


  With the annoying goodbyes over, we finally got on our way. As I boarded the horse-drawn carriage, some uneasiness still lingered in my mind. Specifically, confusion over why Alice and Mia suddenly seemed to be accompanying me as well.


  Hmph…influential nobles really are terrible people. Come to think of it, where did Polpon get to? I thought he was here not long ago. Has he already gone back to the capital? That makes sense, I suppose. He’s the second-eldest prince of the whole kingdom… I did wonder what he was doing at my party in the first place…


   


  ***


   


  Also present to see them off were Lily and Eleonora. Lily had complained to Abel that she hadn’t been invited to go to the empire, so of course, she had to at least come and say farewell. Eleonora, meanwhile, was there to lend the use of her Spatial magic. Or rather, she would have, if only Luke’s original plan had gone ahead. Then he would have been able to visit the empire alone using Spatial magic to greatly shorten his journey time—especially compared to the long carriage trip he was currently embarking on—but there were now two main problems in its use.


  The first was that Eleonora’s magic could not teleport so many individuals who possessed such great amounts of mana themselves. The second was that, as great nobles of the Kingdom of Milestia, they were obligated to keep up certain appearances. That was ultimately the reason why their party traveled by road, taking a large contingent of knights with them, and not by Spatial magic means.


  “L-Luke… W-we’re almost there, so I’d appreciate it if you’d wake up sometime soon… Aha ha…”


  Abel’s voice was feeble, almost as if he were seeking salvation, which in fact, he was. There were four ­individuals in the carriage—and with Luke asleep, that just left Alice, Mia, and Abel. He couldn’t claim to be on good terms with either of the two girls, however, and their strained relationship was only tolerable when Luke was in the mix. Abel felt so uncomfortable that he couldn’t breathe. The awkwardness was suffocating.


  I can’t take it anymore! Please, Luke, just wake up already! Sometimes Alice glares at me with this terrible expression, and Mia just keeps watching you sleep with this super dangerous look in her eyes!


  After Luke fell asleep, Abel did what he could to try to break the ice. He was good at trying—he believed in his heart that no matter how high the walls that confronted him, he could overcome anything with effort and ingenuity. Alice had just responded to his every attempt with a “Would you mind not addressing me so casually?” However, Mia’s obsession with Luke appeared so intense that she didn’t even respond.


  This is a dead end. I don’t even have Lily here to help me…no matter how many times I call out to her in my head, she can’t answer. So…I’m done with effort. Time to try ingenuity. Switching gears, Abel decided that he should just go to sleep as well—but sleep never came.


  Augh, I’m at a loss. I don’t know what to say! What are we supposed to talk about? What do I normally talk about with friends?


  Unable to understand anything at all any longer, Abel was on the verge of giving up. He felt like he was stumbling around a dark room looking for an answer.


  Th-this is unbearable… I can’t breathe…


  The silence was freezing cold. Abel couldn’t fall asleep but closed his eyes regardless. It was just as he resolved to spend the remainder of the journey pretending to be asleep when he heard Luke’s voice.


  “Oh, we’re here already?”


  Finally. Salvation.


  Luke awoke from his slumber.


  “L-Luke… Ah…you’re finally…”


  “…Why are you crying, Abel?”


  Luke rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger as he considered the boy sniffling pathetically to his right. From Luke’s perspective, he had absolutely no idea why Abel would be crying while staring meaningfully at him like that. He was acting as if he’d just been rescued.


  “Good morning, dear,” Alice chimed in.


  “Ah…you.”


  “Is there anything you’d like me to do for you this morning, or anything you’d like to do to me, perchance?” she asked boldly. “I can fulfill your every desire.”


  “No,” Luke muttered. “Shut up.”


  She’s so talkative now! When did that happen? A few seconds ago, I felt like she might kill me every time I tried to speak!


  “Ah… Ahem! Morning, Luke!”


  “Yes. Morning.”


  Mia fixed Luke with an intense gaze.


  Abel found her quite peculiar these days, truthfully. The Mia that Abel knew was very sensible, and he recalled her often butting heads with the sharp-tongued Alice back at the academy. There was something off about the way she looked that day, though. Abel found it hard to put into words, but there was something deeply unsettling about the way she would fidget and squirm, and the oddly dangerous, hungry glint lurking in her eyes.


  She sorta scares me now…


  It was thanks to Abel’s finely honed warrior senses, as well as his biological instincts, that he detected the shift in Mia. Regardless, the moment Luke awoke, the hint of a smile returned to Abel’s face.


   


  ***


   


  Meanwhile, in the other carriage…


  “Look, Alfred, let me ask you again. Have you ever ­actually seen Luke’s magic? You haven’t, have you? I know that his sword fighting abilities are exceptional, even I could tell that much… But I think his magical abilities are a much more important factor here.”


  “With all due respect, Lady Amelia, how much exactly do you comprehend of Master Luke’s ­swordsmanship? I speak as former vice-captain of the Royal Knights when I say that his talents are completely out of the ordinary. They are not just rare; they are absolutely ­unprecedented. It was his mastery of the sword that ­allowed him to subjugate the ice dragon, was it not?”


  “Well then, speaking as the current chief researcher of elemental magic and as a magic knight, I’d like to say that Luke’s dark magic is, from a historical perspective, entirely—”


  A passionate debate had broken out between Luke’s sword instructor and his magic instructor.


  Freya watched with a quiet smirk.


  Heh heh, I’m glad Big Sis seems to be having fun. Ahh…I’m hungry, though. I want to find a bunch of sweet treats to eat once we get to the empire!


  She stared out of the window at the outside world and prayed that they would arrive sooner rather than later.


   


  ***


   


  Compared to the Kingdom of Milestia, the Gurren Empire had far fewer people and much less ­territory—but there were also plenty of ways in which the empire ­prospered beyond Milestia’s capability. Arguably, Milestia’s greatest weakness was its inclination for isolation and subsequent lack of diversity. Setting aside the small ­number of trading cities, such as the city of Gilbadia within Lord Gilbert’s domain, Milestia did almost nothing to bring in people and technologies from the other nations. The empire, meanwhile, was a very open nation and actively sought out new people and ideas to incorporate into its society. The result was that the Gurren Empire had a unique culture all of its own—a melting pot of a great many different traditions.


  The crown prince of the Empire, Keithwood, was a man of few personal desires. He had very little interest in rising to the position of emperor. As a matter of fact, he would have very much liked to remove himself from the order of succession as soon as possible. For better or worse, however, Keithwood was an incredibly talented individual, and his father—the current emperor—had very high hopes for his future. Keithwood really just wanted some land out near the border where he could lead a quiet life and keep to himself—but he could never tell his father that, given his position.


  Ah, curse it all… Why are those nobles from the kingdom even coming here? I hate all of this…


  He scratched his head as his thoughts turned dark and grim. Nobody in the empire would ever choose to involve themselves with someone from the Kingdom of Milestia—and Keithwood was no exception.


  “Let’s run over this one last time. Don’t think of them as just nobles; consider them royalty. Swiftly punish anyone who makes even the slightest move against them, under penalty of death.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Keithwood’s days had become uniformly depressing since the news of the visit had reached him.


  The kingdom has never shown any interest in the Sword Saint Festival before… Why on earth are they participating this year? The other nations are looking at us with caution now too. Of course, they all suspect that there’s some political move behind this official visit. To be fair, we were told that there would be students among them and that this is a part of their education, but we can hardly expect the other states to believe that. Seriously, I’m going to sleep for a full day once I’ve safely escorted them up to the palace…


  If he was being honest, Keithwood didn’t want anything at all to do with the nobles. He was just bitterly considering that fact when their party came into view. There were two horse-drawn carriages, both bearing the flag of the kingdom, and the whole party was surrounded by knights clad in pure white armor.


  Can’t something go wrong, so we can just turn them right back around and go home? That’s never going to happen, though, is it…? Ah, as prince of this nation, I have to give my final pep talk to the soldiers.


  “Men! Be on your gua—hm? What was that noise?”


  From somewhere—Keithwood couldn’t tell where, exactly—a whistle sounded.


  “Draw your swords!”


  Off in the distance, he saw a black mass starting to swarm toward the two carriages. Horrified, Keithwood immediately recognized the writhing mass as a pack of monsters known as hellhounds. Without a second to waste, he kicked off against the ground and surged forward at incredible speed.


  This is a terrible failure! We must make it to them in time!


  If the kingdom’s carriages were ravaged, the empire would be held responsible—and the incident might even be used as a pretext for launching a war against their nation. It was precisely to prevent such attacks that the empire officially sent out adventurer bounties several days in advance and, as a result, completely cleared the highways of monsters for the nobles’ passage. At least, it had been cleared when Keithwood inspected the roads himself just the previous day.


  A few hellhounds might have remained, but a pack of this size? It’s unthinkable, he thought to himself. Immediately, he chased the superfluous thought from his head and urged himself to focus.


  “Grrr…graaaah!!”


  “Limit Break, Super Fortify Strength, Super Accelerate!!”


  Keithwood sped onward ever faster, but he knew he wouldn’t make it to the carriages in time. It was hopeless.


  In that case, how do I limit the damage? I have to ensure that the kingdom suffers no fatalities in this attack.


  Damn it, damn it, damn it! Why the heck is this happening?! …Eh?


  Out of the corner of his eye, Keithwood saw something snake out from one of the carriages—a great staff. Upon investigation, he discovered it was actually poking out from one of the windows.


  “Huh?!”


  A ringing sound pierced his ears, and the very air trembled so violently that he felt the impact brush against his skin.


  Initially, Keithwood was thoroughly baffled. Over the next few minutes, however, he would piece together roughly what had just happened.


  Bang.


  The hellhound running in front of the pack literally exploded—then the next one after the other until the whole group was reduced to a scattered fleshy mass of chunks.


  “Ha ha… Magic sure is amazin’,” Keithwood laughed to himself. “Uh…I’m still good, right?”


  Keithwood patted himself down, checking that he hadn’t exploded anywhere in the same way the hellhounds had.


  Seems like I’m still in one piece.


  Then he felt the presence and looked up into the sky.


  “I apologize for addressing you from up here. I come from the Kingdom of Mile—”


  A woman in a large pointed hat, looking exactly the way one might imagine a powerful magic user, slowly floated down toward him. It appeared that the carriages’ occupants were unharmed.


  Whoa…someone’s floating down toward us…


  Keithwood’s head felt like it was floating too. He still wasn’t exactly sure what had happened to the pack of hellhounds. In that moment, he keenly felt a disconnect from reality that he just couldn’t shake.


   


  ***


   


  The Sword Saint was the strongest individual in the whole of the empire, well known by all. It was also said that the present Sword Saint was the most powerful that there had ever been, and just the suggestion of his ­presence could pressure the empire’s neighbors into ­action. For that reason, the position held a great deal of political significance and was not just about the Sword Saint’s own personal strength in combat.


  Bang, bang, bang! Bang! Bang!


  “…”


  But the present Sword Saint, Cyrus Schwarz, was sick of the world of politics. He still felt himself to be one of the common folk, and had only risen to the position of Sword Saint after one day deciding on a whim to participate in the festival. He no longer needed the money, but he still remained active as an adventurer purely because he loved the job—and naturally, he didn’t think much of aristocrat types.


  Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang!


  “Damn it, Cyrus! I know you’re awake! You’re gonna pretend you ain’t home with me?! You tryna make me cry?! I will cry, damn it! Waaah!”


  “…”


  Everyone in the empire was aware that Cyrus’s lodgings were far from extravagant. His apartment was a little smaller than that of the average commoner, in fact. He tried living in the mansion that the emperor granted him for his status as a Sword Saint, but he ended up giving it back almost immediately. The sprawling layout and spacious rooms just made Cyrus feel restless. He was fond of his current place. He liked everything about it, really, except the way that the knocks of certain impatient visitors tended to echo off the walls.


  Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!


  “Hey, Cyrus! You really out somewhere?! Cyruuus!”


  “Aaaah! Shut up, will you?!”


  Cyrus let out all of his anger as he flung open his front door and found the exact young girl that he expected to see standing there. Just as anticipated, she didn’t seem the least bit sorry either.


  “C’mon, Mitty! How many times do I have to freakin’ tell y—”


  “Come here a second.”


  “Huh? H-hey, wait… Screw you!”


  He couldn’t understand anything about the situation, and wasn’t allowed even a moment to prepare himself, before the small girl forcibly dragged him away from the door.


   


  ***


   


  The half-elf girl with the Spirit Eye, Mitty, didn’t really have a clear reason for going to see the Sword Saint Cyrus. If she had to explain it, the action was pure instinct. She had seen a great number of spirits; she knew that nobody so loved by them could be anything but exceptional. As for whether they were friend, foe, or neither…well, Mitty didn’t know that yet. In any case, she was confident that Cyrus was the strongest person she knew and thought that she should show him.


  “…Whoa, that’s insane.”


  The crown prince, mounted atop his white steed, rode at the head of the party that was making its way down the highway, slowly leading two carriages bearing the flag of the Kingdom of Milestia toward the city. A commoner would have been awed by that sight alone, but it was something else that drew Mitty’s attention and left her utterly speechless.


  Numerous spirits of every element, even Light and Dark, crowded around the carriage. There were so many of them, so much information on display, that the sight stopped Mitty in her tracks. She had to close her eyes for a moment to try to process it all.


  “Whoa…so some big cheese is comin’ to the city, then?”


  Mitty sighed at how casual Cyrus appeared to be about the visit.


  “You idiot, haven’t you heard? That’s—”


  But then, just as the two carriages were about to pass Mitty and Cyrus by, they abruptly stopped. A moment later, one of their doors opened.


  “Luke, you can’t just get out here!”


  Then there was complete silence as two passengers disembarked. One of them was a handsome boy with golden hair, and the other a rather flustered-looking black-haired boy who seemed to be trying his hardest to stop his friend from exiting the carriage. A jolt of nervous tension ran through the crowd of imperial onlookers. None of them wanted to get involved with aristocrats from the Kingdom of Milestia, but now here was one imposing his presence upon them instead of rolling right past them as expected. The situation was highly unusual, but that wasn’t the only reason that the city crowd was stunned into silence. The other was the blond boy’s presence—his charisma, one might say. He carried himself with the overpowering air of a ruler, and it took their breath away.


  “Hey, you there. Girl.”


  At the boy’s words, the crowd obediently parted to reveal a young half-elf girl and a yawning, completely average-looking man.


  “…Ah.”


  Mitty knew that she ought to answer immediately when addressed by a noble in this way, but she found that she couldn’t say a word. Her mind was reeling, still overwhelmed by the strange reality unveiled to her by her left eye. She was lucky, then, that she managed to somehow swallow the one word that came to mind the moment she saw the boy standing before her—monster.


   


  ***


   


  “Oh? Well, if it ain’t my adorable little brother? How’ve you been? Long time no see.”


  “It has been too long, brother. Yes, I am in good health.”


  In the palace of the Kingdom of Milestia, two royal princes reunited.


  It was not exactly a joyous occasion, though. Polpon sighed internally—he didn’t like meeting with his brother, but didn’t dare let a hint of those emotions rise to the surface. Instead, he looked his brother right in the eyes and answered with a carefree smile. 


  His older brother, crown prince of the Kingdom of Milestia, Alecdora Behy Dian Milestia, didn’t seem to be as keen on the formalities at the moment.


  “Oh, well, that’s good. Great, even! I’m glad. Now c’mon, get over here and give your brother a hug.”


  “…Yes.”


  Polpon accepted without the slightest hint of resistance. His mind was clear and sharp in the moment, and though he felt a sense of revulsion at the ­incomprehensible thing that his brother asked of him, he remained stoic. He was used to it. In fact, he felt no emotion at all any longer. “What, again?” was all the opposition his mind could muster. He was, on all levels, resigned to his fate.


  “Ahh…you smell so good.”


  “…”


  Polpon felt a wave of disgust run through his body. It was, in the end, just the revulsion that he couldn’t grow accustomed to. That said, Polpon was the only one to whom his brother showed this side of his personality. Setting aside this aspect, even Polpon had to admit that Alecdora was completely perfect. Until he met Luke, the second-eldest prince had been completely sure that his older brother was the most talented person in the whole world.


  Then how do I make use of him? Polpon thought as his mind raced. How do I use him to make a better Kingdom of Milestia?


  “Hey, little brother…you’re a royal, so you’d never even consider joining up with that aristocrat faction, would’ya?”


  Polpon breathed in sharply at that.


  He hadn’t expected those words to be whispered into his ear during their embrace, and they sent an electric shock running through his body. That said, mere words were not enough to break Polpon’s composure.


  “Whatever do you mean, brother?”


  “…”


  There was no light in Alecdora’s eyes, and he made no attempt to disguise his suspicions. His glare was cold, cruel, and searching. Alecdora’s instincts were so sharp that Polpon wondered if a part of their father’s incredibly rare Luck element had been passed on to his elder brother in some non-magical, genealogical fashion.


  He reminds me of Luke…just a little, in some ways. No… I’m sorry, I take it back. The two of them are nothing alike.


  Polpon pictured Luke shouting at him for some reason, and he felt compelled to apologize internally for the comparison.


  “Hmm… I thought I would ask just in case,” Alecdora said slowly. “I don’t mean anything by it. It’s just, well, my instincts have never been wrong before, so I got a bit worried. I was starting to be afraid I might have to kill my beloved brother with my own two hands, y’know?”


  “You won’t,” Polpon said as lightly as he could manage, with a small chuckle and a strained, innocent smile. 


  A silence fell between the two of them for a few moments, until a switch seemed to flip in Alecdora once more.


  “…Course I’m wrong! Ah, that’s such a relief!” he exclaimed, laughing. “Whew…all right, c’mere, you!”


  Alecdora beamed at him, and his breathing grew strangely ragged and uneven as he embraced Polpon again.


  He’s dangerous, this one. If I can’t get him on my side, then…I might be better off just killing him.


   


  ***


   


  The ice dragon Dia felt a strange, uncomfortable feeling she could not quite place. Kept firmly under the thumb of those inferior creatures called human beings, she should have spent her days seething with humiliation, rage, and fear… And yet, now that Dia’s master had gone off to some faraway place he had called the “empire,” she felt unexpectedly conflicted. First, she experienced the expected delight.


  Several days without him—what joy! This may only be a momentary release, but I can forget all of that fear…and those that surround me now are the weakest of flies, that I could kill with a mere swipe of my claw. What do I have to fear now? I can prove once more that I am the absolute pinnacle of strength! Oh, I can’t wait to stretch my wings in the most literal sense.


  But then she paused.


  Then why is it I feel so…empty? My heart should be soaring, yet my chest seems so hollow, as if there is a sort of hole inside of me.


  Dia didn’t know what the feeling was called, and not knowing made her angry.


  “You look lonely, dragon.”


  She heard a voice and opened her eyes to see a human standing beneath her. It was quite difficult for her to tell most humans apart, but this one she remembered as the one that Luke called Mother. The concept of a “mother” was not an unfamiliar one to Dia, though she never knew her own. She assumed that she must have had one at some point as well.


  “Human,” she snarled. “Do not get cocky with me.”


  This is not Luke’s father. I need not fawn over or bow to this one.


  Dia was in a bad mood, brought about by the swirling vortex of unpleasant emotions inside her heart that just wouldn’t seem to go away. They were terribly annoying, and this human served as a handy target to vent her grievances against.


  “Don’t address me so casually,” Dia snapped. “I have nothing to say to you.”


  “Oh, but what’s the harm in a little chat? It’s fine, surely.”


  “Do not make me repeat mys—”


  “Come now, let us talk together!”


  “…Grr.”


  What is the matter with this human? Why doesn’t she shrink from me? Is she strong? No, that isn’t it. She has far more mana than the average piece of human garbage, but it is still well within the bounds of human limits. It has no color either. Is she sure that I won’t attack her? No, my draconic instincts inform me that this is not the reason either.


  The more Dia pondered this human, the less she understood about her. There was one thing that she did understand, however.


  This presence… I feel something familiar about her. Something similar to what I feel from Luke.


  “My name is Julia. I am Luke’s mother. It is nice to meet you, Dia.”


  “Silence. I have nothing to say to you. Get out of my sight at once.”


  “You’re finally talking to me! I’d always wanted to chat! I’ve been feeling lonely too, ever since Luke went off to the empire. He always seems so busy, doesn’t he? I really just want someone to chat with!”


  “…”


  What is the matter with this human? Yet something in her words piques my interest.


  “… ‘Lonely,’ you say? What is that?”


  The emotion interested Dia, and so she asked a simple question—that was all.


  “What does it mean to feel lonely? Hm, I suppose that’s quite a difficult thing to explain, now that you ask,” Julia began thoughtfully. “It’s sort of the feeling that you get when you’re sad because you can’t be with the people you’d like to spend time with.”


  “Those I would like to be near…? I must have been mistaken, then. That cannot be what I’m feeling, because there is nobody that I wish to see.”


  “Huh? No way! Dia, you’re so obviously dying to see Luke!”


  “Hm?! Ridiculous! What do you know, anyway? Whatever makes you think I would lower myself to feel such a way? Right now, I’d like to rip you open and feast on your entrails, if only—”


  “You’re lying.”


  “…”


  I can’t get through to this human, nor do I even understand half of what she’s saying in the first place. And yet, why does she speak as if she can see right through me? She is just like my accursed master in that way.


  “Oh, right! I was so bored that I baked cookies a little while ago. I’ll go and get you some. Just wait right there, Dia!”


  “Do not. I will not eat them.”


  “I’ll be right back!”


  “Hey! Listen to me!”


  What exactly is a cookie, anyway? What is the matter with this damned human? This is all deeply infuriating.


  Dia lowered her head to the ground and closed her eyes, and abruptly came to the startling realization that the tumultuous emotions raging inside her heart had subsided somewhat.


  “…Hm?”


  She opened her eyes, lifted her head a little, and focused on the faintly concerning twinge she had just sensed.


  It’s…a monster. No, not just one—many of them, in fact. A horde? It is twisted too, and coming this way. There’s something else…a dragon equal to my strength among them? I am sure I can defeat it in battle, but I expect many here will die in the fighting. It is still quite far. At this rate, it will be another few days before it arrives. Right then, what was I ordered to do in such situations? Ah, that’s right—the father. I should report this to Luke’s father.


  “Wait a minute…”


  This could be something much, much more important than that. R-right, yes…in that case, I should be reporting the news to Master Luke, not to his father. Yes, this is a sensible decision. I could not stand to have him angry with me after the fact, frustrated that I did not bring this to him directly. Yes, that’s the best course of action right now.


  And so, Dia activated the non-elemental magic spell Telepathy to report her findings.


   


  3


   


  THE IMPERIAL PALACE HOUSED MANY ARISTOCRATIC sons and daughters who had been sent there to work as servants, with the most luxurious quarters only granted to those in the highest ranks of nobility. This was the part of the palace given to Luke and his party to serve as their temporary residence. Most aristocrats visiting the empire would be given fine lodgings in manor houses or set up in a nearby monastery, but nobles from the Kingdom of Milestia were a different story.


  There was a risk that treating Milestian nobles as equal to those of other nations could anger them and endanger the empire. For this reason, they were granted a special exception to live in part of the imperial palace during their stay—though of course there was a great deal of red-hot debate at the imperial court before this decision was reached.


  “This country isn’t half bad. I should have expected as much from the Nation of Knights. Our own Royal Knights don’t even begin to compare.”


  “As a former Royal Knight myself, it pains me to hear you say those words, master.”


  “Mwa ha, well, I don’t know what the order was like while you were there, Alfred.”


  Luke slowly passed his arm through the sleeve of his coat, guided by Alfred’s assisting hand. Imperial Knights lined up in neat rows before him, swinging their swords to warm up. A little further away there was also a group doing practical training—all of them using skills, of course. 


  The Imperial Knights were the empire’s main fighting force. Ultimately, the military council reached a decision that the knights were to be shown off to their visitors, and no attempts would be made to hide the empire’s fighting strength. Part of the reason was to lead the eyes of the kingdom away from what the Gurren Empire truly wished to hide—while the open show of force also served to demonstrate that they had no intention of defying the Kingdom of Milestia.


  “What do you think of them?”


  “I believe you’re quite right, Master Luke. Even the lowest of their order would be considered equal to the greatest of our Royal Knights, I’m sure.”


  Luke smiled thinly in satisfaction at Alfred’s reply.


  “Then what about the man from yesterday?”


  “…Hmph.”


  Alfred thought for a moment, but it didn’t take long for him to realize who Luke was referring to.


  “To be honest…I cannot say. That is the only answer which I can give.”


  Luke’s sudden departure from the carriage caused great panic among the citizens of the empire, least of whom was the crown prince himself.


  There was that girl with the incredibly odd mana in her left eye. She caught my attention first, but then that man next to her…


  Just standing beside the man had made Luke feel strange, and his attention switched to him at once.


  He reminded me of Abel, somewhat…I felt an incomprehensible power emanating from him.


  “He was a second-rate fighter…or so I think, at least…”


  “Mwa ha…what a wishy-washy answer. I do understand your evasiveness, though.”


  Luke’s and Alfred’s impressions of the man were almost in alignment. From his mannerisms, the man initially seemed completely ordinary to them. While his body was very well toned and muscular, there was nothing else about him that drew the eye. Nothing seemed magical about him either, and yet…


  “My instincts tell me that one’s strong. Incredibly strong, in fact.”


  “I felt it too, yes—not on a logical level, but on an instinctive one. Standing in his presence made me wish to have a sword in my hands…”


  Despite the man’s appearance and mannerisms suggesting the exact opposite, Luke and Alfred both sensed the powerful air about him—and the dissonance lingered, even the following day.


  A brief, thoughtful silence descended upon the room—soon broken by a knock at the door.


  Alfred answered.


  “Ah, Alfred! Good morning. Is Luke here?”


  The black-haired boy, a student of Alfred’s old friend Elka Ay Sutherland, stood there in the doorway.


   


  ***


   


  “…They went up to the damn palace, huh?”


  The young half-elf girl, Mitty, with the Spirit Eye could, for better or worse, tell exactly where the visitors from the kingdom were just by concentrating a little on trying to sense their location. She couldn’t help but look, as their constant, overwhelming presence repeatedly drew her ­attention—no matter how far away she was. It set her heart pounding every time she dared glance their way.


  How many people in the empire truly understand how dangerous that group of individuals is? It’s not just the golden-haired boy that the spirits seem to have devoted themselves to… There are two others with unreasonably large amounts of mana that have come here with him. The three of them could destroy this whole country if they felt like it, but…


  “That damned Cyrus…I bet he’s off lazing around somewhere!”


  Mitty’s enraged outburst drew the eyes of those around her, but she paid them no mind and just kept on walking.


  I have to bring this to the most powerful people in the empire…to let them know the danger that we’re all in…not to mention that the Sword Saint Festival is almost here. That slob is definitely wrong about all of this.


  “Damn it, I’m going to have to beat him awake today too, a—”


  The sound of something breaking smashed through the silence, and Mitty stopped in her tracks, as anyone would, and looked. She saw a brutally smashed flowerpot and a white-haired young boy lying on the floor with blood flowing from his head. Mitty immediately rushed to the boy’s side.


  “You lot just going to stand there and watch?! Do something, or leave! H-hey, are you okay—tch. Oh. It’s you.”


  The boy’s ears were just a bit longer than hers.


  “What are you doing here, Arthur?”


  “Heh, er…aha ha, long time no see, Mitty.”


  The blood-covered young boy gave an exhausted laugh, though the sound abruptly became a pained gurgle as Mitty roughly splashed a potion directly on his face. She sighed—she knew who he really was. This clumsy, seemingly harmless elf lying on the ground in front of her was the leader of the terrorist organization Virtora.


  “How many times have I told you? I’m not joining you, you hear me?”


  “Yeah. It’s a shame, but I’m not going to force you or anything. There’s another reason I’m here in the imperial capital today, actually. Y’see…”


  Just as Arthur began to speak, their ever-twisting fates unexpectedly collided.


  “There you are, half-elf.”


  How was it that I didn’t sense him until he got so close?


  Mitty had only met him once, but she knew exactly who she would find standing before her, even before she turned to look. It was the young boy from the day before…the one so loved by the spirits.


   


  ***


   


  The intruder’s athletic abilities made it all too easy for him to gain entry, not to mention all the magic tools he had come equipped with for the task. Nobody was capable of detecting his presence, not even with the empire’s arsenal of magical weapons, traps, and surveillance tools meant to prevent unauthorized entry into the imperial capital. He used one of his own magic tools to cloak himself with an Invisibility spell, then moved up higher so he might look out over the whole city. He then activated another of his tools, which enabled him to see all sorts of mana. He scanned the city below and tracked the various mana sources with his eyes.


  In seconds, he found him.


  But here’s the problem… He has far more mana than I expected him to. I won’t be able to interfere with him directly at this rate. Those two hanging around him also have massive amounts of mana. Perhaps the others, then…


  His eyes turned to an older man who appeared to be a servant and a young boy with black hair.


   


  ***


   


  The imperial capital bustled even during daylight hours, particularly with the intense, almost passionate excitement for the impending Sword Saint Festival, which was to begin the following morning. There was, however, a strange atmosphere which settled heavily upon one of the particularly wealthy main streets that day—everyone was walking on one side, and glancing sideways at a certain party that passed them by.


  “L-Luke…th-they’re staring at us…aren’t they? It’s making me really nervous…”


  “Abel, despite your usual station, today, you are walking by my side. Stand up straight. Do not shrink so pathetically,” Luke snapped. “But…yes, the stolen glances of the rabble here are quite unpleasant.”


  “Not to repeat myself,” Freya interjected, “but part of the reason we’re here is for an international exchange. Please don’t cause any problems for us, okay?”


  The reason for the stares that Luke and his companions were receiving was blindingly obvious—they were dressed as people of the Kingdom of Milestia. It would, no doubt, have been harder not to pay attention to them.


  Luke was joined by Abel and Freya that day. It all started with Abel’s friendly suggestion of “Let’s go check out the city!” and since Luke had his own reasons to leave his room, he readily agreed. Freya was their chaperone, though in reality, it was not just the three of them—they were also being escorted by two elite Imperial Knights, necessary to carry out immediate executions on the off chance that anyone was even slightly rude to them.


  “This is a fine opportunity. Why don’t we go and find something to eat? It would also serve to instruct us in the ways of the empire’s culinary culture,” said Freya. Her expression remained completely flat. Behind Freya’s eyes, though, the seas within her heart were anything but calm.


  I just want to go hoooome, Big Sis! My pillow wasn’t quite right last night, so I didn’t get a moment’s sleep, but then when you want to talk to me, I get all drowsy, and there’s been so much new stuff ever since I left the kingdom that I just can’t take it anymore, I mean it! No…no, get it together, Freya! You can’t go losing heart now! My students are full of worries of their own, and who’s going to guide them through this place if not me…?!


  Freya naturally had piercing, intensely cold eyes to match her beauty, but now her lack of sleep had sharpened them almost to a point. From the outside, she just looked like she was in a bad mood, while internally she was busy furiously trying to pep herself up.


  “Yes…ahem…how about something sweet?” she offered. There was not a hint of selfish desire to the suggestion, and it prioritized the needs of her students over all else—or so she made it seem.


  “Great idea, Instructor Freya! I hear the food here in the empire’s great, so I’d love to try something sweet! What do you think, Luke?”


  “…Fine.”


  “Hmph, then it’s settled. Let’s go.”


  Luke was actually quite fond of sweet things, if he was being honest. Freya, meanwhile, privately rejoiced. In fact, the prospect of desserts cheered her up so much so that it actually injected the smallest, faintest spring in her step.


  “Where’s Alfred, by the way? Wasn’t he with us when we all left the palace…?”


  “You need not concern yourself with his whereabouts…mwa ha.”


  “You’re definitely up to no good, Luke…”


  Abel’s innocent question had Luke grinning. Abel had a bad feeling about that smile, of course, but quickly resigned himself to not knowing—it was hardly the first time.


  “Still…”


  Luke looked around the streets of the imperial capital, which was endlessly flourishing and so much livelier than the kingdom in every single way. There was the arena, of course, which would be the main stage for the Sword Saint Festival—but Luke also saw art museums, theatres, music halls, and the like dotting the thoroughfares. This was a culture advanced enough to enjoy the arts, but Luke also noted how well-developed their magic tools appeared. There was a giant Magic Barrier deployed above the city that enveloped it whole, and Luke saw magic weapons atop the ramparts that he had never seen before.


  “Ironic that the Nation of Knights has more advanced magical technology than Milestia.”


  The unpleasant emotions were beginning to bud in Luke’s chest. He did not find it acceptable that another nation was superior to the one in which he was resident.


  “I suppose I could just make myself emperor of this place, then—eh? Hey. Stop. Freya.”


  “Stay with me, Luke. What is it?”


  Luke suddenly turned. Every move he made set Freya’s nerves on edge, and she glanced around nervously. After a moment, she and Abel finally saw what he was looking at.


  “There you are, half-elf.”


  “…What?! H-how?”


  It was the eternally interesting young girl with the strange mana in her left eye. She panicked as Luke walked toward her, grinning widely. Then he saw the elf boy beside her—his greenish-blue eyes were veiled by pure white hair, his face was wet and stained with some sort of potion. Somehow, he reminded Luke of Abel just a little bit.


  “Hey, Gilbert. Is something wrong?”


  “Ah, you’re the girl we saw yesterday!”


  Freya and Abel caught up with him.


  “N-nice to meet you, people of the kingdom!”


  The elf boy seemed timid and almost strangely apathetic as he quickly lowered his head.


  “…Who are you?” Luke demanded.


  “Eh… Ahem, I don’t know what to say,” the boy ­stuttered. “Um, m-my name is Arthur. I’m an elf, as you can see…”


  He looked cautious, as if he was familiar with Milestia’s kingdom-wide discrimination against nonhuman races—but that wasn’t what drew Luke’s attention to the young elf. He knew that elves were talented magic users, of course. Interestingly, though Luke could feel the large stores of mana within the half-elf girl, the elf who called himself Arthur seemed to have no mana whatsoever.


  Mwa ha…it seems this half-elf always has interesting individuals by her side. I suppose I’ll try a little experiment, he thought, remembering what had happened when they had met the previous day.


  “I am Luke Witharia Gilbert.”


  He stretched out his hand—a friendly handshake, nothing more. Abel raised his voice in shock, but Luke ignored him entirely.


  “Ahh! Th-thank you, it’s nice to m—ack!”


  Just as Arthur reached for Luke’s hand, yet another terrible tragedy befell him. When he took a step forward, his foot just so happened to hit a discarded fruit skin, and he slipped. He hit the ground quite forcefully, face-first. Arthur was used to the bangs and scrapes, though, and quickly hopped back up to his feet, ignoring the blood trickling from his nose.


  Luke stared at him.


  “S-sorry! I’m Arthur Pendragon! It’s very nice to meet you!”


  Then the two boys shook hands—Luke utterly expressionless, and Arthur with a tired smile. Within each of their minds, however, great thoughts were churning. Luke wanted to know why the elf boy was concealing his mana—an oddity that made him just about as rare a find as the half-elf girl. Luke was, quite simply, just ­curious about the two of them. Mitty watched with bated breath as the two shook hands. She knew who Arthur really was—and prayed that nothing would come of the meeting.


  “…Ugh.”


  Suddenly, there was a faint flash of pain in Arthur’s expression—and Luke was responsible. Eyeing the pendant around Arthur’s neck, Luke directly channeled Dark mana into the palm of Arthur’s hand, aiming to destroy the suspicious-looking accessory. Luke’s instincts told him that the pendant was what was hiding the elf boy’s mana. He had no proof—only the arrogant confidence that his instincts were as good as established facts. Thus, he did not hesitate.


  Then, something else happened that surprised Luke. He was used to his Dark mana swallowing everything it came into contact with, but for the first time, he felt it being outright rejected. The feeling was somewhat similar to the one he had experienced with Yolande, but this time, the rejection was much more distinct.


  That doesn’t matter, though. My objective isn’t to steal his mana, only to destroy that pendant.


  Just as expected, Luke succeeded in that.


  “Ah!”


  The pendant shattered and instantly released a terrifying surge of mana. The flood was overwhelmingly powerful, like a raging hurricane, and it left Luke speechless. Never in his life had he felt truly threatened by anything, not even during his battle against the ice dragon Dia. Now, though…his life was in danger—he knew that for absolutely certain. The strength of the ­being that stood before him was undeniable.


  That was not all—the mana he sensed was of the element of Light.


  “Get back!! Wind Barrier!”


  Freya was the next to act. She wasn’t sure if Arthur was an enemy yet, but thought it was better to be safe than sorry. Anticipating the worst, she chose to act on the assumption that he was hostile, and used her element of Wind to deploy a barrier between Luke and Arthur.


  “Huh? Waaaaaaah!”


  Next, she used her magic to ensure the safety of Luke and Abel. Abel was blown away, carried off by the strength of Freya’s spell, but Luke used his dark magic to nullify her attempt to move him.




  [image: ]




  “What are you doing?! I told you to get away from him!”


  “Ridiculous. You would ask me to turn tail and run?”


  Dark mana flowed from Luke as he flashed his instructor a fearless smile. The nearby humans felt the danger prickling on their skin and fled in complete panic. The two knights attending to Luke activated every enhancement skill under the sun and rushed forward to assist him. The situation was a powder keg—until finally, Arthur defused it.


  “I’m sooo sorry! I really, really, really don’t want to fight you!”


  Arthur threw himself to the ground, groveling and pressing his forehead into the dirt. It was a desperate attempt to display the absolute sincerest of apologies.


   


  ***


   


  “…Just how far is this going to take me?” Abel wondered aloud, as Freya’s spell carried him away from the street. He could have forced his way out of the spell and rushed back to Luke’s side, if he wanted to—but he wasn’t so sure he did. Even with Abel’s lack of talent for magic, he ­immediately comprehended the elf’s incredible power.


  There was nothing off about him, though. I don’t think he’s a bad person…or at least, I don’t think he means to do wrong…


  Abel had experience with his own negative emotions being forcibly exposed for all to see, and so he felt he understood. Most of all, he was confident that Luke would never lose to anyone. He couldn’t even imagine that being possible. That was just how large Luke loomed in Abel’s mind.


  But I also can’t just float away like this forever, can I?


  But just as Abel decided to start making his way back, he heard a voice.


  “Found you.”


  “Eh?”


  Something caught him, and before he even had time to turn around, everything vanished.




  Author’s Note


   


  L‌ONG TIME NO SEE, THIS IS KUROYUKI YUKIHA.


  How did you like Volume 3 of Deeds of an Extremely Arrogant Villain Aristocrat? I would be very happy to have succeeded in distracting you for at least a few hours. This book’s main thread is the growth of the original story’s main character, Abel.


  There are limits, of course, but I think the main characters are supposed to have certain convenient developments just take place around them. I think this is sort of a feature of recent light novels, especially, you might say. Even in the adventure/hero’s journey sort of action stories that you’ll find in weekly manga magazines, the enemies show up from weakest to strongest. The characters tend to beat enemies that are stronger than themselves because their abilities just happen to be super effective… There are always times when things just work out in a really convenient way for the main characters.


  I think this is a sort of privilege that protagonists get to have.


  What about Abel, then? The super intense anomaly known as Luke might have found his way into the mix, but Abel was meant to be the main character of the original book. I mean, it would be strange to imagine him just living a normal life as some sort of background character, wouldn’t it? I think so, at least, and so that’s why I wrote this volume. How is he going to continue to grow, and how will that influence Luke? I hope you look forward to the answers to these questions.


  This is a change of topic, but apparently, the comic version of this story will be available to read soon. I’m very excited. I’m also very, very grateful. I only managed to make it this far because of my editor Kida-sama, Uodenim-sama, who always draws such wonderful illustrations for these volumes, and of course, thanks to all of you readers for your support. Thank you very much.


  I’ll keep going full speed ahead, so I’d appreciate it if you would join me in the next volume.
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  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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@ Amelia Von

Eleftheria
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@ Polpon Revy

Dina Milestia

@ Freya Wen
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@ Eleonora Rayne

Godwin

Villainous aristocrat of the fantasy novel story

(that I've been reborn into). Monstrously talented,
capable of doing anything he puts his mind to without
any effort at all...but is his narcissism going to turn
out to be his ruin in the end?

Eldest daughter of an influential noble house, and
Luke’s fiancée. An icy girl of beauty and brains who
looks down on just about everybody but Luke.

Acquainted with Alice as the daughter of another
marquis, she considers her a rival. Her fate is one
of many at Luke’s mercy.

The main character of the world. Endlessly kind and
good, he hides a dark past and enters Aslan Magic
Academy in pursuit of power and strength.

A strong and loyal young girl, who cares for
Abel, following him about as he pushes himself
too hard.

Butler to the house of Gilbert, and Luke’s sword
fighting instructor. Former vice captain of the
Royal Knights.

The largest landowner in the kingdom, aside from
the king himself, and Luke’s father. A seriously
doting parent.

Alice’s older brother. Born with a true sister complex,
he’s also fairly well versed in political maneuvering
and magic duels.

Chief Researcher of Elemental Magic, magic
examiner, and the first person to ever teach
magic to Luke.

Sword-wielding adventurer of the A-rank

“Grey Wolf’s Claw Marks” party.

Second-eldest prince of the Kingdom of Milestia.
Second-year student at Aslan Magic Academy.

Homeroom teacher of the first years at Aslan Magic
Academy. Amelia’s little sister.

Second year at Aslan Magic Academy, and ranked
first in the school hierarchy. Luke’s childhood friend.
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