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      § Prologue: Tyrant of Destruction


      Fourteen thousand years ago.


      A dense wooded island, overgrown with vegetation, was moving through a sparkling silver sea. Silverwater parted around the small island of trees in a neat curve, as though trying to avoid the woodlands all together. If one strained their Magic Eyes, they would see roots of magic power spreading like wings from the bottom of the island, absorbing any silverwater it touched.


      The island was a ship—the Woodland Ship Aionelia. Even in the Sacred Silverwater Sea, where masters of magic from all kinds of miniature worlds lurked, this ship was unique. It was normally impossible for plants to grow in silverwater, but the woodlands on Aionelia obtained their nutrients by absorbing the light of the silverfoam and converting silverwater into magic power, which was used to generate the giant magic circle found deep within the island’s forest.


      The captain of the ship—a tall man clad in a cloak of dusk—was also present. His silver hair, which swayed in the air as if it were submerged in water, was so long it would have touched the ground otherwise. He was one of the Inviolable Waters of the Sacred Silverwater Sea: the Two-Law Usurper Noah.


      He looked up at the sky. It was night in the woodlands. Aionelia was capable of creating its own scenery, and the jet-black sky was currently displaying a glittering, cold aurora. The seven undulating stripes of light shone all the way to the depths of the woodlands, casting two shadows onto the ground. One belonged to the Two-Law Usurper; the other, to his butler.


      “My master,” Loncruz Zaevatt, the Two-Law Usurper’s butler, said. “Have you made up your mind?”


      “Yes,” the Two-Law Usurper replied, his eyes not leaving the aurora. “I must repay the debt of my youth.” His gaze was focused on something past the aurora, far in the distance.


      Loncruz looked unconvinced, of which the Two-Lay Usurper was aware. He lowered his gaze to his butler.


      “Do you think I will lose?” he asked calmly, exuding a sense of unshakable pride.


      Loncruz stared into his master’s colorless eyes. “My master, noble and invincible, is the wind of freedom that blows through the silver seas, the Two-Law Usurper who overcomes all manner of deadly odds with a smile. He does not know defeat.”


      He then paused, his mouth closing, expression uncertain. The Two-Law Usurper quietly waited for him to continue.


      “However, the curse that person cast is eternal. You may stomp on its shadow, but this curse is not the kind that can be broken easily. Breaking it would risk your source and require you to overcome death and destruction,” Loncruz added, hoping his master would reconsider.


      “I have a plan.”


      “Other renowned Inviolable Waters have challenged it and failed.”


      “Loncruz,” the Two-Law Usurper said quietly. “I received a favor, and I am going to repay it.”


      “Even if a thousand deaths stand in your way?”


      “Of course.”


      Loncruz fell silent. As a loyal butler, he had never opposed his master’s decision so vehemently before. He knew nothing more he could say to stop him.


      “Then, my master—”


      “Without the Two-Law Usurper, these waters will fall into the hands of Pablohetra,” the Two-Law Usurper said, cutting Loncruz off. “Do not wait for me. Protect the sea.”


      It was an order to prevent his butler from following him into hell. Loncruz immediately knelt before him, bowing his head low. “I understa—”


      Just then, the booming sound of a fierce collision resounded through the woodlands, followed by a large earthquake. Another ship had suddenly appeared in Aionelia’s path of travel. Only a fool would dare stand in the way of the vast woodlands that freely hurtled itself through the silver seas—but instead of being crushed by Aionelia, the foreign ship was able to withstand its advance.


      All seven stripes of the aurora in the night sky shattered. Darkness fell. The woodland ship rapidly lost speed, coming to a standstill.


      Loncruz strained his Magic Eyes in the dark. The assailants were swift and nimble. Aionelia had already been infiltrated.


      “I will eliminate them,” Loncruz said, getting to his feet and removing his right glove with his teeth.


      “No need,” the Two-Law Usurper replied shortly, then turned toward the darkness. “Are you incapable of a normal greeting...”


      Footsteps echoed against the floor. From the darkness emerged a demon.


      “...Amur?”


      The young demon—Amur—grinned. His glowing red Magic Eyes and the black particles rising from his body were a sign of the immense amount of magic power he possessed.


      Upon realizing the infiltrator was Amur, Loncruz immediately put his right glove back on. “Good day to you, First Demon King, Tyrant of Destruction,” Loncruz said. “If possible, please refrain from breaking my master’s ship in the future.”


      “Forgive me. He’s never waited for me when I asked before,” Amur replied, gesturing at the Two-Law Usurper.


      The man in question laughed. “It’s nice to see you again. How long has it been?”


      “Only two or three hundred years,” Amur said casually.


      The Two-Law Usurper then indirectly questioned Amur on his whereabouts. “I had heard rumors of your death.”


      “Yet you don’t look surprised to see me.”


      “There’s no way you, of all people, would die.”


      Amur chuckled. “I went to the Endswirls.”


      The Two-Law Usurper stared at him with a straight face.


      At the very depths of the Sacred Silverwater Sea, within the world of its abyss, were the Endswirls, phenomena that could swallow everything. They were considered the greatest calamity of the silver seas, and were regarded as great vortexes of evil. Each Endswirl was capable of swallowing entire miniature worlds.


      “Knowing you,” the Two-Law Usurper said, “you must have surpassed them easily.”


      “No, not yet,” replied Amur. “They aren’t so simple to deal with. And they weren’t quite what I had been expecting.”


      The Two-Law Usurper looked intrigued. “It sounds like you’re up to something interesting again.”


      “I could say that right back at you.” Amur stared into the Two-Law Usurper’s colorless eyes. “I heard the news, Noah. So you’re going to destroy yourself on purpose?”


      “I’m simply returning a favor.”


      “There’s no guarantee you can come back from this. Do you think I’d just stand by and watch you die in vain?”


      “Do you think I’d lose to anyone other than you?”


      The Two-Law Usurper and the Tyrant of Destruction locked gazes. After a few seconds of silence, Amur pointed his fingers at the ground, where a horizontal line of magic light was drawn before him.


      “Just try and cross this line.”


      A tremendous amount of magic power then surged out of Amur’s body, audibly shaking the woodlands.


      “Lord Amur, please stop joking around,” Loncruz said. “There is no reason for you to—”


      The Two-Law Usurper interrupted his butler. “Stand back, Loncruz. This worrywart of a tyrant wishes to test my current strength. Perhaps it’ll give him the reassurance he needs to send me off with a smile.”


      The Two-Law Usurper drew a magic circle while Loncruz sank into his own shadow and vanished, hiding to avoid getting hit in the impending cross fire.


      “You’d better not be rusty, Noah.”


      Black particles swirled through the air, felling trees through the mere release of Amur’s magic power. The roots of the trees around them were blown away, their natural barrier gone with it. Silverwater rain began to fall freely upon the woodlands.


      “I’m not the one who failed to eliminate the Endswirls. Is it you, perhaps, that should worry about getting rusty?” the Two-Law Usurper taunted.


      The Tyrant of Destruction grinned back. “Try me.”


      “Demud Ivu.” The Two-Law Usurper drew a black heptagram in front of himself. Magic poured out of the spell, shaking the entire woodland ship as it blended into the magic field in the air. “Dogda Azbedra.”


      A blue star wrapped in a black heptagram shot toward the Tyrant of Destruction.


      “So you’ve surpassed the hexagram of Demud Ira. Impressive as always,” Amur said, drawing his own magic circle in return. “Looks like it’s my turn to show you something you’ve never seen before.”


      Several magic circles appeared, layering one on top of the other to form a turret. Around the center of the turret magic particles surged and rampaged, forming a seven-layered spiral.


      “Here goes,” he said.


      Amur turned the entire turret and shot the apocalyptic fire that had gathered inside it. Flames of destruction spread throughout their surroundings, leaving a trail of black ash in their wake. Amur then used those ashes to draw another magic circle, but the blue star of the Two-Law Usurper mercilessly crashed into it.


      No, the star had been caught by it. A collision fierce enough to destroy the average miniature world rattled the woodland ship, black and blue particles sparking as they struggled for dominance.


      The First Demon King, the Tyrant of Destruction Amur, grinned fearlessly.


      “Egil Grone Angdroa,” he said.


    


  



  

    

      § 1. Past Life


      “Egil Grone Angdroa...”


      The sound of my own sleepy voice dragged me back to the waking world.


      “Aaaaaah!”


      The next moment, the door to my room flew open, Sasha rushing in with a shriek. Misha quietly came in after.


      “Hey Anos! Get it together! You’re still half asleep!” Sasha leaped onto my bed and shook me awake, glaring at me with the Magic Eyes of Destruction. “Jeez!”


      From beside the bed, Misha leaned in to check if I was awake, tilting her head in question.


      “So loud,” I said. “No need to glare at me first thing in the morning, I’ve been up for a while.”


      “Then what’s that in your hand?!” She gestured at the complex magic circle at the end of my outstretched hand.


      “Egil Grone Angdroa, obviously.”


      “Obviously?! Are you trying to blow Pablohetra apart?!”
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      While maintaining the half-constructed spell, I sat up and moved to the edge of the bed. We were in the lodgings allocated to the Demon King Academy within Pablohetra Palace. My room was the one allotted to a ruler, so it was a little more luxurious than the others.


      “I was dreaming,” I said.


      “So you were half asleep! At least limit the spells in your dreams to Jio Graze!” Sasha said with a pout.


      Misha stared into my eyes. “What kind of dream?”


      “A dream about the silver seas fourteen thousand years ago. Loncruz mentioned using Radoplica might blend together the memories of the host with the spellcaster. What I saw must have been from his memories.” I stared into the abyss of the spell formula I had just drawn. “The First Demon King, a man called the Tyrant of Destruction Amur, used this spell.”


      Sasha’s eyes widened while Misha blinked at me blankly.


      “Um... In the Sacred Silverwater Sea, the title ‘Demon King’ is given to the six candidates that could succeed the Great Demon King Zinia Shivaheld, right?” Sasha asked. “And all six are considered Inviolable Waters?”


      Misha nodded in confirmation.


      “Huh? But hold on. Doesn’t that sound strange?” Sasha clutched her head in her hands. “Egil Grone Angdroa is a spell you developed in Militia’s World. I know the order of ephemeral worlds flows from the shallows to the depths, but how would the First Demon King have known the spell fourteen thousand years ago?”


      “Anos wouldn’t have been born yet,” Misha added.


      Sasha looked down in thought.


      “It may be magic from the deep-level worlds,” I said. They both looked up at me. “The spell is too powerful for Militia’s World.”


      Misha tilted her head. “An upstream formula?”


      “Most likely,” I replied.


      Considering the situation, the most likely explanation for my use of the spell and its appearance fourteen thousand years ago was that Egil Grone Angdroa had an upstream formula incorporated within it. It used the magic laws of another world—one of a deep-level world. If I had access to more spells and orders from that other world, I’d be able to look into the abyss and know more, but having just Egil Grone Angdroa wasn’t enough for me to determine which world’s magic laws were being used.


      To put it simply, there were four factors needed to see into the abyss of magic: the magic law, the caster, the spell formula, and the magic effect. If one already knew the magic law, caster, and magic, then the remaining formula could be naturally deduced from those three elements.


      For example, if Militia’s World was the only world I needed to consider, then there would be no need to take into account the upstream formula reversing the flow of laws from the depths to the shallows. There would be fewer possibilities to choose from, but the abyss of Egil Grone Angdroa would be visible—just like how I had once assumed it would be.


      But with the existence of outer worlds, the nuance changed. Militia’s World was one of many miniature worlds, each with their own magic laws, and each world affected the other worlds in intricate ways. Without the knowledge of the magic laws in other worlds, it was impossible to see into the abyss of this destruction spell.


      Upstream formulas themselves came in a wide variety. Balandialtar was on the simpler side, while Dagdra and Leion were more complex. The more complex the spell, the more difficult it was to see into its abyss. Did that mean Egil Grone Angdroa was more complex than even Leion?


      Looks like there’s more to the depths than it seems.


      “So...does that mean Anos was using magic laws from an unknown deep-level world while still in Militia’s World? Can an upstream magic formula be developed out of nothing?”


      I looked at Sasha silently.


      “Or am I wrong?” she added.


      “If Militia’s World were the only world I knew,” I said, “I wouldn’t be able to perceive the magic laws of other worlds no matter how much I strained my Eyes. Blindly constructing a spell state that just so happens to be the upstream formula of some deep-level magic sounds like too much of a coincidence.”


      It was like telling someone to solve an equation when they couldn’t even read numbers. The chance of guessing the correct answer in that scenario was practically zero.


      “But the most important thing about all this is that when I developed Egil Grone Angdroa, I already knew that this spell could overthrow the magic laws of Militia’s World and release apocalyptic flames.”


      “Huh? What does that mean?” Sasha asked.


      “My source came from the depths,” I concluded. “It knew Egil Grone Angdroa from the beginning.”


      It was the clear reason I could reach that magic while being in Militia’s World.


      “Oh, I see... That makes sense, actually,” Sasha said. “If Farris was reborn in Balandias from Militia’s World, then it’s completely possible for people from other worlds to be reborn in Militia’s World. And since Syrica can’t be used in the rest of the Sacred Silverwater Sea, they would have no memories of their past lives when they were reborn...” Sasha gasped in realization. “Wait. Anos, does that mean you were the Tyrant of Destruction in your past life?”


      Misha blinked twice. “The castle demons of Balandias did say one of the Demon Kings is missing,” she added.


      “There’s no proof I’m Amur,” I argued. “Perhaps if Egil Grone Angdroa was a spell exclusive to the Tyrant of Destruction we could conclude that, but there’s nothing so far that says so.”


      When I fought Loncruz in the Two-Law Usurper’s body, he hadn’t shown any surprise when I’d used Egil Grone Angdroa. If the spell had been unique to the Tyrant of Destruction, Loncruz, as the Two-Law Usurper’s butler, would have definitely said something.


      “Egil Grone Angdroa is origin magic, right?” Sasha asked. “But it doesn’t borrow from the past Goddess of Destruction Abernyu, Goddess of Creation Militia, or Demon King Anos. Can it be from a destruction or creation god of any world?”


      “That’s a possibility,” I replied.


      We knew there were creation gods in other worlds, so it was natural to assume there were destruction gods in other worlds too. Even if there was some difference, they could still be used in origin magic.


      “Hmm... But I don’t think there can be that many casters,” Sasha muttered.


      “My past life might explain why the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino is after my mom. It’s worth investigating.”


      “Shall we search for someone who can use Egil Grone Angdroa?” Misha asked.


      I nodded. “One who’s already passed. If we trace them, we might be lucky enough to find out why mom is called the Abyssal Princess of Disaster. That should reveal why Costoria and the others are after her.”


      I had previously asked Ottolulu about the Ruinous Abyss World, but since it wasn’t a part of the academic alliance, she didn’t have much information on it. On the other hand, there were so many rumors about the Abyssal Princess of Disaster that it was hard to tell what was true from what wasn’t.


      Evezeino was probably hiding something. If they came straight for me I’d be able to deal with them, but so far they hadn’t shown any sign of movement.


      “That means your mother was also reborn from another world, right?” Sasha said.


      “It’s either that or a great misunderstanding on their end.”


      And that didn’t seem likely.


      Misha held up her hand. “How did you and your mother reincarnate from a deep-level world to an ephemeral world in the first place?” she asked. “Firedew flows from shallow to deep.”


      “Normally it does, yeah,” I said.


      Firedew could cross worlds through the Sacred Silverwater Sea. Sources went through a cycle of rebirth, sometimes ending up being reborn in a different world. If everything went according to order, it would mean everyone was moving toward the depths.


      “Doesn’t mean there can’t be an oddball or two,” I said.


      Misha and Sasha exchanged a look and giggled.


      “How typical of you two,” Sasha said. “Defying the order of the silver seas and reincarnating from the depths to the shallows. You know, just earlier— Ah!” Sasha straightened as though she had just remembered something. “That’s right! We came here to tell you about it!”


      “About what?”


      “Just now, your mother was, well...being herself! We came to wake you up to ask what we should do about it!”


      Hmm. I didn’t quite get it.


      “Argh! Your Egil Grone Angdroa made me forget everything!” Sasha complained.


      “What was mom doing?” I asked.


      “Baking bread,” Misha answered.


      “Like she always does?”


      “Just come with us! It’s easier if we show you!”


      Sasha grabbed my hand and pulled me up. I drew a magic circle at my feet and changed into my uniform. We then left the lodgings together.


    


  



  

    

      § 2. Wind of the Sea


      In the Pablohetra Palace Garden.


      The harmoniously designed garden of the Pablohetra Palace was bustling with people. A long line had formed in one corner of the garden, filled with students from the Silverwater Academy. Judging from the variety of uniforms, they all hailed from different worlds.


      The pleasant scent of freshly baked bread wafted over to us, making my stomach growl.


      From the simple stand that had been set up in the corner of the garden came a cheerful, familiar voice, who seemed to be in the middle of selling freshly baked bread.


      “Welcome! Come one, come all! Today is the grand opening of the pop-up canteen, Wind of the Sea! Try the famous Militia-grown bread of hope! Its amazing taste will fill you with energy!” Dad’s voice rang loud and clear from right behind the stall, while mom was at the kitchen at the back of the stand carrying trays of freshly baked bread.


      “I see,” I said.


      “They set up the stand last night,” Sasha said, looking troubled.


      “It was a surprise,” Misha added.


      “I did tell them they could walk around freely within the school premises,” I said. “That’s mom and dad for you.”


      Who would’ve thought they’d go and start a bakery for Pablohetra’s students?


      “Should we stop them? It’s better not to attract so much attention, right?” Sasha asked.


      “Since it’s the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino that’s after mom, things might actually be safer this way,” I said, making my way to the back of the stand and sticking my head into the kitchen, where Aeges was standing guard with a conflicted look on his face.


      “Okay, here’s the next batch, Equis!” mom exclaimed happily. “We have lots of hungry customers today, so there’ll be lots and lots to bake!”


      “Gwaaaaaaaaah! The bread...the bread of hope is getting baked! Nooo!”


      The Equis Oven had been removed from the Demon King Express and set up in the kitchen. It was baking furiously, producing batch after batch of bread without pause.


      “Oh!” Mom noticed me and ran over. “Good morning, Anos, my dear!”


      “Looks like business is booming,” I said.


      Mom beamed from ear to ear. “Pablohetra is such a big place, yet there’s no seating inside for eating. Everyone has to go outside for meals, so we thought it’d be a good idea to set up a place where they can grab something light!”


      The students of the Silverwater Academy probably weren’t fussed over a short distance like that, but accessibility never hurt anyone.


      “A student’s health is their greatest wealth!” mom added. “They should all eat lots of yummy food and grow well. Since you’re always so busy, we thought we’d give it a go ourselves! Oh, and we made sure to get permission from Ottolulu first.”


      Hmm. Pablohetra was more lenient than I had expected.


      When I didn’t respond immediately, mom looked at me worriedly. “Did we make more trouble for you...?”


      “Not at all. It’s a great opportunity to share the cuisine of Militia’s World.”


      Mom sighed in relief.


      “But I’m impressed you’ve already got so many people here on opening day,” I added.


      “Oh! Maybe because we put an ad in the newsletter?”


      Misha tilted her head. “Newsletter?”


      “Here.”


      Mom took out a leaflet titled the Demon King News.


      The headline read “A Landslide Victory! Silvercastle World Balandias Utterly Crushed!” with the rest of the front page as follows:


      The right-hand man of the Demon King cuts the top student of the Balandias into two! The truth of the holy sword that sliced apart the Balandias Fleet will shock you!


      Tragedy Strikes Twice: the Royal Tiger Maytilen, Beaten by a Regular God! Silvercastle World Balandias, demoted to an ephemeral world! Was Maytilen secretly weak all along? How did the one-sided battle truly end?!


      New Pop-up Canteen, Opening Today! Come visit the Wind of the Sea! What makes the food of Militia’s World so appealing? Full analysis included!


      Uncovering the Mystery of Reincarnation! Did you know Silvercastle Creator Farris Noin was formerly a resident of Militia’s World?


      Exclusive Interview with the Demon King of Tyranny! His declaration to the Royal Tiger will sweep you off your feet! “I’ll crush your aspirations—”


      “What is this?! Who would write something like this?!” Sasha yelled.


      Gleeful, cackling laughter echoed over our heads. “Extra, extra! Read all about it! The Silvercastle World’s certain victory overturned in a shocking loss! Balandias crushed and demoted to an ephemeral world!”


      A pumpkin carriage, drawn by a dog, soared through the air, while Eldmed, in the coachman’s seat, scattered copies of the Demon King News overhead with sheer delight.


      “E-Extra, extra! The Demon King Academy won!” Naya shouted less confidently from the carriage window while also throwing out copies of the newsletter.


      “What are they doing...” Sasha muttered, clutching her head.


      Mom cheerfully resumed her work, packing bread into individual paper bags. She then reached into a painting left on a nearby table and pulled out a tiger cub.


      “Maytilen, can you bring these to the customers waiting over there?” she asked.


      “Grr— Mew...”


      Maytilen reluctantly grabbed the bag in her mouth and ran over to the customers waiting for their orders. The garden froze. All of the students in line tensed as they watched the tiger cub run.


      “Hey...” one student muttered.


      “Yeah,” another responded. “It looks like the Royal Tiger Maytilen really has become property of Militia’s World, just like the newsletter said.”


      Their Magic Eyes stared into Maytilen’s abyss to confirm she was really once the chief god of Balandias before continuing their conversation.


      “I can’t believe what I’m seeing... The chief god that once wiped out my world’s army in a single instant is now delivering freshly baked bread in her mouth...”


      “Kaltinas often acted weaker than his ranking, but the Royal Tiger is prideful. She would never willingly serve a human with no magic power.”


      “So she actually lost then? The two stars of Balandias were taken out by an ephemeral world new to Pablohetra?”


      “It seems to be the truth. Ruler Anos Voldigoad of Militia’s World... I dismissed him because he was too reckless in his lack of fear for the unknown, but the true unknown was him all along.”


      “But how could an ephemeral world like Militia have so much power?” said one of the rulers in line. “Weren’t they meant to be misfits?!”


      Everyone fell silent at the ruler’s question. They contemplated the answer while stuffing their faces with bread.


      “I mean, wasn’t it impossible to steal the chief god of another world before?” said one of the students after a pause.


      “I heard that the Sword of Three Races is in their possession too,” said another.


      “Fool. Who would believe that newsletter at face value? They published it themselves!” one student yelled over the others.


      “No need to raise your voice,” another complained.


      “Mrph!”


      A third student nearby shoved bread into the angry student’s mouth.


      “Mmm...” After chewing thoroughly, the angry student swallowed. “The bread is pretty good.”


      “Yeah, it’s nice,” said the third student.


      “Does it use a different grain?” the formerly angry student asked.


      “No clue. It might be how they grind their flour.”


      The male students stood in a row with bags of bread in their hands—they were lining up again for seconds, and talking among themselves.


      “This bread sure is curious. Eating it makes my heart feel lighter.”


      “The newsletter said it’ll fill you with energy.”


      “That must be it. How mysterious.”


      “Don’t let your guard down. They might be trying to win us over through our stomachs.”


      “At this price they’d barely be able to turn a profit. If it’s their attempt at reconciliation, however, then it isn’t a bad move,” one man said, reaching into his paper bag. It was empty. He clicked his tongue in annoyance. “So Ottolulu confirmed that Balandias became an ephemeral world. How is something like that even judged?”


      “The least of it would mean their world is no longer evolving on the same path as ours. But would such a thing be accepted?”


      “If Militia’s World were a proper world, a partnership would be more than welcome...but at worst, they could be a bigger risk than Evezeino. We won’t pander to them mindlessly.”


      “Nah, not yet. It’s too risky. It’ll take more than your run-of-the-mill school to climb the ranks of Pablohetra. Right now they’ll be too busy maintaining their rank to think of climbing higher.”


      “Militia’s World is about to face their true initiation to Pablohetra. And from a true deep-level world at that. Nothing like that paper tiger of a world like Balandias.”


      “Like ours, you mean?”


      The students grinned at each other.


      “The starting line only becomes clear once you know where you stand. Depending on how Militia’s World acts afterward, I may be willing to teach them a trick or two on survival.”


      It seemed that the student body now understood that Militia’s World was no ordinary ephemeral world, but still weren’t very welcoming about it. No surprise there; most people preferred to eliminate anomalies than accept them.


      “Wait. Wouldn’t it be better not to let this spread?” Sasha asked.


      “Hmm. You have a point,” I replied, looking down at the newsletter. “I don’t recall being interviewed. This article may portray me in a false light.”


      “That’s what you’re worried about? You’re called the Demon King of Tyranny!” Sasha pointed in full dramatics.


      “Newspapers shouldn’t be allowed to fabricate their articles.”


      “You’re not wrong, but that’s not the point... Besides, should we really be revealing ourselves like this? Arcana’s basically useless against anything that’s not a god.”


      “Am I useless?” Arcana suddenly appeared beside Sasha, making her flinch.


      “A-Ah, no, that’s not what I meant,” Sasha stuttered. “I mean the next time there’s a Silverwater Ranking Skirmish...”


      “It won’t be a problem,” Arcana said firmly. “By revealing my authority, I can hide what truly needs to be hidden.”


      Misha tilted her head. “What truly needs to be hidden?”


      “I learned a secret move I can only use once,” she replied. “A one-liner joke.”


      “There’s nothing more useless than that!” Sasha snapped.


      Arcana nodded in satisfaction. “That was a joke just now. I actually learned a secret move using a song.”


      “Something like La Sencia?” Sasha asked.


      Arcana nodded. “The parody song, ‘Lalala Sencia.’”


      “Stop fooling around! That’s two jokes in a row!”


      A soft voice chuckled behind them. Sasha turned to see the creation magic master, Farris Noin.


      “The new Demon King’s Army sure is a lively group,” he said.


      “Ha ha...” Sasha chuckled weakly. “Sorry for the shameful sight.”


      “No no. This is the peace the Demon King created. As someone who only knew the former Demon King’s Army, I’m a little worried about how I might fit in.”


      “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” a new voice said bluntly. It was Shin.


      Sasha smiled at Farris warmly. “Besides, I don’t think we’re all that different. Everyone’s just optimistic, not thoughtless.”


      Beside her, Arcana was singing “Lalala Sencia” and doing a silly, thoroughly thoughtless dance.


      “It may look silly, but we’re actually on high alert for Anos’s mother,” Sasha added.


      “That’s not the right step, Cana! Cross both your arms and legs like this!” Ellen said. At some point, the girls of the Fan Union had appeared beside Arcana, guiding her dance.


      “At heart, we’re still the old Demon King’s Army,” Sasha said. “Everyone’s willing to risk their lives for Anos at any moment.”


      “Your toes are three millimeters too high, Cana!” Ellen exclaimed. “This is the Lord Anos pose, and it needs to be done with the attitude of Lord Anos! Put your life on the line!”


      They seemed to be performing some kind of choreography that involved Ellen groveling on the ground and Arcana stepping on her head. The Fan Union girls around them got into pairs and took a similar pose.


      “So you can keep drawing as you always did, and you’ll be fine,” Sasha said desperately.


      “Come to think of it, I haven’t made any progress on Lord Anos’s illustrated biography since we left Dilhade...” Ellen murmured.


      “Why don’t you ask the artist to draw it?” Arcana suggested.


      “Cana, you’re a genius!” Ellen said. “Mr. Farris would be able to complete it in no time at all!”


      “Wh-What will you ask him to draw?” one of the girls asked nervously.


      “Today’s parody song, ‘Lalala Sencia,’ but the Lord Anos version!”


      “Hmm. But isn’t that a bit normal?” Nono said. “With Mr. Farris’s skills, he’d be able to capture Lord Anos in the most minute detail.”


      “Don’t worry,” Ellen said with a suddenly serious tone. “This is the extended cut.”


      A few beats later, Arcana piped up. “The Layerless, Armorless, Liberated, Audacious Lord Anos Sencia?”


      “Can you all just go away?!” Sasha screeched.


    


  



  

    

      § 3. Beauty


      “Why are you suddenly interrupting us, child of abdominal muscles?” Arcana asked, blinking at Sasha in confusion.


      “You’re not doing it on purpose?” Sasha asked hesitantly.


      “Did I make another blasphemous joke?” Arcana looked at Misha, who quickly shook her head.


      “Your practice has paid off,” she said.


      Arcana gave herself a small fist pump. “Yay.”


      “There’s nothing to celebrate here! Ugh. How am I supposed to introduce you all? Put yourselves in my shoes for once!” Sasha grumbled, holding back a headache as she glanced at Farris.


      “It’s beautiful,” he said.


      “Huh?”


      She looked at Farris, unsure of what he was saying. He held a hand up as though to gracefully shield himself from the sun.


      “Yes, I can see it now. Shining brighter than this morning sun is the beautiful light within you. It’s pure art,” Farris said, Magic Eyes glinting with fascination.


      “B-Beautiful?” Sasha glanced over at me shyly. “You really think so?”


      Misha nodded eagerly beside her. Farris swiftly drew a magic circle and took out his magic brush, a canvas, and other art supplies, as though he had been spurred by a burst of inspiration.


      “May I draw you, Sasha?” he asked.


      “Um, but...” Sasha looked at me for my permission.


      “This man draws only according to his whims,” I said. “Let him do as he wishes.”


      “Well, if Anos says so...” Sasha mumbled, not entirely displeased.


      “When it’s done, I’ll present it to His Majesty,” Farris said.


      “Wait, anything but that!”


      “Is something the matter?”


      “Ah... Uhh...” Sasha hung her head in embarrassment. “It’s fine... But please, draw my good side.”


      “Of course. It will be an avant-garde piece, more beautiful than anything else.”


      As soon as Farris said that, he brought his brush to the canvas. The rest of us, minus Sasha, moved elsewhere to avoid disturbing him.


      In spite of her embarrassment, the moment Farris lifted his brush Sasha moved into an elegant pose.


      “Not quite,” Farris immediately said.


      “What’s wrong...?” she asked.


      “That pose is too delicate, like you’re a scared little girl. You need to be more bold. True to yourself.”


      “I don’t know how to do that! I’ve never been a model before!”


      “Use this. I’m sure it’ll help.”


      Farris quietly offered a paper tool to Sasha. She accepted it, observing it closely. It was a paper fan.


      “How am I supposed to use this?!” She swung the paper fan down on Farris’s head. “Ah! I’m sorry—”


      The next moment Farris looked like he had been struck by a bolt of lightning. “Ooh! I see it! I see it now!”


      He quickly moved his magic brush over his canvas, drawing the image of Sasha fiercely swinging the paper fan—like a beast.


      “Hey! Weren’t you going to make me beautiful?! This makes me look like a wild animal!”


      Farris added the title The Fierce Retort of Sasha the Beast to the work.


      “Why does it have a title?!” Sasha shouted.


      “For beauty,” said Farris.


      “It’s clearly the opposite of beautiful! It’s a beast! An animal! Why am I an animal?!”


      “Do you not see? Why beauty has taken the form of a wild animal?”


      Sasha fell silent.


      “My paintings are an inseparable blend of imagination and reality,” Farris explained. “I do not draw by thinking with my head; I draw by moving as my brush wishes. For avant-garde to be avant-garde, the beauty of your retort must be captured.” Farris turned to face Sasha with a serious look. “And yet, there is something missing. Indeed, it is missing—”


      Farris’s gaze returned to his painting. Sasha followed his eyes and stared at the painting too. After several seconds of silence, the master artist Farris Noin opened his mouth.


      “The more I look at it, the better it gets.”


      “What happened to the explanation?!” said Sasha.


      “Art is a mystery. You may have in you all the desire in the world to draw, yet be unable to paint a single stroke. Or you may put down your brush and immediately be struck by endless inspiration. Keep your heart tranquil and beautiful. You are most likely to find something when you’re not looking for it. In times like these, step back and look at things from another perspective.”


      “Another perspective?” Sasha parroted.


      “What’s wrong with being an animal?” Farris asked in example. “It suits you well.”


      “Are you stupid?! Was that meant to be a compliment?!”


      Farris thrust his magic brush into her face. “I understand.”


      “Wh-What?”


      “Once upon a time, there was a girl who kept thinking, ‘I don’t want to become an animal. I don’t want to become an animal.’”


      Sasha shot him an unimpressed look. “Now I’m a hypothetical girl?”


      “The girl was so fixated on the thought of wild animals that at some point, her heart itself became a wild animal. That’s how she emerged on the canvas like this.”


      “I didn’t start off thinking about it! You drew it first!”


      “Art is just like a dream: It distances itself the more you seek it. New realizations happen when you least expect it—”


      Farris froze like he had received another divine revelation.


      “Not again,” Sasha said.


      “I see it...!” he exclaimed, staring at The Fierce Retort of Sasha the Beast. “The beauty of the retort only stands out with a joke. This painting is missing the joke!”


      “Are you sure you weren’t planning on drawing my retort from the beginning?”


      Just as she said that, Arcana stepped forward. “Did you call for me?”


      “Get lost,” Sasha snapped at the speed of light.


      “How sharp,” Farris complimented.


      Sasha’s face fell in silent horror.


      “As you may have suspected, someone else here is more suited for the role,” he said, looking around at the followers beside me until he found who he was looking for. “May I draw you too, Misha?”


      Misha blinked twice before pointing at herself. “I’m the joke?”


      Farris turned to hold his hand up at the morning sun. “Yes, the beauty of a joke is hidden deep within one’s soul. If my Eyes as an artist are not mistaken, you shall eventually discover it within you.”


      “I’m starting to doubt this guy was ever an amazing artist...” Sasha muttered.


      Sasha glared at Farris, but he just stared at Misha with his brush ready in hand.


      Misha tilted her head in confusion, then looked to me for help.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      “I don’t know what face to make,” she said.


      “Just be yourself,” I replied. “Farris will draw your true essence.”


      “Hold on, doesn’t that mean my true essence is...”


      I held up a hand to ask Sasha to quiet for a moment. Misha was trying to concentrate.


      “Be myself...” she murmured.


      Misha hung her head in thought. Like Sasha, this was her first time modelling for anyone. It was hard to be put on the spot like this.


      “It’s difficult,” she said quietly.


      “Then look into the distance,” I said, pointing. Misha directed her Divine Eyes in the same direction.


      “What do you see?” I asked.


      “Seventh Elenesia,” Misha said.


      Her gaze shifted far into the distance, observing this world.


      “What kind of world is it?”


      “It’s beautiful,” she murmured.


      “It might be the world your mother created.”


      Misha’s expression softened with love for every living being in this world.


      “Good,” I said. “That’s your usual expression. A loving look that brings serenity to everyone who sees it.”


      “Everyone?”


      “Yeah.”


      She turned to look at me.


      “Including you?” Misha asked.


      “Why wouldn’t I be included?”


      Misha smiled happily. “I’m glad.”


      The next moment, Farris’s magic brush moved like a bolt of lightning. Another image appeared on the canvas alongside the wild beast.


      “It’s done,” he announced.


      Misha and Sasha leaned in to take a closer look. A gentle, loving angel had been added to the painting.


      “What do you think? I boldly changed the theme of the work to ‘beautiful love’ and redrew the whole thing. It makes the retort of the wild beast even more aggressive in contrast—”


      “Why am I still an animal after you redrew it to represent beautiful love?!” the beast in Sasha’s source roared with all its might.


      “This painting expresses the fireworks that exploded in my mind, the moment of improvisation. If you cannot understand that, then I’m afraid I cannot explain it,” Farris said, continuing to add more details to Misha’s face. “Those Divine Eyes are of beauty. That smile is pure beauty. That blink—oh, such beauty.”


      Farris Noin straightened up.


      “Beauty like a bolt from the blue,” he declared without hesitation.


      “For a demon from two thousand years ago, your head is plenty addled by peace already!” Sasha snapped in spite of herself.


      Shin, who had been watching silently until now, quietly opened his mouth. “That’s why I said he’d be fine.”


      “I didn’t think you meant it like this...”


    


  



  

    

      § 4. Initiation


      Tables and chairs were set up in the garden to make terrace seating for the Wind of the Sea. Since we were here already, we decided to have breakfast here as well. There were too many students for mom to handle cooking for by herself, so Misha and the others helped her.


      When everyone was nearly done eating, Lay arrived.


      “Is there still time to eat?” he asked.


      He had taken off his uniform jacket and was holding Evansmana, the Sword of Three Races. His shirt was soaked—most likely from training all morning.


      “Have you managed to control it yet?” I asked, throwing a Bread of Hope at him.


      He caught it with a cheerful grin. “The second I let my guard down, it takes out one of my sources.”


      I turned my Magic Eyes on him to see he was down to one source. It was rare to hear that he was struggling, but at least he looked pleased about it. It must have been fun swinging around Evansmana with its true power unleashed.


      “We don’t know when Hyphoria may demand it back,” I warned.


      “Well, when they do, I’d love the chance to test out Evansmana’s full strength,” he replied, biting down on the Bread of Hope.


      “Hopefully.”


      I passed him the coffee cup I was holding, and he gulped it down in one go.


      “Come to think of it, there was something I wanted to ask,” Eleonore said, wiping Zeshia’s mouth with a napkin. “Since Balandias lost its chief god and the order of castle construction vanished, are Farris and the people of Balandias even still castle demons anymore? Farris became a resident of Militia’s World, right? And Militia’s World doesn’t lean towards any order.”


      “Those already born won’t change, but those born afterward may not be the same,” I replied.


      Even if the world itself changed, its people wouldn’t change so easily. Not everything was controlled by the chief god.


      “Lay,” I said. “If you still need to eat, take it with you. It’s about time.”


      “Okay. Just a little, then.” Lay reached for the huge basket of bread and grabbed the whole thing.


      There were still customers at the canteen, so Aeges stayed behind to guard mom and dad while we left the garden. The rest of us walked down one of the palace corridors until we reached an area surrounded by four pillars.


      I stepped on the teleportation magic circle and said, “Shallows Hall One.”


      My magic power was sent into the circle, and the world turned white.


      “Cancel teleport,” a flat voice said.


      The white faded, leaving us where we were.


      The Arbitration Goddess Ottolulu stood before us. “I failed to inform you of this earlier, but as of today, the Demon King Academy will be moving to the deep-level auditoriums.”


      “Huh? Weren’t the classrooms assigned based on the depth of the worlds?” Eleonore asked curiously.


      We had defeated Balandias in a Silverwater Ranking Skirmish without taking their firedew, so Militia’s World was still in the shallows.


      “It is not based on depth alone,” Ottolulu explained. “The selection of the auditorium is also influenced by ranking. The deeper auditoriums hold lectures on deeper magic and how to approach the abyss. The general progression for a shallow-level world is to raise its ranking, study, and train through the middle-level auditoriums, then evolve into a middle-level world.”


      Which meant the rank of the world rose before the world itself evolved to a deeper level.


      I see.


      So this was how the Immovable King Kaltinas had purposefully kept his ranking low so he could more easily face shallow-level worlds. No wonder Balandias was mocked for being all bark and no bite.


      “Huh? So why are we skipping the middle-level auditoriums and going straight to the deep-level ones?” Eleonore asked.


      “You won against Balandias, a deep-level world. And though it was through irregular means, your world effectively has two chief gods now. Most importantly, you destroyed the Royal Tiger Maytilen, a chief god. By Pablohetra’s rules, the above three factors have brought Militia’s World to be ranked 18th. For reference, when you first arrived here, you were ranked 183rd.”


      “Whoa! We really shot up!” Eleonore exclaimed.


      “We’ll aim...for first place...” Zeshia added.


      “Yup yup, let’s do our best!”


      The fact the number of chief gods had an effect on the ranking meant there were miniature worlds with more than one chief god. We had no reason to aim for first place, but being within the top ten would make it easier to make contact with Evezeino of the Holy Six Academies. There was no harm in increasing our rank.


      “This explanation is also belated, but in your last Silverwater Ranking Skirmish, the Demon King Academy obtained 102 school insignias,” Ottolulu said. “As this number exceeds the number of students at Demon King Academy, you have obtained the right to join Pablohetra’s academic alliance. This process will be officially completed upon review by the Holy Six Academies today. This review is just a formality, as there is no precedent for rejection.”


      The Balandias Fleet had had about thirty people on board each ship. I had grabbed insignias while pulverizing the sky fortresses, but it appeared I’d taken a few too many.


      “Do you have any other questions?” Ottolulu asked.


      “Not particularly,” I replied.


      “Then I shall lead the way. Deep Hall Two.”


      We teleported, our surroundings flashing white. Once we arrived, Ottolulu slowly opened the door to Deep-Level Auditorium Number Two.


      But before the door could fully open, a sharp projectile flew straight at my face. I grabbed it with my bare hands and gave it a closer look. It was a pointed parasol.


      “Hey. Anos Voldigoad. You’re here,” a girl with a braid said, leaning toward me and opening her eyes. An artificial eye of glass glared at me.


      The girl was Costoria Atzenon, resident of the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino and one of the people who had targeted mom.


      “Hm. What a passionate welcome,” I said.


      “Please, it was a simple greeting. Merely a custom of the Ruinous Abyss World.”


      “Your world must be rather refined, then,” I said, returning her glare with a smile. “I was just thinking about how it’d be nice to see you again. And now we’re in the same class.”


      “As if. The Holy Six wouldn’t take the same classes as you. I am here as the lecturer.”
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      The deep-level auditoriums were full of people from deep-level worlds, so it made sense for classes to be held by those of the Holy Six Academies.


      “Why did you target mom?” I asked point-blank.


      “What’s most important to you?” she asked back, withdrawing her parasol with a fierce grin. “If you answer me, I’ll answer you.”


      “Peace,” I said immediately.


      Costoria’s lips twisted, as though overcome by some dark emotion. “Then the peace of Militia’s World will—”


      “My favorite moment in life is when I can eat some mushroom gratin in peace,” I said. “I will not forgive anyone who tries to take that away from me.”


      Costoria’s expression suddenly turned serious. She glared at me. “Die.”


      And with a turn of her heel she leaped, landing on the other side of the round teacher’s podium. Just like in the shallow-level auditoriums, the seats here were set in a circular formation, and surrounded the lone podium in every direction.


      “What rank did your world become?” she asked.


      I leisurely made my way to a desk, and answered, “Eighteenth.”


      “An unprecedented feat.” Costoria closed her eyes with a dismissive look. “An ephemeral world with a misfit for a ruler, who stripped their chief god of their power before they could become the will of their world. Never has such a thing happened before in Pablohetra’s long history.”


      She spoke matter-of-factly, but with a vicious negativity that made it unpleasant to listen to. It seemed she was holding quite the grudge over me crushing her artificial eye. Why was she so enraged over something that could be fixed so easily?


      “You have infringed upon the traditions of this academy,” Costoria declared.


      “It’s amusing to hear someone from Evezeino, a world new to Pablohetra, speak of tradition,” I replied.


      “Indeed, the Institute of Mythical Beasts hasn’t been here for long. But what about those who have been here since ancient times? How do they feel?” Costoria asked. “Did you think they’d simply accept the Demon King Academy? The students of the deep-level auditoriums, now lumped together with misfits from an ephemeral world.”


      She paused, and the other students in the room glared daggers at us. Although they hadn’t said anything, the magic power they were emitting was quite sharp. We certainly weren’t welcome here.


      “For today’s lesson,” Costoria said with a wicked smirk, “we’ll be giving the newest academy of the deep-level auditoriums an initiation ceremony.”


      “Oh?”


      “It’s just a recreational activity. Don’t sweat it.” She chuckled. “The rules are simple: One Constructor will be selected to construct a magic circle of their choice. The other students will act as Casters, and recreate the Constructor’s circle. The Constructor will demonstrate the spell once. If the Casters can cast the same spell, they will win, and move onto the next round with a new Constructor.”


      A magic circle constructed by someone else meant the spell formula was being provided for others to use. It was how complex spells a single person could not cast alone were executed, but the fact the spell formula was constructed by someone else inherently made it difficult to cast. In other words, this was a test of magic control and technique.


      The most difficult part of this would be using magic from a different world. Normally the Caster wouldn’t possess the knowledge to use a spell from a world deeper than their own. It left the newly arrived academy at quite the disadvantage.


      “If you win three rounds, you’ll pass,” Costoria said.


      “And if I fail?” I asked.


      “You start over from the middle-levels, at rank 50.”


      I see.


      “Some initiation this is,” I remarked.


      Costoria closed her eyes and smirked. “Don’t worry. The top students of Deep-Level Auditorium Number Two, the Three Holy Path Academies, will not be participating in the initiation ceremony. The use of greater deep magic is forbidden. The first round will be basic spells, the second will be lower magic, and the third will be intermediate magic.”


      In spite of what she said, she seemed confident she would win.


      “Ridiculous,” I said.


      “Are you giving up?” Costoria taunted.


      “Giving up?” I repeated. “Bwa ha ha. Keep dreaming. I’m saying I can pass your so-called initiation in my sleep.”


      The first to react to what I said wasn’t Costoria, but the other students. I ignored their offended glares and continued speaking to Costoria.


      “I wasn’t interested in the Three Holy Path Academies to begin with,” I said. “You come at me, Atzenon’s Lion of Ruin.”


      “Sure. If that’s what you want. I don’t mind.” Black particles poured out of Costoria’s body, her magic seeming almost violent.


      “Come at me. Let’s see a spell I can’t cast—”


      “Silence,” a loud voice tore through the air, interrupting me with the power of a compelling curse.


      I turned around to see a man get to his feet. He wore a skeleton mask over the bottom half of his face, with a multilayered magic circle deployed over the fang bones.


      “Allow me to introduce myself. I am High Priest Belmas Fazatt of the Holy Scripture Temple, one of the Three Holy Path Academies. I am the ruler of the Scripture World Azraven,” High Priest Belmas said with a look of challenge. “Can’t speak, can you? This is the advanced scripture magic of Azraven, La Gabeth. Once you hear the holy words, you’ll have no choice but to obey all commands until either the effect wears off or it is overwritten by another scripture spell.”


      He pointed at me. “You say you have no interest in the Three Holy Path Academies, but in our world, our advanced spells are already at the level of greater deep magic. You have no right to fast track a challenge against the Holy Six Academies. Know your place. Accept your initiation and choose your words more carefully from now on. If you understand, lift your right hand.”


      I grinned at his warning in silence.


      “There’s no helping it,” he said. More magic circles layered upon the fangs of his skeleton mask. “Be crushed and blasted away!”


      I drew a magic circle as I responded to the incoming La Gabeth out loud. “No, you.”


      “Wha—”


      My words passed through his ears and shook his source fiercely.


      “Bwagh agh agh! Guwaaah!”


      Blood spouted from every orifice of Belmas’s body before he was crushed and sent flying, smashing against the wall so powerfully his body was left stuck in the crater it made. It was an impressive spell that circumvented the natural sturdiness of the body. Although it had many flaws too.


      “That...was La Gabeth... How?” High Priest Belmas spat. “You shouldn’t be able to use it at all with your mouth sealed...”


      High Priest Belmas glared at me in confusion.


      “You asked for silence, so I silenced you,” I explained. “This kind of thing would only work in an ambush or against lower-ranked opponents. If I failed to cast it on you, the scripture would easily reflect back on me. Like how it did to you just now.”


      “Urk...” Belmas ground his teeth in humiliation. I had erased the first scripture that came flying at me by glaring at it with the Magic Eyes of Destruction.


      From what I could see, while La Gabeth had the powerful effect of making verbalized commands come true, the slightest deviation in the magic formula would weaken it.


      “Those with protests may step forward,” I said, looking around the auditorium. “I’ll give your traditions an initiation ceremony to me.”


    


  



  

    

      § 5. The Three Holy Path Academies


      “I see,” a deep voice echoed from a corner of the auditorium. “Militia’s ruler is quite confident in himself.”


      From the same corner of the auditorium stood a man wearing a beret and overall possessing a distinctly scholarly appearance. He spoke in a steady, calm voice.


      “It’s clear you are no ordinary person,” he said. “The way you returned Belmas’s scripture and the miniature world you rule both prove this fact. The rumors you defeated the Royal Tiger Maytilen alone may even have some credibility.” He looked down at his hand, which held a copy of the Demon King News. “Let us acknowledge the fact that this man has power. But what about his knowledge? The initiation ceremony of the deep-level auditoriums cannot be cleared through brute force alone.”


      The man flicked the newsletter with his finger, setting it on fire in an instant.


      “I, Doneld Hebnich, ruler of the Thought World Lynielion, one of the Three Holy Path Academies, will personally teach you this.”


      “It’s impolite to challenge us all at once,” another voice said. This time, a man with gaudy makeup on his face leaped up onto his desk. The makeup combined with the funny robes almost made him look like a clown. “But I guess that’s a newbie for you. I don’t mind if you want to take on Costoria at the same time too? Either way, you’ll be defeated before she has to lift a finger.”


      “Such amusing clothes. Are you from the Three Holy Path Academies too?” I asked.


      “That’s right,” the clown man said with a silly bow. “I am Ripp Kurten, the ruler of the Dust World Paribirya and the Guru of the Clown Clan.”


      He leaped again and twirled on the spot.


      “Ah... I really should stop taking my enemies lightly,” Belmas said, climbing out of the hole he had made in the wall and brushing himself off. His crushed body had returned to normal. It seemed the scripture magic of his world could be used for healing too.


      “After all,” High Priest Belmas added, “my scriptures are so powerful that the average person would die from mere contact with them. I held back too much this time.”


      No one else stood up. It seemed that in the end, the initiation would be held by the Three Holy Path Academies: High Priest Belmas of the Scripture World, Ruler Doneld of the Thought World, and Guru Ripp of the Dust World. And Costoria.


      “Participants have been confirmed,” Ottolulu said, inserting her wind-up key into a magic circle on the floor. The magic circle expanded to cover the entire floor of the auditorium. The three-dimensional magic circle creaked as she turned the key. “Gozott.”


      The floor, walls, and ceiling turned blue as the entire auditorium turned to water, though our bodies were able to walk normally without sinking.


      “Gozott is an isolated auditorium that uses the magic power of the Pablohetra Palace,” Ottolulu explained. “Magic cast here has no effect on the real auditorium, so all of the nonparticipants in the initiation will be unharmed. It is possible to see, hear, and cast group magic from outside of Gozott,” she explained.


      I looked over at my followers. All of their bodies appeared a transparent blue. Misha tried to poke my hand, but her fingers only passed through me.


      “I can’t touch you,” she murmured.


      Only the five participants of the initiation ceremony were inside Gozott. Everyone outside, then, would be safe.


      “Shall we decide the order? Sorry, Costoria, but you’ll be going last,” Guru Ripp said.


      “Whatever,” Costoria said curtly. She leaped off the teacher’s podium to sit on a nearby desk.


      “Then let’s do it like this.” Ripp took out four cards and threw them in the air. After reaching a certain height they stopped, spinning above the teacher’s podium. On each side of the cards were identical magic circles. “Take a card and send your magic power into it.”


      Ripp extended a hand and beckoned one of the cards toward him. I bent a finger and called another over. Belmas and Doneld similarly drew their own cards.


      I sent my magic into the card, and the number four appeared.


      “Aha! Too bad. If you had drawn one, someone might have had to drop out,” the clown said with a mischievous giggle.


      Ripp had drawn two, Belmas had drawn one, and Doneld had drawn three, dictating the order of the Constructors in this initiation ceremony. Since Costoria was last, she would come after me.


      “I’m first up,” Belmas said. He held out a hand and drew a magic circle. The same magic circle appeared in front of the rest of us. “You seem to have an affinity for scripture magic, so I’ve altered my approach.”


      Magic power gathered in his palm.


      “Intermediate curse magic, Zain.”


      A blade made of cursed words appeared and pointed at the teacher’s podium, cutting it to pieces.


      “Zain,” Ripp, Doneld, and Costoria said in unison. Since the magic circle had been formed by Belmas, the other Casters were able to cast it despite being from different worlds.


      “Now, let’s see if you can utter these cursed words, which are the polar opposite of a holy command—”


      “Zain.”


      The sharp curse I released slashed the round podium apart.


      “I just so happen to be quite good at curses,” I said.


      As long as I could see both the abyss of the caster’s magic and the spell formula used, the rest was just a matter of magic power and technique.


      There was nothing impossible about it.


      “This was just the first round,” Belmas sniped. “Don’t get cocky over a warm-up.”


      “Says the man who needed to warm up twice?” I replied. “Enough. Use your greater deep magic next. If we keep on like this I really will end up passing this initiation in my sleep.”


      “If you want to see greater deep magic that badly,” Ripp said, “I’ll gladly oblige.”


      For the second round, Guru Ripp of the Dust World drew his magic circle. Just like before, the same magic circle appeared before the four of us.


      “My clown magic uses spells to scatter special dust. Let’s see you imitate this. Intermediate cosmetic magic—”


      He pointed at me.


      “Kaelal.”


      The moment the magic dust fell on me, my right hand rotted and fell off.


      “Oh?” I said.


      “This spell turns what was makeup into reality. Cosmetic wounds result in real blood. Cosmetic rot melts your real limbs. If you don’t use Kaelal to return your skin to normal, and soon, you’ll be in trouble!”


      My body continued to rot under the effect of Kaelal, falling apart in pieces of black rust.


      “Aha!” Ripp teleported in front of the black rust with Gatom. “Too bad! Looks like you failed. Need a hand?”


      But right after that the skeleton of a giant dragon emerged from the black rust with an earsplitting roar. Ripp was briefly speechless as the skeletal dragon writhed and then closed in on him, maw wide, trying to sink its sharp fangs through him.


      “Well now, don’t be such a sore loser,” he huffed, drawing a magic circle from which six orbs emerged. He grabbed all six orbs in both hands and hurled them at the skeletal dragon.


      The magic orbs pierced through the dragon and sank into the water wall behind it.


      “How’s that? Wait—”


      Ripp paused mid-sentence, flinching. I had grabbed his shoulder from behind.


      “What are you doing, fooling around by yourself? That’s your own world, no?” I said.


      He awkwardly twisted himself to face me. “When did you notice...?”


      “That Kaelal only creates dust illusions? Since the moment I saw the spell formula. It’s very similar to a spell I use.”


      While his Kaelal had rotted my body, I had used my own Kaelal to make a skeletal dragon emerge from it. Kaelal was actually quite similar to Lynel and only involved projecting an illusion.


      The only difference between the two spells was that Kaelal affected all five senses, not just sight. It was difficult to recognize it as an illusion. Even Ripp, who was familiar with the spell, had fallen for it. Lynel was probably considered advanced magic, then.


      “I see. Judging from how he didn’t even flinch at Kaelal, he knew that the rules allowed him to interfere with the spell,” Doneld said. “He also saw through the lie about the magic. It seems he’s a rather quick thinker.”


      While everything between me and Ripp had been happening, Doneld, Belmas, and Costoria had cleared the Kaelal activation.


      Doneld was the Constructor for the third round.


      “You’ve proved your mastery of language and makeup magic, but what about thought?” he said, drawing a magic circle. The same circle appeared before the four Casters. “Out of respect for your power, I shall show you the advanced thought magic of my world. Thought-based magic control uses depths of consciousness not normally used, so it’s very different to words that require ears or makeup that requires eyes.”


      Doneld used Iris to line the teacher’s podium with a hundred human-sized dolls.


      “Allow me to explain. This is the spell Lyxnes, proof of a top-class magic caster in the Thought World.”


      His magic activated, and one of the dolls began moving, opening its mouth.


      “Can you tell?” said the doll. “This is no mere manipulation. My thoughts have been directly transferred to the doll.”


      “Of course, I can move my own body completely separately,” Doneld’s body said, voice overlapping with the doll’s. “Even if you can transfer your thoughts to the doll, what comes next won’t be easy. Lyxnes requires the ability to think different thoughts concurrently. Can you calculate divisions and multiplications at the same time? As a master of thought magic, I can.”


      Doneld snapped his fingers, and at once, all one hundred dolls began to move independently, as if they had minds of their own.


      “Just like this,” he said. “Now, if you can control even one of them, I’ll count it a pass— What?!”


      Doneld and all the dolls stared at me with their jaws dropped. The one hundred Iris dolls that had appeared around me were all yawning in various poses of boredom.


      “A hundred at once, just like me...?” he muttered.


      I crossed my legs and rested my chin on my hand. “How dull, Doneld Hebnich.”


      My one hundred dolls got on the floor and began break dancing.


      “Wha— Bee-Boying?!” he shouted, gazing at the dolls in admiration. “Lyxnes requires splitting one’s consciousness to possess the dolls... They’re not remote-controlled puppets, but objects that move according to the caster’s thoughts, each doll possessing five senses that return to the caster. Regular dancing with so many synchronized bodies should be impossible, much less Roadside Rotation Dance.”


      His magic Eyes glinted, and his dolls began positioning themselves upside down.


      “Did you think that I, Ruler Doneld Hebnich of the Thought World, would be incapable of Bee-Boying?!”


      The dolls began performing an intense dance.


      “Oh?” I replied. “So your world calls it Bee-Boying. Then let me enlighten you to what we call it in Militia’s World.” I lifted myself so my head was placed on the desk alongside the dolls, spread my arms and legs in the air, and then spun at a high speed. “Curbside Rotation Dance: Break-Wing.”


      “Grrr— Gaaah!” groaned Doneld.


      I had already used Lyxnes. The other three Casters had also completed their activations while we were bickering. We could have moved on to the next round by this point, but as the ruler of the Thought World, Doneld wouldn’t allow it.


      “So what? This much is nothing!” His dolls did headstands and began spinning. Doneld immediately threw aside his beret, placed his head on the desk, and spun rapidly. “Do not look down on the Hundred-Knowledge King Doneld Hebnich, Ruler of the Thought World!”


      “Too slow.” I raised my rotation speed to one three times as fast as his.


      “I can go faster!”


      The Hundred-Knowledge King then headspun three times faster than me.


      “Hiyaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


      “Not bad. I see you’re not part of the Three Holy Path Academies for nothing.” I put strength into my neck and started flying up into the air with my dolls, all while spinning upside down. “Here’s your reward.”


      “Wha... You’re using your headspins to fly?!”


      While I was spinning four times as fast as Doneld, Farris Noin looked up at me in awe. “Oh, what beautiful rotation His Majesty bestows upon us.”


      “Such impudence!”


      Doneld leaped with his neck just like mine, headspinning at four times his previous speed. But after he smirked at me in triumph, his dolls began falling, one after another. They had failed to control their headspins.


      “What?!” Doneld shouted. “But why?!”


      Doneld also fell straight down, slamming head-first into the desk and twisting his neck with an unpleasant popping sound.


      “Gwuuugh!”


      “You may be able to maintain one hundred concurrent thoughts at once,” I said, “but only when your body is still.”


      Like Doneld had moments before, the Hundred-Knowledge King’s dolls fell to the ground like rain.


      “Headspinning too fast sent your thoughts into disarray, leading to your Lyxnes running out of control.”


      In other words, he got too dizzy to maintain the spell.


      “Grrr... Gwuh...”


      I landed on my desk and folded my arms, spinning even faster as I thrust my next words at Doneld. “Even if we can balance our thoughts the same, my head was quicker.”


    


  



  

    

      § 6. Greater Deep Magic


      My spinning body gradually came to a halt. I canceled the Lyxnes, and the one hundred dolls that I had summoned faded too.


      “Hmm. My turn next,” I said.


      High Priest Belmas, Hundred-Knowledge King Doneld, and Guru Ripp all stood ready, Magic Eyes glinting. They were determined to stare into the abyss of any spell formula I presented and cast it perfectly.


      “Just try us,” Doneld said, twisting his neck side to side with a crack.“I will humiliate you just as you humiliated me, for I am not called the Hundred-Knowledge King for nothing.”


      “I’m annoyed I let a newcomer get the best of me too. Next time, I’ll be the one to surprise you,” Guru Ripp said, drawing rings around his eyes with makeup. It was probably some enhancement spell for his Magic Eyes.


      “You may have tilted things in your favor, but whether you spin or not, the result is the same. You’ve only made it through the first cycle of the initiation. The next cycle will be harder. If you can’t make anyone drop out in your round, you may consider the second cycle your end,” High Priest Belmas said in a breathless blather.


      The Hundred-Knowledge King Doneld rubbed his neck.


      “That being said,” Doneld added, “we’ve seen countless spells in this auditorium before. The magic of the shallow worlds is extremely simple, so allow me to give you some advice: the spells we constructed just now are key to figuring out our non-specialty magic. But the one you should focus on defeating first out of all of us is Costoria of the Holy Six Academies, who has yet to show her magic. You have two options, it seems. You can choose a formula that will make us fail, or you can risk it all on a spell that Costoria might fail to cast. Well? You seem more of a rebellious type, in any case. Someone who likes a challenge.”


      Doneld was attempting to unsettle me by presenting a logical argument. In short, his goal was to make me focus on Costoria. With no information on her, it would be extremely difficult to make Costoria fail, and if I didn’t succeed in doing so everyone would make it to the second cycle. He had presented his argument in a way that acknowledged my ability to see their weaknesses and choose an appropriate spell to counter them, but his way of thinking was still too naive.


      He was still underestimating me.


      “I’ll pass,” I said.


      Silence filled the lecture hall.


      They stared at me blankly, like they had no idea what I just said.


      “Pass? What do you mean you pass?” High Priest Belmas asked.


      “I’ve yet to see your greater deep magic,” I said, using just the strength in my neck to do a flip and land upright on my desk. “The Demon King Academy has only just arrived in the silver seas. My knowledge of deep magic is lacking. I can’t make new spells like this.”


      They all reacted to what I said with clear anger.


      “Your power alone is worth acknowledgment. Your miniature world evolved in a way that was different than other worlds’, so it was harder to measure you by our standards than we expected,” Doneld said. “But this is arrogant even for you, Anos.”


      “You’re the ones who decided what my limit was all on your own,” I said. “Why is it so impossible for the ruler of an ephemeral world to do this in the first place?”


      Doneld fell silent. I pointed at Costoria.


      “You’re up next. Bring it.”


      “I’ll pass,” she said nonchalantly.


      “Oh?”


      “You’ve angered them. I’ll deal with you after you settle things with them,” she said. She crossed her legs on the desk she sat on with the removed air of a spectator.


      “Vaund,” High Priest Belmas uttered as a scripture. Magic power in the shape of runes began overflowing from him. “Doneld, Ripp. Sorry to say, but since neither of you will be able to form this next one, we won’t be reaching your turns.”


      Magic laced his words, forming a layered magic circle before the five of us. The scripture echoed through the auditorium with enough magic for each word he spoke to manifest visually.


      “Bwa ha ha. That’s more like it. Show me what you’ve got,” I said.


      “No, you listen carefully,” he replied.


      A bell-like sound rang multiple times, the echoes of each ring overlapping each other.


      “Scriptures eventually transform into the supreme truth,” said Belmas. “This is the impermanent melody heard only twice in the history of the thirty-first-level Scripture World Azraven. Only after a thousand years of meditation can this zenith be reached.”


      Each word he spoke was part of a scripture, filling the auditorium with magic power.


      “Hear my greater deep magic!”


      His skeleton mask transformed to cover his whole face.


      “Adonia El Hermaketh!” his clear voice called out.


      All the desks instantly shattered, their chairs launched into the air. Every object in the auditorium was lifted off the floor in a deafening rattle.


      And that wasn’t all. I could feel a strong pressure against my body just by standing here.


      Magic? No, this is different.


      It was the order of Seventh Elenesia.


      “Adonia El Hermaketh is scripture magic that lauds the gods,” said Belmas. “It is a spell that can enhance the divinity of a selected god and their order or authority within the range of the scripture. The god I lauded just now is the Seventh Elenesia’s God of Destruction Warzerk. Do you understand yet?”


      The walls of Gozott crumbled with a loud shatter.


      “It’s clear what will happen if I release attack magic within this field of enhanced destruction. I won’t even have to lift a finger. In this isolated space, order can be enhanced from the power of a middle-level world to that of a deep-level world. Behold, this is the greater deep magic of the Scripture World! Something that cannot be imitated—”


      More bells started ringing.


      “Wha— It can’t be... What is this bell sound?!” yelled Belmas. “Don’t tell me... There’s no way!”


      “Adonia El Hermaketh,” I said.


      The auditorium then shook so hard Belmas had to cling to a pillar to remain standing.


      “Th-The impermanent melody... How?!”


      The Adonia El Hermaketh I used was causing two orders to struggle for dominance, causing the entire area to vigorously shake up and down, as if we were inside a box carried by a giant.


      But nothing was destroyed. The objects in the current space had also become sturdier.


      “I lauded the order of solidity so that the auditorium could withstand destruction,” I explained. “The balance of order has stopped destruction from occurring.”


      Though it wasn’t quite the same as regular stability.


      “I-Impossible... I may have constructed the magic circle for you...but only someone of the Scripture World can cast it...”


      “Next.”


      “What?” said Belmas.


      “I don’t think the other two would be happy if things just ended like this.”


      Guru Ripp and the Hundred-Knowledge King Doneld were unable to cast Adonia El Hermaketh. According to the rules, they were eliminated.


      But that would just be dull.


      “I’ll allow it. Retaliate against me,” I said.


      “How generous of you,” said Guru Ripp. “In that case, I shall gratefully make you regret that decision!”


      Guru Ripp drew a layered magic circle at his feet. Magic dust flew into the air, covering our surroundings in makeup that altered its appearance.


      “Haliyam Perem.”


      The auditorium instantly vanished, leaving just Ripp and me in a wasteland. No one else was present. Above us seven moons hung in the sky. We should have still been within the Gozott barrier created by Pablohetra’s three-dimensional magic circle, but it seemed Ripp had overwritten it.


      “Welcome to a world without magic,” Ripp said mockingly with a clown-like grin. “The Dust World Paribirya’s greater deep magic Haliyam Perem can use makeup to change the world however one wishes. Now you can’t use magic anymore.”


      “Oh?”


      I tried sending magic power into the circle, but there was no reaction.


      “See what I mean? I can’t use it either!” Ripp waved his hands in an attempt to use magic, but nothing happened. The same effect applied to him.


      “I see. You’re risking yourself to seal the magic of your opponent, no matter how much stronger they are than you,” I said.


      He grinned smugly.


      “Or at least, that’s what you want me to believe,” I said.


      Ripp’s face twitched.


      “Haliyam Perem turns the beliefs of those within the field into the order of the field,” he said. “If you and I both believe this is a world with no magic, then magic truly ceases to function here.”


      I sent my magic into the magic circle.


      “The flow of magic is being hidden by an illusion,” I said. “It fools the five senses in a similar way to Kaelal, but in reality, magic is still flowing.”


      From the layered magic circle at my feet, magic dust whirled into being and spread outward.


      “Haliyam Perem.”


      The greater deep magic I used overwrote the wasteland, transforming it to a grassland. A harsh wind blew across the newly made grassland, sending thousands of blades of grass into the air.


      “Anos Voldigoad, was it?” Ripp muttered. The clown turned to me in a daze. “What are you? My greater deep magic shouldn’t be this easy to see through.”


      “It’s a spell that has a built-in back door, no? Since the rules of this initiation ceremony require that the spell formula of whatever magic is used needs to be revealed to all participants, I don’t think this spell was a good choice for you.”


      The key to this greater deep magic was how much of your objective you could hide from your opponent. And because the initiation ceremony disallowed such hiding, the spell could not demonstrate its full powers in this scenario. Ripp had to be aware of that too.


      Haliyam Perem ended, sending sparkling magic dust into the air as we returned to the original Gozott.


      “Next,” I said.


      “Of course, I expected as much and prepared accordingly!” shouted Doneld. “Guru Ripp may excel in magic technique, but he cannot surpass you!”


      Thought waves rose from Doneld Hebnich’s head—they were actually swaying magic links, and they were connected to the one hundred students of his world that were sitting behind him.


      “I acknowledge you, Anos Voldigoad, as a magic specialist. Surpassing your magic will require more than skilled technique and sharp Magic Eyes! The only way to suppress the essence of your magic is through the force and volume of pure magic power!”


      An abnormally high amount of magic power swirled around Doneld, creating a red aura. Several thought waves synchronized together, causing their total magic power to swell severalfold. The Hundred-Knowledge King then poured every last drop of it into his magic circle.


      “Behold. This is the greater deep magic of the Thought World Lynielion that can only form with the magic power of one hundred and eight Hundred-Knowledge Academy students—”


      The thoughts being emitted from Doneld materialized into physical existence.


      “Gorgon Dorla Gadengus!”


      The giant thought hammer came slamming down with an explosive sound, pulverizing the teacher’s podium. It looked like it had enough force to destroy even the surroundings of whatever it crushed, but other than the teacher’s podium, the floor was only slightly cracked. Its destruction seemed to be restricted to a specific target.


      “Hah... Hah...”


      Doneld panted with his whole body. The release of so much magic at once had exhausted him.


      “How about that?” he asked. “The Hammer of Thought contains the power of absolute destruction. There is nothing that cannot be destroyed by this magic, and your Demon King Academy will not be able to copy—”


      Doneld’s eyes widened at the sight before him. A Hammer of Thought twice the size of his own suddenly loomed in front of him.


      “Ah...”


      “Gorgon Dorla Gadengus.”


      My hammer crashed down on his hammer, reducing it into dust with a resounding boom.


      “That’s...impossible,” he murmured, struggling to form words. “You cast Gorgon Dorla Gadengus...alone?”


      “A hammer that uses the power of thoughts and imagination to pulverize others, huh?” I mused, not answering him. “Seems like it’s better suited for destroying magic power and spells than physical objects. Safe to assume it was originally designed to be used against attack spells or magic barriers.”


      I held out my hand and drew a layered magic circle.


      “Now it’s my turn.”


      The same magic circle appeared before the four of them. Black particles rose from my body, swirling intensely.


      “If you can cast this,” I said, “I’ll disregard your failure in the second cycle.”


      How many people in the Sacred Silverwater Sea could cast this spell? It was easier to see it than to ask out loud. But to be honest, the only person I really wanted to test with this was Costoria.


      I used Fless to fly up to the ceiling and aimed the cannon of the magic circle down toward the auditorium.


      “Egil Grone Angdroa.”


    


  



  

    

      § 7. Reason of Ruin


      Apocalyptic flames that could destroy the world quietly spilled out from the turret. My magic power was focused in my right hand, which was moving the magic circle turret. If the scene I dreamed was real, then there was more beyond this spell.


      “Was it something like this?” I muttered to myself.


      In my dream, the Tyrant of Destruction Amur had drawn a magic circle of black ashes while everything burned around him. I imitated him using Egil Grone Angdroa as a catalyst, gathering swelling destructive magic power into the circle.


      The rulers of the Three Holy Path Academies, Ripp, Doneld, and Belmas stared at the spell of ruin with shell-shocked expressions.


      “Wh-What is that?” said Ripp. “Such sinister magic!”


      “I can’t tell... I’ve never seen nor heard of it before,” Doneld said in disbelief. “How can there be magic the Hundred-Knowledge King doesn’t know?! Is it from a world deeper than ours?!”


      “Urk... B-Bah!” spluttered Belmas. “It doesn’t matter what kind of unknown deep magic he’s using, it’s too late to back down now!”


      High Priest Belmas reached for the magic circle I constructed and stared into its abyss. With the initiation rules in place, he should have enough magic, technique, and talent to cast it.


      “Guh! Some things can only be seen up close!” said Ripp.


      “Fine,” said Doneld. “All or nothing it is!”


      Doneld and Ripp also reached for the spell and attempted to activate it.


      The three grappled with the Egil Grone Angdroa magic circle with strained expressions, sinking into the abyss in an attempt to cast the spell—when, seemingly at once, their power began rampaging out of control.


      “Wh-Wha? Why isn’t the magic obeying me—”


      The moment Doneld sensed the abnormality, the apocalyptic flames he cast spread to Ripp.


      “Gyah! Why is power flowing into me?! How can a mere magic circle have more magic power than me?! What is this?! How... How is anyone supposed to control this?!” Ripp yelled.


      “Gwuh... You can’t defeat me with this... This... Gwaaaaaaaaahhh!” Belmas’s right arm burned and crumbled in the flames, turning into ash.


      “It’s no good,” muttered Doneld, “I cannot control it... I’ll have to erase it instead... What?! Why won’t the fire extinguish? I can’t stop the spell! Stop! Stop, stop... Stooooooooop!”


      Black flames wrapped around the Hundred-Knowledge King Doneld.


      “Raaaaaaaaaaaaarghhh!”


      He released thought waves like a lifeline, gathering magic power from his subordinates.


      “My arm... My arm won’t regenerate!” Belmas shouted. “Y-You... Disappear already! Disappeaaar!”


      Ripp screamed. “Gyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


      The rulers of the Three Holy Path Academies each made their best attempt to destroy the magic circle for Egil Grone Angdroa. Their magic power was rampaging, and the apocalyptic flames were burning out of control. Pablohetra’s three-dimensional magic circle, which maintained the Gozott barrier, began turning to ash.


      Just then, Costoria, who had been watching in silence the whole time, quietly opened her left eye, the artificial one made of glass. The magic circle I constructed for the initiation was reflected in its lens.


      She extended her hand and sent her magic forward. She blinked just once before her pale crimson lips parted.


      “Egil Grone Angdroa,” she said in a near whisper. She drew a layered magic circle by herself, forming a turret. Apocalyptic flames burned from the end. Just like I had, she also drew a magic circle of black ashes.


      “Oh?” I said. “You’re using your own Egil Grone Angdroa circle instead of the one I prepared.”


      People from Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin had similar magic power and source to mine. The one-armed man had even called me a brother, but who knew if that was true or not.


      Either way, there was one thing that bothered me: her artificial eye. Before she cast Egil Grone Angdroa, her magic power had flickered for a brief moment. She must have used some kind of spell to help cast it. But what for? Regardless of the reason, it was an unnecessary step to casting Egil Grone Angdroa.


      “Costoria,” I said.


      “Don’t say my name.”


      “Do you know the continuation of this spell?” I asked.


      She didn’t answer.


      Her face was turned to me with her eyes closed. In my dream of fourteen thousand years ago, the Tyrant of Destruction Amur had used Egil Grone Angdroa to draw a magic circle of black ash and stop the Two-Law Usurper’s greater magic.


      But there was more beyond this. There was a magic closer to the abyss that used the magic circle drawn by the flames of Egil Grone Angdroa, and not the flames themselves.


      “If there’s a continuation, why don’t you try it against me? That should give you your answer,” Costoria said mockingly.


      “The bad news is that I actually don’t remember the rest. I’ve been struggling to recall what it is.”


      The magic circle of black ash was unable to maintain its form, and slowly degraded to nothing. Since the continuation of the spell was incomplete, only the effects of the base Egil Grone Angdroa remained.


      Costoria released her own magic circle of black ash over her head. The two spells of destruction Costoria and I had cast approached each other quietly—then collided.


      Flames immediately spilled from the ashes, burning everything it could reach. Even the water auditorium burned up, turning into black ash.


      “Wh-What is this?” Ripp said. “Did you cast Kaelal on me when I wasn’t looking?! How could this... How could something so ridiculous actually be real?!”


      “Gozott is crumbling... Did the spell destroy Pablohetra’s isolated world?” said Doneld. “Where did he learn to cast a spell of such devastation?!”


      “Gwaaaaaaaaaaaahhh! Get awaaaaaay!” screamed Belmas.


      Silent and cold ruin wrapped around Gozott with the sound of cracking glass. Gozott then shattered into pieces, returning us to the Deep-Level Auditorium Number Two.


      “Hah... Hah...”


      “Gwuh...”


      “Urk...”


      Hmm. It seemed they weren’t the rulers of the Three Holy Path Academies for nothing. Ripp, Doneld, and Belmas had all sustained heavy wounds, but they had each managed to muster enough magic power to suppress Egil Grone Angdroa’s rampage. But having completely used up their strength, they each fell to their knees and collapsed, one by one.


      I sat back in my seat. “Ottolulu, recast Gozott. For me and Costoria only this time.”


      “I cannot do that this lesson,” Ottolulu replied. “The spell just now destroyed Gozott’s three-dimensional magic circle. It will require an entire day for Pablohetra to reconstruct it.”


      “It’s fine,” Costoria said flatly, moving to the podium and opening her parasol. The parasol itself was a magic circle, and magic traveled down the six branches of its frame to create dark green projectiles—magic bullets.


      “If he dies, he dies,” Costoria said. “I don’t care what happens.”


      She twirled her parasol, and the six bullets swelled with power.


      “Reil Friel.”


      The dark green bullets fired rapidly.


      “Watch out!” Eleonore shouted, immediately connecting to Ennessone with a magic link. Feathers went flying as she amplified her magic with Ennessone-Eleonore and created a barrier. “Enne Ijelia!”


      The projectiles flew over and collided with Enne Ijelia, where they were crushed and rebounded in the opposite direction.


      “Oh no, they rebounded!” said Eleonore.


      After rebounding, the Reil Friel traveled at twice the speed—toward the students of the Holy Scripture Temple.


      “Defend!” Belmas yelled.


      “Shield of magic defense—Rupture!”


      A magic barrier of group scripture magic was deployed. The magic bullets pierced through five of its six layers easily, but when it struck the sixth later, it rebounded once again, with double the speed.


      Once again, the six bullets of Reil Friel crashed into barriers and walls, destroying them before rebounding. Each time the bullets rebounded, they doubled in speed and force. At this rate, the bullets would become strong enough to pierce the barrier.


      “Hmm.”


      I used my Vebzud-covered right hand to flick one of the Reil Friel flying before me. It soared in the direction of another magic bullet, and upon colliding, both bullets were destroyed.


      “What an interesting spell formula,” I said. “It absorbs the magic of whatever it collides with and rebounds, so when it hits the same bullet as itself, they mutually destroy each other.”


      I sent magic power into the circle prepared before me. I created four bullets of Reil Friel and used them to offset the remaining projectiles.


      “The third cycle is next,” Costoria said. “If you have a spell greater than Egil Grone Angdroa, let’s see it.”


      She sounded awfully sure of herself.


      “What, you think I don’t have one?” I asked.


      “I know your strength—that magic of calamity—very well. If there’s a spell you have that I can’t use, then it’s a spell that will bring disaster to others.”


      What a fascinating thing to say.


      “Want to bet on it then?” I asked. “If I construct a spell you can’t cast—that doesn’t harm anyone or require a barrier—it’ll be my win.” I grinned boldly. “And in return, you’ll tell me about the Abyssal Princess of Disaster.”


      “If you can’t construct one, you’ll tell me what’s most important to you,” she replied with a glare. “So I can ruthlessly destroy it in front of you.”


      “Deal.”


      I drew a Zecht magic circle, and she signed it without hesitation. Now then...


      “Sasha, lend me that.”


      I connected to her with a Gyze link, passing her my magic power.


      “That’s cheating,” she grumbled as she held a hand over her eyes, creating a shadow.


      The shadow gradually transformed into a specific shape. When Sasha lowered her hand, the shadow of a castle could be seen within her Divine Eyes of the End. Sasha’s gaze became more like sunlight, shining upon whatever she looked at. A black point appeared at my feet, slowly spreading wider.


      It took a little while since Sasha wasn’t familiar with the process just yet. But having inherited half of my Magic Eyes of Mayhem, with her authority as a Goddess of Destruction, she was able to do it.


      The black dot by my feet spread out in one go, forming first a stick shape, then the shadow of a sword. There was nothing being projected there—it was just the shadow. It took a total of three minutes to form, so it probably wouldn’t last long.


      It wasn’t really usable in an emergency, but for today, she had done well. What she was seeing right now was the inside of the past Demon Castle Delsgade; her Eyes had turned into the Magic Eyes of Abolishing Reason.


      “Come, Venuzdonoa.”


      The shadow of the sword rose until the hilt fit into my hand. The longsword of darkness, Venuzdonoa, appeared.


      “Okay,” I said to Costoria, “now you try.”


      I leaped up and landed on the teacher’s podium. I swung the longsword, severing only Costoria’s shadow from her. The shadow then transformed into a magic circle—specifically, the formula used to activate Venuzdonoa. Normally the circle would be useless without Sasha, but under the initiation ceremony’s rules the necessary power would already be supplied in the spell formula.


      Costoria turned her face to the magic circle. There was no telling if she could see it without her eyes open, but she reached out and sent her magic into it.


      “A sword that severs shadows and turns them into magic circles?” she said. “No— This is a spell that disturbs order itself.”


      Costoria instantly saw through Venuzdonoa’s unique trait and approached its abyss even further.


      “The construction of the formula uses the authority of the destruction god? No— She’s merely the seal controlling it. The essence of the spell is deeper, closer to the bottom—”


      As Costoria tried to stare deeper into the abyss the Venuzdonoa magic circle bared its fangs, and Costoria’s shadow gradually started being sucked into the circle itself.


      “Guh...”


      The tip of her hand changed into a shadow, with that shadow then spreading to her elbow, then all the way up to her shoulder.


      “You...”


      The more she struggled, the more the magic circle swallowed her. Before long, half her body was shadow.


      “If you accept defeat, I’ll erase it for you,” I said, slowly walking toward her.


      But Costoria’s remained expressionless. “Why would I?”


      Instead of trying to escape the magic circle, she dove deeper. Her whole body was dyed black, then—


      “Oh, I see now. Is that all?”


      The shadow inverted, returning Costoria to normal.


      “I got it,” she said with a triumphant smirk. “In order to understand this formula, one must not fear being swallowed by the shadow. You can only see it once you dive deep, deep enough that you reach the shadow’s abyss—until you reach the power of ruin that destroys reason.”


      She held out her hand and said. “I fully understand now. Venuzdonoa.”


      The shadow of a sword appeared by her feet. It slowly floated up until she grabbed the hilt, and chuckled.


      “There, I did it. It’s your defeat,” she said, flying over to lean into my face. “Now tell me what’s most important to you, so I can destroy it right awa— Huh?”


      Blood spilled from the corner of Costoria’s mouth. She lowered her gaze, wide-eyed, her glass eye reflecting Venuzdonoa. The longsword of darkness had left her hand and stabbed into her chest.


      “Why...? The spell formula...was cast correctly... I didn’t make any mistakes...”


      I cackled. “Bwa ha ha. You finally get it, Costoria. You made no mistakes, yet you were wrong. That is Venuzdonoa.”


      Costoria, now wobbling in the air, fell and landed on her hands and knees. I looked down at her crouched and crippled form.


      “Just because you can cast it doesn’t mean you can use it.”


    


  



  

    

      § 8. Pablohetra’s Laws


      Artificial eye wide open, Costoria stared at the Venuzdonoa embedded in her chest, breathing heavily.


      “Now, as promised,” I said, pressing her despite the fact she refused to meet my eyes. “What is the Abyssal Princess of Disaster?”


      Costoria bit her lip in frustration.


      “Why...are you sparing me?” she muttered quietly. She slowly raised her head to glare at me. “You could have stabbed my source. Go on. Stab it.”


      “I don’t know why you’re feeling so self-destructive right now, but I have no interest in your life.”


      She gave me a crazed smirk.


      “Then I’ll force you to take it. I won’t let you have your way,” she said. She grabbed her parasol, pointed it at the Zecht magic circle we signed earlier, and stabbed it. “I abandon this Zecht.”


      A crack ran through the magic circle, and then it shattered.


      “Guh...!”


      Like a puppet that had had its strings cut, Costoria fell face-first. Just like the magic circle, a crack ran along her body and destroyed her source. Defying the Zecht caused her source to take the penalty, ending her life.


      She placed her hands on the floor and, with the last of her strength, pushed herself up so she could look at me. The glass of her artificial eye had cracked, and a sinister magic energy was leaking out of it.


      “I will perish, and you will never know the answer you seek,” she said with a triumphant smile. “I win.”


      And then her body shattered to pieces.


      What a mental woman. She was so desperate to win that she would choose ruin to grasp at even the cheapest of victories.


      “Agronemt.”


      Like a clock rewinding, the pieces of her shattered body rose and put themselves back together.


      “Huh?” Costoria, fully formed, said in a daze. It was clear she had no understanding of what I’d done. The Zecht magic circle that was tied to her source had also been restored to its complete, unbroken state.


      “How...?” she said, trailing off.


      “Did you think that abandoning the contract meant you wouldn’t have to fulfil it?” I said. I crouched down and stared into her face. “You have two choices. Talk now, or talk after I’ve made you submit to me and lick my shoes.”


      Her face twisted in humiliation. The Zecht was signed, so there was nowhere for her to escape. If she tried to perish again, I’d just resurrect her with Agronemt. It’d be an endless cycle of torture. And no matter how deranged she was, it was unlikely she’d put herself through something so pointless. Costoria clenched her jaw, grinding her teeth.


      “There’s a place in Evezeino,” she eventually spat out, “that we call the Chasm of Longing.”


      “And?”


      “Desires gather there and give birth to disasters. And at the bottom of the chasm’s deepest abyss, in its darkest, most stagnant depths, all disasters melt into one,” she said.


      Costoria closed her eye and continued her explanation.


      “We call it The Catastrophe. No one has ever seen it in full. The Chasm of Longing is dense with disasters that rip apart any intruder that dares to enter. No one has reached its abyss before—at least, not from the outside,” she said, pausing. “Only one person has connected to it from the inside, and that is the Abyssal Princess of Disaster.”


      So mom was connected to this Chasm of Longing. But I’d never noticed any magic power while looking into the abyss of mom’s source. Something as terrible as The Catastrophe should have some kind of power I could perceive.


      “How exactly are they connected?” I asked.


      “Through the womb,” she said, with clear disgust. “Her womb is joined with the Chasm of Longing. To be precise, her womb can connect to it directly. But only when she’s pregnant with Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin.”


      So that’s why I had never seen it.


      “Does that apply even after reincarnation?” I asked.


      Syrica couldn’t be used outside of Militia’s World. In the rest of the Sacred Silverwater Sea, reincarnation basically meant a new life. Perhaps it would have been different two thousand years ago, when she was living her past life as Luna, but mom now was just a normal human who couldn’t even control her own magic power. It didn’t seem like she had connected to the Chasm of Longing when she gave birth to me either. That being said, a connection in the womb that existed before I was born could have faded before I was aware enough to notice it.


      “Of course; the Abyssal Princess of Disaster’s own longing made it so. Right now, it doesn’t matter that she’s a different person. She was enchanted by that kind of mythical beast, after all.”


      “What kind of mythical beast?”


      “The Zecht is only about the Abyssal Princess of Disaster,” Costoria said smugly.


      “Why was mom targeted?” I asked.


      “I’m not telling you.”


      The Zecht was limited to what the Abyssal Princess of Disaster was. And so, in revenge, she refused to tell me why mom was targeted.


      “Don’t forget the Abolisher of Reason is still in your chest,” I said, slowly reaching for the hilt.


      “I do not recommend you go any further,” a low voice said behind me.


      “It’s in your best interests to stop there, Ruler Anos of Militia’s World,” another voice added.


      I stood up and turned around to see two men standing at the back of the lecture hall. One was Count Baltzarond of the Holy Sword World, the same man who came to retrieve the Sword of Three Races from Militia’s World.


      The other man wore a white suit of armor with a cape of gold embroidery, gaudy but nonetheless high-quality. On his shoulder was a sword insignia—the mark of the Private Institution of Hunting. The fact Baltzarond was standing behind him probably meant he was the higher ranking of the two.


      “I am Lebrahald Heinriel, Holy King and ruler of the Holy Sword World Hyphoria.” The man in white armor slowly walked forward, accompanied by Baltzarond. He stepped up onto the teacher’s podium and stopped before me. “I believe we caused you no small inconvenience over the Sword of Three Races.”


      Hmm. That’s a little surprising.


      “And here I was prepared to be called a thief again,” I said.


      “There were various internal misunderstandings, and as the Holy King, the blame for it falls on my head. I will not demand forgiveness, but I do extend my apologies.”


      And now he’s actually admitting his own fault.


      “No need for any of that. What’s all this about stopping?” I glanced at Costoria, who was crawling away from me on the ground.


      “You are violating the order of Pablohetra,” said the Holy King. “Everything up until this point can be overlooked as simply part of the lesson. Even your Zecht was merely a little bit of fun. But any more than this will not be tolerated. As you should know already, disputes between students must be resolved only through the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish.”


      “Even if my mother’s life was targeted?” I said.


      “As long as the issue occurred between members of the Institute of Mythical Beasts and the Demon King Academy, yes. Everyone within the academic alliance must obey,” the Holy King said calmly.


      “Unfortunately, it happened before we joined the alliance.”


      “In which case, your dispute was settled when both of you joined Pablohetra. The Institute of Mythical Beasts cannot target your mother anymore, and so you no longer need to defend yourself against them. This is the compromise. Do you understand?”


      If that were true, then one had to let bygones be bygones, but...


      “I heard Hyphoria and Evezeino were hostile to each other. Did you compromise when the Institute of Mythical Beasts joined Pablohetra?” I asked.


      “Of course,” said the Holy King. “That is the law of Pablohetra, and the law is everything. It must be obeyed. Even if our emotions disagree.”


      Makes sense.


      “If you had grabbed that sword, Ottolulu would have warned you the same as I: going any further will incur a penalty according to the treaty.”


      I looked over at Ottolulu, who opened her mouth to speak.


      “It would be best if you stand down here, Ruler Anos,” she said. “If you break Pablohetra’s treaty, Militia’s World will face a penalty in accordance with Pablohetra’s laws. If you refuse to also comply with the penalty, military action will be considered.”


      “The only one I’m displeased with right now is Evezeino,” I said. “I have no intention of crushing anyone else.”


      I erased Venuzdonoa from Costoria’s chest.


      “Confirming the end of combat,” Ottolulu said, then turned to the Holy King. “Ruler Lebrahald, you weren’t scheduled to visit this auditorium today. What brings you here?”


      “A major incident has occurred. One that involves every school in Pablohetra,” the Holy King Lebrahald said calmly. “The Reverie World Fallforal of the Holy Six Academies has been destroyed.”


      No one said anything. An eerie silence filled the auditorium.


      The news was too unexpected for anyone to understand. Doneld, Ripp, and Belmas were all frozen with various looks of disbelief.


      “Are you sure?” Ottolulu asked.


      “I went there, in person, to confirm it with my own Eyes. And even so I still can’t believe it myself,” the Holy King said quietly, showing no signs of panic.


      “Do you know which force did it?”


      “That’s the biggest problem. We don’t. So far, we have only one clue.”


      Lebrahald sent his magic power into the spherical blackboard. A dreamy world with bubbles dancing in the air appeared—the Reverie World Fallforal, presumedly. We could see the residents of the world going about their lives and living peacefully.


      Suddenly, the floating bubbles popped. Every last one of the countless bubbles of the world burst, and as they did, the people who at first were just watching curiously began to realize something was wrong. The screams began when black flames started to envelope the bubbles, and in what seemed like moments, the entire world was on fire.


      Land, sea, and sky were reduced to black ashes, until eventually, the silver bubble burst apart.


      “Fallforal was destroyed by Egil Grone Angdroa,” said the Holy King, “the same spell that just so happened to be used in today’s initiation ceremony.”


    


  



  

    

      § 9. Holy Six Court Hearing


      The Holy King Lebrahald raised a hand, and the fixed magic circle on the floor of the auditorium began glowing. It was a teleportation circle. There were barriers in Pablohetra Palace that prevented the use of Gatom in some areas, including Deep-Level Auditorium Number Two. All other auditoriums were inaccessible by Gatom as well. It seemed that fixed magic circles were what they used to move between levels.


      “A Holy Six Court Hearing will now be held regarding the Reverie World Fallforal’s destruction. Ruler Anos, you have been summoned as a person of interest. You will attend, yes?” the Holy King asked in a soft tone.


      But before I could answer, someone in the Demon King Academy seats let out a loud cackle.


      “What an interesting thing to say, Holy King of Hyphoria! Hmm?” Eldmed said, looking down on Lebrahald with an arrogant smirk. “But of course, it all just makes sense, doesn’t it? The newest miniature world to join Pablohetra is, of all things, an ephemeral world ruled by a misfit!”


      He tapped his cane on the floor, his eloquent words continuing without pause.


      “He defeats the deep-level world Balandias in a Silverwater Ranking Skirmish, then, in a series of unprecedented events, takes their chief god for his own. And at that timely moment, the Reverie World Fallforal of the Holy Six Academies is destroyed by a mysterious assailant.”


      With another tap against the floor, the Conflagration King pointed the end of his cane at the Holy King.


      “And the rare magic behind its destruction just so happens to be Egil Grone Angdroa, the same spell used by this exact same new ruler!” Eldmed grinned from ear to ear. “Who could possibly complain about being dragged into court as a defendant under such circumstances, right?”


      “I understand why you’d think that way, but you misunderstand me,” said Lebrahald, responding to the Conflagration King’s probing sarcasm with sincerity. “He is, merely, a person of interest, and nothing more. I vow that he will be strictly treated as such under Pablohetra’s laws.”


      “Oh dear,” said Eldmed, “my chronic hearing loss seems to be getting worse lately! I couldn’t help but hear the word defendant instead. Forgive me!”


      “Then I shall take care to speak at a louder volume.”


      “As expected of the Holy King! How considerate!” Eldmed cooed. Then, in the same tone, he said, “So about that so-called person of interest—what exactly are you interested in?”


      The Holy King replied to Eldmed without reacting to his tone.


      “According to Hyphoria’s investigations,” Lebrahald said, “Egil Grone Angdroa is greater deep magic invented by the Tyrant of Destruction Amur. Despite how vast the Sacred Silverwater Sea are, very few people know about this spell, and even fewer can use it. If we can find out how, when, and from whom Ruler Anos of the shallows learned the spell, we may gain more clues regarding the destruction of Fallforal.”


      The First Demon King, the Tyrant of Destruction Amur, was one of the Inviolable Waters. Few people had ever interacted with him, and no one knew the details of Egil Grone Angdroa. With this in mind, it was perfectly natural for them to want to gather more clues.


      “I guarantee your safety. Your cooperation would be greatly appreciated in these proceedings,” the Holy King Lebrahald stated clearly.


      “If it’s called a Holy Six Court Hearing, I assume the Holy Six Academies will be in attendance?” I asked.


      “That is the plan.”


      The Holy Six Academies were basically the ones in charge of Pablohetra. Misha and Sasha’s mother should be among them too. It wouldn’t hurt to go take a look. It could even be a chance to talk to someone from the Magic Bullet World Elenesia—but would they even respond to me?


      “Lead the way,” I eventually said.


      “The unjust destruction of a miniature world is unforgivable. Let us join hands to find the culprit,” the Holy King said.


      Ottolulu immediately sent magic power into the fixed circle. “This is an announcement to the students of Deep-Level Auditorium Number Two,” she said. “Spreading word of Egil Grone Angdroa is temporarily forbidden. Please wait here until the Holy Six Court Hearing is over.”


      It wasn’t a widely known spell to begin with, so it was best to prevent those who weren’t participating in the search for the culprit from spreading information.


      “Anos,” Misha called out from the Demon King Academy seats. “Be careful.”


      “Don’t worry,” I said. “If I see anyone from Magic Bullet World, I’ll try to talk to them.”


      “And try not to make things worse while you’re there...” Sasha muttered.


      I laughed. “Bwa ha ha. You guys better not slack on your self-study while I’m gone. Pick up at least one deep magic spell before I get back, or it’ll be supplementary lessons for everyone.”


      “Wait, that’s not enough time!” Sasha yelled.


      I teleported, my vision temporarily filled with white. I arrived in a rectangular room, with stiff and official-looking desks and chairs spread out around me. Six desks, each embossed with a unique insignia, surrounded me in a hexagon, with myself in the center. The room had neither windows nor doors—it could only be entered through the fixed magic circle.


      The Holy King Lebrahald and Count Baltzarond sat at the desk with the sword insignia. Across from them, Costoria sat at the desk with a skull insignia. I glanced at her, but she looked away nonchalantly. I expected her to make a hateful comment, but she remained silent.


      “This is the Holy Court located on the bottom floor of Pablohetra Palace,” Ottolulu explained in a matter-of-fact tone. She stood at the back of the room. “The Holy Six Academies convene here to make various decisions regarding the entirety of Pablohetra.”


      “It doesn’t look like six to me,” I pointed out.


      The only people currently in attendance were Costoria of the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino’s Institute of Mythical Beasts and Lebrahald and Baltzarond of the Holy Sword World Hyphoria’s Private Institution of Hunting. Even without Fallforal, the other three academies were nowhere to be seen.


      “My apologies,” said Lebrahald. “The others are tied up in their own affairs and need more time to arrive at an unplanned gathering. Please wait a little longer.”


      “They’ve arrived,” Ottolulu announced.


      The teleportation circle glowed briefly before an old woman in a bandana and goggles appeared. She had thick gloves on both hands and was wearing an apron, with a hammer insignia on her uniform.


      “Good grief,” said the old woman. “What a mess this is, huh?”


      The old woman took her seat, lifted her goggles up to her forehead, and stared at me with her Magic Eyes. “Are you Ruler Anos?”


      “That’s right,” I said.


      “The rumors say you’re from an unheard-of ephemeral world, is that true?” the old woman asked. “From what I can see, you’re closer to the top of Pablohetra’s rankings than the bottom.”


      Hmm. She had impressive Eyes for someone who wasn’t battle ready. Perhaps it was normal for the Holy Six Academies to be a league above the rest.


      “I’m Belamie Standadt,” said the old woman. “Ruler of the Blacksmith World Bardillur. Or maybe you’re more familiar with the Witch of the Workshop?”


      “Sorry, I’ve never heard of that before.”


      “Oh my, do today’s youth not know of me anymore? Well, we have plenty of time to get acquainted. I hope to jog your memory eventually.” Belamie sat back in her seat, putting her feet up on the desk. “Let’s get things started already. I got my hands on some good magisteel, so I’d like to forge it into a sword soon. Or maybe a spear?”


      “My apologies, Miss Belamie,” said Lebrahald. “Today’s agenda contains a matter of vital importance, so please wait for the Covert Magic Military Academy and the Humanoid Society to arrive before we can begin.”


      “I keep telling you, Lebrahald, stop treating me like a young lass. I’m too ancient for it to be anything but embarrassing!”


      “Oh, right. It was how the previous king referred to you, so I suppose I just adopted it.”


      “And how’s your father? Doing well?”


      “He’s gotten into fishing lately. He’s altered the Silverwater Ship into a fishing boat and has been sailing around the shallows.”


      Belamie burst into hearty laughter. “The Hero of Hyphoria, fishing? He must have no worries at all about his successor!”


      “The previous king fully devoted himself to Hyphoria and the academic alliance. I’m doing my best to ensure he can have a peaceful retirement,” Lebrahald said humbly.


      Belamie laughed again. “To hear this from the little brat who once only cared about hunting! Your father must be relieved. I can’t wait to retire myself.”


      “Doesn’t the Myriad Workshop have a talented successor as well?”


      “You mean Silk? She’s no use. When I was her age, I was already forging Evansmana.”


      Azesion legend said the Sword of Three Races was forged by a master craftsman. It surprised me to find out that she was still alive. Her magic power was certainly similar to that of a human, but it was a little different from those of Militia’s World. She probably had some kind of trait unique to the Blacksmith World too.


      “It must not be easy for your apprentices to be compared to the Witch of the Workshop,” Lebrahald commented.


      “Silk is just unmotivated,” said Belamie. “She says there’s no one in the silver seas that can use the swords she forges. But that should go without saying! Even if there’s only one person in the Sacred Silverwater Sea who can use a sword, it’s the job of Bardillur’s ironfolk to forge it anyway. We can’t control when the swordsman will arrive to wield it. There are plenty of weapons I’ve forged that have yet to find their owners.”


      Having clearly warmed to a familiar topic, Belamie began to rant of her woes.


      “And she still complains about it! Sure, the swords Silk forges are excellent quality—you could even call them special. But she’s become arrogant, and it’s pathetic to see. She’s letting her own talent rust away,” she concluded regretfully, sighing.


      At that moment, another fixed magic circle started to glow, and a man in a hat teleported into the room. He wore a peacock green uniform with a fire insignia, and his face was familiar; he was the same man who asked Misha and Saha to help him pick a present for their mother.


      “Captain Gui Ambarret of the Covert Magic Military Academy’s Abyssal Army First Corps reporting in. On behalf of the Magic Bullet World Elenesia, I have come to pass on a message from Grand Admiral Jiji Janes,” he said clearly. “The Magic Bullet World Elenesia will defer to the other Holy Six Academies for today’s conference. That is all.”


      “That’s unlike him,” the Holy King said, tone questioning.


      “Sir,” Gui replied, standing at attention.


      “I assume that means he has more important matters to deal with than the destruction of the Reverie World?”


      “Sir. I cannot answer that,” Gui said honestly.


      “The Grand Admiral’s just a busy person. His representative is here, so let’s get on with it,” Belamie said.


      But the Holy King didn’t agree. “We’re still waiting on one more. The Humanoid Society isn’t here yet.”


      “I can’t wait any longer,” Belamie argued. “Elenesia isn’t participating either, so it shouldn’t matter if they show up or not. What about your place, Costoria? Naga normally attends these things.”


      “It’s just me today,” Costoria said bluntly. It seemed Costoria and Belamie weren’t particularly close.


      “Then it’s fine. Let’s just start and Lutzendfort can join us later.”


      Lebrahald sighed quietly in resignation.


      “Fine,” he said, “let’s get to the point. As you’ve all been informed already, the Reverie World Fallforal has been destroyed. Their chief god has perished, and their ruler is confirmed dead. There are no survivors and no suspects. The magic used to destroy the Reverie World has been identified as Egil Grone Angdroa, a spell with very few known casters. Thus, Ruler Anos Voldigoad of Militia’s World has been summoned to this court hearing.”


      Everyone’s gazes turned to me.


      “I propose to freeze the Demon King Academy’s official membership in the alliance, and to place Militia’s World under the control of the Holy Six Academies until the culprit has been found,” Lebrahald said.


      Hmm. Was Eldmed right after all?


      But the idea, though restrictive, wasn’t necessarily a hostile act. And how easily would the others approve of such a thing? For now, I’d wait and see.


      “The proposal of the Private Institution of Hunting, rank two of the Silverwater Academy Pablohetra, has been acknowledged,” Ottolulu stated. “The Humanoid Society’s vote is delayed, while the Covert Magic Military Academy has abstained from voting. Thus, the decision will be made on the unanimous vote between the three remaining schools of the Holy Six Academies. Those in agreement with the proposal, please raise your hands.”


      Two hands immediately went up. The one who didn’t vote in agreement was the Holy King Lebrahald—who had made the proposal in the first place.


    


  



  

    

      § 10. Discussion


      “Two in favor, one against,” Ottolulu said flatly. “A unanimous vote has not been achieved. A representative of each academy may state their point in favor of or against Ruler Lebrahald’s proposal.”


      “Hmm. I thought you’d be in favor,” I said.


      The Holy King looked my way, but the one to speak next was Ottolulu. “Ruler Anos. The person of interest is not allowed to speak freely during the court hearing. Please answer only when you are questioned.”


      “Well, that’s rather stifling.”


      But the vote was split anyway. It wouldn’t hurt to just watch how the rest of it unfolded.


      “Then I’ll ask instead. Why are you opposed to your own proposal?” Belamie asked the Holy King bluntly.


      “The proposal was merely suggested according to past resolutions,” he said simply, then elaborated. “None of the Holy Six Academies have ever been destroyed before, but four hundred years ago a similar case occurred in the middle-level worlds. The potential suspect at the time was a ruler of Pablohetra, so a proposal was put forward to place him under the supervision of the Holy Six.”


      “Oh, I remember that one. In the end, it was the work of that lass over there,” Belamie said, giving Costoria a pointed look.


      The Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino had been hostile to Pablohetra until only just recently. They must have had quite a few quarrels in the past.


      “The damages this time are worse—a school of the Holy Six Academies has fallen. According to the laws of the Silverwater Academy Pablohetra, the next step after supervision of the suspect world is control, so that a thorough internal investigation can be held. Thus, I believed this to be the appropriate proposal in these circumstances,” the Holy King continued.


      “I’m not complaining about the contents of the proposal. I’m asking why you didn’t vote in favor of it,” Belamie repeated.


      “The young lady from the Ruinous Abyss World has a personal grudge against Ruler Anos. The ruler of the Blacksmith World cares for nothing besides forging her demon swords. For a decision to be made without further discussion under these conditions would be unfair,” he said, slowly turning to look at Costoria, then Belamie. “It may seem like nothing to place an entire miniature world under our control until the proper culprit is found. Some might think it would even make things easier. But there is no justice in this way of thinking. You must not neglect your duties, both of you.”


      Costoria turned away in a huff, while Belamie looked distinctly annoyed.


      “Good grief. When did you become so long-winded?” she said with a sigh. “Listen, I know what you’re trying to say. But controlling a world doesn’t mean taking over it entirely. You’re in agreement anyway, aren’t you?”


      “I believe a proper process is needed before reaching the correct outcome. At the very least, the world being controlled should give its consent to be controlled first. It’s just like the holy swords you forge. If a sword hasn’t been tempered enough, it’ll snap, no matter how sharp it is.”


      “Fine, fine, I get it. You win. I just have to take it seriously, right?” Belamie pulled her feet off the desk.


      Lebrahald looked at the Evezeino desk next. “Costoria. You’re free to resent him all you want. But this is a Holy Six Court Hearing. I’d like to ask for your unbiased opinion as the representative of Evezeino. Do you understand?”


      “Egil Grone Angdroa,” she said in lieu of answering. “How many known casters of it are there?”


      “Few enough for it to be extremely difficult to track. Presumedly, the Great Demon King is one of them. It’s also quite likely some of the other Demon Kings can cast it too.”


      He hadn’t mentioned Atzenon’s Lions of Ruins—was there no need to point that out to her? It shouldn’t be strange for those in the Holy Six to be able to use it.


      “Is that all we know?” the Holy King asked Ottolulu.


      “It is unclear by which miniature world’s magic laws the origin magic Egil Grone Angdroa abides, but it’s assumed to be a deep-level world. According to Pablohetra’s records, the first caster to use the spell is the First Demon King, the Tyrant of Destruction Amur. Thus, he is the assumed inventor. Demon Kings and those close to them are most likely to also be capable of casting it. And so, by my estimate, there are fewer than ten casters in total.”


      “The missing First Demon King, huh?” Belamie muttered, crossing her arms. “Maybe he came back.”


      “The Tyrant of Destruction?” Lebrahald asked.


      She nodded. “He was said to be the closest in power to the Great Demon King, so I imagine he couldn’t have perished just like that. It would be easy for the Tyrant of Destruction to ruin Fallforal.”


      “That would leave the question of why, after all this time, he’s targeting Pablohetra now.”


      “There’s no end to questions like that. We won’t know the answer either way. The problem is whether there’s any chance it’s him or not, no?”


      Lebrahald folded his hands and looked down at his desk in thought.


      “It can’t be a coincidence that this guy’s declared himself the Demon King of Tyranny,” Costoria added coldly.


      She was so easy to read. It was obvious she wanted the proposal to pass so she and the rest of the Holy Six Academies could control Militia’s World—but what were her plans afterward?


      “You have no actual evidence of anything,” I pointed out.


      “Shut up.”


      I smiled at her silently, and she clicked her tongue in annoyance.


      “You don’t get it, Costoria. If Anos is the Tyrant of Destruction, why would he give himself such a suspicious nickname?” Belamie said.


      Costoria immediately argued back. “What if his goal was to make you think that?”


      “People like you would suspect him anyway, so there’s no point. If he had just stayed quiet, he wouldn’t have been called here in the first place. If he really was the culprit, it’d be idiotic of him to show off Egil Grone Angdroa now.”


      “It would be, but he did. And what was the result of that?”


      “Nothing’s been decided yet.”


      “But now Pablohetra can’t take their eyes off Anos anymore.”


      Belamie paused for a moment. “Well, that’s true.”


      Hmm. This woman was good at picking holes in every argument. Or did she truly believe what she said?


      Costoria started listing off further points. “He calls himself a Demon King. He’s from an ephemeral world, yet he can cross the silver seas. He’s a misfit. He can turn a chief god into a mere possession. This man goes against our common sense in every single way.”


      “I heard about that, but I’m still finding it hard to believe,” Belamie said. She turned to Ottolulu. “Is that really all correct?”


      “Yes,” she said curtly. “I, Ottolulu, can confirm everything. Costoria’s statements are the truth. Militia’s World has followed a different path of evolution from any other miniature world in Pablohetra.”


      Costoria immediately chimed in.


      “That man stole the Royal Tiger Maytilen from Balandias, and with their chief god gone, Balandias and all its firedew has become an ephemeral world. He could be plotting to destroy Pablohetra from the inside.”


      “Big words from the Ruinous Abyss World. Weren’t you guys warring with Hyphoria just the other day?” Belamie muttered in disgust. Although she was otherwise relaxed, the glare she directed at Costoria was sharp. “You might just be trying to use Militia’s World as a cover for your own plans.”


      “I offered my unbiased opinion, as I was told to. I don’t care either way,” Costoria huffed, then turned away to rest her chin on her hand. “You can all be destroyed for all I care. Idiots.”


      “Oh my, what terrible manners. But that should be expected from such an undisciplined beast.” Belamie’s eyes glinted quietly. “That attitude of yours is why no one trusts you.”


      They were originally residents from different worlds, and formerly enemies. It wasn’t so easy to cooperate with each other—especially not when Evezeino was still so new to the alliance. No one could accept and trust a new comrade overnight.


      One of the Holy Six Academies had been destroyed, yet the ruler of the Magic Bullet World Elenesia, the world that topped the rankings of Pablohetra, had failed to show up. Their replacement was merely watching the proceedings in silence. And another hadn’t even bothered to show up. This could hardly be called a truly cooperative alliance.


      “I do think she has a point. It’s something at least worth considering,” Holy King Lebrahald said, breaking the tension in the air.


      “I don’t get you. Are you saying you trust Costoria?” Belamie muttered, folding her hands behind her head.


      “If she has such apprehensions, we should clear them,” Lebrahald said simply. “Ottolulu, question the person of interest.”


      “Understood. Under the Pablohetra Academy Treaty, Article Seven: The witness, person of interest, and defendant of a court hearing must vow to tell the truth and only the truth. If they fail to uphold this vow, they relinquish everything. However, they have the right to refrain from answering,” the Arbitration Goddess Ottolulu said in a businesslike manner and drew a magic circle. “Jizett.”


      Like always, she stuck her wind-up key into the circle and turned it.


      “Let’s go through everything one by one,” Ottolulu said. “Do you or Militia’s World have any intention of bringing harm to Pablohetra?”


      I signed the Jizett without hesitation and answered. “I don’t know yet.”


      The Holy King’s gaze harshened. “Do elaborate.”


      “Well, I’m still new around here. I’ve seen how unreasonable things can be, but I’ve also heard that Pablohetra was founded on the principle of the lull of the silver seas. If that wasn’t a lie, then I do wish to take part in the alliance. However,” I said to him with a grin, “you may find my methods can be a little on the rough side.”


      The Holy King stared at me in silence before continuing.


      “Then, as a like-minded comrade, what is your purpose in joining Pablohetra?”


      I jerked my thumb at Costoria. “She targeted my mother. When I gave chase, I ended up here. Joining the alliance was the simplest means of self-defense.”


      “Can you tell us when, where, and from whom you learned Egil Grone Angdroa?”


      “Two thousand years ago—”


      Just as I began answering, a faint light flickered in my Magic Eyes. It was a reaction from the Equis Oven. Mom was in danger.


      “Two thousand years ago, what?” said Lebrahald. “Or is there a reason you cannot answer?”


      “Apologies,” I replied. “It seems the students of the Demon King Academy have gotten into some trouble. I’ll go and clear it up quickly.”


      I sent magic into the fixed circle to teleport away, but there was no response.


      “Ruler Anos,” Ottolulu said. “While the court hearing is in progress, you may not leave this room for any reason. If you try to brute force your way out of this room, ten percent of your miniature world’s firedew will be forfeited as penalty for breaking Pablohetra’s laws.”


      “Hmm. Another law I don’t like,” I said, looking over at Costoria.


      She had her usual look of nonchalance on her face, with eyes closed and her head turned away. The only people who would target mom would be from Evezeino. Had they waited for this exact moment when my freedom was restricted to strike?


      “I apologize, Anos,” said Lebrahald, “but this court hearing holds the highest priority within all of Pablohetra. I will do my best to wrap this up as fast as possible, but answering truthfully is the fastest way to get this over with. Will you cooperate?”


      “I developed it myself in Militia’s World. Around two thousand years ago.”


      Lebrahald looked baffled for a moment, then folded his hands. Belamie furrowed her brows. Neither of them seemed to have expected that answer.


      Meanwhile, I used my magic link with Aeges to borrow his vision with my Magic Eyes.


    


  



  

    

      § 11. The Assailant


      Pablohetra Palace Garden.


      Since all the bread had sold out, the lines of students had vanished. Mom and dad were now preparing for the afternoon rush.


      “Be alert, Aeges. Something’s coming,” I said through Leaks. Aeges grabbed the Crimson Blood Spear Dehiddatem at the same time.


      “Stay where you are, ma’am,” he said to mom.


      She turned to look at him, but an eerie voice called out first. “Zain.”


      A cursed blade appeared near mom’s body, but she was unharmed. Yet the tip of the spear that Aeges had thrust out to defend her had disappeared.


      “Crimson Blood Spear, first hidden art—”


      A hole opened in the Zain, swallowing the eerie voice.


      “Dimension Drive.”


      Having blocked the enemy’s first move, Aeges lowered his center of balance and, with his lone eye, scanned the area for mom’s assailant. But he couldn’t sense any magic power in the garden.


      “Magic from the deep-level worlds? I’ll commend you for hiding from my Magic Eye,” the Netherworld King said, swinging his Crimson Blood Spear. The red spear flashed through empty space. “But you haven’t fully concealed yourself from me!”


      With his second hidden art, Dimension Burst, Aeges slashed at the presence he detected. While the assailant’s magic was torn away from them, they were still able to evade a direct hit from Aeges’s spear. The assailant revealed themselves to be an armored doll with a sword, with the spell Aeges had slashed apart being Kaelal.


      Was the hidden presence an effect of Lyxnes? If so...


      “There’s more than one doll,” I said.


      “Understood!” said Aeges.


      Aeges jumped aside and stood in front of the canteen to protect mom. Dehiddatem’s tip vanished as an absurd amount of blood poured out of Aeges’s body.


      “Crimson Blood Spear, fourth hidden art—Blood World Gate.”


      Four giant gates appeared to the north, east, south, and west of the canteen in its defense.


      “Hmph!”


      The Netherworld King thrust his spear at the doll. In Militia’s World, such a doll would have fallen from a single hit, but this one needed three hits to be destroyed.


      “Impressive for a mere doll.”


      On the fourth hit, the tip of Aeges’s spear jumped through space and pierced the doll in the back of its head. Aeges leaped to the side in the exact same moment.


      His arm had been slashed by an invisible blade, causing more of his blood to flow out of him. It seemed there were additional invisible dolls after all.


      Kaelal of the Dust World and Lyxnes of the Thought World—was this attack planned by multiple worlds?


      Or was that exactly what they were wanting me, having just seen these spells in action, to think?


      Misha and the others were still in the Deep-Level Auditorium Number Two. They’d been ordered to stay there, so if they tried to leave by force they’d get into trouble. I was also forced to stay at the court hearing. The best choice here was for Aeges to handle it all by himself, but he was up against an unknown enemy. If things took a turn for the worst, I’d have no choice but to intervene.


      “Gozorte.”


      Aeges flicked his wounded arm, turning the blood into a light rain that fell over the garden. The blood attached itself to the armored dolls, revealing their silhouettes. There were sixteen of them in total. Was that the limit of what they could handle with Lyxnes? Perhaps there were more waiting in ambush.


      “Dimension Burst.”


      Aeges’s red spear flashed, sweeping aside the armored dolls. For sourceless magic dolls, they were quite formidable.


      Aeges then ran, charging for the armored dolls with a familiar tiger cub painting in his free hand. “You’re going to help,” he said. “Hmph!”


      He grabbed the tiger cub within the painting and threw it with a fierce swing of his arm.


      “How dare you treat me like this!” Maytilen roared, swinging her silver claws.


      The armored dolls, now controlled by causality, received the effect of being slashed apart by Maytilen’s claws. At the same time, Aeges used Dimension Drive to open a hole and send the sixteen dolls to another time and space.


      And then a large shadow fell over Aeges’s body. He looked up to see a Hammer of Thought over his head. The deep magic of the Thought World Lynielion, Gorgon Dorla Gadengus, then proceeded to demolish the gates of blood.


      The Blood World Gates shattered with an explosive boom of sound. But while the hammer was effective against magic, it didn’t do much damage to anything else. Fire rose from the Equis Oven, protecting mom from any harm.


      Out of nowhere, a blackish green magic projectile shot toward her.


      “I’ll stop you,” Aeges said. He stood in the way of the projectile, using Maytilen’s painting as a shield.


      The tiger cub howled as the painting took the damage instead. The magic bullet pushed against the painting with massive power, flattening itself under its own force before rebounding with even faster speed—just like Costoria’s Reil Friel.


      “Adonia El Hermaketh.”


      A scripture resounded from an unknown location, making the magic projectile swell several times in size. The amount of force this projectile gained was much greater than when the bullet had rebounded in the auditorium earlier, as this Adonia El Hermaketh had used the power of the gods of deflection and magic bullets to enhance the spell. The reflected Reil Friel came to a sudden stop midair, as though it had struck something, and started to flatten again.


      There was probably a barrier hidden there with Kaelal. Another bounce of the bullet would increase its speed and power even more. The thought hammer of Gorgon Dorla Gadengus also slowly raised into the air one more time, preparing to make a simultaneous attack with the bullet.


      Aeges made an immediate decision and threw the painting in his hand at the Gorgon Dorla Gadengus. “Take out the gallery!”


      From the frame emerged a building: the gallery constructed from Maytilen’s order of castle construction.


      “Hmph!”


      Aeges threw the tip of Dehiddatem at the gallery to try to lessen the hammer’s blow. The walls of the gallery crumbled under the power of the thought hammer, but didn’t break completely. In the meantime, the reflected Reil Friel swelled to a tremendous size and bounced off the invisible barrier, shooting past Aeges faster than the eye could see.


      Dehiddatem’s tip vanished. Blood poured out of Aeges’s body.


      “Crimson Blood Spear, fourth hidden art—”


      Four gates appeared in the pathway the magic projectile was traveling.


      “Blood World Gate.”


      The Reil Friel, the spell that reflected whatever it blocked, was a bad matchup against the Blood World Gates, the spell that sent things into other dimensions; if there was nothing to strike, it would never reflect. The roaring magic bullet passed through the dimensional gate.


      But then Aeges’s Eye widened. The bullet hadn’t moved dimensions. Instead, the Reil Friel passed through the Blood World Gate entirely, and was right in front of mom.


      “Tch!”


      In an instant, Aeges moved himself in the path of the Reil Friel, taking the projectile with his own body. The magic field in the garden was currently too chaotic to use Gatom, so Aeges had used the Crimson Blood Spear to stab his own chest and send his body, along with the tip of his spear, toward the Reil Friel.


      “Hmph... Gwah!”


      The Reil Friel struck Aeges’s body with a heavy blow. He converted his overflowing blood into magic power and focused on his anti-magic.


      “What...is this?”


      Immediately after, the shadow of a sword launched out of the Reil Friel and pierced Aeges in the stomach. The sword was the Abolisher of Reason Venuzdonoa, hidden inside the Reil Friel, and it had destroyed the logic of the Blood World Gates to allow the bullet to bypass them.


      “Aeges!” dad’s voice yelled from the canteen. He had the Sword of a Thousand Bolts clenched in his hands.


      “Forget about me and get inside— Guh!”


      More blood flowed from the Netherworld King’s mouth. The Abolisher of Reason pressed further into his stomach. Just as it was about to pierce through him entirely and approach mom, Reil Friel began ringing eerily.


      “Isith! Protect her!” Aeges yelled.


      “R-Right!” said dad. “Izabella!”


      The Reil Friel then burst, creating a flashy explosion in the middle of the garden that pushed the Abolisher of Reason straight through Aeges’s stomach. The moment the Netherworld King used the Crimson Blood Spear’s power to try and catch up to it, his single eye caught the sight of Venuzdonoa covered in blood.


      Fresh blood dripped from the blade, staining the ground.


      “What a strange demon sword— No, is this a spell?” a masculine voice said. It belonged to neither dad nor Aeges. I had never heard this voice before. “Since when did Pablohetra become such a dangerous place?”


      Standing nearby mom was a young man with his hair cut in a bob. A streak of his hair was highlighted white, and his uniform featured the insignia of a doll. In his right hand he clenched Venuzdonoa, which had pierced his palm, and was holding it back from attacking mom.
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      Red threads speckled with gold extended from his palm and wrapped around Venuzdonoa. Whatever power it had began to silence the demon sword.


      “I’ve never seen such magic before. Whoever cast it must not be allowed to rampage in Pablohetra any longer—or they’ll be making an enemy of my world,” the young man said firmly. The shadow sword vanished, like its magic had been cut off, and the red-gold threads holding it fell to the ground. The man held his hand out over them and the threads returned to his body.


      For a few seconds, the garden was entirely silent. Dad remained standing before mom with the Sword of a Thousand Bolts. Aeges kept his lone eye on the strange young man who had appeared without anyone noticing.


      “Looks like they’ve fled,” the young man said.


      Mom slowly looked up from where she was crouching and stood up. She stood still for a moment, clearly trying to process what had happened, and then approached the young man.


      “U-Um...” mom said.


      The young man turned back to look at mom. “Are you hurt?”


      “No. Thank you very much.”


      He smiled brightly, like a little kid would. “I’m glad.”


      “Oh, but your wound... Equis, heal it,” mom said to the flames of Equis protecting her.


      “I don’t want to.”


      “Please.”


      Mom ran up to the young man and took his hand in hers. Cogs turned with a creak. Mom and the man both released magic, as though they had resonated with each other.


      The man quickly withdrew his hand.


      “Ah... Um...”


      Without Magic Eyes, mom was unable to see the resonance that just occurred, so all she saw was the young man abruptly shake her off.


      “Oh, I didn’t mean to... My apologies,” he said, staring at mom closely. “There’s no need to worry. My body is sturdier than most.”


      He immediately turned to leave.


      “Wait!” mom cried out. “Can you tell me your name?”


      “Perhaps another time. Today I’m in a hurry. Goodbye.”


      And with a quick but gallant exit, the young man left.


    


  



  

    

      § 12. Unanimous Vote


      Pablohetra Palace, Holy Court.


      I relaxed my fist, which had been clenched while I watched everything in the garden unfold. It seemed everything was resolved for now. If that man with the bob hadn’t passed by, I would have been forced to rampage. In the end, fortunately, I didn’t have to leave the court hearing.


      But who had just attacked mom? They had used Adonia El Hermaketh of the Scripture World, Gorgon Dorla Gadengus of the Thought World, Kaelal of the Dust World, and Reil Friel of the Ruinous Abyss World—and Venuzdonoa. I didn’t think there’d be anyone other than myself who could use the spell, but just like what I had discovered with Egil Grone Angdroa, it could have been a deep magic spell all along.


      Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin—if I was similar to them, then it stood to reason that there was a chance one of them had power similar to mine. That being said, it was unclear if that Abolisher of Reason I had just seen was a perfect one. Venuzdonoa’s true worth was when someone held it. Yet this assailant hadn’t. Why? Was it an incomplete spell such that holding the blade made it worthless? Or did they just want to avoid being seen?


      I looked over at Costoria. Her eyes had been closed the entire time.


      “Was it your doing?” I asked.


      “Do not talk to me without permission, ephemeral world resident.”


      So far, she was the most suspicious.


      “I’d like to ask you something, Anos,” Belamie said. “When you developed Egil Grone Angdroa two thousand years ago, did Militia’s World have a means of accessing the silver seas?”


      “No.”


      Belamie frowned doubtfully at my answer. “I don’t get it. How could you develop such a spell if you didn’t know the magic laws of the depths?”


      “I probably reincarnated from a deep-level world to Militia’s World. It’s possible my source retained vague memories of the spell.”


      “An interesting theory, but it’s impossible,” Belamie replied, waving her hand dismissively. “Once you’re reborn, you’re a different person entirely. It’s easy to think that since firedew is tangible and transferrable, other things might be too, but memories are not inherited when a person is reincarnated. And the personalities of reincarnations are completely different from one another. Having the same origin doesn’t mean being the same.”


      “So how was I able to develop Egil Grone Angdroa?” I asked.


      “Who knows? There’s still the possibility you erased your own memory. And if you did, it would mean you didn’t lie earlier.”


      It seemed she had the same idea of reincarnation as Ottolulu. Perhaps Loncruz, having been more understanding, was the exception. After all, the butler of the Two-Law Usurper was able to use a spell like Radoplica.


      “That’s a bit of a hasty assumption, Belamie,” said Lebrahald. “ He’s only just arrived at Pablohetra. He wouldn’t have had the time to prepare for the court hearing by erasing his memories beforehand.”


      “Then I’d love to hear your expert opinion, Lebrahald.”


      “Allow me to change the question.” He turned to me. “Can you explain why you stole Balandias’s chief god during the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish?”


      What a roundabout question.


      “For her own sake, Maytilen trapped my subordinate’s soul in a cage and prevented him from flying through the skies. To free him, I crushed her ugly ambitions. Since the people of Balandias found their will to fight at the same time I did so, you can say I merely offered them a bit of assistance.”


      “Are you claiming that the people of Balandias wanted to become an ephemeral world?” Lebrahald asked with emphasis.


      “You seem to be misunderstanding something. The order of a world can remain balanced even without a chief god. Militia’s World is proof.”


      “No such miniature world has ever existed in the long history of Pablohetra. Militia’s World seems to be several hundred millions of years old, but the average deep-level world is easily several times that age. Our history is much, much longer than you think,” Lebrahald explained in an admonishing tone.


      “So you’re saying we won’t last long without a chief god?”


      “Until now, no silverfoam has followed the same path of evolution as Militia’s World. It’s only natural to assume, then, that all worlds which take a different path of evolution than we know are going the wrong way, and will be culled. Militia’s World probably underwent a rare reversion, not an evolution. In other words, your actions have hastened Balandias’s ruin, Ruler Anos.”


      “Or I created a new possibility for evolution.”


      “But there was no need for such a thing. A world with a chief god is complete,” Lebrahald declared. “There was no need to worry about the balance of their order.”


      “The chief god of Balandias was a lesion to her world,” I said. “No matter how ‘balanced’ the order was, what kind of world sacrifices its people for the sake of order? But putting that aside, by your logic all ephemeral worlds are doomed to be destroyed.”


      “Thus is the fate of an ephemeral world—to eventually fade. They are ephemeral because they haven’t been born properly.”


      “If Pablohetra’s history is as long as you say, you should realize your mistake already. What you’ve labeled an ‘ephemeral world’ is just a world you can’t control. When a world has balanced order, their firedew remains within their world.”


      The Holy King slowly shook his head. “No, there was no need for that either. It is order for firedew to cross worlds, from the shallows to the deep. And when a life is reborn in a more stable world than before, they should consider themselves lucky.”


      “People don’t change when they’re reborn,” I said.


      The Holy King closed his mouth, as though he was at a loss. “It seems our conversation isn’t quite aligning. You mentioned something similar before. Is that the religion of your world?”


      “It’s a truth of the silver seas.”


      Lebrahald’s Magic Eyes glanced over at the Jizett magic circle to confirm it was fully functioning—in other words, that I wasn’t lying.


      “In my world there’s a restricted magic called Syrica. Those who’ve mastered it can transfer their memories and abilities to their next life without any risk. That is what reincarnation means in Militia’s World.”


      Lebrahald listened to me silently.


      “But even when Syrica isn’t used, that doesn’t change,” I said. “Even without memories or abilities, the source goes through rebirth—while still keeping the faintest of feelings.”


      That was something only evident in Militia’s World, where the order of reincarnation was the strongest. And if we were an ephemeral world, every world on a deeper level than ours had some of our order flowing through it. After all, according to the laws of the silver seas, order flowed from the shallows to the depths.


      “Even if one perishes, as long as their firedew exists, the process doesn’t change. We can change form, change shape, but we will reincarnate. So what happens when firedew is stolen?” I asked, staring straight at the Holy King. “Life is harsh for everyone—friends, siblings, relatives, masters, servants—no matter what world they’re from. There are many situations where one cannot avoid saying goodbye, and many reasons one would wish to meet again in the next life. One may not have the same memories or consciousness from one life to the next, but they’re not necessary for those same feelings to still be there and still want to be acted on someday.”


      “So that’s why you spread your newsletter throughout Pablohetra.”


      Lebrahald showed me a copy of the Demon King News in his hand, where there was an article on Farris’s reincarnation.


      “One of Balandias’s two leading students, the Silvercastle Creator Farris Noin, was once your subordinate and a resident of Militia’s World,” said Lebrahald. “He also retains his memories of that time.”


      “It’s proof of reincarnation,” I replied.


      “We will cross-check with Farris Noin later. But if you aren’t lying, then there should be nothing to doubt regarding Syrica. That kind of order may exist in Militia’s World,” Lebrahald said as preface. “However, that only proves Syrica exists in Militia’s World. Not every source in the silver seas may reincarnate while retaining something from their past life. I do not believe Militia’s World can have so much influence on the rest of the silver seas.”


      Indeed, all I knew right now was about the residents of Militia’s World. It wasn’t enough to prove that the people of other worlds could reincarnate without their memories while retaining a part of themselves. Especially when that something was as intangible as emotions.


      “And so you intend on stealing firedew until it’s proven? If you try to confirm things that way it’ll be too late,” I pointed out.


      “I understand your point. But it would be impudent for the miniature worlds who have existed for infinitely longer than you to change their ways over that,” the Holy King said, softly but firmly. “According to the order of the Sacred Silverwater Sea, balancing order without a chief god is considered extremely unnatural. Ephemeral worlds will all fade eventually. You may have succeeded in blocking the firedew hole that is currently in Militia’s World, but there’s no guarantee that another won’t open.”


      “If another hole opens,” I said, “we’ll just block it again.”


      “You may not be able to next time.”


      His concerns weren’t unreasonable, but...


      “You’re being so stubborn, even I’m finding you suspicious,” Lebrahald said. “Chief gods are unnecessary, ephemeral worlds can balance their own order—what if you know these are lies and are aiming to turn deep-level worlds into ephemeral worlds?”


      “In order to make Pablohetra collapse from within?” I asked.


      The Holy King neither confirmed nor denied in response. “You cannot lie with Jizett active, but these kinds of spells work based on what you believe. Not to borrow Belamie’s words, but there are ways to get around it, erasing your memory or otherwise. The fact you ran into the reincarnated Farris Noin as soon as you entered the Sacred Silverwater Sea does seem too convenient to have been a coincidence.”


      The Holy King folded his hands and stared into my abyss.


      “You may have forged things to appear like reincarnation.”


      From his point of view, it was only natural to be suspicious of someone like me: a newcomer from the silver seas spouting ideas that had never existed before. No world ruler would believe such a thing without hesitation.


      “But as of now,” he said, “there is still no definitive evidence that you have done such a thing. As far as I can see, Ruler Anos is merely upholding his own justice.”


      “Oh? What makes you think that?”


      “I have no grounds for my claim. But if I had to choose something, then it would be the look in your eyes. Your gaze is righteous and frank. I don’t dislike it.”


      Lebrahald looked straight at me unflinchingly. If Misha was here, she’d probably say he was the one with the righteous gaze.


      “But the world is too large to rely on intuition alone, and my justice is to obey the law. You are a misfit in the Sacred Silverwater Sea, and Militia’s World is an ephemeral world with no chief god. Under the laws of Pablohetra, there aren’t enough factors here to prove without a doubt that you are not connected to recent events,” the Holy King said resolutely. “The Holy Sword World Hyphoria deems your involvement in the destruction of Fallforal a possibility that cannot be fully dismissed.”


      Belamie looked glad he had finally reached a conclusion, while Costoria was smirking faintly in triumph.


      “The Holy King of Hyphoria is hardheaded as always, I see,” a new voice said. It came from the single man standing on top of the just-activated teleportation circle. He was the same young man with a bob who had saved mom. “Sources cycle, life is reborn, and everyone reincarnates anew. Isn’t that a good thing? I, for one, sure like that way of thinking.”


      He seemed to be aware of what had been discussed in the hearing so far.


      Lebrahald glanced at the young man. “Name yourself, Prince Parrington. He doesn’t know you yet.”


      “Pardon me,” Parrington said, turning to me. “I am Parrington Anessa, Prince of the Puppet World Lutzendfort. People like to call me the Puppet Prince of the Humanoid Society, but I’m technically the ruler of Lutzendfort.”


      A prince as the ruler, huh? How rare.


      “I’m Anos Voldigoad, Ruler of Militia’s World.”


      “Pleasure to meet you.”


      “So, Parrington,” Belamie said, “do you have proof of Anos’s claims regarding reincarnation?”


      Parrington replied simply. “It’s love.”


      “Huh?”


      “I said it’s love,” said Parrington, his eyes innocent and unusually bright. “That’s what told me that reincarnation exists.”


      Belamie stared at Parrington with a straight face. “Are you sure you haven’t got two or three screws loose in your head right now?”


      “Has your mind finally caught up to your age, old witch?”


      “What did you just say?!”


      Belamie stood up in fury.


      “I’m just joking around,” said Parrington.


      “Your jokes aren’t funny at all!” But Belamie sat down with a sigh. “And?”


      “I have proof, but I can’t speak of it. You’ll just have to believe me.”


      Belamie sighed heavily once again. “You expect us to believe you with no proof? That’s a hard ask.”


      “I’ll lend you some mines in Lutzendfort.”


      Belamie froze on the spot.


      “How about two?” Parrington asked.


      “Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t change such a holy vote so easily,” said Belamie. “Make it four.”


      Parrington grinned. “It was nice doing business with you.”


      “Wait,” Costoria said coldly. “What was that just now? A bribe? Wasn’t a Holy Six Court Hearing meant to be a sacred and serious affair?”


      “Such a noisy one, aren’t you?” said Belamie. “There’s no proof Anos is the culprit. I only considered placing him under the control of the Holy Six because it was the least troublesome option for us.”


      Costoria glared at Belamie sullenly, but she paid her no heed.


      “He’s innocent until proven guilty,” said Belamie. “That’s all from me.”


      “That’s not what you were saying earlier,” Costoria pointed out.


      “The point of discussion is to change opinions, no? But I guess youngsters who’ve only lived for a millenia or two wouldn’t get that yet. Oh, speaking of which, Lebrahald.” Belamie turned to the Holy King, completely disregarding Costoria. “The other thing you were interested in was the Two-Law Usurper’s movements, right? The Enigmatic Woodlands vanished just as Anos came here. I’m guessing you suspect the two of them collaborated, no?”


      “You may be right, or you may be wrong,” Lebrahald answered.


      “As far as my people have investigated, Anos hasn’t made contact with the Two-Law Usurper—at least, not before the Enigmatic Woodlands faded. The Two-Law Usurper went missing after that, and is probably no longer in Seventh Elenesia. If you’re suspecting him over that alone, then anyone could be a suspect.”


      “That is, if the investigation conducted by the Myriad Workshop is to be believed,” said Lebrahald.


      “If you don’t trust me, ask your own count. Isn’t that right, Baltzarond? Wasn’t Anos a stowaway on your ship?”


      The Holy King looked at the man standing behind him. Baltzarond opened his mouth to speak. “Belamie is correct,” he said. “Anos Voldigoad was a stowaway on my silverwater ship. Up until the Enigmatic Woodlands vanished he was under my supervision, and he never made contact with the Two-Law Usurper.”


      Baltzarond had witnessed my fight with the Two-Law Usurper. Even if he believed the two of us were hostile to each other, if he had told the truth just now, my connection to the Two-Law Usurper would still be suspect. After all, there was always the chance the Two-Law Usurper had somehow threatened me into doing his bidding.


      Claiming I had never made contact with the Two-Law Usurper, however, would remove all suspicion from me. But why would he lie to the Holy King now and cover for me?


      “That wasn’t mentioned in your report,” remarked Lebrahald.


      “I believed it was a detail small enough to be omitted. You know I’ve always had trouble organizing my thoughts,” Baltzarond replied.


      The Holy King exhaled quietly. “Very well. Perhaps placing Militia’s World under our control is too oppressive a choice after all. Let’s think of more peaceful means.”


      Baltzarond’s excuse was questionable, but the Holy King showed no sign of suspecting him. Most likely Lebrahald was familiar with his subordinate’s tendency for carelessness.


      The Sword of Three Races had deemed I was one of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. If Baltzarond had informed the Holy King of that, it would have been brought up here, but it seemed it wouldn’t be.


      “Do you agree with this development?” Lebrahald asked Costoria.


      “My vote for the proposal still stands,” Costoria replied. “Militia’s World should be under the control of the Holy Six Academies.”


      Lebrahald, Belamie, and Parrington all stared at Costoria, as though they could change her mind with their collective gaze. But her eye remained closed, and she showed no sign of changing her mind.


      The silence continued until another teleportation magic circle activated, with a letter appearing instead of a person. Ottolulu grabbed the letter and opened it quietly. After reading the runes on the page, she walked over to Costoria and handed it to her.


      “It’s from Evezeino’s stand-in ruler,” she said.


      Costoria frowned briefly before taking the letter and cracking open her eye to read it. As she read, her artificial eye clouded over with some unknown emotion, and she bit her lip in clear frustration.


      “Fine,” she muttered. “I am also against the proposal.”


      It seemed whatever had been written in the letter was enough to make her flip her vote.


    


  



  

    

      § 13. Lutzendfort’s Red Threads


      “A new vote will be held,” Ottolulu announced in a formal, perfunctory tone. “The Demon King Academy’s official joining of the alliance will be frozen, and Militia’s World will be held under the control of the Holy Six Academies until the culprit is discovered. Those in favor, raise their hand.”


      Of course, this time no one raised their hand.


      “No votes in favor,” said Ottolulu. “The proposal has been rejected on a unanimous vote, ending this court hearing. The standby order on the Deep-Level Auditorium Number Two will be lifted. Note that the gag order on Egil Grone Angdroa remains in place.”


      As soon as she said that, Ottolulu sent a message to the auditorium using Leaks. With that, my followers could freely leave the auditorium once again.


      “You’d better not forget your promise, boy,” Belamie said to Parrington as she stepped on the fixed magic circle and teleported away.


      Lebrahald, Costoria, and Gui also moved toward the teleportation circles.


      “Oh, right. Hold on a minute,” I said to them. “I have a few questions for you.”


      “Die, misfit.”


      Costoria displayed her childish vocabulary of insults one last time before teleporting away.


      “I’m sorry, but I have to prepare for the next court hearing,” the Holy King said.


      “You don’t want to hear about the Sword of Three Races?” I asked.


      “Evansmana has its own will,” said Lebrahald. “If it is now wielded by the hand it chose, then it has a duty to fulfill there. We will entrust it to you for now.”


      Hmm. That makes no sense.


      He still suspected me as the culprit behind Fallforal’s ruin, so why would he be fine with leaving Hyphoria’s symbol of power in my hands?


      “I have to handle this incident first,” Lebhrahald said. “I’d love to talk to you, but at some other time. For now I must excuse myself.”


      Lebrahald teleported away with Baltzarond.


      “I do not have the right to answer any questions. And I have not been given permission to converse either,” Gui said honestly, standing at attention.


      “Then just tell this to Elenesia,” I said. “Her daughters wish to meet her.”


      “I cannot guarantee any message will be passed.”


      Figures.


      “Just keep it in mind.”


      “I will remember it. Farewell.”


      He then teleported out using the fixed magic circle.


      “I just got here and they’re gone. Must be a busy time,” Ruler Parrington of the Puppet World said as he walked over to me.


      “You helped my mom out earlier,” I said.


      “Hmm?” Parrington looked confused.


      “The woman you saved on your way here. She’s my mom.”


      He looked at me with a straight face for a moment.


      “Is that so... I see,” he said after a moment of pause.


      “Thank you.”


      “I was merely passing by...but it’s rare to see something so dangerous in Pablohetra.” He turned to Ottolulu. “The incident with Fallforal’s destruction is also a problem, but shouldn’t this incident be investigated as well?”


      “I am aware of the events in the garden,” Ottolulu said. “There was no trace of trespassing from any outsiders into Pablohetra Palace.”


      Which meant whoever attacked mom came from within Pablohetra.


      “I will commence investigations and ask the Holy Six Academies to discuss a countermeasure,” she added.


      “That sounds good,” Parrington said lightly, then turned to me.


      “I should thank you for the court hearing as well,” I said. “You’ve solved a problem for me.”


      “No need for thanks. I did it out of curiosity.”


      I gave him a questioning look, and he smiled.


      “About reincarnation.”


      Hmm. So he hadn’t helped me out of the kindness of his heart.


      “For example, if someone perished,” Parrington said quietly. “Would it be possible to meet them again? In their next life.”


      “If you truly desire it, it will happen someday.”


      He nodded in satisfaction. “I hold the same opinion.”


      Parrington held out his hand and sent magic into the teleportation circle. At the same time, the magic circle at my feet lit up.


      About time. I allowed myself to be teleported into the passage with four pillars.


      “So the general belief in the Sacred Silverwater Sea is that reincarnation doesn’t exist?” I asked.


      “That is correct,” Parrington said, starting to walk. I walked alongside him.


      “Even in the Lutzendfort,” he continued, “barely anyone believes in reincarnation. In fact, I may be the only one who does. In the past I didn’t believe in it at all. But things happened which widened my view of the world, and I started to think differently. I started to believe that miracles could happen someday.”


      He continued walking forward without stopping, his eyes burning with a hope that contained not one hint of doubt.


      “I see.”


      “You’re a good person, Anos,” Parrington said with a smile. He stopped and looked up at the ceiling. “It’s exactly as you’re thinking. Those who wish for miracles are always the ones who need them. Our princess perished, and everyone gave up and moved on. But not me. I was too cowardly. I was the only one who couldn’t give up.”


      He resumed walking.


      “Who knows how many millennia have passed since then...”


      Parrington continued down the corridor, expression suggesting he was deep in thought.


      “Instead of moving on, I decided to believe in miracles. I prayed she would reincarnate and searched for her endlessly. I was ridiculed when I announced my intentions—everyone told me there was no point, that she’d be a different person once she was reborn. I eventually stopped telling people my plans, but I continued traveling across worlds in search of her. I went to the shallows, the depths, and even the ephemeral worlds that Pablohetra itself forbids invading.”


      He paused to take a breath.


      “Of course, she was nowhere to be found.”


      For some reason, he smiled again before resuming his walk with light steps.


      “Did you find it strange that I’m the ruler of my world, even though I’m only a prince?” he suddenly asked, changing the topic.


      “The thought did cross my mind.”


      “The King of Lutzendfort is our world’s chief god.”


      I see.


      “You’re the child of the chief god?”


      When I stared into his abyss, I could see he was emitting divine magic power. But it wasn’t that of a complete god. He had other magic mixed within him.


      “Something like that,” Parrington answered. “The chief god of the Puppet World is the Puppet Emperor Bez. He possesses the authority to tie fates together. That power takes the shape of threads, which we call Red Threads, as well as magic dolls we call Marionettes.”


      He turned to look at me and continued.


      “The Puppet Emperor chooses one person from his world to bind to a Marionette with Red Threads. Their sources are then tied by fate—the fate to become the ruler of the Puppet World Lutzendfort. Tied fates will always come true.”


      “Always?” I asked.


      “Yes, always. For example, say someone from another world was tied with Red Threads to a Marionette. The order of their source—their firedew—would transfer to the Puppet World, and their source would lose their current body. Their source would be tied to the Marionette through Red Threads instead, and they would serve as Lutzendfort’s ruler.”


      What a fitting authority for a world named after puppets. I could guess why he was able to seal the Abolisher of Reason too.


      “So your body is made from the power of the Puppet Emperor.”


      “Indeed, I was referring to myself. This body of mine is a Red Thread Marionette. And I believe the reason that the Red Thread Marionette works at all is that reincarnation exists in the Sacred Silverwater Sea. My past self has vanished, and I’ve been reborn into a magic doll with my memories and power intact.”


      “It does sound similar to the reincarnation system.”


      I had no idea if that was truly because of order, but it was obvious that Parrington began to believe in reincarnation after becoming a Red Thread Marionette.


      “I’ve brought this up to a few people in the past,” he said as we stepped out of the palace and into the garden. The students of the Demon King Academy were already here and at work investigating the attack. Aeges must have explained the situation to them. “Before I was tied with the Red Threads to come to Lutzendfort, I was a resident of the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino.”


      “Oh?”


      Misha was using her creation magic to repair the broken Wind of the Sea. Mom noticed me and waved. I waved back in response.


      “Isn’t your mother the same, Anos?” Parrington said. The prince of the Puppet World stared at mom with a wistful look in his eyes as she ran over to us. “I doubted myself at first, but now I’m sure of it. I’ve spent so much time looking, after all. And now, the Red Threads of Lutzendfort have led me to my destination.”


      “Welcome back, Anos!” said mom. “Huh?”


      Mom noticed Parrington beside me and quickly bowed her head. “Thank you very much for earlier!” she said to him. “Are you a friend of Anos’s?”


      “My apologies for running off earlier. I was in too much of a hurry for greetings,” he said softly, returning the bow. “It’s good to see you, big sister. Do you remember me?”


      “Um...”


      Mom looked at him in confusion. While he didn’t seem to trigger any memories, she also seemed more dazed than usual. Was she breathing so heavily simply because she ran over to greet us?


      “I’m sorry, I don’t remember,” said mom. “Have we met...somewhere before...?”


      Parrington’s face fell sadly. “No, it’s only natural for you to have forgotten. I’m sorry. I told myself not to rush things, but it seems I already got ahead of myself.”


      He pulled himself together and smiled again. “Let me go through everything in order. In your past life, your name was Luna Atzenon. You were called the Abyssal Princess of Disaster of the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino. And I was your only family member who could split the fate of the Abyssal Princess of Disaster.”


      “Leave it at that,” I said.


      Parrington looked at me dubiously. “I don’t plan on causing you trouble. I just—”


      “It’s not that.”


      I held a hand up to mom’s forehead. It was quite hot.


      “Oops... You noticed?” mom mumbled to me. “I’ve been feeling a little hot for a while now... Maybe I’m coming down with a cold...”


      She was not. A simple cold couldn’t disturb magic power like this.


      But what was it? I’d never seen such symptoms before. She showed no sign of recovering even when I tried to rewind her with Rivide.


      “I’m sure I’ll be fine... Ah...”


      Mom stumbled. I caught her in my arms.


      “Sorry, Anos... I suddenly...”


      And like that, she fainted.


    


  



  

    

      § 14. The Chasm of Longing


      Pablohetra Palace, Demon King Academy Lodgings.


      Mom was sleeping soundly in bed after losing consciousness. Misha held a hand over her stomach, staring into her abyss with her Divine Eyes.


      “Her temperature is a little high. Her magic power is also unstable,” she said plainly. “It’s similar to a cold. Her life’s not in danger, but...”


      “She can’t be healed?”


      Misha nodded. She could recreate mom’s source, yet she couldn’t heal her. For such mild symptoms, it was quite a serious ailment.


      “Where’s the focus of the disease?” I asked.


      “The womb,” Misha replied, straining her Eyes. “There’s a faint heat being born there. One that shouldn’t exist.”


      Mom’s ailment couldn’t be healed with Rivide nor erased through Misha’s re-creation. That meant mom’s body and source were both healthy. The abnormality, then, was the heat forming in her womb. Something was flowing into mom’s body from the outside, and it was most likely coming from what Costoria had said earlier.


      “She’s connected to the Chasm of Longing,” Parrington muttered, as if confirming my thoughts out loud.


      “Can you tell me more about that?” I asked.


      He nodded and began his explanation.


      “There are several abyssal chasms in the Sacred Silverwater Sea. They absorb the emotions of people and form a magic field from it. The Chasm of Longing that belongs to Evezeino is one such chasm. It sucks in all kinds of desires into itself and transforms them into swirling magic power.”


      A chasm of swirling desires, huh? How ominous.


      “Do spirits exist in Militia’s World?” Parrington asked.


      “Yes,” I replied.


      “Evezeino has a similar species they call mythical beasts. Unlike spirits, which are born from rumors and legends, Evezeino’s mythical beasts are born from desires.”


      “Meaning they’re born from the Chasm of Longing?”


      Parrington nodded.


      “The root of every mythical beast is desire. A desire strong enough to make them crave it. Supremacy, domination, order, protection, control—all across the silver seas, it is hearts which crave such things that give these mythical beasts shape.”


      He continued his explanation.


      “At the bottom of the Chasm of Longing is a deposit of condensed desires. And the densest of these desires are what gives birth to the strongest mythical beasts of all, Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. A lion is the king of all beasts—making the Lions of Ruin the kings of all mythical beasts.”


      So Costoria and that one-armed man were mythical beasts born from particularly strong desires.


      “What kind of desire were these lions born from?”


      “Out of all the desires that bring disaster to the silver seas, the desire for destruction makes the strongest core. Because of that, the Lions of Ruin are greatly detested. They all carry powerful ruin within their bodies.”


      Hmm. I was starting to see the story.


      “So the connection between the bottom of the chasm and mom’s womb makes them the same. In other words, her womb is the Chasm of Longing itself?” I asked.


      “Indeed so. It seems one can’t escape the Chasm of Longing even after rebirth.”


      Luna Atzenon had been a resident of Evezeino. Through some means or another, she was reborn as a resident of Militia’s World, and, while there, went through another reincarnation and became a human named Izabella. She hadn’t reincarnated through Syrica, and the shape of her source had changed with each rebirth. So how was it possible for Evezeino’s Chasm of Longing to still haunt her?


      “According to Costoria,” I said, “she was possessed by a mythical beast.”


      “There’s a mythical beast called the Phoenix of Conception. Its power comes from the desire to give birth, and it brought disaster upon us both. My sister was destined to be the Womb of Disaster, while I was destined to be the Viscera of Disaster.”


      “Your body is connected to the Chasm of Longing too?” I asked.


      Parrington nodded. “I thought I’d be able to escape by becoming a magic doll, but not even the Puppet Emperor’s Red Thread Marionette could help me escape that fate.”


      Parrington had become Lutzendfort’s ruler through the Red Threads that tied his source to a new body and world. If changing his entire body hadn’t broken his connection with the Chasm of Longing, then the connection had to be linked directly with his source. Becoming a Red Thread Marionette hadn’t changed the shape of his source by much. Yet mom’s source seemed to belong to a completely different person.


      “What does that Phoenix of Conception want to accomplish?” I said. “If mythical beasts are born from desire, they shouldn’t need any womb to exist.”


      “As their name implies, mythical beasts have no material body. This applies to Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin as well. When inside the Chasm of Longing, they’re basically phantoms, beings without stable form. When they’re in this state, they have barely any mind of their own—no different from beasts that move instinctually according to their own desires. They cannot incarnate until they pass through a womb.”


      I see.


      “So the Abyssal Princess of Disaster is what allows Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin to incarnate.”


      Parrington suddenly looked at me with a serious face. “There’s one thing I have to ask,” he said in a dead serious tone. “Anos. Are you my sister’s biological child?”


      If what he had explained until now was true, then technically I could also be considered one of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin born from the Chasm of Longing. Was that why I had been able to be born despite being of the Voldigoad family, which rarely produced children?


      “My mom gave birth to me twice: two thousand years ago and in the current era,” I answered. “My magic power is extremely similar to that of Costoria’s people and resonates with them in a way I don’t understand.”


      “Is that so... Then I must say this...” He paused to take a breath, mouth pressed in a straight line. “A cruel destiny may await you, Anos. Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin are the corporeal embodiment of disaster. Once your desire awakens, you’ll be driven by the urge to destroy—to ruin the entirety of the silver seas...”


      Hmm. Is he talking about the destructive impulse he mentioned earlier? Until now I haven’t felt anything like that.


      “But don’t worry,” Parrington added. “My Red Threads can tie beings to certain fates. I made a deal with the Puppet Emperor Bez to tie my sister’s child to a peaceful fate.”


      Parrington had become the ruler of the Puppet World for the sake of his missing sister, the one he believed he would reunite with someday. He had prepared for this specific situation.


      “I appreciate the concern,” I said, “but my mental state is extremely stable. I don’t believe there’s any need for that.”


      “That’s good then...”


      What a hesitant reply. Was the fate of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin really so inescapable? A disaster that could destroy the entire Sacred Silverwater Sea had to be quite a formidable one. I understood why he was worried, but it was of secondary importance to me.


      “How did Costoria incarnate then?” I asked. Belamie had called her a lass that hadn’t even lived a thousand years. That would have placed her birth around the time mom was reincarnating in Militia’s World. Did that make her one of Parrington’s children?


      “My grandfather Dominic is the head of Evezeino’s Institute of Mythical Beasts. He’s a researcher of mythical beasts, but he’s got a few screws loose. He probably figured out another way for them to be born.”


      Hmm. An interesting topic, but one that seemed unrelated to mom’s condition. I could ask about it later.


      “Costoria said the Chasm of Longing only connected when one was pregnant, or out of one’s own will,” I pointed out.


      Mom didn’t know about the chasm. When I looked into her abyss, I only saw one person’s worth of magic power, so she couldn’t be pregnant.


      “I can think of two possibilities. The first may be me. We resonated when we reunited. In that moment the Chasm of Longing connected to me called out to the one connected to her.”


      “And the other?”


      “Even if it was made, the connection should have been cut off right away. Something in the bottom of the chasm may have changed such that disrupting the connection was impossible. For example, if a Lion of Ruin without an incarnation was rampaging on the other side.”


      That didn’t sound like a coincidence. The Chasm of Longing was in Evezeino. It was probably possible for them to make the Lions of Ruin rampage. Did they lose their temper over their failed direct attack and switch to more forceful measures? But what would come out of such a thing?


      “Why aren’t you affected? You’re connected to the same chasm.”


      “To different degrees. At most, my connection is only a quarter of the intensity of my sister’s. I can control it with the Red Thread Marionette body rather easily.”


      “What will happen next?”


      “I don’t know. I think she may have lost her ability to control the chasm when she reincarnated. It would explain why a rampaging mythical beast could disturb her magic and cause a fever. If her condition gets worse than this, it’ll be dangerous.”


      She was a human who couldn’t use magic. The power of the Chasm of Longing was too much for her. If this was Evezeino’s doing, it was unlikely things would end without incident.


      “There is one way to heal her condition,” Parrington said. He drew a magic circle against his own head, shoved his hand into it, and took out a magical stone. “This is an artifact called a memory stone. It contains our past. If she sees it, she may regain her memories.”


      “And if she regains her memories, she’ll be able to control the chasm?”


      “In the past, my sister was able to do so to a sufficient degree. Her magic power may have lessened, but as long as she recalls how to do it...”


      Parrington sent his magic into the memory stone. A single link extended from the stone, connecting to mom’s head.


      “Now, let’s not get too hasty.”


      I glared at the link with the Magic Eyes of Destruction and severed it.


      “What are you doing?” said Parrington.


      “Lend me that. I’ll send the memories through me. You don’t mind, do you?”


      Parrington thought for a second before handing me the memory stone. “Of course not.”


      I gazed at the memory stone with my Magic Eyes. From what I could tell, the stone seemed to be an artifact that could store specific memories by being placed inside someone’s head, then share those memories with others through a magic link. It wasn’t that different from an artifact from Militia’s World. The only difference was the amount of magic power that could be stored between them—this one could store over ten thousand years’ worth of memories. I clenched the memory stone and sent my magic into it. The link connected to mom, and at once footage started playing in my head.


      Just then, the door slammed open.


      “Hold it right there!” dad roared. “Anos! Send it through me as well!”


      Parrington gave dad a dubious look. That was only natural—sending it through dad was meaningless.


      “I’m sorry, but it’s not something that just anyone should see,” Parrington said. “These are precious memories of me and my sister.”


      “Th-That may be true, but I...” Dad stared at Parrington with an unusually serious expression. “I’m Izabella’s husband!”


      Parrington frowned for a brief moment. His gaze was sharp enough to cut.


      “If it’s related to Izabella’s condition, I want to see it too,” dad continued. “I know I can’t use magic or be of any real help... But I want to do this, at least. Please! I beg of you!”


      With a dull thunk, dad’s head struck the floor. He had tried to prostrate himself before Parrington and slid across the ground with too much momentum. Parrington watched dad in shock as he yelled, with blood pouring down his face, “Please, my dear little brother!”


      Hmm. How typical of dad to invoke his brother-in-law status on their very first meeting.


      “If you really insist, then I guess...”


      “Ooh! Thank you so much, my brother!”


      Dad jumped up and hugged Parrington, slapping him on the back enthusiastically. Awed by how quickly he had risen to embrace him, Parrington stood helpless in dad’s embrace.


      “Try to stay quiet, dad,” I said.


      “O-Oh... Sorry...”


      Once dad quieted down, I connected the magic link to him as well. Then I sent magic into the memory stone and allowed the memories to flow once more.


      The past then flew into my head.


    


  



  

    

      § 15. Illusory Demons and Longing


      Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino, eighteen thousand years ago.


      Like parched hearts craving water, the desires drawn to the chasm transformed into rain. But no matter how much water fell, their thirst remained unquenched. The falling raindrops eventually eroded the land, creating a large hole. That deep, deep hole filled with water that seemed to extend to the bottom of the world. All kinds of desires melded there, forming the Chasm of Longing.


      Ever since the birth of that abyssal chasm, the residents of Evezeino had had to adjust their lives accordingly, to live in a world where the rain never stopped. The beasts of desire that inhabited the pool—what are now called mythical beasts—possessed the hearts of the living and dyed them with their desires. The wish for control, love, food, approval—natural desires everyone had—gathered in the chasm and blended together into something murky, black, and aberrant. And so, crazed monsters were born.


      As the Ruinous Abyss World became overrun with mythical beasts, the people slipped easily into madness, becoming living disasters that attacked their fellow man. Laws were no longer binding enough to govern society; knowledge and power became the only means of survival. Most species died out, the sole survivors being illusory demons, which had adapted to the presence of mythical beasts.


      But even to them, Evezeino was a harsh environment. Most illusory demons were possessed by mythical beasts, which on occasion urged them to attack other worlds. When these cravings struck, neither laws nor logic could reason with them. Only force could hold them at bay. This impulse was why Evezeino was so hated in the Sacred Silverwater Sea.


      However, even among the residents of Evezeino, there were rational people who could avoid falling under the control of mythical beasts, though they were few in number. Those people were largely split into two categories: those who were naturally strong-willed and could not be controlled, and those with cravings that surpassed even the depravity of mythical beasts. Large desires swallowed small desires—no matter who possessed them, beast or demon.


      Which category, then, did Luna Atzenon fall under? Whichever it was, she maintained her mind whenever she came into contact with mythical beasts.


      “You two kitties are always so close. Are you married?”


      On the shores of the Chasm of Longing, Luna was speaking to two mythical beasts. They took the forms of a red cat and a blue cat. Mythical beasts without physical bodies couldn’t be seen by regular people, but Luna possessed Magic Eyes better than most of the illusory demons of Evezeino.


      Her gentle expression was framed by the short hair on either side of her face. Though she had the youthful, energetic presence of a teenager, in years she had already lived an eternity.


      “Mythical beasts that haven’t incarnated cannot make children, sis. They’re probably beasts born from some kind of codependent desire, not married.”


      The one who spoke was her little brother Parrington. His face was stern, his hair cut in a bob. Like Luna, he was another long-living illusory demon.


      “But they might incarnate someday, so it wouldn’t be a problem if they got married now!” Luna said with a laugh, letting the two cats ride on her shoulders. They both rubbed their faces against her cheeks. Their illusory bodies melted into corrosive mud, but she paid it no heed.


      “Don’t touch them any more than that, sis.”


      “I think they’re better off married after all, Parrington,” Luna said, leisurely walking along the shore with the two beasts on her shoulders.


      “Better than siblings?”


      Luna giggled. “That’s not the same thing at all. I’m sure you’ll find a lovely wife one day as well.”


      “There’s no marriage system in Evezeino.”


      “Who cares about the system? If two people who love each other make vows to each other, that’s marriage.”


      Parrington tilted his head in confusion. Luna’s idea of marriage seemed unrealistic to him.


      “If it’s a vow you need, then we made one when we were young already.”


      “Oh, that’s right. The promise, right?” Luna said with another giggle. “I said I’d marry you. Wow, that brings back memories. We were such children back then.”


      “You’ve always been carefree like that.”


      “I’m a girl! It’s only natural for me to dream of such things!” Luna said brightly. “But siblings can’t get married, so I have to find someone else. Do you have anyone in mind?”


      “As long as I have you, I’m fine.”


      “Oh? Did you forget what I told you? Once I get married, we can’t stay together anymore. So you have to do your best too, Parrington.” Luna patted the two beasts on her shoulder with a smile. “Isn’t that right, kitties?”


      Parrington watched her with a dark expression.


      “Do you have someone in mind, sis?” he asked in a low voice.


      “Finding someone’s not so easy! There aren’t many men in Evezeino who want to get married,” she whined. Since there was no marriage system, it was only natural that residents were uninterested in it. “Ugh! When will I meet someone good already?! I believe in soulmates, you know? Someone who will come and whisk me away from here. What a dream that would be!”


      Parrington’s expression remained dark. “Dominic wouldn’t allow it.”


      “Hey! That’s grandfather to you. But it’s okay, he’ll understand. If it’s someone I truly love—someone who truly loves me—I’m sure he’ll give us his blessing.”


      Parrington stared at the ground bitterly.


      “The man has no emotions left,” he spat. “He was possessed by a beast and went mad long ago.”


      “That’s not true,” Luna said. “Grandfather just loves researching beasts. He has plenty of kindness left. Remember how he always celebrates my birthday with me?”


      “You really think he’s still kind?”


      Luna whirled around away from Parrington. “Besides, if he says no, I’ll just run away.”


      The two mythical beasts leaped down from Luna’s shoulders, landing in a newly formed puddle with a big splash.


      “Are you really that unhappy with your life?”


      “No,” said Luna, “I have no complaints. Thanks to grandfather’s Institute of Mythical Beasts, the Atzenon family is wealthy. We always have good food to eat, pretty clothes to wear, and all the sparkling gemstones we could ask for.”


      Luna walked through every puddle she came across, kicking up water as she did. She giggled to herself.


      “I’m looking forward to it, you know? I know I’ll meet him someday. The world is this big already, and outside Evezeino the sea only gets bigger.”


      She danced from puddle to puddle under the falling rain with feline lightness.


      “But as long as I’m with the one I love, I don’t need much. I can survive on some soup and a little stale bread. I can sew my own dresses with whatever scraps of fabric I can find. As long as I’m by his side, a glass marble will be just as beautiful as a sparkling gemstone.”


      She looked up at the sky. The rain was falling as always, but the sky today was blue and clear. Luna spread her arms wide.


      “One day, when I find my soulmate, we’ll get married and open a small shop together. We’ll have a child and raise them with all our love. A normal child would be good. One full of happiness and energy.”


      Her face was pelted with rain, but still she smiled.


      “I don’t need anything special. A normal life is enough. Something peaceful, kind, and fun—that’s the life I dream of.”


      She twirled around cheerfully a few times before looking back at her little brother.


      “That’s why, Parrington, you should also... Huh?”


      She clutched her stomach, face twisting in pain.


      “Sis?” said Parrington.


      “That’s strange... Did I eat too much?”


      “Sis!”


      Luna collapsed, falling into a puddle. The last thing she saw before her vision went black was her little brother running over to her. The last thing she felt was a strange, foreign sensation.


      Her heart thudded loudly. Another heartbeat joined that sound, thudding as well.


      The sound gradually got louder.


      The strange feeling got stronger.




      Hey, give birth to me.




      A voice could be heard—an eerie voice.




      Hurry.




      A savage voice.




      To me. To me. To me.




      From within her body swelled an unfamiliar craving, one so agonizing that she struggled to breathe.




      Give birth.




      A fierce beast lurked inside her. One that, at any moment, was about to bare its fangs, and an unfathomable fear surged through her—




      “Congratulations, Luna. Your child will become the lion that ruins the Sacred Silverwater Sea.”


      Luna woke to despair. She was in bed in her room within the research tower of the Institute of Mythical Beasts. A man in white robes stood in front of her. His face seemed young, but he had an ashy complexion devoid of life. He reminded her of a moving corpse.


      He was Luna’s grandfather, Dominic Atzenon, Chief of the Institute of Mythical Beasts.


      “Grandfather...?” said Luna. “What happened...?”


      “Hmm?” Dominic said absently. He observed Luna with the same detachment with which he would observe a laboratory animal. “I thought you were conscious, but I guess not.”


      He spoke as if she weren’t there.


      “Did I collapse outside...?”


      “Rejoice, Luna. Your menarche has come.”


      “Menarche?” Luna beamed. Now she was ready to give birth to children. That meant she was one step closer to her dream. “Is that true, grandfather?!”


      “Yes. It’s been a long time...but success has finally arrived. You will give birth to Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. It is an auspicious day. I’m happy as well.”


      But in contrast to Dominic’s good spirits, Luna’s face fell.


      “Huh?”


      Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin were the mythical beasts living at the bottom of the Chasm of Longing. They were called the kings of beasts, spurred by an overwhelming urge to destroy, and were considered the disaster that would ruin the Sacred Silverwater Sea. And they were named Atzenon after the family that discovered them.


      “What do you mean by that?” she asked.


      “What is there to be confused by? Our dearest wish has finally come true! We have finally regained the lost magic technology of the founder of the Atzenon family: the ability to incarnate a Lion of Ruin is now in our hands!” Dominic said enthusiastically.


      “Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin live at the bottom of the Chasm of Longing, a place even I cannot reach,” he said, continuing. “And if the Lions of Ruins themselves cannot escape the chasm, is there anyone who can?”


      It was almost like he was announcing his research results.


      “That’s when I had a thought! Why not just make the chasm itself a womb? That way, Atzenon’s Lions of Ruins can be born into our world. This is most likely the truth behind the Abyssal Princess of Disaster mentioned in the ancient texts.”


      With his corpse-like face and lifeless eyes, Dominic smiled.


      “But one problem remained. How can a chasm be turned into a womb? And the answer was in your desire.”


      Luna stared at her grandfather with a look of utter confusion.


      “Your strong desire to give birth became a mythical beast. To be precise, it became the Phoenix of Conception. This beast has the power to turn your womb into the Chasm of Longing. In short, any child you give birth to will incarnate as one of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin.”


      “W-Wait...” Luna said, face pale. “Wait, grandfather. Um...”


      “Hmm?”


      “I-I understand how important your research is, but I don’t want to give birth to that.”


      “What are you saying? You were created for this purpose. All your wishes and desires were granted because one day you would become the womb of the Lions of Ruin.”


      Luna looked at her grandfather, at his deathly face, with wide, startled eyes.


      “Hmm? Did I not tell you before?” he asked.


      “You’re joking...” she muttered blankly. “Right?”


      Dominic didn’t reply.


      “What’s wrong, grandfather? You’re acting weird... Did something happen?”


      Luna grabbed Dominic’s shoulder.


      “Snap back to your senses, grandfather!” she pleaded. “What happened to the kind man I knew? Even if it was for research he’d never say something so horrible—”


      “Silence. I don’t want to hear you speak anymore.”


      Dominic brushed her off easily, forcing her from her half-upright position to fall back on the bed. Her face was locked in an expression of total disbelief.


      “Just give up,” Dominic said. “The Phoenix of Conception has already been born. Not even I can do anything about that now.”


      “You’re lying...”


      “I wouldn’t lie about mythical beasts. You know that.”


      Luna, as if finding herself suddenly trapped in darkness, stared blankly into space.


      “All you have to do is give birth,” Dominic said. “The partner doesn’t matter, you can have whomever you want. Your life of luxury will remain unchanged. What is there to be unhappy with?”


      “That’s...” Luna trembled. The earlier despair she felt upon waking returned like a flash through her mind.




      “Congratulations, Luna. Your child will become the lion that ruins the Sacred Silverwater Sea.”




      “Grandfather... What are you trying to do to the silver seas?”


      Dominic answered with lifeless eyes.


      “No clue,” he answered. “All I want is to witness Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin with my own eyes. How do their arms work? How do their legs work? And their claws too, if the ancient texts are to be believed. How do they destroy the silver seas? Doesn’t all this excite you? No? It should!”


      “You won’t be spreading disaster just through Evezeino, but other worlds too!”


      “And that sounds like a truly wonderful thing. I can’t wait. What kind of disaster will it be? How will everything be destroyed?” Dominic said, the sparkling eyes of an excited little boy set deep in his deathly pale face.


      It was those eyes that allowed Luna to muster the courage to declare what she said next.


      “I won’t give birth...”


      “What?”


      Dominic glared at her, but she just yelled louder.


      “You don’t get it, grandfather! Think about it properly! Use your head!”


      “You dare tell me what to do?” he said. “All I think of are the mythical beasts. I think of them as if they’re my own children.”


      “What kind of child destroys worlds?!” Luna exclaimed. “What kind of child is a disaster from the moment they’re born? It’s just too sad! Children are blessings, and they should live happy lives!”


      “Say what you want,” Dominic said dismissively, drawing a Gatom magic circle. “But you will give birth. The illusory demons of Evezeino cannot defy their desires.”


      “I’ll never give birth! I won’t fall in love with anyone!”


      Dominic’s lifeless eyes fell upon Luna once again. She glared back at her grandfather with every ounce of anger she could summon.


      He teleported away without saying anything else.


    


  



  

    

      § 16. Alliance


      Pablohetra Palace, Demon King Academy Lodgings.


      I stared at mom as the footage in the memory stone flowed through my head. Though her eyes were closed, tears spilled from them to flow down her cheeks.


      “Why...” she mumbled in her sleep.


      Was she remembering the past? It seemed she was yet to remember how to control the chasm in her womb though.


      I stopped the footage being played from the memory stone. Parrington shot me a suspicious glance.


      “Why did you stop it?” he asked. “My sister has yet to fully recover her memories.”


      “Her fever got higher,” Misha said, watching mom’s condition with her Divine Eyes. She reached out to gently wipe away her tears. “It’s the memory stone.”


      “The memories have reminded her of her past desires. It’s deepened her connection to the Chasm of Longing, which is having an adverse effect on her body,” I said.


      The chasm in her womb was more active than it had been earlier. I could now easily tell there was an unfamiliar magic power within her body. Parrington looked over at mom with clear worry in his eyes.


      “It’d be best to visit Evezeino and destroy the Phoenix of Conception itself,” I said. “And warn Dominic to keep his hands off mom.”


      “I would have already done that myself, if it were possible,” Parrington said bitterly. “A mythical beast that hasn’t incarnated cannot be destroyed. Mythical beasts are called such because they have intangible forms. My sister’s desire may have been the beginning, but the Chasm of Longing attracts similar desires. The Phoenix of Conception is the cumulative desire for children from all in the Sacred Silverwater Sea.”


      There were many people who wished for children, so eradicating each individual desire would indeed be nearly impossible.


      “So it must be incarnated in order for it to be destroyed,” I said.


      “The secret art for such a thing only exists in the Institute of Mythical Beasts.”


      “If you’re from Evezeino, you should know something.”


      “If it were a lower beast, even I could incarnate it. But the Phoenix of Conception is a higher beast. Only Dominic would be able to do it,” Parrington said in a heavy tone.


      “Then we’ll make him do it.”


      “It’s not that easy. Incarnation means giving a mythical beast life, and once it has life, it will begin to act on its own will. What were once vague and unstable desires from before its incarnation will firm up and strengthen, tying the chasm deeply to my sister’s womb. It’s something Dominic avoided when my sister was an illusory demon.”


      It was easy to imagine why a man so obsessed with research, with controlled variables and environments, wouldn’t want to incarnate the Phoenix of Conception and thus strengthen the Abyssal Princess of Disaster.


      “The womb wouldn’t survive, huh?” I said.


      “No, and in her current state the chance is even lower. She’d perish in the blink of an eye,” Parrington said.


      “What if it was destroyed before then?”


      He glared at me sharply. “I won’t allow you to expose my sister to such danger. What if the worst happens?”


      “There’s no guarantee she’ll regain her memories just by watching the past. Nor that she’ll be able to control the chasm if she does.”


      “I know she’ll remember. Both the memories and how to use her power,” Parrington asserted firmly. “Our sibling bond is deep. I know we’ll be able to return to our former selves, just like I knew we would reunite after rebirth.”


      “Her condition worsens when she watches the past. What if the worst happens before her memories fully return?” I asked pointedly.


      He fell silent.


      “Costoria was targeting my mother,” I said. “Her side may have caused this all to happen through the chasm. Dominic seems to have succeeded at incarnating Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin, but most likely through an incomplete method.”


      That’s why he needed the Abyssal Princess of Disaster; if his research had been going smoothly without her, he wouldn’t be so fixated on mom.


      “We’ll observe mom’s condition and use the memory stone when her fever falls,” I said. “Best case scenario is she regains her memories and her control of the chasm. But we will make preparations for if that doesn’t happen.”


      Parrington stared at me with a serious expression. He didn’t seem to believe that destroying the Phoenix of Conception would be the most reliable solution. If he believed me to be one of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin, he probably didn’t think I’d stand a chance against Dominic and his extensive knowledge of mythical beasts.


      “We’ll show mom the past while searching for a way to destroy the Phoenix of Conception at the same time,” I suggested. “You shouldn’t have any complaints about that, no?”


      “I understand your logic, but there are problems that must be addressed first,” he said heavily. “Outsiders cannot enter Evezeino.”


      “Why not?”


      “The Ruinous Abyss World...is located in dormant Inviolable Waters,” Parrington said with a tone of disgust. “The Disastrous One Izark is both the chief god and ruler of Evezeino. He’s a half-god, half-demon monster that must never be awakened. Even the residents of Evezeino don’t try to approach him.”


      An existence that was both chief god and ruler? His half-half status was probably what allowed that.


      “What happens if he’s awakened?” I asked.


      “The Disastrous One can easily destroy an entire world on a whim. Izark does whatever he wants—he lives to fulfill his own desires. He is no longer a person, but a disaster that is passed down from generation to generation in the silver seas.”


      Being one of the Inviolable Waters would place him at the level of the Two-Law Usurper or higher. But a world with both Atzenon’s Lions of Ruins and a Disastrous One, huh? No wonder it was called a ruinous world.


      “Long, long ago, the Disastrous One lost interest in the Ruinous Abyss World and fell asleep,” Parrington explained. “At the time, his greatest desire was to sleep. If anyone were to stimulate the Disastrous One’s desires in a different direction, he may awaken again.”


      Izark might have lost interest in Evezeino itself, but someone from another world could potentially pique his interest again—which was the very reason no one was allowed to enter Evezeino.


      “If Izark awakens, saving my sister would be impossible,” said Parrington.


      “Don’t worry,” I said. “If that happens, we’ll put him to sleep once again.”


      Parrington’s lips pulled into a straight line.


      “If you’re too afraid of what might happen, you can just wait here,” I said. “That is, if the idea of a man who might or might not wake up scares you too much to stop your sister’s suffering.”


      “I’m not afraid of anything! I’d sacrifice my soul for her!” Parrington yelled angrily.


      “Then it’s decided.”


      Parrington looked away uncomfortably. He pulled a chair toward himself and sat down.


      “We’d have to think of a way to get inside Evezeino first,” Parrington said. “They do not wish to awaken the Disastrous One. Forcing your way in will result in conflict. At worst, war could break out between us and the Ruinous Abyss World.”


      “If possible, I’d prefer to enter Evezeino peacefully,” I said.


      The goal was to destroy the Phoenix of Conception and free mom from her connection with the chasm. But to visit Evezeino obviously meant entering from the outside. There was no way they wouldn’t notice us. Mom’s condition could get worse at any moment, so we didn’t have much time either. In this scenario, entry by brute force had to be an option to consider.


      “I understand the situation now,” a new voice said.


      Noble hunter of the Holy Sword World Hyphoria, Count Baltzarond, strode into the room with confident steps. Eldmed was behind him.


      “He said he had something to say to you. It sounded interesting, so I let him through,” the Conflagration King said. It seemed Baltzarond had openly made a visit.


      “If it’s Evezeino you’re trying to enter, then I, Baltzarond, have just the method!” he declared, staring straight at us.


      “Is that on the order of the Holy King?” I asked.


      “I am not a puppet whose every move is dictated by the Holy King!” Baltzarond replied. “Of course, this is at my own discretion.”


      He stood straight and raised his hand up high. “I swear upon the name of the Five Holy Nobles of Hyphoria that I, Count Baltzarond, have never lied in my life!”


      “Didn’t you lie in the court hearing earlier?” I asked.


      “Urk!”


      Baltzarond faltered at my immediate counter.


      “N-Never mind that!” he spluttered. “That was different!”


      “Different how?”


      “A lie to save others is not a lie!”


      Hmm. I couldn’t find it in myself to doubt someone this unashamed of themselves. And he had helped resolve an annoyance for me by lying about my contact with the Two-Law Usurper.


      “What’s your goal?” I asked.


      “The Reverie World Fallforal,” Baltzarond said seriously. “I believe it was the work of the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino.”


      That wasn’t an impossible idea. As far as I could tell, they were the most likely to have done such a thing.


      “On what basis?”


      “Only those in Pablohetra’s academic alliance can enter Fallforal. The most suspicious are the newcomers—in other words, Evezeino and Militia’s World. And my intuition tells me it wasn’t you.”


      Which only left Evezeino, huh? But the hilt of the Sword of Three Races had deemed I was one of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. Why would he believe I was innocent so easily if I was considered the same as those from Evezeino?


      Perhaps it was pointless to dwell on such things. Baltzarond, quite simply, wasn’t the type to butter up to people with lies.


      “So your goal is to go to Evezeino and determine which one of their residents was the culprit of Fallforal’s destruction?” I asked.


      “Exactly. You possess a means to go to Evezeino, but you don’t know it yet. I, however, am able to tell you. It shouldn’t be a bad deal,” Baltzarond said smugly.


      “What are the means?”


      “The Silverwater Ranking Skirmish. It always takes place in the world of the school with more silver bubbles.”


      Balandias had possessed multiple silver bubbles, which was why our last Silverwater Ranking Skirmish had taken place on their turf.


      “How many silver bubbles does Evezeino have?” I asked.


      “One. They only have First Evezeino. That’s why all their skirmishes with the academies from the depths have never been held in their world.”


      It was unheard of for a deep-level world to only have one silver bubble. No one from a shallow or middle-level world would dare to start a Silverwater Ranking Skirmish with Evezeino of the Holy Six Academies.


      “Militia’s World also has just one silver bubble,” Baltzarond pointed out. “In such a case, the world with the higher ranking will be the stage for the skirmish.”


      So if Militia’s World and Evezeino had a skirmish, we’d be able to openly enter the Ruinous Abyss World.


      “But that’s only if Evezeino agrees to a Silverwater Ranking Skirmish,” I said. “We would need to create a situation where they’re forced to accept one.”


      They knew the rules of Pablohetra as well. They’d most likely try to avoid a skirmish with Militia’s World to prevent any outsiders from visiting Evezeino.


      “I haven’t thought that far,” Baltzarond said decisively. It was nice to see he was as careless as ever. “But it seems Evezeino wishes to reconcile with you. You should have the chance to speak to them and propose a skirmish.”


      Oh?


      “Based on Costoria’s attitude I’m not sure how you got that idea.”


      “I was told that the ongoing dispute between you was her personal doing. Evezeino’s Acting Ruler Naga Atzenon, on the other hand, has requested mediation from Pablohetra. Hyphoria is to act as intermediary, and as one of the Five Holy Nobles I have been appointed mediator.”


      That was unexpected.


      “Costoria ignored Evezeino’s will and picked a fight with me on her own,” I said, in conclusion. “Is that what they’re apologizing for?”


      “That’s what the acting ruler is saying.”


      Now, how much of that was to be believed?


      “Hmm. Are you saying I should use that mediation to bring up the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish?” I asked.


      “Exactly.”


      It would depend on Evezeino’s approach, but it might work.


      “I understand now. But Baltzarond,” I said, amused, “if you tell me everything you’re planning first, I’ll no longer have a reason to cooperate with you.”


      “...”


      Baltzarond’s face paled with realization.


      “Proving our trust first...is the way of the noble hunter...” he stuttered, gazing at me with pleading eyes.


      “Very well. You’re quite the interesting man. I’ll allow you to board the Demon King Express with us to Evezeino.”


    


  



  

    

      § 17. Reconciliation Negotiations


      The next day.


      Ottolulu, Baltzarond, and two figures from the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino had arrived at the main hall of our lodgings, with Shin and I representing Militia’s World. One was the one-armed man that had attacked mom in Militia’s World, while the other was a woman with two artificial legs.


      She was seated in a black wheelchair. It appeared to be made of wood, but it was no normal wheelchair; it seemed to be more like a magic tool that could move without any input from the user. The woman had short hair and seemed mature, with a single earring in one ear.


      “Nice to meet you, brother,” the woman in the wheelchair said to me.


      Ottolulu had a businesslike expression on her face as Baltzarond pressed his lips together in silence.


      “Well, have a seat,” I said, pulling a chair out with a flick of my finger. The woman in the wheelchair moved over while the one-armed man took a seat.


      “I didn’t think Lutzendfort’s young highness would be here as well,” the woman said, glancing at Parrington, who was seated in a chair in a corner of the room. He looked up briefly before hanging his head without saying another word.


      “He’s a guest of mine,” I said. “Is that a problem?”


      “No.”


      Ottolulu and Baltzarond stood in between us.


      “Apologies for the late greeting,” the woman finally said. “I am Naga Atzenon, Acting Ruler of the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino.”


      The ruler and chief god of the Ruinous Abyss World, the Disastrous One Izark, was currently under a long sleep. According to Baltzarond and Parrington, the Acting Ruler Naga wielded practically all the power of Evezeino in Izark’s place.


      Dominic, Chief of the Institute of Mythical Beasts, never showed himself in public, so it was unclear who had more power between the two of them.


      “This is Bobonga Atzenon,” Naga said.


      The one-armed man smirked like an eerie ghost. “We meet again, brother.”


      “First, I have to apologize for Costoria,” Naga said earnestly. “I’m very sorry about her behavior. I told her not to get involved with you, but she has a tendency to let her cravings get the best of her.” There was no sense of sarcasm or hostility in her words—she seemed quite genuine in what she was saying.


      “Start talking from the beginning,” I replied. “Why did you invade my world?”


      “I’d rather avoid discussing such details here...” she said, glancing at Baltzarond. As former enemies, there were probably things she didn’t want to say in front of someone from Hyphoria. “But I guess there’s no helping it. We were searching for the Abyssal Princess of Disaster—your mother.”


      Evezeino had kept all details of the Abyssal Princess of Disaster secret until now. Talking about it here meant they had to have some real intent to reconcile.


      “The reason is that Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin are incomplete,” she added, tapping her fake legs. “Like this.”


      Black particles wrapped around her legs. They creaked audibly. A screeching sound rang in my ears as our sources—Bobonga’s included—reacted by resonating together.


      “I was born with nothing but my legs. Do you understand?”


      Not born without legs, but with nothing but her legs.


      When I’d faced Bobonga in Militia’s World, he had used his nonexistent right arm to release magic power. In that case...


      “Are you the legs of the lion?” I asked.


      “That’s right. Dominic is trying to incarnate Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin, but he can’t do it perfectly. I only have my legs, yet everything but my legs incarnated. The same goes for Bobonga. Over half of our bodies are just like those of regular illusory demons.”


      Naga’s real form as a Lion of Ruin were two legs that couldn’t be seen with the naked eye. The rest of her body was that of an illusory demon.


      “That’s why we need the Abyssal Princess of Disaster to be born properly. When I found out she was alive in Militia’s World, I ordered Bobonga and Costoria to find her.”


      Baltzarond’s expression shifted with realization.


      “What’s wrong? You look like you have something to say,” I said to him.


      “Pablohetra protects the public order of the seas. Entering ephemeral worlds and shallow-level worlds without permission is considered an act of aggression. Militia’s World was within Pablohetra’s area at the time, so it should been under our protection even without it having joined the alliance,” Baltzarond explained.


      That sounded like another one-sided decision.


      “However,” he added, “any of the Holy Six Academies can enter the shallows freely as long as they wear Pablohetra’s insignia.”


      No wonder everyone who had come to Militia’s World from outside had worn their school uniforms.


      “So Evezeino joined Pablohetra’s alliance just to be able to come to Militia’s World peacefully,” I concluded, looking at Naga.


      She replied with a smile.


      “That’s not the only reason, but it’s part of it. The biggest reason was that we were sick of being chased by the hunters,” she said to Baltzarond. It was unclear how serious she was, but Baltzarond clearly had no intention of believing her. His expression remained stern.


      “I have no intention of listening to a beast,” Baltzarond said.


      He glared at Naga with his Magic Eyes as though to say he’d hunt her down right now if he were allowed.


      “You hunters are always the same,” said Naga. “Beasts want freedom too, you know?”


      Naga turned back to me.


      “Getting back on topic,” she said, “our goal was to obtain the Abyssal Princess of Disaster. Instead, we found something unbelievable—you. Our brother, Anos Voldigoad.”


      She smiled warmly, as though to welcome me.


      “Born through the Abyssal Princess of Disaster, you’ve incarnated more correctly than any of us. But you’re not complete either. You look like you have your full body, but you’re missing something vital to a Lion of Ruin. Right now...you’re just a little bit stronger than us, I’d say. Maybe.”


      “Hm.”


      “Are you curious?”


      “Somewhat.”


      Naga giggled and drew a magic circle. A red claw appeared. “You can’t make this appear, can you? You’ve forgotten your power on the other side.”


      I drew a magic circle and took out the red claw I had snatched from Bobonga.


      “It’s called Atzenon’s claw, right?” I said. “Based on the name, I’m guessing it’s the claw of a Lion of Ruin.”


      “That’s right. Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin use them to be born twice. Do you remember how Bobonga asked if you intended to hog mother all to yourself?”


      Born twice, using the claw?


      “It doesn’t sound like anything good,” I said.


      “We use this claw to tear open mother’s belly and return to the Chasm of Longing through the womb. That way, we regain the body we left on the other side of the chasm and incarnate in our complete form. You’ve left your claw on the other side, Anos.”


      It really wasn’t anything good.


      “What will happen to mom?”


      “She’ll probably die. But it doesn’t matter.”


      My Magic Eyes glinted at Naga.


      “At least, that’s what Dominic Atzenon thinks,” Naga said. “To him, we’re simply specimens for his experiments. Both you and me.”


      So she was claiming her actions weren’t of her own will. Hopefully that wasn’t a lie.


      “Are you saying Dominic ordered you to come after mom?” I asked.


      “Yes. You see, we’ve all been chained and collared. Our longing controls us. There are things we cannot say, and things we cannot defy—especially destructive impulses. That’s why Costoria could not suppress her urge to destroy you.”


      It sounded like Costoria had been implanted with the specific urge to control me.


      How unfortunate.


      “But Dominic makes mistakes too,” Naga continued. “The chains aren’t always functional, which is why I can speak to you like this right now. As we are not perfect Lions of Ruins, the chains cannot control us to their fullest capacity.”


      That sounded plausible.


      “Dominic is trying to create a perfect specimen so that he can research Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. Is that correct?”


      “Indeed.”


      “What do you want to do?” I asked Naga.


      “Kill Dominic and obtain freedom. Ever since you appeared, he’s been shut in his research tower, staring into the abyss of the Chasm of Longing. He’s been completely sucked into his research and is paying no attention to anything else. Under these conditions, the chance to kill him will come eventually.”


      “Who attacked mom during the court hearing?” I said.


      “I don’t know anything about that... But it must have been Dominic’s doing.”


      “Dominic isn’t one of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. How did he use Venuzdonoa?”


      “He’s able to draw the power of the Lions of Ruin out through the Chasm of Longing...which is where the desire you originally formed from remains. As is the desire that formed us. Dominic can use any spell we can use.”


      Hmm. Everything she said was suspect, but if she was telling the truth, then that would mean he could use Egil Grone Angdroa as well. He might be the one behind the destruction of Fallforal.


      “Dominic is currently trying something new with the Chasm of Longing. Perhaps that may be affecting your mother negatively?” Naga suggested.


      “Yes. I plan on destroying the Phoenix of Conception immediately.”


      Naga looked at me with earnestness.


      “Please,” she said, “don’t do anything just yet. Our opportunity will definitely arrive... The more lost he is in his research, the more our collars loosen. All we need is two weeks, and we will kill him within that time frame.”


      “There’s no guarantee you’re telling me the truth,” I said.


      I drew a Zecht magic circle, with a contract that stated she was telling me only the truth.


      Naga signed it immediately. “I promise you. Just wait two weeks.”


      So she wasn’t lying. So why did I feel this way? I had a strange sense of discomfort within me. She had signed the Zecht I set out for her, so it was safe to believe she wasn’t lying. But it all sounded too convenient.


      Well, whatever. My answer wasn’t going to change from what I had already decided.


      “No.”


      Naga’s eyes widened. “May I ask why...?”


      “There’s no guarantee mom’s condition won’t get worse within the next two weeks. She might die before you get your chance to kill Dominic. Just take me to him now—if he’s truly the culprit, I’ll settle your problem for you.”


      “Dominic’s greatest goal is to get his hands on you and the Abyssal Princess of Disaster. He stares into the Chasm of Longing now in preparation for this. If you simply bring yourself to him, our plan will be ruined.”


      “There’s no need to plan a sneak attack on him. I have no chains connected to me.”


      But Naga shook her head. “Like I said, he’s able to draw the powers of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin from the Chasm of Longing. He can use the powers of all of us—including you. Do you understand what that means?” she said, her tone admonishing.


      “Anos,” she said, saying my name as if to get through to me. “As you are now, Dominic is far stronger than you.”


      She looked at me with a straight face.


      “There are only two ways of killing him. Wait for a chance to do so when he’s distracted by his research, or obtain our complete form. A complete Lion of Ruin can overpower Dominic. Anything less will be chained by him.”


      “Hmm. I get it.”


      Naga looked relieved. “Then—”


      “That gives me even less reason to rely on you.”


      Naga fell silent. I looked over at Bobonga.


      “You were quite talkative when you came to Militia’s World, but in the end, you’re just another pet dog.”


      I expected him to argue back, but he only looked away without saying a word. It seemed he was on his best behavior today.


      “Show me your collar and chains then. If I destroy them for you, you shouldn’t have anything to complain about,” I said.


      Bobonga remained silent. Had I offended him?


      “Why don’t you say something?”


      “...”


      “Only the person connected to the chains—that is, Dominic—or the Abyssal Princess of Disaster can see them,” Parrington spoke up in his place. “Their sources are tied to the Chasm of Longing through them. I can very faintly see it myself.”


      “Is that because of your Red Threads?” Naga asked.


      “I have no obligation to answer you,” Parrington said before falling silent again.


      If the chains and collars were in the Chasm of Longing, I couldn’t destroy them here. I’d just end up erasing their sources instead.


      “Looks like I have no choice but to go to Evezeino and meet Dominic after all,” I said.


      “Unfortunately, I cannot lead you there,” Naga said after a moment of thought. “You see, we’ve been waiting for this opportunity for a long time. You weren’t born with these chains, so you don’t know what it’s been like for us. You aren’t like us. You were born properly. There’s no way for you to understand.”


      “You can do what you want, and I’ll do what I want.”


      Naga clenched her jaw, shooting me an angry glare. The last thing she wanted for me to do as I pleased. If I invaded the Ruinous Abyss World by force, her plan to kill Dominic would be ruined.


      “Then let’s do it this way,” I said. “Militia’s World and Evezeino will hold a Silverwater Ranking Skirmish, with the loser agreeing to the victor’s demands. How about it?”


      “We cannot allow you into Evezeino...no matter what...”


      “I see.” I slowly stood up from my chair. “Sorry for the inconvenience, Baltzarond, Ottolulu. It looks like this discussion is over.”


      I started walking to the door. Shin followed behind me.


      “Wait!” Naga shouted after me.


      I turned around.


      “If we win in the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish, you’ll obey us, right?”


      “If you win, sure.”


      She looked determined. “Fine. We’ll decide things with a skirmish.”


      With our negotiations completed, Ottolulu used Jizett and finalized the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish between Militia’s World and Evezeino.


    


  



  

    

      § 18. Training


      After Naga, Bobonga, and Baltzarond left, Ottolulu turned to me.


      “Ruler Anos. I will drop by again this evening.”


      “What for?” I said.


      “The results of your application to Pablohetra should be out by then. It’s just a formality, but please be present if possible. If you cannot, please elect a representative to meet me in your place.”


      “I’ll return by then.”


      Ottolulu bowed once before leaving.


      “I’m going to return to Lutzendfort for today. I must prepare for tomorrow,” Parrington said, leaving the room as well.


      “Is it over?” Misha asked, sticking her head through the door.


      “As you can see. Come in.”


      Misha, Sasha, Farris, and Eldmed came inside.


      “The Silverwater Ranking Skirmish with Evezeino will be held tomorrow,” I told them. “Their ruler and chief god, the Disastrous One Izark, is taking a long beauty sleep, but even still they’ll be stronger than Balandias. But we’re not trying to win this time.”


      “We’re buying time to search for the Phoenix of Conception, right?” Misha asked.


      I nodded.


      “We can remain in Evezeino for the duration of the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish. Parrington and I will sneak out of the match to find Dominic first. Baltzarond will investigate Fallforal’s destruction at the same time.”


      If we won the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish I could demand an audience with Dominic and see him that way, but there was no telling when mom’s condition would worsen. Making the first move would be the best tactic.


      “Dominic won’t show up during the skirmish?” Sasha asked.


      “Most likely not. According to Baltzarond, he’s never appeared in a skirmish before. And Naga doesn’t want me making contact with Dominic anyway.”


      To Dominic, the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish was trivial in comparison to his research. Naga wouldn’t want to rouse his suspicion in any way, so she’d probably hide the fact we were their opponent in the skirmish. It’d just save us some trouble if he showed up.


      “I will find the Phoenix of Conception, incarnate it, and destroy it,” I said. “The rest of you must ensure they don’t notice my absence and keep the Lions of Ruin in check.”


      “Keeping them in check means we can’t win, right?” Sasha asked thoughtfully.


      Once the battle ended, Naga would immediately notice my absence from the post-skirmish discussions. I wanted to meet Dominic before that happened.


      “Don’t worry. They won’t be that easy to defeat. Especially their Acting Ruler Naga.”


      Eldmed grinned gleefully. “Bwa ha ha! What an interesting situation! Costoria, Naga, and Bobonga. We only know three of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin—the right arm, legs, and eyes. That means there should be a left arm, torso, and other parts of the body too!”


      “If they’re more powerful than Balandias’s castle demons, our demons from the modern era may struggle against them,” Farris said.


      Misha nodded. “During our skirmish with Balandias, we ran out of magic power.”


      “Just think of this as a chance for you all to break out of your shells,” I said.


      Sasha grimaced. “The rest would weep if they heard that.”


      “That’s when they can truly shine.”


      Sasha just sighed tiredly in response.


      “Conflagration King,” I said. “Do you remember it?”


      Eldmed smirked.


      “Of course I do, but learning to use it will take some time. Getting the rest of them to acquire it will be quite backbreaking.”


      The Conflagration King swung his cane and teleported all of us with Gatom. The white world faded to reveal the training arena of Pablohetra Palace.


      Arcana, Misa, Eleonore, Zeshia, and the other students of the Demon King Academy were training in magic and piloting the Demon King Express, with magic particles flying wildly through the arena.


      “As you can see, they’re all training like their lives depend on it. But there’s no telling if they’ll make it in time for tomorrow,” Eldmed said.


      Several of the students reacted to Eldmed saying tomorrow and turned this way.


      “I believe you can do it,” I said.


      “Flattery won’t get you anywhere!” Eldmed cackled. “I’m not the Demon King after all! Besides, no matter how passionate a teacher is, there’s a limit to how much a student can grow.”


      “Even if their stomachs stretch too?”


      Eldmed suddenly burst into cackling laughter, like a broken toy.


      “Indeed, indeed. That is true. Ah, however, how should I put this? Hmm. Yes!”


      He tapped his cane on the floor cheerfully.


      “They may have to go through hell first!”


      The students who were listening in started shuffling closer. All of them wore pleading expressions on their faces.


      “How much hell?” I asked.


      “About three levels above the risk of death, yes, a pain that risks destruction—”


      Eldmed suddenly paused.


      The students were clearly getting close to us to overhear us.


      “Well, it all comes down to efficiency. I can work them harder, but it can only be a little bit harder,” he said, pinching his index finger and thumb to demonstrate a one centimeter gap.


      “I see. Just a little, huh?”


      The students in the distance sighed in relief.


      “Ah, wait. No, no, maybe not.”


      Eldmed spread his fingers so the gap was two centimeters. “Make it twice that much. A double little.”


      “One or two times is barely any difference,” I replied. “They’re both little.”


      The Conflagration King smiled in satisfaction and thanked me with a dramatic bow. “Whatever the Demon King wishes!”


      Having watched our exchange, Sasha shot me an unimpressed glare. “Suspicious...”


      “One or two times is the same?” Misha asked, tilting her head. “Is two times the same as four times?”


      “A little bit, but times infinity...” Sasha muttered.


      “Now then,” I said, ignoring them and looking around.


      Lay was swinging the Sword of Three Races, sweating profusely. He was down to four sources, but...


      “One more time!” he said.


      “Got it!” said Eleonore.


      Lay took a step forward, glaring at the magic barrier Eleonore had constructed before him. He swung the holy sword down with all his might at the barrier. The pure white flash of his sword cut the sturdy training arena wall behind the barrier, slashing it into two.


      Eleonore was nicked in the process. Blood flowed down her arm.


      “Whoa! If that hit me, I would have died, Lay,” she said in awe.


      While it still wasn’t perfect, it seemed he had already improved a lot.


      “Help him out, Shin.”


      “Understood,” Shin replied.


      Shin quietly headed over to him.
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      “Farris and Misha, take Zeridheavens back to Militia’s World,” I said next.


      Misha gave me a questioning look and blinked.


      “It’s common sense in the Sacred Silverwater Sea for people to be reborn with different identities. Yet mom was reborn in Militia’s World with the same name.”


      “Was Syrica used?” she asked.


      “I don’t know if Evezeino’s residents can use it or how good they are at it if they can, but if she passed in Militia’s World, the possibility is there.”


      The movement of firedew alone wasn’t enough to explain mom’s rebirth. Evezeino’s Luna Atzenon had to have visited Militia’s World before she died and reincarnated there to have her name and memories passed on into the next life.


      “Use the God of Traces Revalschned to search Militia’s World for any remnants you can find,” I said. “You might unearth something of mom’s past life from when she still had her memories.”


      The memory stone only contained Parrington’s original memories. They didn’t contain how mom controlled the Chasm of Longing. But there might be a clue remaining in Militia’s World.


      “Since she reincarnated in Militia’s World, it’ll be hard to find traces of her from her previous world. And what we find might be damaged,” Misha said simply. “Luna Voldigoad spent most of her life with Ceris Voldigoad, and he was a master at concealing himself. Even my Eyes couldn’t see him from the Divine Realm.”


      “You might be able to see something if you combine your Divine Eyes with the God of Traces’ power,” I suggested.


      Misha blinked twice. “I’ll try.”


      “We’ll be off then, Your Majesty,” Farris said. They both used Gatom to teleport out of the training arena.


      “Misa.”


      I called out to the girl who was practicing magic in her true form. She was trying to combine deep magic with spirit magic using a fusion circle.


      “Can you take out your mask?” I asked.


      She moved her finger elegantly and pulled Avos Dilhevia’s mask out of a dark circle.


      “This one?” she said.


      “I’ll be borrowing it.”


      I took the Avos mask from Misa and put it on before drawing a magic circle at my feet. I changed out of my uniform into a dark cloak like the one the Two-Law Usurper had worn.


      “What are you up to?” Misa asked.


      “There’s something I want to investigate,” I said. “Eldmed, I’m leaving the rest to you. Report if anything happens.”


      With that order to the Conflagration King, I drew a Gatom circle. My vision turned white and I was sent outside of the palace. Above me, the Sky Fortress Zeridheavens was just about to depart. I flew over with Fless until I was coasting alongside them and sent out a Leaks.


      “Take care on the way.”


      “You too, Anos,” Misha replied.


      I drew another Gatom circle. Teleportation didn’t work between the interior and exterior of Pablohetra, but outside the barrier that wasn’t a problem.


      My vision turned white again. The next moment, I was surrounded by green trees. I had transported myself to the Enigmatic Woodlands. Despite Egil Grone Angdroa having burned down most of the forest, new trees were already growing. Of course, the forest hadn’t been restored entirely and there was quite a bit of it that was still wasteland, but it was abundantly clear this wasn’t a normal woodland.


      “Who’s there?!” a sharp voice shouted.


      Dozens of men gathered around me. They wore uniforms with both Pablohetra’s insignia and another insignia of a book. They were from the same world as the Hundred-Knowledge King Doneld, Thought World Lynielion. They were probably investigating the Enigmatic Woodlands for abnormalities.


      The men immediately flinched at the sight of me—they were familiar with the cloak.


      “You can’t tell just by looking?” I said.


      They strained their Magic Eyes to observe me carefully. The Avos mask Misa currently owned still possessed the powers from when Lay and Shin had used it. In other words, it could both hide the source and alter one’s voice. Unlike magic, it was based on Misa’s powers as a spirit, allowing it to work perfectly fine even in Seventh Elenesia. As long as I wore the mask, my identity would be hidden.


      “Do not enter these woodlands,” I said, grabbing the Two-Law Blade hidden in the cloak and drawing a magic circle in the shadows. “Dagdra.”


      I stepped on the shadows and the trees around us shattered. The men who had been observing me began to tremble in fear.


      “It really is the Two-Law Usurper... He’s back...” one whispered.


      “But how?” asked another. “Why does he look different?!”


      “What’s with that mask?” said a third. “Does it have something to do with the wasteland areas of the Enigmatic Woodlands?”


      “It doesn’t matter!” said the person who looked like their leader. “We must flee first! Whoever survives the trip back, report to the Hundred-Knowledge King immediately!”


      “G-Got it!” they all yelled.


      The students of the Hundred-Knowledge Academy fled in different directions. Some ran on foot, some used Fless, and some teleported with Gatom. They were varying their methods of escape in an attempt to increase their chances of survival, but I had no intention of going after them. If new rumors of the Two-Law Usurper spread, fewer people would wander here—and my investigation would proceed a lot more smoothly.


      “Are you the Two-Law Usurper?” a familiar voice then said.


      I turned around.


      “I wish to talk to you. Do you have a moment?”


      Costoria Atzenon stood there, parasol open above her head.


    


  



  

    

      § 19. Eyes of the Lion


      I stared into Costoria’s abyss with my Magic Eyes. Her magic power was in a normal condition, far from being on the verge of attack. She silently waited for me to respond.


      What does she want from the Two-Law Usurper?


      “All those from Pablohetra are forbidden to enter this place,” I said, drawing a Dagdra circle on her shadow and slowly walking forward.


      She remained standing, unmoving and unguarded, as though the threat of having her shadow stepped through didn’t bother her.


      “I am not an ally of Pablohetra,” she said. “It was Evezeino that joined the alliance.”


      “Keep it short,” I said.


      “Your world has already been destroyed, right?”


      Hmm. I didn’t actually know. Though such a thing seemed plausible.


      “Is that a yes?”


      The fact she had to ask meant the answer wasn’t common knowledge.


      “Make of it what you will” was what I said in reply.


      “No one I could ask knew for sure, so I’m asking you directly. The rumors regarding you cannot be trusted. No one knows the name of the Two-Law Usurper’s world, its location, or how deep it was.”


      The Two-Law Usurper was one of the Inviolable Waters against Pablohetra. Since all in the alliance made a point to avoid contact with him, it was no surprise no one actually knew anything about him.


      The magic the Two-Law Usurper used probably provided some clues, but with no corresponding world to match with it, the general assumption would have been that his world had already been destroyed. Unless the Two-Law Usurper intentionally never showed his true powers to avoid it being identified, that is.


      “So what?”


      “Did your world have a chasm?”


      I remained silent, and Costoria took that for another affirmation.


      “What kind of chasm was it?” she asked. “If the world perishes, does the chasm perish with it? Or does the chasm remain even without the world?”


      “Why do you want to know?”


      “That’s none of your business.”


      Quite the attitude for someone searching for answers. She didn’t change no matter who she was talking to.


      “If you want answers, explain yourself.” I erased the Dagdra magic circle. “Leave.”


      I turned around and stared at the Enigmatic Woodlands with my Magic Eyes to fulfill my original objective. I walked, with Costoria following me.


      “Are you angry?” she asked.


      She looked up in thought as I ignored her. She closed her parasol, rays of sunlight falling upon her closed eyelids.


      “The Ruinous Abyss World has a chasm. It’s called the Chasm of Longing. All the desires in the silver seas gather there and morph into disasters. I was born in that chasm as one of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin.”


      While I was staring at the Enigmatic Woodlands, Costoria began talking about herself.


      “I am an ugly mythical beast with nothing but eyes.”


      She slowly lifted her eyelids. Sunlight reflected off her artificial eye, making the glass sparkle.


      “What do you think of this artificial eye?”


      “Looks normal.” I replied without even looking, but for some reason, Costoria smiled.


      “Right?” She closed her eyelids again quietly. “I hate myself—my desire. It’s shallow, ugly, and foolish. But I cannot control it. It’s like having an eternally parched throat.”


      She touched her own eyelids.


      “What I truly desired were artificial eyes. They were the only things that made me normal. They hid the Magic Eyes of the beast.”


      After saying that she frowned, as though she had remembered something unpleasant. Black particles rose around her body, spreading her killing intent through the woodlands. I turned around, and saw she had stopped walking some ways away.


      “This isn’t directed towards you. There’s someone who infuriates me,” she said, grinding her teeth with irrepressible emotions. “He took one of my artificial eyes and destroyed it... I will never forgive him...”


      “Sounds like you ran into a petty thief,” I replied, feigning ignorance. “Are the Magic Eyes of a Lion of Ruin that ugly?”


      She looked at me. “They are.”


      “But they’re your eyes.”


      “What does that have to do with anything?”


      “You’re inviting your own destruction,” I said dismissively, and started walking again.


      One beat later, Costoria resumed following me.


      “Doesn’t everyone have a moment when they just want to mess everything up?” she said.


      I didn’t answer.


      She continued, this time speaking more quietly, her voice weaker. “There are times I hate myself.”


      “If that’s how you feel.”


      I replied to her this time, but she continued in her same voice without responding.


      “It’s just that those times are just a little more common for me than for others.”


      Costoria held no fear for her own destruction. She’d disobeyed a Zecht and allowed Dagdra to be cast without showing an ounce of concern for her life. Such things were only possible out of self-hatred. Was it related to the desire she was born with, or was it because Dominic controlled her desires?


      “There. I answered you,” she said smugly. “Now it’s your turn. Will the Chasm of Longing be destroyed if Evezeino perishes?”


      “Are you trying to free yourself from your chains?” I asked.


      She looked at me in confusion. “What do you mean?”


      Hmm. Didn’t she know?


      “It just seems to me that you have very little freedom.”


      “If there was a chain that could control me, I’d volunteer to be chained by it. I’d be a better person if I was collared.”


      According to Naga, Costoria was also chained by Dominic, but it seemed she hadn’t realized it herself. While no one would be foolish enough to admit they were keeping a pet dog, her ignorance of Dominic’s control over her didn’t quite make sense.


      “I went to see my mother the other day. The mother who didn’t give birth to me. It had been so long since I last saw her, and I had no interest in her, but big sister Naga told me to go, so I did,” she suddenly said. “She had given birth to a child and was living with him. He’s the infuriating guy that I mentioned. Naga said to get along with him because he’s our brother, and because he’s the closest of all of us to having a complete body. Bobonga said the same thing.”


      The dissatisfaction was clear as she continued her long-winded rant.


      “They both want a complete body, but I don’t understand why. All this time I had endured everything that happened to me, but the moment they told me they wanted to ally with him I stopped caring. Is this enough for you yet?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “For you to talk.”


      Hmm. I still didn’t quite grasp her situation.


      “You want to destroy the Chasm of Longing just because you don’t care anymore?” I asked.


      “They won’t listen to me otherwise. So their perfect bodies should just die.”


      So she was doing all this out of spite. She had just been an errand girl when she visited Militia’s World.


      “Okay, that’s everything. It’s your turn next.”


      “I never said I’d answer.”


      I used Fless to fly up.


      “Wait. That’s unfair.”


      Costoria immediately flew after me. I ignored her as I looked down at the Enigmatic Woodlands from the sky, comparing the flow of magic seen from above to that from the ground.


      “What have you been doing this entire time?” she asked.


      “Open your umbrella.”


      “What?”


      I raised a hand up at the sky and shot Dogda Azbedra wildly at the Dark Firmament.


      “Leion.”


      I instantly left Costoria behind and blended in with the blue flames from the explosion. Using the Two-Law Blade that was glittering with a twilight-like light from the flames, I slashed across the burning Dark Firmament.


      The next moment, I grabbed the silverlight with my hand covered in Leion. Light amplified, allowing me to ride the wind out of Seventh Elenesia into the silver seas.


      “Ygg Neas.”


      I sheathed the Two-Law Blade back within my cloak and used my pale blue right hand to grab the silverwater around me.


      Then, I descended back into the skies of Seventh Elenesia. Upon my return from the Dark Firmament, Costoria looked dumbfounded.


      “What did you...?”


      “I said to open your umbrella. It’s about to rain.”


      The silverwater I grabbed with Ygg Neas became a pouring rain that fell over the Enigmatic Woodlands.


      “But this is a sun parasol...”


      She opened her parasol and drew a magic circle on it to reinforce it with a powerful barrier. The silverwater rain fell like sharp blades, stabbing into the barrier and stealing its magic power. The silverwater that fell onto the woodlands gouged deep holes into the ground.


      “First you reduce it to a wasteland, now you’re flooding it? Why are you so intent on destroying the Enigmatic—”


      Costoria cut off with a gasp.


      No life could survive within silverwater. That applied to plants as well. But the Enigmatic Woodlands transformed silverwater into raw magic power and regenerated its plant life as though the deadly water was nourishment. New buds sprouted across the land once laid to waste by apocalyptic flame and rapidly grew into trees. In seemingly no time at all, the Enigmatic Woodlands were revived to its full glory.


      It was exactly as I had suspected. This deep forest that was considered the Two-Law Usurper’s territory was actually the giant ship I had seen in Loncruz’s memory.


      An entire forest was the Woodland Ship Aionelia.


    


  



  

    

      § 20. The Woodland Ship


      I landed deep in the woodlands and invoked the magic of the Two-Law Blade. With a light step on the ground, I drew the magic circle of Aionelia I’d seen in my dream across the entire woodland itself.


      The spell circle activated with a rumble, and the Enigmatic Woodlands began shaking. It was about to activate.


      “What is this? How fascinating,” Costoria said, folding her parasol as she landed with an innocent smile. “It’s a boat. A large one too, just like Pablohetra. But I’ve never seen one capable of turning silverwater into magic.”


      So Pablohetra was a ship too? It did look like a floating land mass. It wouldn’t be strange for it to enter the silver seas just like that. Was it only in Seventh Elenesia because they were first in the rankings?


      “Are you going somewhere?” she asked.


      “It’s just a test-drive.”


      I stopped the magic supply and the circle vanished. The shaking also ceased.


      “How boring.” Costoria sat down on the ground, leaning against a tree. “By the way, you were gone for a while, weren’t you? Were you the one who destroyed Fallforal?”


      What an unexpected question. Was she being serious?


      “What does Evezeino want?” I said.


      “I’m Costoria.” Her artificial eye opened and glared at me angrily. “Don’t get it wrong. It’s Costoria speaking, not Evezeino. I’m not the Institute of Mythical Beasts. I’ve had enough of being lumped in with everyone else, I don’t need it even when I’m outside Pablohetra.”


      “Then, Costoria.”


      “Never mind. I don’t like Costoria either.”


      How fickle. The conversation was going nowhere.


      “Costoria means eyes in the mythical beast tongue,” she explained. “It’s not a name.”


      “Your name means Atzenon’s eyes, the eyes of the Lions of Ruin?”


      “Shut up.”


      She threw her parasol at me. Black particles were wrapped around it, allowing it to slice through the air toward my mask. I caught it lightly with one hand. She was short-tempered for sure. A regular person would have died from such an attack.


      “What a tiresome woman,” I said. “If you don’t like your name, give yourself a new one.”


      “But it’s pathetic. It’s like I have a complex about it.”


      That’s exactly what it sounded like.


      “I’ll give you a new name then.”


      “No need.”


      Costoria closed her eye and turned away. I continued anyway.


      “Costoria Atzenon, or Cotze for short. What do you think?”


      “Did you not hear me? I said I don’t need one. And what kind of lazy name is that?”


      “It means obligation in the ancient magic tongue of my world. It’s a name that carries the hope that you can act humanely despite the desires that control you as a beast.”


      Costoria glared at me, annoyed. “Are you picking a fight?”


      “I still don’t get it. Why did you come here, Cotze?”


      “Don’t call me that! Die!”


      She shot several magic projectiles at me, but I grabbed them all and crushed them.


      “If you want me to call you Costoria so much, just say that.”


      She fell silent, and after a moment turned to stare at the ground. “Do what you want...”


      She hadn’t liked that name in the first place. It was no surprise she didn’t want to ask me to use it.


      “And?”


      “And what?” she snapped.


      “What’s your goal then?”


      She threw herself back on the ground, staring up at the sky. “I don’t know. Kill time?”


      “Not to find the culprit behind Fallforal’s destruction?”


      “I don’t really care who did it,” she said. “But Pablohetra is going to send out a notice to all the schools in the alliance that whoever captures the culprit alive will be given the open slot in the Holy Six Academies.”


      That was a bold decision. The culprit was strong enough to have destroyed one of the Holy Six in the first place. No one from the shallow or middle-level worlds would stand a chance against them, but the deep-level worlds could probably work together to achieve it. A collaboration between rulers and chief gods should be fairly powerful.


      Most miniature worlds wouldn’t move on this without an adequate reward. Conversely, a world that was capable of capturing the culprit was no doubt qualified to be one of the Holy Six Academies.


      “The Holy Six are moving too. Big sister Naga said Evezeino will search for the culprit, so that’s why I’m here. I think she should just leave it alone though, since it has nothing to do with us. It’s stupid.”


      “If Evezeino was the only world that didn’t do anything to try to catch the culprit, they’d basically be admitting that they did it.”


      Just like Militia’s World, Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin were easily suspected for every bad or unfortunate thing that happened.


      “But we didn’t do it, so it doesn’t matter.”


      But unfortunately, that wasn’t how one’s innocence was proven. Naga’s order to participate in the search was sensible.


      “What if they did it and you just don’t know about it?” I asked.


      “Naga and Bobonga were both with me at the time. Izark’s asleep. Dominic is shut in his lab, and he has no interest in Fallforal anyway. If we were to destroy someone, we’d go for the hunting nobles of Hyphoria first.”


      Something didn’t seem right. At present, the only ones who could use Egil Grone Angdroa at Pablohetra were me, Costoria, and Dominic. If any of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin could use it, then Bobonga and Naga were capable as well—as well as the other residents of Evezeino.


      Based on the reactions of the Three Holy Path Academies, anyone lower in power and rank than them would be unaware of the spell. If there were other casters, they’d have to be from the Holy Six Academies. But there shouldn’t be any motive for them to destroy a miniature world from the same alliance they belonged to.


      It was why Baltzarond was keeping a close eye on Evezeino. I had also believed they were the most likely to have destroyed Fallforal, but after hearing Costoria speak I could no longer imagine her as the culprit. If she had been behind it, she wouldn’t have asked the Two-Law Usurper if it had been his doing. Besides, she seemed to be a little too honest when it came to her desires. Judging from her actions until now, there was no sign of her scheming or planning anything. She didn’t seem to be lying to me either.


      She had also been unaware of what Naga mentioned about chains. Could Evezeino be the culprit, and Costoria had simply been left in the dark about it? Or was the culprit from outside of Pablohetra entirely?


      “Cotze’s a weird name,” she said, getting to her feet. “When will this boat fly?”


      “Do you want to see it fly?”


      “Not really. It’ll probably be boring. But I’m already bored.”


      She brushed the dirt off her uniform.


      “Then I’ll show you, and your boredom will be blown away.”


      “We’ll see about that,” she said smugly, drawing a Gatom circle. “Big sister’s demanding I go home right away. The infuriating guy’s about to get into trouble.”


      Oh? What was going on? It had to be something to do with Pablohetra.


      “That’s good news for you then.”


      I threw the parasol back with some strength. Costoria’s eye widened as she caught it.


      “Are you trying to kill me?” she said.


      “I thought that was the Evezeino way of doing things.”


      Costoria turned her back to me. “Think of a better name next time. Something less lazy.”


      “See you, Cotze.”


      “Die.”


      She clicked her tongue in irritation and teleported.


      I sent magic into the Two-Law Blade again, stepping on the land to draw the magic circle for Aionelia. In order to fly properly, I needed to know more about the Woodland Ship itself. I strained my Eyes and looked down on the Enigmatic Woodlands, observing its abyss from corner to corner.


      As it was the ship of the Two-Law Usurper, one of the Inviolable Waters, seeing it in its entirety was extremely difficult. The sun gradually fell as I worked, and by the time I could pilot Aionelia, it was evening.


      I returned to Pablohetra, with Sasha and Shin greeting me as I entered the great hall of the Demon King Academy’s lodgings. I had already removed my disguise before returning.


      “They’re here already,” Shin said.


      At the back of the great hall were Ottolulu, Baltzarond, and Parrington. The latter two looked grim.


      “Looks like bad news,” I said.


      “The Demon King Academy’s application into the alliance has been deferred,” Ottolulu stated simply.


      “Didn’t you say the judgment was just a formality?”


      “A second Holy Six Court Hearing was held over Fallforal’s destruction today. With four votes in agreement and one vote against, Ruler Anos has been designated a target of supervision.”


      With all academies in attendance, the vote must have turned into a majority vote instead of a unanimous vote.


      “I’m sorry... My efforts weren’t enough,” Parrington said. His lone vote couldn’t flip the tide.


      “In accordance with the hearing’s decision, Militia’s World will also be placed under supervision. The Holy Six Academies will dispatch supervisors to watch Militia’s World for suspicious activity. Use of force will only be permitted in order to obtain evidence. Any investigation will be conducted fairly.”


      Supervision wouldn’t uncover anything, but the word fairly meant nothing, coming from them. They were more than capable of planting evidence to implicate us if they wanted.


      “So in the end, you’re making me a suspect anyway,” I said.


      “No. You are merely a supervision target. The proposal this time is much lighter than the previous proposal suggesting the Holy Six Academies take control over Militia’s World. Only trusted supervisors will be sent from the Holy Six. No use of force will be allowed other than to obtain evidence, and you will receive the same treatment as a guest. Ruler Anos will also have no supervisor within Pablohetra itself—only when leaving the grounds. There is no limitation to your range of activity.”


      Normally I wouldn’t have been bothered by a supervisor, but there was no telling what would happen to Militia’s World if I tried to sneak out of the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish against Evezeino.


      “Do I just have to prove I’m not the culprit for the supervision to go away?”


      “Academies within the alliance may apply to have the vote withdrawn. When that happens, the ruler will be invited to another court hearing. But the Demon King Academy currently doesn’t have the right to apply.”


      So they had denied our application to avoid the trouble of holding a court hearing. Just who had been behind all this?


      “This decision will apply until the culprit behind Fallforal’s destruction is found, or until the Demon King Academy chooses to withdraw from Pablohetra’s alliance.”


      Pulling out would remove supervision, but it would also make us more suspicious. We’d also be unable to hold Silverwater Ranking Skirmishes, making it harder to enter Evezeino. Leaving the alliance wasn’t an option.


      “In short,” I said, “we need to find the culprit.”


      “We will appreciate the Demon King Academy’s cooperation. If the culprit is captured alive, we will accept you into the alliance and promote you into the Holy Six Academies. You’ll also receive firedew and ranking according to the degree of contribution.”


      That’s exactly what Costoria had said.


      “Do you have any questions?” Ottolulu asked.


      “Not particularly.”


      “Then tomorrow, I will accompany you to the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish from Pablohetra.”


      So Ottolulu herself would be the watchdog this time.


      She turned to leave the lodgings.


      “One last thing, Ottolulu.”


      She paused and turned to face me.


      “Pass this message on to the Holy Six and their watchdogs. If this ridiculous logic gets any of my world’s people hurt, it’ll be the end of Pablohetra.”


      “I will pass it on,” she said matter-of-factly, and left.


    


  



  

    

      § 21. Tied Fates


      “Suspecting someone on such a simple basis as using the same spell is outrageous,” Baltzarond muttered after Ottolulu had left. “And to silence them on top of that by deferring their application... There is no justice left in the Holy Six.”


      “Are you sure you should be saying that? Your ruler voted in support of this,” I pointed out.


      He replied immediately. “As a count, I wish to object precisely because this was His Holiness’s proposal. It is wrong to inconvenience the innocent to catch the guilty. This would never have happened in the old Hyphoria.”


      Baltzarond was trembling with righteous indignation. But it appeared that a perished world was a big enough emergency in Pablohetra’s eyes that it warranted placing one of their alliance schools under supervision.


      If the Holy Six had been more trustworthy, it wouldn’t have been such a problem. Some rulers might even find it more comforting to have their innocence proved through supervision than to be unjustly suspected.


      “There’s no point in complaining. All we have to do is find the culprit,” I said.


      Baltzarond nodded firmly. “You’ll have someone monitoring you, but it is a simple matter to just slip away from them. I, Baltzarond, will definitely find the true culprit in Evezeino.”


      “That’s fine and all, but will Militia’s World be okay?” Sasha said, clearly worried. “The supervisor from the Holy Six will have the right to use force if they think they found evidence, right? There’s no telling what they’ll find suspicious. Pablohetra’s miniature worlds all seem pretty different from Militia’s World too...”


      “I’ll tell Farris and Misha,” I said. “The plan was for them to come back before the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish, but now they’ll have to wait back in Militia’s World.”


      I sent a Leaks to them through the silverlight rails, but there was so much distance and noise from the silverwater interfering with the connection that I couldn’t send them the footage from Parrington’s memory stone. The distance was already such that a regular Leaks transmitted on a delay. I had wanted to show them what Luna looked like two thousand years ago using the Stars of Creation, but that appeared to be too difficult.


      “If it’s better to have them come back, I have a suggestion,” Baltzarond said. “I’ll send my subordinates out on a silverwater ship. In the name of Count Baltzarond, I swear they will stop any supervisors from touching Militia’s World.”


      “If they’re selected from the Holy Six,” I said, “there’s a chance those supervisors will be hunting nobles from Hyphoria as well.”


      “Where they’re from doesn’t change anything. My subordinates and I are all indebted to you. We cannot call ourselves nobles if we chose to put our own safety above our obligations.”


      This man had been prepared to face the Two-Law Usurper—someone far stronger than him—for the sake of his subordinates. He probably wasn’t lying. But I couldn’t leave Militia’s World in the hands of someone who didn’t know anything about it.


      “Shin,” I said. “Take Arcana and Misa and use the Private Institution of Hunting’s ship to return to Militia’s World. Have Misha and Farris return instead. I’ll have you keep an eye on the watchdogs.”


      We’d be reducing our forces for the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish, but there was no helping that. And anyway, our goal wasn’t to destroy Naga and the others—it was just to buy time.


      “Understood,” said Shin.


      Shin used Gatom and vanished to find Misa and Arcana.


      “I’ll prepare the ship,” said Baltzarond. He left our academy lodgings soon after.




      “How’s my sister doing?” Parrington asked, expression still glum.


      “Not well,” I replied.


      We left the great hall and returned to her bedroom. Dad was at her bedside, holding her hand as she slept.


      “It’d be best not to touch her, Gusta,” said Parrington. “The Chasm of Longing will gnaw at the bodies of those who have no power.”


      But dad just lifted a shaking finger to his lips to shush Parrington.


      “Don’t worry, dear brother! This much is... Urk! Urghhh... Hah! Don’t worry. This much is nothing...”


      “You’re gasping for breath,” Parrington replied in confusion.


      Dad grinned at him.


      “The Chasm of Longing seems to respond to magic power. It’ll hurt those who touch it with anti-magic, but dad doesn’t have any magic,” I said.


      Instead, dad’s body took damage like a curse, but that was something that could be healed after.


      “With Izabella like this,” dad explained, “the least I can do is hold her hand... Don’t worry about me, I’m too thick-skinned to feel pain!”


      Instead of replying, Parrington, who seemed unsure of what to say, only watched him with a thoughtful hum.


      “Ngh... Agh...” mom groaned in pain.


      “Izabella?” said dad.


      “Grandfather... Dominic...” she muttered deliriously. “I won’t...give birth... I’ll never...fall in love...ever...”


      “It’s okay, Izabella. I don’t really get it, but all that stuff is in the past. Anos and I are here with you right now. We’re right here! So don’t worry!”


      “Go back...to the gentle grandfather you were...”


      Parrington exchanged a look with me.


      “Has her consciousness returned?” he asked.


      “Unfortunately, she’s been like this whole time. Sometimes she opens her eyes, but she can’t tell who we are at all,” I replied.


      “May I?” Parrington asked. He nudged dad aside so that he could observe mom with his Magic Eyes.


      “Her head is filled with Luna Atzenon’s memories,” I explained to him.


      “The memory stone shouldn’t be able to cause such a thing...”


      “There may be memories of Luna Atzenon lingering within the Chasm of Longing as well,” I said. “I don’t know how, but the memory stone may have made them surge into her.”


      Parrington opened his mouth, expression pained. “At this rate her current personality may disappear entirely...”


      “It might not happen right away. It’d be hard for her to retain any of these memories when so many are flowing into her at once. And there’s no guarantee her condition would end in such a convenient way.”


      If someone was causing her condition, however, it was a different story. Parrington was on our side, though, so unless Dominic somehow knew when a memory stone was being used, he shouldn’t have been able to do such a thing.


      “We should awaken even stronger memories...” Parrington murmured.


      Parrington drew a magic circle over the right side of his chest, then reached in and took out a red string studded with gold dust. The Two-Law Blade reacted—he was using the chief god’s authority.


      “This is the Red Thread of a marionette. If I tie the memory stone to my sister with this thread, their fates will be tied, and that will ensure she remembers her past.”


      “What’s the catch?” I asked him. “If it were such a perfect solution, you would’ve used it from the start.”


      “Indeed. I didn’t want to resort to this...”


      Parrington trailed off, expression stiff. He probably didn’t want to say it.


      I looked into the abyss of the Red Threads. It held an authority similar to Equis’s.


      “I see. The power to tie fate is so strong that it overwrites memories entirely.”


      “That is correct. The Puppet Emperor’s authority can preordain memories. Binding the memory stone with Red Threads can make anyone believe the memories they see are genuinely their own.”


      I could understand why he didn’t want to use it. If mom wasn’t actually Luna Atzenon, using the Red Threads could change her into Luna Atzenon.


      “Of course, I will do my best to keep her current memories, but I cannot make any guarantees. Even so, it should be better for me to do this than allowing the Chasm of Longing to keep sending memories into her. If she can regain her past memories and control the powers of the Abyssal Princess of Disaster, she should at least be able to get out of her current condition.”


      “Just to confirm, can those memories be overwritten again afterward?” I asked.


      “The first fate that is tied to the subject is the strongest. It’s possible to try it multiple times, but my sister’s source might not be able to withstand it.”


      Using Red Threads would improve mom’s condition for the time being. But there was a possibility she would lose her memories of her current life, including of me and dad.


      There was still some time. It’d be best to try to destroy the Phoenix of Conception first if possible, unless...


      “Can those Red Threads tie more than two things at once?”


      “That is forbidden by the Puppet Emperor. When multiple fates are tangled together, it becomes difficult for the Red Thread Marionette to control them.”


      “Difficult, but not impossible?” I pressed.


      “Well...yes...”


      Parrington watched me warily.


      “Then bind dad’s source and my source along with the memory stone. We’ll call out to mom so she won’t forget her current memories.”


      If Luna Atzenon’s past in the memory stone was combined with Izabella’s past in dad and my memories, mom’s current memories should remain.


      “There’s too much danger... It might not work...”


      “Then forget about the Red Threads. And if mom was conscious, she would refuse to lose her current memories anyway. I know it.”


      Parrington didn’t look convinced. “But then my sister...”


      “Either way, we won’t be able to rest easy until the Phoenix of Conception is destroyed. We’re going to Evezeino tomorrow, so we’ll find Dominic before her condition gets worse.”


      Parrington hummed in thought.


      “What if it’s just the memory stone and Anos?” Parrington suggested. “If the Red Threads start rampaging, you’d no doubt be able to handle it. But it may be too much for Gusta...”


      “No. I’ve spent less than a year with mom. Dad has more memories with her.”


      The key to maintaining her memories was dad. Even if there were risks in including him, he had to be involved.


      “Either you tie both of us,” I said, “or you give up on the Red Threads.”


      “Fine,” Parrington finally said. “I’ll try tying both of you. It might take more time than normal, but there should be a high chance of mitigating whatever symptoms may come...”


      I picked up the memory stone beside the bed. Parrington sent his magic power into the Red Threads, making them rise into the air and wrap around the memory stone.


      “I’ll try to avoid giving you any burden, Gusta, but be careful not to push yourself,” Parrington warned dad. “Humans with no magic will feel agonizing pain. You can only rely on your heart. At worst, your mind will be swallowed by the memory stone and your body will become no better than an empty shell.”


      But dad just grinned brightly and gave him a thumbs-up.


      “Oh, don’t worry about me. Like I said, I’m too thick-skinned for pain. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve hit myself when forging swords!”


      Father. That’s not a brag.


      “Besides, if Izabella is in pain, there’s no way I would ever run away!” dad declared proudly.


      Parrington had gone out of his way to warn him of the pain. The danger was definitely there. But I wasn’t concerned; dad was both weaker and stronger than anyone I knew.


      “Here goes.”


      Parrington sent magic out of his fingertips. The Red Threads writhed in response, passing through my body to tie my source to the stone. The same happened to dad’s source, and finally mom’s.


      “Red Threads, bind their fates.”


      Gold danced as the Red Threads released radiant magic power, tying our fates with the memory stone and sending vivid memories of the past flowing into our heads.


    


  



  

    

      § 22. Heinriel Medal


      Blacksmith World Bardilluar, seventeen thousand years ago.


      Rain was falling, and everything was obscured in a dense fog. No, not fog—smoke. The smoke of countless smithies rose into the air, covering Bardillur until it was the only thing the eye could see.


      The ironforgers of the Blacksmith World Bardillur could divine their location from the clanging sounds of magisteel being forged, but Luna was from the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino. All she could hear was the eerie noise of endless rainfall, which she heard more than enough of in her homeworld. She kept running, suppressing the bad feeling she always associated with the noise. Midstep she tripped on mud and fell.


      “Ah... Ugh...”


      She saw her reflection in the puddle, her appearance disheveled; after learning her child would be born a Lion of Ruin, she had spent a long time shut indoors.


      She wouldn’t let her grandfather have his way. She wouldn’t give birth. She wouldn’t fall in love with anyone. She had repeated those thoughts to herself over and over again, telling herself to give up on all her dreams.


      But the burning desire in her chest wouldn’t disappear. She didn’t want anything special. All she wanted was a family of her own.


      “I have to hurry...or the ship will leave...”


      Luna got up and resumed running, desperately suppressing the endless longing that dominated her thoughts.




      Your child will be the Lion of Ruin that destroys the Sacred Silverwater Sea.




      Luna recalled her grandfather’s words, and reminded herself that her dream would never come true.


      Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin were so terrifying that every person in Evezeino knew of them. They were mythical beasts to be avoided—disasters that should never be released onto the world.


      The Lions of Ruin could even sometimes affect things outside of the Chasm of Longing. No matter how small that effect was, it would become a major disaster that could leave a mark on the world.


      Several thousands years ago, half of Evezeino had been carved away by a claw of ruin that had suddenly emerged from the Chasm of Longing. From that one attack many gods had perished, order was distorted, and the world turned chaotic. Rain had fallen in the Ruinous Abyss World ever since. And that was only from a single claw with no material body. There was no way of telling how much disaster would spread if a complete Lion of Ruin incarnated into the world.


      Falling in love, getting married, having a child, and living together harmoniously and peacefully, even without wealth. For the Abyssal Princess of Disaster, having a dream such as that was akin to a grave sin. Her child would never bring peace.


      But even then...even if it was an irreversible sin, what her grandfather Dominic had said was right. The desire would never disappear. Even now, when she knew it would never come true, she felt a pressing longing to fulfill her dream.


      A thousand years. That was how long Luna spent fighting her desires.


      And then she met him. A young child who had wandered into Evezeino. Perhaps meeting him had been a temptation sent by the devil himself; contact with a child when she so badly wanted one of her own awakened her desire even further.


      Luna explained her situation to him. “It’s still too early to give up,” the child had said. He was clever for his young age, and like Luna he bore a heavy fate of his own. The only difference between them was that the child hadn’t yet given up.


      “I’ll win no matter what,” he had said. For some reason, those words gave her the motivation to stand up and fight her own fate. And so Luna had borrowed his power and escaped Evezeino. The child left for his own fight, and Luna ended up in the Blacksmith World Bardillur alone. She ran, thinking a noble here could possibly help her.


      “Hah... Hah... There it is!” she cried out.


      After climbing a rocky mountain, she arrived at a harbor where the Silverwater Ship Nepheus was anchored. The harbor and surrounding area were closed to the general public, with the only route in blocked, hence her need to climb the mountain from the back.


      “Ah...” Luna said as soon as she saw the ship.


      The anchor was being lifted. Nepheus was about to depart.


      She ran for the ship. “Wait...please wait, baron!” Luna yelled.


      If he left she might not have another chance to meet him, and she had no means of her own to cross the silver seas.


      “Please, sir, look at this!”


      Luna took a medal out of her pocket and held it up. It bore an insignia of five swords.


      Luna’s cries brought the attention of nearby soldiers, and they immediately swarmed her.


      “Stand down there, woman,” one said. “Where did you come from?”


      “Another step and you’ll regret it,” said the other.


      They swiftly captured her by the arms and pressed her face into the ground.


      “Please let go of me! I have to talk to the baron! Show him this medal!” Luna pleaded.


      “Silence!” said the first soldier. “The baron has no time to spare for suspicious folk like you!”


      One soldier drew a holy sword and pointed it at her neck. “Who sent you? What do you want with the baron?”


      Luna couldn’t answer him. Even if she told them the truth, these soldiers would never believe her.


      “Let me meet the baron. I will only talk to him,” she said.


      “Really? I’ll cut off your fingers one by one until you feel like talking. Hold her still.”


      The soldiers around her held her body down and forced one of her hands to open. The tip of the holy sword dug into her thumb, making blood flow.


      “I’ll start with the thumb.”


      Luna squeezed her eyes shut. She was desperately using her magic to keep the Chasm of Longing deep within her from opening.


      The soldier swung his sword down.


      “Huh?”


      “What?!”


      Shocked voices could be heard everywhere.


      Luna felt no pain. She opened her eyes and saw a broken holy sword.


      “There’s no need to be so violent,” said a new voice. “You never know what her circumstances could be.”


      A golden-haired man slowly descended from the silverwater ship. He wore fancy, luxurious clothes typical of nobility, and held a clear holy sword in his hand. He had used that sword to stop the soldier’s sword from slicing off her thumb.


      “Stand down. She has business with me.”


      “R-Right away!” the soldiers replied.


      The man—the baron—quietly landed on the harbor and walked up to Luna. The soldiers quickly released her and stepped back.


      “My apologies for the rough treatment you have received,” the baron said. “Please don’t blame them. They are simply just doing their job.”


      “No, it’s my fault for sneaking inside...” Luna murmured.


      The noble man held out a hand, helping Luna up.


      “Are you Baron Lebrahald Heinriel of Hyphoria’s Five Holy Nobles?”


      In the Sacred Silverwater Sea, rulers weren’t decided by bloodline, and the Holy Sword World Hyphoria was no exception. The child of Hyphoria’s Holy King was not called a prince, for example, and the same applied to the other hunting nobles. Lebrahald was the biological child of the current Holy King, but regardless of lineage the Holy King always used the name Heinrel, so their family names were actually different.


      “That’s right,” said Lebrahald. “What do you want from me?”


      Luna nodded with a determined look. “I am Luna Atzenon, the granddaughter of Dominic Atzenon, the Chief of Evezeino’s Institute of Mythical Beasts.”


      Lebrahald’s expression darkened for a brief moment.


      “I have a request to ask of you, baron...”


      Lebrahald held up a hand to silence her and turned to the soldiers. “Leave us.”


      “Understood.”


      The soldiers all left the harbor. Lebrahald used Leaks to contact the silverwater ship, and it rose further into the sky.


      With everyone gone, he turned back to Luna. “Sorry about that. I’m sure you’re aware of our relationship with Evezeino—I cannot guarantee your safety if others overhear what you are about to say.”


      Luna nodded again.


      “I didn’t know that the chief of the Institute of Mythical Beasts had a granddaughter. So, what is your business with me?”


      “A certain person told me you could help me...”


      Luna showed the medal from earlier to Lebrahald. He looked at it with his Magic Eyes to confirm it was real.


      “Did you watch Jayne’s last moments?” he asked in a soft but sad voice.


      Luna blinked in surprise. Lebrahald tilted his head in confusion.


      “Do you know what this is?” he asked her.


      Luna shook her head. “Not in detail. It originally belonged to someone else...”


      “I see...”


      Lebrahald offered the medal a prayer for the dead.


      “Um...”


      “This is called a Heinriel Medal,” he explained. “It’s bestowed by the Holy King. It’s custom for hunting nobles to leave their will in this medal. This one has the words of my old friend Jayne carved into it—to help whoever this medal is given to.”


      Luna passed the medal to him, and Lebrahald held it up to his eyes. Blinding particles of light rose from the medal and swirled around him, as if it was trying to speak to him.


      “You received this medal from a young but powerful child,” Lebrahald said. “You were told I would lend you my strength.”


      “How can you tell?” Luna said.


      “Baselam is a spell from Hyphoria. Hunting nobles use it with the last of their strength before they perish to leave their heart behind in a keepsake. Jayne’s heart is here. He owed that child a favor greater than his life, he says. Do you know who that child is?”


      Luna shook her head. “I don’t know his name. He told me it was best not to know... That it would be best to forget we even met.”


      “No wonder there’s nothing about him left in Baselam. Jayne must have thought the same way.”


      The light of the medal faded.


      “It’s fine. Jayne gave this medal to the person he owed a debt to. It doesn’t matter if that person happens to be someone from our enemy’s world. In the name of Lebrahald Heinriel of the Five Holy Nobles, I will fulfill the duty of a hunting noble,” Lebrahald said, clutching the medal softly. “You have a request of me, don’t you?”


      Luna nodded. “I heard that an ancient hero of Hyphoria once slashed apart Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin using a holy sword that could sever all fate.”


      It was the legend of specifically Evansmana, the Sword of Three Races—the symbol of Hyphoria itself.


      “I am the Abyssal Princess of Disaster that can give birth to Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. My womb is connected to the Chasm of Longing.”


      Lebrahald was stunned. Information on how Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin were born had been kept a secret from the nobles of Hyphoria. If they knew what Luna had just told him, every hunter in Hyphoria would have tried to hunt her down.


      Despite that, telling Lebrahald was her only option.


      Luna clenched her fist, and put all her hope into him.


      “Please, Baron Lebrahald... Please use the Sword of Three Races to sever my fate!”


    


  



  

    

      § 23. Falling Ship


      The next day, the Demon King Express was running along the silverlight rail through the Sacred Silverwater Sea. Destination: the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino.


      At the back of the engine room, Ottolulu made an announcement. “We are now entering the clouds of the Ruinous Abyss World. I, Ottolulu, shall lead the rest of the way.”


      She headed straight for the engine room door.


      “Unlock the door to the engine room,” Eldmed said without looking.


      “Understood,” said a student. “Door unlocked.”


      Ottolulu opened the door and stepped out into the silver seas without hesitation. She looked like she was about to fly, but her body sank instead, as though it was being swallowed.


      In the distance then appeared a blue shadow. It approached at an extreme speed, revealing its huge body and eventually its identity: a silversea whale, with Ottolulu herself riding on its back. From the blowhole on its back blue water spouted high, wrapping around her and forming a barrier.


      Shortly after, the silverwater before us turned black. Even the silverlight was swallowed by darkness, making it impossible to see anything. The silversea whale accelerated and dove into that darkness. Its body glowed blue, acting as a mark for the Demon King Express to lay down its rails.


      “Anos,” Misha said through Leaks. She was still in Militia’s World. “We found traces of Ceris and Luna.”


      It took longer than expected to find, but it should serve as one piece of the puzzle.


      “We’re about to start the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish,” I said. “Come to Evezeino. Mom’s condition has settled down through Parrington’s Red Threads, but we can’t relax just yet.”


      “In that case, we will soar beautifully at Zeridheavens’s highest speed to assist you,” Farris’s voice echoed.


      At Zeridheavens’s fastest speed, it wouldn’t take that long to get here. They still wouldn’t make it in time for the skirmish, but that was something we already knew.


      “Will everything be okay with the skirmish?” asked Misha.


      “Don’t worry,” I said. “At worst, the others will destroy Evezeino without me.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Sasha muttered in the engine room.


      “We’ll hurry. Wait for us.”


      After that, Misha’s Leaks cut off.


      “Now, it’s as you all heard. Misha and Farris will be late. Shin, Misa, and Arcana will be protecting Militia’s World and not participating at all,” I said to my subordinates from the throne in the engine room. “We will suppress the Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin with our current forces.”


      Eleonore immediately replied from the barrier room. “Huh? Isn’t that a bit tough for us? Anos won’t be in the skirmish either, so that’s over half our total forces not participating.”


      After arriving in Evezeino, I would go meet Dominic and destroy the Phoenix of Conception. The Silverwater Ranking Skirmish had to be fought by those remaining.


      “No need to be nervous. The goal is to buy time,” I said.


      “You say that, but we’re up against Naga, Costoria, and Bobonga. That’s at least three of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin that we know of...” Sasha placed a hand by her mouth in thought. “I can’t use the Solar Eclipse of the End without Misha either.”


      “This is good training. If all you have to fight are easy battles, you won’t grow.”


      “Easier said than done... If we accidentally lose too quickly and they find out you’re not here, they’ll realize we’re up to something. You’re already suspected to be behind Fallforal’s destruction. It’ll only make things worse.”


      Well, it would definitely be a bigger annoyance to deal with, at any rate.


      “We have people familiar with the way Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin fight,” I said. “Ask them for advice.”


      I sent magic into Maytilen’s painting in the engine room, undoing the Kaelal cast on it. Beside the usual tiger cub, several men were also depicted in the painting.


      “Ottolulu left,” I said. “You can show yourselves now.”


      I beckoned them with my hand, and the men leaped out of the painting.


      “Beast hunting isn’t simple. You have no choice but to learn the hunting grounds,” Baltzarond said.


      Behind him were his subordinates, two hunting nobles, no doubt skilled if Baltzarond had chosen them to accompany him here. They were fully armored and outfitted with holy swords and bows.


      “And so, I, Count Baltzarond Flenneroth, will remain on the train and teach you all how to hunt the Lions of Ruin.”


      “Who will search for the culprit behind Fallforal’s destruction?” I asked. “Can your subordinates handle the investigation themselves?”


      “We already have a clue to begin with—Dominic’s Crazed Beast Force,” said Baltzarond. “There’s a high chance that illusory demons possessed by crazed beasts were involved in Fallforal’s destruction. We’re going to set a trap to capture them.”


      Whether it was Dominic or the Lions of Ruin behind it, the culprit probably hadn’t moved alone. As long as someone was captured, we could get them to confess and bring us closer to the truth. Then, the Holy Six Academies could move with all their forces.


      “There’s no guarantee everything will go smoothly,” I pointed out.


      “Dragging out the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish is the first condition to this plan’s success. The greatest threat at present are Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin.”


      After Dominic, Naga and the others were the greatest obstacle in all this.


      “I have a suggestion,” Parrington said, stepping forward. “Will you allow this marionette to accompany your hunting nobles?”


      Another figure appeared from within the painting. It looked like a suit of armor covered in darkness. There were gaps in the armor where the joints were, but only the hands and feet could be seen. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say it was like darkness was wearing a suit of armor.


      “This is an assassin-type marionette created by the Humanoid Society,” Parrington explained. “It’s a magic doll that excels in covert operations.”


      Hmm. So that’s what it was. I had been wondering about the large luggage case he had brought in earlier. I had quickly hidden all of them in Maytilen’s painting without a second glance to avoid Ottolulu’s notice, so this was my first time seeing the hunting nobles and assassin-type marionette properly.


      “It’s being controlled by Lutzendfort’s strategist, Recor. One of my most trusted confidants,” Parrington added.


      “...”


      Recor bowed once but said nothing.


      The assassin-type marionette was well guarded—it was almost impossible to see into the abyss of the dark suit of armor. Despite its conspicuous appearance, its existence was so faint that it was easy to miss.


      If Parrington, who knew the Ruinous Abyss World so well, thought it was enough to include the marionette with the two hunting nobles, then I would trust his judgment.


      “Then the investigation will be held with the participation of the Humanoid Society’s strategist Recor. Is that fine with everyone?” I asked.


      Baltzarond nodded. “No problem.”


      “During the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish, I will create a diversion to distract the Institute of Mythical Beasts while I sneak out. Wait until then to investigate. Parrington and I will take mom and find Dominic first.”


      “Understood,” Parrington said firmly.


      “Oh, come to think of it,” I said, turning to Baltzarond. “Has Lebrahald met the Abyssal Princess of Disaster before?”


      “Not that I know of... Hyphoria has almost no information on the Abyssal Princess of Disaster at all.”


      If Hyphoria’s hunting nobles knew that the Abyssal Princess of Disaster could give birth to Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin, they would have hunted her already. Lebrahald must have kept what Luna told him a secret to protect her. But mom was still the Abyssal Princess of Disaster. Had he failed to sever her fate with the Sword of Three Races?


      “Ruler Anos. We are about to enter Evezeino’s silver bubble,” Ottolulu said through Leaks.


      I looked to see the dark clouds covering our path were swirling, forming a hole at the center. At the other end of the tunnel was the glow of silverlight. It seems these dark clouds were the barrier preventing outsiders from entering the Ruinous Abyss World.


      “Connect the rails,” Eldmed said.


      “Right away! Connecting rails!” a student replied.


      The silver rail extended forward, entering the silverlight that spilled from the miniature world.


      “Connection complete!”


      “Blow the steam whistle,” Eldmed ordered.


      The Demon King Express moved forward with a high-pitched whistle. Everything before us was dyed silver. We eventually reached the Dark Firmament on the other side, but unlike on other worlds, rain was falling. The dark clouds that covered the silver bubble were causing rain to fall on the miniature world within.


      “Fix the connection,” said Eldmed.


      “Understood. Rail connection has been fixed!”


      The tracks that had extended in the direction of our destination were fixed in place.


      “Derail.”


      “Understood. Derailing now!”


      The train wheels lifted from the silver rail, and the Demon King Express churned freely through space, following the silversea whale down through the Dark Firmament.


      “Ottolulu. Two participants of the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish on our side are running late,” I said.


      “There are two options: substitute them with someone else, or have them join partway. Since the Demon King Academy has no substitute students, you have no choice but to take the second option. But if the skirmish concludes before their arrival, they cannot join,” she answered.


      “That’s fine with me.”


      “Understood. I will inform Evezeino to keep the silverlight visible until the end of the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish.”


      I had checked the skirmish rules in advance. This should secure the path to the outside would remain open.


      “It’s coming into view,” Ottolulu said.


      We left the Dark Firmament for a blue sky. It was a sunny day, yet the rain was still falling incessantly. According to mom’s memories, the rain never stopped on Evezeino. It seemed it was still the same, even eighteen thousand years later.


      I gazed upon the surface of the planet, seeing at once an endlessly large lake. To be more precise, it was an endlessly deep puddle gouged by the rain. Our current destination: the Chasm of Longing. Dominic was in the research tower of the Institute of Mythical Beasts.


      “We will arrive soon. Ahead is the stage for the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish.”


      The Demon King Express crossed over the puddle and headed there.


      The silversea whale increased in speed. Ottolulu was moving toward a mountain range with six peaks. Six volcanoes—and they were erupting right this moment. The crater of each volcano spouted magma and volcanic rock high into the air.


      Of course, it was no normal volcano. Magic was palpable with each eruption.


      “Do we have to wait for the eruptions to subside?” Sasha asked.


      Ottolulu replied immediately. “It’s not a problem. The Geldhave Volcanoes are a type of mythical beast and only stop erupting several times in a year.”


      “Oh, I see...”


      Ahead of us blue-green, firefly-like lights erupted from the silversea whale’s back—firedew—and began to gather in a single spot. At the same time, a large turtle emerged from the shadow of a volcano, its entire body encased in rock. The firedew from the whale was sucked into its shell.


      “That’s the Meteorite Turtle Zevadrone. Evezeino’s ship.”


      The Meteorite Turtle rose into the air. It was quite a distance away from us, but it was large enough that even from afar it appeared massive.


      “Welcome to Evezeino. What do you think of our hometown?” a Leaks said from the Meteorite Turtle. The voice belonged to Naga, the acting ruler of Evezeino.


      “We’d love to welcome our precious sibling,” Naga continued, “but we cannot allow you to stay long. Let us finish this as soon as possible.”


      “Do what you want—that is, if you can.”


      The Demon King Express descended toward the volcano nearest the Meteorite Turtle, landing by the summit. We had already received our firedew from Ottolulu and put it away in the train’s cargo carriage.


      In the sky above Evezeino, Ottolulu announced, “The Silverwater Ranking Skirmish between the Demon King Academy of Militia’s World and the Institute of Mythical Beasts from the Ruinous Abyss World Evezeino will now commence.”


      She drew a magic circle in between the Demon King Academy and the Institute of Mythical Beasts.


      “Damage to the world of Evezeino will be overlooked. May you all obey Pablohetra’s orders and principles and reach the depths.”


      Ottolulu stuck her wind-up key into the magic circle. She turned it with both her hands, navy water flowing out of the magic circle and forming the barrier for the skirmish, waves of billowing water curtaining a wide area of the summit.


      “The first step is to slip past Ottolulu’s Eyes and get past this barrier without the other school noticing,” Parrington said. “The easiest way is to create a battlefield chaotic enough to make tracking individual combatants difficult—do you have any ideas?”


      “...”


      The assassin-type marionette Recor was silent.


      “It’d be best to wait for the skirmish to intensify first,” one of the hunting nobles agreed.


      “Didn’t I tell you that I’d make an opening?” I reminded them. “Move to the projectile carriage at the back. It’ll be here soon.”


      “What will be here soon?” Parrington asked with a dubious look.


      At that moment, a giant mass, larger than even the Meteorite Turtle, moved over the Geldhave Volcanoes, covering all six with its shadow. Ottolulu looked up and strained her Divine Eyes. Above them was a mass of land floating in the air. It was covered in trees—like a woodland.


      Parrington and Baltzarond both muttered to themselves in shock.


      “Is that...the Enigmatic Woodlands?”


      “Aionelia? I’ve heard rumors before...but I didn’t think it could still fly...”


      At full speed, the Woodland Ship Aionelia fell toward the giant puddle in Evezeino—that is, the Chasm of Longing itself. A water pillar connecting land and ground rose into the air with a thundering splash.


    


  



  

    

      § 24. Two God Composition


      The Magic Eyes of the Meteorite Turtle Zevadrone were fixed on the Woodland Ship Aionelia as it dove into the Chasm of Longing. The Arbitration Goddess Ottolulu was also staring into its abyss, showing utmost vigilance at the intrusion of one of the Inviolable Waters into a Silverwater Ranking Skirmish.


      In other words, everyone’s eyes were completely taken off the Demon King Express.
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      “Go.”


      The assassin-type marionette controlled by Recor moved before I even finished speaking. Parrington and the two hunting nobles moved shortly after. They were turned transparent by the marionette’s Kaelal and leaped out of the projectile carriage at the end of the train, breaking into a run the moment they landed on the Geldhave Volcanoes. Soon enough they were far away from the skirmish stage.


      “Anos. What will you do about your real body?” Parrington asked through Leaks.


      My current body was a magic doll he had created for me. Parrington was called the Puppet Prince of the Humanoid Society for a reason—the doll he’d created was so elaborate that it was indistinguishable from a real body. I was moving it using Lyxnes right now, but even to me, it didn’t feel like I was controlling a doll.


      Eleonore had placed an artificial source in the body, so even those with excellent Magic Eyes wouldn’t notice the difference. Ottolulu hadn’t noticed either.


      “I’ve already arrived at the Chasm of Longing. I slipped in when Aionelia descended.”


      My real body was piloting Aionelia. Mom and dad were also on board with me.


      “Was this your doing...?” Parrington asked.


      In the engine room, Baltzarond opened his mouth to speak. “How did you convince the Two-Law Usurper to help?”


      “I played a game of ball with him back when I saved you,” I replied. “He also had business with Evezeino, so I gave him some information. If an enemy of Pablohetra arrived here, especially one of the Inviolable Waters, they’d be forced to deal with it.”


      It would make it easier for Parrington and the others to infiltrate the research tower.


      “It may get in our way though. There’s a risk of the Disastrous One awakening,” Baltzarond said.


      “The Two-Law Usurper came all the way here, so his goal is Evezeino, not us. Use him as bait, Parrington. And if Izark does end up awakening, the research tower will send people to deal with it, making infiltration that much easier.”


      Even if he did wake up, at this stage, it was unlikely. There were probably ways the people in Evezeino had devised to deal with it, otherwise Naga wouldn’t have agreed to the skirmish.


      “His arrival is rather convenient... I will prioritize my sister’s recovery first, then, and use this chaos to infiltrate the research tower,” Parrington said.


      Another Leaks immediately reached me.


      “Ruler Anos, Acting Ruler Naga. I, Ottolulu, have a suggestion.”


      Her attention was still focused on the Woodland Ship Aionelia that was steadily sinking into the Chasm of Longing.


      “The ship that infiltrated the Ruinous Abyss World is the Woodland Ship Aionelia that belongs to the Two-Law Usurper. According to Article Four of the Pablohetra Academy Treaty, Inviolable Waters are to be dealt with by the ruler and chief god of one of the Holy Six Academies, but both of Evezeino’s are asleep.”


      Even if Izark woke up, it was highly unlikely he would obey Pablohetra’s treaty. The Disastrous One was capable of destroying worlds on a whim. At any rate, the situation gave Parrington an excuse to be in Evezeino. Him showing up immediately would be far too suspicious, but if he said he came on board Zeridheavens, it’d be easier for him to arrive and move after.


      “I’d like to request that the Institute of Mythical Beasts work together with the Demon King Academy to deal with the situation at hand. Please give your consent to discard the Jizett.”


      “I don’t mind,” I said.


      It was the natural decision for Pablohetra to make.


      Their first priority in this situation was removing their external enemy. While that was happening, we could openly remain in the Ruinous Abyss World. And they would never find the Two-Law Usurper.


      All I had to do to hide was remove my mask. With the mask on, I could pretend to be the Two-Law Usurper and move around without restriction. If Evezeino agreed to Ottolulu’s suggestion, they wouldn’t need to hold the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish with their limited forces.


      “The Institute of Mythical Beasts does not consent. It would inconvenience us for Ruler Anos and the Demon King Academy to move freely around Evezeino,” Naga replied through Leaks.


      It seemed things wouldn’t go smoothly after all. It wasn’t out of the question to assume that I would actually search for Dominic while pretending to search for the Two-Law Usurper. From Naga’s point of view, both the Two-Law Usurper and I were hindrances to be chased out of Evezeino.


      “If the Demon King Academy leaves, Evezeino can handle it alone.”


      “I don’t mind leaving. If you don’t mind losing.”


      “You know we can’t agree to that.”


      The Jizett contract stated that they would introduce me to Dominic if the Demon King Academy won the skirmish—something Naga would never agree to.


      “Unfortunately, there’s no time. The Two-Law Usurper is powerful enough to control a part of Seventh Elenesia by himself. It could take years for you to drive him out on your own.”


      “I thought you’d say that,” Naga said without any sign of concern. “Ottolulu. We will not discard the Jizett. The Silverwater Ranking Skirmish will continue as scheduled. Chief Dominic of the Institute of Mythical Beasts will deal with the Two-Law Usurper.”


      “Understood. The opinion of the two schools will be prioritized in Pablohetra’s decision. I will contact the other Holy Six Academies for support. The Holy Sword World Hyphoria has already responded. Holy King Lebrahald and the hunting nobles will arrive in the Ruinous Abyss World in roughly one hour.”


      It wouldn’t be wise to continue the skirmish after the invasion of one of the Inviolable Waters, but Ottolulu could only obey the rules according to her order.


      But one hour? That’s much faster than I expected.


      Did they just happen to be nearby? Or did they expect something would occur at Evezeino, and had left accordingly?


      If we didn’t finish our business before Hyphoria arrived, things could get troublesome.


      “There’s no need for support,” Naga said. “We can handle things concerning Evezeino ourselves.”


      “That request is rejected,” said Ottolulu. “According to Article Four of the Pablohetra Academy Treaty, the Holy Six have the right to interfere in other miniature worlds in any matter regarding the Inviolable Waters.”


      Pablohetra’s laws were strict. To refuse them would mean withdrawing from the academic alliance altogether.


      “Unflexible as always. Fine. Then we’ll wrap up the skirmish with the Demon King Academy and drive away the Two-Law Usurper within one hour. You won’t have complaints then, right?”


      Hmm. Ambitious.


      “Come at us, Anos. We’ll teach your ephemeral world how the Lions of Ruin fight.”


      Zevadrone’s Magic Eyes glowed, its gaze focused on the Demon King Express. As if finally identifying its prey, the Meteorite Turtle slowly began its approach.


      “Bwa ha ha ha!” Eldmed cackled. The Demon King Express suddenly ascended and approached the Meteorite Turtle itself. “How interesting! Please, do teach us your ways! I, the Conflagration King, will then test if they can be used against the Demon King!”


      “Get out of the way,” said a new voice through Leaks.


      Costoria appeared on Zevadrone’s shell. She opened her parasol, drawing a magic circle.


      “Enne,” Eleonore called out.


      “Yup!”


      In the barrier room of the Demon King Express, Eleonore and Ennessone swiftly connected a magic link and cast Ennessone-Eleonore. Stork feathers danced in the air, infinitely amplifying Eleonore’s magic power.


      “You mustn’t cast a barrier,” Baltzarond warned. He had moved to the overseer room to get a better view of the battlefield.


      “Costoria can use Bashutz,” he explained, “a spell that can swap the positions of things that are similar. The similarity can be anything—even something of the same element or shape. The measure of similarity is subjective to the caster’s point of view. For Costoria, this means the moment you cast a barrier, it’ll be swapped with an offensive spell.”


      Black particles gathered underneath Costoria’s parasol while she stared at the Demon King Express. Baltzarond seemed to be right about her waiting for us to make the first move.


      “But without Teoboros Ijelia, we won’t last very long,” Eleonore argued.


      “Just reinforce the train itself. She can’t separate things that are considered one object.”


      “My creation magic works best on people. Misha and Farris aren’t here, and Misa isn’t either... Wah!”


      The Demon King Express shook violently. Volcanic blocks from around the Meteorite Turtle had struck the train. It wasn’t enough to do damage, but—


      “Bwa ha ha, there’s no time to hesitate, magic of the demon king. Look over there.”


      Countless volcanic blocks and magma had gathered around the Meteorite Turtle, all of them taking aim at the Demon King Express. The turtle seemed to be controlling it.


      “You’ve all completed your lessons!” Eldmed announced to the students on board the Demon King Express. “Now it’s time to show us what you’ve learned! Connect the painting to the first linked cog.”


      “R-Roger!” said a student. “Connecting painting to the first linked cog!”


      A cog was drawn on Maytilen’s painting. The boiler opened, and more cogs appeared over the burning flames.


      “Connecting link—” the student announced.


      Eldmed stood before the boiler with Maytilen’s painting in hand.


      “Connected!” Eldmed yelled, throwing the painting straight into the boiler. Intense flames burned as the cog in the painting connected with the cog in the boiler, fitting together.


      “Bwa ha ha. Fireman, stoker, throw in all the coal you can. Much more than in the Balandias fight,” Eldmed instructed gleefully.


      The two students working as the fireman and stoker began hauling coal as fast as they could, complaining as they worked.


      “Damn it! I collapsed after that fight!”


      “Don’t talk! Save your energy and move your arms! Burn that coal! We won’t survive a direct hit from boulders like those!”


      The flames in the boiler burned furiously. The cogs within the flames started to turn. Black smoke rose from the chimney, wrapping around the second carriage of the train, and gradually the crest of a castle started to appear on the body of the second carriage.


      “Demon King Express, double god link complete!” a student announced.


      The Demon King Express accelerated, weaving between the volcanic rocks and magma released from Meteorite Turtle. A giant volcanic block suddenly appeared in front of the first carriage; Costoria had used Bashutz to replace a small rock with a giant one.


      “Here goes!” Eleonore shouted.


      “Ooh!”


      Stork feathers flew into the air. Eleonore activated her magic.


      “Teoboros Dialtar!”


      White smoke rose from the chimney, wrapping around the entire Demon King Express to reinforce its surface. The surface of the train body turned into a thick, stonelike material resembling the uniform flagstones used to construct a castle—the Royal Tiger Maytilen’s castle-building authority was being activated to reinforce the train.


      The giant volcanic block crashed into the front carriage with an explosive sound, but the Demon King Express was unharmed.


      “Too bad for you,” Costoria said quietly from on top of the turtle. A small doll, missing one arm, emerged from the volcanic block split from the impact and floated in the air.


      “Bashutz.”


      The small doll vanished and was replaced by the one-armed man, Bobonga.


      “Come, brother,” he said. “This pile of metal scrap is no match for me.”


      Black particles gathered around his arm, making the air around him tremble. He had far more magic power here compared to when he was in Militia’s World. He must have himself held back before to prevent himself from destroying a shallow-level world accidentally.


      “Zagadez.”


      Bobonga leaped on top of the Demon King Express and used his black-stained arm to punch down on the train body. Twisted fragments of the Teoboros Dialtar peeled off and flew into the air.


      The next moment, the shining white end of a sword stabbed upward through the inside of the train’s armor.


      “Gwah!”


      Bobonga’s arm was easily sliced off, falling into the open mouth of the volcano below.


      “That’s what I thought,” Baltzarond said. His prediction had been correct again.


      Lay appeared from the hole in the Demon King Express, pointing the Sword of Three Races at Bobonga.


    


  



  

    

      § 25. The Archer of Evil


      “Hmph... The blade of Evansmana...” Bobonga muttered. He sounded calm for someone who had just lost his arm.


      Lay shot a sharp glare at him from the roof of the Demon King Express.


      “Hyphoria’s holy swords are forged to hunt Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. I don’t know how you came to possess such a thing when you’re not a hunting noble, but—”


      Bobonga moved recklessly, as though Evansmana was no threat to him.


      “That sword couldn’t defeat my brother, could it?”


      He opened his mouth wide and drew a magic circle over it. Blackish green flames flowed out of the circle with a roar.


      “Jior Bezg— Gah!”


      Lay thrust the Sword of Three Races into Bobonga’s mouth, flames and all. The spell exploded and scattered before it could be released, Bobonga’s body engulfed in flame.


      “So what if it couldn’t defeat Anos?” Lay said.


      With the Sword of Three Races still embedded in his mouth, Bobonga was burned by his own magic, pinned and unable to move. Yet he wore a crazed smile on his face.


      “I guess I have to spell it out for you then,” Bobonga said, speaking around the sword. “The Lions of Ruin could never lose to that!”


      Black particles gathered around him.


      “Hiyah...!”


      Lay thrust the Sword of Three Races straight down, slashing through Bobonga’s throat, body, and then source, which immediately started spurting black-green blood.


      Bobonga’s blood rained down upon the Demon King Express, corroding the Teoboros Dialtar armor almost immediately. His blood, it seemed, was extremely similar to the blood of the Demon King.


      “The Lions of Ruin will show their true nature. Be careful of that right arm.”


      The moment Baltzarond’s words reached Lay’s ears, an ominous magic circle appeared over Bonbonga’s right shoulder where his arm had been cut off. Black particles rose from his slashed body, swiftly sealing his wound.


      “Such arrogance over merely having a hunter’s holy sword...”


      A black, disfigured right arm grew from his shoulder. It was twice the length of a normal arm, and released a tremendous amount of magic power, dense and destructive. The arm immediately swiped at Lay.


      Having heard Baltzarond’s warning just in time, Lay had withdrawn the Sword of Three Races to leap aside and avoid the hit. The disfigured arm swiped empty space, scratching the train body instead, and the power of ruin behind the hit blew the roof off the carriage.


      Specifically, the roof of the cargo carriage. A portion of the Demon King Academy’s firedew scattered into the air.


      “Reil Friel.”


      Costoria took that chance to leap off the Meteorite Turtle and fire numerous projectiles at both Lay and the Demon King Express.


      “Hah!”


      Lay slashed them apart, but while he did so, Bobonga used the distraction to land in the cargo hold, where a few students had been stationed to guard the carriage.


      “Are you serious... What a monster...”


      “That was Teoboros Dialtar... We practiced it like hell...”


      The students, pale faced, looked at Bobonga and muttered to each other. They knew one touch of his disfigured arm would cause them to perish in an instant.


      “Weaklings. Get out of the way,” Bobonga said, approaching them without hesitation.


      “Azept—”


      He paused at the sound of a new voice. Just moments ago, there hadn’t been anyone in the carriage with any notable magic power. But out of nowhere, the magic of one person had suddenly shot up tremendously.


      “—Garagina!”


      “It’s you. Die, woman.”


      Bobonga turned and charged at Naya, raising his black right arm.


      “Bwa ha ha! Aim carefully! Miss and you die!” the Staff of Knowledge rattled.


      “Beid!”


      Naya’s spell targeted Bobonga’s left leg, the limb opposite from his right arm. Space distorted around it, and a gravitational vortex engulfed his leg. It couldn’t crush or wound him, but it trapped Bobonga’s foot and threw his body off-balance. His right arm missed Naya and smashed through the wall.


      “Kyaaah!” Naya screamed. She had barely managed to avoid the arm, but the shock waves from the impact still shredded her body.


      “You can trip me, but so what? It won’t happen a second time, woman. I’ll crush you!”


      Bobonga shook off the Beid with brute force and stepped forward—when a Blood World Gate appeared before him.


      “And what can this frail gate do?” he said.


      He raised his disfigured right arm to smash the Blood World Gate. But right then the doors of the gate were flung open, and his fist passed through empty air.


      “I’m used to fighting those with incredible strength,” Aeges said.


      Bobonga’s momentum sent him one step into the Blood World Gate. The Netherworld King, who had teleported over to the cargo carriage, was waiting within. Blood World Gate activated, sending Bobonga’s body outside of the Demon King Express.


      “Kanon,” Aeges said. “He went your way.”


      Lay appeared behind where Bobonga had been teleported, coming closer.


      “You sure came back fast,” he said.


      “You pesky little...!”


      Bobonga turned around and released a backhanded blow. Lay calmly evaded the hit, thrusting Evansmana forward.


      “Hah!”


      The sword stabbed Bobonga’s source, forcing more black-green blood to flow. The corrosive blood tried to eat away at the tip of Evansmana’s blade upon contact, but the sword glowed white, as though to slash it apart. Black and white particles scattered into the air from the collision.


      Lay stared into the abyss of Bobonga’s source with his Magic Eyes.


      “Looks like you don’t understand, phony hunter,” Bobonga said. “Is it that strange to see the Sword of Three Races fail to seal the blood of an incomplete Lion of Ruin?”


      The disfigured right arm writhed. Although the stab had weakened him, it was clear that the Sword of Three Races had far less of an effect on him than it did on me.


      “One of the lion’s arms is yet to even incarnate. I’m far more incomplete than my siblings, and so I am much less of a lion than they are. That rusted sword of yours won’t have as much of an effect on me!”


      Lay pulled his sword out of Bobonga to block a swing from Bobonga’s disfigured arm, knocking it away.


      “Guh!”


      “It may not have much of an effect,” said Lay, “but it still has some.”


      He immediately counterattacked by swinging the Sword of Three Races at Bobonga’s shoulder. But Bobonga vanished, replaced by a small doll.


      “Such a strange thing to say with so much pride. What’s there for you to gloat over?” Costoria growled from where she floated in the air.


      Bobonga was floating beside her. He had swapped positions using Bashutz.


      “It’s the truth, no? You hate complete bodies like Anos’s, so what should it matter?” Lay asked.


      “That doesn’t mean we like how we are either.”


      The two Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin hovered side by side as black particles were released from their bodies.


      “Why isn’t he showing up?” Costoria demanded.


      “He doesn’t need to,” Lay replied with a shrug. “We’re enough.”


      Costoria frowned sullenly. “Big sister Naga.”


      While the skirmish had been underway, Zevadrone had been traveling, getting closer to the Demon King Express. Naga could be seen on top of the shell.


      “Force him out,” Costoria said to Naga.


      “No. If they want to hold back, that’s fine with us. We’ll retrieve the firedew before Anos enters the field,” Naga replied.


      One of the volcanoes spouted rocks, which gathered around the Meteorite Turtle. A black puddle of magic formed at Naga’s feet. She scooped it up with her hands and drew a magic circle in the air.


      “Bolk Zevahave.”


      With a resounding ring, the Meteorite Turtle Zevadrone and Geldhave Volcanoes resonated with each other. Volcanic rocks, now stained black-green, rained on the Demon King Express at once.


      “The ship must remain at high altitudes. That meteorite magic gains more force the further it falls. Focus on shooting down as many as you can!” Baltzarond immediately instructed.


      Lay fired Teo Triath indiscriminately while Aeges used Dimension Drive to shoot down the falling black-green rocks hurtling toward them.


      “Go... Regalomitein!” Zeshia shouted, creating opposing mirrors that duplicated Lay’s Teo Triath.


      The fan union girls also got ready to fire Abysm from the train’s cog cannons.


      “Alignment complete!” Jessica said.


      “Rapid fire focus! Go go go!” said Nono.


      Sasha, on her part, had the entire volcanic region within her Magic Eyes of Destruction, breaking the volcanic blocks Naga was using as ammo.


      “Are you sure you have the time to look away from me, phony hunter?” Bobonga taunted, weaving through the Bolk Zevahave to swing his right arm at Lay. The Sword of Three Races blocked the arm, but at the expense of taking his attention from the barrage of volcanic rocks.


      “Reil Friel.”


      Costoria spun her parasol and fired six shots as a finishing blow. They bounced between the Bolk Zevahave rocks multiple times, increasing in magic power with each rebound.


      They sped up such that they became too fast to be shot down with normal magic. Eleonore’s Teoboros Ijelia could block them, but casting it would open up the spell to be swapped with the Reil Friel with Bashutz. And if they were to descend to avoid the attack, the increased distance from the Meteorite Turtle would only make the Bolk Zevahave stronger.


      “Are there no more means of defending from this barrage?” Baltzarond said to the projection room. “If you don’t stop Reil Friel, you’ll be overwhelmed.”


      The fan union girls responded while simultaneously casting Abysm.


      “Cana and Misa aren’t here, so this is all we can do!”


      “We can only use Boros Hetheus to shoot them...!”


      “Aim more to the right.”


      “Got it!”


      “No, left! Wait, a little more right!”


      “They’re too fast...”


      Little by little, the Demon King Express had no choice but to descend. But the lower it got, the more the Bolk Zevahave’s power grew, accelerating and gaining strength. At this rate, the train would be shot down.


      “Argh!” Baltzarond growled. “I’ll do it myself!”


      In the overseer room, Baltzarond grabbed the bow on his back.


      “Leave it to Aeges and Sasha,” I said to him. “They can’t know you’re on the train.”


      “It’s fine,” he replied. “Archery is heretical for me. It defies the order of the Holy Sword World, so I’ve never shown it in training. There is no one alive who has seen me fire an arrow.”


      No sooner had he said that than he fired a red arrow without any warning. It passed through the armor of the Demon King Express faster than the eye could follow and shot down the Reil Friel. As each projectile was shot through their center, it exploded without bouncing any further.


      “You...dare...” Costoria snarled in annoyance as the remaining five projectiles simultaneously burst into nothingness as they were shot through with red arrows. The resulting explosion shattered the falling rocks of Bolk Zevahave nearby.


      “An arrow of holy magic? There was nothing about that mentioned in the newsletter,” Costoria muttered.


      “Got you,” Baltzarond said.


      He shot another red arrow, this time aimed at Costoria. She used her highest speed Fless and just barely avoided the attack.


      “You missed,” she said. Her gaze followed the Demon King Express as it ran through the sky. She zeroed in on the overseer carriage. “I don’t know who you are, but die.”


      Magic gathered in her parasol. The next moment, a single, glowing point became visible from the ground, and the magic in the parasol dispersed. Red light had pierced Costoria through the shoulder, blackish green blood flowing from the wound.


      “What...?”


      “Missed, you say? Big assumption from a mere beast,” Baltzarond muttered to himself from the overseer carriage. Like Bolk Zevahave, Baltzarond’s arrows gained more speed the further they traveled. Costoria had been struck by the arrow she had already dodged after it passed her, crossed the sky, the Dark Firmament, and around the entirety of the Ruinous Abyss World to strike her again.


      “I, Baltzarond, have never missed a target, even if it was located at the end of the world.”


    


  



  

    

      § 26. One Rampage


      The Chasm of Longing.


      The Woodland Ship Aionelia sank through the gigantic puddle that was the Chasm of Longing like a submarine descending to the bottom of the sea. The inside of the pool was wider than it appeared from its surface, making the giant woodland feel like it had been swallowed whole.


      The water became murkier the deeper the ship dove, the magic field becoming more disorderly as well. I stared at the abyss of the water with my Magic Eyes, and as I did, an eerie voice resounded in my head.




      I desire.


      It’s not enough.


      Give me more.


      I crave, I thirst, I long—




      “Hmm. So the water is actually a melted mix of desires,” I said.


      All the desires of the Sacred Silverwater Sea had gathered in the abyssal chasm that was Evezeino itself and turned into rainfall, sinking into this puddle.


      Despite being in the shallows of the chasm, the voices of the mythical beasts echoed in my head like a curse. Those with low resistance to it would have gone crazy long ago. And if this was the shallows, just how much desire would be accumulated in the depths?


      Either way, the answer to that wasn’t the goal right now.


      “Parrington. The research tower of the Institute of Mythical Beasts is in the Chasm of Longing, right?” I said to Parrington through Leaks.


      He was flying over from the volcanic area.


      “That’s right. It’s constructed from the shell of the Thundershell Dragon Jeldnura. It’s enormous, so you’ll be able to see it at a glance.”


      I looked down toward the depths and saw a large shell covered in spikes. That had to be it. It looked like a long seashell, one that could stretch toward the bottom of the water.


      “There’s only one entrance, and it only opens when Jeldnura leaps out of the shell to feed.”


      The entrance to the institute was the opening of the shell. They were using an entire incarnated mythical beast as their research tower.


      “How inconvenient,” I replied.


      “Dominic only leaves the tower once a century or so. To him, it is no inconvenience.”


      The Thundershell Dragon Jeldnura was Dominic’s way of preventing anyone from disturbing his research. If he had everything he needed within that tower, there was indeed no need for the entrance to open frequently. At worst, he could prepare prey to open the entrance manually.


      “We have no choice but to lure Jeldnura out of its shell and sneak into the tower. Since we cannot afford to be spotted, we cannot face them head-on.”


      “It’ll be fine. The Two-Law Usurper’s ship seems to be headed for the bottom of the Chasm of Longing, so the institute has no choice but to respond. The second the Thundershell Dragon rampages, that will be our chance to sneak in. You’d better hurry over here or you’ll miss it.”


      “I’m moving as fast as I can.”


      The Leaks cut off. I sent magic power into the ground I was standing on, turning the trees of Aionelia into a magic circle. This, I’d learned, was the ship’s cannon.


      “Dogda Azbedra.”


      A blue comet appeared in the magic circle of giant trees. It shot out toward the institution’s research tower with a tail of light, moving through the water before striking. The water rumbled and shook from the impact, but the shell was undamaged. The fire that started from the explosion also disappeared immediately.


      “It’s sturdier than it looks,” I commented.


      Circles opened across Aionelia, firing Dogda Azbedra in quick succession. The research tower creaked loudly as it shook from the successive impacts. No matter how sturdy it was, a continuous magic barrage like this would eventually open a hole in it.


      My target was the mouth of the shell. If it could open and close, then logically speaking, it had to be weaker than any other area of the shell. I fired blue meteors at it, one after another after another. Eventually, enough had hit to make a crack in the shell. The moment a sizable opening was created at the shell’s mouth, a deafening roar echoed through the water.


      The mouth of the shell opened wide. Something shot out of it—something extremely long and covered in shell-like scales. A dragon.


      The Thundershell Dragon Jeldnura opened its mouth wide, electrical discharge spitting from its maw with fierce crackles. It breathed, and an intense exhalation of lightning struck the Woodland Ship directly. But just like the dragon’s shell, this ship’s barrier was sturdy.




      “Requesting a reply from the Two-Law Usurper,” a Leaks echoed within the ship.


      An army of soldiers from the research tower were leaping out of the Institute of Mythical Beasts and swimming through the water. The soldiers were wearing white robes covered in shells just like the scales of the Thundershell Dragon.


      “We are the Crazed Beast Force under the direct command of Chief Dominic of Evezeino’s Institute of Mythical Beasts. This is your only warning. Leave Evezeino immediately. If your ship does not retreat, you will be engulfed by crazed desires.”


      The Crazed Beast Force. According to Parrington, they were the most likely suspects behind Fallforal’s destruction. But since they couldn’t just ignore one of the Inviolable Waters invading the Chasm of Longing directly, they had no choice but to mobilize their strongest force.


      “Dad,” I said through Leaks to dad, who was holding mom within the Woodland Ship. “I’m going to take care of them.”


      “R-Right! Leave Izabella to me!” dad replied.


      I ran, leaping from the Woodland Ship to land on the tallest tree in the forest. I then put on Avos’s mask and a cloak to disguise myself as the Two-Law Usurper.


      The ship was covered in a barrier of foliage, making it impossible for outsiders to see through. But even so, the Crazed Beast Force couldn’t afford to take their Eyes off me. It was obvious in how the moment I showed myself, their attention was entirely on me. Behind them, lightning raced across the scales of the Thundershell Dragon.


      A peaceful infiltration had been an option at one point, but we were in a rush. I wanted to draw out as many of their forces as I could so that I could crush them as quickly as possible.


      I’d be able to fulfill my promise to Loncruz along the way too.


      “No response from the Two-Law Usurper,” one of the demons said. “We will proceed under the assumption one of the Inviolable Waters is here with hostile intent. The Crazed Beast Force shall mobilize to eliminate the enemy!”


      Dozens of illusory demons prepared for combat, all their magic releasing at once.


      But they were weaker than I had expected. This level was—


      “This is the Chasm of Longing, as long as the Thundershell Dragon Jeldnura is here... Gah! Gwahah!” one of the demons screamed.


      Hmm. What’s happening?


      They were acting weird. Their eyes had turned bloodshot, their muscles were bulging strangely, and their features twisted into grotesque shapes. They spoke differently too, and all the while, their magic power rocketed up several levels.


      “Kill... Kill...!”


      “Aaargh! Die! Die quickly! Gaaah!”


      “Hee hee! Inviolable Waters or not, if you wander into our territory, you’re dead, outsider!”


      “If we destroy the Two-Law Usurper, we’ll become Inviolable Waters!”


      “He’s my prey! Don’t touch!”


      “Utter fools. This is our territory! Only mythical beasts and illusory demons can exist in the Chasm of Longing without succumbing to disaster!”


      Even their personalities had transformed. Every last one of them. Any sense of rationality had vanished, as if their desires had completely taken over their minds. Perhaps this was the reason they were called the Crazed Beast Force.


      “Pfft. Mwa ha ha ha!”


      The illusory demons cackled as they charged at me—all fifteen of them.


      “Gwa ha ha ha— Gwah?!”


      Every demon that leaped at me was split into two.


      “What...?”


      Their Magic Eyes couldn’t see the Two-Law Blade. I had turned it invisible using Kaelal so that I wouldn’t be identified. But even if I hadn’t made the blade invisible, would anyone have seen the sword being drawn from my cloak?


      “Hmm. You have enough reason to at least pause after seeing your comrades slaughtered,” I said.


      The remaining illusory demons kept their distance from me, wary of the invisible Two-Law Blade.


      “Gya ha ha ha!” one shrieked. “This one’s strong! Such interesting prey! Just how I like it—”


      The Thundershell Dragon roared, releasing electrical discharge from its entire body. The electricity wrapped around their demon swords and charged them, energy crackling up and their blades.


      “Gavezna!”


      Bolts of disastrous lightning released from their demon swords to attack me. I leaped aside to evade getting hit and drew a magic circle aimed at them.


      “Dogda Azbedra.”


      A blue star shot toward the Crazed Beast Force, which had remained clustered together after my initial strike. It struck one of them and exploded, flames spreading everywhere.


      But they were all unharmed. The Thundershell Dragon behind them had created some kind of weird magic field that was protecting them.


      “Shall I tell you the secret? The water field the Thundershell Dragon Jeldnura creates enhances lightning magic, but weakens all other elements!” one of the Crazed Beast Force members said smugly, as if to satisfy a sudden desire for attention. “Just like this!”


      The soldiers scattered, moving to surround me before thrusting their demon swords forward. “Hee hee! Gavezna!”


      “Burn! Burn!”


      “Burn to ashes! Hya ha ha!”


      Disastrous lightning struck at me without pause. I moved my right hand slowly and drew a magic circle. “Leion.”


      My dusk-stained hand grabbed all the lightning bolts coming my way. In my palm Gavezna amplified in power before I threw it back.


      “Oh? Giving our attacks back to us? How kind of you!”


      “Hyaaa ha ha ha!”


      The amplified lightning bounced off of them without any impact.


      “That won’t work. The scales of the Thundershell Dragon won’t let lightning pass. You know what that means, right?” the illusory demon said, giving in to his desire for attention again. “You have no means of defeating us unless you come closer! Now what will you do, Mr. Two-Law Usurper?”


      It seemed their armor was made from the scales of the Thundershell Dragon. They were in a water field that weakened everything except lightning, and with the addition of their armor, their anti-lightning measures were perfect.


      “Interesting. I just so happen to have something I want to test out,” I said, charging straight at the illusory demon and knocking him down bare-handed.


      “Urk... Gwah!”


      “Ha ha ha! Don’t think you can run away!” the other illusory demons yelled, chasing after me.


      I sent them all flying with a kick. “You think I’m running away?”


      I had broken out of their encirclement so that every single one of them would be within range of my attack. I released purple lightning from my fingertips and drew a spherical magic circle—specifically, the magic of ruin my father, Ceris Voldigoad, had used. The spherical magic circle that condensed within my palm probably had good affinity with this.


      “Leion.”


      My dusk-stained right hand grabbed the spherical magic circle of purple lightning. Purple bolts swelled, fierce lightning scattering all over the place. Leion amplified the raging lightning as I suppressed it in my palm, condensing it further.


      Eventually, I held my hand up toward the sky and drew ten magic circles with the overflowing purple lightning. They connected, magic circle to magic circle, to form one giant circle. And from that circle dark purple lightning of destruction, amplified by Leion and the spell formula of deep magic, emerged.


      “Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd.”
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      § 27. The Lightning Snatchers


      The Chasm of Longing was dyed purple.


      I reached out toward the frenzied Crazed Beast Force and quietly fired the swirling blast of destructive lightning. But...


      Hmm. It was slow. Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd progressed sluggishly through the water.


      “Pfft!” snorted one of the Crazed Beast Force members. “Gah ha ha ha! It’s so slow!”


      Another giggled. “Hee hee! You’re just asking for us to evade it!”


      “Even better! It’s perfect fodder for the Thundershell Dragon!”


      One of the Crazed Beast Force members snapped his fingers. The Thundershell Dragon Jeldnura roared, opening its mouth wide in order to swallow the purple lightning that was gradually approaching it.


      “Gwa ha ha ha! Mwa ha ha ha ha ha! Jeldnura’s true power manifests once it consumes lightning,” said the attention seeking Crazed Beast Force member. “Behold! This is the mythical beast feared across the silver seas as the Ruinous Abyss World’s embodiment of disastrous lightning—”


      “G-Graaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


      A dying scream echoed through the water. Purple lightning ran across the Thundershell Dragon Jeldnura’s body, tearing every last one of its scales off its body and burning it to a crisp, until it was left to lifelessly drift in the water.


      A part of the corpse sparked purple before Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd burst out of its body. The magic circle of the lightning might have been slow, but it carried the fierce power of ruin, and now it was making its way to where the illusory demons were.


      “Wha...”


      “Ah...”


      The illusory demons stared with their jaws dropped.


      “Jeldnura...”


      “...the embodiment of disastrous lightning...”


      “...was destroyed...by lightning?”


      They gulped in fear as they watched the purple lightning steadily come closer and closer.


      “Hee hee! What are you all scared of?!” one of the Crazed Beast Force members at the back yelled, kicking their allies forward.


      “Gyah!”


      The purple lightning struck their bodies.


      “Gwaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


      “Hee ha ha ha! Wow! That sure is something! No wonder it got Jeldnura!”


      The sight of his own comrades burning alive delighted him, and he laughed in glee. Upon second glance, the remaining members had similar maniacal expressions on their faces.


      “What are you all spooked for? Go wild! Be crazy! Laugh! Madness is power! It’s the rational ones who die first in a fight!” the illusory demon yelled. He charged straight at the purple lightning—and at the last moment, evaded it.


      “Hee hee! This spell is the perfect test of courage!”


      More and more illusory demons turned mad and charged forward with him.


      “It’s so slow, it’ll never hit me!”


      “Here I go! Will it hit me? Will I perish? Let’s find out!”


      They purposefully ran for the lightning, knowing it would destroy them the moment it made contact. It was a meaningless act of insanity, but the more insane they acted, the more their magic power rose.


      “Hee hee! Ha ha ha!”


      They cackled with laughter after approaching the spell. Several of those among them failed the test of courage and burned away, with the survivors relishing the sight.


      “Hmm,” I said, grabbing the lightning.


      “Hee hee— Huh?” said one of the illusory demons.


      “Seems about forty percent complete. The power is acceptable, but it’s far too slow.”


      The Crazed Beast Force looked shocked. In the brief moment they had been distracted by the spell, I had moved around them and grabbed Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd with Leion.


      “Throwing it every time won’t work,” I muttered.


      I threw the purple lightning once again. The look in their eyes turned even more mad as purple lightning shot forward faster than one could see.


      “Hee hee! Evade it evade it evade it! Evade or die!”


      “Such futile efforts. No beasts move faster in this water than we do!”


      “Gwa ha ha ha! You can’t hit us like that! We just have to get past it!”


      The illusory demons immediately scattered and evaded the Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd at the last moment.


      “Hee hee ha ha ha ha ha ha!”


      “See? You can’t hit us!”


      The purple lightning went past them and flew off into the distance. I moved ahead of the bolt and caught it with Leion.


      The illusory demons turned to me in shock.


      “What?!”


      “He overtook it?”


      “But he was on the opposite side of it just moments ago!”


      “A clone? No, he’s clearly the same person...”


      “No way... That’s impossible! He moved faster than the magic he fired...and then grabbed it? How?! I could barely see the spell!”


      I got ready to throw the spell again with Leion.


      “Analyzing the situation rationally, are you?” I said.


      The Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd amplified once more and shot forward again, with even more speed.


      “Laugh,” I said.


      They started running as fast as they could to evade it, talking among themselves as they did.


      “Th-There’s no way he can keep this up! This is the Chasm of Longing! No matter how strong he is, he’ll run out of breath eventually if he keeps swimming that fast!”


      “Ha ha ha! He’ll have no choice but to return to the Woodland Ship! Not even the Two-Law Usurper of the Inviolable Waters can breathe here! You won’t win. Not here, and not against us! A wolf can’t fish in the deep sea!”


      “Yeah! We’ll just keep going until he drowns! Easy! Gwa ha ha! Gya ha ha ha ha ha!”


      I threw the purple lightning, and like before moved ahead of it and caught it in my hand. The illusory demons caught in the middle screamed in pain and glee as they scattered again.


      “He’ll run out of breath at this speed...for sure...!”


      “Next,” I said.


      Purple lightning rushed past them with the third throw.


      “He must be pushing himself...” one of the illusory demons panted. “His mask is hiding his face, but he should be near his limit...”


      “Bwa ha ha. You’re all too slow. Fly faster,” I replied.


      The fourth throw shot past them.


      “Another one... This has to be the last...”


      “Yeah, I’m just about done warming up,” I said.


      I threw the lightning for the fifth time. The now exhausted Crazed Beast Force whipped their bodies into moving, converting magic into speed. They exceeded their limits to fly through the water and evade my lightning, even though doing so accelerated their fatigue.


      Despite that, they still seemed to believe I would run out of breath first.


      The Chasm of Longing was an underwater field suited for illusory demons and mythical beasts. In other words, no other species could breathe within it, while those like the Lions of Ruin would thrive. That part seemed to be true; my body was in better condition than ever.


      “Hah... Hah... Hah...”


      “Wheeze... Why...”


      “Urk... Argh...”


      Thus, the Crazed Beast Force were the first to run out of breath.


      “Why... How come?”


      “It’s impossible to move around the Chasm of Longing for this long...”


      “What a monster...”


      Their frenzy had run its course. In the face of my ever-quickening Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd, the Crazed Beast Force had surrendered, their hearts and bodies pushed to their limits.


      “Two laws will be decided,” I said. I caught the purple lightning again, clenching it in my hand for preparation for a sixth throw. “Do you want this lightning, or a stronger one?”


      Each Leion amplified the spell’s power. Eventually, it would reach the strength of the stronger one. It was just a matter of time.


      “Choose,” I said, throwing the destructive lightning again. The Crazed Beast Force hesitated for a brief moment before all of them roared with laughter.


      “Hee hee! Ha ha ha! Mwa ha ha ha ha ha!”


      They didn’t attempt to evade it. They mustered the last of their insanity and poured all their magic into their wards before charging forward once again, the blinding lightning of ruin illuminating their faces.


      “Hyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!” the Crazed Beast Force screamed.


      The Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd moved faster than the eyes could see, shooting past them and heading straight toward the bottom of the Chasm of Longing.


      Immediately after, a deafening explosion resounded in the chasm.


      “Gyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


      Corpses flew everywhere. The charred bodies of the Crazed Beast Force drifted through the water. Although the lightning hadn’t hit them directly, they had been swept into its subsequent shock waves and rendered incapable of combat. Some could still move, but just barely. They were no longer a threat.


      The Crazed Beast Force had possibly been involved in the destruction of Fallforal. Leaving them in their barely alive state would make it easier for Parrington’s subordinate and the hunting nobles to capture them.


      “That should do it,” I muttered.


      I looked down at the chasm again, but it really seemed bottomless.


      If I had thrown the amplified Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd in the shallows of the chasm, the spell would have affected those on the surface. I figured the bottom of the Chasm of Longing would be able to withstand its strength, but I hadn’t expected what had actually happened: The lightning of ruin hadn’t even caused the abyss of the chasm to flinch.


      The abyssal chasm was far sturdier than a miniature world.


      “Anos!” dad suddenly yelled through our magic link. He sounded panicked.


      “What’s wrong?” I said.


      “Izabella’s acting strange... She’s been muttering something for a while now.”


      I strained my ears to listen to mom’s voice.


      “Grandfather told me... I can’t escape my desires...”


      “Hang in there, Izabella... It’ll be okay. I’m here with you!”


      Parrington’s Red Threads transmitted through dad’s voice, and the memories flashing into mom’s head were projected back to us.


    


  



  

    

      § 28. In the End


      The Silverwater Ship Nepheus soared through the silver seas at full mast. It had been a smooth voyage, and the ship was close to its destination. The noble hunters piloting the ship were calm and relaxed.


      As seasoned war veterans, they knew when to be alert. Right now, they were resting their bodies for the next hunt. Inside the ship was full of bright voices and occasional laughter, with the exception of one completely dark room.


      The sound of falling rain could be heard. A sound that shouldn’t have been audible.


      In that dark room Luna Atzenon was curled up in a corner, covering her ears in fear.


      She could hear voices. They blended in with the falling rain, as though they were coming from within her. No matter how tightly she covered her ears, she could still hear the voices of longing echoing from her womb.




      Why?


      Tell me, why?


      Why won’t you give birth to me?


      Mother.


      Give birth to me.


      Give birth to me, mother.


      It’s dark here.


      So dark.


      I don’t like it. It hurts.


      Mother.


      Is it really so sinful for me to be born?




      “I’m sorry... I’m sorry...”


      Tears fell from Luna’s eyes.


      Between anguished, wailing sobs she murmured apology upon apology to her unborn child.


      “I want to... But you can’t be born...”


      Black particles seeped out of Luna’s abdomen with a crackling noise, vaguely shaped like a small limb, as if a child’s hand was desperately trying to crawl out of her.


      She grabbed it gently.


      “I’m sorry... I can’t give birth to you... I’m sorry...”


      Sobbing, she tried to push the hand back into her abdomen.


      “Wait just a little longer,” she said to it, wiping her tears. “It’ll be okay. The baron will bring the Sword of Three Races here. For sure...”


      She covered her ears, closed her eyes, and struggled to suppress the desire boiling within her. The voice was extra loud today. Perhaps it had realized what she was trying to do.


      How many days had passed since she had met Lebrahald of the Five Holy Nobles?


      For days she had been fighting against the increasingly persistent voice in her womb, waiting for the chance to sever herself from her fate.


      Evansmana, the Sword of Three Races and the symbol of the Holy Sword World Hyphoria, chose its own wielder. And it was this person and this person only who had the right to succeed the title of Holy King, and be the ruler of the Holy Sword World.


      The Five Holy Nobles had three chances throughout their lifetime to take the selection ceremony for the Sword of Three Races. The ceremony started from the highest ranking noble and moved downward. Only once the duke, marquess, count, and viscount had failed could Baron Lebrahald get the chance to draw the sword. He had promised Luna he would be the one to draw Evansmana.


      The ship suddenly changed direction and tilted.


      “Kyah!”


      In the next moment an explosion rocked the ship, everything around Luna shaking from the impact and causing her to collapse onto the floor. Leaks echoed throughout the ship.


      “Enemy attack! All personnel to their battle stations now!”


      “Enemy sighted! Confirmed appearance of the Meteorite Turtle Zevadrone!”


      “The Institute of Mythical Beasts has come. Continue at full speed to the meeting point! Master Lebrahald will definitely arrive with the Sword of Three Races. We’ll show them what a true hunter is!”


      “Understood!” the ship crew said.


      The battle began immediately. Evezeino’s turtle fired meteors while Hyphoria’s ship shot back arrows. Nepheus shook heavily from the impacts of Zevadrone’s attacks, and the sound of hunting nobles rushing to repair the ship could be heard throughout.


      Hyphoria’s ship was far inferior in performance and ability to Evezeino’s turtle. It would’ve been best for them to retreat as soon as possible, but the crew believed in Lebrahald and instead remained on course.


      Luna could do nothing but pray.


      Just then, a beam of light illuminated her cabin. Luna looked up. The door slowly opened to reveal a man’s shadow, heralding the arrival of someone Luna knew quite well.


      “Parrington...” she said.


      “I’m glad you’re safe, sister. Sorry to keep you waiting,” Parrington said, swiftly reaching Luna’s side. “We can catch up later. Let’s get out of here first.”


      He grabbed her hand and pulled her, but she didn’t move.


      “Sister?” Parrington asked.


      “Wait, Parrington. Listen to me...”


      “It’s okay. The hunters have their hands full with the Meteorite Turtle. They haven’t even realized that their ship has already been invaded. It’ll be easy for us to get away if we move now.”


      Parrington tugged at her hand, trying to get her to move to the door.


      Luna smacked his hand away. Parrington froze and looked at her, eyes wide in shock.


      “I’m sorry, Parrington. Hyphoria didn’t kidnap me. I came here on my own to beg the baron for a favor. That’s why...”


      “No,” Parrington denied firmly. “They’re deceiving you. That’s all there is to it. That’s what I’ll tell our grandfather.”


      Luna looked shocked. “You knew...”


      “Of course I know. I know exactly what you’re thinking. As the only other person connected to the Chasm of Longing, I’m the only one who can understand you.”


      Parrington stepped close to her.


      “No matter where you go or what you do, you cannot escape,” he said gently. “Our children will be the lions that shall destroy the silver seas. You know that.”


      Luna couldn’t look away from what she saw in his Magic Eyes. He knew exactly what she was feeling.


      “Even the Sword of Three Races cannot sever this fate, not without destroying us. If it could, the war between Evezeino and Hyphoria would have ended long before we were born.”


      Luna looked down. “That may be true...but...”


      “Do you remember, sister?” Parrington asked, grabbing her by the shoulders. She was shaking. “We made a promise to each other when we were young. We said that siblings should always stick together. Remember?”


      Parrington’s eyes filled with tears.


      “We may not have much freedom. We may not even be able to have children. But as long as we have each other, that’s enough for me.”


      The hands clinging to Luna were trembling. Parrington was desperate to stop her.


      “Please... Please don’t give up on yourself!” he pleaded. “Don’t throw away the small happiness you already have for a miracle that will never happen! Please Luna, look at me! I am not grandfather. I’ll never betray you. Your happiness is here, with me!”


      Luna gave him a pained look. “I know what you’re saying. I know what I’m doing is stupid. But I can’t give up on it, Parrington. I want to believe.”


      She placed her hand over Parrington’s and looked at him with eyes filled with hope.


      “Love will definitely win,” she said firmly—then gasped.


      Her face had been splattered with red blood. Parrington had been shot by an arrow from the back.


      “Damned illusory demon!” said a noble hunter. “How did you get in?!”


      “Get away from her!” barked a second one. “She’s a guest of the baron. Don’t touch her!”


      The hunting nobles nocked their arrows and fired all at once.


      “You’re the ones who should get away!” Parrington yelled. Black particles overflowed from his body, swirling ominously into the air.


      He swallowed the arrows with an explosion, blowing apart a portion of the Silverwater Ship along with the hunters. Fragments of the ship fell into the silver seas. Parrington leaped between the rubble, clenching his fists.


      “Nraaaaaagh!”


      He smashed the holy swords of all the hunters who stood in his way, punching their faces with the full force of his power. Alone, he overpowered them by a large margin. In quick succession every hunting noble that gathered before him was crushed by his might.


      “And where will you find that?” Parrington roared at his sister as he kicked, punched, and fired at the hunters wildly. “Where will you find someone who will love you when the only thing you can bring into the world is a beast that will destroy everything?!”


      Parrington’s words struck like daggers through Luna’s chest, forcing her to wake up from her dream. Though weaker than she was, he saw much more clearly the reality of their fate.


      “Even if the Sword of Three Races can slash both your womb and fate, how can you be sure you won’t ever give birth to a Lion of Ruin?! Even if you stop feeling the Chasm of Longing, how can you prove the connection’s actually gone?! There’s no way of knowing!”


      The giant magic projectiles Parrington fired at the hunters burst in flashy explosions.


      “Who in the world could be with you and not fear that their child will become an unknown beast? Is there anyone in all the seas that could love a disaster? No, sister. I know very well how weak people can be.”


      “This damned monster...” one of the hunters muttered. “Gaaah!”


      Parrington dodged the hunter’s holy sword and punched the man straight through the abdomen.


      “No matter how much you search these silver seas, you will never find a man who can love the Abyssal Princess of Disaster!” Parrington yelled. His harsh, unrelenting words were pushed out of him as if driven by his own desires and raging emotions.


      Luna bit her lip, tears in her eyes.


      But that only lasted a moment. She immediately noticed something and leaped into the sky of her own accord.


      Parrington, distracted by Luna’s sudden movement, could not defend himself in time from the hunters who had hidden themselves in the rubble of their Silverwater Ship and now leaped out to fire their strongest arrows at him, seemingly from all directions. Holy light shot through the air and pierced his limbs. The arrows were linked to chains, and having reached their target they restrained his hands and legs.


      “These things can’t stop me!” Parrington shouted.


      He tried to tear the chains with force. As if they had expected him to resist, the hunters behind Parrington shot more arrows of divine light. Their power was on an entirely different level than what had been used before.


      “Parrington!” Luna cried out.


      Luna had leaped so frantically to land behind her brother, and she now spread her arms wide. And then, in the next moment, fresh red blood spilled onto the deck of the Silverwater Ship.


      In her attempt to protect her brother, Luna’s stomach had been shot through by arrows of light.


      “Sister...?”


      Luna fell to her knees.


      “Say, Parrington...”


      Arrows of light dug further into her wounds. The Chasm of Longing was strongly connected to her womb.


      “Despite everything you said, I want to believe...that somewhere out there, someone is waiting for me... Someone who can accept me...”


      A deep darkness spread from her stomach, swallowing the chains binding Parrington’s limbs.


      “I’m sorry. Goodbye.”


      With the last of her power, Luna drew a magic circle over Parrington.


      “Wait, sister—”


      Parrington would never finish what he was about to say, as the spreading darkness flung him into the air, far away from the ship. Luna and the deep darkness spreading from her—the Chasm of Longing—began swallowing the Silverwater Ship without a sound.


      And not just the ship, either; the Meteorite Turtle Zevadrone was being pulled in, as though the darkness was dragging it toward her. Illusory demons could be seen abandoning the turtle and fleeing the waters, while the hunting nobles stared in disbelief.


      “The Meteorite Turtle...is being swallowed...”


      “What? What is this sinister power of destruction?”


      “I can’t move!”


      “At this rate...”


      The hunting nobles that tried to retreat were caught by the darkness and quickly swallowed up.


      Luna could no longer suppress her rampaging power, and so she just picked a single point in the distance and stared at it, waiting with all her heart.


      She believed, still, that he would arrive on time.


      For that was the kind of person he was. Someone who could keep his promises.


      Luna believed that.


      And then, she saw it: a single flash of light.


      From afar came another Silverwater Ship Nepheus. At its bow was Lebrahald, one of the Five Holy Nobles, with Evansmana, the Sword of Three Races, glowing radiantly in his hand.


      “You made it...baron...”


      The Silverwater Ship Nepheus reached Luna and entered the ever-expanding darkness.


      “Use your holy swords to open a path,” Lebrahald said.


      “Anything for Master Lebrahald’s victory!” the hunters shouted in response, drawing their holy swords and holding them above their heads. “Leibald Anjelam!”


      Holy light shot upward. When the dozens of hunting nobles on the deck brought the swords down in unison, a mass of divine light was released. Its radiance slashed open a pure white path toward Luna, but the darkness swallowed it partway through and cut it off.


      Those on board the ship were experienced hunters. Their holy swords were high quality blades from Hyphoria. But the Chasm of Longing was even deeper than their light.


      “Another one hundred—no, even fifty is enough. Can you reach her?” Lebrahald asked his subordinates.


      “We’re trying, but...”


      “She’s much further than we expected, and the power of destruction is too great...”


      They could barely maintain the path of light they had already opened. Extending it further would be an impossible feat. And the more time they took on it, the less time they had to use the path while it was still open.


      Even Lebrahald would struggle to get past the darkness. And if he used too much of his strength doing so, he’d fail to fulfil his original goal. But there was no other method available.


      “No choice but to go, huh?” Lebrahald said.


      Lebrahald tightened his grip on Evansmana.


      Just then, something shot past his ship.


      “What?” he said.


      Whatever it was moved forward faster than the eyes could see, piercing through the Chasm of Longing without hesitation and dispelling the darkness.


      “What was that?” said one of the noble hunters.


      “Wow...” said another.


      A path had been opened. One that led right up to the Abyssal Princess of Disaster.


      “It must be that child she mentioned. Here he comes to save the princess trapped in a prison of disaster,” Lebrahald said, laughing, before rushing down the path. “You must be Jayne’s benefactor. I am Lebrahald Flenneroth of Hyphoria’s Five Holy Nobles. I have accepted the obligation given to me by my close friend and will release Luna Atzenon from her fate as the Abyssal Princess of Disaster!”


      Lebrahald leaped straight forward, creating a trail of light behind him. The golden hilt and pale blade of Evansmana twinkled like a star as Lebrahald became one with his sword, his own magic vanishing to nothing.


      “Wait! Wait, Lebrahald!” Parrington yelled. He had arrived in time to throw himself into the darkness after Lebrahald with no care for his own safety. But he couldn’t reach Luna.


      “Sword of Three Races, fourth hidden art—”


      With a comet-like tail of light behind him, Lebrahald swung Evansmana down with all his might.


      “Heaven Conqueror.”


      The pale blade flashed, cutting the darkness. It slashed the Chasm of Longing along with Luna Atzenon’s womb. From the wound blood flowed, black particles raged, and at the last moment, the blade came to a stop.


      Water filled with desires overflowed from her abyss, its power of ruin raging against Evansmana’s pale glow. A crack ran down the Sword of Three Races.


      “Haaah!”


      Lebrahald used the last of his power to complete his swing. With a dull sound, Evansmana snapped at the base, and the darkness pouring out of Luna’s body stopped.


      “Thank you...” she said in a weak mutter as she was swallowed by the current of the Sacred Silverwater Sea, falling, the shattered pieces of Evansmana falling with her.


      Her magic power had faded, and her source was on the brink of perishing.


      “You...” Parrington’s voice echoed from the darkness. “Lebrahald, you bastard! Filth! Treacherous, murdering scum!”


      His fury was immeasurable, his voice a boiling wave of rage that rippled throughout the silver seas.


      Lebrahald looked down, and saw a blink of faint light.


      Luna had fallen in the direction of a silver bubble that was yet to be properly born in the Sacred Silverwater Sea—an ephemeral world.


    


  



  

    

      § 29. Abnormality


      The Chasm of Longing.


      I slipped past the foliage of the woodlands, descending to Aionelia’s surface. On the ground, dad was carrying mom in his arms with a worried look.


      “Somewhere...someone is waiting for me...”


      Mom’s eyes opened weakly. She was muttering to herself, face wracked with agony and despair. “I came this far believing that... But I knew nothing of the world...”


      Her eyes were out of focus, as though she were staring far into the past.


      “I was searching for someone who would whisper sweet words to me...someone who wanted me... I was in love with the idea of love. Maybe I just wanted to avert my eyes from reality...from the truth that my child will be a disaster that destroys the silver seas...”


      “Izabella. It’ll be okay. Don’t worry,” dad said, holding mom around the shoulders. “You met me, right? Remember? In Rouza Village. A tiny village on the outskirts of Azesion. In the church there, we—”


      Mom’s eyes suddenly found dad’s.


      “Izabella?” dad said.


      “Who are you?”


      Dad blinked at her blankly.


      “Why...are you here...?” mom muttered, then immediately fell unconscious.


      “It’ll be okay. You don’t have to worry about anything, Izabella,” dad said to her gently.


      I landed on the ground of the Woodland Ship and touched mom’s forehead. Her fever had fallen a little.


      The raging power of the Chasm of Longing in her womb had weakened. Perhaps the memories she had recalled were instinctively controlling the chasm. Her recovery was going well, but...


      “Anos.”


      A Leaks from Parrington arrived.


      “We’ve succeeded in infiltrating the research tower. You might have noticed it as well, but it seems the Crazed Beast Force made contact with the Two-Law Usurper. I don’t know if they can survive against one of the Inviolable Waters, but I’ve sent the assassin-type marionette over.”


      Recor and Baltzarond’s subordinates were searching for proof Evezeino had been involved in Fallforal’s destruction. If the Crazed Beast Force was behind it, they’d be able to make them confess. Parrington’s mission was to find Dominic in the research tower.


      “How’s my sister doing?” Parrington asked.


      “The Chasm of Longing within her has calmed down, but now the Red Threads are affecting her. She couldn’t recognise dad.”


      “Her memories are being overwritten... She’s still under the influence of the memory stone, so it should just be temporary...”


      But if things kept going this way, she’d lose all her memories as Izabella, wouldn’t she?


      “Anos and Gusta are tied with Red Threads, but Luna Atzenon lived for twenty-two thousand years. A far longer time than her life in Militia’s World.”


      “Does that make Luna Atzenon’s memories superior to Izabella’s?” I asked.


      “Unfortunately...”


      There was still time. We just had to destroy the Phoenix of Conception and cut the Red Threads before it was too late.


      “N-No need to sound so serious!” dad said in encouragement. “Everything will be okay! Izabella and I have been together for almost twenty years!”


      “Gusta. Were you listening? My sister lived as Luna Atzenon for twenty-two thousand years.”


      “So what? My love has a one hundred million multiplier on it, so our time together is actually worth twenty billion years!”


      Dad’s irrational logic left Parrington speechless.


      “Bwa ha ha. Dad, that’s a one billion multiplier,” I said.


      “O-Oh, right... Well, at any rate! Time means nothing compared to the bond between us. It’ll definitely be okay.”


      Dad hugged mom tightly. The Red Threads glowed gold, as if responding to him.


      “You heard him. It won’t be a problem,” I said to Parrington.


      “Are you serious?” Parrington sounded skeptical.


      “At the end of the day, it’s just a matter of destroying the Phoenix of Conception. Thanks to the Two-Law Usurper, the security forces around the research tower should be shorthanded right now.”


      I cast magic wards and barriers around mom and dad, followed by Fless. The two rose into the sky and followed behind me as I flew out of the Woodland Ship.


      “Dominic is on the bottom floor of the tower, right?” I said.


      The shell of the Thundershell Dragon Jeldnura had its mouth wide open. But I passed the entrance and stayed outside the tower, descending parallel to it toward the Chasm of Longing.


      “That is correct. But even with lighter security, it’ll still take ten minutes to get there. And that’s only if the building structure hasn’t changed. Where are you right now, Anos?”


      “Almost at the bottom floor.”


      “What?”


      The end of the long shell came into view. It was the sturdy shell of the Thundershell Dragon—the walls of the depths had to be extremely thick. It normally would have taken a huge effort to break in, but the earlier Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd had created a crack.


      I aimed at it.


      Black particles wrapped around the Two-Law Blade as I used the momentum of Fless to stab the blade into the bottom floor of the research tower. The shell shattered, making a hole, which I passed through to enter the tower. Water immediately started to flood into the towers from where I entered, so I repaired it with Iris. Most of the water stopped slipping in after that.


      I looked around.


      The building was made entirely of Jeldnura’s shell. There were no illusory demons in the area—either Parrington had lured them all away, or they had never imagined the bottom floor would be infiltrated to begin with and weren’t normally stationed here.


      I drew a magic circle at my feet and changed out of my mask and cloak into my Demon King Academy uniform. Although I had used Kaelal for concealment, bringing mom and dad with me would make my identity obvious, so there was no need to hide anymore.


      It’d be better not to have them realize I was pretending to be the Two-Law Usurper.


      Besides, if Dominic was researching Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin, his goal would actually be me. He wouldn’t want to risk his precious research material rampaging, so revealing my identity would make it easier for me to negotiate with him. Perhaps I could use my status as a Lion of Ruin to get him to agree to save mom.


      Of course, if he was actually crazed to the core, then there’d be no negotiating with him.


      I slowly walked through the corridor of the research tower. My parents floated behind me with Fless. According to Parrington, Dominic liked to shut himself in here to focus on his research. That meant he needed magic facilities outfitted to a specific standard, which limited where he could be.


      I cast my Magic Eyes around, but didn’t see any traps. I did, however, see a door in front of me. There was no hiding the magic power overflowing from behind it. Past the door would probably be Dominic’s workshop.


      It was locked with a powerful magic key. I tried using Dee, but it didn’t open. It didn’t fail—it was just a lock that the unlocking magic of the shallows couldn’t unlock.


      “Guess it can’t be helped,” I said.


      I clenched my fist lightly and black particles swirled in a spiral around it. I hit the door with a heavy swing of my fist.


      The sturdy two-layered door blew apart with an explosive boom. Piercing cold air rushed out of the room. Magic circles had been drawn all over the walls. Several glass cylinders filled with unfamiliar creatures reached up to the ceiling. They were probably incarnated mythical beasts.


      In the middle of the room was a thick black pillar of ice. It was illuminated by a magic circle, and a humanoid figure could be seen floating inside it. He was asleep, but I could detect a vast amount of magic power from him. The Two-Law Blade trembled, sensing the power of a chief god.


      Was that the Disastrous One? No one had mentioned Izark being here to me.


      What was the meaning of this?


      The light being emitted from the magic circle was a heat ray melting the black ice—as though to force the man inside it to wake up.


      “Hmm. I thought Evezeino didn’t want the Disastrous One to awaken?” I said.


      My gaze was focused on a man sitting in a chair with his back to me. There was only one person who would be inside this workshop.


      “I’ve come to see you, Dominic.”


      But Dominic didn’t respond. He didn’t move from his chair.


      I strained my Magic Eyes, but I could barely feel any magic power from him.


      Is he suppressing his power? No, this is different.


      I walked right up to the chair, circling it to face Dominic directly.


      “Well,” I said, “this is troublesome.”


      The man in the chair was in white robes, just like he had been in mom’s memories. But while his face was youthful, his skin was ashen, and no life could be felt in him.


      Ten holy swords had been pierced through his body. When I stared into his abyss from close up, I could see the last drop of his magic power fade away. His source had just vanished.


      Dominic Atzenon had just perished right in front of me.


      To be continued...


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      After writing about Anos’s father’s past, I wanted to write an arc on his mother’s past. Volume twelve is the result of that. How was she raised, who did she meet, and how did she fall in love with Ceris? There was so much I wanted to write, I ended up needing a two-part volume to fit it all. Act 1 is scattered with mysteries that will be resolved in act 2, so there’s not much I can say at this point in time, but please look forward to the continuation!


      I’d like to take this space to write about A Great Man Who Does Not Appear in Magic History, which went on sale the same day as volume 12 act 1. Magic History won the grand prize for the 5th Manga Script Awards and is serialized in Kodansha’s manga app, Magazine Pocket. The volume that went on sale this time is the novelization of that original manga. Since I was in charge of the original manga, I thought I might as well novelize it as well.


      The story is about Ain, a genius sorcerer with no education, and Shannon, the orphan girl he adopts. The two make the greatest invention of the century, but all kinds of things get in their way. The story was a result of me wanting to write about family love and magic research. It’s a heartwarming tale of the outrageous words and behavior of an unpredictable child messing with a lonely genius sorcerer and softening his heart.


      What would it be like to have magic in our world? Would it be like science? What would be the difference? I wrote about these themes while including thrilling adventures, flashy magic battle scenes, amazing inventions, and the inspiring behavior of a genius who doesn’t bend the knee to power.


      This time, I tried something new by using 3D models and motion capture to create the storyboard for the manga. I wanted to make sure I conveyed my story clearly to the artist, Sotono, who turned it into a wonderful manga. I’m very satisfied with the result.


      The first volume of the manga is scheduled to go on sale the same day as this volume of The Misfit of Demon King Academy, so please give it a try along with the novelization.


      Getting back on topic, the wonderful illustrations for this volume were once again drawn by Shizumayoshinori. I was so touched when I saw Costoria and Parrington. I’ve also been greatly indebted to editor Yoshioka. Thank you both very much.


      Finally, I’d like to extend my heartfelt gratitude to the readers. I’ll do my best with act 2, so please look forward to it.


      SHU


      15 June 2022
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