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      § 30. Scheme


      Inside the workshop on the bottom floor of the research tower of Evezeino’s Institute of Mythical Beasts, I watched Dominic Atzenon perish before me.


      Who did this?


      Naga and the other Lions of the Ruin were the only people with the most probable motive to overthrow Dominic.


      If this was their doing, it must have happened just before the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish started. They had been waiting for a chance to get rid of him, after all, and they could have been fortunate enough to obtained that chance. It wasn’t impossible.


      But if this was true, Naga ignoring the Two-Law Tyrant in favor of chasing me out of Evezeino would seem counterintuitive. She hadn’t wanted me to meet Dominic in case it made him wary of her plans, and she’d said she needed more time before she could eliminate him.


      Her statement about leaving the Two-Law Tyrant’s invasion for Dominic to deal with was also questionable. She should have known that Dominic had perished if she had been the one to eliminate him, so in letting him “deal with it,” she was effectively letting the Two-Law Tyrant run free when it wouldn’t have made a difference to pause the skirmish and deal with the Two-Law Tyrant together first.


      Therefore it was more likely that Naga’s side knew nothing of Dominic’s death. Was there someone else, then, who had reason to get rid of him? The only others with something to gain from his destruction would be from outside Evezeino—the Holy Sword World or the Puppet World. But neither Parrington, his strategist Recor, nor the hunting nobles had reached the bottom floor of the tower yet, and Baltzarond was still on the Demon King Express.


      If we disregarded motives entirely, the culprit had to have been someone who had been in the research tower before we infiltrated it. Outside of Naga and the Lions of Ruin, was there another illusory demon who wanted Dominic’s life?


      Illusory demons appeared at the entrance of the workshop in a flurry of footsteps and shouts.


      “There he is! We’ve got him cornered!”


      “Stand down, chief! We’ll handle the intruder!”


      “Only a fool would dare enter here. Die!”


      “Bezgum!”


      The yelling soldiers rapidly fired flaming bullets.


      I leaped aside to avoid them, the bullets hitting the chair instead. Dominic’s body was sent flying, rolling onto the floor until it landed face up.


      The illusory demons gasped at the sight, trembling in horror at the knowledge of their master’s death being so abruptly thrust upon them.


      “Wha...”


      “That can’t be...”


      “Chief Dominic...”


      “There’s no way!”


      “I know that man!” one of the soldiers shouted, looking at me. “I saw him in a newsletter at Pablohetra. Isn’t he our opponent in the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish?!”


      “Someone contact Lady Naga immediately—he’s too much for us to handle!” a man appearing to be the captain of the squad yelled. “We’ll buy time!”


      Several illusory demons stood like shields around one man using Leaks. I glared at the spell with the Magic Eyes of Destruction.


      “Lady Naga,” the man shouted, “please respond! Lady Naga!”


      The spell formula was destroyed, preventing his voice from reaching her.


      “Tch! It’s his Magic Eyes! Seal them! Obstruct his view!”


      The soldiers drew their demon swords and fired Bezgum at me in succession. I drew a magic circle while suppressing Leaks with my Magic Eyes.


      “Dogda Azbedra.”


      A blue star left a trail of light in its wake as it swallowed the bullets and struck the illusory demons, blue flames roaring upon contact.


      “G-Gwaaaaaaaaah!”


      “Stay there and be quiet for a while,” I said, binding them with Zola e Dypt as they burned. I then drew a magic circle of hellfire. “Behelius.”


      A coffin of darkness was summoned, trapping the soldiers within it. Since it was a spell from Militia’s World, it wouldn’t result in perpetual death here, but it would be able to buy me some time.


      “Bad news, Parrington. Dominic’s already perished,” I said through Leaks.


      He immediately replied. “Are you sure?”


      “He passed right in front of me. I’m sure of it.”


      “Oh no! Destroy the Pablohetra insignia he’s wearing, right now! Before it’s dyed red!” Parrington shouted back urgently.


      I quickly looked over at Dominic’s corpse. He was wearing Pablohetra’s insignia, but it was already dyed red.


      “Hmm. Looks like it’s too late for that. Will that be a problem?”


      “The most important figures of the Holy Six Academies have special insignias. When they perish, their magic power and the magic power of their surroundings are recorded and sent to Pablohetra. This is how their deaths are verified and proven in the alliance.”


      I see. The magic of their surroundings could only have meant one thing.


      “The insignia will be proof, then, that I was here when Dominic perished.”


      “Indeed... Whoever killed Dominic must have finished him off knowing that. But the truth of the insignias is normally kept a secret from everyone except the Holy Six Academies and the Goddess of Arbitration to prevent a situation like this...”


      “In other words, the culprit has to be from the Holy Six.”


      “So it seems.”


      There was a chance that other people knew about the insignias—just like how Parrington had told me a moment ago—but they would probably already be deeply related to the Holy Six Academies.


      “Interworld transmissions from Evezeino to Pablohetra take longer than regular Leaks, as they have to pass through silverfoam.”


      Just like how special boats were needed to travel out of the world, most magic had no effect outside of the miniature world it was cast in. Leaks couldn’t reach outside a world under normal circumstances either.


      Even if they were connected to other worlds with silverlight tracks like the ones the Demon King Express used, magic transmissions would still be sent with a delay. But they didn’t even have that.


      “How long will it take?”


      “Roughly one hour. If you don’t find the culprit before then, you’ll automatically become the main suspect.”


      I was already a suspect in Fallforal’s destruction. Appearing at the scene of Dominic’s murder would only make the situation worse.


      And Militia’s World was already under the supervision of the Holy Six. If they used force to conduct an investigation and hurt people in the process, Shin and the others wouldn’t stay quiet.


      At worst, it could result in war between Pablohetra and Militia’s World. However...


      “The Phoenix of Conception comes first,” I said.


      “With Dominic gone, there’s no way of incarnating it... And it’ll be difficult to find it inside the Chasm of Longing in only an hour.”


      Mythical beasts were indefinite beings with no real physical body. Finding something like that would indeed be a challenge.


      “If Dominic was researching the Phoenix of Conception, then the results of his experiments should be in this tower somewhere.”


      “Naga should know. Maybe, if you explain things to her, she’ll cooperate?”


      If Naga knew Dominic had perished, she wouldn’t have a reason to chase us out of Evezeino anymore—would she?


      “This might be part of Naga’s scheme.”


      “For what purpose?”


      “Who knows? But at the very least, Naga had a reason to overthrow Dominic. It wouldn’t be strange for her to try and frame me in the process.”


      Admitting the situation to Naga would be admitting to her I had slipped out of the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish. That was enough for me to come under suspicion.


      I didn’t know what reason she had to frame me, but I didn’t know her well in the first place. Could Costoria have done this on her own? If so, Naga’s choice to leave the Two-Law Tyrant alone made sense. Knowing Costoria’s crazed resentment, it wasn’t inconceivable for her to have done something.


      But that still left the question of whether that was what actually happened in the first place.


      “There’s no time to think. We might not even have the whole hour—if the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish ends before then, they’ll know we slipped away anyway. There’s the Two-Law Tyrant to consider too. Lebrahald will be coming to deal with him.”


      “Hmm. Let’s go with that.”


      Parrington made a confused sound. “Huh?”


      “Naga, Costoria, or Bobonga,” I said. “If at least one of these three is out to frame me, they would be aware of what’s going on right now. The culprit wouldn’t actually care if they won the skirmish or not.”


      Doing so would end the fight and allow them to corner me faster. And since their plans didn’t require them to win, there was no need to reveal themselves earlier than they needed to.


      “If we make the first move, however, we’re more likely to mess up.”


      “Are you saying the culprit will hold back during the skirmish?”


      “I think it’s likely.”


      Originally, Naga’s side couldn’t afford to lose. So if there was anyone on her side holding back, then it was because they knew that victory didn’t matter.


      “I understand your logic, but it’s a gamble. Much of it relies on things outside of our control, and there’s no guarantee they’ll expose themselves at all.”


      “Don’t worry, I know someone who’s good at seeing through people’s hearts. Anyone who thinks it’s okay to lose will let their guard down a little. That opening won’t be overlooked.”


      Parrington fell silent for a few seconds before replying.


      “Let’s suppose you do find them, then. If none of the three turn out to be the culprit, we’ll be the ones left in peril.”


      “Once we figure out if Naga is an enemy or not, we’ll be able to ask her about the Phoenix of Conception. Saving mom is your priority too, isn’t it?”


      “Of course.”


      I used Ygg Neas to open the door of every shelf in the workshop, taking out the books within. They were all documents on mythical beasts, at least several thousand volumes in total. I made them float in the air, flipping through their pages as I stared with my Magic Eyes, searching for records of the Phoenix of Conception.


      “Either way, nothing begins without taking risks,” I said, while using Lynxes to move the magic doll of myself left in the Demon King Express. “Be prepared.”

    

  

  
    
      § 31. Suspicion


      In the sky above the Geldhave Volcanoes, volcanic rock poured down from the Bolk Zevahave that Naga Atzenon cast. Using the blackish-green meteorites as stepping stones, Bobonga and Lay clashed in the air, Bobonga’s black arm against Lay’s white holy sword.


      Costoria was also flying through the air, her parasol turning as she cast Reil Friel. But Baltzarond’s arrows destroyed her magic projectiles before they could rebound enough to be a threat.


      Since the Demon King Academy was completely focused on defense, the Institute of Mythical Beasts struggled with offense. As planned, the skirmish had developed into a stalemate. Time passed without any change. Naga’s side didn’t seem to be all that serious yet. They surely had one or two cards left up their sleeves, but showed no sign of using them. And if they truly did intend to win this skirmish, the fact they hadn’t used these tactics was because they probably thought I was still on the train. Like them, I was one of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin; revealing their hands recklessly could cost them their lives.


      “Anos Voldigoad. How long will you continue to hide? If you don’t come out soon, that train will be your coffin,” Costoria snapped through Leaks as she released her magic projectiles. “Coward.”


      “So childish,” my Lyxnes-controlled magic doll replied using Leaks.


      Costoria pouted in irritation, but didn’t reply.


      “Your taunts are lacking, Costoria. Not even a drunk would get riled by that vocabulary.”


      “Such conceit over mere bickering. Die! Stupid!”


      Costoria was offended by my words, and her magic power swelled with her emotions. She prepared sixteen shots of Reil Friel with her parasol—more than ever before—and fired them at the Demon King Express.


      The dark green projectiles bounced irregularly between the high speed volcanic rock and, for a brief moment, overlapped in a straight line. And in that moment, a single red arrow flew, piercing all sixteen projectiles as though it knew exactly how these projectiles would fly.


      Count Baltzarond of the Five Holy Nobles was not a particularly talented swordsman, but his archery was something else. The magic power in his arrows was magnitudes greater than in his holy sword. It was hard to believe that his preferred weapon was a sword instead of a bow.


      Although he had underestimated Lay and me during our battle, he had used a sword when challenging the Two-Law Tyrant as well. He’d said that arrows opposed the order of the Holy Sword World and so he normally hid his archery skills, but it must have been serious for him to use a bow now. Could it be...?


      “You cannot run from the arrow of a hunter. Beasts controlled by their emotions are doomed to be hunted,” Baltzarond muttered. Since he couldn’t afford to reveal his presence at the skirmish, he was simply talking to himself. Of course, the possibility that he was just being foolish in talking to himself was still there.


      “Say, dear sibling,” Naga said through Leaks. She glared at the Demon King Express from the back of the Meteorite Turtle she was riding on. “Are you really on board that train?”


      “Hmm. Strange thing to say.”


      “I’ve received reports of an intruder in the research tower. I am aware your real goal is to meet Dominic. Is this report just a coincidence, then?”


      It sounded like she didn’t know of Dominic’s death yet. She was aware of the intruder but didn’t know the details of their identity—though that’s assuming she wasn’t acting like she didn’t know.


      “You just saw Aionelia sink into the Chasm of Longing. So why are you accusing me of being the intruder and not the Two-Law Tyrant? I don’t get it,” I said, trying to gauge just how much Naga knew.


      “A woman’s instinct.”


      “Well, well. That instinct must be extremely reliable,” I replied, but she didn’t react.


      “And if I may say one more thing?”


      “Go ahead.”


      “There’s a chance you’re the Two-Law Tyrant, isn’t there?”


      I burst into laughter. “There is indeed. So what?”


      “Indeed. If so—”


      Six shots of Reil Friel suddenly flew towards Naga. She deployed a magic barrier to shield herself, but it broke before her eyes.


      “What do you think you’re doing, Costoria?” Naga asked.


      “I’ve had enough of your delusions,” Costoria snapped in irritation. “We’ll find out the truth when we beat them to a pulp. So fight seriously.”


      The Reil Friel broke through the last layer of the barrier and closed in on Naga.


      “Good grief.” Black particles flowed from Naga’s artificial feet and turned into a wall blocking the magic projectiles. “What a disobedient child.”


      The six projectiles flattened against the barrier, absorbed Naga’s magic power, and rebounded with force. They shot directly for Lay, who was still facing Bobonga.


      With the projectiles approaching him, Lay bore Evansmana into Bobonga’s side. But Bobonga allowed himself to be pierced, grabbing the holy sword with his jet-black right hand.


      “Fool!” Bobonga taunted, but Lay kept his back to the projectiles approaching him and pushed his sword forwards with all his might, stabbing into Bobonga’s source.


      “Ugh... Hmph!”


      The Demon King Express made a rapid descent, Baltzarond easily shooting through the six projectiles from below. The Meteorite Turtle Zevadrone, meanwhile, ascended, wrapped in black particles released from Naga’s artificial feet.


      “Bolk Arzeva.”


      Wrapped in dark green light, the giant Meteorite Turtle fell towards the Demon King Express. Eldmed immediately responded.


      “Connect wheels to the fifth cog. Full speed ahead,” he said.


      “Roger!” a Demon Academy student replied. “Connection to fifth cog, full speed ahead!”


      But the moment the Demon King Express was about to accelerate, the train body jolted and instead, instantly decelerated.


      “What’s happened?!” Eleonore asked in the barrier carriage, bracing against the impact.


      Zeshia pointed at the window. “A spiderweb’s outside...”


      Transparent threads covered the Demon King Express like a giant spiderweb, slowing its speed.


      “It’s the Envy Spider Gerbera—it slows anyone it traps in its web!” Baltzarond yelled.


      “Bwa ha ha!” Eldmed cackled. “A spider that holds you in place? How fascinating!”


      “This isn’t the time to laugh!” Sasha snapped. “Huh? Wait, it’s falling!”


      She focused her gaze above the Demon King Express. The Meteorite Turtle, once with its head and all its limbs visible, had suddenly withdrawn into its shell and was falling towards the train—just like a meteorite. It was plummeting so quickly that there was no time for the Demon King Express to evade it.


      “Step outside, Goddess of Destruction. Stop that turtle with your Magic Eyes and Teoboros Ijelia,” Eldmed instructed through Leaks.


      “Won’t it just be replaced with Bashutz?” Eleonore asked.


      “Bwa ha ha! I’d like to see them try! Now hurry—it’s almost here! Are you ready?”


      With no time to argue otherwise, Sasha swiftly leaped out of the train and onto the roof, glaring at the giant-turtle-turned-rock with the Divine Eyes of the End.


      “Freeze!” she shouted.


      The Meteorite Turtle Zevadrone burned under the gaze of black sunlight, slowing down.


      “Teoboros Ijelia,” Eleonore said. White smoke rose from the train’s chimney, forming a barrier that covered the rooftop.


      Just then, as if waiting for this moment, a sadistic smirk appeared on Costoria’s face.


      “Die! Gestra Eism!”


      Magic projectiles appeared on Costoria’s palm. They were designed to resemble a spell designated by its caster—this time, the holy magic power they emitted was extremely similar to Teoboros Ijelia. Costoria quickly cast her next spell.


      “Bashutz.”


      The barrier was immediately replaced, placing Gestra Eism in between the Meteorite Turtle and the Demon King Express.


      “Huh?!” Costoria yelped, clearly not expecting this to happen.


      The white smoke barrier that had been swapped for Costoria’s spell suddenly turned into a barrage of light bullets—Eleonore’s Teo Triath.


      “You know, as a demon from a mere ephemeral world, I didn’t think I could learn a deep-level world spell like Kaelal,” Eldmed said, grinning in the engine room. He had changed the Teo Triath fired from the chimney to look like a barrier. “But it turns out I have an affinity for magic from the Dust World!”


      Teo Triath was before Costoria, and Gestra Eism was before the Demon King Express. Both exploded at the same time.


      “Teoboros Ijelia.”


      Eleonore cast a new barrier of white smoke.


      Costoria was swallowed by an explosion of light so rapidly she couldn’t use Bashutz. The explosion of magic projectiles was blocked by Eleonore’s barrier and rained on the Meteorite Turtle, slowing its fall. The unstoppable meteorite clashed into Teoboros Ijelia, making sparks fly.


      The Demon King Express was pushed back, along with the barrier—no, it was purposely retreating to reduce the force it had to endure. The train landed on the surface of the volcano, carriage digging into the earth. There was nowhere else to retreat. The Meteorite Turtle was about to break through the barrier.


      “Urk... Stop already!” Sasha yelled.


      The Sun of Destruction burned within her eyes, radiating blinding black sunlight. The Meteorite Turtle’s shell cracked, its momentum completely lost.


      Immediately after, Bobonga dropped before Lay. Lay quickly flew towards Costoria, who was still reeling from the explosion.


      “Don’t be so full of yourself,” Costoria said.


      “Hiyah!” Lay shouted.


      Lay split the parasol thrust towards him and closed the distance. The Sword of Three Races slashed both her eyelids and the magic circle that was drawn on them.


      “Aaaaaaaaaaaargh!” Costoria screamed. Fresh blood splattered everywhere.


      “Dog!” Eldmed yelled.


      A dog-drawn pumpkin carriage was fired from the engine room, with Eldmed in the driver’s seat.


      “Well? You understand why I haven’t stepped out yet, Naga?” I said to her through Leaks. The pumpkin carriage soared into the sky, already over her head. “I don’t need to. My subordinates are more than enough for your level of power.”

    

  

  
    
      § 32. Magic Eyes of Similitude


      The Meteorite Turtle Zevadrone’s momentum was stopped by Teoboros Ijelia and the Divine Eyes of the End. Naga glared at Eldmed. Not even a ship from a deep-level world could withstand the burning black sunlight, but—


      “What’s that?” Sasha asked.


      Several thousand eggs were reflected in her Eyes. They had been born inside the barrier before she realized it.


      “How did they get inside the barrier?”


      Baltzarond immediately answered her question. “Mythical beasts have no physical body until they materialize. Regular barriers cannot obstruct them!”


      The eggs born from the Meteorite Turtle had been able to pass through the barrier before they had fully materialized.


      “Destroy them before they hatch!” he instructed. “Newly born Meteorite Turtles will consume magic power for nutrition!”


      Sasha held back the Meteorite Turtle with black sunlight as she turned her Divine Eyes of the End towards the eggs. Small turtles were crawling out of the shells—they were already hatching. At once the writhing baby turtles began consuming Teoboros Ijelia.


      “I won’t let you,” Sasha said. “Die!”


      The Divine Eyes of the End burned the hatchlings, but the magic that had turned Zevadrone into a meteorite was still active. The Meteorite Turtle was still in freefall, and its remaining momentum overpowered Sasha’s Divine Eyes and broke through the barrier.


      Not even the authority of the Goddess of Destruction Abernyu could cover both threats at once. More and more eggs hatched, with the newly born baby turtles consuming the barrier. Eventually, they created a small hole, large enough for a person to fit through.


      “Go!” said Naga. “Their firedew is in the third carriage!”


      Illusory demons of the Institute of Mythical Beasts rushed out of the Meteorite Turtle’s shell and entered through the opening in the barrier.


      Cog turrets immediately turned, as if they had predicted the illusory demons’ attack.


      The Fan Union shouted.


      “Ready for bombardment!”


      “Boros Hetheus!”


      The ancient wheel struck the illusory demons directly.


      “Gwaaaaaaaaagh!”


      “Crimson Blood Spear, first hidden art—”


      A crimson red flash immediately shot towards the illusory demons.


      “Dimension Drive!”


      Pierced by Dehiddatem, the illusory demons were sent into another dimension. Aeges landed on the roof of the Demon King Express beside Sasha.


      “Leave the small fry to me. You focus on the Meteorite Turtle,” he said.


      “Got it,” Sasha said.


      Aeges’s single eye glinted as he pierced every illusory demon that passed through the barrier. With their area for entry so narrow and restricted, even the residents of a deep-level world were helpless before the combined assault of the cog turret and Aeges’s spear.


      “It’s Zeshia’s turn...!” Zeshia leaped out of the barrier room, drawing the Holy Sword Enharle. “Mama’s barrier...is not food...”


      Regalomitein increased the number of light swords infinitely. They floated in the air and slashed at the eggs hatching inside the barrier.


      “You missed some here, Zeshia! They’re nibbling on the Demon King Express!” Eleonore shouted. Some hatchlings had approached the train and begun eating the cargo hold where they stored firedew.


      “Hiyaaah!”


      “Raaagh!”


      Students of the Demon King Academy got out of the train, swinging their demon swords with all their might to stop them. But the shells of the newly born turtles were so tough that their swords broke on impact.


      “Are you serious?!”


      “Gah... Get away from me!”


      One turtle snapped at a student’s feet. He tried to hit it with his broken sword, but the turtle didn’t budge.


      “Leave it...to Zeshia...!”


      “Sorry!”


      “Thank you, Zeshia!”


      The light of Aske from the students gathered around Zeshia.


      “No eating...demons...”


      Zeshia struck the turtle with her glowing holy sword. The turtle withdrew its limbs and head into its shell, but the light still penetrated the shell and burned it from the inside.


      All that remained was the shell itself. Zeshia, seemingly noticing something, reached out to touch it. She then picked up the Aske-covered shell and slammed it into the other turtles chomping at the Demon King Express.


      This time, the shells shattered to pieces.


      “It’s strong...”


      The turtle’s shell was tough, but it could break other turtle shells. Zeshia threw the shell of the turtle defeated by Enharle to defeat the next turtle, then that shell to defeat the next, and so on.


      “Lay! Can you defeat the girl first? If she switches the barrier now, everyone will get crushed!” Eleonore warned through Leaks.


      “For now, I’ll keep her from using Bashutz,” Lay replied.


      Lay held up the Sword of Three Races, glaring at Costoria. But he didn’t try to attack her immediately—he was barely able to suppress Evansmana’s power. One of his sources has been destroyed by being exposed to its divine light.


      “No need to keep stalling for time. There’s something I want to investigate. Go all out,” I said to Lay, Sasha, and Eldmed through Leaks, explaining what to do.


      “Whether I can defeat Costoria or not depends on her,” Lay replied with a smile. He focused his mind on Evansmana and pure white light suddenly raged. Magic power so powerful that it gnawed away at its own wielder overflowed from the sword.


      Lay condensed that power within the blade and leaped forwards. “Haaah!”


      He swung Evansmana down and struck Costoria’s red blade. She was holding one of Atzenon’s claws, and it responded to the Sword of Three Races by releasing reddish black magic particles of its own.


      “Unforgivable...” Costoria muttered.


      Her sword skills seemed to be average. Lay was able to swiftly knock the Atzenon’s claw away and thrust Evansmana forwards. Costoria retreated immediately, but Lay was right on her heels. Reddish black magic power transformed into the shape of a parasol, one that opened to reveal a magic circle.


      The parasol blocked Evansmana and sent sparks of magic flying. It was a barrier.


      “Lion Umbraclaw Vegalve—do it.”


      The Umbraclaw—a weapon that was a fusion of the Atzenon’s claw and a parasol—deflected Evansmana. Costoria then used its momentum to thrust Vegalve forwards. Lay evaded the blade end, but the claws at the tips of the parasol slashed into his skin.


      Costoria landed on a falling volcanic rock and glared at him. Her open artificial eye was dyed jet-black with magic power.


      “Stop running and die already!”


      Blackish green flames of Jior Bezgum suddenly appeared at Lay’s right. He quickly leaped to the side, but something was floating before his eyes—a jet-black eyeball. A lone Magic Eye was floating in the air. There was a magic circle drawn on the pupil, releasing Jior Bezgum.


      “Hiyah!”


      Immediately after slicing the flames with the Sword of Three Races, Lay felt a menacing aura behind him. Blackish green flames attacked him from three directions. Unable to evade them all, his body was enveloped in flames.


      “Hah!”


      He swept away the ruinous flames with the power of Evansmana, his face twisting into a grim frown. While dealing with the flames he had been surrounded by black eyeballs, with a total of eight floating around him.


      “Are those your eyes? The Magic Eyes of the Lion of Ruin?” he asked.


      Costoria shot him a crazed glare. Her face was that of a mindless beast.


      “Calm down, Costoria!” Naga shouted. “Don’t go too far!”


      But Costoria wasn’t listening to her.


      “How dare you... How dare you! Die! Die!” she shouted as she twirled the Lion Umbraclaw. Magic shock waves spread across the area, shattering the volcanic rock around her.


      “Dieeeeeeeee!”


      Costoria threw the Umbraclaw at Lay. He met the weapon head-on.


      “Sword of Three Races, first hidden art—”


      A pure white flash cut at the spinning dark red Umbraclaw.


      “Heaven Splitter!”


      Vegalve was deflected with a high-pitched sound, and Costoria grabbed it out of the air. Lay had lost another source to the Sword of Three Races, but the Umbraclaw remained undamaged.


      The sound of crackling magic power could be heard below them. The Meteorite Turtle was about to break through Teoboros Ijelia. The Divine Eyes of the End suddenly vanished.


      “Serves you right,” Costoria spat. “All your comrades should die too. Including him! Get crushed already. All of you!”


      “It’ll only take three more minutes,” Lay said, still smiling.


      Costoria glared at him in irritation. “What?”


      “Three more minutes until the Meteorite Turtle is destroyed and you lose.”


      “Really now,” she said coldly. “When you can’t even use the Sword of Three Races properly. I’ll break that holy sword of yours!”


      The jet-black eyeballs floating around her cast Jior Bezgum. Lay slashed apart the flames and leaped at the eyeballs.


      “Haaah!”


      Evansmana cut the Magic Eyes’ black pupils, but the magic power that dispersed immediately gathered back together to form a new eyeball.


      “Burn,” Costoria said.


      Ruinous flames enveloped Lay’s body. He grimaced as he grabbed the Sword of Three Races with his source. “Heaven Splitter!”


      Multiple white slashes flew towards the eyeballs, severing their fates. Blood flowed from the Magic Eye in Costoria’s actual body. She wiped it away with her hand.


      “Annoying...”


      “Your incarnations are imperfect,” Lay said. “That Magic Eye of yours has no physical form, so cutting it only scatters magic power. But it seems Evansmana’s hidden arts have some effect. The eyeballs regenerated instantly before, but the ones cut by Heaven Splitter still haven’t recovered.”


      “So what? Every time you use a hidden art, you lose a source. You started with seven, but now you only have four. I have seven Magic Eyes—nine if you include my own. Can you do the math from there?”


      Lay held up three fingers. “Those three minutes will pass while you talk. Are you sure you should be chatting right now?”


      “I should be saying that. Die!”


      One of the floating Magic Eyes drew a magic circle, surrounding Lay with magic castle walls: Badirahier, magic from the Silvercastle World Balandias. The remaining six Magic Eyes and Costoria’s Umbraclaw cast Reil Friel.


      The magic projectiles bounced off the castle walls and accelerated. But Lay moved forwards without hesitation. The blackish green bullets shot straight towards him.


      “They won’t hit me. Even if I close my eyes,” he said.


      “Exactly,” said Baltzarond. “You understand what this Baltzarond intends.”


      Baltzarond’s arrows fired from the Demon King Express, shooting down each of the magic projectiles with unerring precision. Once Lay was in range of the floating Magic Eyes, he used Heaven Splitter—then turned around.


      “Sword of Three Races, second hidden art—”


      Six remaining Magic Eyes floated before him. They were hovering at the edge of his reach, but they weren’t being careful about maintaining that distance. He moved within range of the Magic Eyes, leaping from volcanic rock to volcanic rock as divine light surrounded his body.


      He became a flash of a sword that pierced every eyeball before him.


      “Fool,” Costoria taunted with a smirk. She scattered magic dust into the air around her, and six Magic Eyes appeared. “Payback for earlier.”


      She had used Kaelel to hide the Magic Eyes. The spell formula was written within one of the pupils floating beside her.


      “Unfortunately for you,” Sasha’s voice said from nowhere. “Lay wasn’t aiming for those Magic Eyes.”


      Costoria frowned. She turned her gaze to Lay’s destination, and gasped. There she saw the Meteorite Turtle hurtling towards the Demon King Express. Divine light wrapped around the flash of light Lay had turned into. This was his true ability, the second hidden art of the Sword of Three Races—


      “Sky Piercer!”


      Like a falling star, Evansmana cracked the Meteorite Turtle’s shell.


      Costoria was distracted by that single moment and failed to notice someone had appeared above her head. She flinched when she realized Sasha had gotten close enough to be right above her.
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      The Magic Eyes of Abolishing Reason were in her pupils. Three minutes had passed, and the Abolisher of Reason Venuzdonoa had appeared before her.


      “Did you think only Anos could use it?” Sasha asked, and then swung down the longsword of darkness.




      Costoria watched her do it. The magic power of the Lion of Ruin flickered in her artificial eye, just like during the class initiation. Suddenly, another Abolisher of Reason appeared in one of the floating pupils.


      “Come, Venuzdonoa,” she said.


      A handle, one just like the Abolisher of Reason that was reflected in Costoria’s own eye, emerged from the floating Eye. She grabbed it, and used the Venuzdonoa she summoned to block Sasha’s swing.


      The power of each sword canceled the other in a stalemate of reason.


      “Exactly as Anos guessed,” Sasha said.


      “What is?” said Costoria.


      Between Sasha and Costoria darkness clashed with darkness, sending black particles everywhere.

    

  

  
    
      § 33. A Stench


      Several creaks could be heard as Evansmana slowly split Zevadrone’s shell into two. A cloud of dust rose as the two halves of the Meteorite Turtle’s shell slid down the mountain’s surface, slipping off the semicircle-shaped Teoboros Ijelia barrier, and releasing vivid firefly-like flames as it fell. The flames were Evezeino’s firedew.


      “There’s our chance! Go grab it!” Eleonore shouted.


      “Firing now. Neos!” the Fan Union replied.


      A cog with a chain attached was fired from the turret of the Demon King Express. It drew the firedew towards it like a magnet, ferrying it along until it was in the train.


      “What a surprise!” Eldmed cackled. He stood on the driver’s seat of the dog-drawn pumpkin carriage and looked down on Naga, grinning smugly as he boasted. With the Meteorite Turtle broken, Naga was floating in the air on her wheelchair.


      “Who would have believed the eyes of the Lion of Ruin could use Venuzdonoa?!” Eldmed exclaimed. “Even I, the Conflagration King, failed to imagine it! But that’s the Demon King for you—his deductions are flawless!”


      Naga responded with an elegant smile of her own. “I didn’t want to reveal my hand until Anos came out, but as you can see, there was no stopping Costoria.”


      “Reveal your hand? I see, you have a hand you didn’t want to reveal! Bwa ha ha! Of course, of course.”


      The pumpkin carriage ran in circles over Naga’s head.


      “The lion’s eyes demonstrated some of her power during the initiation ceremony in the auditorium. Why did she draw her own magic circle for Egil Grone Angdroa instead of using the one the Demon King constructed? I had thought it was to flaunt her own power, but that wasn’t the correct answer.”


      Eldmed pointed at Costoria with his cane. She still had her Abolisher of Reason locked against Sasha’s. Her artificial eye was dyed black, and the magic power of Venuzdonoa was spilling from it.


      “The Lion of Ruin reproduces any spells reflected in its Eyes and activates them—even if those spells are beyond their own power and abilities. That is why she didn’t use the circle the Demon King prepared at the initiation ceremony.”


      Costoria was unable to cast Egil Grone Angdroa the regular way, so she had to rely on the replication power of her Magic Eyes.


      “Those Magic Eyes can only activate the spell once per look. In order to activate the spell again, she has to see the same spell once more.”


      “Are you sure about that?” Naga said.


      “If she could use it more than once,” Eldmed replied, “she would have used Egil Grone Angdroa against the hero instead of Jior Bezgum.”


      There was no other reason for Costoria to have held back against Lay.


      “However, that creates a new problem,” Eldmed continued.


      “I don’t get where you’re going with this.”


      “I see, I see. Come to think of it, you weren’t in the auditorium back then. Of course you wouldn’t know. Unless you do know, that is!” Eldmed grinned mockingly. “The eyes of the lion saw the Abolisher of Reason in the initiation ceremony, yet she lost. Why is that? With the rules that were in place, it should have been impossible for Costoria Atzenon to lose.”


      It was proof of my other theory: Costoria could only activate each replicated spell once. She had replicated the Abolisher of Reason back then, but lost because she chose not to use it.


      “In other words, she lost, but in exchange was able to stock the spell Venuzdonoa in the lion’s eyes. She must have thought it would come in handy at a later time—she’s calculating like that.”


      Eldmed tapped his cane down on the driver’s seat.


      “The Venuzdonoa in her hand right now is a copy of the Goddess of Destruction’s. The eyes of the lion have one more Venuzdonoa stocked. That is, unless she’s already used it somewhere else.”


      He tapped the driver’s seat again.


      “Oh? Come to think of it, wasn’t the Abyssal Princess of Disaster attacked by some thug using Venuzdonoa? Hmm?”


      “Are you accusing Costoria of that?” Naga asked slowly.


      “It can’t be! It should be impossible! I understand why you would claim that. You had no reason to suspect her and assumed it was Dominic’s doing. The same Dominic, by the way, who never leaves Evezeino and is always immersed in his research.”


      Eldmed laughed heartily.


      “Of course, that’s what you believe! You, the legs of the lion, proved you weren’t lying through Zecht, after all.”


      Naga, unable to understand what Eldmed was getting at, only watched him warily. She was probably contacting the illusory demons still within the Meteorite Turtle and reorganizing them using Leaks.


      Their firedew had been stored within the shell. Now that it was split into two, they were short on defense. Around the volcano, the Demon King Academy held the advantage.


      Lay couldn’t move as freely as had until he had recovered from the loss of over half his sources, but Aeges, Eleonore, Zeshia, and everyone else could retrieve the remaining firedew if they gave their all in doing so. If things continued in this manner, the skirmish would result in Evezeino’s defeat.


      “Above all, I, the honest and virtuous Conflagration King of Militia’s World, could never, ever, ever doubt someone! However, there’s just one tiny little thing I’d like to confirm.”


      “What is that?”


      “A wheelchair or a pumpkin carriage. Do you know which is stronger?”


      The Conflagration King’s words were befuddling, but Naga replied immediately without showing any surprise. “Between your dog-drawn carriage and my wheelchair, the wheelchair.”


      “And your reasoning?”


      Naga pointed at the dog pulling the carriage—the Scarlet Stele King Grysilis.


      “That dog.”


      “Oh my! You have to have a sharp eye to notice such a fine specimen of a dog! This is Gryssie, the ultimate single-celled organism of Militia’s World!”


      Four magic circles were drawn beside the back of Naga’s wheelchair, pointing at Eldmed like turrets. From them Jior Bezgum fired rapidly at the pumpkin carriage. Grysilis howled, using Fless to run through the air at top speed.


      But Naga’s magic shells were fast. The Jior Bezgum got closer and closer to the pumpkin carriage until the blackish green fireballs brushed the Conflagration King’s side.


      “Fine dog?” Naga said. “Don’t you mean mongrel?”


      Jior Bezgum struck the gel-shaped dog directly. Grysilis went up in flames, pausing his use of Fless to focus on healing. More Jior Bezgums were fired in pursuit.


      The next moment, the wooden wheels of the carriage began spinning rapidly; the wheels were a part of Equis. Magic power spouted out of the carriage as it moved notably faster than before, evading all the fireballs.


      “Bwa ha ha! Well spotted! The dog is mere decoration. The carriage moves faster on its own! But Gryssie isn’t a fine dog for his pulling abilities. What’s frightening about him is how he’ll snap at anyone, even his betters!” Eldmed detached Grysilis from the carriage and drew a magic circle. “This dog even snapped at Anos Voldigoad, the most complete of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin.”


      A Zecht circle appeared before Naga. It stated that everything the Conflagration King had just said was the truth.


      “If you think I’m lying, sign it.”


      Revived through Agronemt, Grysilis howled fiercely and charged at Naga. Eldmed continued circling overhead like before. Naga observed the magic circle before her with her Magic Eyes. There was no reason to use such a spell unless to set a trap, but there was nothing suspicious about the spell formula that she could see.


      She signed it. There was no sign of the Conflagration King defying the contract—so what he had said was the truth.


      “Now hurry! If you don’t intercept him, he’ll bite you!” Eldmed shouted.


      Naga touched the magic crystals attached to the arms of her wheelchair and sent her magic into them.


      “Dominic built this wheelchair from a mythical beast. It can use the power of all kinds of beasts—such as this spear,” she explained. A short magic spear designed for throwing appeared from the magic circle on the back of the wheelchair. “The spear of truth, born from the desire to search.”


      She held it up and threw it at seemingly nothing.


      “Whatever it pierces will have its concealment magic dispelled, revealing the truth in broad daylight.”


      The spear hit a part of the sky, shattering it like glass, revealing sparkling magic dust and a magic circle. It was Haliyam Perem, the greater deep magic of the Dust World.


      Eldmed hadn’t just been chatting away idly. He had been constructing the greater magic spell while circling overhead Naga. It had been hidden with Kaelal.


      “Some honest Conflagration King,” she muttered.


      In the time Naga had taken to throw the magic spear, Grysilis had been able to get close and bite her in the arm. But she was completely unaffected. Black particles overflowed from her artificial feet, with Zagadez piercing the gel-like dog.


      “Boof woof!” barked Grysilis.


      “Snapping at anyone no matter how superior they are to him just means he lashes out and complains a lot, no?” Naga said with a good-natured face. “You’re a trickster trying to deceive with the truth.”


      “Bwa ha ha! That’s quite the accusation— Hmm?” The Conflagration King’s brows furrowed in sudden realization. “Does something stink?”


      The carriage descended in altitude as Eldmed sniffed dramatically.


      “You must be imagining things,” said Naga.


      “No no, something smells. It reeks! What stench is this? A drainage channel of filth, an internment camp of corpses, no—something closer!”


      The Conflagration King brought his hand to his nose.


      “It’s that!” Eldmed smirked gleefully. “Legs of the lion, I smell the stench of lies coming from your mouth!”


      Naga shot him an apathetic look, but he just smiled arrogantly in return. He twirled his cane and pointed the tip at her.


      “The honest Conflagration King will now reveal your lies!”

    

  

  
    
      § 34. The Scale of Liars


      A layered magic circle appeared at the end of the Conflagration King’s cane. The magic dust in the area spread through the air around him.


      “Haliyam Perem.”


      The surroundings disappeared, as though they had been covered in makeup. A new scene of toys and colorful junk filled the space. At the center was a giant set of floating scales with a skull attached. Naga shot it a quick look with her Magic Eyes.


      “What a strange thing to do,” she said.


      “You think so?”


      “Haliyam Perem has no effect once the trick is revealed. That’s why you hid it with Kaelal earlier, no?”


      Haliyam Perem was a zone governed by rules decided upon by everyone within its space. For example, if Eldmed and Naga believed that no fire existed within the zone, absolutely no spell could be used to create fire. However, if only one person believed it, then it would have no effect, and fire could still exist.


      It was quite powerful against people who had never seen the spell before, but the caster had to prevent their target from realizing the spell had been used. Once they knew they were in Haliyam Perem, all they had to do was refuse to believe whatever the caster said.


      “This is the Scale of Liars,” Eldmed said, pointing at the giant scales. “When I lie, it tips to the right, and when you lie, it tips to the left. If the needle in the middle moves three times in the same direction, the liar will lose half their magic power to the other. What do you think?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “It’s a handicap. If you’re not a liar, it should be a good match for you.”


      Naga gave him a friendly smile. “Calling it a handicap is a lie too. Do you doubt me, Mr. Conflagration King?”


      “What do you think of a man who calls himself honest? Oh, never mind, no need to answer. I already know. You think I’m as suspicious as it gets!” Eldmed ranted without allowing Naga to interrupt. “The same goes for the woman who tried to use Zecht to prove her honesty too, no? Hmm?”


      “Even though it wasn’t a lie?”


      “It can’t be trusted. It’s just another spell,” the Conflagration King said brazenly.


      “I’m offended. I’ve never lied before.”


      “Bwa ha ha! What a coincidence. Me neither.”


      The needle of the scale tilted to the right with a heavy clunk. Naga had agreed to the rules the Conflagration King had set. Under the spell Haliyam Perem, the Scale of Liars now worked.


      “See? The Conflagration King is a liar after all,” Naga said. Jior Bezgum fired from the magic circles behind her.


      “Do you believe me now?” Eldmed asked back. The wheels of the pumpkin carriage turned as it ran through the air, evading the blackish green fireballs. “Falling for my words makes you even more suspicious! Only a liar would have the confidence to think they never lie!”


      The Conflagration King spun his cane and ten copies of the Divine Sword Roduier appeared in the air. He raced through the explosive flames while firing the divine swords at Naga.


      “Take that,” said Naga.


      Naga made the dog snarling at her feet float into the air and used it as a shield.


      “That’s a mongrel. It won’t serve as a shield,” Eldmed said.


      Roduier easily pierced through Grysilis and approached Naga’s face. She remained seated as she kicked the sword and sent it flying.


      “Weren’t you the one who called it a fine dog?” Naga asked. “Poor pup.”


      Naga took a sickle and chain out of the magic circle behind her wheelchair and threw it at the fallen Grysilis. The blade of the sickle pierced through the dog’s gel-like body.


      “The holy shield of chains, born from the desire for protection,” Naga said. “It uses the magic power from the source of others to protect the wielder.”


      Grysilis’s gel-like body was sucked into the sickle. The blade then transformed into a shield.


      “Fascinating,” Eldmed said.


      Eldmed pointed his cane at the deflected Roduier and it froze in midair. He swung his cane downward, and the tip of the sword rotated to point at Naga before falling.


      “How unexpectedly normal,” she replied.


      She spun the chains against the ten Roduiers falling down on her head. The shield at the end glowed as it formed a swirling magic barrier. The divine swords snapped as they struck the barrier, sending sword fragments scattering across the ground.


      “See?”


      “No no, what’s truly fascinating is how you carefully explain the power of that shield. With the Scale of Liars on the field, you can’t tell lies. Wouldn’t it be better to remain quiet?”


      The Conflagration King took his top hat into his hands and sent it flying. Each time it spun, it increased in number, until there were a total of thirteen top hats.


      “I, Eldmed, the Conflagration King, order you in the name of the Heavenly Father: be born, ten keepers of reason.”


      Sparkling confetti and streamers poured out of the top hats. In no time at all, light formed the shape of divine bodies.


      They were Eugo La Raviaz: faceless keepers in white hooded robes and gloves. The ten of them swung their Scythes of the Timekeeper down, freezing the time of the spinning chain shield.


      “The order of the Heavenly Father? So you’re a demigod. No wonder you didn’t seem like a normal demon,” Naga said. She took a pocket watch out of a magic circle. “The desire for punctuality may sound funny, but there are many people in this world obsessed with being on time. And so, this pocket watch of punctuality strictly maintains time.”


      As soon as she said that, the shield of chains resumed moving. Their frozen time had been released. The shield proceeded to attack the Eugo La Raviaz, sucking them into its barrier vortex and erasing them.


      One Scythe of the Timekeeper flew through the air.


      Naga’s shield of chains flew towards the Conflagration King, but he grabbed the scythe midair and swung it down. Despite being under the effect of the pocket watch of punctuality, time stopped, and the shield froze.


      “Pulpulse Eldmedo.”


      The three remaining top hats flying around Eldmed started glowing. Three animals appeared from them: a fox, a cat, and a raccoon.


      “Truth wins against lies, lies win against silence, and silence wins against truth. I, the Conflagration King Eldmed, declare this through the order of the Heavenly Father,” he declared in a dramatic tone. “The games of the gods are absolute!”


      “Silence wins against truth?” said Naga. “Are you trying to say your silent scythe won against my pocket watch because I voiced the truth?”


      “Bwa ha ha! How astute of you. But this three-way system only gives me a slight advantage. It cannot overthrow an overwhelming difference in power.”


      Just then, as if to support Eldmed’s statement, a crack appeared in the Scythe of the Timekeeper. He leaped aside as the scythe shattered into pieces and the shield resumed moving.


      “I see. But shouldn’t you be staying silent if you can’t tell lies, Conflagration King?”


      Truth won against lies, lies won against silence, and silence won against truth. The spell Pulpulse Eldmedo created that three-way advantage system, but with the Scale of Liars in front of them, Eldmed and Naga could only lie three times each before their magic was halved.


      Since the Conflagration King had already lied once, he had two lies left.


      “You think so?” Eldmed asked.


      “If you lose half your magic power,” Naga said, “the advantage won’t matter, right?”


      The Conflagration King grinned and pointed his cane at the fox, cat, and raccoon. The three gods were absorbed into the cane.


      “Papalapa.”


      Eldmed unsheathed his cane to reveal a glittering gold blade.


      “The traits and risks of this sword cane can be decided when casting Pulpulse Eldmedo. The bigger the risks, the more powerful Papalapa’s traits become,” he said gleefully, and pierced his own cheeks with the blade. “No trick to it.”


      There wasn’t a drop of blood on his beaming face. It seemed less he was fighting Naga and more like he was performing a magic show.


      “This time, there’s only one trait on Papalapa: The blade will be as effective against Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin as the Sword of Three Races is. However, if the blade ever snaps against that shield you have, I will die.”


      Naga glanced at the Scale of Liars briefly. The needle hadn’t changed.


      “Is it a fox, or is it a raccoon?” Eldmed asked.


      “You ask like it’s a true or false question, but which is which?”


      Eldmed snapped his fingers and the blade piercing his cheeks vanished, reappearing in his hand. “Take a guess,” he said, shooting the sword cane forwards with magic. It flew straight for Naga, releasing a divine light as it did so.


      “Do you realize this shield is a holy item?” Naga said. “My weakness won’t work on this shield, and this shield’s weakness won’t work on me.”


      It was a defensive strategy to compensate for her weakness. Naga spun her chain shield, using the barrier vortex to swallow Papalapa. But the sword cane pierced through both the shield and its barrier, and stabbed Naga’s chest.


      “Wha...?!”


      The blade dug into her source, spilling a large amount of blood. From her artificial legs black particles swirled into the air with a screech. Though Eldmed’s blade wasn’t as effective as the Sword of Three Races, Papalapa was definitely working against Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin.


      Though the Conflagration King bore a significant risk by using such a weapon, the shield of chains still couldn’t repel it.


      “That’s strange,” Naga muttered, grabbing the sword cane embedded in her source. Black particles wrapped around the sword as she tried to pull it out. “The shield of chains is sacred, just like the Sword of Three Races. This cane shouldn’t have been able to hit me with the shield in place. How did you pierce it so easily?”


      “Bwa ha ha!” The Conflagration King held out his hand. The sword cane that had been plunged through Naga vanished from her body to reappear in Eldmed’s palm.


      “Maybe I’m powerful enough to ignore such advantages? Who knows!”


      “Lying Conflagration King. Are you speaking only in questions because the next lie will be your third?”


      As soon as she said that, Naga fired a magic lance from the magic circle behind her wheelchair, which pierced the Scale of Liars.


      “Hmm?!” Eldmed whirled around to look at the scale in surprise.


      “The scales didn’t move, so I assumed you told the truth. But you had actually used Kaelal on the scales so that I wouldn’t notice your lie.”


      “Hmm... Hmm...”


      “Out of the words you said earlier, the lie was in the number of traits you placed on your sword. There is one more trait: for it to be effective against the shield of chains.”


      Every word they spoke in this space came with the label of truth, lie, or silence. Naga’s statement gave the shield of chains the element of truth. If her theory was correct, the Conflagration King’s statement had given Papalapa the element of lies.


      Based on the rules of Pulpulse Eldmedo, the truth would win against lies. Naga determined that if Papalapa had a trait that made it advantageous against the shield of chains, it could overpower the shield depending on the risk Eldmed would take when using it.


      “Wh-What?!” Eldmed exclaimed. “You saw through the lies of the Conflagration King that quickly?!”


      “There’s nothing more boring than an obvious trick. Look, I’ll use the spear of truth to reveal your concealment, and the scale will show the correct position of the needle.”


      Naga turned to look at the Scale of Liars. The spear of truth was still stabbed into it, so its power was definitely working on the scale. If the Conflagration King had lied in his explanation, the needle should be tilted two levels to the right. But it was only tilted one level. Eldmed hadn’t been lying, and so Kaelal hadn’t been used.


      Eldmed dramatically clutched his head and crouched over. “I can’t believe it... You fell for it so, so easily!” he wailed, then straightened up and smirked. “Bwa ha ha! Your theory was wrong, legs of the lion. How was my bluff? After seeing so many losers over the years, I’ve developed a great reputation for acting like one!”


      The needle of the scale shifted right.


      “Oops. Maybe not so great.”


      The Conflagration King’s lie had been detected.

    

  

  
    
      § 35. Falsehood


      Eldmed skillfully juggled the spinning sword cane in the air before hurling it high overhead. He then leaned back and opened his mouth wide, right below where his blade was going to fall. Papalapa promptly pierced through his mouth.


      “No trick to it.”


      Though he had been stabbed by own blade, no blood spilled. And even though his mouth was stuffed by his own blade, his voice echoed clearly, as if projected in an illusion.


      “Did you find it strange, legs of the lion?” he asked. “The Scale of Liars decided I wasn’t a liar, even though I’m clearly lying. If I weren’t lying, this sword cane wouldn’t be able to pierce your shield of chains. Don’t you agree?” He straightened up and grinned. “That’s Papalapa.”


      “So the Scale of Liars isn’t an effect of Haliyam Perem at all, but a construct you created with Iris?” Naga asked.


      “What?! How did you know?! I thought I hid it perfectly... Are you a genius?!” Eldmed said, flailing and flopping in exaggerated panic.


      “Stop being ridiculous.”


      “Bwa ha ha! You only think that because you’re always looking up, legs of the lion. Let me teach you something good: There’s always someone below you. Yes, these are the words of the Conflagration King himself!”


      He spread his arms wide. “There is no lower limit to life!” he declared with all the pomp and sincerity one would use to say something serious, even though his own words were meaningless. “If you think I’m lying, test it for yourself.”


      Eldmed held out a hand and divine magic power gathered in his palm.


      “Papalapa now has one trait, and it is that it has no advantage against Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin,” he said tauntingly. Last time, he had said it had an advantage against the Lions of Ruin. This time, he said it didn’t. The two statements clearly contradicted each other. One of the two statements—if not both—had to be a lie.


      “If the shield of chains snaps the blade in half, I’ll die. But if my blade can pierce the shield, it will gain immense power.”


      The glowing sword cane stabbed in Eldmed’s mouth vanished and reappeared in his hand, and he immediately hurled it at Naga. The Scale of Liars remained unresponsive.


      “...”


      Naga silently embedded the spinning shield of chains into the ground, using its rotation and magic barrier to stop the blade. When it came to Pulpulse Eldmedo, silence won against the truth. She had assumed Eldmed’s words to be true. No—rather than believe him outright, she had probably wanted to test whether it was true or not.


      Naga used her artificial feet to kick Eldmed’s sword as it approached her. But the sword cane froze midway and rotated, charging towards the shield of chains buried in the ground instead.


      “Oh? Is it true this time?” Naga said.


      The sword would gain immense power if it pierced Naga’s shield of chains, which is why it had changed trajectory midair and aimed for the shield instead. Naga, seeming to have made that assumption, quickly sent power into her wheelchair and accelerated. But as soon as she did that Papalapa immediately turned back and flew towards her.


      “Guh!”


      Having been mid-acceleration, Naga was caught off guard and unable to evade Papalapa completely. The blade dug into her source, causing excessive amounts of blood to be spilled. Just like before, the blade had a clear advantage against Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin.


      It had immense power even without piercing the shield.


      “Bwa ha ha! You must have figured out the answer by now, legs of the lion.” The Conflagration King gave Naga a smug smile. “Is it a fox? Or is it a raccoon?”


      “I already asked you...” she said. “Which is which?”


      Blackish green blood poured out of Naga’s source in resistance to Papalapa. She grabbed the hilt and tried to remove it, but the sword cane only vanished and reappeared in Eldmed’s hand once again.


      “Use the legs of the lion or the claw you’ve been hiding. There may not be another time to use them, you know?”


      Eldmed pressed Papalapa with a finger, making it spin in the air.


      “Bwa ha ha ha ha.”


      He clapped his hands four times and the sword cane duplicated, five blades spinning in the air.


      “Now now! What happens twice will happen thrice, legs of the lion!”


      All five blades curved through the air and attacked Naga. She launched her wheelchair into the air and swiftly evaded them.


      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll show you my hand.”


      The scale leaned to the left. It was a lie.


      “It’s true.”


      This time, the scale didn’t move. In other words, she actually hadn’t intended to do what she said at first, but then she had changed her mind and now planned to actually show her hand.


      “Never mind,” she said, “it’s a lie.”


      The Scale of Liars tilted left. With that, the needle had returned to the middle.


      “Actually, it’s true.”


      Once again, there was no reaction. She had made multiple contradictory statements on purpose to gauge the scale’s reaction. She evaded the sword cane that flew towards her, but it turned and continued chasing her.


      Naga’s wheelchair sped up in an attempt to shake off the Papalapa.


      “Bwa ha ha! How interesting! So you think I’m manipulating the scale in some way,” Eldmed said. “Indeed, if I were manipulating it, you’d be able to confuse me with a mix of lies and truth. If I failed to determine you were telling a lie, the Scale of Liars wouldn’t tilt correctly.”


      If the Scale of Liars failed to respond to one of Naga’s lies, it would be proof Eldmed was controlling the scales. Naga had mixed truth with lies to check if the scale was actually fake.


      “My goal is something else,” she said, charging forwards faster than the Papalapa could follow her.


      “What?” Eldmed asked.


      “My wheelchair or your pumpkin carriage, which is stronger?”


      Eldmed grinned at Naga as she charged at him. “I was just wondering the same!”


      Black magic barriers covered Naga’s wheelchair as it accelerated. The pumpkin carriage wheels turned faster in return, deploying bronze-colored magic barriers. Both charged at each other without slowing down.


      With a deafening crash, the two vehicles collided, with the wheelchair’s wheels flying off while the pumpkin carriage was half destroyed. Eldmed had leaped into the air right before the collision, Naga following him.


      “Bwa ha ha! Looks like the carriage was weaker.” Eldmed stuck his hand into a top hat and pulled out a shining golden sword cane—another Papalapa. “But did you think I only had five of these?”


      “I’ll show you the right leg of the Lion of Ruin.”


      Naga approached Eldmed, who flipped around and held Papalapa at the ready. Five sword canes floated behind him.


      “I was lying. I was telling the truth. Lies. Truth. Lies truth lies truth lies truth,” Naga said rapidly. She kept a clear track of what her actual lies and truth were, making the scales tilt two levels to the left.


      In other words, if Naga told one more lie, half her magic power would become the Conflagration King’s.


      “I was lying.”


      She reached her right arm out and chains wrapped around it, then lifted the shield of chains and swung it. “My entire explanation earlier was a lie. The shield of chains has no holy power. The desire for protection has nothing to do with it. It cannot absorb magic from the sources of others.”


      As soon as she said that, a gel-like object was ejected from the shield—Grysilis. The Scale of Liars didn’t move.


      “This is a ball of chains that can destroy all swords.”


      The shield attached to the chain transformed into a ball of chains, which Naga swung instead.


      “Oh, that’s right,” Eldmed said. “I just remembered!”


      The Conflagration King charged at the chain ball and thrust his sword cane at it. Upon getting hit, a crack spread across the surface of the ball before it shattered apart.


      “This Papalapa is extra-effective against chain balls.”


      Two of the Papalapa approaching from behind pierced Naga’s artificial feet, then another two piercing her arms, and one stabbing into her abdomen. Eldmed threw the final sword cane in his hand and pierced her head. Naga staggered, losing her ability to maintain Fless and falling to the ground.


      “Fox or raccoon... What a malicious question to ask...”


      Her artificial feet broke into pieces from the blades embedded in them. Black particles gathered as though to replace them, forming the shape of legs.


      With the legs of the Lion of Ruin, Naga stood, yanked the blade out of her head, and threw it.


      “The answer was cat,” said Naga. “In other words, you were silent.”


      Silence won against the truth. Because of that, Naga’s shield of chains and ball of chains had both lost to Papalapa.


      “Once the trick is revealed,” Naga said, “the conclusion is simple: someone is lying on your behalf. The Scale of Liars is attuned only to you and me. The lies of a third party will have no impact on it. You told lies on purpose so that I would believe the scale was responding to your words.”


      Naga raised a leg and drew a magic circle with her foot.


      “When did you sneak a third party in? The answer is obvious.” She glanced at the half-destroyed pumpkin carriage on the ground. “They’ve been on board from the beginning.”


      Black water poured out of the magic circle. Eldmed immediately descended with Fleess.


      “Too slow,” Naga said, switching from one foot to the other and kicking the magic circle of black water forwards. “Allo Lene Aroboros.”


      Blackish green water poured out of the circle and rushed towards the pumpkin carriage like a raging whirlpool. The water splashed and melted everything it touched, including the world of Haliyam Perem.


      Eldmed cackled. “Wonderful, just wonderful! That would have easily destroyed the average miniature world!”


      The Conflagration King threw a top hat. It multiplied into ten hats in the air, and a transparent cloth appeared from within—the barrier cloth of the Barrier God Linorolos. The authority Eldmed created wrapped around the pumpkin carriage, but Allo Lene Aroboros immediately swallowed the barrier, melting the cloth.


      Eldmed stuck his hand into his mouth and pulled out one Papalapa. He then shoved it into the black whirlpool in front of the cabin. Even with reinforced defenses from the barrier cloth, his own anti-magic, and the Papalapa that was effective against Lions of Ruin, Allo Lene Aroboros easily swallowed Eldmed, his body immediately beginning to melt.


      “Yes! Just like that!” Eldmed said. “A formidable enemy, an archenemy, a worthy rival! What do you think, Bookworm? This one is no weakling. As expected of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin! She noticed it wasn’t me speaking, but you!”


      The Conflagration King canceled his Kaelal to reveal the girl within the half-destroyed carriage—Naya.


      “It was the staff talking, not me...” Naya corrected. “More importantly, is everything okay? Your body is kind of melting, Mr. Conflagration King.”


      “Bwa ha ha! Of course not! From here on it’s instant death, near death, or dissolution for me! With all my tricks exposed and the battle changing to a pure contest of strength, I’m at a disadvantage. I have a minute left at most!”


      Eldmed used the Heavenly Father’s authority to create keepers to act as his shield, but each one perished into the black whirlpool instantly. They couldn’t even buy him any time.


      “Wh-What do we do?” Naya asked nervously.


      “There’s only one choice,” Eldmed replied.


      The top hat on the Eldmed’s head floated into the air and a cane emerged from within. It was Bostum, the staff he had tricked out of Dilfred, the God of Depth.


      “This black water may have enough ruin to destroy the world, but magic is magic. Now Bookworm, what did the God of Depth say?”


      Even though he was on the brink of being entirely consumed by Naga’s whirlpool, the Conflagration King might as well have been lecturing in a classroom for all he paid notice to his situation.


      “Any magic can be deconstructed if you strike the vital point...”


      Eldmed grinned gleefully as Naya struggled to give the answer. “Correct! However, the most I can do is block this stuff.” Bostum flew over to Naya. “You do it, Bookworm. It may be impossible to break down the deep magic of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin completely, but if you strike well, we might be saved.”


      “But...” Naya faltered for one moment, then her eyes widened.


      One of the Conflagration King’s arms had completely melted off.


      “Bwa ha ha!” Eldmed cackled. “It melted while you were hesitating. Don’t worry, you’ll survive. But how will you feel knowing you killed your teacher, Bookworm? Imagine that.”


      “No thank you!” Naya yelled, staring at the Staff of Depth. It was a mass of the God of Depth’s authority. She hadn’t been able to fit it within her vessel in the past, but...


      “Stomachs can stretch! Stomachs can stretch! Stomachs can stretch!” she chanted.


      With a crazed light in her eyes, Naya started gnawing on the staff. Divine light flowed from within her, creating cuts across her body. The power of the God of Depth raged within her, and just like before, began to shred her vessel. But she only kept going.


      “Stomachs can stretch stomachs can stretch stomachs can stretch...”


      She held out a battered hand and made countless Abyssal Thorns appear. The order of Militia’s World had gained love and kindness. If her love had true depth, if Dilfred’s power recognized the deepening love shining in her Divine Eyes, the power of the God of Depth should respond to her this time.


      “Girls have a separate stomach for dessert!”


      For a brief moment, Naya’s Divine Eyes glowed a deep indigo. The Abyssal Thorns she had summoned were launched and subsequently swallowed by the black whirlpool.


      Several moments later, the ground shook and the world split apart.


      Allo Lene Aroboros billowed wildly, like it was out of control. Soon after a crack appeared in the sky of Haliyam Perem, and the made-up world shattered.

    

  

  
    
      § 36. The Conflagration King’s Theory


      Geldhave Volcanoes.


      Sasha’s twintails fluttered as she spun around. The Magic Eyes of Abolishing Reason gazed upon everything at once, turning the airspace into that of Delsgade. The Abolisher of Reason swung with the momentum of her spin until it met Costoria’s copy of Venuzdonoa.


      Shadow collided with shadow, and darkness fought darkness for dominance. Each Abolisher of Reason bared its fangs at the other. Despite the blades not making contact, the bodies of both wielders were slashed, spraying fresh blood.


      “Hey,” said Sasha. “Can those Copycat Magic Eyes duplicate anything?”


      “Magic Eyes of Transcription,” Costoria said. “Don’t give them a weird name.”


      Costoria used her brute strength to swing the longsword of darkness, but Sasha didn’t budge. But in a contest of pure power, Costoria had more strength as a Lion of Ruin. In other words, her use of the Abolisher of Reason surpassed Sasha’s.


      “Hmm. Transcription. If a mythical beast’s power is rooted in desire, what is yours?” Sasha asked.


      “Silence.”


      The eyeballs of the lion floating in the air moved behind Sasha. Magic circles were drawn in the pupils, and then Jior Bezgum was fired. Blackish green fireballs struck Sasha one after another, enveloping her in flames.


      “Take that!” Sasha yelled.


      Black particles wrapped around Costoria as she swept away Sasha’s sword with all her might. “Die!” Costoria hissed.


      Sasha couldn’t use other Magic Eyes while she was using the Abolisher of Reason, and so she was defenseless to Costoria’s blade. It slashed diagonally from her shoulder, a fatal blow that could easily erase a source. But even though the blade made contact with her, Sasha was unwounded—her Abolisher of Reason had stopped the blade, its reason having perished in her place.


      “Is this the trait of a mythical beast? I can’t see emotions as sharply as Misha, but I can understand your feelings a little.” Sasha knocked Costoria’s sword away as payback and swung down the Abolisher of Reason.


      Costoria swiftly evaded her by leaping to the side. But unlike Sasha, she was bleeding.


      “Ah... Guh...”


      Costoria was sure she had evaded Sasha’s strike, but her chest was slashed open. Sasha held the Abolisher of Reason in an elegant grip.


      “Those Eyes have been fixed on me for a while now,” said Sasha, “and I think I’ve seen them before. They’re envious, always looking and longing for what other people have. An envious, envious gaze. But no matter what spells you copy, you’ll never live up to the real things.”


      “Shut up! Who cares what you— Argh!”


      Sasha interrupted Costoria’s rage by piercing her abdomen with the Abolisher of Reason. “I mean, you’re envious because you can’t beat them, right? All you do is make inferior copies of spells you can’t even use.”


      “You’re all so annoying. So what? I’m still stronger than you,” said Costoria. She grabbed the hand Sasha had on the Abolisher of Reason, making Sasha’s Venuzdonoa fade slightly.


      “Magic shortage?” Costoria remarked. “You wanted to finish things with this one blow, didn’t you? Did you borrow Venuzdonoa from that guy? You’re not worthy either then. You’re just like me! So get off your high horse!”


      She swung Venuzdonoa down in clear irritation. Sasha’s Magic Eyes of Abolishing Reason turned to Costoria. She sent magic into the Abolisher of Reason and severed Costoria’s right hand, making her drop her Venuzdonoa. But at the same time, the Abolisher she had embedded into Costoria’s body vanished.


      “Unfortunately, this isn’t borrowed,” Sasha said. “It was a trade. Are you envious?”


      Costoria leaped forwards as Sasha quickly retreated. “Who would be?!”


      Sasha was out of magic and Costoria had no more spells stocked. Neither could use the Abolisher of Reason anymore. But Costoria still had magic power.


      “Die,” Costoria said.


      “You have so many Magic Eyes, yet all you can do is envy others,” Sasha taunted.


      “Shut up!” Costoria snapped. She angrily drew a new magic circle.


      It was at that moment that a rift opened in the air between the two of them, followed by a torrent of black water. The Conflagration King’s Haliyam Perem had been broken apart, allowing Naga’s Allo Lene Aroboros to flood the volcano area.


      Sasha noticed the water and evaded at the last moment, but Costoria had been far too focused on pursuing her; she was swallowed by the black whirlpool instantly.


      A long, loud cackling laughter echoed through the sky.


      “Arriving in the nick of time! A narrow escape! By a hair’s breadth!”


      Eldmed’s melting body was carried along by the black water. Behind him the wings of the Heavenly Father were wrapped around Naya, just managing to protect her.


      Eldmed said in a fluent rant, “Well done, Bookworm! Not only did you pierce Allo Lene Aroboros with your Abyssal Thorns, you even managed to hit Haliyam Perem in its depths! The spell wasn’t enough to break it completely, but that was to be expected—and dismantling Haliyam Perem was enough to change the direction of power!”


      But Naya no longer had the strength to reply. Her vessel was wounded from consuming the God of Depth’s authority.


      “Wha— You’re on the verge of death!” Sasha gasped.


      Sasha gathered the rest of what little magic she had remaining and weakened the black water with her Magic Eyes of Destruction. She then reached out and pulled Naya and Eldmed out of the water.


      “You’re quite beat up yourself, Goddess of Destruction. Out of magic?” Eldmed asked.


      “It’s because of the Abolisher of Reason,” she replied. “That thing uses a ridiculous amount of magic power. If I could fight properly, I wouldn’t have been cornered so badly.”


      Just then, a voice spoke over their heads.


      “The Demon King Academy is quite terrifying,” Naga said, floating above them. “What were you planning on doing by revealing Costoria’s power in the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish?”


      Magic power poured out of her jet-black legs, reinforcing her entire body.


      “Did you think it was only the eyes we were after?” Eldmed said. “We’ve figured out your power too, legs of the lion.”


      “Really? Are you sure of that?” Naga asked calmly.


      “You said the holy shield of chains was born from the desire to protect, and that it uses magic power from the sources of others to protect its wielder,” Eldmed said. “The Scale of Liars didn’t respond to that statement, meaning it was not a lie. You then took back your explanation and said the shield of chains has no holy power, is unrelated to the desire to protect, and cannot absorb magic from the sources of others. You also said that the ball of chains can destroy all swords.” The Conflagration King wore a fearless grin on his face. “The Scale of Liars didn’t tilt at any of that either, meaning it was true as well.”


      Naga listened without confirming or denying.


      “But your explanations for the holy shield of chains and the ball of chains clearly contradict each other,” Eldmed said. “Even if the magic tool could change freely according to your statements, you were still lying while you uttered them. So how did the Scale of Liars fail to detect the lie?”


      Eldmed pointed his sword cane at Naga’s face. “You are a fabulist. Your desire gives you the ability to believe your own fantasies. The Scale of Liars only responds to what the person in question believes is the truth, not facts.”


      Lebrahald had said something similar at the Holy Six Court Hearing. One couldn’t lie through Jizett, but the spell relied on what the individual actually believed. There were occasional cases where people with hypnotism-like powers slipped through the cracks, and this could be considered one such case.


      “Your first explanation of the ball of chains clearly contradicted what you said about the shield of chains. Anyone would have noticed that. If the Scale of Liars was fake and under my control, it would have definitely tilted to the left. But the scale was real and deemed your fantasies true. Once you determined the scale was genuine, you realized it wasn’t me speaking, but a third party—Bookworm over there.” The half-dead Conflagration King laughed triumphantly. “The fact you saw through my bluff is proof you’re a fabulist.”


      “I see,” said Naga. “That is one possibility, but there should be other options too, no?”


      “No no, this one makes the most sense. So many mysteries can be solved if we simply explain that your Zecht is just a fantasy!”


      Naga raised a leg and swiftly drew a magic circle. “You must be a staff officer of the Demon King Academy. Your imagination knows no bounds.”


      “Bwa ha ha!” Eldmed cackled. “If you think I’m the brains of the Demon King, you’re sorely mistaken. I’m no more than a noisy parrot chattering away into his ear. Erasing me will have no effect on the grand scheme of things!”


      “Really now? You may be lying again.”


      In midair, Naga pivoted from one foot to the other and kicked the magic circle she drew.


      “Allo Lene—”


      A loud explosion shook the air.


      Naga interrupted her own spell to look towards the explosion. Halfway up the Geldhave Volcanoes, Lay had used the Sword of Three Races to slice through the Meteorite Turtle’s shell, which had been weakened by being melted by Naga’s black water. The firedew that had been stored in the turtle’s shell rose into the sky, crossing paths with where the Conflagration King and Naga were.


      “You must have recovered by now, Bobonga,” Naga snapped through Leaks. “Stop pretending to be dead and retrieve the firedew.”


      Still laying on the ground at the crater of the volcano, Bobonga slowly sat up, even though Lay piercing his source with Evansmana should have defeated him entirely.


      “Understoo—”


      “Take this...the finishing blow!” Zeshia said, cutting Bobonga off.


      To finish him off, Zeshia hurled the shell of a baby turtle at Bobonga’s head with all her might.


      “Gah!” Bobonga yelled.


      “Dual wielding...!”


      She threw more and more shells at his head, each heavy thunk the sound of a shell colliding with his skull.


      “This brat!” Bobonga said.


      The black right arm of the lion roared as he swiped at Zeshia, sending her flying. Her body slammed into the hard, rocky surface of the volcano and collapsed.


      “Don’t you dare look down on me... I’ll tear you apart...” Bobonga snarled.


      “Bobonga. Retrieve the firedew first,” Naga sent through Leaks again.


      “Give me ten seconds, sister. I won’t take this lying down...”


      Bobonga took a forceful step forwards.


      “Bobonga!”


      Naga’s angry yell froze him in his steps, and then several small shells, thrown by Zeshia, hit his face in quick succession.


      Bobonga, with fresh blood pouring down his face, glared at Zeshia.


      “You can’t...catch me...” she taunted.


      “I won’t forget this humiliation,” Bobonga spat, and then used Fless to fly up to the firedew in the sky.


      “Honestly. These children are such a handful,” a new voice said.


      Naga looked up with a gasp. A powerful magic presence was approaching from afar, seemingly a mere light twinkling in the distance until it came closer and its appearance became clear: the Sky Fortress Zeridheavens was rapidly coming their way.


      “Bwa ha ha! Took you long enough to notice. At this distance, we’ll get to the firedew before you,” Eldmed said.


      “Allo Lene Aroboros.”


      Without hesitating Naga aimed her magic circle at Zeridheavens and kicked it. Black water swirled in a wall in an attempt to isolate the escaping firedew, but—


      “Have beauty.”


      Farris’s voice echoed through the airspace, and at once Zeridheavens passed straight through the Allo Lene Aroboros like it was a ghost.


      “Wha...?!” Bobonga said.


      The Sky Fortress was right in front of Bobonga’s eyes.


      “How did it charge through Naga’s Allo Lene Aroboros unharmed?!” he shouted.


      “No. They simply went around,” Naga replied calmly.


      “Went around? From that far away?”


      “It was simply just that fast. I was aware the Silvercastle Creator had never given his full effort in Balandias, but still, his speed surprises me. No wonder he was able to return from Militia’s World.”


      Naga stood down, dispelling her black legs of the lion, and upon doing so the black whirlpool evaporated immediately. She sluggishly took her artificial legs out of a magic circle and attached them to herself.


      She could still fight, but the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish was over.


      “The Demon King Academy has acquired all the firedew on the field,” Ottolulu’s emotionless voice announced. In a single moment, Farris had collected all of Evezeino’s firedew that was loose in the air.


      “The Silverwater Ranking Skirmish has concluded. The victor is the Demon King Academy,” she continued. “With this, we will now deal with the Two-Law Usurper of the Inviolable Waters. The Demon King Academy and the Institute of Mythical Beasts are asked to cooperate in this endeavor.”


      The Arbitration Goddess looked up. What seemed like stars sparkled high above in the Dark Firmament. In reality they were not stars, but a fleet of ships. And in the center of these stars, surrounded by Silverwater Ships, was a giant ark.


      They were here much earlier than expected.


      “The Holy Ship Eltopheus has arrived,” said Ottolulu. “Ruler Lebrahald is on board.”

    

  

  
    
      § 37. True Love


      Inside the deepest level of the research tower of the Institute of Mythical Beasts, footsteps sounded by the doorway of the magic workshop. Soon after a young man with a bob haircut appeared and spoke.


      “Lebrahald has arrived. Faster than expected too,” Parrington said.


      Not even an hour had passed. But even if he hurried the ship would have maintained the same speed, which meant...


      “Notice of their departure was most likely conveyed late on purpose,” I said.


      “Does Lebrahald suspect someone inside Pablohetra is assisting the Two-Law Usurper?” Parrington said.


      If the Two-Law Usurper had a contact within Pablohetra, he could use them to sow chaos by feeding the alliance misinformation.


      “They couldn’t have noticed us,” I said. “But if we’re lucky, someone will jump the gun and show their hand.”


      In other words, they were trying to rattle us. Lebrahald didn’t have any definitive proof either.


      “But there’s no time left,” Parrington said, walking towards me. He glanced at the ice pillar the Disastrous One Izark was sleeping in and turned to me. “The Silverwater Ranking Skirmish has reached an end, but what do you think? To my Eyes it didn’t look like anyone from Evezeino cut any corners. The ambush by the Silvercastle Creator essentially snatched victory for the Demon King Academy. Without him, Naga would have taken out two or three of yours.”


      Sasha had been out of magic power, and there was no doubt Eldmed and Naya were on the verge of death.


      “But as your subordinate discerned, Naga may have the ability to believe her own lies as the truth,” Parrington said. “If so, that may change things.”


      “That was a lie,” I said bluntly.


      Parrington paused for a moment. “A lie? What part?”


      “No one can tell whether their side was holding back or not.”


      He gave me a doubtful look. “Why would you lie about that?”


      “There were three things I wanted to confirm. First, that someone other than Dominic used the Abolisher of Reason to attack mom. Second, the possibility that Naga lied when she signed the Zecht.” I pointed at Parrington. “Third, the possibility you were in cahoots with Naga.”


      Despite being the target of my suspicion, he simply nodded in understanding. “I see. That’s a reasonable concern to have.”


      “I did tell you that I had a method to determine whether they were holding back or not,” I said. “If you and Atzenon’s Lions of Ruins were in contact with each other, they wouldn’t have been able to hold back and intentionally lose during the skirmish even if they wanted to. It’d have been too difficult for them to pretend they hadn’t noticed Dominic’s death.”


      Naga had stated that her goal was to kill Dominic and free Atzenon’s Lions of Ruins from his control. Whether that was true or not, if everything she had done was for that purpose, she would have wanted to win the skirmish through any means possible so she could resume waiting for a chance to catch Dominic unawares as soon as she could.


      “They had no choice but to fight with their full power and demonstrate both Costoria’s eyes of the lion and Naga’s fabrication of the truth. They lost by deftly dodging our prying.”


      Parrington listened to my words quietly and calmly.


      “However,” I said, “if Naga’s Zecht was a lie, nothing she said to me can be trusted.”


      “Most likely there are some truths mixed with those lies,” he said.


      “I completely agree. As for which were the truths and which were the lies—I suspect the chains and collar were the lie.”


      Parrington’s expression didn’t change.


      “Naga said Dominic collared and chained them so he could control their desires,” I continued. “I told Bobonga to show me, but he was silent.”


      I had thought it was because I had offended his pride, but thinking on it again, that didn’t quite make sense.


      “He’d probably been told not to speak in order to avoid giving anything away. No matter how much Naga believes in her own fantasies, a blatantly contradictory explanation will fool no one.”


      Parrington nodded in comprehension.


      “That was the only time you interrupted, and you said that the collar and chains could only be seen by the person being bound, Dominic, and the Abyssal Princess of Disaster. Naga can tell lies, but there’s no physical evidence of the lies. Especially when it comes to what’s restricting Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin.”


      Their plan wouldn’t work if I destroyed their collars myself. To get me to believe them without physical evidence, they instead prepared a lie about a nonexistent invisible collar they told me couldn’t be destroyed.


      “You said you could see the collar and chains faintly, Parrington. Was there really a collar on Naga, Bobonga, and Costoria?”


      “Of course. I can sign a Zecht to prove I’m not lying.”


      “Hmm. No point in a Zecht when you can overwrite your memories with your Red Threads, though.”


      Parrington could even change his entire personality if he wanted to. Even if suspicion towards him deepened, he had no intention of being caught.


      But there was one thing the Lions of Ruin and Parrington, if he was indeed cooperating with them, had miscalculated: Costoria hadn’t been chained. She had even said she wanted to be chained, if such a thing was possible. She had wanted to be collared so she could be disciplined into being a proper person.


      Her desire was a longing for what others had. It was hard to think she had been lying like Naga had. And Parrington didn’t know I had made contact with Costoria as the Two-Law Usurper. He had no idea that his claim that she was wearing a collar had directly contradicted her own words.


      “If what you need is physical proof, then you’ll find it in the Chasm of Longing. If we go there, you’ll be able to see it yourself,” Parrington said.


      “If you’re lying, then even if we go there’ll be no collar or chains at all. So why are you taking me there?” I asked.


      Parrington returned my skeptical look and swiftly opened his mouth to reply. “If I am your enemy, us going there would indeed be a trap for you. But if you don’t go at all, you won’t know for sure.”


      “Wrong,” I said. “What you’re trying to do right now is buy time.”


      He stared at me in silence.


      “Parrington. The Womb of Disaster awakened because you made contact with mom and resonated with her. At the same time, the Lion of Ruin yet to incarnate in the Chasm of Longing started rampaging, making her condition worse. But was it really a coincidence?”


      If it had only happened once, it might have been.


      “When you tried to bring back mom’s memories through the memory stone, the flood of memories from the Chasm of Longing worsened her condition even further.”


      But even so, unfortunate accidents had happened in succession before. It wasn’t impossible.


      “You were the one to suggest using the Red Threads to recall mom’s memories in the first place. And right now, because of those Red Threads, mom’s current memories are being overwritten by the memories of her past life.”


      Strictly looking at the results of his actions revealed a clear consistency among them.


      “Dominic was eliminated because if I used my Magic Eyes to look into his abyss I’d notice that there were Red Threads in his source controlling him. The reason he was shut in the research tower at all was to prevent strong people from outer worlds from noticing that.”


      Pablohetra had many people with excellent Magic Eyes. If they had noticed, Parrington’s plan would have come to naught. Framing me for Dominic’s murder had just been a bonus.


      “The Luna Atzenon of the past once asked where her kind grandfather went. So when did you make your deal with the Puppet Emperor Bez? After Luna was cut by the Sword of Three Races?”


      Parrington, the Red Thread Marionette whose face was as static as a doll’s, only looked at me in silence.


      “Or eighteen thousand years ago, in order to overwrite Dominic Atzenon’s personality?”


      Back then Parrington hadn’t had a Marionette body. But he could have borrowed the Puppet Emperor’s power and used the Red Threads regardless. He might have even agreed to become Lutzendfort’s ruler in exchange for being able to at all.


      “What you want, Parrington—or rather, your desire—is to monopolize your sister. Luna Atzenon was in love with the idea of love, of falling in love with someone one day, so in order to make it so that you would never have to hand your beloved sister over to that someone, you used the Red Threads to control Dominic and make him turn her into the Abyssal Princess of Disaster and imprison her in the Ruinous Abyss World.”


      I drew a magic circle with Zecht and thrust it at Parrington.


      “Sign it if you disagree. It’s a contract to never go near my mother without my permission ever again. This way, even if you overwrite anyone’s memories, there’s no loophole for you to take advantage of.”


      Even if he agreed to the Zecht right now, there were plenty of ways to get out of it later. But based on his actions and true desire, it would be difficult for him to actually do such a thing. Just like with Costoria, the desires of Evezeino residents far outweighed their rationality.


      “Anos,” Parrington said quietly. “You are mistaken. I do not have such possessiveness. I believed my sister would be reborn somewhere one day and devoted myself to searching for her with that single hope. All I wished for was to get the sister I lost back—”


      Parrington extended a hand—and fired Jior Bezgum at the Zecht before him.


      “—because that’s what love is!”


      I offset the blackish green fireball by firing my own Dogda Azbedra. Red Threads extended from Parrington’s hands and reached into empty space, where mom and dad had been turned invisible through Kaelal.


      “Hmm,” I said. “Looks like I was right.”


      I started running, drawing the Two-Law Blade to cut the Red Threads. I managed to slash away eighty percent of them like that, but the rest managed to wrap around the demon sword. The Red Threads had enough power to suppress even the Abolisher of Reason.


      “Dagdra,” I said, stepping on their shadow. The threads wrapped around the Two-Law Blade immediately shattered.


      “It’s too late,” Parrington said. “I’ve already used the Red Threads to tie my sister’s source to the memory stone. There’s nothing you can do to stop her from returning to her former self. If you’re my sister’s child, Lion of Ruin, then stop getting in my way.”


      Parrington raised his right arm and clenched his fist.


      Light laced with gold sparkles scattered around where mom and dad were. Kaelal had been dispelled, revealing their figures.


      “Mom wished for a peaceful family. Is that really so harmful to your love?” I asked.


      “What love can a man so frail a single finger could destroy him possibly give?” Parrington replied. “How could he ever protect that peaceful family?”


      Parrington started running towards me at the same time I ran towards him. I slashed at his raised arm with the Two-Law Blade, and though blood spilled, the blade stopped at the bone. He was tough.


      “That man knows nothing about her being the Abyssal Princess of Disaster or you being a Lion of Ruin,” Parrington said. “If he knew, he’d run away! And even if he tried to fight it, it isn’t a pressure the weak can withstand. He only loves what he doesn’t know. His peace is derived from the bliss of ignorance, of walking without ever knowing how thin the ice is under his feet. That is not true happiness!”


      Red Threads flowed from the wound on Parrington’s arm and attempted to wrap around the Two-Law Blade. I used Dagdra, but the moment I did he leaped to the side and fired Reil Friel wildly. Blackish green light filled the room, erasing any shadows I might have used. The Red Threads firmly wrapped around the Two-Law Blade.


      “Once he realizes the truth, that man will only lose his nerve and flee like a coward. He’d thrust my sister into the bottom of hell and hurt her, because his love is not true love.”


      Parrington yanked on the Red Threads in an attempt to snatch the Two-Law Blade from me.


      “It’s hilarious to hear you talk about true love,” I said, “when you’re the sole reason mom became the Abyssal Princess of Disaster in the first place.”


      “Gentle love is for weaklings,” Parrington spat. “How much love can a weak man swaddled in lukewarm peace have?! Only someone who can stay by her side in the lowest pits of hell can claim the light of true love!”


      Parington pulled his Red Threads with all his might, his body scattering magic power in swathes of gold dust.


      “Don’t get in my way!” Parrington said. “I will get my sister back!”


      “Sorry,” I said, “but she’s not a prize in a tug-of-war.”


      Black particles wrapped around my arm in a spiral. I took a firm step and pulled hard, sending Parrington’s body flying into the air.


      “Gah!”


      Parrington slammed into the ceiling, and I immediately aimed a blue meteor right where he was. Dogda Azbedra struck him directly, setting him alight. But even so he still had a faint smile on his face.


      “It’s done,” he said.


      Gold sparkles swirled. In that single moment, mom and dad had been tied by the Red Threads. At the end of the threads stood Dominic, who should have been dead. His corpse was being moved through the Red Threads.


      “Please accept this memory, sister.”


      Dominic’s Red Threads were further connected to Parrington’s chest. He was going to use the memories in his source to overwrite even more of mom’s memories and fulfill his goal of regaining Luna Atzenon.


      Gold light ran along the Red Threads.


      “You’re the one who knows nothing,” a voice said plainly. An emotionless voice, yet somehow still warm and gentle.


      “Huh?!”


      Mom and dad had vanished, their forms shattering into snow. The Red Threads had been tied around fakes created by the Magic Eyes of Creation.


      “Even in the depths of hell, their bond has never changed.”


      A short distance away, lunar snowdrops rose into the air as Misha revealed herself. Behind her was dad, carrying mom in his arms.
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      “This is the proof.” Misha pointed a finger. A tiny blue star appeared within the snow.


      It was an Erial—a Star of Creation.


      “I’ve been waiting for you, Misha. Good job,” I said.


      Misha smiled faintly. “Yeah.”


      “Want to see, Parrington?” I asked, grabbing the Star of Creation. I had moved beside the Erial while Parrington was distracted.


      The Red Threads connected the Erial to Dominic’s corpse to Parrington. My source was also connected to mom and dad through the Red Threads.


      “This is the fight of the frail human you looked down upon—my father, Ceris Voldigoad.”


      Misha blinked twice. Her Divine Eyes sparkled as the Star of Creation released light, sending footage of the past into the heads of everyone there.

    

  

  
    
      § 38. Purple Thunderclap


      Fourteen thousand years ago.


      The Sacred Silverwater Sea.


      In a time when the Goddess of Creation Militia was yet to be born, the name of the ephemeral world was still Elenesia. There was a time discrepancy between the silver seas and that miniature world; from the perspective of Militia’s World, these events took place not fourteen thousand years ago but roughly seven hundred million years ago. This was a love story beyond words, beginning in the demon nation of Lakafalceit.


      It was raining, and though the sound was familiar, this time it sounded different from usual, prompting Luna Atzenon to wake from her slumber. The sound she heard wasn’t what she knew, and even the clouds were a shape she had never seen before.


      “An ephemeral world...” Luna muttered. She had reached her destination.


      She brought a hand to her stomach, which was drenched in red. Her clothes were bloody, but the wound itself was closed. The Sword of Three Races used to stab her was nowhere to be seen.


      “Thank you, baron...”


      Evansmana was a holy sword with immense might against Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. Of course, the blade was perfectly effective against demons and mythical beasts as well, just not as much as against the Lions of Ruin.


      Since Luna had been unable to track down the Phoenix of Conception, Lebrahald feared that the fate of the Abyssal Princess of Disaster couldn’t be completely destroyed. Thus, he had severed her fate as a resident of Evezeino. By doing so, the Phoenix of Conception would lose sight of her, allowing her to escape from the fate of being the Abyssal Princess of Disaster.


      With Luna feigned her end in front of the Institute of Mythical Beasts and removed her firedew from Evezeino, Dominic had no choice but to give up. Entry into ephemeral worlds by those from the depths was forbidden, so he wouldn’t find her by accident either.


      The reason the Sword of Three Races couldn’t be seen was because it wasn’t Luna’s womb it had stabbed into, but the Chasm of Longing. With Luna’s connection to the chasm severed, the broken blade was now somewhere in Evezeino. At least, that was what Luna assumed.


      “Abyss...Princess...”


      Luna suddenly sat up with a gasp. An eerie voice had reached her through the rain.


      Two beasts of indeterminate form fell from the sky: the mythical beasts Luna referred to as the red cat and blue cat.


      “Don’t go...”


      “Abyssal...Princess...”


      The two beasts took the form of cats and looked at her. She stiffened, rain dripping from her hair.


      “What should I do?” she muttered.


      As mythical beasts with no physical bodies, they had evaded Pablohetra’s surveillance and followed her all the way here. As Parrington had said, these two possessed the desire for codependence. Clearly, they had become attached to Luna. It wouldn’t be a problem if they remained here, but there was no guarantee they would be attached to her forever. They couldn’t be returned to Evezeino either. And there was a real possibility that they were here as part of her grandfather’s plan. What if he could use the two cats to find her?


      “Come here, kitties... Let’s live here together, okay?”


      Luna reached out to the two beasts.


      A heavy footstep fell nearby. She turned around and saw a group of armed humans, who muttered among themselves at the sight of her.


      “A demon woman...”


      “Not one of them?”


      “No, her magic power is different from normal. She’s no ordinary demon.”


      One man with a holy sword stepped forwards. “I am Elwin, hero of Aivesphon. Who are you, demon woman? A conspirator of the Phantom Knights?”


      The moment Hero Elwin introduced himself, the red cat and blue cat’s Magic Eyes started glowing ominously.


      “Oh no! Run!” Luna yelled.


      The two beasts immediately melted into a sludge-like form and attacked Elwin. But he didn’t show any reaction—he couldn’t see them. His Magic Eyes were unable to see mythical beasts.


      “Urgh... Gah!”


      The sludge of the two beasts invaded Elwin’s body.


      “Sir Elwin!” said one of the humans.


      “What’s wrong? What just happened?!” exclaimed the second.


      “Did this woman do something?!” said the third.


      The remaining three warriors held their swords up at Luna, but at the same moment, Elwin swung his holy sword at them.


      “What are you doing, Elwi—?!”


      Their voices were drowned out by the blow. An ominous magic power swallowed the warriors whole, erasing them without leaving a trace. The ground where they were was gouged open, and the trees behind them were flattened. Elwin’s magic power clearly surpassed that of an ephemeral world resident.


      “They incarnated?” Luna muttered in shock. “Is it like when they take the noble hunters of Hyphoria as soul prey?”


      While mythical beasts could possess living beings, they couldn’t take full control of the bodies they possessed. They weren’t able to incarnate in those bodies because their desires could be opposed by the desires those bodies already possessed.


      However, on the countless miniature worlds in existence, there were some species with extremely few desires. Hyphoria’s noble hunters were one such species.


      Roughly sixty percent of mythical beasts—mostly lower ranked ones—could obtain a physical body and gain a clear mind by consuming the sources of vessels from the inside. Species with few desires were considered especially suitable vessels and were called “soul prey” in Evezeino, and many mythical beasts liked to attack and consume them because it was a relatively guaranteed method for them to incarnate.


      Of course, few of the vessels could withstand being possessed by mythical beasts and perished within a few months. But beasts that acquired a taste for soul preying would only crave their next physical body. Both the act of soul preying and the Institute of Mythical Beasts were the main reasons for the many years of war between Evezeino and Hyphoria.


      “Don’t...go...”


      In an instant, Elwin moved to stand in front of Luna. The two beasts had already turned the hero into soul prey and incarnated. The person in front of her was no longer Elwin.


      “I’ll kill you,” the hero-turned-beast said, “and make you mine!”


      Even the holy sword Elwin used had been corrupted, looking almost like a demon sword. The two beasts used the sinister sword to slash at Luna’s abdomen.


      “Kyaaah!” she screamed.


      The blade dug itself into her womb and snapped, blood seeping from the wound. Luna was knocked back by the force of the swing, rolling across the ground and landing face up in a puddle.


      “I’ll kill you...” the beasts growled, picking up a holy sword one of the human warriors had dropped. They sent a tremendous amount of magic power into the sword and swung it at Luna.


      But she was too dazed to move.


      “No way...”


      It was faint, but Luna could definitely feel the Chasm of Longing in her womb. The flooding rush of rain—the sound of her hometown—rang in her ears. She was no longer a resident of Evezeino, yet the rain continued to fall on her, and as she lay in the puddle the deluge seemed endless.


      “I’ll kill you!”


      The demon-like sword that had been corrupted by desire was thrown at Luna. It closed in on her without a second to spare. Red blood dripped onto Luna’s cheek.


      But she felt no pain. A cloaked demon stood before her, the demon sword piercing clean through his hand. He had purple hair and mauve Magic Eyes.


      “Who...?” the beast growled.


      “The dead have no need for names.”


      The incarnated mythical beast rushed forwards before the mysterious man had finished speaking, but the man merely sheathed his blade—Gauddigemon, the Sword of a Thousand Bolts—into a magic circle, as though he had already finished drawing his sword.


      “But those headed to the underworld can carve this name into their minds,” the man said. “Isith, commander of the Phantom Knights.”


      “Run! No one in this world can defeat a mythical beast!” Luna shouted.


      Dark clouds had gathered over their heads, and purple lightning screeched out of them to strike the magic circle sheath. The power of the electrified demon sword was on par with Ravia Neold Galvarizen’s power—if not stronger.


      It was the tenth hidden art of the Sword of a Thousand Bolts, Obliteration Firebolt.


      “Gardelahypt, King of the Oblivion Sword.”


      The man slipped past the beast’s charge and drew Gauddigemon from its magic circle sheath with a slash. Purple lightning ran across the wound, and though the lightning of ruin merely ran across the cut made by the man’s blade, it instantly destroyed Hero Elwin’s corrupted body. The man, Ceris Voldigoad—for it could be no other—turned around, crackling purple lightning wrapped all around him.


      “Such a peculiar magic power. What is your name, woman?” he asked.


      Luna couldn’t reply right away. The ominous sound ringing in her ears had stopped. Though it was raining, she couldn’t hear it at all; an even louder sound was resonating through her body. Still on the ground, she sat up to look the man in the face.


      It wasn’t like lightning didn’t exist in Evezeino. In a world like the Ruinous Abyss World, where rain fell endlessly, lightning was a natural phenomenon.


      But for the first time in her life, she had seen blinding, bright, purple lightning. The sight of it sank into her body with all the force of a thunderclap, reaching deep into her heart, loud and unstoppable.

    

  

  
    
      § 39. Propelled by Desire


      “Ah...” Luna uttered.


      Elwin’s body had vanished, but the beasts within it—the red cat and blue cat—hadn’t perished. Scattered light gathered to form the shape of two cats once again.


      “Spirits?” said Ceris. “No, not quite.”


      Purple lightning crackled across Ceris’s Magic Eyes. Somehow able to sense the mythical beasts that didn’t exist in the ephemeral world they were in, he slashed at the two of them with the Sword of a Thousand Bolts.


      But with no physical form, the two cats couldn’t be destroyed. They transformed into sludge and dispersed before wrapping around Ceris’s body in an attempt to possess him.


      “Watch out!” Luna shouted.


      She stood up and tried to pull the beasts away with her hands, but then froze. The man was standing there calmly, showing no signs of being possessed.


      “Huh?” she said.


      Even though she was the Abyssal Princess of Disaster, Luna’s Magic Eyes couldn’t sense any desire from the man. It was his unshakable will that had stopped the mythical beasts from getting any closer.


      “Do you know what they are, woman?” he asked.


      Luna looked confused as she answered. “The red cat and blue cat are mythical beasts. They’re not bad kitties! But there’s a chance grandfather is using them...”


      Luna extended a hand while clumsily answering Ceris’s question. The two beasts returned to cat form, snuggling up at her, and she let out a relieved breath at their obedience.


      “It’s too much of a challenge to get them back home, but I’d like to save them,” she said, hugging the two cats to her chest and looking at Ceris. “Could you please let this slide?”


      “Only a foolish woman would keep pets that attack her.”


      The words stabbed sharply into her chest. Her fate as the Abyssal Princess of Disaster hadn’t been severed. She knew it was a foolish choice.


      Luna hung her head, dispirited. “You’re right...”


      “In this world, you eat or be eaten,” said Ceris. “Everyone is standing in line to the underworld, waiting for their turn. If you can’t push your enemy ahead of you in that line, you’ll be next.”


      At the man’s words, Luna came to a realization: This ephemeral world she had landed in was a cruel place.


      She had predicted such a thing already. Miniature worlds with no balance in their order would eventually run to waste. Death was rampant and all life headed towards ruin alongside the world itself. Even though Evezeino could not pursue her here, it wasn’t exactly paradise.


      “Even so...” she said quietly. “I’ll deal with it when the time comes.”


      Ceris stared straight at her with a sharp gaze. He didn’t say anything.


      To Luna, it felt like he was asking her with his eyes if she was merely walking to her own death.


      “Everyone dies someday,” she added. “Living just to live isn’t truly living... I can’t put it into words well, but I don’t want to be like that.”


      Ceris’s brow twitched. His demon sword flashed like lightning. Before Luna knew it, Gauddigemon was pointed at her throat.


      “You have something to do, yet you act according to your emotions instead. Foolish woman. There is no utopia where you can have everything your own way. Fools die pointless deaths,” he said mercilessly.


      His glare was murderous, but she didn’t back down at his warning.


      “That’s just how I was born to live,” she said with a smile.


      “Then die, fool.”


      Luna squeezed her eyes shut.


      Ceris drew a magic circle and stored the Sword of a Thousand Bolts within. He then turned away from her.


      “Huh? Um?”


      Luna was confused.


      A new voice then spoke up.


      “Rest assured, Isith has merely taken a liking to you.”


      Lynel and Najira were dispelled, revealing another demon. He had a demon spear made of bone in his hand—the Scarlet Marrow Spear Dilfinstein.


      “But he called me a fool and told me to die just now...” Luna said.


      “He meant you’re an interesting woman, and he’s taken a liking to you,” the man said.


      His face looked similar to Aeges’s, but he had a notably different demeanor; there was a distinct air of detachment to his expression. His source was definitely Aeges’s, but there was something unfathomable about him. Above all, the demon spear he had was emitting a tremendous amount of magic power.


      “Jeph. Do not speak out of turn,” Ceris said.


      “Understood,” Jeph, the first of the Phantom Knights, replied. “What shall we do? From the looks of things, those cats she called mythical beasts can steal the bodies of humans and turn violent.”


      “Collar them.” Ceris looked up at the sky. “It’s time. She’s coming.”


      Just as he said that, the thick rain clouds parted to let sunlight stream through. Day turned into night, and the Moon of Creation Altiertonoa appeared in the sky. Silence fell upon the world. It felt like time itself had stopped.


      Lunar snowdrops fluttered as a woman descended with the moonlight. She had a gentle look on her face, and her long silver hair was tied to the right side of her head. She was Elenesia, the Goddess of Creation.


      “Long time no see, last of the Voldigoads,” she said.


      Her tranquil voice was like the gentle sound of ringing bells.


      “How have you been?” Elenesia asked gracefully. “I have come to hear your answer. Make a pact with me and fight in the Selection Trial as a misfit to maintain the order of the world, or continue as you have until now and destroy the gods. Which will it be?”


      “What are mythical beasts?” Ceris asked.


      Elenesia fell silent, as if Ceris’s question had caught her off guard.


      “Those cats there,” she replied, looking at the red cat and blue cat. She stared into their abyss as she answered. “They are not my creations, but the work of mankind. They appear to be some kind of modified spirits.”


      “They have no physical bodies and use humans as vessels,” said Ceris. “Create vessels for them.”


      Elenesia nodded. She waved her hand gracefully and released lunar snowdrops. Using the authority of creation, she constructed cat bodies for the beasts. The vessels shifted through various magical transformations until the red cat and blue cat began to show an interest in them.


      “Not rumors and legends,” Elenesia said, “but hearts. Parched hearts.”


      Elenesia saw through the conditions their vessels needed to meet and finished creating a cat with red fur and a cat with blue fur. The two beasts melted into sludge and consumed the cat vessels as soul prey, and as a result their desires were immediately legible.


      The two cats glared at Luna. “Abyssal...Princess...”


      “Nedneliaz.”


      Ceris immediately placed jet-black collars on the two cats. The two rampaging beasts collapsed on the spot, fast asleep, with Nedneliaz forcing them to dream. Now that they had incarnated, they couldn’t escape.


      “...”


      Luna didn’t say anything, her gaze fixed on Ceris.


      Both the Goddess of Creation who had created soul prey and the man who had put the incarnated beasts to sleep had moved with such ease. They were no ordinary people—it should have been impossible for demons of the shallows to do such things at all. This was an ephemeral world, so Ceris at least should have less power than a resident of a deep-level world.


      Perhaps this world was approaching its end. Just like how sources approaching their destruction burned their brightest, ephemeral worlds close to ruin released one last burst of light before the end, giving birth to powerful outliers.


      “I ask you once again,” Elenesia said. “What is your answer?”


      “I have a condition,” Ceris replied.


      “What is it?”


      Ceris gathered magic at his fingertip and drew a formula. It was the spell Syrica, but it was slightly different to the one we used. It was incomplete.


      “Help me complete Syrica,” he said.


      With clear sadness on her face, Elenesia looked at the spell formula, then looked at Ceris.


      “Please listen closely, last of the Voldigoads,” she said quietly. “You have a source of powerful destruction—strong enough to surpass even the power of order itself. But even as a misfit, you cannot perform miracles. Once everyone dies, it’s the end.”


      That was right. Reincarnation didn’t exist in the world yet.


      “First, the world wasn’t created to be kind. Second, a misfit who can interfere with order more than you can is needed. Third, you have no time left.”


      “I won’t repeat myself,” Ceris said, purple lightning strong in his eyes. “Lend me your strength, Goddess of Creation. It’s not the end yet. Even if I decay, the war will continue. Your help creates the possibility of a next battle.”


      His words were as fierce as lightning.


      “That battle will connect to the next battle, and to the next battle, and so on, until it reaches the day that a stake is driven through the foolish order of this world. That will be the harbinger of ruin.”


      “You are the last Voldigoad. There won’t be a next,” Elenesia said simply.


      His end was close. The Voldigoad source of destruction was eating away at him with every passing day. He couldn’t suppress it for much longer.


      “Ghosts cannot die. Not until they destroy this foolish world.”


      Luna couldn’t understand what they were talking about. All she could recognize was the word “misfit”: someone who defied the laws of the world, bearing the fate of defeat. But Ceris gave her a different impression from what she had assumed that word to mean.


      According to the Sacred Silverwater Sea, misfits were disturbers of order and enemies of the world. A person like Ceris was meant to be an existence of pure evil, fated to be defeated by the chief god and purists of the world.


      And yet, the man before Luna was staring far into the future of the world with clear eyes.


      “I will leave Syrica behind,” Ceris said, “and it will bring victory to this ghost in its endless battle with this foolish world. If you believe the same, Elenesia, you’ll form that pact with me.”


      Elenesia lowered her gaze. After a beat, she looked straight at Ceris and said, “Last of the Voldigoads. I believe in your victory and will become your god. Together, we will create a miracle in this world beyond the power of any god.”


      A Selection pledge jewel appeared on a ring around Ceris’s finger, a fire within the jewel glowing brightly.


      “Summon me as you will. The spell is Guala Nateh Forteos. I will descend when you need me,” Elenesia said. Moonlight fell upon her. As night returned to day her figure turned transparent, the Moon of Creation fading with her. By the time sunlight illuminated the world, Elenesia was nowhere to be seen.


      “Let’s go,” Ceris said. He immediately started walking, with Jeph silently following him.


      Before she realized it, Luna shouted, “W-Wait!” She desperately racked her brains for what to say.


      “Um...” she said. “I have nowhere to go. I stumbled into this place and have no idea where to go from here...”


      Paying Luna no heed, Ceris and Jeph broke out into a run, the both of them out of sight in almost no time at all. Luna scooped the red cat and blue cat into her arms and suddenly started running after them. Perhaps she shouldn’t have chased after them and instead gone her own way, searched for a more peaceful life. But for some reason, she ran after them.


      Her own desire grew stronger and stronger, demanding she stay near him.


      “Excuse me!” she said. “Mr. Final Voldigoad! Please wait!”


      Ceris and Jeph vanished using Najira and Lynel. But as someone from a deep-level world, Luna was still able to follow them.


      Jeph, who had expected her to lose track of them immediately, turned back to look at her in surprise.


      “She’s not a normal demon,” he said. “I wonder what her story is?”


      Ceris accelerated without a word. He leaped from cliff to cliff, charging through rough magic fields without pause.


      Luna desperately chased after them. She wasn’t very athletic, but ever since she arrived in this world her body had felt strangely light. It was probably due to being in an ephemeral world.


      Ceris and Jeph used Fless to leap off a cliff and straight into a raging storm. Luna chased after them with her own Fless when she suddenly heard the sound of water. A faint voice was calling from her womb. She had used too much magic power, and had almost connected to the Chasm of Longing.


      She quickly tried to suppress that connection, but in doing so her Fless was cut and she instantly began to fall headfirst. She wouldn’t be able to regain control of the Womb of Disaster in time for her to avoid impact. But just as she prepared to crash into the ground, someone pulled her arm.


      Ceris lifted her up. The two cats that fell from her arms were hovering around them through Fless.


      “Is that a parasite in your stomach?” he asked, detecting an abnormality in her. He gazed into her abyss with his Magic Eyes.


      “No, this is something else...”


      Luna hesitated, unsure how to explain her situation.


      “Can you bake bread?” Ceris asked.


      “Huh?”


      “We have a lot of mouths to feed. And not enough hands to go around.”


      Several seconds of silence passed.


      When Luna finally understood his question, she beamed widely.


      “Yes! I completed all my bridal training perfectly!”


      Ceris, who had maintained a stern expression until then, was visibly taken aback.


      In the distance, Jeph burst out laughing.

    

  

  
    
      § 40. The Dead Don’t Speak


      One month later.


      The demon nation of Lakafalceit.


      The settlement of the Phantom Knights was magically hidden by the cliffs of Balfabba Mountain. The settlement itself was comprised of simple stone buildings all furnished with only a single bed. It was a lifeless place, so much so that it seemed deserted.


      At the center of the settlement was a large pot boiling over a campfire. The steam wafting from the pot carried the mouthwatering scent of boar meat and herbs.


      “Here you go. Eat up,” Luna said. She used a wooden ladle to scoop some of the herbal boar soup into deep bowls for the Phantom Knights.


      “I want some too, princess,” one of the Phantom Knights said.


      “Right away! Good work today, Edd.” Luna served his soup while wearing an apron, small pot in hand. “Have some seconds, Zeno. I took out the carrots for you.”


      “The dead don’t have taste preferences,” Zeno said.


      Luna served him a bowl of carrotless soup with a giggle. “Yet it’s written all over your face.”


      “...”


      Zeno drank his soup in silence, pausing to chomp down on a hunk of black bread. Quality ingredients were currently scarce in Lakafalceit. The soil was too infertile to grow good rye, resulting in bland bread. And wild boar meat was leathery and tough to chew.


      Even so, in Luna’s hands, both the soup and bread were delicious anyway. The black bread was hard, but maintained a strong and tasty rye flavor, while the boar meat had been boiled until it fell apart in the mouth. The Phantom Knights were dedicated warriors that knew absolutely nothing about cooking, so the Luna had been making for them had been their first proper meal in a long time.


      “I still can’t believe my eyes,” Zett said.


      “Indeed,” Varde, the fifth of the Phantom Knights, said, taking a bite of his bread. “But it’s not a bad thing.”


      “Yeah.”


      Luna approached Zett and Varde in the middle of their sparse conversation. “Discussing secrets during mealtime again?” she asked, glaring at the two of them angrily.


      “It’s not exactly a secret...” Zett said.


      “Then what is it?” Luna asked.


      The two shrank back as Luna leaned forwards.


      The Phantom Knights were ghosts that threw themselves into battle without hesitation or regret. Their actions in this era, in Elenesia’s World, were no different from those in our world two thousand years ago.


      Their fight began long ago, in a whole other life. They abandoned their hearts and emotions and operated as ghosts, killing the minority for the sake of the majority. Having essentially dedicated their lives to war, they condemned themselves to never be understood by others, only feared.


      But Luna hadn’t been told any of that.


      “It’s like your arrival brought hope, princess,” Varde said.


      Luna tilted her head. “Hope?”


      “We’ve fought this battle for a long, long time. Yet this is the first time any of us have experienced hope.”


      “All I did was make some food. I don’t know anything about this country,” she replied.


      Varde laughed. It had been ages since he had smiled so brightly. “That’s a good thing,” he said.


      Luna scratched her head, unable to understand what Varde was getting at. Lakafalceit was currently embroiled in a large-scale war against humans, spirits, draconids, and even gods, a war that was only getting worse as time went on. To the Phantom Knights, the outcome was already clear: destruction. All life on this planet would end and fade away. Even if they were somehow able to overcome this war and survive, the world itself wouldn’t last much longer.


      Too much hatred had accumulated, with far too many powerful people roaming the earth. In Elenesia’s World there was an abundance of kings that could easily destroy their own kingdoms if they ever used their full strength. If they went at each other with that strength, they could destroy the world.


      And it was because they were aware of what could happen that they had avoided open conflict until now. But it was an uneasy understanding; there were certain things each nation would not compromise on, and above all, they all hated each other. An eventual collision of kings would be inevitable.


      Fighting to the end—even winning the war itself—no longer mattered to those involved. There was nothing in this world that could be protected from destruction. The only thing left for anyone at the end of the war was despair. Everyone knew that, yet no one could stop it from happening.


      Luna’s clueless smile, then, seemed like a faint light amid the vast darkness, the slightest bit of hope against overwhelming despair.


      “Varde always avoids my questions. Fine!” Luna said. “I’ll just ask Jeph.”


      Zett chuckled under his breath. “She’s got a sharp eye.”


      “He’s certainly the chattiest out of all of us,” Varde said.


      “Anyone want seconds?” Luna asked.


      “Please,” they both replied in unison.


      Luna served more soup into their bowls.


      “Guess I’ll go find him,” she said once she was done, turning around with the pot in her hands. “Today’s the day I’ll make him eat too!”


      She nodded with determination and ran off.


      “I remember how shocked I was when Isith first brought the princess here,” Valde said as he watched her leave.


      “Our fight has been one of constant loss,” Zett replied. “He probably wanted to leave something behind in the end.”


      Meanwhile, Luna reached a cave at a corner of the settlement. Nestled in the back of the cave was a durable door made of magic, with Jeph standing in front of it with his spear in hand. As its gatekeeper, he always stood in front of this door.


      “Good work, Jeph,” Luna said. “You’ll have some bread and soup, right? We were able to get some boar meat today.”


      “Thank you.”


      Jeph took a bowl out of a magic circle, which Luna filled with soup. She then took a piece of black bread out of her large apron pocket and handed it to Jeph. Jeph made the bowl float in the air as he used his free hand to take a bite of the bread.


      “Um... I was thinking of bringing this to him too,” Luna said to Jeph, watching his reaction cautiously. “He hasn’t eaten for a whole month now. He has to be hungry. You can’t work on an empty stomach!”


      Luna had cooked every day since she was taken in by the Phantom Knights. But Ceris hadn’t touched her cooking since the first time he had eaten it at the beginning of her time with them. Luna had assumed it was because the Evezeino flavoring hadn’t suited his tastes, so she had been desperately researching the ingredients and seasoning of Lakafalceit to make him enjoy it next time.


      Now, she had achieved a taste she was satisfied with, and was confident about the results. When she imagined his surly face relaxing at the taste of her food, she was filled with excitement.


      “Today’s meal is extra tasty, so...”


      “He’s outside right now,” Jeph said.


      “Oh... I see...” Luna’s shoulders slumped, her burgeoning elation deflating with it. “Is he meeting up with that girl again?”


      “That girl?”


      “The divine one... Elenesia...”


      At the mention of Elenesia, Jeph’s eyes narrowed in amusement. “I wasn’t told the details of his outing, but it’s possible.”


      Just imagining Ceris and Elenesia together made Luna feel even more depressed. Jeph laughed at the sight of her.


      “Are you in love with Isith, princess?” Jeph asked.


      “Huh? Oh, no, it’s not like that. I don’t know anything about love!” Luna said, hiding her face in embarrassment. “Does it...look like I am?”


      “Yes.”


      The immediate answer made Luna’s heart soar, and Ceris’s face appeared in her mind once again.


      “I don’t know for sure yet... But I think it’d be nice if we were soulmates. Do you know if he’s dating Elenesia—?”


      “I told you not to come here.”


      Luna flinched in surprise and turned around. Ceris was standing right behind her.


      “Ah... D-Did you hear that?”


      Ceris shot her a silent look and walked past her, heading for the door. “What do you want?” he asked.


      “Oh, umm, well, I-I brought you soup!”


      Luna showed him the pot with a beaming smile.
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      “Today’s is extra delicious,” she said, “so I think you’ll be able to eat it. You haven’t eaten recently, right? Not in the past twenty-four days. It worries me. You need to eat if you want to regain your energy. I know you’re busy, but still! You should at least make enough time to eat.”


      Luna was always nervous in front of Ceris, so whenever she met him she kept up a constant stream of chatter to try to hide it.


      Ceris said nothing in response. He never did—all he did was glare sharply in total silence. That was why Luna had never had any idea what he was thinking.


      “Um... What do you think? If you just talk to me, I should be able to make something you like... If you could tell me what you prefer...”


      “Worthless,” Ceris said.


      Luna looked like she had been doused with cold water.


      “The dead don’t speak. Simply treat us like wandering ghosts,” Ceris said, and then disappeared through the door.


      Luna was dejected. No matter how she looked at it, Ceris didn’t seem to like her at all. But every time she looked into his vibrant eyes he took her breath away. She was dying to know what he was thinking all the time, at every moment of the day. She knew it was weird of her to feel like this towards someone so cold who shunned her constantly, but she couldn’t change the way she felt. She wondered if the Sword of Three Races hadn’t also done something funny to her when it cut her.


      “Does he hate me?” she asked Jeph.


      “Who knows?” Jeph answered immediately. But he didn’t give her a clear answer.


      “But he’s so cold to me...”


      “Isith said it himself—the dead don’t speak. Our words have no value. If you wish to understand him, you’ll have to observe him and come to your own conclusions.”


      Luna’s face twisted with confusion. “But he talks to Elenesia a lot, right? Yet he won’t even touch my soup...”


      “She is an accomplice. Yet here you are, the only living person in this entire settlement. The commander doesn’t ever drink soup, but he accepted your presence among us. Why don’t you think about what that means?”


      “But if he doesn’t say it clearly, I can’t tell how he really feels...” Luna muttered, looking down at the pot. “How do I get him to talk to me...?”


      She thought out loud to herself, but she couldn’t understand a thing. Eventually, she turned her gaze to the man currently munching on a piece of black bread.


      “Say, Jeph. Why do you guys call yourselves the dead? Everyone here is alive. Yet you guys have all these secrets and live like hermits in this super remote isolated place. The only time any of you leave is to go out and fight. Isn’t that weird?”


      “Perhaps so,” Jeph replied. Like the other Phantom Knights, his face was that of a person who had lost his heart.


      “You don’t want to become real ghosts, right? So why are you doing this?”


      “Even so, we remain ghosts.”


      It was the same answer everyone else said when she asked them. Luna realized he wasn’t going to tell her either.


      “Sorry,” she said. “You’ll get scolded if I’m here too long, so I’ll go back now.”


      Luna trudged away with her pot in her arms.


      “It’d be better to act sooner rather than later, princess,” Jeph said to her back. “You never know when a ghost will vanish from the world. Things will not change in your favor if you do nothing.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Just talking to myself,” Jeph said. He then smiled and waved at her.


      “Why can’t you just tell me clearly?” Luna muttered. She left the cave in a daze, her mind ruminating on Jeph’s words. He was telling her to act, and to act soon, but she didn’t know what to do. Ceris just wouldn’t say anything to her. She didn’t know if they were soulmates or not.


      And above all, there was a reason for her not to hurry: Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. In the end the Sword of Three Races hadn’t severed her from her fate. Even if Ceris was her soulmate, even if their feelings connected, they couldn’t have any children together.


      She was the Abyssal Princess of Disaster. She was still far from fulfilling her dream. So far, she hadn’t even taken the first step.


      And yet, why was it that even though she knew it was far too early to do so, she couldn’t help but smile when imagining her future family?

    

  

  
    
      § 41. Sincerity to a Ghost


      The princess had a mystified look on her face.


      “A...kiss...” the skeleton said to her.


      The princess hesitated. But for some reason she was beginning to find the skeleton kind of endearing.


      And so, the princess boldly kissed the skeleton on the cheek.


      Out of nowhere, light enveloped the skeleton. The skeleton transformed before her eyes until a blond-haired, blue-eyed prince stood before her.


      The prince opened his mouth.


      “Thank you,” he said. “You’ve lifted my curse. I’ve now regained my heart.”




      Luna slammed her book shut and suddenly looked up. “That’s it!”


      She leaped out of her bed, struck by an epiphany. It was the middle of the night, and she ran with the moonlight guiding her way until she reached a building with a stone oven. Once there, she immediately began making preparations for soup and bread.


      The book she had been reading just now was an ancient fairy tale. An evil witch had placed a curse on a prince, making him look like a creepy skeleton, until the princess’s kiss saved him and reversed the curse. With his appearance restored, the once-monstrous prince regained his heart and rescued the princess from the cave she was lost in. Then the two then fell in love and lived happily ever after.


      Luna thought the tale was exactly like her current situation.


      The Phantom Knights lived as ghosts, isolated from civilization. They still had their hearts, yet they acted as though they had thrown them away—just like a curse.


      But if they were cursed ghosts, then all Luna had to do was break that curse. Surely he would tell her his name if she regained his heart for him. They would have fun chatting, and he could teach her all kinds of things. After that, she’d be able to tell for sure if he was her soulmate or not.


      Her fate as the Abyssal Princess of Disaster wouldn’t disappear, but if the two of them were destined to be lovers, then they might be able to overcome that fate together. Just like how the prince in the fairy tale regained his heart and saved the princess.


      “Mm!” she said. “Tastes great!”


      Once the soup and bread were ready, she grabbed both and rushed out of the building, running straight for the cave as if magnetized to it.


      Would he be awake right now? What should they talk about first? Those thoughts and more bounced around in her head as she entered the cave and found Jeph standing before the lone door at the back.


      Even in the middle of the night he was still standing guard. He noticed Luna and glanced at the pot she was carrying with a questioning look.


      “Is something the matter?” he asked.


      “Um... I had an idea. Since you told me it was better to act sooner, I...” Luna looked over at the door. “I want to see him. Is he awake?”


      “I was told not to let anyone inside,” Jeph said. But in contrast to his words, he was all smiles. He used the handle of his spear to poke the door open.


      “Are you sure?”


      “Consider it a ghost’s whimsy. Try and still make an excuse for me, though.”


      “Thank you!” Luna said before going inside.


      The area past the door was dimly lit with no signs of life. Luna cast her Magic Eyes around the darkness and walked farther inside.


      “What happened to Jeph?” a voice suddenly asked, making Luna flinch.


      Ceris was at the other end of the room. He appeared to be conducting research on a fixed magic circle.


      “Um... He’s resting from anemia...”


      “He has endless blood. It’s impossible for him to have anemia.”


      “Oh...”


      Sorry, Jeph. It didn’t work, Luna apologized in her heart. It was too late to cover up what he’d done, so she gave up on deception entirely and simply ran over to Ceris, showing him the pot with a radiant smile.


      “I brought you soup!” she said cheerily.


      “Leave it,” he said curtly, but Luna didn’t falter.


      “I have bread too!” she added. “It’s made of rye today. It’s hard, but still delicious!”


      “Leave it.”


      Despite the cold words, Luna continued smiling. Today she wasn’t going to back down, not a single step. She had resolved to break his curse, and for that she first had to make him eat her cooking, no matter what.


      It would be fine. Her sincerity must have already reached him somehow.


      “Everyone says the boar meat is delicious. You haven’t eaten anything lately. Eat it.”


      “Leave it.”


      Now!


      Luna threw her black bread into Ceris’s mouth. “Isn’t it good?”


      Taken aback, Ceris stared at her with a mouthful of black bread. In the distance, the sound of Jeph trying to suppress his laughter—and failing—could be heard faintly.


      “...”


      Ceris took a silent bite of the bread and held the remainder in his hand.


      Luna immediately grabbed a spoon in a tight grip. Her Magic Eyes glinted as she watched for the moment Ceris swallowed the bread. Focused and intent, she was prepared to shove the piping-hot bowl of soup into his mouth the moment there was an opening.


      “It seems I was a little hungry after all,” Ceris said, his cold voice sounding ever so slightly fed up. He used Iris to create a table and two chairs. “Sit.”


      “Okay!”


      Yay! She had reached him. Her sincerity had reached him. Luna was so happy, she beamed from ear to ear. In high spirits, she drew a magic circle and took out a bowl and plate she could use to serve the food.


      “Looks like you’ve gotten used to things around here,” Ceris said.


      “You mean the Phantom Knights? Yup, everyone’s been really nice to me. But no one calls anyone by their names, so it’s a little strange. Jeph, Edd, and Zeno, mean first, second, and third in this world’s language, right?” Luna said brightly.


      The look in Ceris’s eyes turned sharp. “In this world?”


      “Ah... Well, I basically came from another world...”


      Since ephemeral worlds had no chief gods, their residents had no way of detecting other worlds. Luna hadn’t been able to leave Elenesia’s World by herself either. Even if she explained the Sacred Silverwater Sea and Evezeino to him, he would just think she was crazy. Luna struggled for what to say.


      “Um... Isn’t it inconvenient not knowing each other’s names? For when you have to get married and stuff...” she said, forcefully changing the topic.


      “We have no names and no desires. Like the dead, we merely wander.”


      She had heard those same words from him many times before. But no matter how she looked at it, she couldn’t see how that would lead to their happiness.


      “Um. Why did you become a ghost?”


      “There’s no reason.”


      “That’s a lie! There’s nothing fun about being a ghost. You can’t do what you want, you can’t even marry the person you love. What’s the point of living like that?”


      Ceris was silent. He merely ate his bread and drank his soup.


      I won’t lose, Luna thought.


      “Why am I called princess instead of by a number?” she asked.


      “Because you’re not one of us.”


      Those words made Luna’s heart ache. They made her feel terribly alienated from the Phantom Knights.


      “But I want to be friends with everyone...”


      “That strange power sleeping in your stomach,” Ceris said, staring into Luna’s abyss as purple lightning flashed in his Magic Eyes. “Is it a curse that’ll be placed on your child?”


      She hadn’t told him anything. And yet, he had been able to see through the Abyssal Princess of Disaster and ascertain some of its nature. Luna couldn’t hide her surprise.


      “You might laugh...and not believe me...”


      Luna realized she couldn’t stay silent about it anymore. If she was to interact with him with sincerity, she couldn’t hide things from him just because it would be inconvenient to explain.


      “The child I give birth to will be a cursed child that destroys the world. That is my fate...” she muttered, confessing her fate to Ceris while still hiding the Ruinous Abyss World and Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin. She didn’t know how much of what she said he would believe, but in the event that he believed any of it, she didn’t want to give him a reason to fear her.


      But Ceris’s response was unexpected.


      “Despite that, you want happiness more than anything else—you want a child of your own, don’t you?” he asked.


      She hesitated for a brief moment, then nodded. “I do.”


      It was strange. He was always so cold to her, yet even though Luna hadn’t told him anything—they had barely even conversed until now—it felt like he understood her the best of anyone she had ever known.


      “That greed is what we have discarded. As long as you have that longing in your heart, you cannot become a ghost. You will eventually shun us and shrink away from our presence.”


      Ceris created purple lightning at his fingertips and used it to light the candles in the cave. He stood up and looked at the magic circle drawn at the center of the candles.


      “The living and the dead cannot exist together,” he said. “If you are the light, we are the shadows. The two will never cross paths.”


      As always, Luna didn’t understand his words. But he was talking to her more than usual today. My heart must have reached him, she thought.


      “Are you there, Jeph?” Ceris said.


      “Yes.”


      Jeph, from his post outside the door, walked over.


      “It’s ready.”


      “So it is,” Jeph replied. He then approached Luna, now visibly confused, and said in his usual light and casual tone, “This is farewell, princess. I’m off to the underworld.”

    

  

  
    
      § 42. The First Reincarnation


      “Huh?” Luna said in confusion.


      It wasn’t as if she didn’t understand what Jeph was saying. But for some reason, she had had the vague assumption that things would continue like this, that her life laughing and having fun with secretive ghosts would just keep going on forever. She had never imagined a farewell, especially not one so sudden.


      Jeph smiled sadly at her confusion. “For a long time, Isith has been researching a spell called Syrica in this workshop,” he said, looking at the candles surrounding the magic circle. “It makes reincarnation a reality. When Syrica is cast on a source, it binds feelings and memories together and gives it new life.”


      The spell sounded familiar. It was the same one Ceris had mentioned to Elenesia when Luna first arrived in this ephemeral world.


      “Syrica isn’t easy to cast, even for Isith,” Jeph continued. “The Goddess of Creation’s assistance helped progress the research, but this spell surpasses the order of the gods. It cannot be completed without being tested.”


      “Tested?” Luna said.


      She knew what they were up to, but the word slipped out of her mouth in a daze anyway.


      “The spell needs to be cast using a real source. Someone has to go to the underworld.”


      In this era, when Syrica was still incomplete, casting this spell was as good as volunteering for one’s own destruction. But for a reincarnation spell, destruction was simply part of the process.


      “This is the first Syrica experiment. Even if it results in the best possible outcome, I will probably lose my memories,” Jeph said. “There’s also no telling how much of my emotions and power will remain, or even what era I will be reborn in. And so I now say farewell.”


      “No!” Luna cried out.


      I have to stop him, Luna thought right then and there. Instead of thinking of a way to do that herself, she pressed Ceris instead.


      “Absolutely not!” she said to him. “Syrica will never succeed. The order of the sea isn’t made that way. All the top masters of magic have tried, but I’ve never heard of anyone succeeding. Besides, you’re a misfit...!”


      Jeph looked surprised at Luna’s sudden threatening attitude. The look in Ceris’s gaze was also sharper than usual.


      “How do you know?” Ceris asked.


      “You might not believe me...”


      Luna desperately racked her brain for a reason. She couldn’t prove the existence of outer worlds, but she was able to foretell the end of this world based on how things typically went.


      “I know the future—I know where this world is headed. Worlds that cannot balance their order will approach ruin. The only ones who can prevent that are the chief god of a world born from the gods, and the purists evolved from mortal species,” Luna said, staring into Ceris’s eyes earnestly. She had to make him give up on this spell no matter what. Otherwise, Jeph would give up his life for nothing. “Misfits are existences that evolved incorrectly. They are rejected by order, so your Syrica will never work the way you want it to.”


      “So what?” Ceris said, dismissing her curtly.


      “I know you may not believe me...and that I don’t have any proof of what I’m saying...but it’s the truth! Please, just listen to me!”


      “Worthless.”


      “What do I have to do—”


      “Even if what you say is true, so what?”


      Luna fell speechless for a brief moment. “I mean,” she said after a pause, “if you know it won’t work, then it’s a waste to try. It’d be better to give up on this and do something that can work, no? What will happen to Jeph if you fail?”


      “Only the living fear failure, and only the living balk at destruction. We ghosts merely fight.”


      Luna was dumbfounded.


      Ceris wasn’t being irrational. He wasn’t denying Luna’s words outright. But it had become clear to her that even if he knew about the Sacred Silverwater Sea, he wouldn’t stop. The unwavering look in his Eyes said he wouldn’t stop for anything.


      “What are you fighting for?” she asked.


      “What is there to fight for except victory?” he answered. “This foolish world is too full of itself. I want to teach it a lesson, even if it costs me my own life.”


      Purple lightning flashed in his eyes. Just like that other time, his vivid Magic Eyes were looking far into the future.


      “Even though you’re guaranteed to lose?” she said. “You’re making Jeph die in vain!”


      “We were never alive to begin with.”


      Ceris glared at Luna. But this time she refused to back down.


      “Wake up!” she shouted. “Fighting the world is futile! Who will be next after Jeph? You have so many comrades and you’re dragging all of them into war. What will be left for you afterward?!”


      Luna grabbed Ceris’s clothes and desperately tried to persuade him.


      “I don’t know what you’re thinking...but you should have kindness, not hatred...”


      Dominic came to mind then. Luna’s grandfather was so focused on researching the mythical beasts and Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin that he had no regard for the destruction of the Sacred Silverwater Sea. For the sake of his goals he had turned his own granddaughter into the Abyssal Princess of Disaster and forced her to bear a heavy fate. Looking at Ceris, she could see some of Dominic’s obsessiveness in him.


      “If you continue like this, you’ll be no different from a monster!”


      “That’s enough, princess,” Jeph said. “Isith isn’t wrong.”


      Luna turned around. His face was gentle. He was about to depart for the underworld, yet she couldn’t see a single sign of displeasure or fear.


      “But you’ll die!” she said.


      “Yes,” Jeph said.


      “The spell won’t work!”


      “Yes.”


      “So why...?”


      Jeph smiled like he always did. “Because there’s no point in living just to live.”


      They were the exact same words Luna had said to Ceris.


      “I don’t understand... You all say such difficult things!” Luna wailed, walking up to Jeph.


      “The dead don’t speak. But at the very end of things, it may be all right to make an exception,” he said lightly. “For example, let’s see. We wanted the only living person to wander into the village of the dead to go back into the sunlight. That’s why we call you princess, and not a number.”


      “R-Really?”


      “I’m just talking to myself,” Jeph said with a peaceful smile. “We are nameless knights marching towards death. Fighting is in our nature. No one will grieve if we die a dog’s death.”


      His determination was firm.


      Luna didn’t understand. She really, really didn’t. They were always so full of secrets, as though every day they were hiding something huge. But even so she could see a little bit of kindness in them.


      Was she wrong? Was it truly not madness? How could they make such gentle expressions if they were insane? There had to be a reason they had become the Phantom Knights that Luna didn’t know, one that couldn’t be put into words.


      And if she couldn’t understand that reason, then there would be no stopping them in what they wanted to do. They would happily head to their deaths. That’s why Luna desperately racked her brains one more time for what she could do.


      “But if you do...I... I’ll cry!”


      Jeph hugged her.


      “There’s one worry I have,” he whispered in her ear.


      “What is it?” she said instantly. “You can tell me anything.”


      “We will be reincarnating in order. If there was someone who could watch over Isith until the end...”


      “Leave it to me. I’ll make him eat bread every day.”


      Jeph smiled gently and added, “Isith was the one who said to call you princess.”


      “Huh?”


      He stepped away from Luna. Was he talking to himself like usual? But he hadn’t said he was this time.


      “Isith.”


      Jeph threw the Scarlet Marrow Spear Dilfinstein at Ceris, which Ceris caught in his right hand. The Scarlet Marrow Spear contained most of Jeph’s magic power, and it seemed he didn’t expect to inherit all of his strength even if Syrica succeeded.


      It wasn’t clear if he’d be able to use the spear once he was reborn, but as long as he had the same source, the possibility was there.


      “I’ll leave it with Elenesia,” Ceris said. “If you remember it, go and get it.”


      “Okay.”


      Jeph quietly walked to the center of the magic circle. Ceris stabbed Dilfinstein into the ground and drew the Sword of a Thousand Bolts from a magic circle.


      “Any last regrets?” Ceris asked.


      “We are ghosts. We have no lingering attachments to this world,” Jeph said with a smile.


      Ceris almost looked like he was returning that smile as he took a step forwards and, with no hesitation at all, summoned purple lightning from the Sword of a Thousand Bolts and struck Jeph with it.


      The raging lightning fired from point-blank range swallowed Ceris as well, but he didn’t even try to protect himself with anti-magic. Fierce purple lightning burned his body, tearing apart his Magic Eyes. But even with blood dripping down his face Ceris didn’t flinch.


      “What is dead already cannot die,” Jeph said. “We will not rest in peace.”


      Jeph’s body disappeared without a trace as Syrica activated.


      Blinding light filled the cave.

    

  

  
    
      § 43. Ending


      The Phantom Knights Jeph, Edd, Zeno, Zett, and Varde—the first, second, third, fourth, and fifth, respectively—became the subjects of Ceris’s Syrica experiment in the order of their names. Their subsequent disappearances were neither tragedies nor losses; they simply left, as though they had gone out on an errand.


      Ceris saw them off without batting an eye, all the while staring sharply into the abyss of the spell. He continued his work in a detached manner, as though the Phantom Knights were never anything more than ghosts to him. Each time someone reincarnated Ceris shut himself in his cave, barely eating.


      As the experiment progressed he continued his research on the spell formula of Syrica and how to improve the results of his experiment, but things were not going well. Ceris’s expression grew darker day by day, until the lightning contained in his bright Magic Eyes turned dull.


      Luna recognised the murky color from the Chasm of Longing. At the depths of that water, all kinds of longing and desires swirled together. Unfulfilled emotions grew stronger and stronger, until that parched longing eventually turned into dark impulse. Luna was worried that if left unchecked, Ceris would one day turn into one of the monsters that were still connected to her womb—Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin.


      Eventually, the final person died, and Ceris’s eyes were still murky. Luna, who had watched over him silently the whole time, kept thinking about what she could do for him. She went down the Balfabba Mountain and entered the nearby forest. As it was a place too far for his Magic Eyes to see, Ceris had always told her to stay away from it, but now Luna went there to harvest mushrooms. All she knew how to do was cook, so every day, she cooked for the Phantom Knights. And as she’d promised Jeph, she also tried to make Ceris eat bread as often as she could. There was no stopping them from marching to their deaths, but she could at least make them something tasty to eat while they were still around. Even if she couldn’t understand their feelings, she wanted everyone to sit together at one dining table—


      But now, only Ceris was left.


      “I have to smile...” Luna muttered, forcing the corners of her mouth up.


      Ceris intended to complete Syrica no matter what. Even if it wasn’t allowed by order, he would force it to happen. As a mere observer, Luna didn’t want to show him a gloomy face. So she smiled.


      “Hehe!” she giggled. “I harvested lots. What should I make from it? Soup? Sauté? A gratin would be nice, but I don’t have the ingredients for that.”


      “I told you not to leave the mountain.”


      Luna flinched at the unexpected voice. She turned to see Ceris standing behind her. He must have followed her after she left his field of view.


      “I-I’m sorry... There just aren’t any mushrooms on Balfabba Mountain... Mushrooms taste great, you know? They’re good in sauté and in soup. I can detoxify the poisonous mushrooms, so they’re fine!”


      “As long as it’s edible, taste doesn’t matter,” Ceris said bluntly.


      Luna looked crestfallen. “But... I wanted you to eat something delicious...”


      Silence fell.


      Then, Ceris replied with a straight face. “I see. Then it can’t be helped.”


      “Huh?” Luna looked up, but Ceris had already turned his back to her.


      “We’re going back,” he said.


      “Okay...”


      Luna thought to herself as she followed Ceris back to the settlement. He seemed a little different today—a little kinder than he normally was. That made Luna so inexplicably happy that she couldn’t keep the smile off her face.


      “What’s wrong?” Ceris asked.


      “You’ve never said it can’t be helped before.”


      He kept walking at his usual rapid pace. Luna chased after him so that she wouldn’t be left behind.


      “Really now,” he said.


      “Yup.”


      It was strange. Even at a time like this, the slightest thing made her heart soar. Why was she so drawn to him? She still didn’t know his name, so why?


      Thinking wasn’t going to give her the answer, so all Luna could do was follow Ceris as he led the way back. Once they reached the settlement, she immediately began cooking. But once again, Ceris acted differently from normal. The man who usually shut himself away in his cave day after day was now, for some reason, watching her.


      What is he doing?


      Luna could normally use a knife with her eyes closed, but when Ceris was watching her, her hands suddenly became shaky. Her face felt like it was on fire, and she ended up cutting three times the amount of vegetables she needed to. How embarrassing. She acted as though she had planned on cutting this much all along and transferred them into the pot before glancing at Ceris. When their gazes met, she asked timidly, “Are you not going to research magic today?”


      “It’s over,” Ceris said shortly. “Elenesia will bring the results.”


      Upon seeing his calm expression, Luna came to a realization.


      “I see...” she muttered, unsure of what to say to him. “I’ll just...cook something yummy...”


      She thought and thought, but in the end, all she could think of to say were those useless words. The sound of falling rain echoed eerily in her ears. It was raining, and now the familiar sound lingered around her ominously.


      Before long, lunar snowdrops fell from the sky. They released a light and turned into the figure of a girl—Elenesia, the Goddess of Creation. Ceris stepped outside to greet her, with Luna following soon after. The two of them faced the goddess under the rain.


      Elenesia didn’t say anything. She just looked at them sadly.


      The sound of falling rain became louder.


      “It failed,” she eventually said in a tranquil voice. “Their sources fell into the void of this world. They will suffer for the rest of eternity with the pain of death carved into them, unable to perish completely.”


      “No way,” Luna gasped in horror. She had known it would fail from the beginning, but she couldn’t help but ask anyway, “Can anything be done...?”


      “Syrica is unfit for this world. In the end, it wasn’t enough to overthrow order.”


      Luna turned to Ceris. His expression was serious, as always. But to Luna, the falling rain made it look like he was crying.


      “Then I’m next,” he said.


      Elenesia stared at him silently. Her eyes were filled with a solemn but tranquil sadness.


      “You have fought enough, last of the Voldigoads,” she said gently. “There is no chance of victory. None of the knights would have wanted you to go on such a reckless mission.”


      “Challenging the impossible and failing as expected. It’s an end fit for the dead,” Ceris said in a detached tone.


      Oh, I see, Luna thought. That’s why he had been so nice to her all day; he’d known his time was up.


      “I started this fight,” Ceris said. “Even if I’m fated to fail, I have to try.”


      Purple lightning ran through his right eye, the Lightning Eye of Mauve. He held a hand over the eye, and a magic jewel of condensed lightning moved to his hand. The lightning disappeared from his pupil, and both his eyes turned into the Magic Eyes of Mauve.


      Ceris held out the magic jewel of purple lightning. It was the root of the lightning in his source. Like Aeges, he didn’t think his power could be inherited through reincarnation, so he planned on having someone he trusted hold on to it for him. The lightning also contained his will—the strong intention to fight until the end.


      Elenesia accepted the magic jewel without saying anything else. She knew he would never change his mind. Ceris started to make his way to the cave, but Luna stopped him by grasping his sleeve, and immediately a gaze as sharp as lightning pierced her face.


      “This settlement is for the dead. It’s time for you to return to the land of the living,” he said, shaking off her hand. “You’ll be able to live happily wherever you go.”


      Deep down, she had known all along. This was a dying ephemeral world, and there was no chief god that could create miracles. But most importantly, she knew that the man in front of her was making an enemy of not only the order of this world, but the order of the entire silver seas.


      The Sacred Silverwater Sea would never allow a spell like Syrica to exist. This man knew he couldn’t win—he knew there was only destruction ahead. Yet he fought anyway. Just like a ghost of the dead. There was no way a miracle could occur, so all that awaited him was ruin.


      Despite all she knew Luna dreamed of her destiny with him in it anyway. She dreamed of him even though he’d never spare her the time of day, even though he couldn’t even save her from her fate. Like a fool she dreamed of him being her perfect prince. However—


      “It’s not over.”


      Before she knew it, those words fell from her mouth. Luna’s desire was screaming at her. But she didn’t need it. She didn’t need fate. She didn’t care about destiny. All she wanted was to save him, to be the one to rescue him from burning himself out. After watching him fight on despite losing all his comrades, she wanted to see him finally seize victory.


      That’s why she had remained here this whole time. For his sake, she could give up on all she desired: an ordinary life, a happy household, and a loving husband. Instead she’d dedicate herself to him. Her everything. And she didn’t need anything in return. Nothing at all.


      “It’s my turn next,” she said. “Use Syrica on me. It’ll work this time. I know it.”


      Ceris turned in her direction just slightly.


      Luna gave him a smile with all her love. “Right?”

    

  

  
    
      § 44. Bride of the Dead


      “Leave,” Ceris said bluntly.


      He resumed walking away from her. Luna watched him go and recalled, suddenly, what Jeph had said.


      “For example, let’s see. We wanted the only living person to wander into the village of the dead to go back into the sunlight. That’s why we call you princess, and not a number.”


      “Isith said it himself—the dead don’t speak. Our words have no value. If you wish to understand him, you’ll have to observe him and come to your own conclusions.”


      “Isith was the one who said to call you princess.”


      Just being by his side wouldn’t have been enough for her to get this far. Even when she tried to empathize with his feelings, she still couldn’t understand him. Only by deciding to walk together with him and the Phantom Knights did she finally feel like her questions were being answered.


      “When you say leave,” Luna said. She took a moment to stand in their shoes and try her best to understand their feelings. “You’re actually saying you don’t want me to get involved in your reckless battle, right?”


      Ceris walked in silence. He wouldn’t say anything. He couldn’t. Having lived in this world for a while now, Luna knew that they were currently in an era of war. Demons, humans, and other species were all throwing themselves into the battlefield—for hatred, for love, for the sake of those they wanted to protect from harm.


      Among those people, the Phantom Knights were unlike anyone else. They had no goal, nor did they have anyone to protect. They fought for no other reason than to fight. They were heartless—even to their own comrades—and lived as though they were already dead. They acted that way until the end, like real ghosts.


      But that was wrong. It had to be wrong, for they had saved Luna. And she didn’t believe it had been on a whim. They did have a goal, they did have something they wanted to win no matter the cost. It was the exact reason they had discarded everything about themselves. If they had people precious to them, those people would be targeted. If they were known for being emotional, those emotions would be exploited. And so they fought like bloodthirsty ghosts. There must have been plenty they had failed to protect acting that way. But they believed that in doing so, they could protect more. After all, their goal was—


      “You want to leave behind a possibility,” Luna said, “because what you truly want is peace. Peace that, in this era, cannot be obtained. That’s why you want to create Syrica, and leave it behind for the next era of this world.”


      Luna had once compared the man in front of her to a monster spurred by madness. But she had been wrong. Her Magic Eyes from Evezeino had always seen things clearly; he had never been controlled by desire. No mythical beast in all of Evezeino would have ever been drawn in by what he had instead—his unshakable will.


      “You believe that someone, someday, will make that dream come true. That one day, someone strong enough to overthrow destruction, yet kind enough to bring peace, will be born into this world.”


      The dead did not speak. And Ceris hadn’t said a thing. To her he seemed to be seeking a colossal enemy she could not see, repeating mad experiments like he was trying to leave a mark on the world—like he merely wanted to defy order. Until now that explanation had made sense, for nothing would be left after they threw away their lives. It wasn’t a life of the living—or so Luna had thought.


      She was wrong. That hadn’t been the point. Yes, nothing would be left in their lives, but what he had been looking at wasn’t their lives at all. His vivid Magic Eyes filled with purple lightning had always been fixed on the distant future, trusting that someone who would succeed his will would someday appear.


      “The person you’re looking for will have to lose so much in exchange for peace. So that’s why you want to leave Syrica for them. You, who discarded everything, want to spare the future king of this world from having to lose anything.”


      His silent fight, his and the other knights’ purpose in living like wandering ghosts—she finally understood it all. He had discarded his true self, suppressed his ambitions and desires alike, and hid who he was—both his weaknesses and emotions—to entrust everything to the future.


      He loved all life, even those unrelated to him. He loved this world and believed in a victory that he himself would not be present to see. He had fought in solitude for it.


      “I used to think marriage was the best.”


      And so, he could not stand beside the living.


      The Phantom Knights were all ghosts that had abandoned their own happiness. And so, to the man who, even now, would not look back at her, Luna put on her biggest, happiest smile.


      “I used to look forward to it. I knew I’d meet the man I’d marry someday. The world is such a big place, and the sea continues forever.”


      The man walking away from her said nothing. The current Luna understood that this was the greatest kindness he, as a ghost, could offer her. He had rejected her because he wished for her happiness.


      “I thought I’d be happy with a little soup and some dry bread so long as I was with him. I planned on sewing my own patchwork clothes if I couldn’t wear fancy dresses. I’d rather have a small glass marble over sparkling gemstones if it meant I was by his side.”


      They were words she had said long ago, on the other side of a faraway sea, and it was a desire that had never stopped smoldering in her heart.


      “I didn’t need anything special. A normal life was enough. Something peaceful, kind, and fun—that’s the life I dreamed of. But,” she said, “in the end, a dream is just a dream. Reality is different. I was forced out of my hometown and went on a life-threatening adventure. I was saved by all kinds of people until I came here. Yet I still couldn’t escape my fate...”


      Luna took a quiet breath.


      “The person I love is a ghost that won’t even look at me.”


      Ceris continued towards the cave without stopping.


      Luna followed him with a skip in her step.


      “You’ll never love anyone. Because you’ll never bring anyone happiness. You act like you have no emotions or obligations, and hurt others while fighting like you’re already dead. You do all that just so you can leave a single chance for peace to exist in this world.”


      Luna followed Ceris, splashing through puddles as she went.


      Even if he never uttered a single world of love to her, she didn’t care. She wouldn’t stop him from fighting.


      “It’s fine. What’s wrong with being a ghost? What’s wrong with not being happy? I’m not that weak, you know?”


      She ran, and with a single leap, caught up to Ceris, so she could finally begin to walk at his side.


      “I’m already happy, so just let me stay by your side.”


      He was silent.


      “I can feel kindness in your silence.”


      Ceris shot Luna a sharp glare. As usual, his Magic Eyes pierced straight through her.


      “I can feel amusement in your eyes.”


      “Foolish woman.”


      “I can feel love in your rejection.” Luna giggled. She clasped her hands together and beamed, like a brilliant idea had just entered her mind. “Say. You’re a ghost, and I’m delusional. We’re a perfect match for each other, don’t you think?”


      “I do not.”


      “I know, right? We’re so perfect, it’s like it’s fate!”


      It was such a high-handed interpretation that Ceris finally came to a stop. Luna was all smiles as she continued. “Every desire you discard I pick up. I’m not a princess who’s meant for the sunlight—I am a bride of the dead, one who laughs without a care at the bottom of hell.”


      She overtook Ceris and turned to look back at him. Then, she placed a hand against her own stomach.


      “There’s a single holy sword stabbed inside my womb. One forged by a human, powered by a sword spirit, and blessed by the gods. It is a holy sword that can severe fate regardless of order. It was meant to release me from the fate of birthing the child that would destroy the world.”


      Elenesia’s Divine Eyes sparkled as she stared into Luna’s womb.


      “But it didn’t work. No, I thought it didn’t work. The Sword of Three Races actually led me to my fate,” Luna said, staring straight into Ceris’s Eyes. “Being reborn will surely free me of that fate. The Sword of Three Races will slice the current order and make Syrica my ally. The Phantom Knights will then be released from their eternal suffering and be reborn too.”


      Everything she said was just her wishful thinking. But it was worth a try.


      “There is indeed a holy sword with strong divine power within her womb,” Elenesia confirmed. “But the divine power is of similar quality to mine. It can make order an ally, but it cannot overthrow it.”


      “Fate betrays people,” Ceris said. “I do not believe it.”


      “I won’t betray you,” Luna said. “After all, you’re my fate.” Luna grinned cheerfully. “It should be simple. If you use Syrica on me, the Sword of Three Races might help out. Not even Elenesia can tell what this holy sword’s true power is, right?”


      Ceris’s gaze shifted slightly. The Goddess of Creation nodded. She strained her Divine Eyes with open curiosity, wondering why she couldn’t see into the abyss.


      “See?” Luna said. “There’s a small possibility there. A possibility for Syrica to succeed. The Phantom Knights have already let so many people perish for this, so why don’t you keep pretending to be ruthless and cast Syrica on me too?”


      The chance was incredibly small. Even Luna herself didn’t know if the Sword of Three Races was capable of the kind of miracle that she talked about. If it failed, she’d end up just like Jeph and the others: suffering in the void between life and death, stuck for eternity, unable to perish. But because this was the only way for her to be beside Ceris, Luna felt no hesitation.


      “The dead have no need for spouses,” Ceris said, turning to Luna. “The living have their own way to live.”


      She laughed him off. “Being stabbed in the chest by your sword sounds a thousand times better than being wooed by any prince.”


      Luna gazed at him, her face dreamy. Ceris heaved a fed up sigh.


      “Fool.”


      “Yup. Just as foolish as someone who died while they were still living.”


      Without batting an eye Ceris drew a magic circle and pulled out Gauddigemon, the Sword of a Thousand Bolts, from within. He then drew the magic circle for Syrica over Luna.


      “Any last words?” he asked.


      “None,” Luna said, as firm as the other ghosts before her. “Because for the first time since we met, you’re looking right at me.”


      She spread her arms at Ceris.


      “Kill me as slowly as you can.”


      Ceris slowly walked forwards and stopped before her. They stared at each other for a few seconds. Lightning thundered, drowning out the sound of rain. The Sword of a Thousand Bolts then whipped forwards in a slash, turning Luna’s body into purple particles.


      Luna just smiled, staring intently into Ceris’s face without a single blink, as if attempting to burn the image of him into her eyes.


      “This is the end. May as well hear it,” Ceris said to her mystified face. “Your name.”


      “Luna Atzenon...”
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      She stared into his Eyes in a daze and asked, “What’s yours...?”


      “Ceris Voldigoad.”


      Luna’s own words flashed through her head.


      Isn’t it inconvenient not having a name? For marriage and stuff...


      The dead don’t need names. He’d always said that to her, so for him to give her his name now...


      “It’s a name I discarded long ago,” he said.


      “Then I’ll pick it up,” Luna replied.


      Ceris didn’t say anything else, and with that alone, Luna understood.


      “You’ll forget it soon.”


      “I could hear the sound of rain,” she said with a smile.


      Ceris probably didn’t know what she meant, but her body was already disappearing. She had no magic power left. She didn’t know if she could use Leaks, but she tried to send him her thoughts with all her might.




      I could hear the rain.


      An ominous sound, falling without end.




      But it stopped for the first time when I met you.


      When I look back on it now, I remember your bright purple eyes of lightning.


      Your strong will captured my heart so thoroughly that it suppressed my desires.


      And now the sound of thunder will never leave my ears.


      Even now, the sound roars right beside my heartbeat.


      It was probably love at first sight.


      As time passed I fell further and further towards this cold fate.


      The sight of you killing yourself for the sake of the future is just so endearing now.




      I don’t need to get married.


      I don’t need an ordinary life.


      I’m happy with just the name you shared with me.


      I’ll fight. I’ll fight with you. Together.


      Please, Evansmana.


      You can sever the fate of childbirth from my stomach.


      You can cut apart all my future happiness.


      I don’t need to be reborn.


      In exchange, please grant me this one wish.


      Please, put an end to his brutal fight.


      Give him a future where he can smile with someone.

    

  

  
    
      § 45. Proposal


      Time passed. Elenesia’s World collapsed, and was reborn as Militia’s World.


      Whether the wishes of the dead and their princess had reached someone, the Sword of Three Races had successfully severed fate, or another greater miracle had occurred was unclear, but in Militia’s World there existed the order of life cycles, starting with the Four Principles. Through that magic law and order, Ceris Voldigoad’s Syrica was completed without a hitch.


      Many years later, in the Mythical Age, a girl was born in the demon nation of Dilhade. It wasn’t rare for demons to reincarnate in that era, but her parents couldn’t tell she was reincarnated at first. She didn’t have much magic power and seemed no different from a regular baby.


      The only clue they had was that from the moment she was born she’d hated the sound of rain. Every time it rained, she would scream and cry endlessly, and nothing could soothe her. Yet for some strange reason, she’d giggle in delight at the sound of thunder.


      Under her parents’ loving care, the girl grew healthy. Then, when she started learning how to speak, she would say the word “Luna” a lot. At first, her parents thought she was mispronouncing another word, but they eventually realized she was saying her own name. If it was her name from a past life, that would make her a reincarnatee. But Luna couldn’t recall her last name, and her memories of her past were vague too.


      Under standard Syrica magic, all memories of one’s past life would return upon rebirth. But in Luna’s case, she gradually regained her memories as she grew up. When she turned six, she finally recalled that she was actually born a long, long time ago. Most powerful demons reincarnated once every one thousand years, but her memories of her hometown didn’t match anything in Dilhade. The name of the nation she had recalled—Lakafalceit—wasn’t recorded anywhere in the history books. Luna’s parents came to the conclusion that she must have reincarnated from the ancient times when Syrica was still incomplete.


      Seeing how confused she was by the new memories she regained every day, Luna’s father and mother sat her down and explained reincarnation to her. At once, Luna cried. When they asked her why she said she didn’t know. She wasn’t sad. But with her memories missing, Luna couldn’t explain why she was crying. All she could do was continue to cry helplessly as her parents wrapped her in a gentle hug.


      Because of their memories of their past lives, most reincarnatees kept their distance from their biological parents. But that didn’t mean the relationship between parent and child was broken. Since everyone in the world could have possibly been reincarnated, their culture accepted reincarnated children for who they were.


      Luna, who gradually regained her memories as she grew up, always felt like she had forgotten something important. She felt the urge to search for someone, but there was a constant fog covering her memories. Instead, she felt a strong impulse. A longing desire, a feeling both threatening and accusatory, that nearly drove her to run away from home countless times.


      But this wasn’t an era in which a child could survive alone on incomplete memories of the past. Just like in Elenesia’s World, war had dragged out here, and powerless demons died easily. Luna’s parents weren’t powerful demons, but they had keen ears and Magic Eyes that could see far into the distance, allowing them to survive these harsh conditions.


      Luna and her parents lived in the agricultural city of Delark, ruled by the Gluttony King Balman. As his title implied, Balman was a glutton with an incredible appetite, capable of consuming the entire food production of Delark by himself. Despite the fact that every citizen of Delark was put to work in its vast and fertile land, the population was constantly on the brink of total starvation. Almost all the food they produced was seized by the Gluttony King as tax.


      But in exchange, the people of Delark were protected by Balman, who was one of the most powerful figures of the Mythical Age. As long as they offered him food, they were protected from other violent demons. When Balman was satiated and full, he was warm and compassionate.


      With their humble powers and a child in tow, it was difficult for Luna’s parents to live anywhere else in war-torn Dilhade. Thus, they had moved to the agricultural city of Delark with the full awareness that they would starve. In Luna’s family, the only thing they had to eat per day were two slices of bread and a soup made from one potato.


      “I’m sorry, Luna. For today we’ve only got this much to eat,” her dad said apologetically.


      “Eat up while it’s still warm,” her mother said with a smile.


      “What about you, mom and dad?” Luna asked.


      They both smiled at her.


      “We’re fine. We already ate today.”


      “Go on, Luna. Eat up quickly. If Balman’s soldiers catch a whiff of it, there’ll be trouble.”


      Her parents gave almost all of the food they had snuck home to their daughter. No matter how hungry they were or how many days it had been since their last meal, they would willingly eat dirt if it meant they could stave off their hunger and have more time for their daughter to grow.


      Luna would never forget the bread hard enough to crack her teeth, or the utterly flavorless soup.


      “It’s delicious,” she said.


      Her parents smiled happily. “That’s great. Once you grow up, let’s leave this town together. Then we’ll give you even tastier food to eat,” they said, watching Luna with gentle expressions on their faces.


      Though her parents were always starving, they never showed it, and that was how they showed their love and kindness for her. And that was how she knew that she mustn’t give in to the impulse to search for that person she wasn’t even sure existed. She had to be a good girl—a child that made her parents smile. She told herself that she couldn’t be the one to break their family apart.


      Time passed in that way until Luna was just about to turn fifteen years old. There was an ominous feeling in the city of Delark.


      “Luna! Luna, are you here?!”


      On that day, Luna’s father came home from his work on the farms in a hurry.


      “Where are you, Luna?!”


      Luna, who had been asleep in the attic, came down the stairs rubbing her eyes.


      “Oh, thank goodness.”


      “What’s wrong, father?” Luna asked.


      “Stay inside the house for a while. Delark is about to become a battlefield,” her father said, expression serious.


      “Really?” she said. “What demon would attack the Gluttony King’s territory?”


      “Ghosts craving blood. Anyone they face they destroy in a frenzy. Nameless monsters who do not fear death. No matter which side wins, the city will inevitably suffer.”


      “Nameless...ghosts?” Luna muttered. For some reason, those words resonated strongly within her heart. “The Phantom Knights.”


      Those were the words that had suddenly come to mind.


      “Yes,” Luna’s father said. “If you’ve heard of them, I shouldn’t need to explain any further. Make sure you stay inside! I’ll be back soon. Stay put!”


      And then her father went flying out the door, most likely to find her mother.


      A sudden impulse drove Luna to place a hand on the door. The faces of her parents flashed through her mind, but before she knew it she had rushed out of the house.


      She wanted to see him.


      Something was urging her intensely.


      She’d been wanting to see him—and that feeling grew with every step she took.


      She had to go and see him.


      She didn’t know his name or his face. She didn’t even know who he was. But something told her that she would remember if she saw him. Her heart remembered him so well; so well, in fact, that she disobeyed her father’s word and started running.


      Luna went into the city in search of those nameless ghosts, but there was no sign of them. She searched and searched until night fell, when she was surrounded by complete darkness.


      There were no ghosts anywhere.


      Luna took a breath, then another. Once she finally calmed down, she turned around and went home. Her parents were probably worried sick about her right now. She sent them a Leaks.


      “Mother? Father?”


      But there was no reply. She became uneasy. She pushed it down as best she could and hurried back home quickly, but the bad feeling wouldn’t completely leave her mind.


      She opened the door to their house and rushed inside. The first thing she saw was blood. Her mother and father were pinned to their chairs, stabbed through with over ten holy swords skewering their bodies. The room reeked of their blood.


      Luna’s sight wavered. “Mother! Father!” she screamed.


      But her voice merely vanished into thin air. Their sources were no longer there.


      “Does losing your fake family make you that sad?”


      The sound of footsteps echoed into the room. From the darkness emerged a man. He had an eerie figure, as if he had been stitched together from different bodies; there was no consistency to his arms, legs, torso, or Magic Eyes. He seemed more like a walking corpse.


      “Who are you...? Why did you do this to my parents?!”


      “I am one of the Phantom Knights,” the man said.


      Luna stared at the man’s face in a daze. “You’re lying!” she shouted. Though she had no reason to know this, the words came out naturally. “You can’t be one of the Phantom Knights! They’d never do something like this!”


      As if it were detachable, the man removed his right hand at the wrist, a Red Thread extending from the stump and morphing into a sharp needle at the end, one that pierced Luna through the chest.


      “Urk...!” she grunted.


      While the Red Threads coiled around her source, the man retrieved a memory stone from a magic circle.


      “It was the Phantom Knights who killed your mother and father,” the man said. “But don’t worry. Soon you will regain your correct family.”


      The other end of the Red Threads wrapped around the memory stone. The man was pouring magic power into the stone to activate its power when, just at that moment, purple lightning fell from the sky and blew apart the entire house. As purple lightning spread everywhere, what seemed like a sword sliced the man’s limbs into pieces.


      “Ah...”


      Luna’s eyes widened. A demon wrapped in lightning appeared in front of her holding the Sword of a Thousand Bolts—Ceris Voldigoad.


      “Nice of you to show yourself,” said Ceris. “Spares me the trouble of searching.”


      Red Threads extended from the severed limbs and reconnected the man’s body together. Like a magic doll, the man shambled into standing upright.


      “No matter how many times you cut this body, these threads of fate cannot be severed. Have you forgotten, after hundreds of years of running from me?” the man said, thrusting out a hand. Red threads extended from each of his fingers and shot at Ceris.


      “Veneziara.”


      Ceris thrust the Sword of a Thousand Bolts into a spherical magic circle. At the same time, nine blades of possibility pierced nine spherical magic circles of possibility. With a deafening roar of thunder, purple lightning engulfed the room.


      The sky rumbled, the earth shook, and everything was blown away by the release of magic power. The only one unaffected was Luna, standing directly behind Ceris. Ceris then raised the Sword of a Thousand Bolts to the sky and thin bolts of purple lightning emerged.


      This was the spell he had devised to cut the Red Threads, a blade of ruin possessing infinite possibilities that could oppose the Red Threads, which binded one to a single fate.


      “Ravia Neold Galvarizen.”


      Purple lightning of destruction fell from the sky towards the ten swords. These pillars of lightning connected heaven and earth, becoming a single blade. Ceris took one step forwards and swung down the Sword of a Thousand Bolts, with the sky itself sounding like it was being torn in two.


      “Wha—?!”


      The man was dyed purple as all ten of his Red Threads were blown away.


      “Gah! Gwaaah... Gwaaaaaaaaahhh!” he screamed. “This much is nothing!”


      There was so much lightning that the entire city of Delark was lit purple. The magic doll-like man deployed a fearsome anti-magic ward to defend himself, but he was able to resist the attack for only a moment before he began to fall apart; his body could not withstand his own magic power. In no time at all, his limbs crumbled away, exposing the threads holding his body together. Unable to withstand the attack, the anti-magic ward faded, and the blade of purple lightning completely burned through the Red Threads.


      With his limbs and body gone, only the man’s head remained. “You... You... Curse you!” he yelled. “This damn body...the resident of an ephemeral world is weaker than a doll!”


      Ceris walked to stand before the man’s head, raising his sword high.


      “You... Ceris Voldigoad! Don’t think you’ve won with this. You’re no match for the full power of a Marionette— Gah!”


      Merciless, Ceris brought down the Sword of a Thousand Bolts on the man’s head, erasing it with purple lightning. He used his Magic Eyes to confirm the enemy was gone, then put away his sword. He turned and slowly walked towards Luna, passing her in silence. It was then that more memories of her past life rushed through her head.


      What she remembered was his fate of silence—that the dead wouldn’t speak.


      Syrica had succeeded. But his harsh battle wasn’t over yet.


      “Thank you,” she said.


      Ceris stopped. “Don’t get the wrong idea, woman.”


      He was not a kind man; he had let Luna’s parents die. That was what he was saying without saying, Luna realized.


      “They will meet each other once again,” she replied. “Thanks to you bringing Syrica into this world.”


      Ceris glanced at her once, and resumed walking. He didn’t turn back. He didn’t stop walking. He didn’t speak to her.


      Even so, she had made a vow long, long ago—that this man was her soulmate and that she would follow him of her own accord. Silently, she followed him until she was walking at his side, as though she had meant to be there all along.


      “I need a powerful womb,” he said without looking at Luna’s face. “Birth my child.”


      Luna had the vague feeling there was a reason she shouldn’t have a child. Despite how much more she knew of her past life those memories were still hazy. But she didn’t care; to her, his words were just as good as a proposal. She had just lost her parents, and here he was, giving her a chance at the warm family she’d always wanted. Even though he said nothing to that effect she was sure of it.


      “Okay!” she said, and beamed a grateful smile at the ghost by her side.


      He didn’t smile back. But she would smile enough for both of them.

    

  

  
    
      § 46. The Desire That Could Not Be Erased


      (She had decided to keep supporting him in his silent battle—)


      The ghost settlement, Dilhade.


      Inside one of the settlement’s dwellings sat a heavily pregnant Luna. She was ten months and ten days pregnant, long past what should have been her due date. But no matter how much time passed she wouldn’t go into labor. Instead, every day she felt the baby inside her move.


      Each movement was accompanied by destruction in the form of swirling black particles materializing inside her. A regular womb would have already perished instantly, but Luna merely let out a pained breath to deal with the strain. Though she had still to regain her memories of this fact, her Womb of Disaster was swallowing her child’s destructive power.


      “There there. You’re as energetic as always, Anos,” she said, rubbing her swollen belly gently. Her baby seemed to hear her, as she felt another fetal movement. “When will you come outside? Is mom’s belly that warm and comfy?”


      Luna often talked to the baby inside her, and she loved those moments more than anything else.


      “You’re of Voldigoad blood, Anos, so you’re going to have a source of destruction. But you don’t know what that means yet, so I’ll tell you. You’re going to be really strong!” she said, smiling down at her baby. “A weak mother would die before giving birth to you, but don’t worry. Your mom is much stronger than she looks! I’ll definitely give birth to you no problem, so you can come out without any worries.”


      “Who can say for sure?” said a familiar voice.


      Ceris entered the room.


      It had been several days since he had last come here. As for where he had gone while leaving Luna behind—it was the battlefield. He had gone to the conflict that had been underway elsewhere in Dilhade, and slain the masterminds of both sides before returning.


      He had left without a word to Luna, but she greeted him upon his return with a beaming smile.


      “Welcome back, dear,” she said.


      “The mother of a Voldigoad will weaken with every fetal movement of the child,” he said.


      Ceris approached Luna and placed a hand over her belly. His Magic Eyes glinted as he gazed into the abyss of the baby in her womb.


      “The source of destruction rebels against birth. Death and destruction are nourishment for the fetus. The closer the mother gets to destruction, the closer the child of Voldigoad gets to birth. That is why each movement of the fetus is accompanied by the power of destruction.”


      “But I’m fine. It just hurts a little,” Luna said with a curious look.


      “That’s proof of how powerful your womb is. My mother also had a strong body, but I was told by your stage of pregnancy she was barely able to speak.”


      “So how did people as strong as me give birth?”


      “There’s no precedent.”


      Luna’s face fell a little. “Does it have anything to do with my past life?”


      Ceris didn’t answer.


      Luna’s expression grew darker.


      “I can’t remember why,” she said, “but I have this vague fear that Anos will be a bad child. That I shouldn’t give birth to him. This feeling gets stronger as time goes by...”


      “Get over yourself,” Ceris said, dismissing her anxiety. “You’re not giving birth to your own child—you’re giving birth to a Voldigoad. There is no good or bad in it. Even if your child is fated to destroy the world, the Voldigoad source of destruction will destroy that fate. Our blood rules all destruction.”


      Luna’s gaze was captivated by the sight of Ceris hurling such harsh words at her. Was he speaking about her past life, which she had yet to fully remember? She wanted to know, but he probably wouldn’t answer even if she asked. Not mentioning their past lives had become something of an unspoken rule between them.


      “Right. What kind of child he grows into depends on how we raise him,” Luna said with a smile. Though the words were harsh, she believed Ceris spoke them for her sake—to tell her she need not be so anxious, and that the child would be strong enough to win against fate. It was what she believed he had to have meant. With her current memories she didn’t know why Ceris was so intent on acting as a ghost, but her past self probably hadn’t known either.


      But Luna still wondered. Was he able to remain a ghost for so long because he kept suppressing his true self? He was someone who looked far into the distance, fighting for the sake of what possibilities the future might hold. Yet even here, where no one was watching and there were no demons who could take advantage of him, Ceris still did not voice his true feelings.


      Perhaps if he ever loosened the reins and showed even the slightest bit of emotion, he might not be able to return to being a ghost. He had to be stronger and stricter than anyone else, but at the same time that made him awfully fragile; if he ever stopped being a ghost, if he ever stopped suppressing himself, he’d remember he was actually alive.


      Everyone called the commander of the Phantom Knights a mad ghost that destroyed everyone, even his own comrades, but in reality things were different. He wanted to save everyone. More than anything, he wanted to protect others. He hid his true feelings and acted as a mad ghost so that his kindness wouldn’t overflow.


      “Say,” Luna said. “If I’m in your way, would you kill me?”


      “Without question,” Ceris replied.


      Luna giggled.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “Nothing. I’m just glad I won’t be a burden to you. Isn’t that a good thing? The moment I’m thrown away by you, I’ll be the true wife of a ghost. Such a lovely idea, isn’t it?”


      Ceris shot her a cold look.


      “Don’t protect me, okay? You’re the only person I don’t want to protect me.”


      She probably didn’t need to tell him that. But she wanted him to clearly know what exactly she wanted. She did not want his heart, already worn down from so many battles, to have one more scar on it because of her.


      “Fool.” Ceris stood up and turned around. “We’ll be leaving this place soon. Go to the Tseilon family settlement in the Edonas Mountains. They’re indebted to you. You can stay with them until you give birth.”


      Ceris then left the room without looking back. Luna, who had known that already, sent him off like it was just another day. “Bye dear. Have a nice day.”


      The door closed. Luna immediately got ready and left for the Tseilon family settlement. Jeph guarded her along the way, and the two of them arrived without any issues.


      She was on good terms with the Tseilon family. As Ceris had said, the demons of Tseilon all felt indebted to Luna because she had saved them once in the past. And so, despite her arriving without prior notice, they all gave her a warm welcome and gladly agreed to take care of her.


      At first, she had wanted to help them with the cooking, but as days passed the fetal movements inside her grew in strength, her womb gradually being eaten away by the intense power of destruction coming from her child. Eventually her body grew so weak that Luna was barely able to sit up, and passed the days lying in bed.


      On one such day, a man came to Luna’s room.


      “Hey,” he said.


      The man’s expression was void of all emotion, and though he wore a faint smile, there was no heart behind it. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking at all.


      “Nice to meet you, bride of the dead.”


      For some reason, his gentle demeanor gave Luna the chills, and his single greeting made her restless.


      “There’s one thing I’d like to ask,” he said.


      The fetus moved in response to the eerie voice.


      “If you die, will Ceris Voldigoad show his true face?” he said.


      At that moment, Luna forced her sluggish body to move and jumped out of the bed. This man was an enemy, one that somehow knew Ceris’s name.


      Luna quickly drew the magic circle for Galian. But the spell that activated from the circle was instead the white light of De Grebide.


      “What...?”


      Light wrapped around her limbs, transforming into handcuffs and shackles which immediately restrained her and sealed her magic.


      The man—Graham—just stood there as she was restrained, and soon a young boy appeared beside him, dressed in patchwork clothes and holding a quill pen in one hand. He was Aganzon, the God of Frenzy, and he had used his authority to alter Luna’s magic circle and restrain her.


      “Let’s find out,” Graham said.


      He created a jail with Iris and enclosed her within it.


      “Let me out!” Luna shouted.


      Graham only gave her a thin smile and left. De Grebide would disappear with time, but Luna was currently too weak to break free.


      Before long, human soldiers came and took over the Tseilon settlement. Graham captured the demons of Tseilon and conducted gruesome magic experiments on them.


      Luna didn’t expect any help. Ceris would not come. And even if he did, it wouldn’t be to save her. Thus, there was only one thing left for her to do: use her perishing body to give birth to her beloved child. Once she made up her mind, Luna waited for the right moment to do so. Eventually, that opportunity arrived.


      “Kyaaah!”


      Luna had been dragged to the main square of the settlement, where she was kicked to the ground. Human soldiers, all of them holding a deep resentment for demons, began torturing her out of hatred. She was desperately protecting her belly from their attacks when she felt it—the Phantom Knights were here. The average demon couldn’t see through their concealment magic, but for some reason, her Magic Eyes could always see their faint desire for a better future. The thought of what Ceris might be feeling as he watched what was happening made her heart sink.


      It was just then when the child in her belly—Anos—began to thrash about, scattering destructive power as though to express his anger. In place of Ceris, who would never save her, her unborn child was trying to protect her from within the womb.


      Oh, Luna thought. Anos will definitely grow to be a kind child.


      The humans around her instantly turned into ash.


      “Wonderful. The blood of Voldigoad, the power of destruction. It’s almost beyond the laws of this world,” Graham said. “It looks like the womb’s destruction is increasing the infant’s magic power.”


      He turned his Magic Eyes to Luna. A wall of jet-black flames appeared in front of her, as if the child was still trying to protect his mother.


      “It’s okay, Anos,” Luna mumbled. “It’ll be okay. Save your strength for your birth. I will bring you into this world...”


      “How beautiful is the love of a mother protecting her child. You plan to give your life so you may give birth to him,” Graham said. “Through the womb’s destruction, he will gain life—while bearing the fate of destruction.”


      The moment all the black flames vanished, Luna ran towards Graham. Darkness spread around her.


      “Galian.”


      Through Luna’s spell, a darkness that blocked all light fell upon them.


      “How troubling,” said Graham. “I can’t see anything like this.”


      In the middle of this deep, silent darkness, where nothing could be seen, there was a squelch—the sound of a life ending. Graham had torn apart Luna’s belly with his own hands.


      “Ah...”


      She fell to her knees and collapsed. But even then, she kept her hands on her abdomen to protect her child.


      “The rest is up to you...dear...”


      Purple lightning then struck the darkness. Gauddigemon had pierced Graham’s heart, with fierce purple lightning sparking around Graham’s body. Ceris had slammed his strongest destruction magic at Graham’s source.


      “Ravia Neold Galvarizen.”


      Countless lightning bolts struck Graham’s body, erasing his source. Ceris’s Magic Eyes glinted as he looked around the area. There was no threat left. The moment he was able to confirm things were clear, he calmly made his way to where Luna lay on the ground.


      “Dear...” she mumbled weakly.


      Ceris merely looked at her, silent.


      This is the end, Luna thought. He was looking at her because this would be the last time he could.


      “Don’t you have anything to say?!” Jeph cried, stomping over to him. “At least say something to her in her last moments, master! Spare her some mercy as she dies!”


      Jeph had always been kind. Luna had always thought that he wasn’t quite suited to the life of a ghost. And though she only remembered her past life with the Phantom Knights vaguely, she found that part of him still similar.


      “The wife of the dead would not want such a thing.”


      Those words were the greatest parting gift she could ask for. No one except the two of them would understand what they meant.


      It was the first time he had called her his wife. Finally, she had become his wife, and the thought filled her with joy.


      “It’s fine, Jeph,” she said. “I’m happy.”


      “But ma’am... This is just so...”


      Luna slowly shook her head. He wouldn’t understand right now. This Jeph had no memories of his past life.


      “To give birth goes against the Voldigoad bloodline—the source of destruction. Something must die in exchange... This is the fate of every Voldigoad wife.”


      One day, Jeph would realize Ceris’s true intentions, the true nature of his sad battle.


      “A dying womb...is the best for Anos. This is fine.”


      She hadn’t expected Ceris to attend her deathbed at all, and him being here now made tears spill from her eyes.


      “Thank you...” she said weakly.


      For letting me stay by your side.


      For letting me have your child.


      For letting me die like a wife of the dead.


      Thank you.


      “Live, Anos. Become stronger than anyone else... Save your father...”


      She could no longer speak, but her final emotions came pouring from her heart in an unstoppable tide.




      This is nothing like the household I once dreamed of.


      I can’t even raise this child myself.


      But this is so much better than a sweet dream full of just ideals.


      In this harsh reality where nothing goes as hoped, you taught me how to live a full life.


      I was able to support your silent battle.


      I was able to feel kindness in your silence, fun in your eyes, and love in your rejection.


      I’m the only one who knows the feelings you never spoke to anyone, so I filled your silence with enough love and words for both of us.


      Say.


      Say, dear.


      I’ve said lots and lots of words, but did my feelings reach you properly?


      Did I understand your feelings properly?


      I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be thinking like this at the very end.


      You hate women who think like the living, don’t you?


      I don’t need anything.


      You don’t need to marry me.


      I don’t need an ordinary household, a peaceful life, or anything like that.


      But even though I thought I didn’t need anything at all, deep in my heart I still held one desire, one so strong I couldn’t do anything about it.


      I...


      I wanted your words...

    

  

  
    
      § 47. A Father’s Legacy


      Evezeino, the Institute of Mythical Beasts. The magic workshop at the deepest point of the research tower.


      The memories of the past flew by in an instant. Through the Erial we had witnessed the first meeting of Luna Atzenon and Ceris Voldigoad in Elenesia’s World. We had seen both their fight and their love story, one full of words that could not be voiced out loud.


      “I see,” I said. “You sure love lying and scheming, don’t you? But since you’ve met him in person, we can get straight to the point.”


      Parrington fell from the ceiling. Just before crashing into the floor, he flipped the right way up and landed without a scratch.


      “What did you think of him, Parrington?” I asked. “By him, I mean my father, Ceris Voldigoad.”


      The magic doll that had both murdered Luna’s parents after her reincarnation in the Mythical Age and tried to rewrite her memories using the Red Threads was none other than Parrington. Judging from their conversation in Luna’s parent’s house, Parrington had infiltrated Militia’s World and plotted to erase the man his sister had fallen in love with. The reason he hadn’t brought his Marionette or appeared a second time after the first attempt failed probably had to do with Pablohetra. It was strictly forbidden for anyone from the Sacred Silverwater Sea to enter ephemeral worlds. He had hidden his power by making a corpse his body and had snuck in that way, but that body had stood no chance against my father and had been promptly defeated.


      “I’m sure you saw a side you didn’t know about. At the very least, it’s clear he never feared Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin in the slightest,” I said.


      Parrington grabbed his Red Threads and pursed his lips.


      “My father fought as a ghost. In an endless darkness, he stood up against unjust order and won.”


      From the corner of my eye I could see dad, half dazed, holding mom in his arms. The immense amount of memories that had passed through him had overloaded his mind.


      “And for that, my mother loved him to the end.”


      Parrington clenched his teeth.


      “And so I ask you this: After seeing their farewell, has your mind still not changed in the slightest? Will you keep trying to trample on their bond, one that never needed words to connect them together, simply because you reject their true love?”


      Parrington said nothing, so I kept silent.


      After a lengthy pause, I said, “Grow up already. Detach yourself from your sister. Your thread of fate is not connected to my mom.”


      “I suppose I’ll have to accept that,” Parrington said in a low voice. “For now.”


      Red threads emerged from his Marionette body, swaying in the air.


      “Bonds, fate, happiness.”


      Divine magic power, unlike anything I had felt before from them, ran through the threads. Glittering pieces of gold leaf appeared and danced around Parrington.


      “I will never submit to such absurdity,” Parrington said. “ No matter how great of a sin my feelings are, no matter how much I may be rejected by all of the Sacred Silverwater Sea, I will get the woman I love to look my way!”


      From Parrington’s memory stone, more of Luna Atzenon’s memories flowed through the Red Thread. Mom’s expression twisted as she groaned in pain. Even more Red Threads emerged from Parrington’s fingertips and reached for her.


      “I will control fate with my own hands!” he shouted.


      “Fool,” I said.


      I stood before mom and used the Two-Law Blade to cut the Red Threads before they could reach her.


      “Wrapping threads around the neck of the woman you love and pulling her towards you is not how you make her look your way,” I said. “The reason why no one loves you is because you’re petty and refuse to back down.”


      I sliced the Red Threads binding mom as I spoke.


      “You may be right,” Parrington said. “There were times I almost gave up on myself, thinking no one would ever love someone this foolish.”


      Parrington grabbed one of the severed Red Threads.


      “But even so, I still want to believe! I want to believe that someday, this love will reach her. I love her. I love her more than anything! This feeling burns me! I feel like my chest will explode from it! My love extends deeper than anyone or anything could reach—it’s the abyss itself!”


      Red Threads glowed with golden light, as though Parrington’s desire was being directly converted into magic power. The Red Threads I had cut connected to mom once again. But the Red Threads that had extended but hadn’t connected weren’t being restored.


      Red Threads that had been connected once would reconnect, even after being cut. They were almost like a curse.


      “If there’s no thread of fate connecting us, I’ll connect one myself,” said Parrington. “If my sister won’t love me, then I’ll redo our meeting until she does!”


      Parrington fired Jior Bezgum.


      “Someday, this love will reach her!” he shouted.


      “Is that why you made Costoria attack her?” I said. “How ridiculous.”


      I fired Dogda Azbedra in return. The blue star collided violently with the dark green fireball, setting the magic workshop alight.


      “Only those who know nothing of love would laugh at the love of others.”


      “You watched my mother fall into Elenesia’s World through the red cat and blue cat. You saw the moment she met my father, Ceris Voldigoad, and fell in love at first sight. And so you tried to do the same thing. You orchestrated a fated meeting and saved mom when she was being attacked. You must have waited a long time for that moment.”


      I ran towards Parrington. He fired Reil Friel, but I caught it with Leion and threw it back.


      “And to set it all up—”


      I drew a layered magic circle with one hand. The circle transformed into a turret, surging with a seven-layered spiral of black particles.


      “Hmph!”


      Parrington deflected Reil Friel with a magic barrier and drew the same layered magic circle I did. Black particles formed the same seven-layered spiral turret, apocalyptic flames firing from the end. At the same time, we both cast the spell that had destroyed the Reverie World Fallforal.


      “Egil Grone Angdroa.”


      Our apocalyptic flames shot directly at each other and collided. Destruction fought against destruction. Black sparks flew in every direction, shaking the entire tower. Walls crumbled, turning into black ashes, and the two Egil Grone Angdroa canceled each other out.


      “You used this spell to destroy the Reverie World, just to get me away from mom.”


      “I will destroy the entire silver sea if I need to! Anything to obtain my one love!”


      Ten Red Threads extended from Parrington’s fingertips like sharp needles. He swiped them at me, but I knocked them back with the Two-Law Blade and lowered my center of gravity, then stepped forwards to close in on Parrington and slash at his feet. He jumped and aimed a kick at my face, his feet dyed black.


      “Zagadez!”


      I tilted my head to evade the kick. At the same time, I drew a magic circle on his shadow and stomped on it.


      “Dagdra.”


      “Urk... Huff!”


      Parrington’s Marionette body swayed as he coughed up blood. I had stomped on his shadow with all my might, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. He landed on the ground and flipped over, aiming a Zagadez with his hand. I blocked the sharp attack with the Two-Law Blade. Black sparks crackled into the air again.


      “Did you think there could be love obtained through destruction?” I said.


      “We made a promise when we were young,” Parrington replied. “My sister swore she would marry me, and I will do all I can to make those dazzling days return. I will destroy the present to get back the past!”


      “How long are you going to cling to the trifling words of a child? It’s time to be an adult, Parrington. No one would take a promise like that seriously.”


      “The only reason my sister can’t be with me is because we’re siblings. She said to me, with clear sadness, that siblings cannot get married to each other. And so, I became a resident of Lutzendfort and obtained the body of a Marionette. We’re no longer related by blood anymore, so there’s nothing else to hinder our love!”


      Parrington thrust a black-dyed hand at me. Even when the Two-Law Blade slashed at his hand, he continued stepping forwards without regard for his own safety.


      “My sister has an innocent, pure, and beautiful heart that no mythical beast can go near. She would never lie to me!”


      He used his right hand to press back against the Two-Law Blade while swiping with his left, but I fired Dogda Azbedra at his body before he could reach me. Blue flames swallowed the Red Thread Marionette whole. I drew more magic circles to fire Dogda Azbedra in succession. Blue meteors crashed into Parrington, engulfing him within a huge explosion.


      “My love would never lose to him...”


      As blue flames rose around him, Parrington’s eyes glinted with fervor.


      “That man failed to protect her. All he did was spout nonsense about being ‘dead’ and used saving the world as an excuse to treat her terribly—and he couldn’t even save it in the end! It was a mere ephemeral world! You say my sister is happy now? That happiness is merely a brief respite during this moment of peace. When war swallows the world again, that man will kill her without a thought!”


      A sinister energy, different from the divine magic he had been emitting all this time, now poured out of Parrington’s body. Black particles swirled, blowing away the blue flames.


      “While I would destroy the world for her sake, that man would sacrifice her for the world! It should be clear who loves her more deeply!”


      He sent magic into the Red Threads connected to mom.


      “Izabella... Gah!” dad yelled.


      “Step back,” Misha said.


      Black particles had spilled from the Red Threads, sending dad and Misha flying. If Misha hadn’t reflexively cast a ward, dad would have died instantly. Mom’s body floated into the air, countless Red Threads emerging from her source.


      “And let’s not forget that this man has no powers, no memories, and can’t even hold a sword. He escaped by reincarnating two thousand years ago, but in the Ruinous Abyss World there is nowhere for him to run. This Red Thread Marionette I’m using is far superior to the junk I used last time!”


      The Red Threads extending from mom’s source wrapped around her body like a cocoon. He was planning on rewriting her memories with those of Luna Atzenon.


      “If I’m wrong, prove it. Cut these threads once again, Ceris Voldigoad,” Parrington said to dad with a look of pure hatred. “There’s no sign of the purple lightning you once refined to face me. At the end of the day, you never intended to protect her, and so this time, you won’t be able to cut this fate! The threads of Lutzenfort are my love given form!”


      The next moment, purple light blinked into existence. Ten bolts of purple lightning rose to the sky, forming a giant blade that struck the cocoon of Red Threads.


      “Ravia Neold Galvarizen.”


      “Wh-What?!”


      The enormous blade of purple lightning burned through the threads, destroying them completely. Inside the cocoon, mom was protected from the lightning by lunar snowdrops. Although the spell had been formulated in a shallow-level world, Ceris Voldigoad had designed it without considering order. The blades of possibility were made to be the opposite of the threads of fate, acting as their weakness and preventing Parrington from repairing them, no matter how much magic he used.


      “It can’t be... It’s impossible!” Parrington shrieked. “I know you’ve lost all your power!”


      Parrington immediately glared at dad. There was no sign of Ceris Voldigoad’s magic power in his source, but the Sword of a Thousand Bolts was now gone.


      “Lost?” I said. “Just where are you looking, Parrington?”


      He finally turned to look at me. When he spotted the Sword of a Thousand Bolts in my hand, his eyes widened.


      “What the ghost of a man left behind long ago was a large possibility,” I said. “His will is in this heart, his power is in these hands, and his love is in this life.”


      I slowly held the Sword of a Thousand Bolts up, staring at him with my mauve-dyed Magic Eyes.


      “Everything those two lost on that day is here.”


      Purple lightning ran across the sword in my hands.


      I spoke quietly.


      “My father protected the world, laid the foundations for peace, and granted the dream of the person he loved.”
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      § 48. Blood Dominance


      Parrington watched the Red Threads burn with a gloomy look in his Eyes, and then spoke with a voice thick with resentment, the words spilling from his throat like a curse.


      “You... Ceris Voldigoad...”


      Red Threads extended from his fingertips, swaying like they had a life of their own. Parrington leveled a furious glare at both me and dad.


      “You really think that you can stand in my way?! At this point?! Two thousand years ago, you heartlessly abandoned my sister and stepped away from the theater of love. How long will you continue to cling to her like a coward?!”


      With each hateful word he spoke, his magic power increased. He leaped forwards with enough momentum to break through the ground underneath his feet and charged at dad.


      “You’ve failed, as both a husband and a lover! I’d never let my sister feel so lonely!”


      I used the Sword of a Thousand Bolts to cut the swaying Red Threads from the side, interrupting Parrington’s charge.


      “Gwuh?!”


      “For a man who couldn’t even get into the theater, it’s a bit late for that kind of grand talk,” I said, swinging Gauddigemon all the way through Parrington. The blade slashed through skin and flesh, sending his body flying. “You wouldn’t have let her feel so lonely? That’s wrong. You could never make her feel that way at all.”


      Parrington’s feet dug into the floor while he was flung into the air, allowing him to stop a few meters back.


      “That’s why it’s my turn to show my feelings. Love isn’t first come, first served.”


      “But it’s not a turn-based system either.”


      Parrington shot me another angry glare. “Don’t speak like you know everything!”


      He extended multiple Red Threads to wrap around me. Ten potential blades of purple lightning then rose, with Ravia Neold Galvarizen swinging down and thoroughly burning the Red Threads.


      But Parrington charged through the lightning anyway.


      “You may want to defend your parents, but her love for that man is merely a fleeting crush—a delusion created after she lost her true love to the Sword of Three Races and the reincarnation process!”


      Parrington dyed his right hand black and thrust Zagadez at me with all his might. I blocked him with the Two-Law Blade in my right hand and stabbed the Sword of a Thousand Bolts into his abdomen. But all he did was step forwards while coughing up blood, as if he had planned to be stabbed.


      “That’s why I’ll overwrite it. I’ll paint it white all over, to reflect how innocent my sister was back then.”


      His hands grabbed my shoulders to stop me in my place. The next moment, Dominic’s corpse twitched to life, like a puppet moving on strings. His target was, of course, mom.


      “Protect her,” I said.


      “Got it,” Misha said, blinking twice. The first blink dyed her Magic Eyes silver, while the second turned them into the Moon of Creation. “Ice world.”


      The Divine Eyes of Origin stared into empty space, where a small glass sphere was created. The sphere was a magic model, containing a snowy world made of ice. Silver light spread and lunar snowdrops fell. Mom and dad disappeared into the glass sphere, with Misha following them into the ice world.


      “I won’t let you escape,” Parrington said. Dominic’s corpse crawled into the glass world in pursuit.


      “You’re too hasty. Inside that world a puppet with no source has no chance against Misha.”


      I pushed the Sword of a Thousand Bolts even deeper into Parrington’s body, stabbing his source. Parrington stood firm and withstood the attack.


      “Very well... It’s still exactly as I planned...”


      The dark green blood overflowing from his source was the same as the blood of the Lions of Ruin that Naga and Costoria bled, corrupting the purple lightning and resisting the blade of the Sword of a Thousand Bolts. Black particles emerged and drew a spiral that wrapped around his whole body.


      “Gaaaaaaaaah!”


      Black magic power poured from his body in overflowing waves, which he used to lift me up. He then started running towards the ice pillar, where the Disastrous One Izark was asleep.


      The ice shattered with a resounding rumble. Cold air flowed into the room, but only the surface layer of the pillar had crumbled under Parrington’s attack. It had to be made of a sturdier material than even the mythical beast tower if it could withstand the power of the Lions of Ruin.


      “My sister’s naive child, you cannot win against me. And there is a reason why.”


      He lifted his right arm, even more black particles emerging to wrap around it, and in his hand he held a red object that resembled a blade—Atzenon’s claw. Parrington swung it down, striking it against the Two-Law Blade heavily.


      “Zagadez,” I said.


      “Too slow.”


      My Zagadez foot moved faster than his Zagadez hand could swing, kicking his body away from me. But he wasn’t harmed at all.


      “Hmm,” I muttered.


      The magic power of the Lions of Ruin rose from Parrington’s body. His legs, eyes, and right arm were particularly powerful. The black particles around him appeared to be controlled by his swaying Red Threads.


      “So it seems Dominic really can use the same power as Costoria and the others. Those Red Threads are tied to Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin in the Chasm of Longing, turning them into your strength.”


      Unincarnated Lions of Ruins had no physical bodies. They were closer to indefinite concepts, collective bodies of magic power with desires rather than tangible living creatures. If he could tie them with threads to incarnate them then he should be able to use more than his legs, eyes, and right arm, but it seemed he didn’t have that much freedom. Using Red Threads to tie mythical beasts with no physical forms—especially Lions of Ruin—had to be no easy feat. That was why he only tied things he understood. He had researched Naga, Costoria, and Bobonga’s bodies enough to make their body parts his own.


      “Anos. Your whole body is a Lion of Ruin. Mine is only the legs, eyes, and right arm.”


      The Atzenon’s claw released a dark red magic power, and instantly turned into a dark red sewing needle.


      “Lion Needle Bezuez.”


      A Red Thread tied to the end of Bezuez, and then magic power, shaped like gold leaf, scattered among the dark red. Parrington thrust the needle forwards with great force. I dodged to the left as the needle drew a circle around me, the Red Thread tied at the end of it closing in an attempt to restrain me within the circle.


      “Ravia Neold—”


      I aimed the purple lightning blade and swung down.


      “—Galvarizen.”


      Deafening thunder roared as purple lightning flickered. But this time, the blade of possibility wasn’t able to sever the weak point of the Red Threads; the power of the Lions of Ruin had reinforced it.


      The Red Thread bent for a brief moment, and then tightly wrapped around my arms and the Sword of a Thousand Bolts. Parrington immediately fired two more Lion Needles to pierce my legs and stitch them to the floor.


      “An incomplete Lion of Ruin with no claw has no chance against me, not when I have three trump cards!”


      Parrington drew the magic power of the Lions of Ruin from the Chasm of Longing into him through the Red Threads. With that power, he drew a layered magic circle. It formed a cannon with a seven-layered spiral of black particles.


      “Egil Grone Angdroa.”


      Apocalyptic flames approached me. I couldn’t move, not with my arms and sword restrained and my legs stitched to the floor. There were only a few moments before it would make contact—not enough time to break free. The flames of the seven-layered spiral roared right into my face.


      “Huh?!”


      Parrington’s eyes widened. I had opened my mouth and used my teeth to block the attack. Between my clenched teeth was the glittering darkness of apocalyptic flames.


      “Did you think I couldn’t use Leion if you sealed my limbs?” I said.


      I extinguished the apocalyptic flames by biting down and condensing the spell. The power of destruction raged, but I suppressed it with my Leion teeth and hurled it back to Parrington with a flick of my head.


      “Leion.”


      Parrington used the same Magic Eyes of Transcription as Costoria to catch the Egil Grone Angdroa I had hurled back at him.


      “That was your last chance to resist. The Red Threads through your legs are connected to the Chasm of Longing.”


      His Leion was inferior to mine, but he was able to use both hands to catch the condensed flames.


      “Do you remember my explanation?” Parrington said.


      Alongside Parrington’s voice, I started to hear a new voice, echoing within me.


      “Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin are the embodiment of disaster. Once their desires awaken, they’ll be driven to destroy everything, even the silver seas itself.”


      Parrington smiled faintly and raised his voice.


      “Now is the time for your destructive urges to awaken. Child of the Abyssal Princess of Disaster, Atzenon’s Lion of Ruin! The desire within the abyss of this chasm is your foundation. Once you awaken, you’ll never regain your rationality.”


      Gold magic power ran along the Red Threads, flowing into my source through the needle. It was the murky desire built up within the Chasm of Longing.


      “You will forget everything that the eyesore of a man taught you and become a true lion. Everything that man left behind—his sword, magic, words, and feelings—will end here.”


      Just as he said that, an eerie voice echoed directly from deep within me. It was my internal impulse, speaking in what was unmistakably my own voice. Malice boiled deep within my heart—and overflowed.


      Destroy.


      I tried to cover my ears, but it echoed within my body, making my head rattle.


      Destroy the seas.


      The longing desire clung to my skull.


      Destroy everything.


      There was another me inside, and it was urging me to destroy, destroy, destroy. To ruin everything.


      “It’s time to show your true self, you ugly beast. Prove who you really are. That’s right. Ceris Voldigoad failed to make my sister’s dream come true—he failed to give her a kind child!”


      A single Lion Needle floating in the air pointed at my heart.


      “Lose yourself and rage,” Parrington urged. “Your true nature is one that wishes to destroy all worlds. And once you do, my sister will finally realize that the home she made with that man is far from peace. Yes, she will wake up and regret it all!”


      With the magic power of the Red Threads, the needle shot towards my heart.


      “And then, she’ll finally see that her love was a huge mistake!”


      “What a fascinating delusion.”


      Ten bolts of purple lightning struck with a deafening roar. I slowly moved my demon sword and cut through the Red Threads restraining me.


      “What?!”


      “Raviaz Veld Galvarizen.”


      Purple lightning of possibility, condensed by Leion, electrified the Sword of a Thousand Bolts—in other words, Ravia Neold Galvarizen’s overwhelming power of ruin was concentrated solely on Gauddigemon’s blade, amplifying the blade’s power. As a result the purple lightning blade had become deep-world magic, so there was no reason it couldn’t cut the Red Threads. I severed the threads attached to the Lion Needles in my legs.


      “I told you already, Parrington,” I said. “I consider myself mentally stable.”


      “How... That’s impossible! There’s no way a Lion of Ruin could be so stable... How are you resisting your destructive urges?!”


      Parrington swung his right arm, releasing the Egil Grone Angdroa he had caught with Leion back at me.


      “I may be a Lion of Ruin,” I replied, leaping right up to him before he could throw the flames, “but I’ve never forgotten my father’s words. My mother gave birth to a Voldigoad child. My blood is that of destruction.”


      “Gah! Gwaaaaaaaaahhh!”


      His right arm fell to the floor, blood gushing into the air in a wild spurt. The destructive Sword of a Thousand Bolts had slashed him before he could release the apocalyptic flames.


      “Did you really think the blood of a deep-level world could ever dominate that?”

    

  

  
    
      § 49. The End of Love


      Parrington’s left hand extended forwards, grasping at empty space which was soon filled with dark red magic. The power of the claw swirled with a lion-like roar.


      “That man’s blood...” Parrington muttered. The dark red magic power materialized into a large needle—another Lion Needle Bezuez. He thrust it down at me. “It could never be thicker than my sister’s! Gwaaah!”


      Before his needle could swing all the way, the electrified Sword of a Thousand Bolts stabbed into his heart.


      “Urgh... Gwah!”


      “Wrong. It overpowered the Lions of Ruin.”


      “That’s impossible... Even if his blood has the power of destruction, a mere misfit from an ephemeral world could never surpass the greatest mythical beast of Evezeino!”


      Parrington clenched the needle tightly. “You...” With blood pouring from his chest, he shot me a fierce glare. “What are you?”


      “I’m afraid I don’t get what you’re asking,” I replied.


      “I’m asking you, Anos... What exactly are you?!” Parrington yelled, threading the Lion Needle with Red Threads. Dark red magic power and gold magic power mixed together until the needle glinted with the sharpness of a predator’s fangs. At the same time, I sheathed the Two-Law Blade.


      “Gah... Argh!”


      The Lion Needle fell from his left hand and bounced off the floor. I had reached my right hand into where he had been pierced by the Sword of a Thousand Bolts and crushed his heart. “Hmm. As I expected. I found it.”


      In addition to the Red Threads that extended out of his Marionette body were Red Threads wrapped tightly around his heart. I grabbed those threads and yanked them with all my might.


      “Gah... Hah... Gwaaaaaaaahhh!”


      The more I yanked with my right hand, the more the Red Threads extended from the abyss of his heart.


      “I was curious about something. The Phoenix of Conception is connected to Luna Atzenon’s womb and the Chasm of Longing, giving her the desire for children. But you and your Viscera of Disaster don’t seem to desire children at all.”


      Instead, Parrington wanted to monopolize his sister. Although they were siblings, it was hard to imagine him being affected by the Phoenix of Conception. Yet he definitely had the Viscera of Disaster—his Red Threads were connected to the bottom of the Chasm of Longing. The fact he could use the power of the Lions of Ruin at all was proof of that.


      According to Costoria, it was impossible to go to the bottom of the Chasm of Longing. The swirling disasters accumulated there ate away at any invaders, which was why no one had ever reached its abyss before.


      Meanwhile, the Abyssal Princess of Disaster’s Womb of Disaster was connected to that abyss. Like mom, Parrington had an organ that was connected to the chasm through the Red Threads.


      “Just like with the other Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin, you tied Red Threads between the Phoenix of Conception and your organs, gaining the power of that mythical beast,” I surmised.


      That was how Parrington had gained the Viscera of Disaster.


      “Which means,” I said, drawing a spiral with black particles, “the Phoenix of Conception is connected to these threads.”


      The Sword of a Thousand Bolts pinned Parrington in place as I yanked the Red Threads again. The threads stretched even further, and as blood poured from Parrington’s heart the sound of something tearing could be heard.


      “G-Gwaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


      Red particles of magic flowed from his body.


      “Leion.”


      The Red Thread’s power to tie fates amplified, exposing the mythical beast Parrington was connected to. Gold leaf-like magic power scattered violently, forming a crimson outline of an indefinite shape. The outline eventually gained the shape of wings, changing into what was probably a phoenix.


      “You interfered with the Chasm of Longing through the Viscera of Disaster, negatively influencing mom’s Womb of Disaster in turn. Which means I don’t have to go out of my way to destroy the Phoenix of Conception anymore—I just have to sever your Red Threads to stabilize her condition.”


      “Don’t...touch me...” Parrington muttered in his lowest and darkest voice yet. The Phoenix of Conception responded becoming more indefinite in shape, then vanishing inside his body. “This is my bond with my sister... Proof that we are always connected... Even if you are her child, it is not something you can touch lightly...”


      “By touching lightly,” I said, drawing a spherical magic circle in the same palm that was holding on to the Red Threads. “Do you mean like this?”


      Condensed purple lightning flashed, and thunder roared as Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd ran down the threads.


      “Y-You... Nooooooooo! Gwaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


      Purple lightning of destruction struck Parrington’s organs, tearing them apart. In its incomplete form the Raviaz Gilg Gaverizd moved extremely slowly, but there was no evading it when the Red Threads were attached to him.


      “If you don’t want to perish, release the Red Threads yourself.”


      “I cannot do such a thing... These threads connect the love of a brother and sister...”


      Red Threads extended from his Marionette body, swaying as they released gold magic power. The power of the Lions of Ruin was fully released, and black particles wrapped around Parrington. Red Threads extended from his left hand, controlling three Lion Needles.


      “They are the threads of fate!” he shouted.


      The needles attacked me with tremendous magic power. I easily sliced the Red Threads connected to the back of one of the Lion Needles using the Sword of a Thousand Bolts wrapped with Raviaz Veld Galvarizen.


      “Your threads of fate are awfully frail, Parrington,” I said as I sliced the threads connected to the other two needles.


      “You... Gwaaaaaaah!”


      I sent purple lightning down the Red Threads I held in my right hand and slashed at the threads connected to the Lions of Ruin.


      “Curse you!” Parrington yelled, swinging his left arm with condensed black magic power. But the moment I cut the Red Threads he immediately lost the power connected to the Lions of Ruin. “Urk!”


      I thrust the Sword of a Thousand Bolts into his abdomen again, this time severing the Red Threads connected to his lungs.


      “My mother is a free woman. Her emotions can’t be tied down with such shoddy strings. If you wanted her to notice you, you should have just approached her directly.”


      The Sword of a Thousand Bolts moved with the fierce swiftness of lightning, slashing Parrington’s body apart. His heart, kidneys, lungs, intestines, liver—every organ in his body had their Red Threads severed and sliced apart, their fate destroyed.


      “Gaaah! Gwah... Gyaaaaaaaaah! Stop... My fate... My bond with my sister... Argh! Stop!”


      The magic power of the Phoenix of Conception faded from his organs. Parrington fell to his knees.


      “In the end, what you have is only borrowed power. When it really counts, your Red Threads are useless.”


      Parrington gasped for breath, dragging his battered and beaten body across the floor in a crawl, but even so he still managed to glare at me. Now that he had been cut away from Atzenon’s Lions of Ruin, he barely had any power left. I had even cut away the Phoenix of Conception he was relying on. But there was still light in his eyes. All he did was glare at me, as though he was waiting for something—then he smirked.


      From the corner of my eye I saw a darkness emerge, a deep darkness where no light would ever reach—the Chasm of Longing. The ice world created by the Goddess of Creation had absorbed the darkness.


      Glass shattered, and then the room was awash with silver light. Misha and my parents returned to the workshop with a blinding flash. The only one missing was Dominic’s corpse.


      “I made it...” a voice muttered in relief. Parrington struggled to his feet. His gaze was fixed on mom. When I strained my Eyes, I could see a deep darkness within her womb.


      The Womb of Disaster, still connected to the Chasm of Longing, had swallowed the ice world Misha had created.


      “My sister and I were connected through the Chasm of Longing by my Red Threads. Dominic was the groundwork to prevent you from noticing. Now that the memory stone has been tied to my sister’s source as well, she will return to her former self.”


      “Parring...ton...”


      Parrington was so moved by that single word that tears welled up in his eyes in response, his entire body trembling with emotion. He stood in place for a long moment, recovering from the shock.


      “Ah, finally...” he eventually muttered. “My sister... At long last...”


      On the receiving end of his emotional gaze, mom quietly opened her mouth and spoke. “I’m sorry, Parrington... You are my precious little brother.”


      Parrington shook his head. “No, it’s fine. It’s all fine now, sister. You came to save me, just like I knew you would. I knew you would remember me eventually. After all, I am your one and only brother.”


      He extended his hand as though to welcome her to his side.


      “Now, let’s go home. Just the two of us.”


      Mom looked at Parrington with tender eyes.


      Then, slowly, she shook her head.


      “Sister...?”


      “I can’t go...”


      Parrington froze, so completely it was as if even his thoughts came to a halt. Dad stayed close to mom in comforting proximity, offering his own hand to mom silently, which she took and squeezed gently.


      “I’ve met the one I love,” mom said. “Back then it was Ceris, and now it’s Gusta. I love my husband, who has never changed no matter how many times we’re reborn.”


      Parrington was silent for a long moment.


      “Huh?”


      His face was so devoid of expression it was as if emotion had never once touched it in his life.


      “You were my precious brother.”


      “‘Were’?”


      For the first time, Parrington’s face twisted in fear.


      “You killed our grandfather. You killed my parents. You were my precious little brother, but I can’t forgive you for what you’ve done.”


      “Why... We are bound by the threads of fate...”


      “I’m sorry, Parrington. I should have noticed earlier. You were misled. Fate doesn’t exist anywhere.”


      “Doesn’t exist...”


      “Those feelings of yours aren’t fate. No—even if fate existed, it wouldn’t matter; I live with Gusta because I want to. And because you hurt him, I don’t want to see or meet you anymore.”


      Parrington’s lips trembled, his breathing picking up into rapid panting.


      “Parrington,” dad said. He lifted one finger. “I’m grateful to you for one thing.”


      He sounded a lot more mature than the usual dad I knew.


      “Thanks to you, I met her.”


      Parrington’s eyes widened.


      “That can’t be... That would make me the buffoon that connected you and my sister...” he muttered, utterly dumbfounded. “No... That’s wrong... I know why. It’s still not enough. I still need to remove more useless memories...”


      He took a step forwards, mustering his magic power. He knew he couldn’t win against me, but he couldn’t stop himself, or his desire.


      “I’ll redo it again. I’ll redo it as many times as it takes. We can be reborn as many times as we need, repeat our fated meeting over and over again until it’s right. I will kill you and die, tying us with threads once again.”


      Parrington reached into the stump where his right hand once was and pulled out Red Threads.


      “Over and over again,” he said, “as many times as it takes. I will never give up. I believe.”


      Gold leaf danced as Parrington wrung out the very last of the Marionette’s magic.


      “In the end, love will win!”


      Parrington’s Red Threads reached for mom, but I stabbed the Sword of a Thousand Bolts into his chest faster than they could move.


      “Gwah... Hah...”


      With all my might, I severed the single thread located in the deepest point of his body.


      In the next moment, Parrington’s body turned into a faceless magic doll. His humanlike skin transformed into a hard metal, and his bobbed hair turned short. What fell to the ground was literally a doll—the Marionette before Parrington was placed within it. His source had been tied to it with a Red Thread by the chief god of the Puppet World, the Puppet Emperor Bez. By burning it with Raviaz Veld Galvarizen, his source had been separated from the Marionette entirely.


      With nothing tying him to his body, he could no longer control Red Threads. It was impossible for him to return to the Marionette.


      “If love wins, then this is the logical ending,” I said to the bubble of murky water floating in the air—Parrington’s source. “Because you were rejected.”

    

  

  
    
      § 50. Handshake


      Parrington’s source drifted before me. I had no intention of using Ingall—I couldn’t use it even if I wanted to. The memories of his original body had been overwritten from his source to bind him to the Red Thread Marionette.


      Since his source had lost the connection to his body required for resurrection, Ingall couldn’t function properly. Left as is, his source would fade. But I couldn’t allow him to die just yet.


      “Misha,” I said.


      She nodded. “Red straw doll,” she muttered, using her Divine Eyes of Origin on the spot. She blinked twice and one Red Thread came loose from the Marionette, wrapping around the red straw doll. The other end tied itself to the murky orb of water that was Parrington’s source.


      Misha had stared into the source of the Marionette and created a vessel based on it. But while the straw doll had a similar wavelength of magic power, it didn’t have any of its own power in the body. The most it could do was speak through Leaks.


      “That look suits you, Parrington,” I said to the straw doll.


      A voice, steeped in humiliation, replied, “You... What are you doing?”


      “Giving you a chance to recompense, of course,” I said. “I still need you to testify that you were the one to destroy Fallfloral.”


      “What—”


      I grabbed the red straw doll and covered it in anti-magic to stop it from speaking.


      “Now,” I said, turning to Parrington’s fallen right arm. The Leion in his palm was still in effect, grasping onto Egil Grone Angdroa. Once the magic power in his arm ran out, the apocalyptic flames would be released.


      I stored the Sword of a Thousand Bolts in a magic circle and picked up the flames with my own right hand of Leion. Just by doing that, the power of the spell increased threefold. It wasn’t something that could be released carelessly.


      “I should just toss this into the Chasm of Longing,” I said.


      “Hyphoria’s fleet has landed,” Misha informed me.


      They wouldn’t just sit by and watch silently, even if their opponent was the Two-Law Usurper. Now that they had mobilized, Lebrahald’s party of hunting nobles would soon reach the Woodland Ship, which was floating in the Chasm of Longing. They were unlikely to try boarding it, but it was only a matter of time before they realized the ship was unmanned.


      It would be easy to escape on Aionelia, but once I boarded it I would be broadcasting my absence to the rest of Evezeino. Naturally, they would then realize that I was the Two-Law Usurper. With the skirmish over, the magic doll of myself that I had left in the Demon King Express wouldn’t be able to hide the truth forever.


      “Two-Law Usurper,” a voice called behind me.


      I turned to see a suit of armor wrapped in darkness had appeared in the room without a sound. It was Lutzendfort’s strategist, the assassin-type marionette Recor. Come to think of it, he was still here.


      “Parrington’s confidant, was it? Did you come to retrieve your master?” I asked, showing him the red straw doll.


      “No need. That is my objective,” Record replied, pointing at the faceless Marionette that once was Parrington.


      “Oh? So you have no intention of protecting your ruler.”


      “I ask you this instead,” Recor said calmly. “Is a ruler only interested in chasing down his sister truly worthy of governing a miniature world?”


      I see. Indeed, Parrington’s actions seemed unrelated to the will of the Puppet World itself.


      “My answer should be obvious,” I replied.


      Recor quietly nodded. “May I propose a deal?”


      “Let’s hear it.”


      He pointed at the magic doll behind me. “If you hand over the Red Thread Marionette, I will pretend to be the Two-Law Usurper and escape from Evezeino on the Woodland Ship Aionelia in your place.”


      I didn’t know from where he had been watching me, but if he knew I was the Two-Law Usurper, then there was no need for me to hide it anymore.


      “Are you trying to become Lutzendfort’s ruler?” I asked.


      “The only thing I can say right now is that I was ordered by the Puppet Emperor to retrieve the Red Thread Marionette in the event Parrington was defeated.”


      So he was acting on the chief god’s orders. Clearly Puppet Emperor Bez wasn’t all that attached to Parrington. After all, unlike the chief god, the ruler of a miniature world could be replaced. He probably had the next ruler in mind already.


      “Without the Red Thread Marionette, the Puppet World’s throne is vacant. Civil war will break out if Lutzendfort isn’t united under a ruler. That is the Puppet Emperor’s concern.”


      The Red Thread Marionette was the chief god’s authority, but he couldn’t create the threads for two rulers. There was no benefit in me stealing it and making the people of the Puppet World suffer either.


      “I have no resentment towards the Puppet World. If you take the ship with you I have no reason to refuse your deal, but how do you intend on piloting it?” I asked.


      Instead of replying, Recor simply held his hand out for a handshake. I still had the apocalyptic flames held in my Leion hand. He wasn’t stupid enough to miss the implications of how a handshake with me would end.


      “Interesting,” I said, holding out my right hand.


      Recor grabbed my hand without hesitation. His magic power interfered with Leion, making the spell rampage out of control. The amplified Egil Grone Angdroa immediately ran wild, sending black sparks flying out into our surroundings.


      Cracks spread across the floor before crumbling to ashes. The moment the apocalyptic flames tried to rise, Recor tightened his grasp on my right hand, his own hand turning scarlet. Whatever magic had activated was burning at an incredible heat, and was destroying all trace of the flames.


      “Hmm. Looks like there won’t be a problem if I leave the ship with you,” I said.


      “Then I shall leave the Red Thread Marionette with you. Let us meet again at Pablohetra.”


      Darkness flowed out of his body before he suddenly vanished as if he had never been there at all, just as one would expect from an assassin-type marionette. Most likely, he would wait for me to safely leave Evezeino and then offer to trade Aionelia for the Red Thread Marionette.


      “Ah...” a voice groaned faintly. It was dad.


      “What’s wrong?” I said.


      “Anos...”


      As soon as he spoke, dad fell limp, as though speaking had used the last of his energy. He lost consciousness, but I caught his body with one arm before he could hit the floor.


      “Your mother too,” Misha said. She had caught mom as she too had passed out, and was staring into her abyss. “Her condition is stable.”


      Mom wouldn’t have been able to say what she said to Parrington without Luna’s memories. But she also had her memories as Izabella. The memory stone had failed to overwrite them. But until she woke up, there would be no way for us to gauge the extent to which her memories had been affected. Dad had also appeared to remember his memories as Ceris, but was that really the case? He might have just been temporarily confused by the Star of Creation flowing into his mind. Either way, I wasn’t as worried about him as I was for mom.


      “Let’s go back,” I said to Misha.


      But she was preoccupied, staring at something that had caught her interest. I followed her gaze to the ice pillar, where the Disastrous One Izark was sleeping.


      “He’s going to wake up,” she said.


      As soon as she said those words, the unmistakable sound of ice breaking rang out into the room, a clear and crisp cracking sound. A huge fissure had appeared on the ice, cold air flowing from the crack and chilling the room by several degrees.


      But that was all. We waited for a while, but nothing more happened. I looked at Misha, who simply blinked.


      “He fell back asleep?” I said.


      “Guess he’s not good at getting up,” Misha replied.


      But not waking up was a problem as well. I made the Red Thread Marionette float in the air with Fless and used Gatom. With the entrance of the mythical beast tower open and both Dominic and the Thundershell Dragon dead, nothing was left to stop the teleportation magic from working. My vision turned white before I was back in the Demon King Express.


      “Huh? Anos?” Sasha said, running up to me in surprise.


      “Good work,” I said. “Everything on my end is mostly resolved now.”


      Misha appeared, and then created a bed for mom and dad to lay on. I set the Red Thread Marionette down on the floor next to them.


      “That’s fine, but who’s moving that thing if Anos is here?” Sasha asked.


      The Demon King Express was currently making slow circles above the Chasm of Longing. Below the train was the Hyphoria fleet led by Lebrahald, as well as Naga, Bobonga, and Costoria.


      A large pillar of water was rising from the Chasm of Longing. Within it was the Woodland Airship Aionelia, slowly floating to the pillar’s surface—and then it rapidly rose into the air. Dozens of Silverwater Ships observed its movements, parting to create a single path of departure. If the Two-Law Usurper was leaving, they had no intention of picking a fight and causing unnecessary damage.


      Aionelia continued rising up to the Dark Firmament, with Hyphoria’s fleet following it at a distance.


      “It’s Lutzendfort’s strategist,” I said to Sasha’s question. “The silver seas are vaster than I thought. He’s probably on par with the Inviolable Waters.”


      The residents of Evezeino chose not to pursue Aionelia, merely watching on as the Woodland Ship moved to the edge of the silver bubble—with one exception.


      “Halt,” Costoria said, approaching Aionelia. She chased the Woodland Ship at top speed, black particles wrapped around her body. “Hey! I said wait! I know you can hear me. If you don’t stop, I’ll shoot.”


      She pointed the Lion Umbraclaw Vegalve at the ship.


      “That’s enough, Costoria,” Naga said, moving in front of Costoria and holding down Vegalve with her foot.


      “Move.”


      “Listen closely. Don’t let your emotions decide who you can take on.”


      “I’m not picking a fight. I’m just giving my greetings. Now move.” Costoria pushed aside Naga’s foot with the umbrella.


      “Bobonga,” said Naga.


      “Right.” Bobonga flew up from behind Costoria and restrained her with the right arm of the lion. “Leave it at that, sibling.”


      “Let me go, you meathead! You couldn’t stop a single person during the skirmish, but you sure seem quite eager to stop one of your own comrades. Worthless idiot! Die!”


      Costoria struggled fiercely, but before she could break free the Woodland Airship sped up and left the silver bubble of Evezeino.


      “The Two-Law Usurper’s retreat from Evezeino has been confirmed. Thank you for your cooperation,” Ottolulu’s voice echoed through Leaks. “Ruler Anos, Acting Ruler Naga, descend to the Holy Ship Eltopheus. Ruler Lebrahald wishes to speak to you.”


      Now, what would that strict man do next?


      I was curious about Naga’s intentions too. She was definitely cooperating with Parrington, but I doubted she held any true loyalty to him.


      “I’m leaving mom to you,” I said to Misha. She nodded.


      “You don’t plan on fighting that entire fleet, do you?” Sasha asked, glaring at me.


      “Be prepared.”


      I opened the door of the engine room and leaped down to the giant ark below.

    

  

  
    
      § 51. Vicissitude


      I landed on the deck of the Holy Ship Eltopheus. Armored hunting nobles stood in orderly lines to either side of Holy King Lebrahald and Ottolulu, who were waiting at the deck’s center. A shadow was cast over Lebrahald’s face as Naga’s wheelchair descended to the deck as well.


      The three of us faced each other, three points of a perfect triangle.


      With a gentle expression on his face, Lebrahald quietly said, “My apologies for summoning you to my ship. Please understand I have no ulterior motives.”


      “I’m fine,” I said.


      “What’s more important to me is that you leave Evezeino as soon as possible. The Two-Law Usurper is gone, so you have no reason to linger, right?” Naga said, softening her demand with a friendly smile.


      “That’s what I intended on from the start,” Lebrahald replied.


      The Holy Ship began to rise, ready to leave for the silver seas. The Demon King Express followed, ascending at its side, and Hyphoria’s fleet did the same.


      “Is now the time for you to speak freely?” Lebrahald said.


      “Yes. What did you want to discuss?” Naga asked, projecting a perfect air of innocence around her and gesturing for him to continue, her eyes ever so slightly narrowed in suspicion.


      It wasn’t Lebrahald who answered her, but Ottolulu. “Acting Ruler Naga. We have confirmed the murder of Chief Dominic Atzenon of the Institute of Mythical Beasts.”


      Naga listened to Ottolulu with a straight face, showing no surprise at all.


      “The insignia Chief Dominic possessed sent an interworld signal to Pablohetra. Analysis of the magic records identified Ruler Anos Voldigoad of Militia’s World at the scene of his death.”


      Naga’s face remained calm and collected. Lebrahald then looked at me.


      “Being nearby at the time of death doesn’t prove you were the culprit,” he said. “You are a fellow ruler of the academic alliance of Pablohetra. When it comes to the death of a leader of an allied world, I value evidence above anything else. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


      He was extremely calm, and not only in his words—his tone carried not a hint of suspicion towards me.


      “What do you want to know?” I asked.


      “Dominic was murdered during the Silverwater Ranking Skirmish. We now know that you, Ruler Anos, slipped out of the skirmish and visited Evezeino’s mythical beast tower. And though that is a problem, it is one we will set aside for now,” Lebrahald said, purely sticking to logic. “I ask you: What were you doing there?”


      If I didn’t give an explanation he was satisfied with, things would get troublesome.


      “I was investigating the culprit behind the destruction of the Reverie World Fallforal,” I said.


      I showed Lebrahald the red straw doll. He stared at its abyss and sighed quietly.


      “Lutzendfort’s Ruler Parrington,” he said.


      “This guy was behind Fallforal’s destruction. He did it to obtain my mother. He had also overwritten Dominic’s memories with Red Threads, turning him into a puppet.”


      “So you’re claiming Parrington was behind Dominic’s murder?”


      “Indeed.” I pointed at Naga. “And she was in on it.”


      “I see. What is the Institute of Mythical Beasts’s opinion on this?” Lebrahald asked, looking at Naga next.


      “What Anos said is pretty much correct,” she said without hesitation. “I’m not sure how much you know already, Holy King, but Parrington was a resident of Evezeino before he became ruler of Lutzendfort. We made prior contact and formed an agreement. But Fallforal’s ruin was Parrington’s own decision. I suspected him of the act, but had no proof.”


      “Why didn’t you inform Pablohetra of this?” Lebrahald asked.


      “Because Evezeino was at its limit,” Naga replied confidently. “With our chief god asleep, our silver bubble cannot remain stable forever. The Arbitration Goddess would understand what I’m saying.”


      Lebrahald turned to Ottolulu.


      “I, Ottolulu, have confirmed it. A portion of Evezeino’s gods have been possessed by mythical beasts, resulting in a loss of stability in the miniature world’s order.”


      “To begin with, the Chasm of Longing exerts a strong influence on Evezeino’s order. Controlling both our world’s natural disasters and madness is the foundation of the Ruinous Abyss World. But ever since our chief god went to sleep, our world’s order has slowly been weakening. At this rate, all the residents of Evezeino will eventually lose their minds to their desires.”


      “Is that something you can provide evidence for?” Lebrahald asked seriously.


      He seemed to be aware of Naga’s ability. She could lie all she wanted. But she wasn’t stupid either, so she was unlikely to lie in a situation like this.


      “Our world will cooperate with any investigation required. As long as they’re conducted by Ottolulu, and not you.”


      She was willing to hand over evidence to the academic alliance, but not so willing to let the Holy King probe into her world.


      The Sword of Three Races and the Lions of Ruin. The hunting nobles and the mythical beasts. Since ancient times, Hyphoria and Evezeino had had a history of antagonism between them. The both of them joining the alliance only superficially changed their relationship.


      “I, Ottolulu, shall confirm later.”


      “That’s the main reason I remained silent. You people would awaken the Disastrous One without caring for the consequences, so I cooperated with Parrington. I intended to stay out of his way until I could be sure of his intentions.”


      Hmm. Was that true?


      “There was a spell formula set up to melt Izark’s ice pillar in the mythical beast tower. Our presence in Evezeino was triggering his awakening,” I said.


      Lebrahald glanced at me sharply. When the ice pillar had cracked, Izark had awakened for a brief moment. He must have felt an interest in the outer worlds.


      “Parrington wasn’t the one who wanted me to come to Evezeino. It was you, Naga, who wanted me to meet Izark.”


      Naga smiled, as though to confirm my words. “Out of all of Atzenon’s Lions of Ruins, it is you who possesses the form that is closest to perfection. The Disastrous One must have gained an interest in you. I’m glad your meeting went well.”


      It seemed her ultimate goal was to awaken the Disastrous One Izark. Clearly, the Lions of Ruin had formed an agreement with Parrington and assisted each other in their separate objectives, but they definitely didn’t trust the other.


      Parrington wanted Luna Atzenon by his side as his spouse. Accomplishing that meant nothing to Naga and Evezeino’s people, so there had to be another benefit for them to work with him.


      “You seemed interested in the Abyssal Princess of Disaster,” I pointed out.


      “What child wouldn’t be interested in their mother?” Naga replied with a giggle.


      “Who knows? At any rate, you exposed mom to danger.”


      “Danger? With you beside her?”


      Hmm. What a cunning woman. She must have realized Parrington wouldn’t stand a chance against me. Which was a fact, but—


      “You’re a liar.”


      “I can’t deny that.”


      It was impossible to tell just how sincere she was in this moment.


      “I understand now,” Lebrahald said. “To summarize, both of you claim that Fallforal’s destruction and Dominic’s murder were Parrington’s doing.”


      “I’m not sure I would say that we were claiming the same thing,” I corrected.


      “Oh?” Naga said. “I put in a good word for you, but you won’t defend me?”


      She exchanged a look with me.


      “The details can be discussed later. Ottolulu will confirm the facts first,” Lebrahald said.


      “Understood. Ruler Anos, please hand over that straw doll.”


      Ottolulu drew a Jizett magic circle. It was a contract pledging to announce the result of a fair investigation on Parrington. I signed it and threw Parrington at Ottolulu. She caught him in her hands.


      “Thank you for your cooperation.”


      Judging from all her actions until now, the Arbitration Goddess was a neutral existence. There should be no problem trusting her with this. Even if an unfair result was announced, that was fine too. It would just reveal Pablohetra’s own corruption.


      “Once everything has been investigated, a Holy Six Court Hearing will be held with Militia’s World,” Lebrahald said. “Depending on the circumstances, it may be best to have academies from deep-level worlds and below in attendance as well. If Ruler Anos has truly captured the culprit of Fallforal’s ruin alive, Pablohetra will most likely publicly announce Anos’s deed and promote Militia’s World to the Holy Six Academies.”


      Come to think of it, that had been mentioned earlier.


      “The law is justice. But the induction of an ephemeral world with no chief god into the Holy Six is unprecedented,” Lebrahald continued. “It may take quite some effort for Pablohetra as a whole to come to terms with it.”


      “Who cares about that?” Naga said. “There’s no need to consider the feelings of weak miniature worlds. The rules were decided from the beginning.”


      “But the rules are not enough. When justice is used forcefully, it becomes no different from violence. It would be preferable to garner as much acceptance from the community as possible.”


      “The Holy King sure is a worrier. If you’re not careful, a mythical beast might possess you.”


      “I appreciate the warning and will endeavor to avoid such a fate,” Lebrahald said, returning Naga’s smile with one of his own.


      Her wheelchair immediately lifted into the air with Fless. “We’re done here, right? What day is the court hearing?”


      “The investigation will take three days. The court hearing will be held in Pablohetra four days from now,” Ottolulu replied.


      “Then I’ll see you in four days.”


      “Acting Ruler,” Lebrahald called out before Naga flew away. “I understand the Ruinous Abyss World has its own situation to consider, but the Disastrous One is classified as one of the Inviolable Waters. I advise you to avoid making your own judgments and wait for the court hearing before taking any action.”


      “For the next three days, Evezeino will take no action” she said before leaving.


      The Holy Ship Eltopheus had already passed the Dark Firmament and was soaring through the silver seas. A ship must have come from Evezeino to pick her up.


      “I would have liked to chat with you more leisurely,” I said, “but I have to be beside mom when she wakes up.”


      “That’s a shame,” Lebrahald replied.


      I looked up at the silver rail that had extended over our heads. The Demon King Express was running through the silver seas, with Zeridheavens flying beside it.


      I used Fless just as Lebrahald asked, “Ruler Anos, what is your relationship with the Two-Law Usurper?”


      “We played catch together once. I found him quite a reasonable man,” I replied while rising upward. “Anyway, I have some questions of my own to ask you too. You knew Militia’s World hadn’t stolen the Sword of Three Races, didn’t you?”


      He didn’t reply immediately. He stared at me calmly before slowly opening his mouth.


      “I am sorry for the trouble caused. At that time, there were various internal misunderstandings in Hyphoria.”


      “Did you have to hide the existence of a certain person?” I asked, figuring he could answer if I didn’t say Luna Atzenon’s name out loud.


      “Perhaps so.”


      “Come to the lodgings of the Demon King Academy. I’ll show you the results of the fight fourteen thousand years ago.”


      Lebrahald thought for a few seconds. “My apologies. I am no longer a baron. I am now the Holy King that rules Hyphoria.”


      “Oh?”


      So he was saying he couldn’t act as freely as he did when he saved Luna Atzenon all those years ago. Indeed, his personality and behavior in the past seemed a lot different than the person he was now. Was it because he became the ruler of Hyphoria? Or had something changed him over these fourteen thousand years?


      “Very well. Let me know if you change your mind.”


      Lebrahald watched me silently. He then turned Eltopheus’s wheel and steered the Holy Ship slowly through the silver seas.

    

  

  
    
      § 52. The Girl’s Dream


      Pablohetra Palace Hangar.


      The Demon King Express rose from the water, the bubble covering it bursting into nothing. All the train doors opened, allowing the tired students of the Demon King Academy to alight on the palace grounds. Baltzarond’s subordinates, the two hunting nobles, also left the carriage.


      “Ruler Anos,” Baltzarond said in the engine room. “I owe you one. We hunting nobles would have liked to be the ones to apprehend the culprit behind Fallforal’s ruin, but I have no complaints about this result. Thanks to you, the residents of Fallforal have been avenged.”


      His face was heavy with mourning.


      “Were you close to Fallforal?” I asked.


      “As fellow members of the Holy Six, we worked together diligently. That is all the reason I needed,” he replied. His frank manner of speech left no room for self-interest. “I await the day you’ll stand with Hyphoria in the Holy Six. Farewell.”


      He turned and walked away gallantly—then paused, and looked back at me.


      “What’s wrong?” I said.


      “I forgot to say something,” Baltzarond said, his expression serious. What an absent-minded man. “I’d like you to keep my bow a secret.”


      “I won’t tell anyone.”


      Once again, he turned away.


      “Lebrahald might have known that Parrington was a former resident of Evezeino,” I said to his retreating back.


      Baltzarond stopped walking.


      “Fourteen thousand years ago, it wouldn’t have been odd for him to notice Parrington already had the power of Red Threads.”


      If anything, it was harder to imagine him not noticing. At the time, he had been powerful enough to use Evansmana to sever Luna from her fate of being an Evezeino resident. There was no doubt his Magic Eyes back then would have been just as powerful too.


      And that made it all the stranger for him to not consider if the Parrington of Lutzendfort and the Parrington of back then were one and the same. And if he had, then he should have suspected it when Fallforal was destroyed. Evezeino and Militia had only just joined Pablohetra at the time. Parrington had the most freedom of movement. If Hyphoria had simply been paying more attention, things wouldn’t have turned out this way.


      “Letting Parrington run free would naturally invite chaos into Pablohetra. There must have been circumstances the Holy King couldn’t avoid,” I surmised.


      With his back still turned to me, Baltzarond looked downward.


      “Would you have any insights? Seeing as you, Baltzarond Flenneroth, are his relative.”


      Flenneroth had been Lebrahald’s surname back when he was just a baron. Since Baltzarond had accompanied him to the court hearing, he was most likely the closest and most trusted person to him.


      “His Holiness has changed,” Baltzarond said, slowly turning his head. “The brother I once respected for his honor and pride no longer exists.”


      And with those words, he left.


      “Hmm.”


      It seemed all miniature worlds had their own problems.


      “Anos,” Sasha said through Leaks. “Your mother’s almost awake, but something doesn’t seem right.”


      “I’ll be right there.”


      I used Gatom and teleported to the carriage where mom was sleeping. Misha and Eleonore were next to the bed where mom was resting, watching over her with clear worry. Dad was also asleep beside her.


      Sasha ran up to me.


      “What doesn’t seem right?” I asked.


      “She’s been mumbling to herself for a while now,” Sasha said. “She keeps saying she’s forgotten something important...”


      I walked over to the bed and looked at mom.


      “Why...?” mom mumbled, voice delirious and somehow earnest, closed eyes welling with tears. “I forgot... It’s so important, yet I forgot...”


      Everyone watched her worriedly.


      “Could it be...” Sasha said when mom’s eyes snapped open.


      She looked at me and cried, “What should I do, Anos?! I forgot to take photos of you nursing me!”


      Sasha fell speechless, while Misha blinked. Eleonore’s mouth hung open in shock. Next to her, both Zeshia and Ennessone looked confused.


      “Hmm. What were you going to say, Sasha?” I said.


      “Why is a patient trying to take photos...”


      Mom energetically sat up. “Just think about it, Sasha! Anos rarely ever nurses me!”


      Sasha turned to me. “Do that for her.”


      “Is this all because you’d rather heal her instead?” Misha asked, tilting her head.


      “Yeah.”


      “Oh, I see,” Eleonore piped up in understanding. “Anos can heal almost everything, so he rarely ever nurses someone back to health.”


      Just then, a voice echoed from the next bed over.


      “Don’t worry, Izabella,” dad said with a smirk, having just woken up. “While you were having such a tough time, what do you think I was doing?”


      He reached for the magic camera placed beside the bed, the same one he’d had hanging over his shoulder ever since he’d declared himself the official photographer of our trip.
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      Mom’s eyes sparkled. “Dear...”


      Dad nodded gently. “I caught Anos’s valiant figure perfectly.”


      “Doing all that while she was suffering...” Sasha muttered under her breath.


      Dad got up and turned the crank handle of the camera. That caused a magic circle to be drawn, which then produced a developed photo.


      “The first shot,” dad said, holding out the photo.


      The image was so blurry, it was impossible to identify what was actually pictured.


      Sasha and Misha leaned in to look at it.


      “What is this?” Sasha said.


      “Out of focus,” Misha remarked.


      “It’s Anos nursing Izabella in bed!” dad announced proudly.


      “Hmm. Looks like you were shaken by mom fainting,” I said. His hand had moved quite a bit while he took the photo.


      Dad turned the handle again. “The second shot.”


      The photo was of a deep sea.


      “There’s nothing in it,” Eleonore said.


      “Is it...a ghost?” Zeshia asked.


      “It’s Anos fighting an enemy for Izabella!” dad said.


      “Looks like you couldn’t keep up with my movements,” I said.


      “I’d be more surprised if he could,” Sasha muttered.


      Dad turned the handle once more. “The third shot.”


      The third photo was of a single Magic Eye that took up the entire frame.


      “You didn’t take a single photo properly!” Sasha immediately snapped.


      “Looks like you zoomed in more than intended,” I said.


      “Happens,” Misha said sympathetically.


      “That’s all,” dad declared.


      “Why did you even show these?” Sasha sighed.


      “I wanted to show off the fruits of my efforts...”


      “Are you dumb?!”


      Sasha’s voice echoed through the carriage. In the end, dad hadn’t taken a single photo of me nursing anyone.


      “Is this...Parrington?” mom mumbled, looking at the third photo. The Magic Eye captured was indeed Parrington’s.


      “Do you remember him?” I asked.


      Mom nodded in confusion. “I had a dream. A long dream...one that felt more like a memory...where I used to be called Luna Atzenon, and I had a little brother called Parrington. And I went to a world far away...”


      Mom looked away from the photo and up at dad’s face. “I think...I met you there...”


      Dad laid his hand over mom’s. “I told you when we first met in this era that I had been waiting for you,” he said, in a voice that was oddly calm for someone like dad. It was almost like he was Ceris Voldigoad.


      “Dear?”


      “I might have remembered things. Remember the Star of Creation that Misha brought back? When I saw that memory, it started coming back to me little by little. Two thousand years ago, no, seven hundred million years ago, I—”


      Dad looked at mom seriously. “I think I was your pet, Luna.”


      “Wasn’t that the red mythical beast?” said mom. “Are you sure that’s the right memory?”


      Dad replied to that in a throaty voice—just like Ceris Voldigoad’s. “Pets don’t speak. They merely get spoiled by their owners. Meow meow. Meow. Meow meow.”


      “Ceris wouldn’t say that! Misha, are you sure this is right? Is the Erial broken? Or did the Red Threads affect him?!” said Sasha.


      Misha tilted her head. “He’s normal.”


      “Now...that you mention it... How misleading,” mom giggled. “It was nice seeing your past life. Like a bonus to the current you.”


      “I feel the same,” dad said quietly. The two smiled at each other gently.


      It seemed they both remembered their past lives a little. They were just hiding their embarrassment.


      Just then, Zeshia walked up to mom and dad and stuck her head between them. She held up the Star of Creation.


      “Zeshia...wants to see what happens next.”


      “Hmm? What do you mean by next, Zeshia?” mom asked.


      “The continuation of Luna and Ceris... When Anos was born two thousand years ago...Luna and Ceris died and were reborn... What happened after that?”


      Mom and dad exchanged looks.


      “Ah, I want to know that too!” Eleonore said, holding up a finger. She and a number of others had watched the past kept in the Erial on our way back to Pablohetra.


      “Even if you say that... Right?” Mom turned to dad.


      “Y-Yeah. The past life thing is just so complicated, I don’t think I remember...”


      “Right! Exactly. I don’t remember either!”


      “Hmm?” Eleonore said, watching the two of them harmonizing perfectly. “But if it’s the story after your reincarnation, shouldn’t it just be your current life? How did you two get together in this era?”


      “How we got together,” mum mumbled, hanging her head in a rare show of embarrassment. “How did it go again? It was all so long ago...”


      Dad’s discomposure was as obvious as ever. His face was twitching so much that his whole head was shaking.


      “Th-That’s right!” mom exclaimed suddenly. “I have to go bake bread! I rested for so long, everyone must be looking forward to it!”


      Mom got out of bed and stood up.


      “Y-Yeah!” dad said a moment later. “I’ll help too! Let’s bake a ton to make up for the days we missed!”


      They both nodded at each other and tried to run out of the Demon King Express, but in just a few steps, mom stumbled. I caught her before she fell.


      “Th-Thank you, Anos,” she said. “Sorry. I must have gotten ahead of myself.”


      “You’re still recovering. Don’t move around so much,” I said, picking her up in my arms. “Leave the bread to Misha and the others. For today, I’ll nurse you.”


      Mom blinked blankly before beaming ear to ear. “Thank you, Anos! What a kind child you are! If things are like this I wouldn’t mind if I never recovered at all!”


      She hugged me tightly around the neck as I left the Demon King Express. Everyone else followed behind us, their faces tender with warmth.


      “Aeges,” I said.


      The Netherworld King, the only one who stayed in the carriage, retrieved the Erial and turned to me.


      “Your past life is inside that. Take a look later.”


      “Understood,” he said.


      I stepped out of the train and headed straight for our lodgings.


      “Say, Anos,” mom said.


      “Yes?”


      Mom giggled. “Thank you for being born. Thank you for being my child!”


      “What brought this on?”


      “I just wanted to say it.”


      Dad suddenly ran ahead to point his magic camera at us. His cheerful face was nothing like when he was a ghost. But nothing had really changed. The emotions we were seeing now were probably the same emotions he had been suppressing all this time.


      “Are you happy, dad?” I said.


      “Y-You! Fool! What are you saying?! If I’m not happy, then everyone in this world is miserable!” dad said embarrassedly, clicking the shutter in rapid succession. He seemed to be quite shaken.


      “What about you, mom?”


      She giggled. “I have you and your father with me, and with Aeges, Lay, Misha, Sasha, and everyone else, every day is so much fun.”


      Ennessone stretched the wings on her head and fluttered into the air, picking up Zeshia as she rose slightly into the air. Zeshia pointed at herself, as though to object to mom’s statement.


      “Of course, that includes Zeshia, Ennessone, and Eleonore too,” mom added. “I’m so happy to have you girls here too.”


      Zeshia beamed in satisfaction as Eleonore patted her head.


      “A lot of unexpected things happened along the way, but this has always been my dream. I’ve always, always wanted to make a lovely household just like this,” mom said joyfully. With her longtime desire finally fulfilled, her smile was radiant. “Thank you, Anos. Thank you, dear. I’ve never been happier.”

    

  

  
    
      § Epilogue: Words


      I was always searching.


      In this vast sea, searching for you and only you.


      You and only you, no matter how many times I was reborn.




      Ten years ago.


      Militia’s World, the village of Rouza, Azesion.


      It was early afternoon, and a light drizzle was falling from the sky. Hooves splashed through puddles as a fancy carriage stopped before an ordinary-looking house. On the carriage’s cabin was painted the emblem of the Gairadite royal family.


      “Izabella! Izabella!” the voice of a panicked old woman echoed through the ordinary house. The voice belonged to Izabella’s grandmother, Meria.


      “Be there in a moment! I’m almost done,” Izabella replied cheerfully from the kitchen, where she was baking a pie.


      Her grandmother shuffled through the house in a hurry. “That’s not what I mean! There’s trouble! The prince of Gairadite is here for you. What did you do?!”


      “The prince of Gairadite?” Izabella asked, sticking her head out of the kitchen. “No clue.”


      “What do you mean?! Are you saying he has the wrong person? I see, that has to be it. There’s no way a prince would pay a personal visit to mere commoners—”


      “I’m not mistaken,” a new voice said.


      Izabella’s grandmother turned around to see a young man had entered the house, one dressed in royal attire and followed by two soldiers.


      “I secretly participated in the ball the other day. Do you remember me?” he asked Izabella.


      Izabella searched through her memories. “Oh, you’re the regular at Jake’s jewelry shop...John.”


      As a trainee appraiser, Izabella’s good judgment made her a valued presence in the town’s jewelry shop. That connection had led her to participating in the ball, where she had been introduced to the young man currently in front of her.


      “I wasn’t able to name myself properly at the ball, so allow me to introduce myself again,” said the young man. “I am John Engelo, fourth in line to the Gairadite throne.”


      “Welcome to our lowly home,” Meria said, slowly kneeling. “Please forgive us for our ill manners, as we have no experience expressing proper etiquette,”


      Izabella placed a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay, granny? Don’t move too fast.”


      “If you have weak knees, ma’am, there is no need for you to kneel. You can be at ease too, Izabella,” John said gently.


      Izabella bowed her head at him. “Um... So what business did you have with us today, Your Highness?” she asked.


      “I came to deliver what you forgot at the ball.”


      Izabella looked at him curiously. “I didn’t forget anythi—”


      She stopped mid-word, speechless. John had taken out a ring box and opened it, where inside rested a spectacular diamond ring. The ring had a gold band, and was made in a special design reserved only for royalty.


      “What you forgot were these words for you: I haven’t been able to forget you since the night of the ball,” John said, kneeling quietly in front of Izabella. “Please become my wife, Izabella. I will fulfill your every wish. I vow to make you happy.”


      Overcome with emotion, Izabella’s grandmother wiped away the tears that had welled in her eyes. “Oh, my long life was truly worth living. Now I can pass on without any regrets—”


      “I’m sorry.”


      The room fell silent. An awkward silence ensued.


      Prince John was struck speechless. He hadn’t expected to be rejected—not because he was arrogant, but because it was unthinkable for a proposal from the royal family of Gairadite to be turned down without any hesitation at all.


      “I see. I should have known a woman as lovely as you would already have a cherished partner...”


      “No,” said Izabella, “I don’t have anyone like that.”


      The awkward silence returned.


      The prince glanced at the two soldiers behind him, unsure of how to respond. “May I ask why?” he asked, resigned. “I’m not asking you to decide right away when we’ve only just met. I’d like you to get to know me and my feelings for you. I’ll fix any bad habits I have and work hard to make myself a man worthy of you. If you still think I’m unfitting after that, I will accept your decision. So I ask that you wait before giving me your answer.”


      “See, Izabella? The prince is going out of his way to accommodate you. Why don’t you give things a little more thought?” Meria said, clearly trying to help the prince. She worried her oddball of a granddaughter was rashly making a decision she would only come to regret later.


      “Your Highness. I am a woman haunted by the rain,” Izabella said, her voice light. “The day I was born, the day I had school exams, the day the shop hired me—on every important day of my life, it always rains.”


      Though it seemed she had suddenly changed topics, John listened earnestly.


      “If you can stop this rain, I will give your proposal a bit more thought,” she said.


      John’s expression turned serious. There was no way to stop the rain.


      “It seems that if I continue to pester you I will only be humiliating myself further...”


      He had realized that her words were her way of rejecting him. She had no interest in returning his feelings. Izabella bowed her head low as John turned and left her home.


      Once the royal horse carriage was out of view, Izabella’s grandmother Meria turned away from the window and sighed in relief.


      “You really do have nerves of steel... The prince falling in love at first sight was a surprise, but that blunt rejection of yours was even more shocking.”


      Meria stumbled in the direction of a chair. Izabella took her hand and helped her the rest of the way there. “I’m sorry, granny,” Izabella said. “If I had accepted I would’ve been able to give you a better life...”


      “Stop that, Izabella. I’m just an ordinary farmer. Life in the royal palace wouldn’t suit me, and I don’t have long anyway. I have no intention of leaving this village.” Meria slowly sat back in the armchair. “I’m more worried about you. You’re capable and good-tempered. I’m proud to call you my granddaughter. You can be a little odd, but nevertheless people are drawn to you somehow.”


      Izabella’s grandmother rubbed her aching knees.


      “It’s that strange charm of yours that keeps having men fall in love with you, one after the other. Kind men, the finest man in the village, wealthy merchants, scholars, warriors, nobility—and now a prince. But you’ve never shown any interest in any of them.”


      Izabella only smiled faintly.


      “When your parents passed, I decided I’d do my best to take care of you until you got married. But at this rate, I won’t be able to die in peace.”


      “In that case, I better not get married ever.”


      Meria shook her head with a gentle expression. “What a troubling child. I can’t keep your grandfather waiting forever.”


      Izabella wanted to get married while her grandmother was still alive too. But none of these men were right. No matter how kind, beautiful, rich, smart, noble, or royal they were, not a single one of them moved her heart. She didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if she were indifferent to the idea of love. She loved chatting with girls her age about their relationships.


      But everyone who approached her just felt wrong. She had received proposals that any other village girl would be envious of, but she didn’t find any of the men who approached her attractive. She herself found it strange. All this time it felt like she had always been waiting—waiting for someone she had never met. For a long, long time now, she had been waiting. But she couldn’t say that out loud or her grandmother would worry. So she never told anyone.


      “I’m going to work,” Izabella said. “I have to deliver an appraised item.”


      “All right,” Meria said. “See you later.”


      Izabella took the freshly baked pie out of the stone oven and before leaving the house set it aside for Meria to eat whenever she was hungry.


      Her work today was simple. She delivered an item to a client, collected the payment, chatted with the client for a bit, and then her day was done. But when she stepped outside, the rain got stronger.


      “Oh dear...”


      Izabella grabbed her umbrella and took a bold step forwards into the poor weather. She walked for a while, but the rain only got heavier and heavier. The sound of rain pattered against her umbrella and the road. As she stepped through the puddles, her feet loudly splashed up water.


      Izabella ran up to an old church nearby to take refuge.


      “Excuse me,” she called out, wanting to ask for permission to shelter from the rain.


      But there was no response. The building was falling apart, and inside everything was covered in dust. The church appeared to be abandoned. She walked up to the altar, thinking she would wait there for the rain to lighten up.


      She had an umbrella, and the rainfall wasn’t so intense that she couldn’t make it home in it, but there was one problem: Izabella hated the sound of rain. It made her feel like she was about to remember something unpleasant—something she hated very, very much.


      She was fine when she was with someone else, but whenever she was alone, she would without fail end up crying. But when she searched through her memories for what could have explained such a reaction, she couldn’t remember anything. The sound of rain just filled her with incredible sadness, the feeling that no matter how hard she wished, she couldn’t reach what mattered the most to her. That baseless feeling swirled deep within her chest.


      “It echoes a bit here...”


      The building was so worn out that the sound of rain echoed even more loudly inside.


      Izabella crouched down, placed her umbrella on the floor, and covered her ears with her hands. She quietly waited for the rain to stop, but even with her ears covered she could hear the rain, hear it as it hit the roof, splashed off puddles, soaked the ground with sheet upon sheet of water. From her spot crouched low on the floor she endured it all—when, suddenly, amid the rain, she heard a meow.


      A cat with blue fur and a cat with red fur jumped in through the church’s open window. For some reason, the red cat was carrying an umbrella in its mouth.


      “Hey! Hold on, you little rascal!”


      The door flew open, and a soaking wet man ran into the church. He was tall and well-built, and if he had stayed silent his face would have seemed rugged at first glance. But as he was now there was something comical about the predatorial look on his face.


      The man was a younger Gusta, and he was desperately chasing after the cats that had stolen his umbrella. He managed to drive them into a corner of the church, where he spread his arms and wiggled his fingers.


      “Hmph!” he grunted. “Sorry, but the game of tag ends here.”


      The cats leaped forwards at the same time Gusta did.


      “You’re not getting away! Hiyaaah!”


      He reached out with all his might and grabbed the umbrella. But he had used too much momentum while moving and slammed headfirst into the wall.


      “Gwugh!”


      Gusta curled up in agony.


      Izabella watched him groan in pain, her face dazed.


      When the pain finally receded, Gusta struggled to his feet. He looked around and met eyes with a teary Izabella.


      “Ah...”


      “Oh...”


      The two said at the same time.


      Silence fell for a few seconds. Gusta awkwardly held out the handkerchief he had taken out of his bag to wipe himself and offered it to Izabella.


      “Huh?” Izabella said.


      “Ah, um,” he stuttered, then pulled himself together with a sharp look. “Tears don’t suit a cute girl like you.”


      Izabella’s eyes widened.


      “Ha ha! J-Just kidding!”


      Gusta’s joking around made her tears completely stop. Izabella giggled, and at once Gusta’s eyes were drawn to her smile.


      “Ah, um, here...” he said.


      “Thank you,” Izabella replied.


      Izabella accepted Gusta’s handkerchief, their fingers brushing against each other. Outside, the sky flashed, thunder following in a loud rumble.


      It was raining.


      Endlessly, on and on.


      Izabella hated the sound of rain. Every time she heard it, she was filled with a hopeless sadness.


      But she couldn’t hear it anymore.


      The roar of thunder echoing in her heart had blown away the sound of rain.


      “You can keep that,” Gusta said.


      “Huh? But...”


      “It’s just a cheap one. See you!”


      He waved and turned to leave. With each step his back got farther and farther away.


      No, Izabella thought.


      She had to chase after him. She couldn’t lose sight of him. For some reason, those vague thoughts entered her head.


      But she didn’t know what to do. What could she say to stop him from leaving? The words wouldn’t come out. All she knew was that she had to say something, or he would leave without turning back.


      That was how he had always, always been. She didn’t know why she thought that, but she was sure of it. He wouldn’t wait for her if she didn’t say something.


      Driven by impulse, she took a shaky step forwards with all her might.


      But just then, Gusta stopped at the open door and turned to look back at her.


      “Ah... Um...” he said embarrassedly. “Which way do you live, miss?”


      “Huh?”


      “You’re waiting out the rain, right? Want to share an umbrella if you’re in a hurry?”


      Gusta pointed at his own umbrella.


      “Oh...”


      For a brief moment, she glanced down at her own umbrella, which she had left on the floor—and immediately pushed it into the shadows with her foot.


      “Um... Yeah. I don’t have an umbrella...”


      Izabella walked up to Gusta. She had to say something more. With that thought, she racked her brains desperately for words.


      But she couldn’t think of anything clever to say. She had walked all the way up to Gusta, so at that point she blurted in a panic, “Um... You’re not hitting on me, are you...?”


      “N-No, of course not! Don’t be silly! Wh-Wh-What are you saying?!” Gusta replied in a fluster. He clearly had an ulterior motive. “N-Not to brag, but I’ve never been the first to approach a girl in my life!”


      Izabella looked at him blankly, then giggled. Her smile was as soft as an angel’s, making Gusta stare at her in fascination again.


      “I live over there. Is that okay?” she said, pointing in the direction of her home.


      “Y-Yeah,” Gusta said. “I was just about to head that way.”


      Gusta held out his open umbrella. Izabella hesitantly stepped close to him. The rain was a little weaker than before.


      “But you sure look familiar with it,” Izabella said.


      “With what?” Gusta said.


      “Hitting on girls.”


      “Th-That’s just because I’ve practiced in my head a lot!”


      “Practiced?”


      “Well... You know how it goes. It’s every guy’s dream to gallantly appear with a dashing pick-up line and sweep a girl off her feet.”


      Izabella hummed in thought. She couldn’t understand those kinds of aspirations.


      “Like a romantic meeting?” she asked.


      “Y-Yeah, pretty much. But now that I’m actually in front of a cute girl, I’m weak in the knees and can’t think of a single line. Ha ha!”


      He laughed at his own patheticness so lightheartedly that Izabella found herself laughing along in spite of herself.


      It was strange. She had never met him before, so why did it feel like this wasn’t her first time meeting him? Such thoughts filled her head as she naturally opened her mouth.


      “Then why don’t I let you practice as a thank-you?” she offered.


      Gusta’s eyes rounded.


      Izabella pointed at herself. “On me.”


      “Are you serious?!”


      His reaction was so enthusiastic that even Izabella, who had made the offer, was surprised. A normal girl might have even been disgusted by Gusta’s blatant enthusiasm, but she just looked delighted.


      “Yup, serious.”


      “I’m actually afraid of lightning,” Gusta admitted with a dark but dramatic flair. He was acting out his pick-up fantasy at full throttle. “It’s shameful for a man to be afraid of lightning, so I’ve never told anyone before now.”


      He seemed to be playing the role of a dark and dangerous man.


      How unusual, Izabella thought as she asked, “Why are you afraid?”


      “I think I’m the reincarnation of a lightning god.”


      Izabella couldn’t help but burst into laughter. She’d been hit on by many men until now, but she’d never heard a line like that before.


      “I used to be a lightning kind of guy. Jagged and sharp, hurting everyone I touched.”


      It was so funny that Izabella found herself listening to the continuation without complaint. “I see. What about it?”


      “That’s why— How should I put this?” Gusta looked up at the rain clouds in the sky and said with an air of importance, “Every time I hear thunder, I’m filled with self-hatred. I fear that I’ve turned back into my past self.”


      The sky in the distance flashed, and a rumble of thunder followed.


      “But for some reason, I was fine earlier.” Gusta stared at the lightning. “Thunder was rumbling, yet all I heard was the sound of gentle rain. It was like the thunder I always heard in my head had finally stopped.”


      Words spilled from his mouth without pause, naturally, as if they had been waiting to be said.


      “I’ve been waiting for this day...”


      Izabella stopped walking. Gusta stopped too.


      “Ah, wait, what am I saying—”


      “No.” Izabella shook her head quietly. “I understand... I’m the same.”


      His eyes were drawn into her gaze. He’d never thought he’d be able to say something so ridiculous to someone. Anyone else would have laughed at him.


      But this person was different.


      “The sound of rain stopped for me. Ever since I met you.”


      “Oh...”


      Izabella looked up at him. He gently returned her gaze.


      “That’s why, you know. I told you earlier that I never make the first move... But I just knew I’d regret it if I didn’t talk to you.”


      His eyes were brimming with warm emotions.


      “I know it might be strange to say this...” Izabella said.


      “But have we met each other somewhere before?” Gusta asked.


      What was this?


      Izabella had no idea what was going on, but she was on the verge of tears as she nodded. “Yeah...”


      What was wrong with her? This was their first time meeting. Why did his words resonate in her heart so much?


      “Do you believe in fate?” he asked.


      Even a cliché line like that filled her with unimaginable joy.


      More. She wanted to hear more.


      More. She desired more.


      More ordinary words from his mouth.


      “If it’s fate, then since when have we known each other?” she asked.


      “Let’s see...” Gusta listened to the sound of falling rain as he quietly said, “It has to be since before we were born...”


      “Yup.”


      “Oh, but since it’s fate, it has to be a long time before our birth. Like, two thousand years ago.”


      “Two thousand years ago?” Izabella said.


      “No no, that’s not enough. It has to be way more than that.”


      Lightning flashed across the sky. For a moment, as Gusta gazed gently into her eyes, his own eyes were dyed purple.


      “I’ve been waiting for seven hundred million years,” he declared.


      A single tear rolled down Izabella’s cheek.




      There was once a girl who witnessed the fight of a ghost, one who said nothing and stayed silent.


      She dreamed of an ordinary household and peaceful life, one blessed with a kind and healthy child, and she threw it all away for the ghost she fell in love with.


      She insisted she didn’t need anything but these feelings.


      All she wished for was peace, peace for the man who fought without end.


      That, and one more thing.


      There was something she couldn’t give up on.


      The dead didn’t speak. He would not say a word.


      She knew that.


      He didn’t have to say anything for her to know his feelings.


      She knew.


      She told herself that over and over again, but in the end, she was always, always uncertain.


      Did he really love her?


      In her final moments she couldn’t help but crave his words. At the very, very end, she desired an impossible dream.


      But now, after a long, long time—


      “I’ve always loved you.”


      “Me too... I’ve always waited for you.”


      —that dream was finally fulfilled.




      The End

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Season 2 of the Demon King Academy anime has been announced for 2023. As a result, my supervisor duties have increased, and I’ve been busy every day.


      I might have mentioned this during season one, but the original author of a work normally supervises everything involved in all related media. Anime has a lot of content, so the work for that tends to pile up. I will do my best to deliver the best possible work to everyone looking forward to it.


      Now, back to this volume. The wonderful illustrations were once again drawn by Shizumayoshinori. The scene of Luna and Ceris meeting for the first time made me very happy. I am also greatly indebted to editor Yoshioka. Thank you very much.


      Finally, I’d like to thank the readers from the bottom of my heart. See you in the next volume.


      SHU


      30 August 2022
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