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      Chapter 1


      Act 1


      “You’re the Demon Lord, aren’t you?”


      I stood frozen, taking in the words Emperor Gilzerius had just thrown at me. It felt as though the audience chamber had become filled with an eerie aura radiating from the emperor. Of course, that was just my imagination.


      The man sitting on the throne before me didn’t have any noteworthy powers. He didn’t possess exceptional martial prowess, unrivaled sorcery, or mighty ayakashi to serve him. The emperor was nothing more than a weak, fragile human. Yet despite that, through his cunning intellect and cold, unyielding will, the man could accomplish anything.


      The monster hidden behind an unassuming face continued, his smile plain and ordinary. “Did you not expect that? Though I’m often given too much credit, I myself am neither particularly strong nor wise—just a dull man born to imperial blood. Nevertheless, I am the ruler of this vast empire. It’s only natural that I would look into who humanity’s enemies are.” The emperor’s smile turned into something more pitying.


      “It would be one thing if you had remained hidden, but surely you can’t expect to go unnoticed after all you’ve done. I’m told they’re quite fond of you in demon territory, Seika. It seems you possess not only magical power, but also the qualities of a leader. Ah, and before you misunderstand, I was not the one who toyed with that volcano. Heh heh, I apologize for my son causing you a headache twice now.”


      It appeared the emperor’s intelligence network extended into demon territory. That wasn’t surprising—the empire had slipped a spy into the devil royal palace, so there was no way he would be ignorant of what was occurring in demon lands. Which meant he had known all along that I had visited demon territory as the Demon Lord and united the young rulers there.


      Although he likely wasn’t aware I had personally quieted the eruption, it didn’t change my position. I was in dire straits. My biggest fear had come to pass, and the ruler of this mighty empire was now going to recognize me as a threat. Had my actions made this outcome an inevitability, as Yuki had said? If so, then I could only lament my own foolishness. However, there was still hope.


      “So,” the emperor said, resting his chin on his hand, “what sort of scheme has brought you back to the land of humans?”


      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I fired back quietly, but the emperor’s smile only deepened.


      “Forgive me if I find that difficult to believe.”


      “It’s true that I visited demon territory,” I said, prompting the emperor to tilt his head curiously. “It’s also true that I met with their leaders and acted as the Demon Lord. But nothing more than that. I’m not actually the Demon Lord, and I managed to return to the empire only by taking advantage of the chaos caused by the eruption. Which is natural, because I am a human.”


      “Hmm. May I hear the details?” the emperor asked, seemingly amused. “I must confess, my knowledge of the specifics is sparse.”


      “This spring, I ran into a demon on the outskirts of Keltz. We ended up doing some brief adventuring, and she seemed to mistake my appearance and magic and started calling me the Demon Lord.” Concealing the most crucial information, I did my best to indifferently state uncontradictable facts.


      “She was of high status among the demons and seemed to know about the birth of the Hero and Demon Lord. It was extremely bothersome, but had I ignored her, she might have never stopped pursuing me. As a fugitive, I couldn’t afford to bring any trouble back with me to Rakana, so I reluctantly agreed to accompany her to demon territory, thinking the misunderstanding would eventually be cleared up. Yet the situation escalated far beyond my expectations, and for my own safety, I was forced to act as the Demon Lord during my time there. That’s the extent of the details. The eruption was no trouble at all—in fact, it was a blessing. It put them in a position where they could no longer afford to treat a human of dubious origin as their ruler.”


      “Hmm, I see.” The emperor’s delighted smile deepened even further. “Your story checks out. There are no inconsistencies with the information I have, aside from one major difference. You truly aren’t the Demon Lord?”


      “Of course not. Do I look like a demon to you?”


      “It’s said that depending on the race of the demon, children of mixed blood may look indistinguishable from a human. I can’t say for certain that you aren’t one of them.”


      “That’s impossible. I might be an illegitimate child, but I’m still the son of an imperial noble. While I’ve never met my mother, do you really believe Count Blaise Lamprogue would take a demon as a mistress?”


      “Count Lamprogue had a younger brother by the name of Gilbert Lamprogue, who became an adventurer after graduating from the academy and went missing near demon territory. Nominally, he is your uncle.”


      My eyes widened slightly. It was the first time I had ever heard the name Gilbert Lamprogue from a human. Blaise’s younger brother really had existed.


      “Both his fellow adventurers and relatives believed him to be dead, but he was not. He survived in a divine demon village. The child he fathered with his demon wife is the Demon Lord. The current Demon Lord is part human. This information was supplied by my spies, but it is consistent with the oracle priestess’s prophecy.”


      The priestess he spoke of was likely Fiona’s mother, his mistress.


      “The young Demon Lord and his parents fled demon territory shortly after he was born. That is the extent of what I know for a fact. From here out, it’s my own conjecture, but I believe they left the infant Demon Lord with Gilbert’s brother, Count Lamprogue, to protect him from their demon pursuers. Would that not perfectly explain your existence? Your unusual black hair also suggests divine demon blood.”


      Unsurprisingly, the emperor appeared to already be familiar with the circumstances surrounding the Demon Lord’s birth. His conjecture was likely accurate as well.


      Despite that, I looked the emperor in the eye. “Then where is Gilbert Lamprogue now, the one at the center of all this?”


      The emperor’s expression clouded over faintly at my question.


      “Someone capable of discovering Amyu’s identity shouldn’t have any trouble locating a single adventurer. Asking his father would allow you to be certain of the Demon Lord’s whereabouts. If he fled demon territory, then he should be in the empire, correct? Don’t you think it’d be smarter to ask him instead of me?”


      “You know how to hit me where it hurts,” the emperor said, an embarrassed look on his face. “To be honest with you, we’ve been unable to find him. This information was brought to me a long time ago. Back then, I was more focused on domestic matters and wasn’t paying enough attention to the demons. That said, I suspect Gilbert Lamprogue died during his escape. Only the Demon Lord and his mother fled to the empire. Of course, I don’t know the mother’s whereabouts either.”


      I had expected that response. That was the general understanding among the demons as well. “If that’s the case, then for me to be the Demon Lord, a demon woman would have had to have carried me through hostile human territory, fleeing her pursuers all the while, to reach the distant birthplace of her husband and then entrusted the Demon Lord to the head of the family. Is that what you’re suggesting?”


      “It’s not impossible, is it?”


      The corners of my mouth curled up into a smirk. “Forgive me if I find it difficult to believe.”


      The emperor stared at me for a moment, then burst into laughter. “Ha ha ha ha ha! You’ve got me there. As you say, Seika, it would certainly be difficult for a lone demon to do all that. It was a rather far-fetched line of questioning, I admit.”


      “Yes, it was.” I gave it some thoughts even as I responded.


      The origin the emperor is proposing for me is almost identical to the one Lulum came up with. I dismissed it at the time since it seemed too implausible. A lot has happened since then, and my thinking has changed a little, but it’s still hard to accept.


      “Also,” I added, preparing another question, “you don’t actually believe I’m the Demon Lord, do you, Your Majesty? If you did, surely you wouldn’t invite me into your palace unprotected.”


      “Indeed, I certainly wouldn’t appreciate it if I displeased you and found myself with a destroyed palace,” the emperor said as though prodding me. “So, if you were the Demon Lord, how do you think I would choose to confront you?”


      “At the very least, you would send a messenger away from the capital. Depending on the circumstances, you might even muster the military behind the scenes,” I replied, pretending not to notice his jab. Only under those conditions could we negotiate as equals. However, that only applied if I was like the Demon Lords of the past.


      “Hmm...” The emperor stroked his beard, looking strangely amused.


      Regardless of how the previous Demon Lords were, there could never be equal negotiations with me involved. No army could ever surpass me in terms of force. If the other party displeased me, I could simply flip the board at any time, pieces and all. That was what it meant to be the strongest.


      I couldn’t tell what intentions the emperor was hiding, but if he knew the true extent of my power, he wouldn’t be so directly confrontational. If he wanted to use me, he would flatter me, and if he wanted to oppose me, he would hide his hostility until he could drive a blade into my throat. Politicians in my previous life had defeated me in precisely that manner.


      The emperor likely believed that I was the Demon Lord, but he had no idea that the strongest exorcist from another world was within this body. He couldn’t fathom that I was capable of destroying this nation at any time. He thought that if the empire mustered all its strength, it would be enough to defeat me. And if that were the case, then the situation was still manageable.


      “I’m not so sure about that,” the emperor replied, a relaxed expression on his face. “Personally, I would never do something as dull as threatening the Demon Lord with an army. But we can leave it at that for now.”


      The conversation seemed to be over. I wasn’t sure I had convinced him, but his suspicion toward me at least seemed halfway joking now. Letting myself relax slightly, I gave a small bow and turned on my heel. At that moment, a thought crossed my mind.


      If I really were the Demon Lord, could such an absurd story as the one we’d just discussed actually have happened? Could my birth mother, a demon woman, have traveled alone through human lands to deliver her baby to the family of her husband?


      “Seika.” The emperor suddenly called out to me as I left, and I stopped in place. “I will not lose. No matter how powerful the opponent may be.”


      I looked behind me and saw an equally ordinary smile on the emperor’s ordinary face.


      “I can’t afford to if I want to make this country peaceful and prosperous. Tell that to Fiona as well.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “His Majesty said that, did he?”


      Afterward, I returned to the detached building where Fiona lived and explained the situation to everyone. Amyu and the others were surprised to hear about the altercation with Hiltzel, but the main topic was my conversation with the emperor.


      “I had considered the possibility that His Majesty might be involved behind the scenes of this revolt. Even if the imperial military is lacking in manpower, it was odd for their deployment to be so delayed. That said, I certainly didn’t expect him to essentially be the mastermind.” Fiona looked at the ground thoughtfully. “But that doesn’t matter now. The important thing is what comes next.” Fiona’s expression turned grave. “His Majesty is aware that you’re the Demon Lord.”


      “From the sound of it, you already knew, huh?” I asked quietly.


      “Yes,” Fiona replied with a slight smile. “I knew long before we ever met.”


      Perhaps that went without saying. The possibility that I was the Demon Lord was why she had approached me, in addition to Amyu.


      “I apologize for not telling you, but I thought it would be for the best if you never found out,” Fiona said with a glum expression, her hand covering her lips. “While it’s regrettable that we couldn’t keep it a secret from His Majesty, I suppose that was wishful thinking. The purpose of this summons may well have been to ascertain your strength.”


      Fiona’s interpretation made sense. The emperor had wanted to throw the Hero and Demon Lord onto the battlefield to see how they fared.


      “Sorry,” I suddenly mumbled to Fiona. “The emperor found out because we went to demon territory this summer. We had a good reason, but it was still careless.” I’d had to reveal our trip to Fiona too over the course of the conversation. “Did you already know that too?” I asked nervously.


      “Yes. However, I only saw that vision recently—just before you all arrived.” The smile on Fiona’s face was clearly forced. “I was quite shocked. While living as a fugitive, you not only traveled all the way to demon territory without my knowledge, but even interacted with their leadership. Such actions could easily be seen as collaboration with the demons. It’s fortunate it didn’t leak beyond His Majesty. If the anti-Hero faction had regained momentum as a result, we would have had a real problem on our hands. Oh, but don’t worry. I’m no longer angry. I already screamed my head off alone and got it out of my system.”
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      Unable to look Fiona in the eye, I turned to Amyu and the others, only to find them shrinking back as well. They were the ones who had suggested escorting the divine demon slaves back to the village, so maybe they felt some responsibility too.


      “I’m not mad. Really,” Fiona said with a sigh. “I’m sure there were circumstances beyond your control. And it concerns your birth, so I can hardly blame you for wanting to know the truth, Seika. I feel some responsibility for keeping quiet about it.”


      “Well, I didn’t really want to go to begin with...”


      “What, are you saying it’s our fault?” Amyu demanded. “Just to be clear, the reason we were there for so long was that you were too busy making friends and didn’t come back to Lulum’s village for over a month.”


      “Amyu, it’s okay.”


      “Just let it go.”


      Amyu was still miffed, but Yifa and Mabel managed to talk her down. Granted, she made a valid point.


      “None of this would’ve happened in the first place if you’d all just remained in Rakana,” Fiona continued, exasperated. “Of course, I doubt it would be that simple. Do you all believe in the existence of fate?”


      “No.” I denied it half-heartedly, and Amyu and the others exchanged confused looks.


      “I didn’t either. After seeing countless futures, I concluded that anything appearing to be fate was simply me projecting nonexistent meaning onto a lucky chain of coincidences. But recently, that belief has begun to change,” Fiona said, looking down at the ground as she continued.


      “Seika was born in the empire and never should have found himself in the position to lead the demons. Yet when you all left Rakana, you just so happened to encounter a divine demon priestess searching for the Demon Lord. In the end, you wound up going to demon territory and met all their rulers face-to-face. Was that truly a coincidence? When the Hero and Demon Lord are born, they always confront each other, without fail. It’s said that neither of them has ever refused to fight, nor have they ever died before their confrontation. Even now, though it came in a highly irregular manner, Amyu and Seika nonetheless encountered each other. I find myself no longer able to believe it was all brought about by mere coincidence.”


      Silence fell over the room. I understood where Fiona was coming from. I’d begun to have my own doubts as well. Even if I was skeptical of things like heavenly decree, there was such a thing as sorcery that interfered with causality. Spells that brought good fortune, for example, had been common in my previous world. If a similar sort of magic was involved in the reincarnation of the Hero and Demon Lord, then perhaps a causality akin to fate could be realized.


      “Umm...” Yifa hesitantly broke the silence. “So what’s going to happen to us now?”


      It was the question on everyone’s minds.


      Fiona’s expression relaxed. “Well, Amyu’s crimes have been expunged, so if you don’t wish to return to the academy, you’re more than welcome to stay here in the capital.”


      “There aren’t any dungeons around here, so wouldn’t that mean there’s not much adventurer work?” Amyu asked, a doubtful look on her face. “I don’t feel right just sitting around. If anything, I’d rather go back to Rakana. We know people there too.”


      “If you’ve taken a liking to that city, then that’s perfectly fine,” Fiona replied with a lonely smile. “However, winter will arrive shortly.” She glanced out the window. “The roads will be cold, and it may snow before you reach Rakana. That would pose a problem, so perhaps you could at least remain here until spring?”


      “I guess that’s fine.”


      “I’d like you to experience the capital while you have the opportunity.”


      “True, we couldn’t really stop and sightsee last time we were here. But are we gonna be able to see everything during the winter?” Perhaps relieved that they had a clearer outlook ahead, Amyu and the others visibly relaxed.


      It’s hard to believe that the emperor will keep ignoring us forever, so there’s no telling how long this carefree adventurer life will last, but we might as well enjoy it while we can.


      “Guess we’ll be in your care a little longer,” I said, exhaling. “Sorry.”


      “Think nothing of it,” Fiona replied with a smile. “Protecting the people’s peace is the imperial family’s duty.”


      Hearing that suddenly reminded me of something. “Actually, the emperor asked me to pass a message to you. Though it doesn’t seem particularly important.”


      “Me?” Fiona appeared surprised.


      “‘I will not lose. No matter how powerful the opponent may be. I can’t afford to if I want to make this country peaceful and prosperous.’ That’s what he said.”


      “Is that so?” Fiona pondered for a moment. “Taken at face value, it seems like a warning to me for supporting you, but that doesn’t really fit the impression I have of His Majesty.”


      I also thought it was just a warning, but apparently, Fiona felt differently.


      “I truly don’t understand him,” Fiona continued, her expression turning grim. “I don’t know what he thinks of my mother or me.” Suddenly, Fiona looked as though she’d just remembered something. “Not to change the subject, but have you ever seen the goblin that accompanies His Majesty, Seika?”


      “Hmm? Goblin?”


      “Ah, so he really didn’t bring it for your audience. Nobody else mentioned it either, so I suspected that was the case.” Fiona made it sound like everything made sense, but I wasn’t following at all.


      “What goblin are you talking about?” I asked.


      “His Majesty keeps a goblin here in this palace.” Fiona began with something I never would’ve expected. “Although keep may not be the correct word. I’m told it’s allowed to stay by his side and isn’t kept in a cage. It even accompanies him around the palace at times. It doesn’t attack people, of course. It’s a rare type of goblin known as a goblin cardinal. Unlike ordinary goblins, they’re said to be gentle and devote themselves to healing their companions.”


      “I’ve heard of them before.” As I recalled, they were a superior variant of goblin priest. I had also heard that there were some monsters within goblin hordes that wouldn’t attack.


      “I heard His Majesty purchased it from a merchant who frequented the palace long ago. It isn’t widely known to the public, but neither is it a secret. There are many who know of the goblin, and some even claim that it’s His Majesty’s personal adviser. However, I find it hard to imagine him confiding in a goblin.”


      “Hmm...” It was a story that could only be described as bizarre. At the very least, I was confident he hadn’t brought it to our audience. I hadn’t felt any source of energy there. “Well, there’s no way it’s an adviser. Venting your complaints and getting a goblin’s growling in return can’t be comforting.”


      “Oh, the goblin is supposedly capable of human speech.”


      “It is?” That took me by surprise. It wasn’t uncommon for ayakashi to be capable of speaking, but I had never heard of any of this world’s monsters being capable of speech. “Is that true?”


      “Yes, though I’m unsure if it was always capable of speaking or if it was taught by His Majesty.”


      “That’s pretty hard to believe...”


      “Is it really that surprising?” Fiona looked at me blankly.


      “I’ve never seen a monster capable of speaking, at least,” I explained. “I haven’t heard of it from other adventurers or read about them in any books either.”


      “Huh.” Fiona stared fixedly at an empty space inside the room. “Then it must have worked quite hard to live alongside humans.”


      “I’m not so sure about that...” Some ayakashi were naturally capable of speech. Could there be monsters that were the same?


      I let out a small sigh. The imperial court was full of things beyond comprehension.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      As long as the emperor didn’t try anything, we believed we’d be able to relax in the capital until the spring. However, that hope was shattered in less than a week.


      “It’s been a while, Lamprogue.” Inside a room in Fiona’s detached building, the elderly dwarf woman who served as Lodonea Imperial Magic Academy’s headmistress stood before me. “My, you’ve certainly changed since I last saw you. The young grow up so fast,” she said with a suggestive smile. It had been around a year and a half since we’d last met.


      My expression hardened. “It’s good to see you again, Headmistress. What business do you have with a former student?”


      “No need to be on guard,” the headmistress said as if she saw right through me. “I didn’t take any offense to your rudeness when you left. That’s just how young people are.”


      I couldn’t help but frown awkwardly. The last time I had spoken with the dwarven woman was in the headmistress’s office the day after Amyu had been abducted. I had said some rather extreme things before flying away from the academy atop Mizuchi. Although I had been furious about Amyu’s treatment, all I’d really done was take my anger out on her. And yet afterward, she had apparently explained the situation to Yifa and Mabel, arranged for our student status to be treated as merely a leave of absence, and handled various other matters for us.


      With that debt hanging over me, it was honestly difficult to face her. Yet there was another reason I was on guard—I had no idea why the headmistress was visiting me now of all times. It couldn’t have been that she was simply dropping by to see a former student while on other business in the capital. If that were the reason, she would’ve invited the others as well.


      “Standing while talking is no way to relax. Please, have a seat, Seika,” said Fiona, the one who had set up this meeting. She hadn’t mentioned why the headmistress was here. It seemed to have been abrupt for her as well, and even her future sight hadn’t been able to pick up the details.


      I did as I was instructed and took a seat in the parlor.


      “You lot certainly follow an eventful fate, don’t you?” the headmistress said with a superficial smile. “I’ve never seen students like you in all my years at the academy. A talented slave, a former mercenary, the Hero—and even the Demon Lord who fled demon territory.”


      I narrowed my eyes. It seemed she was aware of the truth about the Demon Lord as well. Judging from the situation, Fiona had likely told her.


      “But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re my students,” the dwarf said, her mouth curving into a smirk. “I’m glad to see you all doing well. It’s too bad you won’t be returning to the academy, but I suppose it’s too restricting a place for you at this point.”


      “Did you just come to see your former student’s face, Headmistress?”


      “That’s part of it, but no. I’m not certain if you’ll consider this good news or not...” Ignoring the way I frowned, the headmistress continued. “I grew up in the independent territory. Despite the many dwarves and elves who still remain in demon territory, fate had me born there. I always found it tense and unpleasant. Every child born there learned how to handle a weapon or use offensive magic from their parents. Of course, I only learned that wasn’t normal after moving to the empire.”


      The headmistress was talking about the independent territory that belonged to the elves and dwarves. During the last great war, they refused to fight humanity and broke off from the Demon Lord’s army, moving to a region that bordered both demon territory and the empire and declaring their independence.


      Today, that region serves as a buffer zone between demons and humans, and the elves and dwarves act as crucial intermediaries, facilitating contact between the two sides. It’s said that neither the empire nor the demons have ever come into conflict with the independent territory, but given its location, there had to have been more than a few skirmishes. Teaching children the art of combat was proof of that.


      “It’s not somewhere I ever intend to return, but it is my homeland. I’ve got a few connections among the folks over there. I imagine the princess here brought the matter to me, counting on that, though I couldn’t tell you if she actually expected me to have any success.”


      Fiona, suddenly the focus of the conversation, hardened her expression slightly. It seemed there had been an exchange between them that I hadn’t been informed of. In addition, I still didn’t know what this conversation was actually about.


      “Can we get to the point already?”


      “Oh, pardon me,” said the headmistress, the corners of her lips curling into a grin. “You tend to become long-winded as you age. Let me cut to the chase, Lamprogue.” The headmistress’s eyes locked onto me. “I found your mother.”


      For a moment, I didn’t understand what she meant. Then, as the realization sank in, surprise and confusion washed over my face.


      “I’m not talking about Countess Lamprogue, obviously. I mean the divine demon who birthed you. Meloza, I believe her name was.”


      Meloza. That was the name of the divine demon that Lulum had been seeking for fifteen years. Gilbert Lamprogue’s wife, and the woman believed to be my mother.


      Paying no mind to my silence, the headmistress continued. “She was in the independent territory, if you can believe it. Drifters settle down there from time to time. If she fled demon territory and had no footing in human lands, that was probably the only place left for her. It’s a good distance away, but you should be able to make it there before the snow starts to fall. You wouldn’t want to be stuck here worrying all winter, would you? If you’re going to go, you should do it soon. I’ve already spoken with my people there, and I have a map for you. I’ll arrange a carriage for you right now, complete with guards.”


      “Could you please stop advancing the conversation on your own?” I managed to force the words out despite my bewilderment. “I never said I was going.”


      “You don’t want to meet your birth mother?”


      “Not really,” I said to myself more than to the headmistress. “She might be my mother, but I’ve never met her before. Just knowing where she’s at is enough.” I wanted to at least tell Lulum. She had the right to know. However, I had no reason to meet her. She was just this reincarnated body’s mother. I didn’t have parents.


      “Are you sure?” the headmistress asked as though peering into my mind. “Whether you go or not is up to you, but I don’t think passing on this would be smart. Humans and divine demons both live short lives. Let this chance go and there may not be another. Just meet her so you won’t have any regrets. That divine demon didn’t abandon you out of hatred. There’s no harm in seeing her.”


      “Maybe you’re right...”


      The headmistress looked satisfied with my reluctant agreement. “I’ll arrange your accommodations over there too. They won’t charge you, so stay as long as you like. Though I suppose I should mention that there’s a bit of trouble going on in the independent territory right now.”


      The headmistress’s final statement, added almost like it was an afterthought, immediately caught my attention. The elderly dwarf went on, making it seem like a trivial matter.


      “It might be better not to stay for too long. Though if it becomes a nuisance, you’re welcome to solve the issue yourself. It’s gone unresolved for a thousand years, but somehow I wouldn’t be surprised if you managed to fix it.”


      “And what is this issue?”


      “Long before the independent territory was established, the whole area was considered an accursed land. The mountain at its center has a magical—”


      “Just a moment, Madam Yuhedde.” Fiona cut the headmistress off with a scowl. “I’ve heard about that matter as well. You intend to have Seika resolve the anomaly, don’t you? I did not provide you with information so you could use it as leverage in negotiations.”


      “I carried out the task you gave me. I found the location of the divine demon named Meloza, did I not? What I do now is my own business.” The headmistress returned Fiona’s scowl, but she quickly cast her gaze down. “That said, I’m not planning on forcing you to do anything. Given what it is, even you might find it difficult to resolve. You can just meet your mother and come right back. It’s up to you.”


      “I’m opposed, Seika,” Fiona said, her expression serious. “There’s no reason you must go right now. You can wait until the disturbance calms down. I was searching for your mother so that we could find her first and shelter her so no one could use her for their own gain, not to burden you with any problems.”


      After Fiona finished speaking, silence washed over the room as they waited for my response. I was at a loss. Yet there was no logical reason for me to waver over my answer. My mother in this life meant nothing to me. Therefore, I had no reason to go to the independent territory, and no reason to resolve some anomaly for elves and dwarves I’d never met. Finally, I decided on my answer.


      “All right, I’ll go. And I’ll deal with this anomaly too if it seems manageable.” The words that came out of my mouth weren’t what I had intended to say. Surprised at myself, I added one more thing, almost as an excuse. “It’s a request from a former teacher, after all.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “What are you thinking, Master Seika?”


      That night, Yuki jumped off my head onto the bed in the room I’d been given in the detached building and questioned me.


      “Is there any meaning in meeting your birth mother in this world? Is it worth taking on some troublesome matter?”


      Yuki looked as though she didn’t understand. And in truth, she probably didn’t.


      Unlike most ayakashi, kuda-gitsune reproduced in mated pairs, but the parents died shortly after. The raising of the young was left almost entirely to humans. To a kuda-gitsune, a parent was nothing more than the one who brought them into existence, with no meaning beyond that. Frankly, I wasn’t much different. That’s why I agreed with her.


      “No.” Seeing Yuki grow even more curious, I felt the need to explain a little. “I’m not going to the independent territory to meet my mother.”


      “Then why are you going?”


      “I thought I’d repay the headmistress for what she’s done for us.” I spoke the answer I had already arrived at within myself. “She spoke harshly about her homeland, but she still keeps connections there. I suspect she’s still fond of it in her own way. I get the feeling she really does want whatever this anomaly is resolved. After all, she’s willing to rely on her former student, who’s the Demon Lord. That’s how serious she is. I just figured this was a good opportunity to repay the debt I owe her.”


      I could’ve and probably should’ve refused then and there, but it didn’t feel right, and I ended up agreeing. That just meant I still felt like I owed her in my heart.


      “Hrm...” Yuki grumbled, not quite accepting my reasoning. “If you’re okay with that, then I guess it’s fine. But couldn’t that old woman have asked in a better way? She basically said that you should handle it since it’s where your birth mother lives. That seems pretty rude to me,” she said unhappily. I didn’t necessarily disagree with her complaint.


      “I imagine she didn’t want to make a formal request. If she did, and I accepted, then I’d feel obligated to fulfill it.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Basically, she wants to make sure I know I can just ignore the problem and come back if it seems too dangerous. If it’s something I decided to do on my own and not something she asked of me, I won’t feel guilty about giving up.”


      “So...it’s something even you might not be able to handle?”


      “That’s what the headmistress believes, at least. She said as much during our conversation. And the situation does seem serious enough to warrant that concern.” From the sound of it, the issue was deep-rooted. Without seeing it firsthand, I couldn’t even fathom the cause. “Obviously, I’m going to get the details first, but I have to say I’m curious. I’ve wanted to know more about the independent territory for a while, and if she’s willing to make arrangements for us, it may not be a bad idea to go.”


      “All right, if that’s how you feel.”


      “You’re not going to object?” I had fully expected her to say I was being too careless.


      “At times like this, it doesn’t matter what I say to you,” she replied calmly. “In addition, I think it’s good to get away from where that emperor can keep his eye on us. Even that anomaly is probably safer.”


      “Depending on how you look at it, you might be right.” Assuming that the emperor wouldn’t be able to monitor us in the independent territory sounded a little too optimistic to me. Nonetheless, I agreed that an unknown anomaly was preferable to a cunning politician.


      “Anyway, that’s the plan,” I said, pulling my thoughts together. “Resolve the issue to repay the headmistress, then come back in the spring.”


      “You seem pretty relaxed, given how concerned the old woman was.”


      “I’ve resolved similar problems countless times in our previous world. It’s nothing to stress about.”


      “That’s fine and all... But does that mean you don’t hold any special feelings toward your birth mother in this world?” Yuki asked.


      “That’s right.” I nodded with a smile.


      It was only natural. I was the same as Yuki. I knew of the relationship known as parenthood, but I didn’t truly understand what it meant.

    

  

  
    
      Act 2


      As I prepared, the day of my departure arrived in the blink of an eye.


      “Just to be sure, I’ll ask one more time...” I said, standing in front of the palace. Amyu and the others were all packed and ready for a trip. “Are you sure you want to come with me?”


      “Obviously!” Amyu said, puffing out her chest. “We’re not letting a member of our party go somewhere dangerous by themselves!”


      “You say that, but you really just wanna see the independent territory, don’t you?”


      “That’s true for Amyu.”


      “Hey!”


      Mabel exposed Amyu’s ulterior motive, then looked up at me expressionlessly. “But not for me.”


      “Then why are you coming?”


      Mabel paused for a moment, as if lost in thought, then whispered. “I haven’t thought it out that far.”


      I just stared at her, exasperated. It seemed like she was coming for a similar reason to Amyu.


      “Umm...” Yifa hesitantly spoke up like she wanted to say something. “We probably won’t be much help, but we’d like to come if we won’t be getting in the way.”


      “I don’t think you’ll get in the way or anything...” The anomaly itself wasn’t likely to put them in any danger. And frankly, I wasn’t fully comfortable leaving them alone in the capital. In a sense, it was an even riskier place to stay than demon territory was. Letting out a sigh, I looked at the three of them. “You can come, but we’re heading north. I don’t wanna hear any complaints about the cold.”


      The moment I finished speaking, I received a chorus of cheerful, childlike replies. Then a new voice came from behind me.


      “Everyone.” I looked over my shoulder and saw Fiona wearing a heavy coat. “You’re really going to the independent territory, then?” Fiona didn’t seem to want us to go.


      “Yeah. I know I asked this before, but it’s not going to cause any political issues, is it?” I asked, turning to face her.


      “No, it won’t, but...” Fiona’s voice was unsteady. Since it would put the headmistress, someone who held significant power within the academy faction, in her debt, I would’ve expected Fiona to welcome the chance to solve the disturbance in the independent territory.


      “I don’t guarantee I’ll be able to resolve the anomaly, but at the very least, I’ll make sure we stay out of danger,” I said softly.


      “I’m not too worried about that,” Fiona said, a hint of loneliness on her face. “I’m just a little disappointed. I was already planning out our winter together.”


      I immediately shut up. While it might have been a joke, if she were serious, then I might have actually hurt her. It wouldn’t be a big deal if we were staying near the capital, but the roads up north would be closed when snow began to fall. Even if we resolved the issue quickly, we’d be stuck in the independent territory all winter.


      Given her position, Fiona probably didn’t have many friends her age. She had probably been looking forward to spending time with us. Just as I was thinking I would have to bring her back something nice, Fiona spoke up, her face giving silent voice to her displeasure.


      “That aside, I wanted to at least have a holy knight accompany you.”


      “No, I think we’re good. I don’t wanna go through that again,” I said with a grimace, remembering our last trip.


      The holy knight Ren had made a complete mess of things when the revolt had broken out to the west. Fiona was probably going to send someone else this time, but the holy knights all seemed to be eccentric in one way or another, so I didn’t really want any of them coming with us.


      “Besides, the headmistress said she’d prepare guards for us. We don’t need anything else,” I added.


      “Even a low-ranking holy knight would be more useful than an adventurer...” Fiona grumbled, clearly unsatisfied. “Where are these guards in question, anyway?”


      “They were supposed to send someone to meet us here.” I looked around, but I didn’t see anyone who appeared to be an adventurer. I had expected someone who looked the part since they were supposed to be our guards.


      “Oh? Here I expected a bunch of rookies, but you guys look more competent than I expected.”


      A clear voice suddenly rang out. Looking over, I saw a woman leaning casually against the carriage we were supposed to ride, watching us with a relaxed, confident smile. She appeared to be just shy of forty. Though she was beautiful, her features gave the impression of someone who never let her guard down. Her well-tailored clothes suggested that she was of fairly high status.


      Just as I wondered who she was—


      “Huh? Mom?!” Amyu cried out in shock.


      While we were still taken aback, the woman smiled brightly and spread her arms wide toward Amyu.


      “Amyu!”


      After hesitating for a moment, Amyu ran toward the woman and jumped into her arms. “Mom! What are you doing here?!”


      “Ha ha ha! It’s been two years, huh, Amyu?” The woman hugged Amyu with all her strength, then finally let go and looked at her with affection. “Did you get a little taller? I can tell you’ve gotten stronger. I was pretty shocked when I heard you were taking a break from the academy, but it looks like it’s been a good experience for you.”


      “You think so? I mean, yeah, you’re probably right! I’ve seen so many different things!” Amyu said happily.


      Much to my surprise, the mysterious woman seemed to be Amyu’s mother. Her hair color and general atmosphere were quite different, but perhaps Amyu took after her father. But more importantly...


      “Umm, Amyu? What’s going on?”


      “Sorry, I should introduce myself.” The woman turned to face us. “I’m Kadia, vice director of the Adventurers Guild’s Kiono branch. The magic academy’s headmistress personally requested that I escort you to the elf and dwarf independent territory, so I’ve put together a handpicked group. They’re waiting by the palace gate.”


      “So the adventurer who was supposed to meet us...”


      “That’d be me.”


      Kadia, Amyu’s mother, had proudly introduced herself as part of the Adventurers Guild’s leadership. I hadn’t expected a guild staff member to be the one to meet us. Since requests went through the guild, it made sense that they would personally take on important ones, and this request had been made by the academy’s headmistress, someone who held a rather high position within the empire. Still, was it just a coincidence that Amyu’s mother was the one who had accepted it?


      “But why you, mom? Are the guards from our branch?” Amyu asked, apparently wondering the same thing.


      “They sure are. Our branch has always accepted the occasional escort request. Once I found out you were the one we’d be guarding, I had to come myself.”


      “I had no idea... So you’re coming with us to the independent territory?”


      “I wish I could. I’m heading back home after I drop by the guild headquarters here in the capital, but I called Tysisa and old man Gnaral to serve as your guards. They’re looking forward to seeing you again.”


      “Really?! Oh, then is dad here too?”


      “No, your dad...” Kadia smiled awkwardly. “He was supposed to come, but he hurt his back, so I didn’t let him. He would’ve crawled here if I didn’t stop him.”


      “Seriously? Is he getting old?”


      “Heh heh, maybe. But don’t tell him that. You’d make him cry.”


      I just sat back and watched the two of them talk. They seemed like a tight-knit family. Amyu had once said she came to the academy because she didn’t want to inconvenience her parents, but it didn’t appear that there was any bad blood between them. Looking back, she had gone home to visit them during the summer of our second year. It had been two years since then, so they had a lot of catching up to do.


      “What do you make of this? Did you know about it?” I whispered to Fiona.


      “No. However, I don’t think it’s any cause for concern,” she whispered back. “Madam Yuhedde isn’t the type to involve family in any schemes, nor does she have any reason to. She was likely just being considerate and letting Amyu see her family.”


      “I guess that’s the logical way to look at it.”


      Perhaps because I had been involved in so much politics recently, I found myself overthinking the implications of getting people close to me involved in my circumstances. But I was probably worrying about nothing in this case. Amyu’s hometown, Kiono, was north of here, along the road from the capital to the independent territory. They would know the land far better than a capital native. It made sense to take the request to the Kiono branch of the guild. And if Amyu’s parents were there, then it was even more convenient. That was likely all there was to it.


      I let out a brief sigh. Becoming more cautious wasn’t inherently a bad thing, but it still didn’t feel good to be so distrusting.


      “Drop by Kiono on your way back. Your dad wants to see you too.”


      “We will. See you in the spring!”


      Amyu was surprisingly cheerful. That must have been how she was around her family. I watched their relaxed conversation for a little while longer.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      After that, we parted ways with Kadia by the palace gate and departed the capital.


      Amyu was well acquainted with the adventurers who would act as our escorts, and she had excitedly chatted with them by the gate, but she had settled down by the time we got in the carriage.


      “That was a surprise,” Mabel said quietly as we traveled down the highway. “I didn’t expect Amyu to be so spoiled.”


      “What?! I’m not spoiled!” Amyu shot back, sounding a little embarrassed. Yet Mabel’s expression remained unchanged.


      “Yes, you are. Now that I think about it, your parents paid your tuition too.”


      “Grr...” Unable to refute the truth, Amyu fell silent in frustration.


      The magic academy’s tuition was expensive. For a commoner to afford it, they had to be fairly accomplished. With a guild manager and renowned adventurer as her parents, Amyu was more affluent than she seemed.


      “I guess I did get a little carried away,” Amyu sighed. “I know we’re about to leave the empire again.”


      “I’m sure you know better, but you didn’t mention anything about the Hero or Demon Lord, did you?” She seemed uncomfortable for some reason, so I felt the need to check just in case.


      “Obviously not!” she shouted angrily. But then she immediately looked at the ground. “I won’t get my parents or the guild involved in this.”


      I expected as much. Amyu knew how serious it was. As did I—I needed to carefully consider what might happen if the situation turned complicated and Blaise or Luft got involved.


      “All right, just making sure. Anyone would get excited seeing their family for the first time in a while.”


      “Yeah? What about you?” Amyu asked, a trace of hesitation in her voice. “Your real mom’s in the independent territory, right?”


      I closed my eyes for a moment. “It’s whatever.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “I don’t really think much of it,” I continued with a sigh. “We were separated after I was born. Meeting her now is basically like meeting a stranger. I don’t feel too strongly about it. Like I said at the start, I’m going to the independent territory because the headmistress asked me to, not to meet my mother.”


      “But...” Amyu seemed unable to accept that. “She might not feel the same way.”


      “That’s not my problem. Hopefully she doesn’t expect me to act like I’m her son.”


      “You can’t be serious.”


      “N-Now, now, Amyu.” Yifa intervened, sensing the tension between us. “This is something Seika has to navigate on his own, don’t you think?”


      “She’s right,” Mabel agreed. She looked out the window, her tone uninterested. “How Seika feels about his parents is his business.”


      Amyu didn’t say anything else. She probably didn’t know how to respond to Mabel, who had been sold into slavery at a young age. The mood in the carriage was uncharacteristically uncomfortable for our group.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      A few days after we departed, the highway came to an end and turned into a dirt road. As the road continued into a forest, our adventurer escorts informed us that we had entered the independent territory.


      Demons didn’t clear-cut forests like humans did. Their dwellings and cities were exceptions, of course, but the vast majority of demon territory was dense forest. I had expected the independent territory to be the same, but it ended up being a little different from what I’d imagined.


      “It’s not a forest?”


      The dark forest didn’t last long, and a vast grassy plain stretched out before us. Trees grew only sparsely, and short grass was blowing in the wind as far as the eye could see. Though much of it was brown and withered, as it was about to be winter, it was still far more similar to human lands than the forest.


      It had likely been a plain from the start rather than having been clear-cut. It didn’t appear suited to hunting or foraging. Farming might have been possible, but if the soil wasn’t fertile, that was also questionable. It looked like a difficult land for demons to live in.


      After we continued for a while, Mabel, who had been looking out the window, rubbed her eyes and spoke up. “It seems misty out there.”


      “Is it mist?” A hint of worry slipped into Yifa’s voice.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      A full day had passed since we’d entered the independent territory. After camping outdoors for one night, we finally reached the settlement that was our destination.


      “It feels like a normal village, just on the larger side,” Amyu mumbled, looking out the carriage window.


      The settlement, illuminated by the setting sun amid now even denser fog, resembled the sort of human village often found in the empire. I didn’t see any houses built into trees like I’d found in the dark elf city, or any buildings constructed with dwarven earth magic. There were rows of ordinary houses built of stone and wood, surrounded by a low stone wall. It was a large rural village, but not quite enough to be called a town. Behind it, a great mountain towered into the sky.


      “That mountain is supposed to be the source of the anomaly, huh?” I said to myself. The peak was barely visible, hidden by the fog.


      Just then, one of the adventurers escorting us brought her horse next to our carriage.


      “Wait here for a moment.” She was a smiling, friendly old woman. Dismounting her horse, she headed into the village on her own. She must have been here several times before, as she acted like she was familiar with the area.


      “Is she going to be okay by herself? This isn’t the empire, so if anything happens...” Yifa asked, worry in her voice.


      “She’ll be fine,” Amyu replied calmly. “She may not look it, but Hobona’s the scariest of them all.”


      A short while later, the old woman returned with a dwarf in tow. Typical of a dwarf, he had a robust build, yet he was only as tall as a child. The aged, bearded dwarf looked over the carriage and the adventurers.


      “Guests.”


      Feeling as though we were being addressed, we all climbed down from the carriage together.


      The dwarf glanced over us and spoke curtly. “I’ve heard your story. The guests are to head to the temple. You’ll be staying there. The rest of you human adventurers can use the stables.”


      “Huh? Hang on, everyone should have—”


      “It’s fine, Amyu.” The elderly woman reigned Amyu in with a smile. “The stables are more than enough for us. Adventurers would never be so spoiled as to demand a bed, now would they?”


      “B-But...”


      “We’re leaving tomorrow anyway,” she said, her tone brooking no argument. “Do what you need to do here. When it comes time to return, hire a local guide or find your way back on your own. Is that clear?”


      “Y-Yes.”


      “Good. I know you’ll be just fine, Amyu,” the old woman said, patting Amyu’s head. “I can hardly believe Clauden and Kadia’s daughter is so big now. Time certainly does fly. See you.”


      With that, the old woman and the other adventurers left us and guided their horses into the village. At some point, the dwarf had disappeared too.


      “Huh? Did everyone just ditch us?” There was nobody around, and we didn’t know where the temple was.


      “I-Is that the temple?”


      When I looked in the direction Yifa pointed, I saw a building standing a short distance outside the settlement, with a tall chimney protruding from the triangular roof. Though it was more compact, it somewhat resembled the temples I had seen in Lulum and Lizolera’s villages.


      “It looks like it could be, at least,” Mabel agreed.


      “It does remind me of the temple from Lulum’s village, but...” There was uncertainty in Amyu’s voice. “Do elf and dwarf temples also look like that?”


      “Good question,” I replied.


      Unfortunately, I hadn’t seen any religious facilities in the dark elf city, so I had nothing to reference. However, there didn’t seem to be any other buildings like it. The sun was already beginning to set. If we were wrong, we could ask whoever was there where the temple was, so we decided to head over to the templelike structure. Once we got close, I realized it was even bigger than I had thought.


      “Excuse me,” I said, raising my voice as I knocked on the heavy wooden door. It occurred to me that I didn’t know the etiquette for visiting elves or dwarves. Would suddenly knocking unannounced be considered rude? I barely had time to worry about it before a startled voice quickly answered from within.


      “Huh? Who’s there?! One second! No, actually, come on in! I’m a little busy right now!”


      Even with the voice being muffled through the door, I could tell it belonged to a woman. It seemed we hadn’t come at the best time. I felt a little guilty, but we’d be stuck sleeping outside if we couldn’t find the temple, and we couldn’t say we’d come back later.


      “Pardon us...”


      The door opened with a simple push, and we stepped inside. It was a little cramped, but the interior matched the main halls of the temples I’d seen in the divine demon villages. Then a flustered woman appeared from the back.


      “Yes, yes, what can I do for...you...”


      The woman froze, her voice trailing off the moment she saw us. Judging from appearances, she seemed to be around twenty. Her true age, however, was impossible to guess. Her hair was black and tied back into a ponytail, and her eyes were black as well. Black patterns ran across the visible parts of her skin. Standing there frozen, a shallow pan for stir-frying in her left hand and a small bottle of seasoning in her right, the young woman appeared to be a divine demon.


      “Umm, is this the temple?” I asked, not expecting to see a demon. “We’ve come from the empire to investigate the anomaly. We were told to head to the temple...”


      The divine demon woman still just stood there. Her previous energy was nowhere to be seen as she stared, wordless and wide-eyed. An odd silence filled the building.


      I tried to continue speaking despite my confusion, but I found my words getting caught on something. A single thought entered my mind.


      Is she...


      “It can’t be... Seika?” As I stood dumbfounded, the divine demon woman came running over, pan and bottle still in her hands. “Seika! Seika, is that you?!”
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      “Uh...”


      “You look just like Gil! You’ve grown so big!” The divine demon’s face lit up as she approached me. She looked ready to hug me if her hands hadn’t been full. “That’s right... It’s already been sixteen years, hasn’t it?” she said, her voice filled with emotion. “I heard you were coming from the district chief. The empire is so far, I was worried about you making it here safely, but look at how much you’ve grown. Of course you were fine. Though you’re still younger than Gil was, aren’t you? Actually, how old was he when we first met?”


      “Uh...” Yifa spoke up in my place, as I was still lost for words. “Are you Meloza?”


      “Oh, right! Sorry, I didn’t introduce myself.” Meloza laughed bashfully. “Are you all Seika’s friends?”


      “Umm...”


      “I know! You all must be hungry.” Meloza turned around before Yifa could answer. Hurrying further inside the temple, where I had to assume the kitchen was, she turned back to us. “Hold on just a little bit. I’m in the middle of cooking.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      A little while later, a meal for the four of us was laid out on the temple’s large dining table.


      “Sorry it’s not much,” said Meloza. “I didn’t expect you to get here so soon, so I wasn’t prepared at all. I’m normally all by myself. Tomorrow I’ll ask everyone from the district to share some food, so look forward to it! Oh, have a seat. I’ll cut up some fruit.”


      At her prompting, we took our seats at the table. The dishes before us were ordinary things like soup and bread that you would find in farming villages in the empire. But from the salted meat and cheese—things she probably didn’t eat normally—I could tell she was doing her best to host us despite her lack of preparation.


      “There! Eat up!” Meloza said cheerfully, placing the sliced fruit on a large plate.


      A bit taken aback by the situation, we nevertheless began eating as she urged us to. Everything tasted perfectly ordinary. The food in the divine demon village had been fascinating, as their ingredients and cooking methods differed greatly from the empire’s, but there was nothing unique about the food here.


      Meloza happily watched us eat with a large grin on her face. “Eat your fill. There are seconds too.”


      “A-All right...”


      “Umm, aren’t you going to eat?” Yifa asked, concern in her voice. Meloza hadn’t set any soup or bread in front of her own seat.


      “Me? I’m fine.” Meloza waved her off with a smile. “I snuck a bite here and there while I was making everything and filled myself up.”


      “I doubt we’ll be able to finish all this. You should have some too if you want.”


      “Really? All right then, just a little. Thanks.” Meloza brought a slice of fruit to her mouth, but didn’t eat anything else. Rather than her being full like she’d said, she probably hadn’t prepared enough for herself as a result of suddenly receiving four guests. However, she didn’t seem to mind and spoke with us cheerily. “You’re all young, so you need to eat up. I’m just glad Seika grew up so big and strong.”


      Hearing her say that so earnestly, I could only give an awkward, confused reply. “Yeah...”


      “I had trouble producing milk when you were born, so I was worried you wouldn’t grow properly because of me.”


      “I-Is that right...” Meloza sounded genuinely concerned, which made it difficult for me to respond. On top of that, I had yet to reincarnate into this body back when it was an infant.


      “I’m sure you grew so big because that noble family fed you well. And you’re still using the name I gave you. You were raised by human nobles, so I thought they might’ve changed your name to something more normal for a human. I guess I owe Gil’s brother a thank you.”


      “You gave Seika his name?” Yifa asked about something that had been faintly bothering her.


      Meloza nodded. “Yep! Gil and I came up with it together. Oh, Gil is my husband. We wanted Seika to be able to live in either demon territory or a human country, so we chose a name that wouldn’t be out of place in either. Though now that I think about it, I suppose it sounds a little odd to both sides.”


      “Huh. I did think it was a pretty novel name for a noble,” Amyu said, sounding convinced. “People of high status typically have traditional names.”


      “It doesn’t sound much like a divine demon name,” Mabel said, tilting her head.


      “It doesn’t, does it? But it used to be a common divine demon name a long time ago. I found it in a folktale not too many people know about,” Meloza happily explained. A moment later, she made a face like something had just occurred to her. “I’m surprised you know what a divine demon name sounds like. I wouldn’t expect humans to be very familiar with how our names work.”


      “We spent two months in a divine demon village, so I kind of got a feel for it.”


      “Huh? Really?!”


      “Oh, that’s right! Lulum’s been looking for you this whole time!” Amyu shouted, suddenly remembering.


      “Huh?!” Meloza looked shocked. “Wait... Wow, that takes me back. Lulum? Is she doing well? What do you mean she’s been looking for me?!”


      Amyu and the others gave Meloza a brief summary of what had happened from early spring to summer. Meloza listened to it all, looking astonished the entire time.


      “I made her worry too, huh? I was so desperate to escape back then that I didn’t have time to think about anything else... But now she’s back and living in Twilight Forest Village, right? Good.”


      “Yeah. Nozlow’s with her too,” said Amyu.


      “N-Nozlow... I don’t really remember him. Is he the little boy who was always following Lulum? They traveled together, didn’t they?”


      “He’s not little anymore.”


      “Oh, right. He had a sudden growth spurt and grew even taller than me. Is he around Seika’s height now?”


      “No, he’s way bigger. He’s like the size of a bear-type monster.”


      “Ah ha ha! No way! I can’t believe he got that big. But that’s nice. I wish I could see everyone again. Who else did you meet at Twilight Forest Village?”


      “Umm, there was the village chief Razulum...”


      “Razulum! Lulum’s dad, right? He became the village chief? He was such a nice guy, I always thought he’d make a great chief back when I was there. I’m glad to hear that.”


      Meloza seemed to hit it off with Amyu and the others and quickly opened up to them. Seeing her like that made her seem like a member of their generation, not my birth mother.


      “Still, Lulum had it really rough,” Amyu said wearily. “She spent fifteen years searching the empire, only for the person she was looking for to be here all along. At least you’re okay.”


      “You should write her another letter when you get back to the capital and tell her I’m fine.”


      “Good idea. It’s almost winter, so the letter I sent before might not have arrived yet.”


      “Maybe I should write one too. It sounds like I caused her a lot of trouble. But it probably won’t get there if I send it now, so I guess it’ll have to wait until spring.”


      “Lulum said she hadn’t given up on you, but she was gonna stay in the village for a while. She should definitely get it if you send one in the spring.”


      “That’s good. I’d feel bad if I made her head back to the empire,” Meloza said with an uncomfortable smile.


      It was hard to travel during winter, and letters often didn’t reach their destination. Waiting until spring was all they could do.


      “Oh, there are seconds, everyone! I’ll bring more fruit too!” Realizing that the table was starting to grow empty, Meloza stood up from her seat. She immediately continued speaking so as to not give anyone a chance to refuse. “You humans are still growing, right? Don’t be shy.” Picking up the emptied plates, Meroza turned a smile toward me. “Seika, how much more soup and bread do you want?”


      Feeling awkward, I averted my eyes slightly. “I’m all right.”


      “Hmm? Really?” Meloza asked quizzically, tilting her head. “Not a big eater, huh? Gil and I always ate a bunch.”


      “U-Umm...” Yifa shyly spoke up. “We’ve had plenty, so you should eat the rest, Meloza.”


      “Are you sure? You’re young, so you really shouldn’t be modest. I’ll just take the fruit, then.”


      I watched as Meloza disappeared back into the kitchen and couldn’t help but let out a small sigh.


      “She seems nice,” Amyu said, looking at me.


      Not looking back at her, I took a sip of water from my cup and gave a half-hearted reply. “Yeah.”


      “Oh, everyone!” Meloza returned with a plate of fruit. Setting the plate down on the table, she flashed us all a smirk. “I prepared the bath today! We can all take turns!”


      The girls immediately grew excited.


      “There’s a bath here? Awesome!”


      “Nice. It’s been a while.”


      Meloza giggled. “I guess everyone likes baths. They have a lot of them in human countries, but I figured you’d be happy since you probably couldn’t take a bath on the way here,” she said, sounding pleased with herself.


      Public baths were common in every imperial city, but it wasn’t easy to find time to use them while traveling. In addition, there was another problem this time of year.


      “We appreciate that, but are you sure?” Yifa asked, not wanting to trouble her. “What about the firewood?”


      It was nearly winter, which meant families had to worry about conserving fuel. Warming a bath would take a lot of firewood.


      “I’ve got a magic item for that,” Meloza said proudly. “It was left by the divine demon who ran this temple previously. It lets you heat the bath using magic stones. He must have been an amazing craftsman, because even low-quality stones can heat it two or three times. So there’s nothing to worry about.”


      It seemed that the temple had some surprisingly impressive facilities.


      “This place was originally built as a resting place for traveling divine demons,” Meloza continued. “It was managed by an old, esteemed divine demon. He died not long after I fled here, so I took over in his stead, but he left behind all sorts of things. There are goats, a chicken coop—ah! I forgot about the eggs! We can have them tomorrow. Traveling divine demons don’t come by very often, so I normally live pretty extravagantly on my own. You don’t need to hold back on my account,” she said with a grin. “The bath is pretty big, so it should be able to fit three of you at once. Are you all okay with getting in together?”


      Amyu and the other girls looked at each other and nodded. Then Meloza turned to me.


      “Then Seika will get in with me.”


      “Pft!” I spit out the water I was drinking and fell into a coughing fit. Meloza just looked at me curiously as if she didn’t understand what was wrong. “Uh, that’s all right...” I finally said awkwardly.


      “Oh!” Meloza said, seemingly realizing something. Then she gave a lonely smile. “I see. You’re not at that age anymore.”


      Please stop. Because she was a long-lived race, Meloza looked quite young, and in terms of personality, she seemed even more childish than Lulum. It was hard not to mistake her for a young girl. Even if she were my birth mother, being treated with such a lack of distance made me uncomfortable.


      “Then Seika can get in by himself after the girls. Oh, right! There was one more thing I wanted to ask.” Meloza had a suspicious smirk on her face. “Which of you is Seika’s girlfriend?”


      The room fell silent. The girls looked at each other, then all spoke up.


      “We’re not like that,” said Amyu.


      “We’re just party members,” Mabel agreed.


      “I... Umm... Yeah...” Yifa’s voice trailed off.


      “Huh? Really?” Meloza slumped her shoulders. “I was wondering which one it could be... Hmm, that’s odd. Gil was so popular. It always made me worry.” Meloza crossed her arms and gave a disappointed groan for some reason.


      I just wanted to escape the situation.


      “Oh well. You three can share a room, then. It’ll be a bit cramped tonight, but I’ll clear out some space for you tomorrow. Seika can have a small room to himself.”


      “Okay!” the girls answered cheerfully.


      “Take it easy until spring. Oh, also,” she suddenly added, “You came to resolve the anomaly, right? You don’t need to worry too much about that. It’s not something that can be resolved,” she said as though it were a fact.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “She’s rather young for a mother, isn’t she?”


      That night, after everyone had gone to sleep, I was lying in bed and talking to Yuki inside a slightly dusty room.


      “She doesn’t resemble you very much.”


      “Obviously,” I replied, turning over. “Because she’s not my mother.”


      “Not inside, sure, but she’s that body’s mother, isn’t she?”


      “They say that children take after the people who raise them, even if they aren’t related by blood. So the reverse should also be true. Even if we’re blood related, when the person on the inside is from another world, there’s not going to be any resemblance.”


      My disciples who went out on their own were often spoken of as “exactly what you’d expect from someone brought up under him.” What people meant by that aside, it was probably the same concept.


      “Unfortunately,” I went on, sounding a bit discouraged, “that conversation over dinner convinced me that I’m both her child and the Demon Lord.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “If it’s true that she gave the Demon Lord the name Seika and left him with Blaise, then that pretty much settles it.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      The name Seika wasn’t very common. Up until then, my being the Demon Lord was just a possibility, but as of that moment, it was reality. Granted, it was a reality I had long since prepared myself for.


      “Something occurred to me.” Yuki hopped off my head and onto the floor, where the moonlight streamed in through the window. “Master Seika, that body was around two or three when you reincarnated into it, correct? Then what happened to the body’s original inhabitant—that woman’s real child?”


      “What if I said he was erased?”


      Yuki sighed. “I wouldn’t be too surprised. Those things happen,” Yuki said as though she truly didn’t care one way or the other.


      She had likely asked out of simple curiosity. She wasn’t trying to make any sort of moral judgment. An ayakashi being able to communicate with humans didn’t mean it shared a human’s sense of ethics.


      “One interpretation is that no such person ever existed,” I said with a small sigh. It was a somewhat difficult concept to explain. “It’s said that when humans are infants, they don’t yet possess fully formed personalities. Like language and motor skills, personality is something that’s gradually acquired as the brain develops. Reincarnation occurs once the brain has grown to a certain point and the conditions for reproducing the soul are met. Conversely, you could say until the moment of my reincarnation, the body was in an indistinct state with no defined personality. They say the soul of a child of three is the same at a hundred, but perhaps that means the soul before then is so indeterminate that it disappears as they grow.”


      I wouldn’t go so far as to say that because his soul was immature, he wasn’t human, but at the very least, Seika’s personality likely hadn’t formed before I reincarnated into him.


      “So that indistinct person really was erased?” Yuki asked.


      “No, he wasn’t erased. To put it crudely, it’s more like he combined with me,” I explained. “I inherited part of this body’s memory. Memories deeply engraved into the body, like language and motor skills.” If that weren’t the case, I wouldn’t have understood Luft or Blaise, nor would I have been able to walk in a manner appropriate for a young child’s body. It would have seemed extremely suspicious.


      “But saying we combined isn’t fully accurate either. To make an analogy, let’s see... It’s as if the original Seika flew off to Japan while still too young to have a distinct personality, lived through the entirety of Haruyoshi’s life, then returned to this world. The current me is something like that. You could say I’m both Haruyoshi and Seika.”


      That was the best I could do to explain reincarnation. By some interpretations, the current me and the Haruyoshi from my previous world were completely different people. Personality was strongly shaped by the body in addition to the soul. With a new body and different memories, it was hard to claim I was the same human I once was. From my perspective, however, my consciousness had been continuous from my previous life in Japan. Even from Yuki’s perspective, I was still me.


      As such, I considered myself the same person. That interpretation was commonplace in our previous world.


      Yuki’s voice rose slightly, as if she had gotten the answer she wanted. “Then, umm... Well...” Yet nothing came after. She only groaned as though unable to put her thoughts into words. It was a difficult topic, so perhaps she was having trouble understanding.


      “At the end of the day, that’s just how I interpret it,” I said, letting myself relax a little. “You could also say I took over this body’s personality and killed it. Neither one is entirely accurate. It’s all up to interpretation.”


      “Is that so?”


      “And depending on how you look at it, it might be for the best that I took over.”


      “What do you mean by that?”


      “Remember what Lizolera said? One of either the Hero or the Demon Lord inevitably loses their mind. Amyu is normal, so that means there’s a high likelihood it was the Demon Lord who had gone crazy.”


      I suddenly recalled Luft mentioning that he had been afraid of Seika as a child. Blaise’s wife Berta had also frantically tried to stop us when Gly and I decided to duel. This body’s original owner might not have been entirely sane. Thinking about it, three years was pretty late for reincarnation. The soul must have just been that unstable. It was possible that had he been allowed to grow up, he would’ve become a threat to humanity.


      “I’m not saying the people of this world owe me or anything, but surely it’s better than letting a crazed Demon Lord run loose, right? There’s no telling if Luft and Blaise would’ve been safe if I hadn’t reincarnated.”


      “Maybe so, but...” Yuki gave a half-hearted reply.


      “What’s with you?” I asked with a frown. “Are you worried about something?”


      “No... It’s just...” Yuki hesitated. “I feel a little bad for that mother. Her child died without her ever knowing,” she said dejectedly, looking at the floor.


      An ayakashi being able to communicate with humans didn’t mean they shared a human’s sense of ethics. However, kuda-gitsune were unique among ayakashi in that they took mates and gave birth to reproduce. The parent vanished shortly after giving birth, leaving the child to be reared by humans. But until the kuda-gitsune could leave its offspring with a master it could trust, it protected its child inside a bamboo tube, maintaining its existence until its duty was complete. Even if a kuda-gitsune couldn’t understand a child’s feelings toward their parents, I suspected they could understand a parent’s feelings toward their child.


      “Umm, Master Seika...” Yuki said timidly, raising her head. “It might only be one interpretation, but if you are partially that woman’s child...then...”


      Before she could finish, I rolled over again. “I’m going to sleep. We have to go ask this village’s leader about the anomaly tomorrow,” I said flatly, turning my back to Yuki.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The next day, we went to meet the settlement’s leader.


      “Eidanff.”


      In a large building at the center of the village, an elderly dwarf man introduced himself succinctly. Despite his sturdy body, he was only the height of a child. Beneath his beard, he wore a sullen expression. He was the dwarf our escort had brought yesterday, and was presumably the district chief. However...


      “There you go again with that attitude. I’m sorry about him. Even after you graciously accepted Yuhedde’s request,” an elderly elf woman sitting next to the dwarf said apologetically.


      The woman was quite tall, but her blonde hair had little sheen, and her skin was covered in wrinkles. Though certainly not as old as Lizolera, she had no doubt lived a long life.


      “Are you her students?” the elf woman asked with a smile. “I’m Sezelte. I serve as district chief of Joint District Yaleioro.”


      The elf woman introduced herself, and I raised an eyebrow slightly. “If you’re the district chief, then who is Eidanff?”


      “I wouldn’t be sitting here if I weren’t district chief,” Eidanff said curtly.


      As I looked at them in confusion, Sezelte explained.


      “We have two district chiefs. Elves and dwarves have never gotten along particularly well. Settlements with large numbers of both races choose one leader from each and govern jointly.”


      “So that’s how it works.” I had heard rumors of elves and dwarves not being friendly with each other, but I had always found them doubtful, given that the two races had formed a country together. But it seemed they were, in fact, true.


      “It’s absurd to think we can do anything,” Eidanff practically spat. “That’s not something mortals can meddle with. Just as the legends said, it began to overflow with the birth of the Demon Lord and Hero. All we can do is accept it.” The elderly dwarf looked us over. “I don’t care if you’re her students—what is Yuhedde thinking, sending a bunch of kids? Does she suddenly pity the homeland she abandoned?”


      He was a rather rude fellow, but it did give me a general sense of how people living here viewed the anomaly.


      “I’m sorry,” the elf woman said. “I’m sure it’s hard to understand, but Eidanff is just opposed to pointlessly sending uninvolved young folks over to that mountain.”


      “That’s what I’ve been saying.”


      “Hush for a moment, please. If Yuhedde sent you all, I’m sure you must be quite strong. While it may be difficult to resolve the issue, you should be able to return safely. Can we ask you to give it a try?”


      I paused for a moment, then nodded. “Yes. That’s why we’re here.”


      Sezelte smiled at my answer. “How much do you all know about the anomaly?”


      “We have the general picture, but we wanted to hear the details from the people who lived here, if possible.”


      “Very well.” Sezelte nodded and looked at all of us. “What do you know about the independent territory?”


      I looked at Yifa and the others, and they took turns answering.


      “Umm, just that the elves and dwarves left the Demon Lord’s army during the last great war and founded a country here...” said Yifa.


      “Because both races got along with humans, right?” Amyu asked.


      “I heard they had to fight to win their independence,” Mabel added.


      Sezelte nodded as though she’d gotten the response she’d been looking for. “Yes, indeed. I imagine that’s what most humans and demons believe these days. That we refused to fight the humans we had friendly relations with, and that two races who didn’t get along joined hands to declare neutrality, prepared to oppose both the Demon Lord and the Hero. But the truth is a little different. When you first entered the independent territory, did you not wonder, ‘Why here?’”


      I recalled the impression I’d had when we’d first left the forest—that the vast grassland would be difficult for demons to inhabit.


      “Was it because no other races had settled here?” I asked, thinking back on what Lizolera had told me. “I heard that when demons settle new lands, they carefully choose uninhabited places. Is that what your ancestors did?”


      “Yes. The issue is why this land was uninhabited.”


      It wasn’t as if demons only lived in forests. They would surely want some amount of clear land for farming, raising livestock, and building cities. So why hadn’t any demons been living here?


      Sezelte gave us the answer. “This land has been feared for ages. Well before the last great war, and the great war before that. That’s why it was empty. Neither demons nor humans wanted to live near that mountain.”


      “We didn’t win our independence by fighting. We just fled to a place where nobody wanted to follow,” Eidanff suddenly interjected. “The demons were crazed back then, during the height of the last great war. The Elite Four who commanded the Demon Lord’s army were so powerful that no human could hope to match them, and the Demon Lord’s power far surpassed even them. On top of that, he possessed charisma that drew others to him. Those who had always lived for themselves joined the Demon Lord’s army and truly believed they could annihilate humanity.”


      “Compared to them, dwarves and elves were a little more clearheaded,” Eidanff continued. “We had enough contact with humans to know that they weren’t deranged monsters—they were beings with values similar to our own. We knew that they cared for each other and had the courage to unite and stand up to the Demon Lord. They outnumbered the demons, and more importantly, they had that abnormal champion known as the Hero. So we fled. Even if it meant joining hands with the long-ears. Even if it was an accursed land that awaited us. We fled before we could be swallowed by frenzy and meet our ruin. That’s what my grandfather told me.”


      The story the elderly dwarf told felt strikingly real. It seemed the independent territory held some truths that had never reached the empire or demon territory.


      “I heard the same thing from my mother,” Sezelte said with a smile. “I was born after the great war, so I don’t know how people felt at the time, but I suspect what Eidanff said is true. Otherwise, they never would have settled here, at the center of the anomaly.”


      The headmistress said that the anomaly that plagued this land was ancient, but I hadn’t expected it to be so deeply involved with the independent territory’s founding.


      “So this same anomaly was occurring during the last great war?”


      “Yes.” Sezelte nodded. “According to the legends, it’s triggered by the birth of the Demon Lord and the Hero. So I’m certain things were just as they are now, five hundred years ago.”


      “Do you have any idea what causes it?”


      The old elf woman shook her head. “No, we don’t know anything. We don’t know its source or why it happens. Countless people have looked into it, and none have ever learned a thing. Many of them don’t return when they climb the mountain. All we know is what happens.”


      “That mountain has many names, but the people who live here simply call it ‘the Mountain,’” Sezelte began explaining. “It sits at the center of the independent territory and is constantly shrouded in fog. No matter how hot the day, the fog never clears. It’s so dense that they say no one has ever seen the summit. Perhaps because of that, the monsters living there behave strangely. Of course, if that were all, it wouldn’t have any effect on the area where we live, but when the Demon Lord and Hero are born, the fog begins spreading to the nearby lands.”


      The gist of it was similar to what I’d heard from the headmistress, but Sezelte’s explanation was more detailed.


      “The fog doesn’t make it cold or prevent crops from growing. It’s not ordinary mist, so it must be magical in nature. Our livestock doesn’t start acting strangely like the monsters on the mountain either. However, from time to time, there are people who fall asleep when exposed to the fog.” Sorrow filled Sezelte’s expression. “A sleep unlike the sleep of night—a sleep from which they never wake.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Many of them are elderly.” Sezelte began describing the characteristics of those affected by the anomaly. “Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that it’s people whose magical power has faded. But few children have ever been taken by the sleep, so I don’t believe it’s simply based on their amount of magical power. Though rare, young, healthy people have also fallen asleep on occasion. I feel like many of the affected people lived on their own, but not all of them. It’s unclear what the conditions are.”


      “I see...” Placing my hand on my mouth, I thought to myself. If what she was saying was true, then it was certainly odd.


      “What happens to the people who fall asleep? Do they die...?” Amyu seemed to have difficulty asking the question.


      “With those who were frail to begin with, that can happen, yes. But most of them simply remain asleep without their bodies weakening. It’s as though the fog keeps them alive. Some have been asleep for over a decade,” Sezelte replied.


      “Th-That long?” Amyu asked in surprise.


      The story was growing stranger and stranger. Even in my previous world, I had never heard of any such sorcery. What was going on?


      “The anomaly is unusually mild this time around,” Eidanff said. “According to my grandfather, the fog was nothing like this five centuries ago—it made the entire area uninhabitable. It’s been sixteen years since this began, so the fact that so few people have been affected is nothing short of a miracle. But that miracle won’t last forever. The fog has grown denser recently, and more people are starting to fall asleep. If you’re going to leave, now’s the time.”


      “May I see one of the affected people?” I finally asked after pondering for a while.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      We walked through the misty village alongside Sezelte and arrived at a vaguely elven-looking house that was slightly larger than the others around it.


      “This is my home,” Sezelte said.


      We were taken to a neat room where a woman was lying on a bed up against the wall.


      “My daughter has been like this since around a month ago.”


      The elf woman appeared to be in her thirties. At a glance, she simply seemed to be asleep. Her complexion was fine, and her chest was faintly moving up and down, so I could tell she was breathing.


      “We move those who fall asleep to a building in the center of the village and care for them together,” Sezelte explained, lowering her voice. “But sometimes their families look after them instead. I wanted to keep watch over my daughter myself.”


      “At the very least, her magical power is stronger than yours,” I said, looking over the sleeping elf. I could tell just from looking at the flow of energy. I didn’t know how old she was, but she clearly wasn’t at the age where an elf started to grow frail.


      “I don’t imagine you can see elementals,” Sezelte said with a faint smile. “I suppose this is why Yuhedde has such faith in you.” The elderly elf looked down at her daughter. “She’s not particularly skilled at magic, but I have no doubt she’s more loved by the elementals than I am in my old age. Even in her sleep.”


      “Did your daughter live here with you before falling asleep?”


      “Yes. Her husband and son fell ill and passed away eighty years ago. She returned home after that. My husband was summoned back to the sacred tree long ago as well, so it’s just been the two of us.”


      “Is that so?”


      It’s odd. Why was Sezelte’s daughter affected but not her? She said those who fall asleep don’t have anything in common, but I know that such supernatural phenomena are always governed by some kind of underlying law. There must be some condition.


      But even without knowing what that condition was, there were still things I could do. I pulled four hitogata out of my pocket and floated them in the air. The fluttering pieces of paper straightened up and aligned themselves vertically as I poured cursed energy into them. Then, as if gliding on an unseen current, they drifted toward the four corners of the bed where the girl slept.


      “For now, I’ll try dispelling it.” I made a hand sign with one hand. With the four hitogata as its starting points, a barrier formed around the sleeping elf.


      Sezelte’s eyes went wide. “That’s the elemental spell Sanctuary... No, it must be a human barrier spell.”


      “It’s similar to elven magic.” I had seen Ren use the spell when we were out west. I’d also heard from Yifa that in Astilia, the royal family’s mage Lize had used it as well. Which was why I knew this method was unlikely to work. Eventually, I dropped the hand sign and sighed. “Nothing. That figures.”


      There was no sign of the woman waking up. It was the obvious outcome. If the anomaly began with the birth of the Hero and Demon Lord, then it had already been sixteen years. The people living here obviously would have tried dispelling magic already. It was possible that continuously maintaining the barrier might bring about some kind of change, but I couldn’t count on that.


      “It seems like she really is just asleep,” I said, looking down at the woman lying on the bed. Neither she nor her flow of energy had shown any sort of change before or after the barrier was raised. For someone supposedly under a magical influence, she looked far too natural. As things stood, I had no idea what the solution might be.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The sun was already beginning to set by the time we left Sezelte’s house. Amyu and the others discussed preparations for tomorrow as they looked at the mountain, while I surveyed the village. It was dark, likely due to the fog covering everything. But if the crops weren’t affected, then maybe the darkness was just an illusion.


      “This is a quiet village, huh, Sezelte?” I said, walking next to her. “It’s a little different from the impression the headmistress gave me.”


      “Just what did that girl have to say about this place, I wonder?” The elderly elf woman tilted her head curiously. The headmistress had once said she was over three hundred years old, but Sezelte, an elf who was even longer-lived than dwarves, must have known her since she was a child.


      “She said everyone here seemed like they were on edge,” I replied, giving a brief answer.


      “Back when she was here, we still were. But things have settled down in the past century or so,” Sezelte said softly. “Eidanff said we merely fled, but we also fought to maintain our independence. Neutrality doesn’t mean becoming everyone’s ally—it means becoming everyone’s enemy. After the Hero defeated the Demon Lord and the anomaly returned to normal, this land faced invasion several times. But not one of those attempts was ever successful. We take pride in that.” Contrary to her tone, Sezelte’s expression was stiff. She must have fought in the past.


      “The anomaly returned to normal after the Demon Lord was defeated?” I asked.


      “Yes. And according to legend, the fog faded when the Hero died, and the sleeping people awoke shortly after. That’s why we still hold out hope. When the anomaly began, we debated abandoning this village and moving elsewhere, but in the end, we didn’t choose that path. Moving isn’t easy, yes, but above all, this is the land we protected. The elf and dwarf rulers who govern the independent territory made the same choice. Even if we fled to an accursed land, it’s our home now.”


      Sezelte turned her gaze into the distance—toward the empire, the exact opposite direction of the mountain. “I don’t know how long the Demon Lord will live. Demon lifespans vary greatly depending on the race. But humans don’t even live for a century. Even if the Hero doesn’t meet her end battling the Demon Lord, she’ll only live for a handful of more decades. We can wait that long. A few decades isn’t an unbearable stretch of time for elves or dwarves.”


      “So don’t put yourselves in danger,” the old elf said with a feeble smile, “even if Yuhedde asked you to.” She seemed to be genuinely warning us. “If a human is captured by the fog, they may well die before they ever open their eyes again.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2


      Act 1


      The following day, we climbed up the mountain that was the source of the anomaly.


      “The fog really is dense here...”


      Despite the poor visibility, we steadily proceeded up the mountain path. Since the barrier hadn’t worked, the only way to resolve the anomaly was to cut it off at its source. There had to be something at the mountain’s summit, where the fog was the thickest. That said, I didn’t expect to be able to cleanly settle everything today.


      “Just so you know, we’re immediately turning back if anything happens,” I said to Amyu and the others walking in front of me. “Don’t try to force your way to the summit.”


      “I know,” Amyu shot back from the front of the line. “You probably think you’d be fine on your own, but we’re here with you, so we’re not just gonna sit on our butts at the temple! We’re sticking with you, whether it’s climbing this mountain or anywhere else.”


      “Even you shouldn’t try to climb the mountain alone, Seika,” Mabel said softly. “If you fall asleep, there won’t be anyone to carry you back to the village.”


      “That’s true...”


      “Maybe we’ll be helpful in some way,” Yifa said with a bashful smile. “We promise not to be reckless.”


      “If you say so.” I didn’t say anything else.


      I didn’t at all feel comfortable bringing the girls to the summit. I had given them a few hitogata as protective talismans, just in case, but I didn’t know if they would be able to hold up if the effects of the anomaly grew more severe. Since the barrier hadn’t worked, I didn’t think I could put too much faith in them.


      Still, that didn’t mean Amyu and the others would be a burden. Elementals might have been involved somehow, and since the anomaly manifested when the Hero and Demon Lord were born, something might be triggered by Amyu’s presence. Given how little we knew about the nature of the anomaly, I was bound to need their help.


      “Something’s coming!” Amyu suddenly shouted.


      I felt a source of energy rapidly approaching. A moment later, a large goblin tore through a thicket and leaped at us.


      “A goblin lord?” I couldn’t help but frown.


      It was larger than a hobgoblin and was equipped with a sharp blade, a round shield, and a full set of armor. I had never encountered one before, but it matched the descriptions I’d heard about goblin lords. Yet something was off.


      “What’s a goblin lord doing by itself?!” Amyu yelled, confused.


      Then the goblin lord charged. “Bugoh!” It brought its sword down with moves far more refined than an ordinary goblin’s, and Amyu caught the strike with her spellblade.


      Taking advantage of the opening, Mabel circled behind it. The goblin lord looked over its shoulder and met her blow with its shield, but it wasn’t enough. Her axe sank into the shield, splitting it in half. The goblin lord immediately backed off to avoid being cleaved through alongside its shield, and just as it did, it was struck by Yifa’s fire.


      “Buguh!”


      Wreathed in flames, the goblin lord tumbled out of the line of magical fire as if fleeing for its life. Amyu lunged forward, swinging her spellblade in a clean arc. The goblin’s scorched head flew through the air, landing on the mountain trail as the headless corpse hit the ground.


      “Phew.” Amyu sheathed her spellblade. Rather than joy or relief, the expression on her face was that of confusion. “When it’s all by itself, even a goblin lord isn’t a big deal.”


      Goblin lords were considered to be powerful, high-level monsters. They weren’t generally this easy to defeat—but that was only when they were leading a large horde. Without countless weaker goblins, goblin mages and archers attacking at range, and goblin priests healing, a goblin lord didn’t pose that much of a threat.


      “So goblin lords can work alone?” Yifa asked uneasily.


      “News to me,” said Mabel.


      “No,” Amyu replied, looking down at the corpse uncomfortably. “High-level goblins normally never appear alone.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      We continued through the mountains, encountering the occasional monster, but every single one was off in some way.


      There was a chimera that only attacked on the ground despite having wings. A man-eater that, instead of camouflaging itself in the trees and ambushing us like they normally did, attacked us head-on. Mimics and gargoyles that seemed to have deliberately ventured out into the open instead of remaining in caves or ruins. It appeared that this is what Sezelte had meant when she’d said the monsters on the mountain were behaving strangely.


      “This is giving me the creeps,” Yifa said apprehensively. “All the monsters are acting weird.”


      “It makes them pretty weak, though,” said Mabel.


      True enough, all the monsters we’d encountered had clearly been weaker than what we’d found in other dungeons. It was only natural, given the illogical way in which they were behaving. It didn’t feel like adaptation to their environment or some sort of learned behavior—it was more like their original nature had been warped by some outside force.


      “Is it because of the fog?” Yifa asked.


      “Probably,” I replied. There were signs that they were being affected by a strange flow of energy, but I still didn’t know anything yet.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      As we climbed up the mountain and the fog grew denser, strange things began happening beyond simple monster behavior.


      “That’s weird...” Amyu came to a stop in front of us. “We were headed to the summit, right? I feel like we’ve barely made any progress up the mountain. And the fog is making it hard to see,” she said, straining her eyes. “This path isn’t even going up.”


      “We should be headed in the right direction,” I said. I had long since stopped being able to observe the geomagnetic field, and the fog made it impossible to see anything from above, but by using the bodily senses granted by my qigong, I could tell we were headed in the correct direction. “Let’s keep going this way a little longer. If we feel like the fog is getting even thicker, we can turn around.”


      “We’re turning around already?” Amyu sounded surprised. “Nothing’s even happened yet.”


      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Besides, we were just supposed to be feeling things out today. We’ll need to prepare more before we head all the way to the summit.” To be precise, I couldn’t take them with me under these conditions. “It’s possible we may not be able to reach the summit by normal means,” I added, my expression darkening.


      “Huh? Really?” Despite the confusion on her face, Amyu started walking again. “So what are we gonna do? Fly up and drop down from above?”


      Just then—


      ■ ■ ■


      Beneath the moonlight, a colossal oni lay toppled across the Sagano earth. Its immense body, spanning over six hundred meters, was like a piece of the terrain itself. The surface of its form was flat and pale, as if carved from a single white boulder. It didn’t seem real, almost like it was a dream.


      It was the body of the kishin Sukuna, the most powerful ayakashi under my command. It would likely never rise again.


      I narrowed my eyes, gazing at Amyu, dressed in a suikan robe before me.


      “I can hardly believe it.” Despite the situation, awe was all I felt. “Not only did you defeat my high-ranking ryuu, but you even exorcised Sukuna. You’ve grown strong, —.”


      The name I said wasn’t Amyu’s. Tears welled up in —’s eyes. With the glow of countless hitogata behind her, she opened her mouth to speak.


      “—, master. It’s because of —.”


      I understood. She might have once been my disciple, but she now had her own position to worry about. If she were still as she had been when she left my care, I could have driven her away as one might a child, but it seemed that was no longer an option.


      In that case, perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad to accept her final words and bring my life in this world to an end. Because I had another chance.


      “Come, —,” I said with a smile. “This is your final lesson. I’ll take you on with everything I’ve got.”


      After a moment of silence, I formed a hand sign with both hands and began chanting a mantra—


      ■ ■ ■


      “...ika! Seika!”


      I blinked several times and saw Amyu’s panicked face before me.


      “Amyu?”


      “You’re awake? Jeez, don’t scare me like that.” Amyu sighed with relief and let go of my shoulders.


      I looked around. Nothing seemed to have changed—the faint view through the fog was familiar to me. I had lost consciousness, but I didn’t seem to have fallen over. The only thing new was that Yifa and Mabel were standing behind Amyu with worried expressions.


      “What happened?” I asked calmly.


      “I don’t know. You guys all suddenly stopped moving and zoned out. Yifa snapped out of it immediately, but Mabel took a little longer. You were the last one.”


      “Nothing happened to you?” I asked after a moment’s thought.


      “I felt like I heard voices for a second.”


      “Voices?”


      “My mom and dad, and everyone from the guild. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, so maybe it was just my imagination...”


      “How about you guys?” I turned to Yifa and Mabel.


      “I felt like I was dreaming...” Yifa answered hesitantly. “A dream from back when my mom was still alive.”


      “Me too,” Mabel said, facing the ground. “I saw a dream of my brother and everyone from the company. Back when everyone was still happy.”


      I took one of the talismans out of my pocket. It was a simple protective charm meant to defend against spells, but it was blackened and torn.


      “Destroyed, huh?”


      The talisman hadn’t been enough to fully block the anomaly’s influence. I checked the other talismans and found them still intact. It seemed that being awoken by Amyu before the next talisman could activate had spared them from the effects of the anomaly.


      After thinking for a while, I turned around. “Let’s head back,” I said to the three of them.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The anomaly took effect in other ways as well.


      When we returned to the temple, Meloza looked shocked, then relief washed over her face.


      “I was so worried! You didn’t come back for two whole days!”


      We had only been climbing the mountain for half a day at most, yet two days had passed in the village. It seemed that time passed more slowly on the mountain—I’d had a feeling that might be the case.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Wow, so that’s what’s going on up there,” Meloza said at the dinner table after hearing our story. “Come to think of it, I remember someone saying that there were people who came back after several days had passed. Oh, eat up, everyone. No need to be modest.”


      As Meloza had said the first night, the meal was a little more extravagant this time around. Amyu and Mabel were stuffing themselves as they were told, but Yifa seemed to be holding back somewhat. Meloza herself wasn’t eating much, so maybe that made Yifa hesitant.


      “Still... If that’s the case, then maybe you shouldn’t go back.” Meloza nodded to herself. “It’s dangerous. What if you fall asleep? You don’t need to worry about the anomaly. I’ll tell the district chiefs.”


      “We’re not gonna let this stop us!” Amyu looked incredulous. “You’ve taken good care of us, so if there’s something we can do, we’re gonna do it. I was fine anyway. If somebody spaces out, I’ll wake them up. We’re gonna go back tomorrow—”


      “No, you’re staying here,” I suddenly interjected.


      “Huh? Why?!”


      “It’s not something we can solve with numbers,” I said, pressing my point. “Having more people won’t help. I’ll go alone.”


      “Are you saying we’d slow you down?”


      “Potentially even worse than that. Something might happen to you before I even realize what’s going on.” It was half a warning meant to scare them off, but I couldn’t say it was entirely untrue. The anomaly was far more unfathomable than I’d expected.


      “Are you gonna be okay by yourself?” Contrary to my expectations, my words just made Amyu worry. “You were the one who took the longest to come back to your senses.”


      “Still,” I said, not looking her in the eye. “I have countermeasures. I may not be able to do anything about the passage of time, but I’ll be able to make it back in a few days.”


      “But...”


      “Besides, there’s something I need you all to do for me here.” Though I had planned to do it later, now seemed like a good time for a short explanation. I pulled out a bundle of talismans from the other plane and presented them to Amyu. “I want you to stick these in important places around the village. Check them once a day, and replace them if they’ve gone bad. It might just be temporary peace of mind, but it should still do something. Can you do that for me while I’m on the mountain?”


      Amyu stared at the bundle of talismans for a while, then finally took them from me with a sigh. “Fine. I’m the one who said that if there’s something we can do, we’ll do it.” Amyu agreed surprisingly easily. I felt like she would’ve been more stubborn in the past, but perhaps her experiences out west had changed her.


      “You don’t have to do this either, Seika,” Meloza said. She had a worried smile on her face, like she was trying to talk me down. “You don’t have any connection to the independent territory. There’s no reason for you to risk yourself. I don’t mind if you just take it easy here until spring—”


      “No.” I cut her off, looking away. “I already said I’d do it.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The next day, I began climbing the mountain once again.


      “Caaaw!”


      A griffin soared overhead through the fog. Upon seeing me, it immediately folded in its wings, its eagle forelegs, and its lion hindlegs and dove. It was descending so fast that it didn’t seem to be the least bit concerned with actually landing. Accounting for its speed and wait, it was far beyond the point where it would be capable of stopping.


      “Is it trying to reduce itself and me to a pulp together?” I mumbled with a frown. I had no desire to get dragged into an insane griffin’s suicide. I floated a single hitogata in front of me and made a hand sign.


      Summoning: Oogama. A huge, roughly six-meter-tall toad emerged from a spatial distortion. The oogama’s horizontal pupils fixed on the oncoming griffin, then it threw its giant maw open and lashed out with its long tongue.


      “Ca—!”


      Ensnared by a pink tongue the thickness of a human torso, the griffin couldn’t even get out a proper cry before it was yanked back and swallowed whole. The giant toad snapped its mouth shut, squeezed its eyes tight, and gulped down the half-eagle, half-lion monster. The peculiar habit of frogs wherein they forced prey down their throats using the backs of their eyeballs remained unchanged even when they transformed into ayakashi.


      “Watching the monsters here makes me uneasy.”


      I returned the oogama to the other plane, then resumed walking. I was attacked by monsters on occasion, but although they were unsettling, they posed little threat to me. I made swift progress as I defeated them. I had already long since passed the spot where we had turned around last time.


      “Umm, Master Seika,” Yuki said hesitantly, poking her head out. “I feel like we’ve been descending for a while now. Aren’t we supposed to be going to the summit? Did you make a wrong turn?”


      “No, this should be the right way,” I answered without stopping. “I suspect it only feels like we’re going down because of the anomaly. It feels like time is slowing too.”


      “Are those two things related somehow?”


      “I’m not too well-versed in it myself, but apparently time, space, and gravity are closely intertwined.” My memory was vague, so I could only explain it in broad terms. “Time and space are said to be able to change shape like mochi, and distortions in them give rise to gravity. Simply put, objects are drawn toward places where time flows more slowly.”


      “Umm... What does that mean?”


      “It seeming like we’re descending is just an illusion. It feels that way because time is slowing as we near the summit and we’re being drawn in, but we’re actually going up.”


      It was something I had read in a document left behind in an underground ruin on a small island in the Mediterranean. Nobody knew who wrote it, but since nearly all of the parts that could be verified had proven accurate, it was probably true.


      “Uh-huh...” Yuki seemed to give up on understanding. “So if we keep going this way, we’ll reach the center?”


      “I suspect so. It’s all downhill from here.”


      “Then it should be easy going.”


      “For a while, anyway.” It would likely grow more difficult than ascending before too long.


      “You know, what happened last time really worried me too.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “When we came here yesterday and you were affected by the fog.” Yuki sounded like she wanted to gripe. “I’ve never seen you like that before, even in our old world. I didn’t expect it to be so serious. I was really shaken.”


      “Yeah... It came as a bit of a surprise to me too.”


      “We’re lucky it didn’t end up being a big problem. It’s not going to happen again, right?”


      “No, it will.”


      “Excuse me?”


      Yuki sounded shocked, but I responded as unconcerned as ever. “I was thinking I’d deliberately let myself be affected by the anomaly. My naturally high reserves of cursed energy make it difficult for curses to affect me, but fortunately, this fog seems capable of breaking through my resistance without me doing anything special.”


      “On purpose? Why?”


      “I saw a dream last time. Of my final battle with that girl in our previous world.” Yuki was speechless, and I continued on, looking straight ahead. “It was like it had been pulled from my memories. I get the feeling it’s somehow connected to the root of this anomaly.”


      I had no proof, but my instinct with this sort of thing tended to be accurate.


      “So I want to use myself to test it. I left Amyu and the others behind to avoid dragging them into this. I’ll be fine, but I don’t know how serious the effects would be on them as we get closer to the summit.”


      Yuki groaned in what sounded like half exasperation and half confusion. “If by some chance, you don’t wake up...what am I supposed to do?”


      “Go back down the mountain and be someone’s pet.”


      “Please don’t make jokes.” Yuki spoke in a tone that suggested she wasn’t sure how to react. “Besides, you shouldn’t have to use such a roundabout method in the first place.”


      At that moment—


      ■ ■ ■


      There was a beautiful lake, surrounded by a dense grove of trees. At its center, a blue ryuu floated in the air, casting its shadow down onto the clear water.


      “A mizuchi, huh?” I mumbled in the dream.


      The mizuchi’s body coiled through the air, its red eyes locked on me. I had been told beforehand that a water ryuu guarded the sacred lake nestled in these mountains, and that just the other day, that water ryuu had destroyed a nearby settlement.


      “It’s rare to find a mizuchi with this much power. I believe I’ve only ever seen one other, in China.” I pulled my hitogata out of the other plane, staring right back at the mizuchi. “Sorry, but ayakashi who harm humans must be exorcised.”


      The surface of the water splashed around the mizuchi, and the water ryuu’s body twisted high into the sky. The splashes followed, growing larger and eventually merging into a swirling current. A gust of wind lifted leaves and pebbles into the air, shaking the trees. Soon, the growing storm engulfed everything around it, forming a singular, unnatural phenomenon. It was a tornado.


      “Pretty impressive for just a water ryuu.” I was unmoved in the face of the force capable of destroying an entire village.


      Droplets that passed through my barrier pounded against my robe. While the barrier could nullify spells, it was difficult to fully erase the power a spell imparted to an ordinary object. Even I wouldn’t escape unscathed were I caught in the tornado.


      The mizuchi looked down at me from high above. I didn’t feel even the slightest bit of fear from its imposing presence.


      “Despite recognizing the difference in our power, you would still defend this place?” I mumbled with a sigh. I pulled a hitogata out of my pocket and held it between my fingers. A slight smile appeared on my lips. “I want you.”


      With a flick of my fingers, the hitogata shot forward. It cut through wind and water alike, reaching the center of the tornado in the blink of an eye. Then I made a hand sign.


      Phase of fire and metal: Roaring Jovian Burst. The next moment, a tremendous blast blew the tornado apart from within. The branches and stones that had been caught in the vortex were scattered in all directions, and the suspended droplets of water fell back down as rain.


      There was a special metal, said to exist only in Jupiter’s core, that contained an immense amount of energy. If I couldn’t defend against the tornado with a barrier, I simply needed to blow it away using physical force beyond even a ryuu’s supernatural power.


      Suddenly, a surge in the flow of energy rushed toward me. The mizuchi closed in on me, its jaws open wide.


      Cursed energy rippled through the air, only to be stopped by the barrier. However, it showed no sign of relenting. It charged again and again, attempting to bite right through me and my barrier, even as its beautiful aqua scales peeled away, and its fins tore.


      “I’m sure you also have things that you can never concede. I can understand that feeling.” I pulled five hitogata out of my pocket. “But I’m a human. I can only ever side with humanity. My apologies, ryuu. I shall grant you a new mission.”


      I sent the hitogata flying, and they formed a pentagram around the mizuchi, completely halting its ability to move. As it bared its fangs, I released one more hitogata and recited a mantra. A spatial distortion opened up, swallowing the ryuu’s massive body.


      “From now on, you will serve me and wield your power for my sake,” I told the still resisting mizuchi.


      The ryuu soon disappeared, and stillness returned to the lake. Clutching the gateway hitogata, I took one final look at the lake and turned around.


      The scene changed. I was walking along a river, climbing back down the mountain that was home to the sacred lake. A sight along the riverbank suddenly caught my eye, and I stopped without thinking.


      Along the edge of the river, where the current slowed, countless small fish had been washed ashore and lay dried up and dead. It seemed a fair amount of time had already passed, as most of them were rotting, swarming with flies, and giving off a foul stench. Looking around, I saw a similar picture stretching downstream. Turning away, I hurried on.


      The scene changed once more. A child was crying before me in a village.


      “Thank you, Mr. Priest...”


      It was a survivor from the ruined settlement.


      “Thank you for avenging mom and dad...”


      “No need to thank me,” I said with an ambiguous smile.


      There was no reason for me to tell the child that the people of the village had incurred the ryuu’s wrath by polluting the waters of the sacred lake, using forbidden poisons to fish. I was a human. I had to side with humanity. But was it truly the right thing to do?


      “Master.” A child’s voice called out to me. One of my disciples had come to get me and was pulling on my sleeve. “Let’s go home. Everyone’s waiting for you.”


      “Right,” I replied with a smile. The child was sensitive to others’ feelings. It was precisely because I had such disciples that I—


      ■ ■ ■


      “Master Seika! Master Seika!”


      Yuki’s voice echoed in my ears. I looked around at the fog-shrouded mountain scenery as reality returned to me.


      “How long was I unconscious?”


      “You’re finally awake?!” Yuki sounded relieved. “This is bad for my heart...”


      “You don’t have a heart.”


      “It’s a figure of speech, obviously,” Yuki said, sighing. “As for how long you were out, maybe about as much time as it takes to recite a poem.”


      “So not long.”


      It wasn’t consistent with the time that had passed in my dream. That was probably a good thing, as I wouldn’t want to get stuck out here for days seeing a long dream. Granted, I had countermeasures in place to prevent such a situation.


      “What kind of dream did you see this time?”


      “The time when I exorcised Mizuchi,” I answered honestly. “It must have been decades before my reincarnation. You were already around back then, weren’t you? Though you didn’t appear in the dream.”


      “Yes. I stayed back at the manor. At the time, I thought you were crazy to go challenge a ryuu.”


      “Right, I remember now.” I gave a small laugh. It was a deeply nostalgic memory, but it was still insufficient. Pulling a hitogata I had made the previous night out of my pocket, I found it blackened and torn. “The place at which the anomaly begins to take effect and the time at which I awaken are both too soon. Guess I need to do a little more fine-tuning. All right, let’s head back, Yuki,” I said, putting the hitogata away.


      “Huh? I thought we were heading all the way to the summit.”


      “I want to prepare more carefully before that. We still have time,” I said, swapping places with a hitogata I had left at the temple.




      Roaring Jovian Burst


      A spell that combines and ignites metallic hydrogen and metallic oxygen, creating a massive explosion. Though hydrogen and oxygen are not found as metals, when solidified under immense pressure, they exhibit metallic properties. Although it functions under the same principles as oxyhydrogen gas combustion, due to the extreme instability and high density, the energy released is significantly greater. Only water is created by the explosion, so unlike explosions caused by sodium metal or black powder, there is no pollution of the surrounding area.

    

  

  
    
      Act 2


      Apparently, four days had passed back in the village. Everyone was quite surprised when I suddenly popped back up inside the temple.


      Amyu and the others had properly affixed the talismans, but unfortunately, there hadn’t been any change within the village. The fog remained, and none of the sleeping people had awoken.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “So then, I...”


      “Wow, that really happened?”


      The dinner table that evening felt far more relaxed than it had four days prior. They were helping prepare the meal with practiced ease, so it seemed that over the past four days, Amyu and the others had grown quite close to Meloza.


      “So...” Amyu turned the conversation toward me. “What about you? Make any progress on the mountain?”


      “No.” I quietly shook my head. “Not yet. I think I’ll need to go a few more times.”


      “Hmm... Then you should get on it. We’re going back to the empire in the spring.”


      “I know.”


      Time distortions in other worlds could mean that if you were unlucky, a single instant could equal several years. However, since I had gravity as a clue in this case, I could make a rough estimate as to how long I was there.


      “Everyone told me about how you’ve been solving problems and helping people in trouble, Seika,” Meloza said, gazing at me with a warm smile. “That’s amazing. You really are Gil’s son.”


      “No, it’s not really anything special...” I answered half-heartedly.


      “You became friends with all the rulers in demon territory, right?” Meloza continued cheerfully. “Oh, you’re the Demon Lord. I almost forgot. I always pictured the Demon Lord as big and scary, but here you are talking with us normally.”


      As I sat there, unsure how to respond, Meloza’s tone suddenly made a complete reversal.


      “But don’t push yourself, okay? You don’t need to represent the demons. You don’t have to form the Demon Lord’s army or go to war with humanity. You’re already living happily in the country where Gil was born.”


      “Y-Yeah...” I replied awkwardly. “That’s always been the plan.”


      “Really? Good,” Meloza said with a smile. “How has life been over there?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Gil’s brother and his wife... Your parents over there. What kind of people are they? Have they been good to you? Are you still sending letters back home to them?”


      “Well...” I hesitated for a moment, then gave a vague answer. “Mom and dad are...normal. I haven’t written to them much lately, but our relationship isn’t bad. Same for my brothers.”


      “Oh, you have brothers? I see, so Gil’s brother had children too. I actually talked to Gil about giving you siblings, but it didn’t end up working out... But I guess it ended up still happening in a way.” Meloza gave a lonely smile. “Tell me more. How was the magic academy? Were there a bunch of mean nobles there, like Gil said? Though I’m sure you didn’t have any trouble showing them up.”


      “Yeah... I got pretty good grades.”


      “You were selected as the student representative, right? Gil said he was no good at studying, so I guess you must take after me.” Meloza giggled like it was funny. I was completely at a loss as to how I was supposed to react. “Oh, right! I wanted to ask you something. Do you have any favorite foods?” Meloza’s voice was suddenly full of energy. “There’s a merchant here now with a lot of ingredients. If there’s something you want, I can make it for you!”


      “No, nothing in particular,” I said, looking away. I felt I’d had a favorite food in my past life, but nothing really stood out to me since coming to this world.


      “Really?” Meloza looked a little confused, then gave a resigned smile. “You’re pretty reserved, huh? Maybe that’s just how boys are.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Knock it off already.”


      That night, Amyu and the others barged into my room.


      “It’s so uncomfortable!” Amyu shouted, her hands on her hips. “Put yourself in our shoes, having to listen to that! Can’t you try to engage with her a little more?”


      “Cut me some slack...” I said bitterly, postponing adjusting the spell on my hitogata. “It’s uncomfortable for me too.”


      “That’s why I’m telling you to be more friendly! She’s your mom, isn’t she?”


      I didn’t say anything. I had no idea where to even begin such an endeavor.


      “Seika.” Mabel suddenly spoke up. “I don’t remember my parents anymore. As far as I’m concerned, I didn’t have any family besides my brother. If you feel the same way, then that’s fine. Treat it like you never had any birth parents. Just bear with it if things get awkward and don’t care about what Amyu says. But if that’s not the case,” Mabel said, her expression unchanging, “then you should face her head-on.”


      At a loss, I remained silent. It wasn’t that I was trying to act like I didn’t have birth parents. I just didn’t know what facing her head-on even meant.


      “You got that?! Make an effort tomorrow, even if it just means you smile a little more or something!” Amyu shouted, cutting right through the awkward mood.
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      Amyu then stomped out of the room, Mabel following silently behind her. Only Yifa remained. She’d looked like she had something she wanted to say the whole time, but in the end, she just turned to leave too.


      “Seika.” However, just before she exited the room, she turned around and called my name. I braced myself for whatever she had to say. “Good night. See you tomorrow,” she said with a slight smile. That was all.


      “Yeah. Good night,” I replied.


      Yifa gave me a somewhat relieved look, then left the room. I stared at the closed door for a while before finally taking the hitogata back out and resuming my work, adjusting the spell. Unfortunately, I found myself utterly unable to concentrate.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      My third trek up the mountain was significantly easier. That was because I simply swapped places with a hitogata, picking back up from the exact location I had stopped at the last time.


      The path I believed led to the summit was now completely downhill. Monsters had stopped appearing a long time ago as well, and the fog was only growing denser.


      “Are you planning on purposely getting stuck in the anomaly again?” Yuki asked, her voice glum.


      “Yeah. It might take a little longer for me to wake up this time.” Those were the adjustments I had made to the spell. There was no point in waking up while still in a shallow dream. “I’m hoping to be able to grasp some kind of clue this time.”


      Yuki seemed like she had something to say, yet held her tongue.


      “What? Is something wrong?” I asked with a frown.


      “No,” Yuki mumbled. “I just don’t understand why you need to go so far...”


      At that moment—


      ■ ■ ■


      A bake-gitsune was sealed within a pentagram before my eyes. Its six tails were proof it had undergone five reincarnations. I could feel that it possessed far more cursed energy than an ordinary ayakashi. Nonetheless, it was no match for me.


      Looking away from the bake-gitsune, I turned around and addressed the girl who had collapsed on the ground, her legs giving out beneath her.


      “Are you all right?”


      She appeared to be just over thirteen or fourteen. Her attire was unusual for the area, and several brown kuda-gitsune were scampering around her. Though the girl seemed dazed at first, she soon shot me a sharp glare.


      “I-I didn’t ask for your help!”


      I couldn’t help but feel nostalgic. It had been so long since I’d heard her voice. Her name was —. She had been born into a family of fox users, and would go on to become the family’s head, but this was well before then.


      I received Yuki from her a few years after, and we maintained contact until her final years decades later. It was probably the longest-lasting friendship I’d had in that world.


      Not yet. It’s still too shallow.


      ■ ■ ■


      The scene changed. A familiar estate stood before me.


      “It’s finally finished, huh?” I mumbled in satisfaction, looking up at the newly constructed manor.


      After returning to Japan, I used the money I’d saved up during my travels to build a manor. It was where I had lived with my disciples in my past life.


      “It took a while, but the craftsmen definitely knew what they were doing.”


      “Awesome, master! It’s a mansion!” The young boy next to me stared in wonder. His hair was light brown, and his eyes were blue. He was the first disciple I had picked up on my journey. “It’s the first time I’ve ever had a house to live in, and it’s a huge one!”


      “That just means cleaning will be a pain. I might’ve made it a little too big,” I said with a strained smile. “The distance from the capital is inconvenient as well. But I just couldn’t bring myself to return there...”


      “That’s no problem!” the boy said cheerfully. He looked around at the manor’s surroundings. “I like it here a lot more than the crowded city.”


      “I see. Well, as long as it’s to your liking. This area is actually where many nobles have their vacation homes. It’s my first time living here, but I’m sure it’s a nice place.”


      “Really? We’re living it up, huh?”


      After that, many unexpected incidents occurred, like discovering that the draining was poor, or running into a member of the Imperial family who had come falconing. Even so, I never regretted making my home in Sagano.


      Still not there. I won’t be able to learn anything from this.


      ■ ■ ■


      The scene changed once more. This time, it was a dim underground ruin. The dry air of a foreign land brushed over my skin.


      “It can’t be done,” I muttered in despair.


      It was an island floating in the Mediterranean Sea. The underground ruins I discovered there turned out to be a research facility from an ancient, sorcerous civilization. Documents from long ago lay on a desk illuminated by the light of talismans, written on a mysterious kind of paper that had barely deteriorated despite the many years.


      The characters lining the pages were unlike those found in any known culture. Yet, after an exhausting process of decipherment, I was now able to read all of their contents. The one who had left them behind had unraveled all the truths of the world, and all that wisdom was now in my hands.


      “I suppose bringing the dead back to life truly is impossible,” I muttered, staring blankly at the documents. So long as it aligned with the laws of sorcery, one could do all sorts of unbelievable things. But even with sorcery, the impossible was just that—impossible. No matter what one did, the dead could never be returned to life.


      “In the end, the only way is to make it so the death itself never occurred. The chains of information floating in a higher dimension, in which all the world’s information is recorded... If they could be rewritten, then a pseudo-resurrection of the dead should be possible. But...” My expression warped in distraught. “With my cursed energy, I’d hit my limit after rewinding a day at most.”


      The more time that had passed since the event one wanted to overturn, the more records would need to be rewritten, increasing the difficulty at an exponential rate. It had already been more than twenty years since my wife had passed away. Even the combined cursed energy of all the world’s humans, ayakashi, and gods likely wouldn’t be enough to revert that much time and reverse her death.


      “What has this all been for?”


      In the first few years of my journey, I obtained eternal youth. I sought instruction from countless sages and alchemists, learning the laws that governed the world. And now, I had even grasped the truth itself. There was no one left who could surpass my power. I was the strongest. Yet it meant nothing.


      “Let’s go home.”


      Leaving behind the countless documents of incalculable value, I departed the underground ruins. I would never return there again. Having lost my goal, I was left completely aimless. Had I not taken in my first disciple, I likely would have lost even my reason for living.


      It’s not enough. I need to go deeper.


      ■ ■ ■


      “Goodbye, Haruyoshi. Take care.”


      I parted ways with a blue-eyed witch who possessed the evil eye in Greece.


      ■ ■ ■


      “Gwah ha ha! You’re the first to ever best me in a contest of strength!”


      I encountered a mountainlike giant of a man in the Slavic lands.


      ■ ■ ■


      “This is no place for brooding. The only proper places for thinking are on horseback, in your bed, or on the toilet.”


      I shared a drink with a government official in China.


      ■ ■ ■


      “It’s fun, isn’t it, Haruyoshi?”


      I came to with a start. With each new reverie, my dream was rapidly growing more vivid.


      It was an ordinary New Year’s Day. A thin layer of snow covered the garden. In the cold, crisp air, — was sitting on the edge of the manor hall, turning to look at me with a smile.


      “What is?” I asked in the dream, my voice tinged with confusion.


      “Winter,” — said as though it were obvious, turning to face the garden again.


      Her answers were always puzzling. I walked up to her. “It’s cold today. You’ll get sick again if you stay there.”


      “I’ll be fine,” she said once again, as if there could be no doubts. “Because you’ll keep me warm.”


      I pulled a talisman out of the sleeve of my robe, chanted a short mantra, then floated it in the air. Before long, it ignited into a blue flame, and the air warmed ever so slightly.


      “Like that?”


      “No.” — pouted, turning away from me and swaying her feet.


      I sat down next to her and silently gazed out at the same scenery.
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      Looking again at the winter garden, I realized it wasn’t so bad after all. The blanket of snow was beautiful, and combined with the clear air, it gave the garden a serene atmosphere. A lone cinereous tit sat perched on a branch, preening its feathers. It was once a season that had only been cold and bothersome, but perhaps this was what she meant when she said winter was fun.


      “Hey, Haruyoshi,” — called my name. “Did you capture another new ayakashi?”


      “I did, but...” My expression clouded over slightly.


      “Show me.”


      Hearing how excited she was, I sighed and took out a hitogata. Floating it in the air, I chanted a short mantra and opened a gate, creating a spatial distortion. From it emerged a bizarre ayakashi, something like a slender monkey, yet also vaguely human.


      “Wah!” — cried out.


      The ayakashi had only one leg. Its entire body was covered in grimy skin thick with coarse hair, and a perfectly round, single eye peeked from between its unkempt locks. The eerie creature said nothing as it began hopping around the garden on its lone leg, bounding from place to place. Bare footprints were stamped into the freshly fallen snow.


      “What’s this one called?” — asked me, intently watching the spectacle unfold.


      “It’s an ippon-datara,” I explained. “When I was coming back from the other day’s ayakashi extermination, I found it hopping in a rice field and captured it.”


      “Wow.”


      I watched her as she gazed at the ayakashi. There was a cheerful smile on her face.


      “It’s cute.”


      “You really think so?” I couldn’t stop my face from twisting with confusion. “I know I’m the one who wanted it, but even for an ayakashi, these guys are particularly creepy. Though they’re harmless and just hop through harvested rice fields, a child would cry if they saw one.”


      “Really? But it’s cute.” — spoke as if there was no doubt in her mind. “All ayakashi are cute.”


      I couldn’t help but smile at that. She truly was a mysterious woman.


      “Is this one strong?”


      “Hmm? No, not at all. It would run away if any humans got close.”


      “Then why did you capture it?”


      “Because I thought you might like it,” I answered honestly.


      “Hmm?” — grinned at me. “You must be really fond of me, huh?”


      “Is that a problem?”


      Seemingly caught off guard by my immediate response, —’s expression turned bashful. “No.”


      “My next job is looking like it’s going to take me pretty far away. If I find any other rare ayakashi, I’ll catch them for you.”


      — rested her head on my shoulder. “I’m looking forward to it.”


      I knew what happened after that. While I was out exterminating an ayakashi for the Bureau of Exorcists, — died from an epidemic. By the time I returned three days later, even her cremation had already been completed. Even as I was hailed as unrivaled in the capital, I couldn’t save my one and only wife.


      Suddenly, I was seized by a sensation like I was being dragged back. The spell on the talisman was activating to free me from the effects of the fog. I hastily formed hand signs and began chanting a mantra. I was going to cancel the dispelling talisman.


      No. Why do I have to wake up?


      Then, a sharp pain shot through the edge of my ear.


      ■ ■ ■


      “Ugh...” I opened my eyes. The ground was right beside my face. I must have had a cut in my mouth, as I tasted blood on my tongue.


      “Are you awake, Master Seika?”


      I heard Yuki’s stern voice in my ear. I slowly got up. It seemed that I had collapsed on the ground. I had fallen asleep standing up the other times, but I must have fallen captive to the anomaly for a considerable length of time this time around.


      “I’m sorry,” said Yuki.


      I touched my ear in surprise. Looking at my finger, I found it covered in blood.


      “I thought something might be wrong,” Yuki continued, her voice stiff.


      “It’s fine. You saved me.”


      The pain I’d felt in my dream must have been from Yuki biting me. I had prepared multiple talismans to ward off the effects of the anomaly, just in case. Yet if I had continued canceling the spells within my dream, would I have been trapped there forever? I activated a substitution spell, healing my mouth and ear.


      “I fell for it,” I muttered softly. I’d been prepared for this possibility from the moment I’d seen the first dream. But even with that in mind, I hadn’t expected it to come so close to ensnaring me. “I know the condition for the people who remain asleep.”


      “Huh?!” Yuki cried out in surprise.


      Even temporarily dispelling it would be pointless. They were willingly choosing to remain trapped in their dreams.


      “It’s people who have a past they want to return to.”

    

  

  
    
      Act 3


      Nine days had passed back in the village.


      “Sorry, I could only prepare something simple,” Meloza said, carrying a plate under the dim light.


      It was late at night when I returned to the temple, and the others were already long asleep. Meloza was the only one who had stayed up waiting for me to return.


      “I was thinking it was about time for you to come back. Here you go. Eat up.”


      On the table was bread, salted meat, cheese, and the like. It was more than enough to be called a good meal.


      “It’s late. I could’ve just eaten tomorrow.” I felt bad making her work.


      “No, no. It’s been nine days since you ate, hasn’t it?”


      “It was only like half a day for me...”


      “That’s still a while. You’re young, so you need to eat.”


      “All right.” I did as I was told and grabbed the bread.


      Meloza sat in front of me as I slowly ate, just staring at me. It made eating extremely difficult. I found myself wishing that Amyu and the others were there. At least then the silence wouldn’t last so long.


      “I never thought this day would come.”


      “Huh?” I mumbled in confusion at the words that slipped from Meloza’s lips.


      “Would you like to hear about Gil? Your father?” she asked, a faint smile on her face.


      I grew even more perplexed. I didn’t particularly care to know more about him. Details about what had happened in demon territory might have been useful to learn about for the future, but what my real father was like as a person didn’t matter to me. Still, I knew that wasn’t the answer she was looking for. After hesitating, I gave a vague, evasive reply instead.


      “I got the gist of it from Lulum and Razulum. He used to be an adventurer, and you saved him after he fell off a cliff. I also heard that he was a smooth talker, sociable, popular, and so on.”


      “Aww, I wanted to tell you myself.” Meloza wore a smile that suggested disappointment. “But there are a lot of things that only I know. Small, unexpected things. He would remember stuff I said ages ago, then bring it back up when we got into an argument and nitpick me about it. At first, I thought that was just how humans were, but then I realized it was just a Gil thing, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. He also really respected his older brother. He used to say that he was only able to live freely because he had such a smart brother. And then...”


      Meloza told me all sorts of stories I didn’t know about my father. All I could do was sit there and listen.


      “Gil was really strong too. Whenever a big monster would show up near the village, he would take it down by himself. I wonder if it was because he was an adventurer. Oh, that’s right. You and those girls are adventurers now, aren’t you? What an amazing coincidence. I couldn’t believe it. I guess it’s because you’re father and son.”


      “On that last day...”


      “Hmm?”


      “Did he fight on that last day?” The question left my mouth automatically.


      “Yes. So I’m told.” Meloza nodded quietly. “Though I didn’t see it myself. The representatives of each race had truly frightening guards with them, and they chased after us when we fled. Gil chose a place for us to meet, then told us to go on without him. I had you with me, so I didn’t have any other choice. Then the forest started to burn, and no matter how long we waited, Gil never came. Just as I was about to go back for him, he finally showed up... But he collapsed before he could reach me. One look was enough to tell he didn’t have long left. He stopped me when I tried to cast healing magic on him. He probably knew it was too late. Having to leave him behind was heartbreaking.”


      “Then my father is...”


      Meloza silently nodded. It seemed Gilbert Lamprogue had indeed passed away.


      “Things were hard after that,” she said, the emotion evident in her voice. “I managed to escape to the empire, but I didn’t know anything about human countries. She gave me food and a place to live, and taught me all sorts of things about human culture. When I asked her why she was being so nice, she said it was because she’d once been helped by demons long ago. Though they were beastfolk, not divine demons. Maybe it’s all the same to humans,” Meloza said almost fondly.


      “I stayed there for about a month, I think,” she continued. “Once I was sure nobody was coming after me, I set off to find the Lamprogue family’s land. I hid the markings on my body with makeup. The journey wasn’t easy, but things worked out surprisingly well. I couldn’t devise any clever lies, so I was just honest and told people that I had a child with a nobleman and was traveling to his family home. Everyone sympathized with me and treated me kindly. Some even got angry on my behalf. I think I might have given them the wrong idea.” Meloza gave a hesitant smile.


      “I traveled nonstop, sometimes selling simple magic items along the way. It was already autumn by the time I reached the Lamprogue family’s land. It was a long journey, yet it passed in the blink of an eye. Still, I think I was at my limit. There was no way I could’ve continued raising you in a human country. While it was a miracle that we reached our destination safely, I knew I had to leave you with someone trustworthy before things inevitably went wrong. But that was hard. I felt I had to speak directly to Gil’s older brother, so I kept watch until someone who looked like him was finally alone outside the mansion. If it had been summer or winter, I don’t think I could’ve toughed it out.”


      “Blaise just agreed to take me?” I asked.


      “I don’t know if I would say he agreed,” Meloza reminisced. “I basically forced you on him and ran off. I thought since he was a magic researcher, there was a chance of him finding out I was a demon...” Meloza’s expression turned uncomfortable. “But I think he probably believed me. I kept watching the manor for a bit after that, and he didn’t throw you out. That let me leave the Lamprogue territory with some peace of mind.”


      “I see...”


      That answered one of my questions. I had always been told that I had been born in autumn, but the Demon Lord would have been born in spring like Amyu. The birthday I’d been told was probably just the day Meloza had dropped me off.


      “I hadn’t thought much about what to do after that, and in the end, I decided to head to the independent territory. I couldn’t go back to the divine demons, and I didn’t think I’d have an easy time living in human lands either. I figured it would be best to go somewhere accepting of outsiders and arrived here that next summer,” Meloza looked down. “After that, nothing really happened until you all arrived. It feels like time just slipped by before I even noticed.”


      “Oh...” Silence fell over the room. Slowly, I got up from my seat. “Thank you for the meal. It was good.” I didn’t know what else to say to her or how I should act. “It’s late, so I’m going to head to bed. Good night,” I said, turning my back to Meloza.


      “Good night, Seika. Let me know if you get hungry. I’ll make you something else,” she said kindly. “I made you go hungry during our travels, so the least I can do is let you eat your fill now.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      I returned to my room and found an unassuming girl with blonde hair crouched by my door.


      “Yifa?”


      Yifa raised her head and gave me a gentle smile. “Welcome back, Seika.”


      “You’re not in bed already?”


      “I heard voices and woke up. Amyu and Mabel are still sleeping.”


      “Sorry about that,” I said, opening the door. “Come on in. It’s cold in the hall.”


      “Okay.”


      Yifa eagerly entered the room at my urging. She seemed like she had something to say, and the hallway probably wasn’t the place to do it. After closing the door, I floated a few talismans in the air and infused them with yang ki, heating the room with infrared radiation.


      “Wow... It’s warm,” Yifa said cheerfully. “This magic is really handy, and not as dangerous as fire.”


      “Yeah. I always think about how much better it would’ve been if I’d been able to use it sooner,” I said quietly, sitting on the bed. The spell was far more convenient—and warm—than sitting next to a brazier or converting cursed energy into fire. Back when I was with my wife, I didn’t even know that infrared radiation existed. It would have been nice to be able to keep her warm like this too. “It’s not simple.”


      Yifa gave a resigned smile and sat next to me. After a moment of silence, she opened her mouth to speak. “You took a while to come back this time. Was everything all right?”


      “Yeah.” I nodded. I had actually been in a pretty bad spot, but I didn’t want to make her worry. “I only spent around half a day on the mountain in reality. I made progress, but there haven’t been any major changes yet.”


      “Do you think you’ll be able to resolve the anomaly?”


      “It’s still too soon to say, but I’ve been figuring out more and more. At the very least, I think I should have an understanding of what it really is by the spring.”


      “You’re always amazing, Seika,” Yifa said softly. Then she gave me a gentle smile. “How are things with Meloza?”


      “What do you mean?” I wasn’t sure how to respond to the sudden question.
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      Yifa looked away from me, speaking slowly. “When my mom died...you did everything you could to comfort me.”


      “Right... I remember that.”


      It happened when she was eight or nine. Yifa’s mother was a slave, but she was often in poor health and spent a lot of time resting. I had always gotten the feeling that she was treated specially. As it turned out, she had formed a party with Blaise when he’d left home to go adventuring and had been close with Eddis, Yifa’s father. Because of that, even as a slave, she was given plenty of medicine and food. Yet she still couldn’t overcome her illness.


      “At the time, it just made me think how amazing you were all over again. You didn’t have a real mother, yet you were unfazed by anything that happened and even cared about others. When I imagined spending the rest of my life without a mom, it was hard for me to believe you could be that strong. But even though I couldn’t believe it, I wanted to do my best to be like you.” Yifa paused there for a moment.


      “But that wasn’t the case, was it?” Yifa looked at me, her eyes filled with various emotions. “For you, it wasn’t that your mom was gone. You never had a mom to begin with. It was normal for you, so I’m sure you never thought of it as hard.”


      She was correct. Not only in this life, but I’d never had a mother in my previous world either. There was no reason to lament the natural state of things.


      “So I understand why you are the way you are.”


      “Huh?” I didn’t follow what she was saying.


      Yifa smiled, and a curious feeling of forgiveness lingered in it. “When my mom died, I couldn’t accept it right away. She had always been by my side, ever since I was born. I bet right now, you’re feeling the same way I did back then. You’re so used to not having a mom that you can’t accept suddenly having one right away. It’ll take some time before you can sort out your feelings.”


      My eyes went wide. I immediately wanted to deny it—I didn’t need to sort out my feelings. That divine demon wasn’t my mother. I had no reason to accept her. I didn’t and had never needed a mother in my life. I’d once had a kind older sister whose name I no longer remembered. I had the wit and resourcefulness to survive on my own after losing my only family. I had never once needed a mother.


      I hadn’t lived my life as though I were missing something I should’ve had. Yet when I tried to deny it, I couldn’t find the words. What Yifa had said was probably true.


      “You don’t have to force it,” Yifa said, her tone gentle. “I talked to Amyu and Mabel. We’ll try not to make things awkward. You’re busy, so it’s okay if you can’t figure out your feelings before spring. Meloza’s a divine demon, so she has a long lifespan, right? I’m sure you’ll see her again.”


      I felt like I should say something in return. After making these girls worry about me so much, I needed to offer a few words to put them at ease. But I got the sense that anything I said right now would be a lie.


      “I’m gonna head back to my room.” Yifa stood up, seemingly unbothered by the silence. Looking down at me as I sat on the bed, she gave me her characteristic kind smile. “Thanks for talking to me right after you got back. Good night, Seika.”


      “Good night.” That was all I could manage.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Two days later, I made my fourth trip up the mountain. As I advanced toward the summit, the downward slope grew steeper and the fog denser, making it dim and gloomy.


      “The source of the anomaly is probably a human,” I said as I walked.


      “Why do you say that?” Yuki asked, poking out from atop my head.


      “It feels too humanlike,” I explained. “Reading memories and making someone experience them as dreams can’t be a natural phenomenon. In our previous world, this sort of thing was always caused by a being with a clear will.”


      “But that doesn’t mean it has to be a human, does it? Couldn’t it be a spirit?”


      “Certainly, there was no shortage of ayakashi that could cause phenomena like this anomaly, but I’ve never heard of any of this world’s monsters doing such a thing. Although they may control water or fire, they seldom utilize illusions or trickery. That’s just how they are.”


      That was the difference in nature between ayakashi and monsters. In contrast to ayakashi, which had bizarre, supernatural powers, monsters were far closer to animals.


      “This anomaly has a center. At the mountain summit, where the fog is thickest, and the flow of time is the slowest and gravity is the strongest, the one who caused this is waiting. It could be a human, or possibly a demon as well.”


      “You don’t think that’s odd?” Yuki voiced her doubt. “This anomaly was already known five centuries ago when this land was settled. That would mean the one responsible has been alive even longer. Even demons don’t live that long.”


      “You’re speaking with someone who lived for over a century despite being human right now, are you not?”


      “You’re saying it’s someone who’s obtained eternal youth like you in your past life?”


      “It would certainly explain things.”


      “I guess we did meet that girl in demon territory who had been alive for over five hundred years,” Yuki said, her tone suggesting she wasn’t fully convinced.


      “Exactly. Lizolera was the same. She was born unaging because of that mysterious concept she called a skill, but there’s no reason someone couldn’t obtain it later in life, as I did. Becoming immortal isn’t particularly difficult.”


      There were various ways to obtain immortality. One could use a spell as I did, or consume the flesh of an ayakashi such as a ningyo. It was also said that elixirs of immortality had existed in the past. The most common method was diligent ascetic training to become an immortal mountain hermit.


      “I definitely wouldn’t call it simple,” said Yuki, slightly taken aback. “You were the only immortal sorcerer in all of Japan. Ningyo only appear once every hundred years at most, and elixirs of immortality are just legends at this point. Even becoming an immortal hermit requires grueling training, doesn’t it?”


      “To become a true Taoist immortal, yes, but simply freeing yourself from your body is comparatively easy. Of course, the odds of failing to resurrect and remaining dead are overwhelmingly higher.”


      “And that’s simple to you?”


      “In theory, there is a more surefire means of obtaining immortality. One discussed by Western philosophers. If I were to translate the idea loosely, I might call it a ‘ship immortal.’” I continued my explanation as though trying to fill in the silence along the mountain trail. “Long ago, there was a ship ridden by a certain hero. It was preserved as a memorial and left exposed to the elements for many years. Naturally, it began to decay, and each damaged part was replaced as needed. After several hundred years, none of the original materials remained. At that point, someone posed a question: Can this still truly be called the ship that the hero rode? What do you think?”


      When I turned the question toward Yuki, a confused, uncertain voice came back. “I would say no...”


      “Indeed,” I said with a faint smile. “For you, that’s correct. Ayakashi are unchanging beings. But humans are different.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Humans are constantly breathing in, consuming food, breathing out, and excreting. If ayakashi are unchanging rocks, then humans and animals are whirlpools in a river. The shape remains more or less the same, yet what makes it up is always being replaced. Ship immortality is a means of obtaining immortality by utilizing this facet of human nature. The body is gradually replaced by sorcerous materials. At first, it’s the extremities, then the internal organs, and finally, even the brain itself is replaced. When the entire body has been exchanged for immutable matter while preserving continuity of identity, that person becomes an existence that no longer ages—an immortal.”


      “Can you even call that human?” Yuki asked, barely squeezing the words out.


      “That depends on your definition of human. Though I don’t think anyone pursuing immortality would particularly care.” I hadn’t, at least. “I haven’t heard of anything like a Taoist mountain hermit in this world, but immortality is something that humans everywhere pursue. There might be someone who succeeded. There were other human civilizations before the countries that currently exist.”


      For example, it was said that a human country had been wiped out by the volcano in demon territory long ago. It wouldn’t be surprising if other countries had been lost to history as well.


      “At any rate, I’ll know for sure if I reach the summit. But before that, I want to investigate this fog a little more.”


      “Are you gonna be okay?” Yuki suddenly asked. “I got the impression that things didn’t go as you planned when you got caught in the fog last time. And I think your mother has thrown you a little off-balance as well. Deliberately stepping into a tiger’s den in that state might get you bitten. Surely you don’t need to be so reckless—”


      “I’ll be fine,” I said, cutting Yuki off. “I’ve taken that blunder into account and come up with countermeasures. And I haven’t been thrown off-balance.”


      “Master Seika...”


      “There’s no problem. Even if I get bitten by the tiger, I’ll figure something out. Besides,” I murmured, gazing down at the mountain summit sinking into the darkness of the fog below, “I can’t know the tiger’s true nature if I don’t enter its den.”


      “If something happens again, I’ll bite you before the tiger does,” Yuki said, sounding defeated.


      “I’ll try to make sure that isn’t necessary,” I replied, closing my eyes.


      That said, if I truly fell captive to my dreams, biting me wouldn’t do anything. Those who wanted to return to the past were likely stuck in their dreams willingly. Even if an outside force, such as one of my barriers, temporarily interrupted the fog’s influence, they wouldn’t immediately wake up. Still, if I could completely quell the anomaly, then sooner or later it would no longer be able to sustain the dream, and everyone would awaken.


      There was a way to resolve the situation. Believing that, I took a step forward and—


      ■ ■ ■


      Despite it being the middle of summer, I didn’t hear the cries of any birds or insects. It was as eerie a night as there ever was.


      “You forget the debt you owe me for taking you in.”


      Beneath the moonlight, an old man stood on the grassland. His face was wrinkled, and the arms slipping out from beneath his kariginu robe were gaunt like withered branches. Well past seventy, his presence had only grown more ghostlike with age. His eyes, burning like they were lit by oni flames, pierced right through me.


      “To think a lowly stray dog would bare its fangs at me. You survived a little longer than the other strays, nothing more. Do not mistake that for worth.”


      “As it turns out, there are kind people even among the nobility,” I replied to the old man with a faint smile. “He said he’d appoint me to the Bureau of Exorcists. Not as a student, but as an official exorcist. And since my current status wouldn’t do for a government official, he said he would adopt me and even arrange a wife for me as well. I’ll finally be able to take my place among the nobility, bearing the name of the Kuga family.” I narrowed my eyes. “The only condition is that I have to kill you.”


      “Fool,” the old man spat. “You think he’ll uphold that deal? You’re being lied to, —. Just like all the assassins sent after me, you’re nothing more than a sacrificial pawn who will be fed to ayakashi.”


      “Giving your disciples advice isn’t like you. I’ll be fine. If he doesn’t keep his promise, then I’ll simply curse the entire Kuga family to death.” The smile didn’t leave my face.


      “You mad dog. I thought finding you was the greatest stroke of fortune in my life, but it seems taking you in was my greatest mistake instead.” The old man pulled a hitogata out of nowhere. “One I must rectify now so I can enjoy my old age in peace.”


      The old man hoarsely chanted a mantra, and space distorted around the floating hitogata. From it emerged a giant white snake missing both of its eyes.


      “Come, —. I’ll discipline you like the unruly mongrel you are.”


      “Heh, a mongrel? That’s rich coming from someone with fox blood.”


      I scoffed, letting the hakuda’s evil eye wash over me like a passing breeze.


      “You seem to hold a pretty big grudge against your father and younger brother. You sought to seize control of the Bureau of Exorcists not through bloodline, but through force. Scouring the land for people like me, forcing them to kill each other, throwing them before ayakashi, all to force the greatest sorcerer. And yet...”


      I floated a hitogata of my own in the air. Without any mantras or hand signs, space distorted, and a giant spider far larger than any human emerged.


      “The grudges of the stray dogs who died because of you are far heavier.” My rampant emotions caused my cursed energy to leak out. “I’ve been looking forward to this day for a long time. I’m going to kill you now, master,” I said, my voice already transformed into a curse.


      Naturally, I already knew what happened after that. My master died all too easily. At the age of eighteen, I surpassed the old man, who had pursued the path of sorcery out of hatred and had been born the son of a great exorcist.


      The surprising part was that the noble who had proposed assassinating my master actually kept his word. He took me in as his adopted son and granted me the position of exorcist, just as he’d said he would, though I suspected it was out of pride rather than genuine kindness or sincerity.


      It was a success earned through hardship, yet regrettably, the Bureau of Exorcists didn’t suit me, and noble status was far less pleasant than I had imagined. The only undeniably good thing to come of it was meeting my wife.


      ■ ■ ■


      The scene shifted. On the road at night, still a child, I stood there gasping for breath. I wiped off the blood and sweat dripping from my forehead.


      Before me, a tsuchigumo, trapped in a sealing circle that had taken all my cursed energy, was being sucked into a spatial distortion. Before long, its massive body fully disappeared, and I held the gateway hitogata in my shaking hands.


      It was the first ayakashi I had ever sealed.


      My breathing finally steadied enough for me to look around. Along the road, I saw the scattered corpses of my senior disciples ensnared in the tsuchigumo’s webs and approached one. Fortunately, it was still possible for me to make out his face. His eyes were vacant and his mouth hung open. He was missing the entire lower half of his body.


      A wave of heat surged within me, and my vision blurred. Before any tears could fall, I rubbed my eyes hard. From that day on, I didn’t let a single tear escape me until my first disciple became independent decades later.


      ■ ■ ■


      The scene changed again. It was an abandoned temple in a remote land far from the capital.


      “Are you all right?”


      A boy extended his hand to me as I was slumped on the floor. I turned to see the three senior disciples who had attacked me lying on the ground. Their faces stiff, they were trying to crawl away using only their hands. It appeared as though their legs were paralyzed.


      I was in awe at the curse’s precision. I had always thought of curses as kill or be killed. It was the first time I realized there was more to strength than mere volume of cursed energy.


      “You’ve come to a pretty dangerous place.” The boy spoke with a hint of pity as he helped me to my feet. “Only the strong survive here, sorry to say. Obviously, you can die during ayakashi exterminations, but people die from cursing each other too. Nobody will care if someone suddenly disappears. Master — says all that matters is that the strongest sorcerer survives.”


      I didn’t respond.


      “So why did I help you? Guess I just felt like it,” the boy said bashfully. “Seeing you reminded me of my dead sister. That’s all.”


      “I’m a boy.”


      The boy froze up. “Right. Sorry. Could you tell me your name?”


      I introduced myself, and he gave me his name in return. His was the first name I learned of all the many senior disciples.


      “Rumor has it if Master — notices your talent, you might become a noble. I think you’ve got what it takes. You have way more cursed energy than I do. You might even be able to become the strongest exorcist that Master — is looking for. Of course, I’m not planning on giving up. There’s no reason only one of us can be the strongest.” For the first time, a trace of childlike innocence seeped into the boy’s smile. “Let’s become nobles together, —.”


      He spoke the name I had before I was Haruyoshi. I nodded in agreement, but obviously, that vow was never fulfilled.


      ■ ■ ■


      This time, I was on the verge of death in a small cabin by a river. I hadn’t had so much as a drop of water to drink in three days. Although flies still buzzed around the cabin, my sense of smell must have left me, as I no longer noticed the stench. I didn’t have much time left, but I didn’t mind.


      “The one who cast that curse is here?”


      I heard a voice from outside. The sound of several sets of footsteps approached, and someone hesitantly lifted the cabin’s bamboo screen.


      “Ugh...” I could sense someone recoiling. “Kawaramono corpses? It looks like they’ve been decaying for a while.”


      “The flies and the stench are terrible. Understandable, given the season...”


      The way they spoke had a touch of refinement to it. At the very least, they didn’t seem to be kawaramono riverbed people or bandits.


      “Is this corpse the sorcerer who cursed all the bandits and their families to death?”


      “I can’t believe he’s already dead...”


      “The sorcerer is alive.” I heard the hoarse voice of an old man. “If he were dead, we wouldn’t have been able to trace him. Examine the bodies, and take care not to be cursed to death.”


      “B-But Master —. Look. He’s clearly—”


      “Wait. Is this child over here still breathing?”


      I felt a sticklike object poke me and groaned, stirring faintly. Immediately, several voices cried out.


      “H-He’s alive!”


      “Then this boy is the one who—”


      “Move.”


      I heard the hoarse voice again. Pushing the other voices aside, someone entered the cabin. I managed to turn my head slightly, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw a ghostly man dressed in a fine robe.


      “Excellent.” The old man approached me, ignoring the swarming flies and stepping through the black fluid on the floor. He glanced at the object in my hand—what had once been my older sister—and murmured in satisfaction. “I see. You treated the corpse of this little girl as a surrogate. And you must have used the bandits’ bodily fluids as the core sympathetic medium.”


      The old man stifled a laugh and continued. “Then you took the corpses of the bandits you cursed to death as further surrogates, using their blood as a sympathetic medium to chain the curse through their entire bloodline. A splendid example of infectious sorcery. For a kawaramono brat who shouldn’t even comprehend the principles of curses to accomplish this with sheer cursed energy alone... Excellent. I’ve found myself an excellent stray dog.”


      “Come with me, boy,” the old man said, looking down at me. His voice sent a frightful chill down my spine. “Destroy ayakashi and other sorcerers alike. To fulfill my dream, I’ll have you become the most powerful exorcist in history.”


      ■ ■ ■


      “What kind of person was our dad?”


      The scene shifted once more. It was a riverside bathed in the glow of the setting sun. I was sitting on a large rock beside my older sister, simply gazing at the water’s surface as it reflected the light.


      “We don’t have a dad. I never met him either,” my sister replied.


      I looked at her from the side and felt the dreamlike scene rapidly gain color. I was slightly taken aback. My sister’s face, which I was seeing for the first time in over a hundred and fifty years, wasn’t actually all that similar to the girl I had thought was her spitting image, nor to Amyu. It was nothing more than a passing resemblance. Had my long life caused even the memory of my only blood relative’s face to fade?


      “What about our mom?”


      “She was kind,” my sister said with a smile, looking up at the red sky. “Do you not remember her?”


      “Not at all.”


      “That’s a shame. She really doted on you too.”


      “It’s not fair that only you remember.” I pouted.


      In reality, I didn’t actually think it was unfair. I didn’t care about someone whose face I didn’t even know. I just wanted to give my sister grief so she’d spoil me.


      “Well, nothing we can do about it,” my sister said with a helpless smile. “You were still little back then.”


      “It’s not fair.”


      “Don’t be selfish. How about I predict something for you again?”


      “Really?” I raised my head.


      My sister’s divinations had a reputation for being accurate. Kawaramono lived by the dried riverbeds and were fated to be swept away if the rivers flooded. That was why diviners who could predict the weather were highly valued.


      Many of the kawaramono were essentially thieves. Unlike nobles, they couldn’t rely on sorcerers, so they turned to private diviners such as my sister to gauge their luck and determine the timing of their thefts. Due to her talent for divination, my sister was beloved by many, and I was able to live a comfortable life along the river as well.


      “What are you going to predict this time?”


      “Anything’s fine. What do you want to know?”


      “Umm... How about...” I wasn’t sure what to ask for. I was happy she was going to predict something for me, but I couldn’t come up with anything good. “Will I be able to find happiness?” I finally asked after thinking for a while.


      “I don’t need to do any divination to know the answer to that,” my sister said with a smile. “Of course you will. Nobody lives their whole life unhappy.” Despite our lives, she was an optimist at heart.


      “That’s not what I mean!”


      “I know. But it’s hard to decide what counts as happiness. How about we base it on this—when you die, were you glad to have been alive?”


      I nodded. “That works.”


      “All right. Hold on.” My sister ran over to the cabin, then came back. When she sat back down next to me, she had a rusted Song copper coin in her hand. It was what she often used for divination.


      “Here we go,” she said, flipping the coin. It spun as it fell, and she caught it on the back of her left hand. She moved the right hand she had been using to cover it up away, revealing that it had fallen on the side with the characters engraved on it facing up. “Lucky you, —,” my sister said with a smile. “That means you’ll be able to find happiness.”


      Although it seemed to be a mere test of luck, it was a legitimate form of divination. When performed by someone with talent for divination, events that should have been purely random would produce a clear bias in their results. However, even back then, I could tell my sister was lying.


      Had the result been that I would die unhappy, she never would have told me that. If the coin had landed on the reverse side, she no doubt would have come up with some convenient reasoning for it and told me the same thing. In reality, she hadn’t been divining at all.


      “Thanks...” Nonetheless, that was all I could say. I never should have asked her to predict something like that in the first place. If there had been a bad result, it would’ve upset her more than me. I might cause her some headaches, but I never wanted to make her sad.


      “You should learn divination one of these days,” my sister said. “You might have a knack for it.”


      “Really?”


      “Yeah, mom was a diviner too. I got this from her.” She looked down at her neck and held the white magatama hanging from it between her fingers.


      It looked like nothing more than a plain, white stone, but I later learned that it was a rare piece of white jade. I also learned it was a type of cursed object that increased the success rate of spells.


      “It wouldn’t be weird for you to have a talent for it just like I do.”


      “Oh, that reminds me,” I said, suddenly remembering something. “A traveling priest taught me a curse a little while ago.”


      My sister’s face instantly went pale. “A curse?”


      “He said it’s a spell to beat bad guys and that I have a lot of potential. I have a lot of... What’s it called? Cursed energy?”


      “Did you use it on anybody?”


      “No, but if there’s someone you want to curse, you prepare a doll and one of their belongings or a part of their body and—”


      “Knock that off,” said my sister, her voice sharp.


      I shrank back on reflex. “Huh?”


      “Curses are dangerous. If you mess up, you might die.”


      “R-Really?”


      “Listen to me, —. Stay away from curses if you want to be happy. Start relying on force when you don’t like something, and it’ll one day come back to bite you.”


      “B-But,” I shot back, on the verge of tears, “then what am I supposed to do when there’s somebody who does something really bad? What if they’re really big and I don’t stand a chance without sorcery? How am I supposed to get back at them?”


      “That’s easy. You suck it up,” my sister scolded me. “There are things in the world that are beyond your control. People’s malice, misfortune ordained by the gods—there are a lot of unpleasant things that you just can’t get rid of, no matter how much you want to. If you try to get back at people every time something bad happens to you, you’ll just exhaust yourself. And you’ll be putting yourself in danger. If a traveling priest said so, then I’m sure you really do have potential. But you can’t rely on that power. You need to just suck it up and let things happen. That’s how ordinary people find happiness.”


      “B-But... But...” My sister patted my head as I started to cry.


      “Oh, all right. If somebody upsets you, just let me know.”


      “You want me to get you?”


      “I have a lot of friends. If you have a problem with somebody, I’ll get everyone together and go make them apologize.”


      “Really?”


      “Yeah. But if you’re the one in the wrong, then I’m making you apologize.”


      “I know...” I pouted, and my sister patted my head again.


      “You’re such a needy kid. Filling in for mom isn’t easy. Anyway, I’m hungry,” she said, pulling herself together. “Let’s get some food.”


      “I’ll start the fire!” I said, running off to the cabin.


      I remembered what happened after. My sister’s advice was correct. Once I cursed the bandits who brutally murdered her, my life became stained with misfortune. I could hardly say I was happy at the time of my death.


      The dream grew hazy, and the scene began to change once again. I tried to turn back to my sister, but I couldn’t. At that time, I had been focused on starting the fire. It was just a dream. I couldn’t take actions I didn’t take in my memory.


      Stop.


      I instinctively tried to resist. Was it going to go even further into the past?


      ■ ■ ■


      The city before me was swarming with people. Looking down at them from atop a tower, I could hear countless lively voices. The city itself was rather bizarre.


      The houses were made of earth and wood in a style I’d never seen before. Rather than cobblestone, the main road was paved with some kind of gray surface that was neither dirt, nor mortar, nor asphalt. The people passing by were unfamiliar to me as well. They had black hair and slightly reddish skin. I didn’t recognize the plain, muted clothing they wore either.


      It didn’t seem to be a primitive, impoverished city by any means. The simple earthen homes were packed together as densely as one of the empire’s metropolises, lined up over a vast area. There were even structures as tall as Japanese pagodas or Western bell towers. Large walls could be seen in the distance. It appeared to be a massive fortress city.


      Neither in my past life nor in this one had I ever seen such a place. I was immediately filled with confusion and doubt.


      What’s going on? These aren’t my memories.


      I noticed a mountain out of the corner of my vision. The familiar ridge made me realize it was the very same mountain in the center of the independent territory that I was standing on right now.


      “—. Your Majesty.” A voice called out to me from behind, and I turned around. A lone man was kneeling before me. Though he was wearing the same style of clothing as the townspeople, his was far more vibrant and decorated.


      “You may speak,” I said to the man. Yet much to my surprise, it was a woman’s voice that came out of my mouth. I also realized, belatedly, that the language was entirely unknown to me. Yet somehow, I could understand what was being said.


      The man began speaking without raising his head. “I have a report. Fort Quirow has fallen, and General — was killed in battle. Our remaining troops are retreating to Fort Hedihei.”


      “Ah... What a tragedy.” I couldn’t help but cry out in grief. I didn’t have any details, but the country seemed to be at war, and the situation was dire. “The heroic one... Is our heroic one safe?!”


      “Yes, Your Majesty!” the man answered confidently. “Our valiant one is currently retreating together with the troops. He fought bravely at Fort Quirow and cut down many of those hooved abominations. However, the enemy’s offensive was too fierce, and he was unable to hold the fortress.”


      “I see... So the heroic one is safe.” I closed my eyes for a moment. “That is our one saving grace.” This country seemed to have a great individual who served as an emotional pillar for both the common people and their leadership. “I will join the defense of Hedihei,” I said, my voice filled with resolve.


      “Wha—Your Majesty!” The man looked up in surprise. “You mustn’t! I understand how strongly you feel, but if something were to happen to you...”


      “Hedihei is our last line of defense. If it falls, those horse-legged fiends will have a straight path here. Am I wrong?” Seeing that the man had no rebuttal, I continued. “This is not a matter of personal feelings. It is my decision as shaman queen. I trust you understand that.”


      I turned my back to the man, and the view outside the window came back into sight. The mountain was clearly visible this time. I was confident it was the same mountain, but unlike the present day, it wasn’t covered in fog.


      ■ ■ ■


      I silently opened my eyes. My head was flat on the ground, and I tasted blood in my mouth.


      “Falling over every time is a real pain,” I grumbled, picking myself up. Though I could heal my wounds instantly, my dirty clothes were another matter. “How long was I asleep this time?” I asked Yuki as I brushed myself off.


      “A little longer than last time, I think,” she answered. “Nothing seemed out of the ordinary this time, so I just let you sleep.”


      “I’m glad you didn’t have to bite me again,” I said with a sigh.


      If the dispelling talisman had activated when I was shown the memories of my sister, I might have resisted again. I had prepared it this time such that it would trigger no matter what, but Yuki still probably would have bitten me again. That it hadn’t activated then was fortunate in more ways than one.


      “So, what kind of dream did you see this time?” Yuki asked.


      “It went all the way back to when I was a child, but that wasn’t all. This time, I saw memories that belonged to someone else.”


      “Huh?!” Yuki cried out in shock.


      I already had an idea as to whose memories they were.


      “I suspect they were the memories of whoever caused this anomaly.”

    

  

  
    
      Act 4


      Back in the village, around half a month had passed. Snow was falling lightly outside when I returned to the temple.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Welcome back, Seika! I’m so glad you’re safe. I was really worried since it started getting cold. You must be hungry, right? I’ll go make something!”


      Meloza greeted me as cheerfully as ever after half a month. I was still reluctant to sit at the table, but it wasn’t as awkward as it had been since Amyu and the others helped by filling in the lulls in the conversation. I also felt like Meloza wasn’t directing the conversation toward me as much. She was probably being considerate of me, just like Yifa had said. Or perhaps Yifa had even spoken to Meloza about keeping a certain distance. While I appreciated it, it honestly made me more guilty than anything.


      “Oh, right. I had something to tell you,” Amyu said as we ate.


      “What is it?”


      “Uh... Well, it should probably wait.”


      I paused my meal and spoke to Amyu, who seemed hesitant. “I’m planning to go around the village talking to people tomorrow, and I might be heading back to the mountain as soon as the day after. If it’s important, we should talk about it now before you forget.”


      “Hmm... That’s fair,” Amyu said, collecting her thoughts. “It’s about those talismans you left us. I don’t think they work anymore.”


      “What do you mean?” I asked with a frown.


      “You told us to check once a day and replace any that went bad, right?”


      “Yeah.” Anticipating that, I had left plenty of spares. Though truth be told, I hadn’t actually thought there was much chance of the talismans being used up. “What, are you starting to run low?”


      “Not run low. We ran out.”


      “Huh?”


      “They’re all gone. We didn’t know what we were gonna do if you hadn’t come back today.”


      That was not what I expected to hear. The talismans weren’t meant to be much more than peace of mind to begin with. They only served to weaken curses a little—they didn’t block them outright. As a result, they should have been resistant to being destroyed.


      “It wasn’t like this at first, but when I checked this morning, I noticed they’ve been tearing more and more,” Amyu continued. “At this point, I don’t think they even last half a day. And more people have fallen asleep while you’ve been going to the mountain. The fog’s gotten thicker too. I think the anomaly’s growing stronger and the talismans aren’t doing much anymore.”


      I was speechless. The anomaly’s influence is growing stronger? Strong enough to destroy those talismans in less than a day? What could have caused that?


      “All right. For now, I’ll leave you some new talismans. I should have them ready by tomorrow, so keep replacing them a little longer.”


      For now, that was the only stopgap measure I could think of. Still, it wasn’t the end of the world. As long as I could fix the anomaly, everything would be resolved.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The next day, I went to speak with district chiefs Eidanff and Sezelte. There was something I wanted to ask them about the person whose memories I saw on the mountain. However...


      “A human country that once ruled this land?” Eidanff grumbled, his brow deeply furrowing. “Never heard of it.”


      “Nor have I. My mother never mentioned anything like that.” Sezelte also denied it, her confusion evident. “I was told this detested land was never inhabited by demons or humans. How long ago did this country exist?”


      “I have no idea...” I mumbled. I had hoped they might be the ones to know.


      The human country I had seen in my dream on the mountain was a city-state ruled by a queen, inhabited by people with slightly reddish skin. That was all I could identify. Beyond that, I only had the names of a few places.


      “Have you found the ruins of any city walls or fortresses in the area?” I asked after thinking for a moment.


      Eidanff and Sezelte exchanged a glance, then shook their heads.


      “Have you ever heard the names Quirow or Hedihei?”


      I got the same response.


      “Then have you ever met any humans with reddish skin?”


      “Hard to say.” Eidanff leaned back in his chair. “I feel like I might have, but maybe not. It’s hard for us to notice minor differences between humans. Wouldn’t someone living in a human country know more?”


      He was correct. But I had never seen anybody of the sort.


      Sezelte then spoke up as if unable to remain silent. “There are people in the village who have been alive longer than we have. It’s possible they might know something. Would you like me to introduce you?”


      “Yeah, I’d appreciate that.”


      After that, Sezelte put me in contact with several elderly elves. Yet in the end, nobody knew of the human country I had seen in my dream.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The day after that, I went back up the mountain. I hadn’t been able to find any clues in the village, so my only option was to venture into those memories once again.


      “Master Seika. Is it true? There was once a human country in this land?”


      “Yeah.” I nodded. “I recognized the mountain in my dream. I’m confident it was this one, though it wasn’t covered in fog like it is now. Which means the country must have existed before this anomaly began.”


      That also meant there was a high likelihood that the origin of the anomaly lay in that country. The fact that I had been shown it in a dream seemed to hint at that as well.


      “I don’t know what time it was from, but if it was before the anomaly, then it was probably several thousand years in the past.”


      “Still, it’s just a dream, right? Should you really take it at face value?” Yuki asked doubtfully. “If the anomaly is showing it to you, it could be a trick.”


      “This is just a hunch, but I don’t think so. At the very least, I’m pretty sure that country really existed.”


      “What makes you say that?”


      “It was too detailed to be a trick. Making a race of people, an architectural style, and even an entire language from scratch is absurd.”


      “But they said no ruins have been found. Weren’t there stories about tomes and statues remaining after thousands of years when you traveled to the West?”


      “That’s true, but it only applies to large structures. Most ruins end up buried underground.”


      City walls and fortresses could also be torn down in later eras. They might be destroyed by enemies, dismantled simply because they were in the way, or taken apart to secure building stone for other purposes. If the country fell in the distant past, it was entirely possible there wouldn’t be any traces of it left.


      “That country has something to do with the appearance of this fog. I’m finally getting close to the truth. It shouldn’t be long before the anomaly is resolved.”


      “You think so?” Yuki seemed like that wasn’t all she wanted to say.


      “What? Surely you’re not going to tell me I should stop now—”


      ■ ■ ■


      A fortress looked out over the plains, with short grass swaying in the wind below. I seemed to be in a tower on the fortress’s walls.


      “They’ve come,” I muttered in a woman’s voice.


      Beyond the plains, there were the silhouettes of an enemy army in formation. It appeared that the entire force was cavalry. Every soldier was mounted, as far as the eye could see. I was shocked—the country’s enemy must have been a nation of considerable power to field so many cavalry.


      The enemy army began to move. They broke formation and charged toward the fortress as scattered troops, as if they were in full rout. Arrows were fired from the walls to intercept them, but they had little effect. It was difficult to hit skirmishers with arrows when they were spread out.


      As they drew near, they fired back at the bowmen on top of the walls. They were quite skilled mounted archers, as several of their arrows struck true.


      “Hooved abominations.” A woman’s voice, filled with bitterness, spilled out of my mouth as I looked down at the oncoming army. It was then that I realized—they weren’t cavalry.


      The enemy wasn’t humans riding on horses. They had horse bodies with human upper halves sprouting from where the neck should be. They were centaurs, a type of demon I knew only from reading about in books.


      I couldn’t believe my eyes. I had never seen one before, even during my visit to demon territory. And for good reason, as centaurs were said to have been wiped out thousands of years ago.


      Movement broke out among the rear centaurs who had been maintaining their formation. They were transporting some kind of large weapon. It appeared to be a massive log, fitted with wheels and countless handles. A great number of centaurs were pulling the handles on either side. It must have been extremely heavy, as it was still moving sluggishly despite their numbers.


      I understood its purpose with just one glance, and shouts of alarm came flying from the soldiers around me.


      “They brought a battering ram! Aim for the ones transporting it!”


      Then, the log began to move. It rolled forward slowly at first, but gradually picked up speed until it reached a frightening pace. The arrows fired from the walls missed most of the centaurs pulling it. While it was partly due to the archers firing back at them from below, it was mostly because the battering ram was simply moving too fast.


      Not hindered in any meaningful way, the battering ram slammed into the fortress gate. With a thundering crash, the impact rocked the entire fort.


      I couldn’t see the gate from where I was, but it couldn’t have been breached quite yet. Even so, I didn’t think it would hold out much longer.


      Due to their body structure, centaurs could neither climb ladders nor dig tunnels. During a siege, they had no choice but to break down the gates. However, that didn’t appear to pose any issue for them. The power of their equine muscles, combined with the acceleration of their hooves, was overwhelming, allowing them to wield the battering ram with force on an entirely different scale from humans. The gate of a fortress this size would likely only be able to withstand two or three more blows at most.


      The battering ram was pulled back. Arrows were fired from the walls, but the centaurs controlling the ram were shielded by surrounding soldiers. At this rate, another charge was inevitable.


      “Now.”


      Just as I muttered beneath my breath, human cavalry emerged from the two forests flanking the plains. The centaurs below fell into shock and disarray.


      It seemed the human side had kept its forces concealed. Though they were greatly outnumbered by the centaur army, both the riders and their horses were heavily armored. Furthermore, with the enemy scattered in loose formation, the humans were able to use their long lances to run down the centaur archers.


      “All right!”


      “Kill ’em all!”


      Cheers broke out atop the walls.


      Unwilling to sit idly by, the rear centaurs began to take action. Keeping their formation intact, a unit of heavily armored troops advanced and soon charged toward the human cavalry. Given their numerical disadvantage, the humans would have no choice but to temporarily retreat.


      Suddenly, a figure jumped down from the fortress walls. The profile visible for an instant was that of a young man—no, he was young enough to be called a boy. Just as it seemed like he was about to slam into the ground, he landed as nimbly as a cat and, without losing momentum, sprinted straight toward the heavily armored centaurs.


      He was fast—faster than even the centaurs. His charge appeared reckless. The centaurs didn’t slow their advance and headed straight for him. Right as he was about to be crushed under their numbers and size, his hand touched the sword at his waist.


      A moment later, the front ranks of the centaur army burst apart.


      “The heroic one!”


      “He stopped their charge!”


      “Go! Avenge the general!”


      Even more cheers came from atop the walls. The heroic one—it was the same name I’d heard in my previous dream. The boy seemed to be the country’s savior.


      Swinging his sword, he cut into the ranks of the armored centaurs. With each flash of his blade, a centaur’s body went flying. He possessed strength inordinate to his small stature.


      Part of the enemy force peeled away from the main body, beginning a wide flanking maneuver. It seemed they intended to exploit their mobility and strike the boy from behind. The boy cast a glance in their direction, only to calmly turn back and face the enemy before him. Though he had noticed the flanking group, he showed no sign of responding.


      The moment the detached group closed in behind him for a pincer attack, he turned around and leveled his blade at them, a tremendous surge of power erupting from him. Flames like a dragon’s breath burst forth from the tip of his sword, and the centaur detachment caught in the blaze fell into utter chaos.


      Engulfed in fire, the front ranks thrashed about and began to rout. The soldiers behind them were knocked over and trampled by their hooves, with some left unmoving. It appeared that the boy was skilled with magic in addition to the sword. Yet there was something off about the fire magic he had used.


      The centaurs’ heavily armored unit, along with the scattered archers, was retreating. What appeared to be the main body of their army advanced in their place. Were they planning to exploit their numerical advantage to crush both the boy and the newly arrived human cavalry at once?


      “Now, it is I who shall act.” I stepped forward. Standing at the edge of the wall, I thrust my ornate staff toward a group of centaurs. A strange, melodic incantation began to flow from my lips. It was a series of odd sounds, the meaning of which was unclear, and which was completely unlike the country’s language.


      Suddenly, I felt the wind. Black clouds formed in the once clear sky and started to swirl around. Shadows spread across the battlefield. I finished my incantation.


      “Lightning.”


      A moment later, a bolt of electricity fell from the sky and struck the center of the centaur army. The impact sent the surrounding soldiers flying amid clouds of dust. Where the lightning had struck directly, centaur corpses lay scattered and ablaze. The heat was so extreme that some had already been carbonized.


      The lightning was a type of magic I had neither seen nor heard of before. The feeling I’d had earlier now solidified into certainty—this country’s system of magic was fundamentally different from the widespread magic used today.


      Suddenly, my vision wavered, and I fell to the ground. The hand I used to support myself was thin and bony, with wrinkles that immediately caught the eye. It was the hand of a middle-aged woman who had clearly endured a hard life.


      “Y-Your Majesty!”


      “Keep it together, Your Majesty!”


      “Fret not over me. I am fine.” Placating the surrounding soldiers with my words, I rose back to my feet.


      Looking down below the walls, I saw an all-new fire burning. Fire arrows from the archers on the walls had succeeded in setting the centaurs’ battering ram ablaze.


      “Good,” I mumbled before raising my voice. “Behold, warriors! The will of the gods is with us! Follow the heroic one and show those hooved fiends what fate awaits lowly beasts!”


      A battle cry rose from among the soldiers. The situation was now in our favor. The defenders held an overwhelming advantage in a siege. If things continued as they were, they would likely be able to hold out.


      However, from far behind the disorderly centaur ranks, two new forces appeared.


      I gasped. They had been deployed as if deliberately concealed, and the units were made up of strange, unnatural soldiers. One group had black, spiderlike lower bodies from which human torsos emerged, while the other group had the lower bodies of massive snakes. Because their individual soldiers were so large, the two units had relatively few soldiers for how much space they occupied, but that was little comfort in the face of their frightful appearances.


      “It can’t be...” I mumbled in shock. “The spiders and snakes are joining the war?”


      Just like the centaurs, they were demons said to have gone extinct long ago—arachnes and lamias.


      ■ ■ ■


      The scene changed. We had been defeated. I bit my lip inside the carriage. After that, the human cavalry fighting outside the walls had been crushed and routed.


      Despite their mounts and heavy armor, they stood no chance at all against the arachne and lamia units. The armed arachnes and lamias were far larger and heavier than human heavy cavalry. On top of that, arachnes could affix weapons to their powerful forelimbs, while lamias could attach them to their thick tails. The difference in reach was unmistakable.


      Even the individual known as the heroic one had been forced to withdraw. With the human forces on the plains wiped out, it wasn’t long before the centaur army brought their battering ram down on the gate four more times, finally breaking it. Faced with the combined demon army pouring in, we’d had no choice but to abandon the fortress and flee through the hidden passage.


      “Your Majesty.” The general directing the retreat spoke as he rode alongside the carriage. “We’re retreating to the capital. Please endure just a little longer.”


      “I am aware!” I shouted. “More importantly, where is —? Where is the heroic one?!”


      “You called, Your Majesty?” A clear voice rang out nearby. From behind the general, a boy on horseback came into view. It was the same boy who had leaped from the walls and scattered the centaur skirmishers. He spoke with a brisk, yet somehow weary smile on his sharp-featured face. “I’m right here.”


      “Ah... You’re safe.” My voice was filled with relief. “Are you unharmed?”


      “Yes, though I’m ashamed to admit it.” The boy’s expression warped into a frown. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I retreated without achieving any real results, and without even taking any serious wounds. I should’ve taken down the spider and snake commanders, even if it cost me an arm.”


      “What are you saying?” I spoke gently, turning toward the boy. “That you came back safe is more than enough.” My voice was filled with more than mere concern for the country’s savior.


      ■ ■ ■


      The scenery changed once more, becoming a vast hall within a palace. As I sat upon the throne, figures who looked to be officials were lined up, seated on the floor. A heavy, oppressive atmosphere hung over the hall.


      “Reporting in, Your Majesty. Fort Signol just fell, along with the neighboring city of Nekina. We no longer control any territory aside from the sacred capital,” one of the officials said, his voice filled with despair. “It’s impossible for the capital to maintain its functions on its own. Our current food stores won’t last us a year. Even if we hole up for a siege, we can’t expect any reinforcements. We dispatched envoys to every nation, starting with Rekube to the far east, but haven’t received a response. If those horse-legged fiends surround us, we’re finished.”


      “You mean to say we have no prospects for survival?”


      Silence filled the hall as if to provide the unspoken conclusion.


      “Surrender.” Another official spoke up amid the quiet. “We should surrender, Your Majesty. It’s the only option left—”


      “Nonsense. What would surrendering accomplish?” a bearded official spat. “Even if they spare our lives, we’ll be treated as livestock. Or worse, we’ll be sold off to the ogres and beastfolk to be eaten.”


      “Exactly. Surrender is out of the question. Think of our comrades who gave their lives. Submitting to those horses is unconscionable. Your Majesty, please make the decision to flee.” Another, younger official leaned forward as he spoke. “There should be a hidden passage here in the sacred capital that leads to the mountain. So long as Your Majesty and the people survive, so too does our nation. It can one day be restored. We must select those to flee—Your Majesty and ourselves, and above all the women and children among the populace—assign our finest warriors as escorts, and escape into the mountains. The horses will have to commit troops to occupy the capital. They won’t be able to pursue us immediately.”


      “Ha ha ha... You suggest we flee? The very idea is ludicrous.” An elderly bureaucrat spoke up, letting out an ill-timed laugh. “Winter will be upon us soon. How, exactly, is a group made up mostly of women and children supposed to survive in the mountains through winter? And even if they did survive, what comes after? Where would they flee to? Where would they rebuild? The entire area has fallen under the demons’ dominion.”


      The young official offered no rebuttal. In his place, the bearded official posed a question.


      “Then what would you have us do? Sit here and await our deaths?”


      “Fight back, you fool,” said the old bureaucrat, a fierce glint in his sunken eyes. “Are we to leave the slaughter of our brethren and the humiliation of having our lands torn from us unavenged? Our nation is five hundred thousand strong, and we must rise together with the resolve to die fighting. Our lives may be lost, but our souls will endure. Someday, in the distant future, the demons’ destruction will be achieved.”


      A sense of utter absurdity hung in the great hall. Another official spoke up, rebuking the old man.


      “With all due respect, we are not discussing the age of myths. Reincarnation is nothing more than superstition. What we’re debating is a decision for the living, for the present.”


      “Reincarnation is no superstition,” the elderly bureaucrat retorted matter-of-factly. “At the very least, there is one of us here who will be able to be reborn in the world to come.”


      The hall erupted into an uproar. Amid the confusion, shock, and hope, the elderly man turned to face me.


      “Permit me to speak,” he said. “I humbly surmise that one as exalted as Your Majesty is aware of the secret rite of reincarnation.”


      My eyes went wide, and the me watching the memories back was just as astonished. At its core, reincarnation was a phenomenon heavily dependent on an individual’s innate qualities and luck. In my previous world, I was without a doubt the first to ever reduce it to a reproducible spell. Was I to believe that this civilization had accomplished the same thing?


      “The rite of reincarnation?”


      “Ridiculous. No such thing exists.”


      “But with the shaman queen’s power, maybe...”


      The commotion in the hall grew greater. Ignoring the others as they quarreled, the elderly bureaucrat looked at me alone. “Many secret arts are handed down through the shaman queen’s family. I have heard such a rite exists among them. A rite that causes one’s soul and the talents bestowed upon it to dwell within another born in a later age.”


      “Where did you learn of that?”


      The old man cast his gaze down in response to my question. “From the previous shaman queen. She said it was only to be used if the country was on the brink of ruin.”


      “I see.” I let out a resigned sigh. “It’s true,” I announced to all the officials in the hall. Immediately, they began to discuss among themselves. “Silence. —, as you said, there is indeed a rite of reincarnation. However, as the previous shaman queen no doubt told you, it requires a tremendous amount of magical power.”


      The elderly man offered nothing in return.


      “My magical power alone is not nearly sufficient. Most of the magic stones I would use to supplement it were expended in the war. It is impossible to obtain the power necessary for the rite.”


      “No, Your Majesty. It is by no means impossible,” said the old man, the corners of his mouth lifting. “We need only offer bodies as sacrifice. A human corpse retains its magical power.”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “Let us solicit volunteers from among the soldiers and the people. There will surely be many who would rather become the foundation of vengeance than be slaughtered by the demons. A mere two hundred—no, even one hundred would suffice. I presume you’re familiar with the technique for efficiently extracting magical power from corpses, Your Majesty?”


      A moment later, the hall exploded.


      “You would sacrifice our people?!”


      “There are some lines that should never be crossed! It’s barbaric!”


      “We’re not some ancient evil cult!”


      The elderly bureaucrat turned back toward the clamoring crowd and spoke in a measured, gentle tone.


      “Everyone, please calm yourselves and listen. I have no intention of forcing people to give up their lives. What I propose at this moment, when our country stands on the brink of annihilation, is that we seek those who would willingly devote themselves to what may be the sole means of destroying our hated demon foes in a future age. There will be no coercion. If we cannot gather the necessary number, then we can simply abandon the plan. I am saying we should ask the people of our nation what they wish to do. There are surely those whose children, parents, or spouses have been slain by the demon hordes. Those who, if given the chance, wish to strike down the demons with their own hands. When those people step forward and raise their hands, will you condemn them as you did just now? Call them barbaric? Evil?”


      The hall fell silent. Even the most outspoken officials said nothing in return. I didn’t know if the elderly man genuinely meant what he was saying, but he was persuasive if nothing else.


      “I understand your argument,” I said quietly. “However, there are several other problems. Chief among them is the question of who is to be reborn. No matter how many sacrifices are gathered, the rite can be performed only once. There is no single individual for whom it would be right to compel so many deaths in order to send them on to a future age. The rite of reincarnation cannot pass on memories. Even if hatred and pride are lost, and only the soul and its innate gifts remain, who could possibly be so noble as to deserve being sent forward at such a cost? And let me make this clear in advance—as the one performing the rite, my own reincarnation is not an option.”


      “There is such a person, of course. Excluding Your Majesty, there is exactly one person who should be sent on to the next age.”


      “And who might that be?”


      “Our very own heroic one,” the elderly man said, his smile darkened by a shadow.


      My eyes widened slightly. “Have you lost your mind?” I demanded, my tone stern. “The one offered to the rite will lose his life. Even if he is born again, he will be lost to us now. The heroic one is our only remaining hope. You would have us willingly cast away that hope before our final battle with the demon hordes?”


      “With the utmost respect, Your Majesty, we no longer have any hope.” Wearing a smile unsuited to his words, the elderly bureaucrat continued. “No matter how exceptional the heroic one may be, in the end, he is but one individual. To call a force incapable of even defending a fortress hope at a time like this is rather exaggerated praise, I fear.”


      “And what part of that changes in the future?!” I shouted, raising my voice. “What meaning is there in offering the heroic one you just disparaged to the rite?! Answer me, —!”


      “Hope. Hope is the answer,” the elderly man said quietly. “Even if he is but one individual, and even if he is to forget his hatred and pride alike, possessed of a noble soul and peerless natural talents, he will become a light of hope for people in the world to come. If it cannot be achieved in the next age, then in the one after that. And if not then, in the age beyond. So long as humanity does not perish, the heroic one will be reborn time and again, becoming the people’s hope each time. And one day, the time will come when he completes his mission to slaughter every last demon. It won’t be by his hands, but by the power of the bonds between people that he forges that the demons will be defeated in the distant, distant future.”


      The elderly bureaucrat’s words were logical, and they carried a fervor that struck directly at the human heart, yet my expression nevertheless twisted with discomfort. “But...”


      “Your Majesty, I can readily fathom the anguish weighing upon your heart. Yet he, who seems to have been granted all that the heavens have to offer, has by virtue of those gifts earned our people’s praise and honor as the heroic one. That being the case, to offer his life here as well may rightly be called his destiny.” A dark shadow crept into the elderly bureaucrat’s voice. “Perhaps you hoped that even should our country fall, he alone might survive?”


      “Wha—”


      “Indeed, he may well be able to survive the final battle, flee beyond the walls into the mountains, and endure the winter cold. It’s entirely possible he could eventually wander to some major power and live out the rest of his days in peace. I could hardly blame you for desiring such a future for one you love so dearly, Your Majesty. However”—the elderly bureaucrat sharpened his gaze as he spoke—“do you truly believe that such a conveniently merciful outcome will be permitted?”


      “You dare speak to the shaman queen in such a manner?!” Speaking in a voice that seemed to choke back anger, I glared back at the elderly bureaucrat. “Were we at peace, I would order you to slit your own throat.”


      “Your Majesty, I humbly beg your forgiveness for the insolence of my words. However, I already resolved myself to this course, prepared even to give my own life if need be.” The elderly man smiled. In stark contrast to before, he wore a bright, serene smile, as though an evil spirit’s possession of him had been broken. “Please, allow me to be the first to offer myself as a sacrifice.”


      The hall once again flew into an uproar.


      “What?” I finally asked after being stunned into silence.


      “I’ve lost my children and grandchildren. I no longer have any attachment to this meaningless existence.”


      This time, there was no surprise from the other officials. Perhaps they already knew his situation, or worse, they were in the same boat themselves.


      “Your Majesty. I desire nothing more than for you to wring out what little magical power remains in this aged body and use it to fuel the heroic one’s journey.” The elderly bureaucrat bowed deeply.


      “You said our people won’t be forced to give up their lives, correct?”


      “Yes. I guarantee it,” the elderly man responded confidently, raising his head.


      “The heroic one is also one of our people. We will not compel him to do anything. We shall simply ask. Will that suffice?”


      “I have no complaints, Your Majesty,” the man said, his tone unchanging. “For I know one possessed of such a noble soul will certainly agree.”


      I could do nothing but shut my eyes in response, as though enduring immense pain.


      ■ ■ ■


      I opened my eyes. Picking myself up, I sorted through the content of the dream I had just seen.


      “The heroic one was reincarnated...”


      After checking the hitogata in my pocket, I put it away again. Then I resumed walking.


      “M-Master Seika? You aren’t going back to the village?” Yuki called out in surprise from atop my head.


      “No. I’ve still got more dispelling talismans. Getting caught in the fog again won’t be a problem,” I replied.


      “B-But why is this time different?”


      “There’s something I’m curious about.”


      Going back was a waste of time. I didn’t need to adjust the spell anymore. I could keep going.


      I briskly walked through the mountain path. The farther I went, the foggier it became. It was already so dark that it felt like dusk. The downward slope was also growing steeper. The pebbles I kicked with my feet rolled without stopping, disappearing into the fog. With gravity as strong as it was, the flow of time must have been considerably slowed as well.


      “Master Seika, what exactly did you see in that dream?” Seeing the state I was in, Yuki spoke to me, her voice tinged with concern.


      “This anomaly might have something to do with the mystery of the Hero.”


      “Huh?!”


      “To be honest, it would be stranger if it didn’t, seeing as it only occurs when the Hero and Demon Lord are born.”


      Heroic one... Hero. That would make this land the place where—


      ■ ■ ■


      I was sitting on the throne in the palace hall once more. The same officials were before me. For a moment, I thought I was seeing the same dream again. However, something was different. Unlike last time, the boy known as the heroic one stood in the center of the hall.


      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” The boy had a serene smile on his face. He looked directly at me as he spoke, his voice cheerful. “I lacked the strength to save our country, yet you would bestow this noble duty upon me.” The boy placed his hand on his chest. “Your Majesty. I humbly accept the charge of destroying the demon race in the world to come.” His eyes shone with purity, even knowing that reincarnation meant death in this life. “I’ll show you I can do it.”


      For a while, I was unable to say anything.


      “You fool...” I finally managed to squeeze out. “I won’t be there to see it.” The words that left my mouth were little more than a tearful admission hardly befitting a queen.


      ■ ■ ■


      The scene changed, becoming a large, gloomy, windowless room. It was likely underground. The floor and walls were all bare stone, with lit torches faintly illuminating the interior.


      The floor was covered with countless people lying next to each other. While their ages and genders varied, very few of them were young men. They all had their eyes closed, and not a single one so much as twitched. Uninjured and peaceful, they were all deceased. I recognized the elderly bureaucrat among the corpses. They were being used as sources of magical power for the rite of reincarnation.


      The boy stood at the center of it all. Clad in new, shining armor, he held a gorgeous sword in his hand. With his sharp, striking features, he looked like a leading actor about to step onto the stage.


      I turned my head. Behind me, there were several people who appeared to be priests or soldiers. The rite had progressed too far to be called off now, even if the queen willed it.


      “Do you have any final words?” I asked, turning back to face the boy. “You may speak your mind, be it a declaration of resolve as you face this arduous mission, a farewell to this dying nation, or even words of grief or resentment.”


      The boy blinked, then gave a troubled smile. “I’m not really sure what to say at this point. I know I should have a lot of emotions...”


      “If you have nothing to say, then so be it. Let us begin.”


      After a brief moment of pause, I raised my grandiose staff before me. A strange melody began to spill from my lips. Even the queen, who was chanting it, did not seem to understand its meaning, yet it altered the world according to an exact law and order.


      Motes of light gradually began to rise from the corpses on the floor. They filled the dim chamber, then became one with the magical power of the magic stones piled up to the side, beginning to swirl throughout the room.


      Suddenly, my vision wavered. I steadied my trembling body by planting my staff against the floor. It seemed that the rite of reincarnation was consuming an immense amount of magical power, even from the queen herself.


      At some point, a substance resembling white sand had begun to pile up at the boy’s feet. Then he glanced down at his hand. One of his fingers had fallen off. There was no blood spilled, and it soon fragmented into white sand. The boy’s cheek and hair were disintegrating as well. As his legs turned to sand and could no longer support him, he dropped to one knee, his armor striking the floor.


      “Ah...” When the boy opened his mouth, his lips turned to sand and scattered.


      “—!” I called out his name. I stopped the incantation, but the rite must have already been complete, as his collapse continued unabated.


      The boy gave me one last troubled smile. “I did actually have something to say.” The boy’s body was crumbling within his armor. Before my wide-open eyes, the boy rapidly began to shrink. Even as his body dissolved around him, he showed no fear of death. Narrowing his eyes, he spoke. “Thank you for always loving me, m—”


      Before he could finish, his jaw fell apart. White sand continued spilling through the gaps in his armor. Eventually, only his head remained and rolled onto the sand. He closed his eyes. His head crumbled away as well, mixing into the rest of the sand and becoming indistinguishable.


      The queen’s pained cry echoed through the silent room.


      Suddenly, my vision blurred. I thought I was about to see a different dream, but that didn’t seem to be the case.


      “—...” I mumbled the boy’s name, my voice filled with unknown determination. “I won’t let you be alone.”


      In my blurry, tear-filled vision, I thought I caught a glimpse of white fog.


      ■ ■ ■


      I opened my eyes.


      “Urgh...” I held my head in pain. Looking at my hand, I found it covered in blood. The surrounding area was different from before I had fallen into the dream. It seemed that the slope had grown so steep that I slipped and struck my head on a rock.


      “A-Are you all right?” Next to me, Yuki was looking up at me worriedly.


      “Yeah.” Giving a brief response, I picked myself up with a sigh. Taking the time dilation into account, it would be a good idea for me to drop by the temple as soon as possible. Still, as my mind kept replaying the events of the dream, I had no desire whatsoever to stand up.


      “I feel like you woke up pretty fast this time. What was the dream about?”


      I was silent for a moment before answering Yuki. “I learned of an unforeseen connection.”


      “What’s that?”


      I looked off into the fog below, toward where the summit had to be. The path ahead was completely dark.


      “This is the land where the Hero was born.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3


      Act 1


      Back at the temple, an entire month had passed. The village had grown much colder, and there was a light covering of snow.


      “Is there a festival going on today?”


      The meal lined up before me on the dinner table was more luxurious than usual. Candlesticks had been added, and evergreen branches were being used as decorations to add color. I assumed it had to be some sort of special occasion for the independent territory.


      “It’s my birthday,” Meloza giggled bashfully.


      As they assisted the meal preparations with practiced efficiency, Amyu and the others spoke up one after another.


      “You got back at the perfect time,” said Amyu.


      “I didn’t think you were gonna make it,” said Mabel.


      “I’m glad we made your portion too,” Yifa added.


      “Oh, I see.”


      I was impressed that divine demons had a custom of celebrating birthdays. The birthdays of monarchs and great figures had been celebrated in my previous world, but cultures that celebrated the birthdays of individuals were quite rare. Perhaps both humans and demons in this world regarded the day of their birth as something special.


      “I don’t normally do anything special since I’m always alone, but it came up, and these girls said we should celebrate,” Meloza said with a shy smile. “It’s been a long time.”


      “Sorry.” Feeling slightly awkward, I offered an apology. “I would’ve gotten you a present if I’d known.”


      “No, no, don’t worry about it!” Flustered, Meloza waved her hands. “Divine demons don’t do that anyway. I’m just happy to have you here celebrating it with me.” Meloza then lowered her head, speaking quietly. “A birthday present, huh? I forgot humans did that. That takes me back.”


      “Hey, Seika. Could you help out over here?”


      “Sure, I’ll be right there.”


      At Amyu’s request, I escaped into the kitchen.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The meal itself was lavish, but the birthday celebration was little different from an ordinary dinner. Naturally, there were no gifts, but neither were there special ceremonies or words of congratulations. That was apparently how the custom worked among divine demons.


      “So,” Amyu, looking as if something had been bothering her for a while, turned to Meloza and asked, “how old are you going to be?”


      You’re seriously asking that? Sitting next to her, I was stunned. The age of a divine demon couldn’t be guessed from their appearance, so I had been curious too, but I’d held off, thinking it would be rude to ask. Granted, if there were ever a natural time to ask, it would be now.


      “Hmm? Umm... Around forty, I think,” Meloza answered casually, tearing off a piece of bread.


      Her age ended up being more reasonable than I’d expected. It still didn’t exactly suit her girlish appearance, but if she had been human, that was around the right age for her to be my mother.


      “Really?!” Amyu cried out in surprise. “Then you might be the same age as my mom!”


      “You think so? I’d love to meet her.”


      “You’re so pretty, Meloza. You don’t look forty at all,” said Yifa.


      “You look way younger,” Mabel agreed.


      “Heh heh, that’s because I’m not a human.”


      The pointless chatter continued after that.


      “Come to think of it, Lulum is around your age, right? Then she must also be around the same age as my mom. I was totally treating her like a normal friend.” Amyu made an indescribable expression.


      “Lulum was about three or four years younger than me, I think. I was abandoned, so I don’t know exactly how old I am.”


      I recalled Lulum mentioning that Meloza had been left in front of the temple.


      “Oh, right. Is she married yet?” Meloza suddenly asked.


      The girls all looked at each other, then shook their heads.


      “No. She’s been in the empire looking for you the whole time,” said Amyu.


      “But she’s back in Twilight Forest Village now, isn’t she? She’s from a priestess family, so surely she at least has a fiancé lined up.”


      “Hmm, not that I know of,” Amyu said uncertainly.


      “Razulum wasn’t really in the position to set anything up with all the demon representatives staying in the village,” said Yifa.


      “She seemed to get along with Nozlow, but that’s it,” Mabel added.


      “That’s too bad. I’ll have to write her a letter in the spring. Marriage is a wonderful thing. I got married pretty early for a divine demon. I’m looking forward to the day I can talk to her about love. How about you all?” Meloza asked the girls with a smile. “Do you want to get married someday?”


      “Huh?” Amyu replied with a frown. “I haven’t really thought about it yet. But who knows what’ll happen in the future...”


      “I see, I see. Do you have anybody in mind?”


      “Not really.”


      “All right.” Meloza nodded, a wide grin on her face. “Well, you’ll probably start thinking about it naturally when you meet the right person.”


      “Is that how it works?”


      “You might’ve already met and not even realized it! What about you, Mabel?”


      “Probably not,” Mabel answered, looking down. “I don’t think I’m cut out for that life.” I’d never heard Mabel’s thoughts on marriage before, but given her upbringing, I wasn’t surprised she felt that way.


      Yet Meloza, unaware of Mabel’s past, nodded vigorously. “I totally get it! I used to feel the same way when I was younger. I was an abandoned child, and I owed so much to the temple that I felt like I just had to become a priestess. But, well, then I met Gil and completely forgot about all that. That stuff often turns out to just be an assumption, so I think it’s best not to be too rigid about it. You’re smart and capable, so I’m sure you’d be able to handle living a normal life just fine.”


      Mabel remained silent, but she seemed to be seriously considering Meloza’s words.


      Up next, Meloza turned to Yifa. “And you, Yifa?”


      “I, umm...” Yifa gave a bashful smile. “I’d like to get married someday.”


      “That’s great! I knew that was how young girls felt!” Meloza said, sounding almost excessively delighted. “Oh, but don’t rush things and end up getting caught by some weirdo, okay? I think it’s better to be the one to make the first move instead of waiting. That’s what I did! Gil was a human, but he was really popular.”


      With that, Meloza launched into one of her stories. Much to my surprise, Yifa seemed to be listening intently.


      “Oh, I didn’t realize I was rambling! Sorry, Yifa. That might not have been very helpful.”


      “No, it was very useful.” Yifa nodded, a serious expression on her face.


      “What about you, Seika?”


      I blinked, not expecting to hear my name.


      “Me?”


      “Yeah. Do you wanna get married?” Meloza asked with a smile.


      I went silent. I hadn’t even thought about it since reincarnating. If I were to eventually obtain eternal youth in this world as well, I wouldn’t be able to follow the same passage of time as an ordinary human. After a moment of hesitation, I gave a noncommittal answer.


      “I guess if the right person comes along.”


      “Hmm...” Meloza groaned, frowning as if wrestling with a difficult thought. “That’s the kind of thinking that results in you never getting married! You need to be more proactive, Seika!”


      “Come to think of it, I didn’t really hear any romantic rumors about you at the academy either,” said Amyu.


      “Ah ha ha...” Yifa laughed awkwardly. “Seika was actually pretty popular in the girls’ dorm, but...”


      “Everyone thought you were hard to approach,” Mabel finished.


      “That’s news to me.” At this point, all I could do was force a smile.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “What are you doing tomorrow?” Amyu suddenly asked as we neared the end of our meal. “Going back to the mountain?”


      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m going to talk to District Chief Sezelte again.”


      I understood more now, thanks to the dreams I had seen earlier. Maybe she would be able to give me a lead. Yet, for some reason, everyone had fallen silent, their expressions downcast.


      “Is something wrong?” I asked with a frown.


      “Umm, Seika...” Yifa said hesitantly. “District Chief Sezelte fell asleep around half a month ago and hasn’t woken up.”


      “Really?”


      Seeing my surprise, Amyu took over. “We’re still putting up your talismans, but they barely last any time at all now. Lately, we’ve been swapping them out three times a day.”


      “More people besides the district chief have fallen asleep. The anomaly’s effects are getting stronger,” Mabel said before pausing a moment. “I think it’s because we’re here.”


      I understood what she was implying. It was because the Hero and the Demon Lord were present that the anomaly was growing stronger. It started alongside their birth, so that was the natural assumption. The content of the dreams I had seen also supported that theory.


      “That’s not true!” Meloza said in a panic. “This isn’t the first time a bunch of people have started falling asleep in a short time. It’s not your fault! I’m sure it’s just a coincidence.”


      She was trying to cheer us up, but although she knew I was the Demon Lord, she didn’t know Amyu was the Hero. Nor did she know the truth of what the human country that had once been here had done.


      “Try to leave the temple as little as possible from now on. Just to be safe,” I said.


      They nodded hesitantly in response. The temple was protected by a far stronger barrier than the town. As long as they stayed inside, the anomaly’s effects would hopefully be kept to a minimum.


      “What are you gonna do?” Amyu asked, her tone reserved.


      “Resolve this situation as fast as I can.”


      I didn’t see any other options.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      That night, I was sitting in my room, making the final spell adjustments on hitogata floating in the air.


      “You’re going back to that mountain, aren’t you?” Yuki asked in a reserved voice. “Going any further doesn’t seem safe.”


      “Yeah,” I replied, not stopping my hands. “The space-time distortion is probably only going to get worse. It’s not a problem for ayakashi that can handle being in other planes, but I’m doubtful an ordinary person would be able to maintain their existence.” The effects of the gravity alone were quite serious. “Still, it’s nothing I can’t handle.”


      “I don’t think a harsh environment poses a threat to you either, but what about the dream? Is it truly not a problem?” Yuki asked anxiously. “Even though I know you’re deliberately exposing yourself to this anomaly, it looks like the effects are growing more severe. Are you really going to be able to awaken safely when you’re trapped inside a dream in the deepest reaches of that mountain?”


      “You’re right.” This time, my hands stopped moving as I answered. “The strain on the dispelling hitogata has been decreasing as we near the summit. It’s not that the power of the anomaly is decreasing, but rather that the illusion is becoming more like a normal dream. It’s a fascinating spell. Once it becomes an ordinary dream, dispelling it will no longer wake you up. You’ll end up just like all the people who remain asleep here in the village.”


      “So are you going to stop exposing yourself to it?”


      “No, I’m going back,” I said bluntly. “I’m going to watch the dream through to the end. I’ll never know the full extent of what happened here if I don’t.”


      “But that means...”


      “I’ve come up with a countermeasure, obviously.” I grabbed one of the floating hitogata. It was a gateway hitogata with a condition attached to its activation. “There are some methods that work precisely because it’s a dream and not an illusion.”


      “I still don’t understand why you have to do all this,” Yuki said, clearly doubtful. “Is there any need for you to look into the origins of the anomaly? You should be more than capable of dispelling that entire mountain without even leaving the village. Wouldn’t that be enough to resolve the anomaly?”


      Truth be told, Yuki was correct. Though it was a rather crude method, I could have erased the anomaly in its entirety the day we arrived had I wanted to.


      “You already have a general idea of what caused the anomaly at this point, don’t you?” Yuki continued. “Why not just wrap this up already? The effects on the village seem to be getting worse.”


      “It does seem that way.” I let out a short sigh, then leaned back in the chair. “You’re right. I have an idea as to the origin of the anomaly.”


      When the country collapsed, they used a secret rite of reincarnation to send a boy they called the heroic one into the future with the mission to destroy every last demon. If all of that had truly taken place and the rite had been a success, then the Heroes who appeared throughout human history were likely all reincarnations of the heroic one.


      They wouldn’t inherit his memories—only his soul and extraordinary ability. That added up perfectly. So too did the claim that he would continue to be reincarnated until his mission was complete. The opposing Demon Lord was still a mystery, but the parallels between them were far too great to be mere coincidence.


      The anomaly plaguing this land was almost certainly the aftermath of the rite. Even I couldn’t begin to fathom how that spell functioned. Still, given its vast scale, it would hardly be strange for some kind of anomalous phenomenon to arise as a consequence. In any case, if the origin lay at the summit, then dispelling it should resolve the anomaly. Once it was dispelled, we could safely climb the mountain and determine the true nature of the cause.


      “But regardless of all that, I still want to see it through to the end. I want to see the fate that befell the queen of that country.”


      “Why?”


      “I just feel like I need to know. That’s the only way I can put it.”


      I couldn’t explain it. I knew that the anomaly needed to be resolved as soon as possible now that its effects were growing, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling. I wanted to know what became of the queen those memories belonged to. Even I didn’t understand why I was so fixated on it.


      “Besides, it’s safer not to dispel it forcefully,” I said as though trying to convince myself. “If it somehow were to occur again after we left, these people would be right back in the same predicament. It’s better to identify a clear cause and exorcise it neatly.”


      I stood up.


      “Hmm? Where are you going?”


      “I’m thirsty. I’m gonna go get some water.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The temple’s hallway was dark. It was to be expected, seeing as everyone else was already asleep. Following the light of a hitogata, I continued not all the way to the well, but to the kitchen, where there should have been some water waiting. As I turned the corner, I saw light leaking from the kitchen.


      Assuming that someone was there, I drew closer, then stopped just before I walked through the door. I could hear someone faintly crying inside.


      “Is someone there? Seika?” Meloza’s voice came from the kitchen. When I didn’t respond immediately, she called out again. “It’s you, right? Do you need something?”


      “Uh, sorry.” Unable to remain silent, I poked my head through the door.


      Meloza was sitting alone at the table. She had a light next to her and something that resembled a necklace in her hands.


      “I got thirsty, so I came to get some water,” I said, explaining myself.


      “Oh, all right. Hold on.” Wiping her eyes, Meloza used a ladle to scoop water out of a clay pot and into a wooden cup, which she then brought to me. “Here you are.” The corners of her eyes were slightly red.


      “Th-Thanks,” I said, awkwardly accepting the cup.


      “Let me know if you need more. I’ll bring it to you,” she said with a smile.


      The necklace still in her hand suddenly caught my eye. No, it wasn’t a necklace.


      “A guild tag?” I mumbled without thinking.


      It appeared to be a brass adventurer identification tag.


      Meloza blinked for a moment, then her smile returned. “Yes. It belonged to Gil,” she said, holding it out in front of me. The small brass plate had the name Gilbert and the number three engraved on it. Not relinquishing her hold, Meloza sat back down at the table. “Our house had a lot of things we made memories with together, but now, this is all I have left.”


      I couldn’t find the proper words to say in return. Meloza simply continued quietly, as though musing to herself.


      “Today was Gil’s birthday too.”


      “Huh?”


      “Isn’t that a funny coincidence? My birthday isn’t even the day I was born—it’s the day I was taken in by the temple, but they still ended up being the same. Gil and I were both shocked when we realized it.” Meloza smiled brightly. “Divine demons don’t really celebrate birthdays, except for maybe the children of powerful families. That’s why it never mattered to me, but Gil said we should make it our own special day. Every year, we’d have a nice spread, decorate the table, and exchange presents. It’s been years since I’ve had a day like this, so I got a little sentimental.”


      “That’s all right...”


      “I thought I was ready for it,” Meloza mumbled, gazing at the tag in her hands. “I got married really early for a divine demon because I wanted to spend as much time with Gil as possible. He was a human, so I knew he’d die before me. I knew that, but...” Meloza’s voice grew choked with tears. “I didn’t think I’d have to say goodbye so soon.” Meloza wiped her eyes again. “Seika, do you know how long divine demons live?”


      “I heard their lifespan is around twice as long as a human’s on average.”


      “That’s right. As long as we don’t catch any major diseases, we can live to around one hundred and forty. So I still have a hundred years ahead of me. A century by myself. I’m sure you’ll be gone by then too. Why did I have to be born as a divine demon? If only I could’ve been a human...” Gripping the tag tightly, Meloza closed her eyes. “I miss you, Gil.”


      She feels the same way I did when I lost my wife. Back then, I still had hope. Hope that if I could master the essence of sorcery, I could bring her back to life. Even after that hope vanished, my disciples gave me a reason to go on living. But she doesn’t have any of that. All she can do is cling to a guild tag that no longer has an owner. I can only imagine how empty her life must feel.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      I awoke the next morning to sunlight streaming through the window. It had chilled considerably compared to the previous night. I silently pulled myself out of bed and got dressed. Just as I opened the door to leave my room—


      “Wah!”


      I almost bumped into Yifa, who was right in front of my door.


      “Yifa? What are you freaking out for?” I asked in surprise.


      “S-Seika!” Yifa cried out in a panic. “It’s Meloza!”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Yifa brought me to the temple’s main hall, where Amyu and Mabel were both waiting. They were looking worriedly at someone stretched out on a bench.


      “Is that...?”


      I approached the figure. It was Meloza. She lay atop the bench with her eyes closed, a peaceful expression on her face as if she were asleep.


      “I found her collapsed outside when I woke up this morning. She was probably going to get water from the well,” Amyu said, looking down at Meloza. “Is this because of the anomaly?”


      “Probably.”


      The barrier around the temple didn’t extend outside. At some point, she inevitably had to expose herself to the fog. Nonetheless, she should have been less affected than most people.


      “It wasn’t enough, huh?”


      I wasn’t all that surprised. I already knew that the ones trapped within dreams were people who had a past they wanted to return to. Our visit had probably brought back too many memories of her happy days with her husband.


      “Seika.” Mabel raised her head to look at me. “Can you wake her up?”


      “Y-Yeah. She only just fell asleep. You can do something, right?” Amyu asked earnestly.


      After a moment, I simply said my thoughts aloud. “No. She’s...” However, my mouth shut of its own accord. “Can you guys take care of her?” I asked, looking the girls in the eyes.


      “Sure. No problem.” Yifa nodded confidently.


      I gave a small smile and turned on my heel. “Then I’ll be back.”


      “Where are you going?” Amyu asked.


      “The mountain,” I replied without turning around. There was nowhere else to go. “I’m putting an end to this anomaly.”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The path to the summit was nearly a cliff. Rather than the ground, I walked on top of hitogata floating in the air, climbing down into the dark fog. Barely any sunlight reached this far in—it was as though I were advancing into the twilight.


      “She might be happier remaining asleep,” I muttered to myself as I descended toward the summit. “It’s better to spend a few decades dreaming of those happy days until the anomaly subsides naturally instead of living an empty life for the next century.”


      If I had been presented with the same choice after learning that resurrecting my wife was impossible, I might not have wanted to wake up.


      “Then why are you going to stop the anomaly?”


      “Because I chose to live anyway,” I said flatly. “Obviously, her situation is different, but having made the decision once myself, it’s not my place to choose for her what will make her happy.”


      After losing hope, I was saved by countless different people. After my sister passed away, it was a kind senior disciple. After he passed away, it was my wife. After my wife passed away, it was the various people I met during my travels. After I learned there was no bringing my wife back, it was my disciples and close friends.


      Looking back, it’s clear to me now. Though it might have been brief, in between those periods of hopelessness, I was happy. There’s a chance for Meloza to be happy too, and I’m not going to take that away from her.


      “Then you should go,” Yuki declared. “Follow your heart, Master Seika. I’m confident it won’t lead you astray.”


      “Right.” I nodded, a faint smile on my face. I continued into the abyss carved by gravity, down to its furthest depths, all the way to the mountain’s summit.


      “Let’s see what decision you made in the end, shaman queen,” I mumbled into the darkness. Did she sacrifice herself for her country? Or perhaps—


      ■ ■ ■


      The country was burning before my eyes. Flames blazed on the massive walls of the besieged sacred capital. The capital had fallen to the combined demon forces. The country’s ruin was at hand.


      “Ah...”


      I helplessly looked down on the scene from atop the mountain. There was a secret path within the sacred capital to allow the royal family to escape. I had taken it and fled the dying nation.


      “Your Majesty. Let us be off.”


      I heard the voice of a female attendant behind me. A few attendants were the only ones still with me.


      “Of course. Let’s go.” Turning around, I resumed climbing up the mountain. However, I soon stopped again, the view of the demons overrunning the city catching my gaze. “It’s curious. I don’t feel a thing.” The voice that rang out was hollow.


      I turned back toward the path leading up to the summit, my weary legs taking another step. “As the shaman queen who led our country to ruin, my name won’t be recorded in any history books. It will disappear alongside our nation.” Fog clouded my vision for a moment, and I gritted my teeth. “But my mission is not yet complete.”


      ■ ■ ■


      The scene changed. I was taken aback by the grandeur of the vista. It appeared to be the mountain’s summit.


      “— is dead,” I suddenly muttered. “We’ve already exhausted our food supplies. Her body likely gave out.” More fog clouded my vision. “I used her corpse as a source of magical power.” There was no emotion in the queen’s voice. “This is fine.”


      ■ ■ ■


      The scene changed again, but the location was the same—the mountain’s summit. However, a thin layer of snow now covered the ground. A moderate amount of time seemed to have passed.


      “— is dead,” I grumbled hollowly. “The horse-legged fiends caught him when he was out hunting. Without him, we can’t expect to be able to obtain any meat.” The fog clouding my vision grew even thicker. “I used both his and the centaurs’ corpses as magical power.” My voice was empty. “This is fine.”


      ■ ■ ■


      And again. The location remained the same, but the snow had transformed into a thick blanket.


      “— is dead,” I mumbled, my tone detached. “She probably couldn’t handle the cold. My attendants have now all perished. It goes without saying that I turned her corpse into magical power,” the queen continued, her voice steady. “As planned, monsters have begun to be drawn toward my presence. They will supply my magical power from now on.”


      I looked up at the sky. A shadow resembling a wyvern flew overhead, but the white haze covering my vision made it difficult to see. A vast area of fog was now surrounding the summit.


      “This is fine.”


      ■ ■ ■


      The scene changed once more. A massive dragon was sprawled out in front of me.


      “That was unexpected. I didn’t think such a powerful monster would be drawn to me.”


      The dragon wasn’t moving. It appeared to be dead.


      “But I can use this,” I murmured, the faintest inflection in my voice. I extended my arm out to the dragon’s corpse.


      What I saw shocked me. It wasn’t the slender hand of a middle-aged woman I had once seen. In fact, it wasn’t a human’s arm at all—it was a mass of white fog. Though its outline vaguely retained the shape of a hand, its borders were indistinct, and a constant haze drifted from it like mist. The fog that hung over the area seemed to have been produced by the queen herself.


      I touched the dragon’s corpse with my fog hand. Its rugged scales crumbled from the edges inward, turning to white sand as its magical power was drawn out and flowed into the queen’s body. By the time every last trace of magic had been extracted from the corpse, its mighty form had been reduced to nothing more than a mound of pale white sand.


      “The rite is complete,” I murmured after a long, long silence. My voice was filled with emotion that suggested I had reached a point from which there was no return. Hollow laughter spilled from my lips. “Heh heh heh... Now my body will never perish.”


      I held up my hand and turned it several times. Each motion clouded the air with white fog.


      I finally understood the true nature of the rite—the irreversible change that had occurred in the queen’s body. She was gradually replacing her flesh with an immortal, magically constructed material. In doing so, she rebuilt herself into a being that would never age while keeping her identity intact. What the shaman queen had done was akin to the method of obtaining immortality that had been theorized in the West in my previous world.


      I looked over my shoulder and saw through the fog what had once been the sacred capital. It had fallen into such ruin that it was clear even from a distance. I wondered how many years it had been. The once magnificent walls had all but crumbled away, and large trees towered here and there. The abandoned city was being engulfed in green.


      “—.” The name I spoke belonged to the boy. “I won’t ask for your forgiveness. I left you with no homeland to inherit, and burdened you with an impossible duty. I even cut your life short before my own.” The voice that apologized to the boy who had borne the vengeance of an entire nation was filled with resolve. “This is the least I can do to make amends. I won’t let you be alone.”


      The queen raised her fog hand, and magical power began to swirl around her. “With this undying body, I shall live until the end of the world itself. Even if this form bears no trace of what it once was. Even if I lose every last memory...” I paused for a moment. “Your foolish mother will welcome you back to this land. Again and again, no matter how many times it takes. All I ask is that you grant me the right to say ‘welcome home.’”


      I see. She was his mother.


      The mound of sand was picked up by the swirling magical power. The surrounding rocks and trees crumbled to dust, joining the maelstrom and making the fog ever denser.


      “Until the time you are born anew...” A strange resonance began to creep into my voice. “I shall slow the flow of time...and sleep... So that my heart does not break...in the face of eternity...”


      Space began to distort around the point where the sand had gathered. The scenery twisted, grotesquely misshapen. Everything took on a blue hint, then violet, before finally being dyed in black. Before long, even the fog could no longer be seen, and in that void, my voice—no, the queen’s voice echoed.


      “I love you...” Before she could finish saying her son’s name, her voice was cut off.


      Silence filled the darkness. No matter how long I waited, nothing happened. The queen’s memories appeared to end there.


      You will pay...


      At that moment, another consciousness wove itself into my thoughts.


      Those who would harm me...


      Those who would stand against the heroic one...


      A light appeared in the darkness.


      Be trapped in a dream and wither away.


      ■ ■ ■


      I was by a familiar river. It must have been autumn, as a cool breeze brushed against my skin, and the leaves on the trees were red or yellow. I was being held by somebody beneath the clear sky.


      I opened my mouth, but what came out was the meaningless babbling of an infant.


      “Oh, awake already?” The one holding me peered down at me.


      I didn’t recognize her. She was a young woman who likely wasn’t very well off, given her worn clothing. She had a gentle smile on her face as she rocked me in her arms.


      “You’re such a handful, —. The opposite of your sister.”


      The woman said my name from before I became known as Haruyoshi. I could see traces of myself and my sister in her features, and she had a white jade magatama hanging from her neck. I finally realized who she was.


      “Mom!”


      “I know. Don’t go too far away.”


      The woman raised her head, responding to a familiar girl’s voice. I watched the scene from within her arms. I didn’t think I still had any memories of her, but I was wrong. My soul had never forgotten my mother.


      “You’re a special child,” my mother said, gazing at me. “More special than your sister or me. More than any noble in the capital. You were born with the potential to become a great sorcerer.” My mother rocked me gently. “But you don’t have to do any of that. All I want is for you to live a happy, healthy life.”


      Be trapped in a dream, the queen had said. Those who had visited the mountain and never returned were likely caught in a dream of their memories that no dispelling could break, left to wither away without ever awakening again.


      I wanted to do the same. Though I didn’t know when or how my mother had died, I wanted to at least stay with her until then. But I couldn’t do that. I had already made the decision to live in reality.


      Goodbye.


      I bid my mother, whose name I didn’t even know, farewell in my mind. I was certain I would never forget her again. Then, in accordance with the spell I had set up in advance, a singular hitogata opened up a gateway to the other plane.


      Summoning: Baku. A crack opened up in the dream world. A massive ayakashi appeared out of nowhere, leisurely swimming through the autumn sky. It had a long nose, somewhat reminiscent of an elephant. Countless whalelike fins fluttered on the lower half of its body, and a small pair of wings sprouted from its back.


      As the baku swam, each time it moved its mouth, fissures ran through the surrounding landscape, causing it to collapse. It was as though the world itself was being devoured—and in fact, that was precisely what was occurring. Baku were ayakashi that consumed dreams.


      It all crumbled away. The clear autumn sky, the beautiful red trees, the murmuring river, the distant voice of my sister, my mother before my eyes, and finally, me myself.


      ■ ■ ■


      I awoke with a start, suspended in the same dark void I had seen at the end of the queen’s memories. My feet weren’t touching the ground. Despite what should have been a heavy gravitational pull from the distortion of space and time, I felt as though I were floating in midair.


      “Master Seika, you’re awake?!”


      “Unfortunately, yeah.”


      “Please stop joking around.”


      “It looks like I fell all the way to my destination.” I was at the summit, the source of the fog. The center of the anomaly. “And that’s the one who caused this anomaly.” I looked at the being before me.


      It was neither monster nor spirit. It was a mass of white fog, vaguely taking on the form of a giant human. Its outline was hazy and ambiguous, constantly releasing more fog. Eerie thoughts echoed endlessly in my head.


      Wither away.


      Crumble to dust at once.


      “Wh-What is that thing?” Yuki sounded overwhelmed with fear.


      “The queen who ruled the human nation that once existed in this land. Or at least, what became of her.”


      “That’s a human?!”


      I shook my head. “Not anymore. She seems to have lost her humanity.”


      I had a guess as to what had happened. She had failed to obtain immortality. When she replaced her brain with the fog, a part of her soul had likely been destroyed. There were several ways to achieve immortality, but all came with their own risks. The rite the queen had used appeared to be the highly reliable method that had been theorized in the West in my previous world, yet even that was not perfect.


      “She’s become something akin to a natural phenomenon. She automatically responds to the birth of the Hero and begins releasing fog. Nothing more.”


      I had no doubt that it was Amyu’s arrival in this land that had caused the anomaly’s effects to grow, though it was unlikely that the queen was capable of comprehending that now.


      “Why go to such lengths to continue living?”


      “Because...” I paused for a moment. “She’s the first Hero’s mother.”


      “Huh?” Just as Yuki cried out in shock—


      I won’t allow you to interfere with my dear heroic one.


      The fog began to swell rapidly, writhing uncomfortably like a slime. Finally, it took on the shape of a white, ghostly, fog dragon.


      “Looks like a formidable opponent.”


      The white fog was an undying material created by the shaman queen’s rite that had kept her alive for thousands of years. Simple attacks such as heat or blunt force might not even affect it. I could tell from the flow of energy that this was the greatest threat I had ever faced in this world.


      Perish.


      The dragon’s maw suddenly opened all the way to its neck. Its wings spread wide and split into countless tendrils, rushing toward me in a motion that struck fear in my heart. As the deadly anomaly that could no longer even be called a dragon closed in on me, I simply muttered quietly.


      “I’m sorry.” I floated a single hitogata in front of me. “This is all I can do for you now.” Then I made a quick hand sign.


      Phase of yang: Black Wave. An invisible wave surged from the hitogata. Warping the already twisted space-time even further as it advanced, it swallowed up the immortal dragon. Its tendrils deformed, then burst apart. Its massive jaws crumbled and scattered. As though twisting the very space in which it existed, the invisible wave ravaged the fog dragon, tearing it to pieces.


      Depending on its strength, gravity could form waves. An object engulfed by gravitational waves was subjected to differing gravitational forces at different points. There was no defense against them—they stretched or crushed an object from without, destroying it completely. It was a force powerful enough to even destroy a star.


      If the queen had replaced her body with the fog, then the fog had to have some sort of structure to it. In addition, the queen herself seemed to be affected by the distortion of space-time. If there indeed existed a structure in this space that could be destroyed, then it would be unable to escape the gravitational force.


      Perish.


      Wither away...


      Hoarse thoughts echoed in my mind. Barely enduring the destruction, the mass of fog floated through the air and returned to a human shape, its size greatly diminished.


      I released a swarm of hitogata that surrounded the fog, preventing it from moving.


      “I won’t seal you,” I said quietly to what remained of the shaman queen. “Your child’s reincarnation is staying away from the battle against the demons and living peacefully this time around. Watch over her from paradise.”


      The humanoid figure squirmed, trying to escape the hitogata formation.


      I filled my voice with cursed energy, chanting an exorcism mantra. The moment I began, the queen writhed violently. The fog within the formation shifted into various shapes as though enduring great pain, but each time, it scattered and lost its form. I poured more cursed energy into the mantra, and bit by bit, the fog began to thin and vanish at the edges.


      Eventually, when the mantra was complete, I released the formation. Although the fog that had been the queen hadn’t fully disappeared, it was no longer moving. What remained was quickly growing smaller. The immortal material that composed the fog was likely returning to its original magical power. Faint remnants of consciousness slipped into my thoughts.


      Heroic one...


      My dear son...


      I just stood there and listened.


      Please forgive your foolish mother.


      The remnants of the fog—of the shaman queen—quietly disappeared into the dark void. The next moment, I was standing atop a mountain’s summit. Below me stretched the lush mountain landscape. The sky was clear without a single cloud, and birds danced in the air. Looking into the distance, I could see the elf and dwarf village where the shaman queen’s capital had once stood.


      “Is it over?” Yuki timidly poked her head out.


      “Yeah. The anomaly has been resolved.”


      I turned around. Though it should have been a mountaintop, there was not a single tree, blade of grass, or even rock. The entire area was covered in nothing but white sand.


      “Thank you, shaman queen,” I said quietly, looking at the ground. “I feel like I’ve come to understand a little more thanks to you.”




      Black Wave


      A spell that ravages an object with tidal force created from gravitational waves. Tidal forces, which deform objects due to irregularities in a gravitational field, primarily act on celestial bodies. However, if the wavelength is extremely short and the gravitational wave is sufficiently strong, it can also affect objects the size of a human body. Since gravitational waves are transmitted through space itself, they can bypass any barrier and distort and destroy a target from within.

    

  

  
    
      Act 2


      I decided to return from the summit on foot. I wanted to make sure there weren’t any lingering effects of the anomaly. Sure enough, neither the fog nor its influence remained. Even the monsters had disappeared—all I saw along the path were ordinary animals.


      After a while, it was clear that not a trace of the anomaly remained, yet I continued walking. I walked throughout the night, finally reaching the village just as dawn began to break, greeted by the sight of melted snow. As the village’s residents began to awaken, I headed straight for the temple.


      Then I saw her hanging laundry out to dry and stopped in my tracks. It seemed she hadn’t noticed me yet. But when she happened to lift her head and caught sight of me, her eyes flew wide open.


      “Seika!” Setting down the laundry basket, Meloza rushed over to me. She came to a stop, looking up at me slightly. “Welcome back,” she said with a gentle smile.


      I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out. Instead, I simply met her eyes and nodded.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      The day of our departure came in the blink of an eye.


      “Sure you don’t wanna stay longer?”


      Amyu carried a large pack on her back, standing on the road, under a clear sky. Perfect for traveling.


      “We spent the whole winter in the village, but you were on the mountain for most of it,” she said with a touch of concern. “You were barely here.”


      Several months had passed in the village by the time I came down from the mountain, and it was already spring. Certainly, my stay had been far shorter than theirs, and yet...


      “I still spent a pretty long time here,” I replied, my eyes half closed.


      Mainly because I’d been held hostage by the district chiefs. Since returning from the mountain, I had basically been treated like a hero. People came to the temple one after another just to see me, thanking me for waking their family members, asking to shake my hand, and so on.


      Even that wasn’t enough for the villagers, as night after night, they shouted my name and celebrated all the way until morning. The calm, tranquil atmosphere I’d felt when I first arrived was nowhere to be found. In its place was the constant cheer of a village enjoying a holiday.


      From what I’d been told, the fog had vanished before the end of winter. I had assumed that the fog and the space-time anomaly would end simultaneously, but it seemed the latter had lingered for some time afterward. It was as if I alone had been left behind by the flow of time.


      When the fog had first subsided, the villagers were confused and thought it might be temporary. However, once the sleeping individuals began to awaken, they realized the anomaly had finally ended. Although the villagers were overjoyed, winter chill meant they couldn’t have any major festivities. Once the snow melted and I returned to the village, all that pent-up joy finally erupted.


      Fortunately, District Chief Sezelte had been one of the first to awaken. She claimed not to have any memories of her time asleep, but a lonely expression washed over her face when she was asked about it.


      Not all the sleeping individuals had awakened yet, Sezelte’s daughter among them. Still, with the anomaly gone, they would no doubt wake up in the near future. Laughing it off, Sezelte had joked that this was no time to be sleeping.


      I hadn’t told anybody the truth of the anomaly. When asked about it, I merely stated that I had removed the magical cause. If Amyu were ever to learn about it, it would only throw her off. Although she might have inherited his talent for swordplay and magic, her memories and personality were her own—she was a separate person from the heroic one. There was no reason for her to be burdened with the sorrows of a past life.


      On top of that, it was all in the past. I couldn’t bring myself to spread the secrets of a queen whose country no longer existed. Letting her rest quietly on that mountain was for the best.


      Afterward, we were invited to celebration after celebration, so it was hard for us to leave even though it was well into spring. But, perhaps unsurprisingly in hindsight, word continued to spread, and soon there was talk of the elf and dwarf kings visiting the village to meet me. It seemed like things would turn into a real headache if we stayed any longer, so we decided it was finally time to leave.


      “We were originally planning on going back to the empire at the start of spring,” I said to Amyu. “If anything, I’d say we’ve been here too long.”


      “But...” Amyu looked toward the temple. “You’ve been so busy since you got back. You could relax a little more—”


      Just then, we heard a voice from the temple.


      “It’s fine. Take this too!”


      “No, we couldn’t...”


      “It probably won’t fit anyway.”


      “It’ll fit! The temple is full of thank-you gifts because of you all, so don’t even worry about it!”


      A moment later, Yifa and Mabel emerged from the temple with their packs filled to bursting. Meloza came out shortly after, wearing a look of accomplishment.


      “There. You’re all ready to go now,” Meloza said cheerfully, wiping the sweat off her brow. She appeared full of energy now.


      According to the girls, she had awakened relatively quickly. Like the others, she couldn’t remember the content of her dreams, but they said she had seemed lost for a while. Yet she soon shook it off and regained her usual brightness.


      “It’s finally time to say goodbye, huh?” Meloza’s voice was filled with emotion at the sight of us all lined up in front of the temple. “It’s been ages since I spent so much time with other people. It’ll be lonely without you guys.”


      “Thanks for everything.” Amyu glanced at me in concern for a moment, then broke into a grin. “I’ve heard adventurers from Kiono sometimes come here as escorts, so we might meet again. I hope we can stay here again when the time comes. I’ll help with the cooking or whatever else you need.”


      “You got really good at cooking, Amyu. I’d be happy to have your help again,” Meloza giggled. “You could only make unbalanced meals at first.”


      “I figured adventurers only needed food you could eat outdoors. I was at least better than Mabel, right?”


      “That’s not true. We were basically the same,” Mabel retorted.


      “Mabel’s a quick learner, so she was a great help,” Meloza said with a gentle smile. “Be well once you return to the empire. You’ve had a rough life, but I’m certain you’ll find happiness.”


      “Yeah.” Mabel looked Meloza in the eye and nodded.


      “And Yifa!” Meloza turned to Yifa, walking up to her quickly. “I’m rooting for you,” she said with an eager grin as Yifa reflexively backed up.


      “U-Umm...”


      “I know he’s in good hands with you. Be proactive, remember? He’ll get taken from you if you aren’t! But you don’t want to seem too easy either. I heard about when you were in the divine demon village—oh, there I go talking your ear off again. Anyway, good luck!”


      “I-I’ll do my best.” Yifa nodded intently. “Umm, are you going to stay here?” she asked hesitantly.


      “Yeah. I’ll be here.” Meloza gave a somewhat sad nod. “It’s hard for me to return to Twilight Forest Village at this point, and I can’t go to human lands either. Besides, I have the temple to take care of now.”


      “All right...”


      “But it’ll be more fun now thanks to you all.” Meloza’s face lit up. “I would have never even thought of sending Lulum a letter if it weren’t for you guys! Maybe I’ll be able to see her again. Just knowing that makes it much less lonely than before. I really can’t thank you all enough.”


      “I’m glad. I’ll write you letters too,” Yifa replied with a small smile.


      Finally, Meloza turned to me. “Seika.” She said my name, a smile filled with complicated emotions on her face. “It feels like time just flew by. I never thought I’d even get to meet you, yet here I am seeing you all grown up. In my head, you were always still a baby.” Meloza looked down. “To be honest, I wanted to spend more time with you. To do all the things a mother does. Feed you meals, hold your hand on walks, sew you clothes... But that’s impossible now, huh? Because you’ve already grown into a fine young man.”


      Meloza raised her head, resolve on her face. “Just forget about me. I’m sorry I could never act like a mother for you. I’m sure meeting me now after all this time made you feel conflicted. I’m satisfied just having met you this once. Thank you for growing into such a wonderful person. You’re an adult already, so go be happy in the human lands with all the people who are important to you there.”


      Wind from the mountain blew between us. After a silence that felt both long and brief, I finally began to speak.


      “I...” I put the emotions I had been bottling up into words. “I think the real reason I came here was to meet you.”


      “Huh?”


      “I never understood why I decided to get involved with this anomaly myself. I had no reason to come all the way to the independent territory to solve it. I didn’t have any ties here. But I think the moment the headmistress told me about you, I had already decided to come.”


      Deep down, I must have been unable to let go of the memories of my kind mother, the woman my sister had told me about over a century ago.


      “I’ll come visit again. I promise.”


      “You mean it? I’m glad.” Meloza’s eyes flickered for a moment before she relaxed into a smile. “You’re welcome anytime. I don’t expect to have any health issues while you’re still alive.”


      “I’ll outlive you,” I said quietly.


      “Huh?”


      “If you have another century left, then I’ll make sure I at least last that long. I won’t die before you.”


      I didn’t know what filial piety truly was, but if it was wrong for a child to die before their parents, I could make sure that didn’t happen. Outlasting a mortal lifespan was easier than trying to be a proper child.


      “Also...” I took a necklace out of my pocket and held it out to Meloza. “Take this. It’s a little late, but happy birthday. I don’t have anything else I can give you.”


      It was a white jade necklace. A memento of both my sister and my mother. I’d had it stowed away in the other plane all this time, and seeing it in the dream had finally made me remember.


      “What’s this?” Meloza timidly accepted the white jade magatama and gazed at it. “Is it a magic item? This white stone is a jewel, right? I can’t accept something so precious.”


      “It’s fine. I don’t need it anymore.”


      I would never forget my sister or mother again, and I had no use for it as a cursed object. If I were just going to store it away again, I might as well give it to her. Meloza looked back and forth between the necklace and my face, as if hesitating. But eventually, she clasped the white magatama in both hands and spoke quietly.


      “Thank you. I’ll cherish it.” Meloza raised her head and gave a resigned smile. “But knowing you’re safe and sound is the best gift of all,” she said, looking directly at me. “Make sure you eat well.”


      “I will.”


      “And take care of yourself.”


      “I will.”


      “And don’t do anything dangerous. I know you’re strong, but don’t be reckless.”


      “I won’t.”


      “All right, then.” Meloza reached out and patted the pack on my back, then stepped back a few paces. “Take care, Seika!”


      “Yeah. See you.” I turned around and stepped onto the road in front of the temple. I could hear Amyu and the others saying their farewells to Meloza behind me as I walked in silence. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do.


      Had I come to sympathize with Meloza after learning, at least a little, what it meant to be a mother? Or was I unconsciously seeking in her the role of a mother I had lost? I felt like it was a little of both, but also something more.


      “Seika!” I heard her voice call out to me from behind and looked over my shoulder. “Stay safe! Come see me again! I’ll be here!” I could see Meloza frantically waving in the distance.


      I turned around to face her and the temple, and before I knew it, I found myself waving back. “You take care too, mom!”
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      A shocked look appeared on Meloza’s face, and the girls behind me looked equally stunned.


      “Master Seika...” Yuki’s voice in my ear sounded like she’d had her breath taken away. She no doubt had the same expression as the others.


      I turned back around and began silently walking again. It was as if the unfamiliar words that had come out of my own mouth still lingered in the back of my throat. I really didn’t know what I was thinking, but it felt strangely right.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: Emperor Gilzerius Urd Alegreif in the Imperial Palace


      “The Hero is a relic of the resentment left behind by an ancient nation that once stood at the center of the continent.”


      The voice of Emperor Gilzerius echoed through the depths beneath the imperial palace. It was technically a library, though calling it such was misleading, as there were no books or parchments to be found. The underground archive was instead filled with inscriptions that were resistant to moisture and flooding.


      Some were carved by hand into natural stone, some had been created with earth magic, and others remained unclear in origin. Though their shapes and sizes varied wildly, they were all ancient and extremely valuable. Not only the inscriptions themselves, but also the information carved into them.


      “It seems one of its citizens, who was taken as a slave by the demons and later escaped to another country, spoke of it. He said there was a secret rite of reincarnation, passed down among the royal family, that was used during the country’s final hour. The tale is no longer known anywhere, but the fact that it’s carved into these inscriptions suggests it must have been a topic among the people back then. I suppose it is rather thrilling.”


      Bathed in the light of magic items, the emperor walked through a space surrounded by groups of stone inscriptions. Two sets of footsteps echoed. An elderly goblin woman followed behind the emperor, wearing a deep crimson robe and leaning on a prayer staff.


      “Thrilling? Keh heh, that’s a difficult concept for me to comprehend.”


      “When people catch a glimpse of something hidden, their hearts naturally leap. All the more so when it’s a grand secret. That said...” The emperor gave a self-deprecating smile. “In my position, I can ill afford to be excited. If something is inconvenient for the empire, then no matter how grand or beautiful it may be, it must be forcibly exposed and erased.”


      The emperor came to a stop. Before him stood a singular monument. The stone was made of an unknown material with a strange sheen, clearly created through magic. It was a massive triangular prism rising high enough that one had to crane one’s neck, and the same text was inscribed on its three sides, each in a different language.


      “The Hero is a ghost entrusted with the task of enacting revenge on the demons, so what does that make the Demon Lord?” the emperor murmured, gazing up at the monument. “Why did a counterpart to the Hero appear among the demons? And why are they fated to oppose one another?”


      His eyes lingered on the ancient script engraved into the stone. The answer to those questions was written there.


      “I’ve had enough of being dragged into their quarrel. Let’s put an end to these childish tales of heroism.” The emperor pulled his eyes away from the inscription and turned to the goblin woman. “You may begin, Granny.”


      “Keh heh... All is as Your Majesty wills.”


      Their voices echoed among the inscriptions before finally fading away.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story: Blossoming Love


      Winter had just passed, and the forest was still unpleasantly cold. Burying her neck into her scarf, Meloza walked down an unfamiliar path.


      While it wasn’t far from Twilight Forest Village, few divine demons visited the area. There weren’t many fruits to gather, and the steep terrain made hunting dangerous. In addition, there were no monster-warding magic items set up, so under normal circumstances, a divine demon as young and inexperienced as Meloza would have never set foot there.


      However, Meloza knew that although the area offered little food, it was rich in magic-infused mushrooms and rare medicinal herbs. It was dangerous, so she couldn’t come often, but it was worth the trip. Testing the weight of the basket on her back, Meloza muttered to herself.


      “That should be enough. Time to head back.”


      Meloza had begun gathering herbs first thing in the morning and already had a good amount. She had also found several magic stones to be used in crafting magic items, so although it was still early, she decided to return to the village. Watching her step as she descended the slope, she passed by a steep cliff.


      “Huh?!”


      There was a figure collapsed at the bottom of the cliff wall. Several broken branches were scattered around them. It appeared that someone had fallen from the top of the cliff.


      “A-Are you all right?” Meloza hurried over to the figure, yet stopped just before she reached it.


      Hidden in the undergrowth was a head covered in golden hair. It was clearly different from the hair of the elves she’d seen when she was younger. Looking closer, he appeared to be wearing robes similar to those worn by the humans in divine demon folktales.


      “Is he a human?” the divine demon muttered, standing motionless.


      Meloza had never seen a human before. Although the area was relatively close to the human nations, it was still firmly demon territory. In all her time in the village, she had never heard of a human venturing so far into demon lands.


      The humans Meloza were weak yet greedy, cruel, and cunning. She had never met one in person, but that was how they were always portrayed in divine demon stories. They were incompatible with demons and had opposed demonkind several times throughout history. And yet...


      The divine demon girl took another step forward.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Struggling under the dead weight of the limp human on her back, Meloza passed through the gate of Twilight Forest Village. In the end, it had taken her until nearly noon to return.


      The moment she stepped through the gate, the stone pillars surrounding the village began to rumble, but Meloza didn’t have the leeway to care. She had a human man slung over her back and a basket full of herbs and magic stones in her arms—simply walking was all she could manage.


      As divine demons rushed out of their homes to see what was happening, Meloza continued, out of breath, to the temple that served as her home. Finally reaching the doors, she shouted, her hands overburdened.


      “Lulum! Open up!”


      The sound of hurried footsteps could soon be heard from within, and the temple doors swung open.


      “Meloza?” A divine demon girl wearing a surprised expression came out of the temple.


      Her features carried an air of refinement, and her long black hair was well cared for, likely because she came from a special bloodline of oracle priestesses. Meloza had always envied the soft yet somehow intelligent-looking markings that ran from her cheek down to her neck. She must have been in the middle of cleaning, as she held a broom in one hand.


      “Thank goodness. You were running late, so I was starting to get worried,” the girl named Lulum said. “The village barrier just—” Lulum’s gaze landed on the man on Meloza’s back. “Meloza, who’s that?”


      “Umm... A human, I think.”


      Lulum froze, her eyes wide.


      Yeah, that figures, Meloza couldn’t help but think to herself. Aloud, she tried to speak in as calming a tone as she could. “Could you just get the temple head for now? And the village chief too, if possible. Then we need a place for him to sleep. My arms are about to give out.”


      “Urgh...” Suddenly, the human on her back groaned and began to stir. Meloza froze just as stiffly as Lulum as the man pressed his face into the girl’s hair, murmuring deliriously. “Whoa... You smell nice...”


      Lulum screamed, then hit the man with her broom.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Well into the afternoon, the now fully conscious man was tied up in front of the temple. He had blond hair and blue eyes. In the clear daylight, he looked young and slender, almost like a refined gentleman.


      Divine demons had gathered around him, the commotion a rarity in their village. Among them were the head of the temple and the village chief.


      “A human is not what I expected when the barrier reacted. This is a first.” The temple head glared at Meloza sharply. “Why did you bring him here, Meloza? Injured or not, aiding a human is far too reckless. Worse yet, you revealed the location of our village. You could have put yourself in danger as well.”


      Meloza shrank back before his harsh tone.


      “Now, now, cut her some slack. This is preferable to leaving him there and letting him die before we can get any information out of him,” the village chief said, attempting to smooth things over. He looked down at the bound human. “This man no doubt had a reason for infiltrating demon territory. He likely has allies as well. The village won’t be at ease until we learn his identity. What is your name, human?” the village chief asked the man.


      The man remained silent for a moment, then, as if cautiously gauging those around him, answered in a quiet voice. “Gilbert Lamprogue.”


      The villagers, who had turned into a crowd of onlookers, murmured among themselves. For most of them, it would have been their first time seeing a human and hearing one speak. On top of that, the name the man had given carried a strange, distinctly human sound.


      “Who are you, and what were you doing by the cliff?”


      The man appeared to be thinking carefully for a moment, then answered. “I’m an adventurer. I’m not sure where I was, but I remember being ambushed by a monster while completing a request and falling down a cliff.”


      The crowd stirred once more. The temple head wore a stern expression and whispered to the village chief.


      “This is bad for us. As I recall, human adventurers are ruffians who make their living through violence. We can’t allow him to leave alive, Chief Nezelim. It’s possible his true purpose was to scout out our village. He must be dealt with at once.”


      “You can’t do that!” Meloza shouted, overhearing their whispering. Everyone’s eyes turned to her. “He hasn’t done anything wrong. He was hurt! We should be helping him!” Tears formed in the corners of her eyes as she pleaded. Meloza herself didn’t understand why she was so desperate.


      Meloza had been taken in and raised by the temple and had rarely ever tried to rock the boat. The adults around her were generally correct. Even now, she understood the temple head’s concerns. Still, Meloza couldn’t help but feel sorry for the man. So much so that she couldn’t remain silent.


      “Meloza. This man isn’t someone we should help.” The temple head turned to Meloza, his voice harsh. “He’s a human. The enemy of the divine demons—no, of all demonkind.”


      “B-But—”


      “Sparing his life may jeopardize the village’s safety. That isn’t something you can take responsibility for, Meloza. Do not speak so carelessly. You won’t be punished for revealing the village’s location, but this man must be disposed of. Am I understood?”


      “Hey, uh, could I have a word?” the man named Gilbert suddenly interjected.


      “What?” the temple head demanded as everyone turned to face the human.


      “I’m still not exactly sure what’s going on. I take it this is divine demon land, and I was saved by that girl there?” The man looked at Meloza.


      “Correct.”


      “And right now, I’m suspected of being an imperial spy? That about sum it up?”


      “Of course. You need not even ask. We have ample reason to suspect you.”


      “About that...” Gilbert momentarily lowered his head before quickly looking back up. “I totally understand!” he said with complete sincerity.


      Every pair of eyes around him went blank with disbelief. As if to show his sympathy, Gilbert continued energetically.


      “See, that actually reminded me, my old man used to stress over the exact same kind of stuff. Every now and then, some shady characters would show up in our territory, and he’d just sit there holding his head, looking absolutely miserable. You’re technically not allowed to start wars over land disputes in the empire, but people still do it anyway. They send mercenaries or thieves or whoever to apply pressure. But sometimes it’s unrelated, and if you misread the situation, you end up straining relations with the people around you. That’s why my dad was always on edge. Oh, right. I may not look it, but I’m actually from a noble family. That said, my brilliant older brother is the heir, so I get to live a carefree life as an adventurer. Anyway, all that’s just to say I totally get where you’re coming from. I really do.”


      Everyone was so overwhelmed by his energy that they remained speechless. Meloza revised her opinion of humans—even while tied up, they were beings that could certainly run their mouths.


      At that point, Gilbert’s expression turned slightly uneasy. “You know, I hate to break it to you, but if the empire wanted to scout out this village, I don’t think they’d need to send me to do it.”


      “Wh-What do you mean by that?” The temple head was taken aback by Gilbert’s words.


      “I mean, the humans near the forest know about your village.”


      “Huh? They do?!”


      “Yeah. They probably don’t know the exact location, but they know there’s a divine demon settlement a few days’ walk through the forest. I knew about it too.”


      “H-How did the humans find out about this village?” the temple head asked, dumbfounded.


      “You sell magic items to beastfolk traders, right? I hear divine demon crafting is high-quality stuff. Well, those traders visit the empire too. As long as there are people coming and going, it’s impossible to keep this place a secret. Beastfolk or not, merchants always want to talk your ear off about their travels. And if somebody really wanted to investigate you, they’d just hire a beastfolk spy, not a suspicious human adventurer like me.”


      No one said a word. They all seemed to be in silent agreement.


      “Then what is your purpose in this land? What is this request you accepted?”


      Gilbert paused for a moment before responding to the village chief. “Barghest extermination.”


      The village chief and temple head both furrowed their brows. The divine demons around them murmured once again.


      “It’s supposedly starting to appear in settlements near the forest. It comes out at night and attacks livestock. A few people have gone missing too. We were hired to hunt it down.”


      Barghests were a type of monster that took on the form of a large, black hound. They were massive and possessed considerable physical and magical power alike, resulting in them being considered one of the most dangerous monsters. Even for divine demons, encountering one meant accepting the possibility of death.


      “That can’t be,” the temple head said, his expression grim. “I haven’t heard of any barghests in the area. You expect us to believe such nonsense when nobody living here has seen anything of the sort?”


      Gilbert paused again, then a sour look appeared on his face. “I know, right?”


      “H-Huh?”


      “I had a feeling it was probably a mistake when I first accepted the request. Barghests are extremely rare monsters. I figured it had to be a shadow wolf or something. They’re pretty common here, aren’t they?”


      “Y-Yes, they are.”


      “I got lured in by the reward, and what a failure that turned out to be. Taking down a shadow wolf won’t even get you a single copper coin. Then I fell down a cliff and passed out, and the next thing I know, I’m tied up here.” Gilbert sighed.


      Suddenly, one of the onlookers burst into laughter.


      “Seriously? Guess humans have their own fair share of idiots.”


      “Shut up! I’m doing what it takes to survive now that I can’t live the noble life anymore! Besides, I wanted to see a real barghest for myself.”


      “As if a human could defeat a barghest. You’d just get yourself eaten if you saw one.”


      “Don’t count me out. I could easily take a barghest,” Gilbert said confidently.


      “It sure doesn’t look like it. Right, everyone?”


      “Yeah...”


      “He could maybe put up a fight against my husband.”


      “Humans don’t have much magical power, do they? What’s he going to do with that skinny body?”


      “Hey, I’m a rank three adventurer! I’ve beaten high-level monsters before!”


      At some point, the tense atmosphere had completely vanished. Meloza was relieved that the human she had rescued didn’t seem like he was going to be killed immediately. Yet at the same time, she was starting to find him more and more suspicious. Somehow, he just seemed too smooth.


      “You said you accepted a request, yes?” the village chief asked, his tone unchanging despite the relaxed mood. “Did you have any others with you?”


      “Yeah, I did. Adventurers usually form parties.”


      “What happened to them?”


      Gilbert’s expression turned somber, and he tilted his head. “Beats me. I was out cold. I’d love to be able to answer that question. We got ambushed by some unknown monster, and I fell down the cliff. Hopefully, they either took it down or managed to escape.”


      “They were traveling with this moron, so they probably got eaten.”


      Gilbert’s face clouded over for a moment at the onlooker’s words, but he quickly put his normal, refined look back on. “Hmm, maybe.” Gilbert turned to look at the village chief and temple head. “Could you untie me already?”


      “What? Absolutely not. You’re a human—we can’t let you run free,” the temple head declared.


      “There’s a good reason for you to untie me. It’s for your own benefit too,” Gilbert said, his expression completely serious.


      “And what might that be? Speak.”


      Seeing the temple head’s stern expression, Gilbert lowered his head for a moment, then raised it with a pained look, fidgeting with his feet as he spoke.


      “I can’t hold it anymore. You don’t want me to wet myself here, do you?”


      The onlookers erupted all at once.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      As the sun began to set, Meloza and Gilbert were together in the temple.


      “Phew, I’m saved,” Gilbert said, his voice relieved. He sat himself down in a corner of the temple. “I always imagined divine demons as being really scary, but it turns out you’re surprisingly decent folks. You even got me this huge place to stay. I could do without the weird collar, though.” As he spoke, he idly toyed with the stone collar around his neck.


      Gilbert’s bindings had been removed, but he had been fitted with the collar in their place. It was a magic item that blocked the flow of magical power, rendering physical enhancement and all forms of magic unusable. However, it caused no real inconvenience in everyday life.


      “I’m pretty lucky to come out unscathed after falling off a cliff.”


      “You know,” Meloza said, exasperation in her voice as she stopped sweeping the floor, “the only reason you aren’t hurt is that I healed you.”


      “What? Really? Did you use healing magic?”


      “Yes. Obviously, you can’t fall from that high without getting hurt. Are you stupid?” Meloza sighed. She was beginning to wonder why she even bothered bringing him back with her.


      “Guess that makes sense. Come to think of it, you were the one who carried me here too, weren’t you?” Gilbert straightened himself up slightly and gave Meloza a nod. “Thanks. Seriously.”


      Meloza sighed again, then walked over to Gilbert, grabbed his arm, and pulled him to his feet.


      “Whoa!” Gilbert was lifted, surprise evident on his face.


      “If you’re grateful, then you could at least help me clean. You’re living here for the time being, after all.” Glaring at him, Meloza shoved her broom into his hands.


      Dumbfounded, Gilbert accepted the broom. “You’re pretty strong. I wasn’t expecting that.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “Well, human women can’t usually just lift people like that.”


      “Are humans that weak? It’s a miracle they can even stay alive.” Meloza took Gilbert’s place and sat in the corner.


      Gilbert began sweeping with shockingly little protest. He turned to look at Meloza, who was watching his slightly clumsy movements. “Hey, how long do I have to stay here?” he asked.


      “Who knows. Until you die, maybe?”


      “Nice, lucky me. I get to have an easy life.”


      Meloza was taken aback by his carefree answer.


      In the end, it had been decided that Gilbert would be looked after by the temple for the time being. There had been talk of locking him up, but perhaps everyone had been disarmed by Gilbert’s somewhat airheaded demeanor, as they had decided it wasn’t necessary to go that far. That said, the temple would still be keeping an eye on him.


      “Don’t try anything funny,” Meloza said, glaring at the young man. “Trying to escape by force is a waste of time.”


      She warned him merely as a formality—a lone human with his magic sealed by the collar was powerless against divine demons. Even if he did somehow make it out of the village, he likely wouldn’t escape the forest. Nonetheless, Lulum had temporarily returned to her family home out of an abundance of caution, leaving Meloza feeling somewhat lonely.


      “Hey now, give me some credit,” Gilbert said with a smile. “Do I really look like that much of an ingrate? Cleaning, laundry, I’ll do whatever. Just don’t expect me to be great at it.”


      The reality of the situation was that Gilbert was being held captive in a hostile race’s village, but he didn’t seem too bothered by it. He continued casually chatting with Meloza as he cleaned.


      “So, how old are you?”


      “Huh? You want to know my age?”


      “Even though divine demons resemble humans, you guys live a lot longer, right? You look young adult age to me, but how old are you really?”


      “Twenty.”


      “For real? So am I! We’re the same age.”


      Meloza was stumped by how frivolous his response was. His attitude made it hard to believe he truly understood his circumstances. The silence born from that difference in attitude snuffed out the playful atmosphere. After a short while, Gilbert spoke up again, still cleaning.


      “So why’d you save me, anyway? Humans and divine demons aren’t exactly on good terms. I’ve seen a few other demons in the empire, but never a divine demon. The others seemed pretty upset with you for rescuing me at the start, yet you still covered for me. What’s up with that?”


      “No reason.” Meloza faced the ground. She didn’t know why she had saved him either. “I just felt like it.”


      “I get you. It happens sometimes.” Gilbert gave another all too casual response in return, nodding meaninglessly.


      “Are all humans like you?” Meloza blurted out without thinking.


      “Hmm?”


      “You’re just not what I imagined. I expected you to be more devious or whatever. I’ve never met anyone as carefree as you before.”


      “Yeah, I get that a lot. When I was little, they would say my older brother got all the seriousness. Thanks!”


      “What are you thanking me for?! That wasn’t a compliment!” Meloza couldn’t help but slump her shoulders in defeat. She was starting to feel stupid for taking him seriously.


      Oblivious to how she felt, Gilbert spoke to her again. “Hey.”


      “What is it this time?”


      “Was there anything else around where I fell?”


      “Anything else?” Meloza raised her head, repeating his question back at him. “Like what?”


      “Like a sword or something.”


      “Your weapon?” Meloza’s brow furrowed in thought. “No. It’s possible there was something in the grass, and I just missed it, though.”


      “All right. What about dead bodies?”


      “Huh?”


      “Were there any dead monsters or...other humans?”


      With his back still turned, Gilbert continued sweeping, his expression hidden from view. But sensing the seriousness in his voice, Meloza straightened herself and replied in kind.


      “None of that either. I definitely wouldn’t miss a body in the grass. But I didn’t check the top of the cliff, so I can’t speak for up there.”


      “Yeah, that makes sense. Thanks.” That was all Gilbert said.


      “Are you worried about your party?” Meloza asked, concerned about the sudden change in attitude.


      “Well, yeah, of course.” Gilbert looked over his shoulder with a smile. “They were like family to me. Obviously, I’m worried about them.”


      “Family...” Meloza repeated. “Even though you aren’t blood related?”


      “I’ve been trusting them with my life all this time. They’re every bit as important to me as my parents and my brother.”


      “But they abandoned you.”


      “Huh?”


      “Didn’t they? They left you and ran away after you fell down the cliff.” Meloza didn’t mention the possibility that they had been killed by monsters. Even if they had survived, it could hardly be called a happy outcome. “Can you still think of people who abandoned you as family?”


      Gilbert stopped sweeping, then turned to Meloza and nodded with a smile. “Yeah. That’s what we agreed on. If you can survive, then survive, even if it means abandoning someone. Everyone throwing their lives away in vain trying to rescue someone doesn’t do us any good.” There was no hesitation in Gilbert’s voice. “So yes, I still think of them as family, and I hope they’re safe.”


      “Hmm...” Meloza lowered her gaze. She felt inexplicably irritated.


      “There’s something I need to tell you,” Gilbert said suddenly.


      “What is it?”


      “Stay away from the forest.”


      “Huh?”


      Despite Meloza’s confusion, Gilbert continued, his expression dead serious.


      “You have monster-warding magic items set up, as I recall. Don’t leave their area of effect unless it’s absolutely unavoidable. And only travel in groups of three or more. But if you can help it, you should stay in the village.”


      “W-Wait, what are you talking about? I’ve been to the forest a bunch of times—”


      “There’s a barghest.”


      “What?”


      “A group of divine demons should be fine, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it attacked someone on their own. And you don’t exactly look like an expert fighter to me.”


      Meloza’s eyes went wide. “I thought the barghest thing was a lie?”


      “When did I say it was a lie? The barghest is very real. I know, because it’s what attacked us.”


      “Huh?” Meloza was lost for words, and Gilbert continued bitterly.


      “It caught us completely off guard. It went straight for our healer, and it took everything we had just to protect her. Nobody even noticed it until it was too late. In fact, it’s even worse than that. It managed to hide itself from this village too. That isn’t normal. It was extremely cautious and clever, and now that I think about it, it was huge too. Worst-case scenario, it might not be an ordinary barghest—it could be an elder barghest that came from deeper in demon territory.”


      “No...” Meloza was aghast. “Wh-Why didn’t you say that from the start?”


      “How could I?” Gilbert said with a grimace. “That pompous old guy insisted it couldn’t exist. What do you think would happen if a suspicious human started arguing with a high-ranking divine demon? I just had to go along with whatever they said.”


      Meloza finally realized that Gilbert’s smooth-talking had also been a way for him to get through the dangerous situation.


      “We have to let everyone know,” Meloza said, urgency in her voice.


      “Don’t bother. Nobody’s gonna believe us if we turn around and say, ‘Oh, actually, it was real the whole time,’ now. Not only is there no point, but people are gonna think you got tricked by me or something.”


      “B-But we can’t ignore it!”


      “You don’t have to worry about it that much. It’s only ever gone after humans. Even monsters know how to stay away from danger, I guess. Unless something unusual happens, I’d say the chance of any divine demons being attacked is pretty low.”


      Meloza suspected that Gilbert was right. She had heard that the number of large monsters had decreased as demonkind’s population had grown. If that were the case, then it wouldn’t be unusual for the surviving individuals to have developed a tendency to avoid demons altogether.


      “Then why...” Meloza struggled to squeeze out the words.


      “Hmm?”


      “Then why even bother telling me? You didn’t know if I’d believe you or not either.”


      “Even if someone’s suspicious of you, if you get them in an earnest, one-on-one conversation, they’ll listen more than you might think,” Gilbert said with a resigned smile. “On top of that, I owe you my life. I don’t want anything to happen to you, however small the chance.”


      Meloza hung her head. She wasn’t sure how to respond.


      Gilbert continued in his usual carefree tone, making it hard to tell if he recognized how she felt. “As I said, you don’t need to be too worried. I just warned you to be safe. Besides,” Gilbert said, flashing a grin, “my party might’ve taken it down already. They’re not quite on my level, but they know how to handle themselves.”


      “They didn’t.”


      “Hmm?”


      “If they had beaten the barghest, they would’ve come looking for you.”


      Gilbert’s face clouded over, and he looked at Meloza. “Yeah... I guess you’re right. Huh, you’re pretty sharp.”


      The fact that Gilbert hadn’t been rescued meant that, at the very least, his party had been unable to defeat the barghest.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Early the next day, Meloza awoke with a bad feeling in her gut. She climbed out of the stone bed, remembering that Lulum, with whom she usually shared a room, wasn’t there, opened the curtains, and peered outside.


      It was dark. The sun hadn’t risen yet. Even in a temple where people generally woke up early, it was unlikely anyone else was awake. Despite that, Meloza got dressed and raced out of her room. She ran to the room Gilbert had been given, then called out in front of the door.


      “Gilbert? Are you up?”


      There was no response. She couldn’t sense anyone’s presence through the door. Meloza placed her hand on the doorknob.


      “Gilbert, I’m coming in.”


      She opened the door. Just as she expected, crumpled sheets were the only thing on the bed.


      “That idiot!”


      Meloza returned to her room for a moment to grab a small leather bag, then dashed back to Gilbert’s. She stuck her hand into the bag, grabbed some kind of powder within, and scattered it over the floor. A moment later, faintly glowing footprints appeared on the ground.


      “I knew it.”


      The powder was a special magic item that reacted to magical power. Meloza had stuck a magic circle onto Gilbert’s shoe the day before just to be safe. The footprints extended to the window, then went outside the temple.


      “Is he trying to run away? What is he thinking?!”


      An unarmed human with his magic sealed would never be able to escape the forest. After a moment of panic, she climbed out the window as well.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Meloza ran through the forest, following the footprints. The forest’s magical power must have been interfering, as the glowing footsteps were fainter and harder to see than they had been in the village. Despite that, she could tell where Gilbert was headed.


      “This is the place...”


      It was the location where she had found him the previous day. Meloza stopped. The tracks had grown so difficult to see that she had to focus to find them. The area was slightly off from the direction one would have to travel to exit the forest on foot, meaning it was the logical place for him to be headed.


      “Gilbert!” Unable to hold it in any longer, Meloza shouted.


      Under normal circumstances, it was best to make as little noise as possible when alone in a forest, but this was her only way of finding Gilbert. If he didn’t make it back to the village before anyone noticed, he was likely to be locked—if he even survived. Deciding to shout only three times max, Meloza called out again.


      “Gilbert! Are you there?! Gil—”


      Just then, Meloza felt something massive leap down from the cliff behind her. She turned around and was faced with a giant black dog.


      It was as big as a house, with fur as dark as night, the only contrast its golden, shining eyes. Apart from its size, it resembled an ordinary wolf, but what she could only assume was its magical power leaking out covered it in a black, mist-like aura, radiating an ominous pressure. Though she had never seen one in person, Meloza knew exactly what it was.


      “The barghest? Why is it here?!” She knew the answer even as she spoke. It wasn’t at all strange for it to be here—this was the very place Gilbert had been attacked by it to begin with.


      Cursing her carelessness, she began casting divine demon magic. A moment later, a crimson ball of fire shot from her extended hand. It flew toward the barghest, which seemed momentarily confused, and completely enveloped its head.


      “I-It didn’t work?!”


      The barghest was completely unharmed. Not only had it not been damaged, it hadn’t even reacted. It was as though the fireball never so much as reached its fur. Undeterred, Meloza continued launching fireballs. A barghest wasn’t a foe that could be outrun.


      That turned out to be a mistake. At first, the barghest didn’t seem to have noticed Meloza, but after being pelted by fireballs, it finally regarded her as an enemy. Its golden eyes flash, and its legs bent. A moment later, its massive body surged forward with terrifying speed. The barghest’s fangs were upon Meloza before she could draw a breath. There wasn’t even time to scream.


      For the first time in her life, Meloza braced herself for death.


      “What are you doing?!”


      Meloza felt a powerful impact from her side. Cradled in someone’s arm, Meloza was sent tumbling violently through the forest. Only after she was covered in mud did she realize that she had been saved. An angry voice rang out in her ear.


      “What are you doing here?! I told you not to leave the village by yourself!”


      “Gilbert?”


      She had been saved by the very human man she’d be searching for. Pushing herself upright, Meloza spoke haltingly to Gilbert, who stood with his sword at the ready, glaring grimly past the trees.


      “Y-You just went off on your own and disappeared!”


      “Yeah, my bad. But we’ll talk later!”


      Immediately after, Gilbert caught the barghest’s fangs with his sword. It was a finely crafted blade, unlike any Meloza had ever seen. It was likely the one he’d lost when he had fallen down the cliff. He must have come back to get it.


      “Grah!” With a spirited shout, Gilbert pushed the barghest’s fangs aside.


      The barghest dodged his follow-up slash, then retaliated with a swipe of its claws. Although the blow contained enough force to split a giant tree, Gilbert deflected it effortlessly. The barghest retreated, leaping back to avoid his counterattack. It bared its fangs and growled, glaring at Gilbert as he reset his stance, his sword held vigilantly at the ready. The barghest was wary of the lone human swordsman, recognizing him as a dangerous foe.


      “What in the world...” Meloza was dumbfounded.


      It was difficult to believe he was an ordinary human. Gilbert’s sword had managed to fend off a barghest that Meloza’s magic hadn’t even affected. He had defended against its sharp claws and fangs, capable of tearing a person to shreds, with just a sword. It was impossible for his slender body to be hiding that much strength—he had to be using magical power to strengthen himself despite the fact that his collar should have been blocking it.


      “Damn it, this is hopeless! This collar isn’t letting me use my magic or my full strength!” Gilbert groaned in frustration, gripping the collar around his neck.


      On closer inspection, the stone collar was vibrating faintly, cracks running through it in several places. It was likely reaching its limit, having been forced to suppress magical power far beyond what it had been designed for. The sheer amount of power was inhuman.


      “Hey, can’t you do something about this?!” Gilbert shouted, glancing sideways at Meloza. “We’re just gonna get worn down at this rate!”


      The collar could only be removed by its owner, the temple head. Yet Meloza nonetheless ran over to Gilbert and grabbed the collar, funneling her own magical power into it.


      “H-Hey, that’s not something you can just tear off!” Gilbert said in confusion.


      “I’m not! Just channel your magical power into it too! Everything you’ve got!” Lacking time to explain, Meloza just shouted at him.


      “A-All right!” Despite wavering for a moment, Gilbert nodded forcefully.


      Sensing something was off, the barghest crouched low once again. But a moment later, the collar was finally pushed beyond its limit, shattering into pieces with a dry crack.


      “Thanks!” Gilbert flashed her a grin, then disappeared.


      Accelerating with momentum that surpassed even the barghest’s, Gilbert had already launched himself forward. Fixing his gaze straight ahead on the giant hound, which had just kicked off the ground itself, he drew his sword far back to the side in a wide arc.


      “This’ll be easy now!”


      He unleashed a single, devastating slash, so powerful it seemed liable to cut through the forest itself. At the same time, a gust of wind slammed into Meloza. She covered her head with her arms as the surrounding branches and leaves shook violently as though struck by a sudden storm.


      When she finally lowered her arms from in front of her face and looked again, her eyes went wide. The barghest had been cut in half.


      “Wha...”


      It had been perfectly bisected from between its upper and lower jaws all the way to the tip of its tail. The cut surface was astonishingly smooth. A normal sword wouldn’t have had the reach. It had to have been done through magic.


      Meloza realized that the earlier gust had been a byproduct of wind magic. Gilbert had formed a concentrated blade of wind at the tip of his sword and, in a single stroke, cut the barghest’s massive body in half. Gilbert was a master magic swordsman able to incorporate magic into his swordplay and use it to enhance his close combat capabilities. Almost as if he were the champion of humanity, the Hero.


      That was the impression Meloza found herself forming, but, perhaps because she had been saved, she felt no fear at all. She started walking toward Gilbert, but the moment she did, a sharp pain shot through her left foot. Caught up in the excitement, she hadn’t noticed before, but it seemed she’d twisted it somewhere along the way. Leaning on her right leg, Meloza made her way over to Gilbert with a smile of relief on her face.


      “Th-Thank you. Are you all right, Gilbert?”


      Seeing the young man’s state, Meloza came to a stop. Gilbert didn’t even look at the divine demon as she approached. With a serious expression, he drove his sword into the corpse and methodically began dismantling the barghest in silence. Meloza called out to him, confusion creeping into her voice.


      “U-Umm, are you looking for the magic stone? It’d be closer to the chest, not the stomach...”


      Taking monsters apart wasn’t particularly unusual in itself. Materials such as magic stones, which were often found near the heart, had a wide range of uses. But instead of going for the chest, Gilbert was persistently cutting into the barghest’s stomach, almost as if trying to remove an animal’s entrails.


      His sword seemed unsuited to butchery, as Gilbert was struggling even with his incredible strength. Finally, he managed to cut open the barghest’s belly and pull out its steaming organs. Meloza couldn’t help but grimace. She had experience slaughtering livestock, but dealing with the corpse of such a large monster was another matter entirely. Gilbert, on the other hand, was completely unfazed. In fact, he started cutting into the viscera.


      “H-Hey, what are you trying to do?” Meloza called out. “All you’re going to find in there is whatever it’s eaten.”


      “I need to know.”


      “Huh?”


      Gripping his sword in a reverse hold, Gilbert drove it forcefully into the entrails and spoke with an expression that looked almost like prayer. “I have to find out for sure. There weren’t any bodies at the top of the cliff. This is the only other place they could be.”


      As he cut into the entrails, partially digested contents spilled out. The stench, far worse than before, made Meloza instinctively cover her nose with her hand. But Gilbert didn’t stop.


      “Nothing.”


      He desperately dug through the organs, searching for any trace of his comrades. He didn’t care that his clothes were being soiled.


      “Nothing! None of their clothes or weapons—nothing! Thank goodness... Hah hah... Thank goodness...”


      Gilbert stepped back, a satisfied grin on his face. Then he collapsed lifelessly onto the ground, gazing up at the sky with a relaxed expression.


      “They escaped safely!”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Sorry for sneaking out on my own.”


      Meloza listened to Gilbert’s excuses as he carried her on his back, returning to the village. Ordinarily, she could have easily fixed her foot injury with healing magic, but between the spells she had fired at the barghest and breaking the collar, she had exhausted all her magical power. Leaning against the young man’s back—which felt unexpectedly broad—Meroza simply listened to him as he went on explaining himself.


      “I was just going to check the top of the cliff. I had to know if they were safe...or not. If there had been bodies up there, I would’ve accepted that. Fortunately, I didn’t find any, but then I ran into the barghest again. I was lucky enough to find my sword, so I didn’t get eaten right away, but with that collar on, I couldn’t take it down either. I would’ve been done for if you hadn’t come after me. Looks like you saved my life once again.”


      “I didn’t come after you to save you,” Meloza pouted. “I just figured everyone would freak out if you disappeared, and it would look bad on me as the one who took you in. That’s all.”


      “Makes sense. Sorry for putting you through all that. I hope your injury isn’t anything serious.”


      “I’m fine. I’ll get it healed soon anyway,” Meloza replied curtly. For some reason, she found herself turning stubborn. “I’d rather you apologize for how bad you smell right now.”


      “Ha ha, my bad. Maybe I should rinse off in a river before we head back to the village. I don’t wanna get kicked out before I can even explain the situation,” Gilbert said with a smile. His optimism seemed endless to Meloza.


      “Gilbert... Are you really happy?”


      “Hmm?”


      “Are you really glad that your companions weren’t killed by the barghest?”


      “What are you talking about? Of course I am. All my worries are on. I’m on top of the world right now!”


      “But they abandoned you. They left you behind and ran away, right? Are you truly happy about that?”


      If they had all been wiped out by the barghest, he might have been able to say otherwise. He might have been able to claim they had fought hard to rescue him. He might have been able to believe that they never gave up on him until the end. But it was now clear that that wasn’t the case. Could it really be called good news for Gilbert that they were safe?


      “Yeah.” Gilbert nodded, his tone unchanged. “Like I said yesterday, we agreed on this. I still think of them as family. Sure, I’m the strongest one in the party, but they’re no slouches. Ban’s got even more brute strength than me, Lila can use magic of three different elements, Heize has mastered high-tier healing magic, and Shurg is a porter with an item box, while also being a rank three adventurer who can delve into dungeons solo. Humans might seem weak from a divine demon perspective, but that’s still pretty impressive, right? I trusted them with my life. They really were a second family to me. And family wishes for each other’s safety. Knowing they made it out alive is the best news I could’ve hoped for.”


      Gilbert’s words didn’t sound like he was just coping with the situation. He genuinely felt that way. Meloza bit her lip, her feelings spilling over.


      “I can’t agree with that. I was abandoned as a child. I was told that when a traveling divine demon couple visited the village, they left their newborn in front of the temple. I don’t particularly dislike my life or anything—the temple head is strict, but he’s a good person, and just recently I met a girl named Lulum who’s basically like an adorable little sister to me. I’m doing pretty well. But it still hurts when I see people being happy with their families. I can’t help thinking that I was supposed to have relationships like that too. That maybe I’ve been living my life without having something I should’ve always had.”


      It was a feeling Meloza had never shared with anyone else before. Staring at Gilbert’s back, she continued. “I can’t call the people who abandoned me family like you. If you really do still feel that way about them, then that’s amazing. It’s very admirable. Honestly, I’m jealous. You have two families when I don’t even have one.”


      Gilbert fell silent for a while. Only the sound of branches and leaves being crushed beneath his feet echoed through the forest.


      “Man, you’ve got me stumped,” Gilbert finally said. “There’s not a single word I can say that’d help. For better or worse, I was blessed with family. My parents, my older brother, my party—they’ve all been good to me. I got lucky. I’m sure a guy like me, who basically had good fortune fall into his lap, acting like he understands where you’re coming from would just make you mad.”


      Meloza silently hung her head. He was probably right. But she still wanted him to say something.


      “Let’s see... Why not change how you look at it and take pride in it instead? Your parents left you in front of the temple because they couldn’t keep traveling with you, right? In a way, you’re basically the same as me.”


      “How so?”


      “I sacrificed myself to let my party escape. You’re the same. You sacrificed yourself to let your parents continue traveling. Believe it or not, I’m proud of what I did, and you should be too. I’d look bad if I were the only one bragging.”


      “Heh heh. What’s with you?” Meloza couldn’t help but laugh.


      Truth be told, his words didn’t offer much comfort. Even if she thought of it as having helped the people who abandoned her, Meloza still couldn’t bring herself to feel proud of it. Still, for some reason, the fact that Gilbert had said she was the same as him made her inexplicably happy.


      “Thank you. I might be coming around to that point of view, just a little,” she said softly.


      “Glad to hear it.”


      “But...” Meloza spoke as though a part of her craved attention, loneliness creeping into her smile. “I never wanted to be abandoned.”


      “Of course not... All right, how about this!” Gilbert’s voice was suddenly full of energy. “Whatever happens, I promise that I’ll never abandon you.”


      “H-Huh?”


      “You saved my life twice, after all. I owe you for that. I’ll think of you as my third family from here out, whether you like it or not!”


      “B-But...”


      “Oh, but first, we’ve gotta talk about my livelihood,” Gilbert said in a troubled voice. “I can’t keep staying at the temple for free. I need to earn my keep, but I don’t know what kind of jobs I can do in the village. I can’t make magic items, and I don’t know much about farming. Can you think of any jobs that require physical strength?”


      “Gilbert, are you not planning on going back to human lands?” Meloza asked hesitantly. She had been certain he would want to return to his party. She had even been considering helping him.


      “Yeah. For a while, at least,” Gilbert said with a bitter smile. “They’d probably feel guilty if we reunite too soon, right? I don’t wanna make things awkward. I’m just glad we all survived. And if I just disappear, people will think I really was an imperial spy. That’d put you in a bad spot too. I’ll stay in your village at least until I earn their trust. That is, if it’s not a bother.”


      “Okay... Sure. That sounds good.” Meloza realized that her face was naturally breaking into a smile. Just thinking about being able to spend time together with this human made her spirits lift.


      “Still, today is definitely gonna make them trust me less,” Gilbert said sadly. “It’s pretty late, so I’m sure somebody’s noticed that I’m gone. And we broke the collar.”


      “It’ll be okay. I’ll do my best to smooth things over. I think they’ll understand.”


      “Feels like I’m gonna be in your debt yet again. Unfortunately, you’re the only one I can count on. Sorry, but I do appreciate it.”


      “It’s Meloza.”


      “Hmm?”


      “My name is Meloza. Call me by my name from now on, Gilbert.”


      Gilbert turned his head to look back at her and grinned. “You got it, Meloza.”


      Seeing his profile, Meloza suddenly felt her heart begin to race. Her cheeks and the back of her neck grew hot. She couldn’t stop herself from smiling. She quickly lowered her gaze so he couldn’t see her flushed face or dumb grin. As she stared intently at his back, Gilbert’s voice rang out.


      “You can call me Gil. It’s a little easier to say than Gilbert, right? That’s what my family usually calls me.”


      “Gil...”


      “Yeah.”


      “Gil.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Gil.”


      “Yeah. How long are you gonna keep doing that?”


      Meloza giggled. “It really is easier to say.”


      Meloza found herself wanting Gilbert as her family. If it were possible to become family with someone unrelated by blood, he was the only person she could imagine. As she thought about what she could do to make it happen, a single method came to mind. Blushing deeply, she involuntarily grabbed hold of Gilbert’s clothes tightly.


      “Is something wrong?” Gilbert asked.


      Meloza steeled herself. “L-L-Let’s gather herbs together sometime!”
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