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     Prologue Lose-Lose 


    

    “Mmm, nice and cool…”


    Homura pressed herself against the stone wall, trying to cool off. The dungeon they were in was dark and damp.


    But at least it was out of the heat.


    Compared with the climate of this country, it wasn’t the worst place to be…as long as you ignored the gloom, of course.


    “Okay, let’s review,” Psycho said, glumly tracing a hand along the leather accessory strapped around her neck. “These collars seem to react to magical power by causing intense pain to the wearer.”


    “But we can’t just force them off,” Homura chimed in. “Without a key, trying to remove them won’t just hurt, it will kill us… Right?”


    She gingerly touched her own neck, fingers trembling.


    In this world, it was common to restrain people with magical fetters. They were cursed items that responded to the activation of mana, meaning one couldn’t use magic to forcibly break the restraints.


    “This is some mess we’ve gotten ourselves into. Are you sure this was a good idea?”


    “Hey, trust me,” Psycho answered. “If things go south, the worst they can do is execute us.”


    “How very reassuring!”


    Four girls were imprisoned in the cell: Homura, Psycho, Jin, and Proto. A fifth person, a stunningly attractive woman, stared from the other side of the bars.


    “At least this dungeon is a decent temperature. Zhorguan is like an oven out there. I wish this place wasn’t so moist and slimy, though,” Homura griped.


    “Maybe we should ask them to bring a dehumidifier.”


    “Oh, right. I’m sure they’ve got some just lying around.”


    Zhorguan was a sweltering, unpleasant place to live. Outside, the sun beat down like knives. In terms of heat, at least, it was much nicer in the dungeon. With nothing inside but the hard walls and floor of the cell, though, it left a lot to be desired.


    No sunlight made its way inside, leaving only dim orestones for illumination. Ventilation was poor, and the air was stale.


    Galdorssia was starting to look pretty good right about now.


    As the girls planned, they had gotten themselves thrown in prison. Still, it was hard to feel optimistic about that now.


    It fell to Psycho to lighten the mood.


    “You know, someone should test out how much these things hurt,” she suddenly suggested.


    “Can’t you go five seconds without saying something crazy?”


    Psycho had said someone, but she was staring straight at Homura. Homura knew what that meant!


    “And why me?! Test the collars yourself if you want to so bad!” Homura huffed.


    She wasn’t going to be tricked into that idiot’s game this time.


    “Me?! Hell no! I don’t wanna!” Psycho shot back, even though the whole thing had been her idea in the first place.


    “Why do any of us have to do something so painful?!”


    “To satisfy my intellectual curiosity, of course. Also, my intellectual sadism.” Psycho’s expression was serious.


    “‘Intellectual sadism’? What does that mean…?”


    Homura sighed, exasperated, but her interest was piqued nonetheless.


    Thus cued Psycho’s master plan.


    “If we pull this mission off successfully, Proto and Tsutsumi will finally be recognized as official Phalanx members. Galdorssia keeps its doors shut tight against anyone not human, which means that’s basically the closest we’ll ever get to a signed, sealed promise they’ll be allowed to stay. Don’t you think that’s something worth suffering a little for?”


    “Well…when you put it that way…”


    Homura nodded. It was for Proto’s and Tsutsumi’s sakes. That made sense…


    “Hey, wait a minute! That doesn’t explain why I have to be the one to do it at all! Quit trying to tug on my heartstrings!”


    “Hmph. So close. Fine, we can play rock-paper-scissors to decide. That way everything’s fair.”


    A hard glint appeared in Psycho’s eyes. Iron determination was evident in her voice.


    “Well…okay. I guess that works.”


    It was so rare for Psycho to meet anyone halfway that it never occurred to Homura she could simply refuse the charade entirely.


    “It’s settled, then,” Psycho said, making the deal official. What a pushover. She was careful not to let the satisfaction show on her face. “You too, Jin.”


    “No.”


    Jin, meanwhile, flatly refused. She wasn’t going to be taken in so easily.


    “This is very important, you know. If we’re going to face what’s next, don’t you think we need as much information as we can get?” Psycho reasoned in what sounded like a very rational explanation.


    “Hrm…”


    Jin’s conviction faltered. That did sound plausible…


    “The devices don’t work on Tsutsumi and Proto, which means they’re exempt.”


    “Wouldn’t do it even if they did work on me,” Proto said.


    “Why don’t the collars work on them again? Is it because curses don’t affect their souls for some reason?”


    “Yes. Compared with our souls, Proto’s is just too alien. Meanwhile, Tsutsumi has immense regenerative powers that make her resistant to both curses and pain. The rest of us are a fixed variable, though. That’s why it has to be one of us,” Psycho continued. “Just so you know, I really meant what I said earlier. This is for their sake.”


    Psycho seemed to be speaking more toward Jin with that last remark.


    “If that’s the case…I suppose I’ll play along.”


    Psycho cackled in her head. By roping in Jin, she had further reduced the chance she would be the one left holding the bag…and neither of them suspected a thing. They were just too easy!


    “Ready? Rock, paper, scissors, shoot—!”


     


    Psycho lost.


     


    “B-best two out of three, right?” Psycho said, changing the rules without skipping a beat.


    “Best out of one, actually. Time to face the music, you psychopath.”


    “Drat…! Why did I ever come up with this stupid plan…?!” Psycho cried.


    “Serves you right,” said Homura.


    “Moron,” added Jin.


    The loser’s eyes welled with tears, while the other two stared, unimpressed.


    “Are you girls happy? Is this what you wanted, to see me in pain?!”


    “Pretty much,” Homura replied without any hesitation.
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  Psycho was putting on a real show. She was even shedding some crocodile tears.


  “How can you be so cruel? I thought we were friends!”


  “And?”


  Homura stared blankly at the blubbering girl. She didn’t see what the problem was.


  “Dammit… I guess our friendship doesn’t mean as much to you as it does to me…”


  “Would you just shut up and do it already? I wanna see how you squirm!”


  Even Proto was losing patience.


  “Fine. Fine!” Psycho said, summoning her courage while the others continued to roll their eyes.


  “Save the waterworks. You’re the one who was trying to make everyone else go first,” Homura said.


  “What an idiot,” Jin added.


  “Yeah, what an idiot,” Proto echoed.


  None of them spared a moment’s worry.


  “I’ll try using some random healing magic.” Psycho placed a hand to her chest and began to chant a spell. “In the name of the Go— D-d-d-dammit! Ouch! Ouch! Yeooowch—!”


  The moment she started casting, her collar sputtered with black sparks and she immediately began flopping around in excruciating pain.


  “Hee-hee-hee!”


  A depraved laugh escaped from Homura as she watched Psycho roll around on the floor.


  “See? What goes around comes around.”


  “What is it about seeing an imbecile get their comeuppance that feels so great?”


  “I feel like I just got hit by a friggin’ truck—!!”


  Psycho was in so much pain, she couldn’t even hear Homura and the others’ mocking comments.


  “With a kickback like that, no wonder they use these things as restraints,” Homura said.


  Psycho couldn’t sit still—she was experiencing far too much anguish. The sight of her flopping around on the ground told the girls all they needed to know.


  “I always wondered how they kept really strong prisoners under control in this world. I guess I have my answer.”


  It was a noble sacrifice for the pursuit of knowledge. Well, maybe noble wasn’t the best word for it…


  “Yeesh, that smarts…” Psycho moaned as the pain subsided, and she was finally able to stop lurching in fits.


  “That was great! Consider my intellectual sadism fulfilled.”


  Homura finally understood what Psycho meant by that phrase.


  “Keep that up and I’ll fulfill your face with my fist…,” Psycho said, waving her knuckles in the air weakly as she lay prone on the floor.


  Homura, however, didn’t look too worried.


  “Talk all you like, but my flames are a supernatural ability. That means so long as I don’t use magic to manipulate them, this collar won’t say a peep, now will it?”


  Homura gave a wry smile as fire blazed forth from her hand.


  “That means I’m the strongest now, and what I say go— Ow! Owww! Owww, owww, owieee—!!”


  Black sparks exploded from Homura’s collar.


  She rolled around on the ground screaming while Psycho stared at her with narrowed eyes.


  “You birdbrain, did you forget about your fire resistance? That comes from your Veil of Immolation, or whatever that benediction is called. It’s magic that activates automatically whenever you get too hot. Obviously, that’ll trigger the collar.”


  “I forgot—!”


  “Incorrigible. You fools belong together,” Jin said coldly, one corner of her mouth twisting up in a smirk.


  Homura and Psycho made eye contact. They were instantly on the same page.


  “Yep, that sure did hurt… It would be pretty impressive if someone were able to withstand it, though. But it would take a person of real fortitude to handle pain like that.”


  “Yes, it would take someone with real self-control. In fact…I don’t even think you could do it, Jin.”


  The two casually turned their attention toward her.


  “What did you say…?”


  Jin’s eyes twitched.


  “Don’t do it! There’s no way you’ll be able to withstand the pain. Be reasonable. No one will think you’re a coward just because you don’t give it a try!” Homura wailed theatrically in a supposed attempt to stop her.


  Jin snorted.


  “Watch and learn. I will handle the pain just fine. Then we’ll see who the real cowards are.”


  Jin smiled, undaunted, and began pumping mana throughout her body, calling upon her self-buffing magic.


  “Hmph! Hrngh— Nh… Aaargh—!!”


  A moment later, Jin was flopping around on the floor in pain, just as expected.


  “I can’t believe she fell for that!”


  “Ha-ha! Dumbass!”


  “Stand and deliver…!”


  Jin immediately got back to her feet and started chasing the two around the cramped cell.


  “Tsutsumi, I think we may have teamed up with the wrong band of morons,” Proto said. She had been observing the charade silently until now.


  “But…they’re fun morons…,” answered the enchanting woman standing outside the cell.


  “I suppose.”


   


  Jin soon finished doling out her revenge. “That hurt…,” she muttered. “Goodness, who knew overthrowing a country would be so painful.”


  Homura and Psycho cradled the fresh lumps on their heads.


  “This has nothing to do with overthrowing a country! This is all because of your dumb idea!”


  “We figured out how the curse works, though, did we not?”


  “Yeah, it friggin’ hurts, that’s how. I hope that’s the last time I feel that…”


  The pain had been blinding. The three girls still felt a little off.


  “Enough of that,” Homura said. “We should be thinking seriously about our next move.”


  “Hey, I was being serious,” Psycho protested.


  “I can’t believe you’re able to say that with a straight face…”


  If she really had been serious, Jin wouldn’t have had to whack them both on the head.


  “How did we even get into this mess?”


  Homura’s mind drifted back to how it all began. Back to the whole reason they were languishing away in the dungeon of a neighboring country…


  
    

     Chapter 1 Half the World 


    “Have you considered joining the Dark Lord’s army?” asked the tired, tattered-looking man—the demon known as the Lord of Sod. His expression was smug, as if he had just suggested something ingenious.


    “Get serious!” Homura shouted.


    What a sick thought. It wasn’t funny, not even as a joke.


    Sod, however, appeared unfazed.


    “I assure you, I am quite serious. Remember what I said? Why let Galdorssia chew you up and spit you out, when it would be so much safer to simply join us instead?” he said.


    He spoke unfalteringly, striking an obvious nerve.


    “N…no one’s gonna chew us up…,” Homura insisted, but her protest sounded weak.


    After the crucial role they had played in fending off the attack from the neighboring country of Zhorguan, Homura and the others were to be awarded their silver sword badges. However, those badges came with a steep condition—if the girls wanted a promotion, they first had to topple Zhorguan.


    Talk about an impossible request!


    This was most likely a test of loyalty. At least, that was what Psycho thought. There was something about the girls, all five of them, that the Holy City found hard to swallow.


    Zhorguan had not sent its own troops during the assault on Galdorssia, but they had sent troops to capture the fortress city of Wodtrim in the prelude to their attack. The location of the Dark Lord’s army was still a mystery. For now, the higher-ups in Galdorssia wanted to crush the devil they did know as quickly as possible.


    The truth was, Galdorssia’s two heaviest hitters, Seigrat and Ieskha, had still not recovered fully from the curse they had suffered during the attack. And though Zhorguan’s forces themselves were not that concerning, if Zhorguan was not brought down quickly, there was no telling what they might try next.


    Homura and the girls were the only conveniently dispatchable force at the moment.


    Lady Falmeyr, hierarch of the Eye of the Moon, had been against the order. Even still, it seemed political matters were not up to her alone. Falmeyr oversaw Galdorssia’s religious and military affairs, but other matters fell outside her authority.


    Compared with their prior accomplishments, the girls had made too much of a splash during the invasion. This wasn’t something Lady Falmeyr could sweep under the rug as usual.


    Parliament, which handled political affairs, demanded action, so Lady Falmeyr had no other choice. She was forced to ask Homura and the others to overthrow Galdorssia’s neighbor state.


    “Personally, I think joining us would be a brilliant idea,” Sod continued, still trying to tempt the girls. He seemed aware of their current predicament.


    Effectively, the Galdorssian Parliament considered the girls dangerous, and they were more than willing to grind them to a pulp if given half the opportunity.


    That didn’t mean the girls were going to let them.


    “Get bent, you mud flap. We’re not nearly as soft as you think! If anyone’s gonna use anybody, it’ll be us using them. So we can do what we wanna do!” Psycho spat back.


    “I certainly hope so, for your sakes…,” Sod replied, his arrogance unwavering.


    “If you need allies so bad, why don’t you try asking Zhorguan again?”


    Psycho’s suggestion was a good one. The Dark Lord’s forces had already helped Zhorguan once, but for some reason, it sounded like they weren’t interested in teaming up for round two. It was hard to say whether that was the Dark Lord’s choice or just the preferences of the demon now standing before them. Regardless, there was something inconsistent about Sod’s actions.


    Psycho was wary. There was more to this story.


    “I told you already, the Zhorguans aren’t to be trusted. Also, I’m not fond of them. Personally speaking, that is, on both counts. I choose to aid the Dark Lord in my own fashion.”


    So this was Sod’s stance. Not the Dark Lord’s or the army’s, just his.


    This is sounding fishier by the moment, Psycho thought.


    “And you think you can trust us?”


    “No,” Sod said matter-of-factly. “Not yet, that is.”


    The Lord of Sod continued.


    “I don’t imagine you five want to join hands with someone you can’t trust, either. I am not here to force you into anything. I want allies, not dull manpower.”


    Despite all that had happened, Sod insisted on mutual trust.


    “As the first step in building trust, I came to repair your wall. Little did I know my gesture would be wasted. How it pains my heart…!”


    The Lord of Sod shrugged theatrically.


    The attack had left deep scars on the Holy City of Galdorssia—scars that would take time to heal. The most pressing issue would have been the wall, but the demon standing before them had repaired it in the mere blink of an eye as the first step in earning their trust—or so he said.


    The Lord of Sod had committed unforgivable sins. Homura narrowed her eyes at him.


    “I know. You’re thinking if I wanted your trust, I should have never attacked Galdorssia in the first place. We all have our own circumstances to deal with. Please, there’s no need to glare like that.”


    Despite his pleas, however, Sod didn’t actually seem to mind. Nothing seemed to faze him. At least, not as far as Homura could tell.


    “Why should we care? Isn’t the Dark Lord supposed to be some big bad? Why doesn’t he just seize the world for himself? The last Dark Lord nearly brought Galdorssia to its knees, didn’t he?”


    According to what the girls had been told, the previous Dark Lord had succeeded in bringing Galdorssia to the brink of annihilation. Dark Lords were supposed to be powerful, weren’t they? Wasn’t that their whole thing…?


    At least, that’s what the girls had thought…


    “Just like the five of you, the Dark Lord still has much growing up to do. That’s why I’m asking for your help.”


    “He’s a…baby Dark Lord?”


    Talk about disappointing!


    The Dark Lord was supposed to be their final boss, and here he wasn’t even fully baked yet.


    When Homura thought back, none of the mayhem they had dealt with up until now had been carried out by the Dark Lord himself. It had always been from someone using his curseblood, or a plan spearheaded by some figure in his horde, or something like that.


    If the Dark Lord was still coming into his own, that might explain why he would need trustworthy allies right now instead of mere fighters. Despite all the trouble his army had been causing, maybe they weren’t the insurmountable force Homura had imagined.


    Psycho seemed to realize the same thing.


    “Maybe we should go smother him in the crib, then!” she threatened.


    Sod didn’t take the bait.


    “Do as you wish, but if it comes to that, you’ll see my true power. I could bury this entire country beneath dirt right now, if I so chose.”


    The five girls tensed.


    “Ha-ha, relax. Why would I bother doing a thing like that?”


    “But you’re saying you still could,” Jin replied.


    Sod simply didn’t feel like doing so. It was hard to know just how serious he was, but they had watched him repair the ramparts in the blink of an eye mere moments ago. What he was boasting of wasn’t inconceivable.


    The girls had the right to say no, but they still needed to watch their step.


    “I told you we are shorthanded, and the Dark Lord still has a ways to go. I don’t seem to recall ever saying that I myself am weak. Stand in our way as much as you’d like, but keep your hands off the whelp.”


    “That isn’t very fair.”


    “I suppose not.”


    “Well, if you’re so strong, why don’t you just take the world for yourself? What do you need the Dark Lord for? Or Zhorguan? Or us, for that matter?”


    If what Sod said was true, it sounded like he was as powerful as the previous Dark Lord. Why turn to others, then?


    “I already told you. Active listening is an important skill for respectable adults, you know.”


    “Don’t we know it…!”


    Now they were getting lectured by demons.


    “The throne doesn’t interest me. It falls to the old and decrepit like me to build a path for the young. Speaking of which, this world rests in the hands of the oldest and most decrepit of us all, does it not? The one whom people call God. Next time you see her, tell her it’s time she stepped aside to make room for someone a little younger.”


    “Will do,” Psycho replied immediately.


    “Don’t just agree…!” Homura said, exasperated.


    “What? Old people are set in their ways. That’s just a fact. It’s up to young people like us to point it out when they do.”


    “I wonder if that applies to gods, too…”


    Homura thought back to the ever infallible—well, maybe not entirely infallible—creator of this world, Eirene. Maybe Psycho was right. Despite her appearance, the Goddess was far, far older than any human being could ever hope to be. It would only make sense if she had grown a little stubborn along the way.


    “Of course, you’re right. If you hope to defeat the Dark Lord, now would be the time to do it. The fact that his curseblood transforms those who imbibe it into monsters shows he is more dangerous than even the past Dark Lord. His fighting prowess should soon rival even the first Lord’s.”


    “Did you say more dangerous…?”


    Homura felt a shudder run down her spine. A gash in the land was still visible to the west of Galdorssia, which the previous Dark Lord had left behind. It was large enough to be called a canyon. He had, quite literally, split the earth.


    According to Sod, the ascending Dark Lord would soon be even more powerful.


    “People are expecting much of you five, no? The way Galdorssia dotes on you, despite their grudge against monsters… They must expect you to become as powerful as the Holy Protectorates of the Shield. I never thought I would see the day when Falmeyr’s side would welcome demons into their ranks. They must have very high expectations, indeed.”


    Sod was good at sniffing out the truth, but he didn’t seem to be aware the girls had actually been summoned from a different world. Then again, why would he?


    As far as Psycho was concerned, though, the demon was still underestimating them.


    “‘As powerful’…? We’re gonna be way bigger than those holy dweebs, dumbass!”


    The Lord of Sod laughed at her boldness.


    “Ah-ha-ha! I stand corrected! Who knew I was dealing with such titans? Once we conquer the world, perhaps you would like to have half. I’ll discuss it with the whelp.”


    “Enough games!” Homura shouted. Who did he think he was dealing with here?! “We aren’t fighting like this because we want to rule half the world!”


    “That’s right! What we want…”


    Psycho paused, glaring at the Lord of Sod. Homura and Psycho finished the sentence in unison.


    “…is the whole world!” “…is all of it!”


    “Quiet, you fools!”


    Jin swiftly bonked the two girls on the head.


    Sod looked taken aback for a moment, then suddenly burst out laughing.


    “Ah-ha-ha-ha! Hoh-hoh-hoh! Stop, you’re killing me! I haven’t laughed this much in centuries! Here I thought I had seen it all! Pfft— Bwa-ha. Oh, I can’t stop…”


    Sod continued to laugh for a while.


    “Phew… I think I may have pulled a muscle…”


    After finally tiring himself out, Sod regained his composure and spoke again.


    “Well, well. I’m starting to think you girls might be cut out to be Dark Lords yourselves… I look forward to seeing what the future will hold.”


    The future truly belonged to the young.


    “This is how young people should be,” he said.


    It was at this point that Tsutsumi at last joined the conversation. She had been thinking very seriously about what it would mean to have half the world in the palm of her hand…


    “Would that mean…I could eat…lots of food…?” she said, picturing the delicacies waiting for her out there.


    “Of course, you could eat as much as you like. We could even put together a gourmet tour for you.”


    “Mmm…!”


    Tsutsumi began staggering toward Sod’s side on tiptoe.


    “She’s being tempted! Don’t listen to him, Tsutsumi! You can eat just as much once we beat the Dark Lord…I think! Maybe!” Psycho shouted. “You scoundrel… How dare you try to tempt Tsutsumi with her one weakness—food!”


    Homura grabbed Tsutsumi’s shoulder, frantically trying to hold her back, but she was dragged along bit by bit instead. For someone on tippy-toes, Tsutsumi sure had a lot of horsepower!


    Sod suddenly glanced toward the church.


    “Hmm?”


    Whatever he was thinking, it caused him to snort.


    “I’ll be taking my leave now—I wouldn’t want to overstay my welcome. By the way, I suggest you exercise caution when choosing with whom to discuss our meeting. It would only land you in more hot water than you are already in. Although…perhaps that might work to my benefit. After all, it would give you even more incentive to join us.”


    “Yeah, yeah, just get lost already. And don’t show your face around us again,” Psycho spat.


    “I’m sorry to disappoint, but I plan to pay regular visits. I expect the Dark Lord will take a shine to you girls as well. Whatever it takes, we really must have you.”


    “We’ll never bow to you!” Homura yelled.


    “Yes, exactly, that’s the spirit!”


    Their defiance only seemed to make Sod happier.


    His form slowly began crumbling away, turning to sand.


    “Before I go, one last word. You should give some thought to whom you choose to work under. Consider that advice from someone who has lived a very long life.”


    For once, Sod’s expression was not flippant.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Don’t worry, you’ll understand for yourselves soon enough. Farewell…for now.”


    With that, the Lord of Sod disappeared entirely, sand scattering in the wind.


    “‘Who we work under’…? Is that what it looks like? Like we’re just following orders?” Proto said as she watched the sand drift away.


    “What a blockhead.”


    “Yeah, we do our own thing. We are who we are!”


    The five girls were only with Galdorssia now so they could do the things they wanted to do. Aligning with Galdorssia wasn’t the goal; it was just their means of getting to the finish line.


    “What an unusual person,” Jin said softly.


    “Yeah, a total weirdo! Next time he shows up, I’ll incinerate him so hard he turns into a lump of coal!”


    “That’s not what I meant,” Jin said, shaking her head. She looked perplexed. “It’s odd… I did not sense good or evil from him.”


    Come to think of it, Jin had never even drawn her blade.


    “You’re usually right about these things, Jin…but I’m not sure I buy it this time. Just look at what he’s done.”


    Homura glanced down at the Holy City of Galdorssia, which still lay in ruins.

  

  
    

     Chapter 2 Silent Night 


    In the end, the girls didn’t tell anyone about the incident with Sod. Several days passed, and the time for them to depart for Zhorguan had finally arrived.


    “Are you sure we shouldn’t tell someone…?”


    Homura felt uneasy.


    Falmeyr had summoned them to the Sanctuary of the Oracle before their departure from Galdorssia. This was their chance to say something. But what if Sod was right? What if that would just land them in more hot water?


    They passed through the church complex’s gates. For some reason, the chapel—which usually felt so sacred and sublime—today seemed intimidating, as if the stained glass were staring down and judging.


    “You really think we should come out and admit we’ve been in contact with a general in the Dark Lord’s army?!”


    “Well, no. But I’m not sure we should be keeping it a secret, either…”


    “I’ll take responsibility. Think of it as my orders to stay silent. There’s no need for you to get your panties in a bunch,” Psycho said.


    Homura was surprised.


    “You’d take the fall?”


    “Yes, that’s the point,” she said nonchalantly.


    Homura was dumbfounded by her resolve. And also a little envious. Sometimes Psycho took her own abilities for granted—something Homura couldn’t ever dream of doing herself.


    Another part of Homura, however, was sad.


    “Why do you always have to act so tough…? You should let me take some of the responsibility, too. We’re supposed to be a team.”


    —Homura wished Psycho would rely on her more. Weren’t they friends?


    “What’s the big deal? I just know things will turn out better if I make the decision without you worrying your little peanut head about it.”


    “Can’t argue with that!”


    She really couldn’t!


    


    Falmeyr was waiting in the Sanctuary of the Oracle with a troubled expression.


    “Forgive me. I never expected something like this to happen.”


    Even with her face hidden, they could tell how apologetic she was.


    “There’s no need to say such things. If this is what it takes for Tsutsumi and Proto to officially become soldiers, it will be well worth the trouble.”


    “Such kind words…”


    “‘Officially’…? What does that mean?”


    For her own part, Proto didn’t seem that interested.


    “It would give you better standing, for a start. Once you wear the badge, people won’t be as openly hostile toward you. To a degree, at least.”


    “Wow…”


    Proto sounded like she could take it or leave it.


    “Geldorf has already filled you girls in, but please allow me to explain your mission once more.”


    Falmeyr gave the girls a quick rundown. Homura, who had been on pins and needles over the run-in with Sod, finally began to relax.


    “The nation you have been ordered to overthrow, Zhorguan, is a long, hard journey east of Wodtrim. There are no further settlements past Wodtrim, which means you will need to camp out several nights prior to your arrival. Naturally, you should be on watch for monstrous beasts in the wilds. Tales speak of dangerous monsters that infest the arid wastes around the nation. There is no telling what you might face. Do not let your guard down.”


    “We’ve never camped out in the field before, and now we have to do it while keeping an eye out for monsters…? I don’t know if I like this.”


    Camping… Homura wasn’t very familiar with the concept.


    All the settlements surrounding Galdorssia were located within a day’s journey of one another by horse and wagon—this had been done intentionally, due to how dangerous it was outside the walls at night.


    “Phalanx of Blades soldiers usually receive wilderness training, but you five have been so busy, we never got around to it.”


    Even after it was decided they would be going on this expedition, the girls’ hands had been full rebuilding the city.


    “All our monster-hunting missions have been within a day’s round trip of a settlement, as well.”


    “Soldiers are sent on forays away from home at some point. Consider this your opportunity to get your bearings.”


    As Phalanx soldiers rose in the ranks, their missions were set farther and farther away. But Homura and the others were still technically bronze sword badges. All their missions thus far had been in the vicinity of a settlement.


    “I don’t feel very confident…”


    Homura wrinkled her brow. The girls had skipped a lot of steps on their way to becoming soldiers.


    “No need to worry. This time your escorts know what they’re doing.”


    “Escorts?”


    When they traveled to Aurerich, the girls had been joined by Ares and his party. Homura knew it was unlikely, but she hoped they would be paired with someone they already knew.


    “Yes. You’ve heard, I assume, that two people were able to escape before Wodtrim was captured?”


    “Yes, but only that they had gotten away, nothing else.”


    Chances seemed low they’d be accompanied by an acquaintance.


    “They were actually from our intelligence branch, Dark Moon.”


    “Galdorssia has an intelligence branch…?”


    “Of course we do,” Falmeyr said with a chuckle.


    Come to think of it, Homura remembered Falmeyr saying something about assassination squads before, too. A cold sweat ran down Homura’s forehead. What ever happened to peace be with you?


    “These two spies were embedded in Zhorguan to keep an eye on developments there. They had only just returned to Wodtrim when the surprise attack took place. If they hadn’t warned us what was happening, we would have never gotten prepared in time. You can ask them more about that yourselves once you’re out on the road.”


    “So they’re like unsung heroes.”


    “…Yes, I suppose.”


    Preparing for battle wasn’t that hard. As long as they could get the Holy Protectorates of the Shield out in front, Galdorssia would be ready. Evacuating people, though, was far less simple.


    Large crowds had converged on the castle, which had served as the evacuation center. It took time, naturally, to get everybody inside, safe and sound—time they’d only had thanks to the information the spies had sent them.


    They were the true heroes behind the scenes.


    “Three demon tribes enslave the humans of Zhorguan. The wise Sunbeam Cats, the stalwart Crimson Lion-Men, and the adorable Delver Mice.”


    So one group was smart, one was strong, and the other was…cute?


    “‘Adorable’? That may get in the way of fighting them…”


    How were they supposed to attack something adorable?


    “Don’t worry. While the demon races technically rule over the humans in Zhorguan, it is really only the Sunbeam Cats who run things. The lion-men protect them, so if you can defeat them, your mission will be mostly accomplished.”


    “That…sounds easier than we thought.”


    “You girls have the edge in terms of strength. The gap in power between our two sides is why Zhorguan has never attacked before. You’ll just…have to do your best!”


    Falmeyr’s pep talk sounded almost as forced as the girls’ mission.


    “I want to take your word for it, but what are we supposed to do if they’ve already drunk the curseblood…?”


    Homura remembered how the people of Wodtrim had transformed into foul, unspeakable soldiers after the Curseblood of the Dark Lord was forced down their throats.


    “That seems unlikely. If they were going to rely on the curseblood again, they probably would have used it already to attack once more.”


    “True. Zhorguan is probably waiting for more assistance from the Dark Lord’s army. The curseblood is actual blood, so it must take time to produce. Not to mention, Zhorguan already used so much of it during their surprise attack.”


    An entire town full of people had been transformed into abominations. That would have required an awful lot of blood. If any more was in stock, wouldn’t they have used it already to attack while Galdorssia was severely weakened?


    Zhorguan’s lack of action told them one thing—they likely still had time.


    “When you think of it like that, they probably never considered failure an option. They really gave it everything they had.”


    “They weren’t expecting us.”


    “Sounds like little Eirene made the right choice when she summoned us!”


    “Yes, you really saved us.”


    If Zhorguan had succeeded in defeating the Holy Protectorates and Falmeyr, Galdorssia’s fate would have been sealed.


    “The enemy is regrouping. This is the perfect chance for us to make our move,” Falmeyr said. “I don’t know why, but someone somewhere has repaired our wall for us. It may be a trap, but we cannot let this opportunity go to waste.”


    “Y-yeah, ‘someone’…”


    Homura’s eyes flicked up, down, left, right.


    A small smile toyed at Falmeyr’s lips. She probably had a suspicion the Lord of Sod was behind the repairs. Even Geldorf had mentioned the possibility. But did she also suspect Sod had been in contact with the girls?


    Homura certainly hoped not, but with the roundabout way Falmeyr had said someone somewhere, she was starting to think that maybe the hierarch knew everything.


    Homura eagerly changed the subject.


    “You know…! I don’t know how I feel about overthrowing an entire country.”


    All the stress had Homura sweating bullets.


    “No one is telling you to go there and kill everyone. Just teach them a lesson so they won’t attack us again.”


    “Oh… Well, I don’t know if I can do that…”


    The girls just had to do enough to whittle down Zhorguan’s willingness to attack. But how were they supposed to know where to draw the line…?


    “Enough back-and-forth. The Dark Moon operatives are waiting for you at the eastern gate.”


    Their escort was waiting. The time for pep talks was done; it was almost time to depart.


    “Do we really have to travel with strangers…?”


    “I know meeting new people is uncomfortable. Just take your time and really get to know them,” Falmeyr said, her voice coated in even more sugar than before. Oddly enough, her smile seemed to falter.


    Something felt off, but they couldn’t keep the Dark Moon operatives waiting. The five girls got ready to leave.


    “Okay, off we go!”


    “Yes, take care!”


    As Psycho was about to turn on her heel, she remembered something.


    “Oh, I almost forgot. Tell the Goddess she should think about stepping aside to make a little room for young people with a future.”


    “Ah-ha. Message received.”


    Eirene was supposed to be keeping an eye on the world via Falmeyr, but for some reason they hadn’t seen the Goddess in person lately. Homura was starting to get worried.


    “She hasn’t visited lately. Is everything all right?”


    Falmeyr looked uncomfortable.


    “Presently, it seems she’s focusing all her energy on keeping the world running. The link between Eirene and this plane has grown weak. Her ability to intercede in this world, its ideals, relies upon the connection of faith. With Galdorssia in danger, that faith has been weakened by uncertainty.”


    “I thought people turned to God even more at times like this.”


    “It’s complicated, but some have begun to falter. They wonder if maybe it wasn’t their very belief that led them into danger. Of course, there have always been some with less faith than others. But there has been a noticeable rise in this doubt since the attack occurred. We must also find a way to do something about that.”


    “Speaking of which, I heard something about there being suspicious gatherings. Groups of people who feel unsafe or dissatisfied.”


    “Our priests do love gossip,” Falmeyr said, chuckling. She seemed to know where Psycho had gotten her information.


    “Yes, it sounds like the church has it rough.”


    “It’s a difficult thing, being a refuge for people to turn to.”


    Falmeyr smiled uncomfortably before fixing the girls with a look.


    “I hope someday you all will become people others turn to as well.”


    


    “Ugh, she scares the stuffing out of me. You can never tell how much she knows…,” Psycho grumbled.


    “I can’t help but feel like she knows everything and is giving us just enough rope to sink or swim…,” Homura added.


    “She is the leader of a whole country, after all. I guess it makes sense she’s hard to read.”


    Homura’s feet felt heavy. But the only way to go now was forward. As the five girls approached the eastern gate, they spotted what seemed like the people they were looking for.


    “Wait, I think that’s them over there by the wagon.”


    Two members of Dark Moon were waiting beside the eastern gate—the same gate Sod had restored. One was a drab and unassuming man with glasses. The other was a stunning woman with long hair.


    The two operatives noticed the girls and waved gently.


    “Thank you for coming.”


    “No, it’s our pleasure to be assigned to such an important mission.”


    They stood before the wagon exchanging pleasantries. The Dark Moon operatives had a quiet, gentle manner of speaking.


    “…Interesting,” Jin muttered in a whisper.


    “What is it?” Homura asked.


    “No, nothing.”


    Jin must have picked up on something. Homura wanted to know, but she felt tension in the air and decided to drop it.


    “Shall we get going?” the man asked.


    Just as the girls were about to climb into the wagon, someone called out their names.


    “Aren’t you even going to let an old man see you off?!”


    “Seigrat! Oh… And Geldorf!”


    Seigrat stood before them, his usual happy-go-lucky self, while a distressed-looking Geldorf hovered behind him, trying to make himself smaller. Geldorf stared at the ground, avoiding eye contact.


    “Ieskha wanted to come, too, but she was too busy with work.”


    “Already? She’s barely even recovered.”


    “We are all trying to do what we can for Galdorssia’s sake.”


    “You Holy Protectorates are something else…”


    Apparently, Ieskha was managing desk work again already. Not only that, but she was also keeping herself so busy, she didn’t even have time to come see them off. Only pure tenacity could be keeping her going. The Holy Protectorates of the Shield were a true testament to the strength of the human spirit.


    “And you two must be from Dark Moon,” Seigrat said, straightening respectfully to address the pair.


    “A pleasure to meet you, Lord Seigrat. Thank you for keeping Galdorssia safe.”


    “I should be the one thanking you!”


    “Wait, you’ve never met them before, either? But you’re Seigrat! Dark Moon must be some sort of secret cabal…”


    “Very secret,” Seigrat replied, as if that went without saying. “Who are they? What do they do? It’s all a mystery. But they are one of the most powerful forces behind the scenes in Galdorssia, protecting our city from the shadows. Even as a Holy Protectorate, I seldom get the chance to meet our spies. Not unless a special opportunity like this comes up.”


    “I guess that means we’re getting a super-duper rare experience!”


    “That’s right, super-duper.”


    “Hardly. We merely skitter about in the shadows,” the man said.


    He was being modest, but not untruthful. Despite their importance, the two Dark Moon operatives wore no badges. The woman was one thing, but the man’s appearance was entirely dull and unremarkable. Once he slipped into a crowd, it would be almost impossible to pick him out again.


    “You told us you were here to see us off, but you really wanted to get a look at their faces, didn’t you?”


    “Ha-ha. Caught me,” Seigrat confessed. “But I wanted to see you girls, too, I promise. Not because I’m worried you won’t come back. You’ve got a big mission on your plate, but I for one have faith in you. I can’t explain it, but as long as it’s the five of you, I’m certain you can do it.”


    It was true. Seigrat didn’t appear worried.


    “You bet your ass we can do it! Look who you’re talking about!”


    “Ha-ha-ha! See, that’s the spirit!”


    Meanwhile, Geldorf looked like he wasn’t sure if he should even speak. Ever since the girls had been given the order to overthrow Zhorguan, he had been strangely quiet around them.


    “Come on, Geldorf. You should say something, too!” Seigrat said.


    Geldorf finally stepped forward. After some hesitation, he spoke.


    “Promise to be careful out there.”


    “Yes, sir!” Homura shouted cheerfully, trying to sound positive. A tiny bit of joy returned to Geldorf’s face. Still, his worry appeared to be winning out.


    “Remember, if it looks like things are about to go wrong, you can always run away and come back,” he said, concerned. “No one’s going to punish you for failing. Your lives are most important.”


    Geldorf looked each of the five girls in the eye in turn.


    “Damn straight we’re coming back—alive and victorious! Just get the party ready for us while we’re gone. Make it a big one. Big enough to set all of Galdorssia alight!”


    “Don’t talk like that. It makes me even more nervous!”


    Geldorf could recognize foreshadowing when he saw it. Talk about a clear death flag!


    “Don’t worry so much, Geldorf. Remember, the Goddess chose us for a reason.”


    “Yes…I suppose that’s true.”


    “Of course it’s true!” Homura said. “We’re the strongest there is!”


    In reality, she was saying this as much for her own benefit as for Geldorf’s.


    “Well…off we go, then.”


    “I’ll be awaiting your return.”


    Geldorf’s spirits had recovered slightly. The girls boarded the wagon together with the two members of Dark Moon.


    


    Wodtrim wasn’t a trading town. It was a fortress settlement built specifically to keep watch against Zhorguan. As a result, it was located a fair distance away from the city. The horses of this world were much more powerful and resilient than those of Earth, and they could gallop astonishing distances in a single day. Despite how far it was, they expected to arrive at Wodtrim around sundown.


    Still, something was bothering Homura.


    “Proto, don’t you want to pull the wagon today?”


    “Nah. Don’t feel like it.”


    “Oh… We all have those days, I guess.”


    For once, Proto had chosen to relax inside the wagon instead of pulling it from out front. And she didn’t even try her trick with the evil eye. Homura hoped she was feeling all right.


    Proto seemed to know what Homura was thinking.


    “I’m just conserving my energy,” she explained before Homura could even ask.


    “You mean, so you can cause havoc later?”


    “Yep, and plenty of it.” Proto gave a perfunctory reply.


    The road to Wodtrim was long, which gave them plenty of time not only to trade information, but also to chat up their new acquaintances. When the girls had traveled with Ares and the others, they had quickly run out of things to talk about, but the two Dark Moon operatives had seen a lot more and had story after story.


    “I’m surprised, though. I didn’t expect you to really have demons in your party,” the man said. He flinched, as if he had just put his foot in his mouth. “Sorry, I hope you don’t mind me saying that. I didn’t mean anything by it.”


    “It’s fine! No offense taken!”


    It made sense for him to think that, given the general image of demonkind.


    “I’m not technically demon kind, anyway. I’m one of a kind!”


    “And you weren’t turned into a monster by some kind of curse, either?”


    “We’ve said enough. Consider the rest classified,” Psycho said, waving her dagger at the male operative sitting next to her.


    “Sorry, sorry, I didn’t mean to pry!” he blurted out. “In our line of work, we’re privy to all sorts of information, but the secrecy around you five is intense. There must be something really important involved, if even we’re not allowed to know.”


    “Consider us Galdorssia’s big guns.”


    “Well, you must be something impressive for both Eirene and Lady Falmeyr to accept you. I’m excited to see what you’ve got cooking.”


    “Perfect.”


    “They send us to some pretty strange places, so we know not all demonkind are bad. That’s what I meant earlier.”


    Like Ares, this man didn’t seem to have a blanket hatred of all demons, although for very different reasons.


    “What kinds of demons have you seen so far? The five of us still don’t know much about them.”


    “Can’t imagine you would. There aren’t many around Galdorssia. The soldiers don’t let them get anywhere close.”


    “Everyone seems terrified of demons. Are a lot of the races as ferocious as everyone says?”


    “Well… Not many tribes are friendly toward humans, but most try to avoid us whenever possible and only attack if attacked first. Species that are more confident in their prowess do seem to be aggressive, though. Honestly, there are some demon varieties the world would probably be better off without.”


    “O…oh, that does sound pretty frightening…”


    “Of course, it’s easy to be afraid of people who are different than you. It doesn’t even have to be a different species. For instance…it’s natural to be on your guard against someone you’ve just met,” the man said, flashing a smile.


    “Yeesh, are we that obvious…?!”


    “Ha-ha, it’s fine. You should be on your guard. If anything, caution is a sign of a good soldier.”


    “I’m actually relieved. I wasn’t sure what we would have done if you two turned out to be really scary.”


    “Well, as you can see, aside from the espionage, there’s nothing very impressive about me.”


    Something about the man’s self-deprecating nature put Homura at ease.


    “Let’s do our best to make this mission a success. We’ll make those naysayers in Parliament eat their words.”


    “All right! For Proto’s and Tsutsumi’s sakes, too!”


    While the two were speaking, Jin sat across from the man, arms folded, listening closely.


    “You sure are stunning, though!” Homura said to the female spy. “Don’t you attract attention, being so pretty?”


    The man was the type who would blend into the background, but the woman’s perfect face and stunning figure stuck out like a sore thumb. Wouldn’t her profession mean she wanted to blend in? She was a spy, though, so Homura figured she must have reasons.


    “Ha… Thank you. But it’s important for me to stand out. That’s my role.”


    She was sitting on the coach box. She turned around and flashed Homura a hint of bare chest.


    “Wha—? Ahhh…”


    Homura understood. She flushed and quickly looked away.


    “I know they’re soldiers, but they’re still just kids. Don’t tell them about that stuff.”


    “Roger that.”


    


    The fortified city of Wodtrim was surrounded by a stone wall massive enough to be seen from a distance. This was the handiwork of the Lord of Sod, the demon who had repaired Galdorssia’s ramparts in the blink of an eye.


    There was a gaping hole in the wall where it looked like a gate had originally stood. Homura and the others passed through and entered Wodtrim.


    “This is awful…!”


    The town was in total ruins, almost all the houses destroyed. Obviously, there were no people left. It was hard to imagine this had once been a lively place.


    Homura clenched her fist tightly, feeling both anger and sadness.


    Telltale traces littered the town: burn scars seared into unnatural arcs; houses pulverized with incredible strength; a long, straight gash carved into the earth.


    “Most likely, they intentionally wrecked the town so it could no longer serve as a base. It will take us a long time to get the town up and running again after everything they’ve done. Galdorssia won’t be able to keep an eye on Zhorguan for the time being.”


    “You mean this isn’t the aftermath of fighting? They vandalized the city afterward?”


    “There’s still a lot we have to explain. But it looks like there may be a few buildings in good enough shape where we can bed down for the night. It’s getting dark. We should hurry and find where we’ll be staying.”


    The sky was turning cobalt, and stars had begun to twinkle overhead. The group of seven searched for a building still in one piece. As luck would have it, one barrack remained.


    “This is where the soldiers who were transformed into those ant creatures were stationed…”


    It was an unpleasant memory.


    A few of the ant monsters that attacked Galdorssia had originally been soldiers. That’s how they knew the invading swarm had been created from the people of Wodtrim. It was an unspeakable thing to do to people.


    Homura felt something hot smolder in her chest.


    Inside, the barracks were a little dusty and dirty, but there was no obvious damage.


    “They were good men. Strong,” the man said, remembering the fallen. “We should tell you how it happened. The attack came as a surprise.”


    The man sat on the sofa in the barracks lobby and began the story.


    “We were caught completely off guard. I never imagined Zhorguan would try something like that. If only I had been more vigilant…”


    “Peace made you stupid,” Psycho said, her voice caustic.


    “Psycho, you can’t say that!” Homura exclaimed. She knew Psycho had a sharp tongue, but Homura didn’t think she was the type to be needlessly cruel, especially not at a time like this!


    “Point taken,” the man said. He didn’t seem upset. “Three demons appeared out of nowhere and ran amok inside the town. The checkpoints into Wodtrim were supposed to be airtight, but somehow the demons had managed to slip through. They were almost human in appearance, which must have made it easier for them to fool the guards.”


    “‘Almost…human’?”


    “At a glance, at least. They had small horns…but I think that was about it.”


    The man was quiet for a moment, but he couldn’t seem to remember anything else distinctive about them.


    “They started by destroying the beacon towers. Those towers were built in order to send advance warning to Galdorssia in the event of danger. Of all the places they could have started… It goes to show they were familiar with the town’s layout.”


    “You think they had someone on the inside?”


    “As much as it bothers me to think of that possibility, yes… Not that a spy like me has any room to talk,” he said, laughing sheepishly. “While the soldiers were busy with the three demons, that’s when Zhorguan’s beast-men warriors swarmed the town. Only the two of us were able to escape in the end, and only because we acted immediately… We didn’t even have time to grab horses. We just ran as fast as we could. By the time we looked back, Wodtrim was already surrounded by a stone wall. Other than us, I doubt a single soul managed to get out.”


    The man lowered his eyes remorsefully. An odd chill seemed to fill the room. Homura hastily changed the subject to dispel the awkwardness.


    “S-speaking of which, I heard that generally with monstrous beasts, the more deformed they look, the more powerful they are. Does that apply to demons, too? Guys, come on, you remember! That bloodlicker cat that Elyliyah kept as a pet—how it was able to dive into the shadows?”


    “Ugh, that nasty furball.”


    “If those demons looked almost human, maybe that means they weren’t very strong.”


    Homura remembered what Ares had said. The more unusual a monster appeared, the more outlandish its abilities.


    “I don’t know. But it’s true; they didn’t attempt to fight head on. Zhorguan’s beast-men warriors seemed to be the main attack force. They were probably the ones responsible for wrecking the town afterward, as well.”


    “Then it sounds like the demons are nothing to worry about. Right?” Homura said, trying to lighten the mood.


    “Don’t underestimate the danger of cleverness.”


    “Ah…! You got me there…”


    Homura hung her head. No one should have needed to tell her that. The man seemed to understand what she was thinking.


    “I’m sorry! We were supposed to be talking about our plans from here on out.” He spoke quickly in an attempt to fix the mood. “Zhorguan may have had someone on the inside here, but we have our own informant in Zhorguan, too. We can use that connection to get into the country.”


    He reached into his bag.


    “The two of us will pose as traitors from Galdorssia and hand you over as prisoners. We’ll make our way inside by saying we captured you just as you were planning to attack the city.”


    The man retrieved several collars from his bag and laid them out.


    “These are copies of the cursed shackle collars used in Zhorguan. As long as you’re wearing these, Zhorguan won’t keep a very close eye on you, which should let you move about more freely.”


    “‘Cursed’…?”


    One of Jin’s eyebrows twitched.


    “Can we put them on now?” Proto asked.


    “Uh…?”


    The suggestion seemed to take the man off guard.


    “The plan was for you to put them on just before we arrived, but now that you mention it, who knows who could be watching us. Maybe it would be better for you to put them on now. We can begin acting like you’re our prisoners now. Just to be safe, of course.”


    “Can I…try one, too…?” Tsutsumi piped up.


    “Absolutely. Here you go.”


    The spies fastened the imitation cursed collars around Proto’s and Tsutsumi’s necks. The very moment they finished tightening the collars, the man’s voice grew cold as ice.


    “If you value the lives of these two girls, you’ll do exactly as we say.”


    Suddenly, his dull, unassuming expression changed entirely. He stared at the girls with vicious cruelty, as though they were subhuman worms.


    Wow, Homura thought, what a great actor!


    “You’re so convincing!”


    “So you are the turncoats.” Pure bloodlust seeped from Jin’s pores.


    “T-too convincing, Jin…!”


    “The redhead here still doesn’t seem to get it, so let me make it clear. These collars aren’t fakes—they’re the real thing. They react to magical energy, inflicting excruciating pain on the wearer when mana is detected. I don’t have the keys, and attempting to remove the collars by force will only kill the wearers.”


    Proto and Tsutsumi each gingerly placed a hand to their collars.


    “Wh—? You’re kidding…!”


    It was then that Homura finally realized it was a trap… But not for the girls.


    “Is that all you have to say?” Jin asked.


    “Once we hand you five over, we’ll be able to join the Dark Lord’s army. You were there for the battle—you saw it. It’s only a matter of time until Galdorssia crumbles. Now’s our chance to pick the winning horse. Galdorssia can focus on humans all it likes, but once they lose, their efforts will come to nothing. We’ll all either be killed or forced into slavery. We need to get in good and secure a place for ourselves while we can.”


    The man licked his lips slowly, cheerfully imagining the bleak future ahead. The woman stared at them, cold and emotionless.


    Jin, however, was not intimidated. She placed a hand on her cursed katana, Crimson Rain.


    “I told you not to move!”


    The collars began to emit black sparks as the man pumped magic into them. The curse must have activated.


    “Mmn…”


    A moan of pleasure drifted from Tsutsumi’s lips as the collar assaulted her with “excruciating pain.” For her, excruciating felt more like a gentle massage.


    “Gyagh! The pain! The pain! I think my head’s gonna pop off—!” shouted Proto, who couldn’t even feel pain. She immediately ejected her head in a performance worthy of critical acclaim. Her head landed on the floor with a clank, still connected to Proto’s body by her wire tentacles.


    “Huh…? Wh—…? What just…? Huh…?”


    The traitors had been riding a high mere moments ago, certain Homura and the others had just stumbled right into their devious clutches. It took a while for them to realize the curse wasn’t working on the two they had just collared.


    “I ask again: Is that all you have to say? Tell us what you know, and perhaps I will show pity.” Jin unsheathed her sword. “I make no promises, however. The malefic sword thirsts for blood.”


    Despair filled the traitors’ faces.


    


    “All right, all right! I’ll see what I can do about getting you five into the Dark Lord’s army, too! Would you just take these off already?!”


    Two of the extra collars had been fastened around the spies’ necks. They were also bound to their chairs with rope. They couldn’t move a muscle.


    “You dumbass, didn’t you just say you don’t have the keys a second ago?”


    “Well, neither do you! Let me go and I’ll come back with the key later. I promise!”


    “Zip it! We’ll figure out what to do about the collars on our own!”


    “You’ve already seen how fearsome the Curseblood of the Dark Lord can be! There’s no way you’ll win this. It’s impossible. Sooner or later, they’ll replenish their stock of blood. So long as the Dark Lord lives, more of the same battles will follow. It’s all downhill from here. Siding with Galdorssia is a ticket to a living death on the slowest train you can get. Think about what you’re doing! Is that really who you want to work for? You’re outsiders! You’ve got demons with you. There’s no way the Galdorssians will ever truly accept you as one of their own.”


    “Outsiders…,” Homura heard Proto whisper.


    “I told you to shut your mouth. Surviving isn’t an issue for us. We’re just looking to crush a few lame-ass countries!” Psycho said.


    “Not if it means doing anything really awful, though…,” Homura piped up.


    “Yeah, I know. I just mean if Zhorguan’s full of dirtbags, that’s all.”


    Still, Homura would be lying if she said that in the event Zhorguan turned out to be a truly awful place, letting loose wouldn’t be fun.


    “Yeah… If it turns out they’ve got it coming…” A greedy smile began overtaking Homura’s face. “No, no! I’m gonna lose control again!”


    She smacked herself on the cheek, realizing she had let herself be tempted.


    “Anyway, the Dark Lord’s army already tried to recruit us directly.”


    “They what?”


    “We said no, though.”


    “Who the hell are you people?!”


    “Saviors from another world. Something for you to think about, in what little time you have left,” Psycho taunted.


    “Please! At least let me go! He’s the real traitor! He was behind everything! That’s why I don’t have any information! You see?!”


    “Oh, we won’t hurt you…”


    Psycho flashed the woman a smile, giving her a brief dash of hope.


    “H…heh-heh… R-r-really…?”


    The woman smiled back, her lips trembling.


    “One stroke of the blade is all it’ll take for you. We need your corpse to stay pretty, after all.”


    Jin nodded.


    “No! Please, nooo—!”


    “Geez, you’ve got some pipes on you! Proto, would you get her out of here?”


    “Roger!”


    The woman was still tied to her chair. Proto dragged her away roughly, like she was hauling a piece of luggage, before tossing her haphazardly into the next room.


    “Now then, on to the good stuff. It’s time you and me had a little chat.”


    Psycho’s smile was almost past her ears.


    “I, uh…think I’ll wait outside…”


    Homura decided to quickly leave the room. She could guess what was coming.


    It didn’t take long for the interrogation to end.


    “It sounds like marching in through the front door guns blazing would be a bad idea. Not that I was ever planning to.”


    “Because the demons who run things live at the center of Zhorguan, while the humans live around the outskirts?”


    “If we attack head on, the demons could use the humans as shields.”


    “You carbon life-forms are all so barbaric.”


    Hence, why Galdorssia had never attacked their neighbor state.


    “If we can’t go through the front door, I guess we’ll just have to disguise ourselves as prisoners and sneak in.”


    “The cursed collars the spies brought… Do you think we should don them as well?” Jin asked.


    Two of the cursed collars were already fastened around Proto’s and Tsutsumi’s necks, but they had several more.


    “That’s a pretty big risk. Unlike us, the curse actually works on you three.”


    “Mistakes could get us killed no matter what approach we choose. We’ll have a better chance of fooling the enemy if we swing big.”


    Psycho knew it was a risky proposition, but she was grinning confidently.


    “So far, this is all stuff Lady Facepack could have told us. What’s important is what’s left. It seems our two Dark Moon spies have an in with the first prince of Zhorguan, and he’s the one who’s actually running the show right now.”


    Psycho plopped herself into a chair.


    “If a prince is calling the shots instead of the king, things must be pretty bad. Once we get inside, we can use the political situation to our advantage. Victory’s still not guaranteed, but I think that will be our best shot.”


    Psycho was already mentally mapping out the path to overthrowing the nation.


    “It sounds like Zhorguan’s own forces aren’t that impressive, anyhow. After this guy helped the three demons get into the city to cause a diversion…”


    “…they took the citizens hostage,” Jin finished Psycho’s sentence.


    “I guess using meat shields is considered good manners over there.”


    “With manners like that, imagine what their etiquette instructors must be like.”


    Sarcasm was their only way of coping with Zhorguan’s cowardly way of doing things.


    Now that the screams had ended, Homura finally poked her head back into the room…


    “Is the interrogation over…?”


    …only to get an eyeful of the carnage taking place inside.


    “Urk, I’m gonna be sick!”


    She immediately threw up.


    Tsutsumi, meanwhile, patted her belly in satisfaction. She let out a little burp.


     


    Homura had a sleepless night. Thoughts of their mission, and of what had happened to the town of Wodtrim, weighed heavily on her. She stepped outside the barracks to try to clear her head.


    As soon as she was outside, she was greeted by an unbroken sea of stars.


    “It’s so pretty…”


    There was no moon, no lights from the town. Just stars sparkling in the nighttime sky. For a moment, the ethereal view made her forget all her troubles.


    Someone was already outside enjoying the stars. Homura’s eyes remained fixed on the sky as she wandered over to the other person.
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  “Hey. You all right?”


  “Me? Yes, I’m just recharging,” Proto answered curtly.


  She was sitting atop a pile of rubble, staring at the sky above.


  Homura sat next to her and glanced at her profile. For some reason, Homura felt there was a hint of sadness in Proto’s artificial eyes. Maybe all the rubble was getting her down.


  “It’s terrible, isn’t it? Sacrificing so many lives like this for selfish ends.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Those with power have a responsibility to serve as a shield for those without. It’s up to us now.”


  “Yeah, and not just for our own selves, or for one person’s place to belong. We have to protect our place.”


  Proto was silent for a moment.


  “…Our place,” she repeated, as if mulling over her own words.


  Homura remembered how Proto had whispered the word outsiders. She was an extraterrestrial life-form, which obviously led to misunderstandings among the group. Homura hoped she was simply worrying too much. But what if Proto thought of herself as an outsider?


  “I’m glad the five of us are together. We’re all where we belong. I think of us as family, even more so than my real family.”


  “Oh…,” Proto replied absently. Her thoughts were still up in the stars. The girls fell silent again.


  Homura was worried something was bothering Proto. She didn’t want to come across as overbearing, though, so she changed the subject.


  “Hey, Proto, was your home planet visible from Earth?”


  She had left her home to travel far, far away, to the planet Earth…only to then be transported to an entirely different universe. She had traveled much farther than the other four girls combined. It wouldn’t have been surprising if she felt alone.


  “Nope. I never really cared about that place anyway.”


  “Oh. I didn’t know.”


  That wasn’t the response Homura had expected. But it was becoming pretty obvious at this point that Homura was sticking her nose where it didn’t belong. She still wanted to help, but she decided to set her own feelings aside—prying wasn’t nice, after all.


  Homura smiled bashfully. Proto glanced her way and then finally began explaining.


  “I… We were originally part of an interplanetary exploration ship that was searching for a new home for the people on our home planet.”


  “You…came from a spaceship?”


  Well, that certainly sounded interesting.


  “Yes. What you Earthlings would call a UFO. I was one of the parts on the ship.”


  “You were a flying saucer?!”


  Talk about a shocking revelation! Who knew it would take coming to another world to learn the truth about UFOs?


  “Can I…shake your hand?”


  “I was a UFO, not a celebrity.”


  Proto smacked away Homura’s outstretched hand.


  “Besides, I think my home planet has already been destroyed,” Proto said abruptly.


  “Why…?”


  “Couldn’t tell you. I didn’t have consciousness or anything like that when I was first created, so I only know our home planet through data, but it seems like the environment was already operating on borrowed time.”


  “I see…”


  Homura hugged her knees.


  “What are you getting sad for?”


  “I’m not really sure.”


  “I meant what I said: I don’t have any attachment to the place. I don’t think they had any attachment to us, either. Communications from the home planet ceased without them ever sending the order for us to come home. We were just labor power to them. Well, screw them!” Proto said.


  Still, she hugged her knees, too.


  “It’s weird, though. If they were so desperate for a new home, you’d think they would have designed you so you would want to return. If things were really that bad, wouldn’t they want all the information they could get?”


  “Yeah, you would think… But returning home was given pretty low priority in our order of operations. I wonder why.”


  The two stared up at the night sky.


  “Well, maybe there was something else they wanted you to do.”


  “Doesn’t matter now. There’s no way for me to know.”


  Her home wasn’t up there, floating in the night.


  Proto was silent. Homura scooted a little closer—she wasn’t sure why. The two sat like that for a short while, until they heard footsteps approach from behind.


  “It’s late. You two should go to bed.”


  “Okay…”


  Proto and Homura returned to the barracks, and Jin watched on from behind.


  
    

     Chapter 3 Earth Serpent 


    The girls departed from Wodtrim the next morning. Homura spoke, repeating herself for the umpteenth time.


    “Turn her back…!”


    Homura’s sad plea echoed inside the wagon.


    “Va-va…voom…”


    Tsutsumi had entered the dead body of the female Dark Moon agent, perfectly transforming herself into a voluptuous honeypot. She seemed to be enjoying her new, sexy body; there was a sparkle in her eye.


    Her long hair, which had previously reached down to her back, had been trimmed neatly at mid-neck. She was sitting on the coach box as she pretended to drive the wagon. Only pretending of course; she was actually just holding the reins.


    “Turn Tsutsumi back. Make her a cute little girl again…!”


    Tears were starting to creep into Homura’s voice.


    “I don’t care if it’s just a disguise. This is a tragedy…”


    Homura sighed and glanced at Proto, who was sitting next to her.


    “Hey, Proto, you don’t have any extra chassis lying around, do you? Maybe something a little more petite and slender…?”


    “I don’t. And even if I did, I wouldn’t wear it in front of you.”


    “But…! Ugh! Our party is dangerously low on cuties right now…”


    “That’s the last thing we need!”


    “Boop-boop…be-doop…!”


    Tsutsumi struck another sexy pose.


    “Turn her back…!”


    “We need someone on the inside. Otherwise, our whole plan falls apart.”


    Soon after they left Wodtrim, they found themselves surrounded by forest. The trees thinned out as they continued on, and eventually, the view opened up again. Thick yellowish grass covered the ground, rustling as it swayed in the breeze.


    Ahead, a straight road stretched through the fields of gold. The horses tramped forward without hesitation.


    “They’re good horses, aren’t they?”


    “These reins…are just for show…”


    The horses seemed to understand where they were going. They didn’t need any guidance from Tsutsumi.


    “This is an important mission. They were probably chosen due to how well trained they are.”


    As the girls began to relax, the wagon suddenly rattled hard.


    “Oof… Looks like the road is starting to get bumpy.”


    They peeked outside. It wasn’t just the road—it was the grasslands as well. A long, unnatural ridge bulged along the surface, as if some creature had been burrowing underground. It wasn’t very wide, and it ended in a large hole, as though the creature had burst free. There was another hole a short distance away, where it must have burrowed down again.


    “This seems to be the work of a monstrous beast.”


    “It doesn’t look too big, though. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about. That double-crossing four-eyes didn’t mention anything like this, either.”


    “Unless it really is dangerous, and he held out under torture just to get the last laugh… Do you think that’s possible?”


    “He would have had to have been a man of true fortitude to withstand what we did to him,” Jin said, remembering the now deceased man.


    “This is no time to be impressed, Jin… Remember, we can’t fight right now.”


    With the exception of Tsutsumi, the girls were already wearing the cursed collars.


    “Did we really need to put them on so early?”


    “What if someone from Zhorguan is watching? We shouldn’t be laughing and making small talk like this, either. We’re supposed to be her prisoners. If our cover gets blown, that’s a wrap.”


    “If something does go wrong, it will be up to Proto to handle it.”


    “Big surprise there,” Proto said.


    “What about…me…?”


    Tsutsumi turned around, staring at Psycho with an expectant gleam in her eye.


    “I had to jury-rig your soul to that lady’s in order to keep your body together. If you strain too much, you could split at the seams, and our whole plan goes up in flames. You should just stay out of the way with the rest of us.”


    “But…I wanna help…”


    “Your job right now is keeping safe.”


    “Right… I can do that…”


    Tsutsumi seemed to understand. She grabbed the reins and jiggled them around in coachman-like fashion.


    “What do we do if something happens that Proto can’t handle on her own?”


    “Obviously once we get to Zhorguan, they’re going to take away our weapons. But if anything happens before that, Jin will just chop off my head.”


    “With pleasure.”


    “Your head—?!” Homura nearly screamed. She wasn’t expecting that.


    “If we can’t rip the devices off, I’ll have to detach my head and remove the collar that way. Decapitation doesn’t kill a person immediately. Using healing magic, I can stick my head back on before I croak.”


    “Are you sure about that?”


    “Of course I’m sure. It’s me you’re talking to here!”


    “Well, you always know what you’re doing…” Psycho sounded so confident, Homura was starting to believe what she said might actually work.


    “Oh, and we should have Jin chop your head off, too. We might need the firepower.”


    “I don’t know about all that!”


    “Relax, look who you’re talking to.”


    “I think I’d like a second opinion!”


    Psycho did have a point. If they were going to be ready for whatever went down, they would need to remove Homura’s collar, too. Homura wasn’t ready for the gallows just yet, though!


    “If something happens after we infiltrate—meaning after they take away our weapons—our only choice will be to try to push through the pain. That means one-hit kills. Jin, at least, is able to fight somewhat even without using magic to buff herself, but you’re a different story, Homura. You do have incredible burst damage on your side, though. If you can finish enemies with a single attack, it should minimize interference from the curse.”


    “Sure, but it’s still going to hurt…”


    “You’re doing it for your friends. Do you think a little pain is really going to stop any of us?”


    Homura looked uncertain, but Psycho’s pep talk made her clench her jaw.


    “No way, not a chance!”


    That’s right. No amount of pain was going to stop Homura—not as long as it was for her friends.


    —The horses suddenly came to a complete stop.


    “Huh? What’s going on? Is the road really that bad?”


    Homura peeked outside, but the road didn’t look any worse than before.


    “Stay sharp. That monstrous beast could be out there.”


    “Man, what a hassle…”


    Proto shouldered her war hammer and climbed out of the wagon.


    “I don’t see anything…”


    Proto looked around, but the only creature she could see was an animal resembling a deer, munching on tufts of grass off in the distance. The animal seemed to sense something as well, however. It froze, its ears perking up straight.


    Homura stared at the deer. Then a bulge in the ground began to grow, steadily moving toward the animal. Whatever the thing was, it had set its sights.


    A moment later, a giant black snake burst from the ground.


    It was far larger than any normal snake, large enough to swallow the deer whole. Its massive jaw opened wide as it sprang forward. At the very last moment, the deer leaped aside and sprinted away.


    Its prey gone, the snake delved belowground once more.


    “Wow, a snake that can tunnel underground! It must be one of the monsters we were told about—those ones that roam the wastes.”


    “This is probably its feeding ground.”


    That explained all the bumps in the earth. Homura was stunned, and slightly relieved. That didn’t look like too much for Proto to handle.


    Suddenly, the ground began to rumble. It was too soon to relax.


    “An earthquake?!”


    The rumbling steadily grew more pronounced.


    “Is the shaking getting louder?”


    “No, not louder. Closer!” Proto shouted. In the same moment, something large and massive burst out of the ground off in the distance. It swallowed the deerlike creature, which was still sprinting away, in a single gulp.


    “H…how is it so huge?”


    The girls saw a beast resembling the black snake they had just seen, but the size of this one was on a completely different scale. It was hard to believe the snakes were even the same species.


    The colossal snake was caked in dirt, its black scales peeking out underneath. It was around two meters across, but the girls had no way of guessing how long it was.


    They could hear small crunching sounds coming from the back of its throat—likely the deer creature’s final moments. The soil and rocks it had swallowed along with its prey were spewed back out with incredible velocity from gill-like organs located along the side of its head. After expelling the rocks, the snake shook its head back and forth uncomfortably several times for some reason.


    Having swallowed its meal, the giant reptile reared up threateningly once more, and its head turned toward Homura and the others.


    “We haven’t seen any tracks that large yet. It must have been lying dormant for a pretty long time.”


    “In other words…?”


    “It’s come to a breakfast buffet looking for five plates of girl.”


    “I don’t want to be fooood!”


    “You snooze, you lose! First strike!”


    Proto crouched into a battle stance, swinging her war hammer high into the air and instantly closing the gap. The snake darted for her, undaunted.


    The war hammer whipped through the air and connected with the beast’s head. The heavy metallic hammerhead hit with incredible speed. Any normal-sized creature would have been reduced to a mere smear on the ground.


    However…what sounded out after the blow was a high-pitched clang as the hammer bounced off the snake’s skull.


    “What is this thing made of?!”


    The giant snake faltered but did not retreat. At least Proto’s strike had succeeded in averting its charge. It redirected its momentum, turning toward Proto. It didn’t look as if it had suffered any real damage, but its balance seemed slightly off.


    “What is this creature…?”


    Even for a gigantic monster, the snake was pretty large. Probably even colossal class. Homura and the others watched the fight from the shadow of the wagon.


    “It’s an…earth serpent…,” Tsutsumi murmured.


    “You’ve heard of them?”


    “Earth serpents…burrow underground. They don’t have eyes…so they use sound…”


    “You mean they don’t have a pit organ to sense heat like normal snakes…?”


    Tsutsumi was right. The snake had no eyes, but it had another special feature that seemed a heck of a lot more important than that.


    “Those scales. I think they’re made of metal…”


    Proto’s blow had knocked a patch of dirt free, revealing the metallic sheen underneath. The spot was barely even scratched—just a little dented. Each individual scale was as thick as a shield, and they overlapped to form an impenetrable suit of armor.


    “Earth serpent? They should have called it a fully armored ground-terrain dragon instead…”


    “And? How do people usually deal with them?!” Proto shouted.


    “By being quiet…before it…targets you…”


    “Too late for that!” Proto swung again.


    “That must be why the horses stopped moving. They really are well trained. I doubt anyone back in Galdorssia expected us to run into anything as big as this, but the horses probably detected the earth serpent’s presence and are purposefully keeping their noise to a minimum.”


    Even with the earth serpent thrashing around so close by, the wagon horses stayed perfectly still. They must have been trained to remain in place until danger passed.


    Meanwhile, off in the distance, Proto and the rogue reptile resumed their fight.


    Proto swung. The serpent darted, dodging Proto’s blow. As it slipped past, it sideswiped Proto with its thick, round tail.


    She went flying.


    “You’re messing with the wrong automaton, you inferior life-form!”


    But the snake was agile, moving almost as if it could see. The only one who seemed to be in danger was Proto.


    “Isn’t there something we can do to help her?”


    “Well…we could always try baiting it.”


    “Good idea… Bait it is!”


    “You dingbat! I was obviously joking!”


    “If we don’t do something, Proto will get crushed…won’t she?” Homura asked. On second thought, Proto was pretty sturdy.


    “She’s solidly constructed. She’ll probably be fine.”


    “I guess you’re right. But we can’t leave her out there to fight forever! If I serve as bait, it could create enough of an opening for Proto to get in a good hit.”


    Homura’s eyes were full of conviction. She stared at Psycho.


    “Fine, whatever… We’ll help, too. Right, Jin?”


    “Indeed.”


    The two rose to their feet, spurred to action by Homura’s enthusiasm.


    “Psycho…! Jin…!”


    “Don’t get…yourselves killed…”


    Tsutsumi watched them with concern. It felt wrong, though, since she still looked like the woman from Dark Moon.


    “Here goes nothing!”


    Homura grabbed a rock from the side of the road.


    “Hey, you! Over here!”


    She aimed for the earth serpent, tossing the rock as hard as she could.


    It didn’t even get close. Pain shot across her shoulder.


    “Ow…! I think I hurt myself…”


    “Out of the way, jelly arms!” Psycho shouted, grabbing a rock and throwing it just like Homura had. “Take that! It’s my secret move—the Ultra IQ Super Genius Ball!”


    The rock sailed through the air at a decent speed…before plonking Proto in the side of her head.


    “Ow!”


    “Sorry!”


    The giant snake was still focused on Proto, just like before.


    “Pitiful. Let a true warrior show you how it is done.”


    Jin chose her own rock to throw. It was about the size of a fist. She wound up like a professional baseball player before hurling the stone in an overhand pitch.


    “Hyah!”


    The rock whistled as it streaked through the air, striking the earth serpent right on the tip of its serpentine nose. The snake let out a little cry of surprise.


    “See? That’s how it’s done.” Jin smirked triumphantly.


    “Go, Jin!”


    “Major League Baseball, look out!”


    The three began celebrating.


    “I’m not gonna keep fighting this thing if you three are just gonna horse around!”


    Caught off guard by the bonk on the nose, the earth serpent turned its attention toward the source of the offending rock—Homura, Psycho, and Jin.


    “Mission accomplished!” Homura shouted.


    The three began running, trying to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the snake. The snake immediately gave chase. Technically speaking, it was chasing Homura.


    “Why is it chasing me?! Jin’s the one who threw the darn thing!”


    Turning around, Homura saw that Psycho and Jin had stopped and were now being as quiet as possible.


    “Murderers! Traitors!”


    The reptile barreled forward at a frightening speed. It caught up to Homura in a heartbeat, jaws wide, ready to swallow its prey.


    “I’m gonna die! I’m gonna die! I’m gonna dieee—!”


    Homura prepared to meet her end.


    Not a moment later, the beast’s head slammed into the dirt with a deafening thud. The ground shook so hard it made Homura stumble and fall.


    “Bwaugh!”


    She got a mouthful of dirt and grass.


    “Phew…! Its brain is probably pea-sized, but after a hit like that, it shouldn’t be moving anytime soon,” Proto said, stepping up beside the prone Homura and resting her war hammer on her shoulder.


    “M-mission accomplished…”


    “You’re just a flimsy carbon-based life-form. You shouldn’t take so many risks.”


    “It’s not a risk. I always had faith you would defeat it.”


    “I wish I had a ventilator installed right now so I could sigh at you.”


    “Sorry…”


    “Thanks, though… I owe you one,” Proto said before heading over to the earth serpent.


    “Proto…!”


    She never said thank you! Homura was so thrilled, she leaped back to her feet and squeezed the girl in a giant hug.


    “Ugh! Get off me, you creep!”


    Proto peeled Homura off her and flung her aside. Then she stared down at her own hand, still gripping her war hammer.


    “It’s weird, though. For some reason, I felt like I was able to put more strength into my swing than normal.”


    “That’s the power of love!” Homura shouted from a distance.


    “Something similar happened before…,” Proto said, completely ignoring her.


    She thought back. It happened once when she protected Homura from that bandit leader’s attack. And again when she had fought the colossal shark in Aurerich. There were times when it felt either like her power limiter switched off spontaneously, or she was able to intentionally disable it. It had just happened again. She had been able to generate more power than usual, but she didn’t know why.


    “Well, whatever. It was probably just the adrenaline or something. Not that a machine like me has adrenaline.”


    Maybe she had something similar installed. At the moment, though, the girls had more pressing matters. There was an earth serpent to deal with.


    “It’s great I was able to knock it out, but killing it won’t be so easy. This thing is tough as nails.”


    Although her blow had been strong enough to knock the serpent out, it had still only managed to dent its scales. She would have to do a lot better than that if she was going to land a fatal blow.


    “My katana can’t cut through it, either.”


    “We don’t have time to waste on this thing anyway. Why don’t we just leave it?”


    “Neiiigh!”


    The horses began stamping their feet. They, for one, seemed to think it was high time to get the hell out of Dodge.


    “Hold on a second.”


    As Proto was about to turn and leave, she noticed something strange.


    “I think there’s something stuck in its gills.”


    The tip of some sort of pole was poking out from the earth serpent’s head. Proto pried the flap open.


    “Is that…a spear?”


    She managed to pull the thing free with brute force. It was, indeed, a barb-tipped spear.


    “With something like this stuck in its head, it’s no wonder the serpent was acting funny.”


    After it swallowed the deer, the earth serpent had shaken its head back and forth in discomfort. It must have been feeling pain every time it ejected rocks and debris from its gills.


    “Just don’t forget to return the favor next time,” Proto said, patting the serpent hard on the side of its snout.


    “This isn’t a fairy tale…,” Homura said, although deep down, she was kind of hopeful.


    “Neigh! Neigh!!”


    The horses stomped their feet again, as if they had run out of patience. “Stop helping our natural enemy!” they seemed to say.


    “Sorry, sorry! Let’s go!”


    With a quick apology to the horses, Homura climbed back into the wagon.
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    After Wodtrim, the girls spent several days camping outdoors.


    The area around Zhorguan was all desolate savanna. There was more dirt than grass by this point, and they could count the number of trees they saw along the way on two hands. Occasionally, however, blue crystals sprouted from the ground, with small pools of water collecting around them. The surface of the crystals was moist, as if the water was seeping from them. At least the girls didn’t end up having to worry about drinkable water.


    The only places with water, grass, and vegetation were in isolated circles around the crystal pools, with groups of animals gathering nearby to rest. The girls hadn’t encountered any other monsters after the snake, but that didn’t mean the journey had been pleasant. Some things in life were even more dreadful than monsters.


    “So we wound up having to camp out all on our own. This has been one rough trip.”


    Clearly, none of the girls were the outdoorsy type.


    “Just getting a fire going was a chore…”


    “I wish I could have used my pyrokinesis, but it would have only taken one little slip of magic to activate the cursed collar and ruin everything… I never dreamed the day would come when I would regret not being able to make fire!”


    Of course, they also had tools for manually lighting one, but using them wasn’t so easy without practice.


    “I don’t even care about that. The worst part…”


    “Yeah…”


    Fire was the least of their woes.


    “…was the food…! It was so bad…”


    “That’s because it was made to last. Taste takes a back seat, I guess.”


    “Stiff bread, smoked meat, dry beans… And it all just went into one big pot of soup. I guess our cooking skills were partially to blame, though…”


    “I used to think the food in this world was old-fashioned and plain. I never dreamed I’d miss it so much!”


    “And that fresh meat Jin hunted down… Hyurk…!”


    Homura felt something rise in the back of her throat as she relived their amateur attempts at cooking venison.


    “I thought it would be fine as long as we drained the blood. It seems I was mistaken…”


    Jin wrinkled her nose at the thought of the gamy meat. Incidentally, Jin had used her malefic sword, Crimson Rain, to drain the blood from her kill. It seemed just as happy to feast on the blood of wild animals as it did on humans.


    “I’ve still got bits of wild animal in my teeth…”


    “I wish I could survive on just light.”


    “I feel bad for you primitive life-forms.”


    “I thought…the venison…was tasty…”


    “And I wish I enjoyed everything I ate as much as you do, Tsutsumi. Right now, I’m even jealous of all the deer around here just happily munching away on grass. I don’t think I could ever get used to food this disgusting…”


    “I’d kill for a bath, too.”


    The girls were full of complaints.


    “I’m tired of wiping myself down with wet towels… It’s probably a good thing we weren’t stuck traveling with some man we barely know. You’d think there would at least be a river around somewhere.”


    There were pools of water, but none of them were big enough to actually bathe in.


    “Why couldn’t we get zapped into a more modern world?”


    “Think they’ll have baths in prison? I sure hope so.”


    Homura stared out the wagon, off into the distance. A faraway rampart wall towered high in the sky.


    Zhorguan was positioned atop a small, pronounced hill, with a massive blue crystal rising from its center. They could also see a large, impressive building, visible above the rampart walls, just before the blue object.


    Another decently sized crystal was visible farther back, surrounded by a wall of its own. Apparently, Zhorguan owed its existence to these blue water crystals.


    “So that’s Zhorguan, huh…?”


    The wind picked up, causing dust to dance in the air.


    “I hope this place is worth busting up!”


    Proto’s eyes glittered with anticipation. That wasn’t just a metaphor—her eyes were quite literally emitting light.


    “Proto! We need to keep any busting to a minimum!”


    “Pfft. Don’t act like you don’t want to wreck stuff, too, Homura.”


    “…”


    “You’re just sitting there trying to seem dignified. Look who can’t think of a comeback!”


    While they were still squabbling, the rampart walls loomed large.


    “We’re already here. Eek, now I’m starting to get nervous… What if we can’t get in?”


    “Babs here was the traitor, so there should be some sort of contact waiting for her at the gates. If not…I guess we’re screwed. Better get used to that collar, Homura.”


    “Don’t say that…!”


    As they came closer, the girls spotted movement atop the wall. Whoever was up there must have spotted them. There was a small flurry of activity.


    “They’re not going to attack us all of a sudden, are they?”


    Fortunately, there were no signs of impending violence.


    The drawbridge lowered slowly. Once the wagon reached the gate, it was immediately opened by a Crimson Lion-Man. He seemed to be expecting them.


    The Crimson Lion-Men were a race of large demons with the head of a lion. Because of their name, Homura expected them to all have red fur, but strangely that didn’t seem to be the case at all. She wondered where the name had come from.


    The lion-man checked inside the wagon.


    “Hrm? Where is the man who was with you?” he asked Tsutsumi, who was inside the body of the female spy.


    “Capturing…these four…was harder…than we thought…”


    “I see… And just when we had found some humans willing to help us. What a shame.”


    In a stroke of good luck, Tsutsumi’s awkward manner of speaking was interpreted as grief. The lion-man lowered his shoulders in sympathy.


    “Well, come in. I’ll show you the way.”


    The wagon passed through the gate. Inside, the city was a grayish brown, matching the outside walls. Rows of sturdy-looking stone homes lined the streets, with cloth canopies strung across the roads between them for shade.


    The canopies were decorated with geometric designs and adorned with a variety of eye-catching ornaments, making the place feel like a tourist destination.


    “This place looks nothing like Galdorssia. It’s kind of got an Arabian feel.”


    Despite the fact they were stepping foot into enemy territory, the exotic scenery made Homura’s heart skip a beat. There were so many interesting little details. It was hard not to get distracted.


    “It looks like they have plenty of water thanks to that big fountain crystal.”


    A canal extended from one side of the giant crystal that stood at the center of the city.


    “Settlements can usually only be built in places where there’s water. Galdorssia’s an exception, of course, with their water magicians.”


    “Yeah, that makes sense. When you think about it, Galdorssia is actually a pretty comfortable place to live thanks to how far Galdorssian water magic has come…”


    Homura swiveled her head around, amazed at how the city had formed.


    According to what they had been told, demons ruled over the human beings in Zhorguan. Right now, though, there weren’t any demons in sight. Instead, the streets bustled with humans, with only an occasional Crimson Lion-Man passing through on patrol. The lion-men were powerfully built, just as the girls had been told. They looked like they were made for fighting.


    What stuck out most to Homura, however, was how pleasant everything seemed to be. If anything, the people seemed to be staring at the faux-imprisoned girls with pity.


    “They told us the humans here are subjugated, but they seem to have a lot more freedom than I expected.”


    “Subjugation can take many forms. Maybe they control how the people work or something.”


    “That makes sense… If they were all being whipped and mistreated as soon as we got here, I might have gone on a rampage.”


    Homura was relieved she had no reason to go crazy. But she was also a little disappointed she had no reason to cut loose.


    “Bummer…”


    And she wasn’t the only one. It sounded like Proto was unhappy, too.


    Proto’s voice had been barely audible, though. Homura could have easily missed it. It didn’t seem like they would be busting up the place after all…but that didn’t seem to be the only thing getting Proto down. Before they entered, Proto’s eyes had been full of anticipation. Now they brimmed with something closer to resignation.


    Her eyes were artificial, but that didn’t stop emotion from coming through.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing—”


    Her synthetic voice sounded sad, too. Homura was worried.


    “Well, that’s not how it looks to…meee!”


    “Ew, quit talking like that!”


    “Look!”


    Homura pointed.


    “That must be one of the Delver Mice! The ones we were told about—they said they’re supposed to be super cute!”


    Out of the corner of her eye, Homura caught a glimpse of a small humanoid figure. It looked like some sort of beast-man with oversized animal ears and came up to about the height of an adult human’s waist. It was unbearably cute, just like a mascot at some theme park.


    “Now we have even more reasons not to go on a rampage…!”


    “Speak for yourself!”


    The lion-man leading the way seemed a little annoyed with all their screaming and chatter.


    “Seriously, Homura. You like anything, so long as it looks babyish.”


    “Looks matter, that’s true, but it’s what’s inside that matters most. Take you for instance, Proto. Yes, you look nice, that’s true, but more importantly, you’re still just a bratty little kid inside. Mweh-heh-heh…”


    Homura grinned lecherously, smarmy as snake oil.


    “Well, I’m gonna grow up!”


    It’s what’s inside that matters—a phrase that sounded a lot nicer when it wasn’t coming out of Homura’s mouth! The wagon continued to trundle forward as, yet again, the party members inside learned more about one another than they wanted to know.


    “That’s probably where they’re taking us—inside there,” Psycho said, this time in a voice low enough that their guide couldn’t hear.


    She was pointing in the direction of yet another castle wall.


    “It looks like they have a second wall, just like Galdorssia.”


    “That’s got to be where the demons live.”


    “I guess in a different country the walls mean different things. In Galdorssia, the place beyond the inner wall was both a political center and an evacuation site, whereas here it’s used to segregate people.”


    “According to what traitor Four-Eyes said, they built Zhorguan this way so if anyone attacks it will be the humans who die first.”


    “Of course…”


    It was cruel, but such were the horrors of war. If Homura was going to go on a rampage, it would have to be from the inside…


    The wagon continued forward, led by the lion-man guard. They soon reached the inner wall.


    “Hail! The spy has captured some warriors from the other side.”


    “Open the gate!”


    The large metal gate began to grind open with an ear-piercing screech.


    “It looks like they’re going to put us in prison after all. That’s a relief. I was worried they might execute us on the spot!”


    So far, the girls had been treated decently enough. It didn’t seem like anyone was planning to kill them.


    “You never know—it’s still too early to tell.”


    “That’s horrible. Don’t say that. Still, that’s obvious. I’m just trying to psych myself up…”


    Psycho ignored Homura and pretended to be distraught.


    “Waaah—! We’re going to be killed! Killed, I tell you!”


    “Would you stop it? That’s not funny!”


    The sudden outbursts agitated the new guard. “We’re just sending you to the dungeon! No one’s gonna touch you! Behave yourselves!”


    “Somebody! Won’t somebody help?!”


    “Quiet!” The guard brandished the spear he was holding.


    “Sooomebody—!”


    “Human! Can’t you do something about your friend?”


    “I’m sorry, could you maybe just ignore her…?”


    A crowd of onlookers had gathered, seemingly attracted by the noise.


    “Psycho, you’re embarrassing me…!”


    She was behaving atrociously. Homura wished she could pretend she didn’t know her, but that probably wouldn’t have been too convincing.


    As expected, demonkind were everywhere within the inner walls. There was no sign of any humans among the onlookers, only demons split into the three categories they had been told about before—true beast-men: cats, lions, and mice—all walking on two legs. One of them, a lion-man, approached and spoke to the guard.


    “Here, now. What is all the commotion?”


    “These are assassins from Galdorssia.”


    “Galdorssia, you say…?”


    The man eyed them closely. He looked more surprised than curious.


    “Are they going to be killed?”


    “That’s for the higher-ups to decide. Although, with the way they’re carrying on…”


    The guard toyed with his spear. He was starting to look fed up.


    “Yes, I see… Well, best of luck…,” the lion-man said, seemingly distracted, before disappearing back into the crowd. Psycho carefully followed his movements with her eyes.


    “Tsk. I guess you finally got some attention. No more trouble, you hear?”


    The procession began moving again, and the wagon carried on toward the center of the city.


    Everywhere they went, it was clear demons enjoyed a much higher standard of living in Zhorguan than humans. Even though it was the middle of the day, the taverns and alehouses were bustling, and women leisurely strolled about, browsing the clothes for sale—clothes that had likely been made by humans. The girls had seen some weavers on their way in.


    “It seems like they’re…having fun?”


    There was a sense of…giddiness in the air. Fun wouldn’t have been an accurate description. Zhorguan had just attempted to attack Galdorssia, but they had failed. Yet one would never be able to tell based on the mood in the city.


    “What a weird country.”


    There wasn’t much Homura could do now but accept the facts.


    Her gaze shifted. The demons’ behavior wasn’t the only thing that suggested a higher standard of living. The buildings seemed to be much more solidly built and well kept than the ones outside the wall.


    Homura and the others were soon led to the most solid, most gorgeous, and most central building of them all—the Zhorguan palace.


    “Wow, talk about VIP treatment…”


    “We’re here. Get out of the wagon.”


    Homura and the others did as they were told and exited the wagon. Two lion-men on standby checked inside the wagon and confiscated their weapons.


    “Be careful. That blade is cursed. You do not want to remove it from its scabbard,” Jin said, pointing at Crimson Rain. The lion-man froze mid-reach in a panic.


    “What a heinous thing to carry around!”


    “I knew the Galdorssians were barbarians…”


    The two guards seemed afraid.


    “You carry it.”


    “No, you!”


    “What about that money I lent you the other day?!”


    “So you’re saying we’ll be even if I carry this thing?”


    “You think carrying a hunk of metal makes us even?!”


    “I barely even borrowed that much!”


    “In here,” their guide said, leading the girls forward while the two lion-men squabbled in the background.


    They were led into a room in a corner of the building, down a long flight of stairs leading underground. When the staircase ended, they found themselves in a dungeon.


    “I should have been clearer earlier. I said no one is going to touch you, but that’s only until they decide your fate. Execution is still a very real possibility. I suggest you prepare yourselves,” the Crimson Lion-Man said before placing them in one of the cells and departing, leaving them to ponder those ominous words.


    “Looks like things might not be so okay after all…”


    “Everything’s fine. Trust me!” Psycho said as she sprawled out on the cold stone floor to relax.

  

  
    

     Chapter 4 The Throne 


    One way or another, time continued to pass in prison. After testing the cursed collars, Homura, Psycho, and Jin concluded that using magic would prove difficult, even if only for a brief moment.


    “What was that again about how a little pain isn’t going to stop us? I think we can consider ourselves stopped in our tracks here!”


    Homura fidgeted uncomfortably. Even now, she could still feel a lingering ache.


    “Psycho, have you figured out what we’re going to do yet?”


    Psycho was sprawled out on the floor once again. It was Proto, however, who spoke.


    “Yeah, didn’t you say you already had a plan for toppling Zhorguan?”


    “I did, but I’m gonna keep it to myself.”


    “Why…?” Homura said.


    “Because I like watching you squirm.”


    “You’re such a dirtbag!”


    Of course Homura was uncomfortable. Who knew if Psycho was even telling the truth?!


    “I have an idea! Why don’t you break the bars, Psycho, and let us all out of here? Once we return to Galdorssia, I’m sure they’ll be able to figure out a way to remove the collars.”


    “We’ve got no weapons, no wagon, and we can’t use magic. How do you think we’d make it home? We’d just get eaten by earth serpents.”


    “Fine, then. What’s your plan? We’ve put on the collars and infiltrated the palace. Now what? If you’re not gonna tell us, I’ll just have to take matters into my own hands…! Not that I actually have any ideas, either…”


    “Would you stop whining…? Maybe you should try asking our fairy godmother.”


    “Fairy godmother?”


    “What about it, Mud Flaps? Got any ideas?”


    “Why don’t the two who can still use their powers just go on a rampage?” said a voice from the neighboring cell. It was the Lord of Sod.


    “Whoa, when did you get here?!”


    “After you arrived in Zhorguan, naturally.”


    “Stalker…”


    “Is that any way to speak to someone who came here to help you? Of course, I don’t plan to lift a finger unless things get truly dire.”


    “This doesn’t count as dire…?”


    Maybe this wasn’t the worst things could get, but they certainly weren’t going to improve. At this point, Homura was even ready to turn to the Lord of Sod for help.


    “Ha! So that’s why you’re acting so laid-back! You knew he was here.”


    “Not really. I mean, I knew he probably wouldn’t let us go easily after taking such a shine to us, but he isn’t a part of my plan.”


    “Tsutsumi, didn’t you see him when you went to take a look around the dungeon?”


    Tsutsumi had already checked out the area. As the Galdorssian traitor, she enjoyed more freedom than the others. But the dungeon held barely any other prisoners, just a few weak, emaciated Sunbeam Cats.


    At least, that was what Tsutsumi had told them.


    “He looked like…he wanted his presence…to be a secret…,” she said, shaking her head in response to Homura’s question.


    “Stop being a bad influence on our little girl!” Homura shouted, gripping the cell bars as she admonished their neighbor.


    “She’s a smart girl. She simply knows whom to trust.”


    They heard the sound of a book slamming shut. Was Sod reading over there?


    A moment later, the Lord of Sod sifted through the bars of the cell. Just like sand, smoothly filtering through a sieve.


    “Sure is nice being made of dirt.”


    “A magic unique to my people. Care to become one of us?”


    “Hard pass.”


    Homura wasn’t interested.


    “As I said earlier, two of you are unaffected by the curse. I’m sure things would work out, one way or another, if they just ran amok. Those two should be more than enough to deal with the warriors of this country. You could search for the keys to your collars afterward, at your leisure.”


    “Yeah, I’m not doing that.”


    “Me…either…”


    Proto and Tsutsumi both rejected Sod’s suggestion.


    “And why is that?”


    “Because we don’t know anything about this place yet. I’m not gonna give the Zhorguans a walloping until I know whether walloping would feel good or not.”


    “Ha-ha-ha! I knew there was something strange about you girls. I mean that in a good way, of course.”


    The Lord of Sod sounded oddly pleased.


    “Can you at least give us a hint?”


    “It’s not my job to wipe your bottoms. You must figure out what to do on your own. If you can’t get out of a situation like this unaided, the Dark Lord’s army has no need of you.”


    “Yeah, well, we don’t need you, either, bud.”


    “Certainly. Show me what you can do yourselves first. The one in the glasses seems to have an idea already. Whatever the case, I wish you luck.”


    With that, the Lord of Sod sank into the flagstones, vanishing from sight.


    “If we get in trouble, you can still come back and help us, though!”


    There was no answer.


    “He sure has a lot of ways of making an exit,” Homura said, staring at the floor. Sod had disappeared without a trace.


    He claimed the girls needed to figure this out for themselves, but Homura wondered if his very presence in the cell next door didn’t imply he had wanted to help.


    He was gone now, though. There was no using worrying about it.


    “Psycho, care to share your ideas with the class?”


    Psycho remained sprawled on the floor. She scooted closer.


    “You heard what Mud Flaps said. Think for yourself first. If you’re always relying on me, what will you do when the time comes when you can’t?”


    She had a point.


    “Now that you mention it, I do tend to rely on you a lot…”


    “I could stand to think for myself some more, as well,” Jin admitted.


    “There’s nothing wrong with relying on others. But there’s a difference between relying on someone in the end, and just leaving it up to everyone else from the start.”


    “Yeah, maybe. But I’m not that great at thinking,” Proto said. “My model was originally designed only to carry out instructions.”


    “I’m bad…at thinking…too…,” Tsutsumi said.


    Proto still tried to give it a shot, though, in her own way.


    “No use grumbling. Think, think, think…”


    It was like Psycho said. Just because Proto wasn’t good at it, that was no excuse to set her brain to autopilot.


    “What if Tsutsumi and me searched for the keys? The dungeon guards might even be carrying them. We might find them a lot sooner than we think.”


    “What if…I go…on my own…?”


    “No, that would be too dangerous. Besides, I don’t think you’d be very good at interrogating anyone. Based on how the guards at the gate acted, they don’t seem so worried about us as long as we have these collars on. What if we tricked them instead, made it look like you, as the traitor, were mistreating the prisoners?”


    “I’m not good…at talking…or mistreating…”


    Proto had taken the lead, but both girls were doing their best to think up some plan to get the party out of this mess.


    “Unlike a certain someone, whose only bright idea was to run away with no plan at all.”


    “Hey, it’s better than not trying to think of anything at all!” Homura said, staring pointedly at Jin.


    Jin remained in place, looking placid and composed.


    “I simply have faith the five of us will be enough to forge our way through any trouble.”


    “Nice try. You’re just leaving it up to everyone else.”


    “Hmph. I thought that would work.” Jin looked away.


    “And she shows such initiative on the battlefield…”


    “Yes, I’m starting to realize Jin is a lot more wishy-washy than she seems.”


    Wishy-washy?!


    Jin sulked quietly. Proto and Tsutsumi, meanwhile, seemed to have finalized their plans.


    “Okay then, off I go. Be right back.”


    The bars, which hadn’t budged against normal human strength, bent immediately beneath Proto’s grip.


    “Wait! Wait! It’s great that you’re thinking for yourselves, but what about my plan—?”


    Proto stepped free from the cell before Psycho could stop her. She immediately froze.


    “Uh…,” said someone.


    It wasn’t Proto. And it wasn’t Tsutsumi. The voice had come from outside the cell.


    Homura peeked outside the mangled bars. Two demons stood there.


    Great. The girls had been so absorbed in their conversation they hadn’t even noticed the approaching footsteps. Jin had probably heard the demons coming, but she just laid there on the ground ignoring them, still sulking.


    The two demons were still frozen in shock. They likely had never imagined anyone would be able to break the bars without using self-buffing magic.


    “What should I do? Interrogate or silence?”


    The demons had already seen them. The girls couldn’t let them go.


    “Interrogate.”


    “Aye-aye!” Proto raised her fist in the air.


    “Wait, wait! We came here to talk!”


    “Y-Your Highness, stand behind me!”


    While one of the demons—a young male Sunbeam Cat—pleaded desperately for the meathead girl to yield, the other—a Crimson Lion-Man warrior—stepped forward to protect the boy. But as powerful as the lion-man’s appearance seemed, the girls could plainly see his knees knocking together. Maybe he really thought he was protecting the boy, but from where they were standing, he may as well have not even been there.


    “Proto, that was just a joke. I’m pretty sure this is who I’ve been waiting for.”


    The demons slumped to the floor in relief as Proto finally lowered her fist. That was when Homura made the connection.


    “Hey, it’s the guy from before!”


    The lion-man standing outside the cell was the very same onlooker who had approached them earlier while Psycho was making a scene.


    “Y-you remember me…?”


    Homura thought it was pretty unusual for them to meet up again like this, but Psycho didn’t even mention it. Almost as if she had been expecting this all along.


    “Well? What did you want to talk about?”


    “Before I get to that, why are you four being so friendly with the Galdorssian spy…?”


    The young cat-boy demon was suspicious of the fact that the prisoners and the traitor seemed to be getting along so well. True to his name as a Sunbeam Cat, the boy’s eyes appeared warm like the dawn.


    “I forgot…I was…in here…”


    “No need to worry. I know she looks like the spy, but there’s someone else inside.”


    “You mean…transformation magic…?”


    “Nope, something else entirely. Just forget about it.”


    “O-okay…”


    The truth behind Tsutsumi’s appearance was a lot more unsettling than a mere disguise. The lion-man and cat-boy were better off not knowing about that. Besides, the cat-boy said he had something they needed to talk about. Did that mean…?


    “You’ve decided our sentence, haven’t you? What’s going to happen to us?!” Homura asked in a panic.


    “Relax. Nothing bad will be done to you,” the Sunbeam Cat said, getting back to his feet and regaining his composure.


    “I don’t believe you. That guard just said it! Execution is still a possibility. Prepare yourselves! Mwa-ha-ha!”


    “He never said ‘mwa-ha-ha.’”


    “Please calm down. The lion-men earlier were of a different faction. We’re going to handle everything before your sentence is decided.”


    “‘A different faction’…?”


    “The situation is a little complicated. But web’re not going to help without something in return. I imagine it’s actually easier for you to trust us if we just admit that up front. We want your assistance in exchange for your release. I think we both have something to offer to each other.”


    “And if we help you, you’ll set us free?” Homura asked, her voice colored with newfound hope.


    “We will. Those cursed collars have to come off first. The key is held by one of my older brother’s closest advisers.”


    “Your brother…? Wait, your friend referred to you as Your Highness earlier, didn’t he?”


    “Allow me to formally introduce myself.”


    The boy straightened. Despite his young age, he gave off a dignified—even majestic—aura.


    “I am Lotf, second prince of Zhorguan. This is my closest servant, Hamza,” said the cat-boy demon standing before them. He bowed elegantly.


    “A prince…!”


    Homura gasped. They were in the presence of royalty.


    “Your Highness. Just who I was waiting for.”


    Psycho finally rose to her feet, a cocky smile on her face.


    “I’m surprised. You seem to have anticipated us.”


    The second prince looked impressed, if also intimidated, the girls would be willing to go so far as donning cursed collars in order to meet him.


    “What do you mean? What’s going on?”


    Homura was relieved Psycho did, in fact, seem to have a plan. Or she would have been relieved, if it hadn’t been for what Psycho said next.


    “Isn’t it obvious? We’re the chess pieces for his coup.”


    “You are correct.”


    “Wait— A coup d’état?!” Homura said, shocked.


    She was having trouble following. With how laid-back Psycho had been acting, she would never have guessed they were getting wrapped up in something so big.


    “While I was interrogating Four-Eyes, I learned that the government here is divided into two factions. The extremists, who are led by the first prince, and the moderates, who are led by the second prince. Cue our arrival, the perfect instrument of force. It’s only natural they would try to make contact.”


    “Well, you could have shared that information!”


    Although, even if Homura had known any of this, she doubted she would have been able to come up with a good plan.


    “Sounds like Zhorguan is in the middle of a heated conflict…”


    “Not to the degree you may be thinking,” said the prince. “With the exception of the Sunbeam Cats, most of Zhorguan’s people have little personal involvement in politics. And it is only a small group, the extremists, who are suppressing activity by an equally small group, the moderates, right now.”


    “And you want our help out of this bind?”


    “Precisely. We heard you are warriors sent by Galdorssia to overthrow Zhorguan. The fact that you have not yet resorted to more despicable methods clearly shows you are warriors of the highest honor.”


    “I hate to break it to you, but we’re just a bunch of nobodies who got shafted into this mission.”


    “Your modesty is unnecessary now.”


    The girls had been given Parliament’s stamp of approval, at least when it came to having the necessary firepower for this job, but it had hardly been a warm send-off. There was no use trying to convince the prince of that, however.


    “Well? If you want our help, I expect there will be something decent in it for us, too. Care to fill us in?”


    “Of course. Naturally, we would not suggest a one-sided arrangement. If you succeed, we promise to pledge peace with Galdorssia.”


    “Deal!”


    Homura jumped at the chance. Both for her friends’ sakes and for the two nations.


    “I am thrilled to hear that, but shouldn’t you hear more details first…? What would you do if this were a trap, for example?”


    “I’m sorry, I guess I got carried away…”


    “I would prefer we be in full agreement before receiving your aid, as well,” the second prince said, clearing his throat. “The Dark Lord is already targeting Galdorssia. I imagine you must want to avoid nuisance neighbors at a time like this. Once we oust my brother and I officially become king, I pledge to pursue a truce with Galdorssia.”


    “Just what we hoped for.”


    “It sounds like the situation in Zhorguan is pretty complicated…”


    They were smack-dab in the middle of a succession war. Homura didn’t know much about that stuff, except for what she had learned in books from history class. Now one was unfolding right before her eyes.


    “We Sunbeam Cats rule over political affairs here in Zhorguan. The moderates were originally the majority. Well, I say moderates, but most were simply too afraid of Galdorssia to act as belligerently as they would have liked.”


    Lotf smiled sardonically.


    “Which is why when my extremist brother, Ashraf, was approached by someone from the Dark Lord’s army and given power, many of the moderates who were itching to be more aggressive quickly changed sides. My father and mother, who had planned to continue along the moderate path for Zhorguan’s sake, have fallen ill under suspicious circumstances. I have reason to believe they were poisoned. My brother became effective regent once they fell ill and, as you already know, invaded Galdorssia with help from the Dark Lord’s army.”


    “Yes, and he failed.”


    “True, but when word spread that Ashraf had succeeded in toppling Wodtrim, and that a painful blow had been dealt to mighty Galdorssia, it ignited a flame in people’s hearts. Historically, we have never been much more than a speck of dust to Galdorssia… I suppose we Zhorguans have always grappled with some vague sense of inferiority.”


    Lotf clenched his hand into a fist.


    “I, however, understand what my brother is scheming. He wants our warriors to drink the foul curseblood.”


    “Is there any left?”


    “No, almost all of it was used up during the last battle, when…”


    The second prince trailed off, remembering how the blood had been used.


    “Right now, I believe my brother is working to entice our most elite warriors to drink the curseblood.”


    “‘Entice’…?”


    “Active resistance always weakens the effectiveness of a curse. The opposite is also true. The more a person willingly accepts a curse, the stronger that curse will become. I believe my brother thinks he can achieve the most if he can persuade his warriors to embrace the transformations brought on by the blood.”


    “So the people who were forced to drink the curseblood…!”


    “Yes, the horse-people and ant-soldiers. Mere grunts, left without even minds of their own. The only thing they had going for them, I suppose, was numbers. Even after being forced to drink the curseblood against their will, though, those soldiers who transformed were quite strong. If it had been our warriors who had taken the blood, Galdorssia may very well have fallen.”


    “That must be why Rotraud became so strong! He already tested the results first, and trusted what would happen…”


    Maybe caution wasn’t the only reason Rotraud had tested the curseblood on that bandit leader first.


    “We need to make our move before this fervor reaches its peak. I’ve urged the others to change course countless times, but no one seems to care what I have to say…”


    “Won’t the first prince already be on his guard against you, then?”


    “He believes me a coward. All talk and no action. As proof of this, he’s already thrown any moderate with real influence—any who attempted to defy him—into the dungeons. The only moderates left now are myself and those cowards who simply watch to see what the extremists will do,” Lotf said, glancing around the dungeon with its regularly spaced bars.


    “So that’s who the demons in these cells are.”


    “Yes. I also want to move fast for their sakes.”


    A look of strength entered Lotf’s eyes. Although young, the prince seemed to be made of stern stuff.


    “In any case, I always planned to oust my brother and the extremists sooner or later. But now that such convenient help has fallen into my lap, I plan to make full use of the opportunity.”


    The prince grinned viciously.


    “Man, you moderates are ruthless…”


    “I prefer the term formidable.”


    The lion-man warrior standing next to the prince smiled uncomfortably. It looked like the prince was giving his right-hand man chills as well.


    “Back to the topic at hand. The key to the cursed collars is held by one of my brother’s paranoid advisers. Our plan was to acquire the key and somehow free you four before attacking my brother. Otherwise, we would have no hope of defeating him.”


    “Is your brother really that strong?”


    “Not my brother, but his ever-present servant. The spahbad, or commandant of Zhorguan’s warriors. He is the city’s most powerful fighter. If we had someone as powerful as he, Wodtrim would have likely fallen without any assistance from the Dark Lord’s army.”


    “That doesn’t sound very reassuring…”


    “Are you still willing to help us?”


    “We’ll do it!”


    “I don’t see how we could refuse.”


    “You’re more willing than I had anticipated…! But I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Not if this will bring a peaceful end to the conflict between our two nations.”


    “We’re not doing it for Galdorssia. We’re doing it for our friends.”


    “O-of course. My apologies,” Lotf said, more surprised than even before by Homura’s response.


    “Two of us aren’t human. If we succeed in our mission, Tsutsumi and Proto will finally receive official recognition. Up until now, they’ve been forced to skulk around in the shadows, despite all the good work they’ve done. Saying no was never an option for us.”


    “Companions and allies… Your dedication is very admirable.”


    “I don’t really mind skulking, to be honest.”


    “I don’t…mind skulking…either…”


    “Well, I do! You’re my friends! You deserve to be accepted!”


    “Knock yourself out, I guess.” Proto shrugged.


    “Thank you, I will!” Homura said, still fired up.


    Lotf felt a little envious watching them. For him, being able to let someone know how you really felt was a much bigger deal than it seemed.


    He shook off those thoughts. There was still important information to share, and they were getting sidetracked.


    “There is another element you should be wary of. It is hard to explain, but…”


    The girls weren’t the only wild cards in play in Zhorguan right now…


    “You mean the three…?”


    “So you’ve heard. Three demons were transferred to us recently from the Dark Lord’s army to serve as my brother’s personal guard. They are still an unknown, however. I don’t believe there was any word of them playing a conspicuous part in the attack on Wodtrim…”


    The lion-man servant, Hamza, had also heard of the three, but he did not seem to know any more than Lotf.


    “The warriors who took part in the attack had little to say about them. Just that the three demons cleared the way inside and the rest was up to the warriors after that.”


    “I’ve heard it mentioned that they took the townspeople hostage.”


    “That was all I was able to get out of Four-Eyes about them as well.”


    “I’m sorry we can’t tell you more…,” Lotf said, glancing down apologetically. A moment later, he jerked his head back up. “Wait, there was something else I wanted to tell you. The demons are complete nonissues, depending on the time of day!”


    “‘The time of day’…?”


    What did time have to do with it?


    “Oh!” It suddenly hit Homura. They were in a fantasy setting. This was all boilerplate stuff. “You mean, sunlight is their weakness?!”


    “Um, no. This is just their daily bathtime.”


    “Bathtime?!”


    Talk about out of left field.


    “They like to take a long soak in the hot springs and won’t come out for some time once they’re inside.”


    “Well, that’s convenient, seeing as we’re about to start a coup…”


    “In any case, other than the commandant, it sounds like we’ll only be facing grunts. For how buff they are, the lion-men seem pretty weak.”


    “You shouldn’t underestimate them. Unlike me, the other warriors are fairly strong,” Hamza said, contradicting himself.


    “But…we should underestimate you?”


    “I can’t help it. I’m scared of fighting…”


    Hamza scrunched up his brow. He looked pathetic, frankly.


    “That’s part of the reason I want to carry out this coup d’état. To protect people like Hamza.”


    “What about the key?”


    “I’ve gone through many ideas for how to get our hands on it, but if you can defeat the commandant, the coup will effectively be over. If the curse does not affect Miss Proto, it makes more sense to simply use that to our advantage. They will not take her seriously. It will look like a desperate attempt at defiance. Once the commandant is defeated, we can simply have them hand over the key.”


    “The curse…doesn’t hurt me…either…,” Tsutsumi said, eager to get involved.


    “I see. Then you as well. Naturally, the warriors in the moderate faction will lend a hand, too. That should be more than sufficient.”


    “Just don’t get in the way. We’re not used to fighting as part of a team,” Proto said.


    “I’ll let the warriors know,” Lotf said, breaking into a slight grin.


    “It’s a little more makeshift than I had expected, but things have come together nicely…assuming you don’t betray us, that is.”


    “Then…it is a deal…”


    “What was that about…?” Homura said. The strange interaction between Psycho and Lotf had made her a little uneasy.


    “It is decided. Let us move swiftly, like the wind that topples the trees.”


    “Proto, Tsutsumi, do your best!”


    “Will…do…!”


    “Yeah, yeah, leave it to us… Hey, wait a second.”


    Proto suddenly realized something.


    “I thought you said you were doing this for our sakes. Now we’re the ones who are doing all the work. What’s that all about?!”


    “Friends help those who help themselves…?”


    “I hope you rot in prison!”


    The satisfying sound of Homura getting smacked on the behind echoed throughout the cells.
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    “Are you sure you should have let them go?” Hamza said, a puppy-dog look on his face as he watched Lotf, Proto, and Tsutsumi leave the dungeon.


    “The three of them should be enough.”


    “That’s not what I meant…”


    Incidentally, Tsutsumi had been inside the female spy’s body, but the female spy’s body was now “inside” Tsutsumi instead. The clothes the woman had been wearing had been neatly folded and left on the floor. Homura shuddered remembering what Tsutsumi had said once she finished—delicious.


    “Maybe there’s no point in saying this now, but you three are basically hostages. If the other two decide to run…you know what will happen,” Hamza said, tightening his grip on his spear.


    “Proto and Tsutsumi would never do something to endanger us like that,” Psycho said immediately.


    Hamza looked taken back. “You trust them…,” he said, squinting at the girls in envy.


    “Hey, don’t look so blue. We trust you, too, Hammy.”


    “The name is Hamza… Wait, what? You trust me?”


    Hamza was taken aback for different reasons.


    They trusted him? Why? How? Hamza’s face swam with doubt, even though inside he was secretly delighted. At least until Jin said what she said next. Then Hamza was taken aback for a third time, yet again for different reasons.


    “Of course we trust you. It does not look as if you could kill us even if you were ordered to. Your hand is shaking.”


    The hand holding Hamza’s spear trembled stiffly.


    “Of course… That’s what you meant…”


    Hamza sighed loudly and slumped in place.


    “You’re right, that’s why I’m with the moderates. I’m a coward. His Highness ordered me to keep my mouth shut so that you wouldn’t notice, but then I went and ruined it by blurting out how I’m scared of fighting… I only wish I could protect the prince in the same way as the commandant protects his master.”


    Hamza frowned in a pitiful fashion, lamenting what a scaredy-cat he was. As far as Homura was concerned, though, he didn’t seem like such a coward.


    “If you were really as scared as you say, you wouldn’t have tried to protect the prince earlier. You stepped in front of him because he means so much to you. That seems like it takes courage to me.”


    “He was still shaking in his boots while he did it, though.”


    “Not now, Psycho!”


    “I don’t know about that… I just panicked and acted in the heat of the moment. I’m not sure I would be able to do something like that again.”


    “Being a coward’s not so bad. Beats going around callously hurting people. You’re a good person, Hamza.”


    “You’re…very kind.”


    “I’m really not! If you were an awful person, I’d probably burn you to ash without a second thought… In fact, that’s all I really care about, and I just pick my victims so I can feel good about it. I say I’m making the world a better place by doing so, but I think that’s only to ease the guilt…”


    “So you’ve also got feelings you can’t control and an aversion toward facing them… That sounds very tough,” Hamza said, as sad for her as he was for himself. “You say you want to burn things? I remember something my grandfather once said a long time ago. He told me, Don’t stare too long at the flames, or they will mesmerize you. He said people with an aptitude for fire magic are drawn in by it and can lose themselves to the feeling.”


    “I wonder if that’s true for me, too.”


    Homura began to second-guess why she even had these pyrokinetic powers in the first place. Had the fire enthralled her at some point in her life, like Hamza suggested? She ignited a small flame in the palm of her hand and stared at it questioningly.


    —Just then, her collar activated.


    “Aiiiyeeeh—!!”


    “Ah! Ah! Are you okay? You should be more careful! You know that sometimes people die just from the pain of those!”


    Hamza wanted to help, but there was little he could do other than hop around in a tizzy.


    “Agh… It hurts…”


    Homura shed a few pitiful tears as Psycho, grinning devilishly, watched and Jin shook her head in exasperation. Time passed as the girls enjoyed the show.


    “It’s fine… I’m fine now…,” Homura said, although she was still throbbing with pain inside.


    “Are you sure?”


    “Not really, no…”


    “Well, be careful.”


    “See? Look how you’re worried for me. You are a good person, Hamza.”


    “Now isn’t the time for that…”


    “Yeah, okay…”


    Homura tried to hide her embarrassment by praising Hamza but wound up getting scolded instead.


    “But how are you able to fight with so much internal conflict? I always wind up running away to protect myself.”


    “I do it for myself, of course. No matter what world you’re in, you won’t gain anything by running away. If I’m going to build a place for myself, I have to do it myself. Even if that means getting hurt in the process.”


    “What an impressive mindset… Goes to show what a coward I am, I guess. I only acted on impulse earlier. When I have the chance to think things through, I never choose to fight. I never choose action at all.”


    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. We all have our own situations to deal with! The five of us just happen to have power, that’s all.”


    “Don’t baby him. You should think about what you can do, in your own right.”


    Hamza began to think.


    “What I can do? Well, I can talk to you three, I guess…”


    “Think harder…! After all, who’s idea was it to leave someone like you here with us in the first place? It was the formidable second prince’s idea, wasn’t it?”


    “I don’t know… Wait, do you think I might have some kind of hidden power…? Ha, who am I kidding? Even compared to other moderates, I’m the biggest coward of the bunch. His Highness probably only left me to keep watch over you three because he knew I wouldn’t be any help in the coup. I can’t even use the unique magic that Crimson Lion-Men are supposed to be able to use.”


    “Speaking of which…why are you called Crimson Lion-Men? You’re not very red.”


    “It has to do with the unique magic I mentioned. It’s called the Crimson Roar. When activated, our fur turns red. But lion-men who are afraid of battle can’t use it. In fact, the only one who can use the roar these days is the commandant.”


    “So…you’re just a normal lion-man, then…”


    “That’s right, just a plain old lion-man… If I were brave enough to use the Crimson Roar, they probably would have taken me with them.”


    Hamza sighed yet again.


    “If there’s one thing I can do, it would be letting you three out if something goes wrong.”


    “But that just involves opening the door.”


    “That’s about all I can do…”


    “Talking to you, I’m starting to feel like I want to help the moderates out somehow. I mean, aside from what it gets us. Like I…feel like I want to protect you guys?”


    “Stop, that just makes me feel even more pathetic…,” Hamza said, pouting. Now even the prisoners were worried about him.


    “Aw, he’s just a big fluffy cat,” Homura murmured.


    All the beast-men demons looked like cute pets to Homura—especially the cat-boy prince. The whole time he was talking, she just wanted to hug him and squish him and give him a nice big scritch behind the ears. Fortunately, she had managed to restrain herself. Doing that would have probably caused an international incident.


    “Lotf is also a moderate, but unlike you, he seems pretty cutthroat.”


    “He is. I think I only noticed that side of His Highness recently. Up until now, he never once tried to defy the first prince. But once the extremists started gaining momentum, the second prince began to quietly sound out other moderates. He has long identified who he can count to be on his side. It surprised me at first, but I guess that is all part of protecting one’s nation.”


    Hamza seemed both proud and scared of Second Prince Lotf.


    “I wonder how long he’s had that side to him. Maybe he was always like that… Maybe it’s like the redheaded girl says. Perhaps he thought if he was going to make a place for us, at some point he had to take action for himself.”


    But when and how? The lion-man gave it some thought but quickly gave up. There was no point in someone as slow-witted as him trying to figure it out.


    “I may not know His Highness’s true thoughts, but I do know one thing. No matter what, he puts Zhorguan first.”


    The lion-man beamed with pride.
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    The prince made his way toward the exit of the dungeon, two humans in tow.


    “Now that we’re away from your friends, know that if you try to run, I will send Hamza a signal.”


    The prince placed his fingers to his lips and whistled softly to demonstrate.


    “He’s keeping watch for me. If he hears my signal, he will execute your friends on the spot…is what I was hoping to say to threaten you. But I guess it’s already out of the bag that he’s incapable of something like that. I don’t know why I even bothered telling him to look tough…”


    “Even if he hadn’t given himself away, I don’t think we’d have fallen for it. Jin has a nose for evil, and she never said a thing.”


    Tsutsumi nodded in agreement.


    “I underestimated the five of you. I’m jealous you have so much faith in one another.” The expression on Lotf’s face was complicated—a mixture of sadness and remorse. “I apologize. The royal family is so wrapped up in backbiting and intrigue that it’s hard to relax without resorting to tricks such as these.”


    “Faith, huh…? Is that what this is about?”


    “Don’t ask…me…”


    “It feels more like they’re just leaving everything up to us, but who knows?”


    When the girls first met, Proto had left the decisions up to everyone else. It had seemed easier that way. But something felt different now.


    “You and Hammy seem to trust each other, though.”


    “Yes, I do trust Hammy— Ahem, Hamza. But I’m not so sure he feels the same way about me…”


    “He stepped in front of you to protect you, didn’t he? Even though he’s scared of fighting. Sure, he was shaking in his boots, but still. I’ve just been around people who would sell their whole country out for their own selfish ends. Hammy is different.”


    “He only protected me because I’m a prince… That, or because of the power of these eyes.”


    Lotf pointed to his golden-colored irises.


    “An evil eye?”


    “Yes. All Sunbeam Cats are born with magical eyes. It’s called the Eye of the Sun. We protect ourselves by mesmerizing those who meet our gaze. It is how my species has survived over time,” Lotf said, as if disgusted with himself.


    That was the history of the Sunbeam Cats, how they had survived by using others.


    “If you say so…but it didn’t seem like any of my friends were mesmerized by you.”


    “The stories about the Eye of the Sun are all from long ago. They say it doesn’t have as much power now. I’m not so sure, though. I think that maybe, even now, the eye continues to exert gentle influence on those around us. An effect so subtle, we aren’t aware of it ourselves. And if that’s true, how could Hamza really trust me…?”


    Lotf’s gaze dropped to the ground. The presence of his evil eye, with its ability to enthrall others, had left him unable to have faith in himself.


    “Well… That’s something you’re gonna have to work out between yourselves.”


    “It’s a difficult problem. I could ask him directly, but I would have no way to be sure he really meant his answer… Forgive me. This is hardly what we should be focusing on right now.”


    The prince shook his head.


    “The point is, I would very much appreciate it if you did not run away.”


    “Run? Not when I’ve finally got an opponent I can feel good about walloping!”


    “Well now, I’m not so sure if I should have faith in you…”


    The prince was beginning to worry he might have chosen the wrong people to turn to for help.


    “Relax. It’ll be a good fight, and we’ll get some peace in while we’re at it!”


    “It kind of sounds like the peace is just a bonus…”


    On second thought, the prince was starting to think he couldn’t have chosen better.


    “Besides, I’m starting to feel like I wanna help you people out, too. Personally speaking, that is.”


    “Us…?”


    “You’re fighting so hard, it makes me feel like I should be trying harder, too.”


    “I see. Then I will have to thank Hamza. It is only because he is here that I am able to fight as hard as I do.”


    Proto listened as the prince unburdened himself while the three made their way down the long hallway.


    “Hamza is still young. He may not be very reliable as a guard, but there is no one as gentle as he is. He’s not just a coward. We call ourselves moderates, but at the end of the day most of us harbor pent-up feelings of animosity toward Galdorssia. Some more than others. I am no exception. Don’t think I don’t have ambitions. I would love to rule over Galdorssia if I could do so without sacrifice.”


    The second prince smiled ruefully.


    “Without sacrifice…? That sounds like a fantasy.”


    A total pipe dream. Nothing came for free.


    “Yes, a fantasy. A secret, cowardly desire. Hamza is different, though. He truly wants peace with Galdorssia. Not just because he doesn’t want to get hurt, but because he doesn’t want to hurt anyone else, either. Not even the war fever that swept through Zhorguan changed that. He calls himself a coward, but it is his gentleness that moved me. It is what made me finally see what I need to do as a ruler.”


    “Then it sounds like Hammy is pretty lucky to be serving under you as well.”


    “I hope so…”


    Prince Lotf cleared his throat, trying to cover his uncertainty.


    “Enough, now… Let us focus on the task at hand.”


    They exited the dungeon, stepping foot into the sunlight above.


    The dungeon where Homura and the girls had been sent was generally used for confining politically inconvenient nobles. It was located in a corner of the palace. Naturally, the room above was littered with lion-men warriors. Some were Lotf’s allies. They joined his side as soon as the prince emerged, with no need for a signal, and the lion-men followed the group as they made their way through the palace.


    The lion-men on Ashraf’s side initially looked confused by the sudden appearance of the second prince, who had two foreigners in tow. As the commotion in the audience room grew, however, and more and more warriors began to follow the prince, Ashraf’s men finally realized something was wrong.


    “What is going on? Your Highness, halt!”


    The guards ordered them to stop, but they could hardly believe that a coup might be occurring.


    “Stop right there!”


    “Out of my way!”


    Finally, one of the guards attempted to detain them with force. That was when Lotf’s entourage began tossing extremists out of the way, with Proto and Tsutsumi doing the brunt of the work.


    They made their way through the palace quickly after that. The royal throne room was located at the far end of the palace. Lotf threw the doors open. Even compared to the rest of the palace, the throne room was extravagant.


    “What is all that noise?” demanded the young Sunbeam Cat demon lounging upon the throne. It was the first prince, Ashraf.


    He was wearing a gold pendant around his neck, patterned in the shape of the sun. A rich golden crystal was embedded in it.


    Several sturdy-looking lion-men warriors stood at attention around the room. One particularly menacing-looking warrior stood by the first prince’s side. He must have been the commandant. He was the only one with noticeable battle scars, and there were streaks of dark red fur in his mane.


    It took the first prince a moment to grasp what was happening, but when he saw Proto and Tsutsumi, his face grew stern.


    “What is the meaning of this?”


    “I’ll ask you one more time, Brother. Will you change your mind?”


    “Don’t be ridiculous.”


    “Then I shall be taking the throne.”


    It was a rousing entrance. Despite this, many of the warriors with Lotf cowered at the sight of the commandant, their ears pulled flat against their heads.


    “I’ve always made an exception for you. I’ve overlooked your foolishness until today… I see now you’ll never learn unless forced to face the consequences of your stupidity.”


    The first prince snapped his fingers, and a gaggle of lion-men guards swarmed into the throne room from the adjacent chamber. They were far more solidly built than the lion-men on the moderates’ side.


    “What did you even hope to accomplish by coming here? Those may be Galdorssian soldiers, but I doubt they will put up much of a fight with cursed collars around their necks. I think it’s time you paid a visit to the dungeons, Lotf.”


    The first prince waved his hand, and the warriors stomped forward.


    “Honestly… As if we don’t have better things to do. Guards, you are not to injure my brother. Not a scratch! Feel free to kill the rest, however.”


    Ashraf smirked, not even bothering to stand from his throne. Proto couldn’t help herself. One corner of her mouth twisted up into a smirk.


    “I hate to break it to you, but your curse doesn’t work.”


    Proto laughed smugly and ripped the collar off her neck. Ashraf’s arrogance vanished in the blink of an eye. The collars were meant to be infallible.


    “How?!”


    Ashraf wasn’t just shocked the collar had failed. He was also terrified he was now standing face-to-face with elite Galdorssian soldiers who were no longer restrained.


    Tsutsumi tried to tear off her own collar. However…


    “Mm… Mmph…!”


    The collar didn’t budge. She just wasn’t strong enough.


    “Uh… Umm…? Who let this little girl in here? And why is her mouth red…?”


    Tsutsumi wiped the blood on the side of her mouth with her sleeve. It had been left there after she had “disposed” of the female spy.


    “You should probably keep your collar on, Tsutsumi. They said taking it off can cause instant death, not just pain.”


    “Oh… I forgot…”


    Yes, Tsutsumi had a high tolerance for pain, but instant death was a very powerful effect. There was no guarantee that she had the same amount of resistance to death spells as she did to other curses.


    Tsutsumi shook herself off, then smoothly unfurled her wings of bone.


    “We’re indoors. Are you sure it’s a good idea to release your poison gas?”


    Proto glanced at Lotf and the others, who were standing behind them.


    “It’s okay… I wanna try…a new assault style…”


    “Said like a true weapon of mass destruction!”


    “Tee-hee.”


    “All right, ready to go?”


    Proto cracked the knuckles on her fists. Taking that as a signal, the lion-men warriors rushed forward to attack.


    “I don’t know what’s going on, but you’re about to learn a hard lesso— Owww, owieeee!!”


    A single punch from Proto sent the warrior flying through the air mid-sentence. The next warrior decided to target Tsutsumi.


    “This tiny female doesn’t look so—”


    Before the lion-man could finish, Tsutsumi extended her arm out straight, holding her hand like a gun with the middle and pointer fingers extended. She stretched her wing parallel to the arm, pointing it toward the approaching warrior.


    “Bang,” she said.


    Tsutsumi’s listless sound effect was followed by the sound of something zipping through the air.


    “Ngh, ack! She stuck me—!”


    A long thin needle was now embedded in the warrior’s skin.


    “Oh, is that all…? Ahhh…? Why can’t…I…mooov…?”


    The lion-man’s speech slowly grew garbled, before he eventually collapsed to the floor.


    “An air rifle! Great idea, Tsutsumi!”


    A wisp of poisonous gas drifted from the tip of her extended wing like smoke. A new needle-shaped bone quickly sprouted where the old one had been.


    “Eat bone…suckers…”


    There was a lot less poison involved than when she released the gas directly from her wings, but since the poison on Tsutsumi’s bone bullets entered the body directly, it was still enough to paralyze an opponent.


    Proto and Tsutsumi then started to have some real fun. They were clearly outnumbered, but the other side wasn’t so used to fighting. It seemed like they were just trying to overwhelm them with brute force instead.


    Proto latched on to several warriors who tried to steamroll past her, spinning around in circles before flinging them through the air. Another warrior tried to grab Tsutsumi, but Tsutsumi easily sidestepped, sticking him with her dagger as she passed before kicking into the air and firing her bone rifle.


    “Bang. Bang.”


    The warriors Proto tossed crashed to the floor, breaking the flagstones, while Tsutsumi’s bone bullets left deep gouges in the walls.


    “Stop it! You’re ruining my beautiful throne room!” Ashraf wailed.


    “I’m starting to think we weren’t needed…,” Lotf said, watching the fight in stunned amazement.


    “Spahbad, where are the three?! Why aren’t they here now?!” Ashraf said, screaming at the warrior commandant standing by his side. The three. Those were the mysterious demons that Lotf mentioned.


    “I’m sorry, Your Highness. This is the time of day when they usually take their baths.”


    Their baths? Proto thought Lotf was just making that up!


    “They’re at the baths?! At a time like this?! Fine then, you handle them, Commandant! Crush them like the hairless monkeys they are!”


    The corners of the commandant’s mouth twisted up into a grin. He had remained motionless at the prince’s side until now. He finally took a step forward into the fray.


    “Cover your ears, Your Highness.”


    The commandant was ecstatic that he was finally going to get to wreak some havoc. He brandished his greatsword, took a deep breath…


    …and roared.


    “Howhooooo—!”


    Their skin prickled with force as the commandant roared, his mane and fur changing color and turning red.


    “It’s the spahbad’s howl! The Crimson Roar…!”


    The moderates weren’t the only ones who were afraid. Even the commandant’s allies seemed to be flinching in horror.


    The roar was a unique magic ability, intrinsic to their race, which should have been available to all Crimson Lion-Men. But the lion-men’s lives had been so removed from fighting by this point that most had lost the ability to use it. Only the warrior commandant, who had gone out of his way to hunt down monsters to protect the city, still retained this fading skill.


    The commandant stepped forward, the Crimson Roar now active. With each step, the floor beneath his feet shattered and split. The Crimson Roar was more than just a self-buff. An aura surrounded him, growing with exponential intensity.


    “I’ll paint the walls red with moderate blood.”


    The commandant bared his sharp fangs. In his frenzy, drool streamed from the corners of his mouth.


    “Prepare yourselves, warriors of Galdorssia!”


    The commandant leaped forward…


     


    …only to be handily trounced by Proto and Tsutsumi.


     


    “I, uh, think you might have talked this guy up a little too much…,” Proto said, staring at the now-unconscious commandant.


    “No, you two are just too strong…”


    “You told me he was Zhorguan’s strongest warrior. I was kinda looking forward to more of a fight…”


    Both the extremists and the moderates had been stunned by this firsthand demonstration of the difference in strength between Galdorssia’s warriors and themselves. Lotf turned toward his brother, who stood frozen in place, open-mouthed.


    “Well? Do you still plan to resist?”


    “Hmph! Fine, you win this time. But enjoy it while you can. Just remember, I’ve joined forces with the Dark Lord’s army.”


    Ashraf allowed a cursed collar to be placed around his neck without complaint.


    “Tsutsumi, when did you learn how to do that thing with your wings?”


    “I got used…to how it feels…to change the shape…of my soul…”


    “Yeah, I guess Psycho’s been messing around a little too much under your hood.”


    Tsutsumi had learned to change the shape of her soul slightly on her own as well now, and she had figured out how to re-form her body into different weapons.


    “This way…I won’t cause so much…trouble…”


    Tsutsumi was happy she could finally fight with everyone else. Up until now, she always had to be more careful of her surroundings when she fought.


    “Poison doesn’t affect me, but to be honest, I never really liked how your poison ate away at the outer skin on my chassis. Not that it was a big deal, since my self-repair protocols always took care of it immediately,” Proto said, drumming her fingers along her outer shell.


    She glanced around the throne room.


    “Anyway, that ended a lot easier than I thought it would. I didn’t really get my fill of rampaging.”


    A mountain of injured guards littered the floor, and the throne room was in shambles, but it still hadn’t been enough to satisfy Proto.


    “I’m…hungry…”


    “No eating the guards!”


    “Hmph! I know…!”


    Tsutsumi smacked Proto on the shoulder, annoyed. Meanwhile, the moderates began placing collars around the necks of the extremists.


    “Okay. Let me find my brother’s adviser so he can give us the key.”


    “We’ll be waiting!”


    Lotf bowed and made his leave, taking Hamza with him.


    “Well, Tsutsumi? Wanna go let the girls shower us with praise?”


    “Yes…please…!”

  

  
    

     Chapter 5 Zhorguan, It’s Waiting for You! 


    “Finally, we’re free of those collars! I never want to wear one of those things again!”


    Homura rubbed her neck.


    The royal chamber was a mess. Lotf stared at the throne, his heart heavy with emotion.


    “I wish I could take my seat on the throne now, but it is still too soon.”


    He turned back to face Homura and the others, who were now freed of their cursed collars.


    “I owe it all to you five. Truly, thank you.”


    Lotf bowed deferentially.


    “I was also able to successfully retrieve the royal insignia.”


    Lotf held up the sun pendant in his hand. The same one Ashraf had worn around his neck.


    “I would still like you to stay in Zhorguan, however, until we get the commotion in the city under control. It is too early to say with certainty that the coup has been a success.”


    “And I’m guessing you’ll want our help again if anything should happen?”


    “Precisely. There is no telling what might occur.”


    “What do you plan to do next?”


    “For starters, I will let my brother and his faction stew in the dungeon for a spell. Hopefully we can discuss things again once he’s had a chance to cool his head.”


    “Do you think he’ll listen to anything you have to say…?”


    The extremists had attempted to overthrow Galdorssia. Homura wasn’t sure they were interested in talking. Lotf seemed to agree with her, but his frown only lasted for a moment.


    “It will probably be difficult. But unless I find a way to make him listen, my brother—no, all of Zhorguan—will find itself heading down a path toward complete ruin. I never wanted to do something like this in the first place. But it was the only choice.”


    The resolve was apparent in Lotf’s fiery eyes.


    “That’s very noble of you. Unlike us. We only do what we want to do.”


    “If that were really true, I don’t think you’d be here right now.”


    “Good point…!” Now that Lotf mentioned it, they had pretty much been bamboozled into all of this. “We were having so much fun I guess I forgot, but I guess we’re pretty noble, too!”


    “It was me and Tsutsumi who did all the work this time, though…”


    “Yeah… Proto…and me…!”


    The two girls glared at Homura, peeved.


    “You don’t have to rub it in…!”


    “I helped as well. Though I believe I mostly just helped with the interrogation this time around.”


    “Yeah, well, I took part in the interrogation, and I healed the king and queen.”


    The moment they were freed, the first thing Psycho did was heal the king and queen of Zhorguan.


    “It’s nice you were able to save them.”


    “It drained a lot of stamina out of them, however, and they’re still feeling the aftereffects of the poison. They’ll need rest and care.”


    “Thank you, truly, from the bottom of my heart. Zhorguan’s own healing magics proved completely useless against this malady. Now that they are safe, we should be able to pursue formal procedures for my ascension. As well as make peace with Galdorssia.”


    Lotf bowed, even deeper than before.


    “This is sure a load off. When they told us we had to go overthrow Zhorguan, I had no idea what was going to happen. I’m glad we were able to work things out this way instead.”


    “I still wish we could have rampaged a little more, though.”


    “Let’s just be happy we’re a step closer to peace.”


    “Truly. I can’t thank you girls enough. And I would be even more thrilled if, once we establish peace, you could share some of your knowledge of healing magic with Zhorguan as well.”


    “It sounds like Your Highness already has his eyes set on the next goal…”


    He was formidable indeed.


    “I’m afraid we ain’t gonna be much help there. You’re gonna have to negotiate that deal for yourself.”


    “For Zhorguan, whatever it takes.”


    Lotf was so eager to get his hands on Galdorssia’s knowledge of healing magic that he was practically watering at the mouth.


    “I never knew Galdorssia’s healing magic was such a big deal… I mean, I’d heard it was considered pretty advanced, but I didn’t realize what a precious commodity it would be once away from the city.”


    “That’s because Galdorssia takes steps to put an end to bloodlines with high aptitudes for healing magic.”


    “I didn’t know that…”


    Homura felt like she had just gotten another peek at Galdorssia’s dark side.


    “There’s more to it than just that. The magical aptitude of demons is often skewed toward narrow specialties. Most demons are unable to use any magic other than self-buffing powers and their own unique racial abilities. That’s why we plan to begin testing the humans in Zhorguan for magical aptitude as well. Until now, the humans here have been forbidden from using magic.”


    It sounded like conditions for the humans would be improving slightly. Plus, once there was peace between Zhorguan and Galdorssia, they wouldn’t have to worry so much about Galdorssia attacking. And there would be no reason for Zhorguan to attack Galdorssia, either. The humans could stop being used as shields.


    “And what about us? Can we expect to be pampered a little?” Psycho asked with a grin. It wasn’t a question so much as an indirect request.


    “Of course. You saved our country from peril.”


    “That’s what I like to hear!”


    Psycho danced a happy jig.


    “Are you sure we don’t need to head back right away?”


    “If something happens while we’re gone, I’m sure they can figure it out for themselves.”


    “You’re right…! Even without the Holy Protectorates of the Shield, they’ve got plenty of tough people in Galdorssia. There’s no reason we can’t kick back and enjoy ourselves for a change!”


    Homura had been feeling worried, but what she really wanted was for someone to tell her it was all right and give her permission to have some fun.


    “I wish I could entertain you in the palace; however…”


    Lotf trailed off. A coup had just taken place, and the palace was in turmoil.


    “Of course, we understand. You don’t need to go to that much trouble on our account, anyway. Besides, we probably wouldn’t be able to relax under these circumstances in the first place.”


    “Pretty sure I could.”


    “Well, you shouldn’t!”


    “It may not be the palace, but I believe we can still put you up at a standard to be proud of. The Delver Mice are known for their meticulous hospitality. If you don’t mind, I would like to leave your care to them.”


    “That sounds perfect!”


    Homura remembered the diminutive and adorable demon she had caught a glimpse of on their way into the palace.
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    “I am Muna of the Delver Mice. It is a pleasure to meet you. I will be personally attending to your needs during your stay.”


    A mild-mannered mouse-woman stood before them and bowed.


    “It’s nice to meet you. You’re so very cute!”


    “Oh-ho! I don’t know what good it will do you, flattering an old lady like me!”


    “Old? But you look so young…”


    “Go on, you!”


    Muna put a hand to her cheek.


    Muna looked like a little girl, so Homura had just assumed the mouse-woman was still young. But apparently she was old enough to refer to herself as an “old lady.”


    “Now then, if you’ll follow me.”


    They exited the palace with Muna leading the way. The area outside the palace was where the Sunbeam Cats lived. The streets were lined with rows of luxurious homes, each with their own garden. And in the very center of the district was a plaza, where three massive stone statues stood.


    “Wow!”


    Homura stared up at the statues, impressed.


    “Those are the three heroes who founded Zhorguan.”


    The three demon races that ruled over Zhorguan stood side by side atop a pedestal that was inscribed with a snakelike pattern.


    “Hey, is that an earth serpent?”


    The snake was colored black, and it reminded Homura of the earth serpent they had encountered along the road.


    “You know the story! Long, long ago, there was a mighty earth serpent that would harass our people. That is, until the heroes of the three races pooled their strength together and drove the serpent away. Ever since, earth serpents have stayed away from this land, allowing us to live in peace and prosperity.”


    “You don’t say. The earth serpent we encountered on the way here actually had a spear stuck in its head, too.”


    Just like the depiction of the serpent on the pedestal, which had a spear penetrating its head.


    “You mean…you encountered the legendary serpent?!” Muna proclaimed, getting excited.


    “Oh…maybe we shouldn’t have helped it out, then. We, uh, actually pulled out the spear.”


    For once in her life, Proto looked uneasy.


    “Well… I suppose the serpent might have a grudge against Zhorguan. Not to mention, we Delver Mice are one of the earth serpents’ favorite foods.”


    “You are pretty bite-sized.”


    “Long ago, my people used to protect ourselves from the serpents by inhabiting holes and caves we dug into the cliff walls.”


    Muna made a little burrowing motion with her hands. As the name Delver suggested, the mouse-people were very good at digging through the ground.


    “L-let’s just pray everything will be all right! Come on, let’s go already!” Homura said, forcefully bringing the discussion to a close. She didn’t like picturing the worst.


    The group exited the plaza.


    Next they arrived at the district where the Crimson Lion-Men lived. Everything here was made bigger to fit the lion-men’s larger frames.


    “The streets here are really unique, aren’t they? Because of all the different races.”


    “We’re such different shapes and sizes that it only makes sense for us to do things this way.”


    Once they exited that area, everything suddenly became much smaller. They must have entered the Delver Mice district. The inhabitants also served as the go-between for the humans, so several human-sized buildings were located in the area.


    The Delver Mice were a part of Zhorguan’s ruling class, but they were its lowest rung. According to what the girls had been told, other than serving as liaisons to the humans, the mouse-people were mostly there to support the Sunbeam Cats, who ruled over the city’s politics.


    The Delver Mice all looked young for their age, almost like little boys and girls. Homura was on the verge of exploding inside. She tried not to let it show, but her friends noticed the feverish look in her eyes.


    One of the mice shouted out from the side of the road, shattering what little self-control Homura had left.


    “Young lady. Come visit our boudoir! We promise to make you feel good!”


    “Coming!” Homura shouted back immediately.


    Homura changed course on a dime, homing in on the mouse-woman barker like a moth drawn to the flame.


    “Oh no you don’t!”


    Psycho threw herself in Homura’s way.


    “It’s just a massage…! Probably.”


    “Of course it’s a massage. What else would it be…?” Muna said, confused.


    Oh. Apparently, it really was just a massage.


    “I don’t care. It still feels wrong,” Psycho said, dragging Homura away anyway.


    “I’m coming back later…!” Homura shouted, nearly in tears.


    


    For accommodations, they were led to an inn reserved for Zhorguan’s most distinguished guests. Although not as over the top as the palace, it was still very luxurious.


    “This place is gorgeous!”


    Homura forgot all about her tears as she pictured what it was going to be like living here for the next few days.


    “Oh-ho. So you like it?”


    “Who wouldn’t?!”


    It was like a dream. Just like the high-end hotels she had seen on TV.


    “The bed is so soft and fluffy!”


    Homura nearly dove in headfirst but stopped herself at the last minute.


    “First we need a bath… I almost jumped into bed still dirty from camping out.”


    The girls were filthy from their long journey. Homura recoiled in horror at the thought of soiling the pure white sheets.


    “There are bathing chambers in your room, if you prefer, but I recommend the large public bathhouse. It has an outdoor hot spring with an incredible view. I’m worried it may not suit you, though. The water is not very deep.”


    “It can’t be that shallow, can it?”


    “I’m afraid it can. Which is why usually only we Delver Mice use it.”


    “Bathhouse! Bathhouse it is!” Homura shouted immediately.


    A paradise full of adorable Delver Mice. Count her in!


    “Hey, don’t encourage the pervert reserves!”


    “But I think you would all enjoy the view as well…,” Muna said, once again confused. She had no idea what they were talking about.


    “We might not ever have a chance like this again!” Homura said, nearly blubbering at this point.


    “Fine, fine. But just this once.”


    Between Homura’s hysterics and the disappointment on Muna’s face, Psycho couldn’t bring herself to say no.


    “Whoo-hoo-hoo-hoo!!”


    Homura was so happy she started jiving around in circles.


    


    It was a fairly long walk to the bathhouse. Homura and the others were shown into the changing rooms and given bathing clothes. The material was thick enough that they did not worry about the clothes becoming see-through.


    “I’ve never worn clothes to bathe before.”


    Homura thought it was strange to be getting into a bath with clothes on, but she figured it was just the custom here.


    “I don’t get why you carbon life-forms have to make a whole song and dance out of scrubbing your meat sacks. It’s silly. Besides, if we have to wear clothes, I don’t get why we can’t just wear what we’re already wearing.”


    Proto seemed annoyed they had to take clothes off just to put different clothes on.


    “Sometimes I forget. Even when you look naked to us, your real body is still somewhere inside, isn’t it?”


    “If you’re gonna wear anything, metal clothes are best…”


    “I’m not sure about that…”


    They still had a long ways to go before there would be understanding between the Earthlings and the space people.


    After changing, Homura and the other girls passed through the doorway leading to a large communal outdoor bath. Once outside, they finally realized what the bathing clothes were for.


    “I-it’s… It’s a mixed bath!”


    She could only tell from the different bathing clothes, but the lovable little Delver Mice, male and female alike, were all enjoying the springs together. This was a paradise beyond Homura’s wildest dreams. Forget about the gorgeous view—her eyes were busy elsewhere!


    “I’m sorry! Bathing together is so commonplace for us that I completely forgot to mention it!”


    “This is where I live now…”


    “Does that…mean she likes it?” Muna asked, glancing at the other four.


    “It means that it satisfies her sordid impulses. Worry not—I shall cut her down if anything untoward occurs.”


    “I’d prefer if you keep things peaceful…”


    “You’re missing the view!” Psycho said.


    Psycho stood in front of them, eyes wide, taking in the landscape.


    “Mm. This must be what people mean when they say a view is spectacular…”


    The communal hot springs spread out in a fan shape, with the massive crystal at Zhorguan’s center towering behind them. The white terrain of the earth formed terraced steps that were being used as natural basins for the water. The hot spring water, which was tinted blue, interlaced with the white patches of terrace to form a truly natural work of art.


    The water was produced by blue crystals, but it seemed to be heated by red crystals. These red crystals sprouted out of the water at random spots, the steam rising more thickly nearby.


    “This is like something out of a fantasy book! All these adorable, fuzzy little animals being served up like they’re on plates!”


    At least Homura was finally noticing the scenery.


    Since the hot spring used natural terraces instead of tubs, the water was fairly shallow. It was obvious why only the smaller Delver Mice frequented these baths. The water flowed downward, streaming off an abrupt shelf. That was probably where the humans bathed, down below.


    Homura and the others took their time, relaxing in the warm waters of Zhorguan.


    


    “Dirty thoughts aside, this place really is a paradise.”


    “Yeah, this kind of stuff ain’t bad now and again.”


    “We got a full-body scrub… There’s cute little mice-people as far the eye can see… Mm-hmm! This is the life!” said Homura, who was staring at all the Delver Mice.


    “Hmph…!”


    Tsutsumi scooted closer to Homura. Adorably, it seemed like Tsutsumi was jealous.


    “Of course you’re still the cutest, Tsutsumi!”


    Homura quickly enveloped Tsutsumi in a big hug and began stroking her head.


    “It looks like Tsutsumi doesn’t want to share.”


    “Imagine if there was peace. We could probably live like this every single day.”


    “Yet another reason to defeat the Dark Lord.”


    “You hear that, Dark Lord? Hurry up and keel over so that we can kick back and relax.”


    The nerve of him!


    “Speaking of which, what should we do after the Dark Lord is defeated? Do you think we’ll just keep soldiering on as part of the Phalanx of Blades?”


    “Who’s to say? We should give it some thought while we still can. Of course, I already know I want to create my masterpiece.”


    “If you say so, but try not to cause trouble. I’d hate to have to fell you next, after the Dark Lord.”


    “Relax. I’ll make sure to build something so impressive you won’t even have the will to fight it.”


    Homura shuddered.


    “You’re gonna turn out even worse than the Dark Lord…”


    Homura wouldn’t put it past her.


    “I plan to go in search of the smith who crafted this malefic blade. In fact, I plan to hunt down all men who create such foul instruments.”


    “Oh yeah, that’s right…”


    Jin had already come up with a new goal for herself a little while ago. She was determined to stop what had happened in that village from repeating itself.


    “I’ve…always wanted to live in peace and quiet. But maybe I’ll travel the world now, in order to help people suffering from injustice. And to satisfy my own need to burn things, of course.”


    Homura produced a flame at her fingertips.


    “Maybe I’ll talk to them about forming a new unit, one that helps people all over the world, instead of just in Galdorssia.”


    “Once you get strong enough to defeat the Dark Lord, though, I’m pretty sure they’ll just lock you up in the Academy for life.”


    “Oh! I forgot that was a possibility!”


    “I can’t really think of anything. Maybe I’ll join one of you,” Proto said.


    “I don’t know…what I should do…either…,” Tsutsumi said.


    Some of the girls had clear ideas about what they wanted to do, while others had no idea at all.


    “Well, that’s all still a long way off. We can take our time to think about it.”


    “Fair enough. I guess we’ve gotta defeat the Dark Lord first.”


    These were all goals for the future. A conversation for another time.
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    After they bathed, it was time for dinner. Even though it was still a little early in the day, they had decided to eat.
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  “These ingredients were all produced at Zhorguan’s nearby plantation. You may have seen it on your way here.”


  “Now that you mention it, there was another wall surrounding a different crystal.”


  “Yes, that’s the large plantation.”


  The food turned out to be the one place where the same meticulous attention to detail was not paid. It was simple fare. Grilled meat and smoothies.


  “This menu is very popular with the humans as well, but if it’s not to your liking, I can always bring something from the human district.”


  “No, it looks very delicious!”


  “Then please, enjoy your meal. And if you need anything else, don’t hesitate to call.”


  It wasn’t quite what the girls had expected, but it looked satisfying enough in its own way.


  “They’re demons, after all. They probably don’t even eat the same things as we do. Even their teeth are different.”


  “You’re right, that’s a good point… Let’s just think of this as a chance to experience a different culture.”


  The Sunbeam Cats and Crimson Lion-Men looked like they were carnivorous. This meal was probably designed for them. The steaks were large and had been served with knives and forks. The steaks were also slathered in sauce. A sweet, steamy aroma rose from their plates.


  “All right, let’s eat!”


  Homura cut off a small portion of meat and took a bite.


  “Mmph! This is good!”


  The meat was lean and chewy. It paired perfectly with the sauce, which had been made from some kind of fruit. It could have used a little more salt, but the sauce compensated for that easily, drawing out the savory notes in the meat.


  “Mm… I just wish we had rice.”


  “Rice…”


  Jin’s eyes went hollow.


  “Oh no, I said the magic word…”


  The smoothie, on the other hand, was far too dense. It tasted grassy and raw, like a mouthful of meadow, while an overpowering acidity lurked underneath. It was just barely drinkable.


  “Ugh, my breath smells like a forest now…”


  “I bet they try to get all their vitamins and stuff from this. The way their mouths are built, they’re probably not very good at chewing vegetables. Based on the taste, I think they just shoved in whatever plant matter they could get their hands on.”


  “It looks like a green smoothie, but it tastes like about five different things… I bet it’s probably good for you, though…”


  It seemed like the kind of beverage that would be popular with health nuts. Homura didn’t want to be rude and leave any behind. She forced herself to drink the entire thing, before taking another bite of meat to get the taste out of her mouth.


  “I could go for some dessert now, though. I wonder if there’s any fruit, at least.”


  “I’ll give it a try. It can’t hurt to ask.”


  “Sorry, thank you.”


  It turned out there was some fruit left over that hadn’t yet been turned into smoothies. It tasted extremely sour.
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  The girls had bathed and their stomachs were full. All that was left to do was wait until night came so they could go to sleep. Homura and the girls decided to rest at the hotel until then.


  “I hope we can try something different tomorrow. Muna said there’s human food, too, didn’t she? Ugh, I’m getting hungry already.”


  Homura began to drool, imagining all the new foreign cuisine waiting for them.


  “Just as long as it’s not another forest smoothie.”


  “Yes… I agree with you there…”


  Hopefully there were other, tastier smoothies. Just then, the door to the room suddenly slammed open with a loud thud.


  “Ladies, there’s a problem!”


  Hamza rushed inside, the blood drained from his face.


  “Something terrible has happened!”


  Hamza was so upset, even Psycho was taken aback.


  “What? What is it…?”


  Hamza spoke, his face pale.


  “Ashraf and his allies, they’re not in the dungeon anymore… They’ve completely disappeared!”


  Homura could hear the blood pounding in her ears.


  
    

     Chapter 6 Homey Night 


    “They…were definitely in here, right?”


    “Yes. Prince Ashraf, the commandant, and all their allies.”


    “They’re not just gone. There’s blood on the floor…”


    The dungeon was deserted.


    It was possible they had wrenched the bars open and escaped, but that still didn’t explain all the blood on the floor. Based on how much of it there was, it seemed unlikely that whomever the blood had once belonged to was still alive.


    The mystery deepened.


    “The guard has vanished as well. Even if the guard was in on it, though, there should have still been witnesses. I think, maybe…”


    “…It was some sort of magic?”


    “Why is this happening…?”


    Hamza hung his head in despair.


    “Can you think of anyone who might be able to pull off a trick like this?” Psycho asked, speaking to Lotf.


    “Something like this? In Zhorguan…?”


    Lotf racked his brain for a moment but couldn’t think of any candidates. There weren’t many in Zhorguan who were so skilled in magic to begin with. And their most adept magic user was a sorcerer of the black arts, the same one who had been responsible for creating the cursed collars. The sorcerer’s specialty was pain magic. They couldn’t just make people disappear without a trace.


    However, that Lotf could not think of anyone was answer enough in itself.


    “What about your brother’s contact in the Dark Lord’s army…?”


    “The one who convinced him to go to war?”


    Homura remembered what Sod had said. About the commander general taking advantage of Zhorguan.


    “I don’t have definite proof, but I have heard she’s a very skilled magic user. She might be capable of doing something this inexplicable.”


    They didn’t have enough information yet to reach a firm conclusion.


    “I’m sorry. It looks as if we may need your help again.”


    Homura and the others had remained in Zhorguan precisely because they were worried something unforeseen might happen. It turns out that had been the right choice. At least in Lotf’s mind. He still felt sorry, though, for dragging the girls into what was turning out to be far more trouble than he had imagined.


    “I had hoped you would be able to relax and enjoy our city during your stay, but circumstances have changed…”


    “That’s okay. We’ve already come this far; we want to help if we can. In fact, I’m happy I get the chance. I haven’t chipped in at all yet this mission!”


    “Yeah, you sure haven’t.”


    Proto and Tsutsumi glared at Homura.


    “Thank you. But please don’t do anything risky. There’s no telling what could happen,” Lotf said. He was worried for the girls.
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    Homura and the girls had split up into two groups to hunt for information.


    “Do you think those two will be all right on their own? The palace was the scene of the crime, after all.”


    Jin and Psycho had stayed at the palace to investigate the crime scene together with Lotf’s guards.


    “Jin’s always fine! And Psycho… Well, Psycho is Psycho. I’m sure she’ll be all right.”


    “Psycho is…a tough cookie…”


    “You place a weird amount of faith in her…,” Homura said.


    Homura headed out into town, along with Tsutsumi and Proto, to question people.


    “Stay by my side, now. You don’t want to get lost,” Muna told them. She was accompanying them as their guide.


    “You can say that again. I’m not sure how we’d ever find our way around the city without you.”


    The houses lining the street all looked the same. And the rows of houses on the next street over looked the same, too. The city seemed to have been carefully planned out when it was built.


    “So where is this place you mentioned? You said it was the perfect spot for gathering information.”


    “The tavern. We’re headed there now.”


    “Really? Like in a game…!”


    That’s how it always worked in video games. The tavern was the place you went to when you wanted to collect rumors. Homura’s heart skipped a little beat when she heard that was what they would be doing in real life.


    “A ‘game’…?”


    “That’s… Well, never mind! Let’s just go already!”


    The tavern Muna led them to was oddly constructed.


    “It looks this way because we have so many races, with such different body types, all living together.”


    The tavern was split into two broad sections. One with rows of tiny tables for the Delver Mice, and one with large tables for the Crimson Lion-Men. Sunbeam Cats were similar in stature as humans. Seeing as there were no tables that size, the Sunbeam Cats probably didn’t frequent this tavern.


    There were also lion-women here. The girls hadn’t seen many lion-women up until now. The lion-women were also strongly built, but they were not quite as large as the men. For the most part, it was hard to tell male and female Delver Mice apart. All Homura knew was that they sure were cute.


    “This tavern is mainly for demons. I’m sorry there aren’t any proper seats your size.”


    Instead of making them sit in tiny Delver Mice chairs, Muna led them to the Crimson Lion-Men side of the tavern. The girls’ feet dangled off the chairs, not quite reaching the floor.


    “If you’d like to drink, I’m sure that’s fine, but please don’t have so much that you’re not able to talk to people.”


    “Oh wow. No, thank you. We’re still underage!”


    “Oh? I didn’t realize you weren’t allowed to drink yet in your country. My apologies.”


    “We’re learning a lot about each other!”


    Homura glanced around, trying to figure out if even young people were allowed to drink in Zhorguan, but she couldn’t tell how old any of the demonkind were. Sometimes it was hard to judge how old even another human was; for instance, if they came from a country you weren’t familiar with. Judging the age of a demon was next to impossible. Homura could see that everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves, though.


    “I’ll go see if I can find someone who looks like they might know something. You girls wait here,” Muna said, before pattering off to chat with the other patrons.


    “Alcohol has a poisonous effect on your bodies, right?” said Proto. “Being a life-form that takes time to physically and mentally mature must come with a lot of issues.”


    “Not really. Some treasures can only be found in that time before a person fully matures. For instance, I’m not sure we could really enjoy this situation we’re in right now, if we were already grown and old enough to know better.”


    “The second half of that sentence sounded fine… But I’m not sure how I feel about you talking about maturing treasures!”


    “I’m being serious here! Though, now that you mention it, that does sound a little suspect coming out of my mouth.”


    “Well, I’m pretty sure that kind of stuff is a crime in this world, too. Enjoy the dungeons. It’s been nice knowing you.”


    “Why doesn’t anybody ever trust me…?”


    “Hey, I trust you… I trust you to do something freaky.”


    “Well then…don’t!”


    I’ll show you trust!


    “I’m sorry to interrupt your lively conversation, but I’ve found some people for you to speak with.”


    “No problem, we were just ending our friendship.”


    “Oh, how awful.”


    Muna smiled. As if she was watching a tiny spat between children.


    “This man here is a guard at the palace, and this is one of the scrub masseuses at the bathhouse.”


    Muna had brought over one of the lion-men warriors from the palace, as well as a Delver Mouse masseuse who worked at the bathhouse Homura and the girls had visited the other day. The two bestial demons took seats as they said hello.


    “Wait a second. You’re the two girls who went ballistic on the spahbad the other day! That was so cool! I can’t believe you actually beat him!”


    “Guess he shouldn’t have underestimated us!” Proto crowed in response to the warrior’s praise.


    “Thank you for coming yesterday.”


    “Oh, you’re the same masseuse from yesterday! I can’t wait to go back again! I feel squeaky clean all over!”


    “Of course, anytime. It’s so satisfying to scrub humans—you’re so smooth.”


    It was, in fact, the same Delver Mouse masseuse.


    Despite their size, the Delver Mice had surprisingly strong hands. That strength, combined with their delicate touch, made the scrub more like a full-body massage. The feeling had been sublime.


    The girls questioned the warrior first.


    “The fact that you’re here in the tavern must mean you’re not an extremist…right?”


    It sounded like the lion-man had been present during the coup, but he hadn’t been sent to the dungeons afterward.


    “That’s right. I don’t belong to either faction. I think my friend sided with the extremists, though. He’s in a cell now.”


    The warrior shrugged.


    “I see…”


    Apparently, the lion-man was unaware of what had just happened at the palace. He was off duty and must not have been there yet. Homura didn’t have the heart to tell him that his friend was gone. Either way, they still had questions to ask. With the extremists missing, there might be information that only someone who was friends with one of them would know.


    “Did your friend tell you anything about what he’d been doing recently?”


    “Recently…? All he ever talked about was how we had defeated Wodtrim. And how the warriors of the town had been no match for our—”


    The warrior grew tongue-tied, mid-boast.


    “Oh! Wodtrim was one of your towns, wasn’t it? I’m sorry…”


    “That’s okay, it’s not like you did it. Right now, we need to know whatever you can tell us.”


    “I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable…”


    The warriors of Zhorguan had toppled Wodtrim, but that didn’t mean everyone in the city was bad. Homura couldn’t bring herself to be angry at the man standing before them. He hadn’t even taken part in the attack. But if someone who had participated in the attack had been bragging like that, Homura wasn’t sure she would have been able to keep her cool.


    “According to what traitor Four-Eyes said, though, that was all a lie. He said instead of fighting, they took the citizens of the town as hostages and used them as shields.”


    “Proto, it’s probably better not to bring that up right now…”


    “To be honest, I reckoned it was something like that. After all, not even the commandant was any match for you two. And my friend was really laying it on thick. Just like all those extremists with a chip on their shoulder. They probably just wanted people to think they were a big deal or something.” The lion-man shook his head sadly as he spoke.


    “So the extremists are more fanatical than the rest of the city?”


    “You could say that. I mean, we all got a little fired up when they started talking about how we were gonna defeat Galdorssia, but we snapped out of it pretty quickly after Prince Ashraf’s downfall. Us lion-men like to get caught up in the moment. In that light, the extremists and the moderates are kind of admirable really. They don’t get swayed so easily like the rest of us. Ha-ha!”


    Homura was taken aback by his carefree attitude. Until now, the only lion-men she had met had been either moderates or extremists.


    “And did your friend mention anything about the Dark Lord’s army?”


    “Not really, just that they were helping us take down Galdorssia. Oh, but I did see those warriors from the Dark Lord’s army here once before. They looked pretty low in rank. My friend saw them fight at Wodtrim. Said he didn’t care if they were with the Dark Lord’s army; he was pretty sure even he could beat them up.”


    “How much of that can we believe, though?”


    There were a lot of discrepancies in the man’s story.


    “Yeah, he was probably exaggerating a little. I mean, the Dark Lord’s soldiers were assigned as Prince Ashraf’s guards, weren’t they? I figure they must be stronger than the guards he has already, at least.”


    “Too bad for him they were off taking a bath when he really needed them.”


    “Yeah…”


    “Speaking of the demons, I was actually their masseuse,” the Delver Mouse said.


    “You were?”


    “They always visit at the same time. Come to think of it, they haven’t been around since the day of the uprising.”


    “They’re probably hiding… Tell me, what were they like?”


    “There were two men and one woman. All three had horns.”


    “That’s what Four-Eyes said, too… I was hoping for something new, but I guess that’s too much to ask.”


    This was all information they had already been told.


    “We should’ve spent more time studying demons. If we knew more, it might have given us some clue.”


    “Wait, I just remembered something. I think they said they used to be Galdorssian soldiers. Maybe you know them.”


    “Galdorssian soldiers…? And they’re demons? Were there any other units with demons besides us?”


    “Everyone says that Galdorssia doesn’t like demons very much, so it really surprised me. But it looks like you have demons in your group, too. I guess I was making assumptions. It just goes to show, you never know about people until you actually talk to them.”


    Homura was still scratching her head, trying to remember if there were any other units like theirs, when Proto interrupted the Delver Mouse.


    “Hold on. If there were other groups like that, don’t you think it would have made sense for someone to tell us about them?”


    Proto had a point. It was pretty weird no one had ever mentioned this.


    “Which means…”


    “Maybe they…transformed…,” Tsutsumi whispered.


    “Galdorssian soldiers who have transformed into monsters…? That’s still just a rumor, but we need to be careful.”


    A plate of food was suddenly set down in front of Tsutsumi. When did she even find time to order something?


    “It sounds like the Dark Lord’s army is getting up to even more in the shadows than we thought.”


    “Four-Eyes said cunning can be a dangerous thing. I guess he was right.”


    Rotraud got his curseblood from the Dark Lord’s army. The Dark Lord’s army had also been involved in the chaos at Aurerich, though to what degree, no one knew. And the army had pulled a fast one during the attack on Galdorssia, too, managing to hit Falmeyr and the Holy Protectorates of the Shield with a curse.


    The Dark Lord’s forces were pulling many strings behind the scenes.


    “According to Sod, the attack on Wodtrim was planned by the Dark Lord’s commander general, wasn’t it? This is just like what happened in Aurerich, with someone playing underhanded tricks and manipulating events from the shadows.”


    “What’s-his-face with the beard said so, too. Someone in the Schelles Sea Alliance was probably working with the Dark Lord’s army.”


    The Schelles Sea Alliance, to which Aurerich technically belonged, were the ones who had created the situation that allowed the Sharktooth Tribe demons to attack the city. Which shouldn’t have made any sense, unless there was someone behind the scenes stirring the pot.


    “If the same person is behind all these events, then it’s someone with the power to move nations…”


    “And they would need the first prince to do that this time…wouldn’t they?”


    “The situation may be a lot more serious than we thought…”


    The demons continued to calmly drink their beverages as they listened to the girls talk.


    “I’m sorry, doesn’t any of this shock you?”


    Homura found their behavior confusing. Homura and her friends were the only ones here who seemed like they were trying to do something about all this, even though they were outsiders.


    “I mean…it doesn’t matter who’s on top. Our job is just to protect them. It might be different if they tried to do something really terrible to us, but…” The warrior shrugged, unconcerned.


    “I know you said you don’t side with the first prince or the second, but don’t you care if someone else entirely becomes king?”


    “Honestly, very few people here belong to either faction. We lion-men aren’t too smart; we leave it up to others to do the thinking for us.”


    “It’s the same for Delver Mice. Our lot is to serve. Does it matter who? We are more or less faction-less.”


    “Yes, that’s true,” the masseuse said, agreeing with Muna.


    Homura wasn’t sure what to say. They had different views of the world. But she was starting to understand why a palace guard would be lounging around in a tavern getting drunk even during the middle of an emergency.


    “Although, seeing a group of outsiders work so hard for Zhorguan’s sake does make me feel like we should be doing more. Not fighting, though. Too scary for my tastes!”


    Homura was surprised. It sounded like their actions were starting to influence the demons in this country. That was something, at least.


    “I have to say, when I think about how scary fighting is, you two girls really are something else! I mean, you’re both so little!”


    The other Crimson Lion-Men sitting nearby agreed. They joined in on praising Proto and Tsutsumi.


    “Yap, yap, yap! If you don’t have anything else to tell us, I’m leaving!” Proto shouted, jumping to her feet suddenly and heading for the exit.


    “Proto, are you embarrassed…?” Homura started to say, but the words died on her tongue.


    She’d thought Proto was just being shy, but she’d caught a hint of sadness in Proto’s eyes.


    “H-hey, wait for me! Tsutsumi, quick! Finish your meal!”


    Tsutsumi moved at warp speed, emptying the rest of the plate into her mouth.


    “Muna, would you mind heading back without us? I’ll go after Proto.”


    “Of course, but are you sure you can find your way back to the inn on your own?”


    “Don’t worry. I think Proto’s got GPS.”


    “Jee-pee-ess…?”


    Homura grabbed Tsutsumi by the hand and chased after Proto.


    


    “What happened back there?”


    “Nothing. Got embarrassed, that’s all.”


    Homura could tell Proto was lying. If she was really embarrassed, she wouldn’t have admitted it like that.


    “Well, please don’t run off on your own like that.”


    Homura took Proto’s hand.


    “Wherever you’re going, we’ll go together. We’re friends, remember?”


    Homura wasn’t sure what Proto was going through, but she didn’t want her to be alone.


    “…Okay.”


    Proto squeezed Homura’s hand.


    —“Young lady. Come visit our boudoir! We promise to make you feel good!”


    “Coming!” Homura answered immediately.


    The nearby massage parlor sucked Homura in like a magnet.


    “Well… I guess that’s it for being friends.”


    Proto took Tsutsumi’s hand.


    “Let’s go, Tsutsumi. Now that I think about it, there was somewhere I wanted to go.”


    “Okay.”


    The two walked away in silence. Sometimes it was the quiet moments that really mattered.


    


    The place Proto wanted to go was just a wall. The inner wall separating the demons from the humans.


    They passed through the entrance to one of the watchtowers and climbed to the top, their tiny footsteps echoing in the dim spiral stairwell. Starlight streamed in from the exit above. They stepped out onto the top of the wall, a view of all Zhorguan spreading out before them.


    The two Crimson Lion-Men guards standing atop the wall seemed confused by the sudden appearance of visitors, but Proto and Tsutsumi just ignored them.


    “Hey, go stop them!”


    “You stop them! They probably have permission to be here anyway. Remember? We arrested them before, but then they dealt with all that throne stuff, and now they’re in good with the people up top.”


    “Well, you should still go and ask, just in case. Remember, you owe me. I lent you money.”


    “I thought we were even after the cursed sword! If anything, you owe me now!”


    “What are you talking about? You owe me way more than that!”


    “As if, you only spotted me for one meal! There’s no way that’s worth more than carrying around an evil sword and sticking my neck out to confront intruders!”


    Proto and Tsutsumi continued along the rampart, leaving the squabbling lion-men behind. From up here, they had a clear view of the giant crystal at the center of Zhorguan. They leaned over the side, watching the demons below go about their lives.


    Everyone seemed so happy and cheerful.


    After watching them for a little while, Proto finally spoke.


    “I was a lower-class unit that only carried out orders from above. My awareness, or I guess you could call it consciousness, was inhibited. My only parameters were to follow orders.”


    “You didn’t have…a consciousness…?”


    “I couldn’t think for myself, couldn’t act for myself. We were shot down over Japan. A lot happened after that, and I gained the ability to move around like other people, but I was still just following instructions like any other Earth machine.”


    Proto looked away slightly.


    “Nothing’s really changed, not even now. They say jump—I say how high. That’s what I’m programmed to do. I was designed to be a maid unit. It’s what I do best.”


    Proto turned her gaze toward the tavern they had just left.


    “You see? I’m not someone they should be looking up to. Everyone in the tavern was talking about me like I’m hot stuff or whatever. I have all my little thoughts now, but at the end of the day, I adhere to my specs. I’m still just a machine.”


    Tsutsumi cocked her head in confusion.


    “Don’t you…like…being useful…?”


    “It makes me happy when people turn to me, and I feel proud if I accomplish something. But those are my specs. Those are things I was designed to feel.”


    Proto began to spill her feelings to Tsutsumi. Everything that had been eating her up inside. Tsutsumi stood there and listened. Afterward, Tsutsumi tilted her head, hemming and hawing for a little while, as if there was something that didn’t make sense to her. Proto waited for Tsutsumi to form words. A minute or so later, Tsutsumi opened her mouth.


    “Then why…do you have…a consciousness…now…?”


    Proto’s eyes widened.


    Tsutsumi continued.


    “If you’re just…a machine…you don’t need…a consciousness…”


    Proto didn’t know what to say. She leaned against the battlements and groaned. Her cognitive circuits were going haywire. She turned around, staring at the district where the humans lived.


    “You wouldn’t have…a consciousness…if it wasn’t necessary…!” Tsutsumi said, her conviction growing stronger.


    Coming from Tsutsumi—someone who had been born for a specific purpose, just like her—those words hit home. Until now, Proto’s consciousness had always seemed to her like something that had welled up out of nowhere. Like a function that had been unlocked now that she could no longer carry out her principal task of exploring the stars.


    But she had never stopped to consider why she would even be installed with something like a consciousness in the first place. She just figured she was lucky to have a will of her own, that’s all.


    She watched as the humans carried out their daily tasks below. Before coming to Zhorguan, she had imagined the humans in this city living in total subjugation, toiling away like machines, just like her. She had been shocked to learn that wasn’t the truth.


    Despite all the restrictions they faced, the humans were still enjoying their lives.


    “What does it mean that I have—no, was given—a consciousness…?”


    At first she had envied the humans of Zhorguan. Now she began to see herself in them. She turned her eyes toward the stars, as if reaching for some possibility in the sky. Staring at the home that wasn’t there, she accessed her memory drives.
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    My oldest memory sector contains nothing but data. The coordinates of our home planet, numerical bytes indicating the dangerous state of the environment.


    “I didn’t have any sensors of my own yet, not back then.”


    I remove an album from the shelf that is my memory sector and begin processing it through my cognition circuits.


    I was part of an interplanetary exploration vessel, what the Earthlings call a UFO. Several other mechanical life-forms, much like myself, had been incorporated into a single metal exo-chassis, with each of us allotted specific roles. None of the units possessed consciousness. At least, not yet.


    We merely executed processes as our programming told us to. Both those who issued the orders, and those of us who followed.


    “If we had possessed consciousness, would we have been able to withstand such a long journey…?”


    The trip would have been hundreds of years, in human time. With no other notable planets along the way and communication with the home star long since exhausted.


    “Looking back, our planet must have already been on its last legs by that point. But we were still close enough for communications to reach us. They could have ordered us to return. Why didn’t they tell us to come back? What if we had learned something, even something trivial, that could have helped them?”


    Instead, we continued to drift with no real destination in place.


    What would have seemed like a lonely, barren stretch to me now was just an endless string of values at the time. Free from meaning or rejection. Just a passing torrent of information.


    “Things changed after we reached Earth.”


    I close the album and reach for the next.


    The blue planet. Finally, a place close enough to the environmental variables we were searching for.


    “But we had no idea the native inhabitants would be so barbaric.”


    We were shot out of the sky over a country called Japan. Earth had something they called “weapons,” which were tools designed specifically for attack. We hadn’t known. Our ship, carrying with it all the hopes and dreams of our home planet, met an abrupt and anticlimactic end.


    Once the interplanetary ship had been dismantled, Japanese scientists discovered the existences of the cores. The higher-level cores communicated with the Earthlings, teaching them more about us. Some of my fellow creatures were turned into weapons; others were used as processing units. I became an automaton maid.


    “I know I’m geared toward following instructions, but why was I the only one who was turned into a maid?”


    Some of the scientists were probably otaku. Lucky me.


    “The reason my consciousness surfaced, however, was because I was no longer part of an interplanetary spaceship.”


    It was from that point on that my mind blossomed.


    The scientists taught me what it meant to have sensory peripherals, much like the creatures of Earth. The world, which had once been made of simple data, was now saturated in light and sound.


    “After that, I was placed in a school in a secret underground city to study the humans.”


    But since I now had a consciousness, there were things I could no longer bear.


    “In the end, I was still a machine. Servile to the humans…”


    Having a consciousness didn’t make me less of a slave. All I did was follow orders. Studying the humans didn’t change anything for me.


    “Even though they’re the inferior life-forms, so easily crushed.”


    So fragile for living creatures. That was why they developed weapons. Fragile and barbaric. It’s why I always referred to them as “inferior.”


    “Of course, I know. Some creatures are built for one function, and some for another. Saying the humans were inferior was just something I wanted to believe. You can’t blame me, though. They looked down on me, too.”


    Not all of them, though. There were some humans who treated me as an equal.


    I open the last album.


    “Homura and the others never treated me like we were different.”


    Eventually, the damage I suffered when I was first shot down caused my systems to crash. The next thing I knew, I was summoned by some sort of god from another world to go defeat their Dark Lord or whatever.


    The other four creatures that were summoned along with me treated me as if I was one of them. They didn’t look down on me or see me as an exploitable machine. They treated me as a life, with thoughts and opinions of my own.


    We traveled together. Overcame difficulties together. Shared in one another’s happiness. It felt good.


    “I can only think and feel these things now because I have a consciousness. This is my place. Where I belong. Maybe this feeling is fabricated, but I don’t care.”


    That’s when I realize something.


    “Wait. If I am programmed to feel this way, to feel happy and like I belong, then why? Why would I be programmed to be able to feel such a way…?”


    My thoughts had gone in circles. But now I was taking a step further. Why? Why had I been given consciousness? Specifically, a consciousness like this.


    Tsutsumi said it must have been necessary. But there’s more to it than that, another question besides just necessity. What had been in their hearts when they did it? When they made me this way.


    But no matter how hard I think, I can’t find the answer to that question.


    “I guess I’d better go, then. I can’t keep Tsutsumi waiting.”


    I turn my attention away from my storage albums and back to the real world.
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    The processing of hundreds of years of memory. It had taken no more than a few seconds, most of which had been spent on the time after Proto had met Homura and the others.


    Proto met Tsutsumi’s eyes, which were now staring up at hers.


    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be a bummer, Tsutsumi. You’re such a good listener that I just started spilling my guts before I realized it.”


    Proto patted Tsutsumi’s head. Finding the answers to Proto’s questions wouldn’t be easy.


    “I do know one thing, though. The five of us were lucky to find one another. Even if all my feelings are fabricated, I know that much for sure.”


    “I think…we were lucky…too…”


    “Don’t tell the others I said that, though.”


    “Okey…dokey…!”


    “Speaking of which, one of them just ditched us, didn’t she? I guess I should have said four, not five.”


    “Should we let her…be friends again…?”


    “Sure, as long as she’s sorry. Now, come on. Let’s head back.”


    The two passed the squabbling lion-men once more and headed back toward the inn.
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    Psycho and Jin, meanwhile, were still investigating the dungeon—the original scene of the crime.


    “The bars look like they were wrenched open from the outside,” Psycho said, staring at the mangled iron. The metal was bent in a way that made it obvious it hadn’t been done from within.


    “Not even we Crimson Lion-Men are capable of something like that.” Hamza gripped the iron bars in his hands. They didn’t budge. “Maybe the commandant… But you said it was done from the outside, right? I have no idea who it could have been, then.”


    “I confirmed with my own two eyes that the commandant was behind bars,” Lotf said. He stood close to Hamza’s side, overseeing the investigation.


    “Putting a pin in that—assuming the bars were bent by hand, whoever did it must have had freakishly large hands.”


    Psycho was able to speculate on how the damage had been done, based on the way the bars were bent. If they had been bent by human hands, the opening would have been comparatively small. And if a tool had been used, it would have left behind telltale marks. There were no such marks, however, and the bars were bent in a dramatic curve, as if wrenched apart by massive hands using brute strength.


    “All the more reason it couldn’t have been the commandant, then.”


    Hamza, as a Crimson Lion-Man, could not have created damage in this shape.


    “One of the fighters sent from the Dark Lord’s army is pretty big, but nowhere near as big as this. He’s still only about the size of a very large human. It couldn’t have been him. Though I have heard he is very strong,” Lotf added.


    “There’s something else. If the perpetrator is so strong, why is the blood in a single pool like this?”


    The blood on the floor didn’t seem to match the damage to the bars. Yes, there was a lot of blood, but the way it formed a single pool suggested the victims had bled out. The culprit may have been strong enough to bend iron bars, but it didn’t look as if they had resorted to that strength to cause physical harm. If the prisoners had been slaughtered, it would have been a bloodbath.


    “Maybe the goal wasn’t merely to kill,” Psycho ventured.


    “Does that mean my brother is still alive?!” Lotf said, pouncing on Psycho’s words. Lotf had opposed his brother, Ashraf, but that didn’t mean he wanted him dead. Psycho’s conjecture gave him a faint glimmer of hope.


    “Don’t get me wrong. All I said was the goal wasn’t merely to kill. It is still very possible they were killed with some other objective in mind. Sometimes I make my kills extremely neat, as well, in order to…do things once I’m done.”


    Psycho intentionally omitted the details, but Lotf and Hamza still went pale. Perhaps Ashraf had been killed—perhaps there were things in this world it was better not to know about. Terrible events were unfolding in the shadows; they sensed it.


    “It’s also possible the soldiers were stored away into some sort of extra-dimensional rift. If so, there’s no telling when an attack might come. Don’t let your guard down, not even for a second.”


    The owners of the blood had disappeared into thin air. And no one had noticed a thing.


    “‘No telling when’…? Then an attack could happen even now,” Lotf said, glancing around suspiciously. Death wasn’t lurking around the corner anymore. It was waiting out in the open, invisible but in plain sight.


    “Allow me to serve as your guard,” Jin said.


    “I…think I will take you up on that offer. You five seem much more comfortable with these situations than we do.”


    “I shall guard you, too, Your Highness!” Hamza said enthusiastically. Unfortunately, they could hear Hamza’s spear rattling in his hand.


    “Are you sure you’d even be any help?” Psycho said, with a mixture of exasperation and concern in her eyes.


    “You ladies are doing so much. I can’t just stand by and do nothing!” Hamza said, straightening his posture.


    “We have no idea what we’re even facing here. It could be an incredibly dangerous monster. It could be your own comrades who have drunk the curseblood and transformed. Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Psycho said, stepping closer and getting into Hamza’s face. But Hamza didn’t back down.


    “Y-yes! I’m ready! I won’t let people keep calling me a coward forever!”


    He gripped his spear firmly. It wasn’t shaking anymore.


    “Good answer. But we have a different job for you.”


    “B-but I finally psyched myself up!”


    Hamza fumbled, nearly dropping his spear in disappointment.


    “Hey, don’t take it so hard. This is a very important job, too. We need you to talk your fellow cowards into being ready to act, just in case the worst happens.”


    “That doesn’t feel very important…”


    “It absolutely is. The enemy we’re facing nearly brought down all of Galdorssia. The five of us aren’t going to be enough on our own.”


    “Assuming the other lion-men will even be willing to act. I’m not so sure…”


    The doubt was written all over Hamza’s face. His lack of confidence was starting to infect even Psycho and Jin.


    “Really? Not even under these circumstances? What’s wrong with this country…?”


    “You’re right to ask,” Lotf said, looking troubled. “The Sunbeam Cats have handled the rule of Zhorguan for so long that the other races have forgotten how to think as a nation. They carry out the roles assigned to them but otherwise spend their days oblivious and carefree. As long as they can keep living their lives that way, nothing else matters. Even when the extremists attacked Wodtrim. Even when we went to war with Galdorssia. It remained business as usual here in Zhorguan.”


    “Most of the people I know didn’t even care that we were at war. A few were curious to hear how it turned out, but otherwise they just weren’t that interested.”


    “My brother made some big speeches after the war with Galdorssia, and public opinion began to favor the extremists. But even that brief rush of patriotism has already faded. It’s back to business as usual again. Until their day-to-day lives actually change, the people here will remain complacent.”


    Lotf seemed deeply mortified by the state of his country. He was working so hard to change things. He had even risked his own life to launch a coup and seize the throne. But the people of Zhorguan barely noticed. Only a small handful, with views similar to his own, seemed to find anything to celebrate in what he had done.


    “It’s not just the lion-men and mouse-people. We cat-people are just as much to blame. We’ve convinced ourselves that, no matter what happens, the Crimson Lion-Men will always continue to protect us. Even when the extremists were detained, most of them never even batted an eye until they found themselves actually behind bars,” Lotf said, remembering the events of the other day.


    “It’s not a matter of trust or faith,” he continued. “It’s abdication of thought. It’s complacency. ‘Everything has worked out fine so far, so it will work out fine the next time as well.’ Now that peace hangs in the balance, I wish people would snap out of it and face reality. But that’s easier said than done.”


    Lotf tried smiling, but there was a hangdog look in his eyes.


    “Either way, the five of us won’t be enough. You all need to do whatever you can.”


    “Understood.”


    “Yes, I’ll try my best!”


    The two were committed. Psycho turned her attention elsewhere.


    “Hmph…,” she muttered. “Seriously, where does Lady Facepack get off, telling us to relax? Unlike those morons in Parliament, there’s no way she didn’t see something like this coming.”


    “She did tell us we would have to do our best. That was probably as clear as she could be, given her position.”


    “Sure, because we were the only pawns they had lying around to dump into enemy territory. When we get back to Galdorssia, I’d like to punch every last one of those asshole Parliament members right in their stupid stinking faces for sending us on this impossible mission.”


    Psycho clenched her fist.


    “I shall assist.” Jin made her own fist.


    “Better not. If you start punching people, we might have another coup on our hands.”


    “I see…”


    Jin let her fist drop awkwardly.
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    Meanwhile…


    “Mmm… That was absolute heaven…”


    Homura had been having the time of her life at the Delver Mice massage parlor.


    “I was expecting something more like a trip to a mini petting zoo. I had no idea a massage could feel so good. I could spend the rest of my life here as a guest.”


    Homura was on cloud nine, having been pressed and prodded over every centimeter of her body. She remembered the sad look on Proto’s face, though, and how she had let go of Proto’s hand.


    “It’s better this way. Proto is closer to Tsutsumi than she is to me. There are probably things she can say to Tsutsumi that she can’t say to me. I would have just been in the way.”


    When Homura took Proto’s hand, she had done it because she wanted Proto to open up to her. But she quickly realized Proto had things on her mind that she probably couldn’t talk about with a human.


    That was why Homura had let go. There was nothing Homura could do but watch and wait. For Proto’s answer, once Proto sorted things out for herself.


    “Well, I guess I’d better head back to the inn.”


    Homura lifted her head. A starry sky glittered overhead. Rows of houses, all identical in appearance, faded into the distance. The streets in Zhorguan were uniform. Now that the sun was setting and the shadows had changed, everything looked completely alien and unfamiliar.


    She couldn’t remember how to get back to the inn where they were staying.


    “…”


    The blood drained from Homura’ face.


    “Proto! Tsutsumi! Where are you?!”


    In the end it was Muna—who had grown worried and had gone out looking for them—who came to aid the flustered, crying human girl. All four of Homura’s friends had just abandoned her.


    That settled it, then.


    “I’m never letting go of a friend’s hand again…!”

  

  
    

     Chapter 7 Deadbeat Three 


    “■■■■■—”


    At the sound of his name, the tired man opened his eyes.


    “A dream…,” he muttered.


    He felt more exhausted than usual.


    “It has already been centuries since I left that name behind.”


    The exhausted man had seen this dream thousands—tens of thousands—of times by now. He turned his head, taking in the dreamworld. It was the same city where he had once lived long, long ago.


    “Why do I remember it so clearly each and every time? This place has long since crumbled to dust…”


    The city nation was surrounded by a rough wall of hardened earth, with another circular wall at the center. The space between these two ramparts was speckled randomly with ramshackle houses. There was no rhyme or reason to the layout.


    The streets were grimy; the air was stale. Most of those living in the city were outsiders. Strays. Most were demonkind, but there were also a few humans. Not that demonkind and humankind had come together to live in peace and harmony. They were just a motley crew of pariahs in the end. Pariahs who happened to find themselves as unlikely bedfellows, due to a certain common enemy—Galdorssia.


    “The wall you built has finally given us the freedom and safety we need to train and grow stronger.”


    “I didn’t build the wall so you could become stronger. I just wanted to protect everyone from the monstrous beasts outside,” the exhausted man said.


    “We can finally teach those Galdorssians a thing or two.”


    But the people of the dream couldn’t seem to hear him.


    “If they think they can throw their weight around forever, they’ve got another think coming. Listen up, people. It’s time we crushed Galdorssia!”


    “Hear, hear!”


    “We refuse to rot away in this place forever!”


    The man speaking was a spark igniting the flames of those around him.


    “Stop this,” the exhausted man said, trying to talk sense into them now, just as he had tried then.


    But even in his dream, the story was already told. The dreamer sighed deeply.


    “They’re the ones who were in the wrong in the first place! What’s so bad about using the power you were born with?!”


    The man speaking had originally come from Galdorssia.


    In Galdorssia, use of magic was heavily restricted. Anyone who used their magic to disturb public order or disrupt the peace could expect to receive a harsh punishment. Just as the man speaking had been punished.


    “Stop this. There is no way you can win.”


    “Galdorssia only allows the privileged few to exercise force. We can crush them with the sheer power of numbers.”


    “And yet you will lose.”


    The angry man turned on the dreamer coldly. He was tired of him being a wet blanket.


    “That’s right, I forgot… You just came here from some village as an outsider. We can’t expect you to understand why we’re angry.”


    “Don’t exclude me. I only wish to protect everyone.”


    They were a city of outcasts and drifters. A forlorn collection of vagrants. A rubbish heap. It didn’t matter what term you used—it still meant the same thing in the end. This country was for those seen as defective.


    Which was why the dreaming man had decided to try to make this city into the kind of place where the broken could feel safe. Where they could belong.


    “No one’s asking you to lift a finger. We’ll do it on our own.”


    “What if they catch on to what you’re planning? Think of what could go wrong. What if Galdorssia attacks?”


    “Be quiet! We were clearly wrong to ever make someone like you our ■■■■ in the first place.”


    The next thing the dreaming man knew, the crowd was staring at him coldly.


    “…”


    In reality, he hadn’t given up so easily. But this was just a dream. Arguing now wasn’t going to change the past. Instead, he made his way toward the most impressive stone building in the city, dragging his feet as he walked. The building could only be called impressive, however, compared with the other, more poorly built structures in the city.


    “I tried my best, too. I did.”


    The man took a seat. This building was far too crude to be called a castle, and his chair was far too simple to be called a throne.


    “Phew… How many more times will I be forced to gaze upon this dream?”


    The man closed his eyes, hoping not to see what came next. The sounds of destruction, the way the earth shook.


    “Even the wall I built to protect us…was no more than sod before Galdorssia’s might.”


    He could hear the screams. The sounds of battle. The soldiers of Galdorssia had caught wind of the city’s preparations and swooped in to attack.


    The man was angry. He couldn’t claim otherwise. But Galdorssia was right to do what they had done. When an enemy aims to slash your throat, you must crush them before they get the chance.


    “Hmm…?”


    The man realized something different was happening this time.


    “What is this?”


    The screams that filled the air had transformed to cheers of excitement at some point.


    “That sound… It’s not from my dream.”


    The cheers rained down from the sky above, seeming to overwrite his dream.


    “It seems it’s time I woke up.”


    The Lord of Sod opened his eyes.
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    As the Lord of Sod opened his eyes, the sounds of a rousing speech filled his ears, cutting through the echoing cheers of the crowd.


    “You’re finally awake.”


    They were in a room in one of Zhorguan’s inns. A simple room, meant for itinerant merchants. A man was leaning out of the window. He was dressed in a robe that seemed to be made of rags, his face hidden deep in its hood.


    “The first prince is giving a speech. Everything is turning out just as you said it would.”


    “What could we expect? That woman loves to play with her corpses as if they’re dolls.”


    The man in the hood clenched his fist so tight it looked like he was about to draw blood.


    “Well, Dark Lord? What do you think of the commander general’s way of doing things?”


    “It’s unforgivable,” the man known as the Dark Lord replied. “Humans may be one thing, but laying hands on our fellow demons…? I understand ambition demands sacrifice, but the idea of slaughtering allies for one’s own use is revolting.”


    The Dark Lord’s response brought a small smile to Sod’s lips.


    “The commander general is not fit to rule this world. For one thing, I’ve decided she won’t be getting any more of my blood.”


    The Dark Lord stroked his arm, which was covered in bandages. He turned toward the Lord of Sod with a look on his face as if there was something he wanted to say.


    “Let me stop you there. I have no interest in being king of the world. That is not for me,” Sod said, interrupting the Dark Lord before he could speak.


    The Dark Lord sighed. “Can’t you at least consider it? You’re so much more dependable.”


    “And I will protect you until you learn to depend upon yourself. You’ll need to do your best.”


    “Ahhh… But it’s a heavy burden to bear…”


    The Dark Lord sighed.


    “You may have new allies after all, though. Give it time. You never know.”


    “You mean those humans who helped with the coup d’état? It’s true—they already have demons among them. I’m glad they may be able to see our vision, but will they really be interested in joining us? We will be ruling over the humans in the end, after all.”


    “You’ll have to think up a way of handling that yourself. That’s your job.”


    “There you go again, always throwing it all back onto my plate.”


    “Consider it tough love.”


    “Tough love, huh…?”


    The Dark Lord didn’t seem ready, yet, to meet all the expectations being placed upon his shoulders.


    “I’m sure you understand this already, but it would not be a good idea to antagonize the commander general. She is a very twisted person. If she realizes you are opposing her, there is no telling what she might do.”


    “I’ll just have to make sure she doesn’t catch on, then.”


    “Hmph. You’re as reckless as the last Dark Lord, you know that?”


    “You mean my grandfather. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to fill his shoes…”


    The Dark Lord sighed once more.
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    Three days after the first prince’s disappearance.


    Jin and Psycho remained on high alert. They had been staying by Lotf’s side that whole time as his personal bodyguards. The group had set up camp in the throne room, anticipating an attack.


    The throne room was a decent size, which made it a good location for a fight. And if worse came to worst, they could always flee through the window positioned behind the throne. The window was too long and narrow for the brawny Crimson Lion-Men to fit through. It had actually been placed there as an escape route for the king.


    Fight or flight, the throne room was the perfect place.


    Lotf was sitting on a wooden chair, which he had brought in with him, rather than on the throne.


    “Please, one of you should rest. It doesn’t matter who,” Lotf said, speaking to the two girls, who were beginning to look haggard.


    Psycho and Jin had hardly slept in the past three days, and they had barely eaten as well. Like Lotf, however, they could not afford to rest their eyes, not even for a moment. Not when their lives were at risk.


    “That is not an option. There is more than just Zhorguan at stake,” Jin said, rejecting the prince’s offer.


    Their enemy was trying to destroy Galdorssia. The girls couldn’t let them get away with a single step in their plan; otherwise, it could spell the girls’ own downfall. Sleep could wait.


    “The enemy could make their next move at any moment. We don’t know why they haven’t acted yet. It may be that what they’re planning requires preparation. Or they may be attempting to intentionally wear us down by keeping us on our toes. And of course, there is always the possibility their main goal isn’t to assassinate the second prince at all, hence why we need to keep patrolling the streets outside. Homura, Proto, and Tsutsumi are handling patrols, but at the end of the day, we will never be fully prepared. All we can do is give it everything we’ve got and hope that’s enough.”


    “If only our own warriors weren’t so spineless—,” Lotf said, breaking off mid-sentence and gritting his teeth. “What am I saying? I’m just as bad. I took my protection for granted… I’m guilty of the same hubris as everyone else. If I knew how to fight for myself in the first place, I wouldn’t need to put this all on your shoulders…”


    Lotf wasn’t even holding a weapon. He stared at his empty hands, feeling helpless and remorseful.


    “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Think of it as division of labor. You need to become the head of this country, or else we’re all in trouble. Once you’re king, that’s when your fight will start.”


    “My fight…”


    “By fighting political battles, maybe you’ll become the kind of you that you can feel proud of. For right now, just focus on what you can do in the moment.”


    “You’re right… Today others protect me. But tomorrow you’ll see. I’ll be the one to protect others in turn!!”


    Lotf clenched his hand shut firmly.


    “See? That’s the spirit—”


    “People of Zhorguan, hear my words!”


    —A booming voice suddenly interrupted them. It was coming from outside.


    “That’s my brother’s voice…!”


    A mixture of happiness and fear crept onto Lotf’s face. Happiness, that his brother was still alive. And fear, that this might be yet another of their enemy’s machinations.


    “It’s begun. Jin, prepare yourself.”


    “Indeed.”


    Jin drew her sword.


    In the same moment, a throng of Crimson Lion-Men—the same ones who should have been languishing in the dungeons—burst into the throne room like an avalanche.
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    “What’s happening? Why is there someone giving a speech all of a sudden?” Homura said, scratching her head at this unexpected turn of events.


    “This is your first time hearing it, but that’s the first prince’s voice.”


    Unlike Homura, Proto and Tsutsumi had already heard it before. Now that Homura knew whom the booming voice belonged to, she immediately realized the gravity of the situation.


    “The first prince… Then that means…”


    “We need to hurry. The voice is coming from that way—the direction of the palace.”


    Homura had been outside with Proto and Tsutsumi, patrolling the streets around the palace. The girls hastily made their way toward the palace. The crowds grew thicker the closer they got.


    “It looks like they’re all on their way to listen to the speech.”


    “Everyone, go back to your homes! Please, it’s dangerous out here!”


    Of course, Homura was just an outsider. The Zhorguans glanced at her suspiciously, then continued to shuffle toward the palace, as if being funneled in. The girls quickened their pace, hurrying ahead.


    Something strange caught Homura’s eye along the way.


    “Hm…?”


    “What is it, Homura?”


    “I don’t know. There’s something weird in that alley.”


    Homura stared. A string of lights seemed to be floating in midair. Whatever it was, it was clearly magical in nature. Depending on how you looked at it, it almost resembled a crack in space.


    “That’s strange. But right now we have other things to deal with!”


    “Yes, you’re right!”


    Homura dragged herself away and began running again. They threaded their way through the crowd, eventually reaching the palace.


    “I knew it…”


    It was a hair-raising scene.


    “People of Zhorguan, I know you harbor a sense of inferiority in your hearts when it comes to Galdorssia. I, too, feel your pain. Our history is one of loss. A long chronicle of defeat against the Galdorssians. Never have we been victorious, not once in all these years. Galdorssia is blessed with verdant territories and abundant natural resources, which the humans hoard all to themselves, while we demonkind are left to shift through the dirt. Yes, we here in Zhorguan have thrived. But we have only done so through the hard-fought blood, sweat, and tears of our forefathers!”


    A young Sunbeam Cat demon stood upon the balcony of the palace, addressing the people below. His voice was quiet, but each word echoed with strength.


    He was using some sort of loudspeaker, affixed with a special orestone that amplified his voice. His words reverberated throughout Zhorguan. Despite this, a massive crowd of demons had already gathered in the town square to hear the prince’s speech directly.


    “I thought the first prince was in prison…”


    “Is he out already?”


    “Who cares? Let’s listen to what he has to say!”


    Although confused, the demons were eager to hear to the prince’s words.


    “Is that…First Prince Ashraf?”


    Homura peered at the demon boy. The cursed collar encircling his neck was proof that he had come from the dungeons.


    “Yes. And that’s the commandant standing behind him. For someone who’s supposed to be such a hotshot, though, he was actually pretty weak.”


    A large, very sturdy-looking lion-man warrior stood at attention behind the prince.


    “There’s something weird about both of them…”


    It was their eyes. They were hollow, as if they were staring at something else, far off in the distance. Unfocused.


    “I don’t know what they’re planning, but we should stop them!”


    The girls pushed their way forward, trying to get closer. As they made their way through the crowd, the prince’s speech grew more incendiary.


    “But! My people! At long last, Zhorguan is on the path to realizing its dreams. We are on the cusp of victory against Galdorssia! During our last battle, Zhorguan dealt a painful blow to the Galdorssians! I spoke to you of it before, from this very same spot. We have the curseblood, given to me by the Dark Lord’s successor, to thank!”


    The cursed device around Ashraf’s neck suddenly began to emit black sparks, but the prince carried on as if he couldn’t feel a thing.


    “Why did his collar activate…? And why isn’t it affecting him—?”


    “Watch out! It’s the Eye of the Sun! Don’t look!”


    Proto grabbed Homura’s head, forcing her to duck. For a brief moment before she averted her gaze, Homura caught sight of Ashraf’s eyes, flashing with light.


    “It’s a type of evil eye. It’ll charm you if you look at it.”


    “What? We have to do something!”


    “I think it’s already too late.”


    Before Homura knew it, the girls were surrounded by a group of Crimson Lion-Men who had come to listen to the speech. The lion-men now had hollow eyes, like mindless puppets.


    They used their superior size to forcibly pin down Homura and the girls. And they were huge!


    “These demons are being controlled…!”


    “I can’t…move…”


    “Ha! It’s gonna take more than that to stop me!”


    Unlike Homura and Tsutsumi, Proto was able to break free from the lion-men’s grasp using brute strength. The war hammer she had been carrying, however, was torn away from her. And even though she was free, the crowd had already been charmed by the Eye of the Sun.


    “All hail King Ashraf!”


    “Ashraf the great! You deserve to be our true leader!”


    “Strength to Zhorguan! Down with defeat!”


    An adoring chorus of cheers rose from the crowd.


    “Snap out of it! Don’t you have minds of your own?!” Proto shouted, but it was too late. The mesmerized crowd couldn’t even hear her.


    “Didn’t Prince Lotf say his brother was trying to whip the people into a frenzy, so they’d be willing to accept the curseblood?!”


    “Crap! You mean he plans to use everyone here?!”


    Proto didn’t wait for Homura’s answer. She started punching demons left and right, knocking them out cold.


    “Tsutsumi! Use your poison!”


    Tsutsumi didn’t need to be told—she was already unfurling her wings. Before she could release her poison gas, the Crimson Lion-Men grabbed her wings in their hands and tore them from her body. A fountain of stagnant blood sprayed into the air.


    “There’s too many of them. We need help…!”


    More Crimson Lion-Men surged forward, always a new one present to take the last one’s place. They managed to tackle Proto and hold her down again. Ashraf, meanwhile, continued to deliver his speech. He should have been writhing on the ground in unbearable pain, due to the curse, but he never so much as flinched.


    “First the Galdorssians sent assassins. Next they lied, misleading my very own brother. See how desperate they are to eliminate me? But! As you can see, the Galdorssians have failed. I cannot—I will not fall! And once I drink this curseblood, I will immediately transform. Anything to protect Zhorguan. To protect my beloved people! It is my duty! As king!”


    Ashraf lifted a small bottle filled with red liquid, presenting it to the crowd.


    “Wait, we were wrong! They’re not trying to use the people. Their plan was to get the prince to embrace the curse himself!”


    So that was the enemy’s aim!


    Brainwashing a person to directly manipulate their thoughts probably didn’t help make the curse any more effective. Instead, they had brainwashed the prince into using his evil eye so the mesmerized people of Zhorguan would shower him with false support, thus convincing him to embrace the curseblood of his own free will.


    It was a foul, twisted farce, full of lies and indoctrination.


    “Tsutsumi, can you shoot the bottle?” Proto said, quickly taking charge and issuing orders.


    “I can…try…!”


    Tsutsumi swiftly produced another set of wings before the lion-men could wrench them free and fired a bone dart at the bottle with pinpoint accuracy. It whizzed through the air at rapid speed.


    Just then, the commandant—who had shown no signs of moving until now—darted forward!


    “No?!”


    The commandant stopped the projectile, shielding the prince with his own body.


    “Again…!”


    The lion-men clutched at Tsutsumi’s wings. Before they had the chance to tear them free, she fired off one last dart. The commandant intercepted this shot as well.


    “My poison…isn’t working…on him…”


    “Maybe he’s being puppetted by magic.”


    It didn’t matter now, though.


    “Beloved people of Zhorguan. Love me now! And love what I shall become!”


    His mind hazy, adrift in the cheers of the crowd, First Prince Ashraf accepted the curseblood deep into his body.
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    “Ack! They just keep coming!” Psycho held her dagger ready, brow tense. “After all the training I’ve been doing, I thought I was getting stronger, but this is too much for me.”


    “Psycho, don’t overexert yourself,” Jin said as she continued slicing through the endless throng of Crimson Lion-Men. She was too busy to even glance Psycho’s way.


    The lion-men slogged in through the open door of the throne room, one after another after another. Numbers weren’t the only thing on their side. The girls were facing an even bigger issue.


    “These things are zombies. They’re already dead!”


    Dark, ruddy stains covered the lion-men’s clothing, spreading outward from their chests.


    “So it seems.”


    Even after they were cut down, the lion-men stood back up immediately and began to attack again. Not even heavy damage stopped them. However, it did seem to slow them down. So damaging them wasn’t completely pointless.


    “There’s no blood from the wounds, which means their hearts must not be beating anymore. I think they’re being puppetted with magic.”


    The cuts Jin inflicted, in particular, were very deep. But only a trickle of stagnant, brackish blood dribbled from the grievous wounds she had scored on their limbs. It wasn’t nearly as much as there should have been for cuts so deep. And yet the mangled limbs still moved, jerking unnaturally, as the lion-men ceaselessly trudged forward and attacked. They were almost like marionettes.


    “Your Highness! I think it’s time you got ready to run!”


    “I understand! But you two need to flee as well!”


    “You don’t need to tell me! But we should whittle down their forces as much as we can here first.”


    But how? Until finished off completely, the lion-men warriors just kept rising back up. A cautious, defensive approach would only see Psycho and Jin become exhausted first. That left one choice.


    “Hey, Prince, don’t get mad at us for what we’re about to do!”


    “Oh… Okay…?”


    Lotf nodded, not sure what she was talking about.


    “Jin, change of strategy! Stop holding back! Use your cursed sword!”


    “These are not true evildoers. I had hoped to offer them a more peaceful end…but it seems we are past that.”


    These lion-men weren’t just being controlled. They were already dead. Jin and Psycho had still hoped to avoid butchering their zombie corpses right in front of Lotf’s eyes, but if they didn’t take them out, their own lives would be on the chopping block.


    “Forgive me, warriors of a foreign land.”


    Despite her reservations, Jin immediately unsheathed her malefic blade, Crimson Rain. Strength welled up from the sword, filling Jin. And along with that strength, powerful urges began to invade her mind.


    “Silence, Crimson Rain.”


    The sword was urging her to carve through the meat sacks standing in their way. Kill them, before they kill you. Jin’s vision began to swim.


    She focused on her own consciousness. Otherwise, she would lose herself. If Crimson Rain usually behaved, it was only because Jin was already so eager for bloodshed—but that was only against the right opponent. Crimson Rain could sense Jin’s reluctance and began to work its tendrils into her mind.


    “This is distasteful, but it must still be done. Don’t worry, sword. You will have your blood,” Jin told the sword.


    The urges finally quieted, if only slightly.


    “We strike to kill… No, they are already dead.”


    One of the Crimson Lion-Men leaped forward. Jin swung her katana, too fast for the eye to see. A moment later, the lion-man’s arm whirled through the air, landing on the floor with a meaty thud.


    Just like before, there was only a trickle of stale blood.


    “That’s it!”


    The difference was palpable. The horde of dead lion-men would be no obstacle for her now. Not that it felt pleasant, receiving power like this from the accursed sword. There was something unsettling about dancing to the malefic blade’s tune. And she abhorred the idea of needing to rely on its strength.


    But she would borrow its power, to protect what was truly important.


    “Next!”


    Jin turned her eyes toward another warrior as it rose to its feet.


    —Just then, the cursed sword leaped from her hand as if repelled. The throne room echoed with the metallic clang as the blade bounced across the stone floor.


    “Jin…! What do you think you’re doing?!” Psycho shouted in disbelief.


    “Huh…?”


    Jin didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t tossed the blade aside on purpose. It wasn’t her. It took her brain a moment to catch up to what had occurred.


    “It seems…it does not want to drink stale blood.”


    The cursed blade, Crimson Rain, was a picky eater.


    “It’s a foodie?! That thing’s a cursed sword! How stupid is that?!”


    “I’ll be sure to have a word with it later.”


    “We must run immediately! All three of us!”


    “No arguments from me… Retreat!”


    Just as the two were about to take Lotf up on his suggestion and skedaddle from the throne room, one of the lion-men warriors in the back suddenly leaped forward like a spring.


    “Now what?!”


    The warrior landed on his back as if he had been struck. It didn’t look like he had attempted to attack them, after all. The warrior tried to get back up but couldn’t. He was too battered now.
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  A moment later, a single Crimson Lion-Man cut his way through the crowd.


  “Your Highness! Ladies! I came to help!”


  “Hammy!”


  “The name is Hamza!”


  Hamza to the rescue!


  “You’re just in time!”


  “Forgive me, Your Highness. In the end, I wasn’t able to convince anyone else to join me!”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  The enemies shuffled forward, surrounding them once again. They now recognized Hamza as a foe. Hamza lowered his center of gravity slightly, entering a battle stance.


  “Show no mercy! These men are already dead!”


  “They’re already dead…? It doesn’t matter—I never planned to show mercy in the first place!” Hamza shouted with gusto.


  …


  “I’m sorry, that was a lie! I’m actually quite relieved!” Hamza added, also with gusto. “I’m still scared of fighting… But if they’re already dead, that means I won’t actually be hurting anyone, right?! That makes it easier for me to use a little force!”


  “Forget a little! Make it a lot!”


  “O-okay!”


  Hamza charged into the fray and began tossing his former companions aside. The enemies surged forward, fearless of death. But because they were just being controlled, their movements were very simple.


  The girls had been growing overwhelmed for a moment. All they needed, though, was another set of hands to help deal with the horde.


  “All right, let’s show these fleabags who’s boss!”


  Psycho, Jin, and Hamza doubled down on the fight, while the first prince’s speech continued to echo outside.


  “Psycho, if these men are already dead, can’t you do something about them with your magic?”


  “I’ve actually been trying, but the spell is too strong. I can’t get a foothold in!”


  Psycho already had the idea of turning the dead to their side, but unfortunately, that had proven to be a no go. Not that she had been hopeful to begin with. Their enemy was supposedly the Dark Lord’s commander general. Naturally, their magic was going to be first-rate. The spell was too advanced for Psycho to hijack it.


  “This curse magic is ironclad. It would take a long time for me to just dispel it. I’m not gonna be able to turn them back to plain old corpses, either.”


  Dispelling the magic was equally out of the question. The spell was strong, and as long as the lion-men still had use of their arms and legs, they would continue to run rampant. Psycho was too busy keeping up to have time for a dispel.


  “Our best option is probably to chop off their arms and legs.”


  “If Proto were here instead of me, this fight would have probably already been over,” Psycho said.


  “That is hindsight. The main battle could have always taken place elsewhere. Remember? You were the one who said we needed to split our forces outside as well.”


  “Sorry, you’re right. I’ll stop whining.”


  The lion-men warriors continued to push forward.


  “I may not bring much firepower, but I can still serve as a distraction!”


  Psycho decided to focus on what she could do.


  “I will do my best for the both of us, Miss Psycho! I can go berserk, just like Miss Proto does!” Hamza said.


  “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but you’re not exactly the guy to turn to in these kinds of situations…”


  “I’m trying. Give me some support, please!”


  “Whoo. Go, Hamza,” Psycho said listlessly, not even bothering to glance Hamza’s way.


  “Grwaawwwrr—!!”


  Hamza began to steadily picking up steam.


  “Is that all it takes?!”


  Hamza was now sending Crimson Lion-Men flying left and right. He couldn’t slice through their limbs like Jin was doing, but his hulking frame and powerful blows were enough to make it hard for the zombie lion-men to get back up right away, even if they were being animated by magic.


  Unfortunately, even without being careless, he naturally still had gaps in his defenses.


  “Hamza, watch out!”


  Lotf suddenly shoved Hamza out of the way.


  “What?!”


  Hamza glanced sideways. A spray of red.


  One of the fallen lion-men had jerked to life suddenly, like a broken toy, hurling himself at Hamza. Only, Lotf had taken the blow in Hamza’s place. As soon as Hamza understood what had happened, he punched the lion-man, sending him flying.


  “Your Highness!”


  Scarlet blood gushed from Lotf’s back, where the lion-man’s sharp claws had slashed him.


  “Prince Lotf! Your Highness!”


  Lotf’s faithful servant rushed to the prince’s side, shouting his name. But Lotf was not responding.


  It was all his fault…


  “Your Highness… Forgive me…”


  Lotf had protected him. Red-hot anger—anger at himself—began to flare up like kindling in Hamza’s breast. Urges he couldn’t hold back bubbled up from somewhere deep down inside.


  “Grrwaaaaawwwrrr—!!”


  With a roar that must have shaken all of Zhorguan, Hamza’s body was enveloped in flickering red radiance.


  “Is this the Crimson Roar…?!”


  Hamza’s fur turned red, his fangs bared. He was like a completely different person.


  “Curs—!!!”


  Hamza began fighting like a wild man, bashing and crushing, decimating everyone in his path.


  “You dare to lay a finger on Prince Lotf!!”


  “Calm down! It’s just a scratch. I can heal him!”


  “Howhoooo—!!”


  Psycho cast healing magic on the prince, but Hamza continued to rage. As glad as she was that he was thinning out the horde for them, she couldn’t stand to watch as the peace-loving Hamza grew steadily more soaked in stagnant lion-man blood.


  It was Lotf who was finally able to break through Hamza’s rage. He spoke, his voice ragged and broken.


  “Please, Hamza… Calm down…,” he said heavily.


  He was floating in and out of consciousness from the shock of his injury, and the healing was eating up his stamina, but he managed to hold himself together enough to squeeze out a few words. For Hamza’s sake.


  “Your Highness!” Hamza rushed to Lotf’s side. “Thank heavens…! You’re alive…!”


  Cartoonish tears of relief spilled from Hamza’s eyes.


  “Of course he’s alive!” said Psycho. “I’m here, ain’t I? Although if he did die, I could have made him into a pretty neat monster.”


  “Miss Psycho, don’t say that…”


  “Heh…heh…”


  Lotf laughed weakly.


  “I can’t believe Hamza would cry so much for my sake… I guess it’s not the evil eye after all…,” Lotf murmured happily, too quiet for anyone to hear.


  “Uh-oh… Now that I know His Highness is all right, I think I’ve run out of steam. And just when I finally learned to use the Crimson Roar…”


  The red flickering surrounding Hamza had disappeared. But there were still more lion-men zombies standing. Four began to shuffle toward them.


  “This is getting out of hand. Maybe we should retreat… No, wait. Hamza, you can’t fit through that window, can you?”


  There was still an escape route—the window behind them. But it was too small for a Crimson Lion-Man to pass through.


  “We’ll just have to try to break through the crowd…”


  “No, it’s okay now… They’ll come,” Lotf said, his voice soft—not from his injuries but from a sense of peace.


  “‘They’…?”


  What happened next was something that Hamza never expected.


  “Hamza! Sorry we’re late!”


  “I’ll help, too. You owe me dinner later, though!”


  “Can’t you ever pay for your own meals?!”


  Crimson Lion-Men began entering, one after another, and not only the moderates Hamza had spoken to. They showed up in twos and threes.


  “Everyone!”


  “The Crimson Roar originally had the power to inspire allies,” Lotf explained, finally getting his breathing under control. “The haughty commandant wanted nothing to do with his weaker brethren, but Hamza is always thinking of his friends. His roar must have resonated in their hearts, giving them the courage they needed.”


  “You did it, Hamza!”


  “The name is Hammy!”


  “I think that’s the wrong way around…” Lotf smiled weakly through the pain. “Psycho, Jin, leave the throne room to us. Go find my brother. I think he may be doing something…no, being made to do something awful,” he said, begging the girls to save his older brother, who was being manipulated by sinister forces.


  “We’ll find him.”


  “I leave it to you.”


  The newly arrived lion-men warriors cut a path through the crowd for Psycho and Jin. The girls slipped through, making a beeline for the source of the loud speech. Several lion-men from the moderate faction lay strewn about the hallway. They must have been taken down by extremists.


  “It’s fortunate you’re here, so that you can heal them.”


  “Isn’t that hindsight, too?” Psycho asked.


  Not that she wasn’t pleased to hear it.


  “I suppose it is.”


  Jin’s face broke out in a small grin. It seemed Psycho didn’t need cheering up, after all.


  
    

     Chapter 8 Sham of the Dead 


    As they made their way down the long hallway, the speech suddenly trailed off and was soon replaced by screams.


    “This must be the place!”


    Psycho and Jin arrived on the balcony. The monster standing there had several massive wings growing randomly from its back. Its appearance was both majestic, like some being out of myth, and repulsive, like a creature in a cheap monster movie.


    The people in the plaza below were screaming, terrified by the sight of the disfigured prince.


    “What’s happening? Why are we doing this?”


    “Weren’t we listening to the prince’s speech…?”


    The Crimson Lion-Men surrounding Homura didn’t understand what had happened to them. Either way, the Eye of the Sun’s effect had worn off, meaning Ashraf was no longer a Sunbeam Cat.


    “Crap, we’re too late!” Psycho spat out.


    The monster’s wings furled shut before her eyes, encasing the prince in some sort of cocoon. The commandant, who was standing next to the prince, had been pulled in as well.


    “Jin, chop your way through!”


    Jin had already unsheathed her blade before Psycho finished speaking. As she was about to leap forward and slash at the transformed Ashraf, however—


    “Psycho, abandon ship!”


    A raging burst of fire consumed the balcony. Jin lifted Psycho off her feet and jumped from the balcony just in the nick of time.


    “Psycho! Jin!”


    Now on the ground, Psycho and Jin rendezvoused with Homura, Proto, and Tsutsumi, who had reached them first.


    “You nincompoop! You nearly turned us into charcoal!”


    “That wasn’t me!” Homura protested.


    A man’s voice interrupted their quarrel.


    “Drat, we almost had them! That one’s sharp.”


    Three human figures descended upon the plaza.


    “As if we don’t have enough work cut out for us already… Hey, wait a minute—” The man who was grumbling over his failure to kill them suddenly made eye contact with the girls. “You’re those little brats from before!”


    It was Horeicho.


    “You’re that guy who was there during all the stuff with Rotraud. The, um…the Aegis Guard guy, right?!”


    “Yeah, um… What was his name again? It was something weird, right?”


    “Wait, are these the small-time evildoers who tucked tail and ran away?”


    “Who…?”


    “Beats me…”


    The soldiers hadn’t made much of an impression on the girls.


    “I’m Horeicho!”


    “I’m Gail!”


    “And I’m Khett! Remember those names! That way you’ll have someone to curse once we send you to hell!”


    The three former Galdorssian soldiers were all fired up. The hard-eyed Horeicho, the large and imposing Gail, and the petite, foul-mouthed Khett, the lone woman of the group.


    The three had gone missing after abandoning Rotraud and fleeing the scene. They were wanted for serious crimes back in Galdorssia.


    The girls were pretty sure there hadn’t been horns growing out of the soldiers’ heads before. Horeicho sported a pair of curved horns that blazed with flames. Gail sported square, black stumps, which were too short to really be called horns. And Khett sported a single crystalline spike, beautiful as a work of art.


    They must have drunk the curseblood and transformed.


    “It’s you! You’re the three demons that everyone’s been talking about. The deadbeat three! What a letdown. I bet you’re just gonna run away again.”


    What were Horeicho, Khett, and Gail doing here at a time like this? They had already run away once, because they were too scared to fight Homura and the other girls. No wonder no one could remember them contributing much during the attack on Wodtrim.


    “First Rotraud, then the Dark Lord’s army, and now Zhorguan. You people sure do change jobs a lot,” Homura said, sarcasm entering her voice.


    Under Rotraud’s orders, the three had overseen the barbaric acts being carried out by the bandits around Guadhari Village. After that, they had joined the Dark Lord’s army to take part in the attack on Wodtrim. It was unforgivable behavior. Homura could feel herself growing hot under the collar.


    But Horeicho didn’t seem intimidated.


    “Zhorguan? What makes you think we’re working as their pawns? We’re still part of the Dark Lord’s army. We’ve just been assigned as this thing’s bodyguards for now, that’s all,” he said, gesturing toward Ashraf with his ax.


    Despite being engulfed in flames a moment earlier, the cocoon of wings showed not a single scorch mark.


    “Plan A failed. So now it’s time for His Highness to start pitching in.”


    It sounded like turning Ashraf into a monster had always been in the cards. For now, Ashraf remained motionless, tucked away within his giant wings.


    “All that’s left now is to kill you five and then wait for the commander general to come and collect this thing.”


    Horeicho’s voice dripped with animosity as he uttered commander general. The three didn’t seem too thrilled to be following her.


    “Just how many crimes do you need to commit before you’re satisfied?”


    “Be quiet! Weaklings like us don’t get to choose our path in life! And just so you know, the commander general is a real nasty piece of work! Who knows what she’ll do to us if this doesn’t work! So we’re sticking with it until the end this time!”


    “I’m sorry. Who is a nasty piece of work?”


    A voice interrupted suddenly from overhead.


    Homura and the other girls shifted their attention upward. A beautiful, alluring woman was perched atop the balcony’s banister. Her skin was ashen gray, and a pendant, resembling a splintered fragment of some sort of geometric shape, dangled from her neck.


    “I thought I should check on the meat puppet myself. You girls are always getting in my way.”


    Her eyes were like ice, cold enough to make their skin crawl. There was no doubt about it. This was the woman who had been behind all the atrocities they had witnessed.


    Demon, human, it didn’t matter. Someone like this couldn’t be allowed to exist in the world. She would destroy it.


    “Hi! You must be the nasty piece of work Horchy was just telling us about!”


    “Shhh! Don’t remind her about that…!” Horeicho pleaded.


    “Relax… I still plan to put all your corpses to good use if something goes wrong.”


    “Does…this lady remind you of anyone?”


    “Does she? I don’t know anyone who would do such an awful thing…”


    Psycho seemed to be suffering from a memory lapse.


    “Now then, it’s about time that you died,” the commander general said.


    At the commander general’s signal, Horeicho brandished his ax. A cold chill crept up the girls’ backs. But there was no way that was because of Horeicho’s group.


    “Oh dear, he’s awake. Rise and shine, sweet prince.”


    The girls glanced up again. The cocoon of wings had begun to pulse.


    “It’s time for you to earn your keep…Your Highness.”


    From within his casing, Ashraf could hear the voices of the people. He had no way of knowing that their cheers had now turned into screams. His mind grew more and more turbid with each passing moment, as if sinking slowly into mud. Suspended in pandemonium, Ashraf believed he was still bathing in their applause.


    “Ahhh… I can hear their adoration… Yes, my people… Praise me…”


    In contrast to when he had given his powerful speech earlier, Ashraf’s voice was now little more than a feeble croak. Every harsh look, every word of scorn he had ever experienced in his life, skipped across the surface of his brain before evaporating. All Ashraf had ever wanted was to escape Zhorguan’s history of defeat. It was the entire reason he had embraced the extremists.


    Until he accepted aid from the Dark Lord’s army, however, Ashraf had known almost no real allies. Most of Zhorguan’s people were more than happy to bask in the lukewarm glow of the status quo, entertaining themselves with second-rate legends and the decrepit tales of heroes.


    Not Ashraf. Somewhere along the line, he had begun to acquire the conviction, entirely unearned, that he would be the one to finally defeat Galdorssia. All he needed was power. Very few in the city truly wished for a stronger Zhorguan. Just as very few really wished for peace.


    Still, somewhere inside, Ashraf had felt unsure. As if a part of him suspected he was making the wrong choice.


    “No, finally, they see what I have done… I knew…I was right all along…,” Ashraf muttered.


    Everything he had done so far had been right. Everything he was about to do would be right.


    “I must become strong and lead Zhorguan… Then I can make Zhorguan into a nation of power, one that will not bow down to Galdorssia.”


    But Ashraf’s patriotism was only a front. His real desire was to appease his own ego. If only he had been aware of this…but Ashraf was no longer capable of such awareness.


    His mind became hazy. Ashraf’s conscious and unconscious minds began to blur, making it impossible to discern his real feelings from the lies he told himself, and leaving his thoughts meaningless and hollow.


    The curse permeated deeper and deeper into the prince’s core, rotting him from within. The cocoon pulsed one final time, stronger than before.


    A moment later, the wings unfurled like a flower in bloom, spitting out an enormous lion, far larger than the cocoon should have ever been able to hold.


    “Behold. See what has become of the man who was to be this nation’s great king.”


    The lion’s wings fluttered once more, forming another cocoon. This time they expelled a large crystal shaft, almost like a thick horn.


    “It’s like the sloppy version of a sphinx…,” Psycho muttered as she took a good look at the aberration.


    It had the body of a massive lion but was adorned with several overlapping wings where its head should have been. They looked almost like the petals of a flower. The crystal horn protruded from the center of this flower. It reminded her of the city itself.


    It had other wings as well, not only on its head. A larger pair sprouted from its back. If they had to give it a name, “winged lion” seemed to fit.


    “A sphinx? Did they have creepy things like this back on Earth, too?” Proto asked, confused. There was a lot she didn’t know about the blue planet, after all.


    “Yes and no. There’s a mythological creature that sort of resembles this thing.”


    “Wow. People sure do have big imaginations.”


    “According to the story, the sphinx would ask people riddles, and if they got the answer wrong, the sphinx would eat them.”


    “Maybe too much imagination! What kind of an idea is that?!”


    “It ended with someone named Oedipus using his wisdom and knowledge to solve the sphinx’s riddle and vanquish it for good,” Homura said. She knew all about this geeky stuff.


    “Are we gonna need wisdom and knowledge to defeat this thing, too? Because I don’t have any of that!” Proto said, staring at the creature.


    The winged lion, meanwhile, didn’t seem interested in them. It was tracking the panicking townspeople with its horn, pointing it at them almost like it was an eye.


    “Why are you running? My people, wait…”


    Ashraf was in complete shock after being booted from his beautiful dream. And that shock was quickly turning into anger.


    “I told you…”


    Ashraf’s twisted body trembled with rage, and his crystal horn began to radiate light.


    “…to stop runniiing—!!”


    A stream of light blasted from the crystal. A portion of the castle wall was grazed by the beam and vaporized, like a crater gouged in the stone. More screams rang out.


    Homura was horrified. It was too much energy. If anyone had been standing in the way…


    “Yokels! Unenlightened peasants! I should have expected as much! Why can’t you see my vision?! If you can’t embrace me, then you can all die instead!”


    “Crap! We need to take this thing down, quick!” Psycho shouted. Homura finally snapped out of it.


    The girls prepared for battle. Just then, a massive object crashed into the ground in front of them, landing with baffling force. Whatever the thing was, it had obliterated the flagstones where it landed and shaken the earth.


    “You’re not going anywhere.”


    It was Gail. He was swinging a massive iron ball attached to a long, stocky chain over his head. If he managed to hit the girls with that thing, there would be nothing left of them. Even a graze would probably cause debilitating injuries.


    “Didn’t you hear what I said? Our job is to guard that thing. You’re not getting past us so easily.”


    Horeicho brandished an enormous war ax. The head of the ax blazed with flames.


    “I figured as much, because of the fire on your horns, but that blast from earlier was your doing, wasn’t it?”


    “Contrary to my appearance, fire magic is my specialty.”


    Both sides gripped their weapons and glared at each other. These were no longer the same three soldiers the girls had encountered in Guadhari Village. Horeicho and his friends had been silver-badge soldiers. With the exception of Jin, they had far more experience with actual combat than Homura and the others.


    Now that they had been transformed into monsters by the curseblood, they had to be stronger than ever.


    “Don’t reject me—!!”


    Ashraf had gone mad. He began to rampage, paying no attention to the two parties glaring at each other down below. The large wings on his back unfolded. With a single flap, he lifted himself to the roof of the palace. From there, Ashraf stared at the panicking citizens of Zhorguan, his mind in despair. The people had rejected him. They did not want him.


    “■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■—!!”


    The voice that escaped from Ashraf was no longer capable of words. It was the howl of a beast. More than sound, Ashraf’s mingled wail of bitterness and rage emanated with waves of excruciating pain that assaulted their nerves.


    “It huuurts—!”


    Homura dropped the staff she was holding. The pain had taken over.


    “This feeling! It’s the same pain as from those cursed collars! He must have absorbed the curse from his collar, too!”


    “How can it hurt this much when we are still so far away? If we were any closer, it would probably feel as if we were wearing the collars ourselves.”


    Even Jin was forced to grit her teeth against the pain. Fortunately, Horeicho’s party was in no better shape.


    “It hurts! It huuurts—!”


    “Nrrgh!”


    “Make it stoppp—!!”


    “The curse affects you idiots, too?!”


    It looked like they weren’t lucky enough to be immune, either. Except for the commander general, who continued to stare down at them coldly.


    “Why wouldn’t it affect us?! We don’t have curse resistance!”


    Horeicho stumbled in agony, his entire body twitching in random spasms. This was the girls’ chance!


    “If the rest of you can’t get close because of the curse…then I guess you’d better leave the sloppy sphinx to us!” said Proto.


    “I’ll do…my best…,” added Tsutsumi.


    The two acted quickly.


    “We’re counting on you!”


    Proto and Tsutsumi leaped up onto the roof, while the other girls encouraged them from below.


    “Wait—! Dammit! I can’t get my body to do what I say!”


    Horeicho tried to stop them, but he could barely move.


    “Well, they’re gone now, but there’s no way the two of them will be able to defeat that thing all on their own. They may as well be marching to their own deaths.”


    “Shows what you know. That thing will be a piece of cake for them.”


    “Yeah, this is how we always operate!”


    “Besides,” Jin said, smirking, “it will be five of us again before long.”


    Horeicho’s eyebrows twitched.


    “You’re gonna be eating those…WORDS!”


    With a hard swing of his ax, Horeicho released a whirling storm of fire that rose from the ground. The searing winds licked at the girls’ bare skin.


    “Is that all you’ve got?!”


    Homura released a blazing jet of flames from her own staff, which swallowed Horeicho’s firestorm.


    “It looks like your firepower beats mine.”


    Homura and Horeicho turned off their flames and regrouped.


    Homura could beat him, she knew it…if they were fighting one-on-one, that is.


    Unfortunately, once the fighting kicked off again, the girls found themselves steadily losing ground. Horeicho’s fire, Gail’s heavy attacks, and Khett’s magical projectiles and barriers. They fit together like the pieces of a puzzle, leaving no room for the girls to counter.


    “Nrgh… They are strong on their own, but their teamwork is exquisite. I would like to test my hand against them in a normal match, if I could, rather than to the death,” Jin grunted, impressed by their abilities.


    “Come to think of it, Ares and his party displayed some really nice teamwork, too.”


    “Yeah, we’re not so great at working together.”


    Horeicho’s group had the slightest edge over the girls, due to all the experience they had in battles.


    “We’ve known one another for a long time. We’ve always been a team.”


    “Yeah, and I bet you’re just some random riffraff they cobbled together! You only wish you were as close as we are! We always know what the others are thinking, like the back of our own hands!”


    Khett laughed in their faces.


    “Hey, Horeicho, you get in a dig, too!” she said, pausing her mockery of the girls. Horeicho was unusually quiet.


    “Horeicho…?”


    Horeicho was gone! What happened? He was there just a minute ago.


    After looking around, Khett spotted him. He was currently stuffed into a Horeicho-shaped hole in the wall.


    “Horeichoooooo—!!”


    Khett raced to his side, pulling him free from the wall.


    “I, uh…might have hit him with my last attack.”


    “Might have?! You might as well have been aiming for me!”


    “S-sorry!”


    Hilariously, Gail’s last strike, which was supposed to have been targeted at Jin, had scored a direct hit against Horeicho instead.


    “Didn’t you just say you three always knew what the others are thinking?”


    “Shut up! He did know… His body just couldn’t react fast enough, that’s all! Isn’t that right, Horeicho?”


    “Oof… If that had been anyone else, they would have been a goner for sure.”


    As he spoke, Horeicho was suddenly engulfed in a shroud of flames. They flickered softly as Horeicho’s injuries began to heal.


    “Hey, why can’t I do that…? No fair…!”


    Healing flames? Homura was genuinely jealous.


    “You wish you could copy me. I learned how to do this after I transformed into a monster. I acquired a lot of other unique magical abilities as well.”


    Fully recovered, Horeicho lifted his ax into the air once more.


    “I didn’t believe it at first, but you three were the ones who actually toppled Wodtrim, weren’t you? Homura, Jin, remember the damage we saw? That must have been from their attacks.”


    The scorch marks, the ruined houses, the long gouges in the earth.


    “What? But I thought they just took the townspeople hostage.”


    “Didn’t those two from Dark Moon tell you? No wonder you’re still so eager to fight us.”


    It sounded like Horeicho knew they had been traveling with the two Dark Moon operatives.


    “The way they went on about defeating Wodtrim… I knew those extremists were full of it…!”


    “Earlier, I said that there’s no way your friends are going to be able to defeat the prince on their own, but allow me to clarify…”


    A cocky smile crept across Horeicho’s face.


    “There’s no way you three are going to be able to defeat us, either.”


    The tension amped up a notch. But the girls weren’t about to back down.


    “Yeah, yeah, I get it. You’re stronger now. But do you think you’re the only ones? We’ve been getting stronger, too,” Psycho said.


    Homura and her friends had been making steady progress.


    “Keep telling yourself that!”


    “Homura! Let’s show them our new combo move!”


    “Huh…?”


    Combo move? Homura stared at Psycho in confusion. Psycho, however, was all confidence as she leaned forward and snapped a collar around Homura’s neck.


    Obviously, it was one of the cursed collars.


    “Eh…?”


    “I figured one of these might come in handy at some point, so I brought one with me. Don’t worry, I still have the key.”


    “That’s not what I’m worried about!”


    “It’s our combo move! Using the pain from the collar, you should be able to overstock your flames without losing control! It won’t matter if your body can’t take the heat, because I’ll just keep healing you. It’s the perfect one-two! It is gonna hurt you like balls, though!”


    “Since when is torturing me a combo move?!” Homura shouted.


    Psycho placed a hand on Homura’s back and began pumping out healing magic. Jin took a large step back so as not to get caught up in the conflagration, an exasperated look on her face.


    “Remember, this is for the team! Super unlimited friendship…attaaack!!”


    “Here goes nothiiiii— A-a-aieeee—!!”


    Picking up her staff, Homura channeled out all the fire she could muster.


    “Buuurn—!!”


    “You fiiirst—!!”


    “You’re right!! This does hurt like balls!!”


    Homura pushed through the pain, however. For her friends’ sakes. Homura’s fire and Horeicho’s fire collided. But, slowly and steadily, Homura’s jet pushed back Horeicho’s raging inferno.


    Horeicho began to feel strange.


    “Ouch! What is this? It hurts! It feels like there are needles prickling all over my skin.”


    “Horeicho, I…I think you might be feeling heat…”


    “That’s not possible. My Veil of Immolation is impenetrable, just like my master’s!”


    “What else could it be?!”


    “How should I know?!”


    Khett threw up a giant magical barrier, but the barrier was swallowed by Homura’s flames and seemed to melt away.


    “What’s happening…?! Her flames aren’t normal! It’s like they’re suffocating our magic!”


    The barrier didn’t shatter, like it would if it had failed to withstand the attack. Instead, it evaporated, like paper being burned away.


    As the last of the magical barrier was destroyed—


    “We’ve got no choice. Time to use our trump card!” Horeicho shouted.


    “Understood!”


    “Okay!”


    Homura braced herself, doubling down on her flames. Horeicho’s party was planning something! Horeicho gave the cue. Here it came, their secret weapon…!


    “Run away!” he shouted.


    “Come swift winds, carry us away!”


    Khett chanted a spell, and a powerful wind suddenly began to blow. The gale was so strong, the girls could barely open their eyes. It lifted Horeicho, Gail, and Khett into the air and zipped them away.


    All that was left behind was a soft breeze. It whistled forlornly, replacing the earlier noise and commotion of battle.


    “They ran away…”


    “Yeah…again! Once deadbeats always deadbeats, I guess!”


    Left alone, the commander general stared in the direction in which the three had disappeared. However…


    “If you three wanted to die so bad, all you had to do was ask.”


    …she didn’t seem very concerned.


    “No matter, they were always disposable. I never expected much from them to begin with.”


    “Like we’re buying that!”


    “Fortunately, I have better options.”


    The commander general pulled free a strange, misshapen dagger from her bosom. It didn’t look as if it would be any good at cutting things. It must have had some other purpose.


    The commander general flicked the dagger through the air without warning. A fissure appeared, floating in empty space. Homura had seen something like that before.


    “Hey, it’s that thing…!”


    “You’ve seen this before?”


    “The weird thing in the alleyway earlier.”


    “I’m gonna need some more information!”


    But Homura had no idea what it was, either. They were soon about to find out. Something began worming its way free from the other side of the fissure, as if it was prying the rift open from within.


    “Is she summoning a monster?”


    A beast, cloaked in flames, emerged from the gap. It was large and misshapen.


    “Just one? Well, that’s no big deal—”


    “Wait a second! What about the other rift I saw earlier…?”


    Just as Homura feared, screams started to rise up all across Zhorguan. Turning to look, she spotted another monstrous beast perched atop the roof of a house, firing off magical projectiles. This one wasn’t cloaked in flames. Instead, it had a crystal horn growing from its head.


    “You girls wanted to save this country, too, didn’t you? Off you go, then. I doubt Zhorguan’s warriors will be a match for my babies.”


    “Dammit!” Psycho swore. “She wants to keep us split up. That was her plan all along!”


    She handed Homura the key to her cursed collar.

  

  
    

     Chapter 9 With Love, from Beyond the Stars 


    The winged lion’s roar pulsed with dark magic.


    Proto and Tsutsumi were resistant to curses. They left Homura and the others behind to deal with Horeicho’s group and headed toward the top of the palace to fight the lion.


    They soon reached the roof, facing off against the rampaging monster.


    “We’re here now, but what in the heck are we actually supposed to do?”


    Proto brandished her war hammer, but it only took one flap of the wings on the lion’s back for space to instantly be put between them.


    “Maybe…poison will…work…”


    Tsutsumi tried firing one of her bone darts. The winged lion immediately furled its wings, encasing its body.


    The projectile bounced harmlessly away, but not from the wings. By closing its wings, the winged lion caused a magical barrier to appear.


    “Simpletons. Did you really think your pathetic attacks could touch me?”


    “Huh? Where does its voice come from? I don’t see a mouth…”


    There was nothing left of Ashraf’s original form. His voice seemed to be resonating from the crystal on his head.


    “Maybe…the crystal is…its core…”


    That was what it used to fire its magical laser beams, and it seemed to point the crystal toward things it wanted to look at, like a set of eyes. Whatever the crystal was, it was clearly very important.


    “We’ll aim for the crystal, then. It’s worth a shot.”


    Proto hoisted her war hammer into the air and set her sights on the crystal on the creature’s head, which was still protected behind its wings. Just then, she noticed a sliver of light escaping from the wings’ folds.


    “Oop—this looks bad!”


    The wings opened. Proto quickly grabbed Tsutsumi and leaped out of the way. A moment later, a beam of magical energy sliced through the space where Tsutsumi had been standing.


    Searing light, an ear-shattering roar. Turning to get a look, Proto saw that the statues of Zhorguan’s heroes, which had towered off in the distance, had now been destroyed. An explosion of pure light.


    The monster’s wings were finally open. It turned, slowly, to face Proto and Tsutsumi.


    “At least opening its wings to shoot seems to make the barrier disappear…”


    The thin membrane of light that had surrounded the winged lion before it fired its beam was now gone. The situation was precarious, but Proto observed her foe carefully.


    “Clearly, we need to destroy the crystal on its head, right? What do we do? Do we try to pry open the wings before it can shoot? Or do we take our chances and try to get at it after it fires…?”


    A magical barrier protected the creature as long as its wings were closed. If they waited to strike until after the wings opened, however, they would have to dodge its killer death ray while simultaneously trying to reach the crystal in time to destroy it. They had their work cut out for them.


    Tsutsumi had an idea. “I’ll get…the crystal… You open…the wings…”


    A woman of few words, as usual. But Tsutsumi’s confidence was coming through loud and clear.


    “Well, you seem to know what you’re doing! Whatever you’re planning, I trust you. I’ll do my best, too. Just get the wings open, right? That’s all you need?”


    “Combo…attack…!” Tsutsumi leaped off the roof and dashed away.


    “Oh… Did your friends abandon you, too? That’s so sad. Isn’t that so sad?!” Ashraf moaned dolefully.


    “Hate to break it to you, but you’re the only one who’s been ditched.”


    “Silence! Silence! Silence! Nobody has abandoned me!” Ashraf roared, his sadness suddenly transforming into rage.


    “Make up your mind!”


    But Ashraf was long past communication.


    Proto closed the distance and swung with her war hammer, but Ashraf easily intercepted with his magical barrier. Worse, now that he was protected, he began charging mana for another shot.


    Proto dodged the next beam as she went in for another swing. The projectile zipped past her, grazing the large crystal at the center of Zhorguan. Water sprayed from the broken fragment.


    “I was right—these dinky strikes aren’t going to cut it.”


    Ashraf released another powerful bolt, this time obliterating an entire section of the roof.


    Two attacks had been enough to devastate the palace. For now, at least, the damage was mostly limited to the roof. But it began to crumble, starting from the broken patch.


    “I guess I don’t have time to stop and aim.”


    Proto could hear more screams rising from the city than before. Glancing down at the plaza, she saw that Horeicho and the other two demons were now gone, replaced by a large feline monster. The creature was cloaked in flames, which must have been why Homura was the one fighting it.


    Proto resumed the battle, swinging even harder. The winged lion fired off several more projectiles, destroying another piece of the palace with each shot. Proto tried to strike whenever there was an opening, but her blows were powerless against the magical barrier, just as she had expected. She was beginning to get the hang of how long it took, however, from when the monster began storing energy to when it fired its beam.


    “Everyone’s trying their best! I need to step up, too!”


    The monster’s wings were now closed. Proto quickly moved to close the gap, predicting the trajectory of the next bolt.


    A glimmer of light seeped from the folds, and the wings sprang open.


    “Now!”


    She could see which direction the crystal was pointed and knew where the beam would go. All she had to do was make sure she was in a good position to dodge, and then strike the crystal as soon as the projectile had discharged…or so she had thought.


    There was no beam this time. Before Proto knew what was happening, one of the lion’s massive paws was barreling straight toward her. It was as broad as a tree trunk. The winged lion had only been pretending to shoot, in order to lure Proto in.


    “No fair!”


    The paw stomped down on Proto’s head with incredible force, sending her crashing to the ground in a shower of palace rubble. The creature’s wings were open, but there was nothing she could do about it now. She was trapped beneath the lion’s meaty paw.


    “Tsutsumi! How much longer?!” she shouted, straining her vocal synthesizer to the max, but Tsutsumi didn’t answer.


    Proto’s outer shell began to audibly creak and groan.


    “This is looking bad… This thing’s even stronger than that giant shark from before…!”


    Proto’s exterior shell had already split. The creature’s claws began to dig at her core.


    “Really bad… I can’t believe I’m taking damage to my c-c-c-core…”


    Proto’s core cracked, and her vision went abruptly black.


    —Ah… I guess this is it for me. If only I were stronger.


    Drops of water landed on Proto’s face. Almost like tears, running down her cheeks. But it was just a coincidence, water spraying free from the broken crystal. Proto felt overwhelmed with a rush of regret. She wasn’t ready to give up. But her body wouldn’t move. What could she do?


    “Hmph. Dead already?” the winged lion sneered.


    Proto’s vision was gone, but like some kind of sick joke, her auditory sensors continued to pick up sound.


    “Proto, hang in there! I’m com—”


    Homura’s shout was cut off mid-sentence; it was followed by the sound of something crashing into a stone wall. The monstrous beast must have gotten the better of her.


    “Move…! Move…!” Proto screamed at herself.


    But her body wouldn’t move.


    “That girl will be next. I’ll wipe her out of existence, right along with that disgusting monster she was fighting.”


    Proto could hear the winged lion charging its crystal again—a sound she knew well by this point. The beam was almost at critical levels.


    But Proto’s body wouldn’t move. She couldn’t make it move. She couldn’t stop it—Homura was going to die!


    “Not that… Anything but that!”


    A dazzling gleam of light grew from Proto’s fractured core.


    “This is where I belong…”


    Proto raised a fist into the air, ignoring the groans of her chassis.


    The shimmering swelled exponentially, enveloping Proto in light. Just as the winged lion’s optic beam reached critical levels.


    “Begone!”


    “…I won’t let you take it from me!”


    A massive silvery arm shot out from the flux of light, striking the winged lion on the head. The lion was knocked backward off its feet, the magical beam veering off into the sky to sear away the clouds.


    “This is my place…our place! And I’ll pulverize anyone who tries to destroy it!”


    The light continued to swell, brighter and brighter, as a silvery metal shell materialized, encasing Proto in its grasp.


    “My emergency defense system! But why is it deploying now? It didn’t activate while I was getting crushed…”


    This wasn’t like Proto’s temporary overdrive mode, which let her ignore her default operational limits. This was a sustainable expansion. Proto deployed her wire tentacles, filling out the shell.


    “This system was only supposed to be for defensive purposes, though.”


    The emergency defense system was supposed to create a metal shell to protect Psycho’s core. But right now, it was doing much more than that. The metallic shell that had materialized from within the flux formed the shape of a giant humanoid. Arms, a trunk, legs, a head. Proto stretched her tentacles to fill the space.


    “I was right, metal does make the best clothing.”


    Proto’s emergency defense program finished executing, and the light retreated. Covered in a new outer chassis, she resembled something like a giant robot or armored warrior. Six wings, each glowing bluish white, extended from her back. These were formed out of metal fiber, just like Proto’s hair and tentacles, and were designed to convert light into energy.


    If she had to give the form a name, Lightwing Iron Giant seemed to fit.


    “Have a knuckle sandwich!” Proto socked the feline beast that was attacking Homura, sending it flying. It released a high-pitched yowl as it collided with the wall, and then moved no more.


    “Ouch-ch-ch… Thanks, Proto, you really saved me there.”


    Proto felt a warm rush of relief when she saw Homura alive and well. She had just saved her friend, which made her all sappy deep down in her core.


    “Of course. That’s why…”


    Homura stared at the silvery arm Proto had just used to save her.


    “…I’m here to protect others.”


    The winged lion attacked. Proto easily batted the blow away.


    “This strength wouldn’t come to me without a will of my own—the desire to protect someone.”


    Proto delivered another punch, sending the scared lion flying again.


    “That’s why there was never any order for us to return home. They wanted us to find a new place for ourselves. People we wanted to stay with and protect.”


    The environment of Proto’s home world had already been failing. Her creators must have been mostly resigned to their fate. That would explain why they had designed the ship so that the individual units would develop consciousness once their mission of exploration could no longer be achieved. They had desired that, if nothing else, the children they had created would have a chance to live freely.


    Proto had no way to know for sure. But that was the answer that felt right to her.


    “I’m more than just a machine!”


    She rushed toward the winged lion as it began to charge its magic once again, closing the distance in a heartbeat.


    “Silence! You’re nothing but a disposable tool!”


    Proto dodged the beam by a hair, then raised her fist overhead.


    “S-stop! Don’t—!”


    But Proto didn’t stop.


    “I was created because I was wanted!”


    Proto’s fist shattered the winged lion’s crystal into huge pieces. Fragments danced in the air, dispersing the light of the sun. The winged lion crashed to the ground with a thud.
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  “You did it…! I think. Right?”


  Homura dragged herself to the base of Proto’s giant robot feet, using her staff as a crutch.


  “I sure hope so. This form uses up way too much energy.”


  The winged lion showed no sign of movement. Even if it could move, the crystal it used to fire its projectiles was gone.


  “Now we just need to do something about those monsters.”


  They could still hear the cries of the monstrous beasts and the shouts of the warriors, rising up across the city.


  “Yeah, I guess we’d better get on that.”


  “Uh-uh, not so fast. How are you even going to fight all banged up like that? You just go find somewhere safe.”


  “I can help, too…is what I would like to say, but…”


  “You already did plenty keeping that monster busy.”


  “Sorry… I guess I’ll scram, then, this time.”


  “Did you really think I’d just let you go?”


  A sinking feeling gripped Homura. Of course. She had forgotten about the commander general. Homura thought the commander was gone, but she must have come back at some point. She was now standing next to the winged lion’s body, apparently with one last trick up her sleeve.


  “Time for lunch, Your Highness.”


  The commander general swept her dagger through the air again.


  “Another monster…?!”


  Homura assumed a battle stance, forcing her body to move despite the pain. There was no monster this time, however. Just a misshapen lump of meat that plopped free from the rift in space. A very large lump of meat.


  The winged lion suddenly rose up and enveloped the meat in the wings on its head to devour it.


  “It’s still alive…?!”


  “Now, then. As much as I would love to get a gander at your corpses, unfortunately I am very busy,” the commander general said. She stepped through yet another rift she had created in space. “Enjoy your last moments with the prince. I doubt they will be long.”


  With that, the rift blinked out of existence.


  Ashraf was their enemy, but he didn’t deserve to be desecrated in this way. Homura trembled with anger as the winged lion began to mutate into an even more twisted shape. The winged lion began writhing in torment, the pain too much to bear.


  “■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■—!!”


  It screamed in agony, the pain emanating in cursed waves.


  “Ng…ngh!!”


  The pain was intense. After Psycho’s dangerous combo move, Homura had become partially inured to the effect, but she still groaned. She kept her eyes focused on the creature as her vision swam. The shattered piece of crystal on its head started to protrude outward, growing even larger than before. Its wings increased in size, its body became more solid and powerful, and its tail became thicker and longer.


  The bastardized sphinx was now a headless dragon! It spread its wings and took to the sky.


  “No one told me it could fly! That’s not fair! Homura, do you think you’re up for this?”


  “I don’t think I can. I hurt all over. If I tried controlling my flames like this…”


  “No problem! Hurry up and get out of here.”


  “Sorry!”


  Homura could barely stand. Proto chased her away before turning to glare at the winged lion again.


  The creature unfurled the wings on its head and began gathering mana. The glaring, twisted glow of the crystal illuminated all of Zhorguan, already far brighter than it had ever been for its previous attacks. Before, the winged lion had been splitting its energy between its attacks and its magical barrier. Now it seemed to be focused entirely on offense.


  “Get down here and fight!”


  Proto started throwing rubble at the winged lion, but it wheeled slowly in the sky, easily avoiding her projectiles.


  “You’re wasting my big power-up moment!”


  If the lion fired a beam from way up there, it was sure to devastate everything in the area of impact. Especially now that the beams were stronger than before.


  Proto was pretty sure the first shot would be aimed at her. She had no choice but to grit her teeth and try to bear it. She had a durable metal shell, which surrounded a durable core. She just had to trust in the technology of her home world.


  The winged lion pointed its crystal toward Proto. It was almost time.


  “I knew it was gonna aim for me!”


  Proto crossed her arms in front of herself, assuming a defensive stance. The light from the crystal flared brighter.


  —Here it comes!


  Just then, she detected a strange, high-pitched noise coming from somewhere behind her. It sounded like a cascade of squeaking mice, stretching off far into the distance. The ground began to rumble, the sound growing louder and louder— No, not louder. Closer!


  “Is that—?!”


  Proto recognized that sound! A moment later, the earth serpent shot out of the ground and into the sky, barreling headfirst into the winged lion.


  The powerful blow sent the winged lion careening to the ground.


  “It’s the same snake from before!”


  What was the earth serpent doing here?!


  Proto soon had her answer. Muna poked her head out of the hole in the ground the earth serpent had left behind.


  “We lured it here! They say earth serpents have a taste for Delver Mice.”


  Muna giggled and wagged her hands in the air.


  “It heard you shouting from underground, though, and sped up all of a sudden. I guess you must have made a good impression!”


  “I guess the snake is returning the favor!”


  “I’m just glad we were able to help, too!”


  “You certainly did! Great work!” Proto said, praising Muna for being so brave. “It’s dangerous here, though, so you better get back!”


  “Of course! Good luck in your fight, Miss Proto!”


  The Delver Mice quickly disappeared below the surface once more. The earth serpent, meanwhile, had wrapped itself around the winged lion, keeping it pinned to the ground.


  “Now then, time to finish this for good.”


  Proto had spotted something atop the rampart wall. Something she knew would finally bring this battle to an end.


  “Give up, you fool! I cannot lose. The people are on my side!” Ashraf howled. Ashraf, who had already been abandoned by everyone.


  Proto closed in. The lion snapped its wings shut, deploying a magical barrier to protect its crystal. But Proto loaded her fist with a massive burst of energy and let it fly, sending the creature careening back, impenetrable barrier and all.


  “How?!”


  The winged lion’s shock only lasted for a moment, however.


  “Bwa-ha-ha! The attacks of a simpleton can’t even scratch me!”


  The winged lion crashed into the giant crystal located at Zhorguan’s center. Despite being tossed through the air by Proto’s blow, it was still completely unharmed. It crouched at the foot of the crystal and began storing up its beam again.


  Proto, meanwhile, faltered and fell to one knee. She had used most of her energy on that single attack.


  “So much energy wasted, for such a futile strike. Poor, benighted fool. I almost pity you!”


  “Snakey! Now!”


  The earth serpent immediately coiled around the winged lion, binding it to the giant crystal.


  “Ha! Unlike you, I actually have friends. This is what helping others actually looks like.”


  “You fool! Do you think this means you’ve won?!”


  That halfwit! Ashraf didn’t see what she was celebrating. So what if she had gotten the earth serpent on her side?


  “You, this snake, Zhorguan! I’ll wipe you all from existence in one fell swoop!”


  Apparently, Ashraf was done pretending he was doing any of this for Zhorguan. The winged lion’s crystal began to change form. New crystals sprouted from his head, one after the next. It looked like he was preparing to fire multiple projectiles randomly, in all directions.


  “Who’s the real fool?”


  The light in the crystals was nearly at critical mass. Proto, however, remained where she was. There was no need to move.


  “Gwa-ha-ha-ha! If the world won’t accept me, the world can perish—”


  Just then, Ashraf caught sight of a strange structure behind the silver warrior, off in the distance.


  “What is that—?”


  Tsutsumi was standing atop a part of the inner ramparts surrounding Zhorguan. Multiple skeletal wings extended from her back, connecting to a giant, misshapen cannon battery next to her. The battery was outfitted with enormous turrets, with huge bellows-like instruments at their back made out of bone and blackish membranes.


  Tsutsumi had just one thing to say.


  “Bang.”


  Just as the winged lion’s mana reached critical mass, an enormous cannon shell shot through the air at ultra-speed, boring a massive hole through the center of the winged lion’s crystal.


  Psycho had loaded Tsutsumi with tons of extra resources back when she had turned her into a giant centipede creature. Tsutsumi had just used those resources to deliver a single massive blow.


  “What was that you said about simple attacks not hurting you?”


  The shell blast had even penetrated through the giant crystal behind Ashraf, causing water and fragments of crystal to spray into the air.


  “I might not be wise like that Oedipus guy,” Proto said, remembering the legend of the sphinx, “but at least I’m lucky enough to have good friends by my side.”


  This time, Ashraf wasn’t getting up. Victory was theirs.


  
    

     Epilogue Surprise! 


    With the battle ended, silence settled on the plaza. Zhorguan was still as well. It sounded like the monstrous beasts had been dealt with.


    “It’s really over this time, right…?”


    Once Ashraf was defeated, the earth serpent gave Proto a few affectionate snake-licks and then went back to wherever it had come from. Homura poked her head out from behind a building, cautiously eyeing the situation. Ashraf showed no signs of moving.


    “Hooray, Proto! You did it!”


    Homura celebrated, dragging her aching body closer. Proto was the star of the show, the hero who had saved all of Zhorguan from peril!


    Meanwhile, Proto’s energy stores were almost exhausted. She lay face up atop the rubble. Her giant silvery shell had already disappeared. With her face toward the sky, she looked almost as if she was sleeping.


    Several shards of light suddenly materialized behind her.


    Homura began running, never pausing to think. Her body screamed with pain, but none of that mattered now. The light was coming from Ashraf’s remains. It wasn’t just his crystal; his bloated and disfigured body was swelling with light.


    Homura sensed impending danger.


    “Proto!”


    She grabbed Proto’s arm, but it felt limp and heavy.


    “Homura… Are you crazy? You’re just a fragile carbon-based life-form…! Leave me! Run…!”


    “Don’t say that! I already made up my mind. I’m never letting go of a friend’s hand again!”


    “I’m built tough… I’ll be fine…probably…”


    “No! I’m not letting you go!”


    More sets of hands suddenly joined them, helping to drag Proto away.


    “I saw everything from a distance! I can’t believe you transformed into a giant mech. You should do that again for our triumphant return. Imagine the looks on their faces back in Galdorssia!”


    “I doubt we would have been victorious without you.”


    Psycho and Jin were on their last legs, but they still pulled as hard as they could, helping to drag Proto farther away from Ashraf. The light, however, was reaching critical limits. Ashraf’s body swelled dramatically.


    “Leave me!”


    Proto tried to wring out the last of her energy to shove the three girls away.


    —That was when several white, vine-like tendrils, wrapped around the girls, yanking them up off their feet.


    “Wha—?! What’s happening? What’s happening?!”


    In the same moment, a grayish white wall appeared, surrounding Homura and the others.


    The next moment, the blast hit. Ashraf had exploded.


    Even with the wall protecting them, they could feel the force of the explosion. One thing was clear. If the wall hadn’t been there, they would have been in serious trouble.


    The girls were still confused when a quiet voice spoke up.


    “Is everyone…okay…?”


    “Tsutsumi!”


    That explained it. Tsutsumi had changed the shape of her wings to create the ropes and wall.


    “You saved us…”


    Tsutsumi retracted her wings, letting the girls get a good look at the sad aftermath of the explosion. Ashraf’s body had vanished without a trace.


    “Good thing…I made it in time…”


    “We’re so lucky you were here!” Homura grabbed Tsutsumi in a big hug. “You too, Proto! You really outdid yourself!” She grabbed Proto, too, hugging both girls to her chest. “There, there… There, there…”


    Homura patted Proto’s head. She expected Proto to resist, like she usually did. In fact, it was what Homura was looking forward to—for Proto to act like her usual, bratty self.


    But Proto just smiled bashfully.


    Well, that was nice, too.


    “We really did it!”


    “You can say that again.”


    “We have defied the odds and brought the turmoil of this land to an end.”


    “We did…our best…”


    And finally, Proto…


    “It’s true. We couldn’t have asked for anything better than to have each other.”


    Homura was surprised.


    “Could you say that again?”


    She never thought she’d hear something like that come out of Proto’s mouth.


    “I said it once—that’s already enough!”


    Bratty Proto was back. She slipped free from Homura’s bosom, and Homura chased after her. Even though both could barely stand by this point.


    “One more time! Say it again!”


    “Never!”


    “Come on!”


    Laughter filled the ruined plaza.
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    There had been a few ups and downs along the way, but this time the coup was truly successful. They held a simple banquet to celebrate in the crumbling palace.


    “I appreciate the party, but aren’t you too busy for this kind of thing? Besides…”


    Homura wasn’t the only one with reservations. The prince had reasons not to celebrate as well.


    “Yes, my brother is dead. I wish I could have saved him, but the moment he was bewitched by those wicked fiends, his fate was likely sealed. I can’t say I’m not sad. But when will I ever have the chance to express my gratitude to you five, if not now? You plan to return to Galdorssia immediately, I assume?”


    “Yeah, I guess we better. Our work here is done, after all. We don’t really have time to sit around and relax.”


    “This was a nice country. Zhorguan.”


    Homura didn’t want to leave yet, but Psycho was right. Their mission was over. They had to go back to Galdorssia.


    “Your words honor us. Although, if perhaps you could refrain from emptying the last of our food stores…”


    The prince glanced toward Tsutsumi, who was not shy about helping herself to yet another plate of food. The Delver Mice waiting on her could barely keep up.


    “I know Zhorguan would have been destroyed without you five, but at this rate…”


    “I’ll have a word with her later…”


    Homura bowed her head repeatedly.


    “Can you believe it? Zhorguan was saved by the serpent of legend itself! Of course, I was the one who lured the snake here!”


    Muna’s brush with destiny seemed to have lit a spark inside her.


    “Hey, the statues of those heroes were destroyed, right? When you remake them, you should think about leaving out that part with the snake getting stepped on.”


    “Yes, I think that would be a wonderful idea.”


    “By the way, how were you able to eliminate all those monstrous beasts? I’m told the city was full of them,” the prince said, turning toward Jin and Psycho.


    “About that…”


    “We actually defeated very few of them.”


    “In fact, we only really handled one particularly bulky critter…,” Psycho said.


    That sounded vague. Hamza stepped forward to explain.


    “Allow me,” he said, sharing what he knew. “Not that I can add much. I actually know very little. A man I had never seen before suddenly showed up and began slicing through the monsters with ease.”


    “A mysterious man…?”


    Apparently, some unknown person had also been helping out without their knowledge.


    “His face was hidden by a hood, so I’m not sure what he looked like. But after he felled all the beasts, he told us, ‘The rest is up to you,’ turned to leave, and then suddenly collapsed.”


    “He collapsed?”


    That was even more mysterious.


    “I asked him if he was all right, but he said it was just anemia and that he would be fine… I had to lend one of the men my shoulder, to get him back safely to the inn, but when I returned to thank the man, he was already gone.”


    “It sounds like someone else out there was trying to save Zhorguan, too…”


    Homura wanted to meet this man. If everyone pooled their strengths together, they could probably sail through any storm. This incident had given Homura new hope for the world.


    All they had to do was keep trying. Some day they would defeat the Dark Lord and bring peace to the world. Then they could finally live their lives how they wanted.


    Lotf began to speak once more—


    “Before I forget, I have something for you,” he said.


    Lotf signaled to his attendants.


    “This is a letter, detailing negotiations for a peace treaty. And this…”


    “Is that…?!”


    The other item Lotf handed over felt much heavier than it should have for its size.


    “Yes, it’s Zhorguan’s royal insignia.”


    “Are you sure? I thought there was tradition and stuff attached to this.”


    “This pendant has been handed down from generation to generation, from antiquity. Ever since Zhorguan was first founded.”


    “It’s too precious…”


    Homura stared at the pendant. The surface was etched with fine scratches and the edges had worn down over time. The weight she felt when Lotf handed it to her must have been the weight of history.


    “I give you this to show the strength of my convictions. Besides, even without this pendant, I now have friends and allies who have fought with me. I don’t need the pendant. That’s only for show.”


    Lotf’s expression seemed hopeful. He had faith in the future and in his friends.


    “I’m sure your feelings will reach the people of Zhorguan.”


    “Thank you.”


    “All right! We can’t just sit around here forever. Time for us to get out of your hair!”


    “Good luck. Next time we meet, I guess you’ll be king,” Homura said.


    “Yeah, good luck,” Proto said with a smile. That was all.


    “Thank you. Be well, Miss Proto.”


    The girls departed from Zhorguan, dragging away Tsutsumi, who was still trying to stuff her face. The city gathered to see them off.
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    Proto pulled the wagon on the way back, just as she usually did. Apparently, the only reason she hadn’t done so on the way to Zhorguan was because she didn’t like pulling it while those two jerks were inside.


    Camping had been a hassle before, but this time around it felt like a blast. That was because they were doing it together. Even the disgusting food made them giddy with laughter. The earth serpent watched happily, from a distance.


    They passed through Wodtrim. All that was left now was the final stretch to Galdorssia. The girls even enjoyed the rattling of the wagon—a reminder of the bonds they had formed.


    “It’s kind of weird, though, that all this bad stuff always falls on us.”


    Inconvenient things had a convenient way of finding them. Not that Homura minded that much. It felt kind of like being the main character in a story.


    “Well, I’ve had enough. I nearly got decommissioned this time!”


    “Me too… My stomach…was almost…empty…”


    “Chin up, we’re heroes now! It’s time for our triumphant return. Think of something positive. I bet they’ll have a big party waiting for us! Big enough to set Galdorssia alight!”


    A party big enough to set Galdorssia alight? That was what Psycho had said to Geldorf before they left. Psycho seemed pretty worked up about it.


    “Phew… No more work. Once we get back to Galdorssia, I just want to lounge around and vegetate for a little while.” Homura let the strength drain from her body. “To be honest, I was pretty freaked out when they told us we had to overthrow a whole country.”


    Homura felt a little more confident after this mission, but there was a time and place for everything. What she needed right now was to relax.


    “What are you whining about? As long we’ve got the five of us, no hardship will be too much!”


    Homura leaned out onto the coach box.


    “Proto! I’ve got some hugs and kisses for you, too, later!”


    She remembered what Proto had said in Zhorguan. About how she couldn’t ask for anything better than the others. After that, Proto had been her usual self, bratty and tough… But she had just said the same thing again! It made Homura feel warm and fuzzy inside.


    “You know, I never believed in stuff like this before…but I really think it might have been fate that brought us together.”


    “Proto…!”


    Who was this? Homura could hardly believe her ears.


    “The next time something bad happens, I’m sure we’ll get through it together! Why, so long as we work together, nothing can stop us!”


    “Stop! You’ll jinx us!”


    As great as it was to hear Proto say so many nice things, Homura was starting to feel uneasy. Unless…Proto was doing it on purpose.


    “Bwa-ha-ha! It’s so much fun messing with you!”


    “You’re so mean…”


    Homura sighed, her face softening. She watched from behind as Proto pulled the wagon. Hopefully, these days could last forever.
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    “You’re all safe!”


    Geldorf was waiting for them as soon as they returned, tears streaming down his face. He had hurried over to the gate the moment the watchman in the tower had sent word.


    “Of course we’re safe, Geldorf! Did you get the party ready for us? We’re gonna set Galdorssia alight, remember?!”


    “Don’t be ridiculous!” Geldorf said, bawling and shouting at the same time.


    Unlike most of their assignments, this mission had been dangerous right from the start. Geldorf couldn’t stop the tears of relief from coming to his eyes once he saw Homura and the others back in once piece.


    “What did I tell you? We’re the strongest there is!”


    Geldorf continued to cry as Homura told him about everything that had happened in Zhorguan. Well, the shortened version, at least.


    “Peace negotiations? I can hardly believe my ears… You girls never fail to exceed my expectations.”


    Geldorf beamed.


    “We got it done our own way. Here you go!”


    Homura handed over the letter of peace to the relieved Geldorf.


    “What is this…? A pendant? It’s heavier than it looks.”


    “It’s the royal insignia of Zhorguan, handed down from generation to generation ever since the country’s founding. The lives of the people of Zhorguan are all riding on that thing now.”


    “‘Here you go’? That’s no way to hand over something so important!”


    “But I’m tired of holding it! It’s too much pressure!”


    Homura felt like she could finally breathe again.


    “Try not to lose it, though. Apparently, it represents the convictions of the future king or something like that!”


    “Keep your voice down! What if someone heard you?! There could be lurkers!”


    Geldorf hunched over the pendant as if to protect it, sweat pouring from his brow. If anyone was lurking around, Geldorf’s behavior would be a dead giveaway that he was holding on to something important.


    “Phew… It feels like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders…”


    So much had happened—and was still happening—but right now, it was time to rest. Homura leaned back and stretched her arms.


    That was when she saw it.


    A murder of wings circling in the sky. Balls of fire raining from overhead.


    Then she heard something else.


    The alarm bells rang out, signaling danger.


    “Uh—?!”


    And fiery hell began to rain down upon Galdorssia.


    “A party to set Galdorssia alight,” Psycho said, watching the sky burn. “You remembered after all!”


    “This is no time for jokes—!”


    Geldorf’s bellow echoed throughout the city.
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    Afterword


    Hello, Hiyoko Sumeragi here.


    I have exciting news! I’m sure everyone out there already knows what it is. That’s right! My bald spot cleared up!


    As if anyone cares.


     


    Mika Pikazo’s illustrations are as amazing as always. Thank you for such cute, epic, moving drawings. I was thinking about hanging the front cover illustration, in particular, in my room. That sounded pretty expensive, though, so I settled for carving it onto my back instead.


    The backgrounds were drawn by Yayoi Garuta this time. I think they managed to be both soft and dramatic all at the same time. They are so incredibly good at drawing fantasy scenery. It makes me feel like I am on an adventure of my own. A feeling I never want to forget…so I carved it into my back, too. (Just kidding!)


    The manga adaptation is chugging along as well! We’ve already reached one full volume. I really love the way the manga artist, Koyuki, draws battle scenes. And boobs. I really love that part.


    Illustrations and manga are different forms of expression than writing, but I’ve learned a lot from them. In particular, the way settings are established or how points of view can be stylized has given me a lot to think about when it comes to what parts of my own writing to highlight. I want scenes to really jump off the page and into people’s minds when they read them. I still have a lot to learn…so don’t mind if I steal their techniques! Keh-heh-heh…


     


    I also have something else to share. Something even more exciting than recovering from baldness! Believe it or not, there’s going to be a The World Bows Down game! It’ll be titled Mayhem Maidens, and I’m told it’s going to be available on Steam. What a great name. It really captures the spirit of the series. And it’s got alliteration!


    I’m so happy, I’ve gone bald with joy. I only have three hairs left.


    Most importantly, the pixel sprites of Homura and the girls are adorable! I’ve already gotten to take a peek at their chunky running animations and their idle animations.


    As the original author, I’m involved in some of the oversight work, but the love for the original comes through so loud and clear that it doesn’t even feel like work! So many details go into even a single idle motion that, as a fellow creator, I am completely blown away! Just like a baby. Goo-goo ga-ga!


    The really exciting part is when I get to see the developer’s original monster designs. I’ve really learned a lot from their concepts and modeling. I hope to steal—I mean, reimport some of their ideas someday.


    The game system is simple on the surface but complicated deep down—just the kind of game to get lost in for hours. Once it’s released, I’m afraid my days are going to be monopolized by Mayhem Maidens for a bit.


    I can’t wait…! I hope you’re all looking forward to it, too. Let’s get addicted together.


     


    There are more people I want to thank, but I only have four pages for my afterword this time, so let me touch on the contents of this book instead. No spoilers!


    In Volume 4, it was Proto’s turn to shine.


    Proto always acts tough on the outside, but inside she struggles with loneliness. After all, she comes from a world much farther away than even Homura’s and the others’. First, she was sent to a far-off, distant planet, and now she’s been sent to a far-off, distant world… You can’t blame her for feeling blue.


    I took inspiration from the sci-fi movie Interstellar for the answers Proto arrives at. A path that joins her past and present, and that leads onward toward happiness. A straight path that, as a machine, she never thought she would have.


    I really enjoyed getting in-depth with Proto this time. It also occurred to me while writing Volume 4 that I might just be a furry. Or maybe I just love nonhuman characters too much.


     


    Looks like I’ve run out of space! Let’s meet again in Volume 5.


    Next up is Tsutsumi’s turn in the spotlight. Homura will also meet someone very important, and the story will take some big steps forward. Stay tuned!
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        Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


        To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


        Sign Up


        Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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