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      Chapter 1 — The Story’s Not Over Yet


      Part 1 — Genesis


      It was ten thousand years ago.


      Inside Noah, which had taken in all of humanity that still survived in the Old World, a young boy was sitting on the edge of the ship. All of humanity had gathered on the deck, forming a ring around him. The boy looked troubled by the situation.


      “You guys... What’s with this formation?”


      “If we didn’t do it like this, you wouldn’t even listen to us. Well...personally, I don’t really care. I’d actually prefer you to do whatever you want. I honestly don’t like pushing demands just because we have numbers on our side.”


      It was the Immortal man, Sir Shark, who answered. He was the first wielder of Pandora, the Armor of Entropy and Disaster, and, like Shun Ukiyo, a perfect compatibilist. More precisely, Pandora had been manufactured specifically to match this man. Even with humanity standing on the brink of extinction, his attitude remained carefree. In a sense, perhaps he still valued humanity even in this extreme situation.


      “Then stop them. Everyone except you has the same look on their face.”


      “That would be a pain. Unlike you, I don’t have much patience. Be grateful I’m not actively getting in the way.”


      Shark was a middle-aged man. His expression was youthful, but his hair had turned white, and wrinkles were beginning to stand out on his face. Before the war began, he had worked as a casino dealer, and as one might expect, he held neither patriotism nor a sense of duty toward humanity. He was there simply because opposing the others felt like too much trouble.


      “Um, excuse me... Could you two please look this way?”


      A man with a deeply anxious expression interrupted the pair’s casual back-and-forth. He was a man just shy of middle age, carrying a large rucksack that looked capable of holding an enormous amount of supplies. He seemed to possess a decent, ordinary sensibility, and naturally felt fear in the face of humanity’s crisis.


      This was Baikur, the one-in-a-million traveler chosen as the wielder of Ungaikyo, the Mirror of Consumption’s Truth. Before the war, he had wandered from place to place, stealing rare or useful items, then selling them as his own merchandise, or using them for himself—in other words, a con artist. Even he, who once brazenly rattled off sales pitches without shame, could no longer laugh now that humanity’s survival—and his own life—was at stake.


      “At least listen to what we have to say!” he pleaded.


      “I already told you I don’t want to hear it,” the boy said. “I’ve refused plenty of times.”


      “Gah! Come on! That’s not even the point! This isn’t about whether you accept or refuse! If you don’t do something, humanity is going to be wiped out!”


      At first, the plan had been to travel across the land, gather the wielders of the Eight Sacred Treasures, and stand against the dragons and their servants. But the dragons’ advance had been far too fast, and there were far too many of them. There was no longer any place for humanity to live in this world. They had no choice but to flee to another world—or be destroyed.


      “Is that really fine with you? Even if humanity goes extinct?”


      “I don’t care.”


      “Hey! Are you serious?!”


      “It doesn’t bother me. If it’s just me, I’ll manage somehow. I wasn’t exactly living together with humans to begin with.”


      The boy responded coldly to Baikur—perhaps coldly to all of humanity. His detached attitude was infuriating to the others around him, but precisely because he truly was a transcendent being, they were doing their best to persuade him. If this man hadn’t been worth as much as he was, they wouldn’t have even bothered speaking to him.


      “And that’s exactly why we want you to help us!”


      Baikur suddenly grabbed him, clutching the collar of his ascetic robes and shaking him back and forth.


      “We’re going to escape to this ‘next world’ on Noah! But this is all that’s left of us! Even if we multiply tools with Ungaikyo or produce food with Danua, there are limits! Without your knowledge and skills, we can’t survive!”


      He was a man who used tools until they broke, but because of that, he understood their limits. They were about to face an unknown world, a world without human civilization, starting development from scratch. It would be a return to the primitive age, and it would be no surprise if humanity simply died out. With only about a thousand survivors left, education alone would be nearly impossible.


      But if this boy were there, everything would be resolved.


      “The reason the gods entrusted you with Elixir, the Sacred Chalice of Will—the power to never die as long as you possess the will to live—must be for this purpose. You are meant to become humanity’s guide and lay the foundation for its revival. I understand how heavy a responsibility this is...but it is something only you can do.”


      A slender woman with brown skin and red hair spoke. It was Sadiva, the deeply compassionate Princess of Blessings, whom the gods had granted Danua, the Bountiful Silo of Compassion.


      “Compared to the other seven of us... No, it isn’t even comparable. Our missions may, in a sense, already be over, but you alone will likely have to continue for a thousand, even two thousand years. When I think of that, I wish I could take your place.”


      “Then you do it. Pass the job down to your children and grandchildren.”


      “I can’t. And my descendants are even less able... Especially in a situation like this, where failure is not permitted.”


      It was common for people to scatter and abandon settlements when faced with the hardships of frontier life. This time, that was not allowed. If possible, every person on this ship had to survive and allow their descendants to flourish. One hardly needed to think about how difficult that would be in a new settlement. But if they failed, it wouldn’t matter that humanity escaped to the new world; it would fail to take root and eventually disappear.


      “Only someone like you, with eternal life and profound knowledge of all creation, can do this... The gods understand that as well.”


      “What a pain,” the boy muttered.


      Because he understood all things, he could clearly envision a concrete plan for humanity’s survival—and imagine just how difficult it would be.


      “If there is anything I can do, I will do it. My life may seem like a fleeting spark to you, but I am willing to offer it all. Even if only for as long as I live...” Sadiva told him.


      “I can’t accept that.”


      The boy refused firmly. It was an honest answer, spoken as a man.


      “I can’t take your life.”


      “I see... I’m sorry for asking that much.”


      With tears welling slightly in her eyes, Sadiva stepped back.


      “Anyway... It’s not just me and Shark who are staying behind, right?”


      Sensing that the mood had grown heavy, the boy changed the subject. This was a departure filled with regret—a flight that meant abandoning their birthplace. Among the people weighed down by despair, there were some who radiated a fighting spirit.


      “Roland and Flamberge are still planning to fight, right? Honestly, I think you guys are far more suited to going to the new world than I am.”


      Ironically, those who had resolved themselves to die and stepped off the evacuation ship were more full of vitality than those desperately trying to survive. Amused and exasperated by the absurdity of it, the boy pointed it out.


      “You’re joking... I never intended to survive from the start.”


      Lonely Flamberge, the Withered Tree, answered. They were extremely gaunt, possessing so little flesh to the point that they looked unhealthy and their gender was impossible to tell. Their face was deeply lined with wrinkles as well, which one could easily guess were caused by mental strain. Even so, their eyes alone were shining. They suggested an unshakable will, a resolute determination—or perhaps a state of mind with no room left to choose otherwise.


      “Anyone who wants to survive can go wherever they like. I’ll stay behind alone and kill as many dragons as I can...and then die!”


      “I figure there are still good things in life if you keep living,” the boy said.


      “Yeah. That’s absolutely right. If only my family had lived, I’m sure there would have been good things for them too.”


      “I see. Then I guess it can’t be helped.”


      They were one who had been granted a demonic blade of vengeance by the gods. Their heart had been dyed entirely in revenge. Even if they were forcibly put on the ship and sent to the new world, that hatred would only be turned on those around them. For their own sake—and for everyone else’s—it was better to let them stay here and die.


      “But...that’s just my case. If someone still has family and is going to the new world...I’d rather give them a push from behind.”


      This small amount of kindness still remained in Flamberge. The ability not to envy the happiness of others. The restraint to avoid dragging others into their revenge. That was what made them still human.


      “And if you’re needed for that... Then I’ll make sure to send you off, even if I have to tie you to this ship.”


      “And you think that’ll make me cooperate?”


      “If people ask you to make tools, you’ll make them. If they beg you to teach them, you’ll teach them. I’ve heard that’s just how Tengu are.”


      “Ugh... Can’t really deny that.”


      Faced with Flamberge’s fundamental theory of Tengu, the boy had no rebuttal.


      “B-But still...being a leader is one thing, but a politician? I don’t know about that...”


      “Stop whining about stupid crap! You’re going to take it on in the end anyway, so just accept it already!”


      This was the True Hero, Roland Zero: a broad-shouldered, imposing knight clad in what would now be called a suit of magitech armor. Granted the strongest divine sword, Eckesachs, by the gods, he was one of the sorest losers in all of human history.


      “If you really wanted to run away that badly, you’d have already gotten off this ship! The fact that you haven’t means exactly what it sounds like!”


      “To hear that from a penniless gambler who’s lost everything...”


      “That’s irrelevant! You’re just making excuses because you want everyone to prop you up like this!”


      “It’s true I don’t feel like doing it. Honestly, I want to throw everything away. And yeah, it’s also true that I don’t really care about humanity. But...like you said, I just can’t bring myself to get off the ship right away.”


      “Exactly! That means you’re going to accept it in the end!”


      “But put yourself in my shoes for a moment! Even if that’s how I feel, do you really think I’d accept it after being told like that?!”


      Trying to persuade a sore loser was probably a bad idea. They understood each other perfectly—and yet things only grew more tangled.


      “You’re such a pain! You’ve lived forever, and now you’re acting like you’re in puberty!”


      “I don’t want to hear that from you! You’re the most troublesome one by far! I guarantee it—you’re the biggest pain out of all eight of us! Even Shark’s sick of you!”


      “What’s so troublesome about me?! Say it! I’ll refute every last point!”


      “That right there! Why do you think you can refute something before I’ve even started talking?!”


      “Because I don’t have a single flaw! At least among the eight of us, I’m confident I have the highest overall ability!”


      “Don’t be stupid! Your ‘overall ability’ is nothing but negatives—you’re dead last among all of humanity! Of course, that’s before extinction!”


      “That’s ridiculous! Then show me the data! The data!”


      “Fine, I’ll run a poll! All of humanity’s right here anyway!”


      At the very brink of humanity’s extinction, they were about to decide who was the worst human being. It was truly a terminal situation. It wasn’t about throwing someone off the ship or deciding how to ration food. They were just arguing.


      “Enough.”


      A woman leveled her spear at the two men engaged in their ugly, foolish quarrel. The Gatekeeper, Locomo Roller, was a heroic woman of overwhelming might, ancestor to the Rapid Iron Fist users who lived in the Hidden Realm of Cel, and the one entrusted by the gods with the Divine Spear of Rebellion, Vajra.


      “That pointless argument ends here. Both of you, return to the main issue.”


      “What?! My dignity and honor are on the line here! How am I supposed to go back to the main topic?!”


      Roland, the very embodiment of a troublesome man, snapped back at the irritated Roller. To a sore loser, backing down now would feel like defeat.


      “I’m saying your dignity and honor don’t matter!”


      But Roller, too, was a woman who rebelled against an unyielding fate. She did not soften her stance toward Roland.


      “More importantly, persuading this man—”


      “There’s no such thing as ‘doesn’t matter’!”


      Roland refused to yield as well, and the situation continued to worsen by the second.


      “What value does it have for anyone but you?!”


      “I live for myself, and I die for myself! I don’t care about anyone else’s circumstances!”


      A rebel and a man who thought only of winning. The one who cut into their argument was—


      “Enough... I was wrong. This one’s on me.”


      Surprisingly, it was the boy. He let out a deep sigh, as if he had given up. The unexpected turn shocked Roller and Roland both, though the others were not particularly surprised.


      “Huh?”


      “What are you saying all of a sudden...?”


      “Both of you, step back. Roland’s right—I was just being stubborn for no reason.”


      The man with the strongest will to live in all of human history. A monster who had lived for tens of thousands of years had, for reasons of his own, accepted the role of humanity’s guide.


      “Thank you.”


      The one who spoke was the peerless beauty, Bifu Steek. She was the ancestor of the Consecrated Maidens who now lived in the hidden realm. She had once been meant as a sacrifice to the dragons, but had been saved by the Vajra given to Roller, and by Noah, which had been bestowed upon her. Still dressed in shrine maiden garb, she did not probe the boy deeply.


      “Hey... Why did you give in all of a sudden?”


      “Yeah. I don’t get it at all.”


      But Roland and Roller truly didn’t understand. They leaned in close to him, pressing him with questions.


      “Gah—hey! Back off, both of you! More importantly, we’re leaving soon, right? If that’s the case...”


      At that moment, the mood shifted once again. Eyes turned toward Flamberge, Roland, and Shark.


      “I never intended to survive from the beginning. A world without my family holds no interest for me. And Shark—you’re the same, aren’t you?”


      “Living a serious pioneer life just isn’t my style. And besides, the dragons would be lonely if the guy who hates them up and left.”


      Flamberge and Shark both turned their gazes toward Roland.


      “You really okay with that?”


      “Yeah. Totally. No need to keep company with people who want to die.”


      Two figures—one who sought revenge against the dragons, and another man searching for the place where he would die—posed a question to the one who was obsessed with being the strongest. If they stayed here, death was unavoidable. It meant defeat.


      “Losing to you two leaves a bad taste in my mouth. And besides...”


      Roland took Eckesachs, the sword hanging at his waist, into his hand.


      “If the man chosen by a blade that can cut dragons were to run away, wouldn’t that just look pathetic?”


      As though speaking directly to the sword granted to him by the gods, he voiced his reason for fighting. In response, the masters of the Sacred Treasures each stroked their own artifacts.


      “Dainsleif...I’m grateful. Without you, I wouldn’t have slain even a single dragon.”


      “Pandora, this is finally the end. You’ll stay with me, of course.”


      “Ungaikyo...make sure you say goodbye to those three.”


      “Danua, I thank you, bearer of God’s Blessing. For you... No, for me as well, the real battle begins now. Let us do our best together.”


      “Vajra...I am satisfied. I didn’t have to offer Bifu to the dragons. For me, that alone is a satisfying outcome.”


      “Noah...we’re about to plunge into the void. It will be a very hard journey, but...hold together for me.”


      Those who would remain in this world and fight until death. Those who would move on to a new world and live to preserve life. The eight masters who had gathered during their journey, and the Eight Sacred Treasures they wielded, reached the moment of their parting here. Seeing that lonely scene, the faces of those who were escaping grew tight with sorrow. And the man who had taken on a burden that stretched far into the distant future let out a sigh.


      “Hey, Elixir. The reason the gods gave you to me is probably exactly what they said just now. But honestly...I really wanted...”


      He wanted to make these people win, right here and now, instead of aiming for humanity’s revival in some new land. He wished he had been given a weapon that could kill dragons, not one that tasked him with providing guidance to a new world. He wanted to fight alongside them. That very human, honest thought surfaced in his mind—but he did not give it voice. He felt sorry toward Elixir, his partner, but more than that, he thought it was his own fault for being unable to create “that.” It might already be too late, but in the new world he would forge a weapon capable of slaying dragons. He swore that to himself.


      Solving that problem would take him ten thousand years.


      Part 2 — Answer


      Several days after finishing his battle with Locomo Lloyd, a descendant of Locomo Roller, Sansui Shirokuro was inside the towering rock mountain at the center of the Hidden Realm of Cel, together with Suiboku and the Great Tengu. The place was a storage vault, packed tightly with noble treasures crafted by the Great Tengu himself. As it was the warehouse of an Immortal who had lived through eternity, just the task alone of managing it likely required specialists blessed with long life.


      “What’s wrong, Sansui? See something you want?”


      Seeing Sansui’s restless glancing about, the Great Tengu grinned mischievously.


      “N-No... I don’t know anything about noble treasures, but I can’t help thinking that every one of these must be incredible.”


      “That’s right. I occasionally release some of what’s in this vault into the world, and it usually causes a huge uproar. Sometimes a few countries even get wiped out.”


      “Th-That bad...?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing compared to your master over there.”


      Laughing lightly despite his age, the Great Tengu flicked Suiboku on the head beside him.


      “Compared to him, I’m downright cute. Right, Suiboku?”


      “Great Tengu...I would appreciate it if you didn’t say such things in front of my disciple.”


      “He’s already heard all about what a villain you are from the Eight Sacred Treasures, hasn’t he? No point getting embarrassed now.”


      The raging god Suiboku, who boasted the title of the strongest in the world—a monster who had lived for four thousand years—was being teased. Witnessing the scene, Sansui swallowed hard. He couldn’t tell whether it meant Suiboku had gained maturity, or if the Great Tengu was simply fearless. As a young Immortal, Sansui couldn’t even judge that much.


      “Anyway, these really are works I’m proud of. If the people of the mundane world knew about this place, they’d try to get their hands on them by any means necessary. But...there’s only one thing here that truly deserves to be called my greatest masterpiece. Naturally—it’s the best.”


      Turning to Sansui, who had been bewildered by the lofty conversation, the Great Tengu finally got to the point.


      “I’m giving that masterpiece to you.”


      “What...?”


      “You’re the disciple of Suiboku, the strongest Immortal in the world. It’s only right you wield my greatest work.”


      “I-I see.”


      The proposal was so shocking that Sansui couldn’t respond properly. He wasn’t even at the stage of feeling happy or troubled. He was barely able to process what it meant to receive the Great Tengu’s greatest masterpiece.


      “You’ve seen Eckesachs and Dainsleif, right? These days they’re ‘just’ those things, but back in the day they were incredible blades. I wanted to make a weapon that surpassed them, and I struggled with that for a long time...”


      With a sharp motion, the Great Tengu grabbed Suiboku’s right arm.


      “Until I found the ultimate materials. Suiboku—and Fukei.”


      Sansui immediately grasped the implication. He had heard that Suiboku had once lost an arm fighting a wielder of the Rapid Iron Fist here in Cel. Fukei had visited this place not so long ago as well, so it wouldn’t have been surprising if he had lost an arm then too. Understanding that a noble treasure had been crafted using the limbs of Suiboku and Fukei as materials, Sansui panicked.


      “Using an Immortal’s arm as material for a noble treasure?! I-Is that even possible?!”


      “There’s a forbidden Art called Immortal Bone. You process an Immortal’s body into a noble treasure, thereby allowing any techniques that Immortal had mastered to be used by the wielder. That said, I’m probably the only one who could turn Suiboku’s and Fukei’s bodies into something worthy.”


      The world’s greatest noble treasure craftsman proudly pointed to himself.


      “A noble treasure that rivals—or even surpasses—the Eight Sacred Treasures. This is it.”


      At the very back of the warehouse, packed with noble treasures made of stone, bark, and other materials, sat a single blade resting on a stand: a katana. Though surprised by its familiar shape, Sansui approached it.


      “This...is for me?”


      “Yep. Go on, take it.”


      The noble treasure, shaped like a katana and carrying the presence of Suiboku and Fukei... When Sansui took it in hand, his brow furrowed.


      “There’s no blade?”


      Even the very first time Sansui had held a weapon, he’d been able to handle it like an extension of his own limb. It was because the moment he grasped it, he understood its balance and center of gravity. Precisely for that reason, he could tell that this noble treasure, still sheathed, had no blade at all. More than that, it was light—so light that even a complete novice would have been startled.


      Since there was no blade, it might not even be accurate to say it was “sheathed.” So when Sansui gripped the hilt and pulled, it couldn’t really be called “drawing” the sword either.


      “There really is nothing...”


      With an ordinary sword, drawing it would take some effort, but with this bladeless noble treasure, the motion was more like removing the cap from a pen. At this point, it wasn’t even clear what the scabbard was for.


      “Ah?!”


      The next instant, a strange sensation ran through Sansui’s entire body. Normally, when he drew a sword, Sansui grasped its full form himself and controlled it as if it became part of himself—but this time, it was the opposite. As if teaching him how to use it, something like nerves surged from the hilt into him. It felt as though a switch had been installed inside his body solely for wielding this blade.


      “So this is a noble treasure...”


      From the scabbard side, an enormous amount of Immortal energy flowed in. Passing along Sansui’s surface, it traveled back into the hilt. Darkness gathered from the surrounding area, and from the hilt a blade began to grow. Bottomless darkness, like the night sky itself, formed a three-dimensional edge.


      “Twin Right Arms—that’s what I named it.”


      It felt as though he were holding the outside of the world itself in sword form. Faced with such an extraordinary situation, Sansui couldn’t help but marvel.


      “A blade of darkness... It’s incredible.”


      “Ha ha ha ha! Sure, the technique of using the ‘void’ as the blade is something I’m proud of, but I want you to test its performance as a weapon too!”


      “R-Right...”


      The Great Tengu took a stone club from a shelf where it had been displayed and placed it upright in front of Sansui. He clearly meant for him to cut it. If this had been an ordinary sword, striking a stone club would chip or bend the blade, but what would happen with the extraordinary sword known as Twin Right Arms? Swallowing hard, Sansui swung the blade. The sword that used the void as its blade touched the stone club standing on the floor—and passed straight through it.


      “There should’ve been some resistance...?”


      Through Twin Right Arms, Sansui had clearly felt the sensation of cutting. And yet, the club hadn’t been severed. Just in case, Sansui reached out and touched it; the place where the blade had passed through didn’t crumble or break.


      “Sansui, try sheathing the sword.”


      “Y-Yes...”


      Drawing it had been effortless, but now that the blade had formed, it needed to be sheathed like a normal sword. Once he had fully sheathed it, Sansui felt the switch that had been installed inside him click off. At the same moment, the stone club—which until then had not moved an inch—was severed, lost its balance, and rolled onto the floor.


      “This is...”


      “Interesting, isn’t it? It’s interference from the outside of this world—what you’d call the void. There are plenty of other ways to use it too.”


      The Great Tengu smiled happily as he watched his greatest masterpiece function exactly as intended. He pulled a peach from his robe and tossed it at Sansui.


      “Here. Try cutting this apart.”


      “Eh—!”


      It was an unexpected instruction, but this was Sansui. In the time it took for the thrown peach to reach him, he drew the sword, sliced it with the blade of void, and sheathed it again.


      “The feel is different?”


      Sansui had casually demonstrated a masterful technique, but he was surprised by the clearly different sensation compared to before. More than that, his eyes widened at what happened the instant he sheathed the blade. This time, it wasn’t cutting but disassembly. The peach’s skin, flesh, and pit shifted apart in midair, separating as they traveled toward Sansui’s hands.


      “It can even do something like this?”


      “Handy for cooking, right? You could even dress a dragon with it! Ha ha ha ha!”


      Sansui stared intently at the peach parts now resting in his hands. There were no cut marks anywhere on the skin or flesh. They had separated cleanly, as if they had simply passed through one another.


      “To control the phenomena of the void this perfectly... I can only say ‘as expected of the Great Tengu.’”


      Not only Sansui, but even Suiboku looked impressed. Faced with such an unreal phenomenon, even the strongest being in the world could only offer honest praise.


      “To get that kind of compliment from you—I must really be something! Ha ha ha ha! It has plenty of other functions too, but...this place is a bit too cramped to show them off.”


      The Great Tengu felt the urge to amaze them further, but he restrained himself after glancing around.


      “It’s an incredible sword. To be frank, it’s more than I can handle. I can’t accept this.”


      Sansui could no longer deny that the “katana” in his hands was the strongest noble treasure. It was too dangerous, with no obvious use in his possession. He tried to return the sword—but Suiboku stopped him.


      “Sansui. I want you to take it.”


      Seeing the sorrowful look on Suiboku’s face, Sansui froze. He remembered why he was here.


      “Master...”


      The Hidden Realm of Cel had been nothing more than a detour. Their true destination was Hanafuda—Suiboku’s homeland. Suiboku was traveling in order to die there, and Sansui was accompanying him to see him off.


      “The fact that I can leave you something tangible... That’s good. Great Tengu, I thank you.”


      “That’s not why I made it, you idiot.”


      The Great Tengu had lost his usual jovial edge and scratched his head, looking bored. The lively atmosphere from before had vanished, replaced by something like a funeral hush. The death of Suiboku, the strongest in the world, was drawing close.


      Part 3 — Revival


      After leaving the Hidden Realm of Cel, Sansui and Suiboku traveled atop the clouds through a clear, open sky. Even with nothing to block the sun along the way, Sansui’s expression remained clouded. Now that Sansui himself had become a leader, he understood Suiboku’s feelings well. If there was a successor who had inherited one’s ideals, there would be no regrets about dying at any time.


      He had no intention of stopping Suiboku from dying now. Still, that didn’t mean he wasn’t sad.


      Master...


      With no further detours, Suiboku directed them straight toward his homeland. There was no hesitation at all in the technique with which he controlled the cloud they rode on; nothing had changed from the plan made before they departed. Suiboku intended to go straight on and die. As the moment of parting drew closer with every second, Sansui could do nothing but tremble in fear.


      Master...!


      Five hundred years of memories resurfaced in Sansui’s mind. Being raised by him, trained by him as a disciple—time far too vast to be summed up by such simple words. Suiboku had poured all of that into Sansui. It was, without question, the love between master and disciple. Its weight was what tormented Sansui now. Even an Immortal like him was not immune to the loneliness that anyone would experience when losing their master.


      “Master.”


      But the one who spoke then was not Sansui. It was Suiboku himself.


      “Master Kacho!”


      As the cloud moved forward, eight islands floating in the sky came into view. It was gravity manipulation on a scale utterly beyond Sansui’s current abilities, with each floating landmass truly large enough to be called an “island.” That this was achieved by human technique alone was astonishing. But Suiboku, who called this place home, was not moved by the sight of floating islands. What shook his heart was the fact that the one still sustaining these islands was his own master.


      “You were waiting for me...all this time...”


      The strongest man in the world, who had lived for four thousand years, was crying. The man who had always been Sansui’s guide was crying like a lost child. Seeing that, Sansui could no longer allow himself even a single word of weakness. He resolved simply to accompany his master. The cloud they rode approached the largest of the eight islands, stopped above its forest, and dissipated. Sansui and Suiboku landed softly and proceeded into the forest, following no visible path.


      It was like preparing to cross the River Sanzu—like a road for casting aside one’s deeds in the living world before heading to the afterlife. World’s strongest. Absolutely invincible. Arrogant and overbearing. With every step, the vast karma carried by the man named Suiboku was being shed. Becoming little more than a lone child, Suiboku continued down the path ahead. Eventually they approached a single small house: a tiny wooden home, reminiscent of one Suiboku himself might have built. Sansui immediately understood that this, here, was Suiboku’s true “homeland.”


      “Master Kacho!”


      Forcing open the creaking door, Suiboku rushed inside. Before his eyes was a single small child, so faint they looked as though they might vanish at any moment.


      “Mmh... Suiboku, is it.”


      The Immortal barely maintaining their existence even now was Suiboku’s master—Kacho.


      “You’re late,” he said. “Has it been three thousand years?”


      “Yes... Yes, I know!”


      Suiboku knelt on the earthen floor of the house, bowing low as if in apology.


      “Master... I’m terribly sorry to have kept you waiting! Your disciple Suiboku has returned!”


      The master he had thought must have finished his training long ago had, in fact, been waiting all this time for Suiboku’s return. Seeing how utterly frail he had become, Suiboku could no longer hold back his tears.


      “You were always a fickle disciple. Whenever there was a technique you wanted, you went to learn it from whatever Immortal you pleased. You were slow to return, and Fukei and I worried ourselves sick over you.”


      “Fukei... M-Master, I... I killed Fukei—my brother...the one who called me his little brother... I k-killed him!”


      “That is fine.”


      Kacho beckoned Suiboku closer, gesturing for him to come. After hesitating just a little, Suiboku stepped toward him.


      “Do not trouble yourself over Fukei. That was the path he chose for himself.”


      “But...Fukei strayed from the right path because of me—”


      “Can someone who lived for four and a half thousand years really blame his choices on his younger brother? Even so, if you wish to apologize, then let us go and see him together.”


      The two Immortals began to fade, slowly dissolving into particles of light. Two Immortals who had lived through endless ages were now leaving this world. Sansui could do nothing but watch. Lost in the moment, he tried to burn the scene before him into his memory. But Sansui was not merely a spectator. He was a man who needed to be here—whose presence was required.


      “Suiboku, is that your disciple standing there?”


      “Yes...my disciple. His name is Sansui.”


      The reason these two could disappear without regret was precisely because Sansui was here.


      “I see... So you raised a disciple of your own. That little boy grew up to nurture such a fine student.”


      “He is my ideal—the strongest swordsman.”


      “To think that you, who hated losing so much, would acknowledge someone other than yourself as the strongest...”


      As he faded away, Kacho smiled. He was relieved to see that his disciple had left behind an answer to life. With his arms already disappearing, Kacho embraced Suiboku, then turned his gaze to Sansui.


      “I leave the rest to you, Sansui.”


      As if no reply were needed, the two vanished completely, as though they had never been there. Left behind, Sansui stood motionless for some time.


      Suiboku had often said of him that he was just a youngster who had lived a mere five hundred years—a man who had done nothing but swing a sword deep in the forest, saying it with a laugh. Now Sansui could no longer dismiss it as humility. It was simply true. He was woefully inexperienced in life. He could not even properly respond to something that could happen to anyone: parting with a mentor. And yet, strangely enough, there was no longer any sadness. The way the two had left this world had been far too peaceful for him to view it as something bad.


      It was his own immaturity that could not fully accept it, and he understood that, for them, it had been a good conclusion. How long Sansui stood there in a daze, he did not know. He came back to his senses when the ground beneath his feet began to tremble.


      “Has Lord Kacho’s technique been undone? Is this island about to fall?!”


      With Kacho—the one who had kept the massive island afloat—gone, it was only natural that it would begin to descend, obeying the laws of nature. It was only to be expected, but anticipating the damage, Sansui tensed.


      “There is no need to be so flustered.”


      A gentle voice spoke to the panicking Sansui—the voice of Kacho, who should have vanished.


      “Lord Kacho?!”


      Sansui hurriedly looked around, but the master was nowhere to be seen. Even his presence had merged completely with the surroundings, impossible to pinpoint. He was not revived and speaking in person; he was speaking while one with nature itself. Even so, his consciousness felt clearer than before.


      “The Geodynamic Art I placed upon this island is merely beginning to unravel because of my death. You, who follow my lineage, should find it easy enough to reapply a faltering technique.”


      Though they had only just met for the first time, Sansui was an Immortal raised by the disciple Kacho trusted. Kacho harbored no doubts, calmly entrusting everything to him.


      “Lord Kacho, I’m terribly sorry, but...”


      Sansui, however, did not possess the strength to meet his expectations.


      “I have not mastered the Geodynamic Art.”


      “...What?”


      Upon hearing Sansui’s confession, Kacho’s irritation was unmistakable. Just like speaking to someone standing beside him, he called out to his disciple.


      “Hey, Suiboku. What is the meaning of this? Did you not raise him to be a full-fledged Immortal?”


      “Ah—well, um...”


      Suiboku, who also should have vanished in light, answered his question clearly.


      “I only passed on my own state of enlightenment to my disciple, Sansui. I did not teach him the techniques I received from you, Lord Kacho.”


      After a brief silence, the trembling of the ground stopped. In its place, the air began to crackle with electricity, and dark clouds gathered, enveloping the Great Eight Provinces.


      “You...STUPID DISCIPLEEEEE!”


      A terrifying bolt of lightning struck the house where Sansui stood, and the already ancient structure was instantly reduced to charcoal, shattering into pieces. The resulting blast hurled Sansui out of the wreckage, sending him tumbling across the ground. In exchange, Kacho and Suiboku were restored to their original forms—fully revived.


      “After all I taught you, you didn’t pass a single thing on to your disciple?! What were you thinking, you fool?!”


      “I-I’m sorry, Master!”


      The revived pair were brimming with vitality, even more so than before their deaths. Not a trace of fragility remained.


      “To think you would try to leave this world without passing on any of my techniques...you unfilial disciple!”


      “I’m sorry, Master!”


      Right... Right, to return so naturally to nature and then revive like that... As expected, this is truly my master’s master.


      Unable to fully process the situation anymore, Sansui decided—for the time being—to simply marvel at the fact that two people who had been completely dead had just come back to life.


      Part 4 — Aftermath


      Kacho’s house had been burned to nothing by the lightning strike. With tears in his eyes, Suiboku was moving what little remained of the charred debris.


      “You are forbidden from using techniques! Clean it up with your own hands!”


      “Yes, Master Kacho...”


      There was no trace of the figure once feared as a rampaging god. He fully accepted his fault and submitted to his master’s punishment without complaint. Seen another way, he was simply the grown version of a troublesome child—and that, at least, made a certain sense.


      “So... Sansui, was it? How many years did you spend under Suiboku?”


      Kacho let out a deep sigh. It was obvious that he was deeply dejected, though the reason was unclear.


      “Five hundred years.”


      “To raise a disciple to this level in only five hundred years... Even for a master, Suiboku truly is exceptional.”


      At the very least, he didn’t seem disappointed in Sansui; from the old master’s perspective as well, Sansui appeared to be quite a fine product.


      “To bring a disciple this far—why did you not pass on my techniques?!”


      Kacho picked up a stone from the ground and hurled it at Suiboku’s head as he worked.


      “S-Sorry!”


      Suiboku didn’t even try to dodge; he accepted the blow and apologized again.


      “If you were going to bring him before me, you should have finished passing on my techniques first! Don’t you understand even that, you— You—!”


      Kacho threw more stones, and Suiboku continued to take them. To an unknowing observer, it would look like little more than children bullying each other.


      Hmm...


      Sansui was finally beginning to digest just how far this situation was from anything he had imagined. In particular, he now understood why Kacho had been angry enough to revive. Of all Suiboku’s countless misdeeds, the only thing Kacho could not forgive was cutting off the transmission of teachings. He hadn’t grown angry when Suiboku destroyed nations, nor even when he killed his senior disciple Fukei—so wasn’t it strange that this was what enraged him?


      Just as Sansui began to question Kacho’s character, he tried placing himself in the same position. Sansui himself had many capable students. They served nobles across the land as martial instructors or elite warriors. If those students said something like what Suiboku just had...


      “Using Sansui’s teachings as a foundation, we trained on our own and established our own school!”


      “We raised many disciples and even secured recognized successors!”


      “But we haven’t taught a single thing we learned from Sansui!”


      Just imagining it made his chest ache. Whether or not he would get angry, his emotions would undoubtedly be shaken to their core.


      Seen that way, Lord Kacho’s anger makes perfect sense...


      “And there’s more!”


      Kacho’s glare shifted to Twin Right Arms that hung at Sansui’s waist. He was still furious.


      “The one who made that was the Great Tengu, wasn’t it?! To steal the training of my disciples... For the eldest among us, who should serve as a model to all, this is utterly unacceptable!”


      Stealing training... That’s true enough.


      Those who lived long lives valued training and study more than life itself. Sansui shared that outlook, so he immediately understood Kacho’s outrage. Using a disciple’s body as material was tasteless enough—but appropriating the fruits of two people’s training was beyond forgiveness.


      “If he went this far, you surely slew the Great Tengu, did you not?!”


      “Ah—no... We did not do anything of the sort to the Great Tengu. That would have been...presumptuous.”


      “You say that?! You, who have killed billions, destroyed dozens of nations, and exterminated even those who felt fear—now you speak of presumption?! Don’t you dare discover shame now of all times!”


      So this is my master’s master...


      Sansui had always wondered what kind of master-disciple relationship the genius, strongest Suiboku had had with Kacho. Now that he saw it, it was even harsher than the one between himself and Suiboku.


      “So this is how you instructed Master Suiboku, Lord Kacho.”


      “Huh? Don’t be ridiculous. Until just now, I was spoiling him.”


      Kacho flatly denied Sansui’s assumption.


      “Nothing I said would have meant anything to that brat. Until Suiboku himself realized his own mistakes, moral training or guidance would have been neither poison nor medicine. All I gave him was love and techniques. In that sense, Fukei tried far harder to be a teacher.”


      This was the first time Kacho had ever scolded Suiboku. He understood that until Suiboku matured enough to accept reprimand or advice from others, saying anything would be pointless. That judgment had been correct. Now that Suiboku could accept being scolded, he maintained an utterly humble posture.


      “Even knowing it was futile, I still guided Fukei. In the end, nothing reached his heart, and he clung to his mistakes until the very end. As a master, I suppose I was a man without talent.”


      Watching Suiboku continue to clean up the remains of the house, Kacho sighed.


      “You may think that raising Suiboku and Fukei makes me a great Immortal—but that is a misunderstanding. Do not be mistaken.”


      “Yes...”


      “Well, setting that aside, do not neglect the training to inherit my techniques.”


      “Ah—yes.”


      As they spoke, dozens of Immortals approached the remains of the house. About half of them were fully fledged Immortals who had lived over a thousand years; the other half, like Sansui, were still in training. The senior Immortals lined up before Kacho and bowed.


      “Lord Kacho, congratulations on your recovery.”


      “We are glad that your disciple Suiboku’s return has restored your vigor.”


      “Please continue to guide us as the ruler of the Great Eight Provinces.”


      “Hmph... I had intended to finish my training, but my disciple turned out to be far too heartless.”


      Though Kacho sounded displeased, it was clear his vitality had returned. Seeing him hale and whole, the elder Immortals looked genuinely happy. Meanwhile, the younger Immortals—around Sansui’s age, give or take a hundred years—trembled as they watched Suiboku clear the charred house pieces.


      “That’s...the world’s strongest monster, Suiboku!”


      “The absolute, invincible demon who even defeated Lord Fukei...”


      “The man who shattered an entire island and shaped the current Great Eight Provinces!”


      “They say he beat every adult in his village to death when he was still a child... A born aberration...”


      “The sheer difference in presence!”


      Unfooled by the tearful figure tidying debris, they sensed the terror of a calamity worthy of a divine domain and shook with fear. The elders, however, laughed heartily at the younger disciples.


      “What are you so afraid of? That man may wield disasters as easily as his own limbs, but he is also someone connected to you.”


      “Our masters’ masters once taught Lord Suiboku, you know. In a broad sense, that makes us all of the same lineage.”


      “As long as you do not act disrespectfully, there is no need to fear his wrath.”


      They acknowledged Suiboku as a terrifying existence—while cautioning that he was not someone the disciples needed to fear excessively.


      And only then did attention finally turn to Sansui.


      “Lord Kacho, might that be Lord Suiboku’s disciple?”


      “Indeed. He is called Sansui. A disciple who inherited Suiboku’s state of attainment. And yet, because Suiboku failed to pass on my techniques, he cannot yet call himself my successor.”


      “But he will inherit them eventually, will he not? In that case, he would become the new ruler of the Great Eight Provinces.”


      “I had hoped he would inherit it immediately!”


      Wait, seriously?


      In Kacho’s original plan, Sansui was meant by now to have inherited the position of ruler of the Great Eight Provinces and to be guiding the other Immortals as well. Needless to say, at present, that was impossible in more ways than one.


      “Master Kacho, if I may... My disciple Sansui serves mortals in the secular world and acts as a swordsman and instructor there. For that reason, he cannot govern this land.”


      Having finished cleaning up, Suiboku explained Sansui’s circumstances.


      “Then bring him after that is done!”


      “Eh?!”


      Hearing this only made Kacho angrier. If Sansui was serving mortals, that would take at most a hundred years. To bring him here without waiting even that long—what was Suiboku thinking?


      “P-Please forgive me...”


      Master...


      Seeing his teacher reduced to such a pathetic state was, for Sansui, almost painful to watch.


      “Still, if that is the case, then Sansui must be sent back to the secular world. I will at least escort him as far as the entrance to the Great Eight Provinces.”


      “I-Is that truly acceptable?”


      “Do not concern yourself. Judging by your condition, you have not yet fully recovered from your bout in the Hidden Realm of Cel, have you?”


      Kacho seemed unconcerned with the Great Eight Provinces remaining where they were at all; he even proposed moving all eight islands and sending them to Arcana. It was such a grand offer that Sansui couldn’t wholeheartedly call it a blessing—but he also had no good reason to refuse. Or perhaps it was simply that, even if he did refuse, Kacho would brush it off with another “Do not concern yourself.”


      “I am grateful for your kindness, Lord Kacho.”


      “Think nothing of it!”


      The massive floating islands, wreathed in clouds, began their long-distance journey. Imagining how this sight must look to the people below, Sansui’s expression grew solemn.


      Will I one day reach such a state?


      If Sansui continued his training, would he one day move entire islands on a whim, all for the sake of a “grandchild”? He sincerely hoped not—yet at the same time, he resigned himself to the thought that he probably would.


      “Hrm... I made a grand farewell in the Arcana Kingdom, only to return so casually... It is rather embarrassing, even for me. Sansui, I will not leave this island, so I leave the greetings to you.”


      “Didn’t I say not to discover shame now of all times?! Your death has merely been postponed by a thousand years or so!” Kacho said.


      Suiboku, having made such a dramatic scene over his supposed parting, clearly did not want to go back. Sansui, for his part, also had no desire to explain what had happened.


      How am I supposed to explain this to my wife and family...?


      For Suiboku, it was just a matter of wounded pride. For Sansui, however, it was far worse—he had taken extended leave specifically to accompany Suiboku on his journey to die. If Suiboku didn’t die after all, then it would look as though Sansui had taken bereavement leave for nothing. Just imagining his lord’s scolding—or the look of exasperation—already made his spirits sink.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2 — The Dragons’ Invasion


      Part 5 — Omens


      The study in the Kingdom of Arcana’s royal castle was not as lavish as the audience chamber, nor was it especially spacious, yet the room possessed an air of sturdy simplicity. Within it, the king read a letter with a grave expression. The tension in the room was so palpable that his attendant could not help but ask what was wrong.


      “That letter is from the Kingdom of Jigsaw, is it not? I would not have thought they would send something capable of disturbing Your Majesty so deeply.”


      The Kingdom of Jigsaw was a great power with strong territorial ambitions, yet it had always acted humbly toward Arcana. It seemed unlikely that it would send a provocative or confrontational missive.


      “It says that the Kingdom of Oseo has invaded them and seized a large quantity of supplies.”


      “Oseo attacked Jigsaw and took their supplies? Are we sure it’s not the other way around?”


      “I checked it again and again. The letter explicitly states that it is not reversed.”


      Oseo was the kingdom that had recently clashed diplomatically with the House of Sepaeda and had been driven to the brink of ruin after Sansui Shirokuro was dispatched. It could hardly have been called a great power to begin with, and there was no way it should have been able to defeat Jigsaw.


      “According to this, Oseo suddenly obtained tremendous power and is now burning with ambition. They urge us to be cautious. In the past, I would have said, ‘What shameless nonsense,’ or laughed it off as impossible. Now, though...I cannot laugh.”


      “A powerful individual appearing out of nowhere, becoming a vassal, and serving as the cornerstone of a nation’s rise in power—our own country has already experienced such a case.”


      Both men pictured Arcana’s ace and his master, Suiboku, in their minds. If Oseo had acquired a warrior of similar caliber, it would have been only natural for that blade to be turned toward Arcana. And yet, it felt unjust. One could argue that driving Oseo to near destruction had gone too far, but the original fault lay with Oseo, whose prince had publicly insulted one of Arcana’s grooms at a formal ceremony.


      “Your Majesty, I ask this cautiously—do you believe we should have stopped Sepaeda from dispatching Sansui Shirokuro?”


      “Of course not. Even if Oseo had possessed overwhelming force at the time, we would have had no choice but to act as we did. If we allowed the main figure of a wedding to be publicly abused and brushed it aside, other nations would feel free to do the same.”


      Though Black Oseo had been drunk, he had reportedly delivered his insults with cold intention. That made them all the more hurtful to Tahlan than crude obscenities would have been. If such behavior were tolerated, fools from other nations would surely repeat it—not only at that wedding, but at every ceremony thereafter.


      “No matter how powerful they become, we will have to oppose them with the full strength of the nation.”


      Even in the face of a suddenly emerging threat, the king did not waver. His attendant nodded firmly, supporting the king’s resolve. Just then, heavy footsteps approached the study. Without ceremony, the door opened and a man entered—someone who was not supposed to be in the country.


      “Forgive the intrusion, father-in-law. I came without permission because this was urgent.” It was none other than Ukyou Fuushi, Chairman of the Domino Republic.


      “Oh, Ukyou! I was just about to send for you! I’m glad you came! But...judging by your expression, it seems you haven’t brought good news.”


      Ukyou Fuushi was the supreme authority of neighboring Domino and one of Arcana’s greatest aces. Given his position, he could not act freely without reason. His presence alone was enough to put both the king and his attendant on edge.


      “You were about to call for me?”


      Ukyou’s shoulders stiffened even further at that, and the king went on to detail what the letter had said of Oseo’s sudden gain of immense power.


      “I see... I have a hypothesis regarding that matter.”


      “What? Another Immortal like Suiboku or Fukei? Or someone granted power directly by the gods, like our other aces?”


      “Neither of those. Come in now!”


      Ukyou called out into the hallway, and the five Eight Sacred Treasures under his ownership entered the room. There was the Demon Blade of Vengeance, Dainsleif; the Divine Spear of Rebellion, Vajra; the Mirror of Consumption’s Truth, Ungaikyo; the Bountiful Silo of Compassion, Danua; and the Sacred Chalice of Will, Elixir. Though all were tools created by the same gods and each possessed entirely different personalities, they all wore tense expressions.


      “By the looks on the Sacred Treasures’ faces... Don’t tell me they’ve received a divine revelation?!”


      “I wish I could say no, but it’s something very similar.”


      Representing the Eight Sacred Treasures, Elixir spoke.


      “The gods granted us to humanity so they could oppose the monsters of the Old World. That much is still known in this age, is it not? Naturally, we remember those times well.”


      “When you were defeated by the monsters of the Old World...ten thousand years ago?”


      “Yes. I dreamed of it. I thought it was just a nightmare, but when I asked, the other four had seen the same dream.”


      The remaining Treasures nodded in agreement.


      “After ten thousand years of freedom, the war with the dragons may begin anew.”


      “You mean Oseo will ally with dragons and invade our country? Why would dragons attack again after thousands of years?! And why would they join forces with Oseo?! Ah...no, there’s no point in asking.”


      Both the king and his attendant had already accepted Elixir’s words as truth. With pale faces, they pressed on.


      “If, hypothetically, dragons were to attack this country, how much damage would we suffer? How many do you think there would be?”


      “I do not know their numbers, but even a single dragon rampaging freely could annihilate this nation. Each one possesses that level of power.”


      Arcana had faced many crises before, but most had been caused by a single powerful individual; defeat that one enemy, and the situation resolved itself. They had never imagined fighting an army in which each unit alone had the power to destroy a nation—especially not foes that had once driven humanity to the brink of extinction.




      In the eastern region of the Kingdom of Arcana, in the remote area of Caputo, within the home of Shouzo Kyoube, the Ark of Survival, Noah, clung tightly to Paulette Caputo.


      “Waaah!”


      “She won’t let go and won’t stop crying...”


      “Hmm, maybe she had a scary dream?”


      “Do Sacred Treasures really do that?”


      Unable to understand why Noah was crying, Paulette listened as Shouzo offered what he thought was a typical reason a human child would cry. Though Noah looked young, she was a Sacred Treasure who had lived for countless ages. It seemed impossible that she could cry over a simple bad dream... Or so Paulette thought.


      “Actually...y-yeah...”


      “I-I see.”


      Since Noah herself admitted it, Paulette was at a loss. One careless remark could hurt her, so Paulette found herself unable to continue the conversation.


      “A bad dream... Maybe you remembered something unpleasant from the past?”


      Ignoring the awkwardness, Shouzo pressed on with his innocent curiosity. Paulette even felt grateful for his straightforwardness.


      “Uh-huh... I keep dreaming about old memories...”


      “A dream where Suiboku chased you for a hundred years?”


      “Don’t remind me of that! Not that one—but if I think about it, I’ll cry!”


      “Then what about when Fukei and Suiboku fought the other day?”


      “That’s not it either! Stop reminding me of bad things!”


      Noah really has had a rough time with Lord Suiboku...


      Hearing that Noah had bad dreams, Shouzo had naturally assumed they involved Suiboku.


      “Well then... Was it when I shot you down? I-I’m sorry?”


      “That’s not it either! Ah, I’d forgotten about that!”


      That happened too, didn’t it...


      Finally, Noah began to tell them about the nightmare itself.


      “It was about ten thousand years ago...when we fled to this world.”


      “Oh...?”


      Shouzo tilted his head curiously, and Paulette briefly explained the creation myth.


      “Our ancestors once lived in a world called the Old World, but after losing a war against terrifying monsters known as dragons, they escaped to this world aboard Noah.”


      Though this was common knowledge in this world, Shouzo was from another, so it had never been explained to him before.


      “Oh... So Noah remembered the dragons and started crying.”


      “Yeah... It was so long ago that I never really think about it anymore. But it made me feel really awful.”


      “That’s understandable. Remembering something like that after ten thousand years—especially when all Eight Sacred Treasures are gathered for the first time... It almost makes one think something may be happening.”


      Paulette had initially wondered if Noah’s tears meant something serious, and now she understood why.


      “S-Stop it! Just say it was only a dream!”


      “No... Now I’m starting to feel uneasy too.”


      “No! Then something bad is definitely going to happen!”


      Even after sharing her fears, Noah felt no relief. Instead, her anxiety spread to the other two, only making everything worse.




      In the western region of the Kingdom of Arcana, in the “special district” that was the Disaea territory where corruption flourished, stood one of the Disaea family’s villas. Inside a residence so luxurious it rivaled the royal palace in everything but size, a young girl was painting. Her face wore a gentle smile, yet her brushwork was astonishing. A magnificent portrait took shape upon the canvas. Her brush never paused, gliding smoothly, as though she were some kind of machine.


      The man depicted sat at a desk, reading a report. He was Shun Ukiyo, The Thinker and Disaea’s ace. The artist was Acryl Disaea, the next head of the Disaea family. Normally uninterested in politics and devoted solely to art, she could have simply been painting her subordinate. But to the other of Disaea’s aces watching nearby, Byoubu Kakejiku, the scene felt unsettling.


      “Hey, Shun... You always look so gloomy, so why are you smiling in that painting? Just what’s written in that report?”


      “It seems that the Kingdom of Oseo, which Sansui already reduced to ruin, has invaded a neighboring great power and actually won. They must have acquired an overwhelming military force... They may launch a retaliatory attack against this country.”


      “That sounds unsettling. What does that have to do with you?”


      “If they come after us with a plan to kill me...then I can hardly wait!”


      The enemy was powerful and was supposedly plotting his death. Shun Ukiyo, the wielder of Pandora, the Armor of Entropy and Disaster, possessed a strong death wish, and the information thrilled him to the point of making him shiver. Watching Shun harbor such an inappropriate anticipation, Byoubu hefted an exaggerated sigh.


      “Good grief. Hoping for a war—how hot-blooded. And you, my lady—how do you feel, painting Shun like that?”


      “Huh? It’s the best.”


      “Ugh... You’re a perfect match.”


      An artist who declared the sight of someone yearning for their own destruction to be “the best.” It was praise of remarkably low artistic merit. She seemed to lack any talent for poetry.


      “Waaah! Did you hear that, Shun?! They said we’re a perfect match!”


      “What kind of joke is that, Byoubu? Why are you encouraging Acryl like this?”


      Hearing Byoubu’s assessment, Acryl laughed, while Shun scowled.


      “I mean it literally, Shun. You’re both abnormal, so you suit each other perfectly.”


      “Don’t say something so stupid. Wanting death is a vulgar emotion suited to ordinary people. Those who live for eternity, like Lord Suiboku or Sansui, are the truly admirable kind of abnormal.”


      “I feel like you’re both about the same, personally.”


      Believing himself to be perfectly ordinary, Byoubu turned to the final presence in the room—the Sacred Treasure.


      “Honestly, when someone keeps saying they want to die, death usually gets sick of it and runs away. And no matter how strong Oseo becomes, I can’t imagine them defeating you and Pandora together. Pandora would agree, right?”


      Byoubu had expected a reply along the lines of, Of course we won’t lose. Instead, Pandora, who had been silent, spoke in a heavy voice unlike her usual self.


      “We...might lose.”


      Pandora, the Armor of Entropy and Disaster. Her human form was that of a voluptuous, alluring courtesan. With a melancholy expression, she spoke of their possible destruction.


      “Lately, I’ve been dreaming of dragons... Dreams of Sir Shark being burned alive by them. The final moments of the man who was my first wielder.”


      The Eight Sacred Treasures had been wielded by many humans over the ages. Originally, however, they had been custom-made by the gods for the eight individuals chosen for possessing the strongest emotions. Naturally, they had been most compatible with those individuals, and the Treasures themselves held deep attachments to them.


      “He always said he wanted to die, but no one around him ever thought he truly would. And yet, in the end, he was burned to death—taking me with him.”


      “That sounds enviable.”


      “I get how you feel, but maybe try being gentle for once,” Byoubu said. “It’s rare for her to look this worried.”


      “I may be saying it bluntly, but it’s how I truly feel.”


      “And that’s exactly why you’re hopeless... Still, I understand what Pandora is trying to say.”


      No human was immortal. Even Immortals who lived for eternity, even the strongest man in the world, would one day die. Even if Shun seemed like someone who wouldn’t die no matter how many times he was killed—even if Pandora’s abilities were monstrously overpowered—when the time came, death would still come.


      “So you think it’s close? A battle that severe is coming?”


      “I have that sense. Honestly...it doesn’t feel good.”


      Byoubu accepted her words with a solemn expression and continued the discussion under the assumption that a life-or-death battle awaited them.


      “Well, even if a war on that scale does break out—”


      Acryl finally finished her painting and lifted the canvas away, her face utterly lacking tension.


      “You’ll both fight until the very end, won’t you?”


      Faced with that trust, the two nodded without hesitation.


      It’s for the old man’s sake, not yours.


      It’s for the old man, not for you!


      “Wow, Grandpa’s really loved!”


      Sensing what they were thinking from their expressions, Acryl burst into laughter.




      In the northern region of the Kingdom of Arcana lay the Sepaeda territory, a relatively safe area on the opposite side from Oseo’s border. There, the head of House Sepaeda had summoned his brother-in-law, Tahlan, to his castle.


      “As you’ve heard, the Kingdom of Oseo has invaded the Kingdom of Jigsaw and carried out extensive plundering. They have grown rapidly—no, explosively—in power, and their behavior has become openly ambitious.”


      “Under normal circumstances, such a thing would be impossible. But we know of the impossible. We cannot simply laugh this off.”


      “Exactly. They’ve grown strong. And next, they’ll come here.”


      Seated at his desk, Lord Sepaeda tapped the surface with his gloved hand. The gesture did not indicate Arcana as a nation, nor even Sepaeda’s territory—it indicated himself.


      “No matter how terrible his drinking habits were, their prince was put down. It wouldn’t be shocking if the king himself were to come leading the troops to attack us. In fact, it would be stranger if he didn’t.”


      “Yes. As a king of a nation—and as a father—it would be the correct course of action.”


      Both men were certain that Oseo’s king would come to kill them, but that acknowledgment did not mean they would accept death without resistance. On the contrary, they intended to fight with everything they had.


      “Ordinarily, from a national defense standpoint, we should not mobilize troops until our own territory is threatened. However, the truth is that the origin of this matter lies with us. Therefore, you and I will personally lead an army to Batterabbe as reinforcements.”


      “This began with my own mistake. You merely defended my honor. For the head of the house to go personally—”


      “There’s a saying about boarding a ship once it’s already left port. Besides, while you can execute a drunken fool, it wouldn’t do to shy away from his father when he comes leading an army.”


      Tahlan glanced at the man’s gloves. Beneath them were wounds that had yet to fully heal. Despite having access to advanced healing through sorcery and Immortal Arts, the injuries remained by choice. It was his declaration of resolve—he had decided that he must endure this pain. Petty masculine pride. Meaningless stubbornness. He could heal them, so why not? Self-indulgent martyrdom.


      Such “wise” thoughts crossed Tahlan’s mind, and he laughed them away.


      “I see! Then, brother-in-law, let us march to this battle together!”


      “That’s the spirit. We must show Oseo that Sepaeda’s strength is not limited to Sansui alone.”


      Sansui, Sepaeda’s greatest warrior and the one who had driven Oseo to ruin, had yet to return. They had no intention of waiting for him—this war would be finished before he came back.


      “That said, Batterabbe lies on the opposite border. This will be a long expedition, and preparations will take time. Until then, you may remain by my sister’s side.”


      It was not an unusual consideration, yet Tahlan fell briefly silent. A man of forthright character, he hesitated for just a moment.


      “I appreciate your concern. However, Douve is a daughter of a warrior house—she is prepared.”


      “You’re right. My sister is strong. That was an unnecessary worry.”


      Tahlan truly was glad for the consideration; though he had to refuse, the fact that it was offered meant a great deal. After offering his thanks, he turned and left the room—and immediately froze at the sight before him.


      “Oh my, are you finished already?”


      A woman sat in a chair deliberately placed in the hallway. It was Douve Sepaeda, Tahlan’s wife. Carrying a burden that required careful attention to her body—one that made even standing for long periods difficult—she had been waiting for her husband.


      “Y-You caught me completely off guard. Total defeat, Douve.”


      Tahlan knelt, looking up at her.


      “It will become difficult for us to meet after this,” he said. “That’s why you wanted to speak here and now, isn’t it?”


      “I thought it would preserve a gentleman’s dignity. A wife should know how to honor that.”


      “Ah... You truly are a magnificent woman.”


      Tahlan took her hand, gently stroking each of her fingers as though confirming their presence. She allowed it, never gripping his hand in return. It was a display of quiet strength.


      “I am blessed in life...in my birth, and in the people I have met.”


      This might have been their final farewell. With that resolve, they exchanged words. Yet because they were strong, they said little. Their unadorned simplicity reflected their hearts better than any embellishment.


      “I must answer that blessing. Leaving your side is an act of love—not only for you, but in gratitude to many others.”


      “Of course. I would never want a man who clings to a woman’s body on the eve of battle. So, then...”


      “Yes. I’m going to fulfill my duty, Douve.”


      With no lingering regrets, the forthright man rose and turned away. The strong woman composed herself and watched his back as he departed.


      Part 6 — Opening


      A vast wasteland lay along the border between Arcana and Oseo. There, the Oseo army and the host of dragons were finally preparing to invade the Kingdom of Arcana. To those unaware of the circumstances, it would have painted a strange picture: The human soldiers of Oseo seemingly displayed higher morale than the dragons and their servants. Though, what they radiated was not so much fighting spirit as resentment and hatred. It was hardly surprising. Their comrades and relatives had been killed over what they saw as baseless accusations from Arcana. They felt no hesitation in allying with ancestral enemies to fight their own kind.


      “At last, the day has come. The day we bring down the hammer upon the detested Arcana.”


      The king of Oseo stood at the center of the formation, sword in hand. Beside him stood the leader of the dragons.


      “Of course, this is only possible with your assistance,” the king continued. “We will not forget that cause.”


      “You needn’t trouble yourself. It is precisely that thirst for revenge that makes you useful to us.”


      “Useful, is it...”


      He could not help but wonder what role they truly played. Yet when he recalled the legendary power of the Eight Sacred Treasures, he understood the dragons’ perspective.


      “Yes. Let us both give everything we have!”


      “Indeed. Let us stake all on this battle!”


      Thousands of dragons assembled in a vast line. Each possessed what humans would call “royal aura,” and one by one they began invoking divine descent.


      “Then...we move!”


      Where humans could barely manage to transform into large carnivorous beasts through arcane arts, these beings shifted fully into dragons. Wings that freely ruled the skies, scales that repelled every blade, breath that could incinerate cities. And colossal bodies unmatched by any race. Each one possessed all of these—traits of the strongest race. Every individual a monster, a beast beyond nature, displaying a racial disparity that mocked petty human differences.


      “All of you, board the cages! We will now advance on all fronts!”


      The dragon servants and Oseo soldiers climbed into massive cages prepared for aerial transport. Carried by dragons, they would spread destruction across Arcana.


      “Secure all Eight Sacred Treasures and make this world our eternal homeland!”




      In the southern region of the Kingdom of Arcana lay the Batterabbe territory, a tense border zone adjoining both Oseo and Jigsaw. After receiving the unbelievable report that Oseo had defeated Jigsaw, Batterabbe’s people moved swiftly. Assuming Oseo had gained a source of power comparable to Arcana’s own aces, they prepared for invasion. To discuss countermeasures, many key figures gathered at Batterabbe Castle. In the central council chamber sat the current lord—and beside him, Saiga Mizu.


      Even if he is the next head, he is still young. Is it not hasty to have him attend this emergency council?


      Would it not be better for both sides to exclude him and simply relay the results later?


      The lord surely understands what we’re thinking. If he has still allowed him to attend, then arguing would change nothing. Unless we strongly object...but that would only waste precious time.


      The influential figures briefly considered the presence of the young man, but with no time to spare, they waited for the meeting to proceed.


      “We’re short on time, so let’s dispense with preliminaries and get to the point. The Kingdom of Oseo has acquired immense power and has begun acting aggressively. It is only a matter of time before they invade our border territory. Immediate action is required.”


      It would normally have seemed absurd for the Kingdom of Arcana—now a superpower—to treat a minor nation like the Kingdom of Oseo with such seriousness. However, Oseo was advancing with a clear understanding of Arcana’s military strength. It was only natural to assume they believed they could win even against Arcana’s most powerful warriors. Everyone present shared that sense of crisis.


      “You are quite right. It may sound timid or overly cautious, but I believe we should not only request the participation of the next head of the house—we should also negotiate for the dispatch of the other houses’ aces.”


      One of the influential figures abruptly proposed calling for reinforcements. The royal family and the Four Great Houses each possessed strong independence. Asking for help meant incurring a debt, and requesting their greatest assets—the aces—would mean incurring an enormous one. More than that, it would be tantamount to admitting they could not defend the border on their own. Frankly speaking, it was disgraceful, and under normal circumstances would never even be raised unless defeat was imminent.


      That it was proposed from the onset underscored just how abnormal the situation was.


      “It is clear that Oseo has obtained an ‘ace,’ but we have no idea what kind of force they possess or how many there are. With all due respect, relying solely on the next head of the house leaves me uneasy. If something were to happen, Batterabbe would suffer catastrophic damage.”


      The words bordered on disrespect toward Saiga, and even the speaker felt tense. If Saiga were to lose his temper and rampage, no one could stop him. Even so, it was a topic that could not be avoided. As the atmosphere grew taut, Saiga spoke—not as an individual, but as the next head of the house.


      “My lord. It pains me to admit my own insufficiency, but I believe that gentleman is correct. As long as Oseo’s strength remains unknown, assembling all of Arcana’s aces would not be excessive.”


      There was not a trace of irritation in his calm voice. It was a measured opinion, balancing pride with objectivity. Seeing conduct befitting a participant in this council, everyone felt relieved. The current lord felt the same, continuing the discussion with quiet satisfaction at Saiga’s growth.


      “I agree. The heads of the other houses will likely feel the same. We will assemble our forces here in Batterabbe as quickly as possible. At the very least, we will intercept them—and if possible, we will strike Oseo first.”


      It was an aggressive proposal, and Saiga was briefly surprised. He quickly composed himself and nodded his assent in silence.


      “As for justification, we can arrange that by coordinating with Jigsaw. We must avoid Batterabbe—no, Arcana itself—becoming a battlefield.”


      Precisely because he acknowledged the enemy’s strength, the lord showed no mercy. Even with the young Saiga beside him, he made no attempt to hide the ugliness of political maneuvering.


      “If there are no objections, we will dispatch messengers to each house even as this meeting continues. After that, we will discuss what Batterabbe alone can do in the meantime.”


      Batterabbe moved as quickly as circumstances allowed. No one faltered or revealed incompetence, and no one hindered the process. Yet Oseo was far faster.


      Before the meeting was even adjourned, the dragon invasion had already begun. Frantic soldiers burst into the council chamber, lacking even the presence of mind to worry about propriety.


      “Th-This is bad! R-Reporting! The— The sky! Dragons— Dragons!”


      The soldiers were in a panic and could barely form a coherent report. But the moment the word “dragon” was spoken, everyone in that world understood.


      “That’s impossible... That can’t be!”


      The influential figures rushed to the balcony, desperate to deny the report. They wanted to look up and confirm that nothing was there. Reality, however, was merciless. What they saw upon stepping onto the balcony was a sky filled with massive draconic monsters—dozens upon dozens of them.


      The strongest creatures of the Old World had appeared in this world and claimed the skies. Men who could move nations with a single word collapsed onto the balcony floor, unable even to stand on their own.


      “How could this happen...?”


      Humanity’s ancient enemy, spoken of since the age of myth, was now soaring over their land, setting it ablaze with every breath. There was no question: Oseo must have allied with these dragons. How the dragons had come to be here, and how Oseo had managed to ally with them—questions irrelevant to the immediate battle flickered through the leaders’ minds.


      Amid them all, one man alone faced reality.


      “So these are dragons... The enemy Eckesachs fought ten thousand years ago.”


      He stepped closer to the railing, standing farther forward than anyone else. He studied the dragons’ overwhelming presence, already thinking through how to respond. Seeing his back, the leaders of Batterabbe forgot their despair. Not a vague “ace,” but a true hero stood there. His figure gave everyone courage—the certainty that things would be all right if this man was present.


      “My lord, I will sortie. If the enemy is dragons, then the Sacred Treasure Eckesachs should be able to counter them.”


      The hero’s judgment was swift. In the face of dragons too numerous to count, he declared his intent to fight. There was not the slightest hint of fear on his face.


      “Yes... Yes, you’re right! I’m sorry, but please go at once! I will—we will—follow shortly!”


      The current lord relied on the successor who had grown stronger than he had ever imagined. Determined not to shame this young man, he straightened himself and stood tall.


      “Everyone, you see it clearly! After ten thousand years, the dragons have bared their fangs at us once more! Their servants are with them as well! But invaders they remain! We will meet them head-on!”


      After bowing to his lord who rallied the others, Saiga turned from the balcony and headed swiftly back into the castle. There waiting for him were Zuger and Happine, both out of breath, and Ran and Sunae, their eyes sharp. They had rushed over after learning of the dragons’ arrival. Saiga took a brief moment to steady himself, then spoke without delay.


      “Ran, Sunae—the enemy isn’t just the flying dragons. Oseo’s soldiers and other monsters are coming too. I want you two to handle them.”


      “Understood.”


      “Got it.”


      Ran and Sunae burned with fighting spirit, as though they had been waiting for this. Being told to stay back would likely have angered them more.


      “Happine. Please ask my lord to assign a unit to fight alongside those two.”


      “All right. Leave it to me.”


      Happine obeyed Saiga, despite him technically being a son-in-law. This was not favoritism—she simply recognized his request as justified. Zuger, however, clung to Saiga, unable to hide her agitation.


      “Lord Saiga! I— I can’t do anything!”


      “Zuger...”


      “My curses are useless! And on top of that...in a crisis like this, I’ve lost my composure... I’ve done nothing but disgrace myself as the future lady of House Batterabbe!”


      She lamented her own helplessness.


      “Lord Saiga,” she cried. “Are you not afraid?!”


      “Even if I am, I will still go. I am the next head of House Batterabbe.”


      At that moment, nothing could stop Saiga—not even himself. He was a valiant hero, worthy of being the successor to a distinguished martial house.


      “You truly have become...magnificent.”


      “It’s because of you, Zuger.”


      Saiga drew the sobbing Zuger into his arms.


      “It’s true,” he continued. “I wasn’t magnificent from the start. I became strong because you were there. Without you, I would have rotted away somewhere along the path.”


      Zuger remembered the Saiga she had first met. At the time, she had followed him, believing him to be her savior. But before long, she had realized the truth—that he was merely a naive boy who underestimated the world, someone who would lose his way endlessly without her firm guidance. Now, however, he truly was a savior.


      “So please don’t cry. You’re not pathetic—I’m always grateful to you. Of course, to everyone else as well...”


      “Being praised as an afterthought doesn’t make me happy. Now go—Eckesachs is waiting!”


      Blushing, Happine pushed Saiga forward. This time, he broke into a run. The four women watched until the brave boy’s back disappeared from sight. Feeling their gazes upon him, Saiga headed toward the place where Eckesachs was enshrined: the castle’s central hall, symbol of Batterabbe’s martial might. There, Eckesachs gleamed with an unusual brilliance.


      “Master, the dragons have appeared! At last, the time has come for me to show my true worth!”


      “Yeah. It’s our turn.”


      The moment Saiga grasped it, the divine sword Eckesachs shone even brighter. Its functions—once restricted for combat against humans—were released. The limiter disengaged, revealing the blade’s true form. A mantle appeared at Saiga’s back, lifting him slightly into the air.


      “So this is...the real Eckesachs!”


      Power surged through him, and the sword’s might was unmistakable. Ordinarily, it would have been reassuring—but knowing that even this had once failed ten thousand years ago stirred uneasy thoughts. A battle he had to win yet could not be certain of winning. Even so, he did not lower his gaze.


      “Let’s go...and slay the dragons.”


      Saiga Mizu—next head of House Batterabbe and wielder of the strongest divine sword, Eckesachs. Having overcome countless trials, he finally cast himself into the battle of destiny.




      The monsters of the Old World descended upon the Kingdom of Arcana. Dragons, their servants, and Oseo’s mixed forces assaulted the entire nation. Not only Batterabbe but the royal domain, Sepaeda, Disaea, and Caputo—all territories were struck without distinction.


      Had the enemy been only Oseo’s army, they could have defended even if they’d been caught off guard. Even with the dragons’ servants added, there would have been hope. But dragons—colossal monsters, the strongest living beings—flying through the skies, breathing fire... When their numbers unleashed their full potential, the land became a screaming hellscape.


      “H-Huh?! Hey, hey! There’s something flying toward us!”


      “No way... Dragons?! You’re kidding! Those are monsters from the Old World—why are they here?!”


      With overwhelming mobility, the dragons crossed Arcana’s skies, appearing above every fortress.


      “Now then, how many little humans do we have here?”


      “No point counting—we’ll burn them all.”


      From distances beyond the reach of arrows or magic, a pair of dragons inhaled deeply and unleashed torrents of flame. The act itself was simple—but the scale was incomparable. It was fire magic that would make a human mage’s flames seem like candlelight.


      It wasn’t just fire either. The heat, the pressure—both were overwhelming. Even sturdy fortifications were blown away like straw houses by a single breath. People and structures that should have been protected by walls were reduced to burning wreckage.


      “Shall we move on?”


      “Yes. We mustn’t dawdle.”


      For humans, conquering a fortress would be a legendary feat. For dragons, it was no more than exhaling, sighing, or taking a deep breath. Without a shred of emotion, the two dragons flew on toward their next target. The people of Arcana had no time even to look up in defiance.


      “Put out the fire! Get anyone who can use water magic!”


      “Hurry! Do whatever it takes—just stop the flames!”


      The survivors desperately fought the fires. These were no mere house fires; a catastrophe was unfolding, and every living soul struggled against it. And into those defenseless fortresses, invaders poured in.


      “Ha ha ha! A gift from the dragons! Our reward—crispy treats! Let’s gratefully devour them!”


      “OOOOOOH!”


      The dragons’ servants and Oseo’s soldiers appeared like looters at a blaze. Their invasion spread as efficiently as the flames themselves.


      “Dragon servants—and Oseo soldiers?! Why are they here?!”


      “Damn it—if the walls were intact, they’d never—!”


      The people of Arcana had believed they would live in peace unless the world itself turned upside down. That impossibility had now become reality. Though Arcana possessed five supreme aces, most of its people were ordinary. They had no power to resist such a calamity. And yet—if humanity were truly that helpless, this nation would never have existed in the first place.


      “Wh-What...? Rain?!”


      Dark clouds covered the entire Kingdom of Arcana, unleashing torrential rain as though the heavens had overturned. It extinguished the spreading fires caused by dragonflame and chilled the monsters, but conveniently—almost impossibly—it never touched the people. This rain, neither magic nor Immortal Art, was a miracle—a rain perfectly tailored for humanity.


      “Gyaaah! The rain—damn it, I can’t see!”


      “What’s happening?! The monsters—the rain is doing something to them!”


      “So this is it...the Rain of Rebellion spoken of in myth! The godly rain that freezes all but humans!”


      As Oseo’s soldiers stepped forward to shield the Old World monsters while they regrouped, further “reinforcements” descended from the sky. Arcana was not going to be crushed without resistance.




      Above the royal domain, at the heart of the burning land, an enormous cyclone raged—its center the very source of the storm that extinguished the inferno. It was the great tempest created by the Divine Spear of Rebellion, Vajra, its limiter removed by the dragons’ appearance, unleashing a storm beyond all reason. It was a selective climate that benefited humans while harming every other creature—divine winds that weakened dragonfire and froze their servants.


      From the eye of that storm, meteor showers rained down.


      The Mirror of Consumption’s Truth, Ungaikyo, was a Sacred Treasure that, while limited, could only produce degraded copies of whatever it reflected. Now, with its true power unleashed, it could create enhanced replicas of anything it had ever reflected.


      Likewise, the Sacred Treasure Danua, the Bountiful Silo of Compassion, when restricted could only replicate food the owner had once eaten. Now, the replicated provisions were imbued with medicinal effects surpassing even fruits empowered by Immortal Arts.


      Both of them focused primarily on supporting the ordinary soldiers fighting the dragons’ minions. From their positions, supplies continued to be released like falling meteors—not scattered at random, but delivered precisely to where aid was most urgently needed.


      With gratitude mixed into his voice, Ukyou Fuushi praised the two Treasures.


      “So you didn’t just get stronger—you even gained a firing function. Nicely done, Ungaikyo, Danua.”


      “I’m happy to be praised, but unfortunately, launching things that far isn’t my function. Honestly, I didn’t even know something like this was possible.”


      “Yeah, same here. I was shocked myself.”


      Both Ungaikyo and Danua sounded genuinely surprised. They even admitted outright that distributing supplies across such vast distances was not originally within their capabilities.


      “Then who’s doing it? Elixir?”


      “I’d love to take the credit—but no! It seems that because the three of us share the same master, our abilities have fused! Guided by my ‘optimal path selection,’ Ungaikyo’s and Danua’s replicas can now be sent wherever they’re needed!”


      “So there really was meaning in me wielding all of you...”


      Ukyou had always believed that his only merit was possessing five of the Eight Sacred Treasures. Compared to the other aces, he had never considered himself particularly exceptional. Learning that his multiple ownership had real significance finally washed away a lingering sense of guilt.


      “Hey, praise me too!”


      “A-Ah, right! Of course—you’re helping immensely! Keep it up, Vajra!”


      Though Ukyou responded to Vajra’s self-assertion, his thoughts were already drifting toward the one Sacred Treasure that had yet to act.


      “So what about you, Dainsleif? You’re like Eckesachs and Pandora—you can kill dragons, can’t you?”


      “Not yet.”


      Dainsleif’s answer was curt.


      “What do you mean, ‘not yet’?! You’re the sword of vengeance! You run on my hatred, don’t you?! And my hatred is already boiling over!”


      “My true power cannot be unleashed by your vengeance alone.”


      “What does that even—”


      Dainsleif, the Demon Blade of Vengeance, possessed abilities such as absorbing the blood of those it cut and tracking their bloodlines. Beyond that—perhaps at the root of it—lay its true, limiter-free power. Yet whatever condition was still unmet, Dainsleif refused to explain. It was almost as though the blade itself rejected its own true nature.


      “Master! The dragons are coming!”


      Ukyou had no time to press further. A massive dragon charged straight toward him, who sat at the eye of the colossal tornado.


      “So that’s Ukyou!”


      “He’s the one supplying weapons and food across the land! We must stop him!”


      Five dragons locked onto Ukyou midair. Faced with their immense, awe-inspiring forms, something ignited within him.


      “Listen to yourselves—talking about ‘must’ like that! You’re invaders! Don’t act so high-and-mighty!”


      Seeing you like this...I still feel that way. You really do resemble my first master, Flamberge. That is precisely why I do not wish to unleash my true power.


      Flamberge, the first wielder of Dainsleif, had slain more dragons than even the other two chosen dragon slayers. To dragons, he had been the worst possible enemy. Ukyou could rival him—but only at the cost of tremendous sacrifice.




      In the eastern region of Arcana, the Caputo territory was also invaded by the forces of the Old World. Three dragons descended upon one of its cities, unleashing torrents of flame. Walls were blown apart, buildings reduced to ash, and the people could do nothing but flee in panic. As if that weren’t enough, ground forces approached from afar. A mixed army of Oseo soldiers and Old World monsters advanced, intending to plunder the burning city.


      Just as despair reached its peak, a massive ship appeared in the sky above.


      “It’s Noah! Noah has come to save us!”


      “We’re saved! We’re saved!”


      The Ark of Survival, Noah, had once guided humanity from the Old World to this one. Aboard the ship now was Shouzo Kyoube, Caputo’s ace, accompanied by his guardian and the next head of the Caputo family, Paulette Caputo.


      “Lord Shouzo, there are still survivors in the city. I’m sorry to ask the impossible, but please defeat the dragons as quickly as you can and eliminate the ground forces.”


      Clinging to the ship’s railing, Paulette issued concise, rational orders. Her words were composed, but her expression was beyond strained. Because she was kind, merely witnessing the devastation below was agonizing.


      “I understand.”


      Sensing her pain, Shouzo replied briefly and fixed his gaze on the dragons ahead.


      “Noah has no offensive capability,” the dragons observed. “So the so-called strongest mage intends to fight us himself?”


      “Let us see how powerful the god-given strength of humans truly is!”


      Even with their natural predator before them, the three dragons did not retreat. They inhaled deeply and unleashed their flames—far stronger than the ones that had destroyed the city.


      “Ah— Aaaaah!”


      “Eeeeeek!”


      Paulette and Noah screamed, but Shouzo alone met the inferno head-on, releasing his own fire magic at full strength.


      “Maximum output—GOOOOO!”


      The strongest mage’s flames met the dragonfire in midair, evaporating the rain itself as sparks rained down upon the land. Slowly but surely, Shouzo pushed them back.


      “Gnhhh!”


      “Ghh— Ghaaahhh!”


      “Aaaaaah!”


      Even dragons were living creatures. They could not breathe fire endlessly. As their breath faltered, Shouzo’s magic engulfed all three at once.


      “Hah...hah... It’s not over yet!”


      Though burned and battered, the dragons still floated in the sky, barely alive.


      “So this is the power granted by the gods...”


      “Damn those gods...favoring humans...”


      “Stop! Say that again and this world will be ruined! Focus—he must be killed here!”


      Before they could recover, Shouzo had already begun his second attack.


      “Nnnngh—RAAAAAH!”


      A massive vortex of wind—stronger even than Vajra’s storm—tore through the dragons’ bodies, shredding them and annihilating the ground forces below as well. When the wind subsided, the sky was empty. Only rain fell, and the land was carved as if by a plow.


      The city remained.


      “The Cursed Farmer...”


      Even the citizens of Caputo trembled at the overwhelming power of their savior, grateful he stood on their side. At the same time, Shouzo collapsed to one knee, gasping, drenched in sweat.


      “Are you all right?!”


      “I’m fine... Help the others first!”


      “Yes...”


      Turning to Noah, Paulette shouted, “Noah! Land and take in the civilians!”


      “Got it!”


      As the ark descended, Paulette whispered:


      “Noah... Was it this bad ten thousand years ago?”


      “No. It was worse. And it’s going to get worse still.”


      Even so, Paulette steeled herself.


      “Then we must be strong. For the people, we must be.”


      “Yes.”


      Catching his breath, Shouzo nodded in agreement. No matter how bad the situation may become, they had to remain strong—for the people.




      In southern Arcana, the Batterabbe territory was the land closest to Oseo—and thus the one struck head-on with the most force. There, fighting fiercely, was Batterabbe’s ace: Saiga Mizu, wielder of Eckesachs. Having mastered numerous forms of magic, he maneuvered through the battlefield while amplifying each spell through the divine sword.


      “What?!” the dragons cried. “The wielder of Eckesachs is here, b-but how are there so many?!”


      “Just like our cattle beasts—cloning techniques! We don’t know which one is real, so burn them all!”


      Three figures bearing the name Saiga Mizu had appeared directly in the flight path of the dragons. With their keen eyesight, the dragons could tell that all three were identical humans—but even they could not distinguish the original from the clones. Deciding that incinerating all three would suffice, the dragons unleashed their flames.


      “Good—we hit them!”


      The three Saigas were swallowed whole without resistance. When the flames faded, nothing remained. Yet the dragons were not foolish enough to believe they had won.


      “There’s no impact!”


      “Don’t tell me—those weren’t bovine clones, but feline illusions?!”


      Realizing they had attacked mere phantoms, the dragons hurriedly scanned their surroundings. But tragically for them, it was already too late.


      “Illusion Blood—Mist Shadow Style. Followed by Orb Blood—Four Vessels Style!”


      While the insubstantial illusions drew their attention, the tangible clones had already clung to the dragons’ backs. Their arms and legs hardened, slicing through scales as they burrowed into the massive bodies.


      “G-Gyah!”


      “Damn it—get out! Get ooouuut!”


      Like parasites within a lion’s body, the clones wreaked havoc. No matter how mighty a dragon was, once its insides were breached, it could do nothing but thrash in agony.


      “Mana—fire-element magic. Seeping Blood: Bursting Venom Style!”


      “Gyaaaaaaah!”


      The clones rampaged and then detonated from within. Though dragons were the strongest of creatures, they lacked regenerative power. Their wings failed to carry them, and they plummeted.


      “Wh-Where... Where is the real one...?”


      In the fleeting moments before death, the dragons searched desperately for Saiga’s true body. Only illusions and clones were present here. Then—where was the original? As they looked into the distance, they saw clones flying off in all directions.


      “Don’t tell me... The real enemy isn’t even here?”


      “And we were defeated...by clones alone?”


      Just as Ukyou had distributed supplies across the land using Danua and Ungaikyo, Saiga had dispatched his clones throughout Batterabbe, fighting in multiple locations at once. Though Batterabbe should have suffered the greatest losses, Saiga’s extraordinary feat strove to reduce the casualties by even a single life wherever possible.


      “What...a human...”


      Rather than trembling in humiliation, the dragons felt awe. They perished before striking the ground, leaving this world with words of praise. High above Batterabbe’s main castle, Saiga continued to fight—Eckesachs in hand, blood streaming from his eyes and ears.


      “That one is the real body—kill him! Burn him alive!”


      “He keeps sending out clones—his attention must be slipping!”


      “If we let him live, we could lose!”


      Numerous dragons converged on Saiga. Because the clones were being launched outward one by one, the source—Saiga himself—was easy to identify from afar. While this meant he had successfully drawn their attention, it also drastically increased the burden on his own body.


      “My master! Do not overexert yourself! Even recovery through Corrupted Blood and Danua’s food has limits—your body won’t endure!”


      “I know...but I’m still fighting!”


      The berserk state induced by Corrupted Blood made Saiga’s determination more crazed, but even without it, he knew this was the only choice.


      “I’ve been treated well by the people of Batterabbe—not because I’m strong, but because they believed I would fight for them! If I spare my life here, I betray everything!”


      Memories flashed through his mind—the recent incident that had sparked this war, born from the Oseo prince’s insolence. Sansui had followed Sepaeda’s command, knowing it was unreasonable. He succeeded easily because he was strong—but if the enemy had been stronger, would he have fled?


      It was only speculation. But Saiga knew the answer.


      “He would still have gone.”


      “I married the lady of Batterabbe! This is her homeland! If there’s any place worth risking my life for, it’s here!”


      Had Saiga been weak, he might have fled with the woman he loved. But as Batterabbe’s strongest ace, retreat was not an option. He understood his position—the meaning and weight of his choices—and resolved to fulfill his duty.


      “Yes... That is exactly how my master should be!”


      Eckesachs shone brilliantly, responding to his resolve.


      “Damn you—just die already!”


      Enraged by the cursed radiance that could cleave their kind, the dragons poured out torrents of flame. As fire filled his vision, Saiga swung Eckesachs.


      “Ooooooh!”


      Without invoking any technique, he simply swung the blade. That alone split the inferno apart, leaving Saiga untouched. And more than that—the dragon flying along the sword’s arc was cleaved cleanly in two.


      “S-So this is the power of Eckesachs!”


      “The ultimate divine sword that cuts through our flames and scales!”


      Roland, who had once wielded Eckesachs, had been a spellcaster with no innate offensive power. That he could slay dragons was proof that Eckesachs itself possessed the power to kill them. With its limiter released, the blade revealed its true form—manifesting a massive blade of light extending from the physical sword.


      “N-Nooooooo!”


      The radiant blade was so vast it rivaled the dragons’ own bodies, and its beauty was cruelly ironic. Released for the first time in ten thousand years, it carved terror into their very genes. Every instinct screamed to flee. A shudder ran through them so fierce it felt as though their scales would peel away. Yet suppressing that fear with roaring cries, the remaining dragons pressed on.


      “Just like the legends say!”


      “And just like the legends say—you humans still cannot win!”


      “Even with god-made relics, you are still only human!”


      So you won’t retreat... Fine by me.


      For a moment, Saiga had hoped his show of overwhelming force might drive them away. That lingering softness vanished as they continued to attack. If they would fight until annihilation, then he would face them until his strength was exhausted. Because both sides possessed resolve worthy of being called “the strongest,” the skies above Batterabbe were painted in light and flame.




      In the western region of the Kingdom of Arcana lay the territory of Disaea, and even this land, ruled by vice and corruption, had been invaded by the forces of the Old World. In the skies, dragons enforced their domination, while on the ground, monsters ran rampant. It was happening in every region, yet the faces of the dragons soaring through the air were tense.


      They knew that in each of the four regions—excluding Sepaeda—there existed someone capable of slaying a dragon. No matter where they went, they were prepared to surrender their own lives in the process. But even with that knowledge, the ace defending this land was especially terrifying.


      “Hey. You’ve been awfully quiet. Are you scared?”


      “S-Scared? Hell no! How many cities have I burned down so far—you think I could’ve done that if I were scared?!”


      “Yeah, true enough. The master of the Eight Sacred Treasures who protects this land must be furious.”


      “Y-Yeah... You’re right.”


      “Steel yourself. Otherwise, you won’t even be able to land a single blow.”


      The two dragons flying over the skies of Disaea felt a chill crawl along their winged backs. Among the Eight Sacred Treasures passed down from their ancestors, the most fearsome was said to be Pandora, the Armor of Entropy and Disaster. They sensed instinctively that the battle against its wielder was approaching.


      “It’s coming!”


      “Y-Yeah!”


      A jet-black full suit of armor, adorned with hairlike ornaments and draped in a cape, soared through the air. Its beautiful polished surface left no doubt that this was a work crafted by the gods themselves. The wearer was Shun Ukiyo—Disaea’s ace and the perfect match for Pandora.


      “You two... Why are the dragons all scattered like this?”


      Facing the two dragons, Shun asked the question as naturally as if he were commenting on the weather. More than the content of the question, it was the tone that startled the dragons. Shun’s voice, which should have carried hatred toward them, was endlessly calm.


      “The only true threat to dragons is the Eight Sacred Treasures. If that’s the case, shouldn’t you concentrate your forces against them? Even if you have reasons to burn cities, you should defeat us first and then go on your rampage. Why not do that?”


      Though confused, the dragons replied honestly. Perhaps they saw no reason to hide the truth, or perhaps they hoped to postpone the battle even slightly.


      “If we attacked as a group, we might reduce their numbers, but bad luck could wipe us out completely. To ensure victory, we dispersed and provoked a war of attrition.”


      “Ha ha ha!”


      Shun, his head fully hidden beneath the solemn helmet, was laughing—a sound that was still unmistakable despite the armor.


      “I see, I see... You’ve prepared for Pandora perfectly. You intend to face this madness, using yourselves as pawns, to the fullest. I see, I see... Perhaps it’s time to pay your dues.”


      Not only was his own life at risk, but the nation itself teetered on the brink of crisis—and Shun smiled eerily. The thought that this mysterious figure bore the deadly Pandora struck terror into the dragons, and they both swallowed hard.


      “Then try to kill me.”


      A physical pressure radiated from Pandora. The dragons realized that one of the most extraordinary functions of the Eight Sacred Treasures had been activated.


      “Th-This is...Pandora...”


      One dragon flinched, hovering midair. In the next instant, its body began to convulse unnaturally.


      “Ahhhhhh!”


      Its long neck twisted beyond its limit and snapped in an instant.


      “Hyahhh!”


      The remaining dragon, witnessing this incomprehensible sight, tried to flee. It attempted to fly into the distance but instead plummeted straight to the ground at full speed, long neck leading, and crashed lifelessly.


      “Pathetic... You didn’t even land a single blow.”


      Shun looked down at the dragons that had essentially killed themselves. He was not laughing—he was cold, detached. Unbefitting for a battlefield, he lingered over the corpses longer than necessary.


      “There it is! That must be Pandora!”


      Another dragon spotted the hovering Pandora and attempted an attack from afar, hoping Shun would not notice.


      “Take this!”


      But just as it tried to breathe fire, its mouth shut violently. Flames erupted uncontrollably within its own throat, and the dragon fell, powerless. This was the function of Pandora, the most feared among the Eight Sacred Treasures: Action Conversion. Anything near Pandora would have its intentions turned against itself. Escape, observation, self-preservation—all converted into self-destruction.


      No one—not even Suiboku or Fukei—could escape it.


      Normally, using Pandora risked self-destruction for the wearer as well, but perfect matches like Sir Shark and Ukiyo Shun could wield it without risk.


      “If this ends so easily, it will be disappointing...but it seems like it won’t.”


      Having effortlessly slain three dragons, Shun saw a fourth plummeting from above. Shaking with fear but gritting its teeth, the dragon charged straight at Shun.


      “Oooooohhh!”


      “Gah—!”


      The dragon grabbed Shun with its forelegs and, with that momentum, hurled itself toward the ground. It did not show the slightest concern for self-preservation—neither attempting to slam only Shun into the earth nor trying to survive the fall itself. Enduring the terror of death, it collided with the ground together with Shun.


      “Agahhh!”


      “Guh!”


      The dragon that held him died on impact, and Shun was also slammed into the ground. Wearing the Pandora armor, he avoided instant death, but he still suffered severe injuries.


      “This... This is how it’s supposed to be...”


      “They really seem intent on killing us for real.”


      The most troublesome aspect of Pandora was that any attempt to attack it risked hitting oneself. It might appear invincible at first glance, but as had been proven by its defeat ten thousand years ago, it could be overcome. If one recognized attacking Pandora as a “suicidal act” and attacked with the resolve to die, the strike could go through. Only a desperate charge, throwing one’s life away, could truly threaten Pandora.


      “Ah, I feel relieved. Everyone in the country fights with their lives on the line, and I always thought it unfair that I would be the only one on the killing side. Now I, too, can fight with my life at stake.”


      Shun, crushed under the dragon’s corpse, pushed it aside and crawled free. Looking up at the sky again, he saw countless dragons enraged at the gruesome deaths of their comrades.


      “Very well. If you want to kill me, I welcome it. But I am also Disaea’s ace, a retainer of the lord. I will struggle to the very end and take you with me.”


      A man of intense self-destructive desire yet steadfast loyalty—he welcomed the long-awaited destruction with a complicated heart.


      Part 7 — On the Ground


      While Saiga fought in the skies with the skill of a thousand men, the soldiers of the Batterabbe territory struggled in a grueling back-and-forth battle below.


      “Behold those pitiful corpses!” the soldiers cried. “Thanks to the next heir wielding the greatest divine sword, Eckesachs, we fight valiantly! No matter how powerful the dragons are, with Lord Saiga here, there is nothing to fear! We too shall crush the dragon’s minions and the troops of Oseo!”


      “Ooooh!”


      Across Batterabbe, the bodies of dragons lay scattered in ignoble death. The overwhelming strength of the creatures made their deaths all the more inspiring for morale, and the officers of Batterabbe eagerly displayed the dragon corpses to raise the spirits of their soldiers. For the dragons’ minions, however, it was a demoralizing sight.


      “Do not falter! The dragons expected this! Look to the skies—they are still fighting valiantly!”


      They had known before coming to this world that their enemies were formidable. Seeing their dragon comrades fall was frightening, but retreat here would have been a greater insult. Instead, they used that knowledge to bolster their resolve.


      “Blabber all you want! I have never once intended to retreat. If I can take even one more of you with me, I am satisfied!”


      Meanwhile, the Oseo soldiers advanced as well, determined to inflict any damage they could on the Arcana Kingdom. To make matters worse, they too enjoyed the blessings of the Eight Sacred Treasures. Armed with Ungaikyo’s equipment from fallen Arcana soldiers and fueled by Danua’s rations, the Oseo troops pressed forward.


      “The Sacred Treasures can only distinguish humans from nonhumans! Even if we must use the enemy’s strength, let’s show them what we’re here for!”


      Amid Vajra’s raging storm, the mythic battle heated to a fever pitch.


      “The enemy is blessed by a Sacred Treasure! Ordinary attacks won’t work! Kill them with everything you’ve got!”


      “Let’s goooooo!”


      Even so, what drew the Batterabbe soldiers’ attention more were the monsters from the Old World. A herd of armor-clad bipedal boars charged forward, steam rising from their bodies.


      “The boar warriors, repel them with fire magic! They are living creatures—burn them and they die!”


      “Thanks to Danua’s Blessing, our magic is unlimited! Cast without hesitation!”


      The boars were so massive that a grown man looked like a child next to them. Their formation as they charged resembled a pack of wild beasts. Yet with repeated exposure, the soldiers of Batterabbe grew accustomed. They calmly unleashed their fire magic. Normally, rain would drastically weaken magical flames, but the unrestrained Vajra storm rendered such effects null. The blazing fire struck the charging boars directly. Yet the boars barely singed and did not slow their charge.


      “They endured it?! Are they wearing magical armor?!”


      “No, it’s clearly physical enhancement—strong enough to repel flames!”


      The boars in formation charged without any tricks or hesitation. The soldiers of Batterabbe tried to defend, but they were swept aside with ease.


      “Guaaaah!”


      The enemy already dwarfed them in size, and now it charged with enhanced bodies. Even strong armor and restorative food could not save the soldiers. It was precisely because they had survived that the soldiers suffered so much.


      “G-Gkaahh...!”


      “Ensure that they die.”


      “Yes!”


      The boars did not let their guards down, even as the Batterabbe soldiers collapsed, coughing up blood. No matter how it looked, they were clearly incapacitated, but given time, they might return to the front lines. The monsters of the Old World were thorough, showing no arrogance. To completely erase any chance of survival, the boars aimed to crush heads under their thick legs.


      “Spirit Summoning!”


      “Silver Demon Style!”


      A half-beast heroine and silver-haired heroine joined the fight. They struck the charging boars with palm strikes just as the beasts were about to finish off the Batterabbe soldiers. The monsters’ enormous bodies—far beyond human scale—were sent flying in unison.


      “Hmph. Your mastery of Ki is low. You’re relying mostly on brute strength.”


      “I only just started learning, and unlike you, I take the time to memorize it properly. But as long as it works, it’s fine.”


      “Indeed. It’s more than effective.”


      The fallen Batterabbe soldiers, still in shock, called out their names.


      “Lady Sunae, consort of the next heir, and Silver Demon Style user, Ran?! Why are you on the front lines?!”


      “Is it so strange that we defend our husband’s territory?”


      “Wait, I’m not Saiga’s wife! Don’t get the wrong idea!”


      The two young heroines had already consumed Danua’s rations. Brimming with more strength than usual, they stood before the boars.


      “Gnhh... Wolf impostor and dragon impostor.”


      “Just two of them? Let’s deal with them quickly!”


      Although they’d been blasted away by Ki, their physical augmentations allowed the boars to withstand the impact and prepare to attack again. Once more, they released power from their entire bodies like steam, charging with fierce determination. But seeing this, Ran noticed something.


      “Hmm? Sunae, jump and evade.”


      “Hm? We’ll leave ourselves wide open.”


      “Just do it.”


      “Understood.”


      Jumping over creatures far larger than humans was something only their enhanced bodies could manage. Effortlessly, they cleared the boars and landed behind them, watching the backs of the charging beasts.


      “Grrh, damn it!”


      Even ordinary boars would slow down to turn after being avoided, but the clever ones pressed forward. Only after crashing through several walls did they finally stop.


      “Now!”


      “Yes!”


      Normally, the impact of a charge would cause hesitation, but the heroines stepped forward without any.


      “Ki Wave, Quivering Feet!”


      “Spirit Summoning, Full Power!”


      Ran struck while shaking the ground violently, and Sunae attacked like a massive lion. The boars, struck by their rapid assault, were blown away once more.


      “Guaaah! G-Gah! The legends of our strength should have endured! Why are we being overcome so easily?!”


      Even the boars were stunned—but so too were Sunae and the Batterabbe soldiers.


      “What is going on, Ran? Before, and again just now... These boars could smash stone walls with their bodies, yet they’re so fragile?”


      Even the boars that had once shrugged off high-damage fire magic were now easily sent flying. Sunae, puzzled, asked Ran for an explanation.


      “There was a practitioner of a similar martial art in the village of Tempera. It’s called the Maelstrom Blood Style. Unlike for us, it could only be enhanced for an instant—a very difficult technique.”


      Just as the boars had called Ran a wolf impostor and Sunae a dragon impostor, Ran had also recognized the boars’ technique as a “variant” of that same martial art.


      “Only for an instant?”


      “I can maintain my enhancements constantly, and you are strengthened throughout the battle too, right? But the Maelstrom Blood Style only strengthens at the moment of striking or charging. Unlike us, the boars’ strength lasts while they run, but they cannot change their movements mid-charge. And if they stop, they lose the enhancement just the same.”


      “So all we have to do is dodge once, wait until they stop, and then attack. I see... They’re simple opponents.”


      Their weakness was exactly as Ran had explained, and the countermeasure matched Sunae’s interpretation. The boars’ expressions darkened, but even in this unfavorable situation, it was not fatal.


      “You!” meanwhile came a cry. “You will face us too!”


      “Oseo has allied with the dragons! The dragons’ companions are our allies!”


      Sensing their allies’ disadvantage, the Oseo soldiers were advancing. If Sunae and Ran had the upper hand against the boars, they intended to compensate.


      “Boars! Charge without fear! We’ll cover you!”


      “We are regular soldiers too—we can use magic! Don’t think we’ll just dodge!”


      “Hah. As expected of allies the dragons chose. They have backbone.”


      “I underestimated humans in various ways.”


      The boars and the Oseo soldiers attempted to coordinate and form formations, but—


      “Fools! Did you think the consorts of the next heir would stand on the battlefield with only two?”


      “D-Damn! More reinforcements?!”


      The mainline regular soldiers, advancing alongside Sunae and Ran, struck the Old World forces. Because they had carefully formed their ranks, they were overwhelmed by a sudden assault from an unexpected direction.


      “Ma’ams, leave the Oseo soldiers to us!”


      “I told you, I’m not Saiga’s wife!”


      Batterabbe soldiers and Ran and Sunae versus the Old World monsters and Oseo troops—the battle escalated even further.




      Within the lands ruled by the Disaea family lay the kingdom’s seedy underbelly. It was a hub crammed with casinos, brothels, arenas—in essence, a destination for the wealthy. The enormous flow of money meant security was tight, but only against thugs or bandits; they had no defenses against a real army. Those who had gathered to enjoy these tasteless entertainments screamed and fled, slaughtered no differently from the poor.


      Adding insult to injury, the attackers deliberately targeted the wealthy over the common workers. Jewelry and adornments, even if soiled with blood or damage, would remain a fortune afterward. They had come intending from the start to plunder, not to fight.


      “Ah, such fine-dressed young ladies. Normally, I wouldn’t even have the chance to see you.”


      Oseo soldiers surged into the brothel in the midst of screams—not as guests but as rapists. Their pockets were stuffed with stolen money, but they had no intention of paying. These men, the very picture of depravity, approached the high-class prostitutes, driven by the thrill of the battlefield. Even women accustomed to male attention were unprepared for this kind of assault; they recoiled, crying like young girls, unable to accept it. The guards assigned to handle such unruly clients were already sprawling on the expensive carpet. There was no one left to protect the women.


      “Well then, let’s see how you handle this. No time to waste—quickly now!”


      From behind the riled-up soldiers, a woman appeared.


      “My, my, dear guests. It seems you don’t quite understand where you are.”


      Slash. The upper and lower bodies of the soldiers who had stormed the brothel were severed. A razor-sharp wind magic had cut the beasts cleanly in two.


      “Urkh?!”


      “Unfortunately, this is not a place to learn how to treat ladies. For those without even the most basic manners, I can only ask you to leave.”


      The cross-dressing beauty Byoubu Kakejiku was Disaea’s other ace. Upon her arrival, the high-class courtesans clung to her in relief.


      “Byoubu! I-I was so scared!”


      “You’ve come to save us! I’m so glad!”


      Byoubu briefly held the crying women until they calmed, then gently created some distance.


      “Now, this place is dangerous. I will escort you—let’s retreat to a safe area.”


      “Yes!”


      Beaming with joy, the courtesans followed her lead. It was not normally their time to be out, but there was no room to worry about etiquette. They stepped out onto the main street without caring about their hair or makeup, and were struck speechless. A crowd had gathered—people who had likely also been attacked, around which stood Disaea’s soldiers and the remaining guards. And scattered throughout the area were countless corpses. Most were enemies, all bearing a variety of different wounds.


      “U-Um... Did you do all this, Byoubu?”


      “Heh heh. Do I look like the kind of woman who brags about every victory? But...it seems more enemies are on the way.”


      After entrusting the courtesans to the soldiers and guards, Byoubu performed a strange motion. She removed something from her ear like an earring and clenched it in her hand. Like a trick, it became a single staff. A telescopic noble treasure: the Golden Staff of Compliant Will. It could shrink small enough to fit in a pierced ear or extend to measure the depths of the sea. Of course, it was a highly advanced artifact, far beyond what anyone like Suiboku could make. It had once been created by the Great Tengu, eventually purchased by Disaea’s ancestors, and now served as her weapon.


      “I’ll handle this here. Hurry now!”


      In the direction she pointed the Golden Staff of Compliant Will came the vibrations of marching boots. Enemy reinforcements were approaching—more numerous than their own remaining soldiers—and their presence alone carried the weight of overwhelming force.


      “Don’t worry! As long as I’m here, not a single one gets through. I’ll deal with them quickly and catch up, so follow the rules ‘don’t push, don’t run, don’t talk,’ and escape safely!”


      Her reassuring words and radiant smile inspired even the soldiers and guards. Trusting their backs to her, they fled without looking back.


      “Now then... I’ve talked big enough. Time to look the part.”


      The Oseo soldiers, having already killed many and seized much spoils, surged forward for more. Their faces held no satisfaction—only desire.


      “There’s still rich people left! I saw some women run that way!”


      “All right, let’s make even more profit!”


      “Good! I haven’t had nearly enough yet! Everything left is mine!”


      “First come, first served, idiot!”


      “These are attackers suited for a city of vice. Then we’ll meet them in kind.”


      With a confident smile, Byoubu ran toward the crowd herself, spinning her Golden Staff of Compliant Will as she prepared to strike.


      “What’s this, more guards? Or...a woman? A cross-dressing woman?”


      “This is the red-light district; such guards are expected.”


      “Her face and body aren’t bad, but if she’s in the way, she’s a problem. Kill her!”


      Even fallen into depravity, a soldier was still a soldier. Using the Ungaikyo weapons they had looted, they charged at the lone woman in a group attack.


      “Hmph!”


      Steam burst forcefully from Byoubu’s body. She extended the Golden Staff of Compliant Will to about two meters and swung it in a full arc, crushing the Oseo soldiers in one blow. And by “crushing,” it was meant literally—bodies physically torn apart by the impact.


      “Wha—?!”


      “Oops, you’re taking too long to calm down!”


      The soldiers, expecting to be the ones hunting, froze in shock at a result no human could produce. But Byoubu had no reason to stop—steam shot from her body again, and she pulverized more soldiers.


      “Damn this woman!”


      The Oseo soldiers now unleashed fire magic. None of them were skilled enough to call themselves mages, but their combined attack produced tremendous firepower.


      “Ugh!”


      Byoubu, just a single woman, was effortlessly engulfed by the flames. The heat alone would have been fatal to most monsters—but she calmly walked out of the inferno.


      “Phew, that’s hot, hot.”


      Deliberately fanning her face with a hand, she stood covered in glowing armor. This was the effect of a Rare Art known as the Mystic Arts.


      “Wh-What?! Magical armor?! Is she...a magic user?!”


      “No, that’s not it. I’m what you’d call a warrior of the gods—basically, a cheat.”


      As the flames dissipated, the glowing armor covering her vanished. Simultaneously, countless duplicates of her body appeared.


      “The power I inherited is of the same lineage as Saiga-sama’s. I can use every type of magic and rare magic—but only one at a time. Unlike Saiga-sama, I can’t protect myself with Mystic Art armor while attacking with fire magic. However...”


      “Wha... Huh...?”


      “The total amount of power I possess is far greater than Saiga-sama’s overall capacity. Not quite as much as Saiga-sama, but enough to rival the legendary Ran-chan.”


      The number of duplicates emerging from Byoubu was extraordinary—not one or ten but dozens, each spinning a Golden Staff of Compliant Will in hand.


      “Then let’s resume the war. Don’t worry—I’m the only one here. Well, maybe ‘only’ isn’t the right word.”


      With a signal from the real Byoubu, her duplicates attacked the remaining Oseo soldiers. Her personal physical ability wasn’t extraordinary, but she wielded the top-tier noble treasure the Golden Staff of Compliant Will. And having created more duplicates than there were enemies before them, the sweep was swift.


      “I think that takes care of the human enemies for now...”


      After dismissing her duplicates, Byoubu looked up fearlessly, showing no signs of fatigue.


      “Uooooh!”


      A large group of wolves, armed with swords, launched a desperate assault. Realizing Byoubu was a warrior of the gods, they attacked with full force, holding nothing back.


      “It won’t be that easy!”


      She converted her internal energy into magical power and unleashed a fire attack. The desperate wolves were instantly reduced to charred ash. As black ash fell like snow, another monster attacked.


      “Graaahhhh!”


      A boar charged, steam rising from its body. Compared to her slender frame, the difference in size was unimaginable—but she remained unshaken, activating Orb Blood to harden her right arm.


      “Whoa!”


      The boar’s charge, enhanced with physical augmentation, was strong—but it could not withstand the strength of her enhanced arm. With it, she sliced the boar like tofu. However, before even a drop of blood could splatter her, a dense hallucination enveloped her surroundings—produced by bipedal cats of inhuman power.


      “Shaah!”


      A cat launched a surprise attack from a blind spot, claws extended. But the moment it neared her, it toppled into a drunken stupor. She had switched her internal power to Drunken Fist Style and activated Inebriated Blood. At that point, any approach toward her was already a trap—there was no winning.


      “Ha ha ha, naughty little kitty. You need a lesson.”


      “A-Aagh... Wait!”


      Paying no heed to its pleading, Byoubu slammed her Golden Staff of Compliant Will onto the cat’s head.


      “Gaarrr—!”


      A rhinoceros nearby swung a crude sword downward, but the effect of Orb Blood allowed her to cut through it—and even noble treasures—with ease.


      “Heh heh, panicking a lot, aren’t you? Probably came from the countryside, huh?”


      Effortlessly avoiding the desperate strike, she extended her Golden Staff of Compliant Will in a single motion. One end plunged into the ground while the other struck the rhino’s torso. As the staff continued to extend, the rhino’s body was lifted into the air.


      “Gah... Ugh?!”


      The Golden Staff of Compliant Will snapped back. Without support, the rhino began a free fall, accelerating rapidly toward the ground.


      “Enjoy it—with your whole body and soul!”


      As the rhino tried to land safely, Byoubu crushed it again with the extending Golden Staff of Compliant Will. By now, she no longer needed magic; using only her body and the noble treasure, she dispatched monsters with ease.


      “Too strong... What are you?!”


      The rhino, flattened on the ground, could not rise and raged in frustration. Byoubu accepted such complaints from monsters as natural.


      “I am Byoubu Kakejiku, Disaea’s second ace. Of course I’m strong.”


      She possessed neither the Eight Sacred Treasures nor Immortality, yet she prided herself on being no less formidable than the other aces. As she delivered the finishing blow to the rhinoceros, who was glaring at her with hatred, her expression shifted from confident to utterly desperate.


      “Normally, I would have enough strength to be called ‘too strong,’ but right now...I honestly feel my power lacking.”


      With no time to savor a momentary victory, she turned toward the people who needed her.


      Part 8 — Defense


      In the Sepaeda territory, the Wynne family estate was the home where the Sansui family lived, but now it carried a tense, militarized atmosphere. Blois’s older brother Hetter and their father Senve stood side by side at the entrance. Normally calm and gentle, their faces were now serious and guarded. Blois, Lain, and Fanne were preparing to see them off, alongside Blois’s mother, Kette, and sisters, Chette and Lyra.


      “Our territory is under attack by dragons. Other regions are likely facing the same... We cannot expect reinforcements. We must go ourselves.”


      “We may not return, but this is the duty of a lord. Please forgive us.”


      The family could not stop the two, who were determined to face death on the battlefield. Only Blois tried to follow.


      “Father, brother... I want to fight too.”


      “That will not happen.”


      Blois, a prodigy in swordsmanship and magic, wished to accompany them. Senve rejected the idea without hesitation.


      “Blois, as long as dragons are involved, our home is not safe. I need you to stay here and protect it.”


      “That...is true,” Blois replied. Yet she immediately recognized that his words were a pretext. He simply did not approve of her joining the war.


      “Blois, this is our battlefield. Not yours.”


      “You have fought enough; I have fought none. There’s no need to consider who should be fighting.”


      Hetter spoke the same words firmly.


      Blois could not stop the two determined warriors.


      “Farewell...”


      She did not know that seeing loved ones march off toward certain death could be so painful. Tears ran down her cheeks as she held Lain and Fanne tightly.




      Scenes like this were playing out all across Sepaeda, where the battlefields were nothing short of hell. Dragons flew above, fearlessly circling the skies, while their minions wreaked havoc on the ground.


      “Buh ha ha ha! What’s this? Sepaeda, a family of warriors, yes? Did you not single-handedly destroy the Oseo Kingdom, you claim? Show us your valor!”


      Bipedal bulls wielding axes advanced on streets scorched by dragon fire. The surviving Sepaeda soldiers attempted to resist, but the sudden assault left them struggling. And the enemy was no ordinary foe—these were monsters of the Old World. Legendary beings attacked with hostility and without giving the defenders a chance to respond.


      “Gather the surviving soldiers! Concentrate your forces and take them down one by one!”


      “Take us down one by one?” The monsters scoffed. “You actually think that’s possible? Hah... Forgetting us while worrying about the dragons? That stings!”


      From the bodies of the formidable bulls, exact duplicates emerged—same size, same armaments. The Sepaeda soldiers immediately understood the implications.


      “Sh-Shadow Summoning? The monsters of the Old World...casting shadows?!”


      “Ah, so you recognize this power, don’t you?”


      “That’s right, humans. We can create duplicates of ourselves, identical to our real bodies. That is our power.”


      “And unlike your human copies, each one has its own consciousness!”


      “Well then, can you take us down one by one?”


      Each duplicate spoke deliberately, grinning as they slowly encircled the Sepaeda soldiers. Each one was far stronger than a human, and together they formed an inescapable net. The soldiers began to tremble, dropping the weapons they were holding.


      “Hey now, thinking of surrendering? After nearly wiping out another country, you can’t get away with that!”


      “Eek!”


      The bulls laughed arrogantly and ruthlessly beat the Sepaeda soldiers. It was a terrifying sight, yet for the Oseo troops, it was reassuring.


      “You guys are incredible. Not only are you strong, but your strength multiplies. This is like having a hundred men on your side!”


      “A hundred men? Ha ha ha! That’s so human of you. I like it!”


      The few remaining Sepaeda soldiers were quickly wiped out. The Old World forces surged into the scorched streets, intent on looting everything they could. The people left in the city had no choice but to cower and wait. But with the thunder of hooves, a large force approached. They carried the Sepaeda family banner, led personally by the current lord of the family and his elite squad.


      “Hear me, Oseo soldiers! I am the head of the Sepaeda family, lord of Sansui Shirokuro! You dared to march into my lands to settle old scores? Very well! I shall face you myself, along with these monsters of the Old World!”


      Though he spoke with respect for the enemy, his expression was deadly serious. The elite troops behind him wore the same determined looks.


      “Bwa ha ha ha! Finally, some opponents with some backbone. Let’s have some fun—our duplicates will handle you!”


      A few of the bulls sent dozens of duplicates forward. It was a stampede worthy of its name, a force that even lions might flee from.


      “Ha ha ha! Our duplicates will deal with you!”


      “Now, now! Can you defeat even one of us? Even if you do, it won’t mean a thing!”


      “Show some fight at least!”


      The duplicates advanced without fear of injury. The lord of Sepaeda summoned all his mana, channeling it into a single attack—an all-out fire spell.


      “Red Carpet!”


      Flames swept across the ground before him. Even as the fire roared over the land, the duplicates charged onward without hesitation.


      “Pathetic! You think such weak fire can destroy us?”


      “Ugh! I can’t see a thing! Ha ha ha!”


      “Is that all your full power, Lord of Sepaeda?”


      The merciless taunts rang out from the duplicates. Though they took damage, they showed no sign of disappearing. The lord of Sepaeda did not offer excuses.


      “Yes, this is my full strength. Unfortunately, I am no genius. All I can do is blind you with my effort.”


      The Old World monsters and their duplicates had misunderstood. The lord of Sepaeda was not failing to sweep the area due to a lack of power—he had deliberately unleashed his full strength to obscure their vision.


      “The killing will be done by my subordinates!”


      “Exactly! All of you, follow me!”


      “What... What?!”


      As the flames died down, Tahlan’s duplicates stood side by side in front of the enemies. That alone was not remarkable, but behind them, the elite soldiers charged forward, using Tahlan’s duplicates as stepping stones to leap over the monsters. Their target was the originals who had spawned the duplicates.


      “Th-this is bad! Damn it!”


      “They’re everywhere!”


      The soldiers leaped over their heads, only for the elite troops to slip under their feet the next instant. Caught off guard for even a moment, the duplicates were frozen, unable to react. By the time they tried to turn and chase, the gap had already grown too wide.


      “Hah... Copies with consciousness, huh? Impressive. But if your true strength is this, your pitifulness is only multiplied!”


      “You dare speak! You think you can beat us, merely scuttling around like mice? Have you forgotten that our true power surpasses yours?”


      The bulls’ originals were not foolish enough to be killed while standing still. They swung the axes in their hands at Tahlan and the elite troops charging toward them, aiming carefully rather than flailing blindly.


      “You really think your strength surpasses ours?”


      The elite Sepaeda soldiers slightly adjusted their pace, skewing the timing. The enormous axe passed harmlessly before them, striking nothing but air.


      “Hah! If my brother-in-law is the lord of Sansui, then we are the disciples of Sansui. We won’t fall before a mere hulking bull!”


      No matter how tough these Old World monsters were, they were still bipedal mammals. Vulnerable spots like the throat, ribs, the backs of elbows and knees remained the same as for humans. The elite soldiers of Sepaeda seized the instant the bulls hesitated, slicing one vulnerable spot after another as they passed. Though the bulls’ skin was thicker than a human’s, it made no difference. The combination of individual skill and coordinated group tactics left even these monsters helpless.


      “Ah...!”


      With the death of the originals, the duplicates vanished. No matter how real or conscious they seemed, they were still mere copies.


      “Learn the price of underestimating us. Die as you stand, and then...”


      Tahlan turned his gaze away from the bleeding, suffocating bulls and fixed it on the stunned Oseo soldiers.


      “Wh-What...? No way... Old World monsters, defeated so easily?”


      “Oseo soldiers, I know why you fight. Here stands the man who cornered you. I am Magyan Tahlan, the one you hate above all others!”


      With a determined expression, Tahlan deliberately restrained his comrades. He intended to face the dozens of Oseo soldiers before him alone.


      “Do not hold back. Pour every ounce of your hatred into me!”


      “Eeeeeeek! R-Run!”


      “After all this, don’t think you can escape!”


      With a roar, Tahlan surged forward. His terrifying skill cleaved through the Oseo soldiers like a demon. His solo rampage scattered them like leaves in the wind, rivaling even his master Sansui in precision and power. The fleeing Oseo troops were no match. In an instant, they were annihilated.


      “Well done, everyone. Sansui himself would praise this outcome. This town should now be safe...for the moment.”


      From his mount, the lord commended his troops. The elite soldiers, trained by Sansui, had delivered results that met his expectations. His praise was genuine. But the town, scorched by dragon fire and ravaged by the enemy, looked far from safe. Tahlan and the others could hardly see it that way.


      “Still, brother-in-law...this is too much.”


      “I know. But there is no point lingering here. We must move on to the next place.”


      The lord pressed forward, and Tahlan and the elite troops followed. Other lands were calling for aid, and they could not afford to pause. Barely stopping for a rest, they prepared to move toward another town—but then they noticed it: a massive flow of “blood” rising from the ground toward the sky.


      “So it has begun,” one soldier murmured. “So many people have already died...”


      Seeing a phenomenon that had only existed in myth, the soldiers realized the full scale of their kingdom’s losses.




      In the sky above the central Arcana Kingdom’s royal domain, Ukyou fought desperately as he was assaulted by countless dragons from the swirling vortex above. Summoning storms to disrupt their attacks, he managed to hold his ground—just barely. Then, the vengeful demon blade Dainsleif began to glow unnaturally.


      “So the time to show my true power has come,” the blade murmured.


      “Wh-What? Now? What condition has been met?” Ukyou shouted, his anger flaring as he berated the blade. “Because you’ve been taking it easy, you haven’t been able to slay the dragons in the royal domain! Do you even realize how much damage has been done?”


      “That’s not it, my master,” Dainsleif replied. “To display my true power, I require immense sacrifice.”


      Ukyou felt it through the blade: the approaching presence of that “immense sacrifice.”


      “I am Dainsleif, the Demon Blade of Vengeance, a Sacred Treasure that drains human blood.”


      When its limiter was engaged, Dainsleif absorbed the blood of those it struck, killing its victims. But with the limiter removed, its function to slay dragons was entirely different. It drew in the blood of all who had been slain by dragons and their minions—and wielded it as a weapon.


      “The condition is met... The blood of those slain by dragons and their minions shall become the power to slay dragons!”


      The devastation caused by the dragons throughout the Arcana Kingdom was immense. That blood, transcending rain and wind, was converging. Ukyou’s body shivered at the horrifying reality. No wonder Dainsleif itself had loathed this.


      “You have felt the suffering borne by the victims of the Arcana Kingdom,” Dainsleif said. “Transform that suffering into power...and strike the dragons.”


      “Yes... I understand!” Ukyou swung Dainsleif like a conductor’s baton, directing the amassed blood toward the dragons.


      The mixture formed a massive, cataclysmic sphere—a watery orb of blood the size of a natural disaster—and it surged at one dragon with terrifying speed.


      “Graaaahhhh!”


      The dragon responded with a full-force breath attack, attempting to evaporate the blood. Its fire was more than sufficient to boil ordinary liquid—but this sphere did not even scald. It engulfed the dragon entirely.


      “G-Gyahhhhh!”


      Like being immersed in a sea of strong acid, the dragon’s body began dissolving. Every drop of blood acted as if fueled by vengeance itself, annihilating the dragon’s cells from the inside out.


      “So this is your power...” Ukyou muttered.


      “Yes. My true strength grows with the number of sacrifices of my comrades,” Dainsleif replied.


      “I imagine if humanity had been on the brink of extinction, you would have been unstoppable.”


      “Yes... And even now, I remain strong.”


      Having finally felled one dragon, Ukyou turned Dainsleif toward the others.


      “Fools. The more you attack Arcana, the stronger I become!” he taunted, feeling the weight of the immense sacrifices fueling him.


      But the dragons accepted this—they had prepared themselves.


      “We know. Rather, from the start, we intended it this way.”


      “What?!”


      “You possess the Sacred Chalice of Will, don’t you? There’s no way you could be killed by ordinary means. In that case, all we need is to make you burn with a vengeful desire so intense that your will disappears—that is, that you lose your selfhood.”


      If one held the Sacred Chalice of Will, they could not die as long as they had a strong will. This was a fundamental function, present even before any limiter was removed. To defeat Ukyou, one had no choice but either to subdue him without killing him, or to strip him of his will to live.


      “Is that why? Is that why you burned Arcana? Is that why you’ve been going around killing citizens?”


      “That’s right. Even if we dragons had to pay the price to stoke your vengeful desire, we were prepared to accept it.”


      “Don’t you dare... I’ll kill every single one of you!”


      Even knowing it was exactly what they wanted, he could not help but feel furious. They might possess a spirit of self-sacrifice, but that did not make them worthy of respect.


      His vengeful desire boiled over, and the blood around him seemed to boil as well. It was as if hatred strong enough to swallow all dragons in the world had taken residence within him. Yet that was only a perception, not reality.


      “You’ll kill every one of us? Impossible. Even ten thousand years ago, Dainsleif caused great destruction, yet it could not wipe out our ancestors. You had no chance of victory from the start!”


      Countless dragons, each with the resolve to die, surged toward Ukyou. Their combined force made even the blood amassed by Dainsleif seem ephemeral in comparison.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3 — Disadvantages


      Part 9 — Ten Fists


      In the royal family’s directly governed territory, Oseo soldiers and the monsters of the Old World had advanced even into the royal capital. The many Arcana soldiers stationed in the capital fought desperately in response, but they had not been able to prepare perfectly for such a sudden assault. Some of the Oseo soldiers did not bother fighting at all and instead rampaged as they pleased. Their targets were ordinary civilians who had no power to fight back.


      The people, thrown into confusion by the sudden outbreak of a great war, joined hands with one another and fled into large buildings for refuge. Naturally, these shelters varied greatly in size and each responded in its own way, but the largest among them—the academy—had opened its gates wide and was accepting the fleeing civilians.


      “Move! Hurry!”


      “Monsters from the Old World are getting inside!”


      “W-Wait! Don’t close it yet! My— My leg...!”


      “We’re holding the door for you, so hurry! If you want to rest, rest after you’re inside!”


      “That’s the last refugee! Once they’re in, seal the entrance immediately!”


      The academy normally held many students and teachers, but now it was housing far more people than usual. Not only the classrooms but even the warehouses and hallways were packed tightly with people. Desks and shelves had been piled up like mountains to block the windows and doors. The atmosphere was extremely tense—one could not help but feel the heavy air of wartime.


      Amid all this, the headmistress and several leading teachers were engaged in a futile discussion.


      “We have sealed the place for now, but our opponent is an army, and it even includes monsters from the Old World. I don’t think we can hold out in a siege.”


      “This is the royal capital—and the academy is a major facility. Reinforcements will surely come. However...I honestly don’t believe they will make it in time.”


      “Should we gather those who can fight and prepare to resist?”


      “It would be pointless.” The headmistress rebuked the teachers who suggested resistance. “No matter how small the possibility, we should simply endure.”


      No one could argue with her words. The refugees had already lost heart. The teachers were much the same. Trying to fight under these conditions would lead to nothing good. It would only shorten the already brief time they might be able to hold out.


      “All we can do is wait for reinforcements.”


      Do nothing, remain still, and simply endure. Hold out for even a single second longer, and pray that help arrives in that time. It was ironic for a place of learning, but that was the best course of action.


      Even so... It seems that I, too, possessed such proper values, the headmistress thought.


      In a sense, the invasion of Old World monsters should have been a coveted opportunity for study. She had heard from the Eight Sacred Treasures that such creatures truly existed, but even so, it was a rare sight to witness with one’s own eyes. And yet, despite that, the headmistress felt completely ordinary fear. The calm part of her mind even sneered at her own sensible emotions.


      In the end, I’m just an old woman with a bit too much curiosity. I cannot remain aloof like the Immortals.


      With all her wisdom, she could imagine the near future clear as day. She was an excellent mage, but if faced with the enemy soldiers, she would probably freeze in fear, her tongue would stop working, and she would be cut down just like that. The same would be true for the others. If things continued like this, that outcome was highly likely. In fact, the only way to survive would be to hope for a miracle.


      Even as they waited, thunderous sounds echoed from outside. The monsters of the Old World and Oseo’s soldiers were trying to break their way into the academy. Would it be a few more minutes? Perhaps ten. Even with a generous estimate, an hour was impossible. And as for reinforcements arriving...that too seemed unlikely.


      Just as everyone had fallen into despair and some had even begun to consider taking their own lives, the sound of their doors being broken down suddenly stopped, and in its place, the sounds of battle began to ring out. What that meant was clear: Reinforcements had arrived.


      “Hey! Don’t stick your face up against the window!”


      “I’m not moving the barricade! I’m just looking outside through the gaps!”


      “Did Arcana soldiers come to save us?”


      “N-No... It’s someone else! Those are... Those are martial artists from Tempera Village! They’re wearing martial arts uniforms I’ve seen before! And it’s not just one or two—there are dozens—no, maybe even a hundred!”


      Thanks to the voice of someone who seemed to be in a position where they could see outside, hope and confusion flooded the academy at the same time.


      “Martial artists from Tempera Village came to help us?!”


      If it had merely been a hundred regular reinforcements, the excitement would not have been this great, but the martial artists of Tempera Village were special figures even within this academy.


      “If they’ve come...we might survive.”


      The descendants of the clan that had once cornered Suiboku and Eckesachs were now fighting the dragon’s servants. The headmistress exchanged nods with those around her, her expression having regained hope.




      A short time ago, when the dragon’s invasion had just begun and shadows started passing over the sky above Tempera Village, there were those who had rushed out of the village, intending to head to Arcana as reinforcements.


      First there were the practitioners of divine descent who had come from foreign lands: Deyiaoe Utto, Magyan Toris, and Baigao Shiyoki. And then came the outcasts who had once left the village together with Ran but were now retraining: Yabia of the Four Vessels Style, Suji of the Bursting Venom Style, Kazuno of the Drunken Fist Style, and Konoko of the Mist Shadow Style.


      The seven girls, with resolute expressions, were about to leave the village with nothing but the clothes on their backs. They exchanged no words of resolve, simply facing straight ahead.


      “Guests—and the four outcasts. I understand that this is urgent, but leaving the village without even a farewell... Is that really appropriate?”


      The one who called out from behind them was a martial artist dressed like a fortune teller—the head of the Testudo Style. The appearance of the thoughtful old man who possessed the power of foresight made the girls turn around reflexively. Yet the expression on the Testudo Style master’s face was filled with unmistakable inferiority.


      “Outsiders and outcasts. If you leave without so much as a word, this village will never open its gates again. Are you prepared for that?”


      His eyes fixed firmly upon the girls. Even though they lacked sufficient strength and combat power, they were bravely heading toward certain death—and that filled him with a sense of defeat.


      “Let me ask you this. Are you not afraid of dying for nothing? After enduring harsh training in order to grow stronger and building up your power throughout your life—are you not terrified that it might all end without meaning?”


      Before hearing their answer, the head of the Testudo Style revealed his own feelings.


      “I am afraid. I hate the thought of it. Having actually experienced it once, I never want to feel that way again.”


      It was an unvarnished admission of weakness—something unbefitting the old man who led the village. The seven girls did not laugh at him, because they carried the same feelings.


      “Yes. To have the strength you’ve built up collapse without meaning. Not merely losing, but suffering a defeat that makes you realize from the start that you never had any chance of winning because the gap in power was that great. We know that feeling. It’s truly unpleasant.”


      “But we also know something even more frightening.”


      “Something even more frightening?”


      “Yes—doing nothing and remaining as you are. It is true that realizing the strength you have built over a lifetime is useless makes you question the meaning of your life. But having that strength you spent your life building and not using it for the sake of the people important to you—that is even more terrifying. In the end, you would lose even the confidence you wanted to protect.”


      “That is the thinking of someone who has nothing behind them to protect. However...you are right.”


      When Ran—the prodigy and eccentric—had left the village, it had become the trigger for outside information to begin entering Tempera Village, which had long been closed off. Many martial artists had felt the temptation to go out into the world and make a name for themselves. At the same time, they had feared having their pride wounded by being compared to Ran. After weighing those two feelings against each other, they had chosen to remain hidden from the outside world. But that had not meant their pride had been completely protected.


      “We have clung too long to the fact that we lost to Ran. Truly pathetic.”


      With a rustling sound, many men began walking out from the village, coming to stand behind the head of the Testudo Style. They were martial artists who had never once left the village, yet had continued their training within it. Now they stood in formation with hardened, resolute expressions. They were no longer beaten dogs. They had accepted that they had lost to the genius Ran and had resolved themselves to face the next battle.


      “There is nothing that can be protected simply by locking it away. Some things can only be protected if they are won. For our own sake, we must find the courage.”


      The head of the Testudo Style roughly clenched his fist and lightly knocked the heads of the four outcasts one by one.


      “And that aside—did I not say this before? That the likes of you carrying the name of a martial house was presumptuous. It is we, the true martial artists, who must show the valor of Tempera Village.”


      They were the elites of the ten houses—warriors worthy of calling themselves true martial artists. Unlike Yabia and the others, each of them was a master in their own right. The descendants of the mercenaries who had once cornered Suiboku had revived for this decisive battle.


      “Men—march!”




      The martial artists of Tempera Village were a group of well-trained bodies without weapons, dressed in clothing from a clearly different cultural sphere, composed of people of a race rarely seen around the Kingdoms of Arcana and Oseo. At the appearance of such strange enemies, the Oseo soldiers stared in stunned silence for a moment.


      “What is this? Some other hidden ace of the Arcana Kingdom?”


      “They don’t look like amateurs... No, wait, something’s strange. None of them possess magical power!”


      “Which means... Could it be that they’re all Rare Arts users?!”


      The more closely they observed them, the more impossible these enemies seemed according to the common sense of the lands surrounding Arcana. While the Oseo soldiers were confused, the monsters of the Old World instead burst into loud laughter.


      “Hah! Ha ha ha ha! What is this, a gathering of imitators? To think they managed to find so many of them!”


      “Such oddities might manage to fight ordinary humans if novelty were their selling point, but to challenge the original masters themselves—now that is true ignorance of one’s place!”


      Calling themselves the originals and dismissing the martial artists as mere imitations, the monsters began explaining what they found so amusing.


      “Every intelligent creature has a power and technique it excels at. In the case of you humans, it is magical power and magic. Other races sometimes possess magical power and can use magic as well, but unlike humans, they cannot use magic of every attribute. To put it bluntly—they are inferior versions of the humans’ ability.”


      “Conversely, even if a human is born with powers other than magical power, they will never reach the true potential of those techniques. They simply become inferior versions of the races that naturally excel in those abilities.”


      “And as we can see from your physiques... Are you truly planning to fight beings who are superior versions of yourselves?”


      The monsters of the Old World looked at the martial artists—who wielded the same type of power as themselves—and mocked them. No matter how one looked at it, the monsters should be the ones to win. Yet the martial artists themselves faced them with burning fighting spirit.


      “How laughable,” they responded. “Who would be foolish enough to run away after coming this far? We cannot pile any more shame upon ourselves. Besides...do not think you can defeat us merely because of a difference in species!”


      “Merely a difference in species? You clearly have no idea how big that difference is! Oseo soldiers, don’t interfere, all right? We’ll handle this ourselves!”


      Fully aware of the disadvantages they faced, the martial artists charged forward. The monsters found it amusing and instructed the Oseo soldiers—who were their allies—not to interfere as they stepped forward to meet them. It was a rather strange situation, but as if it had been arranged beforehand, one-on-one duels began breaking out across the battlefield.




      The first martial artist, facing a bipedal cat, was a practitioner of the Mist Shadow Style. Standing face-to-face, the two had already realized that the power flowing within them was of the same kind. And precisely because of that, the bipedal cat licked its lips.


      “Our race excels at illusions that approach reality itself. I shall show you the true essence of illusion—something impossible for other races!”


      As if to prove its words, the cat projected a dense forest of trees all around them. Illusions created by humans rarely went beyond the level of a mere image and always felt unnatural. But the illusion projected by the bipedal cat was truly indistinguishable from reality. Even the practitioner of the Mist Shadow Style was left speechless for a moment, shaking their head as they observed it.


      “What a mesmerizing illusion. I’m impressed.”


      “Exactly. And while you remain captivated, I’ll send you to the afterlife!”


      Compared to the rhino- and ox-like monsters, the bipedal cat belonged to a lighter class. But that also made it far more agile, and its speed far surpassed theirs.


      “Uk-yaahh!”


      With a shriek, the cat leaped out from the illusion and attacked. The Mist Shadow Style practitioner instinctively dodged, but claw marks were left across their body. Their skin and clothing had been slashed by the cat’s sharp claws.


      “Well then, what will you do? Will you try producing an illusion as well? Something so crude that it’s obvious it’s fake... If you can shamelessly bring out such a low-level trick here!”


      “Guh!”


      Hidden within the illusions, the cat launched ambush after ambush. The Mist Shadow Style practitioner narrowly avoided them each time, but had no room to counterattack.


      “Heh heh... How pathetic. You’ll die here without being able to do a thing—not even producing one illusion—bleeding out slowly. You went through all the trouble of coming this far too. What a shame.”


      Though the cat’s words suggested it would torment its opponent slowly, in truth it had no intention of dragging things out.


      Normally I’d enjoy this a little longer, but this is a war. I won’t waste any more time—I’ll finish it with the next strike!


      The cat moved silently through the illusion it had created. Watching the Mist Shadow Style practitioner—now surrounded by illusions and seemingly having lost track of it—it quietly circled around to their back.


      It was a perfectly rational choice: a clean, efficient kill from behind. But the cat had been careless about its footing. Just as it moved behind its opponent, something triggered beneath the sole of its foot.


      “Ah— Gyaaaaaaah!”


      It was a hunting trap—a small steel foothold snare. With its spring-loaded jaws snapping shut, it clamped onto the cat’s leg. Someone had set it exactly where the cat stepped.


      “Oh? The illusion vanished.”


      There was no doubt who had set it. Looking closely, the practitioner of the Mist Shadow Style held a cord in their hand, connected to the trap that had bitten into the cat.


      “Y-You... You! When did you do that?!”


      The cat glared at him furiously, but when the human pulled the cord attached to the trap, the pain and restraint on its leg caused it to lose its balance and fall.


      “I threw it while you were happily launching your attacks at me. After that, all I did was turn my back to the trap and guide your movements toward it.”


      “You...! Are you happy winning with a trap when illusions and martial arts had nothing to do with it?!”


      “Oh my, what a strange thing to say. This was not a sparring match but a war. Besides, who ever said we were fighting bare-handed?”


      His tone was polite yet insolent, and the cat fell silent in embarrassment. It had simply misunderstood. The opponent had never declared that this was a contest of techniques or a fight of pure ability. Even thinking that way had been part of the opponent’s “illusion.”


      “The Mist Shadow Style encompasses not only illusions but also martial arts and concealed weapons. Enduring your attacks, setting the trap without you noticing, and guiding your movements toward it—all of that was my skill, the skill of my martial art.”


      The practitioner of the Mist Shadow Style pulled out a hand from their sleeve, gripping an iron fist—a concealed weapon fitted over the knuckles.


      “So then, with that so-called lifelike illusion of yours, can you turn this around from here?”


      At that moment, the bipedal cat looked at its trapped leg. The steel teeth had bitten deep enough to reach the bone, making it impossible to remove easily. Even if the cat could get free, it would likely be unable to walk. Furthermore, the trap was tied to a cord whose other end was firmly held by the Mist Shadow Style practitioner. There was no chance to flee or hide.


      “D-Damn it!”


      Realizing its defeat, the cat let out a cry of frustration.




      Among the ten martial houses of Tempera Village, the lineage of the Stormy Winds Style possessed the most impressive physiques. Their upper bodies were almost completely bare, and on their lower bodies they wore nothing more than a thick, sumo-style loincloth. In stark contrast to the Mist Shadow Style, they carried nothing into battle—even on a battlefield of war—displaying the boldness of true brutes.


      In pure hand-to-hand combat, they believed themselves to be the strongest. Yet even this practitioner of the Stormy Winds Style, who held that pride, could not help but stiffen when looking at the opponent before him.


      “Well now, quite a large enemy has shown up. For a human, at least.”


      “Ha ha...” the human gave a laugh. “This is my first time meeting a nonhuman enemy, so I can’t even tell if you’re a big one.”


      Before him stood a bipedal boar that possessed the same type of power. Its enormous body forced even the large Stormy Winds Style user to look up. If it had merely been tall, that would have been one thing—but its body was incredibly thick, and the difference in weight was immense. The boar might have outweighed him by two, three, or even five times.


      “You don’t want to use a weapon? If you rush in bare-handed, you won’t stand a chance.”


      “Well now. Guess I’ll have to try it first!”


      The Stormy Winds Style practitioner lowered into a deep stance, steam bursting from his body. Smoke carrying pressure far greater than mere vapor blasted outward with force.


      “Stormy Winds Style—Roaring Twin Cannon!”


      Thrusting both hands forward, he leaped with his full body weight behind the attack. It was not a strike meant to punch or slap the opponent but a motion to shove them down with overwhelming force. If an ordinary person had taken the blow, they would have been blasted straight backward and never risen to their feet again.


      The bipedal boar blocked it with the shield it held in one hand. The wooden shield shattered to pieces, yet the boar itself merely staggered a step and held its ground.


      “Oh, impressive, impressive. If you were up against other humans, you’d be able to kill them easily.”


      Like an adult praising a child, the boar complimented the Stormy Winds Style practitioner. It did indeed think the attack impressive—but it was not afraid of it.


      “But that’s just a little hand-to-hand game for fighting your own kind. It won’t work on us. Or what—were you holding back just now?”


      The Stormy Winds Style user gritted his teeth.


      “Ah... Judging by that expression, that was your full power.”


      The boar was right—it had struck the mark. The Stormy Winds Style practitioner had charged with all his strength, yet the attack had been completely received. If he struck dozens of times, perhaps he could eventually bring the creature down. But his opponent was unlikely to grant him that kind of courtesy.


      “So, what will you do? Call your comrades for help? Pick up one of the weapons lying around? Or...perhaps wait for me to let my guard down and strike by surprise?”


      Despite its massive frame, the boar delivered a sly and unpleasant provocation. It was clearly toying with the man who was obviously a “brute among humans.”


      “Well? What will it be? I’ll even wait for you to decide. I’m strong enough to take anything, after all.”


      “There’s nothing to think about. I’ll face you head-on.”


      The head of the Stormy Winds Style planted his feet firmly and took his stance once more. It was a posture meant to confront the enemy directly, leaving no room to dodge to either side.


      “Unfortunately, Stormy Winds Style is the only thing I’ve got. I’ve never even practiced any other techniques. This is all I can do.”


      “How admirable. Then I’ll blow you away!”


      Steam burst from the boar, its already formidable body growing even stronger and tougher. That alone was terrifying—but this boar could also run. The physical enhancements produced by Powerful Blood had far harsher limitations for humans than the powers of Royal Presence or Tainted Blood. For humans, the enhancement lasted only for the duration of a single motion. For example, taking just one step forward would end the reinforcement, and they would have to prepare it again.


      In contrast, the boar before him could maintain the enhancement throughout an entire action. As long as it was running, its strength and durability continued to increase. There was no comparison in which was easier to use or superior. It wasn’t merely a difference in destructive power—the disparity in usability was blatant.


      “Ooooooh!”


      As the charging boar rushed toward him, the Stormy Winds Style practitioner twisted his lips into a strained grin. If they collided head-on, he was certain he would lose outright and be crushed. That certainty was exactly why his smile had stiffened. But he wasn’t smiling because he had given up. What amused him was that the opponent was charging straight at him.


      “You really aren’t very smart.”


      The Stormy Winds Style practitioner released steam from his body, greatly enhancing his next movement. He had already decided on how to use that single opportunity.


      “Hmph!”


      Because the opponent was so much larger than he was, the boar’s waist came naturally within reach of the practitioner’s hands as he stood low in his wide stance. Without effort, he grabbed onto what was essentially the “belt” of the creature’s loincloth. Grabbing the waist of an opponent rushing toward him at high speed was impressive enough—but in the next moment, the momentum should have sent him flying.


      And indeed, he was blown backward.


      “Huh?”


      The Stormy Winds Style practitioner had leaped backward together with the boar while still gripping its belt. By doing so, he redirected the straight charge upward at an angle. Stormy Winds Style used movements that closely resembled sumo, but it was not sumo itself. Because of that, they even trained to leap straight backward from a sumo-like stance.


      “Ah!”


      It was not quite the same as a rolling throw in judo either, but rather, like a vehicle accident, it was as if he had flown backward together with his opponent. Naturally, both of them were heading toward the ground headfirst. However, because the boar was far larger than the Stormy Winds Style practitioner, it was the boar’s head that struck the ground first. The full strength and entire body weight of both fighters crashed down upon the boar’s head.


      The monster of the Old World—supposedly far sturdier than any human—had its neck buried into the ground and no longer moved.


      “Ow... That hurt.”


      From beneath the motionless body of the boar, the practitioner of the Stormy Winds Style crawled out. He had suffered a few scratches on his back, but nothing that could be called a serious injury.


      “No matter how fast you are, once you start running, you can’t accelerate or slow down. Of course, you can’t turn left or right either. That’s basically the same as telling me to match your rhythm. Oh, right... I forgot to say the name of the technique.”


      As the boar slowly dyed the ground red with blood, the Stormy Winds Style practitioner told it the name of the move as a parting gift to the dead.


      “Stormy Winds Style—Pebble Topple. A technique for the weak to throw the strong.”


      The fact that it had a name meant it wasn’t a technique invented on the spot. It had existed beforehand, had other users, and had been practiced. It was a difficult move, but the chance of success had been high enough.


      “Even a weak guy can throw and kill a strong one in a single move. Martial arts are pretty interesting, aren’t they?”


      The Stormy Winds Style practitioner laughed, his smile no longer strained.




      The practitioner of the Four Vessel Style, meanwhile, faced a rhinoceros. The rhino held a shield in one hand and a spear in the other. The equipment itself was ordinary enough, but both had hardened under the flow of Orb Blood.


      “So the hardening extends not only to your limbs but also to your spear and shield.”


      “That’s right. Jealous?”


      “To be honest, yes.”


      “Heh heh! Honest guy, aren’t you? All right then... Here I come!”


      As if merely teasing, the rhino lightly thrust its spear. It was a thrust without much strength or body weight behind it, yet thanks to the hardening, it possessed enough power to pierce even an iron wall. The Four Vessel Style practitioner caught it with his own palm, which had been hardened in the same way.


      A bizarre metallic skrreeeeech! rang out, like nothing from this world. The practitioner’s palm remained completely unharmed. Instead, the tip of the rhino’s spear chipped.


      “Oh, impressive. You must have trained very seriously.”


      In terms of pure hardness, the Four Vessel Style had the advantage. The rhino understood that this difference came not from species but from training. But it didn’t consider it a problem.


      “Well then, I guess I’ll have to fight seriously too.”


      The rhino lowered its stance and began slowly closing the distance. The calmness of the movement made the Four Vessel Style practitioner widen his eyes. He had expected the creature to attack far more recklessly.


      This one is more composed than I thought.


      “Here it comes!”


      While gradually approaching, the rhino repeatedly thrust its spear with one hand.


      “Mm!”


      It was a relentless series of attacks mixing fast and slow strikes. If even one thrust slipped through, it would skewer him. The Four Vessel Style practitioner desperately deflected them. There was absolutely no room for a counterattack. And as long as he had no chance to counterattack, the rhino’s victory remained assured.


      “You’re pretty skillful. Catching spear attacks with your bare hands—even with hardening ability, that’s impressive. You must have practiced a lot just to use that half-baked power.”


      To master a limited ability that could only harden the limbs, the practitioners of the Four Vessel Style must have trained tirelessly. The rhino mocked that earnest effort.


      “So you trained hard and thought that meant you’d stand a chance here? Too bad,” it went on. “We put in effort too. Actually, doesn’t everyone?”


      “No doubt about that!”


      The movements of the rhinoceros clearly showed the results of proper training. It didn’t simply thrust with force. It mixed in light jabs and feints, shifting its aim between the torso, limbs, and head so its attacks never became predictable.


      “Boasting about effort is nothing but self-pity! It’s pathetic—so just die like that!”


      “For someone your size, you say some clever things...but you’re off the mark. I never boasted about my effort in the first place! You’re the one who decided that on your own!”


      The hardened spear and equally hardened limbs clashed again and again, producing unnatural metallic screeches that seemed out of place in the world. Though the battle appeared unchanged, the practitioner of the Four Vessel Style smirked. The rhino grew suspicious and stopped its attacks.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “It’s only natural to smile when winning against a powerful opponent, is it not?”


      The Four Vessel Style practitioner pointed at the rhino’s spear. The rhino glanced at it—and realized that the already shabby weapon had been worn down to the verge of breaking.


      “What...?!”


      “Four Vessel Style—Grinding Guard. By continuously receiving attacks with limbs hardened specifically for abrasion, it becomes possible to destroy the opponent’s weapon or limbs instead. A defensive technique that attacks.”


      “Well, so what?! As long as it still holds its shape, it’s fine!”


      “Perhaps. If your hardening extends to whatever you hold, you could probably turn even thread or hair into a weapon. But surely that stops being the case once it’s ground down and snapped, wouldn’t you say?”


      Several more exchanges followed, yet the same pattern repeated. The thinning spear was finally worn away completely. Gaping at the shortened remnant of his spear, the rhino fell speechless.


      “You can hardly use that as a spear anymore. Or perhaps you’ll throw it? Even if you handle Orb Blood better than humans do, I doubt you can maintain the hardening once it leaves your hand.”


      The Four Vessel Style practitioner mocked him relentlessly.


      “I won’t say you’re weak. Your use of shield and spear, your footwork, your positioning—none of it strayed from the fundamentals. You must have practiced the basics seriously and worked hard in your matches. But that’s all it amounted to.”


      Now he began closing the distance instead.


      “You probably did train—but only to the level of a novice. You never trained enough to wear a black belt. And yet you say ‘everyone puts in effort’? That carries no weight at all!”


      The rhino hid behind his shield and looked around wildly, searching for something that could replace his broken spear. He was desperate—but that only left him full of openings.


      “Never take your eyes off your opponent in the middle of a fight!”


      The monsters of the Old World—especially the heavier species—possessed overwhelming physical strength. In a straightforward slugfest, it would be fair to say humans had no chance. However, great weight also meant poor agility. The rhino, especially without the ability to enhance its body, could not respond to a sudden attack at close range.


      “Hah!”


      The practitioner stabbed his toes into the rhino’s shield, using it as a foothold to leap upward. Then, from above the rhino’s head, he brought down a chopping strike in a single motion.


      “Four Vessel Style—Rising Cliff Bamboo Cleave!”


      The enormous rhino collapsed in two halves, like a bamboo stalk split cleanly apart.




      Among the monsters of the Old World, there was a species that, like the cat, was considered “small.” That species was the bipedal wolf. The obviously warlike creature looked at the frail-looking martial artist standing before it with a bored expression.


      “Oh come on. With this many imitators gathered here, don’t tell me there isn’t even one imitator of us that we can face?”


      “It’s not that there aren’t any. But they didn’t come here,” the martial artist replied.


      “Oh? That look on your face says they must have given you a rough time. I get it—if it’s bare-handed fighting, our imitators would obviously be the strongest.”


      Holding a one-handed sword, the wolf approached the seemingly frail martial artist.


      “So what, if you lost to them it couldn’t be helped? Hah! Like we’d bother taking you people that seriously.”


      As if there was no need to try at all, the wolf brought its iron sword down in a casual swing. The martial artist easily avoided it, but the wolf continued to slash repeatedly.


      “I’ll just cut you down the normal way. You’re just a weakling, so that should be more than enough, right?”


      “Hmm. Certainly, if you were fighting a weakling, that would be true. If I lost like this, it would indeed be humiliating. Only if I do lose, that is.”


      Without losing his composure, the martial artist devoted himself entirely to evasion. Despite the human remaining on the defensive, the wolf began to grow irritated. It had been holding back, expecting an easy victory, yet it was struggling more than anticipated. At this rate, the one who looked pathetic would be itself.


      “Tch...”


      “Mmph?!”


      The wolf suddenly leaped backward and inhaled deeply. Seeing that, the martial artist seemed to realize something and quickly closed his eyes while covering his ears.


      “Owooooooo!”


      It was a howl.


      Not some special technique—just an enormous shout accompanied by a spray of saliva. It was hardly an elegant beast’s trick, but it was effective enough.


      “Hah... For a weak human, that should be plenty!”


      Because his eyes had been closed, the saliva had not gotten in them; however, his face was now drenched, making it impossible to open his eyes immediately. Taking advantage of that moment, the wolf approached silently and slashed from the side. There was the faint sound of the blade cutting through the air—but that was all. There was no way anyone could evade it in time.


      “Hmph...”


      “Eh?!”


      Yet the martial artist avoided it with ease. Confused, the wolf attacked again—but even that strike was evaded.


      “Wh-Why?! Why can you dodge?!”


      “Well, who knows?”


      As soon as the wolf stopped attacking, the martial artist leisurely wiped his face with his sleeve.


      “Ah... That reeks.”


      “Grr...!”


      There was no reason the saliva would smell pleasant, so the martial artist’s comment likely carried no deeper meaning. But the wolf found that composure intolerable.


      “All right. Fine. I don’t know what your ability is, but I understand now—you’re strong.”


      While clearly irritated, the wolf forced itself to act politely. It tried to maintain appearances, yet its hatred was laid bare.


      “I’ll fight you seriously now,” it said. “Don’t get upset now that you asked for it.”


      “Come on, now. Even if it’s just to keep up appearances, lying isn’t good. What you really mean is: ‘You pissed me off. I’ll kill you.’ Right?”


      “Owoooooooo!”


      The same Tainted Blood that resided within Ran began to act within the wolf. Self-regeneration, rapid learning, and physical enhancement—for humans, those three effects manifested together. But for wolves, the original wielders of Tainted Blood, another effect appeared as well: a massive expansion of the body.


      It was a transformation into a monster that could likely beat even a Divine Beast like King Magyan in a straight fight to the death.


      “GRAAAAAAAHHH!”


      Driven savage by the berserker effects, the wolf forgot language entirely and lunged—


      “Guh?!”


      —but the attack, possessing terrifying speed and power, sliced through empty air. Despite it leaping directly at its opponent, the wolf’s strike had missed.


      “Hmph... Where do you think you’re aiming?”


      The martial artist hadn’t moved a single step. From his perspective, it seemed as if the wolf was targeting the wrong spot entirely. Of course, the wolf was aiming at him. It wasn’t deliberately missing.


      “Gwo—?!”


      Confusion overtook the wolf. Normally, it should have calmed down and analyzed the situation—but driven wild by its berserk state, it merely continued lunging forward. The martial artist still remained perfectly still, mocking the wolf as it flailed around attempting to strike.


      “Well, well... The original of the bloodline can’t seem to overcome the side effect of Tainted Blood, huh?”


      “GAAAAAH!”


      Realizing it was being mocked, the wolf became even more enraged and attempted another step forward. Yet somehow, it tripped while trying to run. It fell to the ground as if sliding on ice, twisting an ankle in the process and grimacing in pain. The regeneration ability quickly healed the sprain, allowing it to stand, but its body began shrinking slightly.


      “Heh... Ran also required a great deal of vital energy to regenerate. Seems you’re the same.”


      “Guh...!”


      “And judging by your total vital energy, monsters do not have more than humans. That must be part of why you were holding back.”


      The limits of a technique were already set, regardless of species. No matter how much vital energy one possessed, those differences could not be overcome. In other words, the amount of vital energy in Old World monsters was not inherently greater than in humans. And when using energy-intensive Tainted Blood, that fact became even more pronounced.


      “To think that just healing a sprain consumes so much... Heh heh. A higher-tier version that ends up being nothing more than a weaker copy of Ran—how amusing.”


      Even as the martial artist spoke, the wolf’s body continued to shrink. If it exhausted all its Tainted Blood, it wouldn’t just return to its normal form—it would be too fatigued to move, leaving it vulnerable to the martial artist’s finishing move.


      “Owooooooo!”


      Determined not to be defeated, the wolf continued to attack—but all its strikes missed.


      “Hmm... Now it’s my turn to attack. I wonder if an Old World monster can endure this?”


      In the end, without launching a single strike up to that point, the martial artist had already claimed victory. He approached the exhausted wolf, already shrunken to its natural state, preparing to finish it off.


      “You... What kind of power do you possess?! What have you done to me?!”


      Most humans in this world didn’t understand the types or effects of various Rare Arts; Old World monsters, however, were very familiar with nearly all of them. That familiarity only deepened the wolf’s confusion—this situation could not be explained by any known magical theory.


      “Now that I think of it, I never introduced myself. My style is called Marionette Style.”


      The wolf could not comprehend it, but the martial artist who claimed to practice Marionette Style was connected to the wolf by invisible threads. And it was naturally the Marionette Style practitioner himself who’d projected those unseen threads.


      “The effect, as a Rare Art, is supportive: connecting invisible threads to the opponent, supplying power externally. As a byproduct, I can monitor the condition of those connected and even share their field of vision.”


      He revealed that this ability was of the same lineage as that of the Consecrated Maidens of the Hidden Realm of Cel.


      “Huh?! The same as those little birds?!”


      Even after realizing the opponent’s power, the wolf was stunned.


      “So that’s why my attacks were avoided... You were spying through my own eyes. But that doesn’t explain why my strikes were missing entirely?!”


      “Supplying power externally means I can use one’s momentum like a push, making them stumble. If they’re skilled in physical enhancement, the effect is stronger. Not only can I make them fall, but I can also sabotage their aim or even make them hurt themselves.”


      Even if the wolf tried to leap at its target, if too much force went into its legs, it would vault right over its opponent. If it tried to swipe while approaching, too much tension in its arms would make every strike miss entirely. The logic was simple—but the precision required was unimaginably delicate.


      “Wh-Why... Why are you here fighting, though?! That power isn’t suited for fighting on your own!”


      To the Old World monsters, a coalition of multiple species, it was incomprehensible that someone with a power unsuited for direct combat would willingly step to the front lines. Even humans would think the same. In the Hidden Realm of Cel, the Consecrated Maidens dedicated themselves to medical aid and power supply, never considering fighting directly.


      “I’ve been asked that often. But you, who fights merely because you were born with the ability to, wouldn’t understand.”


      With that, the Marionette Style practitioner launched his first and last strike, killing the wolf instantly.


      “The desire to fight, to grow stronger... That’s why one trains.”


      It could be called a one-strike kill in its own right.




      Nearby, another martial artist faced off against a massive bull. This practitioner was strangely dressed; less like a fighting gi, their attire looked more like that of a stage crew member—entirely black, with even the face covered by thin fabric. On the battlefield, such an appearance was so unusual that the bull stared.


      “Hm... Just to be clear, you intend to go one-on-one with me?”


      “Of course. I don’t intend to call for aid. By the pride of my school, I will defeat you head-on.”


      “Ha! For all your shifty garb, you’re quite the self-assertive type, huh?”


      The bull scratched the base of its horns, dismissing the declaration.


      “To be honest, I wasn’t particularly eager to take down those who had fled to this world,” it said. “We came for war, but killing defenseless people isn’t exactly something to brag about.”


      “I agree. I left my village for a reason, and hunting weaklings provides no satisfaction. Even when an opponent is strong, ganging up on them is dull. One-on-one is far preferable.”


      “Heh... That’s too bad. I can’t do one-on-one here.”


      From the body of the bipedal bull, several identical bulls appeared, matching it in physique and armor. The black-clad martial artist was surprised by the immense pressure.


      “Creating tangible clones... Shadow Presence! I’d heard the rumors, but this is my first time seeing it in person.”


      “Ah, you know it?”


      “Unlike the illusions of the cats, these are real bodies.”


      “They can block and attack, like humans—but with one major difference.”


      “Each clone has intelligence and can fight independently.”


      “I’ve heard humans have to control each clone individually.”


      “Then it’s time for a gang-up, a true beating from multiple angles.”


      The clones spoke one by one, but though his face was hidden by black fabric as he responded, the martial artist’s voice conveyed his emotions.


      “Hah... Boring. Too easy. I’ll finish this quickly and move on to other enemies.”


      Hearing such a disinterested voice, both the clones and the original bull roared in anger and lunged—but the black-clad martial artist preempted them.


      “Delusion Style, Firefly Glow.”


      “U-Uh?!”


      From the martial artist’s palms, a vast amount of glowing powder scattered. This was the effect of Illuminating Blood, a unique force cultivated in the Tempera Village.


      “Muh... The same power as an insect?! Damn, such a sneaky trick!”


      “Hmph. So the Illuminating Blood origin is an insect. Somewhat disappointing, I must say.”


      If the bulls had observed carefully, they would have realized that hiding one’s face under thin cloth was done for a reason, and perhaps inferred their opponent’s likely ability. Frustrated at their own foolishness and the enemy’s trickery, the bulls gripped their weapons and steadied their breathing.


      “If it’s an insect mimic, it can only produce light. And it doesn’t even carry a weapon.”


      “If it attacks, just counter at that moment. It’s a weak human; even a surprise strike won’t amount to much.”


      “We won’t even be able to identify the true body, and even if we did, could we kill it in one hit?”


      “Hiding their face under cloth... The light they emit probably blinds them as much as it blinds us.”


      The bulls’ reasoning was correct. The effect of Illuminating Blood was merely in dispersing glowing powder. There was no heat or force behind the attack—nothing beyond temporarily blinding vision.


      Moreover, it affected the caster as well. Even with the cloth partially blocking the light, they would be equally blinded if they used it at full brightness. At its current strength, the Illuminating Blood practitioner could barely see in front of themself.


      “Fool. You’re already trapped.”


      These words, disappointed and calm, reached the bulls’ ears, albeit not loud enough to be able to deduce the speaker’s location. The bulls held their weapons, waiting. Waiting for the light to flicker or for the opponent to make a move.


      “There!”


      A heavy strike hit one of the clones on the shoulder. Responding in kind, the clone attempted a counterattack.


      “Feel that?!”


      There was indeed the sensation of slicing something, but an impossibly heavy counterstrike returned. The clones, supposedly indestructible to human attacks, vanished one by one under the sheer force.


      “N-No... How can an insect mimic have this kind of offensive power?!”


      Terrifyingly, it wasn’t just a single clone that vanished. Of the ten or more clones, five were gone. Even more alarming, the original body had sustained a deep wound.


      “What... What’s happening... No, calm—stay calm!”


      “Yes. It’s only one opponent. I won’t lose!”


      “There’s no way I’d lose to an insect mimic!”


      The intelligence of the independent clones matched that of the main caster. Hence, everyone was confused by the inexplicable situation. At that moment, the main bull shifted slightly and stepped on something. It picked it up with a pinch, discovering something hard and round.


      “An iron ball? C-Could this...?!”


      Perhaps what the bull and its clones had mistaken for an “attack” was actually this iron ball. While the ball itself could be a weapon, it also seemed designed to trigger a counterattack.


      My clones...were made to attack each other?!


      Realizing what had happened, the bull could predict the next outcome.


      “Hey, listen—”


      As it tried to give orders to its clones, a human figure appeared in the light-filled space. One shadow blocked the glow—a single person’s darkness.


      “There it is!”


      “W-Wait, wait!”


      The clones mistook this shadow for the Delusion Style strike and attacked it with full force. The figure was the bull’s original body. The simultaneous attacks from its own clones, each wielding the same power as itself, inflicted lethal damage. The clones vanished, and the main body collapsed to the ground.


      “Delusion Style... Shadow Puppets.”


      At last, the light vanished. Only the unscathed black-clad figure and a battered bull remained.


      “Impressive, having independent-thinking clones...but facing Delusion Style, a master of multi-opponent combat, you were outmatched.”


      The clones were identical in equipment, physical ability, and even intelligence. Their attacks were a threat—but ultimately, only the numbers had increased. For Delusion Style, which manipulated opponents through visual distortions just like Mist Shadow Style, the clones posed no real danger.


      “Guh... G-Guhh...”


      “Not worth touching. I’ll move on to the next.”


      The bull, once capable of producing numerous clones, endured multiple layers of suffering and slowly exhaled its last breath.




      The battles between the Old World monsters and the martial artists were overwhelmingly one-sided. Even though these clashes should have had clear victors—being between “higher-” and “lower-tiered” beings in terms of both physique and techniques—the monsters were inexplicably being wiped out. The allied Oseo soldiers could not comprehend this turn of events.


      “Impossible... How can this be?! Weren’t the Old World monsters supposed to be stronger than human Rare Arts users?!”


      If the monsters had had superiority in only physical strength or Rare Arts, this outcome might be understandable. But even with both advantages, every one-on-one encounter had ended in defeat. It made no sense.


      “Ponder that all you like, but will you just stand by? Or do you not plan to remain spectators?”


      The Bursting Venom Style practitioner attacked the Oseo soldiers, who could not accept reality. By channeling blood into the ground through their feet, they transformed the battlefield into a minefield.


      “Bursting Venom Style... Great Collapse!”


      “Gyaaaah!”


      Many Oseo soldiers were swallowed by the enormous blast, and those who paused to look back at the explosion were immediately struck by other martial artists.


      “Drunken Fist... Armor Grip, Twin Fists!”


      The Drunken Fist Style user had two Oseo soldiers, one in front and one behind, simultaneously squeezed with each hand. In a match, they might have released the hold midway—but in a life-or-death battle, no mercy was given.


      “This technique strangles two armored opponents simultaneously... It’s the first time I’ve used it in combat. I was nervous, but I suppose it can be done.”


      “First time?! Did you just say this is the first time using it in actual combat?!”


      “Yes. Not just me—every one of us is debuting in battle.”


      The Oseo soldiers were experienced and battle-hardened. The Old World monsters had also trained and fought in real combat in the Jigsaw Kingdom. Yet they were losing to enemies claiming to be in their first real fight. The results were bewildering.


      “Wh-What... What are they?”


      “The martial artists of Tempera Village—the Ten Fists of Tempera,” said the Testudo Style master, standing behind the retreating Oseo soldiers.


      “Descendants of unarmed mercenaries, and Rare Arts users,” he added.


      “The same bloodline as Caputo, predisposed to Rare Arts...inheriting techniques through generations? S-So what?! The Old World monsters have that too!”


      Even if the ability to wield a Rare Art could appear suddenly in a bloodline, those who inherited techniques for generations were stronger. That only made sense—but even under those conditions, the Old World monsters should have been superior. No matter how long Tempera Village had existed, its history was still shorter than that of the Old World.


      “They may have learned the basics as soldiers, but nothing beyond that. Basics are important, yes, but the world doesn’t reward the bare minimum. Creativity and ingenuity are missing here.”


      An Oseo soldier standing close to the Testudo Style master felt his body lighten. Immediately afterward, a clanging sound came from the ground.


      “We were frogs in a well, holed up in the countryside. But we did not rot idly—we trained among ourselves, dreaming that one day, when we emerged, we would make a great commotion. That very training...has allowed us to surpass you.”


      The soldier looked down at himself and realized a part of his armor had been removed. The Testudo Style master had done it while they were speaking.


      “Testudo Style... Armor Unbind. I knew through foresight that you’d be distracted by our talk, so I removed it without haste.”


      “Th-This...!”


      “Testudo Style... Diamond Drop!”


      The soldier’s stance was toppled, and he fell headfirst onto the very piece of armor that had been removed. Death was narrowly avoided, but he could not move. The master looked down at the struggling soldier.


      “My apologies. These old bones cannot finish you in one blow.”


      As a warrior’s courtesy, he spared the finishing strike and glanced around. Every monster lay defeated on the ground. A few surviving Oseo soldiers fled. The martial artists of Tempera Village raised a fresh and courageous shout of victory.


      “They are so jubilant... Then so shall I be.”


      The elderly master raised his thin arm, confirming no one was watching, and privately celebrated his debut victory.




      The Oseo soldiers ran desperately. What should have been a righteous battle, an opportunity to avenge previous humiliation, was now utterly demoralizing. Each soldier had surely marched with pride, yet the one-sided destruction shattered their morale.


      They did not attempt to aid their fallen comrades, instead crawling away in shame. Weapons were discarded and cumbersome armor was shed as they tried to flee even a single step further. Chasing them at high speed were practitioners of the Revolving Circle Style, a martial art famed in the Hidden Realm of Cel that was akin to the Rapid Iron Style.


      The main difference was that, unlike Rare Arts users that could freely manipulate their environment, the Revolving Circle Style practitioners relied solely on their bodies—and the support of any nearby Great Tengu. The Rapid Iron Style also combined body techniques with small strategic tools like Sacred Treasures and Divine Ginseng, but the Revolving Circle Style did not, focusing instead on pure hand-to-hand combat.


      “Revolving Circle Style... Glide.”


      Small gears formed at both feet, spinning rapidly, propelling the user forward. The practitioner struck the fleeing Oseo soldiers from behind.


      “Revolving Circle Style... Wheel Fist, Vertical Slash!”


      Gears formed in the hands, spinning as the strike cut across a soldier’s back. Because these were blunt, heavy blades, the wounds were deep and brutal.


      “Aaahhh!”


      The blood loss itself was not severe, but the bones and flesh were crushed into a gruesome mix. The Oseo soldier lay collapsed, writhing in unimaginable pain. Other soldiers were present, but none attempted aid. If anything, some even seemed to take perverse pleasure in their allies being attacked—the longer their comrades were targeted, the less likely they themselves would be.


      The city! If I reach the city, there will be allies! I can beg for help!


      Driven purely by the desire to survive, one such soldier ran, only to be met by shadows moving around him. Strangely, the shadows seemed to swim through the ground, as if the earth were water. Dust clouds erupted where others would kick up dirt.


      “Shark Tooth Style—Underground Lightning Fist!”


      The practitioner wore a tight, athletic suit resembling a swimming or wrestling outfit—a master of Shark Tooth Style, capable of moving through earth faster than on solid ground.


      “Shark Tooth Style, Underworld Toll Kick!”


      After maneuvering to gain sufficient distance for acceleration, he leaped into the air, delivering a drop kick with devastating speed directly at the fleeing soldier.


      “Not done yet! Shark Tooth Style, Cross Strike!”


      He hit the ground again, accelerating once more, and struck another soldier, arms crossed as he lunged forward.


      “Gyaaaah!”


      With every strike from the Shark Tooth Style master, another Oseo soldier was mercilessly eliminated. Those still fleeing trembled at the thought that they could be next, yet pushed onward with all their strength. If only they could reach the city, there would be allies to save them. Clinging to that fragile hope, they ran, foaming at the mouth.


      But even in the streets near the academy, corpses of their comrades blocked their path.


      The local monsters have been cleared...


      Had it been us before, victory would not have come so easily. Training at Tempera Village truly paid off.


      Those who attacked the academy seem to be defeated as well...


      The Spirit Summoner princesses, transformed into Divine Beasts, stood triumphantly atop the corpses of the monsters. The Oseo soldiers, who had once marched in harmony alongside the Old World beasts, involuntarily cried out.


      “Ahh! M-Monsters!”


      Instinctively, they tried to retreat in the direction they had fled from. But directly ahead of them stood Shark Tooth Style and Revolving Circle Style practitioners, having already caught up.


      “Shark Tooth Style, Solar Eclipse Strike!”


      “Revolving Circle Style, Roaring Twin Cannon, Scissor Slash!”


      One soldier had his face struck by a blindingly fast knee, snapping his neck instantly; another had the majority of his head sliced away. The battlefield had become a scene of merciless, surgical slaughter.


      The battle fought in front of the academy ended in victory for the village of Tempera. The clamor had faded, leaving behind only the corpses of Oseo soldiers and monsters from the Old World. It had been a gruesome outcome, yet the damage among the martial artists was minor. Everyone was exhausted, and there were many wounded, but thanks to Danua’s Blessing it was still within a manageable scope.


      The martial artists, breathing heavily, were lost in their thoughts. Down at their feet, they saw the enemies they themselves had defeated, and around them, the only ones still standing were their comrades. The martial artists were strong. Even against the Old World monsters who had acted as though they were superior versions, they had defeated them soundly.


      The techniques passed down from their ancestors and studied by their own hands had not been rotting bamboo swords but keenly sharp master blades. Now that their strength had been proven genuine, smiles curled at the corners of their mouths. Yet their joy had not reached its final stage—there was still another step to come.


      The people who had been barricaded inside the academy opened the doors and came out.


      “A-Amazing! So these are the real martial artists of Tempera Village!”


      “They defeated all the Old World monsters and the Oseo soldiers!”


      “So these are the warriors even Lord Suiboku acknowledges? That’s insane!”


      A large crowd of evacuees approached the martial artists, their faces filled with awe and gratitude.


      “Thank you so much! We thought we were done for!”


      “If you all hadn’t come to save us, who knows what would have happened...”


      “You’re all so strong... Truly strong!”


      The emergency had been so overwhelming that people could summon only the simplest of words, but even so, their expressions and voices carried sincere praise. The martial artists had not fought in order to be thanked, yet receiving admiration for a victory achieved through their own strength was, honestly, not a bad feeling.


      So this was the glory of victory.


      The martial artists of the hidden village had only ever competed with one another in internal matches, so this gratitude was a first for them. If they let their guard down their expressions might soften, so they strained to keep their faces composed in order to maintain a dignified appearance.


      Then, into this atmosphere—which had grown almost peaceful despite the war—appeared four figures, breathing heavily from exertion. They were Yabia of the Four Vessel Style, Suji of the Bursting Venom Style, Kazuno of the Drunken Fist Style, and Konoko of the Mist Shadow Style.


      “I-It’s over... The monsters are already defeated...”


      Having simply lacked the stamina to keep up with the march, the four of them were left speechless when they saw that the situation had already been resolved.


      “Yabia, Suji, Kazuno, Konoko... You brought the people from the village to help us, didn’t you?”


      The one who spoke to them was the academy’s headmistress. From her perspective, it seemed only natural to assume that these four had requested aid from the martial artists of Tempera Village and brought them here. It was not entirely a misunderstanding, but for the four who had missed the entire battle, the gratitude only added another layer to their embarrassment.


      “N-No... Well, you could say that, but we really didn’t do anything... So if you want to thank someone, please thank the masters.”


      “That’s right, you weaklings. Even this old man managed to keep up, yet you youngsters couldn’t. Before worrying about martial arts, fix your lack of stamina. Take a lesson from the three who perform Spirit Summoning.”


      Speaking harshly, the master of the Testudo Style appeared behind the four. He then looked to the headmistress.


      “Are you the representative of this place? I am the representative of Tempera Village, the master of the Testudo Style.”


      “Yes, I am the headmistress here. We are deeply grateful for your aid.”


      The headmistress’s face was clouded, far more than one might expect from someone who had just narrowly escaped death. “If I may ask...how does the overall situation look?”


      It was something she did not want to hear, yet also something she needed to know. Having remained inside the academy, she had not grasped the situation of the wider war—but even before asking, she already had a sense of the answer.


      “Everywhere is burning. To be blunt, the situation is hopeless.”


      The Testudo Style master answered plainly. Perhaps because his words carried so clearly, the people who had been celebrating moments earlier fell silent. They accepted his statement without even seeking confirmation.


      “It’s not as though people are being slaughtered without resistance. In some places they’ve counterattacked and even driven the enemy back. But looking at the overall picture, it’s a crushing victory for the enemy. Even those sparks of resistance will soon be snuffed out.”


      It was true that a handful of elites and powerful warriors—including those of Tempera Village—were striking fierce blows against the enemy. But aside from those isolated pockets, every other place was losing. Just as the martial artists would likely only be able to handle a few more battles, the other strong warriors would soon be unable to continue as well. And when that time came, it would mark the fall of the Arcana Kingdom.


      Part 10 — Attrition


      On the fiercest battlefield closest to Oseo in the southern region of Batterabbe, desperate resistance still continued. Among those fighting hardest was Sunae, wife of Saiga Mizu. Together with Ran and the Batterabbe soldiers, she fought valiantly. As a Spirit Summoner, she was not overpowered even when facing the monsters of the Old World, and she fought on the front lines more than anyone else.


      But even that had its limits.


      In the middle of one such battle, just as she was about to land the finishing blow on her opponent, her enhancement faded and she collapsed onto the ground. Her breathing was ragged, her face flushed red, and her body soaked with sweat.


      “Sunae?! Have you reached your limit?!”


      “N-Not yet...”


      Her fighting spirit remained, but her body would not move. It was not due to the depletion of her Royal Presence. Rather, the cause was the excessive consumption of Danua’s provisions. Continuously taking in such highly concentrated nutrition—food that fully restored one’s vitality—and then persisting in brutal combat inevitably pushed the body beyond what it could endure.


      “We’re sorry... W-We can’t... Our bodies won’t move either...”


      For the same reason, the Batterabbe soldiers who had been fighting alongside Sunae were also collapsing one by one. The Oseo soldiers should have been reaching their limits as well—but unfortunately, despite having been fighting under the same conditions, they still seemed to have some strength left.


      “Looks like you’re pretty worn out after taking down our comrades.”


      “You really overextended yourself fighting dozens of men after we cut down your numbers so much, huh? No wonder you ended up like that.”


      The Oseo soldiers spoke smugly, and they were not wrong. Because the Arcana side had lost a great number of troops to the dragons’ assault, the few soldiers who remained had been forced to contend with large numbers of enemies. That they had been able to do so was remarkable—but if one continued to push beyond their limits, exhaustion would come all the sooner.


      “Heh... Now it’s our turn to strike back!”


      “Khh!”


      In an instant, Ran threw herself over Sunae. A barrage of magic and arrows pierced her body, some even passing clean through. Even so, Ran did not cry out. She continued protecting Sunae.


      “And the rest of you. It looks like you can’t even move anymore.”


      “Damn you... Invaders!”


      “Hey, don’t look at us like that.” The Oseo soldiers sneered. “You were the ones who attacked first, remember?”


      “Using some stupid argument at a drinking party as an excuse!”


      Having had their nation devastated by Sansui and losing further comrades even after the start of the war, the remaining Oseo soldiers showed no mercy. Stepping over the battered bodies of Ran and Sunae, they slowly approached the collapsed Batterabbe soldiers.


      “I can still fight.”


      Ran, who should have been mortally wounded and barely alive, stood up again as steam rose from her body. Her wounds vanished in an instant, and the air around her wavered with fighting spirit.


      “Wh-What...? You should have been at your limit too!”


      “Unfortunately for you, I’ve always had a large reserve of vitality. I also haven’t relied too heavily on Danua’s recovery. And I can heal myself as well—as you can see.”


      Though she had learned to fight without relying on talent alone, Ran was still a genius among geniuses.


      “B-But if it’s just you—”


      “Me alone is more than enough for someone like you!”


      Ran cut down the remaining Oseo soldiers with overwhelming ease. Her strength and speed were no different from how she’d fought at the start of the war. However, once it was over, the expression on her face clearly showed that she had grown weak.


      “Sunae, you’re clearly not all right,” she said afterward. “The others are completely exhausted as well. I’ll take you to a safer place—well, not exactly safe, but at least somewhere where allies are.”


      “You don’t need to trouble yourself with something like that. Leave us here and head to the next battlefield.”


      Sunae dismissed Ran’s concern as unnecessary. At first it seemed as though only she possessed such resolve, but the other soldiers felt the same.


      “Lady Sunae is correct. Please abandon us and go where your strength is needed.”


      “In this national crisis, no one can afford the luxury of worrying about fallen soldiers.”


      “Besides, in a situation like this, finding a safe place with allied forces still capable of fighting is probably impossible. Searching for them would only be a waste.”


      If the battle had only been bad in this one place, they might have clung to any hope and begged for help. But with the entire nation pushed to the brink, each soldier had already made their resolve. But Ran was not a soldier.


      “I refuse. I may be your subordinate, Sunae, but I have no obligation to follow an order like that.”


      She firmly refused to abandon them.


      “Besides, I don’t know this land well. Even if I went searching for enemies in this situation, I’d probably just run around in circles. It would be better to wait for the enemy to spot your weakened states and come to us.”


      “You’ve gotten clever, Ran.”


      “That’s thanks to all of you.”


      Ran replied with a hint of sarcasm, then glanced up at the sky. Though their numbers had greatly diminished, dragons were still flying overhead. In contrast, Saiga’s clones were no longer in the air.


      I don’t want to think about it, but...I might be the only one left who can still fight.


      Through her training, Ran had gained composure, and in her mind she could already foresee that this war would end in defeat.




      In the center of the special district of the Disaea Territory stood the Central Public Casino, a grand and enormous building that symbolized the district itself. Inside it, a large number of wealthy patrons and employees had taken refuge. Though it was a gambling hall where every sort of vice should have been flourishing, the people within it now did nothing but tremble and pray for the end of the disaster.


      “Hey... Do you think we’re going to be okay?”


      “I-I’m sure we will be! Disaea should have plenty of soldiers, so even if those incomprehensible monsters show up...”


      The people, rich and poor alike, spoke anxiously as they searched for anything that might reassure them. The sounds of battle echoed in their ears, and when the massive building shook once again, the people crouched down further, crying out for help. Before long, however, the sounds of fighting stopped.


      Immediately afterward, the main entrance of the public casino opened, and a large group of people entered. Some were covered in blood and others were armed, so screams rang out at first, but when it became clear that they were not attacking, the panic gradually subsided.


      Looking more closely, they were soldiers of Disaea, accompanied by another throng of fleeing civilians. The casino, which had already been sheltering a large number of people, grew even more densely packed.


      “H-Hey! You’re Disaea soldiers, right?! What’s happening outside?!”


      People of every class called out to the newcomers, demanding to know the situation beyond the walls. Sadly, the faces of those who had just entered were flushed—and clouded with despair.


      “Honored guests... W-We are terribly sorry. The Disaea forces have been almost completely overrun. Outside this casino...the enemy now rules the field.”


      “Almost no soldiers remain who can fight. We only just managed to escape here...”


      Hearing of the hopeless situation, the people trembled in fear. Then the sounds of battle echoed again, and panic began to spread. But once again, the sounds died down and the casino remained secure.


      “Everyone... At present, this place may be the safest location in Disaea—no, perhaps even in the entire Arcana Kingdom.”


      “The ace of Disaea, Byoubu Kakejiku, is holding the line here. If it’s her, she will surely protect this casino until reinforcements arrive.”


      The frightened people cautiously looked outside. Even while they were checking, Oseo soldiers and Old World monsters continued to charge—but every single one of them was cut down. The only ones being allowed through were civilians who had fled there seeking refuge.


      “Amazing... Maybe she really can protect us.”


      Just as the people began to feel a faint sense of hope, someone poured cold water over it.


      “Hmph... Reinforcements? And who exactly do you think is coming to help?”


      It was a kind of self-defense. They feared having their fragile hope crushed, and part of them almost wanted someone to deny it outright. Yet no one inside could bring themselves to do so. If anything, the one who thought so most strongly was the person fighting outside—Byoubu Kakejiku herself.


      Well now... If this is the end that comes from serving a city of vice, then it’s almost refreshing in a way.


      Around the casino, piles of corpses had accumulated. Neither the Old World monsters nor the Oseo soldiers had been able to defeat her. She possessed a quantity of vitality rivaling Ran’s, and she could even switch between different types of it. Aside from her heavy breathing, she was still capable of fighting.


      However, that was only as long as the dragons flying overhead chose not to act. Since she had no way to oppose them, if even one of those dragons decided to intervene, she would be finished.


      The number of dragons hasn’t decreased much. Even Master Saiga must be reaching his limit by now.


      Like waves battering the shore, Oseo soldiers and Old World monsters continued their onslaught. She dispatched them with ease—but the question remained: Which side truly faced the hopeless disparity in strength?


      Running away alone at this point would look far too pathetic. Worse than being called corrupt or having bad taste. For my master’s sake as well, I’ll resist until the very end!


      Just like Ran, she too had already accepted that defeat was inevitable.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4 — The Strongest Returns


      Part 11 — Reinforcements


      Above the Sepaeda Territory of the Arcana Kingdom, dragons flew through the skies of the “New World,” observing the distant land with their enormous eyes. Just moments earlier, Arcana’s soldiers had been resisting on the ground, while their aces battled the dragons in the air. But now, almost none of those clashes could be seen. Only Oseo forces and monsters rampaged across the land.


      The outcome of the war had already been decided. The conflict was about to end in victory for Oseo and the monsters of the Old World.


      “We will proceed as planned—secure the Eight Sacred Treasures and occupy this land. At last, we will obtain a place where we can live in peace.”


      “Yes... We will finally be able to put down roots in this beautiful world.”


      The dragons circling the skies of Sepaeda had begun to grow impatient. Now that victory was assured, they had found themselves captivated by the beauty of this new world during the battle. Unfortunately for them, they soon noticed something strange. Though victory should have been guaranteed, an absurdly powerful force was approaching from outside.


      “What... What is that?”


      “A massive cluster of floating rocks... It’s an Immortal Art technique. A human Immortal?”


      “I’ve heard that a long-lived human is involved with Arcana. It’s no threat to us, but it could be dangerous for the others. Just in case—let’s burn them to death.”


      Several masses of rock moved across the sky at tremendous speed, almost as though they were falling. The name of the skill was the Eight Colossi. The dragons decided to burn the islands away for the sake of their allies, and drew in deep breaths to unleash their flames. Even if the rocky islands themselves survived, the people standing upon them would be wiped out instantly.


      “Flash Step Art: Cowherd.”


      “Gya— GYAAAAAAAH!”


      What terrifying speed.


      In the brief moment between the dragons breathing fire and the flames reaching the Eight Colossi, a superior technique of the Flash Step Art was activated. The dragons themselves were moved by Flash Step—and forced to receive their own flames with their own bodies. No matter how durable a dragon’s body might be, their fire breath was still effective against their own kind. Taken completely by surprise, they writhed in agony as they burned.


      “Well now, what a rude greeting—spitting fire at us the moment we arrive.”


      The man standing atop the island’s peak cast a cold gaze down upon the suffering dragons. Despite the vast difference in their sizes, he had effectively seized them by the collar.


      “Judging from this devastation, you lot are attacking the Arcana Kingdom. And when we approached, you decided to attack us as well. Is that correct?”


      “Th-That’s right! S-So what of it?!”


      “So that’s how it is, Sansui.”


      The terrifying Immortal Suiboku prompted the disciple waiting behind him. Sansui had been struck speechless by the sight of the ruined nation below. Now he stared at the dragons with eyes filled with a murderous intent utterly unfitting of a sage.


      “Do not hold back. Use the blade bestowed upon you by the Great Tengu.”


      “Yes, master.”


      Sansui drew the sword at his waist—Twin Right Arms.


      When the blade was unsheathed, the dragons fell silent. The sword’s blade was not truly of this world but of the void itself. Their keen instincts immediately recognized it as a weapon capable of cutting them down.


      “I-Impossible! There aren’t any weapons besides the Eight Sacred Treasures that can kill us!”


      “If such a weapon exists, then we cannot win this war! No—not only that, our entire race...our great ambition...!”


      The war launched by the monsters of the Old World had been a war of attrition following a surprise assault.


      Even if the Eight Sacred Treasures could kill dragons, there were only four people capable of wielding them in this world. All the dragons had to do was keep fighting until the wielders collapsed from exhaustion. The strategy of endlessly sacrificing their own kind was only possible because of this fact. But if even one more person—another ace—were to appear, the dragons’ numbers would no longer suffice, and they would lose. Worse still, they might even face extinction.


      “Great Tengu Style Shugendo—Void Blade Technique, Severing Art. Eight Views of Xiaoxiang: Night Rain over the Xiao and Xiang.”


      The grotesque blade created by the Great Tengu passed straight through the dragon’s neck—protected by its sturdy scales—without the slightest resistance. Where the blade of the void had passed, the dragon’s neck appeared unchanged. It was not visibly severed; it remained firmly connected. But the moment the void blade returned to its sheath, the section it had passed through split apart.


      “Adamantine Brutality.”


      What the dragons had instinctively feared became reality, and they died in despair.


      “Th-This... This can’t be!”


      The regrets of the dragons who had staked their lives on the battlefield were ignored.


      “D-Damn it!”


      After cutting down the dragon, Sansui cursed—something quite unlike him. In his mind flashed memories of the peaceful time he had spent with Kacho and Suiboku before coming here. While this nation burned in the flames of war, what had he himself been doing? Even if he regretted it, there was no end to the self-reproach that tormented him.


      “Sansui. You are my disciple—and a swordsman of this country. Before blaming yourself, there should be something you must do.”


      “Yes, master.”


      Suiboku steadied him with only a few words, and that alone was enough for Sansui to regain his resolve. He had arrived late—but it was not yet too late. Even if dragons still filled the skies, he possessed a blade capable of cutting them down. As a swordsman who served this nation, he had to join the war.


      “Great Tengu Style Shugendo—Void Blade Technique, Thought Motion Art. Eight Views of Xiaoxiang: Autumn Moon over Dongting... Unhindered Flow!”


      When Sansui slashed through the air, an entrance to the void appeared. The moment he leaped into it, the opening vanished. It was a superior technique of Flash Step Art—allowing one to travel vast distances through the void itself. Such a technique, used by the still-inexperienced Immortal Sansui, was only possible through the divine skill of the Great Tengu. Considering they were the oldest of the long-lived beings, it was no longer even surprising.


      “Master Kacho, I too have ties to this country. I will attend to the places where Sansui cannot reach.”


      “Very well. I shall prepare as well. Leave the aftermath to me.”


      “Then, I will go.”


      Suiboku also vanished from that place using Flash Step Art. The individual whom even the gods had called the strongest had now set out to hunt the strongest species. Which side would win was hardly even worth considering.


      Yes—the “reinforcements” that the people of the Arcana Kingdom had nearly given up hope for had finally arrived.




      Not long ago, the castle town of the Sepaeda Territory’s main house had been thrown into chaos over Blois’s bridal outfit—but now it was in turmoil for an entirely different reason. People who had fled from the terrifying armies of the Old World had gathered in such numbers that they could no longer fit within the large town. Meanwhile, most of the soldiers had already departed to provide aid across the land.


      In this dangerously defenseless situation, dragons approached from the sky while large enemy forces could be seen advancing on the ground. What had become of the armies that had left to defend Sepaeda could be guessed simply by looking at that sight.


      The people huddled together, trembling in fear.


      “At a time like this, if only the Baby-Faced Master Swordsman were here! If it were him, he would surely find a way!”


      “If Sepaeda’s ace were here—the strongest swordsman in the kingdom—he could deal with these things!”


      With nothing else to cling to, the refugees grasped at the idea of the “strongest.” Like people begging the gods for salvation or entrusting their wishes to demons, they prayed with empty, desperate hearts. Such prayers held no inherent power. But because these people had long served the House of Sepaeda—and because Sepaeda had dealt with Sansui sincerely—Sansui Shirokuro appeared.


      “I made it in time!”


      Tearing open the void, Sansui emerged before the dragons. Instantly sensing the presences around him, he began tracing lines through the air with his void blade.


      “Soldiers who face the enemy, warriors who fight! All of you, array yourselves before me!”


      Along the dragons’ path of advance—precisely where their massive bodies would pass—he drew a long, thin line in the sky.


      “Great Tengu Style Shugendo. Void Blade Technique—Instant Cremation Art!”


      The dragons, who already had their eyes on the castle town, flew forward without noticing the line. One passed. Then another. Then a third. Once several had crossed it, Sansui sheathed his blade.


      “Eight Views of Xiaoxiang: Returning Sails at a Distant Shore... Nine-Character Pathless Way!”


      At that instant, the dragons’ bodies were severed. The portions of their massive forms that had passed through the line Sansui had drawn were cut apart as if by a thread saw.


      “What— What is this?!”


      “Our bodies were cut?! Did Eckesachs come here?! He should be fighting in Batterabbe!”


      “But...something’s wrong... Something isn’t right!”


      The dragons possessed legends of the war from ten thousand years ago. They knew of humanity’s magic, the Eight Sacred Treasures, and the gods who had created them. Their invasion had been carefully planned with those factors in mind. Above all, they had thoroughly investigated anything capable of killing them. That was precisely why they could not hide their confusion at this unknown threat.


      “The robe of a celestial maiden has no seams.”


      Even as they panicked, Sansui darted through the air, continuing to slice apart their bodies.


      “Great Tengu Style Shugendo—Void Blade Technique, Robe Ripping Art. Eight Views of Xiaoxiang: Evening Glow Over a Fishing Village... Seamless Heavenly Garment!”


      When Sansui had first received this sword, he had cut a peach with this technique. The peach had separated neatly into peel, flesh, and pit. Now the dragons’ bodies were separated in the same way. Bone, scales, flesh, nerves—each component slid apart in midair, scattering as they fell.


      “Wh-What is this...?!”


      “Even Eckesachs, Dainsleif, or Pandora couldn’t do something like this!”


      “What is happening?!”


      “Calm yourselves! The opponent is human—he must be human! He’s attacking us from somewhere! Find him and burn him to ashes!”


      One dragon attempted to rally the others. But Sansui was already clinging to that very dragon’s back—right at the base of its wings. He drove Twin Right Arms deep into its body, then leaped away from the dragon swarm before sheathing the blade again.


      “With mercy—painless. Without mercy—utterly cruel.”


      The section of the dragon’s torso where the blade had pierced vanished. The surrounding area was shattered. And beyond that, the outer sections were finely sliced apart.


      “Great Tengu Style Shugendo—Void Blade Technique, Ripple Art. Eight Views of Xiaoxiang: Evening Snow Over the River Sky... Silence of Crows and Sparrows.”


      Through overwhelming destruction, one dragon was slaughtered in a gruesome manner. The remaining dragons flew into a furious rage, spewing fire as they roared.


      “RRAAAAAAAH!”


      “Where are you?! Come out so I can kill you!”


      They twisted their massive bodies, searching for the tiny enemy whose location they could not find. Watching their disgraceful frenzy from afar, Sansui quietly raised Twin Right Arms once more.




      Meanwhile, on the front lines of the Sepaeda army, which had been fighting at a disadvantage, there were five who had served as a pillar of morale, urging the soldiers to follow their lead. But that was already in the past—the battlefield had now grown quiet.


      “Hey, you guys. How many did you take down?”


      “Who knows? If we’re talking about human soldiers, I stopped counting after fifty. But I kept track of the Old World monsters—about ten of them.”


      “I’m more surprised that you were able to count that high than that you killed ten monsters.”


      “So what, were you actually counting during the fight? Or are we just talking about your brain’s limitations?”


      They were the five-man group who had served as combat instructors—Lamp, Woulnut, Yuen, Inke and Cabbo. They were still standing on the battlefield where both friend and foe had fallen. Yet they were so exhausted they could not move another step. If even a single enemy appeared, they would surely be killed. And yet, all five of them wore satisfied smiles.


      “Did you see the faces of those enemy soldiers? The moment we showed up, they ran away in fear.”


      “Yeah, and our allies were thrilled watching us fight.”


      “You know... Aren’t we just a little too strong?”


      “Ha ha ha ha! Yeah...we’re strong. Way too strong.”


      The five men who had left their homeland chasing a dream were now laughing with that dream fulfilled. They had dashed across the battlefield more brilliantly than anyone else, racking up countless feats, inspiring awe—not through miracle or luck, but through their own martial prowess. It was enough.


      No matter what happened next, they had no regrets about their lives. What they felt was a sense of accomplishment—and gratitude toward the mentor who had given them a life where such accomplishment was possible.


      “I wonder how Sansui is doing.”


      “He’s probably still traveling with Suiboku. Honestly, he might not come back until this war is over.”


      “Well... We can’t exactly say that’s impossible. He’s one of those long-lived types. It’s strange enough that he lived on the same timescale as us.”


      “True. Just meeting him in the first place was a miracle.”


      “I’m glad we got the chance to thank him.”


      A dragon appeared above them. After circling for a while, it inhaled deeply toward them. It would probably burn them—and the ground beneath them—in a single blast. There was no point struggling. All five of them accepted their fate. They had already rampaged enough. If they were to be killed by a dragon, they could even consider it an honor.


      “We killed a whole bunch of your friends already! Burning us now is way too late!”


      “Too late! Serves you right!”


      The brave men smiled cheerfully to the very end. Even as they mocked the dragon soaring above them, they prepared to greet their end peacefully. But in the next instant, their eyes widened in shock. The dragon that had been about to breathe fire at them was suddenly cut apart. The monstrous overlord of the sky fell apart in midair, its body breaking down as it tumbled. Though stunned by the unknown phenomenon, the five men recognized the swordsmanship behind it.


      “H-Ha ha ha... Sansui, you came back.”




      Under Sepaeda’s rule, the territory of the Wynne family—Blois’s family home—was also being threatened by the forces of the Old World. Blois’s father, Senve, together with her older brother, Hetter, had gathered the people of the domain into one large town to organize a defensive campaign.


      Senve himself could hardly be called a warrior, even as flattery, but with the help of his capable son, he steadily established defensive positions and protected the people from the Old World’s army. However, against a fully prepared invading force, they were outmatched. The number of those able to fight continued to dwindle, and their defensive lines were on the verge of collapse.


      “Father, at this rate, we have no choice but to retreat!”


      Hetter strongly urged his father, but Senve rejected the idea in an even firmer tone.


      “Hetter, that is an uncharacteristically foolish proposal. If you suggest retreating, then present a concrete plan—where and how we are to escape. If you cannot do that, then hold your tongue.”


      “My apologies.”


      It was obvious that they were in a situation where retreat was the only option. But without a destination to flee to, retreat itself was impossible.


      “The siege has only just begun. Hold faith in reinforcements, and rally the men. That is our duty. Even if it pains us that it is all we can do.”


      “Hold on until the end”—such words were those of the incompetent. Senve bitterly regretted that this was all he could say. Yet he endured, doing his best not to let that regret show to those around him.


      Ashamed of his careless remark, Hetter tried to compose himself and adopt a resolute attitude like his father.


      “Reporting, my lord! The enemy— The enemy forces have been annihilated!”


      The words of the soldier who had returned from the front stunned them both. They almost thought the soldier had lost his mind and was spouting wishful delusions. But before long, they too realized that the clamor of battle had vanished, replaced by a silence born of confusion. While the two had been speaking, the very atmosphere of the battlefield around them had disappeared.


      “Did reinforcements arrive...? How— Are you saying the enemy was suddenly wiped out?”


      “Yes... When we realized it, all the enemies were dead. And there were no signs of struggle on the bodies—each one had been cleanly cut down in a single stroke.”


      Before they knew it, the enemy had all died. Each had been cut down in a one-sided, single blow. There was only one person in this country capable of such a feat.


      “C-Could it be that Lord Sansui has come? I see... I see.”


      All the weight lifted from Senve’s shoulders, and in relief, he let himself appear undignified. Hetter too shed tears, overwhelmed by the sense of release.


      “Lord Sansui... We are in your debt!”


      To have the strongest swordsman as family—both men of authority were deeply moved by that blessing.




      Lord Sepaeda and Tahlan had marched out at the head of a large force of soldiers. They slew hundreds of the Old World’s troops and rescued people in desperate situations. But even they had reached their limits, and were soon surrounded by the enemy army. With the few remaining soldiers, they formed a defensive formation, preparing for a final stand.


      “I order all of you: Whether I die or any of you die, retreat is forbidden. Resist until the very last person, and take as many of them with you as possible.”


      Including Lord Sepaeda, everyone’s bodies were boiling with heat due to excessive intake of Danua’s Blessing. They held splendid weapons in their hands, but it was unclear how much strength they had left to wield them.


      Around them were more than ten times as many enemy soldiers. And these were not opponents who would graciously accept surrender. Even so, morale remained high, and every Sepaeda soldier was prepared to obey the final order.


      “Brother-in-law, something is wrong. I can’t see any dragons in the sky.”


      “What did you say?”


      Tahlan looked up and saw that it was true. The dragons that had been freely flying through the skies above them were nowhere to be seen. As soon as Lord Sepaeda realized it, both the Sepaeda soldiers and the Old World forces noticed it as well.


      As they wavered in confusion, another anomaly occurred. Between the Old World army and the Sepaeda forces, a crack in the void—something not of this world—suddenly appeared. Everyone trembled and instinctively braced themselves. For a moment, it felt as though enemies and allies alike might join forces against an unknown adversary—but that tension was swept away by the man who emerged.


      “My apologies for the delay. I am Sansui Shirokuro, Grand Instructor of Warfare for the Sepaeda family. I have just returned.”


      With a sword at his waist that radiated an abnormal pressure, the Young Blademaster had made his return. At his sudden appearance, it was the enemies—more than his allies—who reacted first.


      “That guy... That guy! The swordsman who attacked Oseo! Sepaeda’s ace! The Baby-Faced Master Swordsman! The reaper in formal wear! I-I’ll kill him!”


      The man who had suddenly appeared was recognized as Sansui—the one who had single-handedly overturned Oseo. The soldiers of Oseo, burning with rage, charged at him to strike him down. In response, Sansui made no move to draw his blade. He did not dodge, nor defend, nor even give the slightest sign of movement.


      What on earth was he planning to do? Both the monsters and the Sepaeda soldiers watched intently. The Oseo soldiers entered Sansui’s range, yet he did not move. As they raised their weapons, he remained motionless. Even as their weapons were about to touch him, he did not so much as reach for the hilt.


      And yet—their heads flew. Not just one or two. Every single Oseo soldier who had rushed at Sansui had their head inexplicably severed.


      “Huh? Wh-What...?”


      As confusion spread, the heads of the Old World monsters—who had been watching—began to fly from their necks as well. Sansui still had not moved, and yet it was as if he himself were cutting them down, one after another.


      “H-Hey, what’s going—”


      “GYAAAAAAAH!”


      Faced with an invisible enemy and unseen attacks, the monsters panicked. Those who lashed out blindly, those who tried to defend themselves, those who turned their backs to flee—all of them died. It was not that they were annihilated in a single instant. Rather, each one died in rapid succession—and that was what made it so terrifying.


      “What is happening...?”


      Even the allied Sepaeda forces found it incomprehensible—so much so that it filled them with fear. Certainly, Sansui was a specialist in combat, a swordsman capable of cutting down large numbers of soldiers one-sidedly. Combined with his mystical Flash Step Art, it would not have been strange for him to achieve something similar to this. But what they were witnessing now was far beyond even what the Sansui they knew was capable of. And since he had not even drawn his sword, it could not be the power of the blade either.


      “They’re all dead...”


      One of the Sepaeda soldiers muttered in shock as the enemy forces that had surrounded them were completely wiped out. Trying to understand what had happened, he began to approach Sansui.


      But the incomprehensible did not end there.


      “Great Tengu Style Shugendo—Ultimate Technique. Void Blade Art: Iaijutsu.”


      At that moment, Sansui finally drew his sword. For some reason, he began to swing it through the empty spaces where the enemies’ necks had once been—where they had stood just moments ago. It looked as though he were performing a sword dance over a field of slaughtered corpses. But the people watching at that moment knew that Sansui had no such inclinations. There had to be some meaning to it, yet they could not comprehend it at all.


      There was no way they could have imagined that these slashes were affecting the past of several seconds ago.


      “The Eight Views of Xiaoxiang—Evening Bell at a Misty Temple... Ambiguous Existence.”


      An ultimate technique created by the Great Tengu—a slash that traveled back through time. A power that defied the laws of the world, making the impossible possible: an attack from the future cutting down enemies in the past.


      Part 12 — The End


      At the beginning of the war, dragons had filled the skies over Arcana’s Batterabbe territory, threatening to scorch the earth below. But now, their numbers had thinned. This was the result of Saiga’s and Ukyou’s desperate struggle.


      Even so, the dragons still lived. Without the presence of the Eight Sacred Treasures, even a single dragon could destroy the world, and even if a few Sacred Treasures remained, they would still claim victory. With that resolve, the dragons had invaded this land.


      “Have you secured the Eight Sacred Treasures?! Find them at any cost!”


      “Reports say Noah is being surrounded in Caputo! It will be secured soon!”


      “So what?! Not a single one of the other Treasures has been secured! The divine warriors may still be alive!”


      “If even one escapes—or even one treasure slips through our grasp—they will counterattack! And next time, it will be our total annihilation!”


      Though they had succeeded in killing many, the dragons were growing increasingly frantic. With bloodshot eyes, they scanned the ground, searching for the Eight Sacred Treasures and the aces who wielded them.


      “They might be taking shelter somewhere! Shall we burn everything down?!”


      “If you destroy them that way, the Treasures will return to the gods! That would defeat the purpose!”


      “Have the ground forces search the buildings! The enemy no longer has the strength to resist anyway... Hmm?”


      At that moment, the dragons noticed something strange on the ground. It was only natural that most Arcana soldiers were gone at this point—but the surviving Oseo soldiers and monsters had also vanished. Their allied forces on the ground had been annihilated without them even realizing it.


      “What is going on? What is happening?!”


      The strongest of species had failed to notice it. While they had been desperately flying about, the “strongest individual” had eradicated the Oseo soldiers and monsters on the ground—and had protected Saiga Mizu and Ukyou Fuushi.


      But even if they realized it now, it would change nothing.


      Even the gods who created the Eight Sacred Treasures, and the Great Tengu who had lived for eternity, would agree: By this man alone, the dragons could be wiped out. The moment that “the one true strongest” became an ally of Arcana, their fate had already been sealed.




      Meanwhile, Shun Ukiyo, who had been fighting in the skies above the Disaea territory, had fallen to the ground and lay buried among the corpses of dragons. He had not come here by strategy—he simply could no longer move due to his injuries.


      “Heh... I’m completely wrecked. I can’t even tell where it hurts anymore.”


      “Shun... You’re saying the same thing Shark did...”


      “The user from ten thousand years ago?”


      “That’s right. He was my perfect match, just like you. In fact, I was a Sacred Treasure created for him.”


      Pandora herself was burned and blistered by heat and flames, having lost her former majesty, as they shared what would likely be their final conversation. Most likely, in other places as well, the other wielders had fallen in the same way. Everyone had fought with everything they had—and thus, they had collapsed. No reinforcements would come. This country would lose and be destroyed.


      That was the outcome of this war. Nothing had changed from ten thousand years ago.


      “Shark also fought to the very end...and died like this.”


      “I see. Then that’s fine. I’m glad I got to fight alongside you. I’m sure that person—Shark—felt the same way.”


      “Yes. But if possible, I wanted us to win.”


      “For you, this was a battle of revenge, wasn’t it? I’m sorry we couldn’t win. I truly regret that.”


      “It’s fine... You don’t have to worry about that.”


      Their quiet exchange came to an end. Having conveyed everything they wished to say, both the armor and its wearer lost consciousness at the same time and fell still. Into that sacred and tranquil space—so unfitting for the Armor of Entropy and Disaster and its perfect wielder—the sound of military boots approached.


      “Hey, is Pandora really here?!”


      “We don’t know where exactly! Just search! It should have already lost its power!”


      “Right... The dragons sacrificed themselves to this extent! We have to make it count no matter what!”


      Just as Shun and Pandora had fought with a mission, these soldiers too fought for their race and their nation. If they let this hard-won opportunity slip away—paid for with so many lives—they would have no way to face their fallen comrades. That they managed to reach Shun and Pandora across such a vast battlefield was no mere miracle or coincidence. It was the culmination of their persistence—the result of their efforts.


      “Hey. Is this...Pandora?”


      “It has to be—this is it! We did it... We did it!”


      Finding Shun and Pandora buried among dragon corpses, they erupted in excitement.


      “Stop celebrating! Secure it immediately! We haven’t won yet—you can rejoice after that.”


      Even the monster who admonished them couldn’t hide the upward curl of his lips.


      “Indeed. You have not yet won.”


      An unfamiliar voice came from above. When they looked up, they saw a massive boulder floating in the air.


      “World Manipulation—Mountain Throwing.”


      “Wha—?!”


      The ground search unit was crushed to death by the falling rock. In the brief moment between noticing the rock and their deaths, their lives flashed before their eyes—and each was struck by the same regret: They had been so close to victory.


      They could have won. They had their reasons to fight, and they had resolved themselves to the sacrifices required. But all of that became meaningless the moment this man entered the battlefield.


      “Shun, Pandora... My apologies for being late.”


      The strongest man in the world—Suiboku.


      Having effortlessly slaughtered the Oseo soldiers and Old World monsters, he approached the fallen Pandora and Shun, his heart pained by their battered condition.


      “I knew of your predicament, but the other two were in more immediate danger. I had to attend to them first.”


      Behind him floated Saiga and Ukyou, both having exhausted their strength and lost consciousness, along with six of the Eight Sacred Treasures. Like Shun and Pandora, they too had been on the verge of capture by the Oseo soldiers and monsters. Suiboku had annihilated the ground forces, rescued them, and brought them here. Suiboku casually raised his hand and activated a mystical technique.


      “Flash Step Art—Cowherd.”


      A Flash Step technique that drew distant things near. Using that same Immortal Art mastered by Sansui, Suiboku pulled something from far away. It was Noah—who had been fighting in Caputo, on the opposite side of Disaea—and those aboard her.


      As for their situation, it had been just as dire as that of Shun and Pandora. After prolonged combat, they had reached their limit. Shouzo had collapsed, and Noah could no longer dive into the void.


      “Wh-What just happened, Noah?”


      As the people inside the ark sobbed quietly, resigned to their deaths, Paulette, who had been tending to Shouzo despite knowing it was futile, was bewildered when the dragon attacks suddenly ceased and the surrounding scenery changed. Naturally, Noah herself was just as confused.


      “I don’t know. I don’t know, but...the only one who could move me like this... Could it be?!”


      Suiboku descended onto Noah’s deck, carrying Pandora on his back, and gently laid her down beside Shun.


      “GYAAAAAAAH! IT’S SUIBOKU!”


      “Do not be so afraid. I have no intention of harming you.”


      At that, Suiboku gently lowered the other two he had been carrying and laid them on Noah’s deck as well. Paulette let out a cry.


      “Ah! Lord Ukyou, Lord Saiga! Lord Shun!”


      The three warriors, already completely exhausted, showed no signs of regaining consciousness. The Sacred Treasures were the same—overused to the point of losing awareness. Saiga in particular was in terrible condition—his body unnaturally red, his skin and flesh swollen. Shouzo, who had originally been aboard Noah, also showed no sign of waking.


      “This can’t be...!”


      The four who had been granted the power to slay dragons by the gods were all gathered here—and every one of them was incapacitated. Of the Eight Sacred Treasures, only Noah was still functioning. Overwhelmed by the hopelessness of the situation, Paulette nearly fainted, but Suiboku’s voice brought her back to her senses.


      “Paulette. Heal their wounds. Your Art will not work on Shun, so take care with that. I will deal with the remaining dragons.”


      The man who could be called the strongest in the world was stepping in to resolve this crisis himself. There could be nothing more reassuring.


      “Please...”


      “Now then, Noah—head for the western sea.”


      “Ugh. To think it would come to leaving everything to you, Suiboku.”


      Before Noah could fully process what was happening, she began moving according to Suiboku’s plan. As Paulette treated the grievously wounded four, she looked up at the rapidly changing sky and understood what was unfolding. This was the greatest technique Lord Suiboku had used when he fought Fukei—Heavenly Canopy Blade! Though Vajra had ceased functioning, the massive storm clouds it had created still remained. They were now gathering toward Suiboku at tremendous speed.


      “Hmm... So this is Vajra’s true capability—a storm that brings no harm to humans. More difficult to condense than ordinary clouds.”


      Aboard Noah, which was heading further west from the Disaea territory in the western Arcana Kingdom, Suiboku continued to gather the dark clouds into his palm. Just as in that past battle, this phenomenon could likely be seen across the entire kingdom.


      At this rate, it’s like announcing to the entire country that something is here... No—that’s exactly what Lord Suiboku intends! Paulette realized.


      If the four aces and the Eight Sacred Treasures were gathered here, then the dragons scattered across the land had lost track of them. And if the dragons’ objective was to secure the Sacred Treasures—their greatest threat—then they would desperately search for their weakened wielders. In that situation, if Vajra’s storm clouds suddenly began moving at high speed, and Noah could be seen at their destination—


      There was only one conclusion the monsters could draw: that the weakened aces were trying to escape together with the Eight Sacred Treasures.


      “There it is—Noah!”


      “The other Sacred Treasures must be aboard as well! Shoot it down—secure them at any cost!”


      “They’re all weakened! No matter what happens, do not let them escape!”


      Just as Paulette had predicted, dragons began converging from all across Arcana. Every one of them, frantic and desperate, gave chase. Their mobility and tenacity were terrifying—but now, it worked against them. In their haste for victory, the dragons had forgotten a fundamental principle of battle. Though they were numerous, they had previously avoided clustering together to prevent being wiped out at once—yet now, they converged toward a single point.


      “Hmm... Fewer than I expected. You all fought well.”


      Holding the fully condensed blade of storm clouds, Suiboku smiled at the fallen aces.


      “Suiboku Style Immortal Arts—Ki Blade Sword Art, Ultimate Technique. The Seventh of the Ten Oxherding Pictures: ‘Forgetting the Ox, Remaining the Man’—Above Heaven and Below Heaven, I Alone Am Honored... Heavenly Canopy Blade.”


      What he released was a blade formed from the “storm that brings no harm to humans.” When he had used it before to cut down Fukei, it had been unleashed in a straight line—


      But this time, it spread outward in all directions.


      The land overlooking Batterabbe, where the main camp of the Old World’s forces had been established, was in chaos. Even from a distance, it was clear that the number of dragons had hardly decreased and that the aces had exhausted their strength. It had been a horrifying war of attrition—one that should have unilaterally favored the dragons’ resolve.


      And yet, the tide of battle had shifted once more. Seemingly out of nowhere, the dragons were completely wiped out. The only explanation was that a new someone with the power to slay dragons had entered the battle and decided its outcome.


      “No... No, that’s impossible...”


      The monsters of the Old World and the deployed Oseo soldiers were all going to be slaughtered.


      That alone was already a hopeless prospect, but there was no reason to think the Kingdom of Arcana would be satisfied with that. They would likely turn their blades on Oseo’s land next. This was Arcana, after all—the same kingdom that had driven its enemy to the brink of destruction over a slight at a wedding. Now that an invasion had been carried out, there was no telling what they might do.


      “Th-This is bad, bad, bad... So bad. Bad, bad, bad—somehow, I have to do something...”


      The King of the Oseo Kingdom desperately searched his mind for a way to salvage the hopeless situation. But every possible measure was denied by the reality before him. Now that all the dragons had been slain, there was no means in this world to stop the Kingdom of Arcana’s wrath.


      “Ah... Aah... GAAAAAH!”


      Just when he had fully accepted defeat, concentrated sunlight poured down upon him.


      What are they doing to me?! What is this pain?! This... It will happen to my people as well...


      In the brief moments before his death, those were the thoughts that flashed through the king’s mind. And just after he died, the searing beam that swept across the land brought them to fruition.


      A nation that had incurred the wrath of a raging god was burned away with shocking ease.




      All those capable of fighting in the Wynne territory had already left, and only the weak—those unable to fight—remained. Even so, they had been issued weapons and ordered to resist to the very end if the time came. Even the weak steeled themselves with that resolve, striving not to be overcome by fear. Inside the unusually tense mansion, Blois reflected on her own helplessness.


      Should I have remained a warrior instead of getting married?


      Though not on the level of the divine warriors or Ran, she too had been a gifted swordswoman and mage. Had she remained active, she would have been a capable force in this war. Even if she couldn’t have been an ace, perhaps she could have fought for her life like those on the battlefield now.


      As I am now, weakened and soft, I don’t even have the courage to say such things out loud.


      If she had not married and had continued as a guard, she would never have known Fanne, whom she now held in her arms. She could not bring herself to imagine such a what-if.


      Sansui, please come back soon.


      She longed to see her beloved husband. No matter how weak she had become, she wanted him to tell her that he would grow stronger in her place—that it was okay for her to be weak. Holding Lain and Fanne tightly, Blois simply waited for her husband’s return.


      Sensing her mother’s tension, Fanne cried loudly. Blois tried to soothe her, but she herself was crying and could not calm her. Even Lain, who would usually take the lead in caring for Fanne, could barely hold back her own sobs. Within what should have been the safety of a noble’s residence, the three of them felt no safety at all.


      Then, as if given form by their anxiety, an otherworldly crack appeared in midair. Even for Blois and Lain, who had seen many strange things, this was something entirely new. Thinking it might be some technique of the Old World’s monsters, the two braced in fear—but the moment they saw the man who emerged, all that tension melted away.


      “Blois, Lain, Fanne...”


      It was Sansui Shirokuro, the man who, having swiftly finished eliminating the enemy, had obtained permission from the head of the Sepaeda family and returned to his loved ones.


      “Um...yeah. I’m sorry I wasn’t by your side at such an important time.”


      Stepping through the void, Sansui approached them. The family reflected in his eyes looked utterly exhausted and worn down. Knowing it was his absence that had caused this, he apologized again.


      “I’m so sorry... But it’s all right now. The dragons and the remaining enemies—I’ve cut them all down. The war is over. You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”


      As the three struggled to process the sudden turn of events, Sansui spread his arms wide and embraced them.


      “I’m sorry for making you worry.”


      Their tears already spent, the three sagged completely and leaned into him. With soft smiles—too gentle for words—they clung to Sansui in silence.




      As the sun set, the people of the Kingdom of Arcana realized something: There were no dragons in the sky, and no monsters on the ground. It wasn’t that the enemy had withdrawn because night had fallen. The reinforcements they had long since given up hope for had eliminated every last foe.


      They had won the second battle against the dragons—they had survived. Yet even as that reality sank in, no one raised a cheer. They simply sank to the ground, drained of all strength. Those who had still been fighting, those who had already collapsed from exhaustion, and those who had despaired and prayed—all of them exhaled in utter fatigue.


      At last, it was over. That was the only thought in their minds.


      Part 13 — The Aftermath


      In the royal domain of the Kingdom of Arcana, the sun had already set; it was now deep into the night. Normally, the royal castle’s audience chamber would be closed at this hour, but due to the emergency, many people had gathered to report the damage to the king.


      The king, utterly exhausted, listened to his subordinates’ reports, maintaining consciousness only through a sense of duty. Before he could even comprehend what was happening, dragons had invaded—and then, within a single day, everything had come to an end. Even his castle, located in the center of the nation, had come under such pressure that dragon fire could reach it. Yet now, that pressure had been lifted. That was a great relief—but now he was faced with the task of grasping the full extent of the war’s devastation.


      The messengers entering the chamber had already worn themselves down gathering information, and each new report from others only deepened their despair. And before the long line of such messengers, the king—who had to continue receiving every report—suffered all the more. Just imagining that every person in that endless line had come to report catastrophic destruction from across the land was enough to make him want to faint.


      “The damage is so severe I can scarcely bear to hear it...”


      No one could reproach the king for voicing such weakness. Faced with overwhelming loss, the instinct to bury one’s head in the sand was only human. It was only natural for such words to slip out—and the fact that he had not abandoned his duty at all was worthy of respect.


      “An urgent report, Your Majesty! Outside the castle, there are massive floating rock formations!”


      “What?! Massive rocks... Is it Lord Suiboku’s forest?!”


      “No! They are far larger than that! And not just one—there are eight of them!”


      The messenger who burst in out of turn instantly changed the atmosphere. Not only him, but the other messengers and even the king showed signs of renewed energy.


      “Lord Suiboku’s homeland... The Immortal Realm Hanafuda! I see, I see! Good—prepare to greet them at once! If there are mages who can still fly, send them immediately as envoys! We must welcome them with the utmost respect!”


      Ordinarily, this would be a world-shaking anomaly on par with the dragons’ appearance. But for the Kingdom of Arcana, which had deep ties to Immortals, it was more like being granted a miraculous reprieve from death.


      At the king’s command, everyone immediately began to move—yet the atmosphere shifted again when a “young boy” stepped in right behind the messenger.


      “That won’t be necessary.”


      “Wha—?”


      The boy wore simple clothing, much like Suiboku and Sansui. It was far too plain for the audience chamber—yet everyone tensed instantly. The king hurriedly rose from his throne and approached the boy.


      “I am the ruler of this Kingdom of Arcana,” he said, before lowering himself to meet the boy at eye level and asking: “Forgive me, but are you an Immortal from the Immortal Realm?”


      “There’s no need to be so deferential. I am Kacho—the master of Suiboku and Fukei, whom you know, and the lord of the Immortal Realm Hanafuda... Though we now call it Daihasshu.”


      “What?! The master of Lord Suiboku and Lord Fukei! Then you must possess tremendous power!”


      “Hah... While it’s true I am their master, I am not as outrageous as those two. At most, I can move an outer island—just an ordinary Immortal, really.”


      Though Suiboku and Fukei were said to be exceptionally powerful even among Immortals, their master, Kacho, claimed to be merely average. There was no false modesty in his words—he truly believed his disciples had surpassed him.


      Even so, being able to move an island is far beyond our comprehension...


      To ordinary people, there was little difference between this Immortal and Suiboku. Anyone who could freely move something as massive as an island could claim to be a god—and no one would dare object.


      “This was quite the calamity. To think you would have to fight dragons again after ten thousand years... Even with warriors blessed by the gods and all Eight Sacred Treasures assembled, it should not have been something you could withstand.”


      “You are absolutely right.”


      Though the full extent of the damage was still unknown, even just the reports they’d already received described devastation on a catastrophic scale. The king of Arcana acknowledged it plainly, with no strength left to maintain appearances.


      “Even so, the dragons and monsters you failed to eliminate have been dealt with by Suiboku and Sansui. There is no longer anything that threatens this kingdom. You may rest easy for now.”


      “That is most reassuring! And...Lord Suiboku—he is alive? I had heard he intended to die in his homeland...”


      “Ah, that.”


      At that, Kacho’s expression stiffened. At the same time, the air grew heavy, and the sky outside began to turn turbulent. Thunder rumbled repeatedly despite the absence of rain, as if reflecting his anger.


      “That is something I would rather not be reminded of.”


      “M-My deepest apologies!”


      The king immediately bowed his head, retracting his careless remark. Once again, it was clear—the man before him was like a god. Before long, the turbulence outside subsided, and Kacho regained his composure.


      “My apologies for the disturbance. I came to atone for my disciples’ misconduct, yet I have only added further discourtesy. This is not why I came.”


      “If you refer to the conflict between Lord Fukei and Lord Suiboku, we have already received ample compensation from Lord Suiboku. Moreover, his disciple Sansui has made great contributions to our kingdom.”


      “That does not satisfy me. And if the land where Sansui serves is in such a dire state, I cannot stand by and do nothing. As the ruler of Daihasshu, I intend to offer aid.”


      “Oh!”


      “In Daihasshu, there are enough ordinary people to rival a nation. I will issue orders and have them provide support to this kingdom.”


      “That is most welcome! You have our deepest gratitude!”


      The king, abandoning the dignity expected of a ruler of a great nation, expressed his thanks openly. Those around him, too, visibly relaxed in relief.


      “With this, our citizens can be saved. Those that have survived thus far...”


      The king’s expression darkened as he spoke. His subordinates, too, were reminded of the despair. Even with aid from an Immortal akin to a god, the damage would not vanish, nor would the dead return.


      Even as hope emerged, reality remained cruel. Not only the king, but everyone present wore somber expressions.


      “It is all right to feel disheartened. You have faced a trial of this magnitude.”


      The lord of Daihasshu did not try to rouse them forcibly. Instead, he offered quiet comfort and acknowledgment of their suffering.




      Shirokuro Sansui brought his family to the main castle of the Sepaeda house. Given the severity of the situation, he judged it inappropriate to remain at his wife’s family home waiting for orders. Though bringing his family was his own decision, no one reproached him—they welcomed them without question. He was then guided to Douve, and they waited for instructions while speaking in her room.


      “Welcome back, Sansui. You’ve helped us greatly.”


      “I’m sorry I was late. I left the country at such a critical time.”


      “What are you saying? You made it in time—you saved us.”


      Ordinarily, Douve would never express gratitude so plainly; she would have mixed it with sarcasm or criticism. Perhaps it was proof of how exhausted she was—and how dire the situation had been. That was how Sansui interpreted it—but in truth, she was simply deeply grateful.


      “I was here in this castle the whole time, so I saw with my own eyes how you slew the dragons and defeated the monsters. I also heard from my brother and Tahlan that you appeared when they were driven into a corner and cut down the monsters and Oseo soldiers.”


      “Y-Yes! My brother and father both said they would not have survived if you hadn’t come, Sansui!”


      “Everyone said papa is amazing!”


      Sepaeda, attacked by Oseo and the forces of the Old World, had resisted to its very limits. Just when they thought all was lost, Sansui had rushed to their aid. He may have arrived late—but he had undoubtedly protected the people of Sepaeda.


      “If you feel sorry for being late, then make up for it starting now. I’ve heard that Saiga, Shouzo, Shun, and Lord Ukyou are all down. The Eight Sacred Treasures are exhausted and can’t move. Of course, the army is nearly annihilated as well. Right now, you are the only fighting force this country has.”


      “That’s right! You’re the only one we can rely on now! So, um... Stand tall with confidence!”


      Faced with their desperate plea, Sansui finally understood. Now was the moment when “the strongest” was needed. Because peace had been shattered and stability lost, people needed a powerful figure to dispel their fear. It wasn’t just Douve or Blois—everyone in this country wanted a “confident hero.”


      No matter how guilty he felt inside, they didn’t want to see it. In this situation, humility was no virtue. Acting with confidence was part of what it meant to be the strongest swordsman.


      “Right. As the Sepaeda family’s ace and a disciple of Suiboku, now that I have returned, there is nothing to fear! Even if dragons attack again, or other nations invade upon learning of our plight—I will cut them all down myself!”


      Sansui put everything into playing the role of a hero. He struck his chest and declared that they could leave everything to him. It was a clumsy performance—but neither Douve, Blois, nor Lain laughed. Instead, they watched him as if they had been waiting for this. Even the baby Fanne smiled brightly.


      “Well said, Sansui. Now declare the same thing before His Majesty, my father, and the people. Only then will you truly be ‘the strongest’ swordsman.”


      “Yes!”


      As Sansui responded, fully aware of his duty, Blois hugged him while holding Fanne.


      “I’m truly glad you’re here.”


      Blois’s words carried many emotions. Sansui, afraid he might end up apologizing again if he spoke, simply held her tightly, pouring his feelings into the embrace.


      “Hey, papa! How did you cut down the dragons?! What happened in Lord Suiboku’s homeland?!”


      Sensing the shift in atmosphere, Lain steered the conversation to something lighter. Until now, it hadn’t felt like the right moment to ask—but now, she took the chance.


      “Huh?”


      At that moment, Sansui was confronted with the very dilemma he had been wrestling with before returning to Arcana. His mind had gone blank during the battle with the dragons, and he still hadn’t figured out how to explain things.


      “Now that you mention it, I’d like to hear the details too—for the sake of promoting your strength. Is it the power of that new weapon you’re carrying?”


      “That massive floating island in the sky—that’s Lord Suiboku’s homeland, right? Tell us about that as well!”


      “Ah, y-yes. About that... Hmm?”


      Pressed by Douve and Blois, Sansui prepared to explain, resigning himself to simply telling the truth. But then he noticed a familiar presence and turned toward the door. The others—except for Fanne—followed his gaze.


      “Yo, Sansui! Mind if we come in?”


      “Ahem! Excuse us.”


      “The Great Tengu...and Lord Lloyd?!”


      Without even knocking, two figures entered the already cramped room: the imposing Great Tengu, and behind him, looking slightly awkward, Locomo Lloyd of the Rapid Iron Fist style. Though Douve and the others were startled by the uninvited guests, they sensed from Sansui’s reaction that these were no ordinary figures, and decided to quietly observe for the moment.


      “I heard you were off fighting dragons, but I’m afraid I couldn’t come here right away. I only just arrived. I hurried as much as I could—sorry about that.”


      Apparently already aware of the situation, the Great Tengu grinned as he looked at the sword at Sansui’s waist.


      “So, sounds like my Twin Right Arms really came in handy. Man, I’m glad I made it.”


      “Yes! Thanks to this blade that can even cut down dragons, I was able to protect this country!”


      “Is that so? That’s great to hear!”


      As the Great Tengu laughed from the bottom of his heart, Lloyd hesitantly interjected.


      “Great Tengu, shouldn’t we discuss what we came here for?”


      “Oh, right. The land I govern will also aid the Kingdom of Arcana. We have fewer people than Daihasshu, but there are plenty of noble treasures I’ve created, and the Consecrated Maidens and practitioners of the Swift Iron Fist style will certainly be of use.”


      “That is wonderful news! Truly reassuring!”


      “Ah, don’t worry about it! I know how tough a war against dragons can be. Even with Suiboku’s help, you did well to win. It’d be a real shame to slowly fall apart after that, wouldn’t it?”


      Having experienced the war from ten thousand years ago, just like the Eight Sacred Treasures, the Great Tengu seemed genuinely pleased with this victory. His smile was carefree, fitting his youthful appearance.


      “Yes, I’m sure our ancestors would be pleased as well.”


      Though not as exuberant, Lloyd also smiled. As someone descended from a wielder of the Eight Sacred Treasures, this victory clearly meant a great deal to him.


      “Ahem... Sansui, I’m sorry to interrupt such an important discussion, but could you introduce these two to us?”


      Douve gently inserted herself into the conversation. She had stayed silent for a while, but it was about time the situation was explained.


      “O-Oh, right! This is the Great Tengu, the world’s greatest craftsman of noble treasures and ruler of the Hidden Realm of Cel. And this is Locomo Lloyd, a warrior of the hidden realm and a master of the Swift Iron Fist style.”


      “A— A warrior?! M-Me? Th-That’s embarrassing... Ha ha ha!”


      Introduced as a warrior, Lloyd flushed deeply and waved it off.


      “As you may know, I come from a long line of farmers—purely a farmer by birth. While I have mastered the Swift Iron Fist style, it’s merely a pastime from my usual farm duties...”


      “What are you saying! You were incredibly strong!”


      Blois, Lain, and Douve were all a bit surprised at how familiar and relaxed the two seemed with Sansui. He was not someone who made friends easily—closing that kind of distance usually took time. What could have happened for them to grow so close so quickly?


      “Right! Let me introduce you as well. This is my employer, Lady Douve Sepaeda. And this is my wife, Blois, and my daughters Lain and Fanne.”


      “I see. I had heard you served in the mortal world, but... Ah.”


      Upon learning that Sansui had a wife and children, Lloyd’s expression turned slightly troubled.


      “Sir Sansui, perhaps I should excuse myself?”


      “Why is that?”


      “Well, you see... When we fought, I may have gone a bit too far...”


      “You mean this?”


      Sansui grabbed his own right forearm—and casually pulled it off with a soft pop. The sudden reveal of his missing limb made the women’s eyes widen in shock. Even Lloyd, the one responsible, looked equally startled.


      “Yes, that! Wouldn’t it be inappropriate for your family to be around the man who cut off your arm—the arm of their husband and father?”


      “Ha ha ha! The Sepaeda family is a prestigious martial house—they wouldn’t worry about something like that... Huh? Blois? Blois!”


      Upon learning the shocking truth—that her husband’s right arm had been severed—Blois fainted on the spot, still holding Fanne. With only his left arm, Sansui hurried over, carefully catching Blois while making sure not to drop the baby.


      “Blois, what’s wrong? Blois! It’s just that I lost one hand, you know?! Why are you so shocked?!”


      “If your arm got cut off, even Big Sister Blois would be shocked. I was really surprised too.”


      Sansui didn’t understand why Blois had fainted, but Lain understood perfectly. Though she hadn’t passed out, her face had gone completely pale.


      “Um, excuse me... Lloyd... Sir?”


      “I am indeed Lloyd, but I’m hardly a man worthy of such honorifics from someone of status in the outside world... I’m just a country bumpkin from a hidden land.”


      “You fought Sansui and...severed his arm?”


      “Yes... I’m ashamed to say. I managed to put up a decent fight, but as expected of Master Suiboku’s disciple, taking just one arm was the best I could do.”


      Douve asked cautiously, and Lloyd, still embarrassed, answered modestly. Both of them understood Sansui’s abilities accurately, but there was an enormous gap in how seriously they viewed the fact that Lloyd had “fought him and cut off his arm.”


      “Forgive me, but...have you been granted power by a god, or are you perhaps a long-lived being yourself?”


      “No, nothing like that... Why do you ask?”


      “So, a mere farmer from the countryside—training in his spare time, neither a divine warrior nor long-lived—managed to cut off Sansui’s arm... Is that correct?”


      Even after witnessing the threat of dragons firsthand, Douve found Lloyd before her to be a monster surpassing them.


      “P-Please don’t be that shocked! To be honest, I had support from the Consecrated Maidens and was equipped with numerous noble treasures designed to counter Immortal techniques—it was hardly a fair fight.”


      “Even Saiga, equipped with Eckesachs, couldn’t go that far...and yet you managed to take an arm with just preparations like that?”


      Deeply shaken by Lloyd’s feat, Douve turned to Sansui with a sense of urgency.


      “Sansui, I take back what I said! At this rate, you’re not worthy of calling yourself the strongest! You must become far, far stronger!”


      “O-Of course, my lady! I will not only train warriors to rival Sir Lloyd, but also strive to improve myself even further!”


      Struggling to support both Blois and Fanne, Sansui responded energetically despite his panic.


      This has turned into something serious...


      Lloyd himself, realizing the situation had escalated far beyond his expectations, was inwardly intimidated.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue — The Story Begins Again


      One Year Later


      It was one year after the invasion of the Kingdom of Oseo and the dragons.


      On Gokou Island, the main island of the Great Eight Provinces—inside an inn in its largest town—Blois and Lain were changing into kimono. In a room scented with the fresh smell of new tatami mats, the two of them showed off their appearance.


      “Wh-What do you think, Sansui? Honestly, I don’t even know if this suits me...”


      “What about me?”


      Blois and Lain were wearing matching kimono the color of cherry blossoms. It was their first time wearing such gorgeous attire, complete with ornamental hairpins, and both of them were concerned about whether it suited them.


      “Of course it suits you. You’re beauties every townsperson will envy.”


      Sansui, meanwhile, wore his usual casual kimono, lacking any flashiness. Even so, in the Great Eight Provinces, an Immortal was a person of prestige, and since it was technically his formal attire, no one could complain.


      “Ugh!”


      Meanwhile, the still-young Fanne protested tearfully, flailing about. She alone was dressed as usual, and clearly didn’t like it.


      “Fanne, don’t be so upset.”


      “That’s right! Fanne is still little, so wearing complicated clothes like these would be tough!”


      And honestly, getting her out of them would be a hassle too.


      As he soothed the girl, who was now old enough to walk, Sansui took her hand. Lain held her other hand, and together they left the inn room. At just that moment, the members of the Wynne family opened the sliding doors of the neighboring room and came out as well.


      Dressed in unfamiliar traditional clothing, Senve, Chette, Kette, Hetter, and Lyra all looked cheerful as they greeted each other.


      “Good morning, Lord Senve. It was your first time staying at an inn. How was it?” Sansui asked.


      “It was a very fine inn, thank you. I never imagined that, as a lord, I’d get to experience such an exotic atmosphere.”


      “I didn’t arrange the inn—Kacho did. And the stay was free thanks to the inn’s generosity. If you wish to give thanks, please direct it to them rather than me.”


      Though Senve thanked him on behalf of the group, Sansui felt a bit embarrassed. He hadn’t paid a single coin, yet it felt as though he had treated them.


      “Oh, not at all. The inn staff treated us so kindly because they knew we were the family of Lord Sansui’s wife.”


      Lyra smiled gently, hinting at the inn’s “goodwill.” No doubt the inn would soon advertise itself as “the inn where Sansui and his wife’s family stayed.” Such things weren’t uncommon in the Arcana Kingdom either.


      “Even so, Lord Sansui, you’re quite the sly one. If you are the successor to this sacred realm, you should have told us sooner.”


      “I’m sorry, but I only learned of that myself after arriving here. And even if I am to inherit it, that won’t be for a long time...”


      “Even so! When I heard you were the heir to a nation, all my past behavior flashed before my eyes—I was practically making a list of things to apologize for.”


      “Oh honestly, Hetter! That’s enough already!”


      Kette sharply scolded Hetter for his stiff manner of speaking.


      “This is supposed to be a fun festival! Don’t say such serious things! Right, Fanne? You think so too, don’t you?”


      “Mm!”


      Fanne likely didn’t understand what Kette was saying, but she was clearly expressing her boredom with her whole body. Hetter wasn’t necessarily wrong, but it wasn’t something to bring up on the morning of a festival.


      “That’s right! Mr. Sansui, thank you very much for inviting us this time. My in-laws and Hetter’s wives weren’t able to attend, but they were grateful for your invitation as well.”


      Responding to Chette, who smoothly steered the conversation back on track, Sansui nodded and went along with it. If they kept talking like this, it felt like the conversation might go on forever, so it was probably best to wrap things up.


      “I see. In that case, please enjoy yourselves so you’ll have plenty of stories to share with everyone later.”


      The two families, who had been chatting in the inn’s hallway, headed together toward the entrance. Since it was a traditional Japanese-style inn, they had left their shoes there, though tonight they wore geta sandals and tabi socks to match their outfits. Fanne, however, was wearing her usual shoes.


      “Mm!”


      Looking at her sister’s and father’s feet, Fanne got upset again at being the only one dressed differently.


      “L-Let’s get going!”


      After parting ways with the Wynne family, the Shirokuro family stepped out into the lively town—and, as expected, it was in full festival swing.


      All around the streets, flowers from every season bloomed in abundance thanks to Mystical Arts, festival music echoed through the air, and crowds of people laughed and enjoyed themselves. As the four of them walked through the bustling streets, Blois, Lain, and Fanne in particular looked around with fascination.


      “Oh... So this is Sansui’s country. There are so many things I’ve never seen before.”


      “Daddy’s country is so lively!”


      It’s not even my hometown—and I’ve barely stayed here—but someday it’ll end up being ‘my country,’ huh...


      Sansui couldn’t help but feel a sense of discomfort at having the Great Eight Provinces called his country, but since it was the truth, he couldn’t deny it.


      “You went to Magyan for work recently, right? I heard that while you were there, Lady Lain had a wonderful time playing with Lord Tahlan.”


      Holding Lain’s hand, Blois looked at Sansui with warmth.


      “I wanted to go somewhere foreign with you too. And have fun together like that...”


      “Blois...”


      Looking good, dad, Mama Blois!


      Though the two had always been together until Blois retired, lately Sansui had been busy traveling to Magyan, visiting the Great Eight Provinces and remote regions, and helping with postwar reconstruction after the dragon conflict—so they hadn’t had much time together.


      This big event, the first since their wedding, had both Blois and Sansui in high spirits.


      “Mm!”


      Meanwhile, Fanne was in a bad mood from not getting any attention. She swung the hand she was holding with Sansui, insisting that he pay attention to her.


      “Ah, sorry, Fanne—”


      Just as Sansui tried to soothe his daughter, they ran into Ran and her four companions. They were all holding food as they walked around, apparently having been enjoying the street stalls.


      “So, it’s you, Sansui.”


      Of all people, I had to run into someone I can’t stand.


      Sansui disliked Ran, so under normal circumstances he would’ve treated her rather bluntly. But with his family present, he wanted to avoid making a bad impression. As Sansui hesitated, Blois stepped in and spoke.


      “I thought you’d be with Lord Saiga. Are you not together?”


      She likely didn’t intend it, but it was a perfect bit of support from behind the scenes.


      “You’re going to say that too?”


      With a very displeased expression, Ran began explaining why she wasn’t with Saiga.


      “I only recently found out, but it seems I was being treated as if I were Saiga’s wife. Of course, we’re not actually in that kind of relationship—but everyone around us misunderstood.”


      “I-Is that so?”


      “Yes—even these lot!”


      Ran shot a glare at her companions. They awkwardly looked away, continuing to chew their food, clearly trying to avoid responding.


      “It’s extremely troublesome! That’s why I’m doing my own thing!”


      She seemed genuinely irritated—her hair even began to take on a silvery hue, flickering as if it were burning.


      “Of course, it’s not like I hate Saiga or anything! Even if we did end up in that kind of relationship, I wouldn’t mind it! But right now, we’re not like that—and there are no plans for it either! So having people constantly say that is unbelievably irritating!”


      “I understand.”


      Blois nodded in agreement with Ran’s anger.


      “I worked with Sansui for a long time as well, but it’s not like I was thinking, ‘I’m so happy I get to work with Sansui.’ Feelings like that only came much later. If people had made assumptions before that, I would’ve been just as angry as you.”


      “You really get how I feel!”


      Even by Ran’s standards, Blois was a woman worthy of respect. She seemed genuinely pleased to have her feelings understood.


      “Hmph... Well, anyway, I have no intention of intruding on your family time. Let’s go.”


      It seemed Ran had said all she wanted to say. She cut the conversation short and walked off. In her own way, she seemed to have matured. Her four companions followed after her, briefly explaining their own plans as they left.


      “Um, well! As for us, we might be heading to Magyan soon!”


      “It sounds like the elders in the village have gotten motivated and want to spread our martial arts overseas or something...”


      “I think they really enjoyed being able to contribute in the dragon war!”


      “S-So, excuse us!”


      Following after the still irritated Ran, they were somewhat comical to watch. They looked a bit troubled, but not unhappy. At the very least, they didn’t seem to regret leaving their village or choosing to follow Ran.


      “Mm, mah!”


      While Sansui and the others had been watching their behavior, Fanne had been focused on the food they were carrying. Seeing how delicious it looked, she started whining, wanting some for herself.


      “All right, all right... Okay then, let’s go get something to eat.”


      They headed to a nearby food stall—only to find yet another pair of acquaintances standing there.


      “Oh, Sansui! Thanks for the treat!”


      “Hello, Blois, Lain, and little Fanne.”


      It was Shouzo, Caputo’s ace, along with Paulette Caputo. The two stood side by side, enjoying street food—Shouzo eating skewered grilled meat, and Paulette nibbling on sweets. It seemed Fanne had taken a particular interest in the sweets Paulette was eating.


      “Mm! Mah!”


      “Oh my, are you curious about this? If you’d like, I can—”


      “Wait, Fanne! That’s rude to Lady Paulette!”


      As Fanne nearly reached out for Paulette’s sweets, Blois hurriedly stopped her.


      “Lady Paulette is the next head of the Caputo family! You mustn’t be disrespectful! And you shouldn’t desire things that belong to others!”


      “You don’t have to be so concerned... Although, I suppose that would interfere with proper discipline. My apologies.”


      Paulette had been perfectly willing to share her sweets, but she also understood that wanting something someone else was holding could be seen as improper, and that teaching that lesson was important.


      “Yes, I’m sorry. B-By the way, um...is that...food?”


      “Yes, I was surprised at first too, but apparently, it’s a type of sweet.”


      The confection—called “nerikiri,” which looked more like a small ornament or accessory—was shaped like a rabbit. It was so adorable that Blois and Lain were astonished.


      “I was surprised to see such traditional Japanese sweets being sold at a street stall.”


      “The Great Eight Provinces are even more like Japan than I expected.”


      Sansui and Shouzo didn’t seem particularly surprised—but that might have been less because they were Japanese, and more simply because they were men.


      “Oh, but the skewers I’m eating are apparently called yakitori—though it’s meat I’ve never had before. I don’t think this is actually Japanese cuisine.”


      “Meat you’ve never had before? So it’s not chicken?”


      Curious, Sansui called out to the stall selling the skewers Shouzo was holding.


      “Excuse me. If it’s not rude of me to ask...”


      “Huh? If you’re just browsing, move along— Lord Sansui?! I mean, is it you being tricky or the gods playing tricks, young master?! There’s nothing rude about asking—ask anything you like!”


      This feels a bit awkward...


      In this land, Sansui was practically like a prince. Thinking someone was just a polite passerby, only to realize it was royalty—that couldn’t be good for the heart.


      “What kind of meat is used in these skewers?”


      “Oh, it’s rabbit.”


      “Really, rabbit... Rabbit?!”


      Since Shouzo had said it was meat he’d never eaten before, Sansui had assumed it might be some unique species native to the Great Eight Provinces. But it turned out to be something familiar—and not exactly something people typically thought of as food.


      More importantly, rabbits weren’t birds. Selling it as skewered meat was one thing, but insisting on calling it yakitori was a stretch.


      “Um... Rabbits aren’t birds, though, are they?”


      “What are you saying, young master! They both make nests and hop around in the grass, don’t they?”


      “That’s...a bit misleading, isn’t it?”


      “Let’s not get into the complicated stuff! It’s a festival, after all!”


      The Great Eight Provinces really did resemble Japan in the strangest ways. Right next to a stall selling rabbit-shaped sweets, there was another selling rabbit as “yakitori.” Sansui couldn’t help but feel puzzled by the situation.


      “All right then, now you’re an accomplice too, young master! Go on, dig in!”


      “Thanks...”


      Sansui had no taboo against eating rabbit, so he didn’t object and took a bite. It was delicious—but it definitely didn’t feel like yakitori.


      “Oho! So this lovely lady is your wife, young master—and you’ve got two daughters too! The future great sage’s private life is just as impressive, eh!”


      Right next to Sansui, a traditional sweets stall was taking orders. Upon learning that Blois, Lain, and Fanne were Sansui’s family, the confectioner became visibly enthusiastic.


      “All right, just wait a moment! I’ll stake my craftsman’s pride on this—I’ll make you something truly special!”


      “Ah, that’s really not necessary—”


      “Yaahooooo!”


      The sweets artisan got a bit too fired up and began crafting something far more intricate than simple nerikiri—delicate candy sculptures.


      “All done! Goldfish and rabbit—and a bonus sparrow for the little one!”


      Unlike the stylized look of nerikiri, these candy creations were incredibly lifelike: a goldfish, a rabbit, and a sparrow rendered with such precision they looked like fine glasswork. They were almost too beautiful to eat.


      “Go on, don’t be shy. Enjoy!”


      “Uh, thank you. I-Is this really okay?” Lain asked Blois quietly.


      “I think so. But it seems a shame to eat...”


      “Mm!”


      Fanne crunched right into hers without hesitation, but Blois and Lain were at a loss. After hesitating for a while, they started licking the candy instead. It tasted wonderful, but somehow, it felt a bit wrong to eat something so beautifully made.


      “The confectioners of the Great Eight Provinces truly have remarkable skill.”


      “They really do. Oh, that reminds me!”


      While Paulette admired the craftsmanship, Shouzo seemed to have something entirely different on his mind.


      “Sansui, are you free tonight?”


      “Huh? What is it?”


      Sansui was surprised—asking about plans wasn’t something Shouzo usually did.


      “Well, you see... Lady Paulette told me she has ‘something important to discuss’ with me tonight.”


      The moment Shouzo mentioned her name, Paulette—standing beside him—froze stiff.


      “I mean, if it’s something important but it’s just the two of us, it might get...you know, a bit awkward. So I was hoping you could join us, Sansui.”


      Sansui and the others glanced at Paulette. She was blushing intensely, clearly embarrassed. Judging from her expression, while it was something important, it didn’t seem to be anything official.


      “I’m very sorry, but I already have plans with my family...”


      “Oh, I see. Then that won’t work. Sorry about that!”


      “Not at all.”


      Sansui managed to get out of it, but he couldn’t help sneaking another glance at Paulette. Her face was bright red with embarrassment, eyes wide as she held back tears, and her body trembled slightly.


      Shouzo only said ‘something important,’ but because I reacted like this, they’ve figured out what I was going to say... What should I do? She groaned internally.


      This is incredibly awkward...


      Shouzo had likely meant no harm, but the moment he brought it up, this atmosphere was inevitable. At this point, the only solution was to change the setting.


      “Shouzo! Let’s go over there—over there! I want to try that!”


      “Huh? Candied locusts in soy sauce? Those are insects, you know?”


      “It’s fine! Please? Come on!”


      “All right, if you say so. But why are those even being sold at a stall in the first place?”


      Pointing at a random stall, Paulette urged him along. Though puzzled by the food, Shouzo followed her lead.


      “L-Let’s move on...”


      If they had crossed paths just one day later, things probably wouldn’t have gotten this awkward. As it was, Sansui had no idea how to face them again the next day. Looking slightly troubled, he and the others moved to another area. But then—


      “Oh? Isn’t that Sansui and the others? Come now, milady—you should greet them properly, with the elegance befitting the head of the family.”


      “Huh? Being the head sounds like a lot of work.”


      “I wish you’d show a bit more awareness as the old lord’s successor.”


      They ran into three people: Acryl Disaea, Byoubu Kakejiku, and Shun Ukiyo. Byoubu was dressed as usual in a suit, while Acryl wore a light kimono-style outfit, and Shun was also in traditional clothing.


      “It’s been a while, Sansui! Allow me to introduce the newly appointed head of the Disaea family, Lady Acryl Disaea!”


      “Hello.”


      “Give a proper greeting.”


      It seemed the previous head—the old lord—had retired, and Acryl had officially taken over. She looked young for the role, but given the former head’s age, it was probably inevitable.


      “Thank you for your continued support. I am Sansui Shirokuro, chief combat instructor of the Sepaeda family. And, um... How are you recovering, Lord Shun?”


      “As you can see, I’ve improved quite a bit.”


      Shun Ukiyo possessed a unique constitution that made him immune to all forms of Rare Arts techniques. Because of this, he was unaffected by Pandora and wouldn’t be injured by magic—but it also meant he couldn’t be healed by magic or Mystical Arts. As a result, he had to rely on ordinary medical treatment, which made his recovery slower than others. Even so, after a year, he had regained the ability to walk fairly well.


      However, painful burn scars still remained on his face.


      “By the way, what’s with all the packages?”


      “These are paintings from the Great Eight Provinces. Old and new—I’ve been buying up as many as I can.”


      “New cultures are wonderful! Their way of expression is fundamentally different. It’s so fascinating!”


      It seemed Shun had ended up acting as a porter, carrying a large number of paintings that Acryl had purchased, his arms completely full.


      “And also, I’m going to check out the art supply shops! Though, I mean, I doubt the festival stalls have anything like that, so we’ll have to leave the festival grounds.”


      Shun looked displeased and stopped Acryl.


      “You should be doing your job.”


      “Jeez!”


      Participating in this festival was also part of the duties of the head of the Disaea family. There was no problem with enjoying the festival however they liked, but leaving the venue during the festival period was, as expected, an issue.


      “Excuse me, but is this person really capable of being the new family head?”


      “Yes. They don’t look it, but they’re quite capable.”


      Blois asked Byoubu a rather rude question, and Byoubu gave an equally blunt answer. In a way, the fact that this was tolerated could be seen as proof of Acryl’s easygoingness.


      “All right then! Come on, Shun, let’s go to that flyer shop over there! New traditional-style prints are waiting for us!”


      “At the very least, we’re not waiting for them...”


      “Hey now, aren’t you embracing your role as a pack mule at the moment? Then you should be happy your workload is increasing.”


      With Shun, who looked like he was about to collapse, and Byoubu, who was feigning exasperation, in tow, the cheerful Acryl walked off. Sansui Shirokuro and the people around him had very little contact with the Disaea family, but although it was almost their first time meeting the three of them, their personalities and relationships came across easily. All three were quite distinctive.


      “Well, however you put it, they did look like they were having fun.”


      “Yeah, they were enjoying themselves. Lady Acryl was, at least.”


      After finishing their candy sculptures, the group began thinking about what to eat next. One could also say they were trying to forget what they had just seen. As they walked, they—unsurprisingly—ran into someone they knew again.


      “Ah, Sansui! It’s been a while!”


      The one greeting them energetically was a man who, by all appearances, didn’t look energetic at all. Saiga Mizu, the next head of the Batterabbe family. In the recent battle, he had been injured even more severely than Shun, and even now he suffered lasting effects—without the aid of noble treasures and the like, he couldn’t even walk independently for long periods.


      Even now, he was being supported by three women, and there was no trace left of the strength with which he once fought Sansui on equal footing. And yet, he was smiling brightly.


      “Man! This is a great place! It feels just like I’ve come back to Japan! You can recreate the food with Danua, sure, but this atmosphere—you just can’t reproduce it!”


      “I-I see... I’m glad you’re enjoying it. Um... How is your condition?”


      Seeing Saiga’s emaciated figure smiling so carefree, Sansui didn’t quite know how to react. His smile was so open and untroubled that it almost made one worry he had simply given up and gone reckless.


      “He’s gotten a lot better! That’s why we’re all out shopping today!”


      It was Zuger who answered happily. Since she was usually rather timid, the fact that she spoke up made it clear that his usual condition was indeed quite worse than this. Once again, it drove home just how fierce the battle a year ago had been—and how much hardship he must have endured on the front lines.


      “Um, about that... In the last battle, I’m truly sorry for being late. In the end, my master didn’t even die, and I just... What was I even doing back then? I’m so pathetic.”


      “Hey, I’ve told you over and over, you don’t need to apologize anymore!”


      Everyone around him, including Sansui, understood well just how much Saiga had sought strength. Through overwhelming growth, he had come close to matching Sansui, but the path there had not been a gentle one. And even after losing the power he had gained through all that hardship, he felt no regret.


      “The reason I became strong was for that moment. My power existed to be used up there, and the fact that I’m still alive now is already more than I could ask for.”


      He wasn’t speaking of fate or divine will, even though he knew gods truly existed. He was simply expressing, in the clearest way possible, that he had come to terms with it.


      “From here on, all I can do is work hard as the next head of Batterabbe. I don’t need strength anymore. Everyone will support me, after all.”


      Standing beside Saiga, three young women proudly puffed out their chests as they declared their support.


      “Exactly! Saiga is a hero who fought to protect Batterabbe! Even if he’s yet wounded and weakened, no one will insult him—and I won’t allow it! From now on, he’ll focus on government affairs, and I’ll support him in that!”


      “It’s not as though military strength is no longer necessary, but Ran and I intend to step in and pick up the slack. We won’t let Saiga’s retirement become an issue!”


      “I may not be especially useful, but I intend to support Lord Saiga in place of these two while they’re busy!”


      The three women, who supported what could be seen as a cowardly decision to retreat to politics, spoke proudly of the roles they would play. There did not seem to be a single cause for concern in the administration of Batterabbe’s territory.


      “Well then, we’re going to continue enjoying the romantic atmosphere! Excuse us now!”


      As Saiga moved with unsteady steps, the three women took turns supporting him as they walked together, and even brought food to his mouth. Looking at him now, no one would think him unhappy.


      “Even if they say not to worry about it, I still can’t just accept it so easily.”


      Despite it all, Sansui could not help feeling guilty. If only he’d returned just a little sooner, Saiga might not have been worn down to that extent. Even if Saiga was still happy despite the damage to his health, it was obvious that it would have been better if his health had not been harmed at all.


      “Sansui, we agreed not to say that. I regret retiring from active duty too, but saying so wouldn’t make father or my elder brother happy. It’s the same for those girls.”


      “You’re right... It’d just be embarrassing if I acted like their overbearing guardian.”


      With Blois’s words, Sansui regained his composure. When he happened to glance down, he saw Fanne looking bored and Lain looking dissatisfied. Remembering that he was now not a warrior but a father, he resumed walking.


      “Mm... Mmm!”


      “Looks like Fanne is tired.”


      Though the three of them had started walking again, Fanne seemed exhausted and would not move from the spot. Carrying her would be easy enough, but that probably would not amuse her either. As Sansui looked around for somewhere they could rest, he heard the sound of many bells chiming.


      “Hmm... Looks like there’s a rest area over there. Let’s take a break there.”


      It was a simple sitting area decorated with numerous wind chimes. There were long benches one could even lie down on, and large Japanese-style parasols big enough to be beach umbrellas had been set up over them. Many people were enjoying conversation there. The Shirokuro family also sat down on one of the benches to take a break, but they did not notice the person seated on the bench opposite them until he called out.


      “Oh, it’s Sansui and family. Fancy meeting you in a place like this.”


      “President Ukyou?! And Princess Setenve as well!”


      The royal family’s ace, Ukyou Fuushi, was seated in a chair, while his wife, Setenve Arcana, lay stretched out on a bench. Both were dressed in Japanese clothing, but neither looked as though they were enjoying themselves. With a weary expression, Ukyou fanned Setenve—who looked as though she had passed out—with a fan he had apparently just bought.


      “Is Princess Setenve feeling unwell? If so, I can call someone...”


      “It’s nothing like that. She’s just sleep-deprived. Me too, of course.”


      Dark circles were visible under Ukyou’s eyes as he gave a wry smile. He too looked utterly exhausted.


      “We finished as much work as we could so we could attend this festival. Neither of us has slept at all... Heh... Ha ha ha ha!”


      He’s gone into that all-nighter delirium...


      As one would expect of the highest-ranking active ruler, he was apparently unimaginably busy. More than a rest space, what they really needed was somewhere they could properly sleep.


      “I-I see... Thank you for attending despite how busy you are. Would you like us to leave you be to rest?”


      “Don’t worry about it so much. We’ll sit a little longer, then go enjoy the festival again. Both of us were really looking forward to this festival.”


      “R-Really?!”


      “Well, without an excuse like this, we’re the type who’d just keep working without ever taking a break.”


      Ah, so that’s why...


      Both of them probably understood that overloading themselves with work was harmful, but being serious by nature, they likely kept piling it on as long as there was work to be done.


      “So, well, you know... Just sitting here like this, surrendering yourself to the pleasant sound of the wind chimes, and relaxing for a while... I think that’s not such a bad thing...”


      With a small, wry smile, Ukyou gazed affectionately at his sleeping wife, who surely felt much the same as he did.


      Hey, Sansui, doesn’t it look like Lord Ukyou is about to nod off too?


      Yeah... If we leave him alone, he’ll probably fall asleep.


      Ukyou’s head gradually began drooping as he drifted closer and closer to sleep. Staying here with them much longer felt awkward. To be honest, having the supreme ruler of a neighboring country fall asleep right in front of them was a bit too much pressure.


      “H-Hey, Fanne! You’ve rested enough, right? Shall we get going?”


      “Mm-hmm!”


      Lain tactfully prompted Fanne. Conveniently enough, after sitting for a bit, Fanne seemed fully reenergized.


      “M-My daughter looks like she’s getting restless, so we should be going.”


      “Oh, I see. Take good care of...your family...”


      In that elegant resting place of wind chimes, paper parasols, and long benches, Ukyou too began falling asleep while still seated. In its own way, it could be seen as a lovely holiday moment for a happily married couple.


      Not wanting to disturb them, the group quickly left the resting area.


      “We’ve seen the food stalls already, but festivals also usually have street performances and sideshows of some kind. I imagine that’s true here too, so why don’t we look for something like that?”


      “It’s not good to just keep eating all the time... Sure, let’s do that.”


      Glancing this way and that, the family made their way through the festival crowd, passing rows of unusual stalls. Before long, they came upon a sideshow tent surrounded by a large crowd. Wondering what was on display, they found that it was, in a sense, exactly what one might expect.


      “Step right up, step right up! Behold—the monsters of the Old World! The creatures that attacked Arcana just one year ago looked just like these terrifying beasts!”


      “Eek! So scary! Save me!”


      “Ha ha ha, don’t worry—I’m here with you. Besides, they’re only statues. They won’t move.”


      “They’re still scary!”


      Lined up in rows were figures modeled after the monsters of the Old World that had attacked Arcana recently. Each one was exquisitely crafted, showcasing the artisan skill of their makers. Given how recent the incident was, it was natural enough for it to become a topic of interest, though it also seemed somewhat in poor taste. Since the Great Eight Provinces themselves had not suffered any damage, perhaps people here were simply less sensitive about it.


      Because Blois and Lain had never actually seen the monsters themselves, they trembled before the towering sculptures, which loomed larger than any human standing nearby. Fanne, too, was frightened and clung tightly to Sansui.


      “Mmm! Mmm!”


      “What is it, Fanne? Are you scared? If so, shall we go somewhere else?”


      “And now! Here is today’s main attraction—the grand spectacle! To leave the festival without seeing this would be the greatest loss of all! Come now, feast your eyes and tell your descendants for generations to come!”


      Just as they were about to leave, the sideshow proprietor dramatically unveiled what had been concealed—a gigantic skull. It radiated an overwhelming presence that made all the other exhibits look like toys.


      “This! This is the skull of a dragon! A genuine, authentic, true original!”


      “Ah.”


      Sansui let out an involuntary sound, as though the sight of that bare bone stirred something in him.


      “Believe it or not, this skull here is the very thing that the young master over there carved up using the peerless famous blades Twin Right Arms! With one mighty slash—wham!—they say he separated bone, scales, and flesh while the dragon was still alive! Dragons are terrifying, to be sure, but wouldn’t you say our young master is even scarier?”


      “Sansui, why in the world did you kill it in such a grotesque way?”


      “Papa, did you make another display head?”


      “Sorry...”


      Faced with this feat—whether it counted as glory in battle or infamy—Sansui found himself on the receiving end of cold stares from his wife and daughter. The other spectators were looking at him with fear as well, making the atmosphere even heavier.


      “Ha ha ha!” came a sudden booming laugh. “To be feared by all is an honor for the strong, is it not? If you are family to a warrior, then surely you should understand that much.”


      The one who’d appeared, laughing away the oppressive mood, was the former king of the Magyan Kingdom: Magyan Khan.


      “Blois, Lain. I understand how you feel, but Lord Khan is right. Think of it as part of Sansui’s work.”


      Accompanying the former king came also Lord Sepaeda, the former head of the Sepaeda house. Both men were dressed in relaxed Japanese-style clothing, yet they still radiated unmistakable dignity. These were not only a former lord and a former king, but two men deeply connected to them personally. Sansui, Blois, and Lain all hurried to bow their heads, but the two elders stopped them.


      “None of that, none of that. We’re simply here to enjoy the festival. Don’t spoil it with formalities.”


      “Indeed. I won’t say we should go so far as to cast etiquette aside entirely, but let’s not taint the atmosphere by going overboard.”


      Sansui glanced around at the countless people of the Great Eight Provinces still enjoying the festival. If he made too much of a fuss, the surrounding crowd would be startled, and the festive mood would be ruined.


      “I-I see... I’m glad to hear you’re enjoying yourselves.”


      Sansui offered his greeting with the utmost care, trying to strike the perfect balance between respect and not disrupting the atmosphere. Frankly, it might have been easier if they’d simply let him behave normally.


      Meanwhile, the two elder men gazed at the displays of the monsters and dragon that Sansui and the others had vanquished. Even these men, who stood near the summit of national power, wore wistful expressions—as though looking up at a dream forever beyond their reach.


      “I never knew experiencing foreign culture could be so exhilarating. But if I may be greedy... I would have liked to join that battle against the dragon as a warrior myself. Had I come to this country just one year earlier, I too would have swung my claws, scattered monsters by the dozens, and carved my name into legend,” Magyan Khan said.


      “You remain vigorous even in old age. As for me, though I was there in person, all I could do was send my son off to battle. I told myself that I would only be a burden if I entered the battlefield.”


      “Ha ha ha ha! My words were bravado, nothing more. It’s true—I’ve weakened with age. Even if I had gone to the front, I doubt I could have accomplished much. But even so, I know I would have fought.”


      At that point, Magyan Khan turned to Sansui with an apologetic look.


      “I hear the root of all this resentment had something to do with Tahlan, didn’t it? And yet there I was, knowing nothing, peacefully enjoying retirement... I can’t help but feel guilty.”


      At the recent joint wedding ceremony, Tahlan had been showered with abuse from a prince of the Oseo Kingdom. The current head of Sepaeda had responded with violence against the prince, prompting Sansui to launch a devastating invasion of the Oseo Kingdom.


      Perhaps it was only natural for a nation that had accepted a groom into its family to act as they did—but as a result, the Arcana Kingdom had suffered catastrophic damage. As the nation that had sent the groom, Magyan could not help feeling that it was unfair for them to have not also borne the consequences.


      “There is no need for you to feel guilty. Your children, Lord Tahlan and Lady Sunae, stood on the front lines of their own accord and fought bravely against Oseo soldiers and monsters alike. Magyan’s honor has already been upheld.”


      Sansui rejected Khan’s self-reproach from the bottom of his heart. Tahlan and Sunae had protected the honor of their homeland by fighting personally. No one could possibly accuse the Magyan Kingdom of failing to notice—much less participating—while its allies were fighting a dragon.


      “Oh, yes, so I’ve heard. Honestly, they’ve grown into finer children than I ever could have imagined.”


      “Yes, I feel the same,” Lord Sepaeda agreed. “I’ve even come to envy them. To think the day would come when I would feel envy toward my son and sons-in-law... It makes me aware of my age, but I can’t say it feels unpleasant.”


      In the battle against the dragons that had appeared after ten thousand years, their sons and daughters had taken part and earned glorious distinction. The former lord and former king smiled—lonely, yet proud.


      “Well then, I’ve gone on long enough. I’ll be taking my leave now.”


      “Then I shall accompany you. Farewell for now, Sansui.”


      Making every effort to smile without showing a trace of melancholy, the two men departed from Sansui and the others. With that as a cue, Sansui and the others decided to also move on to another part of the festival.


      “Hey, papa! Something really exciting seems to be happening over there!”


      “You’re right. Let’s go take a look.”


      This time it was Lain who pointed out where she wanted to go. A large crowd was heading in that direction, drawn by the lively commotion. The Shirokuro family followed the flow and soon arrived at a spacious open square, notable amid the festival for its lack of large buildings. There, it seemed a swordsmanship tournament had been held as part of the festivities, and it had already reached the announcement of results.


      “The winner of the swordsmanship tournament is Prince Magyan Tahlan of the Magyan Kingdom—and disciple of Lord Sansui Shirokuro!”


      “Thank you all for your support!”


      “Please, tell us how you feel about your victory!”


      “All of my opponents were strong. There were times when I was outmatched in skill, and times when I was outmatched physically, but somehow I managed to make up for it in other ways and win. In the final match, my opponent surpassed me in every respect. The only reason I won was luck—just a fortunate stroke, nothing more. I won’t call the result a fluke, but I can’t proudly claim to be the strongest!”


      The victor was Tahlan.


      Though he too was dressed in festival attire, what drew attention far more was the battered condition of his body. Even Sansui’s group, having just arrived, could tell at once that he had survived an intense series of brutal matches.


      “But I’m glad I participated! Thank you all for such a fulfilling experience!”


      “Kyaaaaaaah! He’s so cool!”


      Even in his battered state, Tahlan flashed a radiant smile. At that dazzling expression, the women of the Great Eight Provinces let out shrill cries of admiration. When a man was strong, handsome, and kindhearted, national borders clearly meant nothing.


      “For Lord Tahlan to be pushed that far... It seems his claim that he did not win purely on ability was no mere modesty.”


      “Indeed. The other participants must have been highly skilled. The experience of facing them will surely help Lord Tahlan reach even greater heights.”


      Blois and Sansui were focused on the other competitors standing behind Tahlan. They too were bruised and battered, yet their bearing alone gave off the unmistakable aura of masters. Just imagining the level of the tournament—a contest they had not actually seen—was enough to make them swallow hard.


      Meanwhile, a woman with children who had come to stand beside Sansui’s group looked distinctly displeased.


      “I don’t think festivals are meant to be places for reaching greater heights,” Douve said.


      “M-Milady?! N-No, my lady—I mean, madam! You came?!”


      “Oh? Would it be an inconvenient thing if I had?”


      “N-Not at all! Please, enjoy yourself!”


      “In this situation, you think I can enjoy myself? Do you know when this tournament began and how long I’ve been forced to wait for it to end? And can you imagine how unpleasant this has been for me and the children? You lot, who’ve been enjoying the festival together as a family?”


      She’s in an incredibly bad mood! Well, of course she is!


      Anyone would have been irritated in such circumstances; the fact that she had endured it this long was admirable enough. Considering it was her, imagining just how much patience she was exercising was terrifying in itself.


      How much charm would Tahlan need to display to smooth things over here? As everyone watched nervously, Tahlan approached Lady Douve.


      “Douve, as you can see, I’m in terrible shape. I may have won, but I’ve been reminded just how inexperienced I still am.”


      “Shouldn’t there be something more important you ought to say to me and the children first?”


      “Ah, yes, you’re right. I’m sorry for making you wait. Please forgive me.”


      “Oh? And you think I’ll forgive you just like that?”


      “Yes. You’ve never abandoned me, no matter how reckless I am—you always forgive me. That’s why I’m able to push myself this far.”


      “Honestly, you spoil yourself too much.”


      With a huff, Douve turned her back and started walking away. Tahlan followed after her with a troubled expression. From the outside, it looked like a boyfriend trying to placate his dramatically sulking girlfriend—but in truth, the boyfriend was so clearly at fault that one could only sympathize with her.


      Even so, it did not seem likely to escalate into a real quarrel.


      “Lady Douve is remarkably broad-minded... If it were me, I’d be furious and wouldn’t even make eye contact with him for a while.”


      “That’s how it was when papa lost his arm fighting those people from Rapid Iron Fist clan, remember?”


      “Well, um... Sorry about that.”


      Because Tahlan’s behavior felt distinctly familiar in a certain way, Blois and Lain found themselves sharing in Douve’s anger. Sansui, meanwhile, apologized out of sympathetic embarrassment.


      “Even so...”


      When they looked up at the sky, the sun had already tilted far toward the horizon. Thinking again about how long Douve must have been kept waiting, Sansui and the others could only exchange wry smiles.


      Even in the land of the Eight Great Provinces, the finale of any festival was fireworks. The brilliantly bursting rockets were visible from anywhere on the eight islands, but still, having a reserved viewing spot was preferable.


      Sitting down somewhere with an unobstructed view, surrounded by many people, and looking up at the sky beside someone dear—it was only natural to want to turn that fleeting moment into a lasting memory.


      “Wow... There are already so many people sitting here. I wonder if there are any seats left.”


      “We might’ve gotten here too late. Shall we just stand and watch? I’ll hold Fanne.”


      With the festival nearing its end, the viewing area was almost completely full.


      “What are you doing, Sansui? Come over here.”


      As they looked around restlessly, Suiboku—who had already secured seats—beckoned them over. Grateful, the family joined him, taking their places with some hesitation. Just then, the sun dipped below the horizon and darkness settled over the surroundings. Amid the venue lit by festival lanterns, the sound of drums rang out, announcing the start of the fireworks.


      “Is everyone ready? At last, it’s time to launch my own, personally designed fireworks!”


      “Ha ha ha! Everyone, enjoy them to your heart’s content!”


      Perhaps thanks to some noble treasure, the voices of the Great Tengu and Elixir echoed throughout the entire festival grounds. It seemed that the fireworks this time had been prepared by the Great Tengu himself.


      “So Elixir is with the Great Tengu.”


      “Not just Elixir. Since the start of the festival, all Eight Sacred Treasures have gathered around him. Perhaps they’re reminiscing about the events of ten thousand years ago.”


      Having survived their defeat all those millenia ago and lived on, what thoughts did they now hold—and what did they speak of—in this age where they had finally triumphed over the dragons?


      As that thought lingered, there came a whistling sound and the first firework shot up and blossomed in the sky. Startled at first by the sudden sound and light, Fanne gradually grew used to it, eventually becoming so absorbed that she forgot even to blink.


      Those small, childish gestures of his young daughter were irresistibly endearing to Sansui. Blois and Lain, standing beside him, also smiled as they watched Fanne.


      “Master Suiboku, thank you very much.”


      “Don’t go getting all formal just for saving you a spot to watch fireworks.”


      “It’s for much more than that.”


      The endless years Sansui had devoted to training might have all been leading up to this very day. That was how precious this moment felt—watching the fireworks together with his family.


      “If I hadn’t become your disciple and learned your strength, I would never have been able to reach this moment. Thank you, truly.”


      “No, I’m the one who should be thanking you. And you know, just as you delight in watching Fanne, I find the greatest joy in seeing the four of you happy. If you neglect your family, even the finest fireworks will be wasted on you.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Following Suiboku’s teaching, Sansui turned once more to look at his family.


      “Blois, Lain, Fanne—if this festival is held again next year, will you come with me?”


      “Of course. I’m so happy we get to enjoy this,” said Blois.


      “Let’s play together again then, Fanne!”


      “Mm-hmm!”


      The family, spending the time they had fought so hard to win together, was without a doubt happy.




      From far below, the headmistress of the Royal Arcana Academy, too, gazed up at the fireworks festival being held in the Eight Great Provinces high above the royal domain. Alongside many students and staff, she was deeply moved by the vivid display.


      It wasn’t just that the fireworks themselves were beautiful—she was touched that a nation once wounded by war with dragons had recovered enough to enjoy a festival like this. With danger having come so close, there had been those who spent sleepless nights, haunted by nightmares. And now, as if those fears were being dispelled by the fireworks, many even shed tears of relief.


      Smiling at the sight of their hearts being healed, the headmistress once again looked up at the floating islands in the sky.


      “I wonder how many times I’ve thought ‘I’ll never encounter anything new again’...”


      Since the day Sansui came to the academy together with Douve, the headmistress had obtained new textbooks on rare magic, witnessed all Eight Sacred Treasures being gathered together, come to know long-lived beings like Immortals and Tengu, and even seen dragons and monsters of the Old World with her own eyes.


      “I thought there would be nothing left in my remaining years that could bring me this much excitement, but it seems I was wrong.”


      In what little time she had left, she had encountered so many unknowns in such rapid succession. If that was the case, perhaps there were still more new things waiting for her.


      “Heh heh... Life may still be quite long after all.”


      Watching the young people—who would carry the future of the Arcana Kingdom—spending what must surely be joyful moments in the Eight Great Provinces, she smiled with quiet fondness as she imagined their bittersweet days and the next generation that would follow.


      One Thousand Years Later


      The Eight Great Provinces—those legendary eight islands floating in the sky—now drifted high above the vast ocean, far out of sight of those who lived on the land below. At most, sailors venturing onto the open sea might catch a glimpse of them, though few would believe such claims if they did.


      Though the Eight Great Provinces were truly a legendary land, the lives of the people who dwelt there were not what one would call “heavenly.” In fact, most lived no differently from your typical “moderately well-off” commoner. If there were one notable distinction, it was only that they lived peacefully, without fear of war.


      With no wars, taxes were light, and with no standing armies, the working population was large and children were not forced into labor.


      On this day as well, many children were diligently studying at a temple school. In one such classroom, a boy read aloud from a book. It was a textbook meant to teach both language and history.


      “Long, long ago, in a certain place, there was a country called the ‘Arcana Kingdom.’”


      The boy read the words while the rest of the class followed along, reading and listening together.


      “Within that country lived all Eight Sacred Treasures, five divine warriors, and Lord Sansui in his youth.”


      The teacher also listened quietly, recalling how she herself had read the same book as a child.


      “They lived very peacefully, but one day, a horde of dragons suddenly attacked. The Eight Sacred Treasures, the divine warriors, and Lord Sansui joined forces and defeated them.”


      “Very good!”


      The teacher praised the student as the classic tale came to an end. Clapping her hands to mark the transition, she added a supplement not written in the text.


      “Now then, everyone—do you know where Lord Sansui, who appeared in that story, is now?”


      “The Eight Great Provinces!”


      The students answered excitedly in unison.


      “Yes, that’s right. Lord Sansui, who once trained in this world among us, now resides in the Eight Great Provinces. And on this very day, today of all days, that very Lord Sansui—!”


      The teacher, even more excited than the children, leaned forward as she spoke.


      “—will be inheriting them from Lord Kacho!”


      It had been eleven thousand years since humanity first settled in this world. An almost dizzying span of time had passed—and yet, even over such a long history, there were events that had occurred only a handful of times.


      The succession of the ruler of the Immortal Realm, the Eight Great Provinces, was one such occurrence. Because its leaders were Immortals, it was exceedingly rare for ordinary people to witness such a transition.


      “Lord Kacho, who has governed the Eight Great Provinces for over six thousand years, will pass on the techniques that sustain that land to his grand-disciple, Lord Sansui. And with that—”


      “Teacher! It means a festival, right? There’s going to be a festival that lasts for days and days, right?”


      While the teacher was thrilled at the chance to witness a historic event, to the children, the festival mattered far more.


      “We have several festivals every year already. This is something much more important—a commemorative ceremony marking Lord Sansui Shirokuro becoming the new master of the Eight Great Provinces. Do you understand?”


      “But still! Only Immortals and Tengu can actually witness the inheritance of Immortal Arts, right?”


      “Well, yes, but... Honestly...”


      It was probably inevitable since they were children, but it still felt like such a waste that they could not appreciate the magnitude. The teacher let out a deep sigh.




      At the hour when the sun reached its zenith, on one of the islands that made up the Eight Great Provinces—a particularly small one called Ushikou, where no ordinary people lived—every Immortal residing in the Eight Great Provinces and every Tengu training in the Hidden Realm of Cel had gathered.


      Though all appeared youthful, each of them was a practitioner who had trained for at least a hundred years. The Great Tengu, the eldest among them, was acting cheerful despite the fact that someone was about to die.


      “Well now! It’s already been five thousand years since Kacho inherited the Immortal Realm from the one before him. Time really flies, doesn’t it? Ha ha ha!”


      He looked exactly the same as when Sansui had first met him a thousand years ago. Not just his appearance—his vigor and spirit had not faded in the slightest.


      “You may feel that way, Great Tengu, but for me, these past five thousand years have been very long. Especially...”


      In contrast, Kacho, though his outward appearance had hardly changed, carried an air of deep exhaustion.


      “Especially this last thousand years! Are you listening, Suiboku?!”


      “My apologies, Master Kacho!”


      “What kind of training did you even give Sansui before this?! I practically had to reteach him from the beginning! How can an Immortal who has trained that much possess barely any further knowledge than an ordinary person?!”


      “Erk... I’m very sorry...”


      Suiboku now looked even younger than he had a thousand years ago—so much so that he actually appeared quite similar to Kacho in terms of age. The two of them arguing looked almost like a pair of quarreling children.


      “Even so, that only means Suiboku’s teaching was at fault. Sansui, you have no problems.”


      “I am honored by your compliment.”


      The central figure of the day was Sansui Shirokuro. Once known in the mortal world as the Arcana Kingdom’s Grand Instructor of Warfare, he was a long-lived figure whose name had been etched into history.


      As before, he wore a wooden sword at his waist—but now he also bore twin blades at his sides. Though his appearance had become slightly more youthful, he still fell well within the bounds of being considered a “young man.”


      “I am deeply honored that so many of you have gathered here today. Though I am still lacking, from this moment onward—”


      “Sansui, stop speaking lowly of yourself.”


      As Sansui addressed the assembled guests, Suiboku sharply reprimanded him.


      “You are now a fully fledged Immortal. From here on, you must hold your head high.”


      “From here on...”


      “Indeed. You have come here having already resolved yourself, have you not?”


      It was the final, true teaching from the master who had raised him like a parent. Something welled up in Sansui’s chest—but a stronger resolve quietly accepted it. A thousand years of training had been more than enough to prepare his heart. Painfully so.


      “Lord Kacho, Master Suiboku—from this point on, I will govern the Eight Great Provinces. Please rest assured, and bring your training to an end.”


      “Very well. Then let us go to Fukei, Suiboku.”


      “Yes, Master Kacho.”


      As Sansui finished speaking, the bodies of Suiboku and Kacho began to fade. The boundary between themselves and nature dissolved, and they vanished as though melting into water. Those gathered watched the two great Immortals disappear, smiling sadly as they saw them off.


      “Everyone... Thank you for all you’ve done for us. We are grateful that you gathered here to see us off and to witness Sansui’s independence.”


      “Farewell.”


      The departing Immortals were remarkably matter-of-fact. As though unaware of the grief of those seeing them off, they left without lingering attachment. Or perhaps they had been holding on until the very last moment, only for everything to give way at once.


      “This trembling... It’s the same as a thousand years ago.”


      A few seconds after Kacho and Suiboku had completely vanished, the entire Eight Great Provinces began to shake violently. Freed from the Immortal Art that had kept it afloat, the land now sought to fall under the natural pull of gravity.


      A thousand years ago—when Sansui first arrived—this same thing had happened. The difference now was that Sansui himself had become a fully realized Immortal.


      “Earth Manipulation Art: Great Aorta!”


      With Kacho’s death, the spell sustaining the land had disappeared—but spiritual energy still lingered. Using that residual energy, Sansui cast the technique anew. The shaking gradually subsided, and the land returned to stillness. Having accomplished the highest level of Immortal Arts—control over gravity itself—Sansui stood in stunned silence.


      Unlike a thousand years ago, Kacho and Suiboku would not return. They were gone, far too easily—figures like a grandfather and father to him, now lost. Overwhelmed by a long-absent sense of loss, Sansui’s heart seemed to stop.


      “I... I...”


      He would never again see the master who had been with him for fifteen hundred years. Never again see Kacho, who had been with him for a thousand. Even after losing many dear people some nine hundred and fifty years ago, these two alone had remained by his side—and now, they too were gone.


      Even if he had been prepared, it did not mean it didn’t hurt. The grief was so great he felt like crying out, though none of it showed on the surface. Most of the long-lived beings around him found no words to offer.


      “They’re gone, huh, Sansui...”


      Standing beside the grieving Sansui was, as expected, the Great Tengu.


      “It’s always like that,” he said. “The ones who die never think about the feelings of the ones left behind. They say things like ‘leaving is hard,’ or ‘I’ll be counting on you,’ and then they just up and go.”


      “Great Tengu...”


      “It’s lonely, isn’t it? It hurts, I know.”


      “Yes...”


      His words were a genuine comfort. A man who had lived longer than anyone, experienced more farewells than anyone, and carried more entrusted hopes than anyone. That such a man remained by his side—continuing to live on, remembering Kacho and Suiboku—was deeply reassuring.


      “Thank you, Great Tengu. But I... I have to become stronger. That’s what my master told me. The festival is just beginning. As a ruler, I have to do my best.”


      “That’s true. But grieving at a funeral doesn’t make you weak. You don’t have to recover right away. For a while, I’ll handle things in your place. For now, be alone if you want to be alone, or stay with someone if you want company.”


      “Then, please allow me some time alone.”


      Inheriting the Immortal Realm of the Eight Great Provinces—a paradise enduring across endless time—Sansui walked unsteadily into the depths of Ushikou’s forest.


      Not a single person followed him.




      Sansui Shirokuro wandered through the forest, his steps unsteady. An overwhelming flood of memories coursed through his mind. He believed he had lived a good life. That he had many good memories. That his days had been filled with meaningful encounters.


      And precisely because of that, the sense of loss was overwhelming.


      “And they all lived happily ever after, huh...”


      In hindsight, perhaps the festival one year after the war with the dragons had been the perfect place to end his story. If it had ended there, perhaps happiness would have remained unchanged. But unlike stories, life does not work that way. And for someone long-lived like Sansui, life was especially long.


      “Fifteen hundred years. Even now, it feels long, but that much time has already passed.”


      Once upon a time, he had wished to become the strongest, and that wish had been granted. Many strive for such a dream and die without achieving it. Sansui had attained it—yet still, he was left with loneliness.


      “My lady... I’ve finally become the strongest.”


      Perhaps such a thing meant nothing if there was no one to share that joy with. If life had no meaning, perhaps there was no need to keep living.


      And yet, there was one thing left for Sansui to do.


      “A disciple. Hm...”


      To pass on the techniques and Immortal Arts inherited from Kacho and Suiboku—that was the goal left to him. But he found no meaning in it. If the disciple he raised were to feel the same loneliness he did, then what was the point?


      “I do wonder...”


      As he wandered aimlessly, he thought about the future.


      “Hm?”


      Lost in grief, he suddenly sensed a presence he had never felt before. Having only just taken over stewardship of the Eight Great Provinces, he could not ignore such a disturbance. He leaped in the direction.


      “Wh-Where am I?!”


      In the forest on Ushikou’s slope, a boy stood looking around in confusion. Nostalgically enough, he wore a Japanese school uniform.


      Oh, come on...


      The moment he saw him, Sansui understood everything and covered his face with his hand. Perhaps it meant the heavens had not abandoned him—but that didn’t mean he had to like it.


      “Hey! Quit messing around! God, get out here already! At least send me somewhere with people!”


      And he’s got a bad attitude... Was I like this back then? I don’t think I was.


      Being suddenly dropped into a deserted forest would make anyone anxious, so rough language wasn’t surprising. Still, if this was his usual demeanor... Sansui honestly didn’t want to get involved.


      Guess I’ll deal with it.


      No matter how rude they seemed, he couldn’t just abandon someone in need. Sansui descended before the boy.


      “So, a Japanese youth sent here by a god, appearing out of nowhere.”


      “Wh-What the—?!”


      Speaking as if explaining, Sansui made it clear he understood the situation. Dressed casually as ever, he looked up at the taller boy and examined him.


      “This is the Eight Great Provinces, the Immortal Realm under my rule. I would prefer you not make too much noise.”


      “What’s with this kid...”


      “Calling me a kid is rude. I am Sansui Shirokuro, an Immortal who has lived for fifteen hundred years.”


      “Fifteen hundred?! Just because I got sent here doesn’t mean you can mess with me!”


      “So you doubt me... Understandable. But it’s the truth. More importantly, you have a letter from the god, don’t you? Hand it over.”


      Speaking in a tone more befitting of his apparent age, Sansui demanded the letter.


      “Wait, you’re supposed to be my master?! I’d rather it be a woman!”


      Even I wasn’t this rude...


      “If giving you this makes you my teacher, no way I’m handing it over! I want a hot older lady to train me!”


      It’s not like the letter magically makes whoever receives it the master...


      Sighing, Sansui deftly snatched the hidden letter.


      “I told you to hand it over.”


      “Wha— Hey?!”


      Opening it, Sansui recalled his own past as he read: Make him strong—he says he wants to be the strongest in the world. —From God.


      Was mine this sloppy too, fifteen hundred years ago...?


      Disappointed by its casual wording, he tucked it away.


      “So it is indeed a referral from a god.”


      “Hey! Don’t just decide you’re my master!”


      “For the record, this letter is addressed to me. Showing it to anyone else would be pointless.”


      Annoyed, Sansui glared at the protesting boy.


      “Regardless, I have the right to choose my disciple. I refuse to pass on the path to becoming the strongest to someone like you.”


      “Wh-What?! Then give it back!”


      “Very well.”


      Sansui tossed the letter back. The boy, clearly not expecting it, panicked.


      “W-Wait! Don’t just leave me here!”


      “I returned your letter. I have no interest in dealing with someone so rude.”


      “Don’t say that! At least take me somewhere with people!”


      “As I said, this is my realm. Sending someone like you to a village would damage my reputation. Absolutely not.”


      “C-Come on! M-Master! I’ll be your disciple! Please!”


      He switches fast...


      Sansui didn’t remember much of his younger self, but surely he hadn’t been this bad. Still, it felt wrong to be cruel to a youth. He turned back.


      “Very well. I was being somewhat petty. Since there’s a referral from a god, I’ll accept you as a disciple.”


      “Seriously?!”


      “However, until I see whether you have the resolve to endure my training, proper instruction will be withheld.”


      “Training... Man, that sounds awful...”


      Already lacking resolve. Though...I probably thought the same.


      Sansui had trained many students as a swordsman, but this was his first disciple as an Immortal. As he pondered how to teach, the boy asked nervously: “Hey... Are you really strong? The god said I’d be apprenticed to the strongest in the world.”


      Having just seen off Suiboku, Sansui regained a faint smile and answered proudly.


      “Of course. I am the strongest man in the world—Sansui Shirokuro.”


      Though he didn’t look particularly strong at all... Nor was he very interesting either.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for purchasing this book. I am the author, Rokurou Akashi.


      The World’s Least Interesting Master Swordsman, which has enjoyed your support for so long, reaches its final volume in book form with this eleventh installment. Rather than feeling “it’s a shame it’s over,” I am filled with the feeling that “I’m glad I was able to present the conclusion to my readers.”


      When I finished writing this manuscript, I felt a deep sense of satisfaction. It’s a fitting finale for a long-running series, no? The “one year later” festival-like happy ending. I hope you read it with a smile. And yet, noticing there were still pages left, you may have thought “Huh?” as you continued reading...and arrived at “one thousand years later.”


      This was something I, as the author, had to write, having given Sansui Shirokuro the existence of an Immortal within that monochrome world.


      His story contains the issue of being long-lived. No matter how happy a relationship may be, time eventually takes it away—and still, one must go on living. To end only with a happy ending while ignoring that would have been insincere. After all, the story of Sansui Shirokuro continues beyond that.


      A thousand years later, almost all the characters in the story have long since passed away. Even Sansui’s master, who shared his longevity, is gone. There are still things that must be done, but his heart cannot keep up.


      “How should I live from here?”—that is Sansui’s own question, and likely a concern shared by readers as well. What is shown last is a small, quiet encounter, and by welcoming it, the story with Sansui Shirokuro as the protagonist finally comes to an end.


      At this point, you may recall the beginning of volume 1—or perhaps the beginning of volume 11 as well.


      Suiboku and the Great Tengu, predecessors of Sansui, are both great figures, but the stories in which they themselves were the protagonists did not end well. Suiboku, while disliking his own impulsive nature, ultimately gave up on correcting it and ended with regrets of killing his beloved elder brother. The Great Tengu, too, still carries the regret of not being able to fight alongside his former comrades, and of failing to resolve their problems.


      And yet, what they accumulated made Sansui’s story better this time.


      Even if someone’s story ends poorly, for those who follow, it is merely the starting line. If something can be passed on to those who come after, then stepping down as the protagonist is not a tragedy.


      What kind of story will the one who appeared at the end weave? Will he become an Immortal like Sansui? Or a warrior armed with noble treasures? Or will he wield the Eight Sacred Treasures themselves? And what will Sansui, now the master, leave behind for this new protagonist?


      If you enjoy imagining these possibilities, there could be no greater reward for me as an author.


      Now then—those of you who have finished this book may be wondering: “If the book version ends like this, will the manga adaptation and the web novel version on Shosetsuka ni Naro end the same way?”


      To answer that: They will not. In the book version, a certain important event did not occur. As a result, the story diverged significantly from the versions in other media.


      That said, does this make the story incomplete? Not at all. I wrote it with everything I had, and I am confident in the result. You were satisfied as well, weren’t you?


      As for what should be depicted at the end of this work, there were two vital things: the end of the story with Sansui Shirokuro as the protagonist, and one more thing.


      Both are important and have to be written—but they are entirely different stories, too incompatible to be contained within a single narrative. That is why I chose to fully write the former in this book, and to write the latter in other media.


      In other words...you still don’t know the other ending! Please continue to support this work going forward. My humble story is still far from over.


      Lastly, I received illustrations with comments from Shiso, Appe, Rinnosuke, and Meirenji Mei. They are all wonderful, so please be sure to take a look. There is no way I could have finished writing this work without their support.


      Thank you very much.
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