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The story rewinds a little.

Deep in Kaleneon’s interior, on that demon mountain where the blizzard never ceases, a hot spring resort was being constructed at a speed that bordered on the absurd. After checking on its progress, Tomoe—one of the senior figures in the Kuzunoha Company—slipped away to attend to other business.

Her destination was a lake in Limia.

Tomoe had been there once before, as had her master, Misumi Makoto. It was a quiet lake hidden in the forest, known as Maylis Lake: the dwelling place of Lyca, Limia’s guardian Greater Dragon.

The lighthearted mood she was in earlier was gone now. Drawing the sword at her hip, Tomoe slashed once through the air.

At once, a strange sight opened before her eyes.

If one looked directly along the path her blade had traced, an island could be seen in the center of Maylis Lake. But from any other angle, there was no island at all.

Tomoe swung her sword again. The faintly glowing line widened like a tear in space, and she stepped through it without hesitation.

A little while after she vanished inside, the rift sealed itself, and silence returned to Maylis Lake.

“So, if someone barges into your territory, even you’ll get cautious,” she murmured. “Though something that failed to do anything to the likes of Sofia and Lancer was never going to work on me. Now then…”

Sofia the Dragon Slayer and the Greater Dragon Lancer. The two names belonged to those who had once slain Lyca here and taken her power for themselves.

Tomoe swept her gaze around, sheathed her sword, and drew in a deep breath.

“Lyca!” she called out at the top of her voice, her shout ringing through the domain of the Greater Dragon. “Get out here!”

No answer came.

Instead, a presence stirred by the water’s edge.

“Hm… A servant, is it? I went to the trouble of shouting so we could skip this pointless song and dance.”

The gelatinous monster that emerged was the same creature that had acted as a guide when Makoto, under his Kuzunoha Company alias Raidou, visited this place with the Hero of Limia, Hibiki Otonashi.

“Bring Lyca to me. This is the business of Greater Dragons. It’s far above your pay grade.”

“…”

The gel quivered in irregular pulses at Tomoe’s words, but it showed no sign of going to summon Lyca.

“Good grief,” Tomoe sighed. “Troublesome… but it seems I have no choice.”

She rested a hand on the hilt of her sword, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly.

A moment later, a tiny dragon came floating over the surface of the lake toward her, bobbing gently through the air. This was Lyca, newly reincarnated. She didn’t appear to be using her wings; she was flying by magic alone.

“What do you want, Shin—no, Tomoe?” Lyca asked.

“If you were going to come stop me anyway, then don’t waste my time with such idiotic probing first,” Tomoe replied, without taking her hand from her sword. “What a nuisance.”

“I asked what the purpose of this rude visit was.”

“Well, you’re as stiff as ever.”

“And you seem to have changed quite a bit. It’s hard to believe you’re the very same Mirage Dragon who once embodied sloth, capriciousness, and endless sleep.”

“A lot’s happened since then.”

“How very interesting.”

“…”

“…”

An uneasy silence settled between Tomoe and Lyca.

“Now then, about why I came. Lyca, I still don’t know why, but you still have your memories from before, do you not?”

“What exactly are you basing that on?” asked Lyca. “Among us Greater Dragons, the only one who possesses the secret art to reincarnate without losing their memories is Gront, in the White Desert.”

“Indeed. Which is why both Luto and I were at ease. You and the others may have been struck down by the likes of Sofia, but so long as you were reborn safely and able to begin anew, that was enough for us. I never gave it much thought.”

Lyca’s wariness sharpened by a fraction. From Tomoe’s words, it was clear that she and Luto—the Greater Dragon known as Myriad Colors—had been moving behind the scenes in regard to these reincarnations.

From her point of view, Luto’s recent rampage had gone too far. It was a deeply dangerous omen.

“Then there should be no problem,” Lyca replied. “My servants informed me what happened. There’s no denying that my defeat at that one’s hands was a disgrace. I will accept the scorn that comes with it.”

“And yet, Lyca, something about it bothered me. So, I read the memories left inside the egg of ‘Night Clad’: that fool Doma. And there it was, plain as day: the memory of Sofia killing him.”

At that, the corner of Lyca’s mouth twisted ever so slightly.

“That would be unprecedented. For him, of all dragons, to reincarnate with his former memories intact despite lacking such an ability…”

“Azuma had only just been born as well, but when I checked, she too had kept her memories. So, is it not rather unnatural to think that only you underwent an ordinary reincarnation, Lyca?”

‘Night Clad’ Doma, ‘Crimson Lapis’ Azuma, and ‘Waterfall’ Lyca. All three Greater Dragons had once been slain by Sofia and later reincarnated.

“Tomoe, that is enough.” Lyca’s voice was heavy with finality. “Even if I did still have my old memories, what bearing would that possibly have on your visit?”

“Because otherwise, there’s no explaining your caution toward Young Master—toward my lord. Nor why you’re trying, even now, to keep me from seeing your memories.”

“My caution toward Raidou? What are you talking about?”

“I’ve seen Young Master’s memories. The way you were watching him with such suspicion. Do you still not understand?” Tomoe pressed on. “That was what led me to investigate Azuma’s and Doma’s memories in the first place. All my doubts began with your behavior.”

At the mention of Raidou’s memories, Lyca’s surprise was unmistakable. But it vanished almost at once, and confidence returned to her face.

“Heh. Young Master’s memories?” she said with a faint, scornful laugh. “You, who live under Raidou’s domination, could never possibly look into the mind of the man who rules you. Spare me the bluff.”

“Our relationship is a little unusual,” Tomoe admitted. “Young Master bares his memories to me without the slightest hesitation. Though at this point, after all we’ve said, I suppose there’s little point in pretending this is still only a confirmation.”

The air between them shifted, courtesy of Tomoe.

“You’re saying he shows other people his memories without reservation? No. There is no such fool in existence. And from what I have seen, Raidou is not the sort of person who would tolerate someone peering into his mind.”

Tomoe gave a quiet snort. “What could you possibly understand about Young Master? Anyone who looked upon him and Hibiki, and still chose to place their hopes in Hibiki, could never begin to comprehend him.”

The more Tomoe revealed, the more she said things only Raidou should have known, the more Lyca faltered.

“No. Surely not. A master who would show his memories to a servant… Something so absurd cannot—”

Lyca had said master, but to her, this was not a matter limited to hyumans or humans. Any being possessed of a certain level of intelligence would never willingly allow another—least of all one who served beneath them—to see their memories.

At least, that was what Lyca believed, and why she couldn’t accept it. And yet the fact remained: Tomoe knew far too much. It was as if she had stood there and watched every exchange between Raidou and Lyca with her own eyes.

For her part, Lyca had never intended to let Raidou sense much real caution from her. As far as she could tell, he wasn’t especially skilled in veiled maneuvering, nor did he seem like the sort who could calmly recount his experiences with any kind of objective precision.

The moment the realization struck, Lyca understood that her reasoning had been built atop wishful thinking from the start.

As Tomoe said, the explanation that fit best was the simplest one: Raidou truly had laid bare his memories before her. And that terrifying possibility was the most convincing truth of all.

“What a miscalculation that turned out to be,” Tomoe mused. “I meant to move from the shadows, and yet I exposed myself so easily. But you understand by now, do you not, Lyca? I came here for your life.”

“Greater Dragons killing one another?” Lyca shot back. “Has Raidou driven you that thoroughly mad, Tomoe?”

At that, Tomoe laughed low in her throat. It was a savagely feral sound that Lyca had never heard from her.

“Perhaps he has,” she murmured. “That man does possess an almost narcotic sort of charm.”

“Such words would be far better suited to one of the Heroes, would they not?”

“Or perhaps,” Tomoe replied, “those who appear admirable to all, those showered in praise by the masses, are precisely the ones who can never drive a single soul into true rapture. When one seeks the broadest appeal, the result often settles into something safe. Perhaps my lord is the opposite of that. He is not someone who wins over the world at large. But to a rare few, he inspires devotion from the very bottom of the soul.”

“I cannot say I felt any such appeal.”

“No, I imagine not. That was why you joined hands with Hibiki, was it not? You let Young Master into your treasured archive, and you were the one who introduced him to that suspicious summoning ritual. You were wary of him. Perhaps you even feared him. Did you want him gone from this world as quickly as possible?”

“I merely thought the ritual might be what he desired.”

“I will not deny that possibility. But that ritual had a peculiar stench to it. I have yet to finish analyzing it, but I very much doubt it was anything proper. You have a lot of nerve, handing something so dubious to the Young Master.”

“I was unaware of the finer details myself,” Lyca said coolly. “I only knew that the ritual was capable of returning a summoned person to their original world, provided the price was paid.”

“Hmph,” went Tomoe, and her voice hardened. “No matter. I need not hear the rest from you. You have my sympathy, having only just been reborn. But I’ll be sending all of you through reincarnation once again. I have no patience for more vermin skulking about behind the scenes.”

For the first time, Lyca’s composure cracked. “You come alone into my domain and dare say that? I must question your sanity, Tomoe. Neither you nor I could ever truly be defeated within our own territories. Unless…” Her eyes widened. “You said all of you. Don’t tell me…”

“Azuma was dealt with by me. Doma by Luto. Though for now, at least, their latest reincarnations have not inherited their old memories. We believe the way they died last time was… irregular.”

“How can you say that so calmly?” Lyca’s voice dropped, trembling now not with fear, but fury. “Can neither you nor Luto grasp something so simple? That Raidou is a greater threat to this world than even the Goddess?”

Without a word, Tomoe leveled her long sword at Lyca.

The tension between them tightened at once, stretched to a breaking point.

“I will not allow you to unfold your Demiplane within my domain,” Lyca declared coldly. “I will not repeat the mistake I made with Sofia.”

“How pitiful,” Tomoe replied. “I had no intention of using the Demiplane to begin with. Regrettably, there won’t even be a contest between you and me as you are now. This is nothing more than an unpleasant chore.”

The instant she finished speaking, Tomoe swung her blade—but not at Lyca.

With a single strike, she cut down the gel creature as it transformed into a shape grotesquely reminiscent of a clione flaring open to swallow its prey, splitting it neatly in two.

The shift in motion had been swift and soundless, yet Tomoe never even turned her gaze.

The old Tomoe, who wielded her sword through brute force alone, was gone.

This was the movement of someone who truly understood the blade.

And so the battle began.

“You—!”

At Lyca’s cry, dozens of radiant pillars of water erupted from the lake. A Greater Dragon like her had no need to make any incantation in a space of her own making, casting a spell of her favored element.

The whirling water columns twisted freely through the air, curving along intricate paths as they converged on Tomoe.

There wasn’t the slightest sign of the power loss one would normally expect from chantless casting.

Still, Tomoe didn’t look even faintly flustered. She watched the oncoming assault. Then, for reasons known only to her, she slid her sword back into its sheath.

“You think resistance alone will save you from this?!” Lyca shouted, but Tomoe didn’t move.

One after another, the water pillars punched through her body. Lifted into the air, she was battered there as well, ravaged by the same wild torrents.… Watching it unfold, Lyca sucked in a sharp breath.

No wonder.

In an instant, everything before her had vanished.

It was as if time had rewound to the moment just before she unleashed her grand attack with the waters of the lake—

Except Tomoe was no longer where she should have been.

Lyca noticed it at once and whipped around, searching for her.

“Too slow,” came Tomoe’s voice from above.

“Th-that’s impossible,” Lyca choked out. There was no way she could react in time; Tomoe was already descending from above, one hand on the sword at her hip. The slash came too fast for the eye to follow. It was Tomoe’s iaijutsu, the draw-cut she had been honing so diligently of late.

To Lyca, Tomoe’s figure seemed to pass strangely slowly as she slipped down past her—then vanished from sight again.

There was no splash against the lake, no sign of where she had gone.

Utterly confused, unable even to grasp what had just happened to her, Lyca lashed out in every direction, trying to drive back the adversary who was certainly still lurking somewhere nearby.

This should have been a battle between opponents who both knew each other’s abilities.

For some reason, Lyca couldn’t read Tomoe’s hand at all.

Panic began to take hold. And so did fear, though she hadn’t yet noticed it herself.

“Azuma was the same. Weak.”

“Shin, you’re there?!”

The old name slipped from Lyca’s lips before she understood what had happened to her.

Her field of vision tilted, slowly and unnaturally.

By the time she realized the reason—her head had been severed—it was far too late.

Lyca’s head fell quietly toward the lake.

“Is that all?” Tomoe asked.

The next second, with a resounding crack, the lake’s surface froze solid.

“Surely not,” answered the head as it bounced lightly on the ice. The body, which had also drifted down and landed lightly upon the frozen lake, bent to pick up its own head from where it lay.

“You look like an undead,” Tomoe remarked with a faint smile as she watched Lyca place her head back on her neck and reattach it.

“If we were to fight here,” Lyca said, turning to face her, “surely you accounted for something like this.”

“Of course. Though it seems you, on the other hand, cannot read my hand at all.”

“That much is true. Just when I thought you meant to fight as a warrior, you turned to sorcery instead. And then, there was that attack. You neither blocked it nor endured it. Was it illusion magic?”

“Correct.”

“Then this is simple. Once one knows it’s an illusion, dealing with it becomes easy enough. An illusion that is recognized as false is meaningless.”

“Is it now?” Tomoe murmured. “You still can’t even tell how much of this was illusion.”

Dropping her hips, she drew low and unleashed another iai strike.
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Even with the advantage of distance, Lyca could barely follow the motion of the draw. Her expression hardened.

“What exactly are you trying to do?”

“You’ll understand soon enough.”

“How irrita—gh, ah?!”

Without warning, a sharp burst of heat had torn through her shoulder.

Her vision flashed red, and blood sprayed upward.

It took Lyca several long seconds to grasp that it was her blood. She had been cut, and deeply.

“One of the swords I gave my subordinates was enchanted with an ability called marking,” Tomoe explained. “Once the conditions are met, it can cut its target freely, regardless of distance or range. Of course, the cost in mana is nothing to scoff at. Even so, for someone intending to make their way with a single blade, it is a useful trick. It seemed amusing, so I had the same gift placed on my own sword.”

“That sounds more like a parlor trick than swordsmanship,” Lyca said. The wound on her shoulder was already gone, the pain fading to a memory. This was her domain: the place where every aspect of her power should have been able to unfold to her greatest advantage.

In truth, even after having her head severed, even after suffering wounds that should have had her seriously evaluating her chances of survival, she showed no sign of being shaken by the damage.

It wasn’t because Tomoe’s technique somehow dulled pain. Lyca was among the finest healing mages the Greater Dragons had ever seen.

“At least your name and your skill have not rusted,” Tomoe pointed out.

“And you think attacks like this can kill me?”

“That was only a test cut,” Tomoe replied. “And a small check on how much fruit my training has borne. Let us end this.”

No sooner had she spoken than her figure began to multiply, reflections spreading like mirrored images.

Tomoe’s violence surged forward, heedless of terrain, heedless of advantage, trampling over every scrap of ground Lyca should have held.

The entire row of Tomoes began to chant in eerie unison.

“Illusions again?” Lyca snapped. “I don’t know what you are planning, but I will not let you do it!”

She unleashed spell after spell, erasing the multiplied Tomoes one by one.

It made no difference.

The moment one vanished, another appeared to take its place. After Lyca’s flurry of spells, the scene remained unchanged.

“How is a hallucination on this scale even possible here?” Lyca’s voice tightened. “Unless—have you dragged me into your Demiplane without my noticing?”

“I would not stoop to something so petty.”

“There!”

Latching onto the direction of Tomoe’s voice, Lyca let loose with a full-powered breath attack, pouring all the strength she had gathered into it.

Compared to the blast Luto had unleashed in demon territory before, it was modest.

For something fired from so small a body, it was still tremendous. The attack was more than enough to reduce an ordinary mid-ranking dragon, all bulk and no substance, to icy dust in a single instant.

For a moment, it looked as though her breath had caught Tomoe squarely, and then it thinned, faded, and disappeared.

Tomoe stood unmoved and unscathed.

“What in the world are you doing?” Lyca grumbled.

“You likely cannot even remember it,” Tomoe said, “but this is Yūgen Mujitsu. The technique that killed you.”

“Killed me? What are you talking about?”

Tomoe lifted an arm toward her. “Will this make you understand?”

A gust of wind blew.

There was no magic in it whatsoever.

It was, beyond any doubt, nothing more than a simple breeze.

“Wind? And what is that supposed to—?!”

Tomoe said nothing.

“My body is… turning to mist?!”

“Where, I wonder, does the boundary truly lie,” Tomoe murmured, almost to herself, “between a dream, a phantom, and the waking world?”

As the wind carried her away, Lyca’s body began to fade. First her limbs, then her wings, dissolving little by little into nothingness.

It truly was a bizarre sight, like watching fog driven by the wind with some wavering illusion reflected across its surface.

“This is nothing but illusion magic!” Lyca realized. She tried to sweep it away with a spell, but nothing changed.

Her magic didn’t even activate.

That was wrong.

“Useless,” Tomoe said. “The instant you doubted yourself, even for a moment, your body became a true illusion. All that remains now is for you to fade.”

“A technique that turns another being into an illusion… Such a thing, such power!”

Even the Greater Dragons had never known anything like this. A force that had slipped beyond the very laws of the world.

“And yet you are willing to accept the notion of attacks becoming illusions?” Tomoe replied. “Interpret it however you like. Still, I will say this: you showed admirable composure. Even as nothing but a head, you did not let terror twist your face.”

“Wait! Where are you going?!”

“We are finished here. A far more important matter than you awaits me: hot springs.” Tomoe turned away. “And if I am late for dinner, Young Master will worry unnecessarily. I have no desire to let the likes of you, or the other Greater Dragons, disturb that man’s peace of mind.”

“Shin—Tomoe! W-wait!” Lyca knew it with sudden, perfect certainty: she was going to die.

Never mind illusion magic; she didn’t even understand what technique had struck her, or when. But at this rate, she would be dead in less than ten seconds.

“Until next time, Lyca.”

“Wai… t…”

Lyca’s form did not vanish.

“?!”

A flash.

An arrow, singing with a peculiar cry, flew between Tomoe’s turned back and Lyca, then plunged straight into the lake beyond.

The sound was strikingly similar to the experimental demon-breaking whistling arrow Tomoe had once amused herself with by testing it in the Demiplane.

Realization hit Tomoe at once, and she spun around.

The arrow’s effect was immediate: Tomoe was forced out of the hidden ‘reverse side’ of Maylis Lake, Lyca’s private world, and returned to the lake in the ordinary world.

As for Lyca, her body began restoring itself in reverse, as though the process of her disappearance were being played backward.

She was alive.

There was no question.

For a brief instant, a bitter look crossed Tomoe’s face. Then she let out a long sigh.

“I concede, Young Master. So, you saw right through the kind of thing I was likely to do?”

Tomoe had culled a fair number of Lyca’s servants, but Lyca herself had survived.

Now, she could feel her master’s presence clearly and found herself unable to move.

Lyca couldn’t move either.

If Raidou had truly intervened just as Tomoe claimed, then it followed that her own hostility had been laid bare before him as well.

Lyca knew that Raidou wouldn’t hesitate to kill someone he had once spared, if necessity demanded it.

She regarded him as a figure of tremendous ruthlessness. That impression was surely colored, at least in part, by the fact that she had witnessed Sofia’s end up close. But even so, it was not an unreasonable one.

And then…

Nothing in that place moved.

The lake had been quiet to begin with, but now an utterly unnatural stillness ruled the entire area; a silence so complete it felt absolute.

And in the middle of it?

“No, just a coincidence,” said a voice. “Something involving Limia looked like it was about to become troublesome, so I went searching for Tomoe… and somehow I ended up arriving right when she was about to punish Lyca.”

The man who appeared at the lakeshore was Raidou: Tomoe’s master, and in many ways the very source of all this turmoil.

He looked so completely at ease that one might have believed he’d merely wandered by in the middle of a stroll.

“If you had simply waited as you were, the matter would already have been neatly resolved,” Tomoe said.

“I got the feeling this was about to turn into a no-questions-asked execution,” Raidou replied. “And I told you, didn’t I? This has to do with Limia. There’s a chance I might need her help.”

“Ah, yes, now that you mention it. Something about a misty marshland, was it? Mid, font… and tail?”

“?!”

The instant something close to the name of that accursed land left Tomoe’s mouth, Lyca’s whole body went rigid.

“No, it’s the Midnight Front!”

“A fog made from the corpses of spirits is foul enough to make one shudder. You would do better to wipe it all out in one go and come straight back.”

“It’s not that simple. I already had a bit of an argument with Hibiki-senpai, and as for Lord Hopleys… I’m indirectly responsible for his son’s death.”

“… Neither of those is something my Young Master ought to torment himself over,” Tomoe said. “Trifles. Mere trifles.”

“I’m begging you, Tomoe. I need an effect dramatic enough that summoning a Greater Spirit wouldn’t feel out of place, and the magical output to match. Help me think this through.”

“I have hot springs waiting for me, you know. My entire heart and soul are devoted to getting them finished at top speed so everyone can relax in mixed bathing—” Tomoe cleared her throat. “—I mean, so everyone can soothe fatigue of their daily lives.”

“In return, I let you look through my memories all the time, don’t I?” Raidou pressed. “Come on. Work, work.”

Tomoe gave a reluctant hum. “If Young Master puts it that way, I can hardly refuse. Lyca, it seems you’ve escaped death today.”

She shot the Greater Dragon a deeply dissatisfied look—a gesture Makoto wasn’t going to let her get away with.

“She used to be your… would you say, colleague? Don’t glare at her like some kind of predator. Anyway, Lyca, I’m sorry to cut this short, but we’ll be going. I may come ask a favor of you before long. I appreciate your help.”

“Ah, yes. Well, I suppose you did save me. Um…”

“Yes, yes, yes, yes. Until then.”

Leaving behind a string of transparently suspicious yeses, as if trying to smooth over everything at once, Raidou vanished with Tomoe into a mist gate.

Lyca was left alone by the lake. But she was no longer the same as before.

Tomoe had shown her power on an entirely different scale.

Lyca didn’t regret backing the hero Hibiki.

And yet, a seed of doubt took root in her heart.

Is it already too late? she wondered.

Raidou had said he would be back soon. Lyca could only imagine that he was going to stir up some manner of trouble in the Midnight Front.

What, exactly, was he going to ask of her?

In the end, the Kuzunoha Company had tried to kill her, only for the Kuzunoha Company to save her as well. It was naked self-staged heroics: nothing else. And by means of it, Raidou had made himself her savior.

Oppressed by that gloomy thought, Lyca turned and made her way back to her home.

Meanwhile, having finished advising Makoto, Tomoe returned to Kaleneon and devoted herself wholeheartedly to her passion for hot springs.

She ate dinner with the others as usual, and the day passed without incident.
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I, Misumi Makoto, had come to the Kingdom of Limia as the representative of the Kuzunoha Company. At the request of the great nobleman Algrio Hopleys, I was investigating a troublesome marshland known as the Midnight Front.

Our survey team had secured a base by rebuilding a dilapidated shack in the swamp entirely from scratch. But there, in the heart of that bog, we were confronted by a mysterious black fog that calmly declared its intent to slaughter us all, trapping us in a situation from which escape seemed impossible.

The whole thing was a textbook lost-world expedition.

That said, Mio and I could come and go with a mist gate whenever we pleased. And so, after taking care of a handful of errands in the Demiplane and elsewhere, I returned to the cottage.

Of course, vanishing for that long while our base was supposedly on the brink of annihilation would naturally look suspicious to the rest of the expedition, so I prepared an official explanation for our absence.

In the end—as usual—we chose the direct approach. A mere “we were out investigating” felt too flimsy, and the last thing I needed was some misunderstanding later on.

Besides, I’m simply not the kind of person who can suddenly spin up an airtight scheme on the spot, complete with a perfectly convincing justification and a smooth lie to sell it. That sort of thing is beyond me.

All my experiences since coming to the Midnight Front had taught me at least one useful lesson: in situations like these, making a ridiculously bold move is sometimes the very thing that makes people stop questioning it.

“First, let me apologize again for being gone so long. While continuing the investigation, I came to believe we also needed outside assistance, so I was making arrangements on that front as well.”

Remembering that I had recently made the acquaintance of someone perfect for an environment like this, I couldn’t help but feel that I’d done excellent work.

I led the survey team outside, away from the cottage that the eldwar (the elder dwarves) had hastily built us as a temporary base.

Among the people present, the only ones connected to the Kuzunoha Company were me, Mio, and our employee Lime Latte.

The rest of the group consisted of Chiya, the shrine maiden of Lorel; Lugh of the Embray Company; Joy Yuneshti, a noble of Limia; and, through sheer rotten luck, three slave laborers who had ended up caught in all this as porters and general hands.

Two women, one man, all of them fairly young.

They had been badly shaken at first, but whether it was the good food, the proper rest, or the individual talks that had helped us grow a little closer, they’d calmed down considerably by now.

I was grateful for that. If you ask me, the best way to keep casualties down in an emergency is to prevent panic in the first place.

Bringing Lime—someone who actually knew how to listen—had really been the right call.

Of course, if this dragged on much longer, everyone’s nerves would start fraying again.

Fortunately, I had no intention of letting things drag out that far. We couldn’t afford to keep treading water in a place like this forever.

“Even if you say you’ve found help,” Lugh said, cutting into my explanation, “I can’t imagine anyone being able to come to our aid out here.”

The looks stabbing into me from every side made it painfully clear that Lugh wasn’t the only one who held this opinion.

Right, right. Everyone thinks we’re doomed.

“There are various ways to go about it,” I said. “One of them is summoning. I assume adventurers and those in royal service would at least be familiar with the art.”

“Summoning? Of course, I know what that is. Can you actually do it?”

As Chiya said this, she looked our way.

More precisely, she was looking at Mio.

She had apparently seen Mio’s true nature—a black spider—through that special skill of hers, Heart’s Eye or whatever it was called, so perhaps she assumed we intended to call up some kind of spider kin.

Judging from her tone, she was less than thrilled about the idea.

Even Lime’s smile was looking strained.

“Yes. Mio and I will be the ones using it,” I answered.

“Um, Raidou-dono, do you use summoning magic too?” Joy voiced the question in a tone laced with disbelief.

That’s rude—

No, wait.

We’ve been here before.

Yeah, that’s right.

During one of the lectures I taught at Rotsgard Academy, I’d gotten almost the exact same reaction.

It was when I summoned a misty lizardfolk to spar with Jin and the others during training.

The moment I mentioned that I could sort of use summoning, they started yelling things like, You can do summoning too?! They were absurdly rude about it.

Even if I weren’t heading into the Wasteland, there are still plenty of dangerous places a merchant might have to go. I don’t see why there should be anything strange about a merchant knowing a bit of magic or martial arts.

Unlike hand-to-hand combat or weapons techniques, magic’s easy enough to reinforce with magical tools.

Though in this case, I was not planning to use magical tools as my excuse.

Ah. Now that I think about it, I could have used that angle too.

The demons had a tool that could summon dragons, didn’t they? I should’ve just copied that approach.

Missed opportunity.

“I happened to have someone knowledgeable nearby who was willing to teach me,” I explained. “I may have had to give this explanation more than once by now, but for all appearances, I am still a merchant who travels the Wasteland.”

“I-I see. In a place like the Wasteland, then, even merchants can’t get by unless they can use a spell or two?”

Even after hearing my explanation, Joy didn’t look fully convinced.

“… Joy.”

“Hm?”

“No matter where you are, in the end, the only person who can truly protect you is yourself. You lose nothing by training your body and your magic.”

“…”

Oops.

That one came out a little too honestly.

Joy had gone quiet, but Lugh answered in his place.

“Quite so. That said, I am unaware of any situation in which a merchant would be expected to know summoning magic. And it is also true that merchants and nobles alike have many other skills they ought to prioritize over martial ability or spellcraft. Time, after all, is not unlimited.”

Oof. Brutal.

“W-well, I suppose it depends on the situation,” I said with a weak laugh.

“Even so, the fact remains that, in our current circumstances, this may well become the light that saves us. Raidou-dono and Mio-dono made these preparations for our sake. In that case, expectation and silence, not complaints, would have been the proper response. I spoke out of turn,” Lugh added, lowering his head. “My apologies.”

No, his point about time being finite mattered. Joy was a lord; there was no end to the things he ought to be learning. It really would not do for him to throw himself too far into playing warrior or mage.

That might have been my mistake.

Still, rather than answering every single question one by one, it would be faster to just do it.

As for the slave team, they seemed too intimidated by the mood outside to say anything at all.

They clearly had problems besides the Midnight Front weighing on them, but Lugh gave them an opportunity, and they seized it themselves to end up here. There was only so much we could do for them.

All right. Let’s do this.

I began putting on the show that would make the summoning look convincing.

Why did I go to the trouble of making a spell that just spits out huge amounts of magic power while producing an over-the-top magic circle?

Seriously, I should’ve just made it into a proper-looking magical tool.

“Mio, I’ll leave it to you,” I said.

While she handled the main incantation, I started chanting as well, playing the part of support.

First, several small magic circles sprang up around the two of us.

Then, a much larger one appeared at our feet, wide enough to encompass everyone present with room to spare.

As the chant continued, the amount of magic pouring from both the large and small circles steadily increased.

At the sight of it, Joy and Lugh recoiled exactly the way I’d hoped they would.

“Even I can recognize that this is no ordinary volume of magic,” Joy remarked. “This is not a sight one comes across often.”

“It hardly feels like a single summoning spell anymore,” Lugh said, his voice low with awe. “Closer to some form of ritual sorcery. Not only Joy-dono, but even those slaves over there can feel the threat of it. Whether they understand that what they’re sensing is magic is another matter.”

Just as Lugh said, the slaves had huddled together and were trembling from head to toe.

Hmm. If even people with no connection to magic sensing are reacting like this, I’d better dial it back a little.

It’d be a pain if somebody collapsed.

I flicked a glance at Mio, signaling her to keep the next rise in magical output under control.

For some reason, she looked delighted. But she gave a small nod.

Even if something happened midway through, there was no way we could prioritize protecting the slaves over a shrine maiden, a noble, and a powerful merchant. Which meant Lime’s priority list as a bodyguard couldn’t be changed.

“I’ve never seen summoning magic on this scale: not in the Kingdom, not in the Union. But this… surely this can’t be.”

Chiya was reacting exactly as I’d hoped.

I only know the earth and fire ones myself, but they all had that same sort of atmosphere.

Since she was a shrine maiden of water, I wanted to use the earth and fire magics to shock her.

Once I had taken in everyone’s reactions, I advanced the performance to its next stage.

I conjured four magic circles in the air, setting them rotating on their own axes while orbiting the group as well. To make it look more dramatic, I deliberately placed them at mismatched angles and let them move.

Just as asked, Mio kept the increase in magic restrained.

Thanks.

Though mist had begun to gather around us, the glow of the magic circles bathed everything nearby in a soft, warm-toned radiance.

Chiya, her face frozen in astonishment, murmured as if in a trance.

“No, that can’t be. Even if the magic is sufficient, there’s no sacrifice. It’s impossible!”

I left the timing of the climax to Mio.

With her instincts, she wouldn’t miss the perfect moment.

“Come forth,” Mio intoned.

Wait, Mio, that’s it?!

That’s way too simple!

“O-our cherished friend,” I added quickly, “we call upon you: grant us your aid!”

That sounds better. But still, wow. That was embarrassingly improvised. Sorry.

“Hau—!”

Mio looked genuinely shocked.

And now she had that wounded expression on her face, too.

Ah, come on, I’m sorry about this as well!

Ignoring our little exchange entirely, vivid red light and a yellow glow tinged with orange began flooding the entire area.

“Ah…”

By the look on Chiya’s face, she had already guessed what was about to arrive.

Still, a sacrifice?

In Lorel, do they actually need a living offering to call “them” forth?

The thing enshrined in that temple in the demon city didn’t seem to require anything that troublesome. That’s kind of surprising.

Here they came.

A strange wind rose, spun from the flow of magic itself, and then the light burst outward.

For one instant, my vision went completely white. And then, standing before us—now that the surrounding mist was swept away—were a great bull and a bird, both wrapped in a gentle radiance.

They were pretty huge.

The same as when we fought them in demon territory. Actually, no; maybe they were a little smaller than back then.

I’d assumed their size was something I could adjust to an extent, but maybe not?

Since I hadn’t been sure about the scale, it was definitely the right call to keep Chiya and the others behind us instead of summoning them right in front of the group.

“Thank you for coming,” I said. “We’re in considerable trouble, and I would ask for your aid.”

“To be of service to Young Master is an—”

“Mio, stop,” I cut her off before she could continue in her usual tone.

“Au…”

Sorry, but that line is absolutely not okay right now.

“Well now,” the giant bull said, “you’ve summoned us to quite an outrageous place this time.”

The creature with the absurdly muscular body of a bull and those viciously unnatural horns was Behemoth, the highest of the earth spirits.

He looked a little displeased, but he still folded his legs beneath himself in something like a kneeling pose.

Do cows and horses count that as sitting?

“This situation isn’t exactly unrelated to you either, is it?” I said. “Though, well, I guess the same could be said of me.”

“True enough. And I owe a debt besides. I will not withhold my aid.”

The debt he mentioned probably had less to do with me than with my servant Shiki, formerly a lich.

Still, I was there when the contract was made, and since he understood the relationship between Shiki and me, he was willing to hear me out as well.

If this place is supposed to be a graveyard for spirits, then why not have Greater Spirits clean it up?

I can think of at least two of them who fit the bill.

That was the idea, anyway.

Beside him, the bird had begun speaking to Mio as well.

“Related, yes. Though it would seem water and earth are the ones who have earned this grudge. The ones being sacrificed, however, are not limited by element. Ordinarily, with this being in Limia, there’s little room for us to intervene. But if we have been summoned, then that’s another matter. Yes, we would be happy to lend our aid.”

As far as the content went, there was no problem there.

In that case, I could simply put these two out front and have them clear the way so we could move briskly toward whatever had become a spirit processing device.

“Mio,” I warned her, sensing trouble, “let’s not.”

“Phoenix,” Mio said, addressing the bird, “our Young Master has been dragged into the mess caused by your kind. Clean it up within half a day.”

“Mio, you really are still wearing an utterly ridiculous borrowed form,” replied Phoenix.

“Hmph. You ought to be grateful. They’re saying you can rampage all you like in a dragon’s territory.”

“It’s not as though I normally go around tiptoeing for fear of offending them.”

Was it just me, or was the air around us getting a little warmer?

“Then perhaps you shouldn’t have left a place like this to rot into a spirit dumping ground, you grotesque thing.”

“It certainly is not a pleasant place. Truly, what the wind one and the water one think they’re doing, I cannot imagine. Fufu.”

No, this was not my imagination.

It was definitely getting hot.

Phoenix’s doing, I guess.

“Uh, it’s fine if you and Mio want to get carried away,” I said, “but I’d appreciate it if you could keep the heat generation, or whatever this is, under control, Phoenix.”

“… Raidou.”

At Phoenix’s tone, Mio bristled at once.

“Oh? Calling him by name, are we? And who exactly do you think you are? I’d be delighted to give everyone a dramatic reading of what happened back then.”

“Mio,” I said, lowering my voice in an attempt to soothe her before things could spiral. “We’re not getting anywhere like this.”

“No, she is correct. Addressing you so casually was discourteous.” Phoenix dipped her head slightly. “Raidou-dono, this matter is the result of the spirits’ own negligence. I am grateful that you summoned me to the Midnight Front.”

“Ah. Well, I can’t imagine this is a very pleasant place for you. Sorry about that.”

“Oh, I was not being sarcastic,” Phoenix replied. “Lyca is insufferably noisy, and because of her, I could not act as freely as I liked. I’ve been grinding my teeth over it for some time. But if I answer your summons, then I may conduct myself without restraint. So, yes, I truly am grateful. In fact, I would even say I now owe you a greater debt.”

Behemoth, who had been listening beside us, gave a slow nod in agreement.

“Hm. And as for me, call it a turn of phrase. If I can interfere here, then my feelings are much the same.”

Oh, really?

That’s not what you sounded like a minute ago, Behemoth. You were acting like this was purely about repaying a debt.

Or was Phoenix only saying all this because Mio drew it out of her?

Personally, as long as they helped us this time, I didn’t much care whether it counted as a debt or a favor.

The Greater Spirits’ ties to the Goddess ran deep, for better or worse.

Even if I happened to get along with them as individuals, that didn’t change the fact that, depending on circumstances, we could end up facing each other as outright enemies. Playing at friendship under those conditions felt a little ridiculous.

On the plus side, the oppressive, sticky heat had completely faded.

“By the way,” I asked, glancing between the two of them, “couldn’t you at least shrink down to the size of a normal bull and a normal bird?”

Someone, somewhere, had apparently decided that bigger was always better.

Right now, though, they’re just in the way. If possible, I’d really like them to go small.

“We can.”

“I can do that as well.”

Then why didn’t you show up that way from the start?!

Should I have held a rehearsal beforehand?

“Then I’m counting on you. Behemoth can stay a little bigger, though. I’d like him to carry anyone who gets worn out.”

“Carry…”

At Behemoth’s stunned silence, Phoenix let out a laugh.

“Pfft. You’re treating him like a farm ox now.”

“Phoenix, try not to heat up too much, all right? Basically, could you stay perched on Mio’s shoulder? If you’d rather have a proper perch, I can ask Lime to find something suitable.”

“You’re practically being treated like a pet too, Phoenix,” Behemoth quipped.

“Then I shall simply display my power here and make them revise that impressi—impression.”

“You’re rattled.”

“Oh, do be quiet.”

Well, it was reassuring to see that the spirits seemed to get along with each other, too.

“So, then,” I said, turning back to the others, “this is Behemoth, the earth spirit, and Phoenix, the fire spirit. Barring truly extreme provocation, they probably won’t harm any of you, so please don’t worry…?”

As soon as I turned to introduce the spirits to everyone else, I was greeted by a field of people prostrating themselves.

I had been thinking it was strangely quiet.

Not just Chiya, but Lugh, Joy, and even the slave team: all of them were kneeling in the mud with their hands braced against the swamp, bowing low enough that their clothes were bound to get filthy.

Lime was still standing, but he was scratching his head with a wry smile.

“Uh…”

“What are you all doing?” Mio demanded. “Stand up. We cannot proceed like this.”

No one moved.

It was as if their bodies had turned to stone where they were.

Well, this is a problem.

Even Mio’s voice, the one they seemed to fear most out of all of us, failed to make them budge an inch.

“Chiya-saaan?”

Chiya had been sitting there in a daze, but at my call, she finally seemed to come back to herself.

“I-it’s impossible,” she said. “It’s impossible, Raidou-san. These… these beings are undoubtedly Greater Spirits—the Goddess’s own attendants, the ones who watch over the world.”

“Yes, they’re Greater Spirits,” I said. “But as you can see, they’re here now as our allies.”

“That doesn’t make it any less impossible!” Chiya cried. “These are not the sort of beings you should be able to summon—could be able to summon—after only a few days of preparation and without so much as a single sacrifice! Just look at everyone else!”

Her voice trembled harder, tears gathering at the corners of her eyes.

“I’m not the one making them do this,” she went on. “They’re only obeying the feelings rising naturally from within themselves. Every part of me knows it: knows that these are beings before whom we should bow our heads and kneel.”

Even if you tell me that…

Being tearfully appealed to like this only left me at a loss.

I hadn’t detected any strange skill activation or anything of the sort.

Just to be sure, I glanced at Mio for confirmation, but as expected, she shook her head.

Right, there was no charm effect or any other mind-affecting skill in play.

“Lime, sorry, but could you help everyone back up?” I asked. “At this rate, I can’t even introduce them properly. And you two—Behi, Feni—don’t go throwing your weight around, all right? I can understand the shrine maiden who worships the water spirit, but even the merchant and the noble are down there bowing.”

“Hm. I haven’t done anything in particular,” Behemoth said.

“I’m a little offended, Raidou-dono,” Phoenix added. “We’re far more accustomed to dealing with hyumans amicably than certain others are.”

“Mio,” I muttered, “couldn’t they just turn into stuffed animals or something? Then maybe nobody would feel the need to throw themselves to the ground.”

Stuffed animals, huh.

Given what they actually looked like, the best I could picture was something like an overdesigned video game mascot.

Still… maybe that would stop the kneeling.

While Mio and I idly batted the idea around with the spirits, Lime began helping people up one by one, gently coaxing each of them to stand.

“U-ugh…”

“Ah…”

Joy and Lugh had seen the spirits with their own eyes, and now neither seemed capable of forming a coherent sentence.

The slave porters, who by now had long since ceased to have any real baggage left to carry, were deathly pale, trembling faintly like their very life had drained out of them.

Chiya, meanwhile, stood ramrod straight with her hands pressed together in prayer.

So, prayers to spirits are done in a Buddhist style, huh.

Come to think of it, when you visit a Shinto shrine, are you actually supposed to press your palms together, or not? Which one is considered proper?

I had asked a few actual Shinto priests about that once, and every one of them more or less said the same thing: what mattered was the sincerity of the prayer, so whether you pressed your hands together or not was not all that important.

Actually, forget that; I met a real god the other day. I should’ve just gone for it and asked which one was right.

“I have been made painfully aware of my own insignificance,” Joy murmured in a daze.

“The same is true of me,” Lugh agreed. “I was seized by the urge that I had to prostrate myself, and before I knew it, I was already on the ground.”

“Well, yes, they’re unquestionably powerful spirits,” I said. “But as you can see, we’re the ones who summoned them, so you really don’t need to be quite this tense.”

“…”

Neither Behemoth nor Phoenix said a word; they simply watched the situation unfold.

No, they weren’t just watching.

They seemed to be carefully taking stock of their surroundings.

Which only confirmed that this was the kind of place that drew the attention of spirits.

As for me, I was already filled to the brim with the desire to wrap this whole thing up and go home as fast as possible.

A swamp-themed horror attraction? No thanks.

“In the Lorel Union, the manifestation of the Water Greater Spirit is a national undertaking prepared over the course of years,” Chiya said weakly. “And even then, it is only accomplished through the sacrifice of the shrine maiden of the age. For a single individual to make something like that possible…”

Chiya seemed to have loosened up a little now that the worst of her tension had ebbed, but in its place came an expression far more complicated. She kept glancing between me, Mio, Behemoth, and Phoenix, drawing deep breaths as though trying to steady herself.

“Shrine maiden of water,” Phoenix said, “the matter is simple. What we Greater Spirits desire, and the methods by which we choose to manifest, differ from one to another.”

“Just so,” Behemoth rumbled. “We are all Greater Spirits, and we all govern phenomena in this world. But each of us exists as an individual, with our own tastes and inclinations. Winalde, the Water Greater Spirit, is especially fond of devotion. Perhaps she fancies herself an imitation of the Goddess.” He snorted. “That’s why she values fervor more than magical power. For example, she would choose a method of manifestation such as incarnating within an utterly inadequate vessel.”

… Huh.

So, spirits really do have their own preferences and personalities.

The water spirit likes devotion.

That would explain why it became something like a religion.

Come to think of it, I’d hardly ever seen spirit temples for any element besides water, and certainly none that had spread across the world on that scale.

Though maybe faith in the Goddess fills that role instead.

“Phoenix-sama…” Chiya muttered. “Behemoth-sama…”

Picking up where Behemoth left off, Phoenix turned to gently reassure her.

“So, shrine maiden of water, you need not think this encounter with us unfair.”

“Indeed,” Behemoth said. “As you felt for yourself, to forcefully summon Greater Spirits by simply pouring out an absurd quantity of magic is likely something only these two could accomplish. So, pay it no mind. Your reverence and faith toward spirits are things we find pleasing as well.”

“Quite so,” Phoenix added. “Now and then, that one ought to answer a summons on her own power, without making use of a shrine maiden’s body.”

“I agree completely,” Behemoth said.

Going by what the spirits are saying, summoning the Water Greater Spirit in Lorel basically means the current shrine maiden dies.

What a nasty piece of work.

She sounds a little too much like the Goddess for comfort.

Unfortunately, if Chiya’s death really was the price of calling down a spirit, then Sairitsu Kahara, the leading figure of Lorel, would never agree to it.

Was that why she had thrown her weight behind the war against the demons so early, and why she had never wavered from that stance even after relations with Limia had soured over Chiya? Because she wanted to make sure the tide of war never turned so badly that “we should have the spirit manifest” would become a serious option?

For some reason, that felt exactly like the kind of thing Sairitsu would think.

Not only did she care about Chiya as a shrine maiden.

She looked personally attached to her.

“So, what about you two?”

Maybe the question came too abruptly, because Phoenix and Behemoth both turned to me with openly puzzled expressions.

“What was that all of a sudden?” Phoenix asked.

“Yeah, Raidou—Raidou-dono,” Behemoth corrected himself. “What’s this about?”

“This spirit preference thing,” I said. “The water spirit likes devotion, right? So, what about you two?”

“Something similar,” Phoenix replied. “I am fond of courage. Spirits are drawn to powerful emotions.”

“Right,” Behemoth said. “As for me, I favor unwavering conviction. A life spent walking the one path one has chosen makes for the finest relish.”

Courage and conviction.

Not that different, really.

They were both lending their strength to the demons, after all, so maybe their personalities were alike to a degree as well.

Although come on, Behemoth, “relish”?

You make it sound like people are snacks to go with your drinks.

“Strong emotions, huh? Then what about the wind spirit?”

“…”

The moment I asked (out of simple curiosity), both Greater Spirits fell abruptly silent.

?

“…”

“Uh, what? Did I say something strange?”

Behemoth finally opened his mouth, looking deeply reluctant.

“That one is… a special case.”

“Yes. According to the Wind Greater Spirit herself, what she values is sense.”

“Sense?”

“Yes, an eye for beauty, you might say. Stylish gestures. That sort of thing. To be honest, I don’t understand it myself.”

Aesthetic sense? Style?

… Yeah.

I don’t get it either.

That had nothing to do with the intensity of emotion at all.

Still, between devotion and sense, the tastes of the water and wind spirits felt a lot closer to the Goddess than those of earth and fire did.

“The criteria by which she grants her blessing are wholly whimsical,” Phoenix went on. “Nor does she take sides with any particular nation or individual. In a sense, one could call her the ultimate individualist. But if you ask me, she simply has very little interest in hyumans or demi-humans at all.”

“I agree,” Behemoth said. “If some great crisis arose, she would likely move as one of the Goddess’s limbs. But taking a personal interest in someone, or somewhere? I doubt she ever will.”

“I see.”

All right, this is probably about when everyone’s finally calming down.

Let’s wrap up the small talk and move on to actually clearing this—

But apparently, the Greater Spirits weren’t done speaking.

“… Which brings us to this,” Phoenix said.

“Indeed,” said Behemoth. “And so—”

?

The two spirits turned toward Chiya and the others, who had only just managed to rise. Their voices were solemn, yet unexpectedly gentle.

“O hyumans, powerless though you may be, who set foot in this land abandoned even by spirits—”

“O brave souls, who stepped forward in pursuit of something despite being prepared to face death—”

“I, Behemoth, spirit who governs the earth, praise your deeds.”

“And I, Phoenix, spirit who governs flame, commend your courage.”

“…!”

What now?

Everyone was listening to their words in breathless silence.

“As a token of this meeting, and as proof of the bond between us, we shall grant you a small gift.”

“Not that it is much,” Phoenix added dryly. “Merely better than nothing.”

“I, Behemoth—”

“And I, Phoenix—”

“—hereby bless you, and grant you our protection.”

Softly, almost weightlessly, a veil of orange and crimson light settled over everyone present except Mio and me.

Lime as well.

So, this is what it looks like when spirits bestow blessings and protection.

First time I’ve seen it.

“What about Mio and me?”

“There is no need,” Behemoth said.

“Yes,” Phoenix agreed. “It would be rather meaningless.”

And what exactly is that supposed to mean?

That we don’t need it because we can summon you directly?

Or that, given we’re eventually going to end up fighting the Goddess, relying on the power of spirits now would be pointless?

Whatever. Fine by me.

It’s not like I wanted it or anything.

“Th-thank you very much!”

“How magnanimous…”

“… Spirits…”

Wait, the slaves are talking?!

That’s what a Greater Spirit’s blessing does to people?

What kind of effect does this thing even have?!

I unfolded Realm, the special ability Tsukuyomi had given me, and examined the changes that had taken place in them.

Hmm, hmm.

No, wait—huh?

This was not some absurdly overpowered effect that guaranteed survival in a place like this. Just as Phoenix had said, it really was nothing all that extravagant.

Enhanced earth- and fire-attribute magic. Increased resistance to those same attributes. On top of that, the ability to use spirit arts. Greater resistance to disease and poisons. Improved healing. Better gains from physical training.

None of it was full nullification or some dramatic leap in power. The effects were all moderate.

The fact that it offered several benefits at once—and that its magical support extended broadly to earth and fire in general rather than being limited strictly to spirit arts—was impressive, sure. But there was nothing especially outstanding about it.

So, why is everyone getting this ridiculously emotional over a blessing and protection whose main value is just the name attached to it?

Branding?

Is this what people mean by brand power?

I guess the Kuzunoha name still doesn’t carry enough weight outside Tsige and Rotsgard to compete with a Greater Spirit.

Well, obviously.

“Then shall we?”

“I would have liked a moment longer to savor the afterglow, but very well. That lack of sentiment is part of what makes you you, Raidou-dono. Our destination is that loathsome tree, is it not? The one spewing malice and devouring spirits?”

“It is, actually,” I said with a nod.

A loathsome tree pouring out malice, huh.

I hadn’t been able to sense quite that much myself.

All I managed to determine was that it was feeding on spirits.

Maybe that’s just the sort of thing spirits can perceive more keenly.

“With us here, there is no reason to hold back,” Phoenix declared, spreading her wings. “Let us proceed as grandly as our strength allows.”

In answer, Behemoth’s two horns began to branch and lengthen in slow, curling growth. The shape of them was almost deerlike, but the body beneath was all bull: solid muscle packed so tight it looked ready to burst. The sheer density of it made him seem even more powerful.

Then, with the power of two Greater Spirits brought to bear, the swamp changed almost at once. The marsh dried. Stone pushed up from below, forming a road.

The raised path of rock looked something like one of those columnar-jointed coastlines, stark and strangely beautiful.

Mystical, maybe.

This might be the earth spirit’s true specialty.

“Amazing,” Chiya breathed. “A proper stone corridor, raised through the swamp in no time at all.”

After her awed murmur, Joy and Lugh both broke into smiles as well.

“Hah. So, this is the power of a Greater Spirit. Even in a land where spirits have died out, they can still work miracles.”

“No matter what kind of grudge or hatred lurks in this place, with Phoenix-sama, the symbol of rebirth, and Behemoth-sama, guardian of life and abundance, surely…”

The shock of witnessing Greater Spirits up close must have been tremendous.

Even the slaves looked far healthier now. The color had returned to their faces, and their strength seemed to be recovering by the minute.

“A straight line, huh,” I murmured.

Here’s hoping we can just brute-force this all the way through.

“Come, Young Master,” Mio said, extending her hand. “The spirits will do the heavy lifting. We should follow behind them.”

When the fog over the Midnight Front finally clears, I wondered as I took her hand, what will be left behind?

I offered a silent prayer to Tsukuyomi that the answer waiting just ahead wouldn’t leave too bitter an aftertaste.

※※※



Around the time the Kuzunoha Company was being maneuvered by Algrio into exploring that remote and dangerous land, a secret plan connected to House Hopleys was already being set in motion deep within the Kingdom of Limia.

In the end, the operation was a resounding success.

Whether that was because he and she happened to be unusually compatible, or because the plan itself happened to suit them both, was hard to say.

What was certain was this: things had progressed so smoothly that even the Hero Hibiki—and Joshua, Limia’s second prince, who had proposed the scheme in the first place—could only twitch at the eyes in disbelief at the confinement of House Hopleys’s eldest son.

It all began a little before the Kuzunoha Company party arrived in the royal capital.

Hibiki and Joshua gathered daughters of noble houses according to three conditions: skill in medicine or healing magic, a family background of at least respectable standing, and an age suitable for marriage by Limia’s standards.

Though never told the full picture, the young women still threw themselves eagerly into the opportunity. Backed by the royal family itself, they had been handed a rare and dazzling chance to marry spectacularly above their station.

Once all had been prepared, the target finally opened his eyes.

He had returned to the capital by miracle alone, barely clinging to life despite wounds so severe that any ordinary soldier would have been abandoned without hesitation.

Now he awoke in a room within the castle so lavish it bordered on the unbelievable.

Just as most had predicted, the man despaired at what had become of his body.

All his life, he had endured brutal training to fulfill the duties expected of one of noble birth.

Naturally, he had taken pride in maintaining an appearance well above the ordinary as well. But now there was hardly anything left of that former self. His arms and legs had withered to the point that they resembled those of an old man.

Worse still, his dominant arm was gone entirely.

Despair was only natural.

Stunned, Oswald Hopleys reached back through his memories.

It happened while traveling from a fortress some distance from the capital on the way to join the main road leading back to the city.

A sudden assault by demons and monsters.

The beastmen joined them too, and the crushing pressure of that surging wave was overwhelming. His unit, bitten hard through the flank of its formation, was driven into a disadvantage almost instantly. And from there, they were simply ground to pieces by the demon force.

Oswald clenched his teeth hard enough to make them ache.

“Why am I… still alive?”

It was not a question meant for anyone else’s ears.

At the same time, he forced down a swelling rush of emotions—ugly, unfamiliar feelings of a kind he had rarely known in all his life—and once more groped through his memory.

The three-horned demon closed in on him while he was still mounted.

In its hand, it had held something grotesquely ill-omened.

A sword? An axe? A saw?

He could no longer clearly recall its exact shape.

All he could remember was a broad, chipped weapon slick with some foul-smelling fluid. That thing had come crashing into him, armor and all.

“I fell from my horse, then that creature…”

After hitting the ground and seeing nothing but sky filling his vision, the next thing Oswald saw was the face with three horns.

It had been smiling.

“Ugh?!”

Without warning, a fierce burst of heat and pain tore through his right arm.

The arm that was already gone.

Oswald’s eyes flew wide in shock as he looked down.

Nothing.

There was still nothing there past the shoulder, just as he had confirmed moments before.

And yet the pain was real.

He could feel his missing arm hurting.

It made no sense at all.

Don’t tell me… is my lost arm crying out for vengeance? Demanding that I avenge it?

He remembered.

The moment he twisted away from the descending weapon, his right arm paid the price. The blow carved deep into it, sending bolts of agony through him again and again.

And then…

“Ah, I see. That woman saved me.”

Another memory surfaced.

The reason he was still here now.

As he glared up with hatred burning in his eyes, the three-horned demon suddenly looked off in another direction, its face twisting in surprise.

And then it collapsed.

After that, a shadow with long hair looked down at him.

Whether because of his wounds or the glare of the light, he couldn’t make out her face.

But she was probably the one who had carried him here.

That was the only explanation that made sense.

“Ah. You’re awake?!”

“Wha—?!”

The sudden high-pitched voice ringing through the room startled an utterly graceless yelp out of Oswald.

He immediately turned toward the source and found a single young woman there, visibly flustered with excitement. She was dressed in a white coat, and in her hands was a silver tray with fresh bandages and a water pitcher.

Whatever one thought of her choice of words, it was enough for Oswald to roughly guess who she was.

“Were you the one who treated me?”

“Ah, yes!” she answered at once. “We’ve been the ones looking after your treatment and care, Oswald-sama!”

“I see. Thank you.”

Just then, two questions occurred to him.

The first was: when exactly had he last thanked someone so simply and honestly?

And the second: Why does she know my name?

“Oh, it was nothing!” the woman said, almost breathless. “Helping Oswald-sama, who fought with all his strength for Limia, is only natural! Forgive me for not introducing myself sooner. My name is Eliza Peakline.”

At the sound of her family name, Oswald recalled the face of a fellow officer.

“That house is from the eastern part of the kingdom, if I remember right. Then Kaim—?”

Kaim, a knight who wielded the same longsword as Oswald, was a man he respected deeply: someone whose swordsmanship and command both far surpassed his own.

In terms of pedigree and domain size, House Hopleys outranked House Peakline. But in terms of personal merit, Kaim was the sort of talented man from whom one could learn much.

A friend, and one day—once they each stood fully as the heads of their houses—likely a rival as well. Oswald had always assumed theirs would be a long association.

At his question, Eliza gave a quiet nod.

“He’s my brother.”

“As I thought. He has long looked after me as a fellow knight. Still, I never imagined I would end up indebted to his sister as well. And what of him? A man of his ability is not one to be caught off guard so easily. And besides, where exactly are we? The capital?”

For just an instant, Eliza faltered.

Then her expression froze.

It’s probably the capital, Oswald thought, but I haven’t won enough glory on the battlefield to merit treatment like this. Father must have pulled strings. Then again, if it had been Kaim, perhaps even an ambush like that would have ended with merit to his name.

“My brother… fell in battle,” Eliza said. “And as you surmised, this is indeed the royal capital. You are within the most heavily guarded section of the castle, so please rest easy.”

“What?”

Fell in battle.

The words slid through his mind without sinking in.

For a moment, they meant nothing.

Oswald looked at Eliza’s face, its earlier brightness now dimmed by shadow, then at the white bandages and medicines laid out across the side table. Little by little, the reality of Kaim’s loss began to settle inside him.

At last, perhaps unable to force even a smile any longer, Eliza drew her brows together in pain and moved to leave with a bow.

Only then did Oswald find his voice enough to stop her, the words coming out sharp and strained.

“W-wait!”

“Y-yes. What is it?”

“What do you mean by what is it? Kaim is dead?! Kaim Peakline, who was considered a candidate for the next captain?!”

“Yes,” Eliza confirmed, dropping her gaze and turning it away from Oswald, if only slightly.

“That’s absurd!”

“The force of demons that attacked the capital was led by a powerful general—a Demon General—”

“An attack… on the capital?”

What is that supposed to mean?

At the very least, he knew nothing of it. Any advance on the capital, let alone a full-scale assault involving a Demon General, was not something he’d heard even rumors of.

“Oswald-sama, you’ve been bedridden for a very long time.”

“?!”

“So much has happened. Of course, I’ll explain everything that took place while you were resting, little by little.” Eliza lowered her gaze. “… Forgive me. I was reminded, just for a moment, of my brother. I’ll fetch someone else to attend to you immediately, so please excuse me. My apologies!”

Leaving those words behind, Eliza fled the room before Oswald could say anything at all.

“I was asleep that long? What in the world? And…”

His thoughts still refused to come together.

The death of Kaim, his friend, and a knight of rare talent. From the way Eliza had looked, there was little reason to doubt it.

If so, then this truly was the royal castle of Limia, and he really was in one of its deep, heavily guarded quarters.

He didn’t recognize the room itself, but Eliza was probably speaking the truth, and the atmosphere of the place did fit the familiar character of Limia’s castle.

Yet, there was still no obvious reason he should be receiving such lavish care in a place like this.

Is it true? Was the capital really attacked? And by a force led by a Demon General? From the look of things, the capital didn’t fall, but it’s still hard to believe.

Then what about Hopleys territory?! What happened to my home?!

Oswald’s eyes widened sharply. But there was no one left to ask.

“I was the worst, wasn’t I?” Oswald asked the ceiling. “No matter what state I’m in, I made Kaim’s sister speak of her brother’s death, forced her to relive it. And then I did nothing, nothing at all, to comfort her.”

When Eliza left the room, it almost looked as though she were crying.

Had Oswald been born a commoner, that might have been one thing. But he had been born a noble and trained as a knight. Now, far too late, he found himself ashamed of how badly he’d handled a woman in distress.

Just then, a calm voice rang through the room.

“My, how unexpectedly admirable. Eliza came back in tears, so I entered in dreadful suspense, wondering what sort of beast I was about to find.”

Despite her talk of suspense, the woman who entered showed not the slightest restraint as she delivered words that struck Oswald where it hurt.

“I was not in a state to think clearly, but I am aware I treated her terribly,” Oswald said. “When I see her again, I will apologize properly.”

“I think that would be wise. She is as bright and open as she appears, but as you heard, she has only just lost her brother, Kaim-sama.”

“So, even if it pains me, the truth remains the truth.” Oswald inclined his head as much as his condition allowed. “Forgive the state I’m in, but I am Oswald Hopleys. And you are—no, would I be correct in assuming that you, too, are one of those who treated me?”

“Yes. Though in truth, I’m only a newcomer to the group.” She bowed smoothly. “My name is Merina Yuneshti. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Oswald-sama.”

“Merina… hm? Yuneshti?” Oswald asked as he searched through the store of noble names in his memory.

House Yuneshti was a distinguished one.

And yes, he knew there had once been a daughter named Merina. But something was wrong.

Merina had been married off to a man named Goldterry: a member of a newer noble house of somewhat lesser pedigree, though possessed of ample wealth.

Which meant she ought to have been calling herself Merina Goldterry.

Oswald’s information network was nowhere near as fast or as capable as his father’s, but even so, the thought left him wanting to clutch at his head. Was there yet another enormous development he knew nothing about?

Suddenly, he desperately wanted a moment alone to sort through his thoughts.

But he also wanted someone to answer his questions.

It left him in a thoroughly conflicted state.

“I imagine you cornered Eliza just the same when it came to her brother,” Merina said.

“Ugh—”

The remark caught Oswald short.

“You are still under treatment, so it is only natural that you have little room to spare,” she continued. “You need only think first of yourself. Though you have awakened, your body is not in any condition to fully recover in a matter of days. It will still require a long time.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful.”

“Yes, thank you. Though, to be fair, all of those attending to your care are daughters of noble houses. Once they have given their names, they are surely prepared to be asked all manner of things.”

“And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

Merina’s smile deepened, showing amusement. “Fufu. If I were to offer the sort of petty feminine speculation one hears in drawing rooms? I would say this is a showcase of prospective brides the royal family intends to recommend to you.”

“While I’m trapped here for treatment?” Oswald asked despite himself. “If so, that’s a remarkably malicious way of going about it. Besides, Merina-dono, unless I am mistaken, you are already a married woman.”

A wry smile slipped from him before he could stop it. Merina’s bluntness had drawn a more natural response from him than he would have expected.

“Goldterry divorced me,” Merina stated, that soft smile never leaving her face for even an instant. The pressure hidden beneath those words was so palpable that even Oswald, still too weak to sit up properly, felt himself shrink beneath it.

“…”

“My apologies,” he said at last. “It seems the information I had was somewhat out of date. I beg your pardon.”

“Yes. Though I am already a twenty-three-year-old divorcée returned to her family, I will graciously accept your apology.”

Even hearing that, Oswald didn’t feel in the least as though he had truly been forgiven.

“Now then, Oswald-sama, let me wipe you down,” Merina said. “Your bandages need changing as well.”

“Hm? What?”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Merina lifted Oswald’s upper body and deftly began stripping away the yukata-like garment he wore.

Oswald was too stunned to do anything but submit.

In truth, it wasn’t as though he could have resisted even if he wanted to. His body still held too little strength to oppose her in any meaningful way.

“Merina-dono, you seem rather accustomed to this.”

To seeing a man’s naked body, anyway.

That was what he thought, though he swallowed the last part and muttered only the safer version aloud, trying to hide his embarrassment.

The faint scent of perfume drifting from her made his nose tingle, and for some reason, that alone stirred an oddly awkward self-consciousness in him.

It wasn’t as if physical closeness with a woman ought to matter much. And yet, after so long, the sheer presence of the opposite sex was enough to provoke a reaction from him now that he’d recovered at least that much.

He was, after all, still a young man.

“Not at all,” Merina replied smoothly. “I’ve only grown used to you, Oswald-sama. I do have an aptitude for healing magic, and I possess a fair amount of knowledge when it comes to medicines, but I have had few opportunities to personally nurse or treat anyone myself.”

“I-I see.”

“A body weakened nearly to the point of death. A right arm poisoned, half-severed, and only barely attached. More fractures and contusions than one could easily count.”

“Ugh.”

“A patient that gravely injured would ordinarily be given up for dead, even if he were still breathing, unless he happened to be someone of Oswald-sama’s station.”

… She’s not wrong.

“And yet,” he said quietly, “my right arm was beyond saving after all. No, looking at this shoulder, even I can tell no one neglected to try.”

There was no sensation at all in Oswald’s blackened, horribly discolored shoulder.

Not even pain remained.

“… I was told the blade was coated in a particularly vile poison,” Merina said. “That wound, more than anything else, is why I was called in.”

“Poison, was it?” Oswald gave a thin, hollow laugh. “Then I suppose that settles it. Once I return home, I should leave the succession to my younger brother and see whether there is any way left for me to be of use to him.”

A knight maimed by demon poison and stripped of one arm was not one fit to inherit the leadership of House Hopleys, one of Limia’s foremost noble houses.

The idea of disappointing his father tasted bitter in his mouth. But at least his younger brother, Ilumgand, was still a student in the safety of the academy city.

He was green, as boys born to privilege often were.

No, not green, Oswald realized. Simply too pure for the aristocratic world. But he was capable.

Surely the family wouldn’t be forced to hand stewardship of the territory over to distant relatives.

So, this is what they mean by a blessing hidden in misfortune, Oswald thought.

Watching him sink into thought, Merina slowed the hand with which she was wiping him down and spoke softly.

“Oswald-sama…”

She clearly wanted to tell him something, but Oswald spoke first.

“By the way, Merina-dono, who was it that saved me? I only remember the vague image of a woman with long hair. Oh. Don’t tell me…”

“Yes. You are correct. I was told that the Hero knew who you were and brought you back to the capital.”

“Hibiki-sama, then.” A self-mocking note crept into Oswald’s voice. “How unfortunate. My father’s in the very middle of crossing swords with her on the political stage, and yet she turns out to be the savior of my life. Truly, I am…”

“His Highness Prince Joshua and Hibiki-sama ordered that Oswald-sama’s treatment be made the highest priority.”

“I see. I’m grateful, but I’ve caused trouble for my house.”

“On that subject,” Merina said, gathering herself before continuing, “there is both good news and bad news, Oswald-sama.”

Strictly speaking, it ought to have waited a few more days. But judging from Oswald’s condition, she decided he was stable enough to hear it now.

“Go on. Or rather,” he added, e letting out a faint breath, “I have no choice but to listen.”

“In that case, which would you prefer to hear first?”

Oswald fell silent for several seconds.

“I’d like to hear something hopeful, if possible. Start with the good news.”

“Very well.”

Oswald said nothing more. He simply listened.

“It concerns the right arm Oswald-sama lost.”

“…”

“It can be healed.”

“What?”

“I said I can restore it to how it was.”

“But you said it was ruined by poison. My arm.”

“Yes.”

“Have you seen my shoulder? It barely even looks like hyuman skin anymore.”

Oswald twisted his mouth in a bitter, self-mocking smile as he glanced toward the wound at his shoulder, but Merina’s voice remained clear and unwavering.

“It will heal.”

“This can be healed?”

“Yes. I swear it on the name of Merina Yuneshti, and on my life. I will heal it.”

“You are, at most, a noblewoman capable of using healing arts. You have nothing to do with temple miracles, do you?”

“That is correct. Which is why I will treat you with the full measure of my knowledge and skill.”

“And you truly have a plan to do it?”

“Of course.”

No matter how many times he pressed her, Merina kept nodding without hesitation.

Even so, Oswald couldn’t quite bring himself to believe her.

“It is not something I can accept so easily. And yet…” He frowned. “A little while ago, the arm I had already lost hurt as though it were still there. Could that have been part of the treatment as well?”

“… No, that may be…”

“What is it?”

“I cannot say for certain yet, but it may be what is called phantom pain. I see… so your right arm hurts.”

Merina lowered her gaze, her expression turning grave.

Even from where he lay, Oswald could make out that serious, contemplative look on her face.

She’s beautiful.

Why did that nouveau-riche Goldterry divorce her? She’s intelligent, and if even half of what she’s saying now is true, she’s an exceptionally capable healer, too.

“Whatever the case, I ask that you remain positive about the treatment,” Merina said. “Once the results begin to appear, I am certain you will believe me. So, for now, please entrust yourself to my care.”

“Results, hm.” Oswald gave a slow nod. “Very well. I swear I will devote myself to recovery with a forward-looking mind. If Merina-dono and Eliza-dono are willing to pour such effort into my treatment, then I must answer that resolve in kind.”

“Thank you very much, Oswald-sama.”

“No, those words should come from me,” he said. “I am the one in your debt. I entrust myself to you. And when I have recovered, I swear on my name that I will reward each of you myself, apart from whatever the royal house may grant. Most any wish, I will see fulfilled.”

“Truly?”

For an instant, Merina showed him a face that seemed almost desperate, as though clinging to that promise.

The glimpse of it stole Oswald’s breath.

“S-so then, what’s the bad news?”

“Please steel yourself before you hear this. It concerns something that happened before the attack on the capital.”

“Before?”

“Yes. Prior to the assault on the royal capital, other places were attacked as well. Almost certainly by the demons.”

“?! Don’t tell me. Hople—”

“No. Not Hopleys territory. It was…”

“?”

“The Academy City, Rotsgard. I hear the residents suffered devastating losses.”

“?!?!”

“And in connection with that incident, your younger brother…”

Don’t.

“Ilumgand Hopleys—”

Please. Don’t say it.

“—was put down as one of the traitors who had sided with the demons.”

Oswald had expected to hear that his brother had been among the victims.

He had not expected this.

Faced with words so far beyond anything he had imagined, Oswald found that he could manage only a single response, his voice flat and empty, his face stripped of all expression.

“Impossible.”
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That’s right.

I’d completely forgotten.

When Algrio first began talking about the Midnight Front, he called it a phantom city. And he wasn’t wrong.

In the Midnight Front that now stood before us, there were few clear traces left of hyuman life; nothing but the faint remains of old boardwalks and the occasional shack, swallowed up by an endless stretch of marsh. But once, people had lived here.

This land, called the Midnight Front, had once been ordinary territory, with towns and villages of its own.

Now those remnants were dim and blurred, little more than ghosts, yet here and there one could still feel the faint outline of what had once been a settlement.

If someone were to excavate our current location carefully, they would probably uncover unmistakable proof that a town had stood here.

That was how long ago it must have been.

Except for one thing.

One object sat grotesquely out of place beside the great tree the spirits had identified as the one spewing malice and devouring spirits.

There stood an old Western-style mansion.

The sort of place that looked as though it had been built solely to serve as the setting of a horror story.

There was no way that only that building had somehow escaped rot and weathering and remained standing all this time.

It was as artificial as could be.

I almost wanted to laugh. But everyone else was wearing expressions of unrelieved severity, their tension plain and raw.

Well, they weren’t wrong.

It was suspicious.

“With a road like this, we made good time,” I told Mio, who was walking beside me. “Still only a little past noon, I’d say.”

She gave a small nod.

“Yes. It would be nice to be home by morning, Young Master.”

“Everyone else seems to be in a hurry, too. If things go well, tomorrow might start off on a very pleasant note.”

Just then, I sensed something. Not from the mansion, but from beside the great tree.

There it was.

A pale, indistinct figure was swaying there in the haze.

Undead like these had become a familiar sight since I came to this world: ghosts, specters, that sort of thing.

“Boss,” Lime whispered, leaning close to me. He had apparently noticed her, too. “She doesn’t seem all that dangerous. But this is our first meeting. Don’t let your guard down; focus on protection.”

“Yes, sir.”

As we watched, the ghost’s shape sharpened, its outline growing more defined until it became clear that the figure before us was a girl. And she really was young.

Younger even than Chiya or Rinon from the Wasteland.

Hmm, that’s not quite right.

Not younger, just more childlike.

On top of that, she had unmistakably Asian features. In fact, if I didn’t know any better, I would say she looked Japanese.

Like me? A Japanese face?

That must be why she looks even younger to me.

Ahh, I really don’t like this.

Don’t tell me a little girl like this is the mastermind behind everything?

The embodiment of malice? The one responsible for turning the Midnight Front into a horror house?

Give me a break.

“An undead, hm? She seems a little unusual, but no matter. I’ll purify her at once.”

Behemoth stepped forward at once, clearly intending to get straight to work, but he wasn’t working fast enough for Mio.

“Hurry it up, you lumbering fool!” she called to him.

“No, Behemoth. Stop. I want to speak with her first.”

Brought up short by my command, Behemoth turned back to me in puzzlement.

“Hm?”

“That’s right, you ox. Do try to show a little thought,” Mio snapped.

“No, Mio-dono, I think that may be asking the impossible of him,” Behemoth said. “Ah—of course, I will wait.”

Behemoth looked openly dissatisfied, but the moment Mio flicked open her fan and fixed him with a sharp glare, he retreated a step, suddenly much less bold.

While the two of them carried on their little comedy act at the edge of my vision, I addressed the ghost.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Raidou. Are you the master of this place?”

“Go away,” she replied after a moment’s thought.

“I will, once I’m done here. What exactly are your connections to this tree and that mansion?”

“If you’re capable of all this, then leaving should be easy for you, right? Please, no more…”

The girl’s voice caught.

She spoke with a touch more composure than her appearance suggested, but I didn’t get the sense that her mind was all that much older than the body she wore.

So, it’s not that she just looks young as a ghost.

She actually died young.

“Then after I free this place from its curse,” I said, keeping my tone as gentle as I could, “if you still have a name—if you remember it—could you at least tell me that?”

“It’s not a curse! Don’t say awful things about my father!”

Huh?

She seemed rational enough on the surface, but what she was saying wasn’t adding up.

And then there was that word.

Father.

Just as that caught my attention, a new presence emerged from the direction of the mansion. At the same time, the girl’s whole demeanor shifted, becoming a tangle of fear and grief.

“… Ah… aaah…”

Everyone reacted at once.

Like Lime, who was already on guard, Mio, the spirits, and even Chiya slipped into fighting stances in an instant.

Then it appeared.

A skeleton in tattered rags stepped into view behind the girl, hatred and resentment pouring off it in waves.

So, she’s not the one behind this.

It’s him.

Her father.

Those two were transported here together, and then they died.

Probably Japanese.

“Ka. Kaka.”

It laughed.

Each of us stared at it.

As an individual, it was looking at each of us.

And as the living, it was looking at all of us.

It was not sane.

I still didn’t know when exactly it died, or when it began moving as an undead. But from what Shiki had told me, the undead gradually grew more and more hateful toward the living the longer they continued to exist, until eventually that hatred became impossible to control.

No matter how strong their reason or intelligence might once have been, they were eroded in the end.

This guy was probably the same.

The question was how long ago he had lost his mind.

Even if we subdued him, would he still have enough reason left to speak with us?

I had no idea.

For now, all we could do was render him unable to fight and pray that he came back to himself.

“Ka-ka, kakakakaka!!!”

“Don’t kill him,” I ordered. “Wear him down and capture him. I’ll handle the girl.”

“Got it,” Mio said, and sprang into action.

“You ask the difficult of us,” Behemoth said. “You would still object if I simply purified it?”

“If I happen to misjudge my strength and erase it entirely, I trust you’ll forgive me?” asked Phoenix.

Whether it was because of the place itself or because spirits were being devoured and processed right in front of us, both Greater Spirits sounded disturbingly eager for a fight.

That skeleton might know what had happened here.

Or he might even be the one responsible.

Either way, having them destroy him outright would be a problem. He might hold the key to restoring this place, or even prove able to help us do it.

Though, come to think of it, was kill really the right word to use for an undead in the first place? Hard to say.

“If you can’t manage restraint against something at that level, then go help Lime instead,” I told them. “Protect the shrine maiden and the others.”

All around us, the ground began to bulge and split, and from every direction, undead rose up in grotesque variety: zombies, skeletons, a whole showcase of them.

No question, it was the doing that. The one laughing like some kind of lich.

Troublesome.

They were stronger than ordinary low-ranking undead, too.

These undead had high resistance to magic and stronger basic physical abilities. Calling them straight upgrades over the usual sort would not have been an exaggeration.

High Zombies and High Skeletons, maybe.

“How loathsome,” Behemoth growled, not bothering to hide his disgust. “You who run counter to the laws of life: vanish.”

Centered on him, a wave of magic flared outward in rippling light, sweeping away the undead just as they began to stir into motion.

Whoa, whoa—if he does that, won’t the lich get wiped out too?

Apparently not. The thing’s grating laughter seemed to repel the purification somehow, and it remained intact.

As expected of a Greater Spirit, he could handle purification with absurd precision.

“It endured that?” Behemoth muttered.

“Ka-ka! Ka, ka?” the lich cackled.

“Hmph!” Mio snapped.

The lich tried to activate some kind of spell, but Mio cleanly devoured it before it could take effect.

Was that laughter getting on her nerves?

The next instant, she closed the distance in a blur and slashed with her fan, mercilessly shattering its jaw.

The lich floated backward through the air, putting a wide gap between them.

Looks like they’ve got things handled over there.

All right, then. I’ll take Ghost Girl.

With an arm formed from solidified magical power, my mana body, I seized her.

And at that moment—

“Ka… Don’t… touch… my daughter!!!” the lich rasped.

Wait, it talks?!

At the same instant, shards of black glass in an array of sizes came hurtling at me.

So, even Mio couldn’t erase that one.

I had never seen it before, but it was a type of magic, not some special skill.

Which meant there was no problem as long as I shot it down.

“Ka…” the ghost girl whispered.

“What is it?” I asked.

She looked more lucid than the lich, as though she still retained more of her memories and intelligence from life.

Wait. If she’s Japanese, then like Senpai or me, there’s a chance she has some kind of weird special ability too?!

“Don’t try anything strange,” I warned her. “That would be the worst—”

“Counseling!” the girl cried.

“Huh? Cou—?” I blurted.

The instant I heard that one word, every sound around me faded into the distance.

It felt like the moment just before falling asleep.

※※※



Before I could even register that something had gone wrong, I lost consciousness. Or so it seemed.

I definitely heard the word “counseling.” I had a rough idea what that meant: talking to someone, like a counselor, maybe a doctor, having them listen to your troubles, offer advice, help you sort things out. That was what counseling was supposed to be, right?

So, why the hell did it end with me blacking out in an instant, like I’d been put under general anesthesia?

Damn it.

I seriously could not make heads or tails of these Japanese special abilities. What their limits were, what they could do, how far they could reach: I had no idea. And that was exactly what made them so dangerous.

“Hm?”

All at once, the drifting sensation—like floating underwater—vanished.

Thank God. Was this a sign I was waking up?

No, apparently not.

My feet were now firmly planted on something solid, but this still wasn’t reality. A strange shape had suddenly appeared right in front of me. It had the nostalgic feel of an old overhead projector they used to have at school.

That aside, though, this blotchy shape, like ink bleeding into paper…

Wait. Is this a Rorschach test?

The one where what you saw in the image was supposed to reveal your psychological tendencies, or something like that?

Was counseling actually just a psychological test?

Oh, come on.

Questions kept surfacing one after another, and the worst part was how little sense of danger I felt. That irritated me almost as much as the situation itself.

Right before this, I had been standing face-to-face with the undead.

Sure, Mio, Lime, and the Greater Spirits had been with me. But if I were unconscious, there was no telling what could have been done to me.

I’d like to think my head wasn’t so full of flowers that I could lose consciousness in a situation like that and still not feel any alarm at all.
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Even Mio and the others might have been dragged into this so-called counseling, too.

And yet, I couldn’t sense the slightest hostility. Not a shred of malice.

The whole thing was wrong.

I don’t get it. So, I can’t leave unless I take the test? If this ability uses the counseling results to create the enemy I’d find hardest to hurt, then that makes this a seriously nasty opponent.

For a moment, the word profiling surfaced in my mind. But with my level of knowledge, I couldn’t clearly distinguish that from any of the other possibilities. And I quickly realized it didn’t change what I needed to do anyway.

The instant I pictured the inkblot in my head, the scene around me changed.

For now, all I could do was believe I was moving forward.

Then suddenly, I felt both my hands being gripped tightly, and a heavy weight dragged at my arms.

This time, the sensation was disturbingly real.

I reflexively squeezed back and looked to see who it was. On my left was Azuma. On my right, Hasegawa.

A friend from my high school days, and an underclassman.

It looked like Tomoe’s mist. Hallucination, dream, whatever this was, I had somehow ended up sprawled at the edge of a cliff, clutching the hands of two people who were slipping over the side.

Ah. I see.

So, that was the game. I had to choose one.

What a vile set of scales to place in front of me. Just like Tomoe’s power, it probably wasn’t that the caster was manually deciding every little detail of what I saw. More likely, the ability itself was building the most fitting image by drawing on my own memories. That girl’s spirit shouldn’t have had any way of knowing Azuma or Hasegawa in the first place.

Either way, I had to hurry.

Next. Another bizarre shape.

Next.

Ngh, Sis. And her boyfriend, too. Why? Next.

Hurry.

This pair: classmates. Yeah. We used to play online games together. They weren’t the kind of people who should’ve been standing there drenched in blood, pointing guns at each other.

Next, next, next…

I had no idea how many of those senseless choices I’d been forced to make before, without warning, my eyes snapped open.

A face filled my vision.

Right in front of me was the pale, almost innocent face of a little girl.

!

“Ugh! Ah, ah, aaah…!”

Startled that I’d woken up, she let out a ragged moan.

I’d pegged her as Japanese too, but for a split second, I forgot about their abilities.

Careless. Looks like I only made it by a hair.

And what about the battle?

I swept my gaze around and found everyone collapsed.

Even the Greater Spirits and Mio! What kind of broken skill was this, Counseling?

It was way too dangerous.

And that lich is down too?!

Wait, the skill doesn’t distinguish between friend and foe?

Snapping my eyes back to the ghost girl, I sealed her mouth with the mana body and laced it with heat: painful, scorching heat, but not enough to burn. It was a simple measure to disrupt her concentration.

Even so, she looked like a little girl. I couldn’t bring myself to go further than the equivalent of singeing her with a candle flame.

“You’ve got a cute face,” I told her coldly, “but it looks like you’re hiding one hell of a nasty ability.”

“Even though… Counseling worked… how…?”

She looked like she was in pain, but she still answered properly. That caught me off guard.

So, blocking a ghost’s mouth wasn’t enough to stop it from speaking.

“Oh, it worked, all right,” I said, letting a little menace creep into my voice for emphasis. “That’s exactly why I’m calling it nasty. You put me through one absurd situation after another and forced me to make nothing but absurd choices. And one more thing: you’re done using that power. Got it?”

Looking at this setup objectively, I was the one who seemed like the villain here.

“No way,” Ghost Girl whispered in disbelief. “You cleared Counseling and awakened in this little time? You… is your mind… abnormal…?”

“You know some awfully big words for a kid. Never mind that; hurry up and release everyone from this Counseling thing. For some reason, it looks like even the lich got caught in it.”

Your power works on the mind. That much is obvious.

To the point that even if the lich wakes up, that’d still be a hundred times better.

“I can’t choose who it affects.”

That answer didn’t really explain much.

I didn’t have much experience communicating with ghosts, so this was getting difficult.

“You can undo it, right?”

“I can’t,” the girl said, shaking her head sadly. “It was never a skill meant to attack or protect anyone in the first place.”

“No; if you can make someone lose consciousness, then after that you could kill them however you want. With a single knife, or even bare-handed. It’s a terrifying one-shot ability.”

She shook her head again.

“Counseling temporarily takes away the other person’s consciousness, but any attack made against them during that time is reflected back onto me. I can’t use it to hurt or kill anyone.”

“…”

That instantly made it a much more questionable skill.

Even so, it was still useful in the sense that activating it could reliably buy time.

Buy time?

She can’t use this to kill anyone or hurt them?

At the very least, she believed that was how her skill worked.

And she had used it in the middle of a battle?

Wait, then what exactly was this ghost girl?

“I want to stop my father,” she went on. “But he’s not in any state where I can talk to him anymore. I was transported to another world, too, but unlike my father, I was never given the power to fight. I died, but I stayed here all this time. I want to stop him. I don’t want him to break any further.”

It wasn’t as though her faculties for reason were fully intact. But whatever she needed to do had clearly remained with her, lodged deep inside her. She wasn’t attacking the living indiscriminately.

Of course, people may well have seen this girl in the Midnight Front before and followed her deeper inside, lured onward by the sight of her.

Like the mermaids’ songs and sirens’ calls, sailors passed down in old tales, I thought.

In a place this grotesque, if someone caught sight of a young girl’s spirit, it wouldn’t be strange at all for them to cling to the hope that she might lead them to a way out, or at least to some change in the situation.

I checked our surroundings again.

I could see Mio’s expression shifting slightly.

She looked like she was about to wake up.

No one else showed any sign of coming around yet.

They were all sprawled there like corpses, but I could tell they were still alive.

Realm, combined with magic, could probably stabilize this girl’s mind at least a little.

The real problem was that lich: a Japanese man, and, without question, this girl’s father.

“Your father’s the lich?” I asked, just to make sure.

“Yes.”

Right. That settled it.

In that case, that cackling thing probably had some kind of dangerous ability too.

I’d only just confirmed that becoming undead didn’t erase special powers.

Even so, it was also true that nothing was going to change if this kept dragging on.

No helping it. I’d have to do it.

“All right.”

“Hm?”

“I want you to tell me everything,” I said. “I can’t promise I’ll be able to help, but there may be a better ending waiting for us than the one we’re heading toward now.”

“Th-thank you.”

“Then first, let’s make this a little easier to talk about.”

I changed Realm’s effect to mental stabilization: calming and soothing the mind.

For the time being, I set the range wide enough to cover everyone around us.

After being forced through that many insane choices, there was no guarantee anyone would be able to move properly the moment they woke up.

On top of that, I used a spell Shiki had taught me to make negotiations with the undead go more smoothly.

In most cases, the undead were ruled by hatred or grief. Or else, after becoming immortal, they were crushed beneath dark emotions—obsession with the living, jealousy, that kind of thing—until they lost all sense of self.

By using magic that softened overwhelming attachments and emotions, it was sometimes possible to create room for dialogue.

That said, with low-ranking undead, the ego was often already gone from the start. And once that happened, no amount of effort would make conversation, let alone negotiation, possible.

“…?”

Then the girl blinked.

“Ah.”

“I already gave my name, but I’m Raidou. An alias.”

“That doesn’t count as introducing yourself.”

“That aside, I’m Japanese too. Same as you: a victim of being dragged into another world.”

“A… victim…?”

The girl didn’t seem to quite grasp the word, but being transported to another world was obviously an accident.

Which meant people like us were victims, plain and simple.

“All right, your turn. What’s your name?” I asked.

“Utsugi Yui.”

Her age… no, not that.

“How old were you when you died?”

“Eleven.”

That was about what I’d expected.

Not that being right offered any comfort. It only made the whole thing sadder.

“… I see. Utsugi-san, did you come here with your father?”

“Yeah. It was just my dad and me, so we were always together.”

Was that just how it went for an eleven-year-old in a single-parent household?

No. Every family had its own circumstances, and there was no point measuring this against some idea of normal.

“Then let’s start with that. How did you die, Utsugi-san?”

This girl understood that she had died.

That was why I thought I could ask her something like that directly.

Even so, I also felt I couldn’t forget that the person in front of me was an eleven-year-old girl who had died.

Even if she had spent a hundred years as a ghost since, that didn’t mean her mental age had somehow become a hundred and eleven.

The human mind only matures through living, through gathering the experiences that are meant to come with each stage of life.

At the very least, it felt wrong to look at the sheer amount of time she had existed and decide that made her an adult.

“My town was attacked,” she explained.

“This place?”

“Yeah. It was called Château Yui. It was my father’s town.”

Her father was a noble?

If he owned a town, that meant he was its lord, didn’t it?

And if so, had he been serving Limia?

Though honestly, naming the town after his daughter?

That was a lot.

“The ones who attacked, were they demons?” I asked.

From what I’d heard, skirmishes and wars with the demon race had been going on for ages.

It wouldn’t have been strange.

“No. They were people saying, ‘The Goddess is an evil god.’”

That tracked. Limia was a nation that upheld worship of the Goddess, so from the perspective of Goddess-haters, it would make a perfectly reasonable target.

Emotionally, I could sympathize with those people. But if they’d destroyed a town and slaughtered its residents, then that left a bitter taste in my mouth.

“And your father. Was he killed then, too?”

If he’d died unable to protect his daughter, that would more than explain why he’d become undead, and why he might come to hate the living.

“Dad was incredibly strong. But the king asked him to fight in a war. My dad’s friend, the great noble Hopleys-sama, left some knights behind for us, but both my dad’s knights and those knights died too.”

I nodded encouragingly, and she continued.

“I fought too, but I was weak. I could only help a few people from the town escape.”

So, an eleven-year-old girl had done what she was supposed to do as a lord’s daughter.

She had risked her life and acted.

That was all. And yet, I still felt the sheer unfairness of it.

I understood where that feeling came from. It was the residue of the peaceful life I’d lived in Japan. I knew it was no good for me to be more shaken than the person actually talking about it, especially when she herself was speaking so calmly about something that had already happened.

Unfortunately, understanding that logically and being able to accept it emotionally were two different things.

“After that, when my dad came back, he was furious. I heard he hunted down the people who attacked the town, called them heretics, and killed them.”

“Yeah. I can believe it.”

I didn’t know just how strong her father had been, but he had been close enough with the great noble Hopleys family and trusted enough by Limia to be appointed as a knight and sent off to war. If a Japanese man like that came home to find his town destroyed in his absence… even if his enemies were anti-Goddess zealots, I could see him cutting through them like a one-man army.

“After that, he stormed in and screamed at the king and at Hopleys-sama too… and in the end, I think Limia’s army put him down,” she said.

“So, they branded him a traitor. I see.”

“My dad came back to life as an undead lich in the ruins of this town, and then he tried to revive me too.”

“Being turned undead isn’t revival.”

The denial slipped out before I could stop it, but to my surprise, she accepted it readily enough and nodded.

“Yeah. The father I knew was an adventurer who fought with an ability called Spirit Dominion and was skilled with an axe. But after he became a lich, he also awakened to a power called Necromancy: something that could create and control undead.”

Spirit Dominion?

That sounds dangerous.

Was that grotesque tree his doing, too? Some application of that power?

Still, if all he had was Spirit Dominion, axe-fighting skill, and Necromancy, then he wasn’t that overwhelming a threat.

For example, if Spirit Dominion were the kind of coercive control ability that gave its target no choice, that would be completely broken. But he hadn’t opened the fight by putting the Greater Spirits on the board.

Controlling Greater Spirits wasn’t a power that meant much if it required a specific process or was simply impossible, given our support in place.

Even if he could fight like a seasoned warrior with his axe, I had no real concerns there so long as Mio and Lime handled the front line.

As for the undead under his command, Behemoth could erase those.

Even if things turned into a fight at worst, the risk should still be low, or so I hoped.

Judging by the fact that he’d created a hidden land on this scale, even if he had a trump card left, it was probably the kind of thing used to reinforce his territory. Or to build a stronghold.

That mansion might even be exactly that.

“So, after that, your dad got stronger, little by little turned this place into land no one could live in, killed intruders, devoured spirits and turned them into mist, and kept repeating that?”

“Yeah, that’s right. I kept worrying about my dad, but again and again, my consciousness would fade, and it felt like I was about to disappear. But for some reason, whenever I noticed it fade, I’d wake back up, like when I first became undead. I think… if you want the details, only he would know.”

“But that father of yours is already past the point where anyone can talk to him.”

“Yeah… yeah!”

Ghosts didn’t cry.

Rather, they couldn’t cry.

Still, the girl who had introduced herself as Yui showed me a face unmistakably twisted with tears, even though no actual tears fell.

“Mm… ngh—huh?! Young Master?!”

Well, there was Mio, finally waking up.

Yui—someone with knowledge, someone who had lived for ages, and yet still wasn’t an adult—stared at Mio and me in fresh shock.

“That woman, too; she woke up fast. Just what are you, people?”

“We’ll start once the spirits and your dad wake up,” I told her. “There’s a lot to do.”

“?”

“All the things we need to do to stop your father. Morning, Mio. For now, put a binding barrier around the lich. Then layer direct restraint arts on top of it too.”

“Uh, yes!” Mio answered enthusiastically. “But, um, what exactly is going on?”

Once she learned what had been done to us, there was a real chance she might go after Yui, so I’d need to make that part very clear.

“By the way, Yui-chan,” I said.

“?”

“With this Counseling thing, how long do people usually stay unconscious?”

If it was possible to neutralize someone and then finish them off, along with this girl, then this really was every bit as vicious a skill as I’d thought.

Even Mio had stayed out for more than ten minutes after I woke up.

Depending on how long it could keep an enemy helpless, it was basically a guaranteed kill.

Not to brag, but if even I couldn’t resist it, then it would probably work on most people.

“Usually about half a day.”

OK, that’s terrifying.

That was practically invincible.

This was the first time I’d ever thought an ability might be scarier than Realm.

“Um. How long was I out?” I asked.

“I think about two minutes. I came over to check on you, and you were already awake. I’ve never seen that happen before.”

Two minutes.

If things had gone badly, I could have died.

Haaah… I’ve still got a long way to go.
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The father.

Utsugi Kōsaku, the lich (provisional title, for lack of a more accurate one) woke from his daughter-inflicted knockout and, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, immediately started thrashing in an attempt to resume the fight. Before long, he realized it was pointless and went still.

Just like with Shiki, I’d gambled on one fragile possibility: that if we shaved away enough of his magic power, we might be able to talk.

Once I confirmed that the (provisional) lich had accepted he couldn’t break free of Mio’s and Behemoth’s restraints, I spread a calming Realm across the area.

I’d been practically praying he could say something other than “kaka” and hold a conversation, but it worked, at least well enough. Little by little, he began to explain.

What he told us was mostly the same story I’d already heard from his daughter. But a child’s view and a parent’s view were nothing alike.

I’d never been a parent myself, so I knew I was being pulled toward the child’s perspective.

I could tell from the way he spoke that he had acted from feelings a father would have. Even so, the more I listened to the story of the provisional lich Utsugi Kōsaku, the more I felt contempt and disdain swelling inside me.

“… And so I created the Mitamagui Tree here and nurtured it. To bring retribution upon the Limian royal family and the Hopleys house, who betrayed my daughter and me—and one day, to restore my daughter to life!”

“Mitamagui, huh. That’s an awfully grandiose name,” I pointed out.

“Putting the name aside, if one were to view spirits coldly as a resource, then it is an impressive device,” Behemoth remarked darkly. “From our standpoint, of course, it’s nothing but a thoroughly vile abomination. Still, I must admire your nerve in choosing a name this ironic.”

At the words Behemoth and Phoenix muttered, the provisional lich hurled back a voice stripped bare with hatred.

“Behemoth and Phoenix, is it? If you hadn’t had contractors with you, I would have dominated the two of you as well! The symbols of life, brought to heel by one who’s surpassed death: what a magnificent spectacle that would have made!”

The Greater Spirits had woken about five minutes after Mio did.

Which meant that the girl’s ability, Counseling, had dragged even them under.

Seriously terrifying.

I decided to probe a little. Maybe I could learn more about this Spirit Dominion ability, which seemed even stronger than I’d first thought.

“Huh. So, Spirit Dominion works on Greater Spirits, too, no questions asked. That’s one hell of a ridiculous skill you’ve got there, mister almost-lich.”

This was most likely the blessing Utsugi Kōsaku had gained in this other world, wasn’t it?

“?!”

“My name is Utsugi Kōsaku,” he said. “You’ve been called Raidou, but you’re one of us, too, aren’t you? What’s your real name?”

“You’re really going to stand there in that form and still introduce yourself with the name you had while you were alive? That takes some nerve.”

The more I looked at him, the more grotesque he seemed: a thoroughly ominous skeleton.

On top of that, he was highly skilled in necromancy.

Even now, after becoming undead, he remained obsessively fixated on his daughter, muttering for my daughter, for my daughter like some kind of chant whenever he got the chance.

I just couldn’t stand it.

Maybe it was because the things he said were so far removed from what I thought a father should be: either my own father, or maybe just the image of fatherhood I carried inside me.

He had become undead to bring his daughter back to life, then turned her undead too so he could preserve her while he searched for a way to revive her.

As time passed, his daughter—never as powerful a negative being as he was—began to fade, her consciousness on the verge of vanishing. So, he used spirits and other living beings as resources to reconstruct her again and again, keeping her in existence.

According to him, if she wasn’t there when the time finally came to revive her, it would defeat the whole purpose.

I didn’t know whether he’d been like this from the start, or whether he’d ended up this way as he gradually lost his sanity. But something about it felt catastrophically wrong.

Yes, I was fully aware that all those misgivings, that sense that he and I were fundamentally irreconcilable, were showing in the coldness of my attitude toward him.

“This form?” the provisional lich echoed. “You mean a lich?” His words carried an odd note of implication.

“That’s what I’ve heard. A pretty high-ranking undead, apparently.”

“I was a lich, yes. But while I was gathering power here, it seems I underwent what you’d call an evolution. These days, I’m a Nebiros. For example, this tattered red rag, what remains of my robes, is now part of my body. In the human world, I hear it’s prized as valuable material. Kaka.”

“Nebiros, is it?”

I took that in without much reaction, but behind me, the Greater Spirits responded much more strongly.

“Ne—oof—”

“!!!”

Curious, I glanced back at them before I could stop myself.

“Behemoth?”

“I’ve heard the name before, but this is my first time seeing one. I see, so this is a Nebiros. An irregular specimen on top of possessing an ability like Spirit Dominion. Yes, that would make it a threat even to us.”

“Even to you, Behemoth? The one with a reputation for killing undead in a single blow?”

“Even so. Barring exceptions like Shiki, any undead that might escape my ability to dispose of it would normally become a matter for the Goddess the moment it came into existence. And one such case is a Nebiros, also known by another name: a demon god.”

“The Goddess… So, what? This time, it’s because he was Japanese? Some kind of exception?”

“No, that shouldn’t be the case. Whatever the original source may have been, undead are still undead.”

So, whether they had started out as one of this world’s hyumans or as a Japanese person, undead were undead. But even Behemoth and the others hadn’t known this thing existed.

Honestly, if the Goddess wasn’t going to show up, that suited me just fine.

Phoenix looked at me and spoke with quiet gravity.

“If the Goddess herself did not descend, then under normal circumstances all of the Greater Spirits would be mobilized, and the matter would be settled by overwhelming force. However, had that been attempted against this individual, the result would likely have been all of them being dominated and slaughtered in return, which is not a laughing matter. That this place has remained untouched until Raidou arrived was, in the end, fortunate for the world as well.”

Okay, sure; that did sound like a remarkably lucky turn of events.

But come on. If we’re talking about luck, I’d really prefer the kind that comes with some actual benefit to me.

Whether it was fortunate for the Goddess or for the world, I honestly couldn’t care less.

“And?” the Nebiros cut in, irritation plain in his voice as he interrupted our discussion. “So, in the end, you have no intention of giving your real name? For someone who claimed he came here to talk, you’ve been astonishingly rude.”

“My apologies. I’m the only one here with corporate work experience, so I have standards to maintain. Still, I don’t think Japan has much relevance to either of us anymore. You’re a li—Nebiros, and I’m Raidou. We came here to free the Midnight Front from being a cursed land. That should be enough, shouldn’t it?”

“…”

“Plus,” I continued, “I heard the story from the specter calling herself Yui-san, and if possible, I’d like to resolve this by talking things through with her father, Nebiros-san. That’s about the size of it.”

If possible, anyway.

If not, I intended to settle it by force.

“The fact that you restored my sanity at all is, in truth, no small feat,” the Nebiros said. “You and your companions clearly possess real power, and it is also true that Yui wishes to stop me. All of that is fact. My last memory is from a very long time ago, and I do not know whether there will be another after this. And if these negotiations fail, then I assume your resolve to erase us along with this place and purify the land by force is no bluff either.”

“I appreciate how quickly you grasp the situation.”

“You intend to reap the Mitamagui for souls?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“My wish—my true feeling, now that I can speak like this—is my daughter’s resurrection. That alone. The Mitamagui is the root of this land’s curse, and to me, it is my last remaining hope.”

Maybe it was because he already knew what my answer would be, but the Nebiros’ voice was flat, stripped of all emotion.

“Unfortunately, your daughter’s soul is already a complete mess, full of nothing but impurities,” I explained. “The problem isn’t just that too much time has passed. It’s that you used far too many nonhuman things on her, over and over again. You pushed far too hard just to preserve a surface-level personality and memory. I’m no specialist in this field, but even I can tell. That girl is nothing more than an undead bearing the memories and personality of your daughter, Yui-san.”

Thinking about the Nebiros’ selfish actions made my tone rougher than I intended.

She’d told me herself: she would lose consciousness as her awareness thinned and her sense of self diffused, then after some time she would revive again, remembering nothing of what had happened in between, and wander the Midnight Front once more.

This was the truth behind that phenomenon.

Even Mio had frowned after examining Yui-san’s spirit body as a specter.

Her soul no longer retained its original shape. At this point, you couldn’t even say for certain whether what remained had truly once been human.

Her father, Utsugi Kōsaku, had not only avoided rotting away as a lich, but he’d instead apparently become powerful enough to evolve into a higher form of undead known as a Nebiros. But his daughter was different. She had never even wanted to become undead in the first place, so in that sense, this outcome was almost inevitable.

This was entirely his own doing.

Because he had been preserving only the shell of his daughter—her appearance, her behavior—the part that had truly mattered, her soul, had been damaged more and more, until now only a fragment remained.

“Fully resurrecting your daughter is impossible,” I told him. “Resurrection itself may be possible, but what comes back will not be your daughter. It’ll be everything that’s been mixed into her all at once, and needless to say, what you’d get is an extremely grotesque monster. When that happens, Yui-san’s memories and personality will be blown away without a trace. From the sound of it, the Limian royal family and House Hopleys have both passed through so many generations since then that they can hardly still be called the targets of your revenge. Is there anything else?”

“Is it truly impossible?” the Nebiros asked. “If there is anything I can do, I will do it. For my daughter alone, I’ve lived in this world with everything I had, as her father. Even that town, which I developed into a center of flower production, with the goal of making it the heart of Limia’s floral market, so that even after my death, my daughter could live there tending flowers.”

Regret.

That was all I could feel from the Nebiros now: regret as a father, for his daughter.

That was the motive behind everything he had done.

Ever since coming to this world, he had fixated on that alone.

Even this talk about a flower-producing region and a floral market came down to one simple reason: his daughter had been a member of the gardening club. That was all.

The cruel part was that instead of becoming the center of the floral trade, the town itself had already decayed and vanished so completely that it no longer even survived in people’s memories.

Joy had clearly never heard of it, and from the state of things, even Lugh might not remember it anymore.

What little we’d heard about the Utsugi family barely contained any trace of a mother. Nothing in their conversation suggested her presence either. Whether she had died or divorced him, I couldn’t tell. But it was entirely possible they had already been a single-parent household long before they were transported here, with no mother in the picture for years.

Was that why he had thrown himself so excessively into living for his daughter?

Even while scarcely trying to hear what his daughter herself actually wanted.

“How sure are you about that, I wonder?”

The thought slipped out before I could stop it. I was trying to stay polite, at least.

“?”

“You keep saying for my daughter, for my daughter. But in the end, you were the one who left her side and lost her.”

“!!!”

“I’m sure there were all kinds of circumstances back then. But the fact remains that when it mattered most, your daughter died without ever being able to rely on you.”

“Be silent!”

“The royal family may have had their own motives. As far as I’m concerned, I already have my doubts about whether hyumans are worth trusting in the first place. And if the Hopleys' house was already a major noble family back then, they must have had their own constraints too. Even so—”

“Don’t say it!”

“Your daughter was still just eleven, maybe twelve, wasn’t she? If it were me, I’d think spending time with her should have mattered more than building a town for her.”

Hearing my honest opinion, the Nebiros flew into a rage.

“A brat who’s never even been a parent has no right to stand there acting wise and passing judgment on the past! Anyone can say whatever they like after the fact!!!”

“That’s true,” I admitted. “I’ve never been a parent, and all of this is already over. I am just some brat, speaking from the child’s side of things. But I still can’t understand it. If you really cared for your daughter that much, then why couldn’t you treasure your time with her above everything else? If you had, you could have driven off those raiders yourself when they attacked this place. Maybe both of you could have lived out your natural lives.”

“I know that!” the Nebiros roared. “I thought about that over and over, countless times, even after becoming undead! But it’s all too late now, isn’t it?! There’s no going back, there never will be!”

“And that was after you lost Yui-san.”

“?”

“You turned her undead by force so you could revive her. Then you forced her to keep lingering on. Nebiros—no, Yui-chan’s father. From where I stand, what you’re doing looks less like for your daughter’s sake and more like you’re desperately trying to keep being her father.”

Yeah.

No matter how I looked at it, that was what it seemed like.

As her father, he said.

He kept saying it, every chance he got.

For my daughter, he said.

So often that it was as if he had no other motive left in him.

Nowhere in any of it was my daughter wanted this, or this made her happy, or she smiled because of it.

Just for my daughter.

Like a parent who never really thinks, who simply imposes what they call normal from above.

When that sort of thing goes too far, wasn’t there a term for it? A toxic parent, maybe.

“What about her mother? Back in Japan, what was she doing? You weren’t her only parent.”

Because I’m her father.

Because my daughter has no power to fight, I must act for her as her father.

Sure, after coming to this world, that part couldn’t be helped.

Once only the two of them had been brought here, there was no relying on someone who wasn’t there.

Still, as the Utsugi family, shouldn’t there have been some kind of guiding principle? Some shared idea, worked out as husband and wife, for how they wanted to raise their daughter?

For comparison, in the Misumi household, the policy had been that I should learn to handle all basic housework, and also take up at least one form of self-defense for my own protection.

My older sister did judo through high school; I did kyūdō; and my younger sister practiced karate. By now, she was probably attending Nakatsuhara High, the school she’d worked so hard to get into, and had already joined the karate club there.

Yeah. Looking back on it now, it almost felt like we’d been raised with isekai survival in mind.

“There was no mother in our home,” the Nebiros said. “Even without such a thing, I was more than capable of raising a child.”

With the way he phrased that, no, this wasn’t a case of her having died.

Divorce, then.

He was still comparatively coherent thanks to Realm’s calming effect, but if I agitated him too much and sent him back into full-on kakaka mode, that would be a pain.

Best to let that part slide.

Joy was still asleep. So, was Lugh. The former porter slaves too. Even Chiya hadn’t woken yet.

Better to take care of what I could while there was still time.

For instance, if we left the Nebiros as he was—capable of conversation, sure, but still pouring out dense miasma without limit—then the moment Joy and the slaves woke up, they’d probably keel over again on the spot.

Lugh might be all right, maybe.

Chiya might be able to endure it, too.

Lime, wake up already.

“I see. Well, putting that aside, let’s contin—”

“That was rather glib, Raidou-dono,” Behemoth cut in. “If family circumstances were the cause of this demonic realm’s formation, shouldn’t that be addressed?”

Sigh. There goes my attempt at avoiding that subject.

“And that clingy insistence,” Phoenix added dryly, “is exactly why earth spirits are avoided as such minor, tiresome creatures, Behemoth.”

Please don’t start needling each other, I pleaded with them silently. This is only going to derail things.

I really wished they’d take a page from Mio’s book.

She was sitting there quietly watching over—

No, wait, she was nodding off.

Was she really that bored?

Honestly, though, the fact that she was still maintaining the Nebiros’ restraints perfectly while half-asleep was pretty impressive.

“Could you two work on a way to suppress the Nebiros’ miasma?”

“You ask the impossible so casually,” Behemoth replied, sounding exasperated. “Telling a highest-order undead not to release miasma is much the same as telling it not to breathe.”

“Quite so,” Phoenix added dryly. “That is a rather unreasonable demand, Raidou-dono.”

“We’re fine, but can’t you at least keep it under control enough that the others don’t keel over?”

“If that is the extent of it, then yes, probably.”

“I shall handle it,” Phoenix said.

“Thanks.”

That took care of the miasma, at least.

It was the kind of thing that looked obviously terrible for the human body, so it had been the first issue I wanted dealt with.

“I cannot abandon Yui,” the Nebiros said. “Not ever. Even if the end result is that you destroy us, I will resist with everything I have until the very last moment.”

“So, this is a father’s pride winning out over revenge, is it?”

Whether she was truly his beloved daughter anymore, I honestly couldn’t say. But was this really something you would cling to that desperately?

With no way of knowing how much time he’d spent laying traps throughout the Midnight Front, hearing him say he would resist with everything he had was not exactly welcome news.

“What a pain. Seriously.”

Whoops. That one slipped out.

Even so, Phoenix and Behemoth seemed to think the Nebiros’ position was forcing things too far.

“His daughter, he says,” Phoenix murmured. “That specter over there with the others may once have been human, but if the original form has already been lost…”

“With only memories and a vague personality remaining…” Behemoth finished.

Back in Rotsgard, with that mutant that had appeared there, we’d done all sorts of experiments related to that kind of restoration and regeneration. Even before that, I’d gained experience analyzing the Tree Punishment used by the forest ogres. And this time, I could count on Tomoe, Shiki, the Greater Spirits, and even Lyca for cooperation.

Not the best outcome, maybe, but something better than this might not be impossible.

The Nebiros, though, had left too long a trail of blood; I doubted there was anything to be done for him.

Still, I supposed I could at least make the proposal.

“Then I will see it through,” the Nebiros declared. “Until the very moment I vanish, I will not stop being Yui’s father.”

So, in the end, it really was stubborn pride.

Was he planning to disappear, still clinging to that, only to forget they had ever been father and daughter in the first place?

No. Once you vanished completely, maybe everything that made you an individual disappeared with you.

“Nebiros, you’ve killed too many people.”

“Hm? And you’re the one saying that?” he shot back. “I don’t know how long you’ve been in this world, but you’ve clearly ended more lives than I ever have.”

“…”

“Does that surprise you? I can see it, in this undead body of mine. You are draped in an astonishing number of grudges: hatred, resentment, the anguish of the dead. I am nothing compared to you.”

The grudges of the dead…

Had I really killed that many?

No… Star Lake.

Back then, I hadn’t known how to hold back. I probably had killed a lot. And if the people I’d failed to save when the mutant ran wild in Rotsgard counted too, then yeah, maybe I really was carrying a hell of a lot of resentment.

“A lot happened,” I said at last. “Anyway, put that aside. You’ll almost certainly be rejected, but for your daughter, there may still be a second-best option. A possibility.”

“A second-best option?”

“A path that might allow her soul to be purified and sent on to a next life as a human child—well, human in this world, so a hyuman child, I guess. I can’t say whose child she’d be reborn as, or where. It’d take something pretty reckless to pull off, but fortunately, we have spirits who are strong in matters of life, and there’s also Lyca, a Greater Dragon in Limia. Our company has every kind of connection imaginable, and we’ve built up a fair amount of know-how when it comes to repairing altered bodies and souls. We’re also well versed in things like grudges: what we’ve come to understand and call karma.”

That said, all I’d really done was nod along while Tomoe and Shiki handled the hard parts in that field.

“Reincarnation as a hyuman… returning to Japan… no, that wish is far too unreasonable,” the Nebiros muttered.

That one was beyond us, too.

This would be a tightrope walk, so I really wished he wouldn’t ask for miracles.

It was the sort of thing that would only barely be possible with Shiki interfering directly, backed by the support of the Greater Spirits and a Greater Dragon.

“While you’re still sane, why not bring this to an end with the best outcome that can still be hoped for?” I asked.

Reversing Tree Punishment and recovering from the mutant were already things we could handle in the Demiplane from a purely technical standpoint.

Even with the added complication of undeath mixed into the process, restoring Yui’s soul to that of a human being wasn’t impossible.

As for the raw power needed to pull it off, we already had more than enough people. Not just the Greater Spirits, but a fair number of capable allies from outside the Demiplane as well.

If we took proper charge of the whole operation, the Nebiros would accept it too.

“You’ll explain the details, then?” the Nebiros asked.

“Of course. And on your end, if things are settled favorably for your daughter, you’ll quietly accept your own destruction, right?”

“I have no objection. Even if all that awaits her is a return to the cycle of hyuman reincarnation, that alone is more than enough. As resolutions go, it would be more mercy than I deserve now.”

“And any leftover thoughts of revenge?”

“I’ve already forgotten such things.”

…

That was a difficult one.

It was true that, along with his sanity, the desire for revenge seemed to have faded, too. But once the others woke up—especially the Limian side, the descendants of the people he had once marked for retribution—how would that play out?

“Mm…”

A voice drifted from one of the people still unconscious, someone hovering on the edge of waking.

That was Chiya-san—

No, not her.

Against my expectations, the first of them to wake wasn’t Chiya at all, but the only woman among the three slaves who’d been brought here.

She pushed herself up and looked around.

“Behemoth, Phoenix! What about the miasma countermeasures?” I asked.

“No problem,” Behemoth replied.

“We’ve already taken care of it,” Phoenix added.

So far, she didn’t seem mentally affected by the miasma.

Good. If she was fine, then the others would probably stay functional too.

“Well then, I guess we should get moving, too. First, Nebiros: you’re coming with us to the Mitamagui Tree. If you’re going to keep leaking miasma, do it in one place. Mio, can you go get Tomoe and Shiki?”

“Y-yes, Young Master! And Phoenix is fried chicken now, too, right?!”

Mio jolted awake from her dozing state—and immediately said something completely incomprehensible.

“What kind of dream were you having? Can you go get Tomoe and Shiki? Bring them over by the tree,” I ordered.

“Yes! Of course!!!”

“I’m going to call Lyca. Let’s all work together and put this place back the way it was.”

A few hours should do it.

Man, this place is damp.

There and then, I vowed that it would be a long time before I set foot in another swamp.
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Well then, Makoto here, reporting live from the Midnight Front, the undead swamp.

Believe it or not, someone from the Limian side turned out to be the unexpected star of the show: Anise, the slave woman.

From a brutally sharp perspective that someone like me—a Japanese guy who cares deeply about human rights—could never hope to imitate, she absolutely tore the Nebiros apart.

Not Chiya, the shrine maiden. Not Lugh with all his knowledge and money. Somehow, unbelievably, she was the MVP.

Maybe it helped that the battlefield this time wasn’t brute strength, but argument.

Once everyone had woken up, I gave them a broad, simplified explanation about Lyca.

Naturally, the arrival of Lyca—a Limian VIP you’d almost never get the chance to see in person—caused a bit of a stir, just like it had with the Greater Spirits.

I had Tomoe and Shiki withdraw into the miasma that hung like a smokescreen and blocked the view, then asked the Nebiros to explain the procedures to be performed on what was essentially a specter-like undead carrying Yui’s memories and personality.

What happened next was where things took a turn.

Anise hesitantly called out to the specter, who was quietly standing there, and tilted her head. Then, as if gathering her resolve, she addressed the Nebiros, too.

At first, the Nebiros dismissed her outright. He told her that some lowly slave, one who couldn’t even properly understand the rights of a person, should keep her mouth shut. But then, unbelievably, she turned to me and threw out a challenge—while standing entirely on the Nebiros’ side rather than mine.

He’s not wrong in the slightest as a parent. So, why is it that two overwhelmingly powerful undead are accepting your words as though they’re the correct ones?

In response, I explained that those two had once been hyuman, and that now, with the hatred and other impulses born of undeath calmed down, their original consciousnesses were asserting themselves more strongly.

Apparently, that wasn’t what Anise had been questioning at all. If anything, she almost completely affirmed the Nebiros’ obsession.

This was what she said to him:

“As children belong to their parents, you need hands for farm work and hunting. Parents bear and raise children for their own convenience. If the burden of feeding them grows too heavy, or a bad harvest leaves you without enough to go around, then of course you have the right to sell off the useless ones or reduce the number of mouths to feed. If you’re the parent, you naturally may handle your child however you please. A child who can’t even survive on its own has no right to voice an opinion.”

Maybe what Anise said also carried a note of resignation: acceptance of the life she herself had been made to live.

She was insisting that the very idea of children naturally having human rights was the truly warped notion. And that what the Nebiros was doing was perfectly ordinary in the worlds of merchants and nobles. It was my values that were grotesque. Even if there were cruel aspects to it, the Nebiros ignoring his daughter’s wishes and trampling her existence in whatever way suited him was, in her eyes, simply the natural and proper form of parenthood.

From my perspective, it sounded odd, but it was also brutally cruel.

The more she defended him, the more the Nebiros lost the ability to speak, and the more deeply despair spread across him.

Probably because he had once been Japanese, just like me.

He had acted believing he was putting his daughter’s life first, that as a parent, he was leaving behind everything a child ought to have.

In reality, he was being described as a thoroughly respectable man by the standards of a far older age—an age before there was even a phrase like human rights, when the rights of children and the weak weren’t recognized at all.

Meanwhile, the ideas I had been arguing for—that a parent ought to sincerely listen to a child’s voice, and take the lead in opening a path toward that child’s future—were met with little more than scorn.

Anise kept firing question after question at me, and I answered each one carefully, choosing my words as I went. But somewhere along the way, I found myself starting to feel a great deal more sympathy for Utsugi Kōsaku than I’d expected.

For what it was worth, I did at least manage to get her to accept that, in the country we came from, the rights of the weak were protected in various ways, and that everyone was meant to have the chance, at least in principle, to pursue their own potential.

The moment she accepted that, she turned around and asked why Utsugi Kōsaku had completely ignored his daughter, run wild on his own selfish impulses, and seemed satisfied with that.

At that point, I had no choice but to shut the discussion down by force.

The Nebiros’ life bar had already very obviously hit zero.

And no, not as some undead-related joke. I meant in terms of sheer mental overkill.

Then the two Utsugis, along with Tomoe, Shiki, Mio, and the rest of us, entered the miasma at the root of the Mitamagui to begin preparing Yui’s reincarnation as a hyuman.

Outside, Behemoth and Phoenix, the Greater Spirits, stood ready around the tree, with Lyca there as well. And farther out still, Lime kept watch over the situation with the others.

“All right, let’s begin. Tomoe, Shiki, I’m counting on you.”

The two of them answered with silent nods.

Several chants began to flow at once, smooth and unbroken, while seven-colored magic wound itself around the specter’s spirit body.

The Nebiros watched every detail of the spellwork, then gave a small nod.

He was probably confirming that everything was proceeding exactly as he’d been told it would.

When the Nebiros met Shiki face-to-face, the two were visibly stunned by each other’s existence, but whether it was because they were both undead or because they were kindred spirits in the bizarre category of people reincarnated as undead, they somehow clicked in the end.

Compared to that, though, spirits and dragons really did get along spectacularly badly.

“So, this is what it’s come to,” Behemoth muttered. “Cooperating with a Greater Dragon.”

“With Raidou-dono involved, refusal was not an option,” Phoenix replied coolly. “I find the arrangement deeply disagreeable.”

Lyca snapped right back at their grumbling.

“That should be my line, spirit scum. Not only did you allow your forces to be devoured as you pleased, but you also permitted the emergence of the Nebiros, the Demon God of Death Manipulation.”

“In Limia, where you make your nest,” Behemoth shot back.

“Indeed,” Phoenix said with a thin smile. “As Behemoth says, in the end, this was nothing more than the failure of a lizard who plays at being a caretaker while letting hyumans wage their petty power struggles however they please in her own backyard.”

One insult answered another, and the atmosphere turned explosive in an instant.

“The very fact that I tolerate your existence in Limia is, from my perspective, already an enormous concession,” Lyca countered.

“Your permission is worth nothing to me,” Phoenix noted.

“Quite right,” Lyca agreed. “Who do you think you are? Come here a second, you fat cow and overgrown roast chicken.”

Tomoe hadn’t looked particularly thrilled about the spirits joining in either, so this hostility clearly ran deep.

Still, the three of them, in their current state, were basically like Patients A, B, and C lying side by side while giving blood. I really wished they’d keep it down.

Of course, I was grateful. They were pouring huge amounts of magical power and spiritual force into this, not to mention helping stabilize the area and shape the environment itself.

Even so.

“Look, this won’t take long, so could you all just behave for a bit?” I asked.

“…”

“Well? Answer me?”

There might be miasma between us, but our voices still carried, you know?

Hello?

“Just this once, I’ll endure it,” Behemoth growled at last. “Out of respect for our summoner! Just this once! Understood?!”

“I as well,” Phoenix said stiffly. “For Raidou-dono’s sake, and for the brilliance of Limia’s people, I shall restrain myself this one time.”

Once the spirits gave way, Lyca reluctantly accepted it too.

“What happened in Limia was indeed a failure on my part. Yes, very well. For today alone, I shall pretend I saw nothing. Yes. Yes.”

This wasn’t some delinquent manga.

Every one of them was supposed to be a figure worthy of reverence, so could they please stop acting like rival schools running into each other in an entertainment district and immediately squaring up?

Meanwhile, Team Limia was being comparatively well-behaved.

“I see; so this is what the Kuzunoha Company looks like when it gets serious. Hm. I see. I have no idea what I’m looking at. There are limits to how far a joke can go,” Lugh muttered blankly.

“A company that stands on the same level as the Goddess and the spirits: Kuzunoha,” Joy whispered beside him, equally stunned.

Nearby, one of the slaves let out a thin, strained laugh.

“Heh, I get it now. To those people, the Midnight Front isn’t some graveyard; it’s a sandbox full of kids. A curse to them is just dog shit.”

“I didn’t even know anything about the Sages.”

For Chiya-san, it seemed there was a lot to think about in what the Nebiros had revealed: both about the Sage’s circumstances outside Lorel and about the darker side of the Lorel Union.

Because of his abnormal power, the Nebiros had been one of the Japanese people whom Lorel refused to shelter.

Spirit Dominion was a spirit-killing ability that could even affect Greater Spirits. It was simply too dangerous a power for Lorel to accept.

Mr. Utsugi was probably one of only a handful of exceptions, but it would be fair to say he and his daughter were among the Sages abandoned by Lorel.

That truth couldn’t have been easy for Chiya to hear.

And as for slave guy number one: don’t call it dog shit.

Meanwhile—

“Oh… ohh! My daughter, she’s slowly taking on the color of a human once more!”

The words spilled from the Nebiros in a low voice, as if dragged up from the depths of him, yet they carried a strength of their own.

It looked almost like watching a professional cleaner strip away years of stubborn filth, little by little, but with absolute certainty.

Ah, that delicately skillful wringing of a cleaning clo—

Nope. Inappropriate. I’m stopping there.

Luck, huh?

For the father and daughter before us, this wasn’t the best possible ending.

At most, it was just a slightly less awful ending waiting at the far end of one misfortune piled atop another.

Still, the only reason this was even possible was that I had come to this world, met Tomoe, Mio, and Shiki, learned about the forest ogres’ Tree Punishment out in the Wasteland, and then run into the mutant incident in Rotsgard.

When I thought about everything that had led to this, it really did feel like a stroke of luck bordering on the miraculous.

If I had simply passed this place by, then sooner or later Limia would have run headfirst into the Nebiros in his fully realized form as an undead, and the damage would have been significant.

A ticking disaster like that, at this scale, wasn’t something even Hibiki could just wave away and pretend never happened.

I still had mixed feelings about how luck decided to show up here, and about who exactly had ended up benefiting from it… But from here on out, I supposed all I could do was place my hopes in Team Limia.

Limia would now be left to decide how seriously to take and how widely to spread the news of this undead disaster within the country—a disaster that, in the end, resulted in nothing happening.

Before we began the ritual, Anise—Limian to the core—had quietly come to me with a request.

If possible, she wanted me to sell her that cottage we’d spent that brief stretch of time together in.

I had no idea what feelings lay behind that request, but apparently, she wanted to use it as their home.

Telling her she could have it for free so long as she spent the rest of her life advertising just how much the Kuzunoha Company had done for Limia was, in its own way, one of my little insurance policies.

Reality was merciless.

No matter how hard you fought, no matter how serious the problem you confronted and solved, your achievements would not always be recognized fairly.

Even if you quietly prevented disaster before any real harm or loss occurred, there were plenty of cases where, in the worst case, people simply treated it as though nothing had ever happened in the first place.

Like in Rotsgard, had we not gotten involved, there was probably more to gain from a purely practical standpoint by sitting back and watching the situation for a while before intervening.

A part of me still hadn’t fully let it go, but I had to swallow it, or maybe just cut it off cleanly.

To tell myself that even if neither my companions nor I received the slightest recognition for staking our lives on this—if all that remained was suspicion from others—then it was still something we had chosen to do of our own accord.

Ha. What a stupid thought.

If it were just me, I genuinely wouldn’t care. But if other people had been dragged into it too, then no, I probably still couldn’t forgive that so easily.

“Young Master, we’ve taken care of the bulk of it,” Tomoe called, breaking me out of my thoughts. “All that remains is to cut down that suspicious tree and return this newly freed soul to the cycle of reincarnation.”

“If this had been our first time encountering something like this, we would have been at a complete loss,” Shiki added. “Fortunately, our previous experiences proved useful.”

“Thanks, both of you,” I said. “Nebiros.”

“Y-yes?”

“I believe I’ve upheld my side of the bargain. Mind if I do as I please with the Mitamagui?”

I’d let him watch the entire process without hiding a thing.

He didn’t seem suspicious, but I wondered whether he was truly convinced.

This was, after all, the culmination of his long years as an undead; his final hope, by the sound of it.

“Of course. I have no objections to any of it, including my own destruction. However…” the Nebiros faltered.

“What is it?”

“There is something I wish to ask. And something I wish to request.”

“A little late for that, isn’t it? Still, go ahead.”

Whether I could answer or grant it was another matter.

“Why are you so stubborn about calling me Nebiros, Raidou? As a fellow Japanese person, I believe I gave you my name.”

“Because I don’t see you as Japanese anymore. You abandoned being human by becoming undead, lost your sanity, and drifted through the world like that. I’ll acknowledge that you used to be Japanese. But the way you exist now is absolutely not human. I don’t want to accept it. That’s why.”

“I see. Harsh, but I understand.”

“Glad that cleared it up.”

I don’t want to accept it. It’s like I’m being forced to look straight at human weakness.

There was just something about the end Utsugi Kōsaku had come to that I couldn’t stomach.

This was probably the sort of thing people called “youth,” or “immaturity”.

Even I understood that much.

“What I want to ask about is my body. I believe I joked that all of me would make good material,” the Nebiros said.

“Ah, right.”

“I want you to make use of it. Rather than hand it over to Limia, I would prefer that you and Shiki-dono put it to use.”

Shiki-dono, huh.

Well, from his perspective, I probably was just some kid.

Maybe because of the age gap, the Nebiros never really treated me as an equal. It was more like he saw me as a child.

At least by Japanese standards, I was just a greenhorn fresh out in the world.

So, in that sense, maybe it couldn’t be helped.

It’s true that more than anyone else, it was the others who made this possible, not me.

“Yes,” I said after a moment. “As for your remains, your materials, I won’t let anyone connected to Limia lay a hand on them. If they’re to be used, then we’ll be the ones to use them.”

“Thank you. Thank you very much,” the Nebiros said, bowing his head.

Deeply, hinging all the way from the hips.

“Mio. All right, then, let’s harvest the Mitamagui together.”

“Yes!”

Mio had been handling the overall adjustments, but her work there was already done.

Just like with the Nebiros himself, it would be safer to treat the Mitamagui as though it had been completely destroyed and leave it in the Demiplane.

If we handed it over to Limia while any trace of its power remained, nothing good would come of it.

A famous undead case like the Nebiros, and a former Japanese man on top of that—so why had the Goddess and Lyca both apparently left it alone as their only plan?

Honestly, it was enough to make me suspect they were just dumping the hassle on me out of spite.

“Then, Nebiros-dono,” Shiki said solemnly. “The moment Young Master harvests the Mitamagui, I shall purify the two of you.”

“You have my gratitude, Shiki-dono.”

The Nebiros and his retainers began speaking among themselves in subdued voices.

Mio and I stepped up before the tree that had fed on spirits, and then—

“Young Master, just pull it out however you like,” Mio said. “I’ll teleport the rest away as I see fit.”

“Thanks, Mio.”

Taking her at her word, I grabbed the great tree from both sides as if pinning it in place, driving my fingers into the trunk.

Then I ripped it out in one motion.

The uprooted tree soared spectacularly through the air, and Mio started slicing branches and sections of trunk down to manageable sizes, tossing each piece one after another into the Demiplane.

Meanwhile, I traced the roots still left underground with magic and burned them away, erasing every last remnant of the Mitamagui.

I called out to Behemoth, Phoenix, and Lyca, who were waiting beyond the miasma, and had them pour in more of the mana and elemental power needed for the purification.

They look exhausted, but this is the last blood donation. Hang in there.

“Is it time to say goodbye?” the Nebiros asked quietly.

“Nebiros-dono,” Shiki said, “your daughter’s soul has now unquestionably returned to the cycle of reincarnation in this world. At the very least, she will be reborn as a person.”

“Thank goodness.”

“A pleasant drowsiness should be coming over you now, shouldn’t it?” Tomoe said. “Just let yourself drift with it. You stayed quiet and didn’t make a fuss, sparing the Young Master the trouble of having to deal with you. As a reward, I’ll grant you a comfortable purification.”

At that, the Nebiros lowered his head once more.

“To everyone… of the Kuzunoha Company… truly… for every… thing… thank… you… very… much…”

Oh, he got it all out.

His last scrap of stubbornness, maybe, right before the end.

Honestly, he’d been a stubborn, exhausting adult to the bitter end.

“?!”

The instant the Nebiros’ presence vanished from his body and his skeletal frame collapsed with a dry clatter, just before that scrap of red cloth could flutter down over it—

A strange wind, unlike anything I’d ever felt before, began to blow outward from him.

Wind? No way, did a wind spirit have something to do with this?

I hurriedly spread Realm and searched the surrounding area.

What exactly was this wind born from the Nebiros—heavy, yet powerful, like some immense and weighty breeze—affecting…?

“Ah.”

The rippling gust swept away even the miasma, swallowing up every last one of the black insects as it spread.

And what it left behind was—

I see.

So, this was the Midnight Front’s true form.

Was this how it looked when the Nebiros was still a lich? Or even before that?

Maybe before the town called Château Yui had ever existed?

Rich spring water carved streams through the land, and amid a vast spread of green, flowers of every color bloomed in riotous abundance.

It wasn’t a swamp at all.

It was a flower-covered meadow.

The Nebiros, Utsugi Kōsaku.

Had he somehow preserved a memory of this land from before he polluted it?

Then, at the very end, he poured every last ounce of his strength into restoring the place to the form he remembered.

Was something like that even possible?

“Hoh. That one left behind one final surprise before passing on,” Tomoe murmured.

“Yes. To revert the land to a past state like this is astonishing,” Shiki said, openly impressed. “Fascinating.”

A moment later, the Greater Spirits, Lyca, and the members of Team Limia all caught up to what had happened, and each of them began voicing their amazement.

There weren’t even that many people here, and yet it turned into a whole little commotion.

Ah, then what happened to the Western-style mansion the Nebiros had appeared from?

I turned to look.

It was gone.

The dense, oppressive forest that seemed to exist for no reason other than to worsen visibility had vanished, too.

What spread before us now was an open meadow. The scent of flowers rode the breeze, crisp and refreshing.

Together with the blue sky overhead, the place made an impression so completely different from a few minutes ago that it may as well have been another world.

Good thing I’d collected the cottage first.

I’d never gotten around to asking Anise whether leaving it where it was would’ve been fine, so I’d taken it just in case.

At worst, it might have been swallowed up by this transformation and disappeared.

Nicely done, me.

Right. I needed Tomoe and Shiki to head back—

Except they were already gone.

They’d mentioned earlier that they needed to return to the Demiplane for something afterward, but still, those two moved fast.

The moment the miasma cleared, they must have figured things were over and gone on ahead.

All right, then. Time to send the Nebiros’ bones and the rest into the Demiplane, too.

I crouched down, held out my hand, and wrapped all the materials together in a small swirl of mist.

“O-ohhh…!”

At the sudden swell of voices, which sounded almost like a cheer, I looked up.

The miasma was completely gone now. Not even a trace of black mist remained.

Ah. Team Limia.

Then, belatedly, I looked around.

There I was, crouched in a field of flowers beneath a blue sky, surrounded by Mio, the Greater Spirits, and Lyca.

And at the end of my outstretched hand, glittering mist shimmered in the light.
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Traces of something that had once been the Nebiros were still scattered here and there… and together with the lingering afterglow of purification rising into the air, both the mist and the materials vanished.

Huh?

Something about this tableau felt bad.

The way Chiya was looking at me had changed. It was no longer the gaze of someone enduring the sight of something horrifying. It was now something closer to awe.

“Well, then!”

Someone gulped.

Actually, more than one person did, at my words.

“First, let’s head back to where Algrio-sama is waiting, shall we? I mean, things got a little incredible there at the end, but I’d say we more than fulfilled the request. G-good work, everyone!!!”

This is bad.

Lugh-san was looking at me with a sincerity deeper than the one he’d shown even toward Algrio.

Joy and the three slaves had stars in their eyes—the look of people staring at a hero.

Chiya seemed to be looking at me and the spirits side by side. Or rather, placing me above them.

The Greater Spirits prostrating themselves was one thing, but even Lyca had deliberately bowed her head in exaggerated fashion.

You guys were staging this, weren’t you?

This was on purpose. Totally on purpose.

“Well done, Raidou,” Lyca said. “To think I would witness such a miracle performed by one born human. I can only stand in awe.”

“Uh, Lyca, why exactly are you getting bigger?”

“For one who has conquered the Midnight Front, delivered it from its curse, and defeated the Nebiros, would it not be improper to make such people walk home? Surely deeds of this scale belong more to myth than to the present age.”

“You’re planning to fly us all the way back to the Hopleys’ estate?!”

“Yes. Consider it an apology for my delayed cooperation. And Raidou: let us make a promise.”

“A promise?”

“I will take responsibility for guarding this land from now on,” she declared. “I shall leave Maylis Lake and make this place my new domain of protection.”

“Wait, what?!” I blurted. “If you do that, they won’t be able to build a capital here.”

“Fufu.” Lyca smiled. “Naturally, if people wish to build a town here—an imperial capital, even—then I shall guard the entire city along with the land beneath it. Will you forgive my many discourtesies, Raidou? I am newly reborn and still lacking in strength, but I will do all that I can.”

Whoa.

Things had just become spectacularly complicated in a whole new direction.

Then again, Hibiki and Lyca seemed to get along well, so maybe that was fine?

“It’s not like you were rude in the first place, so you really don’t need to worry about that, but—”

“Wonderful. Then it’s settled.”

She cut me off instantly. And with that radiant smile, no less.

“To think I would live to see a Greater Dragon stoop to flattery. A rare sight indeed,” Behemoth said, positively delighted. “Raidou-dono, this has been an enlightening experience. You have my thanks. If anything else arises, summon me. I will cooperate within reason.”

He gave a high-spirited laugh, then his whole body was swallowed by orange light and vanished.

“This truly was a splendid day,” Phoenix said. “And if this is the scenery left behind in the end, then it serves admirably even as a funeral procession for spirits. You have my gratitude, Raidou-dono. Someday, I shall repay this great debt. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

With that, Phoenix disappeared as though burning away to nothing.

After that, Lyca gladly took all of us onto her back and carried us to the city where Algrio was waiting at the Hopleys' estate. It took less than ten minutes and generated an absurd amount of panic and cheering along the way.

We gave a quick report on the request, asked that the finer details be postponed until later, and then left the Kingdom of Limia that very same day, apologizing and citing exhaustion.

Tomoe and Shiki had been calling for me, too, but the truth was, I mainly just wanted to run from the inevitable hassle.

It’ll be fine. Lugh is there.

He seems to have Algrio’s complete trust, and if he works together with Joy, I’m sure they’ll handle things somehow.

I’m counting on you!!!
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After sending the Utsugis on their way and confirming that the Midnight Front had transformed into a vast sea of flowers so charming it almost felt like something out of a fairy tale, we headed back to the Demiplane.

“So, instead of sending someone back… this is for calling them here?”

“Yes,” Tomoe said with a nod.

“That’s correct,” Shiki agreed. What’s that even supposed to mean?

A little while back, one of the books Lyca had shown me at her lair by Maylis Lake had described a ritual containing something pretty important. Or at least, important to me.

The conditions looked surprisingly strict, and there was a passage suggesting it wouldn’t work if anyone else accompanied me, so instead of trying it myself, I’d handed it over to Tomoe and the others to examine.

Those baffling words from a moment ago, this was the result they’d come back with.

Apparently, it wasn’t a technique for returning.

It was a technique for summoning.

Seriously, what was that supposed to mean?

After hearing the explanation, I turned it over in my head and tried to make sense of it.

“That book said it was a ritual to return someone who’d been summoned here to where they belonged, in exchange for a thousand hyuman lives…”

That was only what had been written in the very beginning, though, in the opening section.

“That part was written exactly as you remember,” Tomoe said. “We verified it ourselves. However, after examining the ritual and incantation in detail—both of which were suspiciously overdecorated, almost as though meant to disguise the truth—we determined that it is, in fact, a summoning art for calling something in from another world.”

Shiki picked up where Tomoe left off.

“And despite what the description claims, the technique itself requires neither special tools nor a sacrificial offering to serve as a catalyst. The spell structure is drastically at odds with the explanation given. That is why we felt this warranted reporting directly to you, Young Master.”

… I see.

The first thing that came to mind was maybe it was just a typo. But this was from a Greater Dragon’s library, and that probably wasn’t it.

Besides, Lyca struck me as the serious type. I did get the sense people tended to keep her at arm’s length for some reason, but as far as I could tell, she had nothing to gain from deceiving me.

If this had been Luto, though, I could absolutely picture him cracking a party ball open with a “Correct answer!” and then springing a second question on me.

The next possibility was…

“So, the idea is that I summon someone with that ritual, and then have them send me back to my original world?”

Yeah, I didn’t like the sound of that at all.

“That would be the most plausible interpretation,” Shiki said.

“We came to the same conclusion,” Tomoe added.

So, that was the answer.

Figures.

Of course, there was still the possibility that the description of the ritual was a lie from top to bottom.

It wasn’t as if we’d found a previous case of someone actually trying it.

Either the ritual itself was bogus, or something really would come through.

At the very least, I could tell Tomoe and Shiki were on guard against whatever that something might be.

If it were the kind of thing those two could handle however they pleased, they’d have summoned it already and moved on to testing.

“So, you reported to me first because there’s a chance it could bring in something seriously bad,” I said.

“Exactly.”

“Yes.”

For the record, the only ones here with me just then were Tomoe and Shiki.

Mio had stepped away to prepare chawanmushi.

Yui told me it was one of her favorite foods while we were reminiscing earlier, and I’d apparently reacted. That was enough to flip Mio’s inner chef switch.

She’d gotten weirdly fired up about it.

Still, I doubt she would’ve gone that far just because I muttered one little comment, so I probably said something else too.

I do like chawanmushi, though, so if she was planning to serve it later as a midnight snack, I certainly wasn’t complaining.

I had no choice but to accept it as part of what the Utsugi family had left behind.

If possible, I hoped that now that Yui had regained a human soul, she might someday return to modern Japan.

Still, I did what I could.

For that girl, and for her father who had become a Nebiros, from here on it was up to fate.

I’d done everything humanly possible.

Right. If that was true, then instead of brooding over it and tying myself in knots, all I could do now was pray.

“Yeah. I’ll say this up front, though: if we do this, I think something extremely troublesome is going to show up.”

“Most likely,” Tomoe agreed.

“It is Young Master we’re talking about,” Shiki added.

The speed of those replies was honestly something else.

“No, come on. At least give me a beat before you say that. Maybe ask why I think so, like a normal person.”

“You have a habit of somehow predicting the worst possible outcome, like fate is aiming for it on purpose,” Tomoe said.

“And every so often, you punch straight through the bottom of whatever worst-case scenario we’d imagined,” Shiki went on. “If the economy ever hit bottom the way you do, the world would be in serious trouble.”

“T-the bottom of the worst case still isn’t funny, you know. And Shiki, dragging in the economy just because we were talking about hitting bottom feels a little questionable.”

“The one saving grace,” Tomoe said dryly, “is that Young Master possesses just enough toughness in all the necessary areas to barely laugh such things off.”

They really are saying whatever’s coming to their minds.

That said, even I had to admit there was probably some bias in my luck: my bizarre knack for drawing the one thing with the flimsiest basis for concern.

Still, I was sure something good would come of it eventually, so I didn’t dwell on it too much.

“Well, if it really is a summoning ritual, then should we just try calling it? Whatever it is, we can hear it out and ask how I’m supposed to get back.”

“And what shall we do about the ritual’s cost?” Tomoe asked.

“The cost, huh. Mm. Well, unless there just so happens to be a war going on somewhere, gathering a thousand people would be difficult.”

The easiest way would be to snatch them from some battlefield where people who were ready to die were already trying to kill each other anyway.

Even for me, though, buying and selling people with the certainty they’d be killed at the end of it left a bad taste in my mouth. Soldiers and mercenaries were one thing, but slaves were different. Plenty of them had never signed up to throw their lives away.

“If it turns out to be something we can reason with, then we may not need to prepare anything in advance,” Tomoe said. “Still, the cost is being presented as one of the other side’s conditions. If we fail to meet it, I think we should assume we’ll provoke its anger.”

She had a point.

If the ritual’s requirement was to perform these preparations so you could return to your original world, then properly speaking, we ought to fulfill those terms before invoking it.

“There is also the question of where to perform the ritual,” she continued. “Should we do it here in the Demiplane, or outside?”

“Right. That too,” I said. With something on this scale, if we did it outside, it would definitely attract the Goddess’s attention.

She’d been oddly quiet lately, but that didn’t make her harmless. I was sure she would reassert her position as a first-rate pest at the first opportunity.

Still, if the idea was that the summoned party would devour the sacrifice on the spot, however it pleased, then performing the ritual somewhere out of the way would make more sense.

Actually, no. There is no way I’m letting something like that happen inside the Demiplane.

“If we want to avoid prying eyes, then the Demiplane’s safest,” Tomoe said. “So far, even the Goddess hasn’t found it. But then we’re back to the issue of the sacrifice.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Though it’s also true that the Demiplane is safer than doing it outside where someone might see because what I really want to confirm is why it needs a sacrifice.”

Because if the sacrifice could be substituted with magical power, then we have more of that than we know what to do with. And if it didn’t actually have to be hyuman life, then we could just keep capturing monsters in the Wasteland or in Kaleneon.

The incantation we’d identified was nothing more than a summoning ritual. If all it really did was call something here, then once we had it in front of us and could ask questions, there was every chance the conditions for returning home might turn out to be something entirely different.

“There’s no chance that something above even the Goddess will come through,” Tomoe said lightly. “If Young Master prepares accordingly, then testing it in the Demiplane is the prudent choice.”

Huh?

Tomoe had just said something rather important with suspicious casualness.

With that one remark, my mind tilted sharply toward trying it in the Demiplane.

“Nothing above the Goddess can come through?” I echoed.

I’d been bracing myself for something on the level of the trio of gods who’d visited the Demiplane the other day: Daikokuten, Susanoo, and Athena.

“The incantation’s structured so that it can be completed entirely by the one presiding over the ritual,” Tomoe explained. “If someone from this world were attempting to summon a being from another world that surpassed the Goddess, then the chant would necessarily include a passage requesting her permission.”

I see.

In that case, there wasn’t much point agonizing over it.

At worst, it meant that whatever came through would still be below the Goddess.

“Then we do it in the Demiplane,” I decided. “Somewhere away from the cities, just in case. We’ll have Tomoe and Mio protect the two towns.”

They were both suited to defense, so that was the obvious call.

“The one by the sea should be fine if we leave it to the sealords and the other sea races,” Tomoe said. “As for the estate, if Mio guards that one, then I can accompany you.”

That was unusual coming from Tomoe.

So, she’s at least a little worried about me?

With the ocean at their backs, Selgei and the seafolk were pretty formidable on defense.

Not quite on Mio’s level in terms of raw defensive power, maybe, but reliable nonetheless.

Tomoe leaned more toward defense than offense, too, if you had to choose.

“That’s rare,” I said. “Is it because you went through the trouble of investigating it, so you want to see it through to the end?”

“Something like that.”

“Got it. With me, preparing for the worst seems to be more necessary than it ought to be, so I appreciate it.”

“Yes. Leave it to me.”

“Shiki, how long until everything’s ready?”

“The groundwork is already complete, so all that remains is a small amount of incantation. I’ve prepared the site some distance from the city, so there will be some travel involved.”

“Looks like I didn’t even need to ask,” I said with a laugh.

So, he’d already made preparations, as expected.

At this rate, he might even have set things up outside the Demiplane, too.

My respect for Shiki was continuing to grow.

※※※



Before me stood a baleful gate so sinister that if someone had called it the entrance to hell, I might have believed them.

I couldn’t tell what it was made of, only that it looked vaguely like bone. It was built as a pair of double doors, and mounted at the very top of the frame was a flat, expressionless face like a mask.

It was about as tall as a two-story house.

In other words, huge.

“In a way, it’s straightforward enough,” I said. “A gate for moving between worlds.”

“Very much so,” Tomoe agreed.

Not that it made much difference who chimed in. None of my followers would look at this thing and call it tasteful, and none of them were the sort to find it being a literal gate refreshingly original either.

We were standing on a broad stretch of grassland where no race lived.

The Demiplane had any number of places like this.

If someone wanted to film a tokusatsu explosion scene out here, we were more than equipped.

“Even so,” said Shiki, ever serious, “having answered the summoning, this gate is an entity possessed of will. Please do not let your guard down.”

Was he perhaps being a little too cautious? I wasn’t sure. Still, there was no way I’d relax around a gate that looked like this.

Before I could decide what to do, the gate began muttering.

“This is a place I’ve never visited before. It differs from every world where the spell formula that calls me has been spread… and yet…”

Good. I could understand what it was saying perfectly.

Time for questions.

“Nice to meet you. I’m the one who summoned you.”

“A human, is it? And also… an undead and a dragon? No, not quite. Slightly different. Variants… no, that’s not right either. I see. Those who have accepted a contract of dominion. Antique in nature, old-fashioned, yet powerful… Well, no matter.”

Just as I’d thought, it was the face fixed to the top of the gate that was speaking.

It did make my neck a little sore, having to look up like this, but whatever.

It seems to be thinking something over, so maybe I should wait a moment before saying anything else?

Ah, right. I still haven’t introduced myself.

“My name is—” Actually, better use my real name here. “—Misumi Makoto. These two are my followers, Tomoe and Shiki. If you don’t mind, could I ask your name first?”

“Samar,” the gate replied after a brief pause. “Though names are unlikely to hold any meaning between our kinds. More importantly: where is the sacrifice?”

The sacrifice. A thousand lives.

There it was, right out of the gate.

“Samar-san, about that: why exactly are a thousand lives required?”

“It should have been written in the ritual, should it not?” Samar said. “Since you summoned me and stand before me now, I can only assume you accepted that condition.”

“We were told this was a ritual for returning a summoned person to their original world. But when we examined it ourselves, the structure turned out to be nothing more than a summoning spell. So, we decided to call you here to learn the details directly.”

Samar hadn’t actually answered my question, but this was probably going to require patience.

At the very least, the presence I felt from him was weaker than what I’d felt from the Goddess or from Athena.

Less pressure, maybe. Or maybe the force he gave off was simply calmer.

Of course, that was all highly subjective.

“Unless I misheard you, then you’re saying you summoned me merely to see what would happen.”

“That’s basically correct. Since you seemed to be the sort of being one could hold a conversation with, I thought negotiation might also be possible.”

“How thoroughly I’ve been underestimated.” The face at the top of the gate was silent for a beat, then spoke again. “Still, there do seem to be around a thousand lives in this place. And of rather fine quality too. That should suffice.”

Did he just estimate the population of the Demiplane?

If he resorts to force this early, then I won’t get the chance to learn anything.

Judging by his appearance, that might be some special ability of his.

And if that was the case, would asking about it even matter?

No, it wasn’t as if building a friendly relationship with him was completely off the table.

“Before anything else,” I said, “I’d like you to explain why those thousand sacrifices are necessary.”

“Why should I bother explaining that to the likes of you?”

Ugh. There it is: the trademark natural arrogance you get from godlike beings.

Then again, I hadn’t exactly approached this with a humble heart either. I’d pretty much assumed that if he caused trouble, we could just crush him and be done with it. That was its own kind of arrogance.

An unpleasant pressure drifted over from straight ahead.

At the same time, the air on both sides of me was becoming dangerous too.

“To the likes of…?”

“Such insolence?!”

I decided to set Tomoe and Shiki’s twitching temples aside for the moment and keep the conversation going.

“I was wondering whether magical power might serve as a substitute, for example.”

“Magical power?” Samar scoffed. “Are you an idiot? What possible use would I have for another’s magical power? How could it ever serve in place of life, of a soul? How did one so ignorant of what magical power truly is ever manage to arrive at a formula capable of calling me?”

“An idiot…”

“Ignorant…”

I’d always thought of magical power as a kind of all-purpose answer, but apparently that wasn’t how it worked.

With how blatantly occult this whole thing already was, sacrifices and all, I’d figured magical power, being cut from more or less the same cloth, ought to be able to cover for it somehow.

Especially since there were cases like that magma pond we’d accidentally made in Kaleneon.

“Then would the lives of plants or monsters count?”

“You really are beyond saving,” Samar said. If a gate could shake its head, I bet that's exactly what this one was doing. “Without souls possessed of strong desire, they are worthless. It must be humans, or lives that belong to the realm of humanity. Even stretching it as far as I possibly could, beastfolk would be the limit.”

“…”

That made gathering them even more troublesome.

And here I’d thought the knowledge Lyca showed me might actually be useful.

At this rate, it was starting to look like a complete waste.

If even the use of Samar’s power required sacrifices, then every single trip between worlds would cost a thousand lives.

That wasn’t remotely realistic.

For what it was worth, the category he’d called “up to beastfolk” apparently extended to races in the Demiplane that weren’t human.

But handing any of them over?

Not a chance.

“That said,” the gate continued, “you do seem to be quite an odd specimen. And this doesn’t feel like our first encounter either.”

Is this guy some kind of psycho?

In all my life, I had never once met a talking gate.

Sure, at this point, I was used to talking to all sorts of strange things, but if this had happened back when I was still in Japan, it would’ve been the kind of experience to traumatize me for life.

A grotesque gate, with no telling what might come out from inside it, suddenly starting a conversation with you? Yeah. No thanks.

“No, I’m pretty sure this is our first meeting,” I told Samar.

“Who can say? I am not a being with leisure to spare. I will overlook the deficiency in the offering. I shall simply procure what I need from the surrounding area and be done with it. However, Misumi Makoto, I will not be sending you back. The contract was not fulfilled. Be grateful I am not punishing you further.”

If he was going to help himself to sacrifices however he pleased, that was punishment enough.

No way I could allow that.

“That would be a problem,” I said. “I can’t overlook it.”

“You dare say that? A mortal casually summons a god, and then intends to interfere with what I do in response to his own failure? You should understand what ritual, contract, and covenant mean.”

So, he is a god…

Samar was a completely new name to me.

What mythology was he even from?

Then again, I didn’t know the myths of anywhere beyond Earth in the first place, so if it was from some other world, asking probably wouldn’t help.

“I only wanted to negotiate over the terms of exchange on both sides.”

“Your return, and the sacrifice. It is perfectly clear. Since you summoned me, you should have at least understood that travel between worlds with conditions attached is no simple matter. Ordinarily, it would be more difficult than searching for a single needle in a desert stretching to every horizon. It is a miracle in itself.”

“The information about returning home might as well have been blacked out. Naturally, that makes me want to ask a few questions about the thousand sacrifices, too.”

“Then you should not have performed the ritual in the first place. To assume that simply asking a question entitles you to an answer is naive. Even human society does not function that way.”

Ouch. Getting hit with a perfectly reasonable-sounding argument from a gate was rough.

I mean, sure, I do think both sides are responsible for at least reading the contract properly.

But come on. When part of the product specs is practically blacked out, what are you supposed to do?

Then again, this was interworld travel. That did sound like the kind of technology, or technique, that would be absurdly advanced.

Even so, swallowing a thousand human sacrifices on the strength of a black box was a bit much.

As for the bit about the desert, he’d practically gone out of his way to tell me it was impossible in the clearest way he could.

“Young Master,” Tomoe cut in, “it seems this one has no interest in talking. I believe the first order of business is teaching him some manners.”

Was that really something you said with your hand on your sword?

“Young Master,” Shiki added coolly, “there is little to gain from conversing with a talking gate. No matter. Even from the remnants, I will surely reach the knowledge you seek.”

Shiki, that was a statement made on the assumption that we were breaking it first.

“So, you’ve failed to discipline even your own retainers,” Samar said with obvious displeasure, his gaze shifting from Tomoe to Shiki, then returning to me as if he’d suddenly noticed something. “Truly foolish… Hm? I see. So, that’s it.”

What?

“I remember now. The last time I was summoned, it was at the request of a certain Goddess. Yes… I assisted in sending two people—defective imitations of human beings, called hyumans—to the primordial world.”

???

Two hyumans?

The primordial world?

“You are the child of those two, aren’t you?” Samar said. “So, that’s why you seemed familiar. Hmph. I see. That Goddess’s little game of dolls was no less absurd.”

—!

The contempt in the gaze he leveled at me deepened even further.

The child of those two?

My mom and dad?

Hey, wait, does that mean…

“That base, vulgar disposition of yours was inherited, too, wasn’t it? Trying to twist a ritual, an agreement, after the fact to suit yourself? Yes, that is exactly the thinking one would expect from a defective thing.”

So, he knew about the time my father and mother crossed between worlds.

And base, did he say?

That wasn’t a word aimed at me alone, was it?

Which meant—

“If you carry the blood of a world gone crooked, then perhaps it is only natural that your wits should fall short,” Samar went on. “In the end, that Goddess was trying to send those two to the primordial world: the most brutal destination of all, and the one with the lowest chance of successful transfer. I had no reason to interfere. I care not in the least who goes where. Besides, a god’s request is more efficient than gathering souls. Mm. Those two abandoned the world that birthed them, defied the Creator God, and insisted on forcing through their own wishes. They were, in every way, exactly what one would expect of hyumans.”

“…”

I could hear in Samar’s voice the contempt he felt for my parents.

Sure, there was mockery there for the Goddess, too.

Even so, this thing was talking about my dad and mom like—

“I see, I see. So, that was the Goddess’s parting remark at the time. Something about one day taking from them what they held dear. Then you were nothing more than a piece raised and nurtured for the sake of being discarded by your own parents!”

“Shut up.”

The words slipped out before I knew I could think about them.

“Oh, that is rich. A creature serving as the Goddess’s errand boy in a place like this comes crawling to me, trying to haggle over the price of sacrifice? Tell me: after being cast aside by the very parents who shared your blood, do you still cry because you want to see them again? How pathetic.”

Shut up.

Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up!

When did I ever come crawling to you?

There was something I wanted to ask. That was all.

And to someone like you, who speaks of my father and mother that way, I would never crawl. Not ever.

Along with the surge of violent anger, I felt that peculiar sensation I’d experienced a few times before begin to wrap itself around me.

My face burned hot, while my head and chest were cooling with terrifying speed.

Ah.

I see.

So, that was the kind of man I was: the sort who couldn’t endure insults against his family. Not to this extent.

Maybe being apart from them for so long had lowered my threshold even further.

Now.

Now, this thing…

Ever since the day I felt it toward the Goddess, there had been nothing like this. Something I couldn’t control lodged itself in my chest, hot and savage.

“I told you to shut up.”

“Would you like me to count you among the thousand as well, foolish sacrifice?”

“Go ahead and count me,” I spat. “A sham god demanding a thousand human lives without so much as explaining why has a right to talk big.”

I didn’t even bother looking at the gate’s face anymore. I just cast the words at the ground.

I wouldn’t forgive him.

Not even by Goddess standards.

I’d crush him.

Shiki had already said it was fine if all that remained was a carcass.

“Very well. Then you and your retainers shall serve as the first offerings. Consider it an honor to become a step beneath my feet.”

“Tomoe. Barrier.”

“Already in place.”

“Not that one. The one you’ve got up now is fine. I want another, something that keeps him from escaping. Put your back into it. Got it?”

“… Y-yes.”

Tomoe stumbled over her reply for a second, but she answered.

Good.

I wasn’t letting him get away.

“Shiki.”

“Yes?!”

Why did he sound scared?

“You can go ahead and cut loose with the ring test. Just be careful not to get caught up in me.”

He’d been saying something about still not being able to use it properly, hadn’t he?

“Caught up in… you?” Shiki asked, obviously confused. “Um, not you caught up in me?”

“That’s what I said.”

“G-got it!”

He probably wouldn’t even get a turn.

Because I was going to crush Omar.

Ah, wait. Samar, was it?

Doesn’t matter.

This glorified occult-looking gate had some nerve.

It was bad enough to call me the Goddess’s errand boy. But to insult my father and mother too?

The gate opened.

Inside was a garish marbled swirl, some hideous space that was physically unpleasant to look at.

So, what?

I raised my left hand without hesitation.

Magic arrows formed all around the gate, encircled it, then shot forward in a volley.

With a target that big, there was no need to aim.

Naturally, the arrows struck both the gate and that bizarre space behind it.

“So, you’re big and can’t move? For all the arrogant crap you talked—”

The arrows came back.

The ones that had hit the marbled space, maybe.

Huh. So, that was your trick.

A few of the arrows I’d fired had their trajectories bent even though they hadn’t touched that strange space at all.

I could imagine a gate having abilities like that.

Maybe he wasn’t much of a fighter.

Deflecting the arrows that came back at me, I studied the gate’s main body.

Tomoe and Shiki would be fine; the two of them were more than capable of handling themselves.

And besides, right now, that didn’t matter.

“Pretty sturdy gate.”

“Misumi Makoto,” Samar said, disbelief edging his voice. “I seriously question your sanity. Are you truly intending to fight me?”

The unmarked door and frame of the gate remained utterly pristine, with not so much as a scratch on them.

“A fight? Hardly.”

“Then what was that opening attack supposed to be?”

“Oh, not in that sense,” I said. “I just realized something. This probably won’t turn into a fight at all.”

The cold, sinking stillness in my mind felt strangely pleasant now.

Just like back when I fought Io, the giant demon general, all the clutter was falling away.

Look at the enemy. Choose the next move. Kill it.

“Insolent. Arrogant. You are the perfect embodiment of both. Truly foolish.”

Hm.

Something was coming out of Samar.

Monsters?

“So, you can’t even fight for yourself? Funny. Makes me wonder who the real fool is.”

Indeed, grotesque creatures were now pouring out of the gate in droves.

They were all weak.

Around the upper end of the lower tier, by Wasteland monster standards.

If there were only a few of them, even a top-class Wasteland adventurer party—say, Toa’s group—could handle them without much trouble.

That said, dozens had already spilled out of the gate. Enough to wipe out a mid-sized town.

Except this was the Demiplane, and the ones standing here weren’t adventurers.

So, normal comparisons meant nothing here.

I’d shoot every last one of them down.

For some reason, I knew exactly where to hit to kill them.

I was just thinking this would be easy—

“… Shiki,” I muttered.

I’d been about to put headshots through every single one of the creatures in sight, but suddenly they started dropping on their own, one after another.

It didn’t take long to see why.

“I realize I may have overstep…” I began, but trailed off.

No.

It was the mist from Shiki’s ring: an ability of the Thirteenth Tier.

It was the activation of Niflheim, an ability capable of wide-area annihilation. If used with restraint, it could leave targets merely weakened. If not, it drained every last drop of life from them.

The monsters were far from uniform in terms of ability, but every one of them died before they could so much as reach us.

“So, you do possess enough power to summon me, at least.”

There was still composure in Samar’s voice.

Well, monsters were still pouring out in droves, so maybe he intended to overwhelm us with sheer numbers.

Among them were humanoid types too: demi-human races that looked like elves and dwarves, along with armed figures that resembled humans. Actual humans seemed to be an extremely rare race in this world, so they were probably just something similar to hyumans, but honestly, that didn’t matter either.

If they came at us, they could die in Shiki’s Niflheim mist.

If any made it through that, I’d put arrows in them.

Simple. Clean. No room for hesitation.

Nice.

Then this time, I’d take proper aim.

“A bow? An odd choice. Hardly a weapon suited to selecting only a single target.”

“You really do have a gift for rubbing me the wrong way. You’re on the same level as the Goddess.”

I kept Azusa raised in my hands as I listened to Samar speak.

It almost felt like training for the day I’d have to fight the Goddess for real.

Thinking I’d quiet him down a little, I focused on the mask and fired.

“—!!!”

My arrow, which had been steadily speeding up ever since I came to this world, punched straight through the mask in an instant.

It wasn’t as though my physical strength had increased in direct proportion to that speed, but there was nothing inconvenient about having faster arrows.

If anything, I was grateful for it.

A large hole split the mask right through the center.

“So, shut up for a bit, would you?” I asked as it began rapidly repairing itself, filling in the missing portion.

At the same time, I sent a few more arrows into the frame.

Every last one gouged into Samar cleanly, and every last one repaired itself almost at once.

Since he couldn’t move, maybe all his other abilities were just absurdly strong.

In that case, I’d have to find a weak point.

I lowered Azusa once, spread Realm, and sharpened my concentration as I observed Samar.

“Oh. So, you’ve got an interesting trump card hidden away.”

“Perish.”

What came out of the wide-open gate next truly impressed me.

“Well, I guess if you’ve spent your time wandering from world to world, you’d naturally pick up all sorts of things along the way,” I said. “You seem like the type who’s good at that.”

Strangely enough, I wasn’t afraid.

I could tell it wasn’t a threat to me.

It’s a missile, I thought.

I had no idea what kind of warhead it carried.

But for some reason, I was certain.

This isn’t something that can kill me.
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At the same instant Samar spoke, huge white objects—things I could only identify as weapons—came hurtling straight at me in wave after wave from barely a dozen meters away.

Naturally, I started running through several ways to stop them. But before I could act, the first wave of missiles passed right through us, flew on for a short distance, and then vanished like mist.

“Decided to get involved, did we, Tomoe?”

“Call it an old woman’s needless fussing,” Tomoe replied, utterly unbothered. “I simply judged this wasn’t the sort of thing I should stand by and watch. My apologies for the interruption.”

“No, it’s fine.”

I’d been thinking of stopping them with the Silver Arm I made in demon territory, or maybe with a construct, but her technique worked just as well.

Meanwhile, the monsters were still pouring out of Samar, their corpses piling up in absurd numbers until they’d formed a small mound. Plenty of them died trying to climb over their fallen fellows, while others managed to crest the pile only to roll toward us and die partway there.

Shiki’s Niflheim.

Tomoe’s Yūgen Mujitsu.

Seriously, was that really all he had?

Samar let out a startled sound.

“You lot—could you be divine candidates?”

“Divine candidates? Never heard of it.”

And I can’t say I care, I added silently. At that moment, I wasn’t interested in much except crushing this thing.

“Hmph. Of course not. Every one of those tricks is intriguing, but those who possess a single art that reaches the divine domain are more common than dirt.”

“Young Master,” Tomoe spoke up. “There’s interference in the space around us.”

Yep, I felt that too.

So, Samar could summon things not just through the gate itself, but into the surrounding area too, with a bit of setup.

That was probably his main method of attack.

Though if I was noticing it before it could even fully activate, that really took the edge off it.

“Well noticed. Under normal circumstances, these are famed weapons whose riotous dance would be difficult even to behold. But by the time you’ve realized what they are, it should already be too late.”

Starting with one that appeared behind me, weapons began manifesting all around us, one after another: blades and armaments from every age and every land, each with its own distinct design.

The sight strongly resembled what Sofia—the Dragon Slayer who’d contracted with the Blade Dragon, Lancer—had shown me once.

I laughed under my breath.

“The missiles were a lot better than this. What, now you’re copying Sofia too?”

The power might have been different; for all I knew, it might have been a completely different technique. But I had no reason to care about the finer details.

“Even if you can erase missiles, these are imbued with the will of ma—?!” Samar’s voice, smug only a moment before, suddenly caught in his throat.

“Weapons without wielders are all the same, no matter how many you pile up. I don’t know what you mean by will or whatever else, but one real master is a hell of a lot scarier. No matter what performance, no matter what legend a famous weapon boasts… unless it comes paired with a master worthy of it, it has no real value. Sofia was still better than this.”

And as a second-rate imitation, even more so.

There were a hundred and eight—

No, one hundred and twelve weapons.

Close. Shame it didn’t line up neatly with the number of earthly desires.

Still, it wasn’t that many.

I took every last one of them into the image of a target to be sniped.

Then I raised Azusa and drew it into position.

At the same moment, the swarm of weapons moved all at once.

“Begone.”

I could feel Tomoe and Shiki catch their breath as the hundred-odd weapons were destroyed in a single shot, branches of light splitting off from my arrow and piercing every target I had marked.

That was the end of it.

“… I am a god,” Samar muttered.

“That’s a bluff, isn’t it? I know a few people who seem stronger than you, and they’re not even gods,” I replied.

“I do not speak falsehood.”

“Then I guess there are weak gods too.”

I’d already picked out a few likely weak points, so I fired at one of them, a section near the base of the gate.

“?!”

Ha. The regeneration there was obviously slower.

Bullseye.

All right, next.

“I have lived long, gained will, and attained divinity. And now, I stand only a little farther from—”

The outer frame. From my angle, the inside of the left shoulder, seven-point-two centimeters in.

“Too bad.”

I felt pain ripple through Samar’s consciousness.

So, that definitely counted as damage.

The two ruined sections were being repaired far more slowly than the rest.

The pace at which monsters and those strange projectiles were appearing had dulled, too.

Not that it made any difference. Even at full speed, Shiki’s Niflheim and my own interception had shut everything down completely.

From where I stood, the piles of remains and corpses blocked a full view of Samar’s body, but that didn’t really matter.

If I could tell, that was enough.

The mask. Upper ridge of the right eye.

“What exactly is so amus—gh?!”

So, this spot too.

Every location I’d marked as a candidate was a hit.

The annoying thing was, none of them seemed to be the kind of fatal weak point that ended it in one shot. He still looked like he could keep going for a while.

“Nothing, really. I just think you look pathetic. For something that big, I wondered what you were going to do, and all you’ve done is spit things out of a gate. And weak things, at that,” I added with a smile.

The left door; upper fitting above the handle.

The right door; two points where it met the frame.

I shot through them in quick succession.

“?!” Samar reeled. “Then why? Why are you smiling like that, in the middle of a battle?!”

“You still don’t get it? I told you from the start, didn’t I? This isn’t a battle. It’s just a one-sided trampling.”

To be clear, there hadn’t been anything funny about this at all.

“Tomoe, Shiki. Was I smiling?”

“Yes,” Tomoe answered, although she sounded a little uncertain. “I do believe this is the first time I’ve seen that expression on you.”

“The same goes for me,” Shiki said, looking slightly unsettled. “Seeing you draw your bow with that thin smile pasted across your face… this is my first time as well.”

“I see. I wasn’t amused or anything; I was just angry. I’ll watch it.”

I consciously relaxed my mouth and my eyes, forcing my face back to neutral.

I guess my facial expression had been some kind of habit, and a weird one at that.

Yeah. I’d better be careful with that.

Come to think of it, maybe that was the reason Tomoe and Shiki had seemed a little put off.

Smiling when I’m angry? Even I’m creeped out by that.

“Pathetic and weak, you say? I was born as a superior magical tool! After centuries had passed, I gained a will of my own! I continued gathering souls as a being that connects worlds! And at last I attained the rank of a god! And you call me pathetic and weak?!”

The rank of a god.

Divinity.

Ahh.

So, that was what he’d meant by divine candidate.

I still didn’t know what separated that from an actual god, but… hm?

Which meant this thing was basically—

“What? So, when you say you’re a god, you’re really just a slightly impressive tsukumogami?”

“What do you mean, what?” Samar snapped. “And what of it? You are nothing more than a mere child of man.”

“And yet you’re about to lose to one,” I said. “Sorry, but in my mind, you don’t go in the god category. You’re more in the yōkai bracket. Or if anything, closer to a monster.”

“What an insult.”

I mean, come on.

When you say tsukumogami, most people treat that as basically a kind of yōkai, don’t they?

To me, it doesn’t really feel like the word "god" fits.

Still, I do like the underlying idea that a tool, long cherished or treated cruelly, can come to house a will of its own. That part makes me want to take care of the things I use.

Maybe this thing called Samar was the result of one of those two paths.

Not that I had the slightest urge to treasure him. If anything, I was going to break him.

“You’re demanding a thousand souls, so monster seems more than good enough, doesn’t it? And you know, once people keep calling you a monster, you get used to it more easily than you’d think. It’s less stiff than god, for one thing. More importantly, it suits you.”

“I will not forgive this. I will never forgive this.” Samar sounded genuinely furious. “Hah! What a coincidence. That part, I feel exactly the same way.”

Behind the mask, at the jawline, three millimeters inward.

“Fool.”

Even after getting pierced before he could so much as cry out, he still had the energy for lip service.

Impressive, really. He was shattered all over the place already, but still going.

Then a voice of surprise came from an unexpected direction.

“No. Surely not.”

“What is it, Tomoe?”

“This is our space; yours and mine,” she said, staring at Samar. “And neither of us has granted permission. There is no way he should be able to leave. Is that his nature?”

Both Tomoe and I had sealed off movement through the Demiplane, so Samar would remain trapped here.

And yet, Tomoe was right; something about his voice said he was planning to escape.

“So, you’re running?” I asked. “That wasn’t lip service after all; it was a parting threat.”

“As though I would allow myself to be destroyed by the likes of you. The day I attain the station truly worthy of me, I will return—and yours will be the first world I slaughter: you and all who dwell in it together.”

“Young Master, it’s escaping!” Tomoe’s voice rang out, edged with rare urgency. “The barrier is failing! I can’t stop its interference with space!”

It really was unusual to hear that kind of strain in her voice.

Maybe that was because Samar was a being close to a god, one specialized in spatial manipulation.

Was there another stage beyond merely possessing divinity?

From the way Samar talked, he certainly seemed to think there was; that something beyond his current state existed, and that it was his by right.

If he truly counted as a god, then maybe there was some real distinction between gaining the rank of divinity and becoming a god.

As he’d said himself, there were plenty of beings who could imitate the divine in one particular field. So, if Samar had reached that level when it came to transference, it wasn’t all that strange.

Even with Tomoe and me trying to keep him sealed inside the Demiplane, he was still forcing the issue.

Still… seeing Tomoe actually rattled enough for her voice to waver was pretty rare.

For just a second, that absurd little detail softened something in me, and pointless static crept into my thoughts.

Which was something I did not need at that moment. Not while I was crushing Samar.

I mean, come on…

“I have memorized this place as well,” Samar was saying. “You, your servants, your world, even your family in the primordial world. One day, without fail, I shall—”

“I already decided,” I cut in. “You’re not getting away.”

I changed my coat to red, the color specialized for speed, and kicked off the ground.

“?!”

Yeah. The red coat really was good for speed.

I cleared the pile of corpses easily and closed the distance to where I could reach Samar.

There was no reason to hide it now, so I manifested a visible construct and drove a punch into him by way of greeting.

The impact felt perfectly solid.

It wasn’t a weak point, so the damage healed quickly, but I could tell my attack had had an effect.

“With power like that, you dare call me a monster? You are the true monster.”

“You shouted about being a god,” I replied. “So, don’t run from someone who’s just a ‘child of man.’”

“Do not speak another word with that repulsive face of yours, monster.”

“Was I smiling again? Must be a habit. Sorry about that… Hm?”

The sensation of gripping Samar thinned out all at once.

So, he really was trying to run.

At first, I assumed he meant to escape through that bizarre space beyond the open doors, but the more I thought about it, the less sense that made.

That place only existed where the gate opened.

And if Samar himself entered it, that would be backward.

Because the gate was Samar.

The entire gate was gradually turning transparent. At the same time, Samar’s presence began to fade.

“You really think I’d let you go after you threatened not just me, but my people, my family, and even the Demiplane?”

If he did, then he was a complete idiot.

I had already taken a lot of lives.

I was prepared for the consequences of that to fall on me and on those around me. But that didn’t mean I had any intention of sitting back and letting revenge or retaliation go unopposed.

I’d already decided: I would resist and protect what was mine, with everything I had.

Of course, that included this, too.

“Whether you intend to let me go or not is irrelevant. That does not mean you possess the means to stop me,” came Samar’s voice, itself fading into the distance. “If you truly had mastery over space enough to seize one such as I, whose dwelling lies where distance and time hold no meaning, then you would never have needed to summon me in the first place. Hmph. A pity, but this is farewell.”

Samar was almost completely transparent now, barely more than a fading outline.

My magic construct could no longer keep hold of his body.

Then fine.

Realm.

There were no more attacks coming from Samar. In fact, he was already gone. But I searched through the traces he had left in space itself, and found him. It looked like a tear in space, like a badly stitched seam across a wound. And the edges were already knitting back together. Space itself had begun to repair the damage.

“I told you,” I said quietly, “I’m not letting you escape.”

I called forth the two Silver Arms I’d originally planned to use for hauling magma in Kaleneon. I hadn’t asked anyone to maintain them, and yet they gleamed without the slightest clouding.

“Young Master, he’s already—”

Tomoe didn’t finish the sentence, but I understood. Samar had already slipped beyond the bounds of the Demiplane.

“And that’s why I don’t think it’s too late. Just watch,” I muttered.

I still believed there was time. No, my power believed it too.

I drove the Silver Arms into the wound in space.

The hands thrust into the seam trembled violently, resisting the force of space trying to knit itself shut, and began prying it apart by brute force.

“You can’t mean…”

“You’re following the trace he left as he fled?”

For once, both Tomoe and Shiki sounded flustered.

But they were wrong.

I had no intention of chasing Samar wherever he was trying to go. I was simply dragging him back here. Back into the Demiplane.

The tear in space widened by slow, grinding degrees.

You said it yourself, didn’t you, Samar?

That you lived in a place where time and distance meant nothing.

“Come on. You can do this, can’t you? I made you to be the sort of thing that crushes any attack in its grip. If I truly did create you, then tearing open a closing space should be nothing for you.”

The arms responded to my will and wrenched the seam wider with unnatural force.

Good.

The Silver Arms were stronger than space’s attempt to heal itself.

“You… opened it,” Shiki said blankly, voicing the fact before he seemed to fully believe it himself.

The silver arms kept pouring on more strength, and at some point, they must have overwhelmed the resistance completely.

What opened beyond the ripped seam was a marbled space, very much like the one inside Samar’s gate.

So, this was what it felt like between worlds.

If what Samar had said was true, then this was the kind of place where a person who fell in might be cast into some other world… or simply decay away where they drifted.

It wasn’t anything like the route I saw when I passed through the mist between the Demiplane and the Goddess’s domain.

“Young Master, do you intend to pursue that being and then go back to your homeland?” Tomoe asked. “If you subdued him and made use of him, it should not be impossible.”

“Wait, what? Make Samar serve me? No thanks. I don’t want someone like that. And by ‘subdue him,’ you mean that even if I treated him differently, he’d still end up in the same general category as you and the others: one of my retainers, right? Absolutely not.”

“But surely you still have feelings for your homeland?”

“What’s gotten into you, Tomoe? Of course, I want to go back to Japan. But… right now, I have all of you. And everyone in the Demiplane, too. Even if I made it back to Japan, if I couldn’t come back here afterward, then that choice wouldn’t mean anything to me at all. I’m also sick of that bug Goddess meddling in things, and I’ve got a mountain of things I still want to say to her.”

“Young Master…”

“I’m going to settle everything with the Goddess first, and then someday, absolutely, I’ll go back to Japan. But I’ll stay with all of you, too. At least, as long as you still want me around. Always. So, for now, even if it were possible, I’m not going back.”

“…”

I felt like I’d just said something pretty decent, so getting no reaction from either of them was a little embarrassing.

Tomoe, seriously. First, earlier, and now this. Don’t go throwing me off like that.

Even with Samar, it was irritating. But it wasn’t the same as before.

Crush Samar. Break him. Kill him.

That clear purpose had swept everything else out of my head, leaving me in that simple, clean, strangely comfortable state of mind. And now it was gone.

All that was left was a dull irritation, and honestly, it felt like I’d lost something.

That sharp, certain feeling from inside me—the one that told me exactly what I could do, and let me carry it out without hesitation—was gone now, too.

In a word, I was back to being my usual self.

Huh?

More importantly, why did I want to crush Samar so badly?

Mm, right.

Because he insulted my mom and dad. That was why I’d been angry.

But forgetting the reason in the middle of it all? What was wrong with me?

Shiki was the first to recover from his mental freeze. “Then what will you do now?” he asked…

“It’s simple,” I answered. “I’m dragging Samar back out here.”

That said, what I was about to do hadn’t really changed much.

“H-how?”

“Like this. I just do it.”

I thrust my hand straight into the wide-open marbled space.

“Y-Young Master! What are you doing?!” Tomoe exclaimed. “Did you just put your hand into a tear in space?!”

Was that really so shocking?

I’d been shooting at him this whole time, and for some reason, it just felt obvious that this would work too.

See?

“Found him. Huh. So, it does work after all.”

“Found him? Young Master, your hand is in the enemy’s domain—an entirely unknown one at that!”

“Samar, I told you…”

There. Got him.

Fish on.

I’d reached in with only my right hand at first, but now I shoved in my left as well and grabbed one of Samar’s handles: one of the doors of the gate itself.

Then I hauled with all my strength, dragging him back toward my side.

“I said you weren’t getting away!!!”

The battered gate came flying out of the marbled space. And maybe because I’d yanked with pure brute force, it sailed through the air on momentum alone the instant I let go.

You sometimes saw that kind of arc in gag manga when somebody got flung with a one-armed shoulder throw.

“!!! My hand—what, what is—Misumi Makoto, you—!”

“Welcome back, Samar,” I said calmly.

The tear in space, no longer needed now that he was out, snapped shut in an instant.

Which meant the Silver Arms were free again.

Another pair of arms, fully under my control.

Samar was still taking a little trip through the sky, so with a magical construct alone, I’d have needed to go all the way up there myself to reach him.

But with these arms?

Yeah. This will do.

“Yooou!”

Samar flew fully open. From inside, thick beams of light shot straight at me, looking a lot like the breath attack Luto had used a little while ago.

So, even his desperate counterattack was a copy, huh? And a weaker one at that.

I caught every beam with a solidified magical construct. Not only was I uninjured, but I also didn’t even need to rebuild it afterward.

“The power is completely intact, cast as if without incantation!” Samar shouted in disbelief. “It should have been your first time seeing it! Every attack I have shown you is the distilled essence of techniques and arts from worlds that no longer exist!”

“I’m used to fighting people who cast without incantations, and I’ve dealt with plenty of attacks like that before,” I explained. “Forget the yōkai category. You’re in the recycled-monster category now.”

“Dragging out one who is already in transit through space is impossible! Impossible!”

“Well, just beating you to death would be a little too pitiful, so…” I glanced at the Silver Arms. “A Silver Arm rush? No, that needs a proper name. Silver Rush.”

“Young Master, that naming sense is…” Tomoe started, then trailed off.

“Young Master,” Shiki added with a strained smile, “I daresay just beating him to death would be kinder to him by comparison.”

“Then Silver Rush it is. Go! Beat the hell out of him! And tear chunks out while you’re at it!”

Even trying to hype myself up, it still didn’t feel as good as before Tomoe had gone and ruined the mood.

Man, what a letdown.

The two arms shot up into the sky after Samar. The instant they caught him, they started pounding away.

No need to worry about weak points or anything else. This was all about the sheer number of hits. Just relentless blows, one after another.

At the rate he was regenerating, however, this could take a while.

Time to speed things up a little.

“And while I’m at it…”

“What are you doing now?” Shiki asked, sounding thoroughly put off for some reason.

Tomoe was staring up into the sky too, her expression twitching.

“Hm? Well, just bludgeoning him to death feels a little tame, so I thought I’d mix in an element of shooting him to death too.”

“That ring in your hand is a Draupnir, correct? The used one Ema and the eldwars gave you, that was supposed to be discarded?”

The spent Draupnir ring had absorbed my magic up to its limit.

“Yep. You know, I never really got to see the proper destructive power of Bridt when it’s mixed with the rings. Seems like a good opportunity.”

“True enough,” Shiki admitted. “He is a rather durable opponent.”

“Exactly. Shiki, could you go to Ema’s place and get me more of the ones marked for disposal?”

“Y-yes.”

For now, I pulled out several dozen from what I already had and spread them across my palm.

At the same time, I deployed the same number of Bridts around me—the improved version optimized above all else for power and accuracy.

Everyone kept telling me that wasn’t really Bridt anymore, which was a little sad, but I liked it.

The Bridts first appeared as spheres, then stretched back as if being drawn taut from behind, gradually taking the shape of arrows.

Once they’d sharpened enough, they twisted and became spirals.

Yeah.

After confirming the rings had reached standby state, I fixed my aim on Samar and fed the rings into them one by one.

“Let’s start with one ring each. Ready… fire!”

Full volley.

They hit Samar while he was still being pummeled and exploded.

Oh.

That boosted the power quite a bit.

Just for the record, the arms never stopped beating the hell out of him while all this was happening.

The fact that he still retained any kind of shape at all said a lot about how absurd his durability and regeneration were.

“Young Master, I’ve brought them,” Shiki said, returning with a somewhat elegant jewelry box in his arms. Inside, I glimpsed a pile of bright red rings.

“Good. Plenty of ammunition, then.”

Even while making preparations, I kept pouring continuous Bridt fire, in its gatling form, into Samar.

“Now then, let’s try mixing in two this time.”

Deliberately avoiding his weak points, letting his regeneration work at full capacity, my trampling continued.
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“I truly, sincerely decided I ought to keep my teasing of Young Master within reason,” Tomoe said. “To be honest, what happened just now chilled me to the bone.”

“The remarkable part,” Shiki replied, “is that you still intend to tease him within reason, Tomoe-dono.”

Out on the quiet grassland, Tomoe and Shiki stood before a mountain of corpses.

“He kept pounding away from above while firing continuously from below. Well, he stopped using Azusa after a point, since he didn’t want to dirty the bow.”

“In the end, Samar never even managed to fall back down, did he?”

“There were a few moments when he seemed to try summoning things through the gate again,” Tomoe recalled. “Whether he succeeded or failed, I can’t say. But I can say with certainty that it didn’t change the situation in the slightest. If anything, he seemed to be climbing higher rather than dropping.”

“Putting his manner of speech aside,” Shiki said, sounding a touch unsure, “I truly did sense from Samar a power greater even than that of the Greater Spirits or Luto-dono. Was I mistaken?”

“I felt it too. If it had been just you and me facing him, we would never have won.”

“If he could force his way out of the Demiplane while ignoring your control over it, Tomoe-dono, then there would have been no way for us to pursue him. That said, if the things he brought out were all at that level, I don’t think we would’ve lost either.”

Shiki looked back on the real fight—no, the real trampling.

From his point of view, the things Samar summoned through the gate as his means of attack were all within the range of what he could deal with.

Now that he had begun to truly wield the Thirteenth Tier, he felt confident he could stand and fight.

“The missiles alone chilled my blood,” Tomoe admitted. “Only because I made them vanish. Had I needed to take them head-on, that would have been another matter entirely. Young Master judged he could receive them, but for you and me, they would have been rough.”

“The missiles… Those things you turned into illusions? Young Master almost seemed to be enjoying himself a little.”

“They looked like weapons from the world he came from. Perhaps seeing their form stirred some sense of nostalgia in him.”

“They were powerful enough to make even you wary, Tomoe-dono?”

“Nasty warheads. Then again, there was no reason for the enemy to hold anything back in the first place.”

Tomoe’s gaze flicked briefly toward one patch of ground. Lying there was a single front door, like from a house.

A few minutes ago, that had been Samar.

“There’s barely anything left of him now,” Shiki murmured.

“A tsukumogami, was it? A tool used for a long time, changed by the will that took root within it,” Tomoe mused. “I’m only repeating what Young Master told us, but it’s a strange sort of existence. I’d never known of such a thing.”

“It likely doesn’t exist in this world,” Shiki said. “I’d never heard of it either.”

After the true trampling ended, Samar, who had already lost the shape of a gate, had been escorted down to the earth by the Silver Arms.

Tomoe and Shiki had assumed he would simply be destroyed where he was.

So, when Makoto stopped attacking and approached Samar instead, they were confused and suspicious.

Then they had seen a side of Makoto they rarely ever saw: hard, severe, and utterly without softness.

Makoto had said to Samar: “If I kill you, that’s the end of it, and all that does is make things easier for you. So, I decided not to.”

“So, in the end,” Shiki murmured, “it was ‘The fruit of all that time you struggled and endured… This will do instead,’ was it?”

“Indeed. To think Young Master could strip away every last bit of power this thing had accumulated through contracts and stolen souls, reducing its very existence… He’s more deft than he looks.”

“So, in the end, it’s reverted to being nothing more than a magical tool again. Or no, perhaps not quite. Since it still possesses a will from the outset, would that mean it might become a tsukumogami again somewhat faster this time?”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps not. Still, what a pitiful fate. To possess a will and yet be unable to convey it outside oneself is torture by another name. Namu.”

Tomoe pressed her palms together toward the door in prayer.

Whether he sensed the intent to mourn or not, Shiki followed suit.

For a brief moment, silence settled over the grassland.

“I’ll have it moved into my laboratory tomorrow,” Shiki said at last. “We’ll need to dispose of these corpses as well.”

Samar had been reduced to a magical tool once more: still able to think, yet no longer able to put those thoughts into words. And on top of that, condemned to spend the night abandoned out in the open.

Beginning the very next day, his life as one of Shiki’s experimental subjects would begin.

If ever there were a case that was too pitiful to look at, it was surely his.

“There may be some among these that prove useful,” Tomoe said, glancing over the field with all the human corpses, monster carcasses, and broken weapons. “We should gather help from as many races as possible.”

“Yes.”

In the darkness of night, their cold eyes turned upon the heaps strewn across the ground.

“Well then, shall we head back too? Mio’s chawanmushi will get cold.”

“Right. Of course.” Shiki hesitated, then called after her, “Tomoe-dono?”

Tomoe had already turned her back, but she paused.

“What is it?”

“I’m glad,” Shiki said. “Young Master truly wants to stay with us here in the Demiplane.”

“Mm.”

“To be honest, depending on how Samar acted, I thought there was a chance he might go back to that other world, and then…”

Tomoe quietly finished the thought for him.

“And perhaps never come back?”

“Yes.”

“You fool.”

“My apologies,” Shiki said, lowering his head slightly.

“Ah, truly, you are a fool. Come,” Tomoe said, opening a mist gate. “We’re going back.”

Her next words were so soft they were almost lost to the wind. By the time Shiki heard them and raised his head, his senior retainer was already gone.

“But then… so am I.”

Shiki made no attempt to ask what she’d meant.

He merely smiled, gentle and unhurried, and followed after her.
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Together, Tomoe and Shiki returned to the estate, carrying with them a sense of profound relief.

Makoto had no intention of returning to Japan just yet.

And when anger made him smile, he was dangerous.

For the two of them, learning those truths had made this day more valuable than any mere formula for returning home.
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I just snapped and did it, but I don’t regret it.

It was the kind of line you saw regularly in newspapers or tabloids, but until I came to this world, I’d never once imagined thinking it about my own actions.

Looking back now, there might have been other ways of dealing with Samar that would have been more useful. And anyway, if you judged it in terms of gains and losses, I’d chosen the losing option.

Samar had been reduced to his original form as a tool and was now in Shiki’s lab.

To make practical use of his abilities at anything close to the level he’d wielded them himself would require a great deal of research. That meant manpower and time, too.

In the end, I’d missed out on the quickest route back to Japan.

“And yet.”

The words slipped out as I stood in my office, looking out the window.

Even now, I didn’t regret it.

If I could go back, I wanted to go back to Japan.

I had no desire to linger forever in a garbage world like this one.

That part was true. But if you asked me whether I wanted it badly enough to abandon everyone in the Demiplane, the answer was no. I still hadn’t settled anything with the Goddess either.

If you asked me whether I wanted to go home badly enough to swallow someone insulting my family, that answer was also no.

I do want to go home, but I’m probably not desperate enough for it. Not really.

“And on top of that, I’ve picked up this world’s way of doing things: its behavior, its business customs, all of it. More than I’d like to admit. A garbage world, huh…”

Calling in a complete unknown on the assumption that the balance of power would probably favor us.

But no. Let’s set the Samar issue aside for the moment.

There were still places like the Demiplane and Tsige that were genuinely comfortable to be in.

This room was once lined with nothing but empty shelves. But before I knew it, all sorts of things the people of the Demiplane had given me were on display there. On top of that, I’d bought every last book recommended to me by Rembrandt in Tsige, Zara, the guild representative in Rotsgard, and even my fellow lecturers, so now the office was starting to feel cramped.

That was why, even in this world ruled by the Goddess, it wasn’t as if I hated every part of it.

Maybe… five percent of it, I like.

So, the fact that I still hated almost all of it remained unchanged.

Whew. Come to think of it, it should be plum blossom season in Japan around now. And once that’s over, cherry blossoms come next. An event where everyone makes a racket under the flowers. Tomoe would probably love that.

Nanohana. Plum blossoms. Then cherry blossoms.

Back when I was still in Japan, I went out to see them every year once March rolled around.

As far as spring flower viewing went, I still thought cherry blossoms were the main event. But most famous cherry blossom spots turned into full-blown festivals during the season, lined with food stalls from end to end.

So, whenever I thought of flower viewing, what came back to me visually was a canopy of cherry blossoms in full bloom—but what returned to me through smell wasn’t the scent of the flowers at all. It was the mouthwatering scent of flour-based snacks, skewers, and fried food, mixed with the sharp stink of alcohol.

Especially at night, or on holidays.

Cherry blossom viewing, huh.

There were cherry trees in the Demiplane, too.

From what I’d seen while wandering around, though, most of them were wild mountain cherries. I hadn’t come across any weeping cherry trees, or the Somei Yoshino, which I was so used to seeing.

When it came to fruit and vegetables, the Demiplane had things growing wild that obviously weren’t wild varieties to begin with, but I hadn’t seen any cultivated ornamental cherry trees.

Personally, I liked mountain cherry trees best, especially once they’d started leafing out. But in terms of pure visual impact, Somei Yoshino would definitely be the crowd-pleaser.

If I were going to put together a cherry blossom-viewing event in the Demiplane, the first one would have to be those pink trees in full bloom.

It wasn’t impossible that they existed somewhere.

It might be worth looking into.

Though since nobody had planted them for appreciation, the question was whether there was any place with enough cherry trees blooming together to make flower viewing possible in the first place.

Did a place like that exist?

Well, if it was a question about the mountains, I could probably just ask the mountain animals.

All right. No time like the present; might as well go looking.

If there’s a good spot in the hills right behind town, that’d be perfe—huh?

A sudden, unexpected sensation had washed over me.

Did the Demiplane just expand?

I hadn’t done anything yet.

Still, whenever the Demiplane grew, it was usually in response to my magic, or around the same time. More often than not, it happened while I was asleep.

So, if that was the cause this time…

Was it the fight with Samar?

I’d burned through a fair amount of magic, and I’d also tested summoning the arms.

Got a little angry too… Whether it was magic-related or something else entirely, I could think of more than a few possibilities.

Still, this feels a little strange. Way too small-scale.

Up until now, expansion had always felt dramatic, like the world thudded outward all at once.

In practical terms, the land we actually used in the Demiplane was comparable to our base in the Wasteland. Which was to say, most of it was still untamed, unused wilderness.

Even if the total population had already passed a thousand, some of those residents lived in the sea anyway.

Going by rough estimates, the Demiplane was now about as big as all the mapped regions of the Goddess’s world combined. And yet, all we had were two towns and a few villages. We were nowhere close to using all of it.

At first, it felt like I was building a tiny town inside a boxed garden. Before I knew it, that boxed garden had turned into some sprawling savanna. But this expansion seemed different from the ones that had made the Demiplane so vast.

I decided to use Realm to examine the newly expanded area.

Naturally, any new land should be at the outer edge of the Demiplane, so I cast the net wide and checked the whole thing.

It was far too big to investigate in detail. For now, it was enough to know whether the new region was mountains, valleys, plains, rivers, lakes, or the sea.

Based on how it felt, I expected something limited, less than a hundred square kilometers. In other words, abnormally small by previous standards.

“No way.”

It didn’t take long to find what I was looking for.

I could feel my face twitch involuntarily.

The Demiplane was outrageous by nature, sure, but even so, this was hard to believe right away.

In a sense, it shocked me at least as much as the time the sea appeared.

Ah. And if it was like the sea…

One possibility came to mind.

“Young Master!!!”

Right then, Tomoe came bursting into the room without so much as a knock.

Through the window.

Yeah. Well. Hard to knock when you come in that way.

In any case, one thing was obvious: she was absolutely wound up.

“Tomoe, use the door when you come into a room, would you? That’s terrible for my heart!”

“There was no time to waste running through the corridors! Just now—just now, in the Demiplane!”

“Calm down. I know. Probably,” I said.

“Young Master, how are you so calm?!” Tomoe demanded. “This is a major incident!”

She was so worked up it was almost funny. But then, she probably knew the Demiplane better than anyone, and on top of that, she’d always had deep knowledge of spatial magic. Maybe she was the only one of us who grasped how crazy this was.

“It’s more like I got so shocked I looped around the other side,” I explained. “And then someone even more shaken than me showed up, so everything sort of… settled. Besides, the sea was already pretty ridiculous.”

More than that, I had a possible explanation.

“That time with the sea, there were at least a few things we could barely explain!” Tomoe shot back. “But this time, this should be absolutely impossible! If the creation of this Demiplane was something done by you and me, then this is absolutely, unquestionably impossible!”

“Yeah, probably. But listen, Tomoe. Whether it’s something we understand or not, we already learned from the sea incident that the Demiplane can change even without either of us doing anything directly, right?”

“That was because of those gods from the other world. Their miracle, more or less.”

“I’m thinking this is probably the same thing,” I said. “Back then, Daikokuten-sama hinted that there might be more to come.”

“But, Young Master…”

“Let’s go investigate right away. But whatever happened, at this point it’s no longer a question of what’s possible or impossible. We have to accept it as something that did happen. Lately, I’ve started to feel like there are some things in this world that just aren’t worth thinking too hard about.”

Honestly, if I kept trying to measure everything by rationality and probability, I’d probably make life miserable for myself.

In my case, the trouble started with the odds of ending up in another world in the first place. How many zeroes would even come after the decimal point on that one?

“Have you reached some kind of enlightened state?” Tomoe asked, staring at me with an expression that registered halfway between impressed and worried.

Absolutely not.

“No, it’s more like I’ve reached the state of giving up. I’ve decided that life just has periods where all kinds of things happen. So, I’ve chosen to give up on unfairness, and a bunch of other things too. But in a positive way.”

“Giving up… positively. Now that is an admirable philosophy for getting through life,” Tomoe murmured.

I had no intention of digging into whatever exactly she thought she’d understood.

“Anyway, you’re coming with me to investigate, right?”

“Of course I am. After all, there is—”

“Yeah.”

“An artificial structure there.”

“An artificial structure there.”

Tomoe’s voice overlapped with mine perfectly.
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In the end, the group heading out to investigate consisted of me, Tomoe, Mio, and Shiki: in other words, all of my followers.

What had started as a plan to head into the hills behind town in search of cherry blossoms had abruptly turned into a long trek involving repeated teleportation over the course of about thirty minutes.

The newly expanded land lay in a direction we hadn’t explored very far yet, and since Shiki was the one worst at teleportation, we had to keep each jump short and safe. That alone was what made the trip take so long.

For me—in fact, I think I can speak for everyone except Shiki—it felt more like a picnic than anything else.

For him, it was apparently a fairly brutal forced march.

Now that both the land in question and the artificial structure that was our destination had finally come into view, we were making the rest of the approach on foot to give him time to recover as well.

Shiki trudged along with a wheezing breath, his face the color of packed earth, while Tomoe looked at him with open exasperation.

“You’re still as bad with teleportation as ever.”

“And after moving that slowly, this is the state you’re in?” Mio added, not offering comfort so much as driving the knife in deeper.

Neither of them was even breathing hard, let alone showing any sign of discomfort. Even after I’d sent Shiki magic to speed up his recovery, he still looked miserable.

“My apologies,” Shiki said between breaths. “It has been some time since I repeated long-distance transfers like this. I let my guard down.”

Ever since we’d gained the ability to travel between the Demiplane and the outside world, Shiki hardly ever used long-range teleportation directly anymore.

Instead, he usually traveled through the Demiplane and jumped to transfer points we’d established outside.

It was simply easier that way.

For the most part, I did the same thing.

Shiki admitted before that teleportation had never been one of his stronger areas to begin with, so once he became competent enough to use it without inconvenience, he didn’t put much effort into further long-range practice.

At one point, I asked whether he could just give one of the rings an ability like that, but apparently, that wasn’t how it worked. The rings didn’t create powers from scratch; they only reproduced abilities that already existed. There were no blank rings and, as it turned out, there weren’t any rings with teleportation-related powers in them either.

This was an unexpected blind spot in Shiki’s otherwise versatile abilities. I’d assumed he could just decide what all Thirteen Tiers would be himself.

“If it’s that bad, we can stop and rest for a bit.”

“No, I’m all right,” Shiki huffed. “You’ve already given me magic, so I should recover soon enough.”

“I see. Just for reference, what kind of fatigue does it feel like right now?”

I felt bad for asking, but his footing still looked steady enough, and my curiosity got the better of me.

Besides, his eyes were already gleaming with curiosity of their own over whatever lay ahead, so I figured he’d forgive me.

Curiosity was a powerful thing.

I’d told him it was far, and he still wouldn’t take no for an answer.

“If I had to compare it to something,” Shiki panted, “it feels like… I just sprinted at full speed for thirty minutes…”

“Ah, yeah. I see.”

You’d die doing that.

Come to think of it, did spatial transfer really come with that kind of physical exhaustion? I couldn’t remember ever being out of breath after teleporting.

“And why exactly are you bragging to Young Master about being tired?” Mio snapped, giving Shiki a shove. “Are you an idiot?”

She’d been listening to our conversation and apparently decided violence was the answer.

“No, Mio. I’m the one who asked.”

“No, Young Master. We moved slowly to match Shiki’s pace, and yet he’s the one panting, and then on top of that, he boasts about it? That is idiocy in its purest form.”

Um, to start with, Shiki wasn’t boasting at all. He was just breathing hard and looking a little… rough.

“S-speaking of that, Mio,” I said, hoping to draw the heat away from Shiki, “do spatial transfer spells really come with physical fatigue that bad? This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

“Um, I’ve never really experienced anything like that myself. I suppose if you use it properly, it’s fine?”

You suppose?

Mio used magic more or less by instinct, so she wasn’t exactly the best reference point.

Still, at the very least, she’d never felt any fatigue from it.

Then again, with her ridiculous stamina, that didn’t narrow things down much.

As I was thinking that over, Tomoe cut in.

“Don’t go teaching Young Master nonsense based on guesswork, Mio. Young Master, spatial transfer magic normally consumes an appropriate amount of magical power and stamina depending on the distance involved. Transfers into the Demiplane and back out again are a slightly different matter.”

“Oh, really? I’ve never really felt that.”

“Eh?! Ehhh…”

Ah.

Shiki was staring at me with a look of utter despair.

And that ehhh was way too long.

You could practically see the despair trailing behind him.

“Young Master already has absurd stamina,” Tomoe said, “and on top of that, he’s constantly running that ridiculous bodily enhancement of his. Using other people as a point of reference is meaningless.”

“Ridiculous?”

That was a pretty awful way to put it, Tomoe.

“Unfortunately, it happens to be true. I doubt you’ll ever find yourself teaching magic on the level of spatial transfer to others, but if that day does come, I’d recommend first learning the common sense of the subject from a few related books.”

“Uh, I’ll do that. Thanks.”

Honestly, what is this?

I’d only changed the subject to try to spare Shiki, and yet somehow I ended up the one feeling deflated.

“Teleportation circles exist to reduce both magical expenditure and physical exhaustion to a practical level,” Tomoe went on. “What Mio said about using it properly is far too vague to be useful, but physical fatigue alone can, at least in theory, be mitigated with bodily enhancement.”

“Oh. Then Shiki should just do that too.”

“Young Master, Shiki’s already using four rings or so, and he still looks like that. Isn’t that right, Shiki?”

“…”

Shiki didn’t even seem inclined to answer. He just kept trudging forward, shoulders slumped.

Looking closer, I could see that he really was wearing those enhancement rings he usually relied on in combat.

When did he put them on?

Even with all that, this still translated to a thirty-minute all-out sprint?

What kind of nonsense was that?

“Well, let this be a lesson,” Tomoe said. “I don’t care if it’s your weakest area or not. You should train your teleportation properly. What kind of attendant makes his master worry over him? And then there’s the other thing. Strength training! Strength training!”

No, Tomoe, maybe try saying that to yourself another few dozen times.

The other day, you were the one asking me where exactly Asuka-kyō was located—something that had nothing whatsoever to do with samurai anymore and had already leaped well past high-school history into full-on archaeology.

How was I supposed to know that?

Somewhere in Nara, probably, was about all I could have told her.

Before Heijō-kyō, the capital seemed to move pretty often, too, so around that region, it honestly wouldn’t surprise me if more than one of the capitals relocated during the Asuka period was also called Asuka-kyō.

How far back into Japanese history was she planning to dig, exactly?

Terrifying, this obsession with Edo.

Even I hadn’t gone back that far, and I definitely didn’t know much in detail.

If anything, I was probably below average when it came to pre-Edo history.

Yet Tomoe, of all people, had taken an interest in the most troublesome corners possible: obscure bits of the Sengoku period, the Northern and Southern Courts period, that sort of thing. That was an era with plenty of burnings and destroyed records, too, wasn’t it? Which meant that even within Japanese history, it was practically one of the great dark ages.

With the level of knowledge I had, it all gave off the scent of a lawless wasteland full of the end-is-near energy.

“Young Master?”

“Hm? Sorry. I drifted off thinking.”

“My apologies, then. You were thinking about those buildings, I take it?”

At least Tomoe seemed to be in high spirits overall.

Especially after laying eyes on the identity of the artificial structures that had suddenly appeared in the Demiplane.

Because it wasn’t just one structure; it was several buildings.

I’d seen them with my own eyes and already mapped out their detailed arrangement with Realm.

When I tried sensing them through magic, that whole place registered only as a blank zone where nothing existed. But when I looked with my own eyes or used Realm, they were definitely there.

Maybe some kind of special barrier had been put in place.

If so, it wouldn’t be surprising for it to be in this exact sort of place.

“Yeah. That too.”

“Young Master, may I ask something?” Mio cut in. “I’ve been wondering for a while now, but what exactly is that?”

She pointed straight ahead. But she wasn’t pointing at the cluster of buildings a few kilometers in front of us. Instead, she was looking at something standing much closer.

A gate.

A very familiar kind of gate.

That probably had nothing to do with Samar, but still.

The sight of that enormous gate reminded me of Heian Shrine, which I’d visited once long ago. There was no mistaking it; that shape was a torii. Beyond it, a path led into the forest.

“That’s a torii, Mio,” I said.

“A torii?” she repeated, confused.

“I knew it!” Tomoe cried. “So, that really is a torii, Young Master! Ughhh, this is my first time ever seeing one with my own eyes!”

For just a split second, Mio made a face like oh no.

Too late.

Tomoe had her perfectly trapped.

“Listen well, Mio. That is the gate leading to the dwelling place of the gods. You must never walk through the center, and then…”

Thoroughly worked up now, Tomoe began enthusiastically teaching her all sorts of etiquette. How to pass through a torii, how to use the chōzuya purification water, how to pray at a shrine… and for some reason, she even launched into the Izumo Taisha style, which differed from the more common forms.

Normally, just two bows, two claps, one bow would have been enough. Explaining all that extra stuff was only going to confuse her. And if she was going that far, she might as well have taught her about the eight-clap style used in major festivals, too, not just the four-clap one.

Well, not even all Japanese people knew that sort of thing, and even if Mio learned it, I couldn’t exactly guarantee it would ever be useful later.

Once we reached the torii, I decided I’d give Mio and Shiki a simple explanation of shrine etiquette myself.

“So, it seems likely that this is what you were referring to, Young Master,” Shiki said at last, now mostly recovered. “Looks that way,” I said with a nod. “We’re still pretty far out, but if there’s a torii, then the path beyond it is probably the sandō.”

“The sandō?”

“Ah, sorry, Shiki. Simply put, from here—”

There didn’t seem to be any temple-town or shrine approach settlement in front of it, at least.

So, it was probably fine to keep the explanation brief and shallow for now.

If he wanted the full version later, he could always become Tomoe’s sacrifi—no, her student.

“Entering a place under a shrine’s sphere of influence, basically. If it helps, think of it like this: if you compare it to a temple, then it’s the road leading to the temple—the path you take when you go there to pray.”

“A temple… So, a shrine really is a structure meant for that sort of purpose. The presence of a god in the Demiplane does not sound especially reassuring,” Shiki whispered.

“There are exceptions, but it’s probably easiest to think of it as a very broad-minded kind of temple. As for what’s waiting there, we’ll find out when we get there. But I don’t think there’s much need to be too on edge.”

“The phrase broad-minded temple already sounds contradictory to me,” Shiki muttered. “… A broad-minded temple. That feels about as difficult to grasp as being told Young Master is an ordinary person…”

Come on, I thought it was a pretty good comparison. Was it really that hard to follow?

Well, I’d leave Shiki to stew in that for a while, comments about someone like me included.

That’s right: the true identity of the artificial structure that had appeared in the Demiplane was a shrine. Or at least, I was pretty sure it was. Most likely, it was the other gift, Daikokuten, and the others had mentioned before leaving.

A shrine as a gift from some gods.

If I was right, that was honestly pretty surreal.

It wasn’t some tiny thing either. What I sensed with Realm was a large-scale complex with multiple buildings spread across a vast estate, most of it hidden behind the forest so that the full layout couldn’t be seen.

To be honest, even after I’d mapped it out, there were still parts I didn’t really understand. I wasn’t going to know what was what until I actually walked through the place and saw it for myself.

We continued toward the enormous torii, which wasn’t painted vermilion but seemed to be made of stone.

“Looks like there’s only one person after all.”

“If even you can’t detect anyone else, Young Master, then that settles it,” Tomoe said. “Still, one person alone in a shrine precinct this vast? Thinking of the shrines I know, that is difficult to imagine.”

Tomoe fell silent, mulling something over.

So far, nothing strange had happened to us since stepping onto the shrine grounds. But what we did learn was that there seemed to be only a single person here in this absurdly expansive place. And they weren’t moving.

Were they waiting for us?

“This feels strange for a divine domain,” Mio noted, glancing around in puzzlement.

Shiki was much the same, though he was muttering to himself under his breath.

“It’s nothing like the Goddess’s temple. If this, too, is called a divine realm, then what exactly is a god?”

Unlike Mio, he seemed to be sinking into a line of thought that wasn’t likely to produce any answers.

Still, I took a cue from Mio and looked around.

Trees rose on every side, all of them tall enough to make you crane your neck.

A path of white gravel. A forest spreading wide around us.

The atmosphere here was quiet and solemn, yet somehow comfortable.

Maybe that was because it really had been made by actual gods.

It felt like the kind of place that phrases such as mythic forest or forest of the age of gods were made for.

“This really does suit a shrine. At this scale, though, something like a jingū or taisha might fit even better.”

“Is it truly that impressive?” Tomoe’s eyes gleamed. “Then my expectations for the shrine buildings themselves have only risen.”

Her eyes were shining, and unless I was imagining it, even her breathing had grown a little heavier.

As for me, what I was more curious about was how long the person waiting for us in the depths of this place had been here.

Given the setting, maybe it was a priest. But if this was supposed to be a souvenir (or a gift) from Daikokuten, then I couldn’t help wondering whether a Japanese-style temple or monastery would have made more sense than a shrine.

We climbed the stone steps, which were spotless and free of even a single fallen leaf.

Someone’s taking good care of this place.

Imagining one person managing grounds this vast by themselves sounded less like work and more like an ascetic ordeal, but they were probably using magic or something for it.

“I was expecting a much more troublesome forest,” Mio stated casually. “You know, the sort packed with traps.”

What kind of dungeon was she imagining? I wondered with an involuntary shudder. Wouldn’t it be kind of sacrilegious to do that with a shrine?

Even if you walked back and forth through the torii, it wasn’t like it was going to warp you somewhere.

Probably.

That said, even I had to admit the complete lack of hostility in the air had caught me off guard.

Now that I thought about it, the sea hadn’t exactly come with any traps or hidden mechanisms either.

Most likely, they’d simply gifted us a shrine with a caretaker attached, because the Demiplane hadn’t had shrines or temples before.

“Oh! I can see it now. So, that is a temple from your world, Young Master?”

Just as Shiki said, a familiar-looking shrine building came into view straight ahead.

Up close, it was actually pretty huge.

“O-ohhhh!”

Tomoe was trembling, so moved by the sight that she looked like she might burst.

I couldn’t help smiling a little at that—

Unfortunately, the expression almost froze on my face because of another building that entered my line of sight.

What is that?

As I stood there staring, Mio spoke up.

“Um, Young Master? To my eyes, this place doesn’t seem very unified. The building straight ahead and the one on the right at least look like they belong together, more or less… but doesn’t that one on the left feel completely different, right down to the atmosphere?”

“Y-yeah.”

She was exactly right, so all I could do was nod.

Shiki seemed to feel the same sense of dissonance, because he tilted his head slightly, too.

“If anything,” he said, “that one on the left feels like a remnant of the Goddess’s temple. At least to me, it resembles the sort of divine building I’m used to seeing. The ones ahead and to the right are entirely unknown.”

“You’re right…”

The building on the left really did have an atmosphere closer to the Goddess’s temple.

At the very least, it didn’t seem to belong here.

I could understand a shrine having a temple somewhere on its grounds. That much was common sense.

A jingū-ji. Also called jingōji or jingūin, I think. It was one expression of the old idea of syncretism between Shinto and Buddhism. If I remembered right, the nuance was basically a temple that protects a shrine.

They called them miyadera or bettōji too, apparently, once the emphasis shifted more toward temples managing and administering shrines.

That was about as far as my hobby-level knowledge went.

Shrines and temples might look peaceful enough now, but of course, there had been periods when they clashed outright. So, even in the case of jingū-ji, I figured the relationship between a given shrine and temple probably varied from place to place.

“Young Master, I am deeply moved right now,” Tomoe said, her expression complicated as she pointed at the building on the left. “And yet I cannot help noticing that thing over there, throwing cold water on the moment. Is that a shrine too?”

“No, that one’s different. More to the point, the building straight ahead is definitely a shrine, but the one on the right is a temple. And the one on the left is a foreign-style shrine, or rather, a foreign temple.”

“The one on the right is a temple! Then it truly is one of those jingū-ji?” Tomoe’s eyes brightened again at once. “Like Rinnō-ji at Tōshō-gū? Hoho… so this is what that looks like.”

So, she knew an actual example.

To be honest, I expected no less from Tomoe.

After all, gongen-sama was originally a Buddhist term for a provisional manifestation of a Buddha.

Still…

“That one really doesn’t fit in, does it? Shrines are supposed to be broad-minded, sure, but this may be taking broad-mindedness a little too far…”

“A foreign temple,” Shiki repeated, sounding intrigued. “Ah, yes, you once said your world had multiple faiths.”

Apparently, my world’s religious situation had caught his interest.

“Yeah, more or less. If we’re talking in those terms, then this place would mean there are three religions gathered here.”

“Three?” Shiki blinked. “That is impressively chaotic.”

He wasn’t wrong. Under ordinary circumstances, this kind of combination would never happen.

“First, the shrine straight ahead is Shintō.” I pointed forward as I explained. “Next, the temple on the right is Buddhist.”

“I see, I see.”

“And finally, on the left, the temple dedicated to gods from Europe; well, I’m pretty sure it’s meant to be the Parthenon. If I had to classify it, Greek? Though that’s a country, not a religion.”

“Why did that turn into a question halfway through?”

“There are all kinds of ruins left behind, but history swallowed them up and changed them over and over, so in the end, it’s hard to say exactly what became of them.”

“In other words, it’s not a living faith anymore?”

“I guess that would be about right, yeah. At least, as far as I know.”

As a religion, Greek mythology belonged to the ancient past.

It was inherited from Greece by Rome, and the Olympian gods took on new names there. Later, as different traditions bled into one another, those older beliefs influenced Judaism as well, before the Roman emperors eventually settled on a different object of worship.

Eventually, Christianity went on to drive out the others, at least in most of Europe.

In practice, though, Rome had absorbed myths from all sorts of other peoples, so my impression had always been that Christianity, especially in its early stages, was kind of a hybrid faith. An amalgamation of beliefs.

We learned that fairly early on in Western history class, didn’t we?

There was even the theory that if you traced Christmas far enough back, it had originally come from a Roman religious festival. What was it again? Saturn or something like that.

Was that wrong?

No. I laughed, remembering an old game console and its software, so yeah, it had to be Saturn.

A winter solstice festival, maybe.

It wasn’t like I knew enough to give a proper lecture on the subject. This was basically just school knowledge with a little extra fluff on top. But I still ended up trying a little harder than usual to explain it.

Every now and then, I wanted to show my attendants that I had my moments too.

“Christianity was one of the major world religions, wasn’t it?” Shiki asked. “If I recall correctly, Buddhism was another one of them.”

“Yep, correct. And just so you know, Christianity is monotheistic, but the mythology involving the gods of that temple has a whole lot of deities in it. So, honestly, it’s probably more accurate not to force it into the same kind of category. Sorry if that made things more confusing.”

“No, not at all.”

“I feel like you could call it something like Greek Mythology Faith, or Hellenistic Religion, maybe. The mythology itself is world famous, at least.”

“Your world really does have some curious belief systems, Young Master.”

“Haha…”

“But to think there were once many gods, and now only one remains. Did the gods settle it with some kind of battle royale?”

Battle royale? Huh. In a way, that might not be entirely wrong.

If the actual fighting had been done by humans as a kind of proxy war, anyway.

“Shiki, the better comparison would be kodoku,” Tomoe said. “A stronger god devoured the others and left its name resounding through later ages. Feeding on faith, casting those that had once been gods down into demons.”

“Oh? Now that is interesting.”

Tomoe, kodoku is a bit much.

I guess either way, battle royale or kodoku, it still came down to killing each other.

Still, the fact that I could hear that and think it wasn’t completely off the mark said something a little troubling about me, too.

“W-well, let’s leave it there, you two. The temple on the right isn’t that strange, since, as Tomoe said, there’s such a thing as a jingū-ji. But the one on the left, I’ve never seen anything like that. If it really is something like the Parthenon, then what am I even supposed to call it? Shrine-Parthenon?”

It was pure white, built of stone, and the atmosphere around it was obviously different.

Even the trees nearby were of a type I didn’t recognize.

“That sounds terrible,” Tomoe said, grimacing as if the name itself left a nasty taste in her mouth. “Just what is something like that doing here?”

“It does sound bad,” I admitted. “But I think I have a rough idea. You remember the gods who came here, right?”

“Yes. Those three.”

“I’m pretty sure these are each meant to be their shrines. The one in front is for Susanoo-sama, or maybe Tsukuyomi-sama. The one on the right is Daikokuten-sama’s, and the one on the left is probably Athena-sama’s.”

“Hoho. So, that means gods from entirely different traditions came all the way here to the Demiplane. How fascinating.”

Ah, right.

If it was Athena, then those trees might be olive trees. I was pretty sure Athena and olive trees had a deep connection.

If it had been Minerva from Rome, it might’ve been some other tree, but there was no way I could tell a Greek temple from a Roman one at a glance. And since she had introduced herself as Athena, I was going with that.

It was actually my first time getting a proper look at an olive tree; the only olives I’d ever seen before were ripe ones, black and glossy.

“And the presence we’ve been sensing is coming from the shrine straight ahead. Whoever it is has absolutely no intention of coming out to meet us. Since we’ve come all this way, we should at least pay our respects first. That feels like the proper thing to do.”

“And what would be the correct etiquette here, Young Master?” Shiki asked.

“Let’s just go with the standard two bows, two claps, and one bow. If that’s wrong, whoever’s inside will probably correct us. Look, there’s a purification pavilion over there. Tomoe, could you show Mio and Shiki how to use it?”

Ahead of us stood a fairly large and impressive chōzuya.

“Purification water! Of course! Mio, Shiki, come with me!”

As if she’d been waiting for exactly this moment, Tomoe swept the other two along and immediately began demonstrating how to use the water.

A broad open space stretched out before us, covered entirely in gravel.

To the right stood the temple. To the left, the Parthenon.

Taken as a whole, it really was a strangely nostalgic sight. For a second, overwhelmed with memories, I almost forgot I was in the Demiplane at all. Was it temizu or chōzu? Was it sha or ya for the pavilion?

Since all of them were technically correct, deciding what to call it was annoyingly difficult.

Personally, I’d settled on chōzu and chōzusha, but people really did vary on that. Most of the people around me back in Japan didn’t care one way or the other, but if I asked, temizu and temizusha would be the most common answers by far.

This was a good opportunity. I decided I would make the Demiplane a chōzu zone.

If I never taught them the other readings, then there’d only be one choice.

Heh heh heh.

By the time I’d finished entertaining myself with that little thought, the three of them seemed to be done with the purification water.

I stepped forward too and quickly washed my hands and mouth.

There wasn’t any dramatic gush of water pouring from a serpent’s or dragon’s mouth. The basin looked as though it had been hollowed straight out of a natural boulder. Water welled up continuously from the bottom, and ripples spread across the surface without ever stopping.

All right. Time to pay our respects.

With me at the front, the four of us stopped before what was probably an empty offertory box.

Since this was a shrine in the Demiplane, I dropped in coinage minted for the Demiplane: four one-ryō coins, one for each of us.

There was a bell hanging overhead, so I took hold of the rope and gave it a firm shake, letting it ring out loudly.

“Just follow my lead,” I told the group. “And this goes without saying, but don’t bring any hostility in here.”

The other three nodded.

First, a light bow. Then two deep bows, followed by two claps.

Straightening my posture, I bowed once more.

Tsukuyomi-sama, somehow, I’m still alive.

Right now, my goal is still to make it back to Japan, even though I was told that would be impossible. But there are things I’ve left unfinished, and I want to deal with those first.

Whatever happens to me from here on, the words you gave me—that I was free, that I could live as I pleased—have been a source of support for me.

Please take care of yourself and focus on recovering in peace.

My prayer ran a little long, but I finished with one last light bow.

Maybe the first and last bows were something like a greeting.

Another heavy wave of nostalgia crashed over me. I lifted my head and let out a long breath.

“All right, that’s it. Good work,” I said, turning back toward the other three.

To our left, inside the main sanctuary, the presence moved.

I still couldn’t sense any hostility emanating from the place, but apparently, she wasn’t going to come out for us.

This was a problem. If we had to go into the sanctuary for formal worship, I had no experience with that. Maybe I’d done something like a prayer service when I was little, but there was no way I remembered that.

I looked toward the shrine's opening and was surprised to see a variety of protective charms and other items.

Hm? Is that the shrine office… no, the amulet office?

“It seems,” Tomoe said, “that we are being told to go over there.”

“A moment ago, Tomoe-dono explained that ringing that bell amounted to a greeting to the gods,” Shiki added, looking intrigued. “Perhaps it moved in response to that.”

“I don’t like it,” Mio said, puffing out her cheeks in displeasure. “It feels like they’re making light of Young Master.”

“Well, let’s go take a look. At the very least, I’m grateful we weren’t told to visit the temple and the Parthenon first.”

As we approached the amulet office, we found various charms, ema plaques, demon-warding arrows, and the like laid out there.

The biggest difference from anything in the modern world was that these weren’t just passive amulets; every last one of these unmistakably carried magic. Like talismans, I supposed. Maybe they were just absurdly powerful charms.

Soon, we came to a curtain and sliding doors that separated off the inner part of the main sanctuary. And yes, someone was definitely there.

I decided to come right out and say it.

“I think it’s about time we met face-to-face, don’t you?” Silently, the curtain drew back, and then the door swung open.

I involuntarily caught my breath.

There, seated with her hands placed neatly before her, was what looked like a shrine maiden. And yet on her head she wore something like a tsunokakushi bridal hood.

Maybe she’d opened the door with magic rather than with her hands, because she herself remained bowed low the entire time.
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It was strange; I wasn’t afraid of her, nor did I sense any kind of overwhelming power from her, yet there was something suffocating about her presence.

A kind of psychological pressure that I would have struggled to explain in words. The girl slowly lifted her face.

Her black hair, her light brown eyes, and her shrine maiden robes all made me think for an instant that she might be Japanese. But her skin alone denied that she could be human.

To say that it was white would be like saying that the ocean had a bit of water in it. The shrine maiden’s skin didn’t look like makeup. It was the white of paint—but not pure white. There was the faintest bluish cast to it.

To my eyes, the color looked artificial to the core.

Even her outfit, a shrine maiden’s garb paired with a bridal hood, gave off the sense of deliberate design.

“Pleased to meet you, Master,” she said with a gentle smile. “I once served as Tsukuyomi-sama’s shrine maiden, but I have now been ordered to attend upon Makoto-sama instead. I look forward to serving you for a long time to come.”



[image: chapter-07]


“This is only plain tea, but…” the shrine maiden said as she set down cups in front of us.

“Thank you,” I said.

We’d followed her into what looked like a guest room inside the shrine and were now sitting as she served us.

It’s not every day you get the chance to actually go inside a shrine, I realized.

This wasn’t even the main sanctuary you might enter for a formal prayer service; it was the sort of living space used by shrine maidens and priests.

These days, even people like that usually live in separate houses or commute in from outside the grounds, didn’t they?

Anyway, this was an unexpectedly unusual experience.

“You’ve come a long way,” she said. “Thank you for making the journey. I have… long, long waited for this day.”

“There’s something I’d like to ask you about first. Who exactly told you to serve me?”

“Shiva—Daikokuten-sama, that is. This shrine, along with the temple and the sanctuary on these grounds, is a gift to you, Master, given jointly in the names of Daikokuten-sama, Susanoo-sama, and Athena-sama.”

The name the shrine maiden spoke was the same one borne by the god from my original world whom I’d met the other day.

Only a very small number of people knew I’d contacted those gods.

If that were true, the odds of this being a trap would probably be low.

Still.

Tomoe, Mio, and Shiki were all watching the shrine maiden with pretty intense suspicion, and their tension was making me stiffen up too.

The Goddess had never interfered with the Demiplane before, and lately she’d been so quiet it was almost unsettling.

That didn’t mean I could relax—quiet before the storm and all that—but if one reason for her silence was the existence of other gods, then impersonating them just to set a trap for me would be far too risky for her.

She wasn’t the kind of god who could meddle with this place so completely without any of us noticing a thing.

I shot a subtle look at Tomoe and the others, hoping they’d get the message to ease off a little.

I would’ve expected Tomoe, of all people, to respond more favorably and start peppering her with questions, so what was this all about?

At the moment, the white-skinned shrine maiden didn’t look all that dangerous to me.

It was true that there was something about her, something I could feel just from facing her, but I still couldn’t identify what it was.

It felt like the faintest little snag in the heart.

I doubted she was dangerous, and she didn’t feel like a threat, so it didn’t seem wise to obsess over some vague sensation even shakier than intuition.

“So, it really is Athena-sama, then,” I mused. “That explains the white Parthenon-like temple, too.”

At my words, the shrine maiden’s expression turned faintly sad.

“Master, please don’t speak to me so formally. I am one who serves you. Please, treat me the same way you treat those three.”

“Uh…”

That was easier said than done.

Tomoe, Shiki, and Mio were people I’d actually lived with for a good while now. This girl, I’d only just met. I wasn’t exactly used to suddenly entering into a master-servant relationship with someone overnight.

Sure, Sari from the demon race was sort of like that, too, but I was pretty sure I’d never treat her the same way I treated Tomoe and the others. Maybe it would’ve been different if I’d ever bought slaves and gotten used to that kind of thing, but it just wasn’t in me.

“That is quite the demand from someone who appeared out of nowhere,” Mio said coldly.

“Indeed,” Tomoe added. “To begin with, you have not even given your name, and yet you ask Young Master to treat you as our equal? That is rather discourteous, is it not?”

Shiki didn’t say anything himself, but he looked like he was thinking the same thing.

The atmosphere around him felt dangerous in a way that had nothing to do with fatigue.

“As your equal? Never,” the shrine maiden said gently. “Tomoe-san, I only wish to be allowed a place at the very end of your ranks. As for my name, I was just about to give it. There are… circumstances.”

Tomoe-san?

Why did the shrine maiden know Tomoe’s name?

My own, sure; but had the gods really gone so far as to tell her Tomoe’s too?

“I can’t say I like this,” Tomoe said coldly. “I certainly don’t recall ever telling you my name.”

“I was informed of the bare minimum beforehand. And as for my discourtesy, you have my apologies. I am sorry.”

“Hmph.”

I decided to cut in before things turned any uglier.

“Ah. Then, could you explain what you meant about your name? I’d appreciate it.”

So, that was what got under Tomoe’s skin: she was irritated that the shrine maiden hadn’t introduced herself.

“As my master seems well versed in shrines, you may already know this,” the new girl began, sending me a meaningful look, “but shrine maidens have worn several different faces over the ages.”

Since I knew a little, I decided to follow her lead.

“In modern terms, a shrine maiden generally assists with rituals and supports the clergy at a shrine. But if you go back a little further, there were also plenty of women in different regions who performed divination, prayers, even spirit-calling.”

“In essence, I belong more to the latter category: the folk tradition,” the shrine maiden explained. “But at present, I serve within a shrine, so my role outwardly belongs to the former.”

“So, something like an itako or an azusa miko working at a shrine?” I asked.

“Exactly so. Since it does not seem to be knowledge you urgently require, I will leave the finer explanation for another time and keep to the main point for now.”

Her expression remained gentle, but there was something oddly grave in the way she continued.

“I once bore several names. But none of them were truly mine. The most accurate way to describe them would be this: each was the name of something formed by combining me with some other existence, while using me as its vessel.”

“…”

So, she’d spent her whole life as some kind of medium?

If that was the case, was spirit-calling her specialty?

“The self that served as a shrine maiden to the gods was merely one of those forms as well,” she said. “Which is why, having cast aside that name and now come to serve a new master, there is no name left that I can rightly claim as my own. If I were to put it simply, I am like the paper doll an onmyōji uses when commanding a shikigami.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t really understand.”

It sounded like she was saying she was the kind of being whose name kept changing, and whose identity was reset each time. But if that was true, could that really be called a life? The word kannagi could carry the nuance of a vessel, a yorishiro, sure, but still.

“It is not something a person who has lived as a human could be expected to grasp at once, master,” the shrine maiden replied, the pleasant smile never leaving her face. “For now, please think of me simply as a tool possessed of life.”

Suddenly, I was reminded of Sari, Demon King Zef’s daughter, who had chosen of her own will to bind herself to me for the sake of the demons. But no, they weren’t really alike.

Sari had chosen that path herself, with full intent. This shrine maiden, on the other hand, felt more like someone who was here because she had been told to be.

“So, you really were meant as a gift. Literally.”

The gods really did operate on a different level.

Then again, if I thought of it as a building that came with a caretaker, maybe it was more ordinary than the sea had been.

After all, no matter how rich or powerful someone was, they probably still couldn’t make an ocean.

“Yes. Which is why, for Makoto-sama, who is to be my master, and for Tomoe-san and Mio-san, who already serve him as his attendants, and then…”

The moment the shrine maiden’s gaze shifted toward Shiki—as if moving in perfect sync with her eyes—Shiki, who had been sitting just behind me, toppled sideways with a soft thud.

For a second, I thought she’d done something to him, but the moment I saw the way he’d gone down, I understood the cause.

He had fallen over while still sitting in seiza.

If his legs were going numb, he didn’t have to force himself to sit that way.

Apparently, all three of them had seen me sit down naturally in seiza on the tatami and decided to imitate me.

For the record, Tomoe and Mio were both kneeling properly, too, and they still seemed fine.

“M-my apologies,” the shrine maiden said, looking at Shiki with concern.

Mio pulled a folding fan from somewhere in her sleeve and smacked the sole of Shiki’s foot with it.

“Don’t leave openings like that!” she rebuked him.

Ouch. That was harsh.

And really, an opening? It’s not like we’re in enemy territory.

“—!”

Naturally, Shiki folded without a sound, writhing in silent agony.

His hands were twitching helplessly.

Yeah. I know exactly how that feels.

“Heheh. Please, sit however you find comfortable,” the shrine maiden said gently.

“Sorry. Thank you,” I said on Shiki’s behalf, seeing as he was still twisting in pain.

“No, please; if anything, I am the one who should apologize for letting the conversation go on so long. You may assume I was informed of a fair amount about all of you beforehand.”

With that, the shrine maiden took a sip of tea, still wearing that same pleasant smile.

Smooth. Polished. Effortless.

…

Ah.

So, that’s it.

She was like Rembrandt, Sairitsu, or Zef.

The type of person whose real feelings were hard to touch; someone who could be smiling without making you feel safe, or angry without giving you any confidence that the anger was genuine.

Well, Rembrandt only half counted. Once his family got involved, he became a lot easier to understand.

There were a lot of people like that around me now, but that didn’t mean I was good with them.

They were fine at a distance, but dealing with them directly was exhausting.

Then again, gods seemed like the sort who enjoyed setting up trials.

Had those three seen right through that weakness of mine and chosen her on purpose?

The more I thought about it, the more it felt like a really nasty prank.

Especially since, going by that line of thought, she was probably extremely capable.

“I understand that you know about us in advance,” I said. “But I still don’t think we’ve actually solved the issue of you not having a name.”

“I’ve been told that, when you form a contract of dominion with someone, you grant them a name, Master. If we do enter into a contract, I would be honored to receive one from you as well. Though if there are no other shrine maidens here, you may simply call me Miko for now.”

That was true enough. As far as I could tell, she was the only shrine maiden in the Demiplane.

Still, leaving someone nameless felt pretty awful. So, I’d have to come up with another name.

Well, she’d been introduced by the gods, so I didn’t particularly mind making a contract with her.

Besides, contracts weren’t disadvantageous for me. Of course, that was assuming a contract was even possible.

The only thing that still bothered me was the faint air of secrecy around her, but even that probably wouldn’t matter much once the contract was in place.

Probably.

“Are you actually able to form a contract with me as I am now?” I asked.

“I believe so. I was told that you can suppress your own power to a certain degree when making a contract, Master. If that is true, then even someone like me should be able to manage.”

So, it was like with Shiki, then.

After Shiki made the contract with me, he gained the extremely unusual ability he called the Thirteen Tiers. And that wasn’t really a drawback either (well, not exactly).

“Then we’ll need to head home and get ready first. Or is there some reason the contract must be done here?”

For the moment, much of the work was heavily skewed toward Shiki.

At the very least, this shrine maiden looked to be more competent than I was, so gaining another attendant wouldn’t be bad for the Demiplane. No reason not to—

“Wait,” Tomoe cut in suddenly.

“Tomoe? What?”

“No matter that she is a gift from gods of another world,” Tomoe said, her tone hard, “I believe there are certain problems with acknowledging this woman so readily.”

That didn’t make sense.

If she were a gift from the gods on Tsukuyomi’s side, then there shouldn’t have been any problem at all.

If she were a hyuman, or connected to the Goddess, that would’ve been another matter. But these were gods from that side.

There’s no need to get quite so worked up, is there?

“No, Tomoe, I think this much should be fine, shouldn’t it?” I asked. “We already know she didn’t come in from outside, and that she and this whole shrine just suddenly appeared in the Demiplane. There’s no way this is some hyuman plot, or a trap from the Goddess.”

The only ones who had ever entered the Demiplane without my or Tomoe’s consent were this shrine maiden, the grand shrine itself, and the gods who had gifted it, along with everything else.

“So, you claim you served a god and did so until now. Is that correct?”

“Yes,” the shrine maiden answered, turning her smile toward Tomoe. “I served Tsukuyomi-sama and handled various miscellaneous duties.”

“And how do you intend to prove that?” Tomoe asked.

“Unfortunately, I possess no evidence with which to prove it.”

“So, there is no dispelling the suspicion that you were sent here by some other will. Correct?”

“No. However, if there is anything I can do, I will gladly cooperate in any way necessary to earn the trust of each one of you.”

“In that case, let me read your memories,” Tomoe said. “You wish to become one of us, do you not? Then you have no objection, I assume. Naturally, I will keep your secrets and speak of them to no one.”

“Ah,” the shrine maiden said softly. “So, you possess the power to read memories, Tomoe-san. But can you truly read even the memories of someone like me? If I were to put it bluntly, the memories of a thing?”

A thing, huh.

For some reason, that irritated me a little.

It was too close to what I’d felt with Sari. Are those two more alike than I thought? The way Sari talked kept flickering through my mind.

“I don’t much care for the idea of a woman who calls herself a thing becoming Young Master’s retainer,” Mio said. Hmm. If her instincts were catching on something too, then was there actually a dangerous element here after all?

No, no. Those gods wouldn’t do something like that.

“All I’m saying,” Tomoe went on coolly, “is that you should first prove you harbor neither hostility nor harmful intent. Simply reveal to me, without concealment, the memories that I cannot read at all.”

“I’m afraid that would be difficult. I haven’t been hiding anything. If I may be so bold, isn’t it simply that Tomoe-san’s ability does not extend to objects?”

“Oh?” Tomoe’s eyes narrowed. “So, that’s your claim: that you’ve hidden nothing?”

“It is the truth. I have no intention of concealing anything from the one I am prepared to stake my life on serving, nor from the senior attendants at his side. Mio-san, as for my attitude, I will correct it as quickly as I can while serving Master from now on. So, if you would, please be patient with me for a little while.”

“…”

“…”

I could almost see the sparks flying. If both Tomoe and Mio were against it, then maybe we could skip the contract and just have her manage the shrine instead.

No one had explicitly told me I had to bind her with a contract of dominion.

“I have also been told that someday, Master may cross blades with a god. Under the present circumstances, if the opponent is not merely a being with divinity, but one who truly sits upon a god’s throne, my current strength might only make me a burden. If I am to be of use to you, then forming a contract of dominion is important. Master… please.”

Right.

It wasn’t that I’d forgotten, but if I was seriously thinking about a fight with the Goddess, then we needed all the help we could get.

Among the people of the Demiplane, there probably weren’t many who could stand on the front line of a battle against the Goddess.

Tomoe, Mio, and Shiki; maybe that was it.

If one more could join them, then the burden on the three of them would unquestionably lessen.

Idiot. I’m an idiot.

There was still a little time left. And that meant there was still time for the shrine maiden to start getting along with the others, too.

If this raised the chances that everyone, myself included, would come through safely, then awkward caution on my part wasn’t just pointless. It was harmful. “She’s right,” I said. “There’s no reason to turn down more fighting strength. If possible, I want to bring this to an end with no one lost: to crush that Goddess, that damned insect, and finish this.”

“My, how bold,” the shrine maiden said, sounding genuinely impressed. “To face a god by your own will—not to kill, but to subdue—and to aim for that without sacrificing a single soul. For a human to speak so grandly… No wonder the wild gods have taken a liking to you.”

Hearing someone else lay it out like that made it hit me all at once just how outrageous I sounded.

No, not sounded. It was outrageous.

Then again, this world had been absurd from the moment I was thrown into it, so I’d stopped thinking of my own plans as especially strange a long time ago.

“If I said I was going to fight the Goddess, you’d obviously side with me, right?” I asked.

“Of course. To begin with, once the contract of dominion is in place, I will not be able to defy you. I swear such a thing would never happen regardless, but if you still feel your trust in me is insufficient and choose not to let me join the battle, then the contract itself will still serve as insurance against any betrayal on my part.”

To be certain, I was still a little unsure how I ought to treat her. But if we formed a contract of dominion, then at least I wouldn’t have to worry about getting stabbed in the back. Since she was already here in the Demiplane, there was also the outside chance she could move around freely and cause problems if left unchecked. The more I thought about it, the more making the contract seemed like the sensible choice.

All right. Decision made.

“Yeah. Miko-san, let’s make the contra—”

“Young Master. May I speak as well?”

Oh, come on.

Now it was Shiki. And just like that, despite having made up my mind, I felt myself waver. If even he was against it too…

“What is it, Shiki?”

“Ever since we entered this room and began talking, I’ve had the distinct feeling that the shrine maiden has been watching me as though trying to gauge something.”

“Huh?”

The stupid little sound slipped out before I could stop it.

“We have never met before,” Shiki said, turning to her directly. “Miko-dono, I would ask that you explain why.”

Tomoe and Mio both turned to Shiki with baffled looks.

“Shiki, those consecutive transfers really must have hit you hard,” Tomoe said, unusually considerate for once. “My apologies. Forgive me.”

“Haah.”

Just as I was thinking What on earth is he talking about?, Tomoe made a genuinely rare effort to sound sympathetic, while Mio pressed a hand to her forehead and sighed.

Well, sure, I’d thought the same thing for a second.

Still, Shiki was popular, whether in the Demiplane, at the academy, or in other towns. This wasn’t some case of wild self-importance. I hadn’t noticed it myself, but maybe the shrine maiden really had been looking at him.

“I had intended to be discreet,” she answered with a small smile. “I am ashamed you noticed so clearly.”

Wait, she admitted it?!

“What rotten taste in men,” Tomoe muttered. “So, that’s what she likes.”

“Tomoe-san, tastes do differ,” Mio said coolly. “Even someone as unfortunate as Shiki may well appeal to a certain sort of woman.”

“I do find intelligent men rather attractive,” the shrine maiden said. “And someone who lets his legs go numb like that has a charming side, too. I find that very endearing. Ah, though I feel Master is every bit as adorable as well.”

At that, both Tomoe and Mio looked even more displeased.

“Hmph.”

“I take back what I said,” Mio said flatly. “If this goes beyond individual taste and enters the realm of indiscriminate appetite, then I cannot simply overlook it.”

Honestly, with Mio of all people saying that, I really wanted to tell her to take a look in the mirror. And that line she’d used earlier to defend the shrine maiden—if you replaced Shiki with Raidou, I’d heard almost the exact same thing at the academy more times than I could count.

From all kinds of people, too.

While Tomoe and Mio kept grumbling, Shiki finally spoke.

“If that is truly your reason, then I can hardly press the matter further. I don’t know your tastes in men well enough to judge them. That said…” He looked at her without the slightest softening. “I have absolutely no desire to become close with a woman like you.”

Wow. That’s what I call a solid rejection.

There was no way a line like that would ever have occurred to me.

“That’s unfortunate. In that case, I can only hope that at the very least, we might enjoy a good relationship as colleagues, or perhaps as friends.”

Well, that was something too.

They were both smiling.

If it were me, I’d already have—

Never mind.

The shrine maiden wore a warm, gentle smile, while Shiki’s was openly provocative.

Looking again, I saw that Tomoe and Mio were both smiling too, though theirs were cold.

Meanwhile, I was expending conscious effort just to force my face into something smile-shaped.

“Right,” I said. “Well. From my perspective, I do want the extra strength. Since we don’t know just how strong the other side is, I want to face them with everything we possibly can. That’s why I intend to make a contract with this shrine maiden. And yes, I’ve thought about the security of the Demiplane too.”

My three attendants and the shrine maiden all fell silent. After a moment, unease got the better of me.

“… What do you think?” I prompted.

“What do we think, you ask?” Tomoe said. “If that is the decision you have made, then we can only obey.”

“Yes. I shall follow your judgment,” Mio said.

“I as well,” Shiki added. “If it is something Young Master has decided, then I have no objection.”

Whew. Thank goodness.

“However.”

Ugh. Tomoe. Was she about to tack on some condition?

“What?”

“If possible, I would ask that you first pose this woman a few questions regarding your world. Specifically, the modern age. I cannot read her memories at all.” Tomoe fixed me with a hard look. “Perhaps because I possess such an ability in the first place, I find it difficult to trust those I cannot read. You may laugh at me and call me a cowardly attendant, but I ask it of you all the same.”

Well, if that would help put the three of them at ease, then I didn’t mind.

Even I would trust her more if she really possessed knowledge all the way up to modern Japan.

All right then… what should I ask?

“Then of course you also know about modern Japan, right?” I asked the shrine maiden.

“Yes. I know a fair amount.”

Her expression was still impossible to read. If I took the smile at face value, she looked perfectly friendly.

That was a simple observation, sure, but because she was beautiful and wore that smile so naturally, it made the effect all the stronger.

If this had been the old me back in Japan, I would’ve just grinned like an idiot and accepted it all without a shred of suspicion.

“Then you won’t mind if I ask you a few questions now?”

“If it will ease your doubts about me even a little, then I would be delighted. Please, go ahead.”

“All right.”

“Since we have the opportunity, I think I should be able to answer most things related to you, Master. Someone like me could never know everything about an entire world, of course. But when it comes to Japan, and especially to your personal interests, I have studied.”

Is that an invitation?

Still, if she really had knowledge of my circumstances, including my own past, then the grounds for suspicion would drop sharply.

I didn’t think the Goddess would know things in that much detail. Tsukuyomi, on the other hand, might well.

“Then here’s one. I buy the magazine Monthly Tasogare every month. What day did it go on sale?”

Even Tomoe and Mio wouldn’t know this.

Tasogare was probably the heaviest and thickest monthly gekiga magazine in Japan, bringing together everyone from old masters of period drama to sharp new talents. Sometimes it even came with giant bonus items, diorama projects, or castle specials that were bigger than the magazine itself.

Despite that, it still sold for only a single coin, tax included.

The magazine’s spirit of service was so absurd that it wouldn’t have been surprising if it had folded at any time.

Yet it had been pulling that kind of nonsense since before I was born, never once sinking, no matter how the economy rose or fell.

It was also known as the Unsinkable Battleship.

For some reason, hardly anyone in the general public knew it. I’d never understood that.

“Monthly Tasogare? It goes on sale on the twentieth,” she answered instantly.

“… Correct.”

“It has remarkable stability for a magazine run, essentially, as a hobby by a vast zaibatsu.”

Wait, I didn’t even know that. And it’s published by a zaibatsu? What glorious zaibatsu is this?

“Tomoe, I think she’s fine.”

“Young Master,” Tomoe said flatly, “please stop grinning over a single correct answer. Ask something else. Quickly.”

But she knew Tasogare.

The magazine I’d loved enough to read every month, the one that maybe a few people in my whole class even recognized by name. And she’d answered the release date instantly.

She has to be a good person.

At the very least, I was convinced she wasn’t a bad one. So, reluctantly, I kept asking her questions after that—but the shrine maiden answered almost all of them without hesitation.

There was really no room left to doubt that she knew modern Japan.

Just to be safe, I even tried a few fields that had little to do with me personally, but the result didn’t change.

“Tomoe, she’s definitely from that world.”

“The fact that they were almost perfect answers, rather than perfectly perfect, annoys me on principle,” Tomoe muttered. “Still, for now, I’m satisfied.”

“Mio, she’s apparently good at cooking, too. Wouldn’t that help expand the menu?”

“Whether I allow her into the kitchen is something I’ll decide myself,” Mio replied coolly. “But yes, I understand that she has knowledge in that area as well.”

“Shiki, if there’s someone familiar with the magic from over there, wouldn’t that help your research too?”

“If we’re speaking purely in terms of exchanging views, yes, that would be useful. Her answers were too smooth to leave much room for doubt.”

There was still a little edge in all three of their voices, but it seemed my attendants had accepted her, at least for now.

“Thank you, everyone,” the shrine maiden said with a gentle smile. “I may be a newcomer, but I look forward to working with all of you.”

But what is this feeling?

A sharp knot twisted in my stomach.

“That’s a bit premature,” Tomoe said.

“Huh?”

Tomoe?

“To become one of the Young Master’s attendants, there is one customary rite we observe. Naturally, you’ll have to go through it as well.”

Hm?

I had no idea what she was talking about.

No, really; I had absolutely no memory of ever deciding on anything like that. And yet Mio and Shiki both seemed to know exactly what she meant, nodding along with suspiciously cheerful expressions.

Seriously?

How was there some custom for entering my service that I didn’t even know about?

A custom was supposed to be something repeated often enough that it stuck, right? Something that became a habit, or a rule. And the only thing I’d always done when bringing Tomoe and the others in as attendants was the contract ritual itse—

Ah.

No way.

“I wasn’t aware of that,” the shrine maiden said smoothly. “I would be happy to comply. What, exactly, does this custom involve?”

No, wait, hold on—

“It’s nothing difficult,” Tomoe said. “You simply have to fight Young Master at full strength.”

“What?”

I knew it!

The shrine maiden’s eyes had gone completely round.

“Yes,” Tomoe went on coolly. “With the intent to kill him, if possible.”

“There is no way that’s a real custom!”

The shout burst out of me before I could stop it.

“Now, now, Young Master,” Tomoe said. “The outcome is obvious. Think of it as a matter of style. Mio, Shiki, and I all fought you with everything we had before entering into a contract.”

“Well, yeah, that part’s true, but still.”

“When considering someone for the rank of attendant, it is only proper that they demonstrate at least a minimum level of ability,” Tomoe said. “Words alone can lie as much as they please.”

That much was true.

I didn’t actually know how strong this shrine maiden was, or what direction her abilities leaned in.

I’d only assumed, vaguely, that since she hadn’t shown any sign of shrinking back even in front of Tomoe and the others, she was definitely strong enough to be worth noting.

At the same time, probably not so strong that she could do anything serious to me.

Mio and Shiki kept nodding as if Tomoe’s argument were the most natural thing in the world, fully on board with her now.

“But the intent to kill part?”

“All of us did the same,” Tomoe said. “And once the contract is formed, we won’t be able to fight in earnest. This is the only time it can be done.”

“Mmm.”

I was still hesitant, but the shrine maiden turned out to be surprisingly battle-minded. Far from shrinking back, she seemed positively willing.

“How careless of me,” she said. “Trying to join the very bottom of your attendants’ ranks without first showing my strength really was discourteous to all of you. If Master is willing to allow it, then I would be honored to do so.”

Tomoe and the others received her answer with narrowed eyes.

So, as long as I didn’t fight with the intent to kill, it probably wouldn’t turn into anything too serious.

For that matter, I hadn’t fought Tomoe and the others with killing intent either.

Well… Mio’s case might have been a little questionable.

“Fine. Then let’s move somewhere with more space. I really don’t want to do this inside shrine grounds.”

Even if the shrine maiden said she didn’t mind, I did.

“That seems best,” Tomoe agreed, without insisting on the location.

Well, regardless of the shrine maiden, she’d taken a liking to the shrine itself, so that reaction made sense.

“Thank you for your consideration, Master. The only ability I possess that I can truly boast of before others is speed, but I will do my utmost with all I have. Please allow me to test myself against you.”

“Ah, right. Sure,” I said.

Speed. So, that’s her weapon.

I’d assumed she would either use some onmyōji-like sorcery or fight with a naginata. Then again, speed could coexist with either of those.

If anything, wasn’t it strange for her to reveal part of her hand so openly?

Haaah. The fact that I was even thinking along those lines made me feel like I was already falling into her pace.

Yeah. There was no question that she was the kind of person I was bad at dealing with.

Still, with the three of them watching, there was no way I could let myself get thrown off balance and lose because my thoughts got scrambled.

That would be too pathetic.

I’d fight my way. And on top of that, I’d draw out her cards and win, so the other three could feel at ease.

Right now, I could more or less tell what I needed to do and what Tomoe was expecting of me.

We left the shrine grounds for the time being and headed toward the open stretch of plain we’d passed on the way here.
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“This is a fine place.”

“Feel like you can let loose here?” Tomoe asked the shrine maiden.

“Yes.”

“Young Master, are you ready as well?”

“Any time.”

“Then I shall step back.”

Tomoe gave me a short bow, then withdrew to where Mio and Shiki were waiting.

Of course, there wasn’t any actual boundary marked out between us, but with those three over there, I had no need to worry about stray shockwaves or attacks reaching them. They’d handle it.

All I needed to do was focus on the white-skinned shrine maiden before me.

“Everything on my end is prepared. Once you are ready, Master, please say the word.”

“…”

A long sword and a short one at her waist, and a naginata in her hand.

She had something hidden on her person, too.

Everything is prepared, huh.

For a non-human, she fought in a surprisingly human way, loading herself down with weapons like that.

Since I’d already decided to form a contract with her, keeping up formal speech with someone I was about to fight to the death (even provisionally) felt strange. She’d said herself she wanted me to address her more casually.

“You can begin whenever you like. Like I said before, this is supposed to be with killing intent, at least in theory, so you don’t need to ask for my convenience.”

“My…”

With that tiny murmur, she unleashed a terrifying wave of bloodlust. Very much not the sort of thing you directed at someone you’d just called Master.

For the first time, I felt real emotion flare behind the soft smile at her lips, and in that gentle gaze she’d worn the whole time.

The next second, she vanished.

If that was simply speed, then it was excessive to a ridiculous degree—on the level of Hibiki, or maybe even beyond.

An instant later, something struck the tightly condensed magical body I’d spread around myself.

A beat after that, the patchy grass around me stirred.

By this point, I’d lived through enough absurdities in this other world that something disappearing in front of my eyes no longer shocked me.

Things got weirder when I heard her voice, coming from… somewhere. “Even as a mere greeting, I’m amazed you took no damage. As expected of you. That said, at present, I am still only a shrine maiden without a name. But in a setting like this, neither nameless one nor shrine maiden feels quite appropriate.”

I couldn’t see her, and her presence was scattered all around me in too many points to pin down.

Like a powerful light blinking on and off, she was very clearly controlling her presence and killing intent: releasing and suppressing them in rapid flashes, all to throw me off balance.

I drew in a long breath and let it out slowly.

No need to rush. This was going to be a long fight no matter what. For now, all I had to do was keep talking.

“And?”

“Then allow me to offer you a temporary name,” she said. “One I was called by once, long ago.”

“That helps. Honestly, calling you Miko-san felt a little awkward.”

Even as we talked, blows like slashing impacts kept striking my magical body. There were other shocks mixed in, too, ones that felt more like magic.

I couldn’t see any of them at all.

Straightforwardly impressive.

She had every right to be proud.

From the front, from the side, from behind—none of it was reaching me, but the attacks were still coming one-sidedly without pause.

“Hehe. I was once called Tōda,” came her voice again. “Only for a very short time.”

“Tōda. Got it.”

That name rang a bell.

Still, judging from what she’d said about herself earlier, there was no guarantee remembering it would help me in any way.

Better to focus on the woman actually fighting me right now than waste time chasing old associations.

If I got hung up on every detail—multiple names, mixed with other beings, all of that—I’d never get anywhere.

For now, Tōda was enough.

And as for her power? She was showing it to me right now.

Chunks of earth gouged upward into the air.

Traces of powerful kicks against the ground.

That same scene was unfolding all across my field of vision.

“Even Tomoe and the others are impressed,” I told her. “You really are something.”

Through all of it, the attacks on my magical body continued without interruption. Every few seconds, she varied the force and nature of them, clearly probing at my defenses.

It almost felt like she wanted me to notice that she was doing it. More than likely, she was testing how I reacted.

Tōda.

I’d thought of her as something doll-like before, but the second the fight started, her whole atmosphere changed. The way she moved now was anything but passive. And the unseen attacks still hadn’t let up.

Tōda was moving so fast I couldn’t track her with my eyes, attacking continuously while keeping the initiative entirely to herself.

Her strength was absurd.

Still…

All right. Time to make a move.

Even if I couldn’t see her with my eyes, there were plenty of ways to deal with that.

I’d been wary, since she still looked like she had more room to raise her offensive power, but I shifted Realm from reinforcement to search and detection.

There it was: a point in motion, never staying in one place for even an instant.

At the same time, Tōda kept pouring killing intent at me without the slightest hesitation, varying its intensity as she pleased.

Of course I couldn’t pin her down to a single precise target.

To be blunt, there was no way to snipe an opponent like this, so I wouldn’t try.

I understood now that the point kept moving with me at the center. And so I measured the distance; the outer limit of how far Tōda moved away from me.

“If you’re going to give me your name and then never show yourself, this gets a little difficult.”

As I spoke, I scorched the entire range I’d marked out with magic.

A blaze of dazzling light burst outward, carrying enough heat to reach nearly all the way to where Tomoe and the others stood.

No chant; I fired with as little warning as possible.

“Heheh. To think you’d attack me, after hearing the name Tōda, with heat of all things.”

Even now, without easing that murderous intent directed at me in the slightest, Tōda spoke with the same calm tone of voice she’d worn back in the shrine.

“Feels like it’s been a while since I actually saw you, Tōda. Was heat a bad choice?”

“One of Tōda’s other names is the Fiery Calamity General, Master.”

Oh, really. Well, I already figured Tōda probably wasn’t just some ordinary Tōda-san, but maybe the name of a deity after all.

Or maybe it broke differently: To-Uda, or Tou-Da.

“You seem awfully accustomed to killing, though,” I said.

I’d only just met her, and I had no reason to think she held any personal grudge against me. But the places she aimed at told me everything I needed to know about how serious she was.

She really was the kind of shrine maiden who could be told to come at someone with killing intent and simply do it.

“You seem very used to being attacked yourself, Master. You haven’t flinched in the slightest. And I’m surprised you can even use such a strong barrier. It’s not like anything I’ve ever seen.”

No damage, then.

Still, I’d managed to force her into view.

That was good enough.

“For some reason, I’ve become pretty attack-prone these last few years. More importantly…”

“Yes?”

“Did the gods tell you about my bow, too?”

The way Tōda moved made it hard to believe otherwise.

It was as if she’d known in advance what kind of weapon I specialized in, and how accurate I was with it. But if she had been given information that detailed, why didn’t she know about Realm, or my magical body? It wasn’t enough to call suspicion, but it did catch slightly in my mind.

“I was told that you possessed unusual talents. But not the specifics.”

“I see.”

Comparing her style to anyone I knew from experience, she felt closest to Hibiki as she was now. In fact, it wasn’t just close. With speed as the core of her fighting style, they overlapped almost completely.

The difference was that my senpai hadn’t stayed in constant motion to this extent, and Tōda was clearly far more wary of my mid-range and long-range attacks.

Since I couldn’t even see her at the moment she attacked, she might actually be more troublesome than Hibiki.

“Well then,” Tōda said.

“Yeah.”

“Let us continue trying to kill each other.”

Her form blurred again, but this time, it didn’t vanish.

She stayed where she was, and from both her hands, something like cords appeared: one from each palm, both the color of molten iron.

The shrine maiden’s faint smile remained, but those things writhed once and disappeared.

Not cords.

Whips.

A very different kind of impact ran through my magical body.

I see…

The fact that she was showing me this without hiding herself meant she was testing me, too.

Huh.

This was starting to feel like a real fight.
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“…”

As Mio, Tomoe, and Shiki watched the battle between Makoto and the shrine maiden calling herself Tōda, none of them spoke.

It wasn’t that they felt nothing.

Each of Makoto’s attendants was turning over thoughts of their own as they followed the flow of the fight.

She’s good, Tomoe mused, her eyes narrowing as she watched the shrine maiden press Makoto from every direction with one weapon after another amid the storm of blazing whips. She’s certainly above Mio and me. She can keep her killing intent fixed on Young Master, but still keep probing him regardless. And that temperament I can’t read doesn’t seem to come from cowardice either. If she becomes one of his attendants, then at least one thing is certain: she’ll be of use when the time comes for Young Master to face the Goddess.

Throwing blades, clubs, daggers; the sight was almost like watching a traveling exhibition of weapons.

She controlled magic as if it were second nature, and fought across every range with an array of arms. It was the sort of feat an ordinary person could never hope to pull off.

This isn’t like Luto’s way of fighting. There’s no joy in it. But it doesn’t feel like plain old hostility or hatred either. Then what exactly was that presence I felt in that instant, the moment our eyes first met? I’m sure I didn’t imagine it.

That first reaction—there for only a heartbeat, and matching nothing in the shrine maiden’s later words or behavior—still lingered in Tomoe’s mind.

Out on the battlefield, wind had begun gathering around Makoto, spiraling upward into a tornado that extended high into the sky.

Then one of the fiery whips struck the twisting wind, and the two forces melted together into a savage crimson pillar.

She wasn’t just sizing up Young Master, but us as well, Mio thought, her lips tightening. And saying she has no name is no excuse for failing to introduce herself. If that were true, she could have said so from the start. Instead, she chose to reveal one later. And she’s still doing it now: testing Young Master and the rest of us, one thing at a time. I don’t like it.

Mio felt an instinctive distaste for the shrine maiden’s quietly appraising gaze, and for the way her every action seemed designed to measure those around her. Another part of that unease came from the odd impression the woman gave off: everything she said sounded correct on the surface, and yet somehow hollow.

The way she paid such close attention to Shiki was strange, too. It didn’t look like affection at all. That was not the gaze of someone looking at a person she liked. That was observation.

Even now, she’s trying to test Young Master’s strength, Mio thought. She really is a revolting woman. What on earth is she thinking?

Mio had no particular thoughts about the shrine maiden’s power itself. Questions of who was stronger had little meaning to her. She had already determined that this woman didn’t surpass Makoto. That was enough. After that, all that remained was irritation at the shrine maiden’s insistence on testing him.

While Mio pondered this, the crimson pillar split apart from within, revealing Makoto’s magical construct. The shrine maiden’s sorcery had done nothing to shatter it.

Yet Tōda didn’t retreat. She crushed down her momentary surprise in an instant and moved to her next measure. Closing the distance, she drew the blade at her waist in a single flashing stroke. The blow was blocked by the magical construct, but its trail froze solid. A relentless follow-up drove in one strike after another, and in the blink of an eye, the construct was encased in ice.

Of Makoto’s three retainers, Shiki best understood the meaning behind the shrine maiden’s gaze. For someone of his sort, that look was not uncommon. It was the look of observation—the eyes of someone trying to pry loose even the smallest scrap of information. It was not affection in the least, but curiosity. Interest.

Even though she has speed so great that one could scarcely even sense her presence, much less see her, she deliberately shifted to a style that exposes her in front of Young Master, he thought. Is she testing him? Foolish. But she’s shown much more interest in Young Master and me than she has Tomoe-dono and Mio-dono. Why is that?

Her initial fighting style was clearly chosen with prior knowledge of Young Master’s traits, yet it didn’t seem to account for the magical construct. I don’t understand. But at the very least, she is strong. If Young Master desires more strength at his side, then this is power enough to justify it.

Because he had seen through her intentions, Shiki had cut down her little farce for exactly what it was.

Watching the clash between Makoto and the shrine maiden now, he had already concluded that her ability was genuine. Yet while his thoughts raced to uncover the true nature of this woman—this supposed envoy of gods from another world, which in practical terms meant a woman with no reliable proof of who or what she was at all—he suddenly bit down hard on his lip.

The reason Makoto wanted more strength…

Shiki could understand that easily enough. It was because he was thinking of them, and of the Demiplane.

Makoto intended to fight the Goddess. But he had no wish to lose those close to him. And so, then the more powerful allies and companions he had, the better.

Shiki had no idea what Tomoe or Mio would say, but if he were asked whether he was confident he could return alive from a battle against the Goddess at Makoto’s side, then as things stood now, he wouldn’t have been able to say yes.

That was why it stung.

If he, Tomoe, and Mio had all been strong enough to say with certainty that they could fight the Goddess alongside Makoto and come back victorious, then perhaps Makoto would never have considered taking this shrine maiden in as a new attendant at all.

If only I had at least mastered the Thirteen Tiers by now…

A self-mocking smile crossed his face.

The violent aftershocks surging from Makoto and Tōda’s clash were stirring the hair and clothing of the three attendants. The only reason it stopped there was that all three had barriers spread around themselves.

Meanwhile, the battle at the center of it all was intensifying by the second.

Makoto fired the frozen arm of his magical construct like a rocket punch.

In response, Tōda gave a short incantation, condensed white light into her hand, and fired. The blast pierced straight through the icy fist.

Even after shattering the fist, the light rushing toward Makoto abruptly inverted just before reaching him, turning to darkness and staining everything around him black, sealing off his sight.

Shiki shifted his gaze away from the battlefield and saw Tomoe standing next to him.

“Tomoe-dono. Wouldn’t it be better to bring this to a close soon?”

“Hm, yes. I suppose so,” Tomoe replied. “She seems to have enough strength to contract with Young Master. Better to end it while he’s still holding back.”

“Right. If this keeps up, Young Master is going to—”

“What are you two even talking about?” Mio interjected. “Young Master’s clearly enjoying himself. You should just stay quiet and watch until the fight ends.”

“Mio. Are you saying you’d be fine with him surrendering himself to the joy of killing?” Tomoe’s expression twisted as she considered this. “No; in your case, perhaps that truly wouldn’t pose any problem.”

She understood what Makoto had done to the gate he’d summoned the other day, and that was why she feared he might be nearing that same state of mind again.

Shiki also gave a small nod, affirming Tomoe’s concern. But Mio just tilted her head in confusion.

“The joy of killing? What are you talking about?”

“The gate he summoned the other day,” Tomoe explained. “The one that provoked his anger.”

“Ah, the one where you said he was smiling.”

“Exactly. Young Master himself didn’t seem fully aware of it, but if that was a sign that he was awakening to the pleasure of killing… of destruction…”

“And you two think there’s any sign of that in him now?”

Both Tomoe and Shiki nodded, their expressions solemn.

Makoto was still hidden inside the darkness. Even so, high-speed Bridt shots continued to strike at Tōda with ruthless precision.

“Pff… ahaha… hahahaha…”

Seeing the looks on their faces, Mio burst into laughter.

“What is it, all of a sudden?” Tomoe demanded.

“What’s so funny?” Shiki asked.

“You’re worrying over something so completely off the mark! It’s ridiculous.”

“Off the mark?”

“Yes. Young Master is not the sort of person who delights in killing. If he looks like he’s enjoying himself now, it’s because he’s genuinely having fun thinking up what moves to try next, and bringing those answers out from within himself. That smile on his face? Something like that is probably just a habit.”

Although she said probably, there was no trace of guesswork in Mio’s tone. She sounded like she was stating something she knew to be true.

“A habit?”

“Yes. Nothing more than an unconscious mannerism.”

“And how can you be so sure?” Shiki asked before he could stop himself, unable to ignore the certainty in her voice.

Mio looked at him as if the answer should have been obvious.

“Why are you asking now, of all times? People who take pleasure in killing or destroying, it’s because they’re strongly attached to life or to things in one way or another, isn’t it?”

“…”

“Young Master has no such attachment to either! So, becoming intoxicated by the act of killing is absolutely impossible for him. If you ask me why, that’s the simplest answer. Both of you have stayed by his side all this time and never noticed?”

Tomoe and Shiki remained silent under Mio’s question.

“Look, just look,” she went on. “That shrine maiden’s already exhausted her stock of weapons, and she’s burned through a great deal of magic, too. Fighting like that in the Demiplane is a poor choice. Even if she means to draw on the power around her, that’s entirely different from fighting in a place overflowing with magic on all sides. She probably doesn’t know how to handle it.”

“Mio,” Tomoe said, her face growing severe, “why did you conclude that Young Master isn’t attached to life?”

“Tomoe-san?”

“Why do you think that? Tell me.”

“What’s with that look on your face? It’s obvious enough if you pay attention. Whenever Young Master talks about the value of life and similar things, his words feel very… borrowed. Like they’re someone else’s words, or something he picked up from a book somewhere. They don’t sound like something he truly believes in himself. Ah, of course, there are exceptions. He treasures the lives of those he sees as his own very dearly. That part is—ah!”

“‘Borrowed,’ is it,” Tomoe murmured.

“Tomoe-san, it’s about to end.”

Tomoe looked as though she wanted to say more, but at Mio’s prompt, she shifted her gaze back to the shrine maiden.

Makoto burst out from the darkness and charged, his magical body still wrapped around him. But neither the charge nor the sweeping strike that followed managed to touch Tōda’s body.

Makoto looked up to see the shrine maiden hovering above him, robes torn and damaged.

“Right,” Tomoe began. “Fire, water, wind, earth, light, darkness, even non-attribute. And on top of that, movement like that. What do you mean, ‘The only thing I can really boast about is my speed’? She can do a little of everything, and her specialties are close-quarters combat with swords and spears, plus fire and wind magic. The quality speaks for itself, and then there’s the speed. If she means to call herself a jack-of-all-trades with that, then it’s pure sarcasm.”

That was how Tomoe judged Tōda’s strength: an existence so versatile it became offensive.

For a fleeting instant, her mind conjured an image of Luto.

“Ah, Young Master’s drawing Azusa,” Shiki murmured.

Indeed, Makoto had finally drawn his bow, all while continuing to fire off Bridts.

Tōda was still showing the same unnerving versatility; even as she dealt with the incoming missiles, she produced a longer flaming whip than before and began using it to snuff out Bridts just before they fully activated.

Nonetheless, strain had begun to creep into her expression.

Even if she wanted to make use of her speed, she couldn’t find the timing. Not when pinpoint shots were being poured into her like Gatling gun fire.

Everyone, including Tōda herself, fixed their attention on the arrow Makoto had nocked.

And then—

“On top of all that…” Tomoe murmured, her voice low, “that too?”

The Silver Arms opened their cold, inorganic hands from either side, as if to enclose the very air in which Makoto and Tōda stood.

The space caught between them warped ever so slightly.

Tōda’s expression warped too.

The Bridt interception stopped, leaving the shrine maiden with nothing but barriers for defense.

Naturally, that alone wasn’t enough. Wounds were accumulating little by little.

As the pair of arms slowly drew closer and the enclosed space shrank, the scenery within it grew increasingly distorted, like something seen through a warped lens.

Then Makoto’s Bridts ceased as well.

The shrine maiden twisted as though some invisible force had seized and constricted her body.

It was obvious that the Arms had imposed some sort of restriction on the space containing both Makoto and Tōda, yet Makoto himself remained standing there, bow still drawn.

At last, the Arms came to a halt in midair, cupping the place where the shrine maiden had been captured.

“So, he had us focus on the Bridts and the bow, only to seal off movement along with himself,” Shiki said in admiration. “Impressive.”

“Even fighting on what’s essentially his own home ground, the fact that Young Master can handle an opponent like that with such a cool face is almost amusing,” Tomoe murmured.

As Shiki and Tomoe let out their impressed remarks, Mio smiled in quiet satisfaction.

“The only possible outcome.”

Watching the shrine maiden, effectively crippled, and Makoto below her with his bow trained on her, the three of them knew the battle had ended.

※※※



“It’s over.”

I looked up at Tōda, suspended in the air, and spoke to her.

I’d already finished lining up the shot.

“… N-no. Not yet.”

“You had some ridiculous stamina, and you were absurdly versatile, too. For someone calling themselves the Fiery Calamity General, you sure threw around ice and wind and just about everything else. You had me sweating there for a while.”

“And yet you handled every last one of them, Master.” She spoke in ragged breaths, her shoulders rising and falling. “Still, it is true that I was once called Tōda. And besides… the battle is not over yet.”

“You still want to keep going? Putting stamina aside, you barely have any magic left, do you?”

It wasn’t as if she’d burned through every last drop, but the magic remaining in her body was faint. She’d fired off quite a few large-scale techniques, and she’d even thrown counters at my Bridts.

A strategy like that could work for me, maybe. I had effectively endless magic to throw around. But in the Demiplane, using one chant-based large spell after another like that was a bad idea.

For ordinary incantation magic, once a spell crossed a certain scale, it was built on the assumption that you’d draw on the magic of the surroundings or the spirits. It simply wasn’t realistic for one person to supply it all alone.

A spell that could knock you flat after one use was too impractical to rely on.

The Demiplane didn’t have ambient magic overflowing through the air.

There was dense magic in the trees, the grass, and the animals, so it was easy to mistake this place for one saturated with power. But if you paid close attention to where the magic was actually coming from, the difference was obvious.

That was why fighting here with ordinary magic took its own special knack.

Tōda, apparently, didn’t know that.

“I can still move,” she said. “I still have weapons left. And I have not lost the will to fight. I still intend to kill you, Master.”

Tōda’s words landed flat, stripped of everything but killing intent.

Haaah.

I’d meant this as a feint, but I guess I’d have to land one for real.

I hadn’t been able to picture the shot clearly enough to imagine it piercing her cleanly, so all I could manage was an unerring hit, not full inevitability.

I’d felt something similar when I fought Hibiki. Maybe there was some condition at work besides my own mental image.

Hm.

“Well, sorry then,” I told Tōda. “But I’m going to hit you.”

“Victory is not a word one may claim until the opponent has been rendered powerless, at the very least. Please. Go ahead.”

… Hm?

For just an instant, I thought her eyes had taken on something almost challenging.

Was she a genuine battle junkie, like Sofia? Considering she’d been sent by Susanoo and Daikokuten, it wasn’t a suspicion I could dismiss outright as absurd.

Either way, the fight was over.

I shifted my aim slightly off Tōda’s chest and put an arrow through her shoulder.

She didn’t scream.

She simply fell.

“I’ll have you treated right away. Good work,” I told her as I beckoned to Tomoe and the others.

“A complete defeat,” Tōda admitted. “That was a splendid shot.”

“Yeah. Ah, one thing about me. I’m really not cut out for being called Master, so I’d like you to call me something else.”

“How should I address you, then?”

“Makoto, or… well, everyone calls me Young Master, so go with that.”

At this point, I really have become Young Master, haven’t I?

Changing it now would probably be difficult, and anyway, I’d gotten used to it.

“I see. Then, Makoto-sama, though I am still lacking, I hope you will treat me kindly.”

“Same here. Ah, Tōda, there was something I wanted to ask you.”

“What is it?”

“That big tree at the shrine. I saw a few more along the approach, too. Those were cherry trees, weren’t they?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, there are no Somei Yoshino among them, but there are several kinds of cherry trees.”

“I knew it. When they bloom, would it be all right if we held a flower-viewing party in the shrine grounds?”

“That shrine belongs to you, Makoto-sama. Please use it however you wish. If you like, I could even have them bloom for you. It is a little early, but that much would be possible.”

For a conversation with a woman lying on the ground with an arrow sticking out of her shoulder, this felt bizarrely domestic.

That said, there was one thing in there I couldn’t just let pass.

“What did you mean by ‘have them bloom’?”

“That much flexibility is within my power.”

OK, so she claimed to be fire-aspected, and yet she fought in all kinds of ways. She really is absurdly versatile.

I supposed Tōda truly was just one of her names.

Still, that would help.

“Then I’d love to take you up on that. I’ve been feeling a little nostalgic, and I was just thinking it might be nice to have everyone enjoy flower viewing together.”

Bring everyone to the shrine, and hold a blossom-viewing party too.

Two birds with one stone.

While we were talking, Tomoe, Shiki, and Mio walked up to us; before I could even ask, Tomoe and Shiki were treating Tōda’s wound.

“Good work, Young Master,” Mio said, holding out a cloth for me.

I hadn’t even broken a sweat, but I thanked her and took it anyway.

A shrine, huh, I thought as I turned my eyes back toward the buildings.

There was a temple and a Parthenon attached to it, but those probably weren’t ordinary structures either.

I’d forgotten to ask, so if they had any absurd special functions, I’d have to make sure to ask about them later.

Not that I wasn’t hoping they’d be normal, mind you.

Then again, given the sort of shrine maiden who came with the place…

Still, I was happy.

No, really; this made me happy.

When it came to shrines, I’d never known the first thing about how you’d even build one, so having a complete one suddenly appear like this genuinely meant a lot.

I promised myself that no matter what happened, I would come visit it every now and then.

Someday, I wanted to hold festivals there too.

Would something like that take root in the Demiplane?

How was I supposed to explain all this to everyone?

As I looked at this outrageous gift that had followed on the heels of the sea, I felt my face soften into a smile.
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Slowly, carefully, Chiya replayed the events of the past few days in her mind.

The shrine maiden of Lorel knew exactly how much weight her report would carry.

The descent of the Greater Spirits. And more than that, she herself had received their blessings. Though she was a shrine maiden of the Greater Water Spirit, she had also been granted the blessings of the Greater Earth and Fire Spirits.

“To be precise, everyone who was there received them,” she murmured.

Yes, everyone from the Kuzunoha Company had been given power by Behemoth and Phoenix.

It made her wonder what, exactly, all her efforts since birth to become a shrine maiden had amounted to.

The undead that had been there was unquestionably a mighty foe; a monster equal to a demon general, perhaps even surpassing one.

There was that baleful miasma that poured from its entire body. The hatred condensed to a dreadful intensity in its blazing eyes. As naturally as breathing, it created undead around itself and bent them to its will.

Though in terms of sheer power, Raidou, Shiki, Tomoe, and Mio were monsters in a class above even that.

They could each summon Greater Spirits on their own and still look perfectly unfazed, and even against a Nebiros—one that had left the spirits themselves in shock—they had shown no sign of panic at all.

“The Midnight Front was never a place humans should have set foot in. The only reason we made it back so easily was that they were with us. And I was barely more than a token comfort…”

She let out a breath, struck by the cruelty of it.

In that place, the only thing anyone could rely on was the absolute power possessed by a single merchant company. Even she, a shrine maiden meant to bring peace to people’s hearts, had done little more than lean on their words and the way they carried themselves.

If that was true, then of what use were goodwill, kindness, or sincerity?

“Power, even if it isn’t everything, words spoken by those without it are just that fragile, that weak.”

Chiya felt that truth sink painfully deep.

Once before, she had tried to peer into Raidou’s true nature with her Heart’s Eye—and paid for it by nearly blowing herself apart. That only made this sting more.

She’d clung to the image burned into her from that moment, gone with him into the Midnight Front, become nothing but a burden, then been forced to confront the difference in power; the difference in rank as beings.

To a man like Raidou, this whole Midnight Front investigation, along with the unexpectedly favorable outcome it produced, surely all of it had been nothing more than a whim. A casual act of charity.

Joy Yuneshti had compared him to something on the level of gods and spirits, and now, much as she hated it, Chiya could only admit how much truth there was to that assessment.

“For Hibiki-oneechan’s sake, and for Lorel’s too, I have to become stronger.”

She had to revise her understanding of Raidou.

Unbeatable. Dangerous. A threat to the world.

All of those things were true, but they weren’t the whole truth.

He offered aid.

He saved people.

Hyumans and demi-humans alike.

Sages, slaves, he made no distinction.

Just like the hero she’d admired from the moment they met, he undeniably possessed that same kind of side to him, too.

Thinking back, Sairitsu from early on seemed to be trying to close the distance with Raidou and build a good relationship with him.

“Maybe even back then she saw clearly what I still couldn’t.”

Even if something was frightening, even if it was terrifying, that didn’t mean it was something you could just choose not to look at.

The world was not that kind.

There was one feeling, one recognition, that Chiya knew she had to face.

“If… if the one I’d met first hadn’t been Oneechan, but him instead, what would I have done?”

Even if he tossed her around, she might still have ended up traveling beside Raidou in the end.

Just as she had done for Hero Hibiki, might she not have worked with him too, and eventually tried to bring him to Lorel?

Even while recognizing him as a being of overwhelming power, might she still not have looked properly at the kindness he carried within him as well?

Chiya understood perfectly well that these what-ifs were nothing more than fantasies. Even so, she found herself coming to understand just how much the order in which one met him could alter the impression Raidou left behind.

“And then there was that girl Yui-sama’s ability. It was like the sort of power a shrine maiden might possess, and yet it was incomparably greater.”

Counseling.

While Raidou and the others were speaking with the restored Nebiros about what would happen next, the specter calling herself Yui had patiently explained her past and the details of her ability to Chiya.

It was a terrible power, capable of forcing a mutual destruction with several powerful enemies at the cost of Yui’s own life. And yet in times of peace, it was also a gentle power capable of saving many people.

During Counseling itself, the questions came without warning, one after another, each forcing cruel and impossible choices. But Chiya believed that, if properly explained and properly used, it was an extraordinary ability that could save countless lives.

So, she had apologized to Yui and to her father for the fact that Lorel had rejected them despite such gifts.

This whole incident had also become a turning point for her, forcing her to look at the darkness within her own nation. For even Lorel, which claimed to shelter Sages without condition, had shadows of its own.

Before the purification ritual began, Chiya had gathered her courage and asked to hear the results of Counseling.

That ability left clear results behind.

Naturally, Yui knew them. So, Chiya had asked about her own result and about Raidou’s as well.

She couldn’t stop wondering about the difference between the problems she herself still had to face and the Raidou she’d seen with her own eyes.

“A rare person in whom the scent of Japan lingers strongly.”

That was the first thing Yui told her. Her diagnosis, if you will. But Chiya found this answer vague. It sounded like nothing more than Yui’s personal impression.

Most likely, she thought, the real result was something difficult to put into words. That was what Chiya wanted to know.

Even though Yui was only a remnant of a Sage, Chiya couldn’t very well press her too hard. But just before she went to be purified, Yui finally leaned close, hesitated, and whispered the truth into Chiya’s ear.

“I ended up asking back, ‘Is this really human?’ It was the first time anything like that had ever happened.”

Then she asked Chiya to keep that truth locked away in her own heart.

She also left behind another difficult plea: He will surely walk a harsh path, so please help him however you can.

Given Chiya’s position as a shrine maiden of Lorel, both requests were nearly impossible. And yet, Chiya had begun to think that unless she at least did this much, she would fail both in showing proper respect to a Sage and in repaying the debt she owed Raidou.

Is this really human?

Ah.

Yes, that made sense.

“My Heart’s Eye and Yui-sama’s Counseling probably arrived at answers with much the same outline. He unquestionably possesses an abnormal kind of mentality. But…”

Surely Joshua and Hibiki already knew that, too.

The two of them had remained appropriately wary and, as such, judged him too important to ignore. That was why they chose not to draw a hard line between enemy and ally just yet.

If that was the case, then there was no need to include Counseling or its results in any official report. It wouldn’t affect the larger course of events. And if so, then perhaps she really could grant the wish of a former Sage—one who had once been wronged by Lorel, however long ago that had been.

As for the other request, Chiya thought that even if she herself could do little, she might still fulfill it simply by refraining from getting in Sairitsu’s way and quietly watching over what she chose to do.

It was underhanded, to be clear, but Chiya believed that, at present, it was the very most she could manage.

After that, she would investigate the history of Château Yui and its end on her own, learning the truth for herself.

For Chiya, that was a matter of resolve; of drawing a line beneath all this.

Now that she had learned even part of the story, however incompletely, she wanted to know as much as she could of what happened there, whether or not she ever chose to speak of it aloud.

Apparently, there was a clue buried in an old Limian tale: the anecdote that gave rise to the phrase The Wise King’s Dialogue.

It was a very old story, by all accounts, but the knowledge circulating openly among the public seemed distorted. If she wanted the truth, she might even have to seek the cooperation of House Hopleys.

The part of her that had changed most through all this might have been the way she now viewed that noble house.

If the story of Mr. Utsugi and his daughter was even close to the truth, then the Hopleys family had once opposed the royal house for a Sage’s sake, fully aware that doing so could endanger their own standing. No, in that case, for a friend’s sake.

To Chiya, House Hopleys had always symbolized everything rotten about the old nobility: ugly, stagnant aristocrats interested only in power struggles. But that impression was beginning to shift.

She wouldn’t forget that they were dangerous people. And yet, she could no longer bring herself to reject everything they said out of hand.

Walking through the castle, Chiya spotted a familiar figure coming toward her.

“Ah, Joy-san!” she called.

Joy Yuneshti.

One of the companions who’d survived the Midnight Front alongside her.

He, along with the head of the Embray Company and the three former slaves who had already been freed, had become something precious to her.

Maybe time would dull that feeling a little. But for now, she could almost call them friends, second only to Hibiki.

“Chiya-sama! Are you on your way to report to those two as well?” Joy asked.

“Yes! You too, Joy-san?”

“I am. We’re also supposed to finally hear the results of Oswald-sama’s marriage hunt.”

Although he still spoke to Chiya formally and continued to use honorifics with her, there was a warmth to him now.

Since then, they had even gone out to eat together, with Lugh and Anise among the group.

It was a wonderful evening.

In fact, Chiya was already secretly hoping they could do it again someday, once she was old enough to properly enjoy alcohol.

“Then let’s go together!” she told Joy now.

“Gladly. To be honest, the moment I made it back alive from that place, I was already half to the point of not caring what happened with my sister anymore.”

“It really did feel like everything kept tumbling from bad to worse. First, the summoning of the Greater Spirits, and then the Nebiros.”

“Exactly. Even if it was only on the field of argument, I was genuinely impressed by how thoroughly Anise managed to shut that thing down.”

“I know!!!” Chiya expressed her agreement with all the force she had.

“By the way, did you know?” Joy continued. “Those three have apparently already arranged things with the Kuzunoha Company. No matter what becomes of the place that used to be the Midnight Front, they’re going to have a cottage built there, in one corner of it. Seems they’d already settled it quietly behind the scenes.”

“Anise is amazing.”

“A miraculous turnaround after utter despair. I imagine she had her own reasons, just as I did.”

“If it’s the three of them, do you think they’re planning on starting some kind of business together?”

“Could be. And if so, then whether they ask for help or not, I fully intend to force my cooperation on them.”

“Can I join in too?”

“Of course.”

After a few minutes of cheerful conversation, the two of them arrived outside the room where Joshua and Hibiki were waiting and knocked.

A moment later, they were invited inside, and Joy opened the door.

There was a time when most people would have said Joy Yuneshti was rather timid and overly reserved, but now it was as though he’d shed a layer of himself. There was a firmness to his back, a quiet dignity to the way he carried himself.

It was, of course, thanks to what he’d experienced in that place.

“Chiya, Joy, welcome back,” came Hibiki’s familiar voice. “It sounds like you had a terrible time.”

There was a trace of fatigue about her, but it was so faint that Joy probably wouldn’t have noticed it at all. Given her position and everything she was carrying, Limia’s Hero was still almost inhumanly resilient, graceful, and unbreakable.

Strong, kind, and beautiful.

Truly, Hibiki was still exactly the woman Chiya admired: wise and never one to give up.

“As Lyca-sama, the Waterfall has likely already informed you of the general situation…” Chiya began.

Joshua responded at once.

“Yes. First of all, let me say this: you have my immense gratitude for all you endured, Joy Yuneshti. There are only a few things I’d like to confirm from our side, so please don’t worry. We have no intention of demanding an especially severe report.”

For the royal house, the resolution of the Midnight Front should, by and large, have been a favorable one. And yet neither Joshua nor Hibiki looked ready to celebrate it without reservation.

There was no doubt they were sincerely relieved that both Chiya and Joy had returned safely, but there were clearly many other thorny problems still left on the board.

When the issue was politics, there was only so much Chiya could do as an important figure from another nation.

At times, that position could itself become a weapon.

With her still lacking the knowledge and experience for it, the question of whether she could truly be of use to the two people before her was far more difficult.

“By the way,” Joy said, “this is a personal matter, so I apologize, but what happened in the end between my sister and Oswald-sama?”

“That is only natural to ask. Yes, congratulations, Joy Yuneshti,” Joshua said casually. “Merina-dono is to be welcomed as Oswald-sama’s legal wife.”

Oswald Hopleys.

It seemed that, from among the women Joshua had conveniently assembled around him during his treatment, he had chosen a bride after all. And the woman he chose was none other than Joy’s sister, Merina.

With that, House Unesty and House Hopleys would now be tied together by a strong bond.

For Joy and the Unesty family, it was a major leap forward. And yet, despite everything appearing to have gone according to plan, both Joshua’s and Hibiki’s expressions remained far from bright.

Hm? Chiya tilted her head.

“You said, legal wife. Does that mean he also took a liking to someone else at the same time?”

The moment she heard Joy’s question, Chiya finally understood. Oswald had decided to take two wives at once. Or perhaps three.

For a noble, especially one from a great house like Hopleys, that was hardly unusual.

If anything, with Algrio’s bloodline resting on Oswald alone, most people would have thought having only one wife was far too precarious.

“And that’s the problem,” Hibiki said with a weary sigh. “You could say Joshua overplayed his hand, which means this one’s on us, too. Right?”

“Ugh.”

At Hibiki’s pointed remark, Joshua found himself at a rare loss for words.

He was every bit the schemer people took him for. Layering one plan atop another was second nature to him, and when it came to achieving his goals, he was not above choosing ruthless means.

When Chiya searched her memory, the only blunder of his she could even think of was the whole Midnight Front incident.

Even then, it had only happened because telepathic communication had failed, and Chiya had made her own decision in the moment. Strictly speaking, it hardly felt like Joshua’s mistake at all.

It had simply been that Algrio, for one brief instant, had shown sharper reflexes and better judgment.

In other words, a fine play on the Hopleys' side.

“But if the marriage succeeded, why is it a failure, Oneechan?”

“Well,” Hibiki said, “let’s just say it proves he really does have Hopleys blood in him. That man, Oswald Hopleys…”

She let the words hang for a beat as she looked at Chiya.

The pause felt like a question: Are you ready for this?

It was the same pause Hibiki always used when she was about to tease her; the familiar prelude to one of her little games. And for some reason, perhaps because of that very familiarity, Chiya felt a strange sense of relief. Obediently falling into the usual rhythm, she swallowed hard and waited.

For some reason, Joy copied her exactly, which only made the whole moment more absurd.

“He accepted all seven women Joshua lined up for him as wives,” Hibiki said at last. “Then, like he was heading home in triumph, he set out for his father’s territory to introduce his brides. Of course,” she added, “that was after making a full recovery, arm regeneration included.”

By then, Chiya and Joy weren’t listening closely enough to catch the rest.

“Ehhhhh?!”

“A-all seven?! And my sister is the legal wife among them?!”

The reaction was exactly what one would expect.

Joshua and Hibiki shared a wry smile as they enjoyed the stunned reaction from the two of them.

No one had seen this outcome coming.

Neither of them thought Oswald possessed that much initiative, and since the women prepared for him were all of respectable standing, taking too many of them as wives could, depending on the circumstances, create troublesome entanglements even in terms of ties between noble houses.

Joshua had considered a few wives well within the range of possibility, but even he had never imagined Oswald would marry all of them. And what made it worse was that there were no unofficial lovers at all.

A legal wife and six secondary wives; every last one of them had been taken as a proper bride.

If, by some impossible chance, Oswald truly came to love all his wives equally and maintained harmonious relationships with every one of them, the resulting influence would be far from amusing to the royal house.

Polygyny might have been ordinary enough, but the idea that one man could love seven women of rank, along with all the political baggage attached to them, without causing conflict—while eight houses stood bound together in perfect unity—was a miracle so unrealistic that it exceeded even Joshua and Hibiki’s limit for contingency planning.

It was simply too far removed from reality.

In other words, Oswald had just carried home a truly absurd bomb.

Even so, a trace of unease remained because this, too, was entangled with the Kuzunoha Company.

Impossible things happened where they were concerned. And by a strange coincidence, everyone in this room—though each faced a different problem—had already seen that truth with their own eyes.

Which was exactly why none of them could laugh it off.

No one could completely dismiss the vanishingly small possibility that this defective bomb they had allowed to leave their hands might go through its entire lifespan without ever igniting or exploding.

If that happened, the influence House Hopleys would wield might well surpass that of the royal house itself.

“There’s also the matter of what is to be formally presented to the royal house from the Midnight Front,” Joshua said. “That vast, dead swamp becoming a flower-covered meadow with clear springs bubbling up from the earth, the two of you truly saw that happen with your own eyes?”

“Yes. I saw it with my own eyes,” Joy answered as Chiya nodded in agreement. “The legendary undead Nebiros, the tree that devoured spirits and turned them into black insects, and that flower-covered meadow afterward, like a paradise spread to every horizon.”

“And I saw and heard it all too,” Chiya added. “The summoning of the Greater Earth and Fire spirits, Lyca’s aid, the purification of the miasma over the entire region, and Algrio-san’s intention to present the Midnight Front to the royal house.”

After exchanging a glance to confirm one another’s words, Joy and Chiya each held out their adventurer cards to Joshua.

The information fields related to their titles were displayed there.

Upon hearing Chiya call Algrio -san, Hibiki reacted for the briefest instant, but the flicker vanished at once, unnoticed by anyone except Joshua.

“Behemoth’s protection and blessing. Phoenix’s protection and blessing. And Lyca’s…” Joshua’s gaze narrowed. “This is the same as Hibiki’s, isn’t it? Evidence I can hardly deny.”

“And the head of the Embray Company, along with the three slaves who went with them, received the same kinds of titles, too,” Hibiki said. “We’ll have to hear from them as well. And as for the Midnight Front, there’s no way we can avoid going to inspect it ourselves at least once, Joshua.”

Joshua and Hibiki both looked up from the adventurer cards.

“Yes, I know,” Joshua replied. “Lyca is talking about moving from Maylis Lake itself. That means we’ll have to draw new boundaries for domains and territory, and… Ah, in that case, I’ll finally get to enjoy a journey through the skies on the back of a Greater Dragon! What an astonishing life this is turning out to be. Really, there’s no word for it but splendid!”

Something in him must have snapped, because Joshua suddenly burst into laughter, eyes wide, voice tone bright and buoyant.

“I know exactly how you feel,” Hibiki said with a sigh. “Makoto-kun’s gone and stirred us up even worse than the demons ever did.”

There was no point in voicing complaints. The Kuzunoha Company party had already left the Kingdom of Limia.

Storms brought both destruction and blessing. But perhaps even a Hero and a black-hearted prince, for all their ability, could never have hoped to control every consequence from the very beginning.

They had secured an ideal candidate site for relocating the royal capital.

The question was what the price of that gain would prove to be.

※※※



Meanwhile, in a pleasant open space where a gentle breeze stirred flowers of every color, one man stood in silence, gazing out over the view. He was nearing old age.

As far as the eye could see, there was no trace of manmade structures anywhere, except for the simple pavilion where he stood alone.

Before him lay a report he had already read and reread, examining it over and over again.

The man’s name was Algrio Hopleys.

He said nothing. He simply remained wrapped in silence.

Then, at some point, another man was standing beside him: the head of the Embray Company and an old acquaintance.

“… Even with eyes as sharp as yours, it seems this outcome was beyond your sight,” the man said.

“… Lugh.”

“Yes. I heard you wished to see me, so I came at once.”

“You already know about Oswald.”

“As a rumor, at least. From what I hear, while he was being treated, he found the women he wished to take as wives. Congratulations.”

“The problem is the number. Seven.”

“So, it’s true, then? He really intends to marry seven women at once?”

The two men were comrades who had survived countless political struggles side by side.

Their long relationship had grown deep enough that the slightest shift in expression or feeling didn’t escape either of them.

Algrio could clearly sense that Lugh was unsettled, and Lugh could just as clearly sense the same unease in Algrio.

“I never imagined he would push back against my words so strongly. Looking back now, bringing up the matter of succession first may well have been my mistake.”

“Oswald-sama is a man, after all. Perhaps the thought of building a family of his own finally forced him to shed a layer of himself.”

“Well, from the larger perspective, it may not even be a bad change,” Algrio said with a faint, ironic smile. “With Ilumgand dead, I can hardly afford to have Oswald remain the sort of man who only knows how to love a single wife. And one could argue that, in doing this, he’s managed to shut down one of Joshua’s moves as well.”

“And by that, you mean?” Lugh asked.

“If seven women are offered to a man, then perhaps one becomes the lawful wife. Others might settle for becoming concubines or mistresses.”

“Yes.”

“And at the same time, there will be women who aren’t chosen even for that.”

“Indeed.”

“The women Joshua prepared all had… complications. None of them was untouched goods. Even so, each came from a house of fitting rank.”

“Complications, is it?”

Lugh knew exactly what that meant.

In some cases, complication was far too mild a word for what lay behind them.

One was the younger sister of a knight, like Oswald himself. But not just any knight—one who had died in service. Another was a divorcée past twenty, cast off before she had ever borne a child. There was one who had once misfired a spell and withered an entire wheat harvest in her territory. Another came from a family whose pedigree was beyond question, though their finances had long since slipped into a state no one could laugh off.

Not to mention, the masterpiece among them all: a certain woman nearing her thirties who had still never married even once. According to Lugh’s investigations, she was astonishingly beautiful. Yet that very beauty only made her unmarried status all the more ominous, and so she had become a notorious figure throughout Limia. Looking at her, people wondered just how dreadful the person beneath that flawless appearance must be. In other words, she was a publicly acknowledged noblewoman-shaped landmine.

Had Lugh himself been in Oswald’s position, nursed back to health by those women in white gowns, he would not have hesitated to answer no if asked whether he would marry any of them. And yet Oswald had decided to make all of them his wives.

What manner of brainwashing, taming… no, persuasion had taken place there?

Lugh felt a chill run down his spine.

“Spite toward the one who rejected you, or the urge to strike back: it can look like justice when your world narrows enough. And if it’s Joshua, turning such women into pieces to use against House Hopleys would not be difficult.”

“Ah, yes. That much is easy to imagine. The sort of unpleasant pieces you can’t simply brush aside.”

“But Oswald married all of them. Which means there’s not a single woman left to bend toward Joshua. House Hopleys has effectively been handed, by the royal house itself, a chance to unite seven powerful families and gain enough influence to rival the crown. It almost makes one want to laugh.”

For some reason, the lines on Algrio’s face were not the kind that came from smiling.

“That is, if they can be managed. The follow-up from here will require no small amount of effort.”

“Indeed. Which is why my head aches.”

“To think even a view this beautiful cannot lighten your mood… I understand, at least in part, how you must feel.”

Even if he was drawn into it to some degree, Lugh doubted he would suffer the same strain as Algrio, who had to face it as Oswald’s father-in-law. He found himself sincerely sympathizing.

“This, too, is one cause of that headache, Lugh. You understand that well enough.”

With those words, Algrio turned his gaze back to the landscape before them. This place, beautiful and tranquil as a paradise stretching to the horizon, clearly gave him more than just superficial peace of mind.

“Yes.”

“Who could have imagined the Midnight Front transformed into something like this? And on top of that, not a single death. Every one of them came back alive on Lyca’s back, and in the end, they even purified the Nebiros with the help of Greater Spirits. The fact that the Nebiros had been lurking in Hopleys lands at all… Hah.”

The Nebiros, the Demon God of Death Manipulation, the crimson-clad skeleton who commanded an immortal army at will. Unlike the so-called Wicked One causing a stir lately by making lakes, this was a true calamity, well known as a threat to the world.

The thought alone was horrifying: that within his domain there might have been millions, tens of millions, of dead soldiers stirring in the dark.

The spread of the undead. The growth and concentration of miasma.

It was said that the Nebiros was born only when such conditions were pushed to their extreme.

“But still, they came back alive,” Algrio noted.

“If thanks are due, then one day they should be offered to the people of the Kuzunoha Company. As you yourself said, my lord, they were the sort of people one can say without exaggeration it was a true stroke of fortune to meet.”

Whenever he wrote up the circumstances and causes in a report, or found himself questioned by someone important, Lugh couldn’t help thinking the same thing: How in the world did I make it back alive?

At the same time, there were moments when he found himself feeling that, yes, fear had certainly been carved into him. But the place itself hadn’t felt that terrifying after all. And he was certain there was only one reason for that.

The Kuzunoha Company people had been there.

“That Joy Yuneshti fellow seemed different, too,” Algrio said at length. “As though he’s found a spine somewhere. Well, after living through something like that and coming back alive, it would be stranger if it didn’t change a man.”

“I can’t deny it,” Lugh replied. “There are a few things about my own future that I’ve finally come to terms with. Though of course, as foretold, if you still desire it, I remain prepared to lick your boots, so you may rest easy.”

“That joke goes too far, Lugh.” Algrio’s next question came with a fearless smile. “Have you grown tired of your connection to me?”

Lugh shook his head.

“Not at all. If anything, I feel only greater gratitude and loyalty toward you, Algrio-sama. That said, one or two matters have arisen which will require an equal measure of my strength. Troublesome, at my age, wouldn’t you say? And since you mean to return this place to the royal house, the relocation of the Embray Company has become a rather painful headache as well.”

“Heh. It galls me to have to hand all of this over to the royal house,” Algrio said. “But rest easy. I said I would return it. I did not say I would keep my hands off it entirely. I intend to have Oswald secure an appropriate position there in the defense of the new royal capital, and as for moving your company to whatever land you desire, that much I can grant you.”

“Thank you, Algrio-sama.”

“If you still mean to stay with me, it’s a cheap purchase. Now then?”

“?”

“What is it you intend to begin?”

“Do you remember Kaleneon?”

“Of course,” Algrio answered, a note of bitterness creeping into his voice. “I had close dealings with House Aensland there.”

Though it lay in another nation, when that noble house had fallen into crisis, Algrio had been unable to extend the help he wished to give.

It was an old wound, and a deep one.

“I’ve heard that Kaleneon still exists,” Lugh said quietly. “Far beyond Stella Fortress.”

“What?” Algrio turned a dubious look on his old friend, who had suddenly begun saying things that sounded like pure nonsense. But when he looked, what stared back at him was Lugh’s usual face, serious as ever.

“The Wicked One who recently created a lake in Limia,” Lugh said. “I’ve heard that he reached out a hand to House Aensland.”

“No, wait, hold on. What in the world are you talking about, Lugh?”

“It was the Kuzunoha Company, Algrio-sama. They told me themselves. Kaleneon, it seems, is recovering now under the leadership of the two daughters of House Aensland.”

Lugh held out an ear of vivid red corn to Algrio, whose voice had risen at the sheer absurdity of what sounded like delusion.

It was a foodstuff unique to Kaleneon, one that had left an unforgettable impression in Algrio’s memory.

“Impossible! Th-this is… that, isn’t it?! From there?!”

“I do not know with whom they have ties, nor where those ties reach, nor how deep they run. But the Kuzunoha Company is terrifying. They cannot be measured by the yardstick one would use for an ordinary merchant house.”

“How far do their hands extend, exactly? That man… what does he know, and what is he seeking?”

“And for that reason, we have no choice but to join hands with them. I intend to provide Kaleneon with whatever support I can through their channels. If I can gain their trust, then someday I would like to go there myself.”

“So, it’s true, then? That country really survived? And those two girls—those daughters who were so very young back then, they’re still alive?”

“I heard from Raidou-dono that Ilm-sama happened to see one of them in Rotsgard: Luria-sama, one of the sisters. He was a kind man. It may be that the demons exploited precisely that softness in him.”

“Kind, was he? It was naivete, nothing more.”

“I, for one, was fond of Ilm-sama’s nature.”

“You have my thanks, Lugh.”

“And then there’s this landscape as well.” Lugh gazed out over the transformed land of the Midnight Front. “It’s not exactly my field, but I thought I might try my hand at trading in flowers. As a pastime, if nothing else.”

The gloom-soaked swamp they had entered—the mist, the monsters—none of it remained now. Gone, as well, were the grotesque insects… and the pitiful father and daughter from ages long past.

“Flowers, hm.”

“Algrio-sama, would you happen to know of a city called Château Yui, which prospered through flowers in the distant past?”

“Château Yui? You’re digging up a name from the level of the kingdom’s ancient history now.”

“Y-yes.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m especially well versed in history as a whole, but that particular corner of it is another matter.”

“And what do you mean by that?”

“You know of The Wise King’s Dialogue, don’t you?”

“… Yes.”

That was precisely the angle from which Lugh hoped to learn more about Château Yui and its connection to the Nebiros.

Chiya and Anise were also deeply interested, and the three of them had already agreed to investigate it together.

The Wise King’s Dialogue was, in simple terms, an old idiom.

If you let greed rule you, nothing good comes of it. Wisdom surpasses desire. Learn to see the broader picture.

That sort of thing; a Limian phrase meant to pass down lessons that, in truth, were hardly unusual.

“In the anecdote that gave rise to it, the noble house being made a fool of by this so-called wise king is House Hopleys.”

“What?”

“Do you remember what I once told you before? Yes, those admonitions about perspective, breadth of view, and seeing ahead.”

“You mean the one about looking ten steps ahead, fifty steps ahead?”

It had been quite some time since Algrio had taught him that lesson, but Lugh had heard the same words only recently from Raidou.

That was why he remembered them so quickly.

“Y-yes. It pleases me that you remember. Those words, too, have been passed down in my family ever since that time.”

“…”

That would mean back when Château Yui still stood, House Hopleys must have clashed with the royal family in some fashion, and the aftermath eventually turned into the proverb known as The Wise King’s Dialogue—a story split into various versions over time, but one in which they were still, however unwillingly, cast in the role of the foolish noble.

The name Hopleys no longer appeared in the tale as it was told now.

No doubt generations of former heads had worked very hard to erase that part for the sake of the family’s honor.

“In our family’s private interpretation,” Algrio explained, “the lesson of that incident is not merely do not become one who blindly follows the royal house. It’s also this: if there is someone you have acknowledged as a friend, then no matter who stands against them, do not hesitate to extend your hand.”

“That seems rather far removed from the version people know.”

“At the time, Château Yui was said to be a city of flowers built by a man who had earned a title of nobility. A man who was an irreplaceable friend to both the next head of House Hopleys and the next king of the realm. He was a hero of overwhelming power, and one who never begrudged Limia his aid.”

“—”

The man who would one day become the Nebiros: Kōsaku Utsugi.

Little by little, the image of who he had once been was being unfolded before Lugh.

Of course, Lugh still hadn’t yet connected things back to the existence of Kōsaku Utsugi. But if Raidou had been there to hear this, it would have been the kind of information that made scattered points suddenly connect into a line.

“Flowers… ah, I see. So, that’s it. That was rather elegant of him.”

Lugh tilted his head at Algrio, unsure about the conclusion he’d just come to. “The Midnight Front. So, this place itself was Château Yui. Hah… I see. It seems old stories aren’t to be dismissed so lightly after all.”

“…”

“Did you find ruins of Château Yui, Lugh? Though at this point, I suppose there’s no telling whether anything could still be found in recognizable form.”

“I’m impressed. You truly see through everything.”

The reality was a little different, but Lugh accepted Algrio’s conclusion, because in the end, his reading wasn’t wrong.

“I’ll lend my support, both with the flowers and with aid for Kaleneon. And then, you mean to do something for those three former slaves as well, don’t you? If there’s anything you need, I’ll help.”

“Algrio-sama… but that would—”

“Also serve the interests of the Kuzunoha Company, would it not?”

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Algrio said, shaking his head. “I found something the royal house ought to pay dearly for. Whatever the long-term consequences may be, Kuzunoha fulfilled my request beyond my highest expectations. If that’s so, then I have to repay them, on the name of Hopleys.”

That said, what they’d left behind was a future so difficult to steer that it bordered on the absurd.

One wrong turn, and not just a house but an entire nation might be blown apart. That was the kind of age of upheaval now waiting with open jaws for Limia.

There was no mistaking the cause: the Kuzunoha Company.

“I’ll be frank,” Lugh said. “You really don’t lose heart, do you, Algrio-sama?”

“I’ll show it to you later. A most unusual thing; a covenant between man and god.”

“Man and… god?”

“An artifact. A contract between the Goddess, the Limian royal house, and House Hopleys, stipulating noninterference with a certain Hero.”

“?!”

The terms were staggering enough to make Lugh’s eyes fly wide.

A contract between man and god.

No part of that sounded ordinary.

“Hmph… It seems that document has already outlived its purpose, but even so, the royal house would likely pay a considerable price to get its hands on it.”

“An artifact… Just what in the world is sleeping in the Hopleys vaults?”

“I can say with certainty it’s still better than what the Kuzunoha Company has lying around. That damn Raidou. Pulling off something outrageous, then leaving something even more outrageous behind, together with Oswald. Honestly.”

Algrio spoke in the smallest of voices, as though rolling the words around in the back of his throat.

Thank you.

That was what it sounded like to Lugh. And if that was what he had heard, then that alone was enough.

He didn’t ask for confirmation.

I feel the same. There’s no comparing the gratitude I owe them to anything else, Lugh thought, silently agreeing in his heart.

Then he followed after Algrio, who was already leaving the pavilion in hurried strides.

For a moment, Lugh remembered that he had meant to mention he would soon be going to Tsige for a bit of indulgent eating and drinking, but then decided it hardly mattered, and let the thought go at once.

Once he shifted his mind, the future of House Hopleys under Oswald, now burdened with seven wives, spread out before him.

There was no question it would be a spectacularly turbulent road.

So, much had changed in so short a time, and yet it would all keep going.

Nothing was over.

Not yet.

Lugh Embray felt, with deep sincerity, the happiness of still having room to struggle.
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Long, long ago, there was a remarkable king in Limia.


Though fate had dealt him the misfortune of being surrounded by greedy nobles, the ruler known as the Wise King never faltered. He devoted himself tirelessly to the peace and well-being of his people.

Then one day, a dreadful calamity befell the kingdom. A monstrous beast of immense size, with many arms and many wings, descended upon Limia. Famous warriors and the king’s own army alike were powerless before it, and countless lives were lost.

After long deliberation, the Wise King resolved to face the monster himself with the mightiest sword in his possession.

Unfortunately, there was among the nobility one beautiful and avaricious lady who could not bear the thought of losing that famous blade, a treasure of the kingdom itself. Doubting the Wise King’s profound wisdom, she denounced his decision as reckless tyranny and began scheming to stop him. She even stirred up the common people, all in the name of preserving the treasured sword.

However splendid a sword might be, in the end, it was still a thing forged by human hands. If it were not a divine weapon bestowed by the gods, then one day it would inevitably decay. And indeed, the power of that famous blade had already begun to fade.

Seeing through this truth, the Wise King devised a plan.

He proposed that if, in fulfillment of his royal duty, he overcame the kingdom’s crisis through the power of the sword, then afterward he would grant the blade to the noblewoman. Naturally, the greedy lady eagerly agreed.

The Wise King had not failed to notice the covetous light in her eyes when she looked upon the blade.

And so, just as he intended, the Wise King drew out the sword’s last remaining power, drove back the calamity, and restored peace to the Kingdom of Limia.

As promised, the agreement was honored, and the sword passed into the hands of the greedy noblewoman.

Sadly, the famous blade she obtained had already lost its power. And worse, it brought about an unforeseen side effect.

The sword suddenly ran wild within her territory, transforming the whole region into a rotting swamp. As though mocking the greed and ugliness within the noblewoman’s heart, the blade then vanished forever from sight.

Thrown into utter confusion, she repented at last. She changed her ways completely and did everything within her power to restore both the sword and her land. But by then, it was far too late. She was driven to the brink of losing everything.

Yet the Wise King, in his boundless mercy, extended his hand to her. Through the power of his wisdom, the corrupted swamp was restored until people could once again live there, and the noblewoman’s blunder in losing the blade was forgiven without punishment.

Deeply moved, she swore eternal loyalty to the Wise King, and Limia prospered more than ever.

“This is the version most widely circulated, the one people generally mean when they speak of The Wise King’s Dialogue.”

Lugh gave a small nod. “Hm, yes. More or less what I already knew.”

The merchant who had just told the story, a man well versed in old books, had been sent by Lugh to gather an overview of an old Limian tale. But Lugh’s reaction was so ordinary that the merchant couldn’t help looking puzzled.

“But my lord, why this fairy tale, of all things, and why now?”

“I’m not getting any younger,” Lugh said. “So, I thought that, belatedly though it may be, I might contribute a little to the kingdom’s culture.”

“Y-you jest. Why, Lugh-sama, you’ll live for many years yet.”

“Thank you. In that case, I’d like to ask one more thing of you. I want you to gather, in as much detail as possible, the other versions of The Wise King’s Dialogue told in different regions. There’s no need to make it your sole priority; take it as something to do along the way. Naturally, I’ll see that you’re well compensated.”

“If that is your wish, then gladly.”

“You have my thanks. I’m counting on you.”

The merchant bowed deeply and withdrew from the room.

Though he was clearly surprised by this sudden change in taste from one of his greatest patrons—a man rumored to have returned alive from death itself—he accepted the task without complaint.

Left alone in the room, Lugh narrowed his eyes and read once more through the version of The Wise King’s Dialogue that everyone knew.

“A famous blade, hm? But what if it was never a sword at all? What if, as Algrio-sama suggested, it was really the hero himself? And what if the noblewoman was the hero’s close friend, genuinely worried for his life?” He let out a slow breath. “Even read casually, it leaves a very different impression.”

Faced with the immeasurable darkness buried in the kingdom’s history, Lugh released a quiet, lingering sigh.
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