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      The Forest Spider and the Eye That Sees the Stream


    


  



  

    

      Prologue — The One Who Turned Her Back


      A sword—a double-edged longsword of arcane design, specifically—hung in the air, looming over the plaza, seemingly weightless.


      Off to the side, some pretty important-looking people had formed a tight group—royalty, nobles, and what seemed like high-ranking clerics. A few younger folk were kneeling nearby as well. Farther away, crowds of spectators—their eyes full of worry and excitement—all seemed to be holding their breath, waiting for some pivotal moment.


      I was in with them, focusing all of my attention on the sword floating at the center of it all.


      That’s the final power left behind by the goddess, I thought to myself. The divine blade, Parvenir...


      The sword was said to manifest as the archfiend awoke. It was an icon of hope—a physical promise of salvation from the threat to all the peoples of the world.


      The blade had just drifted to face one of the kneeling youths—a girl with long orange hair tied in a ponytail. Then it was in her hand.


      A roar rose from the throng. The girl stood, raising the divine blade over her head in reverence, and the cheers grew louder.


      In that moment, the die was cast. The divine blade’s next wielder—the hero of this age—had been chosen.


      So it’s her... She’s the new hero...


      I burned the sight of her face into my mind, then turned to leave. Not even I knew what I’d do if I stayed any longer, and I wanted to avoid bringing any trouble back to dad if someone managed to spot me.


      I pushed through the crowd as its excitement grew, turning my back on the new hero as I left the plaza.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 1 — The Woman Named Araignée Les


      There was a picture book that I loved as a child.


      I couldn’t remember its actual title anymore, but the plot was pretty rote stuff: a kind, strong hero—an ally of the weak and oppressed—setting out with a band of comrades to defeat the archfiend.


      Bearing an incredible sword forged by a god, the hero and their companions ventured to many a town and village, solving crises as they went.


      The hero defeated bloodthirsty monsters bent on slaying all they found, nigh-human fiends, a general clad in black armor who could command the wind, and finally, the worst of them all: the archfiend. In the end, they saved countless people.


      It was a story you could hear anywhere, and I adored it.


      I read that one picture book we had over and over, until it was worn and tattered. Sometimes, the story went on in my dreams.


      I always, always admired the hero...


      Until the day I met the real one for myself.


      ◇◇◇


      The first time I met her would remain vivid in my memory.


      I took a quiet breath in front of the door.


      I was standing in front of a large, two-story wooden building in the lower level of the Kingdom of Partir’s royal capital. All the lights in the buildings thereabouts were lit; it felt as if the whole neighborhood had sat down for supper.


      I had been told that here dwelled the most skilled people I could hope to find. With a swirl of trepidation—and slight excitement—in my chest, I opened the door.


      Light spilled from the gap, immediately joined by the racket of a lively tavern.


      “You drank way too much—”


      “Don’t just stand and watch, help—”


      “This is great! Man, it’s something else after a hard day’s work—”


      “B’sides, you drank when we were—”


      “Nah, it’s true. The new he—”


      “Apparently it won’t be long before she’s heading—”


      These people...


      Those gathered here made their living taking commissions, relying on nothing but their strength and wits—whether they were shuttling goods, settling disputes, or culling monsters from the abandoned frontier. They were daredevils for hire—in short, adventurers.


      Here they could receive commissions, along with food and lodging. It was called an adventurer’s inn, and this one was named the Sword’s Succession.


      The lower level, where this place was built, was known as a refuge for the poor and lawless, as well as a gathering place for skilled adventurers with certain kinds of baggage. People here would do anything for money. I’d heard all it took was five seconds of contact and a furtive exchange of coin before they’d be eager to go at it with a stranger. I’d heard many a rumor to that effect—like how it was widely considered one of the least safe places in the country. People even said that depending on where you went, you could find people blithely offering their skills as thieves and killers. I’d come here prepared to some degree for all of that, but...


      The cheery mood enveloping the patrons sitting around the tables didn’t at all resemble the dens of iniquity I’d heard about, and I was briefly taken aback at the disparity from my expectations.


      “A customer?”


      The voice came from a slim man in glasses at the counter. He would have maybe looked to be in his twenties, but his muscle tone and calm demeanor made him seem far older. He was probably the owner.


      “I-I am!” I managed, ducking my head and greeting him back. “Good evening!”


      Now that I looked, it wasn’t just the presumed proprietor that was looking my way. The adventurers in the room were all looking curiously at me.


      “Those clothes... No way, is she a cleric from the Grand Temple?”


      “Come all the way down here to drum up collections, missy?”


      “People like you need to watch your step. You might just lose everything you’ve got.”


      The customers’ comments made me remember how I must have looked.


      My chestnut hair came down to my shoulders and was covered in part with a white veil. I wore robes of the same color tailored from fine cloth. Each of my hands was protected by a plate-backed glove. I had sturdy traveling boots on and a pack over my shoulders.


      The holy symbol hanging from my neck was a pair of wings forming a ring around a sword. It was proof of my position as a cleric of the Goddess of White, Asteria.


      Only clerics from the upper level were allowed to wear an outfit like this, the highest level of vestments. The people of the lower level wouldn’t have much chance to see them. I could feel the urge to escape from their gazes as I opened my mouth.


      “Um...are you Orphelin Ordinaire? The, ah, proprietor here?”


      “I am.”


      “It’s...nice to meet you. I’m Rhuys Ferme, from the Grand Temple of Asteria. I’m here on her—Priest Clarté’s—behalf with a commission.”


      I handed the letter from the priest I was apprenticed to over to him. Apparently the two of them knew each other from a long time ago.


      He read over the particulars of the commission and the introductory letter wordlessly, then directed his gaze to me and questioned me with a brief few words.


      “Sister, just glancing over the summary, this is a perilous undertaking you’ve brought to us... Do you have anyone in mind?”


      I paused for a moment.


      “I do. I came looking here specifically because I believed it was possible he would be here. I’m searching for the man said to have ‘a blade that cuts all,’ who is ‘untouchable by the blade’: the Sovereign of the Sword—the Sword Emperor.”


      The people around us stirred ever so slightly. When the murmurs died down, though, they exchanged glances and began to speak to me.


      “You sure about that, missy? That’s the guy that abandoned the hero and disappeared a decade ago.”


      “Yeah, people say that was why the last hero died. Most people consider him a criminal.”


      “You here ’cause of that rumor that he’s a secret adventurer or something? That’s a scam.”


      “Even if it weren’t, it’s not like he’d take on a commission without an introduction.”


      I was well aware of everything they were pointing out. There were even rumors that he’d abandoned his sword or simply died. No one knew where he was, after all.


      Even so, I held the proprietor fixed in my imploring gaze, but...


      He silently shook his head.


      “I...see...”


      While part of me had expected it, I was still mostly shocked. Apparently my hopes had been higher than I thought.


      “I can’t introduce you to the Sword Emperor, but I can offer someone who can probably carry out your commission. Assuming you don’t object, that is.”


      “Um...” I hesitated.


      “If you want to pick for yourself, then you can look around here. They’re all skilled, more or less.”


      “Hey, what’s ‘more or less’ supposed to mean?” one of them complained, but the man in question feigned deafness.


      I couldn’t just wallow in my depression. My Priest had probably sent me here to give me an alternative, even if I couldn’t find the Sword Emperor. However, with my complete inexperience, I had no idea how I’d go about looking for someone who could carry it out.


      Maybe I should give up on insisting on making my own selection and take him up on his offer... I thought.


      As I looked around at a loss...my eyes found a woman sleeping at a round table by a window.


      She looked like she might have been a little older than me. Maybe eighteen or nineteen.


      Her black hair was cut short and sprang from her head in curls. Her eyes were closed, but even so, her features still seemed well proportioned.


      Judging by the armor she was wearing and the sword at her waist, she was probably a swordswoman. The armor was light and left her upper arms and legs bare for mobility. It was mostly dyed white, but the gauntlet on her left arm was different. That was black.


      I thought she was rather beautiful.


      All of that, though, would have been nothing worth remarking on here. No, what drew my eye was actually her surroundings.


      The building was practically filled to capacity, but around her—and only around her—the seats were empty.


      It wasn’t just her table. The tables closest to her were empty too, so no one was sitting within arm’s reach of her. It was almost like the whole establishment was warily keeping a safe distance.


      “Um, that wom—”


      Just as I let my curiosity at the scene make me ask the barkeep, the door slamming open drowned out my words.


      When I turned to look, what I saw was...well, in a phrase, practically a wall of muscle. The door had been slammed open by a man who must have been at least twice my height.


      The wall—pardon me, the large man—was carrying a sword just as big as he was; the room seemed almost cramped as he peered in. His gaze moved around the room and then came to a stop firmly on me. Suddenly, all the rumors about the area came back to mind. How five seconds after meeting—


      “That’s a rare look for ’round here. You lost, missy?”


      “N-No. I’m...”


      “Ha ha! You don’t need to be so scared. Not like I bite—”


      “Looking for lodging? Or a commission?” the innkeeper suddenly interrupted, drawing the man’s attention. Ph-Phew...


      “Nah, neither. I heard some rumors... Apparently the Sword Emperor is here?”


      I jolted. This man was looking for the Sword Emperor too?!


      As I watched in astonishment, the two men exchanged a few words, and the larger of them soon let out a disappointed sigh.


      “Oh, so he ain’t here either.”


      Now that I looked closer at the man as he slumped and sighed, I realized he wasn’t actually twice my size. The shock of the initial meeting must have just made him look even bigger.


      “What were you intending to do if you found him?” the innkeeper asked. Two people searching for the same man in one day must have made him curious.


      “Ain’t it obvious? Duel him with this,” the big man responded, patting the sword on his back. Well, it seemed we had very different goals in mind after all. Then the man continued, calling out to the others. “Not like I won’t fight anyone else. I’ll take one of you lot on. The regulars here are all supposed to be pretty tough, aye?”


      His expression was daring, and purposefully provocative. But...


      “Ain’t interested.”


      “Take it somewhere else.”


      “I ain’t getting beat up by the innkeeper.”


      To a man, no one made any move to take him up on the challenge and just turned back to their meals and conversations. The other customers hadn’t even looked up in the first place. The large man was just left standing there, dumbfounded. Honestly, I was surprised too. I’d thought adventurers would be more hot-blooded.


      The man was still intent on finding someone to fight...but suddenly, he stopped dead.


      “What the—?”


      His eyes had fallen on the woman from earlier—still sleeping peacefully.


      “Why’s no one sitting near her?” he wondered. “Still, she’s a beauty, all right.”


      His curiosity must have pushed him toward her. I considered that it might be better to stop him, but I couldn’t make myself move.


      “Oy,” the innkeeper called, breaking his silence. Even while I cursed my own spinelessness, I felt relieved that someone was doing something. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”


      The warning rang oddly to me. It was almost as if it were more out of concern for the man on the offensive than the woman just lying there...


      Said man, though, didn’t seem to feel the same.


      “Hah! And what happens if I do?” he asked derisively.


      “Nothing good for you.”


      The man looked dubious.


      “Huh?”


      As I looked, I saw many of the other patrons nodding along. Some of them were even looking at him with blatant pity. Their reactions confused him, but he soon shook it off with a scoff, reaching out for her.


      “You lot are pathetic. Scared of some sleeping wom—”


      Snap.


      Snap? Where had that come from?


      The sound had, in fact, come from the sleeping woman...or rather, the man’s right hand as it still stretched toward her. The index finger of that hand was definitely not supposed to be pointing the way it was.


      “Aaaahhhh?!”


      Before I’d even realized what was happening, the woman had reached out and dislocated his finger. I looked hurriedly toward her, trying to figure out when it had happened—which only left me more surprised.


      Unbelievably, the woman was still sleeping.


      “Gaah?! Let me go, you bitch!” the man yelled, pulling his arm forcibly free. At that, the woman finally woke up.


      “Nnnggh?” she mumbled, her eyes slowly drifting open.


      Her sleepy eyes were as black as her hair. They looked soft and gentle as she looked around blearily.


      “Phwaaa... Ngh... Ngaaah,” she yawned as she stretched. Her body—having been asleep until just a moment ago—let out a series of cracks and pops as she did.


      “You bitch...”


      “Hm?”


      The man was standing over her. He must have reset his finger himself, because it was pointing the right way again.


      “Don’t think you’re gonna get away...with fucking with me like that.”


      After a moment, the woman let out an “Oh...”


      As far as she was concerned, the situation should have been confusing. Something like “I just woke up and some guy I’ve never seen before is yelling at me while cradling his hand.” Despite that, she seemed to realize what had gone on.


      “Err... Sorry about that. Guess I was a bit restless.”


      “How the fuck is that ‘restless’?!”


      Truthfully, I could agree a little.


      “The damned lot of you...trying to make a fool of me...”


      The fact that no one would entertain his challenges must have gotten to him, and he finally reached for the sword on his back... Wait, if he swings it around in such a crowded place...!


      “Uh, sorry for twisting your finger out, but could you not swing your weapon indoors?”


      “You what?! Who gives a damn about this shithole?!”


      For a moment, I felt like I saw a dangerous glint in the woman’s eyes.


      In the next instant, though, she was back to the same soft look... I must have imagined it.


      “Well,” the woman said after a beat. “I don’t mind taking you on, but how about we take it outside? We’ll get yelled at if we act up inside. Yeah?”


      “I don’t give a fuck! I’ll knock the whole place down!”


      The woman’s face stayed smiling, but there was a stiffness to it—or so it seemed to me. I heard someone let out a worried “Ah crap.”


      The woman sighed softly, then used the table to slowly lift herself up. In the time that took, her right hand had stretched out, and the heel of her palm had hit his chin.


      I jolted.


      “Wha?”


      He hadn’t managed to react to the impact, but it must have rattled his brain, because he staggered.


      The woman went further, kicking the back of the man’s knee and dropping him to the ground—then, as the man was temporarily shortened, it seemed like he was going to collapse onto the woman’s now-raised right knee. Actually, though, the bulky man was bodily thrown into a nearby seat, smashing the tables and chairs between point A and point B in a cacophony of splintering wood.


      Between the muscular man’s mass and the force with which he was kicked, the place he landed was a disaster to behold.


      He was buried in wreckage and out cold. The woman—the author of all this chaos—looked pleased with her work.


      The customers complained at her, their plates and cups of food and drink in hand. (They must have managed to rescue their meals at the last moment. Skilled adventurers indeed, though it might have been an odd thing to have impressed me.) Despite their protests, though, the woman paid them no mind. Watching the scene, I felt my heart begin to race, and—


      “I told him. Nothing good for him.”


      I yelped at the interjection of the innkeeper, who had just been watching the events unfold.


      “She’s skilled, but she’s a magnet for trouble. She also mostly works alone.”


      He must have noticed the attention I was giving her if he was giving me those details. I was concerned by the implication that this wasn’t an isolated incident, but I was more interested than deterred. Also, if she didn’t work with others, that was perfect for me.


      That was apparently the end of his explanation, because he addressed the woman next.


      After a few exchanges between them the woman eventually said, “Well, whatever. I’m kinda tired, so I’m gonna go sleep.”


      “You were just asleep,” he said flatly.


      “Getting woken up in the middle of a nap gives you indigestion, so I’m going to go back to sleep. Night, dad.”


      Dad... He’s her father? Really? They look a bit close in age for that, though...


      While I was thinking that, the woman had climbed the stairs and disappeared to the second floor.


      “Wait!” I called reflexively, running after her.


      I’d forgotten about not being able to find the Sword Emperor—no, that had just made her all the more striking, and I was certain.


      If she’s with me...!


      That certainty and drive propelled me onward. I found myself chasing her up the stairs, bursting out into the corridor...


      “Excuse me!” I yelled as I ran up to her, just as she had her hand on the door handle of the furthest room down the corridor. “Please wait!”
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      She looked quizzically at me.


      “A cleric...from the Grand Temple?”


      She seemed to grow wary as she took in my appearance, and as I got my breathing back under control, I lifted my face to look at her.


      Then, I spoke quietly, so only she would be able to hear me.


      “Please! Come with me...to save the hero!”


      There was a long silence.


      “Pardon?”


      That was how I—Rhuys Ferme—met her—Araignée Les.


    


  



  

    

      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Hero


      The person chosen by the divine blade to defeat the demon lord. Or else, officially recognized as such by the Kingdom of Partir.


      To protect that person, the kingdom customarily assigns escorts (called guardians) to accompany the hero on their journey. However, as the defeat of the demon lord earns the group vast bounties and land, there is a hidden political side to their selection. Additionally, a hero with a strong chance of defeating the demon lord is a constant target of the monsters’ side. If a hero was to be killed, the divine blade would choose a new hero.


      The Kingdom of Partir


      The oldest country in the world, said to have been founded by the first hero around Mount Aube. A massive country with the largest amount of territory on the continent. There is an old fairy tale that its land possesses a barrier that repels monsters. Indeed, there are no confirmed instances of powerful monsters (or fiends) being active within the country.


      While it is generally a peaceful country, it was invaded in force in the past by monsters in an event known as the Tragedy of Partir.


      Adventurer


      One who undertakes a variety of commissions by their own means to make their living. Since many of these requests are dangerous, those who take up the calling come by the name “adventurer” quite honestly.


      While they are given dispensation to move freely between different nations, they are also punished much more harshly than regular people if they are found to have violated the law.


      Adventurer’s Inn


      An establishment that distributes commissions to adventurers and provides food and lodging. In many cases, they share information between each other and associate in a mutual cooperative structure called the adventurer’s guild. Often if someone refers to “the guild,” they are talking about the local adventurer’s inn. There are also establishments outside the cooperative that cater to seekers of illegal commissions.


      The Sword Emperor


      Originally an adventurer of no renown who made it all the way to being a guardian, a modern day legend. However, during the journey to eliminate the archfiend ten years ago, he suddenly vanished, cutting off all contact. He is seen as the cause for the prior hero’s death and considered a criminal by some of the general populace, but even now there are tales of his martial prowess that none dispute, and his reputation is inconsistent. There are many rumors of his ultimate fate, including that he still lives, that he has died, and that he has retired.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 2 — Rhuys’s Commission


      “Whoa...”


      Since standing and talking in the corridor would have been less than ideal, she had invited me into her room. When I saw the lamplit room, though, I couldn’t help but let out a noise of shock.


      Judging by its size, it was probably intended for two people. There were two beds, a table and chairs, a closet, and other such furniture.


      Then, almost woven in between those things, were various piles of items that certainly weren’t there to begin with.


      There was a plain wooden box filled with gold coins, silver coins, and a mound of copper coins too.


      There was a miniature cookware and tableware set. Then there was a tool knife, rope, and a tinderbox. There were so many other things I couldn’t even begin to recognize...


      It looked like things had been somewhat separated out by purpose, but then just piled haphazardly later. Outside of the paths she must have walked daily, there was pretty much nowhere to even step.


      “This is one of the inn’s rooms, right?” I asked hesitantly.


      I wasn’t entirely certain about such things, but I imagined that having so many personal effects in a normal inn would have them displeased with you at the very least.


      “I insisted on having the room way back. Dad’s always going on that I need to tidy it up.”


      Right, she probably lives here, so I guess he’s somewhat accommodating to her?


      “Go ahead and use this chair,” she said, gesturing.


      I thanked her and put my things down, then sat in the offered seat. The woman herself sat on the bed closest to the door.


      “Right, I haven’t introduced myself yet. I’m Araignée Les, an adventurer from this inn.”


      The woman—Araignée Les—gave a quick bow of her head. It felt less like she was being polite and more like she was joking to put me at ease. Maybe that was why, despite the soft smile as she spoke, it felt a little forced.


      “Ah, Araignée. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Rhuys Ferme from the Grand Temple of Asteria...”


      Araignée Les... That’s an odd name, I thought to myself as I gave my own introduction.


      In the country’s language—people used the Common tongue to actually talk with each other, but people and places tended to use the local language for their names—her forename meant “spider,” which was odd enough, but I’d never heard the surname “Les” before. Maybe it was from another country.


      “Oh, Rhuys. That’s a pretty name.”


      “Th-Thank you.”


      I couldn’t remember anyone acting like this with me. While it was embarrassing, it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling.


      “You kinda don’t seem like one of the upper clerics,” Araignée muttered to herself as she saw me blush.


      “I...don’t?”


      “Upper” was how people of the lower level tended to refer to those of the upper level, and the temple was located there... Was she saying that I didn’t seem good enough to be part of the Grand Temple and that she thought I was a fa—


      “Ah, sorry,” she interrupted my thoughts. “I didn’t mean in a bad way. I doubt a cleric would lie. You just seem unusual. The uppers tend to be pretty full of themselves and unpleasant.”


      While she’d put me at ease from apparently needless worry, I was at a loss for how to respond. Frankly, it was a hard statement to either agree or disagree with.


      “So,” she barrelled on, “let’s get to the meat of it. The he—”


      “Ah, excuse me,” I interrupted. “I got somewhat carried away earlier, but this commission is actually classified, so...”


      “Classified? You mean like something you can’t turn down once you hear too much?”


      “Yes...”


      “So it’s that kind of commission...” she mused. “What’s the reward, by the way?”


      “Eh...well, about this much,” I said, showing her.


      “That much?” she asked, her eyes going wide. “A commission from the Grand Temple or not, that’s quite the sum... It feels like there’s a lot more to it all than meets the eye. Hmm, what to do...?”


      Oh no...she’s already wary.


      The specifics, the reward, and the danger level—and of course the adventurer’s own skill. All of those factors needed to be weighed against an adventurer’s life to decide if they balanced, so of course she’d be wary about just accepting.


      While the rumors might have said adventurers would do anything for money, in practice, any given person made their decisions based on wildly personal and distinct factors. At the very least, it seemed like the woman in front of me wasn’t solely motivated by money.


      But I...


      “Wait, I apologize. I’ll tell you what I can,” I decided.


      ...I truly wanted her to take on the commission. I wanted to trust in that impulse from earlier, in my own intuition. But I didn’t want to drag her into it forcibly; I wanted to arrange a sincere agreement.


      And the only way I could do that now...


      “If you want to refuse after you get the details, that is fine. I promise I won’t coerce you once you know everything. So...could you give me your decision after that?”


      “You seem to be putting a lot of faith in me... Are you sure?”


      My resolve wavered slightly at that. If she refused after I revealed classified information, then that responsibility would fall on me. Even so...


      “I am...though, I would appreciate...”


      “Me keeping it to myself, yeah. Okay. Making an enemy of the temple sounds like a pain anyway.”


      I’d been resigned to being punished for overstepping, but thankfully, she seemed to be an accommodating person.


      “In which case, allow me to explain the specifics of the request. I would like you to travel with me to the place called Raya Forest.”


      “Raya Forest... That’s one of the borders with monster territory, I’m pretty sure. They say the monsters in the area aren’t too dangerous, because it’s only just inside their territory, though. But that’s where...?” She trailed off.


      I nodded.


      “So we’re saving the hero,” she continued. “Usually, the hero’s the one doing the saving. How did this even become a thing?”


      “I’ll explain it from the beginning. This started the other day, when the divine blade manifested and the new hero was chosen.”


      This world was under constant threat from the monsters that the Daemon of Black, Aísthima, had created.


      The archfiend was chief among them, and it was said that their mere presence caused an increase in monster levels and activity, making them extremely dangerous.


      Only the divine blade bequeathed to us by the Goddess of White, Asteria—wielded by the hero—could eliminate the archfiend. But they were immortal, and not even the divine blade could completely eradicate them.


      “I’d heard the rumors. I even snuck into the upper level to take a look at the new hero,” Araignée commented.


      She’d said it so casually, but people from the lower level were forbidden from entering the middle level or beyond without permission. Getting in without being seen would take considerable skill.


      “The divine blade responds to the archfiend’s resurrection, though, so if it showed up, that means the archfiend has too. It’s only been a decade since the last time, right? Isn’t it normally a century?”


      “It is,” I replied. “Which is exactly why people are disturbed. It’s unprecedented. The Rite of Selection took place immediately. The new hero, who would become the mistress of the divine blade—and her escorts, the guardians—were chosen. However, it was also established that the hero’s party, the supposed salvation of the world...would never even reach the archfiend’s castle, let alone defeat them. Instead, she would lose her life while still on her journey, in Raya Forest.”


      “Established...? Established how? Actually...they haven’t even set out yet, right?”


      Before I answered that question, I asked Araignée a question of my own.


      “Have you heard the word ‘Streamsight’ before?”


      She wordlessly shook her head.


      “Streamsight refers to eyes with the ability to ‘see the flow of all things.’ The sights those eyes show seem to flow like a river, so it is said to be a blessing from the goddess of rivers.”


      “Oh, it’s one of those blessings. They’re when one of the gods likes their believer’s prayers and decides on some whim to give them a power, right?”


      “That’s not exactly wrong, but...calling it a whim...” I cleared my throat and got back to the topic at hand. “Regardless, Streamsight is indeed one of those blessings...and someone with that blessing is within the Grand Temple.”


      “Hm... So they have someone that can see things flow, and...?”


      “For example, they can see the flow of energy when a person moves their body. Or the flow of mana, something that is usually invisible. The blessing allows them to perceive all those ‘flowing things’ that are normally beyond the realm of perception. If you can grasp the sequence with which things flow, you can see where they will end up—or have a limited glimpse of the future.”


      “That’s...pretty impressive, isn’t it? Predicting someone’s movements is possible, at least with enough training and experience, but...”


      “Yes, Streamsight can reveal at least as much as that trained insight—or even more—at a single glance.”


      “That’s amazing.”


      Indeed, in a one-on-one fight where you could focus all of your attention on your opponent, it would presumably be incredibly effective.


      “That said,” I added, “it normally only shows things within the person with the blessing’s field of vision. It can only predict several seconds into the future as well.”


      “Several seconds? So how did...?”


      “The problem is that the ‘eye’ sometimes opens on its own, and sees a much greater flow than it ordinarily could. When that happened, it showed the flow of the hero’s career—her life—and how it was cut cruelly short.”


      “The archfiend makes monsters appear just by existing, right?”


      “Yes...that is what we’re told.”


      “So if the hero dies...things will be pretty bad, won’t they.”


      “Incredibly so.”


      If monsters were allowed to proliferate unchecked, it could plunge the entire continent into the fires of war, and the suffering could reach even far distant lands.


      “Of course, the best method to combat that increase is to remove the cause, the archfiend. If our teachings are correct, then the only thing capable of killing them is the sword the goddess entrusted to us, but...”


      “The blade’s wielder, the hero, is predicted to die before she’s even set out on her journey. And that’s where this commission comes into play... She loses, even with a sword that can kill the archfiend?”


      “I realize I am in no real position to comment, but the hero of this generation is still young, and has no real experience. If she is attacked before she masters the divine blade...”


      “Then someone other than the archfiend could defeat her. I get it... So, will whatever this Streamsight shows definitely happen?”


      “If nothing is done, almost certainly. However—” and this was the crux of the commission. “—fundamentally, what it shows is how things go as the current flow dictates. So if that flow were to be changed...”


      “Then so would the future?” she finished questioningly. “That’s a brute-force way of doing it.”


      I couldn’t deny that.


      “When My Priest heard the circumstances, she decided that removing the source of the flow would be the most effective method. She said that it should remove the hero’s death as a possibility.”


      “Your priest?”


      “Ah, the person I’m apprenticed to, Priest Clarté Wisteria. I’m here with this commission as her representative.”


      “Clarté... Oh, her.”


      “You know her?”


      “Kinda. She sometimes shows up here for a drink... Huh, who’d have guessed she’d take an apprentice?”


      Well, if My Priest knew the innkeeper, it made some sense that his daughter might be acquainted with her too. Though I’d ignore how that last sentence sounded...


      “So, um, you said the ‘source of the flow,’ so that’d be whoever will kill the hero, I guess. It’s gotta be a monster, right? Or maybe a humanoid one—like a fiend, or a demifiend?”


      “No... Well, actually, you’re not wrong.”


      Humanoid monsters were called fiends, and the rare result of unions between humans and fiends were called demifiends, but neither term was exactly right.


      “There will be a single attacker. They seem humanoid, and are completely covered in jet-black armor like a knight’s. However, they constantly emit corruption, and use powerful wind magic without an incantation...”


      “Pitch-black full plate and wind magic. If they’re humanoid and not using incantations, that’s got to be a fiend, I guess... That sounds oddly familiar, though... Almost like something I read in a picture book... Wait, was it one of the generals of the fiends? I think his name was...”


      “I’ve heard similar stories too,” I agreed. “It’s probably...the Tempest.”


    


  



  

    

      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      The Goddess of White, Asteria


      The chief divinity of the world. She created the Seven Workings of the stars in heaven, the lands, water, plants, animals, people, and fire. She also bore the workings of the world and the liturgies into creation. She is the creator goddess of all that is good.


      Both she and Aísthima, the Daemon of Black, lost their physical forms in their conflict, but with the last of her power, Asteria bequeathed the divine blade to the world and is said to slumber at the summit of Mount Aube after doing so.


      The Daemon of Black, Aísthima


      An evil deity that opposed Asteria. He coveted the world she had created, and physically corrupted the Seven Workings in an attempt to usurp it, creating monsters, fiends, and other wicked creatures as well as evil concepts like death and winter.


      He fought the Goddess of White, Asteria, to a stalemate, and with his remaining power, created the archfiend to be his representative. He is now said to sleep in the depths of the northern lands.


      The Archfiend


      The ruler of all the monsters left in the world as Aísthima’s personal representative. In addition to being invulnerable to mortal harm from all but the divine blade, their death is only temporary, and the archfiend will revive after approximately a century of slumber.


      This cycle, for reasons unknown, they slept for only a decade.


      The Divine Blade, Parvenir


      A blade crafted by Asteria from the final dregs of her power to oppose the archfiend. The only weapon capable of even temporarily killing the indestructible archfiend.


      It vanishes upon its power being used to defeat the archfiend, and manifests within the world once again upon the archfiend’s resurrection. As its manifestation is taken as proof of the archfiend’s return, the resurrection becomes common knowledge on both sides of the conflict each cycle.


      The Peoples


      The general term for all humanoid races that make up one of Asteria’s workings. Also known as mankind. There are several such races, including the slender, long-eared elves, the short and muscular dwarves, and the most numerous of all of them, humans. Human is also used as a general term to refer to all of the peoples.


      Monsters


      Wicked life-forms created by Aísthima. They are said to be accumulations of corruption. Aggression toward the creations of Asteria is embedded within their instincts, so even if both parties could exchange words, there is no chance of meaningful communication. They are a clear, common enemy to all the races of mankind.


      Fiends


      Predominantly a general term for humanoid monsters. There are also theories that they are a distinct race from monsters. They are dangerous foes, with an instinctual hostility toward Asteria’s creations like many monsters; they also have the added ability to cast magic without incantations.


      Demifiends


      Beings born from the union of person and fiend, with the characteristics of both. In many cases, they are born of women who fiends have forcibly taken as playthings.


      Due to having the characteristics of both, they are scorned as half-breeds and loathed by both sides, but especially feared by humans.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 3 — Questions, This and That


      “Right...the fiend general of Wind, Ibe the Tempest!” she exclaimed. “Of course we’ve heard of him; there are even legends that the first hero fought him. He’s probably the most famous fiend outside of the archfiend. That’s why the name is used so much in stories for the role of the fiend general protecting the cas—hang on a minute.”


      The smile on her lips at the question being answered abruptly vanished.


      “The Tempest. Ibe the Tempest?” she asked.


      “Yes.”


      “The one that apparently cut down a thousand troops with a single breath. That Ibe?”


      “That’s right.”


      There was a long pause.


      “Why?”


      “Uhm...”


      I wasn’t quite sure how to answer the blunt question.


      “Ah, sorry, you’ve just kinda thrown me off here. But, y’know, I just said how Raya Forest was relatively safe for monster territory, right? So why is the Tempest, an unbelievably dangerous fiend general, showing up there to attack the hero...? That is what you’re saying, right?”


      At my silent nod of agreement, she questioned me further, not even hiding her lack of composure.


      “Are you...being serious right now? Not you you, I mean, the Grand Temple?”


      “Unfortunately so. This actually happening coupled with them deciding it could not be deferred is exactly why the temple is offering this commission.”


      “Well, that tells me something, at least. This Streamsight is reliable enough that it’s got the Grand Temple moving.”


      She still didn’t seem entirely convinced, but the fact that the biggest temple in the world, such an influential—both domestically and internationally—organization was actually getting up and doing something seemed to get her some of the way there.


      “Right then. If that’s all true, then there’s so much I want to ask.”


      “Of course, if I can answer, I intend to do so.”


      “Thanks. So, um... To start off with, Ibe is still alive? That’s a fiend old enough that you only hear about him in fairy tales. Usually ones that talk about some hero from who knows how long ago killing him.”


      I thought that was a perfectly reasonable question. I’d thought much the same at first.


      “There certainly is folklore that recounts his defeat. However, there are also records and testimonies of sightings after that. Some of them even say that he is just as immortal as the archfiend. We know that at least the last hero didn’t encounter him, but...”


      “But it isn’t unthinkable that he’s alive,” Araignée finished.


      I nodded, and then she continued the conversation without seeming to give it much more thought.


      “Next, then. I heard the fiend generals usually prioritize protecting the archfiend, so they can’t leave the castle, and if they’re seen, it’s usually at the nearby Endless Battlefield at most... And now he’s skipping the Battlefield and coming all the way to the forest alone?”


      “That might be because it is the path most often taken to destroy the archfiend.”


      “I guess it’s chosen most often because it’s less dangerous than other places?”


      “Yes. It is certainly safer than forcing through the Battlefield. That’s exactly why the new hero might choose that option...and exactly why the other side of the conflict might have set a trap.”


      To digress, the last hero had apparently chosen to head for the castle through the Battlefield, slaughtering countless monsters as he went, but I didn’t know why he’d taken that option.


      “So it’s not a coincidence. He’s purposefully lying in wait somewhere the hero might show up? That certainly seems plausib—”


      She cut herself off mid-word and turned to look at me.


      “Um, from what you said earlier, you’d be coming with me. But if we go to the forest together...”


      “Then we will at some point encounter one of the fiend generals,” I finished. “I’m all too aware.”


      I was also entirely aware that it was extremely dangerous for someone as inexperienced as me, but—


      I suddenly noticed that Araignée seemed to be narrowing her eyes at me.


      “U-Uhm...?” I managed questioningly.


      “No, it’s nothing,” she said after a moment, her expression returning to soft placidity as she let out a sigh.


      “So that’s the reason it needs to be kept a secret,” she said.


      “It is. The proximity of one of the fiend generals and the hero’s death are both things which cannot be carelessly publicized. It would cause chaos and panic, and the public would be more likely to listen to the demons’ whispers.”


      “Temple dogma aside, I get what you’re trying to say. People are weaker than monsters at the best of times. Spreading extra unease will make it harder to lead people, and make winning even more difficult. It could even lead to riots.”


      She paused there, then continued after a beat.


      “Still, he’d need to be defeated either way, right? They could take a whole bunch of knights, or send more guardians with the hero and take him head-on. It feels like they don’t need to bother hiding it.”


      Exactly those suggestions had actually been made within the temple, but...


      “There are several problems with that... Firstly, as you said, the Tempest is said to have taken down a thousand troops with a single breath. Without people of sufficient skill, all it would do is needlessly increase the casualty count.”


      “Well, I guess so. Most knights and adventurers wouldn’t be good enough.”


      “They wouldn’t, no. Next, increasing her protection—the number of guardians—likely wouldn’t be accepted by the nobility within the capital.”


      “Huh? What do the nobles have to do with it?”


      “In most cases, the hero and guardians have some form of noble backing,” I explained.


      “Ohhh... They’re after a piece of the reward. They just want their own underlings to contribute, so they get to have more of the reward. Otherwise they don’t care.”


      “Well... That might not have been how I’d put it, but yes. Additionally, there isn’t time.”


      “Isn’t time?” she repeated.


      “The hero plans to leave the capital in the coming days. Gathering enough people in that time who could combat one of the generals...”


      “It’s that soon...? Hmm... Then why not explain the circumstances just to the hero and keep her safe somewhere?”


      “Because...we can’t halt the hero to begin with. If the archfiend is left unchecked, the number of monsters will just keep increasing.”


      “Oh...right.”


      “Streamsight’s existence cannot be revealed either. It is considered classified even outside of the current circumstances. Even in the temple, there are few people who are aware of it.”


      “Hmm...? You can’t even tell the hero?”


      “We cannot. To prevent it being used for ill, as well as to protect the person themselves, they are kept in hiding by the Grand Temple. I was under strict instructions to inform as few people as possible, and to be as cautious as I could when I took this role on.”


      “Well...I kinda figured it’d be a really bothersome situation.”


      That was how she summed up the whole conversation.


      “So, just one more thing. You said you were her representative here, but why didn’t she come herself? Not to insult you, but surely it’d be more likely to succeed that way?”


      “In terms of our abilities...you are quite right. However, secrecy is paramount along with the actual elimination of the threat here. Someone of her rank personally getting involved would practically announce how serious the matter was. Meanwhile, I am nothing more than a cleric, and only recently elevated from the company of my fellow novices.”


      “Couldn’t she disguise herself and sneak out?”


      “The others vetoed that. Even ignoring her rank, she...shall we say, draws the eye?”


      “Ah, yeah... She sure stands out.”


      Despite my prevaricating, Araignée knew her personally, so she knew what I was implying.


      “Besides, she has additional work from her usual duties with the cardinal selection, so she’s very nearly buried. She bears too many responsibilities now to expose herself to much danger.”


      “I see... Still, she sent off her apprentice on such a dangerous mission.”


      I stiffened slightly at that.


      “I...actually requested it myself,” I told her.


      “You did?”


      “I did... As I said, I’m inexperienced, and don’t belong there, but...if I can do this—if I can save the hero—maybe the people there will accep—”


      I suddenly realized what I was saying. I might have already said too much, even. I doubted a woman I’d just met would be interested in my personal circumstances.


      “Regardless,” I said. “I believe I have told you everything I can.”


      I took a breath to calm myself before carrying on.


      “I know that even with that explanation, this commission sounds suspicious. I know I would be wary about it, and I’m the one offering it. However, if the prediction comes true...”


      “Then we lose our ability to stand against the archfiend until another hero is found. A mass of monsters could attack the capital itself while we have no hero and we’d witness another Tragedy of Partir.”


      I raised my head, nodding.


      “The disturbance earlier showcased your skills. I’ve also heard that you usually work alone.”


      I looked her straight in the eye and gave my plea.


      “Araignée, allow me to ask you once more... Please save the hero with me.”


      We would be a small group, moving in secret and at high speed to the destination, taking on a fiend general without the aid of the divine blade.


      In some respects, it was a more difficult prospect than facing the archfiend as a guardian, so I had known from the beginning that it would be difficult to find a suitable candidate. Perhaps that was why the first person I had thought of was the missing Sword Emperor, even though that had ended as it had...


      But still, the martial display I’d witnessed from the woman had been more than enough to shake me out of my funk. With her, the commission didn’t seem so impossible.


      So all that was left was whether she would actually accept.


      She looked down, remaining utterly silent, and then eventually opened her mouth to speak.


    


  



  

    

      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Fiend General


      Particularly powerful fiends chosen to act as military leaders. They are even more dangerous than normal fiends.


      While they can be replaced upon their defeat, there are also instances of previous individuals being observed again in later cycles.


      The Gods


      Beings born from the fragments of Asteria’s body, inheriting portions of her authority. They also lost their bodies in conflict with demonkind, and so lost their ability to interact with the physical world—meaning, in turn, the disappearance of miracles from reality. They are now only discorporated consciousnesses, and their main role is to occasionally whisper into people’s minds, or to bestow blessings.


      Demons


      Evil beings born from the fragments of Aísthima’s body.


      Like the gods, they lost their physical forms in the conflict and are thus unable to physically interact with the world. Asterianism’s teachings say that people harbor negative feelings due to demons whispering to them, but they cause no other tangible harm, and an increasing number of people now doubt their existence.


      Blessings


      Special abilities occasionally granted to people by the gods.


      One of the few ways that the gods can now interact with the world after losing their physical forms.


      The Tragedy of Partir


      A large and inexplicable incursion of monsters into Partir, a country that ordinarily loses very few of its own to monsters. Many people were killed, and clerics of the Living Scripture (traditions and teaching passed down verbally through several of the clerics living at the time) also saw losses, so parts of the scripture were forgotten.


      The huge damage was a factor in relocating civic infrastructure from the original capital (now the lower level) to the new capital (now the middle and upper levels).


    


  



  

    

      Intermission 1 — A Large Man’s Fury


      “Fuck!” I roared, slamming my empty cup into the table, unable to contain my rage. The wooden flagon broke apart, splinters scattering around. I didn’t care right now, though.


      When I came to earlier, I was lying in the street a ways off from the Sword’s Succession. My whole body—especially the side of my head—ached awfully. It had taken a while before I could remember what happened. My mind seethed with anger and shame, but that made where she’d kicked me sting with pain, and that just made the rage all the stronger.


      By the time I got to the Rusted Dagger—an Adventurer’s Inn I favored—it was late. I was planning to drown my sorrows in booze. But the more I drank, the more pissed off I got. Every little thing...


      “What’s wrong? You seem awfully mad,” a familiar adventurer said to me.


      He was a skinny man with a hood pulled over his eyes, and mainly worked in the same shadowy trade as me. People like him were common in the lower level—particularly here in the north district.


      “You were going on about hitting up that inn... What happened? Did you get slapped down?” he prodded, right on the money, which got me even angrier.


      “Wait, really?” he asked, cackling as he noticed my mood. “You were so gung ho about it too.”


      “Shaddup! That doesn’t count!” Everyone was pissing me off. “I’d have been fine if it was a proper fight! That damned woman... She pretended she was asleep to catch me off guard!”


      “A woman? Pretending to be asleep? Was she...wearing white armor, with a black gauntlet on her left hand?”


      “Huh? Actually, now that you mention it, maybe... Know her?”


      “I do,” he said after a pause. “That’s probably the Black Arm, Araignée Les.”


      “The Black Arm... Araignée...”


      “She’s an adventurer affiliated with the Sword’s Succession. Favors the sword. White armor. Black gauntlet on her left. A real hotshot, but she draws a lot of ire for talking and acting the way she does. She’s famous, you know?”


      “I...don’t not remember hearing about her...”


      “Well, you don’t care about anything other than the Sword Emperor, I guess. Even if you had heard, it’d have gone in one ear and out the other.”


      “Shut it.”


      I just wasn’t good at information gathering, that was all.


      “The Black Arm isn’t just known on the lower level; she’s famous on the middle layer too. Apparently she mostly relaxes around that inn, but sometimes she’ll head off and pick fights, or break people’s bones if they’re careless and get close to her while she’s sleeping. There’s no end to those rumors, at least.”


      None of this was worth listening to.


      “By the way,” he carried on, “she actually is still asleep when she breaks those bones.”


      “Who gives a fuck?!”


      Either way, I didn’t like her. I’d get her back!


      “Hmm, how about I put out some feelers for you? There’s a lot of people with a score to settle with her—I’m sure I’d find them quickly if I looked.”


      “You’re gonna work for free finding me people? Is the world ending tomorrow or something?”


      “Hardly. I’ve been interested in the hype around the Black Arm for a while. Taking her down would earn us some rep. We’d pull in more commissions too. I was already going to get a group together for another rush commission, so it’s perfect timing.”


      “So essentially you want me to give you a hand with your commission?”


      I thought about it for a moment.


      Normally I’d probably have turned him down. I don’t normally approve of ganging up to attack a woman. Right now, though, my blood was rushing through my head along with the alcohol. Honestly, if this could get rid of my anger, I’d cope.


      “Hmph. Sure, I’m in.”


      Taking her down would probably settle my stomach.


      I was in at least a little better of a mood, so I pulled out my coin purse (actually just a cloth bag) to pay and—


      “What the fuck?!”


      —threw it to the ground when I saw that its contents had been neatly removed.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 4 — Through the Night


      I woke up.


      The sunlight coming in through the window made sure that I knew it was morning whether I liked it or not.


      Once I’d found the wherewithal to actually open my eyes, I didn’t recognize the room.


      “Oh, right... I stayed with Araignée last night...”


      My mind was still hazy as I thought back to the conversation the night before.


      To cut the suspense, she’d agreed to take on my commission.


      ＊＊＊


      “Yeah...sure. I’ll do it,” she said.


      “You will?!”


      “Yup. Just let me say one thing first... Even if we get all the way to the general, if I don’t think I can beat him, I’m running straight away. I’m not putting my life on the line for someone I’ve never even met, or the world, for that matter.”


      “Right. I don’t mind that. I don’t want anyone dying pointlessly either,” I told her.


      “Good. Now, about the reward.”


      “What about it?” I asked after a moment, feeling abruptly uneasy.


      “If I’m really up against a fiend general...I want a bit more of a reward.”


      “Urk...”


      She was looking at me—almost through me—with a smile.


      We’d somewhat expected that kind of reaction, so we’d earmarked a generous sum... Still, considering this was an endeavor we might not come back alive from, I could understand wanting more for it. After all, it was putting a price on her life.


      Still, if she wanted even more, then all I could offer was my own pay... No, if she’d accept, then even if it was at my own expense...


      “I’m sorry. I can’t offer you any more now...but if it’s an amount I can pay, then I can pay anything you like later!” I said.


      “Huh? Really?” she replied happily, almost before I’d even finished speaking.


      Uh? Did I say something I shouldn’t have?


      “Man, ‘anything.’ I wonder what I should ask for...”


      “Um... If you could keep it to a moderate amount...” I ventured.


      “You don’t need to be so scared. I won’t ask for anything that ridiculous. Actually, forget about the money.”


      “Forget...about the money?”


      Weren’t we talking about the reward not being enough?


      “Yup. Instead...I want you.”


      A moment passed in silence.


      “...Pardon?”


      What was that she’d just said?


      “I want you as my bonus.”


      I floundered.


      “I...um? Me?!”


      I’d be the reward?!


      “Wh-What exactly do you...?!”


      Romantically? Or...sexually? She wanted my body that way? The rumors about going at it after five seconds went for women too?!


      “Hmm, let’s say...” She quietly got up and then slid over while I panicked, practically flowing over me and pushing me down onto the bed. The wooden frame creaked at the impact from both of our weight. “...like this?”


      Araignée was looming over me; I lay powerless beneath her. Her lower body—toned, but still somewhat soft—was pressing into mine. Our eyes locked. I felt like I was being sucked into it all. Into her dark eyes, so close to mine. Into her lips, that had curled into a beguiling smile. Into her black hair, that shone in the light.


      “I’m a nauuughty adventurer from the lower level, you know that? Surely you must have at least considered it could end up like this?”


      Her soft, bewitching smile and the warmth where her body touched mine left me dizzy. My heart wouldn’t stop pounding at the completely alien experience, and I could feel my clothes start to cling to me as I sweated.


      Oh no... I’m sure my face is bright red...


      “You want...to lay with me...as your reward?”


      I knew that people of the same sex could sleep together. I’d even seen “that kind” of relationship in the temple.


      We’d just met, though. We knew nothing about each other.


      Offering her body for a mere transaction, with no affection or love involved was wholly inappropriate for a cleric. Even as those thoughts went through my mind...


      Even if you ignored how I was held down and couldn’t move, I didn’t feel any need to try and forcibly shake her off for some reason. What she was asking for might have been like nothing I’d imagined, but just moments ago I’d decided to do whatever it took, even at my own expense. If adding “my body” to the payment was all...


      “Nah, I just figured it’d be nice to be friends now that we’ve gotten to know each other,” she said.


      I froze.


      “F...riends?”


      “Friends,” she whispered into my ear with some amusement as I blinked repeatedly. “Just what were you imagining, Rhuys?”


      At her words, I felt my face flush with heat again, this time with shame.


      She was...just teasing me...?


      She looked cheerily at me as I went red right to my ears.


      “Sorry, sorry. Your reactions were just too cute to resist.”


      I only managed to whimper. I gave her a bit of a disparaging look, but she didn’t seem the slightest bit bothered.


      She got up, freeing me, and then sat down at my side.


      “By the way,” she carried on, “have you sorted out lodging for tonight?”


      “Huh?”


      My cheeks were still hot, but I hadn’t expected that question.


      I pulled myself up and forced my thoughts back in order, hurriedly getting an answer together.


      “Um...once I’d found an adventurer to accept the commission, I was going to try and get a room at whatever inn they were from... Oh.”


      I suddenly remembered that I’d chased after Araignée without carrying out any of the formalities for an actual commission or depositing the reward. So of course I hadn’t gotten a room for the night.


      She seemed to get most of the situation from my reaction.


      “That’s perfect, then. You can stay here for the night. It’ll save on the cost for a room.”


      “I can’t impose like that!” I protested. “Ah, wait, the commission...”


      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take it on. You’ll give me that extra reward, right?”


      As she spoke, she held out a hand.


      I could feel my face reddening again as I remembered my earlier misunderstanding.


      She wants me...to be her friend?


      I chewed over the unfamiliar sounding words. My face was red because of something other than shame now.


      After a moment of hesitation, I hunched over slightly to try and hide the redness as I took her hand gently.


      “Um... If you’re okay with...someone like me... Then yes.”


      “Yup. It’s a deal, then,” she said, gripping my hand back and nodding. Her expression seemed satisfied.


      ────


      I was lying down in the bed she’d urged me toward now, having taken off my vestments to strip to my underwear.


      At my side, Araignée was already breathing softly in her sleep.


      She’d taken off her armor and clothes, so she was in the same state as me...but for some reason, she hadn’t made a move to remove the black gauntlet from her left arm.


      Maybe it’s an artifact...


      “Artifact” was a general term for items that either allowed one to use a limited form of magic when certain conditions were met, or else were catalysts that aided in magic in general. Their efficacy and value varied wildly depending on their maker’s skill, so there were people that tried to take high-quality ones for themselves, but...I certainly didn’t know anyone that went as far as to keep wearing one as they slept. I’d found it odd enough to ask, but she just smiled and told me it was a secret.


      Whether it came with a smile or not, it was a clear refusal to answer, and I hesitated to ask anything else.


      I was curious, but everyone had things they couldn’t—or didn’t want to—tell people.


      Plus, right now, the sight of her in her underwear before getting into bed was burned into my mind over that curiosity. The pounding of my heart from when she’d pushed me down was starting to come back again.


      Do I...like women...?


      There was no restriction against relationships between men and women in the temple. If anything, they were seen as virtuous and encouraged. Children resulting from such unions could be raised into new adherents to the faith, or warriors to fight against monsters. Of course, there needed to be moderation there.


      And as long as one’s duties weren’t forgotten...even fraternization between women was somewhat tacitly approved.


      The order was founded by a woman (a cleric known as the Maiden of the White Star), and affinity with certain gods varied based on sex (perhaps because she was a goddess, women were more compatible with Asteria’s liturgies).


      Those and various other things meant that there was a much greater proportion of women than men within the Grand Temple, and it wasn’t somewhere you could encounter many of the opposite sex...so it was perhaps only natural for same-sex relationships to flourish in that environment.


      None of that had really interested me, been something I had been involved with, or had the chance for.


      Everyone had individual rooms, so I hadn’t had much chance to see anyone else in the nude either. I hadn’t even slept in the same bed with someone else since I was a child. So...I didn’t know. Was my heart pounding because of this unfamiliar situation...or for some other reason that I’d never noticed before?


      Still, my mind was only fixated on that to begin with; exhaustion soon won out and I’d fallen asleep before I knew it.


      ＊＊＊


      I looked to my side and found Araignée gone. She must have already gotten up and left. I figured I ought to actually get myself out of bed as well. Once I got myself changed and made the bed, I left the room to meet up with her again.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 5 — The Stall Girl


      “Bye then, dad.”


      “Yeah... Take care.”


      “Yup, I’ll be careful.”


      The conversation between the two of them felt utterly casual, and yet fraught with sentiment.


      We’d quickly arranged the formalities of the commission, prepared to head out, and bid farewell to the inn. Now we were heading to the south district of the lower level to buy more of the necessities for our journey on our way out of the city gates.


      Grandir—the royal capital of the Kingdom of Partir—was a layered city built at the foot of Godsrest Aube, a mountain. It was divided into three levels. Nobles and the wealthy lived in the heights, the general populace lived on the middle level, and the poor and criminals lived below. At present, we were on the lower level.


      The upper two levels held a general distaste for the “squalid” conditions of the lower level. From what I’d seen here, though, it wasn’t as bad as it had been made out to be. The buildings were old, but sturdy and well-kept. The roads were even smoothed out. The bustling shopping district didn’t seem nearly as dangerous as I’d been told.


      That said, according to Araignée, the south district was relatively safe. Apparently if we walked for a while we could find places that fit the image I’d been given perfectly. I found that I had no interest in seeing for myself, though.


      “Okaaay, that’s ten throwing daggers, and I managed to get the one silver dagger. All I need now—”


      “Yo, Araignée,” someone called abruptly.


      The simple greeting had come from a young woman—a girl with a stall that was little more than a cloth thrown over a wooden box.


      She looked around the same age as me, maybe even younger.


      Her beautiful long aquamarine hair was covered with a big hat. She had a thin top that looked easy to move in, and baggy knee-length pants. Her large eyes were practically half shut as she looked our way. She’d called Araignée by name; they must have been acquainted.


      “Oh, Utile. Great. You’re back.”


      “Yeah, I got back just a bit ago... Rare to see you with company. Plus, those vestments are from the Grand Temple. Even rarer to see you with an upper.”


      “Well, the Grand Temple commissioned me. We’re just about to head out. She’s the commissioner.”


      “Huhhh...”


      The girl—Utile—seemed like she was appraising me. The gaze made me stiffen, but I bowed my head in greeting.


      “I-It’s good to meet you. I’m Rhuys Ferme.”


      Her lidded eyes went wide.


      “Are you really one of the Grand Temple’s clerics?” she asked.


      “Uh? Yes, more or less... Um, does something about me seem suspicious?”


      “Nah, I wouldn’t call you suspicious, just...I can’t imagine that lot ever bowing to us.”


      “Umm,” I managed, not sure how to react.


      “It’s not just the bowing. You speak and act way more politely than those clerics. Are you really an upper?”


      With how surprised she was at a normal greeting, I was getting an idea of how those from the upper level behaved.


      “Yup, Rhuys is an odd one, isn’t she?” Araignée said, seeming proud for some reason. “Honestly, I doubted her at first, but she’s the real deal. She even had a letter of introduction, and she’s her apprentice apparently.”


      “Oh, that priest... Wait, she managed to take an apprentice?”


      “Yeah, what a surprise, right?”


      How do people see you out here, My Priest? I wondered.


      “This is Utile,” Araignée said in introduction. “She wanders all over the place and finds weird stuff, then comes and sells it like this.”


      “You’re the one that normally buys that ‘weird stuff,’” Utile retorted before turning back to me. “I’m Utile Fournir. Sorry about earlier. I haven’t had the greatest time with uppers, so I had my hackles up.”


      “Not at all,” I said, waving the issue off.


      A lot of the people on the upper level looked down on the lower level, so her reaction made sense.


      “Thanks. You really don’t act like an upper,” she said, with a cheery smile as if in apology for her earlier attitude. Then she turned to Araignée. “You said ‘great’ earlier, so were you planning on coming to my stall?”


      “Yup. I wondered if you had anything new.”


      “Yeah, I sure do. What about this artifact that puts out smoke?”


      She picked up a mysterious sphere from her arrayed products—it was around the size of the palm of her hand—and held it out for Araignée to see.


      “Most artifacts need the user to put their own mana into them, but this works off the ambient mana when it’s struck sharply. Even someone without any like you can use it easily enough. I’ve also got some that explode like normal the same way.”


      “Explode like normal,” she said...


      “Ooh, nice. They seem useful. I’ll take two of each.”


      “Great, go for it. What about you, miss cleric? I’ll give you a discount for earlier.”


      “Man, that sounds nice. Gimme one too.”


      “You’re making money on your commission. Pay up.”


      I couldn’t help but smile at the frank conversation between the two of them.


      I decided to take her up on her kindness and started looking over the products with Araignée.


      ────


      “So the innkeeper taught you how to use a sword?”


      Once we’d finished our shopping, I’d decided that I should get to know Araignée better on the way to the gates, and struck up conversation.


      “Yup. Despite how he looks, dad used to be an adventurer.”


      “Um...honestly, I’d say he looks the part.”


      “You would?”


      I remembered the calm he seemed to have that didn’t fit his apparent age, along with the force of presence he could radiate. Hearing that he used to be an adventurer, it all made more sense, actually.


      “I’ve been around him for years now, so seeing him standing in the inn like he does now seems more natural to me.”


      I guess that makes sense.


      “Have you lived in the city long?” I asked.


      “We started living here about ten years ago. I guess it counts as home after that long.”


      “So you came from another country originally, then... I was actually thinking that I hadn’t heard your surname ‘Les’ much in this country.”


      “Yeah...I guess not. Mom came from way up north, and I s’pose it’s from around there, so you probably wouldn’t hear it much in this country.”


      Of course I wouldn’t have. I had never left, and only really interacted with people from our immediate neighbor states.


      “Curious about my first name too?” she asked.


      I nodded.


      “It’s nothing all that special. My mom just liked spiders.”


      “That’s...um, slightly unusual.”


      “Yup.”


      I think people probably dislike them usually. Still, I suppose everyone has their preferences.


      “She looked up how to say spider in all sorts of languages, and liked how you say it here, so she went with that.”


      “It certainly sounds like she’s fond of them...does she live at the inn as well?”


      I was glad that she was willing to entertain my clumsy attempts at conversation, so I tried to continue the topic. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen anyone last night that looked like she could have been Araignée’s mother—


      “Hm? She’s not around. Both of my parents are dead.”


      Any and all joy I had from the conversation flowing withered instantly.


      They’d...already passed? Both of them? But what about the innkeeper?


      “Dad died before I can remember, and mom died when I was a kid. Then my dad took me in and we came here.”


      “Oh... I see...”


      I’d messed up... She probably didn’t want people prodding at that kind of thing, and I’d just trampled right into the subject.


      “Um... I’m sorry! I didn’t want to cause any—”


      “Don’t worry about it. If anything, I should apologize. It was a long time ago, so don’t let it bother you too much,” she said considerately, smiling at me.


      The smile on her face, though, was the same stiff-looking one from last night...no, it seemed even more forced than then. Almost...like a mask.


      “I...my...my parents aren’t around anymore either. They passed away when I was younger, then I was taken in by My Priest.”


      The mask on her face made me feel like my heart was being squeezed, and I’d revealed that before I realized what I was doing.


      “Oh...that’s why you don’t seem like an upper,” she murmured with a soft smile, like things finally made sense. This smile, though, seemed different from her earlier masklike one.


      My feelings were overflowing, and they pushed me to open my mouth without even knowing what I should say...but before I could say anything, she interrupted me.


      “Sorry, wait a minute. Oh, just keep walking and don’t turn around either.”


      I gave her a questioning look.


      “We’re being tailed.”


      “H-Huh? Who in the world would be following us...?”


      “Umm...they’re probably after me, so I’ll apologize in advance.”


      “I...pardon?”


      “I mean, I get into trouble all over the place. Like yesterday. I’ve given a lot of folks an axe to grind.”


      I couldn’t help but agree. I remembered the innkeeper saying she got into no end of conflict too.


      “This sort of thing happens sometimes. It’s been a while since the last time.”


      Even though we might get attacked at any moment, Araignée hadn’t lost her jaunty disposition. The awkward atmosphere from a few moments ago had vanished as well.


      “I guess they won’t attack while we’re still in the city. I’d meant to rent horses at the stables, but it’ll be a pain if people get hurt. Let’s stay on foot and see how things go.”


      I wasn’t entirely sure I’d made the right choice anymore as we made for the city gates.


    


  



  

    

      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Mount Aube


      A holy mountain in the Southwest of the continent. It is said that the chief deity—the Goddess of White, Asteria—sleeps at its summit, so it is called Godsrest Aube and treated as a symbol of the faith. Clerics from all over the world make pilgrimages to it.


      Grandir, The Royal Capital


      The royal capital of the Kingdom of Partir, a layered city built at the foot of Mount Aube. It is split into three levels. Royalty, nobility, and the rich live in its upper layer. The general public live in its middle layer. The poor and criminals live in its lower layer.


      Those of the middle and upper levels look down on those of the lower level, and the lower level’s citizens are hostile to them (particularly those of the upper level) and call them “uppers.”


    


  



  

    

      Verse 6 — Back-to-Back, Hand in Hand


      We finished dealing with the formalities to leave the country and then exited the city through the lower level’s gate.


      According to the rumors we overheard from the guards at the gate, the hero and her group would be leaving imminently as well—although apparently via the gate on the middle level, not here. After they departed, they would travel through several countries to the forest...and then the hero would lose her life.


      We would need to get there first, whatever it took.


      But there was another issue we had to deal with first. We set off down the road, keeping our eyes peeled.


      It was still daytime, and at first we saw other travelers like us. Most of them, though, were either traveling by horseback or carriage, so we were soon behind as we continued on foot. Eventually, when we were away from the capital and could no longer see the other travelers, we stood back-to-back, on guard.


      Before long, a slender man appeared without warning. He was wearing a hood that shadowed his eyes, so I couldn’t see his expression. Then, as if there had been some kind of signal, figures on horseback appeared from where we’d come. One, two, three, then four, and...


      “Huh...that’s more than I thought,” I heard Araignée mutter. More people were still arriving.


      Once the assailants had all come together, there were eight of them in total.


      Six of them took up positions between us and the capital, while the other two stood in our path. They must have meant to stop us from running back to the city. They kept their distance, surrounding us.


      One of them was the big man that had come to the Sword’s Succession the night before.


      “Who’re you, again?” Araignée asked after a moment.


      What?!


      “He’s the person that showed up yesterday!” I exclaimed. “The one you kicked across the room!”


      “Huh? Hmm, yeah. I remember, I remember. Kinda.”


      It hadn’t even been a full day and apparently Araignée didn’t remember him anymore. The man in question was losing his temper as well.


      “You bitch! You’re still mocking me?!” he demanded.


      “Wellll, I was still half asleep, so I didn’t quite remember what you looked like.”


      I’m more curious how you can react like that while you’re still half asleep, Araignée...


      “Calm down. This is a bad habit of yours.”


      The man seemed on the verge of leaping at us, but one of the others—the skinny man that had appeared first—stopped him.


      “You’re not sparring. What do you think we got all these people for? Don’t go rushing in on your own.”


      “Yeah... Yeah, you’re right,” the man said after a moment.


      He seemed to calm down a little at the other man’s admonishment. He stepped back a few more paces toward the others and waited for his moment to strike.


      “Well, there you have it,” the man explained courteously, seemingly secure in his victory. “These men are all here to defeat you. Half of them have a grudge, and the other half just want the rep. We didn’t expect a cleric with you, but just call it bad luck and... Wait...are you Rhuys Ferme, by any chance?”


      “Huh?”


      How did he know my name...?


      “Well, isn’t that fortunate? To think I’d find both targets in one place. It almost makes me want to thank my luck, for once.”


      Both his targets...? He was after Araignée and me...?


      “Taking out someone as well-known as the Black Arm will raise our profile in the underworld. As for you, Miss Cleric, we’re to take you with us dead or alive. Personally, I prefer alive—more fun for all of us. I’m glad the both of you are so comely.”


      The hooded man seemed completely unbothered with what he was saying, and the other men were starting to leer.


      I was afraid to know I’d been targeted, but also resentful of how lowly these men were. More than anything, though, I wondered why they were targeting me. I wondered if I ought to try and ask the hooded—


      “I should just ask,” Araignée spoke up before I could. “None of you feel like leaving, do you?”


      There was a pause.


      “I doubt it, but you’re not begging for your life, are you?”


      “Nope, the opposite. Anyone who doesn’t want to die, just turn around and leave.”


      Uh, Araignée?


      “I’m surprised,” the hooded man said after a pause. “Partly because you feel like you can drop a line like that in this situation...but also that the infamous Black Arm is showing concern for other people’s lives.”


      “Nah, I honestly couldn’t care less about any of you,” she said easily, despite how harsh the words were.


      I took a glance at her expression.


      There was a slight hint of conflict to her usual smile—but suddenly, her expression vanished. I felt a shudder go down my spine.


      “I do try not to kill when I don’t need to. If someone attacks me, though, I won’t hold back. If I decide to cut someone down, they’re getting cut down. So anyone that doesn’t fancy that... If any of you feel even the slightest bit that getting sent across the bridge here would be stupid, just turn around and go home.”


      The tone of her voice was as calm as ever. There was a coldness to her words that I wasn’t used to, though. The men seemed to sense something as well, because their leers had vanished. The hooded man recovered first, though, and spoke to his compatriots.


      “However skilled she might be, look at the difference in numbers. All she has on her side is a cleric with no idea what she’s doing; we’ve got nothing to worry about.”


      My lack of experience was obvious, then. This was my first actual fight. Standing against people with weapons was even scarier than I’d imagined. I might have trained, but I didn’t know if that training would actually help me here. Even now, my legs were frozen stiff.


      “Yeah, they’re not pulling back,” Araignée said with a slight sigh.


      Maybe her words had just been a front to get us out of here. She had sounded all too heartless for it to have just been a bluff, though. It seemed like she had no reservations at all about killing...


      Actually, and more importantly, could Araignée prevail in the face of this difference in numbers even at full strength? She was certainly a skilled adventurer, but our opponents seemed to be as well. On top of that, she had me practically hanging around her neck like a millstone. The hooded man was right. We seemed to have little chance of winning here. I felt my legs start to take a step back—


      “Rhuys.”


      I heard her voice come from my back, even closer to hers than it was a moment ago.


      “I’ll make an opening. You use it and run. There are more than I expected, and I can’t fight well while I’m protecting someone.”


      Well, that was probably because she mostly worked alone.


      It certainly seemed possible that I could get through and escape. But what then? She’d be surrounded and tortured to death?


      And in that case, both sides seemed to have no qualms about killing each other. While I knew how it sounded in our circumstances, I didn’t want anyone to die here.


      I already knew what to do, then. I fought down my fear and gave an answer to the woman at my back.


      “I’ll take on the two behind you. I’ll defeat them as quick as I can and then help you. In that case, do you think you can disable them without killing them?”


      Even as I spoke, my hands were shaking.


      “Oh, right, corpses will create corruption and disease. I guess a cleric would worry about that more than anyone. The last thing you’d want is to watch it made right in front of you.”


      “Well, that’s part of it, but...”


      The black, mist-like substance emitted from corpses—corruption—inevitably had a deleterious effect on everything around it, so people (especially those like clerics, who reviled products of the daemon) avoided it. Of course, it was also clerics that could purify the corruption, but...


      “Not killing anyone in this situation is going to be pretty difficult, though. If I’m not careful, I might end up the one dying.”


      “I know that...but even so, I...” I didn’t know if I could do what I was saying. If things went badly, I could become their plaything, or even a voiceless corpse. Even so, if other people...if she didn’t die in exchange, that was far better. “I’ll stop them. I’ll try to stop them. They won’t get to you, even if it kills me. So...”


      I trailed off there. Suddenly, my shaking hand was surrounded in warmth. I jolted.


      The slight warmth...was Araignée’s hand, fingers twisting around mine to dispel my fear.


      “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but none of that ‘even if it kills me’ stuff, okay?” she said, turning slightly to me with a kind smile.
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      “If you can promise me that, I guess I can try my best... Can I leave my back to you?”


      “You can!”


      Araignée nodded in satisfaction at the answer, then unentwined our fingers. I hadn’t realized it until now, but my shaking had stopped too.


      Even though our lives were at risk, I was happy—more than I’d have expected—that she trusted me to watch her back.


      I stopped leaning against her, and I let out a breath to blow out my fear. I focused my energy into my frozen legs and took a step forward.


    


  



  

    

      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Corruption


      A black mist that primarily emanates from corpses. Some theorize that it is Aísthima’s evil mana. Living beings are sickened by contact with it, and if it encroaches on an area, it causes decay. As such, most cities heavily punish crimes (particularly murder) that are liable to produce it. It erodes as time passes, and its toxicity weakens to spread through the world as weaker forms of corruption like dirt and bacteria (though those concepts don’t exist in the world within these pages yet).


      Additionally, monsters and fiends are formed from Aísthima’s mana, so the mana they produce is also sometimes called corruption.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 7 — Protection Arts


      I had two opponents.


      The one on the right was an armored warrior brandishing a halberd. On the left was a man with a dagger who seemed the spitting image of a bandit. My entire role here was making sure they would not get past me.


      “What? Missy Cleric thinks she can take us on?”


      “Sure you don’t wanna go crying to the Black Arm, girly?”


      I’d known to expect cruelty and mockery, but that didn’t mean I was wholly prepared for so much of it. I let their words flow past me, though, and asked them a question in return.


      “I know Araignée already asked, but there’s no chance of you turning back here, is there?”


      “None.”


      “Getting a bonus like you on top of bringing down the Black Arm...there ain’t no way we’d pass up the chance.”


      “I see...” I said after a moment. It seemed like they had no intention of listening. With no other choice, I put my hands together and began to offer a prayer. “I beseech thee, O’ Asteria. Grant unto me thy ordained guidance, and the just heart to smite evil. Chapter of Censure, verse—”


      “Fat chance!”


      As soon as I started reciting the liturgy, the men wasted no time trying to stop me. It was only natural to make one’s best effort to interrupt a hostile incantation; I’d expected that. Their behavior made it obvious that they still saw me as merely a powerless cleric.


      Now was my only chance to catch them off guard. I immediately abandoned the recitation and braced myself.


      I slipped past the hands of the man in warrior’s garb as he moved to get hold of me, pushing the energy of my body’s movements—my ki—to my fist as it connected with his face.


      “Gah!”


      The blow landed—but not hard enough. I’d missed my mark, even if it was only by a little.


      The man reared back, staggering. Red sprayed from his nose, but he was still conscious. I’d hoped to remove him from play by now.


      “You bitch!”


      The bandit wasn’t happy with his prey fighting back, and he stabbed at me with his dagger. I thrust out my left hand as I concluded a silent prayer—offering up my mana while I recited the liturgy I knew best.


      “Chapter of Providence, verse one. Shield of Defense...Protection!”


      As I recited the liturgy’s name, a shield of light appeared in front of each hand, following their movements. There was a clang as the man’s dagger struck one of them and stuck fast. Right away, I pulled my left hand back. I pulled aside the dagger—and the man’s right hand, still around its hilt—opening him up as I stepped in...


      Without a moment’s pause, I pushed both fists’ shields into his unguarded stomach, putting my weight behind them as I slammed forward!


      “Guah?!”


      With a loud thud as I stepped forward, the attacker in front of me was sent hurtling back. He let out a pained grunt, dropping his dagger as he landed face up and went motionless.


      These were the Protection Arts, a hand-to-hand fighting style for the temple, created by Priest Clarté. They used the Shield of Defense to deflect and absorb blows, and physical maneuvers with refined ki to subdue enemies. Learning the shield and ki techniques alone could make a capable fighter out of a raw student of only the most low-ranking liturgies like myself.


      That was one down. I felt a sense of relief.


      It was only fleeting, though. The other attacker had recovered faster than I’d expected, and the blade of his halberd slashed into my line of sight.


      I faltered for a second, considering whether to block it, but soon changed my mind. I couldn’t stop that much force! I leaped sideways without hesitation, and the huge mass of metal he’d been holding aloft blurred past my eyes. I heard the roar of it splitting the air and felt its passage on my skin. If that had hit me...


      That all-too-possible future, along with the man’s overt willingness to kill hanging in the air, made my body stiffen.


      Even though I’d dodged the first attack, he didn’t let up—switching from the slash straight into a stab, continuing his attack. I put both shields in front of me, diverting it past me.


      The man used the center of the haft as a pivot, though, using his right hand to pull the blunt end around and rotate the bladed end in turn, sending the attack that I had deflected right back at my face.


      I bent back, somehow managing to pull my arms back in and muster a forward block.


      He used that force to raise the halberd again, though, transitioning into another full-power slash.


      “Protection!” I cried, calling up an additional shield right in front of me to absorb as much of the blow as I could before throwing myself backward.


      For an instant, the shield stopped the blade—but then it immediately began to shatter into motes of light. The bladed edge bit into the earth, sending a plume of dust into the air like an explosion had gone off. If I’d been slightly slower dodging, my body would have been right there.


      Heavy weapon or not, a divine shield wouldn’t break easily. Accomplishing it so readily meant that my opponent was using ki in his attacks as well. It only made sense. The technique wasn’t unique to me, and I should have expected anyone with any real skill to have learned it.


      I gasped for breath, rising onto one knee and turning defensively, but I couldn’t manage to stand right away.


      All these brushes with death had turned my legs to jelly, and my heart was pounding like a drum.


      It should have been more than enough of an opening for my opponent to finish me off, but the attack never came.


      “Hmph. Not bad, missy,” the man said, slowly pulling his weapon from the ground and smiling as blood continued to pour from his nose. The smile didn’t reach his eyes, though.


      There was a vein pulsing on his forehead, and his eyes were wide and wild. Coupled with his attacks, it all spoke volumes of his murderous desires.


      It was the first time in my life that I’d faced someone focused entirely on my death. I was scared. Terrified. Honestly, I just wanted to run.


      I couldn’t do that, though. I’d promised Araignée that I wouldn’t let them get to her. I met the man’s stare and forced my trembling legs to lift me.


      “It’s rare to see a cleric fighting hand-to-hand. Trying to imitate the Holy Fist? You’re far from her level, though. Otherwise you’d have dropped me with one hit.”


      “I am well aware,” I replied.


      My first attack’s reduced effect probably had less to do with how the man reacted, and more with my own movements being stiff. I’d thought I was resolved for a fight, but apparently it wasn’t enough. The fear and hesitation a real fight gave me was physically affecting me. Getting over that was likely only possible through experience, and that experience wouldn’t come instantly.


      It stood to reason that my focus should from this point be on defeating the foe in front of me and staying alive like I’d been told to. Any other thoughts would just get in the way. If my resolve was too weak, I’d just need to harden it again. I clenched my fists and jumped back toward him.


      “Trying to get in close?! Idiot! I’ll split you in two first!”


      He immediately readied his weapon, swinging it in a deadly arc.


      Just like he said, I’d be cut down before I got in close as things currently were, and a shield would mean nothing in the face of one of his attacks. However...


      “Protection!” I prayed as I ran, creating a shield in front of me. Just in front of the blade coming down on me...or rather, in front of the haft beneath it.


      “Wha?!”


      It manifested just as he’d fully committed his strength and speed to the attack. The halberd itself, not able to connect with its blade, merely recoiled off my shield rather than smashing through it.


      I’d gotten through. I was in close—closer than his effective range, where hand-to-hand ruled. An attack from a longer weapon wouldn’t make it in time.


      The man, though, actually abandoned his weapon instantly, crossing his arms to protect his head.


      “You’re fucked now! I just need to block the one attack and I win!”


      The instantaneous decision to abandon his weapon was probably another boon of his greater experience. With his gauntleted arms in the way, striking at his face would be difficult.


      This was also something I’d predicted, though. I’d known he’d reflexively block where I’d first attacked him, so I’d been aiming lower from the beginning, at his armored torso.


      “Pro! Tec! Tion!”


      I’d kept my shields closer this time, condensing them to make them even stronger as I overlapped them above my right hand. They enveloped my hand in light.


      At the same time, I gathered all of the ki in my body and focused it in my fist, then in the shields in front of it—and then I gave him my best gut punch.


      There was a deafening thud.


      “Gah?!”


      The attack should have been far stronger than he was expecting; it ripped a noise of pain and confusion from his throat. My shining fist had slammed into his armor, the shock reaching his body beneath it. I kept pouring my strength into my follow-through, as if I meant to punch through him, yelling at the top of my lungs.


      “Protect Bunker!”


      With that cry, the ki-laden shields of light launched into him.


      With three—the shields blasted the man back.


      With two—the trailing shield acted as a stepping stone for the front two, accelerating them for a follow-up attack.


      With one—the final shield smacked the flying man even harder, leaving a crater in his armor.


      All of that happened in a single instant after the initial hit.


      The man flew backward in a long arc before finally landing. He rolled and finally came to rest on his back as his momentum bled off, motionless.


      I couldn’t use high-ranked liturgies. However, I was fairly confident in my general ability to manipulate the effects of the ones I could use.


      Protect Bunker was a technique My Priest had thought up for me. Accelerating attacks in one place made the strike even stronger—so much so that it was still my most potent technique.


      “Hahhh! Hahhhh!” I gasped for breath.


      The tension and fear I’d been trying not to think about was slowly coming back.


      On top of that, I was feeling the repercussions of using all that ki when my stamina was spent. It was like my body had turned to lead. Even as the fatigue set in, I inspected the man. His limbs were twitching, and his chest was rising and falling, so he was probably just knocked out. Deciding that neither of my assailants seemed like they’d be getting up anytime soon, I finally let out a long sigh and dropped to the floor.


      It couldn’t have taken more than a few moments, and I’d only been facing a mere two people. Despite that, though, I felt utterly spent. My inexperience was even more clear to me, but I’d also realized that combat while you were fighting for survival was like a completely separate world from my daily life.


      Regardless, my first real fight had ended up with neither myself nor my opponents dying. It was a big step for me.


      No...I’m not done yet, I thought to myself, standing as I felt buoyed by my relief.


      I’d only beaten two of them. Araignée was still fighting on her own against six more. I couldn’t just sit here.


      I turned around to offer her assistance as soon as I could, and was met with—


      “Huh?”


      Outside of Araignée herself and the big man, everyone was already collapsed on the floor.


    


  



  

    

      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Liturgy


      Fragmentary miracles that clerics can enact. There are many varieties—protecting oneself, healing others, and removing corruption are commonplace. They are said to be part of the laws of nature created by Asteria.


      Using them requires offering both a prayer and mana to a god. Additionally, faith in the god is vital, and the stronger a practitioner’s faith, the higher the level of liturgies they can use.


      Ki


      A technique of gathering the power produced when moving the body and converting it into even greater strength. The term is also used to refer to the strength created via its application. The technique originated from and was bestowed upon people by the god of war. Natural phenomena have ki of their own (like wind ki, fire ki, and so on) and it has been shown that their ki can be borrowed. Perhaps due to this, ki is also sometimes referred to as “spirits.”


    


  



  

    

      Verse 8 — The Black Arm


      Once I’d checked Rhuys was engaging the two at the back, I turned to my own opponents.


      On the far left was the hooded man that had been boasting earlier.


      To the right of him stood a guy that looked like a swordsman, along with a pretty scrappy highwayman-type fella, a heavy weapons user, a mage, and then finally the big dude from yesterday.


      Since Rhuys was dealing with the last two, I could focus on the ones in front of me. With the numbers here, I could probably manage.


      “So you’re planning on leaving those two to the little cleric. You sure about that? She might end up dead.”


      They were probably trying to unnerve me as much as they were just talking trash on someone they saw as an obvious weakling. I’d spent a night with her—in a manner of speaking—and had seen her bare skin, so I knew that beneath her dainty looks was a toned physique and many bruises.


      “I doubt it’ll be that easy. Besides, shouldn’t you worry about yourself?”


      “Oh? You think you’ve already won, just with those two out of the picture?”


      “Yup. I’ll beat you all into the dirt,” I said.


      The hooded man didn’t let his eyes shift from me as he chuckled.


      “How fierce, Black Arm. I suppose the rumors aren’t all talk.”


      After a moment, I replied.


      “You were saying something about me being infamous earlier, but what rumors are you talking about?”


      As I spoke, I focused on loosening up for the scrap to come.


      “You don’t pay attention to what people say about you? You’re quite the celebrity. Your looks with that armor and mismatched gauntlet make you stick out, after all. Your skill and how you act do the same. Just going off the things I’ve heard, they say you’re ‘skilled but have no common sense,’ ‘whimsical and moody,’ ‘a smiling killer,’ ‘less cute than a monster,’ ‘Sleeping Brute-y,’ ‘an automatic arm breaking machine’—”


      “Yeah, okay, I get it.”


      I’d heard about half of that at the inn...but things had gotten all blown out of proportion, and some of those later ones were weird.


      It annoyed me, but I shook it off and checked everything properly, reminding myself where all my tools were. Even while I was doing that, I kept up the conversation to keep them distracted.


      “Huh...they really say all that? That’s kinda depressing.”


      “You reap what you sow. Be more careful next time. Well, that assumes there’ll be a next time.”


      I didn’t ask for your advice.


      “Yeah, guess I’ll be more careful in the future,” I said with an insincere smile, pulling something from the pouch at my waist and tossing it casually.


      The hooded man was probably wary of me throwing a weapon, but it was actually just a waterskin. Plus, I hadn’t thrown it at them, just up into the air.


      Still, objects in motion tended to draw the eye. The group all fixed their gazes on the waterskin as it rose.


      While they did, I pulled out a throwing dagger and tossed it immediately, aiming at the big man farthest from me, not waiting for even a moment before I threw the next.


      The big man and the hooded man pulled their attention from the waterskin first, but then they had to deal with the flying blades.


      “Gnuh?!”


      There was a clang as the big man narrowly managed to react and swat the dagger away with his gauntlets. The shriek of metal on metal echoed around us, and the crowd all looked toward him, their attention stolen.


      “Wh...at?!”


      That cry came from the hooded man, who had fallen to his knees. The other dagger had hit home deep in his right thigh during the opening from the metallic noise.


      Then the waterskin finally hit the ground with a splash, its contents spraying out.


      The men had their attention diverted yet again by the unexpected noise, and I used the time it bought me to run to the mage-looking guy and kick him in the face.


      “Phegh?!”


      His looks did not deceive; the dude seemed pretty useless in a brawl. He didn’t even move to dodge—he just took the whole blow and sailed out of the picture. That was the bothersome-looking hooded guy kept in check, the big dude chastised, and the group’s formation broken. From the position I was in now, I could see them all.


      On the spot, I spun about on my left leg.


      I pulled the ki my legs generated to the rest of my body and refined it. At the same time, I wrapped the air in the area—the wind ki—around my right leg.


      The energy required to use ki could also be called lifeforce. It wasn’t just people that had it; animals and plants, the ground and water, and other natural phenomena had it too. Apparently all of Asteria’s Workings contained it. There was an elf martial artist that frequented our inn that called that energy “spirits.”


      It didn’t matter what it was called, and I didn’t know if there were spirits floating around everywhere either.


      What I did know, though, was that you could borrow that ki from those natural phenomena. I’d done it myself.


      Once I’d gathered up enough of the wind ki, I stopped my spin. With nowhere to go now, that massed energy was guided down my leg and released—in a kick.


      My right foot was aimed straight at our attackers, and the wind that had been wrapped around it lashed out in a whirlwind around my leg, forming a horizontal tornado and swallowing up everything in its swirling path. The hooded man and the dazed rabble all got swept away by the windstorm.


      When the gale died out, all that was left was the scoured ground around my feet...and that big guy. He’d used the massive sword on his back as a shield.


      “Phew.”


      I was glad it’d worked out, but I’d been pretty nervous, to be honest. If one thing had gone wrong—if there had been more people, or if it hadn’t worked so well—someone could have died.


      I wasn’t a bleeding heart. I didn’t care at all if they lived through this. If I didn’t have a choice, I wouldn’t have hesitated, and if the alternative was just sitting down and dying, I’d have slaughtered them.


      But I didn’t kill for sport.


      Besides, my flighty little commissioner asked me not to.


      It was an assumption since we’d just met, but it seemed like she was utterly terrified of people dying—so much so that she’d sacrifice herself to avoid it. I was supposed to be protecting her, so I’d rather she didn’t just die.


      On top of that, there was something more. Maybe something tugging at me...? I couldn’t really word it, but I felt restless.


      Either way, I’d follow my commissioner’s requests as best as I could, and finishing it off without killing anyone would be best. Plus, dealing with the corruption would be a pain.


      In any case, I was pretty much done now.


      I sent a glance her way to see how she was getting on; one of her opponents was laid out near her and the other one was a lot farther away for some reason. Rhuys herself was looking at me with her mouth agape.


      I’d tried to finish as quickly as possible to give her some backup, but apparently I hadn’t needed to.


      There was just the one left.


      It would’ve been great if he surrendered, but with the alternative in mind, I focused again.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 9 — A Needless Duel


      The sight that met me when I turned was a furrow in the ground, like something had gouged through it, and our now vastly diminished assailants scattered across it; the likely sole culprit was just standing pretty right there. In the time it’d taken me to barely deal with two enemies, she’d dispatched five—with barely a hair out of place.


      That’s...absurd...


      I’d commissioned her in the first place because her skill caught my eye, but I honestly hadn’t expected this much.


      “What the...”


      The whisper had come from the final remaining assailant—the large man. He had his sword stabbed into the ground and was positioned like he was bracing against something. As he looked over the area, his eyes were wide with shock.


      “Rhuys,” Araignée said, glancing my way, and then looking around me for a while...


      Oh, she’s probably looking for the man with the halberd, I realized.


      “Looks like you’re all right. I’m glad,” she said with some relief once she’d seen that both of my opponents were knocked out.


      And you sound so casual after taking on more than twice as many people... I’m glad you’re all right, with that in mind.


      “You...” the large man started speaking suddenly, talking to Araignée. “You really are strong... Honestly, I thought yesterday was ’cause you got me by surprise...”


      “I mean, the same goes for now,” she replied.


      Why are you being so modest, Araignée?


      “Sure you don’t wanna pull out? Your buddies are all out cold, and you’re not gonna get anything out of carrying on.”


      “Don’t be an idiot,” the man snorted for some reason as he gave his curt rejection. “I get to fight against someone as tough as you. If anything, I’m even more fired up.”


      “I don’t get guys who get hung up on that sort of thing,” Araignée replied after a moment. “Why finish a fight you’re going to lose?”


      “Sucks to be them, but I’m still standing, so I’m still taking you on. You owe me for my finger and my money last night.”


      His finger was one thing, but what was he talking about with his money?


      Despite the levity of his words, his eyes were deadly serious. He pulled his sword from the ground and shouldered it on his right.


      “Luckily, we’ve got a cleric here, so whoever dies can get purified straightaway. Perfect for a real fight.”


      “And if I don’t feel like it?”


      “You will. I just need to come at you trying to kill you and you’ll fight back, right?”


      The man grinned as the two of them stared each other down for a while...and eventually she let out a short sigh of resignation, then put her right hand on her sword’s hilt at her waist. It was a reverse grip—entirely the opposite of how a sword was typically used.


      The man’s smile deepened at her response and he tightened his grip on his sword.


      “Wait... Please, wait!” I yelled, unable to take it anymore as I darted in between them. “Why are you still fighting? With your comrades down, you can’t get your revenge or complete your commission, can you?! There’s no reason to keep—”


      “Sorry miss. I don’t exactly see that lot as my comrades, and I don’t care about that commission for you either. Revenge doesn’t matter either, anymore.”


      “Then that makes even less—”


      “Yeah, it does make less sense. You can call this a needless match, just for my own satisfaction. That’s why being the only one left doesn’t mean I need to step aside. Besides, even if something isn’t necessary, there can be meaning to it. Meaning to me.”


      Agh, it wasn’t happening. He wasn’t going to step aside.


      I turned to the other party involved.


      “Araignée, you too?! Why are you so willing to fight?!”


      “I mean, look. Even if I drop my sword, he’s not going to.”


      “But that doesn’t—”


      “Plus, Rhuys, people like this keep burning until they’re gone as soon as they’re set alight. Even if we ran now, he’d probably chase after us until he got his fight. So, to make sure we can get going quickly, we should just deal with him now, right?”


      “You got that right,” the man added. “So step aside, missy. I just want to fight her, not hurt you.”


      “But...”


      I’d realized by that point that neither of them were going to be convinced, and a sense of resignation filled me for a moment.


      We shunned death. It was a form of resistance against the daemon that created it, but also a natural instinct for a living being to have. I knew intellectually, though, that at times people’s cravings overcame that repulsion and drove them to pit their lives against others’. Such folk were called manslayers.


      We were in the lawless lands between towns, and there was even a priest on hand (me) to purify any corruption. As her employer, I couldn’t overlook the possibility of Araignée being hurt, but I also couldn’t deny the logic of eliminating obstacles to the commission.


      On top of that, both parties were in agreement, so I might not have had any real right to refuse them.


      But still...emotionally, it was a whole different matter.


      When someone could die right in front of my eyes, I couldn’t just back down.


      “But that’s just absurd!” I protested. “I can’t accept that! There’s no reason to keep fighting, and you might actually die this time! If you insist on carrying on, I’ll—”


      “Sorry,” the man interrupted, burying his fist right into my stomach.


      I let out a grunt as I buckled forward, unable to stay on my feet. I couldn’t muster any strength. My arms and legs were shaking, but not with fear. It wasn’t just the pain in my stomach keeping me down, but the exhaustion from the earlier fighting, and his punch had given it a foothold.


      The two of them moved away while I was paralyzed, readying themselves to fight to the death.


      My heart raged with a need to do something about the situation, but my body wouldn’t listen to its demands.


      Besides, even if I was fine, I wouldn’t be able to stop them... So I need to...


      I closed my eyes. I forcibly gathered my focus, feeling that if I lost it, I’d just pass out where I was, and then used my elbows to prop myself up, pointing myself forward.


      Then, I opened my eyes to keep their fight in my field of view.


      Araignée was slowly drawing her blade in that reverse grip.


      It was a beautiful, single-edged blade, meant to be wielded in one hand. The blade had a gentle curve to it, and the grip featured a few unobtrusive aesthetic embellishments.


      She shifted her weight to her back leg—her right—and let her hips lower, hiding the blade in her hand with her body as she readied it. Her narrowed eyes were fixed on the man.


      “No hard feelings if you do die,” she said to him.


      His response was brief.


      “Of course not!” he exclaimed in satisfaction. Then... “Hrah!”


      Without a moment’s hesitation to read her intentions, he leaped into the fray.


      He charged, bringing his huge sword down in a diagonal slash. The overwhelming force behind the mass of metal made even the pressure shift caused by its passage through the air seem like enough to knock a person to the ground.


      Araignée lowered her stance even more, and with just a step to the left, let the slash pass her.


      I couldn’t help but marvel at the skill on display. Even if it was a move she’d seen before, she should have felt some fear at the mass of metal bearing down on her. Despite that, she’d avoided the attack while maintaining her approach.


      Now the sword’s overwhelming weight and power became a hurdle to overcome before he could attack.


      Having avoided the first strike, she precisely timed her counterattack to lash at the seams between his consecutive attacks—


      “Seh-ya!”


      The man immediately slashed back, following through into his next attack.


      Its path was sharp—perhaps even more so than Araignée had expected—and she slightly mistimed her dodge, a red line blooming on her cheek.


      She leaped back and regained her footing before closing back in...


      He’s fast... Precise too...despite how massive the weapon is.


      He didn’t just rely on brute strength, like his looks implied. The technique on display was almost careful, and showed the fruits of his massed training. His attacks would slice right through a half-hearted defense, and he was letting them fly without pause.


      Even Araignée seemed to be struggling to take the offensive, but then...


      She matched the timing of his swings with an exhalation, launching throwing daggers at him. The two blades were aimed at his right arm and face respectively.


      She followed along behind the blades, staying low to the ground.


      “You think that’ll work?!”


      It broke his offensive, but the man swung his massive blade and slapped both daggers out of the air with a single strike, then readied his blade to meet the woman following them—only to stop dead as he noticed she was no longer in front of him.


      The daggers had been thrown to guide his movements and bait him into swinging his sword where she wanted.


      He had defended against the flying weapons—blocking his vision with his own sword—and while he did, she had leaped into his blind spot. From his perspective, it must have been like she’d just vanished.


      A second later, a dull gray blade lashed out at him.


      “Guh?!”


      The man reared back from the slash at his neck, barely managing to avoid it. It seemed less like he’d noticed the surprise attack, and more like he’d retreated out of pure reflex upon losing sight of his opponent.


      He couldn’t completely avoid it, though—a gash opened across his left arm.


      Seeming utterly unconcerned about not finishing him off, she swiftly doubled back and leaped again, showering more slashes upon the man. She’d reversed the flow of the battle in a single action.


      “Gu...uh!”


      He’d lost his footing, and it was all he could do to keep up with the offensive Araignée was unloading on him. The ferocity within each attack was getting through his defense, biting deep into the surface of his armor and his bare skin. He’d avoided anything fatal, but if he kept losing blood like this, it would only be a matter of time before the fight was decided.


      I didn’t know how many exchanges they’d had, but this time Araignée was coming from his front and slashing at his neck again.


      The man seemed to have been waiting for that, though.


      Araignée’s slash was horizontal, and he brought his massive sword down vertically to intersect it. He was probably planning to break her blade.


      “I’ll smash it to pieces!” he yelled.


      In a head-on collision like that, it would be the heavier weapon that came out victorious, so it would probably end the way he said.


      However, where I watched from the sidelines, I was certain that the way things were going the man would die.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 10 — Selfishness


      As I came to understand where the bout was going, the scene in front of my eyes slowed down. I could feel the blood drain from my face. A hole opened up in my chest as it overflowed. My emotions filled up and spilled over—


      N-No...


      I knew this feeling.


      I can’t... No!


      I never wanted to experience it again either.


      I need to stop them... I need to save him!


      But how?


      Even as it dragged on before my eyes, time advanced without mercy. The swords were drawing together, and the man’s death was approaching.


      There was only one method I could think of. After all, there wasn’t much I could currently do. I focused what little strength I had into my throat and lungs...


      ────


      Just before sword met sword in a cross, Araignée tilted her wrist out such that her sword’s straight edge was flush with her elbow, and her blade slipped past the man’s.


      His stance fell apart without the impact he’d expected. The edge of Araignée’s blade skittered along the flat of his, sending sparks into the air, sliding in toward its prey. The blade would bite into his throat, ruthlessly parting flesh—


      “Araignéeeee!” I yelled hoarsely before that happened.


      My cry echoed around us.


      It seemed like my scream had stopped time itself as both of them came to a halt.


      The thundering crashes of metal on metal faded away like they were never there, and silence reigned.


      Her sword was lodged in the side of the man’s throat, but had just barely stopped there. She’d heard my voice and come to a halt right away. Still, all that meant was that he hadn’t died immediately. It didn’t change the fact that he was grievously wounded.


      “Ah... Fuck... So this is it...for me...” the man managed to murmur. With that, Araignée withdrew her blade and blood gushed from the wound.


      His strength seemed to flow out with it; his upper body swayed. His agitation faded too. Apparently he had run himself ragged. He let go of his weapon, falling forward to the ground.


      It wasn’t just the wound on his neck. All the wounds he’d taken throughout the whole fight were bleeding, and he’d soon breathe his last if he was left as he was.


      I clutched my still aching stomach and managed to rush over to him.


      “Gnfff!”


      With a lot of effort, I rolled him onto his back and washed off the blood and dirt with my waterskin, moving to start treating him as quickly as I could. But...


      “St...op it, missy... I...” the wounded man himself protested.


      Why? Because he’d lost their match? Because they’d both wagered their lives? He wanted me to accept the result? That wasn’t funny.


      “Be quiet please!” I snapped back, taking out bandages and stemming the flow of blood. Then I recited a prayer. “This as my third boon, Téleios, and Athánato too. I beseech you, twin gods of death deferment. Grant unto me your healing hands of shining light. Chapter of Healing, verse three. Ripples of Solace...Healing!”


      It was the liturgy with the most powerful healing abilities that I could use. It wouldn’t instantly regenerate him, but if I helped him recover with it...


      “Why did you stop me, Rhuys?” Araignée asked from my back. Perhaps the fight was still lingering, because her tone was awfully cold. Contrary to that chill, though, my heart was ablaze.


      “‘Why?’! Of course I stopped you! I can’t just watch as someone dies in front of me, can I?!”


      I couldn’t hold in my resentment and ended up yelling at her.


      “Oh...” both of them said in realization, exchanging glances.


      What’s that reaction supposed to mean?!


      “What?!” I demanded from them.


      “It’s just kinda...dazzling how innocent you are,” Araignée replied.


      “Hah, ha ha... Missy, you’re a real newbie...”


      Araignée wasn’t the only one giving me an affectionate look.


      “A cleric like you might not think it,” Araignée continued. “But this kind of thing isn’t that rare outside of the towns. Adventurers, him included, are all prepared for it.”


      On an intellectual level, I knew as much. The very fact we’d been waylaid and attacked had affirmed to me this same lesson.


      “I was just being selfish, accepting the duel. I wanted to get the annoying stuff over with as quickly as I could. I wasn’t planning on dying at all, but if I had, it would have been my responsibility—not something you’d need to worry about this much.”


      “Yeah, missy... I was ready for it to end...like this. If we...weren’t fighting with our lives...on the line...there’d be no point... This is all...my own selfish whim...”


      They were both treating me like a child!


      They might have been right. Perhaps this was just how life outside the city went. They were both prepared to die, and in stopping them I might as well have been spitting on that resolve.


      But I couldn’t care less.


      “That doesn’t mean that you have to kill or just sit and accept it, does it?! Besides, if you want to call trying to kill each other being selfish, you can accept that my refusal to let someone die in front of me is my selfish choice! I won’t listen to anything else!”


      I couldn’t bear seeing lives lost in front of me. Not because of my duty as a cleric, or my pride in the role, or for any logical reason. I just didn’t want to feel death hollow me out that way again. It was entirely for myself.


      An adventurer’s common sense or a swordsman’s pride were both alien to me. I still had things I wouldn’t budge on, though. If it would see that hole filled, then I didn’t care. If people thought it inconsiderate, then so be it.


      I’d opened up my mouth and practically sprayed them with my welling anger—hardly suitable behavior for a cleric. Honestly, I hadn’t even thought about what might happen afterward...


      A pfft noise came from both of them. They couldn’t take it anymore and burst into laughter. Before I knew it, the two of them were roaring with mirth—punctuated with hacking coughs, in the man’s case.


      “Wh-Why are you laughing?! I’m angry here!”


      “Ah ha ha! Sorry, sorry. You’re just so funny,” Araignée defended herself.


      “Funny how?!” I demanded.


      “Yup, you’re right,” she said, not answering. “Just because someone’s betting their life doesn’t mean I have to respond. I guess I’ve been warped.”


      “Hah ha ha! Yeah, it’s all just selfishness. It’s not like you’ve got some obligation to sit and watch.”


      The two of them seemed fine with the situation somehow, but I wasn’t. Why were they laughing at me?


      “Anyway, I’m healing you whether you like it or not! Give it up!”


      “Yeah...I get you. It’s not like I can stop you in this state. I’ll shut up.”


      The man did exactly that. Araignée made no move to stop me either, and just watched things play out.


    


  



  

    

      Intermission 2 — A Hero’s Departure


      “C’mon guys! Quickly, quickly!”


      I called loudly to hurry my companions along as I walked through the north gate of the middle layer of Partir’s capital. My orange hair was bouncing in its ponytail as I encouraged them.


      “Careful, you’ll get yourself hurt, Lina,” Sierra warned me. She was a warrior with full armor and short red hair, a spear even taller than she was on her back.


      “She is ardent in the pursuit of her duty to save the world! Just as a hero should be!”


      The effusive praise was from a girl with pretty golden hair covered by a white veil, with vestments of the same color. She was a cleric—Agnes.


      “You lot are really excited, considering we’ve barely left the city,” Écarle muttered. He was a mage, with the requisite pointed hat and a dark red set of robes; purple hair covered one of his eyes.


      These were the three guardians that would protect me, my traveling companions.


      “Farewell, then, all of you. I wish you safe travels,” one of the soldiers guarding the gate said.


      “Thanks! We’ll be back soon!” I said, thanking them as we left the city.


      “So our plan is to follow the road north, then take the eastern fork. During the journey, we’ll stop at the various towns and villages and enter monster territory by way of the Raya Forest. Right, Lina?” Sierra asked.


      “Yup, I think that’s the best and quickest way for someone as inexperienced as me to get to the archfiend’s castle.”


      “Indeed, that should be fine. I’m sure our hero will prevail over the archfiend.”


      “Thanks, Agnes. Let’s go! You too, Écarle!”


      “You don’t need to yell, I can hear you. But, yeah, I’m coming. It’s my job, after all.”


      I laughed at his shyness as I pulled them all along. Our adventure started here.


      With some unease in my heart, but even more excitement, I took my first step along my journey.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 11 — Experience and Combat


      I’d laid the man down in the shadow of a tree at the side of the road and was continuing his treatment there. The man had his eyes closed, silently accepting the treatment—probably at least in part due to his wounds.


      As such, the healing was going well, and he was stable. I could relax a little for now.


      Araignée had walked off saying that she’d “tie the people sleeping over there up,” so it was just the large man and I here.


      “The bleeding has stopped,” I told him. “As long as you don’t do anything strenuous, your wounds shouldn’t reopen.”


      “Yeah, thanks.”


      Things went silent. Until now I’d just been focused on healing him, but now that things had calmed down it dawned on me: I was on my own with someone who had been a mortal enemy until moments ago. The silence was suffocating.


      I cast around desperately for something to talk about.


      “Um...” I started. “Can I ask something?”


      “Hm? What is it, missy?”


      “Earlier...why were you so insistent on the sword duel?”


      He’d been forceful about them wagering their lives until Araignée had reluctantly drawn her sword. I couldn’t understand it.


      “Huh? ’Cause I wanna get stronger with this,” he replied, patting the sword at his side.


      The answer was simple—too simple to just accept.


      “Stronger... Then surely there’s no need to risk your life for it? If you get sent over the Bridge of the Selector—if you die, then surely it’s all...”


      “Listen, missy...” he sounded exasperated, but also keen to instruct. “If you want to get stronger in real combat, then you need to put yourself through real combat. Repeatedly.”


      I jolted.


      “Normal training and sparring is important, yeah, but there ain’t many people that can put it straight into practice.”


      I’d personally experienced that just a while ago. If Araignée hadn’t encouraged me, I’m not sure I’d have even been able to move. Then I’d have been sent over the bridge.


      “It’s even more important with armed combat. It’s an obvious threat to your life. It don’t matter how skilled you are, or how little you lose in spars. Until you’re used to it, you’re gonna freeze up. If you want to get used to it, you need to keep throwing yourself in, and etch the experience into yourself. Fighting weaklings ain’t gonna do you any good.”


      “So that’s why... Because Araignée is strong, you challenged her...?”


      “Yup, that’s how it is. I ain’t gonna pass up a chance to fight someone that strong. In towns, actually putting your life on the line ain’t easy.”


      His words were oddly persuasive, and I could certainly tell he meant them. They must have been the accumulation of all of his experience.


      Even so, though, I could never agree with any way of life that was so willing to throw that life away. Actually, in the first place...


      “Why do you want to become strong so much?” I asked him.


      He seemed completely caught off guard at the question, and then...his face started to flush red, and he asked me a question in turn.


      “You won’t laugh?”


      I looked quizzically at him.


      “I won’t.”


      There was a long pause.


      “I wanna be like the Sword Emperor.”


      “Uh...huh?” I couldn’t help but ask, not expecting that answer.


      However he took that response, his face grew even redder.


      “Yeah, yeah, so what?! I’ve wanted it since I was a kid. Damn it, as soon as I say that everyone fu—”


      I was just looking questioningly at him.


      “—you’re not mocking me... Not gonna laugh, missy?”


      “Uh? Why would I?”


      I knew that many people saw the Sword Emperor as a criminal for “indirectly killing the last hero.” But even so, there were still people that admired his valor and aspired to the blade because of it. I didn’t think there was anything odd if he was one of them. Even I had a quiet admiration for him—despite not being a swordsman—because of the stories My Priest had told me of their adventures.


      While of course I had been searching for him in the hopes that he’d accept my commission...if I was honest, part of it was for myself.


      “Normally people call it crazy, call me a brat, tell me to be realistic—and other stuff. It pisses me off, so I don’t talk about it much at all anymore... You really are a weird one, missy.”


      I’d not really been told it directly before, but maybe I was odd. (Araignée and Utile had both said it, but that was in comparison to clerics from the Grand Temple.)


      “Anyway, that’s why. I’m training with the blade to be on the same level as...no, an even higher level than the Sword Emperor. And if I die on the way, then so be it.”


      “Stronger than him...”


      Approaching someone you admire, falling into step with them, and wanting to surpass them was a desire I felt like I could understand.


      Even so, though, I couldn’t approve of his methods. As a cleric, I couldn’t ignore my creed or the production of corruption, and as an individual, I couldn’t stand someone dying in front of me.


      Although with that said, I understood that was just my own values, and my own selfishness. But regardless...


      “But ah well...” the man said haltingly as my thoughts looped. “You’re right that none of it will mean anything if I’m dead. And it is just me being selfish. So, well, I’ll be a bit more careful.”


      He might have said so just to make me feel better and disarm the look of consternation on my face. Even if he had, though...


      “Right...thank you,” I said, grateful for his consideration, however clumsy it might have been.


      “Done talking?”


      “Waaah?!”


      “Whoa?!”


      Both of us practically jumped into the air at the sudden voice from behind me. I turned and saw that Araignée was watching us from behind the tree the man was lying under, where she definitely hadn’t been a moment ago.


      “A-Araignée... You’re already done?”


      “All I was doing was tying ’em up and piling ’em together. Then when I got back, you two were talking, so I waited here.”


      I hadn’t noticed at all... Hm? I thought. She waited?


      “Um, Araignée...how long were you there?”


      “Hm? For a pretty long time.”


      Then had she...?


      “You... You bitch... You heard?!”


      “Yup, I heard.”


      The man’s face flushed red again in either embarrassment or anger.


      “U-Um, you’ll hurt yourself, so calm down!”


      “Shaddup! She’s just gonna make fun of me!”


      I was trying to settle him down, but he was even yelling at me now. I didn’t even know who he was angry at at this point...


      “Why would I?” Araignée asked. “I thought it was cute, but not anything to make fun of.”


      The man stopped dead.


      “L-Liar. You’re just getting me to let my guard down first.”


      “I’m not, I’m not,” she said with an exasperated smile at his wariness. “Whatever inspires people to start is up to them. I don’t see any reason to mock someone for whatever it was.”


      He gave her a sidelong look for a while...then closed his eyes and let out a long sigh.


      “The pair of you are knocking me off-balance.”


      “Are you sure it’s not just because you’re always around a load of twisted people?”


      “Shut it... Can’t say you’re wrong, though.”


      I’d been panicking over him possibly opening his wounds again, but now that he’d calmed back down, I could relax.


      “Right then. Like I said, I tied ’em all up, so how about we head over there? Can you walk?”


      “Yeah,” the man said, “don’t worry about it.”


      I’d thought he might struggle to walk, but he slowly got to his feet and—while he staggered a little—managed it under his own strength. Once she saw that, Araignée turned to walk off too. I let out a gasp and hurried after her.


      “I’m sorry,” I apologized to her. “I was focused on him, but you got injured as well. I’ll heal you, so show me.”


      “Huh? Ohhh... It’s fine. They were just scratches, so they’re already closed up.”


      “No it’s not fine! You could get corruption in the wound (Note: it’s like this world’s version of tetanus) so just show—” I said, looking over her face, when I caught upon a detail. “Wha...?”


    


  



  

    

      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      The Bridge of the Selector


      The entrance to the afterlife in Asterianism. It is said that over this bridge, the deceased souls are sorted by the good and bad in their lives. If their goodness is greater, they are guided over the bridge to a blessed life with Asteria. Afterward, they are granted a new life, but for those with more bad...


      However, the current doctrine equates contributions to the temple with the “good” in someone’s life, so many of the poor without the monetary slack for such contributions are often divorced from the faith.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 12 — The Vanishing Wound


      I was at a loss for words. The cut on her cheek from the earlier fight had, just as Araignée said, closed up. The bleeding had already stopped, and it was now just a thin mark.


      “See? I’m fine.”


      “But it’s...”


      “I’ve always healed faster than average,” she said, then sped away as if to stave off any more questions. I was just left standing there, dumbfounded.


      People did heal at different rates. But even so...surely that was too fast? Even if the bleeding had stopped, the wound itself should have taken longer to close.


      A thought came to me. Is it her gauntlet, maybe? It could be a healing artifact.


      It would go a ways toward explaining what I’d seen...but I didn’t understand why she’d go out of her way to hide such a straightforward explanation.


      Many adventurers had a cleric accompany their group to deal with any corruption they befell along the way. If a cleric could purify corruption, they could also usually heal, so there wasn’t much demand for healing artifacts. With no demand came a lower price, and it was generally only obsessive collectors that wanted them, so hiding it made n—


      “Hm? What’s wrong, missy?”


      “Ah, nothing,” I replied after a moment.


      While I’d just been standing there, the man had caught up with me, despite his labored pace. I felt bad making a wounded man walk on his own, so I adjusted my stride to stay beside him, ready to support him if needed. Considering my build, though, I was more likely to get squashed than brace him.


      Abruptly, the large man seemed to realize something and turned to face me.


      “I’m Jair. What’s your name, missy? I think I heard that bastard Vide use it before the fight, but it didn’t stick.”


      Vide must have been the hooded man’s name.


      “Ah, um... I’m Rhuys. Rhuys Ferme,” I introduced myself.


      The big man—Jair—nodded in satisfaction.


      “I figured I should at least know the name of the person I owe my life to. Still, I guess ‘missy’ is easier.”


      He laughed then, and carried on walking. He really must have just wanted to know my name. We walked in silence for a while before he spoke up.


      “Say, missy... What’s with her?” he asked, looking toward Araignée’s back. The question was too vague, though.


      “Sorry, what do you—”


      He must not have expected an answer to begin with, because he continued without waiting for a reply.


      “I ain’t exactly made a great showing in front of you, but I’m pretty sure of my skill. I’m sure I could win against the regulars at that inn, and if I tracked down the Sword Emperor, I’d have been ready to put up a serious fight.”


      Presumably he was talking about the incident in the Sword’s Succession...so that was what he called “serious.”


      “In our match, though...I could barely touch her. It was only right at the start that I could get close, but she seemed to see through it all. It pisses me off to admit it, but she completely destroyed me.”


      I was rather surprised at him admitting his loss so openly. Considering how he’d acted last night, I wouldn’t have taken him for the humble type.


      “I said to you earlier: you ain’t getting stronger without fighting for real—without risking your life. That in mind...she ain’t too much older than you, and yet she’s got that much skill, so how much has she risked her life?”


      I could only answer his question with silence, perhaps because I, too, was starting to have doubts. Her skills were beyond my imagination. Her wounds healed in moments. I didn’t know anything about her. Weighing Jair’s words against the conversations I’d had with her was just raising more questions.


      “What is she...that Araignée Les?”


      ＊＊＊


      When we reached the crossroads, the beaten men had all come to.


      It perhaps went without saying, but Araignée had confiscated all their equipment and tied them up, and all of them bore some degree of injury.


      I couldn’t just overlook that; I set to work with some simple ministrations. (While I did, Araignée collected her throwing daggers.)


      The bound men were all in low spirits. Well, they’d ganged up to take out a couple of women and been put in their place, so perhaps that was just to be expected. One of them—the thin, hooded man—was still just as he’d been at the start of the encounter.


      “Oh my, my. So many people and we still got wiped out. What a sad state of affairs.”


      Despite being beaten down and tied up, his tone still carried a smug note, and he had a derisive smile on his face.


      Up until now I’d assumed it was because he was in a superior position, but he was probably simply that kind of person. I decided not to worry about it anymore. There was something else weighing on my mind here.


      “So, what now? Are you going to toss us to the knights?”


      “There’s...something I want to ask you first,” I said. “Before the fight, you mentioned both of your targets. What did you mean by that?”


      “Precisely and exactly what I said, Rhuys Ferme. I took a commission to either capture or eliminate you. I’d intended to pursue you after the Black Arm, but for better or worse, you were traveling together. Here I was thinking it saved me the effort, but look at us now.”


      “Which means your commissioner specified me by name. But I...”


      “Don’t remember doing anything to earn it? And yet, Rhuys Ferme, even the tiniest of things in everyday life can breed resentment in people, and those who act on said resentment are unfortunately not the rarest.”


      I...couldn’t refute that. Many people were willing to lend their ears to the whispers of demons at the drop of a hat, but...


      “I’m not proud of this, but I don’t interact with people enough to earn proper enmity. I very rarely leave the temple, and even within the temple there are very few people that I have contact with. It’s rare for me to even talk with someone, and”—as I explained, the men started looking at me like I deserved their pity, but I just ignored it for now and continued—“there are therefore a truly small number of people among those scant interactions that could mention me by name... Was the person who gave you your commission—”


      “Sorry, but I can’t tell you any more,” the man interrupted me with a clear refusal. “They technically employed me, after all. I can’t just give away my commissioner’s identity. Depending on how things went, it could even jeopardize my life.”


      That was...probably an obvious response. I had requested that Araignée keep strict confidentiality as well, after all. Besides, if questioning them could risk their lives, continuing to insist would—


      “In that case,” Araignée said suddenly from her position; she’d been watching the conversation quietly once she’d gathered all her daggers. “Would you let me hire you?”


    


  



  

    

      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Artifact


      A general term for items which, when conditions are fulfilled—such as being supplied with mana, a key phrase being incanted, and so on—cast a pseudo-spell (or otherwise support casting magic). They are mainly tools created by the peoples to combat monsters and fiends. However, there are rumors that the fiends have artifact crafters of their own, and that their quality and efficacy far outstrip those of the peoples.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 13 — How the Faith Should Be


      “You want...to hire us?”


      I wasn’t the only one who felt surprised at Araignée’s sudden offer. It was only natural; they’d been trying to kill each other until just moments ago.


      “If you won’t give us the information for free, then how do you feel about being paid for it? If you called it information brokering, you could tell us, right?”


      He...could, maybe? But what about ethics and integrity?


      Besides, if she was commissioning him, then it would mean paying him, and the only money we could use now was...


      “Are you sure? That’s your advance payment...”


      “Well, you’re curious, aren’t you?”


      “I am,” I answered after a pause.


      Incredibly so, to be honest.


      “Besides, if things go well, we could find the culprit.”


      The hooded man snorted.


      “I do hope you aren’t undervaluing me, Black Arm. A little bit of money won’t—”


      “This is the fee, by the way,” Araignée cut him off, tossing a gold coin nonchalantly his way. Incidentally, that single coin was enough to live comfortably for a year on the lower level.


      “—I’m in.”


      Uh...


      “Honestly, it wasn’t the kind of client I’m fond of, so this is a perfect excuse to side with little miss cleric here.”


      It...is?


      My questions must have shown on my face, because Araignée offered an explanation.


      “Adventuring is a job where you accept danger for reward. If you pay us a reward, we’ll accept a bit of danger.”


      Adventurers are...


      No, now wasn’t the time to be taken aback. This was a good chance to get the information I was after.


      “Are you sure?” I asked the man.


      “Yeah. The commission’s a wash regardless, and the contract has run its course. So what matters it if we accept another commission? Besides, while I said what I did earlier, I have no obligation to actually maintain any form of confidentiality. Besides, they just see us denizens of the lower level as disposable tools.”


      “Okay, then...”


      I was still slightly concerned, but if he was willing, then I could just take him up on the offer. I finished off the question that had been interrupted earlier.


      “I only want to ask one thing. Was the person targeting me a cleric from the Grand Temple?”


      “You think you might know who it is?” Araignée asked.


      I responded to her question with one of my own, my expression still clouded.


      “Araignée, do you remember the reason My Priest couldn’t act for this mission?”


      “Uh? Because...she stands out?”


      “No, after that.”


      “After that... Uh, you said she was constantly busy. She has the election on top of her normal work. You meant as a participant?”


      I nodded.


      “There are two people contesting the cardinal position. The first is Priest Clarté, as I just mentioned. The other is from the great house of Alesia, Violet Alesia.”


      “I think I might have heard that family name before,” Araignée mused.


      “At present the nobility don’t have exclusive control of the Grand Temple, but Priest Violet leads the conservative faction that claim ‘only those of noble blood are worthy of praising the noble gods,’ and wish to exclude non-nobles from the priesthood,” I explained.


      “That’s pretty extreme. And I guess opposing them are...”


      “Yes, the clerics from the common classes and abroad. The reformist faction claims ‘there is no social standing with faith.’ My mentor is their representative. After all, she was chosen as a commoner to be one of the hero’s guardians and succeeded in eliminating the archfiend a decade ago. That accomplishment granted her nobility and an invitation to the Grand Temple, and she is a living legend.”


      It wasn’t that I couldn’t understand the thinking that the greatest offerings should be given to the gods. Simultaneously, though, everyone had the right to pray as they wished. At the very least, the fact remained that the prayers of an orphan like me still reached the gods and allowed me to perform liturgies.


      The hooded man finally lost his cool.


      “The Holy Fist Clarté Wisteria?! I see; so you’re her protégé. Now I get how his armor was caved in.”


      The man looked at the lance wielder I had fought and nodded in understanding at his crushed armor. It was kind of embarrassing to have it pointed out again...


      I could feel the heat in my cheeks as I continued my explanation, trying to recenter myself.


      “The main assertion the reformists are making is that there should be a reinterpretation of the scripture. The most important part of that reinterpretation should be a sweeping rewrite of information on the entrance to the afterlife, the Bridge of the Selector.”


      “A rewrite?” he asked.


      “Yes. Until now safely crossing the bridge has been said to require significant contributions to the temple. However...”


      “That means that the poor who can’t gather those funds can’t cross the bridge, while the nobility are born with vast sums and easily can,” Araignée picked up. “The division because of a person’s birth gets ridiculous, so a lot of people are moving away from the faith.”


      I nodded along.


      “That’s right. That’s why My Priest wants to repeal it...so that from now on, the qualification is defined solely by the good and bad a person does. She has pledged that any who have done enough good will be able to cross the bridge.”


      “Abolish the donation system, so anyone...?”


      Our attackers started to stir.


      “H-Hey... Would that mean that even people from the lower level like us could get to Asteria?” one asked.


      “It does. In addition, there will be a line added that no matter how good someone’s lineage is, if they have done more harm than good, they will fall to Aísthima. It will give people who have moved away from the faith hope for their afterlife while also urging people who have neglected doing good to put in more effort, so—”


      While they’d seemed hopeful at first, their faces were gradually dimming... Why?


      “Even if that goes through, it will do nothing for people like us who have spent our days doing wrong,” the hooded man explained.


      That clarified matters. Perhaps my thought that they could simply try to do more good from now on was just my naivety speaking...


      “I don’t know if that reinterpretation is right, but it’s probably not worth worrying about,” Araignée added. That felt a bit too pragmatic.


      “Do you speak true, though, Rhuys Ferme? Can the creed of our faith truly be changed after so long?”


      “It won’t be simple, of course,” I admitted. “But...our theologians claim that the religion’s original creed said nothing of donations to the temple. The scripture was partially broken during the Tragedy of Partir. The clerics compiled, edited, and built a new scripture afterward, but...”


      “But when they did, some covetous people lent their ears to the demons and added some convenient verses. I see. An interesting hypothesis. If true, it could propel reform under the aegis of correcting the distortion to the scripture. After all, the Asterianists abhor falsehood. The famed Clarté Wisteria is guiding the whole thing too... Rhuys Ferme. No, Miss Rhuys, you asked if my client was a cleric from the Grand Temple?”


      “I did.”


      “Which means you presume the culprit to be part of the conservative faction you just mentioned. Further, that it could be the priest called Violet at the center of that faction.”


      “Honestly...I wouldn’t necessarily say that with certainty. The reform would strike the greatest blow to the candidate from that faction, the nobles, and supremacists among the clerics... Additionally, I have encountered her several times. With her famous disdain for those of lower birth, I’m not certain if she would remember me, but if she is aware of me...”


      “Then she’d know your name and face, and have the motive. She’s at least the only person you can think of, right?” Araignée asked.


      My expression was still saddened as I nodded at her.


      “Priest Violet has arranged for her own protégé to be one of the hero’s guardians and will use her achievements to aid in the election. Even so...with how things currently stand, a fair election is still likely to end in Priest Clarté’s victory. To overcome that...”


      “She’d have to do something pretty extreme. Going after her opponent directly would draw suspicion right to her, so she went after her apprentice instead.”


      “I think that’s likely,” I agreed.


      “So it’s a move to destabilize her opponent. Not a good move even in desperation,” the hooded man said, nodding along.


      One of the other men spoke up. “Still, nobles might be rotten, but she’s a cleric, so surely she wouldn’t stain her hands with a corruptive act?”


      That was one of the things bothering me too, and while I didn’t want it to be the case...


      “Maybe she thinks it wouldn’t count as a sin because she’s not directly causing it? Or worse, she might not even think it’s a bad thing and that she’s in the right.”


      I felt a chill run down my spine at Araignée’s words. Not because of the way of thinking, but rather because it seemed all too plausible for a priest with such hatred for everyone but her fellow aristocrats. It scared me that I couldn’t rule it out.


      “Right, I’ve heard rumors about that priest from the Alesia family. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was involved, and everything holds together.”


      “Then—” I started, rushing to the conclusion before I was cut off.


      “However. The client that actually contacted me was an adventurer from the middle level. He’d just been hired as an intermediary and only had your name, description, and an outline of the commission. It’s honestly not clear if the trail leads all the way back to that priest.”


      I hadn’t expected Priest Violet herself to deign to do it, and had suspected she’d instructed a cleric...but apparently things weren’t as simple as I’d assumed.


      “Weren’t you curious where the commission came from?”


      “Well, I would be a liar if I told you I wasn’t, but we don’t tend to look too deeply into that sort of thing.”


      ...Why not?


      “Well, our base predominantly deals in more unsavory work. The commissions we receive are generally of that ilk, and we refrain from inquiring too much into the details as long as we get paid. Depending on the particulars, that can be in perpetuity. Well, as soon as it came to us, it was obvious someone wanted to hide their identity to hire us. I’m sure even you can imagine that looking too deeply into such things doesn’t lead anywhere pleasant.”


      I was hesitant to agree with what he was saying due to my position as a cleric, but I decided to ignore that for the time being.


      What he had told me lent credence to my assumptions, but didn’t prove them. I’d thought that if I could at least find out who commissioned them...


      If I tell her even as much information as I’ve gotten, though...


      These were just hypotheses, though; I had no proof to back them up. Besides, we didn’t have time to go back to the temple. If we delayed any longer, we might be too late for the hero...


      “Ask everything you wanted to?” Araignée asked me, pulling me from thought as she looked into my eyes.


      In the end, I couldn’t think of anything I could do now.


      It gnawed at me, but I couldn’t let my circumstances cause her any more bother than they already had.


      “I have,” I answered eventually. “Thank you.”


      “Right then. It’s my turn next.”


      “Ah...next?” the hooded man asked.


      “I said I was hiring you, didn’t I? The payment was for the information shared with Rhuys and what I’m having you do next. It was a whole gold coin, after all.”


      “Oh, then what service would you have us perform, milady?”


      Araignée gave a single sentence in answer to the hooded man’s question.


      “Interfere with the hero’s journey.”


      There was a pronounced pause.


      “Whaaat?!” everyone present—apart from Araignée—cried out in a miraculous harmony.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 14 — Araignée’s Commission


      “Araignée?!” I yelped. “What are you thinking?!”


      I couldn’t even begin to say how severe a sin interfering with the hero’s journey would be!


      “Hey, I just meant delay her. We got slowed down because of them, so the least they could do is buy us some time. We can’t afford to be too late, can we?”


      “Well...that’s true...”


      I could understand where she was coming from, but the way she was going about it felt far too reckless...


      Of course, the men themselves were protesting as well.


      “Are you joking?! We can’t do that!”


      “Of all the shit you could have asked for!”


      “That’s an execution!”


      I thought their complaints were perfectly valid.


      The journey to eliminate the archfiend was the guiding light of all the people of the world. Interfering with that was absurd. It could quite easily be taken as a betrayal of all beings.


      “Hmm...” the hooded man mused, being the only one able to calmly question the absurd proposal. “Could you explain your intentions with that?”


      “We have information that the hero is marked...or might be...for death.”


      I jolted.


      Araignée, you can’t say that!


      She shot me a brief glance before continuing her explanation.


      “Apparently the culprit is planning to lie in wait and ambush her. We have a commission to head to that location, assess the legitimacy of the claim, and if there is someone targeting her, to deal with them. We were just leaving when...”


      “When we attacked you and caused a delay, and now you want us to take responsibility for that.”


      “That’s the size of it.”


      “Hmm. Someone trying for the hero’s life. I cannot say that I haven’t heard such things.”


      He couldn’t say he hadn’t?


      “There are apparently nobles who have expressed dissatisfaction with the Rite of Selection, and are targeting either the guardians or the hero herself. I would imagine it is something like that. After all, the hero is partially a political tool.”


      “Probably something like that, yeah. Well, we won’t know until we get there and find out.”


      “I see. So that is why you’re in such a hurry.”


      “Yup. We need to get there before her at least.”


      Araignée was answering completely naturally, not making him suspect anything at all. Just how well could she act?!


      “How you do it is up to you, but I think causing some trouble in a town she’s in should delay her.”


      “So you intend to use her conscience and inability to leave the people in need against her?”


      “Yup, that’s the way. According to the rumors, she’ll probably work to solve the situation. If she’s a ‘just hero,’ anyway.”


      They were saying that if she didn’t, she wouldn’t be just.


      “Hmph... What a cunning plan.”


      “Heh heh, the commission is actually to help people, right?”


      “Oh, help indeed. Quite right, quite right. It sounds like it to me.”


      “Yup, nothing to feel guilty about here.”


      Then the two of them started chuckling darkly.


      Uh...she was acting, right? I could swear there was something hiding in that smile that wasn’t usually there...


      However, the others seemed unconvinced by that explanation and kept complaining.


      “You think you can get us to do something as risky as that with such shady information?!”


      “Where’d you even hear it from?!”


      “Why would we know where it came from? We’re just the two commissioned for it,” Araignée told them.


      “Get the context at least!”


      I could say the same to you all, I thought.


      Still, what they were saying seemed logical to me. It was difficult to get people to risk their skins without proof. It could be difficult even with proof. But...


      “If you do it, there’s another gold coin in it for each of you. Assuming you succeed, at least.”


      Now that she’d upped her ante, their expressions all changed.


      “If we succeed in our commission, you’ll get that money. That counts as hush money too, by the way—don’t you forget. If the hero gets there before us, we’ll take it that you’ve failed, and you’ll get nothing.”


      “Oh hoh. Quite the set of requirements.”


      “Well, I already gave you a fairly large advance. Think of it as proof of how urgent our business is.”


      In fact, they didn’t need to attack the hero herself. They just needed to cause a commotion and then vanish before she appeared. It was a generous reward compared to the difficulty.


      “Hmm...”


      “Well...”


      The men’s tones got much more hesitant then. They were rather blatantly mercenary there.


      “W-We really get that just from delaying her?”


      “Yup. Just if we get back safely, mind you; otherwise we don’t get paid. If we fail, well, give up on it.”


      The men fell silent.


      They must have been caught between the promised reward and the commensurate risk it carried.


      “Right. I’ll take it,” the hooded man said, having been the first to show interest from the start. “I was going to accept anyway, and that extra reward leaves me no reason for me to refuse now.”


      “I’ll do it too. I’ll be bored until I’m healed otherwise,” Jair added.


      I couldn’t hold back my protest there.


      “What are you talking about?! I told you not to strain yourself!”


      “Don’t worry, missy. I won’t go too hard. If I do end up fighting, it’ll just be some little chicks out on their adventure, so it won’t count as strenuous exercise.”


      “You shouldn’t be fighting at all!”


      Despite my rebuke, he didn’t seem likely to listen at all. To think he’d impressed me earlier. He must just like to fight... I thought. All these agreements were apparently just what the men who’d remained hesitant thus far were waiting for. They all ended up accepting our commission, and we freed them.


      “Um... Araignée, are you sure about this?” I asked.


      If they were caught and came clean, we’d be charged as well. Would they even do what they said?


      “It’ll probably be fine. We made it a commission, so they’ll work for it. Adventurers from the lower level with nowhere to go stake the last of their honor and their lives on completing their commission. Besides, we don’t have the time to turn them over to the knights, do we? It’ll take too long to get back to the city and then out here again.”


      Now that she mentioned it, I finally realized I hadn’t given any thought to what we’d do if we did manage to capture them.


      “You’re letting us go rather easily. Haven’t you given any thought that we might try to avenge ourselves?” the hooded man muttered as he rubbed at the marks from the rope.


      Right. That was a possibility too.


      “I thought about it, but with those wounds, you aren’t attacking anyone anytime soon. Besides...” she said, pausing for a long time as she grinned at the man. “The same thing won’t happen again...will it?”


      The men shuddered at the look on her face and tone of her voice. She’d well and truly made her point.


      “Heh. Indeed not. I know all too well what I’m risking if I make an enemy of you two. Besides, I took the advance; I’ll work for it.”


      The other men behind him were nodding rapidly. They must have been imagining the inevitable reprisal if they went back on their word. They were already showing what she’d talked about—their dignity as adventurers, maybe.


      “So, where is this hero?”


      “No idea.”


      “What?! You’re the one that hired us!”


      “I just thought of it, so why would I know where she is? You’ll have to find her yourself with the rumors on the road.”


      “And how are we paying for that information?”


      “With the money I just gave you.”


      “You bitch!”


      Despite the complaints, they seemed oddly motivated.


      I guess I don’t need to worry, then?


      “Oh, right. I want one of you to make a detour to my place. Uh...you, bandit-looking guy.”


      Araignée indicated one of the men I’d fought. By “my place,” I imagined she meant the Sword’s Succession.


      “Would you tell my dad what’s going on? He’ll probably let that priest know as well.”


      Right—they knew each other, so we could indirectly let her know. Then she might be able to do something with our information.


      “You know we attacked you, right? If we explain that...ain’t we getting arrested?”


      “It’s my fault that I got attacked by you, and it’s your fault that the attack failed, so take responsibility for your actions.”


      “So yes, in other words?”


      “Eh, try your best to come up with an explanation. Even if you get found out, you’ll probably end up better than you would with the knights. Besides, if that information gets the mastermind caught, you lot’ll be safe, won’t you?”


      “Well...I guess so.”


      Next, she pulled a well-used dagger from a pocket and handed it to the man.


      “Take this with you. He’ll know I sent you if you show it, so he’ll listen.”


      “Right. Got it.”


      “It’s important to me, by the way. So take care you don’t lose it or you’ll definitely definitely regret it.”


      “Heard and understood, scary lady!”


      And thus, our attackers headed off on their own journeys—seven to delay the hero, and one of them to the lower level of the capital.


    


  



  

    

      Intermission 3 — A Bandit’s Ordeals


      I’d done a round trip from the lower level, and I was moving quickly—but quietly to avoid drawing attention—toward the Sword’s Succession.


      I knew exactly where it was from tailing the Black Arm (though it was already famous for several reasons), so I didn’t falter. Once I got there, I opened the door a bit roughly, and the bell above it rang sharp and loud.


      It still wasn’t evening yet, so there weren’t many customers. Several of them looked toward the door, but I ignored them and walked straight up to the counter to speak to the man who probably ran the place.


      “Are you the keeper here?” I asked.


      “I am.”


      “I need to speak with you. I—”


      It was hard to tell him that I’d suffered at his daughter’s hands and tried to get revenge, then got beaten down, so I was going to tell him that she’d seen me passing and asked me to bring a message, but—


      “Hey, you were the one from the north district that was following Araignée and that cleric, weren’t you?” one of the men at the counter—a swordsman-looking guy, who already had a drink in his hand despite the time of day—asked me.


      “Yeah, he matches the description,” a dwarven man with a sword at his waist agreed. I couldn’t tell how old he was because of the beard. “Not a face I’ve seen around here, at least.”


      “And just what could he be intending, coming back to the home of the person he tailed?” mused an elf woman clad in armor solely on her limbs. I had even less of an idea how old she was.


      Quietly, the two of them had blocked off my retreat. While the others nearby hadn’t stood up, they’d all fixed me with sharp looks. If I made a dodgy move, they’d be on me in moments.


      The innkeeper didn’t say anything, but he wasn’t glaring at me either. There was a bizarre air of menace emanating from him, though, speaking volumes of just how welcome I was here.


      What part of this is “come up with an explanation?!” They already know!


      I immediately realized that a careless lie would have completely the opposite effect (and I couldn’t bear the atmosphere anymore) so I desperately pulled out her dagger and smacked it into the counter.


      “Your daughter gave this to me! Please hear me out!”


      That would probably work.


      At the very least, it quieted the questions of the audience I’d drawn and bought me a stay of execution.


      I explained everything honestly, ending up having to give that earlier explanation about trying to get revenge and being smacked down.


      “Sorry about that,” the keeper apologized after a moment.


      That...wasn’t what I expected.


      “I cannot let what you just said go, though.”


      Yeah, that figured.


      I felt him crank up that menacing aura of his as he started calling to the other people in the shop.


      “Läufer. Find the adventurer that brought the commission to them, and where they went. I’ll get you a pass to the middle level.”


      “Sure thing. This counts as a commission from you, right?” a man at a table replied as he stood. He had a similar outfit to mine; we might have even been in the same profession.


      “Sure. We’re short on time, so we’ll talk rewards later.”


      “Got it.”


      Next, he turned to the elf and dwarf that had blocked my retreat.


      “Lycen, Felire, check our perimeter in case of retaliation. If nothing happens, so much the better.”


      “Aye.”


      “Understood.”


      “Now...”


      The innkeeper briskly addressed the people around his inn. While some of them complained about their allotted role, no one refused, and the atmosphere that had been easing off as evening approached was suddenly lively.


      It’s so different from our place...


      The slight shine to everything must have been because of that naive little cleric...


      I straightened. As I did, I turned around. Could I use this moment to escape?


      “Okay then... I’ll just be...”


      Thud.


      Just as I’d thought, it wasn’t happening. The innkeeper had grabbed my shoulder from across the counter and stopped me in my tracks.


      “You’ll be helping too. You can go with Läufer to investigate at the Rusted Dagger.”


      His voice was even, but there was an unspoken force to it, and an equally unspoken but not unheard statement:


      “You aren’t getting away scot-free with going after my daughter.”


      With those words at my back, I seriously considered if I’d be better off here or throwing myself to the mercy of the knights.


      ...Like daughter, like father. They’re both terrifying.


    


  



  

    

      Intermission 4 — Overtime at the Stall


      “Nnngh!”


      I stood and stretched to loosen up as the setting sun started to dye the sky red. I’d been sitting for nearly half a day, so all the fatigue was concentrated in my back and hips. I flexed and let out a sigh to try and diffuse it through the rest of my body.


      While it had been a tiring day, I’d also made a fair few sales. The products I’d gotten for Araignée had gone straight to her, and she’d even brought along that cleric from the Grand Temple. That was an unexpected windfall.


      She was called Rhuys... I wonder if she’s safe.


      Just the interactions with traders and customers meant I gathered quite a bit of information naturally. I’d happened to hear that a group of people had turned up from the north district and were loitering around. They’d probably intended to blend in with the customers, but the new faces stood out immediately as they walked around (which was also why she’d been the subject of rumors as well).


      I’d also heard that the group had left the capital following the pair of them, though apparently one of them had returned to the capital not long ago.


      She probably got tangled up in some argument again... Well, it’s not like worrying about it’ll help.


      I pulled myself out of thought and started to set about closing up shop. Just as I went to do that, though, I noticed a familiar face approaching from down the street.


      “Hey boss. Been a while.”


      “So this is where you’ve been, eh, Utile?”


      The greeting—if you could really call it that—came with the appearance of the Sword’s Succession’s innkeeper, Orphelin, or boss.


      He’d been in the same orphanage as my old man, so I’d known him since I was young. Dad was a merchant like me (though unlike me, he didn’t wander and had set up shop in the middle level of the capital.) Apparently he’d owed the boss a big debt, and so had given him all sorts of assistance when he was starting up the Succession.


      Still, the way he’d greeted me meant...he was looking for me?


      Also, the inn would have been in the middle of its dinnertime rush, so its proprietor shouldn’t have had the time to stroll around shopping.


      Which means it’s just that urgent.


      This wasn’t the first time this kind of thing had happened. With how famous the Sword’s Succession was for its skilled adventurers, they frequently got commissions that demanded total confidentiality, especially when the uppers were calling the shots.


      In such conditions, there was always demand for secure means by which all involved parties could send material and information back and forth. I was one of them. I feigned ignorance, assuming this was one of those occasions.


      “Here to buy?”


      “Yeah,” he said, leaning over my wares and picking some up before putting them back. It looked like he was inspecting them, but it was probably just a show for any lookie-loos.


      Even considering his usual methodical approach, this felt like an overabundance of caution. It might just have been evidence of how much of a bother the commission was, though.


      “I’ll take these,” he said eventually, picking out several bottles of spices before pulling a small pouch of coins from his pocket and casually placing it in my hand.


      “Thanks for your business.”


      Through the bottom of the pouch, I could feel something other than coins. It was thin and rectangular. It was probably paper, and from how it felt...it might have been a letter.


      “Give my regards to Bien.”


      Bien was my old man’s name. Going out of his way to drop his name meant the situation was as I’d suspected.


      “Yeah, I will.”


      With my response, he left the same way he came, strolling away down the street.


      Right then...time to get to work.


      I quickly packed my stall away and gathered all my things, and then headed toward the gate to the middle level, my much-lengthened shadow trailing me.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 15 — Lighting the Fire


      We stopped our horses (which had been “donated” to us by our attackers) before the sun fully set, and we began setting up camp.


      Spending the night outside sapped more body heat than I thought, so to keep warm the both of us started gathering dead branches for firewood.


      I had a sudden thought that it would be a lot easier with magic, but I couldn’t use it. Well, it was more that clerics were forbidden from doing so, since it was a fiendish invention.


      Araignée showed no sign of casting anything either, though.


      Right, Utile said that she didn’t have any...


      In fact, even standing right next to her, my aethernode (Note: an organ that senses mana) couldn’t feel anything from her, despite being able to feel the light haze of the natural mana around us.


      Araignée finished gathering her firewood and added some cloth-wrapped charcoal from her tinderbox before, for some reason, standing up.


      “Hu-up!”


      As I watched, puzzled, she lifted up one foot and then swung it back and forth against her other. Her boots made a sharp noise and spewed out sparks.


      Apparently that had set things alight, because she got down and blew into the smoldering tinder, eventually transferring the flame to the wood and letting it grow into a proper bonfire.


      “Hm? Oh, these? I’ve got firestone and a striker on the sides of my boots,” she explained as I stood looking lost. Then she added: “I bought them from Utile.”


      I’d thought firestone was something you held and struck, though.


      “Do...all adventurers use that kind of setup?”


      “I think I’m probably the only one that does. It’s not any less effort than starting a fire normally.”


      “So...why do you use it?”


      “Because it seemed fun,” she answered easily. “Besides, it’s useful too. You don’t get any sparks in your face or anything.”


      I’d heard that a spark hitting your eye could even cause blindness, so that made sense. Honestly, the amusement factor felt like it was a far larger part of why, though.


      “Well, let’s forget about that,” she said. “Time for food.”


      As she spoke, she pulled out food—notched bread with salted meat, cheese, and chopped vegetables held within it. Orphelin had given it to us as a farewell gift before we left.


      “Here’s your portion,” she told me as she handed it over.


      “Ah, thank you,” I said, taking it from her as the two of us went to eat our meals.


      Before I set about eating, though, I put my hands together, closed my eyes, and faced the flickering flame before offering a prayer. Fire was the light, and the sun floating in the heavens above us was the greatest fire in the world. The starlight illuminated the dark, and the flames purified evil. Lighting a fire was the manifestation of a star here at ground level, and was a ceremonial way of connecting with the goddess—the creator of those stars. We were linked to the gods through fire, and the bonfire of our faith dwelled within our hearts, shown in the conferral of the liturgies upon us. In the temple, it was customary to pray toward the illumination of a candle or stove to ensure we didn’t forget our gratitude to the gods.


      I finished my prayer and lifted my head to find Araignée looking steadily at me.


      Ack, I just ignored her and focused on my prayer...was she waiting until I finished?


      That last part made me feel even worse.


      “Sorry to keep you wai—”


      “‘I do hereby pledge to think and speak in kindness, and to show goodness with my acts...’ That’s right, yeah?”


      I had to blink at hearing that from her. Then I carried on the prayer without thinking about it.


      “‘I do pledge here and now, to persist in the worship of Asteria, greatest among the gods, from now unto eternity...’”


      The words we’d just spoken were a declaration of faith to Asteria. It was a pledge of the three most basic teachings of virtue in the faith—to think, speak, and act for the good of people, the first prayer and a pledge of your faith in Asteria.


      The creed was originally a code of conduct for people in general, but with the current teachings saying that only the rich and noble could cross the bridge, the poorer people were separated from it. That tendency was particularly strong in the lower level.


      It honestly surprised me that she knew the exact wording of the affirmation.


      “Do you...go to a temple?” I asked.


      There were temples on the lower level as well, and while they obviously taught the faith, they also taught how to read and write...


      “Nope, not at all,” she answered. “Dad recites it pretty often, though, so I remember it.”


      “Your dad... The, uh, innkeeper?”


      “The orphanage he used to live in was associated with a temple. They prayed daily, so it’s a habit he just never got out of.”


      “A temple-sponsored orphanage... So that means he’s an orphan too?”


      “I didn’t say?”


      I nodded, and then had a sudden realization.


      When I’d visited the Sword’s Succession, the nerves (and fear) meant that I hadn’t noticed, but...his name was Orphelin Ordinaire...or “Ordinary Orphan.”


      His name showed his circumstances, then.


      “Was that orphanage...the Wisteria Orphanage?” I asked, the name coming to me out of nowhere.


      “Oh, I’m surprised you know. Oh, wait, she lived there too, didn’t she?”


      “Yes. She told me how she took the name when she left the orphanage... So that’s how they know each other.”


      That might have even been the reason My Priest had time for me to begin with.


      “Ngh...”


      I heard a faint groan and looked toward Araignée. For some reason, she had a frown on her face.


      “Uhmm... Is something wrong?”


      “I just kinda feel like I got caught off guard.”


      I couldn’t get what she meant by that, and looked at her in confusion. She seemed slightly confused herself. She seemed like she couldn’t put her feelings into words and just scrunched her face up oddly instead. If I had to guess...


      I had a faint sense that Araignée and My Priest might have known each other for a long time—but maybe they weren’t on good terms?


      She must have noticed my look because she shot me a faintly guilty smile.


      “We got a bit too into conversation. Come on, eat up. We were rushing so much this morning that we didn’t get a chance for a proper sit-down to eat.”


      “Right...”


      She brought the topic to a close and filled her mouth with the food in her hand. I followed suit.


      “Mmf!”


      The flavor of the salted meat and cheese, along with the vegetables and bread around it, all softened the edge of the stronger ingredients.


      “Tasty?” Araignée asked.


      I had my mouth full, so all I could do was manage to nod to show how I felt. It wasn’t flattery either; I really did think it was delicious. It was also...oddly soothing? Maybe that began to describe it correctly. We were exposed to the elements, just the two of us, so it must have seemed a poor meal from an external view. And yet I felt more at ease than at any dining table I’d ever sat at.


      “Right, that’s good. Since you’re an upper, I figured you’d have way better food most of the time, so I was kinda worried if you’d like it.”


      My mouth, so active until that moment, stopped dead. The bread in my hand suddenly felt much heavier as well.


      “Ah...well. The food there should have been tasty, but...”


      She looked questioningly at me.


      “I’m...uh, sorry to ask something so strange out of nowhere, but...do you know the requirements to be part of the Grand Temple?”


      “Huh? Uh, about as well as most, I guess. It’s pretty easy if you’re a noble. Clerics used to just be nobles to begin with after all.”


      I nodded.


      “The other way is doing something outstanding as a cleric. I’m pretty sure that was added after the fact so commoners could join the Grand Temple.”


      “That’s right,” I agreed. “Did you ever wonder whether I actually met those criteria?”


      “Oh, yeah. I kinda did when we first met.”


      She was certainly an...honest person.


      My lips quirked in a rueful smile as I continued.


      “As I said earlier, I’m an orphan too, and the reason I’m at the Grand Temple is that My Priest brought me there. I wasn’t officially announced as her adopted child; I was treated as her apprentice. But...”


      “But?”


      “Normally, even being there as an apprentice means meeting those criteria. However...I’m an exception, there despite meeting neither. The others—who followed the legitimate path see it as...”


      “Unfair?”


      I smiled faintly at that and continued.


      “While I eat, I can constantly feel and hear the stares and comments... Honestly, I can’t even tell what things taste like... Whatever I eat, it feels like I haven’t had anything. It’s more like I’m just taking in nutrients to survive... But this bread...”


      I was nervous about setting out on a journey, but it was a good chance to get out of my normal environment. Right now, I was eating a peaceful meal. That alone made it feel worth leaving the temple.


      “I might have just summed you up as an ‘upper,’ but there’s more to it than that... Hmm. Well then, at least you can enjoy dad’s bread.” Suddenly, her eyes took on a mischievous gleam. “So. Are you just enjoying dad’s cooking? Or...is it because you’re eating with me, I wonder?”


      “Wh-Wha?”


      I flapped around in a panic while she grinned.


      I wasn’t sure whether she’d done it on purpose...but after I’d pulled the mood down, it brought the warmth back to the atmosphere. She’d finished her first piece of bread while she teased me, and had already started eating her second.


      The innkeeper’s farewell gift was honestly delicious, and it felt like a lot had happened today, so I was hungrier than usual. My face was red as I finished eating what I had in my hands and reached for more.


    


  



  

    

      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Mana


      Energy filling the world. It drifts around like the air, and just as oxygen is taken in by breathing, living things absorb it too. It is mainly used as a medium for magic and liturgies. It is closely connected with a person’s mental state, so using too much of it leads to mental fatigue and instability.


      Magic


      A technique that actualizes mental images. With mana as both medium and fuel, it can overwrite reality and cause many kinds of phenomena using the path created by the aria. Originally a technique of the fiends, a human stole its secrets and systematized it, making it accessible to all.


      Aethernode


      An organ that senses mana. Unlike the other senses, no one has yet found a visible structure that corresponds with the faculty, so it is thought to be within the brain, or possibly spirit.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 16 — Late Night Questioning


      With our meal finished, we got ready for the night. Because of the cold and any wild animals that might be around, we left the fire burning. As to whether we were concerned about monsters? Well, we weren’t entirely unconcerned, but...


      I’d heard Partir didn’t have many monsters, but I’ve not seen a single one... Maybe that legend about the barrier is true.


      It wasn’t like there were absolutely no casualties from monster attacks within the country, and there was even a record of a large-scale incursion in the past. There were also cases where groups got into the country from other places and made small nests. They were much weaker than anywhere else, though, and even novice adventurers could deal with them if they stayed outside of the depths of their dens. As such, bandits and wild animals were considered the much greater threat in this area. Having just been attacked, that rang particularly true to me.


      As a precaution against being attacked while we slept, we’d decided to keep alternating watches. I was on the later watch, so once I’d finished my nightly prayers I went to lie down next to the fire and...


      “I was thinking at dinner—you’re really diligent, Rhuys.”


      “Araignée...”


      She must have finished checking the area.


      “So, is it a habit, like it is for dad?” she asked as she approached.


      “Well, part of it is habit, but...prayers are a display of faith and gratitude to the gods—an important offering to maintain the rule of heaven.”


      “Right, that whole thing about the gods supporting how the world works, and faith then supporting those gods. Not that I know how true it is.”


      I wondered if it felt like she was so often skeptical of the faith because she was from the lower level.


      Folks from down there were forced into adversity in this life, and even if they scrimped and saved to make donations, they’d never make enough to cross the bridge, so they’d have no hope for any other life either, so perhaps it was inevitable that many of them would drift from the faith.


      “Say, um... Do you mind if I ask you something?”


      “Ask me what?”


      Despite how normally the next time we spoke would have been when we swapped watches, she started a conversation, so there must have been something she wanted to discuss.


      She nodded and then sat opposite me, across the still burning fire. Her expression was blocked by the swaying flames, so I couldn’t make out the look on her face properly.


      Eventually, and with some degree of hesitation, she opened her mouth and spoke quietly.


      “So, um... Rhuys, back then, you said ’I can’t just watch as someone dies in front of me.’”


      “I did...”


      Those were indeed the words that had left my lips when I’d interrupted the duel between her and Jair. Maybe she’d taken offense at someone as inexperienced as me butting in, I thought. Despite those concerns, though, the next words from her were far from what I expected.


      “Does that just go for people?”


      “Huh?”


      All I managed in my surprise was a noise. What did she mean by “just people”?


      “Ahh, well, um... Like, the meat and vegetables we just ate. They both started out alive, and they were killed so we could eat them...what does that make you feel?”


      I looked questioningly at her.


      It sounded like she was stringing the sentence together as she went, so it didn’t really come to an exact question. Given how to-the-point she usually was, it seemed a very roundabout way of speaking.


      “Like, um...things other than humans. Like animals, and plants. If they were going to be killed in front of you...would you stop it?”


      That question let me see more or less what she was trying to ask, I thought.


      I still didn’t know why she was asking it, but there was a serious look in her eyes, and she seemed almost nervous.


      There was a look of expectation, and suppressed unease that seemed quite unlike her in her wavering gaze.


      While I didn’t know exactly what it meant, it still didn’t feel like something I could just give an unconsidered answer to, and I earnestly looked for a response. Though...with that said.


      “Honestly, I’m not sure. I didn’t say that because I’d thought it through at the time. I just couldn’t stay still. I felt like my body...and my heart...were going to explode.”


      I understood—intellectually—that we were eating other things that had lived, and that to protect ourselves it could be necessary to take a life. Death was added to us by the daemon, and we lived on the deaths of others.


      “But, if it seemed like things were actually about to die in front of me...I might try and stop it, just like with people.”


      I didn’t feel entirely sure that answer was enough, and I looked her way... Through the flames, her expression seemed to be even more nervous.


      Then, she asked another question.


      “And...what about monsters?”


      I started.


      Monsters?!


      “I know clerics see them as evil things to be exterminated. I know that the faith denounces their existence as well. But, well, monsters are living things in this world, right? So if one of them was about to die in front of you and begged for help...what would you do? Would you help them? Or would you kill them?”


      “I...”


      The temple shunned magic simply because of its origin. The indirect association was enough. Monsters, though, were seen as embodiments of corruption itself, objects of contempt.


      Their very existence was an act of evil, of harm. It could not be allowed. Destroying monsters and reducing the amount of evil in the world was seen as one of the greatest acts of good one could do.


      For better or worse, I’d never met a monster until now, so I hadn’t had any real doubts about those teachings, but...


      “I...don’t know...”


      That was my honest answer after a period of thought. If they attacked and tried to kill me, then I would have no choice but to fight to defend myself. But what if that wasn’t what happened? If a monster with no hostility to me—not that I knew if such monsters existed—was going to die in front of me? What would I...?


      “Right... Okay, then.”


      I couldn’t find an answer as Araignée looked at me. She seemed a little relieved, maybe.


      “Um...why would you ask...?”


      “Huh? Uhh, well...we’re about to go defeat a fiend, so I kinda wanted to know what you thought?”


      “I...see?”


      That felt like she’d thought it up after the fact. After all, it sounded like a question, even. In the end, I didn’t know why she’d asked those questions, and my own questions floated in my head as I lay down for the night.


      I’d thought I might not be able to sleep, but the weight of my fatigue and the fullness of my stomach meant that I’d fallen into slumber before long.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 17 — The Next Destination


      The second day of our journey was the complete opposite of the first day—a peaceful trip. There were no major problems, and we made it to the next town, Clan.


      Well, that said, riding a horse for most of a day was—much like traveling in general—a new experience for me. I was flagging by the afternoon and needed several breaks, so we arrived later than expected.


      The sun had long set, and the main gate was already closed.


      While we doubted we’d get anywhere, we decided to try to talk our way in with the gatekeeper, but he actually just checked the surroundings and then beckoned us through a passageway next to the gate.


      There were few monsters, and we were far from any battlefield, near the capital. It must have been a peaceful place in general.


      “It’s probably because you were with me,” Araignée commented.


      “Me? Oh...because I’m a cleric?”


      “Yup. Assisting a cleric cultivates virtue, after all.”


      I didn’t really think of myself as a cleric, so I hadn’t really realized before...but that might have been a hidden benefit I’d enjoyed several times before.


      Inside the gate was—in a word—busy. The gleaming lanterns meant that even though the sun had set, there were still crowds of people moving along the stone-paved roads. There were stalls in front of buildings made of the same stone, and seating areas so you could eat there and then. Those seats—and even the standing space in the area—were full of people enjoying food and drink.


      Most of the customers seemed to be adventurers, but there were still many unarmed people. Some of them looked like merchants, and others were hurriedly carting luggage around. I even saw clerics like me, maybe on pilgrimages to Mount Aube.


      This was the first time I’d been on a journey at all, and the people and things I’d normally never see were giving me no small amount of excitement.


      “It’s nighttime, and yet there are so many people... Look at how many stalls there are too—Ah! That one’s selling fish! I’ve never seen fresh fish!”


      “Well, it’s a port town. There are some ships over there too.”


      “Ships?!”


      My excitement grew even more at hearing of the ships in port.


      “Not the little boats for going downstream, but actual trading ships! I’ve heard about them! I could only imagine what they looked like, so I’ve always wanted—” I noticed Araignée smiling at me as I jabbered on and felt suddenly embarrassed. “Um... Sorry for getting carried away.”


      “You don’t need to apologize. If anything, I like seeing you like that.”


      I wondered why. I forcibly put on a semblance of calm and asked the question that had been on my mind.


      “Is it a festival tonight or something? The new year festival’s already gone, but...”


      “Nope. This town is pretty much always like this.”


      “Always...? There are so many people, even though it’s nighttime?”


      “Clan’s a logistical hub for the whole country. You have a real mix of people coming and going, so it’s lively from morning to night. A lot of people want fish too. They spoil quickly, so you can’t have fresh fish unless you come to a place like this. There’s always work to do, so a lot of adventurers set up shop here as well.”


      “I see...”


      “I didn’t expect you to be that surprised, though. I’d have thought there would be more people around in the capital.”


      “On the upper level, you only see so many people in one place for festivals or things like the Rite of Selection the other day. The town itself is much calmer on the whole—not as lively as this.”


      “Oh, fair enough.”


      “Besides, I don’t leave the temple much... I only even got to see the Rite of Selection from a distance...” I admitted, smiling self-deprecatingly as I looked away.


      “All right then, let’s find ourselves somewhere to stay!” she urged us on.


      I felt bad for making her have to deal with my mood.


      Her guidance eventually led us to a three-story building made of stone and decorated on the outside. It was an impressive piece of work.


      “It’s big...” I commented. “And there are adventurers standing around. Are they guards?”


      “This is an inn for tourists. It’s a bit more expensive, but this kind of place is safer, so you can relax.”


      “Which means the cheaper places aren’t safe...?”


      “There are plenty of places where you can drop your luggage off and then never see it again.”


      I shuddered at that—the kind of thing you’d never hear on the upper level—but I calmed myself down as we went inside and booked the room.


      There was a cafeteria on the first floor, so you could eat the city’s specialties without needing to find somewhere outside. My legs and stomach were both close to their limits, so I was grateful for it.


      We finished ordering and took our seats. Then our food arrived (some fresh seafood stew, apparently) and we ate together. Being a gourmet’s city, it was indeed extremely delicious.


      ＊＊＊


      Once we’d eaten our fill in the cafeteria, we headed up to our room. Since the inn catered to tourists, it was a nice, clean room.


      “Today was so tiring,” Araignée said, not sounding tired in the least.


      We were both in the same circumstances, yet she seemed in such a different state. I couldn’t move another step; I practically collapsed onto the bed. Maybe it was another matter of experience. Even now she was dropping off her things and getting ready to step out again.


      Wait, what?


      “Araignée? Are you going somewhere?”


      “Yup. I’m going to hit up the guild. We’re leaving first thing tomorrow, so tonight’s our only chance to catch up with the rumor mill.”


      Our builds really weren’t all that different, and yet she had so much stamina...


      “Then I’ll...”


      “I really won’t be long. You just rest. See you later.”


      And with that, off she went.


      I heard the door close and lock, and then her footsteps walking down the hall and stairs, gradually getting more distant.


      Left on my own, I looked around the room for a while, and looked over our luggage, just in case, but with Araignée’s seal of approval, it seemed unlikely anyone would attempt to steal it, so I soon found myself with nothing to do.


      Then, inevitably, my exhaustion started to weigh on my eyelids, and gradually...


      Clack, thump.


      “I’m baaack.”


      “Wha?!”


      The sounds and voice had me leaping to my feet.


      Standing in front of me was Araignée, who had only just left the room. She had something made of rolled paper in her hand. I didn’t think she’d had that before she left.


      Uh...wha? When did I...?


      I must have fallen asleep where I was sitting without noticing, because my memories of the last little while were foggy.


      “There weren’t any odd rumors at the moment. Just stuff about the new hero and the archfiend being revived, but we already knew that. Well, there wasn’t anything that’ll cause us trouble either, so it’s good for our journey.”


      Having just woken up, none of it was really penetrating into my mind.


      “Oh, sorry, did I wake you up?” she apologized.


      “I wasn’t...!” I started strongly before finishing, “Well, I wasn’t not sleeping...”


      What was I talking about?


      “That was funny, so you can have this,” she said, handing me the paper in her hand.


      I took it and unrolled it to see a simplified drawing of the continent with the distribution of places of interest and countries marked within it. A map, in other words.


      “It’s the latest version from the Cartographers’ Guild, updated just last year. Man, it was close. They’d almost all sold out! This was the last one.”


      As she explained what it was, she went about quickly pulling her armor off.


      The Symvólaio Wilderness Reclamation Society—known as the Cartographers’ Guild more generally—was an organization that aimed to document the entire world in maps. Their name came from the god of contracts, who was said to have a thousand ears and ten thousand eyes.


      As the fact that they aimed to do that implied, it was not something they’d accomplished yet. Surveying monster territory was dangerous, and they were still in the midst of it. One of the most important jobs adventurers had was cooperating with them to explore uncharted areas.


      “I figured we’d plan out our route before we went to sleep,” she said, sitting down next to me and looking at the map with me.


      “Let’s see. We’re here in Clan. And the place that person saw is here, right?”


      Her finger slid up from the lower left of the continent—its southwest—to point to a neatly delineated region.


      “It is,” I said after a moment. She was pointing at the east side of the upper center of the map, east-northeast of this city—Raya Forest.


      “It’d be fastest if we could go in a straight line, but River Percée’s in the way. We’ll have to take a detour and cross using one of the bridges...”


      The River Percée was a wide, fast flowing river that divided the region. Crossing it safely meant using one of several bridges or going all the way to the ocean to bypass it.


      “...So...first thing in the morning...and...”


      I suddenly realized that while I should have been hearing her voice just fine, it was getting more distant and intermittent. Why in the...


      No, it wasn’t her voice fading in and out, it was my consciousness. Araignée’s soft voice was pleasant in my ears. My fatigue had been drawn back by that voice, and now it was sending me off to sleep again. I kept dropping off and waking back up, swaying like a boat on the waves.


      “Ngh?” I managed as I felt a warm, soft sensation supporting my swaying head.


      Huh...?


      “Heh heh. I’m kinda glad. It’s like I’ve got a little sister.”


      The voice was closer than before, tickling my ears. I could feel her hand gently stroking my hair too.


      Am I...leaning on Araignée?


      “You should lie down properly if you’re going to sleep, though. We’re up early tomorrow, so you can sleep first if you want,” she said, gently laying me on the bed before my embarrassment at using her shoulder as a pillow had faded.


      Of course, I did want to go to sleep. My body was one thing, but my mind was exhausted and needed time to process things as well. But just going to sleep and leaving everything on her shoulders...


      “No... I’ll help...”


      “Then how about you listen while you lie there like that? You can have my voice instead of a lullaby.”


      I couldn’t help but rebel as she kept trying to get me to rest. Even if it was out of concern for me, it felt like she was making a point of my inexperience at the same time. But...


      I was lying on a soft mattress, not yesterday’s hard ground. My tired body couldn’t resist, and I could barely muster the energy to even move my fingers. My eyes gradually fell shut, and my mind was already half asleep.


      “...bridge from here...spur on the horses...at least...on the way...”


      Her voice seemed to already be fading in and out again. Oh no. I felt bad for just constantly relying on her, but I couldn’t resist the sleepiness attacking me. Besides, if I pushed myself now and couldn’t wake up in the morning, it would just cause her even more trouble. I had to accept my uselessness and let go of the wakefulness I’d so stubbornly held on to. I’d just have to do what she said and sleep for today...


      “...the bridge...Ferme Village...and...”


      Ferme? Did you call me, Araignée? Sorry, I really can’t open my eyes right now...but why did you add village to my name...?


      Ferme Village... Wait, Ferme Village?!


      I was suddenly wide awake and bolt upright. What had she just said?


      “Huh? That’s just the ruins of a village now, though? Hmm...? Ferme?”


      Her eyes left the map and turned to me.


      “Rhuys...is this village...?”


      I could hear a slight hesitation in her words. I held back my own inner trembling as I answered.


      “Yes...it’s where...I used to live...”


    


  



  

    

      Verse 18 — An Unwanted Return


      The evening sun illuminated the corner of the plaza.


      The area was covered in greenery, showing just how long it had been since someone had set foot here.


      There was a simple stone monument in the plaza, standing alone. Its lower half was covered with green, just like the rest of its surroundings. It had been exposed to the wind and rain and weathered in places, but the upper half bore a sentence.


      “Here, the people of Ferme sleep.”


      I wonder who wrote it. The pointless thought came to me unbidden.


      Just as the epitaph implied, this was my home village of Ferme—specifically, the shared grave of its inhabitants.


      Underneath the monument was every person that had lived in the village, including my parents. I alone had been left out.


      I put my hands together, closed my eyes, and prayed. I prayed for their peaceful rest. I prayed for them to safely cross the bridge. And for—


      I finished my prayer and turned around, meeting Araignée’s gaze from where she’d been waiting.


      “Done?”


      “I am,” I said after a moment.


      “Let’s go, then.”


      She turned around and walked away. I moved to follow, but turned back to the monument before I did, casting my eyes to the people beneath it.


      And...I’m sorry... I remarked in silence, before I followed Araignée from the plaza.


      It was an empty grave site, so it should have been silent and still, but I could hear their screams, and their resentment, echoing all around.


      ＊＊＊


      After our night in Clan, we’d directed our horses along the shortest route toward Ferme.


      Araignée had offered other options; she’d even proposed not passing through the village itself, but taking into account safety through the night and how it seemed the weather would progress, a building or at least some sort of roof seemed preferable.


      Besides, I couldn’t allow my personal feelings to delay our mission. We were obliged to travel as fast as we could. Those were my arguments against her.


      But honestly, I might have been fixated on going there. I might have come up with those reasons to refuse her so I could see what my home village was like now.


      Whether Araignée knew that or not, she didn’t object any further. We set off at dawn, and arrived at the village just as the sun passed its zenith.


      Now the village was in my sight.


      ＊＊＊


      Most of the buildings were destroyed, and they had been left that way. Many were completely leveled. The fields that had provided the village’s livelihood were all bare or overgrown with weeds. I couldn’t imagine just how much effort it would take to get them productive again. The plaza that had once been a play area for children and the site of all our festivals was now a shared grave for every resident of the village.


      The abandoned ruins didn’t match any of my memories at a glance. Even as I was looking around now, it felt like I was in a completely different world, not like I’d come home at all.


      However I felt about the disastrous state of the village, we needed somewhere we could rest. As I looked up, I could see dark clouds starting to gather quickly. They could open up at any moment, so I wanted to find somewhere we could shelter from the rain before it started to fall.


      As I had mentioned, though, many of the buildings were in a ruined state, so it was a harder search than I had expected. As we searched, my hazy memories let me find the house I had lived in, but it was much the same as the other buildings—maybe even worse.


      So that’s what my house looks like now...


      It didn’t feel real. Maybe it had just changed too much from what I remembered... It didn’t matter right now.


      As evening was approaching, we arrived at a building that was larger than the other homes. This was a two-story house among all the single-story homes that made up most of the village.


      This is the mayor’s house, if I remember right... I didn’t really come here much while I lived here.


      The fence and entrance were broken, but the rest seemed mostly unscathed. There was even a stable here too.


      Our rough survey of the village made it seem like this was the best building. It would at least keep us out of the wind and rain.


      “Excuse me...” I called out as I entered, despite knowing no one was in there. There were no signs of life, and the interior was worn and dusty.


      We checked each room and the roof, then left our luggage in the living room on the first floor, since that seemed safe to use. Then we set to some simple cleaning and getting bedding ready.


      After that, we led the horses from the village entrance to the stable and could finally relax.


      We arranged some twigs in the fireplace—the chimney was blocked up with soot and dust, but the wind from one of Araignée’s kicks blew it out—and lit them. Then we had a simple meal, and that was the end of our day.


      I took the first watch.


      I’d actually slept until dawn during our last night camping, so I had insisted. She’d given me a rueful smile, but agreed. After a while, Araignée’s eyes were closed and she was breathing softly in front of me.


      The quiet breath and her expression as she slept made her seem adorable, even for another woman like me. Seeing her face as she slept didn’t match at all with how she was as an adventurer.


      I spent a while vacantly watching her, but eventually, I stood up and crept away so I wouldn’t wake her, slipping outside.


      ＊＊＊


      The night air was colder than I’d expected. Perhaps the warm room that I’d been in until a moment ago made it seem more so. The breaths I let out bloomed white in the air.


      I looked up into the sky, like I was chasing my rising breath with my gaze.


      The moon and stars were scattering light into the darkness, but there were more clouds than earlier starting to block them out. It seemed like the weather would definitely get worse tomorrow.


      “Hahhh...”


      The ominous weather drew a sigh from my lips.


      Well...it wasn’t just the weather. I knew that well enough.


      I was back in the village where I had spent my childhood. None of the other inhabitants were here, and it was already listed as a ruin on the maps. What were you supposed to feel in a situation like this?


      Sadness. Loneliness. Nostalgia even. Maybe one of those.


      Yet none of those emotions that seemed so plausible would make themselves known within me.


      Even as I stood in front of my own ruined home, none of that changed. What I felt instead was emptiness and guilt.


      “Hahhh...” I sighed again.


      “Rhuys?”


      I yelped.


      The voice had come from behind me. I hurriedly turned and saw a female figure standing silently a little ways away, dark hair blending into the deep shadow. It was Araignée.


      She probably hadn’t meant to scare me, but I’d thought she was inside sleeping away, so I’d let my guard down... I thought my heart was about to leap out of my chest.


      “I saw you go outside. It doesn’t look like there are any monsters around, but just in case.”


      “I’m sorry I woke you up...”


      I’d meant to be careful, but I must have interrupted her sleep as I left the room.


      She came over to my side and looked up at the sky like I’d done just moments ago. I followed suit, looking up again at her side.


      “Cloud cover’s thickening. It might rain tomorrow.”


      “You’re...right...”


      After a short silence, I let my feelings make me look back down.


      She didn’t ask anything. She didn’t seem like she was going to scold me for sneaking outside either. It was probably her way of sparing my feelings, but after I let my gaze linger on the floor for a while, I chose to break the silence as the night breeze caressed my cheek.


      “Are you...going to ask?”


      “Do you want me to ask?” she replied immediately.


      “I don’t know.”


      “I didn’t know whether I should either.”


      So she’d been unsure what she should do as well.


      “But,” she said, “if it would make you feel better, I’ll listen... Keeping things hidden is pretty tiring.”


      There was a real sense of weight to those words, and it made my heart tremble. I was terrified of having my past and secret known. It was a pain I spoke to no one of. I couldn’t let anyone else know. But I also ached to tell someone everything.


      Not even I knew which was how I really felt. Perhaps it was both at once.


      I’d tried to bury it all in dispassionate logic, but under the surface, both feelings were constantly at war with each other. That stalemate had finally broken. I couldn’t stand it anymore. I just wanted it to be easier, even by just a little. Even if I knew it would invite judgment.


      “Then...will you listen to me?” I didn’t think it was a sensible judgment. But once I started speaking, I couldn’t dam up the flow of words again. Taking advantage of her kindness, I let everything that had built up in my chest come spilling out.


      “I destroyed this village.”


    


  



  

    

      Verse 19 — Confession


      The village of Ferme was small and unremarkable—just yet another generous overproducer in the kingdom’s breadbasket. Many of the villagers were farmers, and both of my parents were among them. They were born in the village, met in the village, were peacefully married with no real issues or incidents. They were a normal husband and wife—unremarkable, just like their home.


      I was to be just as ordinary and live out my life as a member of the village.


      That was not to be, though; in spite of everything, I had been born with a special power.


      At first, it was a curiosity to everyone. Eventually, one of my parents succumbed to the whispers of the demons and chose to leverage my powers for money.


      Many of the people that lived in the basin of the River Percée put their faith in the goddess of rivers, Katharos the Water Carrier. My parents spread rumors that she had blessed me and collected tithes from people wishing for divine protection of their own.


      Being made a spectacle wasn’t so bad on its own. My power was minor, and nothing much was expected from me. The problem was that my power was sometimes much stronger than normal.


      I had let my occasional spikes in power happen where others could see on several occasions, and it sorely tempted the adults around me. They acquired a taste for my gift, and came to demand that I use it at its full potential over and over. It wasn’t something I did consciously, though, and I never knew when the power would show itself. They could demand as much as they liked, but there was nothing I could do.


      My parents lost their patience, gradually beginning to treat me worse—and my bursts of power grew more frequent.


      That was probably the start of it. After that, my parents and even the other villagers began trying to draw out my power with violence. As time went on, I grew exhausted, reduced to an animal cowed into submission. Eventually, my emotions wore away, and I stopped showing any reaction.


      My life went on like that for a time—I can’t remember for how long—before one day, my power suddenly flared, and I knew that the village was going to be attacked by a monster horde.


      If I had said anything, maybe everyone could have been evacuated. At that time, though, I didn’t even care about myself, let alone other people. Even knowing we would eventually be attacked, I felt no fear, no panic—nothing.


      The monsters came without warning, and the village fell.


      I did nothing.


      Even as I heard the yells for help from outside.


      Even as my parents screamed in front of me.


      Even as I realized those screams had stopped.


      The monsters were reported after that by a nearby village, and eventually some of Asteria’s clerics arrived. One of them—a woman calling herself Clarté—took me in as her adopted daughter, and brought me to the temple.


      ＊＊＊


      Even after I left the village, my heart didn’t start working again. I obediently followed what the people around me asked, learning the knowledge and techniques of a cleric. I learned about the liturgies too, but I couldn’t be blessed with them at the time.


      It only made sense. Liturgies were an expression of the faith in your heart, so someone whose heart no longer worked would not be granted them.


      ＊＊＊


      Around a year after I was taken into the temple, my adoptive parent, Clarté, was called to the Grand Temple, and I was taken with her. Nothing changed there. I did as I was told, learning the faith and receiving my training.


      I was subject to the rude looks and even cruel words of many there, but none of them remained in my heart; they just passed through me. I might have just been a tagalong, but I still had to fulfill the same duties as any other cleric. One of them involved visiting other temples and institutions to give comfort to the sick, injured, and dying.


      One day, I visited one of the hospitals in the area to see a girl on the verge of death. There was nothing I could do there. The knowledge and techniques I had couldn’t even ease her pain, and all I could do was be there in her final moments. I knew all of that, intellectually.


      She was still young, and I could feel her life leaving her through her hand in mine. That feeling opened up a hole in my chest, and I felt something drop from that hole. I didn’t know what it was at first. After all, my heart was supposed to have fallen still, never to move again—but now it railed against that death.


      My memories of it are vague, but I tried desperately to sustain that life in front of me, frantically mending her as best I could—and for once, the liturgies worked for me.


      In the end, I couldn’t fill the hole that opened up that day in the hospital on my own.


      ＊＊＊


      With my emotions back, I gradually began to live a more normal life.


      As my heart started to beat again, though, I realized an inescapable fact: I didn’t belong at the Grand Temple. I’d been inducted into this highest of temples simply to protect and use my power.


      I was scared of it being misused, and also felt some responsibility for bearing it. If it could be used in a fitting way, I felt it should be. But the other clerics, who weren’t privy to the reasons I’d been brought in, saw me as unaccomplished and of no renown—just an outsider. Most of them were nobility, and the rest were commoners who had distinguished themselves through skill. I was accepted by neither group, and yet had to sleep and eat alongside them.


      But I couldn’t reveal why I was there, and I couldn’t leave either. I just felt trapped.


      Gradually my memories of the village began to torment me. I hadn’t forgotten about them. I’d paid no mind to my past while I’d lost my emotions, but with my heart back, I had no choice but to pick over my recollections, my guilt growing by the day.


      My Priest told me that I wasn’t responsible, but I was sure that was just because she knew my circumstances—because she was family. Above all else, I couldn’t accept myself. I was a sinner that ought to be punished, and I had to make up for that sin with my life.


      Since I couldn’t save anyone before, I had to save everyone now. I grew obsessed with that self-flagellation, and as I lived with hardly anyone’s acceptance...I felt like my mission was a divine revelation from Asteria.


      If I could perform this greatest possible service, saving the hero who would go on to save the world, then maybe the burden of my sin would hang a little lighter around my neck. If I could return successful in it, perhaps the others would accept me.


      Or even if not, maybe...


    


  



  

    

      Verse 20 — Your Eyes and Expression


      I finished talking and hung my head, casting my gaze around on the floor.


      It hurt to admit my sins like this, but it was almost sickeningly relieving as well. I could finally understand why there was no end to the people coming to the temple for confession.


      “Thank you...for listening to all of that,” I told her, all too aware that my dull circumstances were of no value for anyone else to listen to.


      I had to show my gratitude for her listening to as much as she did, and if the price of that was her scorn, then so be it. I readied myself for it as I looked back up into her eyes. It wasn’t a scornful look that met me, though. It was more like she was lost in thought.


      “There’s a lot I want to say about all that...but can I ask you something first?”


      “You can.”


      I could only think of condemnations as to what she might want to say, but the lack of clear scorn was relaxing. Even if it was just a stay of execution...


      “So those ‘eyes’ you were talking about before are yours, aren’t they?”


      Silence fell.


      “Why would you think that?” I asked after a moment. It might as well have been an admission.


      “Well, I thought it seemed odd when we first met. You mentioned how there were a limited number of people in the temple that knew about Streamsight, but you did, and you’re ranked pretty low.”


      “You realized right at the beginning?”


      “Well, it just seemed weird then.”


      “So...”


      What had confirmed it for her?


      “I was sure you weren’t just some bottom-rung cleric after you stopped me from cutting down what’s-his-face.”


      “You mean...at the end of your duel with Jair?”


      “Yup. That last attack. There are several conditions that need to be fulfilled before I can use it.”


      “Conditions...?”


      “My opponent can’t have seen it before, must be on the defensive, and must also be accomplished, with the skill to counterattack even so.” She lifted a finger as she listed each condition. “Well, monsters and fiends don’t exactly practice, so it’s mostly something to use against swordsmen. You can’t really brag about a technique to kill people, and I don’t just use it all the time, but...in those conditions, nothing can avoid it.”


      An attack guaranteed to kill swordsmen...


      “That’s why I only use it when I’ve decided I’m definitely going to kill my opponent. Even someone watching from the sidelines would only put together what I was doing after the sword was swung, never mind how skilled they are.”


      I finally realized my mistake. At the same time, a question came to mind, and despite the situation, my curiosity got the better of me.


      “Even if your opponent was the Sword Emperor?”


      “You’re definitely a fun one,” Araignée said, a boisterous smile creeping onto her face. “Even if the Sword Emperor was the one watching, he wouldn’t see it before I’d used the technique. If we were actually facing off against each other, it would hit him, so long as it was the first time he’d seen it. But getting the Sword Emperor in a position where I could use it would be pretty difficult, I figure.”


      She seemed so confident and calm in that estimation.


      “Could I not have seen the same thing elsewhere...?”


      “Nope. After all, I came up with it.”


      I had no words.


      “I call it Permeation Blade. No one has been able to defend against it the first time they’ve seen it, and I’ve not taught anyone either, so it probably hasn’t spread. The first time he saw it, it even worked against dad. I actually came up with it so I could land a hit on him.”


      Oh, so that’s why it was fine-tuned to work on swordsmen...


      “In other words, you stopped an attack that no one should have known about. Actually, even if someone had known, they would have found it difficult to spot with normal vision. And yet, you tried to stop it before I’d even struck.”


      I stayed quiet.


      “Plus, you only called my name. You were only trying to stop me. It could just be because at the time you didn’t know his name, but...with what you’ve just said, I connected it with those eyes. You saw the flow of our movements, and where that flow would end up, didn’t you?”


      I gave up on hiding it.


      “Yes, you got that all right.”


      I was still hesitant to say so, but I admitted it clearly. Streamsight, the ability to witness the flow of things, was my power.


      “And that’s how you knew so much about it.”


      “Yes...after all, I am the one with the blessing.”


      “So the stuff about not leaving the temple normally?”


      “Well, it is more that I can’t rather than that I don’t... Unless it’s necessary, I’m not allowed to leave.”


      “And she’s the only one that knows?”


      “Her and a few others, including the archbishop. The details were only released to vetted members holding a rank of priest or higher. Of the people that know, the only one with few enough obligations that their absence wouldn’t cause issues is me.”


      Which was why I’d been granted an exception to leave the temple and bring the commission myself.


      “Wasn’t she against it?”


      “Incredibly so,” I replied after a moment. “She told me it was like I was throwing my life away. Though with that said, she also saw resistance going on her own journey...”


      “So that stuff is like you explained at first... Oh, what about that noble priest?”


      “Priest Violet wasn’t made aware. However, my odd history and connection with Priest Clarté means she may have had her doubts...possibly even about my eye.”


      “So that’s why she targeted you?”


      “Well...I was only assuming she was involved, but if she was, I don’t think she’d have actually taken action without some certainty. Still, I imagine she didn’t investigate the particulars.”


      “Right, they said dead or alive.”


      “Indeed. If she knew about my Streamsight, then I would have been taken alive and put to use.”


      “Like the people here did?”


      I fell silent.


      That was why my apprehension about people knowing about it persisted. If they caught on, someone would listen to the whispers like my parents, and maybe this time they wouldn’t stop at mere monetary greed. So even now, I didn’t want to admit it.


      Still, I was willing to tell Araignée. I was sure she wouldn’t try to misuse it. When I begged for her to take the commission and when she handed over the money to Jair and the others, she didn’t seem too attached to money. At the very least, it wouldn’t be the reason she lost herself.


      “There were times that I was happy and at peace living here. I remember that there were, but the specifics and actual feelings just won’t come back to me. But it’s weird, isn’t it? I can remember everyone’s joy at my Streamsight, and the memories I want to forget.”


      “Yeah.”


      “The pain, the struggles to breathe, the sadness—and yet, I got used to it, and it faded. Then I started feeling nothing, and yet I still remember it all.”


      “Yeah...”


      “Your assumptions earlier were right. I could only watch you and Jair fight. So I watched with this eye of mine, seeing your movements, and how Jair would die. I saw it all.”


      While I had somehow managed to stop that future from coming to pass this time...


      “It was the same with the monsters attacking this village. I saw everything that would happen. I saw the fates that awaited the villagers and my parents. I knew before it happened—and yet, I didn’t tell anyone...”


      Araignée didn’t say anything.


      “It’s my fault the village is this way now,” I said, a derisive smile directed at myself.


      Well, I tried, but I didn’t know if I even managed that much of a smile. This place was a monument to all my most painful memories—of the scorn from my parents and the villagers, of how I faded emotionally and physically, and how I sat back and watched while everyone and everything I knew was destroyed.


      That was why I felt nothing at my return here. I didn’t even know what I should be feeling. At the same time, I couldn’t ignore the fact that everyone who’d lived here had their lives stolen from them. If I had warned them, maybe fewer people would have perished. My aversion to seeing people die in front of me came from the understanding I’d reached of the depths of my sin—of the enormous wrong I’d done in doing nothing. My fear of seeing anyone else suffer the same fate had been with me since I’d regained my heart in that hospital.


      I just kept going so I didn’t have to look back on it until I could save them—until I could contain the urge in my chest.


      It wasn’t a virtuous act. I was just trying to save people to protect myself from the pain of someone dying. It was nothing but self-serving and it made me hate myself.


      And so, this mission—


      “You sometimes have that look...” Araignée remarked.


      The words came out of nowhere, and I couldn’t understand at first.


      “You get an expression like you’ve got now, and it’s familiar to me. It always made me feel uncomfortable...and I’ve finally remembered why. It was the same look my mom had.”


      “Your...mother?”


      “Yeah. When she died.”


      I felt like my throat was full of razor blades.


      “Actually, not quite. I guess you could call it the expression you put on when you’ve made peace with death. You know it’s over, and you welcome it. For you, you wear it because of what happened here and the situation at the temple, right?”


      I couldn’t respond.


      “That’s why you always put others before yourself. Because you don’t care about your own life.”


      “That’s not—”


      “It’s why you wanted this duty. Aiding the hero and being accepted by the others aren’t lies, but the main reason is...even if you fail, you can escape your past—and maybe your present too.”


      I couldn’t say anything.


      “It’s not like you’re coming to throw your life away. You really are.”


    


  



  

    

      Verse 21 — Face Forward


      “I...don’t...”


      I held back my agitation and forced out an attempt to deny her, but my voice shook.


      “My Priest saved my life, and I’m blessed by Katharos. My life isn’t something I can disregard for my own convenience.”


      That was a lie. I felt no value for my own life.


      “Besides, I am one of Asteria’s clerics, someone who exists to deny the evil of Aísthima. Accepting the greatest of those evils, death, is something that cannot be forgiven. Of course it’s not something I want...”


      Another lie. I couldn’t call myself a cleric. I was piling on lie after lie, sin after sin even as I spoke. Just like she’d pointed out. I spent every waking hour tortured by suspicion and doubt from the outside, and guilt from the inside. My heart hadn’t been able to take it, and yet I hadn’t been able to see a way out. Even if My Priest’s reform succeeded, my situation probably wouldn’t change much. This would be the shape of my life until it was over. Being a cleric, though, I couldn’t run away to death. It defied all our teachings—a cardinal sin, the outright decision to accede to evil. Dying by your own hand could not be forgiven. But above all else...


      There was My Priest, the woman who had saved me and become my family. Her skills would be on further display, and she would save even more people. She would carry the stain of me, the corruption of my death for the rest of her life. There was no way I could do something like that to her.


      That was why this mission seemed like divine providence. I could accomplish the greatest virtuous act possible and pass away without staining My Priest’s name.


      I’d feel bad for whoever was pulled into it, but that was exactly why the person would need to be strong and able to safely succeed and return. Araignée would surely be—


      “Okay. If you say so, I won’t say anything else. Let’s get back to the topic, then.”


      “Back...?”


      “What I think after hearing what you had to say.”


      “Oh...” I managed quietly.


      Right. The condemnation for the sins of my past had just been deferred. I had said it all knowing I would be scorned and condemned, though. Whatever she said...


      Okay, I’m ready, Araignée.


      “Umm, well, this village getting destroyed—”


      That’s right, I’m the cause of all of this.


      “—isn’t exactly your fault.”


      “Uh? Errr...”


      My head shot up at the unexpected words.


      “I mean, look. Out of everything you said, I can’t see anything you did that was particularly bad.”


      “U-Uh... Wait, but...”


      “After all, you just saw them attack, didn’t you? You didn’t call them, so it’s not your responsibility, is it?”


      “I-I didn’t do anything when the village was attacked. If I had said something, maybe everyone could have escaped,” I protested reflexively. I didn’t even know why I was doing so, but I was utterly bewildered at the unexpected response.


      “It wasn’t that you didn’t do anything, but that you couldn’t, wasn’t it?”


      “I-I...”


      “Plus, it was those villagers that put you in that state, right?”


      “It was...” I said after a moment.


      “Then it’s all their fault. You protect your own life. I might feel that way more strongly than others because I’m an adventurer, though.”


      Adventurers had to at least be able to protect themselves. They—even if they had no other choice—had chosen to take a path that would thrust them into danger. But...


      “It’s not so clear cut for me. There were more people in the village that couldn’t fight than could. So with my blessing, I should have saved them all. They should have been saved. But instead...!”


      “Uh, Rhuys, did you say that on purpose?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “You’re one of those people that should have been saved, aren’t you?”


      I stopped mid-breath. I was?


      “Or did you really not realize? You might have had a weird power, but you were just a child back then, right? Power or no power, the adults around you would have been far more fit for combat.”


      I hadn’t even thought about that.


      “Well, I’d have still thought the same even if you could have fought. The lives of an entire village shouldn’t rest on a single child’s shoulders. Besides, you don’t have to use that blessing.”


      “I don’t have to use it?”


      “A god might have given it to you in the first place, but now it’s just one of your abilities, right? Whether you use it or not is up to you. You don’t need to think of it as some obligation to save people.”


      I had no response to give her.


      “Besides, the gods give those things out to kids they like, so you don’t need to take it so seriousl—” she cut herself off.


      There was no planning to what she was saying; she was just saying what she thought as it came to her. That itself meant that I could take it as how she truly felt, not something said out of sympathy or some insincere consolation.


      I’d taken her up on her kind offer to reveal my past, but I hadn’t expected to be comforted. If anything, I’d expected what I’d been ready for—censure. I was in the wrong, and the villagers were victims. If they were alive, I’m sure they would hate me.


      And yet she said that I wasn’t in the wrong, and that the villagers had died because of their own actions. Like it was obvious.


      It felt like my vision was suddenly clear. The clouds had parted to allow the moon to peek through, and the light cast everything around us in a faint glow. I saw Araignée—


      “Wha?” she said in surprise suddenly, seeming to peer at me. “I, um, I wasn’t trying to blame you, just... Ahhh...”


      “Huh...?”


      I didn’t know when it had started, but drops of water—tears—were flowing from my eyes.


      I must have been waiting for this. For someone to come out of the blue to deny my sin and forgive me. I’d given up on it, thinking it impossible. I had never even imagined the woman I had only just met would say anything like that...


      Thinking back, My Priest had said the same kind of thing, but I’d dismissed it as the biased words of a family member.


      But now...


      “Um, I know I’d said I’d listen, but you weren’t supposed to cry. Sorry, Rhuys.”


      “No. No...”


      My feelings hadn’t changed. At the very least, I hadn’t saved lives that I might have been able to, and that was a fact.


      I was sure that I would still hate and worry over my past, and the regrets I had wouldn’t be so easily wiped away. But now there was someone other than My Priest who forgave and accepted me. Even if it was just this one woman.


      I knew that this world no longer felt the touch of the gods. The kinds of miracles people wished for just didn’t happen anymore. And yet meeting her was almost a miracle to me. I was unbelievably happy, and she was utterly irreplaceable to me.


      “Thank you, Araignée,” I told her, with a smile on my face.


      She looked surprised to see me both crying and smiling, but soon smiled softly back.


      “Do you feel a little better?”


      “I do... I’m fine now.”


      The dead wouldn’t return, and my sin was not erased. Even so, I no longer wanted to escape into death. From now on, I felt like I could face forward and live, just a little. I truly felt in my heart that I couldn’t just end my life for my own convenience.


      I followed after Araignée as she dipped back inside, taking a step forward of my own.


    


  



  

    

      Intermission 5 — The Two Priests


      With an almighty slam that seemed out of place in the holiest of temples, the door in front of me swept open.


      A beautiful woman entered, clad in the robes of the Grand Temple, her shining silver hair hanging down to her waist. This was the Holy Fist, Sister Clarté Wisteria, a legend of the last generation that had purified countless monsters with her own fists.


      Oh, I haven’t introduced myself.


      I am one of the holy knights that maintain order on the upper level of the capital, Tierra Heraldina.


      Holy knights must be both of noble stock and meet the requirements to be a cleric in the Grand Temple, so despite my looks, I am actually one of the elite. This is my only appearance, but I am pleased to make your acquaintance.


      “Wh-What do you people thin... A-A holy knight?! And Sister Clarté?!”


      A cleric girl that looked like she was an aide stepped forward to stop Priest Clarté, but upon realizing who she was confronting, she froze on the spot.


      “What business brings you here, Sisters?” the room’s owner—Priest Violet Alesia—asked, taking over.


      Her purple hair was cut short and groomed, and she looked to be in her twenties. Her disposition was palpably chilly. Despite her door being rather violently opened, she was still sipping from her cup, her elegance almost uncanny in this context.


      “I would think you can guess why I have made my way here, can’t you?” Priest Clarté asked.


      “I haven’t the faintest idea what you mean,” Priest Violet replied, keeping her calm. Priest Clarté’s anger grew visibly deeper in the face of it.


      “Then allow me to make myself clear. Priest Violet Alesia, you are accused of conspiring to murder Sister Rhuys.”


      She showed no reaction, but her aide did.


      “How do y— Ah, I mean, what basis do you have for...?”


      Priest Clarté spared the girl a glance and called toward the door.


      “Chloé.”


      “Of course.”


      A new person walked in at her call. She wore the same armor as me—the armor provided to the holy knights. With her was a young man wearing leather armor that seemed easy to move in, but he was bound around his upper body.


      “Y-You...” the aide managed.


      “Sorry, boss. I told them everything.”


      The girl fell silent at the man calling her “boss.”


      Priest Clarté’s words grew heavier. “Indeed. We have investigated thoroughly, and we know that you both conspired to hire an adventurer from the lower level through this man to deal with Sister Rhuys.”


      “I see... Then it seems there is no need for dissembly. I must say that I didn’t expect an investigation to be completed so quickly. What of it?”


      There was a pause.


      “What was that?” Priest Clarté demanded.


      “My desire is to bring the Grand Temple back to its proper state. The loss of a commoner from the ranks of the faithful is an unalloyed good.”


      “Why you—”


      “That’s right, Sister Clarté! This is the most noble of the world’s temples. It isn’t the place for some peasant from who knows where. Besides, to someone of your stature, she has no value whats—”


      The aide’s words must have been some attempt at following along with Priest Violet, or maybe some form of support for her. However, as Priest Clarté heard them, she clenched her fist so tightly that it seemed like she’d start bleeding at any moment...then she quietly raised that fist, and murmured a single word.


      “Protection.”


      As she incanted the name, a massive shield of light formed over her right hand—and then flowed forward with her fist.


      “Eeep?!”


      There was a roar as the shield stopped just in front of the girl. She must have thought it was going to hit her directly. The wind it had pushed buffeted her—and Priest Violet behind her—sending their clothes and hair fluttering. The aide dropped to the ground right where she was, gasping for breath. She was shivering and sweating all over, perhaps from experiencing the rage of a living legend from so close.


      “Ten years have passed since you became a noble, and still your savagery remains unchanged. Are you listening to the whispers of wrath, perhaps?”


      Meanwhile, Priest Violet maintained her calm. I noticed a slight quaver to the cup in her hand, though.


      “This is my anger,” Priest Clarté answered after a moment. “I grow angry when it is warranted. I do not listen to the whispers of wrath. I...”


      The shield was extinguished, and as Priest Clarté turned to Priest Violet, she seemed to change completely.


      “...I am not the sort of mother to remain silent when her daughter’s life is in jeopardy.”


      “Your daughter...is that truly all it is?”


      “What other reason would there be?”


      “Well, no matter. If you do not want to admit it, then I shall leave it be. It aids me little to make you even angrier... You over there, Miss Knight?”


      “Y-Yes?” I answered.


      “Would you take us into custody? I would appreciate leaving before she truly starts rampaging.”


      “Ah, right.”


      I ran a quick check of their belongings. Perhaps because they knew that things would be worse if they ran at this point, they both cooperated.


      “Why would you do something so stupid?” Priest Clarté asked as I worked. “You could have used legitimate methods. You got your apprentice a spot as one of the hero’s guardians, after all, right?”


      “Well, I wondered what you would say. It is because of you, Sister Clarté.”


      “This is hardly the first time I’ve opposed you.”


      “It is not. However, if you win this dispute, you become a cardinal and gain an even stronger voice. That makes your reformation all the more likely. I saw this election as my last chance to oppose it. Besides, even if my apprentice does return triumphant, it is unlikely my support will eclipse yours.”


      “And that’s why you resorted to such extreme methods? Are you sure you aren’t overestimating me?”


      “You should realize just what an exception you are. You are a living legend; your higher status garners the ear of so many.”


      “That people support me is just proof of their dissatisfaction with the current state of the Grand Temple. I’m the same. Asteria listens to the prayers of all, and all should be able to cross the bridge.”


      “And I think that only the most worthy should.”


      There was a pause.


      “I really can’t talk with you.”


      “On that point, at least, we are in agreement.”


      And thus, I shuttled the two of them—Priest Violet still composed, and the aide much less so—toward the door.


      “Oh. One more thing,” Priest Violet said, stopping.


      “What? What more could you poss—”


      “I apologize. For going after your daughter if nothing else, Sister Clarté.”


      With that, she took the lead and left the room. Chloé hurried after them with the aide and the adventurer.


      I moved to follow them, but...


      “Why apologize after all this, and just for that?” I heard Priest Clarté murmur conflictedly. It must have been hard for a first-generation noble to understand.


      “Nobles gained their influence through protecting their bloodline, so that, at least, she sees as a genuine wrong she’s done.”


      “But we’re not related by blood.”


      “The inheritance of knowledge and skill protects the bloodline as well. Even when you are related by blood, there is no guarantee a child will inherit it all... Oops, I should go help with transferring them.”


      “Right. You should. If you will, Tierra.”


      “Leave it to me!”


      “...uys...be safe...” Priest Clarté’s whisper coincided with the door closing as I left the room before it was finally swallowed by the tranquility of the temple.


    


  



  

    

      Intermission 6 — A Hero’s Confusion


      “Our liege is extremely busy. Hero or not, we cannot accommodate you on such short notice. Our apologies.”


      We’d set out on our journey and were in the Auberge Domain of the Kingdom of Partir. We had stopped at the liege’s estate, but the maid and guards at her side that greeted us quickly turned us away.


      “Just what were they thinking?!” Agnes demanded. “They’re refusing the hero!”


      She was completely unconcerned with any attention she might draw as she raged on our way back to our inn.


      “There, there, calm down, Agnes,” Sierra soothed. “Still...it is odd. Considering how the locals welcomed us, the liege seems almost afraid to meet us.”


      “Something’s rotten, that’s for sure,” Écarle commented. “There were too many soldiers to be just guarding an estate. Maybe the rumors that they’re gathering an army were true. Those taxes for a new temple...”


      Agnes nodded, released from her rage for now.


      “I certainly didn’t see any sign of construction for a new temple around the town. Perhaps those taxes were just gathering money for some kind of rebellion?”


      “I’m...not sure about that.”


      “Right then. What do you think, Lina?” Sierra asked. I’d remained silent so far, but now the conversation had come to me. I looked back into her eyes and replied.


      “Let’s wait until the night.”


      ＊＊＊


      “If they can’t accommodate us because things are busy, then we just need to wait until work’s finished for the day.”


      With that logic, we relied on the lights from the houses to navigate the darkness toward the manor for a direct conversation with the liege.


      “We’re not backing off this time,” I said, enthused. “There will be fewer guards at night, so we can force our way in and make them listen.”


      Despite their pained smiles, the rest of the group nodded at me. It wouldn’t be long before we were at our destination.


      Huh? Something seems weird...


      Harsh noises and yells came from the manor, and I thought I could even hear screams. Uneasily, we sped up.


      We’d been to the gate earlier; it had only changed insofar as the lanterns had been lit and the guards were now dismayingly absent. The entrance was wide open too. We all exchanged silent nods and headed carefully inside. We needed to find out what was going on...


      With that in mind, we stepped inside and found monster corpses strewn across the floor.


      We recoiled.


      They were similar in shape to humans, but shorter and with green skin—goblins.


      The corpses were dressed in the guards’ armor for some reason, and they practically carpeted the floor.


      “What in the...”


      Even Sierra, normally so calm, was thrown off-balance. I felt the same way. Even so, we needed to carry on to figure anything out.


      “Let’s go,” I said.


      At the end of the corpse-strewn hall was a room spilling over with light. The sign read “office,” so this should be where the liege was...


      I centered myself and looked through the open door to find the maid who had turned us away that afternoon, out cold, along with a young (maybe twenty-four- or twenty-five-year-old) woman who was probably the liege—who was split in two at the waist.


      The culprits were presumably the two figures watching us with obvious interest: a huge, heavily muscled man and a slimmer, hooded fellow...


    


  



  

    

      Verse 22 — A Once-In-a-Century Front Line


      Dawn had broken.


      After breakfast in the mayor’s house where we’d bunked down, I headed to the shared grave again and offered my prayers. The resentment I felt I’d heard yesterday didn’t reach my ears this morning.


      Once I’d finished my prayers, we left the village of Ferme.


      Our next destination was a town across the river, Escudo. It was in our neighboring country of Esterior. Once we were past it, we would be a stone’s throw from our ultimate destination, Raya Forest.


      The sky was still clouded from yesterday, but fortunately it hadn’t started to rain yet. We spurred on the horses while we could, arriving around noon at one of the bridges spanning the River Percée, the great Acuerdo Bridge.


      I was lost for words as I took in the sight before me. I’d heard that the river was large, but a river so wide that it was hard to even make out the opposite bank was far removed from anything I had a frame of reference for. The bridge crossing its width was arched stone, wide and sturdy such that even laden carriages could cross it. The two of us on horseback would pose no problem.


      We continued on in silence for a while, galloping over the bridge. For a time the only sensations to contemplate were the strain of our breathing under the rush of air against our bodies and the tremors and shocks of our horses’ gaits. Then there was more—a faint mist falling on our faces.


      “Oh...”


      “Well, I guess it’s going to rain.”


      It had only just started, so there was no problem at the moment, but it introduced a new element of risk. Our footing would be worse now, and the river at our sides would be fuller and faster. Arguably worse still, the rain threatened to sap our stamina and leave us ill. Rain was far from a welcome companion for most travelers.


      Seeing as neither of us could wish the weather away, all we could do was flee to shelter and wait it out. We were battered by the wind and rain as the horses charged ahead, and eventually we saw a wall spreading out ahead of us, and buildings behind it.


      The shower was getting heavier, but it seemed like we’d make it before the heavens really opened. We shook off the water clinging to us as we rushed toward the town.


      ＊＊＊


      “You two are cutting it close. If you were a bit later, we’d have shut the gate,” the middle-aged guard stationed at said gate told us.


      “Already?” I couldn’t help but ask.


      The thick clouds made it hard to tell, but it was still only a little past noon. It was rather early to be closing a city’s gates.


      “Aye. We usually wait until sunset, but look at the weather. It could be a storm before we know it, so we’re closing up early.”


      The wind and rain were just getting stronger and stronger; it showed no sign of letting up.


      “It’s a shame after you’ve come all this way. Still, we’ve got some good news,” he continued. “The hero’s party is coming this way. If you’re lucky, you might get to meet them.”


      “Uh...”


      We already knew they were taking the forest route this time...but had the rumors really already spread this far?


      “Oh... Huh, right... Really? So they’re taking the forest route this time?” Araignée asked. She’d seemed taken aback too, but soon recovered and acted like it was the first time she was hearing the rumor. That impressed me a great deal.


      “The last hero cut straight through the Battlefield, right? So I guess this time they’re going the other route instead. Man, I appreciate it. It’s won me three rounds off my coworkers.”


      People bet on that? I thought.


      “Does it seem like they’ll stay here?”


      “Aye, they’re pretty much coming straight this way... Oh, actually, they did stay at one place in Partir for a while. The Auberge Domain, I think it was called. They got caught up in something there and stayed to help with the aftermath. Apparently the liege of the area got replaced by a fiend...”


      “Hwah? A fiend in Partir? Not just a monster or human bandit?”


      Monsters appearing wasn’t impossible, and I could imagine that bandits would be Jair and the others, but...how could I consider this calmly? A fiend?!


      The man laughed.


      “Thinking about that old fairy tale? Well, you hardly ever see monsters, let alone fiends, but...apparently it really was a fiend. But the hero and the guardians dealt with it. Oh, apparently folks did see some suspicious people as well.”


      Those “suspicious people” probably were Jair and the others. Which meant that the rumors had cropped up because they really had caught up with the hero and delayed her...but where had the stuff about a fiend come from? Was it a trick to keep them there? Some kind of misunderstanding? Or was this guard right, and there really had been a fiend maneuvering behind the scenes there? But, well, it had already been dealt with, so maybe it wasn’t a problem...?


      The real problem was that they were much closer than I’d expected. While it was still just rumors, I felt suddenly restless.


      “Let’s go find somewhere to stay,” Araignée said, her voice holding absolutely none of the agitation I was feeling.


      She shouldered her things again and made for the exit. Then, so the soldier couldn’t hear, she whispered to me.


      “Fretting here isn’t going to help, is it?”


      The restlessness didn’t vanish, but I knew she was right.


      We gave our thanks to the guard and headed inside the city walls.


      ＊＊＊


      Escudo was a fortified city built as a defensive line against the forest. It was enclosed with thick walls and home to many watchtowers and inns.


      However, it was only used as a fort roughly once every century, when the archfiend returned and monster activity increased. In peacetime, there was little danger to the monsters that left the forest, and there weren’t many of them either, so there was little chance to fully exploit the facilities. Ten years ago there were many soldiers stationed here, and they’d made full use of the place, but they were all mostly gone by now, and the fixtures they’d relied on were decommissioned.


      Now that the archfiend had returned, it wouldn’t be long before they saw use again, but it would take time. The people and materials would probably start arriving soon.


      ＊＊＊


      The one inn that was currently open was a remodeled watchtower. It had a garden on the first floor—a perplexing choice, given that it shared space with a catapult—and on the second floor was an unmodified observation platform.


      The innkeeper was a man probably in his forties, and he seemed glad for the rare customers, welcoming us happily. From what information we could gather with a casual chat and the occasional probing question about the state of affairs in the forest, it still looked normal, but an adventurer had gone to scout the area and not returned.


      Araignée and I exchanged glances at that. Maybe that adventurer had run into the fiend general. In which case, they...


      The innkeeper gave us our pick of the rooms, since there were no other guests now, so we picked the furthest room in, dropped off our things, and took a rest.


      I looked toward the room’s window for a while. It was shuttered, so I couldn’t see outside. Still, the way the building was creaking and swaying in the wind, along with the sound of pounding rain, made me entirely aware that the weather hadn’t improved. Occasionally, I even heard claps of thunder.


      It seemed like the rain was going to build into a proper storm now, which meant that we were stuck until it passed. Forcing our way through would be almost suicide.


      “Let’s go eat, Rhuys,” Araignée said.


      Like most other inns, this building had a cafeteria on the first floor. Due to the lack of guests, there were no other staff, so the innkeeper himself was cooking food, and the fragrance drifted up from the lower floor. The scent made my stomach grumble.


      Right—we hadn’t had a chance to eat during the day because we were trying to beat the rain. There was nothing else we could do today either way, so maybe the best we could do under the circumstances was to eat and retire to bed.


      My face turned slightly red from the noise my stomach made, and I headed downstairs with Araignée to get some food.


    


  



  

    

      Intermission 7 — A Hero’s Imaginings


      Once the incident and aftermath of the liege of Auberge being replaced by a fiend had been cleared up—by us, as far as the public were concerned—we’d resumed our journey to the forest and came across a ruined village on our way. There was an open area that stood out. It had been a plaza, but was now a shared grave. There was a plain stone monument placed there, with a single sentence engraved on it.


      “Here, the people of Ferme sleep.”


      “Ferme...?” one of my companions—the cleric girl—said, looking quizzically at the words.
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      “What’s wrong, Agnes?”


      “Nothing, just...I know someone with that name, so I was wondering. We need to worry more about looking around, though. It’s still fairly light, but...”


      She was right; it was starting to rain. We’d stopped in the village looking for somewhere to stay knowing the weather was getting worse from the start.


      “Right, we need to find a building that’ll at least keep the rain and wind off us before it really starts coming down.”


      We looked around the deserted husk of the village in search of a suitable building.


      Most of them were damaged and abandoned. Many of them were completely ruined.


      “The land and buildings are both wrecks...” Agnes murmured.


      “From what I heard in the nearby villages and towns, this village was destroyed years ago by a group of monsters,” Sierra explained.


      “And this is what they left behind?” Écarle mused with a nod, an odd look on his face. “I suppose that even with as few monsters as Partir has, we do still see their victims now and then.”


      “Monsters did this...” I muttered, looking around and feeling breathless.


      Whether fortunately or not, I’d never directly seen the harm caused by monsters before. Seeing a place like this that had been exposed to that threat, though, made me feel like I could see the lives of everyone living here, and then them being ripped away...


      No, I can’t get lost in that...


      I had to focus on finding shelter for now at least. The wind and rain were getting stronger, so we needed to hurry.


      After a while, we came across a two-story building toward the center of the village. It must have been better built than the others, because it showed few signs of damage, and much of what made it a “building” still remained. We gratefully headed inside and began getting ready to set up our camp in what had been the living room, but...


      “Someone’s used this room recently,” Écarle muttered as he set about lighting a fire in the fireplace.


      “Someone... Wait, you mean they came all the way to a ruin like this?”


      “It’s not like we’re in a position to talk,” he retorted. “Someone must have been looking for a place to stay like us and found this. If anything, we should be grateful. Whoever it was left their firewood for us... There, it’s lit.”


      “Right. Thanks, Écarle,” I said.


      Someone had stayed here like us, following the same route we were traveling as heroes...


      What kind of person were they...? I wondered, watching the fire—a question I was sure I’d never have an answer to.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 23 — Until the Storm Passes


      The second day in Escudo saw, as we expected, a storm raging outside.


      I sat on the bed and looked vacantly at the shuttered window.


      The creaking of buildings and the howling wind and rain were still audible, along with the occasional thunderclap.


      “It’ll probably be like this until tomorrow,” Araignée commented from her own bed, where she was sitting maintaining her weapons and tools. “Still, it feels like such a rush.”


      “Well...when I think about the hero catching up while we’re just sitting around like this, I can’t help—”


      “Nah, I meant that the hero’s rushing.”


      I looked questioningly at her. I was sure she’d been scolding me for being impatient.


      “From the rumors we’ve heard, she’s heading pretty much straight to the forest, and quickly too. The hero last time stopped in more places and wiped out the monsters there. I was just thinking it’s pretty different.”


      “Well, now that you mention it... The route I saw with Streamsight took her straight to the forest, essentially.”


      “It did? I wonder why.”


      “Maybe she wants to defeat the archfiend as soon as possible?”


      “Before the casualties from monsters pile up, you mean? If so, that’s pretty selfless... Though I guess that’s ideal for a hero.”


      “The stronger the divine blade’s wielder’s sense of justice, the more power they can draw out. But...”


      “This time, she’s rash too. She’ll be up against an enemy she can’t beat before she’s ready.”


      The goddess had bequeathed her final power to the world to face the threat of the archfiend—the sentient sword, the divine blade: Parvenir. That sentience matched its forger’s will, and it was said that a wielder more aligned with the goddess’s nature—or her will, in other words—would be able to manifest its true strength.


      Candidates had been gathered for the blade to evaluate and select from. A ceremony for it to choose its wielder. It was called the Rite of Selection. Someone without a just heart or the desire to defeat the archfiend couldn’t even grasp the sword in the first place.


      The fact that one hero was making a beeline for the forest while her predecessor had ranged about all across the land stamping out monsters had to mean that both approaches somehow aligned with the ethics of the rightful hero, as the sword weighed it. The paths they chose might have been different, but the archfiend would doubtless be waiting at the end of either of them, and everyone believed that evil would be cast down by each hero in turn. The heroes of the past had all lived up to that expectation. They had become a symbol of hope to people...and the object of their lamentations if they passed away first.


      “I don’t think even the hero is that selfless. Maybe she’s just got something she wants to do in the forest,” Araignée mused, her usual smile gone.


      She was still looking at her things, so maybe she was just concentrating on her maintenance, but it seemed like there was something on her mind about the hero.


      Now that I think about it...


      Why had she accepted this commission? I already knew it wasn’t for the money. Besides, if that was the case, she wouldn’t have looked reluctant when I’d alluded to its top secret nature. There must have been another reason—some facet of the classified information must have caught her attention. Maybe it even just came down to the hero’s involvement. I was pretty sure it didn’t have anything to do with her “additional reward,” though.


      I feel embarrassed just remembering it...


      She might have just been teasing me and only actually wanted to be friends...but I understood that about as well as I did anything else that was bothering me lately. Why did she insist on that condition? She didn’t seem like she was short on friends.


      On top of that, why did she work alone?


      I’d been told she got into no end of conflict, and I’d even been dragged into one of those conflicts myself—though I’d arguably been at fault for half of it—but through this whole journey together, I hadn’t really seen any problem with her behavior.


      She also had more than enough skill to make up for all of that, though. If she looked, she’d have turned up plenty of adventurers eager to team up. If she’d felt like it, she could probably have even become a guardian and—


      “Rhuys? What’s wrong?” I heard her call me. It must have looked a bit odd for me to have gone silent like that. I didn’t answer, though. Instead I just asked the question that was most actively nagging at me.


      “Araignée, why do you work alone?”


      “Huh? Where’d that come from?”


      The question in return finally pulled me out of my head.


      “Oh, um... I was thinking about a lot, and that thought just came to mind...”


      “Ah, yeah, that kind of thing happens.”


      It certainly had caught my attention, though, and being stuck here like this seemed like the perfect opportunity to talk.


      “If you wouldn’t mind, could I ask about it? Why you never team up with anyone, I mean. With your skill, I’m sure anyone would welcome you...”


      I was ready to take the question back immediately if she didn’t seem to want to answer, but she didn’t appear particularly concerned.


      “Oh, right. Well, I guess because I hate people?”


      “You...hate people?”


      “Why do you sound so surprised?” she asked, a faint smile on her face. My reaction must have amused her.


      “I mean, you don’t seem that way at all... You’re always smiling and friendly. You’ve been so kind to me ever since we met, and...”


      As I spoke, I remembered her smile after we’d finished shopping in the lower level before we left. Her smile was—


      “Well, that’s because it’s an act.”


      An act?


      “I didn’t smile much as a kid,” she said, smiling like always. “Ever since mom died...actually, since dad took me in, I didn’t smile. So I thought I should at least look like I was. I put in a lot of practice, and eventually I managed to make it convincing, and now it’s a habit. I don’t really think about it at all anymore.”


      She smiled, looking a bit embarrassed.


      Which was that, then?


      “The way I am with people is pretty much the same. Keeping up appearances makes conversations easier, after all. I just got stuck that way. Well, that hate always ruins it and I end up making enemies. People did want to welcome me, like you said, but I turned them all down. It wouldn’t last long anyway, I figure.”


      “But...the innkeeper, his customers, and Utile...”


      “Dad’s different, but the others are pretty much the same. Even if I’m familiar with people, I don’t get closer than we need to. I’ve known Utile for ages, so we talk more often than most...but that’s about it.”


      I fell silent, partly out of surprise at her confession, and partly because now I understood why every once in a while she’d seemed so off to me. The smiles feeling like a mask, her ability to interact so smoothly and naturally with people, and the occasional harsh expressions—they were all finally connecting with the woman in front of me.


      “So,” she continued, “if I seem like a good person, that’s just how I look on the surface. I’m a nasty adventurer, unconcerned with people and what happens to them. As for being kind...well, that’s because it’s you.”


      “Wha?”


      I felt my heart leap. What did she mean?


      “You’re my client and partner, so I’ll look after you until we’re done,” she sing-songed.


      I felt my shoulders slump. Seeing that, Araignée smiled. It wasn’t her usual masklike look, I thought...but probably that was just because she found my reaction entertaining.


      “Well, that was a joke,” she admitted. “But I meant it when I said it was because it’s you. I want to be your friend, after all.”


      “Um, that still seems odd... If you hate people, why did you ask for the additional reward like you—I mean, for me to be your friend...?”


      “Hmm. Because you’re cute?”


      “Huh?”


      “I really like your looks and general vibes. Right from when I first saw you. When we talked, you didn’t seem like an upper at all, and you were fun, so I was even more interested.”


      “Uh...er...?”


      Was I the reason?


      “I know it sounds odd for a cleric like me to hold out hope for an answer like this, but...that’s a lie, right? I can’t imagine being willing to risk your life on a commission like this for something like that...”


      She didn’t reply for a moment. She just smiled. Did she seriously mean it?


      “Well, that wasn’t the whole reason. It was about half of why I accepted, though.”


      “And the other half...was the hero...then?”


      It was getting annoying being constantly on the back foot, so I threw my earlier hypothesis her way. I doubted I could win in a back-and-forth like this, and if she dodged the question, it was over. Still, if I could at least see a single look of surprise—


      “Yup.”


      Despite my expectations, the answer to my question—despite those thoughts—was an easy affirmation.


      “That’s the other half of my reasoning. Oh, but I guess I also kinda wanted to see a fiend general with my own eyes. I’d like to be able to meet and speak with the hero, so if I just sit on my hands and she dies, that’d be a problem.”


      I’d not thought she’d admit it so readily, so I was thrown for a second, but I soon thought of another question.


      What was she expecting to get out of meeting the hero—or a fiend general, for that matter? The question was on the tip of my tongue, but a look at her smile stopped it there. I could read this new, foreign smile. It told me that anything else was a secret.


      The two of us fell silent, our gazes locked. The sound of the rain hitting the building filled the room. The storm didn’t seem like it was going to stop.


      “Well, either way,” I said, breaking the silence, “us progressing or the hero getting here will both have to wait until this storm passes...”


      “Yeah, you’re right,” she replied, looking up at the ceiling in thought. “Hmm...”


      I gave her a questioning look, but she soon dropped her own gaze from the roof and returned to her equipment maintenance.


      “Nah, nothing.”


      I didn’t have anything else to talk about either, and watched the window flex and creak in the wind. I didn’t know what she was thinking. It didn’t really bother me at the time, though, so I just went to sleep, hoping that the weather would improve.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 24 — Before the Storm Passed


      Skrsh, skskrsh, clunk. Skskrsh, crrrk, crrrk, clunk.


      I looked around sleepily. An odd set of noises had mixed in with the rain. I lay in an ill-defined space between sleeping and waking.


      The sky was still dark outside. Morning was a long time away.


      We’d put out the lights, so the room was pitch-black. Flashes of lightning illuminated everything, only for the dark to come crashing back in like the tide.


      In that one moment, though, I’d seen a suspicious figure shifting near the window. I bit back my words.


      The room was only home to Araignée and I. The door was shut, and there was no sign of anyone having let themselves in. What’s more, the bed next to me was not home to a peacefully sleeping Araignée. It was just an empty husk. Which meant...


      “Araignée?”


      “Oh, sorry, did I wake you?”


      The suspicious figure in the dark was the woman who should have been sleeping in the bed next to mine. Now that I knew, it seemed obvious, but I’d been a little scared.


      “What are you doing at this time of night?”


      “Just heading outside for some business.”


      “At this time of night?”


      The storm was still raging outside. It was dangerous enough walking around in the day, so what business could she have outside? That was hardly the only thing bothering me either.


      “What are you doing there?”


      “Hm? Prying up the boards.”


      The windows were boarded up and nailed shut to withstand the storm, and yet she was purposefully undoing it all. Why?


      “I thought I should leave through the window, just in case.”


      ...Why?


      “If I leave through the door, someone might notice.”


      So she was doing something that would be bad if she was seen?


      “Sorry, but please don’t light anything and just wait right there. I’ll knock on the window when I’m back; open it then. Quietly. Right, see you later.”


      With that, she opened the shutters. The sounds of the storm outside invaded the room. She slipped out through the crack in the window and shut it from outside before vanishing into the storm.


      I ended up in a confused fluster. What was the business she was talking about? Why could she not let anyone see her? Well, she’d be wet when she got back—maybe we were both best off if I spent this time getting something to dry her off with when she got back.


      After I pulled some cloth from our luggage, I sat down on my bed and fretted. Before I knew it, I was holding a pillow to my stomach.


      I didn’t know how long I waited like that before a soft knock came at the window.


      I leaped to my feet in shock, but soon recalled that was the signal she’d told me to listen for, and so I opened the window as quietly as possible.


      “Phwah!”


      Araignée bounded into the room with a flurry of rain and landed quietly. I struggled against the wind and managed to close the shutters and window.


      It had only been open for a moment, but the wind had blown in enough rain that a lot of the room was damp now.


      Then Araignée shook herself off like a cat and flung even more water ev— Ack, cold!


      “Hyah?!”
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      “Oh, sorry.”


      “For the love of—just dry yourself properly.”


      She took the cloth from me and started drying her soaked hair. She didn’t seem like she was in pain, so I could stop worrying that she was hurt now, it seemed.


      “So what did you do?” I asked, airing out the biggest question on my mind when she was mostly done. What on earth could have been worth sneaking out into a storm like this?


      “Um. It’s a secret?”


      “Araignée?”


      Getting woken up for who knew what reason and then not receiving a proper explanation was cause enough to get mad, right?


      She must have heard the anger in my tone, because she gave a bit of an awkward smile as she made her excuses.


      “I just think it’d be better if you didn’t know.”


      “It would be better if I didn’t know?”


      “I’m fairly sure no one saw me...but just in case.”


      I fell silent. Now I was worried. Sneaking out of the window, and what she was saying now were both...not the most reassuring of things.


      “Will you not tell me no matter what?” I asked.


      “For now. I’ll explain properly later, though.”


      “Fine. I won’t ask any more,” I sighed. Either way, it didn’t seem like she’d give me the details.


      “Thanks,” she said, giving a sigh of her own. Maybe from relief? Then she spoke again. “Whoops, nearly forgot about that.”


      She was gathering up the nails from earlier and then wrapped the hilt of her knife in the cloth—probably to keep it quiet—and hammered the boards back over the window.


      “Need to not leave any evidence,” she added.


      I’d just witnessed the perfect crime, hadn’t I? Despite my once again growing unease, I did my best not to let it bother me as we went back to sleep. In the end, it didn’t take long to find out what she’d spent the night doing.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 25 — I Did It


      On the third day, we didn’t do anything except prepare to leave.


      The weather was still rough, but it had tapered off since the prior day. As the day progressed, it slowly but surely continued in that vein, and by that night, the vicious wind and rain had all but stopped.


      The next day, the storm had passed. We were now finally standing under a clear sky again as we gave our farewells to the innkeeper and got ready to leave Escudo.


      “Thank you for letting us stay,” I said.


      “Of course. Drop in the next time you’re here. Are you sure about the horses, though?”


      “We don’t know if we’ll make it back,” Araignée replied, “so if we don’t return, you can keep them here.”


      That was a distinctly unsettling thing to hear put so simply. She wasn’t wrong, though. Our destination wasn’t all that far on foot, and if we took the horses with us, there was always the chance that they would just end up as monster food. Leaving them with someone was a much better option.


      As we had our conversation, I heard people talking behind us.


      “Definitely a problem...”


      “It was a rough one, so the river must have carried it off.”


      “It’ll take a while to fix... Guess it’ll be a detour until they do.”


      They must have been the soldiers sent out to assess the damage earlier this morning. I was curious about that myself, so I suppressed my shyness and spoke up.


      “Umm, excuse me. What’s the situation?” I asked.


      “Hm? Oh, you’re the cleric from a few days back. Well, the town’s not in too rough a shape, but Acuerdo Bridge was destroyed.”


      “What?!” I couldn’t help but yell. “Acuerdo Bridge...is the one we used to get here, isn’t it?”


      “Right, that’s the one. There must have been a landslide, or else some trees fell upstream and the river carried it all down here. They broke the supports, and a big part of it collapsed. Part of it’s the storm, but the water level is always higher than average at this time of year because of the meltwaters...”


      The scale of the damage meant that they couldn’t just patch it over with boards and rope. There were other bridges across the River Percée, and port towns where you could take a boat over farther south, but both meant long detours. It would limit a lot of the flow of people and material, particularly between Esterior and Partir. The hero’s party would have to change their route to get here too, but that was a silver lining for— Hang on.


      While my suspicions built in my chest, the innkeeper spoke up from behind us.


      “You were lucky to get here before the storm, I guess. Though you might struggle on the way back.”


      “Hm. Well, we’ll manage somehow. What about you? Won’t the bridge being down cause you problems?” Araignée asked.


      “Hah. We’ll cope with our own manpower and goods for now. There still aren’t many monsters. It’s more of a worry for the Partir reserves and the hero’s party that were on their way.”


      “Right... That’s good, I guess.”


      Huh? That was odd. Araignée’s reaction to the innkeeper’s answer was a bit off somehow. Her expression was fixed in her usual masklike affect, but it seemed somewhat...askew?


      “Well, I guess we should be off,” she said.


      “Ah, you’re heading out already?” one of the soldiers asked. “Take care.”


      “Thanks. Let’s go, Rhuys.”


      “Huh? Uh, er...thank you all for your hospitality.”


      ＊＊＊


      The rain had finally stopped, and the sun was finally shining through the clouds.


      The ground was slightly soft beneath our feet, but not enough to stop us from walking. We would reach the forest before long.


      I shot a glance at Araignée’s expression as she walked beside me. As far as I could see, she seemed just the same as always. At the very least, her usual smile was in place. Her responses earlier, though, and seeing her leave during the stormy night...and above all, the all too convenient storm damage had left questions in my heart.


      “Araignée,” I spoke up.


      “What is it, Rhuys?” she asked, sparing me a glance but keeping her face fixed forward as she walked just slightly faster than usual.


      “The soldiers said the bridge had broken.”


      “They did.”


      “With it broken, people will need to take a significant detour. I imagine the hero won’t be able to cross here for quite a while.”


      “Seems so. Guess it’s a bit of a windfall for us. Well, a literal one, by the sound of it.”


      Her expression didn’t even twitch. Her mask remained unbroken. My concerns became convictions.


      “Last night, you said you had business despite the storm outside.”


      “It was just perfect timing, I guess.”


      “You also said that it was secret.”


      “I did say that. Although...” She suddenly stopped walking and looked around to make sure no one was around, and then spoke up. “I did it.”


      She just admitted it like it was nothing!


      “We’re already away from the town, and it looks like I can’t hide it anymore,” she said nonchalantly.


      While I didn’t know how, it seemed that I was right. I hoped against all hope that somehow we were talking past each other and I’d misunderstood, though.


      “Was it better that I didn’t know because it was that kind of thing?” I asked after a moment.


      “Well, your surprise was so natural. No one will suspect us. It’s a real help that your reactions are so cute and honest.”


      “I— Well, if I had known ahead of time, maybe I would have reacted awkwardly...” I had to admit.


      I wished she wouldn’t call me cute so freely.


      “It was because of the hero, right?”


      “If the rumors have already made it this far, she must not be far behind. Us getting stopped by the storm hurt our chances too. Because of that storm, though, there probably won’t be any evidence either.”


      “But if you’re found out...”


      “Yeah, they’ll make me pay for sure. People and goods can’t cross, and I’m pretty sure I remember that bridge being built as a symbol of unity between the two countries. Plus, y’know, I’m from the lower level—you know I won’t catch any breaks. At best I won’t be an adventurer anymore.”


      “But that’s... You only did it to save the hero...”


      “It’s more that I don’t want her to die yet than that I’m saving her. Either way, it’s not like I can explain that, is it?”


      “No...”


      It was precisely because we couldn’t explain it publicly that we were working behind the scenes like this...


      “Well, if we get found out, you can just pretend you had no idea. After all, it’s not like I told you first.”


      “I couldn’t do that! You did it for my commission, so some of the responsibility—”


      “Doesn’t rest with you. Besides, you wouldn’t think of a method that caused people trouble like this, and you wouldn’t do it even if you had, would you?”


      “That might be true...”


      “Which means you’re just my client and my victim. You really didn’t know until now, so that won’t even be a lie. If the worst comes to it, I can just run away. It’s like I said: I hate people. Causing problems for people or making them hate me doesn’t bother me.”


      “But...you...”


      Honestly, I knew.


      This kept the hero away from her death without hurting anyone, just slowing them down, and was probably the best option we had. I was also sure she’d only done something so extreme because of me. I was so restless about the hero being closer than expected, and she’d worked so hard to make sure that it wouldn’t come back to me.


      Even so, I wished she’d talked to me about it. I wished I shared the responsibility for it. We were partners, after all. Besides, it was a pretty extreme solution, and a whole lot of bystanders would end up inconvenienced. It might not have been bothering her, but even so, I couldn’t just let her shoulder all the responsibility and guilt. I didn’t want—


      Wait a minute...


      Something was bothering me. I’d felt the same thing not long ago. Right, it was just before we left Escudo. She’d...


      “Um, Araignée?”


      “Hm?”


      “You said that since you hate people, you don’t care about causing them trouble, right?”


      “That’s right.”


      “But when the innkeeper said they’d manage even without the bridge, you were a little relieved, weren’t you?”


      “Urk. You notic—” Her expression hadn’t even flickered until now, but now her face was slightly tinged pink. “I, um. I was telling the truth that it doesn’t bother me, you know? Just, well, I kinda thought, after the fact, that breaking the bridge might, y’know, have been a bit much? Just a, uh, tiny bit, so...”


      Her face was red, and she was waving her hands around in embarrassment for some reason. My heart was too busy spilling over with sentiment for me to think much at all about what an odd sight this made.


      So cute!


      While she was usually softly smiling and seemed kind enough for her age, this made her seem even more adorable.


      I understood this too. Although, actually, I might have already known.


      Her fake smile and feigned wickedness weren’t all she was. Underneath it all, she wanted what was best for people. I was so happy that I found my face locking into a smile before I even realized it.


      “So you can feel guilt,” I commented.


      “That feels like quite the thing for you to say,” she retorted with a twinge of bitterness to her smile. Right, sorry. I got carried away.


      I was surprised at my own changes. If we hadn’t stopped at my home village then; if I hadn’t taken the commission and left the capital; and above all else, if I hadn’t met Araignée—if any one of those things hadn’t happened, I probably couldn’t have felt like this.


      I couldn’t contain my happiness with our dynamic—the teasing, the easy conversation.


      “If it gets found out, I’ll apologize with you,” I said.


      “You can just blame me for it all.”


      “Not now that I know, I can’t. I’m a cleric, so I’m not allowed to lie. And above all, I’m your partner.”


      I suspected it would actually work out best for us to just be honest and apologize, but we couldn’t explain because of how uneasy it would make people. As such, it would be better to keep our heads down instead of making waves. It upset me to inconvenience people, but if we succeeded, it would all be for a good cause. I could withstand the rest of the guilt.


      “Besides,” I said, shooting her a wicked grin. “You didn’t leave evidence, did you?”


      This was her we were talking about. She wouldn’t have abandoned her caution once she’d left the inn; she probably covered her tracks at the actual site as well.


      She answered my question with a smile and nod. It was her usual soft smile, but it seemed more natural to me than usual. Like the mask had slipped slightly.


      “By the way, how exactly did you do it?” I asked.


      “First I kicked down some handy trees to make driftwood.”


      “Sorry, you’ve already lost me.”


      “Next, I used those bombs from Utile, and...”


      And the conversation went on to that effect as we headed toward the forest’s entrance in far higher spirits than I could have imagined before.


      If my Streamsight was correct, there was a fiend general lurking within these trees. It went without saying if we lost, but even if we safely defeated him, our journey was nearly at its end.


    


  



  

    

      Intermission 8 — An Unexpected Report for the Hero


      The River Percée was flowing in front of us, splitting the land. It also served as the border between Partir and Esterior.


      It was a wide river, and while it usually flowed fast, now it could be carrying earth and fallen trees from the earlier storm. Well, if that was the only issue, just using the bridge would have been fine, but...


      “I can’t believe it. The bridge is destroyed.”


      Yup, the huge stone bridge crossing the river had partly collapsed and broken apart. The storm had probably caused it. It seemed like emergency repairs were difficult, so it had been completely closed. There were local soldiers and builders on-site, as well as clerics—apparently its construction had been headed by the temple—and they were surveying the bridge.


      “What do we do, Sierra?” I asked. “We won’t be able to get to the forest now.”


      “No, Lina. It’s a long way around, but there are bridges elsewhere.”


      “Oh, so if we go there we’ll be in the clear!”


      Écarle then cut in.


      “We could also head down to the sea and take a boat. The other bridges might have been damaged too, so it might be a better option.”


      “A boat! We can ride a boat?!” I exclaimed, looking expectantly at him, but he just looked away with red cheeks. It was nothing to be embarrassed by, though.


      “What do we do, Lady Hero?” Agnes asked. “We will all abide by your decision.”


      “Hmm...” I worried over the question—and then heard hoofbeats in the distance.


      “Lady Hero! Lady Hero and her party, are you here?!” a youth called from horseback. He must have been a courier.


      “Yes, that’s me, I guess. Did something happen?” I asked.


      “Ah, you’re the hero? It is an honor to meet you. Strictly speaking, my delivery is to your cleric companion, though.”


      “To me?” Agnes said.


      “Indeed. I have an urgent missive from the Grand Temple. Please accept it.”


      With that, he handed a letter over to her and rode off with a farewell, presumably having other work to do.


      Agnes broke the seal with a dubious look and began reading the letter.


      “Wha...” I heard her murmur before she was lost for words. Then, after hesitating for a while, she whispered dazedly to me. “My mentor Priest Violet has been arrested...by the holy knights.”


      “Wha?! Why?!”


      “I do not know. Whoever wrote this must have been in a hurry, going by the handwriting. Lady Hero... I...”


      There was a mix of confusion and unease on her face, and then she seemed to pull herself back and looked down. Watching her, I made my decision immediately.


      “Let’s head back.”


      “Wh— But you wished to get to the forest as quickly as possib—”


      “You’re worried about your mentor, aren’t you? Saving the world is important, but helping my companions matters just as much to me.”


      “Lady Hero...thank you so much,” she replied with a deep bow.


      I looked at her, and then Sierra and Écarle in turn. I nodded.


      “Right, let’s go!”


    


  



  

    

      Verse 26 — Forest of Dusk


      Unlike humans, who were more active during the day, many monsters were nocturnal. They were more sluggish in the day—probably sleepy—but conversely grew more active and vicious at night.


      The Raya Forest formed the border where sightings of them increased drastically. This division between monster and human territory, the forest where the first increases in monster activity could be seen, had at some point been given another name by people: the Forest of Dusk.


      A warning that what lay beyond was the night, the world of monsters.


      ＊＊＊


      The canopy overhead let only scattered sunlight through to the entrance of the forest.


      Further past it lay even more trees of all kinds. While it was still day, our surroundings were dim. The sun should have been shining, and yet its rays were blocked, creating a persistent gloom.


      Stepping just a little ways off the path could completely disrupt your sense of direction in a forest, so we were progressing carefully yet resolutely onward.


      This was another one of the reasons I’d needed to be on this journey—to reach the place where Streamsight had shown the hero dying. I was the only person that could guide a companion there with any certainty.


      However, it wasn’t just following a path.


      The moment we set foot within the forest, I saw monsters, a sight we had avoided thus far on our journey.


      Araignée was able to point out most of them ahead of time, and we managed to get past without being noticed. However, eventually one noticed us and attacked.


      “GRRRR!”


      In the time it took me to think I’d heard a growl, there was a monster attacking us.


      It looked like a huge wolf, and it singled me out—while I stood there stock-still—as it pounced.


      I instinctively tried to defend myself, but my feet felt nailed to the ground. Then—


      “Hup!”


      Araignée had been on guard and jumped between the wolf and me. She swept her foot down in a roundhouse kick to the monster’s gaping maw.


      Her sturdy boots slammed into its head and threw it to the ground. It bounced away, unable or unwilling to stay on the defensive after committing to such a powerful attack.


      She didn’t hold the force from her kick back, letting herself spin in the air and unsheathing the sword from her waist as she fell, slicing into her prey.


      The sound of the blade slipping from its scabbard and cutting through the air rang through the area. The slash divided the beast lengthwise. She must have cut through whatever it had for vocal cords, because it only made a quiet sound, barely a noise, before it eventually stopped moving.


      It was a sudden fight to the death, albeit not the sort one would expect from a struggle with a human being. Before I’d even taken a single step, my first encounter with a monster since childhood had ended.


      “Hff.”


      As her short sigh reached my ears, I finally felt myself unfreeze.


      Looking down, I saw its corpse already beginning to emit corruption. I felt the hole open up in my chest. It felt much smaller than the sort I’d felt seeing a human lose their life, but it was still there. I had seen—I had been able to see the monster as a living creature, and this was proof. I still didn’t know the reason behind the question she’d asked that night, but I felt like I’d fully accepted her comments about monsters being living things. With how things had gone and the clear hostility, I had no doubt that it was an evil thing that ought to be eliminated—but I also felt like I couldn’t let myself forget that it was still taking a life.


      “Rhuys?”


      “Yes?” I answered quickly, her call pulling me back to myself. She was giving me an anxious look.


      “You okay? Not shocked from seeing death so up close?”


      “No. I was just a little surprised. Also, I’m sorry, I just couldn’t move...”


      “Well, it’s fine for now. I guess I will need you to protect yourself farther in, though.”


      “Right,” I answered after a moment. “I understand.”


      It probably didn’t sound particularly convincing right after that attack, but I didn’t want to be any more of a burden.


      “Well, considering what we’re up against, it’s not like I can be too harsh.”


      I wanted to dispute the fact that she could lose, but nothing would leave my lips. Waiting for us was an opponent said to be a difficult fight even for a hero with full mastery of the divine blade—a fiend general. I didn’t know what would happen with Araignée.


      “Well, I ain’t just going to lie down and die,” she added. “If it seems hopeless, I’ll bail... Even so, the time comes for all of us to die, so let’s make sure we’re ready.”


      “Right,” I said again after a pause.


      I’d been ready to lose my life here since before we left on the journey...until a few days ago. Or, to be fair, I wasn’t ready to die, just sort of desperate for it.


      It was different now, though. My world was no longer circumscribed by the narrow confines of the temple. I’d traveled and touched the outside world. I wasn’t trapped by the sins of my past. In Araignée I’d found a big enough weirdo to accept someone like me.


      There were all these bonds tying me down now. I didn’t want to die yet. I wanted to complete my mission and return to tell My Priest just how grateful I was. I wanted to travel and see more of the world.


      With this woman at my side, if possible.


      I knew it would be difficult. It was entirely possible that one or both of us could lose our lives here.


      So, if it came to that, I...


      I would at least try to protect her. If that meant taking our opponent’s life, then I would do my utmost to deal with that shock. It wasn’t wrong to want to protect something. It might not have been what Araignée meant, but I was ready in my own way.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 27 — Shown in the Flowing Vision


      “This...is the place,” I said, my voice shaking slightly.


      In the middle of all the trees was a clearing.


      It was around the size of a small plaza, totally bare of so much as shrubbery, let alone trees. The ground was just bare dirt. The sunlight could reach us here, miraculously.


      This was where the hero and fiend general would meet, and where the former would lose her life.


      What I was seeing with my actual eyes was overlapping with what Streamsight had shown me, bringing the memories into sharp relief, and that feeling of loss was coming back as—


      “Looks like that fiend general isn’t here yet,” Araignée’s calm voice came, dragging me back to reality. “Even your eye couldn’t show you when he’d be here?”


      “Um. I could see the broad path, but not the exact time...”


      “That’s how it works?”


      “It is... Umm, I mentioned before that Streamsight visions are like watching a river flow...”


      “I remember. It was when we first met.” She nodded.


      “Most of the time, it’s like watching a stream. You can see its shape, and where and when the water will reach its destination with some focus. That’s about as much information as my eyes can process completely.”


      She nodded along with a hum.


      “But the larger flows I see without trying—like the hero’s life this time—constitute incomparably more information. If I was to equate it to rivers again...it would be like the River Percée we saw the other day: something vast and churning.”


      “They’re that different?” Araignée asked after a beat.


      “They are. I only saw the short time between the hero’s selection at the rite and her arrival here...but that’s still a huge amount of information, and all I could remember were the most striking scenes and the general path I saw...”


      “So it’s like you’re drowning in the flow of information?”


      I couldn’t help but chuckle.


      “Ah, that sounds about right. In that situation, you can easily tell where you started and stopped, but exactly where you went and when that was is difficult to parse...”


      “I see... Well, this is where the general will come, at least, right?”


      “Well...yes. As long as there are no large changes, the initial flow should continue.”


      That was what made it necessary to remove the source of this flow and create a new path for events to follow.


      “Let’s have a look around and figure out what we’re doing, then. If we can’t find him soon, we’ll head back to the entrance and camp there.”


      I was a little relieved that she didn’t suggest camping in the forest with the prowling monsters. Going to and fro would be tiring, but far better than spending the night here.


      Just...please don’t tell her that I’m pretty sure she’d do that without being bothered in the slightest.


      ＊＊＊


      “Found him,” I heard Araignée murmur from her perch up a tree surveying the area. It hadn’t been long since we’d decided on our plan.


      She’d been leaping between the trees and ended up high in the canopy before I knew it. I couldn’t follow suit, so I was steadily searching from ground level. She found him? I thought. Already?


      Despite her armor, she landed without a sound—maybe it’d been modified to make less noise—and immediately verified her discovery with me.


      “I’m looking for a fiend wearing black armor from head to toe, right?”


      “Yes...”


      “Then I’ve definitely found our guy.”


      That was maybe closer than I’d expected him to be. We really might not have had any time to waste.


      “There’s two people at his side as well. Humanoid. One man, one woman.”


      “Wha?”


      “One’s kinda ruddy, and the other’s totally white, so they’re probably fiends too.”


      “Ah... Just... Wai...” It wasn’t just the general. There were other fiends with him? “That’s imposs... We haven’t...”


      “Rhuys?”


      The flow Streamsight revealed to me was reflected in reality. Unless I actively tried to change it, the flow would progress just as I had seen it. At least, that’s how things had always been.


      “Rhuys. Hey, c’mon.”


      I hadn’t done anything yet, though. I hadn’t had any contact with the source of the flow, the fiend general. Despite that, my vision had slipped. Like it had already changed!


      “Rhuuuyyyyys... Ah, she can’t hear me... Welp, guess I’ve got no choice.”


      And with that...we had no chance.


      Even just the general would be able to wipe out the hero’s party. And now there were two more unknown fiends? We had no hope of altering the course of things now. All I could see happening was both of us losing our lives. I mean, mine didn’t matter at this point, but it would mean that Araignée woul—


      “Gotcha!”


      Squish.


      The pressure building in my chest from my unease was met by pressure from the outside. I reeled, my lowered eyes seeing Araignée’s hands extending from my chest where she’d grabbed on and lifted—


      “Uwaaah?!”


      I didn’t even know what noise I made.


      “Oh, that’s quite the weight.”


      “Wh-Wh-Wha?!”


      I shook off her hands and backed up, getting ready to yell objections at her.


      “Oh...”


      The thoughts stampeding around my head and heart had fallen silent and I could see where I was standing again, and the woman in front of me. I also realized that I’d been so shaken I hadn’t even been able to hear her. After a slight delay, I’d worked out why she’d done that.


      I could feel my cheeks flush, and, while I felt bad for inconveniencing her...


      “Couldn’t you have tried something else?”


      “Well, you’re calm now, right?”


      “I’m back to my senses, but calm is... If anything, I’m, um...”


      “Aroused?”


      “I am not!”


      How could she say that?!


      “Well, I guess you’re fine again.”


      “Not exactly happy with the situation, but...more or less... I’m sorry for losing my head.”


      “Right,” she replied, her usual smile on her face to reassure me. “So? I’m guessing the situation’s different from what you saw?”


      She really was insightful...


      “It is. Originally, there were no other fiends...”


      “Well, if you’d known, you’d have said when you asked for the commission.”


      I was glad she was so understanding...


      “More enemies is definitely a problem, and I can understand it getting to you. That wasn’t all that was bothering you, though. Is it because the flow changed? I thought that’s what we were trying to do in the first place?”


      “It...is. You’re right. While what I saw was misfortune, removing the cause would change the flow. Conversely, though, it requires someone actively trying to make that change...or it should...”


      “And this time, things changed before you actually did anything?”


      I nodded wordlessly.


      “It’s the first time...”


      There was another reason I was flustered, but telling the woman herself was just too embarrassing.


      “I see. Well, wouldn’t hiring me in the first place be actively making a change?”


      “Because...I asked for help...?”


      That indirect interference changed things? It sounded like it could make sense, at least.


      “The other things I can think of are that there’s some condition your eye needs to fulfill that you don’t know about...or maybe something else entirely caused it?”


      “Some condition...or something else...”


      I hadn’t thought of that. Still, I would be hard-pressed to say I knew everything about my eye. Besides, if it was some external factor...


      “Yeah, like, say the fiends had— Whoops, we don’t really have time to chitchat. Right, what’s our play...?”


      She was right; we didn’t have much time. We needed to decide on a plan before the general got here—if the commission itself still held up.


      Now that the initial conditions she’d been hired under were broken, she had every right to cancel it. When she’d accepted, she herself had said that she’d run if it didn’t look doable.


      Of course, I didn’t have the time right now to find a substitute, so I hoped she would continue. I wanted to be with her to the end.


      But I had an even stronger desire that she not die for nothing.


      “I’m sorry this happened,” I said. “We should leave for now. We can head back to Escudo—or maybe even further—and find reinforcements to—”


      “Huh?”


      I didn’t expect to hear the surprised noise, so I looked that way.


      “Uh...?”


      For some reason, she was gathering pebbles from around her feet.


      “Umm, what are you doing?”


      “Preparing,” she answered, slipping the pebbles into a pouch before starting a simple check of her equipment.


      “Are you...going to attack them now?”


      “Well, we don’t have time, do we?”


      “We...”


      We didn’t.


      “We might have delayed them,” she continued, “but the hero will be here soon, and we might not find anyone good enough back in town. Which means that now we’ve seen them, and while we’re lying in wait, we might be able to deal with them. The Tempest is one thing, but I might be able to deal with the other two if we ambush them.”


      An ambush might work?


      All I could do was trust her insight, but...really? No. If she knew the situation and was willing to fight and continue the commission, then...


      “I wouldn’t have blamed you for withdrawing.”


      “It’s not uncommon for things to change mid-commission, and unless it’s something extreme, I wouldn’t drop out. Besides, I already said earlier: I don’t want the hero to die yet.”


      I felt like this counted as something extreme. I supposed it’d be best not to think about it too deeply.


      “Okay... Thank you so much, Araignée.”


      “Don’t worry about it. It looks doable, so I’m carrying on, is all. If it actually isn’t, then I’ll run. Make sure you’re on the same page.”


      “Right!” I said firmly.


      She didn’t seem particularly excited at all. That was the most reassuring thing I could think of right now.


      “Right, let’s get started, then.”


      And with that, we started preparing our ambush.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 28 — Ambush


      There were sounds approaching the clearing: shrubbery being pushed aside, thumping footsteps, and the metallic grinding of armor.


      At the same time, I could hear the conversations bleeding through the clamor.


      “...still, you think the hero will show up here?”


      “I may have my doubts about her, but I can’t dispute her ability. She would not send us on a vain errand.”


      “Well, killing the hero’d be ideal, but... General, don’t you think that woman’s using us like pawns?”


      “Do not call her ‘that woman.’ She is technically a fiend general.”


      “Even you’re adding ‘technically,’ though.”


      The one fiend was a male with reddish skin, carrying a massive axe in one hand like it weighed nothing. At his side was a woman with pale skin and a calm demeanor, and past her was the fiend general, clad entirely in pitch-black armor.


      I was hidden in the shade of the trees and behind a barrier, waiting for the attack to start.


      “Rhuys, you can use low-level liturgies. Maybe you can use that one. You know, the one that restrains mana.”


      “Verse three of the chapter of sealing? It isolates and calms the mana in its range of influence. I can use it, but only on a large enough area for one person, and we’d need to lure the target in. Besides, the amount of mana a fiend general would—”


      “No, it’s for you.”


      “Huh?”


      “If you’re in there, it’ll hide your mana, and it’ll be hard for even a fiend to find you, sensitive aethernode or not.”


      And that was how I got here.


      I couldn’t see Araignée from where I was, but she was most likely hidden not too far away. She didn’t have mana to begin with, so she didn’t need a trick like this to hide.


      We’d put the corpse of the monster from earlier just at the entrance of the clearing, poking out into sight. When the fiends approached and it caught their attention, the two of us would strike.


      I was emotionally against using a corpse as a trap, but I couldn’t think of any other method. If we managed to survive, I’d purify and bury it.


      My heart was pounding painfully. It was so loud in my ears that I worried they’d overhear me. It wouldn’t slow in the slightest as I found myself transfixed by the approaching fiends.


      The moment of truth arrived.


      “What the? There’s something...” The rough-voiced man caught sight of the anomaly we’d left in their path. “I’ll go check it out. You stay with the general.”


      With that, he moved ahead alone. Neither of his companions objected. They must have already established roles within their group.


      Partway there, he must have realized what the corpse was and stopped walking.


      “Huh, a monster corpse. Fresh too. Whoever did this is nearby. We finally gonna get to see this hero?”


      The way he was speaking made it feel like he’d seen through our plan, and my heart sped up even more. We had his attention, but the woman and general were still waiting for his report in the center of the clearing. The man must have been wary too, because he was keeping his distance from the corpse more than I’d expected. There was still a fair gap between me and him.


      If we waited too long, though, it would lose its effect. Or if not, they might notice us watching and it would be over. Our only choice was to attack now.


      Just as my panic and determination was reaching its peak and I was gathering energy in my legs to leap—


      Rustle.


      I twitched at the unexpected noise. It came from between the corpse and fiend: from the shrubs, it seemed.


      “Huh?” the fiend said, looking that way.


      “Uh?”


      Then, at pretty much the same time, there was a metallic scraping noise and a questioning grunt from someone else: the woman...


      I hurriedly looked toward the armored general and saw that the pale woman’s head had been separated from her body out of nowhere.


      “Uh?”


      The woman didn’t seem to understand what had happened, and her head made the questioning noise again before falling to the ground. Her body followed suit a little later, and bluish-black liquid started leaking from the body.


      At her side was Araignée, her sword in a reverse grip.


      She’s there?! I yelled mentally. Luck alone had kept me from saying so aloud. While I was shaken by the headless corpse in front of me, I managed to hold that back too.


      The armored figure grunted, unsheathing his sword and slicing across at Araignée. It was an instant reaction, and a rapid strike, but she’d already avoided it and leaped away into the trees.


      “You bitch!” the remaining subordinate yelled, dashing back. He must have been mad at his comrade being taken out. Those seething emotions seemed to flare behind his eyes as he lifted his hand...


      A ball of black phosphorescent fire launched from his hand, chasing after Araignée!


      Fiends could cast magic without the use of incantations. The fire—so unlike anything Asteria had created in color—didn’t catch her, instead impacting against a tree between them. The black flames engulfed the tree within seconds, turning it into a pillar of fire with a roar.


      I shuddered at the force behind that spell. If that hit someone, they’d have no way to fight back.


      He seemed to realize it had missed, because he ran off again.


      “Get back here!”


      “Wait! Do not pursue!”


      The general’s order didn’t reach his subordinate’s ears. The man just chased off into the trees after Araignée and vanished into the gloom.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 29 — Premonition


      I had him. The red-skinned fiend was as easy to provoke as he looked. At that moment, everyone’s attention was on the monster corpse, and on the man near it. It was a perfect opportunity—and one of few—for a surprise attack.


      Besides, if I hadn’t done it then, they might have found Rhuys. I didn’t have time to hesitate.


      It was lucky I’d taken down the female fiend. If she’d been the one left behind, she would probably have been on guard, not chasing me.


      They were close in form to humans, so their vital points were mostly the same. The head and the chest were obvious, and if you could remove their heads, that would finish them.


      I’ve heard about fiends having mana cores, I thought to myself. Apparently destroying those is effective too, but...


      I’d never seen one of those cores, at the very least. Even if they did exist, they’d probably be at a vital point, so they’d die either way.


      There were rare instances like the undead where cutting their head off wasn’t enough. That was probably why I hadn’t directly gone for the fiend general. I’d got a similar feeling off of him. It wasn’t the same, but I’d had a premonition that just cutting his head off—or destroying that core once—wouldn’t be enough to finish him.


      If I’d singled him out and didn’t drop him in one shot, odds were good I’d have been surrounded. Then I could easily see Rhuys jumping in to save me, and that would get us both killed.


      ────


      The male fiend swung his axe wildly, blasting black flames as he chased me. I mostly ignored it, pushing deeper into the forest. The trees sheltered me and cut off his sight line as I jumped toward one of them. I used it as a platform to jump to another, and soon hid myself in the canopy.


      A moment later, my pursuer’s stomping approached. He kept forging straight ahead, not realizing he’d lost sight of his target as he passed beneath me. I tossed a pebble in the direction he was going, just like I had earlier. It made the branches sway and rustle, drawing his attention. As he stiffened there, I leaped toward the back he’d turned on me.


      I converted all the energy from my kick against the branch and within my body into ki, accelerating myself and putting more force behind my strike as I planted it at full power into his back!


      Thunk!


      “Gah?!”


      The kick down had passed through his back, and now my foot was sticking out of his torso and into the ground. The ki drained into the ground like droplets into a pool of water, the reverberations striking him a second time.


      “Guh?! Wha?! You?!”


      He was coughing up gouts of blood as he turned to bare his fangs at me.


      At the same time, the design on his bare torso started to glow, and flames began to spout from all over his body. The pain must have ruined his focus; now they were spreading, uncontrolled. It probably wouldn’t end well if he could focus them in my direction, though. I kept my eye on the flames as I spoke.


      “Well, this is awkward.”


      With that short almost-apology, I drew my sword from my waist and cut through his neck and into the ground beneath him.


      “Kah?!”


      His head separated from his body and rolled away.


      “Agh...gah...wha...fu...bi...”


      The head made some inarticulate noises, but they stopped before long and faded into the silence of the forest.


      I watched from a distance, but he showed no sign of starting to move again, and the flames had died out. The blood seeping from his wounds had started to mix with corruption, so that had probably finished him.


      I let out a huff.


      If we’d met in different circumstances, maybe we wouldn’t have ended up trying to kill each other. It made me feel a little—actually, no, he was a fiend, so he’d have probably attacked as soon as we met, and it would have ended up like this anyway.


      I soon shook myself out of my little pensive moment and headed back the way I’d come.


      Rhuys wouldn’t be able to hold the barrier for long, and I had to get back before she was found.


      Plus...


      The armored fiend was a sharper swordsman than I’d expected, and that demanded my attention. I kept my eyes forward and saw the general there, warily watching for me. He apparently hadn’t moved, staying on guard.


      Which meant he also hadn’t seen Rhuys yet. That was one weight off my mind.


      As I ran, I pulled out one of the smoke bombs I’d picked up from Utile and tossed it so it would fall in front of him.


      The sphere flew along a graceful arc, and I figured it would naturally draw his attention.


      As it traced out its trajectory, I threw a little something extra—a dagger this time, straight at the bomb. The blade pierced it exactly as I’d aimed, and that activated it. It spewed white smoke all around. While his attention was on the flying object and his vision blocked by the smoke, I ran through, circling behind him.


      My vision was obscured too, but my opponent was in the smoke. I strained my eyes and could faintly see the figure as I steered my blade his way—


      Whoosh!


      I started.


      Suddenly, centered on the figure, the smoke dispersed in a sphere—no, it was being pushed back by a gust of wind. The gradually spreading, wholly unnatural gust pushed me and the smoke back.


      I thought I’d blocked his vision! Did he see through my plan?!


      No, if he’d seen through all of that, there would have been no need for him to be on guard or blast the smoke away. He was probably getting his vision back and defending himself at the same time. He’d blown away the smoke screen, but that was all. I held my voice in. Small noises wouldn’t be audible through the howling wind, so he shouldn’t know where I—


      “There you are!”


      And yet he turned directly to face me, thrusting his glowing sword at me. The wind condensed where it struck—I had a really bad feeling about it.


      That’s not just a sword. An artifact?


      The wind immediately intensified, coalescing into a tornado easily big enough to swallow a person whole. It was like a tower made out of wind—and it was coming my way.


      I immediately leaped sideways. The tornado roared as it passed me by. I glanced in its direction and saw the “tower” scouring the ground and ripping up trees in its path. This was ridiculous.


      If that hit me...I’d be stripped to the bone in seconds...


      I shuddered but readied myself, taking two daggers in my left hand and hucking them both at him. I was aiming for his helmet’s visor.


      He apparently wasn’t able to ignore that, because he used the sword in his hand to block them. I could only guess that he was saving his mana.


      General or not, his mana has limits, and like any fiend, his mana and his vitality are one and the same. He shouldn’t be able to use that trick forever.


      A fiend general would have far more mana than a normal fiend, but while the absolute amount of life force they had might be an order of magnitude higher, there was still a limit to it, and continually using it up would create an opening.


      As he deflected my daggers, I moved to his blind spot and then abruptly changed direction. I kept myself low as I closed the distance, aiming for his neck. Even if he was some abomination that wouldn’t die from losing his head, it would still unsteady him, and I could just keep cutting at him until he died.


      It didn’t matter if he blocked with the wind again either; it would just use more of his mana.


      However...


      The fiend general didn’t make either choice.


      He didn’t lose track of his target—me, in other words—and simply shifted his feet to face me again.


      He lowered himself, with no tension in his posture as he readied his sword in a centered grip. It was a textbook stance.


      I shuddered. The premonition I got from it might have been worse than the tornado.


      He moved with me, lowering himself even further and letting his sword tip drift down...


      “Hah!”


      He slashed sideways. That was fast!


      I didn’t let my momentum drop, leaping over the slash through the air. That could have been bad if I’d reacted any slower. He wasn’t just relying on pure strength like other monsters and fiends. He was disguising his attacks, using leverage, and leading with the blade. It was almost like...


      Swordplay...


      Maybe that was the source of my misgivings.


      I was on high alert, and the whole situation felt totally unsettling. A fiend was born with plenty of strength; they had no need to train themselves or their technique.


      And yet one of their generals, of all fiends, did...?


      I didn’t know if he could use ki, but he already had far more strength than a human. There was no wasted movement in any of his motions, and that alone made things more difficult. Even with my unease, I kicked at him in midair.


      “Guh?!”


      It wasn’t a strong kick, but it let me open up more distance between us. I spun as I landed. I was ready for an immediate attack, but for some reason, he didn’t move from his position, and didn’t ready his weapon either.


      What came my way as I waited uneasily for his next move was not his sword...


    


  



  

    

      Verse 30 — Ibe


      “Impressive. A human—and alone too.”


      What came was not his sword, but his voice. It was a low, male voice that resounded within his helmet. Despite his weighty tone, I could hear a note of genuine admiration in there.


      “You hid even your mana, not simply the noises you made. Incredible stealth.”


      Well, I wasn’t exactly hiding my mana.


      “Who are you?” he asked. “You do not seem to be the hero.”


      Hmph, I thought, it kinda grates on me to be dismissed so out of hand.


      “What makes you think that?” I asked. “I could be.”


      “Without the divine blade?”


      Okay, yeah, you got me.


      “Additionally, you are too skilled. I have heard that the hero has only just been chosen, and is still inexperienced.”


      I’d hoped to keep him off-balance for a minute, but apparently that wasn’t going to happen. Still, there was no reason to tell him that I was targeting him and why. I had an employer to protect.


      “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter. I’m just an adventurer. Just a coincidence I’m here, really.”


      “An adventurer here by chance would go out of their way to lie in wait for us, and kill my subordinate without a sound? An amusing joke,” he murmured, not even offering a hint of a smile—not that I’d have been able to see it through the helmet.


      “You had no hesitation. You waited for your chance and calmly, methodically eliminated my subordinates. I imagine you knew who we were from the beginning. The question is, where did you learn that? No...how did you learn it?”


      His tone sounded less like a genuine question and more like he was confirming something. It was like he already had an idea...


      Just like I did.


      “I’m curious too,” I said. “You three were waiting in the forest here for the hero, weren’t you? How did you know the hero would be coming here? You heard—but from who?”


      “Hmph. It seems we are in similar positions,” the general said with a faintly derisive snort.


      Something had been bothering me since Rhuys had brought the commission to me. Why would the fiend general in front of me end up waiting in the forest for the hero in the first place? After all, this was just one of the possible routes she could have chosen. The previous hero hadn’t gone this way.


      It hardly seemed likely a general would go all that way on their own on a potential wild-goose chase. Having said that, it also didn’t seem like he was getting his subordinates to do his work for him.


      Also, it was apparently rare for the fiend generals to leave the castle; usually they only generally showed their faces on the Battlefield. It was odd for one to come all this way in the first place, which must have meant that he had some certainty about it.


      A fiend general “just happening” to appear in the forest and “just happening” to kill the hero? That was the joke.


      It seemed far more likely that they were doing the same kind of thing we were.


      “Seems so,” I agreed. “I was commissioned to eliminate a ‘fiend who would kill the hero’ and came here to do that. I take it that’s you?”


      “Hoh, so you know that much? Indeed, I am one of the fiend generals: Ibe, the Tempest. The one you spoke of who is to kill the hero,” the black armored fiend announced in his biggest, most pompous voice.
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      I’d just been looking to gauge his reaction, but thankfully he’d admitted it himself. So this was the real deal.


      “Is this your first time seeing one of us?”


      At that, I realized I’d been staring pretty hard and smiled ruefully.


      “Well, I’ve seen fiends before, but never a fiend general. Especially not one that indulges in swordplay... Did I offend you?”


      “I care not. As long as Asteria’s barrier is there, we cannot move freely in your lands, so you would have little chance to encounter us.”


      “The barrier? You mean from the fairy tales?”


      “It is no fairy tale,” he said before pausing. “Ah, your kind loses so much precious knowledge to the churn of generations.”


      You can’t blame us for being short lived.


      “Well, no matter. The barrier repels those with corruption—Aísthima’s power—more strongly the more of it they have inherited. This forest is as far as one such as I can go. Corrupting the land will make it Aísthima’s domain and weaken Asteria’s power, shrinking the barrier.”


      A stronger repulsion against more corruption...corrupting the land...so that was how it worked? Was that why there weren’t many strong monsters around Partir?


      “Without it, it would not be here in the forest, but right at Asteria’s knee that would be perfumed with the scent of the hero’s death.”


      “The scent of death... So that’s—”


      The reason they were waiting for the hero?


      “The blessing of the wicked god Necros, Conveyor of the Unclean, allows one to scent for the death of others. One of our compatriots has received that blessing.”


      A compatriot—so another fiend general?


      “And your subordinates?”


      “Were likely sent for the same reason as you. Allegedly the scent was weakening, so we needed insurance.”


      So that was why the future Rhuys had seen had changed.


      “Actually, wait, wicked god? Not a demon? Actually, more importantly, demons actually exist?”


      “What are you talking about? Wicked gods—those you people call demons—are present everywhere.”


      “Huh? Everywhere? So...over there?” I asked, pointing in a random direction. He nodded wordlessly. I hadn’t expected him to agree.


      “The gods ‘exist everywhere, and yet exist nowhere.’ They float through the world, whispering of wickedness and virtuousness. Only the nature of the one listening determines which prevails in their heart.”


      I guessed that’s why the religious teachings always talked about endeavoring to pick good. The fiend continued.


      “We call them wicked and virtuous gods for convenience, but in truth there is no real difference between them.”


      “No...difference?”


      “Both are just gods. They lost their physical bodies in their last war, and now they are immaterial. They lost their ability to touch the world, and are left to interact with us through our own equally immaterial spirits. Blessings are but one of their methods. Besides, both Aísthima and Asteria were twin gods that existed simultaneously. They—”


      “Wait wait wait wait!” I interrupted, unable to keep up with the sudden information overload.


      “What is it?” he asked.


      “I mean, do you even need to ask? How am I supposed to keep up if you drop all of that on me at once? Gods and demons are the same thing? They’re immaterial and interact through the spirit? The goddess and the daemon...are twins?”


      I just hadn’t managed to get any of that.


      “Besides, why are you telling me all of that? I’m shocked you’re just talking this much. I mean, I’m supposed to be here to kill you, and that compatriot you were talking about could be a target of mine too, depending on how things shake out.”


      “Hm...”


      He put his hand to his chin in thought... Did he not know himself?


      “Yes. If I had to say, it was your eyes.”


      “My eyes?”


      “That which Asteria’s followers usually turn on us tend to be hostile. In gaze, in word, and in action. It all speaks so eloquently of their hostility. There is little chance to exchange conversation there.”


      “Well, I guess so. A lot of people have lost families and homes to monsters, and the temple as a whole hates all followers of the daemon. Even if you can be understood, a conversation isn’t going to happen.”


      “Indeed so. Yet I feel none of that hostility from you. You felled my subordinates simply to remove obstacles to your goal. Besides, you bear some curiosity about me, a fiend general. I have precious little opportunity to see such people... I suppose that is why my tongue slipped on this occasion.”


      “So in other words, you got excited about finally having someone to talk to and got carried away?”


      “It puts me ill at ease to hear it put that way.”


      What was with this general? He was kinda cute.


      “Besides, none of what I’ve said is secret. It is simply knowledge that your people have lost. The blessing from the wicked god is much the same. It could be somewhat entertaining if that information led you to that woman.”


      So it was a woman he was talking about. Apparently they didn’t get along?


      “You know I don’t feel like sharing my side?”


      “I care not. Those blessed by the gods are rare but by no means nonexistent. Knowing our movements in advance would imply either the ears of Symvólaio, or the eyes of Katharos...”


      So he had a decent idea of what was going on. Well, as long as he didn’t realize it was Rhuys specifically, that was fine.


      “Regardless, however you obtained your information matters not a whit if you do not leave this place alive. You understand that, correct?”


      “Well, yeah.”


      “I have no intention of letting that happen. After all, it would pose an issue if people were informed of my movements.”


      Ah, right, so he was sneaking around to avoid people interfering.


      “Thus, there is naught you can do but take that sword in your hand and try to cut me down. Put your entire being on the line to challenge me. Also...”


      “Also?”


      “Swordplay is my hobby.”


      I had to chew on that for a second.


      “Pardon?”


      “I have long crossed blades with the followers of Asteria, and I have had a realization. You had simply left everything to numbers, yet your movements clearly changed with time. As time went on, your movements became stronger, sharper, and more varied. The winds murmured of the god of victory passing the idea down to you.”


      “Uh? Right. Right?”


      Sorry, wait up, I’m still stuck on the hobby thing.


      His tone was growing more and more zealous, and he was talking faster and faster.


      “Despite our greater strength, those techniques could see us sometimes defeated. I have taken them on with my blade and with my body. I have investigated the wounds of my fallen subordinates, and hypothesized how the blade must have moved. I refined the knowledge I had and put it into practice, gaining a joy greater than simply following my instincts would ever offer. My diligent study had become one of my greatest concerns before I knew it...”


      “Uhm...”


      “Yet I cannot understand what it is beyond the repetitions of the movements. There are still facets of the way of the blade unknown to me, and—”


      I let his impassioned speech just pass through my mind. I’d thought it was some change of heart within fiends as a whole, or maybe just a method to avoid wasting mana, but apparently...


      So he’s just a maniac for the sword and a weirdo? And he worked it all out from scratch to learn? That’s...way too funny!


      Actually, I was about to wrangle directly with all that accumulated skill, so now probably wasn’t the time to be laughing.


      “If I could have, I would have wished to bear witness to the skill of the Sword Emperor. When I had first heard of him, his exceptional talent had already vanished, leaving only rumors. It is a shame I will never experience it directly.”


      My mouth twitched at that.


      It had happened again. I’d been hearing that alias a lot lately, and I couldn’t ignore it. On top of that, despite the world despising him, Rhuys, what’s-his-face, and this fiend general all saw him favorably...


      “You might be despairing too early,” I told him.


      “What do you mean?”


      A faint joy from the exhilaration of battle and the clarity of a sudden plan pushed me on, making my usually tight lips slip slightly.


      “Because I’m his apprentice. The Sword Emperor Ein Wisteria’s, that is.”


    


  



  

    

      Verse 31 — A Blade That Cuts All


      “You’re...”


      Araignée is...


      The Sword Emperor’s apprentice?


      All I could do was watch the fight from a distance, but I had to mentally cry out at her sudden confession. It should have seemed absurd, but the revelation felt like it crashed into my chest.


      So that was why she’d been so strong—the answer to Jair’s question.


      But, Araignée had said that the Sword’s Succession’s innkeeper had taught her to use a sword... The ex-adventurer...innkeeper...?


      He’s an ex-adventurer, Araignée’s adoptive father, and her sword instructor? Um, right, the Sword Emperor vanished—


      “We started living here around a decade ago.”


      A decade ago. That matched roughly with when he was said to have vanished. But wait a moment. That innkeeper, a man I’d even personally spoken to, he was Ein Wisteria, the man I’d been searching for...?


      But...my priest told me his name was Orphelin Ordinaire...


      Oh...


      Now that I thought about it, “ordinary orphan” would just be a pseudonym to hide his identity. You wouldn’t name a child an orphan...


      So he’s really...


      He was really the Sword Emperor, and Araignée was his apprentice, and he had traveled as a guardian with My Priest. The two of them had come from the same orphanage and even became guardians together?


      It was no good. I couldn’t keep up. Just everything the fiend general had unloaded on us was overwhelming me.


      “The Sword Emperor’s apprentice... I have not even heard rumors of such a thing...”


      “Well, we kept it secret for a few different reasons.”


      “Presumably it is related to his disappearance. Well, no matter. The important thing to me is the truth of your claim.” As he spoke, the fiend general readied his blade. Then, after a pause, changed his mind. “Actually, perhaps not. The truth matters little to me if you can demonstrate the strength to back up that claim.”


      Araignée responded quietly. She took up her usual stance, the same one as in her fight with Jair. Her right hand and foot were farther back, and she’d slightly lowered herself. However, she seemed far more focused than she’d been back then.


      “I hope you won’t complain it’s over too quick,” she replied.


      “You interest me more and more. Show me, then, apprentice of the Sword Emperor—”


      As he finished speaking, the fiend kicked off from the ground. The powerful stamp sent his whole frame flying as if his armor weighed nothing. He carried the force of his charge through his blade, bringing it down in a slash.


      It was a simple, almost textbook strike, the blade oriented perfectly. However, it was far faster than an average swordsman would manage, and it sliced through the air at her.


      In reply, she shifted her left hand into a reverse grip on her sword and hoisted it above her head.


      Shriiing.


      The quiet ring of metal on metal was all that was left as she turned his slash aside.


      He must have expected that; he showed no sign of surprise. On the contrary, he transitioned his deflected slash into another horizontal strike and immediately reversed its course—


      Clang!


      Araignée’s right foot had stopped the slash before it started, impacting its base, near the pommel.


      “Guh?!”


      Then she used the now stationary handle as a foothold and began to move.


      “Ha!” I heard her shout sharply.


      I couldn’t see her movements after that. There was no sound, and the next thing I knew, her sword had swung—and a moment later, blood gushed from its path as the fiend general’s head fell to the ground.


      ◆◆◆


      Fiends could use magic without incantations because the borders between their body, soul, and mana were thinner, making them closer together. Or something like that. I didn’t really get the theory, but I guessed them being closer meant that they could influence each other more easily.


      Whatever the logic behind it was, it meant that fiends using mana influenced their bodies, and therefore their lives, directly.


      And, maybe because all those facets of themselves were closer and more porous, fiends were loyal to their instincts and desires.


      Telling this fiend general obsessed with swordplay that I was the Sword Emperor’s apprentice would almost certainly make him prioritize his desires—his interests. He wouldn’t use magic, and insist on a duel of pure swordsmanship. That was why I’d revealed my secret. Though I confess I’d also let myself get a bit excited.


      In a straight-up close-quarters fight—a duel with the sword—I wouldn’t lose to anyone but dad.


      The techniques that dad had taught me could broadly be separated into two things. He had a tendency—or you could say bad habit—of fixating on individual things, so his career as a swordsman had been almost entirely focused on those two things.


      One of them was turning aside an enemy’s attacks. Or being “untouchable by the blade.” The slogan was a bit of an exaggeration, though. It wasn’t the same as Rhuys’s eyes, but if you paid attention to someone’s movements you could predict what attacks would follow. If you could predict them, all you had to do was “slip” past them a little. If you could defend against direct attacks, you could at least avoid instant death. I had blocked his greatsword; then the next thing at hand—or rather to foot—was to stop his follow-up and keep him from moving.


      The other thing I was taught was putting my full strength behind an attack at an opening—“a blade that cuts all.”


      Breathing, movements, reach, will—with all of them properly in place, I could cut through steel armor, regardless of the situation.


      The fruits of that training were on full display here as I moved with the sword’s handle as my foothold.


      The ki from all my limbs moved along my arm, and right to the tip of my blade...and I swung, envisioning my whole body as the blade.


      I needed perfection of movement more than I needed speed. I did it all in one breath, stopping my opponent from even realizing my movements.


      I didn’t know how many times I’d used this single basic slash. The attack sheared through the fiend general’s jet-black armor, and through the vital point hidden beneath.


      ＊＊＊


      The head still wore the helmet as it rolled on the ground. The body maintained its position as a great fountain of dark red spurted from the torso.


      For normal fiends like the subordinate I took down earlier, that would have finished things. It’d be nice if this did finish it... I muttered to myself in my own head. I already knew otherwise, though. I wasn’t facing a normal fiend. My opponent stood just below the archfiend, at the head of their fighters.


      I felt a slight tremor in the handle my right foot was still braced against, and immediately leaped away. As I did, the headless body swung its sword wildly... I was right to be on guard.


      “Hahhh... Ha ha! Ha ha ha ha!” came a man’s guffaw from by my feet. There was only one thing that could explain that in this situation.


      So my feeling was right...


      Just as I’d felt before I started, cutting off the fiend general’s head didn’t kill him.


      “Ha ha, ha! You saw through that and then stopped it with a kick. What in the world was that attack? It was so sharp and fast I could barely see it, let alone defend against it, and you easily parted my armor... Ha ha, ha, ha ha!”


      The freshly severed head was happily analyzing what had separated it from its body. He seemed awfully cheery for a guy in his condition. With my premonition hitting home, I was starting to worry whether I could defeat him. Still, while it might not have finished him, there was no mistaking the separation of his head and body for anything but a good opportunity.


      I closed in again, aiming for the head and practically skimming the ground, I was so low. Before I could bring my strength to bear, the body was between us, defending with his sword.


      “How unkind! I was enjoying this battle!” the head protested.


      “Too bad. I don’t enjoy fighting, or make a hobby of dragging fights out!”


      He might have been just fine without his head, but my stamina had its limits.


      His missing head might not kill him instantly, but it was probably a vital point, because it seemed he wouldn’t let me target it. All I could do was attack through the body, then.


      Maybe the loss of his head was affecting his balance, because his swings were a bit wilder than before as I slipped through them and slashed diagonally up. I didn’t let up and wheeled about, immediately coming down with a second slash into an “X” in a single breath.


      “Guh?! Ha ha! Your slashes can still pierce this armor, then! But...”


      The pain must have carried through still, because the head on the floor yelled out, though—


      “...it’s not enough!”


      Indeed, he wasn’t bleeding much, and he wasn’t showing any sign of slowing.


      The headless armor struck as if to shake me off. I took a single step back and let it pass me by.


      At the same time, I used the striker on my left boot that had remained in place to throw sparks...and scooped them up with my right foot as I brought it back forward.


      The ki from my body traveled along to my foot, magnifying the ki from the sparks—fire ki—and consolidated it...


      Crash!


      The kick destroyed the already broken armor even further, baring Ibe’s body at the same moment the condensed flames erupted from my foot like a blade, opening up a small hole in the general’s body.


      “Gu-urk?!”


      I immediately pulled my foot back, and then stabbed without a moment’s delay with the silver dagger I’d drawn in my left hand.


      “Guuyauaaaah?!”


      The fiend general had laughed off having his head cut off, but now his cry of pain filled the clearing.


      I’d stabbed him where a human heart would have been. Being stabbed in a vital spot would be fatal at the best of times, but the purifying properties of silver made it burn all the more. I hadn’t known how effective it would be on a fiend general, but apparently the answer was plenty. I was glad I’d bought it, even if it was only the one.


      I cut off his head, burned him, and stabbed silver into his vitals... An average fiend would be dead three times over, but...


      The sudden wind that picked up around us told me I hadn’t actually killed him.


      I let go of the silver dagger and leaped back from the headless torso.


      Not a moment later there was a whoosh as a whirling vortex of wind big enough to cover his body burst up from Ibe’s feet, throwing dust up that blocked my sight...but, through it, I could faintly see something the size of a human head floating in the air.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 32 — Insight


      The gust of wind only lasted for an instant. The dust soon cleared, and the fiend general’s form was visible again.


      However, that form was slightly different from a moment ago. The head was now on top of the torso, despite having been lopped off—essentially, he was back to normal.


      Apparently just cutting his head off didn’t stop him from reconnecting it later. That just wasn’t fair.


      “Guh, nuh... Gah!”


      Ibe had grabbed the dagger still sticking out of his chest and yanked it back out.


      “Hahhh... Hahhh! This burning inside of me... Silver? On top of that...fire with no mana...this must be what you people call ‘ki.’ I still have not managed to obtain that... No. I see—Asteria’s fire, the spirits!”


      Asteria’s fire? Was that different from normal fire? Actually, I hadn’t expected to hear about spirits here. Was that lost knowledge as well?


      “Ha ha ha! Effective indeed. The clash of opposing powers makes it so. I truly cannot deal with that perfectly. I see, so simply mimicking the motions is insufficient...”


      “I don’t exactly get what you’re talking about, but it’s kinda depressing to do all that and barely get a reaction.”


      There was still joy in the fiend general’s voice as he enthusiastically yet calmly dissected the situation. It had pained him, but clearly come nowhere near killing him. His severed head was reattached, and the wound on his chest was already starting to close.


      Unlike his two subordinates, attacking several vital points hadn’t been enough to finish him. I’d probably have to go for that mana core thing that might not even exist, or just outlast his mana.


      Or maybe the hero with the divine blade was the only one who’d beaten them in all the records of the past because—


      “Hardly. Multiple wounds that severe would surely kill me,” he revealed.


      If that was true, I could at least stop worrying about it not being possible.


      “There are none who have driven me this far without the divine blade on their own. You are worthy of calling yourself the Sword Emperor’s apprentice.”


      “Well...thanks for that,” I said, smiling back, but internally, it was a grimace.


      That confession and his praise just seemed like proof he still wasn’t overwhelmed, even if it hadn’t been meant that way.


      “However, exhausting myself further will interfere with my original goal. No longer can I allow myself to indulge my desires.”


      Despite that being about as clear a proclamation of moving in for the kill as you could get, he seemed less willing to fight than earlier.


      Actually, he seemed more...regretful? About what? Had he given up on something?


      As I looked on in puzzlement, Ibe brought his sword up in front of his chest like a knight’s salute. The sword began to glow again, and a gentle breeze spread out from the fiend general. I didn’t know what it did, but he was using some new magic. Alarm bells were ringing in my head.


      Could I stop him here? Unsure of that, I tossed a dagger, but the wind flung it from its intended path.


      I reflexively braced myself. Suddenly a massive gale engulfed the entire clearing.


      ◇◇◇


      The blast of wind in the clearing even reached my hiding spot in the trees. My hair fluttered in the breeze, and when it subsided—well, as far as I could see from here, nothing had changed. There was still a sense of unease that I couldn’t shake, though. Unease and wariness. The unpleasant feeling was in my aethernode—and my eyes?


      I didn’t know what he was doing, but it didn’t seem like an offensive spell. That uneasy feeling, though, the sense of impending doom, had settled in my chest and eyes.


      I closed my eyes. Then I focused my will and my mana into my eyes before I opened them again. There was no change in my left eye. It showed me exactly what it had before.


      That wasn’t the case for my right eye, though. Its vision was glowing, tinted blue.


      From the outside, it would be shining with a blue light, and rippling like water.


      Even as I hoped that my unease was just my imagination, I cast my blue-tinted vision toward the battle’s progress.


      ◆◆◆


      I scrunched up one eye and used my arm to shield my face from the wind. The sudden gust tugged at my body, blowing my hair back. It threw dust up into the air and made the trees in the area sway...but that was it.


      Not an attack, and not a diversion either. Nothing seems to have changed, but...


      The bad feeling I had wouldn’t go away. The alarm bells were still ringing in my head. It was a wariness contrary to my experience, something I’d never felt before.


      Unlike his earlier excitement, he quietly raised and readied his sword, apparently waiting for me to attack. The unchanged environment and his patience made things seem even more ominous. Still, we couldn’t just stand here staring at each other, or we’d get nowhere. I wasn’t in the habit of sitting and waiting, so I pulled out my familiar daggers and launched them, then leaped behind them.


      The first was aimed at the slit in his helmet, while the other was directed at his heart.


      Assuming the pain had left an impression, I figured he would unconsciously prioritize protecting it. If he used magic, that would be more mana gone, and if he used his sword, I could take advantage of the blind spot and go in for the attack.


      But...


      He barely moved, just stepping around the flying blades.


      Did he read my aim?


      Attacking the same place as before was probably just too blatant. Plus, I’d used throwing knives to get in close before, so maybe I was rushing in on the attack. My thoughts aside, he had his sword in a medium height stance and stabbed it at me. The sword was once more covered in light and wreathed with wind.


      That was a move I’d seen before. He was probably going to be using that “tower” from earlier. The force behind it was ridiculous to even remember, but the distance I was at and this timing meant that dodging it wouldn’t—


      FWISH!


      Wha?


      The vortex was smaller than I’d seen so far. Unfortunately, it was also far faster!


      “Ah... Guh!”


      It was closer to the kind of lance a knight might use on horseback. The sharp spiral passed right by, a hairsbreadth away. It was only because I spotted the slight difference in how it felt before he launched the attack that I barely avoided a direct hit. But I’d reacted too slowly and taken a blow to my left shoulder. My clothes were torn, and blood was flowing down my arm. Ow.


      “And you still avoided it... Your senses are more akin to beast than man.”


      I grimaced at the warm sensation of the blood as I stayed on the move and checked myself over. It hurt, but not so much that I was immobilized.


      Attacking the same way is going to be dangerous, though...


      I avoided a direct charge, hiding myself as I hid among the trees. I leaped between them, keeping out of his vision as I closed the distance...


      Just like when I’d dealt with his subordinate, I threw a pebble, purposefully making a noise, and then kicked off another tree, changing direction again. I was flying through the air now, coming down from the canopy to attack him from behind.


      I was confident he hadn’t been able to follow my movements, and even if he had, doing anything about it wouldn’t be easy. He certainly hadn’t shown any sign of noticing me. He wasn’t even making any move to look for me either, which confused me. The alarm bells in my head hadn’t stopped. I couldn’t just stop in midair, though. I put my weight behind my blade and swung.


      He didn’t move. He didn’t cast a spell. He just quietly adjusted the angle of his sword to point right at me as I came flying in.


      The blackened blade was a harbinger of death closing in on me. Reflexively, I slammed my own blade into his extended sword, winding around it.


      Clang!


      “What the?!” he exclaimed as I rolled over his head, barely avoiding being skewered.


      I could only relax for a moment, though. As soon as I landed, his shadow fell over me as he raised his sword.


      “Impressively dodged. But I have you now!”


      The fiend general didn’t overlook the fatal opening, bringing his sword down in a wide slash. In the brief instant before it landed, my thoughts raced.


      Taking it head-on would cut me in half—


      —I didn’t want the sword dad gave me to break—


      —Couldn’t dodge from this position—the gauntlet—


      I followed that voice, leaving my body to my instincts and abandoning my thoughts. I struck out to my left with the black gauntlet against the blade’s side.


      Cling!


      The strike deflected the blade.


      “Nngh!”


      At the same time, the shock passed through my gauntlet; I grimaced. That had gone...right up...to the wound in my shoulder!


      I forced myself to ignore the pain and put my strength into pushing it aside. The blade skimmed past me and smashed into the ground like a bomb went off, blasting dirt into the air—something I only glimpsed out of the corner of my eye as I spun with the recoil. I switched my sword from a reverse grip to a forward grip and slashed sideways as I got up on one knee!


      “Guh?!”


      He sensed the attack a moment before it happened. It just left a shallow scratch across his armor, but he must have been wary of a follow-up, because he backed away and once more waited quietly.


      “Hahh... Hahh...” I gasped for breath as I stood warily, readjusting my sword back to a reverse grip.


      How many times did I nearly die just then?


      The fiend general didn’t need to tell me; I knew he hadn’t been fighting at full strength so far. He was avoiding excessive maneuvers and large-scale magic, indulging his interest in swordplay.


      Because I’d pulled him into that position, I had a slight edge, but...with that gone, the gulf between our strengths would be obvious. I’d known that.


      But so suddenly...?


      If he’d just relied on strength, I wouldn’t have really thought anything of it. Right now, though, Ibe was keeping that strength in check—controlling it. That “spear” from earlier was a good example. It was narrower in effect than the “tower,” but its speed and precision was on another level, and it seemed even more destructive. If he’d used that to begin with, I might have died there and then.


      On top of that, he was making no wasted movements, moving with perfect precision. He’d dealt with both the daggers and the attack from behind like they’d posed no problem at all, with the smallest movements possible.


      Maybe it was just that he understood my movements, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was more than that. It felt like he was reading everything from my techniques and thoughts right to my follow-through.


      Was he actually doing that?


      If he could, it made no sense that he seemed so surprised at my desperate attack while I was barely hanging in there. I’d been frantically warding off my impending death, so after that I’d pretty much just flowed into my movements without even thinking.


      Without even thinking about it...?


      Could he not read me if I wasn’t thinking?


    


  



  

    

      Verse 33 — Wind Prison Barrier


      As soon as the thought occurred, I looked him over again like a brand-new opponent. He didn’t say a word, just keeping his sword stationary and ready, waiting for me to attack. I still couldn’t see his expression through his helmet, but...


      Either way, I was done for at this rate, but if I could work out one of his tricks at least, I might stand a chance.


      I rushed in again.


      I kept my eye out for any of those spears again as I did, but he showed no sign of using any magic. Maybe he was just curious about what I’d do and let himself get carried away.


      Just as we got into mutual sword range, I slashed sideways at his neck.


      Ibe moved to stop it before it could properly get going, meeting it with his sword vertical.


      Our swords would form a cross...but just before that could happen, I let the wrist of my hand on the sword fall, slipping past his blade before I swung with my right hand.


      Sliding past defenses and cutting an opponent down, this was my swordsman killer technique: Permeation Blade.


      As I’d told Rhuys before, it had proven its worth, even working against the Sword Emperor the first time he saw it. It was essentially only effective for that first time, though... If you knew it was coming, it wasn’t exactly hard to defend against.


      In the end, the fiend general did exactly what I expected. He pulled his attack back, pushing my sword from the side, perfectly defending against the first-time killer.


      The two of us faced off across our clashing blades.


      “It’s almost like you know what I’m going to do,” I commented.


      “Oh, to think you would realize before you were defeated.” I could pretty much take that as an admission. “Permeation Blade... It certainly would be impossible to defend against—the first time.”


      Apparently, he wasn’t even trying to hide it anymore, as he added things that I definitely hadn’t said aloud.


      Very few people could go from sitting in a chair to standing and walking without realizing it. You would generally be conscious of standing up, and then of starting to walk first. That principle was even more noticeable in battle.


      Your opponent’s strength, your responses, the situation around you. Keeping all of that in your head and occasionally thinking your way through to the best technique was an indispensable skill for survival. Essentially, Ibe could pick up on all those thoughts and plans as they went through my head. The key to it was probably that blast of wind from earlier. He must have been letting me get in close and then counterattacking to let me think I was on the offensive. Odds were good that he’d struggled to deal with some of my moves despite reading them because I’d stopped thinking and reacted on instinct.


      Or maybe just being in so close meant that he couldn’t react in time, even if he had read me.


      “It is broadly as you imagine,” he said, politely confirming the theory in my mind.


      While I was happy to be right, I also couldn’t help but think it was unfair.


      That unhappiness must have leaked to him, because a laugh came from inside that helmet of his. It felt almost self-deprecating, like he might have agreed. That said, I was well aware that you took what you could get in a fight to the death.


      “Additionally,” he continued, maybe feeling slightly guilty, “I am naturally poor at controlling my mana. With this sword and my power dedicated to the barrier, I can finally manipulate it as I wish.”


      So that barrier was the reason behind that “spear” earlier. He usually had too much strength and couldn’t aim his attacks properly.


      Right then, I’d figured out his trick and gotten in close at the same time. Distance was something I’d need to think my way through, but now that I was in so close, I just had to keep my head empty and attack by ref—


      “Hmph!”


      And as if to get there first, Ibe kicked at my stomach. I managed to get my own foot in the way and block—


      He got me!


      I should have dodged, not blocked. Despite my regret, it was already too late. My weight wasn’t enough to withstand the force of his kick. Even though I knew his aim was to throw me off, I could do nothing to stop it. I used the force of his kick to throw myself back.


      I wasn’t hurt, and I’d landed fine. But now there was so much distance between us, and he wouldn’t let me close it again so easily.


      What do I do? Pull back? Or do I just run an—


      “I think not!” he yelled sharply.


      He must have finished whatever spell he was casting while I was on the defensive. I watched as the ceaseless gusts began to encircle the terrain, gradually forming a dome that enclosed us in the clearing.


      It’s...


      There was still plenty of room to move, despite being shut off. The wind seemed weaker than the spears and tower from earlier. But...


      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the nearby trees breaking as parts of them were swallowed by the winds. While it wouldn’t be fatal, any unexpected contact with it didn’t look like it would end well. It felt almost like it existed to block off my retreat.


      A prison of wind?


      At that thought, I turned around and slashed at the wind at my back. My sword cut through it, opening up a path for an instant—but the rushing winds soon closed it off. It was possible that if I could just focus on the prison, I might manage something...


      Whoosh!


      “Urk!”


      But, well, it seemed like a certain somebody wasn’t going to let me get away with that.


      The spear was sent almost like a rebuke for turning my back on my enemy, and I dodged it with a slight movement.


      “You will not get away. As I said earlier, I would like to avoid any further interference.”


      Yeah, he wasn’t just going to sit quietly while I broke out of his prison. I’d thought before the fight that if he was too much for me I could just run away but my means of escape had been taken from me in an instant.


      I found my attention fixing on the gauntlet over my left hand before I knew it.


      Klyk... If I wake you up, could we manage? But—


      “Your gauntlet is called ‘fang’? To think you still have hidden options even now— No, wait. Why do you know our language?”


      Damn it, me, he’s reading your mind!


      I shifted my focus from preparing to flee. My path out was blocked, so if I wanted to leave here alive, my enemy was right. I’d have to defeat him to do it.


      I put the sword back in its sheath and let my body completely relax.


      I let out a quiet breath, circulating ki through my body. Then, I pictured all of my unnecessary thoughts leaving my body with my breathing.


      If my problem was my mind being read before I was in close, I’d just have to not think in the first place.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 34 — Beast of Instinct


      “Oh?”


      I heard Ibe show interest as he caught my thoughts. It didn’t matter anymore, though. I had nothing else to think of, and I just ran forward. As I ran, I pulled out all of my remaining throwing daggers in both hands. If I didn’t make it out of here, I was dead, so this was no time to be stingy. Then I threw them. Not toward the general, but to fall in front of him, into the sky.


      If I kept going, my own throwing daggers would fall down on me before I reached him. I’d thrown them somewhat randomly too, so not even I knew where they’d fall. Despite doing my best not to think, he must have gotten a rough idea of my intent. Even so, he seemed somewhat taken aback. He had to decide whether to prioritize the blades in the air or me.


      In the end, he must have decided to focus on me. Wind gathered around his blade and condensed.


      But, contrary to my faded thoughts, my senses were even sharper, and they spotted it before he launched his attack, and I jumped. I was faster than his spell, and dodged the fatal attack, a spear passing through the space a moment later.


      I put aside my impulse to dwell on how happy I was to be right, kicking off from the ground again as soon as I landed, bolting forward again. But as I did, one of the daggers I’d thrown—because they were designed to be thrown, their weight was predominantly in the blades—came down blade-first toward me. It must have looked ridiculous from the outside. I dodged the blade falling toward the crown of my head on pure instinct, flinging it forward with my right gauntlet.


      “Guh?!”


      It looked like my initial gamble had paid off. I heard the general grunt, followed by the clang of the black sword deflecting the dagger. If he’d defended against it, that meant that I’d sent it flying in a direction where he’d needed to. As I pushed forward, I unconsciously reached out to the falling daggers. I deflected them with my gauntlets, or sometimes grabbed them directly, or sometimes even kicked them forward as they fell chaotically.


      I was progressing with no thought, relying on instantaneous reactions to propel my blades at the fiend. I didn’t know where they’d go, so he couldn’t tell either.


      “Ngh... Mmf!”


      Even so, perhaps it was my experience doing the heavy lifting, but my attacks had stayed pretty accurate despite the fact that I was fighting blind. The metallic ringing built and built as I drew closer until, eventually, finally, I was in sword range.


      “Hmph!”


      The fiend general was the first to move; after deflecting one of my daggers, he slashed back from my right to my left in a wide, sweeping arc. It was a reversal of our positions so far—he was coming after my head this time.


      I tilted my neck so it would pass over me harmlessly. At the same time, I used my still uninjured right shoulder to strike the flat of the blade and lift it slightly, turning it aside.


      The black blade scraped over the surface of my shoulder and passed by above my tilted head. Even as the whistle it made cutting through the air terrified me, I used my right shoulder—and my sword gripped in that arm’s hand—to intersect with the slash from the outside. A simultaneously defensive and offensive technique: Intersecting Blades.


      “Gurk?!”


      My blade dug along the line from where his head had already parted from his body once.


      It wasn’t deep enough, though. It had only bitten halfway through his throat. I saw that he had taken one of his hands off the sword’s hilt and shifted slightly backward. That had made the cut shallower. Maybe he’d picked up on thoughts I hadn’t quite managed to erase.


      “Guh! Hah... Ha ha ha... Ha!”


      With a mixture of pained grunts and loud laughter, Ibe slashed his sword up with his right hand like he was pulling it through the earth. He was relying on brute force now in a way he hadn’t so far, but it wouldn’t end well if it hit me. I jumped a step back and let it pass, but then he brought it back down to bear on top of me.


      Normally I might have turned it aside while getting in close, but my body had decided to avoid the danger. The sword sent a plume of dirt into the air as it impacted the ground, and the distance between us opened up again.


      This could work, though. If I didn’t think, he couldn’t read my thoughts. I still had thoughts in my head, so I hadn’t been able to finish it just now. I needed to eliminate even more of my rational mind. More...more...


      “Finally, I think I understand. You weren’t hiding it; you never had mana in the first place.”


      The low voice came through the thin curtain of dust in front of me as his black blade lit up. I was wary of a spear at any moment, but contrary to those expectations, there wasn’t even a breeze. All I saw was the fiend general with his blade stabbed into the ground.


      “And precisely because of that, your aethernode is clouded. It is impressive you can deal with magic just relying on your remaining five senses. But—”


      Ibe continued talking, but as I let my thoughts go, the meaning of his words didn’t enter my head. They were just pointless sounds passing in through one ear and out of the other.


      I started running, zigzagging to avoid anything like the spears. All I paid attention to was the foreboding feeling I got whenever he used his sword or magic.


      Ibe pulled his blade from the earth and took a step back. The last shred of logic I had in me called for caution, but if I let him keep me at a distance, I’d have no way of closing it again. I had no choice but to go all in.


      I’d kill him. This time, he’d die. Once I was close, I’d kill. Without thinking, without planning. When he was in range...


      I’d kill. Kill. Killkillkillkillkillki—


      As I approached my objective, and took the final step...it was like a bomb went off at my feet as I was blasted by wind.


      The air pressure, the impact, it was like I’d been hit by an invisible wall.


      I curled forward to protect my vitals, but even so, I was lifted bodily into the air—




      —ow.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 35 — My Turn


      I was floating.


      The next thing I knew, my feet had left the ground and I’d been hurled into the air. The barrier that should have been covering the clearing had vanished, and I was stuck in midair with nowhere to run—easy prey.


      My whole body hurt. There were cuts all over me. This new trick of his with the wind wasn’t just meant as an attack; its true purpose was to strand me in midair, where I couldn’t mount a meaningful defense.


      A moment later, I recalled when I’d let all of my thoughts go and understood what had happened. I’d charged headlong into an obvious trap.


      Keeping your wits about you and thinking things through is essential to survival, but it could just as easily slow you down when what the situation calls for is split-second decision-making. So I’d learned from dad how to let go of my thoughts and act on ingrained reflex. But...


      “You would likely have seen through such a barefaced trap, had you been conscious. Conversely, if your aethernode was working fully, you would have easily sensed my magic.”


      Except my aethernode didn’t work fully. While abandoning my thoughts made my senses sharper, it also narrowed them. Just like now. Besides, if I had an average amount of mana and a working aethernode...


      “Ah... Then your initial ambush would not have worked. Things are not as we would wish.”


      Come on, I thought, you don’t need to be so on the mark.


      Everything was exactly how the fiend general beneath me had said. If my lack of mana was a boon to me, since it made me nearly invisible to fiends’ aethernodes, it was also my bane. Nothing caught me off guard quite like magic. I’d thought that I’d found the fatal flaw in his approach—if I had no conscious thoughts, he couldn’t read them—but all I’d done was let him steer me exactly where he wanted me.


      People could only fight with what they had. You could walk out “what ifs” until the end of time, but I had no excuse at this point—


      “This fight with you was truly worthwhile.”


      Ibe let out a satisfied breath as he thrust toward me—his finishing blow.


      “You are the most gifted warrior with a sword that I have ever seen. The skill I have witnessed in you and the wounds my body has taken will become part of me and live on forevermore.”


      Despite that, even disregarding the extra distance between us, he seemed smaller, and his voice seemed to have lost some of its zeal, but that must have been my imagination. Or maybe it was like the sadness that settled over you as a festival was coming to a close. Even so, this was just the result of what our choices had brought us to...


      Screw that.


      I could move. It hurt, but I could move.


      There was nothing in reach, though. Nothing I could do.


      My equipment? I’d used up the daggers, and outside of them I had smoke bombs, regular bombs, and rope... What about wrapping some rope around the trees?


      No. I was pretty much in the middle of the clearing, in the air, and off-balance from the attack I’d just been hit with. I couldn’t muster the strength to throw the rope like that, and even if I could, I was too far from the trees.


      What about waking Klyk? No, that wouldn’t necessarily help me defend, and the spear would probably hit me before I managed it.


      What else? What could I do in this situation? Something? Anything?


      “Farewell, apprentice of the Sword Emperor.”


      I couldn’t die yet. I didn’t want to give up.


      Regardless of my wishes, though, the spiraling lance was pointed right at me. I knew that it was an instant from launching toward me.


      Ah... I’m dead?


      I couldn’t avoid it. I couldn’t block it.


      In less than a few seconds, that tempest would reach me, pierce through my arms and torso, tear me apart, and decorate the sky with blood and flesh. My body understood that imminent reality better than anything.


      Right... So this is as far as I go.


      Once I’d understood it, those feelings of resistance just wouldn’t come back to me. Time flowed like mud, the sight in front of me changing ever so slowly. My limbs felt like lead, but my thoughts raced like lightning.


      Amid those distorted sensations, I quietly accepted it. This was the end for me, and I smiled wanly. My mom had safeguarded my life, my dad had taken up that charge when she couldn’t, and I’d honored that effort by giving my all to preserving it myself up to this point—to make sure it was the one thing I’d never surrender. I’d gone so far as to kill without hesitation, just to hold fast to that principle.


      Despite...or even because of that...I’d known—I’d always known—that one day I’d be on the other side.


      Sorry, dad. I told you I’d be careful, but I broke my promise... Sorry, mom. Did I manage to keep smiling to the end?


      And...


      I thought of her, someone I’d only just met: that earnest, honest, naive, goody-two-shoes cleric.


      I’d have wanted to spend more time with her, but it seemed like this was goodbye.


      Sorry to leave you alone. Bye, Rhu—


      “Araignéeeeeee!”


      My detached feelings all came rushing back to reality as I heard the sudden yell.


      Just at the edge of my vision, jumping out from the trees and reaching out for me, was the girl I’d just been thinking of.


      Rhuys...?


      “Protect Bunkerrrr!”


      A shield formed of light shot out from her raised fist, flying out to intercept the oncoming spear.


      “What the—” the fiend general exclaimed.


      Oh. He’d seen her.


      Even after I’d started things on my own. She could have just kept hidden and maybe escaped. Besides, her shield wouldn’t block that. It would be engulfed and ripped apart. There was no point. She should have known that.


      No point?


      Really?


      Before I could come to an answer, she yelled out again.


      “Jump!”


      The shield was pretty much right in front of me; I reflexively stretched my legs toward it.


      Jumping off—or more like falling from—the shield, I barely managed to reposition, and then—


      The spot where I’d been just a second ago was pierced by the spear, as it tore through the shield like it was nothing. It had played out almost exactly as I’d imagined; I shuddered. All of that could wait, though. Now that the situation had changed, my thoughts had as well.


      I pulled out a smoke bomb and threw it at the ground before breaking into a sprint.


      The smoke might have been blocking his vision, but Ibe would blow it all away soon. My attempt earlier had proven that. But...


      She was here now.


      “Rhuys!” I cried out as I ran toward her. “Protect the smoke!”


      “Right!” she replied, understanding right away and beginning to pray. “Chapter of Providence, Verse Two. Canopy of stars...Luminous Curtain!”


      A half-dome of light appeared, enveloping the smoke. It blocked the wind the fiend general blasted to catch sight of his prey again. The smoke inside the dome was shielded, and kept us hidden as we ran.


      By the time the liturgy lost its effect and the smoke screen was blown away, we were safely concealed among the trees.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 36 — A Hoarse Cry of Anger


      I zigzagged amid the trees, pulling her by the hand as we ran. Eventually I was sure we weren’t being followed and finally came to a stop. My overused limbs—and my lungs—were all protesting their treatment. The scratches all over me were making themselves known now as well, like my body had just remembered they were there.


      “Hahh...hahh... That...hahh...might...have been...a bit much...”


      I turned to face Rhuys as I gasped for breath.


      It wasn’t just her limbs and lungs protesting, by the look of it, but her whole body crying out as she coughed, spluttered, and wheezed.


      “Ahhh, sorry, Rhuys. I pulled you the whole way, so—”


      “N-No...I’m okay... Guh!”


      “Yeah, you really don’t look it.”


      I let go of her hand, and she collapsed to the ground. Her shoulders—well, her whole frame really—rose and fell as she gulped in air. She needed some time to rest. Also, I couldn’t say I was exactly “fine” either. There was the accumulated exhaustion and injuries, of course, but more than anything...I’d been on the verge of death just moments ago.


      I could feel a vile coating of sweat over my whole body. I needed some time to calm down just as much as she did.


      Just in case, I put my hand to the ground and strained my ears.


      Yeah, I thought, no one’s following, and there aren’t other monsters either.


      I could relax for now. I watched Rhuys as I got my breathing under control.


      Now that I was a little calmer, I couldn’t help but think back to what I’d seen as we ran.


      Ibe was surprised at Rhuys appearing out of nowhere. If he was reading minds, he should have been able to read hers as well.


      That meant that not only had he not noticed her movements, he hadn’t even noticed her presence. How could that be? Was it because there had been some distance between them? Like he had to be able to see his targets? Maybe it was hard to read thoughts on a large scale, or he could only read one person’s mind at a time.


      The other possibility was that the wind he’d used had marked me in some way—


      “Gah! Guh... Hahh. Phew... Sorry. I’m okay now...”


      As she spoke, she was trying to force herself to her feet, using her arms to support her... It definitely didn’t look like she could move properly yet. Her breathing was still all over the place, and her limbs were as limp and useless as wet noodles.


      I waved for her to stop trying to push herself and sit down with me. She seemed confused that I’d popped a squat, but she did stop for the time being and met my eyes as she looked me over.


      “Right, Rhuys. We need to have a chat.”


      She looked questioningly at me.


      “Thanks for saving me. Because of you, I’m still alive.”


      “Ah.”


      If she hadn’t come, I would have definitely died there. Frankly speaking, I owed her my life. I wasn’t just going through the motions either—I really was grateful.


      “But...you can’t rush out into danger like that. If he hadn’t seen you, you could have left me and escaped.”


      She stiffened at that.


      That was half the reason I’d gone in ahead. If she’d stayed hidden, she would have been able to escape on her—


      “...you...”


      “Hm?”


      Rhuys was looking down, mumbling something, but I couldn’t properly make out what.


      “...gnée!”


      She was muttering my name? Actually, she seemed kinda angry? She looked up with a glare, tears welling in her eyes.


      “Clench your teeeeeth!”


      Slap.


      I was at a loss.


      I’d just...


      She’d just...slapped my cheek.


      She’d just used the flat of her palm, forcing her slack and trembling arm to move. Obviously, it didn’t hurt at all, and I could have easily avoided it if I’d tried.


      But her tears, her real anger, had captivated me. I’d felt like it would be wrong to avoid it.


      “Araignéeeee!”


      “Y-Yes?”


      “You’d just given up on living back then, hadn’t you?!”


      “Uh.”


      How had she known?


      “And now! You told me to forget about the ‘if it kills me,’ and now you’re telling me to abandon you!”


      “Uh, er, well. If I die, that’s my own fault. You can just run and not let it bother—”


      “Of course it’ll bother me! We traveled so far together, and you’ve helped me so much. You even accepted someone like me. I owe you. How could I just abandon you like that?!”


      “Um, well, I didn’t exactly do much, and it’s not like you should feel like you owe—”


      “It was a lot to me! And it’s up to me if I feel indebted or not!”


      Tears were streaming from her eyes as she fixed me in her furious stare.


      “Besides! I was the one that dragged you into this! If anything happens to you, of course it’s my responsibility! If someone needs to be sacrificed, it should be me!”


      “Rhuys, do you think you might be letting yourself get carried away?”


      “Did you say something?!”


      “No, nothing,” I said, shutting my mouth as she glared at me with teary eyes.


      Honestly, I was kind of bewildered.


      I mean, I hadn’t had anyone who would say something like that to me before.


      It wasn’t that I hadn’t had opportunities to get close to people, but I’d never been able to take that last step—after all, I didn’t like people as a general rule. The other person always seemed to feel that and kept at a distance.


      I’d been softer with Rhuys because she was just my type in looks and personality, and I’d hoped... Well, never mind what I hoped. But I figured it wouldn’t end much differently. I’d never thought someone would be so broken up over little old me.


      “So, I was watching to work out when I could help, but when I used my eye...and looked at you...do you know how much I... Just how I...”


      She finally grabbed onto me and got closer, taking my hand and gripping it tightly. And then, letting her head and voice drop, she murmured in my ear.


      “You’re protecting me, and inexperienced as I am, I know I need it, but I want to protect you too. Don’t treat me like a stranger after all of that.”


      Her head remained bowed, but she tightened her grip slightly, not budging at all.


      I’d been trying to handle everything worth worrying about all this time.


      So I was the one worrying her...


      I tugged at her hand, still holding mine, and pulled her into a hug. I whispered a single word into her ear.


      “Sorry.”


      I felt her shaking from where we were touching.


      I kept holding her—she was daintier than I’d thought—until that shaking died down.


      ＊＊＊


      “The mana is static?”


      “Yes. There’s a hemisphere centered on the fiend general, forcing it to accumulate in place like the wind covering the area... You were fighting in the middle of all of it.”


      Once Rhuys had calmed down, I listened to her as she healed me—my left shoulder had taken more of a beating than I’d thought.


      Mana usually flowed through the surroundings like air, apparently. I had no way of feeling that sort of thing out for myself. So even if there was an abnormality, I wouldn’t notice it. That might have been why I never noticed that core thing either.


      The wind he’d blasted the area with earlier had made her feel that abnormality and unease, and she’d used Streamsight to check what was happening—and seen the flow to my death.


      She’d clearly seen me give up then, and with all of that revealed, she got angry.


      “You said your thoughts were being read, and that the fiend general didn’t notice me moving. It’s probably similar to a liturgical barrier. Though it’s far different in scale than anything I’ve used...”


      “Hmm.”


      Right. Ibe himself had called it a barrier, I seemed to remember—in other words, something which defined an inside and outside. When I was inside, my thoughts were read, and conversely, Rhuys’s weren’t.


      Because she was outside...


      So out of all the reasons I’d thought of, the correct one was the simple difference in distance.


      If I didn’t go inside, or if I could deal with the barrier itself, I could fight against him. Once I understood how his technique worked, I could come up with some kind of countermove.


      I dropped my hand onto her head.


      “Thank you, Rhuys,” I said, stroking her hair like you would soothe a child. It was a show of my gratitude and an apology in equal measure. “I think we can do this now, thanks to you.”


      “Really?” she asked hesitantly.


      “Yup. So I want you to actually run this time.”


      “Wha...?”


      “Run. Back to town if you can. You can’t come back for a while.”


      “Why?! I was going to fight too... You’re not still—”


      “No, no! I’m not telling you to abandon me like earlier. I just don’t want you in front of him.”


      “Uh... But... I...”


      “Ibe said he was still holding his power back. If he draws too much attention, more people might turn up. But if it comes to it, he might forget that and cut loose. Which means you might get caught in his attacks.”


      She looked at me silently.


      “Plus, if I’m carrying extra weight, I won’t be able to fight properly either.”


      She jolted. That phrasing had probably been clear. I could see it had hurt her, and there was a hint of anguish to her expression. She didn’t protest any further, though. Seeing her like that made my chest twinge just a little bit.


      The fact she’d saved me was probably a large part of it. Her scolding me probably helped as well. She was taking up more and more of my heart. But actually, because of that, I had to push her away here. If not, she’d probably just follow me anyway.


      I didn’t want her to see what was about to happen either way.


      “And without that ‘weight,’ you can fight freely?”


      “Yeah. I don’t want you getting hurt, so if you can take it away...”


      “And if I do, can you win?”


      “I’ll be fine this time.”


      “Okay then.”


      She slowly stood up, and her eyes were still teary, but there was a strong look in them as she fixed her gaze on me.


      “Come back safely, though. I won’t forgive you this time if you die.”


      I answered her with my usual smile.


      “Yup, I’ll do as best I can.”


      “No, you will come back!” she pressed. She still had a hesitant look in her eyes, but then she ran off into the trees again.


      I watched her leave and let out a sigh when I couldn’t see her anymore. I was glad she’d listened to me. I hadn’t expected her to, to be honest. She could be oddly stubborn at times. Well, that stubbornness is cute, I guess.


      “Right then,” I said, standing up myself. I didn’t have to worry about her, or her watching now. I looked down at the gauntlet on my left hand and stroked it lightly with my other hand.


      “Let’s go, then,” I muttered.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 37 — Only Half-Fanged 1


      The fiend general was standing dead still in the middle of the clearing, his blade stabbed into the ground in front of him. He must have been wary of a surprise attack. From his position there was a significant distance to cross regardless of where I started from. Well, he probably wasn’t the type to hide away and lurk. Like me.


      I was in the shadows of the trees, watching him, and he probably hadn’t noticed. Even if he’d left that barrier up, odds seemed good I’d still be outside of it.


      Maybe a sneak attack now?


      If I rushed in from outside the barrier, I might be able to cut his head off before he had time to really read anything from me. Erasing my presence for sneak attacks was a specialty of mine. Although I’d mainly practiced it to get the drop on dad. I’d have preferred to be a bit closer for that, though. I crept closer, to just by the edge of the barrier—


      “So you’re here.”


      I jolted.


      I’d only taken a few steps when he seemed to notice something and spoke up. He wasn’t looking my way yet, and I was being as stealthy as possible. I wasn’t in the barrier either.


      “I know you are there, apprentice of the Sword Emperor.”


      I didn’t think Rhuys’d had the wrong idea. The fiend general’s voice was utterly confident, though. It seemed like I’d have to give up on an ambush.


      “I was sure you’d chase after us.”


      I stayed back so I wasn’t within the range I’d been given for the barrier and intentionally showed myself.


      “Perhaps I could have. I decided that if you ran at full speed, searching for you would be difficult. But I knew you would be back.”


      “Yeah. You know too much, so I have to finish you off here.”


      Man, I sounded like a villain in a play.


      “Considering your distance, you seem to have an idea of my range.”


      “Well, you couldn’t read the girl’s mind earlier, it seemed. I figured I’d be fine if I stayed at this distance,” I said, making it sound like I’d noticed by myself.


      He’d already seen her, but that was no reason to get him any more interested in her.


      “So, how’d you notice me?” I asked. “From the way you said that, your barrier hasn’t changed in size, has it?”


      “I read the air currents. They reach further. I would rather avoid losing my head before I knew what was happening.”


      He said it like it was nothing, but surely that meant he’d be able to tell when anything got close?


      Actually, it had seemed like he’d noticed me earlier when he blew the smoke screen away.


      I had no idea how a barrier that let him read thoughts was related to wind, but maybe the wind—or atmosphere—let him read them? For being bad at controlling his magic...


      “You’re rather skilled,” I said.


      “Was that praise?”


      “The opposite.”


      It just made things even harder.


      He chuckled.


      “I don’t mind such criticism, but you are hardly in a position to talk, apprentice of the Sword Emperor. After all, you’re still hiding your ‘fangs.’”


      “Yeah. You’re right. I have to shut your mouth even if it means revealing them. That’s why I came back.”


      I cut myself off, let out a breath, and then lifted my left arm out in front of me and chanted.


      “Guard of the beast’s pen. Jaws that devour the fragments.”


      My voice and the words I was saying were a key. A key to a door only I could open.


      “You who crush good and evil alike, turning it all to blood and flesh.”


      I put the key in and slowly turned it. A click resounded in my chest, and at the same time...


      My gauntlet—or what used to be my gauntlet—was starting to make cracking noises.


      “Awaken, Klyk.”


      My heart gave one massive pulse.


      Corruption flowed with that pulse—Aísthima’s blighted mana mixing with my blood and changing half my body.


      My left arm grew as it kept making those noises, Klyk changing with it. The gauntlet merged with my left arm, hardening and growing ever more ominous as it took the shape of a set of massive claws.


      Both my eyes were originally black, but my left eye was red now, glowing faintly. Part of my hair was changed in the same way, bits of my bangs now scarlet.


      “What the... You look...”


      It was only partial, but my form now looked just like...


      “...like one of us...”


      ...like a fiend.


      “Only half, though.”


      I smiled just the same as ever, even if I wasn’t exactly looking like my usual self anymore. I was born between a fiend and a human—something called a demifiend. Hated and feared by humans, scorned and ridiculed by fiends. Not fully either one, and accepted by neither, an outcast.


      I’d sent Rhuys away because I was concerned about her, yes, but more than anything, I didn’t want her to see me like this.


      A cleric of the Grand Temple eating and sleeping alongside a demifiend—a corrupted servant of Aísthima—would be more than a minor scandal. More importantly, I didn’t have any guarantee she’d accept me.


      “I must admit some surprise, but... I see. That gauntlet is an artifact. It keeps your corruption restrained.”


      “Yup. Usually it sleeps and eats my mana.”


      That’s why I normally had no mana at all. The corruption and mana that would usually flow from my body into the atmosphere were all devoured by Klyk. That was what dulled my aethernode, or more accurately, left it completely shut.


      In exchange, all that mana boosted my stamina and recovery, along with my resistance to sickness. That was why I healed faster than most people.


      “But a human could hardly have made an artifact of that caliber. And yet I doubt a fiend would provide one to a demifiend...”


      I stayed silent.


      “No. I remember an artificer accused of fraternization with humans. The group that went to deal with her, along with the woman herself, were never heard from again... So you...”


      He was just as insightful as ever.


      “That artificer was my mom. She left this to me, her final invention.”


      When I was born, I’d taken after her a lot more than I did now. Leaving that on display, though, meant that I couldn’t live on either side of the divide. Mom had given me Klyk so I could live among people—she must have thought they were easier to live with than fiends. Even now, he was suppressing my fiend instincts so I didn’t lose myself to them any more than I needed. There were obviously limits to it, though, so I still had to mind myself.


      “I see. So I suppose this counts as revenge for you.”


      “I guess so, now that you mention it. Not that I’ve got anything against you personally.”


      “Hm... That was not what I meant.”


      I looked quizzically at him and he held the sword up to show it.


      “This is called Rog. It means horn in our language. I am sure you have already surmised, but it is an artifact. Do you know who made it?”


      “You can’t mean...” With how the conversation was going, of course I knew what he meant. It was the same as Klyk, something my mom... “Where did you get that? Mom barely made anything after she left, and never gave anyone anything either.”


      “Who can say? It might be a little late in the game for me to take up this tack, but you and I are enemies. I am not obliged to answer truthfully. So what will you do?”


      I was silent. He was provoking me. The calm part of my mind was warning me of that. There was no guarantee my mom had made it. But I hadn’t been back to our house even once after she died. As a kid, I hadn’t been able to tell what was what too well, and there was a limit to what I could take with me.


      If one of her artifacts was still there, and he’d taken it... If it really was my mom’s legacy...


      “Looks like I have another reason to take your head.”


      “Well, I would rather not put up with that twice in one day,” he said as he gave a satisfied nod and raised Rog into a mid-guard.


      I’d had to just run away earlier, and now we were fighting again. The situation was different this time, though.


      “Oh, right. I forgot to say something.” I held back my burgeoning rage about his possibly stolen keepsake, making my best effort to speak very purposefully. “Klyk doesn’t just eat my mana.”


    


  



  

    

      Verse 38 — Only Half-Fanged 2


      “What?” he asked in puzzlement.


      With my demifiend form revealed, my aethernode was open now. The mana I’d been blind to prickled at my skin, slowing my steps. At the same time, though, the dome of the barrier around him was now faintly visible in my reddened eye.


      I stepped forward, touching my raised left hand to the barrier.


      Fwsh...


      The part of the barrier I’d touched faded away, like it had been absorbed. Its mana had been eaten. All at once, the mana making up the barrier dispersed. With the interior and exterior linked, it lost its effect.


      “Why, you—!”


      He noticed what I was doing and immediately hucked a spear at me.


      The movements of his mana, invisible to me until now, let me sense its construction and made me even more sure.


      Yeah, I can’t eat that head-on.


      If I’d woken Klyk back then, it wouldn’t have changed anything. I’d probably have been run through before I got any chance to eat its mana. That thing was just one big wad of instant death.


      I jumped, then ran my left hand through the air in a stroking motion. In its wake, five daggers made from the ambient mana appeared.


      This was another of Klyk’s powers: mana manipulation. Mana was normally just the mechanism that magic used to affect the world, but any that Klyk touched, I could reshape at will.


      I moved my hand again, this time like I was shaking something off, and the daggers shot off toward him.


      They followed my will as they moved. Three led the way, with the final two lagging behind. I trailed along behind them.


      The blades flew quickly in a gentle arc. One was deflected by his sword, another blocked by the wind. The third found its home in his damaged breastplate, while the fourth and fifth came down from above, stabbing into the gap near his neck.


      “Gu-rk?!”


      I kept the pressure on, slashing at him with my right hand.


      The slash at his neck buried the blade halfway into his throat...but that was as far as it went. He’d pulled back the black sword to push against me and bring me to a halt. It wasn’t enough to cut through his neck.


      “N...gh... Ha ha ha! Not enough! I yet live!”


      As he laughed, the fiend general grabbed the sword still in his neck with his left hand, holding it in place while he slashed back with his other hand.


      It was an all-out attack that only a fiend general could perform, thanks to their monstrous vitality. On the other hand, I was off-balance from my attack, and my weapon was stuck. I had to either somehow pull it out, or abandon it and esca—


      —What are you talking about? It’s fine. Just stop it with this hand.


      Right. That was right. I had my left hand in play now. I let myself get carried along with the exhilaration. The sword closing in on me to slice me apart...was carried by a hand, and I caught it neatly in my talons.


      “Ngh!”


      For an instant, he stopped.


      Of course, I’d never win in a pure contest of strength. I was just using my one arm, and he had put his entire strength behind his slash.


      But...


      I’d never intended to make it a contest of strength. In that moment of stillness, I pulled my sword out, and then changed the direction I was pushing my left hand, moving myself aside.


      He must have meant to keep pressing, because he fell forward—but he just caught himself with a step, not actually falling over.


      I didn’t let the opening go, gripping his right arm and twisting. With my demifiend arm. Violently.


      “Guh?!”


      His joints creaked, and his tendons started to snap.


      I savored the feelings from my left hand for a moment, then put that little extra oomph on it to tear it off compl—


      “I think not!”


      As he yelled, Ibe’s right arm and the sword he was holding in it filled nearly to bursting with mana. In an instant, the technique was ready to pop off—I assumed it’d be yet another blast of wind that was supposed to dislodge me.


      “Ah ha!”


      I let Klyk gobble up that mana. I focused the mana he’d gathered in an even smaller area, making it expand, and then rupture—into an explosion!


      “Ngaaaah?!”


      With a yell of shock, his body flew away. He hurtled, rolled, but still didn’t fall. He rose up onto one knee and faced me.


      “Guh... Heh!”


      Fresh blood fell from where his right arm had gone missing from the elbow down.


      A moment later, that flew through the air as well, along with Rog, spinning as it descended. I grabbed it with my left hand. Then I looked at it for a moment and stabbed it into the ground. It would be another weapon, and if mom had made it, I wanted to try it out personally...


      It was different in shape and weight from my sword, though, and I didn’t know its quirks. In a battle for my life, trying out an unfamiliar weapon would just be a good way to lose it. Just depriving him of the sword was a fine enough accomplishment.


      Right. A fine accomplishment. I’d taken both the sword and the arm from a fiend general, and even driven him to his knees. There was a tingle of satisfaction going through my mind as I took in the scene and—


      “Heh... Heh heh... What happened to ‘I don’t enjoy fighting, or make a hobby of dragging fights out’?”


      “Where’d that come from?”


      “Ah, I see. You haven’t noticed... Ever since you revealed that form, each time we cross blades, each time you carve a wound into my body...you’re smiling.”


      I jolted.


      “Ahhh!”


      I’d thought I had them under control, but I’d gotten immersed in my instincts. While I was still shocked from that, Ibe let loose with another tempest. I didn’t know how many times he’d done so now or how many he still had left in him, but a vortex spouted from the stump of his fallen right arm.


      It was a waste, though. Without Rog, he couldn’t control his magic—the spell came out more like that tornado he’d whipped out the first time. He was obviously firing all but blind, and even as unfamiliar as I was with magic, I could tell it was a half-formed attack.


      Of course, it wouldn’t end well if it hit me, but I just jumped clear of it without really giving it any thought. I didn’t understand what he was hoping to achieve at all. It didn’t seem like him. Well, I’d only just met him, so I couldn’t exactly say that, but he hadn’t seemed like the type to go for a rushed attack just because he’d lost his weapon...


      And that was when I noticed just what was in front of his extended arm.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 39 — The Tempest


      So...he was aiming for the sword to begin with?


      The black sword Rog was still sticking up from the ground. The wind reached it, and something just plain odd happened. The fine control over his magic he’d been lacking manifested out of nowhere as the wind connected the fiend general and the blade.


      The wind then split at the tip that was touching the sword, sprouting into five twisters even smaller than the earlier “spears.” It looked almost like a hand...and then it actually moved like one too, wrapping around the sword’s hilt and pulling it out of the ground.


      “Huh?”


      I couldn’t help making a dumb noise as the wind...the arm made out of wind gripped the sword and took it back to Ibe, affixing itself to his body like it was a proper arm.


      For a brief moment, Ibe looked down at his new right arm like something alien, but then he quietly hoisted it—along with Rog—over his head.


      My body was wary of it first. My mind was still processing the bizarre sight of it all.


      Calm down, I told myself. He’s got the sword back, so he’ll start up with the spears again, but with my aethernode working I can track the mana he channels into them. Plus...


      Whenever he launched one of those spells at me, he’d always thrust the sword in my direction, probably to help his aim. The stance he was in right now resembled the kind a swordsman would use to tee up a vertical slash. It wasn’t a guarantee, but I didn’t think he was the type to use that kind of trick.


      Actually, why’s he got the sword ready from there? We’re still pretty far apart... Although...


      A chill ran down my back. Even though I was far out of the sword’s range, it felt like I was inside it. I reflexively tensed, even as I was racked with doubt inside.


      “Hahhhhh!”


      He started moving his feet. The power created by that movement, the mana, rushed through his body.


      The power flowing through him grew even greater, making the wind comprising his arm grow and lengthen, and it writhed like a snake...and then started “falling” straight from the sky.


      “What in—?!”


      Ibe hadn’t moved from where he stood. And yet the sword threatened to slice me in two.


      I raised my sword, barely deflecting it. Internally, though, I was shaken.


      He used wind...an arm made of wind to launch... No, he lengthened the arm?!


      The deflected blade hit the ground, the attack spraying dirt into the air. I squinted against the flying grit and looked for where the sword and arm had gone.


      “Raaaah!”


      It had already gone back to him, and he was swinging it again. As he did, the arm of course stretched out again, sweeping horizontally across the huge gap between us.


      He must have misjudged the distance—or his force—because the sword passed behind me. That meant that it wasn’t the sword but the arm controlling it that had hit me.


      I used my left hand to solidify my mana into a shield to block it. But...


      It won’t stop!


      My feet were ripped from the ground, and I felt myself flung into the air once again.


      Even as that happened, the arm was gradually breaking through my shield—even though it’d only clipped me!


      It broke, but then I used Klyk to grab at it in hopes that I could eat its mana. But however many layers of the compressed wind I ate, I didn’t reach the middle... While I’d avoided a direct hit, I was still launched out of the clearing.


      I twisted in midair and landed on my feet, my momentum still carrying me back.


      The fiend general gave a sharp yell, swinging diagonally with the blade and his arm, knocking down much of the tree line.


      I ducked low to dodge... That was my plan, at least.


      The blade never reached me, instead plowing into the ground after passing in front of my vision, blasting dirt around. The dust it threw into the air rained down around us.


      Unlike his spears and towers so far, this wasn’t normal magic—where it was filled with mana, controlled, and targeted. He was skipping all of that to send mana to an “already active” spell with his body movements and letting that mana reach his weapon. I was guessing that the sword provided the spell with the mana it needed as much as it served as a conduit.


      Which means he’s using “body movement” to temporarily increase his mana... That’s...


      “It is rather difficult to control my own strength like this,” came a low male voice through the dust. “I thought of it only moments ago, and of course there is a difference between being able to do something and having mastery over it, but...”


      As he got to the end of that thought, his voice grew much more animated.


      “But this is it! Your technique uses the spirits—Asteria’s fire—as a weapon. Therefore for us, we should call on Aísthima’s corruption—wicked spirits! I gather the power flowing within me and magnify it. This is the core of this ki technique! I finally understand! You have my thanks, apprentice of the Sword Emperor!”


      The fiend general seemed possessed by his own excitement. He punctuated his thanks with a slash of his black sword that seemed to skim along the ground.


      I immediately jumped over the blade, which only turned to follow after me!


      Clang!


      “Gu-urk!”


      I blocked with both my sword and my left arm. I’d avoided a direct hit, but it seemed even with a fake made of nothing but empty air, a fiend’s strength carried through just the same; the blow tossed me high into the air. This situation was...


      “You have erred! There will be no help like last time!”


      He must have checked the currents in the atmosphere to know there was no one nearby. Ibe was certain of his victory this time. I was feeling just the worst sense of déjà vu. I was stuck in the air with nowhere to run, and my opponent was about to land the finishing blow.


      It was only similar, though, not the same. Klyk was already awake this time. And...


      “This time it is farewell for good, apprentice of the Sword Emperor!”


      He twisted to gather power, immediately using the reaction to drive a full-strength thrust. The mana conveyed by the movement propelled his arm of wind, and the sword came at me along with something like the spears from before.


      Like the slashes so far, the one-handed thrust with the ki-like technique had coated Rog in a destructive tempest, and as its name implied, its point resembled a horn piercing the sky. It would run me through for certain.


      So before that happened...I solidified the mana at my feet—and kicked off the air.


      “Wha?!”


      Rhuys last-minute save earlier had given me the idea. She’d used a liturgy shield to offer me a platform. I’d wondered if maybe I could do the same with Klyk awake.


      As the howling wind passed me by, I used even more mana footholds to bounce through the sky. My opponent hadn’t shifted from his thrusting posture. So...


      CLING!


      With my full strength behind my slash, I once again took his head off. It fell to the floor, still enclosed in his helmet, with a thump. His body didn’t move at all from his thrusting position.


      I bled off my momentum as I landed, taking several steps away as—


      “Not yet!”


    


  



  

    

      Verse 40 — Conclusion


      The head on the floor was yelling. At the same time, his torso wheeled around to strike again.


      I wasn’t surprised. I’d expected this. I’d known it still wouldn’t be enough. So I was already turning in concert, slipping past his blade as I approached, and delivering my own with one minimal movement.


      Reach, angle, follow-through, will to cut. With all of those in an ideal state, there was nothing my sword couldn’t cut!


      For a brief moment, silence ruled over the clearing.


      There was almost no resistance. The slash fulfilled everything perfectly, so there was no feeling of anything impeding it. I was certain this time, though. This was the worst of the fiend generals, Ibe the Tempest and I had finally reached his vital spot.


      There was a sliding noise, and his torso fell, like it had just remembered that it had been cut. His lower body shuddered and dropped as well. The arm of wind dispersed, and corruption started pouring from the wound instead. The sword in its grip fell to the ground with a clatter.


      “Heh...heh heh, hah hah... To think, I would lose to one not even wielding the divine blade... Ah, delightful. What a fulfilling bout. I would have liked to cross blades with you more, but it appears my body will no longer hold out.”


      That was his head, separated from his torso where it had fallen from the ground. Its voice sagged under the weight of Ibe’s regret, but it also conveyed a deep satisfaction.


      “Outstanding, apprentice of the Sword Emperor. You bring no shame to that name.”


      “Mh, well... I’m not like him at all. Not like I use my sword properly, after all.”


      The praise was so frank that it had me all shy. Dad could fight like that with just his sword, and here I was needing to resort to tricks. I supposed I still felt a bit inferior.


      “Proper and improper mean nothing in battle. Your sword is true. Take pride and hold your head high.”


      I let that hang for a moment.


      “I think you might be heaping it on a bit there. If you’d come at me full force from the beginning, I wouldn’t have even had a chance to use that sword.”


      “Really? I believe you would still have fought back.”


      “Yeah, you really are praising me too much,” I said after a moment.


      I wasn’t used to that kind of thing, so it had me feeling all awkward.


      He was really all over the place. Or, well, it felt like he had way too high an opinion of me. He hadn’t shown me any disdain for me being a demifiend either.


      “So, why didn’t you use that barrier from the start? If you had...”


      Well, if he had, I’d probably have died like it was nothing.


      His answer was short.


      “I am not fond of it.”


      “It’s a problem of taste?” I asked, confused.


      “A problem indeed. We are likely far more bound by our desires and instincts than you humans think. The pain of being forced down a path is often a bodily complaint as much as it is a mental one.”


      So that whole thing about the boundaries being thinner affected more than just magic.


      “To borrow a phrase of yours, I do not make a hobby of peering into the thoughts of others. Additionally, relying on it is proof that I have failed to prevail by my sword alone. It all too easily robs me of the joy of crossing blades, or of divining the mysteries of a technique. If my foremost duty were not protecting my liege, I would likely never use it.”


      “Oh. So that’s why you seemed resigned earlier.”


      His motivations were almost childlike. It was kinda cute.


      “Also, about that sword over there...”


      “Ah, Rog. I avoided outright stating it earlier, but there is no doubt that it was your mother’s creation. That was a few centuries ago. I ordered its construction to aid my control, if only a little.”


      So he was one of her customers? It was just something he’d ordered legitimately? I felt kinda bad for doubting him.


      “If you wish, you may take it with you.”


      “Huh? But...”


      It was something he’d had made.


      “You are its creator’s daughter, and the one to cut me down, so you have a right to it. After all, its original wielder is hardly in a state to take it.”


      “Mm... Then I guess I’ve got to.”


      I mean, if its owner was saying so, there was no need to rein myself in.


      “Now, before my body gives out, I have something I wish to ask as well.”


      “What?”


      “Your name.”


      “My name...?”


      Oh, right, I hadn’t given my name yet. He really was weird, asking a demifiend for her name. If it had been any other fiend, I’d have wanted to avoid my name being spread.


      “Well, I guess it is your last request. I’m Araignée. Araignée Les.”


      “Les... Ah, ‘forest.’ I see. I recall your mother secluded herself in a wooded place. So she went so far as to take a surname like some human. She really was an oddity, it seems... And Araignée?”


      “It means spider. Mom liked them, apparently.”


      “Araignée Les, the forest spider. I will remember that name. Sooner or later, chance will bring us together again.”


      “Huh?”


      “While I have lost, I have also gained much from this battle... While I do not know how long it will be, I will slumber in anticipation of once more crossing blades with you.”


      “Um?”


      “Farewell, then, Araignée Les, apprentice of the Sword Emperor.”


      With those surprisingly nonchalant words, Ibe’s head and body suddenly began wasting away, breaking down into corruption before scattering on the breeze.


      All that was left was the armor and helmet he’d been wearing, along with the black sword Rog, still on the ground. Oh, and me, standing there in a daze...


      Right, there were rumors that he was just like the archfiend with the whole not dying thing, weren’t there? So he resurrected after the heroes defeated him? Huh. I guess he’s gonna come after me again?


      I couldn’t help but let out a massive sigh. While I was still uneasy about the future, I felt a bigger sense of relief and exhaustion from it all being finally over.


      Next in line after the archfiend, the fiend general with the most renown, Ibe the Tempest. He was far more than any of the rumors suggested, in more ways than one... He was almost like a storm himself, despite his relatively calm demeanor. He suddenly appeared, tore things up, and then left...


      If he was being truthful, it was a storm I was bound to weather again. Though it sounded like it could be a ways out. I hoped it would be. I didn’t think I could put up with that ridiculousness so often.


      Well, regardless of all of that, I figured my commission was complete.


      Now all I had to do was meet up with Rhuys and head back to the capital. Although...


      Too much, too fast, maybe...


      I could feel heat in my left arm.


      Klyk usually kept my fiend half in check. Maybe as a reaction to its usual suppression, now that it was released, it was eating away at my human feelings. I wanted to break things. I itched to see something suffer. I ached to feel the life go out of something in my hands. It was all welling up at once.


      The fiend general’s life wasn’t enough to satisfy my appetites, and now my body craved an outlet. I suspected this would be a problem. I had to work this out before I went back to a human settlement, and get Klyk back to sleep or—


      Rustle.


      I heard leaves crumple underfoot behind me. It sounded almost like a blessing. It might have been some wild animal, or maybe a monster. It didn’t matter, but it was perfect. My left hand wants you, so if you’d be so kind—


      “Araignée...?”


      I jolted.


      As I turned to get a fix on my prey, I was met by a confused cleric girl that should have beaten it ages ago.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 41 — Reason and Instinct


      Why?! Why is Rhuys here?!


      I’d told her so firmly to leave, and she’d obeyed me without hesitation...


      Now that I thought about it, maybe I should have hammered the point home more. With how empathetic Rhuys was, she was probably planning to come back and check on me from the start. But...


      “That’s you, right? But you look...”


      Crap. Crap crap crap. Why’d she have to turn up now, of all times?


      My urges were almost at their limit, and I’d been just about to relieve them. Even though I knew it was Rhuys in front of me, I didn’t think I could resist. Actually, that wasn’t the important thing...


      She saw!


      She’d seen me, in my demifiend form! The shock had thrown my feelings in disarray, and my arm was getting even hotter. I’d known from the beginning that there was a chance I might show her myself like this. I’d wanted it to be far into the future, once I saw how things were going. I didn’t want to show her like this. I didn’t want her to see me like this yet.


      I couldn’t lift my head. I was scared of seeing how she looked at me.


      That was why I’d sent her away. Why I wanted to wait. So why...


      “Why?”


      “Uh...”


      “Why did you come back?”


      I knew it was just an arbitrary demand I’d made, and she hadn’t actually promised. Despite that understanding, I still found my mouth moving.


      “I, um, was worried about you, so...”


      “But I told you to run. I told you to stay away.”


      The left side of my vision was red. My left arm was hotter still, longing for the time to sink its claws into the prey in front of me. Those desires weren’t confined to that half of my body. They were running rampant, corrupting all of me. Even my thoughts were going red, scarlet...


      “I apologize for not doing what you said. But I—”


      “You’re a naughty girl. You should do as you’re told. Now you need to be punished.”


      “Is that...really you?”


      I lifted my head and grinned. I grinned.


      “Are you...not a human? You’re a fiend?”


      “Heh heh. Which do you think I am?”


      Rhuys looked scared, but she was still putting on a brave face. Ahh, how cute. Rhuys, you’re so cute.


      “Well, I’m not actually either. Do you know what a demifiend is?”


      “They’re born between a fiend and a human... So you’re...”


      “Yup. An outcast, accepted by neither because they can’t be either.”


      I’d been taken by her when we first met. I’d thought she was just my type. It must have been because I’d known all along. My nose. My instincts. They’d sensed prey.


      “I didn’t think I could win without looking like this, so I sent you away. I didn’t want you to see this.”


      “Araignée...”


      “I can’t let people know. If people found out, I’d lose my home. So I need to make sure...”


      I walked forward, grinning. She twitched and shivered, but didn’t move to run.


      Cute... You’re so cute, Rhuys. And you look so tasty... Ah, I can’t take it. I can’t hold back—


      I simply started forward, swinging my left hand.


      “Protection!”
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      She must have been on guard. She immediately put up a shield of light. Now that I looked closer, I could see a blue light in her right eye. That was probably her Streamsight. She’d read my movements with that eye and tried to use the shield to avoid my attack. My claws ate the mana and easily ripped through it, the gauntlet hitting its mark dead-on.


      “Ah... Ugh...!”


      The blow knocked her away, and she fell, her back against the ground. Even her stifled cry was cute. I couldn’t hold back my excitement. I took a step, then another; each time I got closer, her sweet scent and sweat stimulated my nose. My tiny prey’s attempts to resist had me feeling all sadistic.


      She backed away, still not taking her eyes off me, but finally backed into a tree. She must not have had the energy to keep moving, because she pressed herself into it.


      I lifted my changed hand again. She looked up with fear, stiffening, but still seemed ready to resist...


      Ahh, I can’t take it. You can’t look at me like that, or I really won’t be able to hold back. It’s fine, right? Right? I could take that cute face, that beautiful body, push them to the ground, rip them apart, and eat them all u—


      —it is...


      —Hm?


      “Like fuck it iiiiiissssss!”


      What was I doing, letting myself drown in my instincts like that?!


      My better self was yelling at me, and I slung my right knee up into my own left hand as it moved to skewer her!


      I felt the impact through Klyk, followed closely by a dull ringing noise. Because of the position I was in, though, all I could do was divert it a little. The claws approached her, ready to tear—


      Krsh!


      —and skimmed over her head, embedding themselves in the tree behind her.


      “Hahh...hahh!”


      I was gasping for breath as she looked dazedly up at me, and I did my best to give her a smile.


      “Sorry for scaring you, Rhuys.”


      “Araignée...”


      “I wanted to stay together for a bit longer...but it looks like this is it. Run while you can.”


      “Uh... Er...”


      “Actually run this time. I don’t think I’ll be back for a while...so I guess...I’d be happy if you didn’t tell anyone.”


      “But if I do that, you’ll...”


      “I’ll be fine. I’ll get back to normal if I wait.”


      She was still worrying about me at a time like this, so I couldn’t help but smile. Maybe I had good reasons to stop her from saying anything rather than asking. That was the best way to protect my life and lifestyle, but...


      I don’t want to. I don’t want to kill her even more than I want to keep living the way I do, so I guess I can’t.


      So I wanted her to run, and I wouldn’t blame her, even if she did tell someone. My only regrets would be leaving my dad to mourn me and not getting to meet the hero. Though that last bit could still happen if she spread rumors about me and the hero came to put me down.


      I felt the strength growing in my arm again, possibly in response to that last self-deprecating thought.


      “Ugh...ah... Rhuys...you need to run...”


      It was getting hard to hold back. I could actually go for her at this rate.


      But she didn’t show any sign of moving. Her lips pulled taut, and she clenched her fists—still planted against the ground—fixing me with a stare. Eventually she lifted her hands in front of her and offered a prayer.


      “Chapter of sealing, verse two. Striated bindings...Sacred Chain!”


      In answer to her voice, chains of light appeared from the sky and wrapped around me, lifting my arms over my head.


      “Um... Rhuys? What are you doing?”


      Bringing bondage play into this was a bit much. She didn’t answer, though, and didn’t move either, starting to pray again. She wasn’t buying herself time to escape.


      Does she...want to finish me off with her own hands?


      I hadn’t thought she’d be the type of person to make that decision immediately after finding out...


      I guess she does hate me now. Is she scared of demifiends, maybe? She must be, yeah.


      This wasn’t the first time I’d been in this kind of situation. I was still scared of people finding out the truth, though. Fear, disgust, hate, scorn; all in one look. I still couldn’t stand the thought of people looking at me like that.


      Maybe Rhuys was looking at me like that too...and that thought meant that I couldn’t bring myself to look at her face.


      My left arm wouldn’t overlook that weakness, and immediately started trying to rip through the chains, growing hotter still. If I was released, it would eat her up and bury my fangs in her.


      Rhuys’s liturgy would be finished before that happened, though.


      If it succeeded, I would die. If it failed, she would. I had killed people without regret, so I wouldn’t cross the bridge; I would fall to Aísthima. She would regret it but live on without flinching, so she would make it to Asteria. Either way, this was goodbye.


      I’m sorry it had to end like this, Rhuys.


      “Chapter of...verse...!”


      My thoughts were dyed red again, my reasoning drowning.


      I could faintly hear her cry out as my consciousness faded.


    


  



  

    

      Reminiscence 1 — Peace and Collapse


      “And the hero returned safely to everyone, and they thanked him. Then they all built a country together, and he became the first king, protecting them as they all lived happily ever after.”


      My young ears heard my mom’s voice as she read the story to me like always.


      Her hair was just as bouncy and curly as mine, but unlike mine, it was a brilliant scarlet. Her eyes, never wavering from the book, were the same glittering red.


      This must have been my dying dream. A memory of when I lived with mom, years before the Sword Emperor took me in.


      I was thinking pretty far back.


      Remes Les.


      Rust Fer Söldner.


      Those were my parents’ names.


      Remes—my mom—was a fiend that crafted artifacts. The artifacts she made outstripped everything of human and dwarf make alike, so fiends—and even the humans that came up against her artifacts—spread rumors of them.


      Rust—my real dad—heard the rumors. He ventured into monster territory alone to obtain an artifact of his own. Apparently he’d called himself a treasure hunter at the time. But other fiends found traces of him entering their territory and pursued him. At the end of his flight, he found (but didn’t recognize) the workshop of the artificer he was looking for, and hid there.


      Naturally, my mom was in the workshop at the time. With fiends inside and out, dad was cornered and decided he’d fight to the last, turning his sword on my mom...


      Mom was an odd fiend, born with extremely weak instincts. Unable to find a place she belonged with her kind, she isolated herself on the outskirts of monster territory and spent her days creating artifacts as the fancy took her.


      Maybe that was why, when her home was invaded and she was held at swordpoint, she showed no hostility. She welcomed him, even sheltering him from his pursuers. Her boring daily life suddenly had a human in it, something she’d only heard about, never seen. Her normally weak instincts as a fiend...were not what overcame her. Instead, her curiosity won out. She asked him every question she could think of, about their ecology, ideology, society, culture, and so on. She always loved talking about that, and it seemed really meaningful to me now.


      By the way, her surname “Les” was something she took for herself after talking to dad and getting interested, and they came up with it together.


      “Rustfersöldner? That’s a long name.”


      “No, my name’s Rust.”


      “Hm? Then what is the rest of it?”


      Fiends didn’t really have any notion of surnames.


      Dad couldn’t bring himself to attack the odd fiend, and he couldn’t ignore the debt he owed her for saving his life. Gradually he did more and more with her, and eventually they married.


      Eventually he’d been put to death by humans, his supposed fellows, for being with mom—a fiend—before I could remember. So I knew basically nothing about him—just what I’d heard from mom, and that I’d gotten my hair and eye color from him. After that, we moved to the village my dad came from, living in a small hut on the outskirts—he’d prepared it just in case—and lived there together.


      Wow...the hero’s amazing.


      “Heh heh, you really like this story. I don’t know how many times I’ve read it to you.”


      Yup! He’s amazing! I want to be a hero when I grow up too!


      “Ah, you can’t do that.”


      Huh?! Why not?!


      “Well, you’re a demifiend. A fiend can’t become a hero.”


      I...can’t?


      “Nope, you can’t. Besides, if you did, you might have to defeat me too.”


      Why...? You haven’t done anything wrong, though.


      “I haven’t, but that’s how things are. Rust and I are both oddities, but fiends and humans don’t normally get along. Still want to be a hero?”


      Not if it means being mean to you.


      “Ahhh, you’re so cute!”


      And then she grabbed hold of me and showered me with kisses.


      Before mom and dad got married, she didn’t know what a kiss was. Just like surnames, fiends had no such practice. So, when they fell in love and he tried to give her a kiss, of all things, she just asked him outright.


      “Why are you touching your lips to mine?”


      “It’s to show you I love you, damn it!”


      Dad had apparently told her with a red face, and she’d liked it (along with seeing dad so embarrassed) and started doing it with me as well.


      I remembered finding out from my friend in the village, Juni, that it was normally something adult men and women did together.


      Even so, I adored my mom showing me that she loved me like that.


      Even though it was a tiny village, and we were right on the outskirts away from people, I was happy then.


      ＊＊＊


      “Don’t cry...Araignée... I’m still so happy.”


      This...was the memory of the day my mom died.


      Mom had married a human, a race that the fiends considered a mortal enemy, and vanished, so those same fiends branded her a traitor and pursued her. They’d most likely chased after her so doggedly out of fear that she’d supply her artifacts to humans.


      And now they’d finally caught up with her.


      To them, I was part human, abhorrent and helpless in a fight, so they’d gone for me first...


      But while mom was weak for a fiend, she’d used her own artifacts to wipe them out while protecting me.


      It cost her her life.


      “Life was always so dull, and then I met Rust. I learned about humans...married him...and had a cute little girl like you. And now, in my last moments, I’ve protected you with my death. So I’m so, so happy. This must be the kind of feeling Rust always talked about.”


      M-Mom...no...don’t die...


      “Oh...but you’re going to keep getting bigger and bigger, and I won’t get to see it. That’s...a shame.”


      Right... That’s right... I’m going to get...bigger, so...


      “Life won’t be easy for you. I don’t think fiends or humans will help a demifiend like you... But you have Klyk. Plus, there might be people like Rust or me...oddities...and outcasts...”


      M... Mom...


      “Araignée, I hope you meet those people. I hope you live with a smile.”


      ＊＊＊


      When I finished burying her and took up a short sword for self-defense, I went to the village for help. I didn’t know how to live on my own. But...


      The looks people turned on me were looks of fear, hatred, scorn, and contempt, every time. Someone in the village had seen mom fight with her pursuers. They knew that she was a fiend, and that I was a demifiend, and now the whole village did.


      I was scared. I froze at all of those looks. I felt like I was going to throw up.


      And then, amid the downpour of those looks, I found my friend who I’d played with only the other day.


      Juni!


      She hiccuped.


      Ju...ni?


      She didn’t say anything.


      Why are you looking at me like that too?


      I couldn’t bear it, and I ran from the village. Now that I thought about it, it was probably unavoidable. One of the adults around her probably told her that I was a corrupted demifiend and scolded her away from interacting with me again. I could hardly blame her for being confused and afraid.


      But that rejection...it made me despair, in a word.


      At the same time, it taught me what reality was like for a demifiend in this world. However much I pretended, if someone found out the truth, they’d immediately start looking at me like that. I had to hide from fiends, obviously, but I had to hide from humans in general too. I couldn’t trust anyone, and I couldn’t let anyone close.


      ＊＊＊


      Klyk was the only reason I survived alone without any knowledge or skills.


      The gauntlet ate the corruption that half my body pumped out at all times, keeping me healthy and full of energy. It let me keep moving with minimal food, mended my injuries quickly, and meant I never got ill.


      I wandered to a forest away from the village, and began living there. I ate grass and fruits, hunted animals, and subsisted off the dew that gathered in cavities in the trees.


      I was so wary of wild animals and monsters that I couldn’t sleep at all at first, but I gradually learned to sleep lightly while keeping my attention focused on my surroundings, and even to defend myself out of pure reflex while I slept. The habit still persisted to this day.


      I got used to my life in the forest, and gradually roamed farther, reaching the road where I learned to take from travelers. Carriages made particularly juicy targets.


      After all, none of them would help me. Even when I asked, they wouldn’t give things to me. So I just had to take what I needed by force.


    


  



  

    

      Reminiscence 2 — Hero Encounter


      That day, like many others, I’d attacked a group of travelers.


      It was a band of adventurers, here to investigate the rumors of me that had been spreading...and of all the groups it could have been, it was the hero’s party.


      Naturally, they were on another level than the people I’d attacked so far. Obviously, each of them could have taken me out solo; they were a far cry from the easy marks I’d become used to.


      I was cornered, so I woke up Klyk and revealed my demifiend form...and then the hero I so admired flew into a rage right in front of me.


      “You... You’re a fiend?!”


      Well, I was technically a demifiend, but the enraged man couldn’t tell the difference. He’d hesitated up until that moment because I was a child, but now he fought like a man possessed.


      That hero had lost everything—the village he lived in, even his family—to a monster attack. He had channeled all his hatred into his training until the day he was chosen by the divine blade, and became the hero. Then he made an oath. He’d sworn that he wouldn’t rest until every monster, every fiend, was wiped out.


      He chose the Battlefield as his route to the archfiend’s castle because he could slaughter the most monsters there.


      I wondered what an endless expanse of his most hated foes looked like to him. Perhaps the look of rage on his face as he swung the divine blade with all his strength to kill me was the same look he had then.


      The fear I felt then was more than enough to demolish my childish admiration.


      Maybe somewhere in my heart I’d held some hope that a real hero would save me as well. The hero of my picture book, though, was nowhere to be found.


      ＊＊＊


      When I woke up, the first thing I could see was the brightness of a campfire, and the darkness it was driving away.


      I gazed vacantly at the crackling flames and eventually noticed someone past them.


      It was someone I’d seen before I passed out.


      A swordsman, one of the hero’s companions—


      Why...did you save me?


      “I can’t kill a child.”


      We both looked silently at each other.


      That’s it?


      Dad’s—the Sword Emperor’s—lack of eloquence never really got better.


      He’d protected me from the hero’s attack and parted ways with his comrades.


      The Sword Emperor, Ein Wisteria, was brought up in Wisteria Orphanage—established near the Battlefield—as an orphan of war. He first took up a blade when he was young. The orphanage was attacked by bandits, and he took up the sword to protect the children younger than him. Somehow he pushed the attackers back.


      He called it coincidence, but ever since then, he dedicated himself to studying the blade. Even after he left the orphanage and struck out on his own, that didn’t change.


      Eventually, people started calling him the Sword Emperor, and he was chosen as a guardian, and all he did was seek strength for its own sake. What had been a means had become an end. Earlier, though, he’d seen me—a child—about to be cut down in front of him. Seeing that had reminded him of exactly why he’d taken up the sword and refined his skills.


      Even knowing I was a demifiend, the Sword Emperor still offered me protection. To him, any matters of race were secondary to a child needing help in front of him.


      I was confused and wary, but he took me in, and I became his adopted daughter.


      ＊＊＊


      Not long after, I begged him to teach me how to use a sword. At first he was unwilling because he had “no experience teaching.” Eventually, though, he reluctantly folded to my repeated requests. Thinking about it now, direct instruction from the Sword Emperor would have made me an object of envy for swordsmen and women the world over, but neither of us saw it anywhere near that way at the time.


      After all, it was his first time teaching, and mine being taught, so we didn’t know how to hold back properly. We used wooden practice swords, but otherwise we might as well have been actually fighting, and I’d lost track of how many times I’d nearly died during my training.


      Each time, Klyk’s healing meant that I recovered from my wounds with absurd speed. I remembered being young and watching my wounds vanish, and accepting that this was what training was like. I only realized otherwise when I took a peek into an actual training establishment in town.


      My daily trips to the verge of death had probably left me battle-ready well ahead of the typical schedule for this sort of thing.


      ＊＊＊


      Once I’d gotten a little used to my life with him, he suddenly asked “Why do you go so far?” after one of our training bouts. From those words—still not enough in many ways, as ever—I got what he was asking. Why was I still training if it got me beaten up every day? (Though it was a bit rich hearing that from the person doing the beating.)


      What would I use my skills for? What was my goal for the future? Those were the kinds of things he was asking... He was concerned about me, really. I couldn’t answer the question immediately. And then...I realized: I had been frantic to survive so that I wouldn’t waste the life that my mom had protected. My mom had wanted me to live, but I didn’t have a reason of my own.


      I trained so desperately so that I could keep myself alive if I ended up on my own again. My only objective was survival.


      I supposed I could have gone mad with vengeance like the hero. That would probably have been easier in a lot of ways. Humans had harmed my real dad, and fiends had done the same to my mom. That was more than enough of a reason, and I didn’t care what happened to either. But mom had taken the fiends that had killed her down with her by her own hand. I had no idea who’d been involved with my dad. Besides, it had nothing to do with anyone else but them. Just raging without a target wouldn’t help anything, and it would never end. I still had enough sense to recognize that much.


      I was at a loss, but I could see that dad was getting worried at my lack of answer, and I felt childishly guilty. It didn’t matter what; I just needed an answer. I looked inside myself to find a goal. Something other than just “survival” for now. What else had mom said then...?


      “Araignée, I hope you meet those people... I hope you live with a smile...”


      It was only the one person, but I’d met one of “those people” she was talking about. I’d been given refuge and even adopted by one of those odd people who hadn’t cared I was a demifiend, and I was still alive... Which meant all that was left...


      Right, I haven’t smiled since then, I thought.


      So far, my life had mostly been about enduring things. Obviously that went for when I’d been on my own, but it still held true now. I felt like I’d forgotten how to smile. That meant that I had my objective for the time being, though. When I told dad, he still looked a little worried, but he just quietly stroked my hair.


      I put on a mask of a smile. It didn’t matter if it was clumsy at first. I could just practice, like with the sword.


      I’d heard about people smiling to put people off their guard, and it would probably be helpful for living among humans. If I could at least play the role on the surface, people wouldn’t look at me like on that day again. I still couldn’t trust anyone but dad, but maybe I’d meet some strange person, some outcast. Or maybe I’d find some other goal. Maybe there’d even come a day like mom wanted, where I smiled from the heart...


      And as I practiced wielding a smile along with my sword, I heard the rumors that the hero had returned from monster territory and then passed away before long.


      ＊＊＊


      The divine blade had only made the archfiend sleep for ten years for one simple reason. The last hero had failed. Well, more accurately, he hadn’t quite cut it.


      He was born with vast amounts of mana, and the blessings of the gods gave him limitless stamina, and his training refined his skills with a sword to make him one of the greatest legends of his age. Despite his strength, though, he would interact with all equally, and felt the need to save others at his own expense.


      He’d been sociable with dad despite his blunt, clumsy speech. They pushed each other’s skills with the blade higher, and called each other friends, apparently. At the time, there had been no one other than him suitable to wield the divine blade. He was the ideal person for it, save for one small detail: his contempt for monsters.


      That failing proved fatal.


      After all, drawing out the divine blade’s full power required a spirit fully in concord with the goddess of goodness, its creator. Hatred ran contrary to that; it belonged to the domain of the daemon of evil.


      Perhaps if the Sword Emperor had been at his side, things would have ended differently. To get through the Battlefield head-on to the archfiend’s castle, the hero had fought countless monsters and fiends. There was no way he’d have arrived unscathed. In terms of both combat and morale, his party had suffered in the Sword Emperor’s absence. He had parted with a friend, overused his body, and still driven himself along through hate alone; he brandished the divine blade, but he could never manifest its true strength. While it should have put the archfiend to a temporary death, it had not reached far enough.


      This incomplete subjugation brought on this new war within a mere tenth of the usual span.


      Clarté Wisteria had fought alongside them, and after she returned, she persisted in searching until she found the Sword Emperor, who had changed his name and was living in hiding within the lower level. Then, she had told him everything. She had blamed the quest’s failure on their failure to support the hero properly.


      It might even have been how she actually felt.


      But there was still another thought she was unable to shake: that the cause of the hero’s death was not, as rumored, the Sword Emperor leaving at the vital moment, but because of me.


      If they hadn’t come across me then, the Sword Emperor might not have left. Maybe the hero wouldn’t have made an error in defeating the archfiend and lost his life. Maybe she wouldn’t have had to bid farewell to a man she had grown up alongside in the orphanage...


      At the same time, she refused to call any of it my fault. She’d said that it was wrong to blame a child for so much. There was always a conflicted look in her eyes when she looked at me. She couldn’t hide it well, so I could tell even as a child.


      I certainly wouldn’t be happy if anyone wanted me to do something about how things were now. I was just fighting to survive. Trying to do something about it on my own now wouldn’t change anything—unless she wanted me to pay with my life, and that was a definite no go. Mom and Dad had saved my life, and I wasn’t going to waste it for something like that.


      Besides, it wasn’t like I cared about humans or fiends, or what they did with the world. Even if I wasn’t going to go out of my way for revenge, that didn’t mean that I felt any kinship with them. Why should I care what happened to them?


      But...


      I’d be lying if I said it didn’t bother me at all. Deep in my heart, there was a faint feeling, like a thorn lodged within me...so maybe I wasn’t as unconcerned as I’d like to think.


      ＊＊＊


      I hadn’t taken the commission as some form of penance. I’d taken it for the same reasons I’d given Rhuys: the hero’s existence.


      The last hero had been nothing more than an object of fear for me.


      So what about this hero? What did she look like? What kind of person was she? How did she feel as they traveled? What made her happy? Angry? What did she wield the divine blade for? Would she be a slaughterer like her predecessor, immediately cutting down monsters on sight? Would the blade’s tip find itself leveled at someone with corrupted blood like mine?


      Did a hero like the one in my picture book really exist in real life?


      I hadn’t even considered how to find out. I just wanted to meet her and see for myself what she was like. But Rhuys’s commission had ended without that happening, and so had our journey together.


    


  



  

    

      Verse 42 — Conveying Feelings


      I felt my dream end.


      I didn’t know why I noticed, even though I still had my eyes closed.


      I remembered a whole lot...


      I’d pretended to be human for the past ten years, but I still hadn’t been able to trust anyone, and I was still scared of those looks. People often said that “it’s what’s on the inside that counts” but I couldn’t trust that “inside.” Other than dad, they were all the same. So I wanted someone I at least liked from the outside. If how they were on the inside was good too, then all the better. I couldn’t have cared less whether they were a man or a woman.


      Even I thought it was a pretty lousy way to choose someone.


      But still, I occasionally met people I thought might be the one. Rhuys seemed like my best bet so far. I liked how she looked, and I had a good feeling about her personality too. I could sympathize with her circumstances, and we had the same kind of wounds in our past. More than anything, though, was how she stopped and listened to me when I’d said monsters were alive, even though as a cleric she was supposed to hate them.


      Before I knew it, I’d found myself hoping. Thinking that maybe if I revealed everything, she might accept me.


      Well, it’s all over anyway, though...


      Now that she knew the truth, I’d probably never see her again. Whether she’d succeeded in finishing me off or not.


      Hm? Actually, I can think now, so what’s going on?


      On that note, I’d been dreaming until a moment ago, so was I alive? Or could you dream after you died? Those questions must have been what finally did it, because I felt like I was floating up.


      And then—


      ＊＊＊


      The first thing I sensed was the soft noise of trees swaying in the wind. The next thing was a sweet, floral scent mixed with earth and grass, and a slight hint of sweat. It only filtered in through my eyelids, but the next thing I noticed was the light. So it was still light out.


      I could feel my body too. It felt like I could still move my arms and legs, and I didn’t feel anything else off. My back was just a touch cold. It was only from the neck down, though. My head rested on something soft and warm. It was really comfortable.


      What was it? I patted whatever it was with my hand.


      “Ngh...”


      I heard a stifled voice. It was a really familiar one. One I’d heard just before I passed out, actually.


      I opened my eyes to check, but light flooded my vision. It was too bright for a while, and I had to squint. When it finally eased off... Rhuys was smiling at me, upside down.


      “Morning, Araignée.”


      “Rhu...ys?”


      “I’m here.”


      It wasn’t a fearful look that met mine as I blinked up sleepily at her. She was looking just as kindly at me as ever, smiling quietly. I was lying face up on the ground. So that must have been where the chill was coming from. The spot around my head was soft and warm, though. I touched it more, squishing it.


      “Um...that’s my leg...and it tickles...”


      Oh, so this is Rhuys’s leg. Squish squish. Which means Rhuys is...letting me lie in her lap?


      I’d heard about lap pillows, but not even mom had given me one. Well, she probably didn’t even know what one was. Right, a lap pillow. So that slight scent must have been her too. That made sense, it was nice—but this wasn’t the time.


      “How...?”


      How come you’re still here? Why didn’t you run?


      That was what I meant to ask, but she apparently assumed something different.


      “I temporarily sealed your mana.”


      As she spoke, I glanced at my left arm. It was just like normal, the gauntlet on my arm—what Klyk looked like while he slept. My left half was back to human form as well.


      “How did you do it?”


      With how active that half of me had been, it would have needed either an outlet, or time to calm down. Judging from our surroundings and her, it hadn’t been that long since I’d passed out, and there were no signs that I’d rampaged.


      “Do you remember that barrier I used for ambushing the fiend general?”


      “Huh? Uh...the one that calms the mana inside it?”


      “Yes. My Streamsight let me see the mana flowing through your body, and I saw its source between your left shoulder and heart.”


      “Is that...my mana, uh, core?”


      “Most likely, yes. So I narrowed the range and made the barrier as strong as I could over that area, and stopped the mana’s flow. I’ve always been confident in my fine control over my liturgies. Then—”


      “Klyk ate the rest, and my fiend form broke...”


      Rhuys nodded slightly.


      “Right. So your eye and that skill meant that I...”


      The part of me that had held back because I didn’t want to kill her had a hand in how things played out. There were lots of factors in it, really, but only she could have sealed my mana. That much, at least, was clear to me.


      “But...” I started. What wasn’t obvious was why, despite knowing the truth, and despite what I did, Rhuys was still here, still looking at me the same way as always. “Why didn’t you run?”


      “Why would you ask me that?” she said, the gentle smile still on her face.


      “I mean, look at what I did. You nearly died.”


      “But I’m alive. Because you got yourself under control.”


      “I only just managed that. Besides, I’m a demifiend. I hid it the entire time, so...”


      So I was sure that she would hate me. That even Rhuys would look at me like that. But...


      “Then you could say the same about me destroying my village. We both hid things.”


      “No, that’s not your faul—”


      “Then you being a demifiend doesn’t mean you did anything wrong, does it?”


      I jolted.


      “The only reason I even got attacked was because I didn’t listen. You tried to make sure I wasn’t around.”


      Huh. It’s almost like...


      “Besides, demifiends might be shunned, and they can be dangerous...but I feel like that doesn’t matter with you.”


      My heart felt like it was in a vise.


      “We might not have traveled together for long, but I think I know the kind of person you are. Besides, back then you saved me with words that you didn’t even think about, so I know they’re how you felt. I can’t thank you enough.”


      My vision was blurring... How many years had it been since I felt like this?


      “Human, demifiend, or even fiend, I’ll still have these feelings for you. I won’t run, so—”


      Ah, I was crying. I’d get Rhuys’s clothes all wet.


      “—so please don’t cry, Araignée.”


      As she spoke, she softly wiped around my eyes. That was all I could take.


      Using just my abs, I hoisted myself from the waist up, raising my arms at the same time to grab her head, and I kissed her.


      Our faces were still upside down from each other’s perspectives as I put my lips over hers.


      “Mh? Mmmf? Mmmh?! Mmmh?!”
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      I heard her stifled cries. I kept holding her, though, holding those cries in as I enjoyed her soft lips.


      Eventually...


      “Phwah...”


      Satisfied, I let her go.


      I breathed deep, coming up for air as I let my head drop back to her lap again. My stomach actually kinda hurt from holding myself up the whole time.


      “A-A-A-Araignée?! Wh-Wh-What are you doing?!”


      “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”


      My happiness and adoration had overflowed, and I couldn’t hold them back, in no small part because I’d been following my instincts so much earlier.


      “You couldn’t resist? B-B-But we’re both women!”


      “Huh? Is there a problem with that?”


      “You mean there isn’t?!”


      “I thought a lot of the clerics were like that.”


      “Uh, ah... Well, that’s...”


      She was red all the way to her ears as she panicked. She was so damn cute.


      “It kinda hurts that you disliked it so much.”


      “Eh... I-I didn’t dis— B-but relationships between women are only allowed if they aren’t neglecting their duties of matrimony and—”


      “But you said you had feelings for me.”


      “I...did. But that wasn’t what I...uh...”


      She was flustered, but she didn’t outright reject me. She’d accepted me, even though she knew everything, and she was the second person in my life who’d ever bothered. She was also probably the only person that could seal away my demifiend side. I couldn’t bear how lovable she was.


      So I put it into words, meeting her gaze with a smile.


      “I have feelings for you, Rhuys. Feelings of friendship, and more.”


      “That’s not fair... If you tell me like that, conveying your feelings so plainly...how could I feel otherwise?”


      At those words from her, I smiled back at her from the depths of my heart for the first time in so long I wasn’t even sure.


    


  



  

    

      Intermission 9 — A Hero’s Resolution


      The upper level of Partir’s capital was filled with cheers.


      News that the hero’s party had returned in triumph after weeding out a fiendish infiltration effort had spread through the city. We were actually only back because we were worried about Agnes’s mentor, but Sierra had guessed that returning with no accomplishments to our name could cause public unrest.


      Agnes had headed alone to the estate where her mentor was being held—apparently when high-ranking people committed a crime, they were often just put under house arrest with strict supervision—to find out the truth.


      We were left behind, and the plan was to find out what the situation was from another cleric, so we were heading to the Grand Temple. Agnes would meet us there.


      We waded through the outpouring of cheers on our way. However, my heart wasn’t being buoyed by them. I felt empty and powerless.


      I didn’t do anything. I relied completely on the others, and those men were the people to defeat the fiend. We didn’t even make it to the forest...


      Our journey to the forest had been filled with misfortune the whole way. Actually, it was maybe too incomprehensible to sum it up as just “misfortune.” The place where we’d stayed just happened to have been infiltrated by a fiend, the bridge that would have been our fastest route was cut off by a storm, and then we found out about Agnes’s mentor being arrested. Thinking back on it now, it almost felt like someone was trying to stop us getting there...but maybe I was being too skeptical.


      Someone... But who would do that?


      I refuted my own thought. It didn’t make sense as someone’s plan; there was no benefit to it. Besides, there was another concern to begin with. Even if we had gotten there safely...


      I wouldn’t have been able to do anything any—


      “Lina.”


      The call brought me back to my senses. Sierra was walking at my side, and she’d whispered so only I could hear.


      “I know you feel uneasy, but take care not to let it show. Particularly in the city, your words and actions have a large impact.”


      She might not have known why I was feeling uneasy, but I got what she wanted to say.


      “Right. I’m the hero—everyone’s hope—so I can’t get down in the dumps.”


      I lifted my head and forced a smile as I moved forward. I responded to the cheers. One day, I’d be able to accept their voices for real...


      But I need to get stronger.


      With that resolution in my heart, I kept walking through the rain of cheers.


    


  



  

    

      Epilogue — The Pair’s Journey


      After that, we dealt with the bodies. I had Rhuys burn the monster’s corpse and Ibe’s two subordinates, and then we buried them. Ibe’s grave was empty, but we’d done what we could. There weren’t any stones around that would work as a grave marker, so we used his helmet instead.


      I took Rog as spoils of war, roughly in keeping with Ibe’s (debatable?) last wishes. Part of me wanted to keep it near me since it was a link to my mom, and more weapons I could use wouldn’t be a bad thing.


      We left behind the Forest of Dusk and went back to Escudo to retrieve our horses, then came back the way we came...except not quite, because I’d broken the bridge. Instead, we headed south to a port town. If we got there as a trading vessel was leaving, we might be able to get back to the capital pretty smoothly.


      On our way to the port, I told Rhuys about all of my past. I didn’t feel like hiding it anymore. In fact, I wanted her to know.


      “So that’s why you took the commission,” she remarked once I was done.


      “Well, not that I got to meet the hero in the end.”


      And, well, about that hero. We’d heard some odd rumors when we got to Clan by boat. Apparently, while the hero’s party were stuck with the bridge down, something else had come up and they’d gone all the way back to the capital. Rhuys and I exchanged glances and questions, but worrying about it here wouldn’t give us any more information, so the only thing to do was head straight back.


      Once we were in Clan, it was a straight shot back to the capital.


      Unlike on the way out, we got back without any issue whatsoever all the way back to my place.


      I opened the door and the guest bell rang, so I could show dad I was—


      “Rhuys!”


      “Wha—M-My Priest?!”


      —safe, but that woman—Clarté Wisteria in her casual wear—shot up from the chair she’d been in and rushed over to Rhuys before seizing her in a mighty bear hug.


      “What are you doing here...?” Rhuys asked.


      “So much happened, so I needed to come vent to Ei—er, Orphelin! I was worried enough about you already, and then with work, that election, and the debates, and then I heard that woman was after you!”


      “I’m sorry...I worried you...but thanks to Araignée I’m back here and safe. So, um? Could you loosen...your grip?”


      “I’m so glad you’re safe!”


      “U-Um... My Priest...can’t...breathe...”


      Oh, she was out cold.


      “Let her go or she won’t be,” Dad pointed out. She finally noticed that Rhuys had slumped over.


      “Huh? Ah?! Rhuys?! Who did this to you?!”


      “You did, you drunkard.”


      “I’m not drunk!”


      She sure was. She shook Rhuys back and forward, crying. She probably couldn’t bear the worry...but man, that woman was annoying when she was drunk.


      Well, I thought, time to ignore them for a while.


      “I’m back,” I said.


      “Yeah...”


      Dad was as expressionless as ever, but I could see his face relax a little. It seemed like he really had been worried. He still went straight back to work after, though.


      “So you’re finally back, Black Arm.”


      “Hm?”


      I turned to the new voice and saw a table full of new customers.


      “Who are you lot?”


      “We only just saw each other!”


      “You forgot us already, bird brain?!”


      “Kidding, kidding. I remember you. You’re the bandits that were going to rape Rhuys and I, aren’t you?”


      “Don’t call us that!”


      “It makes us sound bad!”


      They were protesting in low voices, apparently worried about who might overhear. So they realized how bad it sounded?


      While the rest of them protested and chattered away, two of them were just drinking away without a care. Surprisingly, one of them was what’s-his-face, who I’d have expected to be making the most noise, and the other one was less surprising—the hooded guy.


      “Looks like you managed it, then,” said the bigger of the two.


      “Yeah, somehow. Thought I was gonna die, though.”


      “Oh? Someone skilled enough for you to say that?”


      “Skilled... Yeah, guess so. He was a tough one, all right.”


      I felt my head ache at the reminder. I really didn’t want to have to fight him again.


      “If you’re so impressed, it makes me want to take him on too. You kill him?”


      “Uh...yeah. I cut his head off.”


      “That’s a shame,” the big man, still as bloodthirsty as ever, laughed.


      I wasn’t lying. I definitely had cut his head off. The fact that he was still going to show up again despite that was the issue.


      “Oh, right,” I said instead. “I guess you lot have been through a fair bit too? I heard rumors about fiends in Partir.”


      “Yeah, listen to this, Black Arm! We headed to town for your commission!”


      “Then it turned out the soldiers were monsters!”


      “And the local lord was a fiend!”


      “The what? What are you lot on about?”


      It felt like they weren’t going to get to the point anytime soon, so I turned to the hooded man, since he seemed the easiest to actually get something out of.


      “We really did go through ‘a fair bit.’ They have the gist of it right, but I’d note the hero arrived as well. Jair and I decided she seemed interesting, so we went to pay her a visit.”


      I couldn’t just let that go, so I reflexively turned to what’s-his-face.


      “You...met the hero.”


      “Yeah, she was pretty fun.”


      “Right...”


      I could ask exactly what they meant, but I wouldn’t be happy if I didn’t get to see for myself, so I just let it drop.


      “Right. More importantly, I’d like our reward, Miss Araignée.”


      “Hm? Oh, right. Seems like you did manage to delay her, and we’re back safe too. Dad, split my reward up between this lot and—”


      I was cut off by a loud cheer. They apparently decided that here and now would be a great time to kick off a party, so they ended up paying back into our purses in the long run.


      Once Rhuys had finally woken back up, we joined in to celebrate our own safe return.


      I didn’t normally drink much, but the odd occasion like this was nice. I couldn’t exactly get drunk, so I was pretty much just enjoying the atmosphere. On top of that, Rhuys turned out to be a sleepy drunk, and she’d barely had any before she was fast asleep. I took her with me and left the party.


      I carried her up to my room, and put her in bed like the first time we’d met. Just to be clear, I didn’t do anything weird, okay? Outside of getting in with her.


      I didn’t really want to do anything else—just lay at her side, feel her warmth, and sleep together, holding her. In my own room, with someone I trusted, my old habit wouldn’t have me breaking arms either. My wish from the start had been granted.


      She scolded me the morning after. It was the first time I’d had that kind of conversation too, so I was sort of happy about it.


      And now, with that evening of fun over, it was time for her to go home.


      She had to report what had happened to the temple, and besides, we both had our own lives. Even if I did want to be with her forever.


      “This is goodbye, then,” I said.


      “It is. Thank you for everything.”


      “I should be saying that. Thanks for so so much.”


      It hadn’t been long since we’d met, but it still felt sad to say goodbye. These were our lives, though. I consoled myself with being able to see each other when we wanted as I saw her off.


      “Come over whenever you like,” I said. “Doesn’t have to be some commission either.”


      “Right... I will. Definitely.”


      Considering her circumstances, she wasn’t supposed to be able to stroll around outside of particular instances like this, but hearing her say that she would anyway made me even happier.


      She turned away, and we went back to our own lives. For now, our journey was over.


      Or it should have been, at least.


      ＊＊＊


      It was the day after Rhuys had returned to the temple.


      Without anything pressing, and no real feeling to go looking for something to do, I was in my normal seat, basking in the sun. The rays coming in through the window were warm and comfortable. The other adventurers were all out, and it was just me and dad in the shop: perfect for an afternoon nap. But when dad saw me lazing around while the sun was still up, he called over to me from where he was cleaning.


      “If you’re bored, you can help me.”


      “Nope. I’m sleepy...”


      “Then go out for a walk. Rumor has it the hero’s back.”


      Right, that was a thing. The hero and the priest that was after Rhuys were both things I’d have to plan around.


      Once dad got my message, he contacted that woman—Clarté Wisteria—through Utile right away. Then she’d used that information to investigate the other priest, and she was arrested for conspiring to kill Rhuys. Maybe she’d realized she’d done wrong, because she was surprisingly cooperative with the arrest.


      On top of that, one of the guardians traveling with the hero—the cleric girl—was that priest Violet’s apprentice (I faintly recalled hearing about that, actually) and had rushed back to the capital to find out what was going on with her mentor. Apparently it had been a bolt from the blue for her as well.


      Because of that, the hero had traveled back with her. Although...


      “Eh, I ain’t gonna be able to get close, since I live down here. Forget about it...”


      He probably wanted to kick me out so he could clean without me in the way, but I didn’t feel like moving. I was sleepy, and I was thinking about Rhuys coming. Then, just as I was about to head off into my dreams, I heard the door slam open and the guest bell jangle.


      “Araignée! Are you there?!” came the voice of the person I’d just been thinking about, echoing through the deserted inn.


      “Huh? Rhuys? You’re coming over already?”


      She looked around and then spotted me and ran over. Then she grabbed my hand and headed for the stairs.


      “Sorry, I’m borrowing Araignée for a moment!”


      Huh, I was being borrowed. Well, she probably wasn’t here to just chat, then.


      She continued on to my room, walked in, and shut the door. She’d made herself right at home.


      “What’s up, Rhuys?” I asked.


      “Um...the hero is back in the capital...”


      “Apparently so. I heard the rumors.”


      “Well, when she stopped at the Grand Temple, I caught sight of her, and...”


      Oh, I had an idea what was coming.


      “Don’t tell me...”


      “Yes, you’re right... I’m so, so sorry to ask something like this so soon after getting back, but...” She looked straight at me, and I looked back, hope in my eyes. “Please! Come with me to save the hero!”
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      And, to answer that same question she’d asked when we’d first met, I smiled back.


      Apparently our journey behind the scenes of the hero’s would go on a while longer.


      ＊＊＊


      There was a picture book that I loved as a child.


      I couldn’t remember its actual title anymore, but the plot was pretty rote stuff: a kind, strong hero—an ally of the weak and oppressed—setting out with a band of comrades to defeat the archfiend.


      Bearing an incredible sword forged by a god, the hero and their companions ventured to many a town and village, solving crises as they went.


      The hero defeated bloodthirsty monsters bent on slaying all they found, nigh-human fiends, a general clad in black armor who could command the wind, and finally, the worst of them all: the archfiend. In the end, they saved countless people.


      It was a story you could hear anywhere, and I adored it.


      I read that one picture book we had over and over, until it was worn and tattered. Sometimes, the story went on in my dreams.


      I always, always admired the hero.


      Lately I’d missed out on seeing her on my own journey, though. But now I was working behind the scenes to support the hero I’d idolized, and I figured that counted for something.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      It’s nice to meet all of you, and to those who read the web version, it’s been a while. I am Hachigatsumori. It’s written just as you would think: ‘August’ and ‘Forest.’


      Thank you for picking up this first volume of Unsung Epics of the Hero’s Journey. It’s the first thing I’ve ever had published, and I’m so excited. It’s overwhelming.


      This book is a significantly cut and edited down version of the first chapter of the novel by the same name on web novel sites. (It’s on multiple.)


      That’s right, cut. After all, the aim for a single published volume is around 100,000 characters [around 50,000 words in English], but the first chapter was over 240,000 [around 120,000 words in English]. I didn’t write it with any thought to it being published, so I just wrote whatever came to mind, so I had to tearfully trim some of them away. Mostly around the odd combination of Jair and Vide.


      In exchange, I added more insights into the hero’s party. Well, I say more, but I had originally planned that in the first chapter (outside of existing as a concept in the world) they wouldn’t show up. When it got published, they ended up appearing here and there. The revisions were mainly around those parts. I feel like the web version is a rather different experience because of that. Those that are interested could read the web version in full.


      Originally, this story was just an idea I’d had that let me throw characters of mine into various worlds. I liked RPGs, so I sent them to a fantasy world. I’d thought of the different routes you could take depending on your choices: how you could become a champion for humanity, or turn your back on them and become a dark hero. Araignée acting like a bit of a villain here is part of that.


      One of the things I thought about was someone helping the hero from the shadows. What if there was a reason for the usual RPG tropes? (Enemies appearing in order of weakness, there being places you couldn’t go even though you could see them on the map, and so on.) I had our heroine (Rhuys) use pinpoint barriers to punch with. Then I thought about demon fusions and such, and wanted to write about all of that, and thus this series was born. I could barely stand to look at my first draft, and then spent years refining it, but that’s a different story...


      And after all those twists and turns, I have a story for you all about two girls helping a hero from behind the scenes. I wrote it with the idea that even the people behind the scenes all have their own lives and heavy pasts. If any of it stays with you readers even a little, I will be glad.


      To finish this off, my acknowledgments. Nat.-san, thank you so much for your illustrations. Thanks to you, Araignée and the others are more than just my imaginings, and they’re incredibly high-quality.


      Fujiwara-san, my editor. Thank you so much for explaining everything to me when I didn’t know anything. I’m sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you.


      And finally, to everyone else involved in the production of this book, and above all, my readers: Thank you all so much, and I hope we can meet again in the next volume. Farewell.


    


  



  

    

      Prayers at Departure


      “So you’re really going, Rhuys?” I asked.


      “I am, Priest Clarté.”


      We were in a private office for priests within the Grand Temple of Asteria, and the brown-haired girl I’d called there—Rhuys—had already finished her preparations to leave on a journey.


      A blessing from the gods called Streamsight had revealed that the hero who would save the world would actually lose her life to a fiend general in the middle of her journey. The Grand Temple had to prevent such a disastrous future. They had decided on a mission to remove that fiend general, but...the person chosen to carry out the removal of that general was my apprentice and adopted daughter, Rhuys.


      “I’ve told you over and over, but this is too dangerous. You’re against a fiend general, and not just any fiend general, but Ibe the Tempest. However you look at it, that isn’t an opponent you can fight. Are you still going to go?”


      “My decision won’t change. This is something that must be done.”


      “That’s true, but... Maybe I should go... I could go and beat the stuffing out of him.”


      She laughed.


      “You probably could, yes...but considering who it is, it would be dangerous for you as well. Considering the risk, I can’t let you go.”


      “But, Rhuys...”


      “Besides, you’re really busy with the election right now. If you suddenly went off on a journey, it would look suspicious, and you need to be with your faction, don’t you?”


      “I do...but that means you’ll—”


      “I’m okay with that. Compared to losing you, my life is a small price to pay... Besides, if I succeed, maybe they’ll even accept someone like me.”


      Her expression as she spoke was listless, and looked absolutely exhausted. I knew why as well, but I hadn’t been able to do anything about it...


      I couldn’t hold back anymore. I grabbed her by the shoulders, looking her straight in the eye.


      “Promise me, then! Promise you’ll come back alive!”


      “I...can’t promise that. Like you said, this is an extremely dangerous—”


      “I don’t care! If you don’t promise, I won’t let you go!”


      It was an extreme demand, and the look on her face was sad. Then she looked apologetic. But this was important. If it gave her even slightly more of a reason to survive...


      “I understand. You’re right. I might be able to make it back. If I can find the Sword Emperor...”


      “Ah, yes, he would be a lot of help if you could find him.”


      That was another problem. Rhuys was going to the lower level, a dangerous place, to look for a legendary swordsman who had vanished ten years ago.


      “You won’t find him. However many times I say, he—” I cut myself off.


      “My Priest?”


      “Ah, um... Right. If you’re going to the lower level to look for the Sword Emperor, go to the Sword’s Succession in the southern district. The owner there, Orphelin Ordinaire, is an old acquaintance of mine, and he should be able to help you. Plus, that girl is there too...”


      “That girl?”


      “Never mind. Here, this is the official commission form from the Grand Temple. There’s a letter of introduction from me as well. Give that to Orphelin.”


      “I will. It’s time, then, My Priest.”


      “Goodbye... Be careful, and don’t forget your promise.”


      “I won’t. Goodbye.”


      Her expression was still dark as she left. I let out a tired sigh and sank into my chair. I started to pray.


      Asteria and all the smaller gods—I know that as you have lost your physical forms, you will not move mountains for us. But please, even so...help her...help Rhuys, and give her guidance.


      I wouldn’t know for a while that she was going to get wrapped up in trouble from a completely unexpected direction.
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